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A cold night in Lapchi Kang (Chapter 7)


In The Beginning


World Peace was always going to be a lost cause, but I had become an expert at chasing lost causes. The more far-fetched an idea, the more I would throw heart and soul into its invisible being, and if success ever reared its ugly head, my demons would be sure to smite it down. Demons are wizard-hatchers of plot. This is the story of World Peace Trekking, a Nepalese trekking agency I used to own, well I think I did – I’m not sure anymore! And I nearly forgot to tell you – I ran World Peace Trekking on the proceeds of rat catching and wasp eradication in the hope it would one day make some cash – Ha!
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Norbu at Kalinchowk



Chapter 1


Norbu

March 1st 1998

Santos was waiting for me hidden among the sea of touts who so eagerly await the tourist. He and his brother Norbu were now involved in the trekking business with me since I had left my World Peace partner, Karma. I call them the Wonder brothers as they see wonder in everything from a rustle in the grass to an old man on the road, a spirit or a magic being lurking in every shadow, every sound and every breath.

The last time I had come to Kathmandu I had had to scour the city on a motorbike until I found Karma, drunk, legless and speechless; yet later we had embarked on an incredible journey that I now just call ‘Chepka’. I have forgotten what Chepka means in Nepalese, but to me it means ‘I dare you’, I could never resist a good dare, and it blew World Peace apart.

Santos was pleased to see me, he had brought along his 11-year-old son whom I call Little Buddha. Little Buddha doesn’t go to school because Santos believes he is the re-incarnation of a Buddhist spirit and needs protecting from a corrupting education. Little Buddha had long, deep scratches down the side of his face where his three siblings had torn his flesh.

March 3rd 1998

At the office Santos and I had plans to discuss, a web site to juggle, clients to meet and trips to organise. But we had learned that our good friend Dawa had died of TB the previous day and the bad news had created an atmosphere that made work impossible. He died at the age of 38 after having spent years sleeping rough in the onion fields of Kathmandu, always drunk and rarely eating. The only time I ever knew him to change his clothes was when I bought him a new shirt and trousers because the smell he carried with him was nauseating. He had arrived in Nepal 15 years ago from Darjeeling, on the run after a bungled bank robbery; this is what I had been told but he would never comment. It is easy to disappear into Kathmandu with no papers if one looks the part, and quite frankly no one really cares. He had studied at the Botanic Gardens in Darjeeling and was an expert on Himalayan plants, always giving me seeds to take back and sow in England. With a mild polite manner and a voice from 1950’s BBC radio I couldn’t imagine a less likely bank robber. I guess I’m just inflexible. I had liked him enormously and no matter how drunk or animated he became his charm remained. The only problem being, when he fell asleep he would invariably pee himself so nobody would let him sleep in their homes. Every night he would slink off back to the onions who may well have appreciated a little sprinkling. Dawa, who had worked for World Peace and been a good friend of Karma’s, had always joked that bars were like temples; requiring devotees, so Santos and I decided to pray for him in a local bar.

Just as we were leaving a young man walked into the office. He had no arms from the elbow down and asked me to write a letter to his English sponsor. I did so and learned that he had recently lost his arms in a machine accident and needed specialist treatment in England. Without thinking I handed the letter to him and before I realized what I had done Santos took the letter from me, folded it, and put it in the man’s pocket; it had been a bad day, it had been a bad year, and I needed a breath of fresh air. The rest could wait.

March 4th 1998

All bus journeys in Nepal are hellish and the road to Kodari was no exception: Norbu, five porters, one cook and I were heading to Chaku where we would embark on an exploratory trek along the Nepalese/Tibetan border. It was most probably an illegal route but I had learned that no police ever wander into the wilderness, and if perchance one should meet a soldier or two, money always keeps the way clear.

Lapchi Kang is a small Himalayan range like a twisted backbone between the road to Tibet and Rowling Himal. It is restricted and tucked away enough to be ignored by tourists yet not high enough to entice mountaineers. (Somewhere in this isolated mountain wilderness, Milarepa, an ancient Tibetan magician went into retreat, had lived in a cave, eaten stinging nettles and slowly turned green). I had first read about it in Peter Boardman’s ‘Sacred Summits’ where he very briefly mentions the rock spire of Choba Bamare (although locally the spire is called Ama Bamare or Mani Himal with Choba Bamare being a higher peak without a spire along the same ridge to the North) and first set eyes on it in 1995. That was the year World Peace tried to make its mark on the world; instead we just made chaos, and I loved it.

At Chaku, as we picked up two more porters and extra supplies in the local shops, I noticed a transparent sweet jar with a packet of zinc phosphide inside. Zinc phosphide is a deadly poison used on rats and in the UK can only be purchased under license. Norbu told me that in Nepal it is a favourite form of suicide with young people and can be bought almost anywhere there is a road. I had rats on my mind as I trekked high above the Bhote Khosi in the sweltering afternoon sun to the beautiful settlement of Narayanthan. It was the first and last village on our proposed route and we camped at the Gompa with its colourful flags, tridents, bells and silver chortan. As the sun faded colour made the landscape, shades of muted greens, oranges, browns, blocks of grey black, cascading white waterfalls, blue skies, blossoms of pink, terracotta houses, brilliant white houses; maize, crows, mynah birds, the smell of wood smoke, gentle breezes, the rustle of trees, children shouting; all these blend to make Nepal. As twilight compacted the environment into blackness and silence, a new world came into being; a magic world that is always there amongst its people.

