ORcHIDS IN THE WILD EcoTour: ORCHIDS OF NEPAL.
APrIL 15-28

Kathmandu is long way from San Francisco, and getting there was not
easy. A long flight to Doha (Qatar), a long layover (although the airport
in Doha is lovely, lots of restaurants, a tropical garden, and lots of
sitting areas, charging stations etc), and finally the flight into
Kathmandu. | was fortunate
enough to have a window seat,
and as we approached Nepal we
were treated to an incredible view
of the Himalayas, piercing the
thick cloud layer below. One of
those peaks was Mt. Everest! Little
did | know that would be my one
and only sighting of the mountains
for the entire trip. Similar to
Thailand it was customary to burn
the fields, and additionally there
were multiple forest fires ongoing. The day we landed, Kathmandu had
the dubious honor of having the worst air quality of any big city in the
world, beating out cities in Bangladesh a well as Chang Mai.




The airport in Kathmandu is very old, and not very well equipped nor
manned. The immigration process was slow and difficult, and none of
the preparations made on line were honored, meaning we had to refill
out all the forms, stand in multiple lines, and finally get our passports
stamped and enter the country. It took over 2 hours to complete that,
and all of our bags were no longer circling on the old, creaking
baggage carousel, but rather were piled up in a corner of the baggage
area. Retrieving the bags, we were finally able to find our ride to the
hotel in Kathmandu. We spent the first few days in Kathmandu,
exploring the city and surrounds. The Hotel Himalaya, where we
staying, was an island of tranquility in an otherwise bustling and
crowded city.

| met up with Dr. Bijaya Pant, our host and organizer for the trip, in the
hotel lobby. We enjoyed a cappuccino and discussed our plans for the
next few days.

APRIL I5. The first day, not included in our trip package, was a

basic exploration of some of the touristic sites in the city. | met up with
two of our fellow travelers, Melanie Cohen and Zoe Behar. We hired a
local taxi for the day, and headed off to our first destination,
Narayanhiti Palace. This was the former residence of the royal family,
and was now a museum. As no photos were permitted, cameras and
cell phones had to be left either in lockers or the car. The museum was
interesting. Lots of paintings of the royal family, various furnishings,
gifts, photographs, the royal jewels, and a lovely garden. | was not
aware of it, but the entire royal family had been killed by one of the
sons (“a drunken prince”) in what is known as the “massacre” in 2001.
The areas where the shootings had occurred were still pockmarked
with bullet holes, and signage about which member of the royal family
had been killed at which location. That unfortunate episode ultimately
ended the Nepali monarchy and since 2006, the government of Nepal
has been a federal democratic republic. After spending several hours at
the palace, we then left for the Garden of Dreams, a neo-classical
garden in the center of the city in a touristic area known as Thamel.



We enjoyed a delightful lunch at an open air restaurant in the park, and
spotted our first orchid of the trip, a Dendrobium fimbriatum in full
bloom on one of the trees near our table.

After lunch we traveled to a very touristy area known as Darbur Square.
Here there was the old royal palace, as well as many other very old
(many form the 1400 and 1500s) buildings. Kathmandu had suffered a
disastrous earthquake (Gorkha Earthquake, magnitude 7.8) in 2015,
and the city still showed the scars of that incident, with many broken
and destroyed buildings, others propped up with various scaffolds, and
still others in the process of restoration. Darbur square is a UNESCO
World Heritage Site and many
countries have contributed
towards the careful
reconstruction of some of the
more historic buildings. As we
would visit the palace later in
the trip, today we had fun and
did some shopping for
souvenirs. | bought a
ceremonial mask and a few
textiles, and Zoe bargained for a
crystal Buddha and some
singing bowls. We all found the
heat and pollution exhausting, so we headed back to the hotel for a
rest and dinner. We met up with the two other participants on the trip,
Heidi and Tim Lucas. They had arranged a helicopter trip to the Mt.




Everest Base Camp for their first day, and it sounded like that was a
wonderful, albeit quite pricey tour. The group also met up with
Mahendra Thapa, one of Bijaya’s students, who would be our tour
guide for the remainder of the trip, although on various segments of the
tour we would also be accompanied by other members of Bijaya’s
laboratory.

APRIL 16 Our first orchid trek started after breakfast the next day.

