

Chapter 1

MOTHER GODDESS OF THE WORLD
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Everest and Base Camp in 1924.


   



I expect we shall be at the mountain by the time this reaches you. We saw it for the first time yesterday but still nearly 200 miles away. The trek is nearer 400 than 300 miles so there is plenty of time yet.

Sandy Irvine to Lilian Irvine, 12 April 1924

Today, most people think of Mount Everest as an overcrowded, commercialized mountain. Pictures of luxurious base camps and queues of climbers lining the windswept, narrow summit ridges have flooded the internet. What was once regarded as the ultimate challenge of human endeavour has become a consumer product with a hefty price tag.

In 1902, the year of Sandy Irvine’s birth, the situation was very different. The mountain had been known to Tibetans by the name of Chomolungma, ‘Mother Goddess of the World’, and to Nepalis as Sagarmatha, ‘Head of the Sky’. In the course of the British Great Trigonometrical Survey of India the peak had been surveyed from near the border of Nepal and in 1856 had officially been announced as the world’s highest mountain. In ignorance of any local designations, it received its name from the former Surveyor General of India who had pushed the survey campaign towards the Himalaya, Sir George Everest. But views of Everest had been from a distance, as the kingdom of Nepal was off-limits to foreigners. The peak appeared as a fairly unremarkable summit poking out from behind more imposing mountains. No European had seen or photographed it from close quarters. That was still one or two years in the future, when, in 1903 or 1904, J. Claude White, then Britain’s political officer in Sikkim, would take a snapshot of the snow-white ‘spotless pinnacle’1 from the fortress town of Kampa Dzong (now Gampa) in Tibet, ninety-four miles away. And while locals had been living in the valleys near the mountain for centuries and may have trodden as far as its lower glaciers, it was only in 1913 that a young Indian Army officer, John Baptist Lucius Noel, stole into Tibet in disguise and managed to get to within forty miles of Everest, nearer than any other European before him. Noel presented the results of his clandestine journey at the Royal Geographical Society (RGS) in London six years later, bringing the question of climbing the mountain to the fore. This had been under consideration among alpinists since the 1890s, but British relations with Tibet were not good in the years before the First World War. Now, climbers and explorers in Britain were fully committed to making an attempt on the world’s highest mountain. Sir Francis Younghusband, a renowned explorer himself and leader of the controversial military campaign that had established Britain’s political presence in Tibet back in 1904, was the newly appointed president of the RGS. He described Noel’s lecture as the ‘spark which set flame to the train.’2

There were many challenges to be faced. Firstly, Mount Everest was halfway across the world, not a two-day train journey from London; secondly, there were no exact maps or survey reports about the mountain and its immediate environs; and thirdly, there was the question of its height. Although climbers had reached 24,600 feet (7,500 metres) before, no one knew if they could survive at 29,002 feet (8,839 metres), then the established height of Everest’s summit;* balloonists who had aimed to reach such heights had died from lack of oxygen at over 26,250 feet (8,000 metres).

In 1921, the newly established Mount Everest Committee, comprising members of the Royal Geographical Society and the Alpine Club, launched the first reconnaissance. This was exploration in the classical sense. It set out to find a way to the mountain, survey and map its surroundings, and establish a feasible route to the summit. The appointed leader was Irish-born Charles K. Howard-Bury, an experienced explorer who had been instrumental in the negotiations with India and Tibet that opened the way for the expedition. Under his command were surveyors Henry T. Morshead and Edward O. Wheeler, geologist Alexander M. Heron and naturalist Alexander F. Wollaston. The climbing team consisted of Scotsman Alexander M. Kellas, his compatriot Harold A. Raeburn and Guy H. Bullock. The final member of the team was a thirty-five-year-old schoolmaster from Charterhouse whose name would for ever be linked with Everest and mountaineering’s greatest mystery: George Leigh Mallory.

Kellas, a doctor, had made a serious study of the problems of breathing at altitude and had conducted experiments in pressure chambers. He concluded that the use of supplementary bottled oxygen might be of value when climbing at great heights. He had also looked into the problem of acclimatization, a method whereby climbers scale heights and then return to a lower level to recover, repeating the process and thereby helping the body adjust to working with less oxygen than at sea level. Many of the basic principles of human adaptation to altitude had been recognized already, mainly due to the observations and experiences of medical doctor and mountaineer Tom Longstaff during his Himalayan climbs in the first decade of the twentieth century.* After the 1924 expedition, expedition leader Edward Norton was full of praise for Longstaff’s insights and considered him ‘a true prophet’.3 Kellas was also among the first to recognize the value of the local hillmen, Sherpas, as strong and capable porters and helpers. With two such men, he had climbed Pauhunri, on the border of Tibet and Sikkim, in 1911, which, at 23,387 feet (7,128 metres), was the highest summit reached at the time.

