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PART ONE

NEPAL







CHAPTER 1

Return to Kathmandu

In a restaurant on the Thamel an American girl said, ‘Your stools are the
only way of finding out the condition of your stomach for sure.’ She
contrasted diarrhoeic, amoebic and bacillary textures as she ate burnt yak
steak, apple strudel and custard. She talked about her trip, nothing out
of the ordinary: Bali, via Australia, then Singapore, Bangkok and the
poppy fields of upper Thailand. Outside the window a man was selling
bamboo flutes which hung down in a circle from a hoop he held like an
umbrella over his head. Sometimes he would play one, a thin piping
sound against the traffic noises. An illuminated sign flickered on and ofT.
LAB TEST...BLOOD...STOOL...URINE...SPUTUM...SKIN.... |
hadn’t visited Kathmandu for thirty years, the average lifespan of a
Nepali.

When I was last here I had been one of the two tourists. We stayed at
the government guesthouse overlooking the grassy expanse of the Tunde
Khel because there were no hotels.

I had steeled myself for changes in Nepal since I planned to return.
After rereading Robert Louis Stevenson’s Travels with a Donkey I wondered
if a similar journey with a yak would be interesting. Everyone thought
“Travels with a Yak’ a charming idea.

A week before in Dublin I had eaten a farewell meal with my women
folk whose centrepiece had been a cake with a chocolate vak walking
across the frosting. The lady who made the cake sent along a poem by Jack
Pielutsny with a note ‘. . . food for thought on the ascent.’

Yickity-yackity, yickity-vak,
The yak has a scrafhity scrafhty back.
Some yaks are brown yaks and some are black . . .

I had found out more. The vak is the highest dwelling mammal in the
world. Wild yaks, which rarely come down the mountains to below 14,000
feet, are the size of large bison to which they are related. They are usually
covered in long coats of black hair caked in mud. Their horns are immense
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Return to Kathmandu

and their tongues are so harsh that they can scrape the flesh off bones.
Tibetan literature is full of legends about fierce wild yak, huge incarnate
demons, solitary like abominable snowmen. Ancient battles were fought
against them and they were hunted in sacred hunts. Now wild yak have
been slaughtered to the edge of extinction; a few lonely creatures survive
in the mountains of western Tibet.

I would be seeking out domesticated yak, bos grunniens a beast of burden
since ancient times, the long-haired bovines still so useful in Nepal, Tibet
and other highlands of Central Asia. Their hair and fine wool, plucked at
the time they shed their winter coats, are used for weaving blankets and
making ropes. Yak hide, dyed scarlet, is made into traditional bags for
storage, book ties, and in the old days shaky boats to cross the Tsangpo
and other rivers. Yaks provide the butter for Tibetan tea, butter lamps
and sacred butter statues. Their beef is good, if tough. Above all they are
useful as mountain pack animals. Their large lungs make them immune
from the high altitude sickness that can kill horses. In central Nepal their
numbers are increasing since they have been engaged in transporting
tourists’ baggage.

They are bad-tempered and unreliable. Pack animals they may be, but
reluctantly. They have been bred down so that they are smaller than their
wild cousin (and the Nepalese domesticated yak is smaller than the
Tibetan). But they have never lost the notion that they are wild animals
doing a job under duress. They must remain in the mountains; they can
livein a lower altitude than wild yaks, but cannot come down much below
10,000 feet or they will die.

It had been hard to find areas in Nepal which were suitable for yak
travel and at the same time went beyond the usual trekker’s routes.
Permits were difficult to obtain. I had a pile of correspondence from old
Nepali hands.

‘I only know the western part of the itinerary you gave me, and if
Mustang means any place off the path to Muktinath, then it is certainly
‘Forbidden Territory.” The last person who wanted to get off the beaten
track to that extent managed to obtain the king’s permission, as he was a
personal friend of H. M.’

‘I believe that Peter Somerville-Large should place no reliance on the
Royal Nepalese Embassy and come out to Kathmandu to do battle from
scratch, as it were, and be pleasantly pleased if any earlier efforts have
borne fruit.’

‘I suggest that a mountain pony would be more reliable . . .

‘The best porters are Sherpa women.’

b
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Nepal

‘Don’t have anything to do with yaks, my dear Peter. My opinion is
that, unless properly treated, they can be false friends.’
I made out routes for yaks across upper Nepal. Caroline would accom-

pany me, taking photographs. Later we would travel in Tibet where she
would speak Chinese.

I studied the lists she had sent over from London ‘. . . moleskins for
your feet . . . thermal underwear, lip salves, ice crampons, flea powder,
snow glasses, nylon rope’ - that was for tethering yaks — Playboy — that was
the request of a Nepali friend. ‘Have you bought foot alcohol yet? I can’t
say I altogether approve of'it. I don’t like tin spoons and forks. Why can’t
we get something decent?”’

Gillian, my wife, said, ‘She won’t approve of your boots.” I had bought
an Irish-made pair, a brand that had been used by the British army in the
Falklands. After I had broken them in by walking all over the Wicklow
Hills, someone told me about their defects. Water had seeped into their
soles on the spongy bogs of Goose Green. Port Stanley was recaptured in
spite of them. The firm had thousands of pairs that had been withdrawn
on its hands.

Caroline had also written, ‘Please let me know what the Chinese
Embassy in Dublin says about individual visas to Tibet. There are other
ways of getting them if you can’t do it in Dublin, but time is short.’

‘Don’t do anything unwise.” Like everyone else Gillian had been
beguiled by the thought of a shaggy little member of the species bos
grunniens called Modestine with a ring through her nasal septum who
would be my travelling companion. She was less thrilled when she learnt
that I also planned to be accompanied by a tall, handsome Anglo-Irish
girl who insisted on introducing me to everyone as ‘Uncle’.

My daughter said, ‘What about your teeth?

‘A trek is not a wilderness experience,” warned one of the guidebooks in
a gentle reminder about the state of the Omelette Trail and the Toilet
Paper Trail to which the majority of travellers in Nepal are confined. ‘The
term ‘‘trekking’’ denotes an act of travelling on foot with the object of
sight-seeing various natural and cultural sites in places where means of
transport are not ordinarily available.’

A trek meant more supplies to be obtained in London. A sleeping bag;
down or hollow fill? I took the wrong advice. Water filters came in three
categories, good, bad or worse. Naturally we chose the best, which made
any filthy liquid emerge as pure as holy water. A terrifying list of medi-
cines. Caroline had obtained her own brand of stomach pills from a friend
who was an expert in tropical diseases.

[5]



Return to Kathmandu

People had given her a lot of things. ‘Sammy lent me these.” Enormous
dark glasses. ‘I believe they cost more than a hundred and fifty dollars.’
Another friend donated two smart sleeping bags which fitted one inside
the other. A zip bag was a present; so were her T-shirts, one with a picture
of a glass of Guinness, the other showing Lord Rosse’s giant telescope at
Birr, which she intended to wear at the base of Everest in order to promote
the Castle gardens.

‘T wish I had your wide circle of friends.’

‘I make it my business to organize things properly, and anyway people
like helping me.’

Nhuche greeted me at Kathmandu Airport with his Volkswagen and
chauffeur. I had met him in 1955 and had stayed with him at his school in
Swayambunath. Last year he came to Ireland and talked about yaks. One
had almost killed him while he was travelling in Tibet.

‘If a yak was offered to me as a present, Peter, I would not accept it.
They have bad natures. Their karma 1s not good.’

As his chauffeur drove us, I tried to recognize all the places which had
been fields when I was last here. The new buildings spread down the
valley towards Swayambunath where the school was situated beneath the
sacred hill crowned by the famous temple with the four pairs of wavy eyes.

Nhuche is a Newar, a member of the race which has always inhabited
the Kathmandu valley. As a young man he went to Tibet to study
Buddhism, staying in a house where a woman was married to five
brothers. You could tell which brother was in her bedroom by the shoes
placed outside the door. When he returned to Nepal he started the little
school which has grown big and become well known. This year, 1985, his
sixty-fifth, he had opened a sister establishment for orphans on the
principle that one school would pay for the other. The rich would help the
poor. The new school below the village and monasteries consisted of three
buildings, a courtyard and a garden. Above the classrooms the small
community prayer room contained a wooden statue of Buddha, a picture
of Christ and an altar covered with flowers.

In the evening I walked up the flight of stone steps through trees
shivering with monkeys. There were just as many or more as there had
been thirty years ago, but now there were beggars as well who waited for
prey. A thin arm stretched from a sheet, a boy with a gashed mouth
followed me up the steps, two at a time. ‘Hello, hello, what is your name?’
shouted a wild man running out of a shrine rattling a bowl. A large
monkey sat on a stone and masturbated. From the centre of the plinth rose
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Nepal

a spire composed of thirteen gilded discs, graded in size, symbolizing the
thirteen stages of Nirvana, topped by an umbrella-like toren. Blue cyes of
a giant beneath the golden topknot gazed four ways complacently above
the stylized question marks that represented noscs. The four faces of the
chaitya may have shown cynicism rather than the all-seeing power of the
god-head as they looked down on the antique dealers among the shrines of
the five Dyanni Buddhas and the foreigners fluttering prayer wheels. Dirt,
stench, monkeys, beggars, tourists, it was still a place where religion was
practised among the cares of life. An evening wind stirred the trees as
sunset glowed over city and valley. Above the huddle of shrines and
buildings the strings of circus-coloured prayer flags crackled and banners
stretched round the gold toren. The buildings became alive with move-
ment as the noise of wind drowned out the rattle of prayer wheels and all
the hawking and spitting.

In the village at the foot of the steps the hippies came out like crepuscu-
lar animals attracted by the last glow of the evening sun. The small sad
colony living here had found the combination of squalor and beauty
irresistible, particularly when it could also enjoy the Nepali's tolerance
and lack of curiosity. They were subdued, almost with an air of somnam-
bulance, the dusty-haired woman carrying a baby on her back, the
American saddhu in saffron robes, his hair pulled back in a bun, another
man, also with long hair, but long and loose as a fairy princess’s comple-
mented by an equally vigorous frosted beard. The hairy men sat on their
haunches swallowing little pastries dipped in yellow sauce. They were
gaunt compared to the confident Tibetans walking past arrayed in cloaks
that fell down to coloured felt boots.

All night dogs yapped and howled, a sound known locally as Kath-
mandu music. At daybreak Swayambunath was wrapped in haze but, as
the sun rose, fields and houses gradually emerged into view and sharp
colours took hold — the gold of the toren spiralling above the trees, the
glare of blue eyes painted on white, the dark green of the valley and the
shining wall of distant snow mountains.

‘Good morning, Sar. Good morning, Sar.” Tiny children rushed outside
and collected in the garden under the statue of Buddha where lessons
would be held among the flowers. Nhuche had funded the building of the
school with contributions from all over the world, which he whipped up
relentlessly. His other enthusiasms also ranged beyond the valley, and
today, after midday, the children would be given a holiday while he held
an international peace conference.

Around the gateway leading up to the temple, among the monkeys
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cavorting in and out of sacred stones, some Tibetans were praying and
prostrating beside a line of taxis. A group was straining to turn ap
enormous prayer wheel. From here 1t was a short walk down to the river
and across the bridge to the centre of the city.

Much was as I remembered in the small area where Kathmandy
retains its market squares and temples and manages to preserve a world
which tourism has not changed. Thirty years ago I had walked among
these rose brick houses with their blackened intricately carved doors and
windows and jutting eaves almost touching each other across the lanes
and gateways. They were ancient buildings which had survived the
earthquake of 1933; Nhuche had memories of undulating ground and
crashing masonry. Everything that was wood was carved with robust
detail. Below the steps of a temple a pile of fruit and vegetables showed a
similar obsession for pattern —an hour must have been spent arraying the
onions and brinjals and oranges like a knot garden. A cow snatched at
salad heads. Behind latticework the dark interiors of shops and houses
swarmed convivially with people like a beehive on a summer’s day. Outin
the street were other swarms — flies homing in across the sacks of rice and
dhal to the trays of sticky cakes.

Here was the same rich mixture of people, Sherpas, Rais and
Thamangs, porters loaded down with burdens that would crush a pony, a
file of Newari women each with a conical basket roped across her head.
Years ago the Tibetans had been nomads; now they had settled and many
had become merchants. Past a circle of pedicabs with brightly coloured
hoods an elephant strode down to the river with two boys perched on its
back.

The traffic clashed with my memories. Even more than the tourists it
had changed things; I could recall precisely the special ancient hubbub of
a city without motor traffic. Cars pushed their way through the crowds
down dark little lanes never meant to accommodate them. A policeman
vainly blew his whistle above the infuriated noise of horns as two Aus-
tralian girls dressed in little more than bikinis argued with a taxi driver
about their fare.

It would have been a grand day for sight-seeing, except that it was Holi
and the air was full of flying bags of coloured dye. Every child in the city
seemed to be armed with powder and lying in wait. The little plastic
missiles came plummeting down from rooftop and window or darted
straight out of a doorway. Soon my hair was blue and my trousers and
jacket were smeared red as if I had been wounded. All day the flying reds,
blues, greens and yellows slapped many a tourist so that he resembled
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something out of a very young child’s colouring book. A Hawaian shirt
received a red sunset as the podgy wearer was photographing a woman
kneeling beside a small metal shrine with her tray of offerings. Not only
tourists — by evening almost everyone in the city had become a painted
victim of carnival. The wandering cows were battered with splodges. The
elephant must have made a fine target.

Nhuche’s Volkswagen, ferrying delegates from the airport, had sus-
tained a few colourful daubs. Otherwise the battles of Holi were excluded
from the conference. The school, now decorated with posters showing the
effects of man-made destruction, was crowded out with Japanese indus-
trialists, schoolgirls, a middle-aged English woman, Indian Buddhists
meditating and pointing out to each other the advantages of peace.
Reluctantly I said goodbye to Nhuche. I knew I should be in the centre of
the city since the only way to deal with local bureaucracy was to be
immediate and available.

I went to the Kathmandu Guest House, a place that makes an instant
rapport with any traveller who leaves the crowded streets and finds
himself a few minutes later in a lush garden full of flowers nursing a glass
of beer. I have met people who, hearing the name, wince with great
pleasure. ‘Ah yes . . . the Kathmandu Guest House . . .” The food was
good and clean, service efficient, terms cheap. The atmosphere evoked a
stately past. I sat with my glass surrounded by cannas, arums, ferns and
the Corinthian pillars built for the old nobility. Here I could pick up the
latest travel news and exchange gossip. Anyone might learn the best route
of a mountain top, find out about permits, pack animals and porters,
where to meet a male or female partner, acquire cheap tickets or dispose of
surplus equipment.

A group of overlanders came in on their way from Australia to London
looking like people who had braved desperate odds, after crossing India
pinioned in two sweaty lines in the back of a truck. The Guest House
offered a short respite, and then on to Karachi. They collected in another
corner of the garden, gulping beer and listening to their group leader
lecturing them predictably. ‘. . . Always buy two toilet rolls at a time 1if
you have the chance . . . Respect the driver, we’re all one big family . . .
See you later at the bar . . ’

I went over to the notice-board. Meningitis shots available from Tek
Hospital free and painless. Deutschbus to Europe, some seats available.
Treasury grade lapi lazuli, first quality, direct from Afghanistan . .

‘My dear fellow. How nice to see you after all this time.’

Here was my old friend, Promode, looking encouragingly unchanged.
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We talked briefly about the vanished medieval past. I praised the Guest
House and mentioned that I understood it had once been a Rana palace,

‘Only C class Ranas lived here, I can assure you.” Promode was a
former member of that ruling elite, excusing its fall from grace. ‘Come.
My car is outside.” He escorted me to a Volkswagen even older than
Nhuche’s. When I had known him before he had owned one of the dozen
or so serviceable vehicles in the capital, all of which had been carried up in
pieces from India on the backs of porters, across the terai and over the
foothills. His had stood out from the other little Model T Fords, a long,
low-slung monster with a fish head exhaust and a curving brass horn in
the shape of a snake with ruby eyes.

As we drove down past the Thamel, Promode told me about the new
Chinese-built road. We made a detour to look at the Tunde Kehl, the
open space in the city centre, where, last time I was here, a whole lot of
animals were having their heads ceremoniously chopped off. Promode
pointed out the statue of Jung Bahadur.

‘He survives in such a prominent place because he was related to the
king.’

Other Rana statues have been discreetly removed; in one provincial
city an ex-Prime Minister presides over the local garbage dump. Mean-
while the king has asserted his position as living ruling divine monarch by
pulling down his palace and building a glossy new white model that
stands behind wrought-iron railings which evoke Hollywood and soap
operas. I remembered the old one, rococo and ramshackle, maintaining
six hundred servants, most of them idle.

Promode showed me some of the remaining Rana palaces scattered in a
dowdy group in the old compound. They had been fairly down-at-heel
thirty years ago, a number of them half-ruined in the earthquake of 1933.
Their owners had tended to spend their time visiting their other palaces in
Benares or moving on to Calcutta to dispose of lakhs of rupees on wine,
women and song. Since the political changes which caused the Ranas to
lose their power and priveleges, a good many of their Kathmandu resi-
dences had been demolished or taken over by the government or let out.
The American Club rented most of the building owned by Promode’s
cousin, Dermode. Where was the one owned by the cousin who was a field
marshal? The baroque extravaganza run by another cousin as a private
zoo?

Promode waved a dismissive hand. ‘Rented or ruined.’

His own palace was one of the few to remain in private hands, but not
without a struggle. In 1955 his chief worry had been how to dismiss his
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sixty remaining servants and ensure that they wouldn’t starve. Now it was
how to collect his rents. A sign advertising HAND OCULIST - what on
earth could that be? —was stuck in the window of a cavernous room which
I remembered being filled with gilt furniture and tigers’ heads.

The Hitty Durbar was a white-stuccoed, three-storeyed building which
had been designed in the early years of the century by a Japanese architect
who had been an admirer of the Graeco-Roman style. Massive balconies
whose wrought-iron balustrades alternated with empty niches which had
never contained statues were supported by a forest of Corinthian pillars.
The exterior retained the air of a Riviera casino. But inside - all utterly
changed. All offices and shops.

I indulged in nostalgia, recalling the old decor: the drawing room with
its heavy gilt chairs and pink chandeliers; the walls covered with hunting
trophies and family portraits of kings and great-uncles among splayed
tiger skins and elephant tusks; the lines and lines of sepia photographs of
topeed figures squatting beside dead tigers attended by elephants and
beaters and soldiers and bearers; how we sat under the dusty chandelier
nibbling sugar rice and flicking cigarette ash into silver-mounted ele-
phant’s feet, looked down on by maharajas displaying blazing decorations
on golden jackets and maharanis prim in Victorian black.

All were gone, the tigers snarling to reveal plaster tongues slotted
between finger-length eye teeth, the silver equestrian statue presented to
Promode’s grandfather by Edward VII, the bird of paradise crown with
its plumes and pearls and fringe of emeralds. At least almost all gone —the
flat that he retained on the top floor contained a few relics of old decency,
ormolu furniture and a Venetian mirror.

He produced snapshots taken long ago. Here was the marquee he had
erected in our honour in front of the Corinthian facade. On that day he
had led us to an open yard where some pots bubbled over fires, sending
out an odour of mutton fat and vegetables fried in ghee.

‘You recognize that”” He had been like a schoolboy giggling with
excitement as he rushed around stirring the pots. ‘It s Irish stew. I know
that is the Irish national dish so I asked the cook to prepare it for you.” He
had prudently stuck to curry.

Here were pictures of his tiny children who were now middle-aged.
Promode and myself were just recognizable.

‘Say that we have become elderly persons, Peter, though not old.’

He was horrified by my plans. Like most Nepalese living in Kath-
mandu he found the idea of moving outside the valley appalling. At one
time he had been governor of a remote hill station and had never {orgotten
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the awful experience. All his sacrifices, his rationalization of his palace,
had meant that he could stay in the city.

‘It will be such a hard life to spend a number of months in those
primitive areas where there are no modern amenities. I pity you with alj
my heart.’

Nevertheless he helped me in my search for permits and authorizations.
I went round the tourist agencies which have proliferated in the boom
years of international travel. Tiger Tops, Mountain Travel, Yak and Yeti
and numerous others catering for adventure-seekers. You might ski down
Everest, float by raft down a river, observe crocodiles and tigers in a game
park, study Buddhism or join a queue to climb a mountain. It was all big
business. But no one sought adventures with yaks.

‘You want to ride one of these dirty animals? I would not advise such a
foolish enterprise.’

The Nepalese government tried to restrict the corrosive nature of
tourism by keeping the travelling Typhoid Marys to certain well-known
routes. Places where yaks flourished were either off limits or presented
problems. Taking a yak on any sort of proper journey which avoided a
restricted area usually involved a lethal dip into a valley 10,000 feet below.
In any case it was extremely difficult to find out which areas were
forbidden. What about the route that led across the dreaded Tesi Lapcha
Pass, made hideous by glaciers and falling rocks? Was that restricted? No
one seemed to know. Nor were they certain about the Rolwaling valley.
Certainly it had been out of bounds two years ago, but a number of people
had been there since. Rolwaling was a thin wedge of a valley west of
Everest running east-west just south of the Tibetan border. It was famous
for its yaks and the Abominable Snowman which had left panda-sized
prints there quite recently.

With the help of Promode and other influential contacts I continued to
make enquiries at government departments and travel agencies.

‘I am sorry, Sir. Perhaps if you knew someone to do with the palace? Or
a government minister?’

‘Of course we have a list of restricted areas. But these can vary.’

‘Sir, it 1s a pity you do not know H. M.’

The owner of Sherpa Travel had an idea. ‘Do not worry, Sir. Every-
thing will be all right if you buy a mountain.’

I listened.

‘The government charges climbers so much per peak depending on the
height. Even if Rolwaling is technically restricted, I can get you a moun-
tain just inside the valley for three hundred pounds.’

[12]
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Compared to Everest at forty thousand dollars for a permit, this
mountain appeared to be a bargain. Its name was Pharchamo and,
although I could not find it on any map, 1 was assured it was there
somewhere. When I asked about the regulations governing the procure-
ment of a mountaineering license, I was given a bewildering leaflet which
contained thirty-six clauses covering wages for porters, health, insurance,
compensation in case of accident or death, and a list of essential equip-
ment. ‘A mountaineering expedition,’ it said, ‘means the act of carrying
out a mountaineering expedition by an organized team with the object of
reaching the peak of a particular mountain of the Nepalese Himalayan
Range.” Could we consider ourselves an organized team?

The process of getting permissions for trekking and climbing is full of
hidden dangers and surprises. Foreigners pay the government for a
specified trekking permit in certain designated areas or a peak fee for the
mountain of their choice which depends on height and importance.
Currently there are 87 peaks open to foreign expeditions and 17 more for
joint Nepalese—foreign expeditions. While these bits of paper assume
enormous importance in Kathmandu, when you get outside the valley,
few officials are interested in them. Indeed, if he really wanted to, there is
little to stop the mountaineer ‘topping out’ the peak of his choice without
permission. As for trekking, rather than follow the well-trodden tourist
trail, it 1s hardly surprising that many people struggle to escape to a less
polluted area.

‘Do not worry your head, Sir. If you wish to climb the mountain, that is
entirely up to you. There is no necessity. When you have paid the deposit
and obtained the licence, then you may enter the Rolwaling valley with-
out delay.’

Everyone said that Pharchamo, wherever it might be, was extra-
ordinarily cheap. Everest had a queue of climbing expeditions stretching
out to the end of the century, and other prestigious mountains were also
dear, with queues waiting to climb them. There was no interest what-
soever in my insignificaht peak. But, even with my receipt, would I be
allowed to approach it?

The man at Mountain Travel said, ‘I must warn you, Sir, last year we
tried to get a permit for a retiring ambassador to enter Rolwaling and
without any success. Either an area is restricted or it is not. Which is to be?
We ourselves cannot tell.’

Caroline arrived in Kathmandu and within a few hours was installed in
a house on the outskirts with cook and servants. Someone had lent it to

her.
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Return to Kathmandu

She had already formulated several plans for us, but rather to my
surprise took Pharchamo seriously. '

‘A mountain for only three hundred pounds — that must be a rock
bottom price. We might even climb it.” For a time we toyed with the heady
idea of planting the Irish tricolour on top. We could hire a Sherpa guide
with mountaineering experience. As novices we would have to learn some
elementary techniques of using ropes, pitons and crampons. Perhaps it
was not such a good 1dea.

‘It’s a question of not straining yoursell, Peter. Let’s not delude our-
selves. I am a lot younger than you and I don’t want to be stuck in some
God-forsaken place looking after an invalid.’

In any case she was not yet ready to join me. She was off to Lhasa for a
quick trip with a friend. Meanwhile I would forget about Pharchamo and
the Rolwaling for the time being and go ahead to Namche Bazar to
wander along the most popular trail in the Himalayas. And, yaks or no
yaks, I wished very much to go to Tibet. The Rising Sun, the English
newspaper in Kathmandu, announced that the frontier between Nepal
and Tibet would be open to foreigners for the first time. The larger tourist
agencies had begun their preparations. Brochures appeared.

‘Drive through the remote untouched hinterland of Tibet . . . climbing
up to 17,600 feet before arriving at Lhasa (11,850 ft), the religious,
cultural and economic centre of Tibet. You will have the opportunity to
visit the world famous Potala Palace, the Norbulingka, the Dalai Lama’s
summer palace and innumerable monasteries amidst the pollution-free
magnificence of jagged mountain peaks and turquoise blue lakes where an
extraordinary tranquillity still pervades . . .’

Caroline had taken visitors to Tibet several times the long way via
China. She already had a Hong Kong visa enabling her to enter mainland
China of which Tibet was a part. So did her friend. They would get up
from Kathmandu to Lhasa, and if this worked well she would try a second
trip with me, if possible something more ambitious. But I needed a visa, a
cheap one. Enquiries made it clear that the new accord between Tibet and
Nepal only benefited people willing to pay a minimum of a hundred and
fifty dollars a day.

‘I have a friend who lives in Hong Kong who would be able to get you a
visa for a small fee.’

‘What happens if it doesn’t arrive?’

‘It will. When I organize something, Peter, I make sure that things
work out. It’s just a question of efficiency.’
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CHAPTER 2

Trekker

While Caroline went on her travels I took the flight to Lukla and trekked
up to Namche Bazar. Outside Lukla I paid to enter Mount Sagarmatha
National Park, adding to the Nepali income from tourism and receiving a
leaflet which included an appeal:

Let no one say and say it to your shame
That all was beauty here until you came.

This was an exhortation to the trekker to keep Everest tidy. Sagarmatha,
Goddess Mother of the Mountain Snow, is what Nepalis call Everest. The
park is one of six created since 1973 by the Nepali government in an
attempt to lessen the destruction of the primary forest which has tradi-
tionally provided fuel and building materials. In the past thirtv vears the
cut-and-come again custom that controlled the gathering of wood has
been put under fatal pressure by a huge increase in population. Nor have
the forests been helped by the arrival of visitors from outside Nepal.

During the 1960s big mountain expeditions began invading the
Khumbu area with armies of non-Sherpa porters who cut down trees
along the trail. Porters, retained for months at the foot of the big peaks,
made devastating raids on the juniper forests for firewood. The Sherpas in
their turn discarded age-old restrictions on collecting firewood and felling
trees. Then after 1959 thousands of land-hungry Tibetan refugees
arrived, also needing fuel and space.

