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Expedition to                  The North Col                    of Mount Everest

By Rowan Hajaj

Introduction
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On the 24th of April 2004, I boarded a flight at JFK International airport in New York at the start of a 26 day expedition to climb to the North Col of Mount Everest. With a freshly minted Green Card in my pocket & changes at work, it was time for something to stretch my imagination. I remember joking with a friend that I might climb Mount Everest. After I’d made the same joke three times, I thought I might as well look into it.

I have long held a fascination for Everest. Just after graduating from University, I received a phone-call from an old school friend, Jim. He was due to leave the following week on a long-planned 4-month sailing trip along the South- and Central-American coast of the Caribbean. The owner of the boat, Colonel Henry Hugh-Smith, who had lost an arm to a gun-shot wound in Northern Ireland, had recruited Jim and his friend Bear, to crew the 36 foot yacht. Jim told me that Bear, who was then in the British Special Forces, had broken his back in a parachuting accident in South Africa, and asked if I could take his place, which I did. Through Jim, I stayed in touch with Bear’s path to recovery. In three years, Bear went from near paralyzed to the youngest Briton to summit Mount Everest. He is now a “best-selling author & international speaker”, and I suppose my inspiration for heading to the Himalayas. You can read more about him at http://www.beargrylls.com/.

A few Google searches turned up a site with a list of commercial expeditions on Everest. It quickly became clear that I would not be accepted on any Everest summit expeditions, with no previous experience of either climbing or high altitude. But I did find an expedition to the North Col being run by Himalayan Experience. At an altitude of 7,100 meters or 23,500 feet, the North Col of Mount Everest stands taller than any point in the world outside of Asia. Discovered by George Mallory and his team in 1922, it is the key to the ascent of Everest from the Tibetan side. From the Col, there are views across the whole of the North face of Everest, the West Rongbuk Glacier and other Himalayan peaks including Lho La, Pumori and Cho Oyu. Just above is the route to the summit, attempted by Mallory and Irvine during their tragic 1924 expedition. Mallory's body was discovered intact on the mountain in 1999.

This expedition seemed ideal – a significant challenge, though not technical, costing $6,500 compared with $35,000 for a summit attempt and taking only one month rather than an arduous three. Even with the reduced altitude, I was surprised and delighted to be accepted on the expedition – I should have been to at least 6,000 meters before, I was told, and the hike up Djebel Toubkal in Morocco eight years earlier had only taken me to a breathless 4,200.

The trip would consist of: several days meeting the team and organizing climbing equipment in Kathmandu, Nepal (3,400m); a trans-Himalayan flight to Lhasa in Tibet (4,000m); one week’s travel from Lhasa to Base Camp (5,200 metres), followed by several days acclimatization there; a two or three day, 25 kilometer trek over rock, snow and ice to Advanced Base Camp, or ABC (6,400m), followed by several days acclimatization there; a one-day climb using fixed ropes to the North Col (7,100m) and back to ABC; finally, a relaxing return overland to Kathmandu via Chinese "no-mans-land".

Below is my web diary of the trip.*

Movie clips courtesy of Jen Peedom - http://homepage.mac.com/jenpeedom/Menu4.html
* some of it was updated online only when I got back down the mountain – no internet access up there

Thursday, April 15th 2004, 9:37 PM 

Getting Started

Today, I wired my payment to Himalayan Experience’s account in Switzerland, booked my flight to Kathmandu & set up this website. There’s lots more to do, including buying evacuation insurance and mountaineering equipment, and sending round the sponsorship email. Oh, and getting fit! I have hired a personal trainer, Dwight, to whip me into shape. By the time I leave I will have done one to one and a half hours a day of cardio & weight training every morning for a month (in theory!). I’ve been drinking protein shakes & eating carbs until I feel sick, but am still losing weight, which is not ideal as I was advised to bring a few extra pounds.

The biggest challenge will be fighting exhaustion & the effects of altitude. According to the medical section of the Everest website, 1,500 - 3,500 m is considered High Altitude, 3,500 - 5,500 m Very High Altitude and 5,500 m & above Extreme Altitude. Normal changes that occur in every person who goes to high altitude include hyperventilation, shortness of breath during exertion, a changed breathing pattern, increased urination and waking up frequently at night. The biggest worry is Acute Mountain Sickness (Altitude sickness). There is no preparation against this, not even living on a 5th floor walk-up (!), although fitness is supposed to be some help. The solution is to be aware of the symptoms and descend immediately if it strikes.

Other risks on the mountain (and my plan to avoid them) are: getting caught by the weather - mostly a concern for summit attempts; crevasses & avalanches - sherpas mark the safe route with fixed ropes; frostbite & hypothermia - I'll be buying lots of down jackets! 

Saturday, April 24th 2004, 10:41 AM

Bangkok Airport 

I suppose this is the official inaugural entry, the previous having been a stand-in. So here goes ... I am sitting in a net cafe in Bangkok international airport, post-green curry breakfast, waiting for my flight to Kathmandu. Yesterday I flew from JFK, stopping in Tokyo, to Bangkok. I arrived at 11:30pm. I have no idea how many hours I was flying or what time it was in New York when I arrived in Bangkok.

I only slept 20 minutes the night before departure (packing, recording mp3s onto new gadget, preparing apartment for sublet, etc), and only slept on the plane when the landscape below (ice-floes of Alaska) couldn't hold my fascination any longer. So I decided to stay at an airport hotel rather than risk the bustle of Bangkok on a late Friday night. As it turned out, I might as well have headed into town, since sleep was not part of my body-clock's plan - perhaps I'll try that tomorrow.

