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In April 2015, catastrophic earthquakes left Nepal devastated. Over 7,000 people lost their lives and more than twice as many were injured. Hundreds of thousands were made homeless and UNESCO World Heritage sites were destroyed.

House of Snow is the biggest, most comprehensive and most beautiful collection of writing about Nepal in print. It includes over 50 excerpts of fiction and non-fiction inspired by the breathtaking landscapes and rich cultural heritage of this fascinating country.

Here are explorers and mountaineers, poets and political journalists, national treasures and international stars such as Michael Palin and Jon Krakauer, Laxmi Prasad Devkota and ManjushreeThapa – all hand-picked by well-known authors and scholars of Nepali literature including Samrat Upadhyay, Michael Hutt, Isabella Tree and Thomas Bell. All profits from sales will be donated to charities providing relief from the 2015 earthquakes.
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FOREWORD

Sir Ranulph Fiennes

House of Snow is the literal translation of the Sanskrit word “himalaya”; a combination of the word “hima” meaning snow and the word “alaya”, meaning “dwelling” or “abode”. Home to nine of the world’s highest peaks including Mount Everest, the Himalaya is a vast mountain range that spans India, Nepal, China (Tibet) and Pakistan.

The lofty heights of these dramatic landscapes were raised as a result of a collision of the Indian tectonic plate with the Eurasian plate. These plates are constantly moving, so it is an area of outstanding beauty, but it is also very geologically vulnerable.

My expeditions have taken me to many such stunning vistas, formed by forces of the natural world. The Earth’s surface is constantly changing as a result of phenomena such as earthquakes and volcanoes.

Nepal is particularly vulnerable to such threats as is situated completely within the two plates’ collision zone. Geophysicists and other experts had warned for decades that the country should expect a deadly earthquake, particularly because of its geology, urbanization, and architecture, and in 2015, it happened.

The April 2015 earthquake in Nepal killed over 8,000 people and injured more than twice as many. The epicentre was east of the district of Lamjung in the Gandaki region, however, the majority of the casualties occurred in the nearby capital Kathmandu.

The aftershocks continued for days afterwards, causing further devastation. Villages were flattened and hundreds of thousands were made homeless, UNESCO world heritage sites and centuries-old buildings were destroyed. It was the worst natural disaster to strike Nepal since the earthquake in Bihar in 1934.

Despite its geological vulnerability, Nepal is a country with a rich culture and a fascinating history. There is far more to this nation than its mountains, though this is where the focus of outside onlookers often lies.

Neolithic tools found in the Kathmandu Valley indicate the area has been inhabited for at least eleven thousand years. It has seen great dynasties rise and fall and witnessed wars and empires. It is the birthplace of the Buddha. And in recent years, the location of a royal massacre, lengthy civil war and establishment of democracy. Its diverse terrain ranges from the loftiest of peaks to hills, plains and lowlands.

Home to those accurately famed for being some of the strongest people on Earth, the instinct and capacity for survival and evolution is undeniably powerful. In this volume you will find not only the voices of explorers and mountaineers, but of authors from the length and breadth of this fascinating nation that have been chosen to represent it as fully as possible.


INTRODUCTION

How do we Discover New Countries?

Ed Douglas

How do we discover new countries? In 1950, after two centuries when the kingdom of Nepal kept tight rein on who could and mostly could not cross its border, the doors opened a crack and the world rushed in. Geographers, explorers, aid workers, anthropologists, filmmakers, mountaineers, hippies and art dealers rummaged through the valleys and up the mountainsides as though some vast emporium of the exotic had just announced a fire sale. Toni Hagen was among them, arriving 1950 as part of a sustained Swiss development aid project; he walked the length of the country, filming the people he met and wrestling Nepal’s complex geography into some kind of order. A blank on the map was rapidly filled in.

The opportunity to get to grips with the greatest mountains on earth was equally irresistible. In the following decade all the mountains of Nepal over eight thousand metres were climbed. In the same year as Toni Hagen arrived, the wry and self-deprecating Bill Tilman, whose writing features in this book, joined a team of Americans to become the first Westerners to visit Khumbu and the southern base of Everest. Within three years the mountain was climbed. Nepal became one of the most desirable destinations for the world’s adventurers, a country apparently lost in time, full of arcane spiritual wisdom, near-continuous religious festivals and a people who seemed endlessly hospitable and wholly lacking, it seemed, the cynicism and materialism of the modern world. It was a similar impulse that sent me to Nepal for the first time more than twenty years ago, following on the coat-trains of earlier generations of climbers and explorers.

That rush of discovery was invigorating and transformative but it didn’t come close to unravelling the dense and complex tapestry of Nepali culture and society – or finding out where decades of political oppression and cultural stagnation had left ordinary people. For this kind of work, poets make better explorers. In 1959, the Bombay-born poet Dom Moraes arrived in Kathmandu, still only twenty but already a published poet and the winner of the Hawthornden Prize. He later wrote a book about it, Gone Away. Moraes, drunk half the time and excited by the louche sensuality of the recently deposed Ranas, was not complimentary of the poetry he heard, but on his last day in Kathmandu he took the chance to sit with Nepal’s great poet Lakshmi Prasad Devkota, who was dying of cancer, aged only forty-nine, near his own funeral pyre at the temple of Pashupatinath. I came across Moraes’ book by chance and left it with a desire to read Devkota and much more – and so a fascination with Nepali literature began. Overshadowed by its colossal neighbours, Nepal’s voice often struggles to be heard, but it is a voice that is distinct, often playful, long-suffering, proud, resigned but undoubtedly of its own making.

Devkota was a great liberalising force in Nepali literature, which had previously cleaved between the formal, highly metrical Sanskritised poetry of the elite and that of the oral, folk tradition. Despite his disdain for the colonialising weight of the British Raj, Devkoṭā was an admirer of English Romantic poetry, translating Wordsworth and Coleridge into Nepali and drawing on their guiding spirit for his most popular poem, Muna Madan, written not in an arcane, highly stylised form, but in the jhaure metre and more colloquial lexicon of the Nepali folk tradition. It is a story of separation and loss, of true love and human worth beyond caste or ethnicity, and consequently popular – and still is – with a wider public despite Nepal’s woeful literacy rate in the 1930s. For myself, his later work, Pagal, about his experience of mental illness, is even better and certainly more experimental and challenging.

My discovery of Moraes led to Devkota, Devkota to the work of the English academic Michael Hutt and his book Modern Literary Nepali, which included many of the best Nepali writers from the late twentieth century, particularly Gopal Prasad Rimal and Bhupi Sherchan. The sardonic sense of fun in Sherchan’s work, blended with the tragic, seems to me essentially Nepali. ‘This is a land of uproar and rumour / Where deaf men who must wear hearing-aids / Are judges at musical contests,’ he wrote in the 1960s, ‘and those whose souls are full of stones / are connoisseurs of poetry.’ It’s easy to see why, given Nepal’s protracted political and social agonies, his poetry still resonates today.

Modern readers are doubly blessed, with access not just to translations of famous Nepali works but also to new generations of Nepalis writing in English. Manjushree Thapa’s novel The Tutor of History is a moving exploration of thwarted lives and cynical exploitation of democratic ideals. She is also a formidable journalist and traveller and her non-fiction works are also an essential part of modern literary Nepal. In the last couple of years I’ve been introduced to new Nepali writers, particularly Rabi Thapa and Prawin Adhikari, who have published vital and revealing collections of short stories. They capture seismic social upheavals that were only reinforced by the actual seismic upheavals that captured headlines around the world in April 2015.

It is rewarding also to know that while the literature of exploration and adventure that drew me to Nepal may not have penetrated deeply into the fabric of Nepali culture, the awareness and appreciation of Nepal’s complexity and richness among foreign writers is also there, particularly Thomas Bell’s exploration of his adopted city Kathmandu. I haven’t read anything by an outsider that captures this most exceptional of cities better.

Ultimately, ironically, and I think Bhupi Sherchan would appreciate the joke, discovering another country, one that starts off seeming foreign and exotic to a European sensibility but ends up, in the Nepali phrase, as manpareko jhutta – a favourite pair of shoes, reveals only how little we know of our own country, or else how unfamiliar it can become when we shift perspective a little and look afresh. Dom Moraes, like Devkota, died prematurely, having lost his way after an electrifying start, but finding it again, to some extent, towards the end. One of his later projects was a biography of the Elizabethan traveller Thomas Caryate, who walked to India and whose first-hand knowledge of Indian customs had a deep impact in his native England. Caryate lived in the Somerset village of Odcombe, and it was there that Moraes requested that some of the soil from his grave be sent, the East mulching the west. In the churchyard, carved on a block of Rajasthani stone, is a small memorial – the end of all our exploring.


NEPAL HIMALAYA

H.W. Tilman

Major Harold William “Bill” Tilman (1898–1977) was an English mountaineer and explorer, renowned for his Himalayan climbs and sailing voyages. He was involved in two of the early Everest expeditions in the 1930s.

THE LANGTANG

The upper Langtang is a fine, open valley, rich in flowers and grass, and flanked by great mountains. It is a grazier’s paradise. At 11,000 ft. one might expect to find a few rough shelters occupied only in the summer, but at Langtang there is a settlement of some thirty families rich in cows, yaks and sheep. These are, besides, like young Osric, spacious in the possession of dirt; for their fields are no mere pocket-handkerchief terraces clinging to the hillside but flat stone-walled fields of an acre or more growing wheat, buckwheat, potatoes, turnips, and a tall, strong-growing beardless barley called “kuru”.

The grazing extends from the valley bottom to the slopes above and far up the moraines and ablation valleys of both the main and the tributary glaciers; and dotted about are rich alps with stone shelters, called “kharka”, where the herdsmen live and make the butter. Considerable quantities of this are exported to Tibet. In the Langtang gompa I saw 25 man-loads of butter sewn up in skins which a lama had bought for his monastery at Kyerong, and which, he told me, represented a year’s supply. Besides being drunk in innumerable cups of tea, butter plays an important part in religious ceremony. In well-run monasteries butter lamps burn continually before the images and at certain festivals pounds of butter are moulded into elaborate decorations for the altars. I noticed the Langtang lama placing a dab of it on people’s heads as a blessing, while a little is always placed on the edge of the cup or plate offered to a guest.

The valley has religious traditions. Like many out-of-the-way places it was originally the home of the gods, those happy beings, to whom, with their ready means of locomotion, remoteness was of little account. But at a more recent date the beauties of the valley were revealed to mortals in a way reminiscent of that other story – “Saul he went to look for donkeys, and, by God, he found a kingdom”. In this case the missing animal was, of course, a yak which its owner, a very holy man, tracked up the Langtang. The spoor was not difficult to follow, for at the Syabrubensi and at Syarpagaon the beast left on a rock the imprint of a foot which is visible to this day. The lama caught his yak at a place called Langsisa, seven or eight miles above Langtang village where, having fulfilled its appointed task, it promptly died. The lama, with less regard for sentiment than for money’s worth unfeelingly skinned it and spread the skin on a rock to dry; but the yak had the last laugh; for the skin stuck and remains there to this day, as a big reddish coloured rock at Langsisa plainly testifies.

Near Langsisa there are two other rocks of greater note. A couple of miles up a valley to the east, standing some hundreds of feet above the glacier, are two big rock gendarmes which are said to represent two Buddhist saints, Shakya Muni and Guru Rumbruche. Tibetan lamas come as far as Langsisa to worship them. Since the etymology of many English placenames is still, as it were, anybody’s guess, I have little hesitation in offering the following derivations. “Lang” is Tibetan for cow or yak, “tang”, or more correctly “dhang”, means to follow. Langsisa means the place where the yak died.

A valley with such traditions is, of course, a sanctuary; within it no animal may be slaughtered. According to the lieutenant, the observance of this ban on slaughter, which dated back for hundreds of years, had been neglected and the present headman, Nima Lama, took it upon himself to visit Katmandu to have the matter put right. The original decree, having been looked up and verified, was formally confirmed, and the fine for any breach of the rule was fixed at Rs. 100. Our wish to shoot small birds for specimens had to be met by the issue of a special licence; but apart from two sheep thoughtfully slaughtered for us by a bear of non-Buddhist tendencies, we had no meat while in the valley.