That evening we sat in a chang house drinking irak, discussing the route with locals. Norbu and I had seen snow on the high ridges and felt our route might be impassable. No one seemed to have been up there recently and all they could do was point upwards in a vague gesture of acknowledgement. Sitting opposite me in the flickering lantern light Norbu, with his thin Tibetan face and turquoise bead earring, told me the folklore of Lapchi Kang and how there had once been a monastery called Kershambala that had mysteriously disappeared into the ground. It was still there, buried in the rock, full of monks and spirits, waiting for a time to re-surface. Norbu, shaking his finger, possessed by wonder said “Maybe”, throwing his hands high and smiling, “Maybe we find it.” There was a crashing sound and Larchi, our local one-eyed Tamang porter was stumbling around the chang house telling a story of musk deer hunting in Tibet, dodging Chinese soldiers, and making hasty retreats back across the border. He had lost his eye as a child by falling onto a piece of sharp bamboo. He seemed so drunk that I imagined he could still achieve double vision with his one good eye; I knew in the morning he would be as right as rain.

March 5th 1998

White eagles soared as we left the lush green terraces and entered the still forest. The air became colder and fresher, the smells changed, the light and shadows flickered. We left something behind and entered into a different world. I looked down, and at my feet was the biggest, black dried frog I had ever seen; it was as hard as rock. Norbu walked over grinning. “Ho Ho, maybe, just maybe it fell from the sky.” He examined it by turning it over and over, smelt it and proclaimed it to be a magic frog placing it carefully in his rucksack for further investigation in Kathmandu. We were not far off 3000 metres and I too wondered if it had fallen from the sky. (Norbu, having, once explained how the Newar people were descended from frogs, now changed his mind and excitedly enthused how it was actually the Tamangs who spawned from this magical amphibian. I’m not sure which culture the frog gave birth to, but, on July 29th, the Newars of Kathmandu Valley hold a frog and crow day in celebration of a frog who led the evil deity, Kunt-ta Kurr-na, into a treacherous swamp and so freeing the people from its demonic grasp; this selfless act was witnessed by a crow who then flew across the land spreading the good news).

As we approached a clearing we smelt wood smoke and the kharka of Jongma Di came into view. Norbu and I made our way through a herd of dzo and entered the smoky hut. Sunlight flickered through the matting that was its walls, making fine beams that filled with swirling smoke. A strong looking Sherpa woman greeted us with smiles and offered wild mushroom and chili stew. When she asked if it was tasty, I’d like to have honestly said yes but all I could taste was red-hot fire. I replied that I did an octave higher than normal much to everybody’s amusement. She produced a large container of irak and within seconds, as if a bell had been rung, our crew appeared cups in hand and settled down for a midday drinking session. They were all Tamang, happy, kind of honest, young and dressed in rags. I looked at toes pointing out of canvas shoes, I looked at my own shoes, canvas, Dutch army surplus; our feet would freeze together. I knew all their names, their villages, their families and had complete faith in them. The woman asked me my religious beliefs. I really had no opinion, but making the presumption that she believed in re-incarnation, spirits, Buddha and fate I replied that we all go to the earth and what happens after that is in God’s hands. She seemed happy with my answer and, pointing towards the sky, said what goes up must come down and that we would be coming back down very soon as there was too much snow on the ridge. As we left I looked up at the snowy ridge and knew the awesome Himalayan weather may be awaiting our arrival.

The path rose steeply and by the evening we had ascended 1500 meters in a day and a half. The alarm bells of altitude sickness started to ring and, as we hit the snow line and started sinking to our thighs every step became an effort, I asked myself “What am I doing here?” I have asked that question a million times before only to dismiss it and push further into the unknown, further into something I didn’t know; exhaustion and danger, these things tearing at me, wearing me down, pushing me on.

As the snow and sleet fell, as the holes I fell into got deeper I remembered Chepka and Hana, and how reckless and lucky we had been. Looking at the others struggling under their heavy loads, singing and whistling, I was reassured and moved further into something I had set myself up for long ago. Can I survive myself? The red rhododendron forest remained indifferent to this absurdity.

Through mist and sleet we reached the snowy ridge of Panchapile Danda, finding an old semi-wrecked kharka to provide us with shelter. My eyes scanned the ridges and small peaks we would have to cross on our journey but all I could see was the impassable white that would push us in another direction.

