
1 
 

-3 to 0 hours:  
Due to some good luck Yeshwant Thakur (the Indian Avlite 

Systems Indian Distributor) and I managed to get all of our 

business appointments completed during Friday so we had a few 

hours off during the Saturday to see some sights in Kathmandu 

before returning back to Delhi at 06:30 on Sunday morning. 

Yeshwant and I would later note the irony that during those 

business appointments we were pitching some emergency airport 

and heliport lighting systems to the Nepalese Minister for Aviation 

and Tourism.                                 

We took breakfast around 9 am and then had some time in the 

room where I did a Skype with my family and pinged off a few work 

emails. We met back in the foyer of the hotel at 9:30 and discussed 

what we were going to do for our little tourist excursion looking 

around town.  

We both agreed there were 3-4 main places we wanted to see and 

we could fit a short lunch in the middle. The hotel we were staying 

in was a little city hotel and located in the CBD (if there is such a thing as a “CBD” in Kathmandu) in 

the area of town with most of the tourist hotels in it. It also wasn’t too far from Durbar Square which 

has a bunch of the most picture postcard temples in Kathmandu. It seemed we could do a loop with 

the first two stops on foot (Durbar Square, New St) and then taxi’s to the second two stops (Palace 

Museum & Pashapinath Temple). Yeshwant asked me why I had my business laptop satchel with me 

and I said I had too much expensive stuff in it to leave it in the room while it was being cleaned. It was 

easier to just bring it along.  

So needing to find the directions I grabbed my phone and started getting directions from Google maps 

on the hotel Wifi and worked out we needed to go east a few blocks and then south a few blocks. I 

was comfortable just leaving it to those rough directions and was happy to explore our way to the 

destination. Yeshwant didn’t agree however and insisted that he ask several strangers who were in 

the foyer for directions (Yeshwant does this so often my secret nickname for him is Yeshwant “Phone 

a Friend” Thakur.) Yeshwant discussed this with these random strangers in a mishmash of Nepalese, 

Hindi and English and as a result Yeshwant had decided he knew exactly where to go. And so we were 

off.  

We went eastbound down the hotel road a bit and stopped at a nice little local handicrafts shop. I 

don’t normally go in for the touristy trinkets however they had a lot of nice stuff. I bought a mini prayer 

wheel and a little elephant.  

 

Mini Prayer Wheel & “Om Mani Padme Hum” Text 

Yeshwant was in two minds about his purchases and I said “Have a think about it if you like. We can 

always stop off and buy them on the way back to the hotel”. Yeshwant was looking at a Hindi Mask of 

Shiva the Destroyer and little Ganesh statue in resin. I bought my items first and while I waited for 

Yeshwant I spun my mini prayer wheel a few times. The shop keeper came over and explained the 

prayer wheel to me. The little prayer wheel has “Om Mani Padme Hum” hand written in it 1000 times. 

 

City Suites Hotel, 

Kathmandu 
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It invokes the god Avlokiteswara who is the saviour and protector from danger. Apparently one who 

recites the mantra will be saved from all dangers and be protected.  

As we were leaving the shop Yeshwant asked the store attendants why so many people in town were 

wearing cloth face masks. They said that there was swine flu around, people around town were dying 

from it and there wasn’t really any cure. “Swine flu…. Brilliant!” we both noted. “We have come to a 

town filled with Swine Flu.” 

After the shop we continued down the road for a few blocks until we came to a junction. I said that 

we should be going right, southbound, to head to Durbar square however Yeshwant being completely 

sure of his directions said “No, we cross the road and go south”. “South” was actually East. Kathmandu 

was interesting in whichever direction you went in so I didn’t 

correct him.   

As we walked down the street. Yeshwant pointed out that they 

put small tiles with pictures of religious deities from all main 

local religions on the side walls of buildings so people don’t spit 

or urinate on them. A short walk further and there was a tree 

next to the wall with a giant urine stain down it and we both 

noted the apparent effectiveness of their scheme.  

At the next main junction we realized that we were only around 

a block away from the museum and maybe because we had 

failed to find Durbar Square we should perhaps check out the 

Museum. So we walked to the Museum to have a look. The 

museum required local currency of which neither of us had yet 

and I would also be required to hand over my work bag full of 

valuable items to security when I entered the building. So both 

those reasons put paid to that plan.  

Yeshwant really wanted to visit the Pashupatinath Temple as it has special significance to his religion 
so with me holding back the desire to tell him that there isn’t really a Santa Claus we grabbed a cab 
and drove east down to the temple.  
 
The road leading up to the temple is a really nice street lined with colourful stalls of religious artefacts, 
offerings and traditional looking tourist trinkets. Yeshwant stopped at a stall not far up and started 
talking to a stallholder. He agreed to buy his Prasada (Hindu Ritual Offering) from her and they went 
about assembling it from flowers and fruits she had available at her stall. While they sorted it out I 
wandered across to the other side of the street to see what was on offer there. 

 
  

 

Sai Baba protecting the Palace Wall. 

http://www.pashupatinathtemple.org/
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0 to 0.5 Hours: The Quake 
Ok, so right then the quake hit. It came on quite smoothly and started vibrating the ground back and 

forth. It seemed like the ground was moving about 15-30cm in random directions. The ground was 

moving up and down at the same time too around 5-10cm. I had only had a fairly light breakfast and 

had been having some travellers tummy issues so my immediate thought was that I was feeling a bit 

faint. The initial part of the earthquake was just like the wobbly legged sensation you get when your 

blood sugar is getting low. As the feeling increased beyond any sensation that could be localized to 

my body I turned and looked at Yeshwant. His big round eyes were wide open with an expression of 

shock that cannot be emulated by anyone other than of Rajasthani descent. “Jimmy (Jeremy) run!”  

We both did the thing where you start running and work out where you are going afterwards. There 

was an obvious place to run which was out of the parallel rows of shops and towards the open end of 

the street so we both started heading in that direction. Once out of the end of shops I spotted a large 

grass area about the size of a cricket oval and started heading towards it. I turned and yelled to 

Yeshwant “Get into the open area!” I jumped the knee high fence and Yeshwant, jumping over it while 

a particularly hard bit was going on stumbled and lost his footing. He recovered and we both stood on 

the grassy area buzzing with Adrenalin and noting that it was amazing the way the earth was moving, 

that it was an earthquake (brilliance piece of investigation Jeremy!) and that it hadn’t stopped yet. 

