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Planes, }Jlnnes, flﬂv.nes. Three ;alﬁmes, cfmnging in Mumbai 5 Kathmandu en
route to Pokhara. Ambitious or foolhardy? The timetable included a seven-hour
stop in Mumbai, where were some really nice recliners to stretch out on. I la&raa{ the
strap of my ]7%9 round my Arm, and found A way to hold my phone near my ear
where I should hear its alarm. I was very keen not to wake up too Late, but after
all this I was now too uncamfarm%a to sleep anyway. The departure time came
and went. This was exactly whAt had knﬁyema( Last time, so I'qd .laft A qap of &
wufle vf hours At Kathmandu befare my fligkt on to Pokhara. #Mf Aan hour
passed. Tick tock. tick. An hour. T just hoped I'q been pessimistic enough. After an
hour and & half we boarded; I was starting to get maybe a Little anxious. There Are
shanties of corrugated iron and blue plastic built right up Aqainst the perimeter
fence of Mumbai wirport. Through the plane window I could see the residents
washing clothes, carrying pots of water and generally going about their day while
edse 5 money 5 A Lifestyle they 're never qoing to see, }mrring a Lottery win perhaps,
taxis past 4 stinks up their homes with kerosene. Indin’s IT industry 4 space
programme isn't doing them much qood. Why aren’t they lined up At the fence
pitching stones at the planes?

A'”VWW comrade, I was [uapw('ing to Nepal to meet u'f with Chris, another af Team.
N e;ml fram our km;nk tri;a of A year ]mfar,a, who was nlrma{y in Pokhara with
friends Tom § Marcus. They had already spent the Last month in Nepal climﬁing



and trekkmg A month! It's all ng[»t Jor some. We were booked onto A ten- 0(1M7
river trip on the river Karnali with a local tonr cam}mny That's eight days more
than I 'q spent on Any river ﬁefarz, s0 I wis excited to get qoing. The Karnali is
rated At grade IV+ and ]71'9 volume with it. I Aadn't been too nervous about the
river tfwug[», not when there were travel arrAngements to get nervous abouit
instead: T had to get there first. Yeti Airlines don't have an on-line ]waking system
(Who knew?) so I'{ arranqged the Last leq of the journey 771/ e-mail with a quy in
Kathmandu called Tilak. T hinking aboutit, it's pretty amazing that I could do
that from my desk in England, but then again ‘Tilak' in “Kathmandu' could
Just as esily be A scam artist in Laqos. T just had to pony up and hope he wis for
real — he and the ticket he sent me.

Kathmandu International Airport is pretty basic, but Looks Like Heathrow T5
next to the domestic terminal: A chaotic, crowded shed reached after a hot, dusty
slog up the hill from International Arrivals. The man at the *feti desk accepted
my ticket — yay Tilak. Then it turned out that the same bad weather over
‘Kmffvmnm(u that delavied our flight in Also messed up the internal fltgﬁts so that
Tended up getting an earlier fltg/vt than I'q booked on, cltml’nng over sSacks and
parcels toget to the tiny plane. S0 you see, no point worrying about these things. It
ALl works out in the end.

I arrived in PORAATA'S tiny Airport into cledr sunshine and with fine views of the
movwntains. I didn't have much iden where the guys were staying though - it
turned out their phones weren't working. I started to head towards the hotel we'd
staved in Last time but within Jwe seconds of the taxi starting I saw Chris cycling
past. He actually Looked more Like Chris's thinner brother - the result of & month
in the mountains on Rice Rations. He saw me At the same moment and led the taxi
to the Comfort Inn, A hotel in the back. streets. I never would have found it any
other way.

We cnwgﬁt up with the rest af Team &limﬁing there, Tom and Marcus — both ex-
mAarines. We went out far beers in the eVam'ng, where tfwy spun tales af leeches in
the Chitwan National Park.

We had to meet very early at the office of Paddle Nepal, so we set out down the
main LaReside strip ]mfarz it was even properly ligfvt I'd arrived du ring the Hindu
Diwali festn/M and this was Cow Day. This meant the cows we saw mwu{ermg
around town sporteq 3mlmu(5 of flowers and spots or stnfms of coloured paint. The
previous day had been Dog Day; Pokhara’s dogs still wore their marks of orange



and yellow, though they'd mostly managed to shake off any flowers they'd been
wearing. The day before had been Crow Day. Since I'd missed it, I'm just going to
assume Crow Day involves cntcfw’n7 crow’s to print tiny orange spots on their
foreheads, 5 perhaps putting tiny garlands of flowers around their necks. If you
happen to know different, Kindly Keep it to yourself.

The pavements were coloured too, As each shop or house had painted a Line of orange
powder and A trail of Little white footprints leading to their door. There were swirls,
spirals and flowers painted as well - and swastikas. 4 weird sight. 0f course they do
mean something different here, 5 it was from places Like this the nazis pilfered the
design in the first place. Once I started to see them, there were suddenly swastikas
everywhere. One LaKkeside souvenir shop had knitted hats for sale with a row of
embroidered swastikas going around.

