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‘A journey of a thousand miles
 begins with the first step.’


Tao 64.
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Prologue


The meticulous handwriting materialises out of the fax machine beside my desk.


‘Thomas’s mother’s funeral is at 3.00 this afternoon.
We can meet in the
parking lot of the crematorium at 2.55.
Wenche.’


A hand-drawn map indicates the quickest route through Oslo to get there.


Early, I sit cosseted inside the protective cocoon of the idling car, heated seats and Automatic Climate Control shielding me from the miserable February chill of a pallid winter day. Anaemic sunlight filters ineffectively through the hanging fog.


Wenche’s BMW pulls into the parking lot. She is already crying although I know her grief has little to do with the funeral. Together we slip discreetly into the back row of the chapel of the crematorium. Curious, I sit next to the aisle. The centre of our attention is a shiny white casket, dominated by a bouquet of flowers.


With Western precision, at three o’clock exactly, the minister steps out of a hidden entrance. He reads aloud from notes placed on the podium in front of him.


Piped-in music accompanies the minister’s artificially amplified voice as we half-heartedly sing a hymn none of us seems to know.


The pre-recorded music stops, and on cue, four pillars supporting the immaculate casket are electronically activated so the coffin slides discreetly backwards, disappearing conveniently from sight. Like flushing a toilet. There is no connection with death, we are avoiding the issue. I wonder if her body is even in the casket. Thomas shakes the minister’s hand.


It does not seem possible this is all there is at the worldly farewell of someone from this community who lived here some sixty years. Her life fizzled away in a few forgettable sentences and a large inheritance to her only son. Fur-coated friends and relatives file out of the chapel, shake hands formally, enter their cars, and drive into monochromatic oblivion.


I thought the funeral service would clarify my muddied mind, make me realise whatever the problems, at least I am alive. Unsure whether any of us stepping out of that chapel today could really say we are living, least of all myself, Wenche and I return to our cars and drive off to our respective offices, where once again I am confronted by the demands of running a business.


Unable to concentrate on the pressing financial issues at hand, I daydream instead of getting off this whirling merry-go-round; of taking a break somewhere where life is more real, and intense.




Shay and Easy





 


Dumre-Tuture


‘Namaste!’ The leper presses his fingerless fists together in greeting.


‘Namaste,’ I reply, ‘I salute the god within you.’ I peel off a fifty rupee note, the equivalent of a dollar. He squeezes his palms on either side of the crisp bill. In this land of kharma, the beggar has rendered me a favour, and it is I who should be grateful.


For the next couple of months, my worldly possessions are stuffed on my back, like a turtle waddling under its protective carapace. Apart from the vague notion of walking around the Himalayas, I have set no targets, no schedule, nowhere to be, except home in Norway, in two-and-a-half months, for Christmas.


The sun pokes its way through the layers of cloud and it becomes hot and humid. Kilometre after paced kilometre reduces my tempo until I reach Tuture, which provides a fortunate shelter against turbulent skies, just as it gets dark.


A bhaati owner’s daughter welcomes me into their tea-house by lighting incense and candles beneath cartoon-like posters of three of the Hindu gods: Ganesh, easily recognisable with his elephant’s head, the god of prosperity and wisdom; Shiva, the creator and destroyer, who controls the beginning and end of time cycles, recognisable with his trident; and Parvati, also known as Annapurna in her benign form, the consort of Shiva and mother of Ganesh.


Satiated with dal bhaat, heaping plates of rice, lentils and spinach-like greens, I haul myself up a ladder into an open dormitory and lie on the tiny bed-frame, distended stomach uppermost, perspiring although clad in only a cotton T-shirt and nylon running shorts. Eight meagre Nepalese room-mates study me intently. I try to converse with them, but they don’t speak English.


Physically exhausted, unleashed spectres of neglected responsibilities haunt my dreams.





 


Tuture-Bhote Wodar.


Harnessed waters trickle tamely through glittering irrigation channels and iridescent green paddy.


Resting by the roadside, a red dragonfly diverts my attention as it flits onto my knee, rainbow-wings quivering. Sweat stings my eyes as I tilt my head to empty a raised flask of water.


It is another three-hundred-and-fifty kilometres round the Annapurnas to Pokhara, crudely measuring the distances and excluding ascents and descents. The route to this point is flat, and I am exhausted. Studying the ‘Around Annapurna’ tourist map I see I have not even reached its southernmost edge.


‘One pen,’ a child asks cutely, hand outstretched.


‘No pen.’


‘Give me pen,’ another chimes in.


‘No pen.’


The brigade of children give up asking and play hop-skotch. I drop my pack against a tree and join them, after watching them long enough to grasp the rules. They laugh as I hop with them.


Outside the open bhaati dormitory that night, someone persistently blows what sounds like a sea-shell, accompanied by puja prayers, chanted way off-key. The conch-blasts punctuate my restless sleep and I illuminate my watch to calculate the time back home.





 


Bhote Wodor-Simbachaur.


Mynahs produce an incredible racket, then with the suddenness of a blast of shotgun pellets, they are gone.


