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          BEHIND THE MASK

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        I have never regarded myself as much of a hero but Tenzing, I believe, undoubtedly was. From humble beginnings he had achieved the summit of the world.

        SIR EDMUND HILLARY, JUNE 1997

      

      

      

      On May 29, 1953, at around half past eleven in the morning, two men climbed to the summit of Everest for the first time in history. Only one of them, however, would be photographed standing on it. Before reaching for his camera, Edmund Hillary, relieved that the ‘long grind’ of the ascent was over, had extended his hand to Tenzing Norgay ‘in good Anglo-Saxon fashion.’ Tenzing was more effusive, putting an arm around Hillary’s shoulders and thumping him on the back with infectious delight. Hillary joined in and soon, Tenzing recalled, they were out of breath, despite their oxygen sets. In Tenzing’s account of their climb, the two men then spent time looking about them, at the other huge mountains – Lhotse, Makalu, Kangchenjunga – now all below them, as well as the valleys where Tenzing had grown up. ‘It was such a sight as I had never seen before,’ he said, ‘and would never see again – wild, wonderful, and terrible. But terror was not what I felt. I loved the mountains too well for that. I loved Everest too well. At that great moment for which I had waited all my life my mountain did not seem to me a lifeless thing of rock and ice, but warm and friendly and living.’

      Hillary, on the other hand, was preoccupied by more practical matters. Of the moments following their embrace, he wrote: ‘But we had no time to waste!’ Slipping off his oxygen set and breathing hard on what thin air there is at the summit of the world, Hillary took his camera out of his windproof pocket, clipped on its lens hood and an ultraviolet filter and shuffled a few steps back down the ridge they had recently climbed. Tenzing unfurled four flags that had been wrapped around his ice axe, those of the United Nations, Britain, Nepal and India, and then lifted the axe above his head. Hillary took three shots, one of which would soon be on the front page of newspapers and magazines around the world.

      Tenzing said that he motioned to Hillary to give him the camera so he could take a picture of him as well in their shared moment of triumph, but Hillary shook his head. ‘I didn’t worry about getting Tenzing to take a photograph of me – as far as I knew, he had never taken a photograph before and the summit of Everest was hardly the place to show him how.’ Instead, Hillary returned to the summit and started making a photographic record of its panorama.

      And so, the only image we have of this unique event is of Tenzing Norgay. Hillary knew it was a good shot. ‘Clad in all his bulky equipment and with the flags flapping furiously in the wind, he made a dramatic picture, and the thought drifted through my mind that this photograph should be a good one if it came out at all.’ The choice of the word drifted seems curious, but without his bottled oxygen, Hillary had entered a dream state induced by severe hypoxia. When he came to put his camera away a few minutes later, he found his fingers had become ‘doubly clumsy,’ and he realised with a start that he was losing control and should turn his oxygen set back on. The famous photograph he took captures his sense of unreality, an altered state of consciousness, of being somehow of another world. The sky above the summit darkens quickly into near blackness, giving the false impression that the edge of space lies just above Tenzing’s head. The flags whip around his raised ice axe in the strong wind, and he grips the thin cord he had used to secure them in his left hand to prevent that from flailing around as well. His left leg is planted on the uphill slope, close to the very apex of the mountain, giving the figure a dynamic appeal, his legs sturdier in their thick layers of clothing.

      This photograph records the triumph of human achievement on the limits of the possible. Somewhere below them on the north ridge, Hillary and Tenzing both knew, were the bodies of George Mallory and Andrew Irvine, who had disappeared in 1924. Thirteen men had died on eleven previous expeditions of one form or another. It’s not surprising that this photograph quickly became one of the iconic images of the twentieth century. More so than any photograph from the expeditions to the Poles, the picture of Tenzing expresses the instinct in all of us to explore, to test boundaries, to reach goals. It might be a modern activity, but climbing mountains matches some ancient impulse in those who pursue it, the metaphorical summit realised by an actual summit.

      Everest has always been, to Western climbers especially, nothing so much as a gigantic mirror. In recent years it has reflected the West’s consumerist and competitive nature, the wealthy seeking a physical challenge to illustrate their success elsewhere or professional adventurers following their own version of the rat race. It was a different world on May 29, 1953, more innocent in some ways than our own, in others vastly more experienced. Memories of the horrors of World War II, and the triumph against fascism, were fresh. Dwight Eisenhower had just moved into the White House. The Korean War was drawing to an uneasy close, Stalin had died in March, and both the Americans and the Russians were rushing to perfect their hydrogen bombs. Time magazine’s Man of the Year for 1953 was Konrad Adenauer, the chancellor of West Germany, for his role in returning self-respect and confidence to his countrymen, while in East Berlin students armed with stones took on Soviet army tanks. Post-war excitement was congealing into cold-war certainties.

      On the other hand, discovery and exploration were everywhere. Shortly before Tenzing and Hillary’s historic climb, Francis Crick and James Watson announced their discovery of the structure of deoxyribonucleic acid, or DNA, the blueprint of life. That summer Chuck Yeager smashed the world airspeed record by flying his Bell X-1A aircraft at two and a half times the speed of sound. Of the Everest ascent itself, Time magazine concluded: ‘In this feat of the New Zealand beekeeper, Edmund Hillary, and the sinewy Sherpa tribesman, Tenzing, millions down in the mundane valleys felt a vicarious exhilaration – the reminder that by valour and dedication man may surmount his Everests.’

      The optimism and triumph encapsulated in Hillary’s photograph was felt nowhere more strongly than in Britain. It was, after all, a British expedition that had put men of, as the News Chronicle phrased it, ‘British blood and breed’ on the summit. This great success coincided with the coronation of a new monarch, Elizabeth II, adding to the sense of renewal, a fresh era in a weary nation’s long history. It was, as the News Chronicle suggested in its headline, ‘The Crowning Glory.’

      India, where Tenzing had lived for the previous quarter of a century, was also remaking itself under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru, released from its recent colonial history, and Tenzing’s success was another brick in the process of nation building. Somehow, in the half century since Everest was climbed, Hillary and Tenzing’s success has to a great extent been shorn of national identity. The flags on Tenzing’s ice axe, caught by the winds of high altitude, are hard to identify.

