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Prologue 
The Writer’s Perspective

I make no pretext that this book will somehow define or explain Nepal to you, 
nor do I claim that it will give you a complete understanding of the individuals 
who went on this amazing Yoga For Freedom journey with me. I can’t say that it 
will make you want to go to Nepal, or even make you want to try downward dog or 
chaturanga. What this book will do, I hope, is tell the remarkable story of a group of 
people who, for their own particular reasons, traveled together halfway around the 
world to Nepal and then throughout that country for fifteen days in the summer 
of 2010.

Much of this book will be told in my fellow travelers’ own words, through jour-
nals we all kept, so you will get more than my view of things.  The voices at times 
may contradict each other, dispute each other, condemn or affirm each other. I 
won’t try to give you a “definitive truth” or take sides too often.  The noise level of 
twenty voices all speaking on the same subject might get a bit confusing, argumen-
tative, and even cacophonous at times.  To which I can only say this: that is how it 
was. 

Wrapping one’s mind around a place like Nepal could take an outsider like me 
a lifetime.  For those of us who went on the Yoga For Freedom trip, just being able 
to take in all that happened, all that we saw and heard, touched, smelled, tasted and 
felt in two short weeks, and then make some sense of it all when we got back wasn’t 
that much less of a challenge. To say we were overwhelmed by it all at times would 
be an understatement. This amazing journey pushed us all to our breaking points, 
emotionally as well as physically. All I can tell you with certainty is that this trip 
was, for me and I think most of the others as well, the trip of a lifetime. I also know 
with certainty that I would do it all again tomorrow. And someday, I probably will. 

John Vourlis
May, 2014
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Part 1
Before the Journey

“We don’t receive wisdom; we must discover it for ourselves 
after a journey that no one can take for us or spare us.” 

~ Marcel Proust

A hand painted sign on the wall of a building in Kathmandu, Nepal.
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Everything Begins With An Idea

Be the change you want to see in the world. 
~ Mahatma Gandhi

In the summer of 2009, Jesse Bach was volunteering in Kathmandu with 
Nepal Orphans Home (NOH), walking the children to school with Michael Hess, 
founder of NOH. It must have been quite a sight for any Nepali watching these 
two very different looking men strolling up the street like pied pipers followed by 
a gaggle of happy kids. 

 Jesse Bach is a big dude. Bigger than life. He’s in his 30’s, about 6’2” and 
300 pounds. He grew up in Parma, Ohio, a working class suburb of Cleveland, 
where he played high school football until his senior year, when he blew out a knee. 
He attended Kent State University as an undergrad, earned his Master’s Degree in 
Education from Ursuline College and, at the time of this trip, was a shop teacher at 

The children of Nepal Orphans Home walking to school. Photo courtesy of Candace Koslen.
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his home town high school. He has an enormous shaved head, an impressive goa-
tee, tattoos and earrings, all of which give the effect of a circus strongman. He was 
a devoted student of yoga and active member of the Cleveland yoga community. 
Jesse laughs loudly at times, and at other times he withdraws completely. 

 Jesse was no traveling naïf; on previous trips to Nepal, he had gone off on 
his own into the back country to places where few, if any, outsiders had ever ven-
tured. On one such solo adventure, he had to perform immediate surgery on his own 
big toe using only a Swiss Army knife. Jesse was well aware of Nepal’s many serious 
problems. He knew all the statistics about poverty, life expectancy, infant mortality, 
and child trafficking.  In 2007, he had spent a month in western Nepal working with 
girls rescued from the Kamlari system, a kind of indentured servitude of children that 
has a long tradition in Nepal. During that time, he had an agonizing revelation, one 
of those moments of epiphany that can strike a person without warning and change 
their lives forever. These children aren’t statistics, he realized. They are people, and 
they need help. When he returned to Cleveland, he promptly founded the Imagine 
Foundation to bring awareness to the problem of child slavery and human trafficking 
in the world, a cause for which he remains both passionate and committed to this 
day.  Not knowing a single thing about charity work, but hoping to help these kids in 
any way he could, in 2009 and 2010 Jesse held  benefits to raise money for the Nepal 
Orphans Home. These benefits drew the attention of Michael Hess and NOH.

Jesse Bach. Photo courtesy of Candace Koslen
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 Michael Hess is a thin, wiry, quiet man in his late 50’s, a shade under 6’ tall 
and 150 pounds soaking wet. He often wears a Cleveland Indians baseball cap, a gift 
from a volunteer, the bill pulled down to shade his eyes. His voice is soft, his demeanor 
gentle. He’s also very steady and pragmatic. A carpenter from Florida, Michael had 
never traveled outside of the United States, until he went to Nepal for a month in early 
2004 as a volunteer with a nongovernmental organization restoring a school building 
outside of Kathmandu. He found the experience so fulfilling that he returned again in 
March of 2005. 

