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Preface

On a late winter evening in 1935, a small boy curled up on a
chair in his family’s farm home in rural Ohio, paging through
the latest copy of National Geographic, the only magazine his
cash-strapped family subscribed to in the depths of the Great
Depression. Encountering an illustrated article entitled “Ne-
pal: The Sequestered Kingdom,” he thought to himself, “If
onlyI could go there someday.” Almost thirty-five years later,
in 1969, my father made that dream come true. With his wife
and four kids (including me) he reached Kathmandu, one of
the last mystical outposts of the Western imagination.
Generations of exoticizing media representations had fed
an intense desire for the Himalayas, a region that geography
and politics had conspired to preserve (for the West) as one
of the last areas of terra incognita and, as such, one of the last
earthly receptacles for Western hopes and dreams. Especially
during periods of existential crisis—following the US Civil
War, the years between the two World Wars, and again dur-
ing the 1950s and 1960s—the West looked to the Himalayas
with an almost desperate longing for some ancient wisdom
that could redeem it. Home of the Theosophists’ imagined
“Masters of the Universe,” the magical kingdom of James
Hilton’s “Shangri-La,” and the levitating monks of Tibetan
Buddhism, the Himalayas were “the last home of mystery.”
For North Americans atleast, the Himalayas are as far away as
you can get and therefore, seemingly, the least contaminated
by Western modernity. By the 1960s, with Tibet closed fol-
lowing the Chinese invasion, the mantle of Himalayan ex-
oticism fell onto Nepal. For many—from the true “seekers”



PREFACE

to the merely curious—Kathmandu was the end of the road, as “far out”
as it was far away.

What fascinated me the most about my first visit to Kathmandu was not
so much what I had noticed as what I had missed. What I hadn’t under-
stood as a child was that by 1969 Kathmandu had become “the Mecca of
hippiedom,” “the Amsterdam of the East,” and “the capital of the Aquarian
Age.” Wandering around the valley in 1969, I was probably often within a
stone’s throw of some of the leading figures in Western pop and counter-
culture. Cat Stevens wrote some of his top hits while sitting in a tea shop in
the old city in 1969. Michael Hollingshead—the man who turned Timothy
Leary on to LSD, thereby precipitating the Harvard University LSD experi-
ments in the early 1960s—was holding court in a house near Swayambhu.
Zina Rachevsky—a Russian “princess,” Hollywood starlet, and in 1968 one
of the first Western women to be ordained as a nun in the Tibetan Bud-
dhist tradition—was busy setting up the Kopan Monastery (which would
help launch Tibetan Buddhism’s spread to the West). A few years earlier
the famous Beat Generation poet Gary Snyder had visited Kathmandu,
and, just one year before I visited, Richard Alpert, Timothy Leary’s right-
hand man at Harvard, found spiritual awakening in a Kathmandu noodle
shop, converted to Hinduism, became Baba Ram Dass, and soon authored
Be Here Now, a huge bestseller in the 1970s and one of the defining books
of the hippie era.

Through the 1970s the Kathmandu hippie scene kept the countercul-
tural dream alive even as it faded away in the West. But by then the coun-
try’s exotic appeal had been recast. With Nepali authorities now seeking
to wrest control of tourism from the vagaries of the Western imagination,
Nepal was reconstituted as an adventure destination where Western con-
sumers could enjoy trekking and cultural tourism.

Far Out tells the story of how generations of counterculturally inclined
Westerners have imagined Nepal as a land untainted by modernity and its
capital, Kathmandu, a veritable synonym of “Oriental mystique.” What
are the forms and consequences of these shifting countercultural projec-
tions since Nepal, and Kathmandu in particular, has become a tourist
destination? Over the generations, how has Nepal figured in the Western
imagination? How have these imagined Nepals changed through time and
how have each touristic generation’s dreams shaped the kinds of tourism
that emerged? Conversely, how did Nepalis respond to their “discovery”
by throngs of foreigners? And how did foreigners and Nepalis alike make
sense of some of the most bizarre characters and (counter)cultural trends
that the twentieth century had produced?

With each generation, the West’s shifting countercultural malaise
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reimagined what it had lost, projected that longing onto the Himalayas,
and impelled its most determined fringe to Nepal in search of itself. From
Kipling-esque fantasies, to antiestablishment freedoms, to spiritual en-
lightenment, to “adventure,” most tourists have found what they were
looking for mainly because Nepalis quickly learned to sell the dreams that
foreigners arrive and depart with, thinking they found them in Nepal.
What tourists think of as a quest is for Nepalis an industry; foreigners are
a resource from which to build a modern Nepal. Far Out documents the
fortuitous convergence between the deep-seated Western longing for an
imagined “otherness” located in the remote Himalayas and the Nepali de-
sires to tap into global modernity.

Following the introduction, which explores how Nepal and the Hima-
layas were exoticized in the Western imagination during the century prior
to 1950, this book traces Nepal’s tourism transformations through three
distinct phases.

In the first phase (1950 to 1965) postwar prosperity spurred the massive
growth of a consumerist middle-class tourist population just as a change
of governments in Kathmandu (in 1951) opened Nepal’s doors to foreign-
ers for the first time in a century. Throughout this period, Kathmandu
appeared in the Western media through Himalayan mountaineering,
“abominable snowman” hunts, and exotic royal coronations that were
lavishly portrayed in US magazines and newspapers. Kathmandu became a
trophy destination for jet-setting elites raised on colonial representations
of the Indian subcontinent: extravagant maharajas, sumptuous palaces,
romantic jungles, and tiger hunting. At a time when newly independent
India had no interest in perpetuating colonial fantasies, Nepal seemed to
preserve the mythical lifestyles of the British Raj.

By the early 1960s Western youth had found Kathmandu and the city
soon became a premier destination on the overland youth tourism circuit
from Europe to Asia. This second period of Nepal tourism (1965 to 1975)
saw American and European youth taking advantage of middle-class dis-
posable incomes, strong Western currencies, and lower airfares—and set-
ting out in massive numbers on journeys to the East. Enterprising Nepalis
quickly responded, opening up budget restaurants, lodges, dance clubs,
and hashish shops in an area that came to be known as Freak Street.

The third phase, from the mid-1970s onward, saw the de-radicalization
of global popular culture and a corresponding transformation of world
tourism. Succumbing to international pressure to delegalize cannabis,
and now embarrassed by its reputation as a hippie mecca, Nepal began to
discourage low-budget tourism and rebrand itself as an adventure desti-
nation. In Kathmandu a whole new tourist district (Thamel) sprang up to

xi
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service the adventure tourists, people who wished to distance themselves
physically and morally from the 1960s ethos of Freak Street. By around
1980—the point where this study draws to a close—the main patterns
of Nepal’s current tourism economy were established. Kathmandu had
situated itself as the gateway to a variety of adventure opportunities rang-
ing from low-budget trekking to high-priced Everest summit trips, from
white-water rafting to elephant-back jungle tours, from cut-rate medita-
tion courses to budget-busting “enlightenment travel.”

Even while insisting on the power of mediated imaginations to impel
tourists to places like Nepal, my goal throughout this book is not to portray
tourism as something that happened to Nepal but as an encounter—cultural
and economic—between people who share a complex, historically con-
stituted world stage. While Nepalis and tourists alike are empowered in
different ways within this shared global context, both groups used the en-
counter to pursue their own interests. My aim is to document both tourist
constructions of Nepal and Nepali constructions of tourism—how Nepalis
experienced foreigners, how they coped with and profited from tourists,
and how they actively managed Nepal’s tourism brand. In this encounter
both sides played roles in the drama of twentieth-century global moder-
nity, with Nepalis actively shaping their place in the modern world even
as Westerners came to Nepal seeking to escape it.

xii
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The Golden Age






ONE

Building the Road to
Kathmandu: Steps in the
West’s Journey to the East

Inherent in the strange and remote is a powerful interest . . . the attractiveness

of which is in inverse proportion to its familiarity. G. w. F. HEGEL

The story of tourism in Nepal begins long before the first
tourists set foot in the country. Global geopolitics and the
Western geo-imaginary had contrived to place a heavy bur-
den of countercultural longing onto the Himalayan region
such that, when Nepal finally opened its doors in the early
1950s, at least a century’s worth of pent up desire could fi-
nally be satisfied through tourism. To understand why
Kathmandu became one of the most fabled world travel
destinations—and not Karachi, Kilwa, Krakow, or any of
countless other places in the world that are no less intrinsi-
cally alluring—requires a look into the seemingly haphaz-
ard developments that combined to elevate Nepal in the
Western imagination and then suddenly make it accessible
at the dawn of the era of global mass tourism.

The West’s fascination with the Himalayas has earlier
roots but reached unprecedented intensity during the second
half of the nineteenth century. In the social and spiritual up-
heaval sometimes referred to as the Third Great Awakening,
a range of popular movements grappled with the growing
rifts between religion, science, and capitalism and the im-
plications these antagonisms had for Western civilization.
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Along with a host of new religious movements (Christian Science, Spiri-
tualism, Pentecostalism, etc.) came broad criticism of Western society
(Marxism, Romanticism, etc.), and it was the peculiar alignment of these
moral and social critiques that brought the Himalayas into the Western
mind’s eye.

Mountaineers and Mystics

Part of the appeal of the Himalayas stemmed from the nineteenth-
century Romantic reevaluation of mountain landscapes (Hansen 2013).
Once dreaded as the epitome of empty, barren loneliness, in the context
of growing disenchantment with Western modernity mountains came to
symbolize spaces of retreat for people in search of solitude and an idealized
preindustrial humanity (Schell 2000: 149-51). From mountain tourism
and mountaineering to mountain resorts, sanatoria, and “hill stations”
in colonial India, mountains became exhilarating and grand places to es-
cape the evils of modern civilization. As the world’s highest mountains,
the Himalayas were second to none in inspiring romantic attraction, serv-
ing as a magnet for the disaffected of all sorts.

But mountains were about more than escape and wholesome adven-
ture: increasingly their inaccessibility stood for their purity not only envi-
ronmentally but also morally and spiritually. It is in this context that the
West’s countercultural fringes projected their dreams onto the Himalayas,
conflating their personal experiences of marginality with the geographic
and geopolitical marginality of High Asia, turning the world’s most iso-
lated region into a “geographical emblem of anti-structure” (Yi-fu Tuan
in Bishop 1989: 7).

Himalayan tourism began as “seekers” sought to flee their own cultural
alienation. Some, such as explorers and mountaineers, looked to escape
the stifling confines of the West. Others were drawn by the mystical appeal
of Tibetan Buddhism. But for both groups travel to (and affiliation with)
the non-West was a quasi-political act deeply rooted in nostalgic longing
to reclaim what they imagined had been lost in the West. From the start,
we find the recurring theme of Westerners being drawn to the Himalayan
periphery less to find the people who resided there than to find the selves
they wished to be—or imagined to have lost.

It’s easy to imagine that those drawn to the Himalayas for mountain-
eering and those in search of spiritual fulfilment were two distinct groups.
Yet from the outset many people had a foot in each camp. Mountaineers
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often had mystical compulsions and spiritual seekers were de facto explor-
ers. Almost all of them were countercultural strivers who looked to the Hi-
malayas as the last “untouched” place on earth. As Peter Bishop notes, by
the early twentieth century, “Tibet symbolized everything the West imag-
ined it had itself lost”: “Tibet was not just any place, not just one among
many within the Western global imagination. For a few years at the turn
of the century it became the place” (Bishop 1989: 204, 143).

Theosophy

Theosophy is one of the primary reasons why the Himalayas became “the
place” of Western countercultural projection in the early twentieth cen-
tury. In its day Theosophy was a major spiritual movement with forty-five
thousand official members, five hundred branches in over forty countries,
and an impact on Western popular culture that exceeded any of these
numbers (Pedersen 2001: 157). Followers included the likes of Arthur
Conan Doyle, William James, Thomas Edison, Carl Jung, Hermann Hesse,
Mohandas (“Mahatma”) Gandhi, and Albert Einstein. William Butler
Yeats called Theosophy’s founder—Madam Helena Petrovna Blavatsky—
“the most living person alive” and embraced the movement as part of his
“revolt of the soul against the intellect” (Schell 2000: 228).

This anti-intellectual, antiestablishment sentiment is key to under-
standing Theosophy’s appeal. The Victorian era witnessed great scientific
discovery and secularization, as well as profound alienation. With many
people losing faith in science (and its seemingly unethical materialism)
and in Christianity’s ability to preserve the sacred experience, Theosophy
offered a radical alternative. Claiming to unite science and religion into a
“higher science,” Theosophy offered its adherents “true knowledge” that
drew from ancient mystical wisdom (Pedersen 2001: 152). Madam Bla-
vatsky rejected truths based in Western science or Christianity and instead
sought out occult knowledge, taking scientific rejection as sure evidence
of a deeper, more profound, subversive truth (Meade 1980: 72). Myths and
their “secret meanings” contained underlying truth, shielded from pro-
fane eyes but revealed to her by her psychic powers.

The Spiritualism craze that swept the United States following the Civil
War provided fertile countercultural ground for the seeds of Theosophy. At
atime when science was exploring the seemingly mystical, invisible forces
of electricity, magnetism, and gases, the boundaries between science and
the occult seemed particularly porous. Spiritualism promised to link the
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material and spirit worlds: it was in the context of widespread interest in
séances, mesmerism, and assorted psychic phenomena that Madam Bla-
vatsky found a receptive audience. In the 1870s she moved to the United
States where she met Henry Steel Olcott, a journalist who had written
extensively on the Spiritualist movement. Together Blavatsky and Olcott
founded the Theosophical Society in New York City in 1875.

Madam Blavatsky’s first book, Isis Unveiled (1877), established the (imag-
ined) link between Egyptian and Tibetan religion unique to Theosophy.
Both were led by “Adepts”—the “Brotherhood of Luxor” and the “Tibetan
Brotherhood”—whom Blavatsky claimed to be in regular psychic con-
tact. In 1879 Blavatsky and Olcott traveled to India where they declared
themselves Buddhists. Frustrated in their efforts to bring Indian religious
leaders into Theosophy (Pedersen 2001: 153), Blavatsky and Olcott forged
alliances with more obliging Tibetan “astral” (disembodied) spirits.

The gradual shift in Blavatsky’s spiritual geography—from Egypt to In-
dia to Tibet—paralleled her own shift toward ever-more arcane spiritual
assertions. Blavatsky claimed to be in regular paranormal communication
with the “Tibetan Mahatmas” (or Great Souls) who resided as astral be-
ings in Tibet (Schell 2000: 225). Communication with the Tibetan spirits
was crucial for Blavatsky not only because it provided esoteric wisdom but
because it justified her spiritual leadership (Pedersen 2001: 156). As Bla-
vatsky’s claims became more and more convoluted, by necessity they be-
came more unverifiable, incontestable, and—Iliterally—far-fetched. With
Tibet essentially the globe’s last remaining terra incognita, it became the
best place from which Theosophy could claim spiritual inspiration and
legitimacy.

Even if Theosophy is, in the words of anthropologist Agehananda
Bharati, “a melee of horrendous hogwash and . . . inane esoterica” (in Lo-
pez2001:193), the fact is that Blavatsky and Theosophy are largely respon-
sible for focusing the West’s popular longing for meaning onto Tibet and
the Himalayan region.

Before her death in 1891, Madam Blavatsky was “arguably, the most in-
fluential woman in Europe and America” (Pedersen 2001: 157). Author
of a half dozen best-selling books and leader of a worldwide countercul-
tural movement, Blavatsky had phenomenal charismatic appeal that ap-
parently lent credence to her bizarre mystical writings. But Blavatsky’s
growing fame also presented her with significant problems. As eager bi-
ographers demanded a back story, Blavatsky had to construct her own
hagiography—which she provided in contradictory and inconsistent
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ways to various people.! Blavatsky’s efforts to weave the Himalayas into
her life story offer insights into the power of Tibet—and even Nepal—in
the late nineteenth-century Western imagination.

Born in 1831 to an aristocratic German-Russian family in the Ukraine,
Helena Petrovna (van Hahn) Blavatsky had a remarkable life even with-
out the tall tales she appended to it. At seventeen she entered a short, di-
sastrous marriage with a much older man (Mr. Blavatsky) whom she left
after only a few months. Sent off to spend time with relatives, she gave
her chaperones the slip and traveled on her own down the Mediterranean
coast. By 1850 she was in Cairo where she discovered Egypt’s “occult mys-
teries” and the liberating, vision-inspiring delights of hashish. According
to a biographer, “Helena had a recurrent need to get out of her body,” and
hashish had the desired effect. Blavatsky described hashish as a “wonder-
ful drug” that allowed her to go “anywhere or wherever I wish” (Meade
1980: 65). That these dream voyages were, for her, “as real as if they were
ordinary events of actual life” (ibid.) goes a long way toward accounting
for Blavatsky’s later world travels—legendary in every sense of the word—
and for Theosophy itself.

By the summer of 1851 Blavatsky had traveled to London where, de-
pressed and suicidal, she stood on the Waterloo Bridge, pondering the
water below “with a strong desire to die” (Meade 1980: 68). It was shortly
thereafter that she first met her spiritual master, the man/spirit she called
Master Morya, Mahatma M., or The Sahib. On August 12, 1851, Blavatsky
claims to have met a group of magnificently dressed Nepali princes, one
of whom—a tall, turbaned nobleman—she recognized immediately as the
embodiment of an “astral spirit” whom she had encountered frequently
since her childhood. The Master directed her to meet him in Hyde Park
where he commanded her to launch the Theosophical Society (Barborka
1966: 17-22). In 1851 the only South Asian princes ever to have visited
London were Jung Bahadur Rana of Nepal and his entourage. Having re-
cently claimed power in a bloody coup in Kathmandu (Stiller 1981) and
seeking to obtain a British blessing, Jung Bahadur became the first South
Asian elite to visit the seat of British imperial power (Whelpton 1983). The
problem with Madam Blavatsky’s story is that Jung Bahadur and his reti-
nue had left Britain on August 20, 1850, a year before she claims to have
seen him.

Though Blavatsky never met Jung Bahadur, it is certain that images and
memories of his London visit—the social event of the previous year and

1. Even sympathetic researchers acknowledged that trying to reconcile Madam’s memories with
historical fact was “most embarrassing for the biographer!” (Barborka 1966: 23).



CHAPTER ONE

exhaustively covered in the British press (Whelpton 1983)—were still fresh
and circulating. Mysterious Jung Bahadur Rana and exotic Nepal took root
in Blavatsky’s fertile imagination, nurtured by emotional crisis and per-
haps hashish, eventually growing into the massive Theosophical move-
ment which for the next century formed one of the principle structures of
Western countercultural projection and fantasy of the East in general, and
the Himalayas in particular. Exactly a century would pass between Madam
Blavatsky’s mythical encounter with a Nepali prince in 1851 and Nepal’s
official opening to the world in 1951 (when the last of Jung Bahadur Rana’s
descendants was finally overthrown).

One of the instructions that Blavatsky claims to have received from her
mystical Nepali Master was to travel to Tibet in preparation for found-
ing the Theosophical Society (Barborka 1966:18). Blavatsky claimed to
have lived in Tibet and traveled around the world twice during a seven-
year period in the 1850s. Now understood to be total fabrication, these
years of “travel” set the tone for much of Theosophical “knowledge.” That
Blavatsky knew little about Tibet is because there was, as yet, very little
Western literature on the topic: much of what she claimed about Tibetan
Buddhism was actually drawn from more accessible Hindu sources (Ko-
rom 2001: 171; Kyabgon 2001: 384).

