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the first ascent of Matterhorn and thereafter Alpinists turned their
attention from conventional ascents to more difficult routes, first of
ridges and then of Great Walls. The spirit of man found new and
more difficult ways of getting to the top and used increasingly
sophisticated equipment. Even so, progress was painfully slow: it
took almost 66 years for the Matterhorn to be climbed by the hazardous
North Face.

The techniques and equipment which had been perfected in
the Alps were now brought into play in the Himalaya. In 1965, Royal
Nepal government banned expeditions to the peaks in Nepal including
the Everest. The ban was lifted in 1969. It became possible for
experienced climbers to telescope developments in the Himalaya into
the seventeen years from the first ascent of Everest, to the attack of
equivalents of the Eiger North Wall and the North Face of the
Matterhorn, at Himalayan altitudes. The British were the first to make
a bid on the South Face of Annapurna, a formidable mountain wall
with 4000 m of steep rock and ice leading up to its 8000 m summit.

Attempts on Everest South-West Face

Everest excited mountaineers as no other peak had done. There
was no parallel. A new generation of mountaineers now started looking
for more difficult routes up major mountains that had already been
climbed. Perhaps the most challenging and certainly the most glamorous
prize was the South-West Face of Everest. In the short period from
1969 to 1978 after the Nepalese Government relaxed its restrictions
on entry, five expeditions tried the Face and failed, defeated by a
combination of strong winds, intense cold, and problems of high
altitude, in addition to severe climbing conditions.

The Japanese came in 1969. They made a light reconnaissance
in the spring of 1969 followed by a reconnaissance in force in autumn
the same year. They were able to establish camp V at 6500 m before
winding up the exploratory plan. A massive Japanese attempt the
following spring failed because of a couple of mishaps in which the
team lost six Sherpas. All the member of team were instact. However,
they could not raise enough Sherpas to make a new effort.

Since 1970 there have been two expeditions from the Nepal
side every year from several countries. The Japanese in 1970. They
reserved Everest in 1970 for both spring and autumn assaults. Four
climbers gained the summit in the first expedition, including the famous
Naomi Uemura in the first party. In the second expedition Y Miura
skied down from the South Col (7880 m) to the Western cwm using a
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parachute to break his speed on the precipitous slopes. A film of
this daring exploit has thrilled audiences throughout the world.

In the Seventies

In the latter half of 1971, a large Argentinian expedition failed:
as did Dr Herrligkoffer’s European team in the spring of 1972 and
Chris Bonington’s team in the autumn of the same year also met the
same fate. In 1973, a Japanese expedition placed four men on top,
while a rather extravagantly organized Italian Army group succeeded
in sending six members and two Sherpas to the summit.

The British returned to the Everest in the Autumn of 1975, It
was led by Chris Bonington. The assault was to be made from Southwest
face. The team, consisting of eighteen strong climbers supported by
sixty high-altitude Sherpas, was equipped with protective clothing
and special ironmongery to withstand the extremely severe climatic
conditions. Doug Scott and Dougal Haston reached the summit on
24 September, to be followed two days later by Boardman and Sherpa
Pertemba. This was actually the first occasion on which the summit
of Everest was reached by British mountaineers.

The achievement was marred by the disappearance of Mick
Burke, the BBC cameraman who climbed the last stretch alone, and
failed to return. Both parties climbed the last few hundred metres
from the South Summit onwards along the South-East Ridge. The
true ascent has still to be made the whole way up the South-West
Face.

Women on Everest

1975 was the year of the plenty. As many as fifteen climbers
from three expeditions reached the summit. It was also the International
Women’s Year and so, fittingly, the Goddess Chomolungma welcomed
a Japanese housewife in the company of Sherpa Ang Tsering on the
top of the world. Later, another woman, this time a Tibetan, made it
to the top along with eight other climbers in a Chinese expedition. It
was the first ascent of the mountain from the North, that was to be
the first time after the British attempt from the North face in 1939,
before the war.

In 1976, two climbers of a British team reached the summit.
Both of them were badly frost bitten and five men lost their lives on
this fateful venture. The American Bicentenary Expedition also
completed its mission in the post-monsoon period of 1976, with two
climbers hoisting the American Stars and Stripes on the top of Everest.
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Everest without Oxygen

‘Will Everest ever be climbed without oxygen?’ Climbers had
reached 8615 m without oxygen, and many people considered this
the limit of human endurance. Alpinists braved the physiological
‘Death Zone’ and reached the highest peak on earth without oxygen.
In the post-monsoon season of 1978, three members of a joint European
expedition, one German and two Sherpas, also made the summit of
Everest without oxygen. When Messner and Habeler had claimed
they had reached the summit without the help of oxygen, they were
doubted. These doubts were put to rest.

