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Hillard gives us a splendid
vicarious adventure that ranges from enduring blizzards with only a
tent for shelter to the elation of observing a leopard with cubs.
There is a sympathetic portrait of the villagers and their
isolation. Neither hazardous climbs and river crossings nor acute
physical discomfort and mental strain fazed the intrepid Hillard
and Jackson.

—Publisher’s Weekly

 


. . . This combination of wit and
insight makes Hillard both an ideal expedition member and a
first-class storyteller. Her description of the years spent on the
snow leopard project is alternately funny and inspiring. As a book,
“Vanishing Tracks” is a pleasure. As a document about people and
their love for the beauty and mystery of the natural world, it’s a
gem.

—William Rodarmor, San Francisco
Chronicle
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 PROLOGUE

 


The Himalayan Snow Leopard Project
began as an idea in Rodney Jackson’s mind in 1976. We did not know
one another then. I was a secretary, thirty years old, working in
an engineering firm in San Francisco. It never crossed my mind that
I would meet an adventurer and come face to face with one of the
earth’s most endangered big cats. The Snow Leopard Project became
the world’s first successful attempt to radio-collar and learn
about the habits of this rare and elusive creature. But to me, the
most amazing thing still is the turn of events that led me from the
city streets of San Francisco to walk almost a thousand miles with
Rod through one of the earth’s wildest and most remote mountain
kingdoms.

Before our study, most of what was
known about the snow leopard in its natural habitat was guesswork.
Most of what little that had been published consisted of hunters’
descriptions of scenes that took place shortly before they
dispatched their “trophies.”

Beginning in 1969 and continuing into
the 1970s, the renowned field biologist George B. Schaller had
conducted a series of expeditions throughout the Himalayas. [Note:
Technically, “Himalaya” is plural, but since “Himalayas” seems to
be more common, I use it throughout.] Schaller wanted to know the
status and distribution of the mountain species, and he wanted
particularly to study the fascinating and varied wild sheep and
goats of the Himalayan chain. He later wrote, in Stones of
Silence:

 


... I met many animals, marmots and
wolves and high altitude birds. But none possessed me as did the
snow leopard, a rare and elusive creature which lured me on, only
seldom permitting a glimpse.

 


Schaller’s first observation of a snow
leopard in the wild happened in 1970 in the Chitral Gol (Valley) of
Pakistan. The cat had a small cub, and by supplying the pair with a
steady supply of meat, he was able to observe them for a week and
to take the world’s first photographs of a snow leopard in the
wild. He devised a plan to study the cats while continuing his
observations of the sheep and goats.

 


The old naturalistic
techniques of following tracks, examining feces, and glimpsing an
occasional animal were obviously not the best means of studying the
habits of this cat. If I could place a radio transmitter mounted on
a collar around the necks of several individuals, I would be able
to locate them by picking up the signals on a receiving
set.

 


But the study never took place. Seven
snow leopards in and around the Chitral Valley were shot between
1971 and 1973. In four short years, the status of the snow leopard
in Chitral had gone, in Schaller’s words, “from tenuously secure to
seriously threatened.” The traps that were set to catch and
radio-collar any survivors remained empty until at last Schaller
gave up, expressing his bitter disappointment:

 


Markhor may still scamper
over the precipices of the Chitral Gol and chukor may cackle among
the sagebrush, but one of my dreams vanished with the last snow
leopard.

 


The situation in Nepal wasn’t much
better. In 1973, Schaller visited Nepal’s far western Dolpo
District to record the rutting activities of the area’s wild blue
sheep, or bharal (a hoofed animal with characteristics of
both sheep and goat). He invited Peter Matthiessen to join him.
Naturally, they planned to look for signs of snow leopards. In the
introduction to his book The Snow Leopard, Matthiessen
wrote:

 


G.S. knew of only two
Westerners—he was one—who had laid eyes on the Himalayan snow
leopard in the last 25 years; the hope of glimpsing this
near-mythic beast was reason enough for the entire
journey.

 


But only when leaving the study area
did Schaller briefly see a cat. In the time Peter Matthiessen spent
in Dolpo, his hope to see one never materialized.

No one knows how many snow leopards may
be left in the world. They are still being killed in retaliation
for livestock raids, to supply the demands of wealthy Westerners
for fur coats (despite fur-trade bans), or simply to prove the
prowess of the hunter. But they also face an even more lethal
threat, for the mountains themselves are at critical risk. The
ecological balance of the Himalayas has been so altered by man that
the children who play in the wheat fields today may be the last to
till the land, for the soil will soon be gone and the plow’s wooden
blade will turn nothing but stone. The clearing of increasingly
marginal land for agriculture, wood, and fodder, and the
overgrazing of high-altitude pastures accelerate massive erosion.
It is an inexorable, ongoing occurrence in the geologically young
Himalayas.

Measures are desperately needed to
reverse environmental trends that will, if allowed to continue,
have a much farther-reaching effect than just the extinction of the
snow leopard. Here the cats can play an unwitting but vital role.
Within their ideal habitat they are at the top of the chain, living
on the native ungulates (or hoofed mammals), as well as smaller
mammals such as marmots and pikas where they occur, and even game
birds. Snow leopards are therefore dependent on a healthy
population of prey, which in turn is dependent on a variety of
plants. Where all of these interdependent species occur in numbers,
you have a healthy mountain ecosystem. Thus the snow leopard’s
presence or absence in a given area helps to identify areas in need
of protection or rehabilitation.

