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AUTHOR’S NOTE


To write this story, I have relied heavily on memory but have also drawn from research notes, personal journals, and interviews (some recorded on tape in Nepali). All the events described here did take place, although some people may remember them differently. I have not, as far as I can remember, invented any events or exaggerated their details. For the sake of readability, I have, of course, omitted much, but I have not consciously compressed or moved events around in time. Nor have I created composite or fictional characters. For those who shared their lives and stories knowing they would be made public, I use real names. Where I have doubts about permission to publicize, I have changed names.




NOTES ON TERMINOLOGY


For simplicity, I use the term caste rather than more accurate terms like jati—endogamous kin and occupational groups—and varna—a ritual taxonomy that arranges jati into hierarchies.


In the same spirit, I use Hinduism and Hindu as convenient catch-all terms for philosophies, groups, and people while recognizing that there is no singular Hindu religion with one founder, one text, one god, or one institution. It would be more accurate to speak of Brahmanism (or Vedantic Brahmanism), Vaishnavism, Shaivism, Bhakti, and so on.


Rather than the foreign word Nepalese, I use Nepali to refer to anything of or from Nepal: the language, the people, the food.
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BASE CAMP
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BY THE TIME light slivered Nepal’s horizon on that November morning in 1987, I’d already spent forty hours in labor. The earliest contractions may have been false labor. But I can’t pinpoint when the pain turned from false to true. Or where the feminist anthropologist in me ended and the Brahman wife began.


I don’t remember much beyond pain. Yet from the loft I shared with my husband, Pramod, over the buffalo shed, we must have heard the usual dawn chorus in the family compound: the ku-ka-RI-ka of roosters, the monotone chants of my father-in-law reading the Vedas, creaks and splashes at the water pump, the whiz and ping of milk squirted from buffalo teat to tin pail, shouts to bring this or that and hurry up, some Hari-Shiva-Narayans for all that had to be done. No matter what, animals had to be tended, food prepared, gods and goddesses worshipped. And cursed.


Pramod sat beside me on our bed. For days, he had hovered nearby, only leaving to bathe, visit the outhouse, or fetch whatever I asked for. Yet, like many women in labor, I could not remember what had ever attracted me. The wide, full lips? The silly puns and optimism? The brown eyes and how they curved up at the outer corners?


Voices murmured in Nepali in the background: “Why is it taking so long?” “What’s wrong?”


For once, Pramod stopped trying to console me with words. Through the rise and fall of each scream, he rubbed my back. Even my mother-in-law, Aama—who tried to please everyone—had given up trying to please me. She brought no more eggs floating in soup, eggs burned in ghee, or other culinary experiments I’d never before seen served in Nepal. She squatted nearby, her face paler than usual. Between contractions, I wondered why she didn’t refasten oiled strands of white hair that had fallen loose from her tight bun.


Years later, I troll for memories and snag a sense of myself as driftwood: bleached and bloated, smashed onshore, pulled out beyond the breakers to rest a moment, then picked up by a cresting wave and slammed on sharp rocks again. At times, a finlike thought breached: make a decision by morning. Then, morning came. But I didn’t want the bother of deciding whether to go to the hospital. I wanted sleep, and pain was the fee I paid every few minutes for another ride on the lullaby swells behind the surf.


Neither here nor there, I think now. I’d often heard Brahman women in our village sum up their lives like that. Belonging to the highest caste in Nepal, they enjoyed some privileges. But they also had to follow strict rules to uphold ritual status and keep ancestral lines pure. On marriage, they leave their maiti—maternal home—to spend the rest of their lives in their ghar—their husband’s extended household. They never return to the place they feel most at home, except to visit. Nor can they be full members of the place where they’ll live until death. Yet, by giving birth to children, especially sons, a woman crosses a threshold where, with skill and luck, she can claim some power in her ghar.


My maiti was Seattle. When homesick, I most longed for the driftwood-strewn beaches of Puget Sound where I’d grown up snorkeling, digging clams, and collecting shells.


My ghar was landlocked in Chitwan Valley, a wide basin in Nepal’s tarai—a narrow strip of lowlands that belts the base of the Himalayan foothills before the Indian subcontinent drops southward and flattens out into the vast Gangetic plains. Flanked on the west by the Narayani River and on the south by the low Siwalik hills along Nepal’s border with India, Chitwan used to be marshes, grasslands, and jungles. An influx of foreign aid after World War II transformed Chitwan to farmland. In a country outsiders have long associated with mountains, exoticism, and poverty, Chitwan began to draw Nepali newcomers with flatness, practicality, and opportunity. Residents often likened it to the United States, where—so they had heard—pioneering immigrants had driven out indigenous peoples and wildlife, felled trees, drained marshes, planted grain, and built great towns and cities.


Chitwan translates from Sanskrit as “Heart of the Jungle.” In 1987, near the rivers and game reserves, one could still find jungle remnants. But Pramod and I lived with his middle-class family in the western part of Chitwan in the nondescript village of Gunjanagar. Far from Royal Chitwan National Park and about an hour by bullock cart from the Narayani River, our hamlet in Gunjanagar sprawled in flat, cultivated fields dotted by thatch or tin rooftops mostly sheltering families like ours—neither rich nor poor. It all looked so settled, a visitor might assume it had been that way for hundreds of years.


