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Challenging the
Mountaineer’s Gaze

A Sixty-Year Education on Kangchenjunga

There are many spellings of  the name ‘Kangchenjunga’ and many mean-
ings too: ‘Five Treasures of  the Snow’1; ‘Five Treasure Houses of  the 

Great Snow’2; ‘Five Treasure Houses in the Snow’3; and on and on. Laurence 
Waddell’s ungainly ‘Five Repositories of  the Great Glaciers’ illustrates 
what a fundamentally inadequate process it can be trying to represent some-
one else’s culture: an unfortunate but perhaps inevitable consequence of  
translation.4 A greater concern is how the name has become a sort of  brand 
name, or slogan, shorthand for how Kangchenjunga and its local communi-
ties are perceived. The complexity of  the region, its communities and their 
beliefs, are somehow bundled into a single neat package, turning complex 
and sometimes contrasting perspectives into a malleable commodity, to be 
side-lined or incorporated into the mountaineer’s own culture. As Michael 
Hutt wrote about James Hilton’s fictional creation Shangri-La, ‘the contin-
ued perception of  the Himalayan countries as magical realms also feeds 
back into political and social processes.’ In preferring cultural constructs to 
reality, the Himalayan traveller can miss a great deal.5

The boundary Kangchenjunga straddles isn’t just geographical: it’s cul-
tural and religious too. It illustrates the distinctions between Sikkim and 
Nepal, and indigenous groups: Lepcha and Lhopo. Reading mountaineer-
ing literature against such a backdrop, it becomes clear that while climbing 
writers learned significantly from the communities around Kangchenjunga, 
they also co-opted beliefs and attitudes that are infinitely more nuanced and 
complex than can ever be truthfully displayed on the page.

In 1883 William Woodman Graham travelled to Dzongri in Sikkim, 
among the very first alpinists to climb in the Himalaya. After an encou-
rag ing start that spring, climbing a 5,000m peak on the Singalila Ridge,  
he sat out the monsoon and then set off  for the Kabru range, climbing 
three more peaks including a claimed ascent of  Kabru itself. Yet when he  
returned to Britain, Martin Conway and anonymous voices in the Survey of   
India, poured scorn on his claim, a judgement shared later by the American  

1. F Smythe, The Kangchenjunga Adventure, London, Hodder & Stoughton, 1946, p15.
2. J Tasker, Savage Arena, London, Methuen, 1982, p161.
3. C Bremer-Kamp, Living on the Edge, Utah, Peregrine Smith Book, 1987, p42.
4. S Pierse, ‘Kangchenjunga: Imaging a Himalayan Mountain’, ResearchGate, 2005.
5. M Hutt, ‘Looking for Shangri-La: From Hilton to Lamichhane’, in Eloquent Hills: Essays on Nepali Literature, 
Nepal, Martin Chautari, 2012, p83.
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William Workman, both of  them rival claimants to Graham’s altitude  
record. Graham published no accounts of  his exploits and disappeared  
from the mountaineering world after being rejected by the Alpine Club,  
reappearing later in life in Mexico, as British vice-consul in Durango.  
[Editor’s Note: For a reappraisal of  Graham’s adventure, see W Blaser & 
G Hughes, ‘Kabru 1883: A Reassessment’, Alpine Journal, 2009, pp219-28.]

Although no literature exists of  Graham’s first mountaineering foray  
to Sikkim, it captures something of  the mysticism Kangchenjunga holds  
in the western imagination. It also reveals a paradox at the heart of  
moun tain literature, because climbers also usually put the summit first and 
everything else sits in relation to it. That is a problem in a location like 
Kangchenjunga, which is a sacred space for the people who live near it. 
Summits don’t mean much at all to them.

The community there is complex and diverse: Lepcha, Lhopo and Nepali 
groups occupy the Sikkim and Mechi regions on the flanks of  Kangchen-
junga. Lepcha are the indigenous people; Lhopo are essentially ethnic  
Tibetans with a longstanding presence in Sikkim. The influence of  Nying-
ma Buddhist traditions on Lepcha and Lhopo culture is deep. Buddhist tra-
dition teaches that Guru Rinpoche, known in Sanskrit as Padmasambhava, 