The rutted trail of a lesser-used ‘alternative route’ winds its way into horizontal terraces carved out of the mountainsides, delineating heights as precisely as the contours of a map. Rice fields pour down craggy slopes like molten green lava.


I walk for hours, oblivious of time, lost in my own thoughtful world, plodding instinctively along the myriad network of raised paths skirting the paddy fields. The creaking of the back-pack, the pad of my footsteps, my breathing, become familiar sounds.


As the sun sets, I stumble, both from fatigue and lack of light. My shoulders hurt where the back-pack has hung as if loaded with rocks; my heels are taut; my body aches everywhere. I continue walking in the dark before reaching an unlit hamlet. Physically spent, I stop to lean the pack against a wall, and bend my knees to relieve the burden from my shoulders.


A male American voice calls from the shadows. ‘Come on in!’


Two Americans. ‘Shay,’ an attractive girl with long blonde hair and a ready smile, extends her hand in greeting.


‘Easy. From California.’ Dark and also fit. Without the formality of asking whether I agree, they include me in their negotiations for an overnight stay in the mud and stick home of a Gurung family.


Any previous and vague philosophical desire on my part to be alone has dissipated after fourteen hours walking in solitude.


The owner clears his family’s room of clutter and three beds appear from under the debris. I sit on the edge of one, leaning forward, dripping perspiration on the mud floor. Adults and children crowd into the adjoining room to watch us. A black puppy bites and fights with my fingers as I undo my boot-laces.


Shay watches Easy, meticulously bandaging his toes. ‘Mind if I ask how old you are?’ Shay asks me.


I answer, puzzled by her question.


Easy studiously cares for his feet, ignoring her. She turns to me, ‘Easy’s been bummed out because he thinks he’s too old for all this. Wants to quit and head back. We’ve been walking for only two days.’


Easy is fixated by his bloody toes.


‘I’m going on,’ Shay says. This is not an angry statement. ‘Easy did the Annapurna Circuit ten years ago in seventeen days, including a diversion up Dhampus Pass. He used to do triathlons, including the Iron Man.’ She looks over at him. He is still preoccupied with the blisters on his feet. ‘Now he can’t handle a couple of days walking on relatively flat ground.’


Easy retorts, ‘I’m bummed out because I have diarrhoea, and blisters, and because I was stupid enough not to bring my good hiking boots.’ He attends to his feet with the concentration of a professional. ‘And,’ he admits, ‘because I think I am too old for this. I’m bummed out just getting here.’


‘Physicians?’


‘Nurses.’ She ignores her irritated companion. ‘So, why are you doing this trip?’


The question is direct and I’m dangerously close to replying more candidly than I otherwise might have. ‘You know, needed a break,’ I shrug off the question and make light of its answer.


Neither of them say anything, expecting me to continue with my explanation.


‘Too target-oriented.’ They still don’t say anything. ‘Wasn’t enjoying what I was doing, wasn’t sure what it was I was striving for.’


Thoughtful silence as we examine our feet.


‘Been here before?’ Easy asks.


‘First time as a tourist.’ I extract dry clothes from the pack. ‘What about you?’ I ask stiffly, avoiding the possibility of summarising myself in a neatly packaged resume. Let these potential friends form their own impression of who I am rather than the personality I contrive to present.


‘Disillusioned with the materialistic life back in California,’ Easy summarises. ‘Taken leave for six months, figure things out. Move to the mid-west. Montana, Idaho. Maybe Canada.’


Dal bhaat is served mercifully quickly, and eaten without ceremony. We blow out candles and our captive audience melts into the darkness of the night. I lie back, totally debilitated.


Refugees of Western affluence, we fall asleep, comforted by the exoticism of a chosen, and fleeting poverty.





 


Simbachaur-Bahundanda.


The temperature is cool, the skies monsoon dark. Thick fog blankets the path. At a well-stocked shop, I tell the owl-like shopkeeper perched on the counter I wish to buy a pair of flip-flops, just like Easy’s.


‘No flip-flops.’


A stack of flip-flops is piled high on a shelf. I point at them. He shakes his head wisely, negative.


I nod my head. ‘Those are exactly what I want,’ I tell him emphatically. ‘Flip-flops.’ I reach over the counter and take a pair.


He pulls them away from me with surprising determination.


‘How much?’ I ask, grabbing them back. Easy is there to help negotiate, which he likes to do, especially in Nepali.


The shopkeeper says ‘No! No good,’ and reaches out to retrieve them.


I pull them away, out of reach. Why does he have them if he does not expect to sell them? ‘Yes, yes, good, very good. How much?’


The shopkeeper gives in and sells them to me, reluctantly.


Without bothering to try them, I wedge them, still wrapped in their clear plastic packaging, between the rollover bar at the top of my knapsack and an attached Therma-rest mattress. Easy buys candles, without any reticence from the storekeeper.