The people of Langtang are very like Tibetans, engagingly cheery, tough and dirty; but they have sufficient regard for appearances to wash their faces occasionally and were scrupulous to remove those lice which strayed to the outside of their garments. They themselves say their ancestry was a mixture of Tibetans from around Kyerong and Tamangs from Helmu – the district to the south of the valley. They now call themselves Lama-Tamang. (It should be noted that “lama” is the name for a class of Gurungs, one of the Nepal tribes from which many of the so-called Gurkhas are drawn.) They conversed very readily with our Sherpas in what was presumably some sort of Tibetan dialect. According to Tensing their speech is like that of the people of Lachen in north Sikkim.

We had arrived on 5 June, and since the monsoon might be expected to break at any time we immediately began the survey of the middle valley so that we could have fixed points to work from when we reached the frontier ridge at the head of the valley. The triangulated peak of Langtang Lirung, only two miles to the north, could not be seen from the village, and a tiny triangle of white, sometimes visible over the rock wall behind our camp, might or might not have been the tip of a 21,500 ft. peak to the west of it. Accordingly we started next day with six Langtang men carrying three weeks’ food, leaving behind Polunin and the escort. With him we also left a Sherpa, a lad called Phutarkay who had been with me on Rakaposhi two years before, who as well as looking after his master had already learnt to press and handle specimens. On the march few strange plants escaped his keen eyes.

Tensing, who combined the roles of sirdar and cook, was widely travelled and an experienced mountaineer whom I had last met on Everest in 1938 when he carried a load to Camp VI. Having spent the war years with an officer of the Chitral Scouts he had further enlarged his mountaineering and ski-ing experience. Since then he had been to Lhasa with an Italian Tibetan scholar, for whom he had purchased whole libraries – he told me they had brought away forty maunds of books. Tensing, who gets on with everyone and handles the local people well, has a charming smile, great steadiness on a mountain, and a deft hand for omlettes which he turns out nicely sloppy but firm. With paragons such as this one can afford to be blind to minor faults. Neither of the others, Da Namgyal and Angtharkay, had had any experience, but the former soon learnt what was expected of him either in camp or on a mountain. Angtharkay, who is not to be confused with his wellknown namesake, who is probably the best Sherpa porter ever known, was a little old for the job and a little “dumb”. In fact I suspected that he had not long come down from his tree. He came to us with a pigtail which I was sorry to see him remove, but it had to make way for the heavy Balaclava helmet which he wore even in the hottest valleys. I have a liking for men with pigtails because the first three Sherpas with whom I ever travelled all wore their hair long and were all first-rate men. Nowadays, among the Sherpas, long hair and pig-tails are outmoded, but not long ago they indicated a good type of unsophisticated man who had not been spoilt by long residence outside Nepal. Angtharkay, unsophisticated enough for anyone, unfortunately lacked mother-wit. He had the air of an earnest buffoon which neither the striped heliotrope pyjama trousers he wore one day, nor the long woollen pants he affected the next, did anything to diminish.

Half a mile above Langtang was another hamlet with large fields of wheat and kuru, still very green, a big chorten, and the longest mani wall I have ever seen – nearly three hundred yards of it. These walls or “mendongs”, which are seven or eight feet high, must be passed on the left. On each side are flat stones with carved Buddhas or religious texts for the benefit of passers-by on either hand; and the equally well-worn paths on both sides of the wall show that the rule is observed. In the main Trisuli valley Buddhism, or at any rate the observance of this particular tenet, seemed to be weakening, for one of the paths round each mani wall tended to fall into disuse. In Timure village, only a day’s march from the Tibetan border, some abandoned scoffer had had the hardihood to carry his miserable maize field right up to a mendong, thus abolishing the path on one side.

Having crossed a stream issuing from the snout of the Lirung glacier we camped a short four miles up from Langtang village. The grass flat, white with anemones, where we camped, lay tucked under the juniper-covered moraine of the glacier. Hard by were the gompa of Kyangjin Ghyang, some stone huts and turnip fields, and beyond a wide meadow stretched for a mile or more up the north side of the valley. The Lirung peak, from which the glacier came, and several others, overlooked it, but across the river the south containing wall was comparatively low. It can be crossed by the Gangja La (19,000 ft.) over which lies a direct route to the Helmu district and thence to Katmandu. On that side, the north-facing slope, birch trees and rhododendrons maintained a gallant struggle against the height, which, by altimeter, was 13,500 ft.

Naturally, for two of us the Lirung peak had a powerful appeal. At Katmandu we had admired its graceful lines with longing eyes. It had looked eminently climbable then, as indeed most mountains do when looked at from far off, but now we were forced to admit that its south side, defended by a great cirque, was quite impregnable. However, at the moment, climbing took second place. Neither of us was ready for serious work. Indeed, as the result of some months spent in Australia, Lloyd had become a little gross, a fault which an insufficiently arduous approach march had done nothing to rectify. Moreover, in our cautious eyes, not one of the few Langtang peaks we had seen invited immediate assault, and in new country the urge to explore is hardly to be withstood. Around a corner of the valley a few miles up, the whole Langtang glacier system waited to be unravelled, and at its head lay the untrodden frontier ridge and the unknown country beyond. During the monsoon, we hoped, we might still climb, but the survey work must be done now or never. Our first three weeks, which were moderately fine, proved to be the only fine weeks we were to have.

We spent nearly a week at this gompa camp. Lloyd wished to occupy stations on both sides of the valley before moving up, while I had made the exciting discovery of a way on to what we took to be the frontier ridge to the north. Having walked up the left moraine of the Lirung glacier, Tensing and I turned right-handed up steep grass and gravel slopes until we came to a sort of glacier shelf lying along the foot of the ridge upon which Lirung and its neighbouring 22,000 ft. peak stood. We judged the lowest point to be under 20,000 ft. A little tarn at the foot of the ice offered a convenient and tempting camp site at about 17,000 ft. Going back we made a wide detour over a bleak upland valley of more gravel than grass, where we found a scented cream and mauve primula (P. macrophylla) already in flower though old snow still lay about. On the way we took in a great rounded bump of over 17,000 ft., its grass summit incongruously crowded with long bamboo poles and tattered prayer flags.

On the assumption that this ridge would prove to be the frontier ridge upon which we should have a most valuable station, we stocked the tarn camp and occupied it, intending to spend a full week. Early next morning, having gained the glacier shelf, we plodded eastwards on good hard snow to a point below the most accessible part of the ridge. Warned by gathering clouds, Lloyd decided to get busy while he could, so at about 19,000 ft. he put up the machine, as he called the theodolite, and began taking rounds of angles and photographing the fine confusion of peaks and valleys spreading eastward. Meanwhile Tensing and I pushed on up good snow to the ridge and traversed along it to a small summit. Having expected to see much from here, we were proportionately cast down at seeing so little. Another ridge, the frontier and the watershed, intervened to the north, and between the two lay a high glacier bay from which the ice curled over like a breaking wave before falling abruptly to some hidden arm of the Langtang glacier below. To the north-east, behind a tangle of peaks, rose a lump of a mountain with a long, flattish summit and a western face of more rock than snow. We thought it neither high nor distant enough to be Gosainthan which, according to the map, was over twelve miles away. It so happened that we never saw this mountain again, but Lloyd’s survey data show that it was, in fact, Gosainthan.

Under a threatening sky we trudged back to camp through snow which was already soft and wet. A night of rain fulfilled the threat of morning and when we turned out at 4 a.m. it was still falling. Since the frontier ridge could not be reached there was no point in staying, but before going down we wanted to put the theodolite on the small summit reached the day before. What with the drizzle and the waterlogged snow Lloyd soon turned back, leaving Tensing and me to struggle obstinately and rather aimlessly towards a notch in the ridge. Although the snow was too wet for them, a pair of snowshoes I had with me seemed to make for easier progress. Later I wore them a lot and tried to convince myself that those behind, who had no such aids, benefited from the huge steps I made. Having reached the rocks below the notch and found them very loose, we contented ourselves with collecting a few inexpensive rock presents for Scott and a couple of hibernating moths for myself. As a lepidopterous insect a moth has something in common with beetles, and I thought that anything that contrived to live at 19,000 ft. deserved an honorable place in any insect museum.

On returning from this damp excursion I went on to Langtang to check the food, where I was astonished by the swift growth resulting from the recent rain – by the many new flowers, the masses of white erica which had suddenly blossomed, and the dwarf rhododendron whose resinous fragrance filled the air. Kyangjin, too, had suddenly come to life. The long bamboo poles of the gompa and the roofs of the now occupied stone huts carried small flags of red and yellow, and the long, grass flat was thick with yaks and horses. Kyangjin is the first stage on the summer grazing itinerary which the yaks graze down before moving successively higher with the advance of summer, the sheep following humbly in their wake eating what is left. The horses roamed at will. They, we were told, were the property of the Government – the reason, perhaps, for their moderate condition.

Our friend Nima Lama had come up, bringing with him an adequate supply of beer, the better to fumigate the gompa and to confront and exorcise any evilly disposed spirits which might have occupied it during the winter months. Tensing had a private chat with Nima Lama, obtaining from him some confidential information which he unhesitatingly passed on to me. Having warned him on no account to let the sahibs know of it, Nima had told him that there was a pass into Tibet at the head of the valley. Neither he nor any living man had seen it, much less used it, for it had been closed at the time of the second Nepal–Tibet war (1854) – whether by man’s edict or by some natural cataclysm was not made clear. It is difficult to imagine any shorter or easier way to Tibet than that by the Trisuli valley, but the oldest inhabitant well remembered people coming by the pass, bringing their yaks with them. Now I admire the yak, but his reputation for crossing passes, like that of Himalayan climbers, is apt to be enhanced by time and distance. Still, some weight must be accorded to tradition, and we resumed our journey to the valley head much encouraged by the story of this ancient pass.

We started with a scratch team, two men, three women and a boy, on a fine sunny day. The Langtang has not only the austere beauty of ice mountains accentuated by the friendly smile of flowery meadows alive with cattle – but it has the charm of reticence and the witchery of the unexpected – a quality which Mr Milestone considered more desirable in a garden landscape than the beautiful or the picturesque. A gentle but continuous bend tantalizes its admirers, draws them on impatiently to see beyond the next corner, maintaining for them the thrill of discovery almost to the end. So far we had seen no more than two miles up the valley where the bend began, a place marked by a magnificent peak which we soon acknowledged to be the loveliest gem of the valley. On account of the snow fluting traced like the ribs of a fan upon its western face we called it the Fluted Peak. It is a few feet under 21,000 ft., but it stands alone, smiling down upon the valley with a face of glistening purity framed between clean-cut snow ridges of slender symmetry.

As we drew past, fresh vistas of higher but less graceful mountains opened before us. But close at hand, stretching across the floor of the valley – still wide and green – lay a vast moraine, some 500 ft. high, the piled debris of a great glacier descending from the west. The narrowest of gorges, cut by the river draining the main Langtang glacier beyond, alone separated the toe of the moraine from the eastern wall of the valley. Beyond this barrier lay Langsisa, which we should easily have reached the first day. In our haste to see round corners we outran the porters, missed the path which went by the gorge, and charged straight at the giant moraine. While we were scurrying about on top of this eyesore looking vainly for water and a camp site, the porters sat calmly below in a pleasant meadow where presently we were obliged to join them.

Next day Lloyd explored this west glacier, while Tensing and I went to Langsisa and straight on up the main valley. Neither of us got anywhere near the heads of our respective glaciers, both of which seemed to terminate without undue abruptness at the frontier ridge. On returning I found the lieutenant had brought up our Sherpa corn merchant, with whom we did some hard bargaining. In the end I advanced Rs. 100, receiving as security his necklace of large corals. I would not have given 6d. for it, but Tensing assured me it was worth Rs. 200. Anyhow the owner evidently set considerable store by it and not very much on my honesty. He wanted to have it sealed up so that there could be no juggling with the corals.

