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  This book is dedicated to Tod, my wonderful, long-suffering


  better half, without whom my life would be very dull indeed!




  Chapter One




  At the time of writing this book Nepal is jostling for the inauspicious position of twelfth on the list of the world’s poorest countries.




  Having been there or thereabouts for many years on the scale of the haves and the have nots, Nepal’s present position doesn’t look like changing anytime soon – not for the better, at least.




  Tod and I are not so blinkered and unaware of humanity’s myriad problems that we knew nothing of the plight of the impoverished, as they struggle to simply exist in so many parts of the globe today. But it was not until we actually went to Nepal and spent time there that the on the ground reality of being so poor as a nation really struck home with us.




  That which we take for granted everyday, never giving it a second thought, often simply just does not exist in Nepal and if it does, it can seem something of a sad parody.




  For example, there is electricity in the capital city of Kathmandu, but only for a maximum of eight hours in every twenty-four, and then often late at night. Imagine trying to run a business under those conditions.




  There is a public water supply system in Kathmandu, but this is usually only turned on once a week for a short time. Unless you have a water-storage tank you are at the mercy of the standpipes, and will have to fill your containers with the often filthy water which needs to be boiled before it is safe to drink. And did I mention that in many areas the standpipes are turned on at 2am? Unsurprisingly, I suppose, an increasing number of the population are being struck down by waterborne diseases.




  The pursuit of money takes on added significance in a country where there is so little of it, and of course human nature running sadly true to form, corruption and dishonesty will follow as a result, closing their callous, grasping fists around whatever they can reach.




  I mention this because on our second trip to Nepal Tod and I became very much aware of, and indeed involved in some of the sadder consequences of the darker side of human nature.




  In 2009 we spent five months in Nepal, most of that time living in the small, isolated village of Salle (pronounced Solley) high up in the Himalayas, not far from Everest Base Camp. We went there to teach English.




  We also spent time in Kathmandu, braving the somewhat, nay definitely, perilous journey back to the capital, occasionally scrambling over landslides along the way, and frequently being thrown around in micro buses for ten or more hours at a time, whilst being deafened by the world’s loudest music. Oh joy!




  We were lucky enough to visit Tibet too, and I shall be eternally grateful to that incredible country for providing me with the opportunity to shout gleefully, and at the top of my voice, “Yippee! Yaks!” as I stood at the edge of a vast, silent swathe of flat valley floor which stretched far away into the misty distance, and through which a crystal-clear river meandered peacefully.




  Not a single yak paid me the slightest attention. They just munched and meditated, at one with that astonishing landscape at the top of the world.




  Peaceful creatures, yaks.




  We were completely smitten with the inhabitants of Salle – adults, children and animals alike – and our return trip to Nepal was designed specifically to see them all again. We wanted to take presents to them.




  The village of Salle is situated along one steep side of a valley in the Everest region of Nepal, about 200km north east of Kathmandu.




  The village itself remains today much as it has been for many hundreds of years, and the villagers carry on their lives in much the same way as their grandparents did, and as their grandparents did before them.




  They grow crops on the flat terraces that they have cut out of the steep valley sides – potatoes, maize and corn. They eat the potatoes, feed the corn to the chickens, and use the maize to make raxi, the local lip-burning firewater.




  We also saw some very strange-looking squash plants growing wild. They grew as big as triffids in a frighteningly short space of time, and although the villagers didn’t actually cultivate them they did pick and eat the squash.




  (For a much fuller description of village life please see our first book!)




  Few ‘outsiders’, and even fewer white people have ever set foot in Salle.




  For sure that has a lot to do with its remoteness and inaccessibility, and I must admit there were times when I thought I was not going to be able to set foot in Salle, as I puffed and wheezed, gasped and sweated, slid and tripped all the way up the mountain and down into the valley.




  If I’m honest I think I may never have reached the village on several occasions had it not been for the gallant efforts of Tod and Kalyani. Their combined pushing, pulling, and nifty grabbing of my flailing arms and other parts of my anatomy kept me attached, albeit perilously, to the side of the mountain, and prevented me from plummeting down to the valley floor considerably faster, and with much greater ease than I had come up.




  During all their hard work I never heard a single word of reproach from either of them, although I did catch a couple of exchanged glances featuring eyes rolled upwards. I pretended not to notice. I knew where my interests lay.