Yet Theosophy’s treatment of Tibet is ultimately less important for its
(in)accuracy than for its overall positive portrayal of Tibetan Buddhism.
In good countercultural fashion, Theosophy celebrated Tibetan religion
in direct opposition to Western theological and academic perspectives
that actively reviled them. For centuries Protestant Christianity had
condemned Tibetan Buddhism by comparing it with Catholicism: both
were full of idolatry, saint worship, ostentatious rituals, and corrupt in-
stitutions, and were generally priest-ridden and Popish (Lopez 1998:29).
Nineteenth-century academics condemned Tibetan Buddhism in similar
terms. As scholars learned more about ancient or “true Buddhism,” most
contemporary forms of Buddhism, especially Tibetan, were deemed hope-
lessly degenerate and far from their ancient glory—like Catholicism (Lo-
pez 1998: 32, 168). Early twentieth-century Western Buddhology aban-
doned its anti-Catholic rhetoric but retained a distinctly negative view of
Tibetan Buddhism at a time when Theosophy kept alive images of Tibet
and Tibetan religion as antidotes to Western civilization. Because Theoso-
phy prompted generations of seekers to turn their minds—and, increas-
ingly, their feet—toward the Himalayas, we need to trace the influence of
Theosophy through the twentieth century as a persistent romanticization
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of the Himalayan region continued to keep Tibet and Nepal in the coun-
tercultural mind’s eye.

Mystical Travelers

Late nineteenth-century movements like Spiritualism and Theosophy
reflected a larger spiritual crisis triggered by ascendant science and in-
creasingly discredited mainstream religion. But these antiestablishment
currents only broadened in the early twentieth century when, during
the turmoil of World War I, Western countercultures increasingly turned
against the modernist faith in progress to mount a general critique of in-
dustrial society. For many the war shattered what remaining faith they
had in Western civilization, leaving a desperate longing for someplace on
earth still untouched.

While the West’s imagination turned toward Tibet, in fact very few
people had the resources and stamina to actually travel in the Himala-
yas. Prior to 1950 it’s estimated that fewer than about 1,250 Westerners
ever made it to Lhasa, the Tibetan capital (Bishop 1989: 245). Tibet had
been under Chinese control to greater and lesser degrees over the previous
centuries, but with the Qing Dynasty collapsing from domestic rebellion
and foreign intervention, Tibet enjoyed de facto independence. Though
neither Chinese nor Tibetan authorities welcomed Westerners, a number
of them managed to “penetrate” the Forbidden Land (Bishop 1989: 195),
entering either through British-held Ladakh west of Nepal or the Sikkim/
Darjeeling area east of Nepal.

As for Nepal, with few exceptions, the country remained off-limits to
Western visitors. Inaugurated by Jung Bahadur, the era of Rana family rule
(1846-1951) was characterized by a peculiar mixture of sycophantic Anglo-
philia and intense xenophobia (Liechty 1997). While the Ranas imported
vast amounts of foreign luxury goods and enjoyed lifestyles in close ap-
proximation to Western elites, foreign people were another matter. Aside
from the British Resident and his entourage in Kathmandu, no one vis-
ited Nepal without a personal invitation from the Rana prime minister.
Before 1951 only about three hundred Westerners had made it to Kath-
mandu, far fewer than had managed to get to the more remote Tibetan
capital.

One of the most fascinating Western visitors to Tibet was Francis Young-
husband (1863-1942), leader of the infamous British military invasion
of Tibet. On the pretext that Russia had military interests in the Tibetan
capital, but motivated also by Lhasa’s romantic mystique, in 1904 the Brit-
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ish mounted a large-scale military incursion from British-held Darjeeling.?
With four British newspaper reporters trailing telegraph wire behind them,
the invasion became perhaps the first war to be reported “live” (Schell
2000: 192). The British quickly overcame Tibetan resistance (armed with
antique muskets and leather cannons) leaving over one thousand dead,
while fewer than ten British troops died. Although Younghusband found
no trace of the rumored Russians, he nevertheless forced the Tibetans to
sign a treaty requiring them to open the country to British trade, promise
not to consort with foreigners, accept a resident British representative,
and pay war indemnities.

Having—in the words of Lord Curzon, British Viceroy of India—
“destroyed the virginity of the bride to whom [we] aspired,” and perhaps
needing to justify their violent deflowering, expedition accounts of Tibet
soon turned from eager wonder to smug condemnation. Excitement at
having penetrated the “hidden kingdom” gave way to descriptions of a
filthy city, an inhumane theocratic system of governance, and condem-
nation of “Lamaism” which was now discovered to be a religion of “sloth
and decadence.” Trotting out language usually reserved for Indian Hindus
(and Roman Catholics), Younghusband called Tibetans “the most priest-
ridden people in the world . . . sapped of their vigor and spirit.” Yet not
even these negative portrayals could turn the tide of popular mythologiz-
ing for long: “The mystique of Lhasa continued to grow virtually unabated
as the small drama of 1904 faded from memory” (Schell 2000: 201-2).

Francis Younghusband was, in fact, one of the main architects of this
re-mystification. Born and raised in a colonial Indian hill station and
trained at Sandhurst Military Academy, by 1904 Younghusband was al-
ready famous as the youngest-ever member of the Royal Geographical
Society. In 1887 he became the first European to travel from Beijing to
Kashmir via the Karakoram Mountains. Yet, like so many others of his
time, Younghusband was also mystically inclined. Well-versed in Theoso-
phy, Younghusband was disappointed that the Lamas in Lhasa had never
heard of Blavatsky’s Mahatmas. But in his 1910 memoir of the invasion,
Younghusband reported having had a spiritual awakening upon his de-
parture from Lhasa.

| now looked toward that mysterious purply haze in which the sacred city was once
more wrapped. . . . From it came only the echo of the Lama’s words of peace. . . . | was
insensibly suffused with an almost intoxicating sense of elation and good will . . . till it

2. Younghusband’s force included four thousand yaks, seven thousand mules, two hundred po-
nies, six camels, over ten thousand porters, and 1,150 troops armed with light artillery and four of the
deadly new Maxim guns—the first generation of rapid-fire automatic weapons.
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thrilled through me with overpowering intensity. Never again could | think of evil, or
ever again be at enmity with any man. All nature and all humanity were bathed in a
rosy glowing radiancy; and life for the future seemed nought [sic] but buoyancy and
light. (Younghusband 1910: 326)

In his last decades Younghusband went on to write on increasingly eccen-
tric topics ranging from free love and pantheism to telepathy and alien
life (Schell 2000: 203). As such, Younghusband foreshadowed so many
later Himalayan travelers: drawn by romantic longing, disillusioned by
its reality, but ultimately able to claim his own fantasies as a deeper reve-
lation of truth.

Following Younghusband came a succession of Western religious seek-
ers who, steeped in Theosophy and longing for communion with spiritual
masters, also made the difficult journey to the Himalayas. Among the ear-
liestand most important was Alexandra David-Neel (1868-1969), a French
spiritualist and student of Buddhism who managed to spend many years
in Tibet. A lifelong member of the Theosophical Society, she traveled to
India to study Sanskrit and Buddhism in 1911.3 With encouragement from
the thirteenth Dalai Lama, David-Neel spent fourteen years studying Ti-
betan language and Buddhism with masters in Sikkim and Tibet. In 1927,
traveling in disguise, she became the first Western woman to enter Lhasa
before returning to France where she began writing the twenty-eight books
for which she became famous (Schell 2000: 236).

Scholars have long had difficulty evaluating David-Neel’s contribu-
tions. Like other Theosophists, she was fascinated with the occult and
paranormal phenomena, delighting her eager readers with stories of levi-
tating monks, astral projection, oracles, and amazing feats accomplished
by meditating adepts. With titles like With Mystics and Magicians in Tibet
(1929) it’s no wonder that her books were widely read and frequently
translated. But, along with the hokum, many of David-Neel’s works
contain valuable empirical accounts of Tibetan life and thought derived
from her unprecedented experience among Tibetans. Today scholars
have “vindicated and rehabilitated” some of David-Neel’s corpus (Lo-
pez 2001: 183) but her works that remain in print—and in Kathmandu
bookstores—are, predictably, the ones that play to Westerner’s longing
for mystification.

Alongside David-Neel’s less credible books in Kathmandu shops are
works by Lama Govinda, a.k.a. Ernst Lothar Hoffmann (1895-1985). A

3. A Nepal government list of foreign arrivals for 1912 records a visit by “Madame Alexandra David
Neel, a French lady (November), for study of Buddhist philosophy” (in Landon 1993 [1928], 2:303).
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German, Hoffmann became interested in Buddhism as a young man and
in the1920s traveled to Sri Lanka to study with a German-born Theravadan
monk. Taking a Buddhist name and dressed in monk’s robes, he toured
the subcontinent eventually making his way to Darjeeling and the Ti-
betan Buddhist monastery at Ghoom. In his popular autobiography The
Way of the White Clouds (1966), Lama Govinda claimed that at Ghoom
he experienced a transformation and was initiated into the Gelukpa sect,
along with additional esoteric initiations. How a person who neither read
nor spoke Tibetan could have undergone the intensive training needed
for these initiations has long puzzled scholars. Lama Govinda provides
some insight into this conundrum in his Foundations of Tibetan Mysti-
cism (1969) where he explains that some people may be “initiated” if “in
virtue of their own sensitiveness, [they] respond to the subtle vibrations
of symbols which are presented to them either by tradition or intuition”
(Govinda 1969: 25). Apparently it was Lama Govinda’s sensitivity to
the subtle vibrations of his own intuition that allowed him to become
an expert on Tibetan Buddhism and a guru figure for many in the 1960s
counterculture movement. One of the leading scholars of Tibetan Bud-
dhism, Donald Lopez, concludes that both Alexandra David-Neel and
Lama Govinda “embellish[ed] the realities of Tibet with their own mysti-
cal fancies, and . . . mystified their readers, playing on the credulity of the
reading public” (2001: 184).

A third influential early twentieth-century Western religious traveler
to the Himalayas was Walter Y. Evans-Wentz (1878-196S5). From New Jer-
sey, Evans-Wentz pursued early interests in spiritualism and joined the
Theosophical Society in 1901. With degrees from Stanford and Oxford
he headed for South Asia following World War I where he studied with
several prominent Hindu gurus before traveling to the Himalayas. In Sik-
kim he teamed up with Kazi Dawa-Samdup (an English-speaking Tibetan
school teacher in Gangtok) who translated a series of Tibetan Buddhist
texts which Evans-Wentz then “edited” and published. By far the most
influential of these was a translation of the Bardo Thodol* (or The Tibetan
Book of the Dead) that Oxford University Press published in 1927 at a time
of intense popular and scientific interest in reincarnation (Bishop 1989:
48). Evans-Wentz’s book found a highly receptive audience, became an in-
stant classic, and is today “the most widely read ‘Tibetan text’ in the West”

4. Bardo Thodol is a Nyingma mortuary text, an extensively annotated copy of which Evans-Wentz
bought from a British army officer following the 1904 invasion (Lopez 1998: 49). It describes the cycle
of death and rebirth as a journey through three intermediary stages, or bardos. Enlightened individu-
als recognize this intermediary consciousness as reality and are thus liberated from rebirth. The rest
proceed to the last bardo and another incarnation.
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(Lopez 1998: 48). In the book’s preface Evans-Wentz repeats the common
Theosophical argument that, in time, Western science will (re)discover
the truths of Eastern wisdom.

One of the first to take up the challenge of aligning Western science
with the Bardo Thodol’s Eastern wisdom was Catl Jung (1875-1961), the
Swiss psychiatrist who believed that the human psyche was innately reli-
gious. Jung sought humanity’s religious nature in a universal “collective
unconscious” that could be found by distilling dreams, myths, religious
practices, and symbols from around the world into “archetypes” sup-
posedly shared by all peoples through time. Already deeply influenced
by Theosophy (Lopez 1998: 57), Jung immediately latched onto Evan-
Wentz’s Book of the Dead noting in his introduction to the first German
edition (1935) that “ever since it was first published, the Bardo Thodol
has been my constant companion, and to it I owe not only many stimu-
lating ideas and discoveries, but also many fundamental insights” (1958
[1935]: 284).

By far the most lasting and momentous of Jung’s “insights” is that “the
Bardo Thodol is in the highest degree psychological in its outlook,” a work
that offered “deep insight into the secrets of the human psyche” (1958
[1935]: 284-85). The details of his analysis are here less important than
the simple fact that Jung transformed Tibetan religious thought into psy-
chology. Jung essentialized a whole universe of historically and cultur-
ally specific ideas, turning them into grist for his own mill, a project that
involved refuting Freud and advancing his own “scientific” psychological
theories (Lopez 1998: 59).

Jung’s “psychologization” of Tibetan Buddhism also played into deeply
felt Western countercultural beliefs that the mystical East promised treat-
ment for ills that had befallen Western civilization. If Eastern religion
is really psychology, then Eastern religious practices—most notably
meditation—can be reimagined as psychotherapy (Pedersen 2001: 160).
Jung was the first and most important in a long line of quasi-scientific fig-
ures to turn the East into a therapy with results ranging from the modern
figure of the guru/Rinpoche-as-therapist, to meditation and yoga as a “self-
discovery” or even “fitness” phenomena. Cut loose from their epistemo-
logical moorings, Eastern ideas and practices are harnessed to symptoms
of an ever-shifting Western spiritual malaise once again transforming “the
East” into a screen for Western projections.

What links people like Blavatsky, Younghusband, David-Neel, Lama
Govinda, and Jung to many contemporary travelers to the Himalayas is a
persistent countercultural disenchantment with modernity coupled with
alonging for an “other place” of imaginative escape. All of them looked to
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the East as the place to regain the soul (Jung’s anima mundi) that the West
had lost. The concluding lines of Jung’s commentary on the Bardo Thodol
reads: “Itis good that such to all intents and purposes ‘useless’ books exist.
They are meant for those ‘queer folk’ who no longer set much story by the
uses, aims, and meaning of present-day ‘civilization’ (1958 [1935]: 301).
Like so many others before and since, Jung interpreted “the East” (distilled
in the Tibetan Book of the Dead) as “meant for” countercultural folk who
have lost faith in Western civilization. The same kind of countercultural
critiques drove many of the mountaineers and popular writers that soon
followed.

The Himalayas in Popular Culture

With romantic interest in European mountain landscapes on the rise
during the nineteenth century, mountaineering grew in popularity as
climbing became a metaphorical journey away from the sullied realms of
civilization into the purity of the wilderness. It was only a matter of time
before the Himalayas—the world’s tallest mountains and already planted
firmly in the Western imagination as a site of mystical alterity—attracted
the attention of serious mountaineers. The decade before World War I saw
a rush of expeditions to the Himalayas but climbing was limited to areas
under British control (Ortner 1999). Believed to be the world’s highest
peak (based on long-distance trigonometric surveys), Mt. Everest became
the ultimate prize.

Yet, because Mt. Everest was in the unmapped and off-limits borderland
between Nepal and Tibet, the mountain proved to be almost as difficult to
get to as it was to climb. With Nepal strictly closed to foreigners, the only
access to Mt. Everest was from the north, through Tibet. But the Tibet-
ans too prohibited access to the mountain until 1920 when, in the face
of Chinese military threats, the thirteenth Dalai Lama finally relented. In
exchange for weapons, the British negotiated permission for several Ever-
est expeditions (Hansen 2001: 92) and a promise from the Dalai Lama not
to allow other countries access to the region (Peissel 1966: 226).

After a mapping expedition in 1921 and a failed summit attempt in
1922, it was the third British Everest expedition in 1924 that captured
the world’s attention. Organized by none other than the mystical Fran-
cis Younghusband—now Sir Francis, president of the Royal Geographi-
cal Society—the 1924 expedition is famous for the mysterious deaths of
climbers George Mallory and Andrew Irvine, both last seen only a few
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hundred meters below the summit.* In Mallory (who memorably declared
that he wished to climb Everest “because it’s there”) the world found a
“true hero and martyr” (Macfarlane 2003: 272; Bishop 1989: 201). Already
the subject of heavy press coverage, Mallory and Irvine’s deaths only in-
creased popular interest in Everest. Fed by the publication of several best-
selling books,® Mallory became the object of almost cult-like devotion, his
death seen as “a symbol of human inspiration, of the struggle of the spirit
against matter, of idealism over the mundane” (Bishop 1989: 217).

Far less well-known than these early climbing exploits is the fact that
these British expeditions also included film crews (Hansen 1999). With
Tibetan permission, the 1922 expedition also returned home with a group
of monks who toured as “The Dancing Lamas of Everest.” Unfortunately,
both films and shows portrayed Tibetans in less than glowing light, con-
trasting dignified, manly Britons with “squalid but mystical Tibetans”
(Hansen 2001: 93). The thirteenth Dalai Lama—who subscribed to the
London newspapers—read accounts of the Dancing Lamas and took “the
whole affair as a direct affront to the religion of which he is the head,”
according to a British official in Lhasa (in Hansen 2001: 94). In fact, the
Tibetan government was so upset that it withdrew permission for future
British Everest expeditions.

Tibetan anger explains why, even though they had nearly summited
in 1924, it was almost a decade before the British made their next attempt
on Everest. In the early 1930s Tibetan fears of a Chinese invasion again
allowed the British to broker an arms-for-climbing-permission deal and
in 1933 and 1936 they made their third and fourth attempts on Mt. Ever-
est. These expeditions attracted unprecedented media coverage not least
because the public hoped they would solve the mystery of Mallory and
Irvine. Although the expeditions failed in their two main objectives—to
summit and find information on the lost heroes of 1924—they did succeed
in arelated endeavor. Film crews were banned but the Tibetan government
allowed British airplanes to fly over and photograph Mt. Everest (Ether-
ton 1983 [1934]). Nepal’s prime minister, Maharaja Juddha SJB Rana, also
granted consent. While reaping praise as “an enlightened and progressive
ruler” (Etherton 1983 [1934]: 31), no doubt Juddha was also calculating
the favorable cost/benefit ratio that such publicity would bring to Nepal

5. Seventy-five years later climber Conrad Anker found Mallory’s body but whether he summited
remains unknown. Intriguingly, a photo of his wife that Mallory had promised to leave at the summit
was missing from his otherwise perfectly intact wallet (Anker 1999).

6. E.g., C. G. Bruce’s The Assault on Mt. Everest (1924) and E. E. Norton’s 1925 book The Fight for
Everest, 1924.
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without necessitating any foreigners setting foot in the country.” In what
was a daring technical accomplishment for its time, the British team flew a
squadron of high-powered biplanes around the summit of Everestin 1933,
generating “world-wide interest” as well as photos seen around the world
(Etherton 1983 [1934]: 3; Fellowes 1934).%

While mountaineering exploits intermittently captured public atten-
tion throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the Himalayas were also regularly
featured in a wide range of popular books and movies. Certainly the most
famous of these was James Hilton’s Lost Horizon. Published in 1933, in
the midst of the Great Depression, Hilton’s novel introduced the world
to “Shangri-La,” became a huge best-seller, was issued as the world’s first
paperback book, was quickly made into a film (1937), and soon spawned a
host of derivative novels and films about imagined Himalayan paradises.
Though it now seems somewhat campy, in its day Lost Horizon was taken
as serious literature speaking to deep truths.®

In the novel an airplane flying from northwest India is hijacked and
flown deep into the Himalayas before crash landing near the entrance to
a hidden valley. On the plane are several Europeans, including the hero
Hugh Conway, an alienated World War I veteran disillusioned by the vio-
lence and crass materialism of Western civilization. An Oxford-trained
diplomat who had spent years in Asia, Conway exudes a Buddhist-like
nonchalance through “a love of quietness, contemplation, and being
alone” (Hilton 1998 [1933]: 45). At the Lamasery of Shangri-La Conway
learns from the High Lama that he himself has been chosen to lead the
Lamasery following the Lama’s imminent death. Conway and the others
eventually leave the valley but the book ends with reports of Conway try-
ing to make his way back.

