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I stopped halfway up the first mile-long rock-strewn stair case. I asked a Sherpa carrying an 80-kilo load trudging up the path, "Namche, na jik cha? (Is Namche close by?)"
He looked at me with reverence in his eyes and said, "Na jik cha, (It is nearby.)"
My pitiful aches had me whining from toe to eyebrow with all of my fifteen pound sundry trail pack. My guide was way ahead and I'd already lost sight of my porter. "How far is it again?" I asked once more.
He looked at me this time as if I needed 'special help', but smiled anyway, knowing I'd survive despite my inclination to whimper as Americans often did these days. "For men like us...," he said to me in measured English, "it is still very far." And he politely motioned for me to slog on ahead.
Nepal: I had finally arrived. We approached the dawn landing at the Tribhuvan International Airport in Kathmandu and I was awakened by a series of small, turbulent jolts. Orange, piercing sunbeams shown obliquely through the aircraft's port side windows and I felt a new degree of excitement as I stretched over and around other passengers to catch a glimpse of what was waiting outside. Still thousands of feet to go in our descent, I caught only a fair view of the Himalayas off in the distance. Their jagged, razor sharp peaks climbed high above the lower mountain base and winding river valleys. I wondered if one of them wasn't the pinnacle I was looking for in my quest, the tallest triumph yet to add to my bucket list. Were the earthly ramparts of this strange and beautiful land ready to become part of my collected destiny? Would I finally get to hike near Mount Everest and gaze at it in awe, feeling as if it required something else of me besides blubbering in front of it in witlessness?
For years I've imagined making this trip to Nepal for a couple of reasons. First, I saw the fierce, snow-capped backdrop daring me to try and conquer its heights. I wondered if I'd be welcomed there, posing as a worldly man, following the paths of legends. And second, as our jet descended low over the golden roofed temples of the capital city, could I blend into the spiritual realm of this country and not be scolded by the Gods for even thinking such a thing? I pondered that second thought and asked which fate for me would they prefer - being gored off a span bridge by a stampeding Yak, my personal choice, or getting run over in the temple hill district by some bus that just lost its brakes?
It was still early outside, and my chances of survival so far looked pretty good. Maybe after 7 a.m. and being cleared out of airport customs things would be different. For now, however, the sun's light cast a soothing spell through the layered, blackish mist, that blanket of thick charcoal colored smog that envelops Kathmandu, twenty-four/seven. Air pollution, I was told, always drifted in from India and Pakistan from the south. "It's killing our glaciers," my guide, Hansah, would later explain. Nepal's rugged peaks soared above this layer and claimed a five-hundred-mile stretch of earth no soot could ever touch. The mountains up there are in a world of their own, romantic by the very nature of their existence, yet lethal to the traveling naïve. They are more impressive standing by themselves in the wilderness than any man's imagination can construct with skyscraping knockoffs. Concrete, glass, and steel is how we imitate God's natural creations, but we don't even rate when it comes to this glory.
I had only slept about ten seconds on the plane flight in from Dubai, so I drifted back to sleep in my opulent, business class seat, satisfied that I had finally made it through my life to see the Himalayas at last. The next little nudge I felt was the pretty Nepali stewardess interrupting my unhurried dream. I was on a hallowed trek through ancient, distant villages, and, as a die-hard romantic, I envisioned rendezvous' with all sorts of pretty athletic sweethearts vying for my affections —
"We're on final approach, Mr. Dormire, seat backs up, sir." I kindly thanked her with a nod, trying in the next moment to desperately remember the spirited brunette who'd teased me along the trail. Our Gulf Air A330 Luxury Transport bounded off the runway, taking the entire stretch of the haggard tarmac to come to a stop. We actually porpoised up and down with a slam much like I neatly accomplished during my tiny Cessna lessons as a bright new pilot. Oh, how our memories bring us back to the splendor and recollections of our sketchy past. I wondered if we weren't going to skid off the runway into some field in a fiery mess.