Shay and Easy outpace me on the well-trodden path as I struggle under my heavier load. I had weighed each item on the kitchen scales at home. Every item brought along was deemed indispensable. Nevertheless, in Kathmandu I unloaded two heavy woollen socks, a woollen shirt and a pair of jeans. I regret not taking more out of my moveable wardrobe and mentally cast out several more items.


The Norwegian-army external-frame pack was a good choice, I realise, being far more comfortable than any internal-frame pack I have owned. Extending over my head is an optional U-shaped aluminium extension. The decision to equip the pack with the protective addition proves to be luckier than I could have imagined.


Stopping at a stone chautara resting place under a banyan tree, I watch three young Nepalese girls and two older women ascend the path, carrying loads of fodder overwhelming them in size. They stop at the same chautara, placing their loads on the waist-high stone ledge.


One young girl is a physical beauty. ‘Fourteen-years-old,’ she proudly tells me in response to my question. They suggest we switch loads. Putting her load of fodder behind me, I place the tump-line over my forehead, Nepalese fashion. Straining, I labour in a small circle before putting the load down again, amazed this slender girl can carry such a heavy weight. They laugh at my exertions.


We continue up the path together, but their pace is even slower than mine, and I pass them by, feeling sorry for the girl, her head bent down against the load, perspiration dripping off her pretty face. I am doing this out of choice, as a holiday, and for fun. She faces a lifetime of this daily drudgery, yet she can still laugh about it.


A blast of cold wind down the valley stirs my expectations and drives me forward; but strangely there is no immediate objective, just a vague sense of going higher, into the Himalayas.


‘Hey, Andrew!’ Easy’s smiling face sticks out of a window on the upper floor of a tidy bhaati. ‘We’ve got a bed for you. You’re sleeping with Shay and me.’


I drop my pack on the rough-hewn wooden floor of the bhaati room, and strip. The shower, a large barrel suspended in the branches of a tree, is located beside the drop toilet. As a sanitary measure, I try to slip my feet into the newly-acquired flip-flops, but they are identical, and both left-footed. Belatedly I understand the judicious shop owner’s reluctance to sell them. He was too polite to lean over the counter to see if I was equipped with two left feet. Perhaps a shipment of left-footed flip-flops was in stock, the right-footed ones still coming up the trail?


Over dinner, Easy the entertainer reads lines from his outdated Nepalese/English dictionary bought in a second-hand bookshop in Kathmandu. ‘Wash the dirty diapers in this pan and do not throw the water into the river.’ He searches for more appropriate sentences. ‘Here’s one for you Andrew. Ek haptaa ko kulli chaahinchha.’


‘What’s that mean?’ I ask, ever the straight-man to Easy’s quick wit.


‘I need porters for one week’, he replies laughing at his own joke and slapping me good-naturedly on my tender shoulders.


The electrical grid extends only as far as Bhulebhule. A pressure lantern hanging over the communal dining table exposes half-a-dozen smiling Western faces. We sit in a remote medieval-like village hugging a mountainside high in the foothills of the Himalayas, eating as much food as we want, drinking beer or bottled soft-drinks carried up here on a porters’ backs. Outside the little enclave cast by the light of the bhaati lantern, we have little knowledge of the life of the people who live within a stone’s throw. I wonder how the villagers regards this annual invasion of tourists? Are we all welcomed as a source of needed income, or are our opulent lifestyles an unfortunate reminder of their own poverty?


Easy disappears into the bhaati and rushes back out. ‘Hey Andrew!’ he yells, interrupting my contemplations. ‘There’s a long-distance phone call for you. Quick!’


I am off the wooden bench before I realise the absurdity of my reaction in this primitive environment.


‘Just joking,’ Easy says, chuckling, straddling the bench at the table to join us.


In our room, in the dark, Easy tries to light one of the candles he bought in Bhulebhule. It splutters, but will not catch. ‘Trick candles. Guaranteed to last forever. Need a blow torch to get ‘em going,’ Easy concludes as we change in the dark and he, thankfully, leaves the phone off the hook.





 


Bahundanda-Shyange.


Easy strolls ahead, making friends with two Nepalese boys, improving his language skills.


Shay tells me about her previous marriage to a surgeon. ‘He was a workaholic. Worked twelve, even fourteen-hour days. We became wealthy; bought a beautiful house, two fancy cars. But we hardly ever saw each other. He was always working, and I became lonely and unhappy. I decided to leave him. It was awful. There was no bad feeling between us. He hadn’t done anything to deliberately hurt me. We just lived separate lives, his world of work superseded our life at home and without children as an additional common factor there was nothing to hold us together. It was the most difficult thing I ever did.’


Although she tells me matter-of-fact, her voice betrays her lingering emotions. ‘Later, I met Easy at the hospital, where he was working temporarily. He was the opposite of my ex-husband: fun-loving, spontaneous, affectionate, spiritual, non-materialistic, loyal. I’ve been living with him for three years now, and would like to have children.’ She watches him talking with the two boys. They are all laughing at something Easy has said. ‘I’m disappointed marriage hasn’t come up, at least not to the extent that he has actually proposed to me.’ We all stop to peer into the gorge. She is silent, contemplating. Easy moves ahead again, conversing with the youngsters. ‘I’ve given myself a deadline. If Easy does not propose by the first of January, I’ll blow him off.’ She thinks about this for a while, then laughs. ‘I’ve already had a proposal from a guy we met in Thailand, from Oregon. He asked me to let him know if it does not work out with Easy, because he would like to marry me. Oregon... sounds kind’a attractive you know...’