Most twenty-first century readers are unaware of Lost Horizon’s strong
resonances with Theosophy. Like Blavatsky’s mythical Tibetan Brother-
hood, ensconced in the Himalayas and presiding over the ancient wis-
dom of the advanced races, Hilton’s Lamasery preserves all the great works

7. A 1933 Time Magazine article portrays Juddha less flatteringly as a “wily Mongol” with a “devious
mind” who feared that the proposed aerial photography “sounded like preparation for invasion” (Time
1933: 28). As the following footnote indicates, Juddha’s fears were completely justified.

8. Although officially billed as a scientific endeavor, the April 1933 Everest flights had much more
complicated motives. Funded by the wealthy British fascist Lady Houston, and backed by a rogue’s
gallery of ultra-rightwing Britons, the “Houston Mount Everest Expedition” was also intent on using
aerial photographs to create survey maps for the British Army (Zander 2010: 326). Furthermore, at a
time of feared British racial degeneracy and in the face of anticolonial resistance in India, Lady Hous-
ton believed that the expedition would “show India that we are still a virile and active race, and can
overcome difficulties with energy and vigour, both for ourselves and for India” (in Zander 2010: 323).

9. Lost Horizon received the Hawthornden Prize, a British literary award for fiction.
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of (mainly Western) civilization against an impending global calamity.'
Snug in his magical Himalayan valley, where time is mysteriously slowed,
the High Lama (a Catholic priest from Luxembourg) explains: “Here we
shall stay with our books and our music and our meditations, conserving
the frail elegancies of a dying age, and seeking such wisdom as men will
need when their passions are all spent. We have a heritage to cherish and
bequeath” (Hilton 1998 [1933]: 191). Written at a time of intense anxiety
and pessimism over the future of Western civilization, Lost Horizon reveals
far more about its author’s cultural context than about the Himalayas
(Hutt 1996: 51).

As such, Hilton’s novel captured the imagination of an age. With its
bizarre mix of Buddhism and Christianity, its Christian Dalai Lama figure,
its Tibet cleansed of all filth and discomfort, Shangri-La was the perfect
distillation of centuries of Western fantasies about the Himalayas. In the
midst of its problems, the West needed a Shangri-La and the only place on
earth unknown enough to harbor it was the mystical vastness of the Hi-
malayas. Its name eventually appended to everything from boutiques and
porn sites to poodles and US battleships, Shangri-La has to be one of the
“key words” of the twentieth century and, arguably, “the most powerful
utopian myth of a largely dystopian century” (Schell 2000: 243).

While Hilton’s Lost Horizon may be the most enduring early twentieth-
century popular cultural treatment of the Himalayas, it was only part of a
veritable tidal wave of works featuring travels, real and imagined, in South
Asia and the Himalayas. On the nonfiction end of the spectrum were
popular travel accounts. With much of Western Asia in European colonial
hands following World War I, overland travels between Europe and South
Asia became more appealing. Robert Byron’s (1905-1941) famous The Road
to Oxiana (1937), about a journey through Persia and Afghanistan, is re-
garded as a classic in travel literature. A young shoestring traveler with a
love for the exotic and close ties to local people, some have called Byron
the first hippie. In 1939 Swiss explorer Ella Maillart (1903-1997) became
the first person, to my knowledge, to drive a car overland from Europe
to India. With Maillart already famous for having walked from Peking to

10. Hilton likely based the place Shangri-La on the Tibetan “Shambhala”—the legendary Himala-
yan paradise inhabited by enlightened immortals. Madam Blavatsky introduced the Shambhala myth
to Western popular culture after which it became a recurrent theme in generations of Theosophical
writings. The word “Shangri-La” bears close resemblance to Changri-la (in Tibetan: Chang-peak-pass)
an actual place just west of Mt. Everest. It’s not hard to imagine Hilton poring over maps of the Ever-
est region widely published in books and the popular press and being captivated by what must have
seemed like an impossibly out-of-the-way place. (At least two others have noted the similarity between
Nepal’s Changri-la and the fictional Shangri-La: Simpson 1976 [1967]: 20 and M. B. Shrestha 2000:
123)

17



CHAPTER ONE

Kashmir in the early 1930s, her 1947 book The Cruel Way documents an
overland journey that hundreds of thousands of European and American
youth undertook between the mid-1950s and the late 1970s (when the
Iranian Revolution and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan shut off the
route). By the 1940s the idea of Western youth traveling to Asia (for ad-
venture and enlightenment) had settled into the popular imagination to
the extent that Somerset Maugham’s youthful American hero in The Ra-
zor’s Edge (1944) could wander off to India, settle down with a guru in an
ashram," and achieve nirvana.'?

The early twentieth century saw many other popular culture repre-
sentations of Asia and the Himalayas. On the heels of Rudyard Kipling’s
popular novel Kim (1898), which featured an endearing Tibetan Lama
as one of its main characters, in 1901 Arthur Conan Doyle, a Spiritual-
ist with deep interest in Theosophy, resurrected the great detective Sher-
lock Holmes. Conan Doyle had killed Holmes almost a decade earlier, but
popular demand—and cash-flow issues—summoned him back from what
turned out not to have been death, but a secret escape to Tibet where he
spent his “lost years” in the guise of a Norwegian explorer and had even
met the Dalai Lama (Bishop 2001: 206). In 1908 American Levi H. Dowl-
ing was the first (I believe) to account for another set of “lost years”—those
of Jesus Christ. Dowling claimed to have transcribed his Aquarian Gospel
of Jesus the Christ from the celestial “Akashic records,” the mystic mind
of God accessible to the select through meditation and astral projection.
Dowling’s Aquarian Gospel was only one of many stories according to
which, during the decade before Jesus’s ministry began, he lived in India
and Tibet from whence he introduced Buddhism to the West in the form
of Christianity (Bishop 1989:182).

In the same spirit of Ex Oriente Lux (“out of the East, light”), novelist
Hermann Hesse (1877-1962) made a literary career and won the Nobel
Prize for Literature in 1946 out of his fascination with South Asian phi-
losophy and Theosophy. In 1911 Hesse traveled to India and later called
himself a Hindu (1974: 177). From Siddhartha (1922), a novel depicting the
life of the Buddha; to Steppenwolf (1929), which Hesse claimed was based
on Buddhist philosophy; to Journey to the East (1932), an allegorical tale of
striving for Eastern wisdom, Hesse pointed to “the eternal strivings of the

11. The guru and ashram in Maugham’s book are modeled after Sri Ramana Maharshi (1878-1950)
whom Maugham visited in 1938 at his ashram at Tiruvannamalai in South India.

12. Maugham'’s novel was made into a film several times but—tellingly—in the most recent incar-
nation (1984) the hero’s enlightenment occurs not in an Indian Hindu ashram, but in a Tibetan Bud-
dhist monastery (Bishop 2001: 216).
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human spirit towards the East, towards Home” (Hesse 1956 [1932]: 13).
Like the works of Carl Jung (who also believed that “the East is inside all
of us” [in Bishop 1989: 234]), Hesse’s novels underwent a huge popular
revival during the 1960s as a new generation of countercultural strivers
embarked on their own journeys to the East.

If Hesse’s novels appealed to the philosophically minded, Kipling and
Hilton aimed to reach a more mainstream reader. But Tibet and Nepal also
showed up in plenty of “low-brow” literature during the early twentieth
century. In what was probably its debut before a truly mass audience,
Kathmandu was featured in a hugely popular piece of dancehall doggerel
entitled “The Green Eye of the Little Yellow God” written in 1911 by J. Mil-
ton Hayes. In the style of a Kipling ballad, the poem begins:

There’s a one-eyed yellow idol to the north of Khatmandu [sic],
There’s a little marble cross below the town

And a broken-hearted woman tends the grave of Mad Carew
While the yellow god forever gazes down.

Through ten more stanzas we learn of Mad Carew’s brave attempt to
snatch the green eye of the little yellow god for his sweetheart, only to be
mysteriously murdered (by the god? a vengeful native?). The poem was
endlessly recited and parodied in films, radio shows, and songs for genera-
tions, especially in Britain, and even made a cameo appearance in John
Lennon’s “Nobody Told Me” (1984)." Thanks to Hayes’s poem, for much
of the twentieth century far more Britons had heard of Kathmandu than
of Nepal.

In the US representations of the Himalayas entered true pulp fiction
in the 1940s with the birth of comic book hero the Green Lama—a.k.a.
Jethro Dumont, Sorbonne PhD and son of an American millionaire—and
his sidekick Dr. Pali, mild-mannered Buddhist priest. The Green Lama
had acquired superhuman powers while studying Buddhism in Tibet (at
“Drepung College”™) but returned to New York to put his powers to use
fighting evil “Japs” and Nazis. Refusing to carry weapons but able to gener-
ate electricity from his body, the Green Lama would levitate into battle—

13. One stanza runs:

Everyone’s a winner, and no one seems to lose.
There’s a little yellow idol to the north of Katmandu.
Everybody’s flying and no one leaves the ground.

14. Drepung is the name of an actual ancient monastery on the outskirts of Lhasa.
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pecs bulging, dressed in green monk’s robes, chanting the Buddhist man-
tra “Om Mani Padme Hum!”—foiling crime (more or less) nonviolently
(Brauen 2004: 119-20).%

When a genre becomes the object of parody, you know it has reached
the popular culture saturation point. Such finally was the fate of Tibet—
along with lamas, yaks, explorers, and orientalia in absurdum—when in
1931 T. Walter Williams published the first of a six-year series of tongue-
in-cheek articles in the New York Times chronicling the adventures of
Marmaduke M. Mizzle, “the adventurous Mincing Lane caraway seed
merchant.” Between 1931 and 1937 the newspaper published at least five'®
elaborate farcical accounts of Mizzle’s travels and his eventual retirement
in a Lamasery in Shigatse. The final installment, featured on the front
page, was entitled, “M. M. Mizzle Quits His Lamasery, Pursued by Sable
Amazon on Yak: Famous Caraway Seed Expert Also Tires of Tibetan Diet,
So He Sets Out for Calcutta—OIld Friend Winglefoot, the Tea Taster, Gets
News in Letter Written in Lion’s Blood.” In Williams’s spoofs we see that,
by the 1930s, the West’s romantic fixation on the exotic Himalayas had
reached a level of absurdity that suggested the joke was “on us”—as it had
been for at least a century before and, to a large extent, still is.

Proto-Tourism: Adventures in “The Last Home of Mystery”

By 1951 even fewer Westerners had visited Kathmandu than Lhasa, the
more remote capital of Tibet. Increasingly fearful of their future as dynas-
tic autocrats, the Rana family virtually forbade the movement of foreign-
ers into, or Nepalis out of, Nepal. Above all, the Ranas hoped to prevent in
Nepal the nationalist politics that convulsed late colonial India, knowing
full well that if the pro-Rana British departed they too would be quickly
swept from power.

To do so the Ranas tried to isolate Nepalis from any knowledge of the
burgeoning Indian independence movement along with any impression
of Westerners that would undermine belief in the legitimacy of British rule
in India. From the British perspective, allowing Nepal de jure indepen-
dence provided the Raj with a dependent buffer state along their north-
ern border. Furthermore, as the British became more and more reliant on
Nepali “Gurkha” recruits for their imperial armies, maintaining Nepal as

15. For a full “hero history” of The Green Lama, see http://www.majorspoilers.com/hero-history
-the-green-lama.

16. A New York Times archive search for “T. Walter Williams,” “Tibet,” and “Mizzle” turned up five
articles but there may be more.
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an isolated feudal state was part of a broader colonial strategy: the Brit-
ish were happy to help the Ranas keep the rest of the world out of Nepal
(Landon 1993 [1928], 2:2).

Aside from the small quota of guests allowed to visit the British Resident
and his legation in Kathmandu, any Western visitor to Nepal had to have a
personal written invitation from the Rana prime minister himself. Among
them were a few carefully controlled journalists representing a few hand-
picked popular magazines. For example, in the late 1910s and again in the
early 1930s Rana rulers allowed National Geographic writers and photogra-
phers into Nepal on carefully choreographed tours (White 1920; Chetwode
1935). While revealing Nepal’s exotic wonders to the world, the results were
pro-Rana propaganda screeds with writers like Chetwode heaping praise
on the reigning Rana autocrat whom she calls “modern and enlightened
in his outlook and anxious to introduce any new invention which may
benefit his country” (1935: 328). In fact the Ranas were far more anxious to
keep foreigners out and regulate the world’s impressions of Nepal.

Aside from Indian Hindu pilgrims," very few foreigners were allowed
into Nepal. Of the many who went through the arduous process of apply-
ing for a visa at the offices of the Nepal government in Calcutta, very few
got the coveted approval by a Rana prime minister (Chand 2000: 11). One
of these was E. Alexander Powell (1879-1958), an American who, while
visiting Calcutta in 1927, applied for a Nepal visa almost on a whim. To
Powell’s surprise, Chandra SJB Rana promptly invited him to tour the
Kathmandu valley. According to Powell, the prime minister’s invitation
mentioned that “we have heard much of the great country from which
you come and it is a pleasure to welcome you to our small one” (Powell
1929:116).

It’s not hard to imagine that the Ranas, aware of rising US power, were
interested in promoting positive relations with the American public.
Chandra was also certainly aware that by 1927 Powell had already pub-
lished fifteen books chronicling his travels in various parts of the world.
Though an American, Powell’s pro-colonial politics and unmistakable im-
perial envy must have made him an attractive prospect for another posi-
tive popular treatment of Nepal.

The title of Powell’s book is as overblown and pretentious as the book
itself: The Last Home of Mystery: Adventures in Nepal, Together with Accounts
of Ceylon, British India, the Native States, the Persian Gulf, the Overland Desert
Mail and the Baghdad Railway (1929). Powell’s “adventures” consist mainly

17. The exception to Rana Nepal’s tourism phobia was the state’s tolerance of Hindu travelers visit-
ing religious sites in the Kathmandu valley.
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of hobnobbing with Indian princes and British colonial elites, drinking
to excess, and making crude sexual innuendos. The book is full of factual
errors delivered in a tone of swaggering self-confidence. A contemporary
British reviewer captures the book’s essence, describing it as “written in
modern American journalistic style. Mostly ill-informed and in bad taste”
(Morris 1931: 552).

More to the point is Powell’s treatment of Nepal. Even though Powell’s
visit was only one relatively small part of a larger journey, and makes up
only a few chapters, the book’s title identifies Nepal as the real trophy
destination: everywhere else rates as also-visited. Powell explains that

[most of] Nepalese territory has never been trodden by a white man. Unexplored, un-
mapped, virtually unknown, it is literally the last home of mystery. . . . The adjoining
country of Tibet, traditionally regarded as the final great secret of geography [is well
explored] and the literature on the subject fills many book shelves. But the bibliogra-
phy of Nepal consists of less than a score of volumes. (1929: 177)

With the secrets of Tibet now revealed, Nepal—thanks to its autocratic
rulers—remained “the last home of mystery.”

Powell’s account of Nepal follows what was already a standard tourist
narrative. Crossing the Indian frontier, he is met by Nepali officials who
travel overland with him to the base of the mountains. From there start
the author’s epic struggles, on horseback or in coolie-carried palanquin,
up the rocky trail until finally reaching the summit of the second pass.
Below was a vast dazzlingly green level valley, studded with golden-spired
cities, threaded with glittering rivers, with a range of magnificent snow-
clad mountains spread across the northern horizon. At the foot of the trail
automobiles met official visitors (the cars also having been lugged over the
same miserable trail by massive teams of porters's).

For their part, the Ranas scored not just another popular Nepal travel-
ogue, but one that portrayed their regime in the best possible light. Powell
described the Rana government as “distinctly progressive, . . . eager to do
as much for the welfare of its people as restricted resources and the limita-
tions imposed by nature will permit” (1929: 179). This is regardless of the
fact that the modern developments that Powell references—electricity,

18. Stories and photos of vehicles and other massive objects being carried over the passes into the
Kathmandu Valley are one of the most frequently recurring themes in Nepal travel literature. One of
the most amazing photos is of a large steamroller being dragged by hundreds of porters over wooden
rollers up the steep narrow trail. “In its packing-case it looked like a cottage, and beside it stood the
overseer singing the solo which the three hundred coolies answer, with a final stacco [sic] as they throw
their weight on to the ropes. Where we passed it the incline was not steep, but it moved only four
inches with each pull” (Harris 1939: 229).
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hospital, railway, and aerial ropeway—were all almost exclusively for the
use of the Ranas alone. Or that the country’s “restricted resources” were
limited mainly due to the fact that the Ranas ran what has been called a
“private-enterprise state” (Mihaly 2002 [1965]: 16), systematically pillag-
ing state funds to support their lavish lifestyle. Powell portrays ordinary
Nepalis in contrast to the enlightened Ranas and their beneficent gover-
nance; he paints Nepalis as backward and ignorant (1929: 179). As for Rana
isolationism, Powell explains that it was meant to protect the delicate sen-
sitivities of Nepal’s “liberty-loving mountaineers” (1929:178). Prime Min-
ister Chandra could hardly have asked for a better white-washing of Rana
Nepal’s autocratic rule than Powell’s Last Home of Mystery.

Fewer than around 150 Westerners visited Kathmandu in the first half
of the twentieth century. Of them many wrote books prominently featur-
ing their Nepal visits,” and none could resist congratulating themselves
on having reached a location that was already highly exoticized in the
Western imagination. In the early 1930s Etherton explained that

Kathmandu has become an almost legendary capital associated with romantic poetry
and mysterious yellow idols. There are so few un-trodden places left in the world for
European feet that the last of them, of necessity, impose a peculiar and an added ap-
peal upon the mind. (1934: 14)

In the late 1940s visiting American Dillon Ripley called Kathmandu “a
secluded storied city, out of the world, beyond time, the ‘Jewel in the Lo-
tus’” (1952: 2).2° Newsweek magazine’s first-ever article on Nepal was titled
“Nepal: Welcome to Shangri-La” and referred to “the Shangri-La valley of
Katmandu” (Newsweek 1947: 40). Prefigured by yellow idols, stories of Bud-
dhist wonderlands, and images of Shangri-La, Kathmandu had acquired
the romantic appeal once reserved for Lhasa.

The End of an Era

By the 1940s the geopolitical tectonics of South and Central Asia were
rapidly shifting. With Indian independence increasingly a matter of when
not if, Nepal’s Rana rulers were desperate to find new foreign patrons

19. These include Dekobra 1930, Elwes 1930, Etherton 1934, Harris 1939, Cutting 1940, and Mac-
kenzie 1949.

20. Ripley later became secretary of the Smithsonian Institution but during World War II served
with the forerunner of the CIA as a spy in Asia. See Lewis 2002 for a convincing argument that Ripley’s
1947 visit to Nepal was likely a spy mission, not the birding expedition that he claimed.
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who might help prop up their anachronistic feudal state. As the British
emerged from World War II severely weakened, the Ranas made diplo-
matic overtures to other European nations, but especially to the United
States (as discussed in chapter 2). Following Indian independence in 1947,
the Ranas played the ever more dangerous game of selectively opening
their country to outsiders while ruthlessly suppressing political dissent.

