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The exhibition was held at Charlotte Road from May to October 2021.
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Everest Base Camp and the North Col, 1922. 

photo by john noel
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INTRODUC TION by Peter Gillman
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To mark the centenary of the 1921 Everest Reconnaissance, the 

Alpine Club exhibition celebrates and commemorates the first  

three expeditions to Mount Everest. 

 After the Survey of India established its height as 29,002ft. 

in 1852, thus confirming it as the highest mountain, the club 

played a prominent part in discussions from the late 19th century 

onwards over whether and how it should be climbed. The outcome, 

following the First World War, was three expeditions in just four 

years, organised by a joint committee of the Alpine Club and the 

Royal Geographical Society, with AC members selected for the 

mountaineering roles.  

 Our exhibition, which has been curated and designed by  

the Alpine Club Library, presents a unique selection of 

photographs, documents and other artefacts, all but one taken 

from the AC collections and archives. It tells an enthralling story 

of scientific ingenuity, human imagination, individual heroism and 

collective endeavour, which gains authenticity and immediacy by 

being related for the most part in the words of those who took part. 

 The scope of the 1921 reconnaissance expedition is 

astounding: after a 200-mile trek across Tibet, during which –  

in the words of George Mallory – it “walked off the map”, it spent 

three months exploring the glaciers around Everest in a quest  

for a route on to the mountain. Eight months later the next  

expedition, overcoming obstacles ranging from its rudimentary 

equipment to savage storms, climbed to within 1700ft. of the 

summit. And in 1924 the third reached even higher, ending with 

the disappearance of George Mallory and Sandy Irvine somewhere 

below the summit, leaving the haunting mystery of whether they 

had reached the top.

 The photographs in the exhibition give an intimate sense 

of the new world the participants were entering, the challenges 

they faced, the efforts they made. Most breath-taking are the 1922 

panoramas which convey the awesome sweep and scale of the 

landscape, dwarfing the climbers and their tents. Most poignant is 

Noel Odell’s celebrated last photograph of Mallory and Irvine in 

1924, taken shortly before they departed on their fateful attempt. 

 The artefacts have an evocative, almost numinous quality: the 

lyrical paintings of Howard Somervell, who climbed to 28,000ft. 

in 1924; one of Mallory’s last letters, showing his consideration 

for the high-altitude porters vital to the expedition’s achievements; 

Odell’s diary, recording his last sighting of Mallory and Irvine and 

his fruitless search after they disappeared; Irvine’s ice-axe, found in 

1933 and perhaps indicating the site of a fall, but mute on whether 

he or Mallory had reached the summit. They call to us across the 

years, both of their time and timeless in expressing ambitions and 

dreams. The Alpine Club is proud to be their custodian, ensuring 

that they are preserved and displayed, to be embraced for what  

they tell us about their former owners and ourselves.

1921, 1922, 1924
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6 EVEREST by ‘Those Who Were There’

Vittorio Sella’s 1899 panoramic photograph from 

Everest to Jannu, taken from Chunjerma, SW  

of Kangchenjunga and some 90 miles E of Everest, 

with Everest at far left. Photographed on Douglas 

Freshfield’s expedition to Kangchenjunga
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BAC KSTORY
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1852

– Peak XV confirmed at 29,002ft. by the 

Survey of India, and in 1865 officially named 

Mount Everest by Sir Andrew Waugh, 

Surveyor General of India, after Sir George 

Everest, Superintendent of the Great 

Trigonometrical Survey 1830-48.

1868-1880 

– The first survey of the region surrounding 

Everest by Pundits Hari Ram and Sukh 

Darshan Singh for the Survey of India under 

TG Montgomerie, to within 50 miles NW of 

Everest in 1868, reaching Tingri in 1871.

1885

– Douglas Freshfield of the Alpine Club: “It 

should be understood that Mount Everest 

cannot be approached by an European 

within 80 miles owing to the persistency 

with which the Nepalese Government keeps 

Englishmen out of their country.”  

AJ vol. 12

1893

– On a mission from Gilgit to Chitral, 

Charles G Bruce and Francis 

Younghusband, then with the Indian 

Political Service, casually proposed 

mounting an expedition to the Everest group.

 

april 1901

– Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India, told 

Freshfield in India that the Government 

of India would contribute £3,000 to an 

expedition to Everest or Kangchenjunga. 

1904

– Henry H Hayden, geologist with 

Younghusband’s mission to Tibet 1903-04, 

made the first approach to Everest from 

Gartok, sighting Everest from the Kara La, 

50 miles north of Everest.

may 1905

– Lord Curzon wrote to Freshfield from 

India: “I should be prepared… to lend 

every aid that Government can give to a 

thoroughly well appointed mountaineering 

party… I should not mind asking the 

Mah[arajah] of Nepal for permission for a 

party to climb Everest. But the Nepalese are 

very suspicious and might refuse. Will you 

think it over? Of course it is essential that the 

mountaineers should be willing to stick to 

the attempt (if it be humanly possible) until 

they carry it through.” AC Archives

23 may 1905

– Minuted by the Alpine Club that a Sub-

Committee “was appointed to deal with [the 

subject of Himalayan exploration] at a later 

stage with regard to expenses [and] should 

make a contribution of £100…. as a token of 

interest and goodwill.” AC Archives

6 june 1905

– The AC replied to Lord Curzon’s letter to 

Freshfield that we “are convinced that in the 

course of such an attempt, scientific results of 

great value may be anticipated.”  

AC Archives

1921, 1922, 1924
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1906

– In his letter, Freshfield wrote: “Lord 

Curzon expressed his desire that further 

endeavour be made to explore, and if 

possible, to climb, either Mount Everest 

or Kangchenjunga.” Official funding was 

vetoed by Lord Morley, Secretary of State  

for India. AC Archives

1907

– To mark the Alpine Club’s 50th 

anniversary a committee was formed of 

Charles G Bruce, TG Longstaff and AL 

Mumm to promote an Everest expedition 

through Tibet via Kampa Dzong and Tingri, 

with the Royal Geographical Society 

assisting with finances and as liaison with  

the Government of India, but this too was 

vetoed by Lord Morley.

1914-1918

– World War I, during which potential 

expedition members were on active service.

18 may 1916

– Alexander Kellas delivered a paper at the 

RGS titled A Consideration of the Possibility 

of Ascending the Loftier Himalaya. 

1918

– Charles K Howard-Bury suggested an 

Everest reconnaissance to Arthur Hinks, 

Sec’y. of the RGS, and Thomas Holdich, 

its president, and again petitioned the India 

Office to allow an expedition.

19 december 1918

– Holdich and the AC concurred on the two 

needs of any expedition: the construction of 

an “oxygen helmet to enrich the attenuated 

air… above 23,000ft.” and the discovery of a 

diet “best suited to these altitudes”.  

India Office Records 

march 1919

– At John Noel’s lecture to the RGS on his 

1913 journey from Darjeeling to Sikkim, 

the Tibetan frontier, the Teesta valley and 

Kampa Dzong “to seek out the passes that 

led to Everest”, Younghusband spoke on the 

necessity to mount an expedition.

14 may 1919

– Hinks was informed by the Under Sec’y. 

of State for India that the Government had 

refused permission for an expedition to pass 

through India.  

India Office Records

18 june 1920

– Howard-Bury wrote that he would go to 

Sikkim to “talk matters over” with Charles 

Bell, Political Officer for Sikkim, Bhutan 

and Tibet, and “have a look around.” To 

Younghusband on 2 September: “I had 

several more talks with Bell at Yatung”, and 

on 28 October: “Bell has been allowed to go 

to Lhasa to see and confer with the Dalai 

Lama.” India Office Records
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2 january 1920

– FM Bailey, who would become Bell’s 

successor in 1921, relayed a letter from the 

Tengri Depon of the Tibet Council: “…if 

exploring Everest is an excuse for digging 

earth and stones from the most sacred hills 

of Tibet, inhabited by fierce demons, the 

guardians of the soil, it is feared that human 

and cattle epidemics might break out.”  