      So is the man himself. The one jarring feature of Hillary’s photograph is the masked face of Tenzing. His raised right arm has twisted his windproof hood so that at first glance it appears as though Tenzing is looking down to his left. In fact, his goggled eyes and oxygen mask are directed squarely at the lens. Hillary wrote that despite these encumbrances, ‘there was no disguising his infectious grin of pure delight as he looked all around him.’ But in the photograph Tenzing’s face is completely hidden and the figure is anonymous. There is none of the Sherpa’s joy or sensitivity in this photograph. Perhaps this has made it easier for the image itself to be adopted as an icon of the triumph of the human spirit, precisely because the figure standing on the summit could be any of us.

      Of course, there are plenty of pictures of Tenzing without an oxygen mask on, and in many of them he is smiling. He had a dazzling smile, warm and open, promising integrity. He was unfailingly polite, when he became famous, to the unceasing demands of the public. And if he was famous in the West, then in Asia, where Tenzing was worshipped by some as an incarnation of Shiva, the pressure of fame was even more intense. Tenzing’s origins were poor and obscure, and yet he achieved global stature. His self-confident pose on top of Everest held a particular message for other Asians; their moment had come.

      For the Sherpas who had migrated to Darjeeling to work with climbing expeditions, smiling and being good-natured were part of the job. European and American climbers forged a remarkable partnership with them in exploring the Himalayas before the war. The ‘sahibs’ provided the ambition, resources and skill; the Sherpas provided local knowledge and skilled labour. Yet it was their character which quickly made them indispensable.

      Sherpas, in most accounts of Western climbers, are usually described in these terms: good-humoured, prepared to put up with difficult conditions, loyal. They are also often described as having simple lives. Sherpas have no written form of their language and were, in Tenzing’s youth, almost entirely illiterate. Working as farmers and traders and ruled by the seasons rather than the clock, compared to their Western employers Sherpas did seem less sophisticated. But behind the willingness to please was a society as full of jealousies, ambition and rivalries as our own but made harsher by the threat of sudden illness or disaster. That Tenzing, from the most difficult start imaginable, fought his way to the position where he could even begin climbing Everest was a remarkable achievement by itself. His origins were more limiting than any Westerner climbing with him could guess. Behind the mask of the cheerful, simple conqueror of Everest is another, even greater story, less neat, at times more equivocal and unhappy, but one which only deepens Tenzing’s achievement.
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        So much is made of politics, of nationality. Not on a mountain itself: there life is too real and death too close for such things, and a man is a man, a human being, and that is all. But later it begins – politics and more politics, argument and bad feeling – and no sooner was I down from Everest than it began for me. For the first thirty-eight years of my life no one cared what nationality I was. Indian, Nepali, or even Tibetan: what difference does it make?

        TENZING NORGAY

      

      

      

      From the edge of space, the world’s mountain ranges flatten from three dimensions into two, appearing simply as geometric stars and whorls on the surface of the Earth, white glaciers curling between black mountain ridges. All mountain ranges, that is, except the Himalaya. From the cockpit window of the space shuttle, the collision of India with central Asia is clearly visible, the crumpled hood of a geological car wreck soaring within a few miles from an altitude of thirty metres to the summit of Everest itself, five and a half miles high. Forty million years ago the region was flat, submerged by the shallow waters of the Tethys Sea, but as India separated and drifted north from the mass of Gondwanaland toward the coast of what is now Tibet, the ocean bed began to lift and buckle. Fossils from this ancient sea are found on the limestone summit of Everest and throughout the region. Ammonites, holding the symbolic pattern of the Buddhist mandala, are highly prized and sold to pilgrims as talismans.

      Geographical superlatives abound in the Himalaya. At 2,700 kilometres it is far from being the longest mountain range, but it is comfortably the highest. All fourteen of the world’s 8,000-metre peaks are there, and the deepest gorges too, like the Kali Gandaki, buried four miles deep between the gigantic peaks of Annapurna and Dhaulagiri. This is landscape on a scale that is hard for the mind to comprehend, mountains so high that they block the monsoon rains from reaching the arid brown plateau of Tibet. The process of uplift is far from finished, as India continues to plunge beneath Tibet at an average rate of five centimetres a year, driving the Himalaya still higher. It is a place of earthquakes and tremors, of landslides and avalanches, of floods released from glacial lakes.

      Himalayan geography has shaped every aspect of the lives of the people who live there, from the biological adaptations among Tibetans for living at high altitude to the gods people worship and the food they eat.

      Human history here is very long. Dravidians built great cities in the Indus valley of modern Pakistan in the third millennium BC. Aryans invading from Persia in 1500 BC crossed the Hindu Kush and conquered this region, a meeting of cultures that generated its major ancient religions, Hinduism, and ultimately Buddhism. The sense of the sacred in South Asia is intimately connected to the mountains, even for those who have never seen one. White, ethereal summits floating above the dusty plains and green jungles make an irresistible appeal to the soul. Where else would gods choose to live? The Skanda Purana advises: ‘In a hundred ages of the gods I could not tell thee of the glories of Himachal, where Shiva lived and where the Ganges falls from the foot of Vishnu like the slender thread of the Lotus flower.… As the dew is dried up by the morning sun, so are the sins of mankind by the sight of Himachal.’

      The relationship between landscape and religion is much closer in the Himalayan region than in the Christian tradition. In parts of rural Tibet, for example, the more structured systems of Buddhism and the older Bön religion were layered over a more deeply rooted animist relationship with the forests and cliffs, the animals and birds, a tradition which persists today in the remote valley, close to Everest and the border with modern Nepal, where Tenzing Norgay was born in 1914.

      The Tibetan plateau has been occupied by humans for more than 30,000 years, perhaps as much as 40,000. Recent genetic studies show that Tibetan people acquired genes from Denisovans, an earlier hominid now extinct. These adaptations allowed them to flourish at altitude. People in Tibet are more closely related to Korean, Mongolian and Siberian populations than the modern Han Chinese and other southeast Asian populations, although the Tibetan language is part of the Tibeto–Burmese group, suggesting a period of isolation from the original source.

      If the Tibetan Himalaya was populated by people migrating from the north, its dominant religion, Buddhism, was founded south of the chain, in a princely kingdom at the foot of the Nepali Himalaya. In 500 BC, Siddhartha Gautama, drawing on early Hindu traditions and abandoning his wealthy inheritance, taught his followers the path to nirvana, or enlightenment, and was called Buddha, the enlightened one. His teachings spread rapidly over South Asia, to be subsumed eventually in India by Hinduism, and eventually crossed the Himalaya into Tibet. While the mountain range is thought of as a sacred, peaceful region, it is the crossroads of conflicting cultures that have frequently been at war. This ebb and flow of Himalayan history is reflected in the story of the béyül, sacred hidden valleys like the one where Tenzing began his life.

