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FOREWORD

I am privileged to publish Heir to a Silent Song: Two Rebel Women
of Nepal by Barbara Nimn Aziz and release it on the 29th anniversary of our
Centre. 1 think it is a nght occasion to recapitulate the story behind the
publication of this book.

On the 27th anniversary of CNAS, on July 17, 1999 Dr Barbara
Nimri Aziz’s private collection of 603 books was formally handed over to Mr
Naveen Prakash Jung Shah, Vice Chancellor of Tribhuvan University, who
was the chief guest on the occasion, for the CNAS Documentation and Library.
The collection includes the books on Nepalese Studies, Himalayan Studies,
Tibetan Studies, Women Studies, Indian Studies, Chinese Studies, Japanese
Studies, and Anthropology and Sociology. From the time Dr Aziz left the
academy, she did not consider the use of these books. Dr Harka Gurung, her
long-time friend, suggested the collection be donated to CNAS. Dr Ramesh
Dhungel, who was then doing his doctorate degree at Columbia University,
was instrumental in bringing the collection from New York to Kathmandu.

Speaking on the occasion, Dr Harka Gurung mentioned that Dr Aziz
had written the story of Shakti Yogamaya, a woman of exceptional ability,
directly challenged the Rana regime and the Brahmanically-determined power
structure prevailing in Nepal. The extraordinary movement and the personage
of this rebel woman were almost entirely are erased from the history of Nepal.
Dr Gurung suggested the publication of Dr Aziz’s work would throw light on
the obscured history and assist social scientists in exploring the role of women
and peasant people in women studies in Nepal. Therefore, then and there,
CNAS took on a commitment to publish the book.

On the 28th anniversary of CNAS, on July 16, 2000. Dr Aziz handed
over the manuscript of her work to Chief Guest, Vice Chancellor of Tribhuvan
University for the publication. Speaking on the occasion, she expressed her
happiness and gratitude to CNAS for undertaking the publication her work.

Today, on the 29th anniversary of CNAS, I am highly honoured to
have this wonderful opportunity to have this book released by Chief Guest,
Vice Chancellor.

29th Anniversary of CNAS Prof.Dr Tritha P. Mishra
July 16, 2001 Executive Director
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SOME BASIC
FACTS ABOUT NEPAL

Cultural

Nepal’s 21 million people are a highly diverse population.
Several religions are practiced in Nepal. More than one hundred
languages and dialects are spoken here. Nepali, the national language
is used by almost everyone but it is the mother tongue of only 50.4%
of the population.

Nepal 1s composed of three cultural/ecological belts: Tarai
(plains along the south, bordering India), hills, and mountain regions
bordering Tibet. Different combinations of people occupy each tract.
Some tribes, such as Rai, who are the majority in the east, are not
found in west Nepal. The Newar people, are mainly concentrated in
Kathmandu valley, but live in towns throughout Nepal. Brahmin and
Chhetri dominate across the west, but have penetrated through the hills
- traditional homelands of the many hill tribes — bringing Hindu
influence into the interior of the country.

The Arun valley of East Nepal is a dynamic region in terms of
migration, trade, cultural diversity, land transfers, crop cultivation.

For centuries, Nepal has been subject to strong influence from
India. Indian influence was furthered by the closure of Tibet after
1959, ending Tibet-Nepal trade and other trans-Himalayan interaction.
Increased south-orientation stimulated the expansion of Hinduism.
Caste, formerly strong only in the Tarai and the cities, has become
characteristic of hill life in the past 200 years, although Nepal has been
an official Hindu kingdom since the time of unification in 1769.

The national legal code, the Muluki Ain, adopted in 1854, was
based on the classical Hindu caste laws of Manu. This law among other
things defines rules of marriage and inheritance. Revised in 1963, its
reform value for women was negligible.
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Economic

Nepal opened to the world in 1951, and foreign influence grew
steadily from then on. First, through mountaineering, then tourism, this
affected Nepal’s economy. Today, tourism is the primary industry in
Nepal with handicraft, garment and carpet industries and mountain-
related travel employing over 500,000. Most business is concentrated
in Kathmandu valley which has swollen in size to about 1.3 million
people. While the tourist related sector flourishes, agriculture, on
which most Nepalese depend and where women are mainly employed,
is in decline. Food production is decreasing and in contrast to ten years
ago, Nepal is now a grain importer.

Huge amounts of foreign aid and expertise affect Nepal’s
economy and culture, though not always positively. Despite foreign
aild the economy is in general decline and is characterized by
corruption. Since 1990, 25,000 non-governmental organizations have
set up in Nepal, with the declared aim of developing the country. An
elitist class has emerged from corruption and foreign-aid largesse.

Government schools are deteriorating and other social services are
poor.

Political

Early period: In 1769, the country was united under Prithvi
Narayan Shah, former ruler of Gorkha. The kingdom’s political
boundaries today are twice what they were then. Nepal was never
colonized by a European or Asian power, although British influence in
Nepal during its rule in India was strong. Nepal's then rulers, the
Ranas, co-operated with the British. After that, Indian political
influence over Nepal continued. The Shah family has long been the
nominal head of state, but for 104 years, up to 1951, Nepal was ruled
by a succession of autocratic Rana prime-ministers who passed on
their office by primogeniture. Under their rule, vast areas of
cultivatable land were taken from the original hill people to high caste
Hindus. From 1951 to 1959 an elected parliament governed. In 1960,
dictatorship returned, headed this time by the Shah king.

Democracy movement: In 1990, a non-violent movement of a
coalition of opposition groups — conservative, communist and other
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anti-monarchy parties— succeeded in overthrowing the dictatorship.
Nepal became a constitutional monarchy. The king remained supreme
commander of the army. The royal family also retained its estates and
treasures, and other privileges.

1990 — present

A series of elected parliaments, sometimes led by a
conservative, sometimes by a communist party, has governed Nepal.
Citizens enjoy press freedom; ethnic-national activities are flourishing;
there is renewed interest in ‘national’ languages.

1995 - present

A significant and growing Maoist movement has emerged and
in five years has become a major political influence, with activities in
at least 46 out of Nepal’s 75 districts. It is most active in the western,
poorest regions of Nepal. There is wide sympathy in the country for
their ideals, and negotiations are underway between Maoist leaders
and the government.

Women

As citizens of a Hindu kingdom, Nepalese are subject to Hindu
religious law which circumscribes women's rights. In the 19th century,
satl, widow immolation was banned. In 1963, the revised Muluki Ain,
the national code, lowered from 45 to 35, the age when unmarried or
widowed women are entitled to their property share. Child marriage
was banned in 1963, but the practice is still common among orthodox
Hindus. The Muluki Ain gives women inheritance and divorce rights;
in practice, these are not commonly exercised. Abortion is against the
law and women can be imprisoned for this. The rape of women goes
often unpunished, and trafficking in women is significantly high.
Polygamy. though not sanctioned by the Muluki Ain, is common,
especially among higher caste Hindus. Members of parliament in the
new democracy are known to have two or more wives.

Women were prominent in the democracy movement in 1990
and in earlier resistance campaigns. Women have held cabinet posts in
successive governments since 1990. The new election law of 1991
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stipulates that each party should include at least 5% in its women
candidature. Women are active in parties but are not found in the
leadership.

Being one of the poorest countries in the world, Nepal’s
women are correspondingly weak in economic power, literacy, health,
and political clout. Women’s organizations are numerous. Many donor
agencies focus on women, but they seem to have had little impact.



“I am not only aiming at that tyrant.
My goal is Point Zero.”
Shakti Yogamaya
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Sanyasi Nanda Devi, devotee to Yogamaya and resident of Manakamana
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Vishnumaya Dahal (Mahili Didi), left, companion of Durga Devi
from 1948-1973, at her home in Manakamana with other sanyasi




PROLOGUE

Since 1970, I have been writing about the lives and the history
of the inhabitants of Nepal and their neighbors. As a field
ethnographer, I was trained to rely on observation and quantification of
empirical facts. These ‘facts’ would be culled from thousands of
interviews and observations of the minutiae of people’s lives. The
patterns that emerged would then be substantiated by local or academic
authorities. Finally, they would be checked against the work of earlier
anthropologists and historians.

Walking through the hills East Nepal in 1981, I came upon a
history two rural women that would not fit the conventional methods
of verification. Both women died some years before I arrived. Barely
a trace remained of their achievements. Silence greeted my inquiries.
The only people willing to talk to me were a group of religious ascetics
(bhaktini), women leading isolated lives at a quiet riverside temple.
Searching for ‘facts,” I found myself involved with stories I could not
verify by normal scientific means. The two women I wanted to learn
more about had undertaken important political work. Their story was
especially significant because they were dissidents, and fought for
women’s rights as well as justice for the poor and low caste people.
Their names were Yogamaya and Durga Devi. These village women
called for justice for their people long before the women’s rights and
civil rights movements in the West. They deserved attention. Their
history emerged in the least expected place.

These Nepalese women’s work was also significant because it
revealed that these women, or anyone, could devise bold and
innovative solutions to injustice. They confronted formidable
opposition and oppressive regimes, and without international
declarations or “human rights” commissions. In these tales there were
less facts than in the slave narratives of African Americans. My main
source of information was elderly women who, although once they had
one been dissidents, seemed unlikely experts. I had to learn to trust
their authority.
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I had few facts to work with regarding the two deceased
dissident leaders. The shrouded widows at the retreat where I would
make my base, greeted me as if they had been waiting forty years to
tell their story. But they did not begin by declaring "We were 2000
oppressed peasants, young and idealistic, looking for a feminist to get
us out of our exploitative marriages, end patriarchy, criminalize wife
abuse, and introduce a democracy giving us inheritance rights and
equal pay." In their quiet way they began, step by step, to teach me
about the lady they called Shakti Yogamaya and then about Durga
Devi. Yogamaya employed religious ideals in a non-violent challenge
to Nepal’s Brahmanic patriarchy and the elitist structure the high-caste
Hindus established across Nepal. She advocated social reforms for
equality for women. Yogamaya was born in Kulung village, in the
upper reaches of the Arun River. The center of her movement was at a
nearby riverside clearing, Majhuwa. From there she dispatched
appeals for justice to the then ruler of Nepal, Juddha Shamsher Shah
(1932-1945) who wielded absolute power. Although the number of
Yogamaya’s followers increased, the authorities dismissed her. But,
after a decade long struggle, in 1940, it took an army to drive her to her
death. Following her passing, the survivors moved down-river to a
shrine, Manakamana. This is where I encountered the group of women
who would tell me the story. Shrouded in threadbare saris, thin shawls
covering their shaven heads, they seemed a stereotype of humility and
passivity. Slipping barefoot along paths, repeating Hare Ram. Hare
Ram. Ram Ram, Hare Ram, they prayed throughout the day. I did not
suspect that they were anything but simple, illiterate women practicing
what seemed like mindless devotion and servitude. Yet half a
century earlier, when they were young and newly married with infants,
these women had been political dissidents. From that remote mist-
filled valley, they had challenged the authority of the palace in
Kathmandu.

The second woman, Durga Devi, died only in 1973. She was
from Palikot village, across the river from Manakamana. She pursued
court cases, and waged a campaign against corrupt and indolent
bureaucrats in local district offices. Petitioners regularly trudged to
Durga’s house seeking help, but she had no community of followers.



Prologue xxvii

Although a widow, she was irreligious. She possessed legal skills and
became an advocate for women'’s rights. She demanded competence
and fairness from civil servants. She used the courts in a series of
disputes. Both these women’s voices had been quieted by the time I
arrived in the valley in 1981. But they were loud enough for me to
grasp.

Once convinced of their authenticity, assembling the stories
about these Nepalese women had to be a People’s history. This
required different skills than the ones I had been trained in. I had to rid
myself of my own patriarchal bias regarding who and what was an
authority. I had to abandon the ideal of objectivity, an assumption that
I as a scholar could witness things and events without any subjective
feeling about them. Objectivity according to social science standards
was an obstacle. I had to apply other criteria. This history demanded a
devotion to my subjects — these two long-dead women. Early on, 1
knew the demands would be special.

On the first night at the shrine with the widows — I intended
only to stop the night and then move on — I heard verses sung by the
women. The next morning, the women inquired when I was born.
Discovering it was within weeks of the death of their master,
Yogamaya, they moved towards me. It was as if they had been waiting
fourty years to teach someone the story of the lady, Shakti Yogamaya.

Over a period of five years, from 1981 to 1986, I returned six
times to the Arun Valley hermitage at Manakamana where these
widows lived. My stays were almost like an apprenticeship. 1 gathered
some details, then went away, seeking other authorities, only to return
to sit with the widows and pursue my inquires at their side, near the
places where their champions had waged their struggles.

The essence of the reform movements I studied relied on the
accounts of survivors. From them I gathered more traces of the story
of the two women who had devoted their lives to opposing
dictatorship, corruption and abuse, fighting for the basic rights of the
peasantry and women. I collected the songs — verses which were the
main medium of Yogamaya’s campaign. The verses needed no
historian to evaluate. One needed to know only the political realties of
their time.
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The need to gather the details of the story forced me to
familiarize myself with the political history and economy of Nepal.
Beyond the smiling Nepalese peasants carrying loads of grass through
the forest; beyond the grunt of the porter plodding up a mountain; past
the migration of children to the cities, right to the callousness of
government clerks. I educated myself to comprehend the breadth of
abuse, the absoluteness of Rana rule, the limits on women'’s rights, the
tragedy of child marriage and widowhood, the dominance of
Brahmanic right, the process of indebtedness and land loss. Only then
did the early political campaigns of these women make complete
sense. And, the forces those reformers were up against was formidable.

The experience of finding enlightened, energetic women in
rural Nepal forced me look into my own history as an Asian woman -
the child of peasant farmers from a commer of the Arab world.
According to prevailing Western feminist thought, suffragettes did not
come from our homelands. When I learned about the work of women
in Nepal, I asked “Why not?” From the example of my grandmother
and mother, I knew the capacity of Eastern women. I knew my
ancestors’ achievements and their dignity. How they were obscured by
the prevailing ‘missionary’ attitude held by ‘experts’ about ‘other’
women. We were seen only as victims.

It was up to us to reclaim our heritage. To celebrate the women

of our culture who overcame and prevailed, and led a struggle for
equality for all of us.

B

There were local obstacles to my research to overcome. By the
time I arrived in the Arun Valley in 1981, Yogamaya had been dead
forty years, Durga Devi eight. Among locals their careers were
acknowledged. Yet, not publicly. Instead, their exemplary work
remained a shadowy microcosm of ‘women’s stories’ or rumors.
According to the authorities, these dissidents achieved nothing.

It became evident to me that these women did not simply slip
away into obscurity. They were pushed. Public dismissals of
Yogamaya and Durga Devi as fanatics and troublemakers were
deliberate. The efforts made to ensure that these women's history was
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never known bring us face to face with a central issue in history
making — the application of selective memory. Those in control- from
the Rana despot to the officials, priests and teachers, judges and
merchants — conspired to keep women as a whole out of Nepal’s
history. Those in power placed themselves at the center and women at
the edge. Not only did authorities refuse to acknowledge their own
failures and the need for reforms, which these women highlighted—
they denied these women. They were obscured.

The motives for the obfuscation of Yogamaya and Durga Devi
were partly economic, partly political, and partly due to patriarchal
biases. Neither of these reformers asked for funds to implement
changes. There were no costly projects from which profiteers could
gain. Yogamaya’s and Durga’s solutions offered no financial benefits
to officials.

During our inquiries about Yogamaya in East Nepal and in
Kathmandu, our leads to sources were cut off. Fear of a resurgence of
her teachings? Or because of moral responsibility connected with
Yogamaya’s and her followers’ deaths?

Yogamaya and sixty-eight men, women and children perished
with her in a mass suicide. Most of them were Brahmin. According to
the prevailing Hindu moral code, now as well as then, if suicides result
from non-violent attempts to seek a dialogue with authorities, the
government is responsible for their deaths. In Nepal, a Hindu kingdom,
such suicides may be construed as ‘Brahmin murder.” This may explain
why the authorities banned all reference to Yogamaya following her
death. It may also be why they covered up the episode sixty years later
when I began my inquiries. The nation has never had a public
accounting of the death of Yogamaya.

The secretiveness surrounding these women also results from
misogyny, in the past and now. In this case, both Durga and Yogamaya
threatened male-dominated institutions. Men found their challenges
intolerable. They dismissed Shakti Yogamaya as morally inferior. Even
today, rumours persist that “she was (just) a religious fanatic who
threw herself into the river in an nihilistic fervor.” Sexual laxity was
another characterization of Yogamaya. They say she was a prostitute
and her followers were sexual deviants. The kindest rumour about
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Yogamaya was that she was a communist. At least that appellation
acknowledged her political character.

As for Durga Devi, she was brushed aside after her death. She
was ‘too smart’ in the courts, and could not be compromised. But in the
public’s consciousness, Durga was made to appear ‘mad.’

Of all Durga’s causes, her last campaign, the pursuit of justice
for a violated girl, was the chief reason for her profound obscurity. Had
it not been for Durga’s attention to that child, the girl may have
‘disappeared,’ or run away to India. Instead, thanks to Durga, the child
stayed in her village, became a mother, and a citizen of the town which
had wronged her. Her presence reminded people of crimes against
girls. The community Durga challenged and shamed sought to deny
her accomplishments,. She was a firebrand, a scourge in their
otherwise unchallenged routines. For the women and other exploited
peasants she championed, Durga was a heroine and saviour. She did
not stop because of critics, and like Yogamaya, Durga was not
intimidated by social convention.

If we have an enduring lesson from Durga, it’s her example of
extraordinary love of law. Although her style appeared to be militant,
and her view of the courts irreverent, Durga’s regard for civil law was
profound. Durga had such respect for the system of justice she grew up
in, that she was determined to make it work, even with its defects. She
fought people who ignored or abused the law. Much of her efforts were
over women’s inheritance rights and in defence of wronged woman. It
took Durga eight years to win her own property rights. According to
the law, a woman can claim her share of her husband’s property after
his death. This is particularly important since many women are
married as children and become widows even before they co-habit
with their husbands. They are young and vulnerable and easily
exploited by their husband’s relatives. Even if she is not abused, a
widow feels alone and helpless. She fears that if she does not comply
with the family’s demands, she will find herself without even a roof
over her head.

To fight injustice in her culture and in her time, to be at all
effective, Durga decided early in her life that she had to challenge
people face to face, whether a brother-in-law (her dewar), a judge or
a merchant or a simple clerk. That became her strategy, her style.
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Durga was also a modest woman, despite her boisterous,
confrontational manner. Dramatic accounts of her challenging people
are many, but there are few stories about her tender-heartedness and
generosity. She never turned away a petitioner. She bought the land at
Manakamana when the widows approached her for help. Thanks to
Durga’s endowment, for thirty years Manakamana hermitage has
provided a place where widows, abused wives, abandoned daughters,
and other women in need can enjoy some security and independence.

I~ s s et

History books do not mention Yogamaya. Yet, Dambar Basnet,
leading a secular life in Kathmandu, a man who had served in the
king’s cabinet before democracy was reinstated in 1990, was not afraid
to speak of the Yogi. He remembered her with tremendous respect and
love. No doubt hundreds if not thousands of others feel similarly.

In 1983, during my fourth visit to Manakamana, a woman took
her life in the river. When the head of the hermitage, Mata, disclosed
the news to me, she added quietly, “Some women step into the waters
of the Arun even today. What they are doing is political, not religious.”
Mata believed that these women were reenacting Yogamaya'’s protest.
But, if this were true, these deaths would never be recorded as protest,
even if the woman openly declared her political intent. History and the
authorities would take over to say: “These unfortunate widows. They
are so devoted to God.”

My young assistant and translator Dharma Shrestha accepted
these dismissals before he began our work together on this project. He
and many other local youngsters had been told Yogamaya was a
frustrated widow, her suicide no more than a fanatical act. How could
he know her campaign was a dream to move his country forward?
Until he met the women at Manakamana shrine, how could he imagine
that Yogamaya had any connection to his family, to him, or that she
offered alternatives for his dear aunt, his lonely father’s sister? Before
he knew about Durga Devi or Yogamaya, he never perceived his
widowed aunt as someone whose rights were denied her, or as
someone with any rights at all.

The light is inside vou. Look again.

It Pt ot s s
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About the time Durga Devi was wrapping up her career in the
early 1970s, western feminists were discovering that in Europe and the
United States, many of their ancestors' achievements had been
excluded from European and American histories. Their predecessors,
they found, had accomplished more than was recorded in the supposed
authoritative early European and American chronicles. Women had
done far more than campaign for the right to vote, or tend the wounded
and dying in past wars. They had plowed and built, navigated and
taught, provided and defended, remembered and written. They ran the
factories while men were at war and they led revolts of slaves.
Findings by anthropologists showed the so-called hunting peoples
were sustained not by the meat men brought back from their hunts, but
rather by the gathering work of the women. Another observation
revealed how perishables, the tools of women — straw, wood and
pottery — could figure in the repositories scientists use to understand
the economy of early societies. A deluge of books by scholars followed
these pioneers. Each added more evidence of the biased westem
historians and scientists. They sought to right the record by subjecting
those social and economic models to re-examination.

The feminists of the late 20th century began to document their
history with new standards. Books by western women offered
revealing self-examinations about western values, social structure and
gender. They highlighted the link between the personal and the
political. Moreover, western women'’s creative writing, and thereby
literature in general, was propelled to new heights through that self-
exploration. Many feminists were social scientists. They realized how
narrow and male-oriented their training and research had been, and
they began to reshape the nature of their inquiries and analyzes.
Comparative cultural studies were given a major boost. With their self-
discoveries, European and American scholars and journalists became
zealous, and sought to export their idea of liberation. Anthropologists
like myself took that excitement with us into our research fields abroad
— to Asia and the Middle East and Africa. With new pride, we were
eager to demonstrate the universal traditions of women thinkers and
creators. This was not as easy as we supposed. We set out on a global
mission before we really understood the obstinacy of our own cultural
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values, and the persistence of Orientalist biases in our work. We were
stuck in the same paradigms as earlier generations. We could not get
rid ourselves of an attitude of cultural superiority. Our ethnocentricism
lingered on.

When we arrived in Nepal or China, Guatemala or Nigeria,
some of us launched into a campaign to document how bad, or, how
much worse, things were for ‘other’ women. Many writers, in that
phase of zealotry about their “enlightenment,” assumed Third World
women were left behind. We became intrigued by the biology and
domesticity of other women as if they were “exotic.” Studies poured
forth documenting global women’s puberty, their fecundity, their
nursing habits, menopausal dynamics, their dowries and wedding
customs, their mothering and cooking practices.

The original idea behind comparative women’s studies was to
find similarities to help women unite worldwide. Instead, differences
often prevailed. In some respects, a western feminist replaced the
Christian missionary, convinced she was bringing “advanced”
enlightenment. Looking at their still “unliberated” sisters in the rest of
the world, her attitude was "Let me help you, give you, show you —
poor thing." That was global solidarity as defined by feminist
“missionaries.*

Limited and distorted views of global women was manifest in
anthropology as well as journalism and political history. Before the
1980s, anthropologists' richly textured studies had largely ignored
women. She might be a daughter-of, a mother-of. a wife-of, but this
was all. The woman's father was our expert, her son was our translator
and her husband was our storyteller. He was the farmer, the dissident,
the migrant, the person with time to sit with us. "She does not know
your language," or "She is too shy." said the men. Or she simply wasn't
there (— because she was working in the fields, with the animals, with
the children).

Occasionally an article or book profiled selected women in
those distant places to show her possibilities as a secretary, a professor,
a doctor!. If a non-European woman achieved high office, it had to be
through some dynastic inheritance rather than by her ments. An
Indian, or Arab, or Cuban businesswoman did not exist in Western



xxxiv Heir to a Silent Song: Two Rebel Women of Nepal

chronicles. Any farmer or guru had to be a man. Did we ever dream we
might find a Bengali Mary Stanton, a Ghanaian Harriet Tubman, a
Thai Emily Dickinson?

My own narrow assumptions about women worldwide were
influenced by my education in western universities and from the
writings of the new feminists. I didn’t imagine in Nepal I might find
activists similar to Mother Jones and Sojourner Truth, two early
American dissidents and reformers. How could a woman raised in
America and England, even though she was of Arab origin, imagine
she might find her true ancestors in Nepal? I was only one generation
removed from milking goats and cutting grass. I never thought to tell
those villagers in Nepal my own mother grew up in a household like
theirs. Or, that she could winnow as skillfully as they did; or how she
toiled from the age of seven as they did. My mother wanted to forget
and I did too.

Having been educated in the west, I subscribed to the notion
that any worthy heroine must be from advanced, progressive Europe.
Later I realized this was a myth.

When the time came for me to undertake my research with my
new “feminist” awareness, I did not set out in search of the ‘victim’
model of the Asian woman. That was a misguided approach, one
drenched with western academic bias. I simply made a modest
commitment to spend more time with the women I would meet in
Nepal, listen to them, speak to them as people having something in
common with myself. I had no grand theory. I thought perhaps I could
contribute a portrait of an ordinary woman — perhaps write a biography
of a farmer, porter, or shopkeeper, girl or grandmother.

1. Broughton Coburn’s biography of a Nepalese Gurung woman remains one of the
best of its kind. In 1982 he published Nepali Aama. Anchor Doubleday, and 13
years later, Aama in America, also with Anchor Doubleday.

Another notable collection is a two volume set of translations of Indian women's

writings: Women Writing in India, edited by Suzi Tharu and published in 1986 by
The Feminist Press, NY.
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An African American colleague, writer Anne Wilson, told me
how important African history was for her as a person of African
descent. “We do not know what we are capable of,” she said, “unless
we know what our predecessors have achieved in the past.” A
colleague in Iraq, an archeologist at the National Museum in Baghdad,
presented this same idea in another way. He was speaking about the
importance of teaching Iraqi young people the accomplishments of
their 6000 year civilization, even during these bleak years under siege.
Professor Doni George explained “History is like a bow string which
we draw back to create tension behind the arrow. The further back we
can draw 1t, the swifter and farther ahead the arrow will travel.”

Perhaps women don’t know our own capacity because we
often remained ignorant about the basic achievements of women —
village and urban women. Education, for example. Consider Durga
Devi’s ability in law. Durga received private education and extensive
training from her father; Nainakala, Yogamaya’s daughter, learned to
read and write from her own aunt and later documented her mother’s
verses. In my own family, I grew up thinking my mother, all women in
my family, and all Arab village women, were illiterate. Only after Sizri,
m>y grandmother, passed on, did I realize she had been literate! She
read her Holy Book every day. Her daughter, my mother, had not
continued that tradition in the Arab lands where she was born nor had
she attended school in the west where our family immigrated. In the
process of resettling, she had to work to support the family. She was a
young, strong woman and her labour was of more immediate value
than her literacy. Somehow my grandmother’s literacy in Arabic had
been missed. It did not count into my history, until I made the
connection.

Who will redeem the woman warriors, workers and scholars
from the history of the Himalayas, the jungles and plains and cities,
Egypt and Yemen, India and Nepal? As an Arab woman, I can also
relate to the heroines in Western culture. Part of me responds to the
social critics Simone de Bouvouir and Gloria Steiman, the novelists
Toni Morrison and Margaret Atwood, for example. But they are only
part of my intellect and part of my history. I need the Egyptian
educators who fought against Imperial rule, Huda Sharawi and Nawal
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el-Saadawi2, and Khadija the mother of the Prophet Mohammed. |
need Indian activist and actress Shabana Azmi, and Nepal’s poet and
activist Parizat. Their battles are class ones, economic, political and
anti-colonial. These Asian women also embody something of my
mother and grandmothers and their mothers, who, after all, cannot be
omitted from my link to women in history.

Our Asian and African women possess long histories and
abundant experiments in civilization. The lives of Yogamaya and
Durga Devi, two Nepalese, demonstrate the leadership of which
women are capable. Surely their histories are tangible and forceful
examples of Anne Wilson’s and Iraqi archeologist Doni George’s
points. Knowing we did this, we begin to fathom our capacity.

How can Yogamaya and Durga Devi nourish us-women and
men — in Nepal and elsewhere?

We need look no further than the hazurbani, the songs of the
dissident which Yogamya composed and uttered when she came out of
her meditations. They aroused thousands to come together and call for
radical political change. Her verses could be a vital bridge between
past and present. Today’s protestors employ songs to inspire, to unite,
and to propel them towards their goals. If now, why not then?

We will learn about Durga’s response to the rape of a deaf
child thirty years ago, and understand. Every Nepalese can recall an
incident during the 1990 revolution for democracy when college girls
demonstrated at their Pokhara campus, and some were arrested and
taken to jail. When news spread that one student was raped, reportedly
by the police, it ignited outrage across the land, that fueled more mass
political protests calling for the ruler to step down.

Once I overcame my biases I could easily imagine the widows
at the hermitage as twenty-year-old women with husbands and
children, with girlfriends, and teen age brothers. When Manamaya and

2. The Nawal El-Saadawi Reader, a collection of this thinker’s essays was published
by St. Martin’s and Zed press in 1997, and this was followed by A Daughter of Isis.
Saadawi’s autobiography in 1999, by the same publishers. Leila Ahmed. in her
recent autobiography A Border Passage: A Woman's Journev (Penguin, 2000)
gives us another important collection of the thoughts of an Arab woman, about
personal and political issues.
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Bhaktini Aama, two widows at Manakamana, spoke the hazurbani, 1
saw them transformed back to their youth.

And when poet Parizat, first read the hazurbani of Yogamaya,
she declared, “Yogamaya is my ancestor and her verses my legacy.” |
agreed. I titled this book “Heir To A Silent Song.”
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When I spoke to Mata, the head of the widows’ hermitage,
during my last visit to her home in 1986, she was deeply troubled by
the course of economic developments in Nepal. When we walked
together along the sandbar or sat overlooking the river bank, watching
women and men at their work, or seeing funerary parties arrive at the
burning ghat, or passing travellers en-route to their homes, Mata
remarked with compassion about their difficulties. She mainly talked
to me about the corruption that continued to infest her country. She
was angry about the ineptitude of government, seeing the swelling
bureaucracy, witnessing ‘experts’ coming and going, and all the while
the lives of farmers remaining static or deteriorating further3.

Desperate and rejected women come to Mata for help and she
is reminded by them of what difficulties women still face. She hears
repeated testimonies about their husbands taking of a second wife,
girls betrothed as children, widows losing their land, porters robbed on
the road, and Brahmanic tyranny. Mata watches women and men trek
to the riverside to beseech Lord Arun for the help they cannot find
elsewhere. She does not believe in the power of the Arun river god or
the goddess Manakamana and does not like to see offerings wasted on
them. Yet, what choice do these poor people have? Many women come
to Mata seeking a home at the temple. “How many can I help?” she
asks.
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“Though I am the one who is despised by society, and discarded,
I have to prove my innocence.”

3. See Chapter 7, Conclusion, for some notes about “development” in Nepal.
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Mata knew the army still remained watchful and she worried
the government would put down any resurgence of Yogamaya's
powerful verses. Yet, each time I returned, she asked me if the
hazurbani 1 had collected on tape and taken away had been broadcast
over Radio Nepal, or in a distant land. Mata hoped to lay the ground
for a new program that would somehow tackle the enduring ills of her
people.

Redeeming these women was an evolutionary process for me,
connected with my re-education and my self-empowerment. At first, I
was exhilarated by the drama of Yogamaya’s and Durga Devi’s lives. |
found both women clever and heroic. I did not care if they were
relevant or not to contemporary Nepal. Before long, struggling to
document and understand their work, I was obliged to learn about
political conditions. I looked more closely at the special difficulties of
women, at the power of Brahmins. I asked: why does a farmer leave
his fields to become a porter? Why are girls sent from home to the
city? Why is a Nepal-made carpet is so cheap, and how can children be
employed as weavers? How is land lost, and why a teacher posted to a
school in the hills feels lonely? How does money for a project
disappear, and what do foreign humanitarian workers do with their
salaries?

When confronting patriarchal restrictions in Nepalese society,
I began to recognize them in my own society and how they worked on
me:— in the academy, in the media, in American politics. Eventually, I
found the academy too confining. Scholarly language was
inappropriate for the biographical style called for in this research. I had
to step out of the scholar’s weighty garb to see, and then reject the role
anthropology and history played in the mythologizing of peoples—
Arab and Muslim, Nepalese and Buddhist. As I continued this work I
examined the myths I had accepted about my own Arab people, and
that led me to the Middle East, where I devoted most of my energy for
the past decade. There I am engaged in self-education and journalism,

and in the daunting task of trying to counter the myths and ignorance
perpetuated in the west.
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Whatever resistance and obstacles 1 encountered in
assembling the stories you will read here, it only helped me pursue my
immediate goals in Nepal more effectively, and with deeper
understanding. This awakening happened over many years, and it
continues. The moment of decision to enter on this path came when my
translator Dharma saw how responsive I was to the hazurbani, and
advised “when you reach Kathmandu, there is a political woman there
you can meet. She writes songs which the young people sing when
they move through Nepal, teaching the peasants their rights. Her name
is Parizat.” That was the first time I had heard this woman’s name,
although I had been concerned with Nepal for more than twelve years!
I set out in search of Parizat.

