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Qomolungma
The First Indian Ascent by the North Ridge/North-East Ridge

This article is a personal account of the Indo- Tibetan Border Police Expedition in
April-May 1996. The author was Senior Deputy Leader of the 25-member
expedition, though he did not belong to the organisation.

T he going was hard. Every step was an effort and even changing the
jumar clamp on the fixed rope required tremendous will-power. It

was 19 April 1996 and this was my first attempt to reach the North Col at
7010m. We were a party of 19 people, including our star climbers, Smanla
and Dorji, who were keeping me f!ompany on the fixed ropes. But while
others moved ahead to dump their loads at the North Col, I soon realised
that I was not yet fully acclimatised and turned back approximately 50ft
below the last section of fixed rope. Back at ABC, I discovered that other
members of the party were also feeling the altitude.

We had left New Delhi on 22 March and had travelled by road to
Kathmandu. Crossing the border with Tibet at the Friendship Bridge, we
reached Zhangmu where we were joined by our Chinese liaison officer Li
Rui Hua, who had been deputy leader of the Chinese expedition to the NE
Ridge in 1975; with him was interpreter Xu Chang. We and our 47510ads
were transported in three trucks and two land cruisers. At Nyalam we
spent a day acclimatising before continuing to Xigar at 4200m and the
snow-covered Nyalam Thungla (5000m) - a flat, snow-covered field. The
road ran east-west and here we enjoyed our first views of Qomolungma.

At the Shelkhar Hotel at Xigar we met teams from different countries
planning to attempt Mount Everest by the same route as ourselves. Three
nights later we drove for six hours over a reasonable dirt track, crossing a
pass at 5500m with views of Shisha Pangma and Cho Oyu, to reach our
Base Camp at Rongbuk on 5 April. Excellent views of the North Ridge
and the NE Ridge dominated the landscape as we entered the Rongbuk
Valley. We shared Base Camp with 14 other teams of various nationalities.
Japanese and Russian teams were already camping there. Our own team
was fit and eager to be on the move - the race to the summit was on.

The route from Base Camp at 5200m to Advanced Base Camp at 6400m
runs up the East Rongbuk Glacier and is a long haul of 15km. Initially we
found the going extremely tiring, so we set up two intermediate camps at
5700m and 5800m. But with the passage of time, and with the movement
of yaks carrying loads up to ABC, the route became well-trodden and many
of us were later able to go from Base Camp to ABC in one day.
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During the period of acclimatisation at Base Camp I found plenty to do.
The hospitable Li, our liaison officer, often entertained us to Chinese tea
and biscuits at the permanent hut, equipped with television and a running
mess, which the ChinaTibet Mountaineering Association (CTMA) has
built for its liaison officers. I visited the historic Rongbuk Gompa which
was destroyed by the Chinese during the Cultural Revolution and later
rebuilt. I was able to stalk and photograph a herd of nayan which had
taken up residence near Base Camp. The ceremonial puja was conducted
by the Lamas of Rongbuk, culminating in the installation of prayer flags
on a mound near our camp. I visited and photographed the memorial
stone to George Mallory and Andrew Irvine who died while climbing the
same route that we were about to attempt. We also visited the place where
fourteen other memorial stones have been erected by various expeditions.
They reminded us of the dangers we were about to face.

On 8 April I walked up to Camp 1 where I was able to photograph a
family of Tarn chakoT at very close quarters. The advance party, consisting of
Smanla, Prem and Davinder, had already moved up to Camp 2 and would
soon be establishing Camp 3. I got to know Jon Gangdal, the leader of the
strong Norwegian team, and found that we had much in common. Not
only were we the same age, but we discovered that we had the same mental
approach to our task. We met frequently on the mountain to discuss a variety
of subjects, ranging from Norwegian fjords to different climbing styles.
Often we were joined by other members of his team, including Joseph
Nezeriche - one of Czechoslovakia's most experienced 8000m climbers.
This was a team that worked with enviable harmony and precision, so that
eight of their ten members eventually reached the summit.

