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ABSTRACT

Between 1922 and 1939, Sherpa and Tibetan climbers made up a large share of everyone who
climbed above 8,000 metres, carrying loads to the highest camps without supplemental oxygen and
in clothing that would be considered inadequate today. This paper follows the men behind that
record, among them Lhakpa Chedi, Ang Tharkay, Ang Tsering, Gaylay and Pasang Dawa Lama, and
the institutions that shaped their work, from the Himalayan Club's chit books to the Tiger Badge. It
argues that the interwar Himalaya was not a stage for lone European heroes but a shared enterprise
in which indigenous climbers carried the greatest risk, made decisive choices of their own, and laid
the foundation for the first ascents of the 1950s.

How to cite
Mountaineer.fi (2026). The Invisible Engines of the Himalaya. White Paper No 9, version 1.0. mountaineer.fi/whitepapers

Published by Mountaineer.fi, an independent group of mountaineers. Released for academic, operational and educational use. Redistribution

with attribution permitted; not for commercial resale.

Cover photograph: Rdevany, CC BY-SA 3.0 - Wikimedia Commons.

Mountaineer.fi - White Paper No 9



1. Introduction: Deconstructing the Myth of the Lone Sahib

The conventional historiography of early Himalayan mountaineering has long been dominated by the
romanticized narratives of European explorers attempting the world's highest peaks during the interwar period.
The enduring public fascination with figures such as George Mallory, Andrew Irvine, and Eric Shipton has
frequently overshadowed the indigenous populations whose labor, technical skill, and unparalleled
physiological endurance made these extreme-altitude incursions possible. The tragic disappearance of Mallory
and Irvine on Mount Everest in 1924 became a defining mythology of the twentieth century, embedding the
image of the solitary Western sahib battling the elements into the global consciousness. However, a rigorous re-
examination of archival records, expedition logs, and recent historical scholarship reveals a starkly different

statistical and narrative reality regarding who actually conquered the highest altitudes first.

In 1950, the French alpinists Maurice Herzog and Louis Lachenal reached the summit of Annapurna, marking the
first successful ascent of an 8,000-metre peak. Yet, the foundation for this triumph was laid decades earlier.
Between 1922 and 1939, a surprisingly large number of individuals climbed above 8,000 metres without
reaching a summit. A frequently quoted count holds that of the first 35 men to climb above this altitude, 21
were Sherpa or Tibetan porters. We could not trace that figure to a primary source, so treat it as an estimate; the
expedition records below leave no doubt that Sherpa and Tibetan climbers made up a large share of everyone

who went that high.

This metric fundamentally disrupts the traditional colonial narrative of Himalayan exploration. These
indigenous climbers did not merely facilitate European ambition; they were the vanguard of high-altitude
alpinism. They carried heavy logistical loads to extreme altitudes without the benefit of supplemental oxygen,
lightweight clothing, modern boots, or the advanced equipment available to subsequent generations. Only one
of them, Tenzing Norgay, achieved enduring global fame, largely due to his successful 1953 Everest ascent
alongside Sir Edmund Hillary, a life dramatized in Jennifer Peedom's 2026 film Tenzing, with Genden Phuntsok
as Tenzing, Tom Hiddleston as Hillary and Willem Dafoe as John Hunt. However, even in popular media, the
focus remains on the ultimate summit, often obscuring the fact that Tenzing himself was carrying loads to 8,300

metres on the 1938 Everest expedition long before his historic triumph.

This report provides an exhaustive analysis of this overlooked cadre of interwar mountaineers. By examining
the geopolitical context of the era, the institutionalization of indigenous labor, and the specific biographical
achievements of figures such as Lhakpa Chedi, Ang Tharkay, Ang Tsering, Pasang Dawa Lama, and Gaylay, this
analysis seeks to restore these "invisible engines" to their rightful place at the center of mountaineering history.
This re-evaluation is heavily informed by Edward Morgan's 2026 book, Chasing Mallory’s Dream: The Race
Between Britain and Germany to Climb the Himalayan Peaks (Bodleian Library Publishing, 2026), which
systematically recovers the narratives of these subaltern climbers. Furthermore, the report explores the critical,
yet deeply marginalized, contributions of women—both European climbers like Hettie Dyhrenfurth and native