Three of us, three Sherpas, and two Langtang men, carrying 400 lb. (twelve days’ supplies), now moved up the main valley. In an hour we reached Langsisa, a rich meadow on the river bank where there is a stone shelter. Hard by are three inscribed stones set in the ground whence pilgrims make their obeisance to the two saints. The ice of the big east glacier flows down almost to the river on the opposite side, and a couple of miles up the two rock gendarmes or saints stand out prominently. To these our Langtang men at once paid their respects by going down on their knees, along with two Tibetan lamas who had come for the same purpose. Beyond Langsisa the track grew rougher and steeper. We walked for five hours up the right bank, sometimes on moraine and sometimes in the ablation valley below, the tumbled stone and ice of the main Langtang glacier lying on our right. Polunin came part of the way to collect a very lovely primula we had noticed the previous day – a pale blue, scented, bell-shaped flower, five, seven or even nine on one stem. It was P. Wollastonii which Wollaston had first found when, as members of the Everest reconnaissance party of 1921, he and Morshead were travelling in the vicinity of Nyenam. This village lies over the Tibet border about twenty miles east of where we were.

On leaving this camp we were forced on to the glacier up which, in a sort of trough, we made a short but very rough march to a little tarn tucked away behind the moraine of a side glacier. We were still not within striking distance of the frontier ridge but the two local men would go no farther. Up to and a little beyond the last camp we had followed a track which might well be accounted for as a grazing track; but down in the glacier trough I found traces of what might have been its continuation, indicated by stones placed on top of boulders. As there was no grass farther on, this ancient track, if track it was, may have led to a pass. The existence of a pass at the head of the Langtang is thus supported by a track as well as tradition – the keys, or rather the only clues we have, to another Himalayan enigma, the Abominable Snowman.

For the next day we had a full programme. While the Sherpas moved the camp to the head of the glacier, Lloyd and I, carrying the machine, attempted to reach the most westerly of three cols. This precision instrument which, by the way, used plates and had no shutter, made an awkward load. As it was essential to beat the clouds, which usually came over between 9 and 10 a.m., by seven o’clock we had covered the remaining mile or so of level glacier and had begun to climb. From an upper snow shelf which we reached at 10 o’clock, the low rock ridge marking the col looked close enough. But it was noon before I got there, while Lloyd, who was still carrying too much weight, sank by the way. Excited though I was, my plodding steps could not be hurried, and when at last I looked over the top to the glacier below, its surface seemed to wrinkle in a derisive smile. The col was not on the frontier ridge and the glacier below was none other than the west Langtang whose high, ugly snout we had rounded on the way to Langsisa. The altimeter registered 20,700 ft., a height which I could easily credit. Unhappily that was the instrument’s last coherent message. A knock which it got on the way back, besides shattering the glass, must have affected it internally. Never again did it speak a true word. Instead, with little or no provocation, it would often shoot to heights undreamt of in our philosophy, heights which we could only have attained by means of a balloon.

This was not the only misfortune. When, after a long and fruitless day, we reached the appointed camp – a shelf above the glacier – there were no tents. To save themselves trouble the Sherpas had camped on the glacier, thereby compelling us to lie on devilish knobbly stones with ice underneath instead of on warm, soft gravel. Scott’s altimeter, which had not yet met the inevitable fate of all such instruments, made our height 18,000 ft. Rather surprisingly, rice cooked well, and we slept warm in only one sleeping bag.

There were yet two cols to visit. Unless the curling west glacier was longer than the main trunk, which was unlikely, the easternmost col must be on the frontier ridge. In order to ensure reaching it in good time we took a light camp to some rocks at the foot of the snow slope, the height being about 19,000 ft. We spent a poor night and overslept ourselves, for it was warm even in only one sleeping bag and we were both excited. The view from any col, a mountain window opening upon a fresh scene, holds an expectant thrill; how much keener is expectancy if that view promises to reveal unsurveyed country and perhaps a 26,000 ft. mountain.

Aided by this flying start of a thousand feet, on better snow, and with Tensing making light of the 30 lb. theodolite, we reached the col by 7.30 of a fine morning. It proved to be a false col. Nearly a mile away and at the same height lay the true col, and in between was a snow hollow which drained by a sort of backdoor into a tiny branch of the Langtang glacier. On each side of the true col rose high peaks of the order of 22,000 ft. Lloyd remained with the machine on the false col to get a fix from known peaks, while Tensing and I sped on across the still hard snow. Now was our big moment, the moment for which I had been, as Pepys says, in child ever since leaving Katmandu. Our survey plans depended on what we saw and to our disgust we did not see very much. Below us a big glacier flowed westwards, across it lay a knot of mountains, part of a range which stretched north-west into Tibet, effectually blocking our view to the east. We could not even see the junction of this range with the Himalayan crest-line a mile or so to the east of our col, but since there was no hint of the great mountain elsewhere, we surmised that Gosainthan lay just about the point of junction. The key move for the solution of the problem was a descent to the glacier on the Tibetan side, thus violating the frontier. We had no scruples on that score, having persuaded ourselves, with commonsense rather than logic, that no trespass would be committed provided we remained within the uninhabited glacier region.

He that is robbed, not wanting what is stol’n,

Let him not know’t and he’s not robb’d at all.

But it was too steep. Even had we had with us that earlier and better strain of yak, habitual crossers of traditional passes, I do not think we could have taken a camp over that col.

After collecting some spiders and rock fragments we returned to the high camp. We had still to visit the third col which lay between the other two and looked slightly higher. With perhaps as much luck as skill we climbed in dense mist by an intricate corridor, reaching the foot of the final pitch as the mist dissolved. We knew pretty well what to expect this time, and sure enough we looked once more upon the west glacier and beyond it to a mass of undistinguished-looking Tibetan peaks. We had now done our duty. Certainly, for Lloyd, our visits to the three cols held little pleasure, taken up, as they were, with the twiddling of screws, booking of angles, changing plates, all of it having to be done against time. I, on the other hand, once I had recovered from the successive disappointments, had merely to sit munching biscuits while Tensing scrabbled in rock crevices for victims for my Belsen chambers.

Since there was no reaching the unsurveyed territory on the Tibetan side, our survey work had to be confined to the Langtang itself. Nor was this merely painting the lily; for the existing ¼-in. maps published by the Survey of India in 1931 are good only so far as they go. Good enough, that is, to destroy any illusions one might have of being an explorer, all the main peaks having been triangulated and the general run of the main valleys indicated. But the detailed topography of the mountain regions is either not shown or is largely guesswork, thus the glaciers often provided charming surprises and the cols unexpected and puzzling vistas.

The station on this col was the last for some time. Next day, 22 June, when we began moving down, expecting to complete several stations on the way, the weather broke. Monsoon conditions of mist, rain, with rarely any sunshine, established themselves and prevailed almost unbroken for the rest of our stay.

On the way down Tensing and I crossed the main glacier to take a one-night camp up a tributary glacier to the east. The eastern side of the Langtang glacier is a very high wall of mountains unbroken except by this one glacier. Having crossed a high pass at its head, and having gone some way down the other side, we recognized below us the east branch of the Langtang which, after making an abrupt bend close to the two rock images, follows a course almost parallel to the main glacier. Beyond it we noticed yet another col leading southeast, a discovery of which we made good use later when we tried to reach the Jugal Himal. In a sanctuary one would expect to see game, but in this valley alone did we see any – three wary tahr, the rufous, shaggy Himalayan goat. At much lower altitudes we had occasionally seen a small deer which we took to be a musk deer, and on one occasion we had assumed without any strict enquiry the presence of some kindly disposed bears. Apart from that we saw no game, not even a marmot.

Twice, once at sunset and again at dawn, we carried the theodolite to the top of the 500 ft. moraine which in better weather would have made an excellent station, and then in disgust we went straight down to Langtang village. On this stroll, the more pleasant because it was all downhill, we met with a fresh crop of flowers, most of them, like Mr Pyecroft’s lilac, ‘stinkin’ their blossomin’ little hearts out’. Besides the tall ream primulas, nearly 2 ft. high, there were little ground orchids of a delicate pink, bronze bell-shaped fritillaries, copper-coloured lilies, and great hairy yellow poppies. Lurking behind a bush of white briar, clutching a catapult, was a dark, hungry-looking figure, wearing, by way of dazzle camouflage, an American shirt. It was bird-skinner Toni who, with more zeal than sense, had left Bombay without waiting for the release of either stick-gun or ammunition.


MAD (PĀGAL)

Laxmīprasād Devkoṭā

Lakshmīprasād Devkoṭā (1909–1959) was a prolific Nepali author, poet and playwright. Devkoṭā is honoured by the title of Maha Kavi “The Great Poet” in Nepali literature. He wrote more than 40 books and his works also include short stories, essays, translations, a novel and many poems. His notable works include Muna Madan, Kunjini, Sakuntal.

Surely, my friend, I am mad,

that’s exactly what I am!

I see sounds,

hear sights,

taste smells,

I touch things thinner than air,

things whose existence the world denies,

things whose shapes the world does not know.

Stones I see as flowers,

pebbles have soft shapes,

water-smoothed at the water’s edge

in the moonlight;

as heaven’s sorceress smiles at me,

they put out leaves, they soften, they glimmer

and pulse, rising up like mute maniacs,

like flowers – a kind of moonbird flower.

I speak to them just as they speak to me,

in a language, my friend,

unwritten, unprinted, unspoken,

uncomprehended, unheard.

Their speech comes in ripples, my friend,

to the moonlit, Gangā’s shore.

Surely, my friend, I am mad,

that’s exactly what I am!

You are clever, and wordy,

your calculations exact and correct forever,

but take one from one in my arithmetic,

and you are still left with one.

You use five senses, but I have six,

you have a brain, my friend,

but I have a heart.

To you a rose is a rose, and nothing more,

but I see Helen and Padmiṇī

you are forceful prose,

I am liquid poetry;

you freeze as I am melting,

you clear as I cloud over,

and then it’s the other way around;

your world is solid, mine vapour,

your world is gross, mine subtle,

you consider a stone an object,

material hardness is your reality

but I try to grasp hold of dreams,

just as you try to catch the rounded truths

of cold, sweet, graven coins.

My passion is that of a thorn, my friend,

yours is for gold and diamonds,

you say that the hills are deaf and dumb,

I say that they are eloquent.

Surely, my friend,

mine is a loose inebriation,

that’s exactly how I am.

In the cold of the month of Māgh I sat,

enjoying the first white warmth of the star:

the world called me a drifter.

When they saw me staring blankly for seven days

after my return from the cremation ghāṭs,1

they said I was possessed.

When I saw the first frosts of Time

on the hair of a beautiful woman,

I wept for three days:

the Buddha was touching my soul,

but they said that I was raving!

When they saw me dance

on hearing the first cuckoo of Spring,

they called me a madman.

A silent, moonless night once made me breathless,

the agony of destruction made me jump,

and on that day the fools put me in the stocks!

One day I began to sing with the storm,

the wise old men sent me off to Rānchī.2

One day I thought I was dead,

I lay down flat, a friend pinched me hard,

and said, “Hey, madman, you’re not dead yet!”

These things went on, year upon year,

I am mad, my friend,

that’s exactly what I am!

I have called the ruler’s wine blood,

the local whore a corpse,

and the king a pauper.

I have abused Alexander the Great,

poured scorn on so-called great souls,

but the lowly I have raised

to the seventh heaven on a bridge of praise.

Your great scholar is my great fool,

your heaven my hell,

your gold my iron, my friend,

your righteousness my crime.

Where you see yourself as clever,

I see you to be an absolute dolt,

your progress, my friend, is my decline,

that’s how our values contradict.

Your universe is as a single hair to me,

certainly, my friend, I’m moonstruck,

completely moonstruck, that’s what I am!

I think the blind man is the leader of the world,

the ascetic in his cave is a back-sliding deserter;

those who walk the stage of falsehood

I see as dark buffoons,

those who fail I consider successful,

progress for me is stagnation:

I must be either cockeyed or mad –

I am mad, my friend, I am mad.