One of the most interesting Rana strategies involved mountaineering.
After having denied the British access to the Himalayan peaks for decades,
in 1950 the Ranas suddenly approved British and French bids to climb An-
napurna. Led by Maurice Herzog, the successful French expedition was
the first ever to climb over eight thousand meters. (By contrast, the poorly
planned British effort was a complete failure and got no publicity [Roberts
n.d.a.].) Ultimately it was too little too late for the Ranas, but Herzog’s
climb (and his best-selling 1952 book) helped thrust Nepal back into the
world’s attention.

In the 1940s Tibetan authorities too were worried about their future
in a changing world. For the previous thirty years Tibet had enjoyed an
anxious autonomy as China slid into civil war following the collapse of
the Qing Dynasty in 1911. But with a Communist victory immanent, Ti-
betan unease turned into distress. For the first time in its history, in 1948
the Tibetan government sent delegations to India, the United States, and
Europe hoping to secure support for its claims to national independence.
Then in 1949, taking a page from the Rana regime’s public relations play-
book, the Tibetans uncharacteristically granted a request from veteran
American journalist and broadcaster Lowell Thomas?' (and his son Lowell
Thomas Jr.) to come to Lhasa, hoping to use the American’s star power to
bring Tibet’s plight to world attention. Thomas’s trip was also a coup for
CBS radio. Thomas’s taped interviews and reportage—the first ever from
Tibet—“had an enormous impact on listeners when they aired back in the
United States” (Schell 2000: 265). The Thomases also rehearsed the role of
“Ugly American” tourists, arriving in Lhasa with strikingly inappropriate
gifts for the young fourteenth Dalai Lama: a waste-paper basket made from
the leg of an elephant (Buddhists oppose killing animals) and an ivory
cigarette holder (the Dalai Lama did not smoke and in fact tobacco was
officially banned in Tibet) (Selby 2008: 55, Tuladhar 2004: 50).

Nevertheless, Thomas’s broadcasts were well-received by the American
public, as was Thomas Jr.s book (1950). Conditioned by a century of ro-
manticized depictions of the Himalayan region, many people were al-

21. By the time Thomas (1892-1981) was invited to Tibet he was immediately familiar to American
media consumers. In 1930 Thomas became the first person to host a television news broadcast and for
decades was the narrating voice of the ubiquitous “Movietone” newsreels.
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ready inclined to support Tibet. But with the specter of world communism
looming, the idea of the archetypically evil Reds invading the archetypi-
cally peace-loving Tibetans made for an emotionally charged view of Ti-
bet’s fate (even if the Western powers did almost nothing to support Ti-
betan autonomy). In October 1950 the Chinese People’s Liberation Army
moved into Tibet, overcoming armed resistance until finally taking Lhasa
in the early 1950s and eventually forcing the Dalai Lama to flee to India
in 1959. By fateful coincidence, the Red Army’s invasion of Tibet corre-
sponded with the turbulent last days of the Rana regime in Nepal, which
finally ended in February 1951 with the triumphal return of King Tribhu-
van. With the almost simultaneous closure of Tibet and opening of Nepal,
the fantasies, projections, and longings that had been focused on Tibet
now shifted to Nepal. Nepal—“the Last Home of Mystery”—was finally
open for business, and the world was waiting at its doors.
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TWO

Making Nepal a Destination:
The Cultural Politics of
Early Tourism

| do not think I have ever felt so far out of the world.

ELEANOR ROOSEVELT IN KATHMANDU, 1952

Even if the world’s imagination was primed for a place like
Nepal following World War II, Nepal itself was far from being
a tourist destination—the particular kind of place capable of
recognizing and accommodating the particular kind of per-
son known as a tourist. A host of complicated and conten-
tious transformations had to occur before the conceptual
space Nepal occupied in the West’s imagination could be
transposed onto an actual place ready for tourists to occupy.

First and foremost was the problem that in 1951 Nepal did
not officially exist in the emerging system of nation-states.
Before it could recognize tourists, Nepal itself had to become
arecognized place. In 1951 this was by no means a foregone
conclusion. Nepal’s history of de facto (if not de jure) de-
pendence on British colonial India meant that its sovereign
status vis-a-vis independent India was unclear—a fact that
Indian leaders often observed, to the dismay of Nepalis. Had
Nepal not been identified as a Cold War “frontline state” bor-
dering Communist China, its fate might have been similar to
Sikkim or Kashmir, other quasi-independent Raj-era Hima-
layan territories swallowed up by India after 1947. Instead,
the Red Chinese invasion of Tibet transformed Nepal into a
player in a new great geopolitical game. Nepali leaders skill-
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fully used their new status to ward off unwanted Indian advances, and
to play the great powers against each other in competitions to provide
“development aid.”

A second transformation that had to occur before Nepal could become
a tourist destination was more subtle but no less challenging. Nepal may
have triggered visions of tourism in Western minds, but this was certainly
not the case for Nepalis. Emerging from a century of isolation, dazzled by
social and technological advances that seemed to have left them behind,
and enthusiastically embracing the rhetoric of “modernization” and “de-
velopment,” it was almost impossible for even the most cosmopolitan Ne-
palis to imagine why foreigners would want to come to Nepal. For Nepalis
things like mountains, temples, festivals, and rustic lifestyles were the very
obstacles that stood between them and modernity. It was only as tourist
dollars began to flow that Nepalis grasped the meaning of tourism and the
financial implications of Western fantasies.

Finally, before Nepal could become a tourist destination, it had to have
the accoutrements of tourism. In 1951 Kathmandu essentially had no ho-
tels or restaurants; no taxis, guides, or maps; no travel agencies or booking
offices. There was no commercial air service into the country. There was
not even a motor-able road linking Kathmandu with the outside world.
There was no government agency capable of regulating visitors. There was
no such thing as a tourist visa. Nepal could not be a tourist destination
until it had a tourist infrastructure and policies that acknowledged the
existence of tourists.

Nepal and the Rise of the Postwar Interstate System

The decades before and after World War II saw a profound shift in global
relations and systems of power. In place of colonial dependencies emerged
a new system of interstate relations in which a world of independent sov-
ereign nation-states interacted in an ostensibly democratic system of mu-
tually beneficial international cooperation and free trade. Though cer-
tainly an advance over colonialism, the postwar world order was hardly
as benign as its major proponent, the United States, claimed. Catapulted
into the position of reigning world superpower, and eager to translate its
economic might into political power, after World War II the US champi-
oned the cause of decolonization in the name of freedom and human
rights. The US held up the vision of a world of United Nations, each for-
mally equal and free to (peacefully) pursue its own interests—interests
that were increasingly construed to be economic interests. Along with the
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United Nations, the US led the way in establishing huge new global finan-
cial institutions—the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, and others—that reconstituted
interstate relations as economic relations, facilitating and safeguarding
the movement of capital around the world. In the new world of indepen-
dent nation-states and free trade, military conquest was condemned but
corporations were freed to “compete” in the new global market.!

Whereas nineteenth-century British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli
had justified British imperialism in the name of spreading British civili-
zation (something that all people would naturally wish to acquire and
against which only ignorance and despotism could stand), in the 1940s
and 1950s the United States advocated national self-determination, de-
mocracy, open doors, progress, freedom, and free trade (things that all
people would naturally wish to acquire and against which only ignorance
and despotism could stand). In the postwar global arena a modern, US-
backed “development” doctrine replaced Britain’s old “civilizing mission”
as the principle Third World “transition narrative”—the story of what
every nation should become but can only accomplish under the (ostensi-
bly disinterested) tutelage of an external power (Chakrabarty 2000:30). To
any new postcolonial nation-state the US would offer “aid” to help set it
on the road to development, modernization, and open markets.

Given Rana Nepal’s need for patronage (as Britain prepared to withdraw
from India) and the United States’ drive to replace the old colonial world
with a new system of independent nation-states (atomized and easier to
control bilaterally), it is not surprising that these two parties found each
other in the years following World War II. Notably the US did not wait
until after Nepal had thrown off its dictatorial, autocratic rulers before in-
viting it into the fold of independent sovereign nations. In 1944 and 1945
the US sent officials to Kathmandu seeking to establish direct political and
economic ties (Satterthwaite 1947:10). Once they received the US’s official
recognition of their independence in a proclamation from President Tru-
man in March 1947 (USIS 1997:10), by April 1947 Rana Nepal was ready to
sign an Agreement of Commerce and Friendship (Satterthwaite 1947:37)?
making the US only the second nation (after Britain) to establish full dip-
lomatic relations with Nepal.

Against India’s wishes, in 1949 the US officially supported Nepal’s

1. My understanding of post-World War II geopolitics draws significantly from the work of Kelly
and Kaplan 2001, Mitchell 2002, and Chakrabarty 2000.

2. Coverage of the Satterthwaite mission marks Nepal’s first headlined appearance in the pages
of Time (1947) and Newsweek (1947). (A few earlier articles mentioned Nepal in the context of other
news events.)
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unsuccessful bid to be admitted into the United Nations (USIS 1997:15).
Already concerned over the US’s aggressive wooing of Nepal before 1947,
independent India saw American interest in Nepal as a threat to Indian
authority on the subcontinent (Mihaly 2002:30). India envisioned itself
replacing Britain as South Asia’s paramount power and did not welcome
American meddling with what had been a (colonial) Indian dependent
state.

India got its chance to influence Nepal’s course in the dramatic events
that unfolded in 1950 leading to the end of Rana rule. Aware of rising anti-
Rana agitation, Nepal’s King Tribhuvan began plotting a bid to include
the long-disempowered monarchy in the inevitable post-Rana political
scene. With help from the new Indian Ambassador in Kathmandu, Trib-
huvan devised a daring escape from the virtual house arrest that he and his
predecessors had lived under for the previous century. Ostensibly off on a
picnic, in November 1950 Tribhuvan and most of his family veered their
cars into the Indian Embassy compound, claimed political asylum, and
managed to negotiate safe passage to India.* The Ranas quickly declared
that Tribhuvan had abdicated and named one of the king’s grandsons,
Gyanendra, the new puppet monarch. In the US Time and Newsweek re-
ported the event, the former concluding that “Shri 3 [the Rana ruler] Wins
Again” (Time 1950).

In fact Time had called the fight too soon. In Delhi an alliance between
the king, the exiled Nepal Congress Party, and the US ultimately forced the
Ranas to recognize Tribhuvan as constitutional monarch of a new demo-
cratic state. On January 23, 1951, Tribhuvan (still in exile in Delhi) signed
the momentous General Agreement for Technical Cooperation between
Nepal and the United States, thereby allowing the US to launch an aggres-
sive foreign aid and development agenda in Nepal (Wood 1987:3). Trib-
huvan’s triumphant return to Kathmandu on February 18, 1951, officially
marked the end of Rana rule but, with both India and the US hoping to
shape Nepal’s standing in the postcolonial world, it did not clearly resolve
the exact nature of Nepal’s sovereignty.

In the inaugural address for his first (elected) term as president of the
US, in January 1949 Harry Truman announced an aggressive new foreign
policy objective to provide technical assistance to “developing coun-
tries” which were undergoing a “revolution of rising expectations.” In
the context of the Cold War if “rising expectations” went unmet, “frus-

3. Tribhuvan flew out of the Kathmandu Valley with the Indian Ambassador to Nepal, Surjit Singh
Majithia, in the ambassador’s four-seat Beachcraft Bonanza aircraft. Majithia is usually credited with
being the first person to land an aircraft in the Kathmandu Valley (in April 1949) (M. B. Shrestha
2000:36, Leuchtag 1958:144).
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trated millions would turn to radical political solutions,” a.k.a., commu-
nism (Mihaly 2002:3). On the borders of Communist China (with quasi-
independent Tibet already a victim), for Americans, Nepal had to be
turned into a bulwark against the Red Menace.

The US dispatched its first “Point IV” representatives to Nepal* in Janu-
ary 1952 with Paul W. Rose as director of the United States Technical Co-
operation Mission to Nepal (or TCM?®). Point IV policy was based on the
belief that US advisors sharing know-how and modeling hard work would
act as a “catalyst” for rapid change. With Nepalis eager to embrace new
knowledge and radically transform their society (US reasoning went),
modernization was merely a “technical” problem (Hindman 2002) to be
solved “within a relatively short time” (Mihaly 2002:32). Eleanor Roose-
velt, who visited Rose and other Point IV advisors in 1952, presumably
echoed the patronizing opinions of her hosts when she wrote:

The Nepalese seemed to me quiet, gentle and hard-working, people you could like
but who would have little ability to achieve the things they wanted by themselves. It
will take wise leadership and intelligent help from outside to prepare them for living
in a democracy. (Roosevelt 1953:211)

The US quickly discovered, however, that “wise leadership and intel-
ligent help” was useless without a government apparatus in place capable
of actually receiving “technical assistance” in the name of the state. Official
US policy soon shifted from catalysis to “capacity building” with American
advisors helping to establish government ministries capable of manag-
ing and spearheading “development” of all kinds. Thus by 1960 the main
result of US development aid to Nepal had been the creation of a bureau-
cratic apparatus that “could not carry on without American technicians or
funds,” manned by an educated middle class who proved to be “the main
beneficiary of the government expansion” (Mihaly 2002:87-88). The US
had not catalyzed much development but it had created something ap-
proaching a client state.

By the mid-1950s there were four main factions in Nepali politics—the
Nepal Congress Party (NCP), a Rana-backed party, Nepali communists of
various stripes, and the king—each of which viewed US intentions differ-
ently. Long at odds, the Ranas and the NCP effectively neutralized each

4. “Point IV” programs were named for the fourth agenda item in President Truman’s January
1949 inaugural address. For more detail on the program and its implementation in Nepal, see Hind-
man 2002.

5. The TCM was soon renamed the US Operations Mission (USOM) and later the US Agency for
International Development, Nepal (or USAID, Nepal).
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other, while factional bickering among communist groups effectively neu-
tralized them, leaving the king as the only real power (Mihaly 2002:24).
But whereas King Tribhuvan had been a reluctant dictator, after Tribhu-
van’s death in March 1955 his son Mahendra eagerly embraced the role.
Mahendra’s approach was to bully and divide the opposition so as to pro-
tectroyal authority. He repeatedly condemned Nepal’s political parties for
ineffective governance even while actively undermining the government’s
cohesion (Mihaly 2002:65).

Mahendra cleverly took the Truman Doctrine and ran with it—but not
in the direction that the US had hoped. Rather than accepting the status
of US Cold War client state, Mahendra set out to recruit as many foreign
powers as possible, from across the ideological spectrum, in a game of
competitive patronage (Croes 2006:13). The year 1955 “saw the beginnings
of the international scramble to aid Nepal” with China, Russia, India, and
others vying for Nepal’s political loyalties in a veritable Cold War auction
(Mihaly 2002:101). Mahendra used foreign aid both to prop up his domes-
tic legitimacy (as “father of development” in Nepal), and to (hopefully)
neutralize world powers by turning the Cold War into a bidding war.

Another important aim of Mahendra’s policy of courting international
donors was to literally increase foreign investment in Nepal’s status as a
sovereign state. Even after Nepal’s official admission into the United Na-
tions in 1955 (despite “stiff opposition” from India and Russia [Chand
2000:31)), its status vis-a-vis India remained tenuous. Independent India
made it clear that it viewed Nepal as lying within its sphere of influence
often treating Nepal more like a domestic territory than an independent
state: Indian aid came through domestic, not international channels;
Indian-funded projects in Nepal (airports, roads) had clear strategic value
to India and were built by the Indian Army, not civilian, engineers (Mihaly
2002:51-52). Indian Prime Minister Nehru said that, with regard to China,
“we consider the Himalayan mountains our border” (Mihaly 2002:50).
Playing on Indian anxieties, in 1956 Mahendra negotiated new treaties
with China that paid off in a whopping, no-strings-attached grant of 126
million dollars (Mihaly 2002:67). Mahendra adeptly played the powers
against each other and ended up with (literally) more money than Nepal
knew what to do with.

While mouthing support for democracy to Western donor states,
in fact Mahendra did everything in his power to squelch any electoral
process that he thought might diminish royal power. Mahendra repeat-
edly postponed elections and decreed a constitution that reserved wide-
ranging emergency powers for the Crown, including suspending the con-
stitution itself (Rose 1965:352). With elections finally set for 1959, the US
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decided to covertly influence the process in hopes of keeping royalists
and communists out of power. The Nepal Congress Party led by Bishwesh-
war Prasad (“B. P”) Koirala (1914-1982) was the clear favorite of India and
the US (in spite of Koirala’s mild socialist leanings). In his memoirs, CIA
agent Duane Clarridge describes giving Koirala a large sum of cash as a
“means to bolster the Nepali democratic process”—with authorization
coming all the way from CIA chief Allen Dulles (1997:65-66). King Ma-
hendra soon caught wind of the US largess to his rivals and informed the
US Ambassador that he too would appreciate some “election assistance”!®
In fact the NCP won the election in a landslide making B. P. Koirala the
country’s first elected prime minister. Koirala’s signature legislation—
redistributing land to the poor and taxing large property owners—was
widely popular but posed a direct threat to the king and other entrenched
elites.

Enraged by Koirala’s populism (and popularity), on December 15,1960,
Mahendra staged a bloodless royal coup d’état. He dissolved Parliament,
banned all political parties, and arrested Koirala and most other promi-
nent political figures, accusing them of “ruining the nation in the name
of democracy” (Mihaly 2002:126). In an interview with Time magazine,
Mahendra whined, “The Koirala government was always trying to put me
in an awkward position. . . . It preached that the King was standing in
the way of reform.” As for Koirala’s proposed property tax, Time quotes
Mahendra as asking, “Why should we pay taxes when we can always get
more money from the Americans?” (Time1961:27-28). He had a point. By
the early 1960s, “Nepal was,” in the words of one foreign expert, “being
smothered in foreign aid” (Wood 1987:189). With the US (and other coun-
tries) bankrolling the state, why raise taxes on Nepal’s ruling class and
risk alienating Mahendra’s main power base? Reasoning that “any anti-
communist government is a good government,” the US ultimately stood
behind Mahendra’ as it did with other “dictator democracies” (Egypt, Yu-
goslavia, Indonesia) around the world (Mihaly 2002:139).

Thus was born Mahendra’s infamous party-less “Panchayat Democ-
racy,” a system of autocratic royal rule backed by a rubber-stamp parlia-
ment. Organized politics went underground and, aside from a brief NCP
armed insurrection in 1962, waited decades for a change of political cli-

6. Clarridge describes a tense meeting at the palace during which he placed “an envelope” on a
table after trying to make small talk with a “clearly uncomfortable” Mahendra sporting his trademark
dark glasses and blank, mask-like face (1997:68-69).

7. The almost simultaneous Cuban Missile Crisis and Chinese invasion of contested areas along In-
dia’s Himalayan border (Morin 1995:67) must have contributed to the US’s willingness to turn a blind
eye to Mahendra’s antidemocratic scheming.

32



MAKING NEPAL A DESTINATION

mate. Far from holding Mahendra accountable, foreign donors rewarded
him, heaping vast amounts of aid money onto Nepal and transforming the
country into what one USAID worker dubbed a “development laboratory”
(Fujikura 1996:271) and its people into more or less helpless lab animals.

The foreign press quickly lost interest in Nepal, its experiment in demo-
cratic governance temporarily over. Between 1947 and 1961 the American
newsmagazines Time and Newsweek had published a combined total of
thirty-two articles on Nepal (> 2.25/year), almost all of them political re-
portage. But from 1962 to 1980 there were only thirteen articles on Nepal
(ca. 0.7/year), almost all of them on popular culture topics such as moun-
taineering. Even as Nepal gradually drifted out of the world’s political
consciousness (and conscience), attention was shifting to other popular
Western media that picked up coverage of Nepal, now portrayed as an ex-
otic tourism destination.