Team Paddle Nepal loaded their bus 5 we tlimbed aboard. There was A small shrine
on the dashboard with incense sticks 5 an embossed swastika. We spent the whole
day on the bus, rattling slowly through the mountains 5 plains. There were a Lot
of checkpoints along the road where soldiers or police stopped the traffic. The only
difference was the colour of their camouflage. They all carried quns. There were
also roadblocks of frumming, c(pmcmg children at the edge of every wllnge,
demanding a few rupees from every passing vehicle. I suppose this is another
Diwali thing, rather tfwm Stm?le Tmmﬁtry

Roads? Where we're qoing, we don't need roads.



We arrived after qark at a town where we'd stay for the night. A1l the fmda(mgs
were strung with flashing fmry Lights. The questhouse was basic and a bit
mosquitoey, but otherwise all right. We ate a biq dinner of dal bhat and went to
bed early to be ready for an early start tomorrow. But in Nepal Diwaliis also
celehrated with firecrackers, so 1 didn’t sleep much. - :

It was still dark when we resumed our drive. After aurﬁremkfﬂwt stop the roads
became more mountainous aqain. T) here had apparently been a stronger monsoon
than usual, 5 the mountain roads Aad taken a real shoeing. Often there were signs
of Landslides. Towards the end the tarmac qave out entirely, swept AwWay ot just
buried. The road was narrow, cut into the hillside. There was a rock. wall to the
right and A very long drop to our Left. We raised A thick cloud of dust as our driver
5 indomitable TAtA bus forged through the dried mud, Lurching, sometimes sliding
or tipping over to one side. At times I could Look straight down from the window to
see just where the smashed, corpse-filled wreck would finish up if we slid any
furtfwr left Happy t/wugfvts The Putw’n wWas At A smAall town, where the river
had retreated from its monsoon high to Leave a wide aren of sand and S/»mgle The
bus left us; we would meet ﬁbgmn week. downstream.

S0 Team Karnali were then Aalf a dozen each of kayakers 5 rafters, mostly
British and American, plus four Nepali quides and safety boaters.

After a ﬂnck lunch we qot onto paddle downstream A Little way, just to 7et
awaY from the town really. There were a conple of ]ng wave trains but nothing too
hard, 5o it made A good warm-up. It was probably twenty times the size of the Last
thing I'd paddled. Soon we stopped for the night At a quiet beach populated only
]717 preying mantises. We were sleeping under A tarp strung up between two long
wooden oars. Ni amﬁy the mft WAS propped uip on its Su{e so several people caula{ sleep
underneath.

30, morning on the river. This was what we've come for. While we were eating
breakfast a qroup of brown macague monkeys came.down to the opposite bank. We
saw several more groups from time to time during the day, both macaques and the
Larger grey Lanqurs. England should have monkeys. They 're much more fun than
squirrels. The section had some big waves and holes but also a Lot of flat water. Al
nice 4 straightforward so far. It was warm 5 sunny, a beautiful day on a
ﬁmutiful river. Through the day we saw occasional people, usually children g in
fact often heard rather than seen. We'd just hear some shouts from high up in the
trees on the ridgeline. I realise I'm making it sound like #Heart of Darksness.
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A‘mt/wr bean tiful a(Mj in tfw Corps

We stopped for the night at about three o'clock, on A beach with wooded cliffs on
both sides 4 A pit of quicksand At one end. The hilltops were still sunlit but down
At the bottom of the valley our beach was already in shadow. There was another
rapid A hundred metres downstream, masking a Lot of noise. I don't find the sound

- of rushing water as restful as others apparently do. We had A Large very hot fire,
some hot rum punch. Nine o'clock seemed Like the earliest we could reMmmﬁly g0
to bed, though 1717 then it had been dark for hours. It's qreat camping on the river
bank but I don't seem to sleep Very well. Chris slept out in the open, by the.
crackling fire 5 woke with blim-holes in his sleeping ]mg.

- The Americans spent some of the evening and following morning fishing,
successfully, so preakfast included pieces of fried fish from the river.
30 to the river, tm(m7 Shit Gets Real. It was mus ch ]n'gﬁer % more continuous.
There are two Lines down Nepalese rapids. There's the Chicken Line, which avoids
nasties 4 is what I would ] ust call the Line. And then there is the Tigar Line, rigf»t
through the middle. One rapid involved threading a path between two or three
monstrous holes - this wis the Jailhouse. If you 4o in, you don't come out Aqain.
Dipesh, one of the N e;mlt kayakers, took the Tiger Line in. Actu Mly he did come
out, but after abit of a fwntmg
The first potential lunch spot wis scrubbed because there was & massive hornet
nest, flhll af massive hornets, up above in A tree. :



On one rapid during the afternoon, the raft flipped. T[ve qear was all secured Apart
 from the rafters and one coke bottle, all of which were scattered across the river. I
think the swimmers were quite shocked, 5 sounded A Little confused when askeq
about it. Raft-leader Santosh a(eme&( Jlipping the mft c(eltﬁemtzlv I'm not sure I
believe him.
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Chicken Line all the why

