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...over the hills and far away

she danced with Pigling Bland!

 

Beatrix Potter, The Tale of Pigling Bland 




ONE

 

 

One clear, frosty February morning in 1962, my bride, Sarah, and I headed across Suffolk en route for Nepal, three months and eleven thousand miles distant. We would be in Kathmandu for several months working at Shanta Bhawan Hospital. Our Land Rover van—named Bucephalus after Alexander the Great’s trusty steed—would take us east in a progress of long traverses of exotic sounding countries, punctuated by halts at interesting places.

Sarah and I spent ten days skiing in Switzerland—she had been an excellent downhill racer in her youth—then we drove south, still in the midst of European winter, through the Dolomites and down to the plains of Yugoslavia. Even with the outside temperature well below freezing, Bucephalus was snug and warm with the insulation we had coated on the inside of the cab.

We reached the east end of the Mediterranean at Thessaloniki, and followed the shore of the Sea of Marmara towards Istanbul where we camped on the foreshore of the Bosphorus. Next morning we awoke to find that we had parked right in the middle of the local fish market, and were surrounded by the stalls of fishermen selling their morning catch, and dozens of cats marauding for fish-heads and scraps of offal. Across the Golden Horn lay the brown cliffs of Asia Minor. We looked towards the ancient city of Constantinople, where the spacious domes of Hagia Sophia and the Blue Mosque of Sultan Ahmed topped all the other buildings, and high muezzin minarets pointed skywards from the four corners. Inside each mosque, a mullah read the Koran aloud from an ornate pulpit. The feeling of space outmatched any other mediaeval building I knew. Nearby, set in grounds overlooking the city, was the Seraglio, the palace and harem of the Ottoman sultans.
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Sarah and Peter

 

Crossing the Bosphorus Bridge, our road climbed steadily to Ankara—capital of Turkey—set on the plains of Anatolia. Shepherds, squatting under square capes for shelter, guarded flocks of Angora goats. Men and boys wore European flat cloth caps, a dreary form of national dress introduced by Kemal Ataturk to replace the fez in a wave of reform that followed a revolution in 1922 when he abolished the sultanate.

Ankara seemed an appropriate place for our first Turkish bath that was much needed after our first week on the road. In the bathhouse, or hammam, sexes were segregated, so Sarah went into a side entrance for women while I entered the main portal of the peeling stone building. A muscular old amazon ordered me to undress to my shorts. I lay on a steaming slab, as she pummelled my flesh with her fists, and wrung my neck. Exhausted and battered after an hour of exquisite pain, I tingled all over and felt refreshed. In the street outside I met Sarah, who told me that she had undergone similar treatment at the hands of a petite little Turk dressed in bra and pants.

The road south from Ankara passed the salt lake of Tuz Golu, heading for the Cilician Gates, a pass through the Taurus Mountains that is a natural gateway between Anatolia and the Mediterranean, followed by Saint Paul and, later, the Crusaders. We drove east to Issus, another bottleneck guarding entry into the Middle East, where a plain only seven miles wide lies between the steep slopes of mountains and sea. Here Alexander defeated Darius III of Persia in one of the most crucial battles of his eastward campaign.

Beside the sea outside Iskenderun we rested for an entire Sunday—a habit we tried to follow throughout our journey as a complete break from driving and sightseeing, and a chance to catch up on our washing of clothes and selves, writing, and relaxing. Spring burst out quite suddenly with a multitude of flowers—cyclamen, poppies, and blue irises appeared under olive trees, and orange blossoms and mimosa began to flower. For the next month we chased spring through the Middle East, a colourful season in desert lands.

Near the cobbled streets of Antioch, hewn out of a hillside overlooking the fertile plain that surrounds the city, we found the tiny church of St Peter— “. . . where they were first called Christians.” We passed the ancient Hittite city of Aleppo and the neighbouring villages of beehive houses still in use by farmers and shepherds.