The National Park is intended to benefit the Sherpas by preserving
what forest remains, restricting the activities of tourists and carrying out
some reforestation. But people still largely rely on wood for fuel and old
men grumble becanse of the prohibitions on lifestock. Cattle and zopkiok
(cross-bred yaks) are forbidden to graze among newly-planted saplings,
while goats, the great changers of landscape, formerly a mainstay of
village economy, are not allowed in the park at all. The upper forest teems
with pheasants which are a protected species and these birds dart out of
the greenery on to the terraced fields looking for potato shoots. There are
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places where Sherpas have given up cultivation altogether. While the
need for preserving the forest is recognized, the hacking away at green
timber and removal of forest cover continues inexorably. Looking at
denuded hillsides it is hard to grasp that Buddhism holds it a sin to cut
down trees except in unavoidable circumstances.

I walked in drizzle among oaks, whitebeam and hemlock buttressed by
ivy-dark rhododendrons yet to flower. Further up were Himalayan pines.
They had been salvaged in the nick of time. Outside the park the hills were
shaved like lamas’ heads with here and there the stubble of felled trunks
left as a reminder of where the forest had stood.

For a time I was in the company of a couple of Englishmen who had
completed a quickie course in Buddhism in a gompa near Kathmandu
and were hoping to enlarge their religious experience. Then an
Australian.

‘I’'m buggered. But I wouldn’t miss it for worlds.” Above us were the
famous snow peaks dotted with mountaineers. Below the trail rushed the
milk-white waters of the Dudh Kosi river.

‘Where are you going?’

‘Base Camp.” His panting was horrible. Each winded visitor contrib-
uted to grotesque changes. At present around five thousand trekkers came
this way annually, and there were times of the year when there were more
visitors than Sherpas in Namche Bazar.

Here was Mountain Travel with 1ts porters, zopkioks and weak-kneed
trekkers making the ascent to Namche.

‘Where’s the luggage, Ted?”

‘All the junk is coming up behind. Give the little guys a chance.’

‘For God’s sake take it easy. We’ve got the time.’

‘I couldn’t take it easier, Hon. I'm seventy-two and things can’t hurt
me any more.’

More and more people — it was like the Grand Trunk Road in Kim. As
elsewhere in the Himalayas trekkers divided between groups and inde-
pendent travellers. The guidebooks unhesitatingly recommended group
trekking through agencies which kept people all together under control.
But the independents persisted in great numbers, trying to be wild and
free and to do something a little more remarkable than slogging up the
same slope as everyone else. Most carried their own rucksacks, provisions
and lavatory paper, and were mean. They drank black tea because it was
a rupee less than white, shamelessly badgered the Sherpas for bargains,
and tended to discuss prices among themselves rather than great
thoughts.
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The decision to carry one’s own belongings has moral implications as
well as financial.

‘I"d hate to be reincarnated into a baggage coolie,” said my companion
watching another weary tour group plod up followed by the long line of
porters steadying the orange and blue luggage with the aid of straps across
their foreheads. I was doing my own porterage and regretting it. This was
no way to enjoy the forest, the rushing river, the sparkling waterfalls and
green moss. 1 was so weary 1 could scarcely raise my head to see the
mountains.

I passed an Englishwoman with a huge pack on her back, tears stream-
ing down her face. Her husband was far ahead. ‘He wouldn’t allow me a
porter. He said he couldn’t bear to see the little fellows carrying so much.
He wouldn’t listen when I told him he was depriving them of money.’

In the lodge in Namche Bazar I was experiencing for the first time the
rich enveloping hospitality of a Sherpa household. It was a place where
numbers constantly fluctuated. To father, mother, two sons, two daugh-
ters and the odd friend or stray servant were added the trekkers who called
in throughout the season, stayed a night or two and moved on. Father,
whose name was Passang, was a sick man who rarely got out of bed.
Between helping their mother with the housework, the daughters spent
their leisure with their school books or brushing her long black hair. From
time to time an old man would appear with a puppy thrust into his
trousers, the woolly head peering out above his waist band.

The children did their homework for the Hillary School. 1 helped the
youngest with his English. He had written his name in Roman script in
the front of his exercise book, Ang Noma Sherpa. Inside: ‘Say whether
each of these statements is true or false: One. Aesop wrote many stories.
Two. It is known that Aesop stole a gold cup from the temple in Delhi.’
Aesop has always been popular in the East. In China early translations of
his pragmatic fables were far more appreciated than the sombre and
puzzling tale of salvation that the missionaries preached. Ang was pas-
sionately learning English, the key to prosperity. ‘What is a tortoise?
What is a hare? What is a dictator, please? How do vou spell aeroplane?”’
He planned to become a guide.

The lodge, which had escaped modernization, was a long two-storey
building with a stone terrace in front and a wooden ladder leading
upstairs from the bottom rooms which were used for animals. On the
second floor the household lived in the main room which ran across the
top of the house under a high wooden ceiling. Everything was wooden,
floorboards, dresser, beds, benches and shutters cut from the forest.
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Glazed windows, the glass carried in by plane and up by porter, were ap
innovation of the last fifteen years.

The first task of the morning was to light the fire around which life
revolved. Guests lay in their sleeping bags watching one of the daughters
bring in bundles of sticks and pats of dung, and then kneel down and blow,
head on one side, coaxing the first cigarette-end spark into a fierce little
fire that would burn all day. There was no chimney and the smoke made
its way upwards, nudging the ceiling, which, after decades of smoky
caresses, had acquired the sheen of black enamel noted by early Himala-
yan travellers reclining in similar family rooms.

The other daughter was carrying up the first of the day’s relay of water
in two plastic containers once used for petrol, and pouring it on to a line of
shining copper cauldrons. Apart from the altar set between shelves of
religious knick-knacks, these cauldrons were the most precious things in
the house.

Namaste. The fire-lighting daughter bent over my sleeping bag with tea
and the smile that was part of her, like a imb. Before going to school the
girls would continue to bring up water, and then help their mother with
the cooking, peeling the endless potatoes, preparing the dishes that would
simmer with a tinge of spice all day in pots and dekshis placed around the
mud stove. The menu card hanging on the wall, written in neat Hillary
School script with prices marked against each item, offered yak steak,
momos or Sherpa hamburger, fried potatoes, eggs, porridge, rice and
Mustang coffee laced with raki. In between looking after her sick hus-
band, feeding the orphan lamb, seeing the children off to school and
keeping an eye on her lodgers, the woman of the house watched pots all
day long.

As the sun rose a deep braying came from next door where two young
lamas in saffron robes sat on a rooftop bellowing through collapsible
Tibetan trumpets. To sound the long wavering notes that rose or fell
according to lung power, they rested the nine-foot-long silver-painted
horns on an o1l drum. Sometimes the noise was a sigh and a whisper; then
one of them would blow hard and a note snorted all over the town, a vast
raspberry, a piece of grass between giant thumbs, a magnified corncrake.
I recalled Madame David-Neel’s flattering description of similar horns in
Tibet. “These huge musical instruments, sustaining the harmonious wail-
ing Tibetan hautboys, produced a solemn impressive music which filled
the whole valley with deep sonorous voices.’

In the smoke and soot the sleeping bags moved like pupae about to
reveal insects. A bearded head poked out, another, a third that hadn’t a

[18]



Nepal

beard and could have been a woman. Men and women were mixed up.
Jacques, for instance, was mixed up with his porters, two smiling Sherpa
girls. He sat and glared at the other guests, a pretty moon-faced porter at
each shoulder, looking like a Moghul prince dallying with court ladies.

Mine host and hostess (smiling) watched without curiosity as the talk
began about Bali, Singapore, Bangkok, Tamil Nadu, Kashmir, Burma-a
brief stay in Burma since you are only allowed six days and the Burmese
make everything expensive. Sri Lanka was cheap, so was the commune in
Kerala. You could last on a hundred dollars a month. The Gilgit trail took
you up to Hunza, full of old men who lived to be a hundred on a diet of
apricots. Hunza was quite cheap, but during the summer the bazaar
tended to run out of soft drinks like Coca Cola. Nepal was cheap.
Langtang Manang, Muktinath, Jomsom, Annapurna . . .

The other topic was health, although the only person here who was
actually supine and would lie in his sleeping bag all day was an Australian
who had dislocated his knee on a piece of Khumbu ice while returning
from Base Camp. He seemed quite content to spend his time practising
Nepali swear words he had learned from his porter: ass hair, miser, fucker,
catch my banana.

The little room off the passage could have been worse for people
obsessed with the state of their stomachs. In the gloom they also peered to
see if their urine was cloudy or green. Slits in the wooden floor gave a
glimpse of dark regions where what went down was mixed with leaves and
straw and carried away by yak to fertilize tiny fields.

In surroundings like this, medieval Europeans must have lain and
waited in dread for the coming of the Black Death. Now the menace was
AMS. ‘How’s your head? was the constant question in between the talk of
travel and bargains and the checking of pulses. Three people had head-
aches, the English architect who had taken off two vears ago to see the
world, the grey-faced German girl with the unsympathetic boy-friend.
and the ginger-bearded Australian who had drunk so much Mustang
coffee the night before. Acute Mountain Sickness is said to aflect one
person in five. Symptoms to watch for at high altitude include wet or dry
coughs, abdominal cramps, large amounts of gas after eating, breathless-
ness and periodic breathing . . . four or five breaths, and then a frighten-
ing period of no breathing at all for as long as ten or fifteen seconds. a
pattern that can go on for hours at a time. You must get your porters. or
better still, if you can afford it, summon a helicopter to hurry you down
from the heights.

So far I had no symptoms apart from spasms of bad temper.
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Namche Bazar put me in mind of Babar the Elephant’s Celesteville with
its rows of simple little houses placed one above the other up the slope,
connected by lanes as steep as ladders. Most buildings were new and
presented themselves as hotels and shops. They had signboards freshly
painted each season, many saying WELCOME. One advertised a new
Sherpa Mail Service organized by Rinchon Karna Sherpa. Could his
relays of carriers run faster and speed up the time it took communications
to reach the outside world from Khumbu? Above another doorway some-
one had written WE TRUST IN GOD ... INTERNATIONAL
FOOTREST. Nearly all the houses had prayer flags stuck on poles on the
roof and just below the town God was also receiving messages from the
series of prayer wheels turned by the river which kept them spinning away
in their little stone huts.

The unending visitors dribbled up and down followed by porters who
had given up farming years ago and left the planting of crops to their
women-folk. A party of American children were arriving, a group on a
tour arranged by an agency called Family Trekking. How could they
possibly be enjoying themselves? The tiny children were being carried up
in traditional baskets on porters’ backs to the dusty slopes where their
mothers were looking round for proper lavatories. A line of orange bugs
crawled up, Japanese mountaineers, their equipment following in drums
and metal boxes that glinted on another chain of porters who unloaded in
a dirty lane with an air of achievement while their employers took
photographs. The people of Namche are still remarkably tolerant about
cameras. They don’t ask for money, but smile and smile, the old man
showing one long tooth waving a plastic prayer wheel, the child in the long
dress and bonnet like an Elizabethan baby — oh, how cute! — the Tibetan
woman holding up the kukri which will be purchased and added to the
load.

I visited the yaks under the living room of the lodge where I was staying
and peered through the gloom at large scowling creatures with thick black
hair and plumed tails. Winter had passed in the dark stable, but now there
were springtime excursions carrying the muesli of dung and leaves from
the lavatory out to Passang’s fields to be dumped in smelly brown heaps.
Soon there would be ploughing. I made the mistake of trying to stroke the
biggest animal who was called Roko, meaning black, and received my first
demonstration of yak temperament when, to the accompaniment of
orange saliva fountaining from a gaping mouth, curved horns flashed in
the darkness.

There were not many other yaks around Namche, which stands at

[20]



Nepal

10,000 feet, just about the lowest limit of their habitat. Occasionally a
small convoy of pack animals appeared from above, or | would see a
lonely yak or nak or zopkiok grazing in a crazy perpendicular field.

“Too low here for good yak,” I was told. So next day I went up to the
livestock farm outside Shyangboche to see more. I set off to the sound of
lamas’ horns accompanied by Passang’s children on their way to the
Hillary School at Khumjung. Having already done a morning’s work
attending to trekkers’ needs, they rushed ahead of me, meeting a stream of
other children all wearing Western clothes and carrying leather satchels
who bounded up the steep hill at the beginning of a journey that would
take them an hour. It would take me two.

Most of the early morning movement was centred around the little
cross-roads leading to the post office and bank. A Sherpa in a track suit
collected a bit of precious dung off the street; an old woman settled in a
doorway, preening herself in the first rays of sun. Crows squawked and
danced among trekkers’ garbage piled behind the ladders that linked the
houses and strewn in front of a turnip-shaped chorton.

The day was fine with streamers of cloud that drifted up from the terai
looking like prayer scarfs. At the top of the town near a mani wall carved
with lettering, figures of Buddha and wheels of life, stood a dilapidated
little gompa with an empty courtyard and empty rooms. There were no
trees anywhere, and Namche’s lines of houses were ranged on steep
scorched ground. Gathering firewood was an increasingly punishing task
as the forest receded and incursions into the Park were forbidden. The
piles of sticks and logs around each house were getting ever more difhcult
and expensive to obtain since a journey to the nearest forest where fuel
was available and the return under the wearisome load took a man two
days.

Above the rooftops were a scattering of small terraced fields, thin ledges
of ochre-coloured earth scraped clean of rocks and stones. Three girls in
long black dresses were planting potatoes, two digging the earth towards
them with mattocks, the third carrying a basin of seed potatoes which she
deftly threw into each hole made for them. When they caught sight of me
their laughter was uproarious. After two decades of tourism each reeling,
gasping foreigner was still a good joke. Or was my appearance par-
ticularly comical? Children continued to run past, Good morning, Sar.
Good morning, Sar. I followed an old woman bearing an immense load in
a basket who was putting increased distance between us.

Down in the bowl of the Dudh Kosi valley leading back to Lukla the
preserved forest rose and fell in dense different greens, an undulating
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ridge which reproached the bare brown slopes above and formed a plush
foreground for a cold circle of giants — Khumbi Yla, Tawachee, Lhotse,
Ama Dablam, Thamserku, Kusuan. And the biggest of the lot.

I climbed to Shyangboche Airstrip, another dusty field a little longer
than usual gouged out of the side of a hill. A sign beside the highest airfield
in the world said ALTITUDE 3800M. There was only one approach and
if the pilot fluffed the landing he hit rock. A decade ago this had happened
to a plane belonging to the Royal Nepalese Airways which was one of the
reasons why the airfield was so moribund with its control tower half-
finished, and a woman herding yaks on the deserted runway.

Shyangboche Airstrip was constructed to provide access to the Everest
View Hotel, a vainglorious idea developed by a consortium of Japanese
and Nepalese entrepreneurs in 1971. Five-star luxury would look out on
the highest mountain. In a place where chimneys were unknown, carpets,
curtains, taps and saucepans had to be brought in by porter or flown in.
Guests were flown in too, an hour’s flight from Kathmandu, and then they
were carried by yak from Shyangboche along a track leading above a
gorge on an almost perpendicular descent. They were all rich and some
were old; clinging to coarse yak hair they hardly had a moment to look up
at the peaks overhead. They hadn’t time to become acclimatized after the
flight, and when they reached the comfortable hotel with the fine view,
they tended to get ill and even die. That was in spite of the oxygen
breathing apparatus supplied in each room instead of television and
Gideon bibles.

The hotel was a low pleasant building in wood and stone surrounded by
a parkland of trees. A flight of steps led up to the front door where a notice
read ‘Hotel Everest View Now Open for Lodge Accommodation Only.,
With Restaurant and Bar Facilities for All Visitors. Regret any Incon-
venience to our Valued Guests.’

After the elegant exterior inside was a shock. I received the impression
that a wind had raged through the building knocking down doors and
furniture. Or I might be on a sinking liner. The reception hall had coconut
matting and little else; there was a desk of sorts, but no chairs. A stone-
walled passage led to derelict rooms and a kitchen filled with rusty cookers
and fridges. There was no heating. In the big empty cold dining room I sat
down at a table and thought of coffee and bacon. The menus said
Welcome to the Highest Placed Hotel in the world. To all Best Wishes for
the Happy Year of 1985. Thanks. New Management. When a waiter in a
padded climbing jacket appeared to serve the only guest, I ordered the
cheapest things, tomato soup and egg and chips. The chips took twenty
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minutes — time to look out on the sharp dark triangle with the ever-present
wisp of cloud looming above the sun-lit rooftops of Thyanghoche monas-
tery. Incomparable. Forget Khumbi Yla, Kusuan, Lhotse.

The Manager, huddled in an anorak, a woolly hat pulled over his ears,
had been working out figures on an adding machine with stiff, cold
fingers. Now he came over and sat at my table.

‘You have enjoyed your meal? In these days we have a good out-
of-season rate. A bargain, Sir. The price of a room is only fifteen dollars.’
In bed you could enjoy the view, although the oxygen mask might well be
rusty and empty. ‘We hope to do many improvements.” He pointed out a
hole in the floor, the wave pattern of a leak at the corner of the ceiling, and
a crack in the glass which, if you looked with one eye, made a new route up
the Goddess Mother.

“The Japanese people have no sense, Sir. How did they not realize that
this place is very cold in winter? In summer there is monsoon and rain.
The mist is here all the time. It is a cloak, Sir. You cannot see the
mountains.’

As I moved off he called after me, ‘If you come back in October, Sir, a
night will cost you more than a hundred dollars?

The royal yak farm, just up the trail through an arched wooden gate-
way, consisted of a few austere buildings and a long, walled enclosure
surrounded by trees. There was no sign of any yaks, only a cow. This was a
Swiss cow.

‘She will be mated to a yak and no doubt will give birth to a satisfactory
calf. Swiss cows give better milk,” declared Mr Charad Chandra Nen-
pane, the Livestock Officer. A graduate from Kathmandu University, this
was his first post. We sat in his office with its picture of the royal family
and a tapestried cushion on my chair on which was embroidered an ideal
yak — noble, handsome, its horns and fur worked in gold thread.

Mr Nenpane told me that, although tourism had generally supplanted
farming as the main source of income throughout Sherpa territory,
nevertheless the yak and its hybrid offspring were still essential for the
well-being of small communities.

The domesticated yak was less than half the size of a wild yak. Yak was
strictly the name for the male of the species. Sherpas call the males yak,
the females nak. For many thousands of years yak have been crossed with
other cattle such as the Tibetan bosaunus typicus whose bulls are known as
lang. The results are zopkiok and zhum. Zopkiok and zhum can live at
lower altitudes; zhum give more milk and are altogether more satisfactory
than nak. A good zhum might cost as much as four thousand rupees. Only
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the female hybrids are fertile. Zopkiok are also fine; cross-bred yaks are
reliable pack animals, less aggressive than the pure-breds and easier t¢
handle if they are treated right. So far no name has been devised for the
offspring of a yak and a Swiss cow.

Mr Nenpane continued to pour out information. ‘Do you know, My
Peter, a yak’s white tail can be worth more than two hundred and fifty
rupees?’

‘What do they eat . . . grass?’

He threw up his hands. ‘And where do you find grass?” We looked out of
the window at mountains and shrivelled vegetation. ‘At this time of year
before the rains there is nothing for these beasts. We give them hay and
potatoes and maize flour mixed with water twice a week.” When yaks went
trekking on the bare mountain a good proportion of the load they carried
had to be their own personal provisions. They got lonely and needed
company. They liked to travel in pairs. A lonely yak was a bad-tempered
yak.

‘What about riding them?’

‘Indeed, Mr Peter, they are not meant for riding. You will find it quite
difficult to get hold of a riding yak. Saddles, bridles, other essentials —
these are very hard to come by. A riding yak must be especially trained.
Tell me, in Europe do you go around riding bulls?’

He threw up his hands again. ‘I tell you, Mr Peter, that not so long ago
some foolish foreigner got killed taking a riding yak across a glacier. The
saddle slipped! There was a crevasse! Too bad?’

An assistant came into the room looking worried. Mr Nenpane listened
anxiously.

‘My friend here tells me some very bad news. A yak has been killed by a
wolf.’

‘I’m so sorry. Do wolves often attack?

‘Sometimes at this time of year. And we can do nothing. In a national
park no wild animal can be trapped or killed. Not even a damned wolf.’

‘How can you protect your yaks?”

‘It is very difficult, let me assure you. Now we have fifty-six animals.
This morning when I awoke we had fifty-seven.’

‘Where are they?”’

‘Most of them are high up on the mountain in a yersa.’

I elicited that a yersa was a stone mountain hut like an Irish booley.
The ownership of land in yersa settlements used to be very important
among lifestock breeders, and until the advent of tourists whole families
would move up to higher pastures during the monsoon months. Since the
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keeping of large herds of yaks by Sherpas has declined in the face of
tourism, many yersas have fallen into disuse or have been turned into
tourist lodges. The few that are occupied by herdsmen during the summer
months have become rarities.

Mr Nenpane said, ‘I think it would be better if you learn more about
yaks. Then, perhaps, we may see about a riding beast.” He sounded like
Duveen with a rich, uncouth client, starting him off with something
modest and gradually working up to a Gainshorough. ‘As it happens I
have a convoy which will be bringing up potatoes to my herd. You may
accompany it. Come here on Sunday morning at eight o’clock and bring
warm clothes.’

Rain spluttered on the small windows of Passang’s house, dripped
through the black roof, hissed into the fire and fell into the cooking.
Outside Namche was covered in mist. Rain fell on the little sloping muddy
field where the tents had changed from orange to blue with the arrival of a
new group the might before. After dumping their loads the porters had
erected them in a line together with the cooking tent from which Sherpa
stew was ladled out. On no account were the closely supervised clients of
the trekking company allowed to stay in houses where those who shep-
herded them would have to share profits. Here was a sad sight, the tents
side by side pegged down in the mud while the rain bucketed down, and a
number of early risers wearing shorts, standing outside under umbrellas.
Only a few yards away stood a Sherpa lodge offering smoky hospitality.
Guidebooks are full of warnings for the misocapric; in addition the
traveller is constantly reminded about dirt, noise and monotonous food
and told that camping with a reliable agency is infinitelv preferable.

One after another, drifts of clouds spilled up the valley bringing rain
and a promise of softness and greenness, a baptism of renewal after arid
winter months. Namche was blotted out, the mountains were dissolved
and today there would be no view of Everest from the hotel. At the vak
farm five animals had been prepared for the journey, three yaks and two
zopkioks, male cross breeds, the mules of the Himalayas. They stood
outside their stables, hairy silhouettes in the mist, with three attendants
who were taking supplies up the yersa.

‘Cowboys,’ said Mr Nenpane. They were small wiry men in tracksuits
and combat caps covered with camouflage markings. In spite of the rain
two wore dark glasses. None could speak English. The leader was called
Hari Kumar.

The day’s trek was a short one to Khumjung where the potatoes were to
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be loaded. A group of pines stood out against the rocks like a Japanese
print as men and animals shot up the track into swirling mist and I tried to
keep up. Occasionally far ahead up in cloud I would hear a yak grunting
and the patter of stones thrown at it, to hurry it on. The track unfolded
eerily, a narrow steep path with flights of stone steps, giant boulders and
occasionally the roc’s-egg shape of a chorton springing out of the mist,
Around one of them I caught a glimpse of a dozen witchy women
squatting with baskets and bags, one with a yak skin tied in a bundle on
her back, others resting tall conical baskets brimming over with goods.
One moment, and then they disappeared in white swirls. So fair and foul a
day I have not seen. The mist turned back to rain as I followed down a
track transformed into a watercourse brimming with liquid, leading to
Khumjung, a village of shadows.

In the rain I was directed to a large house with the familiar stables on
the ground floor, the ladder leading up, another smoke-filled room,
another smiling cook, more trekkers.

‘We come from Hamburg.’

In the morning strokes of sunlight fell on the little altar with its figures
of Buddha, the shelf supporting a line of copper bowls, a pair of boots
hanging from a nail, a pennant from a mountaineering expedition and a
frame of photographs. A rank of Thermos flasks, red, blue and green,
complemented the shining bowls. The fire was relit and the small wooden
shutter over the window was unlatched to reveal a view. It was strange
having my vision restored. There was a gompa and two large chortons.
There were the trees and boulders among which I had slithered the day
before, now looking beguilingly easy, The mountains had reappeared.

I visited the school. When the headmaster, Mr Shyam, started teaching
nearly thirty years ago most people had no formal education at all. He
wrote letters for them, distributed iodine tablets and observed TB suf-
ferers. There was no medical care in Khumbu. In 1950 the mountaineer
Tom Bourdillon passed a village of some sixty people of whom forty had
just died of an unknown illness, perhaps typhus. It is well for anthropolo-
gists and people like myself to bewail the jolly old ways that continue in
western Nepal far from the trekking crowds, where the old structures of
society remain unchanged, goitre pouches are still common and people
die young.

The dramatic breakthrough in education in this area was due to the
energies of Edmund Hillary. In 1960 his Himalayan Trust butlt the first
classrooms here and today over three hundred children attend the school.
George Lowe, a member of the original Everest team, another tall New
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Zealander, was on an annual tour of inspection as morning lessons began,
signalled by a bell-like note struck on an empty oxygen cylinder. For Lowe
and Hillary the twenty-three schools of the Trust scattered through this
part of Nepal are linked with the triumph of their youth. The practical and
massive thank-you to the Sherpas includes hospitals and health centres
where patients are charged a token rupee.

‘We have been lucky,” Mr Shyam said. Prosperity was the result of
living at the foot of Everest.

Lt. Colonel L. A. Waddell, author of Lhasa and its Mysteries,'wrote a good
precise description of yaks in 1905. ‘They are shaggy beasts, in
appearance something between the American bison and the cattle of the
Scotch Highlands, and their curious grunting call is aptly denoted in their
scientific name of ‘‘the grunting ox” (bos grunniens). They are noble
looking massive animals, especially the bull yaks — in spite of their oddly
round and squat appearance. The thick coat of hair which protects them
from perishing in the arctic cold of the snows, is longest on their sides and
undersides. The tail ends in a great bushy tuft, which serves the same
purpose as the bushy tail of the hibernating squirrel, curling over its
owner’s feet and nose when asleep, like a rug, and thus affording protec-
tion against the intense cold of the Himalayan nights. These bushy yak
tails are much in demand in India as fly whisks for Indian princes and as
royal emblems for the idols in Indian temples.’

The two yaks and three zopkioks were being loaded with sacks of
potatoes. This was a job requiring alertness and presence of mind, since
each animal was bent on outwitting its groom and if possible sticking a
horn in his ribs. You don’t stroke yaks, or make any of the discreet signals
that calm a nervous horse. You whistle at them and you watch every
movement. As sacks were roped together and loaded, the cowboys
approaching their charges with the wary care of their Western counter-
parts approaching a rodeo bull, the awful grunting came regularly,
combined with a grinding of teeth. The noise was distressing, with a
perpetual suggestion of effort about it and a tinge of pain. The name yak is
onomatopoeic.