We shuttered to a controlled rollout and the big airliner had to use the entire teardrop turn-around at the end of the runway to back-taxi to the terminal. I looked out the side window as we passed other large transports already parked on the apron. They too, no doubt, had to cool their own brakes from slamming them to a stop inside the thresholds of the small Nepali strip. Then we passed the fleet of tourist aircraft that would take trekkers by the plane load (cattle wagons) up into the mountains above. I could see the different painted Dornier and DeHaviland turbo prop transports loading the first morning trekkers for the trip into the various mountain states. These travelers were bound for one of the different regions above; Everest, Annapurna, or the Pumori, Langtang, and Doplo ranges to the west. Their twin engine aircraft lined the short-field parking in even angles adjacent to the domestic terminal where I'd be moving through tomorrow. But for now, I was soaking up every bit my solitude as we taxied in to park, realizing that for the first time in over seven years, I was going on a vacation by myself.
The Kathmandu airport terminal building was made of deep red brick and corrugated aluminum siding as roof panels. The primitive buildings off the edge of the runway that surrounded the airport were the raised apartment houses of a sprawling ghetto. Each one was stacked upon the other in haphazard rows. Some houses dotted the rolling hills and climbed above the city in terraced layers. Others weaved into the lush, green jungle that dominated the origin of the city landscape. They spread for miles in every direction like the petals of a dusty, wilted flower in a full, but unkempt garden. There was no guessing about it anymore; I had made it to this part of the planet for a visit. I was fully attending my senses that morning, and this was Kathmandu, gateway to the Roof of the World.
As I gazed over the ancient, 2500-year-old city awaiting my arrival, I knew with every fiber of my soul that before I even got off the airplane I wanted to come back.
Our welcome greetings were heralded at the bottom of the aircraft stairs by a young Nepali girl handing us their ceremonial shawls. Like Hawaiian leis only silkier and without the flowery display, this traditional ensemble, I learned, was given to all honored guests. Of course, their hospitality extended to every lowly tourist - which meant me - and each scarf was handed to us with a genuine, appreciative smile.
"Namaste," she said, which basically means, I salute the Godly spirit in you. I clasped my hands in prayer in front of my chest and returned her greeting with a nearly imperceptible bow, "Namaste." I salute the Godly spirit in you, as well. When these greetings occur between two people, it seems that for one brief instant they are tied intimately and forever with each other's hearts. The love for humanity I shared with her in that moment radiated from both our eyes and our smiles. It was like this with everyone who greeted me along this trip. Even the children are taught to send the traditional salutation to strangers as they pass. And without questioning any of its real significance, I would later be hailed by three-year-olds who would smile and give the heartfelt greeting, giggling and running on along on their day.
Inside the tiled airport terminal, I paid for my entry visa at one counter, and picked up some chocolate filled wafers and a slender can of pulpy mango juice at another. The polished checkered floors and smartly uniformed crews of workers, baggage helpers, and passenger attendants were a direct contrast to the spectacle waiting for me outside. I moved to the public greeting area and met my tour company's owner, Ram Hari. He wasted no time in ushering me neatly to our car through the beggars and tour guide solicitors that smothered westerners coming out of the airport doors.
Along the terminal wall there were large banyan trees shading the cool, early morning air, with monkeys running along the sidewalks near passengers and people moving about in chaotic swirls. Cabbies who vied for our business were parked on a dirt patch not far from where we found our own driver and car. Street urchins selling small, colorful lanyard purses, and others selling beads and decorative necklaces swarmed us as we made our way. It was good having Ram with me, but I found that unless I motioned him to shoo them along, he let them offer me whatever they wanted. Their persistence rivaled even the most starving beggars from Calcutta to Morocco and everywhere in between.
The road from the airport to my hotel was a mix of broken cobblestones, dirty pot-holed asphalt, and an excuse for every crappy, smog-blowing vehicle on earth to come out and move around as fast as they could. Every inch of it was a haggard, rock laden maze of chaos and mayhem. Drivers and riders alike moved on the left side of the street, like the English do, or the Kiwis. Motorcycles by the hundreds simply split the center line whooshing by one way or the other. For the most part, they avoided any disastrous entanglements with the mass of other stark raving traffic shooting by every one of them along the way. Scooters swarmed around everything and nearly hit most vehicles in reach, but didn't.