From Homs, a track sets out eastwards into the desert towards the oasis of Palmyra, the centre of Queen Zenobia’s empire, and a caravan crossroads on the trade route between the cities on the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers and the Mediterranean. After driving a hundred miles of flat, uninhabited desert, we looked down from the crest of a sand dune on the ruined city set beside a small oasis of palm trees. Columns of the Sacred Way led to the Valley of Tombs, and a small crusader castle built on a hill beyond the Necropolis. The ruined Temple of Bel was once a massive complex, garish beyond belief with painted columns and golden decoration. Niches set in the walls of the temple held statues commemorating outstanding caravan leaders, many of whom had been slaughtered by brigands. When the explorer Lady Hester Stanhope rode into the city, Arab dancing girls occupied niches as a welcome from the Bedouin desert chieftains.

We returned to the Mediterranean littoral by way of Krak-des-Chevaliers, a vast ruined crusader castle. Turning south towards Beirut, we passed Byblos, the oldest continuously inhabited town, whose compact harbour once berthed Egyptian galleys. Five thousand years ago, Phoenicians traded cedar wood felled in the forests of Lebanon.

In Beirut we changed our vagabond style for the sophisticated life of the diplomatic service. We spent, with Sarah’s sister and brother-in-law, a leisurely ten days bathing in the sea, enjoying a gay social round of parties, and going for picnics to Beit-ed-Din and Baalbek. This ruined ancient city of Heliopolis lies across Lebanon’s mountain range in a fertile plain, the Bekaa, once the granary of Rome. The Temple of Jupiter has the world’s tallest free-standing columns made from vast hewn blocks of stone.
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Palmyra ruins

 

Crossing the Anti-Lebanon, tall poplar trees gave vertical lines to undulating horizontals of the low mountain range, we entered Syria and reached Damascus, a city redolent of biblical times. From Jerash we drove to Jericho and the Dead Sea. A young American lady, who kept two Saluki dogs, told us, “Jerusalem is grisly at Easter.” Unwilling to heed her advice, we passed luxury hotels on the Mount of Olives, tourists strung about with cameras in the Holy Sepulchre, an Armenian priest who coughed and spat in the crypt, and touts selling relics. The only serene place was the Moslem mosque on the Dome of the Rock. Bethlehem was similarly disillusioning, but the surrounding countryside gave a real impression of the unchanged scene since Christ’s day.

Our last tourist stop before continuing our journey eastwards was to Petra, “. . . rose- red city half as old as time.” We camped in the police post at Wadi Musa, leaving Bucephalus in the custody of a bandoliered policeman with a droopy moustache under a keffiyeh headscarf. We walked through the gorge on hot sand in the middle of the day because—much to Sarah’s disgust—I had bargained too hard over the cost of renting donkeys. The only entrance to this fabled city is through a gorge eroded over time to a dozen yards wide and a hundred feet high. It is often impossible to see the sky because of the overhanging walls, high up on which erosion patterns made by flood waters have, over the centuries, ripped through the narrow defile. The gorge debouches into a huge amphitheatre where many temples are carved out of the pink rock. To get a view over the whole precinct, we climbed a hill, followed by a grubby old Bedouin, who was fascinated by the hair in my armpits and on Sarah’s legs.

Now our way lay east, heading through Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India before reaching Nepal. By this time our routine of travel had settled. I rose first and made a cup of tea for Sarah, who remained half-asleep in the back of Bucephalus. I then drove for an hour or so before stopping for breakfast. The van kept fairly cool even in midday because of the insulation that had kept us warm in the cold days of travelling through Europe. We ate out at least one meal each day, partly to ease the work of cooking, but also because, sitting in cafes, we met locals with plenty of free time. With the map I had painted on the side of the cab, we could explain the route of our journey to people whose language we rarely could speak.
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Sarah explaining the map

 

We joined the Iraq oil pipeline route at Rutbah, and sped through the desert again on our way to Baghdad. We did not dally because the atmosphere was unfriendly so, after gaining our exit visa, we drove north towards the Zagros Mountains, where desert flowers were in full bloom, and storks abounded. Leaving the mountains, we made for Teheran, capital of Iran, along roads bordered with cherry and almond blossoms that made great patches of white and pink relieve the monotonous brown of desert rock.

In Teheran we met two New Zealand brothers—Charlie and Alastair Shanks—also heading east in a Land Rover. Finding them pleasant company, we decided to team up and travel in loose convoy. They were competent mechanics, so I was glad of their expertise as we were embarking on some difficult driving through long, uninhabited stretches of desert. So far I had managed to do all the routine maintenance on Bucephalus, but my mechanical skills were limited to the coaching I had received from our garage in Suffolk.

