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1.0
Abstract

On the 6th of January 2006, four members of Everest of Apples Aomori (Dan M., Jason J., Reece B. [1st year Aomori JETs] and Alex B. [2nd year Aomori JET, President of EofA Aomori]) met in Kathmandu for a week-long tour of and homestay in Nepal. The tour encompassed a broad cultural and social introduction to Nepal, including its geography and politics. The homestay was for one night and two days at the house of Laxmi Shrestha (teachers’ representative for the Prajwal School and member trustee for Nepal Educational Support Trust (NEST)) located in Chaughada village. The group also visited Hetauda’s NEST library and the Prajwal School and met with Purna K. Shrestha (NEST founder and chairperson and chief advisor of the Prajwal School) and other NEST representatives and Prajwal School staff to discuss current issues and the future of Everest of Apples, NEST and Prajwal School. 

The primary purpose of this report is to give a detailed account of the trip including schedule, activities, transport, and schedule issues and considerations for future trip participants. 

The appendices include personal accounts from trip participants, a recommended Nepal trip schedule and activities program and general background information on Nepal’s history, political situation, culture and society. 
2.0
Background
2.1
Objectives

The objectives of the week were threefold; 

· To gain a better understanding of Nepal, its culture, society and challenges; 

· To meet Purna, Ganesh K. Shrestha (NEST representative and Executive Director of the Prajwal School) and other school committee members and discuss the current and future relationship between EofA, NEST and the Prajwal School; 

· To film and tour the new school building (opened in October 2005) and see firsthand the functioning of the new school.

These were to be achieved in conjunction with an enjoyable Nepalese tour experience that combined some of the sightseeing highlights of Nepal with a homestay in Chaughada village (location of the Prajwal School).
2.2
Current Political Environment of Nepal

Over the week before the homestay the Maoists declared an end to the former ceasefire and attacked a Police Headquarters in Pokara, a major town and tourist hub 150km West of Kathmandu. 

While the trip was never affected by this, Alex, who was in Kathmandu and Hetauda (the closest town to Chaughada village) over March/April 2005, felt that there was a serious increase in tensions in the area, obvious in the strain on people in the capital in comparison to his previous visit.
However, Alex also believed that despite this, the region around the Prajwal School seemed less affected than at the time of his earlier visit. The government seemed to have consolidated its control over Hetauda and there have been no signs of Maoist activity (Maoist flags on buildings and detonations of bandh-running busses in the nearby hills were seen and heard during the last visit and a three-day Maoist Education camp had just taken place which the Principle and School Councilman were required to attend).

3.0
Everest of Apples January 2006 Nepal Trip Report
3.1
Schedule and Activities
5th/6th Jan.

Arrived in Kathmandu

6th Jan.


Met and toured Kathmandu

7th/8th Jan.

White water rafting on Trisulli River

9th/10th Jan.

Chitwan National Park

10th/11th Jan.

Homestay in Chaughada (Prajwal School)
12th Jan.


Returned to Kathmandu

The participants arrived separately on the 5th and 6th of January 2006. Jason and Dan arrived on the 5th and visited the Hindu site of Pashupatinath, East of Kathmandu. 

On the 6th, once the group was assembled, travel arrangements were made with a private company for the next two days. For the rest of the day, participants were free to explore Kathmandu. In the evening, the group met with Purna over dinner at a Nepalese themed restaurant, where they sampled Nepalese traditional food, music and dance. 
On the morning of the 7th, the group departed Kathmandu by bus. By midday they were at their destination, equipped and ready for two afternoons of white water rafting along the Trisulli River through the lower foothills of the Himalayas. While everyone had great fun, the conditions were rather cold any time the sun was not shining and two members were quite ill (Alex – stomach complaints and Dan – cold). 

After a second day of rafting (on the afternoon of the 8th), the group traveled by bus to Chitwan National Park. 
On the 9th, the group took a canoe ride, then a walking tour through the national park followed by a jeep safari. After watching a cultural dance that night, they retired for an early elephant safari the next day (10th). During their stay at the Chitwan National Park, they saw many of the unique and diverse local species and gained a good insight into the forests and wetland of the lower Terai.