      ‘It has often been said that I was born in the village of Thamey, but that is not quite right. My family lived in Thamey, and I grew up there, but I was born in a place called Tsa-chu, near the great mountain of Makalu, and only a day’s march from Everest. Tsa-chu, which means “Hot Springs”, is a holy place of many stories and legends, and my mother had gone there on a pilgrimage to the monastery of Ghang La, that being also our clan or family name. Near it is a great rock, shaped like the head of the Lord Buddha, out of which water is said to flow if a pious person touches it and prays.’

      Tenzing’s account of his birth reads like a myth or family legend, but it reveals a great deal about his background. He is describing border country, remote valleys on either side of the Himalayan chain. Thamey, usually transcribed now as Thame, is miles to the west of Everest, just inside Nepal. ‘Tsa-chu,’ more accurately Tshechu, is miles to the east, across the border in Tibet. If Tenzing’s life as a famous man was plagued with questions about his nationality, then these remote valleys on either side of the great mountain are where those questions began. As for the Buddha-shaped rock and the water that springs from it at the touch of a pious person, these were the important strands of the story, because Tenzing was born in the heart of a sacred landscape, a place of religious stories and ideas overlaid on the mountains and lakes.

      Geomancy, the art of divination from the shape or relationship of geographical features, is a deep current in Tibetan Buddhism. Béyül, or hidden valleys, are places of deep spirituality, drawing faithful pilgrims. As fragments of heaven on earth, they are intimately connected to the idea of nirvana. Some of these are known, some remain undiscovered, waiting for the appropriate master to ‘open’ them. A century after Songsten Gampo died, Tibet’s second great Buddhist king, Trisong Detsen, ascended the throne. At the age of twenty-one, he invited several Buddhist masters to help extend the influence of Buddhism in Tibet, founding the first of the country’s monasteries, institutions which would dominate life in Tibet until the Chinese Cultural Revolution of the 1960s. One of these teachers was Padmasambhava, known in Tibet as Guru Rinpoche. He revealed to Trisong Detsen the existence of a béyül called Khenbalung that had formed when a lotus flower fell to Earth, a gift from the king of the gods that went astray. It would be, Guru Rinpoche prophesied, a heavenly refuge during times of war and catastrophe, when the dharma was under threat. This was the sacred Kama valley where Tenzing was born.

      Here the Phung Chu, a river older than the mountains it pierces, turns sharply south, dropping steeply toward the Gangetic plain in Nepal, where it becomes the Arun. The gorge is so deep that the monsoon penetrates along its course into the Himalaya, almost to the foot of the East Face of Everest, at the head of the Kama valley. Consequently, the valley is fertile and verdant, one of the most beautiful places on Earth, surrounded by gigantic mountains, their fluted ridges pinned against a crystalline sky or looming out through gaps in the heavy grey clouds of the monsoon. The lower hillsides are blanketed with impressive stands of juniper and silver firs, mountain ash and birches, willow and vast rhododendrons. Plants and flowers, many of them used in Tibetan medicine, are spread across the higher, treeless slopes in summer, chief among them the red and blue poppies of the genus Meconopsis – upa mendog in Tibetan – the very lotus flower that the king of the gods had let fall to Earth.

      The first European to explore the valley, Colonel Charles Howard-Bury, leader of the 1921 Everest reconnaissance expedition, described it thus: ‘We had explored many of these Himalayan valleys, but none seemed to me to be comparable with this, either for the beauty of its Alpine scenery, or for its wonderful vegetation. We shall not easily forget the smiling pastures carpeted with gentians and every variety of Alpine flower that rise to the very verge of icebound and snow-covered tracks, where mighty glaciers descend among the forests which clothe the lower slope.’

      The Kama valley lies at the heart of Béyül Khenbalung, and it is used by the people of the Kharta valley living to the northeast as summer pasturage for their yaks, a source of medicinal and other plants for food and fuel, and a place of pilgrimage. Each béyül has a guide-text, or neyig, and Khenbalung is no exception. It was ‘opened’ in the fourteenth century by Rindzin Godem, who discovered its guide-text near the monastery of Sangsang Lhabrag, in a rocky peak shaped like a heap of poisonous snakes. Since then, mystics from beyond Kharta have travelled to these remote places, living at altitudes of 5,000 metres through the long, bitter winters, abandoning society and its conventions to experience a simple but harsh relationship with nature. And so local traditions, centred on the cycle of farming and nomadism which sustain the villages in the Kharta valley, have blended with Buddhism to create a rich cultural mix. In this place myth and fact lose their polarity. Even among Tibetans, the mountains mean different things to different people.

      Among the most sacred locations for meditation and pilgrimage in Béyül Khenbalung is Tshechu, the spring of life water. Above the Kangshung valley, which leads to the East Face of Everest, is a lake a kilometre in length and roughly pear-shaped; its stalk, where a stream drains it to the south, points toward the Kama valley and Nepal. Makalu, the fifth-highest mountain in the world, dominates the skyline, appearing abruptly above the lake to the southwest. A steep path leads north to the lake, flanked by small cairns wreathed with juniper.

      It continues along the lake’s eastern shore to a steep scree slope that leads to a huge red cliff that is shaped, to an imaginative eye, like the Buddha’s head. At the base of the cliff is a deep cave where a few stone huts offered shelter to the hermits who used to meditate here before the 1959 uprising against the Chinese and now contain several holy objects removed from nearby monasteries destroyed during the same period. To the east of the cave, and a little below, is a small shrine. Prayer flags have been strung up to frame a few wrinkles in the cliff from which, improbably, a trickle of water emerges, apparently from the rock itself. This is the life water that is drunk to purge sins, heal the sick and give tsewang, or life power. At the bottom of the scree slope that leads to the lake, on whose surface the pure in spirit can see prophetic visions, are stone shelters for pilgrims and, in summer, the tents of yak herders. It was in such a tent, by this remote lake in Tibet, that Tenzing Norgay was probably born in the late spring.
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      Tenzing’s own account of his birth acknowledges that many people believed he was born in the village of Thame, a small Sherpa village on the trail to the Nangpa La, a high glacial pass leading from Khumbu on the Nepali border into Tibet. The Sherpas of Khumbu are the Tibetan tribe or group with which Tenzing is most closely associated, and many of his European climbing companions assumed he was born among them. In his obituary of Tenzing for the Alpine Journal, John Hunt, leader of the 1953 British expedition to Everest, described Tenzing as having been born in Thame. Ed Hillary also believed that. ‘I remember many times talking with Tenzing casually about his birth and he always said he came from Thame.’ But Tenzing was not born into a family living in Khumbu. He was born in the Kharta region of Tibet and spent the first years of his life there.