Compounding the environmental problems,
many of Central Asia’s high mountains lie in political border zones
where relations among nations have been hostile throughout history:
the Himalayas, much of which are in the tiny Kingdom of Nepal; the
Altai Mountains, on the borders between China, Mongolia, and
Russia; the Pamirs, surrounded by Russia, Afghanistan, Pakistan,
and China; the Hindu Kush, between Afghanistan and Pakistan; and
the Karakorum, shared by India, Pakistan, and China. All these are
mountain ranges where snow leopards once did and still might
survive, and they all form part of one or another of the world’s
most sensitive international boundaries.

 


Born in South Africa on January 19,
1944, Rod Jackson spent his childhood in the bush surrounding his
home, searching for and finding pugmarks, or tracks, of leopard and
antelope in the dusty yellow earth. As he grew up, he focused his
studies on the animals, reading every account of early African
exploration he could get his hands on, dreaming of the day he might
fulfill his destiny as a wildlife researcher in the African forests
and savannas.

Rod, then a Rhodesian resident, was
attending the University of Rhodesia in 1965 when the country, led
by Ian Smith, declared unilateral independence from Britain. It was
to be a futile effort to stave off majority black rule. While at
the university, Rhodesia’s only multiracial institution, Rod and
others were harassed by white racists whenever they were seen in
the company of blacks, both on campus and on the streets. Facing
imminent army induction, he decided his only option to avoid being
forced to fight those whom he felt had legitimate rights was to
leave the country.

He moved to Canada and then to
California, completing his master’s degree in zoology at the
University of California at Berkeley, in 1971. He had been working
for several years as a wildlife biologist when he attended a
lecture that would change the course of his life. John Tyson,
leader of 1961 and 1964 English mapping and mountaineering
expeditions to Nepal’s far West, came to Berkeley to talk about the
Kanjiroba Himal region, showing slides and footage of the Langu
Gorge, a northern tributary of the great Mugu Karnali. The gorge
was too rugged for human habitation, and probably because of that,
his expeditions had seen herds of bharal, a major item in the snow
leopards’ diet. Rod agreed with Tyson that the area seemed more
than likely to support snow leopards. He decided to go to Nepal in
1976, to see if he could find and photograph the beautiful,
haunting, and mysterious cat.

During the few weeks that Rod spent
that fall and winter in the Langu, he had little trouble finding
evidence of the big cats. Abundant tracks, scraped depressions in
the soil, and numerous droppings were ample sign that several
leopards lived in the gorge. He bought a goat and staked it out. In
theory, the leopard would kill the goat under cover of darkness and
still be there early in the morning when Rod would approach,
cautiously, with his camera. The plan didn’t work, though the goat
was killed and partly eaten.

Rod had found a pocket of prime
mountain habitat, and he decided that what he ought to be doing, as
a wildlife biologist, was a scientific study, not a photographic
one. Was it a good opportunity for radio telemetry? Given the right
equipment and enough time, he was confident he could catch the
leopards, give them radio collars, and release them unharmed.
If he could keep the villagers from
killing them all first.

Up and down the Langu, there was an
active black market trade in snow leopard pelts. Poison-tipped
bamboo spears set in the ground to impale bharal were also very
effective at killing snow leopards. Up in the gorge beyond the
village, Rod had found a skinned and rotting carcass hidden in some
rocks. His Sherpa guides had helped him find the hunters and buy
the pelt for the equivalent of about ten dollars. Rod turned it
over to the Nepalese Department of National Parks and Wildlife
Conservation (DNPWC), along with a report about hunting in the
Langu. The area being so remote, however, it seemed unlikely that
any official action could be taken against the hunters.

When he returned from Nepal in early
1977, Rod began to search for a source of funding for a
radio-tracking study of snow leopards. With two friends, he formed
a nonprofit institute, the California Institute of Environmental
Studies (CIES), to serve as a sponsoring organization for their
various environmental interests.

But Rod soon discovered that grants for
snow leopard research were almost as elusive as the cats
themselves. His proposals were rejected by every agency he
approached. One reviewer put in writing the question that stood on
everyone’s lips: “What makes Rodney Jackson think he can do what
George Schaller could not?” The message was, “You’re asking to take
on the impossible.”

 


If they considered Rod to be too
inexperienced, what would those reviewers have thought if they had
known that the woman who would, for a time, become his chief
assistant, one Darla Hillard, had no scientific background at all,
and whose only credentials were a love of camping and the
outdoors?

When I was small, my father used to
take us to the mountains every summer, to the Sierra Nevada of
northern California. We were a large family with only a small
income, and a camping trip was our most affordable vacation. In the
1950s, before camping became popular, reservations were not
required, and neighboring tents were few and far between. I
remember those vacations as two weeks of heaven, playing cowboys
and Indians, swimming in lakes and streams, sitting up late at
night around the fire, and going to bed without taking a
bath.

