Nepal November 2009!

By Gareth Lee
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Friday 6th/Saturday 7th

Our flight from Doha was delayed by two & a half hours & we tried to sleep on plastic chairs that seemed designed to make this impossible. If so they were well designed. There were lots of white-robed Arabs and a large group of Indonesians in matching blue jackets, hats and swine-flu masks.

We finally arrived in Kathmandu into a feeding-frenzy of taxi touts and luggage porters. It was impossible to tell who our arranged drivers were, and anyway we didn't have any rupees so most of these guys were out of luck.

Nepal is one of the poorest countries in the World & frankly, in Kathmandu, looks it. Our minibus-taxi wound through darkened streets avoiding bikes, dogs and cows, & mostly avoiding the potholes. Everything is dusty and ramshackle; electricity is uncertain and there are often power cuts. That said, the place is a hive of activity with building work going on everywhere, bustling streets and lots of welding workshops.

We dumped our bags at the hotel & set out into the night. It's an overwhelming place to be dropped into, after some twenty hours in aeroplanes. The narrow crowded streets of the tourist district, Thamel, are rammed with hooting taxis & jostling motorbikes & rickshaws. There are a great many souvenir shops selling embroidered Tintin T-shirts, wicked-looking curved khukuri knives or counterfeit North Face jackets. If you drop your guard for even a moment, you'll find that you've bought a pot of tiger-balm, a carved wooden chess set or some weed. After some wandering - we didn't want anyone to see us consulting a Lonely Planet - we found Maila, of GRG, who would be our guide for the next two days on the river Trisuli. It would mean a very early start though, so after a swift half in famous-ish bar Tom & Jerry's it was early to bed.

[image: image2.jpg]



Sunday 8th (Trisuli)

We'd set our alarms for half past bloody five, to meet Maila and Tusk at six for the bus out to the river. All our boats and bags went on the roof & we got on a following bus out of the city & along a winding mountain road. All the hillsides were terraced into rice fields. The driving was interesting. By which I mean really, really scary. They drive on the left, at least in theory, but are much more casual about these things. If there's someone driving slowly in front and you're on a blind corner, you just toot your horn & go for it. So everyone toots their horn all the time. Or rather, their horns; no self-respecting Nepalese truckie would have one horn if he could have a battery of seven. The trucks themselves are richly painted with slogans ("ROAD KING", "SPEED CONTROL", "SLOW DRIVE - LONG LIFE" & "HORN PLEASE" - as if anyone needed asking) & pictures, mostly of flowers & Hindu gods but also with more unexpected things. Union-Jacks are popular and I saw one truck with a mural of the Titanic across its whole side.

At the get-on for the Trisuli, lots of people wanted their pictures taken with our boats, though not with us! Mine was a hilariously inappropriate little Riot playboat that Maila had won in Nepal's big whitewater competition the year before. Chris had an Everest, an appropriate name for one of the largest boats around. I tried sitting inside & it was ridiculous; I could barely see over the sides!

The Trisuli is large, running at about 300 cumecs, but not too difficult except for the very first rapid: powerful, big stoppers & pushing into the rocks on the outside of a band. It claimed Ben as Trip Swim #1. There were some huge - huge! - wave trains, but nothing really difficult for the rest of the afternoon. There was a troop of brown monkeys on a beach as we passed. I think they're the first wild monkeys I've seen. They disappeared before Lee could focus his video camera; he made us all promise to keep a lookout for more of them. We stopped for the night at a beach below a small town on the highway, & put up the tarp. Maila took us to a couple of tiny sort-of-restaurants (both more like a couple of tables on someone's front porch) for daal bhaat, chicken, chips and beers. But you have to be careful eating the chicken in Nepal. It comes cut into chunks that are as likely to be bone, or bone splinters, as actual meat. It's as though the whole chicken has just been hacked into cubes. I like to think there's a special machine for this, something like a potato chipper.

Daal bhaat count: 1.

[image: image3.jpg]



Monday 9th (Trisuli)

We were driven out of bed by the sun, too early & horribly hungover. After a breakfast of tea & omelettes at one of the places we'd been to last night, it was back on the river. The section was easier than yesterday's, and flowed through a very pretty & steep valley. It looked remote but there was a road, invisible high above. Sometimes the musical tootling of trucks drifted down. We finished at a small town - Maila's home town in fact. After some food - daal bhaat again - we loaded our gear & ourselves onto a rickety bus bound for Nepal's second city, Pokhara. We crammed into the back seats past sacks of something and a leaking box of vegetable oil. A man got on after us carrying a live chicken; he stuffed it into the luggage rack, where it sat peering down at the passengers. It was a ninety kilometre drive over bumpy roads and through some beautiful scenery, with distant mountains covered with snow and nearby trees covered with big spiders. It was dark when we got to Pokhara & there was a taxi-frenzy at the bus stop like the one that had greeted us in Kathmandu. The hotel was OK, though the electricity was unreliable and the hot water was... not. There was excellent curry for dinner and a local covers band in the pub. Then an early night!

