I am Mr Saroj. I am from the Maoists.
Charles Malcolm-Brown of The Mountain Trust interviews a senior Nepalese Maoist in Kathmandu. (Saroj is an alias or revolutionary name.)
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Maoists mustering in the hills of Nepal
The process had begun some weeks earlier with a discrete question to a close Nepalese friend - 'Any chance of interviewing one of the Maoist leaders?' I asked. He said, 'Leave it with me but don't tell any one.'. Several weeks went by before I was back in Nepal again and by happenstance (or rather by design) I bumped into a local Maoist representative known as ‘Comrade Binod’ in Pokhara who I'd met unwittingly a year earlier when he okayed a development project the Mountain Trust wanted to construct in Rupendehi (he’d guaranteed our safety when we visited). I’d since learnt that had we been Americans, we’d not have been allowed to build the community centre at the village but because we were British, the local Maoists were willing to let us get on with the work.

Comrade Binod had been asked by the Maoist leaders sheltering in the hills to find out why I wanted to interview one or more of them. I explained that I’d taught politics in UK universities for ten years, had co-edited a 4 volume reader on Marx's social and political thought and worked as a policy adviser for the UK Government – plus I was trying to help Nepal through The Mountain Trust, technology transfer etc. so I was doing the rounds and listening to all the key players in the conflict to try and identify ideas to contribute towards building a lasting peace in Nepal.

For example, I had previously spoken on several occasions with Jala Nath Karnal, the Acting General Secretary of the CPN UML (Communist Party of Nepal, Unified Marxist-Lenninist) which is one of the largest mainstream parties. He was curious to know how the UK Labour Party had rehabilitated itself from an unpopular position in the wilderness to become one of the most successful parties in the era. I’d explained about the process and he has since acknowledged at public rallies that the UML needs to address its ‘past mistakes’.

The conversation with Comrade Binod had to be placed on hold as two young lads sauntered into the hotel we were meeting in - evidently oblivious to the subject under discussion. It turned out they were security forces out of uniform (the short haircuts being the dead give-away). The conversation moved - along with our cold beers and ashtray - outside the hotel into the front garden and concluded amicably. Comrade Binod accepted my account of why I wanted to talk with someone in the leadership circle as honourable and with only the slightest nudging gave an absolute guarantee for my safety en route and with his cadres whilst meeting them in the hills. 

There is one small aside to the conversation worth mention. Some months after first meeting Binod, the security forces were tipped-off about his real identity and raided his house in Rupendehi. They missed him at the time, forcing him to relocate in Pokhara (Nepal’s second largest city). His replacement in Rupendehi was less co-operative when we were informally clearing a second visit to the village to see the community centre’s construction at its halfway stage. He sanctioned the visit but signalled he was not personally keen on outsiders from the UK working in the community. My colleagues thought it was jealousy but I prefer there to be zero rather than low risk and was concerned if there were even a minimal question attached to our safety on future visits. So I asked Comrade Binod in the hotel garden what the real position was - whether they were happy for our small Anglo-Nepalese NGO to work in their area - and whether I could be promised that my family's safety was assured when we went to open the new building. He smiled before assuring me that I had nothing to worry about and that he and the Maoists supported what we were trying to do in rural areas of Nepal.

It was late in the afternoon and without his sunglasses on I saw his eyes for the first time. Previously he'd worn trendy sunglasses and I'd had him down as a twenty year old or so. As I peered into his eyes, the wrinkles and bags beneath them betrayed the level of stress he must have been living under. His eyes said he was nearer forty - it was an arresting contrast. I heard back some weeks later that I had been approved for a clandestine meeting up in the hill areas surrounding Pokhara with one of the senior Maoist leaders (who also had fluent English) and the fellow who had been uncooperative in Rupendehi had been overruled by Binod.

