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Introduction 

In 2003 I spent some time doing voluntary work (building a school) in rural Nepal. 

It was the best experience of my life. The warmth and the friendliness of the 
people despite everything they have to put up with is something I will never 
forget. 

When I got home I wrote a short A-Z of Nepal for the next year’s volunteers so 
they would have a bit more of an idea when they arrived. Most of the A-Z part of 
this book is intended as factual information to help people working there, and no 
more than that. Some parts of the A-Z are cultural and historical information 
which I included because most of the information I could find about the country 
before I went there was wildly wrong.  

The other sections of this pdf book are simply some other stories about things 
that happened there. About how I reacted to Nepal and how Nepal reacted to 
me. 

The situation there has changed radically since then but I would like to preserve 
this piece of work. 

So although some of the information is now out of date I hope this provides any 
reader with some useful information about that country and provides a snapshot 
of that time in that place. I have added pictures I took where appropriate.  

So this is for the people we met in Nepal, who taught us far more than we could 
ever hope to teach them.  

Dhanyabad 
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A 
 
A is for Altitude – Nepal is known as “the roof of the world” and even in 
Kathmandu you are at around 800 metres altitude. Altitude sickness can kick in 
at around 2,500m but you can easily find yourself getting tired quickly at lower 
levels. You won’t notice it in Kathmandu or Pokhara but when you get out into the 
villages it will hit you. After about a week you should have adjusted and be able 
to move about as normal. If you are very high up though, it might not get much 
easier for a long time. 
 
A is for Americans – not the most popular people in Nepal. There are several 
reasons for this. The Maoists have declared that they do not want Americans in 
Nepal. As a response to this the US government has warned its citizens not to go 
there. However, there are still American tourists and more than that there are 
rumoured to be American troops too (although estimates vary as to how many – 
some people say 2 battalions, others say just 100 soldiers). The US and Nepali 
governments both say that the troops are only there to train the Royal Nepal 
Army in order to defeat the Maoist insurgents. Whilst the Maoists are certain to 
be annoyed by this fact alone they are more concerned that the US military 
wants to set up a permanent residence. This would be strategically important and 
advantageous for the US due to the proximity to China. If you meet a Maoist he 
is likely to ask you if you are an American, even if you are, just say no. 
Americans will not get trouble in the tourist areas, but if they stray into the 
villages they may be unlucky.  
 
A is for Army – the Royal Nepal Army are, at time of writing, extremely active in 
Nepal. The political troubles mean that there are checkpoints everywhere and 
there are heavily armed soldiers roaming around at all hours.  Whilst the 
numbers are impressive the effectiveness doesn’t seem to be. The army is also 
extremely unpopular with the average Nepali. 
 
A is also for Aroma – One of the first things you will notice upon arrival at 
Tribuvhan airport is the smell. A heady mixture of rubbish, car fumes and incense 
sticks combine to make the modern day odour of Kathmandu. It’s at its least 
strong when it has rained in the evening and some of the smell has washed 
away. Alarmingly, you will find you get used to it after a while.  
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B 
 
B is for the Batcave – just outside Pokhara is the Batcave or Chomero Gupha. 
Now that his secret is out it appears that Bruce Wayne will have to move 
elsewhere. Also, given that the batcave is in Nepal it gives us an idea how fast 
the batmobile must go if he could always get to Gotham City to catch criminals in 
time. 

 
 
B is for Buff (Buffalo) – Hindu religion does not permit the eating of beef. 
However, you will find it relatively easy to get a buff steak. There is no massive 
difference between beef and buff (in fact sometimes buff is beef which has been 
culled in India and sent to Nepal but remains buff on the menu so as not to 
offend strict Hindus). At time of writing there is not a single McDonald’s in Nepal, 
which is an absolute bonus. 
 
 

C 
 
C is for Cannabis – some plants grow in symbiosis with each other e.g. nettles 
and doc leafs grow together. Another couple of plants that have this happy go 
lucky relationship is charas (which is a sister plant of the cannabis plant) and 
maize (corn on the cob). As Nepali villagers eat a lot of this stuff you will find 
cannabis plants everywhere and ripe for the picking. They flower in early October 
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so that is the best time if this is your thing, if you can’t be there in early October 
you can get various different stuff all year round.  

 
 
C is for Child mortality – this is a huge problem in Nepal. 27,000 children die 
every year from diarrhoea alone. With the political problems currently faced by 
Nepal and a growing population (its expected to double in the next 25 years) this 
problem is going to get worse unless drastic steps are taken to improve 
sanitation and provide clean drinking water. 
 
C is for Commission – this is the favourite game of many of the more “colourful” 
traders. When you arrive at the airport you may have a hotel in mind. You may 
ask the taxi driver to take you there. Do not be surprised if you are then informed 
that the hotel has burnt down or has changed its name or some such thing. It 
hasn’t burnt down or changed its name – you have just been playing your first 
game of COMMISSION™. The taxi driver in addition to your fare will be receiving 
a slice of your hotel bill too. Kathmandu is where the most skilled players are and 
as long as you don’t take any nonsense and argue in order to get where you 
really want to go, it can actually be quite funny (on the other hand, it can be a 
fright if you have just been informed that the hotel all your friends who arrived the 
day before you are in has burnt down). 
 
C is for Corruption – the perennial problem for developing nations. Many anti-
globalisation protestors and NGOs do not like people raising this issue in case 
people decide to withdraw their support because they do not feel their money will 
go where it is most needed. Nonetheless, it is a problem and ignoring it will not 
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make it go away. The “Kathmandu Elite” tend to misappropriate a lot of funds that 
were meant to go to more worthy causes. When the Maoists first started out they 
worked mainly at exposing the corruption in Nepal. This is why at first they were 
extremely popular. 
 
