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  Chapter One




  Tod’s expression wasn’t exactly enthusiastic when I told him I’d booked us a two-week trek in Nepal, but I expected to encounter a bit of resistance, my schemes usually did at first.




  “It’ll be great,” I told him, flapping my arms about, “just think of all that healthy exercise, the wonderful views, and the Yaks and monasteries….”




  He looked at me with a mixture of amusement and pity, probably more amusement this time around, although it was a close run thing.




  “Two weeks trekking through the Himalayas? The Himalayas? Who are you kidding?” he said, “Anyway, where is Nepal?”




  “It’s sort of India way,” I said, feeling vague. He can be so hurtful sometimes, but I ignored his lack of enthusiasm, it was usually just a front anyway, and settled back in my chair to make one of my lists.




  I’d got as far as




  1. Walking boots




  2.  Sleeping




  and was dithering over sleeping bag liners – would we need them? What did “considerably colder at night” mean? – when an email arrived from Emma.




  Emma runs a small Fair Trade company called Hatti Trading which does business with Nepal, and she extends an invitation to her customers each year to go trekking with her in the Himalayas. As a past customer of Hatti Trading that was how I had booked our trek.




  So expecting this email to be another update on arrangements for our forthcoming trip, I opened it. It told me that Emma had been asked to try to find a volunteer English teacher for a village school in Nepal.




  “Huummm! Interesting,” I thought, and emailed her back to say I’d had fourteen years experience as a TEFL (Teacher of English as a Foreign Language) teacher, although that was twenty years ago.




  Minutes later another email popped into my inbox. Speedy things, aren’t they, emails? Sort of electronic pigeons. I came late to the electronic revolution and haven’t really caught up yet.




  Emma wrote, “When you’ve finished the two-week trek why don’t I take you up to the village of Salle in the Everest region of Nepal, and leave you there for five months? You can teach English in the school there. Bring Tod too.”




  “I’d love to,” I sent back.




  Good-oh. Life was becoming interesting again.




  I went in search of my significant other half and found him standing on the outhouse roof. He was glaring at something he called ‘Stick and Lick’ which, when applied, was supposed to stop all leaks through the roof. But it didn’t seem to be sticking or licking at that moment, and judging by the look on Tod’s face it didn’t know how much trouble it was in.




  “Huummm. This could go either way,” I thought, “I’ll try the subtle approach.”




  “Hello, dear,” I called up to him, “Bit of a change of plan. We’re going to Nepal for five months now, and I’ll be teaching in a village school after the trek. You’re ok with that, aren’t you?”




  One of the things I love about Tod is his unflappability. He is getting rather deaf though, and that’s probably why he said,




  “What!” in quite a loud voice.




  “Five months, dear,” I repeated, “You’re self-employed so you can give yourself the time off can’t you? You only have to ask nicely.”




  He stared at me with rather an odd, unfamiliar expression on his face.




  “Can I take that as a yes?” I called.




  Tod nodded slowly and mumbled something in my direction which sounded like, “It wouldn’t make any difference what I said,” but I’m sure it wasn’t that, because we always discuss my ideas before we tackle them.




  “Goody,” I said, “I’ll go and make a list.”




  So that’s how it happened that Tod and I went to Nepal for five months.




  Perhaps we seem unlikely adventurers. Neither of us is in the first flush of youth, and I was something like two stone overweight at the time. I wasn’t exactly as fit as a butcher’s dog either, or any tradesman’s dog actually, but Emma said the trek would be ‘medium difficult’, and then how hard could it be, I thought, living in a small village in the mountains for the following four months? I decided to go for it.




  Tod was pretty fit physically, and once he’d realised that I was serious about this latest adventure, he was almost as excited about it as I was. Well, almost.




  I work two days a week in an office. I love the work, and personally I wouldn’t have described my request for five months unpaid leave of absence as ‘unreasonable’, but it wouldn’t do if we were all the same, would it? Our trip hung in the balance for several nail-biting weeks, but then, albeit grudgingly, permission was eventually forthcoming.




  So, full of renewed enthusiasm for our adventure I began to try to collect as much information as I could about the village, the school, and the Everest region of Nepal. But I was surprised at just how little I managed to find out, and although I trawled the internet for hours at a time, what I finally ended up with would have fitted neatly onto the back of a ten Nepali Rupee note.