In the months before my due date, I deluded myself into thinking I could orchestrate a beautiful home birth in my jungle-hearted ghar. I’m still trying to make sense of my reasoning.


A twenty-seven-year-old doctoral candidate, I sought guidance in books friends sent me: Our Bodies, Ourselves, The Womanly Art of Breastfeeding, Every Woman. I pondered heartburn and hemorrhoids and believed myself cosmic for having them and naming them. I studied diagrams of cervical dilation. I memorized passages detailing the onset of labor and the first, second, and third stages. From photos, I learned the preferred settings for women in labor: pleasant rooms with soft beds, fluffy pillows, clean carpets.


Poorer women in our village gave birth in homes without toilets or outhouses, where water came from open wells, and food—often meager—was prepared and cooked on earthen floors. In comparison, my ghar didn’t seem too bad. At least, that’s what I told myself after I’d grown used to it. Like most families in rural Chitwan, we had sufficient land to grow our own rice and lentils plus some corn, wheat, and oilseeds. And Pramod’s eldest brother earned enough income as a teacher to make up for any shortfalls, hire laborers now and then, and buy some luxuries: a radio, kerosene lanterns, packaged noodles. We also had an outhouse, a roomy kitchen, and a hand pump that delivered clean water.


Rather than claiming a room in the crowded cement house, Pramod and I opted for privacy in a makeshift loft over a storage shed next to the buffalo stalls. It was clean and spacious and provided a good view of fruit trees and fields through the open end. Yet each day, pioneers of jungle restoration invaded. Mice shredded our clothes to make their nests. Brown huntsman spiders as large as my hands lurked in dark corners of ceiling thatch by daylight and skittered across floorboards at night. Their molts floated down ghostlike onto sheets, clothes, and books. Bats fluttered through the open-air room every evening. Ants paraded in and out of my jars of muesli and Horlicks if I failed to tighten the lids. When I lifted the straw mat on our wooden bed, tiny scorpions curled their tails.


The presence of the two water buffaloes that lived beneath and off to the side of our loft cheered me with a vague sense of something more familiar. Not that I had ever lived with buffaloes or cows. But they, at least, were tame. Their plops and splashes on the wooden slats of their stalls and the smells that followed came with comforting regularity. And the way they gushed milk, tail-swatted flies, bellowed for food, and keened for male calves sold for slaughter enveloped me in a snug bovine sisterhood. There was so much else I didn’t understand at the time, but buffaloes: they made some sense.


During the monsoon and rice harvest months, I grew accustomed to our loft. But I still longed for what I couldn’t have. On the broodiest days, I let go of plush and beautiful and hoped for quick and painless, like those women you hear about who have babies without knowing they’re pregnant. It had happened to a landless Tharu woman whose family worked for ours. She went out to defecate in the cornfields one evening and returned with a newborn.


A few weeks before labor began, I could have given in to doubts, taken the bus to Kathmandu, and made arrangements in any number of hospitals. But I wanted a home birth. We held family meetings and agreed on protocol. Pramod and I crawled on hands and knees along our loft floor, scrubbing every crack and crevice in the rough-hewn planks with water and antiseptic Dettol soap. Then we washed the bed platform, bookshelves, posts, and walls. Our room was as clean as it had ever been—cleaner, I told myself, than most local hospitals. The faint medicinal smell lingered and reassured me.


Yet when nature meets culture, I now understand, soap, family meetings, and dreams get you only so far.


During labor, I had vague moments of longing for the person I’d been a few years before in Seattle: a young woman smiling behind a customer service desk. I had supported myself through college with a part-time job at the original REI (Recreational Equipment, Inc.) store in an old warehouse on Capitol Hill. Biting my tongue through what managers reminded me was our sacred mantra—“the customer is always right”—I helped people exchange worn boots, skis, and parkas to make sure they had the right equipment for their adventures. We served backpackers, river rafters, and bikers, but the store’s roots stood firmly among those who scaled high peaks. And with eight of the ten highest peaks in the world, Nepal was a prime adventure destination for REI employees and customers alike. I helped climbing teams bound for Nepal order their gear and often saw Jim Whittaker—the first REI manager and the first American to summit Everest—passing through. On my way to the break room, I scanned glossy, framed photos of Himalayan peaks I couldn’t name. By coincidence, I even roomed for a few months with a geologist who’d been on the all-women team Arlene Blum led up Annapurna.


I went on to become a cultural anthropologist and met other globe-trotters who talked of reasons besides mountains for dwelling in Nepal: to work for aid agencies, study tantra or shamanism, flop in cheap lodging and smoke ganja or hashish. Yet despite all that and a childhood and adolescence spent daydreaming about travel to remote places, I never fantasized about Nepal.


When I finally decided to live in Nepal, I came to carry out a pregnancy and give birth—reasons that would have made little sense even to the most devoted Nepalophile. And in that country famed for high peaks, I landed in flat Chitwan. There, I—who had once badgered REI customers to buy Gore-Tex, bug spray, and sweat-wicking liner socks—still hoped to summit my own Mount Everest in the plains without bottled air, drugs, or any luxury gear.


I seemed to be failing that plan, too. Forty hours of frequent and painful contractions hadn’t—according to our midwife—moved me beyond a cervical base camp of six centimeters.