Having absolutely no idea about plate tectonics, Richter scales or their associated magnitudes I said 

“That would have been about a 4.5 to 5 wouldn’t it?” Yeshwant didn’t agree and said that it was much 

higher. I can’t remember what he guessed however it was more than what I guessed and less than ten 

– so he was fairly close to the 7.9 that was reported later.  

It is hard to say how long the first big tremor went on for however it was probably around 30 – 45 

seconds. The ground felt like you were standing on a waterbed with a piece of plywood on top of it: 

I.e The earth was wobbling around however what you could see under your feet was staying still. The 

immediate concern was that this was just a prelude to a much bigger quake. Yeshwant speculated that 

there could be a larger quake later on. This was Yeshwant’ s third quake including a massive one in 

Uttaranchal in Northern India so he was an old hand. 

          

Buildings collapsing in front of us, Yeshwant happy he survived, People huddled in the open. 

A large number of people in the local area were now running towards our spot on the large grassy 

area including police, military, monks, stall holders (who had all completely abandoned their stalls), 

school children, tourists, taxi drivers, Yeshwant and I. There were large plumes of dust coming up from 

different areas out of sight behind the skyline of structures that we could see. They were obviously 

from buildings collapsing like they were being sucked down a hole by some earth dwelling monster 

out of a SciFi movie. 

There were large groups of people huddled together, many crying or screaming. The monkeys were 

bailing out of the temples and running across the roofline for the tree covered hills nearby. The birds 

too were leaving en-masse and Yeshwant agreed that they can be read like a sign and that they 

detected the sensations before people did. Thus we were primed for another potential big one.  
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0.5 to 1 Hours: Taking Stock of the Situation 
The aftershocks continued and I (now being highly experienced in earthquakes) gave an advice of my 

estimate of the after-shocks as being 3.0 - 4.0 magnitude. These were coming on every 30 seconds or 

so for a period of around 10 – 20 seconds and fading in and out quite smoothly. While the after-shocks 

were going on I was thinking of the mechanisms going on in the earth. Enormous pieces of rock sliding 

over each over like ice in whisky glass.   

As the aftershocks continued we started to analyse the situation and try to formulate some ideas 

about what danger might be coming next. We drew on all our hours of Discovery Channel Disaster 

Documentary viewing and came up with: floods, mudslides, falling buildings, human stampedes and 

fires. We discussed the best place to be for the next couple of hours and wide open spaces in higher 

locations would be the best. We were currently in an open area next to a river so we were agreed that 

situation wasn’t optimal. Some of the people started singing songs together huddling and more crying. 

An extremely large white bull came wandering over, seemingly totally oblivious, and started annoying 

people who all just tried to shew it away and laughing at the ridiculousness of the situation. 

        

The aftershocks had sufficiently died down such that we could take a walk around and survey damage. 

Before we set off I sent a few text’s to let people know we were OK before they first heard the news 

on TV or Internet. These were to be the first of many texts. We set of on our walk around and saw a 

couple of buildings and temples that had fallen. We discussed climbing a small local hill to have a look 

around however they closed off the old wooden gate to go up there. We took a short look down by 

the nearby river to where they do the cremations however as previously discussed being near a river 

after an earthquake probably isn’t a good thing to do and we moved on quickly. We also discussed 

going into the temple however it was still full of people and full of massive cracks so that idea didn’t 

look good on either the “collapsing building” or “human stampede” fronts. We both noted the irony 

that we had been at a temple to Shiva the destroyer when the earthquake had hit and Yeshwant said 

this was a sign that Shiva did not want him to enter.  

We completed our circuit by walking back down the road with the stalls where we had first 

experienced the main quake. People were either packing up their stalls or nowhere to be seen. There 

was a spice stall with all the coloured spices spilled all on the ground in front of it which was very 

colourful. I thought to myself it would make a good photo because it seemed like a fair representation 

of what had just happened: A vibrant cultural heritage now sprawled across the ground. 
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1 to 4 Hours: Return to Base 
After our little loop looking around we came back to where we had first felt the tremor. The lady that 

had been making Yeshwant’s offering was still there however she was packing up and getting out of 

there as soon as she could. The lady had a nice girl’s necklace I had seen earlier and thought it would 

make a nice gift for my daughter. I asked if I could buy it (perhaps trying to inject some kind of normalcy 

to the current situation) and she sold it to me for 30c (her full asking price). I reached in under her 

corrugated steel sheet front roof which was dangling off at an off angle and in serious danger of falling 

off, grabbed the necklace, said thankyou and looked towards our next move.  

 

We took a couple of tourist style snaps of Yeshwant and I sitting on broken bits of temple which 

seemed deliciously ironic (or in retrospect just plain daft) then spotted a cab pull up just in front of us. 

We decided to grab it and head back to the hotel and re-asses when we got there. So Yeshwant started 

talking to the driver. The driver was shitting himself. He didn’t want to move his car and he was staying 

right there. Yeshwant used all of his powers of persuasion and we managed to get the guy to drive us 

all the way across town while these considerable aftershocks were going on. Immediately the scale of 

what was going on was evident in the huge numbers of people out standing in the middle of the street. 

The roads were full of people standing 3-4 deep on the centre line of the road, as far away as possible 

from the poorly built multi-story houses they had just run out of.  

The driver got on the horn and started pushing his way through the cars, bikes, rubble and people. As 

we headed back to town the scale of what was going on was repeatedly turned up a notch. Big brick 

fence over. Wow. Shop full of gas bottles completely strewn out in the street. Wow. Whole car crushed 

under a shopfront. Wow. Whole temple destroyed. Wow. Tens of thousands of people on a big oval. 

Wow. Wow Wow….. Oh. Oh. Oh. 
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We tried to turn up a main road into the centre of town however we were flagged down by a passing 

man with a solemn look on his face. “Don’t go up there…. 100 people killed. All the big buildings down”. 