  The village of Salle (pronounced Solley) is roughly twenty kilometres from the small town of Jiri. Jiri was, but no longer is, Everest’s Base Camp, and is about two hundred kilometres north east of Kathmandu. It was from here that the great Edmund Hillary set out on his successful expedition to conquer Everest. Salle is about two thousand metres above sea level, situated in a valley amongst the mountains of the Everest region.




  I discovered that the only water available in the village came from one small pipe. I also discovered that we would not be able to drink that water, or eat anything that had been washed in it. Odd, I thought. Why would water, seemingly uncontaminated, coming directly from a small mountain stream fed by a glacier in a remote area of Nepal, be so dangerous to our health? But I was reliably informed that the miniscule meanies in that water would do us untold damage. Humm. P’raps better not mention that one to Tod just yet. A softly softly approach might be best for the moment.




  Surprisingly, electricity reaches the village, but only enough to power one small light bulb per dwelling. Better add candles to the list, and get an eyesight check up before we go, I thought.




  It seemed there were two schools in or near Salle, a Junior and a Secondary, but I could not discover anything about the children’s levels of English language, or indeed how many children attended those schools.




  I visited friends in the UK who still teach in Language schools, and picked their brains about up to date teaching methods. Had anything changed, I wondered, since my teaching days? It was fun brushing up and looking through the masses of new material that was available to today’s language teachers.




  As time went on and our departure date drew nearer, friends and colleagues began to make concerned noises about a potentially dangerous lack of information about our destination; about the obvious lack of sanitation; lack of safe drinking water, and the dangers inherent in a lengthy trip to such a remote area of the world.




  I already knew that Nepal was one of the planet’s poorest countries, but I didn’t mention to Tod that it also has an abysmal record of road transport safety – he’s a biker, and is very aware of road safety. Need to know only, I decided. P’raps better not mention that fact just yet either.




  Our front room began to fill up with piles of trekking socks; his and her thermals; four season sleeping bags; trekking food for Tod; filter water bottles; solar battery chargers; medication; solar torches……..




  The list of inoculations we needed seemed endless, and of course some of them were only available privately and at considerable cost. Following our second of three rabies inoculations the nurse rang us in a panic,




  “Are you ok?” she asked, somewhat breathlessly, “Only, there should have been at least a two-week gap between the rabies injections, not just one week.”




  “I’ll call Tod,” I said, “He’s just at the window barking at the neighbours, but I’ll get him to ring you back.”




  We weathered that particular storm, and strode bravely on to the next.




  I read up on altitude sickness. We’d visited Peru four years earlier and I’d suffered from it badly then. I remembered I’d sworn never again to expose myself to its effects. Huummm. How high was the village?




  The internet informed me that a limited amount of medication was available that just might help mitigate the worst effects of altitude. Another private prescription.




  All of a sudden we were ready. Tod packed our rucksacks. We filled up to the absolute limit with stuff for the schools – books; pens; pencils; posters.




  We said goodbye to everyone here, and I noted a curious similarity running through our friends’ expressions as they wished us well. It was a sort of astonished wonder – I was rather hurt. Were we really such unlikely intrepid adventurers?




  At least Tod looked the part even if I didn’t. His long, bushy beard and shoulder length hair had turned greyish over the past couple of years – he looked a bit as if he’d been living in a cave.




  I wondered what they’d make of Tod’s beard in Nepal.




  Chapter Two




  Our great adventure didn’t start too well. I couldn’t lift my rucksack and whinged until Tod picked both rucksacks up and carried them to the car.




  I was actually finding just the small hand-luggage backpack a bit of a struggle. This didn’t bode well.




  The flight to Kathmandu was fine, and we were relieved to find that our luggage had accompanied us on the trip. Our excitement grew as we met up with Emma outside the airport.




  It was only a short taxi ride to our hotel in the tourist area of the city, but it was long enough to form the opinion that Kathmandu is an ‘in your face’ kind of place. There just didn’t seem to be room enough for everyone and everything that was trying to squash onto the roads – cars; trucks; motorbikes; rickshaws; people; cows; piles of rubbish….




