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	QGO


	Queen’s Gurkha Officer







	QGOO


	Queen’s Gurkha Orderly Officer







	GCO


	Gurkha Commissioned Officer; QGOs promoted to a full commission







	Havildar


	Indian army rank equivalent to sergeant







	Havildar major


	Indian army rank equivalent to sergeant major







	Jemadar (or jemedar)


	Indian army rank equivalent to lieutenant (QGO)







	Lance naik


	Indian army rank equivalent to lance corporal







	LMG


	Light machine gun







	MMG


	Medium machine gun







	Naik


	Indian army rank equivalent to corporal







	PIAT


	Projector Infantry AntiTank







	
Picquet (or piquet)



	A small detachment of troops positioned to give an early warning of attack







	Sepoy


	A private soldier







	Subadar (or subedar)


	Indian army rank equivalent to captain (QGO)







	Subadar major


	Indian army rank equivalent to major (QGO), the senior Gurkha officer in a battalion
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PROLOGUE


Send in the Gurkhas! It is a cry that the British military has used regularly for 200 years, and never more so, outside of the two world wars, than in recent times when high-profile military actions have commanded world headlines. The Gurkhas made a significant contribution to the stabilisation of Bosnia, and they were among the first troops of the massive NATO force to enter Kosovo after the relentless bombardment of Yugoslavia. Then came challenging times in East Timor, Afghanistan, Sierra Leone, Iraq and, most recently, the rescue of British citizens from the war-torn Ivory Coast. The tough little fighting men plucked from the hills of Nepal are geared to move at almost a moment’s notice to virtually anywhere in the world that requires the attention of the British military.


When they were posted to Iraq at the start of the campaign to oust Saddam Hussein, an American writer paid a welcoming tribute: ‘The Gurkhas have arrived! They are fine soldiers . . . martial artists, airborne tacticians and masters at cover and concealment.’ That is something that the British are well aware of. They are, without doubt, an incredibly versatile fighting force and a unique asset to the nation’s military establishment, combining their fighting prowess with backup units embracing hi-tech signals and communications, engineering, mine clearing and a plethora of artisan trades. Now, at last, the Gurkhas have been rewarded with the offer of citizenship of the United Kingdom. Few would argue that they well deserve it, and perhaps more, if only for their contribution to all the conflicts that have dominated British military endeavours in recent years.


That the Gurkhas were at the forefront of these actions is no surprise to military analysts. They have been front-line troops in many of the most significant campaigns involving the British military since the early 1800s.


Statistics are perhaps hardly the way to begin what is a very human story, packed with tales of incredible courage and glowing tributes to a particular breed of small, fighting men recruited from the foothills of the Himalayas into the service of a nation to whom they owed absolutely no allegiance. However, two sets of figures strike a particular chord. They bring us straight to the heart of this history of the Gurkhas, who are called mercenaries but for whom, it will be seen, money is not the only draw. For one thing, the British have never been especially generous in their payment. They began by handing out sufficient rewards to entice thousands of wild, young boys down from the hills of Nepal and away from their desperate lives in a closed, isolated and medieval society where until quite recently the average peasant male could not expect to live beyond early adulthood. But gradually the Gurkhas transcended the role of simple mercenary. Sheer kudos took hold, along with the deeply held family tradition of service in the British and Indian armies, which today can be traced back through four or five generations. Along the way, the Gurkhas have amassed a large hoard of some of the highest honours for bravery the British nation could bestow, the respect of successive British monarchs and the remarkable affection of its people.


And so . . . to the statistics:


It is 1914 . . . and at the beginning of the First World War, Britain canvassed support from the governments of her Empire and her friends. Among those who readily offered aid was one of the smallest and poorest, Nepal – a country still living in the Stone Age. She had no real need to do so, being far away from the battlefields of Europe and with no colonial ties. Nepal has always avoided the acquisitive tendencies of would-be rulers from both the British/Indian giant to the south and the Tibetan/Chinese colossus to the north. This has been achieved partly because the nation was so poor and living in a desperately hostile landscape that, truth be told, no one really wanted her. The other deterrent was that those who had tried in the past had been dealt a severe bloody nose by its funny, fierce and fearless hill men (average height five feet four/1.62 metres) who lived in shacks falling off the sides of the mountain ranges around the skirt of the Himalayas up to 10,000 feet (3,050 metres). They became noted for being exceedingly proficient at slicing off an enemy’s head with one swish of a kukri blade (as in the old Gurkha story of a one to one with a Japanese officer armed with a fine samurai sword and swearing that no stumpy kukri knife could match his glistening weapon as he winged the Gurkha in the arm and then cut off his hand. ‘Ah,’ replied the Gurkha, ‘I may be wounded, but you, sahib . . . I suggest that you do not nod your head!’)


When Britain sent out her call for help in 1914, there was no holding back: the Nepali rulers gave their blessing and, among a nation that then numbered fewer than 5 million people, 200,000 Gurkhas came forward to fight in British and Indian army regiments – virtually the entire Gurkha male population of eligible age. They suffered more than 20,000 casualties, and their now legendary bravery was rewarded with almost 2,000 awards for gallantry. They repeated the favour in the Second World War with similar consequences, this time with almost 250,000 men serving in 42 infantry battalions and various other elements of the British and Indian armies. They suffered heavily: 8,985 killed or missing and 23,655 wounded. They also garnered 2,734 bravery awards. Gurkhas have fought on the side of the British in almost every campaign in which she has engaged herself from 1816 to the present day, famously including the Indian Mutiny and, latterly, the Falklands, the Gulf War and Bosnia. Although difficult to ascertain exactly, Gurkha casualty figures for the two world wars and other conflicts before and since are conservatively put at 150,000 wounded and 45,000 killed in action. They have received in all more than 6,500 decorations for bravery, mentions in dispatches or certificates for outstanding gallantry. These include thirteen Victoria Cross awards (plus another thirteen awarded to British officers serving in Gurkha regiments) and two George Cross medals.