Look at the whorish dance

of shameless leadership’s tasteless tongues,

watch them break the back of the people’s rights.

When the black lies of sparrow-headed newsprint

challenge Reason, the hero within me,

with their webs of falsehood,

then my cheeks grow red, my friend,

as red as glowing charcoal.

When voiceless people drink black poison,

right before my eyes,

and drink it through their ears,

thinking that it’s nectar,

then every hair on my body stands up,

like the Gorgon’s serpent hair.

When I see the tiger resolve to eat the deer,

or the big fish the little one,

then into even my rotten bones there comes

the fearsome strength of Dadhīchī’s soul,3

and it tries to speak out, my friend,

like a stormy day which falls with a crash from Heaven.

When Man does not regard his fellow as human,

all my teeth grind together like Bhīmsen’s,4

red with fury, my eyeballs roll round

like a half-penny coin, and I stare

at this inhuman world of Man

with a look of lashing flame.

My organs leap from their frame,

there is tumult, tumult!

My breath is a storm, my face is distorted,

my brain burns, my friend, like a submarine fire,

a submarine fire! I’m insane like a forest ablaze,

a lunatic, my friend,

I would swallow the whole universe raw.

I am a moonbird for the beautiful,

a destroyer of the ugly,

tender and cruel,

the bird that steals the fire of Heaven,

a son of the storm thrown up

by an insane volcano, terror incarnate,

surely, my friend, my brain is whirling, whirling,

that’s exactly how I am!

  1  A ghāṭ is a stepped platform beside a river where Hindus take their daily baths and where the bodies of the dead are cremated.

  2  Rānchī is the mental asylum in Bihār, northern India.

  3  According to the Mahābhārata, the magical “diamond-weapon” of Indra, the god of war, was made from a bone of the legendary sage Dadhīchī. Dowson [1879] 1968, 191.

  4  Bhīmsen “the terrible” was the second of the five Pāṇḍava princes and was described in the Mahābhārata as an enormous man of fierce and wrathful disposition.


MOUNTAINS PAINTED WITH TURMERIC

Lil Bahadur Chettri

Lil Bahadur Chettri is a Nepali writer from Assam, India. He is a recipient of the Sahitya Academy Award for his book Brahmaputrako Chheu Chhau. He is one of the most successful novelists in Nepali language.

1

This night was not as cold as it usually is in the high hills during the month of Phagun.1 The sky was overcast, and the cold breeze did not blow from the peaks, so the night was still. Although it was the bright half of the month, all the moon’s light could not reach the earth, and there was only just enough light to see by.

From a distance, Dhané Basnet looked as if he were asleep, bundled up from his feet to his head in a dirty quilt that was torn in places. But he was not sleeping. He was trying to set aside the flood of emotion that was tumbling down on him, so that he could welcome the goddess of sleep. But his efforts were all to no avail. One moment he would shut off the flow of thoughts and try to sleep, but the next second those feelings would revive and come back to surround his brain. So Dhané got up, went to the fireplace, plucked out a glowing ember from the ashes, and lit a stub of tobacco wrapped in an angeri leaf. As he blew the tobacco smoke out into the room, he sank back into his thoughts. Questions, objections, answers; and then more questions arose one after the other in each corner of his heart.

“The old baidar2 is prepared to give me a buffalo, but he’s asking a terribly sharp price – and then of course I have to pledge my plowing oxen as security. If I don’t pay off the interest each and every month I’ll get no peace at all. ‘Four-legged is my wealth; do not ever count it,’ they say.3 If anything goes wrong I’ll lose the oxen and everything else as well. But what could go wrong? The buffalo’s pregnant, and she’s already got a sturdy calf. And she gives plenty of milk, too. In a year or two the calf will grow up. And if we get another female calf the next time she gives birth, that will be better still. My little boy will get some milk to wet his throat as well. If we put a little aside for a few days we’ll have ghee, and we’ll surely make a few annas.4 That would be enough to pay the interest, and we’ll keep the buttermilk. If the maize is good this year I’ll use it to pay off half the debt, and we’ll just live on millet.” His thoughts raced by like a powerful torrent. When the tobacco was all gone, Dhané, “the wealthy one,”5 wrapped himself in his quilt again. Half the night had passed already, and he yawned.

2

Dhan Bahadur Basnet is a young man: he has just turned twenty-five. His frame attests to the mountain air and the nutritious food of his homeland, but his handsome face is always darkened by clouds of worry, like black clouds sullying a clear night. He has just one life companion: his wife, Maina, who supports him through his times of sorrow and rejoices when he is happy. In Maina’s lap there plays the star of Dhané’s future, a three-year-old boy. The family also includes a girl of fourteen or fifteen, Dhané’s youngest sister, Jhumavati, whose marriage Dhané has not yet arranged because of his financial difficulties. The boat of Dhané’s household bobs along bearing its little family of four, facing many storms on the unfathomed seas of the world.

Dhané’s crisis may be likened to the black clouds and moon of this night. The moon wants to cut through the net of clouds and spread light throughout the world, making it blissful in the cool soft joy it provides. But it is unable to do so: the clouds have reduced its light to nothing. Dhané wants to burst through the net of his money problems and bring his little family happiness and the cool shade of peace. He longs to restore the foundations of the roofpoles and posts that the termites of his debts to the moneylenders have made rickety. For that he has relied on his industry and labor. He works hard, he is industrious. For every four cowries6 he is willing to lay down a bet on the last breath of his life. But his hardships do not change.

The rotting posts of his house just go on rotting. Like mist rising up to join the clouds, the land owners and moneylenders of the village add to his problems. The sharp interest rates they charge, the way they snatch the security pledged if a promise is broken: in Dhané’s life these are like the blows of staves on a man who is already unconscious. But despite all this he has not admitted defeat. He hides his sorrows and goes on treading the path of labor.7

3

“Hariram! The price of the buffalo is 120 rupees, the interest must be delivered to Hariram’s house at the end of every month. And listen! If you are late by even a day during the months that you owe money to Hariram, I tell you I’ll remove the oxen and the buffalo from your shed! There, what do you say? Make a mark with your thumb on the agreement.” So said the baidar, who wore a fresh mark of white sandalwood paste on his brow.

The baidar was an old man, a firm traditionalist who paid great attention to matters of purity and touchability. He ate nothing that had not been prepared by his own Bahun cook. So that the name of Ram might always be on his lips, he sprinkled everything he said with his pet word, “Hariram.” His mornings passed in ritual and scripture, and he considered the giving of alms and feasts to Bahuns to be the highest duty. But he was always on his guard when the poor and suffering of the neighborhood came to borrow something petty. He did not forget to crank up the interest when someone borrowed a rupee or two, and the wages for all his hard work were earned by extracting high rates of interest from his creditors. Dhané knew the baidar well. Even though he knew that dealing with him was like setting his own house alight, he held his peace and made his mark on the paper.

It was time to let the livestock out to graze. The farm workers were making their way down to the fields, carrying baskets and ghums.8 Dhané came back to his yard, dragging the little calf behind him. The buffalo brought up the rear, bellowing as it came. Maina hurriedly scattered a handful of hay to one side of the yard, and the buffalo sampled it casually.

4

Dhané expected to profit from the buffalo in every way. “After a year or two my bad days will be over and my good days will begin,” he thought. But if things always worked out as they were envisaged, no one in the world would ever have blamed fate for anything. It was only about two weeks since Dhané had bought the buffalo. He came out that morning to milk it, carrying a milk pail with a little butter smeared on its rim. He went over to untie the calf, but then he saw that it was lying with its legs spread out and that one of its legs was quivering. He had tethered the calf in a hurry the previous evening, and when he saw it like this he nearly lost his senses. He told Maina and then went up the hill to call Kahila Dhami from the big house.9 The dhami came quickly, and when he had fingered the grains of rice in the tray for a long time he said, “It seems that Bankalé has got it.10 You just light incense for the deities of the house, and I’ll conduct an exorcism.”

It was just time to light the lamps in the village houses. The cowherds were busy laying out feed and spreading litter for their livestock. Over by the stream the crickets made the air resound with the music of their ensemble, as if some musicians from the city were playing their tanpuras. Down below, Telu Magar’s dog barked monotonously. Dhané was standing beside the calf, his eyes brimming with tears. The calf turned its eyes toward him and gave a cry of utter misery, as if it wanted to tell him in its mute infant’s language that this was the last hour of its life. Dhané wiped his tear-filled eyes with the hem of his shirt and sat down beside the calf. “Go now, mother, go happily. May your soul find joy in the other place.” The calf gave one strong kick and then gave up its breath, as if it were obeying his command. At milking time, the buffalo kicked out, brandished its horns, and jumped around, and Dhané was unable to touch it.

It was Phagun, and the fields were empty and bare. Several farmers had just begun their plowing. Dhané had let his buffalo out onto his dry field, and at midday he lay sunning himself on some straw on the open roof of his lean-to. Just then, Leuté Damai arrived in a foul temper.11 Leuté was very wealthy. He reaped a profit from sewing for the whole village, and he also had plenty of fields of his own, so he did not need to defer to anyone. Dhané climbed down from the roof, and Leuté saluted him, lifting one hand to his brow: “Jadau, Saheb,” he said12 “Have you let your buffalo loose? It’s been through my field, and it hasn’t left a single stem of my buckwheat standing. If my patrons let their stock wander out like this as if they were bulls,13 what will be left of me? Come with me and see the damage your buffalo has done!”

“It can’t have been in there for long; it was in my own field just now!” said Dhané.

“I don’t know anything more about it, but I’m going to get the mukhiya to fine you for this. You’ll have to pay whatever he decides.”

“All right, all right, there’s no need to get so excited, Damai! If it’s destroyed your crop I’ll repay you!”

“Do you think you can still talk down to me like that when your buffalo has ruined me? I’m going to the mukhiya right now!” Leuté strode off. Very soon he returned with the mukhiya and several other men, and they went over to Leuté’s buckwheat field, taking Dhané with them.

There was a ravine between Dhané’s and Leuté’s fields. The far wall of the ravine, on Leuté’s side, was very high, and cattle and buffaloes were unable to climb into Leuté’s field. But Dhané’s buffalo had followed the ravine right down to the main path and had then gone around to get into Leuté’s large terraced field, where it had destroyed roughly half the buckwheat. It was resolved that Dhané should pay a fine of three mohars.14 He was made to promise to pay within ten days, and a written record was made of this. When they had secured Dhané’s mark on the paper, the mukhiya and the other men returned to their homes.

Haay, the ways of fate are strange! One afternoon in the burning sun of Chait15 the buffalo came staggering into the cowshed. Dhané came down from the yard and was about to pat it when he noticed that it bore some bruises, which he guessed had been caused by some blows from a stick. He was speechless. But what could a poor man like Dhané do? Slowly he muttered, “Who hit you like this? You must have got into someone’s crops. That’s just how it is.” The buffalo’s womb had been injured, and four days later its calf was stillborn.

  1  Phagun: mid-February to mid-March.

  2  Baidar is probably a corruption of the word bahidar and is defined by Turner as “clerk, writer” (1930:459). The baidars fulfilled an important role in village communities in eastern Nepal, acting as advisers to village headmen on legal issues and drafting documents for them.

  3  A proverb meaning that livestock can never be a sound or permanent investment because of its vulnerability to disease, old age, natural calamities, and so on.

  4  In the old currency system, an anna was one-sixteenth of a rupee.

  5  Dhané is the diminutive form of Dhan Bahadur’s name, and the name is chosen ironically: dhan means “wealth” and dhané means “wealthy one”.

  6  Cowrie shells were a common form of currency in rural areas of Nepal before the economy became centralized and monetized.

  7  Nepali prose narratives such as this switch between present and past tenses more frequently than an English translation can reflect. The present tense is often used to depict physical settings or to analyze psychologial or emotional conditions, producing a period of reflective stillness in the text, while the events of the story are usually recounted in the past tense. In this text, the present tense is also sometimes used to recount the unfolding of events, and this is reflected in the translation as far as possible. There are a few instances, however, where a paragraph begins to describe events in one tense and then switches to another for no apparent reason: the translation departs from the original in such instances so that this switching between tenses (which can be confusing in English prose) does not occur within the body of a single paragraph.