Mallory had begun climbing in the Lake District, North Wales and the Alps before the First World War, gaining a reputation for balletic elegance, balance and boldness. Modern climbers, who in the early 2000s reassessed his first ascents in Wales, concluded that the technical difficulties set Mallory’s routes apart from most others: ‘His skills as a rock climber […] were higher than those of most of his contemporaries’.4 He was also a gifted writer, who revealed his innermost struggles and could wax lyrical about the mountain experience.5 His account of the almost detective-like, step-by-step deciphering of Everest’s topography in 1921 became a captivating piece of alpine literature.6

By the time the expedition reached the northern fringes of the Everest massif, in late June 1921, the climbing team had been reduced by half. Kellas had fallen ill with severe dysentery on the walk in and died of heart failure at Kampa Dzong. Raeburn had also been ailing and was forced to return to Sikkim. So, the task of scouting out possible climbing routes fell to Mallory and Bullock. The following month, together with a group of local porters, they explored the Central Rongbuk Glacier, which flows down from the northern foot of Everest. From a nearby summit, they discovered a broad spur leading from the North Col, a high pass between the peak of Everest and its northern neighbour, to the Northeast Ridge, which in turn led to the summit. Thinking the west side of the Col too steep, they hoped for an easier ascent from the far side. But Mallory missed the entrance to a side valley, the East Rongbuk, that provided access to the North Col from the east. Instead he and Bullock left the Rongbuk Valley, rejoined the rest of the expedition and travelled with them to the village of Kharta on the east side of the massif. It was surveyor Edward Wheeler who, a few weeks later, walked on the lower part of the East Rongbuk Glacier for the first time in the course of his work, photographed it and proved its importance as the gateway to the mountain.

After exploring the eastern approaches that led to the fearsome and dangerous Kangshung Face of Everest, which Mallory left to ‘other men, less wise’ to climb, he and Bullock received Wheeler’s information about the true nature of the East Rongbuk and finally saw it with their own eyes from the Lhakpa La (22,472 feet / 6,849 metres),* another high pass at the head of the Kharta Valley. Finally, on 22 September, Mallory, Bullock, Wheeler and ten porters crossed the Lhakpa La to the East Rongbuk and spent a freezing night below the North Col. Three tired mountaineers and three tired porters set off the next morning for the last stage up to the Col. Luckily for them, the climb was easy, with only the uppermost slopes being steep and covered in deep snow. After four and a half hours of climbing, they had made it; at 11.30 a.m., they stood on the storm-tossed saddle, 23,184 feet (7,066 metres) high. Mallory thought he could climb a further 2,000 feet (600 metres), but one look at the swirling plumes of snow whipping across the North Face and ridges of Mount Everest was enough; any further advance would be foolish. The reconnaissance was over. On the return, Howard-Bury revisited the Kangshung Valley and achieved another remarkable feat, largely overlooked in mountaineering histories. In a single day, he and Sherpas Ang Tenze and Nyima Tendu climbed from the valley floor to the Tibetan–Nepalese border ridge, at 21,160 feet (6,450 metres), and back, an elevation gain of 4,600 feet (1,400 metres) and one of the best performances in Himalayan mountaineering at the time.

The first Everest expedition had been a complete success. With admirable perseverance and tenacity, the team had hiked and mapped all approaches to the mountain from the north and east (the Nepalese south side, now one of the two standard routes, was to remain closed to foreigners until 1950). Moreover, it had done so during the worst season, the monsoon. And it had identified a possible route to the summit via the North Col, North and Northeast Ridges.

It was by this route that the first serious attempt at the peak was mounted in 1922. The expedition decided to take bottled oxygen, as Kellas had suggested, but, right from the outset, opinions were divided on whether it was necessary. Those who voted against its use did so primarily for sporting reasons. For them, additional oxygen was considered ‘unfair’, as it effectively reduced the height of the mountain and thus the human challenge. And so began a fundamental ethical controversy in high-altitude mountaineering that persists to this day. At the time, Mallory was still an opponent of oxygen, writing: ‘When I think of mountaineering with four cylinders of oxygen on one’s back and a mask over one’s face – well, it loses its charm.’

The expedition was led by fifty-six-year-old General Charles G. Bruce of the 5th Gurkha Rifles, a jovial man, larger than life in every way. He was considered too old to climb high on the mountain, despite the fact he had more experience of Himalayan climbing than the rest of the party combined. Being fluent in Nepali, Bruce was universally liked by the porters and advocated their training in mountaineering, a first step in their becoming experienced and self-reliant climbers. He invited his cousin, twenty-six-year-old Geoffrey Bruce, a Gurkha captain, to act as transport officer, even though he had no experience of high-altitude  mountaineering. Together, the two Bruces gathered an impressive group of porters in Darjeeling who would accompany the expedition to help manage the camps and carry loads and equipment for the climbers.