More than two million campaign medals have been distributed among Gurkha soldiers. Among the many glowing tributes to their fighting prowess is this from Field Marshal Lord Slim, who was both a regimental officer and a general commanding them: ‘An ideal infantryman, an ideal rifleman . . . he is brave, tough, patient, adaptable, skilled in fieldcraft, intensely proud of his military record and unswerving in his loyalty. Add to this his honesty, parade perfection and unquenchable cheerfulness, and service with the Gurkha is, for any soldier, an immense satisfaction.’ And from the mid-nineteenth century to the present, there has been an unbroken annual recruitment of Gurkhas into the British army.


Statistic number two . . .


It is September 1998 . . . and Britain is trawling those Himalayan hillsides for fighting men, just as she has done every year, year in, year out, down the decades – and this author, incidentally, was on hand to tour the British Army’s Gurkha Recruitment Centre at Pokhara, 130 miles (210 kilometres) from Kathmandu. Men they call the galla wallahs come around each autumn and the hill boys are lined up, waiting, hoping, longing for the moment they will be selected and marked up with a number traditionally painted on their chests in indelible ink. And this year was no exception. There were almost 60,000 young men aged between 15 (they lie about their age!) and 20 pouring into the villages to be visited by the galla wallah for what is termed Hill Selection. This year, fewer than 200 youngsters were to be finally accepted; that was the miserable quota set by the Ministry of Defence.


The British army has drastically curtailed its intake of Gurkhas in recent times, although 46 Gurkha battalions remain in the Indian army, which has its own recruiting procedures and today employs 120,000 men of Gurkha origin. The Gurkhas all know the British have been taking fewer and fewer, yet 300 young men scramble among themselves for every single vacancy. To some, rejection will be such a dent to their pride and regarded as such a shame on their families that they will throw themselves into one of the fast-flowing rivers or off one of the precarious rope bridges in a steep gorge to their deaths on the way home.


It is the hardship of life in the most difficult of the hill regions that has traditionally produced the stout-hearted, sure-footed and tough men now universally known as ‘The Gurkhas’ and it is the galla wallahs who are their first line of contact. They are agents of the British Crown who have for decades made their sorties into the hills to find suitable young men. The response is always overwhelming and unprecedented in any other military organisation anywhere in the world, demonstrating a dedication to Britain which is no better revealed than by scanning the 161 Battle Honours of the British Gurkha Regiments, the thousands of medals won and the bald casualty statistics of those killed on active service and whose names are listed on war memorials and cemeteries in some of the greatest battlefields across the world. Only lately has money become a contentious and controversial issue as inflation grips what is one of the poorest countries in the world, with a per capita income in 1994 of less than £150 per year.


The expeditions by the galla wallahs is an annual ritual to fill a quota of new recruits, who will pass through a meticulous selection programme. The ‘lucky’ ones can be counted in their hundreds of thousands since Gurkhas first became a fighting force within the British army, lucky because they have achieved what became the burning ambition of virtually every hill boy – which is to be whisked away to be educated, trained, shown the world and provided with enough money for a decent life and help support the families they leave behind. For Nepal itself, the exportation of Gurkhas is big business – and vital. In 1997 incoming foreign currency sent home by Gurkha soldiers working abroad or to retired ex-servicemen by way of pensions amounted to £41 million – the country’s fourth-biggest earner of foreign currency behind tourism, foreign aid grants and industry.


As Britain shaved its requirement, there was and is a good deal of sympathy to be found among the Gurkhas’ many fans in Britain and the Commonwealth, particularly among officers who have served alongside them. Some despondent supporters believe that in all probability these young warriors from afar are heading for the last roundup.


Can they survive as a unit of the British army? Or is it time indeed to cut the umbilical cord and let this well-maintained killing machine popularly known as the Gurkhas drift away once and for all?




Part One


Now and Then . . .


To discover the origins of the most curious social phenomenon in recent military history and what remains of the last British army link with traditional native soldiering that began with Clive of India in the mid-eighteenth century, the author joined a trekking expedition to Nepal in the autumn of 1998, visiting both ancient and modern sites with Gurkha connections. Through these links to the past, their history emerges. The party, led by Major Gordon Corrigan, late of the Royal Gurkha Rifles, included ex-military men, a British family with Gurkha ties, a long-serving ex-SAS man, a Ministry of Agriculture official who as a national service soldier was alongside the Gurkhas in Malaya, and Gurkha fans who included a London stipendiary magistrate and the mysterious Beryl. Additional commentary on this journey, italicised in the text, is provided by Maureen Silver, second in command of the expedition, who maintained a communal log.




CHAPTER ONE


Forbidden Kingdom


Our Royal Nepalese Airline 757 came in to land over the massive mountains laced with low-lying cloud and touched down after a fourteen-hour, two-stop flight from London. As it drew us in towards the pandemonium of Kathmandu’s recently built and barn-like terminal building, the galla wallahs were already heading for the hills. The monsoon rains were over and this year had left no great damage to the route, and so they began their trek into the Himalayan heartland of Gurkha tradition for the annual search for new recruits. Even so, my own journey across the world was far easier than the one confronting them. Gordon Corrigan, a long-standing friend of Nepal, knows the story well. Until 1997 he was Officer Commanding the Gurkha Training Wing, based in the hutted wartime barracks at Church Crookham, in the heart of Hampshire, England.


