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PART ONE


MAKALU, 1989


The Makalu Himal is situated in the Khumbakarna Himal, Nepal, about twelve miles east of Everest. Makalu (8481m) itself is the fifth highest peak after Everest (8848m), K2 (8611m), Kangchenjunga (8598m) and Lhotse (8511m). The main summit is sometimes referred to as Makalu I. Subsidiary peaks of the massif include the South-East Peak (8010m), Chomo Lonzo (7815m), Kangchungtse (Makalu II) (7640m), and Chago (6885m). According to Louis Baume the most probable origin for the name is Maha-kala, meaning in Tibetan ‘The Great Black One’.
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Chapter One


In the Beginning


It might have started in the pub. Most expeditions do. Maybe a chance mention of the mountain led to a beery response. Perhaps this led in turn to increasing enthusiasm, or a position difficult to back down from. One never remembers the details. Suddenly there is an expedition. Expeditions are like the full frontal storms of recent years, no one really knows how or where they start. On a South Pacific island a butterfly flaps its wings in a particular way. And a month later the entire south coast of England is devastated. If the insect had slept two minutes longer, we would have had perfectly clear cold winters, and the best ice climbing this century. There is a theory going the rounds of the popular science magazines that describes this sort of thing. It is all about instability, apparently. The theory calls itself Chaos Theory, and its proponents are known as chaologists. I find this highly descriptive of our expedition … Instability … Chaos.


And then again it might have started with a phone call.


‘Blackspur? Never heard of them.’


‘Sell printers,’ said Andy Fanshawe, Fanny to his friends. ‘Big ones, they buy them second hand, do ‘em up and sell them for mega millions. They’re based here, in Manchester.’


‘And you think they might sponsor us?’


‘Absolutely. We are going to meet the Marketing Director in the morning. You are coming up, aren’t you? See you in Stockport.’


Clunk. Brrrrr. I was still looking at the handset. Speaking with Fanny was sometimes like being run over by a friendly locomotive.


The expedition was originally Mike Woolridge’s idea. The team would not be one team, but four or five pairs of climbers. Base Camp was to be a shared facility. Snell’s Field under Makalu. Should be cheap and cheerful, and the climbers would book enough routes on Makalu to keep everyone occupied without getting in each other’s way. The climbing team consisted of (in no discernible order, of course): Expedition Doctor - Gill Irvine, Hamish Irvine, Ulric Jessop, Andy Fanshawe, Rob Collister, Lindsay Griffin, Mike Woolridge, Calvin Torrans, Stephen Sustad, and myself.


Early in 1989 Mike and Lindsay were climbing in the Karakoram; they spent more time together that winter than they did with their respective spouses, so Fanny and I were left co-ordinating the fund-raising for the expedition.


Though we had booked no less than five different lines on the Makalu massif, the prime objective was the obvious one, the traverse of Makalu, and Stephen Sustad would be our Secret Weapon; he had already climbed to within metres of the summit by the nightmarish South-East Ridge with Doug Scott and Jean Afanassieff. Their version of the South-East Ridge involved dropping into the world’s highest hanging valley, and on retreat, trying to climb out of it again.


‘It’s like having to climb an 8000-metre peak just to get down,’ Steve had said with evident distaste. I had had the greatest difficulty persuading Steve to join the team but he agreed at least to look at the possibility of a traverse in the opposite direction, from north to south. Providing it was just the two of us climbing together. Providing the weather held out. And providing we felt sufficiently acclimatised. A tall order.


Part of the sponsorship package involved taking the media with us. There was a Video Team, Kees t’Hooft and Annette Carmichael.


Kees was one of my oldest friends, a Dutchman who’d settled in Clapham. I don’t need to give a physical description: just think of Tintin, that’s him, only no Snowy. Kees had a good track record for small-scale climbing documentaries, and was at the time at work editing adventure films in Soho. Annette worked for BBC Radio. They planned to shoot video footage of the climbing, with Annette doing the sound as well as Radio pieces. Kees took a copy of his latest video to Blackspur, who were impressed, and said they’d like to have one too. In addition to the video unit we had also acquired a film crew, Peter and Harriet Getzels, a combination guaranteed to increase the potential for entropy.