Still, Asia has been good so far, if hot. Stepping onto the transfer bus on the tarmac at Bangkok airport, I felt a searing heat on my back, which I presumed was the air from the airplane engines. I was wrong. The bus doors closed and the heat intensified - bring on the fresh mountain air! The drive to the hotel was punctuated with overloaded vehicles: a moped with four  people on; a pickup truck with at least 12 people lying in the back, limbs dangling across motorway lanes.

In a few hours I will be meeting the expedition team. I’m curious to find out who else is heading up to the mountain & why. I'll report on the cast of characters in the next post from Nepal ...
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Sunday, April 25th 2004, 8:41 PM

Kathmandu
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Kathmandu is a ball of energy & a jaywalker's nightmare. I'm staying at the Hotel Tibet in a quiet part of town, away from the throng of backpackers, climbers and hippies who fill the rows upon rows of shops in Thamel selling fake North Face jackets and multicoloured yaks-wool jumpers. Nepal's capital was once a Mecca for hippies of the world, who would hang out on the aptly named 'Freak Street' smoking various things. Judging by the number of shops selling fake North Face jackets and renting sub-zero sleeping bags, it now seems to be primarily a stopping-point for treks through the beautiful Himalayan lowlands or expeditions to the many 7,000 and 8,000 meter peaks the country boasts. 

This afternoon I met up with Malika, who I knew at Oxford, and has moved to Kathmandu with her diplomat husband. She is a freelance journalist, who in frustration at the UK press' lack of interest in the political struggle in Nepal that has killed over 9,000 in the last few years ('call us when it hits 10,000'!), is forced to fly off to India to find her stories. Malika gave me a quick tour of the town, while her driver waited, including a whirl through the 'best bookshop in Asia', run by a guy named Gandhi.

I have met the first other member of the North Col expedition team. Jenny, from Sydney, is making a short documentary on the effects of the growing Western mountaineering industry on the Sherpa people. Tomorrow, she'll be helping me choose crampons though! Namaste. 

Monday, April 26th 2004, 7:45 PM 
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Kitting up

Not knowing a karabiner from a prussic loop, I enlisted the help of Chhuldim Temba Sherpa, our liaison in Nepal, to navigate the expedition equipment list. In the end, I bought the down jacket, gloves, gaiters, karabiners and tape slings and rented the ice boots, crampons, ice axe, harness and sleeping bag. I still don't know what most of these things are, though. 

Tuesday, April 27th 2004, 10:59 PM 

The Expedition Team 

I've now met the full cast of characters on the expedition team, aside from the leader Russell Brice who we will meet on the mountain, and who, from what I can gather, is something of an icon of the world climbing scene. My group of somewhat less war-storied fellow mountaineers includes: Tim, the cheese factory manager from Manchester, who now lives in the Orkney Islands, who will be photographing himself with a large foam cheddar when he reaches the North Col; David, the very well traveled and now retired former paper industry salesman, also from Manchester, who has been to Advanced Base Camp once before and is coming back for more; Cheiko, the Japanese mother of 2 teenage boys who has kit [image: image6.jpg]


bags equivalent to at least 3 times her own weight, and keeps buying more kit; Diane & Pete from Melbourne, both techies who love mountains; and Jenny from Sydney, who is an Australian film industry guru, former commodities trader, intrepid climber and enterprising world traveler who is funding the trip by making a documentary (with my help of course!) about the effect of the growth of mountaineering on the Sherpa population for the ABC (Oz's BBC). Jenny is also the only team member my age, my room-mate, climbing instructor and medical advisor.

Wednesday, April 28th 2004, 11:01 PM 

From Nepal to Tibet 
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We flew on China Airlines from Kathmandu to Lhasa, Tibet's capital city. This involved 12 security checks. The flight brought our first, awe-inspiring, views of Mount Everest, or Mount Quomolangma as it is known locally. The summit towered above the carpet of cloud we were skimming across, which was punctuated with other, smaller peaks for much of the flight. The owner of a local airline Yak Air is quoted as saying 'We don't fly through the clouds - in this country they have rocks in them'.

The drive from Lhasa airport to Lhasa is over one hour through a barren landscape of mud-brown earth and gray-green icy lakes, with mountains inexplicably rising out of the otherwise flat plains.

Thursday, April 29th 2004, 2:08 PM 

Lhasa - Capital of Tibet
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Lhasa is a charming town, dominated by an ancient palace built into the hillside overlooking the town that used to be the seat of the Dalai Lama. Another fascinating temple in the center is the focal point of the town's activity. Inside are moody rooms upon rooms with imposing statues of Buddhist deities, intricate murals depicting scenes from Buddhist history & lore, and stacks of manuscripts in beautiful Tibetan script, representing the culture's accumulated knowledge of philosophy, religion, medicine and law. The smell of yak's milk, used as candle wax, hangs thick.
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Thousands of pilgrims, seemingly from all over the country, walk in a slow procession around and around this temple every day, spinning prayer wheels and reciting blessings. Alongside the monks, they prostrate themselves in front of the temple. Many combine this act of worship with the procession, sliding themselves down onto the ground and progressing a few meters before standing, with grey & grazed foreheads, and sliding down again. Some enterprising young worshippers improvise wooden hand paddles, padded shirts and plastic shoe-guards to allow them to slide 10 meters at a time and complete a full circuit of the temple in next to no time. 
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The temple circuit is also the main market and shopping drag, with all manner of Tibetan wares sold at stalls or in shops with names such as 'Ancient Thing Store' and 'Love Not Shi Hand Jewelry House'. At every juncture in Tibet we have been confronted with increasingly bizarre and amusing mis-translations and mis-spellings of English. The hotel in Lhasa greeted us with the following note: 'Apolozation Letter. Dear Guests: Due to road construction which made you lot of trouble, so our hotel heartfully want to be your giveness'. The circuit is lined with charming candelabra-style street lights, which are (nothing in Tibet will surprise me) turned off at night. Jenny & I rented bikes and explored the back streets, which were cluttered with outdoor pool tables, vegetable stalls and competing mini-cinemas each blasting out Bollywood movies at full volume to an audience of three.
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Friday, April 30th 2004, 7:19 PM 