On the afternoon of the 10th, the group caught a bus to Hetauda. Their first stop was the NEST office/library where they were met by Ganesh.

After touring the NEST library, they were taken through the government checkpoint on the outskirts of Hetauda to Chaughada village and the Prajwal School. First impressions of the new school building were very positive, and the energetic children were great to meet.

While at the Prajwal School, the participants officiated at an essay competition and gave a brief introductory speech to the students and teachers. A school tour was conducted and the team took many documentary photographs and videos.
The group retired to the Laxmi’s house for the night, where they enjoyed authentic Nepali cooking and discussed the Prajwal School’s current situation, future plans and relationship with Everest of Apples.
On the morning of the 11th, the group met with the school committee and again discussed issues and intentions over the following years, both for Prajwal School and Everest of Apples. After this, the old school facilities were toured to understand the comparative difference over the last year.
At midday the participants boarded the bus to take them back to Kathmandu and that night, the group met with Purna again to discuss the Everest of Apples/NEST partnership and directions for the upcoming year.
On the 12th of January, after touring Durbar Square, the participants concluded the joint potion of their Nepal trip.

Jason and Dan visited the historical village of Patan while Reece and Alex proceeded to the airport. Unfortunately their flight had been cancelled and they were delayed by 24hours. Luckily, this did not affect their following flights on to Japan. However, this does highlight a future concern for flights to Nepal organized via Delhi. While cheaper, Delhi airport is notorious for such delays and it is recommended that this route be avoided.

3.2
Schedule Issues and Considerations
While all the major objectives of the trip were clearly accomplished, and most importantly all the participants seemed to have a great time and learn an impressive amount at first hand, for the future it is recommended that one week is simply not enough time to ensure that everything can be accomplished.

Flight delays and cancellations both on the way in and out of Kathmandu may have seriously disrupted plans more than they (luckily) did. Perhaps Delhi is not the ideal connecting destination (despite being the cheapest) as it is notorious for such cancellations and delays.

Unfortunately the schedule did not allow enough time for either the Kathmandu valley (perhaps one more day would have sufficed making a total of 3 days in Kathmandu), or a trek through the Himalayas (which would require at least 3-4 days). These are two major sightseeing highlights of Nepal and their inclusion in future Nepal trips would make for a better rounded and complete Nepal experience.

However, most serious of all was that the homestay was compressed into an afternoon, night and a morning. This was clearly not enough time for the first-time visitors to gain a deep appreciation of the community of Chaughada, nearby Hetauda and the Prajwal School. Furthermore, as the homestay took place during a holiday period, a true appreciation of the school’s classes was not achieved, nor was NEST’s objective of internationalization between the JETs and Nepalese students and staff.

Based on previous experience, the author recommends an absolute minimum of two nights, three days to accomplish everything well. Of course the longer the stay the better, with indefinite accommodation available and the opportunity to work in the school environment for those on longer homestays.

In terms of transport, the group consensus was that methods used were satisfactory, if uncomfortable. However, the final 7 hour bus ride through the mountains between Hetauda and Kathmandu was very taxing (especially as most of the participants by this stage were feeling ill and had lost weight due to digestive issues and the rushed schedule). An alternative option that has been used in the past is to fly from nearer Simmara to Kathmandu, however this is more expensive at $50US.

In terms of budget, 30,000\ (17,000 Nepalese Rupees/$290US) was found to be enough for the week. The 30,000\ budget covered a $40US (for future reference perhaps a more reasonable price could be found for a two day trip) rafting tour, $25US for exiting the country as well as all other tour and transport costs. It also enough money to spend on omiyage (gifts) for Japanese colleagues and friends, to stay at reasonably comfortable hotels and have no restrictions on food.

