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Dubbed the world's most dangerous airport by National Geographic, this is Lukla in the heart of the Nepalese 

Himalayas, home to the Sherpa people and yes that runway is on a slope! 

To say the Nepalese take flight safety with a pinch of salt is an under-statement. Nepal has now witnessed five fatal 

plane crashes in two years, the last crash in September 2012 killing all 16 occupants on board a Dornier 228  ferrying 

trekkers to Lukla in the Khumbu region of Nepal. The village is the starting point of the 12 day trek to the Mount 

Everest Base Camp and after a month of slumming it in India, I was looking forward to the clean air of the Himalayas 

and regaining some sanity.  

Boarding my Lukla bound aircraft at Kathmandu the 

pilot had already started an engine even before we 

had finished boarding. Our hand baggage was stowed 

on our laps as the plane had no overhead lockers. In 

case of an emergency the pilots were stuffed as the 

aisle was blocked by cases of San Miguel stacked high 

enough to impede their exit. Safety demonstration? 

They forgot! Not that a life jacket is going to be much 

use when you plough into a mountain. As for the 

stewardess.... she just smiles and hands out sweets 

for the ears (I resisted the old joke of actually putting 

them in my ears)    

Landing at Lukla the pilot has one choice, he has to land even if it means damaging the plane. If he messes up, the 

plane slams into the village spread out on either side of the runway. If it's not the village taking the brunt of the 

crash it's the mountain inconveniently placed at the far end of the runway making a go-around impossible. The 12% 

gradient in the 500m runway (a third the length of Guernsey's) means they can only land and take-off in one 

direction; landing is uphill and take off is down. All a hell of a lot of fun if you're a plane geek like me, absolutely 

terrifying if not.  
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After just about the craziest landing I've ever experienced, and coming from a Guern, that is saying something, I 

settled in to a leisurely walking pace. The first few days of walking the Everest Base Camp trek takes you along a 

ridge of hills overlooking the valley and surrounding snow-capped peaks. The trails are a busy highway of trekkers, 

cows, yaks, donkeys and porters shifting an unbelievable amount of goods up and down the mountains. My porter 

for the journey was Ramus who like most Nepalese men in their mid twenties, looks about 14. Two days into the 

trek, we earned our first acclimatisation day in the village of Namche Bazaar - a colourful Alpine settlement nestled 

into the side of a mountain, it's shape resembling, of all things, an Amphitheatre. Namche is a testament to the 

porters of this region as it wouldn't exist without their super-human strength. Everything required by Namche and 

the other villages on the Everest trek is transported manually. Some people are fortunate enough to have donkeys to 

lighten the load but most people use their backs. The average load carried by a porter is 90% of their body weight 

and in extreme cases, 200%. It became apparent this was no myth when I saw a man carrying ten 1/2 inch plywood 

panels up a mountainside, each sheet the size of a door!   

                                     Namche Bazaar: it seems everywhere you go in the world there's an Irish pub. Namche was no exception!  

After the acclimatisation day in Namche it 

became apparent that Ramus liked a drink or two. 

By the third day I had to tell him off for drinking 

while we were trekking, as did my trekking 

partner whose porter had become Ramus's 

drinking buddy. Those of you who know me will 

laugh at the hypocrisy of me lecturing on drinking 

too much, but this is high altitude drinking and I 

didn't pay for the responsibility of looking after a 

drunk porter! Ramus later sobered up and was 

very apologetic before confessing that he can't 

stop drinking as he was an alcoholic. I sure know 

how to pick 'em! I got the impression it was a big 

problem throughout the porter community. 

Doing what they do for a living, who wouldn't hit 

the bottle.  It's tough work but their earnings of $15 a day is reasonable money in Nepal.    
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The nights were spent in teahouses which are no more than wooden lodges complete with a dining room and a 

heated stove in the middle which becomes the social area in the evenings. As the temperatures drop at night 

everyone huddles around the stove which is fuelled by wood in the lower valley and dried out yak dung (!) as you get 

higher up. The rooms in the lodges were basic - you would struggle swinging a shrew in some of these rooms, let 

alone a cat. The lodges were however very cheap as it was the end of the high season. I even managed to beat my 

personal best by paying just 70p for a room! Of course everything else is grossly inflated as supplies need to be flown 

in and carried for hours, if not days, to reach the villages. Having said this the mountain economics still baffles me - 

how on earth can a roll of toilet paper cost twice as much as a room for the night?! 

I managed to keep surprisingly warm at night through the use of 3 pairs of socks, 2 beanie hats, 2 pairs of trousers, a 

t-shirt, a fleece, my hoodie, a down jacket and a rain coat. Higher up this was also my sleeping attire! There is no 

heating in any of the rooms so before going to bed you layer up and freeze until you have trapped enough warmth in 

your sleeping bag to justify peeling the layers off.  Most nights the outside temperature was around -20c with the 

thermometers inside the lodges showing anything between zero and -7c. Rising in the morning is unpleasant, your 

water bottle is frozen and the iced-up squat toilets are a death trap and best avoided unless your name is Amy 

Williams.  

