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NEPAL

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Boudhanath Stupa, Kathmandu | Daniel Prudek/Shutterstock

For anyone, like me, who loves the mountains, Nepal is sacred ground. My blood starts to flow more freely when I leave the road behind, as the air starts to cool and the big peaks appear like giants on the horizon. In places such as Namche Bazaar, Kyanjin Gompa or Sama, you’re truly on the threshold of some of the world’s greatest mountain scenery. On this recent trip, my favourite moment was reaching Pungyen Gompa, surrounded by glaciers, lakes and prayer flags at the foot of the world’s eighth-highest peak. It is one of the most beautiful places in the Himalaya and it feels like the end of the Earth. Two hours later, I was back in my lodge, kicking back with a pot of Nepali tea, still hearing the sounds of the glacier echoing in my ears. Where else but Nepal can you get that?

Bradley Mayhew

@bradley_mayhew

For over 25 years Bradley has been writing guidebooks to Tibet, Central Asia, Bhutan and beyond.
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My favourite experience is walking around the Boudhanath Stupa, propelled by the centrifugal force of my fellow pilgrims and merging, briefly, into something bigger than myself.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Nepal.
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Vladimir Zhoga/Shutterstock

Kathmandu is the front door to Nepal, but it’s a city many people see only in glimpses in the rush to reach the trekking trails. I’d encourage visitors to linger, exploring the fascinating temples and bahals (Buddhist courtyards) in the backstreets, enjoying fantastic food and getting lost in the teeming medieval bazaars. With Boudhanath, Swayambhunath and Pashupatinath in the mix, there’s plenty to justify a trip to Nepal, even if you go nowhere else in the country.
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Joe Bindloss

bindloss.co.uk

Joe has been writing for Lonely Planet for more than 20 years, and was formerly Lonely Planet’s destination editor for South Asia.
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The Terai is a fascinating part of Nepal – a true crossroads between the immense, vibrant urban centres of the plains of India and the hardy cultures that arose in the beautiful, sparsely populated, unforgiving Himalaya. Indigenous cultures of the Terai thrive in this fertile landscape, as does Nepal’s iconic wildlife in a series of exceptional national parks.
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Lindsay Fegent-Brown

@lindsayfegentbrown

Lindsay is a writer about travel, particularly in the subcontinent, Asia and the Pacific.

CONTRIBUTING WRITERS

Tsewang Nuru Sherpa

@tsewang.sherpa

Tsewang is an environmental scientist specialising in climate change and environmental management. He is also a travel writer who advocates for slow travel and positive-impact adventures. Tsewang wrote ‘The Everest Region in Transition’ chapter.

Margot Bigg

@margotbigg, margotbigg.com

Margot writes about travel and the arts for international publications and has co-authored multiple Lonely Planet guidebooks. She wrote the ‘Soul Sisters’ essay.

Bibek Bhandari

@bibekbhandari

Bibek wrote the ‘Guardians of the Forest’ and ‘Meet the Nepalis’ chapters. Based in Nepal, he is an award-winning independent journalist who has reported on topics that include health, gender, the LGBTIQ+ community and environmental issues.

Elen Turner

@eleninthewilderness, elenturner.com

Elen is a New Zealand-based travel writer who formerly worked as a writer-editor in Nepal. She has co-authored four Lonely Planet guides. Elen wrote the ‘Repatriating Nepal’s Stolen Deities’ chapter.
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TEMPLES, PAGODAS & ROYAL SQUARES

Nepal’s Hindu and Buddhist temples are masterworks in oiled brick, stone and carved wood. Colossal statues, multistorey platforms, intricately ornate toranas (lintels) and erotic carvings still inspire the desired sense of wonder, centuries after their conception. Imagine dozens of these temples, pagodas and golden-fronted palaces packed into three royal (durbar) squares and you have the Kathmandu Valley’s most spectacular architectural complexes, as well as Nepal’s most important historical, cultural and religious centres.

[image: jpg]

Durbar Sq, Kathmandu | Laura Facchini/Shutterstock

Hidden Gems

Some of Kathmandu’s, Patan’s and Bhaktapur’s finest shrines and chaitya (stupas) are hidden in backstreet tole (squares) and bahal (courtyards). Use our walking tours to track them down.

[image: jpg]

cecilia_w/Shutterstock

Get Prepped

Pay attention to the displays on religious symbolism and iconography at Patan Museum (pictured) and you’ll get a lot more out of your temple and monastery visits.

[image: jpg]

Nalidsa/Shutterstock

Malla Kingdoms

The three rival Malla kingdoms of Kathmandu, Patan and Bhaktapur hold the absolute best of Nepal’s temple architecture, and are all World Heritage Sites.



BEST TEMPLE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Wander Kathmandu’s 1 Durbar Sq to visit a royal palace, the temple of a living goddess and a building-sized demonic mask that spews beer once a year.

Track down Patan’s 15th-century 2 Golden Temple, centred around a sublime Buddha statue and featuring tortoises as temple guardians.

Hike to the hilltop 3 Changu Narayan Temple, home to some of Nepal’s oldest and most famous stone statues.

Stroll through 4 Kathmandu’s lanes to visit its bustling markets, backstreet temples and even a local toothache god.

Take our 5 walking tour through the backstreets of Bhaktapur – the single-most intact, atmospheric and absorbing medieval town in Nepal.









MASKED DANCES & CHARIOT RIDES

Nepal has so many festivals that your trip is sure to coincide with at least one. Celebrations range from masked monk dances designed to exorcise demons to huge chariots used to transport gods through tiny backstreets. Brave the crowds; this is Nepal at its most traditional.

[image: jpg]

Chariot festival, Patan | AP Tolang/Shutterstock

Lunar Calendars

Religious festivals are timed according to lunar calendars, either Nepali, Newari or Tibetan, so can fall on different months in different years.

Happy New Year (Again)

Multiethnic Nepal celebrates several new years, including the Tamang Sonam Lhosar (January), Tibetan Losar (February), Nepali New Year (April) and Newari Nhu Dan (October).


Best Festival Experiences

[image: ]

Crush into Patan for its 1 chariot festival; similar festivities are held in Kathmandu and Bhaktapur.

Get splattered in coloured powder during the riotous Hindu festival of 2 Holi, in March.

Mark the Buddha’s birthday during May’s 3 Buddha Jyanti celebrations in Swayambhunath.

Join the crowds for street food, parades and cultural performances during the New Year 4 Pokhara Street Festival.

Secure accommodation well in advance for the masked monk dances of November’s 5 Mani Rimdu festival at Tengboche in the Everest region.









TIGERS, RHINOS & ELEPHANTS

Welcome to the ‘other Nepal’ – lush sal forest, thick elephant grass and low-lying floodplains that sit just a stone’s throw from the Indian border in the Terai region. Here, a string of gem-like national parks protects some of the most endangered wildlife in Asia. Overnight in a comfortable jungle lodge and head out at dawn and dusk to try your luck on a safari.

Tiger, Tiger

Nepal’s tiger population has surged in recent years, tripling in numbers from 109 to 355 between 2009 and 2024.

[image: jpg]

AnupamR/Shutterstock

Best Months

The best time to spot wildlife in the Terai (pictured) is from late January to March, though tigers are spotted as late as May. Bring your own binoculars.

[image: jpg]

lozicshresthaphotography/Shutterstock

Insect Repellent

Be sure to pack plenty of insect repellent for the Terai, as malaria may be present in pockets, and wear long-sleeved shirts and trousers.


Best Wildlife-Watching Experiences

[image: ]

Spot rhinos, gharial and maybe one of the 128 majestic Bengal tigers that lurk in the elephant grass of 1 Chitwan National Park.

Track wildlife by 4WD, raft or foot in the Terai’s largest protected area, 2 Bardiya National Park.

Hike at dawn past the wetlands and riverbanks of 3 Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserve to spot some of the park’s 450 species of birds.

Tour the riverside phanta (grasslands) in the 4 Shuklaphanta National Park in search of wild elephants, swamp deer and rhinos.

Spy monal pheasants, musk deer and Himalayan tahr as you trek in the Everest region’s 5 Sagarmatha National Park.









THE SPIRITUAL & THE SACRED

Nepal offers a uniquely Himalayan blend of Buddhist, Hindu and animist beliefs, all of which often merge at a single shrine. Tibetan monasteries bring flickering butter lamps and prayer flags, Hindu temples offer anointed Ganesh statues and colourful pujas (religious offerings), while ancient beliefs add blood-soaked animal sacrifice and protector gods to the heady stew. You’ll find plenty of opportunities to join in the spiritual quest, from learning about Tibetan Buddhism to stretching yourself on a yoga course.

[image: jpg]

Boudhanath, Kathmandu | Tran Qui Thinh/Shutterstock

Meditation Courses

Many meditation classes or courses (either Vipassna or Tibetan Buddhism) operate on fixed dates and require you to sign up in advance, so check websites for upcoming dates.

[image: jpg]

Pratikjung/Shutterstock

Sound Bathing

Spas in Kathmandu offer guided meditation and yoga sessions with a soundtrack provided by gongs, chimes and singing bowls to aid relaxation and well-being.

[image: jpg]

Hanan Karim/Shutterstock

Spiritual Reading

Kathmandu’s excellent bookstores offer a huge range of titles on Tibetan Buddhism, Hinduism and beyond, and some meditation centres and monasteries boast good libraries.



Best Spiritual Experiences

[image: ]

Meditate on the nature of existence at 1 Lumbini, birthplace of the Buddha.

Join Tibetan devotees on a clockwise circuit of 2 Boudhanath, the largest stupa in the subcontinent.

Take an intro course in meditation and Tibetan Buddhism at Boudhanath, or commit to a short retreat at nearby 3 Kopan Monastery.

Learn yoga, meditation and reiki by the class or course at one of the many 4 yoga centres in Pokhara.

Talk philosophy with semi-naked sadhus (Hindu holy men) on the cremation steps of 5 Pashupatinath, the holiest Hindu shrine in Nepal.









TIBETAN WORLD

Tibetans make up a tiny proportion of Nepal’s population but enjoy a relatively high profile thanks to their success in the tourism and carpet industries. The relocation of Tibetan monasteries and their lineages here from Tibet has reinvigorated Buddhist sites across Nepal, and these now rank as some of the most interesting sights in the country.

[image: jpg]

Thrangu Tashi Yangtse Monastery, Namobuddha | Vladimir Zhoga/Shutterstock

Tibetan Refugees

About 20,000 of the 130,000 Tibetans in exile globally live in Nepal, most descended from refugees who left Tibet in the wake of China’s invasion.

Stupas & Prayer Wheels

Tibetan areas are instantly recognisable thanks to their colourful prayer flags, rows of prayer wheels and dramatic golden-roofed monasteries. Always walk clockwise around a Buddhist shrine or stupa.


Best Tibetan Experiences

[image: ]

Stay with monks at the large 1 Thrangu Tashi Yangtse Monastery in Namobuddha.

Follow Tibetan pilgrims on a kora (circumambulation) around the chapels, chörtens (stupas) and sacred caves of 2 Pharping.

Visit a carpet workshop and chat with a monk on a Tibetan Encounter tour at a 3 Tibetan refugee settlement near Pokhara.

Trek to the former Buddhist kingdom of 4 Mustang to see Trans-Himalayan monasteries, Tibetan-style murals and cave frescoes.

Climb the steps to 5 Swayambhunath for views of Kathmandu and then do a kora around the stupa’s base.









INTO THE MOUNTAINS

High in the mountains of Nepal, reachable only after days of hiking, are a series of beautiful, largely traditional mountain villages, set at the foot of some of the world’s most incredible alpine scenery. These trekking Shangri Las are base camps for a string of adventures to glacial lakes, mountain viewpoints and dramatic high passes.

Acclimatisation Tips

Radial day hikes from Manang (Annapurna Circuit; pictured) and Sama (Around Manaslu) are the best way to acclimatise if you plan to cross the Thorung La and Larkya La.

[image: jpg]

Christopher Moswitzer/Shutterstock

Best Months

Mid-October to mid-December will give you the best chance of clear views on a Nepal trek, though March and April are also good options.

[image: jpg]

Olga Danylenko/Shutterstock

Add a Buffer Day

Be sure to add a spare day into your trekking itinerary in case you face bad weather, hear about a great side trip or just need a day off.


BEST TREKKING EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Hike to 1 Kyanjin Gompa, the high point of the Langtang Valley trek, for stunning views of high peaks, glaciers and a U-shaped valley.

Use the charming village of Sama on the Around Manaslu trek as the base for a day hike to epic Manaslu views at 2 Pungyen Gompa.

Take time in 3 Manang on the Annapurna Circuit to day hike up to Ice Lake, Milarepa’s Cave and Praken Gompa, with its Annapurna views.

Marvel over the huge snowcapped peaks surrounding you in the dramatic 4 Annapurna Sanctuary.

Overcome the altitude to gain epic views of Everest, Lhotse and the Khumbu Icefall from 5 Kala Pattar, on the Everest Base Camp Trek.









ADRENALINE HITS

Nepal’s mountains and rivers offer an ideal location to test your limits against a backdrop of the world’s most vertical terrain. A dozen companies trained in the arts of scaring you safely offer a range of adventurous day trips to the valleys outside of Pokhara and Kathmandu, or you can learn a new sport on a multiday kayaking or climbing course, at prices noticeably cheaper than you’ll find abroad.

[image: jpg]

Paragliding, near Pokhara | Ganesh Bastola/Getty Images

Activity Combos

Combination trips are popular at several adventure camps; try rafting and kayaking on the Trisuli River (pictured), or canyoning and bungee jumping near the Tibet border.

[image: jpg]

cornfield/Shutterstock

Changeable Conditions

Be sure to check on the current conditions of any river trip you make. What is white water in September may be a family-friendly float in March.

[image: jpg]

Alex Treadway/Getty Images

Where to Sign Up

All the major adventure companies have offices in Kathmandu or Pokhara, where you can learn about their trips, watch a video and ask questions.



Best Adventure Sports Experiences

[image: ]

Hold on for dear life on a 1 white-water rafting trip down the Trisuli or Sun Kosi rivers.

Abseil down (and through) a series of rushing waterfalls and pools on a 2 canyoning trip near the Tibet border.

Glide through Himalayan skies, eye to eye with snowcapped peaks, on a tandem 3 paraglide from Toripani or Bandipur.

Throw yourself off a suspension bridge on a 4 bungee jump or tandem swing outside Pokhara.

Strap on some crampons and make the first step from hiking to climbing on one of Nepal’s 5 trekking peaks, such as Island Peak.








TAKE IT EASY

There are times when travel in Nepal can be hard work, so be sure to schedule some down time on your trip. Pokhara, Kathmandu and most upmarket hotels have a range of spas, yoga retreats and massage treatments, and dozens of resorts outside the main cities offer a peaceful rural escape when you need it.

[image: jpg]

Stand-up paddleboarding, Phewa Tal | Denis Dymov/Shutterstock

Rural Retreats

For some luxury pampering, try Shivapuri Heights Cottage or Terraces Resort outside Kathmandu, Tiger Mountain Pokhara Lodge or a top-end lodge in Chitwan National Park.

Avoid Weekends

Try to avoid Friday and Saturday nights if you’re looking for a peaceful rural escape, as many places fill up with partying Nepalis.


Best Relaxing Experiences

[image: ]

Escape Kathmandu’s urban chaos in the serene 1 Garden of Dreams, near Thamel.

Enjoy a post-trek 2 massage, either at a resort or – our favourite – the Seeing Hands group of blind masseurs.

Laze around in a wooden boat, canoe or stand-up paddleboard on the calm waters of Pokhara’s 3 Phewa Tal.

Go 4 shopping for masks, books or outdoor gear in Thamel, or head to Patan for fair-trade crafts and Tibetan carpets.

Relax with a sundowner looking over the lights of the Trisuli Valley at Nuwakot’s 5 Famous Farm.









HIMALAYAN PANORAMAS

You don’t have to trek for weeks in order to gain fabulous mountain views in Nepal. Ironically, the further you are from the mountains, sometimes the better the views. There are many places that offer fabulous Himalayan panoramas with minimal legwork. At some of them, you don’t even have to get out of bed.

Best Weather

For the clearest weather and sharpest skies, head to the viewpoints listed here between mid-October and December. March and April bring clear weather, but more haze.

[image: jpg]

Maharjan Nitin/Shutterstock

Set the Alarm

Dawn generally brings the clearest mountain views, and the sight of first light hitting the high peaks is worth the pain of an early wake-up call.

[image: jpg]

Ashma Subedi/Shutterstock

Sightseeing Flights

Sightseeing mountain flights run daily from Kathmandu, cost around US$230 and get you 30km from Everest; you’re guaranteed a window seat.


Best Viewpoint Experiences

[image: ]

Take the cable car up to 1 Sarangkot outside Pokhara for fabulous views of Dhaulagiri, Machhapuchhare and the Annapurnas.

Roll over from one side of the bed to the other to score fine Himalayan views from a hotel in 2 Nagarkot.

Take the cable car up to 3 Chandragiri for the amazing Himalayan horizon, plus views down over the Kathmandu Valley and city below.

Crane your neck to take in Nepal’s widest panorama – a 300km chain of peaks from the Annapurnas to Everest – at 4 Daman.

Pray for clear weather on a dawn mountain flight along the spine of the Himalaya, or get more personal on an 5 ultralight flight from Pokhara.









VILLAGE LIFE

Nepal is an overwhelmingly rural country, something that’s easy to forget as you sip an Americano in the traveller enclaves of Kathmandu and Pokhara. A trek will certainly take you beyond the influence of roads, but you can also get a sense of traditional culture in many of the country’s smaller towns and villages, where life revolves around tending the fields, appeasing the gods and the demands (and joys) of family and community life.

[image: jpg]

Bandipur | AP Tolang/Shutterstock

Country Digs

The towns and villages listed here all have comfortable accommodation that you can use as a base for exploring the surrounding countryside.

[image: jpg]

sushil.khanal78/Shutterstock

Load Shedding

Electricity can be unreliable in parts of rural Nepal, so be sure to bring a torch (flashlight) when heading into the countryside.

[image: jpg]

fotoVoyager/Getty Images

Cultural Guides

A guide can be especially useful in smaller villages, where few locals will speak English, and can act as a cultural as well as linguistic interpreter.



Best Rural Experiences

[image: ]

Take the cable car up to the charming ridgetop village of 1 Bandipur and make day hikes to temples, viewpoints and caves.

Witness the rhythms of traditional Newari life on a backstreets walking tour of 2 Bhaktapur.

Cycle to ethnic 3 Tharu villages just outside Chitwan National Park and immerse yourself in lowland Terai village life.

Soak up the medieval feel of 4 Kagbeni village in lower Mustang, with its ancient effigies of local protectors and dramatic Tibetan-style scenery.

Explore the historic centre of 5 Nuwakot, dotted with Newari temples, shrines and valley lookouts.









SHORT HIKES

You don’t have to walk for days to explore Nepal on foot. Base yourself in a rural guesthouse and make day hikes out to surrounding temples or viewpoints, or try out the first couple of days of a short route, getting a flavour of teahouse trekking without committing to long days or high altitudes.

[image: jpg]

Hiking, Kali Gandaki Valley | Yulia_B/Shutterstock

What to Pack

Carry water, snacks and a torch on any hike, and know how to use your phone for navigation. A local SIM card with data is useful.

Route Finding

Nepal is crisscrossed with a confusing network of trails, making route-finding tricky at times. Take a guide, or learn how to ask directions in Nepali.


BEST HIKING EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Hike between temples in the 1 southeastern Kathmandu Valley, staying in village guesthouses or a Tibetan monastery en route.

Enjoy views of Kathmandu on hikes to the heights of 2 Shivapuri Nagarjun National Park.

Follow part of the rollercoaster Kathmandu Valley Rim Trail from 3 Chandragiri peak to Dollu’s Tibetan monasteries.

Walk ancient trade routes and explore palace ruins at 4 Tansen, former capital of a 16th-century Magar kingdom.

Explore Annapurna side trails in the 5 Kali Gandaki Valley, from Jomsom to the ruined fort, lake, monasteries and views around Thini, the valley’s oldest village.









OFF THE BEATEN TRACK

It’s not hard to find your own private corner of Nepal. Venture just a few kilometres outside of Kathmandu or Pokhara and you’ll have many villages and temples to yourself. Head further afield into the Middle Hills, or out to the far east or west of the country, and travel quickly turns to exploration.

Slow Going

The main things that hold back exploration in remoter parts of Nepal are poor roads and interminably slow public transport.

[image: jpg]

Flystock/Shutterstock

The Open Road

Come with your own touring bicycle or motorbike, or choose one of Nepal’s lesser-known treks, and the country is your oyster.

[image: jpg]

AP Tolang/Shutterstock

Off Season

Visit Nepal outside of the October and November peak season and you’ll likely have even the more famous sights almost to yourself.


Best Off The Beaten Track Experiences

[image: ]

Dine on Newari food and encounter temples, stupas and traditional architecture in 1 Kirtipur, a stone’s throw from Kathmandu.

Journey to the sleepy temple town of 2 Panauti, set at a sacred river confluence in the southeastern Kathmandu Valley and full of charming, hidden corners.

Stroll emerald-green tea estates, Himalayan lookouts and a sacred lake outside of 3 Ilam, Nepal’s version of Darjeeling, in the remote far east.

Kick back at 4 Begnas Tal, with its coffee fields and wonderful views of fish-tailed Machhapuchhare, just outside Pokhara.

Explore village lanes, multistorey temples and a royal museum, before hiking to the Newari-style Gorkha Durbar palace high above historic 5 Gorkha.







REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Buddha to Boudha – Lumbini to Boudhanath

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 Days Distance: 365km


Mixing contemplative temple tours with wilderness and adventure, this route between Nepal’s two great Buddhist centres is a classic mix of sacred sites, tigers, temples and Himalayan views – it’s perfect for first-timers. Get yourself to Lumbini by bus or flight from Kathmandu, or overland from India’s Uttar Pradesh province.


[image: jpg]

1
Lumbini [image: ] 1 DAY

Kick things off in Lumbini with a visit to the Buddha’s birthplace, the Maya Devi Temple, a globally significant archaeological site. You can easily spend a couple of hours touring the dozens of surrounding monasteries and temples built in various Asian national styles. [image: ] 5 hours

[image: ] Detour: Spend the afternoon at the little-visited archaeological site of Tilaurakot, where the Buddha once ruled as a pampered prince. [image: ] 45 minutes

[image: jpg]

Aitor Garijo/Shutterstock

2
Chitwan National Park [image: ] 2 DAYS

Get ready for a jungle safari. Budget two or three days in Chitwan National Park to allow for dawn and dusk safaris through the elephant grass to search for tigers, rhinos and gharial. Explore the park on foot with a guide, by canoe or in a 4WD and then retire for a sundowner in a jungle lodge surrounded by the sounds of the forest. [image: ] 7 hours

[image: jpg]

lozicshresthaphotography/Shutterstock

3
Kathmandu [image: ] 3 DAYS

Kathmandu can be a noisy, polluted place, but has enough world-class sights to warrant three days or more. Stroll through medieval alleyways to reach the dramatic temples and pagodas of Durbar Sq, and then budget some time to shop for down jackets, traditional paper, Ilam tea and incense. Take an afternoon trip to the ’Monkey Temple’ at Swayambhunath to watch the sun set over the city. [image: ] 1 hour

[image: jpg]

Richie Chan/Shutterstock


4
Patan [image: ] 1 DAY

From Kathmandu, it’s an easy day trip to Patan. Take our walking tour through hidden backstreet courtyards to visit Durbar Sq, perhaps Nepal’s single finest collection of architecture. Don’t miss Patan Museum, the country’s best, and pause to shop for carpets, statues or home-decor items from the fair-trade shops in Kopandol. Finish with dinner at one of Jhamsikhel’s many international restaurants. [image: ] 1 hour

[image: jpg]

Aleksandar Todorovic/Shutterstock

5
Bhaktapur [image: ] 1–2 DAYS

Bhaktapur is another easy day trip from Kathmandu, or you can avoid the worst of the capital’s pollution by overnighting here. Bhaktapur is Nepal’s most intact medieval city and warrants a full day to stroll its winding red-brick streets, pagoda-style temples and palace buildings. Grab a Newari lunch overlooking one of the town’s great public squares, and try some of the city’s famous buffalo curd as dessert. [image: ] 1 hour

[image: jpg]

Alberto Exposito/Shutterstock

6
Boudhanath [image: ] 1 DAY

On your last day, head out to the Tibetan-dominated town of Boudhanath, with its fabulous monasteries, Tibetan restaurants and shops selling prayer flags, Tibetan brocade and butter lamps. Buy a bundle of prayer flags, enjoy a final meal of momos (dumplings), walk clockwise around the great stupa and give thanks for an amazing trip.
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VittoriaChe/Shutterstock







ITINERARIES

Kathmandu to Pokhara

[image: jpg]

Allow: 12 Days Distance: 270km


This itinerary is low on mileage but high on diversity, combining the county’s two biggest cities with a couple of historic villages and a lazy lakeshore camp. It mixes a bit of everything, from temple architecture to river rafting, and even gives a taste of the high Himalaya.
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Pokhara | Djiroshan/Shutterstock

1
Kathmandu [image: ] 2 DAYS

You won’t see much else in the way of medieval architecture on this trip, so soak some up in Kathmandu visiting Durbar Sq and the hidden temples of the old town’s backstreets, along with a trip out to the important Hindu cremation site of Pashupatinath. The capital is also your best chance to try traditional Newari or Nepali food in one of the city’s palace restaurants. [image: ] 3 hours

[image: jpg]

Richie Chan/Shutterstock

2
Trisuli River [image: ] 1 DAY

Just a few hours’ drive from Kathmandu on the road to Pokhara are a series of Trisuli River adventure camps, offering a host of outdoor adventure activities by day and a bed under canvas by night. Sign up for a rafting trip, a two-day kayak course or some nearby canyoning, or just spend time counting stars on a riverside beach. [image: ] 2 hours

[image: jpg]

Sundar Photo/Shutterstock

3
Gorkha [image: ] 1 DAY

Take a combination of buses up into the hills north of the Trisuli River to reach the historically important fort, palace and temple complex of Gorkha Durbar. Tour the impressive fort of Prithvi Naryan Shah, enjoy the magnificent views and then wander the old town below. Overnight in the excellent Gorkha Gaun Resort, if your budget stretches that far. [image: ] 2.5 hours
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Oikeo Projects/Shutterstock


4
Bandipur [image: ] 2 DAYS

The old Newari trading town of Bandipur sits half-hidden high above the Trisuli River and is well worth a couple of days to get out and do some day hikes, abseil into Nepal’s largest cave, paraglide off the ridge or simply savour the early morning Himalayan views. The atmospheric accommodation in converted Newari mansions just adds to the charm. [image: ] 3 hours

[image: jpg]

Alberto Exposito/Shutterstock

5
Pokhara [image: ] 3 DAYS

The laid-back, tourist-friendly city of Pokhara is a relaxing place in which to spend a few days or more. Hike up to the World Peace Pagoda or take the cable car to Sarangkot for astonishing views of Machhapuchhare and the Annapurnas. Take it easy paddling around Phewa Tal on a wooden doonga (boat), followed by shopping and cocktails in Lakeside. [image: ] 20 minutes

[image: jpg]

Muslianshah Masrie/Shutterstock

6
Jomsom [image: ] 3 DAYS

If you only have time for a quick taste of the Himalayas, consider a flight from Pokhara to Jomsom to spend a few days exploring lower Mustang’s Trans-Himalayan landscapes. Visit the traditional stone villages of Marpha, Kagbeni and Jhong, and take a 4WD ride up to the Hindu pilgrimage site of Muktinath before flying back to Pokhara. Budget time for potential flight delays.
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Mazur Travel/Shutterstock







ITINERARIES

Low-Altitude Everest

[image: jpg]

Allow: 8–9 Days Distance: 75km


If you want to get a feel for the Everest region but don’t have the time to walk to Base Camp, this itinerary is for you. It takes you on an exciting flight to Lukla and then along trekking paths to explore the Sherpa villages, monasteries and mountain views around Namche Bazaar and beyond.


[image: jpg]
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Tengboche Monastery | Daniel Prudek/Shutterstock

1
Kathmandu [image: ] 1 DAY

You’ll need a day in Kathmandu to get your bags sorted, shop for snacks and last-minute gear additions at the city’s excellent trekking shops, and buy a Sagarmatha National Park permit to save you time on the trail. Note that in the high trekking seasons of autumn and spring, flights to Lukla depart from Ramechhap, a five-hour drive from Kathmandu, so budget time accordingly. [image: ] [image: ] 2 days

[image: jpg]

Cooper Temple/Shutterstock

2
Namche Bazaar  [image: ] 2 DAYS

The first two days of walking take you up past chörtens and teahouses to bustling Namche Bazaar, home to guesthouses, bakeries, outdoor shops and bars, and full of trekkers headed to and from the peaks. There’s lots to see here, from monasteries and museums to a photography gallery, as well as spectacular views of the encircling 6000m peaks. [image: ] 1 day

[image: jpg]

R.M. Nunes/Shutterstock

3
Thame [image: ] 2 DAYS

Boost your acclimatisation by hiking out to the Sherpa village of Thame for an overnight stay. The hugely enjoyable walk takes you past traditional villages, forests and mountain views. The village was hit by floods in 2024 but still boasts a charming monastery, sacred rock paintings, welcoming lodges and plenty of day-hike opportunities. Return to Namche the next day. [image: ] 1 day
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Daniel Prudek/Shutterstock


4
Khunde & Khumjung [image: ] 1 DAY

The day hike from Namche to Khunde and Khumjung is one of the most scenic in the Everest region, with impressive views of Ama Dablam framed by forest and chörtens. The views from the Khunde Tsamkhang Temple and Hillary Memorial viewpoints are fantastic, as is the apple pie in nearby Khumjung. Don’t miss the yeti scalp in Khumjung’s gompa. [image: ] 1 day
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Vadim Petrakov/Shutterstock

5
Tengboche [image: ] 1 DAY

It’s a stiff descent, then ascent, to Tengboche, but your rewards are the Khumbu’s largest monastery and fine views up valley to Ama Dablam and Lhotse, the world’s fourth-highest peak. Turning back here means you should avoid any issues relating to high altitude. Overnight in Tengboche and then return to Namche Bazaar, or stay in sleepy Kyangjuma, far from most trekking groups. [image: ] 2-3 days
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Olga Danylenko/Shutterstock

6
Lukla [image: ] 2 DAYS

It’s a two-day stroll (or long one-day march from Namche) back to Lukla. Overnight in the town and celebrate your walk with a Sherpa Brewery Khumbu Kolsch beer on tap, before your flight leaves (hopefully) the next morning. Alternatively, take a pricier helicopter ride all the way back to Kathmandu. Be prepared for flight delays in the event of bad weather.
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ITINERARIES

Pokhara & the Annapurna Sanctuary

[image: jpg]

Allow: 14 Days Trek Duration: 13 Days


For scenic diversity and the sense that you’ve walked into the heart of the Himalaya, it’s hard to beat the Annapurna Sanctuary trek, especially in terms of time required and ease of transport logistics. Throw in some R&R days in Pokhara and it’s hard to find a better two weeks in Nepal.
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Trekkers en route to Annapurna Sanctuary | bozulek/Shutterstock

1
Pokhara [image: ] 1 DAY

Get your trekking legs in shape in Pokhara on a hike to the World Peace Pagoda or around Phewa Tal, and pick up any last items of gear in Lakeside’s outdoor shops. For a dash of adventure, sign up for a bungee jump or 120km/h zip-line rush outside the city, or get a preview of the Annapurnas on a tandem paraglide or microlight flight. [image: ] 45 minutes + [image: ] 2 days

[image: jpg]

Abdullah Alshathri/Shutterstock

2
Chhomrong [image: ] 2 DAYS

Start your trek with a bus ride to Phedi and begin walking from there to fine views at Dhampus, which makes for an excellent overnight trip from Pokhara if you don’t have time for a longer trek. Continue into the Modi Khola Valley to overnight in Tolka or the Gurung village of Landruk, then hike the next day to Chhomrong, the last permanent settlement in the valley. [image: ] 4 days

[image: jpg]

Casa nayafana/Shutterstock

3
Annapurna Base Camp [image: ] 4 DAYS

Four days of trekking from Chhomrong takes you through the gorge of the upper Modi Khola, climbing through forests until above the treeline. Swing up to the Annapurna Sanctuary at base camp (4130m). Views of Annapurna’s south face are tremendous from the four lodges here; visit the nearby memorial chörten to climber Anatoli Boukreev. [image: ] 3 days
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Crystal Frame Photography/Shutterstock


4
Ghandruk [image: ] 3 DAYS

It’s a two-day walk back down to Chhomrong, from where it’s worth branching west to make a big descent and ascent to reach the village of Ghandruk, the second-largest Gurung settlement in Nepal, with two museums dedicated to traditional Gurung culture and plenty of good lodges. Breakfast al fresco underneath fabulous views of Annapurna and Macchapuchhare. [image: ] 2 days
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Rojish0/Shutterstock

5
Ghorepani [image: ] 2 DAYS

From Ghandruk, you can reach the nearest road the same day to finish a 10-day trek. Or detour west for one long, or two leisurely, days to overnight at Ghorepani. Make the hour-long climb to Poon Hill for its spectacular Himalayan panorama, stretching from Dhaulagiri to Nilgiri, the Annapurnas and Hiunchuli peaks. A dramatic but busy spot.

 [image: ] 2 days + [image: ] 1 hour
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Marek Pelikan/Shutterstock

6
Begnas Tal [image: ] 1 DAY

From Ghorepani, it’s a two-day walk down stone steps to Naya Pul and the delights of Pokhara beyond. Soothe your weary legs with a massage in Pokhara, before heading to Begnas Tal to decompress from your trek and stare at the peaks you just got so close to. The locally grown and roasted coffee at Begnas Coffee House & Hotel is an added treat.
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WHEN TO GO

Spring and autumn are the golden months for most travellers, but it’s always a good season somewhere in Nepal.


The best time to visit Nepal depends partly on your interests, but spring (March and April) and particularly autumn (October and November) generally bring the best overall weather for both touring and trekking. October and November bring the clearest Himalaya views and the heaviest crowds to the main trek routes. The one season most people want to avoid is the monsoon from late May to the end of September, when afternoon rains, landslides and leeches deter both travellers and trekkers. At lower altitudes, in the jungly Terai, the most comfortable temperatures are from November to February, though wildlife watching is often better in March, when grasses have been cut back, making sightings easier.

Hotel Discounts

Off-season hotel discounts can be hefty in the monsoon months and, to a lesser extent, in winter (January and February), though you can score a discount in Nepal any time visitor numbers are low, as competition is cut-throat.
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Maya Devi Temple, Lumbini | Photohipster/Shutterstock


I LIVE HERE

WINTER EXPLORATIONS

[image: jpg]

Kathmandu-based Kim Bannister organises and leads treks in Nepal as Kamzang Journeys @kamzangjourneys

Although I don’t love the cold, I do love winters in central Nepal for the intense beauty of the hiking and cycling. During the slow months before the crowds return, I explore new corners of the Kathmandu Valley on bike and foot, as crisp winter mornings morph into blue-sky days, and locals slow down, with time to chat and tell stories – a great time to experience timeless Nepal.




THE TERAI

If you’re headed down to the Buddha’s birthplace (Lumbini) or Chitwan National Park, avoid the lowland heat and monsoon rains by coming in winter (November to February). February to March is best for wildlife spotting.




MONSOON

The sultry monsoon months from mid-June to mid-/late September deliver around 80% of Nepal’s annual rainfall, which peaks in July and August. It doesn’t rain continuously, but rather in short, sharp bursts, mostly in the afternoons or evenings.

The Big Festivals


Maha Shivratri, celebrating Shiva’s birthday, sees thousands of sadhus (Hindu holy men) flocking from across India and Nepal to Pashupatinath, with hundreds bathing in the sacred waters of the Bagmati River. [image: ] February

Bisket Jatra is held in spectacular fashion over Nepali New Year, with huge crowds dragging tottering chariots through the backstreets of Bhaktapur, pausing for a quick game of tug-of-war. [image: ] April

Rato Machhendranath is Patan’s most spectacular festival and involves the month-long procession of a huge temple chariot, culminating in the showing of the sacred vest of Machhendranath. [image: ] May

Dashain, Nepal’s biggest festival, lasts for 15 days and features sacrifices to the goddess Durga and the construction of bamboo swings across the countryside. Also masked dances, gambling and the placing of tika on children’s foreheads. [image: ] October

Often-Overlooked Festivals


Losar is the Tibetan new year celebration, with parades, religious offerings and the hanging of prayer flags across the Himalaya, but also at Boudhanath, Swayambhunath and Jawalakhel (Patan) in the Kathmandu Valley. [image: ] February

Indra Jatra, at the end of the monsoon, combines homage to the Hindu goddess Indra with an annual appearance by the Kumari (living goddess), who parades through old Kathmandu in an ornate palanquin. [image: ] September

Haribodhini Ekadashi marks the moment when Vishnu awakens from his four-month monsoon slumber on the 11th day of the new moon, with celebrations at Budhanilkantha’s sleeping Vishnu temple. [image: ] October

Sita Bibaha Panchami Tens of thousands of Hindu pilgrims flock to Janakpur (the birthplace of Sita) to celebrate the marriage of Sita and Rama, as Rama’s image is conveyed to Sita’s temple by elephant. [image: ] December


I LIVE HERE

MONSOON FUN

[image: jpg]

Patan-based Raj Gyawali is founder of the ethical tour company Social Tours @socialtours

Grossly overlooked in Nepal for travel are the monsoon months from June to August, which host some of the country’s most interesting festivals. In June, I always head into the fields to join friends in the Ropain, or Rice Planting Festival, when we plant two seedlings of rice in order to honour the effort it takes to put food on the table. It’s a day full of fun, games and tonnes of mud, ending, naturally, with a huge feast.
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Everest Base Camp Trek | Bhushan Raj Timla/Shutterstock

TREKKING TEMPERATURES

Nepal’s main trekking routes have warm daytime temperatures up to 4500m, even in late November, though this depends on strong sunlight, with temperatures diving at night. It’s the range of elevation on a trek – often from 1500m to 5400m – that brings the biggest climatic variations.

Weather Through the Year

[image: ]

JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 14°C

Days of rainfall: 5 (Kathmandu)

[image: ]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 16°C

Days of rainfall: 7 (Kathmandu)

[image: ]

MARCH

Avg daytime max: 20°C

Days of rainfall: 8 (Kathmandu)

[image: ]

APRIL

Avg daytime max: 23°C

Days of rainfall: 10 (Kathmandu)

[image: ]

MAY

Avg daytime max: 24°C

Days of rainfall: 16 (Kathmandu)

[image: ]

JUNE

Avg daytime max: 24°C

Days of rainfall: 19 (Kathmandu)

[image: ]

JULY

Avg daytime max: 23°C

Days of rainfall: 22 (Kathmandu)

[image: ]

AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 23°C

Days of rainfall: 22 (Kathmandu)

[image: ]

SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 23°C

Days of rainfall: 20 (Kathmandu)

[image: ]

OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 21°C

Days of rainfall: 12 (Kathmandu)

[image: ]

NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 18°C

Days of rainfall: 6 (Kathmandu)

[image: ]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 15°C

Days of rainfall: 4 (Kathmandu)




GET PREPARED
FOR NEPAL

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.


[image: jpg]

Langtang Valley trek | Alex Treadway/Getty Images

Clothes

General A fleece jacket can be useful for chilly evenings in autumn’s high season. Bring a long-sleeved shirt to avoid mosquito bites in the Terai (and the Kathmandu Valley if there is dengue fever). Nepalis don’t really wear shorts in public. You won’t need formal clothes.

Hat A wide-brimmed hat and sunglasses are useful for the strong mountain sunlight.

Trekking gear A down jacket is essential above 3500m, as is a rain shell and quick-drying T-shirts (not cotton).

Boots/shoes Tough-soled, comfortable, broken-in trekking boots (preferably waterproof) are essential for trekking, though good running shoes are possible in lower altitudes. Trekking sandals or quick-drying sports shoes are useful for river trips.


Manners

Greet Nepalis with the phrase namaste plus hand gesture; for added politeness, use namaskar.

Always take your shoes off when entering a private home, a temple or a monastery.

In Hindu temples, some rooms – or even the whole temple – are off limits to non-Hindus, so ask before entering.

When drinking water from a communal jug or bottle, pour the water straight into your mouth without touching the sides.





READ

[image: jpg]

The Snow Leopard (Peter Matthiessen; 1978) Profound description of a trek through remote Dolpo with naturalist George Schaller.

[image: jpg]

Palpasa Café (Narayan Wagle; 2005) Best-selling novel depicting a love story set to the backdrop of Nepal’s civil war.

[image: jpg]

Kathmandu (Thomas Bell; 2016) Illuminating portrait of the city and its people by a British journalist.

[image: jpg]

The Tutor of History (Manjushree Thapa; 2001) Tradition, politics and development collide in the debut novel from Nepali-Canadian Thapa.




Words

‘namaste’ (na-maa-ste) literally means ‘I salute the divine in you’, but is used as an everyday greeting, and as goodbye, instead of shaking hands. It is accompanied by the gesture of holding your hands in a prayer position at chest height.

‘khe gharne’ (kay gar-nay), meaning ‘what to do?’, is an important cultural phrase and the standard response when faced with conditions beyond your control, such as bad weather, illogical bureaucratic rules and political corruption.

‘dhanyabad’ (dhan-ya-bad), or ‘thank you’, is used more sparingly in Nepal than in many other countries. It’s rarely necessary in a commercial transaction, for example.

‘chaina’ (chai-na) literally means ‘I don’t have’, but it comes to mean ‘no’ in many situations.

‘chiso biyar’ (chee-so bee-ya) is ‘cold beer’. Essential.

‘tashi delek’ (ta-shee de-ley) is the standard greeting in Tibetan-speaking areas. It literally means ‘blessings and good luck’.

‘bistarai, bistarai’ (bee-star-ee, bee-star-ee) is a phrase you’ll often hear from porters or guides when trekking. It literally means ‘slowly, slowly’ and is an exhortation not to rush.

‘mitho cha’ (mi-tho cha) means ‘delicious’ – use it whenever tasting any home-cooked food.

‘dhai/bai’ (dai/bai) literally means ‘elder brother’ and ‘younger brother’; it’s the term to use when addressing a male waiter or hotel staff member.

‘didi/bahini’ (dee-dee/ba-hee-nee) literally means ‘elder sister’ and ‘younger sister’; it’s the female variant of dhai and bai.




WATCH

[image: jpg]

Atlaspix/Alamy Stock Photo

Sherpa (pictured; Jennifer Peedom; 2015) Documentary about the Sherpas’ relationship to climbing, in the wake of an avalanche that killed 16 Sherpas.

Seto Surya (White Sun; Deepak Rauniyar; 2016) Nepal’s entry for best foreign-language film in the 2017 Oscars is a family drama set amid the tensions of post-civil-war Nepal.

I am Belmaya (Sue Carpenter; 2021) Documentary about a woman finding her voice amidst the challenges entrenched in Nepali society.

Aftershock (Olly Lambert; 2022) Moving three-part documentary looking at the 2015 earthquake through survivor testimony.

Himalaya (Eric Valli; 1999) Beautiful film about the struggle of old versus new as a yak-trading caravan traverses remote Dolpo.




LISTEN

Selwa (Choying Drolma; 2004) Serene collection of musical chants and prayers from the Kathmandu Valley–based Tibetan nun.

Call Within (Manose; 2015) Peaceful, New Age–influenced bansuri flute music from the Grammy-nominated Nepali flautist.

Satabdi (1974 AD; 2001) Best-selling album by Nepal’s biggest band. Soft rock.

Himalaya: Mountain Folk Tunes of Nepal (various artists; 2016) Songs that transport you to Nepal, including the classic ‘Resham Phiriri’.






THE FOOD SCENE

Nepali food blends Indian and Tibetan influences with specialities from its many ethnic groups to create a uniquely Himalayan cuisine.


[image: jpg]

Daal bhaat | Alex Treadway/Getty Images

The Nepali staple of daal bhaat tarkari (rice, lentils and vegetables) is a standard across the entire country, but keep your taste buds attuned and you’ll notice subtle variations in styles and ingredients as you travel from the Sherpa cuisine of the high mountains to the Indian influences of the lowland Terai.

The Kathmandu Valley offers several Newari specialities, including popular rice- or lentil-flour crepes. Newars are also great meat eaters, with buff (water buffalo) the meat of choice.

Nepal is also one of the best places to try Tibetan cuisine, especially momos (dumplings) or thuk noodle stews.

Thanks to international tourism, the range of foreign foods available in Kathmandu and Pokhara is second only to the food court of the United Nations, with cuisines from China, India, Japan, Thailand and the Middle East available at budget prices. Take advantage of these offerings – once you head into the hills, the choice is much more limited. For more on eating and drinking in Nepal, see here.

Staples

Nepal’s ubiquitous daal bhaat tarkari is a filling, healthy combination of lentil soup (daal), rice (bhaat) and curried vegetables (tarkari). At its best, it will be spiced up with achar (pickles), dahi (curd or yogurt) or papad (pappadam – a crispy fried lentil-flour pancake). It’s the national dish, eaten by most rural Nepalis every day and it’s a trekker’s staple. To eat daal bhaat the local way, pour the soupy daal onto the rice, mix it into balls with your fingers, add a pinch of pickle and vegetables and shovel it into your mouth with your right hand.

As you travel higher into the Himalaya, rice slowly yields to dhido (or dhindo), a thick dough-like paste made from grain or millet flour, and then to Tibetan-style tsampa – ground roasted barley that is eaten with butter tea.

Nepalis head to a misthan bhandar for Indian sweets and snacks such as samsa (samosas – fried pastry parcels filled with potato curry).

Food & Culture

The Nepali eating schedule is somewhat different from that in the West, something you’ll notice if trekking with porters. The morning usually begins with a cup of sweet tea and a light snack such as samsa, puri (fried bread), or sel roti (rice-flour doughnuts). The main meal is not taken until late morning. Dinner is eaten quite late, generally just before going to bed.

Most Hindu and Buddhist Nepalis are vegetarians, some out of choice, others out of necessity. Cows are sacred to Hindus and not eaten, though some Kathmandu restaurants quietly import beef from India.

Nepali Hindus have strict rules about keeping food and drink ritually pure and unpolluted – the Nepali language even uses separate words for ‘clean’ (saphaa) and ‘ritually clean’ (choko). A high-caste Brahmin will not eat chicken, buffalo, onion, tomatoes, mushrooms or eggs, or anything prepared by somebody from a lower caste. Eating from a communal dish risks making the food jhuto (polluted).

[image: jpg]

Sel roti | Naresh Shrestha/Shutterstock


FESTIVAL FOODS

[image: jpg]

Samay bhaji | Nepal Photos/Alamy Stock Photo

Bhoj At festival time, most Nepalis cram their annual meat intake into a couple of days, gorging in feasts known as bhoj that follow the major sacrifices of Dashain and other dates.

Samay Bhaji One common Newari dish that features in several religious and family rituals is this medley of beaten rice, marinated buffalo meat, boiled egg, black soybeans, diced ginger and lentil-flour pancake.

Kwati During the Janai Purnima festival, Newars make batches of this soup from up to a dozen types of sprouted beans.

Gutuk Dishes often have a deeply symbolic role in festivals. During the Tibetan New Year, known as Losar, a special dumpling stew called gutuk is served and the leftover dumplings are ceremonially disposed of, representing the casting away of bad luck.




Local Specialities


Apart from the country-wide Nepali standards, look for the following specialities.

Newari Dishes

Chatamari Rice-flour pancake topped with meat and/or egg.

Sekuwa Barbecued meat.

Sisne jhol Nettle soup.

Sukuti Dried roasted meat with spices, onions and garlic.

Wo Lentil-flour pancake, known in Nepali as a bara.

Tibetan Classics

Kothey Fried momos, like Japanese gyoza.

Thukpa/thenthuk Traditional stew with long/square noodles.

Pingtsey Wontons in soup.

Richotse Momos in clear soup.

Jhol momo Momos in a thick soup.

Ting momo Big fluffy momo without any filling (like a Chinese mantou).

Shabhaley Meat in a deep-fried pancake or pastie.

Laphing Cold gelatinous noodles served dry with peanuts, chilli and instant noodles.

Desserts

Barfi Milk fudge.

Rasbari Milk balls.

Jeri Deep-fried syrupy dough whorls, known as jalebi in India.

Lal mohan Deep-fried milky dough balls.

Kheer Rice pudding.

Sikarni Whipped yoghurt with cinnamon, nuts and dried fruit.

Yomari Fish-shaped Newari rice-flour dumplings filled with condensed-milk paste or coconut.

[image: jpg]

Chatamari | Heeheer/Shutterstock

Dare To Try

Jan-la Raw steak with the skin attached.

Bul-la Dregs of rice wine with diced spleen and pieces of bone.

Ti-syah Fried spinal bone marrow.

Swan-puka Lung filled through the windpipe with spicy batter and then boiled, sliced and fried, topped off with steamed blood pudding.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Utse Restaurant For a group meal blowout, head here for gyakok – a communal Tibetan hotpot named after the pot in which it’s cooked.

Bhojan Griha Set menus of Nepali dishes at this 150-year-old Rana-era priestly residence, served to traditional music. The best of several such places in Kathmandu.

Krishnarpan Restaurant Superb atmosphere, stylish decor and organic Nepali food at Dwarika Hotel’s signature restaurant; starve yourself and then go for the 22-course extravaganza.

Tusa The best restaurant outside Kathmandu, serving elegant contemporary Nepali cuisine in a Bhaktapur backstreet.




BEST NEPALI BREWS

[image: jpg]

Devin Tolleson/Shutterstock

CHANG

A mildly alcoholic Tibetan brew of fermented barley or millet and water. It can be drunk hot or cold – local connoisseurs take it hot with a raw egg in it.

[image: jpg]

Tatsiana Hendzel/Shutterstock

TONGBA

An eastern Himalayan speciality made by pouring boiling water into a wooden tube of fermented millet. It’s slurped through a straw, and hot water is added periodically to seep extra alcohol from the mash.

[image: jpg]

Kovtun Dmitriy/Shutterstock

CRAFT BEER

Sherpa Brewery’s Himalayan Red ale is Nepal’s best craft beer, followed by the Hazy IPA from Barahsinghe brewery – tour the latter’s brewery in Kurintar if you’re a hophead.

[image: jpg]

Sun_Shine/Shutterstock

NEPALI CHIYA

Tea leaves boiled with milk, sugar and spices, also known as masala tea or chai. Specify that you want ‘Nepali chiya’, otherwise you might end up with a deeply inferior, ineffectually weak teabag.




Best Nepali Dishes

DAAL BHAAT TARKARI

The national dish: rice, daal (lentils) and vegetables.

MOMOS

Tibetan-style dumplings, filled with meat or vegetables (see here).

SANDEKHO

Spicy salad of potatoes, peanuts or sukuti, with chillies, onions and spices.

BADEL TAREKO

Newari dish of fried wild boar (or pork) with onions, tomatoes and spices.

GUNDRUK

Traditional Nepali sour soup with the namesake dried fermented vegetables.

JUJU DHAU (KING OF CURDS)

A wonderfully creamy, thick yoghurt made from buffalo milk; best in Bhaktapur.

YAK STEAK

The classic post-trek meal, served in steakhouses in Kathmandu and Pokhara.

CHOYLA

Roasted, diced buff (buffalo meat), heavily spiced and eaten with chura (beaten rice).







TRIP PLANNER

PLAN YOUR TREK

Nepal is one of the world’s easiest and most dramatic places to trek; nowhere else can you walk for weeks carrying little more than a daypack.
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Gosainkund and Helambu Trek | Alex Treadway/Getty Images

Blessed with magnificent Himalayan peaks, stunning glacial valleys and a fascinating network of traditional mountain communities, Nepal is quite simply the world’s greatest trekking destination. Better still, it sets the global standard for hassle-free walking, with a host of guides, porters and trekking agencies ready to arrange your trip on short notice. From the thrill of reaching the base of the world’s highest peak to sharing a daal bhaat with your guide in a cosy lodge, trekking is the quintessential Nepali experience.

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, when jukha (leeches) can make your life a misery. However, this generalisation doesn’t allow for the peculiarities of individual treks, since Trans-Himalayan regions such as Mustang, Dolpo and around Jomsom are all good for trekking during the monsoon summer.

High passes such as the Thorung La (Annapurna Circuit) or Laurebina La (Gosainkund) can be blocked by snow anytime between December and February. Freak winter weather and rain is becoming more frequent in early October as global climate patterns change.

Several festivals enliven the main trekking trails; the important Dashain festival coincides with October’s high trekking season and can make it hard to find porters in rural areas.

For an overview of season and trek specifics, see page 250.


WHAT KIND OF TREK?

The vast majority of travellers to Nepal opt for a teahouse trek, largely because of the convenience of being able to get food and accommodation every few hours along the trail. Remoter trails generally require that you camp and feed yourself, and the logistics tend to be complicated and expensive.

On a teahouse trek, you can choose to carry your own pack and rely on your own navigation skills and research, or you can hire a local porter to carry your backpack, leaving you to enjoy your walk with just a light daypack. The most popular teahouse trekking regions are the Everest and Annapurna regions, followed by the Langtang and Manaslu areas.

Whether you need a guide depends on your level of trekking experience. A good guide can certainly enhance your understanding of the region and your interactions with lodge owners and locals, and can book rooms in advance or secure a room where none seem available. That said, Nepal’s main teahouse trails are not hard to follow in good weather, so you don’t strictly need a porter or guide for route-finding alone.

Dozens of trekking companies in Kathmandu and Pokhara can arrange anything from a single guide and/or porter, or an inclusive teahouse trek to the complicated expedition logistics of a remote camping trek.

A rudimentary knowledge of the Nepali language will help to make your trek easier and more interesting, though finding your way is rarely difficult on the major trekking routes and English is widely spoken.

One feature common to all Nepali treks is that they involve a lot of up and down, with long stretches of switchbacks or knee-jarring stone staircases. You’ll enjoy your walk more if you start on some kind of fitness programme a month or two before your trek. That said, Nepal’s teahouse treks are well within the range of most active people.
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TEAHOUSES

On the main teahouse treks described in this book, you’ll come across some kind of lodge or teahouse every hour or two, giving you great flexibility to change your itinerary or to stagger your overnight stops to avoid the crowds.

At lower altitudes, lodges can be quite grand, offering a wide range of food and rooms with en-suite Western-style bathrooms and wi-fi. At higher altitudes, rooms are little more than a simple plywood cell with a foam mattress, but all have cosy communal dining rooms set around a yak-dung fireplace. Most offer some bedding, but it’s best to bring a warm sleeping bag. Solar-heated showers or buckets of water are available at most places for a few dollars.

Food

Food in teahouses centres on carb-heavy combinations of pasta, noodles, potato, rice and vegetables, plus momos (dumplings), spring rolls and a range of teas by the cup or pot. The staple daal bhaat (rice, lentils and vegetable curry) generally comes with a free refill and is the only meal that will truly fill you up after a long day’s trekking.

Lodges on the main trails stock expensive Snickers bars, toilet paper etc, but it’s always a good idea to bring your favourite morale-boosting snacks. You can bring your own instant coffee and soups, but most lodges charge a fee for boiling water.

The best lodges around Jomsom, Namche Bazaar and Kyangjin Ri (Langtang Valley trek) specialise in delicious apple pie and baked goods, and even offer pizza and espresso coffee. Inventive local chefs have even produced a Snickers Roll – a Snickers (or Mars) bar wrapped in a spring-roll wrapper and deep fried. Nepal is one of the few places where you might actually gain weight on a trek.
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FAMILY TREKS

Tamang Heritage Trail is a great family option, not too demanding or long (six days) and with lots of family-run lodges and cultural interaction.

The Annapurna Panorama trek sticks to the foothills so is good for avoiding high altitudes with children. Comfortable lodges, scenic Gurung villages and Himalayan views from Poon Hill are pluses.

A lower Everest trek is good for older children – hike as far as Tengboche for mountain views, or to Khumjung Monastery to view an actual yeti scalp! Great lodges, pizza and bakeries around the Sherpa village of Namche Bazaar.

Bonus tip: an experienced porter can carry a child between the ages of two and eight in a modified doko (porter basket) – the best porters assume the role of protective uncle.



GUIDES & PORTERS

In 2023 Nepal declared (as it has done several times before) that all independent trekkers would be required to hire a registered guide. The regulation was roundly ignored and unimplemented and, as of 2025, there was no requirement for you to have a guide on the main teahouse treks. That said, most inexperienced trekkers do opt to take a guide, especially for their first trek in Nepal or if trekking solo.

In Nepal’s hierarchical society, 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. Porters are generally only hired for load-carrying, though 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, with their own daypack packed on top or worn on their front.

If you make arrangements with a trekking agency in Kathmandu or Pokhara, expect to pay from around US$30 per day for a guide and US$20 for a porter. These prices should include your guide/porter’s food and lodging (clarify this), but you’ll have to pay for his transport and daily rate travelling to and from the trailhead.

It’s not difficult to find guides and porters, but it is hard to be certain of their reliability and ability. Don’t hire a porter or guide you meet on the street in Kathmandu or Pokhara. The bigger lodges can rustle up someone if you find you need a porter mid-trek, though they likely won’t speak much English.

Disagreements with guides and porters over walking routes and pace, where to stay and issues with money are not unheard of, so try to be clear from the beginning about your requirements and limitations.

It’s common practice to offer your guide and porter a tip at the end of the trek for a job well done. Figure on about one day’s wages per week, or 15% to 20% of the total fee. Give the tip directly to your porters in separate envelopes during your last dinner together, rather than directly to the guide or trek company.
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PRACTICAL TIPS

Batteries Phones can be charged at most trekking lodges for around Rs 300 per hour (up to Rs 1000 for battery packs). Batteries lose their juice quickly in cold temperatures, so keep them in your sleeping bag overnight at higher elevations.

Wi-fi Available at most lodges on the main teahouse treks, normally for a couple of hundred rupees per day. A scratch-card system operates in the Everest region for around Rs 1000 per day. Mobile-phone connections (including data) are available at lower altitudes. NTC is the best mobile company for remote areas.

Money Bring all the cash rupees you will need with you, plus a stash of US dollars and a credit card in case of an emergency flight out. That said, you can change cash in Namche Bazaar, Chame and at some trailheads, and access ATMs in Syabrubesi, Jomsom, Namche Bazaar and other towns.



Responsible Treatment of Porters

When hiring a porter, you are responsible (morally if not legally) for the welfare of those you employ. Porters often come from the lowland valleys, are poor and poorly educated, and are sometimes unaware of the dangers of mountain treks. Many porters die or are injured each year and it’s important that you don’t contribute to the issue.

Ensure that your porter or guide has adequate footwear, gloves, windproof jacket, trousers and sunglasses for the terrain you’ll be crossing, especially if this includes a high pass (porters on the Around Manaslu trek should also have mini-crampons). Porter clothing banks in Kathmandu and Lukla often allow you to rent gear for your porter. If you hire a porter or guide through a trekking agency, check that it provides both clothing and insurance.
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TREKKING PERMITS

Trekking Information Management System (TIMS) card Technically required by all trekkers, except in the Everest region, but currently not enforced or checked. Cost: US$20 for individual trekkers. Purchase from Kathmandu’s Tourism Service Centre in Bhrikuti Mandap, or Pokhara’s Nepal Tourism Board office.

National park fee Required for the Sagarmatha (Everest) and Langtang national parks; buy either in advance at Kathmandu’s Tourist Service Centre, at park entrances or, in theory, online at epermit.ntnc.org.np. Cost: Rs 3000.

Khumbu municipality fee Required for entrance to the Everest region, and bought in Lukla or Monjo. Cost: Rs 3000.

Annapurna Conservation Area Project (ACAP) fee Required for all Annapurna treks; available in Kathmandu, Pokhara and Besi Sahar, or for double the price at ACAP check posts. Cost: Rs 2000.

Other permits Shivapuri National Park fee (Rs 1000) required for the final day of the Gosainkund and Helambu trek. Expensive restricted-area permits required for border regions such as Manaslu, Dolpo, Mustang and Kanchenjunga.



TREKKING COSTS

Accommodation in trekking lodges ranges from simple plywood rooms for Rs 300 to Rs 500 per room, to Rs 1000 to Rs 3000 for an en-suite double with proper beds and electricity, hot showers and electrical outlets for charging.

The bulk of your expenses on a trek will be for food. Menu prices are often fixed across lodges in a particular region, and rise sharply with the altitude. A daal bhaat that costs Rs 500 at the start of a trek will cost Rs 1000 just before a high pass. You can double your bill by having a cold beer and slice of apple pie (Rs 500) at the end of the day.

A reasonable daily budget in the Annapurna and Everest regions is US$30 to US$35 per person per day, which should cover the occasional luxury, but not a guide or porter. Add on up to US$10 per day for wi-fi and a hot shower, and more for an en-suite room, if available. You will sometimes be offered a cheaper (or even free) room if you eat your meals at your lodge.


ORGANISED TREKS

It’s quite possible to arrange a fully organised trek when you get to Nepal. Organised treks normally cost US$50 to US$100 per person per day for a fully equipped camping trek, or 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 just a porter or guide. 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.

A good halfway house between a local and international agency, especially for remoter treks, is a Nepal-based but foreign-run company, such as Kamzang Journeys (kamzangjourneys.com) or Himalayan Trails (himalayan-trails.com).

WHAT TO BRING ON A TEAHOUSE TREK

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

Footwear & Clothing

Footwear is your single most important investment. Uncomfortable shoes and blistered feet will ruin your trek, so make sure your shoes are broken in, fit well and are comfortable for long periods. Running shoes are adequate for a low-altitude (below 3000m), warm-weather trek; otherwise, you need waterproof trekking boots with sturdy Vibram soles that keep your feet dry in rain and snow. Don’t even think about buying boots in Kathmandu and then heading on a trek.

In terms of clothing, we suggest two or three pairs of hiking socks, one or two quick-drying T-shirts (preferably odour-repelling merino wool, but certainly not cotton) and a combination of thermal underwear, fleece, rain shell/poncho and down vest/jacket for elevations above 4000m. A wide-brimmed sunhat and polarised sunglasses are essential for the strong sun, as is SPF 30+ sunscreen.

[image: jpg]

Trekking equipment | Dilchaspiyaan/Shutterstock

Equipment & Toiletries

Buying bottles of water on the trail is both expensive and environmentally unsustainable, so bring a water bottle and some kind of water purification here.

It’s always good to bring your own sleeping bag (three- or four-season), especially if heading above 3000m. Down sleeping bags are warmer, smaller and lighter (but more expensive) than synthetic options. You can save weight by bringing a three-season down sleeping bag and combining it with a lodge blanket.

Most people find trekking poles useful, especially for descents, but they have to be checked in on flights.

For toiletries, don’t forget lip balm, toilet paper, biodegradable laundry soap and a blister kit with moleskin, scissors and strong tape. Wet wipes are useful when hot showers are scarce. A basic medical kit is an excellent idea, stocked with Diamox (for altitude sickness), Ibuprofen (for sore knees) and a basic range of antibiotics, along with information on usage and dosages.

Miscellaneous items include your phone, charger and plug adaptor, plus a battery pack, and/or a camera with batteries and memory cards. Solar chargers are only really necessary for camping treks. You’ll also need a head torch (and spare batteries) and a quick-drying mini-towel. A book, Kindle or playing cards are useful for the long evenings, as are ear plugs.


Local Gear

It’s always best to bring your own trusted gear on a trek, but these days you can buy almost anything you need from excellent trekking-gear stores in Pokhara, Kathmandu and even Namche Bazaar. Most of the cheaper items are 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 will stand up to the rigours of at least one major trek. The best buys are probably down jackets and fleeces. There’s also an increasing amount of imported gear, at prices comparable to abroad.

Butane gas canisters are available in Kathmandu for Rs 600 to Rs 1200, depending on the size and percentage of propane (propane is better suited to higher altitudes). Prices are higher in Lukla and Namche Bazaar, but remember that gas canisters can’t be taken on airplanes.

It’s possible to rent sleeping bags/down jackets for around Rs 120/60 per day in Kathmandu, Pokhara and even Namche Bazaar. Large deposits are often required (never leave your passport). You can purchase sunscreen, shampoo and woolly hats on the main trails in places such as Chame and Namche Bazaar.

Maps

Most trekkers are content to get one of the trekking route maps produced in Nepal and sold everywhere. They are relatively inexpensive (Rs 400 to Rs 800) and adequate for the popular trails, though not for off-route travel.

National Geographic produces somewhat dated 1:125,000 trekking maps to the Khumbu, Everest Base Camp, Annapurna and Langtang areas.

Mapping apps such as Maps.me are generally accurate as long as you have a charge but don’t work well without a signal.

TREKKING SAFELY

The relative logistical ease of trekking in Nepal makes it easy to forget that the Himalaya can be an unforgiving range, especially at high altitude, and that trekking carries an inherent risk. Noticeboards in Kathmandu and Pokhara are plastered with the faces of missing trekkers, and in October 2014 more than 50 trekkers and guides were killed in the Thorung La region after a blizzard descended on the area. Do not take a Himalayan trek lightly.
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RESPONSIBLE TRAVEL: HOW TO PURIFY WATER ON A TREK

Purifying your own water is safer, cheaper and much better for the environment than buying bottles of mineral water along the trail. There are four main ways of doing this.

• Boil it Trekking lodges offer boiling water but it’s expensive and requires scarce fuel.

• Chemical treatment Chlorine tablets (eg Puritabs or Steritabs) kill many pathogens but take time and are not effective against giardia and amoebic cysts. Once the water is purified, vitamin C or neutralising tablets can help remove the chemical taste.

• Filters A trek-friendly Lifestraw or Sawyer filter gets rid of parasites and bacteria and works quickly, but double check whether your particular filter removes viruses.

• UV Light A Steripen uses light to quickly purify clear water, but relies on batteries and can be temperamental.



 

• In rural areas of Nepal, medical facilities are primitive or nonexistent and rescue services are limited. Even small problems like a twisted ankle or infection can become a serious issue when you’re several days away from help. Bring a medical kit and know how to use it.

• The most important thing you can do to ensure your safety is to never trek alone.

• Secondly, read up about the symptoms of altitude sickness and be sure to follow recommended acclimatisation days on a trek.

• Thirdly, come equipped for extremes of weather, including snow.

 

The most common health problems affecting trekkers are blisters, dehydration, a high-altitude cough, respiratory infections and intestinal problems. Don’t drink the tap water.

It’s a good idea to register with your embassy before setting off, but at the very least, make sure someone knows your itinerary. Regardless of how you’re trekking, always carry on your person an emergency supply of food, water purification tablets/filter, warm clothes, a whistle and map.

As a last resort, helicopter evacuations are possible, but the cost can run into the thousands of US dollars, so be sure to have comprehensive health and evacuation travel insurance that specifically covers trekking for the altitude to which you’re walking; try the alpine club in your country.

ALTITUDE SICKNESS

The health conditions caused by changes in oxygen levels and air pressure at altitude are known collectively as altitude sickness or acute mountain sickness (AMS). It’s essential to keep an eye on any AMS symptoms and adjust your schedule if you start to exhibit any symptoms.

Mild symptoms of AMS can start to appear above 2800m and include headache, dizziness, lethargy, loss of appetite, nausea, breathlessness, irritability and difficulty sleeping. Symptoms seem to affect people quite randomly and have little to do with age or fitness, but almost everyone experiences mild symptoms above 4000m. Always tell your travel companions and guide if you start to exhibit symptoms.

If you don’t acclimatise properly, AMS can become more serious without warning, as fluid accumulates in the lungs and brain as pulmonary and cerebral oedema. Serious symptoms include breathlessness at rest, a dry cough, severe headache, lack of coordination (leading to a ‘drunken walk’), confusion, irrational behaviour, vomiting and eventually unconsciousness, and can ultimately result in death. Most people who suffer severe effects of AMS have ignored earlier warning signs. It’s important that you aren’t left alone if you have serious symptoms.
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Avoiding AMS

• Ascend slowly Where possible, do not sleep more than 300m higher than the previous night. If any stage on a trek exceeds this gain, take a rest day to acclimatise before you ascend again.

• Climb high, sleep low It is always wise to sleep at a lower altitude than the greatest height reached during the day. • Trek healthy Drink extra fluids while trekking. Avoid sedatives or sleeping pills and don’t smoke.

• If you develop mild symptoms Stop ascending. Take an acclimatisation day and see if things improve. Don’t feel pressured to continue ascending just to keep up with your group.

• If you develop serious symptoms Descend immediately to an altitude below where you slept before you first developed symptoms. Most lodges can arrange an emergency porter or even a helicopter to help you descend quickly.

• Diamox The drug Diamox (Acetazolamide) can be used to reduce mild symptoms of AMS, but it is not a cure and it will not stop you from developing serious symptoms. The usual dosage of Diamox is 125mg to 250mg twice daily. It is a diuretic so drink extra liquid to avoid dehydration. You may feel a harmless tingling sensation in the fingers. It’s available at pharmacies in Kathmandu, Pokhara and Namche Bazaar.

• Understand AMS Learn more about altitude sickness by attending one of the free lectures given daily by the Himalayan Rescue Association in Pheriche (the Everest region) and Manang (Annapurna Circuit).


Short Treks

GHANDRUK LOOP

Try this short but steep three-day walk here with great views, easy access and comfortable lodges but plenty of steps.

MARDI HIMAL

Join Nepali trekkers for a week-long walk here with close-up views of Machhapuchhare’s dramatic fish-tailed peak.

ANNAPURNA PANORAMA

Explore the Annapurna foothills for six days, past Gurung villages to fine views at Poon Hill.

KHOPRA RIDGE

Get off the beaten trek on this lesser-walked five- to seven-day route here using community-owned lodges.

PANCHASE TREK

Try out trekking for three or four days from Pokhara, taking in fine Annapurna views without the crowds.

KATHMANDU VALLEY RIM

Cobble together as long a route as you wish through sleepy villages on rural trails here.

AROUND JOMSOM

Use Jomsom as a comfortable base for stunning day hikes to Kagbeni, Lubra, Thini and beyond.






THE OUTDOORS

Nepal has the perfect topography for outdoors fun, with plenty of specialist companies ready to organise an intrepid trip if you don’t want to go it alone.
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Nepal is a playground for lovers of adventure sports and high-adrenaline activities. The country offers some of the best mountain biking and rafting trips in the world, as well as pulse-quickening canyoning, bungee jumping, zip lining and rock climbing. Whether you are looking for a short village bike ride in the Kathmandu Valley or challenging mountain singletrack, family-friendly warm-water river floats or full-on white-water trips, there is something for everyone in Nepal.

Mountain Biking

Fat tyres and 17 more gears than the average Nepali bike – the mountain bike is the ideal, go-anywhere machine for exploring rural Nepal. The country is crisscrossed by an incredible web of singetrack trails, but many are narrow, century-old footpaths that aren’t marked on maps, so you need a good sense of direction when venturing out alone. Conversely, in recent years, many trails have been bulldozed into poor-quality vehicle roads. Local map companies produce biking maps to the Kathmandu Valley and Annapurna regions, but for many routes you really need a local guide.

In general, most of Nepal’s bike trails are best suited to more experienced riders with a good level of fitness.



FAMILY ADVENTURES

Raft some white water and then learn about Eskimo rolls and eddies on a kayaking clinic.

Scare yourself on a bungee jump while staying at Borderlands or The Last Resort, two riverside resorts that offer everything from canyoning to plunge pools.

Track tigers and rhinos in Chitwan National Park, or canoe through its rivers to spot gharial and mugger crocodiles.

Paddle Phewa Tal on a wooden doonga (boat), kayak or stand-up paddleboard for some of Pokhara’s most scenic views.

Watch the kids plunge down a zip line at 120km/h at Sarangkot outside Pokhara.

Get a taste of trekking on a short trek in the Annapurna foothills or the Tamang Heritage Trail.



Guided Trips

Pokhara and Kathmandu have several excellent mountain-bike companies that offer everything from rentals and repairs to village rides or downhill runs in the remote mountains. Group tours start at US$70 for a simple day trip with bike rental, such as a loop route from Kathmandu. Expect to pay around US$25 a day if you just want a mountain-bike guide.

A faster-paced downhill day trip with vehicle support costs US$100 to US$130 per person. Multiday options around the Kathmandu Valley cost about US$75/55 per day with/without vehicle backup, including bike hire, a guide, hotel accommodation and meals.

In Kathmandu, Himalayan Single Track (himalayansingletrack.com) offers tours, giant bike hire (US$25–65 per day), shuttles and Wednesday community rides. In Pokhara, try Pokhara Mountain Bike Adventures (nepalmountainbike.com).


BEST SPOTS

For the best outdoor spots and routes, see the map.



[image: jpg]

Annapurna Circuit | pmishra/Shutterstock

Day Rides

While the heart of the Kathmandu Valley is too hectic and traffic-congested to truly offer a fun cycling experience, its fringes are another story, providing some of the best and most consistent biking in Nepal, with a dense network of tracks, trails and back roads.

Loop routes north from Kathmandu lead to Tinpiple, Tokha and Budhanilkantha; or southeast via fine views at the Lakuri Bhanjyang to Panauti, Balthali, Namobuddha and Dhulikhel. Downhill options include driving to Nagarkot and riding down to Sankhu, Bhaktapur or Dhulikhel, or driving to Kakani and riding the Scar Rd down through Shivapuri Nagarjun National Park on a mix of singletrack and dirt roads. There are also exhilarating downhill runs from the top of Phulchowki and Nagarjun peaks.


Pokhara is also a major hub for mountain biking and there are several companies here that can rent out bikes or run guided rides. Routes include a day ride around Phewa Tal, downhill from Sarangkot and Naudanda, or to Begnas Tal and around.

Multiday Trips

Longer guided trips include the four-day back-roads trip from Kathmandu to Pokhara, via Bidur, Dhading Besi, Gorkha and Sundarbazar. For higher-altitude fun, consider the five-day ride through lower Mustang from Muktinath to Beni along the route of the Annapurna Circuit (be sure to include the world-class downhill run from Muktinath to Jomsom via the Lubra Valley), or the once-in-a-lifetime guided 10-day ride up into the former kingdom of upper Mustang, from Jomsom to Lo Manthang along a mix of dirt roads and dusty singletrack. Adventurers can also consider the remote weeklong teahouse ride to the top of 4068m Pikey Peak, for what Edmund Hillary considered to be the finest panoramic view of the Everest region.

A few intrepid mountain bikers have headed into trekking areas, hoping to find great riding, but you have to be prepared to carry your bicycle for at least 30% of the time. There are some intriguing opportunities to combine hiking and biking around the Annapurna Circuit, given that much of the former trekking route is now a 4WD track. The Yeti Bike Race is a 240km race around the Annapurna Circuit, held every October.

Sagarmatha National Park in the Everest region doesn’t allow mountain bikes.

What to Wear

Tight-fitting Lycra bicycle clothing might be functional, but on a cultural level it’s a shock to locals, who maintain a very modest approach to dressing. A better option is wearing a pair of comfortable shorts and a T-shirt over your bicycle gear. This is especially applicable to female cyclists, as women in Nepal generally dress conservatively. You’ll want a good-quality face mask if cycling in or around Kathmandu.

Rafting

Nepal has a reputation as one of the best places in the world for multiday rafting, with outstanding river journeys that range from steep, adrenaline-charged mountain streams to classic big-volume wilderness expeditions. Warm water, a subtropical climate and huge white sandy beaches that are ideal for camping add to the appeal.
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WHEN TO RAFT

In general, September to early October and May to June bring high river flows, though not as high as the insane monsoon months of June to August, when most rivers are unrunnable. March and April bring warm weather and lower flows, with levels rising again in May. Mid-October to November is generally a great time to be on the river.

Seasonal changes have a massive effect on river flows. 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, 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 low-water months.



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 options available from one to 12 days on different rivers, all offering dramatically different experiences, especially in different seasons.

Budget rafting day trips take place on the upper Sun Kosi/Bhote Kosi, on the old road to Tibet, and the Trisuli River, between Kathmandu and Pokhara. Both locations offer riverside camps of variable quality, but the downside is that you’re never far from a major road. Between August and early October, the amiable Trisuli changes character as huge runoffs make the river swell and churn, so be sure to choose a reputable company during those months.

For a three- or four-day trip from Pokhara, consider the upper Kali Gandaki, starting from Beni or Baglung, or the Marsyangdi River, starting in Ngadi, which offers two days of almost continuous white water and so requires lightly packed self-bailing rafts and an experienced rafting company.

Longer eight- to 12-day expeditions, such as the Sun Kosi (September–April), Karnali River (October–May) and Tamur River (October–December), offer some real heart-thumping white water with the sense of journey inherent in a long river trip. With more time on the water, 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 through some of the remotest corners of Nepal.

Bear in mind that all three of these rivers require long bus rides and/or flights to the start and/or end points in the remote far east or west of the country. The Tamur also requires a three- or four-day trek. Consider combining the Karnali with a visit to Bardiya National Park, or the Tamur with a trek to Kanchenjunga.

For a shorter float combined with some premier wildlife watching, consider also the two- to three-day raft from Mugling to Chitwan National Park.

Dam construction is having a big impact on the quality of rafting on many rivers in Nepal and things are very, erm, fluid. Check locally to see how this might have affected runs before booking a trip.

What to Wear

Kathmandu and Pokhara have several excellent rafting companies, most of which also offer kayaking. Shorter trips depart every few days, but the longer rafting expeditions only depart every week or so, meaning it’s worth contacting a company in advance to see when it’s planning a trip. Six passengers is normally the minimum number.

The most reliable companies include:

• Adventure Aves (adventureavesnepal.com) in Kathmandu’s Thamel district.

• Equator Expeditions (equatorexpeditionsgroup.com) in Kathmandu’s Thamel district.


• GRG’s Adventure Kayaking (grgadventurekayaking.com) in Kathmandu’s Thamel district.

• Ultimate Descents Nepal (udnepal.com) in Kathmandu’s Thamel district.

• Ultimate Rivers/White Water Asia (whitewaterasia.com) in Kathmandu’s Thamel district.

• Paddle Nepal (paddlenepal.com) in Pokhara.


RAFTING SAFETY

Always wear your lifejacket 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’re 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 onto 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.



Trips booked in Nepal range in price from US$70 to US$80 for a day trip, to US$100 to US$120 a day for a multiday expedition, depending on the standard of service, number of people, and the river. Try to avoid day trips on a Saturday as these get very crowded with local tourists. Generally you get what you pay for on these trips. It’s better to pay a bit more and have a good, safe experience than to save US$100 and have a lousy, dangerous trip.

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. A swimsuit, towel, sunhat, insect repellent, sunscreen and light tennis shoes or sandals (that will stay on your feet) are all necessary. Check if companies provide paddle jackets and wetsuits.

Waterproof camera containers are useful for taking photos along the river – ask your company if it has any for hire or, better, bring your own.

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.
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Kayaking, Kali Gandaki | Feng Wei Photography/Getty Images

Kayaking

Nepal 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 camp near choice play spots.

The opportunities for kayak expeditions are exceptional. 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 Modi Khola is also good for experienced kayakers.

Kayak Clinics

Nepal is an ideal place to learn to kayak, and several companies offer four-day kayak clinics (US$300–350 per person), which give you a good grounding in the basics of paddling, safety and river dynamics. The clinics are pretty laid-back, with around four to six hours of paddling a day.

On day one, you’ll learn self-rescue, T-rescue and the 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, running small (class II) rapids and journeying down the river, learning how to read the rapids. Expect one instructor for every three people. In the evening, you’ll stay at riverside camps or simple resorts.

The bulk of kayak clinics operate in late October, November, March and April. The latter two months offer the longest days and warmest weather. December to February clinics are still possible, but the days are shorter and there’s a lot less sunlight to warm you up at the beginning and end of the day.

Companies & Camps

Equator Expeditions and Ultimate Rivers operate clinics on the upper Sun Kosi, on the road to Tibet. Equator runs the Sukute Beach Resort, with a private beach on the river and a pool, which is a real bonus when learning Eskimo rolls.

Other options include the Royal Beach Camp (royalbeachnepal.com), with a fixed camp and swimming pool at Kataudi on the Trisuli River, 85km from Kathmandu. Combo kayaking, rafting and canyoning trips are possible here.

Ultimate Descents Nepal operates clinics with the first day’s training on Phewa Tal and the remaining three days on the Seti, featuring wilderness paddling and two nights’ riverside camping. They also run clinics on the Sun Kosi, using mobile camps.

Kayaking specialist GRG’s Adventure Kayaking operates courses from the Gurung Valley Camp, near Fishling on the Trisuli River, and can often arrange kayaking tuition during the quieter sections of a Sun Kosi or Karnali rafting run. It also rents kayaks for US$25 per day.

Trekking Peaks

If you want to take the first step from trekking to mountaineering, consider a short mountaineering course that takes in one of Nepal’s ‘trekking peaks’. Several companies organise basic training and ascents in the Solu Khumbu region and can add these on to an organised trek to Everest Base Camp or elsewhere. All are physically demanding, but not too technically difficult.

Most popular is a four-day ascent of Island Peak, properly known as Imja Tse (6189m), from a base in Chhukung. After acclimatisation, briefing, training and a half-day hike to base camp, the peak is generally climbed in a single six- to eight-hour day, departing early in the morning.

More technically demanding is a three- or four-day round trip from Dzonglha to the false summit of Lobuche East (6119m).

Also in the Everest region, Mera Peak (6476m) involves more trekking than climbing, though it is the highest of the trekking peaks and has perhaps the widest Himalayan views. It’s a minimum 15-day trip from Lukla and involves trekking to Khare and then up to the 5415m Mera La, from where the four-day climbing programme begins, with an overnight at base camp and a nighttime summit bid.

Trips run in October, November, April and May. Expect to pay from US$600 for Island Peak, and from US$650 for Lobuche East or Mera, with an extra US$150 for a three-day intro climbing clinic. You’ll need to rent climbing boots from Kathmandu or Namche Bazaar.

There are also several trekking peaks in the Annapurna region, though they are less suited to beginners.

Reliable companies include Asian Trekking (asian-trekking.com), Himalayan Ecstasy (himalayanecstasynepal.com), Climb High Himalaya (climbhighhimalaya.com), Equator Expeditions (equatorexpeditionsgroup.com) and Mountain Monarch (mountainmonarch.com).
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Canyoning, near Kathmandu | Philippe ROYER/Gamma-Rapho/Getty Images

Canyoning

This wet-and-wild sport is a combination of abseiling, climbing, swimming and jumping into rivers. The best-known canyoning area is around the turbulent Bhote Kosi, north of Kathmandu on the old road to Tibet, but there are more canyons in Sundarijal in the Kathmandu Valley, and at Jalbire en route to Chitwan. September, October, April and May offer the best conditions.

Canyoning trips are organised by Borderlands Resort, The Last Resort and Chhango (canyoninginnepal.com); expect to pay around US$100/140 for a one-/two-day trip, which can be combined with other activities.

Paragliding & Microlighting

Paragliding, where you strap yourself to a tandem parachute and silently sail on the thermals with incredible views of Annapurna and Machhapuchhare, is available at Toripani, just outside Pokhara, and from the Bandipur ridge.


There’s little regulation in the paragliding industry, and injuries such as broken ankles or worse are not unheard of. Ask to see your pilot’s licence before committing; a pilot with a minimum of three years’ experience is what you need. Sunrise Paragliding (sunrise-paragliding.com) and Blue Sky Paragliding (paragliding-nepal.com) are two of the most reliable companies in Pokhara.

An ultralight, which is like a paraglider with a lawnmower engine strapped to it, is a great way to view the mountains. Flights are available through Avia Club Nepal (aviaclubnepal.com) and Pokhara Ultralight (flypokhara.com), both based in Pokhara. The 60-minute option gets you thrillingly close to the peaks; less than this and you’ll just be flying around Phewa Tal. Open cockpits are more exciting, but colder; a fixed-wing option gets you higher quicker.

Trail Running

For runners seeking a challenge, Nepal hosts a world-class range of marathons, ultramarathons and multistage races, set against the backdrop of some of the world’s most beautiful (but demanding) environments.

The Everest region is a magnet for extreme athletes. The Tenzing Hillary Everest Marathon (everestmarathon.com) takes place every year on 29 May, the date of Hillary and Tenzing’s original 1953 summiting of Everest, and runs from Everest Base Camp to Namche Bazaar.

For something less remote, consider the Fishtail Race (fishtailrace.com), a half- and full marathon around Phewa Tal in Pokhara, the Pokhara Marathon (pokharamarathon.org) in February (which also includes 5km and wheelchair races), and the Kathmandu Marathon (kathmandumarathon.com.np), which dodges traffic every September. Also in Kathmandu, the Stupa to Stupa Ultra (stupatostupa.com) is a 54km route from Swayambhunath to Boudhanath the hard way, via Shivapuri Nagarjun National Park.

For something more rooted in local communities, the Impact Marathon (impactmarathon.com) combines trail running with a focus on fundraising for local gender-equality projects.

For more events see trailrunningnepal.org.
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Stork, Chitwan National Park | Lindsay Fegent-Brown/Lonely Planet

Wildlife Safaris

The three big national parks of the Terai – Chitwan, Bardiya and Koshi Tappu – all offer safaris. Elephant safaris are no longer promoted by the better operators, but guided jungle walks, 4WD safaris and jungle rafting or canoe trips are all memorable ways to spot wildlife through the dawn mist.


OTHER TRAIL RUNS

If the Tenzing Hillary Everest Marathon sounds too easy, the Everest Trail Race (everesttrailrace.com) covers 170km over six days and you have to carry your own equipment. The Everest 135 (everest135.com) is a similar Chinese-run multiday event from Jiri to Everest Base Camp over the Three Passes.

Further west, the Yeti Marathon (wildmarathon.com) runs every October from Tilicho Tal to Pisang in the Annapurna region.

Epic multiday events include the 170km Mustang Trail Race (mustangtrailrace.com) from Kagbeni to Lo Manthang and back, the Himal Race (Annapurna to Everest) and the Annapurna 100 (annapurna100.com) in March from Pokhara to Poon Hill and back. The Manaslu Trail Race (manaslutrailrace.com) seems relaxed in comparison, covering between 10km and 23km per day to loop around Manaslu in nine days.




Adrenaline Rushes

ROCK CLIMBING

Bolted routes draw climbers to Hattiban and Nagarjun in the Kathmandu Valley and Phortse in the Khumbu, or learn on Kathmandu’s two climbing walls.

BUNGEE JUMP

Throw yourself off the world’s second-highest jump at The Cliff near Pokhara, or head up to The Last Resort.

BUNGEE SWING

Like a bungee, but worse, with tandem swings possible: at The Last Resort near the Tibet border, or Hemja outside Pokhara.

ZIP LINE

Hit 120km/h on a 1.8km downhill rush at HighGround Adventure ZipFlyer outside Pokhara.

ICE CLIMBING

February brings frozen waterfall climbing in Humde (Manang) and Phortse (Khumbu) for experienced climbers here.

HIMALAYAN HIGHS

Climb your first Himalayan peak at Imja (Island) or Mera peaks in the Khumbu region.

JUNGLE WALK

Wildlife watching with an edge, as you track rhinos, tigers and elephants on foot in Chitwan National Park.








ACTION AREAS

Where to find Nepal’s best outdoor activities.
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NEPAL

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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Researched and updated by Joe Bindloss

Kathmandu
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NEPAL’S MEDIEVAL MASTERPIECE

Temple-strewn Kathmandu is Nepal in microcosm – spiritual and mercantile, familiar and extraordinary, frenetic and serene.
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Durbar Sq | Constantin Stanciu/Shutterstock

Modern-day Kathmandu is superimposed over a medieval jumble of temples, stupas and sunken waterspouts. Narrow alleys lead unexpectedly to centuries-old bahals (Buddhist courtyards), and stooped doorways open onto timeless, tiered mandirs (Hindu temples, known as degas in the Newari language). Even where the capital shows its modern face in the form of air-conditioned shopping centres and high-rise hotels, 1300 years of history still pokes through.

Many travellers spend just a day or two in Kathmandu en route to Nepal’s trekking trails, but we recommend staying longer to explore the backstreets and must-see monuments of Durbar Sq, Pashupatinath, Boudhanath and Swayambhunath, and to stock up on yak-wool blankets, thangka cloth paintings, Buddhist prayer flags and other souvenirs before you head home.

The backpacker enclave of Thamel has been the favoured base camp for generations of visitors. In this tight tangle of lanes, Gore-Tex-clad trekkers and students of meditation mingle with porters, guides, mystics, trekking agents and hawkers selling everything from flutes and brass ceremonial thunderbolt symbols to knock-off North Face down jackets.

Thamel is certainly the best place to eat, drink, shop and sleep in the city, with abundant bars and live-music venues, yoga centres, shops piled high with souvenirs and restaurants offering a spectacular culinary world tour. After weeks of hardship on Nepal’s trekking trails, you’ll appreciate its creature comforts.

But don’t limit your time in Kathmandu to this touristy enclave. The soul of the capital vibrates in the thronging bazaars between Thamel and Durbar Sq and in the hidden courtyards secreted away all over the city. On the outskirts, locals and tourists find equilibrium at the sacred stupas of Swayambhunath and Boudhanath, two of the Buddhist world’s most mesmerising monuments – light butter lamps during the full moon and feel at one with the universe.


For places to stay in Kathmandu, see here
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THE MAIN AREAS

DURBAR SQ

Terrific temples and palaces.

SOUTHERN KATHMANDU

Quiet courtyards in the backstreets.

KATHMANDU’S BAZAARS

A tangle of magical markets.

THAMEL

The capital’s traveller hub.

EASTERN KATHMANDU

Expat enclaves and admin.

SWAYAMBHUNATH

Buddhism with a view.

BOUDHANATH

The city’s most spiritual quarter.




Find Your Way

The heart of Kathmandu is medieval Durbar Sq. From here, bazaars sprawl north in a wave that breaks against the backpacker enclave of Thamel. Southern Kathmandu is quietly residential, while offices crowd the city’s east. For spiritual encounters, head west to Swayambhunath or east to Pashupatinath and the Buddhist enclave of Boudhanath.
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Plan Your Days

Start out early to beat the crowds at Durbar Sq and other big sights, and allow extra time to navigate the busy streets on the way back in the afternoon.
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Day 1

Morning

• Begin with the big hitters. The temples and palaces of Durbar Sq will fill most of a day, particularly if you visit the Hanuman Dhoka and stop for lunch on Freak St.

Afternoon

• Take a break from the temples in the afternoon and dive into the vividly colourful bazaars north of Durbar Sq, swinging by the Shree Gha Stupa.

Evening

• You’ll arrive – frazzled but exhilarated – in Thamel, just in time for a well-deserved dinner of steak, Korean BBQ, pizza, falafel, Thai green curry, Indian butter chicken or Nepali daal bhaat (rice, lentil soup and vegetables).





Day 2

Morning

• For more temple action, head into the backstreets to discover such medieval wonders as the Seto Machhendranath Temple at Kel Tole and the beguiling Chhusya Bahal in the lanes southeast of Thamel.

Afternoon

• Have a delicious South Indian lunch at Dudh Sagar and devote the afternoon to exploring the spectacular stupa and Buddhist bazaars at Boudhanath. Before sunset, make your way to respectfully visit Pashupatinath Temple, Kathmandu’s most important Hindu site and funerary complex.