India Office Records

15 december 1920

– Lord Chelmsford, then Viceroy of India, 

relayed Charles Bell’s telegraph to the India 

Office, in which he confirmed his talks with 

the Dalai Lama. India Office Records

20 december 1920

– JE Shuckburgh, India Office, in a letter to 

Younghusband: “We have just received a 

telegram from the Viceroy…. ‘Bell telegraphs 

that he has explained to the Dalai Lama 

object of desired exploration and necessity 

of travelling through Tibetan territory and 

obtained Tibetan Government’s consent’.” 

Howard-Bury wrote to Younghusband on 

that date: “The human obstacles – of  

which you recently spoke – are beginning  

to fall off!”  

AJ vol. 76 

12 january 1921

– The formation and first meeting of a 

Mount Everest Committee at the RGS, with 

Younghusband, president of the RGS as 

chairman, and AC president Norman Collie, 

Percy Farrar and Charles Meade for the 

AC as committee members. Younghusband 

insisted on cartographers, topographers, 

geologists and naturalists accompanying the 

expedition. 

8 march 1921

– The expedition programme and itinerary 

were sent to the India Office, which 

instructed the surveyors not to go off the 

agreed and approved route laid out by the 

Tibetan Government. And on that date 

Charles Bell wrote to Lord Reading, the 

new Viceroy of India, that “There is perhaps 

nothing the Tibetans dislike or distrust more 

than the survey of any parts of their country 

by foreigners.” India Office Records  

18 may 1921

– Alexander Kellas wrote to Norman Collie 

that “we will find a way on to the Mountain 

whatever the theoretical geography may 

be. Raeburn and I get off tomorrow [from 

Darjeeling].” AC Archives

18-19 may 1921

– The main body of the expedition left 

Darjeeling for the six-week march to 

Rongbuk.    
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12 EVEREST by ‘Those Who Were There’

 The Alpine Club’s list of subscribers  

to the Mount Everest Fund in support of  

the Reconnaissance Expedition, as of  

16 April 1921

 Formation of the Mount Everest 

Committee announced by the Alpine Club  

on 4 February 1921  
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 Alexander Kellas’s “Diagram showing that 

2000ft. of Mt. Everest should be visible from a 

distance of 90 miles (due N.) above the summit  

of a Peak of 25,000ft. altitude, situated 10 miles 

due N. of Everest”, sent in his letter to Norman 

Collie on 21 February 1921  

 ‘Everest from Rongbuk 30.4.22’, ef norton. 

“Most magnificent view of Everest – mostly only 

glimpses but all clear for a few minutes at sunset. 

Sketched, but everything frozen – a pity – best 

view yet.” ef norton diary
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PUBLICATIONS

Clinton Dent, AC president 1887-89,  

in Can Mount Everest be Ascended?:  

“The climbing difficulties are not likely to 

be any greater than those of Elbruz or Mont 

Blanc… The point really is, is the human 

frame capable of the necessary exertion at 

the low pressure that would be experienced? 

Unfortunately, we have nothing more than 

vague theory to go upon… The attempt 

would be costly, laborious, long and possibly 

not free from risk… It is a tremendous 

undertaking, but a magnificent possibility.”  

Nineteenth Century, 1892

Sidney Burrard, Surveyor General of 

India 1908-1919, in Everest: The Story of 

a Controversy wrote of Everest’s name that 

“To displace now this name from its lofty 

position in geography would seem to many of 

us to be an outrage”, although Freshfield had 

“declared in favour of the Tibetan name” of 

Chomo Lungma. Nature, November 1904 

George Abraham, AC, in Can Mount 

Everest be Climbed? quoted TG Longstaff, 

who wrote, after his 1907 first ascent of 

Trisul at 23,360ft.: “The man who hopes to 

climb Mount Everest must be able, when in 

training, to run at a fair speed up the last  

300 feet of Mont Blanc.”  

Badminton Magazine, January 1912   

Alexander Kellas in A Consideration of 

the Possibility of Ascending Mount Everest: 

“The first problem for consideration… 

could a man in first rate training ascend 

to the summit of Mt. Everest 8882metres 

(29,141ft.) above sea level without 

adventitious aids…. The answer given is 

usually in the negative… I hope to show that 

the ascent is possible… provided the physical 

difficulties are not excessive, and if oxygen is 

used, even if the mountain might be classed 

as difficult from a climbing point of view.” 

Unpublished typescript signed by Kellas, 

1920, and by Percy Farrar, then editor of the 

Alpine Journal; edited by John B West in 

‘High Altitude Medicine & Biology’, 2001  

 ‘Everest 1924’. Oil on board,  

th somervell 

 Mount Everest. Untitled pastel,  

th somervel [1924]  
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 The Contents leaf of Kellas’s A Consideration… 

the complete paper apparently sent to Percy Farrar, 

editor of the Alpine Journal in 1920

 Kellas’s “Map of Sikhim, Eastern Nepal and  

S. Tibet” with a rough route from Kangchenjunga 

to Everest. “… it must be pointed out that as  

Mt. Everest is in the main Himalayan Chain, 

climbing would hardly be possible during the 

monsoon, which lasts as a rule from the middle  

of June to the end of August…” contained in  

A Consideration… 1920
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16 EVEREST by ‘Those Who Were There’

1921 RE C ONNAISSANC E
back row, left to right:

Alexander FR Wollaston 

Col. Charles K Howard-Bury 

Alexander M Heron 

Harold A Raeburn
 

front row, left to right:

George Leigh Mallory 

E Oliver Wheeler

Guy H Bullock 

Major Henry T Morshead 
 

not pictured:

Alexander M Kellas 
 

photo by wollaston
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18 EVEREST by ‘Those Who Were There’

back row, left to right

alexander fr wollaston (1875-1930),  

elected AC 1903. Surgeon; doctor and 

naturalist to the expediton, he made prior 

expeditions to the Ruwenzori mountains of 

Uganda and to New Guinea.

col. charles k howard-bury (1883-1963), 

elected AC 1922. Leader of the 1921 

reconnaissance expedition, he served in the 

Indian Army from 1904 and made extensive 

expeditions to Garhwal, Baltistan and the 

Tien Shan from 1906 to 1913. He was 

instrumental in securing permission for the 

expedition to travel through Tibet.

alexander m heron (1884-1971). Scottish 

geologist with the Geological Survey of 

India from 1906, Officiating Superintendent 

in 1921 and Director from 1936 to 1939. 

His geological survey of the Everest region 

appears in the official account of the 1921 

expedition. 

harold a raeburn (1865-1926), elected 

AC 1904. Scottish ornithologist, member 

and one-time Vice-President of the 

Scottish Mountaineering Club, he climbed 

extensively in Scotland, the Alps and 

Caucasus, and on Kangchenjunga with 

Colin Crawford in 1920. He was chosen 

for the 1921 climbing party but developed 

dysentery on the march-in and recuperated 

in Simla before re-joining the expedition.

front row, left to right

george leigh mallory (1886-1924), 

elected AC 1910. Teacher, a member of 

the Winchester Ice Club as a school boy, he 

climbed extensively in the Alps with RLG 

Irving and others, was an original member 

of the Ice Club with Guy Bullock in 1904, 

and on the climbing team of the three 1920s 

Everest expeditions. He and Sandy Irvine 

disappeared on their summit attempt on  

8 June 1924.

e oliver wheeler (1890-1962), elected 

AC 1911. Canadian surveyor, member of 

the Royal Engineers, son of the Canadian 

surveyor and climber Arthur Wheeler, 

he climbed widely in Canada, joined the 

Survey of India in 1919 and conducted the 

first photo-surveys of the Everest region on 

the 1921 expedition. He became Surveyor 

General of India in 1941.

guy h bullock (1887-1956), elected AC 

1909. Climbed extensively in the Alps with 

RLG Irving and HEG Tyndale 1905-1909, 

was an original member of the Ice Club in 

1904 with Mallory and climbed the Dent 

Blanc with him in 1905. In 1921 he and 

Mallory reconnoitred possible approaches to 

Everest and trained the high-altitude porters 

in snow techniques. 

major henry t morshead (1882-1931), 

elected AC 1922. Surveyor with the Royal 

Engineers from 1901 and the Indian Army 

from 1904, he joined the Survey of India 
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in 1906, explored the Tsangpo Gorge with 

FM Bailey in 1913 and was with Alexander 

Kellas on their attempt on Kamet in 1920. 

