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About the Book

In 1950, no mountain higher than 8,000 meters had ever been climbed. Maurice Herzog and other members of the French Alpine Club resolved to try. This is the enthralling story of the first conquest of Annapurna and the harrowing descent. With breathtaking courage and grit manifest on every page, Annapurna is one of the greatest adventure stories ever told.

As well as an introduction by Joe Simpson, this new edition includes 16 pages of photographs, which provide a remarkable visual record of this legendary expedition.


About the Author

The distinguished French mountaineer Maurice Herzog was leader of the 1950 expedition to Annapurna. He was one of the two climbers to reach the summit.
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Introduction to the Pimlico Edition

by

JOE SIMPSON

Maurice Herzog’s Annapurna is for me quite simply the greatest mountaineering book ever written. I read it first at the age of fourteen, more than twenty years after it was published in 1952, just a few months before Hillary and Tenzing became the first to reach the summit of Everest. It was an immediate best-seller, probably surprising its publishers, Cape (also now my publishers), with a sale of 40,000 copies in the few weeks leading up to Christmas. I was a schoolboy at the time and had no ambitions to become a mountaineer; the very idea terrified me. I had no real understanding of what Herzog and his team had achieved, yet the book had a profound effect on me. I felt mentally and emotionally drained by the experience of reading it. I knew, intuitively, that here was something truly exceptional; something that words could never even begin to describe. I sensed that these men had experienced such an intensity of living as to be almost inconceivable. Although frightened by the obvious perils of mountaineering, I think it was this book that led me into what has become a life-long affair with the world’s great mountains.

Twenty-two years later I re-read this classic. By that time I had climbed all over the world and gained the knowledge of how it feels simply to be alive in these awesome places, and possess a powerful sense of how fragile yet strong, how vulnerable and invincible they can make you feel. I had half-expected to be disappointed, assuming that earlier the book had impressed me because I was a child and unenlightened as far as mountains go. Now I knew all about Lachenal, Terray and Rébuffat. I had read about their legendary exploits in the Alps and farther afield. They are all gone now; only Herzog survives out of those four beleaguered men who had fought their way off Annapurna, exhausted, terribly frostbitten, snow-blind and so very close to death.

Herzog’s summit companion, Louis Lachenal, died in a skiing accident, barely able, it would seem, to cope with the end of his climbing career. Outside the Alpine world he was like an ‘eagle with clipped wings’, as his great friend Terray described him. After Annapurna, sixteen operations and serious amputations ensured that he would never climb at the highest standards, never again experience ‘that old feeling of moving in a fourth dimension, of dancing on the impossible.’ His brilliance, his genius for being exceptional, could never really cope with strictures of disabled clumsiness.

Lionel Terray who, with Lachenal, formed one of the greatest climbing partnerships in post-war Alpinism, continued his mountaineering career after Annapurna with successful expeditions to Makalu, Jannu, Fitzroy, Denali and extreme ascents in the Peruvian Andes. Ironically Terray, who suffered so much with Rébuffat as they tried to save the summiteers, was killed in one of those avoidable rock climbing accidents when a slip on easy ground in the Vercors, in France, led him and his partner into a fatal fall in 1965. At least we were left the consolation of his superb autobiography, Conquistadors of the Useless.

Gaston Rébuffat recently succumbed to cancer, having carved out a career in his native Alps as one of the greatest mountain guides of his generation. He was a multi-talented man, succeeding as a company director, popular as a lecturer, mountain photographer and successful alpine writer.

By contrast, Herzog seems indomitable. Always ambitious and a born leader, he forged a new life from the mutilation of his past, successfully immersing himself in public life as Mayor of Chamonix, President of the French Alpine Club, and holding parliamentary office as representative of Sports.

It was Herzog’s drive and leadership, and his astonishing determination that enabled he and Lachenal to become the first men to climb an 8,000-metre mountain. They made the ascent of Annapurna without oxygen and very nearly in a single Alpine-style push. By the time they had found the mountain and discovered a feasible way of climbing it, they had no more than twelve days before the monsoon swept in from India. They reached the summit with barely twenty-four hours to spare. Even today such a climb in that time scale would be an exceptional feat. In 1950 it was quite extraordinary, and it contradicted all the opinions of the so-called experts of the day. But what a fearful price they had to pay for their impudence.

