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Blame Ed Hillary for establishing 
a special relationship between 
New Zealand and Nepal that has 
inspired mutual respect between 
both countries since Everest 
was climbed in 1953. Writer 
and photographer Laurenson 
has been visiting the Khumbu 
region — with its “valley and river 
systems, glaciers, major peaks, 
trekking viewpoints, passes, 
settlements and the northern 
Nepal border” — for more than 30 
years and describes these journeys 
here. It’s not just lack of oxygen 
at high altitude that takes your 
breath away: Khumbu has one 
of the world’s most spectacular 
landscapes, caught in Laurenson’s 
always impressive pictures. It is 
the emotional and social links with 
Nepalese people that he has forged 
and which he describes here that 
lift the volume above the average 
gee-whiz travellers’ account.
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valley were spread before us. Hidden lakes nestling in high montane basins were 

revealed.

The panorama was glorious and the sense of achievement real, but the 

atmosphere on the summit was a little subdued. Both of us were privately nursing 

some anxieties about the descent.

Descending the unstable upper snow slopes, I began having mixed feelings 

about our late start which had allowed the snow to become disconcertingly soft. 

We negotiated this section without mishap, but a shock of a different kind was in 

store. I was belaying Rachel across one of the snow-banked ledges when suddenly 

a helicopter roared in from nowhere. As it thundered by just metres away, Rachel, 

who had her back to it, almost fell off in surprise. “They almost caused me to need 

them!” she gasped.

Careful down-climbing brought us to the rock crevice which we later discovered 

someone had aptly dubbed “Winnie-the-Pooh’s crack”. Below that the pressure 

began to ease. Once off the rock and on to the easy scree slopes the relief started 

welling up and revelations about how we’d both been feeling tumbled out. We 

discovered that very similar scenarios and thoughts had been playing through 

our minds.

The jubilant shouts and yells missing on the summit burst out as we crunched 

down to the safety of Wright Col and the hut. That evening we sat outside savouring 

the sunset, reliving the day and thinking wry thoughts about my friend’s assessment 

of the climb.

Next day we descended to the valley floor, tramped out to the road end, and 

drove back to Christchurch. A few days later we got an email from another friend. 

It read: “Congratulations on the ascent of Mt Doddle.”

ABOVE LEFT: On the snow-banked ledges 

LEFT: Descending Winnie-the-Pooh’s crack 

FACING PAGE: Sunset over Mt Pluto
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This book is intended to explain 
the fascination of mountains 
and “to explore the spiritual and 
imaginative significance of the 
mountain world”. It is not irrelevant 
that as well as being an enthusiastic 
and accomplished climber Hay is an 
Anglican minister. Mountains have 
been inspiring spiritual reflections 
since Moses went up Sinai, and 
chapter headings here include “Awe 
and Transcendence”, “Mountains, 
Mortality and Timelessness” 
and “Spiritual Responses to the 
Mountains”.  For the less religious 
reader, alongside some hair-raising 
personal stories, Hay also offers 
ways to experience the mountains 
that do not require putting one’s life 
on the line or involve “cutting edge 
ascents on the frontier of technical 
climbing”. The anyone-can-have-a-
go approach is refreshing.

above left to right — Peter and 
his son Will enjoy yak cheese and 
crackers in the clouds above 
Khunde, December 2017. / Looking 
south-east from Gokyo Ri at 
sunset, December 2017. Photos: 
Peter Laurenson.  
below — Ron Hay and daughter 
Rachel on their journey from Rees 
Valley over Mt Earnslaw. Photos: 
Courtesy of Mary Egan Publishing.
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