Waterfall Hunter

By Christopher Oleata

     It was October 23rd, my 32nd birthday and just two days before we were at the base of Mount Everest in Tibet. From there it took all day to descend in the Land Cruiser over rough roads and river crossings to reach Tingri, an island village on the dry plateau where a long horizon gave views of Everest and others. I spent the afternoon sick and resting, battling altitude and bad food. Between naps I pumped water from the well to wash some clothes. The next morning I woke from many strange dreams. I packed and joined the travelers and guides in the smoke-filled tea room to force down some eggs and fresh chapati bread. Just keep the yak butter away and I won’t get sick. By ten we load the truck and begin through the Himalaya towards Nepal on the tour of a lifetime.

     Our truck stops in the village to get gas. We wait in the truck as men siphon out of a fifty-gallon drum. Skinned goats hang all over on houses and storefronts drying in the sun as large trucks drive in and out. Soon we begin the good dirt road 150km to reach Nyalum a Tibetan mountain border village between two of the largest mountains in the world, Shishapangma and Langtang.

     We drive through a long valley and giant peaks are in view with glaciers flowing onto the golden dry land below. Old Gurka forts lay in stages of ruin on hilltops from wars long ago. We approach a pass at 5,500m exposing a breathtaking panorama of nearby Shishapangma at 8,021m. Many great mountains stretch out in a line beyond. At the pass rocks are piled in prayer with many tall poles wrapped and strung with prayer flags flapping in the usual wind. From there, viewing the roof of the world we descend a great gorge to the high-mountain border town of Nyalum at 3,850m.

     We cross a bridge and enter the tiny town. It is nasty, like a junkyard town in a dry and sharp wilderness, with truckers, booze, hookers, wind, dust, goat parts in the street and crap all over. Our guide tries to trick us into a bad hotel but our buddy Jim speaks up, he’d been there before and gets us into the Snowland Hotel. This is the place where every expedition has stayed for decades. We get our rooms and have a late lunch in the tiny empty dining room with the owner.

  As I eat my birthday lunch of Black tea, mushroom soup and rice he speaks to us with great English and tells stories. The climbing season is over by now but about 41 expeditions came through Nyalum this fall with 14 on Cho Oyu, 26 on Shishapangma and a few others to Everest. He shows us the boots that Alex Lowe gave him. He died tragically in an avalanche just a few years before. He says Alex could hike from here in Nyalum to Shishapangma Basecamp in four hours, the average person hikes it in eight with no pack. The expeditions stay here in this hellhole to hike the nearby hills for acclimatization. I yearn to do that as well.

     The bathroom is up on the roof across a small sunlit patio with twisted metal scraps lying in corners. We look out across the town and realize Reinhold Messner must have stayed here many times, the greatest mountaineer of all time. We talk and plan our hiking trip in Nepal that we will begin in just a few days. I watch the scene down on the mainstreet. Men are digging a hole by a broken fire hydrant in the mud, yaks are tied up nearby and big trucks stop for moments on their journeys back and forth.

     We go to the same place for dinner, joining other travelers for smiles and conversation. I even have a beer before we retire to our rooms to sleep. At one-thirty we wake to the sound of a yak howling out front, it sounds sad. More yaks arrive, men partying, dogs and large rats all over the roof. At seven we get up and pack, having a slow breakfast while saying goodbye to other tours. At eight-thirty in the numbing cold and under blue skies we continue our truck tour through the canyons of the Himalaya. Snowy crags high in the sky catch the morning alpine light as we descend towards Nepal.

     I didn’t know it at the time. It wasn’t something they put in the catalogs or on posters in the travel offices. But as we crossed the backbone of the mountains in the sky and descended off the Tibetan plateau we entered The Canyon of a Thousand Waterfalls, enchanting and powerfully sublime. On a map I see Milarepa, the great 12th century teacher, has his cave here.

     We notice the trees starting to change in this strange Jurassic tropical gorge where waterfalls stretch from out of view high in the sky as ribbons tangling the misty emerald cliffs. It is scary on the narrow dirt road cut from the sheer crumbly mountainside where rock slides commonly smash sections of the road away. At one point we inch our truck around a huge bull dozer moving boulders and clearing the road. It was just a few hours, but enough to leave us enchanted until today.

     Half way through the emerald waterfall gorge we reach Xangmu, a village cut from the cliffs high above a raging river. This is the border between China and Nepal. We change money in some madness at a 74% rate and enter the “Disembarcation Form Line” for passport and baggage check then back into our truck to the Nepali border village of Kodari not far down the canyon. We pack the beers we’ve been carrying for a thousand miles and shoulder our packs, walking across the bridge to a small passport office on the other side. We pay some money, get a stamp and hop into a big bus waiting. From there the canyon continues to go on forever through jungle foothills, villages and around tight narrow corners to our new home away from home in Kathmandu. More than once as the bus raced the two-lane highway we passed a bus full beyond belief with roofs stacked with as many people as could hold on.