When the team left France for Nepal, they actually had two 8,000-metre objectives in mind, Dhaulagiri and Annapurna, but were uncertain how to approach either of them. Maps were inaccurate, if not useless, above a certain height, and information on the best approaches was almost non-existent. In those days lush, virgin forests had yet to be denuded by rampant felling. Road-like paths, trampled out by thousands of trekkers, simply did not exist. By the time the expedition had abandoned any hope of climbing Dhaulagiri, and had discovered a possible line of ascent on Annapurna, the monsoon was almost upon them. In a race against time, they managed to equip and supply five camps before Herzog and Lachenal made their impetuous dash for the summit. Flushed with success as the storms gathered, the descent became a nightmare. They were forced to endure a freezing night in the bowels of a crevasse with their snow-blinded rescuers, Rébuffat and Terray. Death seemed inevitable. I understand just how desperate they must have felt. I know the loneliness of being left for dead. High in the Peruvian Andes, I once endured an endless, bleak night in the depths of an icy crevasse from which there seemed to be no escape, and, like Herzog, I too was convinced that it was my turn to die in the mountains. I now have an abundant sense of the despair and the ecstasy that such intense experiences create.

Herzog speaks the language of an honest man, unashamed of his weakness and his mistakes, quick to praise his friends and never one for vainglory. It is this integrity that lends his words such evocative power. He writes of the mountains with affection and passion, never with bitterness or any sense that he has been harshly treated. They are to him, as they have become for me, sources of wonder, of life-enhancing moments when the borders between living and dying seem to overlap, when the past and the future cease to exist and you are free.

His account – including the grisly descriptions of casual amputations towards the end – has the uplifting effect of proving that it is possible to win against all the odds if you just keep trying. It is a lesson well worth remembering. If one of the team had perished, this positive note would instantly have been erased. The fact that they suffered so cruelly for their summit seems to add to the heroic scale of their triumph rather than detract from it.

The mountains often provide life-changing experiences, unforgettable in the vivid lucidity with which they are later recalled, sometimes crushing in the agony and grief they can impose. Perhaps the most vivid moments in this book occur when on the summit Herzog thinks to himself, ‘How wonderful life would now become! What an inconceivable experience it is to attain one’s ideal and, at the very same moment, to fulfil oneself. I was stirred to the depths of my being. Never had I felt happiness like this – so intense and yet so pure.’ Within an hour of starting the descent he was to be plunged into despair as he watched his gloves tumble out of his reach. ‘The movement of those gloves was engraved in my sight as something ineluctable, irremediable, against which I was powerless.’ Mountains have a stunning beauty, a coldly savage addictive quality that is difficult to resist and dangerous to ignore.

For tense high drama, shattering emotional impact and compelling readability, I know of few other books to compare with Maurice Herzog’s Annapurna. It is an inspirational read for people of all ages, whether mountaineers or not.

Joe Simpson

Sheffield, July 1996


Foreword

The whole of this book has been dictated at the American Hospital at Neuilly where I am still having rather a bad time.

The basis of the narrative is, of course, my memory of all that happened. In so far as the record is comprehensive and exact, that is due to the Expedition’s log which Marcel Ichac so faithfully kept – an essential document, sometimes written up at the very moment of action. Louis Lachenal’s private journal, and the details supplied by all my friends, have been of the greatest possible use. So this book is the work of the whole party.

The text, often colloquial in style, has been revised and put into shape by my brother Gerard Herzog, the sharer of my earliest mountain pleasures, as indeed of my earliest experiences of life. If it had not been for the confidence I had in his rendering, and for the encouragement he gave me day by day, I doubt if I should ever have been able to finish my task.

The name of Robert Boyer, who did so much for our Expedition, does not figure in this record and yet his understanding friendship was a tonic in my darkest hours.

This is the first time I have written a book; I never realized before what a long business it was. Sometimes the job was almost too much for me, but I have undertaken it because I wanted to set down, on behalf of all those who went with me, the story of a terrible adventure which we survived only by what still seems to me an incredible series of miracles.

The following pages record the actions of men at grips with Nature at her most pitiless, and tell of their sufferings, hopes and joys.

As I conceived to be my duty, I have given a plain truthful account of what happened, and have tried – so far as lay within my powers – to bring out its human aspect, and convey the extraordinary psychological atmosphere in which everything took place.

All the nine members of the Expedition will have more than one reason for cherishing this record. Together we knew toil, joy and pain. My fervent wish is that the nine of us who were united in face of death should remain fraternally united for life.

In overstepping our limitations, in touching the extreme boundaries of man’s world, we have come to know something of its true splendour. In my worst moments of anguish I seemed to discover the deep significance of existence of which till then I had been unaware. I saw that it was better to be true than to be strong. The marks of the ordeal are apparent on my body. I was saved and I had won my freedom. This freedom, which I shall never lose, has given me the assurance and serenity of a man who has fulfilled himself. It has given me the rare joy of loving that which I used to despise. A new and splendid life has opened out before me.