The Tibetan People 

Almost every face in Tibet is a picture. The snotty-nosed, mud-caked children are beautiful, despite their backless-trousers. More fascinating are the old pilgrims, dressed in a mix of sack cloth and intricately woven, pastel-coloured traditional clothing, their faces lined with a hundred years of sunlight, their cheeks ruddy and their teeth alternating. Despite the obvious extreme poverty, there is almost no begging, and in fact many of the pilgrims stuff Yuan notes into the statue enclosure in the temple. People are universally friendly and seem as fascinated by us (and our digital cameras) as we are by them.

Friday, April 30th 2004, 7:25 PM 

Tibetan Food

The food we have been presented with (we don’t seem to get to choose) has included Yak lung and tongue, pig's ear and foot and chicken claws, and these were only the things we could identify. Additional orders of egg-fried rice have proven unusually popular.

Friday, April 30th 2004, 7:40 PM 

Our non-English Speaking Interpreter 

On arrival in Tibet, we were met by a representative of the China Tibet Mountaineering Association (CTMA), a 23- year old Tibetan called Luob-Sang. This chap was supposed to arrange all our travel, meals, shopping and sightseeing over several days and many miles between Lhasa airport and Advanced Base Camp on Everest. It would be wrong to say that he couldn't speak a word of English, but we certainly struggled to understand a single word he said. As we worked our way through the beautiful monasteries of Lhasa, I couldn't tell if the mild headaches I was occasionally experiencing were the product of the altitude or the intense concentration required to decipher even the most basic gist of Luob-Sang's enthusiastic explanations of Tibetan history & culture. It's a remarkable feat for anyone to pronounce the word 'palace' with 2 'f's and 5 syllables!   
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Saturday, May 1st 2004, 8:12 PM 
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Overland from Lhasa to Xigatse 
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We left Lhasa at 7:30 a.m., headed for Xigatse in a 4X4 jeep. The initial stretch of smooth tarmac was soon replaced by a mixture of well-groomed dirt tracks, rock-strewn half-paths and shallow river crossings. The snowy peaks of the early part of the journey also gave way to a dramatic desert-scape; towering sand dunes and zephyrs replaced the icy mountain streams and herds of thick-fleeced yaks. 

The highest point of the trip was a 5,300 meter pass. One of the team developed a headache. I was not suffering, but could feel pressure behind my eyes and everyone in the jeep was short of breath. One woman we met at a rest-stop along the way was on her way back from a drive to Base Camp. She had been vomiting for the last three days, a sobering reminder of the challenge ahead.
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Despite the desolation, we encountered people along much of the route, tilling the arid soil with the aid of their yaks, horses and sometimes donkeys. I cannot conceive of what could grow there. Whatever it was, we often passed solitary, weathered individuals lugging it on their backs, half way between one tiny village and another many miles away, grinning and waving as the dust from our wheels clouded around them.


Sunday, May 2nd 2004, 9:14 PM 

Onward to Zegar 
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We rose at a similarly early hour for the eight hour drive to Zegar. The landscape for this drive was equally fascinating and provided even more bumps in the much less traveled road. The road we drove along was mostly on one side of a low, flat valley which must have been carved out by a glacier or massive river ages ago. The colour of the rocks changed from grey to yellow to bright red to black and back again. Deep gullies were carved into the side of the mountain, presumably again by the action of water that can only have been around thousands of years ago. It felt like exploring Mars or the Moon. After several puncture repairs, we arrived in Zegar in the evening, just in time to explore the dusty main road with its eight buildings, the one town shop selling moisturizer based on sheep's placenta, and the totally unnecessary brand-new hotel that is currently being used as a base for an Italian medical research team investigating the effect of altitude on Tibetans.

Monday, May 3rd 2004, 5:16 PM 

Rock Climbing in Zegar 
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After a literally freezing night (I slept in my thermals, heavyweight fleece & socks and was still too cold to move), we warmed up in the morning sun, and after breakfast set off on our first activity at altitude. Overlooking the town is a ridge of mountains with a peak about 350 meters up (according to my new altimeter watch). Jenny & I set off up what looked like a relatively easy track, trekking boots, hats and sunglasses on, water bottles and books in our backpacks. After we reached what we thought was the summit not too long afterwards, we saw that there was another ridge stretching higher above us. A little out of breath, we paused for a moment to take in the views of Everest, Cho Oyu and some other snowy peaks which were now just poking their heads over the top of the mountain range that hemmed the valley we were in. Climbing higher would bring better views, so we headed up.

The next section, however, was what I would have called a rock face. Jenny, an experienced climber, of course set me straight. This was an 'easy hike'... (grade 10 of 35, I think she said). So I followed as she pointed out a zig-zag traverse that should make the climb not too steep. This traverse came to a dead end, at which point we (she!) decided that straight up would be the best route. On the way up, as Jenny marveled at the ever-more impressive views, I kept my eyes firmly fixed on the crumbling rock in front of me, and my mind focused on catching the next breath and trying to slow my 150 heart rate. While my new trekking boots seemed to be finding firm grips, the thought that if my legs were to go weak I would find myself cart-wheeling down a cliff face seemed to make my legs go weak. At the top, Jenny laughed at my hands which were covered in small cuts as I had gripped the sharp rocks as tight as I possibly could.