I grew up, moved to San Francisco, and
took my first job, as a typist. A succession of secretarial jobs
followed, including four years in a firm of architects in England.
During one of those summers I hitchhiked around Europe. The
highlight of the three-month trip was two weeks spent with a Greek
family in a small village on Crete. With them, I realized how much
more I enjoyed the rural life of the countries I visited than that
of the cities.

By 1978, having been a secretary for
thirteen years, I was growing intolerably dissatisfied. What could
I do—without a degree or any special education—that was interesting
and unusual? Each brief vacation, a few weeks spent in the
mountains or desert, only made it harder to go back to the office.
At thirty-two, I was reluctant to embark on a long, part-time
journey through college.

It was then that I took a weekend
backpacking trip, a course in natural history offered by CIES (the
same California Institute of Environmental Studies that Rod and his
friends had formed). I liked the friendly and knowledgeable trip
leaders, and the well-organized programs that CIES offered. I
thought there might be a place for me.

I drove across town and knocked on the
door of CIES’s office. My knock was answered by a thin, medium tall
man with a close-cropped beard and straight, light brown hair
curving just below his ears: Rodney Jackson, codirector. He wore
corduroy jeans and a plaid cotton shirt, and Famolare ripple-soled
shoes. He gazed at me through large brown questioning eyes as he
brought the down curved stem of a pipe to his lips. A minor birth
defect had given him narrow, rounded shoulders and a slightly
hunched back, barely noticeable beneath his blue down vest. He did
not appear to be either the brooding artist sort or the rugged
outdoorsman that I had always been attracted to.

What Rod saw before him as he stood
there in the doorway was a short woman with large round glasses and
very frizzy, blond, permanented hair. He remembers the words that
first went through his mind: “Of course it would have to be me who
answered the door. Another volunteer. What in the hell am I going
to do with this one?”

I grinned my best grin, and he invited
me in.

As we talked about the institute and
where I might fit in, I found myself liking this quiet, rather shy
biologist. Rod recalls how we made our first date:

 


“I invited Darla to a party
at the flat I shared with a friend, to celebrate the completion of
some home improvements. I remember going into the kitchen to get a
beer, and hearing her exuberant laugh, certain in itself. I like
that, I told myself. She surely doesn’t fit my stereotype of a
secretary, timid creatures that keep in the background. Now she’s
in there explaining to a computer aficionado the wonders of Utah’s
Canyonlands and its birds. I like that, too—her being a person who
prefers to camp than to stay in a hotel.”

 


After ten years in California, this
expatriate South African still said torch instead of flashlight;
adjustable spanner instead of monkey wrench. He pronounced laugh to
rhyme with cough. He had his own versions of our common
expressions: to hell in a hay basket; dead as a door post. Those
were the “Rodney” things about him. But there was a “Rod” side,
too. Maybe he couldn’t recite the names of the day’s celebrities,
but he could show you where to look for great horned owls; he could
spot a muskrat swimming in a stream; and in the hills he could find
the tracks of a mountain lion. To me, those were magical abilities,
and walks with Rod were always fun and packed with new
experiences.

When two years had passed since Rod
returned from the Langu, he began to despair of ever getting back.
The barriers seemed too enormous, with conservation organizations
unwilling to invest their limited funds in such a “high risk”
project, with an unknown and unproven principal investigator. Then
one day he saw an announcement in a magazine:

 


Is your work at the cutting
edge of imagination? … five Rolex Awards for Enterprise, in the sum
of 50,000 Swiss francs each ($25,000), will be conferred to provide
financial help for projects which seek to break new ground in their
particular sphere ...

 


He asked if I would help him to type
and edit his proposal—“A Radio-Tracking Study of Snow Leopards in
Nepal”—to the 1981 Rolex Awards for Enterprise.

Using radio telemetry and information
from such sign as tracks and scrapes (deliberate scuff marks made
by snow leopards using their hind paws), Rod proposed to find the
answers to a list of questions, such as:

 



	
Are wild snow leopards essentially
solitary?



	
Assuming “yes,” how do they communicate? How
do they keep their distance from one another?



	
What size and shape is their average home
area?



	
Do they share home areas, or maintain
exclusive, defended, patrolled territories?



	
What do they eat? How do they hunt? How
often?



	
How far do they travel in a twenty-four-hour
period?



	
Are they more active during the day, or at
night?



	
Do they have preferred travel
lanes?



	
Do they prefer one type of terrain over
another, such as river bottoms, cliffs, or grassland?





 


A parallel study of bharal and
Himalayan tahr, a wild goat found in the Langu, would
supplement what was already known about the snow leopards’ major
prey. While neither have been fully studied, the tahr’s taxonomy at
least is clear. The bharal poses some questions. They exhibit goat
like behavior when rival males rear up on their hind legs and bash
heads with a resounding clash of horns. Also like the goat, when in
rut the gymnastic males take their penises into their mouths,
stopping short, however, of the goat’s determined attempt to lure a
female by soaking itself with its own urine. In build, the bharal
resembles a Rocky Mountain sheep or a desert bighorn sheep. Unlike
goats, they have no knee calluses, or beards, and they lack the
characteristically strong odor of a goat. Schaller concluded that
the bharal is an aberrant goat with sheep like
affinities.

“Talk about taking on the impossible,”
Rod said as we put the proposal in the mail one day in March 1980,
“I don’t think I have a snowball’s chance in hell of winning this.”
It would be eight months before the award was announced.