We follow behind a grey-haired porter who plods methodically up the trail, carrying a stack of five wooden crates full of Coca Cola on his back. Each crate holds twenty-four full bottles. Dominating his tiny, fragile-looking ankles and knobbly knees, his calf muscles swell like inflated balloons, pulsating veins criss-crossing the bulging calves with each step ascended. Shoeless, not much more than five-foot tall, almost bent over double with the weight of his burden, he leans on a thick bamboo pole with each step. He is one of the legions of porters who have carried salt, rice and other basic trading goods up and down these valleys for centuries, crossing borders, oblivious to the boundaries relatively recently defined by Western powers. I follow him for hours, which gives me plenty of time to wonder about the absurdity of this man struggling to carry liquid up these monsoon-soaked mountains to cater to the tastes of Westerners seduced by the far-reaching marketing stratagems of Coca Cola.


There is a pattern, an ebb and flow, to the tourist traffic. An early-morning rush hour of Get There People: typically, trekkers who have signed up with a European, American or Kathmandu-based trekking outfit. Up at six and gone by seven, they leave a retinue of porters and camp crew in pursuit carrying tents, tables, chairs, food and whatever other accessories are needed to make their clients comfortable. Permitting the tide of Get There People to flow past first, the remaining trekkers like myself, staying at local bhaatis along the way, are relatively alone for the rest of the day, as we all circulate anti-clockwise around the Annapurnas.


At midday the sun comes out and it becomes uncomfortably hot. Shay, Easy and I swim in a stream, washing off dried blood from our legs, gory evidence of leech bites. ‘Have you figured out why it is that we all go anti-clockwise around these mountains?’ I ask, soaking up to my neck in the cool water, watching trekkers filing over a rickety wooden foot-bridge, all moving in the same direction.


‘Because the climb up through the Thorong La, the pass between Manang and Mustang is more gradual approached from this side, and there’s a bhaati half way up. Coming up the other way, it’s steeper and further to climb from the bhaatis at Muktinath.’ Easy sinks into the water and surfaces spouting water. ‘Any other questions for the living oracle?’


We dress in clean and dry clothes. I hang my wet laundry to dry over the roll-over bar at the top of my pack. Easy tries the pack on for size. He is surprised, despite its heaviness, how comfortable it is. His day-pack feels so ridiculously light by contrast, I have an overwhelming urge to run with it, and I do so, as fast as my legs will carry me, laughing aloud joyfully, much to the bewilderment of porters resting by the path, apparently eating their own weight in dal bhaat.


‘Do you have enough warm clothes with you in those tiny packs?’ I ask.


‘Easy’s planning on moving so fast he won’t feel the cold.’


Shyange, a splatter of white-washed buildings flung against a cliff face like vultures’ droppings. Easy arranges rooms for us in the upper dormitory of a lodge. Beds are jammed tightly next to each other with no space in between. Perspiration-drenched clothes hang from ropes stretched across the rafters, adding to the already claustrophobic atmosphere of the attic room. As it gets dark, it starts raining. Over dinner, a torrential monsoon rainfall hammers the slate roof.


It is cosy in the bhaati, protected from the rain, served hot food and drink. We tell funny stories, laughing hardest at the misadventures Easy narrates.


He tells us about his early medical training. ‘Once, when us nursing students were in the lab studying our urine samples under microscopes, labelling everything we could identify. One of the girls in the class can’t identify something wriggling around in her own urine sample. She asks each of us to help, but none of us knows what it is either. Eventually the lab assistant comes over. He peers through her microscope, looks up at her, and tells us deadpan, “No doubt about it, that there is genuine sperm!”’


A Nepalese approaches the table and asks us, ‘Why you is laughing?’


‘We are seeing who can tell the funniest story,’ Easy explains.


‘The owner of the bhaati, he has died,’ the porter retorts, as if telling his own punch-line to a joke.


‘Died? Or dying?’ Easy asks seriously.


‘Dead. Maybe dying,’ the porter replies cryptically.


Easy follows him into the kitchen. A few minutes later he is back. ‘He’s right. Almost dead. Hardly read his pulse, barely breathing. Wrists thin as fingers. He’s been wasting for months.’


A few feet away, the owner of the bhaati has been dying, and oblivious to the drama, we have been enjoying ourselves. Conversation dwindles. What was fun now seems obscene. Half-an-hour later one of the lodge owner’s family beckons to Easy, ‘Please, come.’


Easy returns once again to the table. ‘He’s dead.’


‘What’d you do?’ Shay asks.