C is for Crime – despite having a civil war on Nepal is actually one of the safest 
places you could be if you are not Nepali. Crime is incredibly low and there really 
isn’t a problem at all with regards petty theft and muggings and the like. Tourists 
have less chance of being mugged or robbed here than maybe anywhere else 
they could go. 
 

D 
 
D is most definitely for Daalbaat – Nepalis never ever get tired of lentils (daal) 
and rice (baat). Its not just the meal they eat twice a day, every day – its also 
their best friend too. Eaten with only the right hand (see J forJuttho) it is served in 
huge portions twice a day at around 8.30am and again at around 7.30pm. While 
obesity is an extreme rarity in Nepal, a small Daalbaat belly is a necessity for any 
self-respecting male over 30 years old.  
 
D is also for Dung – an incredibly useful substance. If there is a lack of fertiliser, 
cement, or plaster then this can double as an effective substitute. Dung 
production is happily not subject to the many disruptions that other forms of 
production are liable to be interrupted by, such as strikes. There is a never-
ending supply. 
 
D is finally for Durbar Square – every major town or city in Nepal will have a 
Durbar square somewhere. They are the centres of noise and bustle in the towns 
and like as not there will be an open-air market somewhere in the vicinity. 
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E 
 
E is for Everest – Everest is only its name in the Western world. In Nepali it is 
called Sagarmatha. If you don’t fancy the base camp trek the best views are to 
be found at Nagarkot, which is about an hour bus ride from Kathmandu. If you 
feel really flush you can splash out on a $100 air trip around the mountain. 
During your time in Nepal you will read in the papers about a succession of 
lunatics attempting to climb it in more and more ludicrously difficult ways. Keep 
your eyes peeled for an Everest attempt by someone walking backwards or 
something.  
 
 
E is for Expats – many to be found in Nepal. If they are young then it’s a 99% 
chance they have a rafting or trekking company. If they are older then it’s a 99% 
chance that they used to have a rafting or trekking company and now own a 
restaurant or two in the tourist areas. 
 
 

F 
 
F is for Family – if you are attempting to be polite (or if you are on good terms 
with someone) you do not use Mr. Miss Mrs. Or Ms. It is best to refer to people 
by what their relation to you would be. For example, a man 2 years younger than 
you would be referred to as Bhai = younger brother. A woman 2 years older than 
you would be Didi = big sister. The full list is as follows.. Ba = Father, Amaa = 
Mother, Dhai = elder brother, Bhai = younger brother, Didi = elder sister, and 
Bahini = younger sister.  
 
F is for Freak Street – situated just off Durbar Square Kathmandu, Freak Street 
was the hippie hangout in Nepal for many years. Since the invention of Thamel 
(see T for Thamel) much of the life in this street has moved elsewhere in the city. 
 
F is also for Fuss  - see X for X-factor 
 

G 
 
G is for Goats – No Nepali village or town is complete without a few goats 
running around. They can be sold for around $40 or eaten. Bone and skin are 
eaten as well as the meat.  
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G is for Government –  (see also A for Army, M for Maoists and R for Royalty) 
Government in Nepal is a little like recycling – everyone claims that they are 
doing it but very few people actually seem to be.  
 
G is for Guides – there are two kinds of guide, one is the city guide who is like 
as not a chancer and wants a few hundred rupees for touring you around 
wherever you are standing already. The other is a trekking guide who will drive 
you to the point of exhaustion and be extremely nice to you while he is doing it. 
 

H 
H is for Himalayas –  
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Unless you go and see for yourself you will find it impossible to envisage just how 
big they are. When you do see them you will find it impossible to believe how big 
they are – you just won’t think that it could be legal for land to go up that much.  
Impossibly big and impossibly beautiful. 
 

I 
 
I is for Indifference – specifically, indifference to danger and traffic regulations, 
the only rule on Nepali roads being – don’t die.  

 
J 
 
J is for Juttho (joot-ho) – Juttho literally means “unclean”. In India and much of 
the world as well as Nepal the right hand is reserved for eating whilst the left is 
reserved for cleaning yourself in the toilet (chaarpi in Nepali) but there is more to 
the concept of Juttho than that. Cultural things such as Juttho and various other 
superstitions all over the world almost always have some basis in practicality. For 
example, almost all societies bury or burn the dead quickly, partly because it 
allows the healing process for the bereaved to begin and also because corpses 
cause disease. Superstitions like don’t walk under a ladder exist because you 
might have something dropped on you.  The worst bowel disorders in Nepal are 
caused by the faecal to oral route (e.g. worms, Guardia or amoebas), whereby 
impurities are picked up in one hand (wiping) and passed back to the mouth. As 
there are not really any disinfectants this causes a lot of illness. 
 
Juttho is a way of dealing with this. Apart from the left/right hand system there 
are other facets to it. Never share someone else’s food, never put anything down 
on a communal plate (faecal to oral again), never touch your mouth then touch 
someone else (ditto). Juttho, like many other similar cultural manifestations is 
simply a response to existing conditions which has become assimilated into the 
culture and codified by habit and/or religion. 

 
K 
 
K is for Kathmandu – a very strange hybrid place. There is incredible wealth in 
Kathmandu but also hideous poverty. There are five star hotels of a standard you 
could get in Europe or North America but no proper sanitation or sewage. It’s a 
city of contradictions. The royal palace was correctly described in the Rough 
Guide to Nepal as “a 1960s architectural travesty” and yet there are beautiful 
buildings too. The traffic is bad and if you know how to ride one then hire a 
motorbike as it’s the easiest way to get about.  Population is officially around the 
half million mark though the Kathmandu valley has many many more people. You 
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will probably use Kathmandu as a base to work from in your time in Nepal (see 
also T for Thamel) and its best that way. Too many days here will get you down 
eventually – especially when there is so much else to see.  
 