Mountain of Destiny: Kanchenjunga 1929
The illustrations for this article are taken from a new exhibition of photographs 
from the 1929 German Kangchenjunga expedition presented to E O Shebbeare 
and paintings of Kangchenjunga by the landscape artist Julian Cooper. They 
are reproduced with kind permission of the German Alpine Club and Sue Morton. 
The exhibition was curated by Dr Jonathan Westaway, University of Central 
Lancashire. See right for details.
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In 1929 the modern state of  Germany 
launched its first Himalayan moun-
taineering expedition under the lead-
ership of  Paul Bauer. Its goals were 
explicitly nationalistic, moti vated by 
a desire to rebuild faith in German 
manhood and leave behind the defeat 
and humiliation of  the First World 
War. Bauer’s various accounts of  the 
Kangchenjunga expeditions in 1929 
and 1931 are shot through with mili-
tary metaphors and the language of  
struggle. His celebration of  moun-
taineering comradeship harks back 
to the camaraderie of  the trenches. 
Underpinning it all was a sense of  
German national destiny expressed 
in the language of  racial theory.

But if  the expedition’s goal was to establish German mountaineers on 
the world stage it also brought them into contact with the multi-ethnic  
world of  the Himalaya. The photographs taken by Bauer and his colleagues 
Julius Brenner and Dr Eugen Allwein exhibit a strong ethnographic sensibi-
lity, sensitive to the ethnic diversity of  Sikkim and the wider region. Sherpa 
and Bhotia high-altitude workers are accorded special attention. They fea-
tured in group photographs and individual portraits. One remarkable photo-
graph features the expedition cook Tenchaddar, seated outside a tent, pray-
ing in the half  lotus position. It’s a sublime image but underlines the fact 
that European mountaineers often ignored or belittled the spiritual practices 
of  the expeditionary labour force they relied on.

This collection is unique, being annotated by E O Shebbeare, the British 
transport officer on the 1929 Kangchenjunga expedition. A forestry official 
and founder member of  the Himalayan Club, Shebbeare was able to name 
most of  the Sherpas featured in the photographs, preserving for us their 
individuality. In one tender portrait a group of  seven Sherpas lies in the 
grass, smiling at the camera, twirling Edelweiss in their hands. The flowers, 
a symbolic link with the Germans’ own Bavarian homeland, signal a tran-
quil moment before the fruitless struggle on the north-east ridge.

Mountain of  Destiny: Kanchenjunga 1929 captures a unique moment in  
German Himalayan mountaineering before the deadly focus on Nanga Par-
bat consumed so many mountaineering lives and before German and Aus-
trian mountaineering organisations became subsumed into the Nazi Reich.

Mountain of  Destiny is at the Heaton Cooper Studio Gallery, Grasmere, Cumbria,  
from 15 November 2018, part of  the Kendal Mountain Festival 2018. 
https://www.heatoncooper.co.uk/
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hid secret treasure texts in the Himalaya in the eighth century but narra-
tives change from village to village.6 Migration from what is now the mod-
ern state of  Nepal dates back to long before the early 19th century and 
the East Indian Company’s war with Nepal and the British military’s 1888 
action against Sikkim. But it was British hegemony that transformed the  
demographics of  Sikkim, where the majority is now Nepali.7 You can see 
how the anthropological tapestry surrounding Kangchenjunga is woven 
with a myriad of  strands.8

The problem with mountain literature is that it often fails to communi-
cate this complexity. There are always ‘many layers of  meditation between 
the world as it really is, and the world as it is subsequently rendered in travel 
writing.’9 There is sometimes a clear preference for aesthetic style over ob-
jective accuracy. More often, portrayals of  local people reveal unconscious 
assumptions in the writer and, indeed, the reader.10 In mountain literature, 
such assumptions take the form of  reaching the summit and fulfilling per-
sonal and cultural expectations. This cannot not, in itself, be considered a 
criticism. Mountaineering has long been documented as the pursuit of  one’s 
personal desires: ‘Have we vanquished an enemy?’ asks George Mallory. 

6. A Denjongpa, ‘Kangchendzönga: Secular and Buddhist Perceptions of  the Mountain Deity of  Sikkim 
among the Lhopos’, Bulletin of  Tibetology, 2002, Vol 38 No 2, pp5-37, p7.
7. M Hutt, ‘Going to Mugalan: Nepali Literary Representations of  Migration to India and Bhutan’, Eloquent 
Hills: Essays on Nepali Literature, Nepal, Martin Chautari, 2012, pp99-101.
8. C Scheid, ‘Hidden Land and Changing Landscape: Narratives about Mount Khangchendzonga among the 
Lepcha and Lhopo’, Journal of  the Irish Society for the Academic Study of  Religions, 2014, Vol 1 No 1, pp66-89, p71.
9. C Thompson, Travel Writing, Abingdon, Routledge, 2011, p62.
10. Ibid, p133-4.

