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To a Louse
John Fairley

On Western attitudes to Himalayan mountaineering

\-Yhere are we going, we crude, gaudy creatures of modern alpinism? With what
divine right do we defile holy places and offend local customs and beliefs? Who
are we to flaunt our riches, education and power in the faces ofour poorer hosts?
\Ve from the West seem to believe ourselves omnipotent, to have achieved
nobility if not yet deity. We boast to the world about our deeds which were not
possible without the backs ofour porters; about how we quelled the porters' strike
and we snigger at the pittance we paid them; we pay little attention to their
welfare beyond what is forced on us by regulation; we gawk at their temples; we
desecrate Holy ground with our filth. Not all ofus do so, but we are all implicated.
In the eyes of the East we are all Westerners.

vVe are all fac;:ade. As a boy, I used to attend a series of travel and exploration
lectures, the abiding memory ofwhich is the sympathetic descriptions oflocallife
and culture in far-off places. Now we are sophists. No more are the local people,
or the mountains amongst which they live, important. All is for the greater
glorification of us, and of course of our sponsors, for whom the fast buck arising
from the widespread publicity given to 'successful' expeditions is a major con
sideration. The Buddhist prayer Om Mani Padme Hum - how many of us know its
meaning or its significance? How many care?

Does it no longer matter to us as we push past, as we grasp what we regard as
ours, that we are destroying a culture far more ancient than our own? No-one
walks from Kathmandu to Lukla now, and the stand-~yqueue at the airstrip is an
everyday event. Soon it will be ne(:essary to build a"hotel at Everest Base Camp.
Toilets along the Khumbu are needed now. Whe cares? How many have already
turned the page?

How many young, ambitious, aspirant expeditioners are remotely aware ofthe
changes which are taking place, and which will take place as a result of their
passage through the high Himalayan valleys. Apart from the announcement of
the closure of the Nanda Devi Sanctuary they will receive little guidance from the
glossy monthly magazines. Such comment as does appear might even suggest
that the fault lies with local herdsmen, or with trekkers, or with large military
style expeditions, but rarely with individual mountaineers. It is hardly popular
journalism. But the individual mountaineers are becoming a flood as 'Alpine
Style' mountaineering gathers pace. Whilst it might be.difficult for governments
to impose conditions on a few large expeditions successfully, it will be impossible
with hundreds of small ones. The answer lies with ourselves in a fundamental
re-appraisal of expedition ethics.

No longer is it sufficient to take nothing but memories and leave nothing but
footsteps. To this must now be added, change nothing but yourself.
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In this issue, Dawson and Uhrig's paper, Sherpas and Sickness gives an insight
into Sherpa beliefs; in the .\rea .\iotes, the :\lount Everest Foundation provides
much needed ad\"ice for travellers to Nepal. In Adventure versus the Mountain,
Collister questions the rationale of Outdoor Pursuits Centres and the values
youngsters learn there- values which eventually affect how they will regard the
Himalaya. Two further papers are relevant: Acute Mountain Sickness by Milledge,
although mainly concerned with AMS per se, does raise the point that the \ Vestern
predisposition towards schedule and haste is often the cause ofour own undoing;
Sircar's Oropolitics should give everyone of us, food for thought.

On seeing a louse crawling on a lady's bonnet at Church, Burns began:
Ha! whareye gaun,ye crowlinferlie?

The final stanza is:
owad some Power the giftie gie us

To see oursels as ithers see us!
It wadfrae monie a blunderfree us,

An 'foolish notion:
What airs in dress an'gait wad lea'e us,

An' ev'n devotion!

Where, indeed, are we going? Do we care? Will we take heed of the eflects we
have, and will we do something about it?
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