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DEDICATION

Since 1991, buildOn has partnered with thousands of

volunteers from across the globe to break the cycle of poverty,

illiteracy and low expectations through service and education.

Every year, volunteers from our partner countries and abroad

work in solidarity to construct schools in rural communities.

buildOn Trek brings these volunteers together through life-

changing host family stays and impactful cross-cultural

exchange. 

 

On Trek, buildOn Cooks create meals for visiting volunteers

that celebrate the culture and creatively utilize local products. 

buildOn Cooks wake up early, stay up late, and work hard to

feed hungry stomachs and hearts. This delicious cuisine

provides inspiration, comfort and connection to the cultures our

volunteers immerse in as part of their buildOn Trek experience.

 

This recipe book was created in collaboration with our buildOn

Cooks and includes some of our favorite recipes. It is dedicated

to all members of the buildOn Movement who have fueled the

construction of more than 1,600 schools that provide education

to thousands of children, parents and grandparents.
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For a country roughly the size of the state of Georgia, Nepal offers an astounding

range of geographic diversity and an incredible variety of cultures and cuisines.

Whether you’re dining in the plains of the Terai or among the Tibetan Sherpa

communities of the Himalayas, taking a seat at a table or mat in any Nepalese home

guarantees a meal that brings comfort and is prepared with aromatic spices like

turmeric, cumin, coriander, and cardamom.

 

Most of Nepal’s population – which is comprised of over 100 ethnic groups, each

with their own language and deeply rooted food culture – is nestled in the foothills

of the Himalayas. This mountainous terrain naturally isolated communities and

created food microcosms which led to the preservation of food culture in each area.

Roughly eighty percent of Nepalese live in rural, agrarian areas. For centuries these

communities have relied on their environment in order to cultivate, prepare and

cook foods. Using resources like wood collected from local forests and dried cow

manure patties as fuel, meals are often cooked over fire in clay cookstoves. Once

dinner is finished, dishes could be washed at the water pump at home or using

water collected from natural springs, using ash and spare burlap or plastic as a

sponge to remove residue.

 

While it’s now typical for Nepalese to have two meals of ‘dal bhat’ (lentils and rice)

per day, rice hasn’t always been the most favored starch. This reality only came to

be after decades of development and urbanization afforded Nepalese increased

purchasing power, allowing them to choose rice over more traditional starches, like

buckwheat, millet, and barley. This has significantly changed the landscape of

agrarian communities by altering crop rotation to heavily favor rice paddy planting,

which, in turn, modified Nepalese tradition. Even though rice is now the de facto

starch in homes all across Nepal, the more traditional starches are still used to

make dhendo (flour mixed with boiling water) or roti (wheat flour flatbread), which

would accompany tarkari (curried vegetables). 

 

To stave off hunger and, more traditionally, add calories to their diet, many

Nepalese people have a sugary milk tea, commonly known as chai, in the morning

and midday. Milk tea gives farmers energy to labor in the fields and, in cities, it

provides urban Nepalese some respite before returning back to work in the office.

Food Culture
in Nepal
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TOTAL TIME
5-8 MINS 1-2

SERVING

Add cardamom pods, whole cloves, black

peppercorns, and ginger powder to a food

processor or blender.

Blend to create a coarse powder.

Reserve ½ tablespoon for tea recipe and

store the remaining mix in an airtight

container.

Heat milk and water in a saucepan over

medium heat.

Add in tea masala powder mix, dried black

tea leaves, and sugar to taste. 

Continue to stir mixture while heating,

bringing the liquid to a caramel color.

Bring to a full boil. As liquid rises, take off

heat immediately.

Stir and serve by straining into your favorite

tea cup. Sip and enjoy the aromas of Nepal!

Tea Masala Powder Mix:

 

Tea:

Nepali
Chiya
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TEA MASALA POWDER MIX:
¼ cup cardamom pods
¼ cup whole cloves

 

Nepalese Milk Tea

I N S T R U C T I O N S

To make a proper, milk tea, known to most as
chai, you must first create your masala spice
mix. In order to easily make a quick small
cup of morning or afternoon tea, it’s best to
create this tea masala powder mix in bulk
and store in an airtight container to later
use as needed. For this recipe, you will use ½
tablespoon of this mix and you can save the
rest for later! Feel free to add nutmeg, fennel
seeds or saffron per preference.

For a jazzed up version, our Nepal Trek
Leader, Jharana Bam, likes to make dirty chai

by adding 1 teaspoon of instant coffee or a
shot of espresso to the tea. 

This is a Trek favorite!

1 cup milk
½ cup water
½ tablespoon Tea
Masala Powder Mix

 
 

1 ½ tablespoons dried loose
black tea leaves
1-2 tablespoons sugar or
alternative sweetener of
your choice

 
 

¼ cup black peppercorns
2 tablespoons ginger powder

 
TEA:

INGREDIENTS



TOTAL TIME
12 MINS 2-3

SERVINGS

Dal
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INGREDIENTS
2 cups lentils 

8 cups water, divided
2 tablespoons oil, divided
1 tablespoon turmeric
powder 
1 large onion

     (yellow or brown)

 
 

Nepalese Lentil Soup

I N S T R U C T I O N S

No Nepalese meal would be complete without
this soupy staple, typically prepared in a
pressure cooker. Healthy and easy to prepare,
dal is ladled out year-round and served at
both morning and evening meals. It is best
enjoyed when poured over bhat (rice), served
with sides, and eaten with family.

