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Arriving In Nepal

Jet lag defines the memory.

Cotton wool fills my head, my skin cold where it isn’t feverish. Tiredness has crept up on all of us during the snatched moments of sleep among strangers. Twenty hours of travel drip by in exquisite torture, muscles not exactly cramped but never quite free. Restless energy begins to circulate in the bowels of the cabin as sweaty faces wake from kerosene dreams. Fear bubbles through my system as I think about what awaits me when the landing gear touches down. A new life.


It is now, confronting the reality of a life in Kathmandu so alien to one in the north of Scotland as to be on a different planet, that I experience true fear of the unknown. Fear of what we cannot visualise and do not understand, whether that be fear of the dark or fear of death. It is the nature of the human imagination to multiply and magnify when we are afraid. Shadows become demons, windblown leaves their footsteps; the prospect of living in South-East Asia becomes, well, even I could not describe the horrors. The rattle of the landing gear jolts me from my unpleasant reverie. I have been pondering half heard terms such as “culture shock” and “poverty” with something approaching mild panic. Everyone leans forward in anticipation. We bounce. We land. The inevitable struggle for bags ensues, there is not a passenger who does not but feel a primal ache in the bones to cut that last minute off the nine hour flight, politeness be damned.


We are almost the last to leave the plane. My nerves jangle, I know that these two years will shape my future. As soon as I step off the plane I will be a different person. New horizons wait, experiences beckon, Grey’s Anatomy style poignant moments are sure to litter my path. A kaleidoscope of new life is right outside the doorway, and all I want to do is go to bed.


The warm and sticky air rolls in, hitting clammy air-conditioned skin which has no idea how to react. The bouquet is not delicate. Rancid butter, jasmine, bad meat, incense. The sensations jumble for superiority, and over it all lies the pollution. I recently found out that Kathmandu has nine times the UN danger level of pollution; it is classified as hazardous to go outside. These sensations hit and are replaced. More and more crowd in: starched white shirts, bodies pressing in on all sides on the battered old minibus to the terminal, moustaches quivering as their owners jabber unintelligibly without pause.


The airport fades in and out of memory. Sombre hardwoods melt into self-important brass, the lights dim but seeming too bright. Grime sits everywhere, the underlying feature of Nepal. There are no seats in sight, in typical Asian fashion, and we are forced to queue straight away. The queue inches forward, a long and gruesome conversation required from each sufferer that draws level with the shiny wooden kiosks. My emotions flow and ebb, the frustration at not moving replaced in its turn by a tired aching for bed. The head of the queue drifts slowly closer. Surrounding the kiosks are incomprehensible posters of pale men and women unashamedly over-emoting: my first taste of Bollywood culture. The heat in the lower level of the airport is stifling, my shirt sticks to my back as I approach the metal detector. A very fat security man slumps in a tiny plastic chair, seemingly taking no notice of us. I am very embarrassed to set off the metal detector and turn to walk back to the guard.


He waves me through the gate.


 Conflicting emotions babble through my mind, but one thought comes out on top. What is this place? An answer arrives. My new home.


With baggage collection survived and the last apathetic security check passed through, we are walking down the long passage to the exit. Men with guns stand by the walls. I am interested, as any boy of twelve would be, but also tired and uncertain. I sneak glances in when I think they aren’t looking. Peeking in this manner at the guards, the wall at the end of the corridor takes me by surprise. It is a wall of people. Standing behind a thin chain fence, they press tightly together. We check our belongings, grab our bags a little tighter, plunge in. It is a stinking realm of noise, personal space entirely forgotten. Everyone is jabbering at us: 


“You use my taxi Sir. Everywhere I go. No problem!”


“I carry bags for you, yes?”

Jet lag eminent in every step, we forge on. Our free hands are in our pockets to stop our belongings mysteriously disappearing and our eyes are focused somewhere in the distance as we try desperately not to make eye contact. We are rescued by the driver of a family friend. He greets us with gusto and efficiently takes us through the crowd, barking left and right to clear the path. We enter the minibus, crammed in with our luggage. I lean my head against the window which won’t quite close as we judder and jar along the pitted and potholed road.


I look out of the window; haphazard concrete buildings stare back through the dust and smoke. The traffic is impossible to describe, a phenomenon never to be experienced in the West. Poverty crouches by the roadside, cooking corn in the black smoke choked out by ancient cars. My senses are overwhelmed and I feel cold and empty. Before I stepped off the plane I feared the unknown life I was to begin. By the time I step off the minibus, I don’t need to fear the unknown any more. What is real and immediate can be quite frightening enough.
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