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Two hundred years ago this week, troops of 
the East India Company were advancing on 
Makwanpur Gadi, the hilltop fort guarding 

the southern approaches to Kathmandu Valley. The 
British wanted to teach the Gorkhali Kingdom a final 
lesson, and force its rulers to ratify the Sugauli Treaty 
that had been signed four months previously. As 
Jyoti Thapa Mani recounts in her recently-published 
book, The Khukri Braves (reviewed on page 9) the 
heroic but demoralised Gorkhali defenders did not 
stand a chance when the Company brought up heavy 
artillery.

1815 marked the peak of the Gorkha expansion, 
with Makwanpur being the last surrender. It was all 
downhill after that. The Sugauli Treaty allowed Nepal 
to remain independent and isolated, but it sanctioned 
the appropriation of nearly half its territory, and 
started the practice of the recruitment of Nepalis into 
the foreign military which continues 200 years later.

Nepal was economically ruined by the war, and 
the loss of so much territory also meant an acute loss of tax 
revenue. The fighters were abruptly jobless, and the first 
seeds of what is now Nepal’s inescapable migrant economy 
were planted then: we started exporting young men to fight 
for a foreign army. Soon, there was a massive exodus of 
civilians, too, from Nepal’s mid-hills to India’s northeast 
and Burma.

The British didn’t just conscript soldiers, they also 
recruited indentured labourers for the sugarcane fields of the 
West Indies and Fiji. Many Nepalis were among those who 
sailed off from Calcutta, including the ancestors of Vidiadhar 
Surajprasad Naipaul, the Trinidadian Nobel Prize-winning 
author.

The first Gorkhali fighters joined the Company even 
before the war formally ended. For two centuries since then, 
the British Gurkhas (called 'Gorkhas' in the Indian Army) 
have fought for the Empire. A total of 52,000 young Nepali 
men died during the two World Wars, emptying Gurung, 
Rai, Limbu and Magar villages of young men.

Nepalis are rightfully proud of the fact that our country 
has never known a colonial master. However, that was not 
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Q. Should Nepal discontinue the recruitment of its men 
in foreign armies? 
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Q. How do you rate the importance of Prime Minister 
KP Oli's visit to china?

THE CHINA SYNDROME
Restoring Nepal's own trust in itself is 
the more ideal thing to do (‘The China 
Syndrome’, Editorial, #800). I am 
very suspicious of Chinese apparent 
infl uence such as a communication 
satellite in Bolivia. What’s the point 
and why don’t they just cooperate in 
rebuilding? If China has ideas to kill 
corruption, then welcome. 

Ravi Raj Lama

If he only just fi gured out that 
poverty is one of Nepal’s big problems, 
I don’t hold out much hope.

Susan Welch

NO OIL FOR OLI
It seems quite obvious by now that 
Oli is an attention seeker (‘No oil 
for Oli’, Om Astha Rai, #800). And 
it is also clear that internal Indian 
political dynamics played a role in 
extending the crisis. Nepal’s Prime 
Ministers have always had to go 
through a chain of people at the 
Indian Embassy in Kathmandu to 
reach out to Indian PMs. Oli felt this 
made Nepal to be a second class 
nation. None of this desire for state 
equality is bad per se in itself given 

Nepal’s helpless situation, except the 
timing and methodology by which Oli 
chose to not bow down to the Indians 
couldn’t have been worse. The stand-off 
happened post-quake, Oli abused his 
authority and callously ignored the plight 
of 2.5 million quake victims all the while 
politicking about who should lead the 
reconstruction authority, meanwhile his 
clique profi teered off the oil embargo. 
Whatever treaties signed will not atone 
for Oli’s atrocious behavior.

Jack 

All these bravados by Oli during 
blockade to make himself appear as true 
Nepali to resist Indian hegemony and 
now it looks like he has gone the same 
way like others in the past and business 
will continue as usual. But I guess 
business with Madhesi, Tharu and other 
ethnic group will not continue as usual. 

