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INTRODUCTION


Most major cities around the world stand below 50m (164ft) above sea level: New York and London are about 10m (33ft); Mumbai is below 20m (66ft); Tokyo, Paris and Cairo are about 40m (130ft); Sydney is below 5m (16ft) and Amsterdam is below 0m (0ft). In the faraway snow-land of Nepal, at over 5,000m above sea level, a city is reborn every year. This is Everest Base Camp – a tent-city standing on a glacier, where hundreds of people from all corners of the earth huddle up for most of the spring. Their destination, the highest point on earth, stands another several hundred metres higher, at 8,848.86m (29,031.69ft).


More than two-thirds of all those gathered in this tent-city belong to the Sherpa community, a Himalayan ethnic group of Nepal, numbering more than 150,000 in population. While most people are already exhausted by the time they reach Base Camp, Sherpas, who spearhead all the expeditions to the top of the world, are still surprisingly energetic and the sight of Sherpas fluttering in all directions is enough to fuel the oxygen-starved muscles of aspiring summiteers.


While some of the Sherpas will be seen cooking in makeshift kitchens, others will be training the foreign climbers, communicating in broken English. A few others will depart Base Camp to carry oxygen and other supplies to the higher camps; some will be planning their ascent; some will be seen praying to God in their local language; while others will be giving the much-needed physical and psychological impetus to a group of climbers about to begin an expedition.


On the way to the summit, Sherpas are the climbers’ guardians, in charge of time and space. For their foreign clients, a Sherpa is their eyes on the mountain and, depending on the need, Sherpas become the climbers’ weather experts, technicians and medics…and anything else needed for survival. In scenarios where a Sherpa senses a threat to the well-being of the expedition, he may even become the toughest boss one can imagine. It is a combination of all these traits that makes Sherpas, Sherpas.


This book is about these Sherpas, whose stories and role in mountaineering is largely untold. How do they function at the edge of life and death? Is it only due to their geographical and genetic benefits, or is there much more to it than that? What is at stake for these humble people? And what does it take for a normal human being to risk their life to make someone else’s dream come true? This book seeks to answer these questions.


Those answers are abstract, dramatic and full of life. In telling these stories of extraordinary successes, and also failures and deaths, we will deal with a variety of ranges: the range of time – from as early as the first-generation climbing Sherpas in the 1930s and 1940s; the range of geography – covering key Sherpa hubs, from Khumbu to Rolwaling, and Makalu to Darjeeling; and, finally, the range of strange characters and their emotions, that can often feel like those from fairy tales. Through these characters, we present the Sherpas’ oral history, their life and culture, myths and religions. This book takes you straight to the mountains, and into the homes and heads of the Sherpas.





Chapter 1



FOOTPRINTS


Spring, 2019.


As with any other Mount Everest1 expedition, Tendi’s test as a Sherpa really began when he and his sole client left the relative safety of their tent in Camp 4 and plunged into the ‘death zone’. Camp 4 is the last point on Everest where climbers can spend the night in a tent. Its flat space can accommodate a few hundred climbers with ‘no risk of any avalanche’. It is also the point where high-altitude porters leave food, extra oxygen bottles and other supplies in preparation for an expedition.


Above Camp 4, where the death zone begins, there is nothing but hurdle after hurdle strewn with the footprints of those who have made the attempt before.


‘One night of struggle between Camp 4 and the summit always feels like a lifetime to me,’ Tendi told us.


Tendi Sherpa, an internationally-certified mountain guide, who has been on the summit of Everest (8,848.86m, 29,032ft) 14 times already by 2022, was guiding a 60-year-old American climber during one of the busiest periods the mountain had ever seen. On the face of it, his challenge was simple: to make sure that he and his client did not end up dead on the mountain.


But how can anyone ensure anything in the ‘death zone’, at an elevation of over 8,000m (26,247ft) above sea level? The air does not have enough oxygen and any extended stay deteriorates bodily functions. Add to that the unpredictable wind and snow patterns, and climbers are left with severely impaired reactions – any miscalculation of even a single step can easily lead to death.


Try to imagine yourself struggling to push your body to the limit, when your heart feels like it is exploding and yet its pumping is barely enough to supply your oxygen-starved muscles. Even the supplementary canisters of oxygen are no magic solution. With every available resource, including the bottled oxygen, all that you can manage is to keep your body barely alive and still standing on your feet.


As the clock ticked past 9pm, Tendi and his client took steady steps along the 250-m (820-ft) vertical rock wall called the Triangular Face. Just above Camp 4, the sight of countless climbers’ headlamps flickering on the steep mountain walls in all directions made it appear as if stars had fallen on the snow. The moon that evening was wide and bright when viewed from Base Camp, but the climbers up in the heavens could hardly see it, as thick fog, mixed with wind-blown snow particles, floated over their heads. As they walked on, their bodies were steadily warming up, although just thinking about the possibility that they might actually step onto ‘the roof of the world’ the next morning, sent chills down their spines.


It is not surprising that, with the climbers’ excitement and keen motivation, honed through years of preparation, emotional investment in their dreams and material investment in resources, no one on the trail that night had any interest in the mystical atmosphere, the moon or the stars.


Just a few hundred metres away from their tents in Camp 4, Tendi and his client were already barely talking to each other; their breathing was starting to get heavy and they could feel their heartbeats in their throats. Their only mission was to get just a little further ahead. When climbing Everest, this is all you can think of.


The screeching of crampons on the rock and the sound of jumars moving over ropes in the climbing line mixed with the rhythm of the climbers’ heavy panting. The windy snow slapped across their bodies and along the face of the mountain.


Tendi and his client crossed paths with some climbers who were just about to arrive at Camp 4 after scaling Everest. Tendi knew that they were running late and wondered what might have caused their delay. They looked to him like experienced climbers.


The time between 6 and 9am offers the best window for arrival at the summit. Summits made after 12pm are generally riskier because the winds become stronger in the afternoon. After reaching the summit, climbers should head back down to Camp 4 as soon as possible, to avoid any danger. For moderately skilled climbers, Camp 4 is four hours away from the top.


Tendi could feel the gravity of the ticking clock.


*


After about one and a half hours of difficult climbing on the Triangular Face, they came across a climber from Mumbai – Sharad Kulkarni – who was completely disorientated and distraught.


Sharad and his wife, Anjali, had separated in the climbing line while ascending Everest. Though Sharad managed to reach the summit, Anjali couldn’t make it and, while heading down from the ‘Balcony’, had slipped several metres from the main line and couldn’t be found. The Balcony is a brief resting place between Camp 4 and the South Summit of Everest, offering magnificent views of the lower peaks.