March 6th 1998

Although the morning was clear Norbu and I decided to change our route because the freak March weather had closed the way. Everybody seemed relieved as they lolled around the remains of the kharka that we had systematically burned as firewood. Larchi and his brother would guide us down into the Deodunga valley and up across Kansali Danda. I looked at the map, and then at the world; Himalayan maps can never describe the vastness that rolled out before me and I put it away. The weather was atrocious, it had started snowing again as we followed the steep, tortuous, invisible path down across slippery rocks and through deep drifts. We were all cold and occasionally someone fell in the deep snow. My feet were numb and fingertips tingling, visibility was a misty smear through cloud and wet snow, made worse by the spindrift being blown into my eyes. I put on sunglasses and trekked through a murky brown haze that so distorted the geography – every step became a hazardous gamble. During this period of concentration everyone was silent until we hit the tree line where the whistles and shouts exploded, shattering the power of murmur and hiss which the wind and snow had enveloped us with, breaking the trance that conditions had demanded.

The rhododendron forest was full of mist and soon I found myself alone, separated from the rest. Every now and then the clouds parted to give a view of the khola far below and the awesome snowy ridge across the valley that was to be our new route. As the forest gave way to the green terraces a hailstorm drove us all separately to a large hut that soon filled with locals also seeking shelter. As we waited in the crowded dwelling, everybody settled happily into the routine of cooking, drinking and talking. I dried myself by the fire, pleased that the Nepalese found it so easy to relax and integrate. Norbu had started to hold audience and entertained everybody with his wondrous Himalayan tales. He soon started a debate on our Lapchi Kang route. Everybody had a different opinion and he started to collect a vast amount of information. I remained silent, thinking how different Norbu and Karma were in their approach to trekking. Here was Norbu taking notes (actually writing things down in a note book) on folklore, nature, conditions and routes, trying to accrue knowledge so that our journey could be smooth. So different from Karma, who would have had me halfway up the ridge by now having done no research; the spirit of adventure unleashed. Karma had years of mountaineering experience and one glance at a snowy ridge would be enough to make a decision. His father had been a kitchen boy on Tenzing and Hillary’s first ascent of Everest and had spent his life leading exploratory treks across Nepal’s Himalaya. Karma had followed in his father’s footsteps and with his experience and my drive we had had adventures that fulfilled my dreams. I was now in business with Norbu and although he was the perfect mountain guide in the traditional sense, I realized it was not business that I had ever been interested in, but the recklessness with which Karma and I had embarked upon our adventures as we headed through forests or up narrow gorges with the minimum of equipment, never knowing what lay ahead. I missed him, but I didn’t miss his drinking.

I had first met Karma in 1993 in a crowded trekking agency in Kathmandu. My father had died and, after having settled his affairs, I headed to Nepal in search of adventure and found myself in an office full of Tamang mountain guides, smiling and sizing me up, expecting me to pick one of them for a trek. Whilst I gazed at the mass of happy faces, a man had strolled in and, seeing the tourist, came over to stand before me obscuring the others from my view. He had looked at me in a serious way and introduced himself. Karma was the type to never miss an opportunity and neither was I; we would later discover that we also shared the same ability to turn an opportunity into complete mayhem.

Norbu had found a herder by the name of Sange amongst the crowd who suggested a short cut to Yarma village, straight up over the steep, white snowbound hill to the east. There is no such thing as a “short cut”. Beware the short cut way, whose wings take you as the crow flies, with no path, loose rock, vertical ice, frozen rivers, high altitude, no place to camp and no food, and if you ever reach your destination you will really need a month’s holiday to recover. I no longer had any idea where we were going, the trek had been written, had a momentum of its own, so I agreed to this short cut as long as Sange would accompany us the whole way. I immediately took a liking to Sange, his gentle manner and open friendliness made me trust him without question; qualities that were in complete contrast to his brother, Golden-Tooth, who we were to meet later.

Surprisingly the short cut did actually prove to be what it claimed and we soon found ourselves in the tiny settlement of Yarma, which spread out along a steep valley, commanding a fine view of Kansali Danda high above the tree line. Sange had told us that our original route into Lapchi Kang was only passable from May to September and he would be happy to guide us into that wonderland during those wet, miserable monsoon months. The occupants of this valley were a Sherpa/Chettri mix whose looks were nothing like I had ever seen; a real mixed bag who were reluctant to discuss this (or perhaps they didn’t care). Norbu had a theory that the Sherpas were once the bigger tribe but the Chettris the more powerful, somewhere along the line compromise had been reached. He made it sound so feasible, but then he could probably convince me that rocking horse shit was good for the garden.

The first thing I noticed about Yarma itself was an abundance of honeybees toing and froing from a rooftop hive. A wizened old man resting his crooked frame on a stick, told me that he takes honey in May and October unless the bees have had a tough time from the weather. At that time rhododendrons were in full flower and the bees were busy making a honey that can induce a reeling intoxication from the slightly toxic flowers.

March 7th 1998

Heavy snow fell during the night covering the tent in a heavy blanket that blocked the morning light. As usual I awoke to the chants of Norbu reciting a Tibetan prayer next to me; ‘Om mani pudme hum’ is my wake up call. Occasionally he tries to educate me in the nature of the prayers, but I never have more than a momentary interest. Some years ago his wife had left him for a Swedish telephone engineer to whom she had been cook. She took their two sons and disappeared into another reality called Sweden. It was then that Norbu had found religion and prayer; I had for different reasons found trekking. (Later, during the writing of this text, Norbu’s two sons were caught in a terrible fire in a Swedish nightclub; the eldest died and the other was badly burnt.)