He led the 1921 expedition survey party, 

mapping 12,000 sq. miles of unexplored 

country, joined the climbing party in 1922 

and was transport officer on the 1924 

expedition.

not pictured

alexander m kellas (1868-1921), elected 

AC 1911, Scottish chemist and high-altitude 

physiologist, he made eight Himalayan 

climbing expeditions between 1907 and 

1921, and several ascents over 20,000ft. 

including Pauhunri. In 1920 he and Henry 

Morshead tested oxygen equipment during 

their attempt on Kamet. He died of heart 

failure on the approach to Everest in 1921. 

He is credited with the first 

He is credited with the first use of yaks and 

ponies on Himalayan expeditions, and with 

recognizing the value of employing Sherpas 

for high-altitude work.

1921

 ‘Everest, the First Sight’ given to the Alpine 

Club by George Mallory. photo by mallory 

1921 (?) Later inscribed on the reverse by Charles 

Warren (Everest 1935, 1936, 1938): “First view 

of Everest is from near Shiling [between Tinki and 

Shekar Dzong] 90 miles from Everest” 

 ‘View of Everest from Shilling, 80 miles  

away 1922’, th somervell
 

Layout 4 final artwork.indd   19 01/11/2021   08:18
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GOALS

– The Mount Everest Committee resolved 

on 12 January 1921 that “the main object [of 

the expedition] is reconnaissance. This does 

not debar the mountain party from climbing 

as high as possible on a favourable route.”

– Photographic and geological surveys and 

maps of the Everest region, particularly the 

northern approaches.

– The Alpine Club resolved to identify the 

most feasible route on to the mountain and  

to the summit.

 ‘Mount Everest Photographic Survey, “Everest” 

(centre sheet)’ survey of india 1922
 

  Ladies Alpine Club - Photo card signed for 

the Ladies Alpine Club in March 1921 by George 

Mallory and George Ingle Finch, when Finch was 

being considered for the 1921 expedition
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OB STACLES & PROBLEMS

– Bruce wrote to Norman Collie that “Mt 

Everest gives most promise of being free from 

physical difficulties near its summit… It is 

the physiological difficulties, however, that 

play far the largest prohibitive part in  high 

ascents.” AC Archives   

– Howard-Bury wrote to Younghusband on 

29 January 1921: “I should have thought 

five climbers for the first year rather a big 

number, when it’s only a question of the 

reconnaissance of the mountain… It 

should not be on too large a scale.” 

– On 24 March 1921 Farrar wrote to 

Geoffrey Winthrop Young that “The 

[climbing] party, to my mind, is not strong 

enough, nor has it but scant experience of 

winter conditions… If there is any insufficient 

knowledge… of such conditions, there is 

going to be an accident.” AC Archives

– George Mallory wrote to Hinks on 27 

March 1921: “I have all along regarded the 

party as barely strong enough for a venture  

of this kind… You will understand that I’m a 

married man and I can’t go into this bald-

headed.”

– Kellas’s death from heart failure on the 

approach to Everest and Harold Raeburn’s 

weakened condition  at Base Camp reduced 

the climbing party to two: Mallory and 

Bullock. 

1921

 Kellas’s grave, the view at Kampa Dzong.

photo possibly by finch 1922  
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22 EVEREST by ‘Those Who Were There’

– On equipment, Mallory had written to 

GW Young on 9 March 1921 that “We’re 

having trouble about equipment… such a 

vital matter as tents has not been properly 

thought out and no provision for cold at great 

heights came.” AC Archives

– On weather, from Mallory: “The 

arguments [weather and climbers’ 

fitness] were all on one side; it would be 

bad heroics to take wrong risks… The 

decision to go back… was imposed upon 

us by circumstances without a reasonable 

alternative.” AJ vol. 34  

– Because of a late start, reconnoitring, map 

making and photographic surveys were done 

by Oliver Wheeler and Henry Morshead 

during monsoon season, and higher climbing 

from June to September proved impossible. 

Wheeler found it “very monotonous. The 

bitter wind of Tibet, which blows every day 

and all day… the almost unbroken cloudy 

weather… and more than anything else, 

the loneliness when all by myself at high 

altitudes waiting and waiting for the clear 

day that seldom came, …I would not have 

missed the ‘show’ for anything; but a little of 

that sort of country goes a long way!” 

– The difficulty of supplying high camps by 

porters, and the valuable time lost instructing 

Sherpas in ice, snow and rock climbing 

techniques by Mallory and Bullock.

– The Tibetan Government objected to 

the shooting of animals for food or for the 

taking of trophies by the expedition, and 

to members straying off the prescribed 

territorial limits. India Office Records
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RES U LTS

– 12,000 sq. miles of new territory was 

surveyed, 4,000 sq. miles of previous Survey 

of India surveys were corrected and 600 sq. 

miles of detailed photo-surveys were com-

pleted by Oliver Wheeler, Henry Morshead, 

three trained assistants and a photographer, 

covering the whole country traversed by the 

expedition. H Morshead, ‘Mount Everest’. The 

Institution of Royal Engineers Journal, 1923

– Alexander Heron of the Geological Survey 

of India completed the first geological map 

of the Everest region from his 8,000. sq. mile 

survey from the Tsangpo to the Nepalese 

frontier, published by the SOI within a month 

of the expedition’s end, along with the first 

modern map of the north side of Everest.

– Wheeler identified the North Col as the 

key to the summit route from his surveys with 

Morshead of the Rongbuk and the lower East 

Rongbuk glaciers.

1921

 Meade tent

Sketch of a Mummery tent

Whymper tent

 Bullock with three porters wearing  

snow shoes, 1921 

 ‘Map I, Preliminary Map to illustrate the  

route of the Mount Everest Expedition 1921.’
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24 EVEREST by ‘Those Who Were There’

– In late September Mallory, Bullock, 

Morshead and three porters made the first 

crossing of the 22,470ft. Lhakpa La to 

the upper East Rongbuk glacier, and with 

Wheeler climbed to the 23,000ft. North 

Col beneath the north ridge leading to the 

summit. Bullock had “no doubt that a way 

could be made [from the North Col] to the 

final slope… The N. ridge… looked very 

promising all the way. Mallory has quite 

decided to make an attempt on Everest by 

this route… It was lucky [Mallory didn’t 

make an attempt] as my strength proved to  

be nearly at an end.” Bullock’s diary entries 

24 July - 24 September

– “The fact that an epidemic started in Tibet 

in 1921 was put down quite definitively [by 

the Tibetan Government] to Heron and his 

hammer & chisel, and he was stringently 

forbidden to enter Tibet in 1922.”  

Somervell, ‘After Everest’ 1936

– Morshead, quoting John de Vars Hazard: 

“We have missed the top of the old mountain 

by 6,000ft. but we have pretty well 

reconnoitered and surveyed, so that the next 

party to come along will know what they are 

up against.” 

 ‘Map II, Preliminary Map of Mount Everest 

from photographs and sketches made by the 

expedition of 1921.’ 
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 ‘The Arun River Tibet’ Heron’s 1921  

geologial map of the Everest region, showing it  

to be composed of a crystalline complex

 Charles K Howard-Bury, Mount Everest: the 

Reconnaissance 1921. London, Edward Arnold, 

1922. Limited Edition, No. 96 of 200 copies only, 

with 14 additional photographic plates

 Major Morshead and Gujar Singh plane-

tabling at 17,000ft. 1921. photo by howard-bury

 Everest seen from 20,000ft. camp, last day  

of the 1921 expedition. photo by wollaston 
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back row, left to right:

Henry T Morshead

Capt. J Geoffrey Bruce 

Capt. John BL Noel

Dr. Arthur W Wakefield

Theodore H Somervell

C John Morris 

Col. Edward F Norton 
 

front row, left to right:

George Leigh Mallory

George I Finch

Thomas G Longstaff

Brig-Gen. Charles G Bruce 

Edward L Strutt 

Colin G Crawford  
 

photo by noel

1922 E XPE DITION
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back row, left to right

henry t morshead (see 1921)

Capt. J Geoffrey Bruce (1896-1972), elected 

AC 1922. Nephew of Charles G Bruce, in 

the Indian Army on the NW Frontier and in 

Afghanistan, he joined the 1922 expedition 

as transport officer, and although not an 

experienced climber reached 27,400ft. with 

George Finch. On the 1924 climbing party 

he established Camp V at 25,500ft. 

capt. john bl noel (1890-1989), elected 

AC 1922. After climbs in the Alps, 

mentored by Alexander Kellas, he served 

with the East Yorkshire Regiment in 

Northern India and in 1913 explored Tibet 

in disguise to discover a route to Everest. 

