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JACK LONGLAND

8 June 1933

Jack Longland was among the most influential figures in British mountaineering 
in the 20th century and a key player on the 1933 Everest expedition, arguably the 

best team to have attempted the peak before the Second World War. In this previously 
unpublished letter he describes to his father the crux period of  the expedition and the 
trials and tribulations of  life at altitude.

My dear Daddy,
We are in the middle of  a short peaceful interlude – and feel just like 

troops in comfortable billets, but with the thought of  the frontline a day 
or two ahead present in our minds nearly the whole time. Still, base camp 
seems quite incredibly civilised and warm and peaceful. We came down two 
days ago, to find all the snow melted, and a little bathing-pool constructed, 
and little mosses and saxifrages coming out, and room to stand up in the 
enormous-seeming Whymper tents, and a mess tent for meals, and, it is not 
possible for you to appreciate the importance of  this: fresh vegetables, and 
large meals appearing without our having to stir a finger to cook or wash up!

I’d been away from base camp over six weeks, and during that time  
we’ve had the hell of  a hammering, as you’ve probably been gathering 
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from the papers. Worse weather than any of  the previous expeditions  
experienced, and lasting over a much longer time. We’ve simply smashed 
all records for living at high altitude – I was well over a month living at over 
21,000[ft] of  which over a fortnight was spent at camp IV, 23,000[ft], or 
above. And every step we’ve had to fight for; first of  all living in blizzards 
just under the north col, at the exposed camp on the upper glacier plateau 
at camp III A. From there day after day working the route out to the col, 
not the easy snow trudge of  1922, but a steep snow and ice climb equal to a 
difficult Alpine route, and almost every foot of  which had to be fitted with 
fixed ropes to make it safe for porters. And during this period so much new 
snow fell, that the route had practically to be made again, not once, but half  
a dozen times. I think I went up to the col five times by this route, before 
actually going to live at camp IV, either remaking it, or taking up parties of  
porters to stock camp IV. That was the first phase, 8 to 19 May, when we 
hoped all the time that the weather would clear and give us the long settled 
period that prev ious expeditions had had. And just at the end of  this time 
we got the added shock from weather reports that a very early monsoon was 
expected, and might be on us almost any day.

Then, on 19 May, Lawrence Wager and I came up to IV to stop, escorting 
our last lot of  porters and loads, quite a long job, as there is an ice cliff,  
up which we had fixed a rope ladder, just below the camp, and here the 
porters had to be brought up separately on the rope. We were several days 
later in coming up than we had hoped, as weather had cut us off, and when 
communications were reopened with IV, the first thing they wanted up there 
was food, and not two extra hungry mouths. The plan at that time was that 
Boustead, Birnie, and Wyn Harris should establish camps V and VI, and 
then Wyn and one of  the others go on to make the first reconnaissance,  
followed a day later by Frank Smythe and Shipton as the first assaulting party, 
and then by Lawrence and me as the second. This plan was formed more 
or less in accordance with the state of  the party, Frank and Shipton being 
by far the best acclimatised at this period, Birnie being a transport officer, 
supposed to be specially good at handling porters, Boustead something in 
the same category, and Wyn Harris having acclimatised very rapidly, was 
chosen to lead the reconnaissance party, being a much more experienced 
mountaineer than either Birnie or Boustead. I had acclimatised pretty slowly  
so far, each journey to a new height giving me a good deal of  trouble, 
and so I was put with Lawrence Wager to make up the second assaulting  
party. All the others mentioned had been at camp IV nearly a week when we  
two arrived, and so were fairly well in advance of  us in acclimatisation. The 
day we arrived at IV, they had been making an abortive attempt to get the  
porters up to camp V in a fairly high wind: they only got just over halfway, and 
then Birnie and Boustead turned the party back, saying conditions were too 
bad for the porters. This unfortunately caused a fairly serious split, as Wyn,  
by far the most experienced, was convinced they should have gone on to V 
– and, of  course, we had lost a day in the middle of  wretched weather, with 
the loads dumped only half  way to V.
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The army ‘transport officer’ section hasn’t been much of  a success on 
this show; Hugh Boustead always playing for his own hand, and would 
have been a positive danger high up on the mountain, if  he’d ever got there, 
as he’s pitifully slow and insecure on ordinary moderate rock and snow, 
no mountaineer at all. And Bill Birnie, besides being not much use as a 
climber, has a perfectly appalling dignity and temper, which only develops 
at high altitudes, and caused a ludicrous series of  scenes. This expedition 
has proved over and over, that this mountain needs mountaineers first and 
foremost, and that these other specialists are unnecessary, and may be an 
infernal nuisance. It’s been a very happy party, and the only trouble we’ve 
had at all has been from people like Birnie and Boustead, charming as they 
both were down at lower levels.