Sharad, who was several climbers ahead of Anjali, had been making unheeded appeals for the other climbers to pause their descent and help his wife, because he believed she was still alive. Tragically, her dead body was stranded in the snow, several metres above him on the same stretch. Sharad was utterly exhausted and devastated. For him, there was no last goodbye. Now Anjali was stuck forever somewhere between the Balcony and the South Summit. Everest had taken everything from Sharad…his crowning achievement was now a thing of grief.


Another few hundred metres above the Triangular Face, where a steep stretch leading to the Balcony began, Anjali’s accident had led to a caravan of climbers, all aiming to reach the summit of Everest the next morning, stuck in an idle traffic jam. Energy-drained climbers, panting heavily, crawled like zombies, taking irregular steps completely out of rhythm. This 800-m (2,627-ft) one-way stretch is a knife-edge ridge, where climbers are faced with unpredictable changes in climbing conditions. The wind pattern and snowfall are never stable and climbers have to survive on a carefully calculated consumption of bottled oxygen.


Many blame this queue for the high number of deaths recorded in the mountain in 2019, which left 11 climbers dead in ice and snow. This year in Everest, which marks the exact border between Nepal and Tibet, nine climbers died on the southern side in Nepal, and two on the northern side in Tibet. Ten out of these eleven deaths were reported to have occurred in the death zone.


As the movement of upward climbers almost halted, Tendi stopped to wipe the mist from his glasses. It was about midnight and he sensed a threat to the well-being of his expedition, as, in his own words, ‘waiting for the traffic to clear could take a lifetime’. What if the jam does not clear in another couple of hours? What if they are unable to reach the summit in the wee hours of the morning, as planned? What if they are unable to get down to the safety of Camp 4 by noon? What if they are whipped by strong winds as they climb down later in the afternoon? What if they get stuck at a point where they can neither climb up, nor down?


In a place with so many dangers, any delay in making a decision can be fatal. Tendi knew that he had to act quickly. Waiting for the jam to clear was simply out of the question. Every extra second spent within the death zone meant wasting precious bottled oxygen; even a minor miscalculation could easily cost them their lives. They couldn’t even just return to Camp 4 and ‘come back again tomorrow’, as the weather on Everest is unpredictable. If climbers are unable to make their summit within the right time window, their chance might slip away forever. Even more critical is the energy factor. A journey through the death zone is not like a trip to the theatre, where people can easily come back the next day if it is fully booked. Every step you take requires ten deep, gasping breaths down to the bottom of your lungs. Your calf muscles are so tightly pulled together that you can feel the cramp in each of your steps.


‘Can you imagine a rubber band stretched to its full extent, such that any extra stress or force will easily break it? In the death zone, our body is just like that. We have to keep functioning, but any extra stress can easily kill us,’ Tendi said, explaining the torment.


At high altitudes, helicopters don’t switch off their engines after landing and are in a hurry to take off as soon as possible, as there remains a constant risk of engine seizure due to the cold and limited oxygen. In Tendi’s metaphor, the human body is just like that: ‘If you walk too fast or stress too much, you are at risk of collapsing. If you are too slow or rest too much, your engines are also vulnerable, just like the helicopters’. This is a strange paradox.’


In a matter of milliseconds, Tendi cleared away all his doubts. What he was about to do would be no less than a miracle.


As always, Tendi was fully equipped with everything he needed to survive on the mountain. At an elevation where even a chocolate wrapper feels heavy, Tendi, who himself weighs about 70kg (154lb), was carrying almost 30kg (66lb) of extra weight, including supplementary oxygen bottles for himself and the client, extra oxygen regulators, chocolate, dry food, energy bars, water, basic medicines and an ice axe, together with the gear and climbing equipment on his own body. This included crampons, harnesses, helmets, a headlamp, a jumar, a pulley, a belay/rappel device, carabiners, batteries and a shovel. Although it isn’t always a necessity, a length of 8-mm (0.3-in) rope, measuring 30m (98ft), is always part of Tendi’s expedition gear.


As he pulled out the rope, Tendi fixed it on to his own suit at one end and the client’s at the other. But his client, who was already panting heavily, was starting to panic. Their progress had been slowing as they made their way up the mountain, a potentially dangerous way to progress as it means climbers cool down and are exposed to the harsh elements.


The client repeatedly complained that his feet were freezing and that it was getting more and more difficult to breathe. Tendi removed the client’s backpack, took out his oxygen regulator and cleared the frozen ice on the inner valve, which had been restricting free exhalation. For his freezing feet, Tendi loosened the client’s bootlaces a little, asking him to move his toes and swing his legs to encourage blood flow. He also checked whether the harnesses, rucksack or tight-fitting layers of clothing were obstructing blood circulation in other parts of the client’s body.


When the client was ‘good to go’, Tendi made signs with his hands, suggesting that they should take an alternative route. Left without any other possible choice, the client nodded.


The route up through the death zone, where Tendi and his client were stuck, has a main walking line on the ridges. This is fixed by a team of seasoned climbers, managed by the Expedition Operators Association of Nepal, who go to the summit during the first window every year. Other climbers follow the same walking route, using the ropes and anchors fixed on this line. These ropes and anchors are replaced every year.


Tendi hooked his client to an anchor in the main line, then stepped out of the main line and started overtaking the traffic, carefully walking along a knife-edge ridge, clinging on to the rope fixed to the main line.


Tendi climbed up until the 30-m (98-ft) rope between himself and the client felt tight. Now it was Tendi’s turn to stop and attach himself to another anchor in the main line, as his client followed Tendi’s footsteps on the alternative route, clung on to his rope and pulled himself up to the point where Tendi stood. Any miscalculation using this technique, known as ‘short-roping’, could easily kill them both.


‘If I had even the slightest doubt that we would not be able to pull it off, I would have just dropped the idea and thought of something else,’ Tendi said. ‘That day, I was 200 per cent sure that it would work.’


Their teamwork, repeated several times, meant that by 1.30am, the two had already overtaken the traffic jam. Both were now standing on the Balcony, looking down at the hundreds of climbers who were still stuck in the dark.


Well, that was good, Tendi thought and marched ahead for the final push to the summit that was about five or six hours away.


*


By 4am, both of them were standing on the South Summit of Everest, at 8,750m (28,707ft). If it were considered a mountain in itself, the South Summit would be the second tallest mountain on the planet, after Everest. Immediately after the South Summit, there comes a plunge of about an hour, after which the Hillary Step, a 100-m (328-ft) nearly vertical rock face to the summit of Everest, begins.


