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English


A Journey to the Raute





Preface


One day I saw something about the Rautepeople on the internet.


It felt like new adventures were beckoning me. A calling to visit this unknown tribe in Nepal. I decided to follow the calling and visit them. I wanted to capture their unique way of life with my camera.


I contacted my friend Tenjing from Nepal. I knew Tenjing from my last trip to Nepal when I did the Annapurna Circuit. At that time he had carried my luggage and these days he works as a guide. We hiked together around Annapurna for 16 days and we developed a relationship that has brought us back together.


After arriving in Kathmandu, my friend Tenjing came to see me at my hotel. He will be my guide but he does not know exactly where the Raute are staying, so he cannot guarantee that we will find them. He basically tells me he does not know how we get there. However, he has a hunch which village to start from. From there, we will have to ask around.


If in spite of all of this we will set out and his father comes along as a porter. The father has been a porter all his life. I know from last time I was here that Tenjing was able to become a guide because he earned enough money as a porter. So, even though I feel guilty, not carrying very much myself, it makes me feel better knowing that the money I pay the father helps him make a living.


I tell Tenjing “Let's go and see what happens".


The bus ride to the village in northwestern Nepal should take two days, according to Tenjing. In reality, however, it took us three days, with lots of challenges along the way. Getting in touch with the Raute was not easy. It ended up being a long journey requiring some wheeling and dealing along the way.


What I've learned about this unique nomad people is based on conversations with Tenjing and Dhan Budha (one of the magical helpers I meet on my way), my first-hand experience of visiting them - and this great repository of information called the internet.





Introduction


For 900 years, the Raute have been hunters, collectors and living isolated far out in the forests. There have been 17 Raute tribes in northern India and Nepal. They used to live far away from the established society. But recently they have begun to leave the forests and settle down in the communities. There is still a small group of about 140 people left, continuing to live as nomads.


These people move their settlements every few few weeks. They are very private so I am very anxious about how they will receive me.


The Raute live on three principles: no permanent settlement, no schooling, and no farming.


I think it must be difficult to stick to these principles the closer they come to the rest of the established Nepal.


There is always a distrust between residents and nomads.


Just think about how we perceive travelers in our countries.


With so few of them left, and apparently coming in contact with the residents more and more, I cannot help wondering whether it is almost over with the last nomads in Nepal.


The Raute are leaving the big forests where there used to be no need for money.


Now that they slowly move into the capitalist society they have become one of the poorest people in one of the poorest countries in the world.


The Raute do not own much, and it does not take them a long time to pack up their residence in their perpetual journey towards new plains. They move from one place to another once they have used up the local resources of water and food. Also, when somebody in the tribe dies, they typically move. They will take their belongings and travel for a few days until they find a new place to settle down for a while.


Mein Badu who is a Raute chief says about life as a nomad: ”We are constantly on the move because we cannot live in one place. We can stay in one place for four to five months at most. If we stumble on place and it's too far away from a village, we'll stay there for only a few days. When we camp near a village, we are also close to the shops, and then we will stay a little longer."


The Raute once chased small monkeys and gathered food in the forest. But in the last decade, with more land being cultivated, they have become increasingly dependent on trade.


Mein Badu says that you cannot live of the forest anymore. "We need rice to eat," he says with a big smile, "so we camp near the villages." He thanks me for the 600 kilograms of rice, 400 cigarettes and 80 packets of biscuits that I donated to the Raute.


At every new place they take what they need from the woods to build shelters. That's what the villagers are afraid of. They spread out and fell trees. One could ask why they do not take everything with them every time they travel. But as they carry everything themselves, they just leave it and start over the new place. Understandably, the peasants think it's a waste.


In Nepal you cannot fell trees. You can only take dead wood from the forest floor. The Raute, however, have a special permission to take what they need. Tenjing, my guide, tells me, that they regard what they leave behind as a gift to Mother Earth. Obviously this can lead to conflicts. The religion of the Raute is a mixture of Hinduism and Animism, i.e. the belief that everything in nature: animals, plants, and elements is animated and has a soul.


The Raute choose beautiful and lush places to live where there is plenty of water. They believe they do not have to pay anything to live on a peasants land and that the farmer is alright with it. The peasants themselves say they do not want the Raute to be on their land because they are so dirty. The peasants say: "they just trespass and set up camp". They ask them to leave but they are digging their heels in. There is no one who compensates for the damage they cause, the peasants say. We cannot ask them to pay because they have no money. They are not very good people, says the peasants.


Agriculture is the backbone of Nepal's economy. But whenever more land is cultivated, the Raute increasingly penetrate into agricultural areas, and this leads to tensions between two different ways of living.


The Raute are hard to get to grips with. They are very proud of who they are. There is something magnificent about them. They wear dirty clothes and their hair is filthy. The women stride through the camp like princesses. They have a fantastic radiance. They look brilliant. And if I was to describe the Raute, I would say this: they are quite a mysterious people, always traveling, very proud, unruly, and cumbersome to deal with. This is for me the essence of what makes them Raute.