Evening

• Afterwards, mull on life and death over a Tibetan meal at Utse Restaurant or Dechenling Garden Restaurant.




Day 3

Morning

• For Kathmandu’s best views, climb up the monkey-crowded steps to Swayambhunath Stupa and admire the extraordinary Buddhist architecture (or consider coming in the afternoon when Buddhist pilgrims make a kora circuit around the holy hill).

Afternoon

• The middle of the day will be free to visit the backstreets south of Durbar Sq, get hands-on with a cooking class or yoga session, or haggle for souvenirs in Thamel.

Evening

• Make dinner memorable with a plate of daal bhaat served with dhido (buckwheat paste) at Thakali Bhanchha or momos at cosy Yangling Restaurant.



You’ll also want to...

Visit Kathmandu’s less-crowded corners, from mural-filled monasteries and sites associated with the deposed Nepali royal family, to walking a devotional circuit around the base of Swayambhunath.

SAMPLE ROYAL LIFE AT NARAYANHITI PALACE MUSEUM

At the former palace of the Nepali royal family, view extravagant interiors, state gifts, stuffed wildlife and the site of a royal massacre.

TAKE A MEDITATION CLASS AT BOUDHANATH

Monasteries around the great stupa at Boudhanath, including serene Kopan Gompa, offer regular meditation classes and retreats, or you can just stop in for morning prayers.

FIND SERENITY AT THE GARDEN OF DREAMS

In the midst of madcap Thamel, find peace in the Garden of Dreams, the one-time playground of a playboy prince.

MAKE A CIRCUIT OF SWAYAMBHUNATH

For full immersion into the Swayambhunath experience, join the pilgrims making a ceremonial afternoon circuit around the base of the sacred hill.

SHOP LIKE A LOCAL

Bring back more than photos from Kathmandu’s maze-like bazaars; join the locals bargaining for spices, brass pots, temple offerings and more at Asan Tole and Indra Chowk.

DISCOVER BACKSTREET SHRINES

The back lanes of Kathmandu hide shrines honouring deities for every possible predicament, from the goddesses responsible for toothaches and smallpox to Annapurna, the goddess of abundance.

GO BAHAL-HOPPING

Part of the joy of exploring Kathmandu is getting lost in its maze-like bahals (Buddhist courtyards). If you spot a narrow alley or stooped gateway, pop in and explore.





Durbar Sq

TERRIFIC TEMPLES | ANCIENT ROYALTY | A LIVING GODDESS


Durbar Sq is the medieval heart of Kathmandu, a tantalising tangle of courtyards, palaces and temples, dripping with symbolism and ceremonial significance. This was where Nepal’s divine kings were crowned and where the business of the medieval kingdom was conducted; the monarchy may be gone, but its rich traditions live on.

The hub of this sprawl of medieval temples is the gleaming white, vaguely European-looking Hanuman Dhoka palace. The 2015 earthquake ravaged the square, toppling temples and cracking facades, but locals fought back, devoting thousands of hours to restoring the shrines and palaces to their former magnificence.

Thanks to living traditions of Nepali craftsmanship, rooftops were patched and temples climbed back up from the rubble – today, the reconstructed monuments are almost indistinguishable from those that escaped the disaster. Just a few screened-off plinths at the southwest end of the square stand as a reminder that reconstruction is ongoing.
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HIGHlIGHTS

1Hanuman Dhoka

2Kasthamandap

3Kumari Ghar (Kumari Bahal)

SIGHTS

4Ashok Binayak Temple

5Bangla (Kirtipur) Tower

6Basantapur Tower

7Bhagwati Temple

8Bilas Mandir (Lalitpur Tower)

9Bimaleshwor Mahadev Temple

10Chasin Dega Krishna Temple

11Degutaleju Temple

12Dhansa Temple

13Gaddhi Baithak

14Gopinath Temple

15Great Bell

16Great Drums

17Hanuman Dhoka (Hanuman Gate)

18Indrapur Temple

19Jagannath Temple

20Kakeshwar Temple

21Kala (Black) Bhairab

22Kotilingeshwar Mahadev Temple

23Krishna Temple

24Kumari Shrine

25Lakshmi Bilas (Bhaktapur Tower)

26Lakshmi Narayan Temple

27Layaku Bahal

28Lohan Chowk

29Mahadev temple

30Mahendreshwar Temple

31Maju Deval Temple

32Mohan Chowk

33Mul Chowk

34Narasimha (Narsingha) Statue

35Narayan Temple

36Nasal Chowk

37Pancha Mukhi Lakshmi Narayan Temple

38Panchmukhi Hanuman Temple

39Royal balcony

40sattal

41Seto (White) Bhairab

42Shikhamu Bahal

43Shiva-Parvati Temple

44Singh Sattal

45Statue of Hanuman

46statue of King Pratap Malla

47Sundari Chowk

48Taleju Temple

49Tana Deval Temple

50Trailokya Mohan Narayan Temple

51Tribhuvan Museum

EATING

52Cafe d’Taleju

53Kasthamandap Mo:Mo

54Lakhey

55Newa Ghasa Basantapur

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

56Cosmo de Café Restaurant

57Mitho Lassi

58World Heritage Hotel Cafe

SHOPPING

59Basantapur Sq market

60Sticker Shop

INFORMATION

61Durbar Sq site office




GETTING AROUND

Pedestrianised Durbar Sq is a place to explore on foot. Taxis and rickshaws drop passengers near the entrances to the square at the end of Ganga Path, Yatkha Marg and Lakaya Marg. You don’t need help to find the main temples, but a guide will point out details you might otherwise miss. Find guides hanging out around the desks where you buy your entry ticket.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Take your Durbar Sq entry ticket (available at all entrances) to the site office behind the Basantapur Sq market with a passport photo and your passport, and you’ll get a free Durbar Sq entry pass, good for as long as your Nepal visa is valid.



Encounter a Living Goddess

Pay a house-visit to the Kumari

Deities are more than just a concept in Kathmandu. A female child, a Kumari, has been worshipped as a living incarnation of the goddess Taleju – and a symbol of female spiritual power – since 1757, when King Jaya Prakash Malla initiated the custom to regain the favour of the royal family’s titular goddess, after accidentally revealing his secret meetings with the deity to his family.

A Kumari is still worshipped in Kathmandu to this day. Until she reaches puberty, the living incarnation of Taleju lives a life of gilded luxury in the ornate Kumari Ghar (Kumari Bahal) at the junction of Durbar and Basantapur squares. It is forbidden for the goddess’ feet to touch the ground outside of this compound, so when she leaves the Kumari Ghar, she is carried everywhere in a gilded palanquin.

One of the Kumari’s main duties is making public appearances at a carved balcony inside the courtyard of the Kumari Bahal – usually between 9am and 11am, and again between 4pm and 6pm. Photography is forbidden but visitors are welcome to pay their respects and admire the fabulously ornate woodcarving on the courtyard’s doorways, windows and balconies.

The building, in the style of a Buddhist mahavihar (monastic abode), was constructed in 1757 by Jaya Prakash Malla. Its doorways are topped by deity-thronged toranas (carved gateway pediments) and in the centre of the courtyard is a hybrid Hindu-Buddhist stupa with symbols of Saraswati, Hindu goddess of learning.

The large gate to the right of the Kumari Bahal conceals the huge chariot that transports the Kumari during the annual Indra Jatra festival (the wooden beams that support the chariot are stacked beside the main entrance to the courtyard). Several other palanquins and chariots for festivals are stored in pavilions around Basantapur Sq.



TOP EXPERIENCE
Hanuman Dhoka

The centrepiece of Durbar Sq, Kathmandu’s spectacular royal palace – known as the Hanuman Dhoka, thanks to the timeworn, orange statue of the Hindu monkey god by its original entrance – was founded during the Licchavi period. However, the compound was expanded considerably by King Pratap Malla, and the European-influenced Gaddhi Baithak wing was tacked on in 1908 under the Ranas.
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DON’T MISS

Gaddhi Baithak

Lohan Chowk

Nasal Chowk

Hanuman Dhoka (Hanuman Gate)

Mohan Chowk & Sundari Chowk

Tribhuvan Museum




PRACTICALITIES

The museum is open from 9am to 5pm and admission is included in the Durbar Sq ticket. Scan this QR code for more information.
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Gaddhi Bhaithak

While repairs are ongoing, the palace is entered via the stucco-fronted Gaddhi Baithak (pictured), constructed during Nepal’s early 20th century love affair with all things European. Opened in 1908, the grand, ballroom-style great hall was reputedly modelled on London’s National Gallery after Prime Minister Jung Bahadur’s diplomatic tour of Europe. Inside, the interior drips with crystal chandeliers and ornamental painted plaster, and in the basement you’ll find displays of old weapons and a politically slanted exhibition on Nepal through the ages.

Lohan Chowk

Exiting the Gaddhi Baithak, you’ll pass beside the lavish Malla-era palace, entering just beyond the Basantapur Tower. Note the lavishly carved window and door frames, the terracotta nagas (divine serpents) writhing along the walls, and the blush-inducing erotic carvings on the roof struts.

You’ll emerge into a part of the palace once reserved for the royal family, approved servants and the royal priests. Constructed in the time of Prithvi Narayan Shah, the deity-encrusted windows and doorways of Lohan Chowk are among the most spectacular in the Kathmandu Valley. The courtyard is crowned by eye-catching, mismatched towers, built to represent the kingdoms of the valley that were unified under Prithvi Narayan Shah.

The four-tiered, nine-storey Basantapur Tower in the southwest corner is the tallest structure in Durbar Sq, representing Kantipur (Kathmandu). To the southeast, Lalitpur (Patan) is represented by the square Bilas Mandir (House of Pleasure), once used for royal parties. Bhaktapur is represented by the Lakshmi Bilas in the northeast corner – an octagonal shrine to Lakshmi, goddess of wealth – while Kirtipur is represented by the Bangla Tower, an unusual drooping, copper-roofed pavilion in the northeast corner.

Nasal Chowk

Nasal Chowk, meaning ‘square of the dancing one’, is named for the dancing Shiva statue hidden in a whitewashed chamber on the northeastern side. Buildings on the eastern side of the square follow the brick and timber Newari style of the old palace, but the rest of the courtyard is ringed by more recent stucco buildings.

During the Rana period, Nasal Chowk was used for coronations, a practice that continued until the crowning of King Gyanendra, the final king of Nepal, in 2001. Look up to see the five circular, ribbon-trimmed tiers of the towering Panchmukhi Hanuman Temple, sacred to the monkey god who aided Rama in his mission to rescue Sita, princess of Janakpur in Nepal’s Terai region.

Don’t miss the royal thrones, palanquins and howdahs (elephant carriages) displayed in the covered audience chamber on the edge of the courtyard, and the portraits of former monarchs in the Mughal-style arcade at the north end of the courtyard.

Hanuman Dhoka (Hanuman Gate)

In the northeast corner of Nasal Chowk is the original palace entrance, the Hanuman Dhoka (Hanuman Gate), with an orange-paste-smeared stone statue of Hanuman guarding the approach from Durbar Sq, beside two gaudily painted stone lions and a ferocious-looking statue of the Tantric version of Krishna. Note the ornate stucco pavilion outside the gate supported by snake-wrapped columns crowned by carvings of bulls’ heads and prancing deer.

Just inside the square is a huge Narasimha (Narsingha) Statue – Vishnu in his man-lion incarnation, in the act of disembowelling the demon Hiranyakashipu. This gruesome effigy was installed by King Pratap Malla in 1673 as an act of propitiation after he danced disrespectfully while wearing a Narasimha costume.

Once the restoration of the royal palace is complete, visitors may once again be admitted through the Hanuman Dhoka gateway.


TOP TIPS

• The Rs 1000 entry ticket to Durbar Sq also covers entry to the Hanuman Dhoka palace, which is open from 9am to 5pm.

• The 2015 earthquake damaged many of the palace’s 10 royal courtyards (there were 35 before the even bigger tremor in 1934), and a China-funded restoration project is ongoing, so the order you visit the various parts of the palace may change.

• The complex is quietest when it first opens in the morning, but the light is best for photography in the afternoon.

• After visiting the palace, cross Basantapur Sq to Jhochhen (Freak St) – Kathmandu’s old backpacker hangout – for a drink or snack.




GOD KINGS OF NEPAL

Nepal’s medieval rulers were honoured not just as kings, but as living incarnations of the Hindu god Vishnu. Accordingly, many royal sites were graced with statues of the monkey god Hanuman, loyal servant of Rama (another incarnation of Vishnu) in the Ramayana. The entrance to Hanuman Dhoka is marked by a Hanuman statue from 1672 that has almost vanished under layers of orange paste applied by devotees.



Mohan Chowk & Sundari Chowk

Currently off limits and under restoration, the former private apartments of the Malla kings lie behind a beautifully carved doorway on the northern side of Nasal Chowk. According to custom, a Malla king had to be born in Mohan Chowk (Mohankali) to be eligible to wear the crown.

In the centre of the square is a stunning stone hiti (sunken waterspout), overflowing with carvings of animals and deities. Beyond lies the intimate Sundari Chowk, containing the king’s ritual bathing pool, fed through a golden spout reputedly linked to Budhanilkantha on the valley rim, with a famous Lichhavi-era carving of Krishna subduing the Kaliya serpent. In turn, the spring at Budhanilkantha is said to be linked to the sacred lake at Gosainkund. To the east of Nasal Chowk, closed-off Mul Chowk contains a royal shrine to Taleju.


BASANTAPUR SQ MARKET

Kathmandu’s liveliest craft market fills Basantapur Sq daily, with stallholders unloading piles of masks, brassware, prayer wheels, jewellery, khukri daggers, religious objects and ‘antiques’ of questionable provenance from wooden tea chests every morning. You can find some interesting bits and pieces here, but you’ll need to bargain hard to pay a fair price. For something more portable, head north to the Sticker Shop on Yatkha Marg for brightly coloured Hindu and Buddhist religious stickers.



Tribhuvan Museum

With continuing post-earthquake repairs at Nasal Chowk, the palace’s collection of royal treasures has been rehoused in a low building at the eastern edge of the site, along with King Mahendra’s 4WD, damaged during an assassination attempt in 1962.

The Tribhuvan Museum includes quirky paintings of Kathmandu in the early 20th century, jewellery, statues, temple models and a jar in the shape of Bavan Bhairav (a ferocious form of Shiva), used to dispense alcohol during religious ceremonies.
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KUMARIS, PLURAL

Worshipped as an incarnation of the goddess Taleju, Kathmandu’s child goddess is a young girl from the Shakya caste, selected by priests using astrological observations and a series of auspicious signs, including having a ‘neck like a conch shell’ and a ‘chest like a lion’. Once the living goddess reaches puberty, she returns to civilian life, and the quest begins to find the next Kumari. Life after retirement is less glamorous – some consider it unlucky to marry a former Kumari. In fact, Kathmandu’s Kumari is one of ten living goddesses in the valley, and there were once many more. Look out for shrines to Kumaris on Yatkha Marg, at Bhedasingh and southwest of Asan Tole in the old city.



Drinking Around Durbar Sq

Mitho Lassi: A tiny hole-in-the-wall lassi stop behind the Mahendreshwar Temple, serving sweet, creamy lassis at pocket-money prices. 8am-8pm

Cafe d’Taleju: Climb above the shops opposite the Taleju Temple for drinks and snacks in front of one of Kathmandu’s best temple views. 9am-9pm

Cosmo de Café Restaurant: A faded rooftop cafe three floors above Maru Tole, offering five-star views with your lemon soda. 9am-10pm

World Heritage Hotel Cafe: The coffee shop at this Newari-style hotel just north of the Kasthamandap is a calming haven. 7am-9pm



KING PRATAP MALLA’S INSCRIPTION

The Malla kings left a rich written record of their rule in the form of inscriptions carved into stelae, stone pillars and temple and palace walls. One of the most significant inscriptions is set into the white stucco wall of the royal palace near the Jagannath Temple – a dedication to the goddess Kalika written in 15 languages, including one word of French. Renowned for his linguistic abilities, King Pratap Malla had the inscription engraved in 1664. Legend tells that milk will flow from the spout in the middle if somebody is able to decipher all of the text. Look out for more inscriptions telling the story of the city carved into plaques in front of Durbar Sq’s main temples.
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Gaze on the Royal Taleju Temple From Afar

Off-limits medieval wonder

Constructed in 1564 by King Mahendra Malla, Taleju Temple, Durbar Sq’s most magnificent, towers up from the top of a 12-tiered plinth. Even Hindus can only enter once a year, during the Dasain festival, when 108 goats and buffalo are sacrificed to honour the South Indian deity, Taleju Bhawani, adopted as the titular deity of the Malla kings in the 14th century.

Flanked by a pair of two-tiered Mahadev (Shiva) temples, and a smaller shrine torn apart by a pipal tree, the temple’s ornate stone gateway writhes with Hindu deities. Climb through an arcade of shops to the north to reach the simple Cafe d’Taleju for commanding views over the temple’s concentric walls, which are adorned by 16 smaller tiered temples.

This is also the setting for the selection rituals for Kathmandu’s Kumari, in which candidates must wander the blood-soaked courtyards at night without showing fear while masked priests perform terrifying dances. The temple is strikingly illuminated at night, as is the nearby Tana Deval Temple, with its gaudily painted facade and roof struts.

Where to Eat around Durbar Sq

Kasthamandap Mo:Mo: No frills at this locals’ haunt tucked behind the Kasthamandap, but solid momos. 11am-9pm $

Lakhey: A tiny, cosy Nepali restaurant behind the Kumari Ghar with great Durbar Sq views; try the excellent chicken chilli. 11am-9pm $$

World Heritage Hotel Cafe: With courtyard seating and calm indoor tables, this is a great stop for a quick plate of momos. 7am-9pm $$$

Newa Ghasa Basantapur: Serving Newari set meals and staples such as bara (lentil pancakes) and chatamari (rice-flour crepes). 11am-9.30pm $$$


Pay Your Respects to Kala (Black) Bhairab

Durbar Sq’s most fearsome shrine

The most revered shrine in the main part of Durbar Sq is the monumental statue depicting Kala (Black) Bhairab, the most fearsome incarnation of the Hindu god Shiva. The vividly painted stone image shows the deity with a garland of human heads and six arms bearing weapons and sacred objects, brandishing a flayed human skin, in the act of trampling a corpse, symbolising human ignorance.

It is said that telling a lie while standing before Kala Bhairab will bring instant death, and it was once used as a form of trial by ordeal. Despite the statue’s menacing appearance, the deity is believed to protect humans from the ignorance that impedes the path towards moksha (liberation from the cycle of birth and rebirth).

Pilgrims gather day and night to light butter lamps and show their devotion, and visitors are welcome to join in the ritual for a donation.


ANATOMY OF A NEWARI TEMPLE

Known locally as mandirs (degas in Newari), Hindu shrines in Nepal come in a staggering variety of configurations, from hut-like, one-room sanctuaries to multi-tiered towers.

The tiered roofs of Newari temples are said to guide the presiding deities from heaven to Earth – a function also served by the ribbon-like metal pataka that sweeps down from the gajur (spire) on the roof. However, the real purpose of the tiers may be more prosaic, diverting the force of the monsoon rains over the eaves.

The most ornate decoration is reserved for the roof struts (tudal) and the carved semicircular torana panels above temple doorways. The temple deity resides inside the gabhagriha, a sacred sanctum open only to temple priests.



Discover Ancient Erotica at the Jagannath Temple

Educational pornography

Sacred to Jagannath – a highly revered incarnation of Vishnu, and the origin of the world ‘juggernaut’ thanks to the enormous chariots used to haul images of the deity through the streets during festivals – the two-tiered Newari Jagannath Temple is famed for its erotic roof struts (tudal), which feature sexual acts of considerable imagination and dexterity.

The temple is often credited to King Pratap Malla, but it may actually date back to 1563 and the rule of King Mahendra Malla. Unusually, the main mandir is flanked by four miniature temples with tiered roofs, but most visitors have their eyes focused on the pornographic scenes on the roof struts.

The purpose of the risqué carvings is hotly debated. Some believe they were added to deter the prudish goddess of lightning, while others believe they were a public form of sex education, highlighting the spiritual benefits of sex – a core belief in Tantric Hinduism.

They’re certainly graphic – visitors with delicate temperaments may wish to avert their eyes from scenes of group sex, love-making while pounding rice, and making out while two donkeys enjoy the same pleasure. On the other hand, if the Jagannath Temple has piqued your interest, there are even ruder carvings on the struts of the Basantapur Tower in the Hanuman Dhoka complex.

Climb Maru Tole’s Tallest Temples

Brilliant Durbar Sq lookouts

Facing the Gaddhi Baithak across Maru Tole are two towering temples that are marvellous places to sit and watch life unfold in Durbar Sq. Dating from 1679 and rising in three tiers from a six-level plinth, the smaller Trailokya Mohan Narayan Temple is devoted to Krishna, hence the Garuda statue at its base, and the platform in front is used for ceremonial dances during festivals. Just behind is the interesting Bimaleshwor Mahadev Temple, built in a Mughal-influenced style and decorated with carved stone lingam symbols.

Constructed in 1690, the even larger, three-tiered Maju Deval Temple crowns a nine-step plinth, in a prime position in the middle of the square. Dedicated to Shiva, it enshrines a stone lingam, but its most impressive feature is the view it offers over Durbar Sq (the carving-flanked terrace has been worn to a polished finish by centuries’ worth of resting rear-ends). Amazingly, both temples collapsed during the 2015 earthquake, but they were artfully reconstructed leaving no sign that they were ever damaged.
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VISITING THE SIGHTS IN KATHMANDU

Aside from the city’s collection of art galleries and museums, most sights in Kathmandu are historic buildings, and Hindu and Buddhist temples and monasteries. There’s an entry fee to visit Durbar Sq, where many of the most famous monuments are located, but other temples, shrines, bahals (Buddhist courtyards) and historic buildings are usually free to visit and rarely have set opening hours.

Note however that some temples are only open to Hindus, including the main temple at Pashupatinath, the Akash Bhairab Temple and the Guhyeshwari Temple. Only priests are admitted to the inner sanctum of most temples and shrines, and shoes should be removed before entering the prayer halls of Buddhist monasteries (which often ban photography indoors).



Get a Blessing from Shiva & Parvati

Always look up in Durbar Sq

On the north side of Maru Tole, beyond the towering rooftops of the Trailokya Mohan Narayan Temple and Maju Deval Temple, two robust stone lions guard the entrance to the squat, single-tiered Shiva-Parvati Temple with its elegant fretwork windows.

Look up at the eaves and you’ll see a balcony window with white statues of Shiva and his consort Parvati looking benevolently out over the square. Parvati is worshipped as a reincarnation of Shiva’s first wife, Sati, who immolated herself in protest at her father’s treatment of Shiva at a family feast, giving rise to the tragic tradition of brides being burned on their husband’s funeral pyres across the subcontinent.

The temple was constructed in the late 1700s by Bahadur Shah, the son of Prithvi Narayan Shah, but it stands on a two-stage platform that may have been an open dancing stage hundreds of years earlier. Head to the end facing the Gaddhi Baithak to see intricate window carvings of ladies walking dogs.

Learn Kathmandu’s Origin Story

Massive restored monument

The enormous wooden Kasthamandap structure that gave Kathmandu its name sits on the yak caravan route that once linked India and Tibet. This landmark building toppled during the 2015 earthquake, but it has been impressively restored using traditional techniques. The original Kasthamandap – literally ‘wooden shelter’ – was constructed in the 12th century from the wood of a single sal tree, but the foundations date back as far as the 7th century.

The building originally served as a mandap (pilgrim shelter) where visitors gathered for religious ceremonies, but it was later converted to a temple dedicated to the 13th-century ascetic Gorakhnath. Ganesh shrines stand in its four corners and a small wooden enclosure contains a rare image of Gorakhnath, who is usually represented only by his footprints.

Housing a tourist information centre with little actual information, the adjacent Singh Sattal was built with wood left over from the nearby Kasthamandap temple. Its original name, Silengu Sattal, means ‘pilgrim hostel made from leftover wood’, but it was renamed in honour of the golden-winged singh (lions) at each corner of the upper floor.

To one side is the broad Dhansa Temple, with dark wood balconies and screens offering glimpses of ancient statues beyond, and across the square is a handsome brick Mahadev temple in the Indian shikhara style; both were built in 1673.

Note the small, ramshackle sattal (pilgrim rest house) in front of the Kasthamandap; its lower levels buzz with stallholders selling flowers, temple offerings and foodstuffs, as they did in the square’s medieval heyday.


RECOGNISING DEITIES

With an estimated 30 million deities, Hinduism can feel a little impenetrable to outsiders. Here’s how to identify the most important deities in Nepal.

Shiva The destroyer and restorer, worshipped in the form of a phallic stone lingam. Shiva is typically depicted holding a trident, accompanied by Nandi, his bull varaha (mount).

Vishnu Worshipped in myriad incarnations, including as Narayan, reclining on a bed of serpents. Identify Vishnu by his conch, lotus, club and chakra disk, and his servant Garuda, the man-bird.

Hanuman A devoted ally of Rama (an incarnation of Vishnu); statues of the monkey god are typically smeared with orange paste.

Ganesh The elephant-headed god of wisdom and remover of obstacles, celebrated by shrines everywhere in Nepal.



Unleash the Power of Ganesh

God of small things

Perhaps the busiest shrine in Durbar Sq, but also one of the smallest, the tiny, brass-panelled Ashok Binayak Temple is tucked away behind the Kasthamandap at the entrance to Maru Tole. Devotees file past daily, helping themselves to tika (sandalwood paste) at the self-serve dispenser and ringing the bells at the back to honour Ganesh, the god of good fortune.

Making an offering at this shrine is thought to ensure safety on a forthcoming journey, so come here if you are headed on a trek, make a donation and light a butter lamp in the shelter facing the temple, beside a handsome brass statue of Mooshak, Ganesh’s shrew varaha (mount). Rodents are encouraged to live in some Ganesh shrines in Kathmandu as a tribute to the god’s loyal servant.



BEST PEOPLE-WATCHING VANTAGE POINTS IN DURBAR SQ

Maju Deval Temple: The high terrace of this two-tone temple at the southern end of Durbar Sq is perfect for people-watching.

Trailokya Mohan Narayan Temple: Not quite as tall as Maju Deval, but with similarly sweeping views towards Hanuman Dhoka.

Chasin Dega Krishna Temple: This unique octagonal tiered temple offers views towards the busiest part of Durbar Sq.

Kumari Ghar: Locals gather by the runners for the Kumari’s chariot to watch life go by in front of the Gaddhi Baithak.

Basantapur Sq market: Grab a cup of chiya (tea) from Mama’s Tea Shop and watch the mercantile bustle at this busy souvenir market.
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Admire Ceremonial Durbar Sq

Kathmandu’s ritual hub

Durbar Sq served multiple roles in medieval Nepal. It was a symbol of the wealth and power of the Malla and Shah kings, and also their divine provenance as incarnations of the Hindu god Vishnu, marking Kathmandu out as the kingdom’s spiritual heart. Relics from this rich ceremonial past dot the square, and many are still revered today.

One object of endless fascination is the enormous mask of Seto (White) Bhairab, hidden away behind a grille on the north side of the royal palace. The gleaming metal visage is partly screened off for the most of the year, but the deity is fully exposed during the Indra Jatra festival in September, when ceremonial beer is poured through the mouth of the mask for waiting devotees.

Take a closer look at the windows around the mask pavilion. They’re encrusted with birds, horses, rearing lions and tigers, dragons, makaras (mythical crocodiles with elephant trunks) and depictions of Garuda (the man-bird vehicle of Vishnu). Two circular windows offer glimpses of ornately carved ceilings inside the chambers.

To the right of the mask pavilion is an exquisite open corner Royal balcony decorated with beaten brass panels and ivory inlays, where members of the royal court once viewed the festival action in Durbar Sq. On the square below, people gain spiritual merit by buying cups of grain to feed to the pigeons.

The building to the east of the mask pavilion is topped by the three-tiered Degutaleju Temple, sacred to an incarnation of Taleju, the patron deity of the Malla kings. Note the metal doorway, embossed with a sword crowned by a pair of eyebrows, recalling the coat of arms of the Shah dynasty – a sword rising from a six-pointed star.


A bronze statue of King Pratap Malla (r 1641–74) is set atop a stone pillar in front of the temple, gazing towards the royal prayer room on the 3rd floor. It was restored to its position after being toppled in the 2015 earthquake (look for the dents in the adjacent courtyard). The Mallas erected similar pillars in Patan and Bhaktapur.

Across the main thoroughfare, Durbar Sq’s Great Bell was installed by King Rana Bahadur Shah in 1797. It’s still rung every morning during puja (prayers) at the Degutaleju Temple to ward off evil spirits. Similar bells stand in the royal squares of Patan and Bhaktapur.

North of the bell tower is another raised pavilion housing the bathtub-sized Great Drums, used to warn the city of impending danger. The drums are anointed twice a year with the blood of a freshly sacrificed goat and buffalo. Like many shrines in Nepal, it has a pole for tying up sacrificial animals out front. Nearby but closed to the public is Kot Sq, setting for the 1846 massacre that led to 100 years of Rana rule.

Just north of the drum tower is the fearsome statue of Kala (Black) Bhairab, still a vital hub for spiritual devotion. This intimidating incarnation of Shiva wears a garland of human heads and carries myriad weapons in his six arms. Visitors are welcome to queue for a blessing and light a butter lamp (for a donation) to ask for protection from ignorance.


VISITING DURBAR SQ

Durbar Sq is open 24 hours, but many of the shrines close their doors at night and entry into the inner sanctum of temples is reserved for Hindu priests, so you’ll have to admire these architectural wonders from the outside. From 7am to 7pm, you’ll need to buy a ticket and lanyard (Rs 1000 for foreign visitors, valid all day) at one of the entrances to the square. This entry fee also covers admission to the Hanuman Dhoka museum, open 9am to 5pm. The square is at its quietest early in the morning, but at its liveliest in the late afternoon and evening, as locals gather to promenade and pay their respects at important shrines.



Understand Durbar Sq Through Its Temples

A textbook in stone and timber

Durbar Sq’s big-name temples and palaces will take your breath away, but the glory of this sacred square is in the details that adorn every structure, including the minor shrines and temples. Look closely at temple doorways and windows and you’ll find a visual textbook of Hindu myths and legends that will significantly boost your understanding of Nepal’s spiritual life.

In the central part of Durbar Sq, between the Taleju Temple and the mask of Seto (White) Bhairab, several smaller temples feature extravagant carvings of celestial beings and Hindu deities. Start at the small, jewel-box Lakshmi Narayan Temple, built in 1660; it’s doorways are flanked by particularly refined carvings of different incarnations of Vishnu emerging from the mouths of makaras (mythical elephant-crocodiles).

Note the symbols of Vishnu carried in each of the deities’ four arms – the conch, the chakra (a spinning disk weapon), the mace and the lotus flower – and the depiction of Vishnu as Varaha, the boar who lifted the earth from the cosmic ocean on his tusks. At the adjacent, three-tiered Gopinath Temple, Krishna is venerated as the Lord of the Gopis – the milkmaids who cavorted with Krishna at Vrindavan in India.

Nearby stands the towering, two-tiered Jagannath Temple, with smaller shrines standing at each corner of its brick plinth. This 17th-century Vishnu shrine is famed for its roof strut carvings, depicting sex acts of remarkable physical dexterity – reputedly to deter the god of lightning.

Next to the Lakshmi Narayan Temple is the dainty Indrapur Temple, one of the most mysterious structures in Durbar Sq. Supported by unadorned roof struts, the upper level features an open balcony, seemingly designed for public appearances. A Shiva lingam (phallic symbol) is enshrined inside, yet its name suggests a link to Indra, the Hindu god of rain.

At the north of the square, at the end of Makhan Tole (literally ‘butter street’), the Mahendreshwar Temple is one of Kathmandu’s most popular. Dedicated to Shiva in the form of Pashupati (the Lord of the Animals), the temple dates from 1561 but it was rather clumsily reclad with marble in 1963.

Examine the ribbon-like metal pataka providing a symbolic pathway for the gods from heaven to Earth – a feature of many temples in the Kathmandu Valley. At the northeastern corner is an image of Kama Deva, Hindu god of love and desire, which also contributes to the temple’s popularity.

Beyond the hat and blanket shops lining the north side of the Taleju Temple, a sunken courtyard hides the often-overlooked Tana Deval Temple, with gaudily painted roof struts depicting the multi-armed Ashta Matrikas (Mother Goddesses) – another example of the prominence given to female spiritual power in the valley.


SETO (WHITE) BHAIRAB AT INDRA JATRA

The gleaming golden mask of Seto (White) Bhairab comes into its own during Indra Jatra, when blessed beer is poured through the horrific mouth, and crowds of young men fight to get a drink of the sacred brew.




DURBAR SQ’S BACKSTORY
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Anil Chitrakar, president of sustainable development and heritage organisation Siddharthinc, explains the history of Durbar Sq.

Look out for the diagonal road that cuts through the Kathmandu Valley, passing through Durbar Sq and the ancient Hanuman Dhoka palace. This was the shortest way to transport goods to and from the Gangetic plain to the Tibetan plateau and beyond. Trade revenue from this road paid for all of Durbar Sq’s beautiful monuments and the valley’s rich cultural heritage. Kathmandu’s prosperity was further supplemented by the fact that the money used for trade was minted in the Kathmandu Valley. Commerce continues along this ancient route, and many of the goods – such as salt, rice and wool – remain the same.
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Investigate Durbar Sq’s Bahals

Secret courtyards

Durbar Sq’s monuments are predominantly Hindu, but traces of the district’s Buddhist past live on in several bahals (Buddhist courtyards) fringing the square, and in the ornate Kumari Ghar, constructed in the classic bahal style.

Immediately west of the Kumari Ghar, a narrow passage opens onto the 7th-century Shikhamu Bahal housing the Srikhanda Tarumula Mahavihar, the temple of the Buddhist priest who leads the selection of the Kumari. Graceful murals of Buddhist deities and eight lucky symbols cover the facade.

Further north, a passageway by the bell leads to the Layaku Bahal, containing an ancient mahavihar (Buddhist temple) with a whitewashed stupa and a torana recalling the Buddha’s journey to Kapilavastu near Lumbini.

Appreciate the Inventiveness of Durbar Sq’s Architects

Astounding innovation

Competition was the driving force behind the explosion of temple building in Kathmandu, Patan, Bhaktapur and Kirtipur in the 17th century, as rival rulers engaged in an epic battle of keeping up with the Joneses. It’s debatable whether the valley would have the same richness of architecture without this royal rivalry, which prompted temple builders to experiment with a remarkable variety of styles.

The octagonal, three-tiered, Newari-style Chasin Dega Krishna Temple beside the drum tower was constructed in 1649 by King Pratap Malla, allegedly as a rebuff to the octagonal stone Krishna temple constructed by his rival King Siddhinarsingh in Patan’s Durbar Sq. Note the Tibetan-influenced cloud patterns topping its stocky wooden columns.

Further north is the architecturally significant Kakeshwar Temple, fusing the brick-and-timber temple style of the Kathmandu Valley with the spired shikhara style common on the Indian plains. Its stucco tower – periodically open to the public during festivals – contains an unusual copper-covered Shiva lingam, reached via an almost perpendicular stairway. A statue of the bull Nandi, Shiva’s loyal vahana (mount), stands balanced on the balcony wall.

Nearby is the striking Kotilingeshwar Mahadev Temple, a rare stone temple in Durbar Sq, built during the reign of Mahendra Malla in the 16th century. Topping a three-stage plinth, the temple is a hodgepodge of carvings, including several representations of Nandi. It’s a fine example of the Mughal-influenced gumbhaj style, with its square sanctum topped by a bell-shaped dome.


WHY I LOVE DURBAR SQ
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Joe Bindloss, writer

Kathmandu’s Durbar Sq was one of the first places I drifted to as a young backpacker, and it left a lasting impression. I’ve yet to see (or take) a photograph that truly does justice to the incredible richness of the architecture and the intricacy of the carved details that adorn every building, platform and doorway, with deities and divine beings bursting from every timber. Arriving at first light and enjoying the calm before the crowds arrive is one of Kathmandu’s most sublime experiences. This is a place to pause and absorb, rather than rushing around ticking off the sights – I’ve been coming here for nearly 30 years and I still keep finding new things to admire.



Seek out the Minor Shrines

Hunt down overlooked treasures

As well as the famous temples, dozens of smaller shrines lie dotted around the square and nearby backstreets, including the ceremonial houses of priests and forgotten temples and shrines that are largely overlooked, except during festivals.

Here are a few interesting temples to get you started. Begin by peeking through a dingy screen at the many-armed, many-headed deity image inside the Pancha Mukhi Lakshmi Narayan Temple at the far north end of Durbar Sq and work your way south, peeping into hidden corners to see what you can find.

As you move from the first area of temples to the second, look out for the triple-roofed Bhagwati Temple rising atop a bank of shops, surmounted by a line of finely carved, overhanging windows with delicate fretwork screens to protect the royal occupants from public view.

This temple was built in 1756 by King Jagat Jaya Malla to enshrine an image of Narayan, but this was stolen a few years later and replaced with an image of the goddess Bhagwati, a form of Durga associated with shakti (female energy). In April each year, the image of the goddess is transported to Nuwakot, then returned a few days later.


DURBAR SQ’S LOST TEMPLES

With aid from foreign governments, Nepali donors and international organisations, the temples and palaces of Durbar Sq have slowly been restored to their original glory after the 2015 earthquake. Indeed, the sudden demand for skilled stonemasons and woodcarvers has led to a renaissance in traditional Nepali artistry. Several structures, however, are still waiting to be restored, including the completely flattened Narayan Temple at Maru Tole and the stone Krishna Temple by the Great Bell, which is slowly rising again thanks to painstaking work by local masons. Restoration of the stucco-fronted northern wings of the Hanuman Dhoka palace is also ongoing.



Experience the Wild Devotion of Indra Jatra

Kathmandu’s most fabulous festival

Marking the end of the monsoon and honouring Indra, god of rain and thunder, the exuberant Indra Jatra festival is Durbar Sq’s most colourful celebration. Thousands of visitors and devotees cram into the square, staking out vantage points on any available temple plinth to watch the spectacle.

Eight days of festivities in September kick off with the erection of a phallic wooden pole (a tree trunk hauled to the city from the forest at Nala, east of Kathmandu). This is followed by processions of enormous wooden chariots containing the Kumari and human representations of Ganesh and Bhairab, hauled through the streets by enthusiastic devotees.

Over the remainder of the festival, butter lamps are lit, deities are paraded and masked dances recall characters from Nepali legends, including the carnivorous demon Majipa Lakhey, who prances through the streets getting onlookers in the party mood.

Another highlight is the Pulu Kishi dance, where performers dressed as Pulu Kishi – the elephant vehicle of Indra – parade through the streets in search of their spiritual master, accompanied by musicians and a guide with a flaming torch.

During the festival, the great mask of Seto (White) Bhairab is fully revealed and adorned with flowers and rice, and blessed beer is poured through a spout in its mouth to hordes of eagerly waiting devotees – a tradition that dates back to the time of the Malla kings.


ROYAL NUWAKOT

The temple honouring Bhagwati in Kathmandu’s Durbar Sq has historical links to the town of Nuwakot, a formerly independent city-state to the capital’s northwest. The town is worth a visit for its own collection of ornate Newari palaces and temples.







Southern Kathmandu

OVERLOOKED TEMPLES | RIVERSIDE VIEWS | LOCAL VIBES


South of Durbar Sq, tourism fades into the background and Kathmandu becomes, once again, a place for locals. Knotted lanes dotted with temples, bazaars, bahals and hitis (sunken waterspouts) spill south towards the Bagmati River, marking the boundary between Kathmandu and Patan.

The change in atmosphere as you leave Durbar Sq and Jhochhen (aka Freak St – Kathmandu’s original backpacker hub) is abrupt. One moment you’re surrounded by tour groups and selfie-takers, the next you’re alone in quiet alleys lined with grocery stores. It’s worth setting aside a few hours for a walking tour of the photogenic lanes and temples immediately south of Durbar Sq.

Few travellers make it as far as the ghats (sacred riverside steps) that follow the path of the Bagmati. Although notoriously polluted, the river is highly sacred and funerals take place daily at the dusty temples along its banks. Come to experience a calmer, less commercial side to Kathmandu.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Dharahara (Bhimsen) Tower

SIGHTS

2Buddha Stupa

3Kalmochan Mahadev Temple

4Lagan Tole

5Lakshmi Mishwar Mahadev Temple

6mask of Bhairab

7Pachali Bhairab

8Palah: Dya (Sankata) Temple

9Radha Krishna Temple

10Ranamukteshwor Temple

11Tebahal

12Tin Deval Temple

13Tripureshwar Mahadev Temple

14Tukan Bahal

Sleeping

15World Heritage Hotel

EATING

16Bella Vista

17Firefly Cafe

18Kumari Restaurant

19Roadhouse Pizza

20Sajan Goth

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

● Snowman Cafe (see 6)

21Himalayan Java

22Mama’s Tea Shop

23The Comic Cafe




GETTING AROUND

With the tangle of lanes south of Durbar Sq, there’s little point taking a taxi anywhere – come by Pathao motorcycle, or explore on foot from Durbar Sq. That said, taxis can drop you close to the temples on the banks of the Bagmati. Bring snacks and water – walking here means covering some big distances, and there are few tourist-friendly places to recharge, except on Jhochhen (Freak St).




[image: ] TOP TIP

Visit early in the morning to see the streets come alive as shops open their shutters and residents pay their respects at local temples before heading to jobs in the city centre, then make tracks to Jhochhen (Freak St) for plenty of lunch options.



See Kathmandu’s Old Hippie Heart

The end of the overland trail

In the early years of travel to Nepal, Jhochhen – aka Freak St – was Kathmandu, at least to the legions of hippies who washed up here at the end of the overland trail. Travel legends were forged over slices of apple pie and chillum pipes stuffed with chares (marijuana) in the dingy cafes running south from Basantapur Sq.

Over time, the action shifted to Thamel, and Freak St became a musty relic, before experiencing a renaissance in the noughties as a hangout for Nepali teens. Today, the US$1-per-room dives and dope dealers are gone, replaced by hipster cafes, T-shirt shops and bubble-tea stands. It’s worth swinging by in the late afternoon as students drop by on motorcycles to hang out and chat, and warm, syrupy light bathes the Basantapur Tower at the end of the road.


A few relics of Freak St’s golden age endure. One essential stop from the hippie trail is the Snowman Cafe, a dimly lit bakery that has been serving apple pie made to the same family recipe since 1965. Around the corner, look out for a handsome blue mask of Bhairab under a shelter on the roadside.

Experience Spirituality Around Commercial New Rd

Learn the secrets of Kathmandu’s mercantile hub

Running east from the soaring Basantapur Tower, New Rd is a frenetic strip of shops selling electronics, cameras, mobile phones, clothes and Nepali-style jewellery, thronged with shoppers night and day. Be sure to visit the Kantipath end of the street to buy some traditional Nepali sweets – look out for delicious fruit candies made from lapsi (hog plum) pulp.

At the west end of New Rd, wander south along Pako Sadak to reach the compound of the handsome, Mughal-influenced Ranamukteshwor Temple, where Rana Bahaldur Shah was assassinated in 1806. Check out the statues dotted around the courtyard – the generously endowed and clearly pleased-to-see-you figure is Bhairab in his form as Unmatta, the god of fertility.

Just southeast is the reconstructed, 72m-tall Dharahara (Bhimsen) Tower (dharahara.gov.np), which can be climbed for free; foreigners can obtain a pass from the desk by the entrance. A lift whisks you up 22 storeys to a viewing terrace with views over the city. The original tower, built in 1832, fell during the 1934 earthquake, and its replacement collapsed during the 2015 tremor. The ruined plinth of the old tower is preserved as a memorial to the 57 people who died when it toppled – one of the largest single mass casualty events during the disaster.

Duck behind the Nepal Airline Corporation building at the east end of New Rd to find the gleaming white Buddha Stupa. Beside it, near a small Ganesh shrine, an alley leads west into enormous Tebahal, the largest square in the old city. Alongside hundreds of parked motorcycles, the square is dotted with chaityas (small stupas) and restored temples, including the early 18th-century Palah: Dya (Sankata) Temple, revered by both Buddhists and Hindus. Its presiding deity, Sankata, is believed to offer protection during graha dasha periods, when the planets are thought to affect human wellbeing in Nepali astrology.
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Dharahara (Bhimsen) Tower | RJMS/Getty Images


MEMORIES OF FREAK ST
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Ram Prashad Manadhar, owner of the iconic Snowman Cafe reminisces about Freak St’s heyday.

 

When I opened my cafe in 1965, I was just 21. There were hippies lined up on the street outside the window smoking marijuana; they didn’t even ask for cushions. Business along Freak St took off when Ravi’s Spot opened in 1969 and guesthouse owners started going to the airport looking for customers. Everything changed in the 1990s when tourists started moving to Thamel. Today, the hippies have been replaced by young people from Nepal – business is good, but it was better in the 1960s. I used to make 12 apple pies a day, now I just make three, but I still follow the same recipe.



Where to eat on Freak St

Kumari Restaurant: Tucked into a courtyard that hasn’t changed in decades, serving a tasty plate of buff chowmein. 9am-9.30pm $

Firefly Cafe: A cheerful hangout that captures some of the old Freak St vibe with cheap beers and soft cushions to lounge around on upstairs. 9am-10pm $$

Bella Vista: Upstairs at the palace end of Freak St, offering up familiar Europe-meets-Asia cuisine and two floors’ worth of views. 9am-10pm $$$

Roadhouse Pizza: A handy branch of the popular Thamel pizza parlour, tucked at the end of Freak St by the Basantapur Tower. 10am-10pm $$$



SOUTH OF DURBAR SQ WALKING TOUR

Take a trip through pre-tourism Kathmandu on this loop through the backstreets.
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	START	END	LENGTH

	Kasthamandap	Singh Sattal	2.3km; 2 hours



Go west behind the Kasthamandap to the attractive 1 Maru Hiti well, and the erotic-strut-supported 2 Santaneshwor Mahadev Temple just behind, then take two lefts, passing the statue-ringed 3 Baishnavi Mata Temple and a small 4 Buddhist bahal to emerge just south of Singh Sattal.

Go right past a stone 5 Shiva temple to reach 6 Bhindhyo Gaa Hiti beside the handsome 7 Bhimsen Temple, rising in three yellow tiers. Continuing south, bear left past lingam-dotted 8 Kwahiti to reach the towering, reconstructed 17th-century 9 Jaisi Deval Temple. Just southwest is the easily missed a Ram Chandra Temple.

Moving south, duck into b Tukan Bahal, with its Swayambhunath-style stupa, then bear east to reach the shikhara-style c Narayan Temple at Wonde. Continue east, and duck into the lane leading to d Musum Bahal, with three linked courtyards studded with Licchavi-era chaityas.

Returning to Brahma Marg, continue east then turn left and pop into expansive, chaitya-studded e Ta Bahal. Go north to temple-dotted f Lagan Tole, end point for the procession of Seto (White) Machhendranath from Jan Bahal.

Bear west to return to Jaisi Deval and go north past a parade of ancient Vishnu temples, including the important g Atko Narayan Temple with its painted lions and Garuda guardian, to finish at Singh Sattal.



Explore the Southern Ghats

Kathmandu’s unseen side

The Bagmati River may look polluted and plastic-clogged but this is a sacred waterway and its banks are lined with temples and sacred ghats. Severe flooding in 2024 choked the riverbanks, but residents quickly excavated the shrines and funerary platforms from the mud.

Hindu funerals still take place regularly near the Pachali Bhairab, a shrine dedicated to the Shaivite deity Bhairab, set in a depression beneath the roots of a huge, ancient pipal tree. Note the reclining brass figure of Shiva manifested as a vetala, a fortune-telling spirit of the charnel grounds, with the power to possess the bodies of the dead.

Walk south from the shrine to reach the riverbank, passing the triple-tiered, Newari-style Lakshmi Mishwar Mahadev Temple, and the similarly grand Tin Deval Temple, easily recognisable by the three shikhara spires poking out above its brick and timber courtyard. Both are likely to remain closed while flood repairs continue.

From here you can continue west past statues, shrines and cremation ghats to the brick, shikhara-style Radha Krishna Temple at the holy confluence of the Bagmati and Vishnumati rivers, or wander east through some of Kathmandu’s most neglected neighbourhoods to the under-restoration, Mughal-inspired Kalmochan Mahadev Temple, constructed in 1873 and topped by four rearing brass singh (lions).

Turn right at the main road and swing into the Sajan Goth sweet shop for some barfi (milk fudge) en route to the soaring, triple-roofed Tripureshwar Mahadev Temple, with its impressive carvings and museum of Nepali musical instruments. The temple was ravaged by the 2015 earthquake but the vast compound, with its fringing pilgrims’ quarters, deity statues, Nandi effigies and tridents, is slowly being restored.


LICCHAVI-ERA KATHMANDU

The centre of Kathmandu has moved numerous times over the centuries. The kings of the Malla dynasty made Durbar Sq the heart of the city in the 16th century, but in earlier centuries, Kathmandu – then known as Kantipur – was strung out in a thin line recalling the shape of Manjushri’s sacred sword. It was the Buddhist-leaning Licchavi dynasty who created the first coherent city in the 5th century CE, by linking the villages of Yambe (near present-day Makhan Tole) and Yangal (south of Jhochhen). Many of the bahals south of Durbar Sq contain the remains of chaityas (small stupas) installed by the Licchavis, who came to Nepal from India and ruled over the city for 350 years.



Where to Drink on Freak St

Mama’s Tea Shop: On the corner of Jhochhen and Basantapur Sq, this place provides refreshing brews to hustle-fatigued market shoppers. 5am-9pm

Snowman Cafe: This graffiti-scrawled Freak St veteran now throngs with Nepali teens sipping coffee, snacking on apple pie and keeping the dream alive. 6am-8pm

The Comic Cafe: A light-hearted, cartoon-covered rest stop for teas, coffees and snacks at the start of Jhochhen. 9am-8.30pm

Himalayan Java: This local chain grabs all the best locations, and the Freak St branch offers brews with epic views over the Basantapur Sq marketplace. 7am-9pm





Kathmandu’s Bazaars

BUSY BAZAARS | SPECTACULAR SHRINES | SECRET COURTYARDS


North of Durbar Sq, the streets close in and Kathmandu becomes a knotted labyrinth of bazaars. Medieval shopkeepers did a brisk trade here in Himalayan salt, Nepali rice, wool blankets and other products moving along the India–Tibet trade route, and many of these goods are still sold today, hauled around by legions of porters.

Tucked into this bewildering maze are magnificent temples, hidden bahals and whole lanes dedicated to the sale of brass pots, beaded slippers, spices and more – you’re almost guaranteed to get lost, but navigating this spaghetti jumble of bazaars is part of the fun.

The best way to explore is on foot, following the bazaars south from Thamel to Durbar Sq (or vice versa). If you’re interested in the temples and architecture, come in the morning when the markets are at their quietest – by mid-afternoon, it can feel like all of Kathmandu is crammed into these narrow alleyways.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Itum Bahal

2Seto Machhendranath Temple (Jan Bahal)

3Shree Gha Stupa

SIGHTS

4Akash Bhairab Temple

5Annapurna Temple

6Asan Tole

7Bangemudha

8Dolmasum shrine

9Indra Chowk

10Itum Bahal Museum

11Jwalamai Temple

12Keshchandra Paravarta Mahavihar

13Luchumaru Ajima Temple

14Maha Manjushri Vihar

● Mahadev Temple (see 9)

15Pulu Kishi dancers’ house

16Rajbhandari Agamchen

17Ratna Mandal Mahavihar

18Ratnaketu Mahavihar (Nhu Bahal)

19Shiva temple

20Sikha Narayan Temple

21Standing Buddha statue

22Toothache Shrine

23Yatkha Bahal

EATING

24Aambo Momo

25Jhomsha

26Mitho Lassi stall

27Swastik Sweets & Snacks

28Tip Top Samosa Pasal

SHOPPING

29Asan Tole spice shops




GETTING AROUND

The bazaars can be navigated by rickshaw or Pathao motorcycle, but it’s better to explore on foot. Key landmarks for finding your way around are the Shree Gha stupa, the Asan Tole marketplace and Indra Chowk, the busy square in front of Akash Bhairab Temple. To avoid the crush heading back to Thamel from Durbar Sq, follow Yatkha Marg to Chhetrapati, or take a taxi from the Basantapur end of New Rd.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Kathmandu’s bazaars get incredibly crowded, with rickshaws, taxis, motorcycles, bicycles, porters and pedestrians all competing for space. When on foot, do as locals do – walk on the left, and be ready to climb up shop steps to get out of the way of honking vehicles.



Be Dumbstruck by the Grandeur of Shree Gha

The old city’s biggest stupa

An important Tibetan pilgrimage site for four centuries, the gleaming Shree Gha Stupa (open 24 hours), also known as Kathesimbhu, was founded around 1650 in a square just south of Thahity Chowk.

Surrounded by a cityscape of small stupas, chaityas, statues and plinths engraved with mandalas, the stupa is a copy of the one at Swayambhunath, right down to the gold-encrusted spire, representing the 13 bhumis (stages) of awakening, and flanking shrines to the five Buddhist elements – earth, air, fire, water and ether. Use the handy wall map and scannable QR codes to identify the various shrines and statues.

As at Swayambhunath, there’s a pagoda honouring Hariti, goddess of smallpox, and facing the stupa is the Tibetan-style Drubgon Jangchup Choeling Monastery, enshrining some Buddha statues. Many of the chaityas feature a Buddhist dome combined with a Hindu yoni (womb symbol), a reminder of the overlap between the two faiths in Nepal.

Just south, a tiny wooden doorway on the right leads to a small bahal containing the attractive white Ratna Mandal Mahavihar, one of Kathmandu’s medieval Buddhist temples. Around 100m further south, another alley leads west to a large open square lorded over by the tall, tiered Rajbhandari Agamchen, with images of its founders mounted on a stone pillar.




TEMPLES OF THE BAZAARS WALKING TOUR

Take a walk into Kathmandu’s pulsing heart, where mercantile bustle meets spirituality at a string of ancient shrines.
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	START	END	LENGTH

	Chhetrapati	Durbar Sq	2.5km; two and a half hours



Start this history-focused walk at 1 Chhetrapati on the edge of Thamel, following the cobbled road east past a small tiered 2 Ganesh Temple and an impressive 3 statue of Bhairab.

You’ll soon reach 4 Thahiti Chowk, dominated by a 15th-century stupa and the 5 Nateshwar Temple, dedicated to Shiva manifested as the Newari god of music. Look for the plaque showing what could be a yeti but is more likely to be the deity Khyah.Head south past a line of Buddhist puja (prayer) shops, then duck down the alley leading to the gorgeous 6 Shree Gha Stupa (pictured). Leave the way you came in and go south, popping into the tiny bahal containing the 7 Ratna Mandal Mahavihar.

Take the next alley on the right to Gwa Nani square, dominated by the towering 8 Rajbhandari Agamchen – a deity’s ‘abode’ in the classic Newari style. Return to the road and investigate the brick pavilion to the east hiding a 9th-century 9 bas relief of Shiva sitting with Parvati on Mt Kailash.

Continue past a string of dentists’ shops to temple-strewn a Bangemudha, with a mysterious wooden b Toothache Shrine to the Newari toothache god and the courtyard containing the historic c Ratnaketu Mahavihar at its southern end.

Turn east, passing a shelter containing a d brass mask of lion-faced Narsimha, the triple-roofed e Ugratara Temple and charming f Haku Bahal on the right, hiding a timeworn mahavihar (Buddhist temple).
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You’ll soon come to bustling g Asan Tole, a key stop on the medieval yak caravan route. Admire the handsome metal panels of the h Annapurna Temple and the reconstructed i Yita Chapal, where salt merchants from Lhasa were once required to quarantine.

Continue southwest between brassware shops, passing a time-scarred octagonal j Krishna Temple taken over by shopkeepers, a tiled k Kumari shrine and the ornate l Paltan Ghar, decorated with carved soldiers and built by Nepal’s first commander-in-chief.

Walk to Kel Tole, where you’ll find the brooding m Luchumaru Ajima Temple and the important n Seto Machhendranath Temple (Jan Bahal). This busy shopping street spills into o Indra Chowk, dominated by the imposing p Akash Bhairab Temple.

Note the intricate brass q Ganesh shrine just southwest, then follow the alley beside the Akash Bhairab Temple to reach r Itum Bahal, with its ancient Buddhist monastery.

Leave to the north, popping east to admire more tiered temples and the elephant mask on the wall of the s Pulukishi Ghar, housing the dancers who perform the elephant dance during Indra Jatra.

Turn around and go west to reach the brass-trimmed t Nara Devi Temple, sacred to blood-hungry Seto (White) Kali. Go south, passing the tall, moody u Bhulukha Dega Temple. Behind it, a passage leads south to a hidden courtyard containing the ancient v Atalakhu Mahavihar.

Returning to the road, look for the narrow passage on the right leading to gorgeous w Yatkha Bahal, dominated by a shining white stupa in the Swayambhunath style.

Keep going south past the red-brick x Kanga Ajima Chhen, dedicated to one of Kathmandu’s eight mother goddesses. Note the colourful y Kumari Shrine at the next junction before you finish in the hubbub of Durbar Sq.





GO SHOPPING IN THE BAZAARS

Anything and everything can be found in Kathmandu’s teeming bazaars. The Shree Gha area is crammed with puja shops selling prayer flags, Tibetan fabrics and embroidered Buddhist banners.

For brass and copper pots, head to the bazaar southwest of Asan Tole, Kathmandu’s main market for foodstuffs and spices. En route, look for paraphernalia for home shrines and Newari outfits.

On Indra Chowk’s east side, bead vendors assemble necklaces in a kaleidoscope of colours, while the alley leading to Itum Bahal is all about embroidered bags and clothing.

Southwest of Indra Chowk, the trade moves to fancy ladies wear and costume jewellery. For real gold and silver jewellery, hit glitzy Sukra Path, running south to New Rd.
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Feel the Mercantile Magic of Asan Tole

Kathmandu’s liveliest square

Every day, porters haul tonnes of produce to the crowded and atmospheric marketplace at Asan Tole from all over the valley. It’s only fitting that the three-storey, brass- and silver-panelled Annapurna Temple in the southeast corner is dedicated to the goddess of abundance, represented by a silver purana (bowl full of grain).

This three-tiered wonder is illuminated at night, and devotees (particularly women) file by constantly to make offerings. Note the flanking brass figures of fleshy Khyah and skeletal Kawancha, representing the female and male nature of the human body respectively.

Explore Bangemudha’s Shrines

Shrines with bite

To the west of Asan Tole, the temple-crammed junction known as Bangemudha (‘twisted wood’) takes its name from the shrine to Vaishya Dev, the Newari god of toothaches, at its southern corner. Over several centuries, devotees have nailed thousands of coins to this amorphous wooden lump in the hope of divine pain relief, while dental clinics in the surrounding streets offer a more practical solution.


Small shikhara-style temples in brick and stone and a 1500-year-old Standing Buddha statue stud the northern part of the square, while the southern end of Bangemudha is dominated by the double-roofed, Garuda-guarded Sikha Narayan Temple, enshrining a millennia-old four-armed Vishnu figure.

At the southwest corner of the square, behind a sattal filled with small shops, a chaitya-filled courtyard fronts the Ratnaketu Mahavihar (Nhu Bahal) with its ancient, painted torana. A gateway to the left leads to a second courtyard with a grille-covered pavilion containing an ancient basketware palanquin for temple deities.

Where to Eat in Kathmandu’s Bazaars

Tip Top Samosa Pasal: Crowds gather at this takeaway south of Thahiti Chowk for Indian sweets, namkeen (savoury snacks) and hot samosas. 8am-8pm $

Swastik Sweets & Snacks: Graze on sweets downstairs or savoury vegetarian South Indian treats on the 1st floor at this lively snack stop. 8am-9pm $

Aambo Momo: Tucked away behind the Nateshwar Temple, with counter seating only but serving the city’s best pork momos. 11.30am-8pm $$

Jhomsha: A courtyard near Chhetrapati hides this hip eatery, with a globetrotting menu that covers Nepal to Europe. 9am-9.30pm $$$

See Hinduism & Buddhism Combine at Jan Bahal

A temple for all Nepalis

At Kel Tole, Buddha images mounted on pillars and a pair of anatomically detailed bronze lions – one male, one female – mark the entrance to Jan Bahal, sacred to both Buddhists and Hindus. Inside is the earthquake-damaged temple of Seto (White) Machhendranath. Buddhists revere the deity as an avatar of Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva of compassion, while to Hindus he is a rain-bringing incarnation of Lord Shiva.

Covered by hammered metal panels, the striking two-tiered temple is under reconstruction, but its courtyard is crammed to bursting with chaityas and stone and brass statues, including a nymph-like European lady. Tara figures on pillars look adoringly towards the inner sanctum, but the white-faced idol of Seto Machhendranath temporarily resides in a pavilion to the left as you enter the courtyard.

During the Seto Macchendranath Jatra festival in March or April, the deity image is hauled to Lagan Tole in southern Kathmandu in a wooden chariot topped by a tower of branches. After the festivities, the deity receives a fresh coat of white paint and returns to his temple abode for another year.

Immediately north of the entrance to Jan Bahal, the brooding, time-darkened Luchumaru Ajima Temple is sacred to one of Kathmandu’s eight mother goddesses.


WHERE THE GODS LIVE

Kathmandu’s backstreets are filled with temples devoted to the city’s most important deities, but many gods and goddesses also have an ‘abode’ known as a dya chhen, where the deity is said to spiritually reside. Images and masks of the deity are stored in these temple-like dwellings between festivals, administered by community organisations known as guthis, which also serve as the first tier of local government in Kathmandu. Attempts to bring the city’s guthis under national government control in 2019 were met by fierce protests, and the plan was abandoned – the first time a sitting Nepali government has voluntarily removed one of its own bills from the statute books.



Take Indra Chowk’s Spiritual Pulse

A holy hub for the bazaars

South of Kel Tole, Indra Chowk square is thronged by porters and rickshaws and ringed by ancient temples. To the north are the red-and-white, hut-style Mahadev Temple (which makes a great vantage point for watching the energetic bustle in the square) and a black stone Shiva temple, architecturally influenced by the Krishna Temple in Patan’s Durbar Sq.

Indra Chowk’s crowning glory is the broad Akash Bhairab Temple, sacred to Shiva in his role as Lord of the Sky, with four subtly different guardian lions gripping its balcony. Non-Hindus cannot enter, but you can view the silver image of Akash Bhairab from across the street. Pay your respects then pause for refreshment at the Mitho Lassi stall in the bead necklace bazaar running east.


COPIES OF SWAYAMBHU

The great stupa at Swayambhunath that gave rise to the city of Kathmandu is honoured by smaller copies dotted around the city, including at Shree Gha, Yatkha Bahal and Tukan Bahal.




THE CHILD-EATING DEMON OF ITUM BAHAL

As the story goes, Kesh Chandra, the founder of Itum Bahal, fled to the forest after gambling away his wealth, but the gods took pity on him and sent a flock of enchanted pigeons, the droppings of which miraculously turned to gold. Pledging to build a monastery in gratitude, Kesh Chandra enlisted the help of the ravenous demon Guru Mapa to transport his treasure. In exchange, the demon was granted the right to devour disobedient children. Residents of Itum Bahal eventually paid off the child-napping demon with an annual feast of buffalo meat, which is still offered up to a tree in the Tundikhel parade ground as part of the Holi celebrations.



Discover Community Spirit at Itum Bahal

A lovely, lived-in bahal

Long, rectangular Itum Bahal is the largest Buddhist courtyard in the bazaars, and it remains a haven of tranquillity amid the chaotic melee. To find it, follow the narrow lane leading west from Indra Chowk, immediately north of the Akash Bhairab Temple.

Entering from the south, you’ll be greeted by a chessboard of chaityas, including one that has been almost completely consumed by a pipal tree. Four doorways lead off the west side of the courtyard; the first leads to a small bahal with a chaitya under a temple canopy.

The second doorway leads into the 11th-century brick-and-timber Keshchandra Paravarta Mahavihar – one of the best preserved Buddhist monastery complexes in the city. To the rear of the statue-filled courtyard is the excellent community-run Itum Bahal Museum (entry Rs 250), open from 11am to 5pm Sunday to Friday, with informative displays that explain the arrangement of deities on toranas and other useful facts about Nepali religious architecture.

Look out for the four brass plaques on the northern side of the courtyard, telling the story of the child-eating demon, Guru Mapa, and the community clinic, which cares for the residents of Itum Bahal.


Further north, two more doorways lead to the tiered Dolmasum shrine, encased in a lattice of ornate ironwork, and the brightly painted Maha Manjushri Vihar, sacred to the deity credited with draining the lake that once filled the Kathmandu Valley by cleaving its rim with his sword.


KRISHNA COPYCATS

Kathmandu has plenty of temples that pay architectural homage to the famous stone Krishna Temple in Patan’s Durbar Sq. There’s one in Kathmandu’s Durbar Sq, another at Indra Chowk and a diminutive temple model in the courtyard of the Chhusya Bahal in Thamel.
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Akash Bhairab Temple, Indra Chowk | Frank Bienewald/Alamy Stock Photo

Graze Kathmandu’s Food Markets

The capital for cooks

For a gourmet trip through Kathmandu’s bazaars, start on Sukra Path at Swastik Sweets & Snacks, one of the capital’s best-loved mithai (Indian sweet) shops. Stroll north to Indra Chowk, where the Mitho Lassi stall in the bead-sellers’ bazaar serves the city’s best lassis (yoghurt drinks) with nuts, raisins and a spoon of khuwa (butter-like evaporated milk).

Stroll northeast towards Asan Tole, looking out for roaming vendors selling chaat (Indian-style salads) and petha (candied ash gourd). At Asan Tole, a row of spice shops sells packed-to-travel spices and chunks of black and pink Himalayan rock salt, as they have since medieval times.

Exit to the north, where grocery shops sell noodles, pulses, chiura (beaten rice), dried fruit and nuts, dried fish and sukuti – dried, spiced buffalo meat, used as a portable protein source by nomadic herders.

Continue north past vendors selling dried and pickled chillies and Sichuan pepper to Tyora’s triple-roofed Jwalamai Temple. Branch northwest to Thahiti Chowk and finish with tasty pork momos at Aambo Momo behind the Nateshwar Temple, or piping-hot samosas at Tip Top Samosa Pasal just south towards Shree Gha.


DEMON DANCES

Guru Mapa is just one of many fearsome demons who watch over Kathmandu. During the city’s energetic festivals, the carnival mood is boosted by troupes of dancers who perform masked dances to honour the city’s protector demons, alongside various Buddhist and Hindu deities. If you visit during Indra Jatra, look out for dancers dressed as the red-faced, sharp-fanged forest demon Lakhey, the fearsome Tantric god Bhairab, the Kumari, the warrior goddess Chandi, skeletal Kawancha, flabby Khyah and Pulu Kishi, the elephant vehicle of Indra, the Hindu rain god. The dancers who perform the Pulu Kishi dance reside in the Pulu Kishi dancers’ house adorned with a huge elephant mask, just northeast of Itum Bahal.






HEADING DEEPER INTO THE BAZAARS

Plunge into the busiest corner of Kathmandu’s bazaars
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	START	END	LENGTH

	Kantipath	Indra Chowk	1.1km; one hour



Begin on Kantipath near the 1 Rani Pokhara Temple, and go west along Chittadhar Marg (Bhotahiti) to the hut-like 2 Siddhibinayak Temple, sacred to Ganesh and home to resident white rats and mice.

It faces the 3 Annapurna Chhen, residence of the deity from the 4 Annapurna Temple which you’ll spot as you enter 5 Asan Tole. Take the first left along Masa Galli with its kitchenware shops, and look out on the left for 6 Asan Bahal, containing a mountain-like chaitya and an ancient mahavihar (Buddhist temple).

Continue south to reach the white 7 Maha Boudha Stupa with its huge red 8 statue of Akshobhya Buddha. Go east to 9 Tamwo Bahal, with its handsome mahavihar and chaityas, and a Luchubhulu Ajima Chhen – residence of one of Kathmandu’s guardian goddesses.

Return to Maha Boudha, and go south on Suratbajra Marg to reach a b Ganesh shrine and worn Hanuman statue. Turn sharply right, passing chaitya-filled c Tadhan Bahal, and the ancient brick d Pinche Bahal monastery.

Continue west on Watu Marg, passing cosy e Cidhan Bahal on the left, and the f Wotu Nasa Dyo Chhen – sacred to the patron deity of performers – on the right. You’ll see ancient g Mu Bahal, bookended by medieval monastery buildings, before you emerge at h Indra Chowk.







Thamel

SECRET HISTORY | EATING AND DRINKING | SHOPPING


North of the old city bazaars, Thamel is the beating heart of the tourist scene in Kathmandu, and almost everything here is aimed at travellers, from backpacker bars and globe-trotting restaurants to trekking agencies, adventure activity operators and enough souvenir shops to deck out your entire street as a tribute to Nepal.

But we say ‘almost everything’ for a reason – behind the scenes, an old-fashioned residential Kathmandu neighbourhood endures, complete with timeless temples, hidden hitis and Buddhist bahals. You just have to search around in the back lanes to find it.

Thamel is Kathmandu’s most popular place to stay, eat and shop, and it’s certainly somewhere you’ll want to visit, even if you lodge in another part of the city. At the end of a trek, when you’re weary of daily daal bhaat (lentil soup and rice), the pizza restaurants and beer bars of Thamel call out like a beacon.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Chhusya Bahal

2Garden of Dreams

ACTIvities, Courses & tours

3Astrek Climbing Wall

4Grace Language Institute

5Kaiser Library

6Kathmandu Sport Climbing Center

7Nepal Cooking School

8Pranamaya Yoga

9Seeing Hands

10Sound Planetarium

11Yogconnection

Sleeping

12Dalai-la Boutique Hotel

13Flock Hostel

14Garden Home B&B

15Hotel Ganesh Himal

16Hotel Mulberry

17International Guest House

18Kantipur Temple House

19Nepali Ghar

20Nirvana Boutique Hotel

21Thamel Eco Resort

22Yakety Yak

EATING

23Annakoot

24Avocado Cafe

25Chinese Sichuan Restaurant

26Dechenling Garden Restaurant

27Dongfang Palace

28Fire & Ice Pizzeria

29French Bakery

30Gaia Restaurant

● Hankook Sarang (see 22)

31Kaiser Cafe

32L’Artisan Patisserie

33Mitho Restaurant

34Momotarou

35Rosemary Kitchen

36Thakali Bhanchha

37Thamel House

38Utse Restaurant

● Xiyu Restaurant (see 38)

39Yangling Restaurant

40Zhonghua (Chuanghua) Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

41Chikusa

● Himalayan Java (see 8)

42Lord of the Drinks

43Sam’s Bar

44Teafresho

SHOPPING

45Amrita Craft

46Aroma Garden

47Buy to Help

48Chhatta.com

49Co-Creative

50Everest Outfit

51Kaemp 8848

52Paper Park

53Seti Devi Handicraft

54Shona’s Alpine Rental

55Shona’s Alpine Rentals

56Sonam Gear

57Tibet Book Store

58Vajra Books

INFORMATION

59Kathmandu Dental Home

● Kathmandu Environmental Education Project (see 30)
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SIGHTS

1Kathmandu Art House

2Kisimaka

3Museum of Nepali Art (MoNA)

ACTIVITIES

4Charak Yoga

5Himalayan Single Track

6Hotel Tradition & Spa

7KGH Wellness Spa

8Kunphen Tibetan Medical Center

9Tranquility Spa

10Ultimate Descents Nepal

11Yoga@Thamel

Sleeping

12Kathmandu Guest House

EATING

134 Stories

14Dream Garden Restaurant

15Electric Pagoda

16Forest & Plate

17Kathmandu Hankook Sarang

18K-Too Steakhouse

19New Orleans Cafe

20Northfield Cafe

21OR2K

22Places

23Pumpernickel Bakery

24Roadhouse Cafe

25Silk Artisanal Creamery

26Thamel Momo Hut

27Third Eye

28Trisara

29Vera Pizza

30Yin Yang

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

3133° West

● 4 Stories (see 13)

32BlackBird

33Himalayan Arabica Beans

34Purple Haze

35Tom & Jerry Pub

SHOPPING

36Beni

37Blue Moon Curios

38Fair Circle

39Ganesh Musical Enterprises

40Hi-Himal

41Himalayan Honey Suppliers

42Khamsum Buddhist Arts

43Nepal Book Depot

44Pilgrims Book House

45R R Handicraft

46Sherpa

47Thamel Supermarket

48Tibetan & Himalayan Collections




GETTING AROUND

Taxis and Pathao motorcycles can take you almost everywhere in Thamel, just not quickly, due to the crowds of pedestrians. Smart travellers explore on foot, boarding taxis for journeys further afield at either Chhetrapati or along Tridevi Marg (Tridevi Sadak). Arriving from busy Kantipath, you’ll hit Amrit Marg (running south to Jyatha and north to Gaa Hiti), Thamel Marg (connecting Narsingh Chowk to the Chhya Mall), then Chaksibari Marg (where you’ll find the Kathmandu Guesthouse).




[image: ] TOP TIP

As a tourist in Thamel, you’ll run a gauntlet of hawkers touting souvenirs, treks and tours, drugs and entry to seedy ‘dance bars’. If you’re not buying, a polite and firm ‘no thank you’ will normally deter vendors if repeated a few times.



Discover Thamel’s Most Beautiful Bahal

Medieval architectural perfection

Overlooked by the crowds rushing south to Durbar Sq, the gorgeously peaceful and architecturally exquisite brick-and-timber Chhusya Bahal contains the extravagantly carved Gunakar Mahavihar temple, founded in 1667. Chaityas populate its courtyard, toranas throng with Buddhist and Hindu deities, and roof struts feature carvings of the four Dhyani Buddhas and a string of protector goddesses and bodhisattvas.

The first thing you’ll notice as you enter the courtyard is the fine collection of chaityas and statues. Note the images of the temple’s founder, and the miniature stone Vairocana temple, showing the obvious influence of Patan’s Krishna Temple. The lion-flanked main door is kept closed, so enter at the back, where the Kathmandu Dental Home shop sells a detailed guidebook to the monastery.



Find Peace in the Garden of Dreams

Thamel’s most sublime escape

The beautifully restored Garden of Dreams (gardenofdreams.org.np; admission Rs 400; open from 9am to 9pm) is two minutes’ walk and a million miles from central Thamel. Step inside and the cacophony fades to a murmur.

The Rana prince Field Marshal Kaiser Shamsher built his English-inspired garden in the 1920s using Rs 100,000 won from his prime-minister father in a game of cowrie shells. Saved from demolition by the Austrian government, it’s a fantasy of statues, pavilions and pergolas, fountains, lily ponds and lush planted beds.

Soak up the gorgeous surroundings, then pop into the elegant, Austrian-inspired Kaiser Cafe for a drink or a bite. While you’re here, pop around the corner to see if the Kaiser Library (klib.gov.np) has moved back into the adjacent white stucco palace (it was relocated following earthquake damage in 2015).


RANA RULE

The long rule of the Shah dynasty, founded at Gorkha in 1559, came to an abrupt end in 1846, when court official Jung Bahadur Kunwar orchestrated a massacre of Shah loyalists at Kot Sq, ushering in a century of Rana rule. He packed his government with family members but took notice of the world beyond Nepal’s borders, travelling to Britain on a charm offensive that helped Nepal avoid colonial rule. In 1885, power passed to the Shumsher family, who squandered fortunes on lavish palaces while the people struggled. Nepal enthusiastically welcomed back the Shahs in 1951, when King Tribhuvan dissolved the Rana government and embarked on an ambitious modernisation programme, opening up Nepal to tourism for the first time.



Take Kathmandu’s Art Pulse at the Museum of Nepali Art (MoNA)

Where Nepali art comes alive

Founded in 2020, the Museum of Nepali Art (MoNA; mona.com.np; entry Rs 500) is part of a bold campaign to change the perception of Nepali art from a craft commodity to a respected art movement. In this dynamic space, open from 10am to 6pm, artists such as Samundra Man Singh Shrestha and Asha Pangol bring traditional Nepali art techniques and subjects into the modern age.

Works are regularly rotated and imaginatively displayed, and many of the artists who exhibit here have studios in the Kathmandu Art House (kathmanduarthouse.com; free to visit) at the back of the Kathmandu Guest House. During opening hours (10am to 6pm) you can drop by and chat with these Nepali art innovators about their latest creations. Inside the guesthouse courtyard, a special workspace is reserved for Nepali artists aged under 30.

There are more interesting art spaces in Thamel. The courtyard of the Dalai-la Boutique Hotel has exhibitions showing work by local artists, and some edgy pieces are hosted by Kisimaka (facebook.com/p/Kisimaka-100072056963001; free; open 11am to 7pm) on Mandala St.


PATAN’S INFLUENTIAL TEMPLE

You’ll see architectural nods to the two famous stone Krishna temples in Patan’s Durbar Sq all over Kathmandu, including in Chhusya Bahal, where a miniature temple in the same style as Patan’s Krishna Mandir graces the monastery courtyard.



Best Bakeries in Thamel

Trisara: A handy go-to for pastries and cakes, served ready-bagged to keep you going on your trek. 7am-midnight $$

L’Artisan Patisserie: Kathmandu’s puffiest, fluffiest croissants, served in two locations: one near Narsingh Chowk, one on Thamel Marg. 7am-10pm $$

Pumpernickel Bakery: Right in Thamel’s beating heart – a veteran vendor of cakes, pastries, breads and more, plus good coffee. 6.30am-9.30pm $$

French Bakery: A taste of the home country on Paknajol Marg; good for bread, pastries, coffees and imported European treats. 7am-8.30pm $$



THAMEL’S TEMPLES WALKING TOUR

Explore the spirituality behind the backpacker bars.
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	START	END	LENGTH

	Narsingh Chowk	Narsingh Chowk	2.5km; one hour



Starting at Narsingh Chowk, stroll south on Thamel Marg, then take narrow Ashok Galli to the stepped, brick 1 Ashok Chaitya, named for the Indian emperor who spread Buddhism across Asia.

Continuing south on Thamel Marg, look for the narrow passage leading to the damaged 2 Kwa Bahal, once the home of a Kumari-like living goddess. Just south is the brass-tiger-guarded 3 Vajrayogini Temple, sacred to both Hindus and Buddhists. Turn left at the next junction and look for the lion-flanked entrance to 4 Musya Bahal, a Malla-period monastery courtyard. Continue east to reach handsome 5 Chhusya Bahal, Thamel’s grandest Buddhist monastery.

Return to Amrit Marg, then walk north and go east on Tridevi Marg to the 6 Tridevi Temples, devoted to the goddesses Dakshinkali, Manakamana and Jawalamai.

Returning to Amrit Marg, continue north and look out for the entrance to the under-restoration 7 Bhagwan Bahal. The Indian monk Atisha, who helped shape Buddhist practise in Tibet, stayed here in 1042 CE.

Continuing north, branch left to the striking 8 Gaa Hiti, Thamel’s largest sunken well. Continue to Thamel Marg and turn south, passing a small 9 Bhagwati Temple containing a many-armed statue of the protector goddess, and finally, the a Chhwasa Ajima shrine, with images depicting key deities from the Newari pantheon.




KATHMANDU’S ART SPACES
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Jenisha Maharjan, manager of the Museum of Nepali Art, shares her favourite art spaces.

Siddhartha Art Gallery At Baber Mahal Revisited, this was one of the first galleries to hold public exhibitions. It has shows almost year-round, showcasing artists from all over Nepal. A must-visit.

Chitrakala Art Academy Housed inside the Thapathali Complex, offering regular art classes and producing customised artworks, including portraits that can be delivered to your home country.

Gallery 108 An art space on Durbar Marg, near the Narayanhiti Palace, holding some amazing art exhibitions. Their first show was dedicated to Chintamani by prominent Nepal artist Lok Chitrakar.



Eat Like a Local

Find real Nepali and Tibetan food in Thamel

If you caught the daal bhaat and momo bug while trekking, join the locals at Thamel’s simple thakali restaurants – named for the Middle Hills’ Thakali people and serving set meals with bottomless top-ups between 11am and 9pm.

Pick of the crop is Thakali Bhanchha on the corner of Thamel Marg and Z St, where you can swap the usual rice for paste-like dhido (buckwheat porridge). For an upmarket version including wild boar as one of the dishes, try atmospheric Thamel House on Thamel Marg.

For tasty Tibetan treats, you’re spoiled for choice. Head to momo-master Yangling Restaurant near the International Guest House, or laid-back Thamel Momo Hut on Narsingh Chowk, great for part-steamed, part-fried kothey momos, and serving chocolate momos for dessert.

For a bona fide banquet, share a Tibetan gyakok hotpot washed down with delicious warm tongba (millet beer) at Utse Restaurant, or enjoy upmarket takes on Tibetan, Nepali and Bhutanese dishes in the gorgeous garden at Dechenling Garden Restaurant off Tridevi Marg.

Best Coffee in Thamel

Himalayan Java: Handy branches, including on Tridevi Marg and Mandala St, serving up Nepali teas and quality coffee. 7am-8.30pm

Chikusa: An old-time locals haunt in Jyatha, infused with the enticing smell of old-fashioned filter coffee. 7.30am-8pm

Himalayan Arabica Beans: A community coffee-house vibe sells this popular spot near the Himalayan Single Track bike shack. 6am-10pm

4 Stories: The choice of the hip coffee connoisseur in Kathmandu – great coffee on two levels with a cool loft mood. 7am-10pm
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Take Time for Tea

Sample Nepal’s finest tea leaves

After years of coffee ruling the roost, Nepali tea is finally getting its time in the sun. Representing plantations in Ilam – Nepal’s most important tea-growing region – the Tea Collective (nepalteacollective.com) runs pop-up stands at the Kathmandu Guest House and the Tridevi Marg branch of Himalayan Java, offering premium Nepali teas by the cup and flights for tastings for Rs 900, from 8am to 7pm.

For a more low-key sampling session, visit Teafresho (facebook.com/teafresho), in the garden at the Thamel Eco Resort, where you can sip fine Nepali brews in a calm green setting from 6am to 8pm.


TRANSFORMING CRAFT INTO ART

Nepal’s rich artistic traditions date back millennia, but producing art for art’s sake is a relatively new phenomenon. Prior to the 2000s, Kathmandu had just a handful of galleries showcasing local artists, compared to hundreds of shops selling thangkas (religious cloth paintings) and mass-produced paintings of Himalayan peaks. The city’s artistic renaissance was kick-started by Rajan Sakya, CEO of the Kathmandu Guest House, who opened the Museum of Nepali Art and Kathmandu Art House to raise the profile of national artists. As well as exhibition spaces, these institutions provide study grants for up-and-coming artists – an invaluable resource in a country where artists often struggle to make a living from their craft.



Take a Thamel Pub Crawl

Toast the end of your trek

Thamel’s drinking scene is going upmarket, with a new focus on creative cocktails and craft beers from the Yeti, Barahsinghe and Sherpa breweries. Drinking hours are also creeping later – pubs open from 4pm till 11pm or midnight, but swankier cocktail bars and clubs are pushing back closing time to as late as 5am.

For a post-trek pub crawl, start near Kathmandu Guest House at unchanged-for-decades Sam’s Bar (open 4pm to midnight) or Tom & Jerry Pub, with its pool table, live bands and two-for-one happy-hour cocktails from 5pm to 8pm (closing 1am).

Hip cocktail bars are shaking things up in Thamel in more ways than one. Just south of the main Thamel junction, BlackBird (blackbirdnepal.com) serves weird and wonderful creations mixing myriad spirits; it’s open till 1am, closed Tuesday. Behind Kathmandu Guest House, 4 Stories (instagram.com/4stories.np) has a sublimely relaxing upstairs cocktail bar, open till 2am.

Sky bars are also taking Thamel by storm – the latest hotspot is 33° West (33westskybar.com) atop a mall on Chaksibari Marg, with DJs, moody panel lighting and views straight across to Swayambhunath; it’s open until 1.45am.

For live music, cover bands blasting out Neil Young’s Rockin’ in the Free World still circulate around Thamel’s backpacker bars, but increasingly the focus is on Nepali bands, singing in Nepali, for a Nepali audience. Top spots to shake a tail feather include the phenomenal, cover-charge-free Purple Haze (facebook.com/PurpleHazekathmandu), near the main Thamel junction, and super-club Lord of the Drinks (facebook.com/LOD.LordOfTheDrinks; cover gents Rs 1000), off Thamel Marg.

If you’d rather just relax with an al-fresco beer, hit one of Thamel’s courtyard cafes – the Kathmandu Guest House’s Dream Garden Restaurant is a wonderful haven amidst the hubbub, and nearby Electric Pagoda often hosts interesting music events. On your way home, pop into Silk Artisanal Creamery by Roadhouse Cafe for Kathmandu’s best ice cream.

Best Pizzas & Steaks in Thamel

Vera Pizza: This Mandala St pizzeria serves Kathmandu’s best squishy crusts, stretchy cheese and lip-smacking toppings. 11am-10.45pm $$$

K-Too Steakhouse: A genuine post-trek feast – hefty hunks of meat on sizzling iron platters, served dry or sauce-topped. 10am-10pm $$$

Roadhouse Cafe: Prices are creeping higher at this glammed-up Thamel institution, but the crusts are still stacked with tasty toppings. 8am-11pm $$$

Fire & Ice Pizzeria: The pizza place in Thamel, with authentic ingredients and crispy bases; evening reservations recommended. 9am-10.30pm $$$


NEPALI DINING GOES UPMARKET

Thamel is great for authentic Nepali and Tibetan flavours at low prices, but Kathmandu also offers some five-star Nepali dining experiences with performances of traditional music and dancing. Perhaps the top pick for a Rana-worthy feast is Krishnarpan Restaurant inside the atmospheric Dwarika’s Hotel in Eastern Kathmandu, where swish set menus of six to 22 courses prepared with homegrown organic ingredients can be enjoyed as a standalone dinner, or alongside live traditional music. Alternatively, consider the extensive set menu at Bhojan Griha (bhojangriha.com.np), in a grand heritage mansion at Dilli Bazaar (take your pick from cushion seating on the floor or traditional tables). Reserve ahead for both.
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Best Asian Treats

Momotarou: This stalwart on Thamel Marg with dining on two levels has been keeping fans of sushi, ramen, udon and tonkatsu happy since 1999. 10am-9pm $$

Kathmandu Hankook Sarang: In an arcade just south of Third Eye, with well-priced barbecue dishes, bibimbap, soups, and complimentary sides. 10am-10pm $$$

Hankook Sarang: No relation, but serving similarly stunning Korean food in an atmospheric courtyard with draft beer and side dishes that keep coming. 10am-10pm $$$

Yin Yang: Hands down Kathmandu’s best Thai food; expect rich flavours, authentic ingredients and no holding back on the spices. 10am-10pm $$$

Thamel for Bookworms

Read up on Nepal

Thamel is studded with old-time bookshops selling interesting books about Nepal, from travelogues by explorers, mountaineers and Buddhist monks to detailed texts on Nepali architecture, religion and culture, and glossy photo books on the mountains. Some publish titles that are impossible to find outside of Kathmandu. Standard opening hours are 9am to 8pm daily.

Start the bookworming at Pilgrims Book House on Chaksibari Marg, also a treasure trove of high-quality handicrafts. Further north on the same road, Nepal Book Depot is good for trekking maps and photo books. Over on Tridevi Marg, Tibet Book Store has a vast stock, including many books on Tibetan Buddhism. On Amrit Marg towards Jyatha, highly recommended Vajra Books has many self-published titles on Kathmandu and Nepal.


NORTH FACE OR NOT?

You know those North Face down jackets on display in every other shop in Thamel? Mostly, they’re not. Kathmandu has a long history of producing fake brand-name trekking and mountaineering gear that looks the part, but doesn’t always have the build quality to stand up to the tough treatment meted out by Nepal’s mountain trails. Stitching, seals and zips are frequent weak points, and off-brand footwear is best avoided completely unless you want blisters and wet feet. If you can’t stretch to the prices for a real North Face jacket, seek out Nepali brands such as Sonam, Dolpo, Everest Outfit and Kaemp 8848, which offer high-quality gear at lower prices than imported brands.



Prep for Your Trek

Get Himalaya ready

Part of the fun of trekking in Nepal is getting prepped. To start, pay any national park or conservation area fees at the Tourist Service Centre on Pradarshanti Marg, then head to Kathmandu Environmental Education Project (KEEP; keepnepal.org), upstairs at Gaia Restaurant, for expert advice on safe and responsible trekking. They’re open 10am to 5pm (closed Saturday).

Their booklet Minimal Impact Travel is a smart Rs 200 investment. Visit again at the end of your trek to donate unwanted trekking gear (particularly boots) to be reused by porters and mountain communities.

Now the fun shopping part begins. Visit one of the pharmacies on Gangalal Marg (south of Chhetrapati) for emergency meds and Acetazolamide tablets (for altitude sickness), then pop into Thamel Supermarket near the Kathmandu Guest House for trekking snacks and treats.

When it comes to gear, almost everything you need (apart from reliable boots) can be purchased or rented locally; trekking poles are a particularly useful purchase. For premium quality, skip the counterfeits and head to the line of international outdoor brand stores on Tridevi Marg – the gear is legit, even if the stores aren’t officially licensed.

Several Nepali outdoor brands are gaining respect for their locally made gear, including Sonam Gear on Thamel Marg, Sherpa on Chaksibari Marg, Kaemp 8848 on Tridevi Marg and Everest Outfit near Lord of the Drinks.

For locally produced gear at pocket-friendly prices, head to Hi-Himal on Thamel Marg or legendary Shona’s Alpine Rental on Amrit Marg (which also rents out trekking essentials from a branch further north on the same road).

Best for Vegetarians

Annakoot: Friendly, low-key spot on Paknajol Marg, serving tasty veg and vegan dishes that are full of authentic Indian flavours. 11am-10pm $

Places: A laid-back atmosphere and a broad veg-based menu draw loyal meat-avoiders to this upstairs restaurant; kick off your shoes and dig in. 8am-11pm $$

OR2K: A hippie vibe pervades this cushions-on-the-floor place, with plenty of veg-based Middle Eastern treats to feed your hummus habit. 9am-10pm $$$

Forest & Plate: Up on the third floor on Mandala St, this option offers salads and other healthy plates on a greenery draped terrace. 11am-9.30pm $$$


BEST FESTIVALS IN KATHMANDU

Set Macchendranath Jatra: Seto (White) Machhendranath is hauled in a towering chariot from Durbar Marg to Seto Machhendranath Temple. March/April

Buddha Jayanti: The birth of the historical Buddha is marked with joyous celebrations at Boudhanath and other Buddhist sites. April/May

Indra Jatra: Kathmandu’s biggest bash celebrates the end of the monsoon with chariot processions, dances and appearances by the Kumari. September

Dashain (Vijaya Dashami): After the monsoon, feasting, dancing and animal sacrifices honour the goddess vanquishing the demon Mahishasura. September/October

Kathmandu International Mountain Film Festival: Annual celebration of the life and environment of the Himalaya. December
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Get Warmed up for the Trails

Take a pre-trek hike, climb or cycle

Don’t hit the trails unprepared. As a pre-trek warm-up, try the walk from Thamel to Swayambhunath, take a bazaar walking tour, or embark on a hiking day trip in the Kathmandu Valley.