“She should go to the hospital.” That morning, everyone agreed: Pramod, Aama, my brother- and sister-in-law, my nieces and father-in-law, the midwife, all the neighbors.


“Take her. Quickly,” Aama said.


Unlike Brahman women in Nepal, I could have returned to my maiti to give birth. In our family, my status as Euro-American usually trumped that of Brahman wife or pregnant woman—at least so far. But for reasons I’ll get to, the time for playing that queen had passed. Stuck in my ghar between pregnancy and motherhood, I gave in to popular opinion. Pramod sent his brother, Siddhi, by bicycle to fetch a tempu—a three-wheeled motor rickshaw—from the main road.


That had always been our backup plan, but we hadn’t reckoned on needing it. Pramod stuffed some clothes and toiletries into a duffel bag. Several of our nephews promised to come later by bus to fetch other essentials in the bazaar.


For all of Chitwan’s supposed progress, the sound of a motor struck us as unusual in 1987. So when we heard the slow crescendo of an unmuffled hum, we knew the tempu was for us. Pramod led me down the wooden ladder from our loft.


Family and neighbors crowding our courtyard moved aside to let us through. They must have looked as they always did: fair-skinned Brahman and Chhetri women saried in every shade of red; Tamang, Magar, and Gurung women saronged in colorful dragon and flower prints; Tharu women muted in grays and greens, backs straight as sal trees. Men were there too, most wearing traditional, handwoven caps. Children swarmed among the adults, sniffling and wiping their noses: some uniformed in blue and white with book-heavy satchels, others warmed by tattered sweaters and shawls, shepherding cows and goats with long sticks. I remember a neighbor, Kansididi (literally, youngest sister) Tamang, best. A field separated our homes. In the previous months, I’d often walked up the lane to visit her and her talkative ex-army husband and their numerous children. Pointing to my baby bump, I refused the millet beer they and others in Tibeto-Burman groups frequently offered. But I welcomed their earthy humor, so different from the prudish conversations of Brahmans.


I waddled through the crowd leaning on Pramod’s arm. In a raspy smoker’s voice, Kansididi walked beside us and said what Pramod didn’t dare say anymore: “Don’t worry. You’ll be all right.” Another wave of pain bent me over. With so many eyes on me, I muffled the scream into whimpers.


Kansididi barely waited for me to finish. “The same thing happened to me with my first. Labor went on for days and days. I thought I was going to die. I was afraid to go to the hospital. But the baby did come out.”


I studied her face: tired, slightly pockmarked, framed by a green acrylic shawl wound over her ears to keep out the morning chill. Like other Tamang neighbors, she was usually playful and upbeat. Now a seriousness belied her words. And why did she look at me like that, as though trying to memorize every detail?


“You’ll be all right too,” she said. “Don’t worry.”


Pramod helped me into the tempu, placed a duffel bag at my feet, and then squeezed in beside me. The engine revved and spewed black fumes. More neighbors crowded in. I read both worry and relief in their faces and didn’t understand. I was grateful for their concern, but why the relief?


I trembled as the answer hit me. Months before, I had felt queasy while visiting the world’s most famous memorial to a woman who had died in childbirth. Like other tourists that morning, Pramod and I had gaped at the minarets and mottled marble of the Taj Mahal, astounded to find them as gorgeous as advertised. After several hours, increasing nausea drove me back to our windowless hotel room in Agra. I hoped it was heat or the stench from garbage and sewage along the Ganges River. But the discomfort persisted all afternoon, and then swelled into a dinnerless evening. I probably pondered Mumtaz Mahal’s death, but whatever empathy I felt for a seventeenth-century woman didn’t translate into seeing myself as the kind of woman who might, like her, die in childbirth.


I had become pregnant while traveling in India—a country out-ranking most for percentages of women dying in childbirth every year—and then decided to wait for my due date in Nepal, ranked even higher. There in our village, I studied the lives of landless, agricultural laborers among whom maternal mortality rates surged higher still. Throughout pregnancy, I had felt fear—fear of my changing body, fear of not knowing how to be a mother, fear of giving birth far from my maiti. But I didn’t think much about dying until I waved goodbye from the tempu.


“How sad it will be if we don’t see her again,” I imagined neighbors saying to themselves. “Yet many mothers die this way. Better to have an Amrikan die in the hospital than bring blame and trouble to the village.”


I’d traveled enough to know how to get out of trouble: pack up the soggy tent and sleeping bag and hike out, buy a bus or plane ticket to somewhere else, hurry to my hotel room and lock the door, line up at the local embassy to replace a stolen passport. I didn’t have the strongest legs or the most robust bank account, but I could always trust my brain or feet to move me forward. Now, I had to put faith in internal organs I did not understand.


The tempu set off across the common pasture in front of our house. I had to put trust in that vehicle without shock absorbers too. It beetled us away from my ghar along a dry irrigation canal while I convulsed inside. I had to believe it would successfully dodge buses and trucks on the potholed road to the small town of Bharatpur, forty-five minutes away. There, I would turn myself over to doctors and nurses in the district headquarters hospital. Of all the available options for giving birth, that had been my last choice. Now I felt as if it might be my last hope.


Before the sun set that day, I gave birth to an underweight but otherwise healthy boy. Despite my worst fears and failings, he thrived. By becoming a mother in Nepal, I learned to see myself and local culture through a new lens. Yet scenes from before and after delivery sank like silt along a stream bottom and disappeared into my pebbled subconscious. For six years, my fluid memory slid fast over that stretch so as not to raise the murk.




