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Long Knives & Lice-Monkeys 
    His knife was curved and long. Real long. In fact it was not a 
knife at all, but a type of machete 16-18 inches long. Locals 
called it a kukri. I called it a Gurkha knife because it’s Gurkha 
soldiers who use them to kill people. He wasn’t trying to kill 
me. He was serving me coffee. 
    I—that is, we—were in Kathmandu. In Nepal—as in the roof 
of the world, home to Mount Everest, the highest mountain in 
the Himalayas, the highest mountains in the world. Kathmandu 
was a famous city but it wasn’t in those famous mountains. It’s 
hard to fit one million people in the Death Zone above 26,000 
feet, you know. Thus I was only at a measly 4,500 feet. But I 
was being served coffee by a man with a machete, though, so 
that’s something. 

    It was a cool, wet morning. We were outside in the lush 
courtyard of the Kantipur Temple House. Opposite me were 
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TRAVEL MISHAPS 
A journey is like marriage. The certain way to be wrong is to think you control it. 

~ John Steinbeck

#Flight #Oops
Last year I was living 
i n B e l g i u m a n d 
planned to travel to 
R o m e f o r t h e 
w e e k e n d w i t h a 

friend. We each booked tickets for the 
same flight coming home Sunday evening 
and couldn’t figure out why mine was so 
much cheaper. On the train to the airport, I 
realized that the flight I had booked left 
Rome at 8 a.m., not 8 p.m. After a 
panicked encounter with the ticket agent, 
who mockingly informed me there was a 
400-euro fee for American ignorance of 
the 24-hour clock, I got booked on the 
correct flight.

—Carrie N., Minneapolis, MN

#Trains #Greece #Bulgaria
While in Greece doing my exchange 

program, me and my roommates went to 
Bulgaria by train. When it was time to go 
back we went looking for platform Nr. 3, as 
it was written on the ticket, but we couldn’t 
find it! We looked everywhere, we asked 
information desk, passers by, but no one 
could help. The train was leaving in just 
two more minutes.

We were desperate. So we begged 
some porters driving a golf cart around the 
rail station to help us. They offered to take 
care of us and our situation, but only for 
the price of 15 euros. With no choice, we 
agreed. Turns out we shouldn’t have…

—Continued on page 2
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copious flowering plants drooping over copious water 
fountains. Behind me reared a brick tower with numerous 
sculptures holding up elaborate temple-style eaves. That was 
impressive double-duty, as the couples were already busy in 
explicit and varied acts of coitus. Above all dripped sodden 
prayer flags, crisscrossing the wet air. 
    “Why are you serving coffee with a huge knife?” was asked. 
    He unsheathed the blade. It gleamed weirdly in the gloomy 
light. There’s something about a cloudy, rainy day that makes 
silvers and whites glow. He waved it about, cut the air to reveal 
it was kept keen. Then he sheathed it. 
    I was not worried. He was a nice man serving me coffee. In 
fact, I had not noticed the knife at all in the two days I’d known 
him. That is not to say it was hidden. It’s hard to hide a 
machete on your person, you know. His dress was a wrap-
around shirt of black that extended down halfway to his knees. 
His pants were black, as was his fez. The sash around his 
waist was clean white and gloomy-weather-glowing. The huge 
knife was tucked right there at his side, plain as day. I hadn’t 
noticed probably because I like coffee a lot and I like 
sculptures depicting coitus even more. 
    He never answered my question. 
    I waited for the rain to stop. It didn’t. Regardless, it was time 
for a temple. A 1,500-year-old temple. Locals called it 
Swayambhunath Stupa. I called it the Monkey Temple because 
monkeys were who mostly used it. (That’s not a pejorative.) 
    I set out walking, confident I could find my way there. I had a 
map. It was hand-drawn and photocopied, the latter because 
this route was one commonly requested by visitors. It was a 
crappy map, but I didn’t mind. If I got a little lost, that would be 
OK. Often, getting lost in a foreign country is a wonderful thing 
to do. Not too lost, of course. You don’t want to blunder into the 
drug lord’s house. But getting off the beaten path, as it were, is 
how you gain a deeper understanding of how a place really 
works, and how people really live there. 
    I got lost quickly and realized that my attitude on the subject 
was, perhaps, not entirely being honest with myself. 
    Kathmandu is a tight-knit warren of streets. They are dirty 
and smelly and crowded. They are a feast for the senses. Not 
a nice feast, like that presented on a cruise ship buffet. No, this 
was more like a giant pit of food scraps and garbage in which 
a hog gleefully roots and rolls. But I will focus on the positives. 
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—Continued from page 1

They told us to jump on the golf cart, 
which we did. They drove a total of five 
meters (less than twenty feet) and 
stopped. They pointed to the train, which 
was the first train and the most obvious. 
Turns out it was the one we wanted! 

Their antics and extortion did not seem 
fair, so we spontaneously decided to run 
off without paying them. The guys started 
chasing us, one grabbed my backpack, 
but I managed to wiggle away and got 
inside the train, which had started moving 
at that moment. The guy proceeded to hit 
the windows as he was running outside 
the train, and I was really scared they 
would jump in the door of the next car, 
because the train was starting very slowly.

Then one of the cabin doors opened 
and two older guys hid us with them, 
quickly closing the curtains, so we could 
not be seen. The two men were surgeons 
from Russia, who worked in Athens. We 
then spent the whole time talking to them 
and learned it was not Platform Nr. 3 but 
rather platform “West”, as the first letter 
of “запад” is “З” in Cyrillic.

