
Introduction

The picture-postcard image of Nepal in
the West is of a remote paradise where
high mountains protect an ancient

culture from contamination by the modern
world. The dream-like quality of this image
was enhanced a generation ago when
Kathmandu became a popular stopping-off
place for Westerners on a hippie pilgrimage
in search of enlightenment or oblivion.

The reality which greets the visitor today
is more complex. Kathmandu suffers the
problems of any other present-day city, of
teeming traffic and choking pollution,
although in much of the country, walking is
the only means of travel. Temples and way-
side shrines are everywhere, and religious
observance an integral part of everyday
life. Yet mass tourism is having profound
effects on Nepali life, effects which are not
always beneficial. Western values are
beginning to affect many traditional aspects
of life in Nepal. According to one
commentator: 'Twenty-five years ago, you
would be offered chhang [rice beer] in any of
the houses in this village. Now, when the
wedding season comes, villagers compete
to see who can provide the most bottles of
San Miguel.' However, away from the
tourist trails, rural life has changed little
over the centuries. Although the Westerner
visiting Kathmandu will find it possible to
buy most of what he or she would regard as
the necessities of civilised life, many
Nepalis cannot even afford enough food to
keep healthy. For Nepal is one of the
poorest countries in the world.

In the early months of 1990, Nepal was
in the news for a reason other than the latest
ascent of Everest. On our TV screens and
newspapers were pictures of violent police
suppression of public demonstrations
against the government. The first
demonstrations took place on 18 February.
Just seven weeks later, on 9 April, people

took to the streets again, this time to
celebrate the success of the pro-democracy
movement. The people of Kathmandu
Valley had forced King Birendra Bir
Bikram Shah Dev to relinquish his political
power and become a constitutional
monarch, and had reasserted their right to
participate in the running of their country.
No longer could Nepal be seen as a
peaceful, semi-feudal Shangri-La.

Cutting fodder near Putak
village, in the mountains.
Rural life in Nepal has
changed little over the
centuries.
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The land
and the people
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The landscape of Nepal is among the
most diverse in the world, ranging
from tundra in the high Himalaya to

tropical forest in the terai. This diversity is
echoed in the rich variety of the people:
there are at least 70 different ethnic groups
living in Nepal, each with their own

distinct history, costume, and culture, and
30 different languages are spoken. For
most, there is little contact with the outside
world and the isolation of the mountain
valleys have further helped to conserve
cultural differences.

Climate and soils vary considerably,
determining how people use the land, and
how many can live in a given area. North-
south rivers have cut deep gorges through
the mountains, dividing them into more
than 25 distinct ranges. These rivers endow
the country with ample water, not only for
drinking and irrigation, but for generating
hydropower. However, very little of the
country's hydropower potential has so far
been exploited.

The Himalaya are not only the world's
highest mountain ranges but some of the
most geologically active, continuing to
grow at a rate of 1 to 4 millimetres per year
and producing frequent earthquakes and
landslides. The high mountains are pop-
ulated by people of broadly Tibetan origin.
Farmers divert water from the ice-blue
mountain streams into channels which irri-
gate small patches of land on the valley
floors. There they grow barley, wheat,
maize, potatoes, beans and buckwheat. On
the high and virtually barren mountain-
sides, sheep and yak cover enormous
ground in search of pasture. Unirrigated
land in the high mountainous areas cannot
support food crops. The limited supply of
irrigable land, poor grazing, and harsh
climate is reflected in the low population
density of 25 people per square kilometre.
The Tibetan-speaking Nepalese who live
there, and other groups such as the
Manangi and Dolpa, make up just under 9
per cent of the total population. They have
developed cultural traditions of interdep-
endency and mutual support that enable



them to exist in this bleak environment.
Moving southward, conifer forest and

lusher pasture, where people graze cows
and buffalo, clothe the corrugation of hills
where about 48 per cent of Nepalese live.
The land is more fertile than in the moun-
tains but just as prone to landslides. This is
where other Tibetan and Tibeto-Burman
ethnic groups such as Gurung, Magar, Rai,
Limbu, Sherpa, and Tamang live, as well as
some Newars. There, too, live the caste
groups of Aryan or Indo-European origin,
the high-status Brahmin and Chhetri and
the low-status occupational castes.

