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Arthur Wakefield on Everest 1922:
no 'passenger'
Dr Arthur Wakefield, a general practitionerfrom Cumbria, reached the North
Col of Mount Everest as a member of General Charles Bruce' s 1922 expedition.
As well as being a climber, heprovided medical care to his comrades, who included
George Leigh Mallory and George Finch. In their accounts of the expedition,
several climbers portrayed him as a nervous old man and a 'complete passenger' .
However, recently uncovered letters and a diary have led to this sympathetic
reassessment of the man and the revelation of his own summit ambitions thwarted by overdosing his companion on morphine.
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rthur Wakefield's reputation as a mountaineer, and thus his selection
for Everest, was based on the record he set in 1905 for the Lakeland
fell marathon - 59 miles and 23,500 feet of ascent in 22 hours 7 minutes'and on his experience in climbing in the Canadian Rockies. 2 However, in
various reports after the 1922 expedition he was described in somewhat
negative terms and these criticisms have been repeated in subsequent
publications. For example, George Finch stated 'his age was more against
him than it ought to be, might squander his energy in a nervousness that
amounted to hysteria'.3 General Bruce wrote confidentially to Arthur Hinks,
Secretary to the Everest Expedition Planning Committee,4 that Wakefield
was la noble and worthy old gentleman ... does not stand great heights well
... a complete passenger'.
It is true that, aged 46, Wakefield was some 10 years older than the
other climbers on the team and this may have affected his performance or
his team-mates' perception of him. But was he such a passenger? Our family
in Canada hardly knew Uncle Arthur, although we heard about his
incredible climb on Mount Everest and saw photos he had taken, and even
developed while there. Fortunately he wrote voluminous letters homeS and
kept a small personal daily diary 6 throughout the expedition. These were
recently found by his son Robert, now living in Canada, and by his
granddaughter Liz Osborne, living in Cumbria, and made available to me.
They give a very different picture of the man, his contribution to the
expedition and the circumstances that prevented him from attempting the
summit. They also show the important and continuous medical support he
provided to the other climbers.
Arthur Wakefield was born on 13 April 1876, the fifth son of William
Wakefield, President of the Wakefield Bank of Kendal and of Marianne
Wavell. He was educated at Sedburgh School and at Trinity College,
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97. Arthur Wakefield in Labrador-Newfoundland where he was medical officer to
the Royal National Mission for Deep Sea Fisherman. (Alpine Club Photo Library)

Cambridge, where he gained a triple blue in sports and an MA. He started
the clinical part of his medical studies at the London Hospital and then
signed up as trooper in the South African War. On return to the London
Hospital he graduated MD, BCh, MRCS and LRCP. He studied for a year
in Heidelberg and under Lister in Edinburgh.
He became a medical officer for the Royal National Mission to Deep Sea
Fishermen in 1908. Through this agency he met Sir Wilfred Grenfell and
joined the mission to the fishing ports of Newfoundland and Labrador. He
travelled to Canada during this time, where he climbed in the Rocky
Mountains and married Marjorie (Madge), the eldest daughter of James
Younger, Treasurer of the Imperial Tobacco Company of Montreal. In The
Fell and Rock Journal of 1909, Wakefield describes a hair-raising descent on

98. Everest 1922. L (0 rAW Wakefield, C J Morris, C J Bruce (leader),
J G Bruce, a Gurkha, E F orton. (Alpine Club Photo Library)

Mount Field in a snowstorm. Having lost his return track in the dark, he
slid precipitously down a gully, which speeded his return and enabled him
to reach his lodgings at midnight.
At the outbreak of the First World War, Wakefield joined the
ewfoundland Regiment but later transferred to the Royal Army Medical
Corps. He served in Belgium and France and was involved in the resettlement of prisoners in Germany in 1919. He was evidently traumatised by
the carnage of that conflict and felt deep resentment against the Germans.
He took delight in having the authority to order 'the Boche' to salute him
on the street and to deny them the use of any vehicle, including the bicycle.
In his memoirs of the war he wrote, after revisiting Cologne: 'I am sorry to
say the Cathedral is still intact. A few bombs on the Cathedral would have
put grit in their eyes, they pride themselves so much on it.' 7
Wakefield's son, Robert, remembers that his father manifested nervousness and depression, which today would be called post-traumatic stress
disorder. At that time the condition was generally referred to, somewhat
pejoratively, as 'shell-shock'.