      Why would Tenzing not openly state this? Part of the problem lies in our own Western ideas of a border. They are concrete entities, sometimes literally, and you often need a passport to cross them. In the Himalaya, a line on a map means little to hill people trading and farming in patterns that are far older than the national boundaries they cross. Loyalties are not to the idea of nation, but to family and community and religion. Nepal’s border with Tibet has shifted over the centuries. The two countries fought a brutal war at the end of the eighteenth century during which Nepali troops reached Shigatse, far to the north of Kharta. The impact of the war, fortifications and depopulation, was still visible to Charles Howard-Bury in 1921. There was still a Nepali headman in the Tibetan town of Dingri, the ancient entrepôt for trade between Lhasa and Kathmandu, where the first Everest climbers based themselves. ‘We were remote from the rest of our country,’ Tenzing said of his years in Nepal. ‘What went on there did not seem to affect us; we had our own customs and ways of life, and knew almost nothing about the nation of which we were politically a part.’

      The Sherpas are ethnic Tibetans whose forebears crossed the Himalaya centuries ago. Anthropologist Michael Oppitz has argued that Sherpas originated in the eastern Tibetan province of Kham – Sherpa, or Shar-wa, means easterner – and migrated west to the Dingri region looking for new land. From there, he suggests, the earliest settlers made their journey into Khumbu where they could practise their brand of nomadic pastoralism and where there were few existing inhabitants. From Khumbu they moved deeper into Nepal; there are far more Sherpas in the lower and more hospitable district of Solu and elsewhere in Nepal. Other anthropologists have argued that in fact Solu was settled first, displacing the original inhabitants, and only then did Sherpas move up into Khumbu. Either way, this was a Tibetan population settling in the high valleys of the highest Himalaya.

      Khumbu comprises three valleys: the most westerly leading south from the Nangpa La following the river called Bhote Kosi; the central valley of the Dudh Kosi, or milk river; and the third valley to the east that leads from the Khumbu glacier below Everest itself. Above the confluence of the Bhote Kosi and Dudh Kosi is the sacred peak of Khumbi Yul Lha, Khumbu’s most important mountain deity. The biggest villages and most extensive fields are found on the mountain’s lower slopes.

      Sherpas are Tibetan Buddhists, followers of the Nyingma or ‘Red Hat’ sect, and their language is a dialect of Tibetan. Most Tibetans can, more or less, understand the Sherpa language. Even so, Sherpas in the Khumbu and other regions of Nepal regard themselves as a distinct tribe from other Tibetan groups near Everest, with their own religious festivals and their own local deities. They have different farming practices, and their architecture and dress are also distinctive.

      In Khumbu, Tibetan newcomers were called Khambas and were absorbed into the Sherpa community over a relatively short period of time. But in Tenzing’s youth they were looked down on and even excluded as anthropologist Stanley F. Stevens explains: ‘Sherpas have long drawn a distinction between the older clans, the descendants of older settlers, and those who came more recently and have drawn a far sharper line between Sherpas and Khambas.’ Tenzing’s childhood was coloured by his family’s move to Khumbu, where he was regarded as a Khamba, a Tibetan immigrant who worked as a servant.

      The root of any tension between Tenzing and more established Sherpas was wealth and position. In his early years, when he lived in extreme poverty, Tenzing found acceptance harder. His path was that of immigrants everywhere, burning with ambition for a new and better life, knowing that the door back to the life of his ancestors was closed forever. ‘In a way,’ he recalled, ‘Tibet is the home of my spirit, but as a living man I am a stranger there.’ In the villages of Kharta, where his family originated and where he spent his first years, his remaining family and other local people revere Tenzing as a great man. And they all call him Tenzing Sherpa. The more interesting question is why he and at least some of his family chose to leave Tibet in the first place.

      Tenzing told James Ramsey Ullman, the writer who turned his memories and opinions into prose for his first autobiography, Tiger of the Snows, that his mother had been on a pilgrimage to Tshechu when she gave birth to Tenzing. Most of the farming population in Kharta make pilgrimages to Tshechu in the late summer, before the start of the harvest. After the harvest, the first winter snows close the high passes leading into the béyül. But Tenzing was clear in his own mind that he had been born earlier in the year. ‘It could be fixed by the weather and the crops, and it was in the later part of May. This has always seemed a good sign to me, for the end of May has been an important time throughout my life. The time of birth to begin with. The time of great expeditions and best mountain weather. It was on the 28th May that I almost climbed to the top of Everest with Lambert, and on the 29th, a year and a day later, that I reached it with Hillary.’ The year of his birth, 1914, was fixed by correlating Tibetan and Western calendars. Each year in the Tibetan twelve-year cycle is given a name, and the name of Tenzing’s year was yoa, or hare. This meant he was born in 1902, 1914 or 1926. ‘I hope I am not so old as the first and am afraid I am not so young as the second.’

      Tenzing’s mother, Kinzom, came from a village outside the Kharta valley, either Pharing or a hamlet just before it called Chongda. When she was born is difficult to verify, but in his autobiography, After Everest, Tenzing says she was eighty-four in 1954, meaning she was born in 1870. That would have made her forty-four when she gave birth to Tenzing, who was her eleventh child out of fourteen. Dolka Marpa, who was a servant in the great house at Tsawa where Kinzom and Tenzing’s father later lived, remembers her as a tough but kindly woman, devoted to her faith. The head lama at Tharbaling, the only religious institution still functioning in Kharta, remembers her as having led a difficult life, but that she found strength in her religion and was always prepared to help those in difficulty.