Sherpani porters—who challenged the exclusively male paradigm of early Himalayan expeditions.
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2. The Historiographical Shift: From "The Orphaned Hand" to
"Chasing Mallory's Dream”

The impulse to re-evaluate interwar Himalayan history has gained significant traction in contemporary
scholarship, a movement exemplified by Edward Morgan's recent archival investigations. Initially conceived
under the working title The Orphaned Hand, Morgan's research originally intended to focus purely on the
aftermath of Mallory and Irvine's disappearance and the subsequent British Everest expeditions. However, deep
archival work at Merton College (housing the Andrew Irvine collection), the Mount Everest Foundation at the
Royal Geographical Society, and the Bodleian Library illuminated a far more complex narrative.

The resulting publication, Chasing Mallory’s Dream, pivots away from the saturated mythology of Mallory's
death to expose the broader, nationalistic race to conquer the Himalayan giants. By leveraging previously
unpublished documents—including the autobiographical writings of Kenneth Mason, the first Professor of
Geography at Oxford and a founding figure of the Himalayan Club—the historiography shifts from a tale of
isolated British heroism to a highly structured analysis of the indigenous climbers who made such heroism
structurally possible.

Morgan's work underscores that the Sherpa and Tibetan men who entered the "death zone" prior to 1939 are
not mere footnotes; they are the central characters in the evolution of high-altitude survival. To understand why
their achievements were consistently downplayed in contemporary accounts, one must analyze the

macroeconomic and geopolitical trauma of the interwar period that demanded European heroes.

3. The Geopolitics of the Death Zone: Britain, Germany, and
the Interwar Himalaya

To contextualize the intense concentration of Himalayan expeditions between 1922 and 1939, it is necessary to
examine the socio-political climate following the First World War. The Himalaya emerged as a surrogate
battlefield for national prestige, where the traumas of trench warfare were sublimated into extreme-altitude

endurance.

For the British Empire, the psychological toll of the Great War, compounded by the loss of the North and South
Poles to American and Norwegian explorers, created an urgent need for a unifying triumph. Mount Everest was
subsequently framed as the "Third Pole," a final frontier of terrestrial exploration that belonged by right of
imperial geography to Britain. The British Everest expeditions of the 1920s and 1930s were heavily subsidized by
organizations like the Royal Geographical Society and the Mount Everest Committee, designed to project British
stoicism, physical vitality, and imperial dominance.

Conversely, the German state—fractured by civil war, political revolution in Berlin and Munich, and the punitive
conditions of the Treaty of Versailles—sought psychological redemption in the Himalaya. The "Munich School"
of climbing had rapidly advanced alpinism, pushing rock climbing to the Vith grade of technical difficulty in the
Alps and pioneering the use of pitons (much to the chagrin of traditional British climbers). German climbers,
many of whom were veterans who had endured the horrors of the front lines and prisoner-of-war camps,

transferred their martial discipline and fatalism to the world's highest peaks. Nanga Parbat (8,126 metres) was
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ideologically framed as Germany’s Schicksalsberg ("Mountain of Destiny"), a peak that demanded total sacrifice
for the motherland.

This intense nationalistic rivalry, fueled by a desire to realize "Mallory's dream" and conquer the 8,000-metre
barrier, necessitated a massive logistical apparatus. European climbers, severely weakened by altitude sickness,
gastrointestinal illness, and unfamiliarity with the environment, became entirely dependent on the
physiological adaptations and immense physical stamina of Sherpa and Tibetan laborers. These workers were
recruited primarily from the Darjeeling bazaar, serving as the literal backbone of the colonial expeditionary

machine.

4. The Vanguard of the 8,000-Metre Mark: The 1922 and 1924
British Expeditions

The earliest attempts to breach the 8,000-metre mark were defined by a brutal learning curve regarding high-
altitude physiology, weather patterns, and the limits of human biomechanics without modern synthetic

insulation.