We continued to work on other institute
projects, growing closer as we spent more time together.

We were stunned when a telegram came
for Rod in November, announcing that he had been chosen as one of
the five Rolex laureates. A letter followed, explaining that a week
of celebration would be held in Geneva, Switzerland, in May 1981.
The grand finale would be a presentation ceremony for which a
half-hour film would be produced on the laureates and their work.
The organizers wished to know who Rod might be bringing as his
guest.

That the two of us would be going to
Geneva was obvious. It wasn’t so easy to see what was going to
happen after that. With Rod planning to spend over a year in Nepal,
some things had to be decided about us. Neither one had been
married before, and neither was ready to be married now. But the
sudden launching of the Snow Leopard Project made us realize that
we must either part company or join forces for the expedition to
Nepal.

I listened as he graphically described
the Langu and the hardships and danger we would be facing: rock
falls, avalanches, exposed trails over high cliffs, isolation from
other human beings, a monotonous diet of rice and potatoes, no
hospitals, no doctors, no bathtub. Hoping I would want to come, he
told me honestly that he wasn’t even sure if he could handle
the rigorous conditions under which we would have to live, in an
unheated two-person tent that was a sixty-mile walk from
anywhere.

I had longed for a chance to change my
life, and here it was—beyond anything I could ever have dreamed up.
I wanted to be with Rod, and I was confident of his judgment. The
challenges did not seem overwhelming; I had read of other women
traveling, alone, in much more difficult circumstances.

A hundred years ago, Isabella Bird, at
age forty with a history of poor health, had wandered on horseback
all through the Colorado Rocky Mountains and then gone on to
western Tibet and Ladakh, Persia, and Kurdistan, traveling by
horse, yak, mountain pony, junk, and sedan chair. When she was
seventy, she climbed, with the help of a ladder, aboard a Moroccan
black stallion and rode into the Atlas Mountains. She died at
seventy-three, in bed, in Scotland.

Closer to home, I had a living role
model, Margaret E. Murie, now in her eighties, who at twenty-two
had married and joined her biologist husband, Olaus, on his surveys
of the Alaskan interior in the 1920s, mushing huskies and either
hanging on to or running behind a fourteen-foot sled over hundreds
of miles of remotest Alaska. Less than a year after their first
baby was born she was off again, traveling the Alaskan rivers for
four months, in the height of the mosquito season, with Olaus and
their son. She wouldn’t have traded her experiences for the world.
She never lost her love for the natural world and its inhabitants,
and she remains active to this day in conservation and
education.

Rod and I knew that for our task, new
skills would be required. Some we could anticipate, such as
photography. But others we would simply have to develop as we went
along. We might have done some things differently if we had known
that the study, intended to last fifteen months, would command the
next four years of our lives.
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LIST OF
CHARACTERS

 



Central Characters

Gary Ahlborn—Western
coinvestigator

Darla Hillard—Author

Rod Jackson—Principal
investigator

Karma—Local cook/sirdar

Kirken—Sherpa sirdar/cook

Lopsang—Sherpa sirdar/cook

Nema—Sherpa sirdar/cook

Karan B. Shah—Long-term Nepalese
co-investigator

Sonam—Guide and camp staff

 


Other Characters

Mr. Bogati—Health worker at
Mangri

Wangri Cinon—Guru’s son, occasional
camp helper

“Crazy People”—Karma Chogyap, mentally
ill villager

Wangri Guru—Energetic widow of Wangri
village

Judy Henderson/Jenny Sutton—Doctor and
nurse, respectively, who ran a health clinic in Jumla

Bob and Bobbie Holmes—Friends who
visited our camp

Jamuna—Short-term Co-investigator;
resigned

Jickchor—Villager

Karma Lama—Villager (elected
official)

Kartol—Karma’s second wife

Lhakpa Norbu—Then-Warden of Rara
National Park

Lundup—Dolphu villager, porter when
Rod got bitten

Pema—Owner of Jumla’s “Tibetan”
hotel

Kurt Stolzenberg—Short-term project
volunteer

Tsang Tenzing—Jhankri (shaman)
of Mangri

Tenzing Thakpa—Occasional guide and
camp helper

Thondup—Sonam’s father, hereditary
headman

Tsewong —Villager who died

Wangchu—Karma Lama’s father

Yangyap—First across the cable bridge
without supervision.
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PART 1

 


November 1981—September
1982

 


There can be few places on
earth more savage and forbidding than the gorge of the Langu
Khola.

—John Tyson, “Return to Kanjiroba,
1969,” The Alpine Journal

 


 


Chapter
1

Threshold

 


 


I awoke on a mid-November morning in
1981 to the sound of jungle crows and myna birds chattering in the
tops of golden-leafed poplar trees outside the window of our hotel
room. For a moment, I didn’t know where I was. Then I saw Rodney
beside me and our twelve army duffel bags stacked in the corner,
and I knew again the quickening excitement of a new day in a new
land.