Tons of motorcycle repair shops were open and already busy, clustered along sections of the sole, unpaved route we traveled toward the hotel. Bikes were laying on their sides in the dirt and being stripped for parts. Those on center stands had wheels, seat, or forks missing and some of the shops had close to a dozen bikes in various stages of disarray sardined into their tiny cement garage. I couldn't distinguish between whether this street was a sightseeing novelty, or the worst alternate route our driver could have selected. There is no tax on motorcycles or scooters in Nepal so their abundance is stifling to an already congested city. Cars are considered a luxury and are taxed 140% or more over the base sticker price. This deterrent only slows the very poor, for the rest of society makes due with anything from big Mercedes to the smallest Chinese variants that could fit into the glovebox of the Mercedes if you really tried.
Suffice it to say that every trip I took through the city during my stay was an adventure of unknown proportion. Each move from one street to another held the dangers and thrills I would have tied to any crowded third-world marketplace. The insanity of driving uninitiated through the streets of cities like Seoul, Paris, or Rome, was like amateur hour compared to moving around in Nepal. We swerved off the dirty maintenance road and onto a tourist shopping strip. Our speed was upsetting in the tight confines of the narrow pathway and we eventually squeezed into some alleyway that opened up into a blur of people, bicycle-rickshaws, and horns. I was dizzy trying to keep up with all the sights that spread in every direction away from the car. Before I knew it, there it was, the Tibet Guest House and café, the sanctuary I'd use for the duration of my visit in Kathmandu.
The eves of the 4-story guest house were painted with a mixture of orange and teal laminate, and there was a bricked-in garden patio access up some steps just off the driveway with serving tables, a stone elephant fountain, and several guests ordering breakfast or tea. The main entrance to the hotel lobby was ornamented with intricate wood carvings of crowned deities, snakeheads, and lions, all said to be guarding the hotel property from demons and pests. Tall porcelain vases flanked the entryway and they had brightly colored artwork depicting flowers and scenes of Sherpas and yaks with heavy bundles on high mountain walks. The arches and doors were a rich dark mahogany, big and heavy with round, brass medieval handles, and the whole structure left an appealing sense of authenticity to the well-traveled guest.
Indeed, I was thinking, 'Finally, I've arrived someplace that's for real'. My room was a spacious third-floor suite with a clean private bathroom and open-walled shower - no curtain, just step over a hump and get wet. I was given some time to rest and freshen up but by midday, I'd met up again with my driver and we were off on a half-day tour of the city sights.
First stop on the schedule was the ancient, religiously significant Swayambhunath Hindu Temple in the upper-city hill district. It is popularly known worldwide as the "Monkey Temple." I found a full perspective of great pictures and descriptions at the weblog, TripIdeas.Org, (http://tripideas.org/the-sacred-monkey-temple-kathmandu/). The 365-stairstep Monkey Temple, or Guiasuri Shrine, is a wedding favorite for happy young couples. From the two approaches to this inner-city summit, they climb the elongated stairs in hopes to please the Gods and be rewarded with fertility and long life - a rather common theme of temple shrines placed inside the Hindu or Buddhist domains. The center point of this monument was an ancient, dominant stupa. This was the name for any large cement oval-shaped crown that topped a series of steps on all sides and looked like a white upside-down salad bowl. In spiritual terms, it symbolized tiers of ascending platforms leading to the pinnacle of enlightenment - the goal of every good Hindu. According to their beliefs, it takes ages of reincarnations to reach the highest caste in heaven and share life forever with God.
Swayambhunath Temple Pagoda and Grand Stupa. Photo: B. T. Dormire
Instead of bounding up the multitude of off-angled steps, my driver wound us up around the easier route to park the car so we could get out and explore. At the top of the temple grounds, I looked at the stairs leading in from the other side and peered curiously down the hilly approach. Tourists, who felt like spiritual pilgrims on an afternoon's intrigue, labored up the wide cemented staircase under all shapes of overhanging banyans, giant bougainvillea, and small deciduous pines.