He was attached to the 1922 and 1924 

expeditions as an independent photographer 

and film-maker under the direction of the 

leaders, Charles G Bruce and Edward 

Norton. 

dr. arthur w wakefield (1876-1949), 

elected AC 1921. Medical doctor and 

medical officer to the 1922 expedition, he 

climbed in the Alps, Canada and Britain, 

and came to the notice of Geoffrey Winthrop 

Young, AC, who recommended him for the 

1922 climbing party. He reached the North 

Col but made no summit attempts.

theodore h somervell (1890-1975), 

elected AC 1921, President 1962-1965. 

Surgeon, medical missionary in India after 

1924, he climbed extensively in the Alps and 

English Lakes, often with Bentley Beetham. 

On the 1922 climbing party he reached 

26,985ft. and in 1924 climbed to 28,000ft. 

with Edward Norton. 

 ‘Everest from Pang La, 45 miles away’.

th somervell 
 

 ‘Shekar Dzong Monastery 1922’.  

th somervell
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c john morris (1895-1980), elected AC 

1922. Indian Army officer and ethnologist 

with the Gurkha Rifles in 1917 and the 

Waziristan Field Force on the NW Frontier 

in 1921, he joined the 1922 expedition as 

interpreter and transport officer, following 

which he and John Noel explored the Arun 

Gorge. After the 1936 expedition, again 

as transport officer, he explored Chinese 

Turkestan.

col. edward f norton (1884-1954),  

elected AC 1922. Indian Army officer, 

grandson of AC founder member Alfred 

Wills, he summered at the family’s ‘Eagle’s 

Nest’ for climbs in the Alps. In 1922 he 

was in the climbing party, reaching over 

26,000ft. without oxygen, and in 1924 led 

the expedition after Charles G Bruce fell ill, 

and made a record ascent to 28,126ft.  

In 1953 he was an adviser to John Hunt on 

that year’s successful ascent of Everest.  

front row, left to right

george leigh mallory (see 1921)

george i finch (1888-1970), elected AC 

1922, President 1959-1961. Australian 

research chemist, founding member of the 

Alpine Ski Club in 1908 and climbed widely 

in the Alps. Failing to be selected for the 

1921 expedition he joined the climbing 

party in 1922, and improved and maintained 

the oxygen equipment, which supported his 

and Geoffrey Bruce’s climb to 27,400ft.

thomas g longstaff (1875-1964), elected 

AC 1900, President 1947-1949. Chief 

medical officer and naturalist to the 1922 

expedition, founding member of the Alpine 

 ‘Mt. Everest from above Jikyop (60 miles away). 

21.4.24’. ef norton  

 ‘Mt. Everest from Pang La 24.4.24’  

[SE of Shekar Dzong]. ef norton  

1922
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Ski Club in 1908, explored and climbed 

in the Himalayas, made the first ascent of 

a peak over 20,000ft. (Trisul at 23,360ft.) 

in 1907, discovered the Siachen glacier in 

1909 and explored Spitsbergen in 1921. 

His Himalayan explorations earned him the 

Founder’s Medal of the Royal Geographical 

Society in 1928.

brig-gen. charles g bruce (1866-1939), 

elected AC 1892, President 1923-1925. 

Leader of the 1922 expedition, Indian  

Army officer 1899-1920, made major 

expeditions, in 1892 with Conway in the 

Karakoram, in 1893 with Younghusband to 

the Hindu Kush, in 1895 with Collie and 

Mummery to Nanga Parbat and in 1907 to 

Nanda Devi. After a recurrence of malaria 

he was evacuated to Sikkim and replaced by 

Edward Norton to lead the expedition.  

It was Bruce who gave the name ’Tigers’ 

to the Sherpa porters who carried loads to 

establish the high camps and took part in  

the climbing.

edward l strutt (1874-1948), elected AC 

1895. President 1935-1938, editor of the 

Alpine Journal 1927-1934. He climbed 

widely in the Alps and Pyrenees, and joined 

the 1922 expedition as Bruce’s second-in-

command and leader of the climbing party, a 

role he proved too old for.

colin g crawford (1890-1959), elected 

AC 1914. Member of the Indian Civil 

Service, he also climbed in the Alps and 

the Himalaya, including a reconnaissance 

of Kangchenjunga with Harold Raeburn 

in 1920. In 1922 he was assistant to the 

climbing party and a transport officer, and 

was also a member of the 1933 Everest 

expedition.

 Somervell’s copy of the ‘Preliminary map 

showing original surveys made by Mt. Everest 

Detachment [of the Survey on India], Reproduced 

from tracings made in the field 1921’, corrected 

and annotated by him for the 1922 expedition
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GOALS

–To reach the summit.

1922

 Base Camp 1922. photo by finch 

 Mount Everest from Base Camp at 

16,500ft. 1922. photo by wakefield  
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 Camp III at 21,000ft. with men sheltering  

from the wind behind stone walls, 1922. 

photo by finch 

 Everest from Base Camp taken with a telephoto 

lens 1922, showing Everest’s distinctly sedimentary 

and slabby composition. photo by noel
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OB STACLES & PROBLEMS

– Three months only to prepare for the 

expedition, with 400 porters and Sherpas  

and 300 pack animals.

– Problematic oxygen equipment discovered 

on arrival at Rongbuk: Finch found the 

washers had perished, the canisters leaked, 

gauges were inaccurate and the masks were 

inadequate; he entirely re-made them at 

Camp III. 

– Adverse changes in ice and snow conditions 

since 1921, the opening of crevasses on the 

route to the North Col and an early monsoon.

– Heron, in his 1922 Geological Results of 

the… Reconnaissance 1921… reported that  

his survey revealed that “Mount Everest [is]  

a pile of altered sedimentary rocks – shale 

and limestone… conspicuously slabby and 

with a general low dip to the north, which I 

believe adversely and even dangerously 

affected climbing [in 1921]”. Records of the 

Geological Survey of India, Vol. LIV.

– Above Camp V Mallory reported that 

“there was no sign of granite… these ledges 

were uniformly tilted disadvantageously.”

– On the size of the climbing party  

Longstaff wrote: “I agree with Farrar that  

the ‘do or die’ principles do not accord with 

the ethics of the Alpine Club… It seems  

that a very small party of about eight  

climbers plus four transport officers is the 

ideal.”

– Edward Strutt wrote that “The first 

expedition [to the summit], on account of 

there being only two Meade tents available 

for the 25,000ft. camp, should consist of no 

more than four Europeans.”

– Percy Farrar wrote to GW Young on 11 

November 1921: “… all I care about is to get  

a sufficiency of men who are fit to lead.”

– Longstaff in his diary, 9 April: “Most days 

begin with a sick parade.” On 28 May, with 

Finch and G Bruce frostbitten at 27,400ft. 

he wrote: “Must put my foot down; there is 

too little margin for safety,” and on 29 May: 

“Examined Norton & Mallory… they are 

unfit for further attempt.”

– Mallory confessed: “The first prospect of 

going to Mount Everest became a symbol of 

adventure; …now it has become a problem.”

1922

 Charles G Bruce,  

The Assault on Mount 

Everest 1922. London, 

Edward Arnold, 1923 
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RESULTS

– Supplementary oxygen was first used 

successfully at extreme altitude by Finch and 

G Bruce.

– First traverse of the entire East Rongbuk 

glacier.

– Three camps were established above the 

North Col to Camp V at 25,500ft.

– First summit attempt, with Mallory, 

Somervell and Norton, reaching 27,000ft. 

without oxygen, just below the NE shoulder 

of the summit but defeated by weather, 

clothing, food and liquid intake; all suffered 

from frostbite.

– Second attempt from Camp V by Finch,  

G Bruce and Tejbir, a Gurkha officer, 

reaching 27,400ft. at the end of May, with 

and without oxygen, but became storm-

bound.

 Finch testing oxygen equipment, 1922.  
 