E O Shebbeare’s remarkable album takes care to identify workers employed 
on the 1929 Kangchenjunga expedition. (All images with kind permission of the 
German Alpine Club (DAV) and Sue Morton)
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‘None but ourselves.’11 Or as Robert MacFarlane’s wide ranging Mountains 
of  the Mind (2003) makes apparent, the history of  mountaineering ‘isn’t  
really a history of  mountaineering at all […] but a history of  the imagina-
tion’. One may raise a question as to the broader value of  mountaineering and 
its narcissistic drive, as well as both its environmental and cultural impact, 
particularly in a consumerist world, something rarely acknowledged.

Taking a broad 60-year sweep of  literature on Kangchenjunga, from 
Frank Smythe’s The Kangchenjunga Adventure (1930), to Joe Tasker’s Savage 
Arena (1982) and Cherie Bremer-Kamp’s Living on the Edge (1987), we are 
shown repeatedly the visceral power of  the mountain as a mystical peak. 
As so often with mountain literature, self-absorbed with its own motiva-
tions, there is a failure to acknowledge properly the origins of  an appropri-
ated mysticism among the very communities that live and work at its foot. 
Although there are distinctions to be made between the three, particularly 
when considering the colonial shadow which hangs over Smythe, there is 
in all of  them a tension common in mountain literature, one which simul-
taneously idealises the spiritual – co-opting it to the broader romanticised 
narrative of  mountaineering – but misses local spiritual beliefs that are a key 
element to that narrative.

Mountain literature is rarely innovative, following a predictable arc that 
often starts with the origins of  a personal story. Yet these origins are essen-
tial for understanding how a writer approaches any form of  difference.12 
Geoffrey Winthrop Young noted that even as a young boy ‘it was the fact 
of  hills’ that attracted him, ‘their provoking mystery, and […] their wilful-
ness in trying to go up where everything else was content to lie along.’13 
Smythe, writing later, developed this further, equating the feeling of  moun-
tains rising ever higher with ‘promotion to the top of  the form, where for 
a short time I remained, basking in the sun of  the Geography Master’s  
approval.’14 The west, Robert Macfarlane suggests, has an inherent desire 
to ascend ever higher, quoting from Gaston Bachelard’s ‘Air and Dreams’ 
that ‘a human being in his youth […] wants to rise up from the earth.’ For 
early writers, Kangchenjunga, as with the wider Himalaya, was the natural 
progression for such ambitions, seeded in youth: ‘to some the British hills 
are an end in themselves, and to others the Alps, but the “Journey’s End” 
of  the mountaineer is the summit of  Everest.’15 Whilst less explicit, both  
Tasker and Bremer-Kamp are caught up in that same ‘beckoning silence 
of  great height’, as Joe Simpson called it, motivated by a desire to go ever 
higher and harder. If  mountaineering in the 1970s and 1980s had progressed 
somewhat from simply attaining the summit to reaching it in a cleaner style 
by harder routes, the underlying motivators remain the same.

11. G Mallory, ‘Mont Blanc from the Col du Géant by the Eastern Buttress of  Mont Maudit’, Alpine Journal, 
1918, Vol XXXII, pp148-62, p162.
12. Thompson, 2011, pp16-7.
13. G Young, On High Hills, London, Methuen, 1947, p2.
14. Smythe, 1946, p11.
15. Ibid.
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Lewa. (DAV, Morton) Tenchaddar in more conventional 
climbing garb. (DAV, Morton)

An informal portrait of seven of the team’s Sherpas and other ethnic high-altitude 
workers. (DAV, Morton)
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I was beginning to see that my whole life was dependent upon the pursuit of  
a most difficult and unlikely goal – the climbing of  mountains by their hardest 
route. All my hopes and aspirations seemed to have become linked with that 
objective, and I no longer knew if  I wanted that sort of  life.16

These motivations for climbing, whether looking to early Romantics who 
describe the revealed panorama of  ‘earth, and air, and earth-embracing sea’ 
seen from the summit, or the more established genre of  mountain literature, 
is the beguiling notion of  utopia that mountains elicit. The very act of  a jour-
ney is ‘utopian because it is driven by hopeful expectation in one form or 
another.’17 Utopias, however, are often specific to an individual or commu n-
ity. In mountain literature, whether writing with the self-awareness of  Tasker  
or in the loose framework of  colonialism we associate with Smythe, it is 
clear that the pursued ideal is to occupy that space. Smythe talks of  ‘attack’.  
Bremer-Kamp rejects such notions of  conquest in favour of  ‘developing  
a rapport with the mountain to see what she might give us in return.’18  
The feminised language of  Bremer-Kamp is a notable distinction to make 
between these writers, indicative of  her broader concern with engaging with 
her surroundings. Smythe wants merely to triumph over a monster:

like a twoheaded giant […] this face, which overlooks the Yalung Glacier, is 
savage and cruel. Even as I watched, there came a distant roar, the snowy lips of  
the giant writhed back, and an avalanche was spat out from between its teeth.19

