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  About the Book


  The first man to set foot on the summit of Everest, the man who led a team of tractors to the South Pole, the man who jetboated up the Ganges from the ocean to the sky has, for the first time, gathered all the remarkable adventures of a long life into one volume. But there is more to Edmund Hillary than this. He is also the man who repaid his debt of fame to the Himalayas by inaugurating a programme of building schools, clinics, airstrips and bridges in Nepal. With his still active support, these have gone from strength to strength in the 50 years since he himself mastered the Hillary Step and led his companion Tenzing Norgay up Everest's final summit ridge.


  View From the Summit is a thoughtful and honest reappraisal of a life spent pushing human ability to its limits and relishing the challenges thrown down by the elements. It is also the story of a man whom the world has taken to its heart.
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  INTRODUCTION


  THIS IS THE story of my life, condensing seventy-nine years of somewhat vigorous activity into a few hundred pages. My views may not always coincide with the stories of my companions, but this is the way I clearly saw things at the time.


  I have had much good fortune, a fair amount of success and a share of sorrow, too. Ever since I reached the summit of Mount Everest more than forty-five years ago the media have classified me as a hero, but I have always recognised myself as being a person of modest abilities. My achievements have resulted from a goodly share of imagination and plenty of energy.


  As a youngster I was a great dreamer, reading many books of adventure and walking lonely miles with my head in the clouds. I was unaware that many exciting challenges lay ahead of me and that over the years I would receive a host of honours and awards. I have had the good fortune to meet Queens and Princes, Presidents and Prime Ministers, but perhaps more importantly for me I have made close friendships with many people from a variety of cultures.


  Achievements are important and I have revelled in a number of good adventures, but far more worthwhile are the tasks I have been able to carry out for my friends in the Himalayas. They too have been great challenges in a different way – building mountain airfields and schools, hospitals and clinics, and renewing remote Buddhist monasteries. These are the projects that I will always remember.
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  Sir Edmund Hillary
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  1


  ROAR OF A THOUSAND TIGERS


  TENZING CALLED IT the roar of a thousand tigers. Hour after hour it came whining and screeching in an unrelenting stream from the west with such ferocity it set the canvas of our small Pyramid tent cracking like a rifle range. We were 25,800 feet up on the South Col, a desolate saddle between the upper slopes of Everest and Lhotse. Rather than easing off, the gale grew more violent the longer it went on. I began to fear that our heaving and thrashing shelter must surely be wrenched from its mooring, leaving us exposed and unprotected amongst the ice and boulders. I was braced between Tenzing Norgay and the tent wall with no room to stretch out to my full length. Jammed in tight, just turning over was difficult and resulted in a spasm of panting. The thudding canvas beat constantly against my ribs and whenever my head touched the fabric my brain felt like it had been placed under a pneumatic drill. As a weight-saving device, we had left behind our inner sleeping bags and this was proving to be a considerable mistake. Even wearing all my down clothing I found the icy breath from outside penetrating through to my bones. A terrible sense of fear and loneliness dominated my thoughts. What is the sense in it all? I asked myself. A man was a fool to put up with this! When it came, sleep was a half-world of noise and cold. Then my air mattress deflated, freezing my hip where it rested on the ice. It was the worst night I have ever spent on a mountain.


  On the other side of Tenzing my old climbing friend and fellow New Zealander George Lowe and the English climber Alf Gregory were similarly hunched up in their sleeping bags, twisting about in futile search for some position less uncomfortable and for some escape from the bitter cold. We were using the oxygen sleeping sets at the rate of one litre per minute, which made it easier to doze. At this height you dribble a good bit in your sleep, and when your oxygen bottle gives out you wake with a terrible start and your rubber mask is all clammy and frigid. Throughout the endless night I kept looking at my watch, wondering if it had broken, for the hands hardly seemed to move. Finally, when the hour hand crawled around to 4 a.m., I struck a match and read the thermometer on the tent wall. It was –25°C and still pitch black. I gently nudged Tenzing and he was immediately awake and, in his universally helpful fashion, wriggled up and began lighting our primus stove. The tent started warming up a little and I retreated callously deeper into my bag and thought about the events of the previous day. What a momentous day it had been!


  The 26th May 1953 had dawned cold, bright and clear. We were at Camp VII, 24,000 feet up in the middle of the Lhotse Face. Overhead a cloud of powder snow was being blown off Everest’s upper ramparts, but it didn’t look too bad. It boded well for the first assault pair of Charles Evans and Tom Bourdillon. They were at Camp VIII on the South Col and would be going all out for the South Summit this day. Their start would need to be better than ours. At Camp VII it took us ages to get moving. Even simple tasks at this height take an inordinate length of time, as oxygen-starved brains and bodies have little concentration and lack co-ordination. At 8.45 a.m., after breakfasting on biscuits and lukewarm tea, Tenzing and I, the second assault pair, led off on one rope. Our support team of George Lowe and Alf Gregory followed on a second rope. Behind them were our three high-altitude Sherpas who would help us establish Camp IX on the South-East Ridge. Bringing up the rear were five load-carrying Sherpas who were taking supplies only as far as the South Col. Charles Evans and Tom Bourdillon had been chosen for the first assault because they had developed a successful partnership and were better versed than any of us in using the more experimental closed-circuit oxygen equipment which, if it worked, would allow faster and more economical progress towards the South Summit and, maybe, beyond. If the weather made it a one-dash venture, they were equipped to take their chance. Meanwhile Tenzing and I had established our credentials by being acclimatised and strong, so we would be close behind, awaiting our turn, with the cumbersome but more familiar open-circuit systems.


  We crossed a frighteningly unstable crevasse and made our way up the long steep slope of the Lhotse Face. We hadn’t gone far before the ever-observant George shouted and pointed up to the distant South-East Ridge, where we could see two tiny figures making their way upwards towards the South Summit. It could only be the first assault party of Evans and Bourdillon. Their main objective was to reach the South Summit itself but they could make the decision to carry on towards the top if they thought they could do it. Further down the South-East Ridge we could see another couple and judged this to be John Hunt and Da Namgyal carrying some assault supplies for us as high as they could on the ridge. It was an exciting scene – we were really on the move!