In this part of Nepal, even the poorest
tend to own homesteads and have small
landholdings. Rice, maize and millet are the
staple crops, supported by vegetables and
forest products including ferns and fruit.
Inheritance law is such that a father's land
is divided up amongst his sons, leading to
smaller and smaller parcels of land being
farmed. Land is in such short supply that
people are being driven to terrace
extremely steep hillsides or to over-graze
and over-exploit forest land. Most of the
land is rain-fed and loss of soil on degraded
and overexploited land has been as high as

200 tonnes per hectare per year during
monsoon months. These pressures, and the
lack of alternative sources of income, are
making livelihoods in the middle hills
increasingly unsustainable, and lead to
seasonal and permanent migration from
the hills.

Most of the potentially irrigable 2
million hectares of arable land lies in the
terai, Nepal's main food-producing area.
The land is made fertile by the silt washed
down by the rivers, and the climate
favours three crops per year. Population
density is much higher, 193 per square km,
reflecting not only the more favourable
conditions for agriculture but also the
greater opportunities for work in the
fledgling industries that are springing up
in the terai. Some 44 per cent of the
population live here, including Brahmin,
Chhetri, Tharu, occupational castes and
indigenous peoples, but land distribution
is much less equitable than it is in the hills.
Land-holdings are larger and land-owners
depend much more on casual labourers,
supplied by immigrants from the hills and
landless from the terai.

Opposite page: Jhong
Kola valley, above
Kagbeni. Communities
living in the high
mountain valleys have
developed independently
of each other, preserving
their individual cultures,
languages, and ways of
life.

Left: Hindu girl in her
ceremonial finery.

Below: Buddhist monk
passing a wayside shrine,
near Upper Mustang.
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History
of a kingdom

Prithvi Narayan Shah became ruler
of Gorkha, a small kingdom of
Western Nepal, in 1742 at the age

of 22. His ambition to gain for Gorkha
some of the fabled wealth of the kingdoms
of the Kathmandu Valley, and his vision of
a nation united against the encroaching
British East India Company, led him to
begin the military campaigns that trans-
formed Nepal into a single kingdom. The
once-separate kingdoms of the
Kathmandu Valley, Kathmandu, Patan
and Bhaktapur, fell to Prithvi Narayan in
1768 and 1769 and, within five years, most
of Eastern Nepal was also his.

The Shah monarchy remained in power
until 1846 when, following a massacre in
which 32 of Nepal's leading nobles were
slaughtered, Jang Bahadur Rana assumed
control of the country as the first of a line of
hereditary Rana Prime Ministers that ruled
Nepal for more than a century. During this
period, the monarchy exercised little
power and the Ranas assured its
cooperation and their security by
marrying into the royal family.

Rana rule brought little improvement in
the lives of the common citizens. The
treasury was regarded as Rana family
property and Nepal was closed to the rest
of the world, although Jang Bahadur, who
visited Britain and France, and his
successors were intoxicated with things
European. To this day Kathmandu is lit-
tered with neo-Classical palaces and build-
ings that seem strikingly out of place in a
country that has never been colonised.

For rural Nepalis, life had changed
very little from medieval times. They had
no relationship with the rulers save
through tax officials who would impose
taxes, administer law, and exact unpaid
labour as they saw fit.

Political change was initiated by
expatriate Nepalis based in India. In 1947,
influenced by Indian politics, they formed
what was to become the Nepali Congress.
Their aim was to replace the Rana govern-
ment with a democratic government under
King Tribhuvan. The King fled to Delhi.
Indian Prime Minister Nehru brokered an
agreement between the King, the Nepali
Congress, and Prime Minister Mohun
Shamsher Rana. The King returned to
Nepal in 1951 and installed an interim
cabinet, which failed within a few months,
and Mohun Shamsher, the last of the
Ranas, had no option but to resign.