A reconnoitre was necessary before any decision could be made about our next move, so Norbu and I made our way up the valley, through the forest that had been transformed overnight into a silver frosted spectacular world. I followed Norbu’s red down jacket that floated in front, detached and brilliant, the only sounds were our feet crunching the frozen snow and the khola hissing below. The air was cold and thick, like liquid velvet being sucked in and blown out as warm mist. Rarely have I walked in such beauty, a landscape that unfolds, translates with every step, suggests and withdraws, and would soon be gone. Sange was waiting by a group of kharkas with an instamatic camera hanging around his neck. People, cows, goats and vicious looking dogs lolled, ignoring Norbu and me as we strolled into their midst. At one time I would have interpreted the scene as medieval; the ragged dress, filthy skin, matted hair, animals and people living together in the same smoky huts; so different from a world that puts a hefty onus on appearance and material baggage, that reflects its worth in a mirror image.

Sange’s brother came over to talk with us. He was tall for a Nepali, maybe 5’11” and had a golden tooth that shone along with his dark shiny eyes. Although I mistrusted him immediately, I liked his mystery, a depth and courage that suggested daring and adventure. He and Sange told us the way over the mountains was closed that day and the snow would be nearly 5’ deep farther up the valley. But maybe the next day, if the weather was clear, it would be possible to battle our way up and across the pass. Norbu and I had no idea which pass they meant and all we could see was the snowy ridges and slopes high above us. I asked questions about the area and Golden-Tooth entered into an animated speech about Lapchi Kang. Ama Bamare is a Buddhist icon pointing up to heaven like a finger and is known locally as Mani Himal, or Chorten Himal. Golden-Tooth sometimes walks to China (he does not call it Tibet) over the Lapchi Kang range, taking about 7 to 10 hard days across high, difficult terrain that is only open in July and August (I later visited this route that snakes high up and around King Dog Mountain to Lapchi Kharka – a route so dangerous that a man can only carry four kilos on his back – and there is another route that cuts diagonally across King Dog Ridge with huge vertical falls down to the Jum Khola where it is just possible for a yak to slowly ascend). Once in Tibet he trades skins, wild medicine and dzo for Tibetan antiques which he sells in Kathmandu. His route is so difficult and remote that never once has he seen another person on the journey. Seduction. He trades musk deer scent glands and leopard skins. Perhaps once every three years he traps a snow leopard and he asked me if I wanted to buy a pelt for US $1500. I had heard they could fetch up to $50,000 in America. That’s better money than ratting could ever offer, but no money could ever tempt me back to that place called America. Golden-Tooth told me that the difficult terrain of Lapchi Kang makes the hunting and trapping of snow leopards nearly impossible and only perchance does one fall into a trap. He wanted me to place an order for skins and pelts, attempted to seduce and tantalize me with a lucid story of being chased by an angry black bear, but Karma and I had already been through that experience in the Sanjin Valley and at that moment, listening to Golden-Tooth telling his tales, I knew that valley was enticing me back. When I refused his offer of skins he tried to interest me in a cave hidden deep in the forest, full of Tibetan artifacts and antiques. Another time, another trip, a pocket full of cash, and all that swag could be bought and re-sold in Europe, but now was not the time. Norbu had remained silent throughout this dialogue and I felt him becoming increasingly nervous at Golden-Tooth’s exposure of poaching and smuggling. He could see magic in all, chase a rainbow to the ends of the earth, but had no stomach for a brush with the law. Again I thought of Karma and I, grasping the harsh reality of life in the mountains, seizing the opportunity and heading off into adventure and probable disaster.

Sange wanted us to stay the night but Norbu thought it too dangerous (Golden-tooth frightened him) and insisted we headed back to camp. The forest had changed, the opening into a new world the frost had suggested, melted. With wet feet we returned to Yarma and huddled round a fire in the old man’s house. He and his wife produced some rubies and other stones that fascinated Norbu. Golden-Tooth had told me Lapchi Kang was full of rubies but that he did not have ‘the weapons’ to remove them. All those treasures, which sparkled before me, dulled in my eyes as I fell asleep.