‘Felt his pulse. Nothing. Listened to his breath, checked his eyes. He’s dead. I knelt beside him, put my palms together and said “Namaste”, then pulled the sheet over his head. He’s lying in the middle of the room, with about fifteen family members around.’


Wails from the kitchen. Collectively we retreat to the dormitory upstairs. The weeping of the grief-stricken family continues throughout the night. But we are all so tired we too, sleep the sleep of the dead.





 


Shyange-Tal.


Ascending the path with Easy, he confides to me, ‘I’m going to propose to Shay when we get to the top of Thorong La. Been planning it since we agreed to the trip, months ago. But don’t tell her.’ He looks sideways at me as we walk, to make sure I have registered the confidentiality of the conversation.


I have heard both sides. Shay, in love with Easy but fed up he has not proposed, and planning to ‘blow him off’ on the first of January if he does not cough up. Easy, romantically and secretly planning his marriage proposal months in advance. I hope I am still with them when they cross Thorong La.


The overnight rain has taken some of the moisture out of the air although candy-floss mist sticks to the paddy fields. I climb up the steep path, in places built into rock walls, at other times carved under rock overhangs. The valley becomes tighter, a narrow gorge with little direct sunlight. We drink directly from sources, without using water-purification tablets, for there are no longer villages or fields above us. A screen of mist lends a perpetual dream-like ambience to the trek.


Once again the old man carrying the five crates of full Coca Cola bottles leads the way. His calf muscles inflate and deflate. I am thankful for a second day with this silent companion moving slowly in front of me. He sucks in air and blows it out forcefully with each step, like a steam engine. I imitate him. With each step he straightens the leg, and pauses, for a fraction of a second, allowing a brief but deliberate respite. The technique, learnt over a lifetime of bearing heavy loads on his back, functions well, as I adapt the way in which I walk, to his. I imitate his methodical style, his rhythmic breathing, and soon I become him. But his bare feet are thick with calluses patterned with deep cracks like an elephant’s foot. My feet are encased in Italian leather and cushioned with Vibram soles.


The landscape changes. Scarcer villagers, fewer rice paddy fields. Terraces are planted with maize and barley. Increasing numbers of Tibetan refugee settlements are apparent as they colonise the Himalayan foothills. The gentle slopes of hillsides give way to steep-sided mountains. Strangely, there seem to be fewer foreigners.


The tops of the mountains loom high on either side of the hand-carved pathways and staircases creeping along this historic route, which traders from Manang and Tibet have followed for centuries, efficiently expediting cargoes through apparently impenetrable mountains.


At a wayside bhaati, Easy spreads out the ‘Around Annapurna’ map and imitates a mad cartographer. ‘Mmm. Let’s see,’ he says maniacally as he scratches his dishevelled head. ‘Put a couple of contours here.’ He draws imaginary contour lines on the map. ‘And a few more there, and several here, there a few dozen, and hey, let’s be totally crazy and throw in a couple hundred there just for good measure.’ He draws a confusion of imaginary contour lines over the route we have just come up. ‘There! That should slow those suckers down.’


Dal bhaat is served. No utensils are provided, we use our fingers to eat. Easy eats with his left hand. ‘Definitely not cool eating with your left hand Easy. Bad etiquette. And you know why as well as I do,’ Shay teases him.


‘I’m a south-paw.’


‘Easy,’ Shay continues, ‘It is bad manners to eat with your left hand. ‘“When in Rome, do as the Romans do”. We are in Nepal and the Nepalese eat with their right hands.’


Easy switches, struggling to maintain the same dexterity. His elbow sticks out awkwardly at right angles as he fumbles to get food into his mouth, daubing his face and emerging beard in rice and lentils.


Insignificant, we weave our way through the cloud-congealed Himalayas, Easy and Shay once again leaving me behind as I struggle under my heavier burden. A rock outcrop rises vertically a thousand metres, like a giant monolith, on either side of which lie deep gorges. I could gently cast a pebble and have it land in the valley bottom. But instead of standing stupidly on the edge to lob stones into the crack, I cringe and hug the inner walls of the path. When it starts to drizzle I shelter lonely under a rock overhang, fearful of slipping on the outwardly sloping wet rocks into the fissure looming below.


Further up, the gorge unexpectedly peters out into a wide valley and without the rumbling of the river, there is a pervasive silence. I have entered a peaceful dale, enclosed by vertical mountains which are covered in lush vegetation of bamboo, pines and, where the mountain is too steep, a vibrant green moss. Shangri La.


A stream in the valley runs so calmly on the flat valley bottom, it forms a slow-flowing lake. It feels unnatural to shuffle one’s feet on unimpeded horizontal ground. There is no accompanying thundering rumble of the river, or of rushing waterfalls in narrow gorges. A breeze wafts gently, neither hot nor cold, swirling the mist in no particular direction. Horses graze peacefully on thick grass. I walk through a Buddhist commemorative monument straddling the path, a chorten, and spin the prayer wheels of the inner walls in a clockwise direction as I pass by.


‘Welcome to Manang District’ a sign greets at the entrance to the village of Tal. The architecture differs from anything we have seen so far. Stone buildings, low and flat, with large riven wood shingles on horizontal roofs held down by boulders. Yak skulls adorn the entranceways.


