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N A HILLSIDE above the western

Nepalese town of Pokhara, overshadowed

by mighty snow-capped peaks of the

Himalayas, a gruelling competition is in full

flow. Ten sweat-soaked Nepalese youths,

each weighed down with a doko basket crammed with

35 kilograms of rocks, are scrambling three kilometres

along a steep incline to prove their supreme physical

prowess. With the odds stacked against them, a single

burning ambition drives these young men onwards

— to pass the strenuous recruitment exercises to
become a Gurkha in the British Army.

“If you want to be a Gurkha you need to be strong,

smart, and above all, determined,” says Himal Chand,

a former Gurkha now living in Hong Kong. “Last year
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Nepal's Gurkhas soldier on with a proud warrior tradition
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A Gurkha emblem
features crossed kukri
knives (above)
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there were 18,000 applicants for only 230 places in
the British Army. Needless to say hardly anyone drops
out after they’ve made the final cut.”

So what is it that makes the life of a Gurkha so
appealing? The downsides — tough training in a foreign
land, years away from family and friends, often highly
dangerous working conditions — are numerous. Yet
after almost 200 years of recruitment, the desire to
serve is as strong as ever.

“There are two main reasons why many young
Nepalese men want to be Gurkhas,” explains Chand.
“First, there is tradition. My father was a Gurkha, and
my grandfather before him. Gurkhas have fought with
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Young Nepalese men
take part in strenuous
physical tests to
qualify for the British
Gurkhas (above)
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Queen Elizabeth II
reviews Gurkha troops
in 1978 (left)
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Troops present their
kukri knives for
inspection (right)
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Photos. Hill runners: Matt Moyer - Getty Images. Queen with troops: Paula Bronstein - Getty Images. Kukri presentation: Keystone/Hulton Archive/Getty Images. Gurkhas in Afghanistan: Steve Lewis - Reuters. Security worker: Peter Parks - AFP.

Photos on previous page. Gurkhas with kukri knives: John D. McHugh - AFP/Getty Images. Gurkha NATO troops: Tarik Tinazay - AFP/Getty Images. Gurkha emblem: Shaun Curry/AFP/Getty Images

courage and honour all over the world.
With such a proud heritage, following in
the footsteps of previous generations
is a big incentive.

“Secondly, there is the financial consid-
eration. Nepal is not a rich country, with
an average annual income of less than
US$400. On entering the British Army
Gurkhas receive about £16,500 (about
HK$211,000) a year, and a good pension
after they retire. In Nepal Gurkhas are
rich men, and they contribute a lot to
the Nepalese economy.”

The British started recruiting Gurkhas
after the Nepalese fought the East India
Company in the Anglo-Nepal War of
1814-16, their fighting prowess impress-
ing the British.

During the 20th century Gurkhas
fought all over the world as part of the British
Army; about 200,000 were involved in both World
Wars, more than 45,000 have died in action, and 13
have won the Victoria Cross, the British Army’s highest
award for valour and heroism in the line of duty.

Reinforcing the reputation of Gurkhas as formidable
fighters is their legendary choice of weapon — the
kukri. A 16- to 18-inch curved blade of tempered steel,
the kukri is exceedingly sharp and has innumerable
uses, from shaping timber to chopping food. The

Front lines: Gurkha
troops on duty in
Afghanistan
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ON GUARD: GURKHAS IN HONG KONG & - BIgE - HEE

F or many years the majority of Gurkhas
serving in the British Army were
stationed in Hong Kong. In 1997, after the
territory was reunified with China, the
Gurkha Brigade moved its headquarters
to Britain, but about 700 ex-Gurkhas still
remain with their families and there are
Nepalese communities in the Kwun Chung
area of Yau Ma Tei and Yuen Long.

With their rigorous training and tough
soldiering reputation, the move into
private security work was a natural pro-
gression for many former Gurkhas in
Hong Kong. “With their military back-
ground ex-Gurkhas make excellent secu-
rity guards,” says Hem Chanra Thapa of
Gurkha International (Hong Kong) Ltd.,
foundedin1994 to help find employment
for Nepalese men and women world-
wide. “They’re also used as bodyguards
and drivers by most of the rich business
tycoons and VIPS in Hong Kong.”