And then everything shifted radically. In February 2005, King Gyanendra suspended the Democratic system and Civil Rights, grabbed power and clamped down dramatically. Life in the Kathmandu Valley and Pokhara seemed more peaceful than four years earlier despite sporadic conflicts in remoter areas. However, the boundary lines between Government controlled and Maoist controlled areas became harder to cross. So we put our plans to meet the cadres in the hills on hold and instead arranged an interview with one of the more senior English speaking cadres in Kathmandu , ‘Comrade Saroj’, whom I'd met when working on another project in remote Eastern Nepal a year or so before.
Having worked his way up the Maoist hierarchy, he too was identified to the security services  and was forced to leave his home village for a more anonymous life in Kathmandu. Having met him first in the far Eastern region of Nepal and later in Kathmandu (and knowing he was a cadre) we had asked him if it was possible to get one or two Maoist flags. My daughter wanted one to give to her school history teacher for display in his classroom and I wanted one as a kind of political souvenir. I subsequently heard that he had smuggled two flags in the bottom of a sack of rice from the far East of Nepal to Kathmandu and on arriving at the capital had gone out. His sister unpacked the rice and when she saw the flags, thought that they had been planted by security forces in an attempt to trap her brother. So she ripped them to shreds and happily presented them to her brother when he returned – only to discover the real reason why they were there. Fortunately, he was able to source two replacements in time before we left.
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Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist)

What follows then, is the transcript of an interview with Comrade Saroj (a 21 year old from Far Eastern Nepal) which took place in April 2005 in a 5 star hotel in central Kathmandu – not 100 metres from the King’s main palace on Durbar Maag. The Comrade’s English was not fluent and he asked me to tidy up the grammar etc. I’ve done my best to remain faithful to the meaning he intended to convey.
CMB
Could I ask you comrade, how old you were when you joined the Maoists?
S
I was fifteen years old.

CMB
What were the reasons that led you to join the Maoists at that time?
S
There was a good reason and also there was a bad reason. The Maoist's Area Commander was my friend whilst I was at school. He always gave me a lift to school. He always helped me and little by little, he let me know what they were doing. What the good things were that they were doing and what the bad things were and why they were fighting with our government. He told me a lot about it. That's why he gave me the chance for a few months and I visited the Maoists with him. He also helped me a lot at school. That's why I joined.

CMB
So you had a personal loyalty?
S
Yeah.

CMB
I see. Could you say a little bit more about the good things and the bad things that he told you about?
S
Yes. Previously, they had done some good things. In the village, bad people had committed many rapes, for example. The Maoists have punished the guilty parties. If people drink and curse or speak obscenely to girls and women, it has a negative effect. The Maoists have also punished school teachers for taking advantage of their influence and attempting to sleep with female students. The Maoists have righted many wrongs like that.
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Three of the Maoist leaders

CMB
So when the Maoists have punished the bad people and they've held 'People's Courts', do they always get it right?
S
Yeah, of course.

CMB
Don't they ever make mistakes?
S
In the village like in the town they have done very good things. And many people are begging just to join the Maoists. But the Maoists don't just offer the chance to the local people to join the Maoists -  they'll try potential new recruits out for three or four months before deciding whether they can join the Maobadi. They’ll say, ‘How is is he doing? Should we trust him or not?’.
CMB
So it's not easy to join the Maoists?
S
No. It is very, very, difficult.

CMB
So to just pick up on the question of the 'People's Courts' - or so called 'People's Courts' - and the issue of how accurate their decisions are, we know that Western Courts make plenty of mistakes, that people will plant false evidence to attack their enemies. How can the Maoists be sure that the same thing is not happening with their People's Courts? How can they be sure that they are always making the right decisions?
S
I want to say that for the people who curse on the road, if the Maoists give him a chance, and let him off, he’ll do it again. The Maoists think that if they beat him on the roadside in front of everyone, he’ll not re-offend. It’s no joke when people drink too much and swear at girls and ladies in the road.
CMB
So, the Maoists will punish people for being rude and cursing or swearing in front of women?
S
Yeah, yeah.

CMB
They'll punish thefts, they'll punish rapes and they'll punish murders?
S
Yeah.

CMB
How about the position of the Maoists in terms of punishing companies that won't give donations?
S
Oh, no companies can do anything. If the Maoists punished anybody, nobody can tell the police because the police are third class. Companies can't do anything because if the police came, they would steal goods or equipment, illegally detain staff and would say any damage had been caused by the Maoists.
CMB
So you're saying that the police are more corrupt and less efficient than the Maoists in terms of distributing justice?
S
Of course, yes. 

CMB
Okay. Is it the case that when the Maoists intervene with somebody's behaviour, they will give them warnings first?
S
Yes. With minor offences, they will give warnings. But if they have raped, they can't give a warning. 'No, don't do it again.' They will not do that.
CMB
So they will act for serious crimes?
S
Of course. Because rape is not a joke.

