
Dear Friends,             Partner Plan Letter No 16             April 2015 

 

This morning we went out for one of our usual early morning runs.  As we did so we realised 

that we were passing various sights which are characteristic of Nepal, and of our lives here.  So 

for this letter we use our run as a thread onto which we string four beads. 

 

Cati writes about ‘dhobighat’ – the Nepali word for ‘the washing place’:  The day in Nepal 

invariably starts early, determined by natural light. So although up and outside early ourselves, 

we find the streets already buzzing with life as people go about their daily routines. 

 

Many of the homes have no internal water taps and a vital part 

of each day is necessarily that of collecting water from a public 

tap. All around the country people walk to the nearest water 

source, carrying their plastic containers, and then wait with 

others until close enough to actually reach the tap or pipe. Not 

surprisingly it’s a place for catching up with their neighbours 

and engaging in general chit-chat as they wait. Deadlines seem 

to hold little significance and many will also use the time to 

clean their teeth or wash themselves. A full-scale wash amidst numerous other people requires 

remarkable skill. The women and girls are adept at keeping themselves covered with a large 

piece of cloth wrapped around while they wash through the fabric. Privacy is  a luxury that many 

seldom enjoy, yet personal cleanliness is nevertheless an important part of life as evidenced by 

the magnetism of these ‘bathing places’. 

 

Across the street from the water source we run past is a large pool of water known as a 

‘dhobighat,’ specifically designated as a place for washing clothes. Women are generally the 

ones responsible for taking the family laundry to these ghats 

and for hours will scrub rigorously, baling water from the pool 

into a large bowl in which they have brought the clothes. The 

water looks far from clean and yet somehow the end result 

looks well-washed and dries quickly in the hot morning 

sunshine. As in Guatemala when we worked there, most of the 

washing is spread out on the ground or nearby bushes to dry 

but here in Nepal we’re conscious that many more washing 

lines are used in preference for drying. At the dhobighat 

mentioned above the surrounding area resembles a mass laundry with innumerable lines literally 

laden with clothes. Washing oneself and one’s clothes is a thoroughly community-centred part of 

life! 

 

Malcolm writes about sport and exercise:  As we run we 

always pass one or two Nepali joggers, - but mostly going even 

slower than us!  None of them wear special shoes, and one or 

two wear flip-flops.  (Even here in Kathamandu, which of 

course is the capital, we occasonally see Nepalis who still go 

barefoot).  The commonest sport that we pass in the early 

mornng is badminton which is played by middle-aged men on 

outdoor courts.  They play then in the relative cool of the 

morning before going to work. 



 

Young men play football, often in the evenings or at weekends. What is known as ‘futsal’ – 5-a-

side indoor football - is very popular in Kathmandu.  A number of indoor arenas have sprung up 

in our time here.  They are equipped with generators so games can be played even when the 

inevitable power cuts are in place.  Young boys in the streets also kick a football.  Much of what 

is popular in India is also popular in Nepal: four or five lads playing ‘cricket’ is a common sight. 

 

It is striking that we hardly ever see Nepali women or girls taking part in any sport or exercise.  

Although the country is becoming increasingly Westernised, there are still marked differences in 

what is seen as appropriate for women as opposed to men. 

 

One of the things we missed most when we first came here was 

the big variety of types of exercise that we enjoyed in Pitlochry,  - 

and above all the great lungfuls of fresh air that we take for 

granted in Scotland.  For a while we tried to get exercise here 

through cycling outings, (over and above our cycling around 

Kathmandu for work and shopping).  However to get out of 

Kathmandu it is almost impossible to avoid trailing behind buses 

or lorries which are belching great funnels of noxious exhaust.  

There is nothing worse than laouring up a hill behind a lorry that 

is emitting so much black smoke that you can hardly see it – so we have mostly given up on that 

idea.  

 

For our runs we have devised routes that take us along the quietest streets and dead-ends that we 

can find: mostly far too narrow for buses or lorries.  Our other great form of exercise is 

swimming.  A joy for us both is a nearby hotel with a swimming pool.  All the pools are 

outdoors, and none of them are heated, so at the beginning and end of the swimming season 

(March-November) they are icy!  The post-swim showers are dependent on very erratic and 

unreliable solar heating, so often they can also be freezing.  We find an icy swim followed by an 

icy shower to be almost too invigorating!  But it is a lot better than no exericse at all – and we are 

very grateful for it. 