The 1922 Oxygen Experiments and the Genesis of Native Sacrifice

The 1922 British Mount Everest expedition marked the first concerted effort to utilize supplemental oxygen.
George Finch, an Australian-born chemist and mountaineer, championed the use of oxygen apparatus. The
Alpine Club establishment remained deeply suspicious of these "artificial" means, viewing them as unsporting,
but Finch designed a system that, despite weighing nearly 30 pounds, proved highly effective. With Geoffrey
Bruce, a Gurkha officer, Finch reached about 8,320 m on the North Face, a new altitude record that showed
oxygen could make a decisive difference. The Gurkha soldier Tejbir Bura, who climbed with them, turned back
exhausted above their high camp at about 7,800 m.

However, the 1922 expedition is most historically significant for initiating the tragic paradigm of native sacrifice.
During an attempt to establish higher camps, a massive avalanche on the slopes of the North Col swept away a
climbing party, killing seven Sherpa and Tibetan porters. This disaster—often attributed to George Mallory's
obsessive ambition and misjudgment of monsoonal snow conditions—highlighted the severe asymmetry in
risk. The European leaders commanded the routes and reaped the glory, but the porters bore the brunt of the

physical exposure and mortality.

Lhakpa Chedi and the 1924 Everest Breakthrough

Despite the trauma of 1922, the 1924 Everest expedition pushed even higher, utilizing the native climbers not
merely as transport infrastructure, but as indispensable climbing partners. It was during this expedition that the

8,000-metre barrier was definitively shattered by indigenous climbers.

In 1924, Lhakpa Chedi, Norbu Yishay, and Semchumbi became the first three porters in recorded history to
climb above 8,000 metres. Navigating treacherous, icy rock steps in primitive leather boots, they successfully
carried vital supplies to Camp VI, establishing the highest human habitation on earth at that time. Howard
Somervell, a leading British climber and medical missionary on the expedition, recognized the three men's

extraordinary resilience and capability in his accounts of the expedition.
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The success of Lhakpa Chedi, Norbu Yishay, and Semchumbi in 1924 represented a critical inflection point. It
proved that Sherpa and Tibetan climbers possessed not only generations of adaptation to high-altitude hypoxia
but also the psychological fortitude and technical acumen required to navigate the "death zone". Yet, when
Mallory and Irvine disappeared on the Northeast Ridge days later, the global media apparatus hyper-focused on
the European tragedy. The unprecedented physiological achievement of Lhakpa and his peers was relegated to
the archival background, viewed merely as the logistical precursor to the European drama.

5. Institutionalizing the Altitude Worker: The Himalayan Club
and the Tiger Badge

As the demand for elite high-altitude laborers surged in the late 1920s and 1930s, the informal recruitment
systems of Darjeeling proved insufficient. The British imperial administration, recognizing the strategic,
geographic, and sporting importance of Himalayan exploration, sought to formalize, quantify, and ultimately
control this labor force.

The Founding of the Himalayan Club (1928)

In 1928, Kenneth Mason, a distinguished geographer, mountaineer, and Survey of India officer, co-founded the
Himalayan Club. The Club was explicitly designed to systematize Himalayan exploration along British colonial
models, functioning as an institutional gatekeeper for geographical knowledge and logistical support. The
Himalayan Club assumed the responsibility of registering Sherpa and Bhotia (Tibetan) porters, issuing "chit
books" to track their employment history, standardize pay rates, and record performance evaluations provided
by European expedition leaders.

This institutionalization transformed the Sherpas from autonomous mountain pastoralists into a highly
regulated, professionalized expeditionary workforce. The chit books operated as a form of colonial surveillance;
a poor review from a European sahib could effectively end a Sherpa's lucrative climbing career.

The Implementation of the Tiger Badge (1939)

By the late 1930s, a distinct hierarchy had emerged among the indigenous climbing workforce. A small elite
cohort repeatedly demonstrated the ability to carry heavy loads into the death zone, consistently
outperforming their peers and, frequently, the European climbers who employed them. To recognize—and
effectively brand—these elite climbers, the Himalayan Club instituted the "Tiger Badge" in 1939.