Fanny had been contacted by Peter Getzels who wanted to make an anthropological film about Sherpas and was looking for a convenient vehicle for this, and our expedition seemed to fit the bill. We explained about Kees and Annette.


‘There will be no conflict,’ Peter had said. ‘They will be living with you; we will be living with the Sherpas.’


‘Also,’ I added, ‘you understand that we are climbing alpine-style, we won’t be using Sherpas as such. Only porters to base. Above Base Camp we’ll be on our own. You won’t be able to show Sherpas climbing with us.’


‘That’s no problem.’


Peter seemed very pleasant, humorous, and well informed on South American subjects. He was keen on the magico-realism of Marquez and Borges. Their South American documentary had won a prize. Good, I thought. We might have intelligent conversation on this expedition after all. Peter had lined up a production company called Passion Pictures who had a guaranteed fifty-minute slot on Channel Four. Our sponsor was ecstatic and everything was hunky-dory. Or so I thought.












 Chapter Two


Monkey Business


In Kathmandu we picked up our Base Camp staff, two cooks, two assistant cooks, a sirdar, Nati, and our Liaison Officer, Mr Khanal of Interpol. All a normal part of the Nepalese conditions of permission. In addition to this the Getzels brought their daughter, Rachel, who in turn brought much joy to our Base Camp, and two nursery assistants, Annie the Nanny, and Tsering the Sherpani. So now there were the ten climbers, the seven media persons, a nutritionist, five Nepalese staff and a Liaison Officer. Already we were feeling the gale from the butterfly wings. We needed food and supplies for two months at base, and then there was the fortnight walk-in each way, three months’ total food. That made about 120 porter loads, but the porters themselves needed food, and the porters carrying the porters’ food needed food too, and so on ad infinitum. Actually not ad infinitum, otherwise Zeno would have been right. But our final porter-load tally was almost as large … 180, though we never had more than 140 porters. Round one to Chaology.


Hamish, Sue and I had flown out a week early to deal with the bureaucracy. Hamish was from Edinburgh. His maths degree had prepared him well for his current job, breeding trout near Aviemore. Hamish had been with Ulric Jessop and Fanny on the traverse of Chogolisa, and like them he was over six foot, full of muscle and horribly fit. Sue Hill made me feel tall, which is some accomplishment. Sue had written to Fanny during the winter. As a student of nutrition, she wanted to see how much food we ate and how much weight we lost during the trip. The result would be her final thesis. We didn’t realise when we agreed to her joining our trip that we’d be filling in food diaries and weighing our intake every day. For although she was small, she was fierce and strict, and it was not in our interests to be caught faking the data.


I said we went out early to battle with the bureaucrats, but we didn’t realise that we were in fact to be battling with the elemental forces of nature. The universal slow-down, after the big bang, was starting in Kathmandu. Entropy was leaking out from the government buildings and slowly spreading across the town. Yes, entropy, the tendency to chaos, state of minimum potential energy. Events happened, if at all, in spasms; with long pauses in between; and had a tendency to unfold very, very slowly.


One by one the other team members arrived in town. We needed help to take on the enemy. Rob Collister, the most patient of the team, delegated himself to the freight clearance. Rob was a leading mountain guide. Patient and persistent, Rob was ideally suited to the task.


I knew that his father, a civil servant, had written a book about the British in Bhutan, and assumed that the Collister children had had a Himalayan childhood, but in fact they grew up in Kenya and Rhodesia. Rob had taken a long time to settle in the Principality of Wales. He stood a little taller than me, and was endowed with a large intelligent head, which became increasingly bearded. I supposed that in the colonial days Rob might have been one of those academic District Commissioners who spoke a dozen local languages and made elegant jokes in Latin and Greek.


Rob had one remaining ambition, to ascend an 8000m peak before growing too old. This was interesting, because his reputation was that of the consummate master of exploratory expeditions to lesser peaks. Rob was a latter-day Shipton; in an interview with the Observer newspaper, for the ‘Mountaineer’s Mountaineer’, Steve Venables had named Rob as his choice for that title. It had been a good choice, I thought.