Anyway, next day Hugh Ruttledge came up to IV (Eric and Frank mean-
while failing entirely in a reconnaissance up to V in really bad conditions) 
and there was a rather bad row, ending in Boustead nearly getting sent down 
the hill, and being put firmly in his place, and Wyn being put in full charge 
of  the camp-pitching and reconnaissance party, so that the sole decision as 
to turning or going on could be his. And to strengthen his hand Raymond 
Greene was added to the party, in the hope that he might do the reconnais-
sance with Wyn, if  the latter wanted a mountaineer with him, and not one 
of  the ‘soldiers’.

Well, we all set out next day up towards V, Lawrence and I accompany-
ing them for training, and to bring down the unwanted porters. At about 
24,000ft one of  the porters collapsed completely, and someone had to bring 
him down, so I volunteered, as being probably slightly less acclimatised 
than Lawrence at that time. Had a terrific job getting the porter down, as 
he would go about 30 yards and then collapse completely and say he was 
dying – having to be persuaded to his feet each time and sent on down. Well, 
we got down in the end, and shortly after returning porters began to come 
in with messages that V had been established at about 25,700ft, much higher 
than in any previous year: so we felt pretty sanguine that next day they 
would pitch camp VI proportionately higher. Then came the first setback: 
Raymond Greene came staggering in about six in the evening, absolutely 
all in, with a badly enlarged heart. That meant he was practically out of  the 
show for good – he had reached V, but the effort had finished him completely. 
Also it was rather a blow for me, as Lawrence Wager had stayed up at V to 
take part in the reconnaissance instead, so I had lost my climbing companion 
for the second assault, with no hope of  an effective substitute since Tom 
Brocklebank could not get fit, Ferdie Crawford could not be expected to get 
beyond V, and George Wood-Johnson, my one really solid hope, had just 
been sent down to base camp with a bad gastric ulcer.

Then came three bad days, during which the V party were stuck in their 
tents by conditions, except that Smythe and Shipton went up to stop on the 
second day, and Wyn and Lawrence came down to relieve congestion. After 
the third night, the three of  us took a scratch lot of  porters out to try and 
relieve V, and had got up to about 24,500ft when we met the other party on 

the way down from evacuating V, pretty well all in, and somewhat demoral-
ised. So we turned as well, as weather was awful, and followed them down.

That was the first real reverse, as opposed to mere delays caused by 
weather. And when we got down to IV, we found of  the 10 picked porters 
who had been three nights at V only about two were fit for further action, 
three bad cases of  frostbite, other ailments and morale collapses. So here 
were our ‘tigers’ apparently finished with already. Several of  the sahibs had 
slight frostbite also, and Hugh Boustead had obviously had about enough, 
and as his leave was now nearly up, he decided to go down to base camp on 
his way home.

So things didn’t look very bright, and now in addition after the new falls 
of  snow, small avalanches began to fall on to the shelf  on which camp IV 
was pitched. So we decided, a little prematurely I think, since Frank Smythe 
is always scared stiff  of  avalanches after his Kanchenjunga show, and Ferdie 
is over-frightened of  north col after his avalanche experience in 1922 – we 
decided to evacuate IV, but in an upward direction, to put two tents right on 
the north col itself, and a skeleton force of  sahibs and porters in occupation.

So there we were, another scraped together 10 porters, whom we hoped 
would prove equally ‘tigrish’, in one arctic tent, and six of  us in the other, 
Frank Smythe, Shipton, Bill Birnie, Wyn Harris, Lawrence Wager and myself  
– about the windiest and most exposed spot you could imagine, right on the 
narrow backbone of  the pass, propped on the edge of  the world. A day’s 
rest, to give our porters a chance, and then up that weary slope towards V 
again, with all 10 porters and Wyn, myself, and Lawrence. Bill Birnie was 
supposed to come up with us, as transport officer, to urge the porters on, 
but he had a damaged leg, and though he started with us, he was soon miles 
behind, and we thought he had turned back, as indeed we urged him to do, 
by a note sent down by a porter who went ill.