After what felt to Tendi like a lifetime, he finally took a selfie of his 13th Everest summit at 6.03am. The view was spectacular that day. The fog had cleared and, with a 360-degree view of the mountains, Tendi and his client could feel the first golden rays of sunlight emerging from behind the mountains to the east. While observing Everest from a distance and different viewpoints on the ground, people often get the sense that other mountains are taller than Everest. However, with standing on top of the world comes an alpine satisfaction that nothing else can really match the might of Everest. Tendi took off his helmet and oxygen mask for a few minutes, clicked selfies and made a short video of himself, expressing his feelings: ‘It is an honour to be here again.’


‘You see an ocean of mountains beneath you, and even the tallest mountains of the world look like tiny ridges from up there,’ Tendi explained. ‘You feel like spending hours and hours there, with gentle music and a beer in hand. But not everyone is like Babu Chiri Sherpa – there are limitations and you have to start your descent as soon as possible.’


In 1999, aged 33, Babu Chiri Sherpa set a record by spending 21 hours on top of the world without bottled oxygen. He made the summit of Everest his home by even erecting a tent in which to spend the night. Babu Chiri also had a record to his name for a speed ascent of Everest, as he took only 16 hours and 56 minutes to reach the summit in 2000.


‘I was only growing up when Babu Chiri made such incredible trips, with all the limited gear and weather prediction facilities of that time,’ Tendi said, in tribute to all the Sherpas who paved the way for younger guides like himself. ‘I can only imagine what bizarre situations he would have got himself into and surprised humankind with, if only he was alive.’


Also known as one of the fiercest Sherpas ever born, in 2001, Babu Chiri fell off a crevasse in Everest’s Camp 2 and died.


*


As everything had happened within the planned timeframe, Tendi and his client slowly marched down, crossing all the milestones – the Hillary Step, South Summit, the Balcony and the Triangular Face – in another four hours. Tendi took another selfie at the safety of Camp 4 at 10.49am and crawled into his tent to rest.


While climbing up, Camp 4 is a milestone that marks the beginning of real hardship, as the remaining 800m (2,625ft) of the journey to the top require all of a climber’s mountaineering skills, as well as their physical and mental strength. For a guide, the worry is not so much about the summit as it is about returning to Camp 4 safely.


Before heading up for the summit push from Camp 4, Tendi always caresses his sleeping bag, thinking that he might never be able to return to it and sleep inside the warmth of his tent. ‘On the day of the final push to the summit, I tend to exaggerate my dreams and perceive them as a bad sign,’ he said. ‘But even if they really were a bad omen, I would not have the option to stop and not climb.


‘As a guide, in the death zone, there is much more to just climbing. Above 8,000m (26,247ft), we have to take care of the clients like babies,’ Tendi said.


No matter how fast a climber Tendi himself is, he has to follow the slower pace of his client. Every hour, he has to remind the client to take a moment and drink some water. Tendi carries the water bottle in the inner layer of his suit so that his body heat ensures the water does not freeze. Even if a client is not willing to stop for water according to Tendi’s ticking clock, he sometimes makes it happen anyway – he has to become a ‘tough boss’.


While climbing, Tendi also constantly pays attention to the client’s breathing pattern. Whenever the panting starts to get heavy, he takes a moment to check the oxygen level and the regulator.


Since the oxygen supply is limited, climbers feel divided between climbing slowly and steadily, and increasing the pace, no matter what. As well as how hard it is to physically push your body into thin air in the death zone, any climbers on this trail continually undergo a tortured mental conflict of ‘Yes, I can’ and ‘No, I can’t’. Overcoming the challenges of the ‘outer’ Everest is one thing; above Camp 4, the ‘Everest within’ is equally hard to climb. Tendi therefore also makes sure to never miss out on complimenting his clients on their ‘great achievement’. No matter how far away the peak of Everest is, Tendi constantly encourages his clients, saying, ‘You’re doing a great job. We’re getting higher and higher. The summit is not very far from here. We can make it together.’


Alongside the magnificent view of the mountains, climbers also have to confront some of the most grotesquely tragic scenes one can ever experience in a lifetime, only escalating the psychological Everest within each of them. There are several points where a climber may have to pass by frozen dead bodies – other climbers who had stopped there, or fallen, many years ago – sometimes even having to step or jump over them. Even more common is the sight of Sherpas literally dragging the barely alive, unconscious bodies of their climbing clients, particularly while returning from the summit to Camp 4. For the same reasons that Camp 4 is known as the point where real hardships begin on Everest, while climbing down, it also represents the vital milestone of reaching safety.


Preparation for these dangers begins several weeks before the expedition, when Sherpas gradually acquaint the climbers with all the physical and mental hurdles they may encounter as they climb.


The process of physical acclimatization includes a stay of several weeks at Base Camp, at least one trip to the higher camps of Everest, including an overnight stay at Camp 2, and climbing practices in the nearby trekking peaks. At the mental level, Sherpas work to gain the confidence of their clients on the guardianship of Sherpas themselves, the top-notch climbing gear and equipment, and the fact that nobody is going to be left alone on the mountain.


‘Throughout our several weeks of preparation, we make our clients aware of all the facilities, from fixed ropes and teamwork throughout the journey, to the availability of rescue, including helicopters, should anything bad happen on the mountain,’ Tendi said.


‘Above all, we make sure that the climbers understand that if anything is supreme in the mountain, it is their safety. We tell them how they can back out of the expedition any moment they start feeling unwell. Additionally, in order to gain their confidence in terms of safety, we tell them stories of how we have aborted missions from as high as a few metres below the top of Everest, depending upon the health of the client and changes in the climbing conditions. This is how climbers, including ourselves, build confidence with the mountain standing right before them.’


*


The Sherpas are a community of fewer than 150,000 people living within the borders of Nepal. Their primary home territory is in the Khumbu region, in the foothills of several mountains, including Everest.


While the mountains spread across a greater Himalayan range that forms almost all of Nepal’s northern border with Tibet, the settlement of the Sherpa people stretches between the mountains of eastern and central Nepal – predominantly in the Khumbu region.


Most Sherpa villages are located between the altitudes of 2,000 and 5,000m (6,600–16,400ft). When observed from a distance, most of these villages can be found hanging by mountain balconies. The villages appear like fairy-tale settlements, as if painted on a canvas hanging on an urban wall. As you near them, you are welcomed by a view of fluttering prayer flags above your head and a meditative ringing of bells tied around the necks of grazing yaks and ponies. Then come the smiles full of greetings and the warm tea, from the people whose houses you enter.