—Alina, chasingreverie

#Lost #Nepal
My hotel provided a map to let me walk 

to a nearby temple of note. It was 
photocopied from a hand-drawn map, 
seventh generation at least. It was 
smudgy, but concise. And wrong. I 
followed the instructions, through narrow 
streets and narrower alleys. With it raining 
I lost sense of direction (no sun). Once in 
the middle of Kathmandu’s dense bowels, 
the route ended in a small square. It was 
filled with monks, waiting to pounce on 
tourists for a donation. I was set up!

—Brian David Bruns
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I saw a lot of orange-robed monks. Some 
blue-robed ones, too. One was a quasi-
organized procession, the other just sort of 
there. Both wanted to go down the same alley, 
from opposite directions. It was a very, very 
narrow alley. The knot of humanity did not clear 
after ten minutes of highly vocal ‘discussion’. I 
backtracked and went around. This deposited 
me into a wide square. Though wide, it was just 
as densely packed and difficult to pass through. 

A religious man of some sort walked right up 
to me. He was tall and slender with a profoundly 
long beard and turban. Unbidden, he pressed 
his finger into my forehead. This deposited a 
glob of something waxy between my eyes, 
bindi-style. A stranger walking up to you and just 
touching your face? I marveled at him trying this 
in the States. He’s be shot dead. 

For luck, he said. Thanks, I said. Five 
dollars, he said. That’s a huge amount of money 
in Nepal! I gave him one dollar and moved on. 
Now I was branded as a sucker. More strange 
fingers moved towards my face, offering luck, 
seeking buck. It was time to hail a cab and 
escape direct to the temple! 

The temple was high atop a hill, the walk up 
steep and switching. It was lined with lots of 
brick, a fair amount of trees and shrubs, and under a network of waterlogged prayer flags. Up I went. 

Swayambhunath was a working temple with a variety of shrines and temples for both Buddhists 
and Hindus. (Not all religions are intolerant.) The hilltop was packed with all manner of interesting 
things. I particularly liked the long, curving walls of prayer wheels encircling domes, and the giant 
eyes painted atop spires. Those were called Buddha’s eyes. They made the spiky towers look cute, 
like they were the next Disney subject to anthropomorphize. The whole of the area was dark and grey 
from the rain, with water pooling between uneven bricks and in undulating concrete. The cloudy sky 
was doing its weird glowing trick again. This time it burnished the lines of pigeon poop into white-hot 
streaks. They flowed like quicksilver down the domes and peaks and the heads of statues. 

Hundreds of people were there, offering prayers in a variety of ways to a variety of deities; 
sometimes by lighting candles, other times by spinning prayer wheels. Most were offerings of rice. 

I don’t know if the other prayers and offerings were accepted, but I do know the food offerings 
were—greedily. By monkeys. They were legion. 

The huge gold plated Vajra ‘thunderbolt’ set in the east side of the stupa? Monkeys on it. Buddha 
statue on the west side of Swayambhu? And The Sleeping Buddha? Monkeys. Atop the walls holding 
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HAPPY DOG-UST! 
Stray dogs fight with monkeys over prayer offerings of 

food. The large stray dog population is thusly well fed, 
but needs veterinary care. Monkey bites get infected, 
cars hit them. The nonprofit Street Dog Care gets them 
the help they need. Honestly, one US dollar equals 120 
Nepalese rupees, so a little goes a looong way. You can 
get them flea baths for pennies! Please donate HERE.

http://www.streetdogcare.org
http://www.streetdogcare.org
http://www.streetdogcare.org
http://www.streetdogcare.org
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up the view of the valley, atop the domes 
holding up the sky: monkeys. 
    The monkeys were about the size of a 
medium-large dog. They were brown, had 
long faces, long fangs. And they were 
holy. They were holy because Manjushri, 
the bodhisattva of wisdom and learning, 
was responsible for the hill and its 
temple. The story says he was supposed 
to leave his hair short but he didn’t. He 
got lice. The story says the lice then 
transformed into these monkeys. So 
these monkeys were holy because they 
were lice. (No religions make sense.) 
    I found the story delightful. Christianity, 

in which I was raised, didn’t have stories of holy 
monkeys. It didn’t have any animals at all, in 
fact, except a snake, which it considered bad. I 
would have liked to have more animals involved. 
The Ancient Egyptians held all cats to be holy, 
for example. That would be awesome because I 
prefer cats to both monkeys and snakes. 

Alas, there weren’t any cats (or snakes) at 
Swayambhunath, but there were dogs. I don’t 
know if they were holy or not. I know they fought 
the monkeys for the food offerings. (Not all 
species are tolerant.) The fights looked vicious. 
Snapping jaws, swinging fists. Sounded vicious, 
too. Lots of screeching from monkeys and 
barking from dogs. Snarling from both. There 
wasn’t a whole lot of actual hurt dished out, 
though, because there was more food than 
animal on that hilltop. When not getting what 
was desired, they merely tried a different prayer/
offering. (People have that in common with 
monkeys and dogs, it seems.)

Such was my brief experience of long 
knives, strange fingers, and lice-monkeys in 
Kathmandu, Nepal. 
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HAPPY DOG-UST! 
Augie is a dog who has made history. She lives in 

Tennessee, and has done so for twenty years. Augie is 
officially the oldest Golden Retriever in the world. And 
according to Golden Hearts Retriever Rescue, the oldest 
Golden Retriever in history. Like, all of history.

She’s doing great, say her owners, the Hettersheidts. 
When waking she’s a bit stiff, but warms up soon 

enough. And she gets special supplemental fluids twice a 
week that pep her up. Long Live Augie! 

Please help hard luck dogs by donating to the ASPCA

https://www.aspca.org
https://www.aspca.org
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