This is a conscious attempt to imagine creatively the ferocity of  his  
surroundings, but such language creates an antagonism between man and 
nature. Bremer-Kamp’s description, tinged with the same aesthetic drive to 
describe her surroundings with ‘snarling, gaping jaws’, tempers this with a 
heightened awareness; she knows ‘by heart every rock and stone, ice gully 
and rivulet. They were part of  me, I was part of  them.’20

Despite their differences, the potential on Kangchenjunga to inhabit a  
psychological utopia is deeply attractive to all three climbers. The mountain 
had ‘wormed its way into my subconscious’, writes Tasker, ‘it had been a 
thing of  beauty beyond our reach. […] For days it had hovered on the edge 
of  my vision and when I returned home it re-emerged on the periphery  
of  my imagination.’21 Smythe writes in similarly heightened language 
‘the distant lightning became desultory and wan. The clouds were with-
drawn from Kangchenjunga. Far up in the awakened stars something white 
gleamed steadfastly – the summit.’22 The reality that lies there of  course is 

16. Tasker, 1982, p160.
17. B Ashcroft, ‘Travel and Utopia’, New Directions in Travel Writing Studies, ed J Kuehn and P Smethurst, 
Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2015, pp249-62, p249.
18. Smythe, 1946, pp23-9; Bremer-Kamp, 1987, p21.
19. Smythe, 1946, p121.
20. Bremer-Kamp, 1987, pp102-3.
21. Tasker, 1982, p91.
22. Smythe, 1946, p64.
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exhaustion, starvation, sickness and possibly death. However, the strength 
of  the imagination to romanticise the ‘distant lightning’ or the danger of  the 
‘beyond’ is the very thing that draws the mountaineer ever higher, the allure 
of  a utopia ‘is not in its discovery but in its possibility, the fact that it remains 
beyond the horizon, beckoning to the traveller.’23 In fact Kangchenjunga  
is the preeminent example of  this since it can ‘be seen by anyone who cares 
to visit the hill town of  Darjeeling’ where its prominence invites the moun-
taineer’s gaze, yet its remoteness keeps it maddeningly out of  reach.24

Kangchenjunga in the imagination is the idea to develop. What Tasker in 
particular has foregrounded is how such utopian ideals begin and end in the 
mountaineer’s mind. As MacFarlane explains, mountains ‘do not kill delib-
erately; nor do they deliberately please: any emotional properties which they 
possess are vested in them by human imagination.’25 In 1914 George Mallory 
wrote a piece entitled ‘The Mountaineer as Artist’, suggesting that the lines 
climbers trace up mountains are a product of  the mountaineer’s imagina-
tion.26 Michel Foucault describes ‘heterotopias’, environments where echoes 
of  one’s familiar society can be found and simultaneously challenged. They 
exist as much as a mirror to the individual as they do a newly discovered land:

The mirror is, after all, a utopia, since it is a placeless place. In the mirror 
I see myself  there where I am not, in an unreal, virtual space that opens up 
behind the surface […] from the ground of  this virtual space that is on the other 
side of  the glass, I come back toward myself; I begin again to direct my eyes 
toward myself  and to reconstitute myself.27

From the perspective of  Foucault’s mirror, the mountaineer’s relationship 
with Kangchenjunga and its communities alter over the decades. This is 
the crux point: the power of  both, but more importantly Kangchenjunga’s 
communities, have gradually influenced and challenged the summit fever of  
foreign climbers. And whilst an important caveat must be made as to how 
moun tain literature often reductively incorporates these beliefs, it nonethe-
less shows how, over time, the mountaineering gaze is learning as well as 
consuming.