In this narrative we do more than record our adventures, we bear witness: events that seem to make no sense may sometimes have a deep significance of their own. There is no other justification for an acte gratuit.

Hôpital Américain de Paris

June 1951


Preface

The conquest of Annapurna has stirred up general interest which is still increasing. It was, beyond all question, one of the greatest adventures of our times, and most nobly carried out.

Maurice Herzog and his companions have crowned a long series of attempts and successes, by climbing not only the highest summit yet attained by man, but also the first summit of over 8000 metres, the first to be climbed of the very highest mountains of the world.

With this victory, achieved at a first attempt and in an unknown region, they have succeeded in an enterprise which the most experienced Himalayan travellers had considered impossible. That outstanding English climber, the late Frank Smythe, who had been on five Himalayan expeditions, had conquered Mount Kamet and had attained the highest point (8500 metres) reached on Everest, had declared that ‘Mountaineering in the Himalaya presents such difficulties that, as far as one can see, no expedition will ever succeed in climbing one of the twelve highest peaks at a first attempt.’

This, however, is exactly what the Annapurna Expedition of 1950 achieved.

Victory in the Himalaya is a collective victory, for the party as a whole. Every member of the expedition, each in his place, whether more or less favoured by circumstances, has been worthy of the trust placed in him; one and all carried out with unswerving devotion their duty of bringing the two injured climbers safely down. We give them in full measure the gratitude they have so richly earned; but at the same time we realize that the victory of the whole party was also, and above all, the victory of its leader.

The other members of the party have been the first to confirm the wisdom of our choice of a leader by the affection, and even reverence, in which they hold him. But it was not the Himalaya that revealed Maurice Herzog to us, for his past record had convinced us that we had entrusted the Expedition to the most valiant of them all. The Himalaya did, however, provide him with the opportunity – ultimately, alas, in the most appalling circumstances – to be the very soul of a great adventure, and this he accomplished in the most moving and magnificent way.

What a range of gifts he has shown! His intelligence and character opened many fields of activity to him. His grasp of the practical side of life debarred him neither from the poetry of Mallarmé nor from the Pensées of Pascal. He was as much at home in a city office as on one of the great Italian ridges of Mont Blanc. His great goodness of heart, which won him so many friends, did not prevent him from taking firm decisions, when necessary, or forming a clear-sighted judgment of people. A level head controlled the natural exuberance of an abounding vitality.

The facts speak for themselves. His remarkable physical fitness throughout the Expedition, which surpassed even that of Lionel Terray and Louis Lachenal, ‘the two steam-engines’, considered by all to be in a class by themselves, was the reflection of his will and of the faith in victory which he inspired in everybody, even in all of us at home, so many thousands of miles away.

Spending himself to the limit, reserving for himself the hardest tasks, deriving his authority from the example he set, always in the vanguard, he made victory possible. That last long stage to the top bears the stamp of his judgment and determination. The natural thing would have been to establish a sixth camp, but Maurice had the vision to realize that one more day spent on the climb might cost them the summit, and so he decided to make an all-out dash.

All France knows the price that had to be paid. And Maurice faced his ordeal with a resolution and courage perhaps even more admirable than that he displayed on the climb. He showed an utter disregard of self. It was typical of him that, as they emerged from the crevasse where they had bivouacked, his first thought should be for the others, and his first words a request that they should leave him behind, and increase their own chances of safety.

The endless return march in the monsoon rains, the succession of amputations, the long months of immobility and their accompaniment of pain – from all these he has emerged at last, standing on his own feet again, with a heightened simplicity and moral sensibility, as though purified by fire. It is with a sense of wonder and fulfilment that we see him turning again towards life as towards renewal, seeing more good in it because he himself is a better man.

And this book which we now hold in our hands is a triumph without parallel, a triumph of the heart and of the creative understanding. It is not like any other book. It reads like a novel, but it is truth itself, truth almost too elusive to grasp or to express. Its easy familiar tone, its straight-forward presentation of people and events, give it a striking authenticity. For the first time, we are all members of a Himalayan expedition, we are all present beside the leader and the rest of the party. You are taking us with you, too, my dear Maurice, to the very end – to the end of the ordeal, to the end of an almost unbelievable experience.

It is impossible to read these pages without being overwhelmed by the sensitive awareness, and the kindliness, that went with so much courage and such dogged determination.

Thank you for being so well aware that one can put aside modesty without becoming vain. If it were not so, then every advance of the spirit would go unrecorded. It takes courage to draw the veil from those moments when the individual approaches most nearly to the universal.