The view from the top was spectacular. We could see the whole peak of Everest, and the plume of snow being blown off the top by the jet-stream. We stayed up there for a couple of hours, recovering, basking in the sun, soaking up the views, reading our books and contemplating that the hard climb we had just done was to a level still less than half as high as the summit of Everest.
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The wind picked up suddenly, and the peak became dangerous. We packed up and headed down a longer but less challenging route, as the wind became stronger on our backs until we had to check ourselves from being blown forward. We couldn’t hear what each other were saying unless we stood right up close. As I trod forward, watching the rocks underfoot, I saw a set of ridges in a stone. It turned out to be a fossil of a mollusk, about 10 inches in diameter. It is awe-inspiring to be confronted with the evidence that this desert, high up on the highest mountain range in the world right in the heart of Asia, was once an ocean. I’ll try to keep this souvenir with me, even though there is no room in my pack.

Tonight we asked for extra duvets! 

Tuesday, May 4th 2004, 6:07 PM 

Xegar to Base Camp 

Another early start saw us making our way through Chinese Checkpoints at sunrise. This seven hour stretch of the journey over a bull-dozed road was interrupted by a photo-stop when Mount Everest first towered into view, and by subsequent stops as the sight of the mountain became ever more majestic at each turn in the road.
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Before these roads were carved through the sand and rock, the early pioneers (Mallory, Hillary, etc) would commandeer yaks and sherpas in Tibet, Kathmandu or Darjeeling (India) and head off on an overland trek that would take three months before they even reached the base of the mountain. Today, on the Tibetan North side, one can drive in (as I am doing), and on the Nepali South side, one has to trek just five days through forested valleys and mountain lakes, in sharp contrast with the Tibetan side’s moonscape.

The last stop before arriving at Base Camp was the Rongbuk Monastery, which has sat at the foot of the mountain for hundreds of years before the arrival of aspiring climbers. The Monastery is inhabited by a small group of monks who are often called up the mountain to perform religious ceremonies such as the Puja, whereby they ask forgiveness of the mountains on behalf of the climbers for walking on them. They also opine on the favourability of the mountains to certain Expeditions, and famously warned strongly against the ill-fated expedition in 1996 in which 13 people lost their lives (as recounted in the book "Into Thin Air").


Wednesday, May 5th 2004, 7:09 PM 

Arriving at Base Camp 
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Base Camp is a sprawling, flat, rocky area in which the various expeditions make camp. Driving through, we passed Russian, Greek, British, Swiss, Indian & Japanese flags sewn to bulbous tents, representing nationally sponsored efforts, as well as the few commercial expeditions such as mine. The typical arrangement is for each person to have their own sleeping tent nestled around a team mess tent for eating and passing the time, and a kitchen tent where the Sherpas turn out a surprising quality & quantity of food considering the location (we ourselves picked up two yak legs and four boxes of chicken in Xigatse to restock the supplies). The better-heeled teams have additional facilities such as a toilet tent, shower tent and communications tent, where batteries are charged and phone, email & internet are available at $10 per minute. Checking a hotmail inbox, never mind reading & responding, would doubtless be a $30 endeavour (I didn’t try!). Zedi, a Kuwaiti royal who came on the Everest Expedition last year, spent $2,000 on communications over his month there. Our timetable called for us to stay four or five days here, doing nothing at first and then slowly picking up the activity levels to acclimatise to the new altitude (a record for me at 5,200 metres).
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Thursday, May 6th 2004, 6:12 PM 

The Summit Teams 

The two summit teams, each with about 10 members and two guides, were surprisingly still at BC despite having started their expeditions a good six weeks before us in mid-March. Although it is standard to advance up the mountain and then retreat in stages as part of a slow acclimatization, it turned out that the teams had been able to advance no further than the North Col, with progress beyond that prohibited by 100mph winds. Part of our "welcome" speech from Russell, a dry character who seems like he doesn’t suffer fools or even potential fools gladly, was a warning that this group, whose goal was more ambitious than ours and who had suffered weeks of frustration and boredom sitting at BC and ABC, would likely welcome neither our good cheer, nor our diseases. We should therefore steer clear unless invited to do otherwise. This was particularly in light of the three month and $35k commitment made by each of them (excluding any preparatory expeditions). 

As it turned out, a few members of the team welcomed the breath of fresh air and Jenny and I were invited to try our hand at Trivial Pursuit - the English version, thank God (it’s worth noting that no mental exercise at 5,200m should be considered trivial!). Some of the more interesting characters: 

· Graham Hoyland from Manchester, a BBC filmmaker who has summited Everest before and has returned to find the body of Mallory’s climbing partner Irvine, to whom his great uncle, Howard Summervell lent his camera for their ill fated summit attempt. Mallory’s body was found camera-less in 1999, not far from the summit. 
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Cecilia, the troll-haired nurse/fjord guide from Norway who, at 29, is attempting to become the first Norwegian female to the summit. After a year of preparation, Cecilia discovered three weeks before departure that a Norwegian businesswoman has attached herself to a British expedition team. She seems calmer about "the race" than the Norwegian press and promises either way that this will be her last ever-big climb before she goes home to make Norwegian babies with her hunky blond climber boyfriend. 

· Julian, the arrogant young Kiwi "dentist to London’s rich and famous", who insists on finishing everything first and argues even when he gets the Trivial Pursuit questions right.

· Paul, the one-armed Aussie Karate champion who freely admits "I hate climbing, I'm just a bastard who wants to go up Everest".

· Timo, the German who started out on the wrong foot by asking Russell for success guarantees and insisting on being in the more experienced group despite having suffered on his previous 5,000m adventure. Russell agreed on the condition that if the group voted him out, he would shift with no complaint. The vote was cast against him on day one. This episode, combined with his habit of carrying his ski-poles everywhere (not needed anywhere) including the toilet tent have won him the "village idiot" prize for this year’s expedition.