So, one hot afternoon in 1981, after returning from my second
visit to the hills of the Arun Valley, I found myself at the entrance to
the house of the poet, in the quiet neighborhood of Maipi on the
western edge of the capital. In those days the area was not as crowded
and densely inhabited as it is today. There were only a few cottages
scattered among the paddy gardens, and you reached them by way of
narrow paths between the fields. The area was inaccessible to cars, so
I left the taxi some distance away and arrived in the neighborhood on
foot. Bushes lined the earthen path. As I proceeded along, I saw a
nckety wooden gate, and behind it, more green shrubs on either side of
a worn path that led to a small cottage beyond. Parizat was expecting
me, and was waiting for me inside. But a man in a police uniform stood
a few meters in front of the gate. He carried neither a weapon nor a
stick. He was posted there because this was the house of an “enemy of
the king.” He was there to note the arrival and departure of any
activists or other ‘troublemakers’ — students, editors or poor women
and men who came to this house day and night. Parizat was a dissident
and a strong critic of the government. People arrived here in search of
her counsel. Bulletins were drawn up and distributed. Poems and
essays were collected and printed, assemblies and committee meetings
planned. Men released from prison received succour. Poor people
came for a few week’s work, or a place to sleep while in the city, or a
small loan to pay for a bus back to their village or to stop the banker
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from foreclosing on their mortgage. A runaway girl found shelter and
work.

The policeman stood to the side of the gate, not obstructing the
passage. This fellow would add my name to a list of suspects, an
archive of the hundreds of thousands of patriots determined to secure
their freedom. I hesitated for an instant. Then I pulled up the latch on
the cross bar and walked ahead.
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“... Death will never perish.
Peasants starve, landless die
to become an endless column
marching arm in arm, each band a fist.
Death becomes a bayonet, pointing
to the oppressors. It strikes!

from “Mreetyu” by Parizatl

1. Translated by M. Aryal and B. Soros. Verses from “Mreetyu™ appear in Chapters
3.5and 7.






Chapter 1
TO THE RIVER’'S EDGE

In 1990, the Nepalese people launched a countrywide protest
to win back democracy2, and end two generations of dictatorial rule. A
remarkable demonstration of will and with no outside help, the
Nepalese persisted, and prevailed. Farmers — women and men — and
their children, graying mothers and indignant grandfathers, seething
students and angry professors, lawyers and shopkeepers, weavers and
milk vendors, doctors and unemployed lads and their sisters advanced
towards the palace gates of Kathmandu. Many fell, stopped by bullets
from King Birendra’s guards. Twisted corpses of youth were dumped
in mass graves; sticky brains and caking blood-stained sidewalks,
while nearby, royal statues lay smashed. pulled from their bases by the
crowds moving ever closer to the palace. Waves of protesters moved
forward. Police beat them and bound them. There were so many whom
they captured that ' army had to hastily construct prisons in open
fields to cage them.

During those fiery weeks of 1990, mothers formed a human
wall to defend their homes against the army, and liberated the whole
town of Patan not far from the capital. The countryside erupted too,
and across the hills, government posts came under siege. Offices of
non-governmental organizations and the foreign embassies were
strangely mute, and the representatives of western democracies and

2. In 1951 with the end of the Rana dictatorship. a democratically elected
government held power until 1959 when King Mahendra staged a coup and
assumed absolute authority. This dictatorship was continued by his son, King
Birendra.
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socialist nations alike stood silent3. Not until it was clear the ruler was
doomed, would foreign press carry reports about the struggle.
Doubtless foreign intelligence agents kept their capitals informed, but
publicly none denounced the terror, and no embassy’s foreign office
openly commented on the actions of the king’s army.

Resistance could not be wiped out. Even without CNN
television coverage or human rights commissions, the Nepalese acted.
City commerce came to a halt. Many protestors had nephews and
grandsons and granddaughters enjoying freedoms abroad. But they
wanted their own liberty at home. Doctors, retired lawyers and
librarians joined sit-ins at town squares nationwide, and united with
the crowds in their advance towards the palace. Communist marched
with civil servant, poet with peon, travel agent with teacher. The palace
gates themselves trembled as the crowds swelled and moved forward.

Finally, the King capitulated and called off his riflers. Young
Birendra Bikram Shah, occupant of the Lion Throne since 1973,
inheritor of the dictatorship, proved to be a man of finite cruelty. (Or
was he ordered to acquiesce by an embarrassed American ambassador
whose support for the dictator was finally challenged by the reports of
corpses and by Nepalese petitions to Washington? A complete
communist success in the Kingdom might also embarrass the U. S.
State Department.)

But Birendra did succumb to the people’s will. In a late night
broadcast lasting barely a minute, the defeated king broadcast his
decision to the people. “I shall un-gag the press and un-ban political
parties and you may prepare for a democratic election.” His voice
quivered. Little was said, but it was enough. Marchers had already
reached the twenty foot high iron bars of the palace gate, and they
would have ripped them down. Some insurgents wanted to continue
the assault, spurred on by rumors that the King had already sent his
treasures out of the country and readied his helicopter to evacuate his

3. This non-violent revolution lasted S0 days. Communists figured prominently in
the movement. Only in the very last stage, when success seemed likely, did
international media begin to carry reports of the events, and even then coverage of
brutality by the police was downplayed. This was one people’s revolution for
democracy, the Americans were not keen to see succeed.
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family and his councillors. Those protesters argued that the monarchy
must be done away with altogether. But others, supported by the
middle class, who had land to protect and who had survived a quarter
of century in exile, decided to compromise. The conservatives
prevailed and halted the march. Exhausted men and women dispersed
to collect their children from the streets and search for their comrades
in the prisons and morgues and mass graveyards.

Could that kind of revolt have happened fifty years earlier?
Was such freedom ever dreamed of or demanded until then?

In fact, many men and women had dreamed and died for
equality before 1990. The two Nepalese women described in the
following pages called for reforms from their homes in the Arun
Valley. They belong in the history of the struggle for justice in this
nation. They belong to the hidden history of women who were cast into
the shadow and denied their rightful place in history. Unearthing them
and tracing their campaigns became a lesson for me.

s ot Pt P ot

In the 1970s when I was in Nepal for research with the Tibetan
people there, I heard from colleagues at the university about an armed
rebellion in the hills. They said it was led by opponents of King
Mahendra, (1955-1973) who held sway over the country with an iron
fist. The revolt erupted in a place known for its ‘troublesome peasants,’
Okhaldhunga town, a major hill settlement east of Kathmandu. That
uprising was snuffed out so swiftly it could not be confirmed by
journalists, or even members of parliament. How many rebels were
killed was unknown, and none discussed the real nature of the uprising.
The government’s brutal actions went unchallenged, and appeared to
have put an end to any opposition movement.

In 1979 protests again erupted. Demonstrations for a Free
Press occurred in the main street of Kathmandu and culminated with
the burning of the National Airlines office and the shooting of
protestors by government troops. Although the army’s crackdown
against the demonstrators was reported in Nepal’s press, the problems
that motivated the revolt — elitism, corruption, and the absence of
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justice — were buried. The whole episode was treated in the press as a
skirmish. Then came a melee at the university where students were
badly beaten and jailed. Some were tossed off balconies by police who
stormed the campus. The authorities closed the university for many
months in order to quell the discontent.

Had those outbursts anything to do with the basic conditions
and lives of the masses of the people of Nepal? Press comments and
reports focused only on the leftist student movement, and ignored the
more fundamental issues — domination by the Brahmin class in the
universities and the civil service, no freedom of press, no right of
assembly, one political party, graft at all levels of government service,
overtaxed farmers bent in their fields, malnourishment of little boys
tending their cows, young girls labouring in carpet factories,
mistreatment of women who bore no sons, tea vendors in debt,
trafficking in women, the illegal transfers of land. These were the very
same injustices that drove the successful 1990 revolution, and the same
abuses that the women rebels, Yogamaya and Durga Devi struggled
against in the Arun Valley two generations before.

Without institutional avenues through which the government
could be pressured to reform, any public protest, however peaceful,
was bound to be met by violence from the King’s side. Still opposition
inevitably erupted again, and when it did, it was again swiftly crushed
by the police, or by the royal troops. The authorities portrayed these
outbursts by civilians as capricious and marginal. And life would be
restored to its seemingly Buddhistic tranquility and mountain splendor
— a supposedly stable and certainly a more profitable scenario.

In recent years, especially after the institution of democracy in
1990, public discontent persisted. But now, the administration had a
new tact. Instead of using force, it invoked benign institutional
responses to criticism. Under the guise of a Seminar in Development,
usually sponsored by foreign assistance, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) gathered to “study” one economic problem or
other. These agencies had nothing to do with political protests, but
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helped make it appear as if the government was responsive to public
needs. “Experts” were called together. Economic and social surveys
were launched. Western or Japanese or Indian aid agencies allocated
funds for whatever solutions the “experts” recommended. More
seminars and more seminars, all with ample budgets. The problems
were put on an agenda and for the most part that was where they
remained. Where these ‘solutions’ failed, the military and police and
the prison wardens had theirs. But the dissenters would not be
mollified. Those who escaped the police fled via the underground to
mobilize once again. No one knew where opponents would next make
their appearance. As the Nepalese critic and poet, Parizat’s song above
suggests, the poor, who were already sacrificed by the society would
sacrifice still again.

o~ o s P

In 1981, when I began my inquiries about the history of the
Arun Valley peoples, the nation was untroubled, at least on the surface.
By the early 1980s, tourism was growing at a rapid rate, along with
mountaineering expeditions; UNESCO was undertaking the
restoration of ancient temples; monasteries were flourishing and
foreigners were seeking ‘“shangrila” in increasing numbers;
anthropologists were welcome to set up their ‘studies’ in just about
every valley and hilltop. And the monarch and his court appeared to
have everything under control. So I was not motivated to come here by
any sense of an impending crisis. I was unfamiliar with the poet Parizat
at that time and I knew nothing about her many comrades in prison and
in the underground.

In universities in England and the USA where I studied and
worked, I thought I had gained an expertise in the culture of the
Himalayas, which included Nepal. I was in college during the late
1960s when campuses in Europe and the U.S. were in turmoil and
African Americans were amassed in the streets demanding their human
rights. My colleagues and I vigorously protested Washington’s war
against the Vietnamese people. Yet, I somehow remained grossly naive
about the People’s history of Nepal throughout my graduate studies in
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London. This lasted even into my early research forays in Nepal in
from 1970 to 1980 when I did extensive field research in the hills,
working closely with Tibetan refugees4. I confess that I knew nobody
who was engaged in political dissent. Even though [ saw poverty was
widespread, and civil rights were limited, I was unaware of the degree
of discontent across the nation.

It Pt Pt s ot

Passing through those terraced valleys as I walked into and out
of the hills, if I thought about people’s rights, I supposed that any idea
of justice or a program to end inequalities couldn’t possibly take hold.

Villagers I encountered seemed preoccupied with simply
holding on, and I assumed that was all they could manage. How could
anyone living in such isolated places think of change — really basic
change? Change originates in the modern educated world of human
rights projects and literacy courses and population control. Costly
development programs are needed, sending virgin city boys into the
hills to educate mothers about birth control, hiring foreign graduates to
count trees in order to establish a royal parkland in place of a forest
where farmers harvested fuel. This kind of wisdom arrived in Nepal by
way of Kathmandu, the capital city, whose importance and wealth has
grown alongside the expansion of tourism and foreign aid.

Kathmandu lies some three hundred miles west of the Arun
River. Although it’s political arm reaches deep into every corner of the
countryside, the capital city has economic connections to the world
beyond Nepal. Kathmandu represents an international link to India,
and East Asia, then to Australia and Japan, Europe and the USA. From
those counties flow development contracts, tour groups, high altitude
climbing records, and orders for tens of thousands of handwoven
carpets flow back to Nepal. Movies and city buses arrive from
Bombay, cloth and paper and pipes from Calcutta, kerosene and oil
from Patna, tin and plastic and furniture and computers and light
fixtures and canned foods from other parts of India and beyond.

4. The result of this research is reported in Tibetan Frontier Families, 1978, Vikas
Publishers, Delhi, and numerous scholarly articles.
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Kathmandu Valley houses the carpet, cigarette, garment and brick
factories where malnourished women and men and children find low-
paid work. The tour offices who recruit porters and buy the tents and
food for expeditions and walking trips are here. Most of Nepal’s
foreign income arrives in Kathmandu and here is where it stays. Most
of the budget for a rural project will be dispensed in the city as well.
More fine restaurants and private schools serve the growing Nepalese
middle class and the battalion of international experts and their
families. American diplomats and businessmen in Kathmandu
maintain their “Lincoln” school. The British have theirs. So do the
Japanese.

For farmers, the capital is a place to sell their labour, peddling
rickshaws, hauling loads on their backs, cleaning hotels. For foreign
aid employees, carpet and curio dealers, tourists and climbers,
Kathmandu is a dream world. To the visitor from abroad - there are
400,000 of us a year — this Himalayan land is part of our own imagined
landscape. The poverty is undeniable. Yet, some tourists manage to
interpret the hardships of ancient hill people as something dignified -
‘traditional’, they call it. Even the ubiquitous royal portraits, hashish
shops and men sleeping in their push-carts, help support our romance-
of-timelessness and tolerance. From Kathmandu city, one cycles
eastward a few miles to stand under the great, calming eyes of
Bodhnath Temple. From these muddy city paths we can follow the
ancient routes still used by porters. Golden-faced and cheery, young
and old, the Nepalese sing, “We are a traditional people. No outsider
colonized us.” Alert and witty, they speak little about their king,
Birendra who, from his occasional radio broadcasts, seems to be a
humble man. There are rumors about his wanderings incognito through
the hills to witness their simple lives. If he does make these
expeditions, Birendra might feel as gratified as the foreigner does,
when half-clad, underweight children return his wave with smiles. But
how can the hill porter or the grass-gatherer wave back, bent under an
enormous basket, both hands clutching their tumpline to balance their
load?

The present Nepalese dynasty, intact for 231 years, appears to
be removed. Whatever hardships these dispossessed subjects may
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endure, their sad-faced king and his wife surely is not to blame. It’s the
agitators. Any act against the throne, like those carried out against
King Birendra’s father Mahendra, was said to be the work of
communists, enemies colluding with Nepal’s foreign foes. India, who
had already forcible absorbed the once independent states of Sikkim
and Goa on the fringes of its land mass, was suspected to have similar
designs on Nepal, and was surely the source of any political trouble
here. Why should the Nepalese be discontent? According to the
nation’s high priests, their ruler is the incarnation of Lord Vishnu, and,
if his subjects worship him, he in turn protects them. What further
justice would these people need?

Let’s keep our gaze on the splendid mountain landscape. Do
those lofty, terraced fields look like a dictatorship? Where on the
mountaintops do you see tanks and helicopter gunships? Do you read
any reports of disappearances or torture in Nepal’s newspapers? Their
pages are full of felicitations to the monarch.

This comforting image of calm and timelessness can be exotic
and alluring, and it is profitable. The picture succeeds year after year
in drawing anthropologists like me and trekkers and meditation
students to Nepal in ever greater numbers. But our needs and
gratifications remain isolated from any local disaffections and political
turmoil. It is not in the interests of donor agencies and tour companies,
or scholars to lend credibility to a nasty struggle for justice.

i~ o~ o

Nothing in history books about Nepal suggests that anything
of global significance happened here, except perhaps that a tall British
chap named Hillary scaled the world’s highest peak, Sagarmatha — the
one foreigners call Everest. In the populated villages of the hills, the
rhythm of life is said to be timeless and motionless. The sublime
landscape, the slopping sides of the Arun valley and orderly terraced
fields are described as if history stood still here and always would.

Here are simple people enacting timeless rituals, repeating the
entrenched rites of their long-dead ancestors. Women and men arrive
from their farms seeking a powerful river deity. Some cut boughs of
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simal leaves and insert them upright into the sand at the river’s edge.
Father stabs a chicken’s neck and offers its blood to Lord Arun in
gratitude for small blessings the family has received. Petals of
Himalayan blossoms flow from farmers’ cracked hands and float down
the current of the great river. In a field of golden ripening rice, little
girls with sweat staining their blouses, look up from their work. Youths
pass carrying hundred-pound loads of supplies on their backs so
tourists can travel in comfort.

But no people, neither women nor men, remain motionless in
history. Many of these villagers have travelled to Calcutta, Gauhati,
Darjeeling, Gangtok and other parts of India. Many hill residents have
adult children who live in cities where they work as engineers, clerks,
teachers and health workers, and labourers in the lowest paid sectors.
Some of the older generation of men and women are themselves
migrants to the hills. Many inhabitants are actually recent generations
of hill farmer, the children of men and women to came north from
India seeking land and a new life.

Ownership of the fields on either side of the Arun River is
dynamic as well. Wherever the river valley is flat and wide is now
largely occupied by high-caste Brahmin and Chhetri immigrants. They
are called Khasa-Bahun because their ancestors arrived in the Arun
River region via West Nepal, from north west India. (The royal Shah
family originated there as well.) The early Brahmins and Chhetris
carved out water channels and sculpted vertical rows of paddy terraces
for rice cultivation. Being good farmers, they saved, and acquired
more land. Their farming techniques may be more efficient than
others, but the newcomers also used political links to their advantage.
Today their descendants hold sway over the longer-settled people.

The indigenous hill people are called tribal people by
anthropologistsS; in the eastern hills they are Rai, Limbu, Tamang,
Magar, and Gurung, each with their own language, whose farming
styles, diet, religion and customs are differ from that of the Hindu
settlers. They once owned the fields in the fertile lower flat sides of the

5. See Faces of Nepal, Jan Salter and Harka B. Gurung. 2000, Himal Books.
Kathmandu.
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valleys where they grew maize and millet. Today we find the homes of
Nepal’s tribal inhabitants squeezed along the scrappy slopes, pushed to
the margins. They moved uphill and grow their grain on the steep
hillside, on plots which are ravaged by the monsoon rains which wash
away their topsoil which is then deposited on the wide, open slopes
owned by Brahmins. These are some reasons why the occupants of the
elevated areas have a thin harvest, while the fields of the rice growers
are lush and dense with grain.

This flux is not confined to the Arun Valley. Immigrants still
arrive into the Madhesh, (or Tarai, the plain stretching along the
southern border of Nepal). Families pour across the border from the
more populous villages of India, and take over jungle land inside
Nepal. On the country’s distant northern frontier, it abuts Tibet.
Migration is ongoing there as well. Even the Bhotia Sherpas of the
Upper Arun probably did not originally live near the confluence of the
Arun and Barun rivers where find them today. Some say they arrived
there from Tibet. Another explanation is that they came from Solu-
Khumbu to the west, which is still heavily populated by a Sherpa
people, but whose language little resembles theirs. It is also possible
that the Arun Valley Bhotia have no Tibetan origins at all, but migrated
from lower valleys northward, perhaps splitting off from a larger Rai
tribe, and changing their culture and language during years of
interaction with Tibet, when commerce across the northern passes was
more intense than in recent years.

The origin of the Bhotia who live in the upper Arun intrigued
my companion Jangbu who, as a Sherpa himself, was making his first
visit to this valley. He conversed with these people in Nepali because
their ‘sherpa’ dialects were not the same, but he learned that they
nevertheless shared some words, farming methods, and clan names.
The more time Jangbu Sherpa spent with them, the more questions he
had about his own people’s origin.

These dynamics are another demonstration of how this
forested valley is hardly a backwater as first appearances may suggest.

Arun Valley is in fact an axis of civilization along which people and
ideas and culture travel.
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Migration is a common feature of history. People move in
waves, following invaders who have broken ground by conquest,
economic or military, and as one people departs, another follows to
take its place. Borders are subject to political as well as geographic
vagaries. Sometimes they open and close to aliow movement. Other
times they confine populations. At the beginning of this century some
mountain passes between Nepal and Tibet were cut off by glacial
shifts. In late 1950s, due to China’s policies in Tibet, the high plateau
was forcibly sealed off from the south, and Nepalese such as the
Sherpas who had earlier been regular visitors to Tibet, became south-
oriented. It took only one generation to break those northern cultural
affiliations that had seemed so deeply ingrained. For example, young
people like Janbu speak and write in Nepali, whereas his presents are
fluent in Tibetan. Both generations still use their Sherpa language at
home, but Jangbu’s three sons, who have been raised and schooled in
Kathmandu, hardly speak Sherpa.

This flux is part of the character of the region. It shows how
misleading the notion of ‘timelessness’ is. The rebel women whose
histories we will explore in later chapters were part of the flow of
people into and out of the region.

Ever since the unification of Nepal under Prithvi Narayan
Shah, after his military conquest of Kathmandu Valley in 1769, Nepal
became the nation-state we know today. with Kathmandu as its capital.
Sometimes Kathmandu opted for a laissez-faire agreement with local
leaders. The central government allowed governors considerable
independence. However, the central authority maintained a military
presence, ready to impose order in a stroke.

When Kathmandu made a commitment to universal education
in the 1971, its presence across the land became ubiquitous. Photos of
the monarch were pasted everywhere. The portable radio, carrying
state-controlled programs produced in the capital, became common.
An effective vehicle of imperial rule, the radio helped the palace reach
every citizen. Roads were built to link the towns across the south to
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Kathmandu. The administration became more centralized. Where
roads could not penetrate, airports were the link between the capital
and its administrative outposts®.

Hilltop airstrips around the country sprouted in the middle of
jungles. They seemed to be a convenient commercial link between city
and village, or a way to get tourists to their mountain lookouts. But the
link was more complicated. Once an airlink was established, other
infrastructures followed: an army post, radio transmitters,
administrators. These gave the administration, and those benefitting
from government contracts, access to every settlement across the
nation. This was the history of Tumlingtar, the small airport where I
alighted from plane on my second visit to the nearby shrine at
Manakamana where I pursued my inquiries.

Tumlingtar, built in 1971, was one of these outposts of
government authority. In 1981, when I had begun visiting the Arun
Valley, Tumlingtar Airport was just a wide grassy track, abandoned
most of the week. A simple concrete shed with two rooms, one for
baggage and the other for the ticket clerk, was located at one side of
the field. There was no phone and no radio tower.

Villagers who gathered at the airlines office are relatives of
arriving passengers, or outgoing travellers returning to their home in
the Madhesh plains bordering India, or to the capital. Officials and
shopkeepers came to the strip from surrounding villages of Palikot,
Dingla or Bhojpur on the west side of the river, or from Chainpur on
the East side, or upriver, at Num and Kulung. They arrived to receive
a document, or cash for the local bank, or other items that enhance
their influence.

In 1981 Tumlingtar closed down during the during the
monsoon months but the rest of the year, two flights landed there every
week. Whether or not many passengers disembarked, a landing drew
spectators since the Tar lay on a well travelled footpath between
Madhesh in the south and the higher hill settlements. Porters—men and
women, but mostly men—passed this way, walking northward into the

6. By 1995, phone lines were installed into every town housing a chief district office.

With the installation of satellite systems in the near future, phones links will be
possible to every village.
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hills or descending en route to the road-head at Dharan, three days to
the south. Seeing activity at the airline shed, they paused, smoked a
cigarette, and leaned on one of the posts marking the edge of the field
to witness the aircraft’s touchdown. Judging by the bemused look of
the boys and porters, they might have viewed this technology as if it
had little to do with their life.

They are mistaken if they thought so. Then and now
that nineteen-seat airplane represents a critical political link between
the palace and local administrators, between the rich commercial
centers of the country and the impoverished villages up and down
the length of the valley. The air-link into the interior meant that
troops could be hastily flown into any “trouble spot” anywhere
in the country. It meant instant radio contact between the capital and
regional centers of power. Because of this link, officials could more
effectively represent the central power and vice versa, and with easy
backup from the capital, local officials might have felt less need for
local support.

The aircraft sat on the grass for a quarter of an hour while
passengers disembark and embark and the ticketer’s assistant unloads
and loads a few bags. Within moments of the plane’s takeoff, the field
empties, the teashop is shuttered, and the onlookers disappear up the
road to their farm, to school, the land office, the market in Dingla
town, or to their sister’s house somewhere on the hillside. The sound
of the engine in the air is heard for a moment, and then everything falls
quiet once more.

Pt Pt s o et

During successive visits between 1982 and 1986 I arrived in
that same Twin Otter plane and felt the soft bumpy touchdown on this
ledge above the river. Before we began to descend, we skimmed over
a succession of high ridges that separate the rivers — moving above the
Sunkosi, the Likhu Kosi, deeper and deeper towards the lush hills. 1
felt excited and I pressed my face against the window looking for the
shrine somewhere below. Halfway through the voyage from
Kathmandu I spotted Okhaldhunga town. Soon after, I peered down at
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the Dudh Kosi River, and two ridges beyond, I finally sighted the great
Arun waterway itself.

From high above, the river is just a thin brown strip cut into
green mountainside. It leans east, then curves south like a fragile
ribbon that has floated from the sky and lies strung out haphazardly
where it landed on the earth. The river seems to be a delicate, fixed
track on an otherwise rolling, ragged landscape. How odd, I thought,
since it is what really moves, and with ferocity.

The brown shine of the waterway is visible before I can
identify a prominent hill, or a cluster of houses, or a mountain path,
and before I can catch the glint of tin off a school roof. There are no
roadways or canals in this region, but as we begin to descend between
the hills, I recognize the few places I know from my previous treks by
foot: Dingla town halfway up a hill on the west side of the Arun, then
the white dust of a school playground visible on a spur of land, then
the thin street of Khandbari stretched out on a narrow ridge. Below the
airstrip is the footbridge, then the narrow gorge where the canoe ferry
crosses the river, and further upriver, the stony beach that is the
burning ghat and nearby, the shrine of Manakamana.

No boats navigate the Arun except the humble ferry. The
boatman who ran it charged half a rupee per passenger in 1982, and a
whole rupee for a man and load. The boatman and his assistant are
Kumal, members of a fisherman caste who inhabit villages near the
bank. In the early morning they cross the current by jumping over
rocks, then toss their nets into deep pools where fish gather. Any boys
playing and swimming in the river are certain to be children of the
Kumal. How they love the river, although it sometimes lashes out in
fury and consumes them. Not long before I arrived here, one of these
lads who was helping his father steer the ferry canoe was swept away
in the waters when it capsized. The boy was lost forever. The ferry boat
is just a rough dugout log. When one sits deep inside it and it is
released into the current, it rocks as if it is completely helpless, and
passengers cling tightly to the wooden sides of the vessel. Somehow,
the Kumal can steer it safely to the far bank — most of the time.



To the River's Edge 17

By 1985, flights were more frequent. With reliable radio
contact between centers, weather conditions in the hills were
monitored, so planes could land here even during the monsoon
months. Officials posted here from other parts of the country built
houses beside the airstrip, and their wives moved from their homes to
be with them. This meant more business for local shops. A second
teashop opened where the men could play cards late into the night.
Then a hotel was built. By 1989, an electricity line from the south
would reach Tumlingtar and Khandbari, opening the way for television
and other amenities, and by 2001, the motor road from Dharan was to
extend to Chainpur — just some of the development projects that
offered employment for a few of the country’s graduates and profits for
local contractors.

Other activity moved along this route. With the growing
popularity of Mount Makalu on the border of Tibet directly north of
here, many more trekkers flew into Tumlingtar airport. From there,
they made their way 23 miles by foot to the peak’s base camp. Land
prices in the area began to rise.

The most profitable land deals were made in the vicinity of
Khandbari, an hour’s walk from the airstrip. Khandbari was the new
Sankhuwa-Sabha district headquarters. As such — it was already a
thriving commercial center — Khandbari would flourish. Farmers
arrive in town from villages all around, carry the cash their daughter
sent from her factory job, or a son earned carrying loads. Each unfolds
his measly roll of rupees, and hands his cash over to the cloth
merchants, the iron and plastic sellers, and the spice vendors, the tatlor
and ironworker. They come with their tax payments, their court
affidavits and appeals, license fees and land deeds. They hope that
perhaps, when their son graduates from school. he will secure one of
those chairs in one of those offices, so he can find his father some
reprieve irom the dizzying bureaucracy, and prevail on his fellow
clerks to spare him just a little.

P~ P~ Pt ot ot

Each time [ step from the plane after it lands on the ledge
above the river, I am stunned by the utter silence in the air. It is this
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silence that tells me I was somewhere else. That silence is a kind of
chamber I pass through where I am stripped of the garments of the
culture which I left behind. No newspaper. No reference library. No
academic circle. No jostling through the busy market lanes of the city,
No European pastries, no Tibetan noodles or spicy Nepalese meats. No
tick of taxi meters, or clack of carpet looms. The silence prepares me
for a new order of things. This outpost, which is one of many strategic
specks on an army map, becomes the center of my life. It is the center
of the lives of my teachers, and the tunnel through which I will arrive
at the history of two local women, both reformers, who called for
justice a generation ago.

I arrived at the Arun River by foot after a walk of several days
on my first visit here. Descending into the valley of the Arun near the
iron bridge below Tumlingtar airstrip, I crossed the great river, then
trekked north over the flat river terrace. Passing the airfield, I joineda
path used by farmers and porters, officials and merchants, pilgrims and
troops.

The monsoon ended a few weeks before my arrival and the
valley of the Arun River was steamy hot on that September afternoon
in 1981. But I walked through its torrid embrace making my way
innocently to my destination.

A thousand feet above me, cool air swept across the eastem
ridge. I could have pressed on, to stay at the town on the crest of the
hill, en-route further north. For reasons I cannot explain, my
companion Jangbu and I continued along the dusty path of the far, the
river terrace, which dipped through the jungle, and took us to the
river’s edge. A hermitage was located not far upstream, set in a grove
of trees and hidden from the main track, well away from any village.
Perhaps we would find lodging there.

Knowing nothing about the settlement or its residents, we
headed in its direction. We hoped this retreat would offer us respite
from the crowded farmhouses we stopped at each night during the
course of our long walk eastward from Solu-Khumbu in the central
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hills. I started from there with Jangbu, who had quit his teaching post
in the district headquarters to join me. He disliked the atmosphere of
the town where the school was located, and decided to become a guide
in order to travel through the countryside, and eventually to seek work
in Kathmandu. During our journey, the farmhouses we sought lodging
in were invariably occupied by large families, but the house would
double or triple in size with neighbors and their children soon after our
arrival. Wherever we stopped, we were an occasion for fellowship and
conversation. Although surrounded by warmth and kindness, we got
little sleep. At the riverside shrine ahead of us, we hoped to rest for a
night.

And, we looked forward to bathing in the river, dozing
undisturbed during the hot afternoon, to be lulled to sleep by the soft
devotional praises of holy women.

We reached Manakamana and were welcomed by the head of
the hermitage. The keepers of the shrine were high-caste women,
ascetics, numbering thirty-two. When we met, they were pursuing a
simple life of religious devotion. I would soon learn their origins were
radically different.

ot ot s oy o






Chapter 2
THE BASKET CARRIER

A line of four men emerges from between the trees. Without
breaking their stride, they step into a dusty gully, then up again, hardly
noticing the ditch. The route seems a mere path; sometimes it’s barely
three feet wide. In fact this trail is a transnational roadway, the main
highway between thousands of Nepal's hill villages — the markets
where consumers live — and the commercial centers of Chainpur,
Khandbari and Bhojpur from where goods are distributed.

The men walk it in file, behind one another, as if trained. Or
chained. Each man moves forward with head down, but his eveballs
are upturned, scanning the road for dangerous obstacles, an
overhanging branch, a jutting rock along the inside wall of the road,
the protruding root of a tree.

Every one of the men wears a hat — the traditional, rimless
topi. Even if threadbare and stained with sweat, the hat makes the men
dressed, despite bare legs and shoeless feet. The second man in the line
is also watchful. He too must step to avoid the same dangers. A third,
in turn, is close on his heels. A few meters behind comes a much
younger man, perhaps sixteen. His legs are thin and still sinewy
because he's new to this work. He too is barefoot.

Manu, climbing out of the gully, is really a Nepalese truck.
Only, this truck hauls one basket-load everv trip it makes. Manu
balances the load on his shoulders, taking half the weight with his neck
and back muscles, the other half with his legs and feet. Brown thighs,
the heaviest parts of his body, bulge above his knees.

The cone-shaped net of bamboo is set high on his shoulders.
Made by all farmers here, the doko is so characteristic of the Nepal
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hills that vendors sell it in the capital as a tourist souvenir. Tour shops
also sell ten inch high dolls with a topi on their heads, outfitted in
jackets and tight-calved pants with those cute coned baskets sewn into
its back.

The real basket is a handcrafted tool. Extraordinarily
lightweight, its construction applies the engineering genius of these
indigenous people, the knowledge of generations of craftsmen. It can
hold up to 70 kilos and it may last a porter more than one season. The
design is efficient and pleasing to the eye. Loaded, it needs skill and
strength because a full doko is top heavy, and not easy to balance.
Every farm boy and girl learns to keep a firm grip on the lines on
either side of his head to stop the load from swaying and tipping. Manu
clutches the line tightly. Sometimes he clenches his jaws, as if his neck
muscles are tearing at his mouth, like the bit between a horse's jaw.

