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A conversation about my upcoming trip to Nepal
"I hear you're going to India?"

"No, I'm going to Nepal, leaving Saturday morning."

"Is this a vacation, a religious pilgrimage?"

"It's a business trip. A banking consultant, a guy I've known

for a few years, is sending me there for a couple of weeks to

conduct some computer training."

"Computers, in Kathmandu?!"

The Trip There

December 2, 1989 O’Hare, 6: 50 AM

Sleepy passengers settle in around me. A tall, handsome guy dressed in navy blue and dark grey, an attractive girl across the aisle. I kissed Ruth goodbye a few minutes ago. The sky is now light, but grey, the airport still looks sleepy, as if it is yawning, rubbing the sleep out of its eyes. It was dark just a moment ago as we looked out the windows of the waiting lunge. There were streaks of pink on the horizon under the dark. Now, there are patchs of grew and pink still in the sky as I look across the concrete into the distance. 


Its early Saturday morning, December 2. Gorbachov met wit the pope yesterday, according to the Tribune’s headline story. Four Eastern European nations have in recent weeks altered their constitutions to eliminate the Communist Party’s legal monopoly on power. The revolution in eastern Europe will certainly be how this year will be remembered. The Berlin wall came down almost a month ago, November 1989! 


I count six planes lined up like ducks in a row as we taxi down and join the line, lights flashing, air-conditioning blowing. Behind us comes another plane, and then another, making their way slowly down the way. Now an announcement, “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re number one for take off. Flight attendants please be seated for take off…” The engines whine, around the bend, picking up speed, faster, faster, the plane shudders … and then we’re off the ground, rising incredibly fast, and we’re on our way. 


We arrived in Memphis, Tennessee around 8:30 am and boarded Northwest flight 27 for San Francisco. I will be continuing on flight 27 to Tokyo, but apparently must deplane in San Francisco, and again in Tokyo, Nonta Airport. So, I’m flying west, 3 ½ hours to San Francisco, ahead of the sun and will keep flying across the Pacific ahead of the sun so that I will be ‘gaining’ hours as a travel. According to Norene Chesebro last night Kathmandu is 12 hours ahead of Chicago Time.

The morning sun in Memphis is bright. The air is clear. My seat is over the wing on the left. I see the river (Ohio?) winding, twisting away into the distance south as we bank around to head west… Now we have leveled out, we’ve climbed, and I can see the river clearly, its reflection of the sun stands out against the darker earth. To my right is a young Asian, Japanese? reading a book written in what I take to be Japanese. The noisy young group that boarded after me has quieted down. I sit back and prepare for the day. I will read Peter Mattheissen’s Snow Leopard. 


I have been reacting negatively to Mattheisan, resentful of his impersonal style, as in the reference to George Shaller as GS, wishing for some dialogue, some conversation to breath life in the dry narrative. 


I am also disturbed by Asia, by the fact that I am travelling to Asia, the poverty, the saturation with religion, the endless legends and stories, temples, altars. I find myself clinging to the earth..Reading along I am stopped by a dry recitation of trade between hill people and the town of Kathmandu – wool and salt for grain and paper …. wool, … sheep on the mountains. I want to put my face in the water coming down over rock. I want to touch hard wet wood. 


I am startled at how Western I am. “Enlightened,” for me, means the Eighteenth century “triumph” of reason over superstition, not the “Enlightenment” of Aakyamuni, attained by meditation or altered states of consciousness. I find myself insisting on the importance of reason, science, objectivity, materiality. Yes. we are one with the universe. … I can feel the wonder of this when Mendeleev points out that astronomical science has demonstrated that our bodies are made up of elements found in the planets and stars out there in the abyss of space. 


I make an entry in my journal, consulting my map of Kathmandu: “Start with a walk down New Road from east to west. Start from Kasthamandap, the ‘house of wood,’ from which the city gets its name, the original center of the town at the crossroads of the important trade routes going north/south and east/west. I write out the greeting, “Na ma stay.”