 They walked several miles to the outskirts of the city, and as they crested a 
hill at the edge of the valley, Michael spotted an abandoned-looking building. His 
friend told him that this house was the orphanage she had wanted him to see. When 

Michael Hess and one of the girls at NOH. It is the policy of Nepal Orphans Home 
not to identify by name the children living there to the media, a policy we have 
respected.  Photo by Candace Koslen.
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they approached, Michael’s friend called out, “Namaste!” and a group of young chil-
dren emerged from the run-down house. The conditions in and around this home 
were deplorable. There was no running water, and just one outhouse with no door. 
A wide broken gate in front of the building tilted on one hinge, useless and ignored, 
in the middle of a wall with broken glass embedded into the top. A sign on the gate 
read “Humanity Concern Center”; the irony of that name did not escape Michael. He 
found the children in a horrible state, malnourished, in poor health and not attending 
school. These kids were being forced by the orphanage owners to beg in the streets, 
his friend told him, a crude and commonplace money-making strategy. At the time, 
the vast majority of orphanages in Nepal were run by unscrupulous people, smooth-
talking operators who used children for their own gain. These people would pocket 
whatever money the children could separate from unsuspecting tourists, and then 
abandon the children. Such was the case with this orphanage.  It was at this moment, 
standing before this house and these children, that Michael had his own epiphany. 

 He returned to Kathmandu that evening, bought new clothes, shampoo 
and medicine, along with enough vegetables and rice for a full meal for all the kids, 
and came back the next day. The owners of the orphanage showed up and begrudg-
ingly allowed Michael to supply the children there with the basic medical care and 
food they had been lacking for a very long time. These sham operators thought that 
Michael would eventually give up caring for the kids and leave. It took them months 
to realize he wasn’t going anywhere. Once they did figure it out, they left in the middle 
of the night, taking supplies and children to set up operations elsewhere. Some of 
the children were found and eventually brought back. Over the next year, Michael 
sold his home and business in the United States, assumed control of this orphanage, 
renovated the building and began caring for the children. That was the beginning of 
Nepal Orphans Home. 

 That Jesse and Michael, such outwardly different men, could see the world 
in the same way, see the need to help those far less fortunate than themselves as a 
calling, is as much a testament to basic human goodness probably as anything else.  
This particular day, as the two men walked with the children to Skylark Academy 
where the kids of NOH now attended school, Jesse began talking to Michael about 
the loving nature of the yoga community that he was a part of in Cleveland, and 
how it would be amazing to bring people like that to Nepal to see firsthand the 
work that Michael was doing at the Nepal Orphans Home and to let them experi-
ence this amazing country for which they both shared a deep love. Over the next 
few weeks and months Jesse and Michael continued talking and from those long 
conversations, Yoga For Freedom was born.  
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Yoga For Freedom was not meant to be a relaxing spa holiday. The purpose of 
the Yoga for Freedom trip, Jesse and Michael decided, would be not only to edu-
cate people and raise their awareness of Nepal, but to allow outsiders to experience 
Nepal fully. The good (of which they knew there was plenty), the bad, and the ugly. 
Experiences usually reserved for the pages of National Geographic are what Jesse and 
Michael wanted to make available to those unfamiliar with Nepal. Traveling halfway 
around the globe to a poor, developing country, they both realized, would be a test 
of anyone’s physical, spiritual and emotional limits. Their hope was that Yoga For 
Freedom would unite the spirit of yoga with the beauty of Nepal’s natural landscape, 
to help effect change and improve the lives of the children of NOH. 

From a practical standpoint, the trip would also serve as a platform to raise funds 
for the children of NOH. Though the cost of living in Nepal is unbelievably low, run-
ning an orphanage, feeding, clothing, educating and housing 120 children, does re-
quire money. So the two men decided that $850 of each traveler’s cost of the Yoga For 
Freedom journey would be donated to NOH. This modest amount would be enough 
to support one child completely for an entire year. This combination of idealism and 
pragmatism is the perfect reflection of what Jesse and Michael represent. That’s es-
sentially why I wanted to be a part of this journey. I wanted my trip to be about 
more than just fulfilling my own need for adventure. The idea of helping a child, an 
orphan, to be taken care of for a whole year seemed a pretty special opportunity to 
me. So, in June of 2010, I joined a group of 19 other yoga teachers and students from 
the Cleveland area, and one from Hong Kong, on a two-week trip to Nepal, for the 
inaugural Yoga For Freedom journey. 

