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Introduction
The great Himalayan spine that threads through Nepal is both a barrier and a bridge —
a colossal sweep of stone and snow, but also a living, breathing land where the world’s
most resilient roads trace their improbably winding paths. From the subtropical plains
of the Terai to the vertiginous heights of the high Himalaya, roads bring life, culture,
and commerce to every fold of this vertical country. The highways of Nepal are
engineering marvels, precarious and spectacular in equal measure, but they are also
far more than infrastructure: they are the circulatory system of a society in motion,
forging bonds between distant valleys, diverse cultures, and ancient traditions.

Amidst the peaks and valleys, each road tells a story. The Tribhuvan Highway, Nepal’s
“byroad,” was the first to defy the mountains, linking the ancient Kathmandu Valley to
the Indian border — a route of adventure for truckers, traders, and pilgrims. The
Araniko Highway, named for a legendary architect, rises dramatically towards the
border with Tibet, negotiating landslides and legends as it blurs the boundary between
Nepal and China. The Prithvi Highway, with its ceaseless curves beside the Trishuli
River, carries thousands from the nation’s bustling capital to the lakeside serenity of
Pokhara. From the busy Mahendra Highway that stitches together the length of the
Terai, to the dangerous and little-known Karnali Highway, these roads are lifelines,
shaping destinies and dreams across the breadth of Nepal.

Yet to drive, walk, or ride along Nepal’s highways is to engage in more than a journey
of distance. It is an immersive plunge into stories of aspiration and struggle. Roadside
villages pulse with life — teahouses bustling with bus passengers and drivers, markets
brimming with color and commerce, and temples humming with devotion at dawn and
dusk. For every kilometer traversed, one witnesses an unfolding drama of migration,
adaptation, celebration, and survival. Along the roads, travelers find a mosaic of
ethnicities and faiths, from Brahmin and Newar households to Tamang, Sherpa, and
Tharu communities, each with their own customs shaped by the relentless presence of
the mountains and the arrival of the road.

The challenges of these highways are fierce. Landslides scar the landscape, monsoon
rains transform humdrum journeys into epic ordeals, and rugged construction methods
forever alter the fragile Himalayan ecology. Roads bring opportunity, education, and
healthcare — yet they also expose communities to the pressures of globalization,
environmental vulnerability, and rapid social change. The resilience and ingenuity of
Nepali road-builders, drivers, and villagers stand as daily testaments to the spirit of
adaptation in one of the world’s most geologically active corners.

This book is an invitation to travel these Himalayan Highways with open eyes and an

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

open heart. It is a journey not only through extraordinary geography but through lives
in motion: the truck drivers swapping jokes at a mountaintop dhaba, the pilgrims
walking ancient trails now shadowed by fresh tarmac, the roadside mechanics
tinkering in the shadow of Everest, and the herders who see the coming of the road as
both promise and peril. Combining stories, history, practical advice, and vivid
description, these pages aim to transport you onto the winding, ever-surprising roads
of Nepal, where every curve conceals not just a new panorama, but another chapter in
the evolving saga of a nation.

In the following chapters, we will trace the main arteries of Nepal’s road network;
pause at roadside settlements to meet their inhabitants; venture into the wild, off the
tarmac, to villages where tradition holds fast; and meet the festivals and pilgrims who
imbue these byways with vibrant, timeless purpose. Through it all, the enduring
resilience and adaptability of Nepal’s people shine, illuminating how the spirit of the
Himalaya endures even as roads redraw the contours of their world. Whether you are
plotting your own journey, or simply wishing to travel in the mind’s eye, this is your
invitation to set out along the Himalayan Highways: where roads rise, stories unfold,
and mountains remain everlasting.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Highways at the Roof of the
World
Nepal, a landlocked nation of astonishing topographical extremes, is a country where
every journey is an adventure. From the flat, fertile plains of the Terai to the soaring,
snow-capped peaks of the Himalayas, this nation's landscape is a masterclass in
dramatic contrasts. For centuries, footpaths and ancient trade routes crisscrossed
these varied terrains, connecting scattered villages and hardy communities. But in the
modern era, it is the highways that have become the primary arteries, weaving
through the valleys and clinging to the mountainsides, bringing a new rhythm to daily
life.

The concept of a "highway" in Nepal often evokes a different image than its Western
counterpart. While some segments are well-engineered, others can be rough, winding,
and prone to the unpredictable whims of nature. Imagine a ribbon of asphalt,
sometimes smooth, sometimes pockmarked, tracing a path through dense forests that
give way to terraced fields, then climbing into landscapes where prayer flags flutter in
the thin air. The views are a constantly shifting panorama, a visual feast that rewards
every bump and turn.

Nepal’s road network, though not developed to Western standards, plays an
indispensable role in linking Kathmandu, the bustling capital, with other major cities
and tourist hubs. The country currently boasts over 36,000 kilometers of roads, a
figure that continues to grow with ongoing development. Of this, about half are black-
topped or paved, with the remainder being gravel or earthen roads. This network is
often described as a series of east-west running highways, intersected by north-south
links that connect them, much like the rungs of a ladder. These north-south
connectors are particularly vital, as they often bridge the gap between the lowlands
and the mountainous regions, including a few that reach all the way to the Chinese
border in the north, while many southern roads connect directly with India.

The construction of these roads is a testament to human perseverance in the face of
immense natural challenges. The very geology of the Himalayas, still rising and
shifting, makes road building a continuous battle against landslides, erosion, and
seismic activity. The monsoon season, typically from June to September, intensifies
these challenges, turning otherwise manageable stretches into muddy, treacherous
gauntlets. Despite these obstacles, the network expands, driven by a national
imperative to connect remote settlements and foster economic growth.