If charging up and down slopes on two wheels is more your thing, rent a mountain bike from Himalayan Single Track (himalayansingletrack.com; bike hire per day from US$25) behind Kathmandu Guest House; they run all sorts of organised day rides in the hills. Ultimate Descents Nepal (udnepal.com) is another good bike tour operator.


Alternatively, Astrek Climbing Wall (facebook.com/Astrek.Climbing; sessions from Rs 400) off Amrit Marg, and Kathmandu Sport Climbing Center (kscc.com.np; per day Rs 500) near the International Guest House, have bouldering and roped routes to get you in the mountain mood.

Recover after Your Trek

Treat yourself to a Kathmandu spa treatment

If you’ve just finished a trek, you’re probably in the market for a massage. Seeing Hands (seeinghandsnepal.org; massage per hour RS 2200) near Hotel Mulberry, provides both recovery-promoting massages and work for blind Nepali masseurs. On Chaksibari Marg, the popular but vigorously touted Tranquility Spa (tranquilityspa.com.np; treatment costs vary) offers everything from shirodhara oil drips to body scrubs.

Take the experience up a notch at the Kathmandu Guest House’s KGH Wellness Spa (ktmgh.com/kathmandu-guest-house/spa; treatments from Rs 4800) at the Kathmandu Guest House, where treatments are inspired by different regions of the Himalaya, using organic herbs and natural ingredients sourced from those regions.

To check your holistic health, book an appointment with one of the traditional Tibetan medics at Kunphen Tibetan Medical Center (kunphentmc@gmail.com; consultations Rs 300) off Paknajol Marg. Alternatively, try a relaxing singing bowl healing session at Yoga@ Thamel (yogaatthamel.com; sessions from Rs 1500) or Sound Planetarium (soundplanetarium.com; sessions US$65) at the Nepali Ghar hotel.


NEPALI FOOD SOUVENIRS

Nepal produces some memorable foodstuffs that are a great way to take a piece of the country home with you. Candies made from lapsi (hog plum) pulp are delicious – particularly the varieties flavoured with chilli and hing (asafoetida) – and are sold by numerous sweet shops on New Rd. Head to the sweet counters at Indian-style snack houses such as Swastik Sweets & Snacks on Sukra Path for tasty milk-based mithai and laddu sweets. For something more ambitious, spicy achar pickles, spice mixes for homemade momos, chhurpi (hard cheese produced from yak milk) and sukuti (dried, spiced buffalo meat) are sold in the grocery stores around the north end of Asan Tole.



Improve Yourself in Thamel

Take time to learn something new

With a day or so to spare, Thamel is a great place for some personal development. Many yoga centres offer daily classes, with the first session of the day at 7am or 8am; prices start from Rs 1000.

Try Yoga@ Thamel (yogaatthamel.com), upstairs on Mandala St, Pranamaya Yoga (pranamaya-yoga.com), above Himalayan Java on Tridevi Marg, Charak Yoga (charakyoga.com), above the Jatra bar on Thamel Marg, or the sessions at Hotel Tradition & Spa (hoteltradition.com.np) behind Kathmandu Guest House. Yogconnection (yogconnection.com) offers daily classes, longer retreats and teacher training.

For a skill you can take home, the highly recommended Nepal Cooking School (nepalcookingschool.com.np; classes US$15–30) on the first floor at Delicious Pizza on Paknajol Marg, will teach you how to make everything from momos to daal bhaat. To learn Nepali, contact Grace Language Institute (gracelanguageinstitute.com; lessons per hour Rs 1500), just north of Tridevi Sadak.


WALKING TO SWAYAMBHUNATH

For more temple action, consider the walk from Thamel to Swayambhunath, which takes in a string of ancient shrines flanking the Vishnumati River en route to Kathmandu’s most famous stupa.



Best Indian Flavours

Dudh Sagar: No English sign, but worth seeking out for some of the best dosas we’ve found anywhere, along with other South Indian veg treats. 8.30m-7pm $

Mitho Restaurant: A cosy restaurant on the Thamel fringes, serving tandoori dishes, biryani and curries that expand on traditional Indian flavours. 7.30am-10pm $$

Northfield Cafe: A long-standing, serves-everything courtyard cafe that is particularly good for meaty (and veggie) Indian curries. 7am-10.30pm $$$

Third Eye: The posh Indian eatery in Thamel, with a dreamy courtyard and finely balanced flavours, though you may need to ask for extra chilli heat. 10am-10pm $$$


SOUND BATHING

The latest spa phenomenon to sweep Nepal is the sound bath – a prolonged guided meditation and yoga session with a soundtrack provided by assorted gongs, chimes and singing bowls that brings to mind the music of the spheres. Some spas claim that sound baths were used in ancient times, but the ritual can be more reliably dated to 1975, when yoga teacher Don Conreaux starting using gongs as part of yoga sessions in San Francisco. Whatever the history, a sound bath is undeniably a memorable experience, inducing deep relaxation and a sense of well-being. In Thamel, Sound Planetarium, Yoga @ Thamel and the KGH Wellness Spa at the Kathmandu Guest House all offer sessions.
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Find a Memorable Souvenir

Thamel for shopaholics

If you’re after a keepsake, Thamel is one enormous souvenir emporium, and most shops open from around 9am to 8pm or later.

Stores selling khukuri knives, beads, bangles, hippy outfits, hemp-fibre bags, Buddhist singing bowls, knitted hoodies, made-for-tourists masks, knock-off trekking gear and knickknacks made from local felt are found pretty much everywhere. To see it all in one place, try Amrita Craft, upstairs on Chaksibari Marg (closed Saturday).

Numerous shops sell shawls, pashminas and papier-mâché ornaments from Kashmir in India, particularly on Chaksibari Marg. Tridevi Marg is also good for upmarket pashminas and cashmere scarves. Dozens of stores sell funky embroidered T-shirts with goofy messages, as well as streetwise printed designs.

Nepali tea shops abound – try opposite the entrance to Kwa Bahal. For olfactory overload, drop into incense shop Aroma Garden on Thamel Marg, or check out the honey-based soaps (and honey) at Himalayan Honey Suppliers.

Thamel’s Aladdin’s Cave-like brassware shops sell everything from brass Buddhas to ornate votive lamps; we rate Seti Devi Handicraft on Thamel Marg and R R Handicraft near K-Too.

Shops across Thamel sell newly made ‘antiques’, but you can also find the real deal. Tibetan & Himalayan Collections and Khamsum Buddhist Arts near Narsingh Chowk and Blue Moon Curios off Chaksibari Marg are full of Tibetan, Nepali, Bhutanese and Indian Naga artefacts.

For thangkas (Buddhist cloth paintings), from entry-level work to pricey masterpieces that take months to complete, first check out the stores lined up on the lane linking Narsingh Chowk to Chaksibari Marg. For gorgeous paper products made from the fibres of the danphe plant, try Paper Park.

Several places sell the output of Nepali designers, including cool Co-Creative off Chaksibari Marg and Chhatta.com near Narsingh Chowk. For quality Nepali instruments, hit Ganesh Musical Enterprises on Chaksibari Marg.

Some interesting outlets sell crafts funding community projects in Nepal, including Beni in the courtyard of Northfield Cafe, Buy to Help on Amrit Marg and Fair Circle on Thamel Marg.

Best Chinese in Thamel

Dongfang Palace: Exceptional Chinese Lanzhou-style beef noodle soup and cumin-dusted grilled lamb skewers. 7am-9pm $$

Xiyu Restaurant: Always busy with Chinese diners enjoying meaty dishes with noodles or bing (wheat-based flatbread). 9am-10pm $$

Chinese Sichuan Restaurant: Low-key and tucked into a hidden arcade by the Ashoka Stupa, but the food here is agreeably authentic and fiery. 10am-10pm $$

Zhonghua (Chuanghua) Restaurant: Old-school place decked with lanterns, serving a range of dishes from across China. 10am-11pm $$$


NEW OLD ANTIQUES

Nepal has a long tradition of creating convincing fakes, particularly newly made ‘antiques’ artificially aged using chemicals, heat and even dents added with bicycle chains, and natural-looking oxidation created by burying objects in the ground. Genuine heirlooms can be found, but it’s hard to be sure of the provenance of anything on sale – and it’s best not to contribute to the removal of heritage objects from Nepal in any case. As traditional metalworking and stone- and wood-carving techniques are very much alive, buy modern versions instead and appreciate these gorgeous objects for the skill of their production, rather than their age.



Best Courtyard Restaurants

Gaia Restaurant: An old traveller favourite, serving convincing versions of dishes from around the world in a courtyard off Amrit Marg. 8am-9.30pm $$

Avocado Cafe: Yep, you’ll find plenty of dishes featuring these nourishing fruits here, alongside familiar globe-trotting favourites. 7am-11pm $$

New Orleans Cafe: Just off Chaksibari Marg, and a hangout for generations of travellers; good for dinner or just beers and conversation. 7am-11pm $$$

Rosemary Kitchen: A menu of Asian treats and well-prepared dishes from across Europe, in a courtyard illuminated by mood-setting lights. 7.30am-10pm $$$





Eastern Kathmandu

SLEEK RESTAURANTS | COOL BARS | ROYAL HISTORY


Busy Kantipath divides the old city from the newer neighbourhoods to the east. There are a few sights between the office blocks but the focus is on admin and entertainment, particularly as you head northeast towards Lazimpat. Most of the embassies, airline offices and government offices are found here.

For tourists, the focus is Durbar Marg, home to Kathmandu’s showiest malls, alongside some top-notch restaurants and bars. Just south, you can get a glimpse of the pond-surrounded, 17th-century Rani Pokhari temple, only open to the public during Tihar.

Durbar Marg runs south from the Narayanhiti Palace towards the Tundikhel parade ground – check to see if the popular Old House restaurant has reopened after a major revamp. Two other stops to put on your radar are the Tourist Service Centre on Pradarshanti Marg, where visitors come to arrange trekking paperwork, and the swish Baber Mahal Revisited shopping and dining complex.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Narayanhiti Palace Museum

SIGHTS

2Fountain Garden

3royal aircraft

4Royal Garage

5Shree Sadan

6site of the royal massacre

Sleeping

7Hotel Manaslu

8Hotel Shanker

9Yak & Yeti Hotel

EATING

10Koto Restaurant

11Mezze

● Penthouse (see 11)

12Pho 99

13Silk Artisanal Creamery

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14Bitters & Co

15Jazz Upstairs

● Himalayan Java (see 12)

● Hard Rock Cafe (see 16)

SHOPPING

16FabIndia

17KTM City

18Mahaguthi

19Maison de Kathmandu

20Tara Oriental




GETTING AROUND

Durbar Marg and the Narayanhiti Palace are within strolling distance of Thamel. To reach anywhere else, you’ll need to take a taxi or jump on a Pathao motorcycle. Local buses meander through the backstreets but routes can be confusing for the uninitiated – taxis and Pathaos are the way to go.
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Crossing eastern Kathmandu’s busy roads can be a nerve-wracking experience. Vehicles are reluctant to give way to pedestrians, even when directed to by traffic police, so do as locals do and cross cautiously but with purpose, waving one arm down towards the ground to tell drivers to slow down and let you pass.



Explore a Palatial Crime Scene

Journey into the final days of a monarchy

Few places tell a more poignant tale of the political upheaval in Nepal in modern times than the Narayanhiti Palace Museum (narayanhitipalacemuseum.com; foreigner admission Rs 1000), the former royal residence at the top of Durbar Marg. Ten members of the royal family died in a massacre at this mid-century palace in 2001, and the last king of Nepal, King Gyanendra, was evicted from this opulent home in 2008 by the country’s first republican government. It’s open from 10.30am to 2.30pm (till 1.30pm Tuesday, closed Wednesday).

Since the abolition of the monarchy, the palace has been run as a public museum – preserved almost exactly as the royals left it. There are stuffed tigers and thrones aplenty, and rooms piled high with gifts from visiting dignitaries, but the palace is most fascinating as a museum of the recent past, with 1980s VHS recorders and 1970s ornaments adorning rooms that could have time-travelled from the 1960s.

Bags, cameras and phones must be left in the lockers at the entrance, and visitors pass through several security checks to make sure they aren’t leaving with any royal heirlooms. A one-way route winds through the extravagant staterooms, the simpler apartments for visiting dignitaries and the surprisingly down-to-earth living spaces of the royal family.

Alongside the silver and gold temple models, taxidermied felines and gharial-skin floormats, don’t miss the Nepali crown jewels, including the shreepech (plumed crown) worn by Nepal’s Rana rulers, adorned with 730 diamonds, 2372 pearls, 47 emeralds and 16 rubies.

After visiting the site of the royal massacre and the fruit-bat filled Fountain Garden behind the main palace, head into the grounds, to view decaying royal aircraft and the Royal Garage containing generations’ worth of limousines. Nearby, but closed for renovations at the time of research, is the Shree Sadan, the understated villa where King Birendra and his family lived at the time of the massacre.


A MYSTERIOUS MASSACRE

As well as being a royal residence, Narayanhiti Palace is a crime scene. During a family gathering on 1 June 2001, Crown Prince Dipendra shot dead nine of his relatives, including King Birendra and Queen Aishwarya, before turning the gun on himself. However, this version of events remains controversial. The official investigation ignored many suspicious details, including the fact that the right-handed Dipendra died from a gunshot wound to his left temple. Whatever the truth, his unpopular uncle, Prince Gyanendra, claimed the throne, ruling till the abolition of the monarchy in 2008. In fact, this was Nepal’s second royal palace massacre – the Kot Sq Massacre at Hanuman Dhoka in 1846 ushered in the similarly unpopular Rana regime.



Have a Big Night Out

Upmarket nightlife in Kathmandu

Durbar Marg and Lazimpat host some of the capital’s top nightspots, attracting a moneyed set who like to dress up for the occasion. For a big night out, first catch a view of sunset over the Narayanhiti Palace over coffee at the 1 Durbar Mall branch of Himalayan Java, then head along Lazimpat to Bitters & Co (instagram.com/bittersandconepal) for cool cocktails to get the evening rolling. Live bands hit the stage at the Hard Rock Cafe (cafe.hardrock.com/kathmandu) on Durbar Marg from 7pm, and you can munch on swish snack plates while you enjoy the show. Or for something more laid-back, head to Jazz Upstairs (jazzupstairs.com.np) for soulful tunes from 8pm on Wednesday and Saturday. Wrap up the evening with spectacular ice cream at Silk Artisanal Creamery; it’s open till 10.30pm.
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See Posh Kathmandu at Baber Mahal Revisited

Hang out with the well-heeled

Behind the Nepali parliament, the whitewashed Baber Mahal palace – today known as Baber Mahal Revisited (babermahal.com) – was built by the Rana prime minister Chandra Shumsher in 1913 in the then-fashionable European neoclassical style.

Today, it’s a swanky address for eating, sleeping and shopping, with some very stylish (and expensive) stores selling crafts and clothes, and the always interesting Siddhartha Art Gallery (siddharthaartgallery.com; free admission), hosting regular shows by Nepal artists from 11am to 5pm.

There are plenty of places to eat and drink, including courtyard favourite Chez Caroline (chezcarolinenepal.com), with a fine menu of French cuisine, from fancy salads and crepes to raclette and steamed trout.


BEST UPMARKET SHOPPING

KTM City: An outdoorsy Nepali clothes shop on Durbar Marg selling fleeces and jackets suitable for lower elevations at bargain prices.

FabIndia: By the Hard Rock Cafe, selling eye-catching clothing made from traditional Indian block-printed and woven fabrics.

Maison de Kathmandu: A cute stop on Lazimpat for handmade gifts such as yak-wool yetis and Christmas ornaments

Mahaguthi: One of the city’s best fair-trade crafts shops, with a wide stock and fixed prices, supporting community projects.

Tara Oriental: Upstairs on Lazimpat, selling extremely elegant, high-quality cashmere scarves, shawls and knitwear at prices to match.



Best Places to Eat

Koto Restaurant: Top-quality Japanese food in calm surroundings on Durbar Marg; branches at Boudhanath and Pulchowk near Patan. 11.30am-9.30pm $$$

Mezze: Meaty grills, world eats, quality wines and spirits, and big Durbar Marg views, from the team behind the famous Roadhouse Cafe. 11am-10pm $$$

Pho 99: The Lazimpat branch of this Vietnamese restaurant serves up blisteringly authentic Saigon flavours in a handsome art deco villa. 10am-9.30pm $$$

Penthouse: Swanky fine dining surrounded by bling at the restaurant atop 1 Durbar mall, serving creations by celebrity chef Santosh Shah. noon-1am $$$





Swayambhunath

BUDDHIST WONDERS | LOFTY VIEWS | BACKSTREET TEMPLES


Arguably Kathmandu’s most famous sight, the ‘self-arisen’ stupa of Swayambhunath reputedly burst forth from a lotus flower floating on a lake that once filled the Kathmandu Valley. When the bodhisattva Manjushri chopped a hole through the side of the valley with his sword, the miracle shrine was left high and dry.

Geologists have confirmed that the glacial lake really did exist, and the great stupa has graced this hilltop to the west of Kathmandu since at least 460 CE. The city was founded in this location partly for its proximity to the busy pilgrim hub at Swayambhunath.

Revered by both Buddhists and Hindus, Swayambhunath is also known as the Monkey Temple – in reference to the hordes of uninhibited rhesus macaques that throng its multiple stairways. Visitors come in droves to look out over the city, and Tibetan Buddhist pilgrims gather daily to perform a ritual circumnavigation around the base of the sacred hill.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Swayambhunath Stupa

SIGHTS

2Anantapura Temple

3Bijeshwari Temple

4dorje (thunderbolt) symbol

5Eastern Stairway

6Harati (Ajima) Temple

7Indrani Temple

8Military Museum

9National Museum

10Natural History Museum

11Pratapura Temple

12Sculpture Museum

13Shobabaghwati Temple

14Shree Gha Stupa

15Tukan Bahal

16Yatkha Bahal

EATING

17Korean Diner

18Lamee Coffee

19Mitho Daal Bhat House

20Sat Saheb




GETTING AROUND

Swayambhunath is a short taxi or Pathao ride from Thamel, but it doesn’t take all that much longer to walk. If you come by taxi or Pathao motorbike, specify if you want to be dropped at the stupa itself, or at the start of the eastern stairway, the most atmospheric way to approach the great stupa, through a garden of chaityas and Buddha statues mobbed by monkeys.
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To get the best from Swayambhunath, come early in the morning or late in the afternoon, when pilgrims are completing their ritual circuit, or just before sunset for spectacular views of the lights coming on across Kathmandu.



Climb the Steps to Mighty Swayambhunath

Nepal’s signature stupa

The crowning glory of the Kathmandu Valley, the perfectly proportioned Buddhist Swayambhunath Stupa (admission Rs 200) is reached via a collection of stone stairways climbing a free-standing hill to the west of Thamel. At the top, the great stupa rises to a gilded spire, decorated with the eyes of the Buddha, which gaze out across the valley in the four cardinal directions.

The structure of the stupa is deeply symbolic: the gleaming white dome represents Earth, and priests splash saffron water in arcs over its surface, symbolising the petals of the lotus flower that gave birth to Swayambhunath. Above this is a gold-panelled, 13-tiered tower representing the 13 stages required to reach nirvana. Fluttering above the stupa are thousands of brightly coloured prayer flags, the mantras (sacred phrases) of which are carried to heaven by the Wind Horse.

Pilgrims circulate constantly around the base of the dome – always clockwise, as a gesture of respect – spinning metal prayer wheels embossed with the sacred mantra om mani padme hum (‘hail to the jewel in the lotus’). The ornate plinths around the base of the stupa enshrine statues representing the five Dhyani Buddhas – Vairocana, Ratnasambhava, Amitabha, Amoghasiddhi and Akshobhya – and their consorts.

The best way to approach Swayambhunath is via the steep, statue-lined Eastern Stairway, which passes between pairs of Garudas, lions, elephants, horses and peacocks (the vehicles of the Dhyani Buddhas). Head to the edge of the stupa terrace for giddying views across Kathmandu – from here, you can really appreciate how much the city has spread across the valley in recent decades.

When it comes to choosing a time to visit, the calmest time is early in the morning, when the shrine is mainly visited by Hindu and Buddhist pilgrims. During the day, the stupa can be crowded with sightseers. Late afternoon is another good time to come here, as Tibetan Buddhist pilgrims make a ritual kora circuit around the base of the sacred hill.


THE EYES OF THE BUDDHA

Adorning everything from Buddhist shrines to tourist T-shirts, the eyes of Buddha – the unofficial symbol of Kathmandu – look out benevolently from monuments all over the valley, most famously from atop the great stupas at Swayambhunath and Boudhanath, and the major chaityas of Charumati, Mahaboudha and Shree Gha. This powerful symbol of Buddhist compassion is often misunderstood by visitors. The nose-like squiggle below the piercing eyes is actually the Nepali number ek (one), signifying unity, and above is a third eye signifying the all-seeing insight of the Buddha. The symbol of three eyes also appears prominently on shrines associated with the Kumari, who wears a painted third eye during Dashain and Indra Jatra.



Investigate the Stupa Courtyard

Swayambhunath’s supporting shrines

Alongside souvenir stalls and cafes, Swayambhunath’s great stupa is ringed by a forest of smaller shrines and chaityas (small stupas) spanning centuries’ worth of styles, many fusing Hindu and Buddhist motifs. Set aside around half an hour or so to explore in detail.

Above the eastern stairway is an enormous gold dorje (thunderbolt) symbol, representing the power of enlightenment destroying ignorance. The two white shikhara temples on either side of the great stupa are sacred to Anantapura and Pratapura, representing King Pratap Malla and his wife. Just beyond, near the dimly lit Sculpture Museum (free admission) and a small gompa, the gilded, metal-panel-encased pagoda-style Harati (Ajima) Temple is devoted to the Hindu goddess of smallpox and fertility.

Symbols of deities representing the five elements – Vasupura (earth), Vayupura (air), Nagpura (water), Agnipura (fire) and Shantipura (ether) – lie dotted around the hilltop (marked by small plaques). To the rear of the complex, towards the Shantipura shrine, look out for a handsome 7th-century statue of Dipankara, the Buddha of Light.

Walk from Thamel to Swayambhunath

The scenic route to Swayambhunath

Walking is the most enjoyable way to reach Swayambhunath, and you can reach the stupa from Thamel in less than an hour.

Starting from the back entrance to the Kathmandu Guest House go west along Kushlechaur Marg past the International Guest House and drop down to busy Swayambhu Marg. Go straight across and you’ll soon reach the entrance to the three-tiered Indrani Temple beside the Vishnumati River, with skull carvings on its roof timbers and busy cremation ghats beside the river.

Follow the river north and cross this rather clogged watercourse on a rickety pedestrian bridge, then swing into the Shobabaghwati Temple on the far bank, with its gaudy painted Hindu statues. Just south, past a collection of statues and chaityas, steps lead steeply uphill to the courtyard-style, brick-and-timber Bijeshwari Temple, containing an impressive collection of antique chaityas and statues of a string of Buddhist deities.

Follow the stairway uphill past shops selling Buddhist prayer beads and gau (Tibetan amulets) to reach the village of Bijeshwori, about 15 minutes east of the main steps to the great stupa along mostly level Swayambhu Marg. There are several cafes and restaurants on the way where you can pause to recharge before tackling the eastern steps to the stupa.

Where to Eat at Swayambhunath

Sat Saheb: A charming vegan cafe, run by followers of the Indian mystic Kabir, serving delicious teas and curries with beetroot, carrot and millet rotis. 6am-6.30pm $

Mitho Daal Bhat House: Locals’ hangout with good-value veg and non-veg daal bhaat, momos and sekuwa (spiced meat skewers). 7.30am-9.30pm $$

Korean Diner: A great stop for bibimbap served the proper way, in a stone bowl with meat strands, veggies and a soft egg soaking into the rice. 10am-10pm $$$

Lamee Coffee: A sleek, multi-level coffee house and restaurant serving a Western-inspired menu of pizzas, sandwiches, burgers, soups and salads. 7am-9pm $$$
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THE TIBETAN PATH TO NEPAL

The Kathmandu Valley is a vibrant hub for Tibetan Buddhist culture, which first arrived with yak caravans travelling along the ancient salt route between India and Tibet. Since 1950, however, Tibetan enclaves in Nepal have been swelled by refugees fleeing persecution in Tibet.

Nepal’s move from monarchy to Maoist republic in 2008 bought the country politically closer to China. Since then, Tibetans have faced creeping restrictions, from bans on demonstrations to heavy-handed policing on politically sensitive dates, such as the anniversary of the enthronement of the Dalai Lama.

With Nepal caught between two powerful neighbours, the country’s status as a haven for Tibetan Buddhist culture, and Tibetan people, remains in the balance.



Go Museum-Hopping

Dive into Nepal’s history

On the road leading to the stupa’s car park, the overlooked Natural History Museum (nhmnepal.edu.np; admission Rs 200; closed Saturday) is worth a visit for its beetle-chewed collection of bones and startled-looking taxidermy, including oddities such as a pickled baby rhino and hornbills laid flat as if in repose.

Further south, the equally overlooked but fascinating National Museum (nationalmuseum.gov.np; admission Rs 150; closed Tuesday) preserves an exquisite collection of paubha cloth paintings and religious statues, royal weaponry, arthritic-looking stuffed animals, old coins and one of the first cars to arrive in Nepal – carried here from India by porters in the early 1900s. Look out for the gallery of stolen sculptures and artworks reclaimed by Nepal from museums and private collections around the world.

Across the road, the curious Military Museum (admission Rs 100; closed Tuesday) is full of weapons, uniforms and paintings showing Nepal’s soldiers vanquishing surprised-looking villagers and rival armies.

Note that bags must be left in free lockers at the museums, and there’s a fee if you want to use your camera or phone camera.


SWAYAMBHUNATH-INSPIRED STUPAS

The great stupa at Swayambhunath has inspired copies around Kathmandu, all topped by the gilded, 13-level spire. Visit Shree Gha Stupa and Yatkha Bahal, south of Thamel, and Tukan Bahal, south of Durbar Sq, to see the similarities.




UNDERSTANDING PRAYER WHEELS

Whether handheld, room-sized, or spun by wind or water, prayer wheels play an integral role in the practice of Tibetan Buddhism. In fact, these devotional objects are some of the world’s most ingenious labour-saving devices. Inside every prayer wheel is a roll of paper or cloth, containing a Buddhist mantra – usually om mani padme hum (‘hail to the jewel in the lotus’) – repeated hundreds, thousands or even millions of times. Every spin of the wheel is believed to be spiritually equivalent to orally reciting all of these mantras – a vast economy of scale. You don’t have to be Buddhist to enjoy the meditative feeling of spinning the prayer wheels (always clockwise) at Buddhist shrines.
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SWAYAMBHUNATH OR BOUDHANATH?

If you have to choose between Swayambhunath and Boudhanath, Swayambhunath is closer to the centre, and the trip up the monkey-thronged eastern stairway is one of Kathmandu’s most memorable experiences.







Boudhanath

BUDDHIST WONDERS | SPIRITUAL JOURNEYS | RICH HISTORY


The district of Boudha (pronounced ‘boh-dah’) lies across the busy Ring Rd to the east of Kathmandu, dominated by the great stupa of Boudhanath, measuring 100m across and 40m high. You can’t – and shouldn’t – miss it.

As recently as the 1960s, the stupa was surrounded by peaceful farmland, but since then thousands of Tibetans have set up home here, creating a mini Lhasa-in-exile on the fringes of Kathmandu. Every day, a tide of pilgrims encircles the great stupa beneath billowing prayer flags and the watchful eyes of the Buddha, gazing out from the gilded central spire.

This is one of the few places in the world where Tibetan Buddhist culture is accessible and unfettered. The lanes around the stupa are crammed with monasteries and workshops producing accessories essential for Tibetan Buddhist life. On the same trip, you can visit the smaller stupa at Chabahil and the important Hindu temple and funeral site at Pashupatinath.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Boudhanath Stupa

2Pashupatinath Temple

SIGHTS

3Bachhareshwari Temple

4cremation ghats

5Gorakhnath Temple

6Guhyeshwari Temple

7Guru Lhakhang

8Harati (Ajima) Shrine

9Jamchen Lhakhang

10Jayabageshwori Temple

11Ka-Nying Shedrub Ling Gompa

12lingam shrines

13Ram Temple

14Shechen Tengyi Dargyeling Gompa

15Small chaityas

16Taragaon Next

17Tashi Samtenling Gompa

18Vishwarup Temple

● whitewash courtyard (see 8)

activities, courses & tours

19Kunphen Tibetan Medical Center

20Rangjung Yeshe Institute

21Sound Planetarium

Sleeping

22Dragon Guest House

23Hotel Tibet International

24Hyatt Regency Kathmandu

25Rokpa Guest House

26Shechen Guest House

EATING

27Cafe Caravan

28CD Laphing Center

29Pho 99

30Roadhouse Cafe

31Shambhala Cafe

32Utpala Cafe

33White Zambala

DRInking & nightlife

34Himalayan Java

35Ugyen Cafe

SHOPPING

36Tsering Art School




GETTING AROUND

Getting to Boudhanath by taxi can be expensive and slow, but you can take a Pathao motorbike for a fraction of the price in much less time. Alternatively, take a public bus or minibus from in front of the Kathmandu Mall on Kantipath. In the opposite direction, look for a minibus to ‘RNAC’ or ‘NAC’. Full-sized buses to ‘Ratna Park’ may drop you at a stand east of the Tundikhel on Bag Bazaar Sadak, a long walk from the bazaars and Thamel.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Evenings are perhaps the most evocative time to visit Boudhanath, particularly on the night of the full moon. Pilgrims gather in droves, lighting thousands of butter lamps, and the air is filled with acrid incense.



Circumambulate Boudhanath Stupa

Kathmandu’s Buddhist wonder

The pinnacle of Buddhist architecture in Nepal, the beautiful Boudhanath Stupa (entry Rs 400) was erected sometime after 600 CE by the Tibetan king Songtsen Gampo as an act of penance after accidentally killing his father. The original monument was wrecked by 14th-century invaders from the Bengal sultanate, but quickly rebuilt in the current elaborate style.

Set on a mandala-shaped plinth and strung with strands of brightly coloured prayer flags, the stupa is highly symbolic. The plinth represents Earth, the kumbha (dome) is water, the harmika (square tower) is fire, the glimmering spire is air – with 13 tiers representing the 13 stages to enlightenment – and the golden umbrella at the top is the ether beyond space.

The stupa is ringed by prayer wheels – kept constantly spinning by pilgrims – and 108 (an auspicious number in Tibetan culture) small images of the Dhyani Buddha Amitabha, alongside a collection of small chaityas.

By the small Harati (Ajima) Shrine, dedicated to the Hindu goddess of smallpox, a gateway offers access to the upper level of the plinth on special occasions such as the full moon. Note the whitewash courtyard where attendants prepare whitewash and saffron water to refresh the lotus-petal designs on the dome.


Come in the morning or afternoon to join pilgrims making a ritual circuit of the stupa, with particularly committed devotees measuring the distance by lying prostrate between each step.


BOUDHANATH’S CREATIVE SIDE

Boudha is a centre for the production of votive objects for the practice of Tibetan Buddhism. In the lanes behind the stupa, metalworkers hammer repoussé designs into prayer wheels, butter lamps, gau (amulet boxes) and votive objects, workshops make drums and bells (and drum and bell covers), painters craft thangkas (religious cloth paintings), woodcarvers craft furniture and non-perishable ‘butter’ sculptures for home shrines, and shops sell everything from Tibetan carpets to plastic imitation kapalas (human skull bowls). The most interesting stores and workshops are in the lanes north and west of the stupa.



Visit Boudhanath’s Other Shrines

Intriguing sacred sites

There are several important shrines flanking the great stupa. The Sakya-school Jamchen Lhakhang on the west side of the stupa courtyard, near the popular Himalayan Java cafe, houses a huge three-storey statue of Jampa (Maitreya), the Future Buddha, depicted wearing an ornate, jewel-encrusted gold crown. The statue’s hands are in the dharmachakra mudra position, symbolising the turning of the dharma wheel. The chapel murals include pictures of former king Tribhuvan and his wife alongside myriad Buddhas, bodhisattvas and protector deities.

The prominent Guru Lhakhang on the north side of the courtyard has impressive murals, giant prayer wheels, a rooftop butter lamp shrine with great views and an impressive collection of statues of lamas, bodhisattvas and protector deities such as lion-faced Sengdongma and ferocious-looking Maha Guru.

Beside the Guru Lhakhang, check out the enormous bell and the plaque commemorating Japanese monk and traveller Ekai Kawaguchi, who stayed here in 1899 before heading off on a remarkable journey to Mustang and Tibet.


BOUDHANATH’S BACKSTORY

Some claim that the great stupa at Boudhanath contains relics of the past Buddha, Kashyapa. Others say it contains a bone of Siddhartha Gautama, the historical Buddha. What is certain is that the shrine has existed in one form or other for more than a millennium. While the stupa was significantly upgraded by Songtsen Gampo, Licchavi inscriptions talk of a stupa on this site since at least the 5th century CE. According to Guru Rinpoche, who spread Buddhism across the Himalaya in the 8th century, the original chaitya was erected by a female poultry farmer called Samvari, who petitioned the king for land to honour the bones of Kashyapa and was rewarded with Buddhahood for her efforts.



Attend Prayers at a Buddhist Monastery

Monastery-hopping at Boudhanath

There are more fascinating gompas, many with cafes and guesthouses, dotted around the back lanes. Visitors are usually welcome to attend prayers at around 5am and 3pm, but most gompas close at lunchtime. Remove your shoes and refrain from taking photos inside chapels.

Just northeast of the stupa, the Tashi Samtenling Gompa belongs to the Gelugpa school and features some refined mural work. Follow the lane leading northeast (Phulbari Marg) to reach a string of other monasteries.

The important Ka-Nying Shedrub Ling Gompa (shedrub.org) has ties to both the Nyingma and Kagyu schools and is a popular destination for foreign Buddhists studying at the attached Rangjung Yeshe Institute. Its central prayer hall is full of recently refreshed murals.

A short walk to the west, the Shechen Tengyi Dargyeling Gompa (shechen.org) was established by the famous Nyingmapa lama Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche to replace the destroyed Shechen Gompa in Tibet – it’s home to more than 300 monks of all ages. The gompa’s cosy Ugyen Cafe is a delightful spot for a coffee, and the attached Tsering Art School (tseringschool.org; closed weekends) trains young artists in thangka painting and other traditional arts.



BIG DAYS AT BOUDHANATH

Certain dates at Boudhanath are particularly auspicious. Pilgrims gather in vast numbers every full moon, transforming the great stupa into a light show of glinting butter lamps. Things go into overdrive in April/May for Buddha Jayanti (Saga Dawa), marking the birth, enlightenment and death of the Buddha. The other big date on the calendar is Losar, the Tibetan New Year, in February/March – horns are blown, a portrait of the Dalai Lama is paraded and monks perform masked chaam dances at surrounding monasteries. On auspicious days, you may see attendants repainting the stupa from a giant tank of whitewash, and throwing buckets of saffron-dyed water to create lotus petal patterns around the dome.
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Study Buddhism

Meditate the Tibetan way

Boudhanath has become a busy centre for foreign students of Buddhism, with regular classes and lecture programmes by celebrated lamas (teachers) such as Ani Choying Drolma. Check cafe noticeboards for upcoming events.

The Rangjung Yeshe Institute (ryi.org) at Ka-Nying Shedrub Ling Gompa is highly respected, with in-depth courses in meditation and philosophy, including a week-long Buddhist seminar in November (fees by donation).

A 40-minute walk (or a 10-minute Pathao ride) north from Boudhanath, lofty Kopan Monastery (kopanmonastery.org) was founded by Lama Thubten Yeshe – the quest to find his reincarnation in 1984 inspired the Bernardo Bertolucci film Little Buddha. It offers popular residential programmes lasting from five to 10 days, and a month-long retreat in November. Apply ahead as spaces fill quickly and casual visitors are not admitted while courses are running.

To check your holistic health, book a consultation at Kunphen Tibetan Medical Center (tel 01-4586198; consultations Rs 300), one of several Tibetan clinics on the west side of the stupa courtyard. On the lane south of Ka-Nying Shedrub Ling Monastery, Sound Planetarium (soundplanetarium.com; singing bowl healing US$65) offers immersive sound bath treatments.

Best Places to Snack

CD Laphing Center: Tasty laphing – cold rice noodle-dough sheets with chilli sauce and tofu or bhujia (crispy gram-flour noodles). 9am-8pm $

Cafe Caravan: A friendly coffee shop and cafe overlooking the stupa, serving momos, thukpa (noodle soup) and other local snacks. 6.30am-7.30pm $$

Himalayan Java: The cosiest branch of this Kathmandu chain, with an elevated location beside the great stupa and good tea, coffee and snacks. 7am-8pm $$$

Utpala Cafe: North of the stupa, luring meditation students with a calm courtyard and healthy breakfasts, Indian curries, pasta, sandwiches and salads. 7am-9pm $$$

Get a Glimpse of Pashupatinath Temple

Nepal’s most sacred site

Southwest of Boudhanath, Pashupatinath Temple (admission to the Pashupatinath sacred area Rs 1000) – Nepal’s most important Hindu temple – rises above the banks of the holy Bagmati River, surrounded by cremation ghats, pilgrim shelters, small shrines and a bustling market selling essential pilgrim paraphernalia.

The two-tiered Newari-style mandir was constructed in 1696, but it has been a site of worship for much longer. Only Hindus are allowed to enter the temple courtyard, but you can catch tantalising glimpses of what’s going on from the main gate, where an enormous golden statue of Nandi faces towards a revered lingam representing Shiva as Pashupati, Lord of the Animals.

For a view from above, take the stone steps leading uphill on the east bank of the Bagmati – look for the path on the left amid a garden of small lingam shrines used as shelters by visiting sadhus (mendicant holy men).

Beside a small cafe, below a line of towering monkey puzzle trees planted by the Ranas, benches offer wonderful views over Pashupatinath Temple, the river and a line of natural meditation caves that have been used by yogis since ancient times.


DEATH IS A DOORWAY

The matter-of-fact way in which Nepal approaches the disposal of the dead is informed by religious philosophy. Hindus believe that after death, the atman (soul) returns to a new body or achieves moksha (liberation from the cycle of life and death), dictated by the level of karma (merit for positive actions) accumulated in life. There is little squeamishness about the public cremation of the body by a holy river or body of water, but younger male relatives shave their heads and families follow a strict process of mourning, wearing white, unsewn clothing, and abstaining from salt, alcohol, meat and spices for 13 days, followed by further rituals lasting far beyond the date of the funeral.



Respectfully Observe Pashupatinath’s Cremation Ghats

Contemplate life, death and existence

East of the centre near the Ring Road, Pashupatinath is Kathmandu’s most important funerary site, with ancient stone cremation ghats lining the murky, sacred Bagmati River.

Priests maintain a busy production line, moving the departed efficiently on to the next life in a swirl of woodsmoke. As you approach the funeral ghats, you’ll observe attendants preparing for upcoming cremations, assembling bamboo stretchers and stacking wood for funeral fires.

Locals are comfortable with mortality being on public display, but less comfortable with tourists intruding on family funerals with cameras. If you want to observe cremations, do so respectfully, from a distance – ideally from across the river – without poking your camera lens into personal ceremonies.

Best Places to Eat at Boudhanath

White Zambala: Hidden down an alley on the east side of the great stupa, serving – despite the Tibetan setting – authentic, spicy Chinese dishes. 6.30am-9.30pm $$

Shambhala Cafe: This lively cafe near Ka-Nying Sheldrup Ling Gompa has great lunch boxes of curries, shabhaley (meat pasties), ting momo and rice. 7am-8pm $$

Pho 99: Tasty Vietnamese soups and stir fries, bringing some fresh herby flavours as a change from momos and dhaal bhat. 10.30am-9pm $$$

Roadhouse Cafe: The familiar Roadhouse mix of pizzas, grills and world food flavours, plus front-row views of the great stupa. 11am-10pm $$$


PASHUPATINATH’S HOLY WANDERERS

Yogis – named for their commitment to the practice of yoga and meditation – have been gathering at Pashupatinath since at least the 4th century CE, and the banks of the sacred Bagmati River are lined with caves, sattals (pilgrim rest houses) and small, hut-like shrines used as shelters by wandering sadhus (ascetics), who live from alms donated by visiting pilgrims. Each shrine contains a Shiva lingam mounted on a stone yoni (womb symbol), with a mask of Bhairab facing south, a Nandi statue to the west and a bull-head waterspout to the north. On any visit to Pashupatinath, you’ll likely be approached by flamboyantly adorned sadhus offering to pose for photos in exchange for a donation.



Explore Pashupatinath’s Smaller Shrines

The less-seen Pashupatinath

Across the river from Pashupatinath, facing the small, Tantric Bachhareshwari Temple, steps rise through a forest of stone lingam shrines that provide shelter for visiting sadhus.

As you head up the east bank, note the damaged stucco Ram Temple by the river, and the trident-adorned, shrine-ringed Gorakhnath Temple on the hilltop, sacred to the Indian yogi who invented hatha yoga. Nearby, an avenue of towering trees leads to the courtyard-encircled, Mughal-influenced Vishwarup Temple, under restoration after the 2015 earthquake.

On the far side of the hill, the 17th-century Guhyeshwari Temple is sacred to Sati, the wife of Shiva, in her terrible manifestation as Kali. Only Hindus can enter this shakti peetha, marking the spot where the goddess’ knees fell to Earth as a grieving Shiva carried her crumbling body.

For more temple action, follow the lane leading west from the Pashupatinath Temple up to and across the Ring Road, passing a chain of Newari temples, including the imposing, three-tiered Jayabageshwori Temple, with its striking mural of blue Bhairab.

Sample Local Life at Chabahil

An overlooked Buddhist relic

En route to Boudhanath, drop by Chabahil, just inside the Ring Rd, to explore a collection of intriguing local shrines. The fourth-largest stupa in Kathmandu, the towering white Charumati Stupa was reputedly founded by Charumati, daughter of the emperor Ashoka in the 3rd century BCE. In 2003, workers repairing damage caused by vibrations from the Ring Road uncovered a treasure trove of coins, inscriptions and artefacts from the Licchavi period.

Take the lane north of the stupa, and turn left at a white chaitya to reach the brick-and-timber Charumati Vihar, the medieval Buddhist monastery once occupied by the stupa attendants. Just west is the two-tiered Chandra Binayak Ganesh Temple, enshrining a tiny silver image of Ganesh, with a Budhanilkantha-style statue of Narayan reclining on his serpent bed, and a reclining brass image of a vetala (a fortune-telling spirit of the charnel grounds).

Between Boudhanath and Chabahil, the intriguing Taragaon Next (taragaonnext.com; entry Rs 150) has illustrations, photos and maps created by early international visitors to Nepal, set inside a modernist complex built as a hostel for artists and architects in the 1970s. It’s open daily from 10am to 5.30pm.




Places We Love to Stay

$ Budget $$ Midrange $$$ Top End

Durbar Sq & Southern Kathmandu MAP, MAP

World Heritage Hotel $$ Also known as Dwarika’s Chhen, offering brick-lined rooms with carved timbers as close as you can get to Durbar Sq.

Baber Mahal Vilas $$$ Rana-style rooms, Newari-style rooms, gompa-style rooms, plus a stylish pool in the Baber Mahal Revisited complex.

Samsara Apartments $$$ A stylish secret hideaway at Baber Mahal Revisited, with three rooms full of real personality.

Thamel & Around MAPS, here

Flock Hostel $ A hip hostel space with an open-sided elevated cafe and thoroughly modern rooms or dorms.

Yakety Yak $ A happening hostel in the thick of things on Amrit Marg, with a bright cafe, a roof terrace and private rooms or dorms.

Garden Home B&B $ Calm, old-fashioned cheapie in the lanes west of Paknajol Marg, with rooftop views and a peaceful garden.

Hotel Ganesh Himal $$ This secluded charmer, just south of the Chhetrapati junction, offers delightful staff and spacious rooms around a quiet courtyard.

International Guest House $$ A relaxed courtyard garden and cosy coffee shop separate this brick-and-timber Newari-style place from the crowd.

Thamel Eco Resort $$ Tidy rooms and a garden you’ll actually want to spend time in mark out this attractive mid-ranger hidden down a lane off Thamel Marg.

Nirvana Boutique Hotel $$ A delightful haven set in a philodendron-filled garden north of JP Marg, with smart, inviting rooms spread over several quiet buildings.

Hotel Vajra $$ Peaceful and atmospheric brick-and-timber hotel in lush gardens off the road to Swayambhunath.

Kathmandu Guest House $$$ The original Kathmandu Guest House has hosted everyone from LP-founder Tony Wheeler to Ricky Martin, and it keeps improving.

Kantipur Temple House $$$ A true Thamel character, this grand brick-and-timber place is built around a bahal-style courtyard in the classic Newari style.

Dalai-La Boutique Hotel $$$ Real design flair and a great location with just enough privacy mark out this elegant choice just north of Kathmandu Guest House.

Nepali Ghar $$$ A sophisticated, wood-lined space on Amrit Marg that riffs on Newari and Rana architectural motifs, while still feeling fresh and modern.

Eastern Kathmandu MAP

Dwarika’s Hotel $$$ Built using rescued carved timbers, this famous hotel near Pashupatinath feels like staying in a (luxurious) Nepali village.

Yak & Yeti Hotel $$$ A sumptuous Kathmandu legend, founded by the legendary Russian ballet dancer and casino entrepreneur Boris Lisanevich.

Hotel Manaslu $$$ An intimate brick-and-timber escape, with rooms full of local details, set around Newari-style courtyards and an outdoor pool.

Hotel Shanker $$$ A quirky Rana palace reinvented as a nostalgic hotel, with a big front garden and pool.

Boudhanath MAP

Dragon Guest House $ Tucked behind Shechen Gompa, with a vegetarian restaurant and spick-and-span rooms by a garden.

Rokpa Guest House $$ A friendly, unpretentious stop for meditation students, with a serene garden and cafe, supporting a children’s home.

Shechen Guest House $$ Shechen Gompa’s guesthouse is a meditative haven, with simple, welcoming rooms and a tranquil garden cafe.

Shambaling $$$ Hidden-away Shambaling takes the pilgrim rest house into boutique territory, with inviting rooms in prayer-flag colours.

Hotel Tibet International $$$ Across the main road from the stupa, with stylish, premium rooms and great views from the rooftop terrace restaurant.

Hyatt Regency Kathmandu $$$ A palace of a hotel, just west of Boudhanath – full of Nepali details and set in vast grounds.






Researched and updated by Bradley Mayhew

Kathmandu Valley
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THE CULTURAL HEARTLAND OF NEPAL

Medieval cities, sublime temples and three World Heritage Sites – in many ways the Kathmandu Valley is Nepal.
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The 30km-wide, oval-shaped Kathmandu Valley forms the political, historical and cultural heartland of Nepal. Created, according to Buddhists, from the bed of a sacred lake drained by the sword of the deity Manjushri, the basin is an increasingly urbanised patchwork of terraced fields and sacred red-brick temple towns that showcase the genius of the valley’s celebrated Newari architects and artisans.

The valley’s rich artistic heritage is a legacy of its three squabbling, medieval-era Malla kingdoms (Kathmandu, Patan and Bhaktapur), which competed against each other not just for military supremacy but also in artistic brilliance, building in the process a series of epic public squares, towering pagoda-style temples and gold-fronted royal palaces. Centuries of trade and cultural exchange with Tibet and India have further bequeathed the valley a remarkably seamless blend of artistic influences and religious practices.

Apart from the exceptional (and unmissable) UNESCO World Heritage Sites of Patan and Bhaktapur, the valley offers plenty of little-visited rural temples, bustling pilgrimage sites and traditional Newari villages, easily explored by bus, taxi or on foot. The irony is that you’ll see far fewer tourists just 10km outside Kathmandu than you would if you trekked for days along the teahouse trails of Annapurna or Everest. Prise yourself away from Kathmandu’s magnetic pull for a few days and you’ll find there’s lots to explore here.


For places to stay in the Kathmandu Valley, see here
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THE MAIN AREAS

PATAN

Ancient artisan city.

THE SOUTHERN VALLEY

Tibetan monasteries and bloodthirsty goddesses.

BHAKTAPUR

Medieval backstreets of timeless architecture.

SOUTHEASTERN VALLEY RIM

Newari towns, pilgrimage sites and rural scenery.

THE NORTHERN VALLEY

Sleeping gods and hillside hikes.

BEYOND THE KATHMANDU VALLEY

Adventure sports and a historic town.




Find Your Way

The Kathmandu Valley is compact, but traffic congestion can make getting out of town a slow process. That said, nothing in the valley is more than an hour or two’s bus ride from Kathmandu.
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Plan Your Days

Most of the sights in the Kathmandu Valley can be visited on day trips from Kathmandu or Patan, though Bhaktapur, Balthali, Dhulikhel and Nagarkot are also good places to overnight.
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Pressed for Time

• If you only have one day free, head to Bhaktapur to visit its spectacular Durbar Sq and the temple architecture of Taumadhi Tole and Tachupal Tole. Link the town’s main sights by taking our walking tour past lesser-visited backstreet temples to return to Taumadhi Tole. Have lunch overlooking one of the medieval squares and be sure to try some of the city’s famous buffalo curd.

• In the afternoon, visit the World Heritage–listed Changu Narayan Temple. From here you could hike downhill to the Sankhu road and hop on a bus or taxi to Boudhanath to join the Tibetans on a circumambulation of the huge stupa as candles are lit at dusk.





A Few Days Up Your Sleeve

• Patan and Bhaktapur definitely each deserve a full day to take in Durbar Sq and explore the charming backstreets on our walking tours. It’s worth arranging at least one meal in Patan, and try to budget some time for shopping. Patan is so close to Kathmandu that you can just pop here for dinner one evening.

• If you have an interest in Tibetan culture and religion then it’s worth heading out to either Pharping or Namobuddha. Both are pilgrimage sites – Pharping for its sacred cave used by the Tibetan master Guru Rinpoche; Namobuddha for its connection to a story from Buddha’s previous life – and both offer impressive Tibetan monasteries, pilgrimage paths and prayer flags galore.




A Weeklong Trip

• If you have up to a week, consider adding an overnight at Nagarkot to watch the sun rise over a panoramic swathe of the Himalaya, or spend a couple of days hiking the Kathmandu Valley from Panauti or Balthali to Namobuddha and Dhulikhel (forego both of these options if you’ve already been trekking).

• Make a one- or two-night trip to the adventure resorts on the Tibet border and you can throw in pulse-raising canyoning, a bungee jump, some rafting or even a kayaking course. It’s a great chance to get out of the built-up valley and into some wilder landscapes.

• If you are headed back from trekking in the Langtang region, be sure to stop for a restorative overnight at the Famous Farm in Nuwakot.



Seasonal highlights

Unlike much of Nepal, the Kathmandu Valley is good to visit year-round, though the monsoon months of June to September can be hot, wet and muddy.

FEBRUARY

Winter often brings morning fog to the valley but the daytime temperatures are very comfortable. The Tibetan New Year festival of Losar is a good time to visit the temples of Pharping and Namobuddha.

APRIL

Witness spectacular chariot and palanquin processions in Bhaktapur and nearby Thimi, marking the New Year festival of Bisket Jatra. Spring blooms liven up the valley’s forests and hillsides.

MAY

Patan’s biggest festival involves the month-long procession of a huge temple chariot, transporting the god Rato Machhendranath around town in a collective prayer for generous monsoon rains to arrive in June.

AUGUST

The height of the monsoon rains. Thousands bathe in the sacred pools of Patan’s Kumbeshwar Temple during the Janai Purnima festival; Krishna’s birthday is celebrated at the city’s Krishna Temple.

SEPTEMBER

The second half of the month brings the end of the monsoon and a fraction of October’s tourists, though weather can be unpredictable. Relatively high temperatures but the valley is at its greenest.

OCTOBER

Post-monsoon weather brings clear Himalayan views to Nagarkot, plus a colourful festival in Budhanilkantha, as Vishnu awakes from his monsoon slumber. High season.

NOVEMBER

Continued good Himalayan views, with an increasing evening chill in the air, as well as dramatic nighttime masked Kartik dances in Patan’s Durbar Sq, make this our favourite month to explore the valley.





Patan
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MEDIEVAL ARCHITECTURE | BACKSTREET COURTYARDS | GLOBAL CUISINE


Once a fiercely independent city-state and one of the valley’s three great medieval cities, Patan (pah-tan) is now only separated from sprawling Kathmandu by the murky Bagmati River. To this day, many locals still call the city by its original Sanskrit name of Lalitpur (City of Beauty) or by its Newari name, Yala.

Patan’s charm lies in its medieval network of tole (squares) and bahal (courtyards), which together house more than 1000 Buddhist monuments. Its Durbar Sq boasts some of Nepal’s grandest temples and royal architecture, most of which date from the Malla glory days of the 16th to 18th centuries.

Be sure also to take advantage of the fair-trade shops and cosmopolitan restaurants catering to the many NGO workers who are based here. Patan is worth a full-day trip from Kathmandu; even better, stay overnight and have the city’s backstreets all to yourself.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Golden Temple (Kwa Bahal)

SIGHTS

2Durbar Sq

3I Baha Bahi

4Kumbeshwar Temple

5Mahabouddha Temple

6Minnath Temple

7Northern Stupa

8Pim Bahal Pokhari

9Purna Museum of Newa Art

10Rato Machhendranath Temple

11Southern Stupa

12Uku Bahal

13Western Stupa

Sleeping

14Cosy Nepal

15Hostel Next Door

16Inn Patan

17Newa Chen

● Traditional Homes Swotha (see 16)

18Traditional Stay

EATING

19Aambo Momo

20Binu’s Laphing Center

21Dhokaima Cafe

22Dipin Donuts

23El Mediterraneo

24Frenzie Fries

25Honacha

26Kwaycha Newari Khaja Ghar

27Mithila Thali

● Nandini Newari Food Court (see 14)

28Nandini Newari Food Court (Pim Bahal Branch)

29Patan Museum Café

30Pho 99

31Pimbahal Fresh Potato Chips Corner

● Raithaane (see 16)

32Shree Bangalamukhi Swadista Mahabharat Momo

33Sing Ma Food Court

34Taza

35Village Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

36Base Camp Bar

37Brewpublic

38Cafephillia

39House 5

40Kar.ma Cafe

● Moksh (see 40)

41Nepal Micropub

SHOPPING

42Dhukuti

43Jawalakhel Handicraft Centre

44Kumbeshwar Technical School

45Mahaguthi

46Sana Hastakala

47The Local Project Shop

TRANSPORT

48Lagankhel Bus Station

49Patan Dhoka Bus Stand




GETTING AROUND

Buses run from Kathmandu’s Ratna Park to Patan’s Patan Dhoka or Lagankhel stands, but it’s much easier to jump in a taxi or organise a cheaper (rarely more than US$1) fixed-price motorbike ride via the Pathao app. You can pick up a minibus back to Kathmandu from junctions at Jawalakhel, Pulchowk or Patan Dhoka. Tourist-oriented taxis congregate at the southern end of Durbar Sq. The southern Lagankhel bus stand has bus and minibus services to the southern Kathmandu Valley.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Walking is the most pleasurable way to get around Patan’s old town. Coming from Kathmandu, get dropped by taxi at Patan Dhoka and walk the 10 minutes to Durbar Sq. Better still, follow our North of Durbar Sq walking tour to the square.



Golden Temple (Kwa Bahal)

Gilded temple with a sublime Buddha image

Finding this magnificent Buddhist temple courtyard is fun in itself, with entrances through a secret back doorway on our North of Durbar Sq walking tour or via the winding backstreets north of Durbar Sq. With roots stretching back to the 12th century, the gilded metal facade of the Golden Temple (entry Rs 100) is one of the most beautiful in Patan. Interestingly, the main priest of the temple is a young boy under the age of 12, who serves for 30 days before handing the job over to another young boy. Look for yellow tortoises pottering around the compound – these are the temple guardians!

Entering from the main east gate, remove your shoes and any leather articles to go into the lower courtyard. Two elephant statues guard the main temple (built 1409), the central deity of which is an incredibly ornate statue of Sakyamuni Buddha. To the left and right of the courtyard are shrines containing a statue of a Green Tara and the Bodhisattva Vajrasattva wearing an impressive silver-and-gold cape. Facing the main temple is a smaller shrine containing a ‘naturally arisen’ (swayambhu) chaitya (small stupa).

The four corners of the courtyard have statues of four Lokeshvaras (incarnations of Avalokiteshvara) and four monkeys, which hold out jackfruits as offerings. Climb the stairway to the upper-floor chapel to be transported to Tibet, with colourful wall murals that include a wheel of life. Finally, as you leave the temple at the southern exit, look up to see an embossed mandala mounted on the ceiling. The temple is open from 5am to 6pm.



TOP EXPERIENCE
Durbar Sq

The mass of temples, palace courtyards and monuments in Patan’s central Durbar Sq is perhaps the single most visually stunning display of Newari architecture in Nepal. Exploring the square, or taking it all in from a temple platform, is a real joy and one of the highlights of a Nepal visit.
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DON’T MISS

Patan Museum

Sundari Chowk

Krishna Temple

Golden Gate

Mul Chowk

Tusha Hiti

Bhimsen Temple

Bhandarkhal water tank




PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code to visit Patan Museum’s website.
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The Northern Temples

The Indian-style stone Krishna Temple at the northern end of Durbar Sq is the earliest stone temple of its type in Nepal and is still full of activity; you’ll often hear temple musicians playing upstairs. Nearby is the rectangular Bhimsen Temple (1682), dedicated to the god of business, where you can climb upstairs to view the wide-eyed statue of Bhimsen. Look also for the wonderful sunken pool of the Manga Hiti and, to the south, the brass statue of King Yoganarendra Malla and his queens atop their tall central column. The column toppled in the 2015 earthquake, but has since been restored.

Patan Museum

The northernmost courtyard of Patan’s Royal Palace houses the acclaimed Patan Museum, easily Nepal’s best museum, and one of the finest collections of religious art in Asia. The displays are an essential introduction to the art, architecture and religious symbolism of the Kathmandu Valley, and will change how you see Nepal’s temples, so try to visit at the start of your trip. It’s open from 8am to 6.30pm and photography is allowed. Plus it now includes a branch of MoNA.

Access to the museum is through the dramatically engraved and gilded Golden Gate (Sun Dhoka), constructed in 1734, above which is a window made from gold foil wrapped around a timber frame, where the king once made public appearances.

Royal Palace

Forming the entire eastern side of Durbar Sq, Patan’s Royal Palace was originally built in the 14th century and so predates rival palaces in both Kathmandu and Bhaktapur. Pass underneath the strings of buffalo guts that adorn the Bhairab gateway to enter Mul Chowk, the largest of the palace’s three squares. The central gilded Bidyapith Temple, beside a wooden post used to secure animals for sacrifices, is dedicated to Yantaju, a personal deity to the Malla kings.

On the south side of the chowk is the Taleju Bhawani Temple, flanked by statues of the river goddesses Ganga (on a tortoise) and Jamuna, while in the northeastern corner is the tall Degutalle Temple, topped by an octagonal triple-roofed tower. The larger, triple-roofed Taleju Temple to the north overlooks Durbar Sq, and is dedicated to another protective deity of the Malla kings.

Southern Palace Buildings

South of Mul Chowk is the smaller Sundari Chowk, where you should appreciate the superbly carved sunken water tank known as Tusha Hiti. Built in 1647, the tank has 72 carved stone plaques depicting Tantric deities and was used by the king for ritual ablutions. Ancient carved wooden struts are scattered in the corners of the courtyard. On the way out, look at the easily missed Bhandarkhal water tank, once the main water supply for the palace, with a charming meditation pavilion.

Back in Durbar Sq, the traditional gateway (now closed) to Sundari Chowk features three magnificent statues: of Hanuman (barely recognisable beneath orange paint layers), elephant-headed Ganesh, and Vishnu as Narsingha, the man-lion, tearing out a demon’s entrails.
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TOP TIPS

• You need an hour or two to do justice to the Patan Museum, so take a break halfway at the peaceful Patan Museum Café.

• For a preview of the museum’s highlights and the story of its renovation, visit asianart.com/patan-museum.

• Savour panoramic views over Durbar Sq from one of the several restaurants that border the square.

• Entry to Durbar Sq (Rs 1000) includes admission to Patan Museum. Ticket booths are at the northern and southern ends of the square.

• To visit for up to 10 days, bring your passport and ask to have your visa validity date written on the back of the ticket.




WALKING TOURS & DURBAR SQ

To see the very best Patan has to offer, reach Durbar Sq on our North of Durbar Sq walking tour, then visit the square from north to south as described, and after lunch head south on our South of Durbar Sq walk. You’ll see all the main sights as well as many of the city’s best-kept secrets.






ASHOKA STUPAS

Legend claims that the four ancient stupas marking the boundaries of Patan were built when the great Buddhist emperor Ashoka visited the valley 2500 years ago. Join pilgrims on a clockwise walk around all four stupas during the full moon of August.

Northern Stupa: Beyond the Kumbeshwar Temple, towards Sankhamul ghats, restored and with a stone megalith on its western side.

Southern Stupa: South of Lagankhel bus station.

Western Stupa: Covered in grass beside Pulchowk, where steps lead up to the Buddhist Aksheshwar Mahavihar monastery.

Eastern Stupa: Well east of the centre, marking the city limits, across Kathmandu’s Ring Rd.



Witness the Epic Rato Machhendranath Festival

Awesome chariot festival in April/May

A five-minute walk south of Durbar Sq is the revered three-storey Rato Machhendranath Temple. Dedicated to the god of rain and abundance, the temple intertwines Buddhism and Hinduism, with Buddhists regarding Rato (Red) Machhendranath as an incarnation of Avalokiteshvara, while Hindus see him as an incarnation of Shiva.

The temple’s four ornate doorways are guarded by stone snow lions, and the four corners of the temple plinth feature yeti-like demons known as kyah, while the freestanding pillars at the front of the temple hold a curious collection of caged metal animals. The temple was built in 1673, but there’s been some kind of temple on this site since at least 1408.

The main image in the temple is just a crudely carved piece of painted wood, but each year in the Nepali month of Baisakh it forms the centrepiece of one of Nepal’s most spectacular festivals, as residents make a collective plea for generous monsoon rains. Immediately prior to the festival, the scattered timbers of Rato Machhendranath’s massive ratha (chariot) are gathered and assembled, and the statue is installed on his awesome coach. It takes a full month to haul the tottering chariot across Patan to Jawalakhel, where the chariot is dismantled.

The highlight of the festival is the Bhoto Jatra, or showing of the sacred vest. According to legend, the jewelled vest was given to the god for safekeeping after a dispute between two potential owners. Every year, the vest is displayed three times in order to give the owner the chance to claim it.

If you’re in Nepal in April/May, it’s well worth braving the crowds to witness the superbly chaotic procession. The main chariot is so large and heavy that the Nepali army is called in to help. From Jawalakhel, Rato Machhendranath is conveyed on a khat (palanquin) to his second home in the traditional village of Bungamati, 6km to the south.

Across the road from the Rato Machhendranath Temple, you can visit the Minnath Temple – Minnath is considered to be the god’s little brother and joins the procession in his own smaller chariot.


MACHHENDRANATH’S SECOND HOME

For more on the birthplace of Rato Machhendranath at Bungamati, and the shrine where he spends six months a year, see here.



Drinking: Best Cafes in Patan

Dhokaima Cafe: Atmospheric Rana-era architecture, a full food menu and a courtyard garden, attached to Patan’s best bookstore. 7.30am-10pm $$

Kar.ma Cafe: The best in organic, single-origin, Nepali-grown coffee, upstairs in the Gyan Mandala complex, with a shop selling coffee-based souvenirs. 7am-8pm $$

House 5: Excellent range of coffees (including cold brew), plus a full menu of fresh and healthy dishes, strong on vegan and non-gluten options. 8am-9pm $$

Cafephillia: Excellent coffee choices with an irresistibly convenient air-conditioned location just southeast of Durbar Sq. 6.30am-9.30pm $



EXPLORING NORTH OF DURBAR SQ

Duck through half-hidden courtyards and winding backstreets to discover little-visited Buddhist shrines and Hindu temples.
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	START	END	LENGTH

	Patan Dhoka	Durbar Sq	1.5km; two hours



Stroll southeast to a handsome two-storey 1 Ganesh shrine, then swing right past Sulima Sq to the large 2 Pim Bahal Pokhari pond and its 600-year-old Tibetan-style stupa. At the pond’s southeast corner, walk diagonally northeast to Nakabhil sq and the red-brick 3 Lokakirti Mahavihar. Follow an alley, signposted ‘Bhaskar Varna Mahavihar’, north off the square to the Buddhist courtyard of 4 Nyakhuchowk Bahal. Pass a row of stupas to the eastern wall and go through the covered entrance, straight across an alley, into another courtyard, the 5 Naga Bahal. Veer left then right. Go through the eastern passageway to the Ilanani Courtyard and follow a diagonal path to the southeastern corner to walk beneath an ornate wooden torana (lintel) and enter the back door of the 6 Golden Temple. After visiting the temple, take the main temple exit onto the street and turn left and left again. A few doors down pass the easily missed 7 Manjushri Temple on your left and continue north past a group of ancient 8 megaliths, possibly the Kathmandu Valley’s oldest objects of worship, to the impressive 9 Kumbeshwar Temple. From here, head east and take a right (south) towards Durbar Sq, stopping to admire the a Uma Maheshwar Temple, set back from the road, and the Garuda-fronted b Narayan Temple.




NEWARI RESTAURANTS TO TRY IN PATAN
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Prashanta Khanal, author of Timmur – Stories and Flavours from Nepal, offers tips on where to eat Newari (Newa) food in Patan.

I recommend trying Newa delicacies in one of many hole-in-the-wall eateries in the narrow alleys of Patan. A variety of buffalo meat dishes such chhoila (grilled meat with spices), kachila (tartare), suka-la (dried meat), khago (innards) and swan-puka (fried goat lungs) go nicely with baji (beaten rice) and thwon (rice wine). Or opt for samay baji, a platter of auspicious Newa dishes traditionally offered to deities. Wo/bara (lentil pancake) and momo – a dish brought by Newa merchants from Tibet – are local favourites, or try these overlooked sweetmeats: gundpak, pustakari, lakhamari – perfect for dessert.



A Global Food Crawl Through Jhamsikhel

A literal taste of expat life

The Jhamsikhel (‘Jhamel’) district in western Patan has the single densest collection of international restaurants in Nepal, catering to the region’s high proportion of NGO workers and expats. Arrive hungry and within a couple of blocks you can try Spanish-style tapas and paella at El Mediterranneo, Malaysian/Singaporean classics such as nasi lemak (coconut rice with anchovies) and char siew buns at Sing Ma Food Court (closed Saturday), fresh Vietnamese spring rolls and pho noodles at Pho 99, and fabulous Middle Eastern hummus, falafel and fattoush (salad with fried bread) just north at Syrian-run Taza. It’s worth heading to Taza for the baklava and kunafah desserts alone. You won’t find a tastier square kilometre in the whole of Nepal.

One bonus suggestion: sharpen your appetite with a draft Sherpa Brewery IPA at one of Patan’s excellent nearby craft beer bars.

View Contemporary Art at the Purna Museum of Newa Art

Tap into Patan’s art scene

If a visit to Durbar Sq’s Patan Museum or Kathmandu’s MoNA has left you hungry for more Newari art, head to the Purna Museum of Newa Art, home to a private collection of contemporary Newari art that has only been open to the public since 2023.

The upper-floor Boddhisvattva Gallery (bodhisattvagallery.com; admission free) showcases paintings commissioned from local artists, while the basement museum (admission Rs 500) displays the highest-quality statues and paintings, alongside excellent captions explaining the artistic process (did you know that up to eight specialised craftspeople work on a single statue?). The galleries are small but the work is of the highest quality and displays a fine mix of tradition and innovation. The museum is open from noon to 5pm, and is closed Monday.

Drinking in Patan

Nepal Micropub: Friendly local pub with Sherpa Brewery beers, close to the restaurants of Jawalakhel and offering outdoor seating. 10am-midnight

Base Camp Bar: A grungier, unpretentious option, popular with mountain bikers and teachers from the nearby British School. 10am-midnight

Brewpublic: Tasting flights of five Barahsinghe beers, plus pan-Asian food from next-door Wok & Roll; buy wine from the attached shop to drink here. 10am-10pm

Moksh: Patan’s premier live music venue and a classy garden bar-restaurant serving pizza and Burmese food; in the same courtyard as Ka.rma Cafe. 10am-11pm



SOUTH OF DURBAR SQ ON FOOT

Navigate your way through a maze of courtyards, temples, and even the home of a living goddess, in the quiet backstreets south of Durbar Sq.
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	START	END	LENGTH

	Durbar Sq	Durbar Sq	1km; 45 minutes



Head south from Durbar Sq, then take the lane leading west by a collection of brassware shops to the 1 Bishwakarma (Bishokarma) Temple, the facade of which is completely covered with embossed copper. Continuing northwest past the Vishnu shrines of Ekhalakhu junction, you’ll pass more shrines, including a three-tiered Ganesh Temple at Jenbahal junction and then a stone, shikhara-style 2 Narayan Temple.

At Purnachandi junction, turn right at the large water tank to reach the road junction at Gabahal. Turn right for about 100m to 3 Haka Bahal, the restored courtyard of the Ratnakar Mahavihar temple. Backtrack for 30m and look for a small gateway on the right (north), guarded by snow lions, leading to 4 Bubahal. Here’s where things get fun! From the Bubahal courtyard, take the far-right (northeastern) entryway and duck through a courtyard into a second 5 hidden courtyard with ornate wooden windows. Continue through the far (northeastern) corner into a third courtyard with a black chaitya. Exit via a door in the northeastern side, through a dark alleyway to yet another courtyard. Take the northern exit through a fifth courtyard to reach the main road. From here, you can take a left to join our North of Durbar Sq walking tour or turn right for Durbar Sq.
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Pim Bahal Pokhari | peacefoo/Shutterstock


PATAN’S BEST (OTHER) TEMPLES

Mahabouddha Temple: Indian shikhara-style temple covered with terracotta Buddha images and hidden in a tiny courtyard in Patan’s south.

Uku Bahal: Buddhist monastery courtyard stuffed full of statues, sacred symbols and a pair of Victorian-style lions that could have been lifted from London’s Trafalgar Sq (plus a hidden stupa out back).

Kumbeshwar Temple: One of only three five-storey temples in the Kathmandu Valley, very active and popular for its sunken water tanks.

I Baha Bahi: Just south of Durbar Sq, a large doorway flanked by black lions with Cheshire-cat grins leads to this handsome 15th-century Buddhist monastery.



Hit a Junk Food High at Pim Bahal

Join locals in some classy street food

In recent years the delightful medieval pond, temple and stupa of Pim Bahal Pokhari has attracted an informal, affordable concentration of Nepali comfort food joints, overlooking dreamy views of the central pavilion reflected in the serene pond. Haute cuisine it may not be, but it is one of the best eating experiences for families with kids and it’s a great place to meet young Nepalis in their own space. Come early, though, as most places are closed by 8pm.

Start with Pimbahal Fresh Potato Chips Corner, southeast of the pool, which sells two dozen flavours of home-made chips (crisps if you are British), flavoured with various salty combos of cheese, chilli and garlic; you can ask to taste any flavours you like the sound of. They also sell a dozen kinds of dalmuth (Bombay Mix).

Just round the corner is Binu’s Laphing Center (closed Saturday), one of several places dishing up varieties of laphing, Tibetan-style cold gelatinous noodles served with crunchy noodles (‘chauchau’), chilli, peanuts and optional keema (mincemeat). It’s a spicy taste explosion. Alternatively, head next door to Frenzie Fries for the best loaded fries (try the lemon chilli, sour cream or bacon and guacamole versions), as well as Korean-style kimbap sushi.

For dessert head 50m to Dipin Donuts and watch them fill freshly made doughnuts with vanilla cream or chocolate and then get creative with the dozen types of toppings and glazes.

If the adults want some actual nutrition, you can always head to the Pim Bahal branch of Nandini Newari Food Court for a plate of traditional home-cooked Newari food. Just point to what you want.

Eating in Patan: Best Nepali Food

Mithila Thali: Brainchild of UK MasterChef champion Santosh Shah, celebrating the Mithila food of the Terai; superb thalis, pickles and lassis. 7.30am-10pm $$

Shree Bangalamukhi Swadista Mahabharat Momo: Momos with soupy tangy dip made from sour local lapsi fruit; near Patan Dhoka. 10am-8.30pm $

Raithaane: Innovative, delicious cuisine from across Nepal, using seasonal ingredients, in a cool environment. Recommended. noon-8pm Tue-Sun $$

Aambo Momo: Big brother of the Kathmandu momo stall, in a restaurant setting but serving the same fantastic pork momos (‘food for the Nepali soul’). noon-8pm $

Shopping for Buddha Statues & Tibetan Carpets

Patan’s best handicrafts

Patan is Nepal’s most renowned centre for bronze casting and other metal arts. Most of the statues that you see for sale in Kathmandu are actually made in Patan, so you can save some rupees by buying them directly at their source. Dozens of metalwork shops line the alleys north and west of Durbar Sq, but pros head to the concentration of showrooms around the Mahabouddha Temple, southeast of Durbar Sq. The price of a bronze statue varies wildly, depending on the size, the complexity of the casting, the level of detail, and the amount of gilding and enamelling on the finished statue. Monasteries commission many of their statues from these workshops.

If carpets are more your thing, head to the Jawalakhel Handicraft Centre (jhcnepal.com) in southern Patan, a Tibetan refugee cooperative that kickstarted Nepal’s carpet industry in 1960. You can watch the carpet makers at work (the centre employs 1000 refugees) and then browse upstairs for the finished article. The quality is high, there’s a good selection, the prices are transparent and staff can arrange shipping. Carpet quality depends on knots per inch and the price is worked out per square metre. The size of a traditional Tibetan carpet is 1.8m by 90cm (around US$550). There are also several private carpet shops in the surrounding streets, but you’ll need to haggle hard here.


BEST ETHICAL SHOPPING

Mahaguthi: Good selection of dhaka weavings, handmade paper, pashminas, leather bags and more, founded by a Nepali disciple of Gandhi.

Dhukuti: Three floors of home furnishings, textiles, scarves, bags and rugs, created by 1200 low-income producers. The single best shop if you’re low on time.

Kumbeshwar Technical School: Workshop that produces modern-style carpets and knitwear to support low-caste families.

Sana Hastakala: Fair-trade products from an NGO, strong on ceramics, shawls, scarves and knitwear.

The Local Project Shop: High-end products sourced in Nepal from 45 different designers and vendors, from cashmere socks to momo recipe aprons.



Eating in Patan: Best Authentic Newari Food

Nandini Newari Food Court: Simple hole-in-the-wall place for home-style Newari food, with a Pim Bahal branch. Point to what looks good. 11am-8pm $

Kwaycha Newari Khaja Ghar: Famous for its sun-dried (sukula) and spiced barbecued (chhoila) buffalo meat, washed down with rice wine. 9am-6pm $

Honacha: Hidden behind the Krishna Mandir and run by the fifth generation of the same family; set meals and wo (savoury lentil pancakes). 8am-9pm $

Village Cafe: Owned and managed by home-based female workers; best place for yomari, a steamed rice cake filled with jaggery or condensed milk. 10am-9pm $$





The Southern Valley
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From Kathmandu and Patan, a series of radial roads head south into the Kathmandu Valley like spokes on a wheel, each leading to a scattering of intriguing historical sights, Newari villages and sacred temples that make for some fine day trips.

Southwest of the capital, high on the valley rim, is Chandragiri, offering fabulous views of the Kathmandu Valley. Southeast lies the important town of Kirtipur, huddled on a hilltop and an easy half-day trip from the capital. A road continues southwest to Pharping and a series of Tibetan monasteries centred around a sacred meditation cave, and beyond to the blood-stained Hindu sacrificial site of Dakshinkali.

Further east, a separate radial road leads south to the traditional village of Bungamati, damaged during the 2015 earthquake but still boasting plenty of traditional architecture. There are also some fine walking trails in the region, notably from Chandragiri to the region’s main peak of Chamba Devi.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Dakshinkali Temple

SIGHTS

2Azom Drodul Monastery

3Bhairab Temple (Kirtipur)

4Bhairab Temple (Bungamati)

5Bhaleshwor Mahadev Temple

● Bungamati Museum (see 4)

6Chilanchu Vihara

● Dey Pukha (see 4)

7Drolma Lhakhang

8Dzongsar Tashi Lhatse Stupa

9Guru Rinpoche Cave

10Guru Rinpoche Statue

11Karya Binayak Temple

12Lohan Dehar

13Main Square

14Neydo Tashi Choeling Monastery

15Ralo Gompa

● Rato Machhendranath Temple (see 4)

16Rigon Tashi Choeling Monastery

17Rigzin Phodrang Gompa

18Sakya Tharig Gompa

19Shekala Mai Temple

20Tika Bhairab Shrine

21Uma Maheshwar Temple

22Vajra Varahi Temple

23Vajra Yogini Temple

Sleeping

24Chandragiri Hills Resort

25Solid Rock Lodge

EATING

26Chandragiri Hills

27Kunzang’s Kitchen

28Newa Lahana Restaurant

29SaSa D’Newa Restaurant

TRANSPORT

30Chandragiri Hills Cable Car




GETTING AROUND

Cramped local buses run from Kathmandu’s Ratna Park to Kirtipur and from further south near Sundhara to Dakshinkali via Pharping. Buses from Patan’s Lagankhel bus station run frequently to Bungamati. Pharping and Dakshinkali make for a good day trip by bus, but it’s hard to combine more of the region’s sights in one trip unless you hire a taxi for the day. Several good hiking routes run from Dollu and Chandragiri peak.
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Saturday brings crowds of religious pilgrims and picnickers to the southern valley, especially to sacrifices at Dakshinkali but also to feasts at Bungamati’s Karya Binayak Temple and the Vajra Varahi Temple.



Look Down on the Kathmandu Valley from Chandragiri Peak

Valley views, family fun and ridgetop hikes

On a clear day it’s worth taking the Chandragiri Hills Cable Car (chandragirihills.com; US$13/23 one way/return) up a full vertical kilometre to Chandragiri peak (2551m) for unrivalled views over Kathmandu and a chain of Himalayan peaks stretching from Manaslu to Dorje Lakpa. The summit is home to the modern Bhaleshwor Mahadev Temple, just in front of an ancient shrine that Prithvi Narayan Shah is said to have prayed at before sweeping down to conquer the Kathmandu Valley.

The summit is a good family destination, with adventure rides such as a ‘sky cycle’ and short zip line that are great for younger teenagers. For the best chance of clear morning skies and spectacular nighttime views of the capital, overnight at the luxurious Chandragiri Hills Resort, and indulge in the hot tub, infinity pool and spa.


One grand adventure is to hike from the resort gate to Champa Devi peak (2241m) via Bhasmashur Danda and then drop down to Hattiban and Dollu, for a total five-hour hike devoid of roads. The route is part of the Kathmandu Valley Rim Trail, whose yellow-and-white painted stripes make route-finding much easier. There’s a potential lunch and celebratory beer spot at the Hattiban Resort (haativanresort.com) near the end of the hike. If you want to visit Dollu’s Tibetan monasteries, branch right 1km before the Hattiban Resort and follow a track towards Dudjom Nadrom Monastery and then down a steep, scrappy path to the Guru Rinpoche statue.

The cable car operates from 8am to noon and 1pm to 6pm Sunday to Thursday, and from 8am to 9pm Friday and Saturday. Weekends can be very busy. The cable car and viewing tower are wheelchair-accessible.


TIBETAN ICONOGRAPHY

Buddhas Sakyamuni is the historical Buddha, but you will also see the Future Buddha (Maitreya in Sankskrit, or Jampa in Tibetan) and Past Buddha (Dipamkara).

Guru Rinpoche Known in Sanskrit as Padmasambhava, this 7th-century wandering magician and holy man is credited with introducing Buddhism to the Himalaya and so has achieved god-like status.

Bodhisattvas Beings such as Avalokiteshvara (Chenresig in Tibetan) and Tara (Drolma) are known as bodhisattvas – beings that have achieved enlightenment but remain on earth to help suffering beings.

Protector Deities The ferocious, multi-armed Tantric demons painted on chapel walls reflect Indian iconographic influence and symbolise the demons of the mind and ego.



The Bloody History of Kirtipur

Explore backstreet temples and traditional Newari food

Just 8km southwest of Kathmandu, the sleepy hilltop town of Kirtipur makes for a great half-day trip from the capital thanks to its interesting history and the charming medieval temples dotted through its backstreets.

From the northern entrance to the town, head up the hillside on a wide flight of steps. At the top of the stairs, take a right and then left to reach the Chilanchu Vihara (1515), a graceful Swayambhunath-style stupa that crowns the hilltop.

Take the back exit, turn right and then left past the 16th-century stone, shikhara-style Lohan Dehar temple to the town’s main square surrounding the large Dey Pukhu water tank. Flanking the west side are the former residences of the royal family of Kirtipur, while to the north is a whitewashed Narayan Temple, guarded by lions and griffons.

North of the square is the imposing Bhairab Temple, Kirtipur’s main place of worship, featuring an incredible armoury of tulwar (swords) belonging to the soldiers defeated by Prithvi Narayan Shah. Sweeping views extend from here over Kathmandu towards Swayambhunath.

From the temple, head west, past the turn-off to the Newa Lahana Restaurant, and climb to the triple-roofed Uma Maheshwar Temple (1673), flanked by two stone elephants decked out in spiked saddles to discourage children from sitting on them! This was the spot where Kirtipur’s residents made their last stand during the 1768 siege.

Try to time your visit with lunch, for Kirtipur is a great place to try traditional Newari samay bhaji, a set meal of beaten rice flakes, spicy potato, crunchy soy beans, yellow beans and wo (lentil pancake).

The Pharping Pilgrimage Circuit

Walk like a Tibetan

About 19km south of Kathmandu, Pharping is a Newari town whose ancient Buddhist pilgrimage sites have been newly revitalised by an influx of Tibetan monasteries. The best way to visit is to make an hour-long clockwise pilgrimage circuit (a parikrama in Nepali, or kora in Tibetan) around the main monasteries.

As you enter the town, take the first right and head uphill, passing a huge Guru Rinpoche statue in a glass case and the Dzongsar Tashi Lhatse Stupa that sits above 16 enormous prayer wheels.

Further along are the bell-shaped chörten (Tibetan stupa) of Ralo Gompa and the even larger neighbouring chörten of Sakya Tharig Gompa. Just west of here, steps lead up beside a public toilet to the charming Drolma Lhakhang, which often echoes with sounds of monks chanting. Next door is Rigzin Phodrang Gompa, with statues of various manifestations of Guru Rinpoche.

Climb the steps beside the monastery and you’ll pass a rocky fissure jammed full of butter lamps and tsha tsha (stupa-shaped clay offerings). Eventually you’ll come to a white monastery and the wooden-framed entrance to the main Guru Rinpoche (or Asura) Cave, where you’ll likely find people meditating in the sacred space.

Finally, descend the temple’s back steps to the Newari-Tibetan-style Vajra Yogini Temple, the upper floor of which holds a red-faced statue of the female adept Vajrayogini, known in Tibetan as Dorje Chang.

Tibetan pilgrimage is a very inclusive, hands-on experience, so feel free to join in by walking around stupas and spinning prayer wheels clockwise, paying to light a butter lamp, or buying a string of prayer flags to hang at the viewpoint above the Guru Rinpoche Cave. Several shops in town sell pilgrim accessories such as ritual implements, butter lamps, incense and prayer flags. As you walk the circuit you’ll likely pass at least one chapel full of chanting monks or Tantric drumming, but this is largely a matter of good timing, so you’ll just have to see which chapels are open and active as you pass.

Tibetan pilgrims tend to visit on the full moon and other auspicious days, so try to time your visit to coincide.


KIRTIPUR’S LAST STAND

When the ruler of Gorkha, Prithvi Narayan Shah, stormed into the Kathmandu Valley in 1768 in his attempt to control the country, he made a priority of capturing Kirtipur to provide a base for his crushing attacks on the Malla kingdoms. Kirtipur’s resistance was strong, but after a third and final bitter siege, the town was eventually taken. The inhabitants paid a terrible price for their brave resistance – the king ordered that the nose and lips be cut off every male inhabitant in the town, totalling a horrific 50kg of flesh, sparing only those who could play wind instruments for his entertainment. Unsurprisingly, resistance melted away and a year later Shah brought an end to five centuries of Malla rule over the Kathmandu Valley.



The Tibetan Monasteries of Dollu

Golden monasteries, statues of saints and hiking trails

If Pharping’s Tibetan vibe left you wanting more, the valley of Dollu, just to the north, offers several Tibetan-style gompas (Buddhist monasteries) to explore. Which monasteries are open or active is hard to tell in advance. Pop in to see if the Rigon Tashi Choeling Monastery and Azom Drodul Monastery are open, before continuing to the huge, 42m-tall Guru Rinpoche statue towering above Dollu Monastery. Just behind the monastery is the Yeshe Tsogyel cave, linked to Guru Rinpoche’s Tibetan consort.

Several hiking routes run from Dollu, notably to Pharping and Champa Devi peak; ask for details over lunch at the Solid Rock Lodge.

About 1.5km further along the road to Kathmandu, a track leads to the vast, modern Neydo Tashi Choeling Monastery, with its 15m-tall statue of Sakyamuni Buddha. Overnight here and you can join the 200-odd resident monks in their morning or evening prayers for a magical experience.

Eating in the Southern Valley

Chandragiri Hills: Good options atop Chandragiri peak, from food stations serving biriyani to a cafe, full restaurant service and beer garden. 8am-5pm $-$$

Newa Lahana Restaurant: Wide English menu of home-style Newari food served on a pleasant rooftop in Kirtipur with fine valley views. 10am-9.30pm $

SaSa D’Newa Restaurant: Large, popular place in Kirtipur; traditional architecture, live music (weekends) and set meals of samay bhaji. 10.30am-9pm $$

Kunzang’s Kitchen: Healthy vegetarian options and interesting Bhutanese dishes at this switched-on Tibetan restaurant in Pharping. 8am-8.30pm Thu-Tue $


BEST OTHER SOUTHERN VALLEY TEMPLES

Karya Binayak Temple: Weekly Saturday bhoj (feast) and bhajan (devotional music) at this Ganesh temple between Bungamati and Khokana.

Vajra Varahi Temple: On Saturdays devotees and picnickers pour milk and other offerings onto the sacred main image at this 17th-century Tantric temple, between Thecho and Chapagaon.

Tika Bhairab Shrine: This multicoloured rock painting of the fearsome god Bhairab in the Lele Valley is an interesting way to link Bungamati and Vajra Varahi/Chapagaon with your own transport.

Shekala Mai Temple: Triple-tiered temple in the centre of charming Khokana. A five-day festival with masked dancers is held in October.



Glimpse Nepal’s Animist Past at Dakshinkali

Blood-soaked sacrifices

A couple of kilometres from Pharping, set at the confluence of two sacred streams in a rocky cleft, is the blood-soaked Dakshinkali Temple, a favourite Hindu pilgrimage destination. The temple is dedicated to the goddess Kali, the most bloodthirsty incarnation of Parvati. To satisfy the goddess’ blood lust, pilgrims drag a menagerie of animals down the path to the temple to be sacrificed. Don’t come if you’re squeamish, or feel strongly about animal rights.

Once the sacrifice is made, the meat goes in the pot – pilgrims bring all the ingredients for a forest barbecue and spend the rest of the day feasting in the shade of the trees. Saturday is the big sacrificial day, but the blood also flows on Tuesday. For the rest of the week Dakshinkali is very quiet. During the annual celebrations of Dasain in October, the temple is washed by a crimson tide and the image of Kali is bathed in gore.

Only Hindus can enter the temple courtyard where the image of Kali resides, but visitors can watch from the surrounding terraces. However, remember that the sacrifices are a religious event, not just an excuse to snap gruesome photos.

A pathway leads off from behind the main temple uphill to the small Mata Temple on the hilltop, which offers good views over the forest.

Bungamati

Birthplace of a god

One of the most traditional villages in the Kathmandu Valley, Bungamati was badly affected by the 2015 earthquake but is still important as the birthplace of Rato Machhendranath, the patron deity of Patan. The enormous shikhara-style Rato Machhendranath Temple in the village’s main square is still under reconstruction, so red-faced Rato Machhendranath resides temporarily in a shrine next door. The moving of the image between Patan and Bungamati is at the heart of the valley’s most spectacular festival here.

On arrival on the east side of Bungamati, head west for the brick-lined water tank of the Dey Pukha, visit the nearby Prathampur Mahavihar courtyard, with its volcano-shaped central stupa, and then walk up steps into the main square. Bits of carved wood and clay lintels from the 2015 earthquake still litter the square’s corners. Just north of the Machhendranath Temple, head to the Bhairab Temple to see the huge bronze mask of the destructive god secured behind a wooden grill.

Bungamati is also a good place to see traditional Newari woodcarving. Dozens of workshops dot the old town, and the streets echo with the tap-tap of chisels. Pop into the tiny but well-captioned Bungamati Museum (closed Saturday), housed in the local guthi (community hall), for insights into Newari life.





Bhaktapur
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NEWARI CULTURE | HISTORIC TEMPLES | MEDIEVAL SQUARES


The third of the Kathmandu Valley’s medieval city-states, Bhaktapur is the one that best retains the timeless atmosphere of a traditional Newari town. Many Nepalis still use the old name of Bhadgaon, or the Newari name Khwopa, which means City of Devotees, and the name fits – Bhaktapur has three squares full of towering temples that comprise some of the finest religious architecture in the country.

Beyond the show-stealing medieval squares, Newari cultural life quietly thrives in Bhaktapur’s charming backstreets, and the sleepy atmosphere is only broken by a series of dramatic and ancient festivals that punctuate the traditional calendar.

Most people visit on a day trip, but it’s a wonderful experience to overnight in the old town and stroll the squares and temples once all the tourists have returned to Kathmandu. Thanks to the relative lack of traffic, Bhaktapur is the most enjoyable of the valley’s medieval cities to wander and explore at your leisure.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Durbar Sq

SIGHTS

2Bhairabnath Temple

3Bhimsen Temple

4Bhimsen Temple (Tachupal Tole)

5Brass & Bronze Museum

6Dattatreya Temple

7Hanuman Ghat

8Inacho Bahal

9Indrayani Temple

10Khalna Tole

11Ni Bahal

12Nyatapola Temple

13Potters’ Sq

14Til Mahadev Narayan Temple

15Woodcarving Museum

● Tachupal Tole (see 6)

● Taumadhi Tole (see 12)

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

16Pottery Training Centre

Sleeping

17Milla Guest House

18Peacock Guesthouse

19The Nanee

EATING

20Cafe Harati

21De Temple Café

22Newa Lahuna

23No-name hole-in-the-wall eatery

24Tusa

SHOPPING

25Peacock Shop




GETTING AROUND

Buses between Kathmandu’s Bagh Bazar bus stand and Bhaktapur bus stand at Guhya Pokhari pond, just west of Durbar Sq, run until 6pm but are slow. A Pathao taxi costs Rs 900 from Kathmandu. Taxis wait at Guhya Pokhari and near Durbar Sq; negotiate hard. Foot is the only practical way to get around Bhaktapur centre. Buses to Nagarkot depart from the Kamal Pokhari stand in the northeast of town. Buses to Changu Narayan start at the nearby junction of the road to the temple.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Our favourite way to link Bhaktapur’s sights is to visit Durbar Sq and Taumadhi Tole, then stroll the town’s main commercial street to Tachupal Tole, the third main square. From here, return to Taumadhi Tole on our Bhaktapur Backstreets walking tour.
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The Dramatic Temples of Taumadhi Tole

Crane your neck at Nepal’s tallest pagoda

The courtyard of Taumadhi Tole is just a minute’s walk from Durbar Sq, so don’t miss it. Taking in the scenery from atop Nyatapola Temple, or over a drink in the traditional pagoda-style Cafe Harati, is one of Bhaktapur’s most evocative experiences.

