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The tea shops lining the feeder roads to Narayangad, Chitwan
District's main bazaar town, provide an excellent arena for observ-
ing interaction between the different caste/ethnic groups that com-
prise the multi-ethnic population of the Rapti Valley resettlement
area. The tea shop is at once a place for relaxation and refresh-
ment, a forum for discussions ranging from local gossip to world
affairs, and a place to conduct business. Low status castes may
be restricted access to certain areas of the tea shop, but they
are not excluded altogether. Since tea at least is virtually
neutral in terms of ritual purity, all caste/ethnic groups will
drink tea prepared by any "touchable caste" (Nepali: paani chalne
jaat). Nor is lack of money a bar since no purchase is necessary
and many people seek only a drink of cool water and a seat in the
shade. Tea shops thus witness a daily mingling of people from a.
wide variety of economic and caste/ethnic backgrounds.

The description of a particular tea shop will provide the
physical setting in which to visualize the behavior patterms and
conversations discussed below. This tea shop, a primarily wood
structure with gaps filled in with odd scraps of woven matting, has
a half loft providing sleeping space for travelers, and measures
roughly 20 by 30 feet. It is somewhat larger than the average
village tea shop and its five tables can seat between 20 and 25
people. It is owned and run by a Gurung couple in their mid-
thirties who live with their five sons in a small concrete build-
ing, once intended to be a cloth store, which forms one wall of
the tea shop. The tea shop "household" at one time included a male
Brahmin cook in his fifties, a Chyame (low status Newar caste)
woman of 45 who cleared tables and washed dishes, her husband and
a Chepang male of about 20, both of whom combined agricultural day
labor with odd jobs around the tea shop. After seven months at
the tea shop the Brahmin cook quit and was replaced by the owner's
20 year old unmarried niece. The tea shop is located on a main
feeder road in a small bazaar adjacent to a new agricultural college
about 10 miles from the district center. Available food includes:
two complete rice meals daily, meat (chicken, wild bird, fish,
buffalo) several times a week, tea, milk, bread, chiura (flattened
roasted rice), vegetable curry, curd, eggs and raksi (Nepali rice
wine).
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