We had come to Kathmandu, capital of
Nepal, heartbeat of the fifty-six-thousand-square-mile kingdom, a
nation roughly the size and shape of Tennessee and lying between
the northern border of India and the southern border of the Tibet
Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic of China. The sun was
rising through silver mist to shine upon a bustling, exotic
microcosm of East and West: a city with one foot in the 1980s and
the other still back in the middle of the eighteenth century. Home
to over three hundred thousand in a national population of more
than sixteen million people, the city took its name (kath=wood,
mondo=house) from a temple that once stood on the valley floor
built entirely from the wood of a single tree. Now you can walk
down the paved main street, past one or two minor gagan chumbi
ghar (skyscrapers, or literally, “sky-kissing houses”), trip
over a sacred cow, and nearly get run over by a bicycle rickshaw,
which in turn might swerve into the path of a working elephant,
causing a screeching of brakes as the sixty-thousand-dollar
Mercedez-Benz behind it slams to a halt. You can sip French
champagne in an air-conditioned room at the five-star Soaltee
Oberoi Hotel, or you can choose a modest guesthouse room for under
a hundred rupees, or about five dollars per night. You can wander
through the bazaar’s dirt alleyways and purchase your
dinner—perhaps a pair of water buffalo hooves or a naked goat’s
head stained orange with turmeric—or you can step into a restaurant
in Thamel, the tourist district, and eat spaghetti bolognese. If it
is late summer, you might attend the Dasain day of sacrifice, where
hundreds of animals are ritually decapitated, or, if you happen to
have a toothache, you can visit the shrine of Vaisha Dev the
toothache god and pound a nail in the wall to impale the source of
your pain.

The back streets of Kathmandu are lined
with tiny, open-fronted shops all specializing in a particular
choice of goods: bolts of hand loomed cloth; medicinal herbs; pots
of beaten copper; fruits and vegetables; pungent spices in muslin
sacks; or videotapes, television sets, and “ghetto blasters”
imported from India and Japan. Mangy dogs growl and bare their
teeth at passersby, but the barnyard animals pay little attention
as they browse through organic garbage heaped on the street
corners. Ripe smells of humanity mingle with the warm evening air.
Just before dusk, waves of giant fruit bats wing their way over the
city, heading for the verdant fields lying like patchwork over the
land.

Kathmandu Valley, at just over 4,350
feet at the base of the high Himalayas, is still considered to
be Nepal by the country’s more remote and isolated
inhabitants. The broad valley was a lake in prehistoric times.
Later Kathmandu became a vital center of trade between India and
Tibet. Now it is the international hub of one of the world’s
poorest developing countries, where the per-capita income is some
$150 per year.

Kathmandu would supply a lifeline of
communication and supplies without which we could not even think of
entering the snow leopard’s remote and inhospitable
realm.

I threw off the warm cotton quilt and
nudged Rod. “We’d better get moving.” Much had happened in the week
since we had arrived, but there was still a lot to be done before
our expedition could begin. Today Kurt Stolzenberg, our associate,
would arrive from the United States. We hoped things would be
easier to accomplish with three of us working. We still had the
grocery shopping to do—food for six people for six months. And
somewhere in the bazaars of Kathmandu’s old market, we had to find
a dozen cotter pins, needed for Rod’s traps but somehow forgotten
in San Francisco. How do you describe a cotter pin to a storekeeper
when you know about half a dozen words of Nepali?

Kurt, an avid mountaineer in his
twenties, had approached Rod expressing a keen desire to come
along. He would help set up Base Camp, learn radio-tracking, and
generally serve as a project volunteer for the first few months of
the study.

He was tall and strong and his
mountaineering skills could prove extremely valuable. He had worked
on a peregrine falcon recovery project in California, climbing to
their cliffside nests and taking eggs to be hatched and raised in
captivity, then released into the wild, but he had no direct
scientific experience. Rod had weighed the pros and cons of
accepting a second nonscientist into our group. Would his physical
strength and abundant enthusiasm make up for his lack of training,
our ten-year age difference, our untested ability to coexist, his
never having traveled outside the United States, and particularly
his lack of experience of Third World Nepal? In the end Rod decided
that Kurt’s assets outweighed his liabilities and accepted his
offer.

When he and I had met for the first
time in San Francisco, Kurt expressed his own reservations. “You
know, Darla,” he had said, “it isn’t going to be easy out there.
Are you sure you can handle it?”

As we stood at the window of
Kathmandu’s Tribhuvan International Airport later that afternoon,
we looked down at all the passengers walking from Kurt’s plane to
the terminal. Over six feet tall, with blond hair and blue eyes,
Kurt looked like a Viking among the small, dark-haired,
brown-skinned Nepalese.

As he emerged from the Customs check
weighted down with a full backpack and the additional two duffels
of project gear with which he had been entrusted, Rod said:
“Welcome to Kathmandu. Did you have a good trip?”

“Far out,” replied Kurt. “Man, those
peaks are a trip, they’re gargantuan! What a mind-blower. I’m
starved. What do the Nepalis eat?”

We took a taxi to our favorite
restaurant, where Kurt ordered Nepali dal-bhaat and
proceeded to eat the plateful of rice and vegetables with his
fingers. He wanted to get right in touch with local
customs.

 


There are over thirty tribes and ethnic
groups throughout Nepal, with as many different languages and
dialects, scattered from the lowland jungles and plains, to the
terraced foothills, to the high, frigid flanks of the towering
Himalayas.