 
 
 
K is also Kakrow – Kakrow = cucumber and they are large and tasty, usually 
served on a metal dish with two indentations, one for salt, one for chilli. Excellent 
for cooling down.  
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L 
 
L is for Landslides – a massive problem in Nepal, landslides are responsible for 
many deaths every year. The clay soil in combination with heavy rain makes a 
lethal combination. Add deforestation to the mix and you have an incredibly 
serious problem (see also W for World Bank).  

 
 
 
L is for Leeches – to be found in most places outside the cities. Some are the 
size of matches, others are the size of your hand (I’m not kidding) and can be 
seen hanging from trees waiting to fall on you as you walk along (they feel the 
vibrations and drop off at the right moment for them and the wrong moment for 
you). Some hints…..firstly, to avoid as many of them as possible stay out of 
puddles. This will not stop you being bitten but it will stop you being bitten by 
some of the bigger ones. Secondly, to kill them use salt, tobacco or a lighter, all 
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of these will remove the leech from you as well although you can just rip them off. 
Some people say that if you do this they will leave their jaws in you but this is not 
true (it is true of some other things but as I said, not leeches). What they do do is 
release an anti-coagulant into the wound they make which means that whatever 
way you kill or remove them you will not stop bleeding for a couple of hours. 
Don’t panic – it doesn’t mean you are sick and it will stop eventually. They are 
worst in early morning before 11am and afternoon to evening. They sleep at 
night so you are ok late on and in the main heat of the day.  
 
L is for Lunghi – if you are in the villages and you happen to be female you will 
have to learn how to wash yourself whilst wearing a lunghi. A lunghi will cover all 
your body from below the armpits right down – its essential for open air cold-
tapwashing and as open air cold-tapwashing is all that’s available, then you’d 
better get good at it fairly quickly. 

 
M 
 
 
M is for Maoists – the Maoists were originally the Communist party of Nepal. 
After the transformation into “the Maoists” about 7 years ago they became more 
radical and set about exposing corrupt officials. This gained them a lot of 
popularity with the average Nepali in a very short space of time. They became 
more extreme shortly after this initial phase of operation and started taking the 
law into their own hands and actually assassinating the corrupt officials. This did 
no harm to their popularity either.  
 
That they have managed to make themselves extremely unpopular is a most 
spectacular own goal. As the dispute became bitterer and the bodies on either 
side started to pile up the Maoists set about arming themselves with weapons 
bought on the black market in India and Pakistan. Since then it has been almost 
open warfare in certain areas of Nepal (particularly in the west of the country 
where the Maoists have their strongholds). Even in the early phase of the war 
their popularity held up well. That is not to say that most Nepalis were actively in 
favour of the Maoists it was more on the principle that “the enemy of my enemy is 
my friend” –i.e. the majority of people do not like the Maoists but they hate the 
government and the King. 
 
In the recent phase of the conflict (since the peace talks failed in August 2003) 
there have been many killed (according to the Sunday Times over 200 in one 
week). The Maoists have ruined their previous popularity by imposing 
themselves on villages and demanding money/food/shelter (some people in the 
villages call them “rice-killers”). Many village communities are strong enough to 
refuse to give them money (some aren’t) but most give them food. However, 
what this means is that as there are informants on either side in most villages the 
people are in a tricky position. The Maoists threaten them with violence for food 
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and money and then the army come and accuse them of being Maoists and 
arrest them (particularly adolescents – see Y for Youth).  
 
In short, the Maoists will continue to be a major player in Nepal for some time 
yet. They are too well equipped, organised and entrenched in the west to be 
swept aside – even by the ultra-aggressive tactics the Royal Nepal Army now 
uses.  
 
They are everywhere and they are nowhere. 
 
M is also for MOMO – a sort of ravioli.  Delicious and spicy served in three 
varieties, chicken, buff (buffalo) or vegetable. 

 
 
Despite nominally having three varieties they are almost indistinguishable from 
one another. This is not such a dilemma as one may think because there is no 
guarantee that the kind you ordered will be the kind that arrive at your table. 
Momos should carry a health warning – they are fearfully addictive. 
 
M is also for Monsoon – running from late June to early or mid September (it 
changes from year to year) the monsoon has different phases. Some days there 
will only be a light shower and no more. Other days the streets can be flooded 
within one hour. At other times it can rain incessantly for days on end. If you don’t 
mind the rain then monsoon season can be the best time to go to Nepal because 
most of the tourists will not have arrived yet. However, there is a down side to 
this – landslides are at their worst in the monsoon season and there are many 
deaths each year (see W for World Bank and L for Landslides). 
 
M is for Music – if you happen to be travelling by local transport (buses only – 
the mountainous topography means that there are no trains to speak of in Nepal) 
then its and idea to take a cassette with you (not a CD). The bus drivers will put it 
on. 
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N  
 
N is for NGOs – there are many of these in Nepal as there is a lot of work to be 
done. Some NGOs unfortunately (as in many other countries) are not quite on 
the level but most are, just be careful whom you choose to donate your services 
to.  
 

O 
 
O is for Opportunity (or lack of) – aside from the tourist trade and the 
industries that support it there really isn’t that much work to be had. The 
mountainous topography of the nation means that heavy industry simply isn’t 
practical as the extra costs in transporting materials would far outweigh the 
savings made from cheap labour. Farming has yet to develop much beyond 
subsistence level and again the difficulties in transporting any extra produce 
make any sort of profit very difficult to achieve. 
 

P 
 
P is for People - aside from the odd chancer in tourist areas it is difficult to 
describe just how nice the people in this country are. Travellers who have come 
to Nepal from India often comment on how the difference is like night and day. 
Well mannered in their own way and courteous at all times, many of them would 
like nothing better than for you to eat daalbaat with them, no strings attached. 
Crime is incredibly low and you can feel safe walking down streets at night or 
leaving your things in your hotel room. They have an infectious habit of laughing 
when faced with adversity which can put you completely at ease with a situation. 
Whether they are making money from you or not, most of the people simply want 
you to enjoy yourself (and enjoy daalbaat). 
 
