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"Here (in Pakistan and Afghanistan), we drink three cups of tea to do business; the first you are a stranger, the second you become a friend, and the third, you join our family, and for our family we are prepared to do anything - even die."

Such were the words of Haji Ali, the Chief of the Korphe Village in Pakistan's Karakoram Mountains. The book, aptly named Three Cups of Teo, tracks the Greg Mortenson's progress from a mountaineer that failed to ascend the K2 to an active humanitarian who champions for the rights of education for young girls living in the Impoverished villages In Pakistan's and Afghanistan's mountains.

Written by renowned journalist, David Oliver Relin, and Mortenson himself, the recount starts with Mortenson's attempted ascend up K2, and how his failed climb made him stumble into the Korphe Village In Pakistan to see for himself the state of poverty the villagers live In. Exasperating at the futility of the Pakistan government in providing education, even if it costs "a dollar a day for a teacher", Mortenson promised that he will build a school in the village.
From the promise that seemed so uncalculated and rash then, Mortenson eventually rallied and campaigned for his cause. Despite having sent letters to a total of 580 celebrities and talk-show hosts, whom he thought would be compassionate enough to empathise with the plight of these young villagers, the only reply came with a $100 check. Donations from adults only came in after elementary school students donated their pennies for this cause.

With about twelve thousand dollars of donations, Mortenson began his ambitious dream to build a school in Korphe Village. The journey to achieve his cause was not smooth-sailing, Mortenson was kidnapped by militants who were armed, subjected to death threats by Americans who are anti-Islam, and suffered under the intimidations and pressures from the Taliban operating in that area.

Three Cups of Tea is thoroughly inspiring and exhilarating. It is a real story that epitomises the value of education and one man's pursuit to promote peace by a simple act of increasing literary rates for poor villagers. It allows them to break out of the poverty cycle they were seemingly doomed to be in. This sentence, "there is a fierceness in their desire to learn, despite how mightily everything is stacked against them", captures the crux of the villagers' desire for knowledge.

The success of the novel can be traced back to the eloquent style of writing the authors employed. Using a skilful third-person omnipresent point of view, the recount allowed the readers to enter Mortenson's mind, to understand what and how he feels on certain pertinent issues. By stylising the novel into a recount, readers are able to fully appreciate the obstacles Mortenson has gone through, the thoughts and feelings he had and how he was finally able to pull through his project. Most commendably, Mortenson did not stop after building a promised school, he went on to build another 170 schools for the poor, and especially for the girls.

An African proverb reads "if you educate a boy, you educate an individual, but if you educate a girl, you educate a nation". This seems to be the guiding principle of Mortenson's project. His commitment in educating children, especially girls, appears to be the lighthouse that Mortensor closely follows in the dark, stormy journey he is engaging in.

Although at times, the storyline might seem to be convoluted, especially when the author's prose becomes melodramatic. Nevertheless, when we go deeper into the recount, we are able to sense the author's earnestness in presenting the information and their attempts to influence the readers.

More importantly, this recount reminds us, as students, to not take what reminds us to work hard and to never give up when faced with adversities. It reminds us to treasure what we have, for we do not know how it feels like to be uneducated.

The book is also especially good for those ignorant of Islam, and for those who denounce it as a religion that promotes extremism and violence. Introducing the reader to the often misunderstood religion of Islam, the book opens the reader to appreciate instances when personal or societal growths are made within the context of Islam. When the Muslims prayed, Mortenson remarked that "The belief rippling around him was strong. It was powerful enough to convert a gas station into a holy place". Islam is not just purely a religion to these people, it is a way of life that guides them in what they do, how they do and why they do.

While reading Three Cups of Tea, several questions kept reappearing in my mind. I was asking myself whether the areas we usually regard as tumultuous, dangerous and evil are really so treacherous after all. I was asking myself whether the US's actions in bombing and carrying out massive killing in these areas are justified or not. I was asking myself what I can, as a Singaporean student, do to help these children, especially since we are studying in the comforts of a safe and prosperous environment. 

Such questions are by no means easy to answer. But I strongly believe that the book has made its stand, to go against violence (the unrests caused by the Taliban militants), not by violence (In the form of militarised action by the global superpowers) but by peace. By only promoting peace, by only showing to the Pakistanis and Afghans that we, as global citizens, care, can we really ensure that these areas will finally see less corruption and more economic prosperity. Violence breed violence, and only be combating violence positively, with peace, will violence eventually die down.

However, what is most admirable about Mortenson's feat is not just the astounding results he has achieved, the recount also shows many instances of resilience, compassion and perseverance. Mortenson did not give up throughout the novel. So what if he failed to climb to the summit of K2? So what if he only received a check from the 580 checks he sent? So what if he faced many challenges? He does not wilt in the face of obstacles, but overcomes them.

Although this book is laudable for its many good points, cynics might find the book rather subjective, superficial and exaggerated. Readers might wonder if the story has been over-stated to make the story more dramatic for effect.

Of course, the essence of the book - to promote peace by peaceful negotiations - remains and the book's is still appealing as a thoroughly rousing book. It resonates within the hearts of readers, prompting the readers to step out of their comfort zones and to take actions to help the poor.
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