  Tenzing and I rushed on ahead and reached the top of the Geneva Spur. We caught glimpses of the first assault team making excellent time up the ridge until they disappeared into the cloud covering the upper part of the mountain. I noticed that Tenzing looked decidedly subdued. We dropped down the 200 feet descent to make our second visit to the South Col. The first had been when we had pioneered the major lift of supplies to the col which had made the attempts on the summit possible. The small group of tents in the camp, bucking in the wind, looked very lonely indeed and we crawled inside one for shelter.


  I kept looking out the door and very soon picked up two figures moving down the Great Couloir, and travelling very slowly. I hurried across the South Col to meet them. It was John Hunt and Da Namgyal and they were completely exhausted. They had carried their loads until they could carry no longer and then dumped their supplies on the South-East Ridge. John had left his half bottle of oxygen there too and had come down without it, so was in a desperate condition. I supported him across the col as best I could but he collapsed time and time again. It was only when I obtained some oxygen from the camp and returned with it to John that his energy partly returned and he made it back to his tent and crawled thankfully inside.


  By now George and his team had joined us, and he suddenly gave a yell. Through a break in the clouds his sharp eyes had caught a view of the tiny figures of Evans and Bourdillon, still above 27,000 feet, but descending into the Great Couloir. Clouds swept in again and then lifted barely ten minutes later. To our astonishment we realised that our two friends were now at the bottom of the couloir. Obviously they had slipped and fallen hundreds of feet. Only the soft snow at the bottom had saved them from plummeting into a crevasse or down the terrible Kangshung Face. They, too, were completely exhausted, only able to move a few steps before stopping and slumping over. George and I hurried across to join them. They were an astonishing sight – covered in ice from head to foot. It demanded a great effort to get them over to a tent and push them inside with John Hunt.


  With numb lips they told their story. Right from the start they had problems with their powerful but experimental closed-circuit oxygen equipment. When all went well they made excellent speed. High on the South-East Ridge Charles Evans’ problems increased and they reached the South Summit with faulty gear and feeling very tired. The weather, too, had deteriorated with cloud and wind. The very stubborn Tom Bourdillon wanted to carry on, whatever the risks, but Charles Evans was sure that if they persisted they would never return. “If you do that, Tom,” warned Charles Evans, “you will never see Jennifer again.” So they came down.


  That was a terrible night on the South Col! Charles and Tom had performed magnificently and, despite technical problems, had achieved their objective of reaching the South Summit. Now I had learnt why Tenzing had been so morose – he thought Charles and Tom were about to reach the top of Everest. He desperately wanted a Sherpa to be in the first summit team and he was always confident that he himself was the right Sherpa for this task. I, too, had a slight sense of guilt. I greatly admired what Charles and Tom had done but I had a regrettable feeling of satisfaction as well. They hadn’t got to the top – there was still a job left for Tenzing and me to do. But the storm raged on and intensified, so it was already clear there was little chance of Tenzing and myself moving upwards in the morning.


  The day dawned in a fury of wind and drifting snow which after a few hours started to ease a little, although there was still streaming cloud over the upper mountain. Our main worry was the importance of getting Charles Evans and Tom Bourdillon down to safer levels. I talked to Charles about the final stretches of the mountain and, although he was never prone to exaggeration, he sadly told me that he didn’t think we’d make it along the summit ridge. But I didn’t take this too seriously – I had the confidence to believe I was a more experienced snow and ice climber than Charles or Tom and I felt I was probably fitter than either of them. We would see when the time came.


  Around midday they emerged slowly from their tent and were joined by Sherpa Ang Temba who had come up with us to carry high on the mountain, but he had been nauseated all night so had to go down, too. To save oxygen for us they generously decided to do without it on the descent. I watched with great concern as they weaved their way up the slope towards the top of the Geneva Spur, the obstacle blocking access to descent of the Lhotse Face. To my horror, I saw Tom crumple and fall flat on the snow. Riveted with disbelief, I watched him drag himself to his feet, take a few more tottering steps, and then crash to the snow again. Clearly, he would need oxygen to have any hopes of getting down the mountain. Charles came back down with me and we quickly prepared an oxygen set which I carried up to Tom who was now on his hands and knees. With the oxygen turned on full volume, he was able to get slowly to his feet and very tentatively move up the slope again.


  I returned to the tents and, when I told John Hunt and George Lowe of my considerable worry about the others getting down safely, John agreed that someone must go with them. Somewhat laboriously, he explained his conviction that he regarded it as his duty, as expedition leader, to supervise the action from the South Col. If something went wrong he might be needed higher on the mountain. George would have to go down as escort. I was greatly taken aback by this suggestion, as I was expecting considerable help from George, but I also realised how desperately keen John was to stay on the South Col, despite his exhaustion. It was difficult to know how to react to this decision. George had no such qualms. In strong and even bitter terms he pointed out how much fitter he was than John and how important he was to the success of the expedition. John had burned himself out, he said, on his great carry up the South-East Ridge and would be useless in an emergency. All very true, but unpalatable words to hear just the same. John remained adamant – George must go! I don’t know why nobody mentioned Alf Gregory. He didn’t seem to be around when these crises occurred. A disgruntled George started making his preparations for departure. However, it was only a few moments before John’s sense of responsibility overruled his tired mind and he agreed that he himself was indeed the right person to take the party down.


  I have never admired John more than I did at that moment. When we were alone, grey and drawn, but with his blue eyes frostier than ever, John gripped my arm and told me of his deep belief that we had a duty to climb the mountain. Many thousands of people had pinned their hope and faith on us and we couldn’t let them down.