The team, which included Mallory, contained new men, all experienced climbers. Among them was thirty-four-year-old George Ingle Finch, an accomplished alpinist and scientist with a creative, if unorthodox mind. He was the main proponent of using oxygen. Howard Somervell, a thirty-two-year-old surgeon with a distinguished climbing career, had been earmarked from the start as a strong member of the expedition. He was also a musician and a talented painter, whose watercolours of the Tibetan landscapes were later featured in books and exhibitions. The other climbers were Henry Morshead, one of the surveyors from 1921, and Edward Felix Norton, a thirty-eight-year-old army officer with a distinguished war record and solid Alpine experience.

Following the route along the East Rongbuk Glacier, the expedition established four camps up to the North Col, from where they launched the first summit bid on 20 May. The party consisted of Mallory, Norton, Somervell and Morshead, and they were not using oxygen. From the outset, everything seemed to conspire against them. Only four porters were able to accompany them, and it was windy and bitterly cold. At a rest stop, Norton lost his rucksack with spare clothing. At 25,000 feet (7,620 metres), they had to pitch their two tents on the left side of the North Ridge, away from the wind. The night in the cramped canvas shelters on the sloping scree ledges was agonizing, and it snowed. The next morning, Morshead felt out of shape, and he turned back shortly after leaving the tents. The remaining three trudged upwards with difficulty – without oxygen, they could barely manage 400 feet (122 metres) of altitude per hour. They struggled for breath between each step, having to rest every twenty to thirty minutes. The summit had long been out of reach, and when Mallory, Norton and Somervell reached a less steep recess on the blocky spur at around 2.15 p.m., they decided to turn back. They had reached around 26,640 feet (8,120 metres)* – making them the first humans to pass the magic 8,000-metre mark.

On pictures of these early expeditions, the climbers’ outfits look almost primitive. Playwright and author George Bernard Shaw compared the 1921 reconnaissance team photo with a ‘Connemara picnic surprised by a snowstorm’.7 Indeed, the image of Mallory and Norton at 8,000 metres in their nailed boots, cashmere puttees (leg wraps), gaberdine jackets and knickerbockers could have been taken on an Alpine peak. But the appearance of the climbers’ attire belied the wealth of knowledge they had about climbing equipment. They knew about a good layering system. Silk wool underwear kept the skin dry, while Shetland wool and flannel provided insulation. Polar travel had taught them the necessity of outer garments that were windproof and breathable. Gaberdine was the 1920s equivalent of GoreTex. George Finch had even developed the first down clothing for high-altitude climbing in 1922, but the concept didn’t catch on at the time. Felt-insulated nailed boots were comparatively lightweight and all purpose, giving good grip on all but the iciest surfaces. And the mountaineers were soon learning about the benefits of supplementary oxygen.

When Finch made his own summit bid, on 24 May 1922, it was the first time oxygen was used as a climbing aid. Previous attempts, dating back as early as 1907, had not gone beyond an experimental stage. His two companions were Geoffrey Bruce and Tejbir Bura, a Gurkha soldier. The advantages of bottled oxygen soon became apparent: although the three of them were carrying heavier loads, they overtook their porters on the North Ridge, who had started an hour and a half ahead of them. Finally, they set up Camp V at 25,500 feet (7,770 metres), some 500 feet (150 metres) higher than the first party. But a severe storm kept them there for two nights. Without sleep and food, their life energy dwindled. Eventually, Finch decided to use oxygen inside their tent – and the effect was nothing short of miraculous. All three recovered noticeably. During a prolonged stay at high altitude, the body begins to decline and it cannot recover, even while resting or asleep. It is now well understood that oxygen prevents frostbite and general body deterioration. The next morning, they went for the summit. Tejbir was supposed to carry their spare oxygen cylinders, but, after a few metres, he collapsed, exhausted. Finch and Bruce took his load and climbed on. The wind forced them to branch out onto the North Face. After a diagonal traverse of almost a kilometre, they both aimed again for the Northeast Ridge. Finch led the way and was just reaching the top of a prominent snow triangle, high on the face, when Bruce’s oxygen supply suddenly failed. Finch quickly climbed back and was just able to prevent his partner from toppling backwards into the void. A connecting piece in the oxygen apparatus had broken. They managed to repair the damage, but any further ascent would have been too risky.

At around 27,500 feet (8,380 metres),* Finch and Bruce had set a new altitude record – on Geoffrey Bruce’s first climb ever. With oxygen, the two had climbed around three times faster than Mallory’s party, without. And, during the second night at Camp V, the oxygen had not only helped them and Tejbir to get a good night’s sleep, but it had probably saved their lives. These were impressive findings that did not go unnoticed by Mallory.