Wakefield returned to Canada with his wife and three children and took
up practice in the town of Megantic on the border of Quebec and the state
of Maine, USA, where unbroken forests stretched for over IOOkm to the
east, south and west. It was here that he received the invitation to join the
1921 preliminary exploration of the northern approaches to Mount Everest.
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He could not leave the practice so abruptly in that year but freed himself to
join the expedition of 1922, the first major British attempt to reach the
summit.
Tom Longstaff was the official medical officer, a man with a distinguished
climbing record but rather less experience as a physician. He is said to have
remarked to the group (supposedly jocularly):
I want to make one thing clear. I am the expedition's medical officer.
And I am, as a matter of fact, a qualified doctor, but I feel it my duty
now to remind you that I have never practised in my life. I beg you
in no circumstances to seek my professional advice, since it would
almost certainly turn out to be wrong. I am however, willing, if
necessary, to sign a certificate of death. 8
During the expedition Longstaff was increasingly ill with respiratory
problems and diarrhoea and, from Wakefield's letters home, it is apparent
that Wakefield held the majority of sick parades. He describes one as follows:
Tenkye Dzong, Tibet. April 18th. I've just finished taking sick parade,
and you would have had a rare old laugh, if you could have seen
me! Longstaff, the real M.o. is taking the day off with slight tummy
wobbles, almost the first case of even slight indisposition we've had
since starting. So I had to officiate alone. There was a big parade of
coolies, but all started well, and I had the interpreter to help me.
Soon the wind got up, but Paul the interpreter held things for me.
Then disaster. First Paul was called off to help the General, then the
wind rose and things were blowing everywhere. To cut a bit of lint
and spread it with ointment became a rare feat of skill. Meanwhile
every sort of dust and fJ.Ith was blowing into the dressings. A mighty
gust swept lint, dressings, cotton wool whirling wildly over the velt.
Most of my patients promptly scattered chasing lint, etc.
His diary indicates that he held sick parade every day thereafter. Evidently
the third medical man on the expedition, Howard Somervell, a surgeon at
the London Hospital, never saw a patient the whole time. Wakefield took
many photographs, which he developed as he went, despite the wind and
dust. He was delighted to find two flowers and a bug on the Pang La at
about 17,000ft. Once Base Camp was established on the Rongbuk Glacier,
he shared in the shepherding of porters and supplies to higher camps. Bruce
had hired 50 local Tibetans for this purpose. Wakefield wrote:
Yesterday they arrived -- a motley throng comprising old men,
women, girls and boys. In order to keep them up to scratch and to
ensure none of them drop their loads, or dump them half way and
then come back claiming full pay, it was necessary to have sahibs
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following behind. Morris and I were detailed for the job. It was really
the funniest thing in creation to follow behind, keeping the flock
together, preventing straggling and seeing that everything went
ok... we patiently shepherded them from behind, cheering up the
stragglers .. .I felt for all the world like an old Westmorland farmer,
driving a flock of sheep to market... We had with us several Gurkha
non-corns, helping us like sheep dogs ..... doing the barking (and
biting!) when necessary.
But they did win his respect. He wrote:
On leaving the head of the trough there was an ascent of some 2-300
ft up steep loose scree. At 18,000 ft this alone was quite all that
Morris and I wanted, and how these coolies carried their loads up
that steep rotten scree at that altitude completely puzzles me!..I found
that some loads were 80 lbs ... and I thought that the maximum were
to be 60! However none of the coolies were a bit the worse, and
descended at quite a speed without seeming a bit tired.
In a letter dated 2 May, Wakefield commented on the likely difficulties
of the climb and the health of the expedition:
We can see most of the selected line of ascent from a little above the
North Col. The actual climbing difficulties do not seem at all severe.
But the altitude will form a most extremely difficult problem. So far
there have been no serious symptoms of mountain sickness. Everyone
is a little short of breath on exertion. Two or perhaps three have had
slight vomiting attacks ... Certainly we have all acclimatised greatly....
Personally, beyond a certain shortness of breath on exertion, and a
certain lassitude, I should not know I was not at sea level. I am
sleeping as well or better than I ever have in my life, and I think the
others are the same. Who will stand the next 6,000 feet and be fit to
start for the summit from the North Col, is in the lap of the gods.
