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It feels like a heartbeat and not five years since I was tramping around the Khumbu region of Nepal with my Sherpa friend Dachhiri. It has been transfigured into a golden time in my memory, weeks where one perfect day led seamlessly into another. Of course, it wasn’t like that; all I have to do is skim through this account to remind myself that I was sometimes ill and often weary. The nostalgia I think is for a time when it was still all new for me, when each bend in the trail brought a fresh discovery.


I wasn’t, and still am not, an expert in those areas that I wanted to investigate around Everest. The truth is that a mixture of ignorance and curiosity drove me out to Nepal and Tibet. I felt that there was an unanswered question about Everest, about the impact that so much obsession could have on a landscape and a people. As I discovered, and continue to discover, there are scores of experts both inside Nepal and around the world who have dissected the rare combination of culture, geography and history that make the Everest region so rich and compelling.


I never intended to write anything comprehensive or especially insightful. What I wanted to achieve was a snapshot, something fresh and light that would offer an accessible introduction into dry and complex areas and provide a glimpse of the region as it was then. Everest is usually presented as being all about the triumph of the human spirit, the overcoming of impossible odds. And in a way it is, but I discovered in 1995 and 1996 in Tibet and Nepal that ordinary lives hold those qualities in abundance and that going to climb a mountain can show their absence as much as their presence. If I’ve shown that in this book then I’ve succeeded.


The self-aggrandisement and egotism that I saw among mediocre mountaineers at Everest then has grown steadily in the last five years to the extent that I no longer have much interest in what happens on the mountain. I think speed records by Sherpas like Babu Chhiri, who died so tragically in the spring season of 2001, are impressive, but much of what goes on lacks the imagination and ability of previous generations. When mountaineers have to resort to paying twenty, forty or sixty thousand pounds to struggle up a mountain, relying on Sherpas to carry their gear and oxygen, with the odd injection of steroids to keep them going, then I hardly see the point. I know good climbers who have climbed Everest in the last few years, quietly getting to the summit without issuing a press release or even talking about it much. But they seem the exception now. Climbing has moved on, and Everest is now firmly the stuff of headlines, no longer a true part of the Himalayan mountaineering that I grew up admiring.


One of the things that struck me as both hilarious and infuriating in my research was the proliferation of clean-up expeditions. (Some of them did excellent work of course; I am thinking more of the automatic and generally approving coverage these expeditions receive.) With the increase in recent years in the number of climbers on the mountain, environmental pressures have grown, but they are as nothing compared to the pollution overwhelming Kathmandu, a city I have come to love above, I think, all others. There have been some successes. The electric rickshaw project I saw in its infancy in 1996 has now flourished and the most heavily polluting rickshaws are banned. Recent visitors may not believe it, but the air in Kathmandu is actually getting better, although the petrol is still cut with kerosene and increasing vehicle numbers mean that any gain will be short lived.


In some areas of the city, Kathmandu’s globally important architecture and cultural life has been shored up, especially in Patan where the new museum and programme of renovation has added a fresh lustre to its exquisite Durbar Square. But the rush of development continues unabated, and Kathmandu’s planning controls, systems that we in the West take for granted, seem incapable of responding. While people remain hungry, as they do in many parts of Nepal, then the question of garbage on Everest, or even of garbage on the streets of Kathmandu, will inevitably preoccupy governments and agencies less urgently.


You can still cycle out into the country surrounding Kathmandu and watch farmers threshing by hand as they have done for millennia, and then turn and glimpse a wide-bodied jet take off from the airport. But I can see in the future the bowl of the Kathmandu Valley built over, the farms forgotten, the land lost, as migrants from the country, victims of Nepal’s spiralling population growth, look for work in the capital. These problems deserve priority.


That is not to say that I don’t think anything needs to be done for Chomolungma’s environment. It is the most famous mountain on Earth, and if we cannot protect it, then other mountain areas around the world have an even bleaker future. When I travelled to Tibet in 1995, I felt that even though the south side of the mountain, the Khumbu, attracted many more visitors, the openness of Nepal to foreign media, the ease of travel and the region’s high profile would actually work in the environment’s favour. In Tibet, where local people have been allowed fewer benefits from tourism by the Chinese, there is less momentum to create the kind of environmental awareness that has proved so beneficial among Sherpas in the Khumbu, and the state of base camp has worsened considerably. But while I support those projects working on either side of Everest to ameliorate the damage done by trekkers and climbers, and I wish them well, I still believe that the most pressing issues lie elsewhere.