 
P is for Pokhara – Pokhara does a fairly convincing impression of paradise. 
Take as an example this diary entry……….��������� 
��

The Nepali national saying (if there is such a thing) is "Ke garne?" which means 
"What to do?". What to do indeed if you have just finished a month in a remote 
village in fairly harsh conditions. In Pokhara, mid-Nepal, for a foreigner, this is the 
essential dilemma you are faced with, but it’s a positive dilemma. 
 
An early wake-up at 7am is followed by a stroll onto the hotels rooftop garden for 
a cup of tea (and a cigarette – if you are so inclined) and to see the entire 
Annapurna range of the Himalayas before the monsoon clouds roll in. That said 
though, they only roll in a little so as to slightly obscure the view, Pokhara itself 
remains in brilliant sunshine. 
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You may then want to get in touch with home to rave about the views. No 
problem, Internet is available everywhere and is about 2 pence per minute (if you 
are feeling flush you can phone home for a pound a minute). Then its off for a 
leisurely breakfast – with bacon if you want and all the other things you can't get 
in the rest of Nepal – this may all seem extremely important if you have been in a 
village and eaten nothing but lentils and rice for a month. 
 
Then you may wish to take a boat out onto Phewa Lake. This will cost about 350 
rupees (3 pounds) for a whole day. On the lake you are still afforded magnificent 
Himalayan views and you can simply wallow in the sunshine. You may want to 
take a CD Walkman and listen to music, which you haven't done properly for a 
month either. If the rowing becomes too strenuous it is possible to put in at any 
number of little jetties (or not if you don't feel like it). Just a little further along you 
will come to an excellent restaurant called "Typical Restaurant". The reason why 
it is called this, I regret to say, I can't fathom. Here you will sit in the garden and 
eat freshly caught fish from the lake which is both excellently prepared and 
delicious. 
 
If all this relaxation gets a bit much for you, you can get in your boat again and 
head back to the shore (slowly of course). On this journey you may come across 
your friends who are happily swimming in the river and/or rowing themselves 
around. Even if your friends don't fancy rowing (well, it’s a bit much like work isn't 
it?) they can balance on an underwater pipe to stop them from drifting (drifting, it 
must be added, very slowly, even the currents are relaxed in Pokhara). After you 



 17 

have exchanged pleasantries with them about hampers, scones, and straw 
boater hats (Henley Regatta jokes are allowed here), you will probably feel its 
time to get to shore, after all, its been about 3 hours without a cocktail and that 
has become your most pressing concern. 
 
All this moving about does get tiresome. So, to ensure you don't have to do too 
much of it tomorrow, you can go into one of the many excellent restaurants and 
arrange for the following evening for you and your friends to be served food in a 
private room at no extra cost and watch a film of your own choice, after all, you 
may not have seen one for a month. 
 
Later on in the evening after you have sunbathed and read in the 30-degree heat 
(books of all persuasions from the sublime to the silly are readily and cheaply 
available in the many bookshops), you might feel a bit peckish. Why not then, go 
to the best restaurant in Pokhara (the Lemon Tree). You can have Indian, Nepali, 
Chinese, or European food – all excellently prepared – hell, why not have a cold 
San Miguel beer or two also because those cocktails can get too fruity after a 
while can't they? 
 
After consuming this excellent repast you may feel it is time for fun and to play a 
game or two. So you go forth to pub/club where you can play pool for free and 
your friends, if they so wish, can set up and perform an open stage set through 
the P.A. system as you play pool! You may even meet two people from 
Motherwell (well – you can't have everything can you?). After your friends have 
finished their live performance you will be allowed to choose the music in the 
club. And finally, after a mini lock-in, you may choose to buy a beer more each by 
way of a nightcap and toddle off to your hotel safe in the knowledge of a job well 
done and confident you have only spent about 11 pounds. 
 
P is for Popcorn – for some bizarre reason happy hour in Nepali bars means 
you get free popcorn with your beer. 
 
P is for Porters – apparently the average porter can carry up to 80kg. This is 
more than the weight of an average person being hauled up a mountain. And all 
of this is done of course, wearing flip-flops.  
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P is for Powercut – frequent but short-lived. Landslides or thunderstorms can 
cause them in the monsoon season.  
 
�

 

Q  
 
Q is for Quibbling – it will take you a few days to work out what the going rate 
for things is. Haggling skills will come with time but its best not to argue 
incessantly over that extra 10 rupees. The people know how much an airline 
ticket from Europe or America costs (mainly because they have researched 
leaving and most of them could never afford it) and therefore if you are arguing 
over 10 pence they don’t think you are ever so clever for knowing the right price -  
they just think you are an arsehole. Tourist prices are different from Nepali 
prices. Don’t pay way over the odds but the extra 10 pence isn’t much to you but 
it can mean a lot to them. Remember that when you are walking out of the shop 
and congratulating yourself on what a bargain you got, you are leaving a 
thoroughly disgusted shopkeeper behind you.  
 
You’ll work it out in a few days don’t worry (chinta nagarnus in Nepali). 
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R 
 
R is for Raaksi –  Raaksi is the local tipple. Rice wine, but stronger than saké, it 
can seem very rough at first but a taste is easily acquired. A 500ml bottle should 
cost no more than 30 Nepalese rupees (about 30 pence). Some of the more 
remote villages enjoy their raaksi a great deal.  
 
