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LOCAL RUNS FOR 
BLOOD CANCER

Lisa Smith-Batchen is headed to Death Valley
SEE SPORTS B3

Lakpa Sherpa climbs the Khumbu icefall on Mt. Everest.

Lakpa
Sherpa

From Everest Base Camp to Teton Valley, first Nepali to become WFR certified 

Sherpa continued on B11

By Emily A. Palm

To Lakpa Norbu Sherpa, Teton Valley’s air is rich 
with oxygen.

The Nepali Sherpa grew up in the Himalayas 
and spends the Everest climbing season 
coordinating rescue missions from the 17,600-

foot elevation Base Camp. 
The man responsible for saving countless lives has finally 

been admitted to the United States.
After five years of attempting to obtain a tourist visa, Lakpa 

arrived in the valley a couple weeks ago. National politics have 
made obtaining visas to visit the U.S. a challenging endeavor 
for Nepali’s (George W. placed the country on the watch 
list because of the Maoist insurgency). Of the estimated 100 
Nepalese who apply for a visa to the U.S. yearly, 10 to 15 are 
granted one. 

Success finally came 
through a student visa 
when he registered 
for a Wilderness First 
Responder class offered 
through the Driggs 
branch of the National 
Outdoor Leadership 
School.

Hot weather greeted 
the Nepali as he and 
his clinic cohorts, 
Dr. Luanne Freer of 
Bozeman, Mont. and 
Dr. Eric Johnson, Valley 
resident who volunteered 
at the clinic in 2006, 
reunited. While sitting 
on Johnson’s patio under 
the gaze of the Tetons, 
they caught up.

Lakpa began working 
with the Himalayan 
Rescue Association 
(HRA) eight years ago, 
and for the past five 
years he has been the go-to Sherpa for the highest-elevation 
hospital in the world.

Freer, the medical director at Yellowstone National Park, 
started the clinic with Lakpa in 2003. Operated under the 
HRA, the Everest medical clinic charges tourists for health 
services and uses the proceeds to provide free care for the 
locals.

As Everest continues to attract more and more climbers 
each year, the clinic has become more and more essential, 
particularly for the locals.

“It was appalling,” Freer said of the fact that Sherpas, 
who carry heavy loads and risk perilous conditions for their 
prosperous clients, had no support. Freer recounted a story 
in which a doctor refused help to a Sherpa in their group 
because they didn’t want to use up the antibiotics.

She told another story of a team doctor almost killing their 
Sherpa cook who suffered from high altitude cerebral edema 
(HACE), because of a lack of altitude sickness knowledge. 

“That’s when the light bulb went off in my head,” Freer said 
of starting the clinic. Carrying out the legwork and logistics 
proved daunting when she started coordinating the portage 
of 3,000 pounds of equipment to the almost 18,000-foot 
elevation Base Camp. Lakpa proved integral in the whole 
operation.

Lakpa is arguably the most well-connected man on the 
mountain. He knows almost every Sherpa from the lower 

In a simulated river accident, Lakpa Sherpa (right) and his classmate help a patient while other 
students in the Wilderness First Responder course through NOLS attend to the scene.

Lakpa Sherpa and Luanne Freer 
treat a patient suffering from 
high altitude pulmonary edema 
in the Base Camp clinic using 
a portable hyperbaric chamber.Courtesy of the Luanne Freer collection
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villages to those who lead climbers to 
the summit. Such associations helped 
in arranging for the 380 yaks needed to 
haul the clinic materials.

“It was just divine intervention,” Freer 
said of Lakpa’s support.

In May Freer and Lakpa completed 
their fifth season of operating the 
base camp clinic. They first carried 
the equipment up via yak for the 
2003 season, coincidentally, the 50th 
anniversary of Sir Edmund Hillary’s 
first summit of the mountain.

Each group coming to summit used 
to bring their own doctor if they 
wished for medical care, however 
many treating and diagnosing altitude 
sickness is not something used in the 
general medical world. By providing 
wealthy climbers with health care 
specializing in such ailments as HACE, 
they can subsidize the costs for locals. 
It’s a win-win situation, Freer said.

Before Freer’s operation began at base 
camp, a sherpa’s only fallback was to 
purchase a 75-day life insurance policy 
to be paid if the unspeakable happens. 

Lakpa spoke of the difference Freer, 
who he calls “didi” (which means 
sister in Nepali), has made and the 
importance of the clinic. “It’s very 
necessary,” he said, noting he hopes to 
see the program last. Sherpas regularly 
risk their lives in portaging luggage and 
helping in rescues.

The scariest portion of the trek to 
Everest, Lakpa noted, is the stretch 
between Base Camp and Camp One. 
The Khumbu icefall lies in this portion; 
in four hours a Sherpa can ascend the 
dicey spot, for a Westerner the route 
can take 13 hours.