The zopkioks, two café-au-lait in colour, the third spotted black and
white, lacked the blinding fringe and were like sturdy shaggy little cows.
The yaks were shining black and a lot more hairy. They were rather like
compressed bison, with much less of the broad head, and their shagginess
blurred their sturdy outline. They were nearer to the ground than bison,
their short legs mostly hidden by a mass of the hair like drapes around
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Victorian piano legs. Hair curtained their eyes, thickly covered their
flanks and backs and humps, and fell in a petticoat around them. The
bushy tails were like foxes’ tails, none of the snake-and-tassel appendages
of other bovines. Lyre-shaped killer horns protruded from the mass of fyr
in front; occasionally as a yak tossed its head, moaned, ground its teeth
and let fly a spurt of saliva, you caught a glimpse of a big brown eye. They
might be impervious to cold, they were great for high mountains, they
were sure-footed, but they were wild animals at heart. You could be
loading potatoes onto the backs of zebras. All the time you knew they were
waiting for some little thing to disturb them and send them galloping off,
trying to get rid of their burdens. Suddenly I had great respect for the
cowboys arranging three sacks on each back, two on each side, an extra
one on top tied together with rope pulleys.

Hari Kumar, a sinewy young man who could run straight up any hill,
whistled all the time, not to compensate for the fact that our conversation
was limited to ‘O.K.’, ‘Stop’, ‘Good Morning’, but to urge on his charges.
Whistling, a counterpoint to the groans, soothed the savage breast.
Whistling and throwing stones was the way to drive yaks on.

Leaving Khumjung was like the start of a Grand Prix as yak and
zopkiok galloped off with the cowboys running behind, each man loaded
with a bag of additional rations. ‘What the hell?’ called out an angry
American as they hurtled past, almost knocking him down. His words
were lost in cowboys’ laughter as they raced by. Everyone knew thaton a
narrow trail a loaded yak takes precedence, and you must give way to
these hairy juggernauts.

Below the village the potato fields thinned out, and soon we were
descending into a narrow boulder-filled valley covered with birch and fir
trees. Then we came out above the main gorge of the Dudh Kost facing
ranges of mountains that were so high the mind did not fit them in with the
rocks and ice below and the places where the forest still clawed up their
lower slopes. They were like clouds. Everywhere you walked there was a
bird of prey circling overhead; other signs of life were usually trekkers and
their entourages making their way along the grand highway to Everest.

The foliage was luxuriant; a waterfall came spilling from an overhang-
ing rock. I could not see much of this pleasant detail since as we moved the
sun dried the rain-soaked mud, and soon the animals ahead were kicking
up blinding dust with their hooves and skirts. They galloped along with
the three whistling cowboys in perpetual pursuit. If a yak ran too far
ahead or turned off the track to graze, they were all after him to stop. They
would surround him, shifting his load of potatoes, turning him round until

[28]



Nepal

he faced the right way. More whistling and shouting disciplined the other
animals to an extent that often they would stop dead and stay put for
minutes, Then, when it seemed that nothing on earth would get them
moving again, they were suddenly off, making dust.

The small village of Phunki Thanghka lay at the bottom of the valley
reached by a long skinny bridge. Each yak faced it and was willed to make
the crossing. One by one they took a run at it like the Billy Goats Gruff,
and clattered across the undulating wooden boards. There must be times
when an animal misses its footing and vanishes into the white river
beneath. I hadn’t the vocabulary to ask Hari Kumar.

We spent a couple of hours recuperating in a teahouse near a fringe of
prayer wheels turned by the river. The roar of water dashing over the
rocks echoed in the still air as we consumed white tea and biscuits under a
picture of the Dalai Lama and a shelf filled with leftovers from moun-
taineering expeditions. When I offered Hari Kumar a tin reduced to ten
rupees, he studied the bright red picture of a Japanese octopus for a long
time before shaking his head.

When we moved on, the sky changed from blue to white as suddenly as
ifa curtain had been drawn, and a loud wind drowned out the sound of the
river, bringing snow with it. Soon my clothes were covered with soft, fluffy
flakes, the path under the trees shone white and the yaks turned into
moving Christmas cakes. Hari Kumar increased the pace as I struggled to
keep up far behind the convoy. The path went up towards the monastery
of Thyangboche and its sacred hill from where some lamas were coming
down towards us, giving way to our yaks, their robes shrouded in snow-
flakes, cowled heads bent down in the face of the blast. We moved past
them up to the holy place to yells augmented by a wail of Indian music
from the small transistor carried by a cowboy as a precious symbol of the
good life.

Through the snow I made out an enclosed gateway, then the outline of
the gompa, a dim shape jutting out above the trees. Beside us a line of blue
tents from which came gruff German voices was casually pitched on the
most sacred site in Khumbu. The cowboys squatted down and smoked
cigarettes, and I thought for a glad moment that we might be spending the
night here. But no—once again the yaks set off on their constant trot, while
I followed miserably. We went down and then we entered forest, trees
plastered with snow, giant rhododendrons frozen white. The transistor
was switched off — it may have interfered with all the noise directed at the
yaks. Between the cries and whistles, other sounds were squeaking boots
on snow, animal grunts, the regular note of bells from round their necks
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and a pad of cloven hooves supporting their loads. All around was a
marvellous frozen forest.

The trees ended at another gorge with a suspension bridge where spray
from the Imja Khola had stiffened on the moss and lichen that hung lacey-
white from branches above the river bed. The yaks stopped, sniffing the
cold air, then tripped over one by one. On the other side the forest stopped
as if sheared with a knife. It was still snowing hard; for another rest period
we found a small shelter in another gateway crossing the track, its walls
painted with Buddhas in meditation. More cigarettes while the yaks stood
motionless.

Two hours later we came down to Pangboche heralded by chortons and
mani walls built in the middle of the path. Even where the snow made it
difficult to see, the cowboys followed the Buddhist precept of going
around them clockwise, while the yaks went by the more direct route. |
followed the yaks. Beyond Pangboche to renewed yells the yaks veered ofl
the track and began climbing up a wilderness of rocks where, in addition
to snow, the mountainside was covered with a thick layer of icy mist. Far
above me I could hear the cowboys calling and the occasional sharp noise
of a bell. It seemed that I had been lost for hours, and then the mist lifted
so that I could see a narrow shelf of land with some walled fields and
enclosures. Around a group of mountain huts were dozens and dozens of
yaks standing in the snow. And here the convoy stopped. It had been
travelling for ten hours.

The cowboys just had time before darkness fell to unload the sacks and
bring them into the hut, a simple stone building roofed over with sods of
turf. There was no room in the small interior for furniture. Sacks of
potatoes and pieces of firewood carried up the same long route we had
come today were piled against one wall, while beside another were heaped
blankets and clothes. Through the smoke I could make out crowds of men
in track suits. I slumped down by the fire and was handed a cup of tea. It
was heaven.

Each week at this time of year a similar convoy of potatoes was shuttled
up to keep the herd going until there was enough grass. Throughout the
summer season the herders lived in this hut. One was breaking up wood,
while another sliced potatoes for the pot. We ate bowls of potatoes tasting
of smoke before lying down on the ground like rows of sausages crowded
one beside the other. Some slept under rough blankets made from yak
wool; others had sleeping bags acquired from mountaineers. Two men sat
up much of the night playing cards by firelight to songs from the
transistor. '
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In the morning light, filtered through holes in the roof and stone walls,
the storm was a memory. A man’s head lay a few inches from mine. and an
extra pair of legs lay across my sleeping bag. The head turned and grinned
while someone brought in an armful of juniper and lit the fire which gave
off little flames, and an asphyxiating resin-scented smoke. Soon a pot of
potatoes was being cooked for breakfast.

The yaks had to be fed first. Herded in a stone enclosure before release
on the mountain they were given a ration of grass and two kilos of cooked
potatoes to a chorus of moans and grunts that might be interpreted as joy.
Then it was our turn. We sat outside eating our potatoes, watching the
rising sun turn the mountains fuchsia pink, then luminous orange which
slowly bleached to glittering white.

After breakfast everyone relaxed. Someone cut his fingernails, another
preened himself in a mirror, others played cards and listened to the
transistor. There was one older man, the only one dressed in traditional
clothes, a long black coat topped by a fur hat with flaps drooping over his
eyes and nose. Unlike the spring dandies in their track suits, he kept
himself perpetually busy making small hoops of barkwood for holding
ropes and harness. When he had finished that, he passed his time by
plucking out strands of coarse wool from around his wrist and spinning it
on a little wooden spindle. He spun as automatically as if he was swirling a
prayer wheel until he got tired of that and rose to his feet and went after
the yaks who were scattered on the mountain snatching at minuscule
mouthfuls of food.

I made the mistake of following him. Just behind the versa compound
loomed the peak of Tawachee, a medium-sized Himalayan giant, and it
seemed to be that without actually turning into mountaineers and rock
climbers we had reached the limit of any negotiable land. I misjudged the
ability of fifty yaks to trot up a vertical incline, followed by the old man
running up the rocks behind them. He ran away with his yaks, leaving me
to gasp and clutch my aching head in front of one of the world’s most
desolate and intimidating views. The shark’s teeth of Ama Dablam were
behind my back; in front rose a wave of angry mountains that included
Nuptse and Everest. I was alone, listening to my pounding heart, remem-
bering that as you get older the hills get steeper.
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Zopkiok

After the yersa Namche seemed a suburb, not a place to linger. The
mountains beckoned you, urging you not to stay down here, but to go up
even if you were not planning to climb them. The feverish urge to make for
the heights was not confined to mountaineers. I would go to Gokyo, which
was a beacon for trekkers.

A Dutchman at Passang’s lodge told me, ‘The place was so cold the
toothpaste froze in the tube. Your urine froze solid.’

Mr. Pemajon helped me to find transport. His family had an important
position in the town. We sat in the small room of his house high above
everything; from the window I peered down over the rooftops loaded with
stones to gaze at the passing scene like the Lady of Shalott. I could see
each group of trekkers coming up the steep slope from the river, two
elderly European women and four porters dripping in perspiration, a
party of Nepalese, some Japanese carrying a rising sun flag and coloured
paper fish on sticks. The room was cold and Mr Pemajon had a blanket
over his shoulders as he crouched by the window pointing out the other
houses he owned, together with the crescent of small fields around which
Namche was built. He was a little disillusioned by tourists, but inevitably
involved.

He recommended a guide for me who lived in Jarkot, the cluster of
houses planted between vast rocks overlooking Namche. It appeared that
Pemba knew all about yaks and would bring one along tomorrow. He
would take it from his brother’s field.

Pemba was a Tibetan who had escaped to Nepal as a child before his
family went on to Darjeeling. When photographs of refugee Tibetan
children were circulated among individuals and charitable organizations
throughout the world, he had been adopted by a Belgian priest who took
on the responsibility for his education. Every month they exchanged
letters, and then one month nothing arrived.

‘He was an old man and he die.’

Although Pemba was in the tenth class, he had to leave school. He
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drifted back to his family which had returned 1o Nepal and settled in the
Khumbu area. Having learned English at school, he found work for a
trekking company at 35 rupees a day, the same wagc as a porter, and tried
to see a future for himself. ‘In Europe I might have been a pop star.’

He wore the smart blue jean suit sent to him from Belgium by his
adoptive father. His baseball cap was scarlet and white.

The yak, whose name was Nangpa, was a scrawny little animal. I had
my rucksack and tent, together with a few provisions. Pemba brought his
own small bag and a large burlap sack of hay, and started the business of
loading up, balancing everything around the small wooden pack saddle
and tying the bundles down with ropes. The hay sack in particular was big
and slippery, and kept sliding off. At each delay Nangpa showed increas-
ing signs of impatience, snorting and shying. The operation was watched
by jeering trekkers.

‘You cannot seriously propose to take that beast to Gokyo,’ said the
Dutchman. ‘You forget what I told you about the cold.’

‘It looks real hungry to me,’ said an American, ‘and you intend to feed it
all that distance on one teensy weensy bag of hay?’

The lady of the house got Nangpa going by picking up a stick and
belting him.

The day was hot with only a few clouds rolling up the valley. The
Namche shopkeepers were arranging their goods on the pavement out-
side, jewellery, bags of biscuits and sweets, a Tibetan lama’s skull trim-
med with silver. There were yak blankets, yak skin shoes, vak skin coats,
toy yaks. On the wall of one house was a stuffed yak’s head. An old woman
politely stuck out her tongue and the crows seemed to mock us.

The track went past the police check point where theoretically every
tourist was supposed to produce his trekking permits. The three men
sitting outside the hut were bored. You want to sign the book? One of
them got up stiffly and brought me into the office, yawning. I signed the
ledger which keeps everyone satisfied, officials in Kathmandu, the trek-
kers who have paid. This year 25,000 would be permitted to wander over
Nepal.

Nangpa was slothful, stopping on the track every few yards, moving on
reluctantly when urged by Pemba’s enraged screams and thumps. He
would go on for a very short distance and stop again, kicking up dust. He
stopped and shied for the tenth time at a group of men who were shouting
and throwing stones at two large birds of prey with wings like black
fingers. The birds spiralled slowly upwards on a thermal rising from the
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valley until they became specks. The men continued on their way.
Nangpa refused to budge.

‘Why don’t you lead him?’

‘It is done this way, Boss.’

I looked at Nangpa critically. His ears were decorated with red woollen
tufts that hung down like earrings. He was piebald like a tinker’s pony at
home. His little short legs scarcely came up to my knees. His horns were
formidable enough, his tail was reasonably bushy, but he lacked sub-
stance. | remembered the animals taking potatoes to the yersa, and how
for all their melancholy nastiness they kept galloping ahead uphill and out
of sight. There had been no stopping them. They had been a lot more
handsome. At least — two were handsome, three less so. Nangpa had
hardly more hair than a cow.

‘Yak?’

‘Zopkiok,” Pemba said casually.

‘We agreed a yak.’

He looked away at a mountain and there was a long pained silence.

‘Zopkiok good as yak. My mother need yak for ploughing.’

The real thing approached from the opposite direction along the trail, a
line of proper yaks bearing big loads and hurrying, hurrying. Nangpa was
a flawed imitation. You could see the difference as they swept by with
their Hovercraft gait, how much hairier they were, altogether bigger, their
bison humps distinctive, their massive figures somehow majestic. In
comparison Nangpa looked seedy. Sluggish, his head constantly hanging
down, he did not even seem to be a good example of a zopkiok.

We continued on the trail in sulky silence, punctuated by Nangpa’s
spurts of movement. This part of the route was the same I had followed
last week, down the deep gorge of the Dudh Kosi. At Phunki Thanghka
Nangpa stopped again at the bridge with an air of long practice and began
chewing leaves. A long wait during which to observe how the whole valley
sparkled with the approach of spring. Light shone on the budding trees,
on the cascading stream and the distant water wheels for quite a long time
before he could be pursuaded to trot across. Birds were singing. Behind
the teahouses half-naked Germans were sunning themselves outside their
tents, while a group of French were shrilly objecting to the price the
teahouse charged for tea and fried bread.

We stayed for half an hour so that Nangpa could be fed on potatoes to
give him strength for the climb up to Thyangboche. We plodded up hill
glimpsing through the fir trees a bright blue sky and a snow-caked
mountain looming across the valley, its crevices and serrated edge shining
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like glass. Ahead charged another convoy of yaks weighed down with
large boxes of Spenser’s Tea and pyramids of eggs. We met people coming
down, Sherpas moving at an easy trot under their loads, trekkers looking
jaded. An elderly Englishman, his leg bandaged, hobbled down with the
aid of a ski stick. He had been to Base Camp.

‘It’s like Piccadilly Circus. There’s a glut of Norwegian and American
climbers. What’s the weather like in Lukla?

‘Misty when I last heard. People have been waiting for the plane for two
days.’

‘I have to be back in London by Monday for a directors’ meeting.’

Just a little higher up Thyangboche was waiting for us and every other
traveller in Khumbu. Last week the snow had blotted out detail and the
gompa had been veiled in mist. Today things were more lively. From the
small tower built over the main courtyard a line of lamas sounded horns
while another rang a bell. I read the notice-board.

Welcome to Thyangboche. Please Step in the Land of Trekkers Para-
dise for Remote Shelter. We ask Your help to Keep our Place Clean and
Collect all Trash.

At one time, and not so long ago that most Sherpas remember, Thy-
angboche was remote as well as holy. The monastery traces back to Lama
Sanga Dorje, the fifth of the reincarnate lamas of the Rong-phu monastery
in Tibet. Towards the end of the seventeenth century he brought Buddh-
ism to Khumbu by flying over the high mountains from Tibet and landing
at Thyangboche, and later at Pangboche, leaving his sacred footprints at
both places. When he died his body evaporated into a rainbow, and his
eyes, tongue and heart remained to be placed in a silver casket.

More recently Thyangboche has had its ups and downs. After the
gompa was destroyed in the 1933 earthquake, rebuilding took manyv
years. In the 1960s the arrival of mountaineers had a devastating effect on
the numbers of monks, many of whom were induced to leave because of
the large wages offered to anyone capable of carrying a load at high
altitudes. Today the monastery has been enriched by gifts; every Everest
expedition includes in its budget a fistful of kafkas and a large donation to
be offered to the current Rimpoche. The buildings are restored and the
establishment is flourishing, but it is a different place from the holy spot of
thirty years ago where nothing disturbed the lamas’ meditation except the
rustle of wind and the cluck of pheasants. It is bedlam. Some sleep in the
crowded dormitory set up by the National Park. Others stay in the
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Mountain Travel Guest House which is smart, comfortable and relatively
expensive. There is plenty of room for tents.

The Gompa Inn is run on behalf of the monastery by a nierwa released
from ritual duties. Trekkers were reading books, eating, complaining or
boasting like the Dane who had been up to the Khumbu icefall a dozen
times. A haunted-looking German woman had sickened above Pheriche
and had to turn back; another German wearing scratched spectacles
hoped to study the ecology of Base Camp.

‘You could save yourself the trouble by inspecting any old municipal
garbage dump,’ said one of the three fierce Australian girls who put you in
mind of Amazons. A plump American in a T-shirt saying ‘When the
Going gets Tough the Tough get Going,’ carried a copy of New York Times
not that much out of date. His companion’s head was bad.

‘I’m sorry, Margaret, you’re not handling altitude too well. Everyone
going up to the Kalar Pattar is psychopathic. Try some Diomox . . .~

‘T have, I have . . .’

‘Frankfully and truthfully, there is no need to press it.’

An English girl was dying to meet the Rimpoche. ‘Don’t we need
kafkas?” White scarves are as essential a part of the serious trekker’s
equipment as stomach pills. Her friend, who was as hairy as a yak, said,
‘I’ve got the bloody kafkas. Anyway it’s not that wonderful meeting him.
Reincarnate lamas are two a penny in Nepal since they cut down on them
in Tibet. You bet the next Dalai Lama will come from Nepal.’

The German with the scratched spectacles gulped a mugful of chang.
‘You can time the effects of chang to the exact hour. In thirty-three hours
you will get diarrhoea, then severe vomiting. A pity they do not distil the
water . . . it is a good drink.” The nierwa brought him more.

When he brought chang for us, together with chappatis and fried
potatoes, Pemba became happier.

‘I think 1t will be a good trip, Boss.’

Tourist lodges were scattered around the compound beneath the little
knoll on which the main gompa stood. Behind the gateway a little
courtyard was surrounded by wooden pillars in the style of a Christian
cloister, each pillar having been carried up the mountain trail. Upstairs
was the main room with thangkas and images of Buddha; lamas’ cells
huddled round it, together with a newly-finished library intended to be a
major literary source for those wishing to study Mahayana Buddhism —
and there were plenty of them around. Nearby were some of the highest
latrines in the world; you peed over a drop of a thousand feet.

Atdawn I went up to view the mountains by the early light. A track led
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upwards from the entrance of the monastery past a chorton and a small
mani wall with a PLEASE DO NOT DISTURB notice. Higher up the
rhododendrons thickened into a piece of forest full of birds. In the woods
around Thyangboche life is sacred and you are supposed to he able to sec
all sorts of fancy pheasants and rose-pink pigeons. The only birds I
noticed were the choughs looking for garbage. But my eyes were gazing
upward for Sagarmatha, Chomolungma, Qomolangma Feng, Mi-ti Gu-ti
Cha-pu Long-na, Everest, old Peak Fifteen.

And the others. Here from a high wooded spur covered with firs and
rhododendrons you could look out in every direction at a bewitching
selection of snow peaks. Identifying them was like picking out con-
stellations, I found Thamserku, and then Kantega, which the moun-
taineers describe disparagingly as a 22,000-footer, but is singularly
beautiful with its crowned white head and hanging glaciers. Kwangde,
Tawachee, Everest, Nuptse, Lhotse, Ama Dablam - saying their names
was like reciting a mantra. Lama Sanga Dorje had a purpose similar to
that of the early Christian hermits in seeking holiness in a remote place,
and it must have been as spiritually uplifting for him to meditate before
the great mountains as it was for the monks of Skellig Michael to con-
template the presence of God on the pathless sea.

Pemba, Nangpa and I set off on our travels when the morning air was
still crisp, the light is more intense and the mountains have a sheen which
they lose as the sun gets higher. Nangpa had been given potatoes, but he
looked disgruntled.

‘It is the weather, Boss,” Pemba volunteered. ‘You hear thunderstorm
last night?’

I remembered moonlight.

‘Zopkiok and yak not like thunder. Too much noise.” He shook his head
as if I was to blame. He had tried to get more potatoes, but the lodges,
busy catering for tourists, had none to spare.

We plunged down on the far side of the hill through a wood which was
under the care of the monastery. There was no discernible track, just a
thick slice of woodland falling down to a river where tendrils of lichen and
moss fell over our heads in silver curtains. The other side of the valley was
just about bare of trees; once I heard a woodman’s axe ringing out another
death note. It took holiness to preserve trees in these parts, and the
monastery was doing a better job than the park people.

Soon I was experiencing Sherpa’s Law number one — in the Himalayas
a short run down is invariably followed by a much more difhcult ascent.
Ahead of me Nangpa was demonstrating Yak’s Law — the most lacklustre
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vak hybrid will occasionally show a frantic burst of speed as if it is being
pursued by hornets. While Pemba ran after him whistling in vain, the
zopkiok had disappeared upwards and out of sight.

I abandoned any idea of keeping up with them; the day was hot and
cloudless and 1 sat on a ledge looking across the river back to Thys-
angboche on its wooded hill. The sun shone on the gold toren and caught
the wings of a flight of snow pigeons so that they glinted like tinfoil. Far
below, the river fell in a deep blue line. I slept and woke and got lost. Here
the smaller tracks were nothing more than the imprint of dust between
stones, with nothing to indicate where zopkiok and attendant had van-
ished. By the time I found them, panicking about my tent and provisions,
there had been plenty of time for the two of them to sink back into
listlessness.

Although Pemba had been unable to obtain potatoes, he had managed
to buy two extra sacks of hay which he carried along. They had not
impeded him running after his beast, but now brought him down to the
same pace. Nangpa, who carried everything else, had long forgotten his
hysteria and had returned to his sluggish ways. All the way up over rocks
and boulders he had to be prodded, pushed, roared at, shouted at and
poked away from the precipice.

Phortse was a lovely little place standing facing Thyangboche on a high
shelf of sloping land above the upper reaches of the Dudh Kosi. Chorton,
houses and some small fields starred with flowers. Pemba stopped outside
a house and began unloading with great haste.

‘Good place for camping, Boss. I stay in house. You put up tent.’

In the months to come my tent would be a valued friend, but this was
only the second time I had erected it. On the last occasion I had been
watched by my applauding family in the garden at home. During his
travels with Modestine (a tractable animal compared to Nangpa) Robert
Louts Stevenson pointed out the disadvantages that a tent brings to the
solitary traveller. ‘It is troublesome to pitch, and troublesome to strike
again, and even on the path it forms a conspicuous feature of your
baggage.’ Instead he took along a Victorian sleeping bag that served a
double purpose, ‘a bed by night and a portmanteau by day.’

Since that time tents have become a lot more compact, but they are still
tiresome to erect. Most of Phortse watched me and Pemba struggle. Two
husky girls digging in a field lay down their mattocks and ran over to help,
chortling and laughing. Then Nangpa stirred into life and walked through
the maze of equipment, his sharp little hooves treading on nylon ropes.

Pemba said, ‘It is best you put up tent yourself, Boss. That way no one

[38]



Nepal

else is to blame.” So I wrestled alone before an audience, and in due course
I put up my little green igloo. On the far side of the village another
segment of unsullied woodland fell down to the river. From below me
came the sound of children singing, where the schoolmaster sat with his
pupilsin a circle conducting an outdoor lesson. His small mud school with
the tin roof built by the Hillary Trust catered for fifty-seven children.

What did they all want to do when they left> Mr Ran Prasad Ray said,
‘They want to live in Kathmandu.’ '

He was gathering them up to take inside as the wind strengthened and
the sun vanished in mist. I could see nothing but only hear the sound of
mattocks from the girls who had helped me, who were still breaking up the
sandy soil, wrapped in a cloud.

My idea of camping had been to be completely independent. But the
primus would not light.

Pemba stood outside the tent watching. ‘Very difficult stove. Over ten
thousand feet no pressure.’

I joined him in the house under which the tent was perched. Upstairs
above the hearth fire the Dalai Lama was placed beside a coloured cut-out
of Everest, an ice-axe and a rucksack with a certificate dated 1980 from the
Eastern Sierra Himalayan Expedition; the usual glass-fronted wooden
frame holding precious family photographs. A couple posed resolutely in
their best clothes, the man in a Western-style suit a little too big so that the
trousers made waves around his ankles, the woman wearing a wonderful
patchwork silk apron in scarlet and yellow and a pair of gilded earmuffs
that had kinship to a Celtic-torc. Other photos showed the man in snow
goggles and a balaclava, the king and queen and a couple of small
children.

Here were the children, rather bigger, together with a baby and a
whiskery old grandfather. The man of the house, like so many heads of
Sherpa families, was away. ‘He porter.” After a supper of potatoes taken
from the embers and eaten in their skins, I watched the young wife mush a
piece of potato in her mouth like a pigeon and give it to the baby. The
children drank glasses of chang, the baby cried, a mouse ran across the
floor. Then the woman put the baby in a basket on her back and gently
rocked it from side to side. From the stable downstairs came the sound of
yak bells.

My tent waited below. After I had shivered all night on stony ground, in
the morning, as the smell of kerosene failed to heat up water to pour on a
tea bag, I could see in the dim light that the fly sheet was frosted over. Up
in the house Pemba had slept by the fire near the old man and the
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children, and while I munched dry muesli he cajoled the woman into
cooking him a Sherpa breakfast. Then it was time to strike camp, an
operation complicated by Nangpa who was once again dissatisfied with
his morning meal.

‘I don’t think we reach Gokyo today, Boss. He carry big load. He need
plenty rest.’

‘It’s not very far.’

‘Distance not important. He still tired from long walk.’

Nangpa was not showing immediate signs of fatigue. He twisted and
fought like a rodeo horse as Pemba struggled to tie down bags and sacks.

‘Eh . . . eh!” He gave him a clout and another bag fell to the ground.
‘Very bad animal.’

‘Why don’t you let him calm down?’ I was holding the nose rope as if |
had a swordfish on the end of the line.

‘Zopkiok must learn obedience. Must learn I am master. I give it to
him, you see.’

A long time later Nangpa surrendered to Pemba’s blows and returned
to resume his apathetic movement. We were on our way at last, and I felt
once again the exhilaration of the Himalayan spring morning, watching
the sun hit the mountain tops, touching the high peaks and glaciers, then
slowly descending into the valleys towards the dark thumb of land on
which Phortse sat. Suddenly the grey stone walls and fields where women
were already working became suffused with golden streams of light.
Smoke poured out through shingled rooftops as we left the village and
walked through another patch of woodland that the axe had spared. Aswe
moved among black velvet shadows, a small deer watched us walk past
from a thicket of bushes and trees which blended perfectly with the
spotted brown skin. Koileri, Pemba told me, bored. Very common deer.

