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Introduction
Tucked between the snow-capped summits of the Himalayas and the lush lowland
Terai, Nepal’s hill country is often overlooked by both maps and travelers in favor of
its more famous peaks. Yet here, in these middle hills, unfolds a world of profound
cultural richness and intricate daily life—a world where ancient traditions pulse
alongside the routines of sunrise and season, where terraced fields hug emerald
slopes, and where every village tells a story written in architecture, ritual, and flavor.
Welcome to the realm under the Himalayan canopy.

This book invites readers on a journey into Nepal’s hill communities: resilient societies
scattered along ridges, nestled in valleys, and clinging to slopes thousands of feet
above sea level. These are places of striking diversity, where geography shapes not
only livelihood but also language, belief, and the very grain of relationships. Gurung,
Magar, Tamang, Newar, and many other ethnic groups call these hills home, each
bringing distinct customs, festivals, crafts, and foods to the communal tapestry. From
the laughter of children in stone-walled courtyards to the reverence of elders
gathering in smoky kitchens, daily routines here are colored by both necessity and
celebration.

The structure of this book is designed to gently unfurl the life of these hills in five
parts, each window offering fresh perspective. You’ll begin by getting your bearings:
understanding the land and its people, tracing migrations and tracing the threads of
myth and history that still inform village life. The next chapters invite you inside the
Nepali home, introducing family dynamics, education, coming-of-age rituals, and the
vital role of cooperation—especially in sharing burdens and celebrating joy. As you
travel through the markets and into workshops, you’ll meet the hands and hearts that
preserve old crafts: weaving, woodcarving, metalwork, and the vibrant weekly markets
that serve as both economic hubs and storytelling stages.

Of course, to truly know a place, one must taste it. Nepal’s hills are a treasure trove of
culinary secrets—an edible archive of seasons, foraged ingredients, and generational
wisdom. You’ll savor the staples: the warmth of dal bhat, the crisp celebration of sel
roti, the fragrant tang of yomari steamed on festival days. Alongside recipes and
preservation techniques, this section reveals the way food weaves families and
ceremonies together, and how hospitality is an ethic as much as an action.

The final chapters draw your gaze outward: to the fields and forests sustaining both
body and belief, to the sacred peaks revered by Buddhist and Hindu alike, and to the
contemporary challenges of migration, modernization, and environmental change. As
traditions adapt and families scatter, the hill societies of Nepal reveal both
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vulnerability and remarkable resilience—a balance between honoring what endures
and embracing what must change.

Throughout this journey, you will encounter sensory scenes: the pre-dawn bustle of
chores on a terraced farm, the clamor and color of a festival, the subtle smoke of a
hillside kitchen, and the lively banter of a weekly market. With oral histories, practical
insights, and vivid stories, this book aims to make the heart of Nepal’s hills accessible
and alive for you—no matter how distant you are from their slopes. May you find,
under the Himalayan canopy, both a refuge for curiosity and a spark for
understanding.
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CHAPTER ONE: Mapping the Middle Hills: Geography
and Landscape
Nepal, a country often recognized for its towering Himalayan peaks, is also home to a
dynamic and diverse middle-hill region. This central geographical belt, covering
approximately 68% of the nation's total land area, serves as the cultural and political
heart of Nepal. Stretching from the southern slopes of the main Himalayan ranges
down to the Mahabharat ranges, it spans varying widths, typically between 60 and 110
kilometers, running across the entire length of the country. The altitude in the hill
region generally ranges from around 600 meters to 3,299 meters above sea level,
offering a diverse topography of valleys, basins, and low tablelands.

This region is characterized by a rugged, mountainous landscape where elevations can
fluctuate dramatically over short distances. Deep river valleys, some well below 1,000
meters, carve through the terrain, while nearby ridge tops can ascend to over 3,000
meters. The significant discharge of Nepal's major rivers—the Karnali, Gandaki, and
Koshi—which originate from the Tibetan plateau, have deeply incised these areas, with
numerous tributaries flowing through massive gorges. Even during the dry season,
these rivers maintain substantial flow, making them crucial natural resources for the
country, particularly for hydropower.

The hills are a mosaic of natural and cultural elements, profoundly shaped by both
geological forces and human endeavor. Terraced fields, meticulously sculpted into the
slopes, are a ubiquitous sight, transforming vast areas into extensively cultivated
landscapes. These terraces represent the primary arable land available in the region,
apart from the fertile valleys such as Kathmandu, Pokhara, and Banepa. In fact, the
middle hills contain about 27.5% of Nepal's total cultivated land.

While the higher elevations, those above 2,500 meters, are sparsely populated due to
climatic challenges, the lower hills and valleys are densely settled. This contributes to
the middle hills being home to around 45% of Nepal's population, making it the most
heavily populated part of the country. The region's moderate climate, neither
excessively cold nor hot, has fostered a unique way of life deeply intertwined with
agriculture and ancient traditions.

Traditional homes in these communities are often scattered across hill terraces,
surrounded by family fields, reflecting a strong connection to the land. These dwellings
are typically constructed from locally available materials, such as natural stone, sun-
dried mud bricks, or rammed earth. Many houses are two-story structures, with the
ground floor often dedicated to storage and housing livestock, while the upper floor
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serves as the living space. Roofs are commonly made of thatch, slate, or tin.

In some areas, bamboo and reed are also used in construction. Interior spaces vary,
with one-story homes featuring horizontal arrangements and multi-story Newar
designs exhibiting vertical layouts, where ground floors are for daily activities and
upper floors for sleeping and storage. Semi-open verandas are a common architectural
feature, providing outdoor living spaces that offer protection from the wind. Villages
often feature communal facilities such as a temple or stupa, a communal mill, a
school, and a clinic, acting as central points for community life.

Agriculture forms the economic backbone of the hill regions, with farming and animal
husbandry being the primary occupations. The gently sloping land is more arable than
that of the high Himalayas, allowing for productive cultivation. Farmers often employ a
double-cropping pattern, meaning they harvest two crops from the same land in a
single year. This system, which has become increasingly widespread, helps to
maximize yields and income, especially for smallholder farmers.

Maize is a staple food, particularly in the eastern hills, and holds significant cultural
influence. Millet and wheat are prevalent in the northern hills, while rice and wheat
thrive in the valleys and river basins. Other crops commonly cultivated include
soybeans, potatoes, cauliflower, cabbage, and chili. Mixed farming systems, which
integrate livestock rearing with cereal crops, are particularly common among
smallholder farmers. Livestock such as cattle, buffalo, sheep, goats, pigs, and poultry
provide not only draught power but also valuable manure for crop production.

Despite the prevalence of traditional farming practices, productivity can sometimes be
low due to challenges such as limited land ownership, inadequate irrigation, and
restricted access to appropriate seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides. Many households,
unfortunately, still face food shortages and often rely on non-agricultural income or
borrowing to supplement their livelihoods.
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