Anjanai Pajiyar

SEEING IT A DIFFERENT WAY
Would guide dogs help (‘Seeing it a 
different way’, Smriti Basnet, #800)? 
Could some kennel start a program to 
breed and train guide dogs? What a 
terrible state of affairs.

Namah

Could any of the many foreign 
agencies provide support for a 
national scheme to help here?

David Seddon

NOBLE MEANS
It’s not just ‘madhesi’ grievances 
(‘Noble ends through noble means’, 
Rubeena Mahato, #800). Rather, we 
need to address governance and 
citizen services delivery.

Nam

Let us start by incarcerating those 
who call Madhesi an Indian.

Karna

LOOKING  BACK  TO  THE  FUTURE
Nepalis have waited 200 years for a nation that they can once more be proud of.

because British India or China-Tibet could not overrun Nepal, 
but because they chose not to. It was strategically much more 
advantageous, and cheaper, to keep Nepal as a buffer. Both 
the British and the Chinese had sent their armies into Nepal, 
and what they saw of its topography convinced them that 
the unforgiving terrain made it virtually ungovernable.

Jang Bahadur, the ambitious general and progenitor of the 
Rana dynasty, initially aspired to restore Nepal to its former 
glory. To gauge whether it was worth going to war to regain 
territory lost in 1815, he became the first subcontinental 
royal to cross the Black Waters to pay state visits to Britain 
and France in 1850. He was suitably impressed with British 
military prowess, and his descendants became devoted to 
the English, offering troops to quell the Mutiny in 1857, the 
Afghan Wars and other campaigns.

In 1923, after much lobbying in London and Delhi, 
Chandra Shumsher upgraded bilateral relations to formally 
recognise Nepal as a sovereign country. In 1937, Nepal 
became one of only four Asian countries with an embassy 
in London. But the sun was setting on the Empire, and when 
the British finally quit India in 1947, Nepal’s Rana rulers 

found themselves on the wrong side of history and 
were soon deposed with Delhi’s help.

We fast forward to the present: Nepal still 
permits  recruitment of its young men into foreign 
armies and even allows the British Army to recruit 
extra people on behalf of the security forces of 
Singapore, Brunei and Oman. Now, the Indian 
Army wants a piece of that pie, too. We have grown 
so accustomed to Gurkha recruitment we don’t see 
the incongruity of a sovereign nation offering its 
men to fight other people’s wars. It is the disgraceful 
governance failure of a succession of rulers in 
Kathmandu, their neglect and apathy, that force us 
to accept a migrant economy as a given.

Prince Harry looked cute playing Holi, but in 
Pokhara this week he donned a British military 
uniform to greet Nepali veterans from Helmand. 
Yes, 180 years later the Gurkhas were back in 
Afghanistan. Meanwhile, New Delhi is still 
looking at Nepal through vice-regal prisms of 

the 19th century. And Prime Minister Oli is in Beijing, 
continuing where his forebears left off in 1815 to persuade 
the sceptical Chinese to be more closely engaged.

Our rulers also have a proven track record of 
incompetence in handling the geopolitical balancing act 
necessary to keep Nepal politically stable and economically 
viable. As the Indian Blockade demonstrated, we have 
not yet learnt to be smart enough to outsmart our larger, 
clumsier neighbour. We either play the victim and grovel, 
or we recklessly let disputes escalate. 

Nepalis have waited 200 years for a nation that they can 
once more be proud of. We now need leaders who do not 
need to resort to hollow nationalism, pure populism and 
empty promises to get to power. We need statespersons 
who can start building a self-reliant economy and a just 
society. We have a location between two of the world’s 
largest economies, and they are not fighting over us.

