
DENNIS DAVIS

Reunion in the Rolwaling

(Plates 44-47)

During our bad weather period .the larger Dutch, Belgian, !apane.se and
American teams sat around In a house or large tent wIth their own

tables and chairs, and were playing cards, talking and generally having fun.
As I lay in my tent with no one to talk to, sometimes I envied them. Whilst
I was able to be active it was all right, but once in the tent my elbows would
begin to hurt from lying on them. Trying to eat, one-handed, supported on
a propped elbow, was not the most comfortable position, and not very good
for my digestive system either.

The original plan for our trip to the Rolwaling in October/November
1996 was for a party of five people, but three of them backed out and I
ended up with a couple of weeks to go and only a two-man team. It appeared
that we had been given the same nine porters and Sherpas that we would
have had as a party of five. That was too many altogether and we were an
unwieldy group. It seemed as if everything was being run for the con
venience of the Sherpas rather than for us. For instance, all we really wanted
was early morning tea and porridge, but these never arrived together. Tea
came first, and later porridge and omelette would be served at the same
time. Then an hour would pass before the cook and the Sherpas had eaten,
and within three hours or so we would have to stop for a full cooked lunch.
A further two hours would pass. We never could get what we wanted when
we wanted it! This I believe was because, whenever we asked for something
to be done, the Sherpas would appear to understand our requirements fully,
but still did it their own way. But I shouldn't complain - it was probably
simply a failure of communication.

Our first real problem came at Simigaon at the entrance to the Rolwaling
where we found that our trekking permits were from Jiri to Jiri, whereas
they should have been from Dolakha to Jiri. There was no mention at all
of Simigaon. The 'police' at the the check-point said our permit was not
valid and would have to be revalidated in Kathmandu. That, of course,
would have cost us a lot of time. Our Sirdar persuaded them that this was
not a good idea and asked how much we would have to pay to be allowed
through. Eventually 3000 rupees were handed over. After all, it was only
a few days before the celebration of a two-week national festival and no
doubt they needed beer money. Our names were not registered in the book
and we were given no formal receipt. I hope they had a good party!
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Peaks of theTolam Bau GI. area
1 Drangnog Ri 6801 6 Pimu 6362
2 Oangkuru 6425 7 Chobutse 668.

3 Papa 6553 8 rakorgo 6783

4 5ingkor 6263 9 TrngiTagi Tau 6g43

5 Thangnakgo 6652
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Left
44. The Rolwaling 1996.

The reunion \.titb Rita
after 41 years.
(Dennis Davis collection) (p 138)

Below
45. Spectacular peaks between

Ripimu Shar and Tram Bau
glaciers. The two larger peaks
are Tbangnakgo, 6652m (L)
and Takargo, 6783m (R).
Peak 6287m, the smaller peak
in the centre, was climbed by
Peter BouJlbee and Dennis Davis
in 1955. (Dennis Davis) (p137)
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In 1955 we had to walk in from Bhadgaon, whereas this time we went by
bus as far as Dolakha which cut out five days' walking through some of the
most beautiful scenery imaginable. The country from Dolakha onwards
looked almost unchanged, and life seemed to have hardly altered for the
locals, though I did notice the number of schools which had been built
since my last visit. This all started with Ed Hillary's first school at Khumjung
and has now spread to other places. The school uniform is dark blue skirt
or trousers with pale blue tops. This is the same for all Nepalese schools.
The children we met enjoyed exercising their English with us. The only
sad thing is that very young children will call out 'Hello! Give me pen!'
There were also a couple of police posts now and a few new tea houses 
otherwise everything was as I remembered it. But every habitation has
piped water and most places have toilets as well. The locals all wash regularly
and clean their teeth, and this is also true of the Sherpas. There is no doubt
that hygiene has improved tremendously in the last 40 years.