I got to V pretty tired, my first visit – the other two rather fitter, espec-
ially Wyn, as they’d already been up before. We arranged that I should go 
up with them to help pitch camp VI and bring the porters down safe, and 
were just turning in when to our consternation Bill Birnie arrived, some five 
hours after us, indomitable indeed, but extremely foolish, since he could  
do no possible good up there, only taking up room and food. So, rather  
disgruntled, I shared a small tent with him that night.

We couldn’t start early next morning, high wind and bitter cold, but even-
tually decided to try our luck and got our porters away at 8am. Very cold,  
in spite of  sun, and I fancy most of  us got touched with frostbite in those 
first hours. We left Bill Birnie, already almost a sick man, in his tent –  
a curious comment on the alleged necessity for transport officers who can 
speak fluent Nepalese, for camp V had been pitched almost solely by Wyn’s 
efforts, and here was I going off  as transport officer to pitch camp VI!

Lawrence took us rather a difficult route, over those eternally outward 
sloping slabs that make up this face of  Everest – all right as long as you stand 
up boldly, but no belays at all, and a slip could hardly possibly be checked. 
I was pretty nervous for the porters, but they came along splendidly,  
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with the occasional encouragement by me at the tail, for the lamer ducks! 
Hours seemed to go on, and it got a little less cold; I was very tired, but 
certainly no more so than the day before, in fact I think I went a little better 
between V and VI than between IV and V! Certainly one was well enough 
acclimatised not to get the amount of  panting that Norton describes, and 
Wyn was going at what seemed almost Alpine pace. Finally about 1pm, just 
as I was insisting that the porters must turn back, if  they were to be sure to 
get down safely, we reached a place where a platform for one tiny tent could 
be dug out of  the snow, some 200ft below the ridge, and well on the way 
towards the First Step – height about 27,300ft or a good 500ft higher than 
man has ever put a camp before.

I don’t remember much about my sensations, as I sat while the tent  
was pitched – everything is rather dulled, and one’s brain certainly not 
functioning at anything like the usual speed or precision. I do remember 
looking at the final pyramid, and thinking it looked very close and not very 
hard, and then round the horizon to see that one was higher than any peak 
that could be seen on this northern side, and also a feeling of  regret that  
somebody had to take the porters down and that I couldn’t join Wyn and 
Lawrence on their attempt tomorrow.

But I soon had plenty to think about – I’d decided not to take them down 
our difficult route of  the morning, but to strike right across towards the old 
camp VI, on the north ridge, and down that, the old 1924 route, to camp V. 
Had to get them down the infernal Yellow Band first, a longish and anxious 
job, and then, just as were crossing easier ground to the north ridge itself,  
a blizzard came on, with driving snow and bitter cold, which reduced  
visibility to about 30 yards – no joke at all as I’d never been on the upper 
part of the ridge before, and it was broad and ill-defined, and might easily  
be strayed from. The next hour-and-a-half  were pretty nearly the worst I’ve 
ever had on a mountain, stumbling down snow-covered rocks and icy screes, 
trying to keep the porters together, half  of  them fit, and half  very tired and 
inclined to sit down and give up. And never a glimpse of  the big ridge down 
to the north col, so that I could get my bearings. Then we suddenly hit on 
Mallory’s old camp VI, still quite recognisable, and found his lantern there, 
and one of  those handle-pressing electric torches (which still worked, after 
nine years exposure!) – and I felt happier for the next bit, until I remem-
bered I had heard that the old 1924 camp VI wasn’t on the ridge at all, but 
on a subsidiary buttress to the east. I pulled a photo of  the mountain out of  
my pocket, and sure enough the camp VI seemed to be marked on a little 
ridge, which ran out on the appalling ice slopes above the East Rongbuk 
glacier, and here was I leading a party of  porters down it, and never a gap 
of  visibility of  more than 50 yards! I tried to keep my head, and edged them 
over to the left, where I knew I should find a great snow couloir if  I was 
on the wrong ridge. When I couldn’t find it I was a bit happier, but I didn’t  
get much rest, what with the uncertainty and the storm, and the fear that  
the weakest of  the coolies might refuse to move at all, until I saw the green 
tents at V, when I was only about 100ft above them. Lord, that was a relief! 