The Raute also fell trees to make crafts. Previously, they exchanged boxes and bowls for food. Now they usually sell them. They cannot make a living of it, so in 2009, the authorities chose to give each member of the Raute 1000 Nepalese Rupees equivalent to $9. They are obviously becoming dependent on the money economy.


Bir Badu is one of the most skilled woodworkers. He makes a Medhush, which is a kind of box. You can store clothes, items or tools in it. The trade has been passed on from generation to generation, says Bir Badu. "I was 10 when I started doing woodworking," he says. Bir Badu has six children. The two big boys, Dipok and Kapil, are already skilled woodworkers. They have learned carving by watching their father's work. The boxes are part of the nature of the Raute. "We depend on them to survive," says Bir Badu. Only the men work with wood. They also carve wooden bowls to eat from. The dishes are sold to a buyer in the nearest village.


To get there they often have to take a long walk up steep slopes. The buyer comes from another district 200 km away. The dishes are going to India. They are further processed at a factory and afterwards they look completely different. The dishes are processed and decorated to suit the European market where they are being sold for up to $60. The buyer pays 200 rupees per piece regardless of size. This corresponds to $2. The buyer says he is poor and that he has taken out a loan to buy them and that he also needs to earn a living. The revenue from the dishes the Raute use for rice, flour, vegetables, and tobacco.


When the Raute come in contact with established society, they become more susceptible to its temptations. However, the young people say they like watching TV, but they do not want to own one. The same goes for mobile phones. Even if they were given one, they would not have it. As children, they did not know what money was. Even if they had the opportunity, they would rather live as they do - as nomads. This is surprising as it is usually young people who want new technology and a modern way of life. The young Raute boys seem to value their traditions. Tulsi is a widow and when her husband died of malaria she lost her livelihood because only men are allowed to make dishes. She gets the monthly amount of the government, but that's not enough. But the Raute stand close together, so Tulsi's brother-in-law and his sons help to support her.


The Raute eat, among other things, ferns. The barked stem is removed so the soft shoots are left. The women gather them together with the children and prepare them together. The fern leaves are boiled in salt water with chili and chilled off. They eat them with boiled rice.


When the Raute move to a new place, the decision is taken jointly. But the chiefs have the last word. There are four Raute chiefs who are actually elected representatives.


Some envoys find a new camp and the group follows on the long walk with all their belongings to the new camp. They usually go on when their camp has become unclean, the water supply is not good enough, or when there has been a death.


Their nomad way of life is very close to their hearts.


It's their life. It's hard, but they're happy. For me, it’s a beautiful thing to see.


They are so strong and resilient. The relationship with them can make me feel insufficient - but would I be prepared to pay the price for the apparent ultimate freedom they have? They fit the landscape. They do not think it's unusual to live as they do. It's just how they live.


You might be tempted to think that they just do not want to settle down, have their own farms, and cultivate the land because they are lazy: nothing could be further from the truth. One can only survive in this way, if one is prepared for hard work.


Over the last ten years, other Raute groups have become more resident and have become part of the society. But the Raute, which are the last nomads, attract attention everywhere.


They fell newly planted trees. "Why should we fell the old trees when we just need poles for our tents", they say. "We cannot build poles from old trees, so we take the new ones", they say. This causes conflicts with locals who till and plant their surrounding land. Sometimes it comes to scuffles and the Raute are in the minority. They cannot defend themselves, so they are afraid. The locals say, "You think you can get away with it just because you are Raute. And then you're even proud of it!"


Main Badu says, "It's not so often that people try to chase them away, but when that happens we try to solve the problem, as it's not wise to be hostile. One must strive to live well together", he says.


The authorities prefer the Raute to become resident in the longer term, and they are convinced that they will persuade them to do so. The authorities believe that they will get an easier and nicer life, and the forests will be preserved. They know that the Raute are not willing, but they want to persuade them. They hope that one day they will live like everyone else. "It will be better", say the authorities. "Then they do not have to go barefoot anymore", they say. They hope that within twenty thirty years their lives will change dramatically for the better. The money they receive every month entices them to settle. I am wondering, however, whether they will be forced to adapt to the Nepalese community, or whether they will be forced back into the woods, far away from the villages.


In my opinion, it would be a shame if the Raute were absorbed in a compliant Nepalese way of life. The world has become so uniform. When I meet and interact with people like them, I realize how precious our diversity is. But when there are less than 150 who live as nomads, their chances seem to be small. It may end with the fact that a combination of social and political pressure and the habit of spending some pocket money will undermine their unique lifestyle. But their identity as Raute is really strong. They are very proud of their culture, and I am hopeful that they not easily give up. I have a deep feeling that I will help protect them and what they stand for. This in spite of the way they treat nature and their surroundings.