~ Pt s ot s

Despite his load, each porter moves smoothly. It’s too early for
a smoke break. None of the men can stop before the convoy reaches the
ridge half way up the hill. None will rest until sunset, after they cross
the bridge at Num. Num is their regular stop, on the fourth day of the
six-day job — for a hundred and twenty rupees cash.

The men encounter another convoy. Only two men there,
rushing towards them and downhill, heading back to the roadhead,
They carry no loads, so the salty tumplines lie loose across the men’s
chests. Whump, whump, echo the flapping empty baskets on their
shoulders. The limp strap is the only ornament they can wear on this
Jjob. It’s flapping sound is soft to some ears perhaps. To these men, it
feels like the infinite wind moving through bare trees. It is an echo that
flails the backs of these once young and hopeful farmers.

Those porters are returning to Dharan, to reload. They step
quickly, but it is no dance. It's hunger. Each man runs to find work, to
earn a few rupees to buy food. In just two days, he descends the space
he needs six days to climb under a full basket. He does not wait for his
friends as he descends. He's hurrying, to find work. At the roadhead,
he hopes to locate someone from his village to travel with, back
through the mountains, back with another load.
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Downward he rushes. The men say “One night in Dharan,
then out.” Dharan is no village, no town, no city. It's just a grubby
depot at the roadhead. From India to Nepalese cities such as
Biratnagar on the border of Nepal and India, trucks bring supplies of
kerosene, and rice and sugar and biscuits. At the roadhead depots
everything is loaded into go-downs. Those warehouses are operated by
fat men — the bosses.

“Yes hazur, no hazur, hazur hazur,” says the desperate porter.

The radios of these fat men and their sons blast music into the
streets; late into the night they broadcast cheery Nepalese tunes that
can set a man's wrists dancing. But not these porters. For them,
Dharan is a hungry, cheerless place.

These farmers stay here only as long as it takes them to find a
load to carry. At night they congregate along the roadside near the
warehouses. Their eyes move along the street and back again. Waiting,
one man washes his alternate pair of shorts while another hand-
stitches the strap on one of his sandals. The first turns to a boy he
recognizes and asks him who is hiring laborers tomorrow. Two men
converse about their village and, if they can locate a common relative,
they begin to be close, feeling the other will not rob him on the road.
They sleep early, lying within inches of one another for comfort, and
for safety. When they awaken, each folds up his blanket, and silently
joins the line of foot-truckers. Each walks under a laden basket.

Before sunrise, every morning the paths out of Dharan are
dense with men like them, moving one behind another, in a single line,
ascending into the hills.

In the village, everyone carries a basket. They need their
basket to haul fertilizer from the cowshed, to gather grass for the house
animals, to transfer seed to the field or bear an ill relative to the clinic.
It’s the Nepalese farmer’s pick-up truck.

Hauling a loaded basket for wages is another work
altogether!. No farmer intends to become a porter. But from year to

1. Tts weight is normally 70 kilograms, more than the weight of the porter.
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year, the people who once lived from farming their land cannot grow
everything they need, and the bartering system between villages hgg
broken down. So everyone needs cash. The children need pencils; g
radio needs batteries. The family is accustomed to sugar in their teq
For a wedding, or a funeral feast, they must serve rice.

Cash. Manu needs cash too. He has no more surplus corn to
sell, no extra millet.

His physical strength is his only source of cash. So he sets out for
Dharan in search of work. One by one, farmers join others selling their
hillman's muscle.

A man's feet, not his load, betray the life of a farmer who has
taken to portering. As the years pass, his neck muscles swell and his
feet begin to flatten. His feet are doubly wide at the front, toes
permanently spread, to grip the soil, shaped by the ground he walks on
under those loads. Month after month, over trails of gravel, through
silt along the river's edge, pounding boulders, kicking sand, gripping
mud, the skin of his sole grows thick; and like the pad of a cow's foo,
it is numb, numb to cold, numb to heat, numb to gravel on the path,
numb to the knife edges of rocks and the prick of branches.

But this man is not a cow. His feet are not hooves, not dead
leather. Eventually the skin on his feet will crack, the blood vessels
underneath will break, and the raw nerves exposed in his skin will
scream. But he's got to keep walking. If a sore dries one day, it splits
against a rock the next, pressed under the weight of two men—himself
and his load.

Manu, the porter, hates this pain because he can never forge
it. When he removes his load and sits on a roadside and eats, when he
fords a stream, when he sleeps, he feels his feet. He feels them more
than he feels the weight of his load, more than the pressure of the
tumpline across his forehead. The awful sting in his feet would keep
him awake if it were not for his utter exhaustion at the end of a day’s
trek under that load.

Sometimes, the sting disappears when he sleeps. Then, as soon
as the load is in place on his back and his feet flatten out again on the
path, the feeling of knives in his soles returns. Pus seeps from the
abscess between his toes and sticks to rocks. Bits of sand mix with
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blood inside the sore.

Only three more days. He thinks of the packet of cash waiting
for him. He calculates. “From my hundred and twenty rupees, | must
put aside ninety to carry home.” He knows every anna of every rupee
he can spend during the six day contract: “four for cigarettes, twelve
for tea, nine for the pair of sandals, five for that café meal. The ninety
rupees remaining must cover the family's purchases from the market:
oil, sugar, salt, matches, a piece of lumber for the door frame, a few
tablets, a meter of cloth. Beyond this, until the harvest is in, there is
only debt.

As he walks forward, Manu is planning. "Oldest daughter is
seventeen; we need her to work the fields while I am away, yet she must
also marry. We have been asked for her, and the boy's family will take
care of her. It is a good chance."

Manu keeps moving, one foot, then the next. If he slowed
down, he would break the momentum and the load will only seem
heavier when he starts up again. He peers upward, to the pipal tree a
hundred yards ahead. He can rest there and adjust the strap that is
cutting into his shoulder. He moves his feet mechanically, propelling
himself along the dusty path, towards the stone shelf he knows beneath
the tree.

Manu and his cousin Kanchha often travel together from
Dharan to Dingla. Kanchha is a good companion and Manu feels they
keep each other safe. Nowadays a good travelling partner is not easy
1o find.

Kanchha is fifteen years younger than Manu and he carries
the same load at a faster pace. Still, it is noon and by now Kanchha
should have caught up with Manu. Manu does not want to sleep alone
tonight.

Manu finally sights the roadside platform and almost stumbles
up to it. Slowly, he eases the basket on his back against the hillside.
Manu’s neck muscles loosen as the basket bottom touches the stone
behind him. For the first time in two hours, Manu can pull the tumpline
off his forehead. The salty cord drops and rests across his collarbone,
and now Manu can hold his head erect. He lets the air come out of his
lungs.
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The sting on the bottom of Manu's feet rise to his brain. He
winces.

Another porter arrived plodding uphill towards Manu. His
face seems familiar. He doesn't stop but as he passes he says quietly,
"Was that your partner down there in Basantapur, the one who was
tipsy last night? He's moving fast, only an hour behind; says to wai
for him at the ferry."”

Manu nods to the messenger. He feels relief. But another
worry pushes into that space in his mind—his daughter. “'I cannot send
her to carry baskets from Dharan. Only Sherpa women porter
nowadays. It's not respectable. It is shame for a Rai man to send his
daughter to work on the roads, carrying oil.” Manu heard stories in
Dharan about the labour brokers and the girls. Sometimes a girl
stayed back, thinking she could get an easy contract, but Manu and his
friends knew what happened to her.

Last year, Karma's middle daughter never came back. They
sent four men from the village to search for her. Even if she had fallen
off a bridge, someone would have seen her. No. When a woman
disappears, it's always to India.

“Maybe,” Manu thinks, "if little Mina can find work in ¢
carpet factory, she can earn enough to pay for her own dowry." He had
heard about those factories in the capital whose bosses are foreigners.
“The foreigners protect the girls. They give them free rooms too."

Manu resolves that he will send daughter Mina to the factor.
He remembers the merchant at Chainpur who helps find jobs for the
farmers and sends the girl's salary direct to the family. He can trus
this man.

Manu bends to pull the tumpline onto his forehead. He fixes i
in place, adjusts the basket into the shape of his back, and
straightening his knees, steps forward onto the path.

It's another hour to Khandbari on the ridge but Manu will no!
stop until he reaches the flat road of the marketplace. He passes tht
airfield, and starts to climb again. Soon, he sees a group approaching
— they are tourists with little green or orange backpacks and steel
walking sticks. In the front are two old men, laughing with their Sherpi
guides. He feels jealous of these Sherpa men."Those are not Arun
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Valley Sherpa. They are from west Nepal. None of them carries a load!
They come here with the foreigners because the Sherpa broker pays the
local bosses. We must not allow them to work our trails. The bosses
take a commission; what do we get? We can haul those packs, tents,
blankets, tables and sun-chairs, boxes of toilet paper and trays of
eggs.” Those jobs are easy compared to carrying loads from Dharan,
and many men from here beg for a tourist contract even if it's only for
a few weeks a year. Not Manu. He doesn't want to take orders from any
Bhotia guy. He doesn't want to watch them swim naked with the
foreigners below the bridge. Anyway, four months’ work a year is not
enough, not enough ninety rupee clumps of money in his pocket.

A white-skinned man in a green sunhat and with a camera in
his hands jumps in front of Manu. He points his camera at the porter
and snaps a photo. He gestures for Manu to wait while he sets his
meter to take another picture. Manu can't stop. The foreigner moves
behind him and Manu can hear clicking. Maybe he's taking a picture
of Manu's thick legs, or the old sandals dangling from his basket.

The tourists and their helpers disappear down the path and
Manu quickly forgets them; he's got to watch the traffic ahead. Three
water buffalo loom above him. A herd boy grunts as he urges the
animals forward. The beasts step heavily down the rocks towards
Manu, moving as if in slow motion. “Water buffalos are stupid
creatures, so stay clear of them,” say the farmers. “Without warning,
they will charge you. The load goes, then you.”

Manu steps well clear of the path of the oncoming animals.

Halfway up the hill is a teashop. It's the rest stop where he
often waits for his partner, and Manu knows it well. Three men are
sitting on the bench in front of the shop but they do not nod an
acknowledgment. Manu is a just a porter while they are ‘officials.’
Each wears his civil service uniform, a tailored suit-jacket over his
fold-over shirt and cotton trousers. Each has shoes and socks while
Manu is naked except for his undershorts and his soiled T-shirt. He
hears no "Ho, bhariva!" No "ali kati arak liu hos." (Come oh porter!
Have just a sip with us.) The men continue talking to one another.

Manu plods on, stepping on rocks as he ascends. His body
moves rhythmically, the momentum from one step helping the next one.
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He mustn't stop.

Finally, the path widens. Another five hundred feet to the ridge
where the path is smooth and free of boulders. He passes the ney
hospital; no electricity yet, but they have a real doctor. Doctor Sahib
has the authority to requisition a plane seat on the Twin Otter for any
patient and that's as much power as the C.D.O., chief district officer
This hospital and the doctor increase the prestige of the town. Land

prices on this side of the hill shot up by fifty percent even before the
building was completed. A doctor is an important man here.

~

Manu reaches the ridge where the path moves to the east side
of the mountain and he can see the entire valley and beyond, if he looks
up. A magnificent panorama of the Milke Danda ridge lies on the
northern horizon. But the porter does not seem to notice. His eyes
glance to a row of three buildings against the mountain wall. He
cannot remember seeing them before. They must be new. The second
story of each structure has rooms that open onto a balcony. The shops
on the street level are open. In front are children in soft blue school
uniforms. The boys and girls run and shriek happily as they move
towards school. They skip around Manu. For them he's part of a
moving landscape. All porters are bent and silent as they slip across
the mountains. No one hears their voices or looks into their tired eyes.

Manu passes the new shops. Glass jars in one store stand side
by side along a shelf and they sparkle in the sun. Each is filled with
something sweet: candies, biscuits, chewing gum. Their colors are
pretty. A bead of sweat from Manu's scalp is running along his neck.
He wants to scratch it but cannot take even one hand off the tumpline.

He smells something fragrant. Is it the flowers on the balcony
ledge, or the ladies standing there?

Above the shops, women lean over railings of the balcony
outside their apartment doors. Each watches her children skip along
the path until they have disappeared from view, then smile over at the
other women. More lonely wives of clerks. One by one, the women turn
away and in a moment each returns to the balcony with armfuls of
bedding. Each spreads out her quilts to air on the rail, as the sun now
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comes full force above the Milke Danda.

A man steps from a door in the row of shops and enters the
path. Manu understands the man’s sense of self importance and he
slows to let him pass, then falls quietly behind. The clerk’s flowered
topi and civil servant uniform are fresh and crisp. The blue cotton
clothes of the man reminds Manu of a suit of his own, now folded
inside a wood trunk, up in the village. Manu wears it only at festivals
nowadays. Was it two years ago Manu last unpacked it? Was it for
Dasain festival? Or was it his young brother’s wedding ?

For an instant Manu remembers the feel of that soft cotton on
his arms. When he wore it, his people said, a spirit entered Manu.
“Watch out for Manu," they tease. “When he dances, Manu is a killer.”
Yes, Manu loved dancing and, although he moved his body ever so
slightly, one arm folded behind, and the other in the air, his wrist
gently spiraling above his head, even older women giggled. His wife
protested half-joking. She herself had fallen in love with Manu when
watching him dance. Recalling her gaze then, Manu sighs, and as he
does, his grip on the tumpline of his load relaxes.

Suddenly, Manu stumbles. His basket! It begins to tip. He steps
sideways under it to rebalance the weight. He pauses, jolted back to
the present. Sweat is dripping down his face. But he presses ahead
faster and can regain his momentum. Another fifty yards and he steps
around the bend of the mountainside and towards the village square.
Men and women and children are crisscrossing the open space around
him and a shudder of fear overtakes him. Perhaps someone from the
village will see him bent under his basket, dressed only in these
undershorts and a sweaty topi.

He walks across the grand, hard-packed square as if on a
stage. But Manu needn’t worry; he's invisible.
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It bappened on a mountain bridge.
A cradle on ber back, she crossed
to barter beans for salt.
Unsteady from bunger, she stumbled.
Abb! The cradle slipped.
The baby toppled,
screaming,
Abb, into the greedy waves of Kali.
That was deatbh.
from “Mreetyu”






Damodara, Sanyasi and
Mata of the Manakamana
hermitage

Bhakti Aama, devotee of
Yogamaya and resident of
Manakamana




Gaurini Cave near Kulung
where Yogamaya meditated
in 1920s is still visited mostly
by women sanyasi

Manamaya, expert in the
hazurbani




Chapter 3

YOGAMAYA:
Poet, Teacher, Insurgent

T FEHE H AT I am the child in your lap.
¥ FTEH F ATAT You are the babe in mine;
e d HF B, There is nothing between us, nothing at all.

q¢ ai@r g e g ol Your eves have tears, just like my own!.

"Yogamaya had a two-pronged agenda, not just one,”
explained Manamaya. "Her first target was our Brahmanic system,
propagated by Brahmin priests, that gives privileges to a few and
makes rules that enslave the rest, and women of all castes. Her second
object was our ruler, the Prime Minister2, who along with his generals
allowed corruption and inequality to prevail. Our master, Shakti
Yogamaya, showed us how these two evils are intertwined, and she
feared neither.” With this, Manamaya uttered another of Yogamaya's
compelling verses.

AT 92 q9 faqa@r farF 7@, Nowadays Brahmins, live as you wish,
ATlera; 2 TlEEedr 3T BVEN Like lords, vou plunder the poor.

yteet Tt gergtaEr arer gogd,  How corrupted, vou sell your trust.
P s Arfer wrat ity ggz71 How deep, the roots of your greed.

1. My translations throughout are loose interpretations. The Nepali text is excerpted
from the book of Hazurbani (See Appendix). Although the originals may contain
a few errors, we have left them untouched.

2. From 1769 to 1951 Nepal was ruled by a succession of hereditary Prime Ministers
of the Rana family. Juddha Shamsher Rana (1932-45) was in power when
Yogamaya was active, but her campaign began during the rule of his predecessor
Bhim Shamsher (1929-1932).
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In these two quatrains lie the essential teachings of a woman
who launched a brilliant and a daring political campaign from her base
in the hills of East Nepal. It took place during the 1930s, and ended in
1940 with her death, along with sixty eight of her followers who one
by one followed her into the thundering current of the Arun River.
After leading a campaign for reform and justice, Yogamaya finally
confronted the ruler with an ultimatum: “If you do not grant us justice,
we will die,” she declared. Juddha Shamsher responded by sending his
army to round up the protesters.

The tragedy that resulted remains a stain on the government
The Nepalese authorities covered up the episode and banned all
mention of her. Her campaign was thoroughly expunged from the
nation’s historical record and almost lost to its political consciousness.
But the powerful verses composed by Yogamaya — the hazurbani -
survived. And therein lies the story.

I am the child in your lap,/You are the babe in mine.

On the surface, these lines may appear to be politically
innocent. They are not. They embody the very principle of equality and
the anti-Brahmanic message central to Yogamaya’s teachings. They
call for parity and mutual respect. Couched in the metaphor of a child,
defined by two equal partners, Yogamaya’s words appeal to the
humble, common origins of each of us.

“There is nothing between us, nothing at all.” In a society in
which people are strictly and irrevocably distinguished at birth
according to the caste membership of their parents, this invocation is
sheer heresy. Her ideal of intermingling was possible only if caste
differences were abandoned. Yogamaya called for her people to engage
in unfettered reciprocity, through nurturing, marriage, and all other
social exchange.

“Your eyes have tears just like mine.” Her words are a tender
reminder of the sensitivity of all of us. We have common needs, joys
and suffering, she said. Perhaps the tears Yogamaya speaks of here are
the laments of men and women, bound against their will by society’s
caste rules. Those laws destined some to be lower, and poorer, and to
thereby suffer many deprivations.

Caste is a system of defining the social world of humans in
terms of a hierarchical spiritual scheme, with the ‘high-born’ Brahmin
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representing the head of Lord Brahma while everyone else (not born a
Brahmin) is ranked below. Considered to be “pure” by virtue of their
caste status, Brahmins are segregated by social rules which especially
affect Brahmin women. They may only marry Brahmin men and they
cannot remarry, even 1if the boy they are betrothed to dies before they
take up residence together. Caste rules were laid out in the Hindu
scriptures long ago. The system continues into modern times and
defies all attempts to end it. In India it seems as firmly entrenched as
ever. During the past century in Nepal, caste practices have spread with
the growing influence of Brahmin priests. They have penetrated almost
every corner of the country, converting Buddhist and shamanic
believers and incorporating them into the caste hierarchy. The Newar
and many Gurung, Tamang, Magar and other tribal groups have
adopted the Hindu system of segregation. Since caste ideology
bestows privileges and moral authority on those deemed higher in the
social hierarchy, people accept the ideology hoping to win a high status
and the privileges that go with it. Most converts find themselves in the
lower ranks. Their efforts to challenge the system are opposed by the
priests, the public, and the government. Yogamaya not only rejected
her caste status. She attacked the priests.

3T QIO AT SATFHL Eighteen puranas, nine vvakarnas;

771 a9 f9q@1 77 WFT  He who knows these is well served.
FEH BT AT UED, Sons of Brahmins, go read your vedas.

F g+ AE 9T THl For us ragged ones, they 're of no benefit.

Yogamaya accused the priests of hypocrisy. Their teachings,
she said, served only to gain privileges for themselves. The power of
Brahmin religious authorities was intertwined with the ruler’s, and
Yogamaya’s attacks embraced the Prime Minister (referred by his
subjects as Teen Sarkar) equally boldly as her assaults on the clergy.

g B 7T faq aw, Teen Sarkar, you are so great;

T fegg A7 Again and again I praise you.

M7 FAGH FHE 57, Like a spider who neither ploughs nor sows,
a g T 3R ae 9 Yet swells rich, and richer still more.
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She called for the end of the fateful alliance between religion and state.
Religious practices would not absolve the corrupt. They would no
shield them from Yogamaya’s attacks.

gfear fasf g9 #fzar w478, Visiting tirthas 1o cleanse their sins,

S A AT g AR Tyrants and cheaters rush there to die.

gty a freret aeadt &, Plundering the poor and stealing their food
&7 FAT & & T With that loot, paying their fare.

Yogamaya warned those seeking redemption through religious
rites to beware. Theoretically speaking, should a worshiper die during
pilgrimage they are assured a more favorable rebirth. As the rich
approach old age, they attempt to improve their chances of high rebirth
with abundant ritual observance, including visiting tirtha, holy paces.
“You can’t win redemption by paying with what you’ve stolen from
others,” said Yogamaya. “Instead of winning rewards in the next life,
you’ll be punished for your crimes.”

The four verses cited above summarize the Yogi’s basic
message. They are formidable for the era in which she taught them,
and daring in today’s political climate too.

In 1981, when I first heard these poems, they were sung and|
could not understand the political implications of such creations. I was
after all, illiterate in Nepali language and quite unaware of their simple
but metaphorical message, being also ignorant of the political history
of the region. I was a mere transient, intending to stop only for a night
at the hermitage in Manakamana which initially appeared to be 2
sleepy retreat inhabited by feeble women who had come here to escape
their personal problems or the ailments of their society and
government, and pray together.

A4 @Sl THHH AT TS Any child knows an inflated bond.
HATTATH 79 G857 & OIZH So our Lord is witness to fraud.
AT FATTPT HETT A, Some play blind to greed and injustict

HTE T WET{ef 70, T@H But never, our Lord.
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Enchanted, then smitten, then compelled to pursue what lay behind
verses I heard that first night, I stayed on, and then returned to work
with those women. Manamaya would be assigned as my teacher by
Damodara or Mata, the head of this hermitage. She welcomed Jangbu
and me the first time, when we walked out of the hot afternoon sun into
the shade of the prayer hall. We bathed in the icy river, then ate, and
rested in the prayer hall. That night, my companion slept in shelter of
the open prayer hall where male visitors were bedded. I was taken to
the hut of one of the women. Before I slept, I heard her singing the
verses. I was stirred by their force. These were not the normal praises
to the divine, either Hindu nor Buddhist, I had heard living among
Tibetan nuns and monks and visiting Hindu ashrams in the course of
my travels through India and Nepal. They were unlike the jolly folk
songs of the Nepalese hill people. These verses possessed an elegance
and a rhythm completely unfamiliar to me. I also felt they carried a
special message because the woman who sang them seated in the dark
next to me, uttered the words with an energy that seemed to lift her
from her piety and old age. I sat up and listened as she continued, and
I could not sleep for a long time, as they repeated in my mind. Outside
the jungle air throbbed with the calls of night insects and the Arun
River flowed with a rumbling chalung, chalung sound.

e ar @i Fq9g 2o An evil man’s rule cannot last.
AR T 972 . q99 94 57 His army is certain to crumble.
W~ 7 7 S~ FEA A 97 A, Powerless though I am, I'll say
iEet 879 T B 9IS T BT Your reign will end.

Early next morning I went directly to Mata and asked what
were these songs I heard in the night, and she replied quietly, “These
are the teachings of our guru.” She leaned her head back against the
trestle fence. "Hazur3 is our leader,” she sighed. I did not know Mata
but when she said this, she seemed to be unburdening herself of a long
held secret.

3. Hazur is an honorific title for a man or woman, secular or religious. Yogamaya's
followers referred to her as Thulo (great) Hazur, and Shakti (holy) Yogamaya.
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Mata had already decided that my arrival here was divine-
provenance. My attraction to and curiosity in the hazurbani now
convinced her of this, and she received me as if it was her duty to help
me. In the coming days, and on my subsequent visits, she saw to it thy
I had every assistance from her companions at the hermitage, who
proved to be the only reliable source on Yogamaya, and the ony
people willing to risk teaching me.

Mata, like the other inhabitants of Manakamana, spoke abou
Yogamaya as if she was still among them. I saw no outward sign of
Hazur Yogamaya, no photograph on the wall below an image of Lor
Vishnu or next to the color poster of the monarch or alongside the
portrait of a local notable. There was no distinguished dwelling, no
sign of a monument. "Where is your guru now?" I asked.

"Hazur went to heaven. In the year Vikram Sal 19974." I said
nothing, and Mata added: "The gates of heaven opened for her."

This guru was not a man but a women, they also called Shakt
Yogamaya. Being a revered woman yogi poet still did not explain the
aura of mystery that surrounded this woman. “And the hazurbani?’|
asked.

“These words are the teachings of our master.” She did nol
call them prayers. Before you came, no visitor asked about the
hazurbani,” she said with a warm smile. “We are glad you are here and

we will help you.” Then she asked a puzzling question: “Are you not
afraid?”

FE A9 el FATT T, All this greed makes more injustice.
HIIAHEEA HIIT TG TEH 1] Oh Master, you promised us hope.
gy T& AN A e 77w, God, we watch the helpless die.
HIfTHR® B a1 & HIH T Oh Master, what is it you do?

Mata's head was shaven and a thin covering of white hair was
visible around the edge of the orange cap she wore. She was clad only
in a light cloth sari, the dress of a Hindu ascetic5, a sanyasi. Mata was

4. 1940 AD. The Nepalese calendar is calculated starting 57 years before the
Gregorian calendar.

5. Renunciates are called sanyasi. Women renunciates are also known as bhaktini
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68 at the time. A few years before, she had taken complete vows of
asceticism. She lived at the shrine, independent of her family, tending
a small garden patch beside her hut. She ate only once a day, and never
touched meat, milk or eggs. She ran the hermitage but spent most of
her hours alone in prayer. Occasionally her sons and grandchildren
visited her. I saw how others respected her, the women here. local
farmers and other visitors to the hermitage. Despite this status, and
even though she was gentle and generous, Mata seemed to me to lack
real calmness and inner peace. Later I concluded she regretted she had
not accompanied her master through the gates of heaven over 40 years
before. Becoming a sanyasi did not seem to reconcile her decision
either. So now, was she somehow redeeming herself by trusting me?.

Mata did not undertake to teach me. But she knew precisely
who among the other women with her would be most helpful for my
research. "Come,” she said, standing and extending her hand to me.
“You will meet Manamaya and Bhaktini Aama. They will teach you
about Hazur.”

Manamaya had an energetic voice and was known for her
ability to recite the hazurbani uninterrupted for many hours. She sang
verses for me during those first days. and with Jangbu’s help, 1
recorded many of them on my small tape recorder. Although. without
translations, I was unaware of their full meaning at that stage. I was
however convinced they were something very precious. I noted how,
when either Manamaya or Bhaktini Aama sang them for me, they did
50 in the privacy of their small dwellings, and at night. Why did they
not sing these lines in public?

The night before 1 was to depart after this short visit, Mata
called me to her hut, and as if to seal our bond, she gave me a gift. She
unfolded a small parcel bound in cloth which she pulled out from
under her mattress. She peeled back the cloth wrapping to reveal a
sepia brown booklet. She lifted the book from its protective wrap and
she extended it to me, cradled in both of her palms. “Take this, along
with the recordings you have made.”
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I turned the book over in my hands. It was not a manuscript
but it was something very precious. Mata said, “In here you will find
Hazur’s teachings.” I leafed through the book; it began with a few
pages of prose, then sixty pages of verse, all in quatrains, and each one
numbered. All were in Nepali language. On the back cover was
stamped the name of the press. It was not published in Nepal but in
north-east India.

Those few days and a handful of verses began a long inquiry,
where, verse by verse, episode by episode, I began to piece together an
ephemeral, fragmented history. I learned it only slowly and haltingly.

At the beginning, these women spoke about Yogamaya's
spiritual powers. The first verses I learned appeared to extol a state of
bliss. Her followers referred to her “fearlessness of nature” and they
praised her “meditations in the icy river.”

“Hazur accepted no authority but that of the divine,” they said.
"She worked for dharma raj," they told me. Dharma raj? Dharma:
religion; raj: ruler. Was this rule by religion? Was she advocating that
the ruler be a priest? If so, how could she be anti-Brahmanic?

Manamaya, who was a frequent resident at the shrine, became
my chief guide. She did this primarily by reciting the hazurbani for
me, because, she said, these embodied the teachings of Yogamaya.

T% qY fe=br 53 WA TME Parting the year in two,

= fafy arFg g TR Accordingly I preform my rites.
T 9T A gf7 FfT Ay, In summer, favor a scorching fire;
3fvg 9o 771 57 frT geg In winter, delight an icy river.

Praise of nature. Also love of land, or homeland.

qaq BT JET AT, H5, Supreme among peaks, this our Himalaya
e St 7t CELUsST From where waters flow, Arun merges
S I B A €T 54, And with Barun, flows on

2T ad1 Fi =407 Mfatma1 To mingle with Irkhuwa.
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Here begins a hint of her vision of equality. Manamaya
explained how Yogamaya, though her long meditations in the caves
and on the bank of the great Arun, overcame distinctions; not just
physical ones but social ones too.

From my studies of Tibetan and Indian ascetics, Milarepa and
Pha Dampa Sangyas, I had learned about women and men who
renounced social life with its burdens of attachments, material and
emotional, and escaped to mountain caves, removing themselves from
temptations and attachments. They invented techniques to achieve and
test their detachment. Yogamaya’s verses, by contrast, seemed to be
about creating attachments. She invoked images of her jungle
surroundings. But viewed from the perspective of an ideal of equality,
the verses become transformed. “As the rivers Arun and Barun
mingle,” Yogamaya declares. People must merge into a society of
equals. We suddenly grasp her political goal: to move towards equality.
She and her followers needed a supreme confidence to face those they
would challenge in pursuit of this dream. Public rebuke, threats by the
priests, and arrest by the general’s troops would follow.

A TSt gHET T I Virtue, stained by greed.
f¥ar ma@®r faar faar g9 FEET Justice, undone by bribes.
SIRRT 71 TUS AT AL Though innocent, we lost.
frar o= TeT T Ter el Thus, we're twice punished.

Eventually, Yogamaya’s teachings became a comprehensive
utopian ideal, linked with a non-violent political strategy she devised
to bring it about. It began four decades before the United Nations
sponsored an international convention on women, before the current
generation of American feminists was born, and even before Mahatma
Gandhi’s non-violent Quit India movement was underway, a campaign
to rid India of British occupation. But Yogamaya’s movement went
further because it included a call to end injustice against women and
girls.

o P ot s

Manamaya was a superb choice as my teacher, and Mata, who
had instructed her to assist me, was gratified with our progress. On my
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second visit in 1982, and during my stays between 1983 ad 1986,
Manamaya was there to take me step by step back into history. This
time Jangbu was not with me, but I was lucky to have another assistant,
Dharma, a young man from Khandbari town. He came to stay with us
in the hermitage and work as my interpreter. As it turned out, he
became attracted to Yogamaya and asked the women to teach him the
hazurbani. In turn, they treated him like a grandson, and I noted how
this modern young man, who was not a Brahmin but a Newar, was
completely at home with the lady hermits. Dharma was a faithful
translator, but I think his overriding value to our project came from his
growing love of Yogamaya, as together we learned more about her
campaign.

By day we worked with Manamaya gathering together the
disparate fragments of this mysterious, brilliant woman. At night, I
retired to the hut of Bhaktini Aama, and after the flames of the hearth
faded to a glow, still reclining under her cotton cover, in the dark, she
began to recite more hazurbani. We would then rekindle the fire, and |
would watch her glowing face transform as she sang. Her eyes were
moist and her body was lithe. It was not difficult to imagine this 82
year old woman as a young militant fifty years earlier, beside her guru.

Hfga FH T g TEA, Wealth cannot multiply without fraud

BIET WA FIE qr3e| No one says this isn't so.

qHId gA®] A48 T % The rich make pilgrimage to garner benefits
giger e A fa=1 @711 While we poor go in search of our souls.

Bhaktini Aama stirred the air with her hands, her fingers
flicking, her voice rising. She had been one of hundreds of young
people who took their children and traveled upriver to sit near theit

master. There, they were able to name the villains, and to declare their
equality.

faf=1 ey, aHi T A When greed and malice fade,

I3 AT qHB] 7917 a1 A The earth will tremble, the corrupt will fall
AT 3 A AHA T2, Teen Sarkar, hear my verse.

Sl AHH AT 33 Dl It’s time for justice.
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While Bhaktini Aama recited Yogamaya’s verses in private, |
continued to rely on Manamaya to explain the rationale of the
Yogamaya'’s teachings and career to me. Manamaya was a feisty and
frank woman without restraint when speaking about the past or the
present. She had not yet taken her sanyasi vows and so she did not
shave her head, eschew her jewelry and don the simple cotton sari. But
she did receive Mata’s permission to build a hut at the hermitage, and
lived there a few months each year. “What can I do? I must go home
to hoe and plant my fields.” A year earlier, she told me, forty years
after they had first wed, her husband decided to take a second wife.
Why? Because Manamaya had only birthed girl children. When he
brought his new wife home, Manamaya, almost sixty, disapproved and
refused to be silent. She insulted him and broadcast his abuse and she
cursed the old man in public. "I must divorce him and take my land. I
cannot live in my own house with his new woman. He expects me to
help her. Phuh. My children cry, my grown daughters and their
husbands are ashamed of their father. Yet what chance have I in these
courts where the Brahmin priests tell our judges how to rule. Phuh.
Where shall I go? Shall I become a servant cook? So I am here, with
Mata’s permission and kindness. I spend winter here. In summer I must
go home to harvest the paddy and thresh the rice. I cannot trust anyone
to collect my share of the grain and carry it to me here at Manakamana.
If I harvest it myself, I take my real share, and I will have enough
surplus and put my money in a bank."