The Bronze badge, depicting a tiger's head in relief with a mountain peak in the background, was awarded to
experienced climbing porters who displayed exceptional courage and physical capability at extreme altitudes.
The reverse of the badge was engraved with the recipient's name and their official Himalayan Club registration

number.

While the Tiger Badge was deeply coveted by the Sherpas as a mark of supreme professional prestige, it also
served a highly utilitarian colonial function. It allowed expedition leaders to immediately identify the most
capable men, standardizing wage tiers and ensuring that the most dangerous, life-threatening tasks at high
altitude were allocated to proven "Tigers."
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The Tiger Generation: Selected Climbers

The Club's list of Tiger Badge holders, first published in the Himalayan Journal about a year after the 1939
decision and in full in 1967, reads like a roster of the period's greatest unsung climbers. The men below are

among the best documented.

NAME NOTABLE INTERWAR EXPEDITIONS REMARKS

Ang Tharkay Everest 1933, 1938 Carried to about 8,350 m in 1933; sirdar on Annapurna, 1950

Ang Tsering Everest 1933; Nanga Parbat 1934 Last survivor down from the high camps in 1934; died in 2002
Pasang Dawa Lama K2 1939 Reached about 8,380 m on K2 in 1939; first ascent of Cho Oyu, 1954
Pasang Kikuli K2 1939 Died in 1939 trying to rescue Dudley Wolfe on K2

Tenzing Norgay Everest 1938 Carried to about 8,300 m in 1938; first ascent of Everest, 1953

Table 1: Selected Sherpa climbers of the interwar years. Which of them held the Tiger Badge, and their
Himalayan Club numbers, are to be checked against the Club's published roll before the next edition.

6. The Titans of the 1930s: Ang Tharkay and Ang Tsering

The 1930s witnessed the maturation of a professional class of Sherpa mountaineers who treated extreme-
altitude climbing not merely as seasonal labor, but as a dedicated, lifelong vocation. Among this cohort, Ang
Tharkay and Ang Tsering stand out as foundational figures whose physiological capabilities set the standard for

modern high-altitude performance.

Ang Tharkay: The Ultimate Sirdar

Ang Tharkay (born circa 1907) is widely regarded by mountaineering historians as the most outstanding Sherpa
of his era. Short in stature but possessing immense physical strength, tactical intelligence, and charisma, he

became the indispensable logistics architect for the British Everest expeditions.

During the 1933 British Mount Everest expedition, Ang Tharkay shattered existing paradigms by carrying heavy
supply loads to an altitude of 8,350 metres. Operating without supplemental oxygen and wearing primitive
wool and gabardine clothing, this achievement required a level of cardiovascular output that modern sports
science struggles to fully contextualize. His performance earned him the absolute trust of elite British climbers
like Eric Shipton, who later wrote that he owed a large measure of his Himalayan success—and his enjoyment of
the mountains—to Ang Tharkay's leadership.

Ang Tharkay's influence extended far beyond the interwar period. Seventeen years after his exploits on Everest,
he served as Sirdar (head porter) on the historic 1950 French expedition to Annapurna led by Maurice Herzog
and Louis Lachenal. Furthermore, he is credited with formally introducing a young Tenzing Norgay to the
professional world of mountaineering, laying the groundwork for the 1953 Everest triumph. Remarkably, Ang
Tharkay's career longevity allowed him to lead the Sherpas on a French attempt of Dhaulagiri in 1978 at the age

of 70, making him one of the oldest individuals to operate at extreme altitude.
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Ang Tsering and the Crucible of Nanga Parbat

If Ang Tharkay represented the logistical brilliance of the Sherpa climbers, Ang Tsering epitomized their sheer
physical resilience and survival instincts. Ang Tsering was also on Everest in 1933, with Hugh Ruttledge's
expedition. His defining historical moment occurred a year later, during the catastrophic 1934 German

expedition to Nanga Parbat.

The 1934 expedition, led by Willy Merkl, was struck by a severe, multi-day hurricane-force blizzard while the
summit party was strung out across the mountain's high camps. As the European climbers and their Sherpa
support team succumbed to exhaustion, hypothermia, and high-altitude cerebral and pulmonary edemas, the
retreat devolved into a desperate fight for survival. Ang Tsering endured unimaginable conditions, fighting his
way down the mountain through chest-deep snow and zero visibility.