With its five storeys towering 30m above the square, making it Nepal’s tallest temple, you’ll see the Nyatapola Temple (built 1702) long before you reach the square. Climb the temple’s steep stairway, flanked by stone figures of legendary Rajput wrestlers Jayamel and Phattu, and then elephants with floral saddles, lions adorned with bells, beaked griffons with rams’ horns and finally two goddesses – Baghini and Singhini. Each figure is said to be 10 times as strong as the figure on the level below. The temple is dedicated to Siddhi Lakshmi, a bloodthirsty incarnation of the goddess Durga (Parvati).


On the square’s right side is the triple-roofed Bhairabnath Temple, dedicated to Bhairab, the fearsome incarnation of Shiva, whose consort occupies the Nyatapola Temple. Despite Bhairab’s fearsome powers, the deity is depicted here as a disembodied head just 15cm high. Casually stacked against the temple’s north wall are the enormous wheels and runners from the chariot used to haul the image of Bhairab around town during mid-April’s Bisket Jatra festival.

A small hole in the temple’s central door (below a row of carved boar snouts) is used to push offerings into the temple’s interior; priests access the interior through the small neighbouring Betal Temple. Hung on the temple facade is an image of Bhairab painted on rattan, decorated with a gruesome garland of buffalo guts. Come at dusk to hear traditional devotional music known as bhajan.

Hidden behind cafes in the square’s southern edge is the unassuming Til Mahadev Narayan Temple, actually one of the city’s oldest temples, in use since 1080.


WHY I LOVE BHAKTAPUR
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Bradley Mayhew, writer

Bhaktapur’s big multistorey temples and royal gateways are all very impressive, but it’s the city’s backstreets that draw me back time and time again. Here, in narrow alleys of salmon-brick buildings, artisans weave cloth and carve wood, squares are filled with drying corn, and locals gather in courtyards to bathe, collect water and play cards.

Keep your eyes peeled and you’ll spot timeless Tantric shrines, dilapidated courtyards concealing ornate carved windows, and even submerged metal cobras poking their heads slyly out of green water tanks. Bhaktapur’s past is alive everywhere you look, and it’s the one town in the valley I never tire of visiting.



Eating Newari Wo

Street food in the shadow of temples

The most authentic place to try Newari street food is a tiny, no-name hole-in-the-wall eatery between Durbar Sq and Taumadhi Tole, open from 1pm to 6.30pm, that has been run by the same family for 50 years. The speciality (indeed the only thing on offer) is Newari-style wo (called bara in Nepali), a lentil pancake made from a mix of black and green lentil batter, fried on a black hot plate and served with a chickpea sauce. Order your wo plain, with egg, or mixed (egg with buffalo meat), and eat it on the platform outside with a view towards Nyatapola Temple, or inside next to the grill with views into the connected royal courtyard of Tadhunchen Bahal, home to one of Bhaktapur’s three Kumari (living goddesses). It’s as atmospheric and authentic a lunch experience as you can get.

Tachupal Tole

Bhaktapur’s original royal square

At the eastern end of Bhaktapur and reached via the main commercial thoroughfare, Tachupal Tole was Bhaktapur’s first square, dating from the 12th century, and the official seat of royalty until the 16th century. It’s smaller and more intimate than Bhaktapur’s two other main squares.

At the east end of Tachupal Tole, the eye-catching Dattatreya Temple (built 1427) is perhaps the oldest temple in Bhaktapur, said to have been built from the timber of a single tree. Dattatreya is a curious hybrid deity, blending elements of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva. The three-storey temple is decorated on the back side with erotic scenes, including unexpected humour with one bored-looking woman multitasking by washing her hair while being pleasured from behind by her husband. The main steps to the temple are guarded by statues of the same two Malla wrestlers who watch over the first plinth of the Nyatapola Temple.

At the western end of the square, the two-storey, 17th-century Bhimsen Temple is dedicated to the god of commerce and includes the deeply sunken Bhimsen Pokhari tank.

The southern and northern sides of the square are flanked by a series of ornate brick-and-timber buildings that were originally used as math (Hindu priests’ houses). The best known is the southern 15th-century Pujari Math, which now serves as the Woodcarving Museum (entry Rs 150), and features the superb Peacock Window, down a side alley and widely regarded as the finest carved window in the Kathmandu Valley. German experts renovated the building in 1979 as a wedding gift for the then King Birendra.

On the north side is the less interesting Brass & Bronze Museum (same ticket as the Woodcarving Museum), featuring a few ceremonial oil lamps, ink pots and ritual vessels.

Both museums (as well as the National Art Museum in Durbar Sq) are open from 10am to 5pm (3pm on Monday), closed on Tuesday (and every conceivable religious holiday), and closed an hour earlier from mid-October to mid-January.


BEST HIDDEN TEMPLES IN BHAKTAPUR

Hanuman Ghat: Charming collection of riverside stupas, statues, shrines and Shiva lingam, often visited by Hindu yogis.

Indrayani Temple: Animistic-feeling Kali temple, northwest of Durbar Sq, built around an ancient pipal tree.

Bhimsen Temple: Intimate bahal containing a golden standing Buddha, created from a ruined 16th-century Buddhist monastery.

Ni Bahal: A tiny, tunnel-like entrance leads to this small Buddhist courtyard housing an ancient whitewashed stupa.

Inacho Bahal: Courtyard containing the slender 17th-century Sri Indravarta Mahavihar, topped by a fragile-looking pagoda roof.



Celebrate Bisket Jatra at Khalna Tole

Nepal’s wildest new year celebration

If you’re in Nepal during the month of Baisakh (typically in the middle of April), don’t miss the dramatic Nepali New Year celebrations of Bisket Jatra. The focal point of the celebrations is the mighty chariot of Bhairab, which is assembled from the timbers scattered beside the Bhairabnath and Nyatapola temples in Taumadhi Tole. The ponderous chariot is hauled through the streets by dozens of devotees to Khalna Tole, with Betal, Bhairab’s sidekick, riding out in front like a ship’s figurehead and Bhairab’s consort, Bhadrakali, following behind in her own chariot.

The chaotic and often hilarious procession of creaking and swaying chariots lumbers around the town, pausing for a huge tug of war between the eastern and western sides of town to decide who gets to look after the gods during their weeklong stay in the square. The chariots then skid down the steep road leading to Khalna Tole, where a 25m-high lingam is erected in a stone base shaped like a yoni. You can see the base there throughout the year.

As night falls on the following day (New Year’s Day), the pole is pulled down in another violent tug of war, and as it crashes to the ground, the new year officially commences. Bhairab and Betal return to Taumadhi Tole, while Bhadrakali goes back to her shrine by the river. It certainly beats singing ‘Auld Lang Syne’!



TOP EXPERIENCE
Durbar Sq

Like its royal rivals in Kathmandu and Patan, Bhaktapur’s Durbar Sq is a spectacular sacred space stuffed full of temples, pagodas, pavilions, a royal palace and religious statues of the highest artistry. It’s the heart of the city and its historical centre. The 2015 earthquake destroyed a couple of temples here, but these have since been rebuilt and it remains one of Asia’s most sublime public squares.
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DON’T MISS

Golden Gate

Naga Pokhari

Fasidega Temple

Shiva Temple

Siddhi Lakshmi Temple

55 Window Palace

Chyasilin Mandap



The Western Square

As you enter Durbar Sq through its western gate, look left to a gateway flanked by two large stone lions and statues of the terrible Bhairab (right), the rending, sundering incarnation of Shiva, and his consort on the left side, the equally terrible Ugrachandi (Durga).

Also here are the four Char Dham temples (Jaganath, Badrinath, Rameshwor and Kedarnath), which were constructed to provide spiritual merit for pilgrims unable to make the journey to the originals high in the Indian Himalaya.

The National Art Museum (entry Rs 150) on the north side of the square has been expanded and is worth a visit for its paubha-style Tantric paintings, and fine stone and wood carvings.

The Royal Palace

Bhaktapur’s Royal Palace offers a tantalising peek into Malla religious life. You enter through the magnificent 18th-century Golden Gate, boasting some of Nepal’s finest repousse metalwork. The gilded torana features a fabulous Garuda wrestling a number of supernatural serpents, while below is a 10-armed figure of the goddess Taleju Bhawani, the family deity of the Malla kings.

The gate opens to the palace’s inner courtyards (9am to 5pm), a once-vast compound until the 1934 earthquake levelled all but a handful of its 99 courtyards. Passing two statues of traditionally dressed Rajasthani guards, you reach the main entrance to Mul Chowk, the oldest part of the palace and the site of the sacred Taleju Temple, built in 1553. Only Hindus can enter, but you can peer in and admire the magnificent carved wooden entrance. Photography is prohibited.

A doorway from Mul Chowk leads to the Naga Pokhari, a 17th-century water tank used for the ritual immersion of the idol of Taleju. The pool is encircled by a writhing stone cobra, and more serpents rise up in the middle and at the end of the tank, where water pours from a magnificent dhara (spout) in the form of a goat being eaten by a makara (mythical crocodile).

As you exit back into Durbar Sq, be sure to check out the fine carved wood of the complex’s 55 Window Palace.

The Eastern Square

Durbar Sq’s eastern part is chock full of interesting monuments. Outside the palace’s Golden Gate, look for the bronze statue of King Bhupatindra Malla (1699) sitting atop a column. Next to it is a huge bell (1737) to mark morning and evening prayers at the Taleju Temple. Behind the bell is the rebuilt Vatsala Durga Temple and beside that is an ornate sunken hiti (water tank) containing a fine stone waterspout topped by a crocodile and a frog.

The eight-cornered Chyasilin Mandap was untouched by the 2015 earthquake, largely because it had been rebuilt in 1990 with steel-frame technology after being destroyed in the 1934 earthquake. The original pavilion was used to receive royal guests, as a viewing platform during festivals, and for poetry recitals.

Behind this group of monuments is the 15th-century Yeksheshwor Temple, a replica of the main shrine at Pashupatinath and the oldest temple in Durbar Sq. Heading east, you’ll pass the classic northern-Indian shikhara-style Siddhi Lakshmi Temple with its successive levels of carved stone attendants, horses, garlanded rhinos, human-faced lions and camels. Across the main courtyard, climb the six-level plinth of the rose-pink Fasidega Temple for a vantage point over the square.


TOP TIPS

• Bhaktapur town has an entry fee of US$15, payable in rupees and collected at a dozen entry points to the city, including the western entrance to Durbar Sq.

• If you are visiting on multiple days, ask the ticket desk to write your passport number on the back of your ticket, which extends your ticket by up to a week.

• Expect multiple freelance guides and thangka (Tibetan religious painting) students to approach you in Durbar Sq. Most guides are friendly and knowledgeable, but fix a fee in advance if you want to employ one (around Rs 1000 for two hours).

• Visit at dawn and dusk for the best light.




EROTIC ELEPHANTS TEMPLE

Just before you enter Durbar Sq proper from the west, look carefully at the innocuous Shiva Temple and in particular at its roof struts. Giving graphic representation to the lyrics ‘birds do it, bees do it…’, the struts feature camels, cows, armadillos and even elephants engaged in the act of making sweet love, missionary style. It’s hard to know whether to laugh or blush.






BHAKTAPUR HISTORY

Bhaktapur grew up along the old trade route from India to Tibet, but the city proper dates from the 12th century under King Ananda Malla. From the 14th to the 16th centuries, Bhaktapur became the most powerful of the Kathmandu Valley’s three Malla kingdoms, and its royal palace ranked as the principal regional seat of power until the city was conquered by Prithvi Narayan Shah in 1768.

Many of the city’s most iconic buildings date from the rule of King Yaksha Malla (1428–82), but there was another explosion of temple building during the reign of King Bhupatindra Malla in the 18th century. At its peak, the city boasted 172 temples and monasteries, 77 water tanks, 172 pilgrim shelters and 152 wells.
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Dattatreya Temple | Vladimir Zhoga/Shutterstock

Tasting the King of Curds

Is this the world’s creamiest yoghurt?

While in Bhaktapur, be sure to stop in one of the city’s unassuming yoghurt shops to try the town’s great contribution to the world of desserts – juju dhau, ‘the king of curds’. Made from a blend of buffalo and cow milk, sweetened and lightly spiced and left to gestate in clay bowls placed on a bed of broken rice, this might just be the world’s richest, creamiest yoghurt. You’ll find the delicacy in many tourist restaurants, but the best places to try it are the hole-in-the-wall restaurants between Durbar Sq and the public bus stand (look for the pictures of bowls of curd outside), or in the city’s backstreets (see our walking tour). King curd comes set in a large earthenware bowl known as a matka for Rs 250, or a single serve costs Rs 50.

Eating in Bhaktapur: Our Picks

Tusa: The best restaurant in town. Creative, modern Nepali dishes served in stylish, traditional surroundings. Booking is strongly advised. 5.30-8.30pm $$$

Cafe Harati: Picture-perfect views from the upper storey of this traditional pagoda in Taumadhi Tole; snag a seat before 5pm. 7.30am-8.30pm $$

De Temple Café: Tourist-heavy wooden building overlooking Tachupal Tole, serving everything from Thai curry to Tibetan thukpa (noodle soup). 11am-9pm $$

Newa Lahuna: Authentic Newari food in this half-hidden backstreet restaurant; play safe with a set meal or go bold with tongue jerky and raw buffalo. 10am-10pm $$



BHAKTAPUR BACKSTREETS ON FOOT

Lose the crowds, and maybe yourself, on this winding backstreet tour past little-visited temples, water tanks and hidden courtyards.
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	START	END	LENGTH

	Tachupal Tole	Taumadhi Tole	1.5km; one hour



Head east out of 1 Tachupal Tole, past the centuries-old wooden 2 Brahmayani Temple, fronted by two lions and sacred to the patron goddess of Panauti, then look right for the 3 Wakupati Narayan Temple. Take a left north between two pilgrim pavilions and then veer left at another pavilion, eventually swinging right into a square and bearing left past two small temples. Keep to the right at the next junction to pass the 4 Navadurga Temple, then turn left at the large pool of 5 Kwathandau Pokhari and walk along it, turning left at the end, past a shrine, to turn right down an alley opposite a white lotus-roofed Vishnu shrine. Look to your right for the 6 Mul Dipankar Bihar. Continue along the alley, swinging left into a courtyard then turning hard right into an alley, through a tiny doorway to cross through a second courtyard (the Manju Varna Mahavihar) and finally join the main road; turn left. The road curves right to the large 7 Naga Pokhari (Snake Pond). At the tall white temple, take a left and then follow the central alley, just past a dance platform, curving right past a golden-roofed Ganesh shrine and a pavilion, then swinging left past three excellent juju dhau 8 curd shops. At the junction visit the easily-missed 9 Bhimsen Temple, then head west to a Taumadhi Tole.



Get Your Hands Dirty in Potters’ Sq

Bhaktapur’s ancient centre for ceramics

Hidden down shop-lined alleyways leading south from Taumadhi Tole, Potters’ Sq (Talako Tole) is the centre of Bhaktapur’s ceramic industry. You can sometimes see the firing process at the back of the square, which is lined with mud-covered straw kilns, and should see potter’s wheels, rows of clay pots drying in the sun and several shops selling the finished articles.

In the square itself is the double-roofed Jeth Ganesh Temple, where the priest is chosen from the Prajapati (potters’) caste.

The most hands-on way to experience Potters’ Sq is to take a short class at the Pottery Training Centre (instagram.com/potterytrainingcenter; Rs 1200 per person), on the south side of the square, where you’ll learn how to shape clay on the wheel and make your own pot. Classes last from an hour to a day and are great for families.


SHOPPING IN BHAKTAPUR

Bhaktapur’s most famous art form is its woodcarving, and many shops in town sell small reproductions of Bhaktapur’s more famous pieces.

A more portable souvenir is handmade paper from the pulp of the lokta (daphne) bush, which you can buy as cards, notebooks, photo albums and even lamps. The best place to learn about traditional paper production is the Peacock Shop, just off Tachupal Tole, near the Peacock Window, where you can view the whole production process, from boiling the pulp to drying the paper – the workshop is closed from 2pm to 3pm and on Saturday. Its well-designed products are some of the best in town. Ask to see the fine collection of wooden statues in the rickety old side building.
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Pottery market, Bhaktapur | HamsterMan/Shutterstock





Beyond Bhaktapur
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Beautiful temples, rich artistic traditions and some wild festivals make this a good region to explore.


The area around Bhaktapur boasts one of the valley’s most important and beautiful temples, on the ridgetop at Changu Narayan, as well as one of its more interesting traditional Newari towns at Thimi – now largely swallowed up by Kathmandu’s urban sprawl but still fun to explore off the beaten track.

This is also a good region if you like exploring on foot. Options include the ridgetop hike to Changu Narayan from Telkot and scenic strolls around Nagarkot. One tip: if you’re overnighting at Nagarkot, try to avoid weekends, which are very popular with partying Nepali and Indian tourists.

To visit Bhaktapur, Thimi and Changu Narayan in a single day, you’ll need to hire your own transport.


GETTING AROUND

Buses to Changu Narayan leave frequently from the northern edge of Bhaktapur’s old town. For Thimi, get off any Kathmandu–Bhaktapur bus 4km before Bhaktapur. You can then stroll the town from north to south and jump on a through bus to Kathmandu from the highway at the southern end of town. Buses to Nagarkot (60 minutes) depart from the Kamal Vinayak Pokhari stand northeast of Bhaktapur centre. A taxi from Kathmandu costs Rs 4000.



Changu NarayanTIME FROM BHAKTAPUR: 30 mins [image: jpg]

Admire artistic treasures at Changu Narayan Temple

Perched atop a narrow ridge 6km north of Bhaktapur, the beautiful Changu Narayan Temple (admission Rs 400) is said to be the oldest Hindu temple still in use in the Kathmandu Valley. Built in a two-tiered pagoda style, the main Vishnu shrine is guarded by pairs of real and mythical beasts – elephants, lions, winged lions and ram-horned griffons – and its roof struts feature some amazingly intricate carvings of Tantric deities. It’s a great trip from Bhaktapur, especially if you combine it with a hike there.

Changu Narayan’s roots run deep. The Garuda figure facing the west door is said to date from the 5th century and sits in front of the oldest stone inscription in the valley, dating from 464 CE. It recalls how the king persuaded his mother not to commit sati (ritual suicide) after his father’s death. The beautifully decorated metal-plate doors are only opened for rituals.

Dotted around the courtyard are a series of extraordinary carvings dating from the Licchavi era (5th to 8th centuries CE), showing Vishnu in his various avatars (incarnations). Vishnu appears in the southwest corner of the compound as Narsingha (his man-lion incarnation), disembowelling a demon with his fingers, and as Vikrantha (Vamana), the six-armed dwarf who transformed himself into a giant capable of crossing the universe in three steps to defeat the demon-king Bali (look for his outstretched leg).

To the side of these images is a slab showing a 10-headed and 10-armed Vishnu, with Ananta reclining on the serpent Shesha below. In the compound’s northwest corner is an exquisite 7th-century image of Vishnu astride Garuda, which is illustrated on the Rs 10 banknote.

Don’t miss the nearby private Changu Museum, where you can discover such oddities as a rhino-skin shield, the world’s smallest coin and some 225-year-old rice.

Before heading off, take a break in the pavilion of the Changu Heritage Coffee Shop; the owners have been local temple priests for 400 years.
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Hiking to and from Changu Narayan

An interesting way to visit Changu Narayan is to take a bus from Bhaktapur’s Kamal Vinayak stand to the hairpin turn at Telkot and then start walking west on a dirt track along the forested ridge, via a charming Hanuman temple, to reach Changu Narayan in 90 minutes.

You could then head down steps from the temple’s western gate, passing several large houses to a viewpoint over the Kathmandu Valley. A trail and then concrete steps drop down steeply via Thapa Gaon village to cross the Manohara River and join the Sankhu road (30 minutes from Changu Narayan), where you can hop on a bus to Boudhanath, preferably arriving as lights illuminate the stupa at dusk.



NEPAL’S STOLEN HERITAGE

Between 1975 and 2001 thieves robbed the temple at Changu Narayan no fewer than five times, in a pattern that has become widespread across the Kathmandu Valley. Since the 1970s it is estimated that tens of thousands of Nepal’s temple treasures have been trafficked abroad, winding their way into both private and museum collections here. The good news is that, thanks largely to a handful of activists and amateur art detectives, dozens of stolen items have been returned in recent years from museums as widespread as New York, Dallas, London, Berlin and Sydney. Visit globalnepalimuseum.com to view some of Nepal’s lost masterpieces, and look out for the Museum of Stolen Art when it opens in either Bhaktapur or Panauti sometime in 2026.
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Changu Narayan Temple | Tibor Bognar/Alamy Stock Photo

ThimiTIME FROM BHAKTAPUR: 15 mins [image: jpg]

Masks, temples and potters in a traditional town

Thimi, known historically as Madhyapur, was once the fourth-largest town in the Kathmandu Valley. Today it’s a sleepy backwater, 4km west of Bhaktapur, but its traffic-free, brick-paved streets are lined with a dozen medieval temples and it offers a good chance to do a bit of off-track exploring.

The town takes its modern name from the Newari phrase for ‘capable people’, which is fitting as the town is a major centre for the production of pottery and papier-mâché masks. You’ll see a string of mask shops on the Kathmandu–Bhaktapur road at the northern edge of town.

Thimi’s best-known temple is the 16th-century Balkumari Temple, dedicated to one of Bhairab’s shaktis (personification of dynamic feminine energy). The goddess’ peacock vehicle is depicted on a column in front of the temple, as well as each corner of the temple. Come in mid-April for the new-year Balkumari Jatra and you’ll witness riotous scenes as 32 khat (palanquins) whirl around the temple while red powder is hurled at them.

A passage on the west side of the northern Prachand Bhairab Temple leads to Thimi’s Potters’ Sq – a labyrinth of alleys full of drying ceramics, potters’ workshops and kilns made from straw covered with ash; it’s much less commercial than Bhaktapur’s.

NagarkotTIME FROM BHAKTAPUR: 40 mins [image: jpg]

Soak up Himalayan views from your hotel bed

Around 12km northeast of Bhaktapur, Nagarkot is famous for its sweeping Himalayan panorama, visible from a string of ridgetop hotels and resorts. The epic skyline stretches from Dhaulagiri (8167m) in the west near the Annapurna region to Mt Everest (8848m) and Kanchenjunga (8586m) in the east, via Ganesh Himal (7406m), Langtang Lirung (7227m), Shisha Pangma (8012m), Dorje Lakpa (6966m) and Gauri Shankar (7134m).

A popular spot to watch the sun rise is the Geodetic Survey Lookout Tower, perched at 2164m, 4km south of the centre, but most people opt for the more comfortable option of a hotel with a view.

Watching dawn’s rose-red light wash over the arcing Himalaya can be a transcendentally moving experience. Or it can be cloudy. To maximise your chances of clear skies, come between October and December, or March to April. Bring warm clothing after mid-October. If the forecast is cloudy, consider skipping Nagarkot.

 

Hiking around Nagarkot

Beyond the views, the best thing to do in Nagarkot is to explore the surrounding trails and dirt roads on foot.

A family-friendly signed Nature Trail branches off Nagarkot’s main road and heads north through forest for 2.5km (40 minutes) to the Nagarkot Farmhouse Resort, from where you can follow dirt roads and footpaths back to central Nagarkot via the so-called Panoramic Trail (45 minutes), overlooking Danda Gaon village. The nature trail is blazed with white and yellow stripes, but you are mostly on your own on the Panoramic Trail.

It’s also possible to hike quiet dirt roads (don’t follow the busy main road) down the ridgeline southwest of Nagarkot to the Buddha Peace Garden and on past the Soaltee Westend Resort and a section of main road to rejoin dirt tracks to Telkot (5.5km), where you can continue on foot to Changu Narayan for a total hike of 11km.

Finally, a more ambitious option is to hike downhill from Nagarkot to Dhulikhel (five hours) following a convoluted series of dirt roads, short-cut trails and footpaths. The route runs from Hotel Mystic Mountain to Rohini Bhanjyang (with good Himalayan views), continues along dirt roads to a road junction then gets tricky to follow as it descends to Kashi Bhanjyang, first by heading southwest by road and then branching left on a hard-to-spot steep downhill footpath. Continue south to the village at Tanchowk Danda and then descend to Opi village and on past the Gosainthan View Tower to join the Araniko Hwy near the Himalayan Horizon Hotel. A guide is helpful on this hike. From Dhulikhel you could continue for another two days along trails to Namobuddha, Balthali and Panauti by following our trail description here in reverse.

Your hotel can provide directions or a guide for all hikes, or visit the Tourist Information Centre in Nagarkot, which also rents e-bikes and electric scooters.


BODE’S TONGUE-PIERCING FESTIVAL

One kilometre north of Thimi is the village of Bode, with half a dozen water tanks and temples, including the 17th-century Mahalakshmi Temple, which has a small image of Narayan reclining on his snake bed just behind. The village is famous for its annual tongue-piercing festival, during which one lucky volunteer pierces their tongue with a 13-inch spike and then parades through the village carrying a large twelve-pronged bamboo contraption known as a mahadwip, until the spike is finally removed in front of the Mahalakshmi Festival. The festival is believed to protect the village from natural disasters and takes place just after Bisket Jatra in mid-April. A list of those whose tongues have been skewered dates back over a century.







Southeastern Valley Rim
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VALLEY WALKS | TRADITIONAL TOWNS | TIBETAN MONASTERIES


As you head southeast from Kathmandu and leave the busy main highway, the valley rim starts to close in and sprawling concrete gives way to terraced fields, semi-rural villages and pockets of forest. The few foreign travellers who make it out here come to explore invisible river confluences, sacred Hindu and Buddhist pilgrimage sites, Tibetan monasteries and some epic Himalayan panoramas, all linked by a network of dirt roads, trails and suspension bridges that offer great opportunities for hikers, mountain bikers and motorcyclists. If you only have time to visit one place, make it the Tibetan monastery and pilgrim paths of Namobuddha, and spend a night in its monastery guesthouse.

A multiday trip by bus and foot is the way to go here, stopping for refreshment in local tea shops en route and overnighting in excellent accommodation in Balthali, Namobuddha or Dhulikhel. It’s a fun and footloose way to travel.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Namobuddha Stupa

SIGHTS

2Bhagwati Shiva Temple

3Brahmayani Temple

4Chandeshwari Temple

5Indreshwar Mahadev Temple

6Kali Temple

7Krishna Narayan Temple

8Nhu Bahal

9Shiva Temple

10Sorhakhutte

11Thrangu Tashi Yangtse Monastery

12Vishnu Temple

SLEEPING

13Namobuddha Resort

● Thrangu Tashi Yangtse Monastery Guesthouse (see 11)

EATING

14Café Agha Cheh

INFORMATION

● Panauti Tourism Development Center (see 14)




GETTING AROUND

Buses run frequently from Kathmandu (opposite Bir Hospital) to Panauti (1½ hours) via Banepa, and lots of through buses run between Dhulikhel and Kathmandu (two hours) until 6pm. Some dirt roads and walking trails were damaged in 2024’s flash floods and road construction in the region is changing many footpaths into 4WD tracks, so you’ll have to be a bit flexible when hiking.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Like many places in the Kathmandu Valley, try to avoid overnighting in Balthali or Dhulikhel on a Saturday, when day-trippers flee Kathmandu to lunch or party in the region’s resorts. Come midweek and you’ll likely have the hotels and sights to yourself.



Explore Bite-Sized Panauti

Sacred riverside town of temples

Located at the sacred confluence of the Roshi and Pungamati Rivers, the once-prosperous medieval town of Panauti is dotted with ancient temples and restored Rana-era mansions, befitting its history as an important Himalayan trading town. It’s a charmingly quiet and little-visited village with oversized religious importance, and a great place to wander.

From the bus station, head southeast into the old town and follow a brick path on the left leading to an arched gateway. One hundred metres ahead is Café Agha Cheh, an atmospheric place for lunch on the upper floor of a traditional wooden patti (pilgrim shelter). Look for the festival chariot wheels and chariot runners on the ground floor and then pop into the nearby Panauti Tourism Development Center (panautitourism.org.np) to pick up a free map of the town’s temples (or download it online).


Continuing on past a small square, after 100m turn right just before the Nepal Vocational Academy to reach the courtyard of the Indreshwar Mahadev Temple, one of the tallest and most impressive pagoda-style temples in Nepal.

The first temple here was founded in 1294 over a lingam said to have been created by Shiva himself, but the shrine was rebuilt in its present form in the 15th century. The woodcarvings here are particularly fine.

To the south of the main temple is the rectangular Unamanta Bhairab Temple, dedicated to Bhairab (a form of Shiva), with three ghostly white figures peering out of the upstairs windows. A brick shrine containing a huge black image of Vishnu as Narayan faces the temple from the west. Next door, the interesting Panauti Museum (ticket Rs 300; closed Saturday) is worth popping into for its collection of temple artefacts.

Exit through the back of the temple complex to reach the confluence of the two rivers (and a third, invisible sacred river) at Tribeni Ghat (tri beni means ‘the junction of three rivers’). Here you’ll find the Krishna Narayan Temple and a pilgrim hostel that is normally home to several sadhus (Hindu holy men). You might find a cremation underway here. The Brahmayani Temple is visible across the northern Pungamati River. The confluence was damaged in catastrophic flooding in 2024 but the riverbank is being repaired.

Finally, make your way southwest along the river and ask directions to Sorhakhutte Sq, with its large white Buddhist Sorhakhutte stupa. Hidden just north, in the Nhu Bahal courtyard, is an innocuous stupa said to mark the birthplace of Prince Mahasattva from the Namobuddha legend.


DHULIKHEL’S BEST TEMPLES

Vishnu Temple: A 16th-century temple fronted by two Garudas, next to the triple-roofed Hari Siddhi Temple in Dhulikhel’s main old town square.

Bhagwati Shiva Temple: A short walk west then north of the main square leads to this three-tiered, Newari-style temple.

Shiva Temple: Picturesque temple at the bottom of a gorge, 2km east of Dhulikhel old town.

Kali Temple: A steep 30-minute climb on stone steps leads to fine views from this otherwise unremarkable hilltop temple.

Chandeshwari Temple: The enormous mural of Bhairab at this stepped temple celebrates the slaying of the demon Chand; in interesting Banepa, 6km west of Dhulikhel.




THE NAMOBUDDHA LEGEND

For more on the Namobuddha legend and how Panauti’s Prince Mahasattva became linked with the Buddha, see here.




STRANGE AFFLICTIONS

Legend has it that when the god Indra seduced the beautiful wife of a Vedic sage, the sage took his revenge by covering Indra’s body in yonis (female sexual organs). Indra was understandably somewhat put out by this and he and his wife Indrayani made penance at the auspicious sangam (river confluence) at Panauti.

Parvati, Shiva’s consort, eventually took pity upon Indrayani and turned her into the invisible river, Padmabati, but it was years before Shiva decided to release Indra from his strange affliction. The god appeared in Panauti in the form of a giant lingam and when Indra bathed in the river, his yonis disappeared. Locals maintain that this miraculous Shiva lingam is the one enshrined in the Indreshwar Mahadev Temple.
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Join Tibetan Pilgrims & Monks at Namobuddha

Under-the-radar Buddhist pilgrimage site

Along with Boudhanath and Swayambhunath, the Namobuddha stupa is one of the three most important Buddhist pilgrimage sites in Nepal, attracting Tibetan Buddhists from across the Himalaya.

The first sight you get to from the west is a roadside stupa, which pilgrims walk around in a clockwise direction. From here, steps lead up through forest (look for the photos of the recently deceased hanging from the trees) to a small hilltop temple, the marble tablet of which depicts the Buddha and the tigress.

Just beside the temple, at the top of Namobuddha hill, the magnificent Thrangu Tashi Yangtse Monastery (namobuddha.org) is a sprawling Tibetan Buddhist complex with gleaming golden arched roofs and some spectacular prayer halls. Over 250 monks live here, including many young monks attending its school. Day visitors can sit in the back of the huge main hall during prayers. Better still, spend the night in the monastery’s two guesthouses, eat with the monks and arrange a meditation session through the monastery office.


For the best views of the surrounding valleys, head west out of the monastery walls to a row of five stupas marking the original site of the tiger’s den, to reach a viewing platform next to a huge mass of prayer flags. The views towards Balthali are lovely.

Hiking the Valley’s Southeastern Fringe

From temple to temple on foot

Easily the most interesting way to link the off-the-beaten-track sights of Panauti, Balthali, Namobuddha and Dhulikhel is on a two- or three-day hike along a web of semi-rural hiking trails and dirt roads that skirt the fringe of the Kathmandu Valley. It’s a great DIY way to experience a different side of the valley up close.

On day one, take an early bus from Kathmandu’s Ratna Park to Panauti (1½ hours), tour the village and its temples in the morning, then take a local bus to Khopasi (you can also walk there in 40 minutes, but avoid the dusty road by following the parallel dirt trail to the south). Cross the scenic suspension bridge, drop down through pine forest to a second bridge and then climb steps (follow the red arrows to avoid the dirt road) to reach verdant, still-rural Balthali (45 minutes), where you can stay in one of several scenic mountain lodges, guesthouses and homestays here.

There are two route options to Namobuddha on day two. The easiest (two hours) traces fields below Balthali to cross the Roshi Khola on a suspension bridge and then climbs gently to the tarmac road near Sankhu. From the far-eastern end of town, a short-cut footpath avoids the road to reach the Namobuddha stupa and its stepped path up to the Thrangu Tashi Yangtse Monastery. An alternative route from Balthali visits the Ladkeshwor Temple, with its giant statue of a trisul (trident), and then climbs along dirt roads via Chinde and Dandakateri to approach Namobuddha from the south.

After a night in Namobuddha, day three follows little-trafficked dirt tracks to Dhulikhel (three hours) via the Namobuddha cremation site and Namobuddha Resort, then past the gargantuan Dusit Thani Resort, down to a Tibetan stupa and then down steps from a small Kali temple to reach a police traffic checkpoint at Kabre Bhanjhyang. From here, you climb through Kabre village, eventually taking steps up through forest to branch right at the Deurali Hotel and reach the Kali Temple high above Dhulikhel. Instagrammers will want to visit the ‘selfie swing’ just below the temple. From the Kali temple, hundreds of stone steps lead down all the way to Dhulikhel.

See the sights of Dhulikhel’s old town and then hop on a late-afternoon bus back to Kathmandu, or overnight in one of Dhulikhel’s many hotels to enjoy some epic dawn views of the Himalaya before heading to Kathmandu the next day.

A guide is helpful for navigation on this walk, but not essential if you enjoy the challenge of back-road navigation. If you do want to navigate yourself, download the Maps.me app, which is very accurate here. You’ll find simple shops and tea shops every hour or two along the route.


THE PRINCE & THE TIGRESS

Namobuddha centres around the inspiring legend about the Buddha, who, in a previous life as local Prince Mahasattva, encountered a tigress in her den that was close to death from starvation and unable to feed her cubs. In an act of compassion, Prince Mahasattva allowed the hungry tigress to consume him, a deed that immediately transported him to the higher realms of existence.

The parable forms part of the Jataka tales, a kind of Buddhist Aesop’s Fables that detail the previous lives of the Buddha, and images of the story have been discovered in Buddhist caves as far away as Dunhuang in western China.







The Northern Valley
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HIKING | SACRED SIGHTS | VALLEY VIEWS


Gaze north of Kathmandu and you can’t miss the impressive forested hillsides of Shivapuri ridge. The national park here acts as the lungs and clean-water source for much of the Kathmandu Valley, but also offers plenty of easy access to outdoors fun, from cardio hiking to mountain biking, along the many dirt roads and singletrack trails that bisects the park. Trek from Gosainkund back to Kathmandu via Helambu and you’ll traverse the eastern end of this ridge at the end of your trek. From viewpoints at Kakani village or Nagarjun Hill, you’ll see a string of Himalayan peaks, stretching from Ganesh Himal to Dorje Lakpa, Langtang Lirung and beyond.

Throw in little-visited religious sites such as Budhanilkantha’s sacred Vishnu statue and the Tibetan nunnery at Nagi Gompa, and add some excellent accommodation, all less than 10km from Kathmandu, and it’s clear that escaping the city doesn’t get any easier.
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GETTING AROUND

Minibuses run from the northern end of Kantipath in Kathmandu to Budhanilkantha (40 minutes), and buses run from Ratna Park stand. A taxi (Rs 1000) is much quicker. The main entrance to Shivapuri Nagarjun National Park is 3km north of Budhanilkantha. Taxis can drop you at the gate. It’s a great idea to add on a hike through Shivapuri to the end of the Helambu trek.




[image: ] TOP TIP

It’s easy to combine Budhanilkantha and Nagi Gompa on a day trip from Kathmandu, but for a more relaxing break from the capital, nothing beats an overnight at Shivapuri Heights Cottage, with its access to local trails and stunning nighttime views over the city.



Budhanilkantha’s Sleeping Vishnu

One of Nepal’s most impressive sacred sculptures

The trickle of Hindu devotees, and the occasional tourist, who make it 9km north of Kathmandu to Budhanilkantha come primarily to see the 5m-long reclining statue of Vishnu that floats in a sacred tank in the middle of the village. The Licchavi-style image was created in the 7th or 8th century from one monolithic piece of black stone and hauled here from outside the valley. It’s one of the most impressive pieces of sculpture in Nepal.

Come on a busy day and you’ll smell thick clouds of incense curling through the air, as devotees toss tikka powder around like confetti and leave offerings of fruit and flower garlands. Only Hindus can approach the statue up close.

Vishnu is said to sleep through the four monsoon months and a great festival takes place here for Haribodhini Ekadashi – the 11th day of the Hindu month of Kartik (October/November) – when Vishnu is said to awaken from his annual slumber. It’s a colourful and exciting time to visit, though the crowds can be intense.


SHIVAPURI NAGARJUN NATIONAL PARK PRACTICALITIES

Foreign visitors to the park must pay an entry fee of Rs 1000 per day; SAARC visitors pay Rs 600. Children under 10 are free.

For a while tourists also had to hire a guide at the park gates (Rs 1000 to Nagi Gompa and Rs 2000 to Shivapuri Peak) but this seems to have been discontinued

Entry with a mountain bike costs an additional Rs 150.

The park is open from dawn to dusk.



Hiking Shivapuri Nagarjun National Park

Forest trails on Kathmandu’s doorstep

The northern edge of the Kathmandu Valley rises dramatically to the forested ridge of Shivapuri Nagarjun National Park, granted national-park status in 2002 to protect the valley’s main water source, as well as 177 species of birds and numerous rare orchids. It’s one of the last areas of primary forest left in the valley.

In the past, the Shivapuri watershed was visited mostly by trekkers en route between Helambu and Sundarijal, but today the park is increasingly popular with birdwatchers, runners, hikers and mountain bikers, who come for the challenging Scar Rd cycle path amongst other singletrack trails.

One short walk (3km, 1½ hours) leads from the main Muhan Pokhari gate, 3km north of Budhanilkantha, up to the Tibetan nunnery of Nagi Gompa, mostly along a park road. Around 100 nuns reside here and there are soaring valley views – you can also come here by motorcycle or hired 4WD. From Nagi Gompa, you can continue south along the ridgeline for three hours to reach Kopan Monastery and Boudhanath – a great day trip.

From Muhan Pokhari, it’s also possible to climb steeply for about three hours (gaining 1000m elevation!) to Shivapuri Peak (2725m) via the western steps, then descend to the lone temple of Saptalingeshwor and charming Baghdwar (where the source of the holy Bagmati River pours out of a stone tiger mouth), finally returning through forest via the back gate of Nagi Gompa for a strenuous day of around seven hours. Note that there aren’t any views from the actual summit, only a statue of Shivapuri Baba, an Indian saint who is said to have meditated here until his death in 1963, aged 137. Try to time your hike with 4pm afternoon prayers at Nagi Gompa. Take a map, food and plenty of water for this adventure.


VISHNU AS NARAYAN

At Budhanilkantha Vishnu is portrayed as Narayan, the creator of all life; from his navel grew a lotus, and from the lotus came Brahma, who in turn created the world. Narayan slumbers peacefully on the knotted coils of Ananta (or Shesha), the 11-headed snake god who symbolises eternity. In each hand, Narayan holds one of the four symbols of Vishnu: a chakra disc, a conch shell, a mace and a lotus seed.

The worship of Vishnu was revived in Nepal when the Malla king Jayasthithi claimed to be an incarnation of this oft-incarnated god. Every subsequent king of Nepal made the same claim, and because of this they were forbidden, on pain of death, from seeing the image at Budhanilkantha.
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Nagarjun Hill

Himalayan views and a breath of fresh air

Formally part of Shivapuri Nagarjun National Park but in a separate location from the main park, 2095m Nagarjun Hill, also known as the Rani Ban (Queen’s Forest), sits closer to Kathmandu, beside the road to Trisuli Bazaar. A return taxi from Kathmandu to the top of Nagarjun Hill costs around Rs 2500.

From the main entrance at Phulbari, 2km north of Balaju, the winding road up to the Jamacho summit makes for a fine motorbike or mountain-bike excursion (half of which is on singletrack), while a more direct footpath offers a potential half-day return cardio hike. Your reward at the summit is a small gompa, a prayer-flag-covered lookout tower and fine Himalayan views on a clear day.

In 2016 guides were made compulsory in the park following the murder of two foreign tourists in the reserve in 2005, so check to see whether you still need to take a guide (Rs 1500) to hike to the summit.





Beyond the Kathmandu Valley
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ADVENTURE THRILLS | RURAL ESCAPES | NEWARI HISTORY


The wild roads leading northwest and northeast from Kathmandu offer travellers the chance to break out of the Kathmandu Valley into the ‘real’ Nepal, along former and current trading routes to Tibet.

The Araniko Hwy to the northeast follows the raging Bhote Kosi upriver into the heartland of Nepal’s adventure-sports industry. Its pulse-raising rafting, canyoning, kayaking and bungee jumping offers the perfect antidote to anyone suffering from Kathmandu temple burnout.

By contrast, Nuwakot to the northwest is a historically important village offering a relaxing rural break from Kathmandu. It was from here that Prithvi Narayan Shah launched his unifying conquest of the Kathmandu Valley in 1768, reshaping Nepal’s history.

Nepal’s main border crossing with China is at Rasuwaghadi, northwest of Nuwakot in the Langtang region, and is once again open, so it’s easy to combine a (prearranged) overland trip to Tibet with a stop in Nuwakot or a teahouse trek in Langtang.
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SIGHTS

1Bhairabi Temple

2Nakua Swayambhu

3Saat Tale Durbar

4Taleju Temple

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5Durbar Adventure Zipline

Sleeping

6Borderlands Resort

7Famous Farm

8The Last Resort




GETTING AROUND

Electric minivans run from Kathmandu’s northern Machha Pokhari stand to Nuwakot (three hours); ask for Nuwakot Durbar rather than just Nuwakot (the district name). Otherwise, catch one of the hourly buses to Trisuli Bazaar and take a minivan or arrange to be picked up on the main road at Bidur; Nuwakot is high above the main road. For the adventure resorts near the Tibet border, catch an early-morning bus or jeep from Kathmandu’s southwestern Jodabuti (Aranki) stand to Tatopani (six hours) and get off at the resorts, or change at Barabise.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you are headed to or from Langtang for some trekking, consider breaking the arduous journey at Nuwakot. The Famous Farm in particular makes for a wonderfully relaxing post-trek treat.



Explore the Charming Village of Nuwakot

A little-visited architectural gem

The peaceful Newari village of Nuwakot (Nine Forts), just southeast of Trisuli Bazaar, has a deserved reputation as one of Nepal’s best-kept travel secrets. The 2015 earthquake damaged over 90% of the village’s 450 houses, along with several temples, but most houses have now been reconstructed.

The town’s centrepiece is its historic Durbar Sq, which is currently being renovated by a Chinese team. The Saat Tale Durbar here is a seven-storey fortress built in 1762 by Prithvi Narayan Shah as his family palace after he took the town. The town served as Nepal’s capital until Shah conquered the Kathmandu Valley six years later, and this was also where the great king died in 1775. The building will eventually become a museum.

In the same courtyard, the Ranga Mahal (a Malla entertainment hall) and the adjacent Garad Ghar (Tilganga Ghar) are also under reconstruction. The Taleju Temple (built 1564) is Durbar Sq’s most magnificent temple, dedicated to the Malla kings’ divine protectress, but it only opens to the public once a year.

At the south end of the square, the golden-roofed Bhairabi Temple is used for animal sacrifices during the annual Sinduri Jatra festival (March or April). The festival starts with the raising of a giant pole in the courtyard outside the temple and ends with Bhairab carried in a chariot down to the valley floor to visit his sister in Devghat. Forty-eight generations of dhami (temple priests) have tended the temple and the current dhami lives in the building next to the temple.

There are several good walks around Nuwakot, including to the viewpoint tower at the Kalika shrine or the nearby hilltop shrine of the Malika Temple. You can visit both in a three-hour loop. Also interesting is the collection of Licchavi-era stupas called Nakua Swayambhu, thought to mark the ancient heart of Nakua (Nuwakot). It’s five minutes’ walk northeast of the centre.

Families with teenagers might want to try Nuwakot’s short but scenic Durbar Adventure Zipline (Rs 2500).


PRITHVI NARAYAN SHAH

Prithvi Narayan Shah is probably the most famous historical figure in Nepal. Known as the father of the nation, he burst out of Gorkha to take strategic Nuwakot in 1744, after fighting off reinforcements from the British East India Company, but it took him another 24 years to fight his way to the gates of Kathmandu, finally strolling in while everyone was drunk during the Indra Jatra festival. In 1769 he finally defeated the valley’s three squabbling Malla kingdoms, moved his capital to Kathmandu and formally established the Shah dynasty, whose line would continue right up until 2008.Shah would be dead within six years but his expanding empire maintained momentum, expanding to conquer Sikkim, Kumaon and Garhwal in present-day India to mark the high tide of a ‘Greater Nepal’.




Take a Break at the Famous Farm

One of the most relaxing getaways in Nepal

It’s hard to imagine a more idyllic rural retreat than the charming Famous Farm (rural-heritage.com), a garden retreat artfully converted from three old village houses and perched above Nuwakot village. The traditionally decorated rooms are surrounded by a serene and lush garden, with views extending over the entire Trisuli Valley. The open kitchen serves up superb Nepali food, and cookery lessons are possible. It’s worth staying at least two nights to soak up the calm and take in some local walks.

Best of all, the owners are leaders in responsible tourism and have taken a guiding role in post-earthquake recovery, spearheading restoration efforts and subsidising traditional rebuilding methods. They also support a local school and home for deaf children, and can arrange visits for those wishing to donate school supplies. It’s a fine example of how tourism entrepreneurs can support local communities in a country where government support or planning is often sorely missing.

Adrenaline Adventures on the Road to Tibet

Rafting, canyoning and bungee jumping

Tucked away in a bend of the Bhote Kosi, 97km from Kathmandu and 15km from Tibet, the superb Borderlands Resort (borderlandresorts.com) is one of Nepal’s top adventure resorts. Adrenaline-charged activities include rafting, trekking and canyoning, based at the comfortable riverside resort.

Three kilometres closer to Tibet, The Last Resort (thelastresort.com.np) is the region’s other main resort, reached by a vertiginous suspension bridge over a mighty 160m drop that doubles as a launch pad for bungee jumping. The roars and squeals of free-falling tourists echo up and down the valley for miles. The price includes whatever lunch your stomach can handle, wisely served up after the jump.

The fiendish minds at the resort have also devised the ‘swing’, a stomach-loosening eight-second free fall, followed by a Tarzan-like swing and then three or four pendulum swings up and down the gorge. We feel ill just writing about it.

Both operators specialise in canyoning, a wet-and-wild combination of rappelling/abseiling, climbing, sliding and swimming that was pioneered in the surrounding canyons and waterfalls. A day’s introduction involves basic abseiling training and practice on nearby cascades, while a second day proceeds to more exciting waterfalls, with a maximum abseil of up to 30m.

Drop in to the two resorts’ offices in Thamel to discuss the various activity combo packages on offer, with included tented accommodation and food. The main uncertainty is transport; if there are enough guests the resorts operate a minibus, otherwise you’ll have to take a 7am bus or shared jeep to Tatopani from the Jodibuti bus stand, inconveniently located southeast of Kathmandu’s Tribhuvan airport.


ADVENTURE PRACTICALITIES

Both Borderlands Resort and The Last Resort offer day trips and multiday, multi-activity trips from Kathmandu. Transport is generally available on Saturdays, but the resorts get very busy then with Nepali day-trippers.

A bungee-jump day trip costs around US$108, or US$137 with the swing; and a canyoning/rafting day trip costs US$85/65. A two-day canyoning trip costs around US$150 per person, including food and accommodation.For canyoning, bring a pair of closed-toe shoes that can get wet, hiking shoes for reaching the cascades, a water bottle, a bathing suit, a towel and insect repellent. A waterproof camera is a bonus.






Places We Love to Stay

$ Budget $$ Midrange $$$ Top End

PatanMAP

Hostel Next Door $ Good dorms and pricier private rooms in this mellow, well-run place, with free walking tours, a roof kitchen and a useful events board.

Newa Chen $$ Authentic UNESCO-restored mansion with bags of atmosphere if you don’t mind low ceilings.

Cosy Nepal $$ Choose from a dozen renovated traditional homes managed by this French-Nepali agency.

Traditional Homes Swotha $$$ Authentically creaky wooden staircases but modern interior design with pressed concrete floors and balconies.

Inn Patan $$$ Century-old residence converted into a design-led boutique hotel.

Traditional Stay $$$ Traditional-style building, offering bright, modern spacious rooms.

The Southern Valley MAP

Chandragiri Hills Resort $$$ Very comfortable ridgetop resort, accessed by cable car and offering unrivalled views over the Kathmandu Valley.

Terraces Resort & Spa $$$ Remote luxury escape of infinity pools, spa treatments, hikes and stunning valley views from private balconies, near Lakuri Bhanjyang.

Pharping

Neydo Tashi Choeling Monastery Guest House $$ Comfortable, modern rooms offer a rare chance to overnight in a Tibetan monastery.

Solid Rock Lodge $$ Peaceful Danish-run lodge in Dollu, with a good restaurant and a great location for local hikes.

Bhaktapur MAP

Peacock Guesthouse $$ A 15th-century building on Tachupal Tole with traditional rooms, a cafe and woodcarving showroom.

Milla Guest House $$ Stylishly designed place of just four rooms in a traditional but hard-to-find courtyard.

The Nanee $$$ Stylish courtyard boutique hotel, blending modern and traditional, with complementary walking tours and interesting cultural tours.

Nagarkot

Nagarkot Farmhouse Resort $$ Charming and secluded forest hotel outside of Nagarkot with fine views, Newari-style architecture and a meditation room.

Hotel View Point $$ The upper rooms and communal rooftop here have some of the best bedside Himalayan views you’ll get in Nagarkot.

Panauti

Hotel Panauti $ Good budget rooms with attached or shared bathrooms, and a restaurant.

Panauti Community Homestay $$ A cooperative of 30-odd simple homestays combining family stays with village activities – see communityhomestay.com.

Balthali

Balthali Guest House $ Budget option with comfortable rooms with or without private bathrooms, and rooftop dining; rates include breakfast and dinner. Also ask about nearby homestays.

Balthali Village Resort $$ Well-run place on a ridge above Balthali, with fire pits, good food and views.

Balthali Mountain Resort $$$ Peaceful and spacious place with 360-degree views from various terraces on the same ridge.

Namobuddha MAP

Thrangu Tashi Yangtse Monastery Guesthouse $$ Monastery guesthouse with attached bathrooms; rates include meals with the monks. Cheaper rooms come with shared bathrooms.

Namobuddha Resort $$$ Upmarket collection of traditional-style cottages, with exceptional organic vegetarian food and a sauna.

Dhulikhel

Snow View Guest House $ Decent budget option, halfway between a guesthouse and a trekking lodge, east of the centre.

Dhulikhel Lodge Resort $$ Popular hotel and restaurant, with fine mountain views, but avoid weekends.

Dwarika’s Resort Dhulikhel $$$ Uber-luxury resort with infinity pool, spa treatments and cooking courses.


Northern Valley MAP

Shivapuri Heights Cottage $$$ A great place to escape Kathmandu, with a fabulous location on the valley rim and fine views. Ask for a pickup from Budhanilkantha.

Park Village Resort $$$ A pool, spa and gardens make this Budhanilkantha hotel feel like a country retreat.

Nuwakot

Famous Farm $$ Idyllic lodge in three artfully converted old village houses, with a serene garden overlooking the Trisuli Valley; simply a great place to relax.

Nine Fort Resort $$ Comfortable rooms in individual stone chalets in lower Nuwakot, with fine views from the pleasant rooftop restaurant.

Road to Tibet MAP

Borderlands Resort $$ Riverside resort of covered safari tents set in manicured subtropical gardens. Bring bug spray.

The Last Resort $$ Comfortable safari tents, a slate-roofed dining and bar area, plus a plunge pool and sauna, make for a great adventure base.
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Researched and updated by Joe Bindloss

Kathmandu to Pokhara
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STEEPED IN HISTORY AND NATURAL BEAUTY

Don’t rush the trip from Kathmandu to Pokhara – fascinating temples, riverside beaches, rafting hubs and hilltop villages with sweeping Himalayan views are all worthy detours.


[image: jpg]

View from Bandipur | traumlichtfabrik/Getty Images

The serpentine Prithvi Hwy wriggles through the Middle Hills for 206km on its way from Kathmandu to Pokhara, tracing the path of the Trisuli River – Nepal’s only year-round rafting river (pictured) – and the Marsyangdi, which drains from the Annapurna Massif. Because of heavy traffic, journeys can take an age along this busy artery but it’s the main overland route between the capital and Pokhara or the plains. Many of the buses and heavy-goods vehicles turn south towards the Terai at Mugling, so the going is easier on the final run to Pokhara.

By bus, the Kathmandu–Pokhara trip can take as long as eight hours, compared to 30 minutes by air, but there are perks for those who make the time investment. It’s easy to fit in side trips to resort hotels tucked beside scenic river beaches, lively rafting hubs and ridgetop villages with epic panoramas over the Himalayas, stepping off the main travel circuit in the process.

At the very least, consider making an overnight stop in historic Gorkha, the birthplace of Prithvi Narayan Shah – the warrior king who unified the country in the 18th century – for a taste of Nepal off the tourist trail. And definitely book in time to explore lovely Bandipur, where Newari village life comes with mountain vistas, peaceful walks through the Middle Hills and a European-style pavement cafe buzz.


For places to stay in Kathmandu to Pokhara, see here
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THE MAIN AREAS

ALONG THE TRISULI RIVER

Rafting and beach resorts.

GORKHA

Historical palaces and exquisite temples.

BANDIPUR

Mountain views and laid-back villages.




Find Your Way

Almost everything along the Prithvi Hwy can be reached by jumping on board a bus or minivan between Kathmandu and Pokhara, though you may need to change to a local bus to reach the hilltops.


[image: jpg]


Plan Your Time

From trading towns dripping with salt route history and beachside rafting bases to hilltop temples with front-row views of the Himalaya, there’s plenty here to justify breaking the Kathmandu–Pokhara trip.
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Main bazaar, Bandipur | Cortyn/Shutterstock


A Short Stop by the Trisuli

• For a quick stop en route to Pokhara, pause for a rafting session or chilled-out lunch at a riverside resort along the Trisuli. Squeeze in a cable-car ride to Manakamana Temple and a refreshment stop at the Barahsinghe brewery. Break for the night in Gorkha, tacking on a hike to the birthplace of Prithvi Narayan Shah.




Four Days along the Prithvi Hwy

• Coming from Kathmandu, spend a night in Gorkha, and two nights in delightful Bandipur, taking short hikes to mountain viewpoints such as the Thani Mai Temple and the Siddha Gufa Cave. For a more demanding excursion, hike along the ridge to Ramkot, a peaceful Magar village with even grander views.



Seasonal highlights

SPRING

Towns come alive for Holi – the energetic festival of colours, usually in March – and Naya Barsha, the Nepali New Year.

SUMMER

The June to September monsoon drenches the Middle Hills, turning the Trisuli into a raging torrent that will test even skilled rafters.

AUTUMN

The end of the monsoon calms the Trisuli – ideal for less experienced white water riders – and Himalayan views appear at hilltop lookouts.

WINTER

Views become crystal clear but rafting on the Trisuli is more challenging. Wrap up to enjoy Bandipur’s pavement cafes.





Along the Trisuli River
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RAFTING | RIVER RESORTS | BEER


Once you clear the traffic struggling over the exit from the Kathmandu Valley at Thankot – or sneak around it, if you’re lucky enough to be travelling with a hired car and driver – you can settle in for a picturesque show of natural scenery. The Prithvi Hwy drops beside a trickling khola (stream) to meet the mighty Trisuli River, the country’s only year-round rafting river, crisscrossed by suspension bridges and zip lines, and flanked by terraced fields and hillside villages. Whether you organise a rafting trip from Kathmandu, or just stop for lunch at one of the riverside resorts between Benighat and Mugling, you’ll immediately notice the warmer climate and laid-back mood after the bustle of the capital. Add in a beer-tasting stop at the Barahsinghe brewery and this could well be the most relaxing place to break the trip between Kathmandu and Pokhara.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Barahsinghe Brewery

SIGHTS

2Manakamana Temple

Sleeping

3River Fun Beach Resort

4Riverside Springs Resort

5Trisuli Riverside Resort

TRANSPORT

6Manakamana Cable Car




GETTING AROUND

The resorts along the Trisuli are easily reached from the Prithvi Hwy, which follows the river as far as Mugling, where the main road to the Terai branches south to Narayangarh. You may need to cross by suspension bridge or bicycle zip line to get to accommodation on the north bank of the Trisuli. Just ask any bus or minivan between Kathmandu and Pokhara to drop you near the resort of your choice. Allow around 2½ hours to reach Kurintar from Kathmandu, or 1½ hours to the resorts near Benighat.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Try to avoid travelling on the Prithvi Hwy at night – the road is under constant repair, particularly after the monsoon, and the uneven road surface forces traffic to crawl after dark. Afternoon buses to Kathmandu often face long jams en route to the city.



Go White-Water Rafting

Turbulent times on the Trisuli

The Trisuli has two emotions: a raging temper during the monsoon, when runoff from the mountains whips the river up into class III and IV rapids, and a kindly, forgiving temperament from October to May, when gentler class II and class III rapids are suitable for rafters with any level of experience (though rafting centres often limit rides to over-12s).

It’s easy to make plans in Kathmandu with big operators such as Ultimate Descents (udnepal.com; rafting from US$70 per day). Day packages include lunch and transfers to and from the capital; overnight trips include camping on river beaches. Pokhara operators such as Paddle Nepal (paddlenepal.com; rafting from US$75 per day) offer similar trips by raft or kayak.

If you plan to continue along the Prithvi Hwy, consider arranging a half-day rafting session (from US$30) directly with one of the resorts on the riverbanks, stopping overnight before continuing your journey. The Trisuli Riverside Resort (trsresort.com) at Malekhu is the closest option to Kathmandu, with zip lining and other activities as part of the deal, while River Fun Beach Resort (riverfunbeachresort.com) has water slides for kids.

If you’re after a more leisurely experience, swing by the Riverside Springs Resort (rsr.com.np) at Kurintar, where inviting colonial-style villas in a dense garden are backed up by an excellent riverbank restaurant and a landscaped swimming pool beside a pebble-strewn beach.


RAFTING THE TRISULI

On a Trisuli rafting trip, ask about the put-in point. Any trip starting at Fishling or Kuringhat will be a relaxing float, while those that kick off from Charaudi or Benighat offer more in the way of roaring rapids. Note that the river tracks the highway, so this isn’t wilderness rafting, though overnight trips stop on isolated river beaches

If you’re after big water, come in the middle of the monsoon from August to early October, when mountain runoff changes the character of the Trisuli completely, turning the normally coffee-brown river into a cauldron of churning white. This is a time of year to book with an experienced operator with good safety procedures.



Take a Tasting Stop at the Barahsinghe Brewery

The best beers between Kathmandu and Pokhara

A visit to the Yak Brewing Company’s Barahsinghe brewery – makers of the Barahsinghe family of pilsners, pale ales, witbiers and lagers – is a beer enthusiast’s dream. Set beside a scenic loop of the Trisuli near Kurintar, this was the brewery that kindled Nepal’s love affair with real beer, kicking the over-strength lagers that used to dominate into touch.

This is one of Nepal’s most technologically advanced breweries. Tours (barahsinghe.com/brewery-tour; tours Rs 500) are run by knowledgeable guides who take you through the entire beer-making process, from the types of malt used to the final stages of bottling and packaging.

The tour will leave you thirsty, so pop over to the German-style beer hall for a few sampling-sized (or larger) glasses of the house brews. One is included in the tour price, or you can order a flight for Rs 500. There’s a big menu of meals and snacks too.

The brewery is open 11am to 5pm Wednesday to Monday, but tours only run with a minimum of 10 participants, so contact the brewery ahead to confirm on +977 9801162965.


NEPAL’S BREWING RENAISSANCE

Once upon a time, the Nepali brewing scene was a monotonous tundra of over-strong, European-style lagers, many of them produced by the Gorkha Brewery, makers of the phenomenally popular Gorkha Beer, plus Tuborg, San Miguel and Carlsberg under licence. While 6% Gorkha Strong may still be the only choice in some rural areas, in larger towns, attention is shifting to the craft beers produced by Kurintar’s Yak Brewing Company – which turns out an impressive range of pale ales and witbiers under the Barahsinghe label – and the mellow brews of the Sherpa Brewery and Yeti Brewery near Bharatpur in the Terai. If you find Sherpa’s Himalayan Red, Yeti Blonde or Barahsinghe’s Hazy IPA on draught, don’t pass it by.
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Ride the Cable Car to Manakamana Temple

Epic views from a sacred site

At Cheres, close to the convergence of the Trisuli and Marsyangdi rivers, the dramatic Manakamana Cable Car (manakamanacablecar.com/cable-car; return ticket US$20) soars up the sweeping ridge to the north of the Trisuli to the revered Manakamana Temple, founded in the 17th century.

Sacred to Bhagwati, a Tantric incarnation of the Hindu mother goddess, the temple draws thousands of pilgrims from Nepal and India. Devotees believe that the goddess has the power to grant wishes and many newlyweds arrive to pray for sons.

The temple has an interesting founding legend. As the story goes, the king of Gorkha discovered that his queen had divine powers and died instantly, leading the queen to commit sati (ritual suicide) on her husband’s funeral pyre. Her most loyal devotee, Lakhan Thapa, searched the countryside for signs of the queen’s return, until the discovery of a miraculous stone that oozed blood and milk. The Manakamana Temple was founded on the spot and grew into a major pilgrimage site.

On clear days, the mountain views from the temple – and the valley views from the cable car – are spectacular. During religious festivals, the temple sees many animal sacrifices; the cable car even has a special carriage reserved for sacrificial goats. Don’t get stuck; the cable car runs from 8am to 5pm daily, with a break from noon to 1.30pm.





Gorkha
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ROYAL HISTORY | RURAL CHARM | LOCAL VIBES


The historic hilltop town of Gorkha is celebrated across Nepal as the birthplace of Prithvi Narayan Shah, the king who unified a string of feuding kingdoms into a single, coherent nation in 1769. Aside from the century-long period of Rana rule, the Shah dynasty ruled Nepal until 2008, when the monarchy was unceremoniously evicted by the Maoist government.

Nevertheless, the spiritual and cultural resonance of the Shah kings lives on. Nepali pilgrims still visit Gorkha daily to pay their respects at the Gorkha Durbar where Prithvi Narayan Shah was born, and the Hindu festival of Dashain officially kicks off from Gorkha every year. It also lent its name to the British Army’s famous (and feared) Gurkha Battalion.

The town was close to the epicentre of the 2015 earthquake, but damage was limited and this is still a place that’s worth swinging by to see a town off the tourist trail, with some interesting palace buildings and temples to explore.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Gorkha Durbar

SIGHTS

2Ganesh Temple

3Gorakhnath Shrine

4Gorkha Museum

5Kalika Temple

6Mahadev Temple

7Siddha Paila

8Statue of Prithvi Narayan Shah

9Tindhara

● Vishnu Temple (see 6)

Sleeping

10Chhen Bed & Breakfast

11Gorkha Garden Hotel

12Gurkha Inn

13Hotel Gorkha Bisauni

EATING

14Cake Mystery

● Gorkha Garden Hotel Restaurant (see 11)

15Jaitun Cafe

16Jaitun Momo




GETTING AROUND

On the Prithvi Hwy, the dusty junction town of Abu Khaireni is the access point for local buses to Gorkha, so it’s easy to make a detour on the trip between Kathmandu and Pokhara. Any bus or minivan can drop you at the junction, or there are direct bus and minivan services to Gorkha from Kathmandu, Pokhara and Narayangarh, but only until about 3pm. If you need to leave Gorkha later in the day, take a local bus or taxi down to the highway and flag down a Kathmandu or Pokhara bus.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The best places to stay in Gorkha are away from the busy and noisy Gorkha bus stand below the palace museum, but you can still get some noise from the main road. Bring earplugs just in case.



Wander Around Gorkha’s Historic Old Town

Explore a rich royal history

Most of the things to see in Gorkha are tucked away into the steep lanes of the old town, uphill from the Gorkha-Abu Khareini road and bus stand. Follow the winding lane running north from the bus stand and you’ll soon reach a trio of temples beside the sacred but algae-filled Rani Pokhari tank.

The dome-topped, Mughal-style Mahadev Temple is dedicated to the Hindu god Shiva and guarded by a statue of Nandi, Shiva’s loyal bull vahana (vehicle) and a tall, gold-coloured trident. Nearby is a two-tiered Vishnu Temple in the Newari style, with some handsome wood carvings on its timber supports. In the adjacent pavilion, Gorkha elders gather to talk and listen to religious songs. Close by is a small, shikhara-style temple dedicated to Ganesh.

From here, a paved lane leads uphill to Gorkha’s main square, dominated by a statue of Prithvi Narayan Shah and the imposing brick-and-timber facade of the former Tallo Durbar palace.

Today, this grand 19th-century royal residence contains the small but interesting Gorkha Museum (admission Rs 100), with a collection of ethnological displays and artefacts related to Gorkha’s kings and the region’s diverse ethnic groups. The palace opens 10.30am to 4.30pm (till 3.30pm in winter), closing at 2.30pm on Mondays. Inside, you can see royal documents, swords and armour (including Prithvi Narayan Shah’s personal weapons), religious objects, household utensils and more, but the museum’s best feature is the palace that houses it; the exquisite doorways and window frames feature intricate wood carvings of Hindu gods, goddesses and auspicious symbols.

The palace sits in the middle of a 3.5-hectare garden with a children’s playground, winding walkways and gazebos. It’s a pleasant place to take a stroll and watch locals go about their day.


THE GORKHA KINGDOM

The story of Prithvi Narayan Shah is widely told, but the full extent of the territory ruled by the kings of Gorkha stretched far beyond Nepal’s modern boundaries. At one stage, the Gorkha Kingdom ran from Kumaon in modern-day Uttarakhand in northern India to Darjeeling in the West Bengal hills. The Gorkha kings were unforgiving rulers, and newly conquered territories were cowed into submission by acts of brutality. It was the British East India Company that finally checked the expansion of Gorkha territory, seizing Darjeeling and the surrounding valleys after the Anglo-Nepalese War in 1816. However, the Shah dynasty continued to rule Nepal – aside from the brief period of Rana rule – until the abolition of the monarchy in 2008.



Hike to Gorkha Durbar

See the birthplace of a legend

The most rewarding experience in Gorkha is the hike to the ridgetop north of the town, where the imposing Gorkha Durbar rises over the valley. Built in the 16th century, this Newari-style palace was the birthplace of Prithvi Narayan Shah, who unified Nepal’s scattered kingdoms using brutal force in 1769.

The main palace is annexed to the important Kalika Temple, where animal sacrifices are carried out behind closed doors to honour Kali, the ferocious incarnation of Durga. You’ll see many pilgrims climbing uphill to the temple with goats and returning with meat for the family kitchen. Both structures were severely damaged by the 2015 earthquake, and while the exteriors have been repaired, the rooms inside are still off-limits to visitors, apart from the Kalika Temple, which is only open to Hindus.

What you can see from outside is still impressive; windows and doorways are alive with wood carvings, showing deities, peacocks, demons and serpents emerging from every available inch of timber. Some of the roof struts feature blush-inducing erotic scenes.

To the rear of the complex, the small Gorakhnath Shrine marks the site of a cave once occupied, according to legend, by the Hindu sage Gorakhnath, creator of Hatha yoga and spiritual guide to the Shah royal family. Note the enormous pair of tweezers – used by yogis to load hot coals into the chillum pipes used to smoke marijuana. Troupes of macaques scramble noisily around the complex, constantly chased away by temple priests with slingshots.

The most convenient way to get here is by taxi from the town’s bus stand, but it’s much more enjoyable to hike uphill from Gorkha, picking up the stepped path close to the Tindhara – the town’s public washing area. You’ll ascend steeply past village houses, chiya (tea) stalls and small farming plots for around 45 minutes, emerging at the base of the stone wall surrounding the palace complex.
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GORKHA’S GURKHAS

The town of Gorkha is the source of the word ‘Gurkha’ – long associated with the Gurkha Battalion, the elite fighting force created by the British Army in 1815. As the story goes, the Brits were so struck by the courage of warriors from the Gorkhali kingdom during the Anglo-Nepalese War that they immediately recruited Nepali soldiers to fight for the British Empire. Looking back even further, Gurkhas trace their origins to the Hindu guru Gorakhnath, the founder of Hatha yoga, who reputedly meditated in a cave beside the Gorkha Durbar. Historical details of Gorakhnath’s life are sketchy – various religious texts record the saint as having lived in Nepal, Bihar, Assam or Maharashtra.



Eating in Gorkha

Jaitun Cafe: By the main square and run by a friendly Christian family, this place serves up familiar but tasty Nepali fare. 7am-9pm $

Jaitun Momo: Partner of their main square cafe, serving tasty momos in an old building with upstairs seating overlooking the temples. noon-8pm $

Cake Mystery: On the main drag, run by the owners of the Chhen B&B, you’ll find tasty cakes, light lunches and breakfasts. 8am-7pm $

Gorkha Garden Hotel Restaurant: The restaurant at this towering modern hotel serves quality Nepali and international meals indoors or in the garden. 7am-9pm $$


GORAKHNATH & NEPAL

All around Nepal, you’ll encounter shrines to Gorakhnath, the Indian yogi who founded the Shaivite monastic tradition and popularised the discipline of Hatha yoga. According to legend, Gorakhnath meditated in a cave by the Gorkha Durbar, inspiring Prithvi Narayan Shah to embark on his quest to unite Nepal. The timing is a little off, however – Gorakhnath lived sometime between the 11th and 14th centuries, long before the birth of the founder of modern Nepal. Regardless, you’ll find temples dedicated to Gorakhnath at Gorkha, Pashupatinath, Panauti and across the border at Gorakhpur in India, and a rare image of the yogi inside the Kasthamandap – the pilgrim shelter that gave Kathmandu its name.



Take in the Himalayan Views

A palace with a view

Historical and religious significance aside, the Gorkha Durbar is worth visiting for panoramas of the snow-clad mountains of the Annapurna, Manaslu, Ganesh Himal and other ranges. For the best views, exit the palace via the rear gate and take the path that climbs behind an orange-daubed Hanuman statue to Siddha Paila, a rocky outcrop offering expansive vistas of the palace complex and peaks. Longer trails run east and west along the ridge, and north toward the Himalaya.

Sample Village Life Around Gorkha

Step off the beaten track

Gorkha is ringed by small farming villages that make for an interesting detour by taxi or on foot if you want to soak up the sleepy mood of the Middle Hills.

About 10.5km from Gorkha town near Bungkot, the village of Kahule is associated with Lakhan Thapa Magar, Nepal’s first modern martyr, who was executed in 1933 for leading a rebellion against Rana rule. The freedom fighter took his nom de guerre in tribute to the founder of the Manakamana Temple.

Views are the main attraction; you can gaze out over a 180-degree panorama of Himalayan peaks from almost anywhere in the village – the park dedicated to Lakhan Thapa Magar is a great spot to watch the sunrise.

There are no hotels but you can arrange homestay accommodation with local families – call +977-9846490933 for details. Homestay operators can arrange meals; try the local speciality mas ko roti (bread made with black lentils) and home-brewed millet-based beer.

To reach Kahule from Gorkha, either take a taxi from near the bus stand (Rs 1000) or the early morning or early afternoon bus to Bungkot and walk the last few kilometres.


GORAKHNATH IN NEPAL

Gorakhnath is usually represented by an image of his feet, but you can see an image of the saint inside Kathmandu’s famous Kasthamandap at Durbar Sq.







Bandipur
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VIEWS | TEMPLES | CAFE CULTURE


Perched high above the Marsyangdi River, the hilltop town of Bandipur was once a vital stop on the overland trade route from Tibet to India. Visiting merchants filled its coffers with gold and silver, funding the construction of imposing Newari-style mansions along its cobbled main road.

The construction of the Prithvi Hwy in the 1960s took away Bandipur’s raison d’être, pushing the town into decline. By the 1990s, many homes were abandoned and falling into disrepair, before local guesthouse operators revived Bandipur’s fortunes as a scenic rest stop on the way from Kathmandu to Pokhara.

Today, the town has an an almost European vibe, with pavement cafes lining its main street, and lovely walks around town, visiting temples, villages and lookouts with grandstand views of the Himalaya. It’s popular, but still charming, particularly in the evenings, when sipping tongba (millet beer) and watching life go by is one of Nepal’s great pleasures.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Siddha Gufa Cave

SIGHTS

2Bindhebasini Temple

3Buddhist monastery

4Khadga Devi Temple

5Mahalakshmi Temple

6Padhma Library

7Silkworm Farm

8Teendhara

9Thani Mai Temple

10Tundikhel

Sleeping

11Bandipur Chhen Heritage Home

12Bandipur Mountain Resort

13Bandipur Village Inn

14Depche Village Resort

15Hotel Red Rose

16Old Inn

EATING

17Bahidar Cafe & Bakery

18Himalayan Cafe

19Hotel Teendhara

20Khaja Cafe

21Pratishka Restaurant & Sweet House

22Red Castle

23Samay Baji

TRANSPORT

24Bandipur Cable Car Station




GETTING AROUND

The Bandipur Cable Car – running from Dumre at the base of the hill to a hotel complex at the east end of town – has revolutionised access to Bandipur, but many still choose to arrive by road, changing at Dumre on the Prithvi Hwy to a local bus (Rs 100) or taxi (Rs 600) for the trip uphill. Any Kathmandu–Pokhara bus or minivan can drop you at the junction. When leaving Bandipur, ask your hotel to book you onto a tourist bus to avoid a scramble onto a crammed local bus on the highway.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Bandipur gets busy at weekends, as international and domestic tourists arrive from Kathmandu, Pokhara and the Terai to unwind in the hills. If you want to enjoy some quiet time, avoid Bandipur on Fridays and Saturdays.



Explore Bandipur’s Downtown Temples

Discover the town’s spiritual side

There’s plenty to see in Bandipur. The cobbled main bazaar terminates at the handsome, two-tiered Bindhebasini Temple, sacred to Durga. In front stands the similarly ancient Padhma Library, ringed by European-style street lamps. Take the narrow path leading south from the bazaar to reach the Mahalakshmi Temple, set in a tidy compound with soothing valley views.

Beyond the Bindhebasini Temple, follow the lower left-hand path to reach the Tundikhel, a former parade ground now used as a football pitch, with gorgeous Himalayan views on clear days.

A second path near the Bindhebasini Temple climbs to the important Khadga Devi Temple. This squat brick mandir enshrines the sword of Mukunda Sen, 16th-century king of Palpa (Tansen). Allegedly a gift from Shiva, the blade is revered as a symbol of shakti (female spiritual power) and it gets a taste of sacrificial blood during Dashain.


Continuing uphill, signs lead the way to the town’s small Buddhist monastery, with its curious, elevated lookout tower, near the trail to the Siddha Gufa Cave. Returning to the east end of the main bazaar, take the lower right-hand path to reach the Teendhara, the town’s public washing area, with five spring-fed dhara (waterspouts) and a cluster of shrines.


TONGBA IS BACK

The growing profile of Nepali beer brewing has led to a revival of traditional brews. Try tongba, a warm beer prepared using millet seeds fermented with a starter made from pounded glutinous rice – it’s naturally infused with moulds and yeast. It’s consumed from a wood or metal pot, using a straw to filter out the seeds. Alcohol is released by pouring hot water over the millet mash. Restaurants offer top-ups so you can nurse your tongba pot over time.




Take in Sunrise or Sunset from the Thani Mai Temple

Bandipur’s best viewpoint

For a more ambitious hike, pick up the trail that climbs steeply uphill near the west end of the bazaar. After a tiring half-hour climb, you’ll emerge at the top of Gurungche Hill by the small Thani Mai Temple. On a clear day, you’ll be greeted by a long line of Himalayan peaks – or you may just see cloud billowing along the horizon if the weather isn’t playing ball.

Hike to the Silkworm Farm

Learn where silk comes from

Following the road that drops over the ridge at the west end of the bazaar, you’ll reach the Silkworm Farm (free admission) a government-run research centre that offers free tours of the fascinating process of producing silk from the threads extruded by silkworm larvae. It’s usually open 10am to 4pm except Saturdays; call ahead on +977-9856063105 to check before starting the 30-minute hike out here.

Explore the Chambers of Siddha Gufa

Enter an underground world

A steep 1½-hour hike downhill from the east end of Bandipur, Siddha Gufa Cave (admission Rs 100, guide fee Rs 100) is possibly Nepal’s largest cave. Twisting chambers worm for almost half a kilometre into the hillside; the largest cavern reaches 50m in height, and stalactites and stalagmites slide up and down the cave walls. Wear shoes with grips as the floor is slippery and damp. The cave is usually open from around 10am to 7pm, and guides at the entrance lead you through the chambers with a torch, pointing out bat roosts and notable limestone features. It’s atmospheric, as is the walk downhill through a humid, Lord of the Rings-like forest dripping with orb spider webs. Some continue downhill to the Prithvi Hwy and take public transport back to Bandipur, rather than tackling the steep climb back to town.

To find the way to Siddha Gufa, look for the path downhill near a pipal tree and chautara (porters’ rest stop), just before Bandipur’s Buddhist monastery.


BANDIPUR’S EVOLUTION
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Niraj Shrestha, director of Rural Heritage (rural-heritage.com) and Snow Cat Travel (snowcattravel.com), shares his Bandipur story.

I started the Old Inn because I was inspired by Bandipur’s natural beauty, cultural heritage and serenity. Bandipur also holds a special place in my heart because it connects me to my roots – it’s where my family’s stories come alive, where traditions have been passed down through generations, and where I feel connected to my ancestry. Back then, Bandipur was a quieter place, with a close-knit community of farmers and traders. The town’s growing popularity has led to a remarkable transformation, but locals have embraced the change, opening homestays, guesthouses and cafes, and offering interesting tours.



Take a Day Hike to Ramkot

Experience life in the Middle Hills

For a change of pace, take a two-hour hike west along the ridge to the Magar village of Ramkot. You can follow the Thani Mai path and continue along a stone track that locals call the ‘mini Great Wall’, or take the dirt road that branches off the Bandipur access road below the bazaar.

The route to Ramkot faces south across terraced farmland, but as you enter the village, you’ll be greeted by stunning vistas of Himalayan peaks to the north. Narrow pathways weave between slate- and tin-roofed houses, small temples and racks of drying maize to the top of the village, where the Culture Home Restaurant offers simple Nepali meals. The owner can organise homestay rooms for Rs 1500 per night; call +977-9846243546 to make arrangements. It’s possible to organise motorcycle transfers to Bandipur, or you can take a village bus to the Prithvi Hwy to connect with long-distance buses.

For a more remote experience, Rural Heritage (rural-heritage.com) runs the Mountain Lodge, a serene bungalow-style retreat a three-hour walk southeast of Bandipur, perched on a high ridge facing a panorama of Himalayan peaks. With a local guide, you can hike to half a dozen traditional slate-roofed Gurung villages in the area. The same owners run the Seti Camp – an appealingly secluded tented camp for rafting further south on the Seti Gandaki River.

North of the Marsyangdi River, off the road to Besisahar, Riepe Village (riepevillagenepal.com) is a charming homestay programme where guests sleep in traditional homes, participating in daily village life against a backdrop of snow-capped peaks.

Where to Snack in Bandipur

Khaja Cafe: A handy breakfast stop by the bus stand, serving Nepali snacks and light plates in a bright dining room. 7.30am-8pm $

Bahidar Cafe & Bakery: Enticing bready smells waft around this spot near the Bindhebasini Temple, good for snacks and brownies. 6am-10pm $

Red Castle: A youthful hangout for drinks, teas, coffees, cakes and snacks, with a south-facing balcony, painted a striking red. 7.30am-8pm $

Himalayan Cafe: This cute cafe on the main drag is good for breakfasts, teas and coffees, as well as more substantial meals. 7.30am-10pm $$


ALL ABOARD THE BANDIPUR CABLE CAR

One of a string of new cableways opening in central Nepal, the Bandipur Cable Car (bandipurcablecar.com.np; one way/return Rs 400/700) provides a high-speed route to the east end of Bandipur from Dumre on the Prithvi Hwy.

The cable car terminates at the incongruously large and gaudy Queen Tower – an under-construction five-star hotel that is thankfully out of sight from the town’s cobbled centre. There are plans for a dining car – offering suspended dinners moving up and down the valley – and a new cantilevered viewing deck poised over the valley will complete the tourist experience.

The cable car usually runs from 10am to 5.30pm but hours and prices vary, so check locally for current fares and operating times.



Where to Eat in Bandipur

Hotel Teendhara: Excellent buff chow mein, set meals and warming pots of tongba (millet beer), in a prime spot on the main drag. 7am-10pm $$

Samay Baji: This small restaurant’s namesake dish is a sampling platter of Newari foods such as chuira (flattened rice) and chatamari (rice pancakes). 8am-9pm $$

Pratishka Restaurant & Sweet House: Cosy cafe with an Indian influence, selling Indian-style sweets, lassis and Nepali staples. 6.30am-9pm $$

Old Inn Bandipur: The town’s best hotel has an atmospheric terrace and a globe-trotting menu that peaks with a refill-boosted Nepali set dinner. 7am-9pm $$$
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Places We Love to Stay

$ Budget $$ Midrange $$$ Top End

Trisuli Riverside & ManakamanaMAP

River Fun Beach Resort $ Across the Trisuli east of Kurintar (take the suspension bridge), with reasonably priced rooms and cottages, and loads of adventure activities.

Trisuli Riverside Resort $$ A pocket-friendly base for Trisuli adventures, with a zip line, rafting, riverbank dining and all sorts of rooms overlooking the river near Benighat.

Sunrise Home $$ A reliable pilgrim rest house on the path from the upper cable car station to the Manakamana Temple, with a cosy garden cafe.

Riverside Springs Resort $$$ A gorgeous colonial-bungalow-style resort set in sprawling gardens at Kurintar, with a top-class riverside restaurant and a gigantic spring-fed pool.

Gorkha MAP

Chhen Bed & Breakfast $ This family-run B&B offers simple, clean, welcoming rooms; contact the nearby Cake Mystery bakery to find the owner.

Hotel Gorkha Bisauni $$ A rambling place on the main drag with old-fashioned charm, a snug bar and restaurant, and terraces looking over the valley.

Gurkha Inn $$ A low-key place south of the main road, with a Spanish villa feel; rooms are simply decorated but comfortable, and there’s a flower-filled garden to relax in.

Gorkha Garden Hotel $$$ Large, modern and well-appointed, if a little out of keeping with its surroundings; the pool and garden restaurant overlooking the town are nice features.

Gorkha Gaun $$$ The other posh choice in town – actually about 5km south – with cottages dotted across a green hillside around an inviting restaurant.

Bandipur & Around MAP

Hotel Red Rose $ Low-cost rooms above a cafe in an atmospheric village house on Bandipur’s cobbled main bazaar.

Depche Village Resort $$ A path leads through fields to this charming escape, away from the bustle, with huge rooms and stunning mountain views.

Bandipur Chhen Heritage Home $$ Set above a cafe in a tidy Newari mansion, offering brick-lined rooms with cute little Newari details.

Bandipur Village Inn $$$ A smart modern place built in the old Newari style by the Tundikhel, accessible by road for those arriving with a car and driver.

Bandipur Mountain Resort $$$ Slightly old-fashioned but with a calm location at the end of the Tundikhel, offering rooms set amidst the pines with mountain views.

Old Inn $$$ A gorgeous, rambling wooden mansion that sets the bar for service and comfort in Bandipur; rooms are full of Nepali details and there’s a lovely terrace restaurant.

Riepe Village $$$ Homestay off the beaten path with delightful hosts in this scenic cobbled village to the north of Bandipur, on the way to Besisahar.






Researched and updated by Lindsay Fegent-Brown

Pokhara & Around
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MOUNTAIN VISTAS, ADVENTURE AND LEISURE

A hub for outdoor activities, boasting great food, massages and awesome views, Pokhara delivers rest and recreation at the start or finish of your Annapurna trek.
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Pokhara, Nepal’s second-largest city, is the capital of Gandaki province, which includes Pokhara Valley, the stunning Annapurna range and the Kali Gandaki Valley. The city, more particularly its traveller enclave of Lakeside, is a magnet for trekkers and adventure-activity junkies, but it also caters to those who just want to kick back, take in the views and perhaps rustle up the energy for a massage.

Pokhara Valley (pictured) has three large lakes (tal), remnants of a primordial mega-lake that covered the entire valley. Rupa Tal and Begnas Tal lie to the east of Pokhara and attract travellers in search of a bucolic retreat. The third and largest lake, Phewa Tal, is the focus of Pokhara’s tourist industry.

The Kali Gandaki is the region’s largest river, and its awesome eponymous valley has been a major trade route for centuries. Traders exchanged salt collected from salt lakes in Tibet for rice and barley from the Middle Hills of Nepal. Eventually the political changes in Tibet and cheaper Indian salt undermined the once lucrative trade, and agriculture, tourism and trekking became the region’s economic focus. Now, with a road leading all the way to Lo Manthang, trekking has diminished, though there remains a network of alternative trails for those who wish to bypass the road and still experience the valley’s extraordinary scenery.


For places to stay in Pokhara and around, see here
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THE MAIN AREAS

POKHARA

Restaurants, boating, hiking and cycling.

POKHARA TO JOMSOM

Hot springs, Thakali villages and Buddhist monasteries.

JOMSOM

High-altitude trekking and gateway to a pilgrimage.




Find Your Way

Pokhara is a 25-minute flight, or a six-hour drive, west of Kathmandu and is the hub for trekking in the Annapurna range. Jomsom is a 20-minute flight, or an eight-hour drive (perhaps more), north of Pokhara.
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Plan Your Days

Pokhara has long been the place to relax and take it easy before or after a strenuous trek. For the more energetic, there are adventuresome activities and short hikes to get the heart pumping.
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Two Days in Pokhara

• Start your day by heading to a Lakeside cafe for a leisurely breakfast with a locally grown, roasted and brewed coffee. Browse the Lakeside shops filled with singing bowls, Buddha statues and pashmina shawls for that perfect memento of Nepal. If you are about to head out on a trek, the outdoor-gear-supply shops can take care of every need. After lunch, rent a colourful boat for a leisurely paddle on Phewa Tal. Head to the always busy Varahi Mandir, magically set on a small island, and capture the Annapurna mountains reflected on the lake’s surface.

• On day two, rise early, take the cable car or a taxi to Sarangkot and behold the sunrise illuminating the Himalaya. Alternatively, if you’re feeling energetic, hike to the World Peace Pagoda for incredible views encompassing the lake, the town and the magnificent peaks.





Four Days to Travel Around

• Hire a bike and ride north around Phewa Tal, navigating between rice paddies to visit sleepy rural villages and experience the valley’s timeless agrarian lifestyle.

• Cycle or take a taxi to visit one of the Tibetan refugee settlements. Here you can listen to stories about the flight of refugees from Tibet, witness chanting monks in a Buddhist gompa and, if you time it right, experience a mysterious masked dance.

• Drop in on Devi’s Falls to see the Pardi Khola, the river draining Phewa Tal, disappear underground. Absolutely spectacular during the monsoon! For an adrenaline rush, there’s zip-lining, bungee jumping, white-water rafting, tandem paragliding and other adventure activities. Alternatively, head skyward aboard an ultralight flight to enjoy stunning Himalayan vistas.




If You Have More Time

• With time to spare, take a break from flashy Lakeside and head out to Begnas Tal and Rupa Tal, Pokhara’s other, relatively untouristed, great lakes. Spend a peaceful night or two among coffee plantations and sample the local brew, coffee-flower honey and lake fish.

• For a more rigorous excursion, journey along the tough and formidable road heading to Jomsom. Highlights include a relaxing soak in Tatopani’s famous hot springs and wandering the cobblestoned alleys of the quaint Thakali villages of Tukuche and Marpha. Consider some of the many short treks around Pokhara to get a quick taste of mountain life, breathe crisp mountain air and savour amazing views. A short trek of three to six days to Poon Hill, Ghandruk or Panchase Danda can be swiftly and easily organised and equipped in Lakeside.



Seasonal highlights

Summer is warm and wet. For the clearest mountain views, wait until the monsoonal rains tail off and the nights begin to cool, usually around late September to October, but sometimes later.

JANUARY

Tibetan Buddhists hold celebrations and masked dances at gompas around Pokhara during Losar, the Tibetan New Year.

MARCH

Magnificent rhododendrons blossom in the hills above Pokhara, adding colour and reward to any trek.

APRIL

Pokhara’s tourist industry celebrates Nepali New Year with the vibrant festivities of the Phewa Festival.

JULY

The height of the monsoon brings rain and steamy weather. Mountain views are fleeting, tourists are scarce and the rice paddies are vividly green.

AUGUST

Pokhara’s Newari community celebrates the three-day festival of Bagh Jatra, which recalls the slaying of a deadly marauding tiger.

OCTOBER

Dasain, Nepal’s biggest Hindu festival, lasts 15 days and is celebrated with exuberance. Each day is significant and brings with it different rituals.

DECEMBER

At the month’s end, Lakeside’s main strip is closed to traffic and a street party of food and performances takes over for the Pokhara Street Festival.