  “The most important thing is for you chaps to come back safely. Remember that,” he implored. “But get up if you can!”


  I carried John’s load for him to the top of the Geneva Spur and was distressed at how weak he was as he weaved from side to side. We arrived at the top of the slope only to see that Tom, despite breathing oxygen, had once again collapsed on the snow. It seemed that the whole expedition was falling to pieces. Noting my concern, Charles turned his warm and friendly smile on me and said consolingly, “Don’t worry, Ed. I’ll get them down.”


  John immediately decided he would take the back place on the rope and play the critical anchor role, but Charles merely did a middle-man loop, handing it to his leader and said, “Get in there, John.” Which he meekly did. With John in the middle position, they shuffled off. Watching them disappear from view down the steep and demanding Lhotse Face was a disheartening sight. George was with me and, to vent some of the guilt I felt at letting four exhausted men descend unaided, I turned on him and snapped unreasonably, “It will be all your fault, George, if they don’t get down!”


  George and I spent the rest of the day preparing the oxygen, food and equipment for the next day’s assault, periodically ducking into our tents to warm ourselves. With the wind behind us, we crossed over the South Col and looked down the great East or Kangshung Face as no one had ever seen it from the top before, and a very awesome sight it proved to be. We turned back into the bitter wind and had a fearful struggle reaching our tents again, but were greatly encouraged at how fit we still felt and how freely we could work and move at 26,000 feet without oxygen. We were still worried about the descending party but we knew that with every hundred feet of height they lost their strength would improve. As the day wore on, my thoughts turned increasingly to the next day ahead of us but I couldn’t help dwelling at times on those rather awful moments with the departing team. Where were Tenzing and Alf Gregory, I asked myself, when we were making all our executive decisions, as I kindly described our rather ferocious arguments? Probably Tenzing was very wisely keeping his distance. And where was all the help when I was carrying loads and encouraging people up and down the demanding slope to the top of the Geneva Spur? I was pretty sure that Alf had been resting comfortably in his sleeping bag, conserving his strength for what he saw as the battles ahead. The altitude of 26,000 feet distorted everyone’s judgement during this long and difficult day.


  That night I moved with Tenzing into the relative comfort of a Meade tent. I had been wandering around all afternoon with a spanner in my hand (George claimed I looked more like a mechanic than a mountaineer) but it meant I knew precisely how much oxygen we had and decided we could spare a tiny bit for sleeping. It was still blowing hard, but at first I slept quite well, although periodically I’d waken stiff and cold to find my air mattress had deflated due to ice in the valve. It reminded me of an earlier time I had been sleeping with Tenzing at much lower altitude and woke to see him on his hands and knees bowing and murmuring in a strange fashion. I accepted that he was carrying out some sophisticated Buddhist ceremony until I realised that he was only inflating a faulty air mattress.


  Early in the morning I was woken by a sudden quietness and realised the wind had stopped. Although it soon returned, it was much more spasmodic and a good sign for the day ahead. We started making our slow preparations and at 7.30 a.m. I crossed to George and Alf in the Pyramid tent. We agreed to start and accepted that we would have to carry heavy loads. Two high-altitude porters were supposed to go with us but, to our disappointment, we found that poor Pemba had been vomiting all night and would obviously have to go down. That meant we would only have the redoubtable Ang Nyima to help us, so all our individual loads would have to increase.


  Thank goodness Tenzing was still so fit and strong. He was a remarkable man. He not only had the Sherpa’s amazing ability to deal with altitude but was a skilled climber and had the unique motivation of wanting desperately to get to the top. Forty-five years ago carrying loads on a high mountain was just a well paid job for the average Sherpa. Few of them had the drive to go any higher than they needed to. It is very different today, when many Sherpas are experienced guides with much mountaineering knowledge and considerable interest in pushing on to the summit. But in 1953 Tenzing and I were now reduced to one Sherpa instead of the planned three.


  Our situation looked a little desperate, but George and I agreed there was no question of giving up. George, Alf and Ang Nyima would go ahead to establish the route and Tenzing and I would follow an hour later to conserve our strength for the next day. Our final preparations completed, George led his small group away across the South Col and slowly mounted the steep slope approaching the Great Couloir which shot up to the South-East Ridge more than a thousand feet above us. At 10 a.m. Tenzing and I made our move, heaving our cumbersome loads into place and turning on our open-circuit oxygen sets. As we breathed in the oxygen the loads seemed to lighten appreciably. Moving relatively easily, we crossed the South Col ice and cramponed up the firm snow above. High above us we could see the three tiny dots of our companions as they made their way into the couloir. The angle of the slope increased more than I had expected and we were forced to zigzag in order to gain comfortable height. A great crevasse stretched from side to side but we were able to cross it without too much trouble over a substantial ice bridge and continue upwards. The slope was growing steeper when, to my pleasure, I came on a line of George Lowe’s steps and we quickly moved up these, resting every forty feet or so for a breather. We were catching the others up and I could see the smooth swing of George’s ice axe as he established a substantial route. Soon we were being peppered with chunks of ice travelling at great speed and we hastily moved to the side until George’s team had hacked their way out of the couloir. While waiting, we turned off our oxygen to conserve it for higher up. Soon we were moving on again, revelling in George’s steps and looking almost vertically downwards to the tiny tents on the South Col. We climbed up to the right over mixed rock and snow and a few minutes later joined George, Alf and Ang Nyima on the crest of the South-East Ridge.


  Despite all our efforts, we were a very happy and relaxed group. Our location was spectacular. Still rising above us was the craggy summit of Lhotse, but we could look over mighty Nuptse and see the superb peaks of Ama Dablam and Kangtega. Thousands of feet below us we could look down on Advanced Base Camp in the Western Cwm and it was even further down the other right-hand side to the Kangshung Glacier in Tibet. We were all going well but very much aware of the tremendous slopes sweeping down on both sides of us. Just in front was an incredibly lonely sight, the battered framework of the tent that Tenzing and Raymond Lambert of the 1952 Swiss expedition pitched over a year before and where they had spent an extremely uncomfortable night without food, without drink, and without sleeping bags. What a tough couple they had been, but perhaps not very well organised.