After the death of King Tribhuvan in
1955 his son, Mahendra, ascended the
throne. King Mahendra's rule marked the
beginning of Nepal's modern period. He
reestablished contact with China and
forged diplomatic links with the USA and
France. He brought Nepal into the UN
fold and initiated a flow of aid into the
country that has increased ever since.
Nepal began to change as foreigners and
alien ideas began to permeate society.

Experiment in democracy
On 12 February 1959, King Mahendra
proclaimed a new democratic constitution
and announced that elections were to be
held. The Nepali Congress had the over-
whelming majority and Bisheswor Prasad
Koirala became Nepal's first elected Prime
Minister. He lost no time in introducing
radical reforms, the most controversial of
which was a land reform act that abolished
birta land-ownership (birtas were lands
granted to individuals for past services
rendered to the state). The act struck at the
elite and disrupted the status quo. Main-
taining law and order became an in-
creasing problem for the new government.
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A minor rebellion in Gorkha gave the
King a reason to invoke emergency
powers, disband the Koirala government
and reassume power, after just 19 months
of democratic government. King
Mahendra blamed the Koirala government
for fairing to fulfil its 'democratic duties'
and imprisoned Cabinet members. He
declared that the Nepali people were not
yet ready for Western-style democracy
and, with his advisors, designed a unique
system of government that came to be
known as Party-less Panchayat
Democracy.

Panchayat means village council; the
system's aim being to represent the voice
of villagers. The adult population of each
village would elect an 11-person Village
Panchayat. Each of these would send a
representative to the District Assembly
which would then elect an 11-member
District Panchayat. Members of all District
Panchayats of one Zone formed a Zonal
Assembly from which a Zonal Committee
was nominated. The Rastriya Panchayat,
or national parliament, had 125 seats and
was made up of members of each district,
elected from the Zonal Assemblies. The
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King selected the holders of 20 per cent of
the seats in the Rastriya Panchayat. He
was at the centre of power, supported by
his chosen Council of Ministers.

The system was supposed to diffuse
the power of the elites and avoid ethnic
tension. But the old ways of patronage
and favour linked to caste and status
persisted, and a new and stronger elite
was created. The lack of political parties
served only to focus more attention on
religious and ethnic divisions; and village
voices had no better chance of being
heard than before.

King Mahendra died in 1972 and was
followed by the present King, Birendra,
from whom the people expected great
changes. Educated at St. Joseph's College
in Darjeeling, Eton, and the Universities
of Tokyo and Harvard, the King was
reputed to be liberal and concerned about
Nepal's development.

A huge student demonstration on 6
April 1979, to mourn the death of Zulfikar
Ali Bhutto in Pakistan, was violently
crushed by police, sparking off strikes
and protests throughout the country.
Demonstrators marched on the Royal



Palace in Kathmandu on 23 May, setting
fire to several government buildings.
King Birendra's response was to speak on
Radio Nepal to announce a national
referendum in which people could choose
a reformed Panchayat system or the
reintroduction of multiparty democracy.

Suddenly, the ban on political parties
that had been enforced since 1961 was
lifted and, for one year leading up to the
referendum, all parties were allowed to
campaign. Restrictions on publishing
were set aside, censorship ceased and
political reporting flourished. On 2 May
1980, the people voted by a slim majority
to retain the Panchayat system, but with
reforms.

The passing of autocratic
rule
The reforms included amending the
Constitution to allow direct election of the
members of the Rastriya Panchayat for the
first time. The Rastriya Panchayat would
then elect the Cabinet. The next three years
were characterised by an increasingly un-
stable government, racked by revelations
of high level scandals implicating not only
ministers but members of the royal family.
Banned political parties capitalised on the
publicity and intensified their agitation.
Police repression likewise intensified.

Rishikesh Shah, a former minister, founded
the Human Rights Organisation of Nepal
in response to the government's increasing
repression.

India's decision not to renew a trade
and transit treaty with Nepal added to the
government's difficulties. Piqued by
Nepal's purchase of arms from China and
its granting of business contracts to
Chinese firms, India closed off all but two
of its border posts and hindered the
passage of Nepali imports from third
countries. There were shortages of
essential supplies, and widespread
hardship and discontent. Opposition
parties began to capitalise on the growing
unrest.