From 1921 to 1978 there have been forty-five attempts at scaling
Everest. In fifteen successful expeditions eighty-one climbers (five
men without oxygen) including three women have stepped on the
coveted pinnacle: of these, twenty-five did so in 1978! But these
achievements have not been possible without much loss of life. Over
forty-eight climbers have lost their lives in enabling others to attain
the highest point on earth.

Changabang (6864 m)

With feedback of decades, there were rapid developments in
the mountaineering gear. The development of modern techniques
employing the latest artificial aids, encouraged mountaineers to take
on technically more demanding peaks in the Himalaya. The South
Face of Annapurna and the Southwest Face of Everest entailed going
the harder way up major peaks already climbed. Some mountaineers,
however, started looking for smaller mountains of between 6000 and
8000 m which had no obvious or easy way to the top. The first
objective was the 6864 m high Changabang, which was described by
Longstaff as ‘the most superbly beautiful mountain I have ever seen,
its Northwest Face a sheer precipice of 5000 feet’.

An Indo-British expedition jointly led by Chris Bonington and
Balwant Sandhu climbed this difficult peak in the spring of 1974. Six
climbers, four British and two Indians, reached the summit. The success
of the Indo-British expedition focussed the attention of other Alpinists
on this challenge and in four years as many expeditions reached its
summit by different routes. The three expeditions that climbed in
1976 alone, were the Japanese expeditions by the South Face in June
1976; the two-man British team by the West Face in October 1976,
and in the same month another British expedition by the East Ridge.
Finally an Anglo-Polish party succeeded on the extremely difficult
South buttress in the autumn of 1978.
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Indians on Kanchenjunga

The Indians who had taken to mountaineering after conquest
of Everest by Sherpa Tenzing in 1953 proved to be very good learners.
In 1977, an Indian Army team (there was climber of any other nationality)
led by Colonel Narinder Kumar climbed Kanchenjunga for the first
time by the more difficult and hazardous South-East Ridge. They
followed Paul Bauer’s route from the Zemu glacier. Major Prem Chand
and Naik N.D. Sherpa were the summiters. Like Charles Evans’ team
earlier, they also left the last few metres untrodden, honouring the
sentiments of the Sikkimese who hold Kanchenjunga sacred. Alpine
Club considered it ‘one of the greatest achievements in mountaineering
history.’

The Tiger of the Snows

It has been said that if God had not created the Sherpa, Everest
might be yet unclimbed. However, in hindsight one can say that
sherpa had all along been there in sight like the Himalayas. He was
discovered when the mountaineer required him for himself. ‘The man
from the East’ which is what Sherpa stands for, is so inextricably a
part of mountaineering in the Himalaya that there is hardly any incident
or adventure in the last fifty years which has not included him. Like
a strong mountain goat, humble, sturdy and swift, he climbs, ferrying
loads up the precipitous and treacherous ice, rock and snow slopes,
through inclement weather, biting winds and many other serious
mountain hazards until the leader of the expedition prevents him.
The fantastic endurance and equanimity of the Sherpa, his friendship
that never fails, company that always cheers, his assurance born of
skill and courage, have few parallels in mountaineering. He is the
true Tiger of the Snows, and without him so much by so many could
not have been achieved, certainly not at such little cost in money
more so in life.

Mountain Environment

Inoursioms of mountaineers has affected the Himalayan0
ecosystem adversely. Considering the magnitude of the Himalaya,
the impact of the increasing number of mountaineering expeditions
on the environment might not appear to be of too great consequence.
Nevertheless it is also not insignificant. The Nanda Devi sanctuary,
which has only one entrance, has been severely affected by more
than two dozen expeditions a year in recent times. With the opening
of fresh trails, hunters, poachers, trappers and other exploiters of
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forest wealth have followed and as a result, there has been unchecked
and indiscriminate destruction of flora and fauna. The expeditions
themselves have been guilty of denuding the higher slopes of juniper,
rhododendrons and other bushes for fuel. With the disappearance
of trees and other vegetation, the rate of erosion and landslides has
increased, exposing bare rocks on which nothing can grow. It is not
surprising, therefore, that large areas and innumerable slopes on
popular expedition routes, and the grounds frequently used for base
camps, are being converted into barren patches. After the expedition
have no efforts are made to retrieve the damage.

Man’s thoughtlessness has adversely affected the unspoilt beauty
of places like Kishtwar, Solu Khumbu, Nanda Devi Sanctuary, Manali
and many sites in hitherto unpolluted places in the high mountains.
It has become fashionable to visit places like Thyangboche, Khumbu
glacier or the base camps of other major mountains, leaving behind,
not only wanton destruction but trails of garbage. Efforts by state
government to control the garbage has not been very successful.