The beauty of the hike is that there are facilities almost all of the way up to Everest so you don't necessarily have to 

plan your days walking. You just go with the flow, enjoy the scenery and soak up the crisp mountain air until you are 

too tired or find somewhere which serves a decent hot chocolate. As the trek has increased in popularity so have the 

luxuries. My mobile phone occasionally picked up a signal and caught me out one night while I was sound asleep. A 

certain computer company, who shall remain nameless, were calling to ask whether I was happy with the laptop I 

had purchased the previous December, 12 months ago!!!!   
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As well as the scenery there are many local points of interest along the trail such as this monastery in the village of Tengboche. Waking up in 

the early hours I sat in the corner of the room as a group of monks carried out their morning mantras and held long periods of silence broken 

only by the sipping of their tea 

Distances between the villages aren't more than a few hours but what makes this back-breaking for the Sherpa 

people (and us trekkers!), is that throughout the 60 or so hours to the base camp and back, there is only 5 hours or 

so of flat terrain - it really is up and down.  As you get higher, signs of altitude sickness kick-in due to the lack of 

oxygen in the air. Most notable were the headaches akin to a red wine hangover, loss of appetite (even for me!), 

nausea and lack of sleep. The latter made things particularly tough above 4000m as I struggled to get any sleep for 3 

nights. This combined with walking in the day and the loss of appetite meant I was pretty zonked.  

Closer to Everest, memorials can be found scattered along the trail commemorating climbers who have lost their 

lives on Everest. During my time in the mountains I was reading Jon Krakauer's "Into Thin Air" which is a true story of 

the disastrous 1996 climb of Everest. As I got closer to Everest, I began to realise from the memorials that most of 

the characters in my book didn't return.... kind of ruined the book for me but humbling all the same.  
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As you climb above 5000m you experience loss of breath which makes walking, especially uphill, painfully slow. A 

walk which takes 5 minutes at sea level takes 30 minutes at this altitude and you have to stop every 10 paces to get 

your breath back.  

On the eighth day, prior to leaving for the Everest Base Camp, I trekked to the top of Kala Pattar, a whopping 5600 

metres above sea level. It was by far the most Arctic environment I have ever been subjected to, the biting wind 

making it all the more difficult to breathe.  From the top, the panorama afforded me a view of Everest and the 

Himalayas which quite simply took my breath away (or what was left of it). 

  Everest (the grey mountain to the left of the taller looking peak) and its neighbouring peaks, a view that could be savoured for hours........... 

The following day I made the trip to the Everest Base Camp 

which was made slightly less onerous due to the previous day's 

hike up Kala Pattar which is 500metres higher than base camp.  

I took Ramus with me partly to act as a guide but also to keep 

him off the sauce. The climbing season is in May so other than a 

few pile of rocks covered with prayer flags there's not a whole 

lot of action at the camp. The camp is on the Khumbu Glacier 

and is surrounded by small frozen ponds entrenched in the 

moving ice. As the glacier is constantly on the move, so is the 

base camp which changes location annually as the glacier slowly 

inches its way down the valley. The surrounding mountains 

looked stunning in the early morning light. This beauty starkly 

contrasted with the real dangers - the sound of the ice cracking 

underneath you and the occasional avalanche which you could 

feel rumbling through your feet. 

You can't see Everest from Base Camp so many prefer to admire 

the view from Kala Pattar rather than slug it for 5 hours just for 

the bragging rights (by the way have you seen the picture of me 

at EVEREST Base Camp?)   

                               

                                                 Smug 
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So can anyone do this trek? Absolutely, but you do need some 

will power and the willingess to sacrifice a few luxuries 

especially during the winter months. I'm not sure what I'm more 

proud of, trekking to Everest or not showering for 12 days.... A 

reasonable level of fitness is a must although ironically, it's 

usually the fittest who fall short of the Base Camp as they over-

exert themselves and don't take the time to acclimatise. 

Altitude sickness will be your biggest issue and I witnessed how 

serious this could be in the village of Gorak Shep where 

someone had to be carried in a stretcher for 2 hours after they 

fainted at Base Camp. They were flown back to Lukla by 

helicopter and no doubt received a large bill or an increased 

premium on their travel insurance! 

For me, the Himalayas is one of the most breathtakingly 
beautiful environments I've ever set foot in and the good news 
is that it’s now more accessible than ever. For those of you with 
a sense of adventure and a love of the mountains I urge you to 
explore this part of the world for yourself.  
 

These spectacular Lenticular clouds formed in a matter 
of seconds then vanished as quickly as they appeared              
       info@guybrownphotography.com 

           http://www.guybrownphotography.com 

           http://www.facebook.com/guybrownphotography               

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 A 20 minute long exposure in Dingboche. Luckily I got it right first time as I didn't fancy standing any longer in -20c! 
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