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Trouble in Shangri-La

As Nepal's Maoist uprising spreads, trekkers and tourists find it harder to steer clear 
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The trekkers were washing up after breakfast when five nervous young Nepalese men appeared in their camp. One was carrying an automatic rifle; the other four clutched hand grenades. 

"It was clear that (they) were not alone," Raymond Coughron, a Berkeley energy management consultant, wrote on the Everest News Web site April 17. "In the surrounding forests many hundreds of their comrades could be seen." 

The young men demanded that each of the trekkers hand over 5,000 Nepalese rupees (about $64) and their cameras, binoculars and altimeters. But, like nearly everything else in Nepal, this was subject to bargaining. Eventually it was agreed that the trekkers, part of an international climbing expedition en route to Makalu, the world's fifth-highest mountain, would each pay 10,000 rupees ($128) but could keep their gear. And then, before melting back into the forest, the robbers wrote each of the trekkers a receipt. 

It might have seemed an oddly polite act, but these young Nepalese were Maoist guerrillas, shadowy foot soldiers in a ruthless and bloody insurgency that has convulsed this Himalayan kingdom for the past six years, claiming more than 3,600 lives, destroying bridges, power stations and telephone lines and, many fear, driving the birthplace of Buddha toward all-out civil war. 

For years the fighting was limited to the remote western hill district, where foreign visitors rarely went. But now, as these trekkers discovered, it's becoming harder and harder to steer clear of the conflict. 

The Maoists have vowed to leave foreign tourists alone, save for the occasional 

robbery, but they now control - or are at least active in - many of the regions once popular with trekkers. And as the fighting spreads, they warn that tourists could inadvertently get caught in the cross fire. 

Nepal's anguish hits home in the Bay Area, which has always had a special relationship with the tiny mountain kingdom. The major adventure travel companies that pioneered trekking in Nepal are all headquartered here. So is the American Himalayan Foundation, which funds schools, medical clinics and anti-prostitution programs throughout the country. Dozens of smaller Nepal charities are based here, too, from the Nepalese Youth Opportunity Fund, which operates an orphanage in Kathmandu; to the Seva Foundation, which provides eye care and other medical care to rural villagers in Nepal and other countries; to the Fund for the Tiger, which sponsors anti-poaching efforts in Nepal's wildlife reserves. 

And one only has to spend a few minutes counting the threadbare Bay-to-Breakers T-shirts on the yak wranglers en route to Everest Base Camp or the teahouse owners along the Annapurna Circuit to understand how many Bay Area travelers have walked these mountain trails. 

These days visitors to Kathmandu, the capital, find machine guns peeking out from behind barbed-wired sandbag barricades not far from the famed Yak and Yeti Hotel. Police with automatic rifles patrol the ancient Hindu temples of Durbar Square, and the once-raucous bars of the Thamel District begin emptying out at 9 p.m. A heavily armed police checkpoint stops all traffic coming in and out of the airport. 

In the run-up to the recent five-day national strike called by the Maoists, three bombs went off on the outskirts of the city, one of them injuring 28 people on the Vishnumati Bridge near Durbar Square. During the strike itself, one bomb went off in a taxi inside the city and another exploded near the home of King Gyanendra. The violence, many believed, was aimed at intimidating business owners who had defied the strike, which ran April 23-28. 

Nepal's leaders have labeled the rebels "terrorists," and the United States might be preparing to get involved. In January, Secretary of State Colin Powell visited Nepal and promised solidarity with the government against the Maoists. Last month, a team of U.S. military officials visited western Nepal by helicopter and foot, and the Bush administration has asked Congress for $20 million to help the Nepalese government in its fight. Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba was scheduled to visit Washington this week to press his case with President Bush. 

A bit of hope emerged two weeks ago when the Maoists announced they were ready for peace talks. But the Nepalese government rejected the offer, and what followed was some of the bloodiest fighting yet, with unconfirmed reports of hundreds of Maoists killed in western Nepal by the country's security forces. 

In an age when most of the rest of the world has given up on communism, and even China is moving inexorably toward a market economy, it speaks volumes about the desperate poverty, unbridled corruption and medieval living standards of Nepal that the Maoist message is finding a receptive ear. 

The rebels, who draw their inspiration from China's Mao Zedong, reportedly want to end Nepal's constitutional monarchy and replace it with a communist republic, and to shift allegiance from India to China. Their media-savvy intellectual guru, Baburam Bhattarai, is fond of making bombastic statements, such as his vow to "hoist the hammer-and-sickle red flag atop Mount Everest," but even the Chinese have disavowed the group. 

Last June's palace massacre, in which Crown Prince Dipendra, 29-year-old heir to the throne of the world's only Hindu kingdom, committed, in the words of Outside Magazine writer Patrick Symmes, "regicide, patricide, matricide, fratricide, sororicide and finally suicide" - killing the king, eight other members of the royal family and finally himself - apparently had nothing to do with the Maoist insurrection. But -don't try telling that to most Nepalese, for whom intrigue and conspiracy theories are the national pastime. 

