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Thoughtful Traveler

Nepal's Children: An Adventure

By Jim Molnar
Seattle Times Columnist

I caught Olga Murray just as she was packing. The 71-year-old San Francisco woman was off again to Nepal, where for the better part of a decade she's spent about half of every year with her children.

There are 230 of them now - many of them blind or deaf, many with cerebral palsy and other disabilities that forced them to the edges of their society, outcasts even from their families.

Some she's rescued from jail. With nowhere to go when their parents were arrested, the children moved in to share their cells. The only other option would have been to struggle alone for survival on the desperate streets of Kathmandu.

The children of Nepal are Olga Murray's life now.

The adventure she lives wasn't the one she imagined when she set out on her first trek in 1984.

But that's the way adventure works, says Marybeth Bond, the travel author/editor and adventure-travel consultant who introduced me to Murray.

"We tend to think of adventure travel as a physical challenge, something wild - the challenge to the individual, the excitement of the experience," Bond says. "But that's not all it can mean. Look at adventure as going someplace we haven't been before - physically, emotionally, intellectually, whatever."

Olga Murray's story expresses traveling as an adventure of the spirit, a life adventure. Her experience in Nepal gave birth to an idea. It became what the British mathematician and philosopher Alfred North Whitehead called the adventure of thought.

"The vitality of thought is an adventure," he said. "Ideas won't keep. Something must be done about them. . . . Custodians (of an idea) have fervor, live for it, and, if need be, die for it."

The adventure of life

"Those children I met in Nepal on that first trip were the poorest, most joyous beings I'd ever encountered," Murray remembers. "So curious, so playful. They surrounded me in Kathmandu. They ran around us as we passed through their villages on the trek . . .

"I'd always been a traveler, you see. Mostly in Europe, though. That six-week solo trip to India when I was 59 was really the first time I'd traveled so deeply in the Third World. The first time I'd traveled so intensely."

An impulse led her from India to Nepal for a week or two of trekking - "and I haven't been back to Europe since."

A boy who helped with the cooking on that trek was the first child she undertook to support through school.

"The thought came to me: I could help him, or any village child in Nepal, go to school for a year - pay for clothes, books, whatever he needed - for the price of a good silk blouse at Magnin's. Put in perspective, the decision wasn't hard at all."

She assumed the support of more children, haunted by the thought of so many others who still needed help.

Overcoming curses

In 1987, she was trekking again when she broke her leg. "Porters carried me in a basket for seven days over the mountains. Back in Kathmandu, I was cared for by an orthopedic surgeon, Dr. Ashok Banskota. He's generally considered the best doctor in the country. I have no doubt of that myself."

She met more youngsters at Banskota's Hospital for the Rehabilitation of Disabled Children. After his medical training in the U.S., the doctor had returned to Nepal and established the institution, which provides free care for abandoned youngsters and teens who otherwise who have little chance for survival.

"You see, in Nepal, disabilities are considered curses, something to be ashamed of, punishments for some sin of the parents or the family," Murray says. "A child with a disability almost inevitably will end up on the street."

Throwaway kids

"We try not to separate children and parents," Murray says. "But a lot of children who come to us are throwaway kids; many would be pushed to a back corner of a hut, at best, without us. Sisters and bothers. Some are from Dr. Banskota's hospital. Some we find begging in temples; some we find on our doorstep. We have a sickroom for street children . . .

"There are 40,000 school-age children in Nepal who are blind. Only 350 are in school. We care for 50 of them. We've set up programs to teach them to work with computers, so they'll have some opportunity to find work.

"The children in the orphanages - you have to understand that this is a culture where the family is everything, where there is no public support or care system - they have no connection when they leave the orphanages. So school, college, is essential if they're to have any hope in life . . . "
A few children with the most extraordinary needs have received extraordinary help from Murray. One young girl disfigured in a fire has lived with her in the U.S. for the past 3 1/2 years and has had 15 operations to rebuild her face.

The first young man Murray sponsored through college received his degree in electrical engineering this year at Oregon State University.

A $650 sponsorship will support a child for a year at a boarding school, Murray says. A $400 sponsorship will support a student through a year of college. Just $50 will pay for a year of school, clothing and supplies for a child who lives with her or his family.

"And all of our donations are used fully for the children," she says. "About 4 percent of the foundation's budget is administrative overhead. But the board members themselves pay for that."

Many of the foundation's donors visit the children in Nepal regularly.

"Oh, it's a very big deal," Murray says. "For the children, it's such a special occasion when their sponsors come. Some of the relationships have become very close.

"But that's no surprise. For a traveler, the world becomes an intimate place. The significance of boundaries and borders begins to disappear. Only a shared humanity remains. That's the adventure."

The author Marybeth Bond puts it this way: "Travelers can change the world. They can change it one person at a time. Rather than something wild, adventure traveling can be intensely civilizing."

Indeed. The philosopher Alfred North Whitehead wrote: "A civilized society is exhibiting the five qualities of truth, beauty, adventure, art, peace."

That's a good way to think of traveling as well.

Says Olga Murray as she packs her bags for Nepal: "Person to person, soul to soul, a traveler begins to understand the world and her place in it - as a human being with value and purpose, among other human beings with value and purpose."