Unless she obtains a divorce, and that would be very difficult,
Manamaya has no control over the family’s land. She could not
dispose of even a square meter of it. If she remains in the house, she
may use the produce of the fields but she must also cultivate them.
Most women do not challenge ill treatment from their husband or his
family. If abused, they tend to submit, fearing they will be turned out
and find themselves completely homeless and penniless. They tolerate
the indignity of receiving their husband’s second wife because of that
same fear.

Manamaya had loving daughters, but staying with them was
not an option for her. Each girl lives with her husband and her mother-
in-law. “My girls come to see me at Manakamana. Sahili here is my
favorite daughter.” Sahili wears a flowered print skirt, and like her
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mother, she decorates her hair with a blossom plucked from the jungle
each morning. When she visits Manamaya she brings her little girl
with her. “Look,” said the grandmother. “Even now, Sahili worries that
if she bears no son, her marriage might end the same way as mine."

But about her guru, she was animated and undespairing. “|
was newly married and determined to hear Shakti Yogamaya. Each
time we went upriver to Majhuwa, more boys and girls from our
villages joined us. I took my sister with me since my husband would
not come. Bhaktini Aama took along her husband and her daughter to
Majhuwa. Mata's husband would not join us, and he even tried to stop
her; but Mata went anyway. She accompanied her brother and his wife,
and all their children. Shanti Nanda joined us too. See how feeble
Shanti is — she has more than four score years. Then, she was young,
and strong minded. Bharat Dhoj with his new wife, and his uncle and
aunt were with Hazur.”

Manamaya spoke of the gatherings at Majhuwa as if they were
political rallies, which in fact, they were. These men and women were
Nepal’s 1930s equivalent of contemporary American or European
protest marches and teach-ins. This Nepalese grandmother talked
about them the same way that I hear sixty-year old Americans who
took part in their anti-Vietnam rallies speak about that era and the civil
rights movement by African Americans which preceded it. “We were
discovering the truth, and we convinced our friends and cousins to join
us, certain that Yogamaya’s words would change them too. Our
numbers grew and we became more fearless, and then our master
began to move towards the ruler himself.” Doubtless the young rebels
were emboldened by their growing numbers and the conversion of
women and men from well-known families. As Manamaya explained:
“Some of our people heard Yogamaya teach at Pashupatinath in
Kathmandu and left their houses (this was around 1935) to follow her
to Majhuwa and they joined us. Often we remained at Majhuwa
through the night, singing with our master."

19 faqa1 S e A AT o, Your seal is sovereign; clear any path.

FRH W T FIges el gl 773 fe]i - Your order is supreme; name any wish.

FEqRAT A3 99 W 575, @1, Unopposed, you decide, you rule.

B AT 27 TRe FHI So go on: Command. Decree. But not
forever.
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Dharma asked: “What drew you to Shakti Yogamaya when
you were so young?”

Manamaya replied, “I was fifteen, newly married-a planned
marriage like everybody else. I knew other women were also forced
into their unions. Old men take young girls just because a man must
have a Brahmin virgin. We endured those unhappy unions and said ‘Ke
garna sakchha? — what can one do? It is our life.” Who dared shout that
it was unjust. And we destined our daughters to the same fate by
marrying them when they are so young. If a boy died, he left his
widow as a mere child. What should be done with her, poor thing? We
let the priests answer, and they said she must not marry again —
imagine, even though they had not lain together and she was still a
virgin - since that would bring disgrace on the family and the Brahmin
caste, if a man of lower caste should touch her. So we keep her at home
or send her to India to work as a cook, because some think only a
‘pure’ Brahmin may prepare their food. Serving as a cook is all she can
do, they say.

“Some of our girl children kill themselves because they cannot
bear the loneliness, the abuse in an unkind home, the ordeal of serving
others all their life. Even today, some women step into the waters of
the Arun to join Hazur. Do you know?

“The first problem is the priests. We allow priests to dictate
who is right and who is wrong, who is pure and who is not, who is
strong and who is weak. They work with the ruler to make laws and
they use those laws for their gain. Whoever ruled, this was the way. So
our master’s aim was not to oust a boss man. We know that another
guy, maybe worse, would replace him. She showed us injustice was
not a mere man who ordered the army to imprison us. Yogamaya’s
object was to throw out the political system and Brahmanic laws, and
the priests. The whole system had to be undone. That’s what she taught
us.”

Through her verses, Yogamaya was able to imbue her
followers with extraordinary courage. Some even dared to abandon
their caste. Manamaya told me how the Yogi applauded a widow who
defied caste law and remarried. She said, “Let Brahmin and Limbu
unite. Let the babe in your lap be mine.”
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“Shakti Hazur did not give speeches. We did not have to be
taught. We felt her guidance through the hazurbani. All our
Yogamaya’s teachings are in the hazurbani.”

Those teachings and the assemblies around the Yogi at
Majhuwa between 1930 and 1940 mark the later stages of Yogamaya’s
work6. Before her rise, she endured many years of difficulties, starting
with her banishment from her village, Kulung. In the early years of the
century, when she was still a girl, she had to run away because of her
liaison with a man. She went to India and only returned home when
she was in her thirties. After resettling near her home, she wandered
alone through the jungles above the Arun River and spend long periods
of isolation in caves.

Her campaign may be compared with other political protests.
But Yogamaya’s strategy was unique, although it clearly belongs to
Asia in its religious idiom. “She was deep in meditation night and
day,” said Manamaya. “We sat nearby, above the bank of the river, and
waited for her to emerge from her meditation, because that was when
she would utter her hazurbani. Sanu Hazur (“little master,”
Yogamaya’s daughter Nainakala) was as her mother’s side and she
wrote out Hazur’s utterances. We did not have to be taught. We heard
her words, and the spirit arose from within us.”

e foar 5 93t afE et are, How riches grow by trickery.
TG B fqgr 7AGHD 381 You say the debt still stands!

dret ferar a1 A 47, I know the dead man paid his due--
Aty &g A T4 A e Yet to his boy, you say ‘give more.’

Yogamaya’s repeated reference to corruption and trickery
were directed at the Brahmin class, those families who used their high-
caste positions to intimidate the hapless peasants. Meanwhile they

6. During my research I estimated Yogamaya'’s birth at between 1870 and 1880, her
return from banishment around 1925, and the start of her political campaign five

years later. New research has established her year of birth as 1868. See Bhandari
et al in Further Reading.
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themselves escaped the law because of their alliance with the
government.

Until three hundred years ago, the lives of most inhabitants of
the eastern hills — Rai, Limbu and Magar peoples — were subject to the
powers of earth and water spirits and mediated by local experts called
shamans. Some women and men still use shamans to communicate
with those spirits. They appease divine forces with the blood of goats
and pigeons, or fire; they call on the earth and water and mountain
gods to remove afflictions, to bring them sons and to keep away the
hail. In the Arun Valley, villagers offer goats to Manakamana goddess
to win a boy child, or they come to the riverbank nearby to make gifts
asking for Lord Arun to help women conceive a boy, or pass an
examination, or regain their health. Brahmins and other high caste
people frown on these beliefs. Meanwhile Hindu influence is
spreading into those areas through teachings and admonishing by
priests. Even tribal peoples now seek help from the Brahmin priests
who claim to possess the solutions for their afflictions. These new
experts introduce social rules and order people to obey them as if they
were state laws. They dictate to villagers what they may not eat, whom
they may not marry, what is pure and impure, and what will befall
them if they break these rules. Before 1854, it was usual to refer to the
county’s different ethnic groups or caste usages to maintain law and
order. Under increasing Brahmin influence social behavior was
regulated according to the ancient classical Hindu caste laws of Manu.
Then, in 1854, these rules were collected and systematized into a
national social code for all Nepal — The Muluki Ain (Law of the Land).
Now each group’s allocated place in the hierarchy was spelled out in
the code. Grounded in the Hindu idea of ritual purity, the Muluki Ain
regulates the lives of every citizen from birth to death, just as shari’a
is adopted as the legal standard in an Islamic state, and archaic Hebrew
laws apply to citizens of Israel, a Jewish state.

When Hindu priests in Nepal succeeded in consolidating their
authority, the political ruler — the king — became its divine figurehead.
To be divine, a ruler needs religious sanction and this in turn requires
the service and authority of priests. Thus the ruling Ranas and later the
Shah monarchs found themselves dependent on priestly sanction and
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ceremony. Even with the restoration of democracy in Nepal in 1990,
this alliance endures Indeed, Nepal’s Sacred Kingship became
unassailable, encoded as it was in the new 1990 constitution. Even
though democracy arrived after a hard-fought revolution, it did not
wipe out privileges of the Highborn. Not even a popular secular
revolution which restored democratic processes and elections removed
what Yogamaya so fiercely and bravely campaigned against half a
century earlier.

—~ ot Pt Pt s

An important feature of Yogamaya’s early success was her
close association with high-caste women and men like herself. She was
Neupane Brahmin, and most of her followers were either Brahmin or
Chhetri, members of Nepal’s most privileged communities. Few of
them were poor. “Who else could do this work but a Brahmin?’
retorted Manamaya. “Any protest from the Rai people would end in a
stroke,” she said emphatically raising her arm and bringing it down
with a thud, like a heavy kukri knife striking the ground. “If they tried,
they were wiped out.”

The woman was surprisingly pragmatic. “Because we are
Chhetris and Brahmins, we are protected by the law against Brahmin
murder. The government could not harm us. It could not strike
Yogamaya or Mata down like they could Rai and Limbu women."

I struggled to understand this logic, and 1 gradually
appreciated the power of the taboo against Brahmin murder. Then I
could grasp the implications of Yogamaya’s call for self-reform. As I
struggled, Manamaya sometimes grew restless with me, but her
impatience proved useful. “Listen to me, White Didi. Our call for
change arose from within. We had to change ourselves first. ‘Look
again, the light is inside you.' That Rai woman does not know child
widowhood. She does not care what our priests say. We have to pay our
priest a thousand rupees and a cow to burn our father's corpse. But she
just brews a bottle of strong rakshi for the shaman and he will speak to
her father’s spirit. If we throw our caste away, the whole system falls
apart. See, the Brahmin loses all his power and his wealth!”

Yogamaya insisted that social status was a fabrication. Rules
enslave a woman, all the while purporting to protect her status. “We.”
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said Manamaya, thrusting her forefinger at her own chest, “we have to
understand that we are not special, and we must reject those rules
which try to claim we are special and separate. We, Brahmins, are the
ones who refuse to marry. It is we who refuse food from others, who
order others and expect them to obey us because we think we are
better. Our sarkar could put an end to this if he were not in the hands
of those priests.”

Yogamaya knew the reform-minded Brahmin rebels who
supported her felt a strong sense of responsibility. Her appeals were
therefore made to her own people to abandon their sense of speciality
and their privileges, and rid themselves of the idea of purity. Only
then, she taught, would they grasp the meaning of justice. Her religious
idiom was appropriate in her time and culture too, a wise strategy few
Western people appreciate.

"At that time Nepal was a religious-based regime. The best
way to attack it was from inside, with its own logic,” explains
Nepalese social critic and geographer, Dr. Harka Gurung. Gurung is a
strong advocate of peasant rights in his country and he is an outspoken
critic of caste privileges and monopolies. Even though a secular man,
he fully comprehends the political dynamics of his country. “Rebellion
had to come from within the Hindu community,” he says.
“Brahminism itself gave rise to anti-Brahminism. Yogamaya was born
Brahmin, and so she understood their fogic. She knew the system well
enough to design an effective strategy.”

Manamaya elaborated. "If a Rai guy marries a widow, the
government doesn't care. His people say nothing as well. But when we
defy the law, the Palace trembles. We are shaking the top of the social
order. If a Rai girl runs away with a Sherpa, a month later, the couple
can return to their house, and the families drink rakshi and dance all
night. We? We are banished. Finished. Bhayo,” she said wiping her
hands with the air. “If we run away with a lover, our Brahmin family
performs our funeral. They consider us dead." This is why Hazur said
‘Look, it is inside you. See, there is nothing.” When we were with our
master we lost our fear of the rules and the priests. Hazur taught us to
completely purge ourselves of fear.” Her practices in self-discipline
which took her beyond death, so that she could face the privileged
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class and the inevitable wrath of the government. Steadily ang
unwaveringly, she was moving towards them.

ot s s

Perhaps Yogamaya’s anti-Brahmin campaign is more
comprehendible if we compare it to the call of contemporary Westem
feminists for consciousness raising. Women wanting real change first
had to reflect on their role in social institutions which placed them
second. We must examine ourselves, they said, in order to understand
the system we are part of and to which we contribute. Only when we
know our role within western patriarchy, can we comprehend the
dynamic of our oppression. The 1970s feminists women taught that
exploitation was not the action of single men, but derived from a
system in which women and men were embedded. Fighting that
institutional oppression was a large task because women had to change
themselves, their brothers and fathers, their teachers and sometimes
their mothers too — the very people they loved and depended on. “You
are the babe in my lap, I am the child in yours.” The struggle has not
ended in industrialized countries where education levels are so high.

Gandhi, when he was mobilizing his followers in the early
stages of his Quit India campaign, advocated dropping caste rules. The
great Indian reformer sought to unite his people by calling on his
followers, many of whom were high-ranked people, to perform what
they considered unclean acts: to take food from anyone, and to clean
their own latrines. Those were profound acts of defiance, and difficult
enough for Gandhi’s closest associates to accept. Yogamaya went
further than Gandhi. She instructed high-caste men and women who
joined her to cohabit as they wished, to remarry, to accept food from
any hand. Hers was a formidable proposal, so anathema to the society
around her, that onlookers denounced her for advocating prostitution.

Yogamaya’s understanding of caste injustices began with her
own painful experience as a child. Hardly ten years old, she found
herself a child widow because the little boy to whom she was betrothed
died. As a Brahmin, she was forbidden to remarry even another
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Brahmin and thus could never enjoy a life-partner or be a mother.
Yogamaya would not accept this.

“Our Hazur eloped! She was just a girl but see how
courageous she was.” Manamaya laughed, and waited for me to grasp
the significance of this outrageous action by her master. Elopement
meant rebellion. Yogamaya began her life by defying Brahmin
widowhood. One hears about non-Hindus eloping — not unusual in the
tribal societies. But it is rare for Brahmin women, even more
unthinkable if she 1s a widow. |

Yogamaya not only defied the ban against remarriage. She
crossed caste lines. Her lover — Manamaya would not call him a
husband — was of another caste! When she eloped, this young Brahmin
woman went into exile. She fled from the Arun Valley region
altogether. Manamaya gave me no more details about this episode.
“She went away,” was all anyone would say, “and for a long time no
one heard from her.”

The young fugitive crossed to north India, to Darjeeling, most
likely because of its Nepalese character. It was the refuge of for many
earlier runaways from the north and is known as a city of lovers,
refugees and fugitives. Darjeeling, according to historian Janak Lal
Sharma, was the site of the Josmani religious movement at that time
and he believes Yogamaya was associated with the Josmani during her
stay in India’. On my next visit to the Arun Valley, in February 1983,
I asked Mata about this. She was curt and defensive. “Yogamaya not
part of anything. She was alone,” she insisted. Manamaya agreed. "She
worked for no one.” Devotee Lochan Nidhi Tiwari in Kathmandu and
others we interviewed, all maintained that Yogamaya had no teacher.
As if that should somehow diminish her achievement..

My companions at Manakamana may have worried that my
primary interest was shifting from their master to a larger political
movement. They could not or would not help me probe that phase of
the rebel’s life. But that should not shut the door on this direction of
inquiry. The 1980's American feminists were inspired by the Black
civil rights movement of the 1960s. Martin Luther King Jr. was
influenced by earlier generations of Black American activists as well

7. Sharma, J.L. n.d. Josmani santa parampara ra sahitva (Nepali) Kathmandu.
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as Mohandas Gandhi, and Gandhi in turn was politicized by his
experiences as a union lawyer in South Africa.

One would have expected Yogamaya to grow politically
during her stay in India. India was in transition in the first half of the
last century. West Bengal was a fertile political ground for young
dissidents, and at the time Yogamaya was there, she could have found
many ideologies to ponder. Calcutta was a vibrant intellectual center,
where the Indian communists played an important role in the emerging
independence movement. The city was also a focus of emerging anti-
Brahmin philosophy promoted by secularized Hindus. No place in
India matched Bengal for its political and intellectual ferment. Given
Yogamaya's later political work and anti-Brahmin stand, she could
have imbibed at least some of her reformist philosophy and non-
violent tactics there.

Former Prime Minister B. P. Koirala told me in 1982 that when
he was a lad, he met Yogamaya briefly at his home in Biratnagar, a city
in southeast Nepal with close ties with nearby India. “She came to see
my father,” he said, “so they must have spoken about politics.” The
Koirala household was well known for its party activities, so the visit
suggests the young rebel from Kulung was not politically naive.
Unfortunately Koirala could say little else about Yogamaya’s visit,
except he noted she was not alone. "She had her daughter with her, |
remember, a very bright little girl," said the old politician.
“Nainakala?” I asked. He replied that was her name, and guessed the
girl was about nine years old at the time8. Even when I told my friends
at the hermitage about B.P. Koirala’s comment, Manamaya, Bhaktini
Aama, and Mata continued to deny any outside political ties.
Yogamaya may have worked alone in Nepal, but before creating her
own campaign, the woman from Kulung had lived in south Nepal or
India for thirty years and must have been exposed to political 1ssues

and ideas. I suspect she also had contact with political parties or
leaders.

8. Yogamaya would have been about 45 years old at the time of this meeting, since
according to Lochan Nidhi Tiwari who spoke with us in Kathmandu in 1984,
Nainakala was born when her mother was nearly 36 years old.
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Eventually Yogamaya came back to Kulung, and what
motivated her return is another mystery. In any case, she was not alone.
"Everyone was shocked when they saw her. She had Nainakala her
daughter with her. No sign of a father!”

Yogamaya was scorned and ostracized but she had the support
of her brother and she was able to stay on. He must have endured
hostility and criticism too but he stood by his sister. With his wife
Ganga Devi, he accepted Nainakala as his own child. Ganga Devi, an
educated woman, tutored Nainakala while Yogamaya started her
career.

Yogamaya did not remain long in Kulung. She left her
daughter with her brother and sister-in-law, and set out to explore the
surrounding region. Wandering the trails, moving up and down the
banks of the Arun River, Yogamaya witnessed the daily trials of her
people. She saw the cracked and bleeding feet of porters carrying their
contracted loads for the fat merchants. She heard testimonies about
abandoned little girls. She learned how peasants were dispossessed.
She witnessed the vast fields belonging to men who were friends and
officials of the Ranas. She saw how stones were mixed with grain, how
women were forced into marriage, and later driven out, replaced by
another wife. And from time to time, she retreated to meditate.

W] qIITq FAEIT 9T The forest is wondrous,
TAqEST 5, I1d T 9T our mountains majestic.
died Ffqaar gf7 &7 am Bare of houses, a place for a hermit.
Tq THAE IfT 39 T A Thus, | pray. I meditate.

"We need strength to live in the jungle.” To Manamaya,
Yogamaya’s solitary expeditions were a prelude to her later
revelations. "She feared nothing. She needed no food to sustain her.
She moved alone, from the icy rivers into the jungles and through the
hills, north to Khempalung Cave, and south to Halesi Cave, and further
into the mountains, to the border of Tibet." This period of wandering
was doubtless important in Yogamaya's development. And in her
verses we can see a growing love for nature and homeland.
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He@l darTd e foq e Living off the fragrance of blossoms
74 T0F gfte Fgq feuvl Concentrating in the sun.

ArEH £ mef fadft 3 73, Oh, evidence of the world, look.
ZegT YU FHI eeld a3l Come, favor me as you wish.

With Mata I visited Gaurini Cave a short distance upriver from
Manakamana and saw where Yogamaya had lived alone for several
years. The cave was on a rocky slope above Majhuwa — a mere ledge
under a huge overhanging rock. Although it was overgrown with vines
and ferns, and not visible from the trail, Mata located it without
difficulty. She pointed out to me the fresh flowers and oil which were
obviously left there not long before we arrived. “Whoever believes in
our master’s power comes here and make offerings.” Mata spoke ina
hushed tone, and I thought, “Is worship of the rebel still forbidden?”

At the end of her months of wandering, Yogamaya stayed at
Gaurini. “She stopped here to do her tapasya (austerities)," explained
Mata. “She fasted. She subjected herself to the bitter cold of the Arun
River. She sat with barely any covering during the winter nights. She
denied herself sleep. She took a vow of silence." Whoever speaks
openly about Yogamaya today describes mainly her tapasya, not her
political campaign. They recall her abilities to defy nature, about how
she overcame feelings of cold or heat, hunger or loneliness. But
perhaps they are implicitly praising her defiance of Brahmanism?

Yogamaya’s did not begin her political attacks until after she
gained recognition for her tapasya. It seems that her yogic
accomplishments began to attract attention. People who had once
scorned her now began to show admiration. “Some said she was a god.
They made offerings to her,” said Manamaya. “From villages on both
sides of the Arun, women and men came to Gaurini in search of her
blessing. They asked for her advice.” Yogamaya’s social trespasses
were forgotten, at least while she directed her powers towards defying
nature.

Eventually, at the insistence of the growing numbers of
worshipers who sought her out, Yogamaya moved from Gaurini to
Majhuwa, an open, uninhabited slope close to the river. Majhuwa was
near a footbridge over the Arun and not far from the ferry crossing, s0
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it was easily accessible from both sides of the river.

This is where she stayed for nearly five years and where she
gave birth to the hazurbani?. Under the tall trees beside the great river,
Yogamaya emerged from meditation and began to utter verses, unlike
anything anyone had heard.

qefEES AT W T So beautiful the bird's song,
g=< #A ford 7gd A It kidnaps the heart.

@ #ar T BT 73 S, So gentle the river's whistle,
g 7@l [T a8 gaErs-i Our heart is again captured.

Witnessing her yogic powers, worshipers returned to their
homes and urged others to hear the Yogi. Some experienced visions,
and others spoke of their spiritual transformation. From Dambar B.
Basnet, I heard the story of the young Tibetan herder who threw a
stone at Yogamaya when she was meditating at Tordhapur Cave, and
then realizing she was a yogi, apologized and begged her forgiveness.
She replied “I am not a god; I am the one discarded and despised by
society. Thus I am obliged to prove my innocence.”

More young farmers arrived in Majhuwa and eventually
Yogamaya’s following exceeded anything seen in the area. Before long
it would number two thousand.

Forty years later, Manamaya remembers her experiences with
the Yogi. “Knowledge of what we can achieve surged from within us.
We believed we could change our society and solve our problems
ourselves." She pressed her fist under her ribs and twists, pushing
upwards. “No one commanded us to do what we did.” Manamaya
insists. Hazur Yogamaya did not lecture on the ills of government, or
tell us to rebel. "The truth lay in the hazurbani. She gave us the
courage. That is all."

A~ ot ot P Pt

At Majhuwa, Yogamaya was joined by her brother, by Ganga
Devi, and by Nainakala. Nainakala was now educated, and she and her

9. Estimated date is the late 1930s.
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aunt stayed at Yogamaya's side, ready to transmit her teachings whep |
she came out of her meditation. “‘Nainakala wrote down the hazurban;
as Hazur revealed them to her,” said Manamaya. “Ganga Devi w !

there too. It was Ganga Devi who created the music for the hazurban;. g
You will find no verses like those we sing.” '

!
g.
g

AT f& = 3T B @Al Why fear execution?

ITfaT FIT Tide © (s gl A body is mortal, after all. :
gHH FYIA TR T 5, I arrived and exist by divine grace,
78 1oy STfaet T S 9o And being mortal, I'll also be gone. .

These words and their music captivated young men and
women with their simple beauty. Then they reached into their social

conscience to stir the imagination of the young people and awaken :
their political longings.

or fed a1 s=aear geiq e ofE The light is within you,

A FreATRT TH M9 FEH T SAE And you are inside the flame.
BAH YT €T TEAF qG] Te, After all there is nothing;
HI Ted @IfeT g At T TFCA Look again. There is nothing.

‘There is nothing to it. Have courage,’ said the Yogi
Yogamaya did not order her followers to march on the palace or attack
local police posts. What she advocated was simpler, and at the same
time infinitely more profound. “She told us: ‘You can change your life.
You have it within you. There is no barrier but what you yourself
build’."

It is noteworthy that her verses and philosophy did not attract
old men and women, those usually seeking religious consultants and
devoting themselves to prayer in their twilight years. Yogamaya
appealed to the young. The majority of her followers were like
Manamaya - young and adventurous. Many were newly married
couples with young children. “Our parents stayed away from
Yogamaya. We, me and my girlfriends, Mata and her brother, came t0
hear new ideas." Brothers brought their sisters, women their husbands,
fathers their sons and daughters. They were young and hopeful. They
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did not seek redemption for past crimes, but dreamed for ways to
change their future.

One of Yogamaya’s disciples was Prem Narain, a young
mendicant who enjoyed a reputation as spiritual seeker. Some of his
followers were Arun Valley Brahmins who lived in Kathmandu and
gathered at Pashupatinath during the winter months. One was Lochan
Nidi Tiwari who in 1984 told Uttam Pant about how Narain received a
letter from Ganga Devi inviting him to the Arun Valley.

“Prem Narain. You have been searching for God all
over. But God is here in Majhuwa. If you want to meet
God, you must come here.” And Prem Nairain replied
“She cannot be a God because she has many
husbands. So, I cannot come there.” And when Ganga
Devi received this, she reported this to Yogamaya who
responded: “Prem Narain is proud, but he will
nevertheless arrive here within seven days.” Prem
Narain was in Assam at the time he received the
second letter, and he was overcome by a feeling that
he should return home. He excused himself from his
fellow sanyasi, and set out by foot for the Arun Valley.
On the way he stopped at a shop to sleep and in the
night awoke to see a bright light with the sun in the
middle of it. Yogamaya appeared to him there, and
asked him “What do vou want?” He replied he wanted
mukti (salvation). And then Yogamaya threw all the
fragments of the light at him, which broke into
thousands of bits of paper, and she declared “Here,
take which piece vou want. But only one of them has
the mukti in it.” Prem Narain was afraid to pick the
wrong piece, and said, “I do not know what kind of
mukti is good, you must tell me which to take.” With
this, Prem Narain seemed to awaken from a trance and
told the proprietor of the shop that he must leave, and
he set out in the night and before long he had reached
Dharan, and from there walked straight north and
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reached Majhuwa within seven days from the time of
Yogamaya’s declaration, and he met her and remained
one of her most devoted servants.

Lochan Tiwari also reported that Yogamaya later sent Prem
Narain to Kathmandu to petition one of the high ranking Ranas with
whom she had a good relationship10. Prem Narain promised him that
if he fulfilled Yogamaya’s twenty-six demands, he would remain in
power for twelve years. When Yogamaya petitioned Juddha Shamsher
after he assumed power in 1932, Tiwari tells us, she asked “What about
my edict?’ The first of these demands was prohibition of child
marriage. The second was discontinuation of tax on the poor.

When Prem Narain stayed at Majhuwa to be with Yogamaya,
many of his own followers moved there too. And when he declared she
was his guru, they did the same.

Prem Narain died with Yogamaya, but his sister, Nanda Devi,
who was also a devotee of the rebel survived, and I met her at
Mankamana. She had been living there as a sanyasi since her brother
and Yogamaya and the others ‘left this world.” “Was Prem Narain
involved in creating the hazurbani?” I asked. “Did he help Yogamaya
develop her political ideas?”” She replied, “My brother was a yogi, but
beside Yogamaya, he was a child.” Nanda Devi showed me a
collection of his handwritten poems. But when Dharma translated a
part of the manuscript for me, we were disappointed. Narain’s verses
were conventional praises to the divine, devoid of the rhythm,
intelligence or bite of his master’s. We could find no hint of political
advocacy in them either, and 1 was forced to accept what the ascetics
and Manamaya told me, Yogamaya was the only source of those
political invocations. Parizat said this too, when she examined the
hazurbani in the book Mata had given me. Nothing across Nepal
paralleled the Yogi’s political wit and audacity, and Parizat, an
accomplished political poet in her own right, even declared that

10. Yogamaya lost what sympathy she had inside the palace when Juddha Shamsher
came to power. If it is true that she met with a Rana leader, that may have been
Bhim Shamsher, Juddha’s predecessor who was reportedly slightly more tolerant.
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Yogamaya was her ancestor and political model.

Pt et Pt Pt s

7 A9 A M AT 99 TR, Raja sits in his palace.

HIfE g g7 a1 TN F= And does not care to see
77T T BT SAH B A3, If the poor have justice--
gl s 7= f7are fqer argeaqu Not even justice by chance.

Yogamaya repeatedly called for a ‘dharma raj’ and eventually,
I understood this as ‘rule by truth,’ or justice. In the above verse, she
plays on the word ‘raj’ as both the ruler (prime minister) and an ideal
justice. If the ruler is imprudent or irresponsible, there can be no
justice, she says. The above verse lays responsibility for justice on the
ruler. Thus, it says, his neglect is the cause of injustice. In other words,
Yogamaya is accusing her supreme leader of total negligence. As calm
as these lines may appear in such a simple poem, they were a rude
attack on Nepal’s ruler, equal to blasphemy and certain to incite
government reaction. Consider her irony in the last line — even justice
by chance. *Justice by chance’ means no justice at all.

If these barbs aroused officials — and they did — they also
alarmed the public. Some anticipated a government backlash, and
families who were not part of the movement cautioned their loved ones
who attended the Yogi to abandon her. “We would not leave.” said
Manamaya.““She sought justice, and no more than justice. From the
beginning this was her aim."

e FOFT fa=e 77 s=d @9, Though right was on our side,

¥ T R 2UE TR That bully escapes the law.

# AT BTH AT & ©41 FAH,  Brahmins, we’re so unholy.

SITA §eq 99 AT 7@ qAAI Let’s leave our caste in the kitchen.

Yogamaya herself showed no signs of retreating. Having
confronted the trials of nature, Yogamaya was prepared to face death
from any source. Mahatma Gandhi practiced fasting during his youth
in England, and later he adopted extreme forms of fasting as a political
challenge, putting responsibility for his death squarely on the
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shoulders of the British. This enabled him to confront his political
enemies and fearlessly face the very people who might strike him
down. This was the basis of the civil disobedience Yogamay
employed. She seemed to court a confrontation and stood ready to face
a ruler who had unhesitatingly wiped out opponents for demanding far
less than she was. Eventually, the dictator did order his troops into the
Arun Valley to crush her movement and silence her.

Before this happened, another challenge taced the reformer
and her followers — the wrath of their families and neighbors who
became incensed by the group’s attack on caste proprieties.

gfe a ST gt Before I owned a caste

FET FHAH Belonging to Brahmin clan.

Ifeel Fer ST B Now look, I have no caste.

aTq g aﬁwu“ Ho, I chucked it there in the hearth.

Sung in the rhythm of the hazurbani, these lines are so
cheerful and light that they belie their explosive content. The poem’s
brazen message would be easy for any Nepalese to grasp. She says.
‘chuck out the rules of marriage that divide us,” and then she adds,
‘throw them there, in the fire.’ The fire? One can hardly imagine more
flagrant disrespect. Her choice of the hearth as a dump for something
to be discarded as trash is awesome. The hearth of a Hindu (or
Buddhist) home is not an incinerator. Nor is it just a cooking place. It
is sacred. The hearth endows the house with sanctity. Strangers may
not cook, gather, or eat here. Since the hearth symbolizes
exclusiveness, one could find no place more outrageous than the hearth
to toss caste into. This simple quatrain advocates nothing less than
shrugging off one’s Brahmin caste, which implies doing away with all
caste. But this was very different from the rejection of social rules by
individual yogi.

Yogis are respected and their anti-social behavior 18 tolerated
in this society where their action is individualist and follows the
conventions of renunciation. Yogis can flaunt any social norm because
they have left society, including their caste status, and relinquished any

1. By oral transmission, through Manamaya. Attributed to Yogamaya.




Yogamaya: Poet, Teacher, Insurgent 61

rights in society to take up the life of the ascetic, the fourth, final stage
in Hindu life. Renunciates have wide licence and are admired for their
powers of concentration and self discipline. Yogamaya was different.
She used her self-discipline to defy society, urging others to break
(Hindu) social rules while continuing to live as householders.