As you become immersed in this ‘fairy-tale’ village, you realize that it is, in fact, very different from the one you read about in books. Here, what to the rest of the world are basics, are luxuries. All that grows in abundance at this altitude are nettle leaves. And, though potatoes are commonly grown, they do not grow in sufficient quantities, while millet grows only in the settlements at lower altitude. Subsistence farming at this altitude can never provide enough to sustain a family throughout the year. For this reason, until just a couple of decades ago, much of the struggle of Sherpa people was in ensuring they had enough food for survival. Other basic amenities, such as education and health, were never a priority.


Before 1951, Nepal was under autocratic Rana reign, ruled under ceremonial/powerless monarchs. The Rana regime was abolished in 1951, but the king remained and shared power with the people’s government. In 1960, the king took absolute power, dissolving the multiparty system. As a result, the country did not have a liberal economic policy and any unchecked movement of foreigners was viewed by the palace as a threat to the king’s direct control. Even though the first successful Everest expedition took place in 1953 – when Tenzing Norgay Sherpa and Sir Edmund Hillary reached the summit – Nepal allowed only one expedition per season, per route. Since only a handful of Sherpas would receive opportunities to take part in these once-a-year expeditions, climbing was never considered as a livelihood. However, democracy was established in 1990 and the direct rule of the king ended. Nepal then opened up to foreign tourists and the country adopted a liberal economic policy, under which the mountaineering industry got to explore its real potential. This was a key turning point for the livelihoods of Sherpa communities living in the mountains. As Everest expeditions increasingly adopted the structure and scope of commercial enterprises, the industry saw rapid growth.


From the 1990s, a larger number of Sherpas began to be regularly employed as porters and climbing guides. While Sherpa men would be busy climbing and trekking throughout the season, Sherpa women started running small hotels, eateries and lodges for tourists (see Chapter 6).


With this increase in their family income, Sherpas were gradually able to seek a better quality of life. At the very least, the priorities of the newer generations of Sherpas were scaled up from their struggle for survival, to a level that allowed for wider needs to be felt and addressed: primarily basic education and health facilities, among other much-needed community resources.


Nevertheless, owing to their extreme geographic and climatic conditions, accessibility and connectivity, for survival and growth, persist as major issues in most Sherpa villages. The majority of Sherpa settlements located at higher altitudes are still not connected to any road systems. Even today, most Sherpas get to fly in tiny airplanes and helicopters before they ever even see a road vehicle.


For their undisputed contribution in growing the Everest industry since the 1990s, Sherpas have been likened to several ‘larger-than-life’ stereotyped identities. Among other extraordinary metaphors, Sherpas have been labelled ‘the X-Men of the mountains’, ‘the invisible men of Everest’ and ‘tigers of the snow’.


It is easy to see why many people believe that Sherpas are true superheroes, born to climb and to mastermind the strategy of ascent for other climbers. Yet, no matter how convincing these assumptions may seem, Sherpas have not actually been mountain climbers since the beginning of their existence and, before the 1953 Everest expedition, were living in a completely different world, utterly unaware of the wonders that were about to ensue, changing their lives in their remote mountain homeland.


Even though it would take more than 40 years for the Everest industry to begin to flourish, the 1953 expedition had already marked the Sherpas’ shift from the work of merely surviving, to their mission in spearheading the world’s next big adventure.


*


The 1950s ushered in a pivotal time in modern world history. World War II had just ended and the Cold War between the former Soviet Union (USSR) and the USA was reaching its peak.


These two powerful entities were seeking to dominate each other on multiple fronts, including the war in the Korean peninsula and in the race to become the first explorers in space. While these two world powers were tussling, the grandeur of Great Britain’s colonial past was slipping away. All over the world, former colonies were falling out of British control and into their uphill struggle to become both independent and stable. It was a challenging time for those in London, who presided over a decaying Empire, to keep its presence felt as a global power.


At the same time, Nepal was undergoing an equally dramatic transition. In 1951, the country made a decisive leap by ending 104 years of the autocratic Rana regime – the de facto rulers in the kingdom of Nepal. The Rana rulers were infamously obsessed with luxury and entertainment for themselves, to the neglect of the needs of their people.


During the 104-year reign of the Rana administration, the country had only a single school in the capital, Kathmandu. In that one elite school, attendance was restricted solely to the children of a few hand-picked aristocratic families. The Rana rulers are also said to have demanded a year’s harvest of lentils from land owners throughout the country to construct a luxurious palace, Singha Durbar, which now serves as the Republic’s main administrative centre. While the entire country grappled with extreme poverty, a lot of resources were spent on the Rana family’s indulgences, such as foreign trips, a handful of cars imported from Europe, and the construction of palaces and statues of preceding Rana rulers and the kings still stationed at different locations in Kathmandu. Any form of protest or involvement in anti-Rana activities, politically or through art and literature, was persecuted and a number of anti-Rana political activists had been either exiled or sentenced to death.


By the time of the first successful Everest expedition in 1953, Nepal had only established official diplomatic relations with the UK, the USA, India and France. Nepal was not yet a member of the UN and passports were not even issued for the use of ordinary citizens.


There was much mystery surrounding the country’s uncanny independence from the British colonial administrations that had governed the entire South Asian region – except for Nepal. Many people in India regarded Nepal as the ancient homeland of Hindu gods and goddesses.


The country was still closed to most foreign travel; its people and territories were known only among Indian and Tibetan travellers and traders, as well as by a few British bureaucrats, and limited research scholars who had obtained special permission to enter Nepal for approved pursuits.


In a strange turn of events, Britain, desperate to mark its presence as a global power during the volatile 1950s, was intently planning a mission to ascend to the highest physical location on earth – the peak of Everest.


Their mission was particularly critical because the UK’s earlier attempts, both made by an expedition team under the leadership of George Mallory, beginning their ascents from the Tibetan side, had already failed, in the early 1920s. The second failed attempt had cost Mallory his own life and that of another British team member, as well as the lives of seven Sherpa porters, including those from Khumbu. It is still uncertain if Mallory made it to the top in his second attempt, as nobody knows if he died while ascending or descending Everest. The British made several other attempts during the 1930s from the north side and came back again in the 1950s after just over a decade of silence – this time approaching from the southern side in Nepal.


