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Climber builds schools in uphill fight against terrorism
John Flinn
Sunday, March 19, 2006

The mountain called K2 in the Karakoram mountains of Pakistan is just a few rope

lengths shorter than Everest, and any climber will tell you it's dramatically harder to

ascend.

In 1993, Bay Area resident Greg Mortenson staggered off the peak after a 78-day

struggle, emaciated, exhausted and disoriented. Too weak to complete the five-day

walk to the nearest road, Mortenson was taken in and nursed back to health by Balti

people in the remote village of Korphe. In gratitude, he promised to return one day and build them a school.

First problem: Mortenson, a self-described "dirtbag climber" who was working as a temporary trauma and critical care nurse at several

Bay Area hospitals, didn't have any money. To raise it, he sold his climbing gear, cashed in his UCSF retirement plan and lived out of his

1980 Buick in the Berkeley flats. But eventually he did return to the Korphe, and he did build the school.

This was only the start. Since then, Mortenson, 48, and the organization he founded, the Central Asia Institute, have built and now

operate 45 schools in Pakistan, and another eight in Afghanistan. They've educated 22,000 children, more than half of them girls.

When people despair at the state of the world and ask what one person can possibly do, I always point them to Mortenson.

His work hasn't been easy. Along the way he was caught in a gunfight between opium smugglers in Afghanistan, was kidnapped and held

at gunpoint for eight days, and has had two fatwas issued against him. It's all recounted in the new book, "Three Cups of Tea: One Man's

Mission to Fight Terror ... One School at a Time," by David Oliver Relin.

Mortenson, who now lives in Bozeman, Mont., when he's not in Pakistan and Afghanistan, has been touring the country to promote the

book and his projects. Recently I caught up with him via e-mail. (Full disclosure: Mortenson is a longtime friend of mine.)

Q: How does building schools in Pakistan and Afghanistan combat terrorism?

A: Despot mullahs control large swaths of rural society in these countries, and often, as one of the few literate people, they control the

majority of illiterate people through their edicts and power. When a society becomes literate, the mullahs are disempowered. In Islam,

when a young man goes on jihad or joins the Taliban, he must first get permission from his mother. An educated woman will be much

less likely to say yes.

Q: Why is it so important to educate girls?

A: Several international studies show that if you educate a girl (and, of course, also the boys -- but I've never seen a case where girls go

to school and boys don't), it does three important things: It reduces infant mortality, it reduces the exploding population rate and it

increases the basic quality of health dramatically. As the African proverb says, if you educate a boy you educate an individual, because

often the boy leaves the community; but if you educate a girl, you educate an entire community. It's the girls who later become mothers,

stay in their villages and instill the value of education in a society.

Q: Educating girls goes against long-standing tradition in this part the world. Have you had any adverse reaction?

A: That's what one of the fatwas was about. An imam in the village of Chakpo issued it because I was a kafir -- a nonbeliever -- working

in their midst, and I was setting up schools that would educate girls as well as boys.

I sought out the advice of Saeed Abbas Risvi, the head Shiite leader in northern Pakistan, who is a powerful but benevolent leader. He

wrote to the council of Ayatollahs in Qom, Iran, seeking clarification on what to do with this crazy American infidel. About eight months

later he brought out a red, velvety box and pulled out a letter written in the ornate Persian Farsi script.

It read: "Dear compassionate of the poor ... we have reviewed your request for clarification and guidance ... in our Holy Koran, education

is encouraged for all children, and furthermore, what this man is doing is in the highest principles of Islam to tend to the poor, so not

only do we give our approval, but give our support and blessings and may no one interfere with his intentions."
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Q: How much does it cost to build and operate a school?

A: Construction costs $ 15,000 to $ 25,000. depending on size, location and access to roads. Operating it costs $1 per student per

month.

Q: Tell me about some of your alumni.

A: About 20 are now in college and technical training centers, studying to be teachers, medical health care workers, computer

technicians and engineers.

A girl named Aziza is CAI's first educated female in the Charpusan Valley, in the extreme north of Pakistan. Before we sent her to

maternal health care training, five to 20 females died in childbirth every year in her valley -- there were no doctors, medicine or clinics --

and one out of three children died before the age of one. Since she received her training and returned to her village in 2000, not one

woman has died in childbirth, and the infant mortality rate has gone down to about one in five.

Mortenson will present a slide show and talk about his schools in Menlo Park Monday, and at Stanford Tuesday. For details, see

Logbook (F8). To learn more about his Central Asia Institute, visit www.ikat.org. To comment, e-mail Executive Travel Editor John Flinn

at travel@sfchronicle.com.
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