Travel

Wilderness Adventures

Nepal and the Himalayas, by Christopher Oleata

After two weeks of touring Tibet and the Himalayas by 4x4, I was happy to start something new and return to the comforts of Kathmandu for a few days.  We were about to begin a new journey, a journey by foot into the mountains of Nepal and towards Mount Everest.  I was certain to enjoy hiking better than driving, as each step into the mountains you greet the earth with your feet.  Kathmandu quickly feels like home as you learn to weave your way down narrow busy streets.  Taxis, rickshaws, people, tourists, salespeople and cops.  It is a strange blend of scenic beauty, poverty and often filth.  You look past this and up the five story brick buildings into the sky.  You 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 watched the kites and heard the children laugh.  With every twist of the kite string my smile began again.

The journey began at 4:15AM.  We had an early flight to catch.  I awoke and stepped outside to vomit over the railing and into the flowers. The fruit drink from the last evening still working in my stomach, an inevitable side effect of third-world travel.  We stayed at The Kathmandu Guesthouse, with great and varied rooms, and gardens located in the center of town.  We packed our final things, and made our way into the dark streets to find a taxi.  We arrived early, just before the airport opened.  Soon we checked in, paid the airport taxes and passed through security.  We had a flight on a small thirteen-seat prop plane called a Twin Otter.  From Kathmandu, at 4500 feet, we made a 40-minute flight to the mountain village of Lukla, at 10,000 feet.  At times the flight was a little scary, mostly at the end, as the plane drops suddenly to land on a small uphill runway on the side of a steep canyon.  Things get a little busy as you exit into the wind and noise near the propeller.  You grab your bags and move out onto the sidewalk and dirt paths leading into the village of houses, guesthouses and shops.  Porters, guides and tour leaders descend upon the tourists to get work and we chose to visit a local tea house, The Eco-Paradise Lodge, to book rooms, relax and eat lunch.  The woman there took care of finding us porters and a guide while we ate in the restaurant.

We had two weeks to enjoy the mountains.  From that moment on our days were scheduled for an early rise, repack all the gear for the porters, small breakfast, and beginning to hike by 7 or 8.  We flowed in single file along narrow and rocky trails.  The trails are full of people, guides, porters, trekkers, and the often caravan of loaded Yaks.  Be sure to make space for them and move to the mountain side of the trail.  If you get bumped by the huge beast or poked by the horns you want to fall into the bushes or mountain and not off a cliff.  The first day we reach Phakding after only a few hours.  Here we spend the night in a village along the roaring river and in the forest.  The climate and mountains change rapidly over the next few days as we continue each day to higher ridges and more remote villages.  Soon you pass through the gate and enter Sagarmatha National Park, Nepal’s name for Mount Everest.  Nepal is an interesting place and you enjoy the exotic landscapes and experiences.  The park is very full of people, mostly Europeans.  People from all over the world converge and become friends.  We joined up with several men from Australia on the same trek.  It was nice to meet someone new to share the trip and make it bigger.  Many famous trekking routes in the Himalayas can be at moderate altitudes, but like the Himalayas in general, the Khumbu rises quickly to high altitudes.  By the fifth day we had ascended through the village of Namche Bazzar, The Tengboche Monestary at 12,000 feet, to Dingboche at 14,000 feet and to Lobuche at 16,000 feet.   At Lobuche we were alongside the great Khumbu Glacier which spreads up the canyon for over ten miles to reach the final walls of Mount Everest.  The next day took us to our final destination of Gorak Shep.  From there we continued on a long hike through the glacier moraine and across the glacier to reach the Everest Basecamp at 17,000 feet and just below the giant Khumbu Icefall.  The glacier makes sounds, moans and cracks as large boulders nearby often slip and tumble from their balancing act on the ice.  Mountain faces hang with glaciers and occasionally fill with thunder as an avalanche crashes through.  The hour we spent at basecamp was not enough.  We hiked back off the glacier to spend the night in Gorak Shep.  The next morning we awoke early to hike to the top of a hill which became the mountain Kala Pathar at 18,700 feet, our highest altitude of the trip.  From there the glacier-carved canyons swirl below and lead up to the summits of many peaks including Mount Everest, Lhotse Peak and The South Col.

The journey while complete, was not over.  We had another week to slowly descend away from this cold paradise and return into the forested and river-filled canyons back to Lukla.  The full moon lit our nights and clear skys allowed our plane to return to Kathmandu.  We were excited and in awe from our experience. 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.  Now after the long and tense flight home we are able to dream and remember our journey to the roof of the world, in the Nepal Himalayas.
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