It is to that establishment that the young men recruited that autumn would, as always, eventually be transported for their 42 weeks of basic training before being assigned to their battalions in the Royal Gurkha Rifles or their squadrons of engineers, signals and transport. The comparatively small distances to be covered by the galla wallahs as they march into the hills will be far more arduous than the flight to Nepal, and the journey time would be counted in days rather than hours along a route far away from the cacophony of noise and smells that has overtaken Kathmandu, one of the most romantic cities on earth and now, sadly, also one of the most polluted, steaming, overcrowded but still a ‘must see’. The galla wallahs will begin their selection programme as they reach the fresher, cleaner air up to around 7,500 feet (2,286 metres).


It is there, too, from the base of the Annapurna range above the western town of Pokhara that Gordon Corrigan will lead the trek to meet old friends and familiar faces from the British armed forces who have been shown the world and are retired now, returned to their tiny villages of terracotta and white houses that cling to the spectacular but incredibly harsh landscape that no roads can reach and the only way in for man and supplies is shanks’s pony. There is barely a house among them that has not had some tie with the Gurkha regiments; most have either a past or present serving soldier among their relatives and quite often several.


Once in the hills, these villages are to be reached only by way of a network of interconnecting footpaths through treacherous passes, across deep gorges slung with perilous rope and bamboo bridges (don’t look down!) and onwards to some near-vertical climbs. And if the terrain itself is not inhospitable enough, mother nature may throw in some of her worst extremes, including torrential rain, blizzards, earthquakes, landslips, floods and fire. The monsoon rains can turn normally placid, easily crossable rivers into raging white water, landslides occurring everywhere dump hundreds of tonnes of rocks and boulders in the only way ahead, making long detours necessary, bridges collapse, ferries are suspended and leeches attack walkers.


Getting supplies is difficult at the best of times, making it necessary for people literally to turn to the land for every one of their needs, from herbs for medicine, fuel for their fires, fodder for their animals and food for themselves, which is in itself difficult when one considers that farming generally is possible only in terraced strips turned by single-furrow buffalo-drawn ploughs. The simple commodity of drinkable water may be two or three hours’ walk away. As we turn the corner of the new millennium, life has barely changed in these remote parts of Nepal since the beginning of the last one, which is hardly surprising since the country was closed to the outside world until 1951. And to recap for those whose geography lessons are, like mine, a touch misty, it is not a large country in land area but huge in its height, which one tends to mention in conjunction with distance. It is approximately 530 miles (853 kilometres) long and 140 miles (225 kilometres) at its widest breadth, though averaging around 100 miles (160 kilometres). It is landlocked by Tibet, under the rule of the Chinese invaders, to the north-west and on all other borders by India. Within those boundaries, the contours will draw from the traveller every possible adjective of description that amounts, really, to one very modern word: awesome. Eventually, the vistas are beyond the power of the English dictionary, and one is bound to stand gazing, open-mouthed, speechless.


From the mosquito-infested plateaux watered by tributaries of the Ganges at around 300 feet (91 metres) above sea-level where Nepal abuts India, the land rises in ridges, hills and mountains, slowly and then urgently until reaching the rooftop of our world. Virtually the whole of its northern border is breathtakingly marked by the majestic Himalaya (‘abode of the snow’) mountains that rise from between 16,000 to 29,141 feet (4,877 to 8,882 metres). Nepal possesses nine of the fourteen peaks in the world over 26,000 feet (7,925 metres), including, of course, Mount Everest and Annapurna. Flattened out, someone once calculated, the country would be at least the size of France.


Below the shrouded, ghostly shapes of the mountains, the foothills run virtually the length of the country, and it is specifically from this territory, the Pahar or Hill Region, covering around 64 per cent of the total land of Nepal, that the Gurkhas have traditionally been recruited. They are divided incidentally as ‘easterners’ and ‘westerners’, which in terms of their distinctive tribal, religious and social patterns also reflects on their personalities – an important factor for young British officers assigned to the Gurkhas to remember.


The Nepal Headquarters Brigade of Gurkhas is in Kathmandu, and we dined there on our second night in the city, meeting many veterans of British service including some who had served in the Falklands. The Gurkha recruitment centre itself is closer to the western hills at the foot of Annapurna near Pokhara, with its population of around 80,000. It will take six or seven hair-raising hours to reach it by bus along Nepal’s modest main road. In eastern Nepal, the other main area of Gurkha recruitment was traditionally around Dharan and the more southerly Biratnagar. Both still have many British army pensioners resident in the region.


Between the two flanks of east and west is the Kathmandu valley, the heart of Nepal. Because of its fertile and less demanding landscape, it has attracted the main areas of concentrated population, although still less than a third of the country’s rapidly expanding population (currently estimated at 22 million) live what might loosely be termed an urban life. The remainder scratch a living from agriculture. Less than a third of the land area is suitable for cultivation: hence the latest threat of deforestation. Nepal has lost more than half its forest in the past two decades, while Kathmandu is attracting increasing numbers of people – both from its own peasant communities seeking a better life and from the booming tourist trade, the backpackers, trekkers and mountaineers now arriving by the planeload every day. The debris and pressures of tourism are also becoming a dangerous and unsightly addition to local problems even on Mount Everest, which has, to use Brian Blessed’s angry description, become a tip. It is also big business for outsiders selling expeditions for ordinary people on the Nepal side of Everest for up to $65,000 a head, occasionally with catastrophic results. By and large, the bodies remain where they fall.