At V Eric and Frank had come up for the next shot, but that silly ass Bill 
Birnie had stayed on, ill though he was, so there was no room for me, and 
I had to push on down to IV. With the relaxation of  tension, and after the 
storm all the way down from VI, I was very tired indeed already, and didn’t 
relish the 2,500ft down to the col. But I gave the porters half  an hour’s 
start, all except two, who were so done in that they decided to spend the 
night in the porters’ tent at V, and then staggered on down, with the storm 
still continuing – and cursing Bill Birnie good and proper. I was moving 
so clumsily that I was frightened of  falling off, and it was really a relief  to 
find, some way below Finch’s old camp, a porter who was obviously worse 
tired than I. So I gradually shepherded him down towards IV, encouraging 
him not to give up, and just before dark, about 6.30pm, the welcome figure 
of  Ferdie came out to meet me: that was a relief  too, as I was afraid I was 
coming down to an empty tent, and would have to cook my own supper – 
but luckily Ferdie and McLean had come up in support, and I was well and 
truly looked after that night! It had been a hard day, especially the worry of  
getting the Tigers down safely in those conditions – but now they were down, 
they were frightfully pleased with themselves: they knew they had carried 
higher than coolies had ever carried before, and that they had beaten up the 
first lot of  chosen Tigers, and that they would now be going down to base 
camp for a drink and a rest.

Willie McLean, as doctor, soon pounced on me to overhaul me, and I 
found I had come off  pretty lightly: two fingers and a cheek very slightly 
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touched by frostbite, and a heart showing signs of  strain, but not actually 
enlarged – all of  which was pretty good. 

Then came four rotten days, sitting about in IV, not knowing, or only 
knowing intermittently, what was going on above, alternating between  
optimism and pessimism, and confidence and anxiety. I picked up Wyn 
and Lawrence through the telescope at about 7am next morning, moving 
well under the First Step – then clouds came down, and we didn’t see the 
mountain for some hours, and all through the afternoon no sign of  them, 
though I searched the mountain pretty thoroughly. And all the next day we 
waited for news, pretty nervous, till Wyn and Lawrence came in in the late 
afternoon, very much done in, having stopped at V the night before. We were 
pretty disappointed to learn they hadn’t climbed the thing – they had 
intended to try along the ridge, but had been lured downwards along easy 
ledges, and had finally been forced on to Norton’s Traverse. Wyn had got 
across the couloirs, and reached a height a bit above that gained by Norton, 
only to be stopped by snow lying on very steep rocks. In fact, and we had 
not expected this, they were turned by actual technical climbing difficulties.

Still we were thankful to see them down, and hoped better things of  Eric 
and Smythe. We saw Wyn and ‘Waggers’ off  down to III next day, both 
still pretty done in, with enlarged hearts and frostbite and bad throats, and 
then sat down to wait for the other party. All this time Bill Birnie was lying 
more or less sick at V, no use to us, since he could not communicate, and 
precious little use to the parties returning from higher up, since he lay in his 
tent and did very little as a support. All next day we waited without news,  
the mountain mostly under cloud, and our nerves suffering pretty badly –  
we sent Ferdie Crawford down as he was none too well, leaving Willy 
McLean and myself  to wait for the others. Then next morning, a clear one, 
came the worst moment of  all, because I picked up in the telescope a solitary 
figure leaving the tiny tent at VI and slowly moving downwards. So I was 
prepared to hear of  a smash, in which Eric or Frank had been scuppered; 
then, a couple of  hours later, I saw two figures leaving V and coming down – 
but I still could not make out if  the two included the figure I had seen leave VI, 
or whether he was still above V, in which case it meant that all three, Birnie, 
Smythe and Shipton were safe. I left Willy McLean to cook soups and other 
comforting things, and went out myself  with hot brandy toddy in a Thermos  
to meet the others coming down. I was much better acclimatised than  
before, cut about 200 steps in the fresh wind-crest snow to give them a good 
path in, and found the way up towards V much less laborious than before.