On 7 June, with the threat of the monsoon breaking over the Himalaya any day, Mallory and Somervell decided to make a third bid. They set off with four parties: Mallory, Somervell, a porter and Colin Crawford, a thirty-one-year-old Indian civil servant, made up the first; the three parties behind comprised thirteen porters. After a short rest around 600 feet (180 metres) below the saddle, they had just set off again when an avalanche broke loose above them with a loud bang and swept the men away. While the climbers and four porters came to a halt and were able to free themselves from the mass of snow, the other porters were carried over a wall of ice and buried in the crevasse below. Seven of them lost their lives. It was a tragic end to the first attempt to climb the world’s highest mountain.

Mount Everest remained unclimbed. The ‘death zone’ above 8,000 metres had barely been probed and was still a vast unknown. But they had gained more knowledge about the human body at high altitude, acclimatization, dehydration and oxygen. New clothing and equipment were to be developed and tested. There was much excitement when the third expedition set out from England at the end of February 1924, and twenty-one-year-old Sandy Irvine entered the story of Mount Everest.




Chapter 2

NEAR TO HEAVEN
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We have to go to the Captain with an introduction after lunch – I long to hide his telescope – he never uses it but always rushes in and comes out with telescope under arm & paces the bridge in true nautical style if anyone comes to see him. I suppose it’s to stop people mistaking him for the steward.

Sandy Irvine to Lilian Irvine, 1 March 1924

On 28 February 1924, the Wayfarers’ Club held a dinner in Liverpool in honour of the north-country members of the third Mount Everest expedition. They were to sail for India the following morning, but, that night, the Exchange Club in Fenwick Street was packed with members of the club and other invitees. Chairman Dick McPherson welcomed the company, which included, as honoured guests, the fathers of two of the climbers, Willie Irvine and the Reverend Herbert Leigh Mallory. Dr Arthur Wakefield, who had been on the 1922 Mount Everest expedition, was present, as were several members of the Alpine Club. Ruth Mallory, wife of the most prominent member of the party, George Mallory, was also there. Mallory and the other three stars of that evening, Sandy Irvine, Bentley Beetham and John de Vars Hazard, were all invited to sign their names on the dinner menu of member Richard Plint. Mallory and Irvine signed theirs across the top of the sketch of Mount Everest, across the summit.

Who were these men? George Mallory, veteran of the 1921 and 1922 expeditions, was one of only three men who had climbed beyond 8,000 metres without the use of bottled oxygen. Now thirty-seven, he was by far the most experienced member of the 1924 Liverpool arm of the expedition. Through his writings and lectures – in Britain, America and Canada – he had brought Mount Everest into the public eye and was in turn regarded as ‘Mr Everest’.

Mallory’s relationship with Everest has been described as that of a torn lover. He lived with two conflicting strands in his emotional life: love for his wife and family; and the lure of the highest mountain on earth. One writer compared his single-minded pursuit of the summit with that of an artist ‘who cannot leave his work until it is completely, neatly, and perfectly, finished.’1 Another saw ‘its literary counterpart in Melville’s Captain Ahab and his pursuit of the White Whale, Moby Dick.’2 It was Mallory who, when an American journalist posed the question of why he would want to climb Everest, responded with the cryptic remark, ‘Because it’s there!’ – an answer that captures in just four words the whole simplicity, complexity or even absurdity of mountaineering (and mountaineers).

Although it was inconceivable to the organizers, the Mount Everest Committee, that Mallory could be excluded from the 1924 expedition, Mallory himself was equivocal. He had just secured a teaching post as a history lecturer for extramural classes around Cambridge and had recently acquired Herschel House in Herschel Road, close to the university sports ground. Married with three children, his life seemed settled. His sister, Mary, was vehemently against his accepting the invitation, but Ruth, his wife, knew it would be too bitter for him to see another man succeed in climbing to the summit. And so, despite having premonitions, she let him go. In so many ways, Everest was ‘his’ mountain. He wrote to his father in the autumn: ‘It will therefore rest with me to make the choice. You may imagine it isn’t easy, and I look for guidance as to what is right … It is an awful tug to contemplate going away from here instead of settling down to make a new life here with Ruth.’ But, he concluded, ‘I have to look at it from the point of view of loyalty to the expedition and of carrying through a task begun.’3

John de Vars Hazard, two years younger than Mallory, was a complex man, in many ways an outsider, but well regarded for his mountaineering and climbing skills. Sue Ford, his granddaughter, explained that he had been born to French parents who split up while he was still young. He spent his youth in Switzerland before being sent to Bedford School in the UK. He went from there to Leeds University to read engineering, and subsequently qualified as a chartered civil engineer and surveyor. It was while in Switzerland that he had developed a passion for climbing and as a family they sensed that the mountains were a place of challenge and solace in which he thrived, choosing to spend most of his free time in the Lake District and Alps. Sadly, he was to lose many of his climbing companions in the First World War. Physically strong, despite having been wounded in the war, intellectually sharp, but reserved to the point of shyness, he was an unusual choice by the Mount Everest Committee. However, his name had already been circulating as an Everest candidate by the time of the reconnaissance in 1921 and he came warmly endorsed by Henry Morshead of the 1922 expedition, who had been his commanding officer on the Somme in 1916 and had recommended Hazard for his Military Cross in 1917.