When Britain revived its interest in scaling the world’s highest mountain, the Sherpas received global exposure for the first time ever. Somehow, they became part of London’s quest to pull off a bold, high-profile bid to literally stand on top of the world.


*


Sometime during the last months of 1952, 19-year-old Kanchha Sherpa was grazing a herd of yaks in his hometown of Namche Bazaar, a village situated at an elevation of 3,400m (11,200ft), which is now popularly known as ‘the gateway to Everest’.


Stricken by poverty and with no livelihood options to hand, Kanchha must have been wondering how he would eat that evening. Just then, he saw a couple of Sherpas dressed in western-style jackets and boots, possibly members of a Swiss expedition team who attempted to summit Everest in 1952.


Curious, Kanchha approached them and asked where they had found their outfits. The men told him that they worked for Tenzing Norgay Sherpa in the city of Darjeeling, the other side of Nepal’s eastern border with India.


At that time, Tenzing Norgay, who grew up in Thame, a small village near Namche Bazaar, was living in Darjeeling. He had already been part of six earlier attempts made on Everest. In a 1952 Swiss expedition, Tenzing Norgay and climber Raymond Lambert had almost made it, reaching up to 8,595m (28,199ft), an altitude record at the time.


Hearing about Darjeeling and Tenzing Norgay, and having seen these men wearing ‘nice’ jackets and shoes, Kanchha was easily lured. He reflected on his own life in Khumbu and said to himself, ‘I surely deserve better than this. If these men can, why can’t I?’ For Kanchha, his instant attraction to the Darjeeling dream was neither a result of the lure of adventure nor an expectation of money. All that he wanted was to escape the hardships of Khumbu and see what life had to offer. That same day, Kanchha ran away from home and, after four days of walking, found himself at the doorstep of Tenzing Norgay’s home in Darjeeling.


When Kanchha introduced himself, referring to his father whom Tenzing Norgay knew from Khumbu, it became easy to find a place in Tenzing Norgay’s home. For the next three months, Kanchha helped out with household affairs – cooking and cleaning. One fine morning, Tenzing Norgay offered Kanchha an interesting job. He wanted him to take some khaireys (local slang for ‘white people’) to ‘Chomolungma’, the locals’ name for Everest, named after the Tibetan mother goddess of the world (see here).


Interestingly, Kanchha did not know, at the time, that Chomolungma was the highest mountain on the planet. He felt instantly thrilled – not just because he now had a well-paid job that brought him 8 rupees per day (US$0.066 by the current conversion rate), but also because he would get to meet pale-skinned foreigners for the first time in his life.2


Approximately 300,000 Nepalis of various tribal groups, mostly from the mid-hilly regions of Nepal, had already fought in both world wars for Great Britain. However, their remote geographical location had prevented the Sherpas from having any opportunity to step onto the global stage. Before the Everest expeditions arrived on their doorstep, there was neither possibility nor reason for Sherpa villagers to come to the notice of the world.


Kanchha travelled with Tenzing Norgay to Kathmandu, where he first encountered English-speaking people. Back then, entering Nepal from Darjeeling was a long journey through several Indian cities. The most accessible entry point was the Raxaul-Birgunj border of Nepal and India. After entering Nepal here, the team had to walk several days across numerous hilly mountains to reach the Kathmandu Valley, the capital.


The team of Sir Edmund Hillary assembled in Kathmandu two days after Kanchha and Tenzing Norgay arrived. Kanchha recalls Sir Edmund Hillary as an extraordinarily tall person with brown hair and blue eyes.


The team, comprised of 400 porters from the mid-hilly region of Nepal, trekked all the way to Namche Bazaar. Kanchha remembers at least 25 porters carrying 30kg (66lb) of coins each – the field expense of that expedition.


For Kanchha and many others, the 1953 journey from Kathmandu to Khumbu stands out in their memory as the very first time Namche Bazaar saw so many foreign faces, all at the same time.


If you have ever visited Namche Bazaar, it might be difficult for you to mentally step into Kanchha’s shoes and imagine how the village looked in the early 1950s, when it was very rare to catch a glimpse of even a single foreign face.


Nowadays, Namche Bazaar is a busy, popular and ‘happening’ town. It’s a favourite spot for climbers and trekkers to stop and celebrate, both before and after their adventures up in the mountains. This is the place where international visitors can enjoy luxury services like the ones offered in Thamel – Kathmandu’s busy downtown tourist haven – with amenities like tourist pubs, clubs, snooker houses, coffee shops and bakeries, as well as everything from cheap tea houses to opulent hotels.


Today, visitors unable to do a rigorous trek, or perhaps eager to get there faster, can take a direct helicopter flight from Kathmandu to Namche Bazaar, enjoy a champagne breakfast while gazing at the magnificent view of the mountains, including Everest, and return that same afternoon or stay overnight and return the following day.


All this, however, was far beyond the reach of Kanchha’s imagination. He never envisaged that people could travel between countries that were separated by oceans – oceans whose existence he had only heard about in folktales. Before he left home to walk to Darjeeling, Kanchha was unable to even visualize a four-wheeled vehicle and he had never seen an airplane, not even high up in the sky.


In 1964, Sir Edmund Hillary built a short take-off and landing (STOL) airport in Lukla. Today, dozens of flights operate there on a daily basis. From Kathmandu it is about a half-hour flight to Lukla, from where the actual trekking in the Everest region begins.


Apart from the air route, the Khumbu Valley is completely cut off from the road network and, even today, the trek to Namche Bazaar from Lukla is a two-day journey.


*


It took 16 days for Kanchha’s group of climbers and porters to arrive at Namche Bazaar from Bhaktapur, in the eastern Kathmandu Valley. All non-Sherpa climbers and porters were asked to return home, as their chance of being affected by high-altitude sickness was greater. The Sherpas and the yaks would take over from that point.


Some Sherpas, belonging to the village community of Namche Bazaar and nearby high-altitude villages, were hired as porters for three months. When asked about the excitement that the group of Sherpas felt during that time, Kanchha, who is now 89 years old, blushed and wasn’t able to say much. His blushing told us all about how he felt at the time.


Despite their joy at having a well-paid job, an opportunity to see the legendary ‘white people’, be around them day and night, sample strange foreign delicacies and enjoy full stomachs, the Sherpas faced a remarkable series of hurdles.


