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Background  

 

Allan Richards and Dave Siems, two good friends and fellow Sydney birdwatchers, had been 

plotting to go birding in Nepal for some time. They asked if I was interested. We planned our 

itinerary, booked our flights and then, inconveniently, Allan found out that he had cancer. 

ñDonôt worry about the fleshy lump on your melon, Allanò, the doctor said, ñit will just be 

fatty tissue but weôll have a look at it anywayò. Sure. Needless to say Allan didnôt make it 

and Dave didnôt feel as if he could enjoy his holiday without his mate. (Since then Allan has 

made a full recovery). 

 

 
 

I was resigned to staying at home until Mayette asked me why I didnôt just go by myself. I 

asked Allan about it and he said he felt a bit bad about buggering up our holiday in the first 

place, the inconsiderate bastard. So my first big adventure and all by myselfé 

 

 

 

 



Outline of Trip  

 

The plan was to see as many birds and mammals as could reasonably be expected during a 

five week stay. This would allow visits to sites in the Kathmandu Valley ï which is a very 

good place to see birds - a trek along the western half of the Annapurna Curcuit, and a visit to 

Chitwan National Park in the lowland terai.   

 

 

Sites visited  

Kathmandu Valley ï 12 days 

Annapurna Circuit (western side ï Pokhara to Muktinath) ï 13 days 

Pokhara ï 4 days 

Chitwan National Park ï 7 days 

 
 

Nepalese people  

 

My first impressions on this, my first of three holidays in Nepal, have not changed after two 

subsequent visits ï the overwhelming majority of Nepalese know more about you than you 

will ever learn about them. They know that you are rich ï you must be to be able to afford 

the airfares ï but they will embrace you as a member of their family if you treat them with 

the respect they justly deserve. Sure there are some idiots and shysters and the occasional 

person might do you harm although I have no experience of this. I would suggest that the 

average Nepalese is more honest, helpful and plain in their actions and deeds than the 

average Westerner. Here is a complicated country with some confronting religions and 

customs but through it all the people are brilliant.  

 



It is difficult at times not to be condescending, but donôt be fooled, the people of Nepal have 

more to live for than you might imagine. 

 

 

Accommodation  

 

My accommodation was in hotels or lodges while in Kathmandu, Pokhara and Chitwan and 

in teahouses on the trek. Teahouses are basically small family-run rural hotels. The costs 

were inconsequential and the standards didnôt vary very much. Teahouses lack colour 

television, air-con, car-parks, surly receptionists, any form of administrative paperwork, nor a 

service directory showing the location of the nearest RSL club and Chinese restaurant. They 

are just wonderful. Not much else to say. 

 

    

Weather  

 

This trip coincided with the end of winter and start of spring. There was a little rain and snow 

here and there, but this is still the best time of year to be in Nepal if youôre interested in birds, 

as all the migrants are present and some of the mammals are at lower altitudes.  

 

 

Food  

 

Nepal is a beautiful country with wonderful people, both local and tourist alike, and lots to 

see and do. Just donôt remind me about the food. Fear meal times if you have a weak 

stomach. Some folk never recover. Not only is it likely to make you sick, there isnôt much 

variety. This is no fault of the Nepalese; they make the best of the raw materials they have.  

 

Beer  

 

Beer is a much better alternative than conventional food. The beer is delicious, is always cold 

(even when not refrigerated), inexpensive and freely available. Recommended. Although it is 

fun to experiment, I found it difficult to live entirely on beer for extended periods. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Diary  

 

Day 1 ï Saturday 25
th

 February 1995 

 

Morgs came down to have breakfast with us and took me to the airport. Caught a Thai 

Airways DC10 flight to Bangkok where I stayed for a number of hours in the Amari Hotel at 

the airport. This cost me $A142! This worked out at $100 per hourôs sleep. For days Iôd had 

butterflies in my stomach so I swallowed a couple of spiders.  

 

Day 2 ï Sunday 26
th

 February 1995 

 

I was desperately waiting for the sun to come up so I didnôt feel so bad about not being able 

to sleep. I went for a very interesting walk around the streets near the airport. Crashed into a 

Thai wedding party and saw a few birds of both kinds.  

 

After breakfast we flew to Kathmandu. The gods must have been smiling on me as Ganesh 

Rimal, the owner of the hotel I was recommended, was in the airport terminal. His driver 

took me to the Ganesh Himal Hotel.  