Between 1968 and 1996 thousands of

Gurkhas stationed in Hong Kong benefited
from a philanthropic venture at Kadoorie
Farm, established in 1956 by Hong Kong en-
trepreneurs Lord Lawrence Kadoorie and
his brother Sir Horace. It taught Gurkhas
skills to help them make a living when they
returned to Nepal after demobilisation.
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In Hong Kong, some former
Gurkhas work as security guards
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“The kukri is much more than just a weapon, it embodies
the bravery, honour, skill and power of the Gurkha soldier”

handle is usually made from wood or buffalo horn
and the scabbard from wood and leather.

Gurkhas are still equipped and train with the kukri
today, carrying it with them in areas of conflict such
as Iraq and Afghanistan. Over the years the mere
sight of a group of Gurkhas brandishing their kukri
has been enough to put the enemy to flight. During
the Falklands War a photo of Gurkhas queuing at a
grindstone to sharpen their kukris was released to the
Chilean media and did little to enhance the appetite
of Argentine soldiers for close-quarters combat.

“The kukriis much more than just a weapon,” says
Saroj Lama Tamang, Managing Director of the Khukuri
House, which supplies the knife to the British Army.
“With a time-honoured history this iconic blade em-
bodies the bravery, honour, skill and power of the
Gurkha soldier. In villages and towns across Nepal
ex-Gurkhas decorate their houses using crossed kukris,
with their regiment number placed underneath.”
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Photos. Gurkha fighting demonstration: Cate Gillon - Getty Images. Gurkhas salute the Queen: Peter Macdiarmid - Getty Images. Gurkha badge: Bruno Vincent - Getty Images

Situated 140 kilometres west of Kathmandu off
the road to Pokhara, the ancient Nepalese town of
Gorkha is a good place to explore the historical roots
of the Gurkha soldier. From the town’s imposing hill-
top fortress, the Gorkha Durbar, King Prithvi Narayan
Shah (1723-1775) launched his lifelong and ultimately
successful attempt to unify Nepal. This ambitious

project succeeded largely due to the king’s tacti-
cal awareness, and the effectiveness of his locally
recruited troops, the forebears of today’s Gurkhas
who take their name from the town.

“It is believed that the name Gorkha was
derived from Goddess Gorkha Kali, who in-
spired King Prithvi Narayan Shah to unify
Nepal,” explains Yadu Lamichhane,
Gorkha native and founder of Yala Ad-
venture Travel. “Gorkha is Nepal’s most in-
teresting historical town. The Gorkha Durbar

has a fascinating history and offers spectacu-
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Retired Gurkha
soldiers salute a
photograph of Queen
Elizabeth II (top); a
badge of the Queen’s
Own Gurkha Logistic
Regiment (top left)
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lar views of Mounts Manaslu and Himalchuli. Other
attractions include the temple of Manakamana and sacred
Gorakhanath Cave.”

For now, the future of Nepal’s Gurkhas is unclear.
“Gurkha servicemen want to continue the traditions
of serving the British crown,” says Major Gerald
Davies, curator of The Gurkha Museum in Winchester,
England. “The British Army highly values the Gurkhas
and needs soldiers of such quality. However, deci-
sions over recruitment lie in the hands of the UK and
Nepalese governments.”

Chand says Gurkhas have a famous and historical
relationship with the British Army. “For the benefit
of the UK and Nepal, let’s hope it continues for a
long time to come.”

CATHAY PACIFIC HOLIDAYS 3 DAYS/2 NIGHTS KATHMANDU PACKAGE FROM HK$5,170

EIZ={RHA3 B2 INfEmEs IR E 5, 170/ T

CHOICE OF HOTELS: For booking and enquiries, please - ZBARE
* Soaltee Crowne Plaza contact Cathay Holidays Limited on o iREE(RER
* Hyatt Regency Kathmandu +852 2747 4388 or visit * 2,000 "ESHEBER  BH
* Radisson Hotel Kathmandu www.cxholidays.com
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* Round-trip Economy Class flight
between Hong Kong and Kathmandu

* Two consecutive nights’
accommodation at chosen hotel

* Daily breakfast

* Travel insurance

* 2,000 Asia Miles

DEPARTURE PERIOD:
Now to 30 April 2010 (departs every
Tuesday, Friday, Sunday)

terms and conditions apply.
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