True to the name - Monkey Temple, there seemed to be dozens of large furry Rhesus monkeys taunting the visitors for crackers and handouts of nibbly peanuts or dried fruits. They appeared gangly in the trees and could have overwhelmed the unsuspecting travelers had it not been for the local guides who treated the monkeys like revered, but forlorn pets. They certainly caused their share of mischief away from their homes, but a quick, fun holler from the tour providers and the monkeys cowered back onto the safety of the higher, larger branches of the trees.
I spent a few minutes taking pictures and admiring the artwork of the prayer stones and the temple architecture. I watched the priests and tourists mingle under intricate wooden carvings. These tiny structures made up the numerous shrines for locals who, unperturbed by the visiting throng, thanked the particular God of their need (health, luck, prosperity, or fertility). To validate their pledge to serve this merciful God for the day, they brushed the red tikka dot with their thumbs to their foreheads. I left this first shrine in the purest, most authentic of earth's countries with a renewed sense of splendor that as poor as these people were, they were happy and fulfilled in their spirits unlike any of the dynamic, progressive cultures of the West.
Then the real poverty set in. The beggars on the path back to the car were shocking to me. I passed a man so frail, that he couldn't have weighed more than forty pounds fully clothed. A young mother, just as tiny, was breast feeding a little baby and had her hand out for any of my spare dollars or rupees. I barely got back to the car as the vision I'd pictured of begging multitudes from the most depraved Indian slums began to mass around my initial gesture of western benevolence. I was a little put-off by the fact that my driver had gone on ahead to let me fend for myself. But it was an unkind lesson that I had to learn - don't get emotionally caught up in the poverty of millions. A thought swept over me, Save who you can if they come, but save yourself as well.
We drove back down the hill and headed to the famed Thamel street market. Freak Street is what some have nicknamed it and this was no less a manifestation of every other drama I'd witnessed thus far, and we hadn't even finished the first day. Scores of vendors had their wares spread out on blankets with everything from brass figurines to wooden carvings of sensuous adults embraced in the act of love.
Apparently the Hindus worship fertility and virility in many forms and this leads to big families and prosperous domains. There's even a God and Goddess of Love - Kamadeva and Rati. These deities of pleasure and virility along with many of their phallic depictions are carved into 700-year-old temple architecture. The internet encyclopedias explain that the male figure, Kama translates from Sanskrit as:
[S]exual desire, pleasure, sensual gratification, sexual fulfillment, or eros. It can also mean desire, wishes, passion, and longing; pleasure of the senses, the aesthetic enjoyment of life, affection, or love, all without sexual connotations. The female name Rati in Sanskrit means the pleasure of love, sexual passion or union, amorous enjoyment, all of which Rati personifies."
Other merchants sold scarves and dresses, robes, beads, and highly ornamented silk and alpaca kurta-surawals, a sort of casual pant dress familiar to women and comfortable to the touch.
There were beggars of other extremes in the midst of Freak Street. Unsightly and deformed humans of both sexes wandered, or crawled, the darkened alleys and lay along the sewer conduits. These were 'the untouchables', as my driver explained - the lowest caste of humans on earth. They were either punished in karma from a previous deed, or they were now ascending from the insects or animals to a better life yet to come. Some used canes or wooden crutches carved from a tree. Some needed leather or tire remnants on their hands and leg-less torsos to twist their agonizing bodies from tourist to tourist. Some writhed or dragged themselves along the dirty streets reaching out silently for help.
This existence was incomprehensible to me, for on occasion, a decrepit, wandering eye still full of intelligence caught my own. Something that signaled to me that these creatures had cognizance, that they knew they were crippled and this was their lot. My faint acknowledgments to them got easier as I moved deeper into Thamel Square; the look of an unafraid stranger was the only joy they ever received. I was able to avert my revulsion and pretend they were simply mishappened souls from another time and place, and I accepted them for who they were. But from somewhere deep in my heart, I admitted to God that I was thankful I didn't have to live this way myself - at least not for this go around on the earth.