We were out in the thin sunshine ascending the upper portion of the
Dudh Kosi valley, a narrow cleft in the mountains which many people
think more beautiful than the conventional grandeurs of the Everest trail.
It was still early in the year for sheep and yak to be driven up to high
pastures. We trudged through a yersa at Konar, a deserted settlement of
stone huts surrounded by a few rough fields. The frozen ground was
scattered with pools of ice, the prayer wheel, a large gaily-painted cylin-
der, had ceased to respond to the wind and remained motionless. The
wind howled as it tried to turn it.

The track followed the mountain wall, rising and falling along the rocky
edge. On the far side of the valley I could see a similar trail stretching to
the end where the white wall of Cho Oyu blocked up Nepal and marked
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the Tibetan frontier. We passed the odd person, an old man spinning
black wool, a girl with a basket on her back filled with dung. We walked
among grey moraines and crevices, cruel white peaks and screes of navy
blue rock hurled against the side of the mountain. Even in this blcak and
ugly place someone had scraped at the stony soil to make a few desperate
patches of cultivation.

At Thare we found another collection of deserted stone huts, mostly
windowless, but with the odd small hole patched with glass brought up an
immeasurable distance. They had also gone to great effort to put up alittle
chorton and a mani wall which gave us protection as we sat and rested
under beautifully-engraved holy lettering. I chewed a biscuit tasting of
kerosene, Pemba picked his teeth and Nangpa went into his trance. Only
a short pause; from Thare the track squeezed its way downward through a
maze of rocks that had spilled from a glacier towards Nar, at the end of a
two-hour descent stumbling in {reezing wind among patches of snow and
ice. As Nangpa kept slipping, his hoofs ringing on stone, threatening to go
over, he appeared to be contemplating a demonstration of why yak steak
was readily available in a country where taking life is discouraged.
Suddenly, in a moment, he recognized where he was, and sensed a release
from his labours on a familiar route at the end of which he knew that we
would be stopping for the night. As if a brake had been released, he put on
a burst of speed like a horse on the way back to its stables, as usual taking
Pemba by surprise and leaving him whistling and screaming.

We came upon a small boy in a tattered brown coat dancing on a rock.

‘Nar,” Pemba said contemptuously. ‘I think we look out for potatoes.’

Nar was situated below some glaciers at the head of a valley which
syphoned wind through wretched little houses indistinguishable from the
stones around them. I sat shivering in a small stone enclosure above the
river while Pemba went off whistling to himself, returning with two pop-
eyed men wearing shaggy coats and identical baseball caps.

‘Very good men, Boss.’

Their hut consisted of two black rooms. Everything was black, the sacks
of potatoes, the potatoes themselves, the baskets heaped with wood and
dung, the earth floor, the porous walls and the roof through which the
wind howled. For once the fire was inadequate to keep up the usual
Sherpa fug, and as usual, when I tried to light the primus to cook instant
soup, the white magic failed. No one wanted cold soup.

‘You eat with us, Boss.’

Potatoes were served in a tin basin on the floor. There were sacks of
potatoes stacked against a wall, there was a loose pile of them on which we
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sat and, after eating a dozen or so sprinkled with salt, our hosts used
potatoes for gambling with a dice and board. Hour after hour while my
eyes smarted and stung with smoke, a man would toss up the dice and
bang down a handful of raw potato chips, each worth so many rupees.
Then the other would raise his call and count out another pile. Bang,
shout, bang, shout. Bedtime loomed.

A simple test for accommodation is to lie down and curl up without
hitting anyone. You may put your feet in another man’s face or be
conscious of his heartbeat or garlic breath, but there are limits, and the
hut was far too small. Pemba had retired to the stable where he shared
another stockpile of wood and dung with the wild men’s yaks. I envied
him. Inside the tent, inside the sleeping bag, I was chilled in my kapok
trousers, thermal underwear, two sweaters, Gortex jacket, balaclava and
scarf.

I could not feel my feet and the tent was stiff, frozen solid as an igloo.
There came a prolonged crackling as someone outside struggled to unzip
the flap, and a wild head and a dirty hand with bitten nails appeared with
a tin cup of smoky tea. When I peered out the two men were there waiting,
together with Pemba who had no coat or gloves and shivered in his cotton
shirt.

‘He say you owe money for potatoes and tea.’

“Tell him to come back later.” The time was half-past five.

“They want money now. They go to Namche to buy food at market.
They go now.’

Thirty rupees put the tea and potatoes in the champagne and caviar
class. The two men skipped away with their yaks, while Pemba took a
ration of frozen potatoes over to Nangpa who had spent the night in a
small enclosed field and may have been as cold as I was.

We went off from Nar in the grey light of early dawn in silence except for
the wind and the clattering of stones under Nangpa’s feet. Just below the
settlement a few planks had been pushed over the baby Dudh Kosi, a
brook that would gather strength from glaciers and melting snow so that
in only a few miles it would become the familiar white torrent. All round
was the roar of cataracts falling over rocks. Beyond the river the track
ascended another morain where Nangpa halted. I had a good rest while
Pemba twisted his tail; he was nearly badly hurt by a swipe of horns
followed by a vicious kick.

‘Whaa . . . whaa . . .’ Nangpa bellowed before moving on, climbing
out on to a stretch of level land above the narrow funnel of the valley. Like
the mongrel offspring of a Siamese cat, he had inherited the distinctive
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voice of his forebears — the moaning, grunting note that almost more than
anything else evokes Himalayan travel. Ahead of us was nothing but the
wall of Cho Oyo guarding Tibet. The sun had come out. An hour ago |
had felt like a preserved mammoth, but now it was as warm as a Mediter-
ranean beach in summer. I stripped off extra clothes and then took a
photograph of Nangpa and Pemba standing together in the wilderness.
Nangpa went galloping away, scattering baggage over rocks and snow.
‘You shouldn’t have done that, Boss. Zopkiok not like cameras.’

Gokyo comprised half a dozen yersa huts converted into tourist lodges
standing on the shores of a frozen lake with a background of mountains,
the same old friends. Colours were sharp, aquamarine and white blending
with the rubble of grey rocks. Directly facing the little settlement was a
steep golden brown hill called Kala Pattar, Black Rock, which every
trekker who comes here must climb if he is to have Number One view of
Everest. Nangpa, given temporary freedom, spent his time gazing at his
reflection in the lake. Dull eyes, shaggy mottled head. I still felt dis-
gruntled at wandering through the Himalayas with a bullock.

Above the doorway of one of the rough stone versa was the usual sign;
there cannot be a Sherpa in Khumbu who does not know the meaning of
WELCOME. Half the interior was taken up with tiers of bunks, and at
the other end was a kitchen and open fire around which a dozen people
were being served food by a lovely Sherpa girl. Within a few minutes I was
enjoying an omelette with chapattis and chips. She offered tinned por-
ridge, powdered milk and beer at fifty rupees a bottle. There were
potatoes.

‘Yak food,’ said the irritable Israeli beside me peering into his bowl.
But, like me, he had lived on potatoes for days, and we owed a mutual debt
of gratitude to the common spud.

All day trekkers sat in the lodge around the fire as the girl cooked a
continuous supply of meals. There was rice and dhalma, vak steak and
stew, and all the eggs carried up on yak back. For variety she offered
mountaineer’s leftovers. Japanese octopus seemed to have spread all over
Khumbu. There was Polish chocolate and a month’s supply of ravioli in
tomato sauce.

‘The stuff accumulates, especially when someone dies climbing.’

At 15,000 feet, Gokyo, located at the last stage before the mountain
barrier with Tibet, appeals to the more experienced trekker. Here the niff-
raffhad been weeded out; it was no place for softies. The talk was of lateral
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moraines, Schneider’s map and difficult passes. Two Germans had just
crossed over from Lobouje on the Everest side.

‘Don’t attempt the Pass if there is any cloud in the mountains.’

‘It is always wise to bring a local guide.’

I sat next to a small middle-aged Englishman who ignored the cold and
wore an open-neck shirt and shorts. He had scored rather more points
than those who stuck to the usual Bangkok-Bali trail. Outer Mongolia
... Turfan . . . the Yangtze Gorges.

The Sherpa girl, who was about nineteen, had learned a little English,
almost entirely to do with food.

‘I give two eggs . . . OK?

‘T'wo porridge . . .~

‘Chapatti coming . . .

‘Six rupees very cheap . . .

She worked away unceasingly in the smoky light, taking fresh orders. In
between cooking she fed the baby that Pemba held on his knee. I had
noticed that Sherpas and Tibetans have an instant rapport and, while her
husband was away on his weekly descent to Namche to buy provisions,

b

b

any visiting porters had a duty to help her.

People turned in around nine. Many kept awake because they had
headaches or they were rendered sleepless by the coughs and wheezes and
the voices droning away about prices and travel destinations. In the
morning I could see a line of bright anoraks, yellow, orange and blue,
moving up the coffee-coloured hill. Everyone was going up. Here was
another test of fitness and adaptability to altitude, a two-hour climb over
slippery rocks, avoiding gravelly spills of loose stone.

‘We do it for the training,” said the German, scrambling up in front of
me. ‘Ya ... two times each day ... ya ... 1s good.” He patted his
bulging biceps. He wore corduroy trousers buttoned down over his knees,
thick woollen stockings tucked into massive boots and an Austrian hat

with a feather. He was full of advice. “T'ake plenty of rest . . . a man your
age . .. You must wear those glasses so . .. the sun will scorch your
eyeballs ...~

The view was very fine indeed, the mountains all round and, below, the
stone huts beside the lake with 1ts rim of ice and a brown dot that was
Nangpa. All around the Kala Pattar against the background of chill blue
sky were sounds of wheezing and gasps for breath.

‘Oh God, isn’t it wonderful!’

‘Wow! If I stand up here on this rock I'm over 18,000 feet high.’
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‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” A woman’s voice shrill and anxious.
‘It looks kind of crumbly.’

‘You're a nut case, Maxine. Let the wind blow you off and see if I care.’

‘Don’t talk so much when you’re gasping like that.’

A party of Americans was perched all round the summit like a flock of
brightly-coloured parrots. They had pushed their way to the best position
right at the top, and they scarcely had room to move. They were on the
look-out for Everest.

‘Where the hell is 1t?’

Clouds were dancing in front of the whole range.

‘That must be Makalu.’

‘What about the one two along?’

‘I think that’s Lhotse.’

‘She’s gone too.’

Not a sign of the big one. ‘Fuck it, anyway.’

I wanted to travel up the valley as far as I could towards Cho Ovyu.

‘Zopkiok tired, Boss, after climbing.’

‘He’s had two days’ rest.’

‘He need plenty potato and grass. Here very little.’

I said my mind was made up. Pemba had enjoved a happy rest period
sitting by the fire eating at my expense. Now and again he gotupand did a
little desultory work around the yersa, or checked up on Nangpa who was
also recelving extra rations.

Grumbling, he packed up the various bags together with two sacks of
hay, taking longer than usual doing the balancing acts with ropes and
pulleys on the zopkiok’s back. We set off walking up the valley to many
complaints, stumping over rocks and boulders towards Cho Oyu which
loomed ahead blocking out the horizon and sending an icy wind down on
us as we arrived at another lake, frozen among rocks and snow.

‘I think we stop here.” Pemba settled in a small field dotted with
cushions of moss that Sherpas use for burning which was being grazed by
some yaks, proper yaks, smothered in long black hair. Just ahead was the
dusty grey moraine and glacier sweeping up to the mountain.

After putting up the tent I set off walking alone.

‘I tell you, Boss, it is better we stay in Gokyo.’

‘I want to see the glacier.’

‘No good glacier.’

The greyish convoluted fringe of ice reaching into the heart of the
mountain among great spills of ice and rubble proclaimed desolation.
Every detail was on such a gigantic scale, Cho Ovu, a daunting steel-grey
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pyramid dabbled white, and the peaks to left and right forming a ferocious
line of crests. I had been told that at one time yaks crossed this barrier into
Tibet; they must have had wings.

When I returned to camp I found the place empty; there was no sign of
Pemba or the zopkiok. Gusts of snow began falling out of an ash-coloured
sky.

I sat in the tent with a headache which I knew instantly signalled the
real thing. The other little twinges back at Thyangboche had not pre-
pared me in any way for this wall of pain. Only yesterday I had trotted up
to 19,000 feet without a care in the world, but now I was sick.

Pemba and Nangpa reappeared.

‘He go walking with other yak and cause me much trouble.’

I felt a little less depressed, having spent an enraged half-hour visualiz-
ing Pemba back at the yersa downing yak stew. We sat in the tent while,
ever optimistic, I encouraged him to work on the primus. Outside, the
snow fell more thickly and I remembered the Dutchman and his frozen
toothpaste. When Pemba managed to get a little spurt of flame going, we
had a lozenge of tepid soup and two cold chappatis. My head felt as if it
was being squeezed in a nutcracker.

Later I said, ‘I can’t see much point in staying here.” Pemba was lying
on the other side of the tent under his old blanket — he had no sleeping bag
— his cap pushed over his eyes. He was shivering.

‘We go back, Boss”

‘I think so.

He leapt up. ‘I think that good decision.’

No camp was ever struck more quickly. Even Nangpa cooperated.
Down came the tent, and in a few minutes all our bags were roped
together on the zopkiok’s docile back. We left that unimaginably beautiful
site like an express train.

‘You’re back quickly, mate,’” said an Australian at Gokyo. ‘Altitude?’

‘I think so.’

‘Mark my words, it always gets you.’

All night the lodge sounded to unnatural coughs and retching, and
people swallowed codeine in handfuls. One of the Germans who had
crossed over from Lobouje developed a high fever, while the Englishman
who had been everywhere and done everything was prostrate from
headache and vomiting. He spent the next day silent in his sleeping bag.

‘That Pom has really overdone it,” said the Australian. ‘If he wants to
climb Everest, he shouldn’t try to do it in those bleeding shorts.’
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The rest of us huddled over the fire coughing and holding our heads,
being served tea and omelettes and potatoes by the Sherpa girl, full of

smiles.
‘Come back springtime,’ she said. ‘Flowers good then.’

e o g o v e o o J



CHAPTER 4

Thami

The return to Namche was pleasant and easy. We spent the night at
Machhermo on the dusty brown tableland overlooking a valley filled with
grazing yaks. This was the place where in 1974 a yeti killed three yaks and
attacked a woman. Next day we trotted through Lhabarma and Dole, and
seven hours later the familiar rooftops of Namche appeared. Nangpa
broke into a gallop and nothing would stop him until he pulled up beside
the lodge.

‘He’s very happy,’” Pemba said, throwing off the bags. ‘Gokyo bad for
zopkiok.’

In Passang’s lodge was a party of Americans who had crossed the Tesi
Lapcha Pass all roped together. Then in the Rolwaling they had climbed a
more expensive mountain than the one which Caroline was buying for me.

‘Pharchamo? Only a 20,000 foot walk-up.’

Jake, their leader, was small, lean as a pencil and wore a wispy red
beard. He sat drinking a lot of chang. ‘*You need experience. You need a
good guide.’

‘Remember that fall of rock?’ said Kathy, who was exuberant. ‘Those
boulders came crashing down like hailstones. They missed us by inches.’

‘Last year someone was killed. An American, too, poor lady.’

‘You’ll need plenty of ropes and karabiner pitons to fasten in the rock,’
Bob said. He was another who didn’t feel the cold and wore a shirt open to
the navel. His arms were like steel bands.

“The golden rule is take no chances.’

‘The ice has shifted.’

‘Those falling rocks are terrible.’

‘Yaks? You must be out of your mind. The only way to get them across
the Tesi Lapcha is by carrying them in baskets.’

Nevertheless I planned to make a leisurely reconnoitre of the Tesi
Lapcha together with Pemba and Nangpa. (Mother still needed the yak.)

‘Not to cross. Too dangerous. Zopkiok and I go with you only to look.’

We set off on the day of Namche market, the weekly event that tied the
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area together. People came down from the most distant villages and
yersas to buy and sell provisions. I recognized one of the wild men of Nar,
while Pemba waved to the husband of the woman of Gokyo. By the grey
light of dawn the dusty terraces were filled with a multitude, while on the
rock above weary porters squatted with their empty bags. Already tour-
ists were making their way towards the antiques and yak skin blankets.

The track to Thami followed the course of the Bhote Kosi, a tributary of
the Dudh Kosi through another high valley full of waterfalls and pre-
cipitous slopes closed off by the mountains leading to Rolwaling.
Although Thami was far nearer to Namche than the landmarks of the
Everest trail — others more fit than I could do the route in a day and be
back at Namche by evening — it was a lot less popular with trekkers. There
were no big mountains at the end, only the Tesi Lapcha and its showers of
stones and the forbidden Rolwaling beyond.

We met plenty of Sherpas returning from market, sweeping past us,
trying out their English.

‘Where you going?’

‘Your name please?

‘Goodbye.’

In front of us a team of four yaks carrying potatoes was being urged
along with piercing whistles by two fat girls. Pemba tried to keep up with
them, prodding Nangpa ceaselessly, at the same time giving me an idea of
the remarks being shouted back at him.

‘She say why don’t I visit her in Thami. Do you think her pretty, Boss?
Sherpa girl very free to love-making, not like Indians. I like foreign girls
best. Last year I meet Australian lady. After trek she say why you not
come home with me? I tell her why vou not wait for me? I have family
here. I have mother, father, sisters, brother. She say she get ticket and look
after me. Very sexy in bed. Australian ladies very sexy.’

At Thomde we came to the headquarters of the Hydel Project which
planned to bring electricity to the area. In the little office of the chief
engineer, Mr Ganesh Bahadur Shortse, were a number of uplifting texts.
Any Man who Rules Himself is an Emperor. Where there is no Sound in
the Mind God’s Voice can be Heard. Seven years working with the
scheme had inclined Mr Shortse towards natural philosophy, if not
resignation.

‘Please listen to me,” he said, offering a cup of tea. ‘Is there any other
country in the world where all goods must be carried by porter for fifteen
days? Do you know what is the nearest spot where trucks can reach us? It
is Jiri, many many miles down below.” Bags of cement, nails, steel rods,
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conductors had to come up on porters’ backs. Each man or woman could
only carry fifty or sixty pounds up a track which often vanished under a
landslide or met a river whose bridge had been washed away.

‘I need help with God and also with man.” Mr Shortse gazed out of the
window at the mountains. ‘Please guess how many months in the year
men can work up here.’

‘Eight? Seven?”’

‘Five months. Only five months. That is all they can manage because of
the snow. Years must pass before the Sherpa people may switch on. It is
fine to have a turbine at Namche. But Namche does not represent all the
region by any means.” He smiled wearily. ‘You love Nepal?’

‘It is a beautiful country.

‘I wouldn’t say that. We respect the guest as the god, but there have
been very many bad changes. I tell you something. When you have no
money you are very honest and innocent, but when you make money you
become materialistic. I see it coming. The east goes to the west and the
west to the east. Do you approve?’

I said something about possible benefits.

He raised his hand wearily to his head. ‘I tell you another thing.
Tourism brings disease. When you have all this free sex it soon loses its
charm I assure you. The day is coming very soon when Sherpas will have
AIDS. Perhaps it is coming tomorrow.’

Later he gave me directions to Laondo Gompa.

‘You are a tourist. No doubt you wish to study Buddhism. Many
tourists like Buddhism. Many hippies visit Laondo.’

‘Why go there” Pemba pointed to the speck over our heads. ‘Much
better keep to main path.’

As usual he was right. The track gyrated straight up in a series of skinny
ribbon loops past a few juniper bushes which were having trouble with
gravity. A climb like scaling the side of a building, a sense of overpowering
inertia, and a long gasping struggle to reach a cluster of trees and some
prayer flags fluttering on outstretched poles.

The gompa was a small red building balanced on the edge of a crag
poised for meditation. It was like Thyangboche, only second best. A good
smell of cooking came from the open window, a pall of bluish smoke went
up from one of the flat rooftops, and a monk from the Canary Islands sent
me to a room with a single English word carved over the door: TOILET.
Then he showed me the main gompa building containing a large room
with four big seated Buddhas facing the door. Placed in front of them was
a photograph of Lama Subha who had founded Laondo fifteen years ago
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as an international centre for Buddhism. At present he was in Los
Angeles.

A charming girl in lama’s clothes greeted me with a smile. She must
have been the world’s most beautiful nun. She was the product of two
different cultures, her father being Asian, her mother European. After
attending a short course on Buddhism in Kopan near Bodnath in Kath-
mandu, and finding the experience deeply spiritual, she had come here.
Others besides myself must have wondered impertinently why she should
hide herself away. Dark eyes flashed. ‘Why not? In Christianity there is a
strong tradition of women seeking peace and enlightenment in this way.
You are from Ireland. You must know this.” Could St Attracta with her
monastic foundation and her swarm of bees have been as beautiful as this
lovely lama?

I was shown a small cave where Lama Subha meditated and one of his
books translated into English *. . . The world has a red sky, reflected from
the jewel “ruby” . . . Its size is two thousand pak-tse wide and the name
means cow enjoyments . . .’

We gathered in a small dining-room, eating momos as the sun filtered
through the windows, and outside prayer flags flapped and dipped in the
wind. How peaceful everything seemed. An elderly nun, the Lama
Subha’s sister, sat with an equally elderly Nepalese follower, the Canary
Islander fondling the pi-dog he had rescued in India, and the tall beautiful
girl in yellow robes. Perhaps if she came down from here she would turn
into an old old woman.

Clouds boiled up from the valley and the sudden cold was accompanied
by a rumble of thunder. It was time to leave Shangri-La. Pemba and
Nangpa waited impatiently outside the gate. Snowflakes drifted down
from the overcast sky as we hurried down from the gompa to the Thami
trail. A woman filling her pannier with pieces of dung smiled at us, but
Pemba did not have time to stop and banter when Nangpa changed gear
and his pace became a miraculously quickened trot. Pemba ran after him
yelling and in a minute they were out of sight. The wind freshened, the
falling snow blotted out the mountains as the vanished gompa assumed a
dreamlike aspect, a legend of holiness. Once again I was in the predica-
ment of finding myself alone, this time in dense cloud accompanied by
wind. Occasionally the wind would blow the cloud apart, revealing a flash
of light on a distant mountain before everything returned to cotton wool. I
walked for two hours in white darkness before reaching a stringy little
bridge slung over a torrent. In a field beyond, a dog barked beside two
women pounding the earth with mattocks.
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“Thami?”’

‘Ah . . .ah ...’ They held up their arms vertically and one of them
nodded and clicked her tongue. For the second time that day I was
subjected to a lonely painful gasping climb. Poor feeble body. I clambered
to a grove of stunted trees looming out of the mist and a sign saying
WELCOME with an arrow pointing out the track.

The wind blew the cloud away, revealing dusty fields laced by thin
stone walls with mountains lookmg down. Two women were unloading
yaks watched by an old lady sitting in a sunny doorway spinning a prayer
wheel. A chained mastiff burst out barking at the sight of me, and beyond,
tethered outside a door, stood Nangpa. Inside Pemba was installed in the
upper room eating potatoes from an enormous tin can.

Firelight made highlights on the copper cauldrons and Thermos flasks,
lit the Dalai Lama and the king and queen, and failed to reach the dark
and smoke of the roof. The hearth fire i1s sacred; it has taken time for
trekkers to learn not to spit, pee or throw rubbish into the flames. An old
man skinned a bowl of potatoes, adding a touch of salt and popping them
into his mouth with as much relish as if they were grapes. I watched the
woman of the house cooking in her elaborate costume, long grey dress
with a red jacket, striped apron, fringed scarf and pounds of jewellery; it
was like bending over the pot in evening dress. A transistor played all
night.

At daybreak the big mountains of these parts revealed themselves.
Teng Kangpoche and Kwangde, both over 20,000 feet, but not big
enough to attract the trekkers the way the giants did. A snow-topped wall
closed off the end of the valley and glaciers seemed to be falling through
the window. I trudged around Thami looking for someone who might hire
me yaks to cross the Tesi Lapcha. I tried the old man who lived beside the
Hillary School who had once been a guide and had crossed the path many
times. But now he was only interested in opening up his precious potato
pit which lay buried under the sand beside his house.

‘He say now too difficult to take over yaks, and how much money you
pay?”

He scorned the going rate of sixty rupees a day which I mentioned. Our
appearance did not promote the confidence that goes with a well-equip-
ped mountaineering expedition. It was the same elsewhere. Pemba went
round with me offering shrill advice. ‘You not get good guides and yak
here . . .’ ‘Woman say very dangerous . . . no one goes to Rolwaling

.7 ‘I tell you, Boss, everyone remember dead American lady.’

He agreed to bring Nangpa on a cautious reconnoitre of the route along
the valley leading to the pass. We first came to the gompa, one of the
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largest monasteries in the area, famous for a rumbustious and colourful
spring festival. The lama who showed us round produced a donation box
and a book filled with donors’ names and the sums they had given. On the
prayer wheel outside the gate someone had written the single word NO.
Thami would never do as well out of trekkers as Thyangboche, but not for
want of trying. Another lama ran to spread a piece of red cloth on the
ground and take out a selection of antiques from a bamboo basket.

Beyond the gompa the valley narrowed and the mountains closed in.
Which was my peak? Pemba had never heard of it.

‘Perhaps they give you wrong name. Plenty mountains to choose from.
Government people need money all the time. They take name out of
drawer.’

In addition to the Tesi Lapcha into the Rolwaling, another famous pass
crossed the mountains from Thami, the Nangpa La, which in the old days
had been an important trade link between Nepal and Tibet. The long
glaciers heralding its approach at either end had deep grooves worn into
the ice by the passage of countless yaks coming to and fro bearing burdens
over a route which before the Chinese take-over had been at 19,000 feet,
the highest pass in any trade route in the world. Tibetans used to cross it
frequently, not only bringing their merchandise but to attend religious
festivals at Thami.

In Namche I had met a Tibetan who had escaped this way into Nepal.

‘We fight Chinese for months. One time the horse that I rode was shot.
When we reach Nepal animals all dead because there is no food.’

The frontier had been closed for many years. Just beyond Tham at a
checkpoint two soldiers sat outside a hut knitting. Beyond them was a
restricted area.

‘Tibet?’ I pointed to the mountain at the end of the valley. One of them
finished a row, looked up and nodded. They made no move as we ambled
past them. On this clear sparkling day when distances seemed to shrink I
thought how easy it would be to keep going. Even Nangpa could cross into
Tibet, past the last lonely gompa in Nepal with its small courtyard and a
line of gilded Buddhas gazing through an open doorway. Perhaps when
Caroline arrived we would just hitch our bags on any animal and keep on
walking towards the final white crest of mountains.

We were back in Namche ending what the guidebooks describe as a side
trip, good acclimatization experience before tackling higher elevations.
Nangpa galloped down the final stretch as if longing to see the last of me.
Payment was made. ‘Goodbye, Boss.” The denim track suit and baseball
cap, together with the piebald bullock, vanished out of my life. Partir, c’est
un peu mourtir.




CHAPTER 5

A letter awaited me from Caroline which had taken ten days to get from
Kathmandu to Namche.‘Nepal is late,” said Mr Pemajon. The missive
had been carried up hill from far away Jiri in the same way that cement
bags were hauled up to Mr Bahadur Shortse and his electrical project. My
postcards to Ireland went down on porters’ backs. Wish you were here.
Greetings from the Land of the Yeti.