At the far end of the village I ask three hippie-clad trekkers, two long-haired boys and a girl sitting on a bench in a courtyard, ‘Have you seen an American couple pass by?’


‘How should we know?’ Their accents and attitude exude German hostility.


Easy’s voice proclaims, before I take umbrage, ‘We’re up here. There is one big bed for Shay, you and myself.’


I strip and wash myself under the freezing waters from a tap in the garden, then stroll around the village. A waterfall tumbles a hundred metres over the cliff-face onto the angled wooden blades directly powering a grinding mill-stone. Beside a nearby chorten at the edge of a shallow depression at the foot of the falls, three ghostly yak, their thick, shaggy coats silvery with the spray from the falls, feed silently on beaded grass.


Evening. We sit around the dining table lit by pressure lanterns. The family live in this one room, centred around a fire in the middle of the floor. Against the far wall are beds, covered in Tibetan carpets, doubling as sofas. Another wall is dominated by a cabinet hewn from heavy planks riven and smoothed with a hand adze. Cats and dogs, including a huge Tibetan mastiff, relax in the room with us.


The bhaati owner’s daughter asks me, ‘Pen?’


‘No pen,’ I reply.


‘Sweetie?’ she persists.


‘No.’


The youngster methodically interrogates each one of us for pens, sweeties, rupees. Giving up on us, the little girl hangs a clear plastic bag on a nail of a supporting beam. We can see inside the bag a collection of some thirty pens. Taking our lead from Easy, imitating her pleading voice, we stretch out our hands and demand, ‘One pen, one pen’. She coyly grabs the bag and hides them behind her back and retreats to her bed on the other side of the room to continue her homework, the bag discreetly placed behind her. Easy joins her and asks her plaintively, ‘Pen?’ She shakes her outstretched palm vigorously in his face and continues to write in her book, ignoring his pleas, ‘Pen, pen?’


Finally she says, without looking up, ‘One pen six rupees.’ She leaves the offer open, take it or leave it.


‘No six rupees, one pen,’ Easy counters. ‘Twenty rupees three pens.’ Her younger brother sitting on the end of the bed, who has been studiously ignoring us, looks up sharply: a business deal in the making. He sidles up to his sister.


She has automatically supposed Easy has come up with an unacceptable counter-offer, and without bothering to do the calculation, shakes her head vigorously, waving her hand negative, her nose buried in her notebook, a cultivated air of indifference, waiting for Easy to accept her original offer.


Her little brother is no slouch. He multiplies, adds and subtracts, rupees signs jingling in his eyes. He mentally checks his computation, and desperately pokes his sister in her side with his elbow and whispers vehemently to her, undoubtedly explaining Easy’s offer of twenty rupees for three pens is more than six rupees per pen. Before she has fully grasped the situation Easy says, ‘OK, no pen.’


Her eyes widen when she realises the almost unforgivable mistake she has made. A Manangbhot trader-in-training outwitted by a foreigner. ‘Yes,’ she says, belatedly, ‘three pens twenty rupees.’


‘No,’ Easy replies rascally, enjoying this, ‘No pen.’


‘Yes pen.’ She nods her head vigorously, and her brother pulls out three of the most chewed pens she has. ‘Three pens twenty rupees possible,’ she offers generously.


Easy shakes his extended hand in front of her face, and walks back to the dining table. ‘No pen.’


She follows him to the table with her little brother, trying to close the deal. Eventually she gives up. It is not easy to get the better of a Manangbhot, even if they are only seven and eleven years old.


The three unfriendly Germans enter the room. We occupy the only table. They ignore us and sit huddled on a bench looking at a map. Easy asks them to join us. They decline. Easy, never one to give up an opportunity to make new friends offers them his chair, saying, ‘Where’re you guys heading tomorrow?’


Without looking up, they reply, ‘We don’t know.’


‘Hey, what kind of Germans are you?’ Easy asks in feigned surprise.


Fortunately, dessert arrives. ‘Here, have some pie,’ he proffers. He holds out the apple-pie enticingly to them. ‘Try it. It’s good. You’ll like it.’ They cannot resist and each takes a large bite, decimating the dessert.


We are all quite giddy and light-hearted when we go upstairs to our dormitory. Stuffed in the room with two English girls and Yanzeh, an American from Hawaii, we are like little kids at a summer camp, with about the same mentality. In turn we tell the scariest stories we know until there is a pounding on the wooden planks separating our dormitory from the Germans’ room.


The German girl’s heavily accented voice filters between the planks dividing our sleeping quarters, ‘Please, can you stop telling stories? There are nine so far, and I am translating each one of them. I cannot sleep if I am translating stories.’


Easy whispers, ‘Anyone know any scary stories in German?’


We giggle ourselves to sleep.





 


Tal-Bagarchap.