He was the final man to descend alive from the high camps, surviving a storm that ultimately claimed the lives
of three elite German climbers (including Merkl and Willi Welzenbach) and six of his fellow Sherpas. Despite
suffering severe frostbite that would have ended a conventional career, Ang Tsering eventually returned to
professional climbing. He became one of the most venerated elders of the Sherpa climbing community,
outliving nearly all his interwar contemporaries; he died on 22 May 2002, aged about 98.

7. The "Mountain of Destiny" and the Politics of Loyalty: Gaylay
and Willy Merkl

The 1934 Nanga Parbat disaster provides a profound, if tragic, lens through which to examine the socio-cultural
dynamics between the European "sahibs" and the indigenous porters. While the disaster is often remembered
in Western literature for the loss of the German climbing elite, the death of six Sherpas—Nima Norbu, Nima
Dorje, Dakshi, Pinzo Norbu, Nima Tashi, and most notably, Gaylay—underscores the disproportionate burden of

risk borne by the native workforce.

The Final Stand at Camp VII
As the 1934 blizzard decimated the German team, expedition leader Willy Merkl found himself trapped near

Camp VII, physically incapable of continuing the descent. With him was his personal porter, Gaylay, an
experienced high-altitude veteran.

Recognizing that Merkl could not survive the descent, Gaylay made the conscious, autonomous decision to
remain with his employer in the death zone, although, by most accounts, he could still have tried to descend
with Ang Tsering. Gaylay's decision was a fatal one; both he and Merkl succumbed to exposure on the high
ridges of Nanga Parbat.

Historiographical Framing of Gaylay's Death

The narrative surrounding Gaylay's death reveals the intense ideological framing of the era. When a subsequent
German expedition led by Paul Bauer discovered the perfectly preserved bodies of Merkl and Gaylay in 1938,
the German nationalist press seized upon the imagery. The rising Nazi-era media apparatus glorified the
disaster as the ultimate sacrifice of German patriots, and actively co-opted Gaylay's death as the ultimate
expression of subaltern fealty to the European master—framing him merely as the "servant who had remained
faithful to his master to the last".
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However, modern historical re-evaluations strongly suggest a different underlying ethical motive. Gaylay's
actions were less a demonstration of subservient loyalty to the German state than an expression of the complex
ethical and cultural codes of the Sherpa community, wherein the moral obligation to protect the lives of those
in one's care transcended personal survival. His death remains one of the most poignant examples of
indigenous agency and moral fortitude in mountaineering history.

8. American Ambitions and Karakoram Realities: Pasang
Dawa Lama on K2

While the British focused heavily on Everest and the Germans concentrated on Nanga Parbat and
Kangchenjunga, American mountaineering efforts in the interwar period turned toward the Karakoram,
specifically K2 (8,611 metres), widely considered the most technically demanding of the 8,000-metre peaks. The
1939 American Karakoram expedition provided the stage for one of the most astonishing high-altitude feats of
the decade, executed in tandem by the expedition leader and his premier Sherpa climbing partner.

The Assault on the Bottleneck

The expedition was led by Fritz Wiessner, a German-born American citizen and pioneer of free climbing in
Saxony, the Alps and the Shawangunks. Wiessner recognized that conventional, slow-moving siege tactics were
failing on K2's Abruzzi Ridge. Pushing high onto the mountain, the expedition logistics collapsed behind them,
leaving only Wiessner, the Sherpa Pasang Dawa Lama, and an American millionaire named Dudley Wolfe in the
high camps.

On July 19, 1939, operating from Camp IX, Wiessner and Pasang Dawa Lama launched a desperate summit bid.
They were forced to confront the "Bottleneck," a terrifyingly narrow, steeply angled ice-and-rock corridor at
8,200 metres, menaced by a massive, highly unstable hanging serac. Rather than ascending the deadly ice slope
directly, Wiessner chose to bypass it by leading a highly technical rock traverse over the cliffs to the left. This
extreme rock-climbing maneuver at nearly 8,400 metres without supplemental oxygen was unprecedented; the

line is often said never to have been repeated.