Disorientation … in time and space and sensibility. “They” don’t’ record time the way “we” do. the official calendar records date and time starting from our calendar day, February 23, 57 BC, so that we are now in the year 2046. Their New Year begins in mid-April. There are twelve months: Barshak (April/May, Jesth (May/June, … and so on. I will be arriving in Nepal in the month of Marga (November/December) in the year 2046. … At that moment, however, the captain announces that we are approaching the Rockies. I see ahead what looks like patches of dirty white powder, spilling out onto the grey brown surface. Looking back and down I make out the gouged-out gulches, valleys, and ridges in the foothills. 

          As we approach the Asian continent, I have the sense of a massive reality out there breaking into my little world, disrupting my happy little controlled universe, cutting scross my consciousness with its ancient languages, its unknown, foreign‑sounding words, its tremendous, enormous presence. Asia has, for me, been words, abstractions, in the air, not really real, a land of flight, fantasy, illusion, without substance. Now I feel the weight of it ahead, looming, heavy, like Everest.  Everest itself, in this moment, is no more than a finger held up to reflect by its shadow the even more awesome reality of “Asia.”
In the Guidebook I am reading, I come across a long inscription in honor of the goddess Kalika, written in no fewer than 15 different alphabets and languages!
     12:20PM, Saturday afternoon. San Francisco. We're about to take off for Tokyo where we change planes again. We were met at the airport and guided to gate 54. We then had an hour be‑fore take-off. I called my brother Richard, who was stationed in Tokyo with the Air Force. 
          At this point, even on this side, the U.S. side of the Pacific rim, no one would be able to escape the foreignness, the non‑Westernness. A Japanese stewardess stands at the     plane door dressed in kimono. She has just finished translating the captain's words into Japanese. San Francisco airport was crowded with Asian faces. My seatmate on the earlier leg turned out to be a Thai engineer reading a book written in Thai. I asked him about the alphabet. He said it has no relation to the Chinese or Japanese alphabet. It is related to Laos and goes back about eight centuries. 
          Am I willing to open myself up to this awesome, enervating profusion of strangeness, foreignness, alienness, difference? Drucker, in New Realities, pinpoints two events, two features characterizing the new realities: the "westernization" of the world and, in direct opposition, the decolonization" of the world, i.e., the reassertion of the     native, non‑western forms and modes of reality alongside of, overlaid by, the western. 
I pick up Harper's and read Edmundson's essay on Rushdie (Prophet of a New Postmodernism: The greater challenge of Salmon Rushdie,” (Harper’s December 1989.  It hits me like a punch in the stomach, because I've been very slowly, very slowly reading Rushdie, and my feelings have been almost like a preparation for, an anticipation of, the feelings I'm having on this trip... the fear, the resentment, the revulsion against the excess, but I've kept on reading because I picked up a little of what Edmundson has pointed to, the genuine struggle in Rushdie's phantasmagoria, the hard gem of a real person. 
The juxtaposition of Edmundson's essay with a letter to the editor on the earlier forum discussing a core curriculum has the force of a blinding vision of before and after. The contrast is like that of a butterfly lifting itself free froma cocoon. Edmundson, Rushdie, represent the new reality, the butterfly. Renaldo's Culture and Truth is another such voice, whereas Bloom and the whole core curriculum advocates represent the cocoon. And yet, and still, I insist on the value, the importance, the validity, in this new world, of science and reason, and the West, but as one voice and one aspect. 

          "... the whirlwind of the twentieth century has left Western civilization with no more profound a definition of wisdom than the methodology of making money..." letter writer in Harper's, December, 1989, p.4).
Out over the Pacific Ocean, the water a lovely, soft aqua blue, washing against the sandy feet of the brown hills.We're flying right up the coast, not, as I expected, out away     from it. "Approaching San Andreas" announces the captain. I am crossing the fault line between two continents, two worlds, between the chip and the mountain, IBM and 
Everest…. 
The bottom line is truth, "... to point at frauds...to see the disappearance of Truth as an opportunity, a chance to change the world for the better." To fail as a poet is to accept somebody else's description of oneself, to execute a previously prepared program. . the alternative is to tell a story about oneself and one's situation in a new language. ... Rushdie's objective is to stand between these two worlds and encourage the fusion; he wants to persuade people on both sides to open themselves to each other."