I occupied Camp 2 for the first time on 15 April after carrying a rucksack
of l5kg. The next day, with a lighter sack, !took six hours to reach Camp 3,
our Advanced Base Camp, at 6400m. This was overlooked by the North
Col at the head of the East Rongbuk Glacier, up a steep ice/snow slope of
700m. Across the valley I could see the NE Ridge of Everest, ascending
from the Raiphu La to the summit. On our right was Changtse, the beautiful
North Peak of Everest, while extending southwards from the North Col to
our left was the windy North Ridge up which we would soon be climbing.

On 18 April Mohinder Singh, our leader, complained of chest conges
tion and vomiting. Perhaps the altitude gain had been too fast for him. He
went down for a rest. The route to the North Col having been opened by a
combination of German, Norwegian and Indian teams, the plan was that
five climbers, headed by Prem Singh, would establish a camp on the North
Col, open the route to Camp 5 and return to ABC in three days. The rest
of us would move up in support. So, on 21 April, I climbed the slopes
above ABC, tackling the traverse up the final slopes to the North Col. Here
I found, in addition to the Indian tents, some of the same Norwegian,
German and Japanese teams who had earlier been working on lower
portions of the route. They were now out in front, opening up the route
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from Camp 4 to Camp S. On the higher slopes of the mountain the weather
was clear. Camp 5 was eventually established on 27 April by Sangay Sherpa
and a team of four. The rest of us returned to Base Camp in buoyant spirits.

Back at ABC on 29 April I found that the camp site had swelled with
various expeditions of different nationalities camped in tiers, like a small
rising village, along the glacier. There were the inevitable problems of toilets,
hygiene and of melting water to drink, but it was clear that the Norwegian
camp was the most efficiently organised. They had even installed a kerosene
stove in their mess tent to warm themselves.

30 April was spent discussing tactics. Sangay Sherpa reported that, while
opening the route to Camp 5 at 7800m, he had frxed 230m of rope, while
the Japanese team had also frxed some parts. It was decided that from now
on, groups of climbers would climb to the North Col, spend a night there,
try to reach Camp 5 without oxygen and return to ABC. This exercise was
to get frtter and more acclimatised before the summit attempts.*

On 2 May I reached the North Col, accompanied by Harbhajan Singh
and frve others. Looking up towartls the summit I could see, etched clearly
against the skyline, the First Step at 8498m, the Second Step at 8S9Sm
and the site for Camp 6 below the crest of the NE Ridge, at 8320m. The
weather was clear and I was acclimatising well. I hoped soon to be on the
summit with one of the assault teams. The party under Prem Singh was
now returning from having carried loads to Camp 5 and they descended to
ABC. Sangay Sherpa and Nadhre Sherpa, together with Kusang, the sirdar,
again occupied Camp S.

On 3 May I was ready early, but other members of our team had already
left for Camp S. However, the frxed rope was there and I clipped on and
moved up at a slow but steady pace. In my rucksack was a load of oxygen
cylinders which I intended to take as high as possible for the frrst summit
team. We were lucky that on that particular day the sun was warm and
there was no wind. The North Ridge is notorious for high winds and intense
cold, but now it was pleasantly airy and I got a superb view of Norton's
Couloir which looked a promising alternative in case the Chinese ladder
(placed in 1975) was missing at the Second Step.

Soon I came across a group consisting of Wangchuk, Dorji and Norphe1
returning from Camp 5 after dumping their loads. They asked me to descend
with them but I waved them on, hoping to carry my load as near to Camp 5
as possible. As I reached the end of the snow ridge at 7700m, with the
camp now only a short distance away, suddenly all my usual energy seemed
to evaporate. I asked myself: why continue if you are not enjoying the
climb? Is it to prove that you are strong enough to reach your objective at
any cost?

There was no suitable place to dump my load without the risk of theft
(an unfortunate problem with so many expeditions on the same route), so
I placed it behind a rock lOOm lower down before returning to the North
Col where a hot meal was waiting. I was soon joined by Harbhajan who

* See note on acclimatisation on page 33.
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told me that the route to Camp 6 had been opened by Sangay, Nadhre,
Kusang and Nima Sherpa. I descended to ABC the same day, withstand
ing a snowstorm on the lower slopes of the North Col and getting chilled to
the bone by the time I reached camp, where Mohinder Singh was waiting
with hot tea.

