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Getting the most out of Lonely Planet maps

E-reader devices vary in their ability to show our maps. To get the most out of the maps in this guide, use the zoom function on your device. Or, visit http://media.lonelyplanet.com/ebookmaps and grab a PDF download or print out all the maps in this guide.
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welcome to Nepal






Wedged between the high wall of the Himalaya and the steamy jungles of the Indian plains, Nepal is a land of snow peaks and Sherpas, yaks and yetis, monasteries and mantras.
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The majestic Annapurna Range, viewed from the Annapurna Circuit Trek (Click here)
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Mountain Adventures

Ever since Nepal first opened its borders to outsiders in the 1950s, this tiny mountain nation has had an irresistible mystical allure for travellers. Today, legions of trekkers are drawn to the Himalaya’s most iconic and accessible hiking, some of the world’s best, with rugged trails to Everest, the Annapurnas and beyond. Nowhere else can you trek for days or even weeks in incredible mountain scenery, secure in the knowledge that a hot meal, cosy lodge and warm slice of apple pie await you at the end of the day. Nepal is nirvana for mountain lovers.

Other travellers are drawn here by the adrenaline rush of rafting down a roaring Nepali river or bungee jumping into a bottomless Himalayan gorge. Canyoning, climbing, kayaking, paragliding and mountain biking all offer a rush against the backdrop of some of the world’s most dramatic landscapes.

Temples & Tigers

Other travellers prefer to see Nepal at a more gentle pace, admiring the peaks over a gin and tonic from a Himalayan viewpoint, strolling through the temple-lined medieval city squares of Kathmandu, Patan and Bhaktapur, and joining Buddhist pilgrims on a spiritual stroll around the centuries-old stupas and temples that lie scattered across the Kathmandu Valley.

Further south lie Nepal’s wild and woolly national parks, where nature buffs scan the treetops for exotic bird species and comb the jungles for rhinos and tigers from the backs of lumbering Indian ele-phants. Whether you cross the country by mountain bike, motorbike, raft or tourist bus, Nepal offers an astonishingly diverse array of attractions and landscapes.

Travel Heaven

There are few countries in the world that are as well set up for independent travel as Nepal. Wandering the trekking shops, bakeries and pizzerias of Thamel and Pokhara, it’s easy to feel that you have somehow landed in a kind of backpacker Disneyland. Out in the countryside lies a quite different Nepal, where traditional mountain life continues stoically and at a slower pace, and a million potential adventures glimmer on the mountain horizons.

The biggest problem faced by visitors to Nepal is how to fit everything in. Many people have spent a lifetime exploring the mountain trails of the Himalaya and the atmospheric temple towns of the Middle Hills, and they still keep coming back for more. Our advice is to pick a handful of essential experiences for your first visit and save the rest for trips two, three and four…
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Gurung women (Click here) performing a traditional dance
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TOP
EXPERIENCES






Kathmandu’s Durbar Square

1 The historic centre of old Kathmandu is an open-air architectural museum of magnificent medieval temples, pagodas, pavilions and shrines. Once occupied by Nepal’s cloistered royal family and still home to the Kumari, Kathmandu’s very own living goddess, Durbar Sq (Click here) is very much the sacred heart of the city and the backdrop to several spectacular festivals. For the best approach to the square, follow our walking tour (Click here) through the hidden backstreet courtyards and temples of the surrounding warren-like old town.
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Everest Base Camp Trek

2 Topping many people’s travel bucket list is this two-week-long trek (Click here) to the base of the world’s highest, and most hyped, mountain. The actual views of the mountain are partial at best but the surrounding Himalayan peaks are truly awesome, and the half-hour you spend watching the alpenglow ascend beautiful Pumori or Ama Dablam peaks is worth all the altitude headaches you will doubtless suffer. The crowds can be thick in October but the welcome at the Sherpa lodges is as warm as the fresh apple pie that is served.
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Nuptse with Everest in background
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Annapurna Circuit Trek

3 This 19-day hike (Click here) around the 8091m Annapurna massif is Nepal’s most popular trek, and it’s easy to see why. The lodges are comfortable, the mountain scenery is superb, the crossing of the 5416m Thorung La provides a physical challenge and the sense of journey from lowland to Trans-Himalayan plateau is immensely satisfying. Our best tip is to take your time and explore the spectacular side trips, particularly around Manang. Road construction may have eaten away at the western sections around Jomsom, but some spectacular alternative footpaths continue to avoid the road.
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Bhaktapur & the Kathmandu Valley

4 The Kathmandu Valley boasts the world’s densest collection of World Heritage Sites. Of the valley’s three former cities, all Unesco sites, medieval Bhaktapur (Click here) is easily the most intact and is bursting with temples, pagodas and ornate pools. Winding backstreets of traditional red-brick buildings lead onto squares used by locals for drying corn and making pottery. The traffic-free streets offer fabulous scope for exploration on foot. For the full experience, stay overnight in a guesthouse or attend one of the city’s fantastic festivals.
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Elephant Safari, Chitwan National Park

5 In the ‘other Nepal’, down in the humid plains, Chitwan is one of Asia’s best wildlife-viewing spots and the place to don your safari togs, clamber atop a lumbering elephant (Click here) and head into the dawn mist in search of rhinos and tigers. There’s plenty to keep you busy here, from joining the elephants at bath time to visiting local Tharu villages, and the brave can even take a guided walk through the jungle, surrounded by the hoots and roars of the forest.
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Bodhnath Stupa

6 The village of Bodhnath is the centre of Nepal’s Tibetan community and home to Asia’s largest stupa (Click here), a spectacular white dome and spire that draws pilgrims from hundreds of kilometres away. Equally fascinating are the surrounding streets, bustling with monks with shaved heads and maroon robes, and lined with Tibetan monasteries and shops selling prayer wheels and incense. Come at dusk and join the Tibetan pilgrims as they light butter lamps and walk around the stupa on their daily kora (ritual circumambulation).
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Views from Pokhara

7 Nepal’s second-biggest tourist town (Click here) may lack the historical depth of Kathmandu, but it more than makes up for this with a seductively laid-back vibe and one of the country’s most spectacular locations. The dawn views of Machhapuchhare and Annapurna, mirrored in the calm waters of Phewa Tal or seen from the town’s hilltop viewpoints, are simply unforgettable. Take them in on a trek, from the saddle of a mountain bike or, best of all, dangling from a paraglider high above the valley floor.
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Lumbini  Birthplace of the Buddha

8 A pilgrimage to the birthplace of the Buddha (Click here) ranks as one of the subcontinent’s great spiritual journeys. You can visit the exact spot where Siddhartha Gautama was born 2500 years ago, rediscovered only a century or so ago, and then tour the multi- national collection of temples built by neighbouring Buddhist nations. But perhaps the most powerful thing to do is simply find a quiet spot, and a book on Buddhism, and meditate on the nature of existence. Travel experiences don’t get much more profound than that.
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Langtang Trekking

9 If you have only a week but want to get a taste of Nepali-style trekking, it’s hard to beat the Langtang region (Click here), which borders Tibet. The scenery ranges from steep hillsides of bamboo and rhododendrons to sprawling yak pastures and finally an alpine cul de sac framed by 7000m peaks. You can even get fresh yak-cheese toasted sandwiches along the way. There are also plenty of trekking add-ons here, including walks to the sacred lakes of Gosainkund and through the charming traditional villages of the Tamang Heritage Trail.
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White-Water Rafting

10 Nepal is one of the world’s best rafting and kayaking destinations. Fuelled by water rushing down from the Himalayan peaks, day runs on the Bhote Kosi offer thrilling white water that comes straight from Tibet. Even better are the longer multiday adventures  liquid journeys that take you down the Karnali, Tamur and Sun Kosi Rivers through some of Nepal’s remotest corners. Sections switch from roller-coaster white water to serene floats through jungle wilderness, with nights spent camping on pristine sand beaches. See Click here for more.
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Nepal’s Fantastic Festivals

11 Nepal has so many spectacular festivals that any visit is almost certain to coincide with at least one. Celebrations range from masked dances designed to exorcise bad demons to epic bouts of tug-of-war between rival sides of a town. For a full-on medieval experience, time your travel with one of the slightly mad chariot processions, when hundreds of enthusiastic devotees drag tottering 20m-tall chariots through the crowded city streets of Kathmandu and Patan.
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Indra Jatra (Click here)
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Swayambhunath

12 The iconic whitewashed stupa of Swayambhunath (Click here) is both a Unesco World Heritage Site and one of Nepal’s most sacred Buddhist shrines. Beneath the iconic, all-seeing eyes of the stupa lies an eclectic mishmash of prayer flags, Buddha statues and Tibetan chapels. Pilgrims wander the shrines, spinning prayer wheels and murmuring mantras, while nearby astrologers read palms, and shopkeepers sell magic amulets and sacred beads. Come at dusk for spectacular views over the city lights of Kathmandu.
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Patan

13 Kathmandu’s sister city (Click here) doesn’t get the attention it deserves. The best way to explore the city’s interconnected Buddhist courtyards and hidden temples is on foot. Wander the fascinating backstreets, the magnificent central Durbar Sq and the Patan Museum, easily the best in the country. Throw in four ancient stupas and the valley’s best collection of international restaurants and it’s clear you need a couple of trips to take it all in. Best of all, spend the night here and you’ll likely have the backstreets all to yourself.
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Momos

14 These little meat- or vegetable-filled dumplings are Nepal’s unofficial national dish. Enjoy them in one of Kathmandu’s grandiose traditional Nepali restaurants, at a shared table with monks in a backstreet Tibetan kitchen or in a trekking lodge overlooking the Annapurnas  they are the quintessential taste of the Himalayas. Join a cooking class to learn how to make these deceptively simple morsels that are savoured from China to Central Asia. Kathmandu’s restaurants also fill them with apple and cinnamon, and serve them with ice cream. Yum!
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Nepal’s People

15 It is often said that while you first come to Nepal for the mountains, you return here for the people. From quietly protective Sherpa guides to welcoming Tibetan hotel owners and Newari shopkeepers, all Nepalis receive guests with respect and a namaste greeting. They’re quick to smile in the most trying circumstances, and you’ll rarely hear a raised voice or an angry word anywhere you go. It’s one of the great joys of travelling here. See Click here for more about Nepal’s people.
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Musicians performing at the Holi festival (Click here)
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need to know








Currency

Nepali Rupee (Rs)

Language

Nepali

Money

Easy to change cash and access ATMs in Kathmandu, Pokhara and other cities but almost impossible in rural areas or on treks

Visas

Tourist visas available on arrival; bring two photos and cash in US dollars

Mobile Phones

Buy SIM cards at Kathmandu airport on arrival or at Ncell offices across the country

Driving/Transport

Buses are slow and cramped, especially on mountain roads; tourist buses are more comfortable. Taxis are good value for shorter trips.








When to Go


[image: 04-climate-nep9]


High Season (OctNov)

Clear skies and warm days make autumn the peak season. Thousands of people hit the trails in the Everest and Annapurna regions and accommodation in Kathmandu gets booked up as prices peak.

Shoulder (MarApr)

The second-best time to visit brings warm weather and spectacular springtime rhododendron blooms.

Low Season (JunSep)

The monsoon rains bring landslides and clouds obscure mountain views, though hefty hotel discounts are common. Rain and leeches deter most trekkers, but this is a popular time to travel overland to Tibet.







Your Daily Budget

Budget less than US$40

Budget hotel room in Kathmandu: US$520

Dinner & breakfast in a trekking lodge: US$1012

Trekking porter/guide: US$13/20 per day

Midrange US$40100

Organised camping trek: US$5080 per person per day

Midrange meal in Kathmandu: US$710

Midrange hotel: US$2080

Top End over US$100

Top-end hotel in Kathmandu or lodge in Chitwan: US$150250

Mountain flight: US$171

Mustang trekking permit: US$500 per week







Websites

Explore Nepal (www.explorenepal.com) Useful Nepal portal; try also www.nepalhomepage.com or www.nepaltourism.info.

Nepal Tourism Board (www.welcomenepal.com) Government site.

Nepal Travel Blogs (http://nepaltravelblogs.com) Interesting collection of travel tips.

Visit Nepal (www.visitnepal.com) Comprehensive private website with detailed travel tips.

Lonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com/nepal) Hotel bookings, traveller forum and more.







Exchange Rates
 	
Australia
	
A$1
	
Rs 77

	
Canada
	
C$1
	
Rs 75

	
China
	
Y1
	
Rs 12

	
Europe
	
€1
	
Rs 106

	
Japan
	
¥10
	
Rs 10

	
UK
	
£1
	
Rs 122

	
US
	
US$1
	
Rs 80

	
India
	
₹1
	
Rs 1.60



For current exchange rates see www.xe.com.







Important Numbers
 	
Country code
	
[image: iconphonepng] 977

	
International access code
	
[image: iconphonepng] 00

	
Police
	
[image: iconphonepng] 100

	
Tourist police
	
[image: iconphonepng] 4247041

	
Tourism hotline
	
[image: iconphonepng] 4225709









Arriving in Nepal

Kathmandu’s Tribhuvan Airport 


Prepaid taxis are available inside the terminal. Many midrange hotels offer useful free pick-ups from the airport. Long queues at immigration can slow things up if you are getting your visa on arrival.

Sunauli (Indian border)

For Kathmandu and Pokhara take a direct bus from the border. Golden Travels (Click here) offers the most comfortable service. For other destinations take a jeep or rickshaw to Bhairawa and change there.