 

My first minutes in Nepal gave me a simultaneous assault on all the senses. It was impossible 

to know where to look. Everything was utterly alien. It is something that is difficult to 

explain. To watch a TV documentary on Kathmandu at home in Australia would be to learn 

nothing at all about Kathmandu. 

 

 
 

It was the end of winter in Nepal and quite cool in Kathmandu. Many would be surprised to 

learn that Kathmandu is not high in the Himalaya, in fact scarcely higher than Katoomba. I 

went for a walk around the streets - Kathmandu is very safe for wandering about, providing 

you are happy to regularly get lost, as I did. 



 

As a first time visitor I must have looked conspicuously ripe for the picking for the throngs 

that sell trekking packages, recreational drugs, tiger balm and trinkets. This turned out to be 

true. I was quickly signed up with a porter, Sanu Gurung, and guide, Niseth Thapa, for my 

trek from Pokhara to Muktinath on the western half of the Annapurna curcuit. So, all sorted, 

and after a lovely vegetarian meal I was looking forward to bed.  

 

Day 3 ï Monday 27
th

 February 1995 

 

Getting my trekking permit was the dayôs priority. This is something you never do yourself 

unless you like standing around in queues all day. You pay someone from the trekking agent 

to do it for you, even though it means handing over your passport. So while that was 

happening I hired a mountain bike and rode to Nagarjun ñhillò. Nagarjun was a royal hunting 

reserve and has a brick wall around it. It is quite large, sits right at the edge of the city, and is 

amazingly full of wildlife including a healthy population of forest leopards that prey on 

substantial numbers of deer. The bird life is prolific. 

 

The ride to Nagarjun was not what I expected with children blocking my path on the roads at 

every turn. They wanted money to let me pass. I thought - what is this? How does anyone 

ever get around this place with little kids blocking roads with bits of rope everywhere? It 

turned out that it was the day of the Shiva Festival and kids are allowed on this one day to 

extort money from passers-by to buy drugs and alcohol (or something, I donôt know). 

 

The birds on Nagarjun were both abundant and beautiful. There is virtually no hunting of 

anything so the wildlife is spread right up to the edges of the sprawling city next to the brick 

fence. Leopards regularly patrol the dirt track that runs inside the dividing wall (which is full 

of holes now).  I saw many laughing-thrush, blue magpies, treepies and minivets. I had never 

seen any of these bird families so it was very exciting! 

 

What was just as exciting was a chance encounter with a group of Buddhist monks on the 

trail leading up the mountain. They were walking to the Buddhist temple that sits, where else, 

but on top. These guys were in no particular hurry and when they saw what I was up to, they 

all sat on the ground and discussed the birds that occur on the mountain. They were so happy 

and positive about all around them that it was hard not to feel as though they really might be 

on to something, belief system-wise. It was a pity I didnôt understand a word they 

saidé.anyway. 

 

I peddled my increasingly bike-sore arse to the monkey temple or Swayambunath. This is a 

significant Buddhist temple apparently. The mix of the faithful and tourists was a curious 

one, but one got the feeling that each group was largely oblivious of the other. Coming from 

Australia, places like this are incredible for their age, function and architecture, and not least 

of all, for the effect on oneôs nose. Nowhere are there rules that say that temple surrounds 

canôt be default sewers. Flush toilets have much to sing their praises. 

 

As this was a festival day (as are most days in Nepal), there was a nationwide party, but not 

just any party. On this particular day marijuana consumption was legal. Letôs get one thing 

clear ï Nepal is awash with dope. Why? It grows there ï acres of it. Not because anyone 

planted it, au contraire, no-one can get rid of it! 

 



So the Ganesh Himal Hotel has put on a beer and dope party for its houseguests. A young 

male Japanese tourist with that ratty appearance the Japanese do so well had his head in a 

large bag of prime weed. He grinned like he had just been granted an audience with the 

emperor. He was soon the happiest man on the sub-continent. As for me, the beer was free 

and of a drinkable quality. 

 

  
 

Sidaram, our venerable hotel doorman was also pretty happy. 

 

Lif e is tough in Nepal unless you are fortunate enough to have been born of high caste and 

with a bit of money to go with it. The caste system is very much alive. It is one of the poorest 

countries you can find so many high caste families are almost as destitute as the lower caste 

or casteless. I watched some labourers on a building site. A bricklayer worked from dawn to 

dusk for 100 rupees ($US2). He had shoes made from hessian and plastic bag wrapped 

around his ankles with a couple of bits of string. He seemed happy enough ï at least he had a 

job. 