PART I


1985–1987
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NOT INDIA
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PRAMOD PARAJULI and I fell in love at Stanford University in 1985, a situation I soon found myself explaining to acquaintances. The conversations usually went something like this:


“What country did you say he’s from?”


“Nepal.”


“Where?”


“You know, where Mount Everest is, between India and China.”


“He’s from India? Cool!”


“Well, Nepal is not in India, just next door. He’s Ne—”


“Of course. I’ve always wanted to go to India, see the Taj Mahal. Do you like Indian food?”


“I do, but Nepal is its own country, not India.”


I didn’t know it then, but Not-India would turn out to be a fair way of generalizing the complexities of Nepal, at least for beginners.


If I had time in those conversations, I might try to share the basic picture Pramod had painted for me. Never conquered by the British, never a colony, and never, ever a part of India, Nepal had become an independent Hindu monarchy with scores of different languages and dialects in a geographic area a bit larger than Greece. Most citizens identified as Hindu, but there were also Buddhists and animists with tantra threading through all spiritual practices. Of course, I couldn’t have explained then what tantra was. Pramod sometimes applied the word to what we did in bed, but I knew there was more to it than that.


And the language? Like Hindi in grammar and vocabulary, Pramod had told me. But as different from Hindi as French is from Italian.


“Easy to learn, if you want to try.”


With his passion for teaching, Pramod snuck some basic Nepali into our earliest conversations, like namaste—a hello that translates to something like “the spirit in me greets the spirit in you.” Over meals, Pramod sometimes drilled me on words and phrases I could use if I ever went to Nepal: Mitho cha (tasty). Pugyo (enough).


Harder to explain than Nepal in casual conversation was what first drew me to Pramod.


I’m sure I crossed paths with him at Stanford many times before I noticed him. I was a graduate student in anthropology and he was in international development education, but we probably attended the same films, speaker events, and rallies. We also haunted the same aisles on Third World development and radical politics in the library.


I first met Pramod when we—and eight or so others—joined a weekly reading group on political theory. Pramod was funny and smart, but I didn’t pay much attention to his charms until the day we talked about Selections from the Prison Notebooks by Antonio Gramsci. Looking for key points on consciousness and hegemony, we all flipped through pages from the English translation of the notes Gramsci made from Italian prison from 1929 to 1935. I barely understood what hegemony meant then, but like my peers, wanted to learn how to use it to talk about the insidious ways one country or social class can rule another without direct force. Pramod let us fumble for a few minutes. Then, without looking at his voluminous notes or opening his dog-eared copy, he said, “Look at page 333.” We did. Then he paraphrased for us what was making Gramsci so popular in cultural studies in the 1980s, what Gramsci had to say about the “man-in-the-mass”:


            One might almost say that he has two theoretical consciousnesses (or one contradictory consciousness): one which is implicit in his activity and which in reality unites him with all his fellow-workers in the practical transformation of the real world; and one, superficially explicit or verbal, which he has inherited from the past and uncritically absorbed.


I understood that to mean we humans often can’t see through the cultural baggage that inspires us to work against our best interests. Without thinking through the consequences, we undermine ourselves by handing our power over to others.


I wanted to get to know Pramod better. In the days that followed, I scanned campus crowds for glimpses of his thick salt-and-pepper hair, how it V-ed down the nape of his neck underneath a tweed fisherman’s cap. When he caught me staring, he smiled. At campus lectures and receptions, we sought each other out for playful banter. One evening, we fell back to the edge of the crowd. Pramod was about two inches shorter than my six feet, but I’d learned by then that height made little difference in sexual and intellectual compatibility. He whispered something about a film or speaker in my ear and brushed his lips against my pale cheek.


“What?” I said, hoping he’d do it again.


Between Pramod sightings, I debated the wisdom of getting involved. For several years, I’d been in a series of casual relationships. Some had ended in shouts and tears. Others had yawned into boredom. In all cases, they’d taken too much energy. For several months, I’d sworn off men to focus on pending decisions about my professional path. Except for his interest in radical politics, Pramod didn’t fit into my plan to be an anthropologist of eastern or southern Africa.


On further encounters, Pramod’s lips lingered and traveled more—from cheek to nose’s edge to earlobe. And I dared to pull him closer as I leaned in to listen. At some event, we left the crowd, found a quiet hallway, and kissed.


Soon, we couldn’t imagine being apart.


Long before I traveled to Nepal, I met Pramod’s family. Not in person, of course, but in that feverish soul-baring of early romance. Pramod could not explain himself without bringing in all his relations.


Unlike many foreign students at Stanford, Pramod had not come from a wealthy, urbane family. His father was a Brahman, the highest Hindu caste, and served as a pandit (priest)—the ideal path for a Brahman. But he came from a relatively poor lineage and could not live on payments he received for officiating at weddings, initiations, and funerals. Like most rural Brahmans in Nepal, he and his ancestors had always been farmers.


Pramod had never lived in Chitwan, his parents’ current home. He had grown up in Kahung, a small village in the foothills of central Nepal where his father’s predecessors had lived for generations. In a worn photograph Pramod showed me, I saw his tall father dressed in tunic and pants and his shorter mother in a red sari. They stood before a multistory earthen house surrounded by greenery.