Caroline was incisive. ‘I have been advised against Tesi Pass — it
involves ice wall, due to major slide — this needs crampons and ropes . . .
also at this time of year much danger from falling rocks . . . strongly
advised against! Therefore I am not getting mountain. Have been told of
great route up and over to Tinggri (in Tibet) — a friend just done this
without visa, no checks . . . great route and traditional yak trail. Alter-
natively go by southern route —do this without permit. Have been talking
to people who have lived here for years — they say just go. If you feel very
strongly about the mountain let me know by letter or radio message.’

And yet. . . I received another leisurely delivered letter from a contact
in Khumjung. ‘I am quite well here and how are you. What do before we
are trekking to Rolwaling. I search for good Sherpa in my neighbours.
One man he have been to Rolwaling across three times and he know every
way, and when do you go to Rolwaling you write to me.’

Another contact in Thyangboche promised a riding vak. Plagued with
indecision, I waited for Caroline who arrived precisely at the time she had
indicated, preceded by two children carrying her colossal baggage. Items
in her luggage included Tiger Balm and tapes of Beethoven, Count
McCormack and Edith Piaf to play on her Walkman.

‘I must have two days’ rest and complete solitude.” She scorned Pas-
sang’s lodge with its restless trekkers. ‘I’ve been lent a house. A friend had
given me the code numbers of the lock on the door.’

She sought out a small traditional Sherpa building which had been
rented by her friend Brock. Brock was a celebrity in Namche, a blond
American with Viking moustache known as The God of Light. He had
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been responsible for installing the first turbine and bringing clectricity to
the town. While Mr Shortse struggled with the Hydel project, Brock had
succeeded. The first night no one had believed that anything would
happen, in spite of the parade that preceded the big event. People stood
outside waiting for the miracle which came suddenly as all the windows in
the rows of little houses were lit up simultancously. Now electricity was a
commonplace in Namche where the video film playing twice weekly at the
cinema helped to change attitudes as much as the incoming tourists.

Brock was the man mentioned in Caroline’s letter who had travelled
unofficially in Tibet, and had made the crossing from Tinggri over the
Nangpa La down into Nepal to the place which I had contemplated a few
days ago. He had followed the old yak trail gouged out of the ice.

‘He’s quite disparaging about his achievement. Said there was a bit of
ice. They had to cross a couple of glaciers which gave them a few
problems, and apparently there were a few tight moments. Actually, he
said he wouldn’t like to do it again.’

She had gone on her sightseeing trip to Lhasa. “The Hong Kong visa
worked. They took it all right.’

After she had recuperated with the aid of Beethoven’s output of sym-
phonies we left Namche for Thyangboche in search of a riding yak.

‘Of course I can ride. I've hunted with the Kilkenny for years.’

I told her about my experiences with Pemba and Nangpa.

‘Surely, Peter, the difference between a yak and a zopkiok is obvious?
Remember that we are doing this trip together, and it’s no use telling me
after the event that you mistook A for B. I want to survive the journey in
one piece.’

She employed two more little boys to carry her baggage and mine. They
climbed ahead under their loads. ‘You don’t know how strong these
Sherpas are. Why do you suppose they are used on Everest”’

We followed the familiar route up the Dudh Kosi valley among the
trekking groups, the biggest mountains in the world floating high above
us. We came to a teahouse with a tempting display of antiques arranged
on a low stone hall. A plump American was trying out a trumpet, red-
faced and triumphant as he achieved a burst of farts which echoed over
the valley. Caroline was tempted by a piece of horn shaped like a spout.

‘It’s obviously phallic — they probably used it for drinking urine. I know
someone who would love it.” She bargained shrewdly with the sales lady,
watched by an admiring little knot of Sherpas.

She walked much more slowly that I did, moving with a non-stop plod,
always keeping going even up the steepest hill.
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‘You should breathe through your nose. It’s no use just running on and
then gasping.’

‘I feel fine.’

‘There’s a lot of dust about, which is why I always wear a face mask.
And look at your nose and hands — no protection at all from ultra-violet
rays. Of course it’s entirely your own decision if you want to wreck your
skin.’

At Thyangboche there had been an epidemic of gastro-enteritis. The
few unspeakable lavatories provided by the monastery were generally
abandoned for the healthier outdoor scene with panorama.

Not only had we our water filter, but also pills. Caroline said, ‘I think its
important that even with boiled water we should pass it through the filter.
It’s amazing to me how slapdash people are.’

‘You sound like an Englishwoman.’

‘I am just as Irish as you aspire to be. The first rule travelling abroad is
never trust the local water. If you don’t believe me look around.’

In the big room at the lodge, inert shapes lying in sleeping bags one
above another in tier bunks. The groans were continual, while every now
and then an invalid would struggle out of his bag and make a dash for the
door carrying the precious roll.

Possibly because of our precautions we escaped infection and spent two
healthy days at the monastery. Some fine yaks had been recommended
and a message had been sent up for them to come down to us. Meanwhile
time passed pleasantly. I talked with Janbu, a guide who acted as chauf-
feur-nanny to endless trekking groups.

‘Which nationality do you find the most difficult?”’

“The French without question. They want to wash at every stream and
they are impossible in their demands for cooking.” I had heard similar
complaints in West Cork.

He took off his reflecting dark glasses and blinked at the room full of
sufferers. ‘Everything in Nepal now depends on knowing the right people
and contacts. Of course that is how I obtained my job. You may think that
I make a lot of money, but I get little more than an ordinary porter.’

I mentioned the changes.

‘If you ask me about the benefits to Sherpa people I tell you that
tourism only brings cheating and pimping, love affairs and carnal
arrangements.’

‘Do local people object to foreigners climbing to the summits of
mountains?’

“The whole world knows the picture of Tenzing Norgay standing a few
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feet below the top of Everestin order to keep her untouched. That does not
matter any more. Now mountains are big business and you have to hook
them like a wife.” He put back his glasses so that I saw two images of
myself in front of his eyeballs. ‘When the Americans landed on the moon
the Sherpa people were horrified. They thought the heavens were des-
ecrated. No doubt we will see the tourists up there.’

I was stopped by a young lama with shining pop eyes like blackberries.
I think he waylaid a lot of people.

‘Can I help you, please? I want to practise English.’

He was twenty-three years old and had been educated at the Hillary
School at Khumjung. He brought me to his small mud-walled house
overlooking the compound, which had been built by his family who lived
at Namche. In his room containing a couple of benches and an open fire-
place he cooked his meals, read and made his devotions. It seemed a
limited life.

‘I am happy.” He smiled as we sat drinking tea over the fire. His
brother, who had climbed Everest, visited him regularly, and every now
and again he was allowed to go to Namche and see his family. Coming
here was his own choice, one that he did not regret. There were thirty-two
other lamas in the gompa, as well as some adolescents who had taken the
Rabodsung vow. Also a small school.

‘Do the visitors bother you?” You could see lines of tents from his
window..

‘I do not mind. But they have so much money in order to climb
mountains. Here people are poor.’

We sat translating his lists of English words. The day before an Amer-
ican woman had given him a romantic magazine. ‘What is ardour? . . .
hard-on? . . . he kissed my tits? . . . erection” But most of Thubten’s
books were about Buddhism and meditation. He showed me Path to
Enlightenment which was written in English. I turned to the section entitled
‘The Agitated Mind and How to Treat It.

A. Breathe in through the right nostril and out through the left three
times.

B. Breathe in through the left nostril and out through the right three
times.

C. Breathe in and out through both nostrils three times.

‘Does it work?’

‘Of course. Excellent for sleeping. You must practise seriously every
day and no more mountain climbing or trekking. These things are of no
value. What is important is the soul’
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Another young lama, Phurba Sonama, was a painter. He had turned
his cell into a studio, where in addition to thangka images of seated
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas he painted pictures for tourists of mountain
peaks, lamas in furry hats, yaks and the gompa itself. I bought a spidery
little view of Thyangboche, showing the gompa, the chorton with a golden
barber’s pole and umbrella, a tourist lodge with a tin roof, Everest topped
by a pink cloud painted to look like a plume of feathers and three yaks.

‘I would like to go to the west coast of America,” Phurba said as we
drank tea surrounded by rolled-up paintings. A passing trekker had
promised him an exhibition in Los Angeles and he was looking forward to
the adventure.

‘Is it difhcult for you to leave?

He shook his head. The monastery did not mind, there were no special
permissions to be obtained, and all he had to get was the American visa.

The days are long gone since a Viceroy of India was refused to enter the
secret kingdom of Nepal. Since Curzon’s time Thyangboche shrouded by
its trees, a short flight and walk from Kathmandu, has been breached
easily enough by the West. There will be many more trekkers in the area
when the central government manages to cut a road nearer to the Everest
region. Up here just under the arc of heaven, in the face of the abodes of
gods and goddesses, everyone knows that all foreigners are millionaires.

‘Are you richer than the King?’ a Sherpa was asking a Texan who was
handing round photographs of his private plane.

‘I'don’t know. But where I come from we’d rather have aeroplanes than
culture. They are a lot more useful.’

Next morning many trekkers had disappeared and in the lodge the
Sherpa hostess was lying stretched out on the ground while her child
searched her long black hair for nits. The plaintive American woman
whose headache was the big one, the dirty young New Zealand pair, the
loud French party, the maverick German climber with hair like
Struwelpeter, the blonde heavily made-up English woman whom every-
one had called Honey Child had recovered and moved on upwards.
Honey Child was the only trekker I saw who wore a skirt. Some trekking
manuals recommend skirts instead of trousers for women — easier to squat
in. There were still a few squatters out on the ridge. An Australian took
another crap, holding a pair of binoculars in one hand through which he
was looking in the direction of the trees.

‘Blood pheasants, mate.” Or did he say bloody? *“They are tame because
no one hunts them. There are meant to be scores of them lying around in
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the bushes. Have you any paper? Bugger it, leaves will have to do. Some
fucker pinched my roll.’

I left him in his misery and returned to the lodge to find the yaks and
their owner had arrived. Here was a rare moment of satisfaction and
accord for Caroline and myself.

I couldn’t get over how much bigger and hairier they were than Nangpa
had been. The shaggy hair was the thing. Their long furry tails reminded
me of the double-bodied fox stoles worn by women in the 1930s. It
appeared that only one could be ridden, the black one with the white tail
which had been specially trained as a rniding yak and was extremely
valuable. Riding yaks are getting very rare. Its name was Sod. ‘

The other yak, who was called Mucker, could only be used to carry
baggage. Mucker had an alarming white face and was much cheaper t;)
hire. He cost sixty rupees a day, while Sod was two hundred.

‘Outrageous!” hissed Caroline. ‘Ask him does that include his food?”’

Itdidn’t. ‘“Very expensive and hard to find,” Janbu, my go-between said
when I complained. ‘Ang don’t want to come. He is doing me big favour.’

Ang Tenzing had walked down with his family. He wore the usual track
suit and baseball cap and a grim expression which never softened. His
frown came from the worries of looking after difficult and valuable beasts.

The harnessing and loading was a long process accomplished with the
usual display of temperament. Mucker twitched, groaned, ground his
teeth, stamped his little feet, lashed his tail. I thought of Gregory Corso’s
poem, ‘The Mad Yak.’ I wonder if Mr Corso knew that all yaks are mad,
and his poem might have been more accurately titled “The Madder Yak™
Loaded up, Mucker had the familiar look of dejection.

Poor uncle, he lets them load him.

How sad he is, how tired!

I wonder what they’ll do with his bones?
And that beautiful tail!

How many shoelaces will they make of that?

Mr Corso caught the mood of yaks well. Another poem about bos grunniens
by Hilaire Belloc may be better known but it contains numerous inac-
curacies. ‘As a friend to the children, commend me the Yak. You will find
it exactly the thing . ..’

In addition to our baggage Mucker carried two sacks of hay that
towered above his back so that he had the proportions of a galleon. Sod
had a small leather saddle and a rope through a ring in his nose. There
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was no question of a bridle or halter or reins. Both yaks wore the usual bel]
attached to a collar.

Caroline suggested that a bicycle bell would be a useful addition,
clinging to Sod’s horn to clear a passage for our way.

‘I’m quite serious. There should be some means of telling people you
are coming besides those miserable little tinkerbells.’

I agreed to ride Sod first. Ang held the ringed nose and Caroline
watched from a distance.

‘If he turns his head put your leg up across the saddle so that he can’t
horn you.’

My legs almost touched the ground. In spite of my low seat I was
surprisingly comfortable as if I was sitting astride a furry blanket. Like
Isabella Bird’s first yak which she rode in Tibet in 1889 on her well-worn
Mexican saddle, Sod had a back that ‘seemed as broad as an elephant and
with his slow, sure resolute step he was like a mountain in motion.’ In
front of me jutted a massive head and cabriole horns framing a view of a
snow mountain. These horns were polished and black with pointed tips.

‘Don’t kick or pull the rein until you see how he goes.” The voice evoked
a moment of the past when Miss Duggan was putting a class of small boys
through their first riding lesson. Walk on!

But after twenty yards Sod came to a halt.

Ang shrieked. ‘Peter weigh too much! He too big! Caroline better!’

I protested, thinking always of the two hundred rupees a day, but he
was shrill and insistent. Caroline soothed me as she prepared to mount.
‘He’ll probably change his mind. Remember that Sod is a Sherpa
heirloom.’

She untied half the baggage on Mucker’s back to find the small collaps-
ible rubber pillow she had bought in London. She placed it across the
saddle and jumped up with effortless grace, giving the impression of
having ridden yaks all her life. After much readjusting of Mucker’s load
we set off, Sod taking the lead with Mucker and Ang following while I
trailed in the rear.

The track passed the main gompa compound and lines of tents where
trekkers emerged to cheer Caroline who was stylishly turned out. She
wore a bright ethnic sweater made by Tibetans in Kathmandu, light-
weight boots, and baggy trousers. Over the purple scarf tied tightly
around her head was a bush hat from the side of which jingled the bunch
of keys that locked her bags. A white Chinese face mask covered her nose
and mouth and a pair of black silk gloves covered her hands. There was
plenty of time during our slow progress for whistles and catcalls.
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‘Give it to her, cowboy!’

‘Good luck! Rather you than me!

‘1 wouldn’t trust one of those animals with my life.’

‘Watch out for those horns.’

‘She’s a beaut!”

Caroline waved back politely as we set out through the trees down to
the Imja Khola. Sod ambled along with a gait that was almost lan-

guorous, and our passage continued, peaceful and slow, with an occa-
sional indication of a nasty nature.

‘Damn it, didn’t you see him trying to horn me?’

‘Yaks hate the smell of Europeans. You shouldn’t kick him so much.’

Watching her, I observed some of the difficulties. The main problem
was of control. The rider could only turn the animal in one direction by
pulling the single rope tied to the ring in its nose. Kicking or urging it in
another direction with the knees brought an erratic response that made
you wonder if yaks were really as sure-footed as chamois, the way all the
books describe them.

Once across the river, in spite of Ang’s sour face and prolonged objec-
tions, I mounted. I found that I enjoyed yak riding. My progress, so near
the ground that it was like being on a moving cushion, was comfortable
and springy and very very slow. They tell you that a yak goes at a steady
three miles an hour. The view crawled past as we climbed in slow silence
past the snowy tooth of Ama Dablam, moving up a narrow track with a
drop beside me back to the cascading water. This was not so good, and it
took an effort of will to put all my trust in Sod’s determination not to go
over the edge.

Caroline took another turn as we descended towards Pangboche and
the inviting prospect of a teahouse. I was walking in front, thinking of
nothing more important than a cup of white tea and an omelette, when I
heard a crash behind me. Looking back I saw that Caroline and Sod had
vanished. My first thought was that they must have fallen into the river, to
be carried by the current back along the way we had come. But there was a
yell from some bushes high over my head.

Without warning Sod had veered off the path and galloped up the chff
at an angle of about eighty degrees. Caroline had tugged hard at his nose
ring, but he hurried on, and without any means of control beyond the
useless rope she had been carried to the heights until she came into
contact with the branch which had knocked her off cleanly.

Ang dropped Mucker’s rein for me to retrieve and ran up the vertical
almost as fast as his precious animal to find the miscreant somewhere near
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the clouds peacefully licking some succulent grasses. In due course we
trooped down to the teahouse, everyone on foot. After Ang had safely
secured the yaks we were able to enjoy a well-earned rest and a cup of tea
among German climbing boots, and Gortex jackets spread out for sale.

We continued on our way, taking turns in spite of the danger, to ride our
expensive yak. We were following the Imja Khola towards Dingboche
and Chhuking. As Cho Oyu closed off the trail beyond Gokyo, this route
made its way towards a point where movement to the east was effectively
blocked off by a whole lot of mountains pushed together like impacted
dragon’s teeth. Here were Lhotse, Ama Dablam and the rest curtained
with serrated ice cliffs. Around here we found less evidence of the main
body of travellers which kept to the Jacob’s Ladder between Pangboche
and Thyangboche. For a time, as we plodded along beside minarets of
snow and ice by a silver morain, we were alone, a feeling that was
unnerving.

Whenever it was my turn for a spell on Sod, Ang would complain. ‘Too
big for yak . .. no good!” His protests would continue in between his
whistles, and every time he came up to seize hold of Sod’s tail behind me
and twist it he would wail:

“T'oo big! Too big!’

Yaks can stand high altitudes, but they will not tolerate long periods of
work or cover too great a distance in a day. Modern yaks in Khumbu are
spoiled with extra rations. Elsewhere they have to find their own feeding
apart from the odd potato. Traditionally they travel slowly and conserve
their strength to graze. I remembered an account by Professor Tucci of
crossing western Tibet on what virtually amounted to a forced march,
leaving a trail of exhausted and dead animals behind him. With a load on
hisk a yak averaged about ten or twelve miles a day, but Sod was aiming
for a lot less. Mucker had some excuse — his ship-of-war appearance was
enhanced by his erratic gait as if he was tacking against the wind. His
burdens were huge, and I was quite sure that I didn’t weigh anything like
the load that wavered on his back. But Mucker was not to be treated with
the same reverence as the riding yak, and both Sod and Ang were
determined we would not get far.

Himalayan literature is full of adverse comment on the ‘unpleasant and
helpless feeling’ induced by yak riding. Explorers have mounted wooden
saddles, sat cross-legged, grasped the rope leading to an animal’s saliva-
sodden nose, tried to guide it and suffered accordingly. The old Tibetan
hand, Colonel Bailey, commented how the yak ‘who has been steadily
plodding along at two miles an hour can burst into an almost Olympic
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sprint without any previous warning’. Isabella Bird struggled to get along
mountain trails on an animal which regularly lunged at her with its horns
just like Sod. Was this a reason for the decline in riding yaks? Why weren’t
their horns burned off as calves? That used to be done in T'urkestan and
parts of Tibet as a precaution against ‘loss of temper or lack of friendli-
ness’. Looking at the head in front of me, shaking its weapons and
personal ornaments to the accompaniment of showers of saliva, I could
see it would be difficult to dehorn a mature beast. Perhaps horns helped
with balance, as an animal tripped along narrow ledges and across
bridges, like the pole of a tight-rope walker. Perhaps it hadn’t occurred to
anyone in the same way it had not occurred to them to install chimneys.
They put up with yak horns in the same way they put up with smoke in
their houses.

Here was another wilful beast getting its way. I grew tired of listening to
Ang’s complaints and allowed Caroline to take over the riding altogether,
as we proceeded in what became an accustomed marching order, Peter
walking ahead, Caroline behind sitting on Sod, who moved well for her
when he was not trying to get her off his back, and Ang and Mucker
walking in the rear. Mucker looked calm; his tranquil white face blinking
ahead of the luggage on his back belonged to a patient beast of burden, but
he possessed a wicked yak’s heart.

I walked faster than the rest, and for most of the time was far ahead of
the procession. Behind me every now and again a little drama would take
place. Caroline would wave her arms like a windmill. ‘I want to take a
photograph. Hold the rein please.’

With mutters of ‘No good!” Ang would drop Mucker’s rope for a
moment and come forward and seize Sod’s. Sometimes this worked well
as Caroline clicked her camera in peace. But very often Mucker would
stray. He would wait until attention was diverted and then slide off on his
own, leaving the trail with an absent-minded air that suddenly changed to
determination as he galloped up a mountainside bearing his burden
towards some overhang with a drop of several hundred feet. Ang would go
off in pursuit yelling and throwing stones. A good many of these would
miss and come clattering back down the slope. If we were really unlucky
one would hit us, or, worse, Sod.

We moved in fits and starts until the evening, when we reached
Dingboche, a place of stones, small stone houses, stone-walled terraces
and stony fields beside the roaring river under the mountains. The first
little stone building we came to, consisting of a kitchen-living room and a
back room full of bunks, greeted us with the notice SHORTSE VIEW
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LODGE. This establishment had just been set up by a young Sherpa who
had retired from working as a porter with mountain expeditions. In 1979
he had climbed Everest with a Yugoslav team, reaching Camp Four. This
was his first year as hotel-keeper. He did all the cooking, while his brother,
who was deaf and mute, carried endless supplies up from Namche. Most
Sherpas can turn their hands to anything. The menu card, written out in
fastidious English, offered special milk potatoes, dhal, yak steak and the
things his brother had brought up that day. Apart from the potatoes,
everything had come up.

We sat eating with an American and his Japanese girl friend. From the
moment that Ang had finished feeding the yaks and released them to
graze, he began devouring quantities of food. A three-egg omelette van-
ished in seconds, followed by a Sherpa fry. Then a pot of chang and some
tea. Then another omelette. Then more chang.

Caroline said, ‘You’ll be sorry you didn’t take my advice. The arrange-
ment of hiring the vaks should have made him responsible for his own
food. That’s quite normal.’

Occasionally the Sherpa host would throw another precious log or
handful of dung on the fire, and there would be a short blaze of light to
answer the gusts of wind outside pummelling the little door and window.
The American and his girl held hands and crooned. It seemed indelicate
not to let them have the small back room to themselves. Ang had already
curled up by the fire, as I suggested to Caroline that we should try out the
tent.

Before it got quite dark I pitched the little green globe in a small
enclosure behind the lodge. Back home Gillian, who knew about sleeping-
bag romances like the one in For Whom the Bell Tolls, had been nervous of
moments like these. I had tried to reassure her by reading extracts from
Peter Fleming’s account of his testy relationship with Ella Maillart as they
crossed Asia together. Caroline knew Ella Maillart well.

She had a good many zip-bags carried up on Mucker, each one with an
essential part of her equipment, hand cream, face cream, lotions, medi-
cines, tapes, meticulously-folded clothes. Her double sleeping bag was
warm and luxurious; the rubber cushion used on Sod’s back became a
pillow.

‘Do you have to have all this baggage — it takes up so much room?’

‘I need it. Can’t you put your boots outside? They smell.’

‘Aren’t you cold?’

‘No. Please don’t disturb me. Can’t you see I'm reading?’ In addition to
her torch which she hung from the apex of the tent, she wore a special
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reading lamp strapped around her head like a miner’s lamp. The batteries
in my own torch had already grown weak. As I shivered on my side of the
tent — Dingboche is over 15,000 feet — I watched her huge shadow on the
green tent wall looking like a praying mantis.

Next morning I swore that nothing would induce me to sleep in the tent
again. ‘Please yourself” Caroline said. ‘I was very comfortable.” The
American and the Japanese had had a good night. Ang was on his second
breakfast.

We did not travel that day. Caroline stayed in the lodge, the yaks were
off colour and Ang could eat ten meals before I returned from my little
side-trip. Having learned nothing from my experiences beyond Gokyo, I
left them beside the fire and went off along a track leading up to the end of
the valley and a small settlement called Chhuking, a frontier post where
trekkers made a last stand against the Himalayan elements.

A pair of yaks was pulling a plough, preparing the ground for potatoes.
Ploughing with yoked animals is a relatively recent innovation in these
parts, and until the 1930s all ploughing was done by men. As late as 1937
the anthropologist, von Furer-Haimendorf, saw teams of four men drag-
ging ploughs across the fields.

No one knows exactly when and how potatoes came into Nepal some
time during the last century. The two most likely sources for their intro-
duction are bungalow gardens in Darjeeling and the garden of the British
Embassy in Kathmandu. They spread quickly; Sir Joseph Hooker found
potatoes growing near Kachenjunga in 1848.

A hundred years ago the population of the Khumbu area was a fraction
of its present size, and the potato has been held largely responsible for the
four-fold increase. Something similar happened in Ireland before the
famine. The new food supply not only reduced mortality among Sherpas,
but encouraged immigration from Tibet.

Potatoes thrive in the light, sandy soil of Khumbu and yield a far
greater harvest than the old traditional Himalayan staple, buckwheat.
Until the 1950s dried sliced potatoes were exported to Tibet; now, since
the border has been closed, Sherpas send their surplus to other parts of
Nepal, even to the terai. Crops can be grown at many levels on the
mountains, so that if one fails others may survive. But the demands of
tourism result in a shortage of manpower to plant and harvest additional
fields; nowadays nearly all the agricultural tasks are done by women.

There is something miraculous about the potato. Oddly I was
reminded of the west of Ireland, seeing little fields surrounded by stone
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walls and cottages with smoke pouring through the roof similar to Con-
nemara cabins a century ago. A few differences — the big mountains, the
stench of latrine manure.

I reached a scattering of houses surrounded by a wasteland of stones
where a bitter wind ruffled the hair of grazing yaks and blew through the
cabins. The tiny yersa settlement of Chhukung approached by a track
that lost itself among stones was not a place that invited habitation, let
alone hospitality. And yet an old man stood by an open door carrying two
big blackened pots in a basket, a couple of children were playing leapfrog
in and out of boulders, and on one of the stone huts a valiant woman had
written a notice WELCOME TO ISLAND VIEW HOTEL. At my
arrival she immediately began boiling up tea.

Mountains glowered, the formidable south face of Lhotse to the north,
Amphu Lapcha flanked by fluted ice walls blocking the horizon to the
south, the east face of Ama Dablam to the south-west. Sheer rocky spines
and tough-looking glaciers loomed a few yards away. At this very
moment, my hostess told me, a party of Americans was clambering on
Island Peak, a little 20,000-protuberance, so named by the Shipton
expedition of 1952 because it was entirely surrounded by glaciers. Soon
she was expecting another party to come along — Frenchmen.

‘It is not policed.” She meant that the mountaineers were taking their
chances and were climbing illegally, having neglected to pay the govern-
ment the required peak fee. It wouldn’t be very expensive to climb Island
Peak — little more than Pharchamo would have cost. Still a penny saved is
a penny earned and, as long as mountaineers are not accompanied by
hundreds of porters and keep themselves small, there seems to be no one
to observe them, let alone stop them.

After a jam omelette cooked over her fire, I climbed a moraine up a
buttress and then went horizontal along a razorback ridge. Soon the
Island View Hotel had shrunk to a spot indistinguishable from surround-
ing rocks and I was standing on a broken edge gazing into space.

Sherpa’s Law Number Two propounds that the higher you get the
better the view and no doubt the best view of all is from the summit of
Everest. Here the crest of Island Peak was directly overhead, and around
it was a dolorous frozen realm of tumbling ridges and glaciers blocking off
most of the sky. Dante’s eterno rezz0, eternal shade. Francis Younghusband
found a mystic beauty in such views and wrote, ‘It is only a century ago
that mountains were looked upon as hideous, yet now they are one of our
chief enjoyments . . . and often in reverie on the mountains I have tried to
conceive what further loveliness they may yet possess for me.” For once |
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did not agree with him; I felt myself with the real old-timers who would
think a view like this was a place of horror.

