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Affectionately known as Paala, or father, 78 year old Pasang Thundup resides at
the lodge he runs for visitors at Tengboche. With the animated disposition that
comes to an inebriated man of age, Paala opened up about his life in the hidden
valley one very cold morning.

The mountains have turned dark

A

t 3,780 m, Tengboche
spreads across a grassy flatland with dense orchards of
rhododendron trees enveloping the freshly formed
snow underneath it even
during peak afternoons. The handful of
lodges and even fewer homes give the
Tengboche Monastery plenty of opportunity to stand out.
But before the Khumbu valley was opened
for visitors, and before Tibet was occupied
by China, 78-year-old Pasang Thundup
and his brother Pasang went to Tibet for
monastic education (the exact year he
does not remember) like most people of
the Khumbu valley at that time did.
Pasang’s elder brother went on to become
the third abbot of Tengboche monastery,
while Pasang got married after becoming
a lama for 21 years. Today, Pasang owns
a rather charming lodge at Tengboche
called Tashi Delek.
Have you been living in Tengboche your
whole life?
The abbot of the monastery is my big
brother. We went to Tibet for studies
together and stayed there for 18 years. It
was only after the Chinese invasion that
we came back here.

So all this was before the Chinese occupation of Tibet? Do you know which year?
Yeah! I don’t know the exact date, but
most people from the Khumbu valley used
to go to Tibet looking for opportunities. It
used to be only small trade, and we mostly
exchanged goods. It was not only Tibet;
people from the region used to go to Kalimpong, Gangtok, and Darjeeling, while
some went further down till Calcutta.
There was no formal education then, like
there is today. The journey was made
mainly for monastic education. After the
invasion, all of us from the valley came
back. Times were different then. There
were no tourists. We used to survive on
potato pancakes and dhindo.
Yeah. There’s a lot of potato around.
(Laughs) This diet is the main reason that
I am still healthy today. I am seventy-eight.
People now hardly live for 45-55 years.
What is the first memory you have of the
monastery here at Tengboche?
I have a faint memory of the elder lamas
recalling the earthquake of 1990 B.S. The
head priest died in the earthquake. Then,
the second abbot replaced him, and now
the third abbot is my elder brother.

What is the significance of the monastery
to the people of this region?
They say that the monastery and its abbot are the guardian of the people of the
region. It is one of the most important religious sites in the district of Solukhumbu.
How many lamas are there in the monastery now? Does it hold significance for the
lamas to come and study here?
Of course getting educated here is a big
deal. But I don’t understand the lamas
these days. They come and then leave the
monastery altogether for other opportunities. Maybe beautiful girls are the reason
(laughs). Things were different during
my days. Now there are hardly 27 lamas;
there were 45 lamas just two years ago.
You have been living here most of your
life. What changes have you seen?
I can only cry now. People are getting
educated and money-minded, and have
less time to comprehend and acknowledge
their surroundings. That is the reason
we had the recent earthquake. If you
are situated firmly within yourself, then
prosperity will come. Why hurry? The
mountains have turned dark as the snow
melts. Earlier, they used to be pristine and
white. Even the forests have turned thin.
I saw Ama Dablam yesterday for the first
time during the sunset. It was covered
with mist, and only the peak was visible. It
is still beautiful today. I can only imagine
how it was like during your days.
I know the feeling. It is blissful just being
in the presence of these mountains, if you
understand its significance, that is.
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Food
Life in the mountains is hard and demanding; no wonder the food is nutritious
and filling.

Food that fuels the Sherpas

Syakpa
Made from vegetables and meat, the
ingredients of syakpa, or Sherpa stew,
changes with availability, but the hearty,
filling nature of the thick noodle soup
remains the same. Available vegetables
and meat are stir-fried with cumin,
onions and garlic and then simmered
after water is added to the mix. Flat
noodles are rolled from dough made
of all-purpose flour, and then added to
the stew to give a fuller body. In some
places, fermented paste made from
daikon greens are added to the stew. As
condiment, add a little helping of chili
paste or a pungent and spicy paste made
from Schezuan pepper.
Tsampa
The starchy tsampa has long been an irreplaceable part of the diet for the local

Sherpas due to its accessibility. Barley
is roasted and then pulverized into a
powdery consistency. Depending on
the availability, hot water, milk, or tea
is added to the powder. Few pinches of
chopped hard cheese can be added as
garnish, which will eventually soften to
a chewy consistency, giving the porridge
a texture to hold on to.
Tibetan flatbread
A popular item for breakfast, this fried
bread made from dough of all-purpose
flour and salt has been a cultural export
of this region. Tibetan flatbread is widely
available in Kathmandu, and also in the
Annapurna trekking circuit, by the local
name of ‘Gurung bread’. The flatbread
can be eaten for breakfast with an omelet, or can be slathered with honey and
jam, as you would with a regular toast.

Beverages
While the more traditional butter tea is
an acquired taste, and is only available
if you ask for it, the region has been particularly inventive with its beverages. Try
a hot lemon, which is made by adding
lemon-flavored Tang in hot black tea, a
drink so simple yet delicious, it remains
a mystery why no one had thought of it
before. Or try hot mango, a warm and
sugary mango-flavored drink for that
much needed sugar rush.
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Feature
In the Everest region, the seemingly simple question, ‘How high are we?,’
turns inward for a meditation of the self.