Shay meditates beside the chorten, umbrella above her for protection from the spray of the falls. The three silver-beaded yak lie ghost-like in the wet grass. Yanzeh is stewing a pot of marijuana tea while executing yoga contortions on his mat. Easy is either meditating or sleeping upright on the end of our bed. With Easy, you never know. The two English girls have gone. The Germans are still translating our stories or catching up on their lost sleep.


Our secret valley appears locked in at both ends. Where we entered, a white tuft sneaks over the lip into our secluded hollow. The gorge we ascended yesterday must be dense with clouds. At the other end of the valley, it is impossible to see where we will exit, the walls on either side are sealed tight.


As we prepare to leave, the bhaati girl hovers around our rooms like a magpie, waiting for us to depart, so she can check the floors and beds for pens, sweeties, rupees and priceless diaries. I carefully count my notebooks before putting them in my pack.


I follow behind Shay and Easy, and tell them, ‘The view reminds me of the Canadian Rockies; high mountains devoid of human habitation, pine trees, puffy-white clouds in a blue sky.’


They look at the sky-high mountains as they walk, then Shay turns around, stopping, blocking the path. ‘Andrew, do you feel like a Canadian?’


‘Sometimes. Memories of Canada when I lived there for a year as a ten-year old seem so different from the Canada I left a couple of years ago. That’s one reason why Norway seems so attractive. The changes don’t seem so overwhelming. There’s more a sense of continuity. On the other hand, it’s so homogenous a country it isn’t so easy to assimilate into, as it is for immigrants to North America.’ We continue walking, admiring the lofty heights.


‘I remember Wenche, when we were climbing in the Canadian Rockies, asked me if I wasn’t proud. “Of what?” I replied. “Of these mountains.” The question didn’t make sense to me. I didn’t feel I could feel proud of the mountains. They weren’t mine. It was a concept I didn’t understand. I was happy such mountains existed on earth, but proud wasn’t the right word. But the Norwegians, they are proud of their mountains.’


We pass the last of the bamboo and palm trees at a waterfall. The closed-off valley marks the transition of one climatic zone and the beginning of another. We are moving into the rain-shadow of the Himalayas. Despite the fresher temperatures, Easy still wears only flip-flops on his blistered feet.


By the time I reach Bargachap, Easy has already found a lodge where we have our own bedroom cubicles. I strip out of my sweat-drenched clothes and take a cold shower. As I towel myself dry in the privacy of my coop with a view over the terraced fields, I watch zopkios, a cross-breed between cows and yak, feeding in the brown fields below the bhaati. They are bigger than cows, their coats thicker, horns longer, and the easiest give-away, they have shaggy tails. Some almost look like massive yak, others more like scrawny cows. Their munching is audible from the room, as they chew dry maize stalks.


A man, his wife and daughter, collect the dry stalks and heap them onto a blazing bonfire, the rising heat-waves plainly visible. Blue-brown smoke billows over the fields. The child stands still, her hands outstretched like a scarecrow. Smoke gyrates around her, as if she were creating a disturbance, although she is not moving. She remains motionless, the smoke enveloping her, whirling and twisting and turning about her form, as if she were the source. It is a strange apparition, almost supernatural.


Waiting for dinner, Easy pulls out the defaced ‘Around Annapurna’ map and lays it out on the table to examine, providing us with comforting representation on a smaller scale of what we have walked. Easy assumes his familiar manic look. ‘We should have a First Fold Celebration. We’ve crossed the first horizontal fold on the map. We can have celebrations every time we cross a vertical or horizontal fold, and a really big one when we hit the centrefold.’


In the privacy of my own room, I lie down and think about why I have come on this pilgrimage. Wenche has written several notes sealed in envelopes to be opened during the trip. I open one, chosen at random.


‘Remember, the way is more important than the goal.’


It is almost as if she had been there to remind me.


Like the fumes enveloping the sorceress girl in the midst of the churning smoke-filled field, unharnessed thoughts gyrate around me wildly.





 


Bagarchap-Bhratang.


A cock crows as I doze, a reminder I am in the countryside, in the Third World, where cocks wander free and crow with the dawn. Opening my eyes, but still ensconced in the warmth of my sleeping bag, I see the mountains framed through the window, tinged by the sunrise for the first time. They seem so close and yet so high and rise so steeply they block from sight the loftier, snow-covered Himals which must be somewhere all around us too. The light is intense. The clouds have gone and the sky is clear in the crisp morning light. The freshness of the day is all-pervasive, as if we have been reborn. Even my thought processes seem to have cleared overnight.


In the kitchen the boy-owner has started a fire in the oven. I sit in front of it, alternately drinking from a hot cup of milk tea and holding my palms out to the open flames to warm them. Large chunks of firewood are thrown in and soon there is a glow of burning embers, but the kitchen remains cold.


I ask the owner, ‘What are the names of the mountains around us?’


‘Just hills,’ he replies and shrugs off my question.


Just hills. We are now almost at two-thousand metres. The ‘Just Hills’ as he describes them, must be well over three-thousand metres high. Each jagged peak would have its own name back in North America or Europe. Here they are Just Hills, dusted with a frosting of fresh snow, a reminder that winter is around the corner.