To get expedition freight out of Customs was bureaucratic trench warfare. If the Indian subcontinent had learned their bureaucracy from the British, they applied it like Russian aparatchiks. Rob had to obtain letters and forms in nineteen-plicate, return them to the Ministry of Tourism, then to the Ministry of Culture, then back to Customs where the forms originated, and then round the circuit again. The Ministry of Culture was an apparently unfinished construction. Offices lined the corridors like monastic cells, cells which contained rickety school desks and piles and piles of paper.


‘Oh no!’ moaned Rob. ‘They’ve sent us back to desk number one again.’


‘How many are there?’


‘Well, I got as far as desk four yesterday.’


It was hot and airless. The functionaries dripped sweat as they laboriously read and reread every scrap of paper we placed before them. Lunch time went by. We would be pushed to make it to Customs the same day.


‘You can enjoy the climbing … ’ – Rob continued an earlier conversation – ‘often in retrospect only, but if you don’t reach the summit it lessens the pleasure. This must be true for all of us.’


‘Well, I think,’ I said, reaching deep into my memories, trying to reconstruct those moments I treasured, ‘I got more pleasure failing to climb Rimo I than topping out on Jitchu Drake.’


Rob looked unconvinced. I went on.


‘Mick Fowler once said that the best climbs are those where you either ‘just’ fail or ‘just’ succeed. It is the struggle that counts. I agree with him; I don’t really have to stand on the top. When I climbed the Eiger, I realised my only climbing ambition. I had wanted to climb that face since I was thirteen years old, probably took up climbing in order to do it. It took me sixteen years. But the moment of elation was immediately followed by a tremendous sense of loss, loss of ambition, loss of direction, loss of … ’


‘Yes, I’ve heard other people say that, but I’ve never felt that myself.’


Sometimes I feel that I am trying to run in thigh-deep treacle. I gave up the attempt, and we fell silent.


At three o’clock we were summoned to see the Acting Assistant Deputy Commissioner, who had a disconcertingly wide squint. Eyeing us both, one with each eye, he said that just as soon as we could produce a letter from Customs, we could receive our import licence.


‘But we’ve already got the forms filled out and signed from the Customs Office. I thought we had finished.’ Rob looked like a man who had just watched his horse come in last.


‘Just a two-line letter, requesting us to issue a licence.’ The Acting Assistant Deputy Commissioner dismissed us with a wave.


‘OK,’ I said, ‘that’s fine, we’ll go to Customs and get another form.’


‘No!’ said the Acting Assistant Deputy Commissioner, his eyes looking both sides of me. ‘You must get a letter!’


This was very interesting. We asked for a letter to Customs to explain to them what sort of letter they should write back to the Acting Assistant Deputy Commissioner. The bureaucratic machine ground to a halt. The Acting Assistant Deputy Commissioner looked distinctly unhappy, something very like exasperation clouded his face. An hour later we were taken to an office Rob had not seen before and presented with several pieces of paper which declared themselves to be Import Licences.


Stephen Sustad arrived in Kathmandu fresh, or I should say, worn out, from Doug Scott’s trip to Rimo, where Steve and Nick Kekus had made the first ascent of Rimo II, and immediately took to bed with some indefinite lurgy. Kees flew in from London still hassling over the film contracts.


Our Liaison Officer arrived at the hotel. Although we were to call him Mister Khanal, he was an Inspector, in the employ of Interpol. Sustad looked up from his copy of Viz.


‘It says here, “Every day make a list of all the things you do and hand it in to the police station, then you will be eliminated easily from their inquiries in the event of a crime.” What about that, Mr Khanal, will that work for us?’ Mr Khanal smiled sadly at Stephen’s sense of humour.


‘So you like to catch criminals?’ I asked, trying to add dignity to the conversation.


‘Oh no! I like to sit behind my desk. I do not like to catch criminals, I send other men to catch criminals. I am a bureaucrat. I have a desk job.’ Mr Khanal grinned happily. He was always smiling, and the world smiled with him. We were to find our Liaison Officer had a heart of pure solid gold.


Peter and Harriet hired their Sherpani. Tsering was in effect an assistant nanny; her job was to carry Rachel during the trek. She was also very pretty, as our sirdar Nati had obviously noticed. Nati was young and smart, with straight black hair, new jeans and dazzling sunglasses, and he always lolled in a slightly more nonchalant way when Tsering appeared.