  8  The baskets (doko) are carried on the back and shoulders and secured by a strap (namlo) around the forehead. The ghum is a boat-shaped covering made of interlaced bamboo strips that protect its carrier from the rain.

  9  Kahila means “Fourth Eldest Son.” Very few characters in this novel are addressed by their given names, and this reflects colloquial speech, in which kinship terms and birth-order names are used much more commonly. The birth-order names that occur in this novel are Kancha (m), Kanchi (f): “Youngest”; Kahila (m): “Fourth Eldest”; Sahinla (m): “Third Eldest”; and Jetha (m), Jethi (f): “Eldest.” A dhami is a shaman or diviner.

10  Bankalé: a malevolent forest spirit.

11  The Damai are an artisanal case who traditionally work as tailors. They occupy a low position in the caste hierarchy.

12  “Jadau” is a deferential greeting used by lower castes when addressing a member of a higher caste (Turner 1930:207). Leute’s use of this form of greeting would appear to contradict the author’s claim that he “did not need to defer to anyone”: the inference is perhaps that the status acquired by birth remains a more powerful factor than any status acquired through wealth. Alternatively, in view of the ensuing tirade, it could also be construed as sarcasm.

13  Bulls are not generally confined but permitted to wander at will and are often held up as symbols of lustfulness and irresponsibility.

14  A mohar is half of one rupee.

15  Chait: mid-March to mid-April.

SCHOOLHOUSE IN THE CLOUDS

Sir Edmund Hillary

Sir Edmund Percival Hillary (1919–2008) was a mountaineer, explorer and philanthropist from New Zealand. On 29 May 1953, Hillary and Sherpa mountaineer Tenzing Norgay became the first climbers to reach the summit of Mount Everest. They were part of the ninth British expedition to Everest, led by John Hunt. Hillary was named by Time as one of the 100 most influential people of the 20th century.

PANGBOCHE-SCHOOLHOUSE IN THE CLOUDS

Pangboche was one of the first villages to petition me for a school. It is the closest village to Everest and sprawls over a scanty terrace high above the Imja River. The people are mostly poorer than in the neighboring villages, and they have locally the reputation of being unreliable and dishonest. But on several expeditions I have known a number of the better Pangboche Sherpas, and they have proved just as hardy and loyal as the rest of them. Life in Pangboche is even more rigorous than in the ordinary Sherpa village, and perhaps this has made the people more suspicious and less demonstrative. No words of praise have been written by expeditions about Pangboche – only complaints about the pilfering, and hard words about the local insistence on being paid for everything and paid in more than full. This seemed a place that badly needed a school.

On April 1 Desmond Doig, Murray Ellis and I left Khumjung, bound for Pangboche. In heavily falling snow we strolled along the spectacular rocky path above the Dudh Kosi River and then plunged down the abrupt two thousand feet to the river itself. Above us the long, rising track clung to the side of the steep spur leading to the Monastery of Thyangboche; we puffed our way up this slope, which never seems to get any shorter or any easier. We reached the crest in fast fading light. Through the whirling snow we could see tall, distinguished figures waiting for us at the ornately decorated entrance arch of the monastery grounds. It was the head lama himself, some of his senior lamas, and old friend Dawa Tenzing, veteran of a score of tough expeditions.

Doing us much honor, the head lama led us across the grassy crest of the spur to the new monastery rest house. Largely donated to the monastery by Dawa Tenzing, this rest house filled an urgent need in supplying accommodation for distinguished visitors – religious dignitaries, village headmen and expedition members. Much of the timber had been salvaged from the “Green Hut” my expedition had built at 17,000 feet in the Mingbo Valley some two and a half years before, and it was satisfying to see it being put to such good use. The head lama showed us around with great pride and then beckoned us over to a table spread with food. We sat down in jovial mood and had placed before us delicate china cups resting on exquisitely carved silver-and-gold stands. After drinking ceremonial tea, the head lama gave a few formal words of welcome and then departed, having invited us to dinner on the following day.

We awoke to a brilliant morning. The monastery, the trees, the peaks around, were all dressed in a layer of new snow, sparkling and gleaming in the early sun. At the head of the valley, only ten miles away, the summit of Everest, crowned with a long plume of wind-blown snow, thrust up into the blue Tibetan sky. Our walk up the valley to Pangboche was a delight. The landscape was incredibly beautiful under its new snow and reinforced my belief that this is surely one of the loveliest places on the surface of the earth. Even Pangboche itself looked clean and peaceful.

Our first visit was to the gompa, where we paid our respects to the lamas and laid an offering of Rs 100 ($13) on the altar. Slowly the village elders gathered while I waited with an outward show of patience I certainly didn’t feel. When a quorum was present we moved off leisurely up rapidly drying paths to the ridge above the village. Here on a piece of communal land the village had chosen the site for the school, and nearby was a huge pile of rocks gathered for the school building.

In Pangboche flat land is at a premium and I had no desire to use the best arable land, which is urgently needed for food. But this site had many limitations. A building could be constructed on it but there was no room for a playground, and my eyes kept straying to the dry wash funneling down from the slopes above. I strolled over to a group of rocks piled in the form of an open fireplace and noticed ashes and half-burned remnants of many fires.

“What is this fireplace doing out here?” I queried.

“It is the burning ghat for cremating the dead,” was the reply, “and it will be necessary for the lamas to have many prayers and ceremonies before it can be moved elsewhere.” The thought of the delays and expense of such a proceeding was rather daunting, and we all sat around in the sun in a glum silence.

Finally someone made a suggestion. Farther up the ridge was an old house for sale – the house wasn’t very good and the land was very poor so the total price was only Rs 6oo ($8o). Were we interested? We were. Anything was better than the religious problem of moving a burning ghat. En masse we drifted up the hill, surmounted a little crest and then came suddenly on an old rock house surrounded by two small potato fields enclosed in dry-rock walls. We stopped, enchanted. It was the most glorious position. A hundred feet below us the gompa and houses of Pangboche lay spread-eagled in the warm sun. On every side were tremendous mountain vistas – Everest to the north Ama Dablam and Kangtega to the east, Numbur to the south and Taweche directly above to the west.

Protected by a rock wall from the sharp wind, we sat in the sun and discussed the matter. After careful deliberation the headman agreed that the village would try to raise the money for the land by levying a charge on each house – “but we must have time, sahib.” This was a worthy suggestion but time was now more important to us than money. Desmond, Murray and I had our own little conference. Murray felt we should start clearing operations on the site immediately, and Desmond and I agreed. I put to the village another proposition. I would purchase the land and donate it to the village for the school. The village in return must reaffirm its intention of giving free labor for the clearing of the land, the assembling of rocks, and the carrying of timber from the forest. The foresters, carpenters and stonemasons would be employed by us. The elders accepted this offer with enthusiasm and assured us that villagers would start demolition work on the site next day. We agreed that the necessary documents would be drawn up and brought to Thyangboche in the morning for signing in the presence of the head lama. Everything had gone amazingly well and we were in high spirits as we strode back down the valley to Thyangboche.

“TEA”

At 5 P.M. we went to the monastery to have tea with the head lama. First we made our bows in the great temple and I placed an offering on the altar. Then we were conducted by a young lama along a narrow alley and through a heavy door into a paved courtyard. Here we were greeted by a ferocious Tibetan mastiff, who threw himself against his chain in frantic efforts to get at us. The young lama took hold of the brute’s collar and pulled him back out of the way, but we were glad to slip past the snapping jaws onto dark, winding stairs and up into the head lama’s private room. This was small but beautifully decorated, and the window framed the most stupendous view of Kangtega. Sitting cross-legged on a carpeted bench in the window alcove was the head lama, dressed in gorgeous brocades. We each in turn presented him with scarves and presents and received his blessing. For the next hour we sipped Tibetan tea – a horrifying mixture of black tea, salt and rancid yak butter. The head lama was in fine form and most vivacious. He and Desmond and I were old friends, so formalities went by the board. The Nepali interchange of gossip became too quick for me to hope to follow.

Finally food appeared. First a greasy soup made from venerable yak – and with the full flavor that only year-old meat can give. Despite my long experience of this dish I had difficulty in getting it down, but my discomfort was relieved a little by observing the suffering of Murray Ellis, a conservative New Zealand eater, tackling his first traditional Tibetan meal. Next course was rice, fried yak, fried potato chips and a thicker soup from the same old yak. We all managed to do better with this. Dessert was a large bowl of dahi (curds) with sugar added and we devoured this with enthusiasm. Yak dahi is excellent food, and with the addition of sugar and tsampa (cooked ground barley) is popular with all expeditions.

The head lama’s room had no heating, and a vigorous breeze came through the partly open window. Outside I could see Kangtega outlined against the cold night sky; there were signs of a hard frost. Sitting on a cushion in the unaccustomed cross-legged position, I was rapidly becoming stiff with cold despite my down jacket. But the lightly clad lama seemed unaffected by the temperature and chatted gaily on. At 7:30 P.M. I’d had all I could stand and politely suggested that we had taken too much of the lama’s time and must now leave him in peace. But no he said, we must have our final ceremonial cup of tea. Fortunately someone took pity on us and the tea was hot and sweetened, the milk fresh. We left the head lama with mutual expressions of affection and esteem and scurried across the frosty sward to our warm sleeping bags in the rest house.

It was with reluctance that we crawled out of bed next morning, for it was cold although the sun was shining on the peaks above. We were immediately advised that we had been commanded to breakfast with the abbot of Thyangboche – the second in seniority in the monastery. A combined groan went up from the three of us. Dried, matured yak is hard enough to take in the evening – but for breakfast? No, we couldn’t do it! Despite our obvious distress Sirdar Mingmatsering was adamant – go we must or insult our hosts. We staggered outside and watched clouds writhing around the summit of Everest. Then we marched off to the execution. The abbot is a wonderfully genial old man whom I remembered from as far back as 1951. He welcomed us with glasses of raw rakshi. Then breakfast was placed before us. It was as bad as we had feared – Tibetan tea with rice and yak stew. The day was saved by the final dish – hot fresh yak’s milk with tsampa and sugar – and this helped quiet our queasy stomachs.

At the appointed time we gathered at the rest house for the meeting with the Pangboche villagers and the signing of documents, and were there joined by the head lama attended by two of his junior lamas. After an hour’s delay the only people who had turned up from Pangboche were the old mother of the owner (who himself lived in Katmandu) and the man who was acting as agent for the land – no headman, no elders, no Pangboche lamas. It was becoming clear that things had gone far too easily the previous day – the village had taken it all as a game not to be played too seriously.

“How is work going on the school site?”

“No one turned up.”

‘Where is everyone?”

“Digging their potato fields and upvalley, grazing their yaks.”

The head lama advised us not to complete the deal for the land. It was agreed that Dawa Tenzing and the head lama’s secretary would go to Pangboche the next day and find out definitely whether a school was wanted or not. A diary entry illustrates my feelings at the time. “Pangboche is so backward in every way that it badly needs a school. But there seems some doubt in our Sherpas’ minds whether the parents will take their children away from work and send them to school. In general the village is terribly poor and the inhabitants notoriously moronic. Would it be better to transfer the school to the smaller village of Phorche, where the people are a more cheerful and robust type?”

“You must be patient with Pangboche,” said the head lama. “My people at times behave like children and must be treated as such. You must be patient!” Dawa Tenzing drew us into his house as we departed and thrust into our hands large bowls of excellent chang. “Drink it,” he said; “it will be a horse for your road.” Ten minutes later we were striding through a heavy snowstorm on our way back to Khumjung.

We didn’t have long to wait for a reply from Pangboche. Next day it was still snowing when a group of men appeared, led by the head lama’s secretary. It was all a mistake, they explained. They hadn’t realized there was a meeting at Thyangboche. Already thirty-five children were signed up and these would definitely not go up to the Dingboche fields for the potato planting. As soon as the word was given they’d dash madly down to Khumjung and carry the building material back up to Pangboche. Finally, they’d already started to demolish the old house. I was a little skeptical of this enthusiasm but the head lama’s secretary assured me there had been a misunderstanding and recommended we go ahead with the deal. I paid over the Rs 6oo and we received the signed documents. Then I asked Dawa Tenzing to represent our interests in Pangboche and the villagers promised to give him every support in preparing the site for the school.