R is for Royalty – the standard texts on Nepal state that the Nepalis see their 
King as a kind of God. Nowadays, this simply isn’t true. What with the royal 
massacre and the current political upheaval, royalty is extremely unpopular. Most 
Nepalis believe that the Royal Massacre was not in fact perpetrated by the young 
regent whilst he was fuelled by drink and drugs (which was the official story). 
What seems to be the belief is that the new King (who was the murdered Kings 
brother) was in collusion with the security forces and in effect staged a coup. This 
theory would appear to be lent weight by the fact that since he has been on the 
throne he has dissolved the parliament (Nepal had only become a democracy a 
few years earlier), banned all other political parties and the civil war has resumed 
at a fiercer pace than before. Incidentally, the BBC describes King Gyanendra as 
“a safe pair of hands” ?!  
 

S  
 
S is for Smog – a real problem in Kathmandu. Asthmatics may find it heavy 
going. 

 
T 
 
T is for Thamel –  what can you say about Thamel? If you are a Westerner, 
wanting a few cheap beers, excellent food in cheap restaurants and a lot of noise 
then Thamel is the place for you. It is a small part of Kathmandu where tourists 
and traders congregate. 
 
Invented to cater for the growing tourist trade Thamel has many good, clean 
restaurants and hotels. Staff are helpful even if the street traders may get on your 
nerves a bit. “Chai Daina”  (I don’t need it) is the best phrase to get you some 
respite. The Buddha bar, Tom and Jerry’s and the Fire club are the main places 
to be. Good films, European menus and shopping are all plentiful. If you want 
your western comforts Thamel is where it’s at. Its probably best though, if you 
use Thamel as a base and stay only one or two nights at a time whilst on your 
way to see the other things Nepal has to offer. This is practical as all the trekking 
and rafting companies have offices here so you can book and then move on.  Its 
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good for a weekend but you probably won’t want to spend all your time there. If 
you ever go, then go the Roadhouse restaurant, its on the main street in Thamel 
and you will be wanting to send  me a postcard to thank me for pointing it out to 
you. 
 
Thamel is Thamel, it is not Nepal. 
 
T is for Temples –  each main city or town in Nepal will have a variety of 
temples. Kathmandu is best served with three enormous sites. Firstly, there is 
Swayambunath otherwise known as “the monkey temple” which is Buddhist. 
There is also Bouddha, which is Buddhist and Pashupatinath, which is Hindu. 

 
Swayambunath… 
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A cow at Pashupatinath… 

 
 
T is for Tibetans – when the Chinese invaded Tibet in the 1950s many Tibetans 
fled into Nepal. In many nations a sudden influx of refugees leads to instability 
and violence. Not so in Nepal. The Tibetans and Nepalis seem to mix very well 
with no outstanding tensions. The religions of the two groups (Tibetans are 
Buddhists and Nepalis are Hindus) seem to have come together in some places. 
You can often see Hindus at Buddhist temples and vice versa. 
 
 

U 
 
U is for Unfinished (as in buildings) – In Nepal this is a common sight. The 
frame will be constructed to the level of two floors.  The ground floor will be 
completed and then the building will be left. This is due to a tax by-law whereby if 
the building is not finished no tax need be paid on it, which makes it cheaper to 
(non)construct in this way. The owner may simply fill in a form saying that they do 
not have money to complete the building.  
 
U is also for Urchins (Dickensian style) – In Kathmandu this is an all too 
common sight. Many are at school but are forced to beg. A standard tactic of the 
youngsters is to ask the name of your country and then they will name the capital 
city. There is appalling child poverty in Nepal so its best not to get too uppity 
about it.  
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V 
 
V is for Villages –  

 
 
if you really want to know what Nepal is like you have to leave Kathmandu or 
Pokhara and head to the villages. It is in rural Nepal that you will see the best 
hospitality that the country has to offer. There is a Nepali saying that “ Guests are 
Gods” and nowhere is this better seen than in the villages. Most of Nepal’s 
population is rural rather than urban and 27 different ethnic groupings and a 
whole host of different terrains make for a wide spectrum of cultural knowledge to 
pick up.  
 
 

W 
 
W is for Whisky – they make their own and before you ask – yes, it is foul. The 
most common is “Bagpiper” which features an illustration of an Indian man in a 
kilt on the front of the bottle playing something that looks like how someone who 
had never seen bagpipes would draw them. 
 
 
W is for Women – the conditions for women in most of Nepal are fairly bad. In 
the villages they work in the paddy fields as well as cleaning, cooking, all the 
washing and raising the children too. When one Nepali male was questioned 
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about this his reply was that the men “ didn’t feel like working” (though it must be 
said that many Nepali men do work hard and this was a particularly lazy 
specimen). Some sources say there is a major problem with domestic violence 
and some young girls are sold into prostitution in Indian brothels. Nepal is also 
one of the few countries in the world where men live longer than women. 
 
Thankfully not all of Nepal is like this. Some villages are forward thinking and 
give young girls one extra year of education free more than boys. 
 
W is also for the World Bank – the involvement of the World Bank (WB) in 
Nepal was described to me more or less as below… 
 
The World Bank (WB) surmised that for Nepal to be on the way to development a 
priority would be a good road from the east to the west of the country linking up 
all the major sites on the way. This is obviously a sensible idea but the 
staggering thing about the project is that it demonstrates just how much it is 
possible to ruin a good idea.  
 
When the route the road would take was being decided the WB in all its infinite 
wisdom opted to neglect the advice given to it by the locals (what do they 
know?). The WB wanted the road to follow the river through the country as rivers 
carve their way through mountains and therefore there would be less difficulty 
constructing the road. The Nepalis advised against such a route because the 
areas surrounding the river are the areas where most landslides occur 
(especially in monsoon season). The WB (as it always does) decided that it knew 
best and insisted that the road had to be built along a specific route, by the 
riverside. The net result of this is that many are killed and injured by landslides 
every year on this road (around a hundred deaths in 2003 alone). The landslides 
also wash away huge chunks of the road and mountainside too which means that 
the costs of repairing the road are a constant drain.  
 