Kathmandu has a burgeoning population of around 1.2 million and in spite of massive problems is for the time being not as bad as some cities and unmissable for the traveller, demonstrating the speed at which the country has dragged itself across two centuries and into the twentieth in the space of just forty years. Outside influences are a recent phenomenon. Nepal was a medieval feudal kingdom until the oppressive Rana government was ousted in 1951. Until then, tourists and all other non-approved travellers were simply not admitted. The Nepali rulers maintained a total ban on both people and technology to enforce cruel and rigid controls on its diverse and ill-educated people. It was, in every sense of the word, the forbidden kingdom, and its image as the world’s most inaccessible society merely enhanced the mystique and mystery that had surrounded it for centuries, and made it all the more enticing when the restrictions were finally lifted. In a country where the extremes are outstandingly apparent in its statistics as well as its landscape, there were only 130 recorded and official European visitors to Nepal between 1796 and 1950, and they were generally from the British diplomatic corps. Midway through the twentieth century it was the largest inhabited country in the world which remained unexplored by Westerners. Many areas were still uncharted.


The first recorded tourists were booked through Thomas Cook, ten Americans and two Brazilians arriving in 1955. They were allowed visas for travel only into the Kathmandu valley; they were barred from going outside that region. Early visitors who followed were dumbfounded by the discovery of this most beautiful, magical city, which had no traffic, no billboards, no concrete and glass, no skyscrapers or tall buildings, no noise or chemical pollution and a city landscape hugely dominated by the most fantastic array of unspoiled temples and pagodas, intricately carved and surrounded by religious and regal sculptures and statues carved in stone and wood. It was, remarked one who came on Kathmandu in the late 1950s, like walking through the doors of an antique shop that had been closed for 200 years.


If the larger towns and cities had one foot in the previous century, life in the outer regions was still anchored to medieval society and trundled slowly on just as it always had, unhurried and totally unaffected by attempts at modernisation in the cities. At that time, Nepal boasted just 124 miles (200 kilometres) of made-up roads, the equivalent of the journey from London to Bristol, serving the entire country. The harshness of that existence was demonstrated by the mortality rate among children. It was among the worst in the world even in the 1960s, when one in three children did not survive and the life expectancy of adults was a mere twenty-nine; today it is around fifty-six. Ox carts were modern technology, but mostly the beast of burden in the hills was man himself and life continued at the pace at which he could walk.


Visitors began to increase, especially after the international publicity and acclaim achieved by Sir Edmund Hillary and Sherpa Tenzing after they had climbed Everest in 1953. But most surprisingly and unexpectedly for the Nepalis, another extraordinary situation arose in the 1960s when the hippie trail opened up to the East and soon the sandal-clad, marijuana-smoking dropouts from society were arriving literally in their hundreds from around the world when they discovered the pace of life and the fact that drugs were free. They set up a tented enclave near the aptly named Freak Street on one of the three interlinked sections of the ancient and magnificent Durbar (government) Square in front of the temples and palaces that encircle it. From time to time they would go trekking off into the hills to get fresh supplies of the freely growing smokable plants that allowed them to float off into their drug-induced haze. Kathmandu was totally unprepared for the influx of both them and the modernisation programme that followed. Basic aids to modern living mushroomed with an alarming swiftness in the urban areas, although, as in India and elsewhere in the Far East, life goes on virtually unchanged in the more remote parts.


As one of the oldest cities in the world – and completely inexperienced in dealing with even 1960s pressures – Kathmandu is now tragically descending into a crisis, with its human population increasing across the country at the rate of around 600,000 people a year, which is expected to take the population to an estimated 34 million by 2020. To this must be added the onslaught of tourism, which in 1998 reached 280,000 visitors a year, not counting those coming across from India. It is impossible to predict how the environment, already stretched to the limit, will cope. There is simply no infrastructure and money to cope with this explosion of albeit very basic modernity. And even the basics are poor in Nepal.


The fifth of its population who receive electricity suffer regular power cuts. The country has few and erratic public services and transport, has no universal welfare or medical system, endures serious disruption from any extremes of weather and is regularly laid low by a seriously contaminated mains water system resulting from effluent pollution, waste, artificial fertilisers and poisonous lye and sewage from carpet factories. (Visitors beware! The water in Kathmandu and its surrounds is undrinkable: no ice, salads or cold foods or drinks made with or washed in unboiled water; put a shower cap over your face to avoid contact with eyes and mouth; clean your teeth in whisky from the mini-bar if it becomes the only safe bottled liquid available.)


Meanwhile, the populace chokes on the smog from waste gases from cement factories built in the Kathmandu valley by the Germans and which discharge seven tonnes of dust over the area every day of every year to join the dust from marble quarries and fumes from cheap petrol and diesel imported from India. The inhabitants of Kathmandu put up with the deafening noise of traffic and the droppings of scores of religiously protected cattle that wander the streets, and they cover their faces when passing mounds of rotting garbage in a country that has no tradition of garbage disposal. They also face a myriad of clashing odours (not all unpleasant), from sandalwood incense to heavily spiced cooking (lately including that from pizza parlours), all mingling with the combination of the refuse heaps and the aroma of burning human flesh and wood pyres wafting from the cremation ghats at the edge of the holy River Baghmati for the do-it-yourself disposal of the dearly departed, whose ashes are then swept into the river for onward transmission to heaven.


All that was missing was the sickly sweet cloud of cannabis smoke that once hung over the vast hippie encampments on Durbar Square. They who turned local youngsters on to harder drugs were booted out of the country, and incoming visitors are controlled by the issue of visas and trekking or mountaineering passes to ensure that the hippies do not return and that the government continues to vet its visitors. In place of the hippie tents, a community of street traders populate the area around Freak Street selling their jade and silver and tin ware, and a vast array of touristy goods has arrived in Durbar Square. The area was for a while as pristine and spectacular as the pigeons and the pollution would allow.