Pramod’s father, Pandit Kedarnath Parajuli, was already in his twenties when he married Pramod’s mother, a ten-year-old. Such matches were customary in that generation. Girls had to be locked into marriage before sexual desires led them astray. Yes, Pramod admitted before I interrupted, what he and I were doing would be considered scandalous among Brahmans in rural Nepal. But men got away with it. And in some other ethnic groups, sex before marriage was the norm. He’d had some non-Brahman girlfriends in Kathmandu and in distant villages where he’d taught literacy. Men used to be able to have multiple wives too, he said. Some still did, although changing customs and laws made it harder.


Pramod said his mother had never learned to read and write; most women of her generation didn’t, even if they were the wives of learned priests. Still, she took a keen interest in politics. “You two would get along well,” he often told me.


Some afternoons, Pramod and I hiked through oak groves and pastures in the Stanford foothills. Cattle grazed spring grass there, so we often had to dodge fresh cow pies. That spurred Pramod into one of his favorite childhood stories.


“I had to pick up dung like that with my bare hands. Can you imagine?”


I had learned at an early age to gut fish but couldn’t imagine handling dung with my bare hands. I would later learn its value: composting, of course, but also purifying altars and mixing with clay to make earthen plasters for floors and walls. But that spring, I saw only feces.


“And no matter how often I washed my hands, the smell of poo stayed there for days.”


That I could imagine. Unconsciously, I lifted a hand to my nose.


“I can’t do it, Father,” Pramod said, imitating a child’s voice. “It smells so bad. Please don’t make me.”


Pramod’s older brothers and one younger brother picked up dung and also planted rice and weeded corn without complaint. Still, Pandit Kedarnath often released Pramod early from daily farm chores so he could return to his books. But it wasn’t all studies and farmwork in the hills. Pramod also painted vivid pictures of happy hours spent with cousins climbing mango and guava trees.


When Pramod was twelve, his father opened a school in a Magar village several hours away. Magars were Tibeto-Burman speakers with their own language and culture and often asked the more learned Brahmans to run schools for their children. Busy with his own duties in Kahung and eager to turn over some responsibility, Pandit Kedarnath sent Pramod to the Magar village to be headmaster. I wondered at a father sending a small boy off for such a big job, but Pramod said it was not uncommon. Children had to grow up quickly in Nepal, at least in those days.


“I walked downhill through that jungle every morning. Then every evening, I walked back up. Such a big jungle, and I was so small. Can you imagine? I was sure a tiger would jump out and snatch me up. Mom used to tell me about ghosts there too. I was so scared. But that’s where I learned to love teaching and working with the poor.”


Pramod told that story wherever we went: at potlucks, over beer with friends. On every telling, I marveled at the courage of that boy and the wisdom of the father who prodded a son toward his passion.


Pramod’s eldest sibling was his sister, Madhumaya. With traditions of arranged child marriage still common in her generation, she had left home to live with her older husband when she was twelve. Since Pramod was second to the youngest among six siblings, he grew up knowing her as a married woman who lived elsewhere.


Pramod and his five brothers came of age when social democratic and communist parties were organizing to defeat entrenched systems of caste privilege, authoritarian government, and corruption in Nepal. The eldest brother, Purushottam, staged dramas to entertain villagers, question inequality, and portray how families suffer when men drink too much or gamble. Pramod idolized his eldest brother and hoped to emulate him—the beginnings of his interest in popular education and social justice.


When Purushottam was in his early twenties, he married a teenager his parents had found for him. Soon after, he left to study in India. Within months, the family received word that Purushottam’s body had been found by a train track in North India. They never knew whether it was suicide, murder, or an accident. In a decision considered progressive at the time, Pramod’s parents released Purushottam’s young widow to marry elsewhere.


Pramod often spoke of Purushottam’s death when I prodded him about his lack of sentimentality. He did not seem visibly saddened by films or stories that made me dab my eyes. It was not because he was a man, he said. It was because his brother’s death had been so painful for him that he had since found it hard to cry over anything else.


Three of the four remaining brothers continued Purushottam’s strong commitment to social change and education. Siddhi took on the role of eldest. He had been working toward an advanced degree in agriculture but had to forgo further study, bring a wife into the family, and look after his parents. That freed the next youngest brothers, Tirtha and Pramod, to study at boarding schools, and later college, in Kathmandu. Tirtha went on to become a professor of education at Tribhuvan University’s satellite campus in the tourist town of Pokhara, west of Kathmandu. The success of the brothers helped raise living standards in the extended family.


After graduating with a degree in education, Pramod taught literacy to remote and underserved communities throughout Nepal. But he wanted more challenges, so he applied for graduate programs in the United States and landed a full scholarship to Stanford University.


Pramod’s youngest brother, Udaya, had fallen ill with polio as a child. His parents had already lost several other children in infancy and prepared to grieve Udaya’s passing too. But after months of illness, Udaya recovered. Pramod showed me a photo. He was shorter and leaner than Pramod with a bent jaw. And because polio stopped one leg from growing, he tilted to his left. Despite his physical ailments, Udaya had a fun-loving, compassionate spirit that made him beloved in the family.