Daal bhaat count: 2.
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Tuesday 10th (Upper Seti)

There are a lot of westerners in the Lakeside area of Pokhara. Those in the big boots will be trekkers, here for the Annapurna trail; the hippies favour MC Hammer-style parachute pants and knitted hats with earflaps, & everyone else is probably a paddler. Lakeside is just the tourist area, there is a real town out there somewhere. If you walk along the main street on a clear day & look up very slightly,  you can see all the way up to the Annapurna range, including the famous (to anyone who knows about mountains; I'd never heard of it) Mount Fishtail. Annapurna itself is a great round hump, but Fishtail - Machhapuchhure - looks like a child's drawing, a perfect vision of what a mountain is supposed to look like, a steep spike of rock and snow. Though actually, if you walk along the main street in Lakeside & look up, then you'll probably fall in a hole or trip over a dog.

Our first stop was the Ganesh Kayak store run by Charlie, a Frenchman who's lived in Nepal for more than thirty years. We rented some fat creek boats: a Bliss-Stick Mystic for Lee, Pyranha Burns for Ben & Chris and a lurid green Eskimo Salto for me. Where Maila had seemed loath to let his kayaks out of sight, Charlie was completely blasé about four guys he'd never seen before going off with his boats. He couldn't have had any idea whether we could paddle & didn't even ask for a deposit before waving us off to the Upper Seti; he even booked the taxis for us. The Upper Seti is a popular run as you can do it as an afternoon outing from Pokhara. The little Suzukis somehow made it down a track more like a lumpy river bed. The Seti flows through a rocky landscape, with quarrying going on all along it. This Upper section is very technical, about 20 cumecs and graded III, but we'd been told that it had got harder in the ten years since the guidebook was published. It definitely seems more like a IV now. The last two days had been good fun, but this was more like what I'd had in mind. I liked the Salto, though it was bigger than the playboats I'm used to and was heavy with two-thirds of our split paddles in the back; I crashed through the first few drops like a hopeless noob until I got used to it. There were lots of rock-dodging rapids and some chewy holes, with some stops to inspect, and we portaged one drop that we didn't really fancy. It's always a bit annoying to have to get out & walk, but that drop really did look quite unfriendly & there was a cool seal-launch off a couple of metres of cliff to get back in. Which is always nice! Towards the end we paddled past a town, where a flock of black kites circled over the river. I think there was at least one vulture in there as well.

We met our taxis at the get-out and returned to Pokhara for large steaks at the Everest Steakhouse.
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Wednesday 11th (Lower Modi Khola)

We decided, more or less on the spur of the moment over breakfast, to go paddle the Lower Modi Khola & continue into the Kali Gandaki, as a two-day trip with an overnight stop.

At eleven we stacked four boats, four paddles, four sets of kit & four paddlers into one tiny taxi. The Little Suzuki That Could carried us over a mountain pass with stands of bamboo, the hillsides covered in rice terraces. Charlie had said there was a good road. It turned out his idea of a good road does not match mine. Of course these mountain roads are battered, undermined & generally brutalised by monsoon rains every year, so maintaining them is an endless task, like painting the Forth Bridge.

The Lower Modi Khola begins at the powerhouse, where water taken out at a dam rejoins, but sometimes there's enough water to get on higher up, at the dam itself. So it proved today, & we were able to do this couple of kilometres of what's technically the Upper section.