That wonderful world of high mountains, dazzling in their rock and ice, acts as a catalyst. It suggests the infinite, but it is not the infinite. The heights only give us what we ourselves bring to them. Climbing is a means of self-expression. Its justification lies in the men it develops, its heroes and its saints. This was the essential truth which a whole nation grasped when it offered its praise and admiration to the conquerors of Annapurna. Man overcomes himself, affirms himself, and realizes himself in the struggle towards the summit, towards the absolute. In the extreme tension of the struggle, on the frontier of death, the universe disappears and drops away beneath us. Space, time, fear, suffering, no longer exist. Everything then becomes quite simple. As on the crest of a wave, or in the heart of a cyclone, we are strangely calm – not the calm of emptiness, but the heart of action itself. Then we know with absolute certainty that there is something indestructible in us, against which nothing shall prevail.

A flame so kindled can never be extinguished. When we have lost everything it is then we find ourselves most rich. Was it this certainty that all was well that gave Maurice Herzog the steady courage to endure his ordeal?

The summit is at our feet. Above the sea of golden clouds other summits pierce the blue and the horizon extends to infinity.

The summit we have reached is no longer the Summit. The fulfilment of oneself – is that the true end, the final answer?

LUCIEN DEVIES

Président du Comité de l’Himalaya

et de la Fédération Française de la Montagne


1

Preparations

THE DAY FIXED for our departure was close at hand. Should we ever manage to get everything done? The entire personnel of the French Alpine Club was mobilized. The lights burned late into the night at No 7 rue La Boétie; there was a tremendous sense of excitement, and the Himalayan Committee sat nearly every evening. At nine o’clock, punctual to the minute, these people, upon whom at this stage the fate of the Expedition depended, would arrive, and vital decisions were taken at their secret councils: it is the Committee which settles the budget, foresees contingencies, weighs up the risk and, finally, chooses the members of the expedition.

The names of the members of the party had been known for a few days. I was to have a splendid team. The youngest member was the tall and aristocratic Jean Couzy, aged 27; he had been a brilliant student at the École Polytechnique and was now an aeronautical engineer. He had not long been married but had not hesitated to leave his young wife, Lise. A quiet man, with a faraway look in his eyes, he always seemed to be turning over in his mind the latest problems of electronics.

Couzy’s usual climbing partner, Marcel Schatz, was going with us too. He was two years older than his friend, of a heavier build, and always well turned out, for the very good reason that he was manager of one of his father’s prosperous tailoring establishments. He liked efficient organization, order and method. Whenever a bivouac was needed on a climb he was always the one to set to and get it ready. As he was unmarried, and an ardent climber, there was nothing to prevent him from spending all his holidays in the mountains; although he lived in Paris, and so at some distance from his paradise, he was rarely to be found in town at week-ends.

Louis Lachenal had been an amateur, climbing for his own pleasure, until he became, a few years ago, an instructor at the National School of Ski-ing and Mountaineering. To the inhabitants of Chamonix he ranked as a ‘foreigner’, which means that he was not a native of the valley – he came from Annecy. In spite of this dubious origin, as it seemed to the local people, who are jealous of their mountains, he had succeeded, along with Gaston Rébuffat and Lionel Terray, in being admitted to the Company of Guides of Chamonix, a body unique both for the quality and number of its members. He was of medium height, with a piercing eye, and in conversation could administer a very pretty repartee. He loved exaggeration in everything, and his judgments could be devastating. Absolutely honest with himself, he was perfectly ready, if occasion arose, to own himself in the wrong. As often as they could manage it he and Lionel Terray would go off together, as amateurs, to enjoy themselves on the finest climbs in the Alps.

Lionel Terray, although a native of Grenoble, was also a Chamonix guide, and he and Lachenal formed a crack partnership: they were a couple of regular steam-engines. Like his friend, Terray had a weakness for dogmatic and exaggerated statements, and there was continuous rivalry between them to see who could go one better than the other. Terray was unbeatable and would never give in. Although the son of a doctor, and a highly cultured man, he liked to be thought a well-meaning tough, all brawn and nothing more. It was pure love of the mountains that brought him to climbing, and he was entirely happy as a guide. During the war he farmed a holding at Les Houches; anyone who came to help him there had to be fond of mountains and of hard work – and he measured their capacities by his own. He went over to Canada last year to teach the new French method of ski-ing, and brought back some notable additions to his repertory of curses. ‘Just now,’ he wrote to me, ‘I am ski-ing en tabernacle’ – ski-ing like hell. He was in Canada at the moment and would get back only a week before we sailed. Until then everything had to be done by letter.