Agency and the Decision to Turn Back

By 6:30 PM, Wiessner and Pasang Dawa Lama had reached an altitude of approximately 8,380 metres. They had
overcome all major technical difficulties, leaving only an easy 240-metre (800-foot) snow plateau between them
and the summit. Wiessner, gripped by summit fever and seemingly impervious to the altitude, insisted on
pushing forward through the night.

It was at this critical juncture that Pasang Dawa Lama exercised profound agency. Recognizing the suicidal
nature of a nocturnal summit push and subsequent descent in the death zone, Pasang outright refused to
follow Wiessner further. Compelled by his partner's refusal, Wiessner agreed to retreat. During the harrowing
descent, Pasang lost his crampons, severely complicating their return to the high camps.

Pasang Dawa Lama's rational decision almost certainly saved both their lives. However, the expedition
ultimately ended in controversy and tragedy. Dudley Wolfe, who had been left alone at Camp VII for over a

week, became severely incapacitated. Three Tiger Sherpas—Pasang Kikuli, Pasang Kitar, and Pintso—valiantly
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launched a rescue attempt into the death zone, reaching Wolfe but ultimately vanishing on the mountain,
adding three more indigenous names to the Karakoram’s death toll.

Pasang Dawa Lama's formidable capabilities, proven on the precipices of K2, were finally rewarded with
summit success fifteen years later. In 1954, he achieved the first ascent of the 8,201-metre Cho Oyu alongside an

Austrian team.

9. The Pre-War Zenith: Tenzing Norgay and the 1938 Everest
Expedition

The culmination of the interwar British efforts on Mount Everest occurred in 1938. Led by the austere and highly
experienced H.W. Tilman, the expedition favored a smaller, lighter approach compared to the massive military-
style sieges of the 1920s. While the expedition ultimately failed to reach the summit due to an unusually early

and heavy monsoon, it served as the crucible for the man who would eventually claim the mountain.

Tenzing Norgay, a young and exceptionally driven Sherpa, was among the select group of porters hired for the
1938 attempt. Building on the physiological foundations laid by men like Ang Tharkay and Lhakpa Chedi,
Tenzing proved himself to be a standout performer. During the expedition, he successfully carried heavy supply
loads to Camp VI, establishing a high point of 8,300 metres on the mountain's North side.

This achievement, which earned him the Tiger Badge in 1939, firmly established Tenzing within the absolute
elite of high-altitude climbers. Contemporary cultural representations, such as the 2026 film Tenzing, have
catalyzed public interest in Tenzing Norgay. However, such media often focuses exclusively on the 1953 summit.
His performance in 1938 acts as the vital historical bridge between the forgotten subaltern climbers of the
interwar period and the globally celebrated first ascent. Tenzing was not an anomaly who suddenly appeared in
the 1950s; he was the apex product of a multi-generational legacy of indigenous high-altitude expertise forged
during the 1920s and 1930s.

10. Breaking the Patriarchal Paradigm: Women at Altitude

Mountaineering history is highly susceptible to exclusionary narratives, often defaulting not only to Eurocentric
viewpoints but to heavily patriarchal ones. The assertion that early Himalayan exploration was exclusively the
domain of white men is doubly false; it ignores both the indigenous male laborers and the crucial presence of
women on these expeditions.

Hettie Dyhrenfurth: Logistical Mastermind and Record Holder

While societal norms of the 1930s largely precluded European women from joining frontline assault teams on
the 8,000-metre peaks, pioneering women nonetheless made indelible marks on Himalayan alpinism. Hettie
Dyhrenfurth, a German-Swiss alpinist, represents the vanguard of female Himalayan exploration.

In 1930, Dyhrenfurth served as the singular female member of the International Himalaya Expedition to
Kangchenjunga, led by her husband, Glinter Oskar Dyhrenfurth. Operating in a highly constrained logistical
environment, Hettie took absolute command of the expedition's baggage transport and supply lines, managing
an army of porters and ensuring the expedition's survival in the harsh terrain. She chronicled her experiences in
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the acclaimed 1931 book Memsahb im Himalaja, providing a rare female perspective on the colonial and
logistical realities of Himalayan travel.