  That well-remembered short first trip was a jaw-dropping experience.




  Over the next three days the other eight members of our trekking group arrived. They were great, and we all got along really well. We were looking forward to the trek.




  Emma introduced us to Dhan, the Nepalese man who would be our guide during the trek. He actually came from the village of Salle, where Tod and I would be spending several months, so we thought we’d be able to get some more information from him about the village and the schools. But no.




  “Don’t worry,” he said, “You don’t need to know anything now. I’ll take you up to the village and introduce you to everyone there after the trek.”




  I felt a bit like a mushroom, kept in the dark. I hoped my forward planning was going to be adequate.




  We drove out of Kathmandu in a mini bus on the first day of the trek. Apparently they drive on the left in Nepal, but you’d be forgiven for not immediately realising that, or even for thinking that a decision on sides was still pending.




  In Kathmandu, away from the city centre the roads are mostly very narrow, overhung by crumbling buildings, and filled with potholes, stray bricks, and dust. It remains one of the great mysteries of the universe how so much can fit into such a confined space. It is constant noisy chaos, and is pretty easy to get squashed on the roads there by any number of vehicles. And the people, those wonderful Nepalese people in colourful clothes, laughing and shouting, scurrying here and there, great swathes of them milling around or crowded noisily together on corners. We were fascinated. Everywhere we walked people would call friendly greetings to us.




  Driving out of Kathmandu valley the roads become little more than narrow uneven tracks filled with potholes, generous amounts of rubble (where on earth does it all come from?), cracks, bumps, and totally manic drivers whose ears and eyes must surely be tuned into a parallel universe.




  These narrow roads climb high up the sides of the valley and are mostly hewn out of the mountains themselves, clinging to the edges, impossibly high up. In places the road has collapsed completely following landslides, and the jumbled rubble trails down the steep mountain sides, reminding you how easy it would be to slip down with it.




  I had never driven along such high roads. Did you know that the safety barrier hasn’t yet been invented in Nepal? You are right there, sitting right on the edge of the drop. Even a careful driver would have his work cut out to stay on the road, especially amongst the hoards of undeniably deranged truck drivers, and suicidal car drivers.




  It was a six-hour drive to Pokhara, Nepal’s second city, in sweltering thirty-something degree heat. At the best of times driving in Nepal is not a restful affair, and we constantly crashed down holes, hit bricks, and avoided cows, people and other vehicles as we bumped and slithered along.




  Twenty minutes ahead of us a Local Bus skidded off the road and plunged a thousand feet, maybe more, down to the ravine floor, landing on its roof beside the softly flowing, disinterested river. When we drove past, a small group of local people were standing at the edge of the sheer drop, staring down at what remained of the bus far below. It was all they could do. Rescue was out of the question. Their brightly coloured clothes looked oddly out of place in that grim spot.




  We were told that there is a huge problem of Local Bus drivers drinking raxi, the locally distilled firewater, before getting behind the wheel. But these kinds of accident are so common in Nepal that they provoke just a bit of a shrug, and ten minutes of noticeably more careful driving by passing vehicles. Life then resumes its normal chaotic style.




  We began the trek through the Annapurna region the next day. Few things in life are certain, but to ‘death’ and ‘taxes’ I will add that never, ever again will I trek through the Himalayas, or anywhere at all for that matter….




  Anyone who has done that trek, and it is the most popular one with British tourists, will know what I am talking about!




  Tod was fantastic. He hardly broke into a sweat at any time. He’s a biker – what do you expect? I, on the other hand, spent the entire week slipping, falling, stumbling, tripping and sliding all over the charmingly steep stone steps of the beautiful, nay spectacular, Annapurna region. There were times when I just could not put one shaky foot in front of the other, I was completely exhausted. Speech was out of the question for me most of the time – I couldn’t spare the breath. It was not the altitude that did for me, but just the sheer physical effort of the ascent. Oh boy, was I ever unfit! One of the things that drove me on was the thought of how many friends and colleagues would say, “Told you so!” if I gave up. So I struggled sweatily on.