CMB
No, no. Far from a joke. You're absolutely right. So what was the process of joining? Did you have to go through an initiation ceremony?
S
It is very, very, very difficult to join us, yes? At first you have to go to the Village Committee. At the village you must work there from one year to two years. From the Village, if we get permission, then we can go to the School Committee and to the Campus Committee. From the Campus Committee we can go to the Area Committee. From the Area Committee we can go to the District Committee. From District Committee, we can go to the Regional Committee and from there to the Central Committee.
CMB
Blimey!
S
I was at District Level.
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Maoists training
CMB
How long did it take you to reach District Level?
S
It took about five years at village, school and campus levels. When I reached District Level my family forced me to become head of my family. After five years, I was really respected as a Maoist. I was part of the Maoist force, of the Maoist people. Our Commander told me “'You're a student. You've got a good mark in the SLC (School Leaving Certificate). Do hard level in Class Twelve. If you pass Class Twelve, then you'll go to the Central Committee.’ That’s what he told me.”
CMB
I see. So tell me, Saroj, have you had to go on active operations in the past with the Maoists?
S
I have been in training, yes, but they haven't given me the chance to go.

CMB
To actually fight the armed forces?
S
They hadn't given me the chance, because I was in training.

CMB
So they had picked you out for higher things?
S
Yes.

CMB
What is the average age of people who are members of the Communist Party of Nepal  (Maoist)? What is the age generally speaking? They seem to be very young.
S
Yes, they are very young.

CMB
What age is the youngest Maoist that you've met?
S
Sixteen.

CMB
And what is the oldest?
S
Fifty, fifty-four.

CMB
And what age would you say for most cadres?
S
From eighteen to twenty-two.

CMB
From eighteen to twenty-two. So are they generally unmarried?
S
They are unmarried. If they want to marry, they can marry a Maoist girl. And the Maoist people, they can do the marriage. 
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Maoist women who’ve taken up arms

CMB
What if there was a love match between a Maoist and a non-Maoist? What would the Maoists say about that? Would they say 'No.'?
S
Actually, they never fall for a girl outside the Maoists. 
CMB
What, it has never happened?

S
It has never happened.

CMB
Really?

S
Really. And if they do, they have to run away from the Maoists. It is very, very difficult to do that.
CMB
I’ll bet. In what percentage of cases have people run away from the Maoists would you say?
S
In about 5% of cases.

CMB
How would you describe your time with the cadres? Did you feel comfortable? Did you feel content and happy?
S
Of course. I was comfortable and happy.
CMB
Were you worried about the security services and people spying, and … ?
S
No because everyone in the village supported the Maoists.
CMB
So everyone knew you were part of it?
S
Yes.
CMB
And nobody supported the state so you were protected?
S
Everyone had told me that it was a very good thing but my family never knew that I was a Maoist.
CMB
Ah. What did they say when they found out  –  and how did they find out?
S
Well, I had done a lot of work helping local schools – for example I found out that the Head Teacher of one school was less well qualified than another member of staff who had a B.Ed. I said, why is he not Head Teacher? I made many changes in that school. That’s why the Committee told me they had called my father and told him all the things I had done.
CMB
So they told him! And what did he say?
S
My father hasn’t mentioned it to me because when he knew that I was at the District Level, then it would be  …
CMB
Was he afraid that if he was going to be difficult … ?
S
Yes. If he criticised me, maybe more senior Maoists would hear about it and punish him. In my village, nobody can tell me anything. I can’t do anything but if more senior cadres knew, they would punish the villagers.
CMB
So you were quite a powerful individual?
S
Yes I was too powerful.
CMB
Have some cadres abused their power?
S
Some, about 10%. If they do it and they are caught, they will be shot. 100% they will be shot.
CMB
Have you seen anybody being shot?
S
Of course, I have seen it.
CMB
How many have you seen?
S
They haven’t shot him – they were going to shoot him but the person said ‘I’ll leave the Maoists. I’ll not tell anybody. If I tell, then you can shoot my family.’ He said that and gave his signature.
CMB
He had to sign a contract to put his family up as hostage?
S
Of course. We cannot leave these things - because I know everything. I can’t leave the Maoists. I know what they do, what there are going to do, what they have done…
CMB
So have you seen anybody being punished?

S
I have seen somebody being shot in the leg.