     3:35PM, Saturday, December 2, Chicago time, according to my watch. But it is 6:35 am, Sunday, December 3, Japan Standard Time

     5:14PM, Chicago time. We were just served "lunch." I think of you, Ruth. What are you doing? Getting ready for supper, baking, talking to the cats, thinking of me, feeling what? Content about the waythings are going at work, missing me, anxious about the partya bit, enjoying the baking, lonely a little? Disorientation. Trying to work out meals, it took an effort to recall just what I have eaten "today". English muffin, and coffee with you this morning at 5:30 am, in the O'Hare shop, another cup of coffee and a roll on the hop to Memphis, eggs and bacon breakfast later, and now supper/lunch. 
Relativity is hardly a strange experience in today's global world, the culture of the big blue ball. If I ask what day it is right now, the only answer is, "It depends." If I answer in terms of arrival time it is Sunday; if in departure time, it is Saturday. Ok, it depends on whether we've crossed the International Date Line. Fine, but the IDL is nothing more than a social construct that lets us agree to designate the day, Saturday, on this side, and Sunday on that side. Or, the day is the day is the day regardless of what you call it. It’s just language. But if one moves the discussion to the level of the culture, life lived in the culture of a language as in Nepal, where one is living in the year 2047, in the     month of Kartik, with all of the associations and meanings and experiences embodied in these names, it’s not so easy to dismiss. 

          ... Here are some facts. According to the captain, “this aircraft carries 48,000 gallons of kerosene‑like aircraft fuel. The wings are designed to wiggle. Shock absorbers. You can see our contrail streaming out from the wings as the moisture condenses.”
          I am on at least three journeys, the flight over the Pacific, the climb up into the mountains with Matthieson, and the plunge into the swirling, misty conflicts within. 

1am, Sunday morning, Chicago time. We are about to land in Tokyo. Tokyo time is about 4 pm Sunday. The sun is off to the left, bright, clear.We have been in the air 11 hours. Ruth, you would have loved the movie, “When Harry met Sally.” A great romantic story about friendship, intimacy, about the differences between us!

I slept solidly just now for an hour. I have dozed off and on since this morning. 

     The evening sun just blazed through the window from the horizon as the plane banks to land at Tokyo airport. I see haze, fog, mist filling valleys between ridges. Lots of trees,     green.

Eight hours later and we are approaching Bangkok. I’ will be staying overnight at the Continental Hotel in downtown Bangkok.

I’ve been traveling almost continuously since 5 am yesterday morning when we left for the airport,28 hours. The rush of images, ideas, connections, feelings, new sensations has subsided. I’m tired and ready to stop, close down for a while. Nevertheless, I am aware that yesterday changed

me, perhaps only in a small way when I look back in later years. My world changed, my world map. “Asia” is real for me in a way it never was before, real in the sense of weighty, substantial, present. 

Looking Back
In December of 1989 I was sent to Kathmandu, Nepal for ten days. According to the official Nepali calendar, I arrived in the year 2046, in the month of Marga (There are four calendars in use in Nepal). I was sent there to train accountants on a new computer program. The accountants worked for the NIDC, Nepal's government-run development bank.