After establishing Camp 6, a reluctant Sangay was recalled to ABC. A
great feeling of confidence now prevailed and most of the climbers were
straining at the leash, though I warned them that we were ahead of sched
ule and that the weather was likely to break again shortly. Moreover, many
members were suffering from dry coughs and needed to rest.

The summit teams were announced by Mohinder Singh in consultation
with Harbhajan Singh and I heard that I would be leader of the third assault
party. Harbhajan Singh was to lead the first party and Prem Singh the
second. Beset with stomach trouble and a tiresome cough, I descended to
Camp 2 where a satellite telephone had been installed. For the next few
days we were able to communicate with the outside world, much to the
relief of our families back in India.

On 7 May I was back in ABC and the first summit group, consisting of
Smanla, Dorji Murup, Chewang Paljor, Wangchuk, Jodh Singh, Lobsang
(who was suffering from mild frostbite on one fmger) and Harbhajan Singh
prepared for the assault. Harbhajan and Dorji moved up to spend the night
on the North Col, while the rest of the first summit team climbed directly
from ABC to Camp 5 in six hours on 8 May.

On 9 May we experienced some anxious moments as there was no radio
contact with the assault group; we presumed that all was well and that
they were occupying Camp 6. The route from Camp 5 to Camp 6 passed
over the 'boiler-plate slabs' below the NE Ridge but was fairly straight
forward. When Lobsang realised that frostbite was endangering all his
fingers he decided to go down. Meanwhile, the second summit group, led
by Prem Singh, moved up to occupy the North Col camp.

The First Assault: triumph and tragedy
On 10 May, we anxiously watched the movements of the summit team,
camped at 8320m, through binoculars and a telescope. Cloudy weather
meant that, despite their best efforts, they could only make a late start at
8.00am. This may have been crucial to the outcome. They then sorted out
the jumble of old fixed ropes (the ITBP team was the first one in this season
to work above Camp 6) and climbed towards the First Step at 8498m.
When they ran out of fixed rope, Paljor volunteered to return to Camp 6 to
collect some more rope and return.

Harbhajan, who was suffering from frostbitten toes, was moving slowly.
With Jodh Singh and Wangchuk, he turned back near the First Step.
Smanla, Dorji and Paljor (all Ladakhis) carried on fixing rope and ascended
the Chinese ladder at the 30m Second Step, which they cleared by 3.40pm.
The walkie-talkie at ABC crackled into life and Smanla informed Mobinder
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Singh that the three Ladakhis were headed for the summit. There was an
air of jubilation in all camps. But Harbhajan Singh, the assault leader, did
not come on the air.

We were anxious as the weather was closing in, but at last, at 18.30hrs,
Smanla announced over the walkie-talkie that the three of them had reached
the top. Mohinder told them to look for the Chinese tripod and other items
planted on the summit by earlier teams and to take photographs. Mean
while, the second group, camping at the North Col, and the Norwegian
team also camping there had seen our summit team a little short of the top
and informed us accordingly over the radio.

By 7.00pm a storm was raging over the summit section and there was no
radio contact. Mohinder was busy on the satellite telephone informing the
organisers and others of the success, but we were anxious for the climbers
to get back safely. Little did we realise that five climbers on the South Col
route would perish in the storm at about the same time. At 7.30pm we
noticed two head torches and the rapid movement of climbers descending.
One of the beams spiralled do\\1nwards, towards the Second Step
followed by darkness ... as they disappeared out of our lives ...

On II May ABC failed to get any response from the summit group at
Camp 6. At 6.00am Prem Singh came on the air from the North Col to say
that he was in touch with Camp 6 but had to inform us that the summit
group had failed to reach the camp. At the top of the Second Step he had
spotted a figure moving around and seemingly looking for a way down.

This was the day that the Japanese Fukuoka party of five were to make
their summit bid. They had spent the night of 10 May at Camp 6. The
ITBP began liaising with the Japanese leader at ABC for a possible rescue
attempt. The Japanese leader was co-operative, and though there was no
direct communication from ABC with the summit group, he was able to
get in touch with them via Base Camp.