One important reason for my visit to the Rolwaling was to try to meet
Rita who had looked after us so well in 1955. At Beding, the main village
in the Ro1waling, we asked whether he was still around. I showed a photo
of him to the first person we met, from a house close to the monastery. This
turned out to be Rita's granddaughter. 'Yes,' she said, 'He's still about but
he's now very old.' I nearly said 'So am 1'! A little later Rita himself
turned up, walking very slowly. A woman had come on ahead to announce
his arrival. I fetched some photos from my rucksack and also a full-page
spread from the 1955 Liverpool Echo on which Rita's picture was centrally
displayed at the top of the page. When I showed it to him his eyes lit up and
he flung his arms around me. Then he looked closely at the group photo I
had taken and pointed us all out. He became so excited, it was unbelievable.
When I showed him a photo of our other Sherpa porter, Pem Phuta, Rita
mimicked him - he would never smile for a photograph because several of
his front teeth were missing. Sadly, Pem Phuta had died, Rita told me.
There was also a photo of Pem Phuta's two sons, then aged about 5 and 6.
Bou1tbee and I had arrived back at Nangaon after ten days away, only to
find that the rest of the party had evacuated to Beding, five miles down the
valley. I exclaimed 'I'm not going any further!' The two boys saw that we
were exhausted, ran off and a few minutes later came back with two plates
of potatoes boiled in their skins with chillies and salt. It was like manna
from heaven. One of these boys is now a climbing Sherpa and the other is
head Lama at Beding monastery.

Rita kept looking at me in disbelief, taking my hand as if to make sure I
was real and putting his arm round me. I went to my bag and pulled out a
woollen shirt for him. He remembered that I had given him a pair of shoes
and a shirt at the end of our '55 expedition. I had often thought of him
during the last 41 years, I told him, and of how wonderfully he had looked
after Boultbee and me while we were compiling our map of the area. I
became very emotional, silly old fool! He noticed and wiped my eyes for



140 THE ALPINE JOURNAL 1997

me. What a moment. This was something I shall never forget and my
purpose in coming out here was already complete. Even if we didn't climb
any peaks at all, I had fulfilled my ambition to visit myoid friend Rita.

We camped where we had camped in '55, but then it had been on beautiful
turf, near a very elegant chorten. Now the chorten had disappeared - swept
away when the lake Tso Rolpa (previously Cho Pokhara) had broken its
banks some ten years ago. After that, the river bank had been lined with
rectangular blocks of boulders, held in thick wire mesh, to act as flood
breaks. The Tso Rolpa was barely three-quarters of a kilometre long in '55,
but the effects of global warming had increased its size to 3'/2 kilometres
and it was only held there by moraine banks. This was causing concern
both locally and internationally. The Dutch had tried to syphon the water
out, but the pipe was too small and the winter freeze had broken the syphon.

By the time we reached Beding at 12,000ft my friend had developed a
bronchial infection and decided to go on antibiotics. One of his knees was
swollen and he was walking very slowly indeed. Not a good sign. After a
rest day, Pasang and I went up to Na (14, 100ft), or Nangaon as it was called
in '55, without loads. We arranged to use a house there or rather a kitchen
room. We were offered a mashed potato cake and chang - very good too.
We made it back to Beding, only to find that my friend was no better.

Next day Rita arrived just as we had finished breakfast and placed a thin
white ceremonial scarf round my neck and Namasted me many times. What
a wonderful man! Soon afterwards we left for Na and established ourselves
in our tents, but my friend was still very unwell, so I recommended that he
should return to Beding and come up again in a few days' time.

Meanwhile, Pasang and I made an acclimatisation trip to a 19,000ft pass,
up the left branch of the Ripimu Valley, and set up two camps. In 1955 the
whole of the Ripimu had been under snow, but now the glaciers and
snowfields had receded so much that there was no need to camp on snow
at all. I remembered that the views over into Tibet from the col had
previously been completely snowed up, right down to the valley below
Menlungtse, whereas now it was completely bare.

It took us five hours to reach the col. The adjacent peak to the south
west gave a very narrow exciting ridge which I'm afraid we didn't have the
energy to even think about. I regret to say that I let Pasang do most of the
work. The snow was softening rapidly. Even so, the descent was no quicker
and by the time we reached the tent at 2pm even Pasang had a headache. I
just wanted to crawl into my sleeping-bag and stay there. Unfortunately,
though, the Sherpas had arranged, without telling me, to come up from
our first camp to carry us out. This was very annoying, but I hadn't the
heart to send them back down empty-handed.