When I woke Norbu had arranged a mini bazaar in the front porch. He had decided to sell a lot of our provisions because we would soon be trekking near villages where food would be available. The word had spread quickly and there was a bustle of shoppers haggling, swapping, laughing and arguing. Money was waved, deals negotiated and throughout this commotion Norbu handed me wads of notes which I duly pocketed. Even Golden-Tooth appeared and, having bought 30 kilos of rice, tried to walk off without paying. I extracted the cash in a heated exchange; he had wanted to pay us the following day but I told him we ran a cash on delivery service only. As always, it ended in laughter. Then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was over. People shuffled off with their goods and all was still. One small Sherpa woman was standing by me just looking and smiling. Norbu told me she wanted us to go and drink in her chang kharka opposite us. She needed the money. Her husband had hanged himself in Bharabise the year before and she had three ragged children to look after, her only income being from irak and chang. I gave her all the food we could spare and headed towards the smoky hut. Inside, the three ragged children were shivering around the fire which was dwarfed by a large irak still heating over the flames. I saw Golden-Tooth slouched against a wall, drinking and grinning, flashing his fancy incisor and I knew it was going to be a long night. We drank hot irak taken from the still and Norbu and I were soon in slouching mood entering into a dialogue of a future sojourn à la Lapchi Kang. Golden-Tooth suggested using dzo instead of porters and told me that one dzo costs 400 rupees per day (with food) and can carry 70 kilos. Maybe we would need 12 dzos for 50-60 days and after making a rough calculation of costs I realized it would not be cheap; but any remote area with no food available cannot be done on a backpacking budget. Food dictates. As the three of us drank, tongues loosened (I’m sure I was born with a double-jointed tongue), I noticed the kharka filling up with locals. The Sherpa woman was busy filling glasses and between fills tended the fire, the still and the needs of her children. I noticed her and imagined how hard her life was, a constant struggle for food, clothes and firewood, keeping sickness at bay with no hope of a lull in this continual storm. It is very difficult for a woman in rural Nepal to re-marry once she has had children, and if she has had a boy it is almost impossible. (A woman’s lot in Nepal is not a favoured one; there are approximately thirty women in prison for illegal abortion or miscarriage, most of these pregnancies being a result of rape or incest. If a convicted woman already has children but no family to care for them, then the children go to prison with their mother for the duration of the sentence – often twenty five years!). All I could do was to buy everyone drinks, and in minutes the place was packed and worship began.

A woman stared at me; I had been noticed. Around the cauldron Sange was sitting next to me, he had appeared like an apparition and engaged me in dialogue. Next to Sange sat Norbu and next to him sat the staring woman, dressed in a filthy black skirt and red top, her face a patchy black, exaggerated by tied back hair and golden earrings. Norbu translated; she had a husband and three children but wanted to leave them and go with me into my world (my world that had come apart at the seams, the stuffing, old and brittle, hanging out, ready for the fire) for there is still time to have children before we burn. People laughed but she was serious and awaited my answer. I liked her, her filth that is earth, her daring, her swagger, her audacity. She wanted communion, to mix the blood, the culture and the genes. This act, requiring a disseminating shot, was not for me. Sange had already asked to be my blood brother but there was no knife available or suitable in the Kharka, and now the woman wanted to mix her blood with mine; poison or cure? But the idea of sex tempted and I told Norbu to invite her to the tent. He threw up his hands, laughed and asked, “Where will I sleep?” and said that anyway it was a package deal, take the whole thing or leave it. I left it and the kharka, and the culture that was not mine, and walked a dark path to my tent to wrestle with a dying ghoul that tried to pull me down, and as I slumped, the poison rendered me oblivious. I awoke to blackness, for it was still night, and the sounds of beautiful singing. The poison held me down, I could not move, only listen to the singing, clapping and the shuffle of feet which I assumed was dancing. It was eerie and seducing, like the frosted forest whose silence engulfed all. I was too drunk to move and this otherness that performed outside was separated from me by a barrier called tent.

March 8th 1998

The weather was clear and we headed up the valley toward the snowy pass. Before we left, the staring woman hovered around the camp; the night before hanging over me in more ways than one. I had to pay the Sherpa woman for getting the entire village drunk; she asked 300 rupees; I gave her 500. Norbu told me it was she who had been singing in the night outside our tent; the poison that was cure that was now poison again, making my head throb and eyes bleary, making me want to walk and discard this hangover, unable to think about Yarma and how it had thrown its doors wide open for me or about this woman who had sung me her songs.

We passed Sange and Golden-Tooth, both worse for wear, and told them we would see them soon when clients came to trek in the hills. I have never seen Golden-Tooth again but his actions will interrupt this text at a later stage; whose rude invasion will be relished and savoured! (I was told on a later sojourn into Lapchi Kang whilst undertaking snow leopard research that he had become a Maoist and then a gangster – most fitting!)

The valley became narrow, its sides steep and vertical. The path trailed along the khola where patches of snow dotted with purple luminous primroses slowly melted in the morning sun. The khola split into two and we were flummoxed. Left or right? We chose left, the scenery looked spectacular, a narrow gorge, bamboo forests, burnt trees from a forest fire long ago, snowy hills; again seduction. We followed leopard crap along the path that veered right, up a steep rock face and through a gap and into another valley. Up and up we trekked, all the trees now black, charred skeletons, the path lost and the way hidden. Real life. The clouds were swirling above, not a good sign at this altitude, and in front of us only loose rock and ice, a hard climb to a top that may not be passable. Across the valley we could see some old kharkas, impossible to get to by nightfall. If the savage sky threw down its lot we may have got stuck high up, unable to move with only two days’ food supply. As no one was dressed for a high altitude epic it wasn’t worth the risk and we turned back to the fork in the khola to set up camp. The next day we would revise the route.