Down at Dingboche snow was falling on two yaks tied to a plough
stirring up a patch of frozen earth. In another field men and women dug
away with their hoes as the blizzard swept over them. Thick dark woollen
dresses and cloaks, old felt boots, crazy fur hats, smiling faces. Rasping
wind and driving snow.

The lodge was crammed to the roof with trekkers, two Israelis, Amer-
icans, Germans, English and a French girl incessantly playing a guitar. It
was as if a bus had driven up and deposited them.

Chekhov wrote in his notebooks; ‘I long to be exiled to Siberia. One
could sit somewhere by the Yenissey or Obi river and fish and on the ferry
there would be nice little convicts, emigrants . . . Here I hate everything
. . . this lilac tree in front of the river, these gravel paths . . . > Everyone
wants to escape from the lilac trees. Paradoxically the search for grandeur
and solitude results in communal living of a kind that would never occur
domestically. An Israeli had the end of his sleeping bag in my mouth, a
talkative American placed his head on my knee, beside me the French girl
protected her virtue with her guitar. The big problem was getting up and
going outside.

‘For God’s sake . . . some people are trying to sleep.’

‘The Irishman has the runs.’

The wind had dropped. In the distance a bar of dawn light shone
behind a mountain making it glow, and all around were stars. There was
no sound from the little tent where Caroline slept aloof.

By seven o’clock everyone crowded around the fire. An American held
up a bottle of rakshi and sniffed it as the innkeeper looked on.

‘I want you to know that this bottle should contain seven or eight
glasses. Right? Only fifteen rupees at Namche. You charge twenty. At
least see to it that we get the full amount.’

The French girl was consulting her Schneider map, the Israelis were
eating tinned porridge in between picking dirt out of their nails. By eight
o’clock it was quite warm and the sky was clear. The best time of day.
Caroline emerged from the tent legs first. Sod and Mucker were given hay
and potatoes and Ang’s face showed a meagre contentment as he settled
down to breakfast.

The innkeeper stood by the fire ticking off items eaten by the Germans.
‘Four porridge . . . two omelette . . . one Sherpa stew . . . six white tea
... > Calculations were done on the honour system, guests writing down
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what they had eaten, and the cost taken from the menu. I never saw a
Sherpa query a bill.

As we left the main track and climbed past a lone chorton above the
village, a helicopter flew past in the direction of Everest. Climbing Everest
was a seasonal occupation like planting potatoes. This year the govern-
ment had raised the peak fee, but still there was a queue of international
teams prepared to pay the price. Everest was millionaire country.

Caroline rode Sod whose pace was infinitely slow as each weary
footstep threatened to be his last. A veteran of the Transport Corps taking
yaks to Tibet in 1904 has described how ‘with vast internal rumblings,
glowering eyes half-closed and expressionless, and an inveterate habit of
grinding his teeth while he rolled along at a reluctant one and a half miles
an hour, the yak nursed that hidden and groundless grievance against all
mankind . . . The infectious depression to be got from half an hour of his
company was enough to make you go out and howl at the moon.” Sod’s
gloom was bottomless; at the slightest excuse he would drop his head
towards the ground. If Caroline wished to turn left, he went right, or
backwards, or forwards or just stopped. The yak always knew better. How
different from the behaviour of her own dear hunter back home in
Kilkenny.

We were entering what is generally regarded as the final and most
dramatic sequence of the Everest trail. Far below the ridge on which we
were travelling so slowly we could see the hospital at Pheriche which
treated AMS sufferers. The tin roof shone in the empty brown valley like a
star.

At midday we stopped at the end of the Khumbu glacier at Duglha
which consisted of two small teahouses. A Sherpa sat darning his trousers
on a wall on which was painted in futile white letters KEEP THE
EVEREST TRAIL CLEAN. Caroline dismounted and the yaks were led
across a small wooden bridge. ‘Milk or black tea? asked the woman who
came out of the View Hotel Restaurant, as matter of fact as if it was on a
motorway. We sipped white tea, Ang ate some bowls of dhalma and rice
and the yaks were given a bucketful of slops.

The trail went straight up, and soon the View Hotel Restaurant and the
Himalayan Lodge were reduced to dots. There was nothing easy about
this climb; every few yards I stopped gasping with thoughts of the shining
tin roof of Pheriche. Behind me the two yaks followed step by step,
showing more sense than usual, Caroline on Sod’s back displaying her
good seat to a couple of circling choughs.

We came to a sad place, a line of chortons commemorating Sherpas
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killed in accidents on mountains, including seven killed during the
Japanese skiing expedition to Mount Everest in 1970. The casualty rate
among Sherpas is far higher than that of foreign mountaineers. Porters
have to negotiate icefalls and glaciers a number of times during one
expedition, lugging up supplies, while in many cases the foreigner who is
paying them only has to do the same route twice, proving his courage and
endurance going up and coming down. Often it is the most enterprising
and promising young men from villages in the area who are victims of the
lust to put a flag on a mountain top, and the loss to Sherpa society is
terrible. The casualty list has grown since the first attempt on Everest in
1922 brought about the death of seven Sherpas in an avalanche below the
North Col. Since 1953 over a hundred Sherpas from the Solu-Khumbu
area have perished in mountaineering accidents. From here the nearer
you got to Everest, the more you saw monuments to dead men.

Beyond these first chortons we came out into another stark view of rocks
and boulders where a bluff of land below us fell into a plain of red shale
with mountains beyond. It was not the best place to decide to take a turn
on Sod’s back, but the climb had been exhausting. The yaks stopped,
Caroline dismounted, Ang complained and Mucker disappeared. One
moment he was there with Ang beside him spluttering as usual. ‘I tell you,
Peter too heavy ...’ The next ...

We went to the edge of the path and peered over where Mucker had
rolled down the slope. Far below a forlorn white face gazed up amid
luggage and scattered bags of hay. He may have been bruised, but he had
bounced like rubber. A long time passed in the midst of desolation while
he was caught and dragged back to the trail and the luggage was
retrieved, reloaded and retied.

We trooped into Lobouje, Caroline back on Sod, Ang leading Mucker
by the nose, the wretched animal showing not even the trace of a limp.
Back in 1953 when Sir John Hunt had established a rest camp during the
first ascent of Everest, Lobouje had been almost at the world’s end, a
couple of yersas in the trough between the glacial moraine and the
mountains. Now the yersas had multiplied to become tourist lodges and
guesthouses, while all over the moraine tents had been pitched full of
weary travellers suffering from headaches and racking coughs. In general
older people are less likely to get AMS because they take things easier
than the impetuous young and plod along like yaks.

More than thirty years after Hunt's expedition Lobouje was still used
regularly as a recuperation base for mountaineers. We paid a visit to a
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Norwegian team which happened to be climbing Everest, a tough-looking
lot of Vikings with golden beards and skin the colour of chestnut conkers.

‘Hello, Arne,” Caroline said.

Arne, the leader, told us that there might be an attempt on the summit
during the next few days, and during that time trekkers who visited Base
Camp would not be permitted to stay and put up their tents. But an
exception would be made for Caroline.

‘Of course, come along any time. You are always most welcome.’

Caroline said, ‘I have lots of Norwegian friends.’

The landlady at our lodge tried to coax us into a choice of tinned
sausages, tinned peaches and a grisly assortment of Japanese delicacies.
‘For Sherpa tsampa number one food,” Ang said, but that was after he had
devoured two bowls of yak stew. Although tsampa was okay, it had the
disadvantage of being cheap.

This was another night of dithering communal sleeping when even
Caroline rejected the tent and came into the heaving warren where sleep
was snatched amid coughs and the sound of yak bells outside. In the
morning Everest fever gripped everyone. Except for the Canadian couple
who crouched near a large rock with another painted notice: KEEP THE
AREA CLEAN. PLEASE BURN AND BURY ALL GARBAGE. The
woman was diligently lighting a little fire only a few yards from a great pile
of refuse left by other trekkers.

‘I always carry my garbage with me. Even the turds. We try and behave
here just the same as back home. I think it is disgusting the way people
carry on.’

Her husband agreed. ‘If this was Canada they would be fined a
maximum of five hundred dollars.’

Many trekkers had moved on but some remained to watch Caroline
prepare to mount Sod in a moment of grand theatre. Today he nearly
killed her. Hardly had she mounted when he was off with a violent lurch,
breaking into a gallop. One moment she was mistress of her fate, the next
she was being bucketed along by a bolting yak. When he threw her, she
found herselfin the classic lethal hunting situation with her boot caught in
the noose of rope which acted as a stirrup. With her leg and foot stretched
upwards and her head and body rumbling along the ground in Sod’s
wake, it looked as if she was going to be killed. Then he stopped.

I had the ey=s of a dozen gaping trekkers on me as I ran up. ‘Are you all
right?’

‘Don’t be so bloody stupid. Get my leg out of the rope.’

Whether God was watching over her, or whether Sod had just run out of
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steam was immaterial. Apart from a few scratches and a swelling round
her ankle where the rope had cut into her, she was uninjured.

‘Stupid oaf!” She had plenty of energy left to berate Ang who had been
lighting up a cigarette instead of holding the rein. Then she gamely
insisted on remounting. There was no more trouble, and Sod walked on
slowly and imperturbably through the rocks as if he was trying to make up
for his awful crime.

Around him the grey shingle off the Khumbu Glacier looked like a giant
slag heap. Here in this particular stretch of wilderness there was no trail,
and the only method of finding the way was to follow the little heaps of
stones put up as markers. At one of them we came across the body of a
man. A small, well-built Sherpa wearing windproof jacket, jogging trou-
sers and heavy boots was lying stretched on the ground, his eyes tightly
shut, his mouth open.

‘Should I wake him?’ I asked.

‘He take rest,” Ang said, peering closer. ‘He famous climber. He climb
Everest three time.’

We looked at the celebrity with more interest. He opened his eves and
gazed round blankly.

‘Too much chang. People give me too much chang. Ooh. . . Aah. . .~
he clutched his head. He was féted wherever he went. Other Everest
heroes have had a similar problem.

‘Are you staying here?’

‘No, no. Today I must go to second camp to join other team.’

‘You should be resting.’

‘Not possible. We Sherpas strong people like tigers.’

As he walked along with us he would sit down every few minutes and
groan. To getdrunk is a sin for monks, but not for laymen. Finally we went
ahead, leaving him holding his head in his hands. Somehow before the
day was out he was expected to climb the Khumbu icefall and glacier.




CHAPTER 6

Base Camp and Back

Gorak Shep was the end of the line — all change for Everest. Beyond the
meagre converted yersa huts — one called Yeti Lodge — were screes of rock
heralding the Khumbu glacier, and somewhere behind them we would
find Base Camp.

After reviving with tea I spent the day under a boulder engaged in the
familiar Himalayan pastime of admiring the view. Directly behind me
was a second brown hill called Kala Pattar, the twin to the Kala Pattar at
Gokyo. But the view at Gokyo had been nothing like the miracle before me
now. I could only marvel at the way the whole world of the Himalayas
reached a crescendo here, with Nuptse and Lhotse pleated like ruffs, not
to mention the grand old lady herself with wisps of cloud around her dark
triangular summit. Occasionally I heard the rumble of an avalanche and
saw white smoke flaring down a mountain side.

We slept in a Sherpa version of the Great Bed of Ware, a wooden
platform at the end of a hut which managed to accommodate a couple of
dozen bodies. Late at night I woke among the snoring sleeping bags and
saw the stars through a gap in the roof, nearer and brighter than I had
ever seen them before. In the morning the first thing I laid my eyes on after
waking was Mucker’s white head framed in the doorway. He was hungry,
Sod was hungry, Ang was hungry, and their meals, together with our
porridge and expedition tinned pears, came to sixty rupees. Prices rose
with altitude.

From another hut emerged a group of immaculate Spaniards, all
wearing identical clothes, matching jackets, trousers and even gloves.
After them came some fair-haired, fair-bearded hearties burdened down
with rucksacks, set to climb the Kala Pattar. The other Everest ritual
which we intended to do, travelling to Base Camp, took much longer, and
was regarded as a more serious enterprise. Ang certainly thought so.

‘Not good for yak. No grass. No food.” But he agreed to bring his yaks to
Everest, even though hay around these parts was spun from gold.

The final part of the route following the Khumbu glacier was
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announced by a mortuary slab commemorating dead Sherpas. The hills
of gravel were sooty grey and everywhere frozen needles of ice stuck out
from the moraine.

‘We ride going up ... we walk on flat,” Caroline told Ang, who
complained with justification. The yaks were bhehaving like angels.
Crunch, crunch went their footsteps across the glassy ice with its bands of
light, pale green, arctic white, sapphire and winking ruby mixed together
with kaleidoscopic changes. The ice curtain shrouding the glacier shifts
constantly with the seasons and the movement of the glacier itself. We
were only conscious of the perpetual jewelled changes of light as we
followed a track into the heart of the glacier past hidden streams and pools
of ice between the fingers of the moraine that had to be negotiated.

‘I wish he wouldn’t keep doing that,” Caroline said as Ang bullied Sod
around a crevasse, all the time urging on the yaks with his tuneless
whistle. They didn’t seem perturbed by the idea of vanishing down a
gaping hole, and even appeared to be enjoying the walk. The worse the
terrain became, the more flamboyant their manner, as if they wished to
demonstrate their skill in movement. We rode and walked alternately
until after a couple of hours we came to a frozen patch of water which
could have been a stream or lake. It had to be crossed. The distance was
only about fifty yards, but there was no way of telling the thickness of the
ice or the depth of the water.

‘Let the yaks go over first,” Caroline said. ‘I’ve no intention of
drowning.’

Suppose the precious riding yak, the tremendous rarity which gave Ang
the status of a millionaire, was to injure himself or perish? If I had been
Ang I would have turned straight back to Gorak Shep, but he meekly
lined them up to face the crossing as we sat down to watch. What about
our luggage perched on Mucker’s back? Generally the two animals fol-
lowed each other nose to tail, but now Ang’s technique was to give them
each an encouraging wallop and set them racing across the ice. Sod went
ahead, and there was a nasty crunch as ice splintered. I covered my eyes.

‘He’s out!’ shouted Caroline like a racing commentator. ‘For a moment
I thought he was gone.’

‘What about Mucker?’

‘He’s after him!

Even if yaks’ manners and temperament are to be deplored, there is
something endearing about them that makes people smile. The two
comical furry animals hoarsely grunting to each other were skidding
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across the green surface, Mucker with his load, Sod’s bushy tail held up
behind his back like a cat’s. Yaks are best. We gently tiptoed after them.

On the far side the glacier turned sharp right, and the final part of the
route to Everest opened up to a vista put up by a grand master of
theatrical design. All the rocks and silted debris of the moraine vanished,
and in its place were glistening spires of ice that stretched ahead as thick
as a forest. Once we were in among them the light changed to a pale
ghostly green. For a long time two yaks and three people stumbled
through this forest of huge green stalagmites until we reached a short
escarpment. When we were at the top we could see the tents of Base Camp
enclosed in ice; the Khumbu glacier fell above our heads in white frills.

It should have been a moment of jubilation, but we were quarrelling.

Caroline had insisted on riding against Ang’s advice. Ang, Mucker and
I strode ahead, leaving her and Sod to follow.

‘Didn’t you notice me making signals?’ she asked furiously when she
caught up with us at a spot looking down on the view. ‘When I make
signals, I expect you to stop and wait.’

Ang scowled. I had also noticed Caroline waving her arms, but she did
this so often when she was riding, that I hadn’t taken any notice etther. It
was half-past three and already the day had been very long. Ang stirred
with rage. He was usually taciturn, but now our grand entrance into Base
Camp was definitely marred by signs of hostility. He dawdled behind us,
and when we reached the main group of Norwegian tents identifiable by
their national flag which hung together with the flag of Nepal, he looked
much more bad-tempered than usual. Worse, he wanted to go back.

‘No good here.” He looked round and pursed his lips. Ominously he
refused to unload our bags from Mucker’s back.

Caroline had already gone off to find her friends. A few yards away was
an American camp with its Stars and Stripes, for the Americans, too, were
about to climb Everest by a different route. Both camps had brought their
own mini-culture along, specifically labelled, RADIO STATION,
BERGEN BANK. From a tent labelled COOKHOUSE came an
appetizing smell of Western food, something like hamburgers — why did it
smell so different from yak steak? Up here in the sharp cold I felt a sudden
longing for a change in diet, for something other than instant soup or
potatoes or the massive choice of Sherpa menus. Various big men in
climbing gear were drinking coffee and munching biscuits in the sun. The
tents were interspersed with lines of prayer flags and little chortons, while
here and there stone corrals containing stacks of folding plastic chairs had
been built so that men could sit and sun-bathe protected from the wind.
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Caroline returned with the Nepalese PRO who accompanied the Nor-
wegians. The news of the impending arrival of the Irish party had
preceded us, and he was helpful.

‘Please put your tent anywhere.” He pointed to rocks and boulders
thrown up by a gigantic geological upheaval.

Leaving Ang with the yaks we skirmished around, and soon concluded
that the famous Base Camp had little to offer in the way of camping sites.
Base Camp is not actually a specific site, just a location at the foot of the
glacier where different expeditions have chosen to erect a series of shanty
towns. The atmosphere was like a miners’ camp without the saloon bar.
Naturally we found that anything in the nature of a good place to pitch our
tent had already been taken. What was left was a wedge of ice right beside
the glacier disguised by a sooty sprinkling of rocks where after much
rooting around we chose a narrow spit of level land overhanging a garbage
heap.

Caroline said, ‘Just clean the place and I'll get Ang to bring along the
tent and equipment.’

I nudged some sacks of trash and rusting tins. A number of choughs
which up here have acquired the habits of crows were hopping about
checking for discarded food. Choughs are amazing birds who think
nothing of soaring with the climbers; Sir John Hunt noticed one strutting
about on the South Col at 26,000 feet. At Base Camp there was plenty of
food for them to search out among forty years’ accumulation of rubbish
and they were very much at home. A lot of people have visited if you take
an average of three porters to every mountaineer, and everyone has left
bits and pieces. Tenzing Norgay buried a bar of chocolate, a packet of
biscuits and some sweets at Everest’s summit as an oflering to the gods.
Down here some dark demon rejects the accumulation of sacks and tins.
The average tin can takes a hundred years to disintegrate; a plastic six-
pack cover four hundred and fifty years. That is at sea level; up here they
are indestructible unless sometime the glacier comes down and covers
everything.

Caroline reappeared looking very worried. ‘He says he won’t come.’

‘What’s the reason?’

‘How should I know? I’'m sick of arguing . . . you deal with him.’

At this demoralizing moment we were saved by the Nepalese PRO who,
hearing of our problem, immediately came bustling down full of official
good cheer and a wish to help.

‘What is the trouble please?”’

Ang, who had been watching us mutely, sprang into a torrent of
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Nepalese abuse. At this altitude even the smallest row takes on the aspect
of a major confrontation, and he was in no mood for a small row. I had
never seen anyone angrier. They argued on until Caroline interrupted.

‘Listen. Ifit’s any help, I’'m awfully sorry. I didn’t mean to offend him. 1
just don’t like being left behind, that’s all. O.K.” There was a good deal
more argument before Ang still wearing his scowl was persuaded to
mutter ‘O.K.’ as well. They shook hands.

‘He say no food for yak here,’” the PRO explained. ‘Better he return to
Gorak Shep and come back here in two days.’

If Ang was prepared to take the yaks slipping and sliding back over the
ice, that was his business. We gave him two hundred rupees, and before
leaving he even helped to put up the tent. ‘Big deal,” said Caroline.

There was excitement in the Norwegian camp since two of their people
were perched on the big mountain and hoped to reach the top next day.
An event like this was the culmination of years of planning, involving a
financial outlay that would keep every man, woman and child in Solu
Khumbu for months.

“They will rise at three o’clock and perhaps reach the summit by nine
o’clock,’ the Base Manager told us as we listened to bleeps and whistles of
static through the small transmitter which occasionally conveyed a
muffled Viking voice from up above.

‘The weather prospects are not so good,’ one of the support team looked
up at the ice fall. From down here you couldn’t actually see Everest at all,
and it was a strange feeling to sit drinking coffee aware of the men above
our heads posed in their icy starting positions. By five o’clock it was quiet
with everyone back in their tents, and the Sherpas gathered in the cooking
tent, preparing themselves a vast meal. Whatever money could provide
and human ingenuity could produce was being used for the publicized
assault, another national ego trip. The yellow cross of Norway wavered on
its blue blackground in the dusk; after all the years and the scores of
climbers who had topped out since Hillary and Tenzing, to reach the
summit of Everest would still be a major achievement.

We sat in our little tent, so much smaller than the rest, fiddling with the
primus, watching the gushes of flame go up to sear the green roof. When
the water refused to boil, we consumed half-cold noodles just before a
climber from a neighbouring Snowbird came our way with the gift of some
cookies and a warning. It seemed that the water we had scooped up from a
crystal glacial stream bubbling out of ice and rock contained plenty of
nasties which were difficult to boil to death. Pollution had come to Everest
years ago with the early climbers and their attendants — since then people
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at Base Camp have been suffering attacks of stomach trouble for three
decades.

The night spent beside the detritus of dirty mountaineers was made
excruciating by sharp stones rising beneath the ground sheet, and the roar
of avalanches. Caroline slept adequately in her cocoon. By eight o’clock
the cold had gone and the sun had begun to heat up the rock. From our
lowly position looking up the icefall the distant peaks were like unattaina-
ble celestial abodes. Down here Base Camp, like Dante’s Hell, was too hot
or too cold.

Caroline managed to get some water from the Sherpa cookhouse which
had been well boiled, and we had the luxury of tea. We lay among the
rocks watching the Norwegians and Sherpas pass another day in the
warmth. A group of Sherpas played cards, a Norwegian shaved outside
his tent, one of the few to do so, and from the radio tent came a burst of
static to remind us that this was not an ordinary day. Among the half-
naked figures lounging in the sun, you could feel the tension of waiting.

Things were a lot more relaxed in the American camp a few yards away
where an assault on the summit still lay in the future. Another acreage of
tents, enclosures and prayer flags was surrounded by similar impedi-
menta, ice axes, air bottles, coils of nylon rope, canned food stacked in the
snow. Someone had contrived to make a solar shower out of a plastic bag.

‘Hold it there!” A photographer was taking pictures for the expedition
book of a Sherpa pretending to play a shining steel ice shovel like a guitar.
The shovel manufacturers, who also supplied the ice axes carried by two
climbers standing on a rock ledge waiting to pose, were among the
sponsors of the team. Another sponsor’s product, a computer, was
arranged on a bank of snow, displayed for the camera in fierce sunlight.

I photographed Caroline in her T-shirt proclaiming the giant telescope
at Birr. It was hard to find a place to pose without a backdrop of garbage.

The Americans were taking the more difficult route by the Col, while
the Norwegians hacked their way up the more familiar glacier towards
Hillary’s ‘impressive but not disheartening’ approach to the summit. The
two routes, almost beside each other, seemed equally dangerous, the Col
with the precipice up which the Americans had to climb and winch their
gear before making the final assault, and the glacier studded with sixty
steel ladders. As I stared up at this icy froth, two Sherpas suddenly
emerged as if by magic and passed by. The journey down the ice had taken
them two hours.

If there was rivalry between the two nations, it didn’t show. The
morning passed leisurely in both camps as if the teams were sunbathing
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by the Mediterranean. By the afternoon the glare off the stones and rocks
drove them back to their tents, with thoughts of the pair trying to make it
to the top. The climbers would have to pass by a corpse, someone who had
perished up there a few expeditions ago, and could not bhe retrieved.
Frozen, inaccessible, but not invisible, the cadaver remained there, a
spectral sentinel, and anyone going by would see it.

We learnt that the current attempt on the summit had failed because of
bad weather. The pundits were right. ‘Second team have chance,’ said the
PRO.

Next day Ang arrived back with the two yaks looking sleek after two
nights’ rest and plenty of food. We set off on the way down. I looked back
at the mountains, the four giants, Pumori, Lhotse, Nuptse and Everest in
its cloud, and decided that the difference in their heights was meaningless.

Coming back to Lobouje we could see with fresh eyes how we all
tarnished the great landscape. Here was another group setting out for the
Kala Pattar; on neighbouring Pumori a Japanese team was making for the
summit before attempting four other major peaks. We were told of a
surfboard enthusiast set to skim down Everest’s side. Outside Lobouje we
came upon a small Sherpa porter bending under the weight of a harp.
Behind him strode a woman wearing an embroidered jacket on which was
stitched in large gold letters FIRST HARP ON EVEREST. Without a
word they passed on their way.

The small clinic at Pheriche was run by a young American doctor who
was studying the effects of high altitude on local people and newcomers.
Outside his consulting room some of his patients were sitting in the sun
looking like ghosts.

‘We try to scare people by giving them lectures. Did you know that
death can follow as quickly as six to eight hours after cerebral high
altitude hits you?” Of the five or six patients who came to him every week
one would be in a serious condition.

‘Of course you are going to get sick in Nepal wherever you are,” Dr
Goldberg told us cheerfully. ‘If the altitude doesn’t get you, dirty plates or
bad sanitation will. The least you can expect is Kathmandu crud.’
Caroline showed him her precious medicine, but he wasn’t impressed.
‘Just plugs. They won’t do you any harm, but equally they won’t do any
good.’

From Pheriche the track descended into the main valley leading back to
Thyangboche. We had only gone a short distance when Dr Goldberg
came rushing after us carrying a walkie-talkie in his hand.

‘I’ve just heard some bad news. A Japanese climber on Lhotse has
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developed cerebral oedema. Can you help us?” We looked bewildered.
‘It’s very dangerous for a man in his condition to walk, and we were
hoping that you could lend us your riding yak.’

Caroline hastily dismounted. Ang glowered.

‘Don’t worry. There will be extra payment.’

As we watched Ang and Sod slowly retracing their steps, the nature of
the enterprise, perhaps saving a man’s life, gave us a new respect for the
yak’s versatility. We might have known better.

Before Ang departed on his mission of mercy, he found a local boy to
lead Mucker. From Pheriche the track skirted down to the Imja Khola. As
usual I walked ahead and Caroline, the boy and Mucker followed slowly.
Looking back I noticed Caroline making her signals, and a little later she
caught up.

‘Where’s Mucker?’

At first I wasn’t too alarmed. Here was another enchanting place with
the trail running above a deep ravine, the murmur of the Imja Khola
below and the great mass of mountains straight ahead.

‘He’s fallen over. There . . . can’t you see him?’

We were at the edge of the precipice over icy blue waters newly melted
from glaciers higher up. In places a bank of shingle broke the surface, and
far below I could make out the shape that had haunted me all over the
Everest region — the white dot of Mucker’s face. So much for the legend
about yaks being as sure-footed as chamois. Too late I remembered how I
had been warned against taking one animal on its own, since their
temperament demands a permanent companion wherever they move.
Without a friend a yak is easily distracted. But was Mucker a madder yak
than most?

They are waiting for me to die;
They want to make buttons out of my bones.