"We began to feel we too did not need our caste," said
Manamaya. "Bharat Dhoj told his family he would not take the
Brahmin wife they had chosen. Then, one of the Brahmin widows
living at Majhuwa joined with a man and lived with him as his
partner." This kind of cohabitation violates a fundamental and deeply
ingrained concept — Hindu purity — a principle upheld in the chastity of
a Brahmin woman. People become uncomfortable at the mention of
such a liaison. It 1s almost as abhorrent as incest in western society. So
Manamaya lowered her voice as if the news could still invite reproach.
“They said Hazur was creating a haven for prostitution. Villagers came
to our meeting threatening to kill our guru.

“Yogamaya met them directly and she defended the couples. ‘1
have given them this power,” she told them. ‘It is not them you assault;
it is me.'

“I was there. I heard her.” Manamaya pulled held back her
shoulders, and placed one hand on her hip in a posture of defiance. She
continued quoting her leader: ““They have done nothing wrong; it is I,
I who have given them the power to do this.” And they went away.”

Surely the men and women in the assembly knew that public
criticism would not subside so easily. To my question about their
anxieties, Manamaya replied, ““As long as we were near her, we felt we
could do anything. Other women and men at Majhuwa began to live
together too.”

Meanwhile, from all sides pressure on Yogamaya mounted.
"Ask Mata how her husband tried to keep her back. But she went
secretly, taking two of her children with her. My parents told me not to
go there. All of us, we began to visit our master at Madjuwa after
nightfall.” Even so, some were dragged away when villagers
converged on the gathering place by the river to fetch their children
and wives and brothers from what they thought was a den of
prostitution and blasphemy.

P
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Yogamaya would not cease. If she was not denouncing caste,%
she was lashing out at the priests. Most Hindus understood how th :
Brahmin leaders, the canonical experts and the ritual priests, worke( -
with the commercial interests, the ruler and his court. Others certainly
complained about the excesses and likely scorned the priests, but on ‘
in private. No one but the Yogi voiced criticism with such language. -

gt AT A BT ET, Who may that spider be?

FIT T & AHA (47) And how much silk does he hoard’
grTHT () T Reflect on this

ar fa=re 7 @ E, And you'll have enlightenment.
da f9a St &

Yogamaya was asking her nation to challenge the wealth of the
powerful. Confront injustices, she told them. For her, enlightenmen
was social awareness, awareness of the causal relation between the
privileges of the few and injustice for the rest.

She called on her ruler to reflect, a plea which Manamaya says
was not confrontational. "She was not his enemy, you see. She did no
ask for his downfall. Hazur even traveled to see our Sarkar, to ask him
face to face to take responsibility for his people. ‘Give us dharma raj,
she said again and again. Hazur believed the ruler had the power to do
good and she never abandoned her personal appeals to him.”

I 9k § Tl e, ‘Though I am a speck, I petition you.

fogr eral A1 41 d&dy,  Be informed about our conditions.

faf<1 18w frq o fafT 3 We have no benefits, no help.

fagr AT feafq B #7111 As long as there’s injustice, I'll petition you.

Once when she petitioned the palace, she went to Kathmandu
herself. Although she did not obtain an audience with the ruler, she sa¥
her message delivered. Later she sent Nainkala her daughter, and only
got as far as the ruler’s secretary. Manamaya referred to a letter in
verse which Nainakala wrote to her mother reporting the encounter.
“He asked Nainakala: 'Child why do you wear this yellow cloth (hef
ascetic robe)? Get home, dress in red and be married."
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But the rebel was undeterred by these rebuffs. She intensified
her campaign with ever more piercing attacks against cheaters and
their accomplices.

Fifg grforet A@rg 39 92 e, What swindlers sell as butter
Fife GO HEGI &+ &1 g9 FA71 others burn for incense

gy AT B TIET FYS T, whose odious smell... is greed.
A% A gl T i< =TT Corruption! How it stinks.

Yogamaya’s metaphor of incense captures the immorality of
cheating. Even in modern times, merchants commonly lace their grain
with sand or stone, leaving the buyer to discover this deception after
arriving home. Sometimes as much as twenty percent of a sack of grain
are stones and sand. By all accounts, earlier in the century, it was just
as widespread, yet few of the cheaters were ever punished. This verse
describes how adulteration is exposed when a cheater bums his
offering of incense. Like the Hindu hearth, incense has spirtual
significance. Foul-smelling incense insults the divine and is a mockery
of religion. Manamaya explained: “You have seen incense sticks. We
mix wood and herb powder, and offer their lovely fragrances to our
gods. But when those thieves light incense for the god, it is vile
because of what they have mixed in it. It stinks, and it offends our
gods. Are they not ashamed, defiling our own god!"

In a single stroke, in four lines, Yogamaya attacks the piety of
the cheaters and identifies these crimes as a sin.

A regular theme of Yogamaya was the collaboration between
business interests and political power.

ferfacta afafa ar woa & I3, With order gone to disorder.
RT Tt fagrarer fa=ft 7@ d4u 1 pray for reason to return
AT lge &Il faka®s, This man has paid his debt.
g 9= Aiet ar aidr T30l So why does the rich man lie?

"We all know how these injustices persist,” said Manamaya.
“Before Yogamaya, no one challenged them. With our master, all that
changed."
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At the peak, the Yogi's local following reached 2000 or
possibly more, composed of local farmers but also wealthy families
from the city. On her visits to Kathmandu to petition the ruler,
Yogamaya stayed at Pashupatinath where she performed her feats of
endurance. Hindus from India and from very corner of Nepal
converged at this holy place every winter. Women and men from
Bhojpur, Chainpur, Kulung in the Arun Valley who lived in the capital
were among those drawn to Yogamaya’a call for justice. Soon many of
them joined the core of her most faithful supporters. Some left the city
when Yogamaya returned to Majhuwa, to live at her retreat. They
included women and men from the most notable families of the region
— Tiwari, Basnet, Pande, Adhikari, Chapagai.

ot o

gHIcH] TS T aF g Nobel Raja, hear our plea.

ATATHT T fafq 77 fa=ae Wise Raja, give us justice.

fagat 7o+ fads ga A Intelligent Raja, choose wisely.
CARTSIFT 7 59 g T Remove pain from your land, grant joy to
EITSADT 7 T TH HTAT those who suffer.

XUl AT 7 9187 a1 A&

FT WA A FT 9 AT

qEFH HIRRISTHB] TSTH §F

ursq e Bl ford gal2

As her popularity grew, Yogamaya and her followers found
themselves increasingly isolated. The ruler would not respond to her
appeals. Local villagers denounced her. The young rebels may have
shouted the audacious hazurbani into the night air ready to die with
their leader. But they did not go into the villages to help farmers
counter corruption or abuse. They did not recruit Rai and Magar
people whose lands had been lost by trickery to the incoming
Brahmins, and whose debts doubled and tripled and then were passed
on to their sons. They did not go into the courts to challenge false land
claims. They did not tutor young women to read and write; they did not

12. By oral transmission, through Manamaya. Attributed to nainakala.
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boycott taxes, or build bridges or rally on the steps of the courthouse.
[nstead they became entrenched at their retreat by the river, and found
themselves cut off.

There is hardly any doubt that the authorities were following
the activities of the rebel closely. The palace ignored her, but she
persisted, finally adopting a strategy that courted death. She sent a
letter to the palace with her demands clear: ‘We insist on dharma raj.
Allow Brahmin widows to marry. Let our people unite with whom they
wish. Stop the marriage of small children. No more protection for the
rich. Remove the priests, and give us laws that do not serve only
Brahmins. If these demands are not met, I and my people shall die by
fire.”

Within two days of her dispatch, government troops
descended on Majhuwa. Manamaya remembered: “Yes, Hazur was
ready to immolate herself.”

The warning was similar to Gandhi'’s threat to the British Raj
to fast until death. The Nepalese government feared liability for any
Brahmin’s death if Yogamaya and her followers should die. It would
be considered murder since Hindu law itself forbids the murder of any
Brahmin, for any reason. Yet neither was the ruler willing to negotiate
with her, so instead he chose a cowardly and foolish course.

T Zh 7eq 99 qa0 &1 g4, This era rests on a throne of gold.

b 7 srfAmeer A9 mrg+ 51 The nuggets we enlightened, discard.
T B 7 B =T Bew, Leave them to those greedy ones,.
AZ A =T S 7T Sfe g?? 1 Devils, thieves, how they lust for it.

The Yogi and her followers identified the riverbank at
Majhuwa as the site of their immolation and began assembling logs for
their pyre. Among the hundreds involved in the preparations were
Mata and Manamaya, Bhaktini Ama, Nanda Devi and Mahadidi.
Recalling the awesome sight of the growing heap of wood, Manamaya
became more animated. “We all joined in. We carried wood from either
side of the Arun to the slope at river bank. Some were big, naked
tunks of trees washed down by the monsoon from the Upper Arun.
You see them on our beach. We chopped and tugged, and pushed. In a
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month we had a heap of logs as high as the roof of a house."

What may have alarmed the government more than the repor
of the pyre was the list of two hundred and forty names attached to the
notice. "Of course my name was there,” said Manamaya proudly. “So
was sister Mata here, and her brother, and his wife and children, and
the Basnet family, and Prem Narain. This was our challenge to the
ruler. He had to grant us dharma raj. He refused to meet with
Yogamaya but he could not ignore this."

Manamaya’s voice carried no feeling of outrage. She spoke
about a logical non-violent strategy that, in theory, could have worked.
She was certain, as was Yogamaya, that Juddha Shamsher Rana would
not murder them.

This approach may seem archaic to us today, but Yogamaya's
strategy fit the social framework of the time. As Harka Gurung
explains, Yogamaya was probably correct to employ a religious
principle. “Her enemy was not religion, but the abuse of religion,” he
explained. “At that time, governance was largely according to Hindu
values. The ruler felt he was a devout, righteous person. Any rebellious
act had to be a religious one in order to appeal to his religious
principles. Another strategy wouldn't have gotten them even this far.”

The troops who arrived from Dhankuta in the night and
marched on Majhuwa could not harm these rebels. "There were
hundreds of soldiers,” recalled Manamaya. “They captured Hazur first.
They took her and everyone at Majhuwa. The General had the list of
our names that had been attached to Hazur’s demand. They began their
hunt. Soldiers moved from village to village searching for us. They
locked Hazur and the women in Siddha-Kali Mandir (a shrine in
Bhojpur town). They took the men down to Dhankuta jail.”

Manamaya was among those who escaped. "Word spread that
the government was going to arrest all of us — Hazur and everyone on
the list. I hid with a neighbor and stayed there two weeks. The troops
spread throughout the valley, searching door to door, but they did not
find me." Manamaya admits it was really terrifying. The whole area
was under military control. Mata escaped too and sent her husband to
Bhojpur to inquire about Yogamaya’s fate. She was imprisoned but
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Later in Kathmandu I obtained the government’s version from
Mahadev Shamsher Rana, the commander who led the troops into
Majhuwa. He was governor of Dhankuta and father of the political
advisor to the present king, Birendra. The old general spoke about his
mission against Yogamaya purely as a military strategy. "I wanted to
surprise them, to forestall their flight or their attempt to carry out the
threat. We moved on Majhuwa from all sides; we ambushed the group
at night.

“Yogamaya was unpredictable. We captured eighty of them
there, including Yogamaya. The others we searched for in the weeks
that followed. There were over two hundred names. We had the list.
We found their homes and we questioned their families. With
Yogamaya in our custody the young people did not know what to do.
Most gave themselves up easily.”

SARETT T 5 A= 239, How greedy they are, discarding justice.
THYH R & fa=e @A How proud, forgetting their mortality.
g 59 &7 ATd ST a4 BN, Oh we poor, we plead for truth.

I &9 GFIAT B fa0 @l Helpless, we pray to Vishnu.

"Was Yogamaya dangerous?" I asked.

Telling this story. the old general was at ease. He was living in
retirement at his son’s house near the palace and received us while
surrounded by several small grandchildren. He was a very tall, thin
man, with the whitest skin I have ever seen in a Nepalese. He spoke
English with a British accent, and even remembered the name of his
English tutor. As he spoke, he lifted one little girl of about six years old
onto his knee and, without a hint of moral concern about what he was
reporting, proceeded to tell us about the capture of Yogamaya.

"They were very dangerous,” he replied. “They were
communists, you know." Then he qualified his remark to assure me
that Yogamaya was no real threat to the ruler.

"Was she anyone's agent? Was she working on behalf of an
organization or party?" I asked.

The general quickly dismissed this idea. He estimated the size
of Yogamaya's following at Majhuwa at “over a thousand.” He agreed
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it was large, but added *they were all simple villagers.” I thought he
said that to minimize to me the degree of their threat. I asked him if he
had ever seen a photo of the Yogi. He said no and said he was certain
none existed. Then he added, "I think however that I have a file."

“A file?” I repeated.

"Yes. From the court proceedings,” said the old man. “]
confiscated all the documents and brought them to Kathmandu. There
ought to be copies in the courts too," he said. "But we had a file. I think
it is still in this house. I will look for it. Come back tomorrow."

The next day Muraril3 received a message from the general
informing us that the documents could not be found. The general said
the house staff may have burned the paper for fuel on some chilly
winter night! This and other mysterious disappearances during our
inquiries in Biratnagar warned us that the history of Yogamaya still
troubled many people. This led me to conclude that even forty years
after the uprising, people remained fearful and nervous. Testimonies
from the old women at the river hermitage were permissible, but
somebody gave the order that no written documentation should find its
way into our hands.

fHeE A feq Fvarg feq #1E Kill the corrupt; behead the thief.

o ] AT T A2 A &N Judge with virtue, eliminate lies.

AT 379 O a7 T, When our charioteer arrives, truth will reign.
TS AT AT 3F@7 A7AD1 And smash king and courtiers too.

I returned from Kathmandu to Manakamana after meeting the
General to learn more from Manamaya about Yogamaya’'s
imprisonment. “They held Hazur and a hundred and forty disciples for
several months. News about the capture spread through East Nepal and
everyone was watching.” Manamaya told me Yogamaya's
imprisonment became an embarrassment for Kathmandu. The Yogi
and her fellow captives continued their campaign from their prison
cells, a temple and a large house. The prisoners could see into the

13. Murari Aryal who helped translate the hazurbani arranged this interview and
accompanied me to the general’s house.
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village around them, and could be heard in the neighborhood. “They
began to sing the hazurbani and soon, passing townspeople stopped to
listen. In Bhojpur, women and men who had never before heard the
poems approached the prison and stayed there.”

Bird's song kidnaps the heart.
Then a gentle river's whistle holds it.

The followers of Yogamaya had the same reception at
Dhankuta jail. Hazurbani the men sang lifted through their cell
windows into the village air. The neighbourhood was enchanted."At
Dhankuta,” said Manamaya, "the troops themselves were smitten. Off
duty, soldiers and policemen took their families to sit outside the
prison in the evening."

I FITH 1 GG B2137 AT, Fat bellies burst.

781 B Al o7 7T g9 fA5@! Sa And those bribes ooze out

Aleel T TAE T AT TET O, To poison you.

AR 718 q7 a9 2T & B So savor your riches... while you can.

The popularity of the hazurbani was beginning to embarrass
the government. It came forward with an offer of amnesty. "They said
they would release the Yogi and her followers in return for a promise.
Yogamaya must cease her advocacy. They must disband and quit their
site. Most important, they must not utter the hazurbani.

Yogamaya accepted the order without protest. She signed a
government document forswearing her utterances. The other prisoners
followed her and one by one they dispersed and returned to their
homes.

General Rana thought he had finally put an end to the
rebellion, and gratified by his apparent success, left the area.

But they underestimated Yogamaya. She could not be quieted
s0 easily. She began plans for a final assault. This time, she presented
no demand, and said nothing outside her circle of devotees.

Manamaya leaned forward to share a secret. "This time Hazur
sent word only through her most trusted aides. They told us to come to
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the riverside at Majhuwa to be with her. We were to tell no one and
bring nothing wiih us. We were to assemble after midnight.

"Oh, some of us knew what it meant. My husband told me not
to go, and I stayed back. Mata decided not to go, but her brother and
his wife and all their children went."

Manamaya and the others knew details of what happened
because an 11 year old lad named Dhoj witnessed it all from his hiding
place and told villagers after he fled. Manamaya told me: “The boy had
gone with his grandmother to join Yogamaya. He told us how he pulled
himself from his grandmother and ran from the gathering and hid ina
tree. From there, he saw everything. There were sixty-nine people. The
children were crying. So were some of the others."

The river was high and running swiftly. It was Asoj, the sixth
Nepalese month, in late summer when the monsoon rains are heavy.
The Arun roared chalung chalung, chalung chalung.

"Yogamaya closed her eyes and stepped into the river firstl4,
Then Ganga Devi and Nainakala followed her. Then Prem Nairain. A
whole family jumped next, the father tossing his screaming son into
the current, then stepping forward with his wife who clutched a baby
in her arms. One by one they followed. Each woman removed her
jewelry before departing, each family signed its name.

And then there was nothing but the awesome call of the great Arun.

I clguegt w7 g a@en In my dream, I saw destruction.
HEIedet e wat fasefret Wi How Shiva, lifting his spear,
fasett © asrit Ffer wE et sent thunder, hail, lightening.

] T WY B @ A Gl Crash. Chaos will rule, everywhere.

Yogamaya entered heaven. So did those who accompanied her into the
current.

Even today some of the surviving members of her movement
express regret that they did not join her, and I suspect Mata is one of

14. Jalsamadhi: in Sanskrit, seeking eternity by immersion. This kind of sacrifice in
a religious context carries honour.
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those. She has taken the vows of sanyasi, and leads a life of prayer and
meditation, a noble and worthy course in the Hindu tradition. But I felt
she preferred the more radical course and was pained over her failure
to take it. By the 1980s, Mata was watching her country slip deeper
and deeper into the grip of corruption, with the authority of Brahmin
priests unabated, with women still mistreated and Brahmin women
doomed to endure premature widowhood and live childless throughout
their lives. Perhaps Mata knows that Yogamaya’s call for dharma raj
was the best solution.

Pt Pt Ot et ot






Chapter 4
A GIRL CHILD NAMED LAXMI

“Laxmi must work,” the woman said to her husband. “We
need help in the fields. What harm can come to her there? The field is
safer than the house where she has twice spilled boiling milk. She's not
this much use,” mother argued, marking the tip of her smallest finger
with her thumbnail.

The weary woman stopped speaking to reach out and haul the
pot of bubbling rice off the hearth. Then, still without rising, she pulled
another pot onto the iron grill over the fire. In it was a stew for the
milch cow—a mixture of potato peelings, onion skins, rice husk and
other edible garbage. Next, she pulled a fist of salt from a basket
hanging on the scorched wall behind the fire and she splashed it into
the mixture, and stirred for a moment. She stopped and took a deep
breath, then leaned over, into the hearth. Holding her plaits behind her
neck with one hand, the woman bend over until her face almost
touched the pot’s bottom. With her right hand, she poked at the half
burned sticks of wood in the circle of ashes. The she blew on their ends
to ignite the fire. A few flames broke under the vessel; then she picked
up the ladle to stir the mixture as she resumed her complaints. “Laxmi
is fourteen. The girl has been idle too long. We keep our daughters
with us so they can work and be of some use before they marry. Then
they are gone.”

Laxmi sat nearby, wordless, as her mother continued. From
the time of her birth, the child had exhausted her. Every mother needs
the help of a girl, especially after she births a son. A normal girl, even
at the age of six, can coddle and feed a baby brother, rock him to sleep,
clean him. By the time she is nine, she can support the baby strapped
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on her back, so her hands are free to help her Aama. Girl and baby
follow mother from place to place, and when the infant cries, sister lets
mother unstrap him and suckle him for a few moments. In the fields, in
the courtyard, inside the house, a girl child is a great help.

"Thuli, see your brother, pick him up, hold him, sing to him,
pat him." "Thuli, stand here so I can bind him to your back." "Thulj
light the fire,” then "Thuli, rock your brother. Carry him to Sasu. Bring
him here."

"Thuli, the milk!" "Thuli, more fuel under the pot. Thuli, heat
water."

But how could Laxmi do any of these things? She was blind.

Somehow her Aama found a way. She strapped the baby to
Laxmi’s back and directed the girl to walk in a circle, holding a rope
anchoring her to the central pillar of the house. She told her, “keep
him calm, keep him calm. Rock from side to side as you step around the
post.”

The little girl had grown remarkably competent and could
manoeuver herself through the house as well as creep across the
courtyard. She taught herself every inch of the stony square in front of
the house. Should she step beyond these stones, however, she might
topple into the terrace below. The courtyard ended with a drop of four
meters, her father told her, and if she were carrying baby, they would
both die. If that happened, he told her, her spirit would be lost forever
and all the family would be visited by demons. The only time Laxmi
ventured outside was when she was roped to someone, and she
stumbled along behind.

Once, Laxmi walked behind her mother all the way to the
town, and hadn’t fallen once. The child was so pleased, in her
enthusiasm she told her father when they returned home, "Baba, 1
walked to the town. Baba, next time, I shall fetch little brother from
school.” Her father laughed at his girl, but Aama had no patience.
"Silly girl, you are blind,” she scolded. “Who will accompany you’
Silly blind girl. How can you lead your brother?"

Before schools came to the hills, every boy was put to work by
the time he reached seven. With other lads in the neighborhood, they
brought their cattle to search for sprigs of grass on the side of the
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paths that has been overlooked by goats or foraging women. By day, a
young son watched a few cows, and in the evening, he helped bed the
animals and bind together what extra grass they collected in their
baskets. During planting and harvest time, boys worked side by side
with adults in the paddy fields. Generally, until they are strong enough
to wield a scythe to cut and gather grass, and carry a bari loaded with
fodder, little girls stay near the house. This does not mean they are idle.
They watch animals in the courtyard and chase away birds from sheets
of drying grain. Indoors, they help prepare food, and of course they
take care of the younger children as well.

After schools were introduced, little girls would herd and weed
and harvest. Somebody had to take over the work the boys once did
since the boys were now at school. Actually, for girls old enough to
herd welcomed this change. They could flee their mothers’ incessant
calls for help. In the fields, moreover, they found new companions —
other girls sent to herd for the same reasons. The girls taught one
another songs and skipping games on the pathways above the
riverbank while their animals grazed nearby. For a few hours they
escaped the confines of the house and become mere children.

Laxmi wishes she could take the animals along the roadside
100, just to be with other children. Every day she hears them passing
above the house. She longs to join them, cutting grass from between
rocky ledges, running after any wayward animals, finding juicy roots
to chew. Oh, if only she could see.

In the house with Aama and Baba lived Thulo Aama, Laxmi's
grandmother. Thulo Aama was more patient with Laxmi. She trained
her blind granddaughter to do many useful things. She spread the corn
seeds on a mat to dry, and then called Laxmi to the courtyard. She sat
her on the edge of the straw mat and put a thin pole in the child’s hand.
"Laxmi, here is the lathi to shake at the birds so you can help me guard
the corn.” And so the girl raised her switch in the air and yelled "wha,
wha, heee' ya!" to the hens and ravens she heard flutter down near her.
At first that was fun. But after two days of sitting, waving her rod in the
darkness, Laxmi was tired., Thulo Aama told her she was not to move,
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but Thulo Aama went away to look after the baby and left Laxmi sitting
in the sun alone with only the birds as companions. Alas, Laxmi had 1o
chase away even these little visitors.

The birds did not take long to learn that the little sentry could
not see them. They waited and watched the child, and, seeing how she
remained motionless, they lunged onto the blanket of drying seeds,
pecked a few kernels and flew off. Before she heard the seeds dropping
from their beaks, they were gone. Laxmi flailed her rod and shouted
"jau, jau,” but it was too late.

"If she were deaf and not blind, she would be more use,” her
mother said. Indeed, maybe that would have been better for the child
too. She would not hear Aama’s curses and complaints. "At least, if she
were deaf, she could go into the fields and help gather corn or cut the
rice paddy. She could thresh. She could even operate the rice crusher.”

But Laxmi was not deaf. She could hear her mother’s
complains. She could hear the skipping of boys and girls on the path
above the house. She could hear her brothers reading their
schoolbooks, and father calling to them, "Shabash, shabash!" Bravo,
bravo!

Laxmi’s mother eventually convinced her father that the child
should work in the terraces. One day, father led the girl across the
courtyard and guided her down, over two terraced ledges to the first
paddy field below the house. When they reached the terrace where she
was to work, he tied a rope to her, and anchored it to a peg in the
ground, as he did with a cow. Sometimes father took her to the field;
sometimes uncle did. There they put a scythe in her hand and told her
to cut everything in the plot around her. Uncle showed her to feel her
way over the ground and keep within the boundary of the mud parapet.
"Don't step outside the edge," Father warned her. "You'll fall over like
an old cow."

These terraces were small, but since Laxmi was blind, she
worked slowly. There was no one to stay and watch her, so they left her
in the field alone. It was on one of these mornings that the teacher,
Prabhu, saw the girl groping across the field. The young man knew
Laxmi. Who in the entire Arun Valley would not know a blind child’
Moreover, moments before, Prabhu had secretly watched the girl's
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uncle make his way up the mountainside, leaving the child alone. The
young man stepped off the path and made his way down to the terrace
where the girl sat in her tender, dark cage. “Laxmi?” he said softly,
stepping towards her.

Laxmi knew this voice. She remembered Prabhu had visited
their house one day. He was to marry Ram Bahadur’s daughter. Aama
had talked about their betrothal, and the man had stopped at their
house himself.

Prabhu was a teacher, Aama told her. He was to be posted to
the city — to Biratnagar — and his family wanted to marry him before
he left the Arun River Valley. Aama and the other women were glad he
was going away because they did not like young men working in the
school. ‘Things had happened’ between teachers and school girls, her
mother had said. The men went to the Pradan Panch officer who filled
out his reports and levied a fine of barely five hundred rupees against
the man. This was all he could do, he said. “The best thing is take your
girls out of our schools.”

That is precisely what happened. Families decided that
schools were not a safe place for their daughters. High schools were
few and located only in the towns. Now they almost emptied of girls,
especially village girls. Wealthier town families meanwhile could send
their daughters to boarding schools in the cities where they would be
better supervised.

The government was embarrassed by this exodus. Elementary
schools in each cluster of villages were costly. Could His Majesty's
Government be expected to build special schools for the convenience
and safety of girls?

Meanwhile a temporary solution was proposed. Principals in
the area agreed to hire only married men in the schools. This would
surely remove the chance of trouble arising between teachers and girl
pupils.

Laxmi heard her father and mother talk about these things, but
she could not comprehend the real problems, and certainly saw no
connection between them and her own life. For her, Prabhu was a
teacher and he was to be married to Karma, the daughter of Ram
Bahadur, the cloth shopkeeper. The wedding was very soon because
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Prabhu was leaving to take up his new job in the Tarai far to the south
She remembered that Aama said Prabhu was going to Biratnagar, and
it sounded to Laxmi that he was a very successful man.

Soon the town would witness the marriage of the teacher
Prabhu and Karma. A wedding is a grand affair in a village where
debts, accidents in the jungle, lost goats and abnormal births are the
usual news. Weddings provide a change from routine, and whether or
not they know the boy and girl, everyone debates the match, speculates
on the dowry, and evaluates the go-between who helped finalize the
union. The women compare views on how beautiful the bride is, how
light her skin in, how heavy her jewelry is, how smooth her hair is, and
how she works and talks and walks, if she is shy or weepy, talkative or
sullen, bossy or demure.

Laxmi heard all the gossip. Even though no one spoke about
her marrying one day, the child found herself entertained by all the
talk about other girls’ weddings. She laughed when the others laughed,
and she found herself agreeing that Prabhu was a fine and handsome
young man.

Prabhu and Karma's marriage was only a story for Laxmi
until one day before the wedding when the boy and his father actually
came to her house. "Prabhu, come. Drink." Laxmi's father insisted. He
boasted of his wife's fine liquor and the men obliged and stepped down
the path into Laxmi's house. The room filled with neighbors who came
to offer felicitations. They would later say how well they knew the
groom. Prabhu and his father laughed with everyone as if they all were
deep friends and drank with them for many hours before setting off for
their own village late in the night. Some neighbors stayed on, drinking
and discussing Prabhu's good character long after the guests had left

Laxmi’s mother and father were gratified. Now this family
could report authoritatively on all the details of the betrothal, the
negotiations, the dowry, the boy's new appointment. Such talk was not
only worthy entertainment in a quiet hill town; it cemented relations
among families. But where did Laxmi figure in all this?
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“Oh, Laxmi, daughter of Rajendra.” the man called softly.
Laxmi knew Prabhu’s voice from his visit with his father to her home
that day. So, although Laxmi was alone in the field and Prabhu called
to her, she was not afraid. She did not know how long Prabhu had
watched her or how he had looked up and down the terraces to see that
no one passing on the paths above could see them. The child heard
only his kind voice. "Laxmi,” he said, as he arrived where she sat.
“You are working too hard. Here, I have a cigarette for you."

She felt safe. "Rest and I will help you," he said, and he lifted
the scythe out of her fingers and held her hand, easing her to the
ground. She felt tired, in the mountain sun and being alone, his
presence made her feel good. She liked him because he was a teacher.
She felt for the cigarette as he put it to her lips and his fingers touched
hers. She let him hold the cigarette to her lips. She relaxed against the
earth wall of the hillside.

The cigarette fell away and she felt a warm hand tighten on
her thigh. She felt fingers pressing into her flesh. As rough hands
pulled at her skirt, the cloth pushed higher against her chest and face.
Then his body was half covering her.

Laxmi was confused. What did he want? She had not been
taught to resist. Being blind, she had always welcomed the touch of
someone else, a hand finding her in her darkness.

Something was wrong now. The man was laughing. Why was
he laughing ?" she asked herself: "Prabhu, why are you laughing?" she
asked.

She began to struggle and push him away. This made him
laugh more. Her skirt was pulled free of her legs. He grabbed her
close. His voice softened. "I'll take care of you. Don't you want me to
take care of you? I will take you to the schoolroom and teach you
things.” He laughed again. He liked her the night he saw her in her
house, he said, and once more he grabbed her legs and still laughing,
began to rub against her and push at her. He moved his hands up and
pulled her blouse above her small breasts. She liked the sensation of
being close to another person, yet something was not right. She felt
more confused. Now he drew away from her to pull her to her feet and
away from the ledge of the paddy field. He pushed her against the mud
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wall of the hillside. She did not know it but, sheltered by the wall, they
could not be seen, neither from above nor from below.

The man grabbed at Laxmi’s thighs and pulled her legs around
him. She felt him completely cover her, pushing harder. She felt pain,
but did not know where it actually came from. The man pushed her still
harder against the earth and began scolding her. "Be still, be quiet,"
he hissed. He was smothering her with his weight, pushing his body
again and again against her. Then, he suddenly stopped and his heavy
body fell against hers. Her legs felt wet. She thought she had done
something wrong. She waited, afraid. He pulled away from her and
told her to be silent and he would help her. He pulled down her blouse,
pinching her tiny nipples as he held her chest in his hands. Her body
hurt and she began to cry. Then the man began to speak softly. He
patted her skirt and stroked her small feet. He had suddenly become
gentle. "I'll come again. We'll do this again. I'll teach you many
things." But, he warned, "You must tell no one."

"He is a teacher, an educated man,"” she thought. "He will
come and finally I'll learn to read.” Despite the pain between her
thighs and the unpleasant memory of his weight on her, Laxmi did not
feel angry.

But Prabhu never returned, and Laxmi felt sad but she told no
one what happened. After many weeks of waiting, secretly hoping the
nice teacher could find her again, she asked her father to take her 1o
the field to work."The paddy is harvested!” her mother said. “Did you
think we will wait for you to clear the field? What a silly girl!"

By late August, two months had passed and Laxmi did not
have her menses. She did not know the significance of this and did not
think about it. She was still waiting for Prabhu. One day she heard her
mother say his name. "Perhaps he is coming here," she wondered. But
no, the family was discussing Prabhu’s marriage. It would take place
in a few days and some of their neighbours would go to town to watch
the arrival of the groom. None of these families were wealthy so the
weddings were not lavish. Nevertheless a marriage was an exciting
spectacle for the children and a chance for people to gather in the
town. All the adults agreed that the bride looked beautiful. They said
Karma was the prettiest of Ram Bahadur's three daughters.
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Bahadur had insisted his daughters would not marry a village
boy. He was pround that his first daughter was to wed a teacher. Yes,
people said, Bahadur made a good match for his daughter. Prabhu had
paid 1,500 rupees cash — a reasonable sum — to Bahadur, and provided
the food for the wedding guests. It was not chicken curry. Only the
wealthiest merchants in Khandbari could afford to offer meat to
wedding guests. Prabhu’s family sufficed with a small plate of cold
churra, crushed rice, with a spoonful of curried potatoes and some
chutney on the side for everyone. Government officials, shopkeepers,
school boarders, the policemen, and all their wives and children came
to the feast.