 

Day 4 ï Tuesday 28
th

 February 1995 

 

I took a sore throat to Phulchowki in a taxi. I spent seven hours bird watching at this famous 

location in the Kathmandu Valley. This particular mountain has a number of quite distinct 

vegetation zones and hence a lot of birds. I wasnôt disappointed as I saw my first ever 

woodpeckers along with a host of little things. I also made my first acquaintance with 

Phylloscopus warblers. These things should be exterminated. They are worse than cisticolas. 

On a more positive note I cleared most of the local bulbuls off my list in one day. Good. 

 



 
 

Adjacent to the base of Phulchowki is the Godaveri Botanical Gardens. Although it is a little 

sad as a garden, there are good birds here, many of which, curiously, are difficult to find 

elsewhere. 

 

In the evening I met my trekking guide and porter. They seemed very pleasant young chaps. 

 

 
 

Day 5 ï Wednesday 1
st
 March 1995 

 

We snaked our way through the traffic to the rather rustic domestic air terminal at 

Kathmandu. There is a sign in the terminal with words I donôt exactly remember but along 

the lines of ï ñWe donôt have radar so we donôt fly in bad weather ï the clouds have rocks in 



themò. Being a trusting sort of chap, I always imagined that all countries took airline safety 

seriously. This position was tested when our 18-seat Everest Airlines Dornier was taking off. 

I pointed out to the ñhostessò that the cable that usually supported the door in the open 

position was locked outside the aircraft. No worries, the young lady opened the door while I 

pulled the cable inside just as we became airborne. 

 

We didnôt descend and land at Pokhara, rather the rocks that constituted the runway slammed 

into us. It was frightening enough for me to involuntarily laugh out loud. 

 

 
 

Sanu and Niseth had caught the bus from Kathmandu to meet me at Pokhara Airport. There 

we squeezed into an ancient Toyota Corolla for the short drive to the track head at 

Birethante. A dead beast had donated good views of a large scrum of various vultures 

including the Egyptian. The trek then started. 

 

For weeks before leaving home I had walked up and down every rocky gully or steep track I 

could find in The Royal National Park in Sydney, to try to get some sort of fitness. Funny, 

but I donôt think it made a lot of difference. Physical fitness played second fiddle to mental 

preparedness. 

 



 
 

We walked to Tirkedhunga. I felt like my body was in complete meltdown from having the 

flu but it was hard to ignore birds like the wallcreeper and mountain thrush, and with 

beautiful flowering Coelogyne orchids in every second tree. We stayed at a teahouse 

managed by an ex-Gurkha.  

 

I was fascinated by a pair of jungle owlets that were perched above the lodge ownerôs 

chickens. I pointed these out to him. He laughed at me. By the morning there was no sign of 

the owlets but there were two less chickens. A lesson for me here? If so, I missed it. 

 



 

 
 

Day 6 ï Thursday 2
nd

 March 1995 

 

I slept well (this was almost always the case on treks) and woke early. Breakfasts could be a 

fairly languid affair. The Nepalese donôt eat them, preferring a large meal at around 1000. So 

I wandered about for a while just as the village wasnôt. Saw a few birds including honey 

buzzard and crimson finch (wow!).  

 



We then climbed a small matter of 1200 metres. Along the way we started to get quality 

postcard mountain views and as we walked through ancient rhododendron forests in full 

flower I wondered what other delights were possibly in store? My trek was less than 24 hours 

old and already I was suffering from sensory overload. 

 

 
 

We stayed in the Green View Guest House in Nangethanti. This was a lesson for me. 

Nangethanti is a very short stroll from the far more spectacular Ghorepani, so why didnôt we 

continue this short distance? Because the managers of the Green View were young women. 

The Nepalese guide and porter were young men. I could see that I would have to take a little 

more interest in my accommodation options. 

 

Day 7 ï Friday 3
rd

 March 1995 

 

My flu had given way to my first ñout of stomachò experience. Maybe my staff had poisoned 

me to increase their chances of success with the women? They neednôt have bothered.  

 

The short walk to Ghorepani at 3091m was something of a surprise. I was ready for a long 

day.  

 



Although the Annapurna Circuit is by far the most popular trek in the Himalaya, the views 

from Ghorepani are sensational. I forget the exact number, but you can see something like 

half a dozen peaks over 8000m in a single broad sweep of the eye. Itôs funny but it seemed as 

though you could wander over to the nearest one and walk up it in a day or so ï the air was 

so clear. 