Pokhara
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ADVENTURE SPORTS | ANNAPURNA VIEWS | YOGA RETREATS


Enjoying a mild climate and spectacular Himalaya scenery, Pokhara also offers adrenaline-charged adventure activities, comfy accommodation and abundant dining choices. Lakeside Pokhara is a chilled-out, clean-air version of Kathmandu’s Thamel neighbourhood, with restaurants, bars and souvenir shops stretching along the shore of a placid lake. Behind Lakeside is a sprawling city few travellers bother to visit. Here you’ll find all the trappings of a modern trade centre, some interesting museums and remnant pockets of old Newari architecture and venerable temples.

From a colourful paddle boat bobbing on Phewa Tal’s mirror-like surface, and possibly even from your hotel bed, you can relish clear views of snowcapped mountains. Pokhara is the gateway to the world-famous treks in and around the Annapurna range and beyond. Whether you’ve returned from a multiday trek or endured an arduous road trip, Pokhara is the perfect place to recharge your batteries.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Phewa Tal

2World Peace Pagoda

SIGHTS

3Devi’s Falls

4Gurkha Museum

5International Mountain Museum

6Jangchub Choeling Gompa

7Lukunswara

8Margi

9Pame Bazaar

10Pokhara Regional Museum

11Pumdikot Shiva Statue

12Rani Ban

13Varahi Mandir

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

14Avia Club Nepal

15Blue Sky Paragliding

16Bungy Nepal Adventure

17Cosmic Brontosaurus Language School

18Fewa Paradise Restaurant & Bar

19Frontiers Paragliding

20Ganden Yiga Chozin Meditation Centre

21HighGround Adventure ZipFlyer

22Hotel Barahi

23Hungry Eye Restaurant

24Paddle Nepal

25Phewa Ghat

26Purna Yoga & Treks

27Sadhana Yoga Retreat

28Sunrise Paragliding

29The Cliff

30Tibetan Encounter

31Varahi Ghat

32You and I Cafe

Sleeping

33Fish Tail Lodge

34Hotel Adam

● Hotel Barahi (see 22)

35Lake View Resort

36Nanohana Lodge

37Temple Tree Resort & Spa

EATING

● Boomerang Restaurant & German Bakery (see 18)

38Caffe Concerto

39French Creperie

40Fresh Elements

41German Bakery

42Godfather’s Pizzeria

43Marwadi Restaurant

● Med5 Restaurant (see 35)

● Mona Lisa Thakali Restaurant (see 41)

● Moondance Restaurant & Bar (see 23)

● Pokhara Thakali Kitchen (see 46)

44Juicery Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

45All in One Blues Cafe

46Am/Pm Organic Café

47Busy Bee Café

48Lakers

49Paradiso Pokhara

SHOPPING

● Tibetan Mini Market (see 30)

INFORMATION

50CIWEC Clinic

TRANSPORT

51Annapurna Cable Car




GETTING AROUND

Pokhara International Airport is about 4km east of Pokhara and caters to most domestic and all international flights. The old domestic airport in Damside still hosts flights to/from Jomsom.

Tourist buses to/from Kathmandu and Chitwan depart/arrive at the tourist bus park in Damside (Pardi). Whether you arrive by bus or by air you will be wanting to take a taxi to your hotel. There’s no meter system with Pokhara’s taxis, so you will have to haggle the fare with the driver before you ride.




[image: ] TOP TIP

You can effortlessly move around Lakeside on foot. Bicycles and motorbikes are easily hired for excursions. For venturing into the main town, exploring the sights outside the city or getting to a trailhead, we recommend sharing a taxi.



Phewa Tal

Placid waters and picture-perfect reflections

Pokhara’s celebrated Phewa (pronounced fay-wa) Tal is Nepal’s second-largest lake and the focal point for all travellers. The usually calm waters cover approximately 5 sq km, and the steep southwestern shore is densely forested and alive with birdlife. This lush Rani Ban (Queen’s Forest) bestows a dark hue to the emerald waters.

The best way to experience Phewa Tal is to hire one of the brightly painted doongas (boats) available at various points in Lakeside, including Varahi Ghat and Phewa Ghat. Paddle over to the Varahi Mandir, a humming Vishnu temple perched on a small island. On a calm day, the Annapurnas are perfectly upturned on the lake’s mirror-like surface.

If you get an early start, it’s possible to walk right around the shore, beginning on the path to the World Peace Pagoda. Starting from the pagoda, continue along the ridge to Lukunswara, near the immense Pumdikot Shiva Statue. Continue through the spread-out Pumdi village, and ask around for the path down to Margi on the lake’s edge. From Margi, you can either cut across the marshes over a series of log bridges or continue around the valley’s edge to the suspension bridge at Pame Bazaar. Here, a dirt road continues along the northern shore to Lakeside.

The cool waters of Phewa Tal may beckon on a hot day, but there’s a fair bit of pollution in that green water, plus dangerous currents below the surface, especially near the dam at the southern end of the lake. A better option for swimming is to head to one of the upmarket hotels that let nonguests swim in their pool for a modest fee.

South of the dam, the lake’s waters become the Pardi Khola and soon plunge over spectacular Devi’s Falls (foreigner entry Rs 100; 6am to 6pm) to vanish underground. After monsoon rains, the sound of the falls is deafening.


POKHARA WITH KIDS

Pokhara is a child-friendly destination. Worth noting is the relatively light traffic and lack of choking pollution in contrast to Kathmandu. The footpaths are usually level enough for pushchairs, and restaurants are accommodating to families, many having highchairs and smaller portions, plus familiar international dishes.

There are several pharmacies in Lakeside selling everyday medicines, antibiotics and first-aid supplies. For anything serious, head to CIWEC Clinic (ciwechospital.com; 24 hours). This clinic provides emergency treatment and travel medicine advice, and should be your first choice for medical treatment in Pokhara. Payments can be made by credit card and the clinic is used to liaising with insurance companies.



Sacred Architecture & Stunning Views

World Peace Pagoda

Resting self-contentedly on a narrow ridge high above Phewa Tal, the brilliant-white World Peace Pagoda was constructed by Buddhist monks from the Japanese Nipponzan Myohoji organisation. There are several routes up to the pagoda, which affords breathtaking views over the lake to the mountains beyond.

The most obvious route up begins on the southern shore of Phewa Tal, behind the Lychee Garden Resort at Anadu. Boatmen will paddle you across to the trailhead from Varahi Ghat in Lakeside, and the path leads straight up the hillside on cut stone steps. Ignore the right-hand fork by the small temple and continue uphill through woodland to reach the pagoda.

A more interesting route to the pagoda starts near the footbridge over the Pardi Khola, just south of the Pardi dam. After crossing the bridge, the trail skirts the edge of paddy fields and a tall grey fence, past a small temple, before turning uphill, through a gate in the fence, into the forest. When you see the poultry farm on your left, you are near the gate. From here the trail climbs for about 2km through gorgeous forest that has regrown over old rice terraces. The main trail continues west in a more or less direct route to the pagoda. An alternative trail crosses the main trail about 600m from the gate and takes you up to the main ridge before turning west and skirting the north side of the ridge. This trail provides tree-framed mountain views. Eventually both trails meet up and you reach a restaurant where a little-used trail from Devi’s Falls joins. Here there are spectacular views that keep getting better as you approach the pagoda. The approach is garrisoned by cafes tempting you with cold drinks, snacks and espresso coffee. Sadly, there have been muggings on these trails in the past, so it is advisable not to hike alone.

You can return to Pokhara via either walking route, or catch a bus or taxi. Alternatively, continue your hike along the ridge to the Pumdikot Shiva Statue for more views. Return the same way or take a taxi back to Pokhara.

For views without the fuss, take a taxi or local bus from the public bus stand to the pagoda car park. The access road to the pagoda car park leaves the Siddhartha Hwy just south of town. A steep trail of stairs leads up from the car park to the pagoda entrance. Instead of returning by car, you could walk down to the lake and catch a boat to Lakeside.

Eating in Pokhara: Best Dinner with Cultural Show

Boomerang Restaurant & German Bakery: A large, shady garden, international menu and nightly cultural dinner show. Show 7pm $

Fewa Paradise Restaurant & Bar: An all-day restaurant with a cosmopolitan traveller menu and an evening song-and-dance show. Show 6.30pm $

Hotel Barahi: Bookings are required for this hotel’s popular and delicious buffet dinner and cultural show. Show 7pm $$$

Hungry Eye Restaurant: A long-standing dinner-and-show venue that’s popular with groups. This one is indoors. Show 7pm $$


SALIGRAMS

For sale along Phewa Tal’s shore and across the Kali Gandaki Valley are the black ammonite fossils known as saligrams. Resembling nautilus, they lived some 140 million years ago in the Tethys Sea. Tectonic movement raised the seabed of the Tethys to today’s height among the Himalayas, with erosion exposing these fossils. Hindu pilgrims purchase them as manifestations of the god Vishnu, believing they bestow wealth, forgiveness, health and happiness.



Sarangkot

Witness daybreak on the Himalaya

The view of the Annapurna Himalaya from Sarangkot is almost a religious experience. From here, you can see a panoramic sweep of Himalayan peaks, from Dhaulagiri (8167m) in the west to Annapurna South (7219m), Hiunchuli (6441m), Annapurna I (8091m), the perfect pyramid of Machhapuchhare (6997m), Annapurna III (7555m), Annapurna IV (7525m), the tent-like peak of Annapurna II (7937m) and Lamjung (6983m) in the east. Most people come here at dawn or dusk, when the peaks are illuminated celestial gold by the sun.

The best way to get to Sarangkot is via the dramatic Annapurna Cable Car (annapurnacablecar.com.np; one way/return US$8/12), which operates from Sedi, about a 10- to 15-minute walk west of Hallan Chowk (or alternatively, a very short taxi ride from Lakeside). Gondolas start ascending at 5am (stopping at 5pm), and it takes about 10 minutes from bottom to top. The main viewing tower is another 10-minute walk up from the top station. A set of steps leads uphill to the dramatic viewpoint on the site of an ancient kot (fort). There are several places to stay and eat in Sarangkot, most with stunning views. Overnighting here is a more relaxing alternative to the predawn commute from Lakeside. Taxi drivers in Lakeside also offer predawn rides from your hotel to the ridge to catch the sunrise.

A couple of warnings: the mountains can occasionally disappear behind cloud for several days, particularly during the monsoon season. And if you feel noisy teenagers are ruining the peace at the viewing tower, try walking further along to the secluded grassy helicopter pad.


THE GURKHAS: BRAVEST OF THE BRAVE

Every year, hundreds of Nepali men come to a British Army recruiting centre in Pokhara to brave the rigorous selection process to become a Gurkha soldier. Prospective recruits, mostly from Gurung, Magar, Rai and Limbu communities, must perform backbreaking physical tasks. Only the fittest and most dedicated succeed. Identified by their curved khukuri knives, Gurkhas are one of the world’s toughest fighting forces – recruits find roles in the British and Indian armies, Brunei Gurkha Reserve and the Singapore police.



Adrenaline Rush amid the Annapurna

Adventure activities

Paragliding silently on the thermals against a backdrop of the snowcapped Annapurna is a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

With the opening of Pokhara’s International Airport, paragliding has shifted from its famous Sarangkot venue to Toripani, just a few kilometres to the north. Other alternative locations, including Sirkot and Bandipur, are only a two-hour drive from Pokhara. Paragliding operators to choose from include Sunrise Paragliding (sunrise-paragliding.com), one of the pioneering companies with experienced pilots offering tandem flights as well as pilot courses and paragliding tours. Another option is Blue Sky Paragliding (paragliding-nepal.com), a very experienced operator of tandem flights in Pokhara. It also runs a paragliding pilot school in Bandipur. There is also Frontiers Paragliding (paragliding-nepal.com; 061-466122), an original outfit with years of experience. It offers pilot courses and multiday tours in addition to tandem flights.

Pokhara is an ideal place to organise rafting trips, particularly down the Kali Gandaki and Seti Rivers. Trips range from half-day to multiday with camping on the riverbank. Kayak clinics are held on the Seti River, and scenic drifts down the Narayani River to Chitwan National Park are also popular. In terms of operators, Paddle Nepal (paddlenepal.com) has an extensive offering of white-water rafting options, combined canyoning/rafting trips and kayak clinics.

Cycling is a great way to get around Pokhara, whether tackling the trails or just cruising Lakeside. Mountain bikes are available from dozens of places on the Lakeside strip. Contact any Lakeside travel agent for details of guided and self-guided mountain-biking trips in the hills around Pokhara.

In recent years, Pokhara’s adrenaline level has received a boost with a couple of awesome adventure activities. HighGround Adventure ZipFlyer (highgroundnepal.com) launches from Sarangkot and drops 600m over 1.8km, achieving speeds of 120km/h. You can also bungee jump from an 80m tower, or swing on the ‘Skyscreamer’ at Hemja, 20 minutes from Lakeside. Bungy Nepal Adventure (gobungynepal.com) boasts a 101m bungee drop from a cantilever bridge over the Seti River, just south of Damside (Pardi). Upping the stakes is the 228m The Cliff (thecliffnepal.com), claiming to have the world’s second-highest bungee (from a bridge) and highest swing. The operation is at Kusma on the Kali Gandaki River, about 55km from Pokhara. Transport is provided.


WHY I LOVE POKHARA
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Lindsay Fegent-Brown, writer

Pokhara always elicits a blissful sigh of relief, whether I’ve reached it after a long drive, a short flight or an exhausting trek. I know that I can find a welcoming hotel, a comfortable bed, a cold beer, a hot espresso, and just about any cuisine you can think of. And after the resting, recharging and comfort food, there’s so much more you can do. Catch the cable car to Sarangkot, take a flying leap on a paraglider, paddle on the lake, or just seek some transcendental bliss at a meditation retreat. All this under the gaze of the beautiful Himalaya, which can pop into view anywhere and simply amaze.



Eating in Pokhara: Our Picks

Caffe Concerto: Rustic ambience, thin-crust pizzas, authentic pasta, wine by the glass or bottle, espresso and gelato. 7.30am-10.30pm $$

Pokhara Thakali Kitchen: Regional Thakali cuisine presented as thalis, each with three curries – choose veg or non-veg. 11am-10pm $$

Moondance Restaurant & Bar: Quality multi-cuisine menu, great service and panache add to the popularity of this Lakeside institution. 7am-10.30pm $$

Godfather’s Pizzeria: Vying for best pizza in town, serving large, wood-fired cheesy veg and non-veg pizzas plus pasta. 8am-11pm $$

Mona Lisa Thakali Restaurant: Long-time favourite for Nepali dishes, inside the eponymous hotel in Damside (Pardi). 7am-10pm $

Marwadi Restaurant: Delicious vegetarian curries and aromatic tandoor breads, with three locations in Lakeside. 7.30am-11pm $

Fresh Elements: Multi-cuisine with emphasis on organic and fresh ingredients. Also features Nepal’s longest bar and live entertainment. 9am-4am $$

Med5 Restaurant: Mediterranean dishes with inspiration from five Mediterranean countries: pasta, pizza and sizzlers with beer, cocktails and wine. 8am-10pm $$


Scenic Mountain Flights

Soar like a Himalayan eagle

On a clear day, you can’t miss the buzzing ultralights flying over Pokhara like oversized drones, providing their passengers with unrivalled mountain views. Ultralights are small two-seater (pilot and passenger) aircraft that provide bird’s-eye views of Pokhara, Phewa Tal and the Annapurna Himalaya. As for safety, not only can they land unpowered, but there is also a parachute for the entire aircraft. Avia Club Nepal (aviaclubnepal.com) is the most experienced of a number of operators launching from Pokhara’s domestic airport. It offers several exhilarating ultralight flights of different duration around the Pokhara Valley. In 15 minutes, you can buzz around the World Peace Pagoda and lakeshore, but you’ll need more time – 60 or 90 minutes – to get up above Sarangkot and head towards the mountains for the full Himalayan panorama. Avia also offers paragliding as well as ultralight plus paragliding packages.

Why trek when you can helicopter in? Nothing demonstrates the changing tourist scene in Pokhara more than this offering of a one-hour scenic flight that includes 25 minutes on the ground at Annapurna Base Camp (ABC) or Mardi Himal Base Camp (depending on permissions); this short stop at altitude is thought to be safe, though the safest way to reach ABC is still the old-fashioned way – on foot. Enquire with Lakeside tour operators on availability. Helicopters depart from Pokhara domestic airport at Damside.


POKHARA’S BEST MUSEUMS

International Mountain Museum: Devoted to the mountains of Nepal, the mountaineers who climbed them and the people who call them home. See original equipment from early Himalayan ascents as well as displays on culture, geology, and flora and fauna.

Gurkha Museum: Celebrates the achievements of Nepal’s renowned Gurkha regiments. It covers Gurkha history from the 19th-century Indian Uprising, through two world wars to current conflicts and peace-keeping missions.

Pokhara Regional Museum: Small and rather neglected museum devoted to the history and culture of the various ethnic groups of the Pokhara Valley. Of interest are the mystical shamanic beliefs of the valley’s original inhabitants.



Cultural Immersion & Spirituality

Tours and courses

With its stunning snowcapped-mountain backdrop, Pokhara is an ideal setting in which to contemplate the nature of the universe, and there are several establishments offering to help you on your way. Along with meditation and yoga retreats, you can explore Tibetan Buddhist culture at several Tibetan refugee settlements. Here you can meet with Tibetans whose families fled Tibet following the uprising in 1959. Pokhara is also the perfect venue to develop your linguistic abilities with a course in Nepali, and then practise your new language skills while bartering at Lakeside shops.

The serene and reputable Ganden Yiga Chozin Meditation Centre (pokharabuddhistcentre.com) holds three-day meditation and yoga retreats that start every Friday evening. There are also daily sessions (Monday to Friday) of yoga and meditation starting at 7.30am. The introductory courses give insight into Tibetan culture and philosophy, and so provide indispensable background to the practice of meditation. Tours to local monasteries are also available. Book online at gandenyigachozin.com.

Purna Yoga Retreat in Sedi village, 2.5km northwest of Lakeside, runs a series of retreats, courses and programmes at its serenely relaxed retreat with excellent accommodation and restaurant. Its sister concern is Purna Yoga & Treks (nepalyogatrek.com), also known as Nepal Yoga Trek, which blends the joy of trekking in spectacular landscapes with yoga and meditation. What better way to start a day than to wake up and stretch to a Himalaya sunrise? As well as yoga treks, there are more gentle walking tours available. A trek calendar and booking form for treks can be found online at nepalyogatrek.com.

Well-regarded Himalayan Yogini Retreat, in the well-named Happy Village, northwest of Pame Village, runs daily meditation and Hatha yoga classes. One- to five-day courses are also available. Sadhana Yoga Retreat (sadhana-asanga-yoga.com), in Sedi village, offers one- to 21-day courses in Hatha yoga, inclusive of tuition, steam and mud baths, accommodation, and organic and ayurvedic meals. Or you can just drop in for the three-hour daily Hatha yoga session. Enquire, book or learn more about the range of retreats, yogic cleansing, massage and even cooking courses on offer at sadana-asanga-yoga.com.

A great way to experience Pokhara’s Tibetan refugee settlements and learn about Tibetan culture is to take a tour with Tibetan Encounter (tibetan-encounter.com). Learn about Tibetan Buddhism, traditional foods and medicine, and the contemporary life of Tibetan refugees in Nepal. Time your visit in the afternoon to experience monks chanting and horns blowing during a prayer session at the colourful Jangchub Choeling Gompa in Tashi Palkhel settlement. Masked dances are held here in January/February as part of the annual Losar (Tibetan New Year) celebrations.

The tiny, one-man Cosmic Brontosaurus Language School (cosmicbrontosaurus.com) offers individual or group lessons from beginner to advanced. The classroom, in a shack at the northern end of Lakeside, is the perfect spot to learn Nepali. Prem, who runs the school, has several years’ experience as a high-school teacher and working with the UN as a translator.

If cooking and food are your inspiration, there are several restaurants offering classes in momo-making and more. Recommended are the vegetarian offerings at Little Windows, and the low-key You and I Cafe (986-0776276), open from 9.30am to 9pm.

Eating in Pokhara: Where to Breakfast

Juicery Cafe: With three Lakeside locations, several mixed fresh juice combos, smoothies, plus tempting breakfast bowls and coffee. 7am-8pm $

Am/Pm Organic Cafe: Cosy cafe featuring organic Himalayan coffee from Palpa (Tansen) plus pastries from its own German bakery. 6am-10pm $

French Creperie: Tiny traveller-inspired cafe with crepes and toppings such as lemon and sugar, apple and cinnamon, banana and Nutella. 8am-11pm $

German Bakery: With three Lakeside locations, good coffee, croissants, Danishes, scrolls and other delectables. 6.30am-8pm $


TIBETAN REFUGEE SETTLEMENTS

Following the Chinese annexation of Tibet and the Dalai Lama’s flight to India in the 1950s, thousands of Tibetans sought haven in Nepal via Mustang and the Kali Gandaki Valley. Three camps were set up in and around Pokhara to house the refugees. Over the decades, these camps have become permanent institutions and centres of Buddhism. The largest settlement close to Pokhara is Tashi Palkhel, about 5km northwest of town at Hyangja. About 3km south of Lakeside, near Devi’s Falls, is the smaller settlement of Tashi Ling. Another smaller settlement, Paljorling, resides in the city centre near Prithvi Chowk. The folks from Tashi Palkhel have a Tibetan Mini Market, open 8am to 8pm, in Lakeside with craft shops and restaurants.



Drinking in Pokhara: Pubs & Clubs

Busy Bee Café: More pub than cafe, with live music every night. Cocktails, beer and food. 11am-2pm $$

All in One Blues Cafe: Intimate blues club with restaurant and live music most evenings. 9am-1pm $$

Paradiso Pokhara: The occasionally boisterous Paradiso features live music, pool tables, cocktails and mocktails, and football on the big screen. 10am-2am $$

Lakers: Super-relaxed tiki bar with cocktails, craft beer and occasional live music. 10am-2am $$





Beyond Pokhara
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Sharing the Pokhara Valley with Phewa Tal are two delightful and adjacent lakes with relatively undeveloped shorelines.


Trekking in the Annapurna Conservation Area Project (ACAP) is easily the most popular attraction around Pokhara, but you don’t have to be a seasoned trekker to appreciate the grandeur of the peaks or to experience the rural serenity of the Pokhara Valley. There are dramatic viewpoints on the rim of the valley, upmarket resorts and a pair of comparatively unspoiled lakes.

About 10km southeast of Pokhara, a country road leaves the Prithvi Hwy heading north for Begnas Tal and Rupa Tal. These two tranquil lakes reflect snowcapped peaks and terraced rice paddies, and they receive few visitors despite their proximity to Pokhara. Here you can switch off from the tourist trail and taste the produce from small-scale coffee farms, beekeepers and fish farmers.


GETTING AROUND

Buses to Begnas Tal stop on the Prithvi Hwy opposite Pokhara’s main public bus stand, and also at Mustang Chowk in Damside. It’s sometimes possible to get a bus from Varahi Chowk in Lakeside. By bike or motorcycle, take the Prithvi Hwy towards Mugling and turn left at the obvious junction in Tal Chowk. Taxis will take you to Begnas Bazaar and to your hotel in Pachabhaiya.



Begnas Tal & Rupa TalTIME FROM POKHARA: 40 MINS [image: jpg]

Peaceful lake retreats

Along the Prithvi Hwy east of Pokhara, a narrow country road strikes north through a uniformly flat terrain of rice fields, heading towards the steep hills that shelter the twin lakes of Begnas Tal and Rupa Tal. Begnas Tal is the larger of the non-identical twins.

The road eventually reaches the scruffy Begnas Bazaar, where there is a large fish farm, and boats are available for a leisurely paddle on the still waters. The traditional village of Begnas lies across the lake to the north, among the rice terraces. Water levels in both lakes vary markedly with the seasons, although Begnas Tal has a small dam near Begnas Bazaar regulating water outflow for irrigation.

There are several hotels adjacent to Begnas Bazaar, but this is a busy, noisy and smelly hub, best avoided if you’re after peace and serenity. You’re much better off heading up and along the narrow ridge that separates the two lakes. Here, in the village of Pachabhaiya, you’ll find a top-end lodge and several budget guesthouses enjoying stunning views across the lakes to the snowy Annapurna peaks. It’s certainly more isolated than staying near the bazaar, but the surrounding countryside, super-friendly guesthouse hosts, local organic produce (especially the coffee and honey) and the stunning views make it all very much worthwhile. Locals can provide guidance on several hiking trails ranging from just a couple of hours’ duration to adventurous day-long walks. A worthwhile destination is Begnas Kot, the highest point in the region, boasting sweeping views over rice terraces to the Himalayan peaks of Dhaulagiri in the west, across the Annapurna Massif, to Manaslu in the east. Along the hike you will encounter small villages and excellent opportunities for birdwatching.

Pachabhaiya village is reached via a 3km hike or drive along a road winding uphill directly from Begnas Bazaar’s bus stand and following the ridge separating the lakes. The guesthouses look down on either lake, depending upon their orientation on the ridge.

[image: jpg]

Begnas Tal | Ashley Whitworth/Shutterstock


COFFEE HONEY?

Sleepy Pachabhaiya is all abuzz with caffeine and sugary highs. It is the home of Machhapuchhare Flying Bird Coffee, a cooperative of farmers who have developed a successful organic coffee industry with a sweet sideline. Aromatic Arabica beans are grown on the steep, shaded slopes in the surrounding district and the red cherries enveloping the ‘beans’ are picked, processed and roasted on-site. A highlight of staying in the village is to witness and even participate in the process of producing a balmy brew. Beekeeping is the farmers’ symbiotic sideline: the bees fertilising the coffee flowers and the latter providing the distinctive nectar to produce ’coffee honey’. Two perky provisions to help kick off your day.







Pokhara to Jomsom
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MAJESTIC LANDSCAPE | BUDDHIST CULTURE | HOT SPRINGS


With the evolution of the ancient trade path to Jomsom (Dzongsam) into a road, ever-growing numbers of travellers are heading north into the mountains by motor vehicle to savour the views, tap into mountain culture and enjoy clean mountain air. Nevertheless, the active landscape, including all-too-regular landslides, and monsoonal rains will mean that no such road journey is ever very comfortable or relaxing. Spectacular it is, however.

While it can be done in a long day, the journey to Jomsom is much more illuminating, pleasurable and comfortable if you take time to explore the local villages, especially from Tatopani northwards.

As well as offering convenient access to mountain villages such as Tatopani, Marpha and Muktinath, which used to take days of trekking to reach, the road also opens opportunities to access several trailheads for trekking routes heading east or west out of the Kali Gandaki Valley.
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GETTING AROUND

Buses and shared 4WDs run north and south, with similar fares, which are always higher for foreigners than locals. Private hire of a 4WD can be arranged through hotels and taxi cooperatives. The Annapurna Circuit trail has been greatly affected by the road, though a network of alternative trails, usually on the other side of the river from the road, makes walking this section still feasible and attractive.




[image: ] TOP TIP

To journey beyond Tatopani, you must present an ACAP permit at the respective checkpoints. Purchase the permit before you leave for Jomsom at the ACAP office and tourist office, located together at Damside, Pokhara. Failure to do so may mean you will end up paying double the fee at Tatopani.



Pokhara to Tatopani

Geothermal hot springs

When journeying from Pokhara, the road to Tatopani deteriorates at Beni and, depending on recent rainfall, it can be quite a challenging and exciting drive – when it’s raining, it can be downright scary. Often the ‘road’ is just a crude bulldozer scrape over the old foot trail.

Tatopani (1190m) means ‘hot water’ in Nepali and the village gets its name from the hot springs (entry Rs 150) that emanate from deep within the Himalayan rocks beside the Kali Gandaki River. Tatopani has long been a favourite stop with weary trekkers, and while the road has lured away some of these visitors, it now also brings folks up from Pokhara on short overnight trips.

At Tatopani’s hot springs, open 7am to 7pm, there are two stone-lined pools that are used on alternate days, so that each can be cleaned regularly. There is a snack bar (happy hour in the afternoon brings beer and popcorn) on-site. Don’t forget your bathing costume, and be prepared to take some time acclimatising to the astonishingly hot water – 37°C may not sound hot, but you’ll get a good idea of what it feels like to be a lobster in a cooking pot!

Tatopani is a great place to break the journey no matter which direction you are headed along the Kali Gandaki. If your destination is Tatopani, and you are not travelling further north or trekking towards Ghorepani, you do not need an ACAP permit.


MARPHA’S FIRST TOURIST

A sign in the cobbled street of Marpha commemorates the visit of the Japanese explorer Ekai Kawaguchi, a Buddhist monk, who stayed in Marpha for three months in 1899. Kawaguchi arrived in India in August 1897 and studied Tibetan language in Darjeeling. He then entered Nepal in disguise, travelling up the Kali Gandaki to Tibet, spending time in both Tukuche and Marpha. His book, Three Years in Tibet, is published in English and contains a brief commentary on his travels through Nepal. He was an unlikely, unfunded, ill-equipped and eccentric explorer who somehow managed to become the first outsider to reach the forbidden city of Lhasa.



Tatopani to Marpha

Thakali culture and tremendous scenery

From Tatopani, the road enters the ‘deepest valley in the world’. The rationale for this claim is that between the top of Annapurna I and the top of Dhaulagiri I (both above 8000m and only 38km apart) the terrain drops to below 2200m, making for a valley of around 6000m in depth. The sheer scale of the topography is mind-blowing, and if you are travelling by taxi ensure that you stop often to appreciate the magnitude of the scenery. The road sticks to the west bank of the Kali Gandaki, passing the villages of Guithe and Dana before reaching the spectacular and notorious Rupse Chhahara (Beautiful Waterfall).

Human attempts at traversing this spectacular waterfall often get swept away each monsoon season, and the approach roads to the bridge also cop a battering. So, if you’re here any time before October, don’t be surprised if you experience delays. If you are stuck here waiting for the road to be cleared, all you can do is admire both Mother Nature and the heroic efforts of the road workers. The next stretch of road cuts through the steepest and narrowest part of the Kali Gandaki Valley; much of the road has been blasted through solid rock and is subject to frequent landslides. The fragile slopes above, and the churning waters of the Kali Gandaki below, make for a white-knuckle ride in the best of conditions. If it’s raining, you’ll probably start wishing you were on foot or elsewhere altogether.

Here, in its upper reaches, people call the Kali Gandaki the Thak Khola, thus the name Thakali for those who live in this region. Ghasa (2010m) is the first Thakali village on the road north and the southernmost limit of Tibetan Buddhism in the valley. As well as being a cultural watershed, the ecology changes here from lush subtropical to hardy mountain pine and deciduous birch. At Ghasa there is an ACAP check post, where you will need to show your permit.

The best of the overnight options can be found at the towns of Tukuche and Marpha, just south of Jomsom. Tukuche (2580m) was the main meeting point along the trade route, where traders coming with salt and wool from Tibet and the upper Thak valley bartered with traders carrying grain from the south. Tukuche’s hotels are in beautiful old Thakali homes with carved wooden windows, doorways and balconies. It’s worthwhile spending some time here to soak in the rich history and to visit the Tukuche Distillery (open 9am to 5pm) or the town’s four Buddhist gompas.

As the road proceeds north, it passes the apple orchards of a successful agricultural project that started in 1966. As well as the fruit, most shops around here stock bottles of apple, apricot and peach brandy from the distillery.
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Rupse Chhahara | Tina Bizaj/Getty Images


THE SALT ROUTE: TRANS-HIMALAYAN TRADE

For eons the Kali Gandaki Valley has been a migratory highway for beasts, birds and people navigating between the plains of India and the high Tibetan plateau. In living memory, caravans of yaks or goats, led by hardy Tibetans, have followed the mighty river, bringing salt from Tibet’s great salt lakes to trade for rice and barley from Nepal’s Middle Hills. Wool, livestock and butter were also traded for sugar, tea, spices and tobacco from the Terai and India. Trade has all but dried up, and many of the erstwhile trails, which evolved into celebrated trekking routes, have been bulldozed into roads. The rich traders of Tukuche, with their fine stone houses and caravanserai, have redirected their business acumen to agriculture, distilling and tourism.
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CHHAIRO

Between Tukuche and Marpha a footbridge leads across the Kali Gandaki to the eastern bank and the Tibetan refugee settlement of Chhairo. This small settlement was set up in 1972 beside the 300-plus-year-old Chhairo Gompa, which is believed to have been built by Lama Chhiwang Thilen, a Tibetan, in the 16th century. The monastery’s Guru Rinpoche Lhakhang has some fine old statues, thangkas (Tibetan religious paintings) and murals. As the first Nyingma School monastery in the Mustang region, the gompa is of great significance. With the closure of the border with Tibet in the 1960s, the salt trade declined, and so did the monastery. The restored and operating gompa welcomes visitors and donations; see chhairogompa.org for more information.



Marpha

Old-world charm and a Buddhist gompa

The historic and beautiful town of Marpha (2680m) huddles behind a ridge for protection from the up-valley wind and has long been a favourite stop for trekkers on the Annapurna Circuit. The well-preserved town exhibits typical Thak Khola architecture of stone buildings with flat roofs connected by narrow paved alleys. The low rainfall in this region makes these flat roofs practical; they also serve as a drying place for grains and vegetables. Most fortunately for Marpha, the dusty road bypasses the old flagstone main street and so has not destroyed the town’s cosy traditional atmosphere. Impressive kanis (entrance chörtens, Tibetan Buddhist stupas) mark both ends of town.

Most travellers move quickly through Marpha, but it’s worth spending some time in this pleasant town. Not only are the accommodation options excellent, but there are also lots of things to do here. Start by climbing the ridge to the west of town to the original settlement of Old Marpha. Lodge owners can advise on the day hike to Yak Kharka, which is also the route taken by mountaineering expeditions to Dhaulagiri. Marpha’s large Samtenling Gompa (Tashi Lhakang) was renovated and enlarged in 1996. This is a Nyingma Buddhist gompa, and the colourful Mani Rimdu festival is celebrated here in autumn. Like all the buildings in Marpha, the gompa is painted in whitewash produced from a local stone. If you have time, take in the views of the town from the ochre-painted, natural stone chörten on the mountainside north of town.





Jomsom
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HINDU PILGRIMAGE I MUSTANG GATEWAY I TIBETAN BUDDHISM


Straddling the Kali Gandaki, Jomsom (2760m) – or more correctly Dzongsam (New Fort) – is the region’s administrative headquarters and the main hub for onward travel to Upper Mustang and Muktinath. At the southwestern end of town is the airport, where you’ll also find the bus station and ticket office, tourist hotels, restaurants, shops and airline offices.

Also at the southern end of town, a concrete stairway leads to the Mustang Eco Museum, which is worth a visit for its displays on Tibetan herbal medicine (amchi) and its recreated Buddhist chapel.

Taking the road or flying to Jomsom brings you very close to the peaks and trailheads. With a few days to spare, you could walk south to the picturesque village of Marpha or go northeast to medieval Kagbeni before ascending to the pilgrimage centre of Muktinath. Hotels in Jomsom can arrange taxi transport or porters if you choose to trek.
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GETTING AROUND

Flights between Pokhara and Jomsom (20 minutes) are scheduled in the morning, between 7am and 10am. They are heavily weather dependent and delays can last days. Numerous buses and 4WDs ply the road all the way from Jomsom to Pokhara on a daily basis – occasionally you will need to change vehicles and the journey will usually take at least eight hours.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The ACAP tourist information centre and check post is across the road from Om’s Home hotel. You will need to have your ACAP permit recorded and stamped before proceeding from Jomsom. You can buy water from the Safe Drinking Water station beside the ACAP office.



Thini

Ancient village and monastery

The small village of Thini, or Thinigaon (2860m), is the oldest village in the valley and is visible across the valley from Jomsom. It makes for an excellent short hike, and if you’re still feeling energetic, there’s a small lake and a wonderful old gompa (once Bön, now Buddhist) to explore. From the bridge over the Kali Gandaki River, which effectively divides old and new Jomsom, take the signed trail southwest. It’s a half-hour easy walk through terraced fields. It can get rather hot, and the air is dry, so wear sun protection and carry plenty of water.

From the village, an obvious path leads uphill to Tilicho Tal, but this steep, poorly marked trail into dangerous altitudes is certainly not for day-trippers. Instead, if you want to continue exploring, turn south and drop down to cross the Lungpuhyun Khola, climb out the other side and pass by the hilltop ruins of Gharab Dzong, a fortress built by king Thing Migchen. Beyond is the pretty, prayer-flag-festooned lake, Dhumba Tal (2830m).

From the ridge above the lake, you can head towards the Katsapterenga Gompa (2920m) for a spectacular 360-degree view of Nilgiri peak, Tilicho Pass, Syang village, and Thini and Jomsom below you.

Thini is a worthwhile outing if you’re stuck in Jomsom, either acclimatising or waiting for onward transport.

Kagbeni

Exploring Tibetan Buddhist Mustang

An excursion from Jomsom that could easily be appended to a visit to Muktinath is the fascinating and beautiful village of Kagbeni (2840m). Also known as Kag, the village is found upstream on the Kali Gandaki, on the road/trail to Lo Manthang. You could walk along the river or catch a shared 4WD the roughly 10km from Jomsom.

Situated on an auspicious river confluence, Kagbeni is considered the gateway to Upper Mustang. Indeed, you can’t venture north of Kagbeni without an Upper Mustang permit. However, you can explore the village’s network of alleys and even trek back to Jomsom via the high west-bank route that takes you through the village of Phalyak (seven to eight hours).

Kagbeni retains its medieval feel with its narrow flagstone alleys, wandering livestock, antique chörtens and the large, ochre monastery perched above the town, right at the river confluence. Above the doors of houses are eerie spirit traps and painted goat skulls. As you wander through town, look for the clay effigies of the village protectors: ‘Evi’ (Grandmother) is a small figure attached to a wall, while ’Meme’ (Grandfather) is a huge, knife-wielding figure in a permanent state of arousal.

Pay a visit between 6am and 6pm to Kagchode Thubten Sampheling Gompa (entry Rs 200), a Sakyapa monastery founded in 1429. The main hall holds some extraordinary festival masks and kangling (trumpets), as well as a 500-year-old text written in gold.

For a taste of Upper Mustang, cross the Kali Gandaki on the bridge below Kagchode Thubten Sampheling Gompa and hike an hour north out to the village of Tiri on the west bank of the valley. No restricted-area permits are required on this side of the river as far as Tiri. Above Tiri is the Sumdu Choeden Gompa, the entrance of which is guarded by fine slate carvings of the Four Guardian Kings.
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PILGRIMS TO MUKTINATH

Whether you are trekking, flying or overlanding through Jomsom you will encounter many Nepali and Indian pilgrims on their way to the shrines and temples of Muktinath. The arduous trek on foot, or uncomfortable pony ride for the wealthy, which has epitomised the pilgrimage for centuries, has now become a short flight followed by a 4WD jaunt with accompanying altitude sickness. Though some things remain. The most colourful pilgrims are the ascetic sadhus – they travel in various stages of undress, smear themselves with ash and often carry a three-pronged spear called a trill. A small donation to these Shaivite mystics (worshippers of Shiva) is not out of place – they may have begun their pilgrimage in southern India many months ago.



Muktinath

Temples, a sacred flame and pilgrims

The temple and religious shrines of Muktinath (3800m) are the most important pilgrimage sites for Hindus and Buddhists in the Himalaya. Pilgrims have worn a path here for centuries. You’ll see Tibetan traders and sadhus (wandering Hindu holy men) from all the regions of India. The township serving Muktinath is the adjacent village of Ranipauwa: dusty, overdeveloped and always busy with pilgrims coming and going.

The shrines, in a grove of trees, include a Buddhist gompa, a Vishnu temple and the Jwalamai (Goddess of Fire) Temple, which shelters a spring and natural gas jets that provide Muktinath’s famous eternal flame. It’s the combination of earth, water and fire in such proximity that accounts for Muktinath’s great religious significance. You can find more information on the shrines at muktinath.org.


In the middle of Ranipauwa is a police check post where you’ll need to register, and an ACAP visitor centre with safe drinking water.

Muktinath is a feasible overnight excursion – even a long day trip – from Jomsom. Taxis and shared 4WDs ply the sealed road on a daily basis. Muktinath itself has no accommodation; for that, you have to go to Ranipauwa (where the 4WDs from Jomsom halt), which comprises a string of hotels set up for both Indian pilgrims and Annapurna Circuit trekkers. The places to stay are very much of the unexceptional, budget, teahouse variety, with many pilgrims choosing to stay in Jomsom.


CLIMATE CHANGE

From around Tukuche northwards, particularly around Marpha and Jomsom, you may have noticed a rather dramatic change in the scenery. Gone are the verdant conifer forests protecting the traveller from sun and wind. Instead you’ll travel through dry, windswept, desert-like country. A feature of the dramatic topography is the fierce anabatic wind that howls up the valley throughout the late morning and afternoon. From here through Jomsom and beyond into Upper Mustang, this strong daily wind will be blowing dust and sand into every crack and crevice of your vehicle, if not your body.
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Places We Love to Stay

$ Budget $$ Midrange $$$ Top End

PokharaMAP

Nanohana Lodge $ Rooms with views, helpful management, a quiet location yet convenient to the Lakeside restaurants.

Hotel Adam $$ Clean and comfortable with views and a rooftop restaurant. Informative staff and an established travel company.

Lake View Resort $$ One of Lakeside’s oldest establishments offering spacious rooms set in a neat garden. The quality restaurant with lake views and a nightly culture show are a bonus.

Temple Tree Resort & Spa $$$ Stylish rooms, most with private balcony, two restaurants, a health spa, and a bar beside the lovely pool.

Hotel Barahi $$$ Centrally located with smart, well-appointed rooms, a sparkling pool and an excellent restaurant. Nightly cultural show.

Fish Tail Lodge $$$ Venerable, understated and reached by a rope-drawn pontoon, Fish Tail is charming and original.

Sarangkot

Hotel Mountain Garden $ This friendly budget hotel has a pleasant garden and a rooftop restaurant with million-dollar views.

Himalayan Front Resort $$$ The resort’s spacious deluxe rooms feature Himalayan views through panoramic windows, plus there’s a rooftop lounge.

Begnas & Rupa Tal (Pachabhaiya)

Begnas Coffee House & Hotel $ Delightful and enterprising family home in an idyllic setting. Wonderful views, home-cooked food, home-roasted coffee and local honey.

Begnas Lake Resort & Villas $$$ A delightful, luxury resort on the sloping shores of Begnas Tal. All rooms – set in stone and wood cottages and surrounded by gardens – have lake and mountain views.

Tatopani

Hotel Himalaya $ In the old bazaar above the hot springs and featuring a fine bakery and restaurant.

Dhaulagiri Lodge $$ Close to Tatopani’s hot springs, with comfortable rooms around a grove of orange and banana trees.

Tukuche

High Plains Inn $$ This Nepali-Dutch enterprise has spotless rooms, a fireplace, bakery and great food featuring international and Thakali dishes.

Tukuche Guest House $$ Within the flagstone village is this charming, whitewashed building featuring comfortable rooms, a courtyard and Tibetan-style dining room.

Marpha

Neeru Guest House $$ The excellent and atmospheric Neeru Guest House has a top restaurant and decent rooms with hot showers.

Hotel Mount Villa $ Another cosy hotel along the flagstone street of Marpha. Its restaurant features local cuisine and traveller favourites.

Jomsom MAP

Alka Marco Polo Hotel $ The Alka Marco Polo has a range of comfortable rooms, restaurant and sauna.

Om’s Home $$ Om’s Home comprises stylish rooms, a restaurant, a sunny courtyard with espresso cafe, and bike hire.

Kagbeni

Red House Lodge $$ With a 350-year-old chapel and Buddhist murals, this rambling lodge is Kagbeni’s most interesting option.

Hotel Shangri-La $$ The venerable Shangri-La has warm hosts, solar hot water and a heated dining table.

Ranipauwa

Hotel Bob Marley $$ This groovy hotel receives rave reviews for its delicious Nepali and international food served in an atmospheric restaurant. Clean, cosy rooms and solar hot showers (shared).

Hotel North Pole $$ Comfortable and impeccable rooms with attached bathrooms, a gracious hostess and very good multi-cuisine food in the popular street-level restaurant.






Researched and updated by Lindsay Fegent-Brown

The Terai & Mahabharat Range
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JUNGLES AND TIGERS, HISTORY AND CULTURE

Magnificent national parks and community forests brimming with wildlife, complemented by indigenous Tharu culture and the birthplace of Buddha.


[image: jpg]

Rhinos, Chitwan National Park | natalia_maroz/Shutterstock

When you think of Nepal, it’s usually the spectacular Himalaya that comes to mind, but there’s an equally extraordinary landscape extending under the gaze of those snowcapped peaks and along the frontier with India. Much of these borderlands comprise hot, subtropical plains known as the Terai. Rising from the Terai are the first tectonic ripples in this continental collision zone: the Chure Hills and the Mahabharat Range.

For the traveller, the Terai offers a mixed bag. The highlights are the beautiful and well-managed national parks: Shuklaphanta, Bardiya, Chitwan and Koshi Tappu, where you can spot wildlife in its natural environment and interact with the indigenous Tharu people. On the other hand, the major population centres of the Terai are crowded, dusty and chaotic – visitors mainly use them as transit points to the national parks, Pokhara, Kathmandu or India.

The Terai has played an important role in the birth of two major religions. In 563 BCE, the queen of Kapilavastu gave birth to Siddhartha Gautama. Thirty-five years later, under a Bodhi (pipal) tree at Bodhgaya in India, Buddhism was born. The Terai also played a pivotal role in the development of Hinduism. Sita, the wife of Rama and heroine of the Ramayana, was the daughter of the historical king Janak, who ruled large parts of the plains from his capital at Janakpur.


For places to stay in The Terai & Mahabharat Range see here
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THE MAIN AREAS

CENTRAL TERAI

Auspicious confluence of rivers.

CHITWAN NATIONAL PARK

Wildlife, boating and jungle walks.

LUMBINI

Buddha’s birthplace and celebration of cosmopolitan Buddhism.

TANSEN & THE SIDDHARTHA HWY

Timeless historic town with classic walks.

WESTERN TERAI

National parks, birdlife and adventure.

EASTERN TERAI & MAHABHARAT RANGE

Tea gardens, birdwatching and Mithila culture.




Find Your Way

Nearly half the population of Nepal lives in the Terai, an area rich in history, wildlife and myth. This strip of mostly flat, fertile land lies between the Indian border and the Himalayan foothills of the Mahabharat Range.
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Plan Your Days

The Terai’s star attractions are its national parks and wildlife reserves showcasing Nepal’s amazing natural diversity. Tigers, rhinos, elephants and an enormous variety of birds attract thousands of visitors annually.


[image: jpg]

Maya Devi Temple, Lumbini | rajparitosh/Shutterstock


Three to Six Days in Chitwan

• Many travellers append a trip to Chitwan National Park after completing their Himalayan trek. Chitwan offers a very good chance of spotting one-horned rhinos, elephants, deer and monkeys, and a smaller but very real chance of encountering an elusive tiger or leopard. Four days/three nights is a popular package, including travel time to/from Pokhara or Kathmandu. This gives you time to organise dawn and dusk 4WD safaris, boating and jungle walks.

• Also popular is the option to raft part of the way to Chitwan National Park down the Trisuli and Narayani rivers. Rafting adds an extra two to three days to your itinerary and is a truly memorable experience where you will inevitably make friends with fellow travellers.





Ten Days to Travel Around

• Starting from Pokhara, head south down the stunning Siddhartha Hwy towards Lumbini, and stop overnight in historic Tansen. Many visitors fall in love with this authentic Newari town and extend their stay. In Lumbini allow at least a full day to visit the Maya Devi Temple and explore the park-like grounds dotted with Buddhist architecture.

• From Lumbini, head to Chitwan National Park via the temple town of Devghat. At Chitwan, you have the choice at staying in one of the budget hotels in Sauraha, where bars and restaurants cluster along the north bank of the Rapti River, or you can safari in style in one of the excellent upmarket lodges situated near a Tharu village and community forest.




If You Have More Time

• With a couple of weeks at your disposal you can explore the length of the Terai and exit Nepal into India to extend the adventure. One option is to head west, visiting Lumbini, the stunning Bardiya National Park and the little-visited Shuklaphanta National Park.

• Return southeast to enjoy the celebrated Chitwan National Park and the colourful Hindu temple city of Janakpur, followed by the birdwatching mecca of Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserve.

• With more time and/or the intention of crossing the border, continue east to the tidy tea gardens of Ilam before heading into West Bengal and Sikkim in India. Alternatively, do it in reverse and exit Nepal at Bhimdatta (Mahendranagar).



Seasonal highlights

The Terai has a similar climate to northern India: hot as a furnace from May to September, and drenched by monsoon rains from June to September. For moderate temperatures, visit November to February.

JANUARY

In the Nepali month of Magh, pilgrims flock to Devghat to immerse themselves in the river at the Magh Sankranti festival.

MARCH

Janakpur gets boisterous during the riotously colourful celebration of Holi. Foreigners aren’t exempt from a ritual splattering with coloured powder.

APRIL

The most important Buddhist celebration at Lumbini is Buddha Jayanti, celebrating the birth of the Buddha. Held in April or May.

MAY

Hindus regard Buddha as an incarnation of Vishnu and, in the Nepali month of Baisakh, worship Maya Devi, the Buddha’s mother, as Rupa Devi in Lumbini.

SEPTEMBER

During the Dasain festival even the smallest Nepali villages are full of revellers.

OCTOBER

During Tihar (which can fall in November), you can see Maithili women repainting the murals on their houses around Janakpur.

DECEMBER

Tens of thousands of pilgrims descend on Janakpur to celebrate Sita Bibaha Panchami, the reenactment of Sita’s marriage to Rama.





Central Terai
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CHITWAN GATEWAY I CROSSROADS TO INDIA I SACRED CONFLUENCE


Bounded by the winding Tribhuvan Hwy from Kathmandu to Hetauda and the dramatic Siddhartha Hwy from Pokhara to Butwal, the Central Terai is by far the most visited part of the plains. The main conduit through here is neither of these roads. Rather it’s the highway from Mugling to Narayangarh, the principal and busiest route south from the Kathmandu Valley and also Pokhara. The nearby border crossing at Sunauli is, therefore, also the most popular border crossing between Nepal and India.

The two principal attractions of the Central Terai are the world-famous Chitwan National Park and Lumbini, the birthplace of the Buddha. Lesser known is the peaceful and ancient Hindu retreat of Devghat, positioned at the auspicious convergence of the Trisuli and Kali Gandaki rivers. An altogether more modern take on Hindu devotion is Shashwat Dham, a grand, carved temple dedicated to Shiva and based on the famous temples at Khajuraho.
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SIGHTS

1Devghat Dham

2Shashwat Dham

● Siddheshwar Mahadev Temple (see 1)

EATING

3Ataali Restaurant & Bar

4CMT Resort

5New Kitchen Cafe

6Chulho




GETTING AROUND

There’s a domestic airport at Bharatpur, and the Gautam Buddha International Airport at Siddharthanagar (Bhairawa). Both handle flights to/from Kathmandu and Pokhara. From the main bus stand in Narayangarh, called the Pokhara bus stand, buses run to Pokhara (five hours) and Kathmandu (five hours). For Sauraha, the best option is to take a taxi direct from Pulchowk or Bharatpur airport.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Central Terai’s towns are busy transport hubs that don’t entice travellers to hang around. There are frequent air connections to Kathmandu and Pokhara from Siddharthanagar (Bhairawa) and Bharatpur. Buses heading in all directions are plentiful, with the main destinations being Kathmandu, Pokhara, Lumbini and Chitwan National Park (Sauraha).



Narayangarh & Bharatpur

Crossroads to Kathmandu, Chitwan and India

Narayangarh (also Narayangadh and Narayanghat) sits on the banks of the Narayani River where the Narayangarh–Mugling Hwy, the main route over the hills to Kathmandu and Pokhara, meets the Mahendra Hwy, the main artery between eastern and western Nepal – hardly a sacred convergence, but a very practical one. Along with its twin city Bharatpur, which adds an airport, Narayangarh is a key transport hub, redirecting visitors on their way to or from Chitwan National Park, India and Kathmandu. Unlike many other Terai cities, Bharatpur and Narayangarh also boast several decent options for accommodation and refreshment, as well as the striking, contemporary Shiva temple Shashwat Dham (shwatdham.org; foreigner entry Rs 100), 23km west of Narayangarh on the Mahendra Hwy; open from 8am to 8pm.

Eating in Narayangarh and Bharatpur: Our Picks

New Kitchen Cafe: Busy restaurant just south of the bridge over the Narayani in Narayangarh; excellent Indian and Nepali thalis. 8am-9pm $

Chulho: Popular rooftop bar and restaurant overlooking Sangam Chowk, Narayangarh; try the bamboo biryani. Live bands Friday to Sunday. noon-11pm $$

Ataali Restaurant & Bar: Contemporary multi-cuisine restaurant with attentive staff and good food, coffee and cold drinks. 10am-11pm $$

CMT Resort: Large resort in Bharatpur with a comfortable air-con restaurant and coffee shop frequented by tour groups. 24hr $$

Devghat

Sacred meeting of two rivers

Hidden away in the forest 6km northeast of Narayangarh, Devghat marks the meeting point of the Kali Gandaki and Trisuli rivers, forming the Naryani, an important tributary of the Ganges. Hindus regard such confluences as especially sacred, and many elderly high-caste Nepalis come here to Devghat Dham to live out their final years. Far from being gloomy, the calm contemplative atmosphere is wonderfully soothing after the hectic pace of larger Terai towns and the highways.

The village is reached via a suspension footbridge high over the rushing waters of the Trisuli. You may have to dodge a few oncoming motorcycles. As you wander the streets of Devghat, which are lined with ashrams and temples that hum and ring with chants and clashing cymbals, it’s easy to forget which century you are in. When you reach the river behind the Siddheshwar Mahadev Temple, you can catch a raft across the swirling waters of the confluence to the opposite bank. Here, women in bright saris will be bathing, praying and launching small rafts of leaves carrying a candle. In January, pilgrims flock to Devghat to plunge into the river in celebration of the Hindu festival of Magh Sankranti.

From the river bank it’s a short walk past temples and monkey-proof houses to the car park and the suspension bridge where you started.


CROSSING TO/FROM INDIA

The border crossing at Sunauli is the most popular route between Nepal and India, seeing scores of people on the way south to Varanasi, west to Delhi, or northwards to Lumbini, Pokhara and Kathmandu. Most people refer to both sides of the border as Sunauli, though officially the Nepali border town is called Belahiya. Typical of many border towns, it is dusty and chaotic. Most people just get their passports stamped and continue on their way.

Buses run directly from the border to most major towns in Nepal, so unless you’re heading to Lumbini, there’s no real need to stay here or even at the slightly better accommodation at Siddharthanagar (Bhairawa), 4km north.
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Chitwan National Park
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WILDLIFE ENCOUNTERS I JUNGLE WALKS I THARU CULTURE


Chitwan National Park is one of the major drawcards in Nepal. This World Heritage–listed reserve protects more than 932 sq km of forests, marshland and grassland habitat. With healthy and expanding populations of most high-profile species, it’s one of the best national parks for viewing wildlife in Asia. You’ll have an excellent chance of spotting one-horned rhinos, deer, monkeys and some of the more than 500 species of birds. If you’re lucky, you may spy a leopard, wild elephant or sloth bear – though it’s the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to see a majestic royal Bengal tiger that is the foremost attraction.

Chitwan is surrounded by small rural villages populated by the Tharu, the original ethnic group living in this part of the Terai. Tharu culture is intrinsically entwined with the park’s ecosystem and history, and experiencing Tharu culture through a dance show or village tour is essential for any visit to Chitwan.
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SIGHTS

1Chitwan National Park Headquarters

2Crocodile Breeding Project

3Elephant Breeding & Training Centre

4Tharu Cultural Museum

5Tharu Cultural Museum & Research Centre

Sleeping

6Sapana Village Lodge

EATING

7Friends Café

8Jungle View Restaurant

9KC’s Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

10Art Cafe

ENTERTAINMENT

11Sauraha Tharu Culture House

12Tharu Culture Program




GETTING AROUND

If you’re bound for Chitwan, the best option is to fly into Bharatpur and take a taxi to Sauraha. Buses to Chitwan leave from the Thamel end of Kantipath in Kathmandu at around 7am and take from five to seven hours. From Pokhara, tourist buses depart from the tourist bus stand at 7.30am and again take five to seven hours.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The most comfortable time to visit Chitwan is from October to March, when days are mostly dry, and the average daily temperature is a balmy 25°C. The best time to see animals, however, is late January to March, when the towering phanta grass is slashed by villagers, improving visibility considerably.



Chitwan’s Wild Habitats & Inhabitants

Rare and valuable remnants

Chitwan is brimming with biodiversity. The park boasts 68 different species of mammals, including rhinos, elephants, tigers, leopards, deer, monkeys, sloth bears, wild boar and hyenas. Birdwatchers can tick off 544 different types of birds, while butterfly-spotters have identified at least 67 species, some as large as your hand.

The one-horned Indian rhinoceros (gaida) is the most famous animal at Chitwan, and you stand a very good chance of seeing one, even several, on a safari. The park also has significant populations of prehistoric gharial and mugger crocodiles, best viewed from a canoe.

As well as these high-profile animals, you may spot barking deer – which do indeed sound like barking dogs – spotted deer, hog deer, sambar and massive gaur (Indian wild oxen). The most-seen monkey at Chitwan is the stocky, sometimes aggressive, rhesus macaque, but you also have a very good chance of seeing the larger and more elegant grey langur. Spotted deer are often seen following the arboreal langurs around, taking advantage of their profligate feeding habits. They also cooperate with the langurs to alert each other when predators are in the area: the hoots of monkeys or deer serve as a good indicator to keep your eyes peeled for a lurking tiger.

Around 70% of the national park is covered in sal forest – sal is a large-leaved hardwood tree, the heavy timber of which is favoured for furniture and boat building. There are also large swathes of phanta (grassland), particularly along the banks of the Rapti and Narayani rivers. Growing up to 8m in height, this elephant grass provides excellent cover for rhinos and tigers, and food for elephants.
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Rapti River, Chitwan National Park | JossK/Shutterstock


HUNTING RESERVE TO NATIONAL PARK

Ironically, Chitwan National Park started as a hunting reserve in the 19th century. Despite occasional slaughter, such as famously when the British royals visited in 1911, the reserve status protected more animals than were killed. Human population growth proved to be a more potent threat. Until the 1950s, the only settlements were small communities of Tharu, blessed with a degree of resistance to malaria. After a malaria eradication programme in 1954, land-hungry peasants from the hills swarmed in and huge tracts of forest were cleared. As natural habitat dwindled, animals disappeared. By the mid-1960s, there were fewer than 100 rhinos and 20 tigers. When news of the decline reached King Mahendra, the area was declared a royal reserve. In 1973 it became a national park.



4WD Safari

Open-top wildlife spotting

4WD safaris are a popular and efficient way to explore Chitwan National Park. Animals are less concerned by the rumble of engines than you might suspect, and you’ll have the opportunity to go further into the jungle. Safaris can be booked either through your hotel or through an agency in Sauraha. Half- and full-day options are available, either on a share basis or you can book the entire vehicle for a private tour. There’s a limit to the number of vehicles in the park and buffer zones, meaning it’s imperative to book.

During the monsoon (June to September), 4WD safaris are virtually impossible as tracks through the park become impassable. However, they still operate in the buffer zone (community forests) that border the park. There are no fences and no discernible differences between the park and the buffer zones, and all of Chitwan’s animals freely wander between the two. In November, while the elephant grass is high, the buffer zones are usually a better option for seeing rhinos than the park.


Most park safaris begin with a short canoe trip across the Rapti River to a beach where the vehicles await. There is one main trail which heads towards Chitwan National Park Headquarters at Kasara. Here you can walk around the Crocodile Breeding Project (entry Rs 100) to see gharials and muggers in a range of sizes, from cute to scary, and have a coffee. The return journey is along the same road, another reason that many guides suggest the buffer zones, with their network of tracks, can be a more rewarding experience than the park.

4WD safaris are the best alternative to the now-banned elephant safaris. Lumbering through the jungle on the back of a five-tonne elephant spotting wildlife was once the defining Chitwan experience. But times have changed, owing to mounting animal-rights concerns. There is now overwhelming evidence to support claims by animal-welfare experts that elephant rides are harmful to the creatures. Elephants are often trained to accept riders using brutal methods, they can suffer injuries from carrying too many people on their backs, and may spend hours chained to posts when not in commercial use. Elephant safaris were traditionally offered by both the government and private owners, but the former no longer offers them, using the animals exclusively for patrolling the park. Private elephant safaris are now restricted to community forests.


WHY I LOVE CHITWAN
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Lindsay Fegent-Brown, writer Chitwan National Park has continuously changed over the years. Gone are the lodges secreted inside the park, and gone are the elephant safaris. Visitation has soared and safaris face restrictions – yet returning here elicits familiar excitement. Will I see a tiger or leopard? Will I capture a bird in flight? Wildlife being unpredictable, we expect the unexpected. It is still astonishing to occasionally see the famous, now elderly, rhino wandering the streets of Sauraha as locals go about their business unfussed. A wild male elephant rampaging through Sauraha, looking for females (elephants of course) is, however, cause for concern, and locals and visitors alike seek shelter. A reminder that wildlife is truly wild, truly magnificent.



Jungle Walks

Not just a walk in the park

Exploring Chitwan on foot when accompanied by guides is a fantastic way to get close to the wildlife. Most walks start with a gentle canoe drift downstream, and you should be aware that you enter the park with the real risk of encountering short-tempered mother rhinos, tigers or sloth bears protecting their young. Generally, the bigger the group, the safer the walk, but the experience of your guide counts for a lot. Levels of experience vary and some of the guides have a worryingly devil-may-care attitude to creeping up on rhinos. Therefore, jungle walks aren’t recommended for the faint-hearted. Before you opt for a whole-day jungle walk, consider the very real risks associated with venturing deep into the park and being far from rescue and medical facilities, possibly without communication. Rules stipulate that two guides are required, even if there is only one customer.

Jungle walks can be arranged through any of the lodges or booking agencies in Sauraha. Independent guides hang around the national park visitor centre. Although they can be irritating when they’re touting for business, they are, as a rule, well intentioned, licensed, informed and local Tharu people. Ask about the more adventurous multiday jungle walks, where you exit the park each night to stay in a Tharu village.

Eating & DRINKING in Sauraha: Our Picks

Art Cafe: Good coffee, cocktails, Sherpa beer on tap, cool tunes and an extensive food menu. 8am-11.30pm $

Friends Café: All-day rooftop restaurant with relaxed staff and Nepali, Mexican and Italian dishes. 9am-10pm $

KC’s Restaurant: A Sauraha institution, the well-executed menu runs from Nepali and Indian curries to sizzlers, pizzas and pasta. 7.30am-10pm $$

Jungle View Restaurant: Also known as ‘V’, accessed via steep stairs. International menu and live music. 2pm-1am $$

Canoeing Chitwan’s Rivers

Restful river riding

An altogether relaxing way to explore the park is on a canoeing trip on the Rapti or Narayani rivers. The dugout canoes (dhungas) are carved from a single tree trunk and are expertly propelled, across and against the river’s current, using punting poles. You have an excellent chance of spotting waterbirds and crocodiles feeding or basking on the river bank.

The most typical canoe outings start from Sauraha and include a one-hour trip downriver, followed by a two-hour guided walk back to town, with a stop at the Elephant Breeding & Training Centre (entry Rs 100), open from 8am to 6pm. Canoe trips can be easily arranged either through your hotel or a booking agency in Sauraha.

Longer excursions are ideal for those not on a package tour, as they get you away from the crowds. One recommended option is a two-hour canoe ride followed by a 16km walk to the Chitwan National Park Headquarters at Kasara and a 4WD ride home.


SAURAHA

Most independent and budget travellers base themselves in Sauraha. The village suffers from poor planning and overdevelopment, but its proximity to the national park allows it to retain its jungle-safari charm. Along with many budget and midrange resorts, Sauraha has some of the Terai’s best restaurants and shops. Stroll down the main street and its tributaries to find a range of Tibetan and Nepali arts and crafts. Highlights include Tharu jewellery, Mithila paintings and elephant-dung paper products.



Tharu Villages & Culture

Indigenous Terai lifestyle and art

Chitwan is bordered by essentially traditional agrarian villages populated by the Tharu, the main ethnic group living in the Terai. Visiting the villages, either by bicycle or on a tour, is educational and always rewarding. Tharu villages are noted for their mud-walled houses, sometimes decorated with adobe bas-reliefs and paintings of animals.

The nearest to Sauraha is Bachhauli, a pleasant cycle or 20-minute walk through the fields of vivid-green rice or yellow mustard. Here you’ll find the informative Tharu Cultural Museum & Research Centre (entry Rs 200) with its colourful murals and exhibits on artefacts and local dress; open 8.30am to 5pm. Harnari is one of the best villages at which to get a taste of Tharu culture. Bordering the Kumrose Community Forest, it’s less visited than Bachhauli and feels more authentic. There’s a tiny Tharu Cultural Museum (admission by donation; hours vary) with displays of ornaments and a rakshi distillery pot. If it’s closed, ask around and someone will open it up. It’s a 20-minute bike ride from Sauraha. Sapana Village Lodge runs excellent tours of these and other Tharu villages.

In Sauraha, most of the larger lodges put on shows of traditional Tharu songs and dances for guests, including the popular stick dance, where a great circle of running men whack sticks together in time. It’s very much a tourist experience, but fun. There are nightly performances at 7pm at the Sauraha Tharu Culture House (entry Rs 200) and the Tharu Culture Program (entry Rs 200).


PACKAGE TOUR OR INDEPENDENT?

Visiting Chitwan on a package tour is the easiest approach if you plan to stay at a lodge outside of Sauraha – transport to and from lodges isn’t straightforward. However, if you’re staying in Sauraha, packages are unnecessary and expensive. It’s easy to book accommodation and activities yourself. Enjoy discounts of 20% to 50% in the low season. You’ll need at least two days here; the four-day, three-night packages out of Kathmandu and Pokhara include a day of travel at either end.







Lumbini
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BUDDHIST ORIGINS I SACRED ARCHITECTURE I SPIRITUAL RETREATS


Lumbini was the birthplace of one of history’s most revered figures, Siddhartha Gautama – better known as the historical Buddha – in the 6th century BCE. During the years following the Buddha’s lifetime, this was a teeming monastic complex and a major place of pilgrimage. However, the site was lost to history until the rediscovery in 1896 of an inscribed pillar, left behind by the Buddhist emperor Ashoka, amidst a sea of monastery ruins.

Over recent decades, a new complex of stupas, monasteries and temples built by Buddhist nations has risen from the marshland surrounding the modest-looking but hugely significant Maya Devi Temple, said to be located on the spot where the Buddha was born. The 3km by 2km Lumbini Development Zone is a work in progress. For now, Lumbini sees more pilgrims than sightseers, making it a fascinating cultural experience.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Maya Devi Temple

SIGHTS

2Ashokan Pillar

3Cambodian Monastery

4Dae Sung Shakya Temple

5Drubgyud Chöling Gompa

6Lokamani Pula Pagoda

7Manang Samaj Stupa

8Myanmar Golden Temple

9Royal Thai Buddhist Monastery

10Sri Lankan Monastery

11Vietnam Phat Quoc Tu Temple

12Zhong Hua Chinese Buddhist Monastery

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

13Anapana Meditation

14Holiday Pilgrims Care Tour & Travels

15Panditarama International Vipassana Meditation Centre

Sleeping

16Buddha Maya Garden Hotel

● Lumbini Village Lodge (see 14)




GETTING AROUND

Local buses run regularly between Lumbini and the local bus stand in Siddharthanagar (Bhairawa). Taxis take you from Lumbini Bazaar to the main Siddharthanagar bus stand and to the border at Sunauli (Belahiya). Lumbini Village Lodge helps arrange shared taxis so a group of budget travellers can split the cost. A public bus bound for Kathmandu (nine to 10 hours) departs from Lumbini Bazaar between 6am and 7am.
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Located 22km west of Siddharthanagar (Bhairawa), the Lumbini Development Zone (lumbinidevtrust.gov.np) consists of a long central canal flanked by streets of monastic temples. Most budget hotels are in Lumbini Bazaar (also known as Buddhanagar), the small village opposite the eastern entrance to the zone.



Birthplace of the Buddha

Maya Devi Temple

The spiritual heart of Lumbini, Maya Devi Temple (entry Rs 700) marks the spot where Queen Maya Devi gave birth to Siddhartha Gautama in around 563 BCE. Siddhartha Gautama, the historical Buddha, was the son of Suddhodana, ruler of Kapilavastu, and Maya Devi, a princess from the kingdom of Devdaha. According to legend, the pregnant Maya Devi was travelling between the two states when she came upon a pond surrounded by sal trees. After bathing in the water, she suddenly went into labour, and just had enough time to walk 25 steps and grab the branch of a Bodhi tree for support before the baby was born. The location has been positively identified as Lumbini.

In the adjoining Sacred Garden, you’ll find the Ashokan Pillar (the Indian emperor Ashoka visited Lumbini in 249 BCE), ancient ruins of stupas and monks congregating under a sprawling Bodhi (pipal) tree decorated with prayer flags. Buy your entrance ticket 50m north of the gate to the Sacred Garden, open from 6am to 6pm, and remove your shoes at the gate.


Excavations carried out in 1992 revealed ruins dating back at least 2200 years, including a commemorative stone on a brick plinth, matching the description of a stone laid down by Ashoka. There are plans to raise a grand monument on the site, but for now a sturdy brick pavilion protects the temple ruins.

You can walk around the ruins on a raised boardwalk following a queue of faithful pilgrims and noisy tourists all mixed together. The focal point for the former is a sandstone carving of the birth of Buddha, reputedly left here by the Malla king Ripu Malla in the 14th century, when Maya Devi was worshipped as an incarnation of the Hindu mother goddess. The carving has been worn almost flat by centuries of veneration, but you can just discern the shape of Maya Devi grasping a tree branch and giving birth to the Buddha, with Indra and Brahma looking on. Directly beneath this is a marker stone encased within bulletproof glass, which pinpoints the spot where the Buddha was born.


ACTIVITIES IN LUMBINI

Panditarama International Vipassana Meditation Centre: A meditation centre where practitioners can study for a nominal donation. To reach it, start at the Eternal Flame (just north of the Maya Devi Temple), and follow the dirt road along the west bank of the pond.

Anapana Meditation: The Lumbini World Peace and Harmony Visitor Center offers free 30-minute anapana meditation sessions. It also has the nicest bathrooms in Lumbini.

Holiday Pilgrims Care Tour & Travels: Attached to Lumbini Village Lodge. Arranges excellent village tours that really get under the surface of life in the Terai, plus birdwatching, bicycle trips and maps for DIY exploration.




THE WANDERING ASCETIC

A seer predicted that the young Siddhartha would become a great teacher or a great king. Eager to ensure the latter, King Suddhodana shielded him from the outside world. At 29, Siddhartha left the city for the first time and saw an old man, a sick man, a hermit and a corpse. Shocked by this suffering, the prince abandoned his luxurious life to become a mendicant holy man, fasting and meditating on the nature of existence. He went on to realise that life as a pauper was no more conducive to wisdom than life as a prince. Thus was born the ‘Middle Way’.



West Monastic Zone

Mahayana school of Buddhism

The West Monastic Zone is set aside for monasteries from the Mahayana school, distinguished by monks in maroon robes and a more clamorous style of prayer involving blowing horns and clashing cymbals. Monasteries are open everyday between 6am and 6pm, though hours vary.

The elegant Zhong Hua Chinese Buddhist Monastery is one of Lumbini’s most impressive structures. Reached through a gateway flanked by dogs of Fo, the elegant pagoda-style monastery looks like a small Forbidden City. The perfectly manicured internal courtyard is an oasis of peace.

Vietnam Phat Quoc Tu Temple has a grandly decorated roof but one kitschy lawn – its fake mountains resemble a mini-golf-course hole. The faded grandeur is also a reminder that complicated designs require consistent maintenance.

South Korea’s Dae Sung Shakya Temple is a mammoth piece of construction with an intricately painted interior. The grand Manang Samaj Stupa was constructed by Buddhists from Manang in northern Nepal. There’s a golden Buddha statue inside, surrounded by colourful murals. The classic Tibetan-style Drubgyud Chöling Gompa was built in 2001 by Buddhists from Singapore and Nepal. The mural work inside is quite refined.


ENLIGHTENMENT ATTAINED

After 49 days meditating under a Bodhi tree on the site of modern-day Bodhgaya in India, Siddhartha attained enlightenment – a grasp of the nature of human existence. He travelled to Sarnath to preach his first sermon and Buddhism was born. Renamed Buddha (‘the enlightened one’), he spent the next 46 years teaching the Middle Way – a path of moderation and self-knowledge through which to escape the cycle of birth and rebirth, and achieve nirvana, a state of eternal bliss.



East Monastic Zone

Theravada school of Buddhism

The East Monastic Zone is set aside for monasteries from the Theravada school, common in Southeast Asia and Sri Lanka, and recognisable by the monks’ saffron-coloured robes. Monasteries are open everyday between 6am and 6pm, though hours vary.

The grand and moated Sri Lankan Monastery contains elaborate murals depicting the life of the Buddha. The nearby Myanmar Golden Temple is one of the oldest structures in the compound. There are three prayer halls – the most impressive is topped by a corn-on-the-cob-shaped shikhara (tower), styled after the temples of Bagan. Also within the temple grounds is the Lokamani Pula Pagoda, a huge, gilded stupa in the southern Burmese style, inspired by the Shwedagon Paya in Yangon.

With strong hints of Angkor Wat, the Cambodian Monastery is a colourful fantasy and one of the more fascinating temples in Lumbini. It’s surrounded by a square railing topped by four 50m green snakes, their tails entwining at the corners. Near the north end of the pond, the white Royal Thai Buddhist Monastery is a stunning and imposing wat (Thai-style monastery). The meditation centre next door is another fine structure. This is arguably the monastic zone’s greatest compound.




Tansen & the Siddhartha Hwy
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NEPAL’S HEARTLAND I NEWARI CULTURE I SPECTACULAR HIGHWAY


Most travellers heading from Sunauli to Pokhara follow the Mahendra Hwy to Narayangarh and then the Prithvi Hwy from Mugling to Pokhara. The Siddhartha Hwy, however, provides a much more interesting route.

Leaving Butwal, the highway enters the spectacular Tinau Gorge. Here the road is vulnerable to landslides, particularly during the monsoon. At Bartung a road veers off to ascend steeply towards Tansen.

The people of Tansen are fiercely proud of their town, which no doubt stems from its glory years as the capital of the Magar kingdom of Tanahun. Until the rise of the Shahs, Tanahun was one of the most powerful kingdoms in Nepal. In the 16th century, under the leadership of King Mukunda Sen, its troops even came close to conquering Kathmandu. The power of the Magars waned in the 18th century, however, and Tansen was ultimately reinvented as a Newari trading post on the route between India and Tibet. Today it is the administrative headquarters of Palpa district. Many Nepalis refer to it as Palpa.
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SIGHTS

1Amar Narayan Mandir

2Baggi (Mul) Dhoka

3Bhairab Sthan Temple

4Bhimsen Mandir

● Mahadev Mandir

(see 1)

● Palpa Durbar Museum (see 11)

5Rana Ujeshwori Bhagawati Mandir

6Ranighat Durbar

7Rishikesh Mandir

8Shree Saraswati Dhaka Cloth Industry

9Shreenagar Danda

10Sitalpati

11Tansen Durbar

12Tilaurakot

● Tilaurakot Museum (see 12)

Sleeping

13City View Homestay

14Hotel Srinagar

EATING

15Cafe de Sitalpati

16Royal Inn

17Hotel Bajra

● Hotel Srinagar (see 14)

TRANSPORT

18Butwal Hills Lumbini Cable Car

19Siddhartha Cable Car




GETTING AROUND

There are frequent bus services along the Siddhartha Hwy between Pokhara and Butwal via Tansen. In Butwal, all long-distance buses leave from the main bus park just south of Traffic Chowk. From Butwal, buses take the Mahendra Hwy east to Kathmandu (eight to 10 hours) and Pokhara (nine hours) via Narayangarh (for Chitwan). There are also morning buses on the Siddhartha Hwy to Pokhara (six hours) via Tansen (2½ hours).




[image: ] TOP TIP

Tansen bus station, currently at the bottom (southern) edge of town is moving (perhaps by the time you read this) towards the top end of town, west of Shreenagar Hill.



Tansen (Palpa)

Historic and atmospheric mountain village

Perched high above the Kali Gandaki River, Tansen is a relatively untouristed town. There’s a genuine sense of discovery here, where the region’s rich history is gradually revealed as you negotiate the steep narrow alleyways. Experience daily life in an authentic mountain village; look around and you’ll notice many intricately carved Newari windows; listen and you’ll hear the clacking of traditional looms. If you’re lucky, you’ll witness the ‘White Lake’, the mist that often fills the Madi Valley in the morning. The remarkably steep and winding streets will provide all the exercise you need – be sure to bring good walking shoes.

The main square in Tansen is dominated by (and named after) a curious octagonal pavilion, Sitalpati, used for public functions in the days when Tansen was ruled by the governors of the Shah regime. Today, it’s a popular meeting spot for locals to have a chat. At the northwest corner of the square, the small, two-tiered Bhimsen Mandir is sacred to the Newari god of trade and commerce. To the south lies the great gate, Baggi (Mul) Dhoka. At the southern end of Sitalpati is the striking Tansen Durbar, which has been restored after being razed during one of the Maoist insurgency’s most violent battles. The original building was constructed for the provincial governor in 1927. It now houses the Palpa Durbar Museum of local culture and history. To the north of the durbar is the two-tiered Rana Ujeshwori Bhagawati Mandir, built to commemorate a victory by Nepali forces over British (East India Company) forces at the battle of Jit Gadhi (near Butwal) in 1814.

At the bottom of Asan Tole (the steep road running east from Sitalpati), the Amar Narayan Mandir is a classic three-tiered, pagoda-style wooden temple. The mandir was built in 1807 by Amar Singh Thapa, the first governor of Tansen, and it’s considered to be one of the most beautiful temples outside the Kathmandu Valley. The carved wooden deities are exquisite; note the erotic scenes on the roof struts and the alternating skulls and animal heads on the lintel. Devotees come here every evening to light butter lamps in honour of the patron deity, Lord Vishnu. At the start of the steps to the Amar Narayan Temple is the similar but smaller Mahadev Mandir, a Shiva temple.

A quirky, but not-to-be-missed experience in Tansen is a visit to the Shree Saraswati Dhaka Cloth Industry. Weavers at this remarkable, if Dickensian, factory work at clattering looms to make dhaka, the cloth seen in traditional Nepali caps (topi).


TILAURAKOT

About 40km southwest of Butwal and 29km west of Lumbini, Tilaurakot has been identified as the historical site of Kapilavastu, where Siddhartha Gautama spent the first 29 years of his life. The archaeological site sits in a peaceful meadow on the banks of the Banganga River. Although you can still see the foundations of a large residential compound, it takes a certain amount of imagination to visualise the city of extravagant luxury that drove the Buddha to question the nature of existence. The showy shrine nearby with several carved pachyderms is dedicated to Maya Devi. The small Tilaurakot Museum (entry Rs 150) displays some of the artefacts found at the site – it’s closed on Tuesdays.



Walks Around Tansen

Trails, excursions and viewpoints

There are several excellent walks around Tansen. The tourist office GETUP, at City View Homestay, can recommend routes, provide maps and brochures, and help organise local guides. It’s highly recommended to check your itinerary with the office prior to setting off.

One of the nicest short walks is the one-hour stroll up Shreenagar Danda, the 1492m-high hill directly north of town. The trail starts near the small Ganesh Mandir temple above Tansen and climbs steeply through open woodland to the crest of the hill. When you reach the ridge, turn right: a 35-minute stroll will take you to a viewpoint with fabulous views over the gorge of the Kali Gandaki River to the Himalaya.

Another short and easy walk is the two-hour stroll to the Bhairab Sthan Temple, 9km west of Tansen. The courtyard in front of the temple contains a gigantic brass trident. Inside is a silver mask of Bhairab, allegedly plundered from Kathmandu by Mukunda Sen. The walk follows the road from Tansen to Ridi Bazaar.

More challenging walks include the three-hour walk to the village of Ghansal passes several hilltop viewpoints, emerging on the highway about 3km south of Tansen.

Eating in Tansen: Our Picks

Hotel Bajra: Unassuming hotel near the old bus station in Tansen that boasts a coffee shop serving snacks, espresso coffee and frappes. 8am-8pm $

Cafe de Sitalpati: Atmospheric and classy oasis with traditional Nepali delights, espresso coffee, bakery items, wine and an international menu. 10.30am-8.30pm $$

Royal Inn: Locally owned and run restaurant/bar serving a delicious Nepali thali, momos plus several international dishes. 10.30am-10pm $$

Hotel Srinagar: Tansen’s top hotel, frequented by tour groups, offers an excellent multi-cuisine restaurant, mountain views and a coffee lounge. 9am-9pm $$



RIDI BAZAAR

About 28km northwest of Tansen by road (or 13km on foot), the Newari village of Ridi Bazaar sits at the sacred confluence of the Kali Gandaki and Ridi Khola rivers. Ridi is a popular pilgrimage destination, and the site is further sanctified by the presence of saligrams – the spiral ammonite fossils revered as symbols of Vishnu. The principle religious monument is the Rishikesh Mandir, which was founded by Mukunda Sen in the 16th century. According to legend, the Vishnu idol inside was discovered fully formed in the river and has miraculously aged from boy to man. The temple is on the south bank of the Ridi Khola, near the bus stand.




Fading Memorial to Love

Ranighat Durbar

The most famous sight near Tansen is the eerie Ranighat Durbar (entry Rs 150) on the east (true right) bank of the Kali Gandaki. Also known as Rani Mahal and fancifully referred to as Nepal’s Taj Mahal, this crumbling baroque palace – open from 10am to 4pm – was built in 1896 by Khadga Shamsher Rana in memory of his beloved wife, Tej Kumari.

Khadga was an ambitious politician who was exiled from Kathmandu for plotting against the prime minister, which he followed up with another abortive attempt to seize power in 1921 and was exiled again, this time to India. After his departure, the durbar was stripped of its valuables. The forlorn, fading edifice slowly slipped into decay, though dedicated locals and new road access have recently revitalised conservation efforts and local tourism.

There’s not a lot to see inside the palace as most rooms are echoingly empty, however the grandeur of the architecture lets you imagine the potential for opulence. The best view, which captures the fairytale riverside setting, is from the nearby suspension bridge spanning the Kali Gandaki.

You can reach Ranighat Durbar on foot (about 7km), or by taxi or bus (13km).

Butwal

Highway crossroads

Crowded, hectic and dust-blown, Butwal has all the hallmarks of a typical Terai city, with its streets bustling with multitudes of people. Sitting on an ancient trade route between the Indian plains and the Himalaya, it remains an important trade and transport hub, now at the crossroads of the north–south Siddhartha Hwy and the east–west Mahendra Hwy. Nevertheless, Butwal is pretty much a dry well when it comes to tourism, so most travellers pass right through. All long-distance buses leave from the main bus park just south of Traffic Chowk.

A couple of cable car companies have grasped the opportunity to lift people out of the polluted plains of Butwal into the foothills for fresh air and views. Butwal Hills Lumbini Cable Car (one-way/return US$13/22) travels 2.6km to Basantpur (where a casino is due to be built), and operates from 8am to 6pm. The Siddhartha Cable Car (siddharthacablecar.com.np; one-way/return US$11/20) travels 2km to Nuwakot (where a statue of a toddler Siddhartha Gautama, otherwise known as the Buddha, is planned to be built) and runs from 8am to 6pm.

For Buddhism devotees, Butwal is a base from which to visit Devdaha, a village 15km east of Butwal that archaeologists have identified as the site of the ancient kingdom of Devdaha and home to Maya Devi, the mother of Siddhartha Gautama. There’s a small memorial park on the site, signposted off the Mahendra Hwy as you head towards Narayangarh.

Butwal has little else to offer in the way of inspiring sights or accommodation; your best bet is to press on to Tansen.





Western Terai
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WILDLIFE SAFARIS I NEPAL’S WESTERN FRONTIER I NATIONAL PARKS


Western Terai is connected to the rest of Nepal by two major roads: the Mahendra Hwy, which runs the length of the country east to west; and the Siddhartha Hwy, which runs from Pokhara to the Indian border at Sunauli, near Lumbini. Heading into India, with which the Terai is unmistakably connected, there are border crossings at Nepalganj, Dhangadhi and Bhimdatta (Mahendranagar). Bhimdatta is also the western terminus of the country-traversing Mahendra Hwy.

The major drawcards along this route are the outstanding Bardiya and Shuklaphanta National Parks. These significant conservation areas, along with the less developed Banke National Park, protect the Terai’s remaining sal and riverine forests and once extensive grasslands. These are crucial habitats for numerous endangered and vulnerable species, including tigers, elephants and rhinos. From around the world, birdwatchers, wildlife enthusiasts, photographers and those just appreciative of nature visit the Western Terai to experience Nepal’s unique wild side.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Bardiya National Park

SIGHTS

2Bageshwari Mandir

3Crocodile Breeding Centre & Rhino Centre

4Dodhara-Chandani suspension bridge

5Ghodaghodi Tal

6Khaptad National Park

● Old Bazaar (see 2)

7Shuklaphanta National Park

8Silghadi

● Tharu Cultural Museum (see 3)

● Visitor Centre (see 3)




GETTING AROUND

The western Terai has two main transport options: the Mahendra Hwy and Nepalganj Airport. You can get to Bardiya National Park either way, but most visitors arrive at the airport, from where accommodation providers usually offer transport. Visitors to Shuklaphanta utilise the airport at Dhangadhi, while the airport at Bhimdatta remains closed.




[image: ] TOP TIP

For travellers, the major border crossings with India are Belahiya/Sunauli, south of Butwal, Nepalganj/Rupaidha Bazaar, Dhangadhi/Gauriphanta and Bhimdatta (Mahendranagar)/Barbassa in the far west. Nepali visas are available on arrival – you will need one passport photo and US cash for the visa fee.



Nepalganj

Industrial metropolis and regional air hub

Home to Nepal’s largest Muslim community, Nepalganj is a gritty border town with a hectic Indian (in particular, Uttar Pradesh) flavour. You’ll hear more Hindi spoken than Nepali. The Indian metropolis of Lucknow is only about 200km away, due south, and Nepalganj was historically part of the former kingdom ruled by the Nawab of Awadh (Oudh).

The city is also an important air-transport hub, serving Bardiya National Park as well as many remote mountain airstrips in northwestern Nepal. With its oppressive heat and crowds, many see it as a necessary evil on the way to somewhere else.


If you find yourself spending time in Nepalganj, take a stroll through the old bazaar where you can see attractive silver Tharu jewellery. There are half a dozen small temples strung out along the main road through the bazaar, with the garish Bageshwari Mandir, devoted to Kali, being the most interesting.


JUMLA

Hidden away in the foothills of the Sisne Himalaya, the remote village of Jumla (2730m) is the gateway to the wild northwest – the least developed and most inaccessible region of Nepal. The Thakuri are the prominent ethnic group here. The harsh conditions of living in this remote and poor region is written in their weathered faces, usually adorned with beautiful silver nose piercings. Apart from foreign-aid workers, the few visitors to Jumla are here for trekking in the remote Karnali area and Dolpo. Most popular is the minimum four-day trek to/from Rara National Park, with its famous sky-blue lake, the largest in Nepal. You can also trek to Phoksumdo Lake from here.



Far Western Nepal

Truly remote Nepal

Nepal’s far west is still an off-the-beaten-track destination, but that could change as entrepreneurs move to promote the area, opening it up to mainstream tourism. Several operators arrange cultural tours to Hindu pilgrimage sites and Tharu villages, where you can stay with a local family in traditional homestays. Also on offer are more adventurous multiday treks into the region.

Remote Khaptad National Park is one of the far west’s best trekking destinations, with oak and pine forests, rolling meadows filled with wildflowers, and several picturesque lakes. There is also a rich variety of animals, including goral, Himalayan black bear, yellow-throated marten, barking deer, wild boar and both rhesus and langur monkeys. Treks typically start from the town of Silghadi, an eight-hour drive from Dhangadhi airport, and run for a week or more. Inside the park, visitors stay at Bichpani Camp and Khaptad Camp, which are connected by a beautiful 15km trail. Named after Khaptad Baba, a Hindu holy man, the park also contains Khaptad Baba Ashram near its headquarters, which attracts Shiva-worshipping pilgrims. Numerous Kathmandu-based trekking companies offer Khaptad itineraries. The best time to visit is from September to December, and March to May.

Further east and north from Khaptad is a remote expanse of high-altitude desert, Tibetan monasteries, turquoise lakes and legendary treks. Famous trekking destinations in this region include Rara Lake, Shey Gompa, Phoksumdo Lake and Dolpo. These challenging treks demand plenty of logistics to organise and you will need to hire experienced guides.
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Bengal tiger, Bardiya National Park | Al Carrera/Shutterstock


BORDER CROSSINGS TO/FROM INDIA

Bhimdatta to Banbassa The Nepali side of the border (Gaddachauki) is open 24/7. The Indian side of the border (Banbassa) is open 24/7 (to vehicles from 6-8am, 10am-noon, 2-4pm and 6-7pm).

Dhangadhi to Gauriphanta This little-used border crossing is useful for moving on to Lucknow, New Delhi or Dudhwa National Park. All ongoing travel is via the bus terminal. Nepali immigration is open from 7am to 8pm.

Nepalganj to Rupaidha Bazaar This border crossing operates between 6am and 10pm. The Nepali immigration office is in Jamunaha (4km south of Nepalganj). You can take a rickshaw from the Nepalganj bus stand to the border at Jamunaha and then on to the bus stand in Rupaidha Bazaar.



Safaris Spotting Tigers to Dolphins

Bardiya National Park

Bardiya National Park, the largest national park in the Terai, is a beautiful, unspoiled wilderness of sal forest, grassland and alluvial washes cut by the many fingers of the Karnali River. Largely unpopulated, it’s often described as what Chitwan National Park was like before its overt commercial development.

Together with the adjacent 550-sq-km Banke National Park, Bardiya’s 968 sq km forms one of the world’s largest protected tiger habitats. For the patient wildlife spotter, the park affords excellent opportunities, with Bengal tigers, one-horned rhinos, leopards and wild elephants among the 30 species of mammals living here. Gangetic dolphins are occasionally seen in the Geruwa River, the eastern channel of the Karnali River, and the park’s western boundary. However, numbers of dolphins have declined to dangerously low levels. The gharial crocodile is plentiful in Bardiya, as is the wonderfully named marsh mugger. The park also has more than 250 species of birds, including the endangered Bengal florican and stately sarus crane.

With an estimated 125-plus tigers, you stand a much better chance of seeing one here than Chitwan if you put in the hours at one of the ‘hotspots’ overlooking the Geruwa River. You will almost certainly be taken to one or more of these viewpoints on a safari. Don’t be surprised to find a large troop of tiger-spotters already in position when you arrive. The best time of the year to see the elusive felines is February to May, and the best tactic is to sit and wait at one of the hotspots, binoculars in hand.