Bentley Beetham was a thirty-seven-year-old ornithologist and schoolmaster from County Durham. He started climbing on the sea cliffs in the north-east of England in pursuit of birds, which he would photograph. Before the First World War, he formed a friendship with Howard Somervell, and together they tackled many of the classic climbs in the Lake District. After the war, the two men climbed in the Alps, and they had an exceptional season over the summer of 1923, when they scaled thirty-five peaks in six weeks. The committee therefore regarded Beetham as a stout candidate with excellent credentials. He was also a gifted photographer and was deputed to ‘take much of the still picture work’.4

So, what of the fourth man? At twenty-one years of age and with little climbing, let alone mountaineering experience, Sandy Irvine was a gamble. He was by far the youngest member of any of the three Everest expeditions. Concerned by the toll the cold and exhaustion had taken on the climbers of 1922, the Mount Everest Committee decided to search for younger, physically strong men. Professor Norman Collie, one of the committee’s members and a distinguished Himalayan climber, had argued that the ideal combination would be experienced mountaineers to establish the route and ‘very hardy young climbers to finally get to the top.’5

Sandy Irvine’s prowess as a rower and therefore a strong man, plus his height and impressive build, commended him to the committee above more experienced and well-known climbers of the time, such as Frank Smythe, who was just two years older and on his way to becoming one of Britain’s most accomplished climbers of the interwar period, going on to visit Everest three times in the 1930s.

Sandy was one of only two men on the expedition – the other being Beetham – who had not fought in the First World War. He was only sixteen at the war’s end. It marked him out as different from his climbing companions and might well have put him at a disadvantage had he not been the character he was. Sandy was described by the expedition leader, General Charles Bruce, as ‘our splendid experiment’.6

In a photograph of the four men aboard the TSS California, taken the morning after the Wayfarers’ dinner, Mallory appears laid back, urbane even. He was used to the limelight. Sandy, looking nervous and slightly self-conscious in his tropical suit and deck shoes, must have wondered what Mallory was going to be like as a travelling companion. Here was a man at the top of his game; a man focused on his goal and determined to keep fit on the three-week voyage. Hazard stares away from the camera, into the middle distance, and Beetham is smiling. For Sandy, this was to be a great challenge, and he was looking forward to every minute of it. A journalist from the Daily Graphic caught his attention and shouted from the quayside, asking him how he felt about climbing Everest. Sandy replied with enthusiasm: ‘It is the duty of the Alpine Club to climb as near as it can to Heaven!’ The Liverpool Echo trumpeted its belief in the pairing of the local men, suggesting that they were likely to reach the top of Everest together. In the minds of members of the press, the names of Sandy Irvine and George Mallory were already linked.

The Irvine family had gathered en masse on the quay to wish Sandy bon voyage. As they turned to leave, Sandy’s youngest brother, Thurstan, looked over his shoulder and said, ‘Well, that’s the last we’ll see of him!’




Chapter 3

THE BLOND-HAIRED BOY
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Sandy fooling around on Derwent Water with Alec, Tur and Willie, c. 1918


   



There are moments and places which transcend time and space, so the history of a century ago comes alive again. The library of Merton College holds the memory of Sandy Irvine. For Julie, Sandy’s great-niece, the library is home ground. Some twenty-five years ago, soon after the body of Mallory was discovered on Everest, she established the collection in memory of her great-uncle. Jochen, one of the key people behind the discovery, still vividly remembers his sense of ‘meeting’ George Mallory when, in a tent at Everest Base Camp, he held the recovered clothing remnants in his hands. Now, it was time for him to meet Sandy Irvine. He felt a deep sense of reverence as Julie guided him through the letters, documents and artefacts. As he carefully unwrapped a military swagger stick belonging to Sandy Irvine, he was surprised by its delicacy. It felt like a hallowed piece of art. And it carried Sandy’s mark, a triple nick cut into the light wood. But it was Sandy Irvine’s Everest diary that affected Jochen most. Although he had read a digitized version before and knew the contents, gently turning the pages and tracing the only slightly faded pencil writing from over a hundred years ago was a completely different experience. And then the writing abruptly stopped mid-page. This was Sandy’s last entry. Jochen exhaled as the gravitas of the sight sunk in. This was a statement of finality. A symbol of a young life that had ended too soon.

Merton College Library, Oxford, 16 May 2025

Sandy Irvine was naturally courageous. For the whole of his all-too-brief life, he exceeded people’s expectations, and he did so with a quiet determination occasionally lit up by a flash of exuberant energy that made him stand out from the crowd. He was born into a large family in Birkenhead, at the end of the Wirral peninsula, on the opposite side of the River Mersey from Liverpool. The Wirral was home to a large number of families who worked in business in Liverpool but chose to live in the cleaner climate of the peninsula.