During all this time, Wakefield had heard nothing from Madge since he
left England. He had left her in Megantic to help the replacement doctor
settle in, and to pack and move the three children, one still breast feeding,
to England. Finally, on 7 May he heard that the whole family had had the
'flu, and that Madge had been in hospital and operated on for mastoid
infection. Such a complication of 'flu was very dangerous in the days before
antibiotics, often causing deafness and sometimes meningitis, brain damage
and death. He was extremely anxious and wrote with concern and unusual
tenderness:
Don't forget to tell me if your hearing or anything else has been
affected. And remember, old girl, that it won't make the slightest
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difference to me, for I didn't marry you for your hearing, or your
voice, but for what you were ...
Soon, though, Wakefield was dealing with some type of respiratory
problem on Everest. On 12 May, he noted:
I was holding a big sick parade of coolies when word came that
Longstaff was in Camp 1 pretty sick and needing to be carried
down .... I found he was suffering from [a sort] of influenza laryngitis
pharyngitis and tracheitis, and very weak. But he is recovering very
quickly. I have the whole of the medical work to do. There has been
quite an epidemic amongst the coolies of this sort of influenza throat
and cough, and also quite an epidemic of diarrhoea these last few
days.
On 21 May, Mallory, Somervell, Morshead and Norton made a first
attempt on the summit and despite atrocious conditions reached a record
27,000ft before turning back. Wakefield wrote in his diary that Finch and
Geoffrey Bruce set out with oxygen, and he without it, to meet the climbers
at the foot of the North Col. He dressed the severe frostbite of Morshead
and Mallory before they descended further. After his return to India,
Morshead had several digits amputated. Next Finch and Geoffrey Bruce
attempted an ascent. They too were battered by strong wind and turned
back, exhausted, after reaching 27,300ft. At the camp on the North Col
they found Crawford and Wakefield who, according to Unsworth,9 had
come up 'not to attempt the mountain, but just to take a look around'.
Wakefield's diary and letters suggest otherwise. Unfortunately the pair's
designs on the summit went 'dicky up' when the doctor overdosed his
companion on morphine. The diary makes interesting reading:
N. Col. Sat. 27 Crawford came up p.m. Noel and I went photographing on Col. Finch, Bruce return & go down to Camp 3.
Crawford & I alone & plan ascent tomorrow. Wind W.
Sun. 28. Coolies finished fuel in night .... 1 thermos cocoa. Crawford
overdosed on morphia (.02 gm in 2 doses) Only scraps of food
available. Glorious a.m. I lay in, photoed, snoozed & wrote, while
Crawford slept. Started down ice wall fr. N. Col abt 12 & v. slowly
made Camp 3 Turned in v. early & slept.
In a letter home Wakefield expanded on this:
A chapter of disasters! This morning we found that the coolies had
pinched almost every drop of fuel during the night!!! Also I believe
they took some food, but that was of less importance. And what is
far worse, I have overdosed Crawford with morphia, and am writing
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this while he is sleeping it off, hours after we should have started
had we been able to go. We had not slept at all for 4 nights owing to
the altitude, and we both thought that a good night's sleep before
our attack [on the summit] would do him good. I happened to have
some morphia with me that I had been given for this very purpose.
So I gave him .0lgr by mouth and told him to take another in an
hour's time if the first had no effect. He took the 2nd, had a
magnificent night's sleep, but is now far too sleepy to think of
climbing even had the drink difficulty allowed us to go! I remember
now hearing somewhere that high altitudes may reduce the doses of
all medicines necessary. He'll be alright in an hour or two, but it is
dicky up with the attack and we shall have to descend to Camp 2 on
account of the supplies difficulty.
Wakefield seems not to have known of the danger in using morphine that
he had been 'given for this very purpose', but experience with high-altitude
physiology was limited at that time. Indeed, the use of oxygen was
controversial until its effectiveness was proven during this expedition.
When the two high-altitude parties returned to base camp, Longstaff
declared all but Somervell unfit for further climbing. Mallory had a cardiac
thrill and frostbitten fingers. Nevertheless, Somervell and Mallory decided
to try again. Mallory wrote to his wife: 'Longstaff is in one of his moods of
bustling activity, when he becomes tiresome, interfering and selfimportant. '10 Finch wrote in his diary that he overheard them in the next
tent plotting to have Wakefield examine them and declare them fit. They
left on 3 June with Finch, who had been persuaded to lead, using oxygen,
and with Crawford and Wakefield as support. Finch could not continue
and he joined the others leaving for India.