  Kalyani was the young headmistress of the Junior school where we taught English. It is about an hour’s trek away from the village through the still, silent forest that breathes down your neck, muffles your footsteps, and makes you want to whisper.




  There surely has never been a more spectacular setting for a school. I say school and most of us think of rather dingy brick-built constructions, but this school consists of two large, one-story wooden huts, divided into five classrooms, inside which you will find bare wooden tables and rough wooden benches. Not a mod con in sight, only a blackboard and chalk. There is no electricity, no water, and no toilet.




  The huts stand on the sun baked clay of a massive, flat clearing high up in the forest, and the view from that point never ceased to take our breath away.




  Across the valley, seeming almost close enough to touch, their steep sides clothed in green forest, and their peaks thickly capped with gleaming, glinting snow, stood a mighty range of mountains. On just two occasions we were privileged to see the habitual thick wall of cloud behind these mountains disperse, revealing the awesome Everest range.




  The children come from miles around to attend the school, and to reach it a trek of anywhere between thirty and sixty minutes through the forest and up the mountain is considered normal. They love their school, not because it is situated in one of the world’s most beautiful spots, but because it provides them with an education. Even at their young ages they know that they are lucky. Truancy is non-existent – how cool is that? Late attendance may sometimes happen because it took longer than expected to feed the animals, cut the wood, or fetch the water.




  Kalyani, at twenty, is the youngest headmistress I’ve ever met. She looked after us during our stay in Nepal – nothing was too much trouble for her where we were concerned. Amongst other things, she hated to see us carrying anything and would simply grab whatever it was – maybe a rucksack or a pile of exercise books – and trot off with it up or down a mountain, ignoring our protestations. She became known as our ‘Pack Ant’, this being a reference to the fact that she was small (barely five-feet tall) but very strong and active. She is actually something akin to a small human dynamo.




  Kalyani has a wicked sense of humour. Add to that the fact that she found us very strange and very funny and you’ll understand that the three of us spent a great deal of time laughing together. Her English is pretty good and she acted as our translator, particularly in the village where there was usually no one else around who spoke English.




  After we left Nepal in August 2009 to return to the UK, we tried to stay in contact with Kalyani and the villagers. Easier said than done. The first few letters we sent did not reach the village. Kalyani told us they had most probably been stolen, opened in the hope that as they were from abroad they might contain money.




  And in fact, during one of our many journeys in Nepal we shared a micro bus with, among others, a postman. To our absolute horror we saw that he was opening some of the envelopes entrusted to his care, looking through their contents, extracting whatever he fancied, and then throwing what remained out of the bus window.




  Kalyani does have a mobile phone but making contact with it high up in the Himalayas, where the signal can easily be distorted, was no easy matter. But we managed it, and have enjoyed many happy conversations consisting of, “Hello, hello” and, “Bye bye, bye bye” as Kalyani passed her phone round the listening villagers and children.




  It was of course a forgone conclusion that we would return to Salle one day.




  During our stay, whenever we had left the village to return to Kathmandu or go travelling somewhere, the children had always asked us to bring them a present back.




  “What would you like?” Tod asked them on the eve of our first departure. Mistake! He was immediately engulfed in screaming, laughing children, climbing up onto him and pulling his beard. The beard pulling bit was habitual, everyone did it, the adults too. Tod didn’t mind. Just as well really, because they were absolutely fascinated by his long, bushy beard, and it went before us everywhere, rather like a large fluffy beacon.




  Ask your average European or American ten-year-old what present he or she would like. The answer is going to be something computerish, or fashionable clothing, maybe trainers, isn’t it?




  You may not be surprised to learn that the children of Salle all wanted shampoo, toothpaste, socks, games, pencils and English books.




  The reason is obvious. They do not have these items, and have no way of obtaining most of them.




  We discovered that the shops catering for tourists in Kathmandu sold just about everything you might need, but at a very high price. We took what we could back to the village, and the magical appearance of half a dozen bottles of hair shampoo from out of Tod’s rucksack led to ‘The Great Hair Wash Day’.




  Early in 2011 we told Kalyani that we were coming back to the village and asked her what we could bring for the children and adults.




  “Oh!” she squealed, “Just yourselves! We want to see you and you don’t have to bring anything with you!”




  But of course we wanted to, and pretty soon friends and colleagues and their children were giving us books, pens, soap and any number of other things to take with us.