The magnificent temples, sculptures and erotic sixteenth-century images were cleaned and surrounded by paving to accommodate the more culturally sensitive visitors who are these days attracted to Kathmandu. The temples, slightly tatty compared with those in Thailand, follow one after another in a hazy lesson in Nepalese history. The quickening pace of life and all the troubles that that has incurred are a serious disruption and were for a while dismissed by travel writers as part of the Kathmandu experience. It is true that in spite of the city’s problems, the sights and sounds – even the smells – of Kathmandu and its neighbouring architectural attractions in Patan and Bkaktapur, now pedestrianised and clean, remain compelling. But Nepal is sliding inexorably towards an environmental catastrophe. International action will, for sure, be needed to rescue it, although some believe it is already too late.


Fortunately, the old city, though crowded, is excitingly walkable except during periods of torrential rains, as occurred on this author’s first day in Kathmandu, when the streets turn to mini-rivers filled with unmentionable floating garbage that could seriously damage your health. The narrow streets are packed with shops and traders, and the city is fast becoming attuned to the fast buck of the future: the tourist trade in a backward, half-hearted sort of way:


‘. . . on to the rackety coach and I really don’t know quite how to describe today. It was a shock. Not always pleasant. Parts of Kathmandu we drove through . . . were gruesome but benign. It smells, but not often horribly. The coach parked and we walked along an earth track into a total cultural shock. Hawkers (and everyone audibly hawks and spits), exotic, tatty magnificent old buildings, a turgid river which looks totally life-threatening to our eyes but is a blessing to theirs . . . lepers, monkeys, skinny dogs, dozy cows secure in their holy status waiting at bus stops, saddhus with their legs wrapped round their necks, diminutive trainee saddhus with skinny legs wrapped round tiny necks, snakes, beggars, blossoms, strange smells and noises. We viewed funeral ghats, feeling voyeuristic but compelled, watched sons having their heads shaved in their mourning status; saw a young woman in some sort of emotional crisis fling herself into this filthy river for a ritualistic cleansing.


Doe-eyed children tried to persuade us to buy their wares. A woman begging by the door of the coach with a snotty-nosed kid under her arm stepped back to pick up a dropped camera case and hand it back before she went back into her begging routine. Temples followed in a haze. We solemnly walked clockwise round a stupa. But we were doubly blessed today: in the Temple of the Living Goddess we glimpsed the living goddess herself, a mere child, and nearby we saw a lucky three-legged cow. The living goddess waved shyly before disappearing. The living goddess (Kumari) is in a no-win situation, since when she hits puberty she’ll be out of a job and considered a bad bet for marriage . . .’


There is very little crime, yet, and beggars are neither in profusion nor persistent. Indeed tourist hassle is minute in Kathmandu compared with many cities around the world, such as Cairo or Rio de Janeiro, and the population is renowned for its traditional politeness. Visitors may, however, witness the random slaughter of buffalo or goats on festivals in any one of the temple courtyards, which will be awash with blood and severed heads after the animals’ ritual decapitation that must be performed with one blow from a purified blade. Until recently, the rituals were very much part of Gurkha tradition within the British army, and indeed are still conducted in certain places abroad, though not in Britain.


Religion permeates every facet of life in Nepal, with regular festivals of significance and daily rituals, family celebrations and religious observances, all of which must be upheld. Most were respected by the British as they began to take Gurkhas into their ranks, and this respect has been maintained to the present day, although not always understood. Although Nepal is famous as the world’s only Hindu kingdom, its complex and intricate religious tapestry is woven from Hinduism, Buddhism and other faiths dating back to the Middle Ages. The population itself is a mixture of ethnic groups and tribes, each from its own region of the country. The Gurkhas are largely from Mongolian stock, and because they adopt their tribal names as their surnames confusion reigned when they joined the British army. There were literally dozens with the same surname; when inexperienced officers demanded that a certain Rifleman Gurung stepped one pace forward, a quarter of the company would do so. Their names also signify the region of Nepal from which they were recruited. The Gurungs, Thakurs, Puns, Tamangs and Magars from the west – who would be assigned to ‘western’ battalions – and the Rais, Limbus, Tamangs and Sunwars from the east, along with some Sherpas.


These are the names that have traditionally populated the record books of the British army – and a fact not always appreciated by even fans of the Gurkhas is that they originate from what J.P. Cross described as the ‘martial classes’ of Nepal. They could be recruited only from specific regions of the country. They are largely for export only: to India, the United Kingdom, Brunei and Singapore. The passion for recruitment into military service is confined to the hill men themselves. To those young men for whom life remains harsh and hard, joining the British army may be viewed as their greatest possible achievement, that they may be able to make something of themselves, see the world, earn enough money to educate their families and perhaps ultimately save enough to buy a house in a place where there may be electricity and running water.


The dream materialises for only a few . . .




CHAPTER TWO


Only 57,000 This Year


As we left Kathmandu and journeyed towards the Royal Gurkha Rifles Recruitment Centre at the foot of Annapurna, word that the galla wallahs were approaching had brought excitement to the hill villages. There was excitement, too, on our journey across country towards that destination. It was an unforgettable experience for anyone who has never previously sampled the somewhat experimental manner of roadmanship in Nepal. It may best be compared with, say, the scenario of a large number of Turkish taxi drivers learning to drive fully laden, heavy goods trucks on the Amalfi Coast in Italy, except that here the sheer drops over which only the brave will peer are much steeper and are approached at a pace verging on the ridiculous. There was no point in reducing speed, it was explained in clear Nepali logic, ‘because there is a bend around every corner, and we would be slowing down all the time’.