Outside Kathmandu, a few plains towns,
some large enough to be called near-cities, support such
one-factory industries as matchmaking, cement production, and
textile and jute mills, but small farms provide the livelihood of
the vast majority of the kingdom’s population. Hindu or Buddhist or
a mixture of the two, the Nepalese embrace a religious and cultural
tradition that is hard for a Westerner to separate into its parts.
Gods and goddesses define their existence, given substance in
thousands of shrines and temples. The strong extended family
provides social unity, and rituals, feasts, and festivals celebrate
the deities around whom their lives, deaths, and destinies
revolve.

While Kurt and I whittled away at the
shopping lists, Rod would continue setting up the organizational
framework for our joint study with the Nepalese government. We had
intended to charter a plane and fly from Kathmandu to an airstrip
within ten days’ walk of the Langu. But no plane was available. The
alternative was a two-day drive, then a 160-mile walk, south to
north, across Nepal at its widest point. Rod was very concerned,
knowing that the whole journey could take a month and put us
seriously behind schedule. We would be racing the onset of winter
to get to the study area, instead of having our base camp securely
established and ready for the snows.

Kurt, fast emerging as even more
outspoken than I and with fewer manners, voiced the opinion that
Rod should have organized things better, but Kurt, too, was excited
about the adventure ahead and quickly dropped the
subject.

The motorable roads in Nepal add up to
less than two thousand miles. The East-West Highway was still under
construction, but we were assured that we could get permission to
use it and that the two hundred miles or so that we would have to
travel on it could be navigated by Land Rover.

 


Inside the two vehicles we had rented,
our breath—hot with the effort of heaving trunks and duffel
bags—made the early-morning air steamy. My feet rested on sixty
pounds of red onions in a burlap bag; their odor mingled with the
smell of dusty canvas duffels and motor fumes coming from beneath
the Land Rover’s raised hood, where the driver assigned to our car
was making his last-minute checks.

“My ears are cold,” announced Rod. He
began digging in the daypack. “Where’s my hat?” He was always
losing things. Or rather misplacing them, often finding them right
under his nose. It was a holdover from the utter chaos of packing
under which we had been living for the past few months. Really, it
was surprising more things didn’t get lost. He found his hat in his
pocket.

Kurt and Jamuna, a Nepalese biologist
in his thirties, rode in the white Land Rover. Jamuna had been
assigned to our project by the DNPWC as Rod’s “counterpart” or
coinvestigator. Jamuna’s job was to study bharal, the snow
leopard’s major prey on the drier northern bank of the Langu, and
Himalayan tahr, the wild goat that occurred in greater numbers on
the moister southern bank. He would also act as liaison officer in
our dealings with government officials.

With them was Kirken, a Sherpa, who at
about twenty-two was undertaking his first job as an expedition
sirdar, or foreman, responsible for managing porters and
other logistics along the trail. Our Sherpa cook, Lopsang, rode in
the green Land Rover with Rod and me. A little older than Kirken,
Lopsang lived near his close friend in the mountains of eastern
Nepal.

Sherpas, ethnically Tibetan, have a
reputation for strength, stamina, loyalty, and imaginative
problem-solving, and they have a monopoly as mountaineering guides
and high-altitude porters. Sherpas were instrumental in the British
conquest of Everest (Sagarmatha, “Head of the Seas,” in
Nepali, or Chomolungma, “Goddess Mother of the Earth,” in
Tibetan). The late Tenzing Norgay reached the summit in 1953 with
Sir Edmund Hillary. Neither Kirken nor Lopsang had ever been in
western Nepal, but they were energetically carrying on the
tradition of indispensability started by the men of their
grandfathers’ generation. They were our guides and translators,
introducing us to a new culture and teaching us to speak our first,
tentative Nepali words.

Lopsang turned to me sitting on the
seat behind him. “Is everything all right, memsah’b?” he
asked.

“Memsah’b?!” I said. “Lopsang,
my name is Darla. PLEASE—call me Darla. Don’t call me
memsah’b—it sounds awful, so imperialistic!” I couldn’t
suppress an ear-to-ear grin, though I tried my best to act grave
and authoritative, the way I thought the memsahibs of the British
Raj (or rule) of India (which gave rise to this honorific title for
female foreigners) would have acted.

Perhaps being grave and authoritative
was appropriate conduct in the “Wild West” of Nepal that we would
soon be approaching, where the living conditions of the people were
said to be very primitive. With poor, heavily eroded soils, no
means for irrigation, and an utter dependence on the monsoon rains
to nurture their crops, their lives were always balanced on the
edge of famine. It was said that they were lawless, unpredictable,
and highly intolerant of outsiders—except for the foreign outsider,
wealthy beyond belief in their eyes and quite understandably fair
game for whatever they could get in terms of jobs, wages, and
fringe benefits. Teachers and government employees unfortunate
enough to get assigned to Mugu District declared it to be the
“Siberia of Nepal,” and our traveling companions seemed glumly
resigned to making the best of a bad situation.