The idea for this book came from one of our fellow travelers, Minling Chuang, 
who was in her late twenties with a degree from USC and an MBA from Indiana 
University. Minling’s idea was to have the trip make even more of a long term differ-
ence. She wanted the trip to live on within the pages of a book that would help pro-
vide support for NOH, and she and Jesse also thought the book could shed some light 
on the Kamlari system in Nepal. All of us hope the book will inspire concrete action, 
whether through donations or volunteerism, to help children everywhere limited by 
circumstances, as well as to help raise funds for the children of NOH. In that vein, 
the majority of proceeds from this book will be donated to NOH to help feed, clothe, 
shelter and educate these remarkable kids. Every child deserves at least that.
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Why Nepal?

You see things, and you say, ‘Why?’ 
But I dream things that never were, 

and I say, “Why not?”
~George Bernard Shaw

Going to Nepal isn’t like traveling to Disneyworld or hiking the Grand 
Canyon. It’s not like going on a tropical vacation or a ski trip to Aspen. Things we 
take for granted in the United States, like electricity, refrigerators, and air condi-
tioning, are extreme rarities in Nepal. Garbage collection, traffic lights, and street 
signs are almost non-existent, as is healthcare. It takes an entire day of flying, deal-
ing with luggage and airports and all the hassles of modern travel, just to get there. 

Garbage collection is sporadic at best in Nepal. More often than not 
it’s burned, or just dumped. Photo by Candace Koslen.
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When you do finally arrive, your sleep patterns are completely disrupted. What you 
feel should be night time is actually the middle of the day because your body clock 
has been turned upside down. The food looks and tastes different from what many 
Westerners are used to, and the language is quite foreign to most Americans.  

So why go to a small, third world country like Nepal, then? If it’s volunteer work 
you want to do, why not go somewhere closer to home, somewhere in the United 
States to help out? If it’s charity you’re interested in, why not just write a check to 
NOH and be done with it? What kind of vacation would it be anyway, going to an 
impoverished nation that lacks so many of the creature comforts of home? These 
questions, and many more, were being asked of us often as we prepared to head off 
on the Yoga For Freedom adventure. To answer them, you first have to know a little 
about Nepal.

For those who aren’t familiar with Nepal, the country is located just about 
halfway around the world from the United States, where the Indian subcontinent 
collides with Asia, the result of this collision being the world’s tallest mountain 
range, the Himalayas. Nepal is bordered to the north by the People’s Republic of 
China and the Chinese occupied nation of Tibet, and to the south, east, and west 
by the Republic of India. 

Nepal. Our route is shown in yellow.

1) Grand Norling Hotel
2) Bhaktapur
3) Boudhanath
4) Lumbini
5) Narti 
6) Hotel Parkland, Chitwan National Park
7) Namo Buddha
8) Thamel
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Nepal has a rich geography. The mountainous north has eight of the world’s 
ten tallest mountains, including the highest point on Earth, Mount Everest, called 
Sagarmatha in Nepali. It contains more than 240 peaks over 20,000 ft. (6,096 m) 
above sea level. As a contrast, North America has one mountain taller than 20,000 
feet - Mt. McKinley in Alaska. The fertile and humid south is heavily urbanized. 
With an area of 147,181 square kilometers (56,827 sq. mi.) and a population of 
approximately 30 million, Nepal is the world’s 93rd largest country by land mass 
and the 41st most populous country. Kathmandu is the capital and the country’s 
largest city.

Nepal may be a small country, but it is one of the most beautiful places on 
the planet. You can take in spectacular vistas of the highest mountains on Earth 
one day, and the next day join an elephant safari through lowland jungles where 
you can see rhinos and tigers in the wild.  This is an untamed land, a world where 
rice farming, one of the most labor intensive forms of agriculture, is critical to the 
lives of not only vast numbers of peasant farmers, but the whole nation.  The views 
throughout the country of hillsides terraced with rice paddies, peasants tending the 
fields, are serene and often-times stunning. 

Nepal is also one of the most spiritual places in the world. Monks are as com-
mon in Nepal as teenagers in a western shopping mall. Hinduism is practiced by 
a large majority of the people. Buddhism, though in the minority, is also linked 
historically to the country since it is the birthplace of the Buddha, founder of 
Buddhism, one of the world’s major spiritual philosophies. Many Nepali, in fact, 
do not distinguish between the two religious practices, and follow both traditions. 
Nepal is also one of the centers of that other great eastern philosophical export, 
yoga, the practice of which is closely related to both Buddhism and Hinduism. The 
landscape of Nepal is dotted with some of the most beautiful Buddhist art in the 
entire world, too. There are breathtaking monasteries and wondrous temples and 
stupas everywhere. 