  Feeling slightly embarrassed at our vigour, we carried on up the mixed rock and snow ridge. At 27,350 feet we reached the depot established with such effort by John Hunt and Da Namgyal. It was an ominously large pile and we needed all of it for higher on the mountain. But we didn’t even know if we could carry such loads at this altitude, even using oxygen.


  George and I discussed the problem. There were two particularly troublesome objects – a Meade tent weighing 14.5 lbs and a large black oxygen bottle weighing 20 lbs. I’ve always been a good load carrier, so I told George that I’d take on the tent. George was a little doubtful as he knew it would give me a load of over 60 lbs, but we knew there was no alternative. Then we both looked at Alf Gregory. Alf was small, lean and very fit but had shown little enthusiasm for load-carrying in the past. This time we gave him no alternative. I handed him the black oxygen bottle and we removed most of his food and the cooker. George put a third bottle of oxygen on his frame, plus Gregory’s excess gear, and Tenzing had another oxygen bottle. All of us now had over 50 lbs each and I had more than 60 lbs.


  We moved on and there was no doubt that our pace had dropped off considerably. Few, if any, people had carried these sorts of loads before at well over 27,000 feet. Instead of walking freely step for step, we were now battling for every foot in height. We came to a short but steep bluff and puffed our way up it with considerable effort. The ridge broadened onto a steep snow slope where the surface was very firm and George’s ice axe started swinging freely again. We were getting very high now and the great summit of Lhotse was dropping away beneath us. We started looking rather desperately for a suitable campsite, but nothing appeared. We were just below the height Tenzing had reached with Lambert the year before and I didn’t expect him to have much memory of the area. But I was wrong, he had recollections of seeing more suitable ground out to the left, above the Western Cwm. We plunged out in knee-deep snow, very much aware of the great drops beneath. Tenzing’s site proved rather unsatisfactory but fifty feet up it looked more promising. We struggled up and, to our satisfaction, realised we had found a possible site for Camp IX, far from flat, but capable of producing a suitable area for our small tent. We were at an altitude of 27,900 feet.


  We didn’t waste any time. George, Alf and Da Namgyal had still to get safely back to the South Col. They removed their huge loads, gave us each a hearty handshake, and wished us every success before turning downwards again on their return journey. We had every confidence they would safely reach the tents on the South Col.


  Tenzing and I removed our oxygen sets and were pleased to notice no immediate discomfort. It was not an ideal campsite. There wasn’t a large enough flat place to pitch a tent, so I decided we’d just have to dig out two ledges and spread the tent across them, which is what we did. Tying the tent down was a harder job. There was a small rock face above the tent, but we’d made the mistake of not having any rock pitons with us to make a strong belay. Instead, I hammered several frail tent pegs into a few cracks and hoped they would hold. We had a couple of empty oxygen bottles by then, so I dug holes in the snow, tied the guy ropes around the bottles, and stamped them well into the ground as deadmen anchors. Tenzing crawled inside to melt some snow while I checked our oxygen. It demanded quite a bit of mental arithmetic, as I had to work out the number of litres left in a bottle by the pressure shown on the dial. I estimated that during the night we could breathe oxygen at one litre a minute for four hours and this would help us get a little sleep.


  The setting sun bathed the giant peaks of Makalu and Lhotse in warm red light. They seemed almost close enough to touch. Far below fleecy clouds floated above gloomy valleys. I joined Tenzing in the tent where he was cooking chicken noodle soup. Astonishingly for this height, we were really hungry. Out came all our delicacies, with the tinned apricots being a special treat. We also drank ample liquid. It was very cramped inside, particularly when we tried to crawl into our sleeping bags. I have such big feet that I decided to remove my boots for the night. Tenzing left his footwear on, while I used mine to prop the toe of my sleeping bag off the ice. Tenzing lay on the bottom ledge, almost overhanging the slope, while I stretched out on the top ledge with my legs across Tenzing in the bottom corner of the tent. We started getting the odd fierce gust of wind and I had some concern as to whether the tent would remain in place, but when I started our oxygen flowing we quickly warmed up and dropped off to sleep peacefully on and off for four hours and then wakened feeling cold and miserable.


  At 4 a.m. I looked out the tent doors and could already see signs of the early morning light. Tenzing peered over my shoulder and then pointed and said, “Tengboche,” and there, sure enough, was Tengboche Monastery, 15,000 feet below us. The temperature was –27°C, chilly enough in our flimsy tent. We made our slow preparations for departure, eating well and consuming plenty of vital fluid. My boots were frozen solid and I cooked them over the primus stove until they were soft enough for me to pull on. We were wearing every piece of clothing we possessed and I checked my camera for the last time, setting it at a standard aperture and then placing it carefully inside my clothes and zipping up my windproofs. At 6.30 a.m. we crawled out of our tent and were ready to go.


  Above our camp was a great steep bulge of snow and, as my feet were still cold, I waved Tenzing on to take the lead. Surging on with impressive strength, he ploughed a knee-deep track upwards and I was happy to follow behind. We reached the top of the bulge at 28,000 feet and, as my feet were now warmer, I took over the lead. Towering over our heads was the South Summit and running along from it to the right were the great menacing cornices overhanging the Kangshung Face. Ahead of me was a sharp narrow ridge, icy on the right and looking more manageable on the left. So it was to the left I went, at first making easy progress, but then experiencing one of the most unpleasant mountaineering conditions – breakable crust. The surface would hold my weight for a few seconds, shatter beneath me, then I lurched forward knee-deep in powder snow. For half an hour I persisted and was encouraged at how well I was moving in these difficult conditions. I crossed over a little bump and saw before me a small hollow on the ridge and in that hollow were the two oxygen bottles left by Evans and Bourdillon. I wiped the snow off the dials and saw that the bottles were less than a third full of oxygen, but this could give us another hour of endurance on our return. That could be very useful later.