The Japanese team had made an early start, and between the First and
Second Steps they had come across Dorji who, they said, was proceeding
down slowly. He had refused to put on gloves over his frostbitten hands
and was having difficulty in unclipping his safety karabiner at anchor points.
The Japanese unclipped it for him before attaching him to the next stretch
of fixed rope. Smanla was already dead and his body was seen lying above
the Second Step as the Japanese team with their Sherpas moved up towards
the summit slopes. It was not known whether Paljor had also been seen by
the Japanese but in an account given later by one of the Sherpas in the
Japanese party, he had been seen alive but delirious between the First and
Second Steps. On their return from the summit, the Japanese team had
passed Dorji again below the First Step, and assuming that he would be
able to reach Camp 6, they carried on down. He must have died that
afternoon and his body was found by later teams near Camp 6. The body
of Paljor was not found and it is likely that he slipped and fell down the
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cliffs towards the Kangshung Face, on the eastern side of the mountain.
During the course of the day, Wangchuk and Jodh Singh, who were in
Camp 6, had made an attempt to move towards the First Step but were
enfeebled by the altitude and returned after leaving four oxygen cylinders
lOOm short of the First Step. Prem Singh and his group had moved up to
Camp 5 to assist the fatigued climbers in Camp 6.

The tragedy of the three doomed climbers brought home to us the truth
that mountaineering at extreme altitudes is a very dangerous activity,
demanding not only superior climbing skills but also good understanding
of all the physiological and weather problems involved. Rescue at such
altitudes can only be attempted at great risk to the lives of the rescuers
themselves. The tactics of mountaineering at these heights is not the same
as it is on peaks of 6000m and below; it involves a 'feel' for mountains
beyond that of an average mountaineer. Leadership of a superior order is
required and, above all, stronger team-work than is necessary on moun
taineering expeditions at lower altitudes.

During the next few days there was much debate as to what should be
done: should the expedition be called off or should a fresh assault be
mounted? Advice was sought from the leaders of the British, Slovenian
and Norwegian teams, who advised that the expedition should be called
off, as had been done after similar tragedies on previous occasions. Most
of our own team members agreed that, to honour the climb made by the
three lost climbers, it would be a proper tribute to call off the expedition,
even though the rest of the team were extremely fit and almost every
remaining member was probably capable of climbing to the summit.
However, after consulting with his headquarters over the satellite telephone,
Mohinder announced that it had been decided to make one more assault.

Accordingly, Sangay Sherpa, Hira Ram, Tashi Ram, Nadhre and the
sirdar Kusang, with the other Sherpas in support, moved up. Harbhajan's
frostbitten toes were very painful and he was completely exhausted, despite
having used oxygen on the descent. He and his two companions left for
Base Camp where he spent an agonising period until the end of the
expedition.

The Second Assault: success and a safe return
On 15 May the second group, led by Sangay Sherpa, moved up to Camp 5.
On 16 May the group, consisting of four members and Kusang Sherpa,
occupied Camp 6 where the summit teams of the Norwegian and Japanese
groups were also camped. On 17 May the second group, along with the
Norwegian and the Japanese teams, climbed in copybook style. We watched
through a telescope at ABC as the climbers emerged from the Second Step,
crossed over a snow field, ascended the fixed ropes on a rocky section at
the top of the Great Couloir, before reaching the final summit slopes.

They were on the top by 9.55am and Sangay's voice came jubilantly over
the walkie-talkie. They went through the summit rituals around the GPS
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prisms, the Chinese tripod and Smanla's prayer flags before turning back.
The weatherwas stable and they descended to the safety of Camp 6 without
difficulty. On the way down they spotted the body of Smanla lying prone
above the Second Step, without jacket and crampons, about 20 metres away
from their route. His rucksack was missing and so was his red Gore-Tex
jacket. Lower down, they passed the body of Dorji lying under the shelter of
a boulder near their line of descent, and close to Camp 6. His clothing was
intact and his rucksack was by his side. Their bodies lay in their last resting
places high up on Qomolungma - 'the finest cenotaph in the world'.

On 18 May the summit party moved down cautiously, bypassing Camp 4,
and I received them with the others at ABC. They said that the only really
difficult section on the route had been the upper part of the Second Step;
other summit climbers' opinions of the route varied between 'difficult',
'dangerous' and 'not difficult but requires full concentration'.

Tashi Ram told me that he had placed on the summit a small plastic
bottle given to him by me. The bottle contained a mixture of the holy waters
of the Ganges, Hemkunt Sahib anti Lake Gurudongmar of Sikkim.