Motor bikes with what seemed like amateur camera men on the back flew by recording the scene. We 

had to go another way to get to the hotel.  

The other way didn’t have much destruction on it however it was completely lined with 8-12 storey 

high buildings. Given the recent advice of the man about the tall buildings coming down and the 

prospect of a bigger earthquake on the way it is reasonable to say I was very stressed (scared) for the 

3-5 minutes we drove down what felt like a cavern of death. Much to my relief we emerged out into 

the older part of town where the buildings are a much less Earthquake collateral damage fear inducing 

4-5 stories high. 

      

After another few minutes of the repeated scenes of fallen runs of brick walls, broken windows, 

cracked up buildings, and power poles hanging over the street at 45 degree angles we arrived at our 

hotel. 

The hotel was of modern steel reinforced design however it had major levels of superficial damage 

and unknown levels of structural damage. We exited the cab and positioned all our stuff in the middle 

of the road with everyone else to survey the situation. The hotel staff were standing nearby. They said 

they were “checking everyone out manually” which actually involved running into a busted up 6 story 

building grabbing packing up your things faster than you ever have before and running out of the 

building before anything further happens. Yeshwant and I took turns running in frantically getting our 

gear out however I forgot some items including a set of shoes, suit jacket and a shirt. I commented at 

the time that the wife would say “Don’t go back in. Just leave them in there. It isn’t worth it.” And that 

I should “just leave them in there”. The hotel owner said the building was structurally fine and we 

could go in to get further stuff. I went in this time with a little less haste and noted that a lot of the 

internal damage was superficial. There were staff in there cleaning up already. We both took turns 

minding the gear standing in the middle of the street while the other took a toilet stop in the shattered 

hotel (with haste and trepidation). 

During our time outside the hotel some of the large buildings nearby emitted large creaking, cracking 

and groaning sounds after the constant aftershocks. This freaked everybody out and we all returned 

to the default panic position of standing clustered along the centre of the road while the ambulances 

and makeshift medic evacuation cars, trucks and utilities went past with bodies of unknown status 

inside and their horns and lights blazing.  
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4 to 6 Hours: Respite 
The night before we had dinner in a nice little courtyard restaurant and music venue just down the 

road so we decided to go down there and have something to eat and perhaps a beer to calm our 

nerves. When we got there we found it in excellent state of repair and had three waiters uniformed 

and seemingly at work. Only three of the 20 or so tables had people on them however their faces were 

ashen and fallen in their hands. Some were crying. We asked for something to eat and drink however 

they said that we could have water and that was all they were offering.  They suggested that we try 

next door as they would probably be able to give us something more than that. 

We walked next door and walked into a lovely little garden with two low level houses. A quick check 

with the young trainee waiter confirmed that they only had beer and steamed Momo’s (dumplings). 

That was fine with us. There was an undercover set of benches and they had WiFi too however they 

were trying to get it back on. 

  

We both enjoyed some food and drink, our first for 7 hours (since 9am that morning). The WiFi was 

put back on and after annoyingly asking the waiter for the password about 10 times we finally got on 

the net and posted updates, sent emails and checked what little news was available. The whole time 

considerable level aftershocks were continuing and we both observed the drink sloshing around in the 

glass each time a tremor shook everything. It was getting dark and having “manually” checked out of 

the hotel and resolving not to return to it we decided that heading to the airport and waiting there 

until our flight the next morning.  
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6 to 8 Hours: Arriving at the Airport 
The whole way to the airport there was more of the same amazement at the level of destruction and 

the strange angles things had shifted to. Upon arrival at the airport you were suddenly hit with the 

huge number of people already there. The place was already packed with people who had been kicked 

out of the completely closed and locked airport after having arrived just before or just after the major 

quake. That was a real bummer for them as they were going to be at the airport for the longest with 

cancelled tickets, no outbound scheduled flight and no enjoyment at all of their visit to Nepal. Trekkers 

were setting up camps using all the trekking gear they had brought with them, scared Nepalese were 

flooding in looking for somewhere safe to be and the whole airport area was filled with people keen 

to get out of town soonest. It was civilized chaos. There were no officials, no information, no notices, 

just the departures screen filled with cancelled flights.  

       

Airport getting packed to the rafters…. 

Yeshwant had heard that the Indian Airforce were sending large transports to evacuate all the Indian 

nationals in the country. Somebody said they had estimated there would be around 135 of them. 

There were a number of Indian citizens all milling around with no idea of what to do. Yeshwant in his 

typical authoritative style brought them all together marched them to the location he had ascertained 

the IAF personnel would be and started helping all the Indian evacuees get registered to be on the 

first plane. “Follow Me!” he yelled. This was necessary because all the Indian Airforce Personnel were 

wearing civilian clothes and not identifying themselves to people. This is where the first crisis of 

conscience came in: Yeshwant, being an Indian national, had an opportunity to get on the first plane 

out however I didn’t. I offered to stay on my own and said “there is no point both of us sitting around 

for days, you should go”. Yeshwant checked what he should do with his family via text and they said 

that Yeshwant shouldn’t leave me on my own. To his credit that was what he decided. There was a 

plan B however which was that Yeshwant would try to use his contacts in the Indian Airforce to get us 

both on a military transport aircraft. We decided to both stay and work on that option whilst also 

trying to get on our scheduled flight out of there the next morning. 

Yeshwant helped the other Indian Citizens get on that first plane and then Yeshwant received a text 

from a senior IAF official requesting that we go and rescue his Aunt who was stuck in the hospital with 

broken foot and hip. Apparently if we rescued her from the Hospital she was in on the other side of 

the city we could wheel her onto a transport and get a lift back to Delhi with her. We were in no 

position to help at that time and still with a scheduled flight in the morning we said we would help if 

we could and left it at that. 

So with nothing to do but wait we reconciled to sitting outside in the cold raining night until 

morning….. Except we didn’t have to.   
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8 to 18 Hours: VVIP Press Room 
Yeshwant noticed some people moving in and out of a VVIP doorway and they didn’t look like VVIP’s. 