  We trekked up to 6,000ft on the first day, 9,000ft on the second day, and apparently 11,000ft on the third day, by which time I was considering throwing myself off the mountain, as a much better alternative to having to slip, slide, fall or stumble back down those steps again.




  I now have a permanent imprint of Tod’s hand on my posterior, as he literally shoved me up, step after step. It is testament to his good nature that he never said; “Told you so!” although I’m sure that was on the tip of his tongue many times.




  I nearly fainted when we started trudging through snow. We had been caught in a hailstorm (they were not your small ‘doesn’t hurt if it hits you’ type stones either), drenched in spectacularly heavy rain, and frazzled by hot sunshine on the way up the mountains, so when we actually reached the snowline you can imagine I was beside myself with joy.




  I have never seen such mountain goats as the Nepalese porters who accompanied us on the trek, and (the clue’s in the name) carried our rucksacks for us. We were all full of admiration for them as they flitted past us up those accursed mountain steps, and this with a couple of our rucksacks on their backs. I couldn’t even carry one. We’re talking two or three feet rise between stone steps you know, not your barely noticeable, take it in your stride, common or garden English doorstep….




  Every time I slipped a couple of the porters would appear beside me as if by magic, grabbing the appropriate flailing limb to stop me catapulting into space. They always reached me just in time – amazing. They’d shout to each other, and then one or two of them would be there picking me up again.




  After a few days someone told me what they shouted to each other:




  “Catch the English teacher!”




  “Don’t lose the English teacher!”




  Right-oh. Some vested interests I can live with.




  Eventually I had two porters more or less permanently attached to my arms. They’d upgraded me to two after I nearly took one with me off a rope and wood slat bridge slung over a ravine. I mistimed the swaying about bit.




  The porters were only small, but thank God for their vice-like grip.




  Different shape, more hair, longer ears, but definitely on a par strength-wise were the mountain donkeys. As you can imagine, up in the mountains anything you don’t grow or make there has to be carried up the mountain to you. We were warned to get out of the donkeys’ way whenever we heard a group of them coming up or down the trail – the three lead donkeys wear lots of large, deep-sounding bells so you can hear them coming from a mile away.




  The first time we encountered a donkey train we all obediently scurried to the edge of the track and breathed in. Just in time the porters, waiting further up the mountain, spotted we were all standing on the wrong side, with our backs to the sheer drop, and they rushed down and dragged us across to the other side, just as the lead donkeys trotted past.




  Good move. The donkeys were wearing double panniers with heavy calor gas bottles in them. They would neatly have popped us all over the edge of the mountain like skittles, without even noticing.




  Would you believe that the donkey trains don’t require a human to tell them what to do, or which way to go. The lead donkeys trot along the trail for a while and then just stop, stock still, until all the stragglers catch up and they have a breather. Then off they go again. How wonderful is that?




  We descended a mile in altitude in one day – that included the notorious 3,280 stone steps that any trekking tourist who has visited the Annapurna region of Nepal will recall, and then we walked another four miles or so to the edge of the beautiful lake at Pokhara, and the end of our trek.




  Frankly, by the time I got there I couldn’t have cared less if it was a beautiful lake or not – it could have been a pig sty for all I cared at that moment. Nothing against pig sties, but I have never been so glad to finish anything. Surely I can’t be alone in this? I can’t be the only overweight and unfit tourist ever to have been foolish enough to think that the Annapurna trek would be a doddle?




  Tod loved every moment of it, and could probably have done double the trek distance. Our own porters, and almost every other Nepalese porter or guide that we met along the way called him ‘Ali Baba’, because of his beard. They were absolutely fascinated by it, having little or no facial hair themselves. They all wanted to touch it. Everywhere we went, as soon as they spotted Tod’s beard adults and children alike called, “Hello, Ali Baba!” and there was always much laughter, which Tod joined in with. He loved it. If you should ever need an ice-breaker in Nepal, grow a beard!




  I felt rather cheated that we hadn’t seen a Yak during the trek, as Yak-watching featured high on my list of things to do in Nepal. Mind you, we did see half a Yak. The porters said the creature in question was a Yak, but Tod was sure it wasn’t. As far as he was concerned it was a ‘Cow-Yak’ – yes, they do exist. Anyway, as it was lying down behind a tree, and didn’t obligingly stand up, I couldn’t check out if it had very hairy legs – a sure fire way to check Yakkiness apparently. So Yak-watching remained unticked on my list, and would have to wait for a more appropriate moment, which as it turned out was our trip to Tibet.




