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 The Biggest Battle 

DATELINE: Katmandu 

BODY: 
IT WAS, by all accounts, the bloodiest and most one-sided battle ever fought on Nepalese soil. Late on the night of February 16th, guerrillas from Nepal's shadowy Maoist movement raided Mangelsen, a town in the far-western district of Accham, 600km (375 miles) from the capital Katmandu. Dressed in camouflage fatigues, faces darkened with soot, they poured down from the hills in their hundreds. They fired rocket-propelled grenades and machineguns looted from an army weapons store in a raid in November, and set fire to dozens of buildings. Of a 57-man army platoon, only three soldiers survived the slaughter. Two contingents of policemen, one in the town, another at a nearby airport, were massacred. In all, 153 policemen, soldiers and civilians died. The retreating Maoists did not even bother to take the dead policemen's vintage Enfield .303 rifles. The pickings were better at a military arsenal nearby. Hundreds of thousands of dollars were looted from a burnt-out bank. The Maoists bore away the bodies of their fallen, so the authorities do not know how many died. 

In faraway Katmandu, news of the attack hit at an eerily bad time. It was the sixth anniversary of the start of the Maoists' "people's war", and the Nepalese parliament was being asked to approve a three-month extension to the state of emergency declared in November to enable the army to engage the rebels. The assumption by the capital's elite, that the Royal Nepal Army would easily crush the Maoist revolt, had proved dangerously hollow. So too had official statements in the weeks before the massacre, which tended to claim that the authorities were gaining the upper hand over the guerrillas. "Is this an army, or for funerals and honour guards?" raged an opposition Communist MP, Rajendra Pandey. 

Others accused the military chiefs of being more interested in Sierra Leone than western Nepal, a reference to the army's help with United Nations' peacekeeping. The army used to be above criticism, seen as a competent force in its own right and for national unity. Now that reputation is tarnished. Ministers too were blamed for ignoring warnings of an imminent attack. The governing Nepali Congress's MP for Accham, Ram Bahadur Bista, said he had begged for reinforcements for the Mangelsen garrison two weeks ago because Maoist forces were seen massing in the area. 

The government, though shaken, seems determined to press on. Some $40m in new defence spending was announced last week, but it is not clear how much will be used to fight the Maoists, who anyway have a hold on Nepal's rural poor that cannot be fought with arms. The blow to the government's political credibility may well prove fatal. The prime minister, Sher Bahadur Deuba, is under pressure from within his own party to resign. Nepal's fractious polity looks set to enter one of its alarming periods of instability. 