Diplomatic Tourism: 1951-1955

With the arrival of the first resident foreigners in the early 1950s a small,
tight-knit “expat” community soon developed. Representing various
diplomatic and aid missions (but dominated by Americans), almost all
foreigners living in Nepal had diplomatic status. With the exception of
Indian citizens, foreigners wishing to visit Nepal had to have either a dip-
lomatic passport or a personal invitation from someone who did. Almost
immediately Nepal—the “Once Forbidden Kingdom”—became a prized
vacation destination for US diplomatic personnel stationed around Asia
(Dammann 1995:58) and friends of resident foreigners (Wood 1987:82).
But for anyone else “formalities were long and difficult” with visas granted
only to foreigners with “specific objectives and well-guaranteed creden-
tials” (Peissel 1966:46, Dammann 1995:151).8 Even though foreigners were
eager to get into Nepal, Nepali officials were not eager to fling open the
doors. That Nepal might benefit from casual foreign visitors, or even that
people might want to visit Nepal for no apparent reason, never crossed
Nepali officialdom’s mind.

One problem for early visitors was that, unless you knew someone,
there was essentially nowhere to stay. Except for a few rather primitive
establishments catering to Indian travelers, there was nothing approxi-
mating the Western idea of a “hotel.” Visitors either stayed with resident

8. The fact that Americans were the first to establish a sizable resident community may explain
why a very high percentage of early visitors were from the US.
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foreigners or, in a practice that increased over time, rented furnished
homes or apartments from Rana elites on the outskirts of town. Before
long enterprising Nepalis began building rental housing for foreigners on
what was then farmland outside the old city. As more and more foreign-
ers arrived and as wealthy Nepalis joined them, these expat enclaves grew
into some of Kathmandu’s earliest residential suburbs.’

With the exception of the cosmopolitan elite, few Nepalis were initially
comfortable with foreigners. Beyond the obvious language and cultural
differences there were significant caste-related problems. Not only were
Westerners non-Hindus and therefore untouchable, but their beef-eating
ways also made them almost literally repulsive. Many early expats describe
working amicably with Nepali counterparts, sometimes for years, without
ever being invited to their homes or being introduced to family members.
One Nepali recalled a rare home visit by a European visitor in the early
1950s. He remembered the foreigner being served tea while visiting with
his father on the ground floor' of the family’s home in the old city. The
visit was exciting but, once the foreigner left, everything he touched was
thrown out and the women in the household spent days ritually purifying
the entire house (five floors) top to bottom! One foreigner remembered
how ordering tea at a roadside tea shop caused a minor riot among patrons
worried that his presence would ritually contaminate their food (Eskelund
1960:18). Concerns over ritual purity were longstanding (Liechty 1997)
and made it awkward for Nepalis to interact with foreigners even if they
were eager to do so.

Enjoying huge salaries by local standards, foreigners wanted to hire Ne-
pali domestic staff but often had to literally import servants from India in
the early 1950s (Dammann 1995:68). Eventually low-caste Nepalis (people
with little “purity” to lose) began working for foreigners, but finding local
cooks was still almost impossible. Because food and food transactions are
highly susceptible to ritual contamination according to orthodox Hindu
belief (Liechty 2005), Nepali elites employed Brahmans (the highest caste
rank) as cooks. But with Brahmans unwilling to really interact with un-
touchable foreigners, the only people foreigners could get to cook for
them were from the absolute lowest local caste groups (Wood 1987:93,
204)." Given Nepalis’ discomfort over physical contact, more than a few

9. For example, places like Kalimati, Ghantaghar, and Lazimpat. I am grateful to Purna Harsha Ba-
jracharya for pointing this out.

10. Any Nepali would have been insulted to be offered food on the ground floor, the least auspi-
cious, most ritually impure part of a Nepali house.

11. A few of these low-caste cooks went on to become pioneers in the city’s budget-class tourism
industry (see chapter 6).
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people noted the irony of the USOM’s official logo which depicted two
hands clasped in a (for Nepalis, polluting) handshake. Nepalis had plenty
of cultural barriers to overcome before they were ready to truly accept for-
eigners. Yet the lure of tourist dollars offered them plenty of incentives to
overcome their caste-based religious scruples.

Early Tourism: If You Build It, They Will Come

People who visited Kathmandu in the 1950s and 1960s often complained
that there was “only one hotel” or “there were no restaurants at all.” But
hotels and restaurants were there even if some visitors didn’t recognize
them as such. Kathmandu had been a trade and pilgrimage destination for
millennia with travelers carrying their own bedding and cooking equip-
ment and essentially camping in public shelters. The Ranas also built a
number of official guesthouses. By at least the 1940s Kathmandu saw its
first “hotels”—businesses offering rooms for a fee—along New Road, the
city’s main commercial thoroughfare. Catering mainly to Indian business
travelers, the Himalayan Hotel and Paras Hotel provided neither bedding
nor meals and did not have modern toilet or bathing facilities. The first
establishments approximating what a Westerner would recognize as res-
taurants (as opposed to tea or snack shops) were also on New Road and
catered to the same mainly Indian clientele.'?

Chand calls the Nepal Hotel “probably the first quality hotel” in Kath-
mandu (2000:51). In 1952 vacationing US State Department employee
Nancy Dammann picked the Nepal Hotel after learning that Kathmandu’s
two other “hotels” had neither plumbing nor toilets. Part of a converted
Rana palace, the Nepal Hotel provided meals but not bedding. Rooms
featured marble floors, ornate furniture, portraits of Ranas on the walls,
and a bathroom with a faucet and an Asian-style toilet (1995:58). Once
other higher-quality hotels opened, the Nepal Hotel seemed to have shut
its doors.

Around late 1952 Thomas Mendies, an enterprising Anglo-Indian (an
Indian citizen of mixed Asian and European descent), opened the first
relatively successful foreign-class hotel in Nepal: the Snow View located
in Lazimpat, a few kilometers north of the old city (Adhikari 2005a). After
Indian independence Anglo-Indians faced uncertain futures and while

12. The Rangana Café (Dammann 1995:81) and Rendezvous Restaurant (Chand 2000:51) on New
Road were, in the early 1950s, basically Indian hangouts serving Indian food and perhaps therefore not
“real” restaurants in the minds of some early Western visitors. The first Kathmandu guidebook barely
mentions restaurants outside of the few Western-standard hotels; see Shrestha 1956:22.
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many immigrated to Europe, Mendies made his way to Kathmandu in
the early 1950s apparently motivated both by commercial and Christian
missionary interests. Mendies purchased a large house and renovated it
into a hotel featuring four rooms with private baths, nine with a shared
bath, and a dining room that could seat seventy-five. He installed electric
lighting, hired and trained a staff of local boys (including orphans), and
offered sightseeing tours in his army surplus jeep (Adhikari 2005a). Visi-
tors describe the Snow View as “shoddily furnished” but clean, with Bibles
by every bed and Christian prints on the walls. Completing the somewhat
puritanical atmosphere, Mendies refused to sell alcohol or cigarettes to his
craving guests (Morris 1963:52).1

When it came to tourism, Mendies was a visionary but one slightly too
far ahead of the curve. Business was poor. With few tourists arriving at his
door, Mendies soon resorted to meeting every incoming plane, hoping
to snare the rare visitor who hadn’t already arranged lodging (Adhikari
2005a). He also had to periodically fly to Patna in north India to stock
up on basic hotel supplies such as butter, jam, cheese, coffee, and toilet
paper (Adhikari 2001). For extra income Mendies opened the Snow View’s
dining room to adventuresome Nepalis and resident foreigners, offering
special meals on Western holidays.

In February 1956 Mendies married Elizabeth McDonald, a Canadian
missionary who had been working with the Salvation Army in Calcutta
(Adhikari 2005b). Together they tried to keep the Snow View afloat with
Betty Mendies now meeting airplanes and trying to steer tourists their way
(Rai 2005a). But business was still terrible. At one point in 1956 the Snow
View went three months without a single guest (Adhikari 2005b).

Finally the couple had the idea of converting the Snow View’s dining
room into a Chinese restaurant. They hired two Chinese immigrants from
Calcutta, a Mr. Wong and a Mr. Fong, and opened the new restaurant on
March 27, 1957, to much acclaim. On the first day Mendies served the
American Ambassador to Nepal, other foreigners, affluent locals includ-
ing Ranas and royalty, and Nepal government officials. From then on the
restaurant was a popular spot for the city’s upper crust (Adhikari 2005Db,
2005c¢). Encountering noodles for the first time, some people were turned
oft by their resemblance to worms but gradually locals acquired a taste for
Chinese food (Adhikari 2005c). One of the restaurant’s regulars was Nepal
Congress Party leader B. P. Koirala. During his years in prison following
the royal coup of 1961, Mendies often took food to Koirala, no doubt the

13. Even today Kathmandu old-timers remember the Snow View with suspicion, repeating rumors
of Mendies trying to convert his boys to Christianity, and speculating on whether the business was a
front for then-banned missionary activity.
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1 Kathmandu Taxis, Dec. 1956. Courtesy of Anatol Eberhard.

first Chinese “take-out” in Nepali history (Adhikari 2005¢)! Their Chinese
restaurant helped the Mendieses pull through until tourist arrivals began
to pick up in the late 1950s and the Snow View Hotel continued at least
into the early 1970s (Raj 1973:17).14

The Royal Hotel

For tourism to have any chance of developing in Nepal, two basic things
had to happen: the government had to recognize the existence and desir-
ability of tourists by issuing tourist visas, and Kathmandu hotels had to
establish links with international tour and travel agencies. By the early
1950s plenty of Nepali elites were aware of tourism, but the thought of
Kathmandu becoming a tourist destination never crossed their minds. A
retired Nepali official who had worked with American development advi-
sors in the early 1950s described how

soon some Americans from the [USOM] suggested to some people in the government
that maybe they ought to set up a tourism department. Those government people,

14. In 1961 the couple opened an orphanage called “Mendies’ Haven” and eventually shifted their
full attention to that cause. Tom Mendies died in 1990 but “Mummy Mendies” continued running
their children’s home in Kathmandu (Rai 2005a).
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their first response was, “Tourism? What'’s that?” Then the Americans explained that,
well, that’s where people from other countries come to your country to see what
things are like. All they [the Nepalis] could respond was [by saying], “Why would
they want to come here?” But then someone said, “No, we can show them our black-
topped road, and some of our new tall buildings, and also we can go out in the night
and show them our street lights all in a row.” [laughter] When the Americans said that
“yes, those things are very nice, but they really want to see the temples, the festivals,
the mountains,” the Nepali officials just smiled and thought [to themselves] that these
Americans were mad!

The other basic challenge facing the nascent tourism industry in Kath-
mandu was simply access to tourists. Travel was much more awkward,
time-consuming, and expensive than it is today. Commercial air service
was mainly intra-continental: most people continued to cross the Atlantic
and Pacific by ship even if they traveled across Europe and Asia by plane.
Because of the time and expense involved, through the 1950s most world
travelers were wealthy retirees, 80 percent of whom were Americans
(Satyal 1999:75). Additionally, in an era before easy telecommunications,
making arrangements for a long trip was so complicated that it required
a travel agent working in conjunction with tour operators around the
world. For Nepal to become a destination it had to tap into this stream—
something that Tom Mendies at the Snow View Hotel was unable to do.

In Nepal the person responsible for making breakthroughs with both
tourist visas and the travel industry was Boris Lissanevitch. In the world of
Nepali tourism, Lissanevitch is a legendary (somewhat tragic) character—
often dubbed “the father of tourism”—and I will be devoting a full chapter
(see chapter 4) to his story. Known then and now simply as “Boris,” I will
refer to him by his first name. From 1955 to 1969 Boris ran the Royal Hotel
in Kathmandu, Nepal’s first successful tourist hotel. Featured in scores of
Western popular media write-ups about Nepal, Boris became an attraction
in and of himself, his fame so great that it eventually rankled King Mahen-
dra and other royals who contributed to his downfall.

In the last decades of the Rana era Nepal’s King Tribhuvan traveled to
Calcutta periodically, mainly for medical treatment, though always under
the watchful eyes of his Rana handlers who were intent on keeping their
figurehead king just that. In Calcutta Tribhuvan met Boris who, by the late
1930s, had become manager and charismatic front-man of the 300 Club, a
glitzy private association patronized mainly by wealthy Indians, including
many of the princes and maharajas that had been excluded from snooty
(racist) British clubs (Sinha 2001). The Ranas too were members and, when
in Calcutta, frequented the 300 Club. There Tribhuvan and Boris met and
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became fast friends. Boris is said to have arranged clandestine meetings
between the king and Nepali anti-Rana opposition figures living in India.
Following Tribhuvan’s triumphal return to Kathmandu in 1951, Boris and
his Danish wife, Inger, were among the first people the king invited to visit
Nepal as his personal guests. According to Inger, “We immediately fell in
love with the country. It was, ‘“This is where we want to live.”” (Rai 2005b).

It was Boris who first pitched the idea of tourism to a skeptical king.
Despite their doubts, Boris convinced the king and his son Prince Basund-
hara to help him lease a large Rana palace on the outskirts of town. In
1954 Boris and Inger imported materials from Calcutta and, with a crew of
Nepali and Indian craftsmen, renovated the first two floors of the palace.
They partitioned rooms and added private baths sufficient to accommo-
date twenty-five people, roughly the passenger load of a DC3 aircraft. In
February 1955 the hotel was ready for guests but, despite Boris’s pleading,
the government still would not issue tourist visas. Finally, in March 1955,
Boris convinced Tribhuvan to admit a select group of tourists. His money
tied up in the renovated palace, Boris gambled that the royals would relax
visa restrictions if they could actually see tourists enjoying themselves in
Nepal.

The story of the first visitors is an almost mythical affair in the annals
of Nepal tourism. In 1980 Boris reminisced:

| can remember the very first tourist agent representing Thomas Cook who, in Oc-
tober 1954, asked my help in opening up Nepal to travelers. . . . King Tribhuvan was
away in Switzerland [where he died shortly thereafter] so it was to Crown Prince
Mahendra that | took my request. His Royal Highness thought it a good idea but won-
dered what foreign visitors would want to see and buy in Nepal. In February 1955,
when | ran the Royal Hotel, the first tourists ever visited Kathmandu. There were about
20 of them, mostly elderly ladies and all very rich. They fell madly in love with Kath-
mandu and bought all the local arts and crafts | had on display in the hotel. His Royal
Highness Prince Mahendra was present and immediately turning to some officials
with him, commanded that tourist visas should be introduced. (in Satyal 1999:74-75)

Boris’s wager had paid off—the tourism door had been thrown open—but
Tribhuvan’s death was a bad omen. Without his close friend and royal
patron, Boris’s position in the big-fish-infested small pond of Kathmandu
was precarious.

Key to Boris’s initial and ongoing success was his ties to the Thomas

15. Here Boris’s memory was a bit off. Worldwide media coverage of the event places the first tour-
ists’ arrival in late March 1955.
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Cook travel agency. Probably the leading travel and tour operator in the
1950s, Thomas Cook had offices around the world including in India. Ac-
cording to one of Boris’s friends, it was a Thomas Cook agent in Bombay
who suggested that Boris open a hotel in Kathmandu. Several luxury cruise
lines were bringing tourists to Indian ports from where passengers flew to
sightseeing destinations around the subcontinent. The agent reportedly
told Boris, “We’d charter a flight to Kathmandu if there was a hotel.”

Thus Nepal’s first official tourists were passengers on the RMS Caronia,
a British Cunard Line cruise ship. In an era when most ocean liners still
served the utilitarian function of hauling people across oceans, the Caro-
nia was the first of a new breed that turned cruising into a luxury holiday.
Launched in 1947 the Caronia was the first ship with a swimming pool,
a bathroom in every cabin, and air-conditioning. In 1951 the Caronia be-
gan specializing in round-the-world tours for very wealthy clients and was
soon dubbed “the Cunard dollar factory” by the New York Times (Rosen-
thal 1955). In late March 1955 twenty-four wealthy cruisers disembarked
from the Caronia at Bombay and flew to Kathmandu. After perfectly play-
ing their epic roles as eager, conspicuously consuming elites, the group
flew back to Madras where they rejoined the Caronia.

Though hardly an earth-shaking event, Nepal’s tourism debut received
heavy press coverage. The New York Times, Christian Science Monitor, and
other newspapers ran articles, most stressing how few foreigners had
previously entered the “once forbidden territory” (Chicago Daily Tribune
1955). Travel magazine ran a feature and even Newsweek gushed about the
tourists’ trip “Into a ‘Forbidden Land’” (1955). The Los Angeles Times pro-
claimed Kathmandu “the new million-dollar word in travel,” destined to
join Bali and Tahiti “in every around-the-world folder” (Hemphill 1956).
But the article that most captured the US public’s imagination was the
four-page photo spread in Life—the leading mass-circulation magazine of
its time—showing nattily dressed matrons at the Royal Hotel and visiting
sites in the old city (Life 1955). For countless Americans this Life feature
confirmed that Kathmandu was no longer some quasi-mythical Shangri-
La, or rugged outpost fit only for mountaineers, but an actual tourist des-
tination—a place that, with enough money and time, one could visit in
relative comfort and safety.

Newsweek magazine called these first guests at the Royal Hotel “ordi-
nary tourists” (1955:36) but they certainly wouldn’t be ordinary by to-
day’s standards. They were among the world’s wealthiest people and it’s
crucial to understand that the people who visited Nepal as tourists in the
decade or so after Boris opened the Royal Hotel in 1955 were, of necessity,
rich. Other Westerners came to Nepal as mountaineers and a few really

40



MAKING NEPAL A DESTINATION

adventuresome types managed to make it to Kathmandu overland on a
shoestring budget, but the vast majority of those who showed up at the
Royal Hotel were big shots. For people invested in fashion and conspicuous
consumption, Kathmandu was a whimsical and chic place to go. Notably
absent from this mindset was the spiritual, mystical attitude that the next
generation of travelers to Nepal brought with them. What lured these elite
tourists to Kathmandu in the 1950s and 1960s were the floods of moun-
taineering and travel images appearing in magazines like National Geo-
graphic and Life billing Nepal as a land of heroic, exotic adventure. When
it was finally opened to “ordinary tourists” in 1955, Kathmandu became
one of the world’s most fashionable trophy destinations.

Nepal’s Coming Out Party: Mahendra’s Coronation, 1956

Historically Nepal’s royal coronations were solemn rituals carried out in
the privacy of Kathmandu’s old royal palace. But after his father’s death
in March 1955, Mahendra decided to turn his official investiture into a
public spectacle designed less to transform himself into a king than to as-
sert Nepal’s status as a sovereign nation-state (especially vis-a-vis India).
Having been admitted to the United Nations in 1955, Mahendra wanted
to use his coronation to both signal Nepal’s arrival on the world stage and
publically affirm Nepal’s allegiance to the new global ideological narra-
tives of modernization, development, and democracy.

Mahendra eagerly embraced the new political economy of foreign aid
and his coronation was to showcase Nepal’s development potential for
would-be donors. Alongside the ritual proceedings “the coronation week
was filled with the sort of activities which modern states are expected to
provide on such occasions,” with the centerpiece being “a National De-
velopment Exhibition, which put on show present achievements and
future hopes in industry, commerce, and the arts” (Forbes 1962:112; cf.
Wood 1987:153). On display was Mahendra’s bid to claim the title of mod-
ernizing monarch and his declaration that Nepal was open for develop-
ment business.