Don’t Leave Home Without

A face mask against Kathmandu’s air pollution if you plan to rent a motorcycle or bike

Earplugs for travel on noisy turboprop planes and local buses, plus noisy hotel rooms

Lip balm and sunscreen for mountain hikes

Hiking boots or shoes  buying footwear in Nepal is a shortcut to blisters

A good padlock for locking your bag to bus baggage racks

An LED torch for inevitable power cuts, and night-time toilet trips while trekking

Insect repellent for the Terai (plus anti-leech oil for monsoon travel)

A swimming costume for rafting, kayaking, canyoning, elephant washing (yes, elephant washing; see boxed text Click here) and, well, swimming!

A reusable water bottle and iodine tablets to purify your own water
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if you like...







Temples

Nepal’s Hindu and Buddhist temples are masterworks in oiled brick, stone and carved wood. Awe-inspiring statuary, incredibly ornate toranas (lintels) and erotic carvings still inspire the desired amount of wonder.

Kathmandu’s Durbar Square Take a perch on one of the tiered temples in this magical medieval square and watch traditional city life pass below you (Click here)

Bhaktapur Nepal’s best-preserved medieval town offers the tallest temple in the country, a royal palace and even some carved elephant erotica (Click here)

Golden Temple, Patan This 15th-century courtyard is centred on a beautiful Buddha statue and fine Tibetan frescoes, fiercely guarded by slow-moving tortoises (Click here)

Changu Narayan Temple The 1500-year-old Licchavi statues and carvings at this World Heritage Site rank it as a treasurehouse of Himalayan art (Click here)




Trekking

There are few places in the world where you can walk for days through incredible mountain scenery, safe in the knowledge that you’ll find a hot dinner and a place to stay at the end of each day. You simply can’t say you’ve seen Nepal until you’ve done some trekking there.

Everest Region Astounding high mountain scenery and cosy Sherpa lodges, but try to visit outside of October (Click here)

Annapurna Circuit Nepal’s most popular trek has lots of variety, passing Tibetan-style villages, fabulous mountain views and a challenging 5500m pass (Click here)

Langtang Quieter trails, alpine valleys and lots of route combinations make this a good low-key option (Click here)

Annapurna Sanctuary A straight shot past Gurung villages and bamboo groves into an incredible amphitheatre of frozen Himalayan peaks (Click here)




Villages & Day Hikes

Nepal’s ridges and valleys are laced with a network of footpaths travelled for centuries by traders and holy men. Bring your daypack to the following for a fine taste of rural Nepali life.

Tansen Wander ancient trade routes, visit a potters’ village or explore the eerie ruins of a riverside palace, once the home of an exiled politician (Click here)

Jomsom Plane and now minibus connections mean you can use this hub as a base to visit fabulous nearby Himalayan villages like Kagbeni and Marpha (see the boxed text on Click here)

Bandipur Base yourself in comfortable digs at this charming medieval village and day hike out to temples, viewpoints and caves (Click here)

Pokhara There are loads of options here, from a day’s stroll around Phewa Tal to cardio hikes up to Sarangkot or the Peace Pagoda, all offering superb views (Click here)

[image: image]
Porter team ascending a ridge in the Annapurna Range (Click here)
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Wildlife Watching

Nepal’s subtropical plains hide an array of wildlife worthy of the The Jungle Book. Enthusiasts should visit between February and March and bring their own binoculars.

Chitwan National Park Lumber through this World Heritage Site on elephant-back to spot rhinos, gharial (crocodiles) and maybe one of the park’s majestic Bengal tigers (Click here)

Bardia National Park Track wildlife on elephant-back, 4WD, raft or foot, well away from the crowds in the far west of the country (Click here)

Koshi Tappu A birdwatcher’s paradise with 450 species, best spotted from guided canoe trips on the Sapt Kosi river (Click here)

Sagarmatha National Park Look for Himalayan tahr, yaks and maybe the odd yeti on a trek through this World Heritage Site in the Everest region (Click here)




An Adrenaline Rush

Despite what Kiwis might tell you, Nepal is the ultimate outdoor-sports destination. From climbing and mountaineering to mountain biking and ziplining, Nepal does it all  and at a fraction of the cost of other countries.

Bungee Jumping Follow Asia’s highest bungee jump with a giant Tarzan-style swing (see the boxed text on Click here)

Canyoning Abseil down and through a series of rushing waterfalls and pools near the Tibetan border (see the boxed text on Click here)

Rafting From a white-water rush on the raging Bhote Kosi to a weeklong expedition on the Sun Kosi (Click here)

Paragliding Glide tandem above Pokhara, savouring incredible views of Machhapuchhare and the Annapurnas (Click here)

Climb a trekking peak Learn the basics of ropework and crampons before summiting a 6000m Himalayan peak (see the boxed text on Click here)




The Sacred & the Spiritual

The fascinating blend of Indian Hinduism and Tibetan Buddhism is one of Nepal’s great draws. From holy lakes to marigold- laden crossroad shrines, the sacred imbues every aspect of Nepali life.

Lumbini Meditate on the nature of suffering at the birthplace of the Buddha (Click here)

Bodhnath Light a butter lamp at the subcontinent’s largest stupa, focal point of Nepal’s Tibetan community (Click here)

Kopan Monastery One of the best places in Asia to learn about Tibetan Buddhism and meditation, or take a short retreat (Click here)

Learn yoga Kathmandu and Pokhara are both good places to practise and learn yoga, with classes from an hour to a week (Click here and Click here)

Pashupatinath Nepal’s holiest Hindu shrine, on the cremation ghats of the sacred Bagmati River, draws holy men from across the subcontinent (Click here)

[image: image]
Nagarkot (Click here) backed by the Himalaya
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Getting Off the Beaten Track

It’s easy to find your own private corner of Nepal. You’ll likely have the following towns all to yourself, especially if you visit outside of October.

Gorkha Historically important town huddled 1500 steps below the ridgetop former palace of the Shah dynasty (Click here)

Nuwakot You’ll find Newari palace architecture in this charming village that offers a great stopover en route to a Langtang trek (Click here)

Sankhu Crumbling temples and weathered traditional architecture just 30km from Kathmandu. With just one hotel room in town, you’re guaranteed the place to yourself (Click here)

Ilam Darjeeling’s quiet younger brother offers strolls through cultivated tea estates and some adventurous DIY trips (Click here)

Panauti Overnight at this sacred confluence to visit the many temples and shrines at dawn and dusk (Click here)




Himalayan Views

Mountain panoramas are not hard to come by in Nepal. That said, the following stand out for their stirring views. Come at dawn for a spectacular light show.

Daman Billed as Nepal’s widest mountain panorama, revealing a 300km-long chain of peaks from the Annapurnas to Everest (Click here)

Nagarkot The best mountain views close to Kathmandu, on the edge of the valley rim and visible from your hotel bed (Click here)

Pokhara Machhapuchhare’s Fish Tail peak lies reflected in the calm waters of Phewa Tal (Click here)

Mountain flight Pray for clear weather on this dawn flight along the spine of the Himalaya, offering face-to-face views of Everest (Click here)

Kala Pattar Breathless views of Everest and the Khumbu Glacier from 5545m on the Everest Base Camp trek (Click here)




A Life of Luxury

There’s no need to rough it in Nepal. Top-end accommodation includes luxury jungle lodges, converted traditional mansions and wonderful rural retreats, all offering organic food and spa treatments.

Dwarika’s Kathmandu’s most romantic hotel is all oiled brick and carved woods, linked by lovely traditional pools (Click here)

Tiger Tops Chitwan’s first and finest jungle lodge offers the height of luxury and even comes with its own resident elephants (Click here)

Top-end Trekking Prefer your hiking days to end with a cosy lodge and cocktails rather than a campsite latrine? Several companies offer luxury lodges in the Everest and Annapurna regions (see the boxed text on Click here)

Baithak Get a taste of the royal life in this lush restaurant housed in the converted former palace courtyards of the Babar Mahal (see the boxed text, Click here)
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month by month








Top Events

Dasain, October

Bisket Jatra, April

Indra Jatra,  September

Mani Rimdu, November

Holi, February/March





February

The end of winter is an especially good time for a low-altitude trek or to visit the national parks of the Terai without the crowds. Pokhara is warmer than chilly Kathmandu.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Losar

Tibetan peoples from Dolpo to the Khumbu celebrate their New Year with parades, pujas (religious offerings or prayers) and prayer flags. Find celebrations in the Kathmandu Valley at Bodhnath, Swayambhunath and Jawalakhel, near Patan.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Maha Shivaratri

Shiva’s birthday heralds festivities at all Shiva temples, but particularly at Pashupatinath, and hundreds of sadhus flock here from all over Nepal and India. The crowds bathing in the Bagmati’s holy waters are a colourful and wonderful sight.

March

The trekking season kicks in as the weather gets warmer. The spring trails are less crowded than in autumn but cloud is more likely to roll in and obscure the views.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Holi

Known as the Festival of Colours, when coloured powder and water are riotously dispensed as a reminder of the cooling monsoon days to come. Foreigners get special attention, so keep your camera protected and wear old clothes. Can be in February.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Seto Machhendranath

Kicking off in the wake of the sacrificial festival of Chaitra Dasain, crowds drag an image of Seto Machhendranath from its temple at Kel Tole in Kathmandu on a towering, tottering rath (chariot), through the backstreets of the old town, for four days (Click here).

April

It’s getting uncomfortably hot in the lowlands and Terai, but the rhododendrons are in full technicolour bloom at higher elevations, making this the third most popular month for trekking.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Bisket Jatra

Nepalis celebrate their New Year as huge crowds drag tottering char-iots through the winding backstreets of Bhaktapur, pausing for a quick tug-of-war (Click here).

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Balkumari Jatra

Thimi celebrates New Year by hosting palanquins from 32 nearby villages at the town’s Balkumari Temple, for three days of festivities. Nearby Bode holds a grisly tongue-boring ceremony at the same time.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Balaju Jatra

Thousands of pilgrims keep an all-night vigil at the Swayambhunath temple during the full moon of Baisakh. The following day they trek to the Baise Dhara (22 waterspouts) at Balaju in northern Kathmandu for a ritual bath.

May

The dusty run-up to the monsoon pushes the mercury over 30°C in the Terai and Kathmandu Valley, and the coming rains hang over the country like a threat. This is the key month for Everest expeditions.


[image: categoryfestivalpng] Rato Machhendranath

Patan’s biggest festival involves the spectacular month-long procession of a temple chariot, culminating in the showing of the sacred vest of the god Machhendranath (Click here).

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Buddha Jayanti

A great full-moon fair at Lumbini (the birthplace of the Buddha) marks the Buddha’s birth, enlightenment and passing into nirvana, and there are celebrations in Swayambhunath, Bodhnath and Patan. Swayambhunath displays a collection of rare thangkas (Tibetan religious paintings) for one day only.

August

The monsoon rains lash Nepal from mid-June to September, bringing swollen rivers, muddy trails, landslides and leeches. Tourist levels are at a low, though high Trans-Himalayan valleys such as Mustang and upper Dolpo enjoy perfect weather.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Ghanta Karna

This festival cele-brates the destruction of the demon ‘bell ears’ when a god, disguised as a frog, lured him into a deep well. Ghanta Karna is burnt in effigy on this night throughout Newari villages to cleanse evil from the land for another year.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Naga Panchami

On this day, nagas (serpent deities) are honoured all over the country for their magical powers over the monsoon rains. Protective pictures of the nagas are hung over doorways of houses, and food is put out for snakes, including a bowl of rice (Click here).

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Janai Purnima

On the full moon, all high-caste men (Chhetri and Brahmin) change the janai (sacred thread), which they wear looped over their left shoulder. Janai Purnima also brings crowds of Hindu pilgrims to sacred Gosainkund lakes (Click here) and the Kumbeshwar Temple in Patan (Click here).

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Gai Jatra

Newars believe that, after death, cows will guide them to Yama, the god of the underworld, and this ‘Cow Festival’ is dedicated to those who died during the preceding year. Cows are led through towns and small boys dress up as cows (especially in Bhaktapur).

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Krishna Jayanta (Krishna’s Birthday)

The birthday (also known as Krishnasthami) of the popular Hindu god Krishna is celebrated with an all-night vigil at the Krishna Mandir in Patan: oil lamps light the temple and singing continues through the night.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Teej

The Festival of Women starts with a sumptuous meal and party; at midnight, women commence a 24-hour fast. On the second day women dress in their red wedding saris and head to Shiva temples across the country to pray for a happy marriage.

September

The end of the monsoon brings unpredictable weather but warm temperatures, and the land is beautifully lush and green. High water levels make for especially exciting rafting.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Indra Jatra

This colourful autumn festival combines homage to Indra with an annual appearance by Kathmandu’s Kumari (living goddess), who parades through the packed streets of the old town in a palanquin (Click here). It also marks the end of the monsoon.