That summer Kathmandu was a wonderful place to be. Between the expedition jobs, buying, packing and extracting goods from Customs, we found time to enjoy the city. Stephen and I often ate at the Kushi Fuji, a real Japanese restaurant where it was difficult to break the two-pound-a-head barrier. The flavours of Japanese food were as thin and delicious as rarefied mountain air. I sat cross legged on the tatami enjoying a full belly while the monsoon rain drummed on the restaurant roof. Stephen picked over his remaining vegetarian Tempura.


‘Yup,’ he said munching contentedly. ‘Kathmandu. You’re right. It is one of the Great Flesh Pots of the world.’


There was the Old Vienna run by a Swiss and an Austrian. Marco Polo provided Mediterranean fare, Pumpernickel’s had Teutonic breads. There were countless ‘veggie’ restaurants (best avoided), and an equal number of pizza places (avoid like the plague), Korean, Chinese and no less than five Japanese restaurants. There were Indian restaurants, Nepali restaurants, coffee places, safe ice-cream parlours, American breakfast places – in a sentence, everything except English food. Sustad, an expatriate Scandinavian American, claimed there were no English restaurants abroad, anywhere.


I was puzzled. Why had all these immigrants settled here? Some were easy to understand, such as those who remained in Nepal after their military careers, eking out a living on pension and trek organising. But what about the owners of the Old Vienna? They were more Austrian than the Austrians. And what about the legendary Liz Hawley? She was said to be encyclopaedic about Himalayan history. Originating from Chicago, and a former researcher for Fortune magazine, she had been in Nepal twenty years, first as a Reuters stringer, then, when the Nepali government removed her accreditation, working with Mountain Travel.


I had visited her with Kees. Her business card declared her to be a correspondent for a clutch of climbing magazines and journals. Liz was no mountaineer. She considered her relationship to mountaineering as being that of a chronicler. Nothing else. She was not, nor ever had been, interested in climbing for herself. Not even trekking. In fact she rarely went closer to the mountains she wrote about than Kathmandu.


‘Yes,’ she said, smacking her dry lips like a fish gasping for air, ‘two Poles and one Mexican summited Makalu last year. Here is the list of summiteers. Sixty-three in total.’


‘But one of these Poles died on the way down,’ I pointed out.


‘Died? Died? Let me see, list of Expeditions to Makalu – 1988 – Polish – Deaths: one – yes, here it is.’


‘Do you know the mortality rates for the big peaks?’ I was a little bit intrigued; the mistress statistician went on.


‘Two point five per cent for climbers above Base Camp, but I am still having data typed into the computer. When we’re through we’ll be able to produce the figures in greater detail.’


Taking our leave we nearly stepped on a hairy terrier which had been skulking under a coffee table.


‘Mallory! Come here!’ Liz barked as we shut the door behind us.


It was early August, a time when you can buy almost anything in Kathmandu except Vaseline. Vaseline was necessary, said Lindsay, as a leech protective. You worked it with salt and rubbed the goo all over your gaiters; this was meant to keep the little creatures from climbing up your legs. Sustad said leeches were heat seekers. They stood on rocks vertically, the heads bent towards the source of warmth as it passed. When there were several on a rock, I supposed the leeches must resemble a tennis crowd. I had yet to discover whether leeches moved by a series of scissors movements, or by somersaulting. In any case they didn’t crawl, because they used only their heads and tails for locomotion.


It was also mid-monsoon, and the afternoons tended to be wet, but in the mornings we usually ran into Roger Mear. Although his reputation was based on his walk to the South Pole, he was a real mountaineer’s mountaineer with an early winter ascent of the Eiger and the first winter ascent of the Cassin Ridge to his credit. (He was to go on to make a fine alpine-style ascent of Nanga Parbat with Dave Walsh two years later.) The best thing about Roger, though, was that he was the same height as me: I could walk down the streets of Kathmandu with Roger and not feel dwarfed.


Roger and Paul Rose formed the English contingent of the Anglo-American Everest expedition, going round to the Chinese side. With them was Rebecca Stephens, a Sloane Ranger covering the expedition for The Times, who seemed extraordinarily out of place. Surrounded by unwashed climbers, without her twinset and pearls. During the expedition she climbed to 7600 metres, a brilliant feat for a complete beginner. Which all went to prove how deceptive appearances can be. (Rebecca became the first British woman to climb Everest in 1993.)