By April 10 we were ready to move to Pangboche and start our construction program. The majority of the party carried the building equipment over the shorter route via Thyangboche and vaccinated everyone as they went. Desmond, Murray and I went the long way around via the village of Phorche, for we wanted to meet the panchyat and assess the interest and enthusiasm of the village for a school in the future. The route to Phorche is a spectacular one. The track climbs through the vast rock bluffs above Khumjung on wooden staircases and delicately perched rock platforms. Then you plunge steeply down into a narrow gorge enclosing the Dudh Kosi River. With knees quivering from the solid pounding of your descent, you cross the cantilever bridge and then climb steeply up the other side through twisted rhododendrons draped with long fingers of silver moss. Cupped in a smiling hollow on the flanks of Taweche, Phorche has a charm all its own. Mountains are all around, but you are hardly conscious of them. The village lies in the warm sun and your eyes instinctively follow the river to the south, over the foothills of Nepal towards the throbbing plains of India. Phorche has no easy approach – it is frequently cut off even from the other Sherpa villages – and yet its warmth and aspect make you forget at times that you are living high on a grim Himalayan peak.

There are fifty to sixty houses in the village, and we seemed to visit most of them to be plied with chang, rakshi and hospitality. The elders conducted us to the site they had chosen for a school – a gorgeous position amongst spidery trees on the edge of a huge bluff – but one careless kick of a ball and its next stop would be 2000 feet down in the Dudh Kosi River. I told the village elders they should plan to send their children to Pangboche School for the next few years and we would then try and get them a school of their own. But the elders shook their heads. “It is too far for our children to go to Pangboche each day, sahib, and the track is too narrow and dangerous.”

In a haze of bonhomie, we carried on to Pangboche, following the tiny twisting track high above the valley floor. Slips and bluffs, loose traverses and falling rocks made it an adventurous trip and we could easily understand the reluctance of Phorche to send their children over it. But the villagers’ enthusiasm for education had been so encouraging that I was determined to think up some way of helping them.

Camp at Pangboche was set up on a terrace above the village in a pleasant grove of stunted pine trees. A tinkling stream was near at hand and there was a tremendous sweep of valley and mountains in front of the tent doors. I wasted no time in camp – I wanted to see what progress had been made on the school site and rumor had it that the village had been slothful and disinterested. I climbed up to the ridge to find women and children swarming over the place like ants, carrying rocks and timber and I leveling out the rough spots (as I found later, there had been a sudden increase of workers on the day of our arrival). Progress had not been as rapid as we had hoped but at least some progress had been made.

Dawa Tenzing, the masons and carpenters, Murray Ellis, Desmond and I gathered on the site to lay out the foundations of the school building. The back and side walls were to be of rock and would be constructed by the Sherpa masons.

“How many inches wide are the rock walls, Dawa Tenzing?” we asked.

“Inches, sahib? We don’t measure in inches. The width of the wall is the distance from the mason’s elbow to the tips of his fingers.”

With a broad grin the chief mason presented his arm for measurement – about eighteen inches more or less. Under Murray’s watchful eye we laid out the positions for the walls and took the necessary levels. Then we were brushed aside as the masons rolled big rocks into position for the cornerstones. It soon became apparent that Dawa Tenzing and the masons regarded us as hindrances when rock walls were being built, so we slunk off to camp. Later in the afternoon I returned unannounced to the school site to inspect progress on the foundations. To Dawa Tenzing’s chagrin I arrived just at the wrong moment – they had discovered that one of their walls was ten inches out of line and were laboriously shifting the stones. I refrained from comment but resolved that a quiet check on distances and angles wouldn’t be a bad idea.

The weather in Khumbu had been unstable for some time and as the Pangboche School was at 13,500 feet, we were getting daily falls of snow – rarely more than a couple of inches but enough to make work on the building a cold and arduous business. For the next week I left Bhanu Bannerjee in charge at Pangboche with instructions to harry the masons unmercifully and get the rock walls finished as soon as possible.

Over small radio transceivers we kept in touch with Bhanu and he told us of his many problems. One morning he reported 3 inches of fresh snow and a dense fog; another time it was shortage of labor to carry rocks; then one day nobody turned up. Religious festival.

On April 21 we moved back to Pangboche in force with the intention of getting on with the main building program. I found all sorts of troubles in the village. The stonemasons and carpenters were doing a good job but they were constantly hampered by lack of labor to collect stones, as had been promised. Little of the timber had been earned from the forests, and worst of all, none of the children had turned up for enrollment at the announced time. About the enrollment we received a variety of comments:

“They’ll be enrolled in seven days.”

“The lamas have to give their blessings.”

“They’re too busy digging the potato fields at the moment.”

I summoned the headmen to a meeting on the school site. After much delay they all appeared. This time there was a new addition – the senior headman, who had been away previously on a trading trip.

He was a much more sophisticated character than his compatriots and seemed determined to be obstructive. Why hadn’t the village supplied the labor they had promised? we asked. It was all our fault, the headman advised. We had vaccinated the village for smallpox and as a result everyone had been prostrate and unable to work. We pointed out that Khumjung and Thami had also been vaccinated but they had still managed to turn out in force. But he only scowled and muttered about “when the village was good and ready!”

In a fine old fury I gave an ultimatum – tomorrow there’d be a man from each house carrying timber and the children would all enroll or we’d pick up our building material and put a school at Phorche instead. I stamped off, leaving them in a stunned silence, and Desmond, Tom and Phil only waited to deliver a few more well-chosen words before departing as well.

As we sat around camp, sipping tea and simmering over the injustices of the world, another crisis was rapidly developing.

HORROR STORY

One of our young Sherpas, Purbu Chundu, was a favorite nephew of the famous sirdar, Passang Dawa Lama. He now appeared before us in the grip of fierce emotion and asked permission to tell his story.

He explained that in 1962 he had been a member of a German expedition of which his uncle was sirdar. This expedition had tackled the formidable peak, Pumori, a mountain which had rebuffed a number of previous expeditions. The German party was not to be denied and they forced a difficult and spectacular route to the summit. On the descent of the mountain the assault team was very late and the weather had become cold and thick. On one rope were two men, the only Swiss climber in the party and an experienced Sherpa. Tired from their climb and baffled by the bad visibility, the two men strayed too close to the edge of a bluff and when the snow underneath gave way they plunged thousands of feet to their deaths.

On the other rope were three men – two Germans and the renowned Sherpa, Annullu, who had first made his name with us on Everest in 1953. Only after a terrible struggle were these men able to make their escape. At one stage the two Germans slid off in an avalanche and only a superhuman effort by Annullu was able to prevent them all from being swept away. The cold powder snow and the bitter weather took their toll and the men’s extremities were white and frostbitten before they reached safety in their assault camp.

Purbu explained how next day they had started the search for the bodies of the two men and had found them on the glacier at the foot of the mountain. Two graves were made for the men in a deep crevasse. The expedition leader placed in the Sherpa’s grave his down jacket as a bed and in the grave of the Swiss his colorful wool sweater. Then the bodies were lowered gently into place and after a short ceremony rocks were piled high above them. Over the Swiss a cross was erected and over the Sherpa a Buddhist chorten.

Quite a number of high-altitude Sherpas and ordinary porters were present at the funeral, said Purbu including a man from Pangboche – the village elder we called the Nike, who was now helping build the school. Purbu quickly came to the heart of the matter. Yesterday he had seen the Nike wearing a jersey that was far too big for him. “Even the sahibs noticed the jersey and made jokes about it,” said Purbu. He had recognized it as the jersey from the grave.

I sent Mingmatsering to see if he could get the Nike to come to our camp, but he proved hard to find. It wasn’t until we were crowded around the campfire after tea that he was led up to us. Desmond started to question him quietly.

“Yes,” he admitted quite freely, “I was wearing the pullover that belonged to the dead sahib.”

After further prompting he conceded that he also had the down jacket belonging to the Sherpa.

“How did you get them?” asked Desmond. The response was glib and well prepared. “I was given them by Sirdar Passang Dawa Lama.”

At this accusation against his uncle, Purbu Chundu sprang to his feet and with eyes full of fire asserted that this was an outright lie. “I was with my uncle all the time after the accident,” he said, “and at no time did he go near the graves. In fact he warned everyone (including the Nike) that if the graves were disturbed he would come back and kill them with his own hands. Already in Darjeeling the wife of the dead Sherpa has heard rumors that a man has been seen in Pangboche wearing the ring she had given her husband on their wedding day!”

At this fierce denunciation the Nike hastily withdrew his story and replaced it with another. Some time after the accident, he said, he happened to be strolling up on this lonely glacier and he’d come upon the opened graves. To his astonishment he’d found the pullover and down jacket stuffed carelessly under a rock. They were too good to waste and he’d brought them home.

I had been listening to this tale with growing horror. The man was so obviously lying and was so confident that nothing could be done about it anyway that my gorge rose. When he cracked a hearty joke with the silent ring of Sherpas round about I could stand it no longer. I leaped up and thumped him vigorously around the ears and knocked him down. He scrambled about on his hands and knees, trying to escape, and presented the seat of his pants to my irate gaze. Next moment I had delivered a mighty kick to send him tumbling down the hill into the darkness.

Whether it was my ultimatum to the village or harsh treatment of the Nike I don’t know, but early next morning we heard signs of action in the village and saw loads of timber starting to come up the long climb from the river. At breakfast time the headman and Dawa Tenzing arrived in conciliatory vein and assured us that all the timber would be brought up by the end of the day.

At 10 A.M. we gathered on the school site for the enrollment of children. Nobody had yet appeared but first one little family group and then another – all spick and span in their best clothes – left their homes and climbed slowly up towards us. Everyone gathered around as teacher Tem Dorje took particulars and then instructed the parents to sign the register with their thumb marks. Each parent had to agree to leave his children at the school at all times and not take them away for yak tending or potato planting. By the end of the day we had thirty-five children enrolled. I had been surprised at their caliber. I suppose I had expected a group of morons but this red-cheeked and sparkling-eyed group didn’t look much different from any group of children anywhere.

Half a day’s walk up the valley from us was the encampment of a small German scientific expedition. I had sent them a message about the Nike’s activities and two of them arrived the same afternoon. They considered it their duty to visit the sites of the graves and re-establish them if necessary. I agreed to make Purbu Chundu available for this. When weather permitted, the Germans trekked up to the foot of Pumori. The mountain had done the job for them. A huge avalanche had swept down over the graves, covering everything in millions of tons of ice and leaving the dead men to sleep peacefully and undisturbed.

Desmond and I were determined that the Nike should he punished by the authorities for his crime. Our liaison officer, “K. C.,” had authority to represent the government and marched off to place the Nike under arrest. He found him lying in bed, groaning and holding onto his head and claiming he was about to die – whether from shame or from my blows wasn’t quite clear. K. C. warned him not to try to escape and placed a guard outside his door.

By now my wrath had subsided considerably and although I still regarded the Nike as a nasty piece of work, I couldn’t help feeling that in a way he was a product of his village. The other headmen were now freely admitting that they’d known about the Nike’s activities all along and though they hadn’t approved of his actions, they’d never raised their voices in censure in the village council. This attitude is common indeed amongst the Sherpas and is a direct consequence of their religious beliefs. They accept the existence of cause and effect and are all too ready to explain away any misdeed by saying that it wouldn’t have happened to the victim if his karma hadn’t attracted it to him. The Sherpas will rarely combine together against a bully or even put in a complaint to the police. They prefer to accept the bully and criminal as an ordinary member of society who will receive his punishment in due course – but they don’t want to be the ones giving the punishment, as by so doing their soul may be linked by cause and effect with that of the transgressor for many reincarnations. Perhaps this basic trait is at the back of many of their more charming qualities as well, but when an emergency arises one can’t help wishing for a little more materialism.