Like Madhumaya, Pramod’s two eldest brothers had already married and had children. In photos, I saw them lined up in school uniforms in front of their parents. Pramod recited their names as if he expected me to meet them someday. But that was more than I could digest at such an early stage of romance. We had not yet agreed on where we were headed.


What was I looking for in a Nepali intellectual from a poor farming family who could quote an Italian rebel-philosopher? I didn’t want another casual relationship, yet where would a serious one take us?


I knew Pramod wanted to research popular education among grassroots movements in India. “Why not your own country?” a member of our reading group had asked him when we first introduced ourselves and our interests. “Why do you American anthropologists go to Nepal or Zimbabwe?” Pramod replied. “Why not work in your own country?” Touché. Besides, in India, he told us, he could see a longer process of globalization and how people organized alternatives to it. He could then share those insights in Nepal.


Pramod knew what he wanted. Did I? I probably looked like someone set on a clear professional course then, but I had been wrestling with doubts for a while. My most recent notion was to study women’s participation in rebel groups in eastern or southern Africa. My faculty advisors were urging me to settle on specifics soon. Ethiopia? Tanzania? Mozambique? I couldn’t decide.


What had led me—once a quiet conformist—to an interest in women and armed struggle? And before that, how had I found a path into anthropology? It wasn’t so long ago I had hoped to study animals. In my twenty-five years, I’d devoted myself with great passion to many things and then changed course. I felt myself to be odd scraps of this and that, never adding up to what I wanted to be. Trailing remnants from childhood and adolescence, I sensed I was looking to Pramod to start me over at another beginning, help me seize a new shape.


Since childhood, I had fantasized about a career that would take me to the East African savanna. I had initially seen myself as a zoologist there, tracking lions or giraffes. I memorized zoological taxonomies, aced all the science and math classes my schools offered, began a life list of every bird I identified. In my senior year of high school, I also volunteered at the Nocturnal House at the Woodland Park Zoo, where I swept up the feces of civet cats and giant sloths.


No one in my family had ever finished college. I fully intended to, but I lacked the confidence to take aptitude tests and fill out applications, and my family lacked money for an out-of-state or private college. I knew I would need a scholarship but didn’t know how to get one.


By default, I settled for Shoreline Community College in the north end of Seattle. I had no patience for the math and chemistry required before I could enroll in a life sciences class. I wanted to leap ahead to elephants and chimpanzees. After one miserable quarter of molecular compounds and quadratic equations in 1978, I gave up science and meandered through the humanities.


I loved literature and philosophy but couldn’t settle on a direction. When I took a class on sociocultural anthropology, I saw a new possibility. I could ponder humanistic concerns—even poetry—without abandoning science. When the anthropology professor told our class about a study tour she’d be leading to Kenya, I knew I had to join. I’d get to go on a safari and see elephants and zebras in the wild. I’d also have a chance to explore new interests in early hominid history and cultural diversity.


I convinced my mother and stepfather I’d already saved them thousands by attending community college. Compared to what a private liberal arts college might have cost, I said, a donation to my Africa trip fund was a bargain. Then I guilt-tripped my father. He had disappeared for a while after my birth and dodged child support payments to my mother over the years. For those lapses, he had agreed to pay for college and had mostly followed through. But so far college hadn’t cost him much.


Family contributions bought me a deposit. A part-time job at REI gave me the rest. From Sea-Tac Airport, my mother and stepfather waved me onto the British Airways flight as though they might never see me again. Aside from my father’s and stepfather’s military service during the Korean War and a grandfather’s occasional visits to explore his heritage in England and Wales, no one from my immediate family had ventured farther abroad than British Columbia.


No other arrival would ever make me gasp the way I did at the first sight of acacia trees and round huts as the plane descended toward the Nairobi airport. No curiosity would burrow in and take root like those first discoveries in Africa of the rich histories and cultures of people other than Europeans: Swahili cosmopolitans and seafarers, Kikuyu farmers, Turkana and Rendille camel herders. And no scents would intoxicate me like those of Kenya’s highlands: wood smoke, iron-red dirt, and equatorial bloom and decay. More than thirty years later, the scent of a certain glycerin soap and how it mingled with those Kenya smells still overwhelms me with so much longing, I don’t use it anymore.


Perhaps like a kiss, there’s no foreign adventure like the first. I continued my undergraduate education at the University of Washington and followed what looked like the surest route back to East Africa: a major in cultural anthropology with a focus in African studies. I began to drape my eclectic interests on a broad question: Why do hunter-gatherers, pastoralists, and small-scale farmers all over the world cling to practices that globalization and development have deemed inefficient or destructive? And what might they have to teach the industrialized world about sustainability? Based on library research, I wrote my senior thesis on government efforts to settle nomadic pastoralists, such as the Maasai, and make them into agriculturalists and how the Maasai adapted those schemes to suit their own values.


Meanwhile, I steered through African studies toward an even grander sense of mission. I read Kwame Nkrumah, Frantz Fanon, Julius Nyerere. I told myself that anthropology could be an ally in the ongoing struggles they had inspired: struggles to dismantle what colonialism and racism had left behind, struggles to rebuild African countries from their own roots. Around that, I wrapped an even broader mission: to educate people in the United States about the richness of indigenous cultures. If people in the United States could see that places like Africa did have histories, cultures, and political philosophies as sophisticated as any in Europe, they would better appreciate cultural diversity. Africa was so amazing that people would slap their foreheads and say, “Now I get it.” Racism would end. Inequality would fall away. Finally, world peace.