Eric Shipton was the first I met, about three-quarters [of  an] hour up the 
slope – and he explained what had happened. They had lain in the tent at 
VI one whole day of  weather, that on which they had hoped to examine 
the Second Step, and on which Wyn and Lawrence had come down to us 
at IV, that cost them a day’s reconnaissance and a day’s strength, and then 
yesterday they had made their full shot, by Norton’s traverse. Eric Shipton, 
through lack of  sleep and food, had given out only an hour from camp VI, 
and had returned. Frank Smythe going on by himself, to reach almost the 

same point as Wyn had reached, on the steep part of  the final pyramid 
beyond the couloirs, only to be stopped, early in the day at 10am by the 
same technical difficulties, snow on steep loose rocks, as had stopped Wyn. 
Eric went on down to V that same evening, nearly getting done in by a bad 
storm on the way down, to leave Frank to have a more comfortable night  
by himself  in the tiny tent at VI. That explained why I had only seen one 
figure leave VI the next morning. I left Eric, after a drink, to get down to IV, 
and went on up the ridge to meet Bill Birnie, coming down slowly a long 
way behind, with frostbitten feet, and in a state of  pretty general debility!  
He revived a bit after my magical Thermos, and was able to carry on by  
himself, while I went on still further up to meet Frank Smythe, whom I had 
seen a long way behind. He was very tired when we met, having come down 
all the way from VI in a bad storm, much what I had experienced when  
getting the porters down – so I escorted him slowly down to IV, very thank-
ful to have all my chickens in at last!

Next day, everybody showing signs of  wear and tear, we evacuated the 
camp on the north col, meeting porters coming up with Shebbeare, and  
taking a lot of  stuff  down from the old deserted camp IV on the avalanche- 
liable shelf  below. We had a new patient on our hands that day, since Willy 
McLean, who had never been comfortable at IV, collapsed almost completely,  
something to do with lungs and oxygen lack, and had to be shepherded 
down by Eric Shipton – who himself  got sunstroke on the way down,  
so that by the time I had got Bill Birnie down to camp III A with his bad feet 
and various ailments, I found Willy McLean lying comatose in a tent, and 
Eric Shipton, in a state of  almost entire aphasia, unable to speak a single full 
sentence! But we finally got everybody down to III, Willy pretty well carried 
between two stout porters, and found Hugh there, with Wyn and Lawrence 
waiting to go on down, still in a state of  pretty general tiredness.

On 4 June began a general exodus to base camp for repairs and refit-
ting – Ferdie Crawford and Tom Brocklebank straight through to camp I,  
Waggers, Wyn, and myself  escorting Bill Birnie, whose feet gave him  
trouble, and who took a coolie’s shoulder all the way down, down to II. The 
glacier had changed extraordinarily, most of  our well-known landmarks 
having gone, and we realised what has been increasingly clear ever since, 
that if  it was storm and frost and wind on the mountain, it has been steadily 
getting warmer and warmer all this last month down the glacier, until this 
comparatively balmy climate at the base camp is reached. On 5 June we 
came right through from camp II to the base [camp], feeling happier and 
happier the lower we got, till one could almost have wept to see the blue  
sky over the once desolate seeming Rongbuk valley, and rows of  cumulus 
clouds marching across the distant Tibetan plain, exactly like summer 
clouds over the plain at Cropthorne. [Editor’s note: Jack Longland’s father, 
Rev Ernest H Longland, was vicar at Cropthorne from 1927.] Bill Birnie 
we had to leave behind at II, as he could not stand on his feet any longer, so 
he arrive with Eric the next day, being carried in turn on the backs of  good 
stout coolies, all the way from II to here.
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One day later the last of  the lame ducks came in, Willy McLean, with  
a strong man on each side of  him, and Hugh to escort him down.