      Although her family were not of the powerful land-owning aristocracy, they were noteworthy for their piety; Kinzom’s first cousin, Trulshik Rinpoche, became the second head lama at Rongbuk, on the north side of Everest.⁠1 He was an incarnation of the great Dzatrul Rinpoche’s own ‘heart lama’ and appointed by Dzatrul as his successor at the monastery when he was just nineteen and helped identify the eleventh Dzatrul Rinpoche. After the exile of the Dalai Lama in 1959, he fled Tibet, living with Tenzing and his family for a while in Darjeeling. Trulshik Rinpoche spent the rest of his life in exile at the monastery of Thupten Chöling, near Junbesi, in the Sherpa district of Solu.

      Eight of Kinzom’s fourteen children died in infancy or childhood. Living conditions in the Kharta region are harsh, and while Tenzing’s family could rely on traditional medicines, infections and accidents regularly afflicted children and young adults. Obstetrics were also unknown, and women helped each other through childbirth. Tshechu is at an altitude of 4,400 metres, and most fit, non-pregnant Western women would feel a sense of achievement in just reaching it. Tibetan women are adapted to live at high altitudes, and uterine blood supply is more generous than in women who live at sea level, allowing babies to achieve a higher birth weight. Even so, it is hard to believe that a heavily pregnant woman would choose to go to Tshechu on a pilgrimage. So, is the story of Tenzing’s birth more fable than truth?

      Although Tenzing said his mother was on a pilgrimage when he was born, another reason could explain her presence there in early summer. Kinzom married a man from Kharta called Mingma – it translates as Tuesday – who spent most of his life as a yak herder, or dropka.⁠2 Like Kinzom, Mingma has left a deep impression on the communities of the Kharta valley. Some of his descendants still live in Kharta near the house Mingma occupied around the time of Tenzing’s birth. It is a fertile valley, greener and more sheltered than the Phung Chu to the east, dotted with small hamlets where it broadens, the largest village being Yueba on the south bank of the Kharta Chu. The houses here differ from the villages to the north of Everest. They are left unpainted, fringed with a wooden ledge the colour of ochre. The roofs are flat, but the larger houses have a square step on each corner, like turrets, making the larger houses seem like small forts. Juniper is stacked on top of the walls on all four sides. Each house has a main living area on the first floor, with benches around the walls for sitting and sleeping and a hearth. The animals are stabled below.
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      Mingma was known as Ghang La Mingma, the Ghang La, Tenzing explained, being his family or clan name. In fact, Ghang La is not a clan name, but it did mean a great deal to Tenzing, who in later years named his house in Darjeeling Ghang La, as a way of cementing his connection with his dead father. The Tibetan word ghang, written now as kang, means snow, and la is a pass. It is also the name of a short valley, not far from Tshechu, poised above the glacial sweep of the Rabkar Chu, another of the holiest sites in Béyül Khenbalung. Located at Ghang La was the monastery of Namdag Lhe Phodang, the ‘perfectly pure god’s palace,’ which according to legend is built over the palace of Khyikharathö, a mythical child born illegitimately to the wife of the great Tibetan king Trisong Detsen. This child had the face of a dog and the horns of a goat and is, according to anthropologist Hildegard Diemberger, a central figure in the myth of Béyül Khenbalung. Feeling ashamed of his wife’s child, he had Khyikharathö placed on a flying wooden cart which landed at Ghang La, where the child founded a great kingdom. In more recent history, Ghang La has been a place of retreat and meditation, like the cave at Tshechu. During Tenzing’s childhood, several skilled women tantrists occupied the site, before the monastery was destroyed after the Lhasa uprising of 1959.

      Ghang La is part of a huge expanse of pastureland that lies at the foot of the Langma La, one of the inner gateways from the Kharta valley into the béyül. It lies high above the Rabkar Chu on an undulating terrace of several square miles, studded by turquoise lakes, all of which have legends of their own. Generations of yak herders have spent the summer here. Even today everything in a yak herder’s tent seems to be either wooden or made from yaks, including the tent itself, which is yak hair. Despite the looseness of its weave, to allow wood smoke out, it is surprisingly waterproof fabric. The tents are uniform in style, being ten feet square, with a fire in the centre and a small altar just behind it. Stones are used to ring the base of the tent, and these are left in place when the herder moves on. In this way, the same sites come to be occupied year after year. Inside the tent is a yak-leather barrel of fermenting milk, outside a press for making churpi, or yak cheese. Tea is always available, brewed on the fire and then mixed in a tall wooden churn with yak butter and salt to give a highly calorific drink. The herders eat tsampa, or parched barley, which is ground up and mixed with tea to form a kind of thick dough, but they will eat meat too if an animal dies accidentally.

      Juniper wood, which has deep religious significance to Tibetan peoples, crackles on the fire’s embers, releasing thick smoke which from a distance has an aromatic intensity that breeds nostalgia, but up close is choking, at least to the uninitiated. Tibetans seem oblivious, but lung infection and cancer rates among rural Tibetans testify to the smoke’s long-term effects. Yak dung is also collected, dried and burned. Herders will often keep a dog to guard the encampment from predators. Cultural rules about the slaughter of animals are strict. One yak herder said that a butcher must be fetched to kill a wounded beast, a long knife driven through the yak’s armpit into its heart. In summer the living is good, with plenty to eat and a more relaxed lifestyle than the farmers working in their fields of barley, although there is still plenty to do, which is why herders like to have their families with them. The children of herders work from a young age. Beasts must be milked, butter churned and wood collected. In winter it is a cruel business, bitterly cold and harsh, and families stay at home. One herder told me of bleeding a yak for a meal, a practice that Tenzing describes in Tiger of the Snows. Done in the autumn, herders believe it pacifies animals that are difficult to handle after a summer’s rich grazing. Herders have a score of songs to coax their beasts along, and they judge the condition and mood of their animals with precision. This was the world of Ghang La Mingma, and the world into which Tenzing Norgay was born.

      Mingma’s yaks did not belong to him. In Tibet, before the Chinese occupation, almost all political and economic control was exercised by the monasteries and landowners. The laity usually worked for one or the other as serfs or monks. A monastery established in the 1600s called Sangnak Choeling, north of the Kharta valley, held the grazing rights to Ghang La. This was the monastery that Mingma worked for, tending their yaks in the summer months there, and in the winter on grazing near the Pang La, several days’ march away, where the winter snowfall was lighter. How Mingma came to hold this position is unclear, but it was not the job held by his father or grandfather, according to some older villagers in the Kharta valley.