October

Crystal-clear Himalayan views and comfortable temperatures means peak season and competition for airline seats, hotels and trekking lodges, so book ahead. The Dasain festival brings disruptions to some services.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Pachali Bhairab Jatra

The fearsome form of Bhairab, Pachali Bhairab, is honoured on the fourth day of the bright fortnight in early October or September. Bhairab’s bloodthirsty nature means that there are numerous animal sacrifices.
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Monks sounding horns at the Mani Rimdu festival (Click here)
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Deepawali (Click here) preparations in Bhaktapur’s Potters’ Sq
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[image: categoryfestivalpng] Dasain

Nepal’s biggest festival lasts for 15 days. It celebrates the victory of the goddess Durga over the forces of evil (personified by the buffalo demon Mahisa-sura): across the country hundreds of thousands of animals are sacrificed and bamboo swings are erected at the entrances to villages.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Fulpati (Phulpati)

Fulpati (‘Sacred Flowers’) is the first really important day of Dasain. A jar of flowers symbolising the goddess Taleju is carried from Gorkha to Kathmandu and presented to the president at the Tundikhel parade ground before being transported on a palanquin to Durbar Sq.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Maha Astami

The ‘Great Eighth Day’ and Kala Ratri, the ‘Black Night’, mark the start of the sacrifices and offerings to Durga. At midnight, in a temple courtyard near Durbar Sq, eight buffaloes and 108 goats are beheaded, each with a single stroke of a sword or knife.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Navami

The sacrifices continue on Kathmandu’s Kot Sq the next day: visitors can witness the bloodshed but you’ll need to arrive early to secure a place. Blood is sprinkled on the wheels of cars (and Nepal Airlines’ aircraft) and goat is on almost everyone’s menu.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Vijaya Dashami

The 10th day of the Dasain festival is a family affair: cards and greetings are exchanged and parents place a tika (sandalwood-paste spot) on their children’s foreheads, while evening processions and masked dances celebrate the victory of Lord Rama over the evil demon-king Ravana in the Ramayana.


[image: categoryfestivalpng] Kartika Purnima

The full-moon day in September/October marks the end of Dasain. It is celebrated with gambling in many households: you will see even small children avidly putting a few coins down on various local games of chance.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Tihar

Tihar (also called Diwali or Deepawali on the third day of celebrations) is the second most important Hindu festival in Nepal. The festival honours certain animals, starting with offerings of rice to the crows (‘messengers of death’ sent by the god Yama), followed by dogs (who guide departed souls across the river of the dead), cows and bullocks on consecutive days.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Deepawali (Festival of Lights)

The third day of Tihar is when Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth, comes to visit every home that has been suitably lit for her presence. No one likes to turn down a visit from the goddess of wealth and so homes throughout the country are brightly lit with candles and lamps.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Newari New Year

The fourth day of Tihar is also the start of the New Year for the Newari people of the Kathmandu Valley. The following day marks Bhai Tika, when brothers and sisters meet to offer gifts of sweets and money and place tikas on each other’s foreheads.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Haribodhini Ekadashi

On the 11th day after the new moon the god Vishnu awakens from his four-month monsoonal slumber. The best place to see the festivities is at the temple of the Sleeping Vishnu in Budhanilkantha, north of Kathmandu.

November

The continued good weather makes this the second most popular month to visit Nepal, perfect for outdoor activities and trekking, though tourist numbers start to drop off at the end of the month.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Kartik Dances

Patan’s Durbar Sq fills with music and dancers for this festival that traces its origins back to choreographed human sacrifices ordered during the 17th-century rule of King Siddhinarsingh Malla. Dancers wear masks to represent the god Narsingha and demon Hiranyakashipu. Dates can fall in late October.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Mani Rimdu

This popular Sherpa festival takes place at Tengboche Monastery in the Solu Khumbu region and features masked dances and dramas. For dates see www.tengboche.org. Another Mani Rimdu festival takes place six months later at nearby Thame Gompa.

December

Winter brings chilly nights to Kathmandu, and morning mist sometimes delays flight schedules. Snowfall can close passes on high trekking routes, while visiting Everest Base Camp can be a real feat of endurance.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Bala Chaturdashi

On the new-moon day in late November or early December, pilgrims flock to Pashupatinath, burning oil lamps at night, scattering grain for the dead and bathing in the holy Bagmati River (Click here).

[image: categoryfestivalpng] Sita Bibaha Panchami

Tens of thousands of pilgrims from all over the subcontinent flock to Janakpur (the birthplace of Sita) to celebrate the marriage of Sita to Rama. The wedding is re-enacted with a procession carrying Rama’s image to Sita’s temple by elephant (Click here).

[image: categoryactivitiespng] World Elephant Polo Championships

Connoisseurs of the absurd flock to this annual five-day elephant polo tournament, held on the airstrip at Meghauli near Tiger Tops. Referees watch for such pachyderm fouls as laying down in front of the goal or eating the ball. The current world champion is… Switzerland.

[image: categoryeatpng] Pokhara street festival

Around half a million visitors flock to Pokhara to enjoy street food, parades and cultural performances in the run-up to New Year’s Day. Book your accommodation well in advance.
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Whether you’ve got six days or 60, these itineraries provide a starting point for the trip of a lifetime. Want more inspiration? Head online to lonelyplanet.com/thorntree to chat with other travellers.
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One Week
The Kathmandu Valley

A week gives you time to see the great cultural highlights of the Kathmandu Valley, including no less than six Unesco World Heritage Sites.

Start off in Kathmandu with the walking tour south from Thamel to the stunning medieval temples and palaces of Durbar Sq. On day two, walk to the towering stupa of Swayambhunath and the quirky National Museum. You can fill the afternoon with a walk around the famous stupa at the Tibetan centre of Bodhnath.

Make time for a day trip to Patan for its spectacular Durbar Sq and Patan Museum, combined with another great backstreet walking tour and dinner in Jawalakhel. Complete the trilogy of former royal kingdoms with a full-day visit to Bhaktapur, ideally with an overnight stay.

Next get your Himalayan kick with dawn mountain views at Nagarkot or Dhulikhel before returning to Kathmandu on foot via temples at Changu Narayan or Sankhu. Fill another day by mountain biking to the southern valley towns of Kirtipur and Bungamati.

On your last day, take time for some serious shopping in Kathmandu or the fair-trade shops of Patan.
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Two Weeks
From Buddha to Boudha

Mixing contemplative temple tours with a healthy dose of wilderness and adventure, this 500km route across Nepal is one part meditation mixed with two parts adrenaline.

To catch some culture as you head northeast from the Indian border to Kathmandu, kick off at Lumbini, the birthplace of the Buddha, 20km from the border crossing. Take your time exploring this world map of Buddhist temples, then spend the next day at the little-visited archaeological site of Tilaurakot, where Siddhartha Gautama, later to be known as the Buddha, once ruled as a pampered prince.

From Lumbini make a beeline for Chitwan National Park, budgeting two or three days to make dawn and dusk safaris among the prolific wildlife. Even if you don’t spot a rhino, you can still get up close and personal with the wildlife by helping out at elephant bath time.

From Chitwan take the day-long tourist bus to Pokhara for your first proper peek at the mountains. While enjoying the shops and cocktail bars of Lakeside, take a few days to hike up to the World Peace Pagoda, enjoy the views at lofty Sarangkot or glide past the peaks at eye-level on a tandem paraglide.

Another long bus trip will take you to Kathmandu, where you can fill up three or four days with the pick of the Kathmandu Valley itinerary. If you want to break the trip, consider an overnight stay at either Bandipur or the charming and little-visited historic hill town of Nuwakot.

Once in the valley, make time to explore the backstreets of Bhaktapur on a walking tour, gain a deeper understanding of Buddhist art at Patan Museum in Patan and enjoy the views over the city at dusk from Swayambhunath.

Figure on three or four nights in Kathmandu or, better still, base yourself in Bodhnath, Bhaktapur or Patan to escape the traffic and pollution.

There should just be time for a two-day adrenaline rush near the Tibetan border, combining some white-water rafting and canyoning at the Last Resort or Borderlands Resort, both a half-day drive from the capital.

On your last day, give thanks for a head-spinning trip at Bodhnath (Boudha), where you can hit the shops and pick up a Buddha statue or a bundle of prayer flags to take home.



[image: image]
Street scene, Bhaktapur (Click here)
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One-horned Indian rhinoceros, Chitwan National Park (Click here)
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Three to Four Weeks
Once Around the Middle

Many of Nepal’s most interesting and seldom-visited attractions are scattered like pearls around the dense hills of central Nepal. This off-the-beaten-track, 400km-loop route combines the best of the hills and the plains and offers lots of opportunities for great day hikes.

Start with a few days visiting the temples and stupas of Kathmandu, then book a rafting trip or kayak clinic on the Trisuli River, staying in one of the riverside adventure camps. After a day or two churning on the rapids or canyoning down rushing waterfalls, enjoy a smoother ride on the Manakamana cable car to experience the medieval atmosphere of this blood-soaked Tantric temple.

Next stop is Bandipur, a little-visited gem of a village where you can stroll to eerie caverns and relax among some wonderfully preserved traditional Newari architecture. From here, roll on to Pokhara for a row-boat ride around the lake and a quick jaunt across to Begnas Tal.

Take the winding Siddhartha Hwy southwest to charming Tansen, the base for some great day hikes. Continue south to peaceful Lumbini in the sultry Terai plains to amble around the Buddhist monasteries by bicycle.

Having come this far, it would be a shame to miss Chitwan National Park. If your budget allows, stay at one of the lodges deep inside the park for the most atmospheric digs. You might also consider a guided uphill tramp to the Chepang hills or a reflective stroll to the village of Devghat, at the sacred confluence of the Trisuli and Kali Gandaki Rivers.

The logical return route to Kathmandu would be to follow the snaking Tribhuvan Hwy north to Daman, one of Nepal’s most impressive viewpoints, and rise at dawn for a 300km-wide panorama of majestic Himalayan peaks.

Alternatively, if your ultimate destination is India you could dive off the beaten track, heading east to the temple town of Janakpur (especially during the Sita Bibaha Panchami festival in November or December) and then on to Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserve for some fine birdwatching opportunities. Continue east to the tranquil tea fields of Ilam for some off-map adventure before continuing to the border and the delights of Darjeeling and Sikkim, beyond, in India.
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One Month
Kathmandu & Everest

With a month to spare, you can explore the Kathmandu Valley and fit in a trek into the mighty Himalaya.

From Kathmandu, fly east to Lukla (book return flights from Lukla to Kathmandu before arriving in Nepal) to start the Everest Base Camp trek. This is perhaps the definitive Himalayan trek, climbing from teahouse to teahouse among snow peaks to the base of the tallest mountain on earth. The trek takes at least two weeks because of the gain in altitude.

With an extra week to play with, consider doing an Everest loop, detouring to the spectacular glaciers and lakes of the Gokyo Valley en route to Base Camp for a total trek of about 21 days.

Because of the changeable weather in Nepal, it’s wise to leave yourself a buffer at the end of the trip in case flights are cancelled. Finish off by exploring the highlights of the Kathmandu Valley itinerary, but do your sightseeing after the trek, not before.

After the thrills and chills of the mountains, finish off with a four-day excursion to steamy Chitwan National Park, where you can scan the jungle for rhinos and tigers.




One Month
Annapurna Circuit Trek

The most popular alternative to Everest is the Annapurna region. From Pokhara (or Kathmandu) take the morning bus to Besi Sahar or Bhulbule to set off on the Annapurna Circuit. The full circuit takes about 20 days but you can shorten it to 12 days by flying to Pokhara from Jomsom, or taking the bus back from Tatopani (16 days).

The highlights of the trek are around Manang, and it’s worth tacking on a few extra days to walk the high route between Pisang and Mungji and visit the lovely village of Bragha. The trek’s major physical challenge is crossing the high pass of Thorung La, and it’s vital that you acclimatise sufficiently between Manang and the pass.

Muktinath on the other side of the pass is a major Hindu pilgrimage site and there are some fine short walks to the nearby Tibetan-style villages of Jhong and Purang. The medieval village of Kagbeni is another highlight, as is the charming village of Marpha and nearby Chhairo Gompa.

Back in Pokhara it’s worth taking it easy for a couple of days. Get clean clothes, enjoy a hearty yak steak and have a shave and/or head massage at the barbers.
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Plan Your Trek







Best Cultural Trek

Tamang Heritage Trail Homestays, community lodges and traditional villages bring you closer to the locals.

Best Mountain Scenery

Everest Base Camp & Gokyo Lakes Walk into the heart of the world’s highest mountains, following in the footsteps of mountaineers and Sherpas.

Best Overall Trek

Annapurna Circuit A huge variety of landscapes, charming villages and great lodges make this one of the world’s classic walks.

Best Short Trek

Langtang Valley Hike past bamboo groves, rhododendron forests and yak pastures, before gazing at glaciers and 7000m peaks.

Best Medium Trek

Annapurna Sanctuary A relatively short trek with a powerful punch that leads you into a breathtaking amphitheatre of peaks and glaciers.

Best Winter Trek

Ghorepani to Ghandruk Loop Gurung villages, superb Annapurna views and great lodges, all in just six days.



Easily the best way to see Nepal is on foot along a network of trails trodden for centuries by porters, traders, pilgrims, mountaineers and locals travelling from village to town, plains to hills, Nepal to Tibet. Nothing beats strolling from teahouse to teahouse under crystal-clear Himalayan skies as an 8000m peak towers over you.

Trekking in Nepal is not wilderness walking. You’ll meet Sherpas, Gurungs, Rai and Thakali people and pass by monasteries, temples and sacred lakes, experiencing the friendliness, outgoing nature and good humour that characterises almost all Nepalis.

This chapter outlines the basic requirements for safe trekking in Nepal’s mountains and gives an overview of the major teahouse trekking routes. For detailed coverage and treks to more remote regions see Lonely Planet’s Trekking in the Nepal Himalaya.