  We had made considerable height, but there was much more ahead. A 400-foot long snow slope rose steeply up towards the South Summit. Alternating the lead, we made our way forward, but it was an extremely uncomfortable experience. A thin skin of ice covered deep soft snow. On one occasion there was a dull breaking noise and a six-foot wide piece of ice around me shattered and slid away down the mountainside. I slipped backwards three or four steps and fortunately stopped, but the ice carried on with increasing speed far out of sight. It was rather frightening, but we had no alternative, we must keep going. With a considerable feeling of tension, we forced our way upwards, the snow condition improved and we emerged with great relief on to the South Summit. We were now as high as anyone had ever been before. It was impossible not to dwell for a moment on the remarkable support we had received from our colleagues – John Hunt and Da Namgyal’s lift to the depot on the South-East Ridge; George Lowe, Alf Gregory and Ang Nyima with their superb support to Camp IX; and the pioneer effort by Charles Evans and Tom Bourdillon to the South Summit. Their contribution had enabled us to make such good progress. But now the next move was up to us.


  I looked carefully along the final summit ridge. It was impressive all right, but not impossible, despite what Charles Evans had said. We’d certainly give it a good try. We had a drink out of Tenzing’s water bottle and I checked our oxygen supplies. Each of us had a bottle that was almost empty so, to save weight, we removed these and I attached our other full bottles firmly into place. It meant we had a total endurance of just under four hours. If we kept moving quickly it should be enough.


  With a growing feeling of excitement, I moved down from the South Summit to the small saddle at the start of the summit ridge, cutting steps on the left-hand side below the great cornices and keeping just above the rock face sweeping into the Western Cwm. We moved cautiously, one at a time. I hacked a line of steps for forty feet, thrust my ice axe into the firm snow as a sound belay, and then brought Tenzing along to join me. After I had covered several rope-lengths, I noticed to my surprise that Tenzing was moving rather slowly and seemed in some distress. When he came up to me I examined his oxygen equipment. The pressure seemed satisfactory but then I noticed that his face mask was choked up with ice. I squeezed the mask to dislodge the ice and was relieved to see Tenzing breathing freely again. I checked my own equipment – it, too, held some ice, but not enough to cause me concern, and I quickly cleared it away. I moved on again, cutting line after line of steps.


  Ahead of me loomed the great rock step which we had observed from far below and which we knew might prove to be a major problem. I gazed up at the forty feet of rock with some concern. To climb it directly at nearly 29,000 feet would indeed be a considerable challenge. I looked to the right, there seemed a chance there. Clinging to the rock was a great ice cornice hanging over the mighty Kangshung Face. Under the effects of gravity, the ice had broken away from the rock and a narrow crack ran upwards. Nervously, I wondered if the cornice might collapse under my pressure. There was only one way to find out!


  Although it would be relatively useless, I got Tenzing to establish a belay, then I eased my way into the crack, facing the rock. I jammed my crampons into the ice behind me and then wriggled my way upwards using every little handhold I could find. Puffing for breath, I made steady height – the ice was holding – and forty feet up I pulled myself out of the crack onto the top of the rock face. I had made it! For the first time on the whole expedition, I had a feeling of confidence that we were going to get to the top. I waved to Tenzing and brought in the rope as he too made his way laboriously up the crack and dragged himself out beside me, panting for breath.


  We didn’t waste any time. I started cutting steps again, seeking now rather anxiously for signs of the summit. We seemed to go on forever, tired now and moving rather slowly. In the distance I could see the barren plateau of Tibet. I looked up to the right and there was a rounded snowy dome. It must be the summit! We drew closer together as Tenzing brought in the slack on the rope. I continued cutting a line of steps upwards. Next moment I had moved onto a flattish exposed area of snow with nothing but space in every direction. Tenzing quickly joined me and we looked around in wonder. To our immense satisfaction, we realised we had reached the top of the world!


  It was 11.30 a.m. on 29th May 1953. In typical Anglo-Saxon fashion, I stretched out my arm for a handshake, but this was not enough for Tenzing who threw his arms around my shoulders in a mighty hug and I hugged him back in return. With a feeling of mild surprise I realised that Tenzing was perhaps more excited at our success than I was.


  But time was short! I turned off my oxygen and removed my mask. Immediately my face was prickled sharply with ice splinters carried in the brisk wind. I removed my camera from the protection of my down jacket, stepped a little down the slope and photographed Tenzing on the summit with his ice axe upraised and the flags flapping in the breeze – the United Nations flag, the Indian flag, the Nepalese flag and the Union Jack. Tenzing didn’t have a camera and, to tell the truth, the thought didn’t enter my mind to try to organise a picture of myself on top of the mountain. I felt a more urgent need to have photographic evidence that we had reached the summit, so quickly took shots down every major ridge. The view was most spectacular to the east, for here the giants Makalu and Kangchenjunga dominated the horizon and gave some idea of the vast scale of the Himalayas. Only a few miles away, Makalu, with its soaring rock ridges, was a remarkable sight. I could see all the northern slopes of the mountain and was immediately struck by the possibility of a feasible route to its summit. With a growing feeling of excitement, I took another photograph to study on returning to civilisation – I was under no delusions that reaching the top of Everest would destroy my enthusiasm for further adventures.


  The view to the north was a complete contrast – hundreds of miles of the arid Tibetan plateau. One scene was of particular interest. Almost under our feet it seemed, was the famous North Col and the East Rongbuk Glacier, where so many epic feats of courage and endurance were performed by the earlier British Everest expeditions. Part of the ridge up which they had established their high camps was visible, but the last thousand feet, which had proved such a formidable barrier, was concealed from our view as its rock slopes dropped away with frightening abruptness from the summit snow pyramid. It was a sobering thought to remember how often these men had reached 28,000 feet without the benefits of our modern equipment and reasonably efficient oxygen sets. Inevitably, my thoughts turned to Mallory and Irvine who had lost their lives on the mountain thirty years before. With little hope I looked around for some sign that they had reached the summit, but could see nothing.