© Bometimes thumb-sized red and black hornets would come and buzz around us as
we SAt ]717 the fire. ?er[m;ys our smoke was ﬁlawing over their nest. Some apparent
hornet expert warned that they have an alarm-scent: that if we squished one of
these scouts then its mates would know it and we'd soon be swarmed 1’717 hundreds of
sting-happy bastards of the night. It turns out thowgh that a mnmw{ing hornet
can be safely buried in sand without ﬁrmgmg down the wrath af the hive, 1f it

- will only sit still Long enoughs :

Within five minutes of setting off next day, we reached the “God #House”, another
Line to be drawn between massive holes. The Ni epalis had been dropping hints about
this one for & conple of dayss, as the fn'ggcst rapid we'd come across on this river.
Maybe I wasn't ready for it so early in the day but I made a complete pig's ear of
 it, sidewnys, backwards - hopeless. At least I kept the right way up and out of the
cavernous stoppers. The other really ]71'7 one was “Tuicer”. I actually ran this one
pretty well but we still had some drama as American kayaker Mitch swam  Lost
his paddle. I went after them but as 1 approached they spiralled down into A boil.
They popped up aqain behind me but then reached the ctiff 5 disappeared, perhaps
into an undercut. They're frafmﬁlv still down there. That ws the Last we saw of
them anywny. There were spares but I think Mitch was still rattled 4 he soon



swim aqain. No yard sale of lost Kit this time but he'd had enough 5 rode the raft
Jfor the rest of the day.

There followed Lots of qood ]n’g rapids but nothing really hard. The raft manaqed to
find one hole l’n’g enough to throw it onto one side 5 eject Aalf its occupants.

We stopped for the night at a more remote beach than yesterday's, where the
valley sides were steeper. Among the driftwood At the monsoon high water mark.
were thirteen mismatched sandals. / Little way up the rocky bank, a small
tributary stream dropped down from the cliff above in a series of waterfalls: I tried
standing underneath, in the shallow plunge-pool. It was great and the closest I'd
had to a shower since PoRAATA, 7 ]717 now very mu ch necesmry!

We sat.out round the fire until Late )’717 campsite SLARAATES - about half past ten.
We seemed to have drunk. most of the rum already, without even trying. It's gone
into tea, hot chocolate and even orange sguash.

Chris picked his caq up off the rocks where it had been spread out to dry. He put it
on, and then felt & movement from it. After some flailing around, he dislodged the
Scar}n'mr't fram his neck. &fwckymr qenr ]mfare }Jutti?'tg 1t on! Some feufle’s purpose
in lifeisto act as a warning to others.

The river was pretty easy from here on down. There were & few modest rapids 5 then
the World’s ﬁiggest boil where the Karnali meets another river of similar size -
head-on. Just ]mfara Ltunch Santosh 5 MAhAdev stopped At A Village to neqotinte
the purchase of A pig. When they rejoined us after Lunch, Santosh had a whole
dead pig draped across the front of his kayak. They kad intended to bring the pig
back ative put it had refused tobe loaded onto a kayak and so Santosh had killed
it himself. With a hammer.

This far down the river all the hard stuff should have been behind s so people
started switching between raft 5 Kayak. For the afternoon session Julien, a very
young American who'q been rafting till now, joined Team Kayak. The river Aad
other ideas though and we found ourselves in A huge wave train. Julien 5 Mitch
swam and some people were thrown from the raft. It came as a surprise to everyone:
this was Paddle Nepal's first Karnali trip of the season and the tapid hadn't been
there Last time. To our left was the muddy scar left by the Landslide that had
created it during the monsoon.

Pretty soon we pulled up for the night and set up camp. Santosh 5 Mahadev set
about bu tchering the pig with practised ease. T think. they'd done this fmfaré. They
steamed, scraped 5 finally singed the hair off, then moved the carcass onto the raft



so the river caula{ carry away the gore. Of W[wc[» there was A Lot. TAA head 7 Legs

* were detached with cleavers. A red stain s;arem{ up the eddy. I've eaten pork.a
zillion times but never watched the process of extracting it. The quts and inedible
organs went into A ucket. Were Santosh § Mahadev hired as safety kayakers-
cum-putchers, or does any Nepali know how to do this? The Nepalis f-ra}mﬁty
think we're weird, }eing so insulated from this stuff.

pieces of barbecued pork.

Dinner included big

ok yes, t[u:ra Wdl 175 Ivlm{ g

We had a slow start to the next day. Breakfast included big pieces of barbecued
pork. Santosh built ancther fire and smoked what was left of the pig, which was
Lots. I wandered down to A dry river channel left }’717 the monsoon, to take a few

- pictures. Somehow this turned into “hiking vp it for forty minutes” when Tom
joined me, then strode off vip the field of boulders like the relentless hillwalking
machine that he is. The channel was about twenty metres wide, A mess af rocks,
dried mud and tree trunks, and steep with it. The rush of water that could have
carved it Almost unimaqinable, now dried to a few puddles for fmgs and

dragonflies.

