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Travels with My Wife
(Plate 40)

During an extended canoe trip down the Alaskan coast I managed to master
the US phone system and made an international call to Liz from a decrepit
coin box on the pier at Petersburg. I had just been invited to join a small
lightweight team to attempt the unclimbed E face of Kedardome in the Indian
Himalaya. The route was well known to me as one of the targets of modern
altitude climbing. In fact several British groups, mostly comprised of
enthusiastic rock climbers, had already mounted expeditions to the route
without much success.

Petersburg was celebrating Norway's national day. The original founder of
the town was an AmericanINorwegian Peter Buschmann and the Norwegian
connection has been jealously fostered for generations. The harbour was
bustling with action. A pick-up truck, full of Vikings, stopped on the dockside
and the horned occupants clambered into a fishing boat thinly disguised as a
longboat. Several young women, very scantily dressed, had been hauled
aboard and were being ravished as Liz answered the phone.

Combining climbing on Kedardome with Liz's annual leave seemed a way
in which we could be together and both have a good holiday. Liz hadn't been
to the East since climbing in Tibet four years previously and jumped at the
chance of returning to the Himalaya. Additionally, several years before, she
had expressed a desire to climb Pumori, 7165m, on the Nepaiffibet border.
The next time I had been in Nepal I had made a booking for autumn 1991, a
date which was now creeping closer. A trip to Kedardome (and a thrash up the
easy side) would allow us to judge whether she had a reasonable chance on the
much higher and harder Pumori. We were both excited by the prospect and a
rough plan had been agreed by the time I hung up. .

Despite juggling times and dates, it was quickly apparent that we would
have to walk in to Base Camp a few days after the main party. We couldn't
afford to skimp on acclimatisation, so I concentrated on planning the fastest
turn-round possible between my return from Kenya, where I had guiding
commitments, and the start of the walk-in. In the end I flew into Edinburgh
one day, changed my equipment and we both flew out the next day en route to
Delhi. I had prearranged for a taxi to meet us at the airport. The driver was
surprised to learn that our destination was the tiny village of Gangotri at the
headwaters of the river Ganga (Ganges), two days' drive away.

After a couple of hours we were travelling sedately north through a rich
rural landscape when there was a sudden bang and a slewing stop typical of a
bad puncture. The road was absolutely straight and the only visible house,
outside which we had skidded to a halt, just happened to be a puncture repair
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shop. Our driver seemed remarkably calm as the repair man assisted in taking
off the damaged tyre, in the process removing a large bent nail which he
slipped into his pocket.

Two years later, en route to Pumori, we flew from Kathmandu to Lukla. I
had bribed and hassled until we had got our gear on board a grossly over
weight Twin Otter, but in doing so had agreed that the liaison officer would
have to be left behind. I was feeling pleased with myself. The pilots always
leave the cabin door open so you can see the dials and switches and can watch
them pulling levers and twisting things which are presumably vital. You can
also see out the front.

I was looking back down the fuselage and grinned at Liz as we approached
the Lamjura Pass. I had done the flight several times before and knew that the
plane had a height ceiling which allowed clearance of only a few hundred
metres. It was amusing to see her look ofmild apprehension become more and
more pronounced. 'Should we really be this low?' 'Yeah, it always looks pretty
dramatic here.'

Then I turned round. Both pilots were straining forward and one was
pulling a handle marked 'full throttle'. It looked as if it might detach itself
from the ceiling. Two of the dials, rev counters, were vibrating madly but I
could see that the indicators were hard against the housing beyond the red.
None of this worried me as much as the view, which was of a tree-covered
hillside. I could tell that the pilots were mentally flapping, which seemed fair
enough as they would hit first. It was a close run thing, we flopped over with
ten metres to spare and started the long diving approach to Lukla. In the dry
sweat ofcontrolled panic I vowed never to bribe airline porters again.

Whilst watching the repair, Liz got involved in a complicated conversation
with a couple of village women who had suddenly appeared. Liz was unfor
tunately sporting a very lurid black eye caused by colliding with a hockey ball,
and was not refuting the obvious conclusion that the women had drawn.
Sisterly concern was in the air. 'All men are bastards' seemed to be the
prevailing opinion. Although innocent, I withered under the dark glances
being thrown in my direction.