Since I wrote this book I have returned to Nepal half a dozen times and travelled the length and narrow breadth of this beautiful country. My understanding of its politics and culture has deepened, and the freshness that I felt writing about this journey has faded somewhat as I have recognised the flaws and shortcomings under the surface. But on cold winter mornings in England, perhaps out walking in the Peak District, I’ll catch the smell of wood smoke or hear a cock crow, and feel a powerful twist in my memory. Now, for me, Nepal feels like home . . .


As I write this, barely a month after my latest visit, the country is facing its greatest crisis in modern history. The brutal murders of King Birendra, a thoughtful and kindly man much loved by the Nepali people, his wife and many members of his immediate family, coupled with the continuing Maoist insurgency that was just underway in 1996, has left the very survival of the nation in question. Violence, political instability, corruption, economic stagnation and environmental failure are what the people of Nepal face ten years on after the introduction of multi-party democracy.


Climbing mountains, even the biggest on Earth, seems inconsequential in the face of these problems. But the Nepali people are a resilient and joyful people. During the last years of the oppressive Rana regime, the poet Lakshmiprasad Devkota wrote the poem Jhanjhaprati* : Bholi hunchha dhauta gagan pavan nirmal santa, / Ritu basanta haaschha madhur, sisir hunchha anta. Tomorrow the sky will be clear, the breeze will be pure and peaceful. Spring will smile tenderly, winter will come to an end.


Ed Douglas
June 2001





*Jhanjhaprati = To a rainstorm
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CHAPTER ONE



Gloria, in excelsis. . .
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North of the glass canyons of the City of London and east of the crowds of shoppers streaming along Upper Street is Hoxton, a forgettable range of offices converted from warehouses and modern council flats. Except for a strange twist of chemistry that blended Bohemia and low rent, Hoxton would have stayed nondescript but in recent years it’s achieved a certain fame housing more artists than anywhere else in Europe. But it’s not art that takes me down there, at least not in the conventional sense of the word. It’s an anonymous brick building on a narrow lane that spans the arteries of Great Eastern Street and Old Street. It houses the Alpine Club, not as prestigious a name perhaps as White’s or as fashionable as the Groucho. Social advantage won’t get you admitted and there’s none to be gained if you do. There are, however, qualifications for membership which exclude almost everyone; the Alpine Club is the oldest mountaineering club in the world. There is the French Alpine Club and the American Alpine Club, but the Alpine Club, like the Royal Society or The Open, is old and confident enough to require no further definition.


In the nineteenth century, when mountaineering was an acceptable activity for the great and the good to pursue, when British mountaineers were more or less inventing the sport, the Alpine Club may have had a certain cachet – but not now. Although today’s members are relieved to be without that sort of nonsense, its exalted past does beg the question of what the Alpine Club is doing in scruffy little Hoxton. The Royal Geographical Society sits in faded splendour on Kensington Gore in a redbrick pile of high ceilings and sweeping staircases with a large auditorium that is regularly full to bursting for lectures on the few parts of the planet that remain obscure, at least to the Society’s fellows. The Alpine Club, on the other hand, has stripped itself down for the twenty-first century, is more utilitarian linoleum than plush carpet. It used to occupy grand premises in Mayfair but the Alpine Club has often proved canny in the management of its assets and sold the few years of its lease before the price of property collapsed at the end of Mrs Thatcher’s decade. Its lectures, concerning themselves with obscure mountains in the obscure regions covered by the geographers, attract at best a few dozen cognoscenti brought to order by the president striking a heavy oxygen bottle of 1920s vintage like a gong, a gently ironic relic brought home from the slopes of Everest to show to the faithful. I suspect that the Alpine Club secretly prefers this understated mood.


At the head of a narrow flight of stairs through painted doors is a collection of photographs of all the presidents since the club’s foundation in 1857. There are sequences of faces like this in boardrooms, schools and associations all over the country, the austere and bearded jowls of the last century giving way to gruff, clipped moustaches following the Great War and then the clean-shaven, more open and relaxed faces of the 1950s. Few of these men have been more than dedicated amateurs; most excelled at something other than mountaineering. Leslie Stephen’s mournful and pinched face appears early in the sequence. The photograph was taken after he had given up the mountains to look after his daughters Virginia and Vanessa and work on the Dictionary of National Biography; the youthful exuberance of his Alpine memoir The Playground of Europe has vanished from his eyes. Edward Lisle Strutt seems even more severe and without Stephen’s melancholic introspection. Strutt was president of the club when Hitler sent the Wehrmacht back into the Rhineland, and fought his own little war against the Third Reich, writing waspish editorials in the Alpine Journal against the fanaticism that had crept into German mountaineering and which found its greatest expression in the death-or-glory antics played out in public on the ‘Mordwand’, the North Face of the Eiger. A few photographs down the line and past the war is the patrician figure of Leo Amery, educated at Harrow and Oxford and Secretary of State for India and Burma in Churchill’s wartime cabinet. In his obituary notice in the club’s journal of 1956 Geoffrey Winthrop Young wrote that when Amery was offered the presidency during a period of ‘much grave preoccupation, it was with hardly a smile that he said that of the two ambitions, he believed he had always set it above the premiership’. Amery’s preoccupations, politely ignored by Young, included the loss of his seat in Birmingham after thirty-four years in the Commons and the trial and execution of his son for treason after he collaborated with the enemy.