The headquarters of Bardiya National Park is located about 13km south of the Mahendra Hwy, in the village of Thakurdwara. The bumpy access road leaves the highway at Ambassa. Just inside the gate at the headquarters is a simple visitor centre and the Tharu Cultural Museum (entry Rs 100), which displays artefacts of traditional Tharu life and is open from 10am to 4pm Tuesday to Sunday. If this piques your interest, you can arrange cultural tours of Tharu villages through most lodges; otherwise, you can rent a bike and explore by yourself. Further on lies the small Crocodile Breeding Centre & Rhino Centre (entry Rs 200) where you’ll find marsh mugger and gharial crocodiles, as well as turtles. An adjacent enclosure contains Shivaram, a rhino who was injured as a baby in Chitwan. Blind in one eye, he used to wander freely around the park headquarters until he killed a man.

Recommended are 4WD safaris that can be organised directly through the lodges, which will arrange the park permit and a guide, as well as lunch on a full-day safari. Stopping for lunch, you get to walk around the sandy riverbank, where you can observe the heavy traffic of animal footprints, or make deeper forays into the jungle. Guided walks are a great way to spot wildlife in the park, and are potentially the most thrilling experience. However, venturing out on foot, even with a guide, is obviously done at your own risk.

Downstream drifts on the Karnali and Geruwa rivers in an inflatable raft is a relaxing way of experiencing the park, as well as giving you a chance to spot riverine wildlife, including Gangetic dolphins. Unfortunately at the time of writing new regulations had made these trips prohibitively expensive. Check with your accommodation provider for any updates.


BHIMDATTA (MAHENDRANA-GAR)

Bhimdatta – formerly Mahendranagar, and still widely known by that name – is the most westerly border crossing into India and offers an interesting back route to Delhi and the hill towns of Uttaranchal. The town centre is just south of the Mahendra Hwy, about 5km east of the Indian border. From the Nepali border post at Gaddachauki, it’s about 1km to the Indian border post at Banbassa. While it’s not somewhere you’ll want to spend any length of time (ie only until your bus is ready to depart), Bhimdatta is somewhat less chaotic than other India–Nepal border crossings. If you have time here, the town provides a useful base for visiting Shuklaphanta National Park, though staying at the park would be vastly preferable.



Birds, Tigers & Swamp Deer

Shuklaphanta National Park

Tucked away near the border with India, Shuklaphanta National Park covers 305 sq km of sal forest and phanta (grassland) along the banks of the Bahini River. While much of the terrain is similar to Bardiya National Park, the extensive grasslands are a distinctive feature of Shuklaphanta. Visitor numbers to this national park are still very small, and facilities and accommodation are more basic than those at Chitwan and Bardiya, which is part of its charm. Nevertheless, the reserve has around 40 tigers, 20 rhinos, crocodiles, wild elephants and Nepal’s largest population of swamp deer. There are also sizeable numbers of resident and migratory birds, including rare species such as the Bengal florican; the latter attracting the more serious birdwatching crowd. Watchtowers are placed strategically near water sources – some natural, some created with groundwater using solar pumps.


The best time to visit is from November to February; the main vehicle track within the park is often impassable from June to September because of monsoonal flooding. The few visitors who make it to the park generally come on package tours with the accommodation providers.

Sleeping options and park headquarters are in the village of Majhgaon in the northwest corner of the park, about 5km south of the Mahendra Hwy. A 4WD road enters the park from this village and soon passes a memorial to those who died protecting the wildlife during the Maoist insurgence (1996–2006). A small network of roads heads south and east, through sal and riverine forest towards the extensive grasslands in the southeast, home to large herds of swamp deer (barasingha).

A worthwhile side trip from the park is to the nearby 1.45km-long Dodhara-Chandani suspension bridge. Ostensibly a footbridge (but try telling that to the motorcycle riders), it spans the braided Mahakali River with artistic arcs and spiralling cables like some monster’s web.
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Swamp deer, Shuklaphanta National Park | Hiru Lal Dangaura/Shutterstock


GHODAGHODI TAL

This picturesque grouping of over a dozen shallow oxbow lakes and surrounding marshes is renowned for its birdwatching. The protected Ramsar site abuts the Mahendra Hwy, about 40km west of Chisopani. The first sight is of the scruffy Ghodaghodi Temple, named after the male horse (Ghoda) and the female horse (Ghodi) of which Shiva and Parvati occasionally took form. Behind the temple, the scene is straight out of an Impressionist painting, with lotus flowers, water lilies and dappled light. The lakes are home to 142 different species of birds, smooth-coated otters, marsh mugger crocodiles and endangered turtles. The best way to see the park is to organise a 4WD and guide through your accommodation in Thakurdwara, while visiting Bardiya National Park.







Eastern Terai & Mahabharat Range
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HINDU PILGRIMAGE I BIRDWATCHING I TEA GARDENS


Bound by the Indian states of Bihar, Sikkim and West Bengal, the eastern Terai feels very Indian. There is less English spoken here, and even Nepali is not the main language in some regions where Indian dialects prevail. The cities buzz with characteristic subcontinent urgency and trade, while in the rural villages, life, at least on the surface, seems to continue as it has for centuries.

Access to the east is provided by the Tribhuvan and BP Hwys, which weave through the Mahabharat Range to meet the east-west Mahendra Hwy on the plains, as well as border crossings with India. One of the most fascinating towns in the east, and all of Nepal, is Janakpur, where a profound religious atmosphere mixes with a colourful artistic heritage. Further east is the birdwatching hub of Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserve on the banks of the Sapt Kosi, and the tea gardens of Ilam.
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SIGHTS

1Budha Subba Mandir

● Information Centre (see 4)

2Janaki Mandir

3Koshi Barrage

4Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserve

● Kuwa (see 2)

Sleeping

5Avocado & Orchid Resort

EATING

6Ghaari Restaurant

7Olive Cafe & Restaurant

8Unique Sweet & Snack

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

● Nectar Juice Bar (see 7)

SHOPPING

● Janakpur Women’s Development Centre (see 2)

9Thursday Market




GETTING AROUND

The Mahendra Hwy is the backbone of the region, supplemented by airports in Biratnagar (which serves Koshi Tappu), Simara (which serves Birganj), Janakpur and Bhadrapur (which serves Kakarbhitta). Mountain roads include the Mechi Hwy towards Ilam and destinations north, and the Dharan Rd towards Dharan, Hile and beyond. Slow, uncomfortable buses ply all these mountain routes and taxis are easily available.
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The east is connected to Kathmandu by a handful of domestic airports and the BP Hwy (from Dhulikhel to Bardibas) and Tribhuvan Hwy (from Naubise to Birganj). There are border crossings at Birganj and Kakarbhitta.



The First Road into Kathmandu

The Tribhuvan Hwy

From Birganj, the easiest and quickest route to Kathmandu or Pokhara is along the Mahendra Hwy to Narayangarh and then north to Mugling, but when were the best travel experiences ever easy? If you don’t mind the potholes and endless curves, it’s much more fun to take the dramatic Tribhuvan Hwy – the erstwhile ‘Rajpath’. The route is prone to landslides in the monsoon, but the scenery is breathtaking. Furthermore, you can stop on the way to stretch your legs and take in some of the top Himalayan views in Nepal. It’s best to be driven by car or motorbike, or even bicycle, as was popular in the 1980s and ’90s. The bus ride is a slow, bone-jarring experience. Along the route check out the now-defunct cableway which used to feed Kathmandu’s insatiable appetite for cement and gravel.

The lively town of Hetauda marks the junction between the flat Mahendra Hwy and the steep Tribhuvan Hwy, and boasts a decent hotel with a long tradition of serving travellers, especially those tackling the Rajpath by pedal power alone. Do stop in at the Avocado & Orchid Resort to check out the guestbooks filled in by intrepid overland travellers. The tiny village of Daman, perched 2322m above sea level, boasts what is arguably the most spectacular outlook on the Himalaya in the whole of Nepal. There are unimpeded views of the entire range from Dhaulagiri to Mt Everest, plus budget rooms or a luxury resort in which to soak it all up.


MAITHILI VILLAGES

The sugar-cane fields and Maithili villages surrounding Janakpur form a verdant and magical mosaic. Many of the settlements are built in the traditional Mithila style, with mud walls decorated with colourful paintings and raised wall engravings of people and animals. Locals are very friendly, as long as you aren’t too intrusive with your camera. The easiest village to reach is Kuwa, about 1km south of Murali Chowk, where you can drop in on the Janakpur Women’s Development Centre. Further afield, Dhanushadham, 15km northeast of Janakpur, marks the spot where Rama allegedly drew Shiva’s magic bow. Worshippers believe a fossilised fragment of the broken bow lies here. More rural adventures and wall art await in the village of Phulgama, a 30-minute bus or taxi ride south of Janakpur.
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Bird, Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserve | ThulungPhoto.com/Shutterstock

Janakpur

Hindu pilgrimage and Mithila art

Janakpur (also referred to as Janakpurdham) is best known as an important pilgrimage site for Hindus, due to its connection with the Hindu epic, the Ramayana. Legend has it that this is where Sita was born and married Rama. This gives the city a heady religious atmosphere, in which the residents often speak of the characters in the Ramayana as if they were walking the streets today.

At the heart of Janakpur lies the marble Janaki Mandir, one of the grander pieces of architecture in Nepal, and the city’s must-see sight. Built in extravagant baroque Mughal style, the temple is dedicated to Sita, the wife of Rama and heroine of the Ramayana. It’s believed to stand on the spot where King Janak found the infant Sita lying in the furrow of a ploughed field. Early evening is the most atmospheric time to visit, as the temple is draped with colourful lights and pilgrims arrive en masse. The building only dates from 1910, but with its white marble arches, domes, turrets and carved screens, and when it is humming with worshipers, it feels timeless.

While Janakpur’s culture is primarily Indian, it was also once the capital of the ancient kingdom of Mithila, a territory now divided between Nepal and India- more than two thirds of the 2.8 million people living here speak Maithili.


The Maithili people are famous for their wildly colourful paintings: the vibrant artwork produced by Maithili women can be traced back to the 7th century and has been passed from generation to generation since. Mithila painting is part decoration and part social commentary, recording the lives of rural women in a society where reading and writing are reserved for high-caste men. Scenes in the paintings vividly record the female experience of life in the Terai – work, childbirth, marriage and the social network among village women.

Traditionally, Mithila paintings were used as a transient form of decoration during festivals when the mud walls of huts were painted in white and ochre with abstract patterns or complex scenes of everyday life. You can still see houses in the villages surrounding Janakpur with painted walls. Mithila painting has recently taken off as a more contemporary and collectable art form, with women artists painting on canvases of handmade paper. Not only are Mithila paintings now exhibited in galleries across the world, but, more importantly, the art has also opened up a new industry for women in impoverished rural communities.

One of the best-known social projects is the Janakpur Women’s Development Centre (hours vary) just south of the city in the village of Kuwa. Women are employed at the centre, producing paintings, papier-mâché boxes and mirrors, screen-printed fabrics and hand-thrown ceramics. Money raised goes directly towards improving the lives of rural women.


DHARAN’S SACRED SITES

Dharan is one of the shakti peeths marking the spot where part of the body of Shiva’s first wife, Sati, fell after she was consumed by flames. There are several important Shaivite temples northeast of the centre in the village of Bijayapur. A short walk from here is the Budha Subba Mandir, set among dense bamboo thickets, with a curious collection of rocks covered in mud – said to represent the reclining body of Mahadev (Shiva). You’re likely to encounter chickens being sacrificed. To reach Bijayapur, take a right at Chata Chowk (a 10-minute walk from Dharan Bazaar), which leads to steps at the bottom of the hill; from here it’s a 20-minute walk.



Birds, Barrage & Buffalo

Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserve

The smallest of the Terai’s reserves, Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserve is a birdwatcher’s paradise. But you don’t need to be a serious ornithologist to enjoy it. Here you’ll find a captivating walk that anyone who loves nature will appreciate.

Koshi Tappu (‘river islands’) was founded in 1976 to protect a small triangle of phanta (grassland) and tappu (small islands) in the floodplain of the Sapt Kosi River – one of the three main tributaries of the Ganges.

The reserve’s 175 sq km of wet and grassland habitat is home to at least 527 species of birds, including rare ones such as the swamp francolin and Bengal florican. Migratory birds from Siberia and Tibet take up residence from November to February.

While it lacks heavy hitters such as tigers and rhinos, the reserve is still home to many mammal and reptile species, including rare Bengal foxes, elephants, blue bulls, deer, golden jackals, marsh muggers, fishing cats, mongooses, civet cats and porcupines. Recognised as one of the last populations of wild water buffalo in Nepal, the local arna are enormous black beasts renowned for the span of their horns.

Reserve headquarters is located in Kusaha, near Koshi Tappu Birdwatching Camp. Following the path from the main gate, you come first to the Information Centre, a small museum, open from 6am to 6pm, with displays of elephant, deer and arna skulls, along with a desiccated gharial. Continue and you will eventually reach an elephant stable. As elsewhere in the Terai, rangers continue to use elephants to patrol the reserve.

The park contains an ideal mix of river, ponds, wetlands and paddies, all cut by a long straight and paved trail, making navigation a breeze. Thin foliage further allows for long-distance viewing. In a single 1½-hour, 6km walk, you will see scores of different bird species. It’s the terrestrial equivalent of spotting tropical fish on a coral reef.

Every lodge has a resident ornithologist who leads bird-spotting walks around the reserve. Early morning, when the air is cool and the mist is lifting, and late afternoon as the sun varnishes the waters pink, are the prime times and, birder or not, it’s hard not to enjoy the experience. Many lodges also offer morning or afternoon 4WD safaris and gentle river trips in a rubber dinghy, canoe or dhunga (wooden boat).

To reach Koshi Tappu, the Mahendra Hwy crosses the Sapt Kosi on an engineering masterwork, the Koshi Barrage. Installed in less environmentally aware times, the mighty barrage is over 1km long and has 56 gates to hold back or release water towards India. When a couple of gates are open, fishers and rare and endangered Gangetic dolphins congregate downstream of the barrage to enjoy the easy fishing.

Eating & DRINKING out East: Our Picks

Unique Sweet & Snack: (Biratnagar) Ideal lunch stop on Traffic Chowk. Upstairs: South Indian vegetarian dosa; downstairs: the sweet shop. 9am-10pm $

Nectar Juice Bar: (Dharan) Choose from a wild assortment of juices and smoothies from Kiwi Mint Punch to Cocoa Banana smoothie. 9am-9pm $

Olive Cafe & Restaurant: (Dharan) Wood-fired pizza, local dishes and pasta creations, served in a setting adorned with wooden masks. 10am-10pm $$

Ghaari Restaurant: (Kakarbhitta) Hugely popular, local, riverside restaurant 1km north of the border. Extensive bar menu. 9am-9.30pm $$


SPOTTING BIRDS & WILDLIFE IN THE TERAI
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Dheeraj Chaudhary, freelance wildlife and birding guide, works in parks and reserves from Shuklaphanta in the west to Koshi Tappu in the east, as well as venturing deep into the hills and mountains of Nepal.

What to wear Long sleeves and long trousers for protection from the sun, sharp grasses and branches. Dark neutral colours in shades of green and brown will assist in not alarming birds and mammals. Don’t forget a hat, preferably a dark one and offering good sun protection.

What to bring Binoculars and a camera – the best you can afford. And download an app on species identification to your phone. The best apps are free and even have recordings of bird calls that not only aid in identification, but also attract curious birds.



Biratnagar to Hile

Himalayan views

Biratnagar is a large and populous industrial centre with little of interest to attract travellers. It is, however, the main airport in the east, hosting numerous daily flights to/from Kathmandu. The Dharan Rd heads north out of Biratnagar and crosses the Mahendra Hwy at the busy if uneventful town of Itahari.

About 17km north of Itahari, Dharan marks the start of a dramatic route into the hills. A sealed road runs north into the foothills of the Himalaya, providing access to a series of attractive hill towns and remote trekking trailheads. Perched at 1420m, the tiny, laid-back town of Bhedetar enjoys a cool climate and, on a clear day, awesome views of Everest and Makalu. The village basically exists as a mountain lookout for local tourists.

Further north, past the erstwhile district headquarters and Newari town of Dhankuta, is Hile, once the starting point for the trek to Makalu and the end point for the trek from Lukla, but the road has advanced much further along the valley. As a result, Hile is no longer the busy trekking hub it once was. Nevertheless, the town has a vibrant bazaar feel, particularly during the weekly Thursday market, and there’s a good mountain viewpoint about 30 minutes’ walk above town.
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Ilam & Kakarbhitta

Tea gardens, treks and mountains views

Situated in the far east of Nepal, 90km from the border at Kakarbhitta, Ilam is reached via the Mechi Hwy, one of the Mahabharat Range’s great mountain roads, with plenty of switchbacks, vertiginous drops and valley views. It’s also in decent condition. Upon entering the mountain village, you’ll notice its charming wooden buildings, their balconies thrust out over the buzzing street.

Like its neighbour Darjeeling, across the border, Ilam is synonymous with one thing – tea. The two share an almost identical climate and topography, though Darjeeling tea is by far the better known. The tea fields that carpet the surrounding hills make for a very peaceful walk in the refreshing mountain air.

A pleasant half-day trip from Ilam is the striking emerald lake at Mai Pokhari, an important pilgrimage site for Hindus and Buddhists. Surrounded by pine trees and rhododendrons, it makes for a beautiful stroll, and is home to some 300 species of birds. Your best way to get here is to take a 4WD; otherwise it makes for an eight-hour round-trip walk from Ilam.Some other trips possible from Ilam include the Kanyam Tea Gardens, 46km from the town, where you can visit the tea factory. Another, more adventurous, overnight option is Sandakpur, where you can watch sunrise over four of the world’s five highest peaks; it’s also a habitat for rare red pandas.

Kakarbhitta (Kakarvitta) is the easternmost crossing between India and Nepal, and just a few hours’ drive from Siliguri and then onward to Darjeeling in West Bengal and Gangtok in Sikkim. Nevertheless, this is not just another dusty Terai border town. Perhaps it’s due to the tea and rice fields that surround it, or its peaceful riverfront location, but it feels clean, contained and more intimate and welcoming.


CROSSING TO/FROM INDIA – THE EAST

Birganj to Raxaul Bazaar The border is 3km south of Birganj, from where it’s a further 2km to the bus station in Raxaul Bazaar. Most people take a rickshaw straight through from Birganj. From Raxaul, there are buses to Patna (six hours) and trains to Kolkata and New Delhi.

Kakarbhitta to Panitanki It’s about 100m from the Kakarbhitta bus stand to the border, and a little under 1km to the Indian border post at Panitanki (aka Raniganj). Rickshaws will take you to Panitanki, and taxis from outside the Nepali immigration office will drive you all the way to Siliguri.






Places We Love to Stay

$ Budget $$ Midrange $$$ Top End

Sauraha

Hotel Shiva’s Dream $ Budget hotel that hits all the right notes: large and spotless bathrooms, comfy beds, an open-air restaurant, deep local knowledge and all the tours you need.

Travellers Jungle Camp $ Family-owned courtyard hotel with well-kept budget rooms. The owner is well-attuned to independent travellers’ needs.

Sapana Village Lodge $$ Outstanding Tharu design, with an al-fresco restaurant overlooking the Budhi Rapti River; supports the Tharu community.

Chitwan Gaida Lodge $$ Run by a leading ornithologist, Gaida Lodge has local expertise, a range of rooms and a pleasant garden.

River View Jungle Camp $$ Riverside setting, with cottages and deluxe river-view rooms with private balconies. If you’re lucky, you’ll spot a rhino at dusk.

Royal Park Hotel $$$ Set in park-like gardens, the adobe-and-thatch bungalows boast huge rooms. Good restaurant and regular cultural shows.

Siddhartha Vilasa Banbas $$$ Gorgeous resort with Tharu-themed cottages surrounding a fish-filled lake, plus a swimming pool.

Kasara

Kasara Resort $$$ Exquisite option set in lush grounds with private villas, open-air showers, a large swimming pool and excellent wildlife guides.

Chitwan National Park MAP

Tiger Tops Tharu Lodge $$$ Chitwan’s leading safari lodge with expert guides. Built with local material in the Tharu style, rooms are arranged in two long houses.

Sanctuary Resort $$$ Safari-chic, architect-designed resort on Narayani River blending tribal crafts with modern comfort and a swimming pool.

Lumbini MAP

Lumbini Village Lodge $ Highly recommended budget lodge boasting a shady courtyard, spotless rooms and an excellent vegetarian restaurant. Village tours available.

Buddha Maya Garden Hotel $$ Well-run resort offering elegant and spacious rooms in a tranquil village setting with a great pool and restaurant.

Lumbini Buddha Garden $$ Spread over several hectares of bird-attracting gardens, this hotel offers a mix of rooms and thatched cottages with cathedral ceilings, air-con, fans, nets and comfy beds.

Tansen MAP

City View Homestay $ The best budget option is the home of Manmohan Shrestha, the man behind GETUP, the tourist information service.

Hotel Srinagar $$ Delightful upmarket option, high on the ridge, with views of Dhaulagiri and the Annapurna range.

Butwal

Darcy’s International Hotel $$ Three-star high-rise near the bus station with clean and comfortable rooms, and a great Indian restaurant.

Nepalgunj

Siddhartha Hotel $$ Quality four-star with spacious rooms, top service, a swimming pool and rooftop dining.

Jumla

Kanjirowa Hotel $ Kanjirowa’s spacious, Tibetan-themed rooms are just a five-minute walk from Jumla airport. Campsites available.

Bardiya National Park

Forest Hideaway $ Run by super-dedicated Mohan Aryal, this resort combines charming atmosphere with expert local knowledge.

Samsara Safari Camp $ This lodge specialises in birding tours, though everyone is welcome. Accommodation is in neat cottages.

Tharu Home $ Featuring budget rooms, a roaring social campfire and youthful owners who work as park guides.

Racy Shade Resort $ Polished resort with a neatly trimmed lawn, lovely open-sided restaurant-bar and thatched-roof rooms.

Mango Tree Lodge $$ With a biogas plant, organic garden and solar water heaters, Mango Tree leads the eco-friendly trend.

Tiger Tops Karnali Lodge $$$ Top-end option sporting luxury rooms in a garden setting. Very experienced guides and a quality restaurant.


Bhimdatta

Hotel Opera $$ Possibly the best hotel in town, with a pool, health club, casino and decent restaurant serving Nepali and Indian dishes.

Shuklaphanta National Park

Shuklaphanta Jungle Cottage $ Comfortable rooms in concrete buildings set in a garden where the owners grow their own vegetables.

Rana Tharu Homestay $ There are eight homes in Majhagaon village operating as homestays. Contact Parsu Ram Rana on 9868772188.

Suklaphanta Wildlife Camp $$ Well-run camp of permanent safari tents with shared bathrooms, excellent guides and a restaurant.

Bharatpur MAP

Hotel Global $$ Gardens, gym, sauna and a sparkling palm-fringed swimming pool, a short walk from the airport in Bharatpur.

CMT Resort $$ Comfy and convenient, CMT offers spacious rooms, a great restaurant, coffee shop and swimming pool.

Hetauda MAP

Avocado & Orchid Resort $$ A traveller stalwart surrounded by orchids, rhododendrons and avocados. A great choice for travellers on all budgets.

Daman

Gaurishankar Hotel & Lodge $ Super-friendly hosts with pleasant rooms, delicious food and a great patio out the back. Easily the best budget option.

Everest Panorama Resort $$$ The individual cottages are built along the hillside in Daman, facing the spectacular Himalaya mountains.

Birganj

Hotel Makalu $$ Renovated rooms with modern furnishings, bathrooms and satellite TV. Also has a good Indian restaurant.

Janakpur

Hotel City Star $ A solid budget choice in the centre of town, with a good restaurant.

Hotel Welcome $$ Comfortable, well-maintained rooms with very helpful management and an in-house restaurant. Close to Janaki Mandir.

Mithila Yatri Niwas $$$ Comfortable 4-star hotel with wonderful rooms and a restaurant, close to the Janaki Mandir.

Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserve

Aquabirds Unlimited $ Best budget option close to the reserve, offering basic tents with shared bathrooms.

Koshi Camp $$$ Adjacent to the reserve and run by enthusiasts. Lodging in comfortable tents with en-suite bathrooms.

Koshi Tappu Wildlife Camp $$$ Long-established camp in landscaped gardens near the village of Prakashpur. Tents share bathrooms.

Biratnagar

Hotel Eastern Star $$ Quiet location with a dose of faded grandeur. Large, well-furnished rooms, an Indian restaurant and bar.

Dharan

New Dreamland Hotel & Lodge $ Charming tropical ambience, verandas, a garden restaurant and well-kept rooms.

Hile

Kanjirowa Makalu Hotel $ The best rooms in Hile, but that’s not saying much. Restaurant/bar with an international menu.

Ilam

Summit Hotel $$ The best option in Ilam, the Summit’s rooms enjoy good views and regional excursions can be arranged.

Kakarbhitta

Hotel Taj International $$ Comfortable, clean, business-like hotel one block east of the bus station. Decent restaurant and bar.
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Trekking Routes

[image: ]

THE WORLD’S GRANDEST TREKS

Easily the best way to see Nepal is on foot, following a network of trails trodden for centuries.
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The Himalaya define Nepal, from its geography and climate to its history and culture, and there’s no better way to experience and understand the mountains than on foot, trekking trails that have been used for centuries by porters, traders, pilgrims, mountaineers and locals, travelling from village to village, plains to hills, Nepal to Tibet.

Few things beat walking under a crystal-clear Himalayan sky, passing monasteries, villages and glacial lakes, while staring open-mouthed at the world’s most impressive and tallest mountains. Spend some time getting to know the fascinating mix of people you meet en route, from welcoming Sherpa lodge owners to shrewd Tamang shop owners and cheerful Rai porters, and you have a depth of travel that draws people back to Nepal’s trails again and again.

Nepal also sets the standard for hassle-free trekking, with trails in the Langtang, Annapurna and Everest (pictured) regions lined with teahouses offering a hot meal, a cup of milk tea and a cheap bed at the end of a grand day’s walk. Leave the tent behind, get a porter to carry your bag, and settle back and enjoy the scenery.

Our best advice is not to rush your walk. Adding on a few days to your itinerary allows you to take in side trips, detours and monasteries, or simply take a day off every now and then. It’ll make all the difference.
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THE MAIN AREAS

LANGTANG & GOSAINKUND

Three trek options near the Tibet border.

AROUND MANASLU

Nepal’s best teahouse trek.

EVEREST REGION

Walk to the world’s highest peak.

ANNAPURNA REGION

Accessible trail options, from Sanctuary to Circuit.

RESTRICTED AREA TREKS

Wilder, remoter and more logistically complex.





Find Your Way

Nepal’s trekking regions are, by their very nature, remote, mountainous and difficult to get to. Be sure to add a buffer day or two to your itinerary to absorb any travel delays.
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Plan Your Days

How much time you have available will likely determine which trek you can tackle. Shorter walks start at around five days, but the most popular treks take between 10 days and two weeks.
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	TREK	DAYS	DIFFICULTY	MAXIMUM ELEVATION	TREKKING SEASON	OTHER INFORMATION

	Everest Base Camp	
14
	
medium-hard
	
5545m
	
Feb-May, Oct-Dec
	
Potential altitude problems; flight hassles in Lukla; busy



	Gokyo Valley	
12
	
medium-hard
	
5360m
	
Feb-May, Oct-Dec
	
Extraordinary scenery but potential altitude problems


	Three Passes	
20
	
hard
	
5535m
	
Mar-May, Oct-Nov
	
Dramatic mountain passes, but high altitude


	Annapurna Circuit	
9-16
	
medium-hard
	
5416m
	
Mar-Apr, Oct-Nov
	
Affected by road construction; one very high pass; excellent side trips



	Annapurna Sanctuary	
10-14
	
medium
	
4095m
	
Mar-Apr, Oct-Nov
	
Spectacular mountain amphitheatre; danger of avalanches



	Khopra Ridge	
5-7
	
medium
	
3660m
	
Oct-Nov, Mar-Apr
	
Community-run lodges and outstanding views



	Mardi Himal	
7-8
	
easy-medium
	
4250m
	
Oct-May
	
Peak views, popular with Nepali trekkers



	Annapurna Panorama	
5-6
	
easy-medium
	
3210m
	
Oct-May
	
Charming Gurung villages and outstanding views from Poon Hill



	Langtang Valley Trek	
6-8
	
medium
	
3860m
	
Sep-May
	
High alpine valley and glaciers; close to Kathmandu



	Tamang Heritage Trail	
6
	
medium
	
3700m
	
Sep-May
	
Villages, homestays, views and no crowds



	Gosainkund & Helambu Trek	
5-7
	
medium-hard
	
4610m
	
Mar-Apr, Oct-Nov
	
Sacred lakes, Himalayan views and a range of scenery


	Around Manaslu	
11
	
medium
	
5166m
	
Oct-May
	
Waterfalls, high mountain views, lakes and Tibetan culture




Seasonal highlights

The most popular months for trekking in Nepal are, in descending order, October, November, April and March, though individual treks have their own exceptions.

FEBRUARY

Some high-altitude lodges on the Gosainkund, Annapurna Sanctuary and Manaslu treks close in January and February, so check ahead.

MARCH

Dry and warm spring weather, relatively few crowds and rhododendron blooms are pluses, but dust means slightly poorer Himalayan views.

APRIL

Warm temperatures and peak rhododendron blooms. By the end of the month, lower elevations are hot and humid.


AUGUST

Monsoon rains (June to September) bring landslides, mud and leeches, so there are very few trekkers, but interesting festivals are a compensation.

OCTOBER

The busiest month on Nepal’s trails, with clear skies, busy lodges and booked flights. Increasingly unreliable weather marks the first week.

NOVEMBER

Perfect weather and not too cold yet, with fewer crowds, making this a great month for trekking.

DECEMBER

Good weather but bitter overnight temperatures above 4000m. High passes can be snowbound until February.





Everest Region

MOUNTAIN PEAKS | SHERPA LODGES | BRAGGING RIGHTS


The two-week climb to Everest Base Camp (EBC) is probably the world’s most famous trek, and tens of thousands of trekkers tackle the route every year for grandstand views of the world’s highest mountain and its even more dramatic neighbours, Lhotse and Nuptse.

The trek has a number of stunning draws, not least the ability to boast that you’ve visited the world’s highest peak. The trek gets you closer to the heart of the high Himalaya than any other teahouse trek. There are some lovely villages and gompas (monasteries), and the friendly Sherpa people of the Solu Khumbu region make trekking through the area a joy.

Don’t fixate too much on Everest; the region’s other mountains and trails are just as spectacular – often more so. The lakes and glacier scenes of the Gokyo Valley offer the region’s most spectacular views, while the Three Passes trek is the ultimate high-altitude overview of the region.
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GETTING AROUND

Most Everest trekkers fly to Lukla’s Tenzing-Hillary airport, from either Kathmandu or Ramechhap depending on the month (see here). Safety on flights to Lukla isn’t great, with six fatal crashes between 2008 and 2023 killing a total of 58 passengers and crew. Gruelling overland options involve a 10-hour bus or jeep ride to Phaplu (which also has flights from Kathmandu), followed by a grinding shared 4WD ride to Than Danda (near Paiyan) the next day, followed by a day’s walk to join the Everest trail at Cheplung. There are plans to extend the road to Surke, just an hour’s walk from Lukla.




[image: ] TOP TIP

When bad weather causes flight cancellations, backlogs of hundreds of trekkers can build up in Lukla, so give yourself a buffer of a day or two to get back to Kathmandu. Helicopters from Lukla or Surke are an (expensive) option if flights aren’t running.



Everest Base Camp

Nepal’s most iconic walk

Day 1: Lukla to Phakding 3 HOURS, 50M ASCENT, 200M DESCENT

After flying to Lukla, arranging your packs and maybe a porter, you need to buy a Khumbu Rural Municipality trekkers’ card, a national park ticket (if you didn’t get one in Kathmandu) and register with the police at the checkpoint at the far end of town; this can take up to an hour after the arrival of several flights. From here trek downhill to lodges at Cheplung (Chablung), where Himalayan Sherpa Coffee sources and roasts its own coffee, if you need a break (already?).

From Cheplung, the trail contours along the side of the Dudh Kosi Valley before ascending to lodges at Ghat (Lhawa; 2530m). The trail climbs again to Phakding, a boisterous collection of 25 lodges and several bars at 2610m. Celebrate the end of the first day with beer and cake at the Everest Bakery and Irish Bar; both take credit cards and charge batteries for free. For a quieter stay, continue over the suspension bridge to lodges on the western bank of the river, or continue to Zamfute (25 minutes), Toktok (45 minutes), Benkar (1½ hours) or even Monjo (2½ hours); all times given here are from Phakding.


TREK STATS

Duration 14 days

Max Elevation 5545m

Best Season October to December, March to April

Start/Finish Lukla

Permits Khumbu Rural Municipality permit (Rs 3000), Sagarmatha National Park ticket (Rs 3000)

Summary Spectacular Himalayan scenery, Sherpa culture, Nepal’s best lodges and views of Ama Dablam are the highlights of this extremely popular trek.



Day 2: Phakding to Namche Bazaar5½ HOURS, 1000M ASCENT, 100M DESCENT

From Phakding, the trail crosses the Dudh Kosi on a long, swaying bridge and then leads you along the river past Toktok to climb to a waterfall just before lodges at Benkar (2700m). It then crosses the river on a suspension bridge to its east bank, and climbs to more lodges at Chumoa. En route, look for views of Thamserkuu, the 6608m peak that rises east of Namche Bazaar.

From Chumoa, it’s a short climb through forest to Monjo (2800m), where there are several good places to stay. Show your park ticket at the Sagarmatha National Park entrance check post at the top end of town. If queues are long, visit the nearby Utche Choling Monastery while your guide deals with the paperwork.

Descend to cross the Dudh Kosi and then grab lunch at the outdoor restaurants at Jorsale (Thumbug; 2830m), the last settlement before Namche Bazaar. The trail crosses back to the east side of the river before climbing to the high Hillary suspension bridge over the Dudh Kosi, offering good views of the Everest Bungee jump (everestbungee.com; jump US$90).

It’s a tough two-hour switchbacking climb from here to Namche Bazaar (3420m). Halfway up, a public toilet unceremoniously marks the first distant and partly obscured views of Everest. There is another permit checkpoint at Misling, just below Namche.

There are two trails from Misling to Namche’s centre: take the higher trail for the eastern lodges, and the lower trail for the centre and west of the village.

Where to Stay (Days 1–2)


Ramechhap: If overnighting for a flight consider the tented Freedom Resort, 1km from the airport, or Hotel Alina Chuchure in nearby Manthali town.

Lukla: There are dozens of excellent lodges in Lukla, most offering bars, cafes and rooms with attached bathrooms.

Phakding: Lots of lodges here, with quieter options like Sunrise Garden and popular Hotel Sherpa on the spacious west riverbank.

Monjo: Staying in Monjo makes the next day’s walk to Namche Bazaar easier. Mountain View Lodge and Mt Kailash Lodge are good.




FLIGHTS FROM RAMECHHAP

At the time of research high-season flights to Lukla in October, November, April and May were operating not from Kathmandu (US$217 one way) but from Manthali airport at Ramechhap (US$177), a five-hour, 120km drive southeast of the capital, so be sure to check when booking.

Buses run to Ramechhap from Kathmandu’s Jodabuti (Aranki) stand, southwest of the airport, and 4WDs depart from Chabahil, or arrange a car with driver for US$130 to US$170. Some people drive through the night from Kathmandu to catch their early-morning flight, some overnight halfway at Mulkot, and others overnight in Ramechhap’s limited number of simple hotels. Kathmandu is a much nicer place to wait out a flight delay than sultry Ramechhap.
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Day 3: Acclimatisation in Namche Bazaar

Horseshoe-shaped Namche Bazaar is the main trade and administrative centre for the entire Solu Khumbu region and has a dizzying range of outdoor gear shops, restaurants, bakeries, pharmacies, hotels with hot showers, 24-hour bars, a post office, banks, ATMs and wi-fi everywhere, along with around 60 guesthouses.

There is plenty to do around Namche Bazaar as you spend a day here acclimatising. Pay a visit to the photography gallery of the excellent Sherpa Culture Museum & Everest Documentation Centre (sherpa-culture.com.np, entry Rs 500), run by local photographer Lhakpa Sonam on the Chhorkhung ridge east above town; open 8am to 7pm. The nearby Sagarmatha National Park Sherpa Heritage Centre is worth a visit for its environmental displays and early-morning Himalayan views, including of Everest. Namche has a colourful market each Saturday. Most cafes and bars show Everest documentaries in the afternoons.

Namche’s main monastery, known locally as Nauche Gonda, has a large statue of Guru Rinpoche and some fine murals painted on wooden panels (remove your shoes before entering). Everest expeditions normally come here for a blessing. The attached museum (entry free) offers a fine insight into Sherpa culture and religion. Ten minutes’ walk above the monastery, on a side trail, is a sacred rock painting of local protector deity Khumbu Yul-Lha.

It’s helpful to do a day walk to a higher altitude as part of your acclimatisation, coming back down to Namche to sleep. One popular trip is the seven-hour return walk (or preferably overnight trip) west to Thame village and its monastery – if you only have half a day, turn back at Thamo. Many of Thame’s houses and half of its lodges were destroyed by a flash flood from a burst glacial lake in 2024 but the remaining lodges still welcome guests.

Alternatively, try the strenuous but scenic five-hour loop hike north via charming Khunde and Khumjung villages, passing stunning views of Ama Dablam. Climb from the western side of town to Syangboche via Zarok, then through Khunde (3840m) to the Khunde Tsamkhang monastery at the top of town. A trail leads from here for 30 minutes to marvellous views from the Hillary Memorial Viewpoint. From Khunde, descend to Khumjung (3780m), the largest village in the Khumbu, to view the yeti scalp on display in the village monastery (properly named Samten Choling Gompa). Khumjung’s Hillary school has the small Sir Edmund Hillary Visitor Centre (entry Rs 300) with displays on the work of Hillary’s Himalayan Trust; closed Saturdays. From the school, trails climb south to a pass and then descend steeply all the way to Namche.

In between Khumjung and Namche is the excellent Sagarmatha Next (sagarmathanext.com) environmental and arts centre; entry free. It’s a great place to learn about the region and the environmental impact of the roughly 80,000 trekkers, guides and porters who tramp through Namche Bazaar (population 5000) each year. Don’t miss the virtual-reality films on Everest, and the gallery hosting visiting artists turning trash into art. It’s open 7am to 5.30pm, March to mid-July and mid-August to January.


PRACTICALITIES

Money Lukla and Namche Bazaar have banks, ATMs and moneychangers.

Gear You can buy trekking equipment, clothes, poles, mini crampons and gas canisters in Lukla and Namche Bazaar, and even rent some climbing equipment.

Electricity Most lodges offer phone/power bank charging for up to Rs 250/1000. Pangboche is the last place for reliable mains electricity.

Hot Showers Cost Rs 500–700.

Wi-Fi Common along the route, costing around Rs 300–500 per day. At higher elevations buy a prepaid Airlink card from lodges (Rs 1000 for 24 hours).





TREK HIGHLIGHTS

Namche Bazaar Bustling alpine village and Sherpa capital, full of cafes and trek gear shops.

Kala Pattar Bucket-list views of Everest and its Khumbu Icefall from the trek’s highest point.

Ama Dablam The region’s most graceful peak is visible for large parts of the trek, shifting shapes according to the perspective.

Sherpa Culture Traditional villages, monasteries and a warm welcome are hallmarks of Sherpa life.

Dingboche Comfortable lodges, great day hikes, bakeries and stunning mountain sunsets.

Teahouses Nepal’s best teahouses boast cappuccinos, apple pie, hot showers, wi-fi, cosy dining rooms and an increasing number of rooms with en-suite bathrooms.

Everest Base Camp A tent village in April/May, and deserted in October, but still an exciting place to reach.



Where to Stay


Panorama Lodge: Standard and luxury rooms (the latter with bathrooms), plus espresso coffee, wine by the glass and ever-helpful owner Migmar.

Green Tara Hotel: The cosy dining room specialises in Sherpa traditional foods, such as riki kyur (potato pancake) and chang (home-brewed beer).

Khumbu Lodge: The oldest lodge in the centre of town, where US president Jimmy Carter slept during a trek in 1985.



Where to Eat


Sherpa Barista: A popular place serving up such exotic fare as fish and chips, poutine and blueberry apple pie. 6am-9.30pm

Eat Smart: Bakery, cafe, juice bar and restaurant with a sunny terrace that serves good burgers, salads and weekly specials, made from quality local organic ingredients. 6.30am-9pm

Tomodachi Restaurant: We can safely say the best Japanese restaurant in the Everest region, with sushi, gyoza and bento boxes. 9am-9pm

High Camp Cafe: A slick place serving up good pizza, bangers and mash, and cold-pressed juices. 7am-10pm



Where to Drink


Hungry Yak: A Himalayan dive bar, with live music, food, free wi-fi and battery charging and draft Sherpa beer, with suitably sticky floors. open until midnight

Café Danphe: Namche’s premier den of iniquity, open as late as required, with a pool table, drink specials and trekking memorabilia on the walls. open until midnight

Irish Pub: The world’s highest Irish pub and one of the friendliest, with a good range of drinks like Irish whiskies and hot rum punch, plus pizza and expensive Guinness in cans. open until midnight



Day 4: Namche Bazaar to Tengboche 4 HOURS, 750M ASCENT, 350M DESCENT

The main EBC trail snakes from Chhorkung ridge, around the contours of the hillside revealing lovely views of Lhotse and Ama Dablam peaks, and past a white memorial chörten (Tibetan Buddhist stupa) dedicated to Tenzing Norgay to a couple of good lodges at Kyangjuma and then a trail junction at Sanasa, 10 minutes further.

The slightly longer route from Namche Bazaar to Tengboche via Khumjung is a more strenuous but also more interesting alternative. The route starts by climbing up very steeply from the large mani stone on the eastern ridge above Namche centre to the Sagarmatha Next centre, just above Syangboche airstrip. Above the airstrip is the Hotel Everest View (3880m), listed somewhat spuriously in Guinness World Records as the highest hotel on Earth. From the hotel, you descend to the eastern end of Khumjung (3780m) to drop down and rejoin the direct trail to Tengboche at Sanasa.


From Sanasa, the main trail descends 250m through forest to the Dudh Kosi at Phunki Thenga (3250m), a cluster of lunch places by a suspension bridge, and then it’s a heartbreaking 400m ascent, past an army check post, to Tengboche (3870m). The famous gompa (ticket Rs 300) – the largest in the Khumbu – with its background of Ama Dablam, Lhotse, Everest and other peaks, burnt down in 1989 but has since risen phoenix-like from the ashes. Come for prayers at 6.30am and 4pm. There are four busy lodges with bakeries (book in advance) or, better, continue 15 minutes downhill to quieter Deboche.

Where to Stay (Days 3–4)


Around Namche: Lodges in Khunde, Khumjung and Kyangjuma all make excellent overnight alternatives for your second night at Namche Bazaar.

Khunde: Beat the Namche crowds by staying in this quiet Sherpa village. Try the Khunde Star or Panorama lodges, or one of the village’s many signed homestays.

Khumjung: Lots of good lodges here, especially near the gompa and around the Hillary School. Try the Stupa Inn or the quieter Tashi Delek Lodge.

Tengboche: The three main lodges are excellent, with good cafe-bakeries, but Tengboche is a bit of an accommodation bottleneck so reserve a room in advance.
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Best Alternative Overnights (Days 1–4)


Lukla to Namche: Good lodges every hour along this section, including at Cheplung, Thadokoshi, Ghat, Zamfute, Tok Tok, Benkar, Chumoa and Jorsale.

Thamo: Three or four places here, on the side route to Thame, including the excellent Mountain Resort, just below the village monastery and surrounded by organic gardens.

Thame: A half-dozen good lodges, such as Valley View, remain here after the devastating 2024 floods and staying here helps the village recovery.

Kyangjuma: Ama Dablam Lodge makes for an excellent overnight, offering terrace views, a bakery and good jewellery; nearby Dream Garden Lodge is a bit more secluded.




RESPONSIBLE TREKKING
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Tommy Gustafsson, director of Sagarmatha Next and long-time resident of Namche Bazaar, gives us his tips on how to limit your environmental footprint in the Khumbu. For more, see here. @sagarmathanext

Bring your own water bottle with built-in filter; it’s safe and easy to utilise and helps to reduce the plastic waste in this pristine region. Batteries are not recycled in Nepal so please take any used batteries back home with you, as many other countries do recycle them.Participate in the ‘Carry Me Back’ waste-transport programme, in which trekkers can carry a 1kg bag with various waste on their way down to Lukla from Namche Bazaar (the check post at Milsa) or lower Pangboche. More pick-up stations are planned.



Day 5: Tengboche to Dingboche4 HOURS, 580M ASCENT, 70M DESCENT

Beyond Tengboche, the altitude really starts to kick in. The trail drops through rhododendrons to Deboche (Debuche; 3820m), with its charming nunnery, passes a landside area at Milongo, then crosses the Imja Khola and climbs past superb mani stones – carved with the Tibetan Buddhist mantra om mani padme hum (‘hail to the jewel in the lotus’) – to Pangboche (3860m), 90 minutes from Tengboche. The Pal Rilbu Gompa in the upper village, above the main trail, is the oldest monastery in the Khumbu and houses a replica of a yeti hand; it’s open from 7am to 11am, and noon to 4pm.

The upper and lower Pangboche trails join and then climb above the treeline, past the popular lunch spot of Shomare and then the Orsho plain, to branch right off the main trail to cross the Khumbu Khola and climb to bustling Dingboche (4410m), 30 minutes over the hill.

A less-popular alternative to Dingboche is to continue straight to Pheriche (4240m), where there is a Himalayan Rescue Association (HRA) medical post and daily talk on altitude sickness at 3pm. In front of the HRA is the modern, cone-shaped Everest Memorial Sculpture, inscribed with the names of all those who have died climbing Everest. The Pheriche helicopter pad buzzes with activity from 6am as trekkers transfer helicopters en route from Everest Base Camp to Lukla.

Where to Stay (Days 5)


Lower Pangboche: Two dozen lodges line the trail, including the excellent Wind Horse and Shree Dewa lodges and Highland Sherpa Resort.

Upper Pangboche: A quieter option, with six lodges in the charming traditional village, including Gomba Lodge and Trekkers Holiday Inn.

Pheriche: Stay in Dingboche on the way up to EBC and lunch in Pheriche’s half-dozen lodges and cafes on the way down.

Dingboche: The number of lodges has exploded in recent years, with over two dozen excellent options, including the top-end cabins of Dingpoche Inn.




EMERGENCY FACILITIES

Khunde Hospital Good facility above Namche Bazaar with a decompression chamber. There’s also a Swiss-run hospital in Lukla.

Himalayan Rescue Association Runs a health post at Pheriche with a resident doctor and access to Gamow bags and bottled oxygen. A consultation is US$65. Open 9am to noon and 1.30pm to 5pm October to November and April to May.

Mountain Medical Institute Runs a clinic (closed Saturday) and pharmacy (7.30am to 10pm) at Namche Bazaar and a seasonal clinic at Dingboche (closed Saturday). A consultation costs US$75, cards accepted.

Namche Dental Clinic A foreign-trained dentist in Namche Bazaar.

Chartered Helicopters Shuttle up and down the Khumbu, bringing sick or injured trekkers down from higher altitudes. Lodge owners can organise flights (around US$4000 to Kathmandu), but you’ll need to prepay with a credit card or through your insurance firm.
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Day 6: Acclimatisation Day in Dingboche/Pheriche

Another acclimatisation day should be spent at Pheriche or, preferably, Dingboche. As at Namche, a solid day walk to a higher altitude is better than just resting. Nangkartshang Retreat, an hour’s climb up the ridge above Dingboche, offers good views east to Makalu (8462m), the world’s fifth-highest mountain. Ask your lodge owner about the half-day hike across the Imja Khola and up to stunning Dawa-tso (known locally as ‘Banana Lake’) at the base of Ama Dablam.

Chhukung (4730m) is a six-hour return hike up the Imja Khola valley, which offers stunning mountain views. There is food and accommodation at Chhukung and some great full-day side trips to Chhukung Ri and Island Peak Base Camp. If you have an extra day up your sleeve, spend it here, but don’t overnight before spending a night at Dingboche.

Day 7: Dingboche to Dughla 2 HOURS, 400M ASCENT

Trails lead to Dughla (4620m) from both Pheriche and Dingboche – the former up a wide plain, the latter along a higher ridge – so take one route up to EBC and the other down. The views of Taboche and Cholatse peaks are wonderful. It’s only a two-hour trek to Dughla and many trekkers are tempted to push on, but the HRA doctors at Pheriche urge everyone to stay a night in Dughla in order to aid acclimatisation.

Make use of your time with a circular walk from Dughla, initially along the trail to Dzonglha, gaining lake views of Cholatse Tsho, before heading back to the main EBC trail above the memorial cairns (see below) to return to Dughla in around three hours.


LUXURY LODGES IN THE EVEREST REGION

If you or your partner needs a proper bed, electric blanket and private bathroom during your trek, consider these top-end options.

Mountain Lodges of Nepal (mountainlodgesofnepal.com) A chain of six attractive stone lodges in Lukla, Phakding, Monjo, Namche Bazaar, Deboche and Kongde, the latter on a particularly remote and spectacular ridge.

Summit Lodges (everestlodges.com) Lodges in Lukla, Monjo, Tashinga (near Phunki Thenga) and Pangboche.

The Beyul Hermitage & Farm (facebook.com/theneyul) A stylish and secluded luxe option, an hour off the main Everest trail between Ghat and Phakding.

Himalayan Chain Resorts (HCR; hcrresorts.com) New state-of-the-art resorts opening in 2025 at Phakding and Tengboche, built by Asian Trekking.



Day 8: Dughla to Lobuche 2½ HOURS, 300M ASCENT

From Dughla, the trail goes directly up the gravelly terminal moraine for about an hour, then bears left to a group of memorials to lost climbers and Sherpas, including Scott Fischer, who died in the 1996 Everest disaster, as depicted in Jon Krakauer’s book Into Thin Air. It’s a short climb past views of Pumori to the collection of lodges at Lobuche (4930m). The altitude and cold combine to ensure a fitful night’s sleep for most trekkers.

Where to Stay (Days 7–9)


Dughla: Two lodges only: the friendly Yak Lodge and the well-run but slightly more expensive Kalapathar Lodge.

Lobuche: Half a dozen stone lodges; we like Above the Cloud and Alpine Home lodges, but all are similar.

Gorak Shep: The lodges here can fill up in high season, so secure a room early.




CLIMBING ISLAND PEAK

Anyone itching to make a first step from trekking to mountaineering should consider signing up for a four-day guided ascent of Island Peak (Imja Tse; 6189m; see here), from a base in Chhukhung. After acclimatisation, briefing, training and a half-day hike to base camp, the peak is generally climbed in a single six- to eight-hour day, departing well before dawn. Needless to say the views from the top are jaw-dropping. The use of ice axes and crampons is required, though much of the nontechnical climb is on rock, due to retreating ice.

Several Kathmandu-based companies run guided trips in the main trekking seasons for about US$600 to US$700 per person. You will need to rent climbing boots and have travel insurance that covers you above 6000m.



Day 9: Lobuche to Gorak Shep 2½ HOURS, 250M ASCENT

The trip from Lobuche to Gorak Shep (5160m) takes less than three hours, over the uneven terminal moraine of the Changri Shar Glacier, leaving enough time to continue to the viewpoint peak of Kala Pattar (three hours return) before overnighting in Gorak Shep. Some people even return to Lobuche the same day. Alternatively, head to Kala Pattar early the next morning for the very best chance of good weather.

At 5545m, Kala Pattar offers the best view you’ll get of Everest on this trek, along with Pumori (7165m), Lingtren (6713m), Changtse (7550m), Nuptse (7861m), Lhotse (8501m) and the Khumbu Icefall. The entire south face of Everest is visible, as well as the Lho La pass (named the Western Cwm by George Mallory in 1921) between Nepal and Tibet. Even if you just climb for 30 minutes, you’ll get views of Everest.

Gorak Shep was the base camp for the 1952 Swiss expedition to Everest. There are lots of rooms here but a lack of running water (there are springs on the north side of the sandy plain), the cold and the altitude make life uncomfortable. If the altitude is getting to you, descending to Lobuche or, better, Pheriche or Dingboche makes a real difference. There’s a government clinic here if you need assistance.

There are grand views of the Khumbu Glacier from the top of the moraine next to Gorak Shep. Climbers, including Rob Hall, who died in the 1996 disaster, are commemorated in a collection of memorial chörtens 15 minutes’ walk along the trail to EBC.
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Best Alternative Overnights (Days 5–14)


Deboche: Rivendell Lodge, one of four lodges spread along the trail, offers standard and luxury en-suite rooms.

Phortse: A lovely place to stay, with a dozen quiet lodges, including the welcoming Phortse Guest House and Peaceful Guesthouse in the upper village.

Mong La: A place to stay on the Pangboche–Phortse route, with two remote-feeling ridgetop lodges; we like Hill Top Lodge.




YETIS

The Khumbu region is famous for its yeti sightings, attacks and relics. Ed Hillary led an expedition in 1960 to track a yeti, as did Chris Bonnington in 1978, the same year that Reinhold Messner claimed to have seen a yeti in Tibet.

Khumjung Monastery famously displays a yeti skull, which is actually the pelt of a serow (a type of antelope/goat). Pangboche’s famous yeti hand relic was stolen 20 years ago, replaced by a copy made by the Kiwi studio that created props for the Lord of the Rings trilogy. Intriguingly, some maintain that the original was actually stolen in 1959 and smuggled out of India by none less than the actor James Stewart!



Day 10: Gorak Shep to Everest Base Camp & Lobuche 7–8 HOURS, 200M ASCENT, 450M DESCENT

If you want to visit Everest Base Camp (5360m), it’s a six-hour round trip from Gorak Shep. EBC is dotted with tents in the April/May climbing season but outside of those months, there’s not a great deal to see; Everest itself is hidden from view by the surrounding peaks. During the 2015 earthquake, an avalanche killed 18 climbers and guides, making it the mountain’s worst disaster to date. If you only have the energy for one side trip, make it Kala Pattar.

The two-hour trek back down to Lobuche across the moraine is tiring after the day’s exertions, but some trekkers continue for another three hours down to Dingboche or Pheriche, shaving a day off the itinerary described here.



BEATING THE CROWDS

Around 40,000 trekkers flock to the Everest region each year, most of them coming in October, November and April. To avoid the crowds, consider the following.

The second half of November is a good time to trek, as it’s not too cold and the crowds are abating. Consider overnighting at different places from the main group itineraries. There are lots of lodges in between the main overnight stops mentioned in this itinerary.

Side trails to places such as Khunde, Phortse, Gokyo (especially the east-bank route), Chhukung and Thame are much quieter than the main EBC trail, so divert up these for equally dramatic scenery but fewer boots on the ground.
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Day 11: Lobuche to Pheriche/Dingboche 3 HOURS, 700M DESCENT

Descend to spend the night at Pheriche or Dingboche if you want a light day. Alternatively, continue down to Pangboche (six hours total), from where it’s possible to reach Namche Bazaar the next day.

Bakery Cafes in the Khumbu


Everest Bakery, Khumjung: Rebuilt after the 2015 earthquake, and still the best apple pie in the Khumbu. We once rerouted our entire trek to get a second slice. 7am-8pm

Namche Bakery Cafe, Namche Bazaar: Excellent pies and coffee; the Everest Bakery opposite is also good, with pizzas. 6am-8pm

Café Himalaya, Dingboche: Good-quality coffee and cake, plus displays of climbing equipment and photos of Ed Hillary. Cafe 4410 is also excellent. 6am-10pm



Days 12–14: Pheriche/Dingboche to Lukla 670M ASCENT, 2250M DESCENT

Over the next three days, retrace your steps down to Lukla via Pangboche, Tengboche and a slap-up dinner in Namche Bazaar.

An excellent alternative is to walk down the dramatic west side of the Dudh Kosi from upper Pangboche to the charming village of Phortse (3810m), taking in astonishing views of Ama Dablam and avoiding repeating days four and five. The steep descent and then immediate 300m ascent between Phortse and Mong La is the only demanding section.

Phortse sees a fraction of the traffic of Tengboche and is an actual village. It boasts a relatively modern gompa (often locked) and the impressive Khumbu Climbing Center (alexlowe.org), the brainchild of US climber Conrad Anker, which trains Sherpa climbers, has an indoor climbing wall open to all, and offers winter courses on ice climbing.

From Namche Bazaar, fit hikers will be able to walk to Lukla in one day.

If you’re flying out of Lukla, get to the airline office between 3pm and 4pm the day before your flight to reconfirm your seat. Your lodge owner will often do this for you. If the weather has been bad, you might be vying for a flight with hundreds of other trekkers, but generally you shouldn’t have a problem.

Other Everest Treks

The side trips off the Everest Base Camp Trek rank as some of the region’s highlights, so it makes sense to add an extra week or so to your itinerary to explore the region more fully.

 

Gokyo Valley

A particularly scenic add-on to the Base Camp trek is the six-day detour from Namche Bazaar to the multiple blue lakes of the Gokyo Valley, culminating in the Everest region’s most spectacular glacier and lake viewpoint at Gokyo Ri (5360m), 500m above Gokyo village. If you’re coming here straight from Namche Bazaar it’s important to ascend the valley slowly, overnighting in Phortse Thenga (3680m), Dole (4090m), Machhermo (4410m) and Gokyo (4750m) to aid acclimatisation. This will give you plenty of time in Dole and Machhermo for side hikes.

Gokyo village has a stunning location, squeezed between a turquoise lakeshore and a huge glacial moraine. The half-dozen lodges are good, there’s a bakery-cafe, a clinic (open March to May and October to December) and plenty of spectacular side trips, notably the two-hour climb up to Gokyo Ri but also the day trip up the main valley to Thonak (Fourth) and Ngozumpa (Fifth) lakes for views of mighty Cho Oyu (8201m), the world’s sixth-highest peak. Early morning brings the clearest skies to Gokyo Ri but sunset offers the best light if there are no clouds. There are also dramatic views of the huge Ngozumpa Glacier, one of the largest in Nepal, from the moraine wall just behind Gokyo village, but be careful not to get too close to the often overhanging and crumbing cliff.

From Gokyo, you can return the way you came to Namche Bazaar in two days, or instead descend the little-trekked eastern valley trail (via simple lodges at Na and Thone) to overnight in Phortse. To continue towards Everest Base Camp, head north from Phortse to upper Pangboche on another lightly travelled and dramatic trail.

You can also combine the Gokyo Valley with Everest Base Camp by crossing the Cho La (5420m) via Dzonglha, for a total duration of 17 days, but you need to take this route seriously and enquire about conditions before setting out. Some months the pass is clear of snow; at other times you’ll need mini crampons (available in Namche Bazaar) for this high crossing. You can hire a guide (Rs 2500) at most lodges to lead you across the glacier and pass.


WARNING!

Be alert for the symptoms of altitude sickness on this trek and follow the recommended rest days to allow for acclimatisation. You will most likely feel the altitude from Pheriche/Dingboche onwards. The trek to Base Camp is not particularly long or strenuous, and trekkers who fail to reach their goal are usually gung-ho hikers in a rush who don’t allow enough time for acclimatisation. Bring Diamox (Acetazolamide) from Kathmandu, read up on altitude sickness in advance and attend the daily HRA altitude-awareness lecture in Pheriche.

On a different topic, be sure to stand on the hill side of the trail (never the river side) when faced with a team of yaks or mules coming in the opposite direction – they will not stop for you.





BEST EVEREST FESTIVALS

Mani Rimdu During the October/November full moon, this colourful three-day religious festival is held at Tengboche Monastery with masked cham dancing in the monastery courtyard. The dances symbolise the triumph of Buddhism over the ancient animistic religion of the mountains. Accommodation becomes extremely difficult to find.

Dumje Sherpas celebrate the birth of the Himalayan saint Guru Rinpoche with six days of rituals and feasting in the fifth Tibetan lunar month, normally in June or July, when few trekkers are around. The biggest celebrations are at Namche Bazaar, Pangboche, Khumjung and Thame.

Gyalpo Losar Tibetan New Year is celebrated with feasts and rituals throughout the region in late February or early March.
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Where to Stay in the Gokyo Valley


Gokyo: Excellent lodges here include the Fitzroy Inn, Gokyo Namaste Lodge and Gokyo Resort, all of which offer some rooms with attached bathrooms.

Machhermo: Northern lodges are best, including the Himalayan, Tashi Dele, Peaceful Yeti and the large Namgyal Lodge and Bakery.

Dole: Ten lodges here, with the large Yeti Inn and Dole Resort on the north side of the Phule Khola and others on the busier south side.

Off the Beaten Track: To avoid the crowds consider the two lodges in Panga (Fanga), two in Luza and one in Lhabarma – the latter two are between Machhermo and Phortse Thenga.



 

Three Passes

Add on the high crossings of the Renjo La (5345m), between Thame and Gokyo, and the Kongma La (5535m), between Lobuche and Chhukung, to the Cho La crossing above, and add a visit to Everest Base Camp, and you get the Three Passes Trek, a demanding 20-day route for experienced alpine connoisseurs. It’s the ultimate Everest teahouse itinerary. A pair of mini-crampons or micro-spikes are recommended for this trek.





Annapurna Region

SPECTACULAR SCENERY I BUDDHIST CULTURE I CLASSIC TREKS


The Annapurna region is a dream for independent trekkers. It combines some of Nepal’s most iconic mountains, including fish-tailed Machhapuchhare and massive Annapurna itself, with a superb trekking infrastructure and easy access. The teahouses and lodges have years of experience catering for trekkers from around the world, and most trailheads are just an hour or two’s drive from Pokhara. The region’s fascinating Gurung, Manangi and Thakali villages enhance the experience by adding a distinctive cultural and historical perspective to the spectacular scenery.

A range of trails are on offer, from charming (though still physically demanding) three-day village treks in the Annapurna foothills to month-long combinations of the high-altitude Annapurna Circuit and Sanctuary trails. And if you want to beat the crowds (and there are crowds in the peak months!), there are excellent treks, such as along the Khopra Danda ridge. Rarely is mountain trekking this easy and this impressive.
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GETTING AROUND

Pokhara is the springboard to the Annapurna region, and you will probably travel here before all treks. The exception is the Annapurna Circuit, for which you can access the start of your trek from Kathmandu along the Prithvi Hwy. Pokhara is well serviced by flights and buses from Kathmandu. From Pokhara, there are buses and taxis to take you to trailheads such as Kande, Phedi, Naya Pul, Galeshor and Tatopani.
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It’s not essential to carry a sleeping bag (blankets are generally available), but it’s a good idea on treks to Thorung La or Annapurna Sanctuary. You can safely assume you’ll find room and board, though lodges fill during October and November, so book ahead or arrive early.



Annapurna Circuit

One of the world’s classic treks

Day 1: Dharapani to Chame 5–6 HOURS, 750M ASCENT, 90M DESCENT

Many people start their trek at Dharapani (1960m), which is marked by a stone entrance chörten, typical of the Tibetan-influenced villages from here northwards. That said, much of today’s walk will be on or near the road, so it’s also possible to start walking further on in Chame.

In upper (northern) Dharapani is an ACAP checkpoint where you need to register. Just beyond here, at Thoche, is the confluence with the Dudh Khola and the Around Manaslu trail.

A landslide roared through the centre of Bagarchhap (2160m) in late 1995 and managed to wipe out much of it, including two lodges. There are more lodges at nearby Danaque (2210m).


The trail climbs steeply from Danaque, gaining 500m to Timang and then continues through a forest, past the traditional village of Thanchowk to Koto (2640m), at the junction of the Nar-Phu Valley.

Nearby Chame (2710m) is the headquarters of the Manang district and it has lodges, internet cafes, trek-gear shops, a health post and a bank. At the entrance to the village, you pass a large mani wall adorned with prayer wheels. There are fine views of Annapurna II (7937m) as you approach Chame.


TREK STATS

Duration 9–16 days

Max Elevation 5416m

Best Season October to November

Start Dharapani or Chame

Finish Jomsom or Naya Pul

Permits ACAP permit

Summary The sense of journey, the challenging crossing of a high pass, and the possibility of side trips to monasteries and mountain lakes make this a Himalayan classic, despite some road traffic.



Where to Overnight in Dharapani


Hotel the Seven: Just beyond the village centre is a small cluster of good lodges, including the friendly Hotel the Seven.

Green Park Guest House: Colourful exterior, with decent rooms and meals, and a hot shower is available.

New Tibet Guesthouse: Offers free solar hot showers and inexpensive, piping-hot gas showers. Campsites obtainable.

Tibetan Hotel: Ten minutes beyond the ACAP check post is another cluster of recommended lodges, including the Tibetan.
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Where to Overnight from Koto to Chame


Koto: Options in Koto include the Hotel Super View, Snowland Hotel and Hotel Petunia.

Manaslu View, Chame: At the southern end of town, beyond the mani wall, is the true-to-name Manaslu View.

Hotel New Shangri-La, Chame: Before the town centre is this recommended and comfortable hotel with acclaimed food.

White Stupa Hotel, Chame: At the northern end of town is the upmarket White Stupa Hotel, with modern en-suite rooms, a cafe and restaurant.



Best Alternative Overnights (Days 1–2)


Bagarchhap: A small number of lodges in this diminished village, including the Marsyangdi Hotel and Eco Holiday Home.

Danaque: Lower Danaque has the Snowland Hotel and the Hotel Tibetan; Upper Danaque boasts three good lodges.

Timang: A handful of lodges that offer stunning early-morning views of Manaslu.

Thanchowk: Village of authentic Tibetan architecture with basic teahouse accommodation at its either end.




PERMITS

No matter where you trek in the Annapurna region, you come under the jurisdiction of the Annapurna Conservation Area Project (ACAP). You should purchase a permit in advance at either the national park/ACAP entry-fee office in the Tourist Service Centre, Pradarshanti Marg; Bhrikuti Mandap in Kathmandu; at the ACAP counter in Pokhara; or at the ACAP office in Besi Sahar (a traditional starting point on the Marsyangdi River). You need two photos. Your permit is valid for one entry only. If you show up without a permit at an ACAP checkpoint, you may be charged double the entry fee.



Day 2: Chame to Upper Pisang 4–5 HOURS, 600M ASCENT

The trail from Chame runs through forest in a steep and narrow valley and recrosses to the south bank of the Marsyangdi Khola at 3080m. Views include the first sight of the soaring, smooth Paungda Danda rock face, an awesome testament to the power of glacial erosion.

The trail/road continues to climb to the popular lunch spot at Dhukur Pokhari. After the village, follow the red-and-white markers to leave the road and cross to the northern bank of the river. This trail leads steeply up to Upper Pisang (3310m), where you’ll be rewarded with amazing views and decent accommodation.


TREK HIGHLIGHTS

Paungda Danda A rock face that has been dermabrased by an Ice Age glacier; so smooth yet so colossal.

Ghyaru Sun-soaked Ghyaru gazes across the Marsyangdi Valley to the extraordinary north faces of the Annapurna massif.

Manang Acclimatise in comfort with apple pie, stunning views and spectacular side trips to Gangapurna Glacier or Ice Lake.

Tilicho Tal Not for the faint-hearted or ill-prepared, but this high-altitude jewel of a lake is worth the effort.

Thorung La A physical challenge and an unambiguous highpoint at 5416m. Satisfaction guaranteed.

Muktinath A pilgrimage sacred to both Hindus and Buddhists, and a comfortable reward for those who have conquered the Thorung La.



Where to Overnight in Upper Pisang


Hotel Manang Marsyangdi: In the traditional upper village, with views, comfortable rooms and a restaurant.

Yak and Yeti Hotel: Cosy rooms and scrumptious momos – another simple and friendly, family-run lodge.

Hotel Tukuche: Delightful hosts and delicious food that you can enjoy with views on the rooftop.

Hotel Annapurna: The higher you go, the better the lodge views – the Annapurna is no exception to this rule.



Best Alternative Overnights (Days 2–3)


Telekhu: Tiny Telekhu has the New Mount View Hotel & Restaurant, and Telekhu Guesthouse.

Bhratang: Excellent bakery and coffee at the Bhratang Teahouse, and rooms in the ranch-style Farmhouse Hotel.

Dhukur Pokhari: Good hotels and restaurants for lunch, including Gangapurna, Tibet Resort and Gorkhali.

Lower Pisang: A cluster of lodges and a safe-drinking-water station for those sticking close to the road.



Day 3: Upper Pisang to Manang 6–7 HOURS, 540M ASCENT, 340M DESCENT

The walk is now through the drier upper part of Manang district, cut off from the full effect of the monsoon by the Annapurna range. The people of this area herd yaks and raise crops for part of the year, but they also continue to enjoy special trading rights gained way back in 1784. Today they use these rights to buy goods in Bangkok and Hong Kong to resell in Nepal.

From Upper Pisang there are two trails, north and south of the Marsyangdi Khola, which meet up again at Mungji. The southern route, via the road and airstrip at Hongde (3420m), involves dropping to Lower Pisang. It also involves much less climbing than the northern route, but the mountain views on the upper trail via Ghyaru (3670m) and Ngawal (3660m) are infinitely better and this walk will aid your acclimatisation. Both Ghyaru and Ngawal have good lodges and offer overnight alternatives.

The trail continues from Mungji (3500m) past the picturesque village and gompa of Bragha (3470m) to nearby Manang (3540m), where there are numerous lodges, shops, a museum and a Himalayan Rescue Association post (it’s worth attending the free daily lecture on altitude sickness). Bragha also has good lodges plus some excellent side trips, and is a quieter place to base yourself than Manang.
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ALTERNATIVE TRAILS

As you trek, look for the network of alternative trails marked with red-and-white trail markers that take you off the road and into the countryside. Furthermore, the trails marked with blue-and-white markers take you on some fabulous detours and side trips. The scenery on the new trails is equally, if not more, spectacular than the old route, and the lodges are excellent. The nature of the trail has changed, though this trek was never a ‘wilderness’ experience, and it can still be walked the entire way and augmented with numerous day hikes from overnight bases.



Best Alternative Overnights (Days 3–4)


Ghyaru: Excellent rest stop with bakeries and drinks. Lodging at the basic Yak Ru Hotel.

Ngawal: Several hotels before town, but the atmospheric old town beckons with the Kailash Guesthouse and Tibet Guest House.

Mungji: On the valley floor, Mungji boasts three friendly lodges that offer sea-buckthorn juice in season.

Bragha: Below the traditional town are the Hotel New Yak, Hotel Buddha and Himalayan Lodge.



Days 4 & 5: Acclimatisation Days in Manang

It’s important to spend at least one day (two nights) acclimatising in Manang before pushing on towards Thorung La. We recommend two days (three nights), as does the Himalayan Rescue Association. On the plus side, there are many fine day walks and magnificent viewpoints around Manang, and you can also consider nearby Khangsar, Shree Karka and Bragha as alternative acclimatisation halts.

The view of Gangapurna Glacier is terrific, either from the viewpoint above the proglacial lake, Gangapurna Tal, or from the Praken Gompa, an hour’s walk above Manang. More strenuous day hikes include to Milarepa’s Cave, on the south side of the valley, and the Ice Lake, high above the valley floor on the north side at 4600m.

Manang is a major trading centre and you can buy batteries, sunscreen, chocolate and just about anything else a trekker could break, lose or crave.


SIDE TRIP: TILICHO TAL

The three- to four-day side trip to Tilicho Tal (4920m), a magnificent cobalt-blue lake bounded by ice and snow, is a challenging and adventurous add-on to the Annapurna Circuit. It will certainly aid your acclimatisation for the ascent over the Thorung La, but it shouldn’t be taken lightly, and we don’t recommend it for inexperienced trekkers. The narrow trail to Tilicho Base Camp crosses several unstable scree slopes. It’s easily the most dangerous section of trail on the Annapurna Circuit. If there’s snow, rain, high wind, or even blue sheep, it can be treacherous. Stones and boulders that become loose at the top of the slope rapidly accelerate and shoot across the trail at astonishing speed and with lethal force. Leave space between team members and watch for ‘shooting’ stones.



Where to Overnight: Tilicho Tal Side Trip


Khangsar: Over a dozen lodges crowd tiny Khangsar, including the Maya Hotel, Hotel on Height and Norbu Ling Hotel.

Shree Kharka: Hotel Tilicho Peak and another five hotels; the basic Hotel Blue Sheep is in Upper Shree Kharka.

Tilicho Base Camp: Five hotels that can quickly fill up, including Hotel New Tilicho, New Norba Ling and New Himalaya.



Day 6: Manang to Yak Kharkha or Letdar 3–4 HOURS, 720M ASCENT

From Manang, it’s an ascent of nearly 2000m to Thorung La, spread over three days. The trail (no road!) climbs steadily through Tengi (3690m) and Gunsang (3920m), leaving the Marsyangdi Valley and continuing along the Jarsang Khola Valley. The vegetation becomes shorter and sparser as you reach lodges in Yak Kharkha (4020m) and then Letdar (4230m). A night in one of these two spots is important for acclimatisation, despite being only three or four hours from Manang. Be sure to boil or treat water here; the sanitation in Letdar and Thorung Phedi is poor.
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Best Accommodation in Manang


Hotel Yeti: Large, popular lodge with a bakery, cafe, restaurant and comfortable rooms. Book early.

Tilicho Hotel: Large hotel, also popular with groups, so book early. Decent rooms and restaurant, plus helpful management.

Hotel Nilgiri: Excellent bakery, cafe (espresso coffee) and restaurant, and cosy rooms.

Manang Hotel: At the eastern entrance to town with big rooms, hot showers and tasty food.




SAFETY ON THE THORUNG LA

The 5416m Thorung La is one of Nepal’s highest trekking passes and crossing it is potentially dangerous. In terms of altitude acclimatisation, it’s safest to cross it from east to west. The trek up to the pass from Manang is not difficult, but it is a long way at high elevation, which can cause problems. Be sure to read up on acute mountain sickness (AMS) before you go, so that you can be aware of the symptoms. Be prepared to return to Manang if it’s dangerous to cross the pass. Trekkers have died on the pass because of altitude sickness, exposure and avalanches. All trekkers, including porters, must be adequately equipped for severe cold and snow.



Day 7: Yak Kharkha or Letdar to Thorung Phedi 2 HOURS, 240M ASCENT

Cross the river at 4310m and then climb through desolate scenery and avalanche zones to Thorung Phedi (4540m). A newer trail follows the power lines on the true left bank of the Jarsang Khola, avoiding the dangerous scree slopes on the true right side. There are three lodges here – at the height of the season, as many as 200 trekkers a day might cross Thorung La and beds can be in short supply. Some trekkers find themselves suffering from acute mountain sickness (AMS) at Phedi. If you’re one of these, you must retreat downhill; even the descent to Letdar can make a difference. There’s a phone in Thorung Phedi that you can use in an emergency.

There is another lodge, Thorung High View Camp, an hour above Thorung Phedi at 4850m, but it’s uncomfortable and potentially dangerous to spend a night at this altitude.


LOWER MUSTANG

For more information, including accommodation, see Muktinath, Ranipauwa, Kagbeni and Jomsom.





CLIMATE RULES

The Thorung La is usually snowbound and closed from mid-December to March. The trail to the pass can be extremely hard to find in fresh snow and you should be prepared to turn back or stay put in a lodge in bad weather. At any time, local storms or cyclones generated in the Arabian Sea or Bay of Bengal can close the pass with sudden and massive snowfalls. In such conditions and at these altitudes, simply sitting out bad weather in a lodge can be life-saving.

Tragically, in October 2014, 1.8m of snow fell in 12 hours on Thorung La and Muktinath. In the ensuing days, more than 500 people were rescued, and 43 lives were lost.
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Where to Overnight (Days 6–8)


Gunsang: The Marsyangdi Lodge and Chullu West Hotel offer simple accommodation a little higher than Manang.

Yak Kharka: Recommended are Gangapurna Lodge, Thorung Peak Hotel and, a little further on, New Himalayan View.

Letdar: Hotel Dhading Laxmi, Snowland Hotel, Hotel Churi Lattar and Hotel Trekkers are all decent.

Thorung Phedi: Three lodges only – Thorung Phedi Base Camp, Hotel New Phedi, Hotel New Hilltop – which fill up quickly.



Day 8: Thorung Phedi to Muktinath 8–10 HOURS, 1040M ASCENT, 1620M DESCENT

Phedi means ‘foot of the hill’ and that’s exactly where it is, at the foot of the 5416m Thorung La. The trail climbs steeply, but is well used and easy to follow. The altitude will have you gasping and snow can cause problems; when the pass is covered in fresh snow, it’s often impossible to cross – don’t try it. Wait until it stops snowing and a mule team has been through, cutting a trail.

It takes about four to six hours to reach the pass, marked by chörtens and prayer flags, and en route you’ll pass a couple of teahouses, plus there’s one at the pass itself. The effort is worthwhile as the view from the pass – from the Annapurnas, along the Great Barrier to the stark beauty of the Kali Gandaki Valley – is magnificent. From the pass, you have a knee-busting and sometimes slippery 1600m (four- to five-hour) descent to Muktinath (3800m). The hotels at sunny Chabarbu (4190m) make for a welcome rest stop on the descent.

Some people start out for the pass at 3am, but this is not only unnecessary but also potentially dangerous due to the risk of frostbite and accidents in the darkness. A better starting time is around 5am.

Muktinath, a pilgrimage site for Hindus and Buddhists, has no accommodation. For that, descend another 10 minutes to Ranipauwa (3710m), where there are many hotels and an ACAP checkpoint.


ALTERNATIVE TRAILS & THE ROAD TO KAGBENI

Other options from Ranipauwa include following the road as it descends through a desert-like trans-Himalayan landscape to the village of Jharkot (3500m), with its large chörten, gompa and curious animist totems. The road continues to Khingar (3400m) and the atmospheric medieval village of Kagbeni (2840m). But there’s also a trail (marked with blue-and-white trail markers) heading southwest from Jharkot to Lubra.

If you are taking the road route all the way to Kagbeni, and have half a day to spare, it’s worth making the short detour across the valley to the traditional villages of Chhyongkhar, Jhong and Purang, all culturally part of Mustang but visitable without the need for extra permits.



Day 9: Muktinath to Jomsom 5 HOURS, 950M DESCENT

From the Ranipauwa 4WD and bus stand, a trail departs the road, enters a quarry and heads towards Jomsom via Lubra. The trail is generally well marked as it climbs to Dhangladanda (3830m), strewn with prayer flags. From here, the trail descends into the valley of the Panga Khola. Cross the river on a suspension bridge and descend to the riverbed for the final walk into Lubra (2790m). High river levels often close this route in May and June and the route can be hard to discern. It’s a good idea to get advice from locals in Ranipauwa or even hire a guide.

Lubra has managed to preserve a pocket of Bön religion since the 12th century and still boasts two Bön monasteries. From Lubra, the trail continues down the valley, crossing back to the north bank on a suspension bridge, before dropping to the riverbed as it approaches the Kagbeni–Jomsom road near Eklai Bhatti (2830m). From here the trail follows the road or the riverbed of the Kali Ghandaki for the gentle, though windy and dusty, walk into Jomsom (2760m), the major centre in the region. Jomsom has facilities such as a hospital, an ACAP visitor centre and a police check post (where you must register and get your ACAP permit stamped). It also has morning flights, and a direct bus, to Pokhara, with other transport running to Ghasa, Beni and beyond, so this is where some travellers end their trek.



DAMS & ROADS

Road construction is having an immense effect on the Annapurna Circuit and other Annapurna trails, but it is not the disaster made out by some. You’re still guaranteed to cross raging torrents on giddying suspension bridges, meet friendly locals, try local food, lose your breath on ridiculously steep trails, and be gobsmacked by the mountain views.

The first half of the circuit, on the Manang side, is less affected by traffic than the Kali Gandaki Valley on the west side, but the construction activity (including roads) associated with hydro projects is certainly making a visual impact. While some trekkers now end their trek in Jomsom, driving or flying back to Pokhara, they’re missing out on some excellent trekking.
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Days 10–16: Jomsom to Naya Pul

This section of the trek has become less popular since the road was constructed, but it’s still a rewarding walk if you take ACAP’s alternative routes on the east bank that avoid the road as much as possible. Figure on three days to Tatopani or four to five days to Ghorepani. There are excellent lodges at Marpha, Tukuche, Larjung, Lete, Kalopani, Ghasa and Tatopani.

South of Jomsom it’s worth detouring down the east bank via Dhumba Lake to Katsapterenga Gompa, before returning to the road at Syang and continuing to Marpha (2680m). Just south of Marpha another detour heads down the eastern bank from the Tibetan settlement around Chhairo Gompa to Chimang, which offers superb views of Dhaulagiri.

Back on the west bank, Tukuche (2580m) is one of the valley’s most important Thakali villages and once was a depot and customs spot for salt traders from Tibet. The road continues to Larjung (2560m), the base for a tough full-day excursion up to the Dhaulagiri Icefall. Another excursion branches off the road at Kokhethati, leading to Titi Lake (2670m) for views of the eastern flank of Dhaulagiri and then down to the villages of Konjo and Taglung, with their spectacular views of Nilgiri peak. The trails eventually rejoin the road just south of Lete (2480m).

The road continues south to Ghasa (2000m), the last Thakali village in the valley, and then a foot trail branches down the east side of the narrowing gorge, rejoining the road after a couple of hours at the waterfall of Rupse Chhahara (1560m). The road continues down to Dana and Tatopani (1190m), noted for its hot spring.

From Tatopani you branch off the main road and head up the steep side valley from Ghar Khola, gaining an epic 1600m to Ghorepani (2750m) in the Annapurna foothills. Even this trail has been affected by road construction. This is one of the hardest days on the circuit, but it’s possible to break the day in Shikha or Chitre. A side trail near Chitre branches left for the Khopra Ridge trek. An hour’s climb from the ridge at upper Ghorepani (also known as Deorali) will take you to Poon Hill (3210m), one of the best and most popular Himalayan viewpoints.

From Ghorepani you can descend the long, stone staircases to Nangathanti (2460m), Banthanti (2250m) and Ulleri, which is a large Magar village at 1960m, before continuing steeply to Tikhedhunga, Birethanti and Naya Pul (1070m). Buses and taxis will take you back to Pokhara.

A two-day trail also runs from Ghorepani to Ghandruk, where you can join up with the Annapurna Sanctuary trek.

Annapurna Sanctuary

Frozen arena of glaciers and peaks
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Day 1: Phedi to Tolka 5–6 HOURS, 1030M ASCENT, 370M DESCENT

From Phedi (1130m), the trail climbs steeply to Dhampus, a spread-out settlement that stretches for several kilometres from 1580m to 1700m. The views are stupendous. Dhampus has a number of hotels strung along the ridge and is connected by a road. Alternatively, you can start from Kande (1770m) and through to Australian Camp (2069m).

These two trails merge before arriving at pretty Pothana (1990m), with an ACAP checkpoint and several lodges. It then continues to climb to the Pitam Deorali (2150m) before descending steeply through a forest towards the Modi Khola Valley and Tolka (1810m). If you have the energy, continue for 45 minutes to the better choice of accommodation at Landruk.


TREK STATS

Duration 10–14 days

Max Elevation 4095m

Best Season October to November

Start Phedi or Kande

Finish Naya Pul

Permits TIMS card, ACAP permit

Summary Classic walk through Gurung villages, climbing to an amphitheatre surrounded by stunning peaks and glaciers.



Where to Overnight on the Annapurna Sanctuary Trek


Dhampus: Several good options if you started late from Pokhara: Hotel Moonlight, Lali Gurans and Dhaulagiri View Hotel.

Australian Camp: Several convenient options if you have started late from the trailhead at Kande.

Pothana: A collection of bright and colourful lodges vying for the lunch trade and accommodating late starters.

Pitam Deorali: About a dozen lodges here, all featuring views north to Annapurna South and Hiunchuli, and south to Pokhara.



Day 2: Tolka to Chhomrong 5–6 HOURS, 450M DESCENT, 870M ASCENT

From Tolka, the trail descends a long stone staircase and then follows a ridge to the Gurung village of Landruk (1620m). Ten minutes from here, the path splits – north takes you to Chhomrong and the sanctuary.

The sanctuary trail turns up the Modi Khola Valley to Himal Qu (also known as New Bridge or Naya Pul; 1340m). The trail crosses a spectacular 287m suspension bridge over the Kimrong Khola and then continues up to Jhinu Danda (1750m) and its nearby hot springs. After a steep climb to Taglung (2190m), it joins the Ghandruk to Chhomrong trail.

Chhomrong (2210m) is the last permanent settlement in the valley. The large and sprawling Gurung village has excellent lodges, fine views and an ACAP office where you can enquire about trail conditions in the sanctuary.

Where to Overnight on the Annapurna Sanctuary Trek


Tolka: Several spread-out options, including the friendly Sunny Guest House and International Guest House.

Himal Qu (New Bridge): A clutch of options east of the bridge over the Modi Khola, including the Kalpana Guest House and New Bridge Guest House.

Landruk: The better lodges are above the village and include the Captain Lali Gurans and Hungry Eye Hotel.

Jhinu Danda: Several decent lodges on a ridge following a stiff climb. Ask about the trail to the nearby hot spring.
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Day 3: Chhomrong to Bamboo 3–4 HOURS, 610M ASCENT, 510M DESCENT

The trail drops down a set of stone steps, passing a Buddhist stupa, to a suspension bridge across the Chhomrong Khola. It then climbs to Sinuwa (2340m) and on through rhododendron forests to Kuldi (2470m). The trek now enters the upper Modi Khola Valley, where ACAP controls the location and number of lodges and limits their size. This section of the trail is a bottleneck, and you may find the lodges in Bamboo (2310m) are full during the high season, in which case you may have to continue for an hour to the next accommodation in Doban, share a room or sleep in a dining room. In winter, it’s common to find snow from this point on.


AVALANCHES ON THE SANCTUARY TRAIL

There is significant danger of avalanches along the route to the Annapurna Sanctuary between Doban and Machhapuchhare Base Camp. Trekkers have died and trekking parties have been stranded in the sanctuary for days, with the trail blocked by tonnes of ice and snow. Always check with the ACAP office in Chhomrong and lodges in Deorali, beyond Himalaya, for a report on current trail conditions, and do not proceed into the sanctuary if there has been recent heavy rain or snow.

During winter and spring temporary bridges allow you to cross the Modi Khola and detour to the east bank to avoid a particularly dangerous chute.



Where to Overnight on the Annapurna Sanctuary Trek


Chhomrong: The lodges at the top of the village – Excellent View, International Lodge, Kalpana Lodge – are some of the trek’s best options.

Sinuwa: Several lodges at Lower Sinuwa with hot showers, decent food and clean rooms. A few more at Upper Sinuwa.

Bamboo: A collection of six hotels crammed into a narrow valley. Rooms fill quickly, so it’s best to arrive early.

Doban: Doban has several good lodges with gas showers and comfortable rooms. Upper Doban has two simple lodges.



Day 4: Bamboo to Himalaya 2–3 HOURS, 530M ASCENT

The trail climbs through rhododendron forests to Doban (2540m) and on to the three lodges at Himalaya (also known as Himalayan Hotel) squeezed into a narrow defile at 2840m. This stretch of the trail passes several avalanche chutes. If you arrive early, it’s possible to continue on to Deorali to make the following day easier.


ANNAPURNA PEAK

The 50km-long Annapurna massif encompasses a swathe of peaks, including four summits named Annapurna after the female Hindu god of harvest, fertility and abundance. The main summit (8091m), first climbed by a French expedition led by Maurice Herzog in 1950, is to the west of the Annapurna Sanctuary. It is hardly visible at all from the Annapurna Circuit trek, but its south face is a colossal presence above Annapurna Base Camp (ABC). Also visible from ABC are Hiunchuli (6441m), Tharpu Chuli (5663), Singu Chuli (6501m), Gangapurna (7454m) and Annapurna II (7555m), among others.

The main summit of Annapurna is considered one of the hardest and most dangerous peaks in the Himalaya, with an ascent success rate half (and a death rate triple) that of Everest.
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Day 5: Himalaya to Machhapuchhare Base Camp 3–4 HOURS, 860M ASCENT

From Himalaya it’s on to Hinko (3100m), a huge overhanging rock sheltering a Buddha statue, then to lodges at Deorali (3140m), at the gateway to the sanctuary. The next stretch of trail is the most subject to avalanches, and you may detour temporarily to the east side of the valley (winter and spring) to avoid a dangerous chute.

At Machhapuchhare Base Camp (which isn’t really a base camp since climbing the mountain isn’t permitted), at 3700m, there is decent accommodation available in five lodges. Be alert to signs of altitude sickness before heading up to Annapurna Base Camp. Many trekkers avoid an overnight stay at Annapurna Base Camp by leaving here at 4.30am to catch sunrise at ABC and then descending to Himalaya or Doban.

Where to Overnight on the Annapurna Sanctuary Trek


Himalaya: Only three lodges: two of which, Himalaya Guest House and Himalaya Hotel, boast espresso coffee.

Deorali: If Himalaya is full and there’s time, continue to Deorali for several more decent options.

Machhapuchhare Base Camp: Five cosy hotels, including the recommended Gurung Cooperative, Shankar and Fishtail.

Annapurna Base Camp: Six lodges, all well run, with nothing to differentiate them. Expect crowded conditions in the high season.




Day 6: Machhapuchhare Base Camp to Annapurna Base Camp 2 HOURS, 430M ASCENT

The climb to Annapurna Base Camp, at 4130m, is best done early in the day before clouds roll in. If there’s snow, the trail may be difficult to follow. The lodges at Annapurna Base Camp can get very crowded at the height of the season. The frozen dawn is best observed from the glacial moraine a short stroll from your cosy lodge.

Days 7–14: Annapurna Base Camp to Naya Pul

On the return trip, head south to Chhomrong (two days) and on to Ghandruk (one day) via the deep valley of the Khumnu Khola. From Ghandruk, you can follow the valley directly down to Kimche, Birethanti and Naya Pul in a day. Taxis are available from Kimche.

Alternatively, detour west to Ghorepani to visit Poon Hill, before descending to Birethanti (four days) and Naya Pul. Taxis and buses to Pokhara (two hours) are plentiful.


TREKKING PEAKS

Thinking of moving up from trekking to mountaineering? Your first step could be one of the following.

Hiunchuli (6441m) Forms part of the chain surrounding the Annapurna Sanctuary. Not an easy climb, requiring traverses of snow, ice and rock.

Mardi Himal (5587m) Five-day slog up the Mardi Khola to approach this southern outlier of Machhapuchhare.

Singu Chuli (6501m) Reached from the Annapurna Sanctuary, its original name was Fluted Peak, due to the steep ice slopes that make it difficult to climb.

Tharpu Chuli (5663m) Originally named Tent Peak, the climb involves glaciers and crevasses; most people climb the easier Rakshi Peak to the south.

Chulu East (6584m) A long approach from Manang, with the climb needing one or two high camps.



Other Annapurna Treks

 

Khopra Ridge

This five- to seven-day trek detours from the more frequented Annapurna trails to take you to several outstanding viewpoints. It can be done in either direction, and via a number of different routes, and can be appended to either the Annapurna Circuit or Annapurna Sanctuary treks. Formerly frequented only by camping groups, there are now community-owned lodges and private guesthouses allowing teahouse trekking.

Start from Naya Pul, Kimche or Phedi to take one or two days to reach Ghandruk. The next day takes you to Tadapani, and the day after to Bayeli (3450m). A hard-to-follow direct upper trail runs from Bayeli to the high point of the trek at Khopra Danda (3660m). From Khopra Danda, there’s a full-day side trek up to the sacred lake, Khayer Tal (4830m).