4.0
Conclusion
The January 2006 week-long Nepal trip was seen as a success by all participants. A wide and personal appreciation for Nepalese culture and society was gained and a broad introduction to Nepal’s unique geography, environment and people was achieved. The group engaged in a number of Nepal-specific activities and had the opportunity to engage in a meaningful way with the community of NEST and Prajwal School. Everest of Apples’ major contributing project, the new school facility, was toured, and in-depth discussions were held between the group and both NEST and Prajwal School representatives about the future of all three entities (Everest of Apples, NEST and the Prajwal School).

The major recommendation for future Nepal trips is that the trip length be extended, especially the time spent at Chaughada and the Prajwal School.
Appendix A: Personal Accounts of Participants

A1. Alex Barker (2nd year Aomori ALT, President of Everest of Apples Aomori)

Having visited Nepal and Prajwal previously I knew what to expect and was glad in many ways that this homestay schedule was independent and ran on its own timeframe (if hectic). While it is regrettable that we did not have time for a longer period at Prajwal in the end, I was very happy with what was accomplished in the time we were there.

I felt it was important that everyone saw as much of Nepal as possible within our time, and was very happy with both the amount we managed to cram in and the spirit in which everyone tackled the trip.

At Prajwal I was truly surprised at the change in atmosphere. Of course the students were full of energy on my last visit too, but this time staff and community issues (that existed during my last visit) seemed to have been largely resolved. The progress that has been made in the 8 months previous is nothing short of astounding and it is truly wonderful to have been a part of Everest of Apples while these major changes we have been working towards are seeing fruition.

I have many concerns about the future of Prajwal, not the least being its financial integrity as it continues to expand. While I believe Everest of Apples Aomori’s future will be secured by the establishment of a committee and our support of Prajwal and NEST will continue into the foreseeable future (with the aim of ensuring the school becomes financially independent), I understand the pressures the school is under to expand its land and services and believe that Everest of Apples can see the school through the immediate period expenditure to 2007.

It has and continues to be an honour to work on this project, and was a pleasure to experience Nepal with friends of the callibre of the participants on the 2006 homestay. 

A2. Reece Brown (1st Year Aomori ALT)

Overall Impressions of the Trip

The trip was really well organized. It was an amazing, once in a lifetime experience that really opened my eyes. In fact, I find the effect that it had on me difficult to put into words. Actually seeing the school and the stages of development was fantastic. Watching Everest of Apples’ money working and having such a positive effect on such a large community was unforgettable.

Personal Thoughts

Our money does make a difference. The children are outstanding. Our contributions really did change the lives of these children.

First impressions led me to question NEST’s initial involvement in conjunction with Everest of Apples, and its means of external finance. After the homestay, NEST and other committee members have really made me realize how worthwhile this project is. Everyone is directly involved with the education of these children, and is genuinely there for the love of the school and community. After speaking to many of the individuals, their ambitions twinned with their hopes and dreams for the future of their society really were an inspiration to us all. I was overwhelmed with the compassion and determination of the people organizing the new school. 
A3. Jason Johnson (1st Year Aomori ALT)

Nepal gave me a fresh appreciation of what good air quality is, re-enforced my belief that washing hands thoroughly after using the restroom is very important, and also reminded me that I was not born at 5000 feet above sea level. The negatives of Nepal were that the bus system is very dangerous and many people in tourist areas lie and pester foreigners for money.

There are plenty of great times to be had in Nepal even despite the above not so great qualities. 
Kathmandu is full of interesting Hindu and Buddhist sites. The Buddha stoupa was my favorite place in the city and gave a good view of the mountains. There are plenty of tour guides at all the sites that for a few dollars will give you an informative and extensive tour.

Our hotel in Kathmandu was 3 US dollars a bed. The owner and all the employees were incredibly friendly and welcoming. I think I received at least 8 good mornings in a 20 minute time span and more than enough complementary Nepalese tea.

The homestay and school visit were both well worth the trip. The kids at the school were well spoken and had an excellent command on English. I expected to be badgering them to tell me their favorite sports or foods. Instead, we talked about religion, Nepal, and the rules of cricket. The kids put in a lot of effort to educate themselves and it shows. 