The most striking thing about this collection of interesting and occasionally eccentric men is how many of them this century were involved in attempts to climb the highest mountain on earth. Overcoming Everest might seem the obvious challenge for any mountaineer but climbers know better than anyone that size isn’t everything. When the mountain was finally climbed in 1953 the stylish and now legendary Eric Shipton – another president of the Alpine Club – looked forward to everyone getting back to some real mountaineering. To Shipton Everest was a side-show freak whose gross bulk drew attention away from the main entertainment of wandering across blanks on the map and climbing mountains whose appeal was aesthetic or sporting but certainly not famous. His hope was in vain because the struggle and legends behind the several attempts on the mountain in the 1920s and 1930s had dominated the public’s interest in climbing. Everest had become a distorting mirror in which the world saw the whole point of mountaineering. Climbing it was as much about the glory of the Empire as sport; it was the perpetuation of a myth begun by Livingstone, Scott and Shackleton which continued seamlessly to the mountaineers of the 1920s in their tweeds and Chamonix caps, appearing in George Bernard Shaw’s phrase ‘like a picnic in Connemara surprised by a snowstorm’. However much Shipton resented Everest’s squat mass settling on his life of careless exploration, the public’s interest meant that nothing else would get the same attention.


There have been other reasons for the continuing obsession with Everest. When plans were first mooted for expeditions to the world’s highest mountains to follow the Empire’s glorious polar achievements, the Royal Geographical Society had the necessary political clout to secure permission and the Alpine Club offered the expertise. The two organisations were yoked together to form the Mount Everest Committee under the chairmanship of Sir Francis Younghusband. He told the Royal Geographical Society, or the ‘Jog’ as he called it, that ‘whilst climbing Mount Everest will not put a pound into anyone’s pocket, it will take a good many pounds out, [and] the accomplishment of such a feat will elevate the human spirit.’ Younghusband was wrong in this, as he was about so many things. Everest continues to offer governments, businessmen and adventurers alike a ready source of income, the biggest milch cow on earth. The price of a permit to climb the mountain from Nepal now begins at $70,000, the name Everest sells everything from mineral water to double glazing. And while there are thousands of unclimbed mountains and difficult routes still to be explored, finding new ways of reaching the summit of Everest captures the interest of sponsors ahead of any other project.


As for the elevation of the human spirit, Younghusband’s prediction has proved just as naive. The Alpine Club’s library and archive is full of evidence that Everest often inspires overreaching ambition and corrosive obsession. Charles Bruce, who led expeditions to Everest in 1922 and 1924, told the Daily Mail, rather appropriately, that ‘there is no finer school for the manhood of our country than mountain climbing’. Maurice Wilson would have agreed with Bruce. After the tortured former soldier and businessman had recovered from severe mental and physical illness through fasting and prayer, Wilson told the world that his newly discovered spiritual strength could overcome the most arduous of challenges, including Everest. In 1933 he set off in a Gypsy Moth he renamed Ever Wrest on his year’s odyssey to fly to India and then trek to the mountain that had defeated some of the best mountaineers Britain had to offer. His body and the journal of his attempt on the mountain was found by Shipton and Charles Warren in 1935. They buried him in a crevasse and brought his journal home. The small notebook is now in the Alpine Club and you can follow the deterioration of Wilson’s handwriting in a pathetic echo of his loss of realism and judgement. Wilson hasn’t been alone in thinking erroneously that self-belief is enough to get you to the summit of the world. His sun-bleached bones and scraps of clothing which are occasionally rediscovered on the ever-changing glacier below the mountain serve as one of many reminders to those contemplating an ascent.