Officials of all embassies in Nepal stress the benefits of registering with them, telling them where you are trekking, and reporting in again when you return. The offices of KEEP (Kathmadu Environmental Education Project) and the Himalayan Rescue Association stock registration forms from most embassies. You can also register online with embassies of the following countries:

Australia (www.orao.dfat.gov.au)

Britain (www.britishembassy.gov.uk/nepal, https://www.locate.fco.gov.uk/locateportal)

Canada (www.voyage.gc.ca/register)

New Zealand (www.kiwisoverseas.govt.nz)

USA (https://travelregistration.state.gov)

When to Trek

In general the best trekking time is the dry season from October to May; the worst time is the monsoon period from June to September. However, this generalisation doesn’t allow for the peculiarities of individual treks.

Several festivals enliven the main trekking trails. November’s Mani Rimdu festival brings particularly colourful masked dances at the Everest region’s Tengboche Monastery.

October to November The first two months of the dry season offer the best weather for trekking and the main trails are heaving with trekkers at this time, for good reason. The air is crystal clear, the mountain scenery is superb and the weather is still comfortably warm.

December to February Good months for trekking, but the cold can be bitter and dangerous at high altitudes. Getting up to the Everest Base Camp can be a real endurance test, and the Thorung La (Annapurna Circuit) and Laurebina La (Gosainkund trek) are often blocked by snow.

March to April Dry weather and dust means poorer Himalayan views but the compensations are several: fewer crowds, warm weather and spectacular rhododendron blooms. By May it starts to get very hot, dusty and humid in lower altitudes.

June to September Monsoon rains bring landslides, slippery trails and hordes of jukha (leeches). Raging rivers often wash away bridges and stretches of trail. Trekking is difficult but still possible and there are hardly any trekkers on the trails. Good for regions like Mustang, Dolpo and around Jomsom.

What Kind of Trek?

There are many different styles of trekking to suit your budget, fitness level and available time. Most independent trekkers plan to sleep and eat in lodges every night and forego the complications of camping. You can carry your own pack and rely on your own navigation skills and research; or you might find it makes sense to hire a local porter to carry your heavy backpack so that you can enjoy walking with only a daypack. A good guide will certainly enhance the trekking experience, though a bad one will just make life more complicated. Most of the trails in this chapter are not hard to follow in good weather, so you don’t strictly need a porter or guide for route-finding alone.

To save time, many people organise a trek through a trekking agency, either in Kathmandu or in their home country. Such organised treks can be simple lodge-to-lodge affairs or extravagant expeditions with the full regalia of porters, guides, portable kitchens, dining tents and even toilet tents.

Trekking is physically demanding. Some preparation is recommended, even for shorter treks. You will need stamina and a certain fitness level to tackle the steep ascents and descents that come with trekking in the highest mountain range in the world. It makes sense to start on some kind of fitness program at least a month or two before your trek. That said, Nepal’s treks are well within the range of most active people.

On the trail you will begin to realise just how far you are from medical help and the simple comforts that you usually take for granted. For most people this is part of the appeal of trekking, but for some it is a shock to realise just how responsible you are for your own wellbeing. A simple stumble can have catastrophic results. Even a twisted ankle or sore knee can become a serious inconvenience if you are several days away from help and your companions need to keep moving.

Independent Trekking

Independent trekking does not mean solo trekking; in fact we advise trekkers not to walk alone. It simply means that you are not part of an organised tour. The trekking trails described in this chapter have accommodation and food along their entire length, often every hour or two, so there’s no need to pack a tent, stove or mat.

There are many factors that will influence how much you spend on an independent trek. Accommodation often costs around Rs 200. A simple, filling meal of daal bhaat (rice, lentils and vegetables) costs around Rs 250 at the start of the trek but can rise to Rs 500 just before a high pass. You can double your bill by having a cold beer or slice of apple pie at the end of a long hiking day. A reasonable daily budget in the Annapurna and Everest regions is US$15 to US$20 per person per day, which should cover the occasional luxury but not a guide or porter. You can sometimes negotiate a cheaper room if you promise to eat your meals at your lodge.

Food prices are standardised and fixed across most lodges in a particular region and rates are reasonable considering the effort it takes to carry the food up there.

Guides & Porters

If you can’t (or don’t want to) carry a large pack, if you have children or elderly people in your party, or if you plan to walk in regions where you have to carry in food, fuel and tents, you should consider hiring a porter to carry your heavy baggage.

There is a distinct difference between a guide and a porter. A guide should speak English, know the terrain and the trails, and supervise porters, but probably won’t carry a load or do menial tasks such as cooking or putting up tents. Porters are generally only hired for load-carrying, although an increasing number speak some English and know the trails well enough to act as porter-guides.

Professional porters employed by camping groups usually carry their loads in a bamboo basket known as a doko. Porter-guides used to dealing with independent trekkers normally prefer to carry your backpack on their shoulders. They will likely carry a daypack for their own gear, packed on top of your pack or worn on their front.

If you make arrangements with one of the small trekking agencies in Kathmandu, expect to pay around US$20 to US$25 per day for a guide and US$10 to US$15 for a porter. These prices generally include your guide/porter’s food and lodging.

Finding Guides & Porters

To hire a guide, look on bulletin boards, check out forums, such as www.lonelyplanet.com/thorntree or www.trekinfo.com, hire someone through a trekking agency, or check with the office of the KEEP (Click here). It’s not difficult to find guides and porters, but it is hard to be certain of their honesty and ability. Don’t hire a porter or guide you meet on the street in Kathmandu or Pokhara.

If during a trek you decide you need help, either because of illness, problems with altitude, blisters or weariness, it will generally be possible to find a porter. Most lodges can arrange a porter, particularly in large villages or near an airstrip or roadhead, where there are often porters who have just finished working for a trekking party and are looking for another load to carry.

Whether you’re making the arrangements yourself or dealing with an agency, make sure you clearly establish your itinerary (write it down and go through it day by day), how long you will take, how much you are going to pay and whether that includes your porter’s food and accommodation. It’s always easier to agree on a fixed daily inclusive rate for your guide and porter’s food and accommodation rather than pay their bills as you go. Note that you will have to pay your porter/guide’s transportation to and from the trailhead and will have to pay their daily rate for the time spent travelling.

Chhetri Sisters Trekking ([image: iconphonepng] 061-462066; www.3sistersadventure.com) at Lakeside North, Pokhara, organises women porters and guides for women trekkers.



Mountain Literature

Trekking offers plenty of time to catch up on your reading. Pack the following titles for those long teahouse evenings:

Annapurna by Maurice Herzog  a controversial mountaineering classic from 1950

Into Thin Air by Jon Krakauer  the gripping story of the 1996 Everest disaster

The Ascent of Rum Doodle by WE Bowman  a highly enjoyable spoof of all those serious mountaineering tomes

The Snow Leopard by Peter Matthiessen  profound metaphysical description of a trek through Dolpo in the company of grumpy naturalist George Schaller

Nepal Himalaya by WH Tilman  British wit from the 1950s trekking pioneer

Everest by Walt Unsworth  the ultimate but hefty Everest reference, if you have a porter to carry it

Himalaya by Michael Palin  tales of adventure on Annapurna and Everest by the charming ex-Python

Chomolungma Sings the Blues by Ed Douglas  A thought-provoking ‘state-of-the-mountain’ address detailing the dirtier side of Everest mountaineering





Obligations to Guides & Porters

An important thing to consider when you decide to trek with a guide or porter is that you become an employer. This means that you may have to deal with disagreements over trekking routes and pace, money negotiations and all the other aspects of being a boss. Be as thorough as you can when hiring people and make it clear from the beginning what the requirements and limitations are.

Porters often come from the lowland valleys, are poor and poorly educated, and are sometimes unaware of the potential dangers of the areas they are being employed to work in. Stories abound of porters being left to fend for themselves, wearing thin cotton clothes and sandals when traversing high mountain passes in blizzard conditions.

When hiring a porter you are responsible (morally if not legally) for the welfare of those you employ. Many porters die or are injured each year and it’s important that you don’t contribute to the problem. If you hire a porter or guide through a trekking agency, the agency will naturally pocket a percentage of the fee but it should provide insurance for the porter (check with the agency).

There are some trekking companies in Nepal, especially at the budget end of the scale, who simply don’t look after the porters they hire.

The following are the main points to bear in mind when hiring and trekking with a porter:

Ensure that adequate clothing is provided for any staff you hire. Clothing needs to be suitable for the altitudes you intend to trek to and should protect against bad weather. Equipment should include adequate footwear, headwear, gloves, windproof jacket, trousers and sunglasses.

Ensure that whatever provision you have made for yourself for emergency medical treatment is available to porters working for you.

Ensure that porters who fall ill are not simply paid off and left to fend for themselves (it happens!).

Ensure that porters who fall ill, and are taken down and out in order to access medical treatment, are accompanied by someone who speaks the porter’s language and also understands the medical problem.

If you are trekking with an organised group using porters, be sure to ask the company how they ensure the wellbeing of porters hired by them.

In order to prevent the abuse of porters, the International Porter Protection Group (IPPG; www.ippg.net) was established in 1997 to improve health and safety for porters at work, to reduce the incidence of avoidable illness, injury and death, and to educate trekkers and travel companies about porter welfare.

You can learn a lot about the hardships of life as a porter by watching the excellent BBC documentary Carrying the Burden, shown daily at 2pm at KEEP (Click here).

If you’re hiring your own porters, contact the porter clothing bank at KEEP, a scheme that allows you to rent protective gear for your porter. A similar clothing bank operates at Lukla. If you’ve got gear left over at the end of your Everest trek, consider donating it there (it is well signed and just off the main drag in Lukla).

It’s common practice to offer your guide and porter a decent tip at the end of the trek for a job well done. Figure on about one day’s wages per week, or about 15% to 20% of the total fee. Always give the tip directly to your porters rather than the guide or trek company.

Organised Trekking

There are more than 300 trekking agencies in Nepal, ranging from those connected to international travel companies down to small agencies that specialise in handling independent trekkers. Organised treks can vary greatly in standards and costs so it’s important you understand exactly what you are getting for your money.

Organised treks generally charge solo travellers a supplement if you don’t want to share a tent or room.

International Trekking Agencies

At the top of the price range are foreign adventure-travel companies with seductive brochures. The trek cost will probably include accommodation in Kathmandu before and after the trek, tours and other activities, as well as the trek itself. A fully organised trek provides virtually everything: tents, sleeping bags, food, porters, as well as an experienced English-speaking sirdar (trail boss), Sherpa guides and sometimes a Western trek leader. You’ll trek in real comfort with tables, chairs, dining tents, toilet tents and other luxuries. All you need worry about is a daypack and camera.

Although the trek leaders may be experienced Western walkers from the international company, the on-the-ground organisation in Nepal will most probably be carried out by a reputable local trekking company.

Foreign-run companies that are based in Nepal include the excellent Project Himalaya (www.project-himalaya.com).

Local Trekking Agencies

It’s quite possible (and it can save a lot of money) to arrange a fully organised trip when you get to Nepal. Many trekking companies in Nepal can put together a fully equipped trek if you give them a few days’ notice. Organised treks normally cost US$50 to US$100 per person per day for a fully equipped camping trek, or US$30 to US$50 for a teahouse trek, depending on the itinerary, group size and level of service.

Smaller agencies are generally happy to fix you up with individual porters or guides. You can either just pay a daily rate for these and then pay your own food and lodging costs or you can pay a package rate that includes your food, accommodation and transport to and from the trailheads. You gain a measure of protection by booking with an agency that is a member of the Trekking Agencies Association of Nepal (TAAN).

Several agencies run specialist treks: Nature Treks (www.nature-treks.com) focuses on wildlife, birdwatching and community ecolodge treks, while Purana Yoga & Treks (www.nepalyogatrek.com) is one of several agencies that run yoga treks on all the main trails.

Some trekking agencies that have been recommended include the following (all are Kathmandu-based unless noted):

Adventure Pilgrims Trekking ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4424635; www.trekinnepal.com) 


Adventure Treks Nepal ([image: iconphonepng] 01-2266534; www.adventurenepaltreks.com) 


Alpine Adventure Club Treks ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4260765; www.alpineadventureclub.com) 


Ama Dablam Trekking ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4415372; www.amadablamadventures.com) 


Asian Trekking ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4424249; www.asian-trekking.com)

Crystal Mountain Treks ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4428013; www.crystalmountaintreks.com) 


Dharma Adventures ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4430499; www.dharmaadventures.com) 


Earthbound Expeditions ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4701051; www.enepaltrekking.com) 


Explore Himalaya ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4418100; www.explorehimalaya.com) 


Explore Nepal ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4226130; www.xplorenepal-group.com.np) 


Firante Treks & Expeditions ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4414381; www.firante.com) 


Friends in High Places ([image: iconphonepng] 01-5533258; www.fihp.com) 


High Spirit Treks ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4701084; www.allnepaltreks.com) 


Himalaya Journey ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4383184; www.himalayajourneys.com) 


Himalayan Encounters ([image: iconphonepng] 4700426; www.himalayanencounters.com) 


Himalayan Glacier ([image: iconphonepng] 4411387; www. himalayanglacier.com)

International Trekkers ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4371397; www.intrekasia.com) 


Journeys International ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4414662; www.journeys-nepal.com) 


Langtang Ri Trekking ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4423586; www.langtang.com) 


Mountain Travel Nepal ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4361500; www.tigermountain.com) 


Multi Adventure ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4257791; www.multiadventure.com) 


Nepal Social Treks ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4701573; www.nepalsocialtreks.com) 


Sherpa Shangrila Treks ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4810373; www.trekandclimb.com) 


Sherpa Society ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4249233; www.sherpasocietytrekking.com)

Sherpa Trekking Service ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4421551; www.sts.com.np) 


Sisne Rover Trekking ([image: iconphonepng] 061- 461893; www.sisnerover.com) In Pokhara.