*

Isolated in the extreme east of  Nepal, Kangchenjunga is an independent 
range that stands apart from the rest of  the Himalaya. Unlike Everest,  
it dominates the view: its five peaks proud against the skyline. It doesn’t 
matter whether you’re from the west, Nepal or anywhere: it has an intrinsic  
mystical otherness born from its inhuman scale. What we should analyse is 
not the presence of  such mystery, but the way that it is approached, appro-

23. Ashcroft, 2015, p252.
24. Smythe, 1946, p13.
25. R Macfarlane, Mountains of  the Mind: A History of  a Fascination, London, Granta, 2004, p19.
26. G Mallory, ‘The Mountaineer as Artist’, Climbers Club Journal, 1914, Vol 53, pp28-40.
27. M Foucault, ‘Of  Other Spaces’, Diacritics, 1986, Vol 16 No 1, pp22-7.
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By 1929, the Himalayan Club had become central to providing climbing 
Sherpas and other staff for the growing number of expeditions. Few left  
Darjeeling or elsewhere without some involvement from E O Shebbeare:  
see p205 for an account of this remarkable man. (DAV, Morton)
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priated or, in the case of  mountaineers, triumphed over. There are a ‘range 
of  physical, emotional and spiritual experiences’ that mountains can elicit,  
and whilst it may be easy to argue for the universal transcendence of  a 
mountain, what is harder to account for is how such transcendence is  
understood in distinct cultures, or even within individuals.28

The response within communities around Sikkim and Mechi is one of  
deep religious significance. For both Lepcha and Lhopo communities, Kang-
chenjunga ‘functions as the shared location for two distinct “hidden land” 
narrative constructs.’29 The influences of  Buddhism, as mentioned earlier, 
are a key commonality between the two and each has had historical influ-
ences on the other. Anna Balicki Denjongpa notes in her analysis of  a Lhopo 
community in Tingchim village that differences in ‘procedures, terminology 
and other aspects of  culture’ can be significant even between villages; this 
same attitude applies to the anthropological dynamic as a whole.’30

Despite increased migration of  Nepalis into Sikkim and Darjeeling in the 
19th century, the Lepcha people are widely held to be the earliest inhabi-
tants of  the area surrounding Kangchenjunga, notably Sikkim in north- 
eastern India, Mechi in far eastern Nepal and areas of  Bhutan and Tibet.31 
For the Lepcha, the peaks that surround them are a ‘supreme paradise, from 
where immortal beings provide all the necessary cereals and good health. 
But these peaks are inhabited by gods (rum) and demons (mung), which 
must be constantly tamed and pacified.’32

Kangchenjunga is where the very first humans came from: it is a guar-
dian, a source of  good fortune and peace, and the literal head of  all nature.33  
Their belief  in a hidden land is encompassed by Máyel Lyáng, often associ-
ated with ‘animals, […] agriculture, salt, the number seven and time cycles’, 
a ‘concealed utopia’ near Kangchenjunga.34 Yet it is also just as much a 
loca tion of  internal focus and purity. From both perspectives, Máyel Lyáng 
is directly affected by changes in contemporary society.35

For the Lhopo, the region is a land of  riches and treasure known as Beyul 
Dremojong, beyul being hidden valleys blessed by Padmasambhava, and 
Kang chenjunga is the store house for these, specifically: salt, gold and pre-
cious stones, sacred scriptures, ammunition and medicine, a close correlation 
to the translations I quoted above.36 Nonetheless this spiritual entity is gen-
erally understood to be reached by attaining a purity of  mind, something that  
becomes more difficult to achieve as the area becomes increasingly urban-
28. S Bainbridge, ‘Mountains’, Routledge Companion to Travel Writing, ed Carl Thompson, Abingdon,  
Routledge, 2015, pp500-10, p504.
29. Scheid, 2014, p67.
30. Denjongpa, 2002, p7.
31. T Subba, ‘Dynamics of  a Hill Society: A Case Study of  the Lepchas’, available from DSpace Repository, 
p.117.
32. B Steinmann, ‘Mountain Deities, the Invisible Body of  the Society: A Comparative Study of  the Rep-
resentations of  Mountains by the Tamang and Thami of  Nepal, the Lepcha and Bhotia of  Sikkim’, Reflec
tions of  the Mountain: Essays on the History and Social Meaning of  the Mountain Cult in Tibet and the Himalaya, ed 
A-M Blondeau and E Steinkellner, Vienna, Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenchaftenthe Himalaya, 1996, 
pp179-218, p179.
33. Scheid, 2014, p70.
34. Ibid, p72.
35. Ibid, pp74-6.
36. Ibid, p78.
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ised and a rise in commercialisation pollutes the Lhopo’s internal condi-
tion.37 In April 2000, a campaign group called Concerned Citizens of  Sik-
kim wrote to an Austrian expedition who had obtained a permit to climb 
Kangchenjunga: ‘To us the mountain itself  is a shrine and just as you would 
not climb on a statue of  Jesus or Buddha or leave oxygen canisters or trash 
in its lap we do not believe in trampling on Kangchenjunga.’38