As those in urban areas followed on
television the enormous changes sweeping
Eastern Europe in the autumn of 1989, and
as the Panchayat government struggled to
maintain power, people everywhere pre-
pared for a change they knew would have
to come. The King's failure to announce
any political reforms at a government rally
in Pokhara, in Western Nepal, appeared to
be the last straw. Mass demonstrations and
general strikes brought the country to a
standstill. The King at last responded by
announcing a new Cabinet which was to
begin talks with the banned parties,
investigate the killings that had occurred

Supporters of democracy
clash with pro-Panchayat
workers during the first
day of agitation in the
capital.



during the unrest, and establish a commis-
sion to amend the constitution. An estima-
ted half a million people from Kathmandu
and Patan took to the streets.

The demonstrators gathered on the
parade ground in central Kathmandu.
Everything appeared peaceful, the police
watchful but tolerant, until people began to
move towards the Palace, shouting anti-
Royalty slogans. Suddenly, soldiers
appeared and opened fire with machine
guns. Demonstrations followed all over the
Valley and clashes with police resulted in
more deaths. On 8 April, the King lifted the
ban on political parties and, on 15 April
1990 announced the formation of an
interim government under the leadership
of Congress veteran Krishna Prasad
Bhattarai.

Democracy at village level
Nepal's is an intensely hierarchical
society, where status and power are
largely based on caste and ethnicity. The
country was isolated from outside influ-
ences for centuries; most of its people
knew only of the feudal relationship
between lords and serfs and their place in
society as determined by their caste. The
forms of government were modelled on
Hindu concepts of a divine ruler; the King
has traditionally been believed to be an
incarnation of the god Vishnu, there to
protect the people, dispense justice, and
punish wrongdoers. These social relation-
ships, geographical isolation, and the lack
of a common enemy to fight against, such
as Indians found in the British colonisers,
may explain the almost total lack of politi-
cal organisation at grassroots level until
the 1940s.

The popular movement that led to the
restoration of democracy in Nepal repre-
sents a sea-change in the way that ordinary
people in Nepal view their government
and in the demands they make of it. The
success of the movement has imbued the
nation with a new-found confidence. The
opportunities for participating in govern-
ment have never been greater. As well as
voting for a parliamentary candidate of the
party of their choice, people also enjoy

increasing opportunities to participate in
local government. The governments so far
elected have aimed to increase the
resources such as water, electricity, school-
ing, health care and so on, for ordinary
citizens. The management of all of these
services is by local government officials
who are elected locally. All sections of civil
society, including non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) have recognised that
the scene is set for greater participation
and are making increasing use of their new
opportunities and freedom.

Economic and political
uncertainty

Unrealistic promises by the formerly
banned political parties raised high
expectations among a population that
was impatient to taste the fruits of
'development'. There was little apprecia-
tion of the time it would take the Nepali
Congress government to sort out which
policies among those it inherited were
worth keeping and what should be
rejected.

The Nepali Congress Government,
while espousing the cause of democratic
socialism, in the same breath preached the
virtue of privatising government-owned
industries, tightening belts, curbing
government expenditure, and abolishing
subsidies, and expounded the benefits of
economic liberalisation: stimulating indus-
trial growth, encouraging exports, and
pulling the crutches away from limping,
inefficient industries. This programme had
only been in place for three years when the
Congress government collapsed and was
replaced by a minority Communist
government in November 1994, which,
faced by the realities of globalisation of the
world economy and Nepal's place in it,
differed in economic policy only in empha-
sis. In this knowledge, the Communist
government instead tried to pay greater
attention to a political programme. At the
time of writing the minority government
has fallen, to be replaced by a coalition
dominated by the Nepali Congress. Once
again the future is uncertain.



An agricultural
economy

In the foothills of the
Himalaya, near
Kathmandu. Terracing
enables crops to be
grown on steep
hillsides. Because of the
shortage of land in the
middle hills, even the
steepest hillsides are
cultivated.