During the Persian New Year, all businesses in Teheran were closed, so we crossed a pass in the Elburz Mountains to spend a few days beside the Caspian Sea. Mist hung over dense, sub-tropical vegetation; paddy fields grew rice; and a lush, fertile green contrasted with the desert to the south of the range. We skirted the flanks of Mount Damavand at just under 19,000 feet, the highest peak in Iran.

The mosques of Isfahan in southern Iran are covered with blue-glazed tiles—domes, soaring minarets, and pendentive doorways that make it a most elegant city. Shah Abbas was builder of long, ornate bridges spanning the river and of boulevards lined with trees and flowers.

Bucephalus picked up the scent of his namesake on the road to Persepolis. Alexander plundered this city of Darius in revenge for the Persian invasion of Greece, and he needed 20,000 mules and 5,000 camels to carry off his booty. The great hall of Xerxes was one of the wonders of the world at that time, with its half acre of roof supported on beams of Lebanon cedar resting on thirty-six massive pillars surmounted by two-headed animal figure capitals.

Nearby was Shiraz, a flower-filled city, garish with gardens and the sound of running water. From there we set out towards Niriz across a lonely tract of the southern Persian desert where we were glad of the company of the New Zealanders in case of a breakdown. We reached Kerman after four days and then began a long, tedious stretch of corrugated washboard road that led towards Zahedan, on the border with Pakistan. In the garrison town of Quetta, the legacy of the British Raj was evident in the orderly police posts whose compounds were marked out with whitewashed stones and terse bureaucratic notice boards.

From Quetta the road turned north and crossed the Pishin Pass into Afghanistan, on the way to Kandahar. On the road we encountered legions of Pathan tribesmen, marching with their families and livestock—a migration from the heat of the Baluchistan plains up into the mountains. For centuries these wild nomadic herdsmen have espoused no boundaries, freely coming and going across political frontiers as the seasons dictated. Alexander’s army on the move must have looked like this two thousand years ago—a loose caravan of Pathans, spread out with head several days in advance of tail, ambling at leisure beside camels carrying their possessions, and followed by flocks of goats.

They were a fine, fierce-looking people wearing bright turbans and embroidered waistcoats. Outside Kandahar we ran into a sandstorm; through the haze we could see thousands of nomads, turbans wound across their mouths against the dust, battling forwards into the scorching sand.

At Ghazni, on top of a high pass between the two main cities of Afghanistan, spacious views opened up of the Hindu Kush Range with a corona of winter snow giving it majesty like the neighbouring giants. Below in the distance lay the fertile plain of Kabul. On the road approaching the Khyber Pass, we met more Pathans. We followed the route of the British retreat from Jellalabad, winding through the mountains. Dotted over the rocky hillsides, small forts stood on every promontory and strategic knoll where guerilla warfare has been fought for over a hundred years. The steep Pakistan side of the Khyber led us down to the flatlands around Peshawar and Rawalpindi.

Sarah and I sadly took leave of the New Zealanders and flew up to Gilgit, set in the foothills of the Karakoram. Nanga Parbat lay close on our wing tip; beyond were Haramosh and Rakaposhi. The military surgeon, Colonel Khan, took us to see his outlying dispensaries set in barren, glaciated mountains where green oases sprang up when water had been channelled to irrigate the fields. We had tea with the Raja of Punial in his palace, and watched a polo match on the ground at Gilgit, birthplace of the sport.

We drove east into India on the Grand Trunk Road, seething with countless masses. Bullock carts sauntered lazily down the crown of the highway, refusing to give way to anybody; Sikh truckers vied for supremacy on the steep camber; and sacred cows ambled hugger-mugger. We reached Delhi in early May, the month before the monsoon fully breaks, when storm clouds build up over the Himalaya waiting for the bubble to burst, and tension and heat are oppressive. Midday was furnace-hot and we dashed from one air-conditioned building to another. Until the first drops of the monsoon rains fall, the only pleasant couple of hours are in early morning and late evening. This was when we chose to see the Taj Mahal—a mosque built by Shah Jahan for his wife—sublimely proportioned and ivory-coloured by moonlight.