Such complex beliefs are often dismissed in early mountaineering litera-
ture and even when heard contribute to the overall reduction of  Kangchen-
junga as a ‘mystical peak’. We see in Smythe’s account an early reaction 
from mountaineers to the spiritual presence of  the mountain:

The most rationally minded of  men cannot gaze […] upon Kanchenjunga 
without experiencing something of  the same emotions of  the simplerminded 
Sherpas and Lepchas who dwell in the valleys below.39

Even whilst conceding that mountains provoke a distinct feeling of  tran-
scendence, Smythe dismisses the very values of  the communities that lie 
closer to this essential quality as being born from ‘simpler’ minds. Such 
tension continues throughout Smythe’s writing, responding with contempt 
for local customs that, ‘judged by European standards, [were] complete-
ly tuneless and unintelligible.’40 Yet despite such ridicule, the music of  the  
Pemayangtse monastery exerts its own power on Smythe, dragging him 
away ‘from the twentieth century, […] into the very heart of  this mystic land, 
where time and space are limitless, and man is re-incarnated through etern-
ity.’41 Such moments however are fleeting and sit in a broader framework of  
‘othering’, whereby porters are cast in three broad categories: dogs that must 
be wormed; children that must be nurtured; or ‘Tigers’ that triumph over 
adversity.42 Whilst some of  these portrayals are more positive than others, all 
three fail to present the people Smythe encounters in their true complexity. 
To liken porters to dogs and children is obviously demeaning. Even the ap-
parently more positive category of  Tiger deserves closer reading. It contains 
a contradiction, of  skill and strength against an animalistic primitiveness, 
both of  which romanticise the role of  porter.43 These characteristics have 
little to do with Smythe’s subject and more to do with a feeling of  lack or 
even loss that the European in Sikkim feels in relation to his own culture.44

We were back in a medieval land, caring nothing for progress, a land fiercely 
jealous of  its ancient rights, its conservatism, looking askance upon modernity 
and the outer world. Perhaps it is happier so.45

37. Ibid, p80.
38. Email sent to expedition sponsor by CCS in 2000.
39. Smythe, 1946, p61.
40. Ibid, p90.
41. Ibid.
42. Ibid, p67; p135; p144.
43. V Adams, Tigers of  the Snow and Other Virtual Sherpas: An Ethnography of  Himalayan Encounters, New Jersey, 
Princeton University Press, 1996, pp14-5.
44. J Fisher, ‘Tourists and Sherpas’, Contributions to Nepalese Studies, 1986, Vol 14 No. 1, pp37-61, pp46-7.
45. Smythe, 1946, p133.
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Smythe’s initial focus is on attack and conquest. He details logistics, the 
qualities of  the team and the geographical and meteorological challenges 
that must be overcome in order to achieve the ultimate goal of  western 
mountaineers: the summit. Yet as he begins to grapple with diametrically 
opposed perspectives, his descriptions fluctuate between the ‘coldly hostile,’  
or ‘cruel’ mountains and the unexpectedly rich spiritual encounters he  
experiences:

One of  the curses of  being a mountaineer is that an analytical mind […] 
tends to detract from aesthetic enjoyment. […] But here was a scene so magnifi
cent as to submerge the sharp, ugly rocks of  analysis […] beneath the smooth 
rollers of  pure contemplation. […] The thought of  how these peaks might be 
climbed did not intrude. I did not see couloir or ridge, did not endeavour to win 
a theoretical way to a summit.46

Smythe’s response is undoubtedly provoked by his physical surroundings 
but the impact of  his cultural encounters with Lepcha and Lhopo is plain to 
see. The very language Smythe uses closely mirrors that of  his experience 
in Pemayangtse monastery. In both instances time becomes a fluid entity, 
the language rhapsodic and Smythe himself  becomes less a voyeur trying 
‘to take some photographs’ and more a part of  the mountain’s very fabric.47