I epal is one of the world's poorest
countries. Average incomes are
barely above survival level, and

half of all children under five are mal-
nourished. Nepal's economy is based on
agriculture. But poor soils, difficult terrain,
uncertain climate, and skewed land distri-
bution mean that Nepal has continuously
been unable to produce sufficient food to
meet the needs of its people. The govern-
ment has tried to tackle this by increasing
irrigation, subsidising agricultural inputs,
and providing credit. Of the total 2 million
hectares of agricultural land deemed pot-
entially irrigable, 1.3 million is in the terai
and the remainder in the hills and

mountains. To date, about 943,000 ha has
been irrigated, of which 743,000 ha is in the
terai. Government statistics show that
productivity from irrigation schemes
managed by groups of farmers have been
far higher than from those managed by
government.

Nepali farmers are probably among the
best in the world. Consider that the average
paddy yield per hectare of arable land for
1955 to 1960 was 4.56 tonnes for Japan and
2.54 tonnes for China. In the best-managed
farmland in the Kathmandu Valley, it is 4.3
tonnes. Witness the vast and steep mount-
ainsides north of the Mahabharat range,
converted into neat terraces that have been
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Carrying fodder cut from
communal fields, Putak
village.

shaped to extract the maximum arable area
from the topography, and the skill of the
farmers is immediately apparent. They
divert water to protect terraces threatened
by collapse, they fertilise poor fields with
top soil from nutrient-rich areas and they
work constantly to keep terraces in good
condition.

Increases in cropping intensity,
irrigation, fertiliser use, mechanisation,
and the availability of improved varieties
of food crops and livestock have led to
higher productivity per unit area, but a
simultaneous growth in population has
not only consumed that increase but
caused a nett food deficit. Major land

Spinning wool with a drop
spindle, Kalopani village.

11



Making a basket used for
transporting a wide variety
of goods.

reform would appear to be the only way
of satisfying the food requirements of
rural farming families.

The manufacturing sector is very
small, contributing only 9 per cent of
GDP, handicapped by a lack of
infrastructure, skills, and capital, and by
competition from India. Nepal is very
dependent on its huge southern
neighbour for markets and export routes.
The most profitable exports are carpets
and garments. Most manufacturing firms
are very small, with only a few
employees, or run as cottage industries.

Nepal has to look to external sources for
investment capital. In 1987 the govern-
ment obtained a loan from the
International Monetary Fund, on
condition that it implemented a
programme of structural adjustment,
reducing government expenditure and
privatising state-owned enterprises. Nepal
also receives substantial amounts of
development aid.

Uving off the land
The majority of Nepali families live in
their own houses and farm their own
lands; 90 per cent of adults are farmers, or
work in jobs related to agriculture.
Walking through the mountain and hill

villages, visitors are struck by the beauty
and peacefulness of the landscape. For
many, there is a thrill of discovering an
older way of life. The further one walks,
the greater the sense of isolation from the
modern world. People make what they
need from local materials. Even in terai
villages, much better serviced by roads
and telecommunications, one is struck by
the degree of self-sufficiency of most
households. At first glance, then, rural
Nepali life appears idyllic.

For most families, however, the reality
of rural life, hidden from the casual
observer, is increasingly harsh. Landless-
ness, although less common in Nepal than
in other South Asian countries, is
increasing; and most Nepali farms are too
small to provide enough food for their
owners. Only in the terai is there no food
deficit. There, larger landholdings are
common, and agricultural wage labour,
sharecropping, or bonded labour, is much
more the norm.

In the hill farms, families are able to
grow enough food to last only for four to
eight months of the year. To make up the
shortfall, people have to earn money. They
take jobs as porters or work as labourers on
the farms of large landowners. They often
move away to work in towns in the terai or
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to Kathmandu or India. Between 1970 and
1981, there was a nett inflow of 397,000
people to the terai, whereas the mountain
regions suffered a nett loss of 192,000 and
the hills a loss of 204,000 people. In
addition to these permanent migrants,
millions migrate on a seasonal basis. Living
off the land has become less and less viable.

Population pressure and a severely
skewed distribution of agricultural land
account for the increasing hardship faced
by rural Nepalis. The 'carrying capacity'
of the land has been exceeded in large
parts of the country. For example, the Far
West is only sparsely populated but there
is so little agricultural land available, and
it is of such low quality, that pressure on
the land is high. In contrast, there is less
pressure in the terai, although far more
people live there. Pressure is most acute in
the densely populated western hills and
mountains.