Mountain High

T

he top signifier that you
are in the Everest region
is not the prayer flags
strewn at every possible
nook, or the cryptic looking mane stones with Buddhist chants sculpted on their face. It
is, instead, upon hearing and asking
the question, ‘How high are we?’—with
recurring frequency and bated breath—
that you know that the mountains have
surely crept in you.
A trek to the most popular trekking
route in Nepal will make you traverse
through deep valleys, precariously maneuver glaciers, and climb steep trails
along with donkeys, yaks, and horses.
Starting from 2,860 m (Lukla), the trek
will take you anywhere up to the altitude
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of 5,545 m (Kalapathar), or right to the
top of the roof of the world at 8,848 m
(Mt. Everest).
Once separated from the rest of the
world due to its remoteness, Khumbu
Valley was not called ‘the hidden valley’
for no reason. The fertile basins made by
the Dudh Koshi River that cuts in and
out of the valley, and the meadows in the
upper part of the region, rests as a buffer
zone to the mountains that lie beyond.
Mythologically known as Beyul, or the
‘blessed valley’, this area, secluded from
most outside interventions, was the perfect refuge to those fleeing war, famine,
and other calamities. Early inhabitants
of the region, which we now know as
the Sherpas, share common heritage
with the Tibetans, and their culture re-

mains unfazed even after the region was
opened for visitors during the 1960s.
Several decades later, the region has become one of the most organized trekking
routes in Nepal, and the flagship trek to
the Himalayas. The 62 km stretch from
Lukla to Everest Base Camp is dotted
with charming teahouses and lodges
that range from utilitarian to indulgent.
More diverse is the landscape of the
region. Lukla, Phakding, Namche, Tengboche, and Pangboche unfold their many
verdant mountains and the white-washed
peaks beyond it in dramatic fashion. The
roar of the Dudh Koshi River far below
never really settles down, which only
gets heightened during the quietness of
the region’s calm evenings. This lower
region is also more densely populated
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EVEREST BASE CAMP
TREKKING ITINERARY
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Flight to Lukla, and then trek to Phakding
Trek to Namche Bazaar
Rest day at Namche Bazaar for acclimatization
Trek to Tengboche
Trek to Dingboche
Rest day at Dingboche for acclimatization
Trek to Lobuche
Trek to Gorakshep and hike to Everest Base Camp
Hike to Kalapatthar, and then trek back to Pheriche
Trek to Kyanjuma
Trek to Monjo
Trek to Lukla
Flight back to Kathmandu

Alternatively, from Namche Bazaar (3,440 m) one can trek to the villages of Dole (3,620 m), Macchermo
(4,440 m), and then reach Gokyo (4,750 m). If the trek before was not lung-busting enough, the following
day entails a strenuous ascent to the lake Gokyo Ri and then a trek back to Gokyo. You can return to
Namche Bazaar via Phortse (3,860 m), and then head back to Kathmandu. For those who want a more
relaxing trek, Hotel Everest View, Syangboche, (015011647) offers short treks, with the hotel as the
central point, that offers the same stunning vistas without breaking much sweat, and includes a journey to
and from Kathmandu on a helicopter, which lands at the nearby Syangboche airstrip. Many short trips to
the neighboring villages like Khumjung (3,970 m), Tengboche (3,867 m), and the touristy Namche Bazaar,
just below, can be planned.

Where to stay
and go
Mera Lodge, Lukla can accommodate
several large groups comfortably in many
of its cozy rooms. While returning, share
a tale or two with fellow travelers in The
Wave’s Pub downstairs on the same
building. (038550002; price on request)
Chomo Guest House, Chaurikharka
has rooms with double beds and
delicious home cooked meals.
(9842847756; price on request)
Hotel Snow Land, Namche Bazaar
has rooms with crisp white sheets,
attached bathrooms, and power inlets for
your electronics. Hot shower is available
on request. While at Namche Bazaar, try
the delicious hot chocolate at Trekaway
Coffee, main bazaar (Rs.200 per cup).
(038540333; price on request)
Yeti Mountain Home offers a more
standardized experience. Stay at one
of its lodges in six properties, all of
which are equjipped with many modern
amenities across the trail. (www.
yetimountainhome.com; various prices)
Liquid Bar, Namche Bazaar has many
alcoholic options, including Jagerbomb,
in case hot beverages do not warm you
enough. Or, drink like a local, and have
a hot mug of Mustang Coffee, a tasty
concoction of rum, hot caramel, coffee,
and butter. (9803031856; documentary
screenings daily)
Sagarmatha National Park Museum,
Namche Bazaar, curates many
artifacts and information on the region’s
geography and culture. On a clear day,
the museum can serve as a vantage
point with glistening peaks in almost all
directions.
Sherpa Culture Museum, Namche
Bazaar, gives you an even more intimate
way to understand the Sherpa culture.
Accommodations vary, as you hike to
different places.