Thamserku Trekking ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4354491; www.thamserkutrekking.com) 


Three Sisters Adventure Trekking ([image: iconphonepng] 061-462066; www.3sistersadventure.com) In Pokhara.

Trek Nepal International ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4701001; www.treknepal.com) 


What to Pack

Clothing & Footwear

The clothing you require depends on where and when you are trekking. If you’re going to Everest Base Camp in the middle of winter you must take down gear, mittens and thermals. If you’re doing a short, low-altitude trek early or late in the season the weather is likely to be fine enough for T-shirts and a fleece to pull on in the evenings.



Equipment Checklist for Teahouse Trekking

Clothing

spare socks (minimum three pairs)

hiking trousers

quick-drying T-shirts (not cotton)

down vest or jacket

fleece

rain shell or poncho

fleece hat

sun hat

Equipment

sleeping bag (three- or four- season)

daypack

head torch and spare batteries

trekking poles

polarised sunglasses

sunscreen (SPF 30+)

water bottle

water purification (Click here)

camera, batteries and memory cards

Miscellaneous

pocket knife (optional)

lip balm

toiletries

toilet paper and lighter

camp towel (quick-drying)

laundry soap (biodegradable)

hand sanitiser

medical kit (see the boxed text Click here)

blister kit with moleskin, scissors and strong tape

book, cards

stuff sacks and plastic bags

padlock

emergency whistle





Apart from ensuring you have adequate clothing to keep you warm, it’s essential that your feet are comfortable and will stay dry if it rains or snows. Uncomfortable shoes and blistered feet are the worst possible trekking discomforts. Make sure your shoes are broken in, fit well and are comfortable for long periods. Running shoes are adequate for low-altitude (below 3000m), warm-weather treks where you won’t encounter snow, otherwise the minimum standard of footwear is lightweight trekking boots. Don’t even think about buying boots in Kathmandu and then heading on a trek.

If you are going on an organised trek, check what equipment is supplied by the company you sign up with.

Buying or Renting in Nepal

It’s always best to have your own equipment since you will be familiar with it and know for certain that it works. That said, you can buy almost anything you need these days from Kathmandu’s trekking gear stores (Click here). Much of what’s for sale is fake; the backpacks won’t quite fit comfortably, the seams on the Gore-Tex jackets will leak and stitching will start to fray eventually. Even so, most items are well made and will stand up to the rigours of at least one major trek. The best buys are probably down jackets, fleeces and other jackets.

It’s possible to rent sleeping bags (four-season) for Rs 60 or a down jacket for Rs 40 to 50 in Kathmandu, Pokhara and even Namche Bazaar. Tents are harder to find; hire costs around Rs 250. Large deposits are often required (never leave your passport). You can purchase sundries, such as sunblock, shampoo and woolly hats on the main trails in places like Chame and Namche Bazaar.

Bhutane gas canisters are available in Kathmandu for between Rs 350 and 450.

Information

The following organisations in Kathmandu offer free, up-to-date information on trekking conditions, health risks and minimising your environmental impact. They are also excellent places to visit and advertise for trekking companions.

Himalayan Rescue Association Offline map Google map (HRA; Click here; [image: iconphonepng] 01-4701223; www.himalayanrescue.org; 1st fl, Mandala St, Thamel; [image: iconhourspng] 10am-1pm & 2-5pm Sun-Fri) Runs health posts at Pheriche, Macchhermo (with a porters’ shelter) and Manang and hopes to eventually run a post at Thorung Phedi on the Annapurna Circuit. Free lectures on altitude sickness are held at the Thamel office upstairs at 3pm Monday to Friday. There are also embassy registration forms.

KEEP ([image: iconphonepng] 01-44100952; www.keepnepal.org; Thamel; [image: iconhourspng] 10am-5pm Sun-Fri) Has a library, some useful notebooks with up-to-date information from other trekkers, an excellent noticeboard and embassy registration forms for most countries. It also sells iodine tablets (Rs 500), biodegradable soap, trekking garbage bags and other environmentally friendly equipment. It’s a good place to find a trek partner or donate clothes to the Porter’s Clothing Bank. It shifts location frequently, so check before heading out.

Trekking Agencies’ Association of Nepal (TAAN; [image: iconphonepng] 01-4427473; www.taan.org.np; Maligaun Ganeshthan, Kathmandu) Details trekking regulations, can mediate in disputes, and issues TIMS cards (Click here).

The slideshows by Chris Beall (www.chrisbeallphoto.com), a British freelance photographer, writer and trek leader, are another good source of up-to-date information in Kathmandu for independent trekking. The shows cost Rs 1000 (including dinner) and you get plenty of time to ask questions at the end. They are currently held in the Courtyard Hotel. You’ll see posters up around town or check the website.

Maps

Most trekkers are content to get one of the trekking route maps produced locally by Himalayan Map House (www.himalayan-maphouse.com), Nepa Maps or Shangri-La Maps (www.shangrilamaps.com). They are relatively inexpensive (Rs 400 to 800) and are adequate for the popular trails, though not for off-route travel. They are found everywhere in map and bookshops in Thamel. Be aware that there is a great deal of repackaging going on; don’t buy two maps with different covers and names assuming you are getting significantly different maps.

The best series of maps of Nepal is the 1:50,000 series produced by Erwin Schneider and now published by Nelles Verlag. They cover the Kathmandu Valley and the Everest region from Jiri to the Hongu Valley. There are also 1:100,000 Schneider maps of Annapurna and Langtang available.

National Geographic produces 1:125,000 trekking maps to the Khumbu, Everest Base Camp, Annapurna and Langtang areas, as part of its Trails Illustrated series.

All of these maps are available at bookshops in Kathmandu and the following speciality map shops overseas:

Stanfords (www.stanfords.co.uk; United Kingdom) 


Omni Resources (www.omnimap.com; USA) 


Melbourne Map Centre (www.melbmap.com.au; Australia) 


Useful Websites

Great Himalaya Trail (www.thegreathimalayatrail.com) Excellent website detailing different sections of the epic trail, with articles, practical advice and a forum board

Lonely Planet Thorn Tree (www.lonelyplanet.com/thorntree) Both the Nepal and Trekking branches of this forum are good places to get the latest trail information and track down trekking partners.

Nepal Mountaineering Association (www.nepalmountaineering.org) Everything you need to know about climbing and trekking to the top of Nepal’s mountains.

TAAN (www.taan.org.np) The Trekking Agencies’ Association of Nepal website details current trekking regulations.

Trekinfo.com (www.trekinfo.com) Some of the information is dated but there’s a cracking forum board.

Yeti Zone (www.yetizone.com) An excellent day-by-day description of the big treks.



Practicalities

Rechargeable batteries can be charged at many trekking lodges for a fee of Rs 100 to 300 per hour. To charge batteries or an iPod off the beaten track, consider a solar charger like the iSun or Solio (www.solio.com).

Tip: batteries lose their juice quickly in cold temperatures so keep them in your sleeping bag overnight at higher elevations.

You can change cash in Namche Bazaar, Chame and at some trailheads, and access ATMs in Jomsom and Namche Bazaar, but you should generally bring all the cash rupees you need with you, plus a stash of US dollars in case you need to buy an emergency flight home.

Bring water purification  either chemical tablets, liquid iodine, a filter or a UV steriliser like a Steripen (Click here).





Documents & Fees

TIMS Card

All trekkers are required to register their trek by obtaining a Trekking Information Management System (TIMS; www.timsnepal.com) card. The card costs Rs 1610 (US$20) for individual trekkers or Rs 800 (US$10) if you are part of a group. The best place to get a TIMS card is from the Tourist Service Centre
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4256909 ext 244; www.welcomenepal.com; Bhrikuti Mandap, Kathmandu; [image: iconhourspng] 10am-1pm & 2-4pm Sun-Fri), mainly because you can also get conservation-area and national-park tickets in this building. Bring a photocopy of your passport and two passport photos. The card is issued on the spot; green for individuals and blue for group trekkers.

You need to show the TIMS card at the start of the Annapurna, Langtang and Everest treks.

National Park & Conservation Fees

If your trek enters a national park such as Langtang or Sagarmatha (Everest), you will need to pay a national-park fee. You can pay the fee at the entry to the parks, or in advance from the national parks office
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] 42224406; [image: iconhourspng] 9am-2pm Sun-Fri), which is located at the Tourist Service Centre, a 20-minute walk from Thamel in Kathmandu. The fee is Rs 1000 for each park. No photo is required.

If you are trekking in the Annapurna, Manaslu or Gauri Shankar (Rolwaling) regions you must pay a conservation-area fee to the Annapurna Conservation Area Project
Offline map Google map (ACAP; [image: iconphonepng] 01-4222406; www.ntnc.org.np; Bhrikuti Mandap; [image: iconhourspng] 9am-4pm daily), which is also at the Tourist Service Centre. Bring Rs 2000 and two photographs. The permit is issued on the spot and isn’t a hassle unless there is a long queue. Note that if you arrive at an ACAP checkpoint without a permit you will be charged double for the permit.

Conservation fees for the Annapurna area are also payable in Pokhara at the ACAP ([image: iconphonepng] 061-463376; [image: iconhourspng] 10am-5pm, to 4pm winter), at Damside inside the Nepal Tourism Board (NTB) office.

Trekking Permits

Trekking permits are not required for treks in the Everest, Annapurna and Langtang regions described in this book.

The following treks require trekking permits, which can only be obtained through registered trekking agencies:
   	
Area
 	
Trekking fee

  	
Kanchenjunga & lower Dolpo
 	
US$10 per week

  	
upper Mustang & upper Dolpo
 	
US$500 for 1st 10 days, then US$50 per day

  	
Nar-Phu
 	
US$90 per week Sep-Nov, US$75 per week Dec-Aug

  	
Manaslu
 	
US$70 for 1st week, then US$10 per day Sep-Nov, US$50 per week then US$7 per day Dec-Aug

  	
Humla
 	
US$50 for 1st week, then US$10 per day

  	
Tsum Valley
 	
US$35 per week



Responsible Trekking

Nepal faces several environmental problems as a result of, or at least compounded by, tourists’ actions and expectations. These include the depletion of forests for firewood; the build-up of nonbiodegradable waste, especially plastic bottles; and the pollution of waterways. You can help by choosing an environmentally and socially responsible company and heeding the following advice.

KEEP is a good resource for tips on responsible trekking. For general information on travelling sustainably in Nepal Click here.

Firewood & Forest Depletion

Minimise the use of firewood by staying in lodges that use kerosene or fuel-efficient wood stoves and solar-heated hot water. Avoid using large open fires for warmth  wear additional clothing instead. Keep showers to a minimum and spurn showers altogether if wood is burnt to produce the hot water.

Consolidate cooking time by ordering the same items at the same time as other trekkers. Daal bhaat (rice and lentils) is usually readily available for large numbers of people, does not require lengthy cooking time, and is nutritious and inexpensive. Local meals are usually prepared between 10am and 11am, so eating then will usually not require lighting an additional fire.

Treat your drinking water with iodine rather than boiling it.

Those travelling with organised groups should ensure kerosene is used for cooking, including by porters. In alpine areas ensure that all members are outfitted with enough clothing so that fires are not a necessity for warmth.

Garbage & Waste

Purify your own water instead of buying mineral water in nonbiodegradable plastic bottles.

Bring a couple of spare stuff sacks and use them to compact litter that you find on mountain trails to be disposed of down in Kathmandu.

Independent trekkers should always carry their garbage out or dispose of it properly. You can burn it, but you should remember that the fireplace in a Nepali home is sacred and throwing rubbish into it would be a great insult. Don’t bury your rubbish.

Take away all your batteries, as they will eventually leak toxins.

Toilet paper is a particularly unpleasant sight along trails; if you must use it, carry it in a plastic bag until you can burn it. Those travelling with organised groups should ensure that toilet tents are properly organised, that everyone uses them (including porters) and that rubbish is carried out. Check on a company’s policies before you sign up.

Water

Don’t soap up your clothes and wash them in streams. Instead, use a bowl or bucket and discard the dirty water away from watercourses.

On the Annapurna Circuit, the ACAP has introduced the Safe Drinking Water Scheme  a chain of 16 outlets selling purified water to trekkers. Its aim is to minimise the estimated one million plastic bottles that are brought into the Annapurna Conservation Area each year and are creating a serious litter problem. A litre of water costs between Rs 35 and 60, which is a fraction of the cost of bottled water.

Health & Safety

For the majority of trekkers health problems are likely to be minor, such as stomach upsets and blisters, and commonsense precautions are all that are required to avoid illness. See Click here for more detailed information on staying healthy while in Nepal.

Make sure you and your teeth are in good health before departing, as there is very little medical or dental attention along the trails. See Click here for more information on medical assistance on the Everest trek, and Click here for Langtang.



Health on the Trail

AMS (Altitude Sickness)

AMS, or altitude sickness, is the major concern on all high-altitude treks  be ever-alert to the symptoms of AMS (Click here).