In 1934, she travelled to the Karakoram with the second International Himalayan Expedition. During this
campaign, she pushed beyond a purely logistical role, directly participating in extreme-altitude climbing.
Dyhrenfurth reached the western summit of Sia Kangri, about 7,315 metres. This ascent shattered the world
altitude record for women, a mark of physiological endurance and technical skill that stood for about two
decades. For their combined efforts in Himalayan exploration, Hettie and Glinter Dyhrenfurth were awarded the
Olympic gold medal for alpinism at the 1936 Berlin Summer Games—the final time the discipline was contested.

The Sherpanis: The Unseen Backbone of Base Camp Logistics

Further down the social hierarchy, but absolutely vital to the survival of every major expedition, were the
Sherpani—the female porters of the indigenous communities. The massive, military-style expeditions of the
interwar period required moving tons of equipment across hundreds of miles of rugged terrain before even
reaching the base of the mountains. This grueling approach marches relied heavily on female labor.

Himalayan expeditions regularly employed Sherpanis, who carried the same crippling loads as their male
counterparts over treacherous glacial moraines and high mountain passes. While they were generally not
expected to climb into the "death zone" above 8,000 metres, their high-altitude capability was extraordinary.
Their names and numbers are rarely recorded in expedition accounts, which is itself part of the story.
Recovering them is work still to be done.

11. Contemporary Echoes: The Commercialization of the
Himalaya

The legacy of the interwar Sherpa and Tibetan climbers stands in sharp contrast to the modern reality of
Himalayan mountaineering. The professionalization that began with the Himalayan Club's Tiger Badge has

evolved into a massive, highly commercialized industry.

Contemporary descendants of the original Sherpa climbers frequently express profound concern over this shift.
Tenzing Norgay's grandson Tashi Tenzing has publicly criticized how commercial interests now shape big-
mountain climbing. Similarly, Kanchha Sherpa, the last surviving member of the 1953 Everest expedition (who
recently passed away in 2025 at the age of 92), spent his later years vocalizing how mountaineering tourism was
ravaging the sacred peaks. For the Sherpa community, the mountains were historically deities to be respected,
not summits to be conquered and polluted by commercial infrastructure.

12. Conclusion: Reclaiming the Narrative of Early Himalayan
Alpinism

The history of early Himalayan mountaineering requires a structural paradigm shift. The primary source
documents, expedition logs, and recent archival syntheses such as Edward Morgan’s Chasing Mallory’s Dream
make it undeniably clear that the conventional narrative of European conquest is fundamentally incomplete.
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When analyzing the vanguard of extreme-altitude climbing between 1922 and 1939, the record is clear: Sherpa
and Tibetan climbers were a large share of everyone who climbed above 8,000 metres before 1939 (by a
frequently cited count, 21 of the first 35). Men like Lhakpa Chedi, Ang Tharkay, Ang Tsering, Pasang Dawa Lama,
and Gaylay were not merely "porters" who passively followed European masters; they were elite athletes,
technical pioneers, and the "invisible engines" that drove human exploration into the stratosphere. They
operated with immense agency, whether choosing to save a European leader's life by refusing a suicidal ascent

on K2, or sacrificing their own lives out of a profound sense of duty on Nanga Parbat.

Furthermore, the inclusion of female European explorers like Hettie Dyhrenfurth and the countless unnamed
Sherpanis shatters the illusion of the Himalaya as an exclusively male arena of endeavor.

The institutional mechanisms of the era, such as the Himalayan Club and the Tiger Badge, attempted to
quantify and control this indigenous labor force to serve the nationalist ambitions of Britain and Germany.
However, the raw physical reality of the death zone stripped away colonial hierarchies. Above 8,000 metres,
survival depended not on imperial prestige, but on cardiovascular capacity, acclimatization, and technical grit.
In this brutally objective arena, the Sherpa and Tibetan climbers were not the supporting cast; they were, in
fact, the dominant mountaineers of their generation. Their legacy demands to be written not as a footnote to
Mallory's dream, but as the foundational chapter of extreme-altitude alpinism.
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