On 7 June Wakefield watched from Camp III as Somervell, Mallory and
Crawford set off with 13 Sherpas for the North Col. Wakefield had remained
as back-up. At 1.30pm they paused to let the Sherpas catch up and then
proceeded. They were 600ft below the Col when an avalanche swept two
groups of Sherpas linked by ropes into a crevasse. Wakefield wrote in his
diary:
June 7 - 6°F Up early. Gt confusion in Mallory, Somervell &
Crawford getting off to N. Col. Noel started for foot of Col to photo.
I saw sick & lazed reading & writing. 2: 15 saw avalanche, de'p 2:30,
met Crawford 3:30 & survivors 4:30, back in camp 5:30. 7 deaths,
none seriously hurt.
Later, in a letter home, he wrote:
Long before you get this you will have read in the papers the account
of the disaster with the loss of seven coolies' lives on the North Col.
I was not there. I had stayed behind at Camp 3, and they were going
to send down a message to me that afternoon what was still needed
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to be brought up to the North Col. Then I was going to bring it the
next day. I had been watching them through glasses winding their
way up the steep wall. Then I glanced away for a moment. When I
looked back the whole wall was white and there was no string of
ascending climbers. At first I thought all had been wiped off by the
avalanche. But as I kept looking, the fuzz of snow settled down, and
I gradually made out most of the figures still on the slope. I hastily
made up a relief party with first aid and hurried up. But I was not
needed. The coolies that had been killed had been swept over into a
crevasse, and no one else had been hurt.
Wakefield lost two porters assigned to him, Sange and Tempa. He helped build
a cairn and Somervell wrote an inscription. Mallory made a report to General
Bruce but later expressed guilt for having risked their lives. Somervell famously
lamented that no 'Britishers' had shared the porters' fate.
Wakefield felt disappointed at being unable to climb higher. Probably, he
also felt guilty about not being with his wife during her illness and mastoid
operation. On 31 May he wrote:
But I want you to know that this has not been by any manner of
means a picnic. For the only really enjoyable parts so far, I think I
can honestly say, have been the voyage out to Bombay and a few
days at Darjeeling. Still, the Union Jack has been raised to the highest
point yet reached on the earth's surface.... I am deeply chagrined to
say that I am too old for the final summit attack; it seems to me
clearly proved that men of 30 to 35 are the right age for this. But
anyway no man of my age has been higher than me, in fact I am the
only one who has stuck it up to 23,000 feet, and the others of my
age who have been so high, are now on the sick list and returning
home quam celerrime [as fast as possible] along with others who have
not been so high. June 1 - Twelve years ago today! and of those 12
years we had only about abt 5 together! Let us make up for it when
we are together once more!
After the expedition, Wakefield settled in Cumbria, establishing a medical
practice from his house on the side of Skiddaw, near Keswick. Robert
remembers going with his father in all kinds of weather to open gates along
the lonely roads connecting the sheep farms.
Wakefield was born into a strict Quaker family, was a strong believer,
and conducted religious services in Labrador. However, after the First World
War he lost his religious zeal and never attended church services even with
his own family. He was a strict disciplinarian and the windows were open
every morning and in all weathers. Robert had to take a cold bath under
his father's supervision. He never hugged his children. The only emotional
display Robert can recall was when, as President of the Fell and Rock
Climbing Club in 1924, Wakefield dedicated a bronze plaque listing the
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names of members killed in the First World War. The plaque is mounted
on the summit rocks of Great Gable. As Wakefield spoke his voice was
shaken by sobs of grief.

Conclusion: Despite the stresses of climbing Mount Everest, Wakefield
does not seem to have acted hysterically at any time and certainly not at
times of crisis. He provided regular medical services and participated in
climbing at least to 23,000ft. Despite the jibes by others about his
nervousness and being a passenger, Wakefield never made disparaging
remarks about his team-mates in public, in his personal letters or in his
diary. He deserves a better reputation than he is accorded in the many
publications on climbing Mount Everest. It may be that his experiences
with the appalling poverty, semi-starvation, and disease he witnessed with
the Grenfell Mission in Newfoundland and Labrador, and the carnage he
witnessed in wartime, made him cautious about taking risks with his own
life and the lives of others. His companions may have seen him as an old
man when in fact he was simply a wise and caring physician.
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