We were almost ready to leave town, and had a spare day to explore. Kees and I made our only touristic journey in the city. Till then there had only been two kinds of journey from the hotel room, business and food. Tourism was a whole new class of journey. We hired a pair of old black boneshakers with seemingly solid iron wheels. Armed with a tourist map of Kathmandu we became instantly and irretrievably lost. There were bazaars everywhere, all the shop-filled alleys looked exactly the same. We found ourselves on the outskirts of town, under a small hill on top of which stood a glistening white and gold gompa. Cycling in Kathmandu is just as arbitrary as casting yarrow stalks; we had not meant to come here, but perhaps we had been guided. This was the Monkey Temple. Two hundred and fifty stone steps, steep and worn, climbed straight up to the temple gates. Small shrines bordered the stairway holding offerings of petals and ochre powder. The monkeys, no larger than domestic cats, chattered and fidgeted while we laboured on the steps. Two hundred and fifty steep steps is a long way, equivalent to twenty tower-block floors. We were puffing like pensioners on arrival, but the climb had its reward. We found ourselves in a complex of shrines, gold-plated stupas and whitewashed chortens. Butter lamps, and copper prayer cylinders burnished with use, were arranged around the central stupa in sentry boxes. Monkeys and Italian tourists (a coach must have just arrived) overran the place. Pilgrims laid food in the laps of the Buddhas, which the monkeys promptly removed. The monkeys here lead a secure and fecund life. Several of them had hamster-sized babies clinging to their breasts.


There was a droning noise from behind a chorten which turned out to be a monk performing a puja before a shrine, scattering rice and spices into small dishes. Hum-drone-Om-Mani-Padme-Hum-drone. He rang a brass handbell and added butter to the lamps. Black and shiny, the prayer beads rippled through his left hand. Incense and sandalwood perfumed the slight breeze. Behind the monk, the sun, as sharp as a Chirico, split the whitewashed chortens into abstract shapes, broken only by a flurried speckle of rock doves disturbed by the monkeys. Beneath the temple on the steep hillside, troops of tumbling monkeys played in a grove of acacia. And down below the trees was Kathmandu, a town about the size of Hyde Park, spread out in the afternoon light under a blanket, a haze of hearth smoke.


Somewhere in that haze, Stephen was offered a shoeshine. He always wore trainers, and had never been accosted by a shoeshine before. This was a completely new experience.


‘How much?’ he asked.


‘Ten rupees.’ It was about twenty pence.


‘OK,’ said Stephen. ‘You shine your own shoes, I’ll watch.’


Stephen paid the money and sat down. The man carefully unpacked an old wooden box. He put out a bottle of spirit the colour of blood, then unwrapped a scrubbing brush which had lost most of its hairs. Stephen bummed a spare beedie from the shoeshine and watched him buff his own shoes. ‘He did a real good job. He found it amusing. I found it amusing.’


The next day the team embarked on the expedition bus. We were heading for one of those horrible Himalayan twenty-four-hour journeys that never find their way into literature.












 Chapter Three


To the Barun Valley


There was a truck for the loads, and a dilapidated bus with flea-infested seat cushions for the team. It took all day to load the truck. After five hours of bumping, grinding and swinging through hairpin bends out of Kathmandu, the infernal machine stopped at a smoke-blackened chai house where a green parrot squawked in Nepali until the cook gave it a red chilli to eat. The parrot held the pepper in one claw, crunching the fruit and chattering. I looked closely at the bird to see if it showed any signs of the searing pain that eating the chilli would have produced in me. No. No weeping eyes, no gasping for water. Strange.


I clutched the tiny enamel cup of sweet tea and watched two bantams screech and tear at each other with their karate heel-hooks, till one of them noticed a spillage of rice on the ground and began pecking. The other cock followed suit and in an instant the enemies were table mates. They were almost flattened as a bus-load of Catalan climbers arrived at the chai house, also bound for Makalu and racing us to Hille. The first expedition always got the pick of the porters.