 Things are finally moving in the right direction for 
Nepal to break free of its past and forge its own future. 
The new constitution finally gives us a chance to get 
it right.
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YUVARAJ SHRESTHA

Total votes: 134

GURKHA MUSUEM



OPINION 325 - 31 MARCH 2016  #801

Forcing us to forget

ONE  TO  MANY
Bidushi Dhungel

In the 365 days of the calendar 
year, the UN has thought up 
a way to have basically every 

day represented by one issue or 
the other. Usually, this has meant 

that people working in each sector 
have a day or two in the year to 
mobilise around a certain subject. 
Whether it’s World Water Day or 
World Happiness Day or day to 
end all forms of discrimination, 

with truth-seeking for victims of 
conflict.

And while us Nepalis often 
like to conveniently forget that 
there was an armed struggle in this 
country that left at least 15,000 
people dead, that truth must not 
be forgotten. The struggle of those 
affected by that conflict will not 
be over until they are given some 
semblance of justice, whether it 
is through legal justice or simply 
by giving them access to the truth 
about what happened to their near 
and dear ones and why. 

What is most upsetting is the 
way in which ordinary people 

see the inconvenience in 
acknowledging the truth and thus 
choose to ignore it. But, while 
each Nepali individual may not 
have been directly impacted by 
the conflict and the bloodshed it 
caused, the reality of the state’s 
protection of criminals and 
rampant impunity is an issue 
that affects us all. For example, 
those that feel pain and injustice 
regarding the recent murders in 
the Tarai must know that justice 
cannot be fought for alone and 
only for selective injustices. 

Civil society, and NGOs in 
particular, have hijacked the 

conflict victims’ agenda into 
cases represented by one civil 
society leader or another. For 
years, the victims were pitted 
against one another by parties and 
the civil society which profited 
from the division. Victims of 
state atrocities and victims of the 
Maoist atrocities were socialised 
to be suspicious and angry with 
each other. Now, they have 
finally come together and it’s 
high time that the rest of Nepali 
society gave these brave and 
persistent citizens the support 
and encouragement they deserve. 

As a society, in many ways 
we have already failed the 
victims of conflict. People, not 
just politicians, stood idly by as 
an illegal bill was passed and 
two sham commissions were 
formed. It is common knowledge 
that the agendas of the TRC and 
the Disappearance Commissions 
are not victim-centric, but 
rather focused on tiring out any 
opposing voices before pushing 
through what is effectively 
going to be blanket amnesty. 
Their tenures have passed a year 
already and they have only just 
drafted their working regulation. 

With all parties focusing on 
forcing people to forget – much 
less investigate, expose and take 
cases to court – it is an uphill 
battle for the victims of conflict.

Even their allies – civil society 
and NGOs – have moved on as 
funding patterns have shifted. 
But until the grievances of the 
conflict victims are publicly 
addressed and the impacted 
individuals are ready to move on 
with their lives, the fundamental 
and democratic principles of 
justice and accountability cannot 
be truly established in Nepal. 

As a society we have failed the victims of conflict in more ways than one 

however, these days hold little 
more than symbolic meaning in 
the days of ordinary people. 

In Nepal, these days are often 
just an opportunity for NGOs 
and INGOS to organise poorly 
attended rallies and discussion 
programs and perhaps even use 
up the budgets they often struggle 
to spend. 

But 24 March was the 
International Day of Truth. And 
while it was just another day and 
yes another protest, Nepalis seem 
to have long forgotten the value 
of truth. The International Day 
of Truth is actually associated 

BIDUSHI DHUNGEL

TRUTH BE TOLD: Ram Kumar Bhandari (left), 
whose father was disappeared by the Police and 
Suman Adhikari, whose father was murdered by 
the Maoists, are among thousands struggling for 
truth and justices for war crimes. Both were at a 

rally on Wednesday at Baluwatar. 
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MAKING IT PLAIN
Navin Jha
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We are now going into the season of thunderstorms and 
lightning (see page 4) and there is evidence that the frequency 
and intensity of storms are getting greater. This means 
being aware of changing weather especially towards late 
afternoon, and keeping abreast of forecasts. A westerly front 
is dragging moisture into the Himalayan midhills and this will 
create updrafts and thunderstorms starting Sunday and into 
Monday. Till then, though, haze will fi lter sunlight, keeping 
maximum temperature lower than usual.