Diarrhoea

This is a fairly minor problem but it can ruin a trek, so watch what you eat and ensure your medical kit contains antidiarrhoeal medicine such as Lomotil or Imodium (for emergencies only) and a broad-spectrum antibiotic like Azithromycin or Norfloxacin, available without a prescription at pharmacies in Kathmandu and Pokhara. Always treat your water.

Trekker’s Knee

Many people suffer from knee and ankle strains, particularly if they’re carrying their own pack. Elastic supports or bandages can help, as can anti-inflammatories such as Ibuprofen tablets and analgesic cream, and using collapsible trekking poles.

Blisters

Always carry moleskin, plasters (Band-Aids) and tape in your daypack in case of blisters. Investigate any hot spot as soon as you feel it. Wear clean socks.

Sunburn & Snowblindness

The high-altitude Himalayan sun is incredibly strong. Bring plenty of high-factor suncreen, a brimmed hat and a good pair of sunglasses for pass crossings.





Trekking Safely

Fired up by the gung-ho stories of adventurous travellers, it is also easy to forget that mountainous terrain carries an inherent risk. There are posters plastered around Kathmandu with the faces of missing trekkers and travellers  several of whom go missing every year on Nepal’s trekking trails.

In rural areas of Nepal rescue services are limited and medical facilities are primitive or nonexistent. Helicopter evacuations are possible but the costs run into the thousands of US dollars.

Only a tiny minority of trekkers end up in trouble, but accidents can often be avoided or risks minimised if people have a realistic understanding of trekking requirements. Don’t take on a Himalayan trek lightly; the end of the first week is not the time to discover that you’re not that keen on walking.

Several basic rules should be followed: don’t trek alone, don’t make ostentatious displays of valuable possessions and don’t leave lodge doors unlocked or valuables unattended.

Choosing Companions

Never trek alone. You’ll appreciate having someone around when you’re lost, sick or suffering from altitude sickness. It’s useful to have someone to occasionally watch your pack or valuables when you visit the bathroom or take a shower.

Solo women travellers should choose trekking companions and guides particularly carefully.

To find a fellow trekking companion, check the bulletin board at KEEP or post a message on www.trekinfo.com, www.trekkingpartners.com, www.yetizone.com or www.lonelyplanet.com/thorntree, or just chat with travellers you meet and perhaps your schedules and ambitions will match.

Unless you are an experienced trekker or have a friend to trek with, you should at least take a porter or guide.

Trail Conditions

Walking at high altitudes on rough trails can be dangerous. Watch your footing on narrow, slippery trails and never underestimate the changeability of the weather  at any time of the year.

If you are crossing high passes where snow is a possibility, never walk with less than three people.

Carry a supply of emergency rations, have a map and compass (and know how to use them), and have sufficient clothing and equipment to deal with cold, wet, blizzard conditions.

You will be sharing the trail with porters, mules and yaks, all usually carrying heavy loads, so give them the right of way. If a mule or yak train approaches, always move to the high side of the trail to avoid being knocked over the edge.

Rescue Insurance

Check that your travel-insurance policy does not exclude mountaineering or ‘alpinism’. Although you will not be engaging in these activities on a trek, you may have trouble convincing the insurance company of this fact. Check what insurance is available through your trekking company, if using one.

Rescue insurance will need to cover an emergency helicopter evacuation or a charter flight from a remote airstrip, as well as international medical evacuation. A helicopter evacuation from 4000m near Mt Everest will cost you US$2500 to US$10,000 and payment must be cleared in advance. Your embassy can help with this if you have registered with it.

Altitude

Walking the trails of Nepal often entails a great deal of altitude gain and loss; even the base camps of Nepal’s great peaks can be very high. Most treks that go through populated areas stick to between 1000m and 3000m, although the Everest Base Camp Trek and the Annapurna Circuit Trek both reach over 5000m. On high treks like these ensure adequate acclimatisation by limiting altitude gain above 3000m to 500m per day. The maxim of ‘walking high, sleeping low’ is good advice; your night halt should be at a lower level than the highest point reached in the day.

Make a point to catch the free altitude lectures given by the Himalayan Rescue Association (Click here) in Kathmandu, or at their Manang and Pheriche aid posts on the Annapurna and Everest treks respectively.






Top of section 





Bike Tracks & White Water







Best Wilderness Rafting Trip

Sun Kosi or Tamur Exciting expedition-style trips that last for a week and traverse a huge range of remote terrain.

Best Place for a Kayak Clinic

Trisuli River Base yourself at one of several comfortable riverside camps and take a few days to learn about Eskimo rolls and eddies.

Best White-Water Trip

Bhote Kosi The biggest bang for your buck, best done as an overnight trip and combined with some canyoning.

Best Mountain-Biking Trip

Jomsom to Pokhara Downhill trail that follows jeep tracks down the western half of the spectacular Annapurna Circuit.

Best Mountain-Biking Day Trip

Scar Rd from Kathmandu Tough, uphill off-road sections that reward with great valley views and forested trails.



Nepal offers some of the best mountain biking and rafting trips in the world. Both offer the opportunity to get way off the beaten track and to see the country at a slower pace and from a different perspective than from the window of a speeding tourist bus. There’s a huge variety of adventures on offer, from village day rides in the Kathmandu Valley to challenging mountain trails, and from family-friendly warm-water floats to full-on white-water trips through some of the remotest corners of the country.

Exploring Nepal’s trails and rivers on your own is possible but most people sign up for organised trips, which generally leave every few days in high season. Kathmandu alone has dozens of adventure companies specialising in both fixed group departures and customised private trips. All you have to do is come with enough time to pack it all in.

This chapter deals with background information for planning your biking, rafting or kayaking in Nepal. For specific route information see the separate Biking, Rafting & Kayaking chapter.

Mountain Biking

Fat tyres, a soft padded seat and 17 more gears than the average Nepali bike  the mountain bike is an ideal, go anywhere, versatile machine for exploring Nepal. These attributes make it possible to escape sealed roads, and to ride tracks and ancient walking trails to remote, rarely visited areas of the country. Importantly, they allow a liberating freedom of travel  you can stop whenever you like  and they free you from crowded buses and claustrophobic taxis.

The Kathmandu Valley offers the best and most consistent biking in Nepal, with a dense network of tracks, trails and backroads. A mountain bike really allows you to get off the beaten track and discover idyllic Newari villages that have preserved their traditional lifestyle. Each year more roads are developing, opening trails to destinations that were previously accessible only on foot.

Many trails are narrow, century-old walkways that are not shown on maps, so you need a good sense of direction when venturing out without a guide. To go unguided entails some risks, and you should learn a few important words of Nepali to assist in seeking directions.

Nepa Maps and Himalayan Maphouse produce the useful maps Mountain Biking the Kathmandu Valley and Biking around Annapurna, though they aren’t to be relied on completely.

For a description of some of the best biking routes, Click here.

Guided Tours

A booming number of Nepali companies offer guided mountain-bike trips. They provide high-quality bicycles, local and Western guides, helmets and all the necessary equipment. There is usually a minimum of four bicyclists per trip, although for shorter tours two is often sufficient. For the shorter tours (two to three days) vehicle support is not required, while for longer tours vehicles are provided at an extra cost.

Local group tours range from US$25 to US$35 for a simple day trip, such as the loop routes north from Kathmandu to Tinpiple, Tokha and Budhanilkantha; or south to the traditional village of Bungamati. Expect to pay around US$25 a day if you just want a mountain-bike guide.

A downhill day trip with vehicle support costs around US$55 per person. Options include driving to Nagarkot and riding down to Sankhu and Bodhnath or Bhaktapur, or driving to Kakani and taking the Scar Rd down. Dawn Till Dusk offers exhilarating downhill runs from the top of Phulchowki and Nagarjun peaks.

Multiday trips around the Kathmandu Valley cost around US$45 per day without vehicle backup, or US$65 with vehicle support and range from two to 10 days. Prices include bike hire, a guide, hotel accommodation and meals.

The following routes rank among the most popular organised itineraries:

Budhanilkantha-Chisopani-Nagarkot and back (three to four days)

Budhanilkantha-Nagi Gompa-Mulkharkha-Gokarna (day trip)

Nagarkot-Kathmandu downhill (day trip or overnight) via Sankhu or Changu Narayan Temple

Kathmandu to Chitwan National Park via Daman and Hetauda; the most interesting route leads via the back roads west of Dakshinkali.

Bhaktapur-Dhulikhel-Namobuddha-Panauti (three days)

Nagarkot-Dhulikhel-Panauti-Lakuri Bhanjyang-Sisneri (three days)  Click here


Tibet border (four days)

A few companies have recently started operating trips down the Kali Gandaki Valley, along the new unpaved road (and former trek route). Tours take around a week, with overnights in Ghasa, Tatopani, Beni and Pokhara, plus two days in Muktinath and Jomsom. An all-inclusive tour with flights and guide costs around US$1000, or you can organise a guide and bike only for around US$400. A few diehards even attempt the full Annapurna Circuit (Click here), though even the hardiest biker ends up carrying their bike 70% of the time on the Manang side.

Tour Companies

The following companies have good-quality imported mountain bikes that can also be hired independently of a tour.

Alternative Nepal ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4700170; www.alternativenepal.com) Bike hire US$10 per day, day/overnight trips to Kakani and Shivapuri US$30/50 with bike hire and guide.

Biking First
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4701771; www.bikingfirst.com; Z St) Small operation with day trips in the valley costing US$35 with guide, bike and tea. Bike hire costs Rs 500 to 750.

Dawn Till Dusk
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4700286; www.nepalbiking.com; JP School Rd, Thamel, Kathmandu) Local tours and rentals at the Kathmandu Guest House office; for bike repairs and servicing see the workshop a five-minute walk east, near Kilroy’s restaurant.

Himalayan Mountain Bikes
Offline map Google map (HMB; Click here; [image: iconphonepng] 01-4212860; www.bikingnepal.com, www.bikeasia.info) Kathmandu Valley multiday tours US$45 to US$65 per day, plus full service and repairs and bike hire US$12 to US$15 per day.

Himalayan Single Track
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4700909; www.himalayansingletrack.com; Saatgumthi) Six-day Kathmandu Valley and also lower and upper Mustang tours, plus daily early morning outings from Kathmandu (US$20).

Path Finder Cycling ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4700468; www.pathfindercycling.com, www.tibetbiking.com; Thamel, Kathmandu) Offers day and multiday tours, Tibet rides, bike rental, repairs and accessories. Located across from La Dolce Vita Restaurant.

Transporting Your Own Bicycle

If you plan to do a mountain-biking trip of more than a day or two, it may be a good idea to bring your own bicycle from home. Your bicycle can be carried as part of your baggage allowance on international flights. You are required to deflate the tyres, turn the handlebars parallel with the frame and remove the pedals. Passage through Nepali customs is quite simple once you reassure airport officers that it is ‘your’ bicycle and it will also be returning with you, though this requirement is never enforced.

On most domestic flights if you pack your bicycle correctly, removing wheels and pedals, it is possible to load it in the cargo hold. Check with the airline first.

Local buses are useful if you wish to avoid some of the routes that carry heavy traffic. You can place your bicycle on the roof for an additional charge (Rs 50 to 100 depending on the length of the journey and the bus company). If you’re lucky, rope may be available and someone will be there to assist you. Make sure the bicycle is held securely, to cope with the rough roads, and that it’s lying as flat as possible to prevent it catching low wires or tree branches. Unless you travel with foam padding it’s hard to avoid getting scratches to the frame. Supervise its loading and protect the rear derailleur from being damaged. Keep in mind that more baggage is likely to be loaded on top once you’re inside. A lock and chain is a wise investment.

Equipment

Most of the bicycles for rent in Nepal are low-quality, Indian mountain bikes, not suitable for the rigours of trail riding. The better operators, such as Himalayan Mountain Bikes or Dawn Till Dusk rent high-quality front-shock, 18-gear mountain bikes for around US$8 to US$12 per day, with discounts for a week’s hire. Cheaper companies offer battered front-suspension bikes for Rs 450, with discounts for a week’s hire. The better rental shops can supply helmets and other equipment.

If you bring your own bicycle, it is essential to bring tools and spare parts, as these are largely unavailable outside of Kathmandu. Established mountain-bike tour operators have mechanics, workshops and a full range of bicycle tools at their offices in Kathmandu. Dawn Till Dusk also has a separate repair workshop near Kilroy’s restaurant in Thamel (see Click here).

Road Conditions

Nepali roads carry a vast array of vehicles: buses, motorcycles, cars, trucks, tractors, holy cows, wheelbarrows, dogs, wandering children and chickens, all moving at different speeds and in different directions. Traffic generally travels on the left-hand side, though it’s not uncommon to find a vehicle approaching you head-on or even on the wrong side of the road. In practice, smaller vehicles give way to larger ones, and bicycles are definitely at the bottom of the heap.

The centre of Kathmandu is a particularly unpleasant place to ride because of pollution, heavy traffic and the increasingly reckless behaviour of young motorcyclists.

A few intrepid mountain bikers have taken bicycles into trekking areas hoping to find great riding but these areas are generally not suitable for mountain biking and you have to carry your bicycle for at least 80% of the time. In addition, there are always trekkers, porters and local people clogging up the trails. Sagarmatha National Park doesn’t allow mountain bikes. Courtesy and care on the trails should be a high priority when biking.