The groom would arrive long after the banquet ended and
night had fallen but many of the guests lingered in the square to wait
for him. A groom’s appearance was the climax of the wedding, a
celebration of the hero coming to take his prize. Perhaps today’s rowdy
parade of the mounted groom into the girl’s village is a carryover from
the past when in some localities, young brides were secured in the
course of battle, taken by force, and carried off on a horse by the
victor.

The appearance of a horse in town nowadays carries special
significance because horses are not used in the hills, neither for
plowing nor for transport. They serve only a ceremonial purpose, to
carry a visiting district official from the airstrip, for example, or to
carry the groom to his bride’s house on the night of their wedding.

So there was Prabhu, arriving to fetch his new bride.
Accompanying him were cousins and neighbors from his town. They
walked on either side of the horse as his attendants. The all male party
was led by boys banging drums and tin pots and playing flutes. The
lads pranced back and forth in front of Bahadur's shop on the main
Street of town.

Karma, the bride, was in a bedroom at the back of the shop,
surrounded by her sisters and girlfriends. She waited among the
whispering, giggling girls, outfitted in her red dress and garlanded
with flowers and jewelry. Her head was wrapped in a scarf and her
face was barely visible. Karma seemed happy, although she acted
diffident and bashful, as girls must on this occasion.
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Her mother was proud too, but when she heard the girls
snickering, she scolded Karma with a smile. "What is this? Why do you
smile, girl? You must weep. You are going to leave home and go far
away. Shameful girl. What kind of daughter will they think I have’
Weep, weep."

In the street beyond, the drumming sounds grew louder. Boys
surged towards the edge of the square. From the dark path below,
shouts and clanging sounds rose into the clear night. From the street,
onlookers saw the light of a lantern, swaying from its pole. Prabhu's
entourage slowly made its way up the hillside to the town square. The
petromax lamp hissed in the night air, and a boney, white horse
stepped forward under its light. “The groom is arriving!” yelled the
small crowd waiting in the square. Boys clapped and skipped in front
of the tired looking horse as it slowly moved forward. More cheers rose
as the children pranced around Prabhu. The warrior had arrived to
collect his bride. Even though the horse was docile, Prabhu sat on it’s
back tentatively. All eyes were on the young man, and they cheered
madly, although Prabhu remained rigid on his mount. Perhaps he was
concentrating on keeping himself from falling, uneasy in his oversize
suit.

A canopy with gold and red trimmings was anchored on the
horse's rump, held upright by two of Prabhu’s aides. It silhouetted the
hero. Prabhu gripped the arms of the helpers walking on either side of
the horse and he shifted awkwardly in the saddle, waiting for them to
direct the horse forward. Men shouted, "The groom, the groom! Clear
the way." Children joined in. “Clear the way! The groom, the groom!”

Horse, rider and his attendants proceeded slowly down the
street amid the clanging and shouting. In front of Bahadur's shop, they
stopped and finally Prabhu was helped off the horse. He quickly
disappeared into the dwelling, and the petromax lamp was
extinguished.

The horse and the crowd were left in darkness, and the clamor
ended. One after another the boys dispersed to their homes to tell their
parents about the arrival of Prabhu the conqueror. The square was
dark and quiet.

Next day, almost unnoticed, the bride and groom walked out of
town and down the mountainside to Prabhu's family's house. Karma’s
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sisters cried openly and her mother wept too as they watched her
depart. Neighbors reported Karma was smiling as she walked with her
young husband at her side, accompanied by her two brothers carrying
the dowry of utensils, bedding, two suits of clothes and a carpet. (It
was more than the remaining daughters would see at their weddings.)

On the third day, according to custom, Karma returned to visit
her parents. Returning to her maitighar even for a short visit was
usually a happy day for a girl. But this young woman's smile was gone.
Everyone noticed her miserable composure; they were not surprised
however since the rumour had already reached into every household
in the town. There were many grim faces in the street that day. The
families had suppressed the information until after the wedding, but
now the news was out. Prabhu was to be the father of a baby carried
by another girl. Still more shocking, the mother-to-be was little Laxmi.

Details spread from one house to the next about how, in the
days before the wedding, Laxmi's mother became suspicious about her
blind child’s condition and Thulo Aama, took the girl to a woman who
did some things that frightened her and finally the girl yelled,
"Prabhu!" When they calmed her, she told them how he had visited her
in the field. Then, the rumor said, Laxmi's father went straightaway to
the boy's house and confronted Prabhu's father. The marriage was only
hours away and Prabhu’s father laughed and chased them out of his
house. But Laxmi’s father returned after the wedding when Prabhu's
bride was there, and he had the hapless child with him as his evidence.
Poor Laxmi. She wept and hid her face and her father squeezed her
arm and shook her shouting, "Stop stop, stupid child!" Karma began
to scream, pulling her hair and turning in circles as if she had gone
mad. Prabhu finally broke down and cried and then tried to run away.
The older men fell silent, surveying the disaster.

When details were known, the men of the town gathered
together to address the calamity. Thev called the boy's father and
Laxmi’s father to their council. All were distressed and angry with
Prabhu and condemned him, but they had to move swifily to solve the
problem. Although it made no one happy, they came to an agreement.
Prabhu’s father would pay a fine. The self-appointed council prevailed
on Laxmi's father to accept. The next day the two men met in public to
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drink together and to laugh once more as friends.

After this no one saw Karma or her husband for a long time.
Karma stayed with her mother for a few days, then left quietly by the
path below the town to return to her husband's house. People said she
wept and wept. Meanwhile Prabhu was dispatched to Biratnagar
without delay to begin his assignment, according to plan, as a school
teacher.

The town’s inhabitants gossiped about the episode for many
months. The men seemed more involved than their wives in the ongoing
discussion about how this had happened and who was to blame and
what else could have been done. Several of these men were town
notables and had been deeply involved in the betrothal, and the
celebrations. They had to redeem their self-respect. The go-between of
the match, for example, was Madev, and he had to protect his
reputation as a match-maker. The attendants who led Prabhu on the
horse and celebrated his manhood in the public square would not be
shamed.

Each of the men in turn asserted the emotional needs of an
educated man. They discussed the custom of child betrothals, at least
for girls. Perhaps they should send girls into marriage at the age of
eight, as their fathers had done. They argued the monetary settlement
between the fathers: how much? what terms? Some said that Laxmi’s
family should have hushed up the pregnancy and said nothing about
the rape. A few argued that Prabhu was a coward for breaking down
and admitting his crime.

But no one talked about the pregnant blind girl.
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Here was death.
That ragged cart-puller,
crushed on the road
by the shiny car
of a drunk city guy
in slick white suit, as be sped,
fleeing in the night...

from ‘Mreetyu’
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Chapter 5
DURGA DEVI:

Advocate, Patron, Prosecutor

After Yogamaya’s death in 1940, Majhuwa was abandoned.
Whoever of her followers remained, dispersed. Some went back to
their village. Others returned to Kathmandu. A few became wandering
ascetics and made their way to India, merging into the spiritual or the
earthly currents of the great land, flowing from one Hindu holy place
to another. Who would know their past? Did it matter?

By 1960, a handful of women, each for her own reason, moved
down-river a few miles to the sacred place called Manakamana and
camped at a sandbar beside the great Arun. Into their group, although
not part of pious life and she never would be, came Durga Devi. She
was born around 1918 and died at Manakamana in 1973.

Durga began to attract attention in public confrontations with
her brothers-in-law about 1940, when she was rather young. Although
her appeals started even earlier, the details of which we will presently
hear. Durga was a more contemporary sort of activist. She was a
political agitator in the modern American sense, and her language was
secular. No one was less like Yogamaya than Durga. A flamboyant and
cantankerous woman, Durga was no poet even less of a visionary.
Compared to the unworldly Yogi with her piercing, beautiful verses,
this rebel was a graceless peasant who shouted her way into history.
Passive resistance was not her style. Durga was a woman of
immediacy.

Durga was religiously conservative. By caste she was Chhetri,
ranked just below Brahmin in the Hindu caste hierarchy. She did not
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challenge caste protocol as Yogamaya did. She followed Brahmanjc
rules regarding marriage. She accepted her widowhood as a child, and
observed rules about food purity, even hiring a Brahmin woman to
cook for her and so maintain the house’s ritual purity. So Durga Devi
did not seek to end laws imposed by the caste system.

Durga campaigned to see that the law — concerning land,
inheritance, rape and abuse, debt trickery and extortion for example -
as it existed, be respected and implemented. She found ample reasons
to concentrate on these injustices. Corruption, graft, caste privileges,
abuse of power and bureaucratic laziness were still rampant in 1960
although by 1951, the Rana regime had ended. Nepal had a nine year
period of democratic government, but it was replaced by a new
dictatorship, the Shah kings. For 104 years they had been powerless,
retained by the Ranas only as symbolic heads of state. Now it was their
turn at tyranny. The new dictator was King Mahendra. Beginning in
1962, his first five year plan provided for some economic development
and social welfare. For this, he created a delivery system, a network of
administrative posts to reach into cities across the plains and into the
hills. By the time Durga began her work bureaucratic abuse by the new
civil service was flourishing. Officials worked according to the size of
a bribe, the courts continued to favor the rich, women were abandoned
without land if they objected to their husband’s behavior, and men
violated young girls while police turned a blind eye.

To counter the abuse and exploitation she saw around her,
Durga’s goal was that government officials observe the law, that police
apply the law, and that courts be fair. She appealed to the courts to keep
her share of land after her husband died; she helped people who were
cheated to name the culprits and demand justice from the police; she
came to the defence of a violated child; she helped women who were
abused; she badgered government clerks until they did their job. She
brought to this goal her literacy and a profound knowledge of law and
legal procedures, a skill she learned as a child accompanying her father
to the courts. Although Yogamaya sought to reform the Nepalese legal
code, Durga found some protections in it. The problem, to her eyes.
was corruption. According to her, if the Muluki Ain were faithfully
applied, it could offer people justice.
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Durga conducted her campaign in street confrontations, filing
complaints against whoever attacked her, harassing clerks and fighting
in the courtrooms of the district towns of East Nepal. And she did this

almost singlehandedly.

~ oy

In 1981, during my inquiries about Yogamaya, I met Durga’s
lifelong friend Mahadidil. She was another resident at the hermitage,
aBrahmin widow, also a former devotee of the Yogi. After Yogamaya’s
death and before taking up residence at Manakamana, she was Durga’s
cook and confidante. Their association lasted for 25 years, until 1973
when Durga died. They lived together, first in Malta, Mahadidi’s
village, during the 1940s and 50s. Malta is within a half day’s walk of
Tumlingtar, and not far from Chainpur, district headquarters at the time
where Durga fought her earliest legal battles. The court was located in
Chainpur town.

The two women traveled often — to Banaras, Hardwar and
Assam, Darjeeling and other places in India. At home, Mahadidi
witnessed many of the public encounters her friend provoked.
Mahadidi was not a social activist herself, and she did not discuss
Durga in an ideological way. Over several long conversations,
whenever I visited Manakamana, Mahadidi taught me about her
departed companion. She spoke with surprising dispassion. While I
found this odd on the one hand, it was to my advantage in piecing
together this biography of Durga. Mahadidi did not have her own
agenda. She was not trying to eulogize or champion her friend. Her
detachment made the history of this heroine all the more convincing.
Her reports proved highly reliable.

“Who owns this land where you have built your houses?”’ I
innocently asked Mata one morning. We sat on the hill overlooking the
beach sloping towards the river.

“Durga Devi bought it for us,” she replied. Mata’s response to
my question was simple and rather matter-of-fact. From where we sat

I Mah- short for mahili. the term for second daughter. Didi is the respectful term
for elder sister, also used for non-relatives.
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on the hillside above the hermitage, we could see most of the fields and
jungle that belonged to them. The place where the women lived
stretched along the bank of the Arun for a quarter of a mile. At its
southernmost frontier, their property started at the pebbled ‘sati ghar
where corpses are brought for cremation. It included the open sandbar,
and extended upriver to a cut in the forested hillside where one has to
leave the water’s edge and climb uphill.

The Kumal fishermen walk onto the beach from the river,
jumping from rock to rock across the current. But that is not the
customary route. Most visitors trek through the jungle from the hillside
above and walk downhill towards the river. Funerary parties on their
way to the burning ghat pass at the edge of Mankamana so as not to
disturb the women and proceed down the beach to build a pyre at the
water’s edge. Worshipers at the nearby shrine of Goddess
Manakamana and those who make offerings to Lord Arun in the
current also pass through the settlement.

Half of the hermits’ land is an open beach and garden. The rest
is a tree-sheltered hillside, not more than ten acres altogether. An ideal
location for a retreat, it is isolated but still accessible to worshipers and
others, mostly families of the old women. A large thicket of banana
trees and some mango trees on this land belong to the hermitage. A
prayer hall was built on a clearing in the middle of the property.
Around it, scattered under a grove of lemon and lime trees are thirty-
two small grass roofed huts—the homes of the ascetics.

Until 1960, the area was uninhabited. “Tell me more about
your patron,” I asked Mata.

“She was a wealthy lady, and she always helped women. She
gave it to us,” she said.

A woman? I thought of the Buddhist culture of Sherpas and
Tibetans. I had studied with nuns in the Solu district of Nepal a few
years before and knew when a rich Sherpa or Tibetan woman takes up
a life of contemplation, she donates her personal wealth to the nunnery
she joins. Or she founds and supports a new nunnery. *“Was Durga such
a woman?” | asked.

“A rich sanyasi? No.” replied my host. *“Durga Devi was her
name. In 1960, she bought some land here and constructed the path



Durga Devi 91

through the jungle to the river. In 1963 she bought us another piece
beside the first and you see what we have in front of you. Mahadidi
knows all about her; she will tell you.” Mata laughed, amused by the
idea of their patron as a holy lady.

When Dharma, my translator, and I arrived at her hut,
Mahadidi was expecting us and appeared delighted by our mission.
She poured each of us a cup of milkless tea with mint leaves, and
plunged directly into Durga’s career in the courts. “We call her Jethi
Devi, victorious Devi,” said Mahadidi, “‘because she always won.”

“She was a widow; so was 1.”

“In those days,” explained Mahadidi, “the courthouse was in
Chainpur. Durga was already involved in the case against her brother-
in-laws2. She could not stay in their house because of the animosity
between them. She could not remain anywhere in Marwa village,
where the disputed land was located. She needed to be close to
Chainpur to be ready to pursue her work at the courthouse. So she
came to my village, Malta. She built a house and she asked me to be
her cook. We stayed together for 25 years, until near the end, when she
became ill and we moved here to Manakamana."

Such an contract between two widows was rare since widows
are normally destitute and rely on the forbearance of their families.
Except for wandering ascetics, who are mostly men, few people live
alone in Nepal. Neighbours would not have been thrilled to have
Durga and Mahadidi in the village. Villagers from around the region
sought out this odd couple for help, but Durga was by then well known
for her cantankerous ways and was not welcomed into Malta homes.
Local residents considered Durga meddlesome.

She was also unpopular with officials. Durga would not
overlook the corruption in the government offices which was rampant
even by the 1960s. “You were in Khandbari,” Mahadidi told me. “You
saw clerks drinking tea and playing cards and gossiping on the job.
You know how the elected representative uses dynamite to fish for
himself and his fellows! How his friends buy up the land when he tells
them that is where the hospital will be built. What do they care about

2. Durga was about 19 years old when she began this eight-year long court battle
for her land. It would have been around 1940.
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the porter who comes to them for help, holding a paper from the
landlord which he can’t read? ‘Go to that office;” ‘we are closing;’
‘come next week;” ‘go back to Bhojpur, this is not registered in our
district;’ ‘we have not received any police report; go and ask them for
it,” and so on. That’s what they tell the fellow who has lost a day’s work
and has walked four hours from his house to their office.”

Mahadidi told us how, in order to learn about goings on in the
locality, her boss waylaid children, or met them in the fields when they
were idly watching their cattle. She bribed them with candy to tell her
their family gossip. She asked them who was beating whom, who had
been cheated, or insulted, which auntie was sent away, or which little
girl was unfed. Being an outsider in Malta Durga had no sister or aunt
to tell her these things. In any village of sixty or fewer households
where the even minor disagreements become public knowledge,
children know as much as adults do about people’s affairs.

Durga must have lived an isolated life if she needed to cajole
children for information. Perhaps officials and other men threatened
villagers to stay clear of this woman. But I was more interested in
Durga’s jural activities. To lodge complaints in the courts she would
have been educated in law. But when Durga was a child, there were
hardly any village schools and few girls were educated, even up to
class five. The New Education System plan was introduced only in
1971. Palikot village where Durga was born, could not have had a
school until after that. Where and how was this child educated? Where
did this women study law?

"Sher Bahadur Ghimire, her father, taught her," came the
answer.

Some children were schooled by a family member. In this
case, the leap from basic literacy to a legal career was immense. |
pressed Mahadidi for more details. “Was Ser Bahadur a lawyer?
Perhaps a distinguished judge?” My naivete about Durga’s father also
amused Mahadidi.

The man was not an unknown character in the valley, but he
was a far cry from a respected judge. Mahadidi did not actually say he
was a scoundrel but it was apparent that she did not care for him. In
fact, I never heard anyone express a word of admiration for him.
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“He was a man of the courts. Always in the courts, getting
more and more land”. He probably loaned farmers money. Many fell
into debt, and although land is not supposed to be transferred, Sher
knew how to collect their deeds. He travelled on his horse from one
town to the next, filing foreclosures wherever the fields of the
wretched farmers were registered: Dingla, Bhojpur, Dhankuta, even
Kathmandu. Knowing jural procedures, Sher could file his papers
himself and make his case directly to the judge. He may have paid the
judges as well. The poor farmers had no one. Most could not read or
write. And there were no lawyers to defend the poor. So Sher Bahadur
collected one field after another, from courts on that side to courts on
this side (of the Arun River). And Durga went everywhere with him.
She was a young girl. She had her own horse, one she chose herself
which was larger than her father’s mount. He entrusted his legal papers
to the girl and she carried these in her saddle bag. “She kept them with
her in the courtroom. At the nod of her father, Durga opened the bag
and fetched the relevant document.

"l never met Sher Bahadur. Only I heard that people feared
him,” said Mahadidi. This reminded her about the abduction of the
woman who became Durga’s mother. “He was traveling by horse on
the trail between Palikot, his village, and Dingla. Over there, on the
ridge,” she said, pointing across the river. “He saw her walking with
her servant. She was married but Sher wanted her. So he ambushed
them in the jungle and took her. He told the servant to go home an tell
his master .he would pay for the woman. Later, he sent the jari
(divorce fine) to the woman's old husband. That was all." The
abduction was treated according to procedures for elopement which
was not uncommon in Nepal.

Sher Bahadur became a wealthy man but did not sound like a
wholly noble fellow. He and his brother Bir Bahadur may not have
been above bribing others. they became so rich. Durga learned to read
and write from her father. So she must have learned the ways of the
courts from him. She was not a lawyer. But, understanding legal
formalities and being fearless, she defended herself. But she would put
her skills to different use than her father had. From the time of her
childhood, she showed a righteous bent and a deep concern for others.

ot et ot iy et
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Durga’s first known appeal, for example, was a heroic (or
defiant) act on behalf of her brother. He could not have been much
older than 15, but somehow, he and his father were in trouble. In fac,
they were in prison in Kathmandu. According to Mahadidi, they had
slain a Rai man who had attacked them.

The episode occurred around 1928. Durga was hardly 10 years
old herself when she accompanied her mother and uncle on a visit to
Kathmandu. This was still the time of the Rana dynasty. The country
was ruled by the same dictator, Chandra Shamsher, whom Yogamaya
would challenge. Durga later told Mahadidi what happened. “The
family was walking in the main road in the city, when a carriage,
escorted by guards, appeared in the road. It was drawn by four great
horses. When people saw his carriage they knew the ruler was inside
and hurriedly moved aside, turning their eyes down. Durga did not step
back when she saw the ruler’s coach. She ran into the path of the
horses and she grasped the bridle of one of them, somehow bringing
the team to a halt. ‘My brother, my father,” she shouted at the ruler, as
if she ever could see him from where she stood. ‘My brother, my
father, let them free, they are innocent. Oh Sarkar, I ask you to release
him.”” That was all Durga said, according to Mahadidi. She told
Mabhadidi that she saw the ruler look at her, and when she let go of the
harness, his carriage swept on. Then, she reported, the police
surrounded Durga, her mother and uncle.

"They could have been taken away and jailed, maybe shot
Others saw this. You can ask in Kathmandu. They will remember.”
According to Durga’s account to Mahadidi, the police questioned her
uncle but they did not arrest any of them.

Victory awaited them in the Arun Valley. Soon after the family
arrived back in Palikot, Sher and his son also returned home. They'd
been freed from prison! According to Mahadidi, Durga’s demand to
the ruler had made this possible.

“Thereafter, Durga was at Sher Bahadur’s side, mounted on
her horse, riding with him and with her uncle, Bir Bahadur.” They
always moved by horse going to and from their business affairs. Apart
from high ranking officials who tour remote villages on horseback,
only this trio travelled this way. Mahadidi said they wanted to be
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certain everyone took note of them as they passed. Little Durga’s
brother was not among the team. It seems he was a sickly child who
would not survive long.

“Sher’s daughter carried his satchel holding his legal files.
Durga accompanied the men right into the courtrooms. She followed
everything her father and uncle did.” Probably her education was
largely acquired this way, and by studying the documents her father
discussed with her. They were a formidable team. They shared many
more victories over land and Durga’s sense of right and her feeling of
invulnerability must have come from their successes.

~t Pt Pt s Pt

Despite his adventures in law, Sher Bahadur was a traditional
man. Even though he saw that Durga was educated, he still betrothed
her as was the custom, when she was 6 years old. Her ‘husband’ was a
9 year old boy she had never seen. He also arranged the marriage of
his son when he too was just a child.

Durga was a widow even before she took up residence in her
marriage house. Her brother, Sher’s only son also died before he
received his young wife, so she too became a child widow. Neither
girls could remarry and neither would have children. The dowry was
paid, the marriages legal, and the girls would eventually move to the
home of their dead husbands. Durga’s little sister-in-law would come
to the Palikot house, and Durga would be sent to Marwa village. where
her child husband was born. Sher Bahadur Ghimire was Chhetri caste,
yet he followed the Brahmin practice of prohibiting a widow to
remarry. This almost guaranteed that Durga would be subject to abuse.
If Durga had not been able to protect herself and her sister-in-law. we
would have two more cases of injustice and two more examples of
aggrieved women.

Since Sher Bahadur survived his son. he might have
anticipated problems over inheritance might arise and he could have
searched for a solution, even if that involved breaking with custom.
But he did not. On her side, even as she matured and faced difficulties
in her husband’s house at Marwa, Durga never challenged her father’s
decision regarding her marriage. Ending child marriage and
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widowhood were part of Yogamaya’s struggle, but not Durga’s. She
neither fought to overturn her fate as a child widow, nor did she
campaign against the practice in general.

Durga knew she had to move to her husband’s house in Marwa
even if he was not there. But for several years she continued to spend
much of the year in Palikot with her father and mother. Only when her
father died, did she move permanently to Marwa. It was 1933 and she
was 153.

Durga was happy at her home in Marwa at the beginning. Her
husband’s brothers were still adolescents and their wives had not yet
moved in. The early cheerfulness was due to her affection for her Sasu
(her mother-in-law). There was a magic union between them. The Sasu
welcomed the girl from Palikot. Indeed, the older woman was devoted
to the young widow. And they forged an remarkable partnership. As we
shall see, her Sasu’s actions on behalf of Durga were critical in her
career. Their bond would last until the old woman, with Durga at her
side, gasped her last breath and was consumed in fire at the burning
ghat near Manakamana.

This kind of bond between women was rare. If a women has
several sons, she receives the wife of each into the same house, and she
usually dispenses her affection to those daughters-in-law who bear the
grandchildren. Her eldest son's wife is frequently her favorite because
she gives birth first. But Durga was childless and a widowed daughter-
in-law in this condition is usually a disadvantage. Without a husband
to protect her, or a male child to assure the line, a widow can be subject
to cruel treatment from her mother-in-law. It is not unusual for her to
be shunted aside and, if she stays on, live a miserable existence on the
margin of the family. Some young widows run away. If she is lucky
enough to have a brother willing to take her in and give her work, a
widow might return to her maitighar. That option is only possible if

the brother’s wife agrees, and even then, a widow is not always kindly
received.

3. Sher and Bir Bahadur died violently. The police reported they drowned after 2
landslide swept them into a river but Durga maintained they were murdered by
people who ambushed them and stole their legal files.
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My translator Dharma was listening carefully to my discussion
with Mata about the difficulties of these child widows. She knew his
family, and seeing his thoughtful mood, not unkindly reminded him
about his Phuphu, Dharma’s father’s elder sister who had been living
with them since before Dharma was born. Mata guessed that Dharma
and his brothers and sisters hadn’t thought much about that loving, but
sad aunt. “Your Phuphu was a child widow. She left her land and did
not want to fight, so she came to your father’s house (her maitighar).
Your mother said she could stay, but if she did not agree to work as
your Aama’s cook, you may never have known your sweet Phuphu.”

Dharma was deeply moved by this information. He thought
over what our friend had told him and began to recall for us the
ongoing tension between his parents over his father’s sister. He told us
how, after his auntie ran away when he was a child, his older brothers
went in search of her and brought her back to their house. ““She has no
money, no jewelry, no land, Father told us. He said Phuphu had run
away after an argument with our Aama.” Dharma remembered that his
mother and auntie hardly ever spoke to one another. Dharma had
thought this was a personal problem in their house. He believed his
Phuphu a poor relative whom his father was helping. He thought she
stayed with them because she loved Dharma and his brothers and
sisters. Now he understood that she must have had rights to some land
somewhere, and that she had lost her fields because she hadn’t
demanded her rightful portion. Dharma, with tears in his eyes,
promised he would go home in a few days to talk to his auntie. He had
anew awareness of the depth of her history and he wanted to learn
more about her past.

As Durga’s campaign demonstrates, legal redress for women
is available. Even if she is widowed and childless, a wife retains some
rights in her husband's family property. And these rights are guaranteed
in the national social code, Muluki Ain. Few women feel able to assert
this right however, just as they will not legally challenge their husband
if he brings a second wife to the house. But Durga was different. She
decided she would not forfeit her land. She was 25 and had been living
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in Marwa for almost ten years, working her fields, caring for the
animals, repairing the house and enjoying the confidence of her Sasu.
She was not about to let her dewar (husband’s brothers) and their
families take the produce of her fields.

But what man voluntarily gives up his dead brother’s portion?
To insist on her share, Durga needed the court’s sanction and she
would have to fight for it. A public dispute of this kind was certain to
bring the scorn of the whole village on a woman. Was Durga ready for
all this?

Mahadidi reported how all three of her dewar joined forces in
their determination to take Durga's share for themselves. “First they
tried to win their mother’s support. A woman will usually side with her
sons, but Sasu refused.” This was critical. Sasu’s support for Durga
was essential because, as the senior woman of a household, the deeds
to the land were in her possession, not with her sons. Although women
may be subject to many constraints, and even though they do not
ordinarily overrule their sons, they are the head of the house and as
such can decide how shares are divided. “All three dewar found their
own mother standing firmly with Durga. ‘You must give Durga her
share,” she told them. The men asked their wives to help assuage
Durga. ‘Promise her anything,’ they pleaded.” But Durga could not be
mollified. Finally the men decided on a trick.

“They would marry Durga off, to an outsider. It would be
against our caste rules and it might bring shame on the house, but they
calculated that it would pass, and in the short term, they could live with
the gossip. They thought that if Durga were sent far away, she would
be forgotten soon anyway.” So they began to search for a new partner
for their troublesome sister-in-law. They even agreed to offer a small
dowry to help lure a husband. It was worth the sacrifice of some of
their savings to give someone else her ill temper and her rights.

Mahadidi only learned about this from Durga later, but in her
report to us, she spoke with the enthusiasm of a spectator at a sports
match."Everything was arranged. The groom was a man was from
down in Madhesh and he was on his way to fetch Durga. An old, old
man,”Mahadidi said with a pleading look. She grimaced and pulled her
spread fingers down the sides of her own face to paint a picture of 2
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withered old soul. Mahadidi’s large eyes opened wider as she
continued. "Durga did not know. The Madheshi was due that day and
he was already near Marwa, about to claim his wife! Hah. He had his
musicians with his party and they began to play their homns and drums
as they came nearer to the house. You can be sure the brothers and their
wives grinned with delight. Their saucy sister-in-law would be gone.

"They miscalculated. Durga’s Sasu knew the men’s plan and
she did not like it.” Up to this point she had remained silent. But
something made her change on the day when the old man came to take
Durga. “You will never believe what she did, that Sasu? Against her
own sons!

"Against her own sons!" she repeated. Mahadidi’s enthusiasm
for Durga’s mother-in-law was infectious. This Sasu was the kind of
mother-in-law every Nepalese woman dreamed of. "Against her own
sons," she said again.

Dharma and I were not the only ones enjoying this tale.
Another old woman from the hermitage had been listening from
nearby, leaning on a shade tree. She smiled as she stepped into our
circle and crouched right in front, between me and Mahadidi. She
knew the story, but she wanted to hear it again. She sat on the ground,
leaning forward to hear Mahadidi finish the tale. Her thin sari was
pulled over her close-cropped head reminding me that she too had
probably been a child widow, a desolate sister-in-law. How much of a
model were Durga and her Sasu for this woman? Or is this just a wild
story?" We all waited for Mahadidi to continue.

P e

This is a cherished moment for an anthropologist. A field
researcher often finds herself groping blindly in the early stages of an
inquiry. In my work in the Arun Valley, 1 began without a map. not
knowing where 1 would end, unaware of how few people would or
could verify this history. In retrospect. 1 feel I was blessed with a
degree of naivete and by these women’s tolerance of me. Like my
innocent questions about the poems, or the ownership of the land
where the women lived. my naivete led me here. But having stayed on.
finding that their lives were so charged and controversial, I had to
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make a special commitment to them.

We anthropologists are visitors here. We usually can’t see
beyond the colorful and curious customs of our hosts to enjoy the
deviant and daring. We don’t usually seek out the abnormal since the
norms are difficult enough for us to make sense of. We concentrate on
learning people’s habitual ways because custom tells us how the
society holds together and that is what we want to know. We seek
endless examples of caste norms, of inbuilt or ‘inherent’ exploitation
or inequities, of backwardness, of the ‘endurance’ of traditions, of
family values, of people living the same way century after century. We
become so enchanted and overwhelmed with the norm — after all we
are only visitors and do not have to abide by these rules ourselves -
that we can’t imagine anything else. Especially in Asia, the Arab lands
and across Africa. That is not because social life in India or Burma or
Bangladesh is inherently inflexible, but because of our own limited
vision.

Most anthropologists develop a narrow view of what 1s
possible, for example, in Asian societies. We are sent to understand
these norms and the power of the rules of these cultures, so we too
have vested interest in them. We accept a picture of social ngidity
because many of the people we speak to are firm about what they can
and cannot do. We encourage them to tell us what is normal, and we
record that. We hear so many stories about forlorn and abused widows
that the practice seems unassailable. If we feel too angry about their
problems, we won’t stay long. If we feel nothing can be done, we write
about the ‘tenacity of traditions’.

Mahadidi’s account of Durga Devi cut through all that. This
was more than a story. It was these women’s history, these peoples’
history, and as such it became a record of their potential.

It was during those few weeks, hearing such stories, that my
aims as a chronicler changed. I found my skepticism fading. My
British professors stressed the need for skepticism, in order to better
evaluate ‘truth.’ I decided that to continue this pursuit without the
usual tools of verification — news reports or chronicles of other
examples, or statistical occurrences — I had to evaluate the report
qualitatively, perhaps with my emotion. I learned there are times when
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facts themselves cease being paramount. Facts can be useful, but they
can be highly subjective too. And facts have their limits. The
personality and the character of events can be more significant, and
just as real, and could lead me to the truth as much as empirical facts
could.

I abandoned my scepticism. I allowed myself to enter this
history and I did something a scientist should never do. I found myself
cheering Durga, cursing her dewar, and feeling the thrill of an
approaching victory. She would never let that toothless old dog take
her, never let her brothers-in-law dump her. I also felt a growing
confidence that Sasu would not betray Durga.

I was no longer a detached observer. I felt destined to be here
with Mahadidi and the other widows. I resolved to write Durga's story
without empirical facts. Durga was a heroine for me. Sasu had to help
her, and she did. Sasu crossed the line to openly ally herself with her
daughter-in-law, rushing to Durga to warn her of the old Madheshi's
arrival. There was still time for Durga to escape.

“But Durga did not run away. Not Jethi Devi,” Mahadidi
assured me. She devised a plan, of sorts, for the unsuspecting fellow.
In what was to become her style, she positioned herself for an assault,
running into the path and singlehandedly confronting him and his
party. Mahadidi laughed as she continued the tale. “She attacked the
poor chap. And he turned and fled in the opposite direction, back to
Madhesh.” And Durga? “She was screaming, cursing the old man and
her dewar. The whole village was watching.” The men must have been
chagrined. What a blunder. They had not only lost their dowry. They
had aroused Durga's wrath. Their failed scheme made Durga even
more determined to have what was hers, and more. She had Sasu, who
would always be her accomplice. Soon after, Sasu handed over the
land deed to her favorite daughter-in-law — a kind of parting gift. They
had taken the first step.