 Mount Everest and the North Peak from the 

main Rongbuk glacier, 1922.  

photo by wakefield
 

 ‘The North Col and North Peak from the 

East Rongbuk glacier, near Camp III (marked 

X), 1922. photo by wakefield 

 Longstaff ’s diary entry for 23 May 1922: 

“Norton Morris returned burned black. Reports 

on 20th 21st Norton, Morshead, Mallory, 

Somervell slept at 25,000. Morshead stayed in 

camp. Others to 26,800 - glorious achievement.” 
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 ‘Seracs in the East Rongbuk glacier 1922’,  

th somervell  
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 Mallory and Norton climbing at 27,000ft.  

 on the first summit attempt, nearing the highest 

point of the 1922 expedition.  

photo by somervell

 Camp IV on the North Col and the  

North Peak at 23,000ft., established 17 May. 

photo by wakefield  
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 Strutt, Morshead, Norton, Somervell and 

Mallory after the first summit attempt in 1922. 

Morshead’s and Mallory’s frostbitten hands and 

Norton’s ear are bandaged 

 A frostbitten Geoffrey Bruce being led down 

the East Rongbuk glacier from Camp III after 

the second summit attempt with Finch in 1922. 

photo by finch 

 George Finch and Geoffrey Bruce descending 

from the North Col after their record climb.  

photo by noel

1922
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– Third summit attempt by Mallory, 

Somervell, Crawford and nine porters in 

the first week of June was abandoned at 

21,800ft. when  seven porters died in an 

avalanche, about which Somervell wrote: 

“Only Sherpas and Bhotias were killed; why 

could not one of us, Britishers, have shared 

their fate… to give those fine chaps who 

survived the feeling that we had shared their 

loss.” 

– Morshead paid tribute to the lost porters, 

writing: “[To] the wonderful keenness and 

endurance displayed by porters is due a very 

large measure of such success as has hitherto 

been attained… After the death of their seven 

comrades, every single remaining man asked 

to have his name registered as a volunteer for 

the next expedition.” 

The Institution of Royal Engineers Journal, 

1923

– No surveyor or mapmaker would be 

allowed on the 1924 expedition but Hari 

Singh Thapa of the Survey of India joined 

unofficially.

– John Noel shot the first cine film of a 

Himalyan expedition, and another in 1924. 

His purchase of the photographic and film 

rights from the MEC in 1924 secured the 

financing of the 1924 expedition.

– For the 1924 expedition Finch 

recommended the use of oxygen over 

21,000ft., especially while sleeping, wind-

proof clothing, improved food and increased 

liquid intake.

– From Wakefield: “May and June found to 

be the only possible months for an ascent.”

– From Finch: “Our attack on Everest had 

failed… but if the body suffered, the spirit 

was still whole!”

The following 13 photographs, and that of 

Alexander Kellas’s grave (page 21) were 

taken with a panoramic camera purchased 

for £50 by the Mount Everest Committee for 

the 1922 expedition. The photographer is not 

known but some photos could have been by 

George Finch. The camera had a clockwork 

lens that could rotate through 180 degrees, 

painting its image through a slit on a long 

strip of negative. The heavy camera and 

tripod were carried as high as the North Col at 

23,000ft. on packhorses and then by porters.
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 Expedition on march, Phari to Kampa Dzong  Mount Everest Expedition, Sahibs, Coolies, 

Cooks, Followers, at Rongbuk Base Camp, 1922
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 Expedition camped at Rongbuk monastery, 

with Everest at the head of the valley, 1922

 From No. 2 Camp looking up the East 

Rongbuk glacier, 1922 
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 Camp 2. Snowcapped peak on left is 22,580ft. 

Looking across tributary to East Rongbuk glacier, 

1922  

 Morris arriving with convoy at  

No. 2 Camp, 1922 
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 East Rongbuk glacier, No. 2 Camp, 1922   Seracs in the East Rongbuk glacier between 

No’s. 2 & 3 Camps, 1922
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 No. 3 Camp, Everest and the North Col, 1922  Head of East Rongbuk glacier,  

No. 3 Camp, Everest and the Lhakpa Pa, 1922 

Layout 4 final artwork.indd   43 01/11/2021   08:19



44 EVEREST by ‘Those Who Were There’

 Lhakpa La, Head of East Rongbuk glacier and 

Everest, from No. 3 Camp, 1922   

 Panorama looking east from the  

North Col, 1922
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 North Col from Camp 3, 1922
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OXYGEN 

– On 27 February 1916 Kellas wrote to  

Wollaston that he was “of the opinion that 

Mt. Everest can be climbed without aid but 

that an attempt of 300 to 350ft. per hour 

would be all one could expect between 

25,000ft. and 29,000. I have been consid-

ering whether a climbing suit like that of a 

diver, with a copper headpiece and a small 

pump to raise the internal pressure [might 

work].”

- Longstaff, in Some Aspects of the Everest 

Problem wrote in 1922 that [oxygen] “will 

enable a man to ascend Everest who is physi-

ologically not capable of succeeding without 

such assistance.” And later that “There is the 

seeming paradox that those members of the 

party who acclimatized slowest seemed to suf-

fer far less from deterioration… To leave men 

who acclimatize quickly a fortnight on the 

North Col or a week at Camp VI [26,850ft.] 

is merely looking for trouble.” AJ vol. 46

– PH Unna of the National Physical 

Laboratory and AC member reported to  

the Mount Everest Committee, Oxygen  

Sub-Committee, in 1922 that the oxygen  

sets would be made by Siebe Gormann and 

the carrying frames by Bergans Meis in 

Norway. Elsewhere it is reported that the 

frames were designed by Finch. The whole 

outfit weighed about 35 lbs. with four full 

oxygen cylinders.

– Finch, who improved the operation 

of the oxygen sets in 1922, wrote in his 

autobiography that above the North Col 

“unless I kept my mind on the question of 

breathing and made of it a voluntary  

process instead of the involuntary one it 

normally is, I suffered from lack of air and 

consequent feeling of suffocation.” On a 

second night at 25,500ft. with G Bruce  

and their Gurkha porter he noted: “There  

is no doubt whatsoever that oxygen saved  

our lives.” 

 The Air Ministry’s High Pressure Oxygen 

Apparatus designed for the Mount Everest 

Committee in 1922
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 Finch wearing oxygen apparatus. 1922.  

photo by noel

 Irvine outside his workshop tent at  

Shekar Dzong attending to oxygen apparatus,  

late April 1924. photo by odell  

 Irvine in camp attending to oxygen apparatus, 

1924. photo by beetham 

– On 29 January 1924 JN Collie, AC  

president 1920-1922, wrote to CG Bruce: 

“Despite the divided opinion amongst mem-

bers of the expedition [they are] expected to 

make the best possible use of the [oxygen] outfit 

supplied.” AC Archives. Norton’s “decision to 

climb without oxygen for his summit attempt 

with Somervell in 1924 could be explained by 

the inferior quality of the equipment, which 

meant that the advantage of using it at all was 

debateable”, according to his son Bill, who adds 

that he also “had ethical objections to the use 

of artificial aids” and “was by nature a techno-

phobe”.

– On 21 April 1924, after weeks repairing and 

adjusting the oxygen sets, Irvine admitted: “I’m 

awfully glad that I’ll be with Mallory in the 

first lot, but I wish ever so much that it was a 

non-oxygen attempt.”

- During the planning stages of the 1924 expe-

dition Freshfield wrote: “So long as the summit 

is reached, who cares whether it is with or with-

out Supplementary oxygen.” AJ vol. 32-33
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– On oxygen cannisters Finch wrote: “Very 

occasionally in the midst of our exacting 

work (at 27,000ft.) [we had to] replace an 

empty cannister of oxygen by a full one. 

The empty ones were thrown away, and as 

it bumped its way over the precipice and 

the good steel clanged like a church bell 

at each impact, we laughed… ‘There goes 

another 5 lbs. off our backs’…. Descending 

from 27,300ft. [we] reduced our burden to a 

minimum by dumping our oxygen cylinders. 

The place will be easily recognized… [they] 

are perched against a rock at the head of 

the one and only large snow-filled couloir 

running right up from the head of the East 

Rongbuk glacier to the ridge.”  