  Please don’t get the idea that the villagers of Salle are living in poverty – far from it. They certainly don’t consider themselves to be poor, and will always point out that they have everything they need for their lives in the village.




  To some extent, of course, poverty is relative; however, a difficult grey area has crept into the equation over the past few years where the village of Salle is concerned. The children in particular, and now many of the adults too, have some idea, however vague, of how we in the West live, and of what we take for granted in our lives…




  We told Kalyani that we didn’t want to inadvertently cause insult, or any kind of problem by bringing presents that were unacceptable up to the village.




  Could we bring make-up for the girls? What about sweets? Was it ok to give the children thermal vests? And what about socks for the men? Would the women wear thermal vests too?




  Kalyani laughed kindly at our questions, and our rucksacks began to fill up and up…and up.




  Chapter Two




  Our second trip to Nepal started in much the same way as the first - I whinged until Tod picked my rucksack up and carried it to the car.




  It was heavy. Even he had to agree.




  Both rucksacks were filled to the absolute limit – 23kg – and our hand luggage was up to the permitted maximum of 7kg. Plus I was carrying, or trying to, a very very big handbag and that was full too.




  But this time we had with us just one change of clothing each; our life-saving water-filter bottles; a small torch; a pair of toothbrushes; and my magnifying mirror – Tod had sneakily tried to leave that out, but I’d sneakily put it back in. Fellow human bats will probably appreciate my need for said object.




  We had even, although only after much animated discussion, decided not to take our sleeping bags – our lovely warm, thick, soft and comfortable sleeping bags with hoods – the very ones which had protected us from those large, black, hairy, poisonous spiders which had run riot in our room in the village.




  Let me explain:




  Just before we left the UK for Nepal in 2009 I went out for dinner one evening with a group of close friends. It was a ‘farewell and good luck for the trip’ dinner.




  I could tell by the identical expressions of mild to moderate astonishment that they all wore as they stared at me that my friends thought I was a loony.




  I had just admitted to being a bit nervous about what the next five months might hold in store for Tod and me when Maria, ever tactful bless her, asked if I’d seen a particular TV programme the previous week. I hadn’t.




  “Oh pity, then you missed the bit about the spiders in Nepal,” she said, and I swear she chuckled.




  Now spiders are my one big fear, and I’d go as far as to say that there’s quite obviously something in the human psyche that has ‘Fear of Spiders’ deeply engraved on it in copperplate gothic, bold, size twenty. I cannot even say the word ‘spider’ without feeling eight hairy legs descending my spine.




  “Apparently there’s a really poisonous spider in Nepal that has eight eyes,” Maria continued gleefully, seemingly oblivious to the fact that I’d stopped chewing my garlic bread with cheese, and was staring at her.




  “Don’t you mean eight legs?” Carmel asked her. Sensible girl, Carmel.




  “No,” Maria said, “Eyes! Eight eyes! You should have seen them! The eyes sort of stand up and swivel! All of them! They can see behind!”




  I groaned.




  “And they’re poisonous,” she added with a bit of a shiver in my direction, in case I hadn’t noted that fact the first time she’d said it.




  Without a doubt I’d rather not have been privy to this information at any time, but especially not just before entering the spider’s den, so to speak. Lovely girl Maria, but I’d p’raps be making a small adjustment to my Christmas-card list later in the year.




  A couple of weeks after that well remembered dinner Tod and I had just arrived half a world away, seven thousand feet up in the village of Salle, and were recovering from the rigours of the journey there.




  I don’t wish to bore you by repeating verbatim those descriptions which you may already have read in our first book but…




  Our room was upstairs in a village house. It was reached by an external wooden staircase which passed through a wooden trapdoor and emerged onto a wooden veranda at the top of the house. The houses are all made of…local stone.




  We spent most of our first day in the village sitting on this veranda, just staring across the deep wide valley that lay in front of us at the jigsaw rows of terraces running down the opposite side. Away to our right at the end of the valley we could see the beginning of the Everest range.




  The air was clear, the sky was startlingly blue. The calming sounds of everyday life in an isolated Himalayan valley floated up to us – a water buffalo calling (nice voices, water buffalo); an eagle screeching far overhead, its massive wings resting on the thermal currents; and the sound of leafy branches being chopped from a tree for the goats’ lunch – all intermingled with the laughter of children at play…
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