One of the longest and most significant arteries in Nepal is the Mahendra Highway,
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often referred to as the East-West Highway. Stretching across the entire breadth of the
country in the Terai region, this highway is a strategic lifeline, facilitating the
movement of goods and people across diverse ecological zones and cultural
landscapes. It's a highway that invites extended road trips, allowing travelers to
experience the full spectrum of Nepal’s varied topography and cultural diversity, from
the flatlands to the foothills.

Another foundational route is the Tribhuvan Highway, Nepal's first official highway,
inaugurated in the 1950s. At approximately 160 kilometers long, this historic road
connects Tripureshwor in Kathmandu to Sirsiya, near the Indian border at
Birganj/Raxaul. Affectionately known as "Byroad" by locals, it was constructed with
Indian assistance and completed in 1956. Beyond its historical significance, the
Tribhuvan Highway offers scenic vistas and provides access to the renowned Chitwan
National Park. A popular stop along this route is Daman, a hill station that rewards
travelers with panoramic views of the Himalayas, stretching from Dhaulagiri in the
west all the way to Mount Everest in the east. The finest stretch of this highway
weaves through the Terai region, followed by a series of climbs and descents through
the Sivalik Hills.

Then there is the Araniko Highway, a vital trade link that connects Kathmandu with
Kodari, about 112 kilometers northeast of the Kathmandu Valley, right on the Nepal-
China border. Named after the legendary 13th-century Nepalese architect Araniko,
who introduced Nepalese architectural styles to Tibet and China, this highway is a
blend of natural grandeur and human ingenuity. It seamlessly connects with China
National Highway 318, leading onward to Lhasa and eventually Shanghai via the Sino-
Nepal Friendship Bridge. However, it's also notorious for being one of Nepal's most
dangerous highways, characterized by extremely steep slopes, frequent landslides,
and the unfortunate occasional bus plunge, particularly exacerbated during the rainy
season. Parts of the highway are in disrepair and are too narrow for large trucks, with
landslides being a persistent problem, especially closer to the Tibetan border.

The Prithvi Highway, named after King Prithvi Narayan Shah, serves as a crucial link
between Kathmandu and Pokhara, Nepal’s popular lakeside city. Spanning 174
kilometers, this highway connects Prithvi Chowk in Pokhara with Naubise on the
Tribhuvan Highway. It’s one of Nepal's busiest roads, traversing five districts:
Kathmandu, Dhading, Chitwan, Tanahu, and Kaski. A road trip from Kathmandu to
Pokhara, while only about 200 kilometers, typically takes between six to eight hours
due to the winding nature of the road. For a significant portion of its journey, the
Prithvi Highway follows the Trishuli River, offering picturesque views of its rapid
currents and the surrounding forest-covered hills. A recommended stop along this
scenic route is the hilltop town of Bandipur, celebrated for its well-preserved Newari
architecture and tranquil mountain vistas.

Another important route is the Siddhartha Highway, also known as NH47/H10, which
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connects the Terai region in the south to the mountainous north. This 181-kilometer
highway begins near the Nepal-India border at Siddharthanagar and culminates in
Pokhara, intersecting with the Mahendra Highway at Butwal. Built with Indian financial
assistance and completed in 1971, it’s a crucial conduit for transporting food and
agricultural products. However, travel on the Siddhartha Highway can be challenging.
The section between Butwal and Palpa is particularly known for its rocky terrain and
frequent rockfalls, which can lead to fatal accidents. It is often considered less
appealing for travelers heading to Pokhara due to its numerous narrow curves and
sections of poor road quality, and it is also highly susceptible to landslides, especially
during heavy rainfall.

The Pasang Lhamu Highway, a 65-kilometer national highway in Bagmati Province,
connects Kathmandu with Syaphrubesi. It runs through Kathmandu, Nuwakot, and
Rasuwa districts, paralleling the Trishuli River for 15-20 kilometers. This highway has
also experienced closures due to landslides and floods, impacting connectivity,
particularly to the Rasuwagadhi border point.

Finally, tucked away in the Karnali Region, lies the Karnali Highway, a 232-kilometer
stretch considered by some to be one of the most dangerous roads in the world. The
police have even imposed a ban on night driving here due to the alarmingly high
number of fatal accidents. Completed in 2007, the road is mostly paved but still
contains sections of gravel. It’s characterized by narrow stretches, a constant threat of
landslides, falling rocks, flooded sections, pervasive potholes, steep cliffs, and
significant dust. Accidents are a regular occurrence, with narrow lanes, a glaring
absence of safety signs, and unattended cattle adding to the hazards. Despite its
dangers, the Karnali Highway has opened up a vast, previously isolated area of Nepal,
significantly improving access to education, healthcare, and markets for many people
in one of Nepal's least developed regions. Yet, landslides continue to frequently
disrupt traffic along this highway, especially during the rainy season, leading to
significant expenditure on clearance efforts.

These highways are more than just routes on a map; they are the veins and arteries of
Nepal, carrying the lifeblood of its economy and connecting its diverse population.
They are a constant reminder of both the raw power of the Himalayas and the
incredible resilience of the people who call this magnificent, challenging land home. As
we delve deeper into each of these major highways, we'll uncover the unique stories
they tell, the communities they serve, and the indelible marks they leave on the
landscape and the lives of Nepalis.
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