A woman cannot just walk away with a deed and cash it in.
There would be a court hearing. Moreover, Durga’s share was not one
coterminous piece of land on a hillside. One plot was many hundred
feet below near the river surrounded by her brothers-in-law’s shares —
another bordered the path to town — another lay in the meadow on the
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shade side of the mountain — another was east of the house. Until now
the family ploughed and seeded and harvested the fields together. Who
would want to purchase these disparate plots?

First Durga would have to go to the court to force a sale at fair
compensation. Then she had to somehow exchange plots so hers would
be coterminous and she could cultivate them independent of her
relatives. This would take time.

Durga’s struggle for possession of her land involved a series of
court cases lasting eight years. During this period, Durga moved to
Malta and lived with Mahadidi while she supported herself from the
produce of her fields in Marwa. Sasu watched over her land, but Durga
regularly returned there to plough and sow, to hoe and harvest. The two
women tended Durga’s fields together, and when Durga returned to her
temporary home in Malta, Sasu sent Durga her share of the harvest.
She sold whatever grain she did not need and put her profits in the
bank.

The court battle continued and at times became ugly, with
Durga and her three opponents shouting insults at one another in the
streets, first in Chainpur, where it is said, she actually kicked a judge,
and later in Khandbari, after the courthouse was moved there (not in
flight from Durga but because of a district re-zoning). Administrative
towns are the domain of men, mostly government men. They and the
hangers-on who befriend high officials and rich merchants, and profit
from government contracts. The town center is their clubhouse. They
have their own way of doing things, their own culture. To the last
person, from Bhojpur to Dhankuta, the men of the Arun Valley knew
about Durga Devi. Here was a woman, a widow with no formal
education, who was intent on using government, not bribes or tricks, to
secure her rights. Sympathy among the town’s inhabitants lay with
Durga’s brothers-in-law. And that would grow as the dispute dragged
on.

On my early visits to Chainpur and Khandbari just after I first
learned about Durga, I inquired about her among town residents. Those
who volunteered a comment were dismissive of Durga and told me that
she was not worth my time. They offered no details about her work,
only repeating, “she was a troublemaker; she was always making
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trouble.” This was their simple, singular characterization of Durga.
They had made up their minds long ago that she was either a
troublemaker or ‘mad’. Everyone spoke in the same sulking tone, as if
she had personally hurt them.

I had already lost any chance of befriending these gentlemen
with my earlier inquiries about Yogamaya. They had described her as
a communist whore. Now here they were summing up this lady in
equally derisive language. Yet, I found the men’s reactions instructive.
Their hostility to Durga Devi was founded in their solidarity with her
brothers-in-law. Some of them had widowed sisters-in-law staying in
their own homes, women whose shares they were enjoying. They must
have thought: “What if she decides to follow that troublemaker’s
example and take possession of her fields?”

I suppose I was fortunate that these men were not hostile
towards me. After all, I was a visitor in their country and they could
have had me shipped out, or pressured the women at Manakamana to
end their association with me. Their dismissals and rejections only
made me more curious.

The men — police, clerks and merchants — hated that abrasive
style of Durga’s. She was confrontational in most of her dealings with
people, and this was unacceptable to the culture. She probably seemed
like the ambitious and angry American or European women today who
are labeled ‘militant’.

“Durga felt pity for the women and men who simply needed
the help of a clerk — even a high-school educated boy could ease their
hardships with a few kind words and an hour’s help over formalities.
She was angry at these officials because they didn’t do their job. They
sit with the bosses to feel important; they play cards with each other
because they are bored, feeling so unimportant. They have the simplest
work, those office fellows — keeping reports, directing papers from one
office to another, telling our uneducated citizens the rules. They send
these poor people away and take bribes to help the rich get more. Our
Durga would not be sent away so easily.”

Durga marched into town every week with one complaint or
another. She accused police of taking bribes, the land office of
extortion, the banks of corruption, the school superintendent of fraud.
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They misplaced her files, requested more forms, and otherwise
harassed her at every turn. When she was spotted heading into town,
word spread through the offices, and whomever could slip away shut
their doors and disappeared for the day. “Durga always won, and
they didn’t like that,” was all Mahadidi said about this. “Our people are
poor. They cannot write. Who will help them?" asks Mahadidi. “One
day a man brings a sample from a sack of corn he bought at the market
last week; it is laced with stones. He knows who sold it but he is unable
to confront the man alone. Would Durga help him? A woman came in
search of protection from a husband who beat her; he would throw her
out if she did not accept his new wife. Would Durga file a report for
her with the police? Another arrives to report that her husband died last
month owing 800 rupees and the landowner says that to pay off the
debt, her son must work for him until the monsoons — nine more
months. She has no way of knowing if the debt is real. She fears the
landlord. How can she find out about her husband’s debt? What is she
to do?”

Mahadidi was the only witness to those private moments at
their house in Marwa where Durga faced the pitiful women and men
who came for help. Only she heard Durga’s kind, searching questions:
“Who will help them? Who will stop this cheating?”

“Sometimes she cried,” Mahadidi told us. “She became angry
and she wanted these peasants to be angry too."Mahadidi mimicked
Durga, flinging her arms around. ‘What! They can't do that. Tell him
the law does not permit a second wife. You can divorce him and take
your share. Your son does not have to work for the guy. Demand they
show you the debt paper and your husband’s signature. Go back to
them and tell them there is a law that protects you. Tell him,” she said

“But they could not do it alone. They were afraid.”

Durga was a person of action. One example had to do with the
grain measures. Merchants were well known for their tricks, especially
using grain measures with false bottoms. The police were supposed {0
check the measures of grain sellers, but for a small bribe, they ignored
it. Durga did not let these things pass. I was told how our self-
appointed prosecutor would choose the busiest time of the week -
market day when crowds of people gathered in the town. From a
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corner she would watch a merchant measuring grain, and when the
moment was opportune she’d lunge at the man, grab the measure and
smash it against the ground, its false base exposed. Durga would send
a child (no adult would cooperate with her) to fetch the constable,
while she stood over the evidence, shouting accusations at the
merchant.

In the short term, these ambushes could be considered
victories for Durga. Yet what about the long term costs? Young people,
like my assistant Dharma, never overcame his negative image of
Durga Devi, even though he was leaming about her history and
beginning to appreciate her accomplishments.

Dharma was twenty at the time of our work, but his memory
of Durga was formed while sitting with his father and other adults
eleven years earlier when he was nine. He often heard the men talk
about her, and he recalled seeing her once. “She was screaming,
running through the square, shouting ‘police, police!” She had her
kukri knife in her hand, and blood was streaming from her head. We all
laughed,” he admitted. “She was bahulai — a crazy woman.”

Mahadidi knew about that incident and told us what she
remembered. “See Dharma,” she said. “That happened in Chainpur.
Durga was still in the courts trying to get her land. She was at the
courthouse every week. After one visit, she and a brother-in-law were
screaming at each other in the street. She always carried a pole as well
as her knife. She swung her stick at the man and they hit each other.

She was cut in the head, and I took care of her.

“You didn’t understand Durga, sweet Dharma. Yes, she was
bleeding from that fight. But why? Because she went directly to the
police office, screaming, showing everyone along the road her
bleeding face telling them they were her witnesses. She insisted the
police see her cuts and bruises and write their report. There and then,
before she left the town, she filed a charge against her brother-in-law
for assault. Again they went into the court. And you know Dharma, he
had to pay her for that. Jethi Devi.”

After Sasu, her only ally died, Durga continued her work.
Meanwhile, she began to give away some of the wealth she
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accumulated. The summer after Durga returned from Banaras to
Tumlingtar, there was a flood that swept away the river bank around
Mankamana. Until then the Mankamana stone on a ledge in a rock on
the beach was accessible to worshipers, but after that flood villagers
could no longer reach the rock. “Durga did not believe in the power of
Goddess Manakamana. She said only ‘ignorant hill people’ worship
the spirit. That is not our religion. They cut pigeons and goats to please
those gods. They eat meat. We do not,” said Mahadidi. “But Durga had
pity on the peasants and when they asked her to help them, she could
not refuse. She build a new shrine for Mankamana on the hillside, and
had the stone brought there. She made it strong, of brick and wood.
She put aside money to pay a custodian for years to come, to live at
this place and look after the shrine. He is still here.”

Durga bought ten or more acres of the land around
Mankamana. She bought it for the women who now live there. She
paid for the construction of the praying hall in the center of the plot,
and had workers build a levy fifty meters from the beach to hold back
the Arun during the monsoon months when the river swells to many
times its size. She hired men to build paths and she helped women who
did not have money to put up their own huts. She ordered hundreds of
fruit plants from the south of Nepal and she worked with the women
to make a garden of trees across the hillside. Even today, the women
still harvest the fruit to earn money to pay for their needs.

Were these moves a sign that Durga was growing more pious’
Was she making amends with the divine, perhaps reflecting on her
early sins? Was she finally abandoning her political mission?

Mahadidi laughed and assured me that Durga fought until her
last breath. “You still do not understand Durga Devi. She never cared
about dharma. When she saw people in need, she could not turn away.
She gave away food to beggars. She took pity on the poor. That was
just her character.”

Durga had one more adventure in court, a final battle. She
would fight for her own brother's land, the property which passed to
his widow (the buhari, or daughter-in-law) when Sher Bahadur and her
mother died. Like Durga, she was a widow from childhood and thus
had no children. Since Durga had no other brothers, this woman found
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herself the sole heir to Sher’s Bahadur’s estate. It was a full half of
what he and Bir Bahadur had accumulated in their careers, so it was
sizable. This did not seem right to the seven sons of Bir Bahadur who
asked, why this little widow with no sons should own half the land,
while seven brothers and their families shared the other half? They
decided they would take their uncle’s lands.

You can be sure Mahadidi knew the details of this episode too.
She knew that Buhari had the land deeds in her possession. For years,
she had resisted pressure to turn these over to her cousins even though
they had tried to convince her that she should let them take care of the
land for her, and they would care for her too. When they saw she was
unyielding, they threatened her and finally they planned an assault to
take her land by force. “Those men were serious and Buhari knew one
person could help her. Durga. She called Durga and Durga went
straightaway to live with her sister-in-law in Palikot. The very next
day, she registered Buhari’s petition with the Bhojpur court, to separate
the fields and sell them off.” :

Mahadidi was one of the few people who could tell us about
the brothers’ scheme to steal the deeds. “Without those papers, they
calculated, the women could prove nothing and they set out for the
Palikot house to rob her. But Durga had a plan. Instead of running
away, the two women waited alone for the men, as if inviting a
confrontation. “They locked themselves into the house. They were
defenseless,” said Mahadidi smiling. She knew her boss would win.

“When the brothers arrived, the women refused to let them in,
so they began to push on the door. Durga and her sister-in-law were
ready.” According to Mahadidi, just before the men forced their way
in, Buhari tossed the roll of documents to Durga waiting in the corn bin
loft, and without the attackers knowing. Durga escaped through a
window into the night.

Mahadidi was astonishingly casual as she continued the story.
“The intruders found Buhari alone, acting terrified. She watched
unprotesting, as they ransacked the house searching for the papers. But
it was too late. While they were going through every corner of the
house, Durga was on her way to the police. She walked to Bhojpur that
very night and she went straight to the police office. She said she was
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fleeing burglars who had broken into her sister-in-law’s house and
were in pursuit of her. Next morning she filed charges against the mep
— all seven of them — for assault, breaking into the house and attempted
burglary.” She took on her own uncle’s sons.

“The men were charged and paid heavily. During the months
of legal proceedings, Durga stayed in Palikot until she won her
Buhari’s right to dispose of her lands as she wished. In the end she sold
her fields outright.”

Another fantastic story? Both Dharma and I were listening
with disbelief. By now we knew Mahadidi was not one to exaggerate.
Eventually the court documents could be retrieved from Bhojpur court
and when that happened, everyone would understand Durga’s skills.

s~ it

Our one final story from Durga’s audacious career may be the
most difficult to document. It never reached the courts but it engaged
Durga in a no-holds-barred assault in defense of a raped child. I can’t
recall how I first learned about the little girl. Perhaps it was when we
heard rumors about a teacher in Khandbari who had molested a
student. This case was worse because it was not a high school teacher,
but a policeman who had attacked a little girl. It was all the more
horrifying because the child was deaf and unable to speak.

I looked at Dharma when we first learned this and he shyly
admitted that he had heard something about it. “It was very bad,” was
all he said. Again only Mahadidi would explain the details, because it
was part of the history of Durga’s victories.

"Sometimes,” Mahadidi began, “we have children who are
homeless, even here in the hills. Little ones — girls, but sometimes boys
too. That was Don Kumari. We called her “Lalo,” because she was
deaf. She came from somewhere across the Milke Danda mountain.
Maybe because she was handicapped, her family felt they could not
look after her all her life and they sent her away. Or maybe she ran
away and they did not care enough to look for her. We did not know.

“She stayed with the Sherpa woman in town, the one who kept
the drinking room, and Sherpani fed the child. Don Kumari was $0
helpless and simple so no one thought she might be in danger. She had
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lived with Sherpani for four years, and one day Sherpani figured out
that little Don Kumari was pregnant. She noticed the child had become
more nervous and hid when any man came into the shop. She cried and
cried. Sherpani was angry but did not know what to do. She sent a
message to Durga, and Durga told her to bring the child to our house
at Tumlingtar.

“Oh what a scene. Of course it was clear the child had been
raped. Durga said they must find who did this.

“Only Durga would say it. ‘Who did this to you?' She shook
the girl in her anger. Then Durga remembered the child was unable to
hear, or to speak. What should be done?

“Durga decided it was useless to go to the police, or the district
officer, or to the Pradan Panch, the elected party official. We had no
clues, and no one would help us. Durga went to the town and called
women together but even the few who met us said nothing could be
done. Perhaps they feared the molester was someone in their own
family.”

But what about Dom Kumari?

Durga decided there was only one thing to do. It was painful
for the little girl, but Durga forced her. “She took the child by the hand
and marched her in front of every man in the town, even boys, every
one over the age of 15. Durga instructed the girl to look at him, and
shake her head yes or no. They stood like that in front of the school
principal, in front of each teacher, before each government officer,
each shopkeeper. Every time the child shook her head, Durga would
pull her away from the shocked man and marched to the next fellow.
The men protested; some turned their face away and Durga accused
them. They had to stand to let the little girl inspect them.

“Durga even went to the police station. The town was
horrified. What was she doing? Indeed it was there, on the veranda of
the police post the little girl began to scream and cry. ‘Is he the man?’
asked the older woman, pointing jabbing her hand towards him. He
wore glasses, one of the few men in the village to wear glasses. The
girl was certain.”

“Durga walked out of the station and to the government office.
She forced the top man. the Pradan Panch, to go with her to the head
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of the Khandbari police and she filed charges directly against the
policeman. Rape. It was a horrible accusation. You could not find 3
man in the street that day.”

Durga stayed in town that night to make certain the papers
were processed without delay. In the morning she was at the
courthouse.

“A clerk from the police office brought a note to the court. The
man in question, the defendant, has been posted out of town, it said. He
left during the night, ordered to report to West Nepal. It was urgent and
he had to leave before morning."

Had she been younger, Durga probably would have taken off
after the man. She would have hunted him down. All she could do now
was file a charge. Nothing happened. It lay in the court file until Durga
died. “No one spoke about it after that,” concluded Mahadidi. |
inquired about Don Kumari during my visit to town some months later,
but I did not try to meet her. Among those I questioned about the
episode was Dharma’s mother. She nodded yes, and then, like others,
then turned silent.

Lest people forget this wrong and to make certain they would
remember, Durga would care for the violated child — the mother and
her baby. “She opened a bank account for Dom Kumari, and arranged
for Sherpani to take care of her. When the baby, a girl, was born a few
months later, they stayed on with Sherpani. Durga left them enough
money for years to come. They would be comfortable, and the baby
could eventually go to school.”

By the time I learned this history in 1984, the child was twelve
years old. She and her mother had remained in the town and the child
was attending school. Dom Kumari never left their little room at the
Sherpa woman’s house, but the girl, who was not deaf, was often seen
on her way to and from school.

Dharma was more willing to accept that history than his
mother was, even though Durga was no heroine for him. 1 was sorry
Durga never won his appreciation, as Yogamaya had. Dharma
understood the style and the mission of Yogamaya well — far better
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than I did, even though he was born long after Yogamaya passed away
and he knew little about her before this sojourn at Manakamana. He
overcame whatever doubts he had about Yogamaya when he heard her
history from these women. Not with Durga Devi. While 1 became
increasingly excited about Durga’s work, Dharma remained skeptical.
If she was not mad, she would always be a troublemaker in his eyes.
Only once, when he learned about Sasu’s death, Dharma showed
sympathy and admiration for the fighter from Palikot.

When Sasu was near death, Mahadidi was beside Durga and
could tell us everything that happened. “When we came back from a
visit to Darjeeling, we found Sasu had fallen ill. She called for Durga
and we went to the Marwa house to see her. Her sons were at her
bedside with their wives and all of their children too. But Sasu insisted
that her first daughter-in-law must be beside her as well. The end was
near, she told them, and all of them were to accept her wish. She was
their mother. Then she announced that Durga, not her sons, must make
her sraddha. This was Sasu’s order.” It was a supreme act of solidarity
between a woman and her daughter-in-law.

Sraddha is the Hindu commemorative funeral rite which the
eldest son normally performs. By custom women take no part in the
sraddha. If a man or woman has no son, another male relative will take
over. None of the women at Manakamana, some of whom were present
at Sasu’s sraddha, could break with this tradition. Yet Durga would do
her duty for her mother-in-law.

A young Nepalese told me about the importance men attach to
this duty. His own father had renounced the world and gone to India to
live out the remainder of his life as a sanvasi. “When we become
sanyasi,” he explained, “we do sraddha at that time because it marks
our social death. Every son considers the sraddha for his mother and
father a duty. For us it is an honour — an honour which, if we cannot
answer it, we are forever unfulfilled. My father went away to Banaras
and his fellow sanvasi undertook his sraddha for him, so I, his son,

was denied my right.” .
Mata said in her own case, she could not deny her children

their wish to do her sraddha when she decided to leave her family and
take up residence at this hermitage as a sanyasi. “First my children
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would not agree to my plan,” she said. “They cried. They said I could
not leave; they begged me to stay with them. Only when they saw |
was unwavering, did they relent. And my sraddha? That was the
biggest problem. The older boys understood but Kancha, my youngest
wept and pleaded with me, and I could not pain him for the rest of his
life. So I allowed him to go with me to Banaras, where he performed
his duty as my son. He is a sweet child.” Then she added, “I was not
as strong as Durga’s Sasu.”

Yes, Sasu was indeed an extraordinary woman. Mahadidi said
that Sasu’s family accepted her wish, knowing they could never
dissuade her from her decision. “When the old woman expired, all of
them were beside her. But only Durga bathed the corpse of her beloved
mother-in-law.

“She bound Sasu’s body in white cloth, then wrapped it in an
orange shroud. She prepared the old woman’s bier as well. The men
stood back as Durga lifted the lifeless body of her dear Sasu on her
own back. She carried her all the way from Marwa to the riverside, to
the ghat, over there on the river’s edge. The others followed silently,
obediently.

“I saw my friend weep. She prepared the pyre. She tended the
fire while the body of Sasu was consumed. Then Durga herself
searched through the ashes to find the piece of skull. “We will go to
Banaras straightaway,” she told me. ‘Prepare our things.” She paid the
Brahmin priest for his service. And we left.”

Dharma listened in astonishment and then pressed Mahadidi
for an explanation. “How did her sons allow this?"

“Every son respects his mother and cannot refuse her final
wish, especially at the moment when she is about to leave this world.
Sasu ordered them to obey her. She had supported and protected Durga
through all her struggles and her sons knew this. They could not
oppose their mother.”

Later, when Durga’s time to die was approaching, in the last
hours of her life, her companions at the hermitage carried out her
funeral rite. Her family was also present. After weeks of illness and
four days without food, when it was clear Durga had not long to live,
the indefatigable warrior called her family to her bedside — her three
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Dewar and Buhari, her brother’s widow from Palikot. Durga’s faithful
companion Mahadidi was present along with a priest to administer the
sanyasi mantra to her. A clerk from the land office had arrived to
record her orders regarding deposition of her property. He wrote out
Durga’s orders: most of her wealth was to go to Manakamana shrine
and hermitage, to be administered by Buhari; the remainder would
revert to her husband’s house but she stipulated how it was to be used.
Ten percent of her crops was assigned for the support of Dom Kumari,
the violated girl and 10% would be used to upgrade the trails around
Manakamana. The document was signed by Durga, her dewar and
witnesses. Then Durga dismissed everyone except Mahadidi and the
sanyasi from the hermitage. They stayed to light her pyre by the Arun
River when she left this world nine hours later. Jethi Devi.






=

[-year-old labourer, a Tamang girl, at her loom in a factory in Baudha,
Kathmandu. Photo by Mani Lama






Chapter 6
LITTLE WEAVER GIRL

Her oldest daughter had gone to the big city and now it was
young Maya's turn. Maya was nine, a healthy and diligent child. “You
are a big girl now, and you can help Aama even more.” Aama spoke
softly, stroking her daughter’s hair. “School is of no use to poor
farmers like us.” The girl did not answer. She had heard her mother
speak like this before. “Look at the boys in the marketplace. Sunil is
with his friends at that table in the street plaving at the karam board
while the sun moves across the sky, from east all the way to the west.”
Where, Aama wondered, did these lads find the rupees to buy tea at a
shop, when at home she hadn’t enough money to buy rice.

Aama had wanted Sunil her son to work in a factory in the
city. But he refused. “I am an educated boy,” he snarled. “Anyway,
weaving is women's work. I am going for government service, so I can
help our people. I must be near the officers, the Pradan Panch and the
policemen, with Bahadur who distributes the seeds, and with Purbu
who gives out condoms and pills.”

When Sunil began to study, every house sent a boy to school.
Aama herself had said that Sunil should never haul loads up the
mountain, like his father and his uncles had. She did not want him to
walk barefoot through the town, wearing only undershorts and a thin
shirt, carrying a heaped load of sugar and books and cloth for other
people to enjoy.

But by the time Sunil finished school, there was no work in any
of the town offices, and all the teaching posts were filled. Aama
wondered what to do? “We haven’t enough food or money for clothes.
Last year, we sold one cow: we have only two goats left. I even leased
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some of our paddy to another villager, and soon I must repay the loan
I took against the land. We might loose our fields altogether. Thank the
gods for a girl like Mahili Didi.”

Aama was managing only because middle daughter had found
work in the city. Every two weeks Mahili sent an envelope to her
mother. Aama might find fifty rupees there, sometimes a little more. She
needed every anna of it. Because there was no more wood on the hills
to be collected, she had to pay for kerosene for cooking. If enough fuel
was left from the previous month, Aama might have enough money to
buy a little more cooking oil, or some beans for them to eat instead of
those chillies every day. Still, there was never enough.

So that young Maya could have an egg now and then, Aama
kept two hens. “Now,” she calculated, “if Maya leaves to work with
her sister, I can sell the hens and buy a new water pot. But I shall miss
this kind child of mine.”

Since she’d turned six years old, Maya was at her Aama's side,
helping with the new baby or preparing rice, or cleaning the grain. She
had told her mother, “teach me Aama, and I shall learn quickly. Then
you can rest.”

Aama smiled and watched Maya mending the baby's dress.
She thought, “Yes, she is a quick learner and she is obedient.” She
looked at the child’s long arms. “Her skin is glossy and brown, like
mine. But she is too thin. And her hair is dull.” She wondered if Maya
had enough food to eat. She reached out to stroke the girl's hair. It was
speckled with dust and bits of straw, and her braid had not been
knotted for some days. Maya’s body was skinny, but her face was round
and her eyes bright. She was a cheerful girl and never asked anything
for herself. Even though she was still a child, Maya was aware that
there wasn't enough food for each of them to eat their fill. So, like her
mother, she took less in order to leave be a bigger share for her brother
Sunil.

She never spilled grain or oil, or wasted even a spoonful.

Aama looked at the girl’s threadbare dress, its print now faded.
It had become too short, and it pulled tight at Maya’s shoulders. “Now
that you are almost ten, sweet Maya, we must buy vou a real Nepalese
skirt. And a satin tunic.” She pulled the girl towards her on the mat
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where they sat. The child reached out with both arms to lay them on
mother’s legs. She let her head fall onto Aama’s thigh and turned to
look up at her mother, waiting for those brown hands to rub her hair
and pull her closer, into that warm lap.

“Would you like to go and live with Mahili Didi in the city?”
Aama asked the child. She drew her hands downward along the sides
of her daughter's head, bringing them together under the child’s chin.
Maya shook her head, and gently pulled away. She missed her older
sister and many of her friends who had gone there too. “But what
about Aama?” she asked.

“Aama needs you to be with Mahili. Your sister has found
work for you and soon she is coming to take you there, to teach vou
carpet weaving in the big city where our Raja and Rani live. You will
see a very big castle with high walls around it. Please Maya, make us

»

fea

The little girl left her mother’s lap and skipped across the room
to the earthen jar. Aama reached for the baby lying on a small blanket
not far from her and pulled him to her body. She lifted her blouse to
give the child her breast. Maya meanwhile scooped out a measure of
water with a tumbler and brought it across the room and poured it into
a pot on the hearth. She knelt and blew at the embers until they ignited.
Then she lay down, this time beside her mother and leaned against her
shoulder while the baby sucked noisily at her mother’s breast. Her
mother lifted her free arm to brush Mava's hair from her face. Maya
needed mother’s comforting arms, however thin they were.

The next week Mahili arrived home. With her, she brought a
gift for Maya, a new plaid green skirt, and Maya was happy and
without removing her worn clothes, she wrapped it around her. She
tried not to think about leaving her Aama. “Mahili needs a helper, my
litle Maya. Your sister will show you many new things, and teach you
to weave with real wool. No more corn mats like those I taught you.”
Then she ended. “You can visit me whenever you like, my cheery
daughter.”

In the morning Aama sat on the threshold of her door, cradling
her infant in her lap, as she watched Mahili and Mava climb the path
from the house to the main trail and turn southwards. Maya wore her
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new skirt. She needed no suitcase. The only possessions she carried
were her hair comb and a brass cup. Oh, yes, and five silver rupees
from Aama. She had folded them all into the cloth band she wound
many times around her waist. No more short frocks for Maya. She was
a grownup now, going to work with big sister to help her Aama. Mahili
walked ahead, clutching the straw mat which Aama had woven just for
Maya. This would be the child’s bed in the dormitory where they would
live.

Visiting Kathmandu for the first time should be a great
adventure for a nine year old. Maya had never seen the city, although
she once rode in a bus. She knew there were many electric lights there,
and bicycles and cinemas and so many shops, and factories too. That
was where other girls and boys from Dandagaon worked.

The journey took them two days. During the walk, Maya had
lost one of her hair ribbons and her green blouse was stained under
her arms. “Don’t worry my sweet; we shall buy you a pretty green bow
when we reach Kathmandu,” said Mahili.

On the edge of the city, Maya saw a bus and cried, “Stop bus,
stop.” The bus was badly rusted with some patches of white paint here
and there, and it was very, very big. Mahili reached out and grasped
Maya’s arm, and pulled her back. “Come. That bus does not go to our
home. We live in this direction.” They walked for another hour,
although Maya noticed the bus had gone down the very road they were
following.

Finally the girls arrived at a shed hidden behind a row of
shops. Maya followed her sister into the building. Its walls were
wooden boards, and she could see the sky between the slats. The room
had no loft, and no ceiling, just a roof of tin sheets high overhead. The
floor was earth, pitted with shallow cooking basins. Around each
depression lay utensils: small trays and glasses, a teapot, or a brass
rice pot, and a small kerosene burner. Each of these clusters was a
hearth. It marked the “home” of one family of workers who lived in the
barracks. Corn mats were rolled up and pushed against the wall.
Clothes hung from nails stuck into the boards or on posts set into the
earth. Towels and cotton covers draped over rope strung between posts
and along the wall. The air was dusty. From somewhere in the distance
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Maya heard a strange clacking — thump, thump, thump, thu-thump, thu
thump. Was it the clatter of someone threshing rice, or perhaps cars?
Mingled with the thump thu thump, she heard voices, sometimes
giggles, sometimes a shriek, and occasionally the line of a song. They
were children’s voices, children’s coughs and giggles, children’s
shrieks and songs.

Maya remembered her friends. “Where is Sunita? Where is
Rani?”

“They are at work in the factory,” Mahili answered softly. “We
will see them tonight perhaps. Now, let us go to buy rice, and kerosene
and your new ribbon. This is our holiday little sister.”

Mahili put Maya's bedding beside her own, took the little girl’s
hand and led her into the neighborhood. Wherever they walked, Maya
heard the thu thump, thump, thu thump. It was a sound she did not
know, and she felt it was not a pretty sound, but she said nothing.

When they returned, the girls cooked their rice over the hearth
beside their mats. When they had finished eating Maya washed their
plates under the tap outside, then returned to her sister’s side. She sat
beside her sister, turning around so Mahili could plait the shiny green
ribbons into her hair. “Tomorrow we shall begin work,” explained the
bigger girl. “We will sit side by side. I will be your teacher and we will
send Aama our money.” This made Maya feel happy. Soon, the sisters
were asleep, their arms entwined around each other while the thu
thump flapped through the air around them.

It was not yet light when Maya felt a hand rocking her
shoulder. “Kanchhi, Kanchhi — time for work. Up, come. Look, I have
some sugared chyura for you.” Mahili held a bow! of flaked, cold rice
in her hands and offered it to the little girl. Having bribed Maya to her
knees, the older girl now brushed her hands over Maya’s forehead and
pushed her hair back. “Quickly, we must go. We will take our tea in the
factory.”

Even the purple of early morning had not yet arrived. All
around her, along both sides of the shed, Maya could make out the
humps of sleeping bodies curled under their blankets. These were the
weavers from the late shiftr who had returned long after Maya and
Mahili fell asleep. Coughing here and there, the wheezing of an
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asthmatic interrupted the silent room. Maya thought she heard a little
boy or girl crying, and calling ‘Aama, Aama.’

Maya folded her mat into her sister’s, rolled them into one
bundle and pushed them against the wall. Then she wrapped her skir
tightly around her hips and followed Mabhili outside. “Are we going 10
ride a bus?” asked Maya, as she moved into the dark path. She was
walking towards the thumping sound, and it grew louder. “Some day,
maybe we will ride a bus.” Thu thum thu thump, thum, thu thump.
Mabhili raised her voice over the din as she walked into the factory.
“Look, we are already at work!” They had walked along a muddy lane
outside their shelter into a nearby building. This place was many times
larger than where they slept. It too had an earth floor and a tin roof,
and walls of loose-fitting boards.

The room was immense but it was divided by rows of heavy
platforms extending from one end to the far wall. It was really a
factory, a carpet factory. The wooden scaffolds on each platform
looked like machines with arms extending out from their body, and
sheets of rope joining the various joists. These, Maya would leam,
were looms. Carpets in various stages of completion were stretched
over each machine. Maya looked up and down the corridor where she
stood. She saw some children already sitting at the machine, as if tied
there. A single bare electric lightbulb hung from the roof above them,
so she could not see their faces clearly. “Is Sunita here?” she asked
Mabhili.

“Hush. This is a factory and we must begin work. It is not a
place to meet our friends,” explained Mahili as she climbed three feet
onto a wood platform, as if entering a machine of rope and paddles.
“Come Kanchhi. Sit with me and I will teach you to weave.” She
fastened a strap behind her back to tie herself to the loom, then showed
her sister how to fasten her little body as well. “This is the first lesson.
This rope will stop you from falling off if you should become sleepy.”

More children arrived and quietly moved down the corridor.
Each climbed up to a loom to begin work. This was their station 10
which they came every day, six davs a week. Mava smiled with her
cheerful brown eyes at two girls who sat nearby. They looked to her f0
be her own age. They smiled, and one asked her, “Where is Your
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village?” Maya began to speak but the child’s eyes had already turned
away, to her work. Her hands were reaching among the rows of strings
in front of her, and her partner was doing the same. Their little golden
fingers appeared and disappeared through the strings, then clak, clak,
thu thum thu thump, clak clak. “Watch me, watch me,” Mabhili said.
The older girl lifted balls of wool, each a different color, from inside
the loom and dropped them into her lap. Next she pulled a rope taunt,
unwound a ball of yarn and made a knot around one in a row strings
very held tight from the bar at her stomach upward to a rod inside the
loom. She pulled the knot closed, then looped the wool around the next
string, then a dozen more, then pulled out another coil of wool and
knotted six of that color through the strings. “Look at my feet, watch
my feet,” she whispered. Then the whole loom began to groan — clak
clak, thu thum thu thump.