Sandy’s father, William Fergusson Irvine, known all his life as Willie, was born on the Wirral in 1869, the second son of James Irvine and Edith Hickson.* Raised in a Presbyterian household with strict rules regarding religious observance and a strong sense of putting duty before pleasure, Willie grew up believing that showing emotion was to demonstrate weakness. Sandy and his siblings were woken at 7 a.m. but were not allowed to speak until 7.45. Yet Willie was a kind, contemplative rather than competitive man, who loved his children and had no desire to withhold his affection from them. His wife, Lilian Davis Colley, was the daughter of a Manchester solicitor and was brought up near Chester. She was stricter with the children and more likely to reach for the iodine bottle than to offer a warm hug if one of them took a tumble or grazed their knees. But she was loved and respected by her family. Alec, her fifth child, described her as ‘slightly formidable but wholly loveable.’ After marrying in 1897, Willie and Lilian had moved into 56 Park Road South, a large Victorian villa, the grounds of which bordered Birkenhead Park. The children could enter the magnificent 140-acre park* from a gate at the bottom of their garden. Willie had purchased land from the houses either side and, in the fullness of time, there was space for a tennis court, croquet lawn and a large vegetable garden. The family also had a goat that pulled a little cart and lived in a shed.

The third of Willie and Lilian Irvine’s six children, Sandy stood out from an early age as a force to be reckoned with. His older brother, Hugh, born in 1899, and his older sister, Evelyn, born in 1901, were both strong, studious children who would go on to excel academically at their respective Oxford Colleges. Sandy, born fourteen months after Evelyn, on 8 April 1902, was almost certainly dyslexic. In an era before the condition was recognized, it meant simply that he was regarded as academically backward. Today, we recognize that people with dyslexia often have extraordinary abilities in other areas, and this was definitely the case with Sandy. From the age of about six, he showed a fascination for science and engineering, persuading his mother that he should be allowed to have a workshop of his own, with a key, so that no one could enter without his permission. He even put up a ‘Police Notice’ to warn intruders to stay out, especially Mrs Killen, the housekeeper. Only his mother was allowed in without his say-so.

The Irvine household was, on the outside, a perfectly normal, middle-class set-up in Birkenhead. Willie Irvine worked as a shipping broker in Liverpool, travelling daily to his office in the Exchange Buildings by ferry. Lilian stayed at home to bring up their children. Three more followed: Kenneth in 1907, Alexander ‘Alec’ in 1911 and Thurstan ‘Tur’ in 1913. As the head of a busy and active household, she used her considerable brain and talents as an inventor to create shortcuts to the daily chores at 56 Park Road South. It was she, not her husband Willie, who was the practical member of the team. She is said to have designed an early prototype washing machine that would greatly reduce the burden of the Monday wash day. She was also the family photographer, taking great interest not only in the equipment, but also the careful framing of shots. Some of her photographs are semi-professional in quality. Both parents believed in education for women, and they ensured that Evelyn had as good a schooling and university experience as her brothers. Evelyn went on to read chemistry at St Anne’s College, Oxford.

Sandy was the Irvine child most likely to play truant, to have rips in his trousers after climbing trees in the park, or grazes on his knees after falling off his bicycle. Lilian exclaimed in a letter to Hugh that she had to watch the cake trolley at all times, as Sandy was likely to sneak an extra slice when no one was looking. On family holidays in Wales, he and Evelyn would ride round the lanes near Capel Curig, racing downhill, Sandy without his hands on the handlebars until the very last moment before he was about to crash. He would tease Hugh, who had no head for heights, by swinging off the highest rung of a ladder or dangling from a tree branch above him. He was the prankster in the family, and he encouraged his younger brothers to take part in his experiments, not always happily for them. Sandy told them he wanted to establish whether gunpowder exploded upwards or sideways. They were made to stand on a plank balanced on bricks, beneath which Sandy ignited the home-made gunpowder that he had placed in a pipe. There would be a blinding flash and whichever brother was in for the treatment would be fired into the air. The ‘experiment’, as he and Evelyn called it, was a sort of initiation. Four-year-old Tur sustained a perforated ear drum as a result. His daughter Evie remembers him telling her the story many years later: ‘Daddy was totally deaf for two months. Grandpa bought him a drum which he banged loudly behind him, but Daddy couldn’t hear it at all. He was so lucky that his hearing gradually recovered.’1 Tur never took part again, but Alec loved it. He adored his older brother. Indeed, there was a kind side to this runaway child with his ash-blond hair and bright blue eyes. It almost certainly came from the example set by his father and from his very close relationship with Evelyn. They made a formidable pair and were seldom apart until they were sent away to school at thirteen.

