VOLLEYBALL IN NEPAL

A party of intrepid explorers departed from RAF Shawbury in Shropshire on a long journey to Nepal. Not only was the trip for adventurous training (lots of trekking and white-water rafting) but also to assist the Gurkha Welfare Trust in digging foundations at one of their schools. The party also took the opportunity to take much needed items like pens, pencils, atlases, globes etc. At the planning stage of the journey we were informed that the school would also like a volleyball net. Nick at Sportset was contacted and promised to provide a beach net, complete with accessories, and 2 beach volleyballs.
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The trip was to Eastern Nepal and was certainly off the beaten track. The higher we climbed up the Himalaya foothills it quickly became apparent that there was not much in the way in sporting action for the locals.  

What was amazing was the fact that all the small villages, some only a couple of tea-houses and domestic dwellings in size, all had a volleyball court. They were usually made up of flattened earth with the lines gouged out of the ground. The posts were tree trunks which also served, in some cases, as places to tie a yak to. The nets were also something to behold as were the balls.

As someone who dabbles in volleyball it was exciting to see young children playing with paper and rag balls. The older, better players played with volleyballs that had long seen better days. What was particularly fascinating was to watch the kids practice their spiking action using small stones. For small people they could jump incredibly high. 
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On day 12 of the trip we camped at a village called Yanphudin which was 6200 feet above sea level. This was a chance for us to play against the Sherpas and the porters.

It proved to be a good draw for the locals as the whole village, 60 to 70 people, came to watch. It was good fun but hard work. The court was on the side of a hill which was terraced down to the river below. 
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Large bamboo screens had been erected in years gone by to stop the ball disappearing. When we were getting tired I shouted for the ball and hit it as hard as I could over the top of the bamboo so we could all have a rest. 

One of the locals would go for the ball and we would have a break a lot longer than a time-out. The highlight was when a yak wandered on the court and stopped play for 5 minutes.

Day 14 saw us at Kunjari at an altitude of 5300 feet. While the tour guide was looking for suitable terraces to camp on, the party played the local school. The talent was once again fantastic and we were duly hammered. 

Day 15 we reached Tirenge and the Shree Kalika School, the object of our trek. This was a bit lower at 4500 feet. We quickly dug the foundations, much to the amusement of the locals, and were welcomed formally by the village elder and the headmaster of the school. James Treweek and Myself, Gary Armitage, asked where they would like the volleyball net set up, they pointed to a millet paddy (terrace) which was full of rocks and really hard and bumpy.
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After we had had a hearty laugh the locals set to and cleared all the big rocks and marked the court lines with large gouges in the earth. As James and I set started to erect the net we became aware that there was well in excess of a hundred people watching us toiling away.  

After presenting the equipment we then had a game against the school team. Although they were very small in stature they managed to make the Shawbury team look very small indeed. 

In one rotation I was at the net with a young lad who did not come up to my chest. Although I am 6ft 2 and cannot jump as high as I used to, this young lad was able to jump up and spike the ball over the top of my hands and it would hit the ground about 5 feet behind me. A very humbling experience.

After we had been hammered , again, the court was in constant use. I was very honored when the Sherpas’ team asked me to play for them against the school team. For once on this trip I was part of a winning team. The following morning there was lots more volleyball played, before we had to sadly depart. 
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What did I learn about volleyball from this trip. We are quite well mollycoddled in this country, the right kit, nets, balls, designer trainers, moaning at referees etc. Out there they have none of the luxuries that we have. Some of the kids walk for an hour and a half just to get to school.

They play in bare feet or flip-flops, they don’t care what the equipment is like as long as they can play volleyball. The biggest memory was the amount of pleasure they got from playing the game. The natural, untapped, talent is unbelievable and one day I shall return. 

Gary Armitage gazzaloo@hotmail.com 

Secretary RAF Volleyball Association.