Gaston Rébuffat had a scandalous origin for a mountaineer, and even worse for a guide. He was born at the seaside! It would take the Company of Guides many years to live this down. All the same, it was on the cliffs of the Calanques, between Marseilles and Cassis, that he did his first climbs. He was the tallest man of the party, towering over the rest of us by nearly a head. He had done all the finest expeditions in the Alps, and thought nothing of going straight on from one big climb to another without a rest between. His young wife, Françoise, and his daughter seldom saw him during the season’s round of Chamonix, Cortina d’Ampezzo, Zermatt and so on. He was away in Italy giving a series of lectures, but I had asked him to return at once.

These men formed the assault parties, and no better men could be found in France. No one disputed this – not even secretly. If a vote had been taken among climbers, the same names would have been put forward.

Nor was there any question about our camera-man: Marcel Ichac indeed was one of our trump cards. He had already been to the Himalaya, in 1936, and had taken part in a great many expeditions. As soon as he arrived I should have the benefit of his advice, but just now he was in Greenland with Paul-Emile Victor, and immediately afterwards he would be off to the USA to film the world ski championships, at Aspen, arriving back only a few days before we left for India. He would have several jobs to do. Not only would he film the expedition, he would be responsible for everything connected with photography. We should each have a camera, but the maintenance, supply and care of all the films would be his business. Collecting and documenting our scientific observations would be another responsibility of this intelligent, enterprising and lively-minded man. Ichac had managed to solve one of the climber’s biggest problems – a wife is always a risk! – by marrying another climber.

We hoped Jacques Oudot would be our MO. He was a first-class surgeon, and we should all be able to treat ourselves to the luxury of a fracture. But he was up to his eyes in work, and had very prudently given orders that he must not be disturbed at the Salpêtrière hospital where he performed vascular surgical operations under the direction of his chief, Mondor. The things he dared to do appeared so incredible to me that I was always asking him, ‘And d’you mean to say he didn’t die?’ Simplicity of ignorance! Anyway, my questions about surgery always seemed to cause him great amusement. There are not many surgeons who climb, and I knew from personal experience how invaluable Oudot would be to us.

‘Oudot, have you made up your mind?’

‘Just now I am very busy.’ His shrewd little eyes blinked cagily. ‘I’ll tell you tomorrow,’ he would promise.

This performance had been going on for a week; Devies and I were on tenterhooks. Two days before our departure we finally dragged from him the longed-for ‘yes’. His job would be to keep us all in good health, to deal with emergency ailments and accidents, and also to keep me constantly informed about the physical condition of the party and their degree of acclimatization. In addition he would exercise his skill upon the local populations.

There was one thorny question: the liaison officer. Our preference was for a Frenchman whom we should be likely to get on with and to understand. Robert Tézenas du Montcel had spoken to us, a few days previously, of a young diplomat at the Embassy in New Delhi. A lot would be required of him: as well as English he must know and speak Hindustani and the principal local languages – Gurkhali and Tibetan. He would have to arrange all the transport and would also be responsible for good diplomatic relations with the Nepalese authorities in the capital of Katmandu as well as in the regions through which we should be travelling. Francis de Noyelle seemed the ideal person. Furthermore he was entirely at home in the mountains, being himself an ardent climber – an indispensable requirement in our party.

Noyelle was the only one I did not know, but his parents and his sister gave me such a clear picture of him that I had the feeling I was dealing with a friend. He was a well-built, self-reliant, keen-eyed young man, accustomed to dealing with the local high-ups. Not long ago he made a trip to Katmandu with Monsieur Daniel Levi, our Ambassador to India and Nepal, who enjoys considerable prestige in these countries. He took part in the negotiations which succeeded in obtaining the rarely granted permission to penetrate far into Nepalese territory. In India, Professor Rahaul, who had himself already taken part in several Himalayan Expeditions, would help Noyelle in Darjeeling to recruit the Sherpas1 whom for the most part he knew personally.

That was our party – all tough chaps, all men of marked individuality and striking character. All of them ardently wished to go to the Himalaya which we had talked about for so many years. Lachenal put it in a nutshell: ‘We’d go if we had to crawl there.’

Let me put it clearly on record that their zeal for the adventure was entirely disinterested. From the start every one of them knew that nothing belonged to him and that he must expect nothing on his return.2 Their only motive was pure idealism; this was what linked together mountaineers so unlike in character and of such widely dissimilar origins.

In the days remaining before our departure Schatz and I went round to hustle up all the firms supplying our equipment. Our arms were sore from all the injections we had to undergo: yellow fever, cholera, smallpox. But who cared?

On the evening of March 28th the Himalayan Committee met for the last time with all the members of the Expedition present. Lucien Devies, the President and chief promoter of the Expedition, outlined a history of Himalayan achievement and specified just what he expected of us:

‘The Himalaya, by their size,3 fully merit the title of “the third pole”. Twenty-two expeditions of different nationalities have tried to conquer an “eight-thousander”. Not one has succeeded.’