But is doesn’t end there. The frequency and severity of landslides has increased 
along the roadside because building the road where they did meant a large 
amount of deforestation. The WB were forewarned by the Nepalis about the 
effect this was likely to have but again chose to ignore it (the roots of the trees 
bind the soil together thus steadying it and preventing landslides).  
 
After the problem became noticeably worse the WB decided to give another loan 
in order to replant as many trees as possible along the route. They insisted (for 
reasons best known to themselves – most likely because they were cheapest) 
that eucalyptus trees should be planted. These are not indigenous to Nepal. The 
outcome of this scheme was that the fragile ecosystem was put out of kilter by 
the non-native trees. 
 
But it doesn’t end there either. The WB has now given a third loan to Nepal which 
is to be used to rip up the eucalyptus trees and plant native Nepali trees.  
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All of this may seem to just be negligence or incompetence but it isn’t – it’s much 
worse than that. People die every year because of this incompetence and not 
just in the immediate way brought on by landslides. In a country where average 
earnings are $200 per year the average person simply cannot afford to be 
burdened with paying their share of three huge World Bank loans, two of which 
shouldn’t have been necessary and one of which was botched.  
 
Incompetence on this scale costs lives. It is not funny.  
 
 

X 
 
X is for the Nepali X-factor – this is funny. It is an algebraic equation. To 
illustrate this we must provide an example. 
 
If a job that has to be done (e.g. changing a tyre) requires 2 people to do it 
properly, then X will be the number of times that 2 has to be multiplied to arrive at 
the number of  other people that have crowded round to give opinions on the way 
the job is being performed or just to stand and watch. All of this will of course be 
done after the preliminary debate about how the job is to be done, which may go 
on for up to an hour.  
 

Y 
 
Y is for Yetis – a Japanese scientist claims to have finally disproved the 
existence of the yeti. He is certain that bears in fact make the tracks that have 
been found.  
 
Y is for Youth –  more elusive than yetis in Nepal can be the younger generation 
in the villages. Young males in particular can be harassed from all sides. If they 
remain in the villages the Maoists will harass them to join. If they manage to get 
away from the Maoists without being recruited then the army will come and arrest 
them for being suspected Maoists. Consequently, most of the young people have 
moved to Kathmandu or Pokhara and work in the tourist trade.  
 

Z 
 
Z is for Zoom-Zoom which happens to mean “lets go” in Nepali, which is handy 
because this is the end. 
 
 
PHERI BETOLA (see you later) 
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24 HOUR JEWELLERY EXHIBITION 

After I finished the time in the village in Nepal where I was volunteering, myself 
and a couple of friends had a couple of weeks just to hang out before we went 
home. Some of what we would have got up to was curtailed by a general strike 
but as I have also written, we didn’t let it stop us too much. 

Anyway, at a time when the strike wasn’t on, after a big night out me and my 
similarly shorthaired friend went for breakfast. It was about 10am Nepali time and 
we were eating breakfast and minding our own business when a guy who did not 
look like the average Nepali decided to come and speak to us. He had a suit and 
a gold chain around his wrist and was prominently displaying his mobile phone, 
which is a thing not a lot of people had in that country when I was there. 

He invited himself over to our table and began to talk, asking us where we were 
from what we did etc. The question he really wanted an answer to was how soon 
we were going home, which happened to be very soon. 

That got him interested. 

He asked us if we would be interested in taking something to London for him. At 
this point my friend and I exchanged a glance that meant a lot. ‘No’, we were 
saying, ‘neither of us is that stupid… but… lets hear what his bullshit story is 
before we tell him to f*ck off’, much more interesting that way - and it gives you 
something to blog about (even if it happened years before you knew what a blog 
was). 

He wanted us to take what he assured us was only £2000 worth of jewellery 
through customs undeclared for him - which he said was entirely legal. I doubt it 
was only £2000 worth but that is beside the point. 

“What for?” I asked him. 

“An exhibition.” 

“A jewellery exhibition?” 

“Yes.” 

Hmmm. So we decided to let him talk his nonsense and after a few minutes more 
his prominent mobile rang. Some sort of pretend conversation began which 
seemed to involve him trying to find as many ways as possible to include the 
word ‘exhibition’ in a sentence. 

He finished his pretend conversation and turned to us and said… 
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“That was the exhibition.” 

“In London?” 

“Yes.” 

“Wait a minute, it is 10am here which means it is 5am in London.” 

—quick as a flash— 

“it is 24 hour.” 

“A 24 hour jewellery exhibition?” 

“Yes.” 

Hmmm. I don’t know about you but I have never came across or even heard of 
such a thing. 

After a few more random pieces of nonsense from the chap he finally popped the 
question and asked if we were going to do it. 

“No, we are washing our hair that day.”  

He wasn’t entirely amused when we laughed him out of the place. 
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THE GAME 

I had been doing volunteer work in Nepal and for a month I didn’t know what was 
going on with the Celts at all. We were in a village that was three hours through 
the jungle to the nearest phone never mind satellite TV. Now, whilst it was a 
brilliant experience in the village, I got back to Kathmandu (the capital of Nepal) 
and I was suffering from Celtic cold turkey. I checked the Internet to see how we 
had been getting on and I noticed that the Celtic V Bayern match was going to be 
on ESPN Asia. 