      Mingma’s family had a longstanding connection with the powerful dingpon or landowner at Tsawa, twenty miles north of Kharta. This house was destroyed by Red Guards and its lands divided after the 1959 uprising, and most of the family fled Tibet, living with Tenzing in Darjeeling before moving to Kathmandu. Tenzing’s family may have had a small homestead in Dangsar, and the men worked for the landlord at Tsawa as yak herders. Some of the women in Mingma’s family worked there too as servants.

      The house at Tsawa is now much reduced, its top floor with the traditional prayer room ripped away and much of its east wing collapsed. But it had clearly been one of the most substantial houses in the Kharta district. This was an important family. An impressive gateway and substantial wooden doors remain. Cracked, weathered frames that once housed prayer wheels run around a courtyard on the first floor. Low doorways lead off into several rooms. The house and the village occupy a charming, emerald crescent of flat land beside the river, with stands of willow and birch, nestled against the stark brown hills. It was here that Tenzing’s father would spend his last years.

      Mingma, the youngest of three sons, could not expect to inherit the job his father held, whatever that was, and although how Mingma came to work for Sangnak Choeling isn’t known, the monastery is not far from Tsawa, and land-owning families were the natural sponsors of religious institutions. It seems unlikely that Mingma could not have got this position without some co-operation from the landowner at Tsawa. It was, in effect, a type of serfdom. Charles Howard-Bury provides a glimpse of Tenzing’s childhood world in Mount Everest: The Reconnaissance, 1921:

      ‘Shepherds in this country are but poorly paid, getting only thirty trangkas per annum. But house servants are still worse off, getting only eight trangkas per annum. However, they seem to thrive under those wages and there is no discontent or trades unionism among them.’

      A trangka was only three old pence, perhaps fifty cents in modern terms, but yak herders gained more prestige from the size and quality of their herd rather than from any monetary wealth – there still isn’t much to buy in Kharta – and they viewed themselves as freer than farmers, occupying a higher position in the social order. It was better to be managing a large herd of yaks at Ghang La than working in the fields of the Kharta valley.

      Monasteries would put money into local communities and then expect a return on their investment: ‘food, barley, milk, eggs and fuel,’ according to Howard-Bury. Local officials were also entitled to a cut of what each village produced. People were at the mercy of their local administrative leader, for better or worse, and the dzongpen at Kharta during Tenzing’s childhood was not a magnanimous ruler. Stories about the cruel punishments he inflicted on his people – beatings, burying victims up to their neck, exposure – still circulate.

      When Kinzom married Mingma, she took the title dokmo – a female herder, equivalent to the masculine, dropka. During the summer she would accompany her husband with their growing family to the summer pasturage. Although the terrace below the Langma La is the biggest expanse of grassland in the Kama valley, it often gets more snowfall in winter than other pasturage close by. Early in the summer, the grass can still be buried under several feet of snow, and herders start the summer grazing elsewhere. Tenzing believed he was born in the early summer, and so Mingma and Kinzom could have been with their yaks at Tshechu, waiting to move to the grazing around Ghang La. Kinzom had a sister, Tenzing Kundol, and one villager in Kharta recalls that she had been an ani la, or nun, at Ghang La. Nomad women would help each other when their time to give birth came, and so it is possible that Kinzom’s sister was at Tshechu for Tenzing’s birth. The lamas living in the hermitage at Tshechu considered his place of birth highly propitious: ‘According to my parents, the holy men told them to take especially good care of me for at least three years, for if I was still alive then I would grow up to be a great man.’

      Tenzing’s genetic inheritance is worth examining, since it gave him such an advantage in his work as a Sherpa porter. While the lamas divined great things for the boy, his biology was already adjusting in ways that were impossible for them to fathom but were the consequence of tens of thousands of years of natural selection. Un-adapted babies from the lowlands suffer from reduced oxygen saturation in their blood if born at altitude, while Tibetan infants don’t. Nor do they suffer a further fall over subsequent weeks, as un-adapted babies do. Foetal cardiovascular patterns, particularly high blood pressure, persist in un-adapted babies, whereas Tibetan infants adjust quickly, saving them from the risk of hypertension and the failure of the right side of the heart, complications which can kill Han Chinese babies in Lhasa. The infant Tenzing had a greater lung capacity than children born at sea level – some would later joke that Tenzing had a third lung – although smoky fires at home could undermine this advantage. His heart would work harder on Everest than that of a European, his blood pressure would be lower, and, for complex biochemical reasons, his muscles would work more efficiently. During exercise, the delivery of blood to the brain is more efficient in Tibetan peoples, an advantage in decision-making and performance when climbing a mountain. Put together with the resourcefulness that managing a herd of yaks, often alone, engendered and the physical toughness of life in a country with no modern amenities, Tenzing’s genetic advantage made him well suited for high-altitude climbing before he’d ever set foot on a mountain.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      During the autumn, before the first winter snows closed the high passes, the yaks were driven for several days to the winter pasturage at Pang La, where the beasts could find a little grass to nourish them until the spring. Then the family remained in the house at Dangsar. The Kharta valley is broad and open, with fields of barley greening in the spring, the yaks dragging a wooden plough through them after the harvest in September. Men and women work in the fields together, the children in the fields too, babies sleeping in wooden boxes covered with blankets, older kids carrying younger. Everyone’s face is grimy from the smoke of fires and the reluctance to wash and strip the face of valuable oils that protect the skin from the sun and wind of high altitude. In the monsoon the hillsides are smothered in flowers, in the autumn the trees turn gold and orange. It is a fertile, textured place, damp and green compared to the valleys to the north. The bells tied round the necks of the yaks mean that you can always hear a dull clanking from the fields; the houses cluster together creating narrow lanes offering shelter from the bitter cold of winter. Among the fields, on prominent trees or boulders, there are prayer flags and bundles of bamboo signalling the spiritual connection of the farmers with their land. Houses have yak horns nailed over the doorways – the doors are so low you must duck – to keep bad spirits out. Dung is stuck to the walls drying in the sun to be used for fuel. This was the family’s other world, for more than six months of each year.