For the rest of our passage through India, Sarah and I travelled as much as possible by night and rested during the heat of the day. At Patna we met the massive, wide, meandering River Ganges and entered the regions of rice paddy fields, tall drooping banyan trees, and bright red poinsettia bushes.
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We crossed the border of Nepal at Raxaul, and entered dense Terai jungle where tiger and rhinoceros live, before starting to climb into the southern foothills of the Mahabharat Lekh. Cheerful, squat Nepalis carried huge loads in baskets supported by a wide strap on their foreheads. Dense forest, scattered with rhododendron trees and wild orchids, parted towards the top of the hills so we could look north to the barrier of the Himalayas, and below into the wide, green valley of Kathmandu—our journey’s end after eleven thousand miles. Owing to careful preparation, and a measure of good luck, Sarah and I had suffered no great difficulties or setbacks, and, for the most part, the journey was three months of sheer interest and pleasure—quite some honeymoon!




TWO

 

 

On arriving in Kathmandu in May 1962 Sarah and I went straight to Shanta Bhawan Hospital, situated across the Baghmati River on the outskirts of the city in an old palace of the Ranas, the ancient ruling family of Nepal. The hospital was run by the United Mission to Nepal, a hotchpotch of various churches including Baptists, Mennonites, Presbyterians, and even the Regions Beyond Missionary Union—which I mistakenly took to mean that they were beyond the pale. Sarah and I had volunteered to work in return for our board and lodging; she nursed in the children’s ward while I was deputed to help run the medical floor and to assist the surgeon.

We were anxious about how we would fit into such a religious environment, but immediately we got a warm welcome. After weeks on our own, it was daunting to be surrounded by people brimming over with good fellowship. Our living quarters, a pleasant room in the old stable building at the back of the palace, looked out over green rice paddy towards the town of Patan a mile away. From the balcony outside our room we could see hills shrouded in heavy monsoon cumulus; for a moment in late evening the clouds rolled away revealing snow-capped peaks of the Himalaya.

The day after we arrived was my birthday; to make it feel like a party, Sarah put on lipstick and wore her fashionable short skirt. I had just lit a cigar when a knock on the door announced a large, elderly lady with a crowning bun of grey hair. She shook my hand warmly and clutched Sarah to herself.

“Welcome, dear folks,” she said in a middle-American drawl not lost after thirty years’ missionary service in India. “I’m Bethel Fleming, superintendent of the hospital.”

I moved in front of the table on which stood two bottles of strong ale we had hoarded since leaving Suffolk. I held the cigar behind my back, but a wisp of smoke crept over my shoulder. She looked benignly round the room.

“I don’t think this room has been aired, my dears. Let me open a window,” she said. “Dinner’s at seven, and then we have a little bible study. We’d just love you to join us. Perhaps you’d care to say a few words.”

I groaned inwardly. We felt like two naughty children caught misbehaving.

At the scripture session we were introduced. “These two lovely people are Sarah and Peter. They’ve driven all the way from England to join us.”

We sat in terror of being asked to comment and floundered through a plethora of prophets by glancing over the shoulder of a neighbour like cheats at school. It soon became apparent that we were “B team” along with some military objector Mennonite boys and some young Nepali helpers—one of whom, we learned, had recently been discovered in a linen cupboard with a junior nurse by the night sister, who chased him with the umbrella she carried to warn off snakes that appeared from the plugholes of the showers.

We settled into our room, pleased to spread out our possessions and to be stationary after our travels. One night we were awakened by a scrabbling on the mosquito net over our bed; a large rat clawed its way up the muslin, over the top, and down the other side as we lay petrified under the sheet. Later we were awakened again by gnawing on the wood of a desk, where the rat had started eating its way up through the drawers. By morning it had reached the top and scuttled away, leaving our paper and envelopes stained with urine.