So here’s the state of  the war, home billets, and a general attempt to fatten 
up. And we need it – I’ve lost about two stone, and you know I hadn’t much 
fat on me – I literally never have been so thin in 10 years, and my muscles 
have simply disappeared. And everybody who has been really high is in 
comparable state. Well, we hope to gather the cripples together, and put in a 
last shot after four more days here of  recuperation. We hope for a skeleton  
swiftly moving party, probably Smythe, Shipton, Wyn, Lawrence, and myself   
(if  hearts have gone back into shape by then) with Ferdie and Tom Brockle-
bank in support, and an attempt to push straight through to IV in as many 
days, and then launch two attacks in the next week. Much longer we cannot 
stand, we haven’t many porters, or provisions, and we certainly haven’t the 
physical strength for another prolonged attack such as the last. Ferdie Craw-
ford still talks glibly of  another attack if  this fails, in August, after a period 
of  recuperation in the Kharta valley, but there are limits to what flesh and 
blood can manage, and I am certain that those who go high on this next  
attempt will have nothing left in them for any more. I don’t think our chances 
are high this time, but they’re certainly not negligible – we shall try first 
along the ridge towards the Second Step, to see if  we can pass there through 
this wretched vertical grey band which runs all round the mountain, and has 
so far spoilt our chances. We should be back in Base camp before the end 
of  June – and I hope that means home well before the end of  August. Tell 
Mummy to get in all sorts of  fattening food for when I come back – I hope to 
have all September to eat in! I’m really surprisingly fit, only very tired, and 
only wanting to get this old mountain finished off  this next shot, and to get 
back. But it’s been a very good fight, and I think we’ve done more than has 
ever been done before, and against far worse conditions.

With much love to everybody, and in great envy of  the heatwave, which 
the wireless tells us you are enjoying just now.

Jack

PS 9 June.
Very nice to get your last letter, just arrived, describing Cambridge in May, 
and Charles’ linguistic experiments, and everybody going off  for picnics  
in the sun!

No cable arrived about the Adelaide business – but I’m writing to the 
London Board to turn it down: it was a very tempting amount of  money  
to someone wanting to get married, but I’m getting very good at turning  
jobs down – seem to have been doing it for the past eight or nine years now! 
– till someone takes me at my own estimate, I suppose! But Adelaide was 
a bit too thick [Editor’s note: Longland had been offered a professorship at 
Adelaide University on an annual salary of  £1,100.]

Two days of  regular monsoon weather here, and the mountain showed 
up last night completely coated with new snow and looking quite inaccess-
ible. But we hope our last plan starts tomorrow, Ferdie and Tom going up 
the glacier in advance to remake the way; then Eric Shipton and myself  
on 12 June, and Frank Smythe and Wyn on 14 June. Lawrence Wager is 
out of  it, as his heart hasn’t come back to shape yet. If  monsoon weather  
allows, that means a couple of  shots (Eric and I will have the privilege of  
first bang at the Second Step!) round about 20 to 22 June. But Lord knows 
what weather and mountain will do.

The Everest Flight photos have caused some amusement, as quite half  
of  them (including the frontispiece and the main double page of  The Times 
special supplement!) are not of  Everest at all, but of  Makalu and other peaks 
in the neighbourhood!

I think home before the end of  August is a fair forecast at present – may 
even catch the old [SS] Comorin again, which leaves Bombay on 5 August!

Perhaps Peggy [Harrison, Jack’s fiancée] might like to see this long screed 
eventually, but send it on to the Head first, if  he’s been seeing my letters to 
you. [Editor’s note: Rev Cuthbert Creighton (1978-1963) was Jack’s house-
master, and later headmaster, at the King’s School, Worcester. Creighton 
regarded Jack as one of  his most outstanding pupils.] Writing this in bed 
before breakfast, and a much better looking morning – must get up!

Much love to everybody.
Jack.

Editor’s note: Jack Longland used this letter as a way of  recording his  
experiences at the climax of  the 1933 expedition; his diary finishes in early 
May before the events described took place. Although supplies for a further 
attempt were moved up to camp III, the advancing monsoon put paid to  
further climbing. Expedition leader Hugh Ruttledge asked the Mount  
Everest Committee for a small group to remain until later in the year but 
there were no funds. Longland would withdraw from the 1936 expedition 
on principle, unable to offer his unconditional support to Ruttledge.

Jack Longland’s camera from the 1933 
Everest expedition made by Ernemann 
of Dresden. A folding camera with 
a bellows and rising front, it had 
an aperture of f3.5-f22 and shutter 
speeds of 1s to 1/250s. The body 
weighed 750g, and that was without a 
film pack, which added another 310g. 
It was donated to the Club by Jack’s 
daughter-in-law Deborah Newman,  
a former assistant secretary at the 
Club. (Alpine Club Photo Library)