We met up with Bijaya, as well as four additional members of her
group, Pusp raj Joshi, Sabari Rajhahak, Manisha Bam, and Sushila
Ghimire. We headed towards a shrine in an area called Suryabinayak, a
city on the outskirts of Kathmandu, in the Bhaktapur district. Our
destination was the
forest above a Ganesh
temple of the same
name as the town. Today
was a special holiday in
honor of the Hindu God
Ganesh, and there were
' many people climbing
the steep stairway up to
the temple and leaving
gifts of flowers etc. at
the temple. We
continued further up the
hill from the temple and
soon were in a forest far
from the crowds. There
were many orchids in
one particular tree
species (Schima
wallichii), and we were
fortunate to find quite a few in bloom, including Dendrobium
heterocarpum and Dendrobium longicornu. Other orchid species were
also present in profusion, although not in bloom. These included the
very large plants of Acampe sp., Bulbophyllum affine, Bulbophyllum




leopardianum, Rhyncostylis retusa, and Vanda alpina. Eventually our
trail led back down to the road, where we were met by the minibus.

From here we went to historic Bhaktapur Durbar Square. Many
celebrations were ongoing with various groups in their traditional dress
walking through the
streets towards the
palace square, and
others were gathered
in small groups and
playing traditional
music. The major
ethnic group here
were the Newar
people, and the
traditional dress for
the women included
gorgeous black saris
with red borders.
Their hair was often in
long braids. At one
time Bhaktapur was a separate kingdom (Malla) from the one in
Kathmandu, and thus
there was a palace and gy T N U
grounds here as well. o
Once again, the
considerable damage
from the 2015
earthquake was still
evident all over the city,
with crumbled
buildings, shrines, walls
etc. everywhere. The
palace and surrounding
buildings (another
Darbur square) are also
a UNESCO World
Heritage Site, and




ongoing restorations were evident throughout the area. The group
climbed up several flights of stairs to a roof top restaurant overlooking
the Bhaktapur palace and grounds, and enjoyed a wonderful lunch of
traditional Nepalese foods. The town is famous for its distinctive
yogurt, and we enjoyed some as our dessert.

After lunch we travelled to the Annapurna Research Center, a branch of
the Annapurna Neurological Institute and Allied Sciences. We toured
the laboratories and learned how the laboratory cultivated the various
medicinal orchid species. We saw many orchid flasks with a variety of
different species. Both Bijaya and | gave short talks to a group of OCA
travellers, students and staff. Bijaya talked about her orchid

conservation efforts, and the medicinal properties of some of the
orchids from the area. | introduced the Orchid Conservation Alliance to
the group, basically describing who we are, what we do and how we



do it. After our seminars we left for a Nepali-style barbecue at a
property owned by Bijaya and her husband. Bijaya’s husband, Dr.
Basant Pant, is a successful neurosurgeon and Chairman and Head of
the Department of Neurosurgery at the Annapurna hospital in
Kathmandu. The property had
several greenhouses where they
grew the various medicinal orchids
raised in the laboratory in compots
and larger pots. The goal was to
reintroduce many of these orchids
back into the habitats where the
seed pods were originally
collected, as well as to grow larger
numbers of orchids which can be
sold locally. At the barbecue we
met many of the staff members
from the hospital as well as
additional members of the research
institute. We enjoyed a wonderful
evening with delicious food, music,
singing, dancing and of course,
great company!

APRIL 1'7. Today we checked out of the Hotel Himalaya, heading first

to Durbar square for a tour of the surrounding temples etc. We learned
a lot about the local
customs and origins. |
never knew, for example,
that the Hindu religion
has over 33,000,000
gods! Additionally, the
Hindus still practice ritual
sacrifices, the most
common of which
include 5 different
animals: water buffalo,




goat, sheep, chicken and duck. There were still smears of blood on the
flagstones of the palace as the yesterday was one of the the ritual
sacrifice days. This area was heavily damaged during the 2015
earthquake, and part of the palace had a small museum with photos of
the damage as well as the “rescue” of the small carvings and brickwork
that were essential for the ongoing reconstruction. We also visited an
art school where students learned how to paint Mandalas, a type of

artwork with geometric figures and decorations using powdered
colored rocks etc., and finally visited a “health” clinic where we were
cured of all our ailments by a healer who used brass bowls similar to
the singing bowls. With our health restored we made our way back to
our minibus and traveled to the Chandragiri cable car. The gondolas
whisked us up to the top of Chandragiri hill, where we enjoyed views of
Kathmandu far down in the valley below. A few of us went for an
evening hike to find some of the orchids that grew in the forests
surrounding the resort area. We found a few, including Dendrobium
longicornu, Pinalia sp. and Otochilus sp. The hotel there was



spectacular, with lovely
rooms, incredible views,
and an excellent restaurant.