Wilson wasn’t alone in seeing the route to the summit of Everest as his salvation. Raymond Greene, with brothers Hugh and Graham yet to achieve success, pompously wrote to his mother that going to Everest in 1933 might ‘yet save the situation for the whole family’. George Mallory told his father that ‘it would look rather grim to see others, without me, engaged in conquering the summit’ before he left in 1924 for his fatal last attempt to climb the mountain. Maurice Wilson, who appears as the basis for Graham Greene’s character Richard Smythe in The End of the Affair, is a melancholy footnote; George Leigh Mallory appears through the mists that swept over the mountain to capture him forever as a romantic hero who paid the ultimate price for his ambition. There is not as much difference between them as we would like to think. Perhaps it was for the best that it was the native Tenzing Norgay and the down-to-earth New Zealander Ed Hillary who finally ‘knocked the bastard off’. They both used the achievement to better effect than a dream-filled Englishman might have.


The first ascent of Everest was so obviously a singular achievement that the completion of the task was seen as the end of something, not the beginning. What would fill the void, the anticlimax after the triumph? The newspapers were ready to speculate as soon as plans to climb the mountain were announced in 1921. The Pall Mall Gazette suggested that explorers would turn their attention to the bottom of the oceans, while the Glasgow Citizen rather more presciently favoured the exploration of space. Neil Armstrong and Ed Hillary have in common an understanding of what it is to have done something unique. But the moon is out of reach to the humdrum masses while Everest is approachable, even climbable given sufficient resources. The Evening News warned against this in 1921. ‘Some of the last mystery of the world will pass when the last secret place in it, the naked peak of Everest, shall be trodden by those trespassers.’


Nobody, however, considered what would happen to the people who lived around the slopes of the mountain*, how their lives would change when the last mystery was lost. They were a foreign, distant race on the fringes of the Empire with a slight and largely academic interest for those viewing the adventure from afar. Even today many still think the word Sherpa is a local description for a porter, or coolie in the archaic vernacular, rather than the name of a tribe. The obsession with Everest would have an impact on these people that wasn’t imagined in the corridors of the Royal Geographical Society.


Myths the size of Everest get people’s attention. My father, like many now in their fifties and sixties, can remember the excitement and wonder of the news that the mountain had been climbed just before the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II, although his uncomfortable position sitting in a trench in Malaya might have contributed something to the memory as well. John Hunt’s successful team sent a wave of interest in mountains and mountaineering across the world and many were caught up sufficiently to try it for themselves.


Others have since perpetuated that interest, like the most recent president of the Alpine Club, Chris Bonington, whose expeditions to the mountain in the 1970s answered the question ‘What next?’ in an emphatic way. His successful expedition to Everest’s South-West Face in 1975 was the first to subtitle the mountain: Everest, the hard way. Others imitated his epithet by climbing Everest without oxygen, in winter, alone, anything to renew interest. Climbers from nations without an Everest summiteer scrambled to be first; women climbers repeated the exercise. As each record fell, new and increasingly unusual claims were staked: first amputee, first ski descent, first traverse. And then, as restrictions on access to the mountain were relaxed and increasing numbers reached the summit throughout the 1980s, those with money but little experience or expertise began to see Everest as an attainable dream. They could pay experts to lead them in the steps of those who created the myth and share in its glory and tragedy.


Far from fading into obscurity, newspaper and television editors have come to expect an Everest story during the peak climbing season of May and with so many on the mountain each spring they are rarely disappointed. This level of obsession, the expense and loss of life, have become increasingly unattractive to a public who see the mountain’s image as tarnished. And the question is repeatedly asked: ‘Why?’


The roots of something as bizarre and compelling as mountaineering are often obscure but are laid down early. Pablo Picasso got me started. The first thing my parents bought after they were married was a print of ‘Acrobat and Young Equilibrist’, a striking work painted in 1905 during Picasso’s Rose Period. It features a thickset and muscular gymnast sitting on a square block of stone with the ‘equilibrist’ balancing delicately on a stylised ball. I spent a lot of time as a child studying this painting, perhaps because to my infantile mind the solid male figure looked a little like my father, and the feminine balancer like my mother. What gripped my imagination however was the background to the painting, a pale brown wasteland punctuated by the figures of a mother and child with a dog, and a horse grazing in the wilderness. A series of stepped ridges disappeared into the limitless horizon. There wasn’t country like this in the suburbs of Birmingham and its aesthetic austerity snagged in my memory like a net caught on a rock. No matter how hard I’ve tried to shake it free, it seems lodged for good. I remember crossing Dartmoor on the way to beach holidays in Devon, sitting between my sisters in the back of my father’s Triumph, looking out at the land stripped clean of trees and buildings, hedges and crops, seeing the landscape in my mind matched by reality.