The return route is via the village of Dhan Kharka (Chistibang) to Swanta (day six) before the trail joins the Annapurna Circuit near Chitre. Head east to Ulleri (day seven) via Ghorepani, and then to Birethanti or Naya Pul the following day. An alternative ending climbs from Swanta to Mohare Danda, before descending over the next two days to Nangi, Banskharka and the roadhead at Galeshwar.


COMMUNITY TREKKING TO KHOPRA RIDGE

Investment in community lodges and homestays has opened up this popular camping-trek destination to teahouse trekkers and promoted the development of local trails into trekking routes. Several trekking companies promote the Annapurna–Dhaulagiri Community Trail and they use local guides and porters to maximise the positive impacts. The region serviced by these old trails is mostly in the Myagdi district, running from the Kali Gandaki River, between Beni and Tatopani, east towards the peaks of the Annapurnas. The area is predominantly peopled by Magars – it was to help the local population that several homestays, community lodges and dining halls were developed, along with handicraft industries such as weaving and papermaking.
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Mardi Himal

This weeklong teahouse trek is another fine option from Pokhara that is particularly popular with local trekkers. Some rate the views as better than at the Annapurna Sanctuary. The trail starts at Khare/Kande, or Phedi, and climbs past Australian Camp to lodges at Pothana or Pitam Deurali. Day two takes you up the ridgeline of the Gorujure Danda to Forest Camp (2600m). From here, there are two relatively short days to Low Camp (2970m), or alternatively, Badal Danda (3320m) and High Camp (3540m).

From High Camp, get an early start for the day-return hike to either the first viewpoint (4000m, and where most trekkers stop) or Mardi Himal Base Camp West (4250m), offering wonderful close-up views of Machhapuchhare, Annapurna South and Hiunchuli.

You can return the way you came, or descend into the Mardi Khola to roadheads at Sidhing, Ghalel and Lwang. Alternatively, from Forest Camp trek to Landruk, Jhinu Danda and Chhomrong to join the Annapurna Sanctuary trek.

 

Annapurna Panorama

This six-day loop features Gurung villages and marvellous views from the popular Poon Hill viewpoint, and is a good choice in winter. It can also be done in either direction. The overnight stops on the trek are shared with the Annapurna Circuit and Sanctuary treks, and therefore teahouse accommodation is plentiful.

The trail starts at Birethanti and follows the Annapurna Circuit in reverse for the first two days, with overnight stops in Tikhedhunga and Ghorepani. On day three, most people leave before dawn for the short 1.5km hike to Poon Hill (3210m) and its fine vista of snowy peaks. Relax in Ghorepani for the rest of the day. Day four involves a gentle descent to Tadapani, and day five continues downhill to Ghandruk. The final day is an easy descent back to transport hubs at Kimche, Kilu or Birethanti/Naya Pul.

Where to Overnight on Other Annapurna Treks


Tadapani: A busy place where trails converge; book ahead or arrive early. Try Hotel Panorama Point.

Ghorepani: Dozens of lodges cram the ridge, including Annapurna View, Snow View and Nice View Point.

Ghandruk: Spread over different elevations, look for Gurung Cottage, Trekkers Inn, Milan Hotel and Ghandruk Guest House.




ANNAPURNA CONSERVATION AREA PROJECT

The Annapurna Conservation Area Project (ACAP; ntnc.org.np) was established in 1986 as part of an innovative approach to environmental protection. The project encompasses the entire Annapurna range, an area of 7683 sq km, but also a population of some 40,000 people in 300 villages. Traditional national park practices dictated that few, if any, people could reside within park boundaries, so a new model – a ‘conservation area’ – was charted to include local people and emphasise environmentally sustainable economic development.

Projects include the training of lodge owners, the introduction of alternative fuels and technologies such as solar panels and back-boiler stoves to reduce deforestation, cultural reinforcement programmes, and the implementation of a system of fixed prices for food and accommodation to decrease competition and undercutting.



 

Ghandruk Loop

A short, steep trek offering excellent mountain views. The trail starts at Phedi and follows the Annapurna Sanctuary trail to overnight at Tolka. From Tolka, trek 45 minutes to Landruk (an alternative first-night halt) and then drop steeply down a stone staircase to the Modi Khola. It’s then a very steep climb up more stone steps to Ghandruk (1970m), a scenic Gurung village of stone and slate houses with a colourful Buddhist monastery. On day three, descend to the road at Kimche or Kilu, where you can catch transport, or continue walking to Naya Pul.


THE GURUNGS

The Gurungs, a Tibeto-Burmese people, live mainly in the central midlands, from Gorkha and Baglung up to Manang and the southern slopes of the Annapurnas, north of Pokhara. One of the biggest Gurung settlements is Ghandruk, with its sweeping views of the Annapurnas and Machhapuchhare. Gurung women wear nose rings (phuli) and coral necklaces.

The Gurungs (who call themselves Tamu, or highlanders) originally migrated from western Tibet, bringing with them their animist Bön faith. In the 1970s, photographs portraying the alarmingly brave honey-collecting by Gurung men became famous around the world. Along with Magars, the Gurungs make up large numbers of Gurkha regiments, and army incomes have contributed greatly to the economy of their regions.
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Panchase Trek

Panchase is close to Pokhara, boasting great views of Annapurna South and Machhapuchhare, with the added benefits that it’s easily accessed from Lakeside and no ACAP or TIMS cards are required. There are several variations of the three- to four-day route, and it can be done in any direction.

Trails to Panchase start at Naudanda or Khare on the Baglung Hwy, or west of Phewa Tal at Ghatichhina. The trails climb through traditional villages to Panchase Bhanjyang (2030m), where most people overnight. Start early the next morning to trek up to the peak and Hindu temple of Panchase Danda (2510m) for a sunrise vista of the Himalaya. The trek can then conclude along any of several daylong routes back to Pokhara.

Where to Overnight on Other Annapurna Treks


Landruk: A good choice of lodges such as the Captain Lali Gurans, Hungry Eye and Maya Guest House.

Pothana: Though usually a lunch stop, you can stay at Annapurna Lodge or Heaven’s Gate Guest House.

Khopra Ridge: There are a number of community lodges at Bayeli, Khopra Danda, Mohare Danda, Nangi and Banskharka.




 

Ghachok Trek

This interesting two-day trek ascends the hills north of Pokhara to the Gurung villages around Ghachok. It starts from Hyangja, near the Tashi Palkhel Tibetan settlement, and crosses the Mardi Khola to Lhachok before ascending to the stone-walled village of Ghachok (1260m), where you can stop overnight before turning south and returning to Pokhara via Batulechaur.


ANNAPURNA NATURALLY

The Annapurna Conservation Area embraces the entire Annapurna Himal. From the valley floor (below 1000m) to the summit of Annapurna (8091m), there is an amazing variety of habitats.

Trails along the lower valleys weave through terraced fields, dipping occasionally into shady broadleaf forests. Upstream, you enter spectacular rhododendron forests, their gnarled pinkish limbs festooned with epiphytic ferns and orchids. Spring brings spectacular blooms, from red to pink to white. In the Annapurna Sanctuary, a variety of wildflowers linger in bloom long after the monsoon, thanks to the area’s high rainfall.

Keep an eye out along watercourses for a number of small but striking birds, including the white-capped river chat, the plumbeous redstart and the brown dipper. Of particular note are the large, soaring raptors that ride the thermals effortlessly for hours, such as the Himalayan griffon, golden eagle and lammergeier.







Langtang & Gosainkund

DIVERSE SCENERY | EASY ACCESS | ROUTE OPTIONS


The Langtang region bordering Tibet is not as popular as the Annapurna and Everest trails, and that’s one reason why we like it. The region has many pluses: it’s fairly close to Kathmandu, there’s a wide range of stunning scenery, you get right into the high mountains within a couple of days, and there are lots of possible trek combinations.

For high mountain pastures, peak climbing and glacier views, the Langtang Valley trek is hard to beat. High in a mountain bowl further south are the dozen-or-so holy mountain lakes of Gosainkund, which offers the area’s best Himalayan panoramas as well as fine lakeshore views. From the lakes, you can continue over a pass and down the Helambu ridge all the way to Kathmandu, offering a fine sense of journey and avoiding the long bus ride back. For a quieter cultural look at village life, consider the homestays and lodges of the little-trod Tamang Heritage Trail.
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GETTING AROUND

The bus ride from Kathmandu to Syabrubesi via Dhunche is the only negative to trekking in the Langtang and Gosainkund regions. Buses leave from Kathmandu’s Machha Pokhari stand early in the morning and take around eight hours; book a seat at the front of the bus the day before if feasible. Cramped shared Sumo 4WDs are just as uncomfortable.

There are several end points to a Gosainkund and Helambu trek. Melamchi, Kutumsang and Chunaute all have multiple daily buses back to Kathmandu. Buses from Sundarijal (for the full trail) take less than an hour back to Kathmandu.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Public transport to the region from Kathmandu is so slow and tortuous that this is one trip where it makes sense to rent your own 4WD transport (US$100 to US$150), especially if there are three or four of you to share the costs. Even better, break the trip with an overnight at Nuwakot en route.



Langtang Valley Trek

Lush forests to alpine peaks

Day 1: Syabrubesi to Lama Hotel 5–6 HOURS, 1070M ASCENT

After registering with the police post and walking through Syabrubesi (1470m) for about 1km, you are faced with a choice. Most people take the road bridge and follow the road all the way to the hydroelectric plant at Doman. The alternative is to continue a little further along the main road and branch right to cross a suspension bridge over the Bhote Kosi. Turn left and then immediately right at the eastern end of the bridge to pass through the ghost town of Old Syabru (relocated after a landslide) and continue up the trail on the north side of the Langtang Khola. You can then take the first bridge after the village to join the hydroelectric road on the south side. Some people drive to Doman to start their trek there.


After you leave the road at the teahouses of Doman (1680m), the trek becomes a pleasant walk through lush forest where langur monkeys frolic and cascades tumble off the cliffs. The trail makes a steep climb over a rocky ridge to the junction where the route from Thulo Syabru joins from above (if headed to Gosainkund, leave the Langtang trek here).

It’s then a long climb in forest past the waterfalls and two simple lodges of Pairo (meaning ‘landslide’; 1800m) to Bamboo, a cluster of lodges at 1980m. Beyond the lodges (a perfect riverside lunch stop), the trail crosses the Dangdung Khola then climbs to a steel suspension bridge over the main Langtang Khola at 2000m. There is a small tea shop on the northern bank.

On the north bank of the Langtang Khola, the route climbs alongside a series of raging cascades formed by a jumble of house-sized boulders. Climb steeply across a landslide and up to the Ganesh View Lodge at Renche (2400m), by the junction with an alternative return trail to Syabrubesi via Sherpagaon. The main trail climbs gently to a collection of half a dozen lodges at Changtang, popularly known as Lama Hotel, at 2480m.


TREK STATS

Duration 6–8 days

Max Elevation 3860m

Best Season September to May

Start/Finish Syabrubesi

Permits Langtang National Park ticket (Rs 3000), checked just before Dhunche.

Summary A wonderful variety of scenery and easily accessible high alpine landscapes.





TREK HIGHLIGHTS

Kyanjin Ri Wonderful high-mountain views of peaks and glaciers, after a tough hike.

Tsergo Ri Even more wonderful views after an even tougher hike.

Beautiful Forests Between Pairo and Renche.

Langtang Memorial A faded but still moving tribute to the locals and trekkers who died in the 2015 earthquake.

Sherpagaon Route Get off the beaten track, high above the Langtang Valley.
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Route to Kyanjin Gompa | Emad Aljumah/Shutterstock

Where to Stay in Syabrubesi


Hotel Old Namaste: The eight en-suite rooms here are comfortable and the owners are a great source of trail information.

Hotel Country Villa: Modern bathrooms are the draw here – like other hotels, it’s right by the Kathmandu bus drop-off.

Peaceful Guest House: Set back off the road, with a beer garden and rooms that are indeed a peaceful option.



Where to Stay on the Langtang Valley Trek 


Riverside: Two simple lodges make an alternative end to day one but rooms often fill up by mid-afternoon.

Lama Hotel: Half a dozen decent lodges here, including the Origin Lama Hotel dating from 1972, but beds can fill up in this popular overnight stop.

Bamboo: Four simple lodges, which most use as a lunch stop.



Day 2: Lama Hotel to Langtang 4–5 HOURS, 980M ASCENT

The trail continues to follow the Langtang Khola, climbing steeply through a forest of hemlocks, maples and rhododendrons, past isolated lodges at Gumanchok (Riverside; 2770m) and Ghunama, an hour from Lama Hotel. Ten minutes (a few hundred metres) after the Hotel Woodland, past a mule-loading station, the main trail crosses a bridge to the south side, climbing steeply to fine views of Langtang Lirung, then to recross the river and rejoin the north-bank trail at the lodges of Ghoda Tabela (2970m).

From Ghoda Tabela (meaning ‘Horse Stable’), the trail climbs more gradually through the classic U-shaped glacial Langtang Valley to the villages of Thangshyap (3200m), with three good lodges, and Ghumba, where a half-dozen rebuilt lodges make a quieter night rest spot than nearby Langtang, 20 minutes (1km) further on.


The village of Langtang (3430m) was completely wiped out in the 2015 earthquake and walking over the landslide area where the village once stood (the remains are 20m under your feet) is an eerie experience. Almost everyone in the upper valley lost several family members during the earthquake.

Since the earthquake, the resilient locals have built a dozen or more lodges in the new village past the landslide area. The Himalayan Bakery here offer fresh coffee and cinnamon rolls.

It’s tempting to continue beyond new Langtang, but it’s not a good idea from the point of view of acclimatisation.

Where to Stay on the Langtang Valley Trek 


Ghoda Tabela: Two well-run lodges make this a decent possible overnight alternative.

Thangshyap: Buddha Guesthouse – one of five options – is a good choice with attached bathrooms.

Ghumba: Another excellent alternative, with four lodges, including the good Panorama and Viewpoint guesthouses.

Langtang: A dozen guesthouses, many with good rooftop dining rooms, including Sunrise and Travellers guesthouses.



Day 3: Langtang to Kyanjin Gompa 2–3 HOURS, 460M ASCENT

It only takes a couple of hours to climb past lodges at Mundu (3442m) and Sindum (3560m), along sections of lovely mani wall and past a teahouse at Yamphu (3640m) pastures, to reach a stupa and bridge. Two trails lead up from here to Kyanjin Gompa (3860m), one via a second large stupa, a hydroelectric pipe and a suspension bridge, while the other branches left once you’re across the metal bridge over the Laja Chu. Take one trail up and the other back when you descend the valley.

Kyanjin Gompa may surprise you with its size (locals dub it ‘New Yak City’), with over 40 multistorey concrete lodges crowding the maze-like village. Taste the local organic yak cheese (Rs 1650 per 1kg) at the factory here that’s been operating since 1952, before seeing if the Nyingma-school monastery is open. The large peak at the head of the valley is 6388m Gang Chenpo.

For a pick-me-up, the Dorje Bakery Cafe serves excellent Nepali organic coffee, apple pie and lunches, and the owner, Lhakpa, is a great source of local information.


THE 2015 EARTHQUAKE

Seconds after the 25 April 2015 earthquake hit Nepal, a huge wall of snow, rock and ice broke off Langtang Lirung peak and hurtled unseen towards Langtang village, burying the valley’s main settlement within seconds. Around 155 villagers were killed instantly, along with 40 international trekkers and many Nepali porters and guides. Only one house survived, still huddled today against a rock overhang.

An already-faded memorial chörten in new Langtang village commemorates the dead, including villagers from Langtang, Gumba and Sindum, seven trekkers from Spain, and four French walkers from the same family. For the full story, watch Netflix’s 2022 documentary Aftershock.



Where to Stay on the Langtang Valley Trek 


Mundu & Simdum: A half-dozen quiet guesthouses, useful if you get a late start descending from Kyanjin Gompa.

Kyanjin Gompa: The best guesthouses of the trek, most offering attached bathrooms, rooftop rooms, hot water and electricity.

Camping: Fine camping options in Langshisha Kharka in the upper Langtang Valley, if you have a tent.





WHY I LOVE LANGTANG
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Bradley Mayhew, writer

There are many reasons to like Langtang but it’s the alpine peaks and pastures around Kyanjin Gompa (and the fact that you can be there just a few days from the trailhead) that propel it to the top of the list for me. It’s the place to stock up on cappuccino, croissants and cheese in the well-provisioned village and then head out on a series of day hikes to superb mountain lakes and rocky summits for sublime views of the glacial valley, before heading back to your cosy lodge for dinner. It’s a perfect few days of simple living and easy joy.



Alternative Places to Stay on the Langtang Valley Trek 


Sherpagaon: Four quiet options on the alternative high route, including New Tibet Eco Guesthouse.

Surka: Surka View Point Guest House on the Sherpagaon route has decent rooms and can arrange vehicles.

Renche: The Hotel Ganesh View Lodge at the junction of trails is an offbeat place to stay.



Days 4 & 5: Excursions from Kyanjin Gompa

It’s worth spending two to three full days in Kyanjin Gompa to really appreciate the dramatic mountain scenery on a series of fabulous side trips. The dramatic view of peaks and glaciers from the village is just the starting point.

One option is to climb north past the monastery up the Lirung Valley to a viewpoint (4300m) on the glacial moraine for superb up-close views of Langtang Lirung peak (7234m) and Kimshung Glacier.

The most popular excursion is the half-day trip to the Kyanjin Ri viewpoint (4600m) above the village; pick up the trail next to the Nurling Kyanjin Gompa Guesthouse. The small peak with prayer flags visible from the village is not Kyanjin Ri itself, but a much lower viewpoint (gulp…). There are two trails up to the peak, so take one up and the other down. Take care on the ball-bearing-like stones on the trail down.

A tougher option is the full-day climb to Tsergo Ri (Chergo Ri; 4984m) to the east, via pastures at Yala Kharkha. Watch for the signs of altitude sickness on this ascent and descend immediately if you feel dizzy.

Another popular long day hike leads up the valley to Langshisha Kharka (4100m), a remote summer pasture with eye-popping views of Dorje Lhakpa (6966m) and Penthang Karpo Ri (6830m). The large reddish boulder here is said to be the site where a lama tracked down his runaway yak, opening up the upper valley, and leading to the name Langtang – lang is Tibetan for ‘yak’ and teng means ‘to follow’. According to early trekker HW Tilman, the upper Langshisha area was prime yeti territory in the mind 1940s, with herdsmen claiming multiple sightings of both small yetis (known as chumi) and a larger species known as yilmu.

For something less exhausting but equally picturesque, head back down to the metal bridge below Kyanjin Gompa and then cross a second bridge across the Langtang Khola to picnic beside the five charming Tsona lakes, just to the left above a yak pasture. There are fabulously panoramic views of the entire valley from further along the trail to Ganja La at Nyengang Kharka (4000m).

Several lodges can arrange a guide, tent, mattress, stove and climbing equipment for either an overnight in the pastures of Langshisha Kharka, close by Tibet at the top end of the valley, or the adventurous two- or three-day trip to climb Yala Peak (5500m) – figure on US$250 to US$300 for a two-day guided trip, but be sure you are properly acclimatised.

Days 6 & 7: Kyanjin Gompa to Syabrubesi 2510M DESCENT

To return to Syabrubesi, take the same path back down the valley for two days, or detour along the high cliff trail from Renche via the villages of Sherpagaon (2600m) and Surkha, both of which have good lodges. From Surkha a 4WD track leads to Khangjim (2290m) and a tough descent to Old Syabru.

To connect to the Gosainkund trek, take the left branch at the junction just before Doman and climb 500m to the dozen or so good lodges at Thulo Syabru.

Tamang Heritage Trail

Cultural village-based walk

Day 1: Syabrubesi to Gotlang 5 HOURS, 850M ASCENT

The trek starts with a bang, climbing 720m straight out of the gate, first on looping road switchbacks and then up steep shortcuts. Eventually you get to a simple tea shop and a stupa viewpoint (a 15-minute detour) at Bahun Danda Pass (Rongga Bhanjyang; 2235m). You can see the village of Goljung below. It’s extremely tempting to avoid this entire climb by jumping on the afternoon bus that passes through Syabrubesi, en route to Gotlang, between 1pm and 3pm.

Walk along the upper dirt road for a couple of hours to the lovely village of Gotlang (2240m), the largest Tamang settlement in the area. Only about one third of the village’s traditional carved wooden houses remain after the 2015 earthquake, but there are still some charming quarters. With time, you can make the 45-minute detour uphill to peaceful Parvati Kund Lake and its nearby damaged gompa and cheese factory; a new gompa is under construction.


PRACTICALITIES

Phone Ncell offers data reception in the lower parts of the trek only, but NTC has good connections everywhere, so summoning a helicopter in an emergency (US$2000 to Kathmandu) shouldn’t be too hard.

Medical Kyanjin Gompa has a Gamow bag for emergency cases of altitude sickness and there is a simple clinic in nearby Munji.

Electricity Only guesthouses in Langtang and above have electricity.

Money Three or four ATMs in Syabrubesi should give you rupees but don’t count on it.

Permits You will have your Langtang National Park permit checked and bag searched at an army checkpoint just before Dhunche.



Day 2: Gotlang to Tatopani 4 HOURS, 825M ASCENT, 510M DESCENT

After a morning exploring Gotlang, follow the delightful line of 108 stone chörtens down the valley, along a rough 4WD track, as views of snowcapped Lirung II (6600m) reveal themselves. Branch left after 45 minutes at a road junction, to drop down and eventually cross the river on a log bridge before Chilime village (1760m). Join the main road past hydroelectric pylons then descend on a trail with an easily missed turnoff to cross the river on a suspension bridge. From here it’s a tough, steep climb past teahouses at Cherka (2030m) and Gonggang (2230m) to rejoin a dirt road for the final hour to Tatopani (2600m). Tatopani’s eponymous hot springs lost their heat during the 2015 earthquake but have perked up in recent years.
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TREK STATS

Duration 6 days

Max Elevation 3700m

Best Season September to May

Start/Finish Syabrubesi

Permits Langtang National Park ticket (Rs 3000)

Summary Traditional Tamang villages and fine views into Tibet make this little-trod cultural trek a fine add-on to the Langtang Valley trek.



Where to Overnight on the Tamang Heritage Trail (Days 1–4)


Gotlang: Good options include the new Tamang Home and the older Paldor Peak Guesthouse, the owner of which can arrange guides and offers plenty of local route tips.

Tatopani: Three lodges cater to tourists, including the friendly Pilgrim’s Hotel and the spotlessly neat Yiga Guesthouse.

Nagthali Ghyang: The best of the five lodges here are the Tibet View, Himalayan and Great Wall guesthouses.

Thuman: Most people stay at the Village View Hotel, though there are a couple of other options.



Day 3: Tatopani to Nagthali Ghyang 2 HOURS, 560M ASCENT

From the hot springs, follow the footpath for 20 minutes until you join a rough 4WD track. Climb 560m via the settlement and two gompas of Brimdang to the ridgetop meadow and lodges of Nagthali Ghyang (Five Houses; 3220m). From Brimdang onwards, you really feel that you’re in the mountains, with fine vistas across the valley to the sculpted, terraced hillside of Goljung.


If the weather is clear, it’s well worth making the three- or four-hour return walk from Nagthali Ghyang along the rhododendron-cloaked ridge behind the village to the lovely viewpoint at Tharuche (3700m), where there are fine views of Langtang Lirung, Ganesh Himal, Paldor peak, Saljung Himal and into Tibet. For a shorter walk, stroll up to the obvious hillside statue of Guru Rinpoche

Day 4: Nagthali Ghyang to Thuman 2 HOURS, 880M DESCENT

If you didn’t do it yesterday, start with an early-morning hike to Tharuche viewpoint for the best chance of clear skies. Then, from the Great Wall Guest House in Nagthali, descend steeply for almost 900m through delightful forest to the pleasant Tamang village of Thuman (take a right 10 minutes after leaving Nagthali). Thuman (2340m) has a small gompa and is a good place to spend an afternoon exploring.

Day 5: Thuman to Briddim 4 HOURS, 665M ASCENT, 800M DESCENT

Descend steeply from Thuman, crisscrossing a dirt road, and follow a line of mani walls and stupas down to the Bhote Khosi, which you cross on a suspension bridge. Then climb up to lunch in the village of Lingling, from where it’s another two-hour, 400m ascent, partly on a dirt road, to Briddim (2230m). Briddim is a particularly scenic Tamang village, with a gompa above town and a couple of dozen excellent lodges and homestays, so allow some time for exploration.

Where to Overnight on the Tamang Heritage Trail (Days 5–6)


Lingling: Food and lodging are available at the traditional Lingling Homestay.

Briddim: Many excellent options here include the Pema, Potala and Lhasa guesthouses, and the Smile and Tashi Delek homestays.

Khangjim: There are a handful of lodges here if you get stuck, though most people continue to Syabrubesi.




TAMANG ROUTE OPTIONS

Buses now run via Syabrubesi to Gotlang, Chilime and Tatopani, and more roads extend to Thuman and Briddim, so it is possible to shorten the trek by a day or two, especially given that a couple of the days are quite short. You could sensibly take a bus to Gotlang to start the trek there, or walk back to Syabrubesi in three hours from Thuman for a four-day variant.

The Tamang Heritage Trail makes a great warm-up to a Langtang Valley trek, and you can join the two together nicely by walking directly from Briddim along the high northern trail via Khangjim, Surkha and Sherpagaon to join the Langtang trail at Renche.



Day 6: Briddim to Syabrubesi 3 HOURS, 850M DESCENT

After a morning in Briddim, it’s all downhill through pine forest via Khangjim to Syabrubesi, short-cutting past the dirt road during the last section.


GETTING TO AND FROM SYABRUBESI

For transport to and from the trailhead at Syabrubesi, see here.



Gosainkund & Helambu Trek

Sacred high-altitude lakes and views
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Day 1: Dhunche to Sing Gompa 6 HOURS, 1380M ASCENT

The first day is a very strenuous one, climbing from Dhunche at 1950m to Sing Gompa (Chandan Bari) at 3330m, via two lodges at Deorali (Tangchen; 2660m) and three simple teahouses at Dimsa (3030m).

After an initial 1.5km on a dirt road, the concrete trail descends to a Hindu temple and pilgrim hostel to enter the dramatic Ghatte Khola gorge, crossing the river on a suspension bridge and following the northern bank on an overhanging riverside trail to a waterfall just off the trail. From here, it’s a grinding nonstop ascent up stone and concrete steps, past pilgrim shelters along the electricity line.

Many opt to avoid the tough climb from Dhunche by starting the trek from Thulo Syabru (2260m). The main route climbs from here via seasonal teahouses at Dursagang (2735m) and Phoprang Danda (3190m) and then traverses a lovely section of old-growth forest for 45 minutes to Sing Gompa (3330m), a total of 3½ hours from Thulo Syabru. An alternative route branches left off the trail early on to climb to Chalang Pati (3550m) via lodges at Bomba and Mulkharkha; it’s steeper and slightly harder to navigate but more direct.

Sing Gompa’s eponymous wooden temple boasts an ornate Newari-style door frame (ask for the key at the next-door shop if you want to visit), and the village has a Cheese Production Centre, where you can buy yak cheese. Enjoy the creature comforts of Sing Gompa (electricity, en-suite rooms and wi-fi), as accommodation gets a lot simpler very quickly.


TREK STATS

Duration 5–7 days

Max Elevation 4610m

Best Season October to November, March to April

Start Dhunche or Thulo Syabru

Finish Sundarijal

Permits Langtang National Park ticket (Rs 3000); Shivapuri Nagarjun National Park ticket (Rs 1000)

Summary High alpine lakes and Himalayan panoramas are the highlights, as is the chance to continue walking all the way back to Kathmandu.



Places to Overnight on the Gosainkund & Helambu Trek (Days 1–3)


Dhunche: There’s a half-dozen decent concrete hotels here, including the Namaste Gosainkunda, Habre and Dhunche National.

Deorali: Two simple lodges, including the Hotel Deorali View, offer emergency accommodation if you got a late start.

Thulo Syabru: A dozen modern hotels with attached bathrooms, including the Yak, Lama, Langtang View, Snowfall and Stupa hotels.

Mulkharkha: The Himalaya and Lali Gurans guesthouses offer a lunch stop or offbeat overnight stay, 1½ hours below Chalang Patti.



Day 2: Sing Gompa to Laurebina Yak 2–3 HOURS, 590M ASCENT

The trail from Sing Gompa climbs steeply, quickly offering fine views of the Ganesh Himal range and Yangra peak, then emerging after 90 minutes through forest onto a saddle at the two teahouses of Chalang Pati (3550m). The northern slopes of the ridge are an important habitat for red pandas.

The trail continues to climb for another 90 minutes to three simple lodges at Laurebina Yak (3920m). The magnificent dawn views include the Annapurnas, Manaslu (8156m), the four peaks of the Ganesh Himal, and Langtang Lirung. Despite the short day, you should overnight in Laurebina Yak to help acclimatisation. You are now above the treeline.

Places to Overnight on the Gosainkund & Helambu Trek (Days 1–3)


Sing Gompa: Easily the trek’s best accommodation, especially at the Red Panda, Yak and Nak, and Green Hill lodges.

Chalang Patti: Two lodges only: the near-identical Langtang Lirung View and Tibet Mountain View.

Laurebina Yak: The first and best of the three lodges here is Mount Rest View; the views from the upper floor are magnificent.

Gosainkund: Four simple, cold stone lodges, including the Namaste, Tibet and Peaceful Lake hotels.




PRACTICALITIES

Guides This is one trek where a local guide is particularly useful, not so much for route finding but to smooth cultural encounters and help arrange homestays, where very little English is spoken.

Local Agencies Many travellers have written to recommend Gotlang resident and guide Durga Tamang, who runs Himalayan Unforgettable Adventure (nepalmountaintrekking.com).

Roads Note that roads have nibbled away at this trek in recent years and you’ll be walking on some kind of 4WD track for about half the route (though there is almost no traffic).

Difficulty This is not an easy trek, with almost continuous steep ups and downs, but days are generally quite short.



Day 3: Laurebina Yak to Gosainkund 2–3 HOURS, 540M ASCENT

The trail climbs up the ridge for an hour to a Buddha temple and a pass (say goodbye to the epic mountain views, which now stretch as far as Himalchuli, Manaslu and the Annapurnas), and then continues on a mountainside trail flanked by handrails to offer views of Saraswati Kund at 4100m, the first of the Gosainkund lakes. After passing a stone Ganesh carving, you reach the second lake, Bhairav (or Bhairab) Kund, and then, 30 minutes later, Gosainkund itself at an altitude of 4380m.

It’s easy to fill half a day here in good weather. You can walk clockwise around the lake in under an hour, or climb the ridge above the lodges (25 minutes) for mountain and lake views.

For a longer half-day exploration, it’s possible to follow faint trails south from the northwestern corner of the lake to a series of smaller half-frozen lakes: Dudh Kund (Milk Lake), Chandra Kund (Moon Lake), Ragat Kund (Blood Lake) and finally Ama Kund (Mother Lake; 4540m).


GOSAINKUND ROUTE ALTERNATIVES

The most popular route variation incorporating Gosainkund is to link the Langtang and Gosainkund and Helambu treks into one 16-day trek by turning off the Langtang trek just before Doman and climbing from there on a steep trail to lodges at Thulo Syabru.

Thulo Syabru is a popular alternative starting point for the Gosainkund trek in its own right, largely as it cuts out some of the first day’s big climb, and is a two-hour walk on a dirt road from Thulo Barkhu.

It’s also possible to hike the Gosainkund route as a return trek from Dhunche to the lakes (seven days), though the rate of ascent can cause acclimatisation problems. Take particular care to acclimatise if attempting this trek in the opposite direction from Helambu.



Day 4: Gosainkund to Gopte 6–7½ HOURS, 300M ASCENT, 1320M DESCENT

Be aware that today’s crossing of the Laurebina La becomes impassable during winter and isn’t recommended if there’s been fresh snowfall.

The trail climbs from Gosainkund to four more lakes near the Laurebina La (4610m), including Surya Kund (Sun Lake) just beside the pass. It then drops steeply past a seasonal tea shop at High Camp Phedi (Bera Goth) to two simple lodges at Phedi (3740m), 3½ hours from Gosainkund, and near the site of a 1992 Thai Airways plane crash.

Continue in and out of rocky side valleys (not down the main valley to Gyangphedi) on a tiring rocky trail to ascend Kasturee Danda (Musk Deer Ridge) before dropping to two simple lodges at Gopte (3440m). At night you can see the lights of Trisuli Bazaar far below. If you aren’t too tired, consider continuing to Tharepati, 90 minutes away.

Places to Overnight on the Gosainkund & Helambu Trek (Days 4–7)


Phedi: The two simple lodges here are mostly used as a lunch stop or by trekkers headed up to the pass; the lower Taj Mahal Hotel displays wreckage from the Thai Airways crash.

Gopte: The Mendo and Namaste Hotels are both friendly but simple.

Tharepati: The three weather-beaten lodges here are popular for the early-morning views; the upper Sumchho Top Lodge is probably the most popular.

Mangengoth: Lama Guesthouse and Hotel Green View & Lodge both offer excellent rooms with attached bathrooms and the owners are both very helpful; they are 15 minutes apart.



Day 5: Gopte to Kutumsang 6 HOURS, 330M ASCENT, 1190M DESCENT

The trail descends to a stream and then climbs on a wild trail to lodges at Tharepati (3640m), where the Gosainkund trail meets the Helambu trail. The early-morning mountain views from the ridgetop view tower are impressive in clear weather.

Some trekkers descend 1160m from Tharepati to Melamchigaon (2530m) to catch a seasonal early-morning bus to Kathmandu. Others continue from Melamchigaon by road to lodges at Tarke Ghyang, to hike up sacred Mt Ama Yangri (3771m), before descending to the trailhead at Thimbu.

To continue down the Helambu ridge, head south to the two lodges of Mangengoth (Magin Goth; 3285m), two hours downhill. A 20-minute detour climbs up to the Palke Danda viewpoint for dawn mountain views. It’s another two hours to an army check post just above Kutumsang (2450m), where you will have your backpack and Langtang National Park ticket checked.

Many people end their trek in Kutumsang, arranging to be picked up in a chartered jeep, or catching the 7.30am bus to Kathmandu (either from Kutumsang or downhill from the downhill villages of Shulshing or Phading, depending on the state of the road). Failing this, you can descend on village trails to Chunaute (three hours) in the Melamchi Valley, from where buses run to Kathmandu every 30 minutes until 2pm. Buses will probably drop you at Jorpatti, near Bodhnath, where you’ll have to change. You won’t miss much scenery-wise by finishing the trek here.

Places to Overnight on the Gosainkund & Helambu Trek (Days 4–7)


Kutumsang: Roadside trekking lodges include the Hotel Namaste, Gosainkunda Hotel or, at the far end of the village, the large Mountain View Lodge.

Gul Bhanjyang: The Tashi Delek and Sunrise lodges to the south of town are a better bet than the central concrete Gosainkund Lodge.

Chipling: The three lodges here are a popular lunch spot. Mountain View and Lama Guest House both have good rooms with bathrooms.

Chisopani: Lots of modern places to stay, including the good Dorje Lhakpa Hotel. All are popular with Nepali visitors on the weekend.



Days 6–7: Kutumsang to Sundarijal or Budhanilkantha 1035M ASCENT, 2085M DESCENT

From Kutumsang a network of footpaths and traffic-less dirt roads wind (mostly) downhill to Gul Bhanjyang, Chipling, Thankhune Bhanjhang and Pati Bhanjhang, before finally ascending to Chisopani. The 90-minute section from Gul Bhanjyang (2140m) to lunch at Chipling (2170m) mostly follows a dirt road, except for the final steep descent past a stupa. After another steep descent from Chipling village to the Lama Guest House at Thankune Bhanjyang, another stretch of road leads to Pati Bhanjyang (1770m), before a steep ascent up a confusing web of gully-like footpaths and tractor trails reaches Chisopani (2140m). Look for collapsed hotel buildings left abandoned at the top of town after the 2015 earthquake.

The final day is spent crossing Shivapuri Nagarjun National Park (admission Rs 1000 per day), up and over the Borlang Bhanjyang (2440m) pass and down through the Tamang village of Mulkharkha (1800m) to Sundarijal. You can bus back to Kathmandu from here in less than an hour (last bus 6pm).

An interesting alternative from Borlang Bhanjyang is to branch west just before the pass on remote forest footpaths for two hours to the temple of Saptalingeshwor and then make the optional hour-long return detour to climb Shivapuri peak (2732m). Back at Saptalingeshwor it’s a 2½-hour descent via Baghdwar and Nagi Nunnery to the park exit, followed by a short walk downhill to Budhanilkantha and frequent transportation to central Kathmandu (40 minutes).


JUNAI PURNIMA FESTIVAL

Hindus believe that Gosainkund Lake was created when Shiva pierced a glacier with his trident (trisul) to obtain water to quench his thirst after consuming poison. To this day Hindus consider the sacred lake to be the abode of Shiva and his consort Gauri (also known as Parvati).

To commemorate the miraculous event, up to 20,000 Hindu pilgrims, jhakri (shaman) and sadhus trek up to the lake to worship and bathe during the full-moon August festival of Junai Purnima. It’s an amazing time to visit, but you’ll have to bring a tent and be prepared for intense crowds, monsoon rains and leeches.







Around Manaslu

INCREDIBLE SCENERY | HIGH PASS | TIBETAN CULTURE


Regarded by many as Nepal’s best teahouse trek, the increasingly popular Around Manaslu (or Manaslu Circuit) trek offers an unbeatable combination of rugged gorge scenery, spectacular views of the world’s eighth-tallest mountain, several stunning glacial lakes, traditional Tibetan-style villages, comfortable teahouses and a high crossing of the Larkya La (5100m), one of the most dramatic passes in the Himalaya. This is no walk in the park, however. The lower parts of the trail, in particular, are rough and rugged and the pass can be a dangerous challenge in bad weather.

The trek is geographically and culturally fascinating. The inhabitants of the upper Buri Gandaki, a region known as Nupri (the ‘Western Mountains’) are direct descendants of Tibetan immigrants who settled here in the early 1600s. Nupri paid taxes to Tibet until about 1840 and until recently there was still trade between Nupri and Tibet.
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GETTING AROUND

Getting to the start of the trek involves a full-day bus ride from Kathmandu’s Dhading Bus Park or Pokhara to Soti Khola or, if you are lucky, Machha Khola; you may have to change buses at the north end of Arughat Bazaar. A private 4WD to Machha Khola (seven hours) costs up to US$200 through a trekking agency. A very rough road continues almost as far as Jagat, so expect the trailhead to inch further north as the road is improved.

At the end of the trek, shared and private 4WDs tackle the almost comically bumpy road from Dharapani to Besi Sahar (four hours), from where buses run to Pokhara and Kathmandu.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Don’t scrimp on time on this trek. Side trips to Pungyen Gompa, Birendra Tal and Pungkar Tal offer the trek’s most sublime scenery and shouldn’t be missed. Check on the status of road construction at the beginning of the trek, as you might be able to start walking beyond Machha Khola.



The Around Manaslu Trek

The best Nepal has to offer

Day 1: Machha Khola to Jagat 6 HOURS, 730M ASCENT, 100M DESCENT

Some groups start walking from Soti Khola but there’s little point as it’s all road walking to Machha Khola. An hour’s walk from Machha Khola (900m) along the 4WD road brings you to Khorlabesi, and 45 minutes later you reach Tatopani, which has a trailside hot springs pool in case you need a wash (already?). Just past here, pause to feel the spray on your face as the road passes directly below two stunning waterfalls. An hour later, you finally leave the road to cross a suspension bridge to Doban, a popular lunch spot; otherwise it’s a further 40 minutes to lunch at Syauli, just after a small landslide.

After a single tea shop at Thulo Dhunga (Big Rock), it’s a draining climb over a dangerous landslide area to a crest where the river is choked with house-sized boulders at Yaru Bagar (1370m).

Swing right to cross the 93m-long suspension bridge across the Yaru Khola and ascend a wide set of stairs to drop down again to the river (ignore the steel trail platform hanging from the cliff face above). Soon a suspension bridge crosses to the west bank of the Buri Gandaki, from where Jagat (1410m) can be spotted, 30 minutes ahead.

Jagat traditionally served as a customs post for goods brought from Tibet. Your guide will register your permits with the police in the lovely flagstone village square.

Day 2: Jagat to Deng 7 HOURS, 550M ASCENT, 80M DESCENT

At the far end of Jagat, follow the suspension bridge past twin waterfalls, then climb over a rocky ridge to Salleri to get fleeting views of Sringi Himal (7187m) and, later, the Ganesh Himal massif. The valley widens as you finally leave the road and descend to the stone village of Ghatta Khola, named for its many ghatta (water mills).

The trail crosses a 200m-long suspension bridge to climb to Phillim (1590m), 2½ hours from Jagat, where your guide will register with the MCAP office. Detour above the trail to the handsome main village, with its chörtens and gompa, as you wait for lunch, or continue for 40 minutes past dramatic cliff-face waterfalls to teahouses at Ekle Bhatti (Chisopani; 1600m).

Beyond Ekle Bhatti, the trail enters a wild, uninhabited gorge, traversing occasional landslides, until meeting an important trail junction, where the right branch climbs to a golden-roofed, Tibetan-style gate marking the route to the Tsum Valley. The main Manaslu trail continues straight to cross the Buri Gandaki on a suspension bridge a little further up. Continue along the west bank, then cross to the east bank, past a tricky landslide area, only to cross back again.

After 45 minutes you climb to cross the Deng Khola and arrive in Deng (1860m), entering a section of the valley known as Kutang. The Buri Gandaki has turned from north-south to east-west and you have essentially crossed the main Himalayan range.
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TREK STATS

Duration 11 days

Max Elevation 5166m

Best Season Mid-March to May, October to mid-December

Start Machha Khola

Finish Dharapani

Permits Restricted Area Permit (September to November: US$100 for first week, then US$15 per day; December to August: US$75 for first week, then US$10 per day), ACAP permit (Rs 3000), MCAP permit (Rs 3000)

Summary A gorge walk leads past epic waterfalls to the alpine valley of Nupri, boasting turquoise lakes, Tibetan-style villages and huge mountain views.



Places to Overnight on the Around Manaslu Trek (Days 1–2)


Machha Khola: Hotel Chum Valley and Hotel Larkye Peak, opposite each other, are both decent; the later has attached bathrooms.

Doban: A good lunch spot, with three garden lodges, or continue 40 minutes to New Mountain Lodge at Syauli Bhatti.

Jagat: Five decent lodges, including the Manaslu Shanti, Himalayan Tourist and Jagat guesthouses, all owned by different branches of the same family.

Philim: A popular lunch spot and potential alternative overnight stop. Good lodges include Manaslu River View Cottage and Phillim Lodge.




Day 3: Deng to Namrung 6–7 HOURS, 1100M ASCENT, 240M DESCENT

From Deng, the trail crosses to the north bank of the river and climbs to a suspension bridge where a detour leads up to the traditional village of Bhi (2150m), known for its stone carvers. Most trekkers continue along the main trail to teahouses at Bhi Phedi. A little further on, at Bhijam, a side route branches left over the river to Prok, while the main trail continues on the north side, crossing the Sringi Khola. About two hours from Bhi Phedi, just after crossing a landslide, you reach your lunch stop at Ghap (2110m).

Thirty minutes from Ghap, just past the Happy Journey Hotel, the trail passes another turnoff to Prok. Notice the Tom Khola on the north side of the valley, which flows in from a deep gorge in Tibet, almost doubling the flow of the Buri Gandaki. An hour from Ghap, past the isolated Jungle Hotel KLSP, the river thunders through a narrow eroded gorge and climbs through an enchanting forest of pine and rhododendron, crossing a suspension bridge midway and then climbing for an hour to Namrung. Pause at the Organic Apple Farm en route for fresh coffee and to see (and smell) its autumn apple stores.

Namrung (2660m) was long an important customs post, where local Tibetan rulers taxed the salt trade with Tibet. Your guide will show your permits at the police post here.


TREK HIGHLIGHTS

Lho Views of Manaslu towering above dramatic Ribum Gompa.

Sama Charming Tibetan-style village with an active monastery and some fabulous side trips.

Pungyen Gompa Incredible mountain views, alpine tarns and a monastery.

Birendra Tal Jade-green glacial lake sitting at the foot of Manaslu’s epic glaciers.

Pungkar Tal Superbly picturesque mountain lake backed by the snowcapped Himlung and Cheo Himal.

Larkya La Dramatic views from the trek’s high point, especially on the western descent.



Places to Overnight on the Around Manaslu Trek (Days 2–4)


Deng: Windy Valley is the most popular of Deng’s four lodges, with a large dining hall, showers and wi-fi.

Ghap: A good lunch or overnight stop, with half a dozen lodges strung along both sides of the river.

Namrung: Four good lodges include the Thakali Lodge and Namrung Guest House, the latter with a bakery and cafe. Nubri Four Seasons Resort (nubrifourseasonresort.com.np) is the swankiest lodge on the entire trail, with en-suite rooms.

Sho: Several secluded lodges are spread along the trail between Sho and Lho.



Day 4: Namrung to Lho 4 HOURS, 610M ASCENT, 90M DESCENT

Beyond Namrung, the trek enters upper Nupri (Western Mountains), where the dialect changes to a form of Tibetan and most people dress in Tibetan-style cloaks known as chubas. Climb past the barley fields of Barzam, with their platforms that are used as watchtowers to scare off nighttime crop-raiding bears. It’s an hour-long climb through forest to the traditional stone village of Lhi (2900m), which has a mani lhakhang (chapel housing a large prayer wheel) next to a tea shop.

The trail leaves the village to enter a side valley over a suspension bridge, where a side route leads tantalisingly to Hinang Gompa and village (two hours’ walk one way) at the base of Hinang Glacier. Look back for fine views of Himalchuli (7893m) from a well-placed kani (stupa built above a gateway), before continuing on to Sho where the Manaslu, Manaslu North (6994m) and Naike (6211m) peaks really start to reveal themselves.

From here, it’s an hour to Lho (3180m), a large village with epic views of Manaslu rising above the Rilbum Gompa. Some trekkers continue to Sama today, but it’s worth overnighting to watch the dawn light inch down Manaslu’s dramatic western face. The village’s long mani wall is the finest in the region.
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PROK

The charming village of Prok (2380m) sits high on the southern flank of the Buri Gandaki and offers a fine detour from Ghap, or an alternative route from Bhijam. You could easily spend a couple of hours exploring the village, Chhokhang Gompa and the upper Pelri Gompa, 10 minutes’ walk above the village.

For a more ambitious full-day hike, climb steeply for four hours to the lakeshore gompa of Kal Tsho at 3650m. Prok has several simple but welcoming lodges, making the village one of the more charming and authentic places to stay on the trail.



Places to Overnight on the Around Manaslu Trek (Days 4–5)


Lho: Four or five good lodges, including the well-run Majestic Manaslu Cottages.

Shyaula: Good alternative overnight, with several lodges boasting rooftop restaurants for the best mountain views.

Sama: Some of the best lodges of the trek; Mount Manaslu Lodge is popular.

Alternative Overnights: Skip the crowds at little-visited lodges at Khorlabesi, Doban, Yaru Bagar, Ekle Bhatti, Bhi Phedi, Sho and Shrip.



Day 5: Lho to Sama 3–4 HOURS, 570M ASCENT, 220M DESCENT

Leaving upper Lho, trails lead past fields to the left of the gompa, or through the gompa itself, soon joining to swing into a side valley. The trail climbs through forest onto a plateau, 1½ hours from Lho, at Shyaula (Shyala; 3520m), a Wild West collection of lodges offering fabulous views of Himalchuli (7893), Ngadi Chuli (7879m; called Peak 29 by the Survey of India) and Manaslu.


The trail crosses a side valley over two suspension bridges to pass the turnoff to Pungyen Gompa. Soon you emerge onto a ridge overlooking the school of Sama (3530m). Entrance to the village proper is marked by a large yellow kani, from where you descend to two chörtens surrounded by a huge collection of mani stones. Barley and potatoes, yaks and horses are the economic lifeblood of the village, as is the weaving of Tibetan-style carpets.

Day 6: Acclimatisation Day in Sama

There’s so much to see and do around Sama that it’s worth spending at least one full day here.

The most popular excursion is the unmissable day trip to Pungyen Gompa (4070m), which offers some of the finest scenery of the trek. Diverting off the main trail between Sama and Shyaula, the trail climbs steeply past glacial runoff to eventually enter a wide plain revealing jaw-dropping views of Manaslu and the glaciated mountain walls of Ngadi Chuli and Himal Chuli. Continue across the plain and you’ll reach tiny Pungyen Gompa (4070m), about 2½ hours from Sama.

It’s possible to continue up the moraine for 40 minutes for views of Pungyen Glacier. Eat your packed lunch here listening to the cracking of the glacier, the rumble of distant avalanches and the snapping of prayer flags in the wind.

A final tip: on the way back down, at the gompa, divert towards the moraine’s edge to get views of Manaslu reflected perfectly in a dozen small tarns.

The other main day trip to Manaslu Base Camp (4900m) is a much tougher option, ascending over 1200m (three to four hours) to glaciers and a seasonal village of climbers’ tents.

At the northern end of Sama is the large complex of the very active Kargyu Choling Gompa, where it’s possible to attend a meditation class led by the abbot.


MANASLU PEAK

Manaslu (8156m), the world’s eighth-highest peak, was first climbed in 1956 by a Japanese expedition. Its name comes from the Sanskrit word manasa, meaning intellect or soul, leading to its most common translation: ‘Mountain of the Spirit’.

Following that first Japanese expedition to Manaslu, Pungyen Gompa was destroyed by an avalanche that killed 18 inhabitants, mostly nuns. The villagers believed that the deity residing on Manaslu destroyed the gompa to show his wrath for the trespassing climbers, who faced a hostile reception on their return the following year. The Japanese team eventually paid for the reconstruction of the monastery, but tensions between locals and climbers remained during subsequent expeditions.



Day 7: Sama to Samdo 2–3 HOURS, 340M ASCENT

It’s a short day to Samdo, so consider visiting the Kargyu Choling Gompa today and then continuing for 30 minutes to the jade-green glacial lake of Birendra Tal (3450m). A faint trail at the far end of the lake climbs past a stone wall to a yak herders’ camp, veering right to rejoin the main Sama–Samdo trail. A signed detour from this trail climbs up the hillside for 45 minutes to Milarepa’s Cave, if you fancy an exploratory adventure with fine views, but it’s best to go with a guide who knows its exact location.

The main trail passes the birch forest and glaciers of Samdo peak and a yak herders’ camp at Kermo Kharka to finally cross a wooden bridge and climb between two rivers to the village of Samdo (3860m).

In the afternoon, most trekkers ascend the hill behind the village to help acclimatise and enjoy the sunlight, as the village below shivers in shade after 3pm. Long switchbacks up the valley behind the village offer the easiest route up the hill.



ROAD CONSTRUCTION IN THE HIMALAYA

Roads are encroaching along trekking trails across the Himalaya, so it’s important to get the latest information on where the roads have reached, so you can try to find alternative trails. The Annapurna Circuit, Tamang Heritage Trail and Upper Mustang treks have been heavily affected by road construction, as to a lesser extent have the early stages of the Around Manaslu, Helambu and Beni to Dolpo treks. Unfortunately, many of the new roads, though built, are still not good enough to actually drive on!
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Day 8: Samdo to Dharamsala 2½ HOURS, 630M ASCENT

This is a short day so consider sending your porters on ahead to reserve a room while you explore the valley or ridge behind Samdo.

The trail descends to cross a suspension bridge by the single lodge at Larkya Bazaar (3925m), but nothing remains of the tented trading camp that flourished here before 1959. From here, it’s a constant but gradual climb, passing views of the Larkya Glacier that hangs off Manaslu North, as views gradually reveal Syacha Glacier, Manaslu Peak and the razor fin of Naike Peak. The fragile trail weaves in and out of two landslide areas.

The messy camp of Dharamsala (Larkya Phedi; 4480m) is just a series of basic stone shelters and plastic cabins; be sure to purify all water here. Spend the afternoon trying to keep warm by ascending the ridge behind the lodges and scanning the hillsides for goat-like ghoral.

Places to Overnight on the Around Manaslu Trek (Days 7–11)


Samdo: Seven decent but ramshackle lodges, with reasonable food prices.

Gho: Four good lodges, most with gardens and cabins; electricity should arrive soon.

Tilje: Good lodges in the compact village include River View, Tiliche Village and North Face.

Dharapani: Half a dozen simple lodges strung along the 4WD road; we like the Tashi Delek Hotel at the south end.




Day 9: Dharamsala to Bimtang 7–9 HOURS, 810M ASCENT, 1570M DESCENT

It should take three to five hours to ascend from Dharamsala to the Larkya La. Most people leave around 5am in order to cross the pass safely. In poor weather it can be extremely cold and windy during the climb. Mini-crampons or micro-spikes can be extremely useful here, especially on the steep, slippery descent west from the pass.

The trail follows the moraine, reaching a small lake after about an hour. From here on, it’s mostly on snow and the route is marked by poles with yellow tops. Pass a stone shelter at 4900m and continue past several more lakes (often ice-bound) to eventually reach the double pass of the Larkya La (5100m). The first pass offers the best group photo ops but the views from the second pass (5166m), just a couple of hundred metres later, are even more impressive, taking in Himlung Himal (7126m), Cheo Himal (6820m), Gyaji Kung (7030m), Kang Guru (6981m) and Annapurna II (7937m).

The descent follows a dramatic ridgeline then drops steeply down treacherous icy steps and/or scree slopes. In November, snow often lasts until you reach the relative flat ground of Taubuche (Dangmoche) at 4450m – a dramatic drop of 650m in under an hour.

The trail descends leisurely to three teahouses at Larcha Phedi, offering a lunch break. Hidden behind the moraine here is the junction of the Salpudanda and Pungkar glaciers. The trail then passes the unmarked turnoff to Pungkar Tal and drops into the glacial valley and lodges of Bimtang (3720m), the Tibetan name for which means ‘Plain of Sand’.

Bimtang was once an important trading post with Tibet, with more than 3000 animal-loads of goods traded here annually, and was also a Khampa guerilla staging area during the 1970s.


SIDE TRIP: PUNGKAR TAL

For views of the stunning but largely hidden glaciers, peaks and lakes you glimpsed briefly from the Larkya La, it’s worth taking this half-day trip back up the valley. From Bimtang, head 30 minutes back towards the Larkya La and then branch left, climbing steeply for 30 minutes to cross a moraine ridge. Follow the trail across glacial runoff and along the moraine of Pungkar Glacier and you soon get views of crystal-clear Pungkar Tal and the glaciers spilling down from the Himlung and Cheo Himal ranges. Grab dramatic views of three glaciers merging from the moraine lip and then continue for another 45 minutes to idyllic sandy beaches at the far end of the lake, before returning in a loop. Figure on a four-hour return trip.



Places to Overnight on the Around Manaslu Trek (Days 8–11)


Dharamsala: Three identical and basic lodges of metal and stone; cold and with average food.

Bimtang: Half a dozen guesthouses, some with Alpine-style cottages, but can still fill up.

Chauli Kharkha: A quiet alternative stop; try the cosy Purti Himalaya Seven Sister Hotel & Restaurant.

Surki Khola: Two good lodges: the popular Himalayan Cottage and quieter Seven Sisters Guesthouse.



Days 10 & 11: Bimtang to Dharapani 1800M DESCENT

There are several options to choose from Bimtang. Leave in the morning and you can reach Gho or even Tilje by afternoon – the latter is just an hour’s walk from the Annapurna Circuit. Alternatively, make a half-day excursion to stunning Pungkar Tal and start the descent after lunch, overnighting at Chauli Kharkha or Soti Khola. Either way, the first half of the walk is not one to rush, revealing stunning forested views of Phungi (6528m), Manaslu and other peaks. The trail crosses the rushing Dudh Khola to descend through a primeval-feeling forest of hemlock, bamboo and rhododendron to Chauli Kharkha (Yak Kharkha), two or three hours from Bimtang.

The trail continues its steep descent past a landslide area for another hour to Soti Khola (2700m), also known as Surki Khola, a full vertical kilometre below Bimtang.

The trail crosses a landslide before making a short ascent and then dropping to the riverbank and the village of Gho (2560m), with several lodges. The compact village of Tilje (2300m) is an hour’s walk further, along a wide dirt track, five hours from Bimtang. Some trekkers with private transport arrange to be picked up here.

After crossing the suspension bridge at Tilje, you walk on a road to the forlorn village of Thonje (Thoche). The bridge here across the Marsyangdi was washed away by floods (check if it’s been rebuilt), so you currently have to swing north on a tedious dirt road, cross the river on a road bridge and walk back down the main Annapurna Circuit road, past an ACAP check post. It’s an unappealing end to a world-class walk. Overnight in scrappy Dharapani or catch a private 4WD to Besi Sahar, a very bumpy four-hour ride away.


PRACTICALITIES

Electricity and Wi-Fi Most villages along the route have electricity for charging. Wi-fi is patchy.

Lodges Comfortable, but simpler than in the Everest region. Most charge Rs 300 per bed.

Shops Those in Lho and Sama are well stocked with food and simple trekking gear.

Mini-crampons Mini-crampons or micro-spikes are very useful for descending the steep western side of the Larkya La when it’s snowbound. Bring them from Kathmandu, though you might find some for sale in Lho.

Emergency There are no medical facilities on the Manaslu trek.

Mobiles Ncell has coverage at the beginning and end of the trek, but NTC is better, especially for calls.

Permits Minimum of two trekkers are required to get a restricted-area permit, with a mandatory guide.
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Restricted Area Treks

NO CROWDS | REMOTE SPLENDOUR | CAMPING EXPEDITIONS


Nepal’s main teahouse treks are the ones walked by the vast majority of trekkers. If you want to head off the beaten track, it’s possible to explore remote areas such as Makalu and Kanchenjunga in the east, or Humla and Dolpo in the west, but you must be self-sufficient and will likely have to make camping arrangements through a trekking company. In these relatively untouched areas, there’s little surplus food for sale and, in some places, the practice of catering to trekkers has not really developed. Which, of course, for some trekkers is the very appeal of the places.

Most of these regions require the payment of a trekking permit fee that can only be arranged through a trekking agency. Throw in flights for you and your porters and it’s easy to see that the more remote the trek, the more expensive it becomes.
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GETTING AROUND

Nepal’s restricted-area treks are by definition some of its remotest regions. The trailheads for Tsum and Nar-Phu (and to a lesser extent Mustang) are fairly easily accessed by road, but for most other treks you’ll have to rely on one of Nepal’s notoriously unreliable domestic flights to reach airstrips like Jomsom (for Mustang), Juphal (for Dolpo), Suketar (for Kangchengunga) and Tumlingtar (for Makalu).

Flights are very weather-dependent, so give yourself plenty of leeway if returning to Kathmandu to catch an international connection.

It’s possible to reach the start of the Kanchenjunga trek by road, but it’s a long drive from Kathmandu or Bhadrapur.




[image: ] TOP TIP

There are trekking lodges during high season along the Tsum Valley, Nar-Phu, Mustang, Makalu and Kanchenjunga treks, but lodges at the latter two in particular are simple and can fill up, so a tent is useful. For other areas, you’ll need tents, a stove, food and porters in order to be self-sufficient.



Upper Mustang

Long-forbidden Himalayan kingdom

The most popular of the restricted-area treks leads to this former Tibetan kingdom in a remote and arid land of spectacular Tibetan monasteries, eroded canyons and cave complexes that border Tibet. The new road from Jomsom to the Chinese border (and the Nepali motorcyclists who ride it) is changing the region quickly, and trekkers will find themselves walking a couple of sections on dusty dirt roads, though the dramatic eastern side of the valley via Tange and Tetang to Muktinath remains wild and roadless. Comfortable teahouses are available everywhere.

Few treks in Nepal hold such cultural interest as this one. For a start, much of the trail follows the route of Himalayan salt caravans. Buddhists come for the pilgrimage sites such as Chungsi Cave, where Himalayan saint Guru Rinpoche meditated, or the ochre cliffs of Drakmar, said to have been stained red by the blood of a vanquished demon. Monastery chapels in the walled capital of Lo Manthang and at Luri Gompa hide some of the most beautiful murals in the Tibetan world, many dating back to the 15th century. Cave complexes also dot the sandstone cliffs, with kaleidoscopic mandalas decorating the ceiling of Choser caves, and the murals of Konchokling only revealing their secrets to those willing to lower themselves down the cliff on a yak-hair rope.

Be sure to add on a couple of extra days to soak up the ancient walled capital of Lo Monthang, from where there are great day trips to Konchokling and Choser.


RESTRICTED-AREA FEES

Upper Mustang: US$500 for the first 10 days, then US$50 per day.

Nar-Phu: September to November: US$100 for the first week, then US$15 per day; December to August: US$75 for first week, then US$15 per day.

Tsum Valley: September to November: US$40 per week, then US$7 per day; December to August: US$30 per week, then US$7 per day.

Tarap Valley Loop: US$20 for first week, then US$5 per day.

Kanchenjunga: US$20 per week, plus Kanchenjunga Conservation Fee (Rs 3000).

Makalu Base Camp: US$20 per week, plus Makalu Barun National Park fee (Rs 3000).



Where to Stay in Mustang


Shinta Mani Mustang, Jomsom: End your trek in style at this uber-luxury, all-inclusive resort and spa (shintamani.com/mustang), designed by Bill Bensley (formerly Mokhsha Mustang). Rates include treatments from a Tibetan traditional doctor. Prices are high.

Royal Mustang Resort, Lo Manthang: The best hotel (royalmustangresort.com) in town, built by the former royal family of Mustang and featuring Tibetan decor and mod cons like electric blankets and heating. Expect high prices.

Hotel Royal Mustang, Ghemi: Lovely traditional building in the centre of old Ghemi, owned by the nephew of Mustang’s former king and packing bags of atmosphere.



Nar-Phu

Superbly picturesque Tibetan villages

This seven-day add-on to the Annapurna Circuit takes you to the incredibly photogenic traditional villages of Nar and Phu near the Tibetan border, crossing the 5320m Kang-La pass on the way back to Ngawal village for stunning Annapurna views. It’s an exciting feeling to quietly slip away from the busy Annapurna Circuit into a silent, half-hidden valley of forests, cliffs and glacial moraines, climbing past former Tibetan guerrilla villages and Buddhist monasteries to finally get views of 7125m Himlung peak. Phu village in particular is probably the most scenic village in the Nepal Himalaya.

Trekking lodges are available, making this a logistically easy option, especially now that 4WDs can drop you at the trailhead at Koto. Combine the trek with a visit to Manang, Tilicho Tal and Thorung La for a grand adventure (between May and October).

Tsum Valley

Monasteries, mountains and Tibetan-style villages

The remote and culturally Tibetan Tsum Valley is reached off the Around Manaslu trek, and is a fantastic week-long add-on to that trek, or a fine two-week trek in itself. The valley opened to trekkers in 2008.

The people of Tsum (Tsumbas) are essentially Tibetan and have long traded with the Kyirong region of Tibet, just across twin passes (one of which now has a Chinese road). The region is considered a beyul (hidden Buddhist land), and Tibetan saints Milarepa and Guru Rinpoche (Padmasambhava) are both said to have passed through.

Highlights on the seven- to 10-day trek include sacred meditation caves, monasteries, nunneries, views of the Ganesh Himal range, and the charming villages of Chumling, Chhokhang Paro, Chhule and Nile, though there was considerable destruction here during the 2015 earthquake.


CORDYCEPS

Yartse Gumpa (‘summer-grass, winter-worm’ in Tibetan) is an odd fusion of caterpillar larvae and parasitic fungus found in high pastures across the Himalaya that has gained a reputation in Chinese medicine for vigour, endurance and a libido boost. At up to $20,000 per kilogram, it’s also the region’s biggest export, especially in Dolpo, where thousands of people flock each summer to harvest the worm and try to make their fortune. The result has been a dramatic shift in the local economy, a rise in environmental damage and even communal violence over turf rights. It’s also one reason why you might find it hard to hire extra porters in Dolpo in June and July.



Tarap Valley Loop

A taste of Dolpo

A popular 12-day loop in remote Dolpo follows the Thulo Beri gorge and Tarap Valley to the closely packed Tibetan-style villages and monasteries around Do Tarap. The trek then crosses the breathtaking 5000m-plus passes of the Numa La and Baga La to arrive at turquoise Phoksumdo Lake, Nepal’s deepest and most beautiful lake. Highlights on this section include interesting Bön-school monasteries at Do Tarap and Phoksumdo Lake, and sightings of yak caravans, blue sheep and even snow leopards. This is a great trek for lovers of Tibetan-style culture and scenery. From the lake it’s a two-day walk back to Juphal.

Flights to the starting point at Juphal can be unpredictable. There are a couple of lodges, but you also need to camp. This is one trek that can be done during the monsoon months (July to September), though flights can be delayed then. The Numa La and Baga La normally close in late October.



TRANS-HIMALAYAN TRADE

For centuries, caravans of yaks or goats have crisscrossed the high Himalaya, bringing salt harvested from Tibet’s great salt lakes to swap for rice and barley brought up from the Middle Hills of Nepal. Wool, livestock and butter were also traded for sugar, tea, spices, tobacco and manufactured goods from British India over 12 major passes between Nepal and Tibet.

The Trans-Himalayan trade has almost disappeared over the last half-century, largely due to political changes in Tibet/China, but a few new roads have been built over Nepal–China border passes in recent years, notably in upper Tsum and Mustang, with more planned. Whether the Chinese have built these for trade or military purposes remains to be seen.



Beni to Dolpo

A true wilderness journey

Adventurous 11-day traverse from Darbang, northwest of Pokhara, to Tarakot in outer/lower Dolpo, crossing six passes and a huge swathe of midwestern Nepal, in the footsteps of the book The Snow Leopard. The scenery varies from sultry rice paddies to frigid Alpine passes above 4500m. The sunset views of the Dhaulagiri massif from the Jaljala campsite are a highlight, as are the three days of fabulous wilderness walking between Dhule and Tarakot.

You’ll pass a few teahouses and lodges en route but you can’t expect any facilities, so come prepared for an expedition-style camping trek. May to October are the best months.

Kanchenjunga

Wildly adventurous teahouse trek

Way out in the far east, two long routes lead to the north and south bases of the world’s third-highest mountain (8598m). Figure on up to three weeks for the spectacular northern route, two weeks for the southern, or 3½ weeks to combine both over a series of high passes and wilderness scenery. The close-up views of Kanchenjunga are a highlight, but the village life in the lower sections and the diverse eastern Himalaya fauna also add a lot of charm.

Simple teahouses are available in Limbu villages along the trail, but a tent is still recommended, especially at high altitudes. Daal bhaat (rice and vegetables) and noodles are available, which means you can get away with just a porter and guide, simplifying logistics greatly. Getting to the trailhead involves a flight to Suketar (via Biratnagar) or a flight to Bhadrapur and then a nine-hour drive to Taplejung. This is probably the most adventurous teahouse trek you can do in Nepal.
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Makalu Base Camp

The ‘other’ base-camp trek

Another trek that gets you right into the heart of the high Himalaya, this route crosses the 4216m Shipton Pass into the remote Barun Valley and then follows it up to the base camp of the world’s fifth-highest peak, offering unmatched high-altitude views of neighbouring Everest, Lhotse and Baruntse.

The 15-day trek starts with a turbo prop flight to Tumlingtar and then a four-hour drive to Num, or you can trek in to Tumlingtar from Lukla in 11 days to aid acclimatisation. It’s just about doable as a simple teahouse trek, but only in high season (October, November, April and May), and you’d be wise to carry a tent as a backup.


KANCHENJUNGA

Kanchenjunga (or Kangchenjunga) is one of the world’s most dramatic mountains – in fact, until 1952 it was assumed to be the highest peak in the world. Meaning ‘Five Treasures of the High Snow’ in Tibetan, locals believe that the massif’s five sacred peaks hide a beyul (hidden sacred land).

After early attempts by Aleister Crowley, Frank Smythe and Peter Aufschnaiter (who went on to spend seven years in Tibet with Heinrich Harrer), the peak was finally climbed in 1955 by Joe Brown and George Band, with the first ascent without oxygen made by Doug Scott, Peter Boardman and Joe Tasker in 1979.

For a gripping account of the mountain’s climbing history, read Mick Conefrey’s The Last Great Mountain. Smythe’s 1930 The Kangchenjunga Adventure is also good.



Great Himalaya Trail

The ultimate Himalayan adventure

If you’re up for a challenge, you might want to consider the Great Himalayan Trail, a 2500km walk across the entire spine of the Nepal Himalaya, from Kanchenjunga in the east to Humla in the west. There are many logistical hurdles to overcome, not least the coordination of a fistful of timed trekking permits, but at least one trekking company, World Expeditions, offers the trail as a commercial trip, running for 150 days and costing a cool US$28,000. Extreme athletes have run the trail in as little as 25 days. Mere mortals will likely want to tackle the trail in segments, such as the Annapurna–Manaslu or Jiri–Everest sections, chipping away at its length over several years. Good luck.





TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Nepal. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Nepal and get the most out of your trip.
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Family Travel

Health & Safe Travel
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Responsible Travel
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Arriving

New international airports are opening in the plains of Nepal but most air passengers still arrive into ageing Tribhuvan International Airport, about 6km from the centre of Kathmandu. There are separate international and domestic terminals, both slightly disorganised and with limited amenities. Many travellers enter Nepal overland from India via the six border crossings in the plains.
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Visas

Most nationalities can obtain a visa on arrival at border crossings and Tribhuvan International Airport, valid for up to 90 days. Fill in the form online or in arrivals and bring foreign currency to pay the visa fee.




SIM Cards & Wi-Fi

Ncell and other mobile phone companies have booths at the airport and offices in town selling special calls and data SIM packages aimed at travellers. Most hotels and many tourist restaurants offer free wi-fi.




Land Border Crossings

To enter Nepal via the land borders with India (and China, assuming the border crossings are open), carry cash (ideally US dollars) and passport photos for a visa on arrival.




The ‘Air Travel Gap’

Be cautious about booking a domestic flight back to Kathmandu too close to your international flight home. Domestic flights are often delayed by bad weather, sometimes for several days at a time.



Transport between Tribhuvan International Airport and central Kathmandu
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NAVIGATING TRIBHUVAN INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

Kathmandu’s Tribhuvan International Airport was built in 1955, and it shows. The terminal is looking rather dated these days, with creaky infrastructure and limited facilities. After completing the visa-on-arrival process (or entering with a visa obtained in advance), you’ll pass through an X-ray check for your hand luggage before you collect your hold bags, which may be stacked in piles beside the luggage carousels. Leaving the airport is easy though – booths for foreign exchange, Nepali SIM cards and prepaid taxis to town line the corridor to the car park in front of the terminal.






Getting Around

Landslides, bad weather, poor roads and bus breakdowns are all obstacles to easy travel around Nepal. Allow plenty of time for journeys and build a time buffer into your schedule to cover delays.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car and driver
From US$70/day

Motorcycle rental
Rs 1700–5000/day

Domestic flights
Most flights under US$200

Kathmandu to Pokhara bus ride
Rs 1000–1500



Hiring a Car & Driver

Self-drive car hire is rare and many people arrange a car and driver through a local travel agency. Be conservative about how much ground you can cover – with the road conditions and traffic, you’ll struggle to travel more than 200km (the distance from Kathmandu to Pokhara) in a day.

Road Conditions

Highways in Nepal sometimes only just qualify as roads. Tarmac is pitted and full of potholes, and road surfaces often deteriorate to dirt for long stretches. In the monsoon, landslides and floods are common, and a rented motorcycle can be a more practical vehicle than a car.

THE REALITIES OF DOMESTIC AIR TRAVEL

Flying is often the most practical way to reach trekking trailheads. However, flights only operate in good weather, and departure points change regularly. Give yourself a buffer of a few days before your international flight to allow for delays getting back to Kathmandu. Safety is also a concern – Nepal has seen several air accidents in recent years, including a deadly crash near Pokhara in January 2023.


TIP

When travelling by bus, never travel at night unless you absolutely have to. Some drivers take reckless risks and accidents are common.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left.
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The speed limit is usually 80km/h, or 40km/h in urban areas, but rarely obeyed anywhere.

Nepal has a zero-alcohol rule for driving.



 

Travelling by Bus

Public buses run wherever there are roads; they’re cheap but can be slow and uncomfortable. Use smaller, faster air-conditioned tourist buses if they’re available. Breakdowns are a regular occurrence, but a replacement vehicle is normally sent out quickly, or you can flag down another bus to continue your journey.

 

Renting a Motorcycle

Renting a motorcycle is a good way to explore the Kathmandu Valley or travel further afield in Nepal. Check vehicles carefully before you agree to a hire. Ride cautiously, always give way to larger vehicles (such as buses and trucks), and obey the traffic rules or risk a stiff fine.

 

Domestic Flights

Flying is often the only alternative to walking to Nepal’s trekking trailheads. Flights go from Kathmandu and Nepalgunj to airstrips all over the country, but schedules are erratic, cancellations and delays are common, and safety can be an issue. Sometimes, domestic flights from Kathmandu leave from Ramechhap, four hours east by bus.







Money

CURRENCY: NEPALI RUPEE (RS)
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Credit Cards


Many hotels, restaurants and souvenir shops accept international credit cards (particularly Visa and Mastercard), as do domestic airlines and many travel and trekking agencies. Always carry cash as a back up in case there are problems with the ATM network or power supply.

ATMs


You’ll find ATMs in bigger towns and cities, but rarely in villages and the mountains. Even if they display the Visa or Mastercard symbol, not all ATMs accept foreign cards – Standard Chartered, Nabil Bank and Himalayan Bank are usually safe bets. Power cuts can render ATMs useless – always carry cash as a back up.

Exchange Rates

Exchange rates fluctuate daily and most moneychangers offer identical rates. Be wary of using black market moneychangers at land borders – scams are common.

Taxes

Tipping is uncommon, except for trekking porters and guides, but restaurants and hotels charge 13% VAT plus 10% service tax. If a price is quoted as ‘++’, these taxes are levied on top.


HOW MUCH FOR A...

Cup of chiya (tea) at a teastand
Rs 15–30

Nepali set meal
Rs 400–850

Meal in a tourist restaurant
Rs 800–1800

Hotel room with bathroom
From Rs 1200 (from US$15 in Kathmandu)



HOW TO… Save Money on Taxi Fares

Taxi drivers in Nepal rarely use the meter and often hike fares for tourists. Haggle hard, or use the Pathao app, which lets you summon a ride-share or motorcycle taxi for a fixed rate (paid in cash to the driver) for journeys in and around Kathmandu. The driver will phone when you book – you’ll need a local mobile number – to discuss where you need to be picked up (if necessary,ask a Nepali speaker for help).


LOCAL TIP

Local buses are inexpensive and frequent, but always confirm the destination when you board. Pay cash to the conductor – you may not get your change till you disembark.
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THE GENTLE ART OF HAGGLING

While some shops proudly announce ’fixed prices’ or display price labels, haggling is the norm in many souvenir shops and markets. The first price quoted is often unreasonably high – offer 60–70%, and see what kind of discount the seller is willing to give. Most times, you’ll meet somewhere in the middle. Never get angry while haggling – it’s a game, and if you don’t like the price, politely decline and walk away. This may be enough to bring the price down those last few rupees, and if not, there are always other shops to try.









Accommodation

Cuts Costs with a Hostel Stay

Budget accommodation in Nepal once meant dingy, boxy hotel rooms with shared bathrooms and mosquitos, but new, hip hostels are popping up everywhere. In tourist hubs such as Kathmandu and Pokhara, you can stay in mural-filled hostels with restaurants, bars and even gaming rooms, with beds in single-sex or mixed dorms with lockers and air-conditioning.

Go Local in a Community Homestay

Outside of the big tourist hubs, most people stay in simple local hotels or trekking lodges, but homestay accommodation is popping up in many smaller towns and villages offering a deeper immersion into Nepali life. The recommended Community Homestay Network (communityhomestay.com) can put you in touch with families offering homestay rooms all over Nepal.

Nepali Hotels

In rural areas, a budget hotel may be the only option in town. Aimed at locals, these simple places usually have a restaurant serving Nepali and Chinese food, and basic rooms with a shared, or private (more expensive), bathroom. Fans are the norm in the plains, but less common in the hills. Expect to pay a mark-up for a TV and air-conditioning.

Nepal’s Boutique Hotels

Nepal has caught the boutique hotel bug, though the term is used fairly broadly, covering everything from mid-range hotels with a few carvings in reception to elegant properties built in the traditional Newari style around a statue-filled private courtyard or garden. Sometimes the design flair only extends to the lobby so always check the rooms before you commit.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN A...

Hostel dorm
Rs 700–1500

Budget hotel
US$15–40 (from Rs 1200 in the Terai)

Trekking lodge room
From Rs 300 (sometimes free if you eat at the lodge)
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Luxury Stays in Nepal

Atmospheric top-end hotels are encrusted with chiselled stonework, carved timbers and traditional architectural details, and you may even get a pool. In some places, an upmarket stay also comes with a mountain view, and the more expensive the room, the better the view. The downside? At some luxe properties, you may feel a bit detached from local life.
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ACCOMMODATION ON THE TREKKING TRAILS

On the most popular trekking routes, you can stay every night in a trekking lodge or ‘teahouse’. These simple village homes have a stove-heated dining room, and unheated box rooms with space for a sleeping bag. Bathrooms are often shared, with cold showers or hot water by the bucket. Luxury versions line major routes around Everest and Annapurna. Rooms are inexpensive, and sometimes free if you eat at the lodge. Campers can go it alone, or contact a trekking agency to arrange porters and cooks to lighten the load.







Family Travel

Nepal has much to offer young adventurers, but this is not the easiest country for family travel. Public transport is slow and uncomfortable, health issues abound and finding food for fussy eaters can be a challenge. Don’t be too ambitious – taking short walks around an easy hub such as Pokhara is a safer bet than hauling the kids up to Everest Base Camp.


Picking a Family-Friendly Hub

For an easy family trip, take short day trips from a family-friendly base, rather than putting the kids through slow, tiring journeys by road. Kathmandu and Pokhara have lots of family-friendly hotels, activities, green spaces and plenty of international food options, with abundant day trips nearby. Lumbini in the Terai is another good base.


Dangers for Small Travellers

Traffic is the biggest danger to young travellers – keep kids on a tight leash (or use a sling or backpack carrier for younger tots). Use nets and repellent to keep off mosquitos and be wary of potentially rabies-carrying dogs, cats and monkeys.



Practicalities for Families

Choose a hotel with space where the kids can run around – either a garden or a child-safe roof garden. Kathmandu and Pokhara have plenty of options. Family rooms (with extra beds rather than cots) are found everywhere. For longer journeys, hire a car and driver rather than subjecting the kids to long bus rides. Nepal is not buggy-friendly; bring a sling or backpack carrier.


Eating Out

International food is easy to find in Kathmandu and Pokhara, but high chairs and kids’ menus are rare. Elsewhere, fried rice, chow mein noodles and daal bhaat (rice and lentil soup) are usually safe bets. Hotel restaurants can arrange simple, mildly spiced meals.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Kathmandu

Climbing walls, rickshaw rides and colourful temples keep kids entertained; for downtime, escape to the Garden of Dreams.

Swayambhunath

Yes, there are steps to climb, but the adventure and teeming monkeys will keep children highly entertained.

Pokhara

As well as lake boat trips, the short walk to the World Peace Pagoda is an easy family adventure.

Chitwan National Park

Encounters with elephants, rhinos and tigers will thrill young travellers, with Sauraha as an easy base.
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TREKKING WITH TOTS

High-altitude trekking is not recommended for younger children, but there are plenty of low-altitude alternatives through the Middle Hills that are ideal for families. Short walks out of Pokhara to the World Peace Pagoda, Ghorepani, Poon Hill and Ghandruk will give small trekkers a taste of the mountains. The Kathmandu Valley also has some interesting, accessible short walks, including routes within Shivapuri National Park. For longer hikes, consider hiring a packhorse or a porter with a doko basket to carry smaller children. On any family trek, keep the days short with long breaks for mealtimes, and pick overnight stops to maximise comfort.







Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

Since the onset of COVID-19, Nepal officially asks all visitors to have travel insurance. This isn’t always checked, but you could be refused entry without it. Having travel insurance is a smart idea in any case in a country with limited healthcare infrastructure and a risk of natural disasters. If trekking, make sure your policy covers rescues at altitude.
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Pre-travel vaccinations


The only mandatory vaccination for Nepal is for yellow fever if you have travelled from an affected area, but you could potentially be asked for proof of vaccination against COVID-19. Make sure your vaccinations for polio, diphtheria, tetanus and tuberculosis are up-to-date, and consider getting vaccinated against hepatitis A, hepatitis B and typhoid.

Vaccinations for Long Stays


Vaccinations against rabies, meningococcal meningitis and Japanese encephalitis are usually only recommended for prolonged stays in Nepal.
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Respiratory Infections


Nepal’s cities are notorious for high levels of air pollution, and respiratory infections are common, from coughs and colds to COVID-19. You may want to wear a mask in crowds and on public transport. In the event of a serious infection, seek medical attention – health infrastructure is limited away from major cities and altitude can trigger symptoms that may mask a serious infection.


Scams & Hassles

Touts and scammers in tourist areas mainly aim to steer tourists towards commission-paying hotels, shops and travel agencies. Be cautious about walking alone, particularly after dark, and avoid political demonstrations. Bandhs (public strikes) periodically cause city-wide shutdowns. Shifty dealers sell cannabis in tourist areas, but possession is technically illegal, with a jail term or stiff fine if you’re caught.
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COMMON TRAVELLER ILLNESSES

• Giardiasis, dysentery & travellers’ diarrhoea Spread by food and water; stay hydrated and see a doctor for severe symptoms.

• Dengue fever Painful and no vaccine or prophylaxis is available; take steps to avoid mosquito bites.

• Sunburn Common at altitude – always wear sunscreen when trekking, even if it’s overcast.

• Respiratory infections & cold sores A mask may reduce the risk of infections (including COVID-19); use a lip balm to avoid cracked lips and cold sores at altitude.





HEALTH CARE IN NEPAL

Health care in Nepal is poor, and provision is patchy outside of major cities. Local doctors can help with minor problems, but for serious health issues, avoid government hospitals and clinics; Kathmandu and Pokhara have reliable private clinics with decades of experience aiding travellers.

In Kathmandu, the Nepal International Clinic (nepalinternationalclinic.com) at Lal Durbar and the CIWEC Clinic (ciwechospital.com) by the British Council in Lazimpat are reliable institutions. CIWEC also has a clinic in Pokhara. You’ll need to pay for appointments and treatments in advance.

Options for trekkers are more limited – the Himalayan Rescue Association (himalayanrescue.org) maintains altitude sickness centres at Pheriche (in the Everest region) and Manang (in the Annapurna region), plus pop-up health camps on other trekking routes in season.



Mountain Sickness


Acute Mountain Sickness (AMS) is a risk above 2500m, so never trek alone, ascend slowly, and take regular rest days to acclimatise. Diamox (acetazolamide) can slow the onset of symptoms, but the only effective treatment is to descend quickly to a lower altitude. If AMS advances to pulmonary and cerebral oedema, it can be fatal, so take symptoms seriously.
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Mosquito-Borne Illnesses


Malaria is rare in the mountains of Nepal but it is present in the Terai and in northern India, so consider taking anti-malarial prophylaxis if you will be spending time in the lowlands, including travelling overland to India. As anywhere, use mosquito nets and repellent to avoid being bitten, particularly when stopping overnight in hotels on the Indian border.

Dengue fever is a bigger issue – this painful and sometimes serious mosquito-borne infection cannot be prevented by medication and it’s becoming increasingly common in the Kathmandu Valley, with outbreaks most likely at the end of the monsoon. Take precautions to avoid being bitten, including wearing repellent on exposed skin during the day, when the Aedes aegypti mosquito is most active.
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Stomach Bugs & Parasites


Stomach bugs are common in Nepal, from travellers’ diarrhoea to giardiasis and bacterial dysentery. Don’t drink or brush teeth with unpurified water, stick to busy eateries and avoid uncooked dishes, food that has been left sitting at room temperature and ice and ice cream (except in posher places).

Most pharmacies can sell you treatments for common infections without a prescription. If symptoms last more than a few days, or you have blood or mucus in your stool or a high fever, speak to a doctor. Many trekkers stock up on treatments for stomach bugs before they hit the trails. If you do get a bug, stay hydrated and replenish electrolytes – oral rehydration mixes can be useful, but be wary of ‘blockers’ such as Imodium (loperamide), which relieve symptoms rather than treating the infection.
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HYGIENE

Many bugs – particularly stomach bugs – are transferred from hand to mouth. Always wash hands with soap or use hand sanitiser before eating.


AVALANCHES & SNOWSTORMS

While earthquakes make the headlines, a bigger risk to travellers comes from avalanches and snowstorms –a serious hazard at higher altitudes. In 2014, a blizzard trapped trekkers at the Thorung La in the Annapurna region, leading to 43 deaths. Follow local weather warnings and if conditions deteriorate, take shelter in the nearest accommodation, even if this means backtracking along the trail.

EARTHQUAKES

Small tremors are common in Nepal, with rare catastrophic events such as the 2015 earthquake. If you are indoors when an earthquake strikes, drop (to the ground), cover (your head with your hands, or take shelter under a table) and hold (onto whatever you are using for protection). If you are outside, stay in the open, away from buildings, trees and rocks.

LANDSLIDES

Big quakes are rare, but landslides triggered by small tremors or heavy rain are common. The highway linking Kathmandu to Tibet is particularly vulnerable to blockages, but trekking routes can also be affected. Landslides are most likely during and just after the monsoon, so check ahead to make sure that routes are open – minor blockages are usually cleared within a few days.

FLOODS

Global warming is having a severe effect on monsoon weather patterns, also increasing the melt rate of glaciers across the Himalaya. During the monsoon, lowland flooding can block transport in parts of the Terai, and glacial outburst floods – caused by the overflowing of glacial lakes high in the mountains – are a risk in the mountains. Heed local advice and try to avoid affected areas.
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Wildlife

You don’t want to get too close to Nepal’s tigers, leopards, rhinos and elephants, but a bigger risk comes from feral dogs, cats and monkeys. Rabies can be transmitted by a lick or bite; if you get bitten, commence anti-rabies treatment immediately. If travelling with children, always talk to them about the dangers from animals.



[image: jpg]

Photos SS/Shutterstock

MOUNTAIN RESCUES

A mountain rescue by helicopter in Nepal can cost upwards of US$10,000; make sure you are covered by your travel insurance.


AIR SAFETY IN NEPAL

Flying is often the most practical way to reach trekking trailheads, but air safety is a serious concern. Since 2000, there have been 10 fatal air disasters in Nepal, with many accidents involving local airlines flying in poor weather conditions. If you have concerns, most trailheads can also be reached on foot, though this can add on days of trekking.









Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Breakfast: Expect big international-style spreads in Kathmandu and Pokhara, but simple local dishes with chiya (sweet tea) elsewhere.

Lunch: Often a set meal of daal bhaat (lentil soup, veggies and rice); food from across the globe is served in tourist hubs.

Dinner: It can be tricky to find a meal much later than 9pm except at top-end places or in hotels.



Where to Eat


Tourist restaurants: Common in tourist hubs, serving food from everywhere.

Teastands: Local hangouts serving chiya, sel roti and other breakfast snacks.

Trekking teahouses: Simple restaurants serving daal bhaat and the odd traveller-oriented treat.

Bhojanalayas: Local restaurants serving Nepali dishes such as daal bhaat, momos and chow mein; sometimes known as khaja ghars (‘lunch houses’).

Thakali restaurants: Urban restaurants specialising in Nepali set meals.

Misthan Bhandars: Sweetshops selling mithai, namkeen (crispy gram-flour noodles) and vegetarian snacks, eg dosas (rice and lentil-flour pancakes).
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MENU DECODER

Achar Chutney

Alu paratha Unleavened bread with spiced potato

Chaat Salad-like snacks

Chiura Beaten rice

Chiya Sweet milky Nepali tea

Choyla Grilled, spiced buffalo meat

Chow mein Fried noodles

Daal bhaat A set meal of lentil soup, vegetables and rice

Dhido Thick buckwheat meal

Mithai Indian-style sweets

Momos Stuffed dumplings, served steamed, fried or kothey (steamed then fried)

Sekuwa Barbecued meat skewers

Sel roti Fried rice-bread rings

Samosas/samsas Fried, stuffed dough triangles

Sandekho Cold, spiced chicken, potato or peanuts

Shabhaley Tibetan fried meat pasties

Sukuti Dried, spiced, jerky-like meat

Tarkari Spiced vegetables, usually served with daal bhaat

Thali A set meal in the plains – rice, sauces, pickles and often a desert

Thukpa and Thenthuk Varieties of Tibetan noodle soup

Ting momo Steamed Tibetan buns



HOW TO… Eat Daal Bhaat

Daal bhaat is the fuel of the Himalaya, but this energy-filled staple of lentil soup, spiced vegetables and rice (or chiura or dhido) doesn’t always come with cutlery. Locals mix the starch with the soup and vegetables using their right hand, making small balls which are pushed into the mouth with the thumb.

Most people get the hang of it pretty quickly, but remember to wash your hands before eating (or use hand sanitiser) and never use the left hand, which is traditionally reserved for personal ablutions. Most restaurants have a sink for hand-washing. Some travellers carry their own spoon and fork to avoid getting messy.

Note that many local restaurants offer free top-ups of rice, soup and veggies. If it’s available, ask for some dahi (fresh yoghurt or curd) on the side, as the live bacteria can aid digestion and help fend off stomach upsets.



HOW MUCH FOR A...

Cup of chiya
From Rs 15

Breakfast sel roti at a teastand
From Rs 20

Hotel breakfast
From Rs 300

Daal bhaat meal on a trek
Rs 400–850

Chow mein at a local restaurant
Rs 200–400

Lunchtime burger or sandwich
Rs 300–600

International-style meal in Kathmandu or Pokhara
Rs 800–2000

650ml bottle of beer in a restaurant
Rs 550–850
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HOW TO… Know Your Momos

A close relative of the Chinese wonton and Japanese gyoza, the momo is the Nepali snack that everyone falls in love with, but there’s an art to eating these tasty wheat-dough parcels. Bite in too soon, before the filling has had a chance to cool, and you risk a burned mouth (experienced eaters make a hole in the momo first to drain out any hot liquid).

Before you get to that stage, you’ll need to work out which momos to order. Momos come steamed, fried or kothey style – steamed first, and then fried, making for a softer momo that still has the agreeable crispy edges of a fried one. If you see ting momo on a menu, it’s actually a bao-like steamed Tibetan wheat-flour bun.

You also need to consider your fillings. You’ll find savoury momos stuffed with everything from potatoes and onion to local-style cottage cheese or buffalo mince with coriander, onion, ginger and garlic. Sweet fillings such as khuwa (pan-condensed milk) or chocolate are an increasingly popular treat wherever travellers gather.

Momos typically come with a spicy, tomato-based achar (chutney) dip, but you’ll also find them cooked in sauces. Chilli momos are fried in a tangy, spicy mixture with peppers and onion, while jhol momos are served in a chutney-like soup. Momos are famously more-ish – you’ll need 10 for a proper meal (ordering fewer will leave you peckish).