I had wanted to explore the holy city of Hardwar, but on arrival our taxi
driver informed us that, for some reason of protest, the next day had been
declared a National Strike and that he would have to stop driving by 8pm
otherwise we were likely to be beaten to death. We pressed on. The next town,
Rishakeshi, was about an hour further up the west bank of the river. We
located the best hotel in town and ordered a pre-dinner drink and buffalo
steaks, only to be informed that the whole area, from Hardwar to Gangotri,
was not only dry but strictly vegetarian. Exhausted, dusty, hot and hungry, we
took solace in a bottle of Muscadet which I had secreted in my rucksack. This
was cooled by being wrapped in a wet towel and positioned in front of the
air-conditioning unit. It was illegal but delectable.

At dawn, still confused by jet lag, we left to explore the town. It was
surprisingly cold, and street children curled tighter in their rags as we passed



40. Above Pumori, 7161m: the route climbed the spur (R) and the
right-hand skyline. (Mal Duff! (pI 6o)

41. Below The Japanese Alps: a view along the main ridge. (Mark Lowe)
(P I 73)
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by. Many people were taking a ritual bath when we arrived at the riverside,
totally immersing themselves to be cleansed by Mother Ganga. A fine mist
rose from their bodies as they emerged. The strike was total. Apart from a
street vendor selling roasted maize nobody was working. He was obviously a
simpleton and I suppose no one had told him that he should be on strike. We
bought two cobs and ate them for breakfast, huddled over the welcome
warmth of his charcoal brazier. Later we found a furtive street trader who sold
us a book of postcards. They were, without exception, unimaginably bad.
They were so awful that we bought a second set to keep for ourselves.

Before dawn the following morning our taxi driver reappeared and we
started north once more. Uttarkashi is a dismal town; an air of putrifaction
rose from the gutters. Rotting vegetables and detritus of unidentifiable origin
attracted dense clouds of flies. I left Liz to guard our pile of equipment and
went in search of somewhere to stay. There appeared to be only one hotel and
after an extended period of haggling I procured a room. 'Malcolm, it's
disgusting and dirty and there are stains on the sheets,' said Liz miserably. We
ate a gloomy meal, sweeping flies from each mouthful before retreating to our
room. Liz refused to sleep on the offending sheets and clambered into her
sleeping-bag which was designed for high camps on Everest. The ceiling fan
pushed humid air, seemingly honey thick, around the room in a dilatory
fashion. Mosquitoes whined in the gloom, making diving passes at any
exposed skin. It was not going to be a comfortable night.

Two days on from Lukla, across the boiling Dudh Kosi and up an infamous
hill, lies Namche Bazar, the Sherpa capital. Nobody in their right mind wants
to race up the Namche hill, but all expeditions do so. It's part ofthe ethos. The
Pumori expedition was no exception; everyone shot off at a suicidal pace,
except for our sale female member who thought the idea macho and daft. Joe
Simpson, with whom I have shared the odd adventure, was still on crutches
following an accident in the spring. He won, but was disqualified for using
artificial aids.

Namche is a wonderful place to spend an acclimatisation day. PK's Lodge
serves yaksteak and chips with imported beer, whilst Ang Phurba, catering for
the traditional minded, produces the best daal bhaat and chang in the
Khumbu. We ate and drank and told wild stories. We met climbers we hadn't
seen for a year or two, and others, new to the Himalaya, who looked
self-conscious and serious. Chwang, my sirdar, organised our loads, arranged
for the yaks to appear the next morning and joined us for a few pre-dinner
beers.

By noon the next day and after a trying time attempting to slow down our
driver, we arrived in Gangotri. We had spotted several wrecks of buses lying at
the foot of the gorge through which the track snaked. I pondered out loud that
it must be an unnerving experience being in row 18, seat 5, when you go over
the edge on such a road. Liz didn't find this at all amusing, whilst I was
rocking with laughter. It was then that Liz pointed out that we were both
going to travel back care of the local bus company.
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'Maybe we won't have to,' I ventured, fishing for a reply. 'Don't be stupid,
of course we will.'

'Not if they keep crashing into the gorge like that we won't. There won't be
any buses left.'