 The ;am{a(le WAS eASY iw(m;, tﬁougf» there was & ]71'5 Wave-train to start. I saw two
men ferrying three women ACross in A du qout canve, Pnc{a{ling n Among our group.
Rather them than me. The lmg wooden canves Look. very [uem/17 5 easy to ti;a;
they e very narrow and without M’rfmgs I don't know how you could 4o about
recovering one if you did capsize it. Of course they don’t have any buoyancy aids
either.



The river had Jlattened 5 the val Ley opened out. There were more people about
than before, on the broad shingle shore. Behind them haystacks 5 thatched wooden
buildings stood Among the fields 5 trees. The river was mostly flat with a few
wave-triins of mmﬂm qrade I1. There were far more dugout canoes out 4 about on
the calmer water, sometimes As mAny As ten At A time with ;aaa}ale fis[»ing,
ferrying or poling upstream. /s we passed one Village, we could hear the slow
putter of A diesel, perhaps from a water pump. It wis the first motor I'd heard since
the bus left us. How long had it been — about a week? I've Lost count.

We pitched vp for the night on a stretch of rocky sand - or sandy rocks - After
paddling for about six hours, finishing around four o’clock.. This had been an
island Last season 5 we were fw;yinq we'd be able to CAmp in pece, but the monsoon
had shifted some rocks 4 it coulq be reached Jrom the bank. A qrovp of Local Kids
Came to see whit we were about. We could see them approaching from a couple of
hundred metres away, then they stood in neat rows watching us do campsite stuff.
We couldn't have a fire, s t[@ra WAsK't Any wood, so insteaq there were candles
strateqically planted. We were now in & well enauq[» populated area that we
could send out for nasty whisky, then played some rounds of cards by candle 4
torchlight.

The group of Kids returned the following morning. They watched us eating
breakfast, then Jought over the leftover pancakes Santosh gave them. They didn't
seem o be stzzm/ing or pmytking, but fer[m}as just sick. af rice all the time. And
they were good pancakes.

There were actunlly a few fun rapids soon after the start but soon the river
Jiattened out. About a Kilometre on Jrom having Kids competing for A nearly-
empty jar of peAnut butter, the next qrovp we came Actoss started tAKing pictures
of us on their mobile phones!

The flat water flowed slowly down & canyon cut through Lavers of rock. strata
tilted through about forty degrees. Layer followed Layer, of ancient Lava flow or
seabed or whatever it had been Eefarg Indin crashed into Asia g crumpled the rock.
like the bonnet of & wrecked car. Whatever the Lavers represented there must have
been a couple of vertical kilometres of them. The amount of time for all that to
Jorm s just ]705711'145. The trees 4 houses perched among them are just o brief fluff.
Blink g you'lL miss us. Blink. again, who knows? (My quess: superintelligent
lizard-people.)



We [ww{ A fallau?mq wind down the canyon 4 the raft found t[u:y could make o
sail out of acaq held up between tweo ;:M(p(les, 5 qot themselves o free ride. We qot
off At one end of A long SMS})E%SW% ﬁrw@e where there was & small a{usty town. It
was Kind of & hole, to be honest. Pi45 5 qoats foraged Among the fﬂ%l&f 5 shreds of
plastic. The bus was waiting, 5 we disassembled the rafts rem{z/ to be loaded: 3o
that was the Karnali. I recommend it.

A Lunch of dahl bant % we were on our WM7 The first part of the | Journey passed

- through the Bardin National Park. No tigers in evidence but we did see some
crocodiles Lazing about just below a dam. Further on was a Large camp fenced in
with barbed wire, there were people walking around carrying rifles and it Lookeq
like an army base. A sign at the entrance read “ANY TASK / ANYWHERE /
ANY TIME / ARMED POLICE FORCE”, the letters in the same blue camon flage of
their uniforms. I don't know what their camouflage is supposed to hide them from.
- And whiy is their motto in English?

We drove through the afternoon 5 on into t[ua night, thh A few stafs for fam{ z
drink. The bus was actunlly pretty comfortable, with well-spaced 5 cushioned
seats, but the road was so raug[v that it was Sfmkmg % bou ncing like the spAce
shuttle on re-entry. Any sleep was unlikely. We arrived in Pokhara at about
two in the morning. Santosh didn't have office Keys so instead he took us to PNs
storeroom-~house where there were rooms we could doss down in till & more reasonable

: [wur Our room wWAs & concrete fwx, made Liveable 1717 the mngtc af warmnrest
SO T ‘"'ﬂ'ﬂ'}’.-—_ﬂ-r:" _ = B -

Being eaten 1717 A cracw(tla 15 just Like going to sleef in a giant btender

We Syent the day Loafing in Fak[mm The quys wanted to spend the tkftemaon on
the internet, I went for A walk along the lake front. There were Lots of small



ﬁrtgkt wooden bonts for tourists to Visit the nearby island or just tour the lake.
Down 1717 the shore, several of them had sunk. There was & motto printed inside the
rim of one sunken rowbont, still visiple t[mmg/v the water weeds. “God save me
Jrom my friends — I'lL save me fram my enemies”. Let me know how that works

out.