CMB
What did they use? Was it a rifle or a pistol?
S
A pistol.
CMB
Have you witnessed any other punishments?
S
No.
CMB
I’m sorry to ask but I want to understand the full picture.
S
Oh, no problem.
CMB
In terms of how you left the movement – when I say ‘left’ – I know it’s not a finished issue – but what led you to decide that you wanted to spend your life doing something different? What was it that made you choose that path – because you’d chosen your path into the movement through your friend. What led you to decide that you no longer wanted to be part of the movement?
S
The main thing was when I was studying in Class 10 when I was 16 years old for my SLC exams, the army found out that I was a Maoist.
CMB
Did they? How did they find out?
S
Maybe somebody told them.
CMB
How did you find out that they knew?
S
Because they went to search my home and some supporters in the village told me.
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Armed Police patrol
CMB
So they missed you?
S
Yes.
CMB
So what did you do?
S
I ran away from home. It was very difficult for me to do the SLC exam. I took my exam in disguise, by cutting my hair and changing my appearance.
CMB
And were the army there waiting to try and detain you?
S
Yes. They did not recognise me and I was able to sit the exam - and as soon as I finished, I left for Kathmandu. I was hugely relieved to have left.
CMB
In terms of the current situation, with the power grab by the King in early February, it seems to me that there have been ‘two and a half kings’ in Nepal. King Gyanendra is the official one. Prachanda (the Maoist leader) is another and the mainstream parties which have wielded about half as much power as either of the main protagonists represent the ‘half king’. One of the things that has struck me in the last six months is that there are many fewer soldiers on the streets of the major cities, many fewer patrols out on the roads and the patrols that are operating are a lot smaller. I always count the number of soldiers at Kathmandu Airport as an indication of how safe or unsafe the security situation is, for example. There are visibly fewer. 
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King Gyanendra
It seems to me that the King’s move on February 1st has put the Maoists on the back foot – on the defensive – and maybe at the moment they are waiting to see how events pan out. I know there have been two or three attacks by the Maoists in the remoter areas since the power grab but the Maoists appear to be less powerful when confronted with a single opponent than when confronted by several opponents because the more their opponents, the greater their opportunities to divide and rule. They can play off the ‘Grand Designer’ (Mr Koirala) , Mr Nepal, Deuba – and the palace as well as the government. If they’ve got a single opponent, there is nobody to divide and highlight differences between. And they appear to have become less powerful across the country. Now, am I wrong?
S
I don’t think the maoists are weak because the Maoist forces will still attack the army. They are watching and asking how can they attack? There are two kinds of Maoists. One type attacks. If they die in battle, another group of Maoists will collect the bodies. I went to the hill areas to train and I saw the army do many bad things in the villages. When the army goes to the villages, the men, the young boys and girls will run away so the army doesn’t catch them.
CMB
I have read about the human rights abuses and I’ve got a second question for you connected with human rights abuses. If you read the Amnesty reports, the UNHCR reports, the HURON reports and various others – Human Rights Watch, for example – they are saying that there are abuses on both sides but that the security forces are committing more abuses – rapes, murders, illegal detentions, detentions inside military bases – than the Maoists but that both parties are guilty. For example, some Maoists have been accused of using civilians as human shields or using heroin on the battlefield and recruiting children – young children – to go into battle. Is all of this propaganda from the state? Is it all wrong? Or is it the case that in time of conflict and war and revolution, as Lenin once said, ‘you have to break eggs to make an omlette’? Is it a ‘necessary evil’ from the point of view of the Maobadi or are these stories simply made up by their opponents?