March 9th 1998

An orange bird with a blue head hopped from bush to bush. Norbu had gone to find a local to point a way through and over this confusing terrain. He returned with two brothers, Galgen and Rinchen, both Sherpas from the last kharka we had passed. They took us the same way we had gone the day before but knew every turn and twist and soon we reached the old kharkas and had a magnificent view into Tibet. The day was spectacularly clear, no cloud or haze, and I took photographs of that icy wasteland. The path was on the North Slope and in shadow, the snow three feet deep and the going quite tough. Galgen explained that the trees had been burned twenty five years ago in a massive forest fire that raged for four months turning the sky black and killing many people, large numbers of livestock and wildlife. It was believed to have been started by a careless herder. Only now were the trees recovering and the animals and birds returning. Snow leopards, blue sheep and wolves can live above the tree line and were little affected by this disaster (The wolves have now all been exterminated by lacing bait carcasses with rat poison). Galgen told me that he had quite often seen snow leopards in pairs and had once seen three adults together. When I asked him where, he pointed across Kansali Danda, towards Lapchi Kang, spreading his fingers and fanning his hand across the sky. He asked me if I wanted a jungle cat skin for he had shot one the day before near his kharka. I didn’t answer, I was concerned about Norbu lagging behind, slowly putting one foot in front of the other; he had diarrhoea that made him weak, and with a perpetual cough was falling into bad shape. We slowly walked to the top of the pass following a pair of wolf tracks. Galgen said that occasionally he shoots a wolf and sells the bones to the Chinese for medicine; he had no idea what they were good for but Norbu told me it was a magic cure to chase the TB demon away. Norbu was a walking pharmacopoeia, full of remedies; but now I must confess that the word pharmacy is not mine but taken from a Greek word for poison and cure. I read that in a book that may not be true, but who’s to know or even care now it has been hijacked, loaded and set amongst the text, and anyway, those Greeks may have stolen it from others, unnamed.

At the top of the pass, Tari La, and between two small peaks, the view was panoramic. Behind us to the north Tibet, its white peaks shoring up that icy wasteland, to the east Lapchi Kang twisting its bones around a forbidden pocket, and to the south rolling foothills disappearing into haze and flattening out into India. This was a most extraordinary view, and to exaggerate its splendour, clouds raced up from below like a dragon’s puff of smoke that swirled and disappeared as quickly as they had come. Norbu needed to rest and that gave me the opportunity to wade through the deep snow and up the small peak to the west. I was lucky, ten minutes after reaching the top, thick clouds moved in obscuring and screening everything around. When I returned to the Tari La the porters had gone; fearing the weather they had set off through the clouds and into the vast forest below. Their footprints veered off right but I knew our destination, the nunnery of Bigu Gompa, was to the left and now we would have to search for them in the thick, dark forest. Rinchen and Galgen had stayed with Norbu and now refused to go with us any farther because they needed to return before any more snow fell. I was lumbered, with Norbu sick and three full rucksacks to carry. The two Sherpas could not be swayed by money and then demanded 300 rupees each for having shown us the way so far – daylight robbery. I only had a 1000-rupee note and of course they had no change. Galgen was aimlessly hacking into the Kharka posts with his knife, smiling and waiting, and as I looked at him, unable to read the swinging blade as friend or foe, had already worked out a strategy to dispose of his knife, him and his brother too; it turned out to be a bored gesture of a man wanting to go home. He put the knife away and I handed him the note, but Norbu insisted he take our address and send the change; of course the money never came. They turned, waved and disappeared into whiteness. Norbu put a rucksack on his back and helped me load the remaining two on mine and we both struggled down into the forest. Silence. Wisps of cloud mist weaved through the dark trees, obscuring and clearing, making our way slow and hazardous. We stuck close to each other following the footprints going in the wrong direction. The forest was old and undisturbed, its canopy thick, enclosing its world. The eerie hush was punctured by a man and two boys making haste towards us. They carried empty baskets, had long knives, were dressed in rags, had bare feet, didn’t stop to talk but shouted out that wolves had killed a dzo and there was meat to be cut away before other scavengers came to prey. The hill was steep and occasionally we caught a glimpse of our crew waiting on a small rocky plateau. I wolf whistled, and shouts echoed back, back on course.

The plateau commanded a stunning view, jutting out of a hillside that was part of a huge bowl, thickly forested like a green magic carpet rolling down to the valley floor. I soaked up the charge that it dispensed and discharged the rucksacks from my back before joining the others who were already cooking lunch. I threw some orange peel into the fire; it refused to burn, the thick skin seemingly impervious to the flames, slowly drying, eventually turning black. I turned back and saw the man and two boys their baskets laden with fresh meat, blood dripping along their trail, staining white with red, making haste to another place.