My decision to pursue my PhD in anthropology at Stanford University was mostly financial. Other universities had accepted me and had stronger programs in African studies or pastoralism studies. But Stanford offered me the best deal: a full scholarship.


In my first quarter, I began discovering history I’d missed in my previous education. Yes, colonialism had mostly ended. But then came the Vietnam War and U.S. support for dictators in Central America, the Philippines, Iran. Surrounded by better informed and more eloquent peers from Tanzania, Jamaica, Bangladesh, India, and Nicaragua, I sloughed off layer after layer of naiveté and good intentions. Providing culturally correct information might change some minds, but there were deeper forces at work. Some people and institutions profited from the poverty and misery of others. They would not be swayed by anthropologists like me who urged them to appreciate cultural diversity.


With the zeal of a recent convert, I turned to action. I joined protests against the U.S. invasion of Grenada and CIA subversions of democracy in Nicaragua and El Salvador. But I wasn’t sure how my new passion for politics would fit into my plans for fieldwork.


Through my first year and a half at Stanford, I proceeded with my studies, hoping that the act of trying to understand other cultures through anthropology would, if done right, be political enough. At the same time, I read books like Reinventing Anthropology and learned how my discipline had girded colonialism in Africa, Asia, and Latin America and provided intelligence for U.S. counterinsurgency efforts during the Vietnam War. Some well-known and respected anthropologists had willingly collaborated on projects to resettle or pacify “natives” to clear land for dams, industrial farming, or weapons testing.


Worried about being a handmaiden to neocolonialism, I lost touch with my initial idealism and enthusiasm for anthropology. Advisors encouraged me to contribute to emerging studies on the anthropology of women and gender. No matter how I approached that broad topic, they said, I would always be looking at politics. I could study pastoralists but zero in on women’s experiences. Or maybe I could study women and economic development more broadly.


But I wanted more politics. At the time, I believed I could best avoid anthropology’s ethical pitfalls by hitching my work to an ongoing liberation struggle somewhere in Africa. I tried to picture myself collaborating with women involved in armed struggle. Could I embed myself among anti-apartheid guerrillas in Mozambique? Or should I give up anthropology and its tainted past and find another profession? I had boxed myself into a mindset in which those extremes seemed like my only choices. I couldn’t decide.


Then, I fell in love.


My romance with Pramod in the spring of 1985 escalated in tandem with my activism in the campus divestment movement: Stanford Out of South Africa (SOSA). As part of similar efforts on other U.S. campuses, our main goal was to convince the Board of Trustees to withdraw investments from companies doing business with the apartheid government. Because of Stanford’s large endowments, the work seemed particularly critical on our campus. Along with many others, I gave speeches, facilitated meetings, wrote letters to the editors of campus and community newspapers, and helped organize rallies and sit-ins. Pramod attended some SOSA events and cheered on my efforts, but chose to stay more focused on his own studies and his work-study job in the library.


One afternoon, I gave a speech at a SOSA rally. I can’t remember now what specific actions we called for that day: Another sit-in before the dean’s office? Letters to the trustees? In any case, we had a fine turnout. And every speech whipped up fervent chanting and applause.


Pramod was in the audience. After the rally, we sat on the edge of the fountain between the bookstore and Old Union for a quick lunch. He hugged me, congratulated me on a job well done, and then took my hand and stroked it. I wished we had a room nearby, or at least some tall grass or bushes. But we were surrounded by hundreds of other students basking in California sunshine. I also sensed that this wasn’t just seduction. Pramod seemed more serious than usual.


“What’s wrong?”


“I’ve had some news . . . from Nepal.”


“What? Your family? Are they okay?”


“No, no, not them. Everyone’s fine. It’s something else—” He hesitated. “Bombings. In Kathmandu. It’s what we’ve been waiting for. The opposition is making a move.”


Knowing my interest in politics, Pramod had shared many details about his involvement in the Nepali Congress Party and its twenty-year effort to restore multiparty democracy in Nepal. I didn’t catch all the details in that moment. My head was full of the history and politics of South Africa. Until I grew curious about specifics on my own, Pramod had to explain his country’s history many times in our first year together. What I loved was how important—like family—that history was to him. It made me increasingly certain that Pramod was the man for me.


Pramod’s relatives traced their arrival in the Himalayan foothills to the eleventh century or so when Muslim Mughals were invading the Gangetic plains. Historians debate whether Hindus had reason to fear death or conversion. Modern politics that pit Muslims and Hindus against each other and fan the flames of fundamentalism offer competing versions. In any case, some Hindus—including Brahmans and other castes—fled into the hills. There, they settled among diverse ethnic groups, mostly Tibeto-Burman speakers like Magars, Tamangs, and Gurungs. Over time, the different groups forged interdependent communities.


By the 1700s, small kingdoms ruled throughout the Himalayas and competed for power. None dominated for long. In 1743, Prithvi Narayan Shah succeeded his father to the throne in Gorkha, eighty miles west of Kathmandu. For the next three decades, Shah conquered—or sometimes brokered alliances with—neighboring kingdoms to win control over a five-hundred-mile belt of foothills and plains and founded the Kingdom of Nepal.