  I noticed Tenzing digging a little hole in the snow and watched him place in it some pieces of chocolate and other food, small gifts to the gods which he believed spent some time on the summit of Everest. This immediately brought to mind John Hunt’s request that I had completely forgotten. Just before leaving the South Col, John had asked me into his tent and then with slight embarrassment had told me a brief story. When he was about to depart from his home at Henley, an old priest who lived nearby had come to him and offered him a small crucifix, asking him if he would mind leaving it on the summit of Everest. Now John’s chance to go higher had evaporated, he wondered if I would take the crucifix up with me. I was happy to agree, as John seemed to take the request very seriously. So now, remembering my promise, I fumbled around in my pockets, located the cross, and pressed it into the snow on top of the mountain, feeling a sense of satisfaction at having kept my word. (Some months later, an overseas letter was delivered to my home in Auckland. It contained a small medallion sent to me by a representative of the Pope in appreciation of my gesture on Mount Everest.)


  We had been warned by expedition doctor Griffith Pugh that dehydration was one of the greatest risks faced by climbers going high. To compensate for this, Tenzing and I had spent a good part of the previous night quaffing copious quantities of hot lemon drink and, as a consequence, we arrived on top with full bladders. Having just paid our respects to the highest mountain in the world, I then had no choice but to urinate on it.


  We had now been fifteen minutes on top. Tenzing had removed the flags from his ice axe and, as there was nothing to tie them to, he thrust them down into the snow. It was time for us to leave. I replaced my mask and turned on the oxygen. Immediately I noticed a distinct brightening in my vision. I had proved that man could breathe without supplementary oxygen on the summit – a fact no one had been too sure of before. Oxygen certainly helped, but I had been going so well from our top camp I was able to approach the summit with growing confidence. Coming down off the summit I found it much easier following our established tracks, and was soon peering down the forty-foot rock step and, with a little concern, lowering myself into the crack between the rock and the ice. After much wriggling and jamming, I reached the bottom and waited for Tenzing to join me. Our previous track along the ridge made our return very much easier and soon we were back again on the South Summit. It had only taken us one hour from the top!


  Our oxygen supplies were now running low, so it was important to move on quickly. The steep slope down from the South Summit was very firm and I got Tenzing to start off down cutting steps. Although a fine climber, he was not a particularly good step-cutter, so when he reached the end of the rope I started down after him and, in slightly peppery fashion, re-cut all the steps into more substantial form. Then I carried on ahead, producing a neat line of steps for several hundred feet. I moved out to the left onto the softer snow at the top of the great slope plunging down onto the Kangshung Glacier. It was quite a desperate place and we took turns stamping out firm footholds to ensure our security. One slip here could have been disastrous.


  It seemed a long time before we headed back to the right onto the narrow ridge above our last camp and came to the depot of nearly empty oxygen bottles left by Charles Evans and Tom Bourdillon. We loaded these onto our backs and then carried on down and collapsed into our tent. It was 2 p.m. and we made a refreshing brew of lemon and sugar. Our main oxygen bottles were now empty and I removed them from our frames and replaced them with the bottles from Evans and Bourdillon which were almost one third full. It would be enough, I decided, to get us most of the way down to the South Col. We pushed our sleeping bags and personal gear into our packs, but left our tent and empty oxygen bottles behind. In those days we had no awareness of environmental matters. We moved slowly down the South-East Ridge in our tired condition, treating it with the greatest of respect, past the old Swiss campsite to emerge at the top of the great snow couloir leading down to the South Col.


  I had hoped that the line of steps George had cut the day before would still remain, but, to my disgust, I saw that the brisk wind had wiped them all out. So once more I hacked zigzag after zigzag down the steep slope. Far below, I could see a tiny figure moving across the South Col and knew it must be George. Halfway down the snow softened and we took turns at plugging steps. I realised by now that our oxygen had run out, but we were still moving well. As we approached the bottom of the couloir, George came towards us and I felt a warm glow of affection for my old friend.


  “Well George,” I said, “we knocked the bastard off!”


  “Thought you must have,” he replied calmly and poured us a drink of hot tomato soup from a thermos flask. Soon we were back at the flapping tents on the South Col where Wilf Noyce and Pasang Phutar greeted us and treated us with patience and kindness.


  It was another cold and miserable night on the South Col. I slept a little, but was uncomfortable and restless. For some reason I didn’t feel particularly excited about our success. I had no sense of ultimate achievement – I just felt I had done rather well on a big challenge. Our primitive walkie-talkies didn’t operate from the South Col down to Advanced Base Camp, so we had no way of giving the news to John Hunt and the rest of the team. At first I was quite warm and comfortable in my sleeping bag and much of the time my mind churned over with a great mixture of thoughts – what a fine support Tenzing had been on the climb, and how glad I was that a Sherpa had been one of the first to reach the summit. I knew he had been even more excited than I was. And then there was George Lowe, now with me in the tent – what a good job he had done. He must have seen us coming down the South-East Ridge, gone to the considerable trouble of boiling up water to make soup, and then met us at the bottom of the couloir. Very agreeable of him, I thought. I tried to brush aside the feeling that if George had been with me we could have been equally successful. But having two New Zealanders on top wouldn’t have appealed to our British team-mates. Pity! George and I had been very good friends over the years. Earlier on the expedition George had spent a week or so working on the route up the Lhotse Face and the media had, in fact, called him ‘The Hero of the Lhotse Face’. But I believed that George had done his greatest work on the South Col and above. I huddled down in my outer sleeping bag but I never really got warm until we had the primus going to melt snow for water. I was incredibly thirsty and seemed to need more and more liquid.