APRIL 18. We take the

cable car back down the
mountain, meet up with our
driver and set out for the
first part of our road trip.
Our destination was the

— Annapurna Agro Farm,
B located on a hill across the
river from the road that
> went up a large hill to the

—« city of Gorkha. The first
~_ part of the journey was
' pretty miserable, with lots
-~ of dust, traffic and very
¢+ slow going due to ongoing

construction. Almost every
town we passed through had at least one, sometime two or three,
weddings ongoing, with lots of decorations, people, music and other
aspects of these happy celebrations. Apparently April was a favored
month for weddings. After several hours we finally turned off the
highway and took an overland route to our final destination. We were
originally supposed to drive up to the farm, but the access road was
too steep and rough for our minibus.

The driver set off to find a local with a 4WD to ferry our luggage up to
the farm, and the rest of us set off on foot up the road. It was further
than we expected, as well as quite steep. Melanie Cohen was having
some difficulties, so when | reached the farm | met one of the staff who
had a motorcycle. | asked him to drive down and bring her up the hill.
Turns out the motorcycle trip was one of her most lasting memories of
the trip! It was her first ride ever on a motorcycle. After a nice rest we



Melanie Cohen, now known as “motorcycle mama”

enjoyed a traditional Thali meal, and then off to our rooms in the farm
house.

APRIL 19. We started out the day with an orchid restoration project.

We had brought a dozen or so Cymbidium aliofolium plants from the
nursery in Kathmandu, with the objective of securing them to some of
the trees surrounding the research farm. Apparently there was a troop
of monkeys in the area that had removed most of the orchids from a
previous restoration attempt. At that time the orchids were secured on
the trees with several wraps of a shiny adhesive tape, which the
monkeys easily chewed through. | am not sure they actually ate the
orchids, but rather were just curious about what the “humans” had tied
on the trees with that shiny,
attractive tape. This time we used
a method that | had learned on a
previous trip to Thailand. The
method used a spring loaded
wire which was looped around
the tree, and tightly secured the
orchid to the tree. Each of us
secured one or two orchids to




different trees around the farm. At last communication with the staff at
the farm, the orchids are still on the trees, so hopefully our method will
be a long-term success. There were a number of very large trees on the
farm with huge plants of the Cymbidium aloifolium on them, so it’s
quite likely that if our transplants

survive the monkeys, they will
settle in nicely and grow in their
new homes.

———t

APRIL 20. After a hearty breakfast at the farm, a 4WD vehicle

appeared at our farmhouse to pick up the group and our luggage. We
managed to fit everything into the vehicle and headed downhill to our
minibus parked across the highway. From there we drove to Gorkha, a
beautiful city perched up on a hill overlooking the valley. Gorkha was
famous for its king, Prithvi Narayan Shah, who in 1798 unified all of
Nepal’s kingdoms into a single larger country. He was well known for
his one finger salute (pictured below). We visited the king’s palace and
museum, and surrounding gardens. Of course, it being wedding month,
there were several weddings ongoing near the palace, and | was able
to get a photo of one of the brides posing next to the museum. After
this we traveled further up the mountain reaching yet another palace at



Photo of a photo in the museum
showing the mountains we could not
see because of the smoke

the top (after a long and exhausting climb up many stairs). Apparently
the view from here was spectacular but due to the smoke and
pollution, we could not see the Himalayas which were somewhere
behind all that grey. We stayed in a quaint hotel (Gorkha Inn) with
numerous odd shaped rooms accessed off multiple hallways and
stairways. One practically needed to leave a trail of breadcrumbs to
find the way back to one’s room! Looking out my window | could see
several wedding celebrations ongoing in the town below.