 

Cati writes about ‘puja’ – the Nepali word for ‘worship’:  Often as we run, we pass a man or 

woman picking flower petals from a bush or tree, then gently and 

purposefully carrying them as they continue on their way. This is to 

become part of a religious offering. Throughout the city of Kathmandu and 

the towns and villages of Nepal, it is impossible not to notice the many 

wayside shrines dedicated to specific gods in Hindu religion. They may 

take the form of small stone sculptures set into the side of a wall. They 

may be significantly bigger, situated behind gated iron railings which 

completely enclose both the statue and whichever devotee may have come 

to perform their regular ‘puja’ or worship. From the very early hours of the 

morning, and throughout the day, people come to these shrines bringing 

with them chosen offerings on a brass plate. These might include flower 

petals picked from the roadside, grains of rice, fruit, incense, and often a 

small pottery oil lamp. On reaching their chosen destination, the devotee 



may ring a bell to alert the deity to their arrival. He or she then 

quietly proceeds to go through a ritual ceremony of offerings 

and prayers before withdrawing once again to continue with 

the tasks of the day ahead.  

 

We cannot begin to understand the intricacies of Hinduism (or 

Buddhism), as practiced by the majority of Nepali people. 

Even Nepali Hindus whom we have spoken to have said it is 

complicated for them too!  But there is no doubt that life here 

carries a spiritual dimension in which many people are 

profoundly conscious of the transcendent. They seek to please the 

gods in order to avoid misfortune and pray for success in different 

areas of life, but the specific beliefs about different deities are 

extraordinarily complex. Nevertheless, even for those of us living 

in Nepal with little detailed understanding of Hinduism, there is 

tangible evidence all around us of profound religious traditional 

practices, both in the many street shrines or temples, and within 

people’s own homes where an area is very often set aside for daily 

puja. 

 

Malcolm writes about other expatriate UMNers:  Our running route takes us right past, or close 

to, the homes of several other expatriate UMNers.  We are all required to live within walking 

distance of each other in case of earthquake, or civil unrest.   Those of us in Kathmandu are 

grouped into two ‘Walking Trees’ and each group has an earthquake hut where we keep 

emergency supplies of water, food, and medication.   

 

Currently there are about 40 expatriates, and their families, working for UMN.  About half are 

based in Kathmandu, and half in the two hospitals at Tansen and Okhaldhunga.  It is very hard 

for these three geographical groups to know each other well, as we live so far apart.  So we have 

an annual Expatriate Retreat.  The purpose of this is to enjoy spiritual refreshment, rest, fun, and 

the chance to get to know each other better.  

 

This year’s Retreat is at the end of April in Pokhara, and Cati and I have been asked to be the 

Leaders again, (as we were at the 2013 UMN Retreat).  I have prepared six Talks, and Cati has 

chosen and will lead the accompanying music for each of the topics.  Our overall theme is ‘Six 

Sure Steps Through the Revolving Door.’    Life in Nepal in an organisation like this is a 

continual stream of comings and goings – like a revolving door.  There are always new people 

arriving, and established people leaving.  Meanwhile the rest of us are standing in the foyer 

watching (and being unsettled by) the endless comings and goings.  

 

How can we find God’s help in this sitution of never-ending transition?  I will be trying to draw 

lessons from Exodus 2 & 3.  There we find that Moses also lived in a revolving door.  He had 

moved from the fleshpots of Egypt’s court to the life of a shepherd in the wilderness of Midian, 

and from being Pharoah’s adopted grandson to being a Midianite priest’s son-in-law. What a 

colossal change!  No wonder that he called his Midianite child ‘Gershom’ which means, ‘I have 

become a foreigner in a foreign land.’  But then in the profound and rich story of the Burning 

Bush Moses encountered God, and God’s help, in his moment of great need! 

 



Please pray that our leading of the Retreat will be richly blessed both at the time, and afterwards, 

so that the UMN team will find it useful, uplifting, and even inspiring  as we gather together, and 

as we return to our working lives in different parts of Nepal.  

 

Cati finishes with news of family visits:  Malcolm and I have been 

incredibly blessed this year by visits from both our children and 

their spouses. Angus and Hannah joined us for a holiday in 

Vietnam during January; numerous new experiences for us all! And 

in March Megan and Tim were able to come for their first visit to 

Nepal: sharing many aspects of our life here, trekking for five days 

amidst ravishing Rhodedendron trees to see spectacular views of 

the Himalayas at sunrise; and generally relishing the many hours of conversation and laughter. 

Saying goodbye in both cases was extremely painful, not knowing when we will next see one 

another. These family goodbyes never seem to get any easier! But we are hugely grateful for 

whatever opportunities we have had during these past 3-4 years in which to be reunited as a 

family! 

 

With love and prayers, 

Malcolm and Cati 

amalcolmramsay@gmail.com 

catiramsay@gmail.com  
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