The good news was that my sleeping-bag, thermarest, dry clothes &c. fitted into the boat, because naturally we hadn't checked. The bad news was that it made the Salto crazy-heavy, so that I could only just pick it up to stagger down to the river with much cursing. Lee led the first couple of kilometres, which were very low volume & technical, in & out of boulders, about grade IV & slow going in heavily-loaded creek boats. Where's the G-Ride, goddammit! I took point from the power-station, where the rest of the river is piped back in. This was a great day's paddle, but exhausting; it gradually eased down to III+ but was still totally continuous. It's probably a beautiful valley but it was difficult to sit back & admire the surroundings without falling into a stopper. Eventually it started to get dark & we were about done-in. We hadn't reached the confluence with the Kali Gandaki but when I fell in trying to get out to inspect a drop, Lee took it as a hint that maybe we should call it a day. We quickly set about trying to build a fire before it got too dark. With ropes we pulled down a small dead tree. Darkness fell quickly and by the time we got down to the packet-soup we were eating by torchlight. There were a couple of lights far up on a distant hillside, but no other signs of activity. There were though lots of fireflies (or something) on the opposite side - faint flickers of green light.
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Thursday 12th (Upper Kali Gandaki)

After a quick breakfast of tea & biscuits, we were back on the river by about a quarter past eight. The rapid we'd camped beside looked much easier in actual daylight. After about a kilometre and a few more drops we reached the confluence with the larger and browner Kali Gandaki. There was a statue (of Kali I guess) high on a promontory over the river.

There were definitely some holes to avoid, but basically the river was easier then yesterday's. Just as well, as we had to cover 37km to get to the town at the dam before the last bus left at about three o'clock. But the easier paddle left more time to appreciate the surroundings, with steep sides sometimes forming sheer cliffs around the bends. Hot springs rise in the hills above & run down to the river as warm waterfalls. Warmer than the shower in our hotel anyway. The banks along the earlier part were dotted with stacks of wood, presumably for cremation pyres. The Kali Gandaki is a holy river and favourite place for Hindu funerals. We passed one such cremation in progress! 

The terrain became incredibly steep & rugged, so it was no surprise to see very few people. We did see some eagles though, also a vulture and a couple of bright kingfishers. Lee had been wanting to film some monkeys since our first day, still no luck there.

As the valley opened out, we started to see more people about, mostly farming rice or gathering bamboo. The kids waved & we waved back. The section ends at a dam, but first you have to paddle up the reservoir. Soon after the river flattened out, we reached a small town with some sort of riverfront temple arrangement. I waited with Chris by the boats, while the locals watched us like we'd dropped out of a spaceship and Lee & Ben went off to look for the road. No such luck, there wasn't a road. This town was only accessible by boat and we'd only just reached the top of the lake. Already knackered, we had to get back in the boats (& did I mention how heavy they were?) and paddle a couple of kilometres of flat water. It wasn't what we needed but we reached the town in time for a four-and-a-half hour bus ride that answered any questions I may have had about why there are so many terrible bus crashes in Nepal (in short, sketchy roads & sketchier driving).

At dinner, back in Pokhara, there wasn't a dessert menu so we ordered another pizza instead.
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Friday 13th (Pokhara)

We were all pretty wrecked from the last couple of days, so we took the day off & stayed in Pokhara. After huge breakfasts we went round some raft company offices to see if there were any trips running that we might join. I like the multi-day thing but I don't want to paddle a boat that heavily loaded again! We consulted Charlie at last & he recommended the Madi Khola. As two-day paddle with a guest-house stop overnight, it sounded ideal. Clearly we should have saved ourselves time by going to see Charlie first; he knows all there is to know about paddling in the area & must act as Fixer for groups like ours all the time.

We went & looked at a couple of tourist sites around town. At Devi's Falls, the river Seti falls into a great round hole, with a deep bass roar and upwash of mist. It's supposedly named for a Swiss couple who were washed down in a flash-flood. Yikes! Across the road is a cave entrance; from inside you can see the falls from below.

The other guys have been having a beard-growing contest & now every time we passed a barber's shop, the barber tried to sell Chris a shave. I think this means Chris was winning.
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Saturday 14th (Madi Khola)

Another early start, as we loaded a jeep with our boats & climbed into the back with the bags & spare tyres for the ride out to the Madi Khola. We bounced out of town and over (well, through) a river, then over a high pass. The smell of rice from the fields mixed with the smell of petrol from the jeep. The Madi Khola is visible from high above & looks quite scary! At the get-on is a small village where we had a breakfast of tea & biscuits. For a place only an hour from Pokhara it was a total contrast, very rustic and everyone was interested in us. They seemed happy to see us too - a nice change from the snarling landowners of north Wales.