Even if there was no direct connection, the crisis has provided an opportunity for the Maoists to extend their control over much of rural Nepal. But it prompted the new king to unleash the Nepalese army against the rebels, which his predecessor had been unwilling to do. 

Following the lead of Mao's guerrillas, the rebels believe that when they control the countryside, Kathmandu will eventually fall. At the moment, the Maoists are believed to control somewhere between 30 and 50 percent of the country, and are active in much of the rest. 

From their original base in the Rolpa district of western Nepal, they have extended their reach to the Dolpo region made famous by Peter Matthiessen's "The Snow Leopard" and to Gorkha, the ancestral home of the royal family less than 50 miles from Kathmandu. 

Adventure travel firms such as Bay Area-based Geographic Expeditions and Mountain Travel Sobek now avoid the Dhaulagiri, Manaslu and Karnali regions, where the Maoists are active. And, as the trekkers who were robbed on their way to Makalu discovered, the rebels are seeking to extend their control to the far eastern corners of the kingdom. 

Nepal watchers believe the country's most popular trekking area, the region around Mount Everest known as the Khumbu, is still safe. The Sherpas who live there have prospered - at least by Nepalese standards - from tourism and are unsympathetic to the Maoist cause. But a jolt of fear ran through the area in February, when rebels blew up the old control tower at the Lukla airstrip, where most Everest trekkers arrive from Kathmandu. 

Some initially interpreted the bombing as a warning to tourists, but most now view it as part of a robbery that netted the rebels $28,000. There have been no further attacks in the area. Still, security is tight. Trekkers and yak trains are being stopped at a police checkpoint outside Namche Bazaar, the Sherpa capital, and searched thoroughly. 

"In Lukla, we were told there was a 7 p.m. curfew and that anyone out after that could be shot," said Lou Breitenbach, a Wyoming psychotherapist who trekked into the Khumbu recently to visit the memorial to her husband, Jake, who died on the 1963 American Everest Expedition. "And in Namche we saw a flyer tacked to a wall near the market square inviting us to come visit the Maoists and hear their point of view. It said they had nothing against tourists, but it still disgusted me." 

The Khumbu might be safe, but the lower Sherpa region, known as the Solu, was the scene of one of the bloodiest battles in the insurgency, when Maoists attacked the Phaphlu airstrip and the nearby police post in Salleri six months ago, leaving 34 Nepalese security forces and anywhere from 50 to 200 Maoists dead. 

Nepal's other premier trek, the Annapurna Circuit, remains a must-do on the itineraries of young world travelers, even though they must pass through an area where Maoists are believed to be active - the village of Dumre, on the Kathmandu-Pokhara road. 

So far, not a single foreign visitor has been harmed in the conflict. Some who have encountered bands of Maoists on remote trails describe them as polite toward foreigners, attempting to engage in earnest political discussions and handing out receipts to those they rob as protection against future robberies. 

But in March, the Maoists' Bhattarai issued a statement that was alternately reassuring and chilling. "Foreign tourists," he began, "are most welcome in the country and will be so in the future as well." But then Bhattarai went on to say that much of Nepal's tourist infrastructure - hotels, airlines, buses - was owned by the royal family and its cronies, and that it was "imperative to smash this anti-people and anti-national monopolistic structure." 

He added: "During wartime the unassuming traveler can be caught between the cross fire of the contending armies." 

Bhattarai's proclamation, and the almost-daily news accounts of gun battles between the Maoists and Nepalese police in the countryside, have caused thousands of travelers to avoid the country. During the just-concluded spring trekking season, the number of visitors from the United States and other Western countries was down nearly 60 percent from the previous year. 

Last fall, for the first time in a generation, not a single mountaineering expedition attempted Mount Everest from the Nepal side. Earlier this month, Singapore Airlines suspended its three-times-a-week air service to Kathmandu. 

Bay Area adventure travel outfitters have canceled or scaled back some of their Nepal treks. "We've only got about 20 bookings for this fall, and by this time of the year we'd expect to have 50," said Nadia Le Bon, director of operations for Mountain Travel Sobek. The firm, she said, has scaled back its trips to remote parts of Nepal. "It's a volatile situation," she said. "There's a sense of uncertainty." 

According to published reports, some trekking companies are paying protection money so the Maoists will leave their clients alone. Both Le Bon and Geographic Expedition's Jim Sano denied doing this, but Sano said his trek leaders do carry a stash of cash in the field for emergencies. 

"Nobody's had to use any yet," he said. "Our instructions to leaders are to be nonconfrontational. Our reading of the situation is that they are not out to harm tourists." 

Those who do venture to Nepal these days are finding once-crowded trails nearly empty and the fabled mountain panoramas unblocked by other trekkers. 

And they are occasionally reminded that as they trek and climb in the world's highest mountain range, Maoist rebels might be the least of their worries. Not long after filing the Internet dispatch about the robbery of the trekkers en route to Makalu, Raymond Caughron, the Berkeley energy management consultant, perished in a snowstorm high on the mountain. 
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