Photographs from their early childhood holidays show a family at play. At Capel Curig, before the outbreak of the First World War, Willie was photographed by Lilian teaching Sandy and Evelyn to fish using home-made rods. The scene speaks of a rural idyll whose peace was as yet undisturbed by the political noise from the continent. A few years later, Sandy was snapped on the prow of a boat on Derwent Water in the Lake District. In the photo, he is wearing a bathing costume and cocking a snook at the camera. In 1914, the house in Birkenhead was full of Irvine cousins from Aberdeen, including sixteen-year-old Edward, who had come to share a holiday at Peel on the Isle of Man. In the middle of dinner – always a very formal occasion – Sandy’s father returned from the telephone, still clutching his spotless napkin. He went slowly upstairs to the schoolroom, where the assembled children were having supper. Such a visit was almost unprecedented. He looked grim: ‘We shan’t be going to the Isle of Man, children. England is at war with Germany.’2

Although his own boys were then too young to enlist, Willie sensed the war would not be over by Christmas, as the politicians promised. In all likelihood, it would be a long war and Hugh, for certain, would be in the firing line. His fears were well founded. Hugh, at that stage, was only fifteen years old, but by eighteen he was called up, straight from school. Hugh survived the war, though he was gassed at Ypres and had a sore on his back that never healed and had to be dressed twice a day for the rest of his life. Sandy’s cousin, Edward, was killed at Arras in 1918. His body was never recovered, one of thousands vaporized by the vast, cruel machinery of the First World War. Although Sandy was never called up, the war was never far from his thoughts. The weekly roll call of the dead, read out at Sunday chapel, was a reminder of the huge cost of the conflict being fought just a few hundred miles from the safety of Birkenhead.




Chapter 4

SAILING TO THE HIMALAYA


[image: Start of image description, A photo shows a handwritten 1924 letter from Sandy Irvine written on Hotel Mount Everest, Darjeeling stationery. The page includes the printed hotel illustration and crest, the date “24 Nov. 1924,” handwritten English text, and Sandy’s name written in Nepali script near the top center., end of image description]
Sandy’s name in Nepali in his letter to Lilian from  Hotel Mount Everest, Darjeeling.


   



Dear Mother.

We’ve had a wonderful but most uneventful voyage so far; the sea is a most marvellous blue here & the snow on the Atlas Mountains looked magnificent though they must have been 70 miles from where we passed if not more. We were in sight (quite close in places) of Africa for about 1½ days but now we don’t see land again till Port Said at 2 p.m. tomorrow, Sunday. I hope the shops don’t shut there because I’ve got no bathing gown & they’ve put up a canvas swimming bath on the after-deck … Gib.[Gibraltar] was not the impressive rock I always pictured it as – in fact it was rather a disappointment I thought.

I hope everyone is well.

Your loving Son

Sandy.

TSS California, 8 March 1924

As the California sailed towards Bombay (now Mumbai), India, via the Mediterranean, Sandy, Mallory, Hazard and Beetham settled into the routine of life on board ship. They had a place at the captain’s table, and there Mallory was feted as the most famous member of the party. He did not welcome the attention and complained that he disliked having his photograph taken by eager passengers. He wrote long letters to his wife Ruth, telling her what he made of his fellow diners at their table. Of Sandy, he wrote: ‘Sensible and not at all highly-strung, he’ll be one to depend on, for everything perhaps except conversation.’ Sandy, in his turn, wrote to his mother: ‘Mallory is far too energetic for so early in the voyage – he was up and dressed before I had even finished my morning tea and apple.’ In the past, people have used Mallory’s comment to pigeonhole Sandy as inarticulate and probably not intelligent. This was backed up by the entries in his Everest diary, which were sparse, and his brother, Hugh, who, when conversing with the editor of The Irvine Diaries, Herbert Carr, in 1978, made disparaging references to Sandy’s lack of intellectual prowess. It is far more likely that Sandy was overwhelmed on that first evening by Mallory’s fame and the fact that he, at twenty-one, was still a student and more than a decade younger than anyone else at the table. These were working men, some of them married or even fathers, so he hadn’t much in common with them. Added to that, he was naturally shy.

Having learned from his rowing career that he was only ever as good as his last race, it is not surprising that his natural modesty led him to be reticent. And that would have meant he was more of a listener than a contributor in those early days aboard ship. But he soon found his feet.

Mallory shared a cabin with John Hazard, while Beetham and Sandy had a second cabin, which, he informed Lilian in his first letter from the voyage, had turned out to be lucky for him: ‘by the spin of a coin I’ve got the bottom berth.’ He went on: ‘I pulled the plug in our WC last night and it’s been running ever since – it saves a lot of trouble. Practically the whole of the ship’s crew has been in to try to stop it but none of them thought of turning off the tap just above!’ Sandy does not mention Beetham in his letters or diary until they reach Tibet, when he makes a short comment about his suffering from dysentery, but they clearly got on as both were fascinated by photography.