Big ambitions necessitated a big event and Nepal went all out. In addi-
tion to having the city cleaned and painted, there was a host of new build-
ing projects including a new national stadium where some of the corona-
tion celebrations took place. The airport got a new terminal building to
replace the rickety hut prone to blow over in the wake of aircraft engines.
Built on land adjacent to the Pashupatinath Temple, the airport’s runway
had been pastureland for sacred cows donated by pious Hindus. Incoming
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planes had to buzz the runway before landing to scatter the cattle. Known
previously as the Gaochar (literally, “cow pasture”) Airport, in 1955 it was
renamed Tribhuvan Airport.

Much more impressive was the completion of the first motor road into
the Kathmandu valley, a “development” gift of the Indian government
though (troublingly) built by the Indian Army. Whereas the Ranas had
made inaccessibility a matter of state security, after 1951 vehicular access
to the capital became a state priority. Already in 1952 one witness describes
watching seven bulldozers crest the pass into the valley, “the first vehicles
ever to arrive in Katmandu under their own power” (Weir 1956:137). An-
other observer notes that the road was “ceremonially opened” in Decem-
ber 1953 only to be closed again because of landslides (Izzard 1955:86). By
spring of 1956 the Tribhuvan Rajpath (“Royal Road”) was in good enough
shape to drive “fifty brand-new taxis” over the “still-uncompleted high-
way from India” (Newsweek 1956:52).

In a major departure from Nepal’s traditional reluctance to allow for-
eigners into the country, over four hundred state guests attended the coro-
nation. Even more surprising were the 160 foreign media correspondents
who converged on Kathmandu representing news outlets from the New
York Times to Radio Iceland (Peissel 1966:212). Also conspicuously present
was Lowell Thomas, the famous American newsman and “travelogue king”
who only a few years earlier had made his historic broadcasts from Lhasa.
Driving in from Delhi, Thomas arrived with over twenty vehicles and a
small army of crew to man his massive Cinerama'® cameras. In the weeks
leading up to the main ceremony, the valley swarmed with jostling report-
erslooking for stories (Han 1973 [1958]:311). Idle photographers spread out
across the city “fighting for photographs before bewildered Tibetans, shy
Newar girls, and beautiful Tamang women” (Peissel 1966:212) who were
among the estimated one million Nepalis who flocked to the celebration.

In fact press representatives were so invasive that they threatened to
take over the city and the coronation itself. Witnesses describe shabbily
dressed pressmen outnumbering the official guests in their top hats and
tiaras. According to Desmond Doig (1994:29),

There was a staggering moment during the actual . . . crowning when the press stam-
peded onto the royal dais itself, shoving and nudging and breaking each other’s cam-
eras as they went. Anglo-Saxon expletives resounded above the ceremonial chanting
and the baying noise the press itself was making.

16. Specially designed for projection onto huge curved screens, “Cinerama” productions were the
IMAX films of their day. Filming involved using three synchronized movie cameras.
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Adding to the confusion, Lowell Thomas had set up his monstrous Cin-
erama cameras right in front of the platform on which king, queen, and
priests were stoically going about their ritual business. Thomas and his
crew, perhaps accustomed to Hollywood film shoots, periodically shouted
out commands such as “Here King! Here King—not so fast!” and “Hold
it, King!” (Han 1973 [1958]:359). Doig notes that “a leading British news-
paper gave front-page prominence to the Nepalese coronation by quot-
ing the American intrusion—‘Hold it, King’—in a banner headline over a
picture of the interrupted crowning” (1994:32).

Not surprisingly, the press were less taken by Mahendra’s carefully
presented “Development Exhibitions” than by the sheer spectacle of the
event: a combination of Victorian pomp and ceremony with inscrutable
Eastern rituals and exotic local people, set before the backdrop of Kath-
mandu’s magnificent medieval architecture, blue sky, and white Himala-
yan peaks. With such exotic visions before them the last thing reporters
were interested in were dry stories of Nepal’s hopes to build roads, schools,
and factories. Mahendra’s coronation brought Nepal to the world’s atten-
tion in unprecedented ways but the image of Nepal that reached Western
media consumers was what the West wanted to see (the exotic East), not
what Mahendra had intended."”

Perhaps the best account of Mahendra’s coronation is in Han Suyin’s
novel The Mountain Is Young (1958). By the time Han arrived in Kathmandu
early in 1956 she was already famous. The child of a Belgian mother and
a European-educated Chinese father, Han was a medical doctor in Hong
Kong when she wrote her first novel, A Many-Splendored Thing (1952), a
largely autobiographical story of a Eurasian doctor’s romance with a Brit-
ish officer. A huge success, the novel was quickly made into a Hollywood
film which, in 1954, won a raft of Academy Awards and made Han’s name
a household word. Following her first husband’s death in the Chinese
Civil War, and separated from her second husband, in 1956 Han arrived
in Kathmandu several months before the coronation staying at the Royal
Hotel and soaking up the exotic atmosphere. While there she fell in love
with Vincent Ruthnaswamy, an Indian Army colonel working on the road
construction project, who soon became her third and lifelong husband.
The Mountain Is Young is another thinly disguised autobiography describ-

17.1t’s notable that Mahendra saw the coronation as having nothing to do with tourism. The gov-
ernment had no tourism-related promotions and prepared no literature for tourists. Nevertheless, one
enterprising Nepali did self-publish what is probably the first guidebook to Nepal. Chandra Bahadur
Shrestha specifically issued his Katmandu Guide (1956) in conjunction with the coronation with the
aim of promoting Kathmandu as a tourist destination (Shrestha 1956:1-1I). Interestingly, Shrestha un-
derstands Kathmandu’s tourism potential in the context of British colonial “hill stations” (1956:2) that
had probably been the first Western tourism destinations in South Asia (Kennedy 1996).
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ing the giddy romance between a European reporter and an Indian Army
engineer set against the backdrop of the Kathmandu valley social scene
and the frenetic preparations for the coronation.

Beyond the two lovers, one of the novel’s main characters is “Vassili”—
the eccentric Russian proprietor of the Royal Hotel and clearly modeled
on Boris. As Han recounts, Mahendra requested that Boris take the lead in
hosting the coronation. Not only did he run the city’s only (more or less)
world-class hotel but, as former manager of the famous Calcutta 300 Club,
Boris was the only person in Nepal with the experience and connections
necessary to pull off a large-scale formal state affair.

How would Nepal house and feed hundreds of foreign guests accustomed
to luxurious living? At least three new hotels opened for the event (Chand
2000:53) but none of them were suitable for dignitaries. For that Boris
supervised renovations at five Rana palaces, several state guest houses,
and a number of new rooms at the Royal, a process that involved, among
other things, air-lifting in twenty-seven complete modern bathroom sets
at huge expense (Han 1973 [1958]:93; Simpson 1976 [1967]: 65; Peissel
1966:209). Even more daunting was the prospect of providing gourmet
food services for hundreds of people in a city with little electricity and
less refrigeration. Sparing no expense, Boris had three DC-3 aircraft flying
nonstop shuttles between Patna and Kathmandu for three days in order
to bring in more than ten thousand live chickens, ducks, turkeys, guinea
fowl, and geese, plus a ton and a half of fish, two tons of vegetables, and
several tons of ice. Drawing on his Calcutta connections, Boris flew in
fifty-seven cooks and 150 trained table staff. From London came dozens of
place settings of fine china, silver, and crystal (Peissel 1966:210-11). Photos
in Life magazine show Boris hovering fretfully over the proceedings (Life
1956) and at least one account describes him as having a well-deserved
“nervous breakdown” after the coronation (Eskelund 1960:103). Time
magazine called Mahendra’s coronation “the subcontinent’s party of the
year” (Time 1956:38).

Mahendra’s coronation was a success in ways both intended and other-
wise. On the diplomatic front, Nepal had invited the world to a solemn
state function and the principal powers had acknowledged Nepal’s sover-
eign standing. But it was the world media’s attention that no Nepalis had
predicted. The media turned Mahendra’s coronation into a vast spectacle
proclaiming Kathmandu’s antique and Oriental charms to an audience
predisposed to dreams of Shangri-La and eager to imagine that such a
place still existed in some remote corner of the Himalayas.



THREE

Mountains, Monsters,
and Monks: Nepal in the
1950s Western Popular
Imagination

The 1950s saw more Western media coverage of Nepal than
any decade before or since. Much of it was political report-
ing tied to concerns over Nepal’s fate during the Cold War
against Communism. There were also bursts of coverage sur-
rounding Nepal’s first tourists and King Mahendra’s corona-
tion. But the other major media focus was on Himalayan
mountaineering. With Tibetan approaches now closed (be-
cause of the Chinese invasion) and Nepal now open to the
world, Himalayan mountaineering underwent a decade of
explosive growth as teams from around the world competed
to summit the world’s tallest mountains, most of which lie
in Nepal.!

Rather than document the history of Himalayan
mountaineering,” this chapter considers how dozens of
high-profile expeditions focused the world’s attention on
the Himalayas such that Nepal became synonymous with
high-altitude adventure. For those coming of age in the

1. Of the world’s fourteen mountains over eight thousand meters (ca. 26,000
feet), all are in the Himalayas and eight are in Nepal. They are Everest, Kanchenjunga
(third-highest), Lhotse (fourth), Makalu (fifth), Cho-oyu (sixth), Dhaulagiri (sev-
enth), Manaslu (eighth), and Annapurna (tenth).

2. There are many good histories of Himalayan mountaineering, including Ort-
ner 1999 and Isserman and Weaver 2008.
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1950s Nepal’s earlier standing as a mystical, forbidden land was overlaid
with a new reputation for adventure. Mountaineering helped lure tourists
to Kathmandu but also planted the seeds of trekking tourism, a form of
adventure travel that became widely popular in following decades (see
chapter 11).

Mountaineering, Oriental exoticization, and Cold War anxieties also
led some of the 1950s’ more bizarre popular culture excesses to be located
in the Nepal Himalayas. In a decade known for its fixation on monsters,
UFOs, and paranormal phenomena of all sorts, one of the most colorful
characters was the yeti, or “abominable snowman.” Reported since the
1920s, it wasn’t until the 1950s that yeti mania struck hard, sending nu-
merous high-profile expeditions into the high country. Though yeti hunt-
ers turned up empty-handed, yetis soon began showing up in popular
films—as both villains and heroes—often making appearances alongside
aliens, spies, Chinese Communists, and other frightening creatures that
haunted the West’s imagination in the 1950s.

The Allure of Everest: Mountaineering and Media Coverage

Because Nepal had been effectively closed before 1951, almost all of the
previous attempts on peaks in the Nepal Himalayas had occurred via
northern approaches, through Tibet. (With the border between Tibet and
Nepal undefined, it was never even clear to which country certain moun-
tains, including Everest, belonged.®) After 1951 this scenario changed
completely with Nepal hosting most Himalayan expeditions, and Kath-
mandu serving as the principal gateway. Between 1950 and 1965 expedi-
tions summited all the major peaks in Nepal. Almost all media accounts
during this “golden age of Himalayan mountaineering” (Beedie 2003:216)
were bylined “Kathmandu,” indelibly linking the city’s name with high
adventure during an era when mountaineering received far more media
attention than ever before or since (McDonald 2005:108).

Of course the ultimate mountaineering goal was Mt. Everest. Known
to Nepalis as Sagarmatha (Sky Head) and to Tibetans as Chomolungma
(Earth Mother), to mountaineers Everest is simply the earth’s “third pole.”
As the highest point on earth, it has become “a powerful symbol of ulti-
mate goals” (Bernbaum 1997:236). Mt. Everest represents an extreme that,
in the modern Western imagination, inspires less reverence or awe than

3. Only in 1960 did Nepal and China agree to place the border directly across the summit of Ever-
est (Mihaly 2002 [1965]:126).
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desire: the desire to climb, be near, or even just see the earth’s greatest
extremity (Macfarlane 2003).

With the establishment of the modern Nepali state in 1951, Western
mountaineers at last had access to Everest from the Nepal side. Already
that year the British sent climber Eric Shipton to reconnoiter the southern
approaches to Everest. In 1952 the Swiss pioneered the now standard ap-
proach to the summit and managed to put a team within three hundred
meters of the top. Like every other Himalayan expedition, the Swiss team
included Nepali Sherpas, residents of the high valleys leading to Everest
on the Nepal side.

One of these Sherpas was Tenzing Norgay (1914?-1986) who, though
born in the Everest region, moved to Indian Darjeeling as a teenager in
search of work. There he joined the two 1930s British Everest expeditions,
working as a high-altitude porter. Tenzing’s first Everest summit attempt
was in 1947 with rogue Canadian climber Earl Denman in an unauthor-
ized ultra-light climb from the Tibetan side. (They were stopped by storms
just short of the North Col.) Then in 1952 he was part of the almost-
successful Swiss summit party.

This meant that Tenzing was by far the most experienced high-altitude
climber on the famous 1953 British expedition. Tenzing and New Zea-
lander Edmund Hillary managed to scale a forty-meter rock wall (the “Hil-
lary Step” that had turned back the Swiss) beyond which was a relatively
easy walk to the summit on May 29, 1953. London Times correspondent
James/Jan Morris managed to scoop colleagues by getting news of the
achievement back to Britain on the eve of Queen Elizabeth’s coronation,
making that event even more memorable (James Morris 1958; Jan Morris
1974).* In South Asia controversy over Tenzing’s national identity marred
the event. Because he had spent much of his adult life in Darjeeling, India
claimed Tenzing. But Nepali nationalists too were eager to embrace Tenz-
ing. Eventually Nepal won the contest, claiming Tenzing—and the Sherpa
“brand”—as their own, and firmly linking Nepal, Sherpa, and adventure
in the minds of millions of (potential) tourists (Ortner 1999).

In the next three years mountaineers bagged nine more eight-thousand-
meter peaks (most of them in Nepal) (Satyal 1999:83) and by 1970 the Ne-
pal government had registered over five hundred official climbing expedi-
tions (Satyal 2000:185-87). One of the most widely covered was the 1963
US Everest expedition, a successful bid that pioneered a new summit route
via the West Ridge (McDonald 2005:93). Back in the US the 1963 expe-

4. Born James Morris, Jan Morris began sex reassignment procedures during the 1960s. Morris
1958 describes the 1953 Everest expedition while Morris 1974 revisits that event (and others) from a
female perspective.
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dition “gained enormous media attention” (Rogers 2007:41) initially by
journalists and later in publications by the climbers themselves. The fact
that summiteer Barry Bishop was a National Geographic editor guaranteed
heavy coverage of Everest and Nepal in that magazine before and after the
climb.

The 1963 US effort was one of the last “siege-style expeditions” (Mc-
Donald 2005:153) characterized by vast logistical campaigns. > The Ameri-
cans hired thirty-two Sherpas and 909 porters to carry twenty-nine tons
of gear from Kathmandu to Everest Base Camp and from there to a series
of elaborate advance camps all the way to the summit (Ortner 1999:163).
Like previous huge expeditions, the goal was to summit with the “victory”
going to the national team (and the nation’s glory), not the individual
climber(s).

With fewer and fewer high-status unclimbed summits remaining, siege-
style climbing gradually gave way to new techniques that were more de-
manding but less costly. In 1970 Chris Bonington climbed Annapurna
not by the traditional ridge route, but by blazing a much more difficult
and dangerous trail directly up one of the peak’s vast ice faces. Traveling
light and moving fast, Bonington’s technique represented a “fundamen-
tal shift” in mountaineering (McDonald 2005:114). By the late 1970s this
“alpine style” climbing had become the norm leading ultimately to Italian
Reinhold Messner and Austrian Peter Habeler’s controversial ultra-light
assent of Everest without supplemental oxygen in the 1978.¢

One result of this alpine-style, even solo, climbing trend was that the
focus of mountaineering shifted from national to individual accomplish-
ment. Whereas the early siege-style conquests had been nationalist dra-
mas fueled by national media, by the 1970s mountaineering was more
about subtle technical feats, extreme athleticism, and star climbers. Even
as the pace of Himalayan mountaineering accelerated, mainstream media
reporting declined, replaced by niche-market coverage in mountaineer-
ing magazines and books. But 1950 to 1965 had been the “golden age” of

5. W. E. Bowman’s The Ascent of Rum Doodle (1956) parodies this massive expedition-style climb
describing a fictitious assault on a forty-thousand-foot Himalayan peak in which “Yogistani” porters
(modeled on Sherpas) end up effortlessly doing all the work, including carrying the bumbling sahibs
to the summit, in return for wages.

6. Many mountaineers initially refused to believe it possible to summit Everest without bottled
oxygen (McDonald 2005:132). By chance I happened to be in Delhi in June 1978, a few weeks after
the climb, and met Tenzing Norgay in the lobby of the YWCA hostel where my family was staying. I
asked Tenzing’s opinion of Messner’s claim to which he replied unequivocally that it was a hoax in-
volving hidden oxygen bottles. Two years later Messner was the first person to summit Everest solo,
unassisted, and without oxygen (McDonald 2005:140). In 1985 he became the first person to climb
all fourteen of the world’s eight-thousand-meter peaks, all without supplemental oxygen (McDonald
2005:152).
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mountaineering for Nepal, allowing it to bask in the light of global media
publicity documenting national expeditions.

The Birth of “Trekking”

With so much media attention focused on Himalayan mountaineering it
was inevitable that even people who weren’t up for real adventure (of the
life-threatening sort) would want to get close enough to the action “to see
adventurous places” (H. P. Shrestha 2000:186). Trekking emerged as an
adventure tourism echo as more and more people visited high-Himalayan
landscapes to vicariously experience something of the thrill of real moun-
taineering.

Most tourism officials in Nepal credit Col. Jimmy Roberts both with
establishing Mountain Travel (the first trekking agency in Nepal—and
the world) in 1964 and with essentially inventing trekking tourism in the
process. One Kathmandu-based tourism consultant told me that Roberts
created trekking in Nepal and established the principle trekking routes
making Nepal’s experience “directly opposite” that of many other tour-
ism destinations where products were “discovered by backpackers” and
then developed by service providers. By this argument, trekking in Nepal
begins with Mountain Travel’s first organized trekking party that set off
from Kathmandu in 1965.

Yet the evidence strongly suggests otherwise. Despite Roberts’s impor-
tant contributions, one finds numerous instances of foreigners “trekking”
in Nepal almost from the moment the country opened in 1951—even if
against government wishes. For example, Swiss adventurer Ella Maillart’s
1955 book In the Land of the Sherpas documents her trek into the Helambu
region north of the Kathmandu Valley. Curiously, Maillart mentions hav-
ing been granted permission to visit Helambu and her text describes only
her travels there. But included in the book are many photographs of the
Khumbu Valley, the famous Sherpa region hundreds of kilometers north-
east along the approach route to Mt. Everest. Her travels illustrate how
early tourists were intent on getting into regions that were already famous
but still off-limits to non-mountaineers.”

In fact most Westerners in Kathmandu during the 1950s and early
1960s were interested in trekking. Sometimes referred to as the “first trek-
ker,” Swiss geographer Toni Hagen (hired to survey and map the country)

7. Similarly, Tom Weir’s 1956 East of Kathmandu ostensibly documents a government-approved
ornithological survey of Eastern Nepal from the early 1950s but reads like a trekking travelogue describ-
ing the scenery, trails, and people he encountered.
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wandered Nepal on foot for a decade and in 1960 published an influential
article in National Geographic entitled “Afoot in Roadless Nepal” that was
essentially an advertisement for trekking (Hagen 1960). American dip-
lomats and development personnel stationed in Kathmandu talk about
trekking holidays in the 1950s (Clarridge 1997:57, Wood 1987:83). In 1955
German Buddhist monk Sugata (Karl Heinz Wagner) trekked to the Ever-
est region (Sugata and Kellet 2004) and the following year a number of
foreigners attending Mahendra’s coronation also went trekking. One of
these, Duncan Forbes, mentions being directed to “the Corporal of Porters
in his little office in old Kathmandu” to hire porters and a Sherpa guide
(1962:119). Notably foreigners used the established portering system a de-
cade before the first “trekking agency” appeared.