Tasker’s writing demonstrates a maturing of  such responses. Gone is the 
explicit hierarchy of  Smythe and racial slurs as ‘coolies’; the picture is more 
nuanced.48 Comparisons can certainly be drawn between the ways Kang-
chenjunga itself  is perceived, as well as the more internal focus that Tasker 
describes in Doug Scott who tended ‘to make his own pace, […] preferring 
to walk alone with his own thoughts, reading and writing at every stop […] 
in his search for insights into the mystery of  life.’49 There is a more notable 
meditative quality to Tasker’s writing, its focus much closer to the broad 
themes of  the Lhopo. Tasker and Smythe both mistake the mountain for 
a cloud rising above the land, their language closely mirroring each other:

Above the village, in the sky, hovering white and unobtrusive in the distance 
so I thought it was a cloud, was the mountain.50

I saw, between a gap in the nearer mists, the crest of  a great cloud high up in 
the sky […] But was it a cloud? […] It was no cloud, but a snowy mountain.51

This is how popular notions of  Kangchenjunga become fixed in the 
western imagination over time, Kangchenjunga ‘as an ethereal realm, dis-
embodied from the world and periodically revealed in the same manner  
as a vision.’52 Such idealism is mirrored in the people these climbers  

46. Ibid, p128.
47. Ibid, p85.
48. Ibid, p108.
49. Tasker, 1982, p165.
50. Ibid, p167.
51. Smythe, 1946, p85.
52. Pierse, 2015, p3.
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encounter, ‘among them […] a young girl, the prettiest we had seen among 
the mountain people,’ an idealised construction of  the communities in the 
Kangchenjunga region.53 Just as Shangri-La is ‘an invented pseudo-Tibetan 
place-name’ that alludes to a utopian ideal apparently lacking in the travel-
lers’ own culture, so too do the twin ‘others’ approached by the mountaineer 
– ‘ethereal’ summit and ‘spiritual’ communities – work to creating the same 
bias.54 The effect is insulation from the poverty of  the region or from cultural 
difference, while displaying a certain attraction towards the other.

Despite Tasker’s doubts about the ‘climbing of  mountains by their hard-
est route’, he nonetheless learns to ‘relax, to leave the ordering of  events 
to our trusted men of  the hills […] and begin to re-focus on the mountain 
ahead.’55 There is here the same fixation on the summit, and something of  
Smythe’s ‘simpler-minded Sherpas and Lepchas who dwell in the valleys 
below’ which suggests an ideological dynamic to the hierarchy: it’s the ‘men 
of  the hills’ that get the simpler tasks.56

The mere presence of  an alternative perspective that reveres Kangchen-
junga should place a significant barrier to achieving the summit the climber 
so strongly desires. (Joe Brown and George Band famously did not stand 
on the summit during the first ascent in deference to that perspective.)  
Yet an order of  value is laid out in which the mountaineer ascends both  
literally and culturally to a higher plane, sidestepping the issue of  conflicting 
values to claim the prize. Even the incorporation of  individuals as porters 
is an ideological step as well as a logistical one. Porters, suggests Smythe, 
possess ‘a born instinct for adventure’, implying that adventure, a core trait 
of  mountaineering, is in fact innate in the porters too.57 Joe Tasker offers 
an alternative view of  porters as those who ‘showed neither pleasure nor 
displeasure, as if  resigned to an existence which was always hard work.’58 
In relation to Sherpas, their ‘engagement with mountaineering was as much 
an engagement with their own culture […] games defined by their own his-
tory, their own politics, their own culturally shaped desires.’ Much the same 
can be said in relation to the Lepcha and Lhopo.59 Such variety allows only 
one conclusion: Kangchenjunga, indeed any mountain, elicits an array of  
reactions that have often been missed in conventional climbing narratives.

It is this shifting combination of  culture, landscape and individual motiva-
tion that Bremer-Kamp aspires to describe. Whilst still ‘blind to everything’ 
but the north face of  Kangchenjunga and writing from the perspective 
of  the mountain as ‘a mirror through which we could view ourselves’, 
Bremer- Kamp nonetheless displays a noteworthy sensitivity in portraying 
the indi viduals she encounters.60 Prompted by the environment around her,  
she reflects on the ‘media exposure’ that led to the 1978 K2 expedition 