The route took us on a scenic ride through the Kathmandu valley and on towards Pokhara, the westerly town of some note through its Gurkha connections and tourist-attracting surrounds. Cars en route were few, but the road was packed with gaily decorated lorries carrying every kind of merchandise, some performing the dual role of passenger vehicles, with large numbers of travellers either perched precariously on top or in any remaining space in the loaded area. Buses, some very ancient indeed, are the only form of public transport and, as in neighbouring India and Pakistan, were always overloaded, passengers hanging on for dear life for the sake of both themselves and their luggage, piled even higher, from the top and sides as they proceed at breakneck speed along a road where the tarmac occasionally runs out, is interrupted by landslides (often), is temporarily blocked by a slow-moving goatherd and his charges or by wandering cattle, for which everything stops. The drivers show no fear and seem to have worked out some form of coded signalling system with their hooters, operated by both the man at the wheel and his assistant, who hangs out of the passenger door. As far as I could make out, three quick blasts from the assistant was meant to signal to the oncoming vehicle that if he moved over about an inch and a quarter (32 millimetres), we would both be able to get through without reducing our speed. One long blast from the driver indicated that we were coming through anyhow, all of which was conducted with the two vehicles approaching each other at a combined speed of around 100 miles (160 kilometres) an hour and, more often than not, on a hairpin bend.


Gordon Corrigan assured us that we were quite safe because we were being driven by an ex-Gurkha soldier who could be trusted entirely to bring us to our destination. However, readers of one of the Gurkha regimental magazines published not many weeks earlier may well have remembered his own descriptions of experience with Gurkha drivers:


More senior readers of this journal will recall the days when we considered that Gurkha Service Pay – now abolished – was to compensate for the wear and tear on nerves due to being driven by Gurkhas. We all recall the story of the Gurkha driver in Singapore who was told by a staff officer untutored in Mongolian ways to go straight on at the next roundabout. He did exactly that, and for the rest of the day sightseers marvelled at the Land Rover perched on top of the flowerbed which graced the centre of the said roundabout.


When reminded of this story, Gordon Corrigan assured the enquirer that things had changed enormously and that the 28th Squadron, the Gurkha Transport Regiment, had the best traffic record of any unit in Bosnia in 1996! He himself, conditioned by years of ‘sheer terror when being driven by an ever-smiling but suicidal Gurkha driver’, eventually accepted they were much improved, as evidenced by the fact that many Gurkhas could be seen learning to drive civilian cars on the roads around Church Crookham, impeccably dressed in regimental mufti, gripping the wheel as if it were a Chinese illegal immigrant liable to escape at any moment. ‘It did, however, force a number of British officers to take the cross-country route when travelling from office to home as a Gurkha learner driver trying to sit to attention when passing an officer is not necessarily conducive to safety on the Queen’s highway,’ Corrigan confessed.


We made it in one piece to the recruitment centre at Pokhara; it was vacant, waiting for the galla wallahs to lead the new recruits in from the hills. Lieutenant Colonel R.H. Coleman, formerly in Hong Kong until the long-standing Gurkha base there closed on the handover to China, was in charge of this military oasis built at the time when the country began to open up and formal recruitment of hill men from British posts inside the country became the norm.


Two key centres were built, one in Pakhlihawa and the other in the far east of the country at Dharan. The western centre was moved to Pokhara in the late 1970s, selected for its location at the base of the foothills of the Jomsom and Annapurna ranges and thus the nearest assembly point to the hill men in that region. Butting on the Lake Phewa, Pokhara has noticeably cleaner air than Kathmandu and a generally pleasant climate, although the monsoon rains are much heavier here. The town itself is in a valley set against the stunning backdrop of peaks ranging between 23,000 and 26,000 feet (7,010 and 7,925 metres) whose appearance from behind the clouds at dawn is a photographer’s dream. Among the peaks visible from Pokhara are Dhaulagiri, Manaslu and Himalchuli as well as the 35-mile-long (56-kilometre-long) Annapurna massif with its 16 summits over 19,600 feet (5,974 metres). Pokhara is also easily accessible in comparison with other parts of Nepal, lying on the old trade route between India and Tibet, a route that remained open until the Chinese invasion of Tibet in 1959.


In the three years that followed the invasion, 30,000 refugees crossed the border into Nepal, and a refugee camp set up at Pokhara subsequently spawned three Tibetan settlements that were quite different from traditional Nepali villages. Today, the refugee population is fully integrated into the community and has formed its own industry in carpet-weaving and general trade. Meanwhile, the opening up of the trade route to tourism in 1962 began an ever-increasing invasion of visitors to the area which has brought prosperity and rampant commercialisation to what was once a sleepy valley. Building went on apace without any semblance of planning. The building of an airport, a bus terminus and a lakeside complex specifically aimed at tourism followed. The magnificent Lake Phewa, once crystal clear, is becoming stale and polluted. A recent study showed that it may be totally silted up within the lifetime of some of the present residents around it.


The British Gurkha post at Pokhara, with all its excellent accommodation, sports facilities and proximity to excellent trekking terrain, became a popular centre for visitors from the British army in general. Today it receives potential recruits from both eastern and western Nepal, forwarded on by the galla wallahs during their autumn tour of the hills. The galla wallahs are a throwback to the system of recruiting that existed prior to 1951. Until that time, no member of the British army was officially allowed on Nepali soil for the purpose of recruitment, and since 1816 the rounding up of volunteers had been in the hands of local recruiters, who gathered them together, put them through their paces, made an initial selection and marched the successful ones down from the hills, across country and over the border into India.


Outside wartime, Britain had been selecting, at its peak, up to 2,000 or more men every year. By the late 1990s this had been drastically reduced, but the system that was set up so many years earlier had barely changed. The Brigade of Gurkhas makes its search for soldiers just once a year, in one fell swoop. In 1995 the intake was quite low because those selected would become operational only a few months prior to the closure of the long-standing Gurkha base in the New Territories, Hong Kong, which would result in a further contraction of Gurkha manpower and a large number of redundancies.