The river is more continuous grade IV with blue water & lots of huge boulders, and it was beautiful in the sunshine & with distant mountains all around. We portaged one drop that looked a bit much - we were aware of how remote we were, & how quickly an incident could turn into an epic out here! But it was otherwise an amazing paddle & a real highlight of the trip. The river eased eventually but was still continuous down to the town where we stopped for the night, after six and a half hours on the water. It was again very rural & I don't think they see many foreigners or kayakers. The guest house was basic but they made us very welcome & fed us lots of daal bhaat. I like the practice of the host bringing out extra servings of all the parts as you eat: more rice, then more lentils, pickles and probable-spinach. There were a family of swallows living in the ceiling of the open-fronted kitchen/dining area. They fluttered, chirping, in & out all evening before finally roosting on some pieces of wood nailed up for them. As we sat on a bench out front with well-earned beers, all the town kids arrived to check us out. They were fascinated by Ben's & Chris's cameras & crowded round to get into shot. Once it got dark everything quietened down quickly, & we were in bed by about nine o'clock.

Daal bhaat count: 3.
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Sunday 15th (Madi Khola)

A Nepali dawn chorus of coughing and spitting sounded through the windows before we got up. It might have something to do with the badgerous chewing tobacco that's very popular in Nepal. After a breakfast of chapatis & omelettes we were back on the river by half past eight, followed down to the bank by a retinue of children. The section was easier than yesterday's, & eased down further till it was almost flat, meandering across a gravelly flood plain. There were kingfishers, kites and three enormous vultures. Really, really massive. I cannot over-stress just how huge these goddam birds were. As we drifted closer, they grudgingly flapped off. It was a bit of a relief as the buggers looked like they could have carried us away with them!

At the get-out, we caught a tourist bus that was going to Charlie's shop anyway. There wasn't much room to park a bus in Lakeside, so we had to untie the boats while the driver shuffled the bus back & forth to let other traffic pass; low-hanging branches didn't help.

We finally managed to meet up again with Maila, after a few days of missing each other, in the French farce style. He'd spent the last couple of days trying to salvage a kayak, which had got jammed under a rock on the Upper Seti. We arranged to meet up with him & team GRG when we got back to Kathmandu. I very much preferred Pokhara - I think we all did - but it was time to start thinking about heading back. The bus journey all the way would take nearly eight hours, and thinking on our experience so far of Nepalese buses we were keen for a Plan B. With some thought we made a cunning plan with Charlie at Ganesh, so that we would paddle some of the way down the Seti; this would take two days, and Charlie would put our luggage onto a taxi which would meet us at the get out. We'd take our bags out of the taxi, tie the kayaks on and send it on its way while we caught a bus to Kathmandu. The plan was complicated as all hell and bound to go wrong, but compared to that eight hour bus journey we were happy to chance it.
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Monday 16th (Lower Seti)

The Lower Seti section begins at the same place we got off yesterday. We had quite an audience to watch us get our overnight gear together & loaded into the boats: there was a small group of schoolboys who'd followed us all the way down from the road, a couple of tubby men in Just Their Pants bathing in the river & even some catcalls from watchers on the bridge far above. At last we crammed the last pieces behind the footrests and set out under a hazy sky filled with wheeling vultures. After overtaking a beginners' kayak clinic & their support raft we entered the "Jungle Corridor". This is a very remote area, steep & wooded & with only very occasional habitation. I saw a few more birds but no really interesting wildlife; more to the point, still no more monkeys! The section was all very easy, & there was lots of time to just sit back & watch the trees pass. We stopped for the night on a beach, opposite one raft group and upstream of another. There was a tremendous amount of driftwood for fire, and some interesting footprints up near the trees. In between the cloven tracks of a deer were some that looked like a cat's, but a whole lot larger: leopard!

We rigged a washing line to dry our kit by the fire, then cooked up some pasta & played a few rounds of cards. It seems that on these wilderness sites, the evenings always seem late before time, and we were in sleeping-bags by about nine.
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Tuesday 17th (Lower Seti/Trisuli)

I woke early, damp from dew & all dusty from the sand. As we were packing up, Lee felt something in his shoe, so he emptied it - & with a with a cowardly scream, a large spider fell out. The scream was from Lee; the spider was unruffled. I checked my wetsuit boots very carefully before putting them on. They were empty, but then I saw a movement on the sand nearby. I looked a bit more closely & found a small scorpion. I definitely didn't agree to scorpions in the campsite!

Back on the water for a much more interesting paddle on some III+ with some really immense waves. It was a dull hazy morning, which was a shame as it blocked out any view. I can not see mountains at home! At the confluence with the Trisuli we spotted a real live monkey, a big grey one with a black face sitting on a rock & watching us warily. Egress was at a dusty spot beside the road called Ghai Gat, where the taxi from Charlie's was waiting with our bags. Farewell faithful Salto!