Seeing the old school and the new school validated all the money that JETs have donated. It is hard to imagine the old school building was used for school. It now houses 4 or 5 families, which is also difficult to think that there is enough room for comfortable living there.

It was very generous for the Shrestha family to have us stay a night and feed us so much food. They treated us very well and made us feel very important. 

I got a good impression of daily life in that small town in my short stay. There are many people without jobs who hangout on the streets all day. Kids are not consumed will television or shopping, rather cricket, studying and hanging out on the street. Though, there were a few elementary-aged kids in Hetauda selling lighters and other items. A few kids I spoke with were well aware of the Maoist situation and quickly changed topics when I brought it up as we bicycled through town. The kids are very bright and are well deserved of their new school.


My tips to lessen the physical discomforts: bring any medication to lesson altitude sickness and antibiotics to combat the bacteria that will be in your food. And, fly to Hetauda or take the slower road (not the ‘5hours’ [actually 7 hours] over the 5000 meter mountain range).

Enjoy Nepal.
A4. Daniel Mahashin (1st Year Aomori ALT)

My trip to the Prajwal elementary school was a part of a larger winter backpacking vacation through not only parts of Nepal but also Thailand. Hence initially I did not have a very good idea of what I was to be shown other than the school building itself. My previous exposure to Everest of Apples (EofA) was limited to the pictures and literatures that Mr. Barker has brought to various JET related events and I suppose I saw it somewhat as a faceless charitable entity. In any case, my homestay experience turned out to be the highlight of my Nepal trip. 

The aspect that impresses me the most are the students of the Prajwal School, their enthusiasm, their passion for learning, and most of all their kindness and honesty in welcoming us all. I was very impressed by their English language abilities which surpasses most if not all of my students here in Japan. 

Mr. Barker and Mr. Ganesh were kind enough to show us the old school building and we can all see that the new building is a vast improvement in almost every respect. The classroom has changed from a musty, narrow, windowless, and tin roofed cubbyhole into a proper room with windows that allow for air circulation during the hot summer months. The new school also possesses larger playgrounds where students can take a break from class and enjoy various athletic activities. 

Overall, I am very satisfied with how much EofA has succeeded in creating such an impact in the learning environment of these students. Unfortunately the school has not quite been completed yet, so more work needs to be done still. I am impressed however, by how much our small donations in Japan translates into such significant changes in these children's lives. 

In conclusion, I believe that EofA has achieved great things which have translated into concrete life changing results in Nepal. I hope in the future to contribute as much of my time and energy as possible to this project and hopefully more like it in the future in other parts of Nepal.

Appendix B: Recommendations for Future Nepal Trips
This is a brief guide prepared by EofA 2005-2006 President Alex to assist future Nepal trip participants in having the best time they can in Nepal.

B1. Briefing on EofA’s Activities in Nepal
Everest of Apples (EofA) was formed in 2001 by Aomori JETs as a means to contribute in a meaningful way to social and educational improvement in needy areas around the world, and primarily in Nepal.

Everest of Apples’ contribution to Nepal is channeled through NEST, a local non-profit organization with offices in Kathmandu and Hetauda that aims to improve the education and living standards of children around Hetauda in the area of Makwanpur in South-central Nepal.

NEST’s major project is Prajwal English Sedan School in the village of Chaughada, 4km outside Hetauda (and as of February 2005, 2km from the police check-point surrounding the city).
NEST is chaired and run by Purna Kumar Shrestha, who is EofA’s primary contact in Nepal. His details are listed at the bottom of this report. Previous Nepal trips were organized through him, however, I would strongly recommend that an independent program is organized instead (previous homestays organized through Purna had constant problems of JETs feeling that their time was under-utilized both in terms of their time at Prajwal School, and in terms of combining the homestay with general sightseeing activities such as trekking or rafting etc).