  Finally morning came. I peeped out of the tent and the South Col looked as desperately unpleasant as ever. We made our preparation and packed all our personal gear to carry down with us. We had two bottles of oxygen left and, although we didn’t really need oxygen, it was decided that Tenzing and I would each use one of the bottles. So I added one to my already cumbersome load. I was feeling rather weaker than on the previous day when we had come down from the summit, and the 200-foot climb up to the top of the Geneva Spur was quite hard work. Then, with relief, we plunged down the steep Lhotse Face, taking advantage of the steps that still remained visible from the descent of Charles Evans’ party. We carefully crossed over the wide crevasse above Camp VII, expecting the camp to be deserted, but to our amazement and pleasure we were met by Charles Wylie and half a dozen Sherpas and were soon telling them our good news – much to their delight. Their presence in Camp VII was still another example of the constant back-up maintained by our expedition at all times – a somewhat different approach to that of many modern expeditions.


  George, Tenzing and I, roped together again with George in the lead, set off down the steep icy sections of the Lhotse Face, going much more freely at this lower altitude. Although the terrain was more difficult and dangerous, it was familiar to us and we cramponed the icy stretches with confidence, slipping along the fixed ropes. We treated the great ice bulge below Camp VI with care and made good time along the 400 feet of fixed ropes. Soon we were at the bottom of the Lhotse Face and on easy ground. At Camp V we were greeted by happy Sherpas and our packs removed from our backs. Then we plunged on through soft snow down the Western Cwm.


  We could see a few movements around Advanced Base Camp, but clearly they had no suspicion of what had happened higher on the mountain. There was so little action that I was convinced that everyone felt that we had been unsuccessful. Finally, George could stand it no longer and raised his ice axe in the air and pointed it vigorously towards the summit. Everyone at Advanced Base Camp went rigid with shock at first and then slowly came towards us. As the message finally penetrated, they broke into a shambling trot with a look of unbelievable hope on their faces. Next moment John Hunt had thrown his arms around my shoulders in a deeply emotional fashion and I realised, perhaps for the first time, just how important success on Everest was to him. There were even a few tears rolling down his cheeks. We received a mighty welcome from our other companions, too, although I sensed with a few of them an understandable feeling of envy. But there was no questioning the warmth of the welcome from our doughty Sherpas who had done so much for us and now clustered around grinning, with hugs and handshakes. They looked on Tenzing with awe and respect. All our efforts and planning and team spirit had been rewarded with great success and Mount Everest had been climbed for the first time!


  Forty years later John Hunt and I stood at Tengboche Monastery and looked at the magnificent view of Everest and Lhotse. With a wry smile, John apologised to me for his emotional display on that remarkable occasion.


  2


  A NEW PAIR OF OVERALLS


  WE RELAXED AT Advanced Base Camp and sipped mugs of hot tea. James Morris, our Times correspondent, interrogated us quickly about the climb. James had realised that if he could get quickly to the small army radio post at Namche Bazar and send out the news of our success, it could reach London in time for the Queen’s Coronation on 2nd June. By mid-afternoon he had his story and with two energetic Sherpas as his guides he descended the Icefall and rushed down the valley to Namche. His message was couched in a special code and when it reached the British Embassy in Kathmandu, Ambassador Summerhayes translated it and then, in great excitement, sent it out over the diplomatic wireless to London. It arrived on the evening of 1st June and was handed over to The Times newspaper who, instead of keeping it to themselves, very sensibly distributed it to all the media. So on the morning of the Coronation, as the excited millions gathered in the streets of London, all the newspapers had headlines proclaiming “All this and Everest too!” And a great roar of pleasure went up from the huge crowds.


  I had asked John Hunt what he planned to do if Tenzing and I had been unsuccessful. I had estimated that we could have held out for one more day at Camp IX if the weather had been bad on 29th May, but it might have been risky without any spare oxygen. Nobody had spent an extra day and two nights at 27,900 feet before. I felt the attempt by Tenzing and myself would be the last opportunity the expedition would have.


  But John was very positive. “I would have made another attempt myself personally,” he told me. Remembering that it would require another lift of supplies to the South Col and above, and how weak John had been when leaving the South Col, I had considerable misgivings about this idea. But I have no doubt that he would have tried.


  We descended to Base Camp and were still almost completely unaware of what was happening in the outside world. Then someone turned on a small radio and heard a BBC announcement telling the world that we had been successful. Strangely enough, hearing it stated over the BBC made me realise positively almost for the first time what an achievement it had been. I had innocently thought that it would be of interest to mountaineers, but not particularly to anyone else – but I was being proved very wrong.


  John Hunt decided to walk quickly out to Kathmandu to make all necessary arrangements for the onward passage of the expedition members and he asked me to bring the major group and all the loads out rather more slowly. We descended down the Khumbu Glacier to a camp on the green grass and revelled in the flowers and the thick air. Then we came down the Dudh Kosi river to Ghat and crossed to the west over the ‘high route’ to Junbesi. We were now on the main walking track to Kathmandu and started receiving daily mail runners from John Hunt with letters, telegrams and newspaper cuttings, all indicating that our success had caused quite a furore in the outside world.


  We were halfway to Kathmandu when still another mail runner met us on a high track and handed over his bag to George Lowe. George quickly sorted through the mail and then, with a bit of a grin, handed me a letter addressed to ‘Sir Edmund Hillary, KBE’. Very funny, I thought to myself, but then realised from George’s hearty laughter that he believed there was some truth in it. With sinking heart, I opened the letter from John who briefly confirmed that the Queen had indeed made me a Knight of the British Empire. I was somewhat taken aback by this information – I did not regard myself as suitable knightly material. For one thing, I was far too impoverished to play the role. My mind flashed to a picture of myself walking around the little town of Papakura, south of Auckland, in a pair of well-stained overalls. My God, I told myself, I’ll have to buy a new pair of overalls. George thought it was incredibly funny and couldn’t stop laughing for the next half hour.