The attractiveness of life in a remote
rural area diminishes when basic needs are
not met. For rural Nepalis, it often means a
life cut off from a market in which to sell

their produce, difficult access to hospitals,
schools and colleges, banks and govern-
ment resources, and social deprivation.

Land reform
Of the country's land area 14.718 million
ha, 15 per cent is under permanent ice
and snow. Only 2.6 million ha (18 per
cent) is cultivable, and the distribution of
this land is very skewed. The national
average landholding is 0.92 ha, but 60 per
cent of landholdings are below the
average size. In 1981, the larger
landowners with more than 3 ha
accounted for 9 per cent of farm
households but occupied 48 per cent of
the cultivable land. The gap between
large and small landholdings is largest in
the terai, where 54 per cent of country's
cultivable land is to be found.
Distribution is more equitable in the mid
hills — very few households are landless
— but very few have enough land to feed
their families.

In 1964, the government attempted to
address the problem of land distribution

Farmhouse in the
Kathmandu valley.
Family plots are small
and few people are able
to grow sufficient food
for a whole year.
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Threshing rice. Women
and men share some
agricultural tasks.

in its Land Reform Act. The Act sought to
redistribute land more equitably, provide
farmers with technology and resources to
boost productivity and divert unproduc-
tive capital and human resources from
land to other sectors of the economy. The
ceilings for landholdings were set too
high, however, to release more than
23,000 ha, less than 1 per cent of the total
cultivable land. The Act also provided
certain rights to those who had worked
the same piece of land for more than one
year. Landowners wishing to dispose of
tenanted land have to give first priority to
tenants who, by virtue of the Act, are
entitled to ownership of 25 per cent of the
land they cultivate. The Act also entitled
tenants to half the gross annual produce
of the land they work.

However, the Act is rarely implemen-
ted. Of the 1.8 million tenants identified
following enactment, only 300,000
received formal certificates of tenancy. An
estimated 40 per cent of tenants were

omitted from the process. Despite the
provisions of the 1964 Land Reform Act,
sharecroppers receive, at worst, one third
of the crop and, at best, half the crop. The
kamaiya, bonded agricultural labourers of
the Mid and Far West, receive
considerably less.

Tlie life of a bonded
labourer
Bang Purawa is a quiet hamlet in Nepal's
westernmost terai district. The farmhouses
and outbuildings are well maintained,
with tiled roofs and spacious courtyards.
They are surrounded by flat farmland, as
far as the eye can see. Away from the
farmhouses are smaller, one-storey mud-
and-wattle buildings. In such a building
lives 46-year-old Ram Bahadur
Chaudhury.

Ram Bahadur once lived with his
parents, and his aunt and uncle and
cousins, in one house. His father and uncle
had over many years accumulated a debt
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of Rs 20,000. When Ram Bahadur's father
died, the family decided to split the
responsibility for paying off the debt
between the sons. So, Ram Bahadur started
his independent life with an inherited debt
of Rs 5,000.

Over the years, he has had to borrow
money from his landlord to pay for extra
food, clothing, and incidental expenses at
festivals. Ram Bahadur is neither literate
nor numerate but remembers that, five
years ago, his debt was Rs 14,640. Today,
his debt amounts to Rs 35,000. He has kept
no records and is at a loss to explain the
rapid escalation of the debt.

His present circumstances preclude the
possibility of his ever repaying the debt.
He has to provide for a further eight
family members, none of whom earn.
Ram Bahadur works his landlord's fields
from dawn to dusk every day, for which
he is paid annually 14 quintals of rice, 5
litres of cooking oil, 50 kg of flour and 2.5
kg salt; enough, Ram Bahadur estimates,
to last six to seven months. Ram
Bahadur's wife has to work in the

landlord's household, threshing and
winnowing, feeding animals and
cleaning their sheds, while his daughter
helps the landlord's wife with the
household chores. For this his wife and
daughter are not paid, but are given one
meal a day. Ram Bahadur would like to
quit his position, but that means finding a
new landlord who will pay off his debt,
and that is not probable.