Was he more indestructible? I saw the white triangle move and there was
no doubt that he was still alive. This was no ordinary tumble downhill like
his last accident; he must have fallen like a stone, a drop of at least a
hundred feet. Could Tarzan have lived through the experience? I
wouldn’t have believed it if | hadn’t seen the before and after. I suppose he
survived because he fell into the water.

Caroline was the first to find her voice.

‘Quick, get down there. All my film is in one of those bags.’

‘Don’t you care about Mucker?’

‘We aren’t here on an animals’ crusade.’
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I could see that the yak had dragged himself out of the river and stood
on the spit of gravel still piled high with baggage. Water streamed off the
lumpy orange burdens on his back and ran off his skirts. When he was
eventually retrieved by the embarrassed boy who was supposed to be in
charge of him, he seemed none the worse.

In the evening we reached Pangboche, the oldest village in the
Khumbu area, settled around four hundred years ago from Tibet. A little
juniper wood surrounded the ancient gompa, and directly facing the far
side of the valley rose the distinctive fluted columns and double
arrowhead of Ama Dablam.

We found Ang’s house, a two-storey building set in a nest of fields

running down to the gorge. Ang’s mother made us welcome, greeting us as
honoured guests and sitting us in the long narrow principal room while
she prepared a lavish meal over the fire. Shelves backed with shining
patterned brass displayed rows of crockery and Thermos flasks. The
shrine was in a back room, and everywhere around the house you came
across reminders of climbing expeditions, since the family, like so many in
this region, was closely involved in mountaineering. Ang’s father had
been on Annapurna, and he himself had been to Nuptse the year before
with a Franco-Nepalese team, reaching Camp Two.
* During the night he arrived back from carrying the Japanese. At first
the sick man had been supported on Sod’s back with two other Japanese
walking on either side holding him and Ang leading. But, after Sod had
displayed a bit of temperament and had been deemed useless, the invalid
descended to Pheriche in a sling on Ang’s back while a Japanese led the
animal.

.. commend me to the yak . ..
It will carry and fetch, you can rnide on its back,
Or lead it about with a string.

‘Not good.”’ But Ang’s discomfort was forgotten in his pleasure at reaching
home and having two yaks, a considerable portion of his family wealth,
safe and sound. We glossed over Mucker’s accident, and I doubt if the boy
said anything. Although Mucker looked chipper, you couldn’t tell if he
had ruptured a spleen or punctured a vast lung.

At home Ang turned into a different person. In the morning he smiled
and laughed, and there was nothing he didn’t do to make our stay in his
house comfortable. We had a huge breakfast of curried eggs, Sherpa style,
served with an expedition tin of Korean rice, followed by the luxury of hot
water to wash in. Later we were taken for a tour of the gompa, a beautiful
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place whose tangkas and images were exquisite in contrast to the yeti’s
head kept in a box, a nasty thing with parchment yellow skin and a few
brownish hairs stuck on top.

Although Ang didn’t want to go back with us to Namche with the yaks,
his mother’s intervention made him change his mind. She wanted an
outing herself down to the big smoke. In a few minutes the baggage had
been loaded up on Mucker and we were on our way, Caroline and I in
front with the yaks, then Ang and his mother who was weighed down with
two bags of hay. She must have been about seventy years old. Passang
carried nothing, needing all his energies for whistling and throwing
stones.

‘Sherpa custom,’ he said when we remonstrated.

How pleasant to be back on the road and travelling towards Namche.
Ahead was Thyangboche crowning its wooded hill. In the short time we
had been up to Base Camp spring had come. The slopes were sprinkled
with pink primula and blue iris; the buds on the plants we had seen on the
way up had opened, and as we climbed the hill to the gompa azalea and
rhododendron bloomed on either side, the pink rhododendron looking
like stylized rosebuds on medieval tapestries. The yaks seemed even more
disgruntled than usual, sniffing suspiciously at the flowers; they were
leaving their natural habitat of snow and ice to travel towards a decadent
flowering forest made for other beasts.

The lodge at Thyangboche was filled up with muscled Australians and
their girls; at breakfast they sprinkled their omelettes with tomato ket-
chup which they had brought with them. We followed the familiar trail
where trees had turned a bright green in the warm spring light. A haze
covered the mountains, the air smelt of resin and everything in nature
seemed a harmonious whole.

From Khumjung, set in layers of potato fields, we followed the leg up
through the trees to the Everest View Hotel with its empty rooms. As we
ate tinned soup and omelette we were joined by an American climber who
had been in the area twenty years before.

‘It was so much better then without all the elaborate expeditions. You
might see a solitary Englishman casually climbing halfa dozen peaks.’ He
was travelling to Gokyo to make a reconnaissance for an attempt on Cho
Ovyu.

The hotel manager came bustling up to tell us that the big mountain
had just been climbed by the second team of Norwegians.

‘Mr Bonington, he also top out.” We knew that Chris Bonington had
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been at Base Camp. We toasted him in Coca Cola, feeling satisfaction at
the achievements of old men.

The American climber said: ‘If I top out on Cho Oyu I have a piece of
crystal with me to appease the mountain gods.’

In front of every house in Namche old women sat in the sun beside pots
of geraniums praying or carding wool. On wooden poles and bent bamboo
sticks greying prayer flags that had seen the long winter through were
being replaced in fresh colours.

In a tent directly above the lodge a puja ceremony welcomed the spring
with two lines of squatting lamas reciting mantras before the enthroned
figure of the Rimpoche of Thyangboche who had come down for the
ceremony. Amid the scent of burning juniper the droning voices competed
with the wind flapping the canvas and the occasional clash of a cymbal or
rap of a drum. After three days’ prayers everyone in Namche crowded into
the tent carrying gifts of food and kafkas to receive the Rimpoche’s
blessing of water sprinkled from a small silver ewer out of which pro-
truded several ends of peacock’s feathers.

Pemba was holding his own small festival in his house. Wearing a
brown silk robe and an outsize Stetson, he prayed and chanted as the
warm spring sunshine flooded into the room. He planted some rice seeds
in a bowl of earth before we sat and drank tea with his family. How long
and cold the winter must seem, and yet Pemba declared that he preferred
the out-of-season months when for a time Sherpas were back with their
past.

Ang was paid off, and the relationship between the hirer and the hired,
so long, so intense, so full of emotion, drama and tension, came to an end
as abrupt as death. You could not call it friendship, but there was some
sort of mutual respect and satisfaction. I liked his mother.

Goodbye, Sod, goodbye, Mucker. Going to Lukla, we hired a reliable
old zopkiok to carry our baggage down along the Dudh Kosi through the
forest.
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Peter, Ang and Sod — Khumbu Glacier.



Caroline and Sod — Khumbu Glacier.



Khumbjung — Outside Hillary School.



Peter, Sod and Mucker — Khumbu Glacier.

Everest View Hotel.




Tibetan yaks.

Potala.




Gyantse — Great Pagoda.
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Saka — Preparing fields for spring planting.

Peter in Tibet.




CHAPTER 7

Visa

In Kathmandu Caroline collected her mail. ‘Look what I've got — your
Tibetan visa.’ First the good news — there were strong rumours that Hong
Kong visas would no longer be valid at the Nepal-Tibetan border. Up
until now foreigners were allowed to use them because of a loophole in the
law — they were valid for the whole of China, and Tibet was technically a
part of China. But the Chinese wanted to regulate visitors more closely.
They did not want a string of impoverished trekkers, but wealthy tourists
bearing loads of hard currency.

Everyone we asked agreed. ‘Hong Kong visa no good.’

‘Forget about them, the border’s closed. The Chinese have got wise,
and are turning back everyone.’

Still we persisted against all advice. Caroline had a friend, another one
of the new Tibetan entrepreneurs who have made a significant contribu-
tion to the Nepali economy over the last twenty years. He and his family
manufactured carpets, sending them back to Tibet among other places.

‘We have a Land-Rover going up to the border tomorrow taking some
carpets and seven lamas. If you wish you can join them. They are very
nice fellows.’

The Land-Rover collected us next day beside the gompa at Bodnath
where it picked up the lamas and a nun for good measure. Bulbous shaven
heads shone in the sun like lumps of old leather as we twisted and trundled
northward along the new Chinese road. We travelled all day until eve-
ning, when we reached a steep valley. Small villages with little terraced
fields around them lay clear of the rocks, while a river poured its way
down like a spurt of beer released from a bottle. The valley narrowed to a
gorge; overhead the sky was blue, but down here everything was in
shadow.

Deep in the gloom was Tatopani, the Nepalese customs post, a
scrapheap of a town full of flimsy huts. We got down from the Land-Rover
which instantly vanished. Everyone left us, the seven lamas, the nun, the
driver and his long rolls of carpet strapped to the roof of his vehicle. We
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were left on our own to be followed by some ragged children and dogs
pausing to sniff garbage. A cold wind blew down from Tibet.

We camped in an inn, a derelict place with mud walls, a few benches
and very little food — another foretaste of Tibet. Bed was the draughty
dormitory upstairs with no glass in the window, no lights and sacks
stretched across holes in the floor. Two strangers joined us; I could see
their silhouettes in the dark. In the morning they turned out to be a couple
of cheerful Nepalese who found Caroline an object of great fascination.
She did look striking, lying back wearing her bandana and black silk
gloves, like a picture I had once seen of Edith Sitwell posed like a
recumbent ecclesiastic on top of a tomb.

In the gloom of the morning we could see how the place had been
hurriedly thrown together to accommodate workers on the new road
camped all round in squalid little huts made of matting. We waited for
hours, despairing of leaving the dreary scene until suddenly the Land-
Rover with lamas screeched to a halt a few yards from where we sat in a
coffee house of almost unbearable filth.

Once more we were climbing up the gorge where men and women were
breaking stones with hammers, building culverts and carrying baskets of
earth under the supervision of Chinese engineers in blue uniforms and
round straw hats. The occasional old-fashioned lorry with a rounded
snout painted olive green rumbled past. We crossed the still-unfinished
skeleton of Freedom Bridge which divided Nepal from Tibet. It had been
completed some years ago, but then had broken up during heavy mon-
soon rains. On the far side of the gorge a waterfall splashed down and
higher up were patches of cleared land and a few stone huts. Through
vapoury mist mountain peaks glistened 1n the sky.

We reached the border town of Zhangmu, a contrast to Tatopani with
its brand new lines of flat-roofed white houses and a large building with a
flag waiting to receive visitors. We drove through the entrance on to a
concrete ramp where a Chinese soldier stood waiting.

Caroline said, ‘I’ll do the talking.’

We hung around reading the large pictorial display outside the custom
building showing pictures of achievements that had taken place since
National Liberation. Time passed; I watched two more soldiers and a girl
walking down the road carrying steaming bowls of rice. The lamas had
long passed through the far end of the building and vanished. Two more
officials in Mao suits sauntered down the road, their arms entwined like
lovers.

Caroline said, ‘They don’t get proper sex until after thirty. During the
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Cultural Revolution that sort of thing was not allowed, but now it goes
along with the Responsibility System.’

A girl in uniform approached. ‘Please sign visitors’ book.’

The small ofhce was spotless with a comfortable sofa and chairs, a large
map of China and Tibet, and a bowl of plastic flowers. After we had
completed forms declaring amounts of money and duration of proposed
stay, Caroline went to the little window that overlooked us carrying our
passports. Although 1 knew she had lived in China and spoke the lan-
guage, it was still a pleasant surprise to hear her burbling away. I
remembered the opinion of the missionary who considered mastering
Chinese was a task for people with bodies of brass, lungs of steel, heads of
oak, hands of spring-steel, eyes of eagles, memories of angels and life spans
of Methuselah.

The two officers in their smart blue uniforms were also impressed, but
not impressed enough.

She called back, ‘“They say the destination is not marked in.’

‘What does that mean?’ I knew well enough. Hong Kong visa no good.

The young man with the opaline face as round as a moon shrugged his
shoulders. A soldier brought us cups of tea with lids on to console us.

We were not the first travellers to be denied entry into the secret land,
nor would we be the last. As we stood forlornly beside our baggage,
another Land-Rover drove up from the Nepali side. Beside the driver sata
bushy-haired African dressed in a kaftan.

‘Hi, man! You going to Tibet”

Joseph came from Mauritius and was on a world trip. He also had a
Hong Kong visa; a journey to Tibet was a side visit. ‘A crazy place, man.’

We watched him go up to the window and hand his passport to the
same bland-faced official. After a few minutes it was returned politely.
How infuriating it would have been if they had allowed him through.

‘Hey . . . thisis the latest visa . . . who do they think they are? I've paid
good money to hire this jeep, man!’ The Chinese officials could have been
idols or stones.

Joseph’s bad luck was a stroke of fortune for us, since we could share his
jeep back to Kathmandu. Now that he was returning he did not seem to
worry. He had made a big effort to get over, and okay, the visa was a piece
of crap and there were other places to see. He was heading towards the
stews of Bangkok. Hour followed hour as we sat bunched in the back
nibbling some tasty cookies he offered us while the familiar road slithered
past. At seven we were back at the Kathmandu Guest House, not feeling
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well; we were dizzy, the world turned in circles and my legs had become
putty. The cookies had been laced with marijuana.

Next day we had headaches and shattered hopes. But by midday we
had evolved a plan which was utterly illegal. It centred on the fact that
there was very little wrong with our passports, just the lack of a name. The
officials at Zhangmu had told Caroline that they needed a destination
written in by their embassy in Kathmandu. The words ‘Good for Lhasa’
would be sufficient.

Possibly the dope helped us along. ‘Why don’t we get George to doctor
them?’

George was a Hong Kong Chinese, one of a select group of foreigners at
the Kathmandu Guest House whose mysterious comings and goings
aroused envy among those tied to plebeian group treks. The dreaded
independent travellers, immune to package deals, hated by the agencies,
included some exotics who were pointed out with awe. A man with a black
spade beard was said to have travelled around Dolpho. A German girl
who went barefoot had spent the winter in a distant gompa with her
Nepalese lover. There was the German who had walked through Cam-
bodia, and the two Finnish girls who had hitch-hiked across Afghanistan.
There was George. He and a few carefully selected companions had a
scheme to bicycle into Tibet on inflatable mountain bikes with eighteen
gears.

George’s Chinese calligraphy was exquisite. We persuaded him to help
us without much trouble, perhaps because his own plans were as daft as
ours. We lent him a pen and the operation took a minute. He examined his
handiwork with pride. ‘I think that should do. I’ve written in ‘Good for
Zhangmu and Lhasa’.

‘Wonderful?’

One day later we were on our way again in a Land-Rover which was
decorated with a board on which was painted HARRY’S JOURNEY. It
was an anxious time and we didn’t speak much as we drove past skeins of
paddy fields with the occasional group of trekkers trudging down the road
bearing their rucksacks. We drove through the familiar mountains,
through the gloom of Tatopani until HARRY’S JOURNEY was moving
into the People’s Autonomous Republic of Tibet. With each hairpin bend
the idea of presenting our forged visas seemed less good.

Once again our bags were tumbled out and the same soldier looked on.
Once again I watched Caroline go up to the same window and talk
Chinese. I could see that a different official was peering at George’s
ideograms. For some time nothing happened and there was just the cheep
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of voices and unexplained silences. Then an officer came out and directed
our baggage to the main hall to be examined.

We quickly paid off our driver, and then we were sitting on a bench in
the empty customs hall on the correct side of the border.

I was suffused with such a warm golden feeling that I failed to notice a
jeep roaring up containing four senior army officers. They assembled
inside the office, talking and occasionally looking out of the window in our
direction. The place smelt of disinfectant; minutes passed. Then an
official appeared and handed back our passports. We were free to go.

Next to the customs was a new hotel waiting for the expected hordes of
tourists. We had seen the manager two days ago strolling arm in arm with
his friend.

‘Good evening. You wish to spend night?”’

‘That sounds fine.” I looked at the comfortable chairs, the spotless
disinfected passages and a group of Chinamen in blue Mao jackets
waiting to serve us. With a good meal in mind, we went down to the
kitchen which was full of women in white surgical robes where we found
there was nothing to eat at all.

Caroline said, ‘I despair of you, Peter. Perhaps you think that getting
through the customs was a piece of cake. And who did all the talking? We
can’t possibly stay here. You realize it will only take a phone call to the
embassy in Kathmandu to make someone realize that something is wrong
with our visas. Anyway, I asked — a bed in this place 1s thirty pounds a
night.’

After a jar of tea we left carrying our bags. There are no porters in the
People’s Republic. Although we had pared down everything, the loads
were immense, Caroline’s rucksack, zip bags and camera equipment, my
large rucksack and the unwieldy dufle bag marked mendaciously
ANNAPURNA EXPEDITION containing the tent, food, medicine and
other useful things. A few steps filled me with bad thoughts about all the
weary miles ahead.

Beyond the hotel the road turned up the hill in a series of dusty loops
away from the neat line of customs house, hotel and bank to where the rest
of Zhangmu was jumbled together in a collection of huts just like its sister
town down the road on the other side of the border. We hoped to find a
lorry and put a distance between ourselves and the frontier, but we
immediately faced problems. In Nepal people still enjoy meeting and
helping foreigners, but here we found any attempt to enter into a commer-
cial travelling arrangement met with no, no, no. Staggering under our
bags, we climbed the hill to more houses, barracks, and more lorries
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packed with timber or soldiers staring down. No lifts. Higher up and at
the town’s end were two lorries whose backs were covered with tarpaulin,
indicating a long journey ahead. Once again Caroline tried fruitlessly to
negotiate a price. It began to rain, then to hail and the road turned to
mud.

‘We must find a bed. We’ll have to try again tomorrow.’

Just before dark we managed to obtain accommeodation in a room full of
broken beds, empty except for a Japanese couple huddled together on a
stained mattress trying to keep warm. Wind poured through cracks and
the roof leaked, making puddles on the floor. We were charged the
equivalent of two pounds a night; it was not worth a penny more.

Stomach trouble compounded my misery and during the night I had to
leave my dirty bed countless times to stumble past the creaking door out
into the rain and wind to crouch in mud. In the morning I felt like a ghost,
my stomach a sieve, pains racking my body. Caroline gave me a couple of
her pills.

We struggled from the hut with our luggage into the steep shanty town
where wisps of malodorous mist hung above the gorge and clung to the
pea-green jackets of soldiers. Soldiers were all over the town, strolling
about in the damp, a multitude of bright green uniforms, baggy blue
trousers, boots and red enamel stars on peaked caps. Here on the frontier
the People’s Army seemed unoccupied and bored. Not everyone by any
means was working on the road; there were no proper shops to go into or
cafés or other garrison amusements. A ceaseless procession of lads in
green walked up and down the corkscrew hill, pausing to look down into
the forests of Nepal. There seemed to be mighty few Tibetans.

I searched out the driver who had hinted the night before that his lorry
was leaving, and he might, just might, take on extra passengers for huge
sums of money. But he and his companions were fast asleep. Carrying our
bags down the spiralling street once again, we felt increasing despair.

Two cars swept around a bend on the way down to the customs post
and we had time to glimpse some Caucasian faces. Abandoning our bags
we ran down the hill in pursuit. At the hotel we found two Italians covered
in dust and a young Scottish couple.

The Scottish pair told us how they had rented their van with great
difficulty in Lhasa in order to see more of Tibet. The problem had been
the driver. Throughout the journey he had ignored them and taken no
notice of any requests they made. During every repeated breakdown of his
tin-can vehicle he had infuriated them with his rudeness. He gave an extra
dimension to the concept of rudeness.
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Anthony’s clipped Scot’s vowels came through clenched teeth. ‘If
you’ve ever really hated anyone, double that again, and you’ll get some
tiny indication of the way I feel about that bastard!’

The Italians were continuing their journey down to Kathmandu.
‘Thank God we leave Tibet! Thank God we go to Nepal! Thank God!” But
miraculously Anthony and Jean were returning to Lhasa since their exit
visas only permitted them to leave Tibet through China. There were eight
seats in the van.

‘You realise it’s not very comfortable. Bump, bump until your ass is
splitting.’

‘Oh, we don’t mind!"” We arranged to meet in an hour.

When we returned with our baggage a crowd had gathered round the
van, and in among the spectators Anthony and the driver were facing each
other and shouting. In his hand Anthony waved the distributor cap he
had torn from the engine. ‘He’s a bastard!” The roar was an octave deeper
than the driver’s Chinese cries, ‘Bastard! Now he says he must have
special permission to bring us back.’

‘Why’

‘You can speak Chinese, for Christ’s sake! Tell him that unless we go
now I keep the fucking distributor?’

The driver spoke to Caroline in the tones of a hoarse budgerigar. ‘He
says it is forbidden to go back.’

‘Then I'll break up his fucking car!” Anthonv was hopping up and
down. ‘I’m not letting him get away with this after all we’ve suffered! He
can go to the police or whoever. I don’t mind! I don’t mind, I tell you! He’s
not getting his machine back.’

Caroline began loading our luggage.

The row ended abruptly. The driver consented to go back to Lhasa with
his passengers, Anthony returned the distributor, the crowd wandered
off. To my amazement and great joy we were driving up the hill past the
shacks of Zhangmu. I remembered the mantra that Nhuche had com-
posed before I left Kathmandu invoking success on my journey. He told
me that its mystifving refrain ‘Lalasu Thochhe’ meant *Yes, Sir . ..
Thank you.” It had set us on our way, but would it help us any more? My
stomach rumbled and I had a sensation of frailty like the man in Cer-
vantes’ story who believes he is made of glass.

PP
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CHAPTER 8

Journey to Lhasa

I sat beside the driver who crouched over the wheel in his padded Mao
jacket and green cap muttering and grumbling to himself. Behind sat the
Scots, then Caroline and behind her a late entry into the van, the Japanese
couple who had shared our grim lodgings the night before. From the
moment the van started the man began to take readings from a barometer
as well as the inevitable photographs, clicking through the window, click,
click almost as often as the wheels went round. Every time he aimed his
camera, the girl wrote down the shots in a book.

Tibet greets you with wind and silence.

First came snow-covered mountains and then the perpetual wide
empty gravel plain. There were no houses or trees or people. Everything
was caught in an intensity of landscape and sky. The light changed
constantly so that the colours of the plain fluctuated from chocolate brown
to brilliant pink and red, while above the sky had a hard enamel sheen. A
few waterless ornamental clouds were dispersing. An ochre mountain
suddenly became striped like a tiger, a patch of shimmering shale would
vanish as you looked. '

I thought of all the other travellers for whom Tibet had offered a
magical escape, seeking like Sven Hedin ‘mysterious Tibet, the forbidden
land, the land of my dreams’.

The eerie confrontation with space 1s something experienced by all
newcomers. Robert Byron felt the instant startling change: ‘Here was-no
gradual transition, no uneventful frontier, but translation in a single
glance from the world we knew to a world I did not know.” It’s still like
that.

Here are facts about Tibet from a geography book, The Chinese People and
the Chinese Earth by K. Buchanan:

‘Over much of Tibet the general elevation exceeds 12,000 feet, the frost-
free period is less than fifty days, and in no month does the mean
temperature exceed fifty degrees Fahrenheit. Most of the area is a waste of
frozen desert, with patchy shrub and grass vegetation. Its population is
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sparse and largely nomadic with the life based on herds of goats and yaks.
Agricultural land is confined to the lower valley around Lhasa.’

China is the shadow. Yet the distance between Peking and Lhasa is one
thousand, seven hundred and fifty miles as the crow flies.

We were climbing higher into space, and every so often the radiator of
the van belched clouds of steam. The driver would stop, search out a
frozen pool of water, open the bonnet and administer a few sharp douses
over the engine as one might smack a naughty child. We came to Kose, set
in the burnt gravel plain with a few strips of green, a rusty corroded
landscape where the only life was the movement of black thumbmarks
that were grazing yaks. A large mud tower stood quite alone in the gravel,
while high on the hill were other scattered ruins and some sort of walled
citadel coloured bright red perched on an overhanging escarpment above
them.

Here the Japanese got out and left us. All the time they had been in the
van they had been taking photographs and collecting information like
squirrels storing nuts for the winter. Nothing escaped them, the speed of
the van, rate of ascent, altitude, bird life, blood pressure. They bowed
politely as we waved goodbye and went off to photograph the backside of
Everest.

We travelled all day through wilderness with dust filtering in through
doors and windows. Wearing her face mask, only a nose and angry eves
showing, Caroline looked as if she was frightening away evil spirits. The
Scottish pair had similarly concealed their faces, and I was learning that
climatic conditions here dictated that we should dress the part of gunmen
in a Western. Covered up like that made it hard to talk. Outside, we were
passing some hills, bare as the rock of Aden, as Spencer Chapman saw
them fifty years ago. I fell asleep and woke to shouts. Anthony was
tapping his head with relish.

‘Now you can see what I’ve had to put up with?’

‘We want to take photographs!’

‘What are we paying you for, you bastard?’

‘Don’t get excited!” Jean said.

‘WHO’S GETTING EXCITED?”

“Tell him to stop!’

‘Talk to him, Caroline — you know the fucking language!’

Caroline said in Chinese, ‘When we get to Lhasa I will report you to the
authorities.’

I felt a little sorry for the driver, who subsided and pulled the van to a
halt. We got out and looked to the west edged by a slab of the Himalayas
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with Everest among them standing out clearly against the bright blue sky.
From this side the range looked diminished compared to the towering
mountains above the great convoluted valleys we had explored with the
yaks, for here the table land seemed to touch their waists. There seemed
nothing to stop you walking across the plain and down the ladder to India.

In the evening we reached the check-point at Tinggri where I was
interested to see that the soldiers merely looked at our names and returned
our passports without comment. We might have been day trippers. I had
not quite shaken off the dream of arriving the old way with lamas in their
thousands outside their gompas and the air resounding with the braying
of horns and rustle of prayer flags. Present-day reality was a flat-roofed
compound, the prototype of dozens of similar staging posts scattered all
over the country consisting of four lines of low mud-walled rooms
arranged around a main yard full of lorries.

The driver left us to grab a room and order himself a good meal. Why
should that set us all off in another rage? Altitude, altitude! Four hungry,
furious foreigners glimpsing him sitting contentedly at a deal table pick-
ing away at little dishes with his chopsticks were provoked to another row
about food and accommodation, a row which became fiercer with the
arrival of a concierge in khaki uniform holding a bunch of keys. Anthony
shrieked, Caroline screamed over prices, Jean and I nodded in agreement.
We should have been ashamed of ourselves.

‘She wants the equivalent of six pounds a night!’

‘That’s quite ridiculous! The normal price for this sort of place should
be about two.’

‘Oh, let’s just accept.’

‘Don’t be so feeble, Peter. Can’t you see it’s a matter of principle? If you
let them get away with this sort of extortion, heaven help other foreigners
coming this way.’

Caroline won, hitting the concierge with her Chinese like a soldier with
a bayonet. We were brought to an empty hall where a man in chef’s
uniform dished out ladles of supper through a hatch. After we had eaten
the concierge reappeared, and to the accompaniment of much key jingling
we were led to a small dormitory furnished with six iron beds on which
were placed rolled-up coverlets and bolsters. Wash basin, towel, candles
and a large Thermos of hot water were provided by the state.

Atdaybreak we were woken by martial music. It was the first time that
I had heard this particular way of saying good morning, get up, but
Caroline had endured it before, and the Scots had had more than enough
of it. The squeaky urgency of the non-stop marching rhythm vibrating
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around the little room and rattling the window panes set Anthony on a
familiar round of curses. Occasionally there was a break in the tape for
voices to shout out instructions about exercising. We used the water in the
Thermos for a vestigial wash, urged on by an ear-splitting combination of
shrillness and decibels coming in from outside where the air pulsated with
marches and then operettas pouring out of loudspeakers placed at inter-
vals along the dusty streets.