Adventurous Eating

Nepalis don’t eat meat with every meal, but offal is popular on special occasions. Look out for gidi fry (brain fritters), ti-syah (fried spinal bone marrow), swan-puka (lung filled with batter) and other nose-to-tail delicacies.




NEPAL BY NIGHT

A night out on Gorkha beers and mango daiquiris is the default way to celebrate the end of a trek, and you’ll find dozens of fellow trekkers in Kathmandu and Pokhara ready to join the party any night of the week. However, nightlife becomes noticeably more subdued once you leave these tourist hotspots.

International-style bars and nightclubs are rare beyond the Kathmandu Valley. Instead, you’ll find locals sipping beers on wooden chairs outside village liquor stores, or settling in for a chat over a plate of chicken chilli and a bottle of ‘wine’ – the default term for locally made whiskies, rums and brandies (sometimes indistinguishable from one another).

Drinking where you eat is the norm. Most restaurants serve beers and spirits, and places attached to big hotels sometimes stock imported, grape-based wines. For your vino, consider stocking up at a supermarket in Kathmandu before heading to the hills.

On trekking routes, cosy lodge kitchens are the main venues for evening entertainment. Beers and spirits are easy to find, and many places serve chang – a barley- or millet-based beer much loved by trekking porters and guides. In the east of Nepal, look for kitchens stacked with lathe-turned wooden pots for tongba, a warm beer made from fermented millet steeped in hot water.

The jury is out on whether alcohol really gets you drunker at altitude, but you’ll certainly get dehydrated, which can affect acclimatisation. Don’t overdo it, particularly if you have a long walk the next morning.









Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling; Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint, which will mainly come from air travel. While there often isn’t an alternative, travellers can look to minimise the number of flights they take, opt for newer aircrafts and use cleaner ground transport, such as trains. One proposed solution – purchasing carbon offsets –unfortunately does not cancel out the impact of individual flights. While most destinations will depend on air travel for the foreseeable future, for now, pursuing ground-based travel where possible is the best course of action.

The UN Carbon Offset Calculator shows how flying impacts household’s emissions
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The ICAO’s carbon emissions calculator allows visitors to analyse the CO2 generated by point-to-point journeys
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The Kathmandu Environmental Education Project (KEEP)

Many porters and guides work without appropriate gear for the mountains. At the end of your trek, donate unwanted equipment (particularly shoes and boots) to the Kathmandu Environmental Education Project (keepnepal.org) above the Gaia Restaurant in Thamel.

Hot Water in the Hills

Washing with hot water is a welcome treat in the mountains, but it comes at a price. Seek out lodges with solar-powered water heaters – if water heated using firewood is the only option, stick to cold water.

TREKKING RESPONSIBLY

To reduce your impact while trekking, walk to trailheads rather than flying, seek out lodges that use solar power, stick to daal bhaat meals, and take your litter with you when you leave the mountains.


Pay Porters Fairly

Rather than looking for the cheapest trek, use agencies that provide a fair wage and insurance for their porters and guides. Alternatively, make arrangements directly with local guides and porters at the trailheads.




Himalayan Clean-Ups

Sagarmatha National Park is one of several trekking areas encouraging trekkers to take their rubbish away from the mountains. Trekkers can collect a special bag from park authorities and drop off waste at Lukla for proper disposal.
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OVERTOURISM ON THE TRAILS

Overtourism is having a serious impact on busier trekking routes. Consider swapping Everest Base Camp or the Annapurna Circuit for quieter options, or stopping between the established overnight stops, to ease the pressure and spread money from tourism more widely.

Water Bottles

Purify your own water, or fill your water bottle from hotel purified drinking water supplies, rather than buying water in plastic bottles. Nepal’s only plastic recycling plant processes 1200 tons of discarded plastic bottles every year.

Leave No Trace

To reduce your impact on the environment while walking, use toilets at lodges and restaurants rather than leaving waste in the environment, and stick to marked trails to avoid causing damage to surrounding vegetation.

To Give or Not to Give

Begging is common in Nepal, and many travellers feel motivated to help. However, handing out rupees in the street is unlikely to make a long-term difference – instead, consider donating to an organisation working to end poverty in the country.

Fair-Trade Shopping

Nepal has many souvenir shops that support social projects for disadvantaged people, from Mahaguthi (mahaguthi.com.np) and other members of the respected Nepal Fair Trade Group (fairtradegroupnepal.org) to grass-roots organisations such as women’s empowerment-focused Beni Nepal (facebook.com/benihandicrafts).
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Single-Use Plastics

The Nepali countryside is littered with discarded plastic wrappers – try to avoid things packaged in single-use plastics.




Giving to Children

Avoid handing out money, pens and sweets to children – make a donation to a school or village committee instead.




Glacial Melting

One of Nepal’s biggest environmental challenges comes from melting glaciers. The Nepali army spends months every year draining water from meltwater-swollen glacial lakes such as Imja Tsho – a compelling reason to limit your carbon footprint while travelling.




RESOURCES

keepnepal.org

Provides advice on safe and responsible trekking.

[image: jpg]

responsibletravel.com

Specialist travel agency with useful travel advice.

[image: jpg]

swotahtravel.com

Guide to responsible trekking in Nepal.
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Animal Products

Avoid souvenirs made using animal parts, including anything made from fur, teeth or claws, metal-inlaid animal skulls and tortoise shells, and shahtoosh shawls – made using fine wool removed from dead endangered chiru (Tibetan antelopes).

A Complex Energy Picture

Nepal has made great progress in energy production since the 1990s, with 96% of the nation’s electricity coming from hydroelectric power. However, 87% of energy for heating and cooking still comes from burning wood and dung.

Nepal’s Community Forests

By transferring control over forests to local communities, Nepal has managed to increase forest cover from 25% of the country in 1990 to over 45% today. Help by supporting businesses that use renewable energy sources instead of firewood.


Homestays

Staying in rural communities is an increasingly popular way to see Nepal, steering money from tourism directly to local people. Contact the Community Homestay Network (communityhomestay.com) for information on homestays in villages across Nepal.




Respectful Photography

To avoid causing offence, always ask permission before taking photographs of people and religious buildings.
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Biodiversity in Nepal

Nepal has been ranked as the country with the 25th highest level of biodiversity in the world – providing a home for 6000 species of flowering plants and 9% of all bird species found on Earth.




Take a Different Kind of Tour

For a different perspective on Nepal, arrange a bespoke tour with Hidden Journeys (hiddenjourneysnepal.com). This innovative agency specialises in connecting visitors with the social entrepreneurs, artists and activists who are bringing change to the country.




Volunteer Responsibly

Check out any volunteering opportunities carefully before you agree to participate. Seek out projects that use your existing skills, and require a time commitment of weeks or months rather than days, to maximise the benefit to local people.




SUPPORT WOMEN

The charity Beni Nepal (facebook.com/benihandicrafts) invites travellers to sponsor ‘freedom’ kits for women to break down taboos about menstruation.
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Human-Animal Conflict

Nepal’s conservation successes have come at the cost of increasing conflict between animals and humans. Compensating farmers for crops lost to rhinos, elephants, deer, and farm animals – predated by bears, tigers and leopards – is an important part of the conservation model.

When visiting Nepal’s national parks and reserves, try to spend money at local businesses – income from tourism provides an important incentive for local communities to keep supporting efforts to preserve wildlife populations.

Visit Temples Respectfully

Respect local customs when visiting Hindu and Buddhist temples and monasteries. Check to see if visitors are welcome, ask before taking photos, wear clothing that covers the shoulders and legs, and remove your shoes before entering.







LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Nepal is one of the more welcoming countries in South Asia for LGBTIQ+ travellers, and this was one of the first countries to allow people to identify as a third gender on official documents. However, the LGBTIQ+ scene is small, and there are few overtly gay venues or hotels. Nepalis are not big on public displays of affection, for gay or straight couples.


The LGBTIQ+ Experience

In general, LGBTIQ+ travellers can expect a friendly welcome in Nepal, but you won’t find many LGBTIQ+ venues. Few hotels or bars make a feature of being specifically gay-friendly, and the scene can seem largely invisible, except during annual Pride events.

Homosexuality was officially decriminalised in 2007 and the 2015 update to the Nepali constitution includes specific protection from discrimination and access to services for LGBTIQ+ people. Since 2008, Nepalis have been allowed to identify as a third gender instead of male or female on official documents.
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LGBTIQ+ ORGANISATIONS

Several LGBTIQ+ organisations are working to improve acceptance and understanding of LGBTIQ+ issues in Nepal, as well as providing sexual health advice. The Queer Youth Group (queeryouthgroup.org.np) organises annual Pride marches in partnership with several local collectives. Another prominent organisation is the Blue Diamond Society (bds.org.np), which organises a small LGBTIQ+ march as part of the Gai Jatra festival in September.




Nepal’s Pride Parades

Kathmandu holds a friendly Pride march on the second Saturday of June but the event is fairly low-key, with around 400 participants. There’s also a Queer Womxn Pride march on International Women’s Day in March, and a Trans Pride Parade in December, arranged in participation with the Queer Youth Group.



GETTING A ROOM

Nepali hotels and trekking lodges are rarely fazed by LGBTIQ+ couples sharing a room, but you may need to specify that you want a double bed, as staff may assume that you are friends, relatives or workmates looking to save money by sharing a twin room.


Transgender Rights in Nepal

Known locally as hijras, transgender people have played a role in Hindu religious ceremonies for centuries, but more widespread acceptance has only come recently, thanks to campaigning work by transgender activists such as Bhumika Shrestha, who received the International Women of Courage Award in 2022.



LGBTIQ-FRIENDLY TRAVEL COMPANIES

Several international travel agencies organise trips to Nepal for LGBTIQ+ people, including Canada-based Out Adventures (outadventures.com) and Brand g Vacations (brandgvacations.com) while Out Of Office (outofoffice.com) run bespoke trips that visit Nepal and Bhutan.

Nepal-based companies Pink Mountain Treks (pinkmountaintreks.com) and Trekking Team Group (trekkingteamgroup.com) offer a variety of LGBTIQ-friendly tours and treks around Nepal.







Accessible Travel

Nepal presents many obstacles to travellers with disabilities. Pavements and paths are uneven, few vehicles are disabled-friendly and most buildings have steps, but local people are amazingly helpful. Accessible treks take some organising, but trips around the Kathmandu Valley and Terai with a car and driver are easy to arrange.


Navigating Nepal’s City Streets

Nepal’s cities offer the best options for people with disabilities, but pavements, if they exist at all, are mostly ramp-free, uneven and full of potholes. You may need to take a taxi or rickshaw even for short distances.


Airport

Kathmandu’s Tribhuvan International Airport can accommodate wheelchair users, and staff are available to provide assistance to people with mobility issues, but you will need to move between floors by escalator, so an able-bodied assistant may be helpful.




Accommodation

Many places to stay are in old buildings with steps and stairs. Lifts are usually only found in more expensive options, and dedicated rooms for travellers with disabilities are only found in top-end hotels.




RESOURCES

Accessible Nepal (accessiblenepal.com) Arranges a wide selection of specialist tours to Nepal.

Four Season (go-nepal.com) Specialist operator of tours to various parts of Nepal for travellers with mobility issues.

National Federation of the Disabled – Nepal (nfdn.org.np) The umbrella organisation for disabilities in Nepal; can provide advice on local issues.



SUPPORTING LOCAL PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

A growing number of charities and NGOs are providing support for people with disabilities in Nepal. Seeing Hands (seeinghandsnepal.org) provides work for people with sight loss as trained masseurs, and has massage centres in Pokhara and Kathmandu.

Nepali Taxis


Nepal’s taxis are tiny Maruti-Suzuki hatchback cars that barely have room for luggage and passengers, let alone a folding wheelchair. Hiring a car and driver will get you a larger, more accessible vehicle.

Disabled Trekking


Nepal opened its first accessible trail near Pokhara in 2018, providing wheelchair access to a ridge with views of Dhaulagiri, Machhapuchhare and the Annapurna range. Read more at trekkingtrail.com/blog/accessible-trekking-trail-for-disabled-trekkers.html.

DOMESTIC FLIGHTS FOR DISABLED TRAVELLERS

The tiny aircraft used for domestic flights in Nepal are entered via mobile steps and have narrow aisles that are not well-suited for travellers with disabilities. Renting a car and driver may be easier for long journeys.


Despite government restrictions, a number of climbers with disabilities have conquered the highest mountains on Earth. In 1998, British amputee Tom Whittaker became the first person with a disability to climb Everest, while American Erik Weihenmayer became the first blind summiteer in 2001.









Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Business hours are the same year-round for banks and most offices. Some places in the mountains keep slightly longer summer hours and shorter winter hours.


Banks 10am–noon and 2–4pm Sunday to Thursday, 10am–1pm Friday (some banks open Saturday mornings)

Bars and clubs Usually close by midnight or 1am, even in Kathmandu

Museums Generally 10.30am–4.30pm, often closed Tuesday

Restaurants 8am–10pm (but food service may stop earlier)

Shops 10am–8pm (varies widely, some closed Saturday)


GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
GMT/UTC plus five hours and 45 minutes

Country code
+977

Emergency number
100/102 (Police/Ambulance)

Population
30.4 million



PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Exact festival timings (and their public holiday dates) change annually according to Nepal’s lunar calendar. There are dozens of regional festivals and religious events, but the following are major holidays.

Prithvi Narayan Shah’s Birthday 11 January

Basanta Panchami (start of spring) January/February

Maha Shivaratri (Shiva’s Birthday) February/March

Holi (Fagu Purnima) February/March

Bisket Jatra (Nepali New Year) 14 April

Buddha Jayanti (Buddha’s birthday) May

Janai Purnima August

Shree Krishna Janmashtami August/September

Teej (Festival of Women) August/September

Constitution Day 19 September

Indra Jatra September

Dasain September/October

Tihar (Divali) October/November


Women Travellers

Nepali women dress conservatively, covering legs and upper arms, and revealing too much skin is frowned on. Harassment is rare, but women have reported being pestered while trekking – 3 Sisters Adventure Trekking (3sistersadventuretrek.com) in Pokhara is run by and for women. Sanitary products are available in tourist areas.

Weights & Measures

Nepal uses the metric system alongside the local terms lakh (100,000) and crore (10 million).



Electricity 230V/50Hz
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Internet Access

Hotels, restaurants and cafes in larger towns offer free wi-fi; EverestLink (everestlink.com.np) offers prepaid wi-fi packages for Everest trekkers.







Language

All you need to make learning Nepali enjoyable are a few local companions to practise with – impossible to avoid in friendly Nepal. Simply gather a few phrases from this book and prepare yourself for some fascinating encounters.


Basics

Hello/goodbye. नमस्ते. na·ma·ste

    (polite) नमस्कार. na·ma·skahr

Yes. हजुर. ha·jur

No. हाेइन. hoi·na

Excuse me/Sorry. माफ गर् नु होस. mahph gar·nu·hos

What’s your name? तपाईंको नाम के हाे ? ta·paĩ·ko nahm ke ho?

My name is … मेराे नाम ... हो. me·ro nahm ... ho

Do you speak English? तपाई अङ्ग्रेजी भाषा बाेल्नुहुन्छ? ta·paĩ ang·gre·ji bhah·sah bol·nu·hun·cha?

I don’t understand. मैले बुझिन. mai·le bu·jhi·na

Directions

Where’s (the station)?

बस इस्टेसन कहाँ छ् ? bus is·çe·tay-sun ka·hãh cha?

What’s the address? ठेगाना के हाे ? ṭhe·gah·nah ke ho?

Please write down the address.

ठेगाना लेख्नुहाेस. ṭhe·gah·nah lekh·nu·hos

Please show me on the map.

नक्सामा मलाई देखाउनुहाेस. nak·sah·mah ma·lai de·khau·nu·hos

Signs

बन्द Closed

खतरा Danger

प्रबेश Entrance

िनकास Exit

प्रबेश निषेध No Entry

खुला Open

राेक्नुहाेस Stop

शाैचालय Toilets

Time

What time is it? कति बज्याे? ka·ti ba·jyo?

It’s two o’clock. दुई बज्याे. du·i ba·jyo

Half past साढे. sah·ḍhe

morning िबहान bi·hah·na

afternoon दिउँसो diũ·so

evening बेलुका be·lu·kah

yesterday िहजाे hi·jo

today अाज ah·ja

tomorrow भाेिल. bho·li

Emergencies

Help! गुहार! gu·hahr

Go away! जाउ! jau

I’m ill. म िबरामी छु. ma bi·rah·mi chu

Please call a doctor! डाक्टरलाई बाेलाउनुहाेस! ḍahk·ṭar·lai bo·lau·nu·hos!

Call the police! प्रहरीलाई बाेलाउनुहाेस! pra·ha·ri·lai bo·lau·nu·hos

Eating & Drinking

Could you recommend something?

सुझाब िदनुहुन्छ? su·jhahb di·nu·hun·cha?

I’m vegetarian. म साकाहारी हुँ. ma sah·kah·hah·ri hũ

The meal was delicious.

खाना मीठाे लाग्याे. khah·nah mi·ṭho lahg·yo


NUMBERS

1

एक ek

2

दुई du·i

3

तीन tin

4

चार chaar

5

पाँच pãhch

6

छ cha

7

सात saht

8

अाठ ahṭh

9

नाै nau

10

दस das





CIVILITIES

The Nepali word for ’thank you’, dhan·ya·bahd (धन्यबाद), is used to express gratitude across the country.




Trekking

Where can we buy supplies?

cha·hi·ne sah·mahn ka·hãh kin·ne?

चािहने सामान कहाँ िकन्ने?

Is it safe to climb this mountain?

yo pa·hahḍ chaḍ·na su·ra·chit cha?

याे पहाड चढ ् न सुरक्षित छ?

How long is the trail?

bah·ṭo ka·ti lah·mo cha?

बाटाे कति लामाे छ?

How high is the climb?

ka·ti u·kaa·low chaḍ·nu·par·cha?

कति उचाइ चढ्नुपर्छ ?

Is there a lodge up there?

u mah·thi laj cha?

मािथ लज छ ?

Is the path open?

bah·ṭo kho·le·ko cha?

बाटाे खाेलेकाे छ ?



DISTINCTIVE SOUNDS

In Nepali d and t – both unaspirated and aspirated – and n occur as retroflex sounds, made by curling your tongue up and back towards the roof of your mouth.

Nasal Vowels

Nepali has six pure vowels – ǝ, a, i, u, e, o – and the two monosyllabic diphthongs (a sound formed by combining two vowels), ǝi and ǝu. Nasalisation is phonologically meaningful in Nepali, and each of these eight can occur as both a nasalised vowel or diphthong and as a clear vowel or diphthong.

Multiple Meanings

Nepali has a smaller vocabulary than English, and words can be more general in meaning and may have several translations. For instance, rahm·ro (राम्रो) means ‘good’ but can also mean ‘nice’ or ‘beautiful’, depending on the context.

WHO SPEAKS NEPALI?

Nepali, the official and most widely spoken language, acts as a unifying force in this heterogeneous nation of 30.4 million. It’s also widely spoken in Sikkim, Darjeeling and other parts of India, as well as Tibet and Bhutan. In total, Nepali is spoken by some 32 million people and is a second language for about 50 per cent of the Nepali population. Foreign-aid volunteers, researchers and other long-term foreign residents of Nepal are among the many non-native speakers.
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A HISTORY OF NEPAL IN
15 places

Squeezed between the Tibetan plateau and the Indian plains, Nepal has long prospered from its location as a resting place for traders, travellers and pilgrims. At the same time, this tiny nation has sometimes struggled to maintain easy relations with its superpower neighbours, India and China. By Joe Bindloss


NEPAL’S EARLY HISTORY dates back at least as far as the Hindu Kirati kingdom in the 7th or 8th century BCE, but the event that pushed Nepal onto the global stage was the birth of Prince Siddhartha Gautama at Lumbini in 563 BCE.

The prince who would become the Buddha abandoned luxury for a life of meditation before achieving enlightenment at Bodh Gaya in India. The emperor Ashoka gave Buddhism an extra boost when he visited Nepal in the 3rd century BCE.

Hinduism regained the upper hand in the 3rd century CE with the arrival of the Licchavi, who ushered in an age of culture and creativity. The architecture-obsessed Malla took over in the 13th century, further beautifying the major cities of the Kathmandu Valley.

Nepal made the jump from a patchwork of kingdoms to nation-state in 1768, when Prithvi Narayan Shah, ruler of Gorkha, unified the Kathmandu Valley. Aside from a period when their ambitious prime ministers, the Ranas, gained control, the Shah dynasty ruled until 2008, when Nepal formally became a republic after a violent Maoist uprising.

Against this backdrop, earthquakes such as the great tremors of 1934 and 2015 have regularly remodelled the landscape, with climate change and melting glaciers the new challenges on the horizon.

1. Janaki Mandir

MAPPING MYTH TO THE LANDSCAPE

The Buddha is not the only divine figure whose real life can be mapped to the landscape in Nepal. The southern plains of Nepal once formed part of the kingdom of Videha, ruled in the 7th century BCE by King Janaka, whose daughter, Sita, married Rama, the Hindu deity (and real-life king) of Ramayana fame. The exact spot where Sita was born is marked today by the Janaki Mandir in Janakpur – a riotous confection of Hindu, Mughal and baroque styles. It’s a reminder that the stories of India and Nepal run together, for Hindus as well as Buddhists.

For more on Janaki Mandir, see here

2. Maya Devi Temple

THE BUDDHA’S BIRTHPLACE

Many temples in South Asia claim to mark the site of this and that, but in the case of the Maya Devi Temple, the claim is almost certainly true. Excavations at Lumbini date the outwardly modest Maya Devi Temple to the 3rd century BCE, when the emperor Ashoka sought out the precise location where Siddhartha Gautama, the historical Buddha, was born 300 years earlier. Dedicated to the Buddha’s mother, this sacred site was lost to history after Hinduism reasserted itself in Nepal, before being rediscovered in 1896 thanks to a pillar carved to commemorate Ashoka’s visit in 249 BCE.

For more on Maya Devi Temple, see here

3. Swayambhunath

KATHMANDU’S FOUNDING STUPA

According to Buddhist legend, the great stupa at Swayambhunath arose spontaneously from a lotus flower floating on a sacred lake that once filled the Kathmandu Valley. There’s certainly evidence that the lake existed, and a stupa has adorned this hilltop site since at least 460 CE, during the reign of the Licchavi king, Manadeva. The stupa was already a busy pilgrimage site when Kathmandu was founded nearby by King Gunakamadeva in 723 CE. Successive rulers added bells and whistles to this extravagant monument, which has more recently become a focal point for Tibetan Buddhists living in exile in Nepal.

For more on Swayambhunath, see here

4. Bhagwan Bahal, Thamel

A LEARNED TRADITION

This often-overlooked bahal (Buddhist courtyard), hidden away in Kathmandu’s main tourist district, is an intriguing reminder that Nepal was not only a trading post for goods on the India–Tibet salt route, it was also a trading post for ideas. A succession of Buddhist teachers from Bihar in India passed through Nepal en route to Tibet, including the monk Atisha, who stopped at Bhagwan Bahal in the 11th century before going on to shape the foundations of Buddhism in Tibet. The great Buddhist master, Padmasambhava (Guru Rinpoche), also passed through Nepal on his meandering journey spreading Buddhism across the Himalaya.

For more on Bhagwan Bahal, see here
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5. Boudhanath

A TIBETAN REFUGE

Kathmandu’s second great stupa – the largest in Nepal – is a close contemporary of Swayambhunath, probably founded in the 7th century by the Tibetan king Songtsen Gampo. However, the site was ransacked by invaders from the Bengal sultanate in the 14th century, and the present stupa is a mere 700 years old. The ebb and flow of Tibetan Buddhist pilgrims at Boudhanath became a flood after the Dalai Lama’s flight from Tibet in 1959. Today, the neighbourhood surrounding the stupa has become a bustling Tibet in miniature, with a whole supporting cast of cottage industries making prayer wheels, butter lamps, votive objects and other essentials for Tibetan spiritual life.

For more on Boudhanath, see here

6. Golden Gate, Bhaktapur

KINGS AS DEITIES

Few objects show off the exalted status of Nepal’s medieval rulers quite like the gilded torana (gateway panel) marking the original entrance to Bhaktapur’s Royal Palace – the latter now considerably reduced following five centuries of earthquakes. The rich symbolism of this masterpiece of repousse metalwork identifies the Malla kings as more than mere mortals. In medieval times, the rulers of the Kathmandu Valley were worshipped as incarnations of the Hindu deity Vishnu – accordingly, a dramatic representation of Garuda, the servant of Vishnu, wrestles mythical serpents above an intricate depiction of multi-armed, multi-faced Taleju, patron deity of the Malla dynasty.

For more on Bhaktapur, see here

7. Krishna Mandir, Patan

PATAN’S SIGNATURE TEMPLE

Patan’s magnificent Durbar Sq has two striking stone temples devoted to Krishna, but the towering Krishna Mandir on the north side of the square warrants special attention for its artistic perfection. Fusing elements of Indian temple design with motifs from the brick-and-timber Newari style, this 17th-century masterpiece marks a point in history where Nepal was both influenced by neighbouring powers and forging its own unique identity. Dozens of structures around the valley make reference to the temple’s stepped shikhara style, and butter lanterns in the shape of this revered shrine illuminate many home shrines.

For more on Krishna Mandir, see here

8. Kumari Bahal

A HOME FIT FOR A GODDESS

The house of Kathmandu’s Kumari – Nepal’s living child goddess – stands testament to the complex interplay between Hinduism and Buddhism in Nepal. The Kumari is worshipped as an incarnation of the Hindu goddess Taleju, the patron deity of the Malla kings, but her ornate, carving-covered home is constructed in the classic Buddhist vihara style, and each new Kumari is selected by a panel of Buddhist and Hindu priests and astrologers. In fact, Nepal has bounced back and forth between Hinduism and Buddhism many times in its history, with the two faiths becoming inexorably melded in the process.

For more on Kumari Bahal, see here

9. Gorkha Durbar

A ROYAL BIRTHPLACE

The palace complex crowning the ridge above the town of Gorkha on the road from Kathmandu to Pokhara has huge significance for Nepalis. Prithvi Narayan Shah, the Newari king who unified Nepal, was born here around 1723, transforming a minor regional dynasty into Nepal’s founding family. Restored after the 2015 earthquake, the complex is a magnificent example of the Newari brick-and-timber style, melding a 16th-century palace with the exquisite, 17th-century Kalika Temple, which writhes with carvings of peacocks, demons and snakes. The walk up to the palace from the town is a great warm-up before attempting longer treks in Nepal.

For more on Gorkha Durbar, see here

10. Hanuman Dhoka

UNIFYING THE VALLEY

The original palace complex of the kings of Nepal tells a powerful tale of conquest and the acts of rapprochement that were required to forge a harmonious empire. The vast, sprawling Hanuman Dhoka was founded by the Licchavi kings, remodelled by the Mallas, and taken to the next level by Prithvi Narayan Shah, the king who unified the Kathmandu Valley. To pacify the conquered kingdoms of Basantapur (Kathmandu), Lalitpur (Patan), Bhaktapur and Kirtipur, the king topped his expanded palace with four dramatic towers, each paying homage to one of the four kingdoms unified under Shah rule.

For more on Hanuman Dhoka, see here

11. Asan Tole

SALT ROUTE HUB

The yak caravans may have been superseded by honking jeeps and multicoloured freight trucks, but echoes of the salt trade between India and Tibet persist. In the bazaars around Asan Tole in Kathmandu, you can still find black and pink Himalayan rock salt, modern versions of the Tibetan salt that for centuries was sourced from the remnants of prehistoric oceans on the high plateau. Tibetan traders were once required to quarantine in a special pavilion at Asan Tole to keep Kathmandu safe from disease, a system that would return in a modified form during the COVID-19 pandemic.

For more on Asan Tole, see here

12. Dharahara Tower

A SYMBOL OF UNDAUNTED NEPAL

Over the last two centuries, the Dharahara Tower in Kathmandu has become a powerful symbol of Nepal’s refusal to submit to adversity. This minaret-like tower was first raised in 1832, and it toppled for the first time in the great earthquake of 1934, which also devastated Bhaktapur’s Durbar Sq. A new tower was promptly raised on the same site, only to tumble in 2015, when another massive earthquake ravaged the valley. Today, a new Dharahara has risen defiantly beside its ruined predecessor, which is preserved as a memorial to the 180 people who died when it collapsed.

For more on Dharahara Tower, see here

13. Everest Base Camp

THE NEPALI HIGH LIFE

Mt Everest – Sagarmatha to Nepalis, Chomolangma to Tibetans – is not the most technically difficult ascent in the Himalayas, but that doesn’t matter. As the tallest mountain on earth, this is the benchmark by which all other climbs are measured. Hundreds of mountaineers have reached the summit since Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay made the historic first ascent in 1953, but the peak still holds a magnetic allure. You don’t have to go all the way to the top – the two-week tramp to the base camp for climbers at the end of the Khumbu Icefall consistently tops lists of Nepal’s favourite treks.

For more on Everest Base Camp, see here
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14. Narayanhiti Palace

THE END OF A DYNASTY

Today, the former residence of the Shah kings is a museum, but it’s also a poignant monument to a dynasty that ended in ignominy. The kings of Nepal relocated here from the old Hanuman Dhoka palace in the 1960s, filling their new home with the latest mod cons, but the illusion of harmony came crashing down in 2001, when Crown Prince Dipendra massacred nine members of his family before turning the gun on himself. His uncle, Gyanendra, ruled as the last king of Nepal until he was evicted as the new Maoist government declared Nepal a republic in 2008.

For more on Narayanhiti Palace, see here

15. Chitwan National Park

NEPAL’S FIRST NATIONAL PARK

When Nepal’s first national park was established at the confluence of the Narayani and Rapti Rivers in 1973, it marked a radical change in approach to the environment. Previously, wildlife had been viewed as a plaything for the gentry – King George V of England visited in 1911 and killed 18 rhinos, 39 tigers and four sloth bears. Thanks to Chitwan and other reserves, Nepal is one of the only countries where tiger populations are growing, with rhino and elephant numbers also showing recovery. Today, most Chitwan lodges have abandoned elephant rides in favour of elephant-led treks – another sign of growing environmental awareness.

For more on Chitwan National Park, see here




MEET THE
NEPALIS

From the mountains to the hills to the plains, Nepalis from over 100 castes and ethnicities will introduce you to diverse cultures, languages and foods as you journey across Nepal. BIBEK BHANDARI introduces his people.


WHILE MARVELLING AT the temples and stupas in Kathmandu, you might be drawn into a friendly conversation with a local, often starting with a familiar question: ‘Where are you from?’ Outside the cities, such chats can even lead to an invitation for chiya, sweet, milky tea that’s a staple of Nepali hospitality.

Nepal is home to nearly 30 million people, and Nepalis are as diverse as the country’s landscape, with 142 castes and ethnicities speaking 124 different languages. But what is common among Nepalis is their warmth – they may be shy but they always greet you with a sheepish smile. Their questions are driven by curiosity and their responses are usually accompanied by the signature South Asian head nod – a confusing mix of ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘maybe’ – perhaps as a substitute for the language barrier.

Unity in Diversity

Nepal has 142 castes and ethnicities, with 124 different mother tongues. About 81% of its 30 million people are Hindus, followed by Buddhists and Muslims, who have historically coexisted harmoniously. About 2.2 million Nepalis now live abroad for work or study.

 

The Nepalis you meet depend on your destination and are usually distinguished by their language and clothing, though 81% of the population identify as Hindu. While trekking through the mountains, you’ll meet people from the Sherpa ethnic group, renowned for their mountaineering expertise but often misrepresented abroad only as porters and guides. To the south, where the national parks are located, you’ll find the Madhesi and the Tharu indigenous people, celebrated for their colourful traditions and artistic heritage.

Meanwhile, the mid-hills are home to a mix of ethnicities, including the indigenous Rai, Gurung, Magar and Newa people, considered one of the earliest inhabitants of the Kathmandu Valley. However, the Brahmin and Chhetri remain dominant in the social hierarchy, occupying key public positions, reflecting the lingering effects of the caste system, which despite being officially dismantled continues to influence social dynamics. The Dalits, traditionally considered as ‘untouchables’, still face widespread discrimination, especially in rural areas.

Nepalis have also earned a reputation globally for their courage as members of the British Gurkha regiment. The British started recruiting Nepalis after being impressed by their bravery during the Anglo-Nepal War of 1814–16, and they have since fought in both world wars and, more recently, in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Today, a lack of opportunities at home has pushed thousands of young Nepalis to migrate to study in the West or work mostly in the Gulf and Malaysia. At least 1700 Nepalis depart the country every day, leaving the villages mostly with women, children and the elderly.

But Nepal remains a young nation – both at heart and statistically – with the median age of Nepalis being just 25 years. Regardless of their age and language barrier, they’ll be just as eager to help you with directions as they are to sing, dance and drink with you during a local festival. Just be prepared to answer a few questions in return.
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RETURNING TO MY ROOTS

I was born and raised in Kathmandu but have lived abroad intermittently for most of my adult life. Now that I’ve returned to my roots, I’m beginning to rediscover my heritage. I appreciate the Newa language I disassociated from growing up – believing its thick accent would make my Nepali less palatable – while savouring the foods and festivals I’ve missed over the years and which are a distinct part of my identity. This has also been an opportunity to celebrate other people and cultures, mostly through my work. I’ve watched Nepalis defiantly overthrowing the 240-year monarchy from abroad but returning home to a ‘new Nepal’ plagued with the same old problems: frequent government changes and endemic corruption. And while conveniences may differ from abroad – limited parks, inefficient public transport and rising pollution – moving back has been exciting, picking up life where I had left off. There’s a lot to complain about, but there’s no other place like home.






SOUL
SISTERS

How SASANE Sisterhood Trekking and Travels helps survivors of human trafficking forge new paths – in tourism. By Margot Bigg
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IT’S ESTIMATED THAT tens of thousands of people are trafficked from Nepal every year. Over half are women and girls. Some are taken to the Middle East or even further afield, but most end up just across Nepal’s porous border with India, where they are forced into sex work and domestic servitude. Some escape; others are rescued and brought back to Nepal. However, even after returning to Nepal, the struggle for trafficking survivors is far from over. Many face rejection by their families and communities due to the stigma that comes with having been forced into sex work. Some even return to Nepal pregnant. With neither community support nor a means to support themselves, many survivors end up being re-trafficked. Others die by suicide. But there is hope. Thanks to the efforts of SASANE Sisterhood Trekking and Travels, a Kathmandu-based social enterprise that trains female survivors of human trafficking to work in the tourism industry, more and more young women are finding a way forward. Empowered with skills in everything from trek guiding to the culinary arts, SASANE’s survivor sisters are forging a new path – and educating travellers about life in Nepal in the process.

From Trainee to Tour Guide

The idea for SASANE Sisterhood came to the organisation’s founder, Jeny Pokharel, when she was still at university. At the time, Pokharel was interning at Samrakshak Samuha Nepal (SASANE), an NGO that works to rehabilitate and empower female survivors of human trafficking across Nepal. ‘I was really impressed how SASANE was training trafficking survivors to become independent, gain different types of certifications and live a dignified life after they were rescued,’ she says.

One of the NGO’s key initiatives was to help survivors to become certified paralegals through training and practical internships. But while the project was a great success, not everyone was interested in law, says Pokharel. ‘So, we decided to expand into the tourism sector in 2016, when the government of Nepal was introducing various policies and reforms in the area of tourism.’ Soon after, SASANE Sisterhood Trekking and Travel was born. Although SASANE Sisterhood works in partnership with the NGO that inspired it, the Sisterhood is an entirely independent entity, one that Pokharel describes as a ‘social company that trains female survivors of human trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation, to become certified tour and trekking guides’. Over the course of seven months, SASANE Sisterhood trains survivors on topics ranging from cooking Nepali dishes to the English language. Graduates from previous years’ programmes often help out, and alumni have a Facebook group that they use to keep in touch with one another and share resources. ‘We call it the sisterhood of survivors,’ says Pokharel. At the end of 2024, SASANE Sisterhood had 372 graduates.

Many graduates stay with SASANE Sisterhood after their training, working as guides and in support roles, and acting as mentors for trainees who are new to the programme. However, training more staff is not the end goal – and not all of SASANE’s employees are survivors. Rather, SASANE Sisterhood works to equip survivors with the training and certifications that they need to gain employment within the tourism sector, Pokharel explains. ‘To become independent and live dignified lives so that they don’t have to depend on anyone else.’ Some have gone on to work in management positions at five-star hotels in India and the Middle East; others have taken roles in government offices, where they are engaged in advising policymakers within the tourism sector around initiatives related to survivors.

Experiencing Nepal with SASANE

SASANE runs a range of tours and experiences, from day tours from Kathmandu to ayurvedic wellness retreats. It also offers customised multi-night excursions, many of which divert travellers away from more touristed parts of Nepal to off-the-beaten-path locales. All programmes include an orientation, where travellers can learn more about SASANE and watch a presentation about the organisation’s mission.

SASANE’s tours are typically co-led by an experienced tour leader from outside of the company and a survivor guide. While guests of all backgrounds are welcome, many of SASANE’s trekking clients are solo women who appreciate the added sense of security that comes with travelling with a female guide.

One of SASANE’s most popular experiences is a momo cooking class, during which guests learn the ins and outs of making Nepal’s beloved stuffed dumplings. Those with a bit more time can opt for hiking trips in the Kathmandu and Pokhara areas, or head to the hills for a multi-night excursion. SASANE also runs cliff honey-hunting excursions, where participants learn about the centuries-old profession of collecting wild honey from cliffside hives, firsthand.

SASANE’s ‘voluntrekking’ excursions combine multi-night trekking with the opportunity to volunteer in fields ranging from water and sanitation to women’s empowerment. These tours typically visit communities that are only accessible on foot and include homestays with local families and visits to community schools. Many tours visit areas of Nepal that are particularly vulnerable to trafficking, including the home villages of some of SASANE’s graduates.

These experiences are mutually beneficial by design. ‘We provide empowerment not just to female trafficking survivors,’ Pokharel says. ‘We also provide economic opportunities to vulnerable communities.’ Travellers get the chance to learn about life in Nepal, and about the social issues some communities face, while survivor guides can hone their guiding skills while earning an income. Every person who travels with SASANE ‘contributes to transforming the lives of survivors, giving them confidence that being trafficked is not the end of everything,’ Pokharel says. ‘So that they know that there’s still hope.’




THE EVEREST REGION
IN TRANSITION

Over the past decades, the Mt Everest region has transitioned into a premier tourism destination. As the number of trekkers rises, so does the non-biodegradable waste. Tsewang Nuru Sherpa writes how a cluster of remote villages has evolved into a global tourism hotspot while combatting waste.
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PERCHED AT 3775M above Namche Bazaar, a captivating, curving stone building sits on a 1850-sq-metre site near the Syangboche airstrip. Opened in 2022, it serves as the base for Sagarmatha Next, a visitor centre and recycling hub in Sagarmatha National Park aimed at tackling waste issues in the Everest region.

Outside the building, a striking, bright yellow, 3.5m hand-shaped art installation rises boldly, reaching for the sky. This intriguing structure is crafted from solid waste that would otherwise end up in landfills: metal rods, pipes, prayer flags and plastic bottles, all wrapped in vibrant yellow tents originally used at higher base camps, meticulously shredded to resemble a hand’s skin. Titled Hand of Everest, this artwork symbolises the awakening of the mountain – inviting every trekker to lend a hand in tackling the region’s waste issue.

Reducing a Mountain of Waste

Tommy Gustafsson, a Swedish climber, environmentalist and co-founder of Sagarmatha Next, says, ‘Visitors can learn about waste management and environmental conservation while supporting artisans who have used approximately 2 tonnes of waste for various artwork so far’. Sagarmatha Next invites artists globally to showcase their creativity. Canadian climate activist Benjamin Von Wong, one of the artists in residence in 2024, designed the Hand of Everest piece in August 2024, upcycling 450kg of waste.

Gustafsson, fascinated by Everest since age seven after reading Tintin in Tibet, notes that ‘tourism in the Everest region started without prioritising sustainability in the first place’. Dubbed ‘highest waste dump in the world’, the region has been grappling with overtourism and its concomitant waste issue. Over 50,000 trekkers, guides and local indigenous sherpas hike to Everest Base Camp, contributing more than 200–250 tonnes of solid waste to the region annually.

Gustafsson, who now lives in the Everest region overseeing Sagarmatha Next, says, ‘Each art piece at the museum has a story, raising awareness of the region’s waste and pollution issues’.

Sagarmatha Next embodies the transformation of the Khumbu Valley; the new Everest region that merges travel with environmental responsibility, with the local Sherpa community at the forefront of this change. Scattered along the Everest Base Camp trail are over 100 rubbish bins installed by the Sagarmatha Pollution Control Committee (SPCC), an indigenous non-profit, non-governmental organisation established in 1991 by the Sherpa of the Khumbu region and running successfully today. Located at rest stops along the trail, the bins collect around 40 to 50 tonnes of waste annually.

SPCC has a strong local presence, with local sherpa managing the organisation’s daily operations. By leveraging local expertise, SPCC educates communities and trekkers about responsible waste management. ‘Involving local communities in environmental projects like cleaning campaigns fosters ownership and empowerment’, says Yangji Doma Sherpa, Programme Development & Communications Officer of SPCC.

Sagarmatha Next collaborated with SPCC on its first initiative, Carry Me Back, a system to ensure waste is sent to the right place for proper recycling. SPCC segregates and shreds waste at their Namche Bazaar facility, packs it into 1kg carry-me-back bags of plastic waste, and manages the pick-up and drop-off stations. Under this initiative, each returning tourist and guide carries a 1kg bag of rubbish from pick-up stations in Namche Bazaar to Lukla Airport, where they dispose of it in dedicated bins. The local private airline, Tara Air, then flies the bags to Kathmandu, where the social enterprise Blue Waste to Value (BW2V) collects it for recycling at its facility.

After a successful trial run in 2019, the Carry Me Back project – from 2022 to December 2024 – saw over 19,000 participants (trekkers, guides and locals) remove almost 300,000kg of waste from the mountain.

Exploring Alternative Routes in the Everest Region

In 2023, Sagarmatha National Park recorded 57,690 trekkers in the Khumbu Valley. Despite its vast 1148 sq km, most visitors only follow a well-established trail to Everest Base Camp, often encountering up to 100 trekkers on suspension bridges or narrow paths. Ngawang Karsang Sherpa, a guide for over 20 years, notes, ‘Large crowds on Everest overwhelm resources and worsen problems in a region already facing climate change and waste issues’.

To reduce their carbon footprint, trekkers can catch a bus from Kathmandu to Jiri and walk for six days to reach the Lukla trailhead, adding six days to the two-week Everest Base Camp Trek. This allows trekkers to support local communities in the less-commercialised lower Everest region. Instead of busy overnight stops, ‘consider spending more time in villages like Thame, rebuilding from a flood disaster and needing assistance’, recommends Ngawang Sherpa (in August 2024, glacial lakes triggered by climate change near Thame village burst, causing a landslide that engulfed 45 households; fortunately, there were no fatalities).

He suggests quieter trekking routes like the Three Passes trail, connecting Everest Base Camp with Kongma La (5535m), Cho La (5420m) and Renjo La (5360m). Another option is heading to Gokyo Lake for stunning views of Everest, Lhotse, Makalu, Cho Oyu and Gokyo Ri. The Chukkung Valley trek is also quiet; Ngawang Sherpa notes, ‘you cannot see Everest from here’, but it offers views of Imja Tse, Ama Dablam, Makalu and Nuptse. West of Everest, the Rolwaling Valley Trek is another moderately challenging hike through Sagarmatha and Langtang National Parks, featuring rugged landscapes and connections to local Sherpa and Tamang communities.

Ngawang Sherpa, witnessing changes in the Khumbu Valley over decades, acknowledges the region’s waste issues but stays optimistic. ‘Supporting projects such as Carry Me Back is an excellent way to give back to the local community’, he says, adding that he always encourages his clients to take bags down on their descent.

His belief echoes Gustafsson’s sentiment: ‘If everyone takes just 1kg, it can lead to a big change’.




REPATRIATING
NEPAL’S STOLEN DEITIES

Nepali-origin religious artefacts have ended up in homes and museums across the globe. Repatriating them and keeping them safe is no easy feat. By Elen Turner
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Nepali artworks repatriated by New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art | © Aryan Dhimal/Zuma Press Wire/Alamy Stock Photo (2)

AS A VISITOR to Kathmandu, it’s hard not to be moved by the sight of deities at neighbourhood shrines lovingly smeared in vermilion and sandalwood paste, draped in marigold garlands, the air around them thick with fragrant incense smoke. That’s the way they have been for centuries. But you’re now also just as likely to find an empty alcove or a headless god, or treasures locked away behind heavy bars.

This security isn’t overkill. When Nepal opened to the world in the 1950s, the Kathmandu Valley held a treasure trove of iconography, but in the following decades, thousands upon thousands of religious objects were taken from their places of origin. An estimated 80% of Nepal’s sacred artefacts have been stolen and sold on the black market. Many ended up abroad, despite a ban on the export of items over 100 years old. The thefts started with the smallest, most easily liftable items, and those most attractive to Western tastes – female goddesses and the Buddha. But by the 1970s, even heavy stone carvings were being smashed and smuggled away in increasingly inventive raids.

Nepali Property

Taking deities out of their homes, away from the people and communities that worship them, strips them of their spiritual life and turns them into objects, mere statues, rather than living expressions of culture. When carvings or sculptures made for religious purposes are taken away, the people who have a relationship with them may be impacted. And for a traveller, seeing a 15th-century Lakshmi-Narayana carving in situ in Patan is a very different experience from seeing it in, say, the Dallas Museum of Art.

This isn’t a hypothetical example as the 12th-century androgynous Lakshmi-Narayana statue, with a breast on one side of its chest and a male pectoral muscle on the other, was stolen from the Narayan Temple in Patan in 1984, and eventually resurfaced in the Dallas Museum of Art. But for decades, its whereabouts was unknown to the Patan residents who worshipped it. Kanak Mani Dixit, a prominent Nepali journalist and Vice Chairperson of the Nepal Heritage Recovery Campaign, knew it had been auctioned by Sotheby’s in New York City in 1990, but the sale records weren’t made public and he lost sight of it. Some decades later, American artist Joy Lynn Davis made a remarkable discovery while she was working as an artist in residence at Kathmandu Contemporary Arts Centre – she came across a blogger’s thumbnail photograph of the Lakshmi-Narayana statue on display at the Dallas Museum of Art.

This discovery set in motion a chain of events – involving the FBI, no less – that led to the statue’s repatriation and its reinstallation in its original temple home in 2021. It wasn’t the first piece of stolen art to be returned (the first voluntary repatriation occurred in 1999, and there have been more than 140 from abroad to date), but there are hopes that it has set a precedent for the repatriation of items from big Western cultural institutions. Dixit wrote in Himal Southasian in 1999, ‘Every piece of ancient religious statuary from [the] Kathmandu Valley that sits today in the West is stolen property. The gods must be returned from their exile, and until such time, those who presently hold them are merely custodians.’

Securing Lost Treasures

The identification and recovery of stolen temple art continues, but so, unfortunately, does the theft. The issue of security is pressing. Patan’s Narayan Temple was fitted with a new door and a CCTV system to help ensure the statue’s future safety. But while the international trade in Nepali antiquities, however clandestine, remains profitable, the country’s material heritage cannot be safe. As Davis states: ‘Thefts of Nepal’s cultural heritage objects have been driven by the international market. The key to preventing further thefts is increased international awareness of the problem. We need to shift our understanding from seeing these objects as commodities to seeing them as Nepalis see them – as living gods with cultural significance to entire communities.’

Most of the temples the objects were stolen from are not big, elaborate institutions with security guards, or the budgets or resources for them. Some Kathmandu museums and monasteries – which travellers can visit – have stepped in to house returned objects that can’t safely or practically be returned to their original homes. The exceptional Patan Museum houses some repatriated artworks that were deemed too at-risk to return elsewhere. The National Museum of Nepal holds around 80 items in a special gallery, keeping them secure and restoring them until they can return home. Kathmandu’s Itumbaha Museum, which opened in mid-2023, displays pieces from the collection of the Itumbaha Monastery and those repatriated from US museums. Its aim is to showcase religious artefacts as living heritage, and it provides opportunities for locals to use, touch and interact with the items. There’s also Bhaktapur’s Museum of Stolen Art, which displays carefully crafted replicas of stolen artefacts instead of the real thing. Its goal is to create social, ethical and administrative pressure to end the loss of heritage and to bring home what has been lost. The Museum of Stolen Art will be relocated to a permanent location in either Bhaktapur or nearby Panauti in 2026.

As Davis implores: ‘Let yourself see Nepal’s statues and temples through the eyes of the people who live there, as living gods and their dwelling places. Touch the statues affectionately, as generations of people in Nepal have done. If you find a bit of magic in that experience, consider buying a new statue, wood-carving or paubha painting made by one of the country’s many talented artists who continue these traditional art forms.’




GUARDIANS
OF THE FOREST

Local communities in Nepal have helped grow forest cover and patrolled these forests to protect endangered plants and wildlife – and their efforts are paying off. By Bibek Bhandari
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NEPAL’S FORESTS, BEST seen from the sky, are unmissable when travelling across the country’s mid-hills and plains – and they have expanded in the past three decades, thanks to the local communities that have been instrumental in their growth.

Community Forestry

The community forest programme, which empowered local populations to manage forest areas, emerged as a response to deforestation in the 1970s when trees were razed for firewood and livestock fodder. However, user groups weren’t institutionalised until 1993 when the Forestry Act granted locals the right to form units with legal authority to manage woodland areas under their jurisdiction. Every user group has its own rules and regulations, determining the utilisation of forest resources. There are limitations on the use and sale of plants and medicinal herbs that grow in the jungle, and limits on livestock grazing and collecting firewood.

Today, Nepal has about 23,000 community forest user groups, and their contributions exemplify the country’s conservation success story. Tree coverage doubled between 1992 and 2016 – from 3.88 million hectares to 6.63 million hectares – accounting for 45% of the country’s landscape. There is a growing recognition that forests should be protected – not just for the people but also for the animals that call the jungles home.

Saving Wildlife

With eight of the world’s 10 highest mountains, Nepal is an ideal mountaineering and trekking destination. However, the country is also home to lush forest areas populated with rare animals, including endangered Bengal tigers and vulnerable greater one-horned rhinos. Local communities in and around the Chitwan, Bardiya and Shuklaphanta national parks have helped protect the country’s megafauna from poaching, which remains one of the greatest threats to wildlife conservation.


In the early 2000s, community-based anti-poaching units were officially set up in buffer zones and community forests in and around national parks to protect tigers and rhinos, which later expanded to monitor the illegal trade of other animal and plant species. Today more than 400 units affiliated with the programme across the country serve as forest-watchers and vigilantes alongside the Nepal Army, providing information to the authorities to combat the trafficking of flora and fauna.

The efforts have paid off. In 2011, Nepal recorded no rhino poaching, and in 2014, for the first time, the country achieved a conservation milestone of zero poaching of three of its major species – tigers, rhinos and elephants. The feat has also contributed to the population growth of tigers and rhinos despite sporadic killings in the past few years.

Between 2009 and 2022, tigers made a roaring comeback to Nepal’s jungles – a national survey showed that the population nearly tripled, from 121 to 355. A rhino count also revealed that numbers were growing – some 752 greater one-horned rhinos roamed the country’s protected areas in 2021 compared to 645 in 2015.

While the megafauna have thrived under the central government’s watch, a few non-profit organisations alongside local governments have been empowering grassroots communities to save lesser-known endangered species such as red pandas and pangolins.

The Red Panda Network deploys 100 locals across 13 districts as forest guardians who patrol the jungles every three months to monitor red pandas and any possible crimes. Last year, Ilam municipality, in the eastern part of the country, declared Nepal’s first community red panda conservation area in Puwamajhuwa, comprising over 116 hectares.

Similarly, Greenhood Nepal is teaming up with communities along the Chitwan-Parsa forest and grassland area to protect the Indian and Chinese pangolins which are widely hunted for their scales and meat.

Conservation for Livelihood

Forests are seen as natural capital for communities, and research shows that successful forest management by locals is directly proportional to the return from forests. A 2022 study published in Trees, Forests and People noted that community forests in Nepal are now driven by ‘livelihood forestry’ – the local population’s actual needs – rather than just forming forest groups as before.

The shift has helped preserve high-value medicinal plants while providing much-needed income too. An annual allowable harvest of the critically endangered jatamansi – also called spikenard – has helped minimise exploitation of the plant which is harvested for the aromatic oil extracted from its roots. The mechanism provides a legal trade supporting about 15,000 people involved in its harvesting.

In 2023, I spoke with Patne Bhanjyang community forest group members in Kavrepalanchok district, a few hours east of Kathmandu, who had planted Maire’s yew trees after private businesses began to overharvest them due to their high value and cancer-treating properties. Now, the community is reaping the benefits – they’re harvesting in an organised manner, linked to the high-value market chain, while helping save and grow the threatened trees in the wild.

Meanwhile, there are incentives for those engaged in protecting Nepal’s rare animal species, with opportunities for eco-tourism in places with thriving wildlife. Several homestays have recently opened in the conservation corridors, attracting animal enthusiasts seeking an authentic experience while supporting the livelihood of locals. The Community Homestay Network has places near the Bardiya and Chitwan national parks, and there are similar schemes in Ilam, where red panda eco-trips are being introduced to raise awareness of the elusive species and help the local economy.

However, challenges remain. Experts say there is limited integration of biodiversity in the community forests and they mostly focus on a few dominant species. Remarks by the country’s top leaders have also sparked concerns – during a climate change event in December 2024, Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli declared that Nepal has too many tigers and too much forest area, undermining decades of conservation achievements.

But environmentalists believe that the key to sustaining momentum is to continue to empower communities which have already demonstrated successful results.
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Explore Kathmandu’s food markets, enjoy unrivalled shopping and eating options, and then use the capital as a base for visiting the surrounding valley.
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For scenic diversity and the sense that you’ve walked into the heart of the Himalaya, it’s hard to beat the Annapurna Sanctuary trek.
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AIR

Weather permitting, there are daily
flights from Pokhara to Jomsom that
take only 20 minutes. This doesn’t
include waiting time! Often flights
are delayed or cancelled. All flights
depart between 7am and 10am,
before the up-valley winds begin
blowing in earnest, making flying
unsafe.

CAR & TAXI

Taxis can be hailed from anywhere for
short- and long-haul journeys. Agree
on the fare before you start your trip.
Road conditions are generally poor.
The road to Jomsom, beside the Kali
Gandaki River, is often horrendous,
with frequent landslides.

BUS

Comfortable tourist buses ply

the routes between Pokharaand
Kathmandu, and Pokhara and
Chitwan. Buses to Jomsom are less
comfortable and the journey less
predictable. It’s better to break the
journey with an overnight stop or two.





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1605334645.jpg





EPUB/images/214-1.jpg
e

TIBET
~ (CHINA)
Western Terai
Features three of Nepal's most important 3
national parks for the conservation of tigers, Tansen & the
gle:rr:z: 223 (E);;hr?jri kaey species: Shuklaphanta, Siddhartha Hwy
e The dramatic Siddhartha Hwy connects
> okhara to the Western Terai via historical
N { R Pokhara to the Western Terai via historical
) b\ [ K Tansen, a traditional mountain town inviting
‘ \ & 41 further exploration and immersion.
pr — \ . ./
/ - -
&’ e 17 \’
. ~ <o R TIBET
/ & < g o ( (CHINA)
7, "
‘L, 30 = Central Terai
4 Qv i . ! \ Encompasses major thoroughfares and
j = . &\(“ 3 5 P the most popular border crossing between
o = 9 _— N 4 % o
J %, | = India and Nepal - as such, it's bustling with
£ medana “eay | commerce,travellers and traffic.
i ® Western Terai { Eastern Terai &
National Park & oo i 3 ~ \ Mahabharat Rapge
N y Chisopant i Hindu pilgrimage destination Janakpur is
g f Z % -///,/ \\», . home to Mithila art; further east is Koshi
G P 7, ~ ) Tappu Wildlife Reserve and, in the hills, the
=< National < ) tea gardens of llam.
. Pak 24, o ,
INDIA N Kohalpuro ' Banke Pokhara -~ o &4
s \ National o Tulsipur (s .
Nepalganj® Park A \ Tansen & the G R 73 ~
hC gBhaanioir Sidcharthatwy | ey Y
N : o ? 5
Ny g oLa/méh\ Ta/n)ssn. (r'zmiz,l/’_,- ©oBandipur /'\/ ;_) o o RV
A Sy e CgralTerai s, 1 e AR 2
= ) “7.  MayaDevi LJ Devghat [ . A 5
=T\ T remple eButwal M & KATHMANDU “ )
Lumbini p § ; e Bharatpur N /
°
The birthplace of Siddhartha Gautama, Eles .jgﬁ;“,::’;i"ﬂgﬁ' Sk @i 4 ‘
otherwise knowq asthe Budqnat is revealed LUfﬁkiniC L \\"\ & ‘\T_Chitwan olictauia . N (
by the Maya Devi Temple, which is comple- National Park %, p
mented by a celebration of international v Pathalia By,
Buddhist architecture. ) Simara& 7 /
> L1, -
<~ eBirganj 42, L4 Eastern Terai & v
B T e P, Mahabharat l i n
- == e, Range Chaterz e
9 < i Dharan
X | £ sanakpur Koshi Tappu ) Kekarbhina_\
S PTNY Wildlife Reserve& oyl Z L
- . “ZERAT
CAR&MOTORCYCLE  BUS BICYCLE = gnar ) ) B S e
- 3 s i g7 . ®Biratnagar, ~~, ' \
If you rent a car, it will Buses and microbusesarethe  Onthe face of it, the Teraiis Jogbamio_ i ~/ 2
come with adriver. Driving  main form of transport around the suited to cycling: much of itis . 4 C
andriding onroads hereis  Terai. However, road safety can be flatand there are villages every Chitwan National Park o0
exceedingly differentthanin an issue, particularly at night. To ~ few kilometres. However, road World Heritage-listed Chitwan is one of INDIA b
other countries, even for the - maximise safety, travelin daylight conditions, traffic density and Nepal's foremost attractions, featuring ex- /
most well-travelled person. hours and avoid the front seats.  unpredictable driver behaviour ceptional wildlife viewing with experienced ¢
Importantly, if there is an make riding a bike along the guides, and a range of accommodation from S
accident, a car passenger Mahendra Hwy a profoundly budget to luxury. A b 100 km N
will not be held accountable. courageous undertaking. ®o 50 miles |






EPUB/images/18-gosainkund-helambu-wt-nep13.jpg
GOSAINKUND & HELAMBU

Sano Bharkhu ©
ol
"G

m Dhunche
e, *%, o, Chalang Pati X
m—T f‘> ****0 L aurebina Yak &

Ramche o

& OBetrawoti
S

>
N

ONuwakot

OBidur

Naubise o

Doman
OThulo Syabru )
A0

Langtang
_ National Park

Sing Gompa A2 5 7
(Chandan Bari) ®%eee, Phedi %,
\ O, e,
Gog,, . . ‘o Gopte 2,
i ’////. Laurebina ©
Khola ‘e La =
o 0 * Yangri
& S ; Peak
N = '0 Tharepati
O
IN s Tarke
A SMangengoth Shyere
Pangsu 0: 8eng
H
H
H Mere Danda
Panghu Danda&opanﬁhu
% e $
Kutumsang@ R
Thodang Danda <)
Tadi Khold Gul (Golphu) Bhanjyang 4 g8
Jo Thotong ::
) Jhogin Danda g
Likhu Khola ChiplingQ l{?
Shivapuri s &-‘{v
Nagarjun > = Spati - v
National Park TN i Bhanivans
Shivapuri o Dhawyep 2
4 ),
PeakA :0. (o %
E 5 O Bhotichaur
¢
Budhanilkanthao - Mulkharkhae® %&0 =
: “ =2
Phulbari o Sl darija{. Y ;(.?%
T—m oJarsingpouwa 9_; .
© Bataju gramhakhel
i A 0 10 km
© Chabahil @ o i

KATHMANDU &y





EPUB/images/shutterstock_154770863.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_682112968.jpg





EPUB/images/18-langtang-wt-nep13.jpg
-

« TIBET (CHINA) ./
=2

p
Rasuwagadhio

o A
e ¥ Kimshung
: 0, A & Kimshung
oTimure < \of\ Glacier
f‘% \}\ Langtang
= A Lirung Liring
Langtang 11 Gl ;ie{?'
(Ghenge Liru)
Pr}]’he?zlz¢7zg Y Kyanj}z’{;_
o oV
> Re % \\\,ﬁ\‘ Ghumba Mundu Sindum
W .-"oouo'”O.
g - = Thangshyap Langtang ® LT L TP ’
< Briddim Khola Nd Kyanjin
N e ¥  Ghoda Tabelao- Gompa
> Briddim ~ N
) .--.-'0 L\\\C»
Gumanchok (Riverside) p' “0\ 3 \
& e
= NS &
a0z LamaHotel & 5{\?’ ¢
Syabry  Surha (Chongtng) Y Langtang A
: o Sherpagaon Renche N 4ot Naya ) _Ganja La
Syabrubesi| % o o Park Kangri
AN
\»‘\‘ 2
g 2, =)
e Ganesh \\\‘C Q;% =
P Phoprang %% Kund § °°'¢\ >
Danda s @ = 5
“%ola S % -
Chalang Pati® Z S
Trisuli Gosainkund “q
2
be, A %
Surya -
Peak

10 km
5 miles





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1555403921.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_702787039.jpg





EPUB/images/18-restricted-area-treks-nep13.jpg
RES’TRLC‘&TED AREATR TREKS A

0 200 km
® 0 100 miles
INDIA /\ j 5\ o
4 B -
‘ Shey Phoksupdo > TIBET
Jumlao N(glmial }'\ (CH”\IA)
; ari \
\ 11/(///(,/,/ Oev 07 7
< Dhangadhi e %, LoMenthang < =
' Bardiya %o Jomsomoﬁe 2 ¢ 5
~Nanggﬁkl (63 Annapurna Y 7 2 4 N qualu
HEe anaga.r Banke “ Pokharae IW%g s Il\?;{z]z;;_g;m]
(SOret) o rional - National Bark RLEerest pork
Par; %  eTansen  KATHMANDU -
" Bivale & [ @0
© Upper Mustang Siddhaxhanager ’%;fg%lal ®Hetauda SUBATTAIG " Tapiciung ¢
@ Nar-Phu (Bhairawa ) Park!  The 7z,  Park Z
© Tsum Valley ~ e '
O Terap Valley Loop “Yendhiyre /L( ]
@ Beni to Dolpo B o o {
O Kanchenjunga INDIA [EOEET

@ Makalu Base Camp (





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1562906236.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_706301404.jpg





EPUB/images/18-tamang-heritage-wt-nep13.jpg
TAMANG HERITAGE TRAIL

K T
oo,

Dalphedio

Tetancheo .
¢ :. 0°°%%0 0000 iy "
T e oo0e’ %o, oThuman Lingling
'y ': ... o ‘. oot %,
Brapche o L | INagthali Ghyang eocceses® s
< ..'6" s o
..'. Brindang e 29
Gonggangn
86Cherka OPatjhung
5
..
. . o . §
58 U ey s, Langtang
K= & National
& ©Chilime o T
ola S
O Thambuchet il Kh .....
QKhangjim
%
.
s BZ’%&Z s O Wangal ::
o K
S S e KO Sosnaees®
'-... ‘. o
®eo0® ? ...o e ...
Syabrube5| Surkhao
Ron,g,ga
Bhan]yang
@ Fang Khola
A 0 5 km
®0 2.5 miles





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1577875417.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_715573939.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1417139237.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_625240175.jpg





EPUB/images/18-annapurna-sanc-wt-nep13.jpg
ANNAPURNA SANCTUARY A AA/;,,U/J Uy A

Annapurna I (7% 2w
Fang Singu Chuli Annapurna
(Baraha Shikhay ™ Anniyrna (Flited Pealt) I
Glacier Tharpu Chuli
(Tent Peak) Gandharba

AChuli

(S

T
opana  Glaleti Khold Annapuma Base Camp ¢\eee @
Day7tol4 ' Machhapuchhare
Annapurna A ay / to & Base Camp

ﬁnpuﬂf) ?[D(y

South
Hiunchuli i
Rato - J Khopra e d:. Deoiel AMachhapuchhare
Pani Danda Khayer all Epiiiicls
Y o Tal s A
Q o
2 Doban 4¢ Vi
= Dhan Kharka Bamboos® H% all
Gharao =, o(Chistibang) - Day 4|
% & Kuldi Annapurna
Shikha © oBayeli S Conservation
oSwanta _..dSinuwa Area
oChitre Chhomrongo_—m 3
A ooooe %~ Taglung S
Shikha s ~~Jhinu Danda E A S
Ghorepani Tadapani % Himal Qu S ; S
TR HZIZA qoool“‘o.. .ooooE s b: § Korchon @
. . :
Q-Nangaihantl 'u ®o 5 O
o.... Ghandruk—'}? Slandruk 2
. PO
.‘. K|mche‘3: : OGhale ©oNayagaon
0
Tikhedhungat s ofm
H of e,
2 S
Sudami®, . ,dDeorali S
H
dPothana  1ds
. '{z Birethanti o.':“.. I K/IO,/Q
NayaPule o 3 e o Lhachok
Lumle PUS %og Phedi ; o
mj Suikhet L.
o 10 km o . OHyafg]a
@ 0 5 miles Naudanda






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1470773828.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_641790241.jpg





EPUB/images/18-around-manaslu-wt-nep13.jpg
" 4 Gya La
Nem]ungA C};%er \\

A Himal ‘\ (CHINA)
- Dharamsala

Tilje La}‘/gya (Larkye Day 8

A Peak  1aypuche eveene®®" **eaPhed)

Kang Day 10&11 .;%Bimtang :

Manaslu
Guru A o CBase
Kuchubhro 3 Mtl;\l’dSh}tL A Camp, o
ort S
Sama 5 Lh O/M & :\’\Q‘p
*ecees, Lhi & & A
- A Shyaula Sh0§.'°.,Barzam %f\“
Tlgmeasr:g \;&\P A Manash O Ghap Sringi
Sl . 7
o) i Phungi Manaslu Proko."' Bhijam Himal
i Dl Conservation . % ©OBhi
Dharapamr et %2¢ %, A S Bhi Phed|°..
Ckhotro < Ngadi Lidanda s

Chuli  Glacier

Deng dm
.
Himalchuli&

A

°

S Criniu IS

§ Mimi Chhulung Ekle BhattiO:

Sundar oChiplang %;‘\Q, i Glacier éph_l,
o
Jedeo, %é? . A Baudha 4 i
Annapurna =Y \p\‘ Dudh Sa”e”Q&Jagat
Conservation N Q! Pokhari *e
Area 3 N 0\5’ Yaru Bagar 8
E" Qc\‘\ @ Thulo Dunga?g
X ’d
ca'g :& = §Doban
&‘\@ S é Tatopani p..'
éi §5Khorlabesi
$
S
&
BesiSaharo ~
OBaluwa
@ g 20 km

10 miles





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1495188476.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_648628555.jpg





EPUB/images/18-everest-base-camp-wt-nep13.jpg
S
Ngozumpa

—
. - Khumbutse
Thonak /A" Tsho S . TIBET
/\Everest Base CHINA
Kala » Camp(5360m) ( )
Ngozumpa Pattar ¢ Q\
Upper Glacier MA.-' Mt Everest
Bhote Kosi Thonak Nirekha Peak o Lhotse
Valley Tsho A A Fmokonee =
Dudh  oGokyo Lobuche :. Glagizn Nuptse
P okham‘ Lobuche, 4—- Lhotse Shar
OTagnag 9 Day 9 &1l Glacier
Pharilapcha %‘*
Arya® & f?; Cholatse Tsho o.Dughla Almja Tse
KyajoRiA 7 >, Day 6 57 [
= Macchermn Rhariche b‘o Imja Tsho
ES (HRAAid Post) 4" Dingboche
7 Sagarmatha s
& Nozonal Shomare? Adma Dablam
Park Pangbochgp-. Panch._
Sunder A . Debochedo Pokhari
Phunki Thenga
Peak ,Thame ©! :
B 5 > Khumjun; ..00" Tengboche GII\ZIc ’Iem
Q s laci
(homds Mundecy o® :Kyang]uma Day 3 & 4 AMalan hulan
Namche Bazaar '® D
Lumding D Chhorkung AKangt@gﬂ
Tsho Teng (ot ..
orsale a
o, 0, Thamserku APeak‘ 41
s S s T
20,
M\G Zamfute @ Makalu Barun
e o National Park
& 3Phak i A KyashazTh / OKhare
oThagnal
Kariolung Chhuthawa% Ghat

Kusum
& Thado Ko, Kanguru .
M Chopluny_h o214 Mera Peal/\

Naulekh
% Lukla

Glacier
Day1
A
START/
END

o}]

S
=
S

10 km
5 miles






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1526414402.jpg
WY
==\






EPUB/images/shutterstock_667513558.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_620876396.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1077679046.jpg





EPUB/images/S24YRE.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_318369149.jpg






EPUB/images/shutterstock_101738449.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_356340935.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1019946073.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_395056360.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1059513656.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_395058373.jpg





EPUB/images/passport.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2603278327.jpg





EPUB/images/R8JB0Y.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2603973825.jpg





EPUB/images/R977JR.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2604768979.jpg





EPUB/images/Raj-Gyawali-2_-_Edited.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_281279828.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2601659249.jpg





EPUB/images/Niraj_Shrestha-KTM_to_Pokhara_-_Edited.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2602135809.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1151016092.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_489488656.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1163823742.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_491952484.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1163824036.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_511317136.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1165682422.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1126784966.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_455724193.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1145809055.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_46018861.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1147311047.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_464679824.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1147311050.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_487142377.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_408037888.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1108970690.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_430902784.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1111148432.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_434163799.jpg





EPUB/images/book-3.jpg
IOVLNIA

KATH.

N






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1922668532.jpg





EPUB/images/book-4.jpg
“The Tutor of History weaves its way into our
consciousness, lingering there, to be recollected
in tranquillity’—The Sunday Statesman

MAN]JUSHREE THAPA





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1983568055.jpg





EPUB/images/bradley-mayhew-2023_-_Edited.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2065090028.jpg





EPUB/images/D4GRJN.jpg





EPUB/images/96-1.jpg
White rats and mice are kept
inside the Siddhibinayak

Temple as a tribute to
Mooshak, Ganesh'’s shrew
varaha (mount).
Gt ASAN w3
adha'Mar TOLE (5\6&'\@% % o-oucﬁ:oo..
&

3

"..".K.a.ﬂyliath

(14) Images of Akshobhya
© Buddha are usually
", blue, but for reasons

Wotu Nasa Dyo Chhen 3 lost to history, the
is the abode of Nasa 8. image at Maha Boudha
Dyo, patron deity of = isavivid red.
dancers and performers &
and an incarnation of N
Avalokiteshvara. ® o O






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1899849721.jpg





EPUB/images/Anil_Chitrakar_1_-_Edited.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_190789721.jpg





EPUB/images/book-1.jpg
THE
SNOW
LEOPARD

PETER
MATTHIESSEN





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1910363716.jpg





EPUB/images/book-2.jpg
PALPASA
CAFE

NARAYAN WAGLE

English translation of the best-selling Nepali novel

Wii'n'net o f th et Miadan  Pulra sikar






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1911722092.jpg






EPUB/images/shutterstock_185000426.jpg





EPUB/images/86-1.jpg
The towering Jaisi
Deval Temple marks
the heart of the
Licchavi-era capital in
the 5th century CE.

ILACHEN

CHIKAN ¢
MUGAL ¢

Musum Bahalis a fine
example of a bahal
functioning as a self-
contained community.

Canga Pty

During Seto
Machhen-
dranath Ja-
train March
or April, the
white-faced
god of rain
from Jan
Bahalis
paradedin
achariot to
Lagan Tole.






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1851737362.jpg





EPUB/images/91-1.jpg
©
, 4 At Shree Gha,

} - Erx—g), -SwaChapu AtShri
Don’t miss the fascinating o) Marg = investigate the
ey e, i g
museum inside the ., SNityanath 33 3 sur_roundlng
Keshchandra Paravarta o, vesd 2, & shrines,
Mahavihar at Itum Bahal. s ) honouring Hindu
Plgga,. VO and Buddhist
v & deities and the
> five elements.

The eight Ajima
(grandmother goddesses) of

Kathmandu are a reminder of A
ancient matrilineal traditions e S 2
in Newari society. 3"’0'.035 %
. ] _ %,
ity g :é Chms:ﬁghar ’/‘g% %ALIEI
AtIndra = 1 (\65\'\3‘%
Chowk, 33 T S
grabalassi D. oo o et Bh o3 P 0. @
fomthe  \VATKHA [ o8 | "essdek | 3O OWschi,
MithoLassi | ToLE | D3 SKiloet*ea, D > -'%s 2 dh@'/\fa,g
stall hidden @é 2001)6 Bhedas,,, e
amongst b, K Etum Bahal KSR
the bead ©@r a3 O :\T: Mar 3@,@/@1 Tole The goddess
shops on = &l %"-._. - Ugratarais
the east 3okg 425024 o | Yoebi Sirgn revered by
side of the $ & Marg Hindusasan
square. o 30 incarnation of
g"‘.’o‘.@fs Asan Tole and indra Parvati, and by
PYAPHAL g:’ =| Chowk are famed for their Buddhists as
;%:: | brassware vendors - you'll anincarnation
s § see shopkeepers polishing of Vajrayogini.
S their wares to a mirror
[END ] Duslbar shine every evening.
q
0 200
® 0 0.1 miles "

Canga Paty





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1885135822.jpg






EPUB/images/GettyImagesRF-1369118289.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2224413847.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImagesRF-1459994994.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2241676941.jpg
ALTERNATNES

"
- o Ll
e

JTe)

wor crocATE
oo T
o

rome UTTE
TGN SEASONAL JUE

OTHER DRINKS

NI
__’wﬁ(w ngg






EPUB/images/GettyImagesRF-149357848.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImagesRF-1294136562.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2178432511.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImagesRF-1294854224.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2182100637.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImagesRF-136116602.jpg
g
R iy 0 ' =
N A LS Ay

o o v e o e

W
gy
! J..\'
‘ o WER ~ o« g
v iy = e " P
EEVRYEE W W W MUY RO oused =2
| nw gy g S
V| EH A\ HEZ

2






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2208664267.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImagesRF-1369117089.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2208721617.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2099362417.jpg





EPUB/images/Dheeraj_-_Edited.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2125868357.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImagesEditorialRF-523713990.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2164475175.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImagesRF-1294135023.jpg
i e LTI
= v





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2170428317.jpg





EPUB/images/313-1.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1736078189.jpg





EPUB/images/313-2.jpg
80





EPUB/images/2JNYBTB.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1721410411.jpg





EPUB/images/Writer_Image_-_Chitwan_National_Park_-_511A2350.jpg





EPUB/images/2M0TK3D.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1721967952.jpg





EPUB/images/Writer_Image_-_IMG_1405.jpg





EPUB/images/2TAPCXE.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1730431891.jpg





EPUB/images/yes.jpg





EPUB/images/312-1.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1730435269.jpg





EPUB/images/icon-detour.gif





EPUB/images/24-1.jpg
Upper Mustang

RAW AND REMOTE TASTE
OF TIBET

The Upper Mustang is the most
popular of the restricted-area treks,
astep backin time to a former
Tibetan kingdom in dramatic, arid
landscapes. Be awed by murals
dating back to the 15th century in
monastery chapels in Lo Manthang
and at the Luri Gompa.

Upper
Mustang %
Pokhara &
Around
The Terai &
Mahabharat Range
The Terai &
Mahabharat Range
JUNGLES AND TIGERS,
HISTORY AND CULTURE
The Teraiis the side of Nepal that
few people see. A string of national
parks here provides habitat for
the subcontinent’s most iconic
and endangered fauna, while the
Middle Hills hide tea plantations Pokhara & Around
and epic Himalayan panoramas. MOUNTAIN VISTAS, ADVENTURE

And don't forget Lumbini, the
birthplace of the Buddha.

AND LEISURE

Pokhara is all about its stunning location,
offering sublime views of the Annapurnas
and iconic Machhapuchhare, reflected in
the serene waters of Phewa Tal. Lakeside’s
collection of bars, cafes and trekking
companies is much more laid-back than
Kathmandu, and is the starting point for
1000 outdoor adventures

Kathmandu to Pokhara

STEEPED IN HISTORY AND
NATURAL BEAUTY

Don't rush through on a tourist bus; spend
acouple of days here exploring under-
the-radar Bandipur and the former capital
at Gorkha, or use the region as a launch
pad for rafting trips on the Trisuli or Seti
rivers, or big treks around Manaslu or the
Annapurna Circuit.

Kathmandu

NEPAL'S MEDIEVAL MASTERPIECE

Kathmandu is a beguiling, chaotic
place of ancient temples, maze-
like backstreets, architectural
splendour and eye-watering
pollution, with fantastic sights inside
and just outside the city. Explore
food markets, enjoy the capital's
unrivalled shopping and eating
options, and then use Kathmandu as
abase for visiting the surrounding

valley.
Kathmandu to
Pokhara Everest
Region
Kathmandu
\
The Kathmandu Valley
The Kathmandu Valley

THE CULTURAL HEARTLAND OF NEPAL

The Kathmandu Valley encapsulates Nepal, blending
medieval cities, temples, pilgrimage sites, hiking
trails and Himalayan views into an ever-growing

suburban sprawl. Make day trips from Kathmandu to

the unmissable old towns of Bhaktapur and Patan, or

stay in these charming cities as a smart alternative to
the capital.

Everest Region

SPECTACULAR HIMALAYAN
SCENERY AND SHERPA CULTURE

Home to Nepal's — and maybe the
world’s — best-known trek, the
Everest Base Camp, the Everest

Region features the country’s best

lodges. Try the strenuous but scenic

hike north via charming Khunde and

Khumjung villages, passing stunning
views of Ama Dablam.





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1636640860.jpg





EPUB/images/Tommy_Gustaffson_-_Edited.jpg





EPUB/images/248-1.jpg
—ya

8 Annapurna Region
“\_| TheAnnapurna Sanctuary gives stunning g }'3’5; Around
360-degree high-mountain views in a ( ) Manaslu
relatively short trek, while the once-popular An epic journey from
Circuit is now heavily affected by road rice paddies to a
construction. snowbound pass, with
I - some outstanding
TS ( N~ side trips to mountain
)’ b ' k lakes, and views of the
. \ g A 0 Simikot/ world's eighth-tallest
NoA Y Sewal - peak.
/ (,‘4,/ ~\ ~
- 77 \U
\ A 4 o ‘\
/
, 7
/ Khung Rara {(Y}, M = <
i Khapiad N(mon‘al N
National| op; e e N
Y, Dadetghura 2 e A e, Everest Region
5' ‘;&“\‘“ » S%gnl;%s}%zgo "lfsf . . — The iconic, bucket-list Everest Base Camp
= N © Dillkot o s @i trailis very popular in high season, but there
ngahendmnagar 0’4 Gaay, Sy a;ﬁ\’ Lo Manthango g ( ) are plenty of fabulous side trails, plus Nepal's ‘
%?ruklaplz Tt < o T,ﬁ& : ~ most comfortable teahouses. J
tiona 7. 7 hari
A e Diangadhi % Patan Muktinath L 2
o
1 \:’1'\ ( /g Chisopani : Jomsomo ‘fﬁ \'
N //,»/)J/ M i Annapurna A\ \,
e 2 National 'R 7
/2 =~ 17
AN Park ool Oliban  CDhorpatan 0 Ghorepani A r Gm;?sh 47, ) ,
\ L (T jgﬂ Langtang Yy
Manaslu Lirung >
| Kohalpuro * Banice = Ve
X Y. mun’:al oTulsipur Pokhara® oLa tang £
lepalgan P -~
Pags J\ = ©'Bhawanipur Dhunche Natznmzl Park ( Q Cho Oyu /A
. N Vit Kayi e e © Gorkha ) S(zgm'nszm D[MAM: Everest e A
S \ THz X Z Bandipur ShzuapunNngaa-/m onal ,’h“ ey
S h National Park o Park: - — \ ~o ‘fﬁf dbyﬁ 2
- larayangart T e akalu Barun
"\ . @Butwal Bharatpur KATHMANDU Glacier ey IA g,
Langtang & Gosainkund ‘¥ Ta”"gawa Siddharthanagar = 5 Park Khangehendzofiga
Choose from three contrasting trails, or link Se— q-'—(m‘ﬂa‘"a) —NUChitwan  Hetayda o (
them all together for a fabulous three-week N, \ o Natjonal Park ’ % L -
walk. R 2% Slaploing T
[ S o Tumlingtar©
Simara8 Iy e
\) imara 2 by, /’:// o /\
INDIA —~ ®Birganj Clug, Dy OHile
4////,/‘3‘ g Ollam 'y
- ’W\ w1 Chatara o @Dharan \
-~ ) ®Janakpur HE 77,
. @ .\ = %4, eltahari Kakarbhitta o
157 et Bhadra ur;{ /8
CAR BUS AR S oRajbjsajf \ B|ralnagar P ) (‘ .
i
A private 4WD is definitely ~ Buses reach most trailheads Small plane is the most popular Rechictaa e L rai "‘{Jﬂ/ham —/ ‘s )
the most comfortable way  (except Lukla), butare slowand  way to reach Lukla for the Everest ostclog reaviens 7
to access most trailheads, ~crowded and youmay haveto  Base Camp Trek, though in high Remote and wild expeditions into the =
especially if there are two or change services enroute. Buses season you may have to fly from remoter corners of the Nepal Himalaya, INDIA .
three of you to share costs ~ can’taccess many of the newly  inconvenient Ramechhap rather mostly camping but with some basic /
orif youhaveaguideand  builtroadsin the Annapurnaand  than Kathmandu. Flights are lodge options. '
porter(s). Manaslu regions, so shared 4WDs essential for remoter treks in the o~
run here. far east and west. A 0 100 km N
®o 50 mil )






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1659591928.jpg





EPUB/images/type-c-4C.jpg
Type C
220V/50Hz





EPUB/images/26-1.jpg
YD A
LA
~J . ,~’/ﬂ]44<1};1/ 3
° oMugling ) /(7/' )
Tansen e
4/
The ];,/‘(//
o Butwal chure Hiz,
Tilaurakot Thr
° b = < Bhaktapur
Slddharthanagar

©F -3

. 1
Taulihawa o= ~ :42,5;5

(Bhairawa
~

£ _ P &
~ Lumbini 2
2. ®Hetauda
"Ly,
The »
INDIA \\ %, ‘ /(‘/»,//_
A0 50 \ €
® o 25 miles





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1664345665.jpg





EPUB/images/type-d-4C.jpg
Type D
220V/50Hz





EPUB/images/2JNXG14.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_171823244.jpg





EPUB/images/type-m-4C.jpg
Type M
230V/50Hz





EPUB/images/shutterstock_778069573.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_162439121.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_8691187.jpg





EPUB/images/70-1.jpg





EPUB/images/329-1.jpg
relatives
Hindi

Language
family
Indo-

European






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1805459380.jpg





EPUB/images/58-1.jpg
S
&
< )
PO Ll S
£ A | s TIBET
5 WE N (CHINA)
y i 2 ,D ,; % \‘p,\ Rafti
v | =) d LAY afting & Kayaking
INDIA= < N7 = e Ed © Trisuli River
5 aipd \7 o \,\ © Upper Sun Kosi
v f ., 4 © Upper Kali Gandaki
( ) © Marsyangdi River
¥ © KarnaliRiver
i3 O Sun Kosi M in Bikii
o G, I ountain Biking
X W 5] Nllpﬁﬂl { Q@ TamunRlver © Scar Rd from Kathmandu
Dsdeldhurao ’ NG AT £ ] © Kathmandu to Pokhara by
~ologhuda & Dillkot 7 SN back roads
& ) o 3 e = ey © Upper Mustang -
hmﬂna ! LoManthango ~ &, Jomsom to Lo Manthang
hanta National Park O % ) © Muktinath to Beni
ag. © Sarangkot and Naudanda
Belaus & S 7
ﬁlblﬁrl"l.kadhi ; /"/ lisopani o Dhaulagiriécg)z&“mm \‘ e
i “ Bardi 7 : b :
T " ' Y al i Amnapurna 7 S /
N Birendranagar 7 e U Manaslu Gama;%L v
) o(Surkhet) DR Go b 3 Hirgal R, ey
. Kohalpur o anke (5] _ Besi 70 g By g A 1
a Park i Pokhara'e Sahar ALy Z
Y BN . 3-8 4 o 120
1 - Nuwakot : R
T o Lamahi : Cg& ' ogorta et 3 &’;ﬁ’t;ﬁ]’? e N Foorestl LSE
e 7 sTansen L2 ing -~ -\Oeﬁ ﬁdﬁ\ BRioyy YaMalah A
A i Sagarm & )
i i, Eumal = = O Naiienalron > Ly fis &}
aulihawa = .
el ] Bharatpur o2 KATHMANDU (e AN
Lumbiry_ (SBi"ﬂT‘a“h%_Ua o Hetauda & <
L 27 ©Ramechhap .(
INDIA iz 7 L
Kad i ! oSimara 2 2 Zpng oBhojpur, %
ationa grks Bftgsate /i1y ) 0 A
© Chitwan National Park " O | Banibasc i r = g oDhankuta o
© Bardiya National Park M ey N P Sltam’
© Sagarmatha National Park | Q= ! eJanakpur LA Kaka\rbhitt
O shivapuriNagarjun National | ; b L Laallo/ 7 ;
Park e s = Rajbiraj , \
N i Bhad
© shuklaphanta National Park oS Paragliding& | U I LU \\ En/tqa\gfr, N 5 1 rééi.\-
O Langtang National Park Microlighting | | [ o sher] - =
© Toripani | i @ 1 g
@ Bandipur | 7
@ Pokhara \ | Canyoning | 3
L O\ © Theold road to 7
=\ Tibet 3
vy \ | @Jalbire INDIA Y
 © Sundarijal [ S
i \ J
®o T e ’





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1813241812.jpg





EPUB/images/6-1.jpg
z o Kathmandu
Kali Gandaki TIBET 147
Valley (CHINA) Visit the pagodas,
- palaces and museums
Fabulous hiking and of the capital’s royal
views around Jomsom Nuwakot square
and Thini Explore the
historic centre Kathmandu Valley
then relaxat the Hike between temples,
= Famous Farm monasteries, rice
NI terraces and Himalayan
o i viewpoints
=
'{’ ‘%Zd Nfﬁal Adventure Resorts
1 Park :
Dadeldhurac i CoEanjoningihtndzy
o Z ¢ jumping and rafting near
30 Joghuda o L oDillkot Tibet
¥ &
mm‘za \-
hante
Park 4 e
Belaurﬁq\_ o Chy, Jomsorn- \' Everest Base Camp
Dhangadhis_ - £~ 10Chisopari N Dhadagiri/A, A ac Glimpse the world’s
iya 4’(/) Annapurna, 1 ey, highest peak on this
~ i e e y ol iconic trek
. @ (Surkhet) 1 20, B 1 Maghnaleipgigrs ' Ganesh A kS Lanstang
Pokhara 3 Kohatpur\ ,, 68 Opes B “:lﬁg\
. G i - ® /!
Catch views of g 5 A i s Sahar /
Annapurna and - . National Park % e o, e
Machhapuchhare 2= o Lamahi . ; ViR Pa e
from Sarangkot ——“7\ Ze X _®Tansen ©Mugling °®- Bl e
ridge Chitwan x S o v B8 L
National Park ‘)Taulihawa (& szl::'alh $Bharatpur n®3 T = Khange zf7'(kmlga
Track rhinos, -/ Q(émzaaa)" i 2y
tigers and Lumbin_ g s (
gleprant? ona ; O Ramechap 2 ‘(
jungle safari o Sindhut 1
f oSimara s OBV - T 4
Syvayamphunath B{rgaur'ro e S g {00 s
Climb to this sacred X sy $ LRI S Dhankuta 7N
(e stupa for fine o - N 7 Ofam 4
S\ g s G e v
A\ Kathmandu views = | edanaiur e 7 o
e ~Cplefiwar v~ 2, — Rabial s 1 . \\
atan > iratnagar #
S 4 ° e adrapui™— = .
Experience this s beor @A K.} s
Lumbini fascinating town’s Jogbani :
Visit the birthplace incredible chariot 2
of the Buddhap festival Bhaktapur 2
INDIA Wander the city’s ,f
medieval architecture on )
our walking tour ‘~
S 5
e N\
® o= T T R >





EPUB/images/shutterstock_182289233.jpg





EPUB/images/64-1.jpg
PANI
POKHARI
LAZIMPAT
PAKNAJOL EaStern
Kathmandu
LAINCHAUR
KALDHARA!
é gtvll‘z};ambhunath 6%7:: ’:')Sf "f [ayan hiti
BIUESHWARI Thamel <% 07
SWAYAMBHUNATH
DHALKO LAL
Swayambhunath DURBAR
é écﬁhusya Bahal
Shree Gha Stupa
KIMDOL Kathmandu's
Itum Bahal Bazaars
Hafgfhfgahi' Seto Machhendranath
Temple (Jan Bahal)
Kasthamandap g
Kumericher DUIFDAT
TAHACHAL (Kumari Bahal) S
q
KOHITI
SUNDHARA
Southern §
S
BUSES Kathmandu S
Local buses and minivans to
Boudhanath and other destinations TEKU S
stop in front of the Kathmandu Mall
on Kantipath. On the way back, ”M:mu;,./) TRIPURESHWAR MATIGHAR
look for vehicles headed to ‘New e,
Road’, ‘NAC’,‘RNAC’ or ‘Ratna Park'.
Long-distance buses leave from
the Gonagbu Bus Stand on the ring THAPATHALI
road.
@ 8 05 mihé o

MAHARAJGANJ
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GYANESHWAR

DILLI
BAZAAR

KALIKASTHAN

NEW
BANESHWAR

RICKSHAWS & MOTORCYCLES

Old-fashioned cycle rickshaws provide slow but
atmospheric transport in the medieval centre. Negotiate
a fare with the driver - a ‘helicopter ride’ is a rickshaw ride
at high speed. If you're a confident rider, you can rent a
motorcycle from numerous agencies in Thamel.

DHUMBARAHI

CHABAHIL

DEOPATAN

Dhob; Kholg

PASHUPATINATH

OLD
BANESHWAR

TAXIS & PATHAO
Kathmandu's tiny taxis are
perfect for squeezing through
the narrow streets and trips
around the valley, but fares are
rising. Agree a price in advance,
or use the Pathao app (you'll
need a local mobile-phone
number) to book an inexpensive
ride by motorcycle or car.

Boudhanath Stupa é

BOUDHANATH

Boudhanath

Be
s,

“,
& R,

35 Pashupatinath Temple:

Tribhuvan
Interational Airport

e

FROMTHE AIRPORT
Kathmandu's timeworn Tribhuvan
International Airport and domestic
airport lie 6km east of the centre.
Reach Thamel by prepaid taxiin an
hour or so for Rs 850 to Rs 1000;
you can also travel slowly by local
bus, but luggage space is limited
and buses stop far from most
accommodation.
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