Everyone we had talked to with any
experience of western Nepal had spoken of endless problems with
porters, such as daily strikes for higher wages, theft, and
arguments over how much they were expected to carry. One
anthropologist told of being abandoned by his porters at the top of
a pass during a fierce blizzard; they had left him to die or live
by his own wits in unfamiliar and frightening surroundings. Rod
himself had experienced some difficulties during his visit in 1976,
especially the strikes and arguments with porters, and the local
villagers had been highly suspicious of the “Amrikan” who had come
looking to photograph snow leopards.

We might have thought twice about
returning to the Langu if we had known what kind of reception Rod
was likely to get from the local people. His report to the
government about their hunting activities, following his discovery
of the snow leopard carcass in the gorge, had in fact resulted in
several people being arrested and fined, including the headman and
his son.

But as we found our seats in the Land
Rovers and as I tried to control my excitement, we knew nothing of
the trouble he had created. The driver turned the key, and the
green Land Rover jumped to life.

 


 


* * *


 Chapter
2

Dirt Tracks and
Footpaths

 


The road south from Kathmandu was well
graded and reasonably smooth, even paved in places, and also very
narrow and winding. Great numbers of large trucks traveled the
road, transporting goods between India and the Nepalese capital.
Their hood ornaments proclaimed “Tata-Mercedes-Benz” as their
maker, but their owners and drivers had further adorned them with
tassels, strings of colored baubles, and bright paint so that no
two looked alike. Being on the road with them required nerves of
steel. Driving on the same road required nerves of steel
and sharp reflexes and a good eye for distances.
Everyone drove as fast as they could, but the cars were at a
disadvantage, being smaller and slower; slower because their
drivers, saving gas, hated to shift out of fourth gear.

I stopped looking after we went around
the first uphill curve and swerved off the road on the outside to
avoid the oncoming Tata truck. All I remember of the journey is
Rodney’s repeated, “Oh, my God,” and “Please won’t you downshift?”
and “We’ll never get there at this rate,” and “Darla, where’s the
aspirin?” Lopsang, draped over two duffels, slept the day
away.

 


The East-West Highway runs roughly
parallel to Nepal’s border with India. Our goal, the town of
Nepalganj, would put us about ninety miles south of Jumla, an
administrative center where, had a plane been available, we would
have landed.

We were near a town and it was almost
dark when the white Land Rover broke down. Jamuna spoke with the
driver and reported the problem: The car would require a new clutch
plate. We had planned to spend the night in the town, but it
suddenly looked like we might be spending several nights
there. Walking down the main street, we could see shops selling big
cauliflowers, cabbages, apples and oranges, cloth, and pots and
pans, but nowhere could we see any auto parts. We underestimated
our drivers. By midmorning of the following day, the car was fixed
and we were on our way. How they fixed it is a mystery to this
day.

The pavement ended for the last time,
and we bumped into a dry riverbed that would serve as a road until
the surveyors finished their plotting. It was alive with foot
traffic. Traders walked behind their laden ponies; bells tinkled
and red tassels bobbed on the ponies’ woven halters. Women wearing
boldly colored saris and gold loops in their noses carried huge
round clay pots, balanced with a ring of woven grass, on their
heads. We splashed through a wide, shallow river, detoured around
several incomplete bridges, and began climbing uphill on a narrow,
dusty dirt track.

We passed road crews, whole families
employed for as long as it takes to build the road by hand through
terrain as steep and rugged as our Sierras. With hammer and chisel,
chip by chip, a path was being cut through a wall of stone. Under
the hot sun, groups of men broke boulders into gravel. Lines of
men, women, and children, their brown arms streaked white with
sweat and dust, took the gravel in wide, dish-shaped baskets to the
road, where they dumped it in rows. These tiny little heaps would
eventually cover the East-West Highway’s more than six hundred
miles.

Leaving the hills, we stopped for lunch
beside the broad Rapti River. But when we were finished and
returned to the vehicles, the white Land Rover refused to start.
This time it was the distributor cap, quickly replaced from the
driver’s cache of spare parts. As we started off a few yards
behind, we saw its back door swing open and a large tin container
bounce out on the road. We swerved, and our driver lay on his horn,
trying to attract the others’ attention, as the door flapped open
again and a plastic twenty-liter jug of cooking oil hit the road in
front of us with a splat. As the cars came to a dusty halt, a dozen
oranges rolled beneath our wheels.

The cooking oil could be replaced in
Nepalganj. We had squashed only a few of the oranges, and the
dented container and its contents could still be used, but we knew
that once we began walking, we would leave behind the possibility
of replacing anything. Figuring out our food requirements had been
a matter of planning six months’ worth of menus in advance for six
people. Were fifty pounds of egg noodles enough? Would we really go
through eight hundred pounds of rice, along with 180 pounds of
flour and eighty pounds of lentils? A few pounds of very expensive
dried vegetables would be saved for special occasions. One hundred
twenty pounds of powdered milk and three hundred pounds of sugar
would mostly go into tea, of which we had twenty-five pounds. Five
pounds of curry powder and twenty-five pounds of salt would join
the onions to flavor our meals. There wasn’t much room for luxuries
like jam or hot chocolate mix. Two bars of bath soap each would
have to last, and eight candles to light the tent at night. The
only thing we could buy locally would be potatoes, and then only if
the harvest had been good and the village had a surplus. If we had
miscalculated our needs, then we would simply have to
leave.