We tried to sleep overnight in the bus; it was impossible. We might as well have been inside a tumble dryer. Even at night the air was hot and the flea bites had begun to itch. By morning we had left the plains of Nepal, the Terai, and had begun the long haul up into the foothills. We were heading for the Arun valley in east Nepal. Our route was to follow the lower reaches of this ancient stream.


From the Kangshung Glacier, under the East Face of Everest, the Kama Chu flows clockwise round the Makalu massif, cutting a deep gorge through the mountains to become, once across the border, the Arun river. As the mountains grew, so the river cut deeper, preserving a pattern of flow that predated the headlong and reckless crash of India into Asia, one of the few rivers to traverse the Himalaya.


As the sun rose the temperature inside the vehicle soared. It was more comfortable to ride with the luggage on top of the bus. Ulric discovered this possibility when a flapping tarpaulin needed fixing and the driver, laughing maniacally, could not be persuaded to stop.


The road ended in a muddy street lined with dark, sinister shop fronts and fly-filled chai houses. Hille. When the awful bus rattled in, the clouds parted briefly, long enough for Mike to see Makalu 100 miles away. Five miles high and ten miles wide. Had I seen it, I would have turned for home there and then.


The Catalan team had arrived at Hille before us. Their bus driver must have been even more lunatic than ours. Mike, Fanny, and Mr Khanal made a deal with their opposite numbers to fix the porter rates at 50 rupees per day, with a day’s advance per porter. Two hours later the Catalan had settled at a daily rate of 60 rupees, with an advance payment of 150. Of course, we had to follow suit, and I saw Mike calculating on a sheet of paper. ‘That’s going to cost us another £200,’ he said.


Our official head porter was a twenty-year-old called Pasang, who had the air of a well-mannered but slightly ineffectual junior officer. The man who made the whole thing work was Lapka Dorji, whom we had originally hired as a mail runner; he organised the men like an NCO. But they needed each other: Lapka couldn’t write in English, and Pasang was reasonably fluent.


Meanwhile Kees was being educated by Ravindra Singh, a teacher of science who had been visiting Chainpur. Kees, a keen student of the Vedas, wondered if the visit could have been a possible pilgrimage. I looked on with interest.





Kees: Where do you teach?


RS: Solu Kumbhu, I teach in Solu.


Kees: Why were you in Chainpur?


RS: Yes, in Chainpur, then in Changwan.


Kees: But why?


RS: Why?


Kees: Yes, why in Chainpur?


RS: Then I go to Changwan and reach there at two o’clock .


Kees: But what reason did you have for visiting Chainpur?


RS: Reason? Ah, reason?


Kees: Reason – In – Chainpur? (He could not have put it more clearly, or slowly either.)


RS: Buddhism.


Kees: Buddhism? (Intriguing!)


RS: Because reason in Chainpur is Buddhism. Reason in Hille is Hindu. Reason in Changwan is Hindu. My reason is Hindu. Your reason is?


If it was difficult to sleep on the bus, it was almost worse in Hille. The so-called hotel was basic, and infested, but that was not the problem. We were used to that. What really surprised me was the rampaging pack of mongrels who began to howl and terrorise the street after dark. Sustad referred to them affectionately as ‘disco dogs’ but I noticed that he did not risk going out for a pee.


Then just as I fell asleep, there was the most god-awful noise. I awoke dreaming that a rusty cow was refusing to be slaughtered, but it was only the local lama and his assistants blowing on horns and dispelling evil spirits at each door. ‘The last time we were here the lamas banged their drums all night,’ said Sustad. I wondered if in some way he embodied the evil spirit they were trying to ward off.


We were already outflanked on the daily porter rates, but the men of Hille had an even better scam. Not only did they play off the expeditions in town against each other, but there was the giant-Korean-expedition-arriving-next-day trick. The Koreans would be needing no less than 600 porters, and if we did not settle with the Hille contractors at a favourable price, we’d get no porters at all. ‘It’s just like the stock market,’ said Calvin. ‘We’ll have to start a counter-rumour. How about the-Korean-expedition-permit-has-just-been-cancelled?’ Soon after this particular rumour began to circulate, our first porters announced themselves.