By the mid-1950s—at the height of the Cold War—many in Kathmandu
suspected ulterior motives of people fascinated with Nepal’s northern bor-
derlands. Americans in particular were “forever asking for permits to go
‘trekking’ up there” (Han 1973 [1958]:249). Nepal’s northern neighbors
shared the distrust. During a state visit to Nepal in January 1957 Chinese
Premier Zhou En-lai voiced the same suspicion, accusing mountaineers
and trekkers of trying to penetrate Tibet (Mihaly 1965:69).

When Karl Eskelund decided to go trekking soon after the Premier’s
visit, he had a lot more problems than had Forbes a year earlier. Now Ne-
pal’s Foreign Ministry had to grant permission (1960:107). His application
denied, Eskelund decided to go anyway. Dressed in Nepali clothing and
dark glasses, and accompanied by a Nepali friend, Eskelund hiked north
only to be stopped by an officer at the first police post. “He knew that
foreigners were not supposed to go into the mountains without special
permission, but he was a reasonable man. A small present for him, some
cigarettes for the soldiers,” and on they went (1960:108). One suspects
that, like this officer, the government itself was probably less uptight about
foreigners-gone-trekking than they had to officially profess.

Exactly where official policy on trekking had gone by 1959 is unclear
but a guidebook published that year—the first extensive tourist guidebook
to Nepal®*—prominently features “trekking” among Nepal’s tourist attrac-
tions. J. H. Elliott’s Guide to Nepal boasts that “Nepal affords the outdoor
man several attractive opportunities to discover the Forbidden Land, with
treks to some of the finest hills and valleys, covered with virgin forests
and interesting people, fauna and flora, camping sites in rich green valleys

8. The very first Nepal guide book that I am aware of is Chandra Bahadur Shrestha’s 1956 Katmandu
Guide. Although written for tourists, Shrestha’s Guide seems to have a limited grasp of what exactly
tourists might be interested in, including in its pages lists of power plants and fire brigades along with
hotels and sites to be seen.
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within view of the mighty snows” (1959:105). Given that Elliott’s book had
formal government authorization (1959:iiiv)—and an official dedication
by Mahendra himself—suggests that Nepal at least tacitly encouraged trek-
king tourism.

Briton John Morris went trekking in 1960 but only after two weeks of
making a daily nuisance of himself at the Foreign Ministry (1963:57).° In
search of porters, Morris approached the recently organized “Himalayan
Society,” a trade organization for Sherpas, but learned that they dealt
only with expeditions, not individual trekkers.!° Finally Morris contacted
Jimmy Roberts, then Military Attaché in the British Embassy, who intro-
duced him to a suitable Sherpa guide (1963:61, cf. Hutchison 1989:23).
After a stop at a Kathmandu shop specializing in imported tinned goods,
Morris finally set off on his trek.

That same year (1960) the German monk Sugata (who had trekked to
the Everest region in 1955) set off again, this time up the Kali Gandaki River
valley north of Pokhara at the invitation of Shamsher Man Sherchan, the
cosmopolitan son of a local Thakali family that had grown wealthy from
the Tibetan salt trade. But with trade routes shut (because of the Chinese
invasion), by the late 1950s Sherchan’s thoughts turned to trekking as a
way of attracting new business to his home district. He invited Sugata—by
then a popular public speaker in Europe—to publicize the so-called “Devil
Dances” held annually at the Buddhist Kyupar Monastery. Sherchan was
a visionary who saw “a potential new imprint on the old salt route: tour-
ism” and helped turn the Annapurna region into one of Nepal’s premier
trekking destinations (Sugata and Kellett 2004:353).

The first group of American Peace Corps volunteers (PCVs) arrived in
Nepal in 1962 (Fisher 2013) and quickly made their mark on the nascent
trekking scene. Foreshadowing the youth trekking boom of the 1970s and
1980s, PCVs pioneered what later became popular trekking routes. Don
Messerschmidt and other PCV buddies huddled over maps in preparation
for vacations when they would head deep into the mountains (1966:7).
Some got into trouble, as when four PCVs trekked into Mustang, the off-
limits base for CIA-backed Khampa guerillas fighting in Tibet. Others, like
Messerschmidt and friends, were some of the first foreigners to visit the
Marsyangdi Valley north of the Annapurna massif, pioneering (in 1964)

9. By the time American development advisor Frederick Selby went trekking in 1961, no trekking
permits were required (2008:142).

10. Satyal (2000:189) calls the Himalayan Society “the first trekking agency established to look
after trekking business [that] handled trekkers in an organized way.” He also claims that the organiza-
tion was founded in the late 1940s. Ortner (1999:156) contradicts both of these claims, describing the
Himalayan Society as a professional organization designed to protect Sherpa interests on large-scale
mountaineering expeditions, not a trekking agency for tourists.
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the now hugely popular Annapurna Circuit and publishing an account of
their trek in Summit (Messerschmidt 1966).

This brings us to 1964, the year Jimmy Roberts established Mountain
Travel, Nepal’s first trekking agency and, by some accounts, invented trek-
king tourism. Some people I interviewed even credited Roberts with hav-
ing coined the term “trekking,” or at least introducing it to Nepal." But
clearly “trekking” tourism was well underway by 1964 and needed no in-
venting. Rather, Roberts had the vision to turn a set of emerging practices
into a business.

James Owen Merion Roberts (1916-97) was born in India, the son of a
British civil servant in Gujarat. After attending the Royal Military College
at Sandhurst, in 1938 he joined the British Indian Army where he served
with a Nepali Gurkha regiment while spending every spare moment
climbing in the Indian Himalayas. In 1940 he was invited to join a British
Everest expedition. Its cancellation, because of the war, was one of his life’s
major disappointments (Roberts n.d.a.).”? After the war, Roberts joined the
(unsuccessful) British attempt on Annapurna in 1950. Not chosen for the
(successful) 1953 British Everest expedition, Roberts served as part of its lo-
gistical support team. In 1958 Roberts eagerly accepted the newly created
post of Military Attaché in the Kathmandu British Embassy—mainly to
stay close to the exciting Himalayan mountaineering scene. In 1963 he
retired from the military to serve as “transportation officer” for the mas-
sive American Everest Expedition, coordinating nine hundred porters
carrying mountains of equipment over five hundred kilometers from
Kathmandu to Everest Base Camp.

With the American campaign behind him, retired and living on a com-
fortable army pension, Roberts’s thoughts turned to tourism as a way of
keeping himself productively occupied in Nepal, a country he knew well
and greatly enjoyed. While attaché at the embassy, Roberts was already
helping tourists organize informal treks. Recalling boyhood holidays in
Kashmir, Roberts had fond memories of portered hunting trips where
outfitters provided “tented camps” to vacationers for a fee (cf. Booth
1991:181). But the modern logistician also remembered the cumbersome,

11. “Trek” comes from the Dutch trekken (to travel) and probably entered the English language via
Dutch settlers in South Africa (Shrestha 2000:136). The British brought the word to South Asia where
it was commonly used by outdoorsmen in association with recreational outings into the mountains
and jungles of India. With their piles of gear and armies of porters, these ventures probably did look
like small versions of the epic Dutch “treks” that followed the British occupation of the Cape Colony
in the early nineteenth century.

12. The unpublished, undated manuscript cited here (“1964: How It All Began”) was probably writ-
ten in the 1970s. After his death in 1997, a slightly modified version of the same essay was circulated
(also unpublished) with the title “The Himalayan Odyssey” (Roberts n.d.b).
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inefficient old practices involving troops of porters lugging huge tents,
furniture, and china hither and yon. Plus, unlike Raj-era clients, modern
trekkers didn’t know local languages or how to manage porters. Roberts
decided that Mountain Travel’s trekking services would start with “lessons
learned in expeditionary mountaineering” but add high-level client ser-
vices and staff training (Roberts n.d.a.).

In 1964 Roberts placed a “small but expensive” advertisement in Holiday
magazine, which had already published four articles promoting tourism
in Nepal, including one by Han Suyin (1957). By 1965 Mountain Travel
had its first trekkers: three American women—with ages between fifty-six
and sixty-four, some referred to them as “grandmothers”—who Roberts
guided all the way to the Khumbu region below Everest, and back (Ber-
nstein 1970:13). The almost five-hundred-kilometer (ca. three-hundred-
mile) trek took thirty days and cost five hundred dollars per person
(McDonald 2005:99). Said Roberts, “In fact two were unmarried so were
unlikely to be grandmothers, and a more sporting trio of enthusiastic and
appreciative ladies I have never since handled” (n.d.a.).

At five hundred dollars a head (not including transportation to/from
Nepal) Mountain Travel’s Everest trek was very expensive and targeted the
kind of tourist that still dominated the international market in the early
1960s—wealthy, older, mainly American. But Mountain Travel’s high rates
also provided a high-end product. A streamlined version of the colonial
“tented camp,” trekkers enjoyed separate sleeping and mess tents, tables
and table cloths, chairs, dishes and cutlery, and a toilet tent with sit-down
comfort. Trekkers awoke to a cup of hot tea and a bowl of hot water for
bathing delivered to their tents. While clients enjoyed a hearty break-
fast, staff broke camp and sent cooks ahead to prepare elaborate trailside
lunches. By midafternoon clients (carrying nothing more than a water
bottle and a pair of binoculars) would wander into their already assembled
camp, have hot water for bathing, and enjoy a three-course dinner: soup,
entrée, and dessert.”®

Roberts registered his “trekking agency” with Nepal’s Department of
Tourism in 1964, the same year Nepal issued the first formal “trekking
permits” (Satyal 2000:192). Mountain Travel provided permits for its cli-
ents but DIY trekkers were on their own. Irish travel writer Dervla Mur-
phy describes the necessity of making herself a “Public Nuisance” in order
to wrench trekking permits from the clutches of truculent bureaucrats
(1967:163). Part of Murphy’s problem was the fact that, shortly before her

13. If this sounds familiar to anyone who has since trekked in Nepal it’s because the Mountain
Travel model was copied (more or less) by virtually every trekking company that followed. To this day
Nepal’s trekking “product” bears the indelible stamp of Jimmy Robert’s vision of what a trek should be.
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arrival, two other Europeans had abused their “trekking” privileges cross-
ingillegally into Tibet where they filmed CIA-backed Tibetan commandos
attacking Chinese troops.' In search of a Sherpa guide and porter, Mur-
phy visited the Globe Restaurant (a Tibetan-run business in the old city)
that served as an informal meeting ground for budget trekkers and porters
looking for work (1967:162). Even while Mountain Travel claimed the mazr-
ket’s high end, shoestring trekkers and Nepalis were shaping the low end.

Mountain Travel’s launch timing was fortuitous in that the company
could employ Sherpas and other mountaineers suddenly out of work,
owing to a climbing ban imposed in 1965. Since the early 1950s China
had pressured Nepal to limit or ban access to Himalayan peaks for fear
of Western spying (Time 1952). The 1963 US Everest Expedition, though
also a legitimate climbing enterprise, was widely reputed to include CIA
personnel (Selby 2008:178) including summiteer and National Geographic
editor Barry Bishop (Jose 2010). In 1964 the Chinese stunned the world by
detonating nuclear devices (in Tibet) that were thought to be years from
completion, further ratcheting up US spy efforts. Nepal finally folded
to Chinese pressure in 19635 instituting what became a four-year ban on
high-Himalayan climbing (Holden 1966, McDonald 2005:98) and forcing
Americans to move their Himalayan spying efforts elsewhere.” Though
disastrous for mountaineering, the 1965-69 ban boosted the nascent trek-
king industry, bringing more Nepali providers into the market and driving
costs down within reach of younger, middle-class travelers.

The climbing ban also allowed Mountain Travel to hire famous moun-
taineers as guides. Eric Shipton (leader of the 1935 British Everest expedi-
tion) and Lute Jerstad (American Everest summiteer in 1963) both worked
as trekking guides during the late 1960s. Roberts also hired Don Messer-
schmidt, former Peace Corps volunteer and intrepid trekKker, to lead treks
to Everest Base Camp and Jomsom in 1968. Messerschmidt went on to
publish more trekking articles in Summit magazine (1967, 1968). His 1968
“How to Trek in Nepal” caught the attention of American hiker Stephen
Bezruchka, inspired him to go trekking in Nepal in 1969, and eventually
publish the first substantial Nepal trekking guide (Bezruchka 1972).1¢ Bez-

14. Michel Peissel describes this incident in his 1973 book The Secret War in Tibet.

15. The US immediately began a series of ill-fated attempts to place remote sensing devices on
Himalayan peaks along the Indian border. The tragic result was the loss of a nuclear-powered device,
containing five pounds of plutonium, swept away in an avalanche during an American/Indian “moun-
taineering” expedition in 1965 (Kohli and Conboy 2003, Takeda 2007). The plutonium was never re-
covered. When its container someday splits open, it will contaminate much of north India’s water
supply (Jose 2010).

16. Initially published in Kathmandu in 1972, Bezruchka’s guide went through three editions
before moving to The Mountaineers press of Seattle. As of 2014 the book was in its eighth edition.
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ruchka’s Guide to Trekking in Nepal was aimed squarely at the young, low-
budget travelers that had come to dominate the tourism scene by the early
1970s (see chapter 11).

Yeti Mania

Today it’s hard to understand the West’s obsession with the Himala-
yan yeti during the 1950s. Practically every year between 1953 and 1960
numerous major expeditions set out from Kathmandu in search of the
Abominable Snowman. Then, as now, many thought the whole matter a
myth at best and a hoax at worst. Of the 1950s yeti hunters, one old Kath-
mandu expat recalled that “no one in Kathmandu took them seriously.”
Big-budget yeti expeditions were welcome sources of money and employ-
ment for Kathmandu businesses and Sherpas, but they were also the butt
of jokes at the Royal Hotel’s Yak & Yeti bar. Still, foreigners spent incredible
amounts of time and money hunting for yetis.

The yeti has a strange and complicated pedigree in the Western imagi-
nation. Yeti mania was only the latest instance of Himalayan exoticization
that had been ongoing for centuries. People imagined the Himalayas to be
the last holdout of things lost in the “civilized” Western world: spiritual-
ity, esoteric wisdom, uncorrupted lifestyles—and yetis (Bishop 1989). By
the 1930s yetis represented one of the last unknowns which, by definition,
had to reside in the most unknown farthest reaches of the world—the Hi-
malayan “third pole.” Apart from some Sherpas, Nepalis neither knew nor
cared about yetis, but Westerners deeply desired their existence.

Mixed with this mystical, vaguely antimodernist longing, the yeti
craze also had a curiously modern, scientific tone. In the 1950s the pros-
pect of finding “unknown,” even semi-mythical animals, was much less
far-fetched than it might now seem. Numerous animals known only as
fossils or myths had been recently “discovered” by science (giant pan-
das, okapis, coelacanths, etc.), so why not yetis? A whole branch of
quasi-science known as “cryptozoology” arose premised on the belief
that just because we don’t know about it doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.
Also working in the yeti’s favor were still persistent notions of the “miss-
ing link” between man and apes that had gripped the Western popular
imagination ever since Darwin’s pronouncements. Hominid fossil dis-
coveries (Australopithecus, Gigantopithecus, etc.) helped lend credence
to the idea that some ape-man might still roam the earth. Even as late
as the 1960s, distinguished Ivy League anthropology professor Carleton
Coon included a chapter called “Of Giant Apes and Snowmen” in his
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popular text book The Story of Man (1962:27-28).17 Coon believed that all
it would take to prove the Snowman’s existence was systematic, scientific
(re)search.

Tales of yeh-teh and meh-teh (Tibetan for “snow-man” and “bear-man”)
circulated among Sherpas and other high-altitude peoples long before
Brian Houghton Hodgson—Indologist, naturalist, and British Resident in
Kathmandu—first brought the yeti to Western attention in 1832 (Hodg-
son 1832). Through the nineteenth century European mountaineers peri-
odically reported yeti tracks but it wasn’t until the early twentieth century,
and especially the British Everest expeditions of the 1920s and 1930s, that
“the yeti story began deeply to affect the Western imagination” (Bishop
1989:237). British Everest mountaineer Bill Tilman’s book Mount Everest,
1938 includes an entire appendix cataloging his and others’ sightings of
yeti tracks (Tilman 1948). But it was British Everest climber Eric Shipton’s
1951 yeti track photos that really riveted the world’s attention. When
members of the 1952 Swiss Everest expedition reported actual yeti sight-
ings (Izzard 1955:30), public interest reached a high point, just on the eve
of the historic British Everest climb of May 1953. With so many respected
heroes openly professing the yeti’s existence, it’s easy to see why so many
others were willing to entertain the possibility.

After covering the 1953 expedition for the London Daily Mail (1zzard
1954), journalist Ralph Izzard convinced his bosses that yetis and yeti
hunting would sell newspapers. On December 3, 1953, Izzard launched
the “Daily Mail Expedition” with a front-page announcement that in-
cluded biographies of scientific participants and interviews with Everest
mountaineering legends such as Sir John Hunt and Eric Shipton who gave
their blessings to the endeavor (Izzard 1955:66, Stonor 1955). The crew
spent about four months scouring the Khumbu/Everest region before
returning to Europe. Izzard’s expedition didn’t find any yetis but it did
score a huge publicity coup for the Daily Mail and managed to thrust the
yeti phenomenon—and Nepal—into the public eye in an unprecedented
manner.

One of those enthralled by [zzard’s reports was Tom Slick, an aptly named
jet-setting American millionaire and philanthropist with a powerful ob-
session for cryptozoology. Thomas Baker Slick Jr. (1916-62) was heir to a
Texas oil fortune and used his money to fund projects ranging from scien-

17. Coon treats reports of yeti sightings and tracks very matter-of-factly with the implication that
it is only a matter of time before they will be known to science. He includes an illustration (p. 27) show-
ing three hominid footprints side by side: Neanderthal, Cro-Magnon, and “Abominable Snowman”
(the later based on the famous photo by Eric Shipton taken on Everest in 1951). As late as 1984 Coon
published an essay entitled “Why There Has to Be a Sasquatch” (Coon 1984).
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tific research’® and efforts to promote world peace, to “mind science” and
cryptozoology (Coleman 1989, 2002). Slick’s yeti fixation was further en-
couraged by the publication (in 1955) of Belgian cryptozoologist Bernard
Heuvelmans’s book Sur la piste des bétes ignorées (On the Track of Unknown
Animals) that included a chapter on yetis.'” Having recruited Heuvelmans
as advisor, by spring 1956 Slick was already in Kathmandu collecting in-
formation on yeti sightings (Colemen 1989:53).2° Encouraged by what he
found, Slick decided to launch his own large-scale yeti hunt. Twenty years
earlier Texas oil millionaire William H. Harkness (of Standard Oil) had led
an expedition to Tibet to find the mythical giant panda, returning with
the first live specimen in 1936. Now some of the same personnel from
Harkness’s expedition joined Slick’s search for the yeti (Coleman 1989:19).
Slick was convinced that the scientific search that had proven the panda’s
existence would do the same for the yeti.

By spring 1957 Slick had assembled a team of yeti hunters and advisors
and had permission from the Nepal government to launch the “Slick Yeti
Reconnaissance.” Lending scientific credibility to the expedition, one of
its official members was Carleton Coon, the University of Pennsylvania
anthropology professor who remained optimistic about finding a living
“missing link.” But the most important team member was Irishman Peter
Byrne, a former tea planter, explorer, and big-game hunter (see chapter 5).
Focused on the upper Arun River Valley east of Mt. Everest, the team (in-
cluding Slick) spent several months bushwhacking through rhododen-
dron forests and scouring snowfields in search of yeti tracks—which they
report having found in several places.