S
Some of it is true. For example, I have heard that some Maoists have committed rapes. That’s a fact and they will be punished for that.
CMB
I see. So it’s quite tightly disciplined?
S
Yes, it is very strict. In the hill areas, all the boys and girls have joined the Maoists because of army abuses. The army knows that when it goes to a village all the men run away and the women are left so they commit rapes and steal food and then claim the Maoists were to blame.
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CMB
Can I ask you about the relationship between Maoism and Hinduism? For example, there have been times when the Maoists have called off bandha (general strikes), blockades and other political actions because these would interfere with Hindu or Buddhist festivals. What I’m curious to ask about is the way in which the Maoist cadres believe in their philosophy. What I mean by this is that in the West, those on the far left are often accused of not having a proper religion but a substitute religion. And the suggestion is that on the very far left, ideas are so important that they are almost like a religion, wherein ‘keeping the faith’ can override pragmatic or even practical considerations. Now is it the case – you are saying that the Maoists are very strict, that they are very disciplined, that you have to be acceptable to the cadres in order to become a member – is it the case in your view, that a comrade in the Maobadi believes as strongly in Maoism as a priest in the Hindu religion believes in Hinduism?
S
First, I’d like to say that they never pray to the gods. They never pray to the gods and don’t believe in Hinduism. It is also different because if the leaders at the Central Committee level of the Maoists have done wrong, then members lower down can remove them. 
CMB
Let me take a Christian ceremony in the UK. There will be a large crowd of people who gather together. Somebody will stand on a podium or stage and tell the crowd how they should behave. And they’ll sing some songs. Now, if you go to a Maoist meeting, you’ll have a large crowd of people, somebody will stand on something higher up so everyone else can see them and hear them talk to them about how they should behave. And then they’ll sing some songs. And they’ll have symbols. For Christians it’s a crucifix. For Maoists, it’s a hammer and sickle. Would you say that, leaving aside religious beliefs, a Nepalese Maoist believes as strongly in Maoism as a Hindu follower believes in Hinduism?
S
Yes.
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Prachanda                               Bhatterai
CMB
Can I ask you about your view of the relationship between the two leaders of the Maoists, Dr. Babaram Bhatterai and the supreme leader, Prachanda. In the past, it was widely thought that Bhatterai was in favour of talks (having led in the peace talks last time) and that it was ‘the fierce one’, ‘Comrade Prachanda’, who was against talks and preferred a military solution. More recently, in the last few weeks, it transpires that Bhatterai has effectively been removed from power, along with his wife with the news emerging that it was Bhatterai who was against talking for peace. According to the story, Prachanda now appears to be the more peaceful option amongst the high command in the Maobadi. Now, you’ve got a better idea than most people here – what’s your view?
S
My view is that the whole story is propaganda from the government. The government are trying to drive a wedge between them.
[A few weeks later, Prachanda issued a public statement admitting that there had been differences between him (or rather the party) and Dr Babarham Bhatterai (the hitherto number two in the organisation) – lending some credence to the Royal Nepalese Army’s release of a tape recording of Prachanda, ruminating on the issue. It appears that the RNA’s decision to make the recording public was more focused on driving a wedge between the Indian government, Indian intelligence services and the Nepalese Maoists. It also became apparent that the internal conflict at the apex of the Maoists’ hierachy had been hidden from the view of ordinary cadres at the time this interview was recorded.]

CMB
Thank you very much. I’ve a couple of quick final questions… First, how do you see future developments for Nepal? As we mentioned earlier, the mainstream political parties have been put on ice for the time being, we’re pretty well back to a system of Panchayat (rule by the King plus unelected councils) and the two most powerful sides are facing one another directly across the battlefield. At the same time, despite the grumblings of the Americans, the European Union, India and so on, even the Indians are now talking about providing the government with arms again, despite their complaints about the suspension of civil rights and so on. It appears to be the case that ultimately, despite the fact that they don’t like what Gyanendra has done, the Americans, the British, the Europeans and the Indians will not be prepared to allow the state to fail in Nepal. They will support the King, even if they hold their noses whilst doing it. It may not be their best option but their least worst option. From an American point of view, anybody that’s called a communist is an evil devil. That’s the way they see it, even though the CPN UML is the only communist party in the world to be pro-monarchy. So how do you see the future of the conflict? It hasn’t lasted forever - it started in 1996. Four years later, it began to bite in terms of tourism and disrupting the political system. We’ve now had five years of that. How do you see the future developing from here onwards?
S
Now, it is very, very difficult here for the Maoists. They are also thinking about the future of Nepal. Both the Maoists and the government are fighting for control of Nepal. The Indian government is also helping the Maoists.
CMB
Do you think or do you know? How do you know – have you seen it with your own eyes?
S
Yes, of course.
CMB
In what way?
S
The Maoists bring all their arms and supplies from India - over the border.
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A Maoist supply line

CMB
So it’s a question of leaving the border open or porous?
S
Yes.
CMB
I thought they were closing the border?
S
They’ll only close the border part way – not from top to bottom. The Maoists will still bring supplies across the border but through the jungle instead.
CMB
So you don’t think the latest changes along the border are going to close it.
S
No. At the moment, the Maoist people have had many killed. Very many killed, we can’t count how many.
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Maoist Memorial Gate

