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 From the south summit we first had to go down a little.  Then go up, up, up.  All 

the time the danger was that the snow would slip, or that we would get too far out on a 

cornice that would then creak away; so we moved just one at a time, taking turns going 

ahead, while the second one wrapped the rope around his ax and fixed the ax in the 

snow as an anchor.  The weather was still fine. We were not too tired. But every so 

often, as had happened all the way, we would have trouble breathing and have to stop 

and clear away the ice that kept forming in the tubes of our oxygen sets.  In regard to 

this, I must say in all honesty that I do not think Hillary is quite fair in the story he later 

told, indicating that I had more trouble than he with breathing and that without his 

help I might had been in serious difficulty.  In my opinion our difficulties were the 

same—and luckily never too great—and we each helped and were helped by the other 

in equal measure.   

  

 Anyhow, after each short stop we kept going, twisting always higher along the 

ridge between the cornices and the precipices. And at last we came to what might be the 

last big obstacle below the top.  This was a cliff of rock rising straight up out of the ridge 

and blocking it off, and we had already known about it from aerial photographs and 

from seeing it through binoculars from Thyangboche.i Now it was a question of how to 

get over or around it, and we could find only one possible way. This was along a steep, 

narrow gap between one side of the rock and the inner side of an adjoining cornice, and 

Hillary, now going first, worked his way up it, slowly and carefully, to a sort of 

platform above. While climbing, he had to press backwards with his feet against the 

cornice, and I belayed him from below as strongly as I could, for there was great danger 

of the ice giving way. Luckily, however, it did not.  Hillary got up safely to the top of 

the rock and then held the rope while I came after.   

 

 Here again I must be honest and say that I do not feel his account, as told in The 

Conquest of Everest, is wholly accurate. For one thing, he has written that this gap up 

the rock wall was about forty fee high, but in my judgment it was little more than 

fifteen. Also, he give the impression that it was only he who really climbed it on his 

own, and that he then practically pulled me, so that I “finally collapsed exhausted at the 

top, like a giant fish when it has just been hauled from the sea after a terrible struggle.”  

Since then have heard plenty about that “fish,” and I admit I do not like it.  For it is the 

plain truth that no one pulled or hauled me up the gap. I climbed it myself, just as 

Hillary had done; and if he was protecting me with the rope while I was doing it, this 



was not more than I had done for him.  In speaking of this I must make one thing very 

plain.  Hillary is my friend.  He is a fine climber and fine man, and I am proud to have 

gone with him to the top of Everest.  But I do feel that in his story of our final climb he 

is not quite fair to me; that all the way through he indicates that when things went well 

it was his doing and when things went badly it was mind.  For this is simply not true.  

Nowhere do I make the suggestion that I could have climbed Everest by myself; and I 

don outthink Hillary should suggest that he could have, or that I could not have don’t it 

without his help.  All the way up and down we helped, and were helped by, each 

other—and that was the way it should be.  But we were not leader and led. We were 

partners.  

 

 On top of the rock cliff we rested again.  Certainly, after the climb up the gap we 

were both a bit breathless, but after some slow pulls at the oxygen I am feeling fine. I 

look up; the top is very close now; and my heart thumps with excitement and joy. Then 

we are on our way again. Climbing again. There was still the cornices on our right and 

the precipice on our left, but the ridge is now less steep.  It is only a row of snowy 

humps, one beyond the other, and on higher than the other. But we are still afraid of the 

cornices, and instead of following the ridge all the way, cut over to the left, where there 

is now a long snow slope above the precipice.  About a hundred feet below the top we 

come to the highest bare rocks.  There is enough almost level space here for two tents, 

and I wondered if men will ever camp in this place, so near the summit of the earth.  I 

pick up two small stones and put them in my pocket to bring back to the world below. 

Then the rocks, too, are beneath us.  We are back among the snowy humps.  They are 

curving off to the right, and each time we pass one I wonder, “Is the next the last one?  

Is the next the last?”  Finally we reach a place where we can see past the humps, and 

beyond them is the great open sky and brown plains.  We are looking down the far side 

of the mountain up on Tibet.  Ahead of us now is only one more hump—the last hump.  

It is not a pinnacle.  The way to it is an easy snow slope, wide enough for two men to go 

side by side.  About thirty feet away we stop for a minute and look up.  Then we go 

on… 

 

 I have thought much about what I will say now:  of Hillary and I reached the 

summit of Everest.  Later, when we came down from the mountain, there was much 

foolish talk about who got here first.  Some said it was I, some Hillary. Some that only 

one of us go there—or neither. Still others, that one of us had to drag the other up.  All 

this was nonsense.  And in Katmandu, to put a stop to such talk Hillary and I signed a 

statement in which we said, “we reached the summit almost together.”  We hoped this 

would be the end of it.  But it was not the end.  People kept on asking questions and 

making up stories.  They pointed to the “almost” and said, “What does that mean?”  

Mountaineers understand that there is no sense to such a question; that when two men 



are on the same rope they are together; and that is all there is to it.  But other people did 

not understand.  In India and Nepal, I am sorry to say, there has been great pressure on 

me to say that I reached the summit before Hillary.  And all over the world I am asked, 

“Who got there first?”  Who got there first?”   