Shortly after we had made ourselves at home in the stables, we were asked—not unreasonably—to vacate the room for newly arrived permanent staff. We were to share with a retired American couple the glass-walled observation cubicle of the former children’s ward. To reach the bathroom, they had to pass the large pane-glass observation window that stood by our bed. Being our first year of marriage, we protested mildly and were moved instead to the Rana’s hexagonal gambling den that stood in a beautiful Japanese garden beside the main palace. These idyllic surroundings were perfect, and there we spent a few happy months, able to entertain without qualms our reprobate Tibetan friends from the nearby refugee camp. One grateful patient, a diplomat’s wife, smuggled beer to us in a pillowcase. We acquired a Siamese kitten, Janchhu, who solved the rat problem and gave us hours of pleasure sporting himself on the ornamental bridge outside our house.

Work in the hospital was fascinating, and most of the tropical diseases I had only encountered in textbooks: malaria, pellagra, diphtheria, leprosy, filariasis, and a host of others. Surgical conditions were often far-advanced because patients had to come from many days away in the hills, and those too ill to walk were carried in baskets. Relatives slept on the floor beside the patient’s bed, and cooked meals in an outside kitchen in the hospital grounds. Frequently they helped with nursing duties that took some of the burden off the staff. Coming from the aseptic atmosphere of a London teaching hospital, I became only slowly accustomed to dogs in the corridors, bazaar-like wards, and crowds waiting for the outpatient clinic.

Nursing standards were high because Shanta Bhawan ran its own teaching school where Nepali girls were trained by American and European nurse-tutors. Dressed in white saris edged in scarlet, they made excellent practical nurses. All the permanent staff spoke fluent Nepali because they had to attend language school and pass exams. Sarah and I were keen to learn to speak Nepali properly, so we engaged a teacher to come to our house once a week. We began with the script—closely akin to Sanskrit—which, being a phonetic language, made sense of the pronunciation. We worked from a language text prepared by the mission, with such model sentences as: “. . . real nice potatoes may be gotten in the market.” The only alternative was a grammar for Gurkha soldiers with phrases like: “Why is your rifle not clean today?” and, “What is that man doing behind that bushy-topped tree?” The best classroom was the outpatient clinic where we could put into practice our teacher’s lessons. Being able to speak to people in their own tongue cemented communication; moreover, it was fun.

A weekly supper was given for all the hospital workers to mix, and it was customary for western staff to go in native dress. However, fair skin, taffeta, and sequins do not suit the sari—a graceful dress on a slim oriental figure. Rashly I had tailoured a pale green Nepali suit and a little black coolie side-cap. I rather fancied myself until one of the chowkidars said disparagingly, “. . . you look like the man who sells mangoes behind Swayambhunath temple.”

With my family associations—my missionary grandfather had spent many years in China—I soon became comfortable at Shanta Bhawan.

Much of our social life was centred on the Tibetan refugee camp situated at Jawalakhel, a nearby village close to Patan, one of the three towns of the Kathmandu Valley. China invaded Tibet in 1951, then followed a period of calm and nurturing the friendship of the Tibetans. In 1959, the Chinese started pressuring the people to adopt the philosophy of Chairman Mao, coinciding with the Cultural Revolution and excesses of Young Red Guards.

Monasteries were closed or destroyed, children were taken forcibly to China for indoctrination, and resistance to the regime was crushed with military might. The Dalai Lama fled from Lhasa to India along with many of his countrymen, hoping to set up a government-in-exile south of the Himalaya. When we arrived in Kathmandu, the refugee exodus had been in flood for a couple of years. The Nepali government, having so many social problems on its own doorstep, was not geared to cope with an influx of dispossessed people. The International Red Cross, mainly with Swiss personnel, arrived to help sort out the refugees’ plight. A camp was struck on the edge of Patan where they were given some land, itself scarce in the Kathmandu Valley. The Tibetans earned money by selling handicrafts, and weaving carpets set up under some thatched shelters in the camp yard. Young girls learned the art from a master weaver, who called the pattern out loud.

We made friends with two young Tibetan men who were working as orderlies in the hospital. Chumbala was genial and enormously strong; his cousin Chimba was more suave and sophisticated. Chumbala was a Khamba of the warrior Tibetan tribe, and his avowed aim in life was to return to Tibet with a machine gun and shoot the Chinese invaders. Some years later we learned that he had gone to join a band of Khambas operating guerilla warfare out of the Mustang region in north-central Nepal. A favourite evening pastime was for us to
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