Without further troubles, we reached
Nepalganj, a hot, flat, dusty, and lethargic border town and
learned that there was another road under construction to the
north. Driving it would save us several days of walking. Since
footpaths seldom follow a straight line, the walk from Nepalganj to
Jumla would be at least a hundred miles; from Jumla it would be
another sixty miles or so to the Langu. By the time we reached our
study area, we would know something of the lay of the land; our
feet at least would be on intimate terms with the terrain of Nepal.
We eagerly approached our Land Rover drivers with the proposition
that we might pay them an additional fee to take us a little
farther. No amount of pleading would talk them into it. They were
so relieved to have made it to Nepalganj that they had no intention
of pushing their luck.

Jamuna asked around, and the following
morning we found ourselves sitting on the top of our pile of gear
in the back of a Tata truck grinding its way up into the hills.
Darkness came and we were still toiling upward. Suddenly we
shuddered to a halt halfway up a long grade. Up went the truck’s
hood as the driver and his assistant peered into the ancient, black
engine. Out of the toolbox came a flashlight, pliers, a length of
twisted wire, some nails, and a roll of tape. I waited, certain
that a wad of bubble gum was coming next. Before an hour had passed
we were on our way again, and soon the headlights revealed a small
village: Chhinsu, the end of the road.

 


When the Nepalese villagers are working
for themselves, hauling wood, grain, or perhaps a load of wool to
or from the market, they will often carry as much as a hundred
pounds, but when they are working as porters, their loads seldom
exceed eighty pounds and usually are lighter. For our purposes, we
would hire thirty people, each of whom would carry about sixty-five
pounds of gear. Lightly loaded, we were hoping that we could make
faster progress with fewer complaints.

Our ragtag group was made up of several
subdivisions of friends, relatives, or fellow villagers, all
teenage boys and men, except for one young woman. They dressed in
clothing of cotton and polyester bought in the lowland bazaars,
trousers baggy at the top with tapered, tight-fitting legs, or
shorts and shirts that looked like pajama tops. On their heads were
topis (snug-fitting caps) or cloths wrapped to form a
turban. Some had jackets made in the fashion of sport coats, and
others wore a sash with a wicked-looking curved daggerlike knife,
or kukri sheathed and tucked into the fold. Each little
clique banded together in all the activities of trail life, such as
rest stops, lunch stops, decisions when there was a choice of
trails, nighttime encampments, and wage strikes.

We made a long caravan of green canvas
duffel bags, brightly colored nylon tents, mattresses and sleeping
bags, orange plastic pans and jugs, big conical wicker baskets
called dokos filled with sacks of rice and flour, and five
shiny aluminum trunks containing the more delicate items of food
and Rod’s scientific gear. A rope and leather tumpline went from
the porter’s forehead around his load, supporting the weight and
spreading it between neck and back.

Kirken assigned Sharma, a particularly
thin and ragged porter, to be “kitchen boy,” in charge of carrying
a doko with pots and pans and other cooking gear for the trail as
well as each day’s supply of food. Sharma was meant to go quickly,
keeping up with Lopsang and helping with the cooking and kitchen
chores, in exchange for his meals. Having such a kitchen boy was
common trekking practice.

By now we had grown used to seeing the
Sherpas eat enormous platefuls of food—quantities of rice that
would have made us explode. They also worked hard and had not an
ounce of spare flesh on their bones. By the end of the study we
would find ourselves eating almost as much. But we had been unaware
of this vast difference in stomach capacity when we had done our
shopping, and even though the Sherpas had helped to make the
calculations, we began to wonder if we were going to run out of
food. After Sharma’s first meal, running out seemed a certainty.
Even the Sherpas were astounded by his appetite. He could inhale a
mountain of rice and vegetables like a vacuum cleaner, eat another
five-pound refill, and then finish off the leftovers, if there
were any leftovers by the time the rest of us got something
to eat. Rod became more and more dismayed as he did the daily
figures in his blue spiral budget book.

“He’s got to have a gutful of worms,”
said Rod one evening as he watched Sharma polish off his third
helping. “Where else could all that food be going?”

Jamuna pointed out that this probably
was the first time in his whole life when he could eat his fill
without worrying about his family going hungry.

My favorite porter was a boy of about
fifteen whose name meant “strong man” or “fighting man.” He weighed
about ninety pounds, and his load was one of the trunks weighing
fifty-five pounds. Never once did he complain. Each evening he
would come to our fire, his face lit by smiles, to be teased by the
Sherpas and share a taste of our dinner.

The only woman porter, Devi, was young
and pretty, and Lopsang did his best to win her heart, courting and
flirting whenever he got a chance. The only response I ever saw her
give him was to carefully aim a rock at his head and throw
it.

Each day took us higher up into the
foothills, through forests of oak and rhododendron and out along
the ridgelines to views of snowy peaks. Looking across the ranges
we must yet cross, the greens and browns receding into hazy mauve,
we could be fooled into thinking we were in the western United
States, until we looked up at the white walls beyond. Other kinds
of caravans passed us by—sheep and mules and men and women, all
heading down.

We liked camping high. The whole land
was a maze of hills and valleys and rushing water. At sunset and
early morning, mist filled the lowlands and pastel light played
with the shadows, softening the lines between earth and sky.
Terraced fields hugged the
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