6 cloves garlic
1 teaspoon cumin
pinch ground coriander seeds
pinch ground dried chili
pinch ground fenugreek seed*
Salt to taste
¼ cup fresh coriander or
cilantro

 
 

Rinse and drain lentils. Set aside.

Add lentils, 6 cups water, 1 tablespoon

cooking oil and turmeric powder to a pressure

cooker. Secure lid and place on medium heat

for about 15 minutes. While lentils are

cooking, chop onions and crush and mince

garlic. Set these aside.

In a separate pan, heat 1 tablespoon oil and

add cumin, onion and garlic. buildOn Cooks

suggests grinding and adding coriander seeds,

dried chili and fenugreek seed to the oil for

extra flavor. Brown onions and garlic for 1-2

minutes, being careful not to burn them. 

Take the cooker off the heat, allow the

pressure to release naturally and cool down

thoroughly before opening. Once you have

opened the pressure cooker, add onions,

garlic, salt and 2 cups water. Secure the lid

and cook on low heat for about 5 more

minutes. 

Take the cooker off the heat, allowing it to

thoroughly cool and the pressure to release.

Check that the lentils are tender. If not, add

more water and cook to your preference.**  

The dal is finished cooking and ready to serve

with bhat (rice) or roti (flatbread) and topped

with fresh coriander.

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Mustard seed may be used to substitute
if fenugreek seed is not readily available.

 
**The more water added, the thinner the
dal will be, which will allow you to serve

more people.
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Whether it be fermentation or drying, food preservation of seasonal fruits, vegetables, and meats is

vital to keeping the Nepali diet diversified throughout the year.



Sri Devi has been a cook with buildOn since

2013, and has fed more than 77 Trek

teams! She is from the village of Joshipur in

the southwest district of Kailali, which is

one of the areas where buildOn has

constructed many of our 275 Nepal schools.

 

Growing up, Sri Devi did not have the

opportunity to attend school, but as an

adult, she was able to take a basic adult

literacy class for three months. Sri Devi’s

childhood was full of economic challenges

and, as a result, she worked as a Kamlari, or

child laborer, in houses in exchange for

room, board, and food. It was during this

difficult part of her life that Sri Devi learned

how to cook and nourish others. She most

often cooks rice, lentils and vegetables, a

trio which constitutes a typical Nepalese

meal, also known as Thali.

 

 

After beginning as a cook with buildOn,

Sri Devi is proud to say her life has

changed. She is able to afford an

education for her son who is currently in

the ninth grade. She has also been able to

build a small home where she happily

lives with her son and husband, who

works as a skilled laborer constructing

schools with buildOn.

 

“I imagine that if I were not working with

buildOn then I might have been struggling

with basic needs, even for food, Sri Devi

says. “I am very thankful to buildOn for

the work opportunity which helps me

economically.”
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Sri Devi 
Chaudhary
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love for communities. Though it may be back breaking work, long days are broken up with a small

snack and cup of chai tea before moving on to sew seedlings in the next paddy.



TOTAL TIME
10-15 MINS 2 

SERVINGS

Cut the cauliflower into medium-sized

florets and peel potatoes and cut into

small cubes. Crush fresh garlic cloves,

then mince. Dice tomatoes and chop

onions. Keep separate and set all of these

aside.

Heat oil in a large wok or frying pan and

add cumin seeds, onion and garlic to the

hot oil. This should become green in

color.

Add tomato, turmeric powder, cumin

powder and salt. Stir these for about 5

minutes.

Add potato cubes, cauliflower florets and

water to wok. Cook until vegetables

become tender. If vegetables become dry,

add water as needed.

Mix in cayenne pepper and fresh

coriander to taste and the dish is ready to

eat! Enjoy as a side dish or as your main

meal.

 

 

 

 

Aalu Cauli
Tarkari
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I N G R E D I E N T S
1 large cauliflower
1 medium potato
3 cloves garlic 
2 small tomatoes 
1 small onion 
1-2 tablespoons oil*
¼ teaspoon cumin seeds

 

½ teaspoon turmeric powder
2 teaspoon cumin powder
Salt to taste
4 cups water
¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper
powder
¼ cup fresh coriander or
cilantro

Cauliflower and Potato Curry

I N S T R U C T I O N S

Grown during the cool months, potatoes
and cauliflower are staple vegetables in
Far West Nepal. In this hearty dish, these
two vegetables are combined to create one
of Nepal’s favorite sides.

*In Nepal, mustard seed oil is most
commonly used. Sesame oil or sunflower

seed oil can be used as substitutes.



TOTAL TIME
50 MINS 2 

SERVINGS

Thoroughly wash the outside of the pumpkin.

Remove inner fibers and seeds of pumpkin.

Chop pumpkin into medium sized cubes.

Chop onion, crush and mince garlic cloves.

Keep separate and set these aside.

Heat oil in a large wok or deep skillet. Add

cumin seeds, onion and garlic and sauté for

1-2 minutes. 

Add pumpkin, salt, cayenne pepper powder

and turmeric powder. Cook for 5 minutes,

stirring frequently.

Add 1 cup water. Cover and cook for 10

minutes on medium heat, stirring

occasionally.

Add ½ cup of water. Cover and cook for

another 10 minutes on medium heat, stirring

occasionally.

Add the