      Tenzing had two surviving older brothers, Kesang and Chingdu, whose son Topkay would join him on Everest in the 1950s. Then came two sisters, Kipa and Thakchey. Tenzing also had a younger sister, Sona Doma, who would remain in Khumbu until the later 1950s. Tenzing’s memories of his early life were fragmentary but very poignant:

      ‘There are, of course, many things from that time that I have forgotten, but a few I remember well. One is riding round on the back of one of my older brothers, who is now long dead. Another is the animals in winter, when they were crowded into the lower storey of our house, and how they steamed and smelled as they came in out of the cold. Still another is the rest of us, the family, almost as crowded in the upper storey: all of us packed together in no space at all, with the noise and the stenches and the smoke from cooking, but happy and contented because we did not know there was any other way to live.’

      Tenzing was given the name Namgyal Wangdi by his parents, but the chronic ill health that affects so many children in rural Tibet left him weak, and so Kinzom and Mingma turned to the old Tibetan practice of renaming a child to give it a fresh start, a new direction to improve its fortunes. They took Tenzing to see Nawang Tenzing Norbu, more commonly known as Dzatrul Rinpoche, the great religious leader. Born in 1866, he was the catalyst for religious reform in the area, raising funds among the rich traders at Dingri for new institutions. In 1902 he founded the current gompa at Rongbuk, and after World War I he was the guiding hand behind the exquisite monastery at Tengpoche on the southern approach to Everest. Dzatrul was also the lama whose blessing the Everest expeditions of the 1920s and 1930s sought. He told Tenzing’s parents that their son was the reincarnation of a wealthy man who had died recently. Because of this his name should be changed to Tenzing – or ‘supporter of religion’ – Norgay, meaning ‘wealthy.’ Tenzing was Dzatrul’s own name, a common one for monks, for it was commonplace for monks to give children brought to them their own name.

      As the third son, Tenzing was placed in a monastery by his parents with the long-range intention of him becoming a lama. His head was shaved and he put on the maroon robes of Tibetan Buddhist monks everywhere. Which monastery they put him in is unclear because there have been seismic upheavals in religious practice since the Chinese occupied Tibet. Tenzing’s nephew Gombu studied at Rongbuk, but he remembers this was not his uncle’s gompa. In Tenzing’s youth, the great monastery in the Kharta valley was Chöde, of which only a ruin now remains. Howard-Bury refers to it as Gandenchhöfel, since Ganden, the great institution near Lhasa, was its parent monastery:

      ‘This was a curious building, square in shape, and surmounted by a cupola. It was very solidly built of stone and was, [the monks] told us, about 500 years old. It was founded by a saint called Jetsun-Nga-Wang-Chhöfel, who after a great flood which swept down the valley, destroying all the houses in it, had taken a large frog (which animal is believed to represent the Water God) and buried it under the centre pillar of the temple. With great reverence they showed us the spot under which this unfortunate frog had been immured in the centre of the shrine.’

      As a young monk, Tenzing would have had his head shaved and put on the heavy woollen robes of his new vocation. Young monks don’t take vows immediately, but after a year promise not to kill, not to steal, not to lie and not to have sex, but there’s no evidence that Tenzing got that far. His days would have been filled by prayers, doing chores and the first steps of a religious education. He would have spent hours each day learning mantras by rote in the gloomy prayer room, the smell of butter lamps in his nostrils, shivering in winter and watching stray shafts of sunlight filtering into the darkness in the spring. The monastery was an entire community. Some monks concentrated on the religious life while others dealt with more practical matters, like collecting rents. None of it appealed to Tenzing.

      One lama lost his temper with the boy and struck him across the head with a stick. He ran away to his parents, who allowed him to stay with them. Tenzing speculated on what might have happened if his father had forced him to go back – perhaps he would have remained a lama – but the practical consequence of his escape from monastic life was losing the one real chance he had of learning how to read and write. In the West it is now almost impossible to meet a highly intelligent person who is totally illiterate and to comprehend how they see the world and themselves. Tenzing was driven by the idea of education, and perhaps his greatest source of pride was seeing all his six surviving children go through school. ‘I climbed Everest so that you wouldn’t have to,’ he told his son Jamling when he came seeking permission to join an Indian expedition to Everest in 1983. ‘You can’t see the entire world from the top of Everest, Jamling. The view from there only reminds you how big the world is and how much more there is to see and learn.’

      Tenzing may never have gone to school, but he was a lifelong learner, acutely aware of how people carried themselves, of their ideas and what they could offer him intellectually. Rabindranath Mitra, a young Bengali tea planter and publisher who befriended Tenzing a couple of years before he climbed Everest, recalls how the Sherpa spat into a handkerchief, even walking down the street in Darjeeling, while others would just hawk into the dust at their feet, much as they do now. In microcosm, the anecdote shows how Tenzing was conscious of other habits, ideas, cultures in the world, and that he could benefit from learning about them. Although he would never achieve total fluency in English, he was very expressive and spoke several Asian languages, Nepali – the eastern Himalaya’s lingua franca – among them, and all this without the benefit of a classroom. But his illiteracy was a cause of frustration, especially for a proud man who felt quite rightly that he was the intellectual equal of many of the Europeans and Indians for whom he worked.

      As for religion, Tenzing maintained a sceptical distance from the world of monasteries and monks while keeping his faith in the dharma. ‘True religion is one thing,’ he said. ‘It’s outward forms and practices, unfortunately, can be another.’ While admiring great lamas, he suspected that many of them couldn’t look after ‘a herd of yaks, let alone human souls’ and was sure that many monks were interested only in the best living they could get with the least effort. When he climbed Everest, a local Darjeeling monastery asked for a donation, but Tenzing preferred to give money to a hostel for impoverished travellers or pilgrims rather than rewarding ‘a group of monks who would use it only for themselves.’ The pragmatism Tenzing showed in the mountains applied to his soul as well.

      Another of his early childhood memories focuses on literacy and shows how Tenzing considered himself to be different from his peers, an echo of which is picked up in Mitra’s story about him not spitting in the street: ‘As a grown man I have come to realise that in some ways I am a little different from most of my people. And I think the difference had already begun at this time. I remember I was very shy and stayed much by myself, and while the other boys chased one another and played games with mud and stones I would sit alone and dream of far places and great journeys. I would pretend I was writing a letter to an important man in Lhasa who would come and get me. Or that I was leading an army there. And sometimes I would make my father laugh by asking him for a horse, so that I could go.’

      The urge to leave and explore what life outside his valley had to offer was already strong. Many climbers of whatever cultural background would recognise this feeling in their own motivation. Tenzing clearly had a good relationship with his father, for whom Tenzing would perform tasks ‘even when I didn’t have to.’ His sister Lhamu Kipa would tell him he was their parents’ favourite. The circumstances of his birth, the place, and the lamas’ predictions had been propitious, and the family had done well in the years afterward.