Trail Etiquette

Clothing

Tight-fitting lycra bicycle clothing might be functional, but is a shock to locals, who maintain a very modest approach to dressing. Such clothing is embarrassing and also offensive to Nepalis.

A simple way to overcome this is by wearing a pair of comfortable shorts and a T-shirt over your bicycle gear. This is especially applicable to female bicyclists, as women in Nepal generally dress conservatively.

Safety

Trails are often filled with locals going about their daily work. A small bell attached to your handlebars and used as a warning of your approach, reducing your speed, and a friendly call or two of ‘ cycle ioh! ’ (cycle coming!) go a long way in keeping everyone on the trails happy and safe. Children love the novelty of the bicycles, the fancy helmets, the colours and the strange clothing, and will come running from all directions to greet you. They also love to grab hold of the back of your bicycle and run with you. You need to maintain a watchful eye so no one gets hurt.

Rafting & Kayaking

Nepal has a reputation for being one of the best places in the world for rafting and kayaking, with outstanding river journeys ranging from steep, adrenaline-charged mountain streams to classic big-volume wilderness expeditions. Warm water, a subtropical climate (with no bugs!) and huge white sandy beaches that are ideal for camping just add to the appeal.

There has been a continuous increase in the number of kayakers coming to Nepal over the last few years, and it is justifiably recognised as a mecca for paddlers. Several companies offer trips that cater specifically to kayakers, where you get to explore the river with rafts carrying all your gear and food, and often camp near choice play spots.

When to Go

In general the best times for rafting and kayaking are September to early December, and March to early June.

March to May The summer season has long, hot days and lower water flows, which generally means the rapids are a grade lower than they are from September to November. The rivers rise again in May with the pre-monsoon storms and some snowmelt.

June to August Monsoon rains mean the rivers carry 10 times their low-water flows, and can flood with 60 to 80 times the low-water levels, making most rivers insanely difficult. Only parts of the Seti, Upper Sun Kosi and Trisuli are commercially run during the monsoon.

September to early October & May to June Rivers can be extremely high with monsoon runoff. Any expeditions attempted at this time require a very experienced rafting company with an intimate knowledge of the river and strong teams, as times of high flows are potentially the most dangerous times to be on a river.

Mid-October to November One of the most popular times to raft or kayak, with warm, settled weather and exciting runs.

December Many of the rivers become too cold to enjoy unless you have a wetsuit, and the days are short with the start of winter  the time to consider shorter trips.

What to Bring

If you go on an organised rafting or kayaking trip, all specialised equipment is supplied, as well as tents. Roll-top dry bags keep your gear dry even if the vessel flips.

Usually you will only need light clothing, with a warmer change for cool nights. A swimsuit, a towel, a sunhat, insect repellent, sunscreen and light tennis shoes or sandals (that will stay on your feet) are all necessary, but can be bought in Kathmandu. Overnight trips require a sleeping bag, but these can be hired. In winter you will need thermal clothing, especially on rivers like the Bhote Kosi. Check if companies provide paddle jackets and wetsuits.

Waterproof camera containers are useful to take photos along the river  ask your company if they have any for rent or, better, bring your own.

Information

Anyone who is seriously interested in rafting and kayaking should get White Water Nepal by Peter Knowles. It has very detailed information on river trips, with 60 maps, river profiles and hydrographs, plus advice on equipment and health. Check out www.riverspublishing.co.uk or get a copy of the book in Kathmandu.

Himalayan Maphouse and Peter Knowles have produced three river maps for kayakers and rafters: Whitewater Rafting and Kayaking for Western Nepal, Central Nepal and Eastern Nepal.



River Trips in Nepal

Note that in the ‘Season/Grade’ column, the number in brackets refers to the grade when the high river flows, which is normally at the beginning and end of the season.
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The website of the Nepal Association of Rafting Agents (www.raftingassociation.org.np) has listings of rafting companies, overviews of river routes and information on the annual Himalayan Whitewater Challenge.

Whitewater Adventures  Nepal (www.raftnepal.org/Raft-Nepal-Index.html) offers an excellent overview of rafting options across Nepal, as well as advice about other extreme sports.

Choosing a River

Before you decide on a river, you need to decide what it is that you want out of your trip. There are trips available from two to 12 days on different rivers, all offering dramatically different experiences.

First, don’t believe that just because it’s a river it’s going to be wet ’n’ wild. Some rivers, such as the Sun Kosi, which is a full-on white-water trip in September and October, are basically flat in the low water of early spring. On the flip side, early spring can be a superb time to raft rivers such as the Marsyangdi or Bhote Kosi, which would be suicidal during high flows. The Karnali is probably the only river that offers continually challenging white water at all flows, though during the high-water months of September and May it’s significantly more challenging than in the low-water months.

Longer trips such as the Sun Kosi (in the autumn), the Karnali and the Tamur offer some real heart-thumping white water with the sense of journey inherent in a long river trip. With more time on the river, things are more relaxed, relationships progress at a more natural pace, and memories become entrenched for a lifetime. River trips are much more than gravity-powered roller-coaster rides; they’re liquid journeys traversed on very special highways.

If a long trip is simply impossible because of financial or time constraints, don’t undervalue the shorter ones. Anyone who has ever taken a raft or kayak down the Bhote Kosi (at any flow) would be hard pressed to find anything better to do with two days in Nepal.

For a shorter float combined with some premier wildlife-watching consider also the two- to three-day raft from Mugling to Chitwan National Park (Click here) and a day raft on the Geruwa River near Bardia National Park (Click here).

Organised Trips

There are dozens of companies in Kathmandu claiming to be rafting and kayaking operators. A few are well-established companies with good reputations, and the rest are newer companies, often formed by guides breaking away and starting their own operations. Although these new companies can be enthusiastic and good, they can also be shoestring operations that may not have adequate equipment and staff. Most of the small travel agencies simply sell trips on commission; often they have no real idea about the details of what they are selling and are only interested in getting bums on seats.

If a group has recently returned from a trip, speak to its members. This will give you reliable information about the quality of equipment, the guides, the food and the transportation. Question the company about things such as how groups get to and from the river, the number of hours spent paddling or rowing, where the camps are set up, food provided (rafting promotes a very healthy appetite), who does the cooking and work around the camp, the cooking fuel used (wood isn’t convenient or responsible), what happens to rubbish, hygiene precautions and night-time activities. Check how many people have booked and paid for a trip, as well as the maximum number that will be taken.

Shorter trips depart every few days but the longer rafting trips only depart every week or so, so it’s worth contacting a company in advance to see when they are planning a trip. The best companies will refer you to a friendly competitor if they don’t have any suitable dates.

Generally you’ll be rafting or kayaking for around five to six hours a day, and you can expect to be running rapids about 30% of the time depending on the river. The first and last days will most likely be half days. Longer trips of a week or more will probably have one rest day when you can relax or explore the surroundings.

Trips booked in Nepal range in price from US$50 to US$80 a day, depending on the standard of service, number of people on the trip, and the river. Generally you get what you pay for. It is better to pay a bit more and have a good, safe trip than to save US$100 and have a lousy, dangerous trip. As one rafting company says, ‘saving you a little can cost you a lot’.

With the constant change in rafting and kayaking companies it’s difficult to make individual recommendations; the fact that a company is not recommended here does not necessarily mean it will not deliver an excellent trip. Nonetheless, the following Kathmandu companies have been recommended for their professionalism. For contact details of Pokhara-based operations Click here.

Adventure Aves
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4700230; www.adventureaves.com; Saat Gumti) Nepali- British operation focused on rafting and kayaking.

Adrenaline Rush
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4700961; www.adrenalinenepal.com; Thamel) Trisuli rafting and kayaking trips, including tubing and ‘ducky’ (inflatable kayak) trips, from a simple camp at Kuringhat on the Trisuli. It also offers a canyoning and kayaking combo day trip (US$65).

Drift Nepal
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4700797; www.driftnepal.com) Contact Samir Thapa. All the major rivers are represented, as well as kayak clinics and treks.

Equator Expeditions
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4700782; www.equatorexpeditionsnepal.com, www.nepalgate.com; Thamel, Kathmandu) This company specialises in long participatory rafting/kayaking trips and kayak instruction.

GRG Adventure Kayaking
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4700928; www.grgadventurekayaking.com) Run by Nepal’s best kayaker, operates rafting and kayaking trips and a four-day kayak clinic (US$300) at a tented camp close to Fishling, near Kuringhat. Also rents kayaks.

Himalayan Encounters ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4700426; www.himalayanencounters.com; Kathmandu Guest House courtyard, Thamel, Kathmandu) This company has a solid reputation. Its Trisuli trips (one/two days US$55/95) stay at the Trisuli Center camp, near Big Fig beach, while its Seti trips hike in from Bandipur.

Ultimate Descents Nepal
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4701295; www.udnepal.com) Near Northfield Cafe and part of the Borderlands group; it also has an office in Pokhara. Specialises in long participatory rafting trips as well as kayak instruction and clinics on the Seti River.

Ultimate Rivers
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] /fax 01-4700526; info@urnepal.wlink.com.np; Mandala St, Thamel, Kathmandu) Associated with the New Zealand company Ultimate Descents International (www.ultimatedescents.com). The Kathmandu office is shared with The Last Resort.

Safety

Safety is the most important part of any river trip. Unfortunately, there are no minimum safety conditions enforced by any official body in Nepal. This makes it very important to choose a professional rafting and kayaking company. Your guide should give you a comprehensive safety talk and paddle training before you launch off downstream. If you don’t get this, it is probably cause for concern.

Modern self-bailing rafts, good life jackets and helmets are essential.

There should be a minimum of two rafts per trip. In higher water three rafts are safer than two.

Good safety kayakers are invaluable on steeper rivers where they can often get to swimmers in places no other craft could manage.

If possible, speak with the guide who will lead the trip to get an impression of the people you will be spending time with and the type of trip they run.

All guides should have a current first-aid certificate and be trained in cardiopulmonary resuscitation. International accreditation such as the Swiftwater Rescue Technician (SRT) qualification is a bonus.

Always wear your life jacket in rapids. Wear your helmet whenever your guide tells you, and make sure that both the helmet and jacket are properly adjusted and fitted.

Keep your feet and arms inside the raft. If the raft hits a rock or wall and you are in the way, the best you’ll escape with is a laceration.

If you do swim in a rapid, get into the ‘white-water swimming position’. You should be on your back, with your feet downstream and up where you can see them. Hold on to your paddle as this will make you more visible. Relax and breathe when you aren’t going through waves. Then turn over and swim at the end of the rapid when the water becomes calmer. Self-rescue is the best rescue.

Kayaking

The opportunities for kayak expeditions are exceptional. Apart from the rivers discussed later in this chapter, of note at the right flows are the Mardi Khola, Tamba Kosi, Karnali headwaters, Thuli Bheri, Balephi Khola and tributaries of the Tamur.

The upper Modhi Khola is also good for experienced kayakers. The side creek of the Bhurungdi Khola, by Birethani village, hides several waterfalls that are runnable by experienced kayakers.

Kayak Clinics

Nepal is an ideal place to learn to kayak and several companies offer learner kayak clinics. Due to the high levels of communication required to teach, the best instruction clinics tend to be staffed with both Western and Nepali instructors. Kayak clinics normally take about four days, which gives you time to get a good grounding in the basics of kayaking, safety and river dynamics.

The clinics are a pretty laid-back introduction to kayaking, with around four to six hours of paddling a day. On day one you’ll learn self-rescue, T-rescue and Eskimo roll, which will help you to right yourself when you capsize. Day two sees you on the river, learning to ferry glide (cross the river), eddy in and eddy out (entering and leaving currents) and perfecting your paddling strokes. Day three is when you start really having fun on the river, running small (class 2) rapids and journeying down the river, learning how to read the rapids. The key is to relax your upper body to move with the kayak, and not to panic if you tip over. Physical flexibility is a real plus. Expect one instructor for every three people.

Equator Expeditions and Ultimate Rivers (see Organised Trips, Click here) operate clinics on the upper Sun Kosi. Equator runs the Sukute Beach Resort, just north of Sukute village between kilometre markers 69 and 70. It’s fairly comfortable but with squat toilets and cold showers, it isn’t as luxurious as Borderlands or the Last Resort. Still, it has a great spot on the river, with a private beach, a bar area with pool tables and a lovely stretch of river nearby. It also has a pool, which is a real bonus when learning Eskimo rolls.

Ultimate Rivers uses the Riverside Camp, between kilometre markers 83 and 84, which is a similarly basic camp. Both companies charge around US$200 for a four-day clinic, though you can often negotiate a cheaper price if you take the local bus. For both trips check what kind of transportation is included. You may find yourself flagging down local buses and putting your kayak on the roof for short rides after a trip down the river.

The Royal Beach Camp
Offline map Google map ([image: iconphonepng] 01-4700531; www.royalbeachnepal.com) offers two- to seven-day kayak clinics from its fixed camp and swimming pool at Kataudi on the Trisuli River, 85km from Kathmandu. Packages include two-day kayak clinics (US$99), and three-day rafting, kayaking and canyoning (US$155). Contact Royal Beach Camp at its office in Kathmandu, just north of the Kathmandu Guest House. See also Click here.

Ultimate Descents Nepal operates its four-day clinics on the gentle Seti River, for around US$250, from Pokhara to Pokhara. The first day’s training takes place on Phewa Tal and the remaining three days are on the Seti, with two nights’ riverside camping. The advantage to learning on the Seti is that you get to journey down a wilderness river. Upper Sun Kosi kayak clinics can be structured for instruction from one to four days. Kayaking specialists like GRG Adventure kayaking can often arrange kayaking tuition during the quieter sections of a Sun Kosi rafting run.