So we went in the door and inside there was a Press Suite that was decked out like a departure lounge. 

It wasn’t too cold and was out of the wind and the rain. It was cramped with other people, mostly 

people for the FIA (Federation International de Automobile) who were having a big road safety 

conference in Kathmandu, and a whole bunch of interlopers like us. Amazingly there were loads of 

people out in the cold and rain outside however due to the door having VVIP written on it they thought 

they couldn’t go through it. Of course there was no security there because they had all run off scared 

or gone home for the day so people could do whatever they wanted.  

 

The “VVIP” Press Room 

I had bought some caffeinated drink (Coke) earlier and after having a bit of that I didn’t feel like 

sleeping however Yeshwant did. And boy did he snore. The whole place reverberated with his 

variously noted nasal musicality. If his snoring had been a bit quieter and consistently the same tone 

I suppose you could have partially ignored it however this was like a snore that had been highly 

exaggerated for comic effect. During one particularly noisy set I noted that some FIA suits were making 

fun of him and I gave Yeshwant a little elbow so hopefully he would roll over and stop for a while. He 

woke up with a startle and then looked at me with surprise and said that there wasn’t any need to 

make fun of him. – I was doing the exact opposite! 

However the biggest downside of the room was the sound that was made when the door shut. It was 

exactly the same wobbling / rattling sound that walls make at the start of a tremor – Bang-Bang-Bang-

Bang-Bang-Bang-Bang. Due to everyone being on edge this set everyone off in about 4-6 major panics 

and virtually everyone stampeded out of the room each time and out into the carpark. This was pretty 

bad because there were chairs and people lying on the floor and bags and stuff everywhere. Yeshwant 

said everyone was panicking and that it wasn’t a tremor and they should calm down. It was about 30 

minutes after that at 5am that a big aftershock came through about 5.5 magnitude and really scared 

everyone, myself Yeshwant included. The thousands of people all came running out screaming and 

crying and running over each other out into the car park. 

Throughout the night jet aircraft could be heard flying overhead however it seemed that none were 

landing. An ominous sign. 
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19 to 23 Hours: Our “Scheduled” Flight 
After sitting around all night in the Press Room, texting people to find out if there were inbound flights, 

trying to work out if our plane had taken off from Hong Kong yet and doing reconnaissance around 

the airport we agreed to start actively trying to get on our flight after sun up – 5:30am.  

And so we setup ourselves with a baggage trolley to put all our stuff on and use as a home base. We 

took turns scouting around the airport to find out flight scheduling details, gossip or whatever other 

information we could about the situation.  

So we started looking at the departure screens. They had been reset from last night’s fill of cancelled 

flights and now had a full new day of flights all with assigned check in counters and no status on them. 

It looked promising. The only down side was that our flight wasn’t listed at all. So we reconciled 

ourselves to watching the screen to monitor the situation. Unfortunately every time the people at the 

airport, who were located in an office somewhere hiding from the public, updated the electronic 

departures board it crashed and took them around 30 minutes to realize and reboot it. So we were 

getting our updates in 30 minute chunks.  

All the flights were showing that they were on time. That didn’t match with our expectations given we 

hadn’t heard any flights land in the last 12 hours. There was one flight that was showing up as being 

delayed which gave us hope that the screen were being updated and that our flight might show up 

soon. In addition to the information on the screen there was scraps of A4 paper around the place stuck 

to the walls which had the details of cancelled flights and airlines which had suspended flights to 

Kathmandu. They were typically lower cost carriers such as Druk Air (Bhutan), Indego (India), Spice Jet 

(India) and a couple of other international carriers. Fortunately our airline, Royal Nepal Airlines was 

not on any of these pieces of paper and that gave us some hope. 

All during this time a giant line of “Indian Citizens” was building outside the airport stretching from 

the doors to the airport right around the carpark as far as you could see. We were expecting that they 

would all be evacuated by the Indian Airforce earlier during the previous night however there was a 

rumour going around that the local aviation authority wanted the IAF to pay the departure charges 

and taxes for every Indian Citizen evacuated via their transports and as such the IAF completely 

refused to pay. So they were in a stand-off situation with none of the thousands of Indian going 

anywhere anytime soon. There was one guy purporting to be an off duty Indian Soldier in civilian dress 

walking around. He was saying the thousands of tourists were “fools for lining up at the doors of the 

airport” because “there were going to be no commercial flights that day” and that “commercial flights 

had been cancelled until further notice”. Needless to say his comments were very concerning however 

the authority with which he was saying these things was as unclear as everything else. 

After another hour the departure screens changed again and showed a couple of international flights 

as being ready for check-in. Wow! Something seemed to be happening. Commercial flights were 

leaving! Over the course of the next couple of hours a number of international flights actually left 

however our flight had not yet appeared on the board. 

After another hour of nervous waiting we checked with a couple of police that had arrived as to when 

the Nepali Airlines Flight was going to depart. It was apparently going to be rescheduled for 3:30pm 

that afternoon. The airport was running two and a quarter hours late so we were looking at check-in 

at around 3:45. This was however a long time from our current 8am and we estimated we had nearly 

8 hours up our sleeves. This was plenty of time so we decided to double our chances of getting out of 

the country and try and Medivac the IAF Commanders Aunt from her hospital south of the city back 

to the airport. 
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23 to 26 Hours: The Medivac 
We walked out into the carpark and tried to find a taxi. Yeshwant was talking to the driver of a smaller 

cab which was typical of the tiny beaten up cabs they have in Kathmandu. Just then a fairly modern 

medium sized Honda pulled up and I said we should get it because we would need all the room we 

could get. Yeshwant agreed and we set off back into the ruins of the city.  

I will never be able to look at a pile of loose bricks in the same way again. There were bricks 

everywhere. It was like an oversized child had been smashing away at the houses like Lego and had 

found something better to do after the whole place was a complete mess with the stuff. The road was 

barely distinguishable for rubble and had become somewhat similar to a 4WD dealers test course with 

puddles, piles of rubble, wood scattered everywhere and mounds of dirt to navigate over. People 

seemed to be getting on with something however we didn’t pay much attention to what because we 

were too busy staring out the windows at the level of destruction and assisting the driver in navigating 

to our destination. 