After a few false starts, we flagged down a bus going to Kathmandu & tied our bags to the roof. But the bus was full & the conductor then signalled for us to get up there too! So we travelled over a hundred kilometres perched on the roof of the bus. I sat on a sack of possibly-rice, tightly gripping the spare wheel. It was terrifying to begin with - the road was bumpy & winding, there was a long drop down to the river on our left and sometimes there were branches or telegraph lines hanging over the road. Oh, and the Nepalese drive like maniacs. We passed three overturned trucks and one group of bus passengers transferring to a second bus, their own having crashed into a van. But it was an exhilarating way to travel, in the sunshine and with spectacular views of the wooded river valley & distant snowy mountains. The bus conductor sat up with us for a while, chatting & banging out AC/DC from his mobile. Awesome! We had the wind in our hair & knew that if the bus did zig instead of zag, we had a better-than-most chance of bailing out before it plunged into the Trisuli. I didn't check the small print but I'd be surprised if my travel insurance covered this.

We were all dirty & windblown by the time we reached Kathmandu & got stuck in its traffic. As we'd travelled, the bus-surfing had gone from brown-pants scary to being exciting, then interesting, then normal & at last dull & cold. You can get used to anything! I didn't like Kathmandu any better second time round. It might have something to do with arriving late after a long trip but it just seemed chaotic, noisy, dusty & there was garbage everywhere, some of it on fire. There were a lot of welding workshops, where buses like ours were being built, repaired or dismantled. Under the shell they aren't very solid & too many of them showed obvious crash damage! We stayed in the Hotel Lily, which was all right & would have been better if the hot water or electricity had worked properly. Kathmandu has another Everest Steak House; we had steaks the size of shoe-box lids & slunk off to bed early.

[image: image12.jpg]



Wednesday 18th (Kathmandu)

We met up again with Maila, & after arranging a paddle trip for the next two days he turned tour-guide & led us round some temple sites of Kathmandu.

A Buddhist tower, gold-topped & draped with bright fluttering prayer-flags.

A Hindu temple, no leather or heathens allowed, next to the combined garbage dump/sewer/public bath that is the holy river Bagwati. If I ever get to dedicate a holy river, I'm going to include a command that my followers don't crap into it. At the very least, perhaps a suggestion that they might not fling all their rubbish in there. But here the Nepalese disagree, as with so much else.

Onward to the "Monkey Temple" (Swayambhunath), a hilltop Buddhist site full of monkeys, dogs and kites. This was definitely my favourite. The outer walls were lined with prayer-wheels in a variety of sizes, from rows of little baby prayer-wheels no bigger than milk bottles to a couple of big grandaddy prayer-wheels the size of a minibus. The monkeys and dogs clearly hated each other but kept up an uneasy truce.

Daal bhaat count: 4.
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Thursday 19th (Lower Bhote Koshi)

Another early start with the GRG crew! We drove out of town in a van with probably the most conservative driver in Nepal - he kept shifting into neutral to coast down the hills. The road was appalling; the "highway" past the airport is like a badly ploughed field.

The section of the Bhote Koshi we paddled was high-volume, with some large waves & holes, but nothing really difficult. There is a harder section higher up; we looked at it from the road & even from a great height it looked scary.  We weren't really up for the Scary this time.

By four o'clock or so we were at Sukute Beach, a small holiday village of tents that was better than our hotel! The bar had no walls but did have free pool & ping-pong tables, low tables with cushion-seats & a cute blonde barmaid. We were the only ones there; we drank beer, played pool & climbed on the furniture until the bar staff kicked everyone out so they could go to bed (they sleep in the bar).

Daal bhaat count: 5.
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Friday 20th (Balephi Khola)

Team GRG tied the boats precariously into the back of a rugged pickup truck: much rougher roads lead up to the Balephi. It didn't leave much room for people. Lee & Ben sat up front with the driver, I sat in the back (on the boats) with Chrissy & Maila, that left Chris & (GRG hanger-on) James perched up on the roof of the cab. It was a slow drive up a rough, dusty road; at one stage we three in the back were sharing a scarf as a dust filter. The kayaks shifted around overhead, & I kept my helmet on. The road doesn't really go anywhere except to some villages up the valley, so the people probably don't see many foreigners. At one of these we got the boats down & carried them through a ford & down to the river. It was, for once, clear & sunny so we could see mountains, far off up the valley. The valley was steep & thoroughly terraced with rice fields. Each terraced hillside must represent a staggering amount of effort, probably over many years & most certainly all by hand. November is harvest time, so everywhere people were cutting the rice or ploughing. They used ploughs drawn by pairs of buffalo, or just by hand on the smallest patches. Some of the "fields" were no bigger than a coffee table!