So we left again at 3pm and staggered on down. I had difficulty keeping
my balance on the steep side of the moraine and particularly on the top. It
was completely dark by the time we neared camp. One of the Sherpas
came up to meet us with a welcome hot lemon drink. By torchlight, we



Above
46. Approaching the summit of the

Rock Peak, 5850m, near Ramdung
in 1955. Gaurishan.kar in the
background. (Dennis Davis) (p 137)

Right
47. Dennis Davis on the summit ridge

of Lobuche East, 6119m
in November 1996.
(Dennis Davis collection) (p143)
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arrived back at camp. I managed just two spoons of soup from the bowl
which awaited me before crawling into my sleeping-bag. While trying
unsuccessfully to get some sleep, I wondered if Diamox would have helped!

When we got back to Na we awaited the arrival of my friend. His Sherpa
arrived and went back to meet him with a kettle of hot lemon. Although
he said he felt OK, he admitted that he just couldn't go any faster and
continually needed to stop and rest. Eventually we talked it over and decided
that the best and safest thing, since he was still suffering from severe head
aches, would be for him to return at a leisurely pace to Kathmandu.

Next day my friend departed with two porters, so I was now on my own
with the remaining seven porters. It was still far too many! We all moved
up to establish a base camp under the Yalung La for an attempt on
Ramdung. It was a delightful spot by a lake and stream. In 1955 this whole
area was under snow, right down to the valley. The route Pasang selected
was not the shortest route up the mountain but it did avoid a leg-breaking
area of large boulders covered with soft snow. We ended up camping on
the right of the rock peak, but higher up. The snow conditions were not
favourable and we had to use improvised wooden tent pegs, as the pegs
provided with the tent were useless in snow. Despite a sleeping pill, I didn't
sleep. Next morning the weather was dull and seemed to be deteriorating.
Though Pasang did his best, the food he prepared tasted unappetising and
I had to force it down. On the mountain, I noticed that I was losing balance
and Pasang commented on this also. Then I realised that my staggering
gait must have been caused by the dizzying effect of Temazepam sleeping
pills which, with their lengthy after-effects, should never have been pre
scribed for mountaineering. The snow was so variable that sometimes I
could stay in Pasang's tracks but at other times would sink in up to my
knees. Eventually we reached the col, but a steep ice wall, about 60ft high,
still had to be negotiated. Pasang was soon up it. We carried on for some
time but progress was slow, desperately slow.

The problem at this time of the year is that the days are much too short to
give any reserve of daylight, and we soon realised that if we carried on for
the final 400 metres to the summit we might well be forced to spend the
night out. Reluctantly we turned back and regained the tent after 10 hours
continuous plodding. Conditions this year were definitely not good.

I noticed that the porters who carried us up were wearing only plimsoles
- and this in deep wet snow. It was appalling to think of. They were wearing
socks and they put plastic bags over these before putting their shoes on. To
get a better grip in the snow they took a length of their load-tying cord and
wound it round their feet. I felt it was disgraceful that they had been sent
out without any proper equipment, and later I would be expected to see
them safely over the Tesi Lapcha pass at 18,500ft! Only Pasang had any
knowledge or ability in climbing or rope management. We had to move
carefully on the descent to negotiate soft snow between large boulders. As
far as I know, no parties succeeded in climbing Ramdung this year.
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As we were leaving our base camp some Americans arrived. They ex
plained that they had been planning for years to come to the Rolwaling
after reading an article by Alfred Gregory in the AJ* with a map of the
area. They had a copy of the map with them. I explained that I had been a
member of that British party in 1955 and that it was I who had made the
map. 'So you are the reason we're here!' they said, and seemed overwhelmed
to meet me. Photos were taken, addresses exchanged. The rest of their
party arrived and couldn't believe the coincidence. I guess I made their
day, and they mine.

Back down near Na I met some Belgians out for a walk. The first words
spoken were by one of the ladies:

'How old are you?' she asked. What a greeting!
When I told her 'Nearly 70', I expected to hear 'Is that all!'

They showed me where they were camping and invited me over later for
some whisky. I slept well that night! I had a photo taken with the Belgians
in their Gore-Tex suits and myself in my 1961 heavy double-ventile
windproofs. I must have looked as if I'd been resurrected from the last
century!

The weather was still bad and I had to decide whether to attempt the Tesi
Lapcha, with five of the porters wearing only plimsoles. The decision was
made for me when next morning it was still snowing heavily. I opted to
pull out at the double and we made Jiri in four days. If I hadn't been in
such a hurry we would have met up with the Westmacotts and Denise
Evans. We were an hour too early and caught sight of them high up on the
opposite hillside. A pity.

