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The Buddhist monastery gate
at the entrance to the small

mountain village of
Tengboche, elevation 12,664

feet (3,860 meters), at sunrise.

Steven Wilson, 49, a pastor from Lexington,
Massachusetts, who is trekking with a differ-
ent group. “I think that’s the gift.”

Etiquette and teahouses
Spring and fall are peak seasons. The trail

to Base Camp is more crowded than expect-
ed. Hikers make way for load-carrying yaks.
Bells strapped around their necks announce
their arrival. Porters, some in their early teens,
have right of way. Hunched forward, they car-
ry trekkers’ heavy duffel bags and goods for
local communities. This includes stoves, cook-
ing gas, Coke and plywood for construction.
Loads are suspended from headbands and
cushioned with foam rolls pressed against
lower backs. Bhatta, 32, who started as a
porter, then learned English and became a

guide, says he’s been fortunate.
“I didn’t have any options,” Bhatta, whose

home was destroyed in the earthquake, says
of his load-carrying days. “In Nepal, we don’t
have industries, nothing.” It is always a relief
to reach the teahouse - simple lodges - where
we spend the night. Teahouses become more
basic as we push up the mountain. Prices for
bottled water increases, reflecting higher
transport costs at rising elevations. Typically, a
stove in the dining room burns dried yak
dung for warmth and heats water in huge ket-
tles. Weary trekkers play cards or read books
as cookies are passed around.

Dinner staples include egg dishes, soups,
stuffed dumplings and the local specialty, dal
bhat - lentil soup over rice and vegetable-
potato stew. Searching for protein, I buy cans

of tuna, seek peanut butter for breakfast and
eat yak steak twice. It’s chewy, but edible
when mixed with a sauce. Unheated rooms
have wooden bunks with thin mattresses.
Communal toilets and wash basins are com-
mon. Hot showers are increasingly rare at
higher elevations.

In a nightly ritual, I roll out my sleeping
bag, cover a pillow with my own case and
place a flashlight next to my head. There’s lit-
tle to do after nightfall except read. An 8 pm
bedtime is not unusual. Bhatta and his assis-
tants, always cheerful, come around with “bed
tea” in the mornings, to make sure everyone
is awake and ready to pack their bags.

The payoff
The rewards of the 12-day trek become

more apparent toward the end. I’m stronger
and more sure-footed. I fall into a rhythm as I
plant my trekking poles on steep steps and
push up without gasping for air. The sights
and sounds of the trail make up for any
remaining discomfort. Colorful prayer wheels
whirl, powered by a small stream. Maroon-
robed monks chant religious verses in the
region’s largest Buddhist monastery. 

A bird of prey glides above a canyon.
Elsewhere, a group of Nepali men sit on the
ground, gambling with dice and small shells.
We walk in silence at times, single file. There
are no pinging iPhones here, no distractions.
It’s a chance to contemplate issues that get
pushed aside in the day-to-day busy-ness of
life. In the best moments on the trail, it’s
peaceful. — AP

A memorial stupa for US mountain climber and guide Scott Fischer, on the outskirts of
the village of Dughla, on the path to Everest Base Camp, Nepal.

Mt Everest, in middle, altitude 8,848 meters (29,028 feet), is seen on the way to base
camp.