Thursday, May 6th 2004, 7:11 PM

The Guides 
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The guides are an entertaining bunch – Woody, Whetu (pronounced Fetu) and Dale from New Zealand and Bill from the US. Having said that, there is a degree to which their origins are untraceable from their accents. Many years of guiding a combination of Yanks, Kiwi’s, Aussies and Poms, together with talking broken English to Sherpas, Tibetans, Nepalis and Yakmen has almost deleted the preposition from their grammar and shape-shifted their accents to something not far from Klingon.

Woody, who is also a heli-ski guide in New Zealand will be our guide up the North Col. He has a wife and three daughters back home, none of whom like climbing. Bill from Colorado has summited twice. He is tall, with big features and a lime green furry fleece out of which he always grins. With a rod and a red hat, he’d look perfect sitting around an enormous garden pond. Bill is extremely friendly (especially to Jenny) and took us on a walk up a frozen river on our first day at BC. Dale, who celebrated his fortieth Birthday last week at ABC, took us on another grueling acclimatisation trek to a 6,000m peak behind our tents at BC.

Mark Whetu is a real character, a manic-eyed Maori who is a climbing legend. Also a cameraman, he was a climbing and safety advisor on the film Vertical Limit. If you ever meet a climber, including Mark, do remember to complain bitterly about how the film is unrealistic Hollywood rubbish. He has saved a number of peoples’ lives. On one attempted rescue mission, he was forced to bivouac overnight, 50m below the summit of Everest, a feat that few have survived. He lost all his toes to frostbite in the process. His story is the subject of a documentary called ‘The Fatal Game’. Mark will also be coming up to the North Col with us. He’s a buddy of Jenny’s from various mountaineering film jobs, and a solid guy.

Friday, May 7th 2004, 7:54 PM

Russell Brice & the Sherpas 
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Known as the "Mayor of Everest", Russell Brice has taken commercial expeditions on Everest to a higher level of coordination, comfort and safety than any other operator. His facilities seem unparalleled, including hot showers (in the unlikely event that anyone would want to disrobe in a small tent with sub-zero winds howling outside). He is perhaps best known, however, for his active and generous role within the Sherpa community.

If, as I did, you believed that "Sherpa" is a word for a porter, that is a common misapprehension. The Sherpa people are a small tribe that have for many years lived in the shadows of the Himalayas’ highest peaks, spanning the Tibetan, Nepali & Indian areas of the Himalayas. Their physiology generally gives them great athletic ability at altitude, and I’ve seen them literally bounding past me uphill with twice the weight I would be comfortable with on my back at sea level strapped to their foreheads. Contrary to some rumours, they do in fact wear shoes (usually high-tech trekking boots!).
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However, this slight and smiling people’s strength cannot protect them from all the dangers of the mountain. Trusted not just with carrying bags and supplies, and setting up advanced camps ahead of their generally Western employers, they have also been asked to seek out and ladder over crevasses and other mountain hazards, to identify major potential icefall and avalanche risks, and to fix ropes into the rock and ice walls of the mountain so that amateurs like myself can pull themselves up rather than rock-climb with a frozen pair of hands. When hidden crevasses suddenly gape open, avalanches thunder down or bad weather closes in, Sherpas are no less likely to perish than any other human with lesser lung capacity. In one of the first British exploratory expeditions to Everest in 1922, seven Sherpas died on the mountain, while the whole British team made it back safe. Since then, as their use increased, hungry for the new money and with no concept of group organisation, Sherpas came to be more and more exploited for this danger-work. While the Sherpas still tend to do the most dangerous and difficult work on the mountain, mortality rates are much lower than they used to be as respect for the tribe has grown.
Sir Edmund Hillary, after his successful summit in 1955 with the oft-forgotten Sherpa Tenzing Norgay, was one of the early supporters of the Sherpa cause. Russell, whose early climbing interest in the Himalayas was Ama Dablam and other "climbing" peaks rather than Everest, made his first contact with Everest when working with Sir Edmund in building a hospital for the Sherpa people at the foot of the mountain. Since then, Russell has been (by his own account) something of a patron saint to the Sherpa community, having employed several generations of their families in his expedition teams, having attended their births, deaths and weddings and having picked up many a stray Sherpa "abandoned by other expeditions", due to the cost of looking after them properly. 

On my first day in Base Camp (BC) a Sherpa that had been sent on his own back down the mountain after complaining of being sick, stumbled into Russell’s tent. He was given medical tests, was put on oxygen all night and a jeep was called to take him down the mountain to safety in a hospital the very next morning. This whole episode would cost him, Russell claimed, several thousand dollars. Judging from past experience he estimated that he would be chided for interfering by the Sherpa’s expedition team, rather than offered recompense. 

Russell also contributes to the ongoing building and supply of schools and hospitals. He has set up a trust whereby he pays an extra $300 per Sherpa, per expedition into a fund against which the Sherpas can borrow to buy or build houses or set up businesses. 
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Saturday, May 8th 2004, 5:30 PM

Waiting at Base Camp 

The plan around Base Camp was to take it easy for a few days, gradually building up to some walks in the surrounding hills to start the acclimatisation process. The landscape was bleak, but this served to accentuate the dominance of the mountain. The flat vertical rock and jagged ridges of the mountain’s North face loomed over us. Between us and the mountain was a long valley, perhaps a mile wide, bordered on both sides by high peaks. This valley was perfectly straight, the work of a glacier – viewed from above, it seemed as though someone had pushed their flat palm straight down from the mountain through the sand and rock to carve the valley out. Our visit to Base Camp coincided with full moon. In the early part of the night the sky was a deep black, slowly giving way to a blanket of stars, which in turn receded as the moon rose to sit just above the summit and glint off the mountain’s North face.
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The evenings were slow. A couple of nights were taken up with videos (Matrix 3 & You Only Live Twice), watched on a laptop. This was one of the few pieces of electrical equipment that still worked at that altitude (my own mp3 player and laptop died - hard disks fail at altitude). The monotony was broken somewhat by a party one night, with Russell's Sherpa friends invited to provide live entertainment. The scene was (empty word), with the Sherpa songs seeming to consist of a maximum of three notes and two words. The Sherpas lined up arm in arm with the drunk climbers (one beer is enough to do it at altitude) and all looked very foolish. When the climbers sat down and left the Sherpas to dance in peace, it was a far improved display.