  

 Again, I say:  it is a foolish question. The answer means nothing.  And yet it is a 

question that has been asked so often—that has caused so much talk and double and 

misunderstanding—that I feel, after long thought, that the answer must be give.  As will 

be clear, it is not for my own sake that I give it.  Nor is it for Hillary’s. It is for the sake 

of Everest—the prestige of Everest—and for the generations who will com after us.  

“Why,” they will say, “should there be a mystery to this thing? Is there something to be 

ashamed of? To be hidden?  Why can we not know the truth?”  …Very well:  now they 

will know the truth.  Everest is too great, too precious, for anything by the truth. 

 

 A little below the summit Hillary and I stopped.  We looked up.   Then we went 

on. The rope that joined us was thirty feet long, but I held most of it in loops in my 

hand, so that there was only about six feet between us.  I was not thinking of “first” and 

“second.”  I did not say to myself, “There is a golden apple up there. I will push Hillary 

aside and run for it.”  We went on slowly, steadily.  And then we were there.  Hillary 

stopped on top first. And I stepped up after him.  

 

 So there it is:  the answer to the “great mystery.”  And if, after all the talk and 

argument, the answer seems quiet and simple, I can only say that that is as it should be.  

Many of my own people, I know, will be disappointed at it.  They have gen a great and 

false importance to the idea that it must be I who was “first.”  These people have been 

good and wonderful to me, and I owe them much. But I owe more to Everest—and to 

the truth.  If it is a discredit to me that I was a step behind Hillary, then I must live with 

that discredit. But I do not think it was that. Nor do I think that, in the end, it will bring 

discredit on me that I tell the story.  Over and over again I have asked myself, “What 

will future generations think of us if we allow the facts of our achievement to stay 

shrouded in mystery? Will they not feel ashamed of us—two comrades in life and 

death—who have something to hide from the world?”  And each time I asked it the 

answer was the same:  “Only the truth is good enough for the future.  Only the truth is 

good enough for Everest.”   

 

 Now the truth is told. And I am ready to be judged by it. 

 

 We stepped up. We were there.  The dream had come true… 

 



 What we did first was what all climbers do when they reach the top of their 

mountain.  We shook hands. But this was not enough for Everest.  I waved my arms in 

the air and then threw them around Hillary, and we thumped each other on the back 

until, even with the oxygen, we were almost breathless. Then we looked around. It was 

eleven-thirty in the morning, the sun was shining, and the sky was the deepest blue I 

have ever seen. Only a gentle breeze was blowing, coming from the direction of Tibet, 

and the plume of snow that always blows from Everest’s summit was very small.  

Looking down the far side of the mountain, I could see all the familiar landmarks form 

the earlier expeditions:  the Rongbuk Monastery, the town of Shekar Dzong, the Kharta 

Valley, the Rongbuk and East Rongbuk Glaciers, the North Col, the place near the 

northeast ridge where we had made Camp Six in 1938.  Then, turning, I looked down 

the long way we ourselves had come:  past the south summit, the long ridge, the South 

Col; onto the Western Cwm, the icefall, the Khumbu Glacier; all the way down to 

Thyangboche and on to the valley’s and hills of my homeland.   

 

 Beyond them, and round us on every side, were the great Himalayas, stretching 

away through Nepal and Tibet. For the closer peaks—giants like Lhotse, Nuptse and 

Makalu—you now had to look sharply downward to see their summits.  And farther 

away, the whole sweep of the greatest range on earth—even Kangchejunga itself—

seemed only like little bumps under the spreading sky.  It was such a sight as I had 

never seen before and would never see again:  wild, wonderful and terrible.  But terror 

was not what I felt.  I loved the mountains too well for that.  I loved Everest too well. At 

that great moment for which I had waited all my life my mountain did not seem to me a 

lifeless thing of rock and ice, but warm and friendly and living.  She was a mother hen, 

and the other mountains were chicks under her wings.  I too, I felt, had only to spread 

my own wings to cover and shelter the brood that I loved.   

  

 We turned off our oxygen. Even there on top of the work it was possible to live 

without it, so long as were not exerting ourselves.  We cleared away the ice that had 

formed our masks, and I popped a bit of sweet into my mouth.  Then we replaced the 

masks.  But we did not turn on the oxygen again until we were ready to leave the top.  

Hillary took out his camera, which he had been carrying under his clothing to keep it 

from freezing, and I unwound the four flags form around my ax.  They were tied 

together on a string.  Which was fastened to the blade of the ax, and now I held the ax 

up and Hillary took my picture. Actually he took three, and I think it was lucky, in 

those difficult conditions, that one came out so well.  The order of the flags from top to 

bottom was United nations, British, Nepalese, Indian; and the same sort of people who 

have made trouble in other ways have tried to find political meaning in this too.  All I 

can say is that on Everest I was not thinking about politics. If I had been, I suppose I 

would have put the Indian or the Nepalese flag highest—though that in itself would 



have been a bad problem for he.  As it is, I am glad that the U.N. flag was on top.  For I 

like to think that our victory was not only for ourselves—not only for our own nations—
but for all men everywhere.   
                                                           
i
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