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E had always hoped to put in two oxygen attempts on the 
mountain from a very high camp on the South-east ridge, but 
when we worked out the weights that we must carry to the 

highest camp, it was clear that, even with the man-power available, we 
could only take there ·enough gear for one pair of climb-ers to try for the 
top. We must either give up the idea of two attempts, or make the 
first attempt a scouting one from the South col. 

Could such an attempt from the col get far enough to do any good ? 
After trying out the closed circuit sets on the Lhotse face, Bourdillon 
and I thought that it could: If this heavy and vulnerable apparatus 
worked as well above the col as below it, the first assault party could 
reach, almost certainly, the South summit. They could work out the 
route so far, form an opinion about the final ridge and, if all was going 
very well, might go on to the top. 

So it was planned, with Bourdillon and me as first pair, and Hunt, 
with two Sherpas, in support. 

On May 17, from camp IV, after days of anxious waiting, we watched 
the first big carry to the South col. It was the signal for us to start. 

The oxygen sets were loaded onto our backs, bedding and spare 
clothes piled on top, and we started up the cwm after John Hunt. It 
was sunny and cool, the afternoon glare was past, and, on the threshold 
of one more adventq.te, we were eager for the unknown ridge beyond 
the South col. Perhaps because I had my fill of oxygen, the cwm 
looked lovely that evening, as never before. 

We had a rough night at camp V, with a strong wind, which drove 
fine particles of snow before it. 

Next morning we went to camp VII. All went well until I changed 
a soda-lime canister at camp VI. The new canister, which I picked 
up there, was cold ,and froze the moisture which had collected in my set. 
Ice formed on the delicate valves, interfering with the proper circulation 
of the gases through the set. I was brought to a halt by an attack of 
breathlessness. Bourdillon found the fault, thawed out the valves, and 

. 've reached camp VII with no more trouble. 
Next day we .traversed right from camp VII, crossed a big crevasse, 

and climbed a steep wall on which a rope had been fixed. Hunt was 
in front, using open circuit oxygen, with Da Namgyal and Ang Tensing 
(' Balu '). Bourdillon and I followed on a separate rope. Above the 
wall, in the middle of an ice slope, Hunt's oxygen supply was s.uddenly 
cut off by an obstruction in the feed pipe, and Bourdillon again did 
running repairs. We had some experience of this emergency, and had 
found that, when it happened to a man doing hard work, it made him, 
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for a short time, almost helpless. On a steep slope, the victim needed 
great determination to find strength to move on to a place of safety. 

On the long Lhotse face traverse the snow was soft in places, with a 
breakable crust, and Bourdillon and I took turns in making the trail, 
while Hunt looked after the Sherpas, who were near exhaustion, and 
going very slowly. 

By four in the afternoon, we were on the South col, and trying to 
put up the pyramid tent. 

There was a strong, cold wind blowing from the west, and when we 
raised the tent, the wind caught it at once and bellied it out like a sail. 
Panting for breath, our fingers numb, we were too weak to do anything 
but hang on. Hunt tripped over a guy, and lay full length for minutes 
together, too exhausted to move. I paid a fruitless visit to my dis
carded oxygen set, hoping that a few breaths would give me some 
energy, only to find that it was frozen solid. Again and again we made 
the same futile effort. We were clumsy and slow, and it seemed some
times that we could not "vin against this wind. At last Bourdillon got 
a climbing rope round the peak of the tent, and made it fast to a boulder 
to windward. With the help of this we were able to get the tent 
pitched, after an hour of struggle. 

Inside, we lit a stove, and cups of warm soup and coffee stopped, in 
time, our violent fits of shivering. Our oxygen sets were out in the 
cold, we were utterly exhausted, and there was no question of an early 
start next day. 

On May 25 we rested, and prepared for the morrow. Most of the 
day we sat in the tent. I tended the stove, and Bourdillon got our 
oxygen sets ready. The re-breathing bags were full of ice, which we 
melted out with boiling water. By nightfall five sets were ready, and in 
working order. Two were closed circuit sets for us, and three were 
open circuit sets for Hunt and the Sherpas. Before turning in, we 
filled two large thermos flasks with drinks for the morning, and we took 
to bed with us, as well as our boots, our soda-lime canisters. It was a 
cold night, during which I had no feeling in my toes. Even down at 
camp VII, the temperature in the tents was 20° Centigrade. 

At five in the morning the sun touched the tip of the tent, and we 
began to get ready. By six o'clock we had drunk our lemonade, put 
on our boots, and checked our oxygen sets. I struggled through the 
sleeve entrance in my bulky clothes, and Bourdillon handed out my set, 
whose sharp edges caught on every possible piece of cloth. In the 
fresh breeze, any exposure of the hands, or contact with metal, meant 
numbness at once. I retired to the lee of the tent, and found that even 
in that short time, the valves had frozen. Back in the tent we thawed 
them out over a candle, and I came out again. This time all seemed 
well, until, after a few breaths, I had a nasty sensation, which I cannot 
describe. Taking the set back to Bourdillon, who was coming out of 
the tent, I remarked in disapproving tones that it made me feel that I 
was going to die. He said, ' I expect you were,' and tried it himself, 
with the same result. At last he found that the tap on the oxygen feed 
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was broken in the closed position, and that no gas was coming through. 
Working with bare hands, blood from an unnoticed cut running over 
his fingers, he was able to fix a makeshift pipe, and at seven-thirty we 
got away. 