CMB
Why is it that the Maoists very rarely discuss figures of deaths and injuries after the conflicts that take place? Why do they allow the government to exaggerate the picture? Why do the Maoists not say that the government is lying about the numbers of losses and injured?
S
Because the government is controlling the media. They have to check their stories with the army before publishing and there are many things they cannot report.
CMB
Okay. Last question. This interview is going to be read by a lot of people in the Western world. Here we are, thousands of miles away and almost on the other side of the planet. Do you have a particular message that you’d like to give to the people back in the West that you’d like them to understand about Nepal and about the Maoist position and the violence that is taking place here?
S
Now the situation for the Maoists here is not so very good. They have been weakened a bit. In the villages, now the mobile phones have been switched off, it is very difficult. The Maoists are fighting for the poor people of Nepal.
CMB
Was it a sign of desperation on the part of the Maoists that they had to attack parts of the infrastructure such as regional airports which had enabled INGOs to fly grain into areas suffering from food shortages or attack power cables, power stations, TV and radio transmitters? Surely, when the Maoists attack the infrastructure, they hurt the poor people. When they declare bandha, they hurt the poor people and when they declare blockades, they hurt the poor people, too.
S
Yeah but …
CMB
Is it the case that these are the only options available to the Maoist leadership?
S
Yes. To make the government weaker.
CMB
Yes, but doesn’t it mean that the Maoists also lose support? Do people not get tired of all of the problems that are brought by the Maoists? I mean, I’m sure they are tired by the problems brought by the security services too but is it not difficult for the Maobadi leadership to hurt the people in order to win progress on their behalf?
S
It is a little bit difficult. The Maoists will also only eat one meal of rice a day. If the Maoists are not fighting for the poor people, why are there so many people in the Maoists? I want to say to people abroad that the Maoists are also fighting for our poor people and when  they give aid, 75% is taken by corrupt ministers and officials.
CMB
I see – and there’s no corruption amongst the Maobadi?
S
No.
CMB
Never?
S
Never.
CMB
Never?

S
Never!

CMB
Wow. That’s amazing. I suppose they must have a more efficient, a stricter system than the government.
S
The Maoists have a strict system. I have in my own mind already left the Maoists but they don’t know.
CMB
So you’ve left them but they haven’t left you?
S
Yes. They phone me and ask how I am. 
CMB
So what are you going to do when you finally run out of excuses?
S
I have not yet decided.
CMB
What are your options?
S
I will study. Then I will have no problem.
CMB
But let’s suppose that you have finished your studies and they are saying ‘come back.’ What can you do?
S
I’ll see.
CMB
We’ll see what the future brings. Well, thank you very much indeed for sharing your ideas Comrade Saroj. We really appreciate it.
S
Thank you.
POSTSCRIPT

Some weeks later, Comrade Saroj emailed me to say he had been kidnapped for two days by Maoists in the far East of Nepal and told it was time for him to return to the cadres. His email implied he was in fear of his life and asked for help to escape the country by coming to the UK to study with my sponsorship. After considerable thought, I contacted my ‘god brother’ in Nepal saying that whilst I’d be happy to help in any way open to me, what he was asking was impossible – not to say placing me directly in the firing line if I intervened. In Nepal, it’s not what but who you know that counts. Few understand that in the UK, the reverse is more generally true. Quite apart from the almost certain denial of a Visa by the British Embassy in Kathmandu, he’d insufficient English or funding to study in the UK. In a phone conversation since he’s apparently spoken of escaping to Qatar – leading my god brother to believe he may be economically rather than politically motivated. He is planning to take a risk and travel to the Far East to find out the truth directly from the Maoists there.

RNA

Royal Nepalese Army

CPN (UML)
Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist Leninist)

Maobadi
Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist)

Bandha

General strikes

SLC

School Leaving Certificate (Nepal’s version of CGSEs)

A ‘god brother’ is a feature of Nepali or rather Hindu society. If a Nepali knows someone and likes them for a minimum of a year, they may describe you as a friend. It takes a minimum of two years before they might honour you by inviting you to become their brother or sister. This is more like a life friend but is initiated with a basic ceremony in which you’re garlanded with sacred flowers, given tikka (the red vermillion powder, rice & oil mixture placed on your forehead) plus the exchange of gifts. From that moment on, you are effectively part of one another’s families. Their relatives are yours and your relatives are theirs.
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