My job for the morning was to note the name and village of each of our prospective porters. I was struck by the variety of ethnic groups. Some described themselves as ‘tribes’; these groups were mostly Hindu, and included the Rai, Chetri, Bishukarma and Bavus. The Buddhist groups tended to describe themselves as a ‘people’; they included Sherpa, Bhotia and Tamang. The Newari men described themselves to me as being either Buddhist or Hindu or both or neither. Each man I asked gave a different reply. I couldn’t quite make it out, perhaps they thought it was fun to tease us. Ulric had his own theory, thereby revealing the bizarre world inside his head.


‘The uncertainty principle states that if you know they are Newari, you can’t know what religion they are, and the converse must be that if you do know what religion they are, you can’t be certain they are Newari.’ He paused a moment, leant his head to one side and said, ‘Have you asked all the others if they know they are not Newari?’


Meanwhile Stephen pointed to Annie the Nanny and Tsering walking through the village holding hands. ‘It looks like Nati is out of luck,’ said Stephen, observing the first rule of gossip: always leap to conclusions.


From Hille we walked for three days along the river banks, a walk which Hugh Swift’s Trekker’s Guide describes as unpleasantly hot and humid, so hot, in fact, that in order to sleep, we were forced to take midnight swims and lie naked on the river banks under damp towels. In this part of the Arun valley, the Rai villages resembled the Malayan kampongs of my childhood, and the women wore spectacular nose and ear jewellery.


There were chai stops every half-hour at first. Here the Rais were dark-skinned Hindus. They lived in simple dwellings, framed with two-storey-high poles. Americans call this system of building balloon framing. The roof was a thatch made from rice stalks. An open-weave bamboo matting formed the walls. The ground floor was defined, like a kampong, only by the stilts, and provided rudimentary shelter from sun and rain for the animals. The living area was raised an arm’s reach above the head and supported on round beams.


This is the archetype, and exists at the 500-metre altitude. Above 1000 metres, on the ridges above the river, the bamboo matting at first-floor level is covered with mud to give it a little weather resistance. At 2000 metres the open ‘ground floor’ area acquires weather resistant wattle and daub. Finally at the highest villages the space between the posts is filled with dry-stone walling.


The base of the Arun is too hot for leeches, but above 2000 metres is prime leech country. As the path climbed higher the chai stops became rarer, and Mani wall and prayer flags indicated the Buddhism of the population. At the village of Bhotibas we found Ongyal our cook being scolded by his mother. When he saw us he looked studiously away from her, and talked to us pretending his mother was just some woman passing by. But they were in fact standing at the entrance to the family house and to Ongyal’s obvious embarrassment his mother brought out chang. All round his house bright green rice terraces were cascading down the hillsides; transient vapour clouds drifted through the narrow valleys. We took time to watch the view, stunned. So beautiful. What a place to live. No television, no videos. No Walkman, for me at least. I wanted to hear the sounds of the forest. At night I lay awake and listened to the rain on the tent, the distant torrent and the wind in the trees.


The fourth day stage, to Chichila, was to take the team six hours, and the load carriers ten hours. The path ran through jungle for a few miles, then out into slash-and-burn territory again. The burnt zone was fended off with bamboo matting and turned over to grazing. Later the tree stumps would be grubbed up and the hillside terraced for agriculture. Although the forest, and all it contained, was thereby reduced, there did not seem to be much obvious evidence of soil erosion. There were few scars on the Arun valley hillsides, and the few landslides I did see looked to have occurred in uncut jungle.


The monsoon was enjoying a vigorous day when the team reached Chichila. It was like standing under a tap. But the path through the forest had been on red clay, and this thixotropic material turned to soap when wet. Several load bearers were caught out in the rain and the dark. Hamish and Ulric organised a rescue party.


The porters were two kilometres back, in the darkest part of the jungle. Ulric decided this was the moment to try out the porters’ head-strap method of carrying loads; he would have gone out barefoot had we not stopped him. He strode out into the night. Hamish was still trying to call him back when there was a loud, and distressingly long, crashing sound accompanied by a wonderful variety of colourful oaths; Ulric was dragged head first by his load through the steep and leech-infested undergrowth. Even when we got Ulric out of the black jungle, muddy, bruised and hung about with leeches, he refused to accept that for us Europeans, using a rucksack might be simpler.