When K. C. and the senior headman suggested that the Nike should not be handed over to the police but should be subjected to the village “disgracing” ceremony, I was only too happy to agree. The Nike had been given a considerable scare and his disgrace in front of his neighbors would serve as a salutary lesson to the village.

In the middle of the afternoon we gathered in the courtyard of the gompa and a miserable Nike was brought stumbling in with a bandage around his head, completely crushed by the whole proceeding. He seated himself in the gloom of a corner with his head between his hands. Desmond refused to allow this – the man must face his punishment in the open – and he instructed the headman to have the Nike brought out in front of the people. He sat on the bottom step of the gompa with a weeping sister on one side and his stalwart and dry-eyed wife on the other.

The tension built up to a high pitch as the proceedings commenced. First a document was read to the assembled gathering, a confession from the Nike in which he admitted his guilt but pleaded for mercy and forgiveness. Then another, longer document, signed by all the senior men of the village, in which they condemned the Nike’s action and guaranteed that such a thing would not happen in the village again. I was then called on to say a few words to be translated into Nepali by Desmond, and into Sherpa by Mingmatsering. By now I was feeling rather sorry for the Nike, who must have been undergoing mental torture, and my words were brief: a suggestion that he had been punished in the sight of his equals and it was now up to him to rehabilitate himself by his actions over the next few years. Desmond, too, had few words to say but they were telling ones.

“We can forgive your crime,” he declaimed to the crouching man. “But you will have to make your own peace with God!”

There was a deathly hush after this statement, broken only by the sobs of the Nike’s sister, and there was no doubt that these last words had made a strong impression.

The Nike and his family were asked if they had anything to say, but the man was glad to be silent. Only his wife, a tall, handsome woman, wanted to speak. Still dry-eyed, with a hard set to her jaw, she repeated the story of the discovery of the clothes – how her husband had found them under a rock. When questioned by the headman, she admitted that this was the story her husband had told her. The headman shrugged his shoulders and passed on.

We admired the way this woman had supported her husband, although there seemed little emotion in her reactions. Later we discovered that her background had given her some training in such crises: she was a “fallen” nun, a category accepted but not really approved by this non-critical Buddhist community. And her brother was the biggest racketeer and strong-arm man in the Khumbu area.

I was glad when the proceedings were over and we could see the shattered Nike being led off to his house. Undoubtedly this function had been good for the village. Not only the Nike had been under judgment. We knew that in a week’s time the Nike would be drinking chang with his fellows as though nothing had happened, but suspected that the village might still remember the original cause.

A few days later the Nike’s wife made a pilgrimage to Thyangboche. Her husband had been sorely shaken by Desmond’s comment on making his peace with God, and she was bearing gifts and a request that the head lama intercede. Three times she saw the head lama and stated her husband’s plea and three times she was turned away. “This man has committed a great crime,” said the head lama. “He must work out his own salvation.”

SKYLIGHT TO THE CLOUDS

Our firm stand in the village had produced immediate improvement in the support we received for the school construction, and real progress was made over the next few days. The daily bad weather was making climbing conditions on the mountains both difficult and dangerous, and I recalled a reluctant group off Taweche to come and help us with the building program. The school site had become a hive of industry. In one corner two men with an 8-foot saw were pitsawing balks of timber into rafters, beams and planks; the masons were putting the final touches to the rock walls; the carpenters were completing the joinery for the windows and the decorative frieze, called langdy pangdy, which was to come under the overhanging roof; the school children were gathering rocks for the enclosing walls of the playground; most of the sahibs were sawing and hammering at the floor and framework; and Desmond Doig was building a seesaw and swing. Already the building was taking shape and our pride in it was growing accordingly.

The weather was still harassing us. Fresh snow on the rafters made them slippery and dangerous and a stiff wind whistled around our ears, making down clothing a necessity. During the worst spells we’d come off the building and crowd around a blazing fire with our umbrellas up and the snow weighing them down. In the few moments when the clouds lifted we could see the mountains heavily plastered with snow, and sounds of frequent avalanches rumbled across the valley.

“This is the worst winter we have known for a generation,” said the Sherpas, “and still the summer refuses to come. When can we plant the rest of our potatoes?”

Under our determined onslaught the building grew rapidly. The floor joists were placed in position and the flooring timbers securely nailed down. The heavy central beam was raised with much grunting and groaning, and the rafters were cut and then hammered into position. To combat the vigorous winds that could be expected here, we threaded wires through the rock walls a foot from the top and nailed these securely onto the roof structure. It was quite an exciting moment when we were ready to put the corrugated aluminum onto the roof. Dave Dornan and I started this and made haste with such enthusiasm that we didn’t notice we were lining up the sheets a little out of plumb. Perfectionist Murray Ellis came to supervise our work and to our chagrin made us pull off a dozen sheets and put them back square. Despite such setbacks we completed the covering of the roof in a day. Our particular pride was the sheets of corrugated Fiberglas we had set into the roof as skylights. It was already apparent how effective they were going to be.

To our delight, the next two days were fine. The snow rapidly disappeared from the ground around us and black rock could be seen again on the peaks above. We reveled in the warm sun and hurried on to the last jobs, perhaps the most difficult ones – the fitting of windows into the front and side walls, the hanging of the door, and the cutting and nailing of planking onto the front wall. These would not have been problems with square-cut timber, but with the irregular product of pitsawing it was difficult to produce a good flush finish. There were many grumbles and complaints before all the holes were blocked and our sliding aluminum-frame windows from Chicago were safely in place and causing gasps of admiration from the local experts.

Desmond and I were still worrying about how to arrange schooling for the children of Phorche. The only solution to their isolation seemed for them to stay in Pangboche for the week and return home on weekends. On investigation we found that it would be prohibitively expensive for the children to be boarded out with individual families. The practical answer was to have them all living together. After much negotiation we managed to lease one of the biggest and newest houses in the village. The rent was Rs 200 ($27) per annum, so I signed the lease for three years and paid the money in advance. The lease was then presented to the village of Phorche. We worked on the house, transforming one end of the upper story into a comfortable room for Mr. Phutenzi, the schoolteacher. The elders of Phorche came in force to examine the house and were happy with it. They advised us that seventeen of their children were coming to the Pangboche School. Various adults would take turns living in the house to maintain discipline.

Opening day for the school was April 29. It was a patchy morning with sun at first, but by midday we were enveloped in a warm drizzle. We had hoped for brilliant sunshine. Our Sherpas were far from despondent. “This weather is most propitious, sahib,” they said. “We need the warm rain for our potatoes. The gods must be looking with high favor on our new school.”

At 12:30 the head lama of Thyangboche entered the village, and at 1 P.M. approached the school with a long procession. Despite the rain it was a colorful and cheerful scene. People had come from far and near. All the Pangboche children and parents were there in their best finery – even the Nike with his pretty daughter – and there was a strong contingent from Phorche. As a special treat for this occasion, we had brought eighteen bright-faced children from the Khumjung School. We crowded into the new school for the ceremony, with the patter of rain on the roof adding to the din of cheerful voices. The many who couldn’t get inside crowded at the windows, oblivious of the rain and we were afraid that the walls would burst under the pressure. But the speeches, the exchanging of scarves, the ceremonial drinks, the blessings by the head lama all went off without a hitch in an atmosphere of warmth and goodwill.

After the ceremony we had Tibetan dancing by the people of Pangboche and, as a crowning event, a series of songs by the Khumjung school children. Their Nepalese songs were quite delightful but we had to hide our smiles a little when we heard English nursery rhymes rendered with vim, vigor and very little accuracy.

The Pangboche School started with a roll of fifty-four pupils, ranging in age from five years to twenty-six. Two of the men in the village were determined to learn to read and write and had signed themselves on as pupils at the same time they had enrolled their little daughters of six and seven. For the two months the school was in operation before I left the area they attended classes regularly. As all the pupils were starting completely from scratch irrespective of age, I asked Phutenzi how the progress of the fathers was comparing with that of their little daughters. “There is no comparison, sahib. The daughters are already far in advance of their parents. Their little minds remember things so much more easily.”

It is our hope that the school in Pangboche will transform it. No longer will the village be regarded as a den of thieves by Sherpa and expedition alike. We are confident that the basic material is the same as in any village, and by education and guidance it can learn to follow more closely the pattern of cheerful tolerance and natural dignity which is so much a part of the Sherpas we love. And we have learned, too, from Pangboche – learned not to judge a village by the grubbiness of its faces or the poverty of its homes. Where opportunity has been completely lacking, how can we expect people to meet standards we accept as routine – but too often flout ourselves? We are expecting much from Pangboche’s schoolhouse in the clouds!

TIGER FOR BREAKFAST

Michel Peissel

Michel Peissel (1937–2011) was a French ethnologist, explorer and author. He was an emeritus member of the Explorers Club and a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society. He has produced, directed, or initiated 22 documentary films on his various expeditions.

A strange land, Nepal... its existence is due more to the work of surveyors than to any very definite modern administrative unity. Mountains are the only common denominator, mountains and mountain people from east to west, north to south, from the damp pestilential terai jungle up through the rice-terraced foothills on to the mighty snow-covered peaks of the Everest Range, the Annapurna Range, and the Dhaulagiri Range, which separate Nepal from the invisible but ever present psychological mass of Chinese-occupied Tibet. From the bar I could see the snow-capped mountains beyond which looms the specter of communism and mysticism combined, representatives of which occasionally come down to the sunny Valley of Kathmandu, where Tibetan monks brush elbows with silent employees of the Chinese Embassy.

As always, the hotel was buzzing with projects and intrigues, millionaires and princes. Boris had just returned from Hong Kong, barely in time to cater successively the banquets given on successive nights by King Mahendra of Nepal in honor of Nehru and to Nehru in honor of the King. Sir Edmund Hillary of Everest fame, now engaged in building schools for the Sherpas, was scheduled to arrive the following day. And Boris told me of his pleasure that Russia’s space couple, Valentina Tereshkova and her husband, Andrian J. Nikolayev, were due in on their honeymoon the day after, accompanied by another cosmonaut and his wife. The depressed, bearded members of the ill-fated Italian expedition still haunted the corridors of the hotel, wearing blue jeans and smelling of Tibetan butter, amid American tourists complaining that in Nepal conditions were not up to pay, having forgotten that the country, to use Boris’s expression, “was still in the seventeenth century, having already in ten years moved up from the Middle Ages.”

How I was to get to know Boris in such a whirlwind was a question that no one could answer. Being around Boris was like touring the world in a capsule. One unusual character after another appeared, seemingly with each round of whisky, ranging from the Russian cosmonauts on their honeymoon to the newly arrived German ambassador, whose room adjoined that of the Pakistan ambassador. Both were waiting for their new legations to be built.

“How do you think you can catch him alone?” remarked Inger, Boris’s beautiful young Danish wife. “In the fifteen years we have been married, I have spent only two evenings alone with him.” Upon which Inger hurried off to have the tea ready for the Tibetan refugee committee that would meet in their private flat before the king’s brother, Prince Basundhara, arrived with his American fiancée.

Just how, I wondered, would I find out about Boris in Russia, Boris and the ballet, Boris in World War II, Boris and the Maharaja of Cooch Behar, Boris and Hollywood, Calcutta, politics, Saigon, tigers, elephants, and Nepal?

The day after our arrival a slight noise awoke me at dawn. The room servant was bringing my “morning cup of tea,” a detestable colonial custom of British India that requires that the white “sahib” have a cup of tea left by his bed at five in the morning. Needless to say, the only advantage of this custom is that when you get up three hours later the tea is cold and you have to order more.

That morning I could not fall asleep again. I therefore rose and strolled out of my room into the park. There I was surprised to see rows and rows of maidens coming in through the gate. Girls of marriageable age, they were covered with heavy gold and silver trinkets that dangled upon their black, tight blouses, which were tucked into the broad belts that held up their long pleated skirts. They laughed and joked as, bent in two, they carried in heavy loads of pink wood cut from the rhododendron forests that cover the summits of the green hills that enclose the valley on all sides. In Kathmandu there is no modern fuel. Cow dung is the most common source of heat, and as Boris could hardly use cow dung, he has had to resort to the services of the Tamang tribe, a mysterious people notable for their jewelry and the way they put their young women to use. It is the privilege of the members of this tribe to bring each morning to the hotel the wood necessary for the clients’ daily baths. The isolation of Kathmandu and the primitiveness of services in Nepal have resulted in the slightest convenience becoming a complicated ritual. A good example is the preparation of a hot bath.