All well and good you might think but the trouble is that they are having a civil war 
at the moment (I would say they are knocking seven colours of shit out of each 
other but actually, due to guardia, amoebas, worms and many types of intestinal 
nastiness there are considerably more than 7 colours of shit in Nepal) and this 
would make it difficult. The Maoists/Communists (who are fighting the army) had 
called for a general strike for three days and this was to begin the next morning. 
Because of this strike the Royal Nepal Army had called a curfew for 9pm on the 
night of the game, which they promised was going to be “rigorously enforced” 
(kick-off was half past midnight Nepali time – for some strange reason the time 
difference is 4hrs 45 mins). This provided us with a problem. EVERYTHING was 
to be closed and EVERYONE had to be in his or her house or hotel before 9pm. 
We could either pay a fortune for a hotel room with satellite TV and we couldn’t 
afford to do this or we could bribe a bar owner to let us stay in the bar and put us 
all at risk. After about two seconds consideration we decided the second idea 
was the way forward as the only other option was to miss the match and that, 
was not an option. 

The bartender made it extremely clear to me that I would have to be incredibly 
quiet, sit with the lights out and that I would have to be responsible for my mates 
doing the same thing because he didn’t want either the army or the Maoists 
turning up and shooting him or closing him down (we didn’t particularly want this 
to happen to us or him either). 

The difficult part of that was that the game didn’t kick off till 00.30am and we had 
all been in the pub since three in the afternoon – and we would be in there in 
darkness getting pissed and trying to be quiet – I didn’t rate our chances.  

So after dinner the 5 of us had to get round into the bar before 9pm. 
Walking/running down the street we randomly bump into a guy wearing an 
Ireland strip (1994 world cup style) and we asked him if he fancied watching it – 
“Fecking Excellent” he shouts (not really “fecking” but you know what I mean) so 
he came along with us too.  

Somewhere down the line a guy from Manchester who looked suspiciously like 
Mani from the Stone Roses had joined us as well but none of us can remember 
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how he managed to tag along (he wasn’t Mani –we harassed him until we seen 
his ID). 

Regrettably, we weren’t all Celtic fans. The guy from Manchester was a Man Utd 
fan, one guy was a Ross County fan and two of the six were actually Hearts fans 
(but supporting the Celts for the European night) but 3 out of 7 people when you 
are that far away isn’t that bad.  

Anyway, by the time kick off came round we were all pretty hammered and had 
been warned to shut up a few times by the guys at the bar who were playing 
cards by candlelight and doing their best to ignore us. They had heard of Celtic 
but didn’t know any players so we gave them their first lesson about Henrik – I 
can’t say they were totally engrossed but they listened politely and gave him the 
necessary respect!  

After the match started it was 10 times harder to keep quiet. A couple of patrols 
went by outside too – the bar had a guy watching the street ready to turn the TV 
down or off if the army or the Maoists suddenly got a bit interested in what was 
going on.  

First half came and went – to be honest it’s a bit of a blur in my memory now 
after the all day drinking session we had had. Second half starts, Thommo 
scores and we all go absolutely nuts. Far too nuts in fact. The bar guys were 
sh*tting themselves that we had raised the whole neighbourhood. After settling 
down we kept VERY VERY quiet for about 10 minutes then started to breathe a 
bit easier just as Munich scored. 

After they scored their second goal we didn’t really have time to be depressed as 
the thought of getting back to the hotel safely was enough to occupy our minds 
for the moment. The bar had originally said we could sleep there till the curfew 
ended at 5am – it was now about 2.45am – but because we had made so much 
noise and fuss they decided that they were prepared to “let” us go sooner.  

My hotel was the nearest so we all decided to go back there (except the 
Manchester guy – but I will come to that). This meant getting out the back door 
and crawling round to the hotel. To be totally honest, I don’t think we were 
capable of doing much more than crawling at this point anyway. 



 30 

 

We had to ring the bell of the hotel for ages before anyone came to let us in but 
eventually we made it. We hadn’t won but we hadn’t been arrested or killed either 
and at least we had played well enough. 

However, the Man Utd fan had went off on his own and the police had heard the 
commotion we were causing trying to get into the hotel a few minutes before. 
They assumed it was him and before long he had a gun in his back and was 
being pleasantly escorted/carried/forced/kicked back to his hotel at gunpoint – he 
was lucky it wasn’t worse. 

I met him the next day and he told me all this (and thanked me for it). The next 
day a couple of restaurants were open in defiance of the strike and one of them 
was showing the full match, which they had recorded the previous night. I didn’t 
know they were going to do this but I think that even if I had known it wouldn’t 
have made the slightest bit of difference – we would have watched it live anyway. 
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Meeting Supposed Terrorists 

This happened in 2003. 

I always wanted to write but at the time this happened my journalistic antennae 
were not very sharp. In fact, they still aren’t now, the things that amaze me are 
rarely the things that get into the papers. This is only one of many many things 
that happened when I was in that country. 

The village was around 12,500 feet, around 4000 metres. 

At the time (2003) the civil war in Nepal was in full swing. the army/royalists are 
bastards. The maoists/rebels arent a great deal better. 

The standard scenario is that the rebels turn up in your house at night and 
demand your rice and food and pressgang any children you may have into their 
army. However, there are spies on both sides in every village street or town. So, 
two weeks later the army turn up and arrest you for helping the rebels even 
though you had no choice in the matter. They are stuck between the devil and 
the deep blue sea in that country. 

I made a point of trying to interview some of the rebels, which I really shouldn’t 
have. I should have from the standpoint of trying to get to the truth but I really did 
put the people I was living with at unnecessary risk and in some ways I wish I 
hadn’t done it. 

Before me, not many westerners had got to speak to the Nepali rebels and it took 
a lot of work but I managed it. They came to speak to me and a friend. 

It was very strange, the guy was about the same age as I was at the time (about 
25) but i could see cold murder in his eyes. He was telling me how 75 of his 
friends had been killed by the army and by god was he going to take revenge. He 
meant it. 

So the rebels are supposedly maoists. However, they are not supported by China 
in any form. They have more to do with some of the factions in India but they are 
still autonomous and don’t have a great deal to do with them either. And they 
arent really maoists they are straight up communists. 