After that, building sand-castles was never the same. Like John Ruskin, mountains became for me ‘the beginning and the end of all natural scenery’ and all I could think of was getting to them, to recover that feeling of innocent amazement that the things you could imagine actually existed. Going to school in Leicestershire, a county that Ruskin once described as being not worth the trouble, may have contributed to this burning desire. Other boys chased girls, but mountains required few social skills while remaining more or less constant and this suited my painfully self-conscious adolescent character rather well.


So much for aesthetic appeal but it’s a big step from walking through such places to climbing up sheer slopes of steep rock and ice to their summits. Ruskin never grasped the point and at first I couldn’t see it either. A boy at school had a promotional poster of Bonington’s 1975 expedition on his wall with inset photographs of all the team members and a picture of the huge and dramatic South-West Face.


‘He’s dead,’ he told me, stabbing with an inky fore-finger at one of the men. ‘He disappeared near the summit. And he was killed in an avalanche skiing in Switzerland. And that one died in an avalanche on K2 a couple of years ago.’ Within two more years a fourth would be dead, returning with Bonington to Everest for another new route. What possible reward could justify such alarming odds? What secret lived up there in that scintillating frozen world of the high mountains that could provoke such commitment? Looking around at the embryonic lawyers and bankers I saw every day in the class room, I began to understand. There had to be more to life than the price of shares and weekends in the country. Going climbing at my school was like admitting I was a republican. And then, once my little act of rebellion was made, the compulsion of the thing itself took over, a feeling of complete and brilliant existence. You couldn’t get anything this good from pills or money.


After ten years or so of total obsession I fully understood that climbers were as prone to the same narrow-minded ambition and self-flattery as the rest of the world. I also discovered that I was never going to be very good at it. It was in this mood of cynical realism I took my first steps towards Everest. For years, writing anything substantial about the mountain never crossed my mind; it was so familiar, there was nothing more to say about tired old Everest that hadn’t been said a thousand times before. Then I was sent by a magazine to report on the reunion party of the 1953 team celebrating the fortieth anniversary of their first ascent. They gathered near Snowdon outside the Pen y Gwyrd Hotel, where they had met years before to prepare for the expedition, a group of pensioners who could have shared the same shop floor or wartime billet but for whom Everest just happened to be their defining experience. There was an easy friendship, an innocent pleasure in their shared history that belied the scale of their achievement as they lined up to face the cameras. Ed Hillary appeared as one of a team, no more and no less, as though it was forgotten that it is he who is most often remembered, that it’s his head printed on bank notes and stamps. Meanwhile, the newspapers were full of stories describing the ruination of the mountain they climbed, the garbage on its slopes and the queues of pseudo-mountaineers paying to be dragged up to its summit for no other reason than to say they had done so. Everest was reduced by the clichés that had been heaped on it. There was a gulf between this quiet and comradely group and the spoiling of a national myth.


One thing, however, hadn’t changed over the seventy years people had climbed on Everest. The fate and circumstances of those who lived around the mountain still seemed of peripheral interest. Columns of print used Everest to show how the optimism and spirit of the New Elizabethans had dissipated to be replaced by cynical self-interest. The changes faced by local people, however, which the obsession with climbing Everest had brought, were skimmed and marginalised. Typing the word Nepal into a database of newspapers, the first five selections displayed on my computer screen outlined two stories on Everest, another about a mountaineering accident on a different mountain, one about the abominable snowman and another about cheese, where Nepal was featured only incidentally. A nation of twenty million people, wearied by social problems and with long and important links with my own country, was reduced in the national consciousness to the exploits of a few mountaineers and a mythical beast. There had to be more to it than that. There had to be a way of showing how the summit wasn’t the end of the story, just the start of another chapter. I wanted to understand how our – my – obsession could fracture or improve the lives of those caught on the fringes of something so consuming as climbing Mount Everest. I wanted to see for myself whether it was Chomolungma and the people who worshipped her who had changed, or just us.


* known to them as Chomolungma





CHAPTER TWO



Tripping with Kafka and the tsampa-eaters
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We don’t mind trippers and scouts and ramblers.


They can come and stand in the rain all day.


They give us money and beer and a right good belly-laugh.


Then they go away.