Unfortunately cab drivers in Kathmandu use a navigation technology called “Wind down your windows 

and ask somebody”. Nobody has GPS navigation, a street map, 3G, mobile internet or anything any 

sensible person would use to find their way somewhere. Combining that with language difficulties and 

the cab drivers not actually knowing where half the stuff in their city is and you have a recipe for a lot 

of wasted time and confusion. So after pulling over to ask four different shit scared people where the 

hospital was (including one who was standing 25 meters from our destination) we finally found the 

hospital.  

The hospital was situated down a lane and 

had a small open dirt covered ambulance 

parking area which was surrounded by three 

8 – 10 story buildings. Basically if any one of 

these building went down in a quake 

everyone in the square would be killed. So 

with that literally hanging over our heads we 

parked the car and worked out what we 

were going to do. Yeshwant was going to go 

in and talk to the doctors and get our patient 

out and I would stay with the Taxi and mind 

all the stuff so the driver didn’t run off and 

steal it all.  

And so 20 minutes went by which felt like an 

eternity. I looked out the window of the car as I waited and marvelled at the casual ancientness of 

Kathmandu with a primitively carved rock bollard sitting in the corner of the street marking the road. 

Unfortunately the aesthetic effect was spoiled by the medical waste strewn around the area from the 

treatment of emergency patients in the hours after the main quake.  

A further 20 minutes went by and no sign of Yeshwant. Finally he came running out and was looking 

at the buildings which were part of the hospital and then ran back inside. About 5 minutes later he 

came out with a group of doctors and they were all having a very heated discussion. Yeshwant came 

running over to the car. Nobody had paid the ladies hospital bill and Yeshwant was going to have to 

pay it to get her out. It was 14,000 Nepali Rupees ($171 AUD). We didn’t have that kind of cash on us 

so Yeshwant had to go to the ATM. He went and got the cash and paid the hospital and we reversed 

the car back so the patient could be loaded.  

From in the building screams of pain could be heard as around 4-5 hospital porters brought our patient 

out slung in a bed sheet. After a considerable amount of manoeuvring and screaming she was in. 

During the process a couple of the doctors and Yeshwant all sneakily smiled a little smile either out of 

embarrassment or more likely in amusement at the over the top histrionics of the lady. Once settled 

in and not moving around anymore the pain seemed to subside and we made off back to the airport. 
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In one of those surreal moments as we drove back we all had a very polite and relaxed set of 

introductions and conversation regarding current events and the poor situation at the hospital where 

they had no more food, water, electricity or medicine and that she thought she would die soon if she 

didn’t get out. Needless to say she was very thankful. 

When we arrived back at the airport the place was in complete pandemonium. Numbers of people at 

the airport had swelled to ridiculous levels and it was chaos. We pulled up in a giant group of 

thousands of people completely taking up the two lane departures drop off road of the airport and 

proceeded to get our patient out of the car. Yeshwant got out and went to find a wheelchair and I 

stayed with all our unloaded belongings next to the car with the stressed driver who was “running 

late” and wanted to get out of there.  

So Yeshwant was gone a really long time. It was that extended amount of time where you start to 

question if they are actually ever going to come back. I was talking to the driver (in some kind of 

travellers sign language including hand gestures and facial expressions) expressing my concern over 

Yeshwant not returning. After we could both wait no longer the driver and I reconciled to help the 

woman out of the car and onto a baggage trolley. (We would later find out that almost all of the 

injured people that couldn’t walk were being put onto baggage trolleys.). The lady in the car refused 

and said she would only get out to sit in a proper wheelchair. So the driver and I reconciled to waiting 

for Yeshwant’ s return however long it took.  

After a considerable further amount of time Yeshwant appeared out of the blue with a wheelchair. If 

we had time for niceties I would have said “Where he bloody hell were you?” however we had to get 

the lady out quick and down to the VVIP entrance where all the special cases were going to be loaded 

onto IAF transports. And so we started the process of getting her out of the car. Everyone treated the 

lady with the best care and attention and she struggled to manoeuvre herself out of the car and into 

the wheelchair as the two are not designed to work with each other. In fact they leave a gap of about 

a foot which means that it is almost impossible. After a few minutes of trying the lady gave up. With 

the utmost respect and care Yeshwant and the Driver picker her up and half flung her out of the car 

and into the chair where she landed stably seated. She thanked them both profusely as this was 

exactly what needed to be done. We set off through the crowd to the VVIP departures door. 

The lady was all checked in with the staff and was processed to be on the next transport in a couple 

of hours. Yeshwant called her nephew the IAF commander and explained that we had rescued her 

from her current predicament. The IAF commander thanked us for our efforts and noted that he nor 

any other part of the IAF could have done what we did because they would be breaking orders if they 

did so. We were his Aunts only hope. However he could not get me on the plane because I was not an 

Indian national and furthermore he couldn’t even help Yeshwant to get on an earlier transport and 

that we would have to go line up with everyone else. We had been used. We felt gutted. 
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26 to 30 Hours: Our “Delayed” Flight 
So we sat and gathered our thoughts. There was commotion on the road outside departures and it 

appeared that Indian Nationals were being loaded on little busses and being taken to the transporters 

for repatriation. The number of them had swelled to thousands and they were all tired and angry from 

lining up outside in the cold wet night and now the heat of the day with no action from their 

government. The mood was becoming increasingly hostile and they were yelling at each other or 

anyone else that got in their way. 

Yeshwant was flagging after his huge effort to get a wheelchair for the injured lady (it turned out there 

were only two wheelchairs in the whole airport), a bit deflated after the Medivac didn’t pay dividends 

and possibility of a quick escape on an air transport was now out of the question. We had both been 

awake for around 28 panic stricken and stress filled hours. I let Yeshwant conserve his energy and sit 

resting on the front of our baggage trolley while I started regular 15 minute sessions checking the 

departures information board and returning periodically to check on him.  