Monday, May 10th 2004, 8:31 PM 

The Walk from Base Camp to Advanced Base Camp 
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After four days of waiting around, we started up on the 2-day, 22km walk up to Advanced Base Camp. Our bags were loaded on Yaks, and we took in our day packs just our wind jackets, camera, lunch & lots of water. The pace was slow as we trod methodically up the valley carved by the Rongbuk Glacier straight towards the mountain. The middle of this valley is pitted with lakes, some fully frozen and glowing a muffled green, others dark blue in their depth.
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We turned left onto the East Rongbuk Glacier and then followed the long sweep of the valley back round to the right to end up approaching the mountain from the North-East. As we reached higher, the signs of the million-year-old glacier that slept under the rocky moraine we were walking on became clearer. The stone underfoot would occasionally give way to a dirty, smooth layer of ice. Rock-fall from the surrounding slopes clattered down to restore the camouflage. Ice pinnacles, small and isolated at first but later towering high as cathedral organs and gathering into fields, jutted up through the rock. 
We spent seven hours each day on the undulating route which took us up 1,200 metres to another altitude record for me. There was not any point along the way where I could afford to take my eyes off my feet, for fear of twisting my ankle, slipping on ice, putting my leg down a crevasse or simply losing balance from lack of energy. I would stop periodically to swig water and take in the views. We spent the night at Interim Base Camp, perched on the side of a boulder field, tucked under an enormous ice pinnacle.

The next day, the faster group of our team arrived at Advanced Base Camp at around 4pm, utterly exhausted. In contrast to Base Camp, Advanced Base Camp sprawls its way up a valley. Desperate to collapse and with heart and head pounding, I had to pick my way through various camps, hurdling guy-ropes, until I found the Himex camp and was pointed to a tent where I could fall over, a position I mostly stayed in for the next two days. Russell, I am told, walks the whole 22km, 14 hour ordeal without stopping at Interim camp in about five hours.
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Thursday, May 13th 2004, 6:18 PM

A Typical Morning at Advanced Base Camp 

Forgive the gory details! The day usually starts between 12 a.m. and 2 a.m. when I wake up needing a pee. I pull the balaclava down from over my mouth, fumble in the dark for the head-torch and twist to turn it on. I sit up, curse my headache, rub my eyes and wince at the pressure burning my corneas. I take a couple of hacking coughs, blow my nose and toss the red hanky into the corner of the tent. I reach over for the water bottle – hydration is the key to reducing the headaches and avoiding altitude sickness – and press the rim to my lips. Nothing comes out, the water is frozen. I look at my climbing watch, which reads minus seven degrees Celsius, which is about average for inside the tent. The altimeter, which has stopped working above 6,000 metres, ominously reads just “HIGH”.

I unzip the first sleeping bag, and slide my cocooned legs out. I unzip the second bag and sit up in that. I kneel up in the tent, unzip the inner door and reach into the rocky vestibule for the empty Wa-Ha-Ha mineral water bottle which has found a second lease of life as a pee-bottle. I return the half-full bottle to a convenient corner of the tent, knowing I’ll be reaching for it at least twice more before morning. I slide back into the two sleeping bags and listen to the gusts of wind outside repeatedly slapping any loose tent straps against the walls of the tent. I try not to think of the two flattened tents next door to me.
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Sunrise comes some time around 6 a.m. and usually pushes me out of sleep. By this time, the tent has warmed to minus two degrees. I lie in the bag as the red glow of the morning sun through the fabric spreads through the tent. I reach again for my water bottle, which by now has thawed since being relocated to my sleeping bag. I pray for the dull headache to dissipate and thank God I did not throw up last night, as I had the night before. Around 7 a.m. comes the familiar call, “Gooooood moooooorniiiiiiiiing”. Two Sherpas bring round “Bed Tea”, a sugary concoction of black tea and yaks milk. I savour this in bed, using it mainly to warm my hands, and try to decide if I can stomach any food. At 8 a.m. the banging of the tray reminds me that I am about to be late for breakfast again.

I blow my nose a few more times, change socks and pants and then put back on all the same clothes I slept in, plus several more layers, and then squeeze this oversize frame out of the tent. I stand up, take a step, stumble forwards, lurch back, wobble, wait and curse. I scramble forwards another two steps and repeat the whole sequence. It is hard work walking around at Advanced Base Camp.

I take advantage of the pause to appreciate the view. We are now looking down past the North East Ridge to the summit of Everest sitting right behind it. It feels bizarre to be standing so close, and from 6,400 metres, the 8,848 metre summit looks surprisingly reachable. To my left the smooth expanse of the top of the Rongbuk glacier sweeps down the mountain the way we had walked up. To the right, in the distance, a wall of knotted snow and ice that leads up to the North Col and represents the first step to the summit. All around me a jumble of tents and Sherpas hacking away at the glacier to get ice for melting into water for drinking, cooking and washing.