Jake Thackeray


Outside the whitened gatehouse a Nepali policeman stood in the middle of the road holding a hose pipe, his thumb pressed over its end, spattering water over the Friendship Highway. Each afternoon from the north, from Tibet, a fine silvery dust blew down the valley, coating everything and so ensuring he would have something to do next and every day. There was no reason for this place. Few people lived here and the border with its guards was still several miles up the road. This didn’t seem to bother the policeman. He put down his hose as he saw us approaching and smiled and we all ducked into the cool air of the checkpoint’s office. The sign on the desk read ‘Amidistration’ and the policeman, the ‘amidistrator’, sat behind it and took my passport. He examined it closely. Holding the last page up to the light, he carefully wrote in his dusty register. ‘Ebenezer W. UK. 1995.’ Then, looking up from his labouring hand, he smiled. ‘Where you have come from please?’


‘The mountains,’ I said, pointing behind me, back up the road.


‘Ah,’ he said and returned to his ledger. ‘Nowhere.’


Nowhere in the lawman’s book was the Jugal Himal. The itinerant curmudgeon Bill Tilman had been the first European to tramp his way through this slim portion of the Himalaya in 1949, travelling south from Langtang to Panch Pokhari and then west to the Helmu, grumbling about skinflint shepherds and sleeping in damp hovels at night, maybe dreaming that he was seventeen again and back in a trench on the Somme. He wouldn’t like those districts now with their tea houses and apple pie and I doubt he’d like this road either. None of it was there in the 1940s. In those far-off days the Ranas still ruled from their palaces in Kathmandu and the Dalai Lama looked over his people from the Potala in Lhasa.


Mountains, of course, are not really nowhere, they’re more in between, keeping people and their various warring gods apart. To the south of these mountains is the gargantuan democracy of India scrubbed clean every year by the monsoon. To the north is the can-do autocracy of modern China transplanted most unwillingly to the arid, anhydrous brown-ness of Tibet. Squeezed between the two are people on the fringes, washed up on the steep slopes of the Himalaya, pushed back by road-builders and inquisitive tourists. When change floods the valleys and plains, the last remnants of the old ways are found up here, among the glittering peaks.


A mile or so beyond the amidistrator’s checkpoint was the village of Tatopani, perched between the road and the river. If taking the road into Tibet had ever sounded exotic, then sitting in one of Tatopani’s street-level eateries changed my mind. Attempting to combine the fashionable with the pastoral, the owner had pinned a poster of an Indian movie star wearing a little black dress and scrawled ‘No1 Indian Hiroin in Movies’ next to her head. Beside this was a picture of an ordinary English house, apparently in Surrey, set in a green garden with a pond. Perhaps his nirvana was a combination of the two; the Indian Hiroin would be waiting on the patio. Outside, a little girl waddled up the dirt track on bandy legs, the first case of rickets I’d seen in Nepal. She turned and smiled. Another child had a belly swollen by malnutrition. He ducked into the café wearing only torn and dirty trousers to watch us eat. An albino dog trotted past, followed by two men who were mentally handicapped in some way. Others had deformities. Trucks and buses honked their way past, full to the brim on their way from Zhangmu, scattering the chickens which pick their way through the garbage filling the gutters.


‘You would have to do something pretty bad to be reincarnated as one of these chickens,’ Sandy said and then took another swig from her San Miguel.


‘I’m not so sure,’ I replied. ‘Maybe to come back as a Tatopani human you would.’ Poultry and child jumped for the gutter as another truck rushed past. The cheap streamers hung from the roof for the recent new year celebrations lifted in its slipstream. I ordered another beer. The good-looking boy at the next table pushed his long black hair from his eyes and smiled at us.


‘Where you from?’ We were more interested in him, the best dressed man we’d seen in days. He was waiting in Tatopani for a lift across the border to Tibet. ‘I am a trader,’ he told us. ‘Import, export. Shoes. I bring Chinese shoes from Zhangmu to Kathmandu. And clothes.’ He grinned at us so we could see his gold tooth.


‘What else?’ I asked him and he tipped back his elegant head and laughed. Gold and other commodities are brought across the border, and probably a great deal else besides. There is a strong trade in endangered species across the Nepali – Tibet border, traffic that is often run by Tibetans.


Sandy glowed pinkly from our visit to the public open-air showers. There are lots of villages called Tatopani in Nepal; it translates as hot water. The tato pani at Tatopani was searingly hot, as you might expect of water drawn from the earth’s immersion heater, but not so hot that you couldn’t bear to stand in front of the steel pipes that siphoned the stuff from whichever crack in the ground it emerged from. After the dust of the highway and a week in the mountains, water like that was a gift from the gods. We’d stood under the water as long as we could, the boys’ section coyly separated from that of the girls by a crumbling wall, even though nobody took their clothes off since they were always washed at the same time. Ennervated by the heat of the water we sat drinking beer.