Nose plugs are useful for those practice Eskimo rolls and you should bring a warm change of clothes as you are going to get wet. The bulk of kayak clinics operate in late October, November, March and April. December to February clinics are still possible, but with shorter days, and there’s a lot less sunlight to warm you up at the beginning and end of the day.
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Volunteering







Choosing an Organisation

Consider honestly how your skill set may best benefit an organisation and community, choose a cause that you are passionate about and do some research to ensure your potential organisation is reputable and transparent.

Time Required

Think realistically about how much time you can devote to the project. You are unlikely to be of lasting help if you stay for less than a couple of months.

Money

It may surprise you to have to pay to volunteer but many companies charge substantial placement fees and ask you to cover your own costs, including accommodation, food and transport.

Resources

www.lonelyplanet.com​/volunteer/index.cfm Our online advice.

www.ethicalvolunteering.org Useful tips on selecting an ethical volunteer agency.

Volunteer: A Traveller’s Guide By Lonely Planet; invaluable one-stop information and directory.



Hundreds of travellers volunteer in Nepal every year, working on an incredible range of development and conservation projects, covering everything from volunteering with street children in Kathmandu to counting the tracks of endangered animals in the high Himalaya. The rewards for the traveller can certainly be high. The potential for personal growth and the opportunity to forge a deeper connection with a local community can give a profoundly deeper aspect to the notion of travel.

However, it is important to remember the principles of ethical volunteering  good volunteer agencies match a volunteer’s skill sets to suitable projects that result in real and lasting benefit to local communities, rather than simply offering travellers the chance to feel better about themselves during a fleeting two-week placement.

As ‘voluntourism’ has grown in popularity, dozens of organisations have sprung up to take advantage of a new potential source of revenue, muddying an already murky issue. You’ll need to do some serious research to ensure that your time and money are genuinely going to help the cause you are trying to advance. Do it right though, and an extended time spent volunteering in Nepal will bring you much closer to the country. Dare we say it, it may even change your life.

Voluntrekking

A number of trekking and tour agencies use the proceeds from their trips to support charitable projects around Nepal, and many travellers also undertake sponsored treks and climbing expeditions in Nepal to raise money for specific charities and projects.

Organisations that set up expeditions of this kind include the following:

Community Action Treks (www.catreks.com) Offers various treks that contribute to the work of Community Action Nepal.

Crooked Trails (www.crookedtrails.com) Runs fundraising treks and volunteer programs that can be combined with treks.

Exodus (www.exodus.co.uk/responsible-travel) UK agency offering various treks; proceeds help fund tree-planting in Mustang and an orphanage in Patan.

Explore Nepal (www.xplorenepal.com.np) Trek and tour agency with commendable ethical policies; money from trips helps to fund litter clearing and other environmental projects.

Nepal Trust (www.nepaltrust.org) Runs fundraising treks to Humla that focus on construction, medical and cultural projects.

Restoration Works International (www.restorationworksinternational.org) Paid volunteer treks to Mustang to help with the restoration of Chairro Gompa.

Social Tours (www.socialtours.com) Runs charity and yoga treks where profits go to Save the Children or orphans’ homes and can organise volunteer placements.

Summit Climb (www.summitclimb.com, www.servicetreknews.org) Runs an annual service trek providing health care in remote parts of Solu Khumbu.

Several trekking routes offer community-based tourism initiatives. You can stay in a community lodge in Gotlang on the Tamang Heritage Trail (Click here), or travel and trekking agencies can arrange overnight stays on a village homestay program in the Gurung village of Sirubari, about 56km from Pokhara.

Volunteer Work

In recent years ‘voluntourism’ has become a booming business in Nepal, with travel companies co-opting the idea as a branch of their for-profit enterprises. To avoid the bulk of your placement fees going into the pockets of disinterested third-party agencies, it’s important to do your research on the hundreds of organisations that now offer volunteer work and find a suitable one that supports your skills.

Although you give your time for free, you will be expected to pay for food and lodging, and you may also be asked to pay a placement fee. Volunteers should try to find out exactly how much of their placement fees is going into Nepal, and how much is going towards company profit and administrative costs. Fees paid to local agencies tend to be much lower than the large fees charged by some international volunteer agencies.

The better organisations offer support throughout the volunteering period, with in-country staff who can give a great deal of advice, training and direction and, most importantly, help to maintain the projects that you are involved in once you’ve returned home. To maximise the benefit to your host organisation, it’s essential to be honest in evaluating what specific skills and experience you have to offer.

Nepal’s orphanages in particular have come under a critical spotlight in recent years, with several operations linked to child trafficking and adoption scandals. Conor Grennan’s book Little Princes is an inspiring account of time volunteering in a Nepali orphanage that touches on the corruption and murky moral dilemmas inherent in trying to do the right thing in Nepal.

For a more sobering perspective on the volunteering industry, see www.just-one.org/your-chance/volunteering. See also the boxed text ‘When Giving is Selfish’ in the Kathmandu chapter (Click here).

When looking for a volunteer placement, a good place to start is the Kathmandu office of Kathmandu Environmental Education Project Offline map Google map (KEEP; www.keepnepal.org). This well-regarded organisation places volunteers with a variety of local NGOs and offers one-month placements in Kathmandu teaching English and other skills to porters and guides in December/January and July/August. A minimum two-month time commitment is preferred and there’s a US$50 administration fee.

Organisations that arrange volunteer placements and volunteer treks:

Butterfly Foundation (www.butterflyfoundation.org) Accepts volunteers to help with administration and child care at its orphanage in Pokhara; linked to Butterfly Lodge (Click here).

Child Environment Nepal (www.cennepal.org.np) Takes child-care volunteers in its orphanage at Naya Bazaar in Kathmandu.

Community Action Nepal (www.canepal.org.uk) Development project established by British climber Doug Scott.

Cultural Destination Nepal (www.volunteernepal.org.np) A cultural immersion package, combining a homestay and Nepali language course with a one- to three-month volunteer placement.

Esther Benjamins Trust (www.ebtrust.org.uk) Can arrange placements working to improve the lives of trafficked and abandoned children.

Ford Foundation (www.fordnepal.org) Arranges volunteer work focusing on teaching and child care; accommodation is provided by a host family.

Global Vision International (www.gvi.co.uk, www.gviusa.com) Offers both short- and long-term internships on teaching and volunteer placements on teaching and childcare projects, some combined with trekking in the Everest region. Volunteers are also able to obtain a BTEC award in leadership. The GVI Charitable Trust raises funds to support local projects and the community.

Global Volunteer Network (www.globalvolunteernetwork.org/nepal) A Kiwi organisation offering placements in health care, education, child care and social development.

Helping Hands (www.helpinghandsusa.org) Places medical volunteers at clinics around Nepal.

Himalayan Children Care Home (www.hchmustang.org) Accepts volunteers to help with the care and education of kids from remote Mustang who are attending schools in Pokhara.

Himalayan Healthcare (www.himalayan-healthcare.org) Arranges medical and dental treks around Nepal.

Hope & Home (www.hopenhome.org) Nepali NGO placing volunteers on health, teaching and child-care programs.

Insight Nepal (www.insightnepal.org.np) Combines a cultural and education program near Pokhara with a volunteer placement and a trek in the Annapurna region; the package lasts seven weeks or three months.

Kanchenjunga School Project (www.kangchenjunga.org) Arranges treks with volunteer placements in health and education at villages in the Kanchenjunga region.

Mamata Volunteers (www.mamatavolunteers.org) Wide range of fee-paying volunteer work.

Mountain Fund (www.mountainfund.org) Offers fairly pricey volunteer opportunities in Kathmandu.

Mountain Trust Nepal (www.mountain-trust.org) British NGO that can arrange volunteer placements in social projects around Pokhara.

Nepal Sathi (www.nepalsathi.ws) Places volunteers on projects at villages near the Arniko Hwy in central Nepal.

Nepal Trust (www.nepaltrust.org) A focus on Humla in western Nepal.

Nepali Children’s Trust (www.nepalichildrenstrust.com) Runs an annual trek for volunteers and disabled Nepali children from the Annapurna region.

Prison Assist Nepal (www.panepal.org) Kathmandu-based organisation that needs volunteers to help look after children whose parents are in prison.

Rokpa (www.rokpa.org) Swiss-Tibetan organisation that needs volunteers for its soup kitchen and medical tent at Bodhnath for six or more weeks (December to March).

Rural Assistance Nepal (www.rannepal.org) UK-based charity that places volunteers in education and healthcare.

Rural Community Development Programme (www.rcdpnepal.org) Arranges placements on volunteer projects that can be combined with organised treks.

Sustainable Agriculture Development Programme (www.sadpnepal.org) Arranges placements in sustainable and organic agriculture and other social programs near Pokhara.

Vajrayana School (www.vajrayanaschool.org.np) Teach Tibetan refugees in Bodhnath.

Volunteer Nepal (http://volunteernepal.net) Wide range of volunteer placements, connected with Nepal Orphan’s Home (www.nepalorphanshome.org).

Volunteer Nepal National Group (www.volnepal.np.org) Places volunteers on a variety of teaching, conservation and development programs.

Volunteers Initiative Nepal (www.volunteeringnepal.org) Wide range of opportunities; see also www.friendsofvin.nl.
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regions at a glance







Like the Hindu deities guarding its temples, Nepal has many aspects and incarnations. If you like your beauty man-made, then it doesn’t get better than the sublime golden temples, red-brick pagodas and medieval public squares that dominate the historic cities of the Kathmandu Valley. Framing the northern horizon of these cities is the high Himalaya, an almost limitless smorgasbord of alpine splendour criss-crossed by trekking routes.

Lesser known to visitors are the Middle Hills, a collection of hill towns that offer fine mountain viewpoints, traditional architecture and plenty of scope to get off the beaten track. Furthest south lie the steamy southern plains and their impressive wildlife reserves and easy access to India.
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Kathmandu



Temples

Food

Shopping

Temples

Kathmandu’s old town is stuffed with ancient stupas and sculptures at every crossroad, while its central Durbar Sq is a master-piece of medieval Malla architecture.

Food

The Thamel district is a global mash-up of Tibetan, Japanese, Thai and Italian restaurants, separated only by bakeries offering espresso drinks and lemon cheesecake. The city’s Newari restaurants offer the more refined tastes of the Rana court.

Shopping

Where to start? World-class outdoor gear, Asia’s best bookshops, bargain-priced pashminas, thangkas (Tibetan religious paintings) and prayer flags…the list is endless. Bring a spare bag  you’ll need it.

Click here
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Around the Kathmandu Valley



Temples

Outdoor Activities

Traditional Towns

Temples

Offering the world’s densest collection of World Heritage Sites, almost every town in the valley is blessed with stunning temples and exquisite statuary.

Outdoor Activities

The valley’s web of fine hiking and mountain-biking trails offers the best way to explore this area. To up the ante, head for the Tibetan border for some wild rafting and canyoning.

Traditional Towns

Bhaktapur wins the prize here but there are dozens of other charming villages to explore, from Kirtipur and Bungamati in the south to sleepy Nuwakot in the north. All offer fine traditional architecture and village squares that seem lifted from the 15th century.

Click here
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Kathmandu to Pokhara



Temples

Outdoor Activities

Traditional Towns

Temples

Blood sacrifices at the hilltop temple at Manakamana are a macabre draw, especially on Saturdays, while Nepal’s first capital at Gorkha boasts a historically important and impressive royal fort palace, with dozens of local temples littering the backstreets.

Outdoor Activities

Rafting and kayaking on the warm waters of the Trisuli River are the most popular excursions, and there are some exciting canyoning add-ons at the Royal Beach Camp.

Traditional Towns

Bandipur’s Newari-style old town is one of the most atmospheric of Nepal’s Middle Hills villages, with outdoor teahouses, good accommodation options and excellent day hikes.

Click here
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Pokhara



The Easy Life

Mountain Views

Trekking

The Easy Life

With a warm climate, little pollution, and backpacker comforts, Pokhara is the perfect place to take a break, preferably over a leisurely lakeshore breakfast or an ambitious round of yoga and massage.

Mountain Views

It’s all about Machhapuchhare and the Annapurnas, with spectacular dawn views from atop Sarangkot ridge, the World Peace Pagoda or while paddling a dhunga rowboat around serene Phewa Tal.

Trekking

A superb range of treks kick off from Pokhara, from short teahouse treks into the foothills around Ghorepani and Ghandruk to the alpine splendour of the Annapurna Sanctuary, Tibet-style Trans-Himalayan deserts around Jomsom or the full monty: the Annapurna Circuit.

Click here
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The Terai & Mahabharat Range



Temples

Wildlife

Outdoor Activities

Temples

There are two major religious sites in the Terai. Buddhists celebrate the birthplace of the Buddha at Lumbini, while Hindus flock to the colourful temple complex at Janakpur to commemorate the marriage of Rama to Sita.

Wildlife

Fabulous Chitwan and remote Bardia National Parks both offer big-game wildlife watching in sultry river deltas and grasslands, while Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserve is ground central for birdwatchers.

Outdoor Activities

Scanning for wildlife on a lumbering elephant’s back or by boat are the major activities in the Terai, though there’s also some good off-the-beaten-track walking around Ilam and nontouristy Tansen.

Click here
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