This is not to degrade in any way Purna’s work or ability (he has a full time job at VSO an International Organization working on Educational Programmes and therefore cannot accompany or guide JETs). He is the best port of call for help with organizing the details of the homestay in Hetauda and visits to the Prajwal School and is an invaluable source of information on Nepal and its current political situation. 

It is recommended that you meet with Purna (in fact he’ll insist anyway) in Kathmandu for dinner (or something convenient) before and after your homestay at Prajwal to discuss EofA and NEST’s roles and get a better understanding of what the two organizations have achieved together. 

B2. Highlights
Villages and Cities

Kathmandu (Capital, sprawling mess of traditional and ramshackle)

Thamel (tourist hub in NW of city, 6km, 100-150Rp to/from airport, good bargain shopping and many cheap hostels from 200Rp-600Rp/night)

Kirtipur and surrounding villages (12km S of Thamel, nice, if challenging trip by bike. Traditional buildings and rural village life largely undisturbed).

Attractions

Durbar Square (central KTM, 1.5km, 20-30Rp per rickshaw, South of Thamel)

Swayambhunath (2km SW of Thamel, 40-50Rp by rickshaw, also called the ‘Monkey temple’, Buddhist)

Boudhanath (6km E of Thamel, 100-150Rp taxi, Tibetan Buddhist temple)

Pashpatinath (4km E of Thamel, 80-100Rp taxi, Hindi temple complex and cremation site)

Mountains and Rivers
Obviously Nepal has the highest mountain ranges in the world and it is easy to organize treks from 4 days to 4 months in duration from any of the numerous travel agents in Kathmandu ($10-15 per day is about the minimum base rate for trekking including meals and accommodation (tent)). NB: you get what you pay for, and even then only as long as you check its quality first!
Aside from Mt Everest (8876m), there is also the Anapurna Ranges (accessible from Pokara, 130km W of KTM, 280Rp bus), which contain some of the best mountain vistas in the world accessible by a selection of paths to accommodate any level of trekker.

At the same travel agents you can also organize white water rafting tours along the Trisuli River (closest to KTM running toward Chitwan National Park, 3hr bus to start point). Trips on offer range from or rafts from 1 day to 1 month in duration and the peak period is in April. The cost is similar to that of the trekking packages (minimum base rate of $10-15 per day including meals and accommodation (tent)).
National Parks
The Chitwan National Park is a 2 hour bus W of Hetauda (60Rp) or 5 hour bus SW from KTM (400Rp). Famed as the hunting place of choice for centuries of Rajas, British and Nepali Royals, Chitwan is now fully protected and home to a vast array of species. Indian Rhino, Tiger, Sloth Bear, Crocs, Elephants and many more can be seen from Jeep, foot, canoe, or Elephant back (try to get two people per elephant for comfort rather than four). All tours can be booked in either KTM or at Chitwan. Accommodation is about 200Rp/night (with hot water).

B3. Recommended Two Week Schedule and Activities Program
Approximate exchange rates at time of writing: 100yen/60Rp, £1/160Rp, $1US/70Rp, $1AUD/Can/NZ/50Rp. 
Day 1: Arrive Kathmandu 

Chill out and get your bearings

HINT: Exchange 1000 yen at airport to pay for Taxi to Thamel (150Rp) (or have a free ride if you promise to check out the hotel at the other end. Don’t get stung though – insist you will pay the taxi 100-150Rp if you don’t like the hotel so you can leave if you don’t like it). When you get to Thamel you should find plenty of places you can exchange money for a better rate, and hundreds of accommodation options. A comfortable room with toilet and hot water (make sure you test the shower) should cost between 300 and 600RP per night. You can pay more or less depending on what you want/need. 

Day 2: Kathmandu

Sightseeing – Pashpatinath, Swyambhunath, Durbar Square and Boudhanath are all easily accessible. You could probably comfortably squeeze in two per day. 
Organize your next leg with an adventure travel agent or through your hotel (compare price and what is included). These are completely tailorable to what and where and how long you want to go for. Take into account the season (i.e. where is best at that time), your time limits and of course price.