Maya was peering under the loom to watch Mahili’s legs, but
her sister had begun another operation with her hands. “Now see my
hands.” She removed a pair of iron scissors from under her thigh and
reached forward with it, snipping at the knots in the string. Little Maya
gazed though the dim light in bewilderment, from where her sister’s
feet paddled, back to hands lost among the net of strings, down again
to her feet. “Watch me carefully. You have to learn by yourself, little
Maya.” Maya turned for help to the two girls at the loom beside her,
but neither child looked up from their work.

After many hours Mava's eves burned from the strain of
peering through the dustv air and her legs were numb from sitting so
rigid in the loom. Flicks of wool covered her face and her eves had
become red. “I must stay awake. I must help Mahili,” she said to
herself, trving to follow her sister’s movements through the dim light.
The older girl repeated her movements, uncoiling, knotting, snipping,
hammering, with her feet clacking periodically though the hours.

Finally the older girl spoke. “It is time for food. Come.” She
climbed down from her perch at the loom and Maya followed her sister
back to their corner in the barracks. They were too weary to speak 1o
the other workers, who in any case were absorbed in preparing their
own rice.

The light through the boards had now disappeared. The sun
had sunk somewhere behind the Himalavas as the sisters ate in silence.
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Had they not been so hungry, surely they would have been to exhausted
to lift their hands to their mouths. Mahili picked up the empty plaes
and left. “I will serve you today, sweet baby.” Before Mabhili had
returned from scrubbing the pots clean, Maya was asleep.

The next day the girls again rose before the sky turned purple.
They washed their faces in the dark, rolled up their mats again, and
again filed into the factory. The next day, it was the same. Maya
sometimes slept without removing her clothes. Before the first week
had ended, her legs ached all night. She had hardly walked at all
during these days.

On the fourth day, Maya took the threads in her own hands.
She felt happy now that she could do what the other children did. “You
are a good student. How proud Aama will be,” said the older girl.

In four weeks, Maya and her sister together had finished the
carpet. Two boys came and cut it off the loom, and for the first time
Maya realized what they had made. It was soft and lovely, and she told
her sister how pretty it was. Somehow Maya knew she must not suggest
they make such a carpet for themselves to lie on in place of the
scratchy corn mats in their sleeping room.

On Saturday, the factory closed. This was the only chance for
Maya and her sister to wash their hair and scrub their clothes. Maya
sat in the sun across from Mahili who had rinsed her hair for her. Their
tangled, wet locks fell over their shoulders, and they laughed softly and
planned their afternoon. “We must buy rice, and some cooking oil,”
said Mahili. Noting how her sister’s fingers had begun to swell, she
added, “and flower hand cream for Maya.” I must take care that her
little fingers do not crack, she thought.

After their bath, the sisters joined Sunita and Rani around
their ‘living place’ on the ground and together the four girls cooked
their rice. “Our brother has come from the village, bringing with him
these pickles.” Mother made this from burned sesame and from sour
mountain lemons. It could not be found in the city. “Here, here,” said
Sunita to the sisters, and spooned some onto their plates. The girls
were happy sharing their food, but Maya fell silent. “Why did Aama
not send me something special?” she asked herself.

Each four weeks all the workers in Maya’s shift were paid, and
the weavers, in turn, had an hour off work to collect their wages.
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Mahili walked back from the office with the money in her fist, and,
joined by Maya, the two girls huddled together as if they had found a
treasure. Mahili slowly unfolded the bills. Three hundred rupees.
“What shall we buy?” asked Maya excitedly as she watched her sister
count their earnings. Mahili was concentrating. “We must send 100
rupees to Aama; we need 100 for our food, and twenty for kerosene,
thirty for a blanket for you, and, let’s see, five for soap, and twenty to
pay back the loan from the oil seller.” Maya was quick to calculate
how much this left them. “We have twenty-five rupees! Please, please,
let us buy bund roti from the milk shop, and a glass of sweet milk,” she
pleaded. Mabhili’s little sister was still growing. “She needs milk, and
sometimes an egg, especially since we could never have meat or
cheese,” she told herself.

First Aama’s share had to be taken care of. Mahili sought out
a trusted courier who would deliver the hundred rupees home, and she
gave the lad five rupees for his help, like each worker did, so he might
at least pay for his journey to the village and back. The rest of her
money the older girl pushed into the folds of her waistcloth where it
would remain untouched until Saturday.

Without taking their tea that morning, the sisters set out, hand
in hand, for the shops. They bought rice and paid what they owed for
last month’s cooking oil. Then they skipped to the tea shop. There
Mahili surrendered four rupees for bund roti and milk. The sisters sat
side by side on a bench in the warm sun. Maya dipped chunks of white
bread into the hot milk and Mahili laughed as Maya rocked her head
far back to catch the dripping bread in her mouth. How lovely it was
fo have a few rupees for bread and sweetened milk.

They left and as they walked along the streets towards the big
avenue, they passed more workshops. Maya did not have to see inside
the buildings to know these were carpet factories. She recognized the
clak clak thu thum thu thump from behind the wooden boards. She
suddenly felt like running. She did not realize how much she had grown
to hate that drone.

Mahili was quick to pull the child from her unhappy thoughts.
She skipped to her side and clutched her little sister’s hand. “Next
holiday, we shall visit the palace? Or shall we go to watch visitors at
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the gate of big hotels? Or take darshan to the lord Swayambu on the
hill?

“Today, let us find Devi so she can write a letter to our Aama”
said Maya. “Yes, I will tell her what a good girl I am. What nice gifi
shall we send Aama? A white plastic ladle, or a new bracelet, or
paper-wrapped candies? "

Later, after they had finished dictating their letter, Mahili saw
how sad Maya seemed. She said “My little sister, do you know we can
finish a whole carpet from start to finish in only three weeks. If we
make almost twenty carpets in one year, how much is that for us. Many
thousands of rupees, no? So much money!”

Maya could now sit for five hours at the loom before her back
began to pain her and she had to ask her sister to let her rest.

The sisters spend many more months in the city, working their
shift in front of the same dark loom. Aama sent them pickles sometimes,
but no letters. Every time the girls dispatched money home, they sent
along a note with news about their friends, the children around them.
What news could their mother report?

The sisters had been working together almost a year when,
one early morning soon after she had begun her knotting at the loom,
Maya heard a shriek not far from where she sat. Then there was the
thunder of wood collapsing, and more shrieks. It was the only time she
remembered in the three years Maya was here that the the thu thum
thump stopped. And out of this silence rose young, thin cries. Younger
children began to cry.

Mabhili and two other bigger girls unstrapped themselves and
ran down the walkway to where the weeping children were huddled.
On the floor, pinned under the broken loom, they saw little Rani. Her
arms were splayed and her legs were bent under her. A beam of wood
lay over the lower half of her body. She was screaming and each time
she yelled, a wave of sobs came from the others. The older girls were
frightened too. But they had to take charge, so they stepped close 10
Rani and pulled at the beams to try to free her. The structure above
them creaked and then broke apart and more pieces of wood collapsed
around them. The girls jumped free but now they saw that Rani was
very still. A mass of string and rope and boards covered her. No one
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dared to touch the structure again. They all stared at Rani. “Rani is
dead, Rani is dead,” one finally uttered, and then others cried out the
same. Huddling near each other, the children backed away from their
friend’s body. Suddenly orders came from behind. “Get out, get out all
of you. Out. Quickly. All of you, to your quarters,” shouted a man
rushing towards them. He was the manager and he quickly cleared the
whole room. Soon a car arrived and two more men rushed into the
factory. They carried Rani into the car and said they would take her to
the hospital. “Stay in your room, all of you,” spat the manager as he
rushed off with the child.

In their barracks, the children sat in clusters. They awakened
the workers from the early shift. Maya had never seen the hall filled
with so many people. “All these boys and girls work with us in the
factory?” she asked herself. “All of them are workers like me?”

The older workers made tea and spoke in low, worried voices.

The manager returned and ordered the workers back to their
looms, but he spoke quietly. “Everything is alright. Rani was only cut
a little, and as soon as she feels better she is going home. There is no
reason to cry,” he said, and again told them to go back to work.

When Maya and the other children returned to their machines,
they could not find the broken loom, only a wide empty space in the
row of workers where it had stood. Rani’s partner did not come back.
“She was given extra money to work in the manager’s house,” they
said.

Some foreigners visited the factory not long after that
accident. With them was Thulo Manchha, the manager, a Tibetan man
who spoke German and English as well as Nepali. Mahili whispered to
her sister, “if they ask about Rani, shake your head and say you know
nothing. No one was ever hurt here, remember. If you say anything, the
factory will close and Aama will have no food.” Thu thum thu thump
thump thum. The visitors took photos and the children smiled because
they wanted to show how happy they were to work here. They jumped
up and stood proudly beside their loom while their pictures were
snapped. The men argued as they walked past the rows of workers.
Some of the intruders peered closely at a few of the children and asked
the owner what tribe they came from and how many carpets they could
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finish in three months. The men were always talking in numbers -
rupees, dollars, dates, colours, knots per inch, this many twin carpets
and that many double sized. Then they got in their car and drove off

Rumors spread up and down the rows of strapped-in workers,
Mahili frowned and bit her lip thinking, “How can I convince them
that Maya is fifteen?” The same thought must have been troubling
every little boy and girl along the row of looms. They began to whisper
their fears. “It is because Rani died.” “They don't like children to make
carpets.” “You have to be fifteen to work.” “Maybe the factory will
close and we shall all be sent home.”

Weeks passed. The accident with Rani was almost forgotten.
And no one came to write down the ages of the children at the looms.

Meanwhile Maya had been to see a cinema and her sister
bought her a new skirt as well. At those moments she thought the city
was a wonderful place to be. Sometimes she saw that Mahili was
troubled. One night as she and Mahili and other weavers crouched
over their fires cooking their dinners, boys they knew from the villages
arrived. These visitors worked as dyers at factories near the river. Only
big boys and girls can manage dying work because of the heavy loads
they must manouevre. They have to boil water in big pots, stir the
heavy bundles of wool through the coloured stew, and pull the dripping
bundles of wool onto drying racks. The plant where they worked was
built alongside the river because it needed lots of water for the dyeing,
and for rinsing the yarn. The workers pour the waste dye water into the
river when they were finished. They had been doing this for many
years.

But now things were changing. “They want to close our dye
factory,” said one of the boys who had arrived at Maya’s barracks. "It
is the foreigners again. They came and photographed our work and
went to the river with their medicines. They say they found poison in
the Bagmati River. It is killing the water, they say, and this is bad for
Nepal. They told us we must not wash wool in the river anymore.”

“Will we lose our jobs? Will they send us back to ow
village?"” asked Maya. Even the weavers began to weep because they
knew that if the dye sheds closed, so would their factory. “We shall go
to Patan,” said Mabhili to the others. “There are factories there.”
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“I have searched for work there,” replied an older boy.
“Those factories supply rice and peas but the rice is not good rice, and
the pay is low.” Another added: “They will not take us. They say we
are just children.”

The workers from the dye sheds had a proposal. “We are going
to refuse to work. We will tell the bosses we will not work until they
provide a half day school for the youngest workers.” Maya's eyes
opened wide when she heard this. “School? Will somebody teach me
to write?"” she thought.

There were more demands listed by the group. “There must be
better lighting in the shed. They must build a closed-in shower for
every hundred workers, a toilet for every fifty. They must build sinks
for our kitchens. We will ask for a kilo of rice for each worker, each
week.”

The children looked at one another, their eyes wide with
puzzlement. “How? Who will give these things to us? The bosses?
What work must we do for them?” They felt nervous and the girls
turned to look atone another. They were thinking of the stories about
some girls who went to play with the bosses. They heard these girls
slept in real beds and they used the indoor showers too. Would these
children also be sent to the cottages of those men? “How shall we pay
for the school and these nice things?” they asked.

Padma was one of the older girls. She stood up and spoke.
“We shall not pay. They shall pay. We have a right. We have a plan.

“ We are listing our demands here,” and she held a paper in
front of her. She repeated the list of demands they would put to the
bosses. Then she read out the plan. “We shall stop working on Sunday,
the day after we collect our pay. We will sit outside the factory and not
allow any new workers to take our places.”

A boy Maya did not know stood up. He was from a factory in
Patan city outside Kathmandu. Maya had never been there but she
knew there were many carpet weavers there. The man spoke softly to
the group.” Our weavers have saved money every month since a year
ago for this. We will help you. Every week we will send you your food.
Our workers will come and sit with you, to block the entrance to the
factory. The dyers from the wool washing plant will be here with you
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to make certain no one steals your pots and bedding. They wil|
surround this shed so you will not find yourselves in the street. You wil|
be safe. They have been trained; they will protect you.”

Maya felt confused. But she saw how happy the older boys and
girls looked. She glanced over tot her big sister who sat beside Padma,
Mahili smiled towards Maya.

“A school?” Maya thought to herself. “Shall I really go 10
school. Aama will be so pleased when I will be able to write her a letter
by myself.”



Then there are the collective deatbs:
the bungry, patriots fighting for freedom,
peasants wanting their land.
No, death does not end.
It becomes a fraternity. We embrace.
Death becomes a voice. Words appear on walls.
It becomes a call. An oath. A Promise.
from “Mreetyu”






1990 Democracy Movement. The man stop the statue, attacking statue of
King Mahendra, was shot and killed moments later by the king’s troops.
Permission of Indira Dali




Four martyrs of the 1990 protests lie in Bir Hospital morgue, Kathmandu.

Leaders of tre demonstrations estimate 3000 unarmed protesters were kille

by the military. After democracy, there was no investigation of shootings,

rapes and torture by the police. Some protesters who were arrested and
jailed have never been located. Permission of India Dali




tory demonstration of the king stepped down. Photo by Min Bajracharya



Children spinning yarn at one of thousands of unregulated carpet factories
in Kathmandu

Women are prominent in
today’s Maoist movement.
Photo by Sudhir Sharma



Chapter 7
CONCLUSION

Maya, sent far from home to labour as a weaver; Laxmi the
blind child left alone in a field; and Manu carrying loads through the
mountains toil through hard times, year after year — each clings to his
and her dream. Manu longs to be a farmer again, to work his land and
dance at the weddings of his relatives. Laxmi craves for the
companionship of other children, and wants to learn to read. Maya
yearns to return to her mother’s side, their debt gone, their land
redeemed.

There are so many young people like Maya, Laxmi and Manu
in Nepal. They work in conditions approaching slave labor simply to
pay off debts and buy food for their families. Despite the arrival of
democracy and numerous donor agencies over the past half century
and declarations by world bodies to end poverty and exploitation, the
numbers of poor and are increasing instead of declining. What is to be
done?

Raja sits in his palace/ and does not care to see

if we poor have justice — even justice by chance.
Shakti Yogamaya

The Rana ruler is gone. The Nepalese king no longer has
absolute authority. At considerable human cost, his subjects fought for
a democracy to allow them to participate in government and to be free
from exploitation and the whim of any dictator. They brought a multi-
party parliament and the freedom to speak. In 1991, a democratically
elected government took office. Successive elections and



132 Heir to a Silent Song: Two Rebel Women of Nepal

administrations followed. Some were led by Communist Party
candidates. Some were led by the centrist Congress Party. But for the
Mayas, Laxmis, and Manus, things have not improved.

Economic decline is often linked to war, such as in
Afghanistan, Iraq, the Congo, or El Salvador. Decline is also due to
misrule, mismanagement and exploitation, sometimes by outside
powers, sometimes from within. Nepal was not a site of international
conflict, only a dictatorship — and that was overthrown. In 1990, the
Nepalese press was ungaged. Democracy, which the Nepalese enjoyed
from 1951-1959, was restored. The new arrangement was a
constitutional monarchy, with a parliament free of dynastic despotism.
The ‘free’ parliament could have used its popular mandate in the wake
of the political change to take the necessary bold steps to reorganize
the country and cleanse the military. It could have ended the monarchy
and formed a republic. It could have done away with the priests who
sanction the king’s deification, and tried the officers who shot
protestors. It could have repealed Brahmanic laws that chain women.
It could have imposed fair iabour standards in the factories, and
reformed the legal system to ensure justice. It did not.

The Shah royal family remained nominally the head of the
land with its wealth, its court and its privileges intact. The king
remained supreme commander of the military. Nepal continued to be a
‘Hindu state,” and this gave priests continued influence over legal and
ethical matters. Brahmanic hold on power was as firm as ever. the
weak were as vulnerable as before, and the debts remained and
multiplied.

Statistics — if they are really necessary to convince us of what
we witness in the flesh, the factories and the fields — show educational
opportunities lessening, living standards of the majority of people
lowering, and the number of poor increasing. Those reports also point
to worsening conditions for women. All are the outcome of general
deterioration and a growing disparity between rich and pootr.

In 1990 Pramila Upadhyay supplied me with official statistics
on the status of Nepalese women. She reported, the literacy rate for
women at that time was 12% as compared to 41% for men. Women's
contribution to the household income was calculated to be 53% of non-



Conclusion 133

marketed subsistence production and 22% of cash income, although
women’s contribution in terms of work hours averaged 25% more than
men’s. In 1990 the percentage of women in the labor force was 43 out
of 41% employed for the whole population!. A recent study of labor in
Nepal show these trends continuing, with women taking a heavier
burden of agricultural work?2.

With the beginning of the millennium, statistics on poverty,
literacy, the gap between rich and poor, the budget deficit, and other
economic indicators still put Nepal at a sorrowful place in the list of
‘developing nations.’ Literacy among women is listed as 24%, just
above Afghanistan (21%), not far behind Bangladesh (30%), and half
of the rate for Cambodian (58%) and Indian women (51%). The
secondary school enrollment ratio for Nepalese women is 33%, higher
than Afghanistan and Bangladesh at 12% and 13% respectively. The
infant morality rate per thousand for Nepal is 77, half that of
Afghanistan with 147, a country which has been devastated by war for
more than two decades. But it is slightly higher than the rate for
Bangladesh. Mortality for children under five in Nepal is 108. This
parallel’s Bangladesh at 102, and is less than half that of Afghanistan
with 2483. The average life expectancy for Nepalese is low. A new
report released in July 2000 4, reveals a shocking statistic for Nepalese
women - their average life expectancy is merely 47, making them a
demographic exception where, universally, women'’s life expectancy is
a few years more than men’s.

Globally Nepal still ranks among the poorest five countries in
the world, even though other nations at the bottom of the list cite wars
or terrible natural disasters. Little has changed since 1990 in Nepal.
There has not been much real progress since 1940 when Yogamaya
was at the peak of her campaign. The 1999 statistics reinforce this

general picture of the conditions.

I. P. Upadhyay. citing the Nepal Mahila Sangh Report of 1990.
2. Labor Market Development and Poverty, by Meena Acharya, Kathmandu, 2000.
3. UN office for the Women's International League for Peace and Freedom, N.Y.

2000.
4. UNDP Human Development Report, 2000, announced in Kathmandu. July 1. 2000.
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Yet the attention given to economic development in general
and women’s rights in particular in Nepal has been considerable,
Before 1990, Kathmandu had a handful of non-governmental
organizations engaged in humanitarian and development projects. By
the end of the century, when the number of those foreign agents had
sharply increased3, the schemes and procedures of modem
governments and international aid groups didn’t seem to be achieving
much beyond benefitting politicians and bureaucrats. Indeed those
internationally devised strategies may actually have hindered effective
change. Criticism of development policies and the public’s call for
change were mollified by labels and budgets and promises of new
programs. These programs reached out to employ potential critics, and
thereby absorb the talent of many idealistic women and men in
communities who believed fairness could be achieved through
institutional means.

Corruption in government is a major issue and a major
obstacle to progress. Ironically this was a target of Durga Devi and
Yogamaya’s campaigns.

What swindlers sell as butter, / others burn as incense /
whose odious smell is greed. / Corruption! How it stinks.
Shakti Yogamaya

Despite the political change of 1990 and the restoration of a
multi-party system and democratic freedom, it is generally agreed that
corruption has worsened during the last decade. Graft and fraud have
become features of everyday life and each administration, whichever
party rules.

As conditions across Nepal worsen and the administration’s
incompetence is exposed, Yogamaya’s and Durga’s strategies seem
thoroughly reasonable, to say the least. Yogamaya’s remarks (o
Nepal’s leaders more than sixty years ago are poignant, and pertinent

5. In 1962, the number of registered N.G.O.s in Nepal was 15, in 1990, 219, and by
2000, it had reached 10,475. See D.R. Dahal, “Problems and Prospects of the

Relationship between .Government and NGOs in Nepal,” April 2000, Tribhuvan
University, Nepal.



Conclusion 135

today. The stench of corruption has grown so powerful and widespread
that many, especially young people, desperately search for alternatives.
The migration of Nepalese outside the country has increased both in
volume and destination. They travel abroad in order to accumulate
some money to build a house or pay off debts. Nepalese Sherpa, an
ethnic minority in Nepal, number 600 families in the New York City
area. Most work as housemaids and menial laborers in the same low
paying and unskilled sectors in which illegal Mexican migrants work.
One now finds Nepalese employed in mainly low paying jobs in
Europe, Hong ng Korea, Japan, the Arab Gulf countries.

The insurgent Maoist movement in Nepal doubtless recruits its
members from those youth who can find no legitimate alternative to
toiling for almost nothing, and growing poorer by the year. The Maoist
program has taken hold in the Western hills of Nepal in the past five
years. They move into a village, throw out corrupt officials, kill the
police and institute their own administration. They force the rich to
hand over their wealth and fields in order to redistribute these to the
poor. They are described as having “liberated” numerous villages this
way. The police tried to wipe out these rebels but failed. According to
reports, a recent confrontation between government forces and the
rebels resulted in the killing of innocent peopleS. It seems that
countering the movement by force is almost impossible because their
members are not confined to one area. The movement is becoming
widespread, and increasing in membership. Both police and
government troops are afraid to enter areas under Maoist control.

The violent tactics of the Maoists alienate many citizens. The
movement has little sympathy from abroad because of its leftist
ideology. No one knows what to do. Some wealthy hill farmers are
fleeing their villages out of fear that the insurgents will arrive at their
doors. At the same time the movement recruits new members from
among the poor. Many Nepalese admit that the rise of the radical
Maoists in Nepal in recent years is an expression of public

6. Troops opened fire on villagers claiming they were the Maqists. “A Red Revival *
by Jan Sharma, Toward Freedom. February 2000, Burlington, Vermont, and
“People’s war sparks violence in Nepal™ by Ed Douglas, Guardian Weekly, April

13, 2000, London.
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disillusionment with unfilled promises from successive
administrations and unchecked greed by office holders.

In the preceding pages, I pointed to the irresponsibility of loca|
officials and merchants. They were the object of Durga Devi's
relentless campaign for justice. But I do not wish to characterize al|
Nepalese men in an unfavorable light. Men take up government jobs
because they need work. The civil service — a major employer in the
country — is often the only place one can find a job. These men often
start their careers in distant outposts in the hills. They begin with some
idealism. Then they find themselves embedded in a system which has
disagreeable ethics and culture. They cannot resist. They become
contaminated. Any crime in the professions I discussed should not
brand all civil servants and businessmen as criminals. Moreover, they
do not operate in a vacuum.

Corruption and greed are global diseases. I have encountered
incompetent, mean officials in the course of my personal dealings in
my own American bureaucracy. And, almost everywhere women are
paid less than men for the same work. Women are also prevented from
advancing on a par with men. Class and ethnic bias exists in US.
schools, hospitals, civil service and military, and corporations. The
dealings between private contractors and the U.S. Department of
Defence is well known. Their collaboration is particularly significant
because of the huge sums of money involved, and the corruption goes
on year after year. American critics of government handouts for multi-
million dollar industries — largely unheard and ineffectual in their pleas
— call this “corporate welfare.” Bad management in government is
ubiquitous and probably on the increase everywhere, in Moscow or
Prague, Cairo or Beirut, Mexico City or Washington, and it will
doubtless continue as the trend towards extreme wealth on one hand
and massive poverty on the other increase with the spread of world
privatization as managed by the big powers. A few more millionaires
are created while billions of women and men are pushed into new
depths of poverty.

Few state governments however can match the example of the
agency which is mother of all bureaucracies — the United Nations.
With its hundred thousand dollar-plus salaries, the U.N. manages t0
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maintain a veneer of professionalism and to float above the corruption
it breeds. The U.N. is moreover, a male-dominated institution, which,
along with the non-governmental organizations (N.G.O.s) it fosters,
has infiltrated every corner of the world. It feeds on poverty, removing
responsibility for health and other services from governments. It
recreates a colonialist culture, working political alliances, and helping
to promote men into the international bureaucracy. In a regional
N.G.O. office, one finds foreign staff alongside local staff. Local
employees, although they may do the same work, receive a small
fraction of the salaries of the foreigners. And, they have none of the
‘perks’ such as paid home-leave, free lodging and extra pay for
hardship posts. Those local employees also witness schemes foreign
co-workers employ to keep as much of their salaries in their overseas
bank accounts, while incurring few local expenses. Whatever dollars
those N.G.O. staff receive in ‘the field” often do not get exchanged at
the official bank rate, but are cashed in the local black market. N.G.O.s
also foster greed and competition by renting whatever buildings,
vehicles, etc. they use. Since their budgets are considerable, they
provide a tidy fortune to the local merchants able to secure contracts to
supply them. Even middle class people become resentful of routine
abuse and opulent lifestyles followed by these foreign personnel.

The United Nations and its donors may be able to boast that
benefits result from the massive funds it doles out. At the same time,
the U.N. and their spin-off agencies are a primary source of cynicism
and corruption worldwide. No U.N. office or N.G.O. would support
historical documentation of women like Yogamaya or Durga Devi, nor
do they fund the humanitarian and political work of poet Parizat and

her people.
The stories I document here, semi-fictional and historical,

portray patriarchal abuses of power — secular and religious. There are
many competent and caring men throughout Nepal and this
characterization should not be applied to all.

Political ineptness and abuse of women by powerful men is
worldwide. Misogyny too is universal. It is promoted in the theological
seminaries of Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, Islam and Judaism.

These and other abuses I describe belong to an international
culture of inequality. American culture and government play a major
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role in creating or supporting many inequities through their economic
foreign polices. All foreign donors are aware of the economic
disparities that their own development projects generate. They work
with an emerging elite in Nepal, or Nigeria, or Mexico, and surround
themselves with members of that class in their circles. They also know
of the increase in poverty and crime, and the political resentment their
policies breed. In response to the growing hostility of the poor and
marginalized people in the countries where they exercise considerable
influence, the American foreign missions simply protect themselves
with larger “palaces.” Their embassies have become virtual military
fortifications on the edges of the capitals of the world.

Colonialism is widespread today and i1s growing, even though
there are few ‘political’ colonies left. With the increasing power of the
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the World Trade
Organization, organizations promoting a capitalist economic system,
we find more poverty existing alongside obscene wealth. It’s occurring
on an unparalleled scale. The experience of Nepal is one example.

Pt Pt Py et Pt
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“l am not only aiming at that tyrant.

My goal is Point Zero.”
Shakti Yogamaya






APPENDIX 1
Introducing The Hazurbani

Hazur: “master,” Yogamaya. Bani: her message. Here, we
include one volume of Yogamaya’s sayings in the original Nepalil.
This is a photo offset of the booklet gifted by Damodara, who headed
Manakamana Ashram during the years that I visited the community. It
was published after 1950 in Kalimpong, India, by Mani Press, not long
after the death of Yogamaya.

This is in not a comprehensive collection, but it is the only
book I was able to obtain at the time and I drew heavily on it for my
research on the teachings of Yogamaya, their creator. Almost all the
translated poems cited in Chapter Three of “Heir to a Silent Song”
were taken from this collection.

From the time of Yogamaya’s ‘entry into heaven’ until 1990,
while copies of this and other collections of Yogamaya’s work existed,
even though Rana rule had ended, free political expression in the
country was still forbidden and the book was hard to find. Whoever
owned them, it seemed. kept them in secret for fear of arrest. Banned
during the Rana period, broadcast of the Hazurbani either orally or
through these texts was also dangerous during Panchayat rule (1960-
1990). Uttam Pant, who took up research on Yogamaya after 1981,
learned that some volumes similar to this were in the possession of
survivors of Yogamaya’s movement living in Kathmandu and East
Nepal. He secured copies only by determination and daring.

I Although this text may contain a few grammatical or typographical errors, we

reproduce it as it was originally printed.



144 Heir to a Silent Song: Two Rebel Women of Nepal

The political message of the Hazurbani is well established
and self evident in the text itself. Translations of the few poems we
provide in Chapter 3 demonstrate the indisputable political message of
her work.

But there is much more to the Hazurbani. For political
philosophy, women’s history and Nepali literature in general, this work
is of added benefit. The short, pithy, often witty, and poignant quality
of Yogamaya’s creations demand that her work be made widely
available. Their reproduction here is to introduce her teachings to the
largest possible audience. Any Nepali-speaking person will feel
immediate access to her philosophy and will enjoy and appreciate her
wit and daring. Activists, and perhaps even bureaucrats will find the
verses of use. With this publication we hope to stimulate translation
into other languages for writers, teachers, women’s advocates, patriots
and scholars. '

My personal introduction to the Hazurbani was through oral
transmission. During my first two visits in 1981 with the custodians of
Yogamaya’s legacy in East Nepal, I did not know this book existed. |
heard the Hazurbani being sung by women who knew them well-
women who fifty years earlier lived through their creation and
dissemination at the height of Yogamaya’s political attacks against
Rana tyranny. I collected some on audio tape. I transcribed these with
the help of an assistant, Dharma Shrestha. Before the translations were
complete, even with my rudimentary knowledge of Nepali, I could feel
the power of Yogamaya'’s verses.

The music of the Hcazurbani is important. Their rhythm,
created by Ganga Devi, Yogamaya’s sister-in-law, is unique. [ am told
it has characteristics of the ‘hill music’ of East Nepal. In this respect,
they are cultural creations emanating from of that specific region. But
the quality of the poetry is high by any standard, according to literary
authorities. Their impact on Nepalese of every caste and ethnic
background seems profound. I expect they will find admirers across
the world.

The reaction of many Nepalese people to the poems,
particularly politically savvy people and poets, speaks much for the
verses’ political force. Nepalese from the East may have long held
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these verses dear. ‘“Though as time passes, the Hazurbani find favour
everywhere in the country. When they read these verses for the first
time, poet Parizat, Harka Gurung, Murari Aryal, Uttam Pant,
Khagendra Sangraula and other savants and writers, grasped their
literary excellence and their political daring. Since 1990, with the
restoration of democracy, more of Yogamaya's writings are in
circulation and more people are using these verses in their ongoing
political work and it appears they are stimulating vigorous research
about this pioneer?2.

At first Yogamaya’s political agenda was not entirely clear to
me. But I suspected these verses were special. Pursuing their meaning,
I brought them from the hills to Kathmandu and showed them to a
number of people. All immediately grasped their value. The pre-
eminent poet Parizat, recognized Yogamaya as a literary figure of
stature and included this book in a 1984 conference in Kathmandu on
literature by Nepalese women. I have hardly met a Nepalese, who,
reading this work for the first time, is not exhilarated by it. One man
who said that he still faces misunderstandings over his inter-caste
marriage told me how relevant he found a verse by Yogamaya. He read
it to his wife and daughter in order to help them understand his own
feelings about shedding his Brahmin orthodoxy many years earlier.
Just before this publication went to press, a Nepalese writer looked at
this book and remembered seeing the poems in his youth, some 35 ago.
He was impressed by them at that time and was eager to take a closer
look. When he began to examine the poems, preparing to translate
some verses for this book, he seemed thrilled.

In view of the corruption that is so rampant in Nepal today, we
read Yogamaya’s early attacks on corruption with new hope. Her
words offer us a weapon with which to fight for justice. Even 70 years
after their creation, living in a very different era from hers, we feel her
contemporariness. She speaks of universal issues. Her language is
fresh and her wit invigorating. Therefore, this venture in the wider
dissemination of her teachings and creations.

Pt ot Pt Pt Pt

2. See Bhandari et al. in Further Readings
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Poet Parizat and the author

Barbara Nimri Aziz is an anthropologist who has travelled extensively in
Nepal. After completing her Ph.D. at the University of London, she
worked in Nepal and other parts of the Himalayas for two decades and
published widely in scholarly journals. Her first book was Tibetan
Frontier Families (1978). She is co-editor of Soundings in Tibetan
Civilization (1985).

This book combines Aziz’'s growing interest in politics with women’s
history. During the past decade, since leaving the academy, Aziz has
worked in the Arab World, fusing an enduring love for ethnography with
journalism. She is based in New York where she is a radio host and
producer.

Translation of the poem on the cover by Shakti Yogamaya.
Fat bellies burst. / And those bribes ooze out / to poison you.
So savour your riches . . . while you can.

ISBN 99933-52-13-6

Centre for Nepal and Asian Studies || || |"|IH

Tribhuvan Unviersity

Kirtipur, Kathmandu, Nepal 999313521
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