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Everest 1953 Reminiscences

The movement of stores and e'quipment from our main base at Thyangboche
(13,000ft) to the Advanced Base Camp at the foot of the Khumbu Icefall took
place in two stages. The first party, led by Ed Hillary, consisted of 38 porters
(including some Sherpanis), George Lowe, Mike Westmacott, George Band,
Tom Stobart (film cameraman) and myself (physiologist) with our respective
Sherpas. Also with us was a Is-year-old boy called Mingma as my assistant.

On our first night out from Thyangboche it snowed heavily; the next day
the sky was clear and the glare intense. Few, if any, of the porters had goggles
and by evening they were suffering from varying degrees of snow blindness;
four had to be paid off as they could not carry their loads. Stobart and I spent
the morning improvising goggles using strips of photographic adhesive tape,
with small holes for the eyes and enclosing pieces of yellow perspex from
panorama goggles. These proved satisfactory and we were able to proceed.

The march lay up the terminal moraine of the Khumbu glacier over rough
stony ground. Several porters slipped and fell with their loads. One Sherpani
slipped down a slope with the load round her neck. I happened to be by and
went to help her. She was not at all pleased. While I was releasing her and
fixing her 60lb load, she kept her head turned away so that I could not see who
it was. I suppose she was ashamed at having fallen. Another girl, who was
almost snow blind, we tried to send back but she refused to accept her money
and insisted on going on.

The next camp was at the site of the Swiss Base Camp of the previous spring
at I7,000ft. The following day, April 12th, we arrived at the foot of the Icefall
and the remains of the Swiss occupation the year before were everywhere,
including a large pile of wood which was very welcome. That night it snowed
again and the minimum temperature fell to minus 23°C. The second party of
porters arrived under Tenzing. Mingma's father Dawa Tenzing who was there
said his mother was sending up cold weather equipment from Khumjung so
that Mingma could stay.

The Sherpas' comments on the use of oxygen, on which they had been
training, were: you don't have to breathe so fast nor so deeply and going
uphill is like walking on the level. Dawa Tenzing, on being issued with leather
boots, inspected them critically and said 'Well they are cold boots but I expect
they will be all right during the warm months of the year'. In fact they were
not. There were many complaints about the boots; I think they were probably
too tight. It was amusing to watch the faces of the porters at the pay parade 
expressions of intense gratification as each received a new ten rupee note and
some silver, for carrying from Thyangboche.

On arrival at Base Camp sahibs and Sherpas set about exploring the Icefall.
The lower two-thirds were easy but the upper third was extremely broken and



dangerous; two log bridges and a ladder were employed. The route was
marked with red flags. Meanwhile, a large L-shaped ice cave was being
excavated. This was used for cooling respiratory bags during measurement of
water loss from the lungs, which turned out to be 3ml per 100 litres of expired
gas. The temperature in the cave was constant at minus 7 degrees. There was
complete silence in the cave.

At first the party working on the Icefall camped halfway up. This was an
eerie experience because of the constant movement of the glacier with creak
ing and groaning and pistol shot noises. Later on, as acclimatisation
improved, climbers preferred to make the whole ascent in a day which took
about three hours.

As soon as the route was ready Mingma and Nemi took my equipment to
the top of the Icefall where we established a camp on the left of the neve, safe
from avalanches. Unfortunately, on opening the ration box containing gas
sampling and analysing equipment, what should we find but a load of pickles!
I never found out whether this was by accident or deliberate. Anyhow it
caused much merriment at the Base Camp; but I was not pleased, to say the
least. Mingma turned out to be a valuable asset. He always knew where
everything was, especially my spectacles. Unfortunately I lost his services for
several days when he became ill with a cold and fever. Was this an infection he
contracted from contact with me, similar but opposite to the infections
contracted by sahibs on their first contact with Sherpas on earlier expeditions?

Camp 3 was set up near a huge crevasse with the upper wall exposed so that
one could see markings on it like the rungs of a tree - I think there were about
46. Climbers staying at Camp 3 were very co-operative in taking part in
exercise and other experiments. Moving on to Camp 4 - three hours walk up
the glacier - had to be completed early in the morning for fear of avalanches.
At Camp 4 I used an Arctic Pyramid tent which was extremely stable against
the wind. One morning a Sherpa appeared at the entrance holding a pint mug
full of dark red blood. I could not tell whether the blood came from the lungs
or the stomach (because blood from the lungs is dark red at this altitude). It
seemed important to get the man down to lower altitude as soon as possible,
so we started forthwith. In spite of the blood the Sherpa's work capacity
seemed unimpaired and we got down to Base Camp four or five hours later.

The work tests I carried out at Camp 3 were repeated at Camp 4 (22,400ft).
Some of the subjects who had just returned from ten-day spells laying fixed
ropes on the Lhotse Face displayed remarkably high rates of lung ventilation
up to 230 litres a minute in one case, compared with 120 litres at sea-level.

One of my non-physiological tasks was conducting James Morris, the Times
correspondent and a non-mountaineer, up the Icefall. Morris was of slender
build and light on his feet and he soon got used to climbing with crampons
and was finally able to manage the whole ascent of the Icefall in a day. We
were camped to the right of the neve on May 4th when the assault of the
Lhotse Face was beginning. We had a good view of the Face and the South
Col, but I remember especially the excellent leg of roast lamb we had for
supper - a rare treat. The weather had turned unstable at this point and we
could not help but admire John Hunt's decision to press on rather than delay
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the assault. I was at Camp 4 when the party returned from the successful
assault on the summit. Hillary and Tenzing arrived first, and I have a picture
in my mind of them sitting on packing cases with their legs apart and drinking
tea. I examined them briefly; there was no evidence of dehydration and this
was confirmed by samples of blood and urine brought back to England for
analysis, but their blood pressure was low.

Next day the climbers were in a hurry to get off the mountain and much
valuable equipment was left behind. After a day or two of rest at Thyangboche
the party set off back to Kathmandu. In the evening of the first day a portly
middle-aged Sherpani came to my tent. She was carrying a large basket of eggs
carefully packed in grass. She had come to beg me not to take Mingma to
Kathmandu where she feared he would be corrupted. She was very upset
about this prospect and I had no option but to concede to her request. At the
end of the interview she presented me with the eggs.
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