Meet up with Purna over dinner (his choice will probably involve Nepali music and dancing). Organize to meet Ganesh (Purna’s bother, Prajwal School committee member and NEST official for Hetauda) at the NEST office in Hetauda for the Prajwal homestay period.

Day 3: Kathmandu

Ride through the valley on a hired bicycle to some of the villages, hills and temples on the valley rim. 

Day 4: Depart Kathmandu in the morning (by means of transport organized by your adventure travel agent) to begin a 5 day trek and rafting expedition (many destinations exist – perhaps the best options for any time of year start from Pokara). 
Start Trek.

Day 5: Trek

Day 6: Trek

Day 7: Rafting expedition
Day 8: Rafting expedition
At the end of the second day of rafting, catch a bus to Chitwan National Park. When you arrive, you will definitely want a nice hot shower. You should find one of these with a reasonably comfortable bedroom attached for about 200Rp/night.

Organize the next day’s activities (if you hadn’t in advance with the Kathmandu-based adventure travel agent) before you pass out.

Day 9: Explore Chitwan National Park

Day 10: Hetauda, Chaughada village and the Prajwal School.

Catch a bus to Hetauda (60Rp) and meet Ganesh at the NEST office/library or the nearby camera store that is owned by a family friend. From the bus terminal, turn left when facing the same way as the bus that dropped you off (up-hill) and walk towards the main part of town. When you reach the T-junction with the main road (sloping up to the right) you should see a statue of the first king of Nepal on the round-about at the top of the hill. If you are where I think you are, you should be seeing his right profile. On the opposite side of the road from where you are standing should be the aforementioned camera and photo shop. If you approach the counter, they will probably be expecting you (if Ganesh knows you are coming on this day of course). There is also a small blue sign for the NEST library that leads down a side street three doors down-hill from the camera store. The NEST library is down this street about 40m on the right (enter left side of building).
You will probably have some sort of reception at the NEST library (the first of several where you will meet various volunteers, committee members and community heads) before Ganesh takes you to Chaughada village and the Prajwal School. You will meet Laxmi (Ganesh and Purna’s) sister here who is your wonderful homestay hostess. Previous homestay participants have left about 300-500Rp per day to pay for accommodation and food, although the family will physically refuse to touch it or try to give it back. 

On the journey between Chaughada village and Hetauda you will have to pass a security force checkpoint. Make sure you have your passport ready, and you may have to walk through rather than stay in the vehicle, males may be patted down and/or have their bags opened.

Day 11: Prajwal

Day 12: Prajwal

Day 13: Catch a bus back to Kathmandu (280Rp, 7 hours of discomfort with some nice vistas that you wish you could appreciate) or fly from Simara ($50US 2hours to the South and then 1/2hour flight). 

Day 14: Kathmandu

Barter like crazy to get as many warm caps, CDs, DVDs, ponchos, camping equipment, Thai fisherman’s pants, Khukuri, pipes and omiyage trinkets you need. As a rough guide it’s pretty easy to get caps (the most popular gift) with lining for 100Rp or so and Thai pants for a little more.

B4. Volunteering at the Prajwal School
When to Go

Every year, the school has several weeks of school holidays. The biggest break is during the Dhasain festival, which begins at the end of September (or beginning of October) and lasts two weeks. Foreigners are welcome to visit Nepal during that time but the school will not be in session. 
Volunteer Activities

JETs who visit the Prajwal School can volunteer there in one or all of the following ways:

· Teaching English. Even though all subjects at the Prajwal School are taught in English, JETs are recommended to only assist with teaching English language subjects. This is because the English teachers are experienced in team-teaching (whereas the teachers of other subjects are not) and keen to partake in it. Generally, nursery and K.G class are a lot of fun and the teachers always enjoy having help.
· Assisting teachers in the 8th period of the day when various activities are offered to the students: games, language, computer, rhymes, dance, etc. This would be a good time for JETS to make their own personal contribution to the school if they want (for example, teach the students an English song or game, keeping in mind that English-teaching material is quite limited in Nepal).