Geographical Journal vol. 60

The Alpine Club’s 1924 oxygen cylinder 

was found during the 1933 Everest 

expedition and brought to London, where  

it has since served as a gong to call meetings 

to order.
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CLOTHING

Norton, in a letter to his mother, 10 May 

1922: “Reached No. 1 Camp (18,000ft.)… 

our personal gear consisted of eiderdown 

sleeping bag (say, 15 lbs. or so)… and a 

knapsack with change of socks, washing 

things etc. apiece. I wore my windproof suit, 

a sweater and No. 2 pair of Carter’s [leath-

er] boots… I wore cashmere puttoo hat and 

didn’t feel the sun, even on the glacier.” His 

rucksack with its contents was lost when it 

slid down to the glacier below as he,  

Mallory and Somervell were making their 

first attempt on the summit.

Finch made his own sleeping bag from an ei-

derdown duvet in 1922 and designed a knee-

length down-filled jacket covered with hot 

air balloon fabric, plus trousers and gloves, 

worn to 27,400ft. Returning to Camp III 

from the North Col he found that “cold had 

penetrated the half-inch thick soles of my 

boots and 3 pairs of heavy woollen socks.”

In his 1960 autobiography John Morris wrote 

that in 1922 their clothing was “absolutely 

inadequate… little was known of wind-

proofed garments. [We had] sheepskin thigh-

high flying boots [but nobody] considered the 

possibility of constructing a climbing boot 

insulated in such a way that its wearer would 

not be subject to frostbite. Most of us wore 

knickerbocker suits, …several sets of finespun 

woollen underclothing [or] flannel pyjamas 

1922

 George Finch in his eiderdown jacket. 1922 

 Morshead, Mallory, Somervell and Norton 

back at Base Camp in their tweeds and pullovers, 

Somervell in sheepskin flying boots and Norton 

in his Knickerbocker climbing outfit, and Carter’s 

boots and puttees, after the first summit attempt 

on 21 May1922, reaching 26,750ft.  

photo by strutt (?)

 Alpine Journal ads in 1923 for Carter’s boots 

as worn by EF Norton in 1922, and in 1924 

for Burberry’s Knickerbocker climbing outfit as 

endorsed by Charles G Bruce
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worn under their suits, several pairs of socks, 

…and a selection of shetland pullovers... 

The porters put on the padded high-altitude 

smocks and trousers which had been issued… 

with thick woollen helmets and heavy boots.”

After the 1922 expedition Finch 

recommended “thin silk underwear, 

light woollen underwear, heavy woollen 

underwear, woollen sweater and trousers, 

warm and windproof clothing.” Gloves 

should be “thin wool, lambskin and flannel-

lined over-gloves… boots with felt-covered 

canvas uppers and soles of thin leather 

[covered] with hinged plywood, and puttees” 

above the ankle. For the head: “a woollen 

balaclava covering most of the face and ears, 

with Crookes’ tinted glass goggles,” all these 

at one time.

 

FOOD 

Most food supplies were carried to Base 

Camp and some higher camps in their 

original cases, each containing a single type 

of food. Before departure from Darjeeling 

they were not re-packed with selected foods 

for balanced meals.

John Morris in his autobiography wrote: “We 

were provided with the best of everything 

that money could buy, but we had not yet 

then learned what was essential and what 

was not… notably large quantities of tinned 

quail in aspic, which is known to become 

jaded at high altitude… or successive meals 

constructed on the basis of strawberry jam or 

tomato sauce.”

Tinned stew often had to be eaten cold from 

the tin, but only if kept in one’s sleeping bag 

overnight to prevent freezing. 

The Primus stoves used on Everest were 

known to be unreliable as early as 1920 

when Kellas “reported difficulty in getting 

Primus stoves to burn at high altitudes [over 

20,000ft.] on Mount Kamet.”

Norton wrote to his mother on 25 

May 1922 that after he, Mallory and 

Somervell returned to the North Col 

camp from 26,750ft. their meal, which 

he “recommended for similar occasions”, 

comprised “strawberry jam and ‘Ideal’ milk 

(both solid of course) mixed with powdery 

snow into a sort of ice… rather good but not 

very sustaining.” EF Norton diary. They had 

no cooking pans in which to melt the snow 

and heat the concoction.

In late May 1922, at 27,400ft. Mallory, 

Norton and Somervell dined on chocolate, 

raisins and Kendal Mint Cake, but no hot 

drink. A favourite meal was Norton’s ‘hoosh’ 

– tinned soup, tinned meat and biscuits all 

pounded together.
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 Bentley Beetham’s photograph of  “Irvine 

teaching porters to use a Primus stove” in  

EO Shebbeare’s 1924 journal

 Expedition members having a proper sit-

down breakfast at Base Camp early in the 1922 

expedition. from left to right: Wakefield, Morris, 

CG Bruce, Norton, an unnamed Gurkha and  

G Bruce, with a porter standing at the back. 

photo by noel

 Goggles similar to ‘Crooke’s tinted glass 

goggles’ recommended by Finch after the  

1922 expedition 
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1924 E XPE DITION

back row, left to right:

Andrew C Irvine 

George Leigh Mallory

Col. Edward F Norton

Noel E Odell

John Macdonald
 

front row, left to right:

Edward O Shebbeare

Capt. J Geoffrey Bruce

Theodore H Somervell 

Bentley Beetham 
 

not pictured:

John de Vars Hazard

Richard WG Hingston

Capt. John BL Noel
 

 photo by noel 
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back row, left to right 

andrew c irvine (1902-1924). Student, 

Merton College, member of the Oxford 

University expedition to Spitsbergen 

in 1923 along with Noel Odell, and on 

Odell’s recommendation he joined the 

1924 expedition. As a talented mechanic 

he modified and improved the performance 

of the oxygen apparatus. He and George 

Mallory disappeared on their final attempt  

at the summit on 8 June 1924.

george leigh mallory (see 1921)

col. edward f norton (see 1922)

noel e odell (1890-1987), elected AC 

1916. Geologist, experienced Alpine 

climber, he was oxygen officer in 1924 and 

back-up support for Mallory and Irvine on 

their summit attempt. He made a solo ascent 

to Camp VI and was the last man to see  

them alive.

john macdonald. Son of David Macdonald, 

British trade agent for Gyantse and 

Yatung, Tibet. At John Noel’s request he 

secured unofficial travel permits from the 

Commissioner of Police, Calcutta, in 1924 

for a party of Tibetan lamas from a Gyantse 

monastery to travel to England. Noel had 

arranged for them to give music and dance 

performances in cinemas where his 1922 

and 1924 films of Everest would be shown.

front row, left to right

edward o shebbeare (1884-1964), elected 

AC 1925. Naturalist, forester attached to the 

Indian Forest Service in Bengal from 1906 

and later game warden in Malaya, he was a 

founding member of the Himalayan Club in 

1928 and joined the 1929 and 1931 German 

expeditions to Kangchenjunga. On the 1924 

and 1933 Everest expeditions he served as 

transport officer.

capt. j geoffrey bruce (see 1922)

theodore h somervell (see 1922)

bentley beetham (1886-1963), elected 

AC 1922. Photographer, ornithologist, rock 

climber, he climbed in Spitsbergen and 

Morocco, and in the Alps with Somervell. 

He was selected for the 1924 climbing party 

but a severe attack of sciatica prevented him 

from taking part in summit attempts.

not pictured

john de vars hazard (c.1885-1968), 

Engineer, he was with Alexander Kellas on 

the 1920 Kamet expedition and in the 1924 

Everest climbing party, reaching the North 

Col. Following the expedition he surveyed 

the West Rongbuk glacier with Hari Singh 

Thapa and continued to Lhatse and the 

Tsangpo River, outside the area permitted 

for travel by the Tibetan Government.

capt. john bl noel (see 1922)
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richard wg hingston (1887-1968), elected 

AC 1924. RAF medical officer and natural-

ist attached to the Indian Medical Service, 

he served as expedition doctor in 1924. He 

was not an experienced climber but reached 

Camp IV to attend to Norton’s snow blind-

ness and accompanied Charles G Bruce to 

Sikkim to recover from an attack of malaria.

 

 

1924

 ‘Hazard, Noel, G Bruce, Mallory’,  

ef norton, 1924 

 Expedition members with porters and  

servants in Darjeeling before departure, 1924 
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GOALS

– The summit.