Shay and Easy sleep in, taking advantage of the privacy of their own room. I leave them a note saying I have already gone, knowing they will easily catch me up.


Years ago, a Swiss girlfriend told me, using a French expression, ‘Andrew, you are always walking beside your shoes’. Figuratively speaking, my thoughts were always somewhere else, where I wasn’t.


Leaving Bargachap, I deliberately listen to the sounds of the river, and the pad of my footsteps on the ground echoing my heartbeat. During the days my inner and outer beings are gradually falling into a rhythm; the dichotomy between spirit and body disappear. For the time being, there are no external schedules constraining me; no phones, no fax machines, no pagers, no memos, no mobile telephones to distract me from what I am doing. My own inner rhythm dictates my life.


A snow-covered Himal sprawls over the V-cut of the valley, its sheer face of brilliant white snow rising vertically upwards. After a week of walking towards and through the Himalayas under cover of clouds and mist, blocked by surrounding Just Hills, at last a sight of one the Annapurna Himals, Annapurna II, just under eight-thousand metres high.


In an adjacent field two women and a boy bend double to harvest golden-brown barley. The wind catches the tops of the ripened barley in waves, swirling eddied patterns. Behind, a cliff face soars several-hundred metres, divided in two by narrow valleys. I try to take a photograph of the scene to take back home and show others, but the automated camera will not work and I am forced to experience in the present for myself, rather than photograph the view for posterity.


‘Hearty welcome to Chame.’ The banner’s message smacks of Nepalese officialdom which must rank in the same league as the notoriously inefficient Indian bureaucracy. The village of Chame, despite its isolated location high in the mountains, is a distant outpost of the Kathmandu-centred government. A cement chorten topped by a corrugated-tin roof straddles the path. The original copper prayer wheels have been stolen, replaced by empty tins inscribed, instead of prayers, with Sanskrit text of how to prepare instant powdered milk. I am determined to pass through this government outpost quickly. Yet having read about Chame through descriptions of early Western explorers, the village once must have been very attractive. It is sad to witness the changes in this isolated mountain hamlet, exposed to the foibles of its new population of civil servants and the swarms of trekkers buzzing through.


Indo-Aryan offspring of Nepalese Officials with Hindu tikas marking their foreheads, ask me for pens. Tibetan women making carpets, smile at me benignly as I labour by them, around slabs of Tibetan rock-salt stacked against a wall. Despite the Chinese occupation of Tibet and virtual closure of its borders since the nineteen-fifties, the traditional rock salt still threads its way down through the valleys.


‘Chame Shopping Centre’, a wooden shack the size of an outhouse, is presided over by a Hindu who sits cross-legged inside the cramped quarters selling combs, razors, soap, packaged soup, woollen socks, hats, gloves, sweaters, and no doubt, cheap pairs of right-footed flip flops.


The village’s inevitable dog pack singles me out for attention. I nervously wave my bamboo ski-pole at them, an effective Anti-Rabies Device, but this only seems to confirm their suspicions I am an intruder, and they bark and snap at me more viciously. One of the dogs has a tennis ball-sized inflammation sticking out of its anus. The scraggly pack resolves my desire to keep moving.


Getting tired, I also feel the beginning of a headache with the vascular quality inspired by altitude, which is hard to believe, for I am well under three thousand metres. Walking to ‘the next lodge’ unexpectedly takes more than an hour, but the walk through the peaceful pine-needle strewn path compensates for the fatigue I feel.


The village of Bhratang is simply a cluster of a few buildings, preceded by a long mani prayer wall containing stone tablets inscribed with Tibetan text, and a chorten built over the path. Before the Annapurna Circuit was opened up to foreign trekkers, Bhratang was inhabited by ‘Khampa’ refugees.


Long known as unruly rebels and bandits from the Kham province of Tibet, the Khampas were to become Tibet’s last hope for freedom, as the tall and powerfully-built warriors waged a rear-guard action for many years against the occupying forces of the Chinese Communists.


Eventually forced to retreat to bases in Manang and Mustang, internationally recognised as lying within the borders of Nepal, they were protected against retaliation by the Chinese invaders. From these bases, with the support of the Americans, they continued to strike at the Chinese army. But America’s covert support was not so much for Tibet’s freedom as it was part of American strategy to destabilise Communist governments all over the world. And so the Khampas long ago became expendable in America’s dealings with China, when America recognised the Chinese Government in the early 1970’s. With no support from the USA, the Khampa bases in Manang and Mustang became redundant as staging points for guerrilla raids into Tibet. Huddled in villages like Bhratang, paranoid of possible Chinese reprisals, the Khampas melted further south, away from the border.


Snuggled on the valley floor of the Marsyangdi Khola, dominated by towering mountain peaks on all sides, the quiet loneliness and desolation of Bhratang lends a certain atmosphere worthy of its colourful background as a guerrilla stronghold. Sadly, the hamlet now has the appearance of a ghost town; just another footnote to Tibet’s final death throes against their Chinese invaders.
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