Hunt had already started with Da Namgyal, Balu lying sick in his 
tent. In spite of our load, which was over fifty pounds apiece, we made 
good progress, and overtook the other two at the foot of the steep gully 
that leads to the South-east ridge. In the gully the snow was firm, 
and we cut or kicked steps steadily until near its top. Here we left 
the gully, going right, and climbed loose rocks to the site of Lambert's 
old camp, where we found a small platform built, and the poles of his 
tent, to which a few strips of torn cloth still stuek. There was cl-oud 
above us, and on the l(angshung face, but towards Makalu and Lhotse 
it was clear; far below us, we saw the tents of camp VII, orange dots 
in the middle of a face of astonishing steepness. 

We had a short rest, and tackled the ridge. There was no difficulty, 
and we moved together, usually to the left of the crest, over loose rock, 
covered with soft snow. It was steep enough for us to be using our 
hands nearly the whole time. We passed a. prominent snow shoulder, 
and came to a pure snow ridge, at about 28,ooo ft. At eleven o'clock, 
we reached a slight hollo'v in the ridge, giving some shelter from the 
wind, which had now freshened, and was blowing across from our right, 
bringing cloud and snow. We had climbed 2,200 ft. in three and a half 
hours, and I thought that this was the place to change to our second 
oxygen cylinder and second canister ; the comparative shelter reduced 
the chances of the valves freezing at the change-over' and, if one or 
other set failed after the change, the consequences could more easily be 
dealt with here than higher up . . One cylinder and one canister last 
about five hours, and if nothing happened to slow us up, the next thousand 
feet ought only to take us an hour and a half. 

After making the change, which went without a hitch, I brought out 
a flask of lemon drink, but the drink had frozen, and the glass was in 
fragments. We were very thirsty, and it was a sign of our fuddled 
state that we wondered for a moment if we could not suck the sweetened 
ice off the splintered gla~s. Instead we threw the flask down the 
South face. 

For ten minutes we went very well. We had lightened our loads by 
twenty pounds each, and the going was good along the left side of the 
crest of the snow ridge. Suddenly I had an attack of breathlessness, 
and all at once felt done in. It was a repetition of my experience above. 
camp VII, but this time we could find nothing clearly wrong with the 
set. As we climbed on, with no improvement in my condition, and 
still no fault that we could find in the set, we concluded that my second 
soda-lime canister must have been damaged, and that carbon dioxide 
was accumulating in the circuit. 

The ridge now steepened, and we took to a snow slope on the 
Kangshung side. The snow was deep and soft, and we returned to the 
crest of the ridge, because, as well as running some risk of starting an 
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,avalanche, we were making hardly any progress._ The crest here has a 
firm, rocky backbone, with a loose and finely splintered surface, and 
was powdered with snow. It rises in a succession of abrupt steps, 
separated by sloping ledges. None of these rakes offers a site for a 
camp, or even any place where one can put down a rucksack, but they 
gave us a zigzag route to the foot of the· last lift of the ridge. 

Here we were on snow again; the ridge eased slightly, and steepened 
to a final cone ; about a hundred feet of cutting through soft snow into 
the firm slope beneath brought us on to the South summit. We stood 
on the corniced little dome which forms this point on the ridge, looking 
at the next splendid reach to the top. At our feet the ridge fell very 
slightly, presenting no obstacle, and then swep.t-up in a succession of 
steps to. a great cornice which hid the true top. Along its whole length, 
the rocks fell away steeply on the left, and cornices hung over the East 
face. I guessed that it would need three hours' work to get along it. 

Since changing our soda-lime canisters we had gone very slowly, and 
now, already, it was 1.15 P.M. Our oxygen was only good for two and 
a half hours more, enough to see us back to the South col. 

Here the wind was from the west, and the East face was everywhere 
hidden by the cloud and snow of the plume, which eddied round below 
us, and spilled over the South-east ridge on to the South face. There 
was not a great deal tq see, beyond our immediate surroundings, but we 
saw a bit of Cho Oyu through cloud., and could see fragments of the 
North ridge of Lhotse, whose red towers seemed deceptively close, and 
nearly as high as we were ourselves. I took off my oxygen mask for a 
few minutes in order to suck $Weets, without noticing any ill effect, and 
after taking a few photographs we started down. It was 1.30 P.M. 