Freak Street, it was said, held some prominence in the sixties and seventies. The likes of the Beatles, Bob Dylan, and the Rolling Stones frequented the Haight and Ashbury-esque club scene of this part of Kathmandu that ringed the market square. I could see why they'd come here; the lure of discovering anonymity again was much too great to ignore. Life was simple in the lash of excitement of Thamel Street. Anything away from the paparazzi, screaming fans, or never having any private interludes again in open cafés was a joy. I thought on their behalf, there are no strangers in Kathmandu, only people who've never seen you before. Despite the impoverished conditions all around the rock n' rollers of the age, it was hip to survive the hashish dens and Hindi influences that left impressions on so many musical themes.
Back in those days, Nepal's royalty was tied to King Birendra and Queen Aiswarya. Before their murders by the deranged Prince Dipendra in 2001, the palace grounds bordered Freak Street and the market area of Durbar Square. Many examples of Buddhist architecture and Hindu temple shrines adorned the slum I was having a late lunch over that afternoon. The upstairs restaurant presented quite a vantage point for the spectacle and vibrant activity below.
It was easy to notice that in most of the temple grounds and bustling markets of Kathmandu, sacred cows were everywhere. They'd wander around, or just lie in a spot and relax. People gave them straw and clumps of grass or leaves to eat as offerings and there was no apparent logic connecting the beasts to an owner or a barn. They existed in a contemporary timeline, treated like honored spiritual guests who are revered as a symbol of life, as the living sacredness of Mother Earth. Hindu's don't actually worship cows as much as they respect the benefits of what the cows provide - milk and its byproducts, fuel from manure, and - just in case their late aunt or uncle came back as one - the cows were also regarded as an indispensable member of community life. A funny thing though, I noticed that each cow I passed was absolutely spotless. Their coats were healthy and clean, and there wasn't a speck of dirt or manure on any part of them. They were immaculate, chewing their cud and watching the throng.
The walk back to the Tibet Guest Hotel that afternoon was a cacophony of vehicle engines, blazing scooter horns, and clattering bongo trucks. Merchants were another distraction. They chanted for sales from their storefronts accesses, or pushed their arms full of trinkets into my face. Bicycles and peddle-rickshaws had prayer bells that jingled more like bamboo mobile chimes on a windy day than any dainty charm. Sliding aluminum doors opened or closed at will with a deafening crash. The area's street dogs barked at everything that came within earshot. And wild monkeys shrieked high in the trees surrounding people gathering in the squares.
At that point, I was pretty caught up in all that was going on around me. It seemed like the deeper I got into the market alleys, the more traffic and people were jamming into the little spaces as well. Life itself was clogging the walkways like an overloaded funnel. It would have suffocated any normal tourist vying for solitude and for getting away from it all. Indeed, Kathmandu, or anything else about Nepal for that matter, was not a place for sissies. I must have been the exception for traveling without worry; I liked the bustle and chaos of its controlled panic and vibrant disarray.
When I got back to my room at the hotel, I rearranged my non-essentials for storage downstairs and loaded my pack with things I would need for the trek. I started thinking about the journey ahead. Contrary to my personal intrusion on these sacred lands, every seasoned westerner who came to Nepal was physically and mentally robust. Not only were they prepared to tackle the insurmountable challenges of trekking through Himalayan heights, but they were spiritually and financially determined to finish as well. People on serious expeditions, prepped their adventures with thousands of dollars in gear and supplies. And they fortified their physical abilities to stay in the harshest environments on earth through their training and perseverance.
Invariably, at the end of each trip, two things would be set into motion with people once they were down from the peaks. The first came from some unwritten importance attached to buying last minute trinkets or strands of colorful jewels. These souvenirs held special reminders to people of their trek once they returned to the world. Second, each traveler who labored on foot through the void above 12,000 feet formed their own answers to the meaning of life. Even enlightenment came to the lucky few. Some yearned for experience and found a spiritual peace instead. Some accomplished physical feats they had never expected of themselves, no matter the phase of their trek. To finish a summit or not, some gained more by simply experiencing Nepal than anything else. Bartering in a mountain gallery for a beautiful Himalayan painting held its own pleasurable significance. Others might prefer chanting OM's in an ashram hailing the perfection of life's unity. Still, the more practical visitors were just as happy recounting the in-your-face landscapes or dodging temperamental pack trains on a Himalayan switchback.