The wood carried in each morning is stacked in neat bundles in a corner of the gardens, and while the Tamang girls await their pay (given in silver coins, as paper money is still regarded with suspicion by the peasants), a lowly caste of half-naked coolies, wielding primitive axes about their bare feet, go about smashing it up. Once this operation has been performed, the hotel room servants, known as “bearers,” come and collect the wood and bring some to each room. As central heating would be unthinkable in a land where lead pipe is unknown, every room has a small, archaic oven, along with its own boiler and water supply. Such a complicated system, through careful synchronization at the expense of the hurried guests, can occasionally provide a tepid bath at about ten A.M. This is the time when Boris himself gets up and grabs a book to retire for an hour in his bath, a morning ritual that he misses only when in the jungle.

Immediately after the Tamang girls have disappeared, the hotel sees its grounds invaded by the goldsmiths and other merchants who come in to take up their positions by the small showcases that cluster the ground floor gallery of the hotel. Ever since Boris first proved that Nepalese handicrafts were beyond doubt one of the greatest attractions of the country, the artisans of the valley have been busily at work. Most of them speak Tibetan, as their best clients before the arrival of American tourists were the monks and wealthy nobles of Lhasa, where thousands of Nepalese craftsmen used to resort to carry on their trades before the takeover of the Tibetan capital by the Communist Chinese.

The Nepalese seem to excel in filigree copper work encasing thousands of semi-precious stones, and their wares vary from bejeweled miniature birds to great representations of Kathmandu’s pagodas executed with a refinement worthy of the most precise scale model.

Kathmandu, which has no regular modern industry whatsoever, is still a medieval hive of goldsmiths, wood-carvers and engravers, and remains the greatest market town of all the Himalayas.

Strolling out of the hotel gate, I stepped out into the road. A few hundred yards away from the hotel is the end of what seems like a small footpath. This is in fact one of the twenty or so trails that lead into the city from the hinterland. Unimpressive to see, these paths nevertheless lead on for hundreds of miles over hills and down valleys, winding a network of communications all over Nepal.

Here I could watch the porters and coolies jogging to the sway of the bamboo poles balanced on their shoulders. From before sunrise till after sunset a constant flow of humanity brings to the capital the varied fragrances of all the districts of the nation of Nepal. Here can be seen every dress, every costume, every cargo, and every type of man from the innumerable different regions of the country: wool coming in in large bales carried by red-dressed, sweaty and often smelly Tibetans; small steel ingots brought in by the kami, or steelworkers, from Those, where mines thousands of years old are still worked. Here also come the wealthy merchants with their leather bags containing gold and precious stones: turquoises from the high Himalayan plateau, coralline and other semiprecious stones from the hills. Over these paths also travels rice, the great commodity of the country, which pours in incessantly to feed the thousands of city dwellers. Along these same tracks come peasants with great baskets loaded with chickens, or driving herds of thousands of goats to be either killed in sacrifice or simply shorn of their wool in the main squares of the capital.

Food is a great problem for the inhabitants of Kathmandu, who are forever menaced by a rice shortage. It is almost as great a problem, however, for Boris. In Kathmandu the only meat available is buffalo meat. Practically everything else has to be imported. This forces Boris to spend much of his time fighting the customs officers; not those of Nepal but those of India. The primitive postal service further complicates transactions for Boris. Until recently all mail had to be sent through the Indian Embassy, as Nepal had not yet joined the International Postal Union. Boris has now finally helped set up a customs office in Nepal, explaining to rice-eating clerks the origin and ingredients of such things as caviar and salami. In fact there is not a single dish served at the Royal Hotel that could not tell of an incredible journey. And between Copenhagen and Calcutta more than one precious cargo has been lost. Usually this happens in Calcutta, where goods are frequently mislaid, and very often are found only when the smell of their putrefaction finally succeeds in attracting the attention of negligent customs officials.

His towel wrapped around him after his one-hour bath, Boris then begins his daily fight to keep the hotel supplied with necessities, sending endless messages to customs offices in India to the border towns of Nepal.

In 1954, when Boris started the Royal, he had had no experience in hotel operations. Even in his former activities as executive secretary of the famous 300 Club, which he had founded in Calcutta, his functions had been primarily social. It came as something of a shock to discover that in Nepal almost everything, even providing the guests with baths, had to be arranged from scratch.

It was only as the years went by that it grew somewhat easier for the most urgent necessities to find their way into the valley. The newly built road from the Indian border to Kathmandu was the first great leap forward. Although it looked at first as though this masterpiece of engineering would revolutionize the valley overnight, much patience was needed before it came into full use. The lack of vehicles was the first problem. Then the Indian government delayed in building a linking road between the Nepalese border and any Indian town of significance. The nearest large Indian town was more than 200 miles from the border. All this led Boris greatly to enlarge and develop his own vegetable gardens on part of the hotel grounds. In these gardens a variety of vegetables new to the country now grow in abundance under the influence of Kathmandu’s exceptional climate.

I have always marveled at what has drawn foreigners away from the peaceful countrysides of Europe and America to establish themselves in outposts of civilization. In that respect Boris was to me a mystery. Why would such a man as he have chosen the strange hardships of Nepal, when all Europe and the West were open to him?

Though I had at first regarded Boris as a sort of efficiency expert, I was soon to discover other facets of his personality when, upon climbing a rattling, spiral steel staircase, I was first introduced into his private apartments. Situated above the hotel in a studio-type loft, Boris’s flat, the inner sanctum of the hotel, is lighted by the great windows rising to the ceiling and looking out over the rooftops of Kathmandu. Here, tucked away and aloof, Boris directs his small world.

To know Boris it is essential to know his wife Inger. Twenty years younger than Boris, she has now been sharing his life for fifteen years. Inasmuch as Boris is an exuberant extrovert it is she who protects the privacy of their personal lives. In her flat she attempts to bring up their three sons, Mikhail (nicknamed Mishka), Alexander and Nicolas, out of reach of the slightly mad atmosphere of the valley.

Boris’s flat reflects clearly the varied aspects of his personality. Beside a huge fireplace, welcome in the cool Nepalese evenings, stands a grand piano on which rest the photographs of famous ballet stars with whom Boris has danced on the stages of Europe and South America. Beside golden Buddhas from Tibet stand the autographed portraits of Queen Elizabeth II of England and King Mahendra of Nepal, reminders of Boris’s important role in the nation.

A huge cabinet stretching around the room harbors Boris’s incredible record collection, ranging from the music of Stravinsky, which Boris knows so well, to the folk dances of his Ukrainian homeland. Here in these surroundings Boris is the artist and musician of his youth; here are collected the souvenirs of a life so varied and full that at first I was at a loss to grasp its scope.

So unusual is life in Kathmandu that the business affairs that fill a large part of Boris’s days are a strange combination of the modern and the medieval. Tourists arriving daily from the airport, with their minds still vividly impressed by the luxury of the great hotels of Hong Kong and Calcutta, naturally expect the same conveniences in Nepal. In this they are in for a disappointment, and they have to learn to adjust to such peculiar requirements as ordering a bath two hours in advance. On the other hand, Boris has laid out for them sight-seeing trips that would send not only the most blasé tourist into ecstasies, but even the most sophisticated and best heeled travelers.

One of the marvels of Nepal is Patan, the sister town of Kathmandu, which up to the present has entirely escaped the encroachments of Western ways. Patan is a dream city in the same sense that Venice is: not a single structure is out of place, its narrow, brick-paved streets separate large blocks of pink brick houses whose wooden frames are covered with the most delicate representations of dragons, goddesses, and other carvings. The imperial city of Peking cannot have been more beautiful. But there is nothing imperial about Patan, nor is it, like so many of the great historical sights of today, a dead city. You do not have to close your eyes and imagine how the city was four hundred years ago, for nothing has changed. In each little workshop craftsmen perpetuate their trades and one encounters goldsmiths with their minute anvils and small hammers, bell founders with their antiquated blast furnaces, and every sort of artisan imaginable. High in the attics of the houses can be seen those who spend their lives setting jewels into the delicate work of the coppersmith.

In the city each block of houses, surrounded by its streets, encloses a vast stone-paved courtyard where rise the shrines of the district’s gods and goddesses. Once a year the thousands of copper divinities are taken out of the surrounding pagodas and exposed in these courtyards. The Newars are Buddhists of a primitive sect that has survived nowhere in India or in the rest of Asia. Distinct both from Tibetan Buddhism and from that of Southeast Asian, the Buddhism of the Valley of Nepal is descended from religion as it was practiced in India two thousand years ago, shortly after the death of Buddha. Hinduism has now gained much ground in Nepal; the fact that the local population practices both religions has simply resulted in every other day being a religious festival.

These festivals, if they are the delight of travelers, are one of Boris’s main headaches. There is no written calendar, and often it is only after one of these holy days has arrived that Boris realizes that there are no cooks or servants to run the hotel.

All these problems soon have the head bearers running up the small, rattling spiral staircase to see Boris, who, before he has finished his bath, suffers at least ten interruptions. Then comes the moment for the accounts, methodically kept in a great ledger by a medieval clerk who spends most of his day squatting by the kitchens keeping an incessant eye on all that goes on. The paying off of cooks, room boys and coolies goes on all day long. If there are no unions or syndicates in Nepal, Boris still has to tackle similar problems when he runs into the incompatibility of various castes and religious groups. Sweepers will not do beds, bed doers will not sweep, servers will not cook, and cooks will not associate with anyone of lowlier occupation.

Once he is dressed Boris immediately makes for the kitchens, which offer the casual visitor a vision of Dante’s Inferno... a dozen vast, smoke, dark rooms whose walls are blackened darker than coal. Boris cruises about through the kitchens like some sort of steamship caught up in fog. Years ago in India he learned that everything must be supervised and watched, and not the slightest thing is done without his advice or orders.

The other side of the kitchen partition shows a different picture that does not let the tourist suspect what goes on behind the stage. Here white-dressed servants flutter around, barefooted or in slippers, with their usual smiles. Practically none speak English, Nepal never having been a British colony – a source of frustration for the guests, who are rarely understood. The servants smile wider and wider as certain guests grow angrier and angrier, all this ending in a confrontation of all involved with Boris. So the day moves on, and Boris shifts constantly between the two strange worlds of the valley – the modern one he has helped to create and the ancient world with all its picturesque ways and customs.

Outside the hotel gates the valley continues in its leisurely, centuries-old tempo. The introduction of bicycles, today the most popular means of transport among both local people and foreigners, is the only widespread concession to Western manners. One rapidly learns the art of weaving in and out among coolies and porters, over and around stray dogs, and through and in the midst of swarms of flies and rats. The streets of Kathmandu are alive with a great variety of fauna. One might assume the animal life of the town ended with pigs, sacred cows and bulls (the fierce bulls seem to keep to certain well-defined districts where none of the inhabitants dare to go out of their homes except in sprints and dashes). This is not so; the valley is alive with animals, insects, and various birds. Giant flying foxes share the sky with countless flocks of crows whose chorus is the most characteristic background music of the entire valley. More picturesque are the hundreds of white cranes that majestically pace about the rice paddies, treading slowly above their hazy reflections, when not clustering in hundreds like great blooms upon the tentacular branches of the bodhi trees, the sacred trees of Nepal, which grow out of many wayside shrines.

Behind all the activity of the streets, and floating like a mist above the valley, is the mystery of Nepal. Although intangible as such, it can be felt in everything. It has something to do with the thin air and the lofty mountains, ever present at the end of the slightest alley or behind each monument, that remind one that Nepal and Kathmandu are truly the lost paradise of the Himalayas. There is a sense of intimacy in the valley derived from the great peaks that cut this small part of the world off from the rest of our planet.
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