I descended the same day, past three camps, reaching Base Camp by the
late evening carrying a lOkg rucksack. The route was crowded with various
teams going home. During the next few days the rest of the team wound
up the high camps and most members were back in Base Camp by 20 May.
There were signs that the weather was breaking. One after another the
teams left Base Camp for their respective countries. After clearing the camp
we paid a farewell visit to the memorial stones of Joe Tasker and Peter
Boardman, Michael Rbeinberger, Martin Joey and others whose bodies
are still on the mountain, along with our three dead team mates. We laid a
memorial stone for Smanla, Dorji and Paljor after I had arranged for it to
be engraved in Kathmandu and delivered to Base Camp.

I asked myself: what has been gained in the last two months on this
mountain? The physical and emotional strain had been enormous. I felt
that the mountain had brought out the worst in us and that all our obses
sions had been laid bare, overwhelming the time-tested qualities of the true
mountaineer. I looked back on all the agony, pain and deaths, and the
words of Jon Gangdal, the Norwegian team leader, who came to say good
bye to me, rang in my ears for a long time. He ought to have been very
happy, he said, since eight of his ten-member team had reached the summit.
Yet he told me that he had decided never to climb an 8000m peak again.

At the same time, I tried to take a more positive view. I looked back to all
the friendships I had made with fellow climbers of different expeditions;
to the interaction with so many fme climbers from different countries. We
shared a common bond - that of the mountaineer away from his home,
climbing in a remote corner of the earth on the highest mountain in the
world, which taxes the human body and brain to the fullest. I realised that
Qomolungma is a mountain which can change your life. A person makes
history by setting foot upon it.
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With Prem Singh, I left for Lhasa on 26 May in a land cruiser, with the
task of procuring death certificates for our three comrades. The two of us
spent four days in Lhasa being looked after by Gau Mauxing and Dou
Chen, respectively Director and Deputy Director of the CTMA, and I was
able to discuss with them matters ofcommon interest to them, to the Indian
Mountaineering Foundation and to our climbing fraternity. For Prem Singh,
who is a Buddhist, it was a very special occasion, but for both of us it was
a pilgrimage, as we visited the Potala and the monasteries of Dreypung,
Sera, Norbulingka and Jorkhang.

Eventually, on 1st June, we flew from Lhasa to Kathmandu and on to
Delhi where the rest of the team had arrived by road. Most of us were
lean and thin. Stomachs had contracted, flesh was compact, muscles were
hardened with usage; some wondered what had happened to our flab!
I assured them, including those with first and second degree frostbite, that
our normal shape would return in due course, for I had been through this
process before.

The team now had to face the world of the press, receptions and contro
versies, but the climbers knew that 'the effect of Everest' would stay with
them for ever.

Summary: A personal account, by the Senior Deputy Leader, of the first
Indian ascent of the North Ridge/North-East Ridge of Everest. Three
climbers - Smanla, Dorji and Paljor - died on the first summit assault
but the second assault team reached the summit on 17 May 1996 and
returned safely.

A NOTE ON ACCLIMATISATION

In the event, I found that there were three varied reactions of the climbers
to our acclimatisation plan. The Ladakhis and those members who were
of Sherpa origin seemed to settle down to any pattern of movement once
they had spent two days at Camp 3. A second lot of fit plainsmen seemed
to deteriorate with continued movement above Camp 4. The third lot 
including two of the three women in the party - failed to acclimatise beyond
Camp 3 and could not reach Camp 4. Those who chose to remain at Camp
3 to rest after working higher up, were not as refreshed as those who spent
the same amount of time walking down to Camp 2 or Base Camp and then
up again. A similar observation was made by some of my friends in other
teams. Our wireless operator and doctor, who spent most of the expedition
at ABC at 6400m, lost the maximum amount of weight.
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APPENDIX
Some personal comments follow on assertions which have appeared in the press
since this article was written, particularly those made by foe Simpson in his book
'Dark Shadows Falling'. I make them simply as a climber who witnessed some of
the events described and not on behalfof the ITEP.

National teams and team rivalry
None of the teams on the mountain were national expeditions in the strict
sense of the word. Ours was an expedition composed of Indians and one
Mongolian, organised by the Indo-Tibetan Border Police. Similarly, the
'Japanese' team was basically a team from Fukuoka and not a national
team with members representing the country. To that extent avoidable
controversies have arisen because of the loose usage of the names of the
countries in the media.