My heart was with them the moment I stepped into their camp, and it was hard to say farewell.



The trip to the Raute


The night before my departure, staying with my daughter Anna in Copenhagen, doubts are creeping into my mind: shouldn't I better stay home? I've gone on a trips before, where I did not know what would bring me and every time I was a bit hesitant, wondering whether it was right to move on to the thin ice. It's so safe and good to be on a firm ground and at home in my familiar surroundings. I experience this strange feeling. It's hard to get away. Some had asked me if I was looking forward to the trip. My answer was yes, but without total conviction. I remember how Frodo also hesitated in the Lord of the Rings before he left. I wonder if the boy named Santiago, from the book The Alchemist, would have taken the long journey if he had known upfront, what he was going to experience.


It's like, I still have not crossed the threshold between the real world and the world of adventure. I thought that perhaps it would happen when the plane took off or maybe when I was to experience Kathmandu again.


Kathmandu is gray with smog and noisy with traffic. I do not remember that from the last time I was here. It's late November now. It's really not nice to be here in all that pollution. My reunion with my friend Tenjing is warm, loving and pure. We had a short meeting yesterday and today we are on tour together to the Bodhua Stupa, which has been damaged during the earthquake a year and a half ago. Then we go to the Pashupatinath Temple where a cremation is going on. I have not seen it before, but it's quite natural in a strange way.


I have a day tomorrow here in Kathmandu and the day after tomorrow. At 7 am the bus will leave, taking Tenjing, his father, and me to the northwestern part of Nepal. I was a bit taken aback, when Tenjing insisted on using his father as the porter. But they’ve always had this arrangement, and he is actually looking forward to this trip, which is very special to both him and Tenjing, as they have never met Raute before.


Is this where the adventure begins, or has it started already without me noticing?



Day 1


At 6:15 am, my guide Tenjing Lama, who is also my friend, picks me up with the porter, his father, who is going to carry part of my luggage. We will take a taxi to the bus station. Tenjing was the porter last time I was here two years ago and I have overcome my guilty conscience that someone else should carry my things. It's their job and I've helped Tenjing move on so he's a guide today. It helps me to look at it that way. They are both proud and happy and radiant with enthusiasm for what's ahead.


The bus leaves at 7 am and we are supposed to be in Lamahi at 5 pm. The bus is made for Nepalese people, so with my 184 cm, 92 kilos and size 13 in boots, there is not much space on the small bus seat. To make matters worse, I’ve brought a lot of camera gear, which I do not want to be on top of the bus, so there is nothing I can do but sit still with my backpack on my thighs for the next 10 hours. Expected arrival at 5pm is Nepal time. It turns 5 pm and we are not making any progress. There is a traffic jam so long you wouldn't believe it. It turns out that there is a strike. The bus stands still for three and a half hours.


Throughout the ride, my ears were blasted with Indian music. It was unbearably loud and my earplugs are a meter away just above my head, but on the roof of the bus.


We take a break a couple of times and eat Dal Bhat. We get Dal Bath for breakfast, for lunch, and for dinner and it tastes good. Dal Bath is a plate of rice, spinach, pickles, curry vegetables and bread. Somewhere I get the most amazing chai with cardamom and cloves.


We arrive at midnight.


There is no problem falling asleep on the bed which is made of 5 boards on which there is a thin mattress. It pinches you more to turn around during the night.


Inside me it's still as if the adventure has not even begun yet. But it has and the ordeals have already started.



Day 2


Today, we are supposed to go from Lamahi via Kohalpur and Surket to Tunibagar.


There is again Indian and Nepalese music, as such it is very good, but it is so damn loud. A combination of loud music and roads full of potholes, meaning that I knock my head into the luggage shelves countless times, are giving me a rather authentic sensation of being in Nepal. That it sometimes looks like the bus is heading over the mountain side just adds some extra spice.


Two young men are working on the bus. They make sure to take passengers on board and give signals to the driver by clapping the side of the bus, so he does not drive into others, and does not drive over the mountain side. Safety first!


We arrive at Surkhet at 1 pm, so, we could continue to Tunibagar at 2 pm. But we are in Nepal, and since there are not many buses, I learn that we will be in Surkhet until the next day.


I hear Tenjing talk to a man who says he knows the Raute well and that he even owns the land they are on at right now. He owns a hotel and suggests we spend the night there. As we arrive at the hotel, which is within walking distance from the bus station, I can see the house, built in a way which could well indicate some prosperity. But when we get to the basement where the rooms are, I feel disappointed. It's again 5 boards for a bed and this time only with a blanket as a mattress. Tenjing asks me if it's okay. I feel a lot of frustration and disgust. How can he ask me. I'm so tired after 2 days on the bus. Wary of spending another day on the bus. Suspicious whether the man is full of lies. If he owns that land, how can he live in such misery, I ask myself. I was prepared for the worst, but not the worst ever. I say yes and mean no.
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