Then he defined our objectives:

‘Dhaulagiri, 8167 metres [26,795 feet], or Annapurna 8075 metres [26,493 feet] in the very heart of Nepal. Should these prove impossible – and that would be no disgrace – “consolation” summits ought to be attained. With its six tons of equipment and provisions the Expedition must cross the Indian frontier and penetrate into hitherto forbidden Nepalese territory. After a march of three weeks up into the high valleys, the party will arrive at Tukucha, the Chamonix of Nepal, which enjoys a remarkable geographical situation. It lies between Dhaulagiri and Annapurna. Until now Himalayan expeditions have picked objectives in regions already known and explored. But we have absolutely no information about our two “eight-thousanders”. We know nothing about the approach routes, and the maps at the Expedition’s disposal are sketchy, and practically useless above a certain height. So that as soon as the party reach Tukucha, their headquarters, they must begin by reconnoitring the two massifs. Only after they have become familiar with the lie of the land, and have drawn up a plan of attack, will they be able to launch the attempt …’

Devies went on to say that investigations must be carried out – medical, geological, ethnographical, meteorological and geographical.4

Clearly it was a tremendous undertaking; but I had complete faith in my colleagues. Our party was the best that could be assembled, and we all appreciated each other’s individual qualities. Our stores and equipment further increased our confidence. French industry had made an exceptional effort, and in very few months had produced equipment which combined the maximum of strength, lightness and convenience.

The dull and dreary office in which we were meeting took on that evening an imposing and solemn air. There was nothing to add. After this silence we should be launched upon extraordinary adventures which we could not as yet picture but of which as mountaineers we could form an idea. The bridges were now down between those grave, judicious persons on the one side, and, on the other, the bronzed and vigorous members of the expedition.

Then suddenly Lucien Devies stood up. After a moment, and carefully enunciating each syllable, he said:

‘This, gentlemen, is the oath which, like your predecessors in 1936, you must take: “I swear upon my honour to obey the leader of the Expedition in everything in which he may command me regarding the Expedition.”’

Mountaineers don’t much care for ceremonial. My colleagues stood up, feeling both awkward and impressed. What were they supposed to do?

‘Now, gentlemen … your turn Matha, since you are the senior’ – and he turned towards Marcel Ichac.

Henry de Ségogne, who had led the 1936 expedition, and had spared neither pains nor advice to help the next one get started, was equal to the occasion. ‘Come on, Matha,’ said Ségogne. Terray’s almost timid answer could be heard at the same time as Ichac’s. In turn my colleagues swore to obey the leader of the Expedition in all circumstances, especially at moments of crisis. They were pledging their lives, possibly, and they knew it. They all put themselves completely in my hands. I should have liked to say a few words, but I just couldn’t do it. There is no feeling to equal this complete confidence of one man in another, because it is the sum of so many other feelings put together. In that moment our partnership was born. It was for me to keep it alive.

The Committee acted in princely fashion – if they gave me all the responsibility, they also gave me an entirely free hand. As this memorable session drew to a close I felt very sad about one matter: Pierre Allain, that great figure of French mountaineering, who had done so much for us, would not be coming. His health, which had been undermined during the war, no longer allowed him to undertake long expeditions. I knew, better than anyone, just how much the Himalaya meant to him, and tonight was for him a Paradise Lost. But his face showed no hint of it. He even smiled, for he was delighted to see us set off. Far away in Asia we should often think of the friend who was fated to stay behind.

1 Sherpas are Buddhists from a high valley in the cast of Nepal. They are mountaineers and are semi-professionals on Himalayan expeditions. They are engaged by contract.

2 Every source of income, without exception, will go to form a fund for subsequent expeditions.

3 The chain of the Himalaya extends for about 1800 miles. It includes something like 200 summits of over 7000 metres (23,000 feet), and 14 over 8000 metres (26,000 feet).

4 The geological investigations of the Expedition have been communicated to the Académie des Sciences (meeting of April 23rd, 1951). With the aid of the information collected the general lines of structure of the Central Himalaya have been traced.
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The Himalaya

THE MOMENT WE took off, Oudot, who was dead tired, fell asleep. He hardly woke until we reached Delhi, though from time to time he would open an eye to grumble: ‘Damn these stops!’ Or sometimes to ask Ichac, ‘How’s my little mouse? Take care she doesn’t escape.’ This particular little mouse was going to be a godsend to Indian doctors. It belonged to a strain of which pure specimens, no longer to be found in India, are essential in the study of certain types of malaria.

India at last! There was a perfect moment when, looking at the view through a window, I could conjure up the ancient city of Mohenjo Daro, the invasion of the Aryans, and that earliest monument of mankind, the Vedas.