On the way back. into town to meet the others at the ;vu}?, I ran into Claire - A
former Sussex paddler who joined the club at the same time I Jid. She was out in
Nepal with some friends paddling other rivers in the area, Put I was too su rprised to
see her there to really say anything sensiple.

It's pretty amazing the way a familiar face just jumped out of A crowded street
corner in A town halfway around the world. This is the stuff your brain is doing
ALl the time.

Kayaker meets other kayaker in famous kayaking destination — mmﬂm s
really not so unlikely, but it seems Very weird when it happens.

We passed most of the next dny on the bus to Kathmandu. The roads were horrible
but we made qood time. Marcus had checked us into the #Hotel Silver Home online,
somehow. Ed, one of the Karnali rafters, had taken the same bus and then
fallau?ec{ our taxi on his bike. Prea{tctnﬁlv the taxi driver didn't know the WAY 4
took. us to the wrong place, then drove around the nlleyumys randomly asking for
directions. The top floor dorm-room sleeps five but there were a couple of }’71&75 in
there already. /A sign that ?er[mp this hotel had some Vrgnmmtwn issues? More of
this Later. '

We set out across town to find the Post 0ffice, so the quys could inguire about
siw'f]aing some clim%ng gear home. The Kathmandu Post Office was & sprawling
complex where signs pointed in ALl directions and A chart of the sections 5
departments spoke of & Byzantine complexity. The Post 0ffice was mostly closed 5
Looked semi-derelict. In & huge and empty Aall, the front desk. directed us to
“Parcels (Room 23) " but it couldn't decide if it was open. There was A man there
though who directed us from there further Around, but that turned out to be the
main desk where we'd started. The whole sfuz]mng would be closed the next day for &
;Ju%ic holiday. The quys decided to send their gear ]717_ TNT instead. :

Back at the hotel, the manaqer wanted to kKnow if we'd taken the key out with
us. We had. Since we'd been out, he'd needed to open the room for some reason And,
not having a quplicate key, Aad instead Kicked the door in. As he explained all
this, all the lights went out. Kathmandu has reqular power cuts for A couple of



hours every c(m7, but n}a}mrenﬂty this is still an im;ar_aw,mant on }arm/iaus years
where the electricity might be off for eighteen hours a day.

We found A hippie restavrant for dinner. The sort of place where you take off your
shoes to sit on cushions at Llow tables. There Ed met 3am, an f,nglisk 7irl he'd met
on an enrlier trek. in Tipet. Everyone seemed to be out travelling Jfor months At A
time; they 'd come from Tibet, they were qoing on to Thailand or Indin. I'd be back
At work.in A week. On to the Reqane Bar, where there was a band plavying mostly
Nirvana covers. We returned Late to the hotel, 5 opened our room to find it full of
Swedes. Down in the 1077]717, Tom demanded answers from the night porter, who
really only wanted tosit on Facebook. until almost draqaed to his feet as Chris
switched off the computer. #eparely spoke any Enqlish but Tom manged to
persuade him to phone the manager by }mnqing the desk. 4 shouting. Even we could
see from the hotel guest book. that they'q booked two more qrovps - Another six
people - into our room while we'q been out. We should have kept the key! we took.
the only empty room they Aad Left; Tom 4 Islept on the floor.

In ‘Kwthmnm(u the chant of Tibetan monks droned out of every shop's sound
system. At the crack. of half-past eleven we took. a taxi out to the Bouda Stu;m,
}ara}n}lv the most iconic site in the city. It's on the cover of every 7uw(e]7wk The
huge white dome is topped of f with a four-sided qold spire. The evyes of the Bw(a{[m
stare down from each side, and the whole is strung with ﬁrtgfvt praver flngs
Agninst the blue sky it is absurdly photogenic. You'd have tobe a hopeless
dickhead to take abad picture, though I tried. It sits in A brick-cobbled cou rtyard
of souvenir shops and cafes with names Like Stupa View. After lunch we took. a
WALK out to visit & nearhy monastery. We were only a few streets from the Stupa
but still no other tourists had made it this far. It's a constant battle to stay ahead
of the bugqers. tp A set of steps, A Lavishly-printed entrance Led onto A courtyard
where the temple itself stood. There was A neat row of sandals on the ground in
front, and the sounds of drumming and chanting drifted out through the doorway.
We went inside, 4 one of the monks directed us into & corner where there were some
cushions. The walls, columns and ceiling were covered in decorative painting,
probably highly meaningful 5 symbolic but all over my head of conrse (especinlly
the ceiling, Ahr) . About ftfty mostly young monks sat in two double rows across
an aisle. At the back, behind something that might have been an altar, three ]n’g
qolden Buddha figures gazed down with their sleepy evyes. They were behind a
perspex screen, perhaps to kaef the temple sparrows fram pooing on them. The carved
window coverings had holes Large enough for the birds to fly in 5 out. The monks
seemed mostly very young, 5 A senior monk patrolleq the ranks, sometimes nu dging



A ]umar tosit up strmg[»ter Two monks manning a drum were mostly hidden Jrom
The Man behind its round 1705(17 as it hung on A fmme in front of them; t/wy were
qigqling 5 nudging each other like naughty Scfwalﬁays At one point during A
burst of heavy drumming, their cloth-wrapped drumsticks came unravelled 5
they were frantically trying to reassemble them before their next cue.