As a result, a mere 153 recruits were to be enlisted that year and 160 the following year. Even so, this did not stop the hill boys from pressing forth in their thousands to attempt to get in or anxious fathers and grandfathers using all kinds of ploys to ensure that their boys were seen and viewed favourably. The selection process passes through three distinct phases to whittle down the numbers to the Ministry of Defence quota. Each stage is set up as a kind of quality control filter so that only the very best of those who apply are actually brought to the next stage. The first filter is performed by the galla wallahs themselves. They carry out an initial inspection of volunteers in the immediate area in which they work, each seeing around 3,000 young men. Many of the volunteers will have walked for two or three days to meet the galla wallahs, usually with no money or food and only the clothes they stand up in.


Others are seen on the galla wallahs’ tour programme, which is known well in advance. For the 1995 intake, the local recruiters saw 57,000 candidates. Of those, a mere 7,000 passed through to the next filter, called ‘hill selection’, in which predetermined procedures are set up to provide fairly cursory tests for medical condition, general levels of fitness, physical ability, education and IQ. They are given a number, which is marked in indelible pen on their chest so that they cannot be switched with another less able candidate.


Marks are awarded for the hill selection tests, and the top ten per cent are finally sent forward for the final phase of the filtering system. To use the 1995 figures as an example, there remained 700 in with a chance from the original 57,000 applicants, and these would now be marched down from the hills to the road and transported to the Brigade of Gurkhas’ post in Pokhara to begin the central selection procedure – the final filter that will provide the 153 new recruits.


There, they begin an intensive pre-selection programme that includes for each of them a nerve-racking one-to-one interview with a British officer at the post, at which one of the first tasks is to establish the true age of the applicant; it is widely known from past experience that many young recruits have provided false evidence of their age and thus joined the British army well before the minimum age. It was an ever-present problem and has been since the Gurkhas began, as Gordon Corrigan explained:


One lad last year [1997] got in on his fifth attempt. I reckon he was 18 when he came to me, so you can judge that he was about 13 when he first tried. I reckon, overall, at least 20 per cent of our potential recruits were under age, some of them seriously, and quite a few got in. You can tell if a lad is under age by one or two physical signs, such as sticking-out ears. I would ask them their age, and naturally they would say 18. I would immediately ask what was their date of birth, and they would quote a date in the English calendar, obviously rehearsed. Then I would ask what was the date in the Nepali calendar, and you could see the little mind working furiously. No one had told him that I might ask that. The youngest I ever came across had already passed the selection and I had serious doubts about his age, but he had apparently produced documents. That, of course, was not difficult. When they turn up at the local office for the identity forms, they never had to produce anything that showed their true age; most of them could not anyhow. I saw him later but then he knew he could trust me; I asked him to be honest and tell me his true age. It turned out he was a month short of 15 when he was accepted, so in real terms was 14. I suppose I ought to have owned up to the regiment, but I took the view that he had passed selection, he had done well and, regardless of his age, had done everything we had asked of him. The fact is, there is no such thing as an immature Gurkha. When they are 10 years old, younger even, they are sent off up to the high lands at about 13,000 feet [3,962 metres] with all the sheep and the cattle and they will be up there for months on their own. They’ve always done it, and fending for themselves like that is a great tutor of independence of mind and spirit.


Vigorous physical tests follow which, if applied with such precision and determination in the recruitment of soldiers throughout the rest of the British army, would undoubtedly cut recruitment levels even more than they are already. For example, the minimum physical standards for Gurkha recruits is:






	13 heaves to the bar, compared with 2–8, depending on choice of arm for British soldiers;


	25 sit-ups in 1 minute and continue until unable to complete any more; one Gurkha completed 420. The British requirement is 25 in 1 minute;


	run 1½ miles (2.4 kilometres) in 14 minutes, followed immediately by a further 1½ miles (2.4 kilometres) in under 10 minutes. No equivalent test elsewhere in the British army;


	run up and down an 1800-foot (549-metre) steep hill carrying 75 pounds (34 kilogrammes) on the back, 1½ miles (2.4 kilometres) in distance in under 35 minutes. No British equivalent.








Candidates must also complete an obstacle course and carry out individual and team command tasks. The brigade’s policy has remained unchanged for years and is designed to ensure that it gets the very best men who possess the traditional martial qualities. The final selection is not made lightly. The recruits who had performed best through the aptitude, stamina and mental tests invariably stood out and there was little doubt that among them would be Gurkha officer material. The last places to be filled were usually the most difficult, since they were generally those at the lower end of the results table who might never make more than lance corporal. They were an equally important bunch. Although thousands have already been disappointed by rejection, the moment of true heartbreak arrives for those who had reached this far but were now to be discarded. It was perhaps the hardest part of the British officers’ job at Pokhara. None was to be told reasons for rejection, other than on medical grounds, and all would be given the hope that they may apply again the following year. In fact, some were already on their second or third rejection. Others clearly had the potential but had failed simply because they were, as yet, underdeveloped or underweight. It was always more difficult, however, to have to explain other flaws that the interviewing officer had noticed or had relied on some gut feeling that this lad wouldn’t do. And so, as a general rule, reasons were never given.


When the decisions were announced, most accepted rejection with a brave face. Some could not help the tears; others – whose family may well have been relying on his acceptance for a variety of reasons, such as tradition, good face or their own wellbeing – may have been so disappointed and ashamed that they felt they could not return to their homes. Many have been known to commit suicide on the way back, and a couple of bridges that became popular locations for such drastic recourse were eventually harnessed with a wire-netting safety frame.


