On to L’Abri

The following day, 50 years ago on April 23, the plane landed
in London at 3 p.m. after a refuelling stop in Beirut. I was
glad that I had accepted the Stringham’s generosity. The
custom’s agent wanted to see how much I had in cash and
Traveler’s Checks before the Brits were going to allow me into
the country. Someone had tipped me off that the Blackfriar'’s
Youth Hostel was a good deal and centrally located in London.
So, that’s what I put on my embarkation card. When I arrived
it was sunny, and warm, but the weather soon settled into
typical London weather—cold with a light drizzle.
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The reverse cultural shock wasn’t as bad as I had anticipated.
Even after my immersion in Eastern culture and Zen Buddhism,
it was clear that I was essentially still a Westerner at
heart. While in London, I enjoyed a surfeit of food, beer and
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sounds. I managed to get tickets to a concert by The
Incredible String Band, a quirky group that was a favorite of
mine at the time (the year on the ticket is wrong). A couple
nights later, I returned to the Royal Festival Hall for an
all-Bach organ recital.
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I had a final task to complete before boarding the boat train
from London to Switzerland. As a Zen Buddhist practitioner in
India, I had shaved my head completely bald. By the time I
landed in London my hair had grown out about half an inch. I
went to a barber and had my head completely shaved. I was
determined to arrive at L’Abri on my own terms, making a clear
statement that I was interested but not really needing what
they had to offer. So it was that on April 28 I boarded the
train for Dover. I was able to book the entire trip from
London to Paris, through Lausanne, and on to Aigle, where I
would catch the Postal bus up into the mountains to Huémoz,
where L’Abri was located.
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The trip went without a hitch, given the legendary Swiss
efficiency. I was able get on the correct Postal Bus heading
in the direction of Huémoz, I was dropped off at the door of
Chalet 1les Mélezes, the central chalet of the L’Abri
community. Since I don’t have a picture, you’ll have to form
an image in your mind of the bizarre creature that washed up
unannounced on the shores of this Christian community. As I’ve
mentioned, my head was freshly shaven, adorned with small,
wire-rimmed “Gandhi glasses.” I was dressed in a completely
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green outfit from Nepal, with skinny arms and legs. On my back
was my huge red backpack, which contained all my worldly
goods. To my surprise, I was received warmly, as warmly as if
I had been dressed in a 3-piece suit.

My future wife, Margaret, saw me the morning after my arrival.
I will let her give her first impressions. “See him, I did!
The sun was reflecting off his bald head and he was shoveling
down the oatmeal with gusto. He was at the far end of the
breakfast table so I was not able to get the full effect of
the green outfit. Leaning over to Debbie Middelmann, I
whispered, ‘Who’s that?’ She whispered back, ‘I don’t know but
his name’s Paul and he just came from India.’ Since I was
preparing to head off on a journey by thumb with a friend, the
bald guy in the green suit was not given much more thought.”

An Unexpected Blessing

When I crossed back into India from Nepal, I had made up my
mind to head back overland to Switzerland backtracking the
route I had come beginning in September 1970. I wasn’t overly
excited about the journey, since it would probably involve
traveling most of the way alone. I had written the Stringhams
from Kathmandu to tell them that I had decided not to continue
the formal Zen Buddhist meditation, planned to stop with them,
and then head back overland to L’Abri, the Christian community
in Switzerland. Shortly after I arrived they asked me why I
didn’t fly to Europe. The main consideration, of course, was
money. I would arrive in Europe with only about $70 to my
name.
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Jim asked me how much more I would need to consider flying. I
replied that I thought I would need about $100. Jim said that
he and Charlotte had agreed not to try to influence my
decision to go to L'Abri, but that if I decided to go, they
would give me $100—-a significant amount, about $650 in 2021-to
help me get there. Ordinarily I would have refused. But the
fact that the Stringhams worked more on leadings of the Spirit
than whims convinced me that there was some reason for me to
get to L'Abri quickly (and certainly more safely). So I
accepted. I found a company called Worldways and was able to
book on a BOAC (British Overseas Airways Corporation) charter

flight for London leaving on the 22"-the last day of my Indian
visa—for $230.