  Chapter Three




  At the end of the trek, before we went back to Kathmandu and then on to the village of Salle, Tod and I decided to spend three days sightseeing in Chitwan National Park. This is a hot, jungle area of Nepal on the Indian border, well-known to British visitors. We were told we would see wild rhinos, crocodiles, an elephant breeding centre, and a vast array of colourful birds.




  We were really looking forward to it, me especially, as it marked the end of the indignity of dragging myself up and down mountains, slipping and falling all over the place, and arriving last everywhere, red in the face and out of breath — at least for the moment anyway.




  All we had to do to get to Chitwan was to subject ourselves to six hours of being thrown around in a Local Bus as it swerved, skidded, stopped unexpectedly and inexplicably, crashed into potholes, and hit rocks and rubble on the road.




  Then, to add to all that, there’d be the Nepalese music in the bus, very loud, all the time. Oh joy. Getting into any bus, anywhere in Nepal, magically triggers the music, and any subsequent conversation has to be carried out in a shout, or not at all. I never got used to this.




  The journey went pretty much according to expectation, and on arrival in the Chitwan region we stepped down from the bus into a breathtaking wall of dusty heat, and a noisy mob of local jeep drivers, all trying to find their fares to half a dozen different hotels.




  We grabbed our rucksacks which had been unceremoniously chucked down from the roof of the bus, scurried away from the melee, and sat down on them to wait for our hotel jeep-driver to find us.




  In stark contrast to the Annapurna region which we’d just left, Chitwan was flat, and spread out around us, through the heat haze we could see field after field of neatly cultivated crops, clusters of trees here and there, and villages. Leaving aside the ongoing scrum in front of us there was a noticeably peaceful and relaxed feeling here.




  One by one the jeeps loaded up with their cargoes of eager tourists and shot off along the road, leaving dust trails hanging unsteadily behind them in the hot air. Eventually one of the few remaining drivers ambled over to us and said,




  “Royal Park Hotel?”




  “Yes,” we said, picked up our rucksacks and carried them over to the open backed jeep. It already contained two passengers, and I recognised them immediately as the couple who’d got on the bus in a remote village along the way. I had particularly noticed them for two reasons, the first being that I didn’t know the language they spoke. It was totally unfamiliar to me. The second reason is considerably more delicate, and please forgive me if you feel I’m being cruel here.




  You’ll have heard the expression, ‘As God made them so He matched them’?




  Well, never was that expression so appropriate as with this couple.




  They were both very short, maybe just a whisker over five feet, and they were both very dumpy. They matched perfectly. They’d have made great book ends.




  We climbed into the jeep, said hello to them, and then off we went, racing along the straight, dusty road towards a village glimpsed in the distance.




  It was an exhilarating ride; the hot, dusty air took your breath away, and we passed elephants helping out in the fields, and camels plodding slowly along the sun baked road (snooty creatures, aren’t they?).




  Our hotel was just what you’d expect to find in the tourist area of a jungle – a group of small thatched huts spaced around a communal bar and dining area. There were jungley-type trees and vegetation, and loud, brightly coloured wildlife everywhere.




  After lunch we clambered into a small ox-cart and set off in the baking heat for a leisurely tour of the village and surrounding area. We passed half a dozen small shops, their smiling owners sitting outside in groups. They laughed and waved to us. We passed groups of locals walking along the roads or working in the fields. They all smiled and waved to us. Tod’s beard was much admired, and the now familiar cries of, “Hello, Ali Baba!” followed us everywhere.




  “It’s a really happy, laid back place, isn’t it?” I said to Tod.




  No answer.




  “It feels really peaceful, doesn’t it?” I said.




  “You could say that,” he said.




  Bit of an odd thing to say, I thought. I looked across at him but Tod was looking out over the fields, a thoughtful expression on his face. He didn’t look at me. On we went along narrow tracks with overgrowing greenery cascading down and brushing both sides of the cart.
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