Ram Bahadur's predicament is a
common one in Far West Nepal. Strictly
speaking, kamaiya are annual contract
workers; but in effect Ram Bahadur is a
bonded labourer, a modern form of slave
whose debt keeps him poor, at the beck
and call of his master and subject to his
master's whims. Slavery and the sale of
human beings is illegal in Nepal. But every
winter, markets are held in the towns of
the Mid and Far West where kamaiya can
seek new masters and masters seek new
kamaiya by paying off their debts.
Obviously, as in Ram Bahadur's case, the
larger the debt the more unlikely it is that a
kamaiya will be able to find a new master.

Ram Bahadur tending his
master's cattle.
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Ram Bahadur is a Tharu, one of the
indigenous tribes of the terai whose
ancestors, by virtue of their tolerance of
malaria, were able to live in the dense
forests which then covered the plains.
Following the malaria eradication cam-
paign of the 1960s, many of the Tharu were
dispossessed of their lands by paharia,
immigrants from the hills encouraged by
the Kathmandu government to settle there.
Thousands of Tharu became labourers on
other people's farms.

Jeremy Hartley/Oxfam

The kamaiya system is said to be a
corruption of a more benign feudal
system prevalent among earlier Tharu
communities. Even today, kamaiya
working for Tharu landlords appear to be
better treated than those working for
paharia. Kamaiya are exploited because of
their inability to read and calculate and
their ignorance even of the most basic of
human rights. Debts are often falsely
inflated and rarely are kamaiya given
enough to survive on, much less pay off a
debt. A survey of 17,728 kamaiya found
that 98 per cent were landless, 95 per cent
illiterate, and 30 per cent were indebted to
their masters. Of the latter, fewer than 7
per cent could give any information about
their debt. They are expected to work up
to 18 hours per day, for payment which is
a combination of land, produce, shelter,
basic clothing, and cash, and which is
always insufficient to meet the needs of
the family.

Ram Bahadur is receiving help from an
NGO called Backward Society Education
(BASE) run by Dilli Chaudhury, himself a
Tharu. BASE'S strategy is to raise
awareness of the infringement of human
rights through adult non-formal
education classes and to encourage
kamaiya to save. BASE gives Rs 100 for
every Rs 300 saved by the kamaiya. When
there is enough money to purchase new
land, BASE registers it in the kamaiya's
wife's name and the family occupy the
new land. Dilli Chaudhury's view is that,
since sale and trafficking of human beings
contradicts Article 20 of the 1990
Constitution, and since the loans are
illegal, there is nothing to stop kamaiya
leaving their landlords.

Rice fields just before harvest, near
Koplang. Rice is one of the staples of
the Nepalese diet.
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On foot
in the hills

In the shade of a pipal and a banyan
tree is a stone seat, or chautam, where
porters can unburden themselves of

their loads and rest their legs. This is the
nearest Nepal has to the motorway service
station, for this is how most people travel;
on foot, on small mountain paths.
Everything that is needed in the middle
hills and mountains, from Coca Cola to
concrete, is brought in dokos, wicker
baskets, on the backs of porters.

The spectacular hills, leading up to the
snow peaks that so attract the mountaineer
and outdoor tourist, make life extremely
arduous for their inhabitants. The
Himalayan barrier to the north has led to

Crispin Zeeman

Indian domination of Nepal's economy;
the nearest port is at Calcutta, 1000 km
from Kathmandu and reachable only
through Indian territory, and air-freight is
prohibitively expensive for all but the
wealthiest. Even if air freight were widely
affordable, most of the 50 or so airstrips in
operation would still have to rely on mules
or porters to transport the goods to the
villages. And of the country's 10,000km of
roads, only a third are metalled and almost
all are in the terai. Invaluable though they
are, these roads serve few of the 44 per cent
of the Nepalese who live there. The
remainder rely on porters or on their own
feet to transport themselves and their
goods around. Travelling between two
villages only 15km apart may involve an
eight-hour walk, which descends 800m
before climbing 2,000m. Health care and
primary education may be a few hours'
walk away and trade even with
neighbouring valleys can be severely
limited. A chautara is always a welcome
sight.