 

It was cold and windy and there was a bit of snow lying about so I went for a walk on the lee 

side of the mountain, Ghorepani being situated in a saddle. It was exciting to get my first 

views of grey langur monkeys and a muntjac deer. On the other side of the account I gave a 

couple of locals a good laugh with a rather tuneful evacuation of the last of the food in my 

system. I staggered back to the teahouse and crawled into my sleeping bag, sans dinner, and 

appealed to whatever mountain deity might help my cause, or perhaps I just swore a bit. 

 

Day 8 ï Saturday 4
th

 March 1995 

 

I felt much better, so we walked along the ridge to Deurali. This was fun as ñDeuraliò means 

ñpassò in the local lingo. So there are lots of villages named Deurali. It became a standing 

joke on the trek that we were walking from Deurali to Deurali. It certainly felt like we were 

walking randomly about the place. As I write this ten years later I am almost in tears wishing 

I was back in Nepal trekking Deurali to Deurali! 

 

 
 

We had lunch at Deurali at 3300m. The food was just what you would expect ï a big plate of 

chips! After this welcome feed, and a chat to all the tourists about the place, we descended to 

Chitre. There was much snow at first and then a magical forested valley with no people and 

lots of birds. It must have been magical because my nose had stopped running. Our lodge 

thus had the honour of selling me my first alcohol on the trek. 

 



 
 

Day 9 ï Sunday 5
th

 March 1995 

 

I learnt something important. Although counter-intuitive, if given the choice, a long trek 

uphill doesnôt hurt near as much as the reverse. We dropped 1200 metres without an upward 

step until we arrived at Tatopani. The trek was through agricultural land for the most part but 

we picked up some birds that love that sort of stuff.  

 

Tatopani translates as ñhot springsò so many a tourist could be seen lounging around the 

pools of questionable water quality, showing off their bodies, also of questionable quality. I 

was not among them. A couple of years after my visit this charming village went downstream 

along with a few people, lots of rocks and the odd hot spring. Thatôs what happens when you 

cut down lots of trees from mountainsides. 

 

Niseth, Sanu and I got on the piss a bit. I re-learnt not to buy foreign tourists a beer if you 

expected them to buy in return. There was much dancing and singing in the evening. I have 

no recollection of my part in the proceedings, but I was apparently not arrested so I couldnôt 

have performed to my full potential. 

 

Day 10 ï Monday 6
th

 March 1995 

 

I was a very tired boy as I walked up the Kali Kandaki Valley (the worldôs deepest) to our 

digs at Ghasa. Ghasa was too full of rascally tourists for my liking but on the plus side I 

found the notable young bird guide, Amidas, and arranged for an excursion with him for the 

morrow to search for pheasants. I didnôt appreciate where he would take me. 

 



Day 11 ï Tuesday 7
th

 March 1995 

 

It took me two years before my right knee fully recovered from this dayôs little outing. 

Amidas was sixteen years old and could sleepwalk to the top of Everest and back without 

realising it. I couldnôt. 

 

The climb started reasonably enough - such is the shape of most valleys. Eventually it was 

hands and knees and grasping tufts of grass where one missed foothold meant a short, but 

hardly relaxing return to Ghasa. The wind rose, the snow wasnôt far behind, and we spent 

quite some time sitting in a cave. I would have paid a hundred dollars for a packet of 

matches, but no match vendors could be found. If it were only twenty degrees below zero it 

would have been quite pleasant. Getting drowned when we left the cave took all the fun out 

of the day. My knees were constantly five steps behind the rest of my body. 

 

We saw Himalayan monal and kalij pheasant but dipped on the target chir and blood 

pheasants. 

 

 
 

On return to the teahouse I had a wash, starting drinking, and spent the rest of the day 

watching the locals make food from first principles. The room was spinning when I went to 

bed. It wasnôt the beer ï it was from something called Mustang coffee. This liquid has no 

coffee in it. I thought it best not to offend the hosts by asking to read the label. 

 



 
 

Day 12 ï Wednesday 8
th

 March 1995 

 

The walk to Tukche along the Kali Gandaki was quite tedious as it followed the riverbed, 

which had become very wide, much less steep, and treeless.  

 

At precisely 1100 every day a strong dry wind blew up the valley. It was a good idea not to 

be in it. It must be a real bastard walking into it, as some people did. The slowly changing 

scenery let me reflect on which parts of my body hurt the most. Some bits would hurt for an 

hour or so then get replaced by other bits, nothing serious, but a tad different to sitting in an 

office. 

 