 Porters leaving Base Camp 1924  

OBSTACLES & PROBLEMS

– On 29 May 1923, FM Bailey, then 

Political Officer in Sikkim, wrote to the Sec’y. 

for Foreign and Political Affairs warning that 

the “Tibetan Government not in favour of 

a Geologist accompanying the expedition 

in 1924… [It would] affect the capability of 

the soil.” No one from the Survey of India 

entered Tibet that year. India Office Records

– On 18 March 1924 Mallory wrote to 

Longstaff: “I’m dead against trying without 

oxygen from 26,000ft. …We have no 

crampons for the last bit – only the old heavy 

sort.” AC Archives

– Inadequate food, liquid and protective 

clothing, and inoperative Primus stoves at 

high altitude.

– Bentley Beetham wrote to his friend 

Stockdale on 9 May: “Must not be shown to 

the Press”… “Base Camp: the first attempt 

has failed… even to reach the North Col, owing 

to the awful weather… The porters suffered, 

1 with frost-bite, 1 with pneumonia, 1 with 

a cerebral blood clot who died… The morale 

of the coolies has gone.” AC Archives. After 

the death of a second porter, Karma Paul, 

interpreter to the 1922 and 1924 expeditions, 

obtained a blessing from the Abbot of Rongbuk 

monastery for the entire expedition. The 

morale of porters and climbers was boosted.

– In Norton’s diary for 23 May he admitted 

that the “route to N. Col palpably unsafe 

– all porters have had a bellyfull – Irvine & 

Odell both sick men – Mallory bad cough 

– Somervell miles below par… Hazard OK 

but had enough pro. tem. …It is not all gain 

commanding an expedition of this sort.”

Many years after the expedition he told his 

son Bill that he had been excited by the “novel 

prospect” of climbing Everest in 1922, but in 

1924 “he knew from experience that it would 

be (in military jargon) a ‘fatigue’’’. Forged iron crampons, the “old heavy sort”
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– Freshfield in a letter to GW Young on  

27 July: “However handy it may be for short 

rock climbs I cannot hold that two is a proper 

party for a great mountain… the alternative 

to my mind would be a second party or two 

in immediate support. I don’t say this in the 

way of criticism.” AC Archives

1924

 Scales used for weighing loads in 1924

 Bentley Beetham’s photograph in  

EO Shebbeare’s 1924 journal of six of the  

‘Tigers’ who helped establish the high camps 

 Norton and Somervell with three ‘Tigers’,  

the 2nd assault team, 1924. photo by noel  

 Ice cliffs of the North Col. 1924. 

photo by beetham 

Layout 4 final artwork.indd   57 01/11/2021   08:20



58 EVEREST by ‘Those Who Were There’

RESULTS

– At the meeting of the Mount Everest 

Committee on 16 October 1924 

Younghusband listed the “splendid results” 

of the expedition: “The rescue of Norton, 

Mallory, Somervell marooned on the North 

Col; Odell’s climb to 25,000ft. and twice 

to 27,000ft. after spending 10 days at the 

North Col Camp at 23,000ft.; Norton and 

Somervell climbing to 28,000ft. without 

oxygen; establishing a camp at 27,000ft. and 

possibly passing the night there; G Bruce 

leading load-carrying porters to 27,000ft.; 

Hingston’s efforts to maintain the health of 

expedition members; Camps V and VI above 

the North Col established.”

– Longstaff wrote in the Alpine Journal that 

“This year’s success is almost incredible 

under the adverse weather conditions which 

were met with.” AJ vol. 37

– Mallory and Irvine disappeared on 8 June 

while making their final summit attempt 

from Camp VI at 27,000ft.

– FM Bailey in Gangtok wrote to the 

MEC that the Tibetan Government “will 

refuse any request for an expedition to 

Mount Everest from anybody of whatever 

nationality… because of the actions of the 

[1924] expedition members themselves.” 

The Under Sec’y. of State for India added 

the Dalai Lama’s criticism of Hazard’s 

journey outside the permitted territory to 

Lhatse and the Tsangpo, and that Noel’s 

“shabby dealings in connection with the 

enticement of lamas to England… [had 

caused] great offence.” India Office Records. 

Noel was given only unofficial approval for 

the Tibetans’ tour by John Macdonald, son of 

the trade agent for Gyantse and Yatung. 

– In late 1924 Norton wrote in The Problem 

of Everest that “On the whole this plan [for 

the summit]… was too complicated, and 

smacked of that most difficult operation 

in war – the concentration of troops from 

different points on the field of battle at the 

decisive moment.” AJ vol. 37

– Odell, in Has Everest Been Climbed: 

“Mallory in his last note to me said they were 

using very little oxygen, and that they hoped 

to take only two cylinders each from Camp 

VI. The question remains: Has Mount 

Everest been climbed? It must now be left 

unanswered, for there is no evidence… I 

myself feel it is very probable that Mallory 

and Irvine succeeded.”  

Geographical Journal vol. 64
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ICE A XE

– In his 1978 typed memoir Percy Wyn-

Harris recounted finding this ice axe at 

Camp III, 31 May 1933: “Before we reached 

the first step and 250 yds. short of it and 60 

feet below the crest of the ridge I practically 

stumbled on an ice-axe… The steel was all 

absolutely bright and the wood was as if it 

had been cleaned with sand paper. It marked 

the scene of a fall by a climber from the ridge 

60ft. above, or from the place where it was 

lying… I left my own axe at Camp VI as I 

could not carry two… I used the one now in 

the Alpine Club for the journey home.” 

AC Archives

 

 Poster announcing Odell’s illustrated lecture 

on the 1924 expedition at Usher Hall, Edinburgh,  

29 October 1924 

 Sandy Irvine’s 1924 ice axe found by  

Percy Wyn-Harris and Lawrence Wager on the 

1933 expedition 

 Edward F Norton, The Fight for Everest 

1924. London, Edward Arnold, 1925 

1924
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– In a letter dated August 1934 addressed 

“Sir”, possibly EL Strutt, then editor of the 

Alpine Journal, Odell wrote: “On being 

shown the ice-axe… what struck me at once 

was its entirely undamaged state. It cannot, 

therefore, have fallen far, if at all. [It was] 

found on a gently inclined slope 200 yds. 

E. of the First Step & 60ft. below the crest 

of the N.E. arête… On 8 June 1924, on 

either the First or the Second Step I saw 

two human figures moving deliberately and 

expeditiously (not ‘swiftly’ as some have 

misquoted me). It is unlikely that the position 

of the axe marks the scene of an accident, at 

any rate on the ascent.” AC Archives. When 

Mallory’s body was discovered in 1999 with 

a length of torn rope around his waist, it lay 

1,000ft. below the spot where Irvine’s ice  

axe was found.

– Wyn-Harris had written to Odell on 16 

June 1934 that “the triple lll was on the 

axe when I picked it up.” And Odell wrote 

to Farrar: “I seem to recollect that Irvine 

had marked some of his equipment with a 

triple nick; his father and brother are of the 

same opinion… Light axes [by Willisch of 

Taesch] were supplied to all the 1924 party, 

& either Mallory or Irvine might have had 

one in use on their last climb… Mrs. Mallory, 

moreover, tells me that as far as she is aware 

her husband never marked his things with 

such a triple mark, or with any other mark.” 

AC Archives

1924

 Odell’s “expanded” account of the ice axe 

found by Percy Wyn-Harris and Lawrence Wager 

in 1933, sent to JL Strutt  

 Page 2 of above   Sandy Irvine’s diary

M A LLO RY &  IRV IN E’S  

LA ST DAYS

– Mallory spelled out his intricate plan to 

take the summit in a letter to Longstaff, sent 

from Chiblung on 19 April 1924:

“A. Place camp V for 3 or 4 tents, building 

tent sites, at about 25,000 - say 12 loads 

carried up this journey.

B. (i) A gasless party, X & Y, with 8 porters 

light loaded or not loaded at all & say 6 loaded 

porters proceed to V & sleep there with the 8.

    (ii) X-Y proceed with the 8 & 6 loads to 

establish VII at 27,300 or thereabouts. 