Everything that enhanced the spiritual upheavals for the newly initiated tourist proved that their journey to this land was something to value. For myself and the rest of the world's most naïve trekking upstarts, the trip of a lifetime was about to begin.
Kathmandu to Lukla. At 5:30 in the morning on my second day, the Carlsberg beers I had at the hotel restaurant the night before were taking their toll. I woke up late and in my hurried state, I discovered that it took about ten minutes for the water to heat up in the hotel shower. By then, of course, I had elected to douse off in the cold in lieu of not freshening up at all and I'd just have to get over it.
Fortunately, I stowed everything I packed the night before, including my computer and excess luggage, with hotel security - if there was such a thing - anticipating our early departure. This saved me the time and headache of running around when probably everyone else was thinking the same thing, but waited till the last minute instead.
My breakfast consisted of a mad dash through the restaurant's buffet table. I loaded up on steamed veggies, glazed potato squares, corn flakes, and more mango juice than the day before. The mango nectar was becoming a growing favorite for me just two days into the trip. For the road I grabbed a hot, buttered slice or two of raisin-swirled cinnamon toast.
The owner of Shizen Treks, Ltd., Ram Hari strolled into the guest house lobby at 6:00 and spotted me finishing breakfast in the hotel lounge. He had my trek guide in tow and introduced me. "Sir, this is Hansah Oksah. He will be the guide for your time in the mountains and is very experienced in the region where you are going. If there is anything you require, just let him know and he will see to your needs."
We shook hands with a warmth and sincerity that shown in his eyes and it put me at ease right away. Ram Hari gave him some trip money and dished out a few last minute instructions. Then Hansah and I got in the company car to catch our plane and took the narrowest back alleys and bumpy roads I think remained in all of Nepal. I asked more than once, "Is this the way to the airport?"
All I got were smiles from Hansah and the slightest impression from the driver that my questions bordered on the edge of being rude - but then again, not quite, it took a lot for these people to get upset, especially at the start of a brand new day. Well, No harm in being cautious, I thought. To my surprise we climbed rutted city hillsides I didn't remember passing on our drive the previous day toward the hotel. We raced a motorcycle through the darkness for a one lane opening off a side street onto the main thoroughfare - the motorcycle lost.
At high speed, we circled a rotary near some shadowy market square. When we emptied out onto the main drag I could make out a long line of carts and tented kiosks with young merchants setting up their family's tiny businesses in the early morning dew. As we charged through the back streets and rut-strewn alleys, I began to feel that we were making some progress. In contrast to the impoverished Nepalese masses striking out to meet their day, we passed a fairway or two of Kathmandu's National Military Country Club - their local golf course. As with any morning ritual associated with golf, the most serious duffers were out there warming up at the tee box before sunrise. Golf in Nepal, I thought, now that would be nice, maybe I'd try it. On second thought, maybe I'd leave well enough alone. I'm not sure I could handle a two-dollar a day caddie in shorts and flip-flops kicking my ass all over the course with a 3-under par.
The airport lay before us and we charged into the parking lot only to find a line of trekkers had already formed at the door and no one was getting in until the Minister of Doorways finished his tea and unlocked the entrance to the security scanners. A sign of one of the local breweries above the entrance read, 'Be like the mountains of Nepal. Stand tall and move slow - kick back a while.' Sound advice I thought, since checking out this line I figured that we weren't going anywhere anytime soon.
From the first minutes we were introduced at the hotel, I noticed that Hansah insisted on carrying everything I own - even my hat at one point. Through the dirt-laden, airport parking lot to the lineup at the security scanner doors, the hoisting determination he displayed included his bulky pack as well. I finally told him that I liked carrying my own stuff. He quickly interrupted to remind me that he had come off a hike with 40 kilograms of gear through passes over 5,000 meters high - three days ago! "It's my job, sah," he said.
Damn it. I was pleased that the regard he held for his duty was so intense. We finally agreed that I would carry my day-pack at all times and until we found the porter, we would work together to get the other packs loaded on the planes, taxis, or whatever conveyance we needed at the time. He was a small guy, maybe five feet, five inches tall and probably no more than 120 pounds soaking wet. But he was born a Sherpa and was strong as steel. All told, their lung capacity, as I would soon find out, was nearly twice as much as mine. To them, serving others was a religion. The care and nurturing of a fellow spirit was serious stuff to the Nepalese. To people of the west, living the false impression of modern affluence and having somebody wait on us hand and foot is a luxury we don't often receive. I don't particularly like that edict, so I carry my own gear as long as I can get away with it.