First of all, although they were born and grew up in the foothills of the mountains, many of them had never been to the base camp area of Everest before. Unlike the British climbers, the Sherpas did not view climbing a mountain as a recreational pursuit, nor as a matter of national pride. For them, the glaciers had been left entirely untouched because these snow-covered peaks were known to be the revered abode of the gods. Moreover, many Sherpas thought that stepping upon the pristine mountain that embodied the power of the mother goddess would be a profoundly disrespectful, even sinful, act.


Nevertheless, motivated by the excitement of receiving 8 rupees per day, and thereby being able to support their families, the Sherpas made the difficult decision, accepted the job requirements, said their prayers and marched away to fulfil their mission.


Prayers are still a crucial part of every expedition in Everest. Just before the beginning of every climbing season, Sherpa priests conduct a massive kshama puja (prayers for forgiveness) at the base camp. Sherpas also visit and offer their prayers at Pangboche Monastery – the oldest in the entire region – en route to the base camp from Namche Bazaar.


*


The topography of Everest was as new for Kanchha and most of his fellow Sherpas as it was for the group of British climbers. None of them had any idea how cold it was going to be up there, how difficult the terrain would be or how they were actually going to climb the mountain. All that they knew from the 1951 British reconnaissance of Everest from the Nepal side was that it was altogether possible to take that route all the way up to the summit. The 1951 reconnaissance, which happened in autumn, and was led by Eric Shipton, had figured out ways through the zigzag of Khumbu Icefall to the South Col, mostly by observing the route from several nearby peaks and viewpoints including Pumori. In 1952, the Swiss expedition that almost made it to the summit, followed the same route identified as a potential by Eric Shipton and his team. As the air grew thinner with altitude, the tundra grew more compact until it disappeared completely by the time the 1953 team reached the site of present-day Base Camp – at around 5,364m (17,598ft).


After donning the loose-fitting mountaineering gear, made for a European frame, provided by the expedition team, the Sherpas made their first move above Base Camp.


Only a few minutes after leaving the safety of Base Camp, Kanchha’s team came across a chunk of moving ice, something they had never seen before; they didn’t know that such things even existed in the mountains. That place, known today as the Khumbu Icefall, is a treacherous 695-m (2,280-ft) moving river of ice, riddled with shifting crevasses, starting at the Lhotse Face at around 7,600m (25,000ft). The Icefall creates a major obstacle for climbers en route to Everest from Base Camp to Camp 1, and some portions between Camps 1 and 2. It has so far claimed a quarter of all those who have died on the Nepali side of the mountain.


Kanchha and his team of Sherpas thought it would be impossible to cross this perilous stretch. ‘The whole place was riddled with an extensive complex of snow, which was scary,’ Kanchha told us. Despite the knowledge from 1951 reconnaissance and its tested evidence from 1952 Swiss expeditions, even the British climbers did not have black-and-white solutions to the massive problems they were facing at the Khumbu Icefall. ‘The more we climbed up the Icefall, we were faced with never-ending riddles of deep crevasses and ice-seracs,’ Kanchha said. ‘Even the British climbers were taken by surprise, not having imagined they would come across anything like it. At that point, nobody knew how best to get past the Khumbu Icefall.’


The persistent Sherpas took around a week to figure out a viable route. However, there were still several deep crevasses along the way, and the expedition team had two ladders used for bridging the deadly gaps. ‘It was not practical to re-use the same ladders again and again on different crevasses, as it was time consuming as well as risky,’ Kanchha told us. Despite all their meticulous planning, including the purchase of sufficient supplies of gear, food and oxygen, the British team’s calculation of the required number of ladders had failed to match the eternal challenge on the face of Khumbu Icefall.


The team came up with the idea of using tree logs to cross the crevasses. The next problem, however, was that no trees grow at that altitude. The nearest possible location to get the tree logs from was Pangboche, a village at around 4,000m (13,000ft) that houses the monastery where Sherpas say their prayers before their ascent.


For religious reasons, the villagers at Pangboche would not let the expedition team cut any trees in the village, so the Sherpas had no option but to return all the way down to Namche Bazaar to cut down pine trees and then carry them back up to the Khumbu Icefall (it is about a week-long journey from Namche Bazaar to Everest Base Camp). Kanchha and his team carried nearly a dozen pine logs to the Khumbu Icefall and used them to bridge the crevasses.


This is exactly what the designated ‘Icefall doctors’ do today on Everest. The Icefall doctors are experienced Sherpas best known for identifying a safe route before every expedition season, fixing that route with ropes, ladders and screws, and maintaining and repairing the route throughout the season against swift damage brought about by the shifting ice bulks. The work of these Icefall doctors is one of the most crucial preparatory tasks of every Everest expedition, especially as the safest route over the Khumbu Icefall is always changing, due to the constantly shifting location of crevasses in the slow-moving Khumbu Glacier.


According to recent studies, this movement of ice has increased over the years, due to climate change. There are two established routes to the summit of Everest – from the Tibet and Nepal sides. But because of the increasing risks facing climbers at the Khumbu Icefall, some of the top western expedition companies have shifted their route from the one that starts in Nepal, on Everest’s southern side, to the route that begins their ascent from the northern, Tibetan side. (More than a dozen other routes have been identified to date, but most of them have never been attempted.)


*


Despite successfully crossing the Icefall, Kanchha and the team of Sherpas still had a long way to go. The Sherpas were told that the higher they scaled the mountain, the higher their income would be; the heavier the weight they carried, the heavier the bag of earnings they would take home.


As Kanchha remembers, the team leader of the expedition, Colonel John Hunt, had made a point of ensuring that the expedition should not be adversely affected due to insufficiency of gear, food or oxygen, at higher altitudes. To implement this, he promised a bonus of 300 rupees for the Sherpas who could figure out an efficient way to transport and cache these essentials at the South Col, which stands at around 7,900m (25,919ft). In those days, the porters were not allowed to go above that point (see here).


Throughout the entire scope of their mission, the duties performed by Kanchha and his fellow Sherpas were key to the well-being and success of the expedition. Leaving the main climbers Sir Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay behind, it was the Sherpas who climbed further up from every resting point, with loads of about 25kg (55lb) on their backs. Their job was to figure out the way forward, find another resting camp at the higher altitude, cache all the supplies there and come back again to guide Hillary and Norgay.


When the expedition reached Camp 4, the Sherpas were already exhausted. Kanchha remembers that he and his fellow Sherpas were unwilling to go any further. During three days of rest at Camp 4, Tenzing Norgay did all he could to cheer the Sherpas up.


‘He made tea for us, gave foot massages and prepared us to go further up, encouraging us to continue exploring the way,’ Kanchha told us.