Our way down was very steep and wet, the snow now gone as we tried not to stumble on the loose ground that leveled off every now and then allowing the porters to stop for a fag break, puff furiously on their cigarettes and in minutes be back on the downhill path that was not a path. Eventually we came across an old lady carrying a basket full of firewood who was on her way to Bigu Gompa having just visited her husband who was working in the forest. She offered to take us the dreaded short cut and set a formidable pace through the rhododendrons that spread out and separated the group. Suddenly she stopped, pulled out a fag and puffed away like there was no tomorrow. I turned around and saw no one; fags all round I guessed. She told me she was a grandmother and was really very old, yet she had out-walked everyone and her basket must have weighed 15 kilos! They don’t make them like her where I come from.

The white chortens of Bigu marked our way and the old lady who was not an old lady left us and continued on her way.

I had first visited Bigu Gompa in 1995 with Yvette, a World Peace cohort of mine. We had been exploring new routes for the Company, learning the folklore and the medicine of the place. We had stayed the night at Dolangsa monastery which sits below the Tinsang La. Late that night a handsome, drunken man arrived, stumbled around the room and collapsed unconscious on a bed. In the morning he introduced himself as the Lama and before we left he told us the story of the monastery. His Grandfather, sixty years before, had had a dream while in Tibet. In the dream he vividly saw a spot on which to build a monastery and was commanded by a spirit to go and find it. His Grandfather finally wandered into Nepal and saw the exact view that had been in his vision. He set about building Dolangsa monastery and his family are now the caretakers and Lamas. Fuelled with this magical tale Yvette and I crossed the Tinsang La and Lapchi Kang slapped us squarely in the face. A gob smacked Yvette traced a route across the hills, asked a thousand different questions, laid down a plan, a loose route to wonderland that had now shut its doors and sent me to a different place.

March 9th 1998

At Bigu we were greeted by a big smiling nun. All nuns in Nepal answer to the name of Ani, which may mean Nun. Ani showed us to a bunkhouse where we could light a fire, cook and dry off. She then beckoned me to join her in a dwelling for salt tea and bread. I sat down in the dark hut, sipped tea, stared blankly at the floor and realized how tiring the day had been. My brief peace was rudely interrupted by a barrage of Nepalese words seemingly aimed in my direction; I turned to my right and saw in the shadows two Nepalese men and two Europeans. Again the rapid speech and I replied in English that for me to understand they must speak slowly. One of the Nepalese got up and looked at me closely, he expressed surprise that I too was European and not Nepalese as he first imagined. I later learned that the Europeans were a Belgian couple working for a local NGO developing awareness. I didn’t ask any questions. My self-sufficient presence must have triggered the Belgiques into action, for then the interrogation began: Who was I, where was I going, what about permits, how could I go into Lapchi Kang – it’s not possible, how could I wear canvas shoes and how irresponsible to take others with me etc. I tried to reply but they complained that they didn’t understand my English, so I told them my speech was full of inconsistencies, interruptions, burps and farts, and that I too did not understand myself.

This diversion stopped the questions, and it gave me the chance to relax and chitchat with the Nepalese. One man remembered his grandfather walking across Kansali Danda before the Chinese road was built, to buy salt in the Tibetan markets. These days salt comes from India or by the Chinese road, and the only time people cross Kansali Danda is to illegally buy goods in Tibet to trade in Kathmandu. The Chinese authorities turn a blind eye but the Nepalese police extract a ‘fee’ if people are caught, for trading is only allowed with hard-to-get permits, and people are forced to use the old mountain trails to supplement their incomes. I went back to the bunkhouse. Ani followed to tell us about the dogs. How could I have forgotten those dogs, mad dogs from hell, trained to kill and eat any living thing – Yvette and I had seen the two enormous black dogs chained up in an alcove, pulling and growling, covered in scars; terrifying. Ani had told us they were let loose at night but would not attack women or tourist men. That night howls and barks echoed around the hills; their savage implications keeping Yvette and me behind shut doors. She eventually braved the night to pee, and immediately a dog appeared; it had stood waiting in vigil until Yvette was safely back indoors before continuing its night time guard. Ani had been right about women but I did not brave the dark as a tourist man, instead I used the open window. The next morning only one dog was there, bloody and exhausted, the other still roaming the hills. I asked Ani if she could touch the dog and as she cautiously approached the alcove, the sleepy dog came to life, pulling at the chain, alert and ready. Ani slowly stroked the dog; it didn’t respond but lay back down again, disinterested, every now and then snapping at the crows that hopped around the alcove looking for spilled morsels. The crows were far too smart to be dog dinner and would drive the dog to distraction with their laughter and sneaky antics; occasionally one would hop across the dog and the others would take advantage of the chaos that ensued to steal a piece of food. (The first words of Nepalese I had ever learned were ‘cak jardu’ meaning crow magic; Karma had taught me that, as the birds flew around the Langtang valley one misty morning.)

This time though things had changed and I had no fear of those wild dogs, those protectors of nun, and ventured out into the darkness in search of their savage jaws. Immediately a massive dark shape appeared, growling and confident, moving toward me. I spoke in English, I asked it where the rabbits were, or perhaps the leopards – leopards that eat dogs, but run away from me. The dog and I were very close and I squatted down for a tete a tete, it wagged its tail and I wrestled it to the ground. We played for a while until suddenly it bolted off in a frenzy, into the dark night. Ani had been right about tourist men.