Donald appeared at the end of the street from the direction of the showers, his white hair bobbing above the brown children who gathered round him, his towel tucked under his arm.


‘Ahhh!’ he said in his stentorian voice, drawing back a chair. ‘Beer.’ Donald was a Yorkshireman living in Scotland where he had taught music until retiring. He had a fascination with mountains which matched my own. We sat drinking for a while and then Sandy and I escorted Donald back to our campsite on the edge of town. The beer allowed his eccentricities free expression. The band of small children he’d collected were bemused to be regaled by a tallish, white-haired old man with a passion for eastern European composers responding to requests for pens or money by greeting them in a range of languages. ‘Guten Abend!’ or ‘Hoots, mon!’ Donald shouted, and the children backed away with a confused smile or laughed nervously. Half a mile beyond the village we were reunited with the rest of our group sitting around a table set up in front of our tents.


It is disappointing to be the prosaic, packaged inheritors of travellers like Sven Hedin or political adventurers like Frank Younghusband. Both men fretted over Tibet, alluring and inaccessible, the country Younghusband’s biographer Patrick French described as the ‘missing square on the imperial chess board’. But blank spaces on the world’s maps get filled. It is in the nature of things. Unblinking satellites track across the wastes of Central Asia, dissecting and reducing the landscape to reference points. Where is the romance in that? What space is there for heroes on the twice-weekly flight from Kathmandu to Lhasa among the holidaying business people from Europe in their neatly pressed safari shirts? (They hunt the exotic and are armed with video cameras.) I thought of Alexander Kellas being dragged through Tibet on a stretcher in 1921, exhausted by dysentery and dying from heart failure as the first Everest expedition rode from British-controlled Sikkim. Everest’s first victim didn’t even reach the mountain. In the expedition’s official account, Charles Howard-Bury described his loss in coolly practical terms. ‘His death meant a very great loss to the Expedition,’ wrote the Irishman, capitalising their venture, ‘as he alone was qualified to carry out experiments in oxygen and blood pressure which would have been so valuable.’ A modern Kellas would have been pumped with drugs and bottled oxygen, lifted onto the back of a Chinese truck and driven not to Sikkim but down this road and put onto a flight for the hospitals in Bangkok. Already in that spring of 1995, eleven expeditions had driven up the Friendship Highway like armies in the field, their logistics organised on computer, their communications in place, their first-aid kits bulging with powerful drugs, hermetically sealed units rushing to the mountain.


And yet, in our own unremarkable way, following though we were in the footsteps of pretty much everybody, we were part of a struggle; we contributed to a political process. The Chinese lured us forward, dangling our romantic notions of the old Tibet to spend our currency in the new one. We were there to add a fresh gloss to the peeling and cracked walls of their propaganda. ‘See,’ they whisper, ‘it can’t be so very bad here if so many liberal westerners are persuaded to come.’ Claim and counter-claim, so many hundreds of thousands killed or not, religion suppressed or encouraged, the labyrinthine twists followed by the leaders of Tibet and China are not roads for the literal mind. Just how much was an average citizen of the free world expected to know? Yellowing documents from half-forgotten meetings of the United Nations are not standard reading on long-haul flights to the remoter parts of the world. Luckily, the Dalai Lama was on my side. ‘The Dalai Lama has announced publicly that it is beneficial for foreigners to witness the oppression in Tibet,’ read a leaflet from the Free Tibet Campaign in London. ‘Tourism is thought to be a source of encouragement to Tibetans to have any form of contact with the West, when the only alternative is to be confined within the boundaries of the Chinese empire. Reports by responsible travellers of their own experiences are an important source of information to the outside world.’


The last sentence provides a wonderful frisson for those instinctively outraged by the misery of the Chinese occupation. Not only, they think, do we get to see one of the most remarkable countries on earth, we also get to do our bit in exposing a monstrous regime. Moral dilemmas don’t get any easier than this. Younghusband had the weight of the Empire at his back, modern tourists rely on natural justice. Waiting at the border next day at Kodari, an even more desperate place than Tatopani, I felt the weight of anticipation. Trucks choked the road as officials picked through their contents and drivers slipped them wads of rupees. Beyond the fragile barrier was the Friendship Bridge, a crisp sentry post at the far end to contrast with the affable chaos of Kodari, the merchants of Nepal sticking like molluscs to the hull of China’s prosperity. The deep olive gorge below the bridge, the mint-green Bhote Kosi rushing over rocks at its base, were hardly typical of the Tibet I had read about, but then this region had only been ceded to Tibet following the war with Nepal in 1792. Along with it went the small trading post high above the river, looking down the valley. Zhangmu was the Chinese name, Khasa the Tibetan. I have no idea what the Nepalis called it. That’s the problem with borders. They won’t sit still.