Three Sherpas, including Kanchha, went up to another point above 8,000m (26,247ft), spending the night there. The next day, they climbed further up and securely erected a small tent and dropped off oxygen bottles, food, sleeping bags and other gear for Norgay and Hillary. Crossing off that last job on their list was a big achievement for Kanchha and his team.


As Kanchha and his small group returned to South Col then further down, Tenzing Norgay and Sir Edmund Hillary were carefully approaching the summit. After spending the night of 28 May 1953 at the very last camp, the next morning Norgay and Hillary went the rest of the way and, in the words of Hillary himself, ‘knocked the bastard off’.


To this day, Kanchha still stresses his decisive role in the first successful summit: ‘Hillary and Tenzing followed my footsteps and slept in camps that we erected,’ Kanchha said. ‘I still wonder how they figured out the rest of the way up to the summit. To me it looked impossible from where I had last stood.’


After this, Kanchha went on other Everest expeditions with different teams. But each time he went up there, his journey ended at the last camp and, despite being a pioneer who paved the way for the first successful expedition, he did not get a chance to scale the summit himself. A couple of years later, Kanchha’s wife asked him not to go anymore, as they had already saved enough to open a hotel in Namche Bazaar.


Their hotel – the ‘Nirvana Home Lodge’ – is visible on the top-western end of Namche Bazaar’s settlement on a sloped hill. Today, Kanchha spends much of his time in the hotel itself. Due to his own legacy, as well as his hotel’s, which is one of the oldest in the entire region, Nirvana Home remains busy most of the time and requires reservations several weeks in advance. During winters, Kanchha lives in Kathmandu at his son’s home, but as soon as January ends, his feet start getting itchy with the calling of home.


‘I get a lot of visitors at Nirvana Home, and they ask me a lot of questions about my life and my role in the first successful expedition of 1953,’ he told us. ‘I don’t have any hesitation in repeating my story as many times as I can. I find all the nostalgia very enjoyable.’


*


Almost 70 years after the first successful Everest summit in 1953, Everest has turned into an industry worth millions of dollars.


While Sherpas are still at the forefront of every expedition, they are now followed into the mountains by hundreds of climbers from all over the world. Scaling Everest might have been a matter of global pride for the UK in 1953, but it has now become a fairly common ambition for determined individuals from all over the planet, or at least for those with a taste for adventure.


Aside from the unprecedented growth of Everest expeditions into a huge industry, the advancement of Sherpas themselves can be seen on many other fronts. Contrasting with the utterly untrained and naïve workforce of the generation that Kanchha belonged to, the industry now has highly skilled, internationally-certified mountain guides like Tendi Sherpa.


Namche Bazaar, where formerly people barely survived on potatoes and millet, is now a bustling tourist hub where Sherpas cook all kinds of international delicacies in their kitchens. In just seven decades, Sherpa lives have undergone a striking paradigm shift, from neglected tribal villagers struggling for survival, to some Sherpa families running massive expedition companies that operate not just around Everest, but in mountain ranges on other continents, oceans apart.


Even Sherpa families who operated limited, seasonal businesses in Namche Bazaar or other nearby villages that are situated alongside popular trekking routes, have now bought a home for themselves in Kathmandu. Their children can be found studying at the finest schools in the capital, as well as at universities abroad. Many Sherpa families from the Khumbu region, which is still not connected to road networks, have nonetheless travelled extensively. Some have even resettled as far away as Europe and the Americas. A new generation of Sherpas have made their mark in the world, not only through climbing, but also in the fields of science, technology, the arts and business.


Since the growing mountaineering industry in Nepal requires more guides and porters than can be found among the limited number of ethnically identified Sherpas, highly motivated people from other ethnicities have also gradually begun to penetrate the mountain-guiding scene through advanced training. The fame of Sherpas is so prevalent in the mountains today that even the ‘outsider’ guides are commonly referred to as ‘Sherpas’.


Up along the route to Everest, the resting camps that Kanchha and his folk explored after a great deal of hardship, are now jam-packed with climbers of every description, from all walks of life.


What does all this mean for Sherpas in general and for Nepal as a whole?


For Sherpas, the shift is from poor to rich, from bad to good. For Nepal, a region that was largely unheard of less than a century ago, the ‘Everest industry’ now generates millions of dollars in revenue every year. The tourism industry of Nepal today contributes around 10 per cent of the country’s GDP (US$24 billion). Mountaineering and trekking are the two key pillars of the country’s tourism. Above all else, Everest is one of the iconic factors that give this country global recognition.


However, the vivid changes omnipresent in the Everest world sometimes pierce Kanchha’s heart: ‘The changes may be good for the people, but not for the gods,’ he laments. ‘Can you see the bare black peaks of the mountains in this region? Those used to be covered with snow when I was young. This is a sign from the gods that they are angry!’





_____________________


1 The Nepali name for Mount Everest is ‘Sagarmatha’, literally meaning the head of the earth touching the heavens. The official Nepali name was given in 1956. In local Tibetan dialect, the mountain is named after the Sherpas’ mother goddess – ‘Chomolungma’. The popular name ‘Mount Everest’ was given after George Everest led a project measuring the height of the mountain for the first time in 1856. Before this, the mountain also had other names: ‘Gamma’, ‘Peak b’ and ‘Peak XV’.


2 All rupees refer to Nepali rupees, unless otherwise stated.





Chapter 2



ANGRY GODS!


On the morning of 18 April 2014, a few hundred metres away from Base Camp, Mingma Sherpa steadily walked through the treacherous Khumbu Icefall with around 30kg (65lb) of weight on his back supported by a strap around his forehead. His only mission was to get to Camp 1 before noon.


The caravan of about 50 Sherpas, including Mingma, had left Base Camp at around 2am. They had been sent to set up tents in the higher camps, dump supplies for climbers heading for the summit and return to Base Camp, only to go back again with more supplies.


When Mingma reached a region called the ‘popcorn field’ in the Khumbu Icefall, at around 5,800m (19,000ft), where blocks of randomly structured ice over snow resemble popcorn in a carton, he felt like taking a rest. He took off his load and leaned against an ice wall.


One of Mingma’s friends had made it a little further up but was equally exhausted. He gestured to Mingma and invited him to join him for a cigarette. Mingma thought it was a good idea and moved quickly to make sure he got a puff or two.


As Mingma approached his friend, there was a sudden BANG…and then darkness.


‘Fuck,’ Mingma exclaimed, as he stopped in his tracks, flung himself down on the ice and gripped it in fear for his life. The ground beneath him vibrated like a motor engine. He became numb, his ears tingled and his feet felt colder than if they were bare in the snow.