After around four recon sessions I came back with some news: “Yeshwant do you want the good News 

or the Bad news”. Yeshwant replied weakly “The bad news”. I said “The bad news is that you are going 

to have to walk all the way to Check-in Door A!”.  

Our scheduled flight had shown up on the board at 4pm and so we raced to go through security to get 

to the check-in hall. We piled through the crowd as quickly as we could to get to the other side. We 

were excited at the prospect of leaving on the next flight and we now stood in the check-in hall waiting 

for our flight check-in counter to open.  

And so we waited, and waited and waited. There was a rumour going around that there were flights 

being cancelled all over the place. The airport apparently had extra military security on hand to quell 

any resulted uprising. Four o’clock came and went and a group of around 35 – 50 people who were all 

had tickets to be on the flight gathered around the check-in counter and started discussing the 

situation. 

Yeshwant asked me to mind all the stuff and to stay back because it could get messy. 

I didn’t see or hear all of what happened next however after the airline cancelled the flight, there was 

a great deal of yelling, several people had to be held back to stop them attacking the airline 

representative and a whole bunch of security attended the scene to get it under control.  

After about 20 minutes of very heated discussion I could stay away no longer and headed over to the 

group which was now about 25 people arguing about the cancellation. Yeshwant called over to me 

and asked me to pull out the Minister for Aviation and Tourisms business card which I had in my bag 

from the day earlier. He put it in the face of several of the airline staff and said that he knew the 

minister and that he could have all their jobs from one phone call right now if they didn’t sort things 

out right away. After some more discussion the airline agreed to pre-book the 25 remaining persons 

onto the next day’s 8am flight. They casually wrote “D2” in small letters on our e-Tickets and sent us 

on our way. Given the amount of hanky-panky the airline had been up to nobody trusted this, however 

without anything further to do about it, most people left to wait outside the airport until tomorrow 

morning.  
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30 to 32 Hours: Anything but the Airport Again 
Yeshwant and I went outside the airport and with the growing number of people, rising hostility and 

the risk of riot or stampede being high we resolved to find a hotel with power, hot water, clean beds 

and WiFi so we could communicate with the outside world and regroup for the next effort to get on a 

plane at the airport the next morning.  

So we grabbed one of the only banged up little cabs available. The cab driver threw my bag on the tiny 

roof rack which already had a spare car tire on it. ‘Shouldn’t you put a strap on that?” I asked very 

concerned for all my stuff. “She will stay” the driver said. In no mood I agreed however asked Yeshwant 

to keep his hand on it out of the window. And so our little caravan of courage ventured out once again 

into the cold, wet and dark city. 

 

Typical Kathmandu Cab 

As we drove out of the airport we saw the huge line of people that had attached themselves to the 

IAF Indian citizen extraction queue. In the beginning it was only supposed to be a few hundred people 

however by our estimation this had swollen to 5,000 – 10,000 people. The line filled the car park, 

around the corner, down the hill, past the golf course and way down to the furthermost entrance to 

the airport. It was like a clown car. The people just kept coming and coming until you didn’t think it 

was possible any more. 

Right at this time I was receiving texts from my wife: I had to make a choice about a number of flight 

options my boss Tara had organized for me. After some quick analysis of the different scenarios we 

worked out that if certain flights were booked for me that I might be on a plane out of Nepal and 

leaving Yeshwant behind. So the tables had now turned and it was my time for a crisis of conscience. 

I didn’t want to make a decision that resulted in my abandoning Yeshwant as he had been so good in 

staying with me when he could have left the country that first day. I had the choice made for me 

however because my wife said the flights had been booked for me anyway. I relayed the information 

to Yeshwant who I could tell was disappointed and concerned. I said that we would worry about that 

situation when we came to it and we should cross that bridge when we came to it. This helped matters 

however the existence of my new escape plan changed the dynamic and individual priorities. 

Finally after a time we past he end of the giant snaking queue and headed back toward the city. The 

taxi we had chosen was comedic in its lack of engine power. It was so slow in fact that it almost didn’t 

make it up small hills and people passed it going walking pace.  



15 
 

We spotted a couple of hotels fairly near the airport however it is hard to choose a hotel at the best 

of times without having to add the complexity of doing a high speed superficial appraisal of the 

structural ability of the building, its susceptibility to riot and the availability of water, light, electricity 

and decent WiFi. Yeshwant and I were in a very fragile state both psychologically and emotionally with 

the time awake, energy drained and lack of food. We needed somewhere comfortable to sleep eat, 

and regroup. 

We went to Hotel after hotel.  All of them were either closed and shuttered or, in the minority, booked 

out. The streets were only occupied by homeless wandering souls, police cars and ambulances with 

their sirens blazing. The rest of the town was literally and figuratively dead. 

As each missed hotel opportunity passed and with a significant language problem the mood in the car 

became increasingly tense. After a prolonged argument about going to the Peppertree or some other 

4 star hotel the taxi driver got out of the cab and ran over to the only policeman standing on the street 

in the whole of Kathmandu that evening and stated yelling at the cop and pointing at Yeshwant. Here 

we go. I expected a full on ding dong fight. 

The policeman leaned in the window and had a discussion with Yeshwant in Hindi. We got some 

directions and headed off for another couple of hotels. We decided we would book into whichever 

hotel we could find, no matter what it costs us. Unfortunately rolling up at 5 star hotels in a complete 

bomb and allowing a lowly cab driver to negotiate access to the Hitlon etc didn’t work out well.  

Yeshwant and the taxi driver then had a discussion. I didn’t know what was being said however the 

Taxi driver told Yeshwant that he had hot water, electricity, food and WiFi at this house and we should 

go there to wash, eat and connect to the internet. So the cab driver changed direction away from the 

centre of town and started to head out into the very dark ruined suburbs. 