APRIL 21. We say our good byes to Gorkha and head for the city of

Pokhara, well known as a “jumping off” spot for many trekkers who
head further inland to various destinations in the Himalayas. En route
we passed many large trees growing along the side of the highway, as
well as hanging over the adjacent river, that were literally covered with
large orchids-cymbidiums, rhynchostylis and other vandaceous
species. We did not spot any in bloom,
likely because of the ongoing drought
which had severely curtailed the blooming
season of the local orchids. Our hotel in
Pokhara, the Fishtail Lodge, was

- accessed by a short raft ride across the
inlet to the Phewa Lake. The grounds of
the hotel were beautifully landscaped,
with many tropical plants, and a few
orchids (coelogyne, cymbidium,
pholidota) on some of the trees. The hotel
had an onsite restaurant overlooking the
lake, and the food was magnificent.
During the evening a few of us left the
hotel and went for an evening stroll along
one of the main shopping roads in the

city.
APRIL 22. We
. . S & &
traveled in our minibus I & 8
'y
up to the top of one of S & s
i 1

the nearby hills to visit a
large shrine dedicated to
the god of destruction,
Shiva. The view from
here again was
supposed to be
spectacular, but the
smoke obscured o




Orchid covered tree near Peace Pagoda

everything. From there we headed a short distance down the hill and
then walked up another small hill to a Buddhist shrine known as the
Peace Pagoda. Along the way we passed many large trees covered
with orchids (e.g. Bulbophyllum sp., Acampe sp., Dendrobium
transparens, Dendrobium amoenum). Pokhara is also well known for an
underground cave system (Gupteshwor Mahadev cave, Davi’s falls), so
we included a visit to that in our itinerary. After lunch we visited a
mountaineering museum, which featured incredible photographs of
Nepal’s largest mountains and the mountaineering teams that first
conquered them. During the evening we took a boat ride on Phewa
lake, traveling to a small island. Along the way we saw several



Tree‘r\?c'overe‘d with orchids én'd other
epiphytes

kingfishers, as well as a troop of monkeys frolicking in trees along the
shoreline. The island was a religious shrine visited by many tourists.
Surprisingly (to us), almost every tree on the island was literally covered
with orchids. Species we were able to identify (at least to the genus)
included coelogyne, rhyncostylis, and thunia. Spectacular sunset
through the smog.

APRIL 273. Today we said good

bye to our driver and minibus, and
set out for the hills above Pokhara
in a 4WD vehicle. Our goal was a
mountain village called Panchase,
famous for a large orchid reserve in
the surrounding forests. We soon
learned why we had switched up
our minibus for the more agile 4WD
as the road was very steep and
rutted. Ongoing construction
resulted in several delays while we
waited for backhoes, dump trucks
and other vehicles to move out of
our way. Finally, we reached the




summit of the road we were on
and with help, carried our bags up
to our rooms in the rustic inn.
There were a few orchids in the
trees around the inn, and we saw
large numbers of them in the trees
on the way up the road. We had a
quick lunch and several in the
group wanted to rest after the drive
up the mountain. | went for a walk
with Mahendra, Sibesh Maharjan,
and two others of the OCA group,
but soon became separated from
the group when | went up a
different branch of the trail.
Mahendra caught up to me and we
continued exploring. The trees here




were marvelous, literally decorated from top to bottom with all sorts of
orchids. The ongoing drought meant that most were not in flower, and
those that were in flower were at the end of their bloom. However,
species seen included Coelogyne nitidia, Coelogyne cristata,
Dendrobium longicornu, Agrostum callosus, Cymbidium erythraeum,
Cymbidium elegans, Bulbophyllum repens, Bulbophyllum
leopardianum, Oberonia falcata, Vandopsis undulata, Pinalia spicata,
Dendrobium longicornu, Dendrobium moniliforme, Pleione humulis,
Pleione praecox, and Panisea panchesensis. Apparently there were
also plants of Gastrochilus pseudodisticus and Gastrochilus disticus in




the reserve although we did not see any
despite actively searching for them.
Magnificent specimens of Rhododendron
arboreum were interspersed throughout the
forest. The climb was quite strenuous, but
finally at the top was a Hindu Shrine, and
then on a neighboring, and slightly taller
peak, a Buddhist stupa. Again, | am sure the
view was breathtaking, but all we could see
was the grey smoky sky.

“View” from the top!



APRIL 2/ . The rest of our group set off up the steep trail that

Mahendra and | had climbed yesterday to the Hindu Shrine. Not
everyone made it to the top, but all enjoyed the incredible variety and
profusion of the orchids growing on seemingly every tree. There were
also magnificent specimens of a Rhododendron arboreum in full
bloom. After lunch we explored another lower trail also rich in orchids.
Here in addition to many of the orchids seen on the steep uphill trail,
we found a new species, Dendrobium denudans. The group enjoyed an
evening bonfire and the moon over the “mountains”.