The service or ritual carried on with bursts of {rumming, chanting, bells and deep
horns. It was still qoing when we Left, and who knows how Long it haq been qoing
ﬁefara we arrived? Restless Tom had stuck it out for about ten minutes, Chris fora
Little Longer. Marcus 5 I were there for mmﬂm half an hour. It was really nice but
]717 then I was starting to wish I'q qone to the toilet first. Earthly matters intrude.
I sometimes have to a(eliﬁemte_ly remember that these things are not A show put on
for my benefit. These quys do this every day, including right now, today; it was
qoing on ﬁafara Tever thought of going to Nepal. It's Aardly an amazing revelation
but there You 4o.

We had decided that for the rest of our time in Nepal we would hire some
motorbikes 5 take a ride in the direction of the Tibet border. Chris 5 T had never
ridden one hfarz though so we were LooKing for something simpler Like a scooter,
Automatic with one twist-throttle and brakes like a bicycle The man At the hire
shop seemed Like he would have been happy to let us take serious bikes t[wugk
even when we explained that we'd never ridden a bike with qenrs ﬁefara We didn't
mention, and he didn't ask, that we'd never ridden a bike with an engine }mfam
It was tempting to take one of these and try to somehow wing it but decided in the
end that we'd better be sensible about it. Sensiple }’mi'ng A relative term. The
Kathmandu traffic would be enough of & challenge. Tom § Marcus took. big boys’
motorbikes while Chris 5 were content with scooters. Straight into the cmm;aw{
crowded alleys of Thamel, this was a hell of an introduction.

We headed out roughly east along abusy, dusty and smoky road. The scooter wis
At least easy to manadqe, 5 we manaqed to Keep together as we headed out past the
airport. Ducking around the buses as t[w17 stopped to pick. up passenqers, I starteq
using the horn every now 4 then as well. It seemed important to show willing.

We Left heavy traffic behind as our road headed up into the hills 5 1 could start to
enjoy the ride. We wound through the rice farms 5 villaqes, 5 it was quite
refreshing not to be attracting a Lot of attention. Either we weren't such obvious
foreigners behind the helmets 5 face-masks, or mmﬂm they were wise to us and just
used to tourists. We were [uzzxw(mg towards Nararkot, which is actunlly quite A
touristy place as it sits on the Last ridge of the Kathmandu valley. On a clear day



the alleged mountain views are spectacular, supposedly, 5 you can apparently
 even see Everest from the lookout tower. So says the quidebook anyway; this was
not & clear day. It was vaquely sunny, but so hazy I could hardly see the
mountain I was standing on. We found a nice enough hotel, 5 cheap too as it was
now Late in the season. I didn't see any other quests.’ :

MAarcus was rem(y ia chill in the hotel raa;n, but Tom, Chris 51 9.” back. on the

© bikes. Tom had offered to teach the newbies how to ride a Real Bike, so Chris took.
Marcus’. It was a slow start as Chris Stmggled to juggle the throttle 7 clutch,
trying to Keep the engine running 4 to not shoot off the road. We had made a good
decision, }717 not renting these things for ourselves 5 trying to learn on the ]'017
through Kathmandu. Pretty soon we were off down the dirt tracks, once Chris got
the hang of the bike I was left at the back. Then it was my turn. At the start I

- kept trying to brake with the. Left Lever; thit doesn't work anymore because it's
the clutch. Then I would change gear without releasing the right twist-throttle,
and wonder why the engine was suddenly racing. The motorbike weighed twice as
much as the scooter. But it was great 5 After a few minutes I qot to the point where
I conld Reep the engine mnnmg 5 even get out of fmt qear. Not bad I think, Jfor
such steep dirt conditions! Too soon we were back. at the hotel. Chris was scathing
about the scooter ﬁbfter Sthckmg back. to it. Marcus too, [vm/mg taken Chris’ to

' Look At the town while we'd been out. “A real qutless Wam(er” WM his verdict!

Nepal welcomes drivers

We woke next morning to A nice 77rigivt sunrise, but it quickly Lifted mist from the
valley to cover up any view of mountains that there might have been. We set off



in what seemed Like vaquely the right direction, past the pops of rifle fire from an
army rangers base 5 up to & hilltop lockout tower. Finally we were high enough to
see a%mnlnv As, in A line nlmg the north-east horizon. Ver17 imfressiw& tiuey were
too. One of them must have been Everest, but the instructions for finding it weren't
very [ualfful. “The second femk to the laft af the m-sf»n}ae. % Yes, every two P‘enks
mAKe an m-shape.

