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     It was February 2001 when our friend Jim came over. The evening started in the living room as my mom made dinner. Dad, my sister Robin and I sat eating snacks and sipping wine as Jim unfolded maps and began telling adventure stories. Mom came in every few minutes to take a sip of wine and smile as we listened. Jim began, “I want to go on the Everest Treks to Basecamp in both Tibet and Nepal...” We soon realized this would be no ordinary vacation as Jim told stories from his five visits to the Himalaya, his favorite place. After dinner we took down a large painting on the wall, cleared the table and set up the slide projector. “Death by slides,” He said, as he made jokes about the usual boredom of having to sit through a vacation slide show. But this was different. This slide show took us on the Khumbu Trail to Mount Everest. “Yeah, let’s go trekking.” We said and then we spread out the maps again to plan and set dates. We had nine months to go before the start of the dry season in October.

     It is five months to go, tickets purchased, hotel in Kathmandu paid for and now we wait. Dad is a little nervous, worried about his knees and the altitude. Jim jokes, “A Sherpa porter is only $7 a day and two of them can carry your Dad.” I just finished reading The Lonely Planet, Nepal, wow, so may temples, mountains and things to see. The Himalaya has been getting a lot of press lately and it feels that everyone has an opinion about it. “Basecamp”, the trendy new buzzword. “Oh yeah, Basecamp, I gotta go there.” Over and over I hear this. But now it is my turn for the once in a lifetime journey, or maybe twice.

     It was crazy, but recall the Nepali Prince killing the whole Royal Family, then the Spetember 11th tragedy and the USA war with Afghanistan. China and Pakistan closed their borders along the Himalaya and Karakoram Ranges and we thought our trip would be canceled with this just 1000 miles from Nepal. Mom is a little nervous but the trip is still on, in fifteen days.

     We left San Diego at dawn passing through low clouds to LA as the sun rose over the mountains of Southern California. The mysterious undulations of the landscape mirrored our own hidden path we’ll soon be following. “One down and three to go.” Dad says as we land in LA and board a jet for Korea. Thirteen hours later we cross the Inchan Delta. During an incredible sunset we wait, hearing news of the third bombing raid on Afghanistan. Five hours to Thailand and there we spent the night in a hotel near the airport struggling to sleep in the steamy thick air of Bangkok. It was funny, the next morning, after all the security checks for sharp objects they gave us real silverware on the Thai Airways flight. Serrated knives even. “Boxcutters for all.” We joked, calling it the Terrorist Equalization Act.

     A morning flight over India and Burma, landing in the tropical Kathmandu Valley. We exit the airport through a wall of tiny people shouting and grabbing at us. So many people, just like the movies, like water flowing all around us. In our crowded taxi hands came through the windows, “Give me a dollar.” They say.  It was fun, through the busy city swerving and honking as motorcycles and bikes swept by.

     Kathmandu quickly feels like home as you learn to weave your way down narrow busy streets. It is a strange blend of scenic beauty, poverty and filth. You look past this, up the five-story brick buildings into the sky and see the hundreds of kites flying from children on every rooftop. There you’ll feel the newness of life again, those feelings we hope to experience on a vacation. I watch the kites, hear the children laugh and with every twist of the kite string my smile begins again.

     From Kathmandu, at 1,370m, we take a 40-minute flight to the mountain village of Lukla, at 3,050m. At times the flight is a little scary, mostly at the end, as the small plane drops suddenly on an uphill runway on the side of a steep canyon. Porters, guides and tour leaders descend upon the tourists to get work.

     We had two weeks to enjoy the mountains. Our days began with an early rise, repack all the gear, small breakfast and beginning to hike by 7 or 8. We hike along narrow and rocky trails full of people, guides, porters, trekkers and caravans of loaded Yaks. The climate and mountains change rapidly over the next few days as we continued to higher ridges and more remote villages. Soon you pass through the gate and enter Sagarmatha National Park, Nepal’s name for Mount Everest. People from all over the world converge and become friends. The Khumbu rises quickly to high altitudes. By the fifth day we had ascended through the village of Namche Bazzar, The Tengboche Monestary at 3,657m, to Dingboche at 4,267m and to Lobuche at 4,876m. At Lobuche we were alongside the great Khumbu Glacier spreading up the canyon for over ten miles to Mount Everest. The next day we reached Gorak Shep where we continued along the glacier moraine to Everest Basecamp at 5181m just below the giant Khumbu Icefall.

     The glacier moans and cracks as large boulders nearby often slip and tumble from a balancing act on the ice. Mountain faces hang with glaciers and occasionally fill with thunder as an avalanche crashes through. The next morning was an early hike to the top of a hill, the mountain Kala Pathar at 5,700m, our highest altitude of the trip and in my life. From there the glacier-carved canyons swirl below and lead up to summits like The South Col, Lhotse Peak, Pumo Ri and Mount Everest.

     The journey while complete, was not over. We had another week to descend from this cold paradise and return to the forested river-filled canyons to Lukla. The full moon lit our nights and clear skies allowed our plane to return to Kathmandu. With so many memories running through our heads we were a little overwhelmed. The last few days were spent eating and shopping, inhaling the Nepal experience, dreaming and remembering our journey to the roof of the world, in the Nepal Himalaya.