Above Thyangboche, with Everest directly ahead, I found a memorial, like
those that sprout on mountains in the Alps - very dramatic and with ceramic
photos of the deceased. Chwang cruised up. 'Swiss expedition, two member
dead on Lhotse, leader knocked off trail by yak and fell in gorge this place.
Very very danger if not passing yak on inside. Careful Memsahib OK.' He
looked meaningful at Liz before turning and striding on up the valley.

I booked us into a small lodge, then immediately found a group of porters
who were looking for work and would start in ten minutes. I unbooked the
room, paying half-price for the privilege. This undoubtedly reinforced the
owner's impression that all Europeans are rich or crazy or:, in my case, both.
The initial trail out of Gangotri is wide and well marked. It is also oddly lined
with street traders selling nothing but polythene waterbottles. I was confused
for a while until I realised that all the pilgrims carry some of the river water
back to their home villages.

We reached Tatoban in a whirling gale of driven sleet. It was just like a bad
day during a Scottish winter. Unfortunately we were dressed for India. By the
time we had unearthed and erected a tent we were both pretty cold. Liz
clambered into her sleeping-bag, which was designed for high camps on
Everest, and looked smug. Mine, now soaked through, was an ultra light
weight. It was not going to be a comfottable night.

Pheriche is a wind-swept Sherpa settlement huddled in the Khumbu valley,
hard under Taweche. Sometimes the sun scurries out from behind Ama
Dablam to give an illusion of warmth. This is so unnatural that only new
comers to these harsher regions of Nepal are fooled into removing clothing.
Pheriche was designed to be wind-swept and cold. It acts as a learning
experience for expedition base camps.

Liz was sitting in the courtyard of our lodge, deep in conversation with a
small gnarly German guy. The talk went something this: Liz, in excruciating
high German, 'What are you going to do when you get to Everest Base
Camp?'

'Climb Everest. I hope to do it in three days if the weather looks settled.'
'Oh aye! Have you done any climbing in the Himalaya before?'
'Yes, ten eight-thousand metre peaks.'
'Oh, I see . .. excuse me for a minute.' Liz whizzes inside, interrupting my

vital game of Pass the Pigs. 'Malcolm, have you heard ofa guy called Michael
Dacher?'

Joe and I look up, sigh, sip some more beer, Joe throws a double razorback.
'Liz,' he says, 'you have no sense ofhistory.'
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Liz slept and I shivered through the night. I didn't require an alarm clock
and had a brew going at the merest hint of dawn. Liz stared miserably into her
cup of tea. 'That's it! I'm not going through that again. Last night was
horrible. I don't know why I let you talk me into it. I'm not fit enough and my
hands get much colder than yours.' She moved into third gear. 'You're just a
selfish bastard, dragging me up here, and I'm never doing it again.' A few
minutes later she crawled outside to have a pee. 'Mal, quick, come out and
look at this - God it's just amazing! What's that mountain called - it's like a
Tolkienesque fairytale!' She paused, inhaling the crisp pure air. 'It's just
fantastic waking up in a place like this, you know.' Thoroughly confused, I
took the tent down and we set off on the final day's stage to where we hoped
the expedition had established Base Camp.

Above Dugla, in a glorious position within sight of Pumori and Everest,
numerous chortens queue along a ridgeline. They give the impression of
waiting. Almost alive, they stand and wait and their numbers grow. To visit
them on a misty, mysterious day is a powerful experience, for these are the
memorials to Sherpas and climbers killed on Everest. Liz shivered a little when
I told her what they were, for we have both faced their reality in different
ways. Then we set off on the final day's stage to where we hoped to establish
Base Camp.

A major part of the interest of climbing expeditions is in the travel to and
from base camps. You travel to weird parts of the world and see things denied
to most. Once climbing, your focus changes, the challenge takes over and you
plan and sweat and get very scared, and hopefully go upwards. I haven't room
to write about that here - that's for a different time. It's enough to say that Liz
and I, with Mark Warham, reached the summit of Pumori on 9 October 199 I.

On the 11th an Icelandic friend, Ari Gunnersson, was killed descending from
the summit. Kedardome involved hard technical climbing; we just didn't do
enough of it to succeed.
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