After several enjoyable days with the Stringhams, I traveled
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for the last time by my beloved 3™ class sleeper to Delhi. It
turned out that this Worldways charter company was rather
“sketchy”. I found out on the 19th that the flight was leaving
from Bombay (present-day Mumbai) rather than Delhi. The travel
agent was not going to pay my airfare to Bombay at first, but
we dickered and finally settled on half the airfare; it would
have cut it too close to travel by train. I flew to Bombay the

afternoon of the 20™ and spent the night in a cheap hotel. I
showed up at the BOAC office the next day. The agent for
Worldways was there but had no tickets as yet, because of the
underhanded dealings involved. In order to fly charter, you
had to be part of an organization-the Yehudi Menuhin Circle in
this case. The agent sent the names to London, and they sent
back a “revised,” backdated membership list.
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First class. Such quuryl Elegant decor, superb armchairs, sumptuous seven-course

meals served on crested china from a buffet trolley, your
choice of the finest wines, spirits and liqueurs, an atmosphere
of whispered luxury. You'll arrive fresh and relaxed, ready for
the boardroom or that important social function.

First Class by BOAC vC10 is a rewarding experience for any

discerning traveller.

The departure time on April 22-the last day of my India
visa—was 8:15. I showed up at 5:30-still no tickets. The other
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passengers and I went to the airport with the agent and
finally got our tickets one hour before departure! A little
too close for comfort. The luxury of the BOAC VC1l0 soon
settled my nerves after the ticketing drama. I found myself in
the First Class cabin. I can only imagine what my urbane
fellow travelers felt about sitting next to a largely unwashed
hippie. I was on the way to London and clearly headed back
into Western culture. As you might guess, I never refused
anything that the stewardess offered to the First Class
passengers.

Trekking toward Everest

Armed with our precious trekking permits, Richard and I began
our climb into the foothills of the Himalayas on March 31, 50
years ago.
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Our route was to the northeast of Kathmandu. The first day we
did nothing but climb and end the day at the “high point” of
our trip, a small village of six houses on an 8,000 foot peak.
Most of our trip, the weather was quite hazy, but we were
fortunate in having the sky clear just before sunset for a
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superb view of the snows. Unfortunately, I didn’t manage to
capture a picture of that moment, but I do have a picture of
the village.

Almost every village on the main trekking routes has one house
that provides meals and a place to sleep. The second day, we
descended to Patibhanjyang, which is in a 6,500 foot mountain
pass, had lunch and climbed the 7,800 foot peak on the other
side. Descending, we somehow got off on a side trail and ended
up in a small village that hadn’t see too many Westerners.
After several tries, we managed to communicate with the
inhabitants of one house that we were willing to pay if we
could sleep there and eat with them. We got the royal
treatment including chhang, which is the local “home brew”
made from corn.
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The third day we did a short hike to Talamarang, which is at
the juncture of two fairly large rivers. We had most of the
afternoon to swim—there was a pool deep enough to dive into.
We also got to cross one of the bridges for which Nepal 1is
famous—one board suspended between two chains. We put in a
full day the next day, ending up in a beautiful village on top
of a medium-sized hill. We had a short walk the next morning
to the China road, where we caught a bus into Kathmandu.

The beauty of the land and people of Nepal is something that
can’'t be put into words or captured in pictures. The Sierra
Club’s first Everest book did a credible job as far as
pictures are concerned, and it was my inspiration for the
trek. I had the disadvantages of haze and a cheap camera. The
Nepali have deep black eyes and expansive smiles, which would
draw even Ebenezer Scrooge into a jovial mood. Most available
arable land is terraced and planted in wheat or barley and is
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an otherworldly green.

After Richard and I returned to Kathmandu, I spent a couple
days and then bid farewell to the members of our Zen
meditation group. I was back on the road again, heading back
to India for a final visit with the Stringhams and then back
on the road alone for the return trip overland to Switzerland
(or so I thought). I crossed the border back into India on
April 6. My tourist visa allowed me until April 22 to leave
India. I ended up cutting it perilously close.
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