The road then ended and became a dirt track through & sandy pine forest. Was this
the road we wanted -~ was it in fact & road at all? Marcus and Tom, on their
motorbikes, were [Lm/ing too much fun to care. It gvt quite steep downhill, 5 1
Jound T could const for Long stretches with the engine off. I found this because after
consting downhill for A while over the lumps 5 rocks, I'd qenerally find when the
road flattened that the engine had cut out ages aqo. Some Kids At A small village
we pAssed were excited o see us climbed on the backs of the bikes foraride
downhill.

The scooters were hugely unsuitable for the conditions of the so-called road. There
WAS A 1.0145 section ]’7&1'1/»7 rebu i.lt Cor juist built) Wiuarf: it Was just the faum(.ntians
of Loose rocks. It was tricky stuff on & scooter with teeny-tiny wheels. Finally we
qot down out of the hills 5 onto & proper 1oad, of course it was a still A mass of
cracks and potholes.

There were regumr police
checkpoints, but it seemed
that whatever tfwy were
laaking far wAsn't us. We
were waved through. The
roAd ]mgmt to climb Mang;ia{a :
the Bhote Koshi river. Past

A dam. is the upper section
and it Looks cool. It's Ver17

continuous t[wug[», far
kilometre nftar kilometre 5
After & while started to Lok B8
pretty nasty. We stopped in
A small quest house in
Tatopani, not fM fram the
border. It was all wood inside
gzout, A cmm;ae&( WATTen af

"_':}r"-w.'-"

Everest — or, you know, one af the others



narrow corridors Ang steep Stairs. Our room was on the first floor, as measured from
the street, but out back there was a drop of about twenty metres down from a
rickety wooden Imlcam? to A schoolyard where an open-air class was 77&1145 held.
Behind was the still-raging Bhote Koshi, and ﬁeyana{ that — Chinese~controlled
Tibet. The honking grade V torrent looked Like death on a stick and was probably
more effective than a barbed wire Jence.

We dumped the baqs 4 rode on up to the border. There was a Line of trucks parked
waiting to be allowed over, but we were able to pass the gates 5 qet onto the so-
called Friendship Bridge. Actual friendliness may vary. The river Bhote Koshi
marks the border in this aren. It locks about grade V below the bridge, but anyway
Tcan imagine that qetting permission to padgle this section would be awkward.
The border is Symﬁalicnllv represented 1717 A Line of red tiles across the middle of the
ﬁrit{ge. The Ni epali border cops were pleAsant but there were also several young
Chinese in plain-clothes and carrying walkie-talkies. They said nothing but
scowled at us suspiciously, as though the decadent capitalist West might have
chosen this }rtdge 5 the four of us to Lau nch the Liberation of Tibet. One of the

N e;mlts encouriged Marcus to put A foot over the tiled Line; their superwsar stepped
in before anyone conld start the Third World War. At the far end of the bridge was
A lnrge white Arch and two umfurmac{ sentries Stﬂm;{mg motionless. Red stars and
701;{ Letters announced “People’s Kafuﬁltc of China”. N at[»mg that said “welcome
to” and certainly nothing that said “T ipet”. There were none of the pravier-flags
which were everywhere on the Nepal side of the border ¢ Tatopani was mﬁsalutzly
festooned with them) 7 the scowling Chinese border patrol Looked Like they'd been
brought straight from Beijing. Everybody - blue-camo'd Nepalese and plain-
clothes Chinese - were on the Nepal side of the red tiles.

Morning, and a breakfast of eqqs, potato curry § chapatis. The quest house wis
very cheap, even with a couple of Lhasa beers over dinner, 5 while the hostess
didn’t speak much Enqlish she 5 the other staff (the family, probably) were all
friendly. Even the border police Aad been friendly. The Nepalis just can't help
themselves. They 're even friendlier than Canadians.

Back.on the bikes and back to Bhaktapur. The ride was easier than the previous
day's, as we Kept to proper roads. Even so there were a Lot of potholes, as well as
sections of rocky dust or mud where & monsoon-Landslide Aaq Immgftt down part of
a hillside and not yet een cleared. A fast ride though, I Lost the others when I qot
stuck behind a van on a winding hill section of 1oad 5 didn't see them aqain for



about an hour, until I found them Wmtmg on i long }’mw(ge Tfum came A steep
Wm;{mg uphill stretch, where we were much faster than the buses or trucks - if we
could only qet past. T) he truckies were actually pretty gom{ about ﬁ“’mﬂ us spAace
where they could. In places there'd be a straining truck Little more than a moving
roadplock,, crawling up A steep slope with a huge Load of wet sand and leaving &
plume of diesel. Time it right and you can carve past without ]mmking stride. If
the truck already [ww{ a following of buses then I 4 have to get more cu nnmg
about nipping up the line.

Bhaktapuris a short ride from Kathmandu. We'd stopped there for Lunch on the
Wy out but not seen the main attraction, the old town. YJou have to pay to get
in, ten Qollars, A Lot in Nepalese terms. But I don't think they charge you if you're
Nepalese. The old town is & J; umble of narrow 77rick~?m/ec( streets built in o style
you can sometimes see hints of in Kathmandu and other places we'd been through,
places the maa{em Asian concrete box [mm 7 17et reached.

H'-‘.
E
i

Tractor tractor!