Finally our truck was waved through and we drove across the bridge. The gorge had been swept by floods in the 1980s requiring several of the bridges to be rebuilt. They are impressive structures, capable of withstanding the heaviest of traffic – tanks, for example. The Chinese have been generous in supplying the Nepali people with the Friendship Highway, although south of the border its name changes to the Arniko Rajmarg, and they also gave Kathmandu its own orbital, making the trip to India comfortable and fast. Poor Nehru. Constantly out-manoeuvred by Chou En-lai, the road must have seemed like one more nail in the coffin of his foreign policy after the war between India and China in 1962. Nehru described that war as a stab in the back from his old friends in the Chinese Communist Party, but Chou En-lai stabbed nobody in the back. He just persuaded them to shut their eyes and cover their ears while he stabbed them in the chest.


Just across the bridge representatives of Mao Zedong’s greatest legacy, the People’s Liberation Army, shuffled uncomfortably in their oversized uniforms. They really did look like schoolboys. I stood up in the back of our flat-bed truck to get a better look at this outpost of the Chinese empire and instantly regretted it. The driver gunned the engine and swung the truck up the steep track on the other side of the river. The road was now unmetalled, throwing up clouds of dust as we swung round an apparently endless succession of hairpin bends with perpendicular views of the bed of the gorge hundreds of feet below. I scanned the valley floor for ruined vehicles but could see none. Those would start appearing later.


At passport control a thin-faced Han Chinese woman flicked through our documents. The one advantage of signing up for a coach tour to the roof of the world is that the bureaucrats get off your case. We were waved through, our bags with their regulation contraband of photographs of the Dalai Lama and my illegal map of Tibet showing the sites of various Chinese atrocities, were thrown after us. A round-faced, clean-shaven man in his late twenties approached to introduce himself. The initial surprise was that he was a Tibetan whereas most guides working for the China International Tourist Service are Han Chinese. The second surprise was that Lobsang was bright and helpful with an encyclopaedic knowledge of his culture; we had expected a nanny, not a tutor. The biggest surprise of all was that Lobsang would act as an accurate interpreter when there were only Tibetans present.


At his back were three enormous Tibetans, the kind of men who probably saw yak-wrestling as light entertainment. They wore their long hair coiled on their heads and wound with a red scarf in the traditional way of Khampas from the east of Tibet. Their faces were black with grease, even blacker than their clothes, and a pungent, woody odour drifted behind them, like the smell of an illegally strong smoked cheese. They smiled like the pirates they probably were, but in that moment I could see why the Chinese would eventually lose control of Tibet, as they always had in the past. It’s not just that they are wrong; that’s rarely stopped anyone before. It’s simply that the Tibetans are better at making friends than the Chinese.


Throughout my charabanc ride from Kathmandu to Lhasa, I didn’t meet a single Han Chinese who made me feel welcome, let alone made me laugh. For the meantime I reserved judgement; passport control officials are usually discourteous people from London to Irkutsk. But you might have thought it politically shrewd to smile and say something positive like: ‘Welcome to China, have a great stay and don’t believe everything you hear.’ Perhaps when Mao started the Cultural Revolution and declared war on the four ‘olds’ of culture, ideology, custom and habit he scribbled an addendum to his memo suggesting they abandon politeness, empathy, humour and niceness at the same time.


The best example of this followed close on the heels of passport control. The Zhangmu Hotel has, as far as I can tell, been established for all those friends of the former Soviet Union who struggle to find a hotel quite as laughable as those they grew used to in remote Siberian coal-mining towns. Oscar Wilde once said that only fools don’t judge by appearances, an apposite epigram in Chinese hotels built to hoover up the tourist dollar flowing into Tibet. They look awful and they are. It’s not that the rooms are dirty, or at least not as dirty as some of the flop houses in Kathmandu. It’s not that the plumbing is despicable. It is, but if you complain aggressively enough they move you to another room that isn’t ankle-deep in shit. I cannot fault the food, or at least I can’t fault the dinner, which had plenty of fresh vegetables and lashings of soy sauce. We’ll get to breakfast later. It wasn’t the extortionate charges made by the Chinese in a state-owned hotel that employed, as far as I could tell, only Chinese staff. I knew what I was doing when I signed up, although these things stick in the throat.
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