The walking trail in Everest, especially during the early hours, is lit with the unidirectional beam of Sherpas’ headlamps, resembling a snake’s trail. The thud from behind suddenly obscured this vision. About 20m (66ft) away from where Mingma had stopped to rest, all he could see was a thick storm of snow rising high into the sky.


In a matter of minutes, this stretch of the Khumbu Icefall, which shortly before had been buzzing with the sound of Sherpas, was filled with an infinite silence, broken only by the wind occasionally howling in Mingma’s numb ears.


Mingma got back on his feet, jostled into the storm and joined some other Sherpas who were in a panic, figuring out their next move, waiting for rescue to come. As they waited, the Sherpas looked around to check whether anybody could be pulled out alive from the snow.


That day, a massive avalanche buried 16 Sherpas at the popcorn field, turning it into a sudden graveyard. The avalanche swept and hammered the Sherpas against the ice wall that Mingma had leaned on just minutes before – smoking had ironically saved Mingma’s life.


The Icefall is usually considered risky because of its moving glaciers and shifting crevasses. However, the 2014 disaster was of a completely different nature – an avalanche dropping down from a higher wing of the mountain. A boulder of ice hanging on the west shoulder of Everest had already been alarming climbers for a long time. ‘As we passed through that region, every time we would look up at the bulk of ice and calmly move on,’ Mingma said. ‘It looked horrible, but I never thought that it was going to kill us one day.’ This bulk of ice looming over the popcorn field in the Khumbu Icefall was first recognized as a concern in 2012. That year, New Zealand climbing operator Russell Brice cancelled all expeditions of his company, citing the related risks.1 Many criticized Brice for ‘overreacting’ because this kind of avalanche was incredibly rare in Khumbu Icefall. However, within two years, his worst fear had turned into a catastrophe.


Mingma was personally aware of this risk and the measures that were being taken to avoid it. In 2014, the route that Mingma and his fellow Sherpas were treading in the Khumbu Icefall was slightly altered from previous years. Considering the risk, the walking line, which, in previous years, was closer to the wall with Everest’s west shoulder looming directly over it, had been pulled slightly towards the centre. However, drifting the route too much towards the centre would expose the climbers to wider crevasses and avalanche threats from the face of Mount Nuptse (7,861m, 25,791ft) on the eastern side. Therefore, Mingma and his fellow Sherpas were confined to a very narrow stretch, making them vulnerable to any potential disaster.


When we interviewed Mingma at his home in Phortse village, at about 3,800m (12,500ft), in March 2021, he could vividly recall his first sight of the 2014 tragedy. He said the bodies of some Sherpas were half-pierced horizontally into the wall of ice, their stiff limbs sticking out just like nails struck into a wall.


This was one of the deadliest disasters ever recorded on Everest. Of the 16 Sherpas killed, three were swallowed into such depths in the ice that their bodies were never recovered.


Long before the rescuers arrived, Mingma and other Sherpas started shovelling the ice with their hands to take out the bodies and see if anyone had managed to survive the avalanche. After pulling out three dead bodies, the fourth one Mingma got his hands on was still just breathing: ‘He was semi-conscious, mumbling something that I did not understand,’ Mingma said.


Mingma’s entire focus was on getting this Sherpa, apparently with a broken leg, to a rescue helicopter, by then operating from near the ‘football field’, a relatively wider stretch in the Icefall.


Mingma wrapped his hands around the Sherpa’s shoulders to lift him up and dragged him steadily towards the football field, which he then discovered had already turned into a dead end. A chunk of ice, released by the avalanche, had sunk by several metres, blocking Mingma’s way to the rescuers. The ropes fixed earlier in the route had already toppled under the ice. There was neither a ladder nor any hook to cling on to as they descended.


Had he been alone, Mingma would have taken a brave jump on the lump of floating ice, but the Sherpa dangling over his shoulder couldn’t even walk, let alone jump.


Mingma had a few lengths of rope in his backpack. He took it out and looked around for anything to tie it to so that he could fix support for himself and the injured to climb down. There was a dead body nearby, buried upside down with his legs sticking out of the snow. Desperate to save the survivor’s life, Mingma did not think twice about using whatever tools came to hand.


‘I knew that if the tables had been turned, any other Sherpa would have done the same,’ he said.


Mingma quickly tied his rope around one of the legs of the dead body and fixed support. Then, he lowered himself down slowly along the ice, the still-breathing body resting securely under his arm.


Eventually, after a tricky climb, he made it safely to the chopper at the football field. While the injured was flown immediately to Kathmandu, Mingma returned to Base Camp to rest. For days to come, he said he could feel his ears tingle with anxiety as if he’d been in a firefight and a bullet had narrowly missed him.


*


The base camp that Mingma returned to after the avalanche that day was by no means the same one he had left at dawn. Around that time in April, about a month before the summit window opens for climbers, Base Camp is usually in full swing. That year was no exception.


By that fateful morning of 18 April, all the climbers, supporting Sherpas, guides, managers and everybody else related to expeditions, had already arrived at Base Camp and assumed their respective roles.


The expedition season ideally spans a period of two to three months between March and May. During this period, Base Camp undergoes a complete makeover. The otherwise lonely glacier at over 5,000m (16,400ft), which is uninhabitable by any human standards, transforms into a city of colourful tents, accommodating over 2,000 people representing different walks of life.


For foreigners spending two to three months in this nook of the planet, the journey up to Base Camp is an adventure in itself. Let’s digress a little and dive into this adventure, for thos who have possibly come from as far as Europe or the Americas to Nepal’s Khumbu region.




As you board your flight to Kathmandu, you will start to get a sense of your destination.


The aircraft you board will probably be narrower and the services compromised compared to any previous commercial airline experience you have had. In a country of 30 million, which largely depends on an economy of remittance sent by about 3 million migrant labour workers abroad (India not included), these workers will occupy a significant number of seats on your flight.


After you have landed at Kathmandu’s Tribhuvan International Airport, you will go through the tedious check-out process. You may have to wait a long time for your luggage, sometimes even getting into a bit of a bureaucratic struggle with immigration officers. Once your luggage has been retrieved, outside the airport you will weave through the chaotic road network of the city to your hotel.


After spending a couple of days in Kathmandu, you will find yourself in a tiny aircraft that can accommodate only about a dozen individuals. Your destination is the Tenzing–Hillary STOL airport in Lukla, considered one of the most dangerous airfields in the world.
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