No doubt there was eagerness amongst the different teams to be out front
and to open the route on the mountain. It is only natural for climbers to
prefer route-opening rather than fOllowing. For this reason, co-ordination
meetings were held between the various team leaders at Base Camp and a
tentative schedule had been evolved for route-opening.

More than any obvious rivalry between teams, what I did notice was an
intra-team rivalry within our own large expedition. The three who perished
were Ladakhi soldiers who competed with Sherpa soldiers of the ITBP to
be first on the summit, and this compounded their problems.

The late start
For reasons mentioned in my article, a late start was made on 10 May. But
many climbers have reached Everest's summit as late as 6pm, and have
survived after a forced bivouac. In 1963 the American pair Unsoeld and
Hornbein reached the top at 6.15pm after making the first ascent of the
West Ridge. On the descent from the summit by the South Col route they
joined Jerstad and Bishop who had themselves made a late start owing to a
fire accident (Hf25, 64). The four were forced to bivouac at about 8600m,
but all survived. There are innumerable other examples.

The first assault
It has been unjustly asserted that the three climbers of our first group failed to
reach the summit, reaching only a point 500ft below it. In fact they were seen
from ABC and from the North Col moving along the summit ridge wellbefore
the storm hit them. I myself overheard the radio communication between
Smanla and Mohinder Singh, the leader, and the former declared that the
three of them were on the top. Even if we assume that Smanla planted the
prayer scarves short of the summit, he announced on the radio that he was
going ahead in search of evidence of earlier expeditions. We accepted his
claim in good faith. Their headlamps descending were visible to many of us at
ABC on the East Rongbuk Glacier at about 7pm.
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The allegation that they failed to reach the summit was made on the
strength of a statement by the Fukuoka party that there was no evidence of
footprints beyond that point. However, this unjustified assertion by a rival
party is discounted by the evidence provided by the radio communication,
which was heard by many climbers. Also, since the storm hit the NE ridge
and the summit section thereafter, can we not assume that footprints would
get obliterated?

No doubts on this issue were expressed by other teams before we left
Base Camp. Our leader, Mohinder Singh, was given a certificate by the
Chinese ChiefLiaison Officer to the effect that the three dead climbers had
indeed reached the summit. The Chinese LO was a seasoned Everest
climber and was in charge of all the teams on the mountain.

Smanla and his two companions were not foolish and I think that Smanla
was comparable, in temperament, to the legendary Hermann Buhl. He was
in rank a Junior Commissioned Officer whose Himalayan experience was
credited with more high summits than anyone else's on our expedition. It
is therefore possible to assume that he took over the decision-making of the
first assault group on the fateful day. Why did he make such a risky decision?
The approach to risk in mountaineering has been well described by Dr Sol
Ray Rosenthal who, after many years research, found 'that there is
something in risk that enhances the life of the individual - something so
real, something with such impact that people who have experienced it need
to experience it again and again.'

Rescue attempts by the ITBP team
It has been alleged that the ITBP team mounted no rescue attempt of their
own. The first assault group consisted of seven climbers: Smanla, Dorji,
Paljor, Wangchuk, Jodh Singh, Lobsang, and Harbhajan Singh, their group
leader. Lobsang turned back first with frostbitten fingers. On 10 May, at
3pm, Harbhajan Singh turned back, along with Wangchuk and Jodh Singh.
Responding to directions from ABC, and despite their own fatigue,
Wangchuk and Jodh Singh went back on 11 May in an attempt to help
Dorji; they left some oxygen cylinders at a point beyond which their own
tired bodies could take them no further. The second team, led by Prem
Singh, moved up from the North Col and concentrated on rescuing the
three survivors, having been told that the other three were already dead. I
believe that all these team members did what they could to help their
companions.

Finally, I should emphasise that had Indian mountaineers come across
such a tragedy, I think they would most probably have abandoned their
own summit attempt and concentrated on rescuing other climbers in distress,
as in the 1984 Everest Expedition when they rescued the Bulgarians who
had already completed their climb to the summit. It would not have been
the first time that Indians had made such a sacrifice.

24 September 1997
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