The city of Kathmandu at that time had no steel and glass buildings, except for the airport, no skyscrapers. It is a city of temples. There are hundreds of temples, mostly Hindu and Buddhist, including one of the oldest Buddhist sites in the world. Many of the Hindu temples contain Buddhist shrines, and vice versa. I had the impression that the city looked much the way it must have appeared two hundred years ago, except for the banners on one building announcing computer products, including "Lotus 1-2-3."
Nepal is a remarkable country in its relationship to the outside world. In 1816 the king closed its borders to the Western world, saying, "first the Bible, then the trading stations, then the cannon." It is the only Indian kingdom which was never conquered by outsiders, the only one escaping the Muslim invasion. The Chinese tried unsuccessfully to seize it, as did the British. At the end of the nineteenth century no European had the right to go beyond the central valley where Kathmandu, the capital city, is located. 

The students I trained were ten accountants, several of them in their twenties and others who were older and had been working at the bank for many years. The attitude of the young students was keen interest, while the older men were skeptical, suspicious that the computer would replace them. They were using ledger books that were about four feet long when opened up. Accounts contained many notations in the margin with specific information about an account. 

The Nepali in charge of the project, Man Singh, was younger, about thirty years old. He came from a family of village doctors. He had been educated in India and wanted to come to the U.S., to Michigan, for further financial education. He was very critical of the government. He told us a story about his family. Some three centuries ago, the local king's daughter fell ill. No one could find a cure until an 18 year old boy, using "home remedies," cured her. The king named the boy "man singh," which means "noble one." And that is where his family name comes from. 

Muni B. Sakya and his United Nations Computer
The most interesting person I met in Nepal was Muni B. Sakya, a man who had started High Tech Pioneer, a computer business. I met him through a friend who worked for the United Mission, an American Mennonite missionary. Mr. Sakya had been trained as an electrical engineer in India, France, and the U.S. He had worked for Multitech, a company in Minneapolis, for several years, and then had gone back to Kathmandu. 
He had assembled a working microcomputer 'back in 1979. He called it the "United Nations computer" since the keyboard was from the U.S., the chip came from Taiwan, a disk drive came from England, the monitor came from France, and the power supply was his own invention. He demonstrated a version of WordStar which he had customized to display and print Nepali script. 
There are over 36 languages and dialects spoken in Nepal. An inscription in honor of the goddess Kalika from the 17th century is written in 15 different alphabets and languages, including English, French, Persian, Arabic, Hindi, Hashmiri, and Nepali! 

Because of the unreliable electrical power in the city Mr. Sakya had invented a method of running a computer for many hours off a battery. He had designed a special electrical circuit. When I visited him one evening for supper, he showed me his workshop, which was in his home. Several young men were standing around a table, assembling circuits. He showed me a new building next door that was almost finished which was going to be his new assembly plant. It looked like a small residence. The development bank and the United Mission were both customers of Mr. Sakya. 

Formal development efforts in Nepal include the work of the United Mission. In 1951, when Nepal opened its borders, churches were permitted to begin development work, but only under condition that they all work together under a single umbrella organization, the United Mission. 

Other non-governmental organizations are active in Nepal, of course. On a trip I took outside Nepal, I met a woman from British Columbia who was with the British Voluntary Service Organization. She was in Nepal for two years, training midwives in the villages. She had two college age children and was a musician as well as a nurse. 

The Sacred and the Everyday
On my last morning, I went for a walk looking for a shrine I had read about in my Guidebook and found it after a short walk down a busy street crowded with pedestrian traffic. It is a temple called the "House of the Wood" (Kasthamandap") which is said to be the origin of the city’s name. It is a small, open. wooden platform in the middle of the street. I found a spot out of the street and spent the next hour watching with fascination as some of the busy pedestrians, men and women, on their way to work, stepped up onto the platform, walked around the shrine, stopping at each corner to say a prayer, make a gesture, or throw flower petals or grain on the altar sunk into the center. There was a round wooden pole standing near one of the corners. I noticed a woman rubbing herself against the pole, lifting one leg and rubbing the inside of her thigh against the pole. A little later, I noticed men coming up to the pole, rubbing their back against it, and then one man did exactly the same thing the woman had done! Ritual supplication for fertility? for a child? I was moved and was left wondering. 