Our Ambassador, Monsieur Daniel Lévi, and the staff of the Embassy at New Delhi were on the landing-ground at Palem to welcome us and help us with all the official complications. At the Indian Customs they had never before seen an expedition arrive lock, stock and barrel by plane.

‘I wish to see a complete list, in English, of everything you are taking with you, with details of the weight, value, size …’

‘But there are more than 50,000 items!’

Without so much as listening the official added: ‘You will be admitted in transit. Upon your return you must bring everything through the Customs again.’

But hadn’t we got to eat while in Nepal? And suppose we were to lose or give away a gun or a tent …

It was clearly a difficult situation. With an accommodating smile the Customs officer made a new suggestion:

‘Your equipment can all be impounded for the duration of your expedition. It will come to no harm!’

‘And what about us?’

‘You can proceed to Nepal. You can pick up your stuff on the way back.’

I was in despair at the way things were shaping. ‘The Himalaya?’ our Customs man seemed to be asking himself, as he rolled his eyes, ‘All very well for pilgrims –’

We certainly were pilgrims, I thought to myself, pilgrims to the mountains. But I dared not interrupt the reflection in which he was plunged.

‘Well …’ (I felt sure everything was about to be settled), ‘now in this case I shall impound the aeroplane as well.’

I turned round to see whether our pilot had fainted.

Like everything else in India the problem would be solved, provided there was no hurry. Ichac kept right away in a corner, for he is very quick-tempered and didn’t trust himself. He took his revenge by making a sketch of the Customs officer’s skull.

‘A perfect geometrical figure, but difficult to express as an equation,’ Couzy whispered.

Eventually we cleared the Customs after two days of negotiation, and proceeded to load up our gear at Old Delhi station. It was no light job. The work was done at night, with lamps throwing a faint light upon the dismal rows of stalls; acetylene lamps with their bright, blinding glare, flickering and smoky oil lamps, lit up the passing crowds, and threw fantastic shadows everywhere. I was nauseated by the foul smell. Everywhere was an infernal din, and I was constantly in danger of being knocked over by bicycle-drawn rickshaws.

Rébuffat and Terray were given the job of accompanying and looking after all the equipment that could not go by air, while the rest of us took the plane for Lucknow. We were hardly in our places when three magnificent Sikhs got in, colossal figures, with a noble bearing and flowing beards. They wore enormous turbans, and with their swarthy complexions and deep-set eyes they looked very fine indeed. Beside them we felt like little boys in shorts.

‘Gosh! They’re the pilots,’ exclaimed Oudot. We were all amazed by their competence, and by their smooth piloting during our short journey from Delhi to Lucknow.

At Lucknow I met for the first time Angdawa, the youngest of our future team of Sherpas, and his chief, Angtharkay. The rest of them I met at Nautanwa, which is the last straggling Indian village before Nepal and the terminus of the narrow gauge railway. It thrilled me to see these little yellow men, with their plump muscles, so different from the lankier Indians. These Sherpas, whose loyalty and unselfishness is proverbial, would in fact be our climbing partners, and I should see to it that they were treated as such: their equipment and their well-being would be exactly the same as our own, and their safety, like that of my friends, would always be in the forefront of my thoughts.

Angtharkay, their sirdar or chief, was very energetic, and assumed undisputed authority over his companions and the porters. He was a convinced and ardent Buddhist, and his moral influence with them was considerable. The other Sherpas – Dawathondup, Angtsering, known as Pansy, Sarki, Phutharkay, Aila, Angdawa, Ajeeba – had all had a certain amount of experience. The expedition was to give them plenty of opportunity to show what they were capable of.

Beneath a torrid sun we got out at Nautanwa, where we met our new Sherpa friends. The four-and-a-half tons of our equipment were added to the one-and-a-half tons of food which, thanks to Noyelle’s foresight, was already waiting for us at the railway station. On April 5th we were at last admitted within the gates of Nepal. Nepal lies higher than any other country except Tibet, and numbers within its forbidden frontiers eight of the fourteen highest peaks in the world. This country of 7 million inhabitants straddles the great Himalayan rampart for nearly 400 miles, and is 120 miles across. Its Indian border, the Terai – the zone lying below the foothills – is overgrown with tropical vegetation. It is an astonishing region, sometimes sweltering under a burning sun that parches everything, sometimes flooded by torrential monsoon rains.

The Nepalese – Buddhist in the north, Hindu in the south, but all suspicious of foreigners – have prospered within the shelter of this formidable natural fortress. They have great respect for tradition and have preserved intact the spiritual estate of their forefathers. From these hill-people we have learned to expect upstanding character and readiness to rise to a great occasion.