March 10th 1998

The Nepali word for sugar is chinney. Norbu was feeling better today and sat cross-legged on his bunk with his prayer beads in one hand and a mug of tea in the other. He chanted ‘om mani pudme hum’, took a sip of tea, made a dissatisfied noise and made sure he loudly incorporated the word sugar into his next chant saying ‘om mani pudme hum chinney mani pudme hum’. We all laughed, and Santa, one of the porters, carried out Norbu’s orders while he, eyes shut, continued his prayers.

As the unpredictable Himalayan weather had blocked our route into Lapchi Kang, Norbu and I decided to leave it for another time and head back to Kathmandu via Kalinchowk and Namo Buddha. Two porters – Ira and Serkiman – were to come with us and the remaining four to return via Bharabise. It was six in the morning, the Belgian inquisition somewhere in slumber, dogs and nuns all quiet. We left Bigu, disappearing into mist. I had opted for the long route to Kalinchowk as the dreaded short-cut-way took the exposed ridge south off the Tinsang La and had seemed thick and heavy with wet snow. Kalinchowk is a steep hill of about 3800 meters positioned between the Mahabharat and the Lapchi Kang range, sacred to Hindus, Kali being a female goddess and Chowk meaning spire. Yvette and I had meant to visit, but instead we had ended up getting lost in the maze of valleys and hills that make up the Mahabharat.

By the chortens, an old Lama set us a route that ran down to the valley floor, up to a ridge, down again to the village of Tvarbi and on up into Kalinchowk; two days of slack pace. The Lama also added that no one could get up there until the snow had diminished, but the peaks next to the Tari La were the same height and, I hoped, an indication of what the condition would be like, and anyway, what the hell.

The day became hot as we headed down to the khola, passing rhododendrons and cherries in full flower and fields of yellow mustard, the steep path twisting under rock faces, the humidity rising, insects increasing, and as we scrambled up to the other side of the valley these things slowly disappeared again. We stopped for lunch by two massive chortens and looked back at Bigu, Kansali Danda, Deodunga, Ama Bamare, the Tambug and Mani Himal. An old man sat with us and told tales of the area, of how wild cats keep taking the livestock, but nobody can ever shoot one as they are very sneaky. Black, yellow, brown, spotted, he claims that there is every type of cat there except the snow leopard. He complained that bears, pigs and monkeys all ate the produce in the fields and I wondered if he had anything positive to say about the wildlife. He even moaned about the snakes; the brown one is very poisonous, the green one excretes a white liquid, but the black one was left unbemoaned; maybe it is holy. The forest fire did not reach the Bigu side of Kansali Danda but he remembered the black sky and all the animals coming over in panic. Deep in the forest one night he once met a leopard face-to-face and ran as fast as his legs could take him.

We continued up through the forest and over the ridge. The forest was dark and old, saturated in moss and lichen, occasionally white orchids grew out of the green damp trunks giving delicacy to what appeared a sombre trail. A huge valley basin opened before us with the steep snowy peak of Kalinchowk towering above. The trek down into this valley was almost vertical in places and it took some time before we were on an easy path that snaked its way around the basin to the village of Tvarbi. A waterfall cascaded down the rocky sides of the bowl, crossing the path and tumbling to the valley floor far below. Tvarbi is a small settlement built around a field of massive rounded grey boulders, it was also predominantly Tamang and within minutes of our arrival Norbu was holding audience. I was content to sit back and enjoy the incredible visual perspective that the position encompassed and ignore this chatter between Tamangs.

March 11th 1998

Norbu had persuaded a thin, scrawny man, about twenty-five years old, to guide us the rest of the way to Kalinchowk. His name was Suroj Lama, and with black boots, black jeans, a black fake-leather jacket and long scraggly hair looked like a lost cowboy. I wanted to take the short cut way because the snow seemed manageable on the upper slopes and an old couple had told me that it should only take four hours of hard walking through the forest. Cowboy was reluctant to travel by this route, complaining that the forest was too dense and without paths, but the old couple had said that there was a kharka trail leading all the way up to the last slope of Kalinchowk. I wanted to try this route but Norbu insisted that we took Cowboy’s detour, which was expected to take eight hours, as a gesture of diplomacy. After Cowboy had stocked up with cigarettes we headed towards the forest. He was very likeable and friendly and told me the tale of woe that had knocked the stuffing out of him. He had been a tourist guide in Lhasa, enjoying the privileges given to him as a non-Tibetan working in an occupied country. The Chinese police had given him complete freedom of movement and trade between the two countries. He had earned good money, had had the time of his life, but the best part had been the prostitutes; Chinese, Tibetan, Indian, Nepalese and Bhutanese were all there selling their wares and for three hundred rupees he could have anything he desired. But it had all gone wrong when he had fallen in love with a Tibetan girl. They got married and he used his influence with the Chinese police to take her out of the country without problem. They lived in Kathmandu completely broke with their son and, to use his own words, “Devils
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