53. Tasker, 1982, p170.
54. Hutt, 2012, p87.
55. Tasker, 1982, p165.
56. Smythe, 1946, p61.
57. Ibid, p68.
58. Tasker, 1982, p171.
59. S Ortner, Life and Death on Mt. Everest, New Jersey, Princeton University Press, 1999, p248.
60. Bremer-Kamp, 1987, p74; p22.
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she was a part of  ‘assuming the role of  conqueror and adopting language 
that the advertising world and general public could easily relate to.’61 She 
has forgone such large scale exploits, convinced ‘that small is beautiful’,  
undertaking a more intimate expedition to climb Kangchenjunga in win-
ter.62 Bremer-Kamp is however guilty of  desiring the cultural construct of  an 
unspoiled landscape. The reality is that the growth of  the Himalayan tourist 
industry has left a ‘thick suffocation of  diesel fumes’ that is a long way 
from the ‘magical kingdom, devoid of  foreign influence’.63 Bremer-Kamp 
is shocked at the ‘materialism and greed that had crept into a once naïve 
and innocent people’ that appear to be motivated by ‘Levi jeans and Nike 
running shoes’.64 Bremer-Kamp’s concern for the utopia that mountaineer-
ing has constructed fails to allow for the fact that to argue solely for ‘the 
deterioration of  Sherpa culture under the onslaught of  modernization’ is in 
fact too reductive.65 The reality is that these communities have for centuries 
‘absorbed new ideas with enthusiasm’ and just as some aspects of  culture 
can be eroded, so too can modernity bring increased prosperity; one will be 

61. Ibid, p22.
62. Ibid, p49.
63. Ibid, p48.
64. Ibid, p54.
65. Ortner, 1999, p249.

Left: Expedition leader Paul Bauer. A member of the various Frei Korps after 
the First World War, he saw direct links between German militarism and alpinism.  
He became a member of the NSDAP in 1933 when Hitler came to power, 
at least in part to protect his position as a Himalayan expedition leader and 
founded the Deutschen Himalaya-Stiftung. (DAV, Morton)

Right: An unidentified local Lepcha man. The German photographers seemed 
attuned to the complex ethnic diversity they encountered on Kangchenjunga. 
(DAV, Morton)
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able to find advocates of  both as well as opponents.66

Despite this, Bremer-Kamp offers a deeper insight into the lives of  local 
people compared to Smythe, who rarely identifies the porters with a name, 
or even Tasker, who gives us Ang Phurba and Nima Tensing and liaison  
officer Mohan Bahadur Thapa. Bremer-Kamp offers not only names but also 
complex characters. What this reveals is somewhat shattering for the ‘utopia’ 
that mountaineering has tried to construct, and the modern day ‘dystopia’ 
that has supposedly eroded it. What we see instead is the multiplicity of  hu-
manity: Kusang is dismissed after stealing supplies; Sanglai experiences vivid 
inner turmoil as he chooses between ‘traditional loyalties to his countrymen 
and the inner loyalties toward his Buddhist principles’; and Mongol becomes 
paralysed with fear after Bremer-Kamp’s partner Chris dies at 7,500m.67

We see the skill of  Sanglai running over moraine in cumbersome foot-
wear carrying heavy loads to camp one. Then, to the climbers’ surprise, 
he decides to quit. ‘We asked Sanglai why he was descending: “Too cold? 
Don’t like the food? Don’t like the work?” and the only thing he said was, 
“I only small boy.”’68 Neither utopia nor dystopia exists, neither Tiger nor 
child. What does exist is the physicality of  Kangchenjunga and a myriad of  
human responses to it. Despite all the caveats of  travel writing as a whole, 
how inevitably it is an act of  ‘othering’, Bremer-Kamp nonetheless presents 
welcome complexity when describing local individuals.69

One might argue that you are ‘damned if  you do and damned if  you don’t,’ 
that one cannot seemingly hold any form of  opinion for fear of  undermin-
ing or misjudging communities and cultures. This is to an extent the point, 
since in approaching any issue western literature has the effect of  fixing rep-
resentation on the page in hyperrealist black and white. The oral tradition of  
Kangchenjunga’s local communities is much more fluid, constantly chang-
ing and often not heard. The point though is to take as wide a view as poss-
ible. Mountaineering has for the most part failed in this regard, so focused is 
it on the summit. The Romantic view of  mountains in the west has driven a 
Romantic view of  local communities, leading to simplistic renderings.

The anthropologist Sherry Ortner suggests the objective of  any writing, re-
gardless of  genre, should not be to argue ‘one way or another, but rather try 
to counter any one-sided representation,’ instead seeing individuals ‘as real 
people, with complex lives and intentions of  their own.’70 It is clear from the 
timeline of  Smythe’s writing in 1946 to Bremer-Kamp in 1987 that mountain-
eering has indeed learnt; not simply how to more sensitively approach differ-
ence, but also how its own historical belief  in the summit is only part of  the 
picture, in fact simply being in the presence of mountains is valuable in itself, 
something that the communities of  Kangchenjunga have upheld for centuries.
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