C. On the same day as B (ii) W+Z, the gas 

party, with 12 porters of whom 4 only carry… 

loads, proceed to V where they find a dump 

of all they want including O2 & with the  

8 porters who have come without loads,  

& themselves, after using O2 presumably,  

go on to establish VI at the known platform  

at 26,500.
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The sixteen porters who have carried for 

these two camps go down to IV & if possible 

will be met on the way at V.

D. The two porters start an hour or more 

before daylight in full moonlight & windless 

air, we hope, & meet on the summit... We’re 

going to sail to the top this time, God with 

us – or stamp to the top with the wind in our 

teeth.” AC Archives 

– Irvine was busy prior to their summit 

attempt mending the oxygen apparatus, 

cookers, cameras and rope ladders, and 

altering Mallory’s crampons. His diary 

entries for their last days on Everest are 

short, ending on 5 June, and record only their 

first summit attempt on the 4th: “Mallory 

and I prepared for our oxygen attempt, but 

shortly after breakfast a porter came down 

to say that N[orton] and S[omervell] had 

established Camp VI at 27,000ft., and stayed 

the night there. Great was the excitement in 

the camp. After an early tiffin George 
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and I put the worst aspect on things, and we 

decided to go up to the N[orth] C[ol] and be 

ready to fetch the sick men down…” From 

the North Col “George believes he has seen 

their downward tracks some 700ft. below the 

summit. I hope they’ve got to the top, but by 

God, I’d like to have a whack at it myself… 

N. & S. spotted at about 8p.m... they had 

reached 28,000 feet.” On the 5th he wrote 

only that “Somervell still very exhausted… 

Norton is badly snowblinded and can’t be 

moved… My face is perfect agony. Have 

prepared two oxygen apparatus for our start 

tomorrow morning.” Irvine Archive, Merton 

College Oxford. Odell retrieved Irvine’s diary 

and personal items from the tent at Camp VI 

and returned them to his family. 

– Mallory’s letter sent from Camp V, 

received by Odell at Camp IV about 6 p.m. 

on 6 June: “Dear Odell, Herewith Ang 

Tenjin, Tewang, Nimya, Dareda. The first 

is anxious to go down to III & as he has done 

well I should be glad if you could let him 

go. The provision rucksack which he carries 

has been pretty well gone through by us. No 

wind here and things look hopeful, GM.” 

AC Archives

– Mallory’s letter sent from Camp VI, 

received by Odell about 3 p.m. on 7 June:

“Dear Odell, We’re awfully sorry to have 

left things in such a mess – our Unna cooker 

rolled down the slope at the last moment. 

Be sure of getting back to IV to-morrow in 

time to evacuate before dark as I hope to. In 

1924

 A page from Sandy Irvine’s diary 

 Mallory and Irvine about to leave Camp IV 

(Chang La or Ice Cliff camp) on 6 June for the 

final attempt to reach the summit in 1924.  

The last photograph of them, taken by Odell 
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the tent I must have left a compass – for the 

Lord’s sake rescue it; we are here without. To 

here on 90 atmospheres for the 2 days – so 

we’ll probably go on 2 cylinders – but it’s a 

bloody load for climbing. Perfect weather for 

the job. Yours ever, G Mallory.” AC Archives

1. Everest West Shoulder 

2. Pumori 

3. Lingtren

4. West Rongbuk glacier 

5. West Lingtren (Mallory’s ‘Island Peak’) 

6. Unnamed Peak 6,920m

7. Cho Oyu 

8. Peak 6,845m. 

1

4

7

2

5

8

3

6

 Panorama taken by Somervell from 28,000ft. 

on Everest, just short of the Second Step, looking 

west towards Pumori. Shot with a vest-pocket 

Kodak camera at midday or early afternoon on  

3 June 1924 from the highest point in the world at 

which photographs had ever been taken 
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EO  S HE BBEARE’S JOURNAL 

Shebbeare had his 1924 Everest journal 

with him when he arrived in Malaya to 

become a game warden, sometime before 

1940. It survived the Japanese invasion and 

occupation of Malaya, and his years as a 

prisoner-of-war in Changi jail, Singapore, 

from 1941 to 1945. Shortly before the 

Japanese advanced on Malaya he had lent 

his journal to the Superintendent of the 

Government Printing Works, Kuala Lumpur, 

who locked it in the safe. His office and safe 

were ransacked by the Japanese but a friend 

in the Forest Service retrieved the journal 

and smuggled it out of the building. On 

Shebbeare’s return to Kuala Lumpur in 1946 

he visited another old friend from the Forest 

Service, to whom the journal had been 

given for safekeeping and who returned it to 

him. All the photos were taken by Bentley 

Beetham.

On Mallory and Irvine’s last climb, his 

journal reads:

“June 6 – M & I to V for their attempt with 

oxygen.”

“June 7 – M & I left V for VI. Odell [at V] 

for support.”

“June 8 – M & I made their attempt on the 

summit. Odell visited VI, found Mallory’s 

note and caught a glimpse of them either 

on the First or (more probably) Second Step 

(about 28,200).”

In a much later pencil note by Shebbeare: 

“Probably he mistook black rock for them – 

just as climbers in 1933 did – Odell thinks 

so now.”

Somervell at Camp V on 8 June wrote: “Just 

after I had emerged from a state of jubilation 

at finding the first definite fossils on Everest 

[I saw] Mallory and his companion moving… 

with considerable alacrity [from] the promi-

nent rock-step at a very short distance from 

the base of the final pyramid.” AJ vol. 36

1924

In Odell’s diary for 8 June he wrote: “ Up 

6. Off 8. Went up & over N. ridge on to N. 

face frequent mists. At 12:50 I saw M. & I. 

on ridge nearing base of final pyramid. Had a 

little rock climbing at 26,000, at 2 on reaching 

tent at 27,000 waited... hr., then went out & 

whistled & shouted to give M. & I. direction. 

Blizzard cleared & so decided to go back, 

reached IV. c. 6:45, no signs, lights, on mt. 

Made arrangements for code with Hazard, & 

as no M. or I. started off 12:15 with 2 coolies 

for V, arr. 3:30, v. cold wind on ridge, & gusts 

at camp: prep. oxy. app. for going on to VI. 

tomorrow. Nothing further of M. & I.” 

And on 9 June: “Very cold night Sent coolies 

down to IV. Used oxygen which allayed tire 

in legs somewhat: very bitter W. wind of great 

force all day. Climbed up slowly to W. of VI, 

& finally reached tent, but no signs of M & I 

around. Signalled by sleeping bags on snow 

patch to Hazard at IV… No trace found. Left 

some provisions in tent, closed it up, & came 

down ridge in violent wind, didn’t call at V. 
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reached IV c. 5 where found Hazard  

& Nema. All went down to III, glorious  

glacier walk, much wasted.”

Shebbeare “evacuated” the high camps 

and on 13 June “spent the day building a 

cairn to commemorate all losses on three 

expeditions… carved their names with 

screwdrivers.”  

EO Shebbeare journal

 Odell’s diary for 8 and 9 June 1924,  

the day Mallory and Ivine disapeared, and  

Odell’s search for them   

 Bentley Beetham carving a stone for the cairn 

[and] “The Cairn” built by Shebbeare on 13 June 

near Base Camp, but no longer standing. 

eo shebbeare journal
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On the return march to Darjeeling,  

Edward Norton stopped at Chogorong on 

the 15 June to take in the scene: “Camped 

at a dhokpa high up above Chöbu – a 

delightful situation & wonderful view of 

Everest – sketched & was more peaceful & 

content than for a long time.” 

EF Norton diary

1924

 ‘Everest from Chogorong. 15.6.24’, 

ef norton  
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In stark contrast with the 1922 black and white panoramas of 

Everest is this colour panorama of Everest from the Pang La, on 

the Tingri Road en route to Rongbuk, extending from Cho Oyu 

eastward, looking on to the North Face of Everest. The Pang La, 

now closed, is north of Everest and overlooks the Rongbuk valley. 

Taken in 2000 with a Fuji GX617 panoramic camera and Fuji 

Velvia film. kunj trivedi, photographer; patron,  

the himalayan club

Layout 4 final artwork.indd   68 01/11/2021   08:21



691921, 1922, 1924

Layout 4 final artwork.indd   69 01/11/2021   08:21



70 EVEREST by ‘Those Who Were There’

 A chunk of altered calcareous 

sandstone found by Odell near Camp VI 

in 1924  
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