Nepali’s are also some of the sweetest, most gentle people you will meet, people 
who would gladly share their meal with you or go hours out of their way to di-
rect you to where you are going. But despite all the natural beauty and Buddhist 
serenity, Kathmandu, the capital, is intensely hectic. Though crime doesn’t seem 
rampant, the people generally seem to govern themselves. Just take a ride through 
Kathmandu, where you can watch a lone traffic cop stand on a raised concrete 
platform in the middle of one of the capital’s busiest boulevards, valiantly, futilely 
attempting to do his job, a job that requires him to wear a dust mask to save himself 



16

from the pollution of thousands of vehicles hurtling past him - cars, trucks, vans, 
buses, motorcycles and gas powered rickshaws. 

Throughout most of its history, Nepal was a monarchy ruled by various royal 
factions, some allied with the British, who ruled neighboring India from the early 
1800’s to the mid-1900’s. A recent decade-long Civil War between royalists, the 
military, and Maoist insurgents led to the murder of the Nepali king by his nephew. 
The war and the assassination culminated in mass protests by all major political 
parties, until the conflict was finally resolved in November 2005. The ensuing elec-
tions for a new Parliament in 2008 abolished the monarchy and established a fed-
eral multiparty representative democratic republic whose first President was sworn 
in on July 23, 2008. 

Despite having resolved some major political issues, Nepal still grapples with 
a host of other troublesome problems. Population growth and poverty are two of 
the biggest ones. The population in the Kathmandu Valley has doubled between the 
1990’s and 2000’s and is rising at an unsustainable rate.   Much of the population 
lives in poverty, and the majority of the people live as subsistence farmers.  Life 
expectancy is just sixty-three years, and one in twenty children die before the age 
of five. In addition, an estimated 1 in 3 Nepali children fall victim to child slavery. 

Exquisite statues like the ones at Swayambhunath in Kathmandu are not uncommon in Nepal. Also known as the 
Monkey Temple because the monkeys living there are considered holy by both Buddhists and Hindus, this 1500  
year-old temple area is among the oldest religious sites in Nepal.  Photo by Candace Koslen. 
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Child slavery has a long, reprehensible tradition in Nepal. Widespread poverty 
leaves children vulnerable to a form of indentured servitude known as the Kamlari 
system. In rural areas, poor families are pressured by financial hardship into taking 
money in exchange for sending children, as young as six years old, to work in the 
homes of wealthy people as indentured laborers, because such an exchange can help 
the remainder of the family buy things like food and medicine that are necessary 
for survival. In the local language of Western Nepal, Kamlari literally means “slave.”

Here is a brief account of what that experience was like for one of the young 
girls at NOH named Sarita.1

My mother died when I was ten and my father sold me to home own-
ers. They did not work, I did it all. I would wake up at 4 am and start to 
work, and I would finish my work at 11 or 12 at night. The family never let 
me go [to] sleep, they would always give me more work to do; if they found 
me sleeping they would scold and then beat me.

My sister Sapana talked to Papa [what the children of NOH call 
Michael] about where I was and what was happening to me. Papa sent 
Vinod [a young Nepali man who worked at NOH]… to the village where I 
was [to] take me. When they got to me the family refused to let me go; one 
man in the house was always beating me and I was scared, but Vinod… 
told the house owner I was going with them and took me.

If not being rescued I would never escape the Kamlari system, I don’t 
know what would have happened with not good food, little sleep, all the 
time work, all the time beaten what would happen to me.

Over half of the 120 children in Nepal Orphans Home are former Kamlaris like 
Sarita. As Sarita says, she did not know what would have happened to her if she 
had not been rescued. Often sent far from their homes, Kamlari girls are terribly 
isolated and vulnerable to physical violence and sexual abuse. However Dickensian 
it sounds to the average westerner, the simple fact remains that such horrors still 
exist in the modern world, which in itself was reason enough to draw like-minded, 
conscientious individuals like ourselves to Nepal to see if we could somehow make 
a difference. As idealistic, perhaps even naïve, as that might seem, that is exactly 
what Michael and Jesse had done.  They had gone to Nepal, had seen the problems 
firsthand, and then decided to do something about them. And as a result, both 
ended up making a very real difference.  

So, why Nepal, then? Well, to paraphrase George Bernard Shaw - “Why not?”  
This amazing little country is where we chose to go, full of noble intentions and 

  1 Children’s names used here by permission of Nepal Orphans Home.
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good will. We were a smart, motivated group of spirited and caring individuals, and 
we were going to make a difference there, of course. How could we not? Blissfully 
unaware of the challenges to come, we jumped right in to the adventure, and dis-
covered that it’s one thing to want to effect change, and quite another to get twenty 
people to all pull in the same direction to make it happen.