In Jiri I paid off the Sirdar and four porters. After that I had just the
climbing Sherpa Pasang and one young porter for the rest of the trip. We
did Jiri to Namche in 6'12 days, trying to make up for lost time. There was
no need to camp, as there were lodges every hour along the route - unlike
1961 when there were only a few chang houses. At Namche Bazar there
had only been a dozen or so houses on the far side of the valley, with many
Tibetan tents on the south side used by the Tibetan refugees who had
managed to cross the border. Now every other large building is a lodge
and new ones are still going up. Along every street there are stalls displaying
'genuine' antique bracelets, trinkets, stones and kukris. Some of the lodges
even have sealed double-glazed windows, though toilets are still the primitive
hole-in-the-floor type. The whole area is a mass of corrugated-iron roofs
painted in gaudy colours. Looking down from above, it was like some
shanty town built to fleece the tourists. I suppose when mountains get
over-popularised everyone wants to say 'I have been to Everest Base Camp',
even though many of them are not fit enough to trek that far and have no
feel for the locals at all.

Leaving Namche the path climbs steeply, then levels off. At a bend round
a corner the views of Everest, Lhotse and Nuptse are very fine. The next
few days took us to Thyangboche, Dingboche and Lobuche, using some

* See AJ61 , 54-59, 1956-7
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quite modern lodges. We had climbing permits for three peaks at $300 a
time, but we were never asked to show them. It seems a bit much but at
least it brings money into the country. Unfortunately none of it finds its
way to the Sherpa villages, but stays firmly in Kathmandu. I just wonder
how much it would have cost us in 1955, with 19 peaks under our belts!

Our last permit was for Lobuche East, 6ll9m. If this was what they
called a trekking peak, I would have called it much harder, involving a 45°
to 55° snow and ice face requiring front-pointing a lot of the way. We
arrived on the summit at Ipm, 6'/2 hours after leaving the lodge. It was
difficult climbing and we had to make a very slow and careful descent,
moving one at a time. We were back at the col by dusk, having just got
down the awkward rock gully before dark. We finally reached base at 8pm,
hardly able to walk we were so dehydrated and exhausted.

Next day we pottered up to Gorak Shep in a couple of hours. I ordered
a thermos of hot lemon. It was a large one but we finished it quite easily. It
was only when I got the bill, 500 rupees, that I decided to order it by the
cup in future! At about 4pm I went for a stroll in just a sweater and track
suit bottoms. Pasang followed later and we ended up on the summit of
Kala Pattar, 5554m, just before the sun went down. The views of Everest,
Nuptse and Pumori were spectacular. It seemed a long while ago since
Tashi Sherpa and I had made the first ascent of Nuptse in 1961. I waited
for the last rays of orange sunlight to leave the mountains. Suddenly I
realised how cold I was, so lightly clad, and we ran all the way back down
to the lodge, cold and hungry.

From Gorak Shep we returned to Dingboche for lunch, left unwanted
gear at the lodge and carried on to Chukhung. We met some friends who
were coming straight from a successful climb of Island Peak and were
returning to Dingboche. They almost didn't recognise me with my beard.
It was nice to have someone to talk to, if only briefly. They knew I had
done Nuptse in 1961 and asked whether the South Face had ever been
climbed. They were surprised when I pointed out our route on the face, as
they thought it didn't look possible. I told them that Chris Bonington, who
also reached the summit in 1961, had said that the route was years ahead
of its time.

Next morning was bitterly cold. Was the weather changing? We arrived
on the summit of Chukhung Ri, 5857m, at about 9.30am and the views of
the Nuptse South Face again brought back many memories. So that was
it, the last peak done and I wanted to get out quickly. Eight days later we
were in Jiri, and then a 13'/2 hour bus ride took us back to Kathmandu and
the familiar delights of the Rum Doodle Bar.

First, though, a bath. I stripped off and glanced in the mirror and recoiled
with horror. I was confronted by a Belsen victim staring back at me and
wondered whether I had overdone it. I had lost over a stone in weight 
but the most important thing was that I had met Rita again, my Sherpa
friend from 1955, and that was worth a lot.
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