Interviewing the 25 year old guy, he also had his henchman with him, or better 
put, his henchboy. A 14 year old pointing a rifle at me the whole time I was 
speaking to him. For the first 10 minutes or so this completely freaked me out but 
after that I got a hold of it and figured he wasn’t going to shoot me unless I gave 
him a reason to and I certainly wasn’t going to do that. 
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When I was talking to the guy I was trying to ask him interesting questions but 
every answer I got back was a textbook marx communist party manifesto 
answer…example… 

Q. 35% of the maoist soldiers are women. That is very unusual in a hindu country 
like nepal. Why? 

A. The revolution is here to save everyone regardless of class, gender etc etc et 
fucking cetera 

So, after the initial shock of the gun thing I actually started to get bored. I kept 
telling him that I had read the communist party manifesto and that I wanted to 
know what he thought and not what that said because I already knew what that 
said… 

Incidentalluy, I am only telling part of this story. After about half an hour of this I 
was bored because he had clearly decided he didn’t trust me and he wasn’t 
going to say anything so I decided ok, last question, fuck it - go for it. 

What is the last question you would expect a group of guerillas like that to 
answer? 

I asked it. 

Q. Where do you get your guns? 

and he told me! straight up. 

Rebel dude - “they’re British” 

Me - “huh”? 

It turns out that in the interest of fairness britain sells guns and weapons to India 
AND Pakistan. Some people there want to make a quick buck and so out the 
back door people in both armies are happy to sell to whoever comes calling and 
the Nepali rebels obviously wanted guns so they were able to buy them. 

Now the morals of this story are completely up in the air and the morality of the 
civil war in that country is completely up in the air too but if I was a bastard I 
could have made a career for myself from that story (BRITISH GUNS RACKET 
etc) but I didn’t. 

This story could have been a great deal longer. 

 
 



 33 

THE GERMAN ABROAD 
 

Travelling around you do meet some very different people. 

When I was in Nepal I went to a football match in Kathmandu. The teams were 
dreadful and one of them was winning 5-0 at halftime. The team that were 
winning were playing a 3-5-2 formation and the other team quickly degenerated 
into the old playground formation of 1-0-9 (I want to score I want to score me me 
me). 

 

Quite by accident I happened to be sitting next to the only other foreigner in the 
crowd. He was about 50 years old, German, and had a crazy story to tell.   

I asked him if he was a scout looking for players and he said no so I asked him if 
he was on holiday and he said no. Running out of options, I asked him if he 
worked in Nepal and he said no. 

“What are you doing here then?” 

“I travel the world and watch a football match in each country. I want to see a 
game in EVERY country in the world. This is my 85th country.” 

“Wow, thats great. Do you make a holiday of it every where you go? Is your 
family with you?” 
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“No, I come on my own. I got here yesterday and I leave tonight. I am going to 
Bhutan to watch a game and then I am going home to Germany the next day.” 

“Let me get this straight… you have come all the way here from Germany and 
you won’t see anything else in the country other than the airport, the football 
stadium and a hotel room?” 

“Yes. I have been trying for years to get into North Korea to watch a game but 
they won’t let me.” 

It seems very odd to me to go to all these places and never try to go and see 
anything. I try to go to a game wherever I go too but I certainly wouldn’t go to the 
game at the expense of seeing the other things which the given country has to 
offer. 

I do still wonder what number the guy is onto now and if he did get into North 
Korea. 
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PART 3 – NEPAL PICTURES 
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The above picture is from the Bouddha temple in Kathmandu. The picture below 
is three people who want money from you to take a picture and threaten to put a 
curse on you if you don’t pay them.  
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An Orwell fan like me couldn’t resist this photo, and we were staying in that room, 
and it wasn’t the greatest hotel in the world. The second photo is a village we 
passed through.  
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You go around the Himalayas, across a lake and possibly through a bit of forest 
full of leeches and you get to what is called ‘Typical Restaurant’. As for the 
picture below, James Brown is not dead – he lives in Pokhara. 
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Below is absolutely my favourite photo of all the ones I took there. They are all 
women working in the rice fields. 
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A monkey at Swayambunath.  
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The above picture was something I found very interesting. They were performing 
some kind of ceremony using the Buddhist chanting and the gold receptacle you 
can just see on the table. What I found strange was that they were occasionally 
pouring coke, fanta and beer into it. I couldn’t work out if this was because those 
things were expensive or because they were impure.  The below picture is the 
‘democracy wall’ – site of many a protest. 
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This is not a great quality picture but it is of dawn over the world peace pagoda 
that itself overlooks Pokhara.  
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Above is some of the locals having an archery contest, in which we tried and 
failed to compete. Below speaks for itself. 
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If you need to relieve yourself there are prices in Pokhara. Below, some more 
monkeys in Kathmandu. 
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The Chief.  
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PART 4 – ABOUT A TEMPLE ON A 
MOUNTAIN PEAK 

 
 
This is going to seem like a very flowery way to finish but it really is how it felt at 
the time.  
 
Two friends and I walked up a mountain in the middle of the night so that we 
could see sunrise over the Annapurna range of the himalayas. It was an 
incredible sight. If I think about it I always remember it with this poem from 
Aldous Huxley’s book Island. 
 

ABOUT A TEMPLE ON A MOUNTAIN PEAK – Aldous Huxley 
 

Up here, you ask me, 
Up here aloft where Shiva 
Dances above the world, 

What the devil do you think I’m doing? 
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No answer, friend—except 
That hawk below us is turning, 
Those black and arrowy swifts 

Trailing long silver wires across the air— 
The shrillness of their crying. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 48 

How far, you say, from the hot plains, 
How far, reproachfully, from all my people! 

And yet how close! For here between the cloudy 
Sky and sea below, suddenly visible, 

I read their luminous secret and my own. 
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