  Two days’ march from Banepa, which was on the rim of the Kathmandu valley, we were met by a scruffy bunch of Nepalis who ignored us but drew a rather nervous Tenzing aside and spoke to him at great length. They wanted him to sign a document and, although he was illiterate at the time, he finally signed it in desperation. The Nepalis gleefully departed.


  Next night in our last camp before Banepa we were joined by John Hunt for the final day’s march. John warned me that some Nepalis had arrived in Banepa waving a document signed by Tenzing claiming he had reached the summit first. A further problem had arisen. Some reporter had asked John to comment on Tenzing’s skill as a mountaineer. In his rather correct fashion, John told them, “Tenzing is an excellent climber within the limits of his experience” – which is probably true of all of us, but hardly the answer to give to a somewhat over-stimulated and nationalistic community. I would say that in the Himalayas, Tenzing was a skilled and formidable climber and it would probably have been more diplomatic for John to have said so.


  Another incident was somewhat different, an intrusion from the western world. I was accosted by a well-dressed Indian reporter who said he represented a large English newspaper. They were offering to pay me £10,000 sterling for my story of the summit day. Rather angrily I pointed out to him that, as he already knew, I had signed an agreement with The Times in London. What would my companions think, I asked him, if I ignored the agreement and wrote for another newspaper? He was very frank. His newspaper believed the sum they were offering should overcome any hurt feelings I might experience, he told me. I was a little prone to violence in those days and when I clenched a fist, he made a rapid withdrawal.


  Next morning we climbed up the hill to Banepa to be met by a huge crowd, including many more reporters and cameramen. There was absolute bedlam when they saw Tenzing. John Hunt had warned me that the region from Banepa to Kathmandu was rather left wing politically and he asked me to be patient with the crowd enthusiasm. Maybe he already knew something that I didn’t? The official party manhandled Tenzing and John and myself into an open jeep. John and I were pressed down into the back seat with Tenzing standing upright holding onto a crash bar. Then all around arose the great cry, “Shri Tenzing. Zindabar! Shri Tenzing. Zindabar!” (Respected Tenzing Great is he!) which actually pleased us all, as Tenzing was now being acknowledged as a world hero in his own country.


  We seemed to drive on and on for ever and the din was terrific. I suddenly noticed there were many banners stretched across the street, each printed with the same picture. Tenzing was standing on the summit of a mountain with a Nepalese flag in his hand and, from his other hand, a rope trailed down to a figure lying on its back with its feet and hands in the air – me! It was quite funny at first, but then got rather tedious and when a youth jumped on the back of our jeep and started shouting “Sri Tenzing. Zindabar” into my ear I turned around and gave him a hearty shove into the mud. No one else tried that little trick again.


  As we approached Kathmandu, everything became more orderly and we received a very warm welcome from senior government officials. John Hunt, Tenzing and I had a little discussion about the actual reaching of the summit. I had certainly never regarded it as being important and we agreed that as a team, sharing the tasks on the mountain, we would say we had reached the summit together. Tenzing had the honour of a meeting with the King and then there was a great gathering in the main square, the central maidan. The King gave a short speech honouring us all, but I was a little annoyed when he went on to say that Tenzing had told him he had reached the summit first. But the crowd cheered heartily.


  This question has been asked all over the world for many years and I expect people will keep on asking it forever. Fortunately, it is a matter of little consequence, as we can both take credit for our success. It is interesting in these days, when I have a warm relationship with all the people of Nepal, to look back on the Everest era when I was largely resented by the Nepalese and I wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about them either.


  When we went down to India the crowds were enormous and the credit was rather more evenly distributed. I remember landing in Delhi and there were literally tens of thousands of people lining the tarmac. When we walked down the aircraft steps, they all saw Tenzing and the crowd broke the barriers and rushed towards us screaming “Tenzing!” I have never seen a greater look of terror than in Tenzing’s eyes and we were glad to slip through the crowd and leave him to his fate – which didn’t, of course, prove terrible at all.


  Prime Minister Nehru gave a very large reception and I enjoyed meeting him and found him an enormously impressive person. There were dozens of photographers present and they all wanted pictures of Tenzing and myself standing on either side of the Prime Minister. He told them, “You have ten minutes and no more!” I knew from experience that Indian pressmen took little notice of instructions, but after ten minutes of bedlam, the Prime Minister clapped his hands and said firmly, “Enough!” And to my astonishment, all the photographers disappeared. His charming and charismatic personality was awe-inspiring.


  John Hunt had invited Tenzing to come to London with us but the formidable Mrs Tenzing was insisting that she and their two young daughters, Pem Pem and Nima, should come too. The expedition members were perfectly happy but the Himalayan Committee in London was at first reluctant, only giving in when it was clear that, if Tenzing’s family didn’t travel, Tenzing wouldn’t either. In fact we thoroughly enjoyed the company of his two delightful daughters and teased them unmercifully – much to their pleasure, I believe.


  There was quite a political conflict over what passport Tenzing and his family should have – would it be Nepalese or Indian? Although Tenzing spent his early life in Nepal, he had lived for the last seventeen years in Darjeeling, India. Prime Minister Pandit Nehru took personal control of the problem. Tenzing would have an Indian passport and Nehru even gave him a couple of his very handsome Nehru suits to wear on formal occasions. Nehru was very kind and generous to Tenzing but the senior officials in Kathmandu never forgave Tenzing for not accepting a Nepalese passport. However the peasant people of Nepal loved him.


  We flew to London and another tumultuous welcome. Our good friend Eric Shipton, famous for his Himalayan explorations and Everest mountaineering, was at the airport to meet us and it was great to see him. Knowing my weakness for bananas, he handed me a bunch and I consumed most of them on the way into town. For a month, we went to a succession of receptions and cocktail parties and I found I was living on champagne and smoked Scottish salmon, neither of which I had tasted before. I started waking in the morning with a mild headache and realised it was my first experience
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