KATHMANDUKATHMANDU

SMRITI BASNET
Famed American 
sculptor David Best 
believes in moving 
on 

Amidst the whine of 
chainsaws and carvers 
tapping chisels at the 

Nepal Academy this week was 
the internationally-acclaimed 
American sculptor David Best. 
Renowned for dramatically setting 
fire to the wood art he creates, 
including one commemorating the 
Irish conflict in Londonderry. 

We caught up with the 
casually dressed septuagenerian 
(pic) clad in a white shirt and 
jeans as he coordinated a team 
putting up a wooden pyramid-like 
structure made from the ruins of 
earthquake-damaged structures in 
Bungamati.

“I would not have come here as 
a tourist, but I was invited to come 
and it became more meaningful 
to work in a community that has 
faced challenges,” said Best. He is 
among artists taking part in the  
World Wood Day event organised 
by the International Wood Culture 
Society, IUCN and the government. 
The exhibits will be on display till  
25 March at the Nepal Academy 
lawn, when Best will set fire to one 
of his structures. 

Born in California, Best knew 
he wanted to be an artist since the 
age of six. “I just started making 
things; that was my protection,” 
he says. A graduate of San 
Francisco Art Institute, his works 
include cars made from recycled 
material, collages, ceramic 
sculptures and wooden structures.    

The practice of setting fire to 
the wooden artworks he creates 
started with his exhibit at the 
annual Burning Man Festival in 
Nevada in 2000 which was a 
tribute to his friend who died in a 
motorcycle accident.

What started out as the 
burning of wooden memorials 
became an annual tradition. 
The festival asked him to build 

another wooden memorial the 
following year and Best dedicated 
it to people who have committed 
suicide. 

“I am not a Jew, a Hindu or a 
Catholic so I thought about what 
I would dedicate the temple to if I 
were making a temple,” said Best.

For Best, the idea was for 
his commemorative wooden 
structures to reflect a place of 
loss and for the burning to signify 
closure, and moving forward. 

Best did not explain that the 
suicide memorial at the Burning 
Man Festival was a tribute to 
those who committed suicides, 
but 15,000 people spontaneously 
wrote their names on pieces 
of paper and put it inside the 
structure. 

One of Best’s last projects was  
his Temple in Londonderry in 
Northern Ireland, commemorating 
those who died during the 
sectarian strife. “This was 
a collective temple, where 
everybody recognises and 
embraces a person," he explained, 
"it is about forgiveness and moving 
on with life.” 

The stucture he built in 
Kathmandu is not as large as his 
previous ones. It is made up of 
pieces of wood salvaged from the 
ruins of homes in Bungamati, and 
he will also not be burning the 
structure. The artwork will go back 
to Bungamati for the residents to 
do what they want with it.  

“What I was hoping I would 
do is inspire the village to smile,” 
says Best. "What we brought to the 
village is that excitement about 
creating out of ruins. The village 
lost its homes, we got the wood 
from those homes and made 
something from scratch.”

However, Best feels 
discouraged by the current 
condition of the country.  “One 
thing I will take back is the 
anger about bad water, fuel, the 
government, and the struggles 
between China and India," he says. 
"It just makes me angry that there 
is such a thing in our world as a 
third world country. How can so 
few people have so much wealth 
and control so many?”

If Nepal is to rise out of the 
devastation it needs to be rebuilt 
to suit the youth of today, who 
should take charge and lead the 
way for the country. 

He adds: "Go completely new 
because it belongs to the new 
people. To hell with history and 
nostalgia, forget the postcards.” 

FFFFaaammmeeeeddd AAAAmmeeerrriiccaaannn  
ssccuulllppttooorrr DDDaaavvviiddd BBeesstt 
bbeeellliiieeevveeess iinn moving 

ppp

ooonn 

THE 
BURNING 
MAN

BIKRAM RAI
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MUST  SEE
Sophia Pande
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TSERING DOLKER GURUNG 
IN NEW DELHI
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The Ass
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