I start back into action and head for the mess tent, where the thoroughly unappealing prospect of breakfast awaits. In the tent, everyone is muted and sick. Woody leaps up to serve the breakfast since others can barely chew never mind stand. We remind ourselves that we have another 4 or 5 days here to acclimatise and hope that we get our appetite back soon. By this point, all the men have stopped shaving. People are more interested in clearing their noses than eating. We’ve had the same clothes on for days. Most vestiges of human dignity seem to be at risk. I ask Woody if, on the longer expeditions, people turn into Golum-like characters. Woody laughs but nobody else does. When breakfast is over (when sitting up has become too much effort), we slink back to our tents and try not to do anything.

Friday, May 14th 2004, 6:18 PM 

Preparing for the North Col 
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Despite the misery, I saw a slight improvement every day. Woody told me he had been close to sending me back down the mountain, and I felt flat about it. Thank God he hadn’t, but I would have understood if he had. In a way it would have been a relief to have been sent back rather than to have quit. In any case, he was now encouraged enough by our progress to propose a walk to the top of the camp to look at the summit through Russell’s telescope. It was a short walk but nevertheless good to stretch the legs. From our vantage point, we could make out several Everest landmarks, including the second step, the yellow band & the famous ladder erected by the Chinese in the seventies to avoid a tough rock-climbing section. We saw some tents at camps 3 & 4, and even spotted the odd pair of climbers grinding their way slowly upwards along the rock traverses or across snowfields. A plume of snow hung off the peak. While the distance to the summit looked modest in front of our naked eye, seeing these individuals magnified against the backdrop of this mammoth mountain, leaning into the wind and pausing 3 seconds for each step, I felt a strong sense that to summit this peak is to beat the odds. That night, I dreamt of freezing to death at 8,700 metres.

The next day, our penultimate day, Woody taught us “the ropes”. Of the 7, only David and I had no mountaineering experience. I strapped on the harness, karabiners and safety ropes randomly selected in Kathmandu and learned some simple procedures for going up a rope and walking or abseiling down it. It all seemed easy enough, and after a good post-dinner blackjack session, we went to bed looking forward to the next day’s challenge and hoping for good weather.
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Saturday, May 15th 2004, 9:11 PM 

The North Col Climb 

We woke up to a perfect day. We had breakfast an hour earlier than usual and were on our way by 8 a.m. The 7 of us were accompanied by 6 Sherpas, Woody and Whetu. We picked a path up through ABC and then started on the path up. I determined to take it slowly and remained firmly in the middle of the pack. The outfit for the climb was the same as for the other walks in all but a few details. My new thick ski gloves replaced my walking gloves. I wore an extra hooded fleece under the ski jacket. Most importantly, I added another pair of socks and swapped my hiking boots for the rented hard snow boots onto which the crampons would later be strapped. The rigid boots made navigating the ups and downs of the rocky path all the more challenging. Each step I took I set a new altitude record, and before long I had the breathlessness to prove it.

After an hour’s walk, we reached “Crampon Corner” where the rock disappeared under the ice and we strapped on our medieval-looking footwear. When walking in crampons, the main thing to remember is to keep your legs far apart so that you don’t stab yourself in the calf with the vicious prongs on the front. The numerous broad slashes in my gaiters at the end of the day bore testament to my ability to operate JUST about within those guidelines.

The trudging became slower in the crampons, though it was easier going as we moved from clambering over rocks to striding along the open glacier, hopping over the deep cracks, directly towards the wall of the North Col. After another hour, we were at the bottom of the fixed ropes. The view was intimidating. The first section was steep & pitted with icy ruts, the kind of slope I wouldn’t ski down never mind walk up. Looking up, all I could see was the path disappearing round corners and the snow and ice rising up and up. There was no sign of the top, or of the “easy bits” or broad traverses I was hoping for. A few people appeared as black spots higher up the face.

I clipped the karabiner on the end of my safety line onto the fixed rope, then slotted the rope in into the ascender I was gripping in my right hand. I turned to face up the slope. Woody, it turned out, was going to be helping me up. I later found out that everyone else, who all had Sherpas helping them, also had the Sherpa carry their backpacks – I carried my own. He clipped in behind me, threatened me with death if I slipped and put a crampon in his face, and told me to get going.

One step up, slide the ascender up the rope and lock it, haul myself up, another couple of steps and haul up again using my right arm: this is tiring! A few more steps: now I’m exhausted. I’ve come 5 metres so far. I am basically pulling myself vertically up an icy slope with no oxygen, and Woody says I have to do this for the next 4 hours. I can’t do it. What do I do now, turn around? I wish I had trained harder …

“Lean forward. Walk up using your legs, try just to use your arm for balance”, Woody advised. I pulled myself upright, put one hand on the slope not too far in front of me and let the rope slack. Digging the front points of the crampons firmly into the ice, I started walking up the slope, essentially on my toes. It was still exhausting, but achievable. The boots, it turned out, were too big, as my heels came up at least an inch and a half when I leaned forward into the slope. This pivoting act added an extra challenge to the already new experience. The discomfort caused me to hop sideways up some of the steeper sections (a new technique invented?!), but thankfully was not an insurmountable problem.

After gathering my thoughts at the top of the first slope, I ploughed on. Up ahead was Cheiko, moving literally one step at a time with 5 breaths in between as her Sherpa, who has summitted Everest 3 times, waited patiently behind. I overtook Cheiko. Next above me was 69-year-old David, who had suffered a bout of panic the night before the climb. His interest in the mountain, he said, is academic – he merely wanted to see the Second Step with his own eyes, and he’d done that, so maybe it would be foolish to attempt the climb at his age. Seeing him ahead of me, slumped on his knees with his head hanging down to the slope, I wondered if he might have been right. I had severe doubts about my own ability to carry on, and I have a 40 year advantage on David. I noticed that he was not attached to the fixed rope, but to his Sherpa, who was going up ahead of him more or less dragging him up the mountain. David’s Sherpa has summitted Everest a near-record 10 times and is known as one of the strongest in the world. David picked himself up and they carried on up at a slow, steady pace which I decided to follow. 