Make your trip with RMT
Our trip was organized by Royal Mountain Travel,
Lal Durbar Marg (014444376 www.royalmt.com.
np) which specializes in tour packages across
the Himalayas, and beyond borders, to Tibet
and Bhutan. On field, their many professional
guides are either your friends, guardians, or
disciplinarians (only if need be), or just really
good company for quick banters or a heated
discussion on politics. With deep knowledge of
the terrain, and more importantly, the far-reaching
socio-economic dynamics of the region, our trip
to the Khumbu was made less strenuous and
more fruitful with Royal Mountain Travel’s expert
captainship on field.
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Glimpse
The excitement mounts as you enter the enchanted valleys of the
Himalayas, and the awesome sight of the magnificent peaks in all their
glory overwhelms your senses.

Enchanted Valleys, Awesome Peaks
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Glimpse

From left to right
Tengboche monastery organises worship ceremony everyday at 3pm and again at 4pm. Visitors are welcome to observe quietly.
Mt. Ama Dablam (6,812m) seen during sunset from Tengboche (3,867m)

Pheriche valley (4,371m) is the last place where you will find vegetation as you move up to base camp. The nearby Thukla, around
an hour’s hike away, has a memorial decorated with prayer flags for those who have lost their lives in Everest

From left to right
Mt. Nuptse (7,861m) seen during sunset from Lobuche (4,910m).
At 5,364m, Everest base camp is the final leg of the journey for most tourists visiting the region. But the Khumbu valley offers several other treks to places in the region like
Gokyo Ri (5,357m) and Khunde (3790m).
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Do it yourself

4 things to do
Hike during day off
While continuously trekking for days
might make you dread more hikes, it is
always a good idea to hike during your
rest days. Most tour groups will include
it in their itinerary, but even if they don’t,
insist on exploring the surrounding villages. While at Namche Bazaar, hike up to
the Everest View Resort, which is perched
right at the edge of a hill overlooking the
touristy village below. Next to it is Syangboche airstrip. With 130 households, the
village reveals itself one charming house at
a time, before you finally comprehend its
full size and the scale of life there. While
heading back to Kathmandu, it is a good
idea to take detours if you are following
the same trail as before, but always consult
your guide if you plan to do so. Pangboche
Monastery, along with Tengboche Monastery, is a pilgrimage site for Buddhists, and
falls on the way to Tengboche, but you will
miss it if you follow the main trail.
Sample local food
The delight of your having your favorite
comfort food can be blissful, especially
during an arduous trek like this one, but
local food of the valley not only tastes
great, it gives you more calories per serving than most other food. Local food is
available for all three meals. Try Tibetan
flatbread for breakfast with a side of eggs
made according to your preference. Or,
you can try tsampa, a bowl of roasted barley flour in which you can add hot water
or tea to turn it into a thick porridge. For
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lunch or dinner, try potato pancakes with endless servings of butter tea. But a more hearty
option is the thick syakpa. More commonly
known as Sherpa stew, it is made by using
locally available vegetables and meats and
freshly made flour noodles.
Take time-lapse
You will surely be taking a lot of pictures during the trek. While the beauty of the region
can be a sensory overload, taking dramatic
time-lapse for viewing later can be a rewarding experience. Even for the smartphonetoting photographers, the region is filled with
postcard-worthy vistas at literally every turn.
Point your camera and frame a shot, and
leave it for 10-20 minutes. iOS devices like
iPhone and iPad have inbuilt option for taking
impressive time-lapse, and most other smartphones can also shoot it. Try action cameras
like the GoPro or the cheap Xiaomi Yi that
were made for an outing like this. Even if you
don’t plan to publish these videos, they can
still earn you top bragging rights back home.
Interact with the locals
Try interacting with the locals for a deeper
insight of the valley and its socio-economic
dynamics. While your guide will disseminate
most information to you, locals are always
friendly and will almost always stop for a
chat if they are not terribly busy. Even asking
about your food with the cook at your lodge
will give you an idea on the far-stretching
impact the region has for the people of the
entire district, far beyond Lukla and its bordering villages.

Sharing your Great
Himalaya Trails
experience with
#MyGHT
Great Himalaya Trails (GHT) is a
network of extraordinary journeys
in the Nepali Himalayas. The GHT
acts as a destination, and therefore
the goal is to inspire travelers
to explore the trails at their own
pace and in their own way. From
Humla and Darchula in the West
to Kanchenjunga in the East, each
trail and each experience is unique
and when shared they create a rich
tapestry of extraordinary journeys.
If you have ever travelled along the
Great Himalaya Trails and want to
share your story with the world, we
warmly welcome you to become a
contributor to our new blog series:
“Trekker’s Journal”. We aim to share
challenges and triumphs on the trails,
inspire people who are passionate
about adventure travel or pass on
useful tips to those who will follow in
our footsteps.
To share your GHT story, head
over to GreatHimalayaTrails.
com/Trekkers-Journal
See photos from the GHT, search
#MyGHT on Instagram, or follow
Great Himalaya Trails on Facebook
or Instagram. For more stories
on amazing trekking destinations
in Nepal, head over to www.
GreatHimalayaTrails.com

