{ THE BIG READ }

BY MIKE MacEACHERAN

GREEN PEAKS

A HIGH-ALTITUDE TREK TO THE ROOF OF THE WORLD
HOLDS MORE SURPRISES THAN ONE MIGHT IMAGINE

I ccze frame: my face is squashed against a porthole of
frosted glass. Outside our tiny 14-seater twin-propeller airplane, | see
towering white-capped pyramids against a sky of brilliant, bald blue.
Among them, | pick out the polished face of Mount Everest.

Close up: from my window, the runway looks no bigger than a stick of
chewing gum. Stuck into a crag in the Himalayan landscape, it can’t be
more than a few metres wide and appears to be acutely angled uphill.

A voice crackles from the plane’s cockpit. Suddenly we are bouncing
and skittering along the tarmac, and a sign flashes past: “Welcome to

Tenzing-Hillary Airport, Lukla”. It is 7am on day one of my trip to the roof
of the world. >
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The small town of Lukla, at an altitude of 2,860m (9,380ft), is where
most people start their assault on Mount Everest. The name means
“place with many goats and sheep’, but on exiting the airport the first
thing | see is a German bakery, followed by an internet café, an Irish pub,
a pool hall, a cocktail lounge, a massage parlour and a Starbucks. This
is the first of many tangible signs over the coming days that the Mount
Everest region in eastern Nepal is not what it once was — Sir Edmund Hil-
lary, the first man to climb the world's highest mountain, would hardly
recognise the place. “It is not the mountain we conguer but ourselves,” he
once said. Today, that inner battle is made easier to endure with a freshly
brewed caffe latte and hot croissant
to hand.

Taking around 14 days to complete

“THE MOUNTAINS ARE

You can climb to
almost 3,000m
above sea level
and still there’s

no escaping Irish

pubs, work emails
and Starbucks
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— depending on whether the party
maintains a tortoise or hare pace —the
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high-altitude hike from Lukla to Ever-
est Base Camp is the undisputed king
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of Nepali treks. Increasingly, however,
it's viewed as a leisurely fortnight for

MY SHERPA GUIDE
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act of endurance for supermen.
“The trail has completely changed
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since | started as a porter,” says local
guide Ram Thapa. Working for the
exclusive Nepal Hiking Team, one of a new breed of elite trekking agen-
cies based in Kathmandu, he has spent 11 years in the Solo Khumbu region
retracing the trail to and from Everest in the Sagarmatha National Park.
Wearing a black North Face puffa jacket and a hand-knitted grey hat pulled
down to his ears, his teeth shine out whiter than Polo mints. “Today, we are
more conscious of conservation issues,” he continues. “Our goal is to prop
up and conserve the whole local ecosystem.”

The days when Everest expeditions made the news are long gone.
Nowadays the mountain lures everyone from excitable teens to
octogenarians ticking off a last-gasp bucket list. To date, Everest's 8,848
metres have been scaled by a 16-year-old, a 78-year-old, a blind man >
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and a trekker with one artificial leg. Last year, a British cricket team staged

the world’s highest ever test match at 5,140m. As | prepare to depart Lukla, |

learn that Turkey's first expedition to the summit, unaided by oxygen (why do

it the easy way?), is ahead of me on the trail.
Thankfully, despite the trek’s popu-

larity, it is still possible to experience

a variety of incomparable mountain
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Lodge tells me, “The only thing you
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need worry about is the cold — these

mountains are big enough for every-
one”. It must be good advice — his tea-
house comes recommended by ex-US
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president Jimmy Carter and Van Halen
frontman David Lee Roth.

Inspired by such distinguished forerunners — as well as the eccentric pair
who carried an ironing board with them all the way to 5,440m — | too am
caught up in a passion for Everest. | suck in the glacial air, lace up my boots
and, in the shadow of my trekking guide, head north.

As the days pass and the velvet grasses change to rock, and the snow
line creeps lower down the mountainous flanks, | sense a wind of environ-
mental change blowing through the verdant valleys of the Khumbu region.
Propped up outside one of the first teahouses | come across, curved like a
gigantic Jamaican steel drum, rests a solar-power heating system. It is used
to sterilise and UV-filter glacial water, | learn, and to heat the shower blocks.

Over the coming days, | see similar set-ups in Dole and Machermo, and at
the diamond-shaped teacup lakes of Gokyo, dotting the trail like decommis-
sioned Apollo moon satellites. There's another at the Eco Lodge in Lobuche,
the world’s highest eco-hotel, at 4,930m.

It's apparent that although the traditional way of life in the Himalayan
foothills has largely been usurped by tourism, locals have been quick to
embrace environmental awareness; the rustic life, lived out by their ances-
tors for thousands of years, now walks hand in hand with more modern-day
customs. Time-honoured Mani stones — carved with the Tibetan mantra =
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Mike MacEacheran is a
freelance travel writer
and journalist with

a barely manageable
fear of heights
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“Om mani padme hum’ - still line the village walls, but there are just as many
posters promoting responsible trekking. Farm fields are ploughed by
water buffalo and the cornis harvested and threshed by hand, but there are
also strict, modern waste management programmes in force.

On my sixth day, before an arduous scramble over the Chola Pass
(5,420m), I reach the small shoebox village of Gokyo, home to the world’s
highest bookshop (4,970m). It is well stocked with everything from George
Orwelland 1D Salinger to The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. “It's a challenge to
get the books up here,” says owner SB Sharma, gesturing towards a couple
of exhausted yaks, “but we do what we can. Any author you're looking for
in particular? Jon Krakauer? He is always very popular.” Even though | am
higher than a sky-diver, 'm also still connected enough to check my work
email. From my temporary office this evening, behind me the entire hori-
zon is jewelled with diamond peaks and, above, a blanket of burnished stars
unfolds.

Clanging bells awake the teahouse the next morning at an unwelcome
6am as mule and yak caravans rattle their way through the village. Rising
bleary-eyed, | am greeted by Ram Thapa'’s indelible smile (every day for the
past week, he has inexplicably risen at 4.30am). “The mountains are within
touching distance now, Mike,” he promises. “Just one more day to go.”

Then finally, on day eight, as morning breaks, we reach Kala Pattar. This
is our goal: the most accessible point to view Mount Everest from base to
peak. The views are spectacular. In the distance | can make out Everest Base
Camp at 5,360m, which from here looks like a travelling circus with its litter of
rainbow-coloured tents. As the sun rises from behind in the eastern sky, we
are treated to an amazing 180-degree panorama of effervescent light that
makes every step and stagger taken completely worthwhile.

Thisisas faras | go. Others are carrying on to Base Camp; some will even
make an attempt on the summit. On my return to Lukla, | swap stories with
fellow hikers of finding wood-fired pizza and Italian Lavazza blends onmenus
above 4,000m. Despite these incongruities, though, it is ultimately the
mountains that capture our dreams. As Sir Edmund Hillary’s legacy states,
we are inspired by mountains simply “because they're there”. Surrounded by
a symphonic wall of ice, rock and snow, even today he would still be in his
element, regardless of the quality of coffee on offer.m
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Taking around 14
days to complete,
the high-altitude
route from Lukla
to Everest Base
Camp is the king of
Nepali treks
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The writer of this piece
halted at the Kala Patar
viewpoint, but had he
continued, the view would
have been even better
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