Over the course of the boat journey, Sandy and Mallory exercised together and talked a little. They had enough in common to boost Sandy’s confidence. Both were Cheshire men, though Mallory now lived in Cambridge, having spent all his married life in Surrey. The Reverend Leigh Mallory, George’s father, was the vicar of St John’s Church in Birkenhead, less than half a mile from the Irvine family home. He had come from Mobberley, where George Mallory had grown up. They were both rowers. Mallory had rowed in the Magdalene College eight while he was at Cambridge and had been captain of boats for his college. Sandy was a double blue, having rowed for Oxford University in 1922, when Cambridge won, and in 1923, when Oxford triumphed. Sandy’s Boat Race fame from 1923 put him in a category of oarsman higher than Mallory, but it was nevertheless a sport they both understood.* And that helped Mallory to see that Sandy was a natural team player, having been such a strong crew member. He also saw that Sandy, despite his youth, could hold his place with older men.

Sailing through the Red Sea, the crew pointed out flying fish and porpoises, with Sandy writing to Lilian that they saw ‘quite 500 at a time, a fascinating sight as we got quite close to one lot.’ The TSS California docked in Bombay on 13 March 1924, two weeks after leaving Liverpool. From there, Mallory, Beetham, Hazard and Sandy took the mail train to Calcutta (now Kolkata). He told Lilian, ‘We wasted no time getting here, spending 5 nights only & all in trains between Bombay & here. The temperature was well over 100 °F in the shade while we were crossing to Calcutta & 99 in the shade at Calcutta. It was wonderful to get out of the train at wayside stations at 11 or 12 p.m. & see India by a full moon & just cool enough to live in shirt sleeves.’1

From Calcutta, they travelled on to Siliguri at the base of the Himalaya and then took the Darjeeling Himalayan Railway to the hill station at Darjeeling, via Ghum, India’s highest railway station, at 7,408 feet (2,258 metres). Sandy loved the experience: ‘The last bit of train journey 6 a.m.–11.30 a.m. climbing 7000 ft up to Darjeeling in a motor rail coach on a 2 ft gauge railway doing most terrifying curves & traverses of cliffs & swaying about the whole time was most delightful.’ He wrote to his mother about the scenery: 

Starting up through very impressive & terribly thick jungle quite impossible to penetrate without the greatest difficulty & all hung with creepers, some quite smooth just like hundreds of cords hanging from the branches & some thick & wound together like enormous cables. All the way just enough clearance for the train & a cart track. We saw all phases right up to the coniferous & evergreens starting from real tropical jungle.2

Sandy Irvine arrived at the Mount Everest Hotel in Darjeeling on Saturday, 22 March 1924. There, he met up with the other expedition members, including Noel Odell, with whom he had explored Spitsbergen the previous summer. Odell had been in town for two weeks, enjoying all the delights of the Gymkhana Club and the hospitality of Lord Lytton, the governor of Bengal.

After sorting out his bags, Sandy went to Government House and had a game of tennis with Lady Lytton, the governor’s wife. The Lyttons’ son, Tony Knebworth, had been at Oxford with Sandy and the two of them had skied together in Mürren, Switzerland over Christmas 1923. ‘I tactfully kept off the subject of Oxford as I believe he has just been sent down from Magdalen for playing roulette!’ Sandy told his mother in his first letter from Darjeeling.

The organization of the expedition was in full swing by the time Sandy and Mallory were photographed in the garden of Government House with the rest of the expedition members. They are sitting side by side in the centre of the picture, while others are ranged behind them, including Odell, Colonel Norton and General Bruce, now leading his second Everest expedition. Norton and the general’s nephew, Geoffrey Bruce, were putting the finishing touches to the selection of the porters who would accompany them on the trek across Tibet and onto the mountain. This was the most important job that needed to be done in Darjeeling. The expedition would require the assistance of seventy porters, some of whom were designated to be high-altitude support, helping to carry equipment, oxygen and food to camps high on the mountain. Several of the porters who had been on the 1922 expedition volunteered their services once more, and General Bruce took a great personal interest in the selection of the men for all the different roles. They would need cooks, messengers and mess-tent staff, as well as the elite high-altitude porters. Sandy, meanwhile, was checking his toolkit and packing and repacking his cases to minimize the weight and ensure he had everything to hand. He had brought everything he thought he might need to work on the oxygen apparatus, but the kit also included tools that could be, and indeed were, used for any running repairs that might be brought to him over the course of the trek and climb.




Chapter 5

THE FINE FETTLER


[image: Start of image description, A photo shows Sandy Irvine standing beside a car in the Lake District in 1921, wearing a belted coat and smiling near a wooden gate and trees., end of image description]
Sandy, the car enthusiast, in the Lake District, 1921.
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