Helicopters can also be a harrowing 
experience at Base Camp, which sits 
upon a flowing ice field. Not only 
does the thin air make for difficulty 

in maintaining leverage, but such 
a variable landing surface proves 
challenging as well. Every year, Lakpa 
builds a helicopter pad out of ice and 
rock with about 30 other people. 
He recalled a near-death experience 
from a couple years ago. A helicopter 
was coming in while the sun melted 
the pad as Lakpa and others quickly 
worked to rebuild it with rocks. While 
coming in to land the base of the craft 
caught underneath the pad, causing the 
helicopter to fall backward as the rotors 
whooshed over Lakpa’s head.

The event was not atypical. The 
ice-field on which Base Camp rests 
constantly moves and recently it 
revealed remnants of a 1970 helicopter 
crash from above, Lakpa recalled.

It can take two or three days for 
favorable conditions to allow a 
helicopter to come and take a patient 
to the Katmandu hospital. Thus, Base 
Camp doctors must be a resourceful 
type. When it comes to nurses, 9-11 
and the support structure in lower 
elevations, Lakpa said, “We don’t have 
those kind of things.” 

Five days into his WFR course at the 
Driggs NOLS center, Lakpa and his 
class played out a scenario that had 
considerably better back-up than his 
typical rescue. 

A rafting trip had supposedly gone 
awry. Darby Canyon hosted a scene was 
gruesomely realistic.

Tuesday morning on the way to the 
training session, a fellow classmate 
shared a bit about his interactions with 
Lakpa. “I thought I traveled far,” the 
16-year-old Chicagoan said, “He came 
from Everest.”

Lakpa is fast with everything, the 
teenager marveled. In a flash, the 
Sherpa had his campsite up and ready 
while others in his class were still 
laying out their tarps, prompting such 
comments as, “Whoa, where did that 
tent come from?” In the incident 
command post, a class full of swarming 
students were still preparing for the 
rescue while Lakpa waited patiently 
with his bag already packed.

Lakpa will be the first WFR certified 
Nepali. While the language barrier 
made the class textbook difficult to 
interpret, Lakpa said he plans to have 
it translated upon returning to the 
Himalayas and will teach other people 
the skills he learned.

Lakpa claims his English is poor, but 
considering that he speaks Sherpa, 
Nepalese, a bit of Japanse, a little 
Dutch, Indian, and is starting to pick 
up Finnish, he’s doing pretty darn well 
with the language bit.

And how would I say, hello my 

name is Emily? Mero nam Emily hoo. 
Translated, Lakpa means Wednesday, 
the day he was born, Norbu means long 
life and Sherpa is the tribe in Nepal he 
is from.

After completing the WFR course, 
Lakpa peaked the Grand Teton. He will 
head back to Nepal by October to lead 
a trekking expedition, and then back to 
Base Camp for the next climbing season. 
The Tibetan side of Everest hopes to 
start a similar clinic, but Freer wants 
to make sure the first clinic is running 
solidly before any plans of expansion.

Not only does the magnificent terrain 
attract Freer and Johnson to Everest, 
but so does the giving nature of the 
mountain people. “It’s just this whole 
way of living,” said Johnson, who is a 
board member of the HRA, adding, 
“We could learn a lot from the Sherpa.”

Do the deaths of Sherpas while working 
for or rescuing wealthy tourists ever 
anger Lakpa? “Life is impermanent,” he 
answered. While he feels sad, there is the 
recognition of something greater. As a 
Buddhist, anger is something he steers 
clear of. “That is really the gift that I 
keep trying to learn from them,” Freer 
said of her good friend’s outlook.

In the meantime, it is when Base 
Camp doctors save such lives that make 
the endeavor worth it. The clinic has 
been stiffed after a hazardous rescue 
of a wealthy climber without a single 
thank you, Freer said, “Those moments 
make you question. But then you save 
the life of a Sherpa or local Nepalli. … 
You know you’ve done so much good.”

To make tax-deductible contributions 
to the non-profit clinic follow the links on 
www.basecampmd.com. More information 
about the Himalayan Rescue Association 
can be found at himalyanrescue.org. The 
Base Camp Medical clinic has been featured 
in a BBC produced documentary that 
regularly shows on the Discovery Channel
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Students of the Wilderness First Responder course meet before responding to a scenario. Lakpa (left in the white shirt) became the first WFR certified Nepali, 
he will take his knowledge to Everest Base Camp where he coordinates rescues of a higher elevation.
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Lakpa Sherpa leaves for a rescue 
on Mt. Everest.

"It was just divine intervention."
— Luanne Freer said of Lakpa's support