In old Bhaktapur the brick. houses have carved wooden door Jrames and window
screens, there are patterns moulded into the bricks and there's usually a wood
canopy arovnd first-floor Level. There are shrines everywhere (though this is true
everywhere in Nepal), each one a statue in o brick. alcove and with be the
remains of colovired dye, incense or rice offerings. The Area is dominnted ]717 three
main squATes, with m/eru/[wlming numbers af carvings, quardian statues,
pAgodns, temples, shrines, bells and, where there's room, more CATVings. Some
temples Aave A hierarchy of statues Lining their steps. The quards of each level are



su}afaased to be ten times more ;Jau?erfml than those below, so ]717 thas rackam'ng A
qryphon is worth ten Lions or & hundred elephants. Really? My money is on the
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OUF TOP CAFE

hundred elephants.

ofcaursa the place isfull af
tourists and the t-shirt shops
that ALCompAny them (all
rig/»t ~us). Dinner was af
mo-mo ¢(um}alings, onion

]mkjees and Lashings of chilli

sauce from a street corner
stall, eaten with a
toothpick. from bowls presseq
out of leaves. We got A few
Everest beers and some rum,
and tried sitting out in the
Tunmadhi Tole square. But
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abunch.of dogs turned up 5 | hetba i
. ipamdwiches L
started molesting Marcus, so I 1l e Chagaey
H 1 Fraic Cord Mesikpa
we moved to sit up on the top Fruis Satoa Maste
| Pan Cakc i e
- ; Milk Shake Cuatbet
Ti naT : : Spapheits
step Vf the three hundred  Comn fiaken {:‘.‘;ii.lt.i‘..ﬂmmm
173%1’ (714 NVWtﬂPVlW tBMPlE, ::'s'" _— A Many More..

v e, e TEGHE S
5 watched the activity in Nepatical \m/

the 5@ are below.

In the morning After ]mmkfmt we set About exploring the squnres fmfare the
davtrippers from Kathmandu could clutter the place up. From the metalwork
museuwm we were directed back. across the sguare, 1717 A policeman cATTying A [mge
sfwtgu n, to the woodwork musenum where the tickets are sold. The man who met us
there was packing heat too. The wood carvings in the musenm were pretty 4ood but
really no better than these on any }milc(ing in old Bhaktapur. The most famous
example is supposed to be the Peacock Window, which at first we walked right
past without naticing: it's ] ust on the side af some guy s house, About ten feet above
qrownd and Apparently unremarkable to the locals. T rather like that. Tom 5
Chris went back to Kathmandu; Marcus 5 1 hu nq on to Look round an art
musenin, since we'd Already paid for the ticket covering them all. It's on Durbar
Square, just past the qold arch and the trooper with M-1b. We went to the Cafe
Nepalica for Lunch. They used the right Logo 5 everything, though they spoiled the



effect }7_17 playing Elton John as we came in. We ordered Lunch 5 the young waiter
then asked if we wanted any “qaza”, or “gazza”, or something like that. We must
have Looked blank. You put it in A cigarette, he explained, and it makes you
relax. Ah yes. Thanks, but probably not a great idea before tackling Kathmandu
tmffic; ?ar[m;-s sametking like it was the cause af the tmffia ] Am we hit on the
ride back. After some minutes ducking 5 weaving in 5 out of stationary vehicles
we reached an overturned bus in the road, with a truck. trying to recover it.

We'd studied & map in adyance but in the pandemoninm it was hard enough not
toget sepArated. We keft seeing streets that Lovked promising but still didn ’tfim{
Thamel, then it started to get dark. We finally abandoned our plan of just
quessing the way 4 asked some police on duty outside the Finnish embassy. We had
been heading in exactly the wrong direction.

We dropped the bikes off, with no new scratches but with some néw dust and quite
a Lot of new miles on the clock.

For all its horn-tooting anarchy, it still seems that driving in Nepal is still a more
[friendly activity than in other places. There's a sense that it's a kind of Sfmrec(
endeavour, that everyone is ]ust trying to get Along the 1oAd 7 so all Are in
basically the same situation. The horn is o qeneral “here I am” signal as you
approach a blind Tmm{ or start to overtake a slow truck. On a WK road the horn
basically just means “oi tosser”, which seems Kind of & shame. At Least, it does
right up to the point you want to sleep Anywhere within two hundred metres of
any road in Nepal. Arou m( one in the morning the ﬁeastvle horn party Loses some
of its chnrm.

This tume there were no random Swedes in our hotel room, though they a(w( have to
draq another mattress in to make it up to four- -bed. -

Dinner was at the Everest Steak House, then some Last trif beers at the Tom z
Jerry's bar. AlL sorts of expeditions and excursions have used this bar as a base, the
walls and ceiling are covered in flags and t-shirts scribbled with signatures and
team names. Mmﬂ?a next time we'll leave one.

Next maming we were gaing our se;anmte me. Marcus was Stmying onin
Kathmandu for a few more days, Chris and Tom qoing on to Bangkok while I flew

home.

0pviously, the flight was an hour and a half late leaving.