The jeep took us along a dusty stony road. About six miles away was Kapilavastu (now called Ruminn-Dei) – a simple and not particularly impressive place, at the foot of Kipling’s beloved Siwaliks. There, thousands of years ago, a man was born whose youth was traditionally as full of poetry as his whole life was of wisdom. Gautama Buddha spent his early years in this country which now lay before my eyes, and he who had founded one of the wisest and most beautiful of all religions had perhaps trodden the paths we were now following.

[image: image]

At Butwal, the first village in Nepal, which marks the end of the great plain of the Ganges and the beginning of the mountains, we had to get our money changed, for in these mountainous regions, particularly in the remoter districts, the natives have no faith in notes and insist upon silver, the standard coinage in most Asiatic countries.

Lachenal and Terray, who formed the advance-party, inspected the wretched horses brought out for them. The preparations of the main party dragged on endlessly beneath a burning sun. The loads were being gradually made up to weigh one maund each, 80 lb., and then distributed to some 200 coolies.

‘Bara Sahib, umbrella, please?’

A fine-looking Nepalese obligingly offered me his umbrella – a protection in these countries against sun as well as rain – and in this casual way I made the acquaintance of G. B. Rana, who soon became a real friend. G. B., as we all called him, was deputed by the Maharajah of Nepal to accompany the Expedition wherever it went. For many years he had served as an officer in Gurkha battalions, crack units of the British Army.

Suddenly we heard wild galloping hooves drumming on the cracked sun-baked ground. The two horses belonging to Lachenal and Terray, all in a froth and without their saddles, rushed towards us from the gorges of the Gandaki1 and made for their stables.

‘Real climbers, you see,’ Lachenal explained later, with dignity, ‘real climbers find such artificial means of transport entirely obnoxious.’

On the evening of this first march G. B. conducted us to a rustic rest-house.

‘It belongs to His Highness,’ he informed me deferentially.

‘We are indeed honoured.’

But on this point the Maharajah is rather like the Marquis of Carabas; later we were to realize that in Nepal everything belongs personally to the Maharajah.

On the 10th the main body of the Expedition reached Tansing, the capital of the province, and stopped for three days. Here we had to reorganize, check the loads and recruit fresh coolies. Ichac was down with dysentery and we left him in camp in the care of the Sherpas. The rest of us – as soon as camp was pitched and roped off to keep away the crowd of sight-seers – climbed the hill overlooking the village from which the distant mountains were visible. It was a wonderful moment at last to set eyes on the object of our dreams!

We had all read a great many books on the Himalaya, and had talked endlessly with our friends who had been to the Karakoram in 1936; we had put the most ridiculous questions to Ichac, the only Himalayan veteran among us; everyone had formed his own personal idea of these mountains. Were we going to be disappointed?

In reality the sight which awaited us at the top of the hill far exceeded anything we had imagined. At the first glance we could see nothing but filmy mist; but looking more closely we could make out, far away in the distance, a terrific wall of ice rising above the mist to an unbelievable height, and blocking the horizon to the north for hundreds and hundreds of miles. This shining wall looked colossal, without fault or defect, with seven-thousand-metre peaks leading up to the eight-thousanders, and we were quite overwhelmed by the magnificence and grandeur of the sight. This was the Himalaya, our promised land, and from now onwards we would carry this vision with us wherever we went.

The problem now seemed quite simple: to reach the mountains as quickly as possible and come to grips with them. As we lay in our tents that evening, we all did a lot of thinking.

We left Tansing in two detachments, the advance-party, consisting of Lachenal and Terray, going on a day ahead of the main body. Soon after we had started, about noon, I suddenly saw a wild figure loping towards me with long strides. With a shock I recognized Terray, en tenue népalaise – that is to say, in a minimum of clothes – his head shaven, his face gleaming with sweat. He looked very angry, and was vigorously brandishing his ice-axe so that everyone stood respectfully aside to let him pass.

What on earth could be the matter? Had there been an accident? Suddenly I felt anxious about Lachenal – Biscante, as we called him, using the Savoy word for cider. I called to Terray:

‘Where’s Biscante?’

‘He’s back up there. The coolies have gone on strike.’

‘What about the loads?’

‘Biscante is up there keeping an eye on them. Anyway I don’t think the coolies mean any harm. They want more pay. They want … I don’t know what they want, I don’t understand a word of their gibberish. But there they are near Waiga at the side of the track. They just refuse to go on; they’ve put down their loads and they won’t budge an inch. It’s blackmail.’

‘All that is G. B.’s pigeon,’ I said.

‘I don’t see how he can get us out of it.’

‘Well it’ll show us whether he has any real authority over these types.’

We left at
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