These Sherpas must laugh at the low-landers crowding their airport halls. Dreamers who want a glimpse at immortality trek for miles into the highest altitudes praying for good weather and good views of the Himalayan expanse. Some get these conditions and flourish off the success of their efforts. Some wind up being rescued off the mountain plateaus by helicopter, exhausted from muscular failure, altitude sickness, or the worse they could get, high altitude cerebral edema (HACE). That's the swelling of the brain due to lack of oxygen. There were other messy sicknesses hovering in the shadows up there, but with normal precautions, most trekkers come off of the slopes with plenty of stories and friendships collected along the way.
Inside the airport terminal, it felt like some of the guides were pointing out their clients-for-the-week to their peers. Sometimes they laughed, seeming to make fun of their charges, or taking bets on who would make the climb to Base Camp without passing out and needing an emergency evac. I think Hansah was glad to see that I was in at least a fair amount of shape for our trek. I'd suspect he'd put his money on me to survive.
International contingents visiting Nepal were everywhere. Pack flags identified most of the prominent groups inside the holding area as we readied for our flights. There were teams from Russia and Great Britain; athletes from Australia and New Zealand; all manner of Europeans, including the Swedes and the Nordics (was there a difference in that geography? I wondered). They were all ready to hike the great trails. There was even an American or two in the bunch - but not that many. I was one of them, mountain born and raised in the west.
A couple of groups hailed from Peru and Chile and they reveled in their own sense of accomplishment for mastering climbs in the Andes. But they were here now - a whole new ballgame. They appreciated their mountains back home, but were visibly humbled by the fact that they were about to enter the big leagues. Even if most of them never set foot above 18,000 feet, it appeared that they were all here to try.
The Orient was represented too; people who were quiet and reserved as they usually are. They were striding with their own separate confidence that came from thousands of years of inherited cultural significance. The Japanese, Korean, and Chinese groups all displayed the divine serenity of men and women determined, it seemed, to do one better than any of the others. Though everyone was cheerful to each other in passing, you could feel their edgy, competitive natures simmering like a brewing stew.
The terminal was packed with people hoping for their own inkling of importance. They longed to be in the same class of men and women whose mountaineering feats were inexorably tied to their lifetime achievements and would stand the test of the ages. Contemporary trekkers knew the rules - plod on and never give up. Could the newbies remain dauntless and fearless while securing the goals? Might some weary, curious climber, novice or otherwise, crest the Cho La pass at 17,000 feet and not be a different person for the experience? Would they summit Gokyo Ri and Kala Patthar and look up to see Mount Everest with the same awe and perspective as legends did before them? Would he or she ask if Edmund Hillary saw the same exact view on his way to the top, or lean against the same big rocks that they were leaning on now, taking in their own series of heart stopping breaths?
That daydream alone, prompts thousands to get to Nepal in the first place. I was one of them.
Hansah strolled up out of nowhere and informed me that we were slated on Agni-Airways for a 9:30 flight in a long line of flights that would brave the Lukla high altitude airstrip. Built on a unique fingered plateau between two mountain peaks, Lukla rests over valleys on each side of the approach and a deep river gorge perpendicular to the runway sitting on top of a cliff.
I was told we have to fly to a point where we bank in with a hard 90-degree turn between these peaks and then fly uphill the final distance to make our touchdown on the short field strip. Legend has it pegged as one of the top ten most dangerous airports in the world. Its ominous stature rising and falling in significance depending on the amount of fog or clear mountain views a pilot ventures to try.
Lukla Airstrip, Cliff at far end. Photo at back wall: Byron Dormire
Of course, whichever moment and temperament of the mountain prevails, it will always have the final say. But that's why we're going; I told myself in a reassuring light. Lukla is just another part of the trip. "Stay close, sah," Hansah said. "We should be getting the boarding call at any time."
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