After about 5 minutes I realized we were getting off the beaten path as the roads were getting less 

wide, there were fewer shops and the number of houses were increasing. I asked Yeshwant what was 

going on. Yeshwant explained that he had made an agreement with this cab driver we had met 30 

minutes ago to go to his house. As we were talking the streets were getting narrower and narrower. I 

had lost my sense of direction as we had entered a rabbit warren of streets that seemed to have no 

organization to them. It was hard to tell where the normal run-down buildings finished and the 

earthquake damage started. As we went further out of town the walls surrounding the houses were 

getting higher and higher like fortresses and we were travelling in tight little cavern like lanes between 

them. I said to Yeshwant “I am out of my comfort zone. I want to go back to the airport.” Yeshwant 

disagreed, and said he had the situation in control. I said again “I want to go on record as saying this 

is a very bad idea. Nobody knows where we are, we don’t know where we are, we don’t know this 

guy.” Yeshwant said “I have made an agreement with him and I am not going back on it. And besides, 

I want to eat, wash and talk to my family on skype.” I strongly disagreed with his logic and it was then 

that the reduction in our rational decision making capability became most apparent. It seemed 

judgement had been clouded.  

I kept saying to Yeshwant that I didn’t think this was a good idea and it wasn’t until we approached 

the driver’s house up a long dead-end lane which had no possibility of turning around that Yeshwant 

seemed to grasp the predicament we were in. As we pulled up at his house there was no power, no 

electricity and clearly no WiFi. There was only around 10 middle aged men standing around a 44 gallon 

drum with a fire in it. It would be an understatement to say I was gravely concerned for both our 

safety.  

“Yeshwant, let’s get out of here”. I said. Yeshwant after seeing that the facilities were not quite up to 

what the driver described asked the driver to return us to the city to continue looking for a hotel. To 

my partial relief he started doing so and reversed out of the dead-end. However all he did was drive 

down the road a way to his friend’s house where there was another younger group (gang?) of men 

standing around a fortified house. The driver got out and started talking to them. While the driver was 

out of the car I took my opportunity to discuss the situation with Yeshwant. “WHAT THE FUCK DO YOU 

THINK YOU ARE DOING? We both have families! Nobody knows we are even here!”  
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Then the driver got back into the car and started it. Then turned it off and got out again. Then opened 

the door, stood there and closed the door again. The driver was acting really strangely. Then all the 

group of 6-8 guys came and surrounded the car. My heart was beating a million miles an hour. We 

were weak, tired and stressed – and now it looked like we had to fight out way out here. I took my 

watch off my wrist and slid it into my pants pocket. Yeshwant started talking to them. I interrupted 

and said we need to get to the airport now. After insisting several times Yeshwant complied however 

he didn’t totally agree with my request and was very reluctant.  

Unbeknown to Yeshwant my plan was to get back to the airport, out of the dark suburbs, get another 

cab driver, with a better car, who knew his way around town, wasn’t a potential gang member and 

resume our search for a hotel back in the city. I didn’t want to discuss it with him in the cab for fear of 

offending the cab driver and potentially putting him offside, or even angry. Unfortunately this 

conflicted with Yeshwant’ s own plan and it took a lot of cajoling for both Yeshwant and the cab driver 

to point the cab back to where we had begun our search around 60 minutes earlier. 
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32 to 39 Hours: A safe place to stay? 
I said to Yeshwant that I would explain the situation later: “Let’s just head back towards the airport 

and get one of the hotels there”. We found quite a solid hotel around 1.5kms from the airport. It didn’t 

have hot water, WiFi, or food however it did have light, power, safety and strong construction. There 

were not many people staying there and even the owner of the hotel was staying outside due to fears 

of earthquakes. By this time it was around 10pm Monday night and we were both extremely tired.  

Yeshwant went out to try and get some food: Burgers and Pizza. He and the cab driver went out and 

did a tour to find some. Around 30 minutes later Yeshwant returned with no food or water. There 

wasn’t any to be had at any price. Also Yeshwant had done a drive by of the airport and by his 

reckoning the numbers of people at the airport had swelled to 30,000 – 40,000 people.  It seemed 

everyone was now trying to get out of Nepal. 

We had a quick chat as to our sides of the story about what happened in the cab. We both appreciated 

each other perspectives and agreed to disagree. The air had been cleared and that was that. We 

resolved to wake at 0600 and head to the airport by 0630. I packed all my gear and clothes right next 

to the door - ready to go in case of emergency. We called it a night and turned in for the night.  

Just on the cusp of sleep about 15 minutes later another quake hit. 5.5 magnitude and the whole 

building was moving. Two short shocks of around 5 seconds each. I got up and ran out the door 

however seeing nobody else in the hotel was leaving started to return to bed. Then a knock at the 

door – Yeshwant – Earthquake – Run! I grabbed all my stuff and tried to drag on my jeans. They were 

only half way on and I was half way out of the hotel. I managed to fully pull them on going through 

the foyer of the hotel. We both agree that it had finished for now and we started to return to our 

rooms. We stopped in the foyer to discuss the situation with another guest of the hotel who put our 

minds at ease regarding the safety of the hotel. We returned to our rooms and really got to sleep this 

time – albeit dehydrated and with empty stomachs. Needless to say my dreams were very strange 

that night – however I slept soundly. 

Before dawn I awoke to knocking on my door. Yeshwant was not able to sleep and wanted to leave 

early for the airport so as to maximize our chances of getting on the plane. IT was 5am and I had 

around 6 hours sleep. Yeshwant had very little. We packed everything up and went to reception to 

pay for the rooms.  

Unfortunately due to the natural disaster everything was now triple the price for foreigners. Yeshwant 

had used all his cash paying the Hospital during the Medivac for the old lady and I only had 5000 which 

would normally cover it however it now was only 25% of the price. Yeshwant went to find an ATM for 

30 minute however they were all off due to there being now power. The EFTPOS System in the hotel 

was down due to the phones being out and internet not working. We were in a bind and loosing time 

to go and get on our flight. After what seemed an eternity the owner agreed to accept an IOU and he 

would send the invoice to Yeshwant in India. So 90 minutes early had now turned into 30 minutes 

behind schedule. 