The fifth stage, from Num to Shedowa, was famous. It was both the shortest day and the hardest. It involved a horizontal distance of a mile. You could easily see the other village, but the two were separated by a gorge a mile deep. On the long climb up to Shedowa, Kees and Ulric tried to gauge their progress by reference to Num. It never seemed to work, the next hour always took two, the next thirty minutes took an hour. At length Kees announced:


‘You never are as high as you think you are.’


‘Then it follows,’ said Ulric, ‘that if you are as high as you think, you must have underestimated the distance.’


Walking up to Shedowa we were in Sherpa country. Here at last was virgin rain forest. Here too we met Annie who was in tears. The path up to Shedowa was steep and long, and Tsering was slowing down, so Annie offered to carry Rachel for Tsering, but was told by Harriet that would be patronising, and that Annie was being too macho. Moreover, Harriet had added, Annie was corrupting the Sherpa culture with lesbianism.


Beyond Shedowa was Navagon, a sub-village of Tashigon. This was where our head porter lived. Pasang’s house had been built by Chetri builders from Khanbari. Pasang explained: ‘Sherpa people not so good with big houses, not thinking good … ’ He tapped his head. Pasang’s family paid 5000 rupees (about £100, though English money doesn’t really translate in a self-sufficient society) for the structure, but provided the labour themselves. So there was a caste-system for building in the Arun alley. I am told that in Khumbu the Sherpas do their own building.


Over the fireplace a wooden trellis for smoking meat shone black with accumulated tar in the lasers of sunlight which speared the smoke. A fifteen-year-old girl, who looked nine, helped Pasang’s sister prepare chang. The girl was the daughter of a poor neighbour, and had been indentured for five years in exchange for a payment of 500 rupees.


After the chang, which was warm and sour, Pasang went to the gompa and there Pasang’s father and half a dozen other lamas were conducting a white puja. Pasang’s father was the head lama. The Sherpa lamas appeared not to have shaved at all. Their hair was tied into a thick matted pony-tail, up to a metre long. The white puja was, Pasang said, the third and final puja after a death. The deceased had been an eighty-year-old woman. The assembled inhabitants of Navagon had been performing the puja for the last twenty-four hours with only chang and a clear white spirit, raksi, for sustenance. The raksi was delicious, but I couldn’t quite place the familiar taste, so took another bowl. And after several more bowls I was able to identify the resemblance; it was like very strong sake, or perhaps vodka. No, I couldn’t be sure; another bowl please.


The row of lamas rang brass hand bells and droned prayers from rolled scriptures, throwing spices occasionally at the butter lamps. The chang and raksi had begun to take their toll. One of the lamas was asleep and had fallen sideways against Pasang’s father. Back in her own house, Pasang’s mother was nursing a very sore head. Pasang and I staggered back up to Tashigon.


Fortunately it was not far to Tashigon, the last permanent habitation on our trek. But the path lay through leech jungle which put our various remedies to the test. Lindsay had smeared salted Vaseline on his legs, Nati marinaded his in chilli sauce while Lapka painted his thick bare legs with bright orange Sherpa tobacco, which comes in damp sachets, and is probably the world’s most foul-smelling substance. Something like canned skunk. Nothing worked; we all streamed with blood.


Gill Irvine, our extremely sanguine expedition doctor, declared the bites to be harmless, provided we avoided infection. Where do they train them? I mean how is it that all expedition doctors I have ever known seem to have had a compassion-ectomy?


Tashigon was the last village in the fortnight trek. We had covered almost half the 150 kilometres in distance and in time. Here we were due to change the valley porters for mountain porters, in other words, to swap our mixed retinue of Hindus and lowland Buddhists for highland Sherpas. This was the tradition, the alternative was to suffer a porter strike. Or so we were told. We had the benefit of both.


We blamed the Catalan effect on market forces again. For a while things looked ugly, sticks were waved, but the angry porters were directing their gestures at Lapka and Nati, not us. When the ululation at last died down our kitchen staff, who were mostly Sherpas, held a song and dance, and produced six enormous kettles of chang. Sustad got horribly drunk and forced us all to dance, but he paid for it with a sore head that made him look like Pasang’s mother. In the morning Mike took one look at him and said:
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