Our steps had filled with blown snow, and with our clumsy boots and 
short crampons, it was difficult, tired as we were, to keep our footing. 
Bourdillon, who was fresher than I, came last. When we reached the 
snow ridge below the upper steep rocks, the cloud was much thicker, 
and moisture was freezing fast on the lenses of my goggles. Even 
without them I could see only a few yards. At last our discarded 
oxygen bottles showed up through the mist, and by them we sat down 
to suck snow and glucose tablets. Below th~s the ridge steepened, and 
on the uneven ground, with .its treacherous covering of snow, I had 
several minor slips. At one spot Bourdillon landed, unannounced, 
half on top of me, and we went down together, while I tried to dig my 
pick into a mixture of rock and floury snow. Then we stopped, 
through no fault of our own, and we panted for minutes before we could 
move again. At those times, after the strenuous exertions of a fall, 
during which we had probably held our breath, we felt, with despera
tion, that we would never get our breath back, and on this occasion, 
even our pleasure at having made some progress in the right direction 
was damped by the discovery that Bourdillon's axe was on a ledge 
30 ft. up. I had a few minutes rest while he borrowed mine to fetch it. 

At Lambert's camp we sat on the platform and made a comical, but, 
at the time, most solemn pact to treat the couloir below us with extra 



THE FIRST ASCENT OF THE SOUTH PEAK 177 

care. We knew that we were too tired to be safe, but somehow we had 
to get down it. Moving one at a time, and belaying with the axe-shaft 
driven well in, we had inade several rope-lengths when I came off. ' I 
was last, and just beginning to move down to · Bourdillon. I found 
myself shooting past him, was slightly annoyed with myself for the slip, 
and thought that I must keep my crampons off the snow. After ~what 
seemed a very long time, the rope pulled slightly at my waist, but there 
was no check to my speed, and I thought to myself, ' Hello, so Tom is 
coming too.' Fortunately we were· below the steepest part -of the·gully, 
ana before long the slope ceased, and we came to .rest in softer snow. 
My axe came sliding by, and I was able to catch it before giving myself 
over to. the-business of getting back my breath.: Afte-r I had ·made ·my 
apologies to Bourdillon (we were always punctilious <?n these occasions), 
we went on down. · 

We were now below the_ cloud~ and could see the camp on· the col, 
with several figures moving about the. tents. Snow gave place to dry 
glacier, then to flat stones. It was only a question of putting one foot 
in front of the other. Our friends came to meet us, and, with arms 
linked, they helped us in, while we told them that we had not been to 
the top. 

Lowe said,' My, you gave us a thrill,' and Gregory and he subjected 
us to a battery of cameras. They overwhelmed me with their delight 
that we had been even so high. 

Near the tents we sat on a stone, I took off my mask, and Tensing 
wiped the slime off my face before giving me a dish of sweet lemon 
drink. Lowe was busy with a cine camera, and remarked in unprint
able slang that he had some good records of two people looking tired. 
It was four-thirty, and for the next two hours we sat around in the 
pyramid tent. The happy comradeship that evening made the South 
col seem not at all a grim place. 

It was a very b~4 night. Hunt, Bourdillon, and I _slept in a Meade 
tent, to make as much room as possible for the assault party in the 
pyramid. The wind was stronger than ever, and made a continuous 
cracking noise. The walls of the tent shook all night and, since we 
were pressed up against them, kept us shaking too. 

In the morning there was little sign of the gale slackening, and 
Bourdillon was doubtful, after our experience of the effects of fatigue 
the previous day, if he could safely get down the difficult route to 
camp VII. 

At noon, the wind died down a bit, and he and I made a start with 
Ang Temba, who had come up the day before, but was no longer fit 
to stay on the col. Before starting the descent, there is a climb of 
300 ft. off the col. When we had gone 50 yards, it was clear that 
Bourdillon would hardly be able to get there, so I went back to the 
camp for an oxygen set, and for a fourth climber to strengthen our 
party. With an open circuit set, Bourdillon immediately regained his 
strength, and was able to go on. Hunt joined us, and we roped up, 
with Hunt leading, and me last. 
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The climb down provided little excitement, which was as well. We 
dropped a glove down the great couloir, and watched it disappear from 
sight with increasing momentum. We took pains not to have any slips, 
and towards the end we sat down more and more often, to rest. Just 
above camp VII, as I was about to let the fixed rope go, Ang Temba, who 
was in front of me, fell into the crevasse. Very fortunately Wilfrid 
Noyce was at hand to haul him out. Noyce and Ward had come up 
from camp IV to meet us, and when we reached the tents, only a journey 
of 20 yards, but slightly uphill, and wearisome, they had tea ready for us. 
It was another example of the splendid backing which on this expedition 
we came to take almost for granted. 

After a rest of nearly an hour, I went on to camp IV with Ward. 
He carried my pack, and watched my step, and added my crampons to 
his load when I took them off at the foot of the Lhotse face. Below 
camp V, it began to snow, and in the dim light I kept going off the 
track. At seven o'clock we arrived. 
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