In 1958 Slick hired Peter Byrne, his brother Bryan Byrne, and several
other prominent Westerners including Norman Dyhrenfurth, a member
of the almost-successful 1952 Swiss Everest expedition, and Gerald Rus-
sell who, decades earlier, had been the first person to capture a live giant
panda. This group searched through two spring climbing seasons but the
Byrne brothers stayed in the field almost continually from 1957 to 1959.
When they returned to Kathmandu at Christmas in 1959, the Byrnes had
a cable from Slick directing them to abandon the yeti search and come to

18. Slick’s Southwest Research Center remains one of the largest nonprofit scientific research insti-
tutions in the US. See SWR.com and Txbiomed.org.

19. An English edition followed in 1958 and in 1972 MIT Press published an updated version of
the book!

20. Slick makes an unnamed appearance in Han Suyin’s fictional account of Mahendra’s 1956 coro-
nation. She describes “a Texan expedition, led by a bona fide Texan in oil, to look for the Abominable
Snowman, complete with an entourage which included a publicity agent who wore a mink coat and
high-heeled shoes” (Han 1958:204). Slick’s glamorous companion was Cathy Maclean who is listed as
a “liaison officer” in some Slick expedition records (Coleman 2002:83).
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northern California to hunt a newly reported hairy hominid, “Bigfoot”
(Coleman 1989:93).2

Just as amazing as the expeditions themselves is the phenomenal
amount of coverage they received in Western media. It is one thing to
imagine Slick and his colleagues as lonely crackpots nobody cared about,
but another to realize that their exploits were being eagerly reported in
high-profile news outlets back home. Between 1956 and 1958 the New York
Times ran four articles on Slick’s expeditions and Newsweek magazine had
two features. In 1958 alone the Los Angeles Times printed four articles on
the snowman hunt.?? Slick corresponded with Life and the magazine re-
portedly offered him one million dollars for a conclusive photograph of a
yeti (Coleman 1989:67). Of course not all media coverage was uncritical:
a 19358 Sports Illustrated article on Slick’s yeti-hunting exploits dismisses
the whole affair as a joke.® Joke or not, yeti hunting kept Nepal and the
myth of the mysterious Himalayas squarely in the Western public’s view
for much of the 1950s.%*

Yeti mania reached a crescendo in 1959 and 1960 with eleven expe-
ditions, including Japanese, French, and even Chinese searching for
yetis across the Himalayas (Coleman 2002:201; Peter Byrne, personal
communication).? But the last high-profile yeti hunt came in 1960 when
Chicago’s Field Museum and World Book Encyclopedia sponsored the
“World Book 1960 Scientific Expedition to the Himalayas” which in-
cluded Edmund Hillary and pioneering wildlife filmmaker Marlin Perkins.
Among its objectives the expedition listed the search for the Abominable

21. For much more detail see Coleman 2002 and Byrne 1975.

22. The bibliography of Coleman 1989 provides an amazing list of references to journalistic cover-
age of the Slick expeditions.

23. See the “Events and Discoveries” column in Sports Illustrated July 14, 1958.

24. As if Tom Slick’s story wasn’t strange enough, there are also rumors that he was a spy and that
cryptozoology was cover for anticommunist espionage. Already on April 27, 1957, the New York Times
published an article entitled “Soviet Sees Espionage in U.S. Snowman Hunt” that questions Slick’s mo-
tives. In fact there is intriguing circumstantial evidence sufficient to make one wonder whether—just
maybe—Slick was, in fact, a spook. The most elaborate presentation of this thesis is an essay by Loren
Coleman appended to his 2002 Slick biography. In it Coleman points out that some of Slick’s busi-
nesses seem to have had CIA connections and an amazing number of Slick’s snowman team recruits
had backgrounds in covert operations. Even anthropologist Carleton Coon worked with the Office
of Strategic Services (the proto-CIA) during World War II (Coon 1981). Also intriguing is Coleman’s
insinuation of a link between the Dalai Lama’s escape from Tibet to India in March 1959 (an event
reputed to have occurred with CIA assistance), and Peter Byrne’s forays into the deep backcountry of
Nepal in search of yetis—a search that ended abruptly shortly after the Dalai Lama’s flight (2002:197).
In personal communications, Byrne flatly denies any involvement and politely accuses Coleman of
being crazy. But who knows what mysteries will be solved if the CIA’s Himalayan X-files are ever re-
leased! Regardless, this intrigue only adds to the mystique of Tom Slick, who died (mysteriously?) in
a plane wreck in 1962.

25. Wood (1987:288) and Eskelund (1960:95) also mention yeti-hunting expeditions frequently
departing from Kathmandu in the late 1950s.
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Snowman—though Hillary conceded this was driven more by “public re-
lations” than serious intent (Coleman 1989:94). Yeti enthusiast and Tom
Slick biographer Loren Coleman accuses Hillary of “assassinating” the yeti
by carrying out a “publicity stunt” designed to “destroy the belief in the
yeti held by so many following the Slick-era searches” (1989:96). Either
way, the World Book Expedition netted Nepal another round of global
news coverage that wrapped up in 1961 with an article by Hillary in Life
(then the world’s leading circulation magazine) aptly titled “Epitaph to
the Elusive Abominable Snowman” (Hillary 1961). (Articles in National
Geographic and an episode of Perkin’s TV show “Wild Kingdom” further
discredited the yeti myth.) Hillary’s yeti assassination didn’t entirely end
yeti hunting,?® but it definitely dampened 1950s yeti mania and drove
cryptozoology deep into the shadows where it remains. In Nepal the yeti
lives on as a whimsical national mascot figure spotted frequently in adver-
tisements and tourist literature (Shrestha 2000:125).

Nepal in Popular Media Representations

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s yetis may have been hard to find in Ne-
pal but they were making frequent appearances in popular film. Mark
Chorvinsky (1989) notes that in the 1950s the yeti merely took its place in
alongline of films featuring “hairy hominids.” Starting with the 1917 film
The Dinosaur and the Missing Link and the 1925 The Lost World (also featur-
ing an ape-suited “missing link”), Chorvinsky documents a long list of
missing link “creature films,” most of which were set in Africa (1989:148).
In the 1950s the yeti seems to have donned the missing link’s well-worn
ape suit and the scenery shifted to the Himalayas.

Less than a year after Ralph Izzard’s (London) Daily Mail yeti expedi-
tion, the first of four English-language yeti films was on the market. The
Snow Creature (1954) and Man Beast (1955) were both US productions while
Half-Human (1957) was a Japanese film with English voice-over. The Abomi-
nable Snowman (1957) was British-made. The first three films feature vil-
lainous yetis with lustful predilections for human women. But in the Brit-
ish film yetis turn out to be a race of noble creatures more highly evolved
than humans (or at least American humans). The American villain Tom
Friend—apparently loosely based on Tom Slick—is an unscrupulous con-
man masquerading as a scientist who ends up betraying his British col-

26. Hutchison (1989) updates the state of yeti science. As for yeti sightings, none less than the
estimable Reinhold Messner (2000) describes a terrifying encounter with a yeti-like creature in east-
ern Tibet though Messner concludes that the yeti is really a species of high-altitude Himalayan bear.
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leagues, trying to kill them while snatching the yeti for himself. Chorvin-
sky (1989) documents many other post-1950s films in which yetis make at
least brief appearances but overall the yeti’s moment of filmic fame seems
to have ended with his (yetis are always male . . .) “assassination” by Hil-
lary in 1960.

While yeti hunting in the 1950s was associated with Nepal, popular
literature tended to retain a Tibetan version of the Himalayan region,
even though (or, perhaps, because) Tibet had fallen behind the “bamboo
curtain” of Chinese communism. In fact the fall of utopian Tibet to the
godless Chinese communists was cause for great moral anguish (though
not much political action) among Westerners, a fact reflected in a wide
range of popular literature set in an imagined Tibet. In the 1955 novel The
Lost Glacier (Styles 1955) yetis join forces with British fighters to push back
Red Chinese invaders to protect a mystical hidden Tibetan valley (Bishop
2001:215).

The Chinese invasion of Tibet is also the backdrop of Lionel Davidson’s
appalling novel The Rose of Tibet (1962). In it a young British man heads for
Tibet in search of his brother, detained after straying into Tibetan territory.
The hero finds his brother imprisoned in a Buddhist nunnery in southern
Tibet but, unbeknownst to him, his arrival is perfectly timed with ancient
prophecies of a savior figure. What’s more, the nunnery turns out to be
full of nymphomaniacal nuns led by a sultry eighteen-year-old abbess who
spends most of her time naked. The abbess has her way with the willing
hero who must then rescue her (and her fortune in emeralds) from the Red
Menace. The cover of the Penguin paperback edition—featuring a naked
Asian woman, eyes downcast, with a map of Tibet literally projected onto
her body—seems to capture much of the book’s implicit meaning. Here a
feminized fantasy Tibet is turned into an erotic temptress/victim in need
of Western salvation. If the West would not come to Tibet’s defense in
reality, it could at least turn its moral plight into a wet dream.

The moral dilemma that post-1950 Tibet posed to the Western imagi-
nation also helps explain the phenomenal popularity of Heinrich Har-
rer’s Seven Years in Tibet.”” An Austrian mountaineer imprisoned by the
British in northern India at the outset of World War II, Seven Years in Tibet
recounts Harrer’s 1944 escape and harrowing journey across the Hima-
layas to Lhasa where he lived until the Chinese invasion of 1951. (Harrer
became a tutor for the young [fourteenth] Dalai Lama.) Although a great
adventure yarn, Seven Years would never have gained such wide reader-
ship (a US Book-of-the-Month Club selection, translated into over fifty

27. Originally published in German in 1952, the book appeared in English in 1953.
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languages, etc.) had it not resonated with Cold War angst (Schell 2000:90).
The Tibetan mystique remained strong and, if anything, actually grew in
the face of the sympathy/guilt over Tibet’s perceived victimhood at the
hands of the Chinese.

Nothing better illustrates this growing obsession with Tibet in the
1950s than the hugely popular writings of T. Lobsang Rampa. Starting
with The Third Eye: Autobiography of a Tibetan Lama (1956), Rampa went
on to publish more than a dozen books on Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism.
Selling millions of copies in many languages and continually in print for
decades, Rampa’s writings have drawn generations of seekers to Tibetan
Buddhism and Nepal. (The first Hebrew translations of Rampa’s books trig-
gered an unprecedented surge of Israeli tourists to Dharamsala [seat of the
Tibetan government in exile in India] and Kathmandu in the mid-1990s
[Norbu 2001:373].) Today the web is full of Rampa wisdom sites and Kath-
mandu bookshops are full of his writings.

Given hisimmense popularity, it may be surprising to learn that T. Lob-
sang Rampa is literally a figment of the Western imagination, his entire
persona concocted from Theosophical and other occult works by Cyril
Henry Hoskin (1910-1981). Hoskin was the chronically unemployed, mys-
tically inclined son of a plumber from rural England when in the early
1950s he fell from a tree and woke to find his body inhabited by the spirit
of a Tibetan Buddhist monk (Brauen 2004:93). The first line of his “auto-
biographical” Third Eye boldly proclaims, “I am a Tibetan.”?

Hoskin/Rampa’s book was immediately controversial. Eminent Tibet
scholars asked to review the book uniformly rejected it as extravagant
deception. It was published anyway, the editors arguing, “We think that
those who believe differently will at least agree that one can recognize
in the Author a rare talent for storytelling” (quoted in Lopez 1998:97). A
1958 private investigation (funded by Heinrich Harrer) forced Hoskin/
Rampa to acknowledge authorship and defend the book’s contents (full
of fabrications and Theosophical mumbo-jumbo)—but only bolstered its
popularity. Emboldened, Hoskin/Rampa wrote many more books full of
astral travel, auras, extraterrestrials, UFOs, yetis, and talking cats®® making
him, sickeningly, both “the greatest hoaxer in the history of Tibetan Stud-
ies” (Lopez 1998:86) and “the most widely read author on Tibet” (Norbu
2001:373). As it had for Madam Blavatsky—who understood mainstream

28. Hoskin’s hoax puts him in the company of other famous European impersonators of Asians
beginning with George Psalmanazar, an eighteenth-century Frenchman in Britain who claimed to be
Taiwanese (Keevak 2004).

29. Rampa’s book Living with the Lama (1964) was dictated to him by his Siamese cat, Mrs. Fifi
Greywhiskers.
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rejection as validation of her ideas—Rampa’s dismissal by scholars (and
even the Dalai Lama [Brauen 2004:97]) seems only to have confirmed his
occult credibility in the eyes of credulous Tibetophiles.

From Hoskin/Rampa it is only a short step (up?) to the next level of
popular literature featuring the Himalayas in the 1950s: comic books.
Chapter 1 introduced the Green Lama comic books of the 1940s in which
the American-turned-Tibetan-Buddhist-monk hero foils crime while
chanting “Om Mani Padme Hum!” By the 1950s even Bugs Bunny, Porky
Pig, Mickey Mouse, and Donald Duck were having grand Tibetan adven-
tures in places like “Shangreet-Lo” and “Tralla-La,” Himalayan valleys full
of every popular culture stereotype of Tibet and Tibetans ever imagined.*°

One comic book treatment of Tibet from the 1950s deserves special at-
tention, not least because it was one of my own childhood favorites. Tintin
in Tibet, by Belgian cartoonist Hergé (a.k.a. Georges Rémi [1907-83]), was
published serially in 1958 (during the height of global yeti mania) and
then as a book in 1960. Like me, recent readers of Tintin in Tibet assume
that Hergé’s book—jam-packed with every Himalayan chestnut imagin-
able from yetis, to telepathy, to levitating lamas—was intended “to make
fun of Western clichés,” as Bishop (2001:216) concludes.

But such was not the case. In fact Hergé was fascinated with paranor-
mal phenomena and had learned most of what he knew about Tibet from
the sensationalist books of Alexandra David-Neel (see chapter 1) (Peeters
2012:273). As for Hergé’s fascination with yetis and his remarkably de-
tailed yeti drawings,?! these were the product of Hergé’s friendship with
the pioneering “cryptozoologist” Bernard Heuvelmans, the Belgian advi-
sor to Tom Slick’s yeti expeditions in Nepal. Hergé also interviewed Mau-
rice Herzog, leader of the 1950 French Annapurna expedition. Herzog told
Hergé that he had seen yeti footprints and described them in detail, no
doubt as they appear on the book’s cover. Speaking of his friend’s depic-
tion of levitating monks in Tibet, Heuvelmans wrote, “He uses the phe-
nomenon in a very serious way, almost with deference, because he be-
lieved in it profoundly” (in Peeters 2012:273). Hergé dedicated Tintin in
Tibet to Heuvelmans (Peeters 2012:280).

Unlike every other Tintin adventure, Tintin in Tibet has no villain, its
plotrevolving instead around Tintin’s quest to rescue an old friend (named
Chang) from a plane crash in the high Himalayas. Mystical premonitions

30. In his amazing book Dreamworld Tibet: Western Illusions Martin Brauen catalogs these and doz-
ens of other Western comic books featuring Tibet (along with encyclopedic coverage of hundreds of
other representations of Tibet in film and literature).

31. For example, Hergé’s yeti has the unmistakable skull crest of the supposed yeti “scalp” that was
eventually debunked by Hillary and the World Book Scientific Expedition of 1960.
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that his friend is alive convince Tintin to travel to Nepal, with his sidekick,
Captain Haddock. Hergé’s drawings of Kathmandu are wonderfully de-
tailed and accurate (including specific buildings, Nepali clothing, chilies
drying, etc.) suggesting that he had either visited the city or was working
from photographs.* Tintin hires porters and a trusty Sherpa guide and is
off in search of Chang. Against all odds, Tintin finds his lost friend alive
in the high Himalayas, rescued by a loving and lovable yeti. On the final
page Chang tells Tintin that he hopes none of the yeti-hunting expedi-
tions are successful because they would inevitably just “treat [the yeti] like
a wild animal” even though he was a caring creature with something like
a “human soul.”

Given that most of the story takes place in Nepal (the plane crashes
in “Gosain Than massif,” an actual ridge north of Kathmandu), Tintin in
Tibet could just has well been called Tintin Goes Trekking in Nepal. As such,
the book foreshadows the “Tibetan” adventures of countless tourists who
grew up with Tintin and followed him to that surrogate Tibet—Nepal.
Even now Tintin in Tibet items are ubiquitous in Kathmandu gift shops. In
2006 Tintin became the first fictional character to receive the Dalai Lama’s
“Truth and Light” award for outstanding services to the Tibetan cause. The
(London) Sunday Times quotes a spokesman as saying, “For many people
around the world Tintin in Tibet was their first introduction to Tibet, the
beauty of its landscape and its culture.”** That so many people were intro-
duced to Tibet by a comic book set in Nepal helps to explain why so many
of those raised on Tintin ended up in Kathmandu in the 1960s and 1970s.
Like Tintin, many of these people set out on their own vision quests into
the mountains helping make trekking one of Nepal’s primary “tourism
products.”

32. Strangely, the Devanagri script in cartoon bubbles (used to designate incomprehensible local
speech) is in Hindi, not Nepali. Biographies make no mention of a trip to Kathmandu but he may have
gotten photos from his friend Han Suyin (Peeters 2012:320-21).

33. Tintin in Tibet also has a fascinating backstory. In the book Tintin’s friend is specifically identi-
fied as Chang Chong Chen. In real life Hergé collaborated with Chinese artist Chang Chong-ren who
advised Hergé on an earlier Tintin adventure set in China (The Blue Lotus) at which time the two be-
came close friends. (In The Blue Lotus Tintin and Chang Chong Chen also become good friends.) But
when Chang returned to China in 1935 Hergé lost touch with him in the turmoil of the Chinese Civil
War. By 1958 Hergé had not heard from Chang for decades but hoped that his friend was still alive.
Amazingly, in 1977 Hergé actually managed to reestablish contact with Chang and helped get him out
of China in 1981 (Brauen 2004:128-30, Peeters 2012:318-21). With life imitating art, both stories end
on a redemptive note.

34. June 1, 2006. See http://www.timesonline.uk/tol/news/world/asia/article670276.ece. Ironi-
cally, in 2001 the Hergé Foundation recalled a Chinese translation published as Tintin in China’s Tibet,
insisting on the correct translation of the title.
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The Key to an Oriental
World: Boris Lissanevitch,
Kathmandu’s Royal Hotel,
and the “Golden Age” of
Tourism in Nepal

You won’t find a hotel like this anywhere else in the world. ROYAL HOTEL ViIsITOR
You haven’t seen Kathmandu unless you’ve met Boris. ROYAL HOTEL VISITOR

All those present agreed that Boris was the most unusual person they had ever

met. PEISSEL 1966:20

In its heyday in the early 1960s nothing in Kathmandu
could compare with the Royal Hotel. A London newspaper
ranked it second among “the most interesting hotels in the
world” (Stephens 1979:168). The Royal had been featured
in dozens—maybe hundreds—of newspaper and magazine
articles through the 1950s and in the minds of the traveling
public the Royal Hotel was synonymous with Kathmandu.
Ironically, the Royal Hotel’s biggest attraction may not
have been its location, but its flamboyant proprietor: Boris
Lissanevitch or, simply, Boris—as he was known to all. A visi-
tor in 1957 noted that tourists arriving in Kathmandu wished
to be photographed with three things: in order of preference
(1) Mt. Everest (which they were told was too far away to see),
(2) the Abominable Snowman (which they were told was too
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