The Balephi was cold and blue; it was fairly low-volume and flowed around & between huge boulders that often cut the line of sight, leaving blind corners. Left to ourselves it would have been a slow 23km with frequent inspections, but Maila led us with almost indecent haste. I wondered if maybe he thought he'd left the iron on. The guidebook rated the Balephi as IV-, but really you'd want a heart of stone to call it less than IV. Continuous, technical IV. Maybe the ten monsoons since the book was published had changed things. In fact it was on the Balephi that I had my only combat-roll of the tour. Apart from that I was in hog-heaven in the little Riot; it would have been hopeless for the bigger rivers we'd done earlier, but it was perfectly suited here. Chris had switched boats for the day, to a Perception Phat. You couldn't call the Phat a small boat unless you'd spent time paddling an Everest - as Chris had. In the first drop, he back-looped it. In the second drop, the same.

The Balephi Khola flows into the Bhote Koshi, the section from the day before, so we finished again at Sukute Beach.

On the drive back to Kathmandu, Lee used the FM transmitter on his phone to hijack the van's radio. The driver didn't seem too impressed with Lee's tunes, & took revenge by trying our nerves with a series of idiotic overtaking manoeuvres on the tight corners of the mountain road. Or maybe he would have done that anyway. We saw a car on its roof halfway down a hillside, far below the road. Two men stood at the side of the road, maybe thinking about the long walk home because I don't think they were ever going to get their car back.

Back in Kathmandu, we did some souvenir-shopping. We were getting some fake North Face holdalls so we could take more of our heavy gear as hand luggage. Ben turned out to be a relentless haggling machine. It went wrong for the shopkeeper when he demonstrated the quality of a bag by breaking the zip. Advantage: Ben. The poor bloke never had a chance after that. I'm not so good at it; I'd generally suggest a figure a hundred rupees below the first asking price, then the shopkeeper would split the difference. Fifty rupees is about tuppence ha'penny, but honour is satisfied.

For our last night, we tried a couple of other bars rather than spend our entire time in Tom & Jerry's. In Sam's Bar they've encouraged regulars to write souvenir messages on the walls, presumably with a prize for whoever can come up with the most fist-bitingly awful cliché. Looking at "as the Nepalis say - why not?" Ben announced, "I want to punch the guy that wrote that". 
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Saturday 21st (Kathmandu)

I woke up early again. Lie-ins seem to be impossible in Nepal. This time it was the shops' clattering steel shutters & pigeons cooing on the window sill. A pox on them all.

We paid a final - well, hopefully not completely final - visit to GRG to say goodbyes & to share photos from the last couple of days. Maila had been a total legend & made the parts of the tour we'd done with GRG great fun & hassle-free.

Over lunch (of curry, of course) we watched three men mount a large Guinness-harp on the wall of a bar across the street. They'd balanced a small table on a ledge running around the outside of the building, & one of them stood on it while reaching over his head to drill & hammer in a couple of nails to hang the harp device from. This is not the land of health & safety at work. In fact the whole Asian attitude to manual work is completely different, & you'll often see people working away doing something that in the West just wouldn't be done by hand. But it seems time is cheap in Nepal - well, in Asia generally - & so much more work is done that way. Machines are expensive, & in Nepal it's generally cheaper to just get some guy to do it. We'd ordered some T-shirts the night before, with a little "Nepal 2009" badge & the names of all the rivers we'd done. Of course rather than a printing machine, the man just had a sewing machine & he embroidered the shirts by hand; it must have taken hours.

And with that, it was time to head to the airport. 

Nepal is an endlessly amazing place but Kathmandu was still a difficult city to like. My main hope for the tour, above even the paddling, was I guess to come back & really know that I had been to Nepal. It's why I at least hadn't really wanted to spend the whole time on a ten-day trip down the Sun Kosi. Well I'm going to go ahead & put a big tick next to that; some of the places we found ourselves were surely about as Real Nepal™ as you can get. & all while doing more paddling than I thought we'd ever squeeze into the time. In fact we defied the dreaded Asia Factor to paddle eleven days out of thirteen.

Seven rivers, amounting to 232km of mostly pretty continuous whitewater - that's the official figure, according to our T-shirts. I'm sure we'll be boring our friends for years with these stories.

Best. Paddling trip. Ever.
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