The sleeping compound was in the new Chinese enclave, cut ofl from
the Tibetans, a colonial outpost kept as rigidly separate as the canton-
ment and the bazaar in Imperial India. There were no gardens, and the
houses, built in People’s Republic Ramshackle, one-storey high with tin
roofs, lacked any feeling of permanence. Above them on a hill were some
ruins, the first Cultural Revolution ruins that we had seen. Somewhere
behind the Chinese town clustered Tibetan Tinggri, a military outpost
before the invasion, where a monk and a lavman had jointly and ineffec-
tually supervised detachments of picturesque soldiers in this border area.
Nepal was very close. If I had continued travelling with Pemba and his
zopkiok from Thami across the Nangpa La Pass, I would have followed
the ancient trade route over the glaciers to reach Tinggri on the other side.
Brock, the god of light, had come down the other way.

We did not see much of Tinggri because the driver treated our request
to visit the Tibetan town with contempt, spinning us out onto the main
Lhasa road where there was next to no trafhc, a lorry every few miles or so,
and the odd horseman kicking up dust. Soon I saw my first real Tibetan
village, placed under a crumbling ledge of golden rock, almost indis-
tinguishable from the surrounding landscape. Small brown houses were
arranged in layers, each crowned with fluttering pennants and flags, each
with its own little courtyard. The windows and doorways were splashed
white and the only signs of life were women collecting baskets of dried
sticks and turds stored on rooftops.

From now on at intervals we would glimpse clusters of flat roofs on
which firewood and dung were neatly piled, where prayer flags flopped
above doors and windows were edged with whitewash. Out on the dusty
road we passed shepherds wrapped in sheepskin coats surrounded by
their flocks, who swivelled as if they were watching a tennis shot while
they followed our bumpy progress. Foreigners were still rarities, and we
did not yet make an impact on this stern empty landscape.

Everywhere there were ruins, some recent, others a part of the scene
long before the recent bout of destruction. Many resulted from the decline
of population which had been a trend during the century preceding the
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Chinese invasion. Impossible to guess their age. Some were roofless,
clustered together on the plain. There were great mud-walled spouts that
resembled the open-necked furnaces leading to Hell in the paintings of
Hieronymus Bosch. Others clung to the summits of small brown hills,
ancient fortresses that looked towards the Himalayas designed to guard
Tibet against foreign intrusion. Today the pitiless wind blew through
them. At one spot I counted half a dozen clusters of abandoned buildings
within a few miles.

In the afternoon we reached the edges of the Tsangpo valley, the fertile
arm that runs across southern Tibet which would become the
Brahmaputra after it had made a great thousand-mile sweep into India.
Here the views wavered, as the empty spaces and distant aspects of cloud-
covered mountains changed into fragile evidence of something a little
more domestic. There was an unexpected sight of spring in the groves of
sprouting poplar and willow which were the first trees we had seen, while
in stony fields men and women were busy preparing the ground for
planting. Behind them smoke from rooftops rose straight into the sky — the
wind that comes at midday had not risen yet.

Most likely the crop would be barley, the staple diet, although here in
this fertile area potatoes and legumes are grown. They say that in the
absence of rats a stored harvest will last for a hundred years, while meat
will keep in the dry air for a year.

The yaks were fine-looking creatures which Caroline and I examined
with the air of connoisseurs. It was not merely a trick of the light that
made them seem larger than our old friends in Nepal. Tibetan yaks are
larger. These were all huge with a sable quality to their long black hair
that set off the crimson banners sprouting from their heads which were in
fact dyed yak tails — the things that used to be exported to India to make
holy fly-whisks. They wore collars from which fell lines of brass bells and
occasionally cowrie shells dribbled with the spume from their noses. We
drove past another pair and another of ornamental yaks, black or spotted,
hung with decorations, red plumes waving on their backs, moving with
the bulky ceremony of oxen. I remembered how the Dalai Lama used to
be escorted on a sacred white decorated yak to and from Ganden monas-
tery. Ploughmen in saffron chubas, fur hats and dangling earrings fol-
lowed behind their animals pushing a wooden scraper among the stones,
and behind them, women in long black dresses and coloured aprons
similar to the costume worn by Sherpa women threw seeds out of enamel
bowls. Now we passed a man who was harrowing, mounted on a wooden
board and holding on like a charioteer behind two lumbering spotted

[96]



Tibet

beasts. The ground was dust-dry, a tableland that seemed to be composed
of ground-up bones, and these agricultural activities seemed to have a
measure of faith and theatre.

The ornate scenes of husbandry, the trappings of the animals, the
clothes people wore perpetually brought to mind scenes from a Book of
Hours. The clear light could have been created by Flemish painters with
their egg white. It was strange how this desert evoked nightmares of
Western artists like Bosch and Blake, whose horrors of hell and famine
were set in places far more like Tibetan landscapes than the background
to the writhing hells depicted on Tantric murals.

The similarities to medieval Europe have been commented on by many
observers. Fosco Maraini compared pre-Communist Tibet to France and
Burgundy six hundred years ago, with the predominance of monks, the
uniformed ranks of the nobility, the structured religion with its extremes
of hell, the squalor and the beauty. The confrontation with communism
was bound to be brutal; the new zealots could not approve the outmoded
harmony and feudal equilibrium which they set about destroying. There
could be no sympathy for the lifestyle evoked by Maraini with its ‘medi-
eval feasts and ceremonies, medieval filth and jewels, professional story
tellers and tortures, tourneys and cavalcades, princesses and pilgrims,
brigands and hermits, nobles and lepers; medieval . . . divine frenzies,
minstrels and prophets.” So much to vanish within half a dozen years of
his visit; and today, looking eagerly for vestiges of a brilliant and squalid
past, we found them first in the hardships of the countryside.

We halted at Lhatse where we bought cold dumplings from a woman
who appeared in the compound carrying a basketful. On to Shigatse,
where another quarrel blew up when the driver refused to take us to the
Tashilhunpo monastery which is the seat of the Panchen Lama. From the
modern town with roofs of tin we could look up and see a crescent of
golden rooftops climbing the hill. Down below in a roadhouse full of
soldiers spitting out sunflower seeds, we crowded round a small wooden
table and wrestled with chopsticks, dabbing at rice and struggling to pick
up lumps of yak meat. In between trying to hold on to salty cabbage leaves
without dropping them on the filthy ground, we continued to vent our
spleen on the driver.

‘I’d like to wring his neck!’

‘He’s being paid double the amount we agreed in Lhasa.’

‘I bet you he’s putting everything he gets from Caroline and Peter into
his own pocket.’

‘Do you remember when he wouldn’t stop to let us pee?”’
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Our hatred was weird. We took no notice of the glittering gompa on the
hill or the drabness around us. We only stopped bad-mouthing the driver
to observe the disgruntled air of the woman bringing us more bowls of
sloppy food from the kitchen. Caroline said, ‘It’s the same all over China.
There’s no incentive to work.’

When we left Shigatse the sun had gone and the air was suddenly bitterly
cold. Then it snowed, slanting flurries descending on the flat roofs and
dusty trees, the half-finished new blocks of houses, whirling around the
golden monastery up above. Outside the town, snow covered the burnt
vistas and sweeping gravel plains, falling over empty lakes and mountains
and scattered peasants working in their fields.

Two hours later we reached Gyantse, the second largest city in the
country, whose Jong and monastery were once show pieces of Tibet.
Gyantse had been the scene of the climax of the Tibetan expedition of
1904 when an Imperial force under the command of Francis Younghus-
band had opened up Tibet to English influence. The capture of the Jong at
Gyantse ended a bloody campaign tinged with shame because the
Tibetans were so brave and so easy to kill. A VC was won, gallant
Gurkhas participated and Tibetan resistance crumbled.

Apologists for China like to remind Westerners of the slaughter of
Younghusband’s invasion. Today the Chinese soldiers in their green
drabs wander about a place where Sappers and Pioneers, Johnny
Gurkhas, officers and sahibs marched through on their way to Lhasa
where they claimed victory and held a race meeting beneath the Potala.

Nearly thirty years later Robert Byron came this way and met a man
who left the army and stayed on, a Cockney called Martin living in
Gyantse. Martin sang ‘She’s only a bird in a gilded cage’ and dreamt of
burying his second Tibetan wife and retiring to Peacehaven in Sussex.

In his youth he had faced soldiers who fought like no one else in the
world. Edmund Candler, the Daily Mail correspondent who accompanied
the Lhasa expedition, wrote of the Tibetans’ ‘elan, their dogged courage,
their undoubted heroism, their occasional acuteness, their more general
imbecile folly and vacillation and inability to grasp a situation’. He paid
tribute to ‘the men who stood in the breach at Gyantse in that hell of
shrapnel and Maxim and rifle fire . . . met death knowingly and were
unterrified by the resources of modern science in war, the magic, the
demons, the unseen imagined messengers of death.” Their lamas fought
with them; afterwards bullet-ridden, shaven-headed bodies were found.
The ground was frozen: the dead remained unburied and preserved in the
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sterile air. A witness observed how ‘the sorry human debris . . . left
perforce unburied on frozen shingle . . . were there months later when we
passed on our way home. Fingers shrivelled, lips retracted from white
teeth, but otherwise normal human beings — asleep.’

In the 1960s the Khambas fought the Chinese in similar spirit against
similar odds.

There are other sad memories at Gyantse. One of the greatest of Tibet’s
monasteries was savagely diminished during the Cultural Revolution. A
few buildings remain, the modern traveller does not realize quite how few,
until he has seen old photographs of the elaborate series of buildings
which once rose one above the other like golden eggs on the dragon’s back
hill, the colour of crushed strawberry. So Byron noted when he wrote how,
viewed as a whole, the complex ‘gives an impression, not only of move-
ment, but of unity and organic strength’. There were eighteen temples
clustered around the rock of Gyantse and now there are just two, together
with the great stupa, the main temple, and the pagoda of Palkhor Choide.
This destruction has been so neatly tidied up that you simply cannot make
out the grandeur that has gone, with all the broken walls carefully scraped
away. Reduced by fury, the religious city is a fraction of its original
acreage, and what is left is shored up for tourists and a few pilgrims.

I walked up the hill to watch the evening shadows creeping over the
plain bordered by the frill of mountains guarding the frontiers with India.
Down below I could see some horsemen riding down the main street on
thin ponies kicking up dust; behind them were farmers in donkey carts
loaded with sticks and sacks of grain. There was no trace of the snow that
had engulfed us at Shigatse; it had all melted in a blast of afternoon
sunshine. Above me there should have been a fortress, but it had vanished
as if a sea had washed it away. Below was what remained of ‘the divine
territory of Gyantse . . . land that is a mine of wisdom . . . * The pagoda
glinted, a powerful building in ziggurat style with tiered galleries, staring
painted eyes beneath a golden dome, and the thirteen golden rings that
represent the stages of advancement to Buddhahood.

We stayed in a guesthouse that had the distinction of being purely
Tibetan. Behind the upstairs gallery decorated with latticed woodwork
were communal bedrooms and a large room for eating and relaxing with
wooden tables and benches on which voung soldiers, filling in time from
barrack duties, sat wrapped in tobacco smoke slapping down cards and
mahjong counters. They played like maniacs in the gloom, banging the
counters and calling out numbers in between hawking and spitting and
drinking bottles of beer.
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In the kitchen a number of cauldrons full of soup and lumps of dark-
coloured rice were guarded by an old woman from a number of children
who kept jabbing their hands into the food and running off screaming,
They kept a wary eye on us until our plates were in front of us and then
lunged in our direction. Dirt clung to them in scales like armadillos; ropes
hung from their noses. They surrounded our table and waited; after I had
toyed with my fried potatoes and greasy onions a small boy seized my
plate, emptied the remains into his woollen cap and gulped it down.
Others imitated him; they persisted, using their hats as scoops or bowls
for snatching handfuls of rubbery potatoes. Anything left neglected on a
tin plate for an instant with only a slight hesitation was torn from the table
by hungry dirty little fingers. Occasionally a soldier would get up and
chase them out of the room, but they would return. They put you off
eating, and soon we had all handed over our half-eaten dinners to settle
back and enjoy a Thermos flask of rancid tea. It was my first experience of
this horrible beverage; I had not yet learned to filter the mud-coloured
liquid through the lumps of grease by drinking it very fast. Outside, music
was switched off all over Gyantse as loudspeakers wailed their satisfaction
for another day’s work done.

The same broadcast sounds woke us next morning, and even Caroline,
who had woken on countless similar Chinese mornings, winced. Saying
that the altitude made the noise worse, she drowned it out with
Beethoven. The newly-awoken made the morning grab of the Thermos
flasks which stood in their coloured ranks guarding against the hardships
of the ordinary day, providing water for drinking and washing.

The driver was almost pleasant now that he was on the last leg to
Lhasa. He made no headway into the hearts of his employers.

‘I wonder what’s got into our friend”’

‘He’s afraid we’ll complain to his boss.’

We left Gyantse and its nest of fertility and headed north through
mountains towards Lhasa. A few miles on we slowed down behind an
army convoy, a long line of identical green lorries with tarpaulin hoods
packed with soldiers. They were following the English path of conquest.
At the Kro La Pass forty-seven miles north-east of Gyantse the Tibetans
had been massacred in a painful encounter where the English lost four
men, Edmund Candler lost his arm, and fifteen hundred Tibetans were
killed. In spite of his wound Candler felt sorry for the ‘cheerful jolly fellows
. . . their struggle was so hopeless. They were brave and simple, and none
of us bore the slightest vindictiveness against them.’

With the expeditionary force came yaks galore. Here was a reasonably
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modern army — this was three years after the Boer War — supplied by
mules, ponies, donkeys, bullocks, sheep wearing little saddles and yaks
both Nepalese and Tibetan. The Nepalese animals, mostly zopkiok, were
almost wiped out by disease and by eating aconite in a valley on the way
up from Nepal. The few left were butchered. Tibetan yak died largely
because there was not enough grazing and they were subjected to forced
marches. Before they perished they made history.

Among the leisurely pages of Imperial reminiscences in Blackwoods, an
officer of the Transport Corps writing under the pseudonym ‘Pousse
Cailloux’ recalled his experience with yaks in Tibet. ‘Great, ponderous,
slow-moving beasts, proof against cold and wind, carrying dependent
from their underparts a great sagging mass of tangled woolly hair wherein
stones, bits of straw and stick, and, you would say, even birds’ nests . . .
combined to form a swinging mattress whereon the beast subsided to
sleep; head and horns carried low, tail vast and bushy, the wool of which
alone would have been enough to stuff three pillows; and, between the
two, a mass of disgruntled depression.’

The men of the Transport Corps put their minds to the prospect of
wheeled traffic on the Tibetan plain and thought of the light, two-wheeled
¢kka of the Punjab, a few dozen of which were dismantled and hauled up
across the passes from India. The yaks were harnessed to them and
dragged the first wheeled transport in a country whose use of wheels had
hitherto been confined to prayers. A yak’s carrying capacity is two and a
half times that of a mule, and apart from the fact that they died, they
proved to be satisfactory pack animals.

We wound through the mountains down to Yamdrok Yamtso, the
Turquoise Lake. Tibetan lakes are generally described as turquoise, and
certainly, in their drab brown settings, the startling South Seas blue
stands out. I don’t know if Yamdrok Yamtso is more turquoise than the
rest, but the colour had a sheen as if there was a light at the bottom. The
lake, whose name means ‘the upper pastures’ from the elevated district
nearby, is shaped like a scorpion, a fact the British discovered when they
mapped it. They noted the water tasted saline, the circuit was about a
hundred and fifty miles and it took two weeks to go around on foot.

We skirted the bright blue water edged with a sandy beach as white as
coral which curved through the mountains, its shores quite empty. There
were no fishermen or boats, nothing except for a couple of primitive
villages and thousands upon thousands of birds. And some yaks grazing
the boggy perimeter. It was dead calm now in the morning, but later on
the wind would start, and at any time it could whip up a sudden ferocious
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storm. That is true all over the country, and all lakes are considered
dangerous for boats. There is no tradition of fishing or boating apart from
river ferries, but this is not only because of the weather, but because water
is sacred and fish are sacred. The Chinese have ideas of changing out-
moded superstitions and have decided that Yamdrok Yamtso will do
admirably for foreigners to waterski on. There are plans for a marina
where people will be invited to come and fish if wind and scruples about
deeply-held religious beliefs are not too much of a problem.

We climbed up to the Kamba La Pass at fifteen and a half thousand feet
which overlooks the valley of the Kyi, the tributary of the Tsangpo that
flows by Lhasa. Below the highest point, marked with chorten and prayer
flags, somewhere off the highway, were the ruins of Samye, Tibet’s oldest
monastery, founded in the eighth century, another memory of black and
white photographs. Over the pass was another river valley with planta-
tions of trees, lines of poplars showing lime-green leaves and the wind
brushing silver willows. The Kyi, the last barrier from the south, ‘a river
as broad as the Thames at Windsor’, according to Younghusband, used to
be crossed with old ferry boats which had curved prows in the shape of
horses’ heads. There was also an ancient suspension bridge of which four
rusty chains survive, but it has been replaced with something capable of
taking lorries leading to the airport road.

On the far side we stopped at a commissariat for a meal. The concrete
hall had a counter running down one side where lengths of garish cloth
were offered for sale, together with straw hats and a few tins of pork and
mandarin oranges. This was our first glimpse of the staples that would
keep us alive for weeks, just about the only items of food on sale in any
government depot in the country. Presumably they were for home con-
sumption, since we were served reasonable chop suey and rice, sitting
alone in the gymnasium-sized space at a shaky metal-legged table. Out-
side, trestles were set up in the dust where Tibetan traders were selling
packets of sweets and nuts and coloured pictures of Chinese leaders.
Groups of soldiers wandered around spitting sunflower seeds, and a film
of golden dust covered everything.

Further on banners and placards with uplifting slogans made a bland
welcome. This section of the road was still under a feverish bout of
construction to get it smart in time for the celebrations later in the year
which would mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of National Liberation.
Along the edges on both sides were lines of tents, while the road itselfwas a
scene of Pharaonic activity with Tibetans and Chinese conscripts In caps
studded with red stars all raking, carrying stones, beating stretches of
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earth and shouting at lorries which had stuck, wheels spinning in the
mud.

Like the Romans before them, the Chinese are amazing road-builders.
I have seen them carving out the hills of North Yemen and have driven on
the Karakoram Highway linking China and Pakistan where the road has
been pushed through savagely inhospitable mountains. In Hunza a
plaque commemorates ‘those martyrs of the Frontier Works Organiza-
tion who laid down their lives in constructing this highway’. About four
hundred people died there. But in Tibet road-making has had few prob-
lems. Back in 1904 an engineer noted that Tibet was ‘the most perfect
country for road building: immense level plains, no gradients and a small
rainfall’. The trouble was the Tibetan: ‘practically all he has to do is to
remove the stones to one side and a splendid road is made; but for that
small amount of energy he is unequal to’.

The Chinese have supplied the energy. Before National Liberation
everything had to be carried up to Lhasa on the backs of animals. The first
lorry reached Lhasa on December 25, 1954. (There had been a telegraph
link between Kalimpong and Lhasa laid by English sappers after 1904.)
Today the road between Lhasa and Shigatse has reduced the journey
from a week to a day, more or less. Between 1954 and 1977 more than
18,000 kilometres of road have been built in Tibet, and they are still atit.
The labourers are ‘volunteers’. A good way of shaking up the old social
system was to get the work done by members of the old ruling classes - so
the exiles say.
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CHAPTER 9

Lhasa

For many travellers, including myself, to see Lhasa has been a lifetime’s
ambition. They have shared the resolution of Madame David-Neel, the
determined French lady who was the first woman from the West to reach
the capital. She came illegally, like so many of us, disguised as a beggar
carrying a revolver beneath her rags. ‘I took an oath that in spite of all
obstacles I would reach Lhasa and show what the will of a woman will
achieve.” Her arrival did not disappoint her. ‘As we advanced the Potala
grew larger and larger. Now we could discern the elegant outlines of its
many golden roofs. They glittered in the blue sky, sparks seeming to
spring from their sharp upturned corners, as if the whole castle, the glory
of Tibet, had been crowned in flames.’

The trouble about the modern approach 1s the distraction of China-
town. The Potala’s lowing walls rose above the concrete Chinese dragon,
the noble bulk sullied by the factories in front and the new housing estates
spawned all over the green river basin. Now and again you caught a
glimpse of other landmarks, reminders of the best of the old life. Hemmed
in by drab new buildings, the Norbulingka Palace stood among trees
within its walled garden. In the past every spring a procession of mounted
noblemen and lamas set off from the Potala to this summer palace of the
Dalai Lama, their god king wrapped up in their midst, moving along the
route now covered with jerry-built blocks and shacks. I could see the
Drepung monastery, once the largest monastery in the world, perched on
a hill looking down on the chipped and dirty concrete and the acres of tin.

It was not our business to condemn what we saw — the efforts of the
People’s Republic to bring housing and industry to an uncomfortable
place. Why should Lhasa have been spared the universal urban sprawl?
These dismal suburbs were no worse than those of any substantial
Chinese city. If the Dalai Lama had managed to bring Tibet into the
twentieth century without the aid of the Chinese, would the development
of Lhasa have been more sensitive? The new surroundings of Kathmandu
are ugly as well. It was my fault for coming here with the illusion that the

| 104]



Tibet

old picturesque feudalism had at least survived visually. I had only myself
to blame for my depression as the van bumped over giant potholes and
craters past soldiers bridging a landslide with shovels. By the time we had
reached the main street, | was more conscious than usual of feeling tired
and dirty, as well as being in a state of shock. The only thing to cheer me
was the prospect of parting with the driver sitting beside me growing
horns and a tail.

One final row occurred before we said farewell, when Caroline foolishlv
offered to straighten out matters for Anthony and Jean and retricve an;'
money that was owing from the company that hired out the van. While
they were all crowded into the little office, I stepped out for my first view of
Lhasa at ground level. The new main street that runs under the Potala
was filled with lorries and horse-drawn carts as if it could not make up its
mind whether it belonged to the old pre-motor age or to the new. A
herdsman wearing a thick posteen coat, the wool the same dirty vellow as
the sheep before him, his felt boots patchwork red and green like the Pied
Piper’s, was driving his charges oblivious to blasts from horns. On the
pavement men squatted selling biscuits and clothes, while others sat with
sewing machines and cobblers’ awls. A horseman came jogging along on a
black pony. A blind old woman in a long striped woollen dress and
woollen bonnet crouched spinning a silver prayer wheel.

You couldn’t blame Caroline for feeling cross. Her special skill meant
that she was in demand by every Big Nose in difficulty.

‘I’m sick of speaking Chinese for all of you.’

She put on her mask again; the driver flinched, the Scots stormed out of
the office. We had been travelling for three days and needed a good night’s
rest.

Until recently all foreigners were quartered under an official eve in
government guesthouses which were kept very expensive. Visitors were
processed by guides and interpreters and anything outside what was
considered legitimate areas of interest was forbidden to them. With
boomtime tourism approaching, these restrictions have been eased. We
found ourselves in Snowlands, one of the newer and cheaper guesthouses
that cater for the new egalitarian class of tourist. A large four-storey
building surrounding an open courtyard, it was situated at the edge of the
old Barkhor area near the Jo-Kang monastery. The Jo-Kang, referred to
by old travellers as ‘the Cathedral’, one of the most holy places of
pilgrimage in Tibet, still stands in the centre of the old city, which is small,
only two and a half miles in circumference within the concrete fringe.

There were no luxuries at Snowlands. A woman took our passports
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amid the usual frisson that the border authorities at Zhangmu might have
realized that we had deceived them. Another woman, clanking with keys,
took us along to our dormitory where guests were furiously washing filthy
clothes in plastic buckets. We went off in search of dinner. Caroline led me
back to the hotel where she had stayed two months ago, a much more
lavish place, where you could hire a room of your own. Since her last visit
there had been changes, and the spacious bedroom where she had slept
was now divided into three in order to take more tourists. Down in the
basement was a restaurant like a catacomb lit with candles, where
assorted foreigners were sitting at wooden tables being served from a big
open kitchen crammed with cooking pots. After you had chosen your bits
and pieces the cook took them all together and heated them up in a giant
frying pan. Smaller plates and smaller helpings than the month before
last, Caroline said. We ate and ate and I drank a great deal of Chinese
beer. We had a little quarrel, nothing too strenuous, since I felt an
enormous sense of well-being.

She said, ‘I know what’s wrong with you. A lot of people who come here
first time take to their beds immediately because of altitude.’

I got up and thumped the table. ‘Nonsense, I have been to Everest. I
have the lungs of a yak!

Next morning the deep blue of a Tibetan sky was showing through the
window; I was in Lhasa. Down in the courtyard women were washing
clothes around a pump, while from the street came a sound of singing as
men and women threw bricks to each other on a construction site.

I went walking among the handful of traditional houses grouped
around the Jo-Kang stretching down to the river. Tibetans congregated in
bright clothes, showing evidence of what has been described as a ‘conviv-
ial serenity alongside a more solid religiousness’. It was moving to see a
line of ugly shaven-headed ash-covered young men stripped to the waist
(with little relic boxes strapped on their backs like the powder-boxes old
soldiers used to wear), prostrating themselves along the dusty thor-
oughfare entranced by what they were doing. They progressed and
prayed in unison, rising and falling with the precision of a corps de ballet,
and no one was in the least put out.

The striving for perfection disages the impact of change which can be
ignored in the passionate quest. Thubten Jigme Norbu, the Dalai Lama’s
brother, wrote how ‘the only truth that is worth anything to anyone is the
truth in which he believes with his heart as well as with his mind, and
toward which he strives with his body . . . Perhaps the greatest ignorance
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of all and the greatest cruelty is to try and force others to see the world as
we see it.’

Outside the Jo-Kang, another golden roof, a man was chiselling sacred
scripts on stone while the pavement was thick with prostrate figures. A
group of nomads strode by, the girls in long dresses and lead-heavy
jewellery with a confidence and grace that reminded me of Aran women.

Other things in Lhasa were new and ugly. In Lhasa as elsewhere much
has been destroyed.

You should try and see things the Chinese way. Imbued with zeal, fired
by age-old hostility for Tibet, the Chinese failed to be convinced that the
Tibetans had anything worthwhile in religion, literature or architecture.
Everything they found conflicted with socialism. While they were smash-
ing up things in their own country, a mad contempt for the stately
anachronisms of the old Tibetan theocracy was logical. Now they are
sheepish about their immediate past and admit it was a mistake per-
petrated by disciples of the Gang of Four. In homage to tourists they are
restoring the more important temples as ‘cultural centres’. They have
spent over four million pounds, but it does not go far to repair what has
been destroyed. There are also some efforts to recreate the past. Near
Snowlands, a new plaza Tibetan-style, infinitely easier on the eye than
other new buildings, was being hurriedly rebuilt in a pastiche of the old
traditional architecture, which like the airport road would be part of the
celebrations for the twenty-fifth anniversary of National Liberation.

You can have no clear idea of what has been going on from a few tourist
impressions. You can only feel the sorrowful changes from the reactions of
those who knew Lhasa before, like Heinrich Harrer who returned in 1983.
‘Time and again I would stop on my walks and ask myself: Is this really
the city