Shah described his empire as a yam between two rocks: India and China. In previous centuries, Himalayan rulers had amassed wealth and power by controlling the trade between the two. By Shah’s time, the Qing dynasty was expanding its empire southward into Tibet, and the British East India Company had begun the long process of colonizing India. Whether he intended it or not, Shah’s conquest and unification—along with the region’s hills and mountains—protected Nepal from invasion.


Shah and subsequent rulers planned to create an ideal Hindu kingdom, untainted by the corruptions of Mughal or British invaders to the south. Like most monarchs, they faced challenges from disgruntled and impatient relatives seeking their time on the throne. The result: feuds, massacres, and frequent turnovers of power. In 1846, a queen’s love affair and intrigue to make her son king sparked a bloodbath. With ninety aristocrats dead and six thousand more exiled, members of the Rana family wrested power from the Shah kings and established themselves as hereditary prime ministers. For the next one hundred years, the Ranas ruled Nepal. The Shahs held figurehead status but little power. Throughout Rana rule, some Shah descendants resided in India rather than Nepal and plotted with others to return royal power to their homeland.


Opposition to the Ranas also grew among Nepal’s educated, progressive elite. Many were inspired by the Quit India Movement, Mahatma Gandhi, and Jawaharlal Nehru—all espousing various theories on democracy, socialism, and strains of egalitarian thinking in Hindu philosophy. By 1947, the anti-Rana leaders, many of whom resided in India, formed the Nepali Congress Party. India finally won its independence from Britain later that same year.


With India forging the most populous democracy in the world, the Nepali Congress Party organized their takeover. They wanted to build democracy in Nepal but first had to remove the Ranas. And to do that, they needed allies. So they partnered with those who wanted to revive the monarchy. In 1951, a coalition of the Nepali Congress Party and royalists returned King Tribhuvan to Kathmandu, restored the power of the Shahs, and revoked the special powers given to Rana prime ministers.


The alliance between the Nepali Congress Party and the monarchy was never easy. King Tribhuvan did allow democratic elections for a prime minister and parliament. The Congress Party faced competition from communist parties but won a majority. They gave people a taste of a social democratic platform: free speech, free elections, greater respect for lower castes and women. However, the era of multiparty democracy was short-lived. After Tribhuvan died in 1955, his son Mahendra began chipping away at fragile reforms. By 1960, he had reestablished an absolute monarchy. He gave lip service to new enthusiasm for party politics and elections in the country, but made sure only one party was allowed to play: the Panchayat Party.


Panchayat. Pramod always spat out the word in angry syllables: Pan-CHA-yat. He hated it. And it used to be a good word, he said. It means “Rule by Five,” describing how South Asian villages once governed themselves, and might have been a good basis for democracy. But in Nepal, Panchayat became a political party under the rule of Hindu monarchs. King Mahendra headed the Panchayat Party and the country and banned all other political parties. He also banned political meetings, outlawed free speech, and censored the press—all in the name of Hindu self-governance.


After Mahendra’s death, his son, Birendra, became king. Along with his wife, Queen Aishwarya, and numerous councilors, Birendra continued to steer the country in the same direction as his father. The Panchayat Party arrested, tortured, and sometimes assassinated and executed those who defied them. Despite the risks, opposition groups—the Nepali Congress Party, student clubs, and various communist parties—organized underground to overthrow the Panchayat system. Pramod and his elder brothers were all active in those illegal groups. Siddhi became a communist, while Pramod and Tirtha supported the Nepali Congress Party.


The hanging of two Congress activists in 1979 led to widespread protests, especially among students who were also unhappy with changes stultifying the education system. To forestall greater violence, Birendra announced in 1979 that a referendum would be held the following year. People could vote on whether to retain the Panchayat system or replace it with a multiparty democracy. For six months, Nepal experienced something like free speech and free assembly. Opposition groups could publicly make their case in towns and villages throughout the country. I would later hear from Pramod’s mother about her own efforts to sway opinion for “multiparty” by walking from village to village in the hills. Out of four million votes cast, the Panchayat won by a slim margin of four hundred thousand. There were accusations of rigging, and both sides attempted to buy votes by distributing food, alcohol, and even land rights in places like Chitwan.


After the referendum, the Panchayat reimposed its authoritarian rule. But people had experienced what it was like to air opinions in public without retribution. Many believed change was only a matter of time. Opposition groups now had some measure of how many people supported them. They continued organizing underground, building their constituencies and exposing the weaknesses of the Panchayat system.


Not long after Pramod told me about the bombings in Kathmandu, we began talking about a future together. Then Pramod dropped his grenade: “I’m not going to follow you to East Africa, you know. If we’re going to be together, you’ll have to come with me to India.”


The explosion brought a relief that surprised me. I had latched on to African studies in a period of political naiveté. When I met Pramod, I had been trying to figure out how to move on to a new phase, collaborate with Third World activists, and tie my research into some grassroots struggle for social change. Pramod did fit that plan. Perhaps the place did not matter so much anymore. The next hurdle was convincing my dissertation committee.


“In India,” I told them, “people are organizing for change—not just politicians, but farmers, low-caste women, and indigenous peoples.” I reminded them that I had been planning for some time to focus on women, and then described India’s strong national feminist movement and all the small grassroots women’s groups working to save trees, prevent big dams from flooding sacred lands, fight for better wages, and protest rape and domestic violence.
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