Above: Feet of a porter,
asleep on a chautara.

Left: Porters fording a
stream. The only way to
reach the isolated
settlements in the hills is
on foot.
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Apples and markets

Marpha a village in lower Mustang, grows some of
the most delicious apples in Nepal. Their presence
in the area is a result of the activities in Marpha of
the National Temperate Horticulture Research
Station (NTHRS), set up 27 years ago. Apple-
growing was the station's first project and Chhatra
Bahadur Thakali was one of the first farmers to see
its potential, even though he knew that it meant
waiting five years to harvest his first fruit.

But harvesting a crop is only the first step.
'Production is good but there is no market', Chhatra
Bahadur explains. The apples, though much tastier
than the Indian varieties available in Kathmandu,
an hour away by air, are affected by the economic
forces that keep farmers in this region
comparatively poor.

Some of the apples find their way to Pokhara.
Porters bring in tea, sugar and other provisions not
available in Mustang from Pokhara, and return
loaded with apples. But even this has its problems,
said Chhatra Bahadur. 'I tried transporting apples
by mule to Pokhara. But the drivers don't take care.
A third of my apples would be damaged during
transit.' Storing the apples helps a little; six months
after harvest, the price rises; but then, after six
months there are ten apples to the kilogram
compared to six when they are freshly harvested.

The station has trained farmers in drying apples
and making apple brandy and cider. Over the years
it has introduced cauliflower, broccoli, red radish,
onion, garlic, improved varieties of potato, carrots,
cabbage as well as improved varieties of
indigenous fruits and vegetables which all thrive.
Although such products may fetch better prices
than fresh apples, growers face the same problems
of a remote market and costly freight charges. For
apples, it means that about a quarter of Mustang's
total annual harvest of 1,500 tonnes rots; not
surprisingly farmers are no longer interested in
establishing apple orchards.

A road, however, might change their minds.
'Most farmers, if a motorable road comes, would be
happy to grow apples because it is potentially three
to four times more profitable than buckwheat or

Buddhi Ratna Sherchan, head of the horticulture research
station.

corn. They'd like a road because they'd be able to
reach the market quickly and sell vegetables that
are off season in the low lands,' says Chhatra
Bahadur.

However, Buddhi Ratna Sherchan, acting chief
of the station, disagrees. 'We don't want a road
because it brings all sorts of problems, including air
pollution and dependency on the outside for oil,
plastics and many other things. A ropeway would
be better.'
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mechanics, driving, carpentry, masonry,
and electrical appliance repair. Over the
past decade, the trend has been for return-
ing servicemen to settle in the terai towns
on returning to Nepal. They represent the
middle class and seek education for their
children, fertile agricultural land to invest
in, and consumer goods, rather than a
return to village life. Others seek work
abroad as security guards or drivers, or
take up a new career by joining merchant
fleets.

Left: Picking apples in Marpha. Growers in this
area have a problem in reaching markets for
their produce.

Farmers and soldiers: the
Gurkha tradition
One way of earning a living for a young
man from a poor farming family is to join
the British or Indian army as a
professional soldier. The link between
Britain and Gurkha soldiers stretches back
to the early nineteenth century, when the
soldiers were recruited to the Imperial
Indian Army from across the border. The
first three Gurkha regiments were formed
in 1815, and Gurkhas have since fought in
wars all over the world, including the first
and second World Wars. In World War 2,
there were 160,000 Gurkha soldiers in the
British Army. This number was reduced to
15,000 after the war, and then further
reduced between 1969 and 1971, and is to
be cut to 2,500 by 1998. However, the
Indian army still employs many
thousands of Gurkha soldiers.

The tradition is particularly strong in
some mountain villages, where it is every
young man's ambition to be chosen for the
regiments, as the advantages that follow
are numerous. Families without a son in
the British or Indian Gurkha army are
pitied.

Soldiers made redundant from the
British army are all granted pensions
according to rank and years of service, and
are given a six-week resettlement training
course which includes such skills as car

Below: A Gurkha Boy Soldier in the 8th Gurkha
Rifles circa 1939

Harry Sneldon/ The Gurkha Museum
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