· There is also a school newsletter which JETs can contribute to if they like. 
B5. Purna K. Shrestha’s Contact Information

Email address: purna.shrestha@gmail.com 

Postal address: Purna Kumar Shrestha, GPO  Box 207, Kathmandu, Nepal 

Appendix C: Background Information on Nepal
C1. Brief History and Current (Jan 2006) State of Nepal
Nepal was one of the last and strongest Hindi kingdoms to rise out of the Himalayas prior to the British Empirical colonization of India in the 1800s. The nation was founded by its highly revered first king (with demi-godlike status) who led his army from Gorka, 100 km NW of Kathmandu to conquer the valley and subsequently much of the Himalayas and Northern India (including Delhi). The Gorka (now Gurka) armies were much respected for their rugged, brave soldiers (who even now are amongst the most respected fighting men in the world and were crucial elements of the British Army throughout both major conflicts last century) and through grudjung defence of the heartland of Nepal maintained its independence from colonial rule. Thus the Gurkas and their most famous weapon the Khukuri knife are potent images of national pride and form much of the Nepali cultural self-conscious. 

The line of Kings to this day is unbroken, each king thought to be the reincarnation of Shiva (destroyer and creator) one of the most important gods in the Indian pantheon. However, great turmoil engulfed the royal family in 2001 when the Crown Prince Dipendra turned a gun on his father and mother, and then himself in a dispute over his future bride. The current King, Gyanendra who succeeded following their deaths has been widely unpopular due to his heavy handed approach to opposition, including the dissolution of parliament over its handling of the Maoist rebellion in February 2005. 

This rebellion, with the ideal of replacing the current systems with a communist state based on the principles of China’s revolutionary leader Mao Tse-Tung, started over a decade ago. At the present time, over 12,000 people have been killed in the conflict, which is largely carried out in guerilla-style raids and larger scale government reprisals. At the present time there seems no imminent resolution to the conflict which recently had a renewed upsurge of violence after a ceasefire agreement was rescinded (Dec 2005) in the lead-up to elections in February 2006. Makwanpur province (where Prajwal School is located) has long been a hotbed of Maoist activities (on the March/April homestay of 2005, Alex saw many red and white hammer and sickle flags posted outside houses in Chaughada village, and arrived a mere week after the school principle and vice-principle had been taken for three days to a Maoist re-education conference in the surrounding hills). However from Jan 2005 the Nepalese government has taken greater control of its provincial capitals with nearby Hetauda becoming fortified and government checkpoints established near Chaughada. Thus the Jan 2006 homestay saw neither flags nor recent evidence of Maoist presence.

C2. Culture and People

The Nepalese people are confident and friendly. Through their relationship with British India, many people have a fair grasp of English language and thus communication is very easy. People are hardy and tend towards outdoor activities. Sports such as cricket, soccer, table tennis and carrum (Indian billiards played by flicking disks with the fingers) are all popular, if usually played with the most rudimentary equipment, and obviously Nepal boasts some of the best hiking and white-water rafting in the world.

The nation has its roots as a Hindi kingdom and thus has many very important Hindi sites (Pashpatinath temple complex and Durbar Square in Kathmandu being two highlights), yet it is also home to the birthplace of the Buddha (Lumbini in the South) and now home to many Tibetans in exile. Thus Buddhism is also widespread with fascinating sights all over the country (within Kathmandu, Swayambhunath (monkey temple) and Boudhanath are highly recommended). Currently, a young Buddhist monk has made international news meditating (it is claimed with neither food nor drink) constantly for the last 7 months under a tree 55km from Hetauda. It is said that in one of his short monthly speeches he intends to remain there for six years. This attests to the deep respect the people have of mysticism and religion.

Another clearly noticeable cultural trait is that Nepali people love music. It is not uncommon for people to sing out of the blue, and restaurants that play traditional music (some songs you will hear nearly everywhere you go) often have a dance area that is periodically full of smiling, dancing and often moustached Nepali men, and occasionally the more proper women.
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