Jenny, Tim and Whetu were far ahead, Di and Pete were nowhere to be seen. On several occasions, Woody radioed Di & Pete’s Sherpa to find out their progress, without response. They never made it up. It turned out that Di had lost her ability to think straight. She was speaking, but her words were nonsense. Her legs also stopped working. They stopped for 20 minutes to recover but had run out of steam again within a minute of restarting. After repeating this a couple of times, they agreed to turn back at 6,800 metres. Their agreement was “summit together or not at all”. I think I would have reached a different agreement.

An hour or so later, I was relieved to hear Woody say we were about halfway there, although a tired body and the ever-increasing altitude promised a second half tougher than the first. In a couple of sections, I was clambering up near vertical faces of ice, with previous climbers’ crampon-marks providing slim and slippery footholds and handholds. A slip would have left me clinging desperately by one hand to the ascender. If I had lost that grip, I faced a tumble down 20-30 feet, where I would pray that the safety rope attached to my harness would crash to a halt against the next peg down on the fixed rope and arrest my fall. I was so keen to get to the top and rest, I didn’t give the possibility of falling a second’s thought.

These vertical sections were absolutely draining. I could feel my heart throbbing straight up through my neck into my eyes. My body was not tired but empty, as if I were a perfectly working engine with no fuel whatsoever. Every movement required concentration and willpower – and time.

At around 1:45 p.m. I hauled myself over a ridge and looked up to see a well-rested Jenny’s camera trained on me. This was the top, the North Col, the end of the climb. Suddenly on the spot, I cracked some gag about having had a puncture, stumbled past her and collapsed on the ground where the team was sitting. I looked around the expedition tents clustered along a narrow neck of snow, and then up at the trail which stretches ominously up towards the summit. Below was the massive expanse of the Rongbuk Glacier, and in the distance other Himalayan peaks poking up through the layer of cloud several thousand metres below us. My heartbeat was still the loudest sound and it prevented me from thinking too much. But as I quietly watched the Sherpas melting snow to make raspberry tea and my fellow climbers glowing with a combination of sunburn, exertion and delight, I realized that I was now really on the mountain – not a base camp, or a tourist destination on a walking trail. Everybody else here (and that was a fraction of the number at Advanced Base Camp) was a serious climber on their way to the world’s highest point. Even where I was slumped, At 7,100 metres, was higher than any place on Earth outside Asia. At times, I had thought it would be easy. More recently, I had genuinely been convinced I wouldn’t make it. But here I was. It was a proud feeling, and I loved it because it’s actually quite rare for me to feel proud.
We stayed at the top chatting, hugging and snapping photos until 2:30 p.m., when, with sundown on our minds, we started back. I walked face-first down the steep slope with the rope wrapped twice around my arm to create friction (and burn a hole in my glove). I abseiled down the two vertical sections. The descent was painful but uneventful. From the bottom of the fixed ropes, I trudged back towards ABC. As the sun sunk behind the North Col leaving us in the shadows, I could feel the chill of the wind creeping into my fingers and I quickened my pace. I arrived back at the mess tent around 5:30 p.m. and slumped into a chair where I would stay until bedtime at 9:30. I slept like a baby.

Wednesday, May 19th 2004, 10:23 PM 

Returning to Kathmandu 

The next 3 days were a mad rush to get back across the border to Nepal before a 3-day strike called by the Maoist rebels took effect. We wished the best of luck to the summit climbers who were by now back at ABC, and started the long one-day march all the way down to Base Camp. After a night’s celebrations with beer and whisky at Base Camp, we set off on the drive back, this time across the Himalayan range overland to Nepal. 

The majestic desert landscape continued as we drove past other famous Himalayan peaks like Cho Oyu & Shishipangma, but suddenly transformed to lush tropical forest. We stopped for the night in Zuma, perched on the side of a plunging valley which separates Tibet from Nepal. Tthe next morning we walked with our bags across the Friendship bridge, before continuing on the 8 hour drive to Kathmandu. Our first priority on arrival was a shower, the first in a couple of weeks. We spent the evening down at Rum Doodle’s, where we scrawled our names onto a giant cardboard foot, which was then nailed to the wall of the restaurant, next to a few hundred other expedition feet.

Sunday, May 30th 2004, 9:59 PM 

Thoughts on the Trip 

The Expedition has been an experience to treasure. Tibet is a spectacular place - the culture is enchanting and the moonscape scenery haunting. I couldn’t recommend a visit more strongly. But more than that, I had followed the highest mountain in the world from a comment in a New York bar to photos on a website, then to glimpses from a plane window, and finally to a personal introduction. I struggle to think of one new thing I learned about myself other than my oxygen saturation levels, and if people ask me “What was it like?”, I don’t imagine I’ll be able to give them a satisfying answer. While I have a good life in New York, it’s a rare day in the city when I get to feel any of proud, humble, exhausted, elated, inspired or refreshed, so it was intoxicating to have all of that pulsing through my veins at once. But I think the biggest impact will be retrospective. I had reminded myself how enriching adventure is, and that the best way to do it is to dive in head-first. I remembered that I live for experiences, and the tougher and more unusual they are, the more worthwhile they seem. And as time goes on, the more important they become as milestones in my life. 

Lying in the tent at 6,400 metres, malfunctioning, I swore I would never do anything like this again. However, I seem to remember saying that about 8 years ago as I sat nauseous in a 36 foot yacht 4 days out to sea as a storm raged outside. I look forward to saying the same thing again … perhaps somewhere in the desert? If the opportunity presents itself, I won’t hesitate to jump at it. If not, I’ll go looking again sooner or later.