      The anthropologist Sherry B. Ortner sees another revealing aspect to these memories of his childhood, particularly in Tenzing’s daydream about writing a letter to an ‘important man’ in Lhasa. This accords with the Tibetan idea of a zhindak, a patron or sponsor who helps a lesser man succeed and in doing so draws strength himself. Ortner adds that this idea characterises human relationships with the gods who inhabit the world around Everest. They also grow stronger when ‘lesser’ beings seek their intercession. Sherpa society is much more egalitarian than the Hindu caste system in Nepal and India. Outside the family, Sherpa men consider themselves as good as anyone else, no matter how rich or poor they are. The zhindak is not part of a hierarchy, more a device to help even up the odds. As Ortner explains: ‘The junior party is not positioned as a child or a social inferior, but rather something more like a talented but disadvantaged protégé. In folktales, for example, the junior party is usually a bright young man who is down through no fault of his own, but who needs some extra help and power to come back strongly and defeat those who are illegitimately besting him.’

      Most small boys have heroes, whether they are football players or great lamas, and early experiences of such figures can leave deep impressions. It’s possible that as a small boy Tenzing encountered George Mallory, who was a member of all three expeditions to Everest in the 1920s, disappearing with Andrew Irvine on the north side of the mountain in 1924, prompting speculation on whether he reached the summit twenty-nine years before Tenzing and Ed Hillary. In 1921 Mallory and the rest of the expedition spent a considerable amount of time exploring the Kharta region and the eastern approaches to Everest. Mallory’s diary reveals how he came to be lost near Tenzing’s home in the village of Dangsar. Another possibility for an encounter could have taken place much closer to Everest, below the Langma La. Mallory crossed this pass on August 3, 1921, in bad weather, and camped at its foot. The next day he traversed the grassy terrace and descended to the Kama Chu valley, crossing the rickety wooden bridge at the bottom and then climbing up the Kangshung valley and onto the true left bank of the glacier that flows from the East Face of Everest. At this point in the summer, Tenzing and his family would have been at Ghang La, herding their yaks. Mallory did camp alongside some yak herders, frustrated by the continuing thick cloud blanketing the mountains. ‘At least,’ he wrote in his diary, ‘we should have the advantage here of good butter and cream from this dairy farm.’

      Howard-Bury followed Mallory two days later, crossing the Langma La in clearer conditions, taking his usual delight in the incomparable view: ‘Then we descended through grassy uplands for nearly 3,000 feet, past another beautiful lake called Shurim Tso, and came to a curious long and narrow terrace about 1,000 feet above the bottom of the valley. Here there was a tent belonging to some yak herds; and as wood and water were plentiful I determined to stop and spend the night with them.’

      The first Europeans in Kama valley would have generated huge excitement among the local population of yak herders, but even if Tenzing did encounter George Mallory, he didn’t dream of climbing Everest because of a chance meeting with one of the chilina-nga, the pale foreigners whose eccentricity was beyond comprehension. The worldliness and success of the expedition porters were what impressed him. He says in Tiger of the Snows that everyone knew all about them and that Sherpas and Tibetans living in Darjeeling had worked for them. ‘They came back with all sorts of stories about the chilina-nga, and about climbing almost to the sky; and most of them wore big boots and strange clothes such as we had not seen before. I was so fascinated that one day I paid money to use a pair of the boots, but they were so big and heavy for me that I could not walk at all.’ Dorjee Lhatoo said that Tenzing would sometimes recall these early experiences of mountaineering: ‘He remembered expeditions coming to the Kharta valley when he was small. When we worked together and we’d be sitting round the campfire he would tell stories about his childhood in Tibet. He talked about how he would look up to these Sherpas and Bhotias who seemed to have a very good life, wealthy, with fancy clothes and heavy boots. He aspired to be one of them.’

      Whether or not Tenzing met Mallory or any of the other climbers from the 1920s, their true importance was the opportunity they offered the poor young Sherpas and Tibetans with few other options to take their first steps up the ladder of advancement. Later, when Tenzing found himself derided for his impoverished background, climbing mountains would offer him the chance to prove that he was as good as anyone.
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      One more early relationship helped form the direction of Tenzing’s life, and that was with Everest itself. ‘I have dedicated my story to Chomolungma,’ he said in Tiger of the Snows, ‘for it has given me everything. To whom else should I make my dedication?’ As a boy, in the pastures around Ghang La, Tenzing would have seen Chomolungma whenever the weather was clear, floating above his head, perfect and sharp against the blue sky. The mountains seeped into his consciousness in the same way that the streets and buildings of our childhood neighbourhoods do. What seemed an everyday thing becomes much later a reminder of the security and love of our parents and our home. Later, when he and his family migrated to Khumbu, the mountain would change character again, more elusive behind the wall of Nuptse, and black instead of white, the shark’s fin of its upper southwest face spearing out from lesser peaks as he watched the yaks from high pastures. And then, before he was twenty-one, camped with the British in the Rongbuk valley with the huge mass of the north face filling the end of it, he would see the mountain at its most impressive.

      Chomolungma, the Tibetan and Sherpa name for Everest, is usually and erroneously translated as ‘Mother Goddess of the Earth’ and less frequently as ‘Mother Goddess of the Wind.’ Tenzing himself offered an alternative he took from his mother, ‘The Mountain So High No Bird Can Fly Over It,’ which has more of a ring of truth. Edwin Bernbaum, in Sacred Mountains of the World, argues that it should be transcribed Jomolangma, or ‘The Lady Langma,’ jomo meaning lady and Langma being a compressed version of the goddess Miyolangsangma, who inhabits the mountain, according to Tibetan Buddhism. One of a group of five minor deities who inhabit five separate peaks along the Tibetan-Nepali border, she is depicted in murals at the monasteries of Rongbuk and Tengpoche riding a tiger and holding both a bowl of tsampa flour and a mongoose spitting jewels. Her name translates literally, Bernbaum explains, as the ‘Unmoveable Goddess Who is a Benefactress of Bulls’ – and thus good for the local yak population. But there are other interpretations and it’s worth pointing out that Chomolungma has had a local name far longer than there has been a monastery at Rongbuk. Sir Basil Gould, the Tibetologist and diplomat, argued that the
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