The rest, having beaten odds of around 300 to 1 to get accepted, are deliriously happy. As their friends who did not make it prepare to leave and return home with the modest allowance they receive for their trouble, those who stay divest themselves of most of their personal possessions and hand them to the unsuccessful youngsters as some sort of consolation. The new recruits are then enlisted and formally begin their 42-week training course, for which they will now be flown to the United Kingdom – an adventure in itself, with most of these men never having been in a motor vehicle, let alone an aircraft. The greatest adventure of all, and their chief ambition, is to be sent to the United Kingdom.


Although the core 22-week training syllabus was virtually the same as for regular British army recruits, the add-on packages were designed specifically for the Gurkhas and, apart from the fairly basic administrative and linguistic differences, the psyche and ethos of British and Gurkha soldiers could be – at that stage at least – miles apart. As Gordon Corrigan explained:


The average British recruit usually hails from urban, welfare-orientated society where there is natural distrust of authority. He will often come from what British society would consider to be a deprived background – single-parent families, unemployment, experimentation with drugs and a casual attitude towards property. He will see the army as one option among many and not necessarily as a lifetime career. Leaving the army, or the premature termination of service in it, does not spell disaster or disgrace. Concepts such as honour, family name and reputation are not primary motivating factors. The Gurkha, on the other hand, comes from a society where family and clan ties are close and very strong. Most Gurkhas have a background that engenders natural independence of mind. His basic animist and shamanist religious beliefs breed a natural fatalism and an acceptance of hardship which is far stronger than any Western concept of individual rights. While he could probably not describe himself as such, the Gurkha sees himself as a freeborn volunteer, beholden to no one, to whom a military career is a way of life which he wishes to pursue as successfully and for as long as he possibly can. The British army aims to take this free spirit and mould him into a soldier – without breaking that spirit.


In November 1994 Prince Charles took the salute at the final recruits’ passing-out parade in Hong Kong. The following month the depot was closed and moved en masse to Queen Elizabeth Barracks, Church Crookham, where it became known as the Gurkha Training Wing. The 1995 intake of recruits became the first to be trained in the UK, leaving Kathmandu in four parties in February on Royal Nepal Airlines charter flights to London Gatwick. Its training regime has always been tougher than that of British regiments, and the theme was continued with the move to the UK. Apart from the general aspects of preparing for military life, Gurkha recruit training will include instruction in aspects of everyday life in England which are totally alien to many of the Gurkhas who have been taken off the hills for the first time in their lives and have never experienced the wonders of modern living – let alone in an English town. To date, they will have been brought from their villages to the Gurkha post at Pokhara, driven to Kathmandu airport, flown to Gatwick and delivered to Queen Elizabeth Barracks. Outside barrack life, the adventure now began to take on a whole new set of learnings – all drawn up in exercise form with military precision in such basics as crossing the road and understanding that he can place a letter in a little red box and expect to have it delivered the following day, a magical happening!


Their introduction to British life is tenuously begun walking the streets of towns and countryside around the barracks – a sight now familiar to those who live in the area. Their first excursion into this brave new world is in groups led by a section commander to the towns of Fleet, Farnham, Farnborough and Aldershot. Over a period of several days, they discover the complications of zebra crossings, traffic lights, public transport, public telephones, the post office and so on. The next stage will be a tour of larger towns in groups of four without a leader from the permanent staff. When these manoeuvres have been completed successfully without mishap, an ‘urban orienteering exercise’ is begun. The trainee Gurkhas now set off in pairs to visit London, negotiate trains and the Underground, which has been known to put the fear of God into even some of the toughest recruits. Misunderstandings are not uncommon. One recruit from a particularly remote part of the Himalayas was confronted by a middle-aged lady dressed in twinset and pearls waving a tin emblazoned with the letters RSPCA. He duly put a coin in the tin and later reported back to his platoon commander that in England the beggars are most respectable and very well dressed.


In most other aspects, the removal of the young Gurkhas from their natural habitat halfway up the Himalayas into hi-tech society is achieved with rather less aggravation for the recruits than in the days when they were trained in Hong Kong, where their natural politeness tended to be viewed as a form of weakness by the Chinese. With their training now complete, the Gurkha soldiers will make their preferences for the future pattern of their career known. Some quite often want to follow in the footsteps of their fathers, even if it means a career as a clerk. The Officer Commanding GTW will make the final decision as to where each man is to go, a decision taken late in the course when aptitude, education and newly learned skills can be properly assessed. And now their career begins . . . a minimum of 15 years for a private, and often 25 years or more for officers, at the end of which they must be taken back to the spot exactly from where they came in Nepal.




CHAPTER THREE


In the Place Where It All Began


The small town of Gorkha is an important stopover on the journey into Gurkha military history and is to be found 12 miles (19 kilometres) north of the Kathmandu to Pokhara road. It is in a high place, and the drive up to the Gorkha Hill Resort, a small hotel surrounded by Annapurna vistas, was challenging and at times worrying. The passengers applauded when the coach finally quivered to a halt. Gorkha is historical in both its location and origins, reaching as it does towards the clouds with a collection of architecture that befits its status as the former seat of the Shah dynasty, creators of modern Nepal and of the Gurkha tradition.


It is one of the last townships approachable by this road (thereafter the journey to the hill villages must be on foot) and the Brigade of Gurkhas has built one of its Area Welfare Centres there, a club-like building for ex-Gurkhas to meet and where they may collect their British army pensions. Among those on hand to greet the arrival of the travellers was Havildar Bhanbhagta Gurung, holder of the Victoria Cross awarded for his outstanding acts of bravery against the Japanese in Burma in 1945 (about which more will be told later). He lives close by; others face a long trek down from the hills to collect their money. Transferring it through banks is not yet the solution. Few possess bank accounts, and anyhow Gorkha is hardly equipped for the age of electronic monetary transfers. When I stopped off to change currency the teller had to send out for a local newspaper (two days old) to discover the current rate of exchange.
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