APRIL 2 5. We depart for Pokhara airport, taking a short flight to

Chitwan. The goal here was a visit to the famous Chitwan National
Park, renowned for its wildlife (particularly tigers, elephants and one-
horned rhinos (Rhinocerus unicornis)). We met up again with Bijaya,
and soon set out on a jeep jungle safari organized by our hotel. We
spotted 4 rhinos, many birds (e.g. lapwing, stork, kingfisher, parakeet),
deer, and several elephants. At a conservation center inside the park



we learned how they were breeding
the rare gharial (relative of the
crocodile), and reintroducing them to
the park. To get to the jeeps we had
to cross the river in low, flat bottom
canoes, and were warned to keep our
hands inside the boat as the river was
notorious for crocodiles (mad
muggers) who loved to eat people!
We enjoyed an evening cultural show
at our hotel.

APRIL 26. We set out

early for a canoe ride down
the river spotting more birds
(kingfishers, little egrets,
intermediate egrets, storks,
lapwings, parakeets, Indian
rollers) as well as a crocodile
and a large gharial. One of
the most surprising parts of
our visit to the national park,
which was at much lower
elevation, was the profuse
and nearly complete
coverage of many of the large
trees with orchids! While
many were vandaceous
species (rhyncostylis, vanda,
acampe), there were also
several trees covered with
enormous specimens of
bulbophyllum sp. Again,
because of the ongoing
drought we did not spot any
in bloom. That evening we
went for a short jungle walk in




the forest across the road from our hotel. This was a great way to see
the birds, and we spotted kingfishers, orioles, woodpeckers, marsh
hens, black ibis, storks, peacocks, barbels, cuckoo and parakeets. We
also saw a jackal, several spotted deer, and off in the distance, another
rhino. The evening ended with a spectacular sunset.

April 26. The group decided to take yet another early morning jungle
tour, hoping they might spot a tiger. While no tigers were seen, they did
see another jackal, mongoose, and a few samba deer. In the afternoon,



we left for the airport for a short flight (20 min!) back to Kathmandu and
the Hotel Himalaya.

APRIL 2/7. Our last day in Nepal.

In the morning we made another trip
to Darbur square, this time going
inside to view the palace, temples,
and treasures. An interesting shrine
B was the “Death Shiva” that

@ apparently spews beer at certain
festivals.

It was definitely one of the more
popular shrines that we had seen on
our trip. In the afternoon we visited
yet another UNESCO World Heritage
Site called Pashupatinath. This is a
~ holy site, a sprawling collection of
~_ temples, ashrams, and images. The
= temple is the oldest Hindu Temple in

Kathmandu, and may have been
built as early as 400 CE. Something we never imagined we would do
on our tour was to watch open air cremations, but adjacent to the
temple is a riverbank (on the Bagmati

River) area called Aryaghat. It is the most
sacred site for cremation in Nepal.
Hindus come from all over the country to
Pashupatinath in the last days of their
lives. Cremations take place on platforms
adjacent to a river (which was black with
ash). The whole process was quite
spiritual, and during the cremation the
family sits and watches until the entire
funeral pyre burned to ash, which is then
swept into the river. This process takes
about 3-4 hrs. There were at least three
cremations ongoing during our visit, and
we saw bodies being unloaded and




prepared for
cremations as
well.
Apparently
there are 10-50
cremations/day
at this site, and
they are
ongoing 24 hrs/
day, 7 days a
week.

One of the
platforms was
formerly only for the royal family, ( now only for politicians!) and another
cremation platform was reserved for the wealthy. Also at this site were
numerous macaques (monkeys) scampering around, and even a bull
(also called a nandhi) standing in the middle of a small bridge. The

i




Nanhi is the sacred bull of the Supreme Lord of Hindus, Shiva. It is
believed that each Hindu god has their own vahana (vehicles). The bull
seemed oblivious to the surrounding crowds and activities.

We retired to our hotel for a goodbye dinner on our last night in Nepal.
Departures for everyone occurred over the next 24 hrs. Although this
tour included much more “cultural” related activities than our usual
OCA “Orchids in the Wild” tours, everyone truly enjoyed the tour of
Nepal and came away with a much greater appreciation of Nepal and
all it has to offer! The OCA is now planning another tour to Nepal in
October of 2026. (As this is after the monsoon season, the air should
be clear and the mountains visible!). More on that in a later OCA
newsletter. Namaste Nepal!