We walked the couple of KM’s to the airport and the scale of the humanitarian crisis was evident. The 

whole airport was wall to wall with people. 
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39 to 52 hours: “The start of a very long day.” 
As we arrived at the airport another foreigner (who had obviously only just arrived in Kathmandu) 

turned to me and said “Just the start of a very long day”. I thought to myself that this whole situation 

had felt like one big long day and this was just the continuation of it. Our flight was on the departures 

board and we needed to get inside the airport to start lining up at the check-in counters. There was a 

big queue however you couldn’t tell who was on a recent flight or one in 5 days’ time. So the strategy 

was if you had an upcoming flight you pushed your way towards the door of the airport as assertively 

as possible whilst maintaining some kind of civility. It was the quick and the dead. Almost literally. 

People were pushing forward frantically to get into the entrance of the airport. There was one soldier 

regulating things however it was a real free-for-all. People were jumping over others, pushing in their 

backs, stepping on feet, elbowing, etc. People were yelling that they had right of way for one reason 

or another and trying to barge through. However everyone knew that everyone was in the same boat: 

We all just wanted to get in so we could get out.  

 

The battle just to get into the airport. 

There were some people who refused to stop using the airport luggage trolleys – even people with 

only a single bag on them. They seemed to using them as ram’s or shields. This didn’t work well with 

a big bunch of people trying to funnel into a relatively small doorway. As Yeshwant and I were almost 

in the door two of them formed a pincer movement and Yeshwant and I were separated. Yeshwant 

moved forward at a slightly faster pace and just at that time the soldier started to close the doors to 

the airport. People were diving to get through the doors. It was mayhem. I was right at the front of 

around 100-150 people all trying to push through a closing door. The pressure on my back was great 

as the door closed in front of me. Yeshwant disappeared into the airport while I was stuck outside the 

closed doors with no indication of when they would open again. Had they closed the airport for good? 

Was a riot about to take place? Would I make my flight? This was all very stressful.  

Right at that time I had 3-4 people texting me demanding information, updates, etc and it was an 

almost overwhelming level of stress. I looked at the soldier standing face to face only about 2 feet in 

front of me and put on a highly exasperated smile (which in retrospect was as close to a non-verbal 

beg as I could muster). He returned with a facial gesture making like a smiling fish face with flapping 

back to front gills with his hands. I translated this as “fish out of water” / “helpless” / “I can’t do 
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anything” which seemed quite appropriate. After what seemed like an eternity they opened the doors 

and let us into the airport. There was barely contained panic as everybody rushed to get inside. 

Once inside I found Yeshwant waiting in the highly disorganized check-in queues. He was about 90-

120 people back from the front. The plane we hoped to be travelling on only held 168 at most so there 

was some safety margin for getting on the flight however we didn’t know how many people were 

already pre-checked in to the flight before the public were given seats. 

AS I was split from Yeshwant I decided to get in another queue. The fastest to the front would “win” 

and we would both check in there. However my plan became unworkable when the area I was 

standing in was continuously used by injured people being brought to the toilets / lifts on baggage 

trolleys.  I headed over to Yeshwant position in the queue and resolved to stay with him – come what 

may. As I was standing there one of the Indian guys who had been arguing alongside Yeshwant with 

the airline beckoned to me to join the queue in front of him. I thanked him profusely. A long period of 

time was spent in the queue with people yelling at people trying to push in and general pandemonium 

breaking out. The check in clerk was extremely slow, probably a trainee. She had a slow computer 

which crashed a lot. She was also very stressed out. Our queue was going half the speed of the other 

queues and as each moment passed more and more seats on the plane were going. Some lucky people 

who received their boarding passes were standing there crying when they had them in their hands – 

the emotions and relief proving too strong. 

As Yeshwant and I were two back from the counter there were two cousins traveling on the same 

ticket. The check in clerk was having difficulty checking them in and the computer was throwing an 

error. Why? The cousins had exactly the same names! None of the airline people had dealt with this 

before and it took three staff to try and sort the issue out. Tensions were rising as everyone realized 

the flight was getting more and more full. People in other queue began to get very physical. Other 

hopeful passengers were running behind the check in counters and hassling the airline staff to get on 

the place from behind. The check in staff were surrounded. People were grabbing other people’s 

passports and luggage and putting them aside.  

The flight was closing and one check in counter closed. By now we were being checked in and it was 

taking forever. They were calling for single passengers to fill up the gaps in the seating. This caused a 

panic. The two other check-in lines closed and everyone started almost throwing their passports at 

our check-in counter attendant. After what seemed like an eternity we were handed our boarding 

passes. We didn’t cry, we just ran to departures.  

I have never filled in a departure card so quickly. At each stage of going through immigration, security 

and going to the gate more and more of the tension lifted. We saw our plane sitting on the tarmac 

which was a relief.  

The small concession stand selling food was almost completely ransacked. There were a few warm 

cokes in the bottom of a warm fridge and a packet of digestive biscuits. The departure lounges were 

packed to the rafters to the extent that you almost couldn’t walk anywhere. There was a cautious 

optimism in the air.  

We sat and waited for the flight to open. Finally somebody had a megaphone and was relaying some 

information. Our gate was gate 2 in 30 minutes. I could deal with that. Across from me a man sat with 

a towel on his face, quietly sobbing and capturing the endless tears streaming from his eyes. Yeshwant 

checked in his briefcase. His small statue of Shiva the Destroyer had snapped in half.  

The gate opened and the bus filled with passengers quickly. As the bus went across the tarmac you 

could see the helicopters brining the wounded and missing from other parts of Nepal. Climbers, 

villagers, news crew and soldiers all flying in from more effected areas. The airport was filled to the 

seams with aircraft from over to the world to either collect their citizens or to bring aid.  
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We climbed on board the plane and the mood lifted – we were actually getting out of here. The young 

man I was sitting next to opened his newspaper. “Oh my God” I said. He said “Didn’t you know?” No. 

We hadn’t had any TV or newspapers for days. I didn’t realize it so many were killed. 

     

As the plane took off I text messaged to home and the office that I had left and I was on the way to 

Delhi. From the air the scattered orange tarps of the displaced people sleeping rough littered the 

landscape. Ruined temple complexes were clearly recognizable. We climbed in altitude and left the 

earthly concerns of Kathmandu behind. The plane changed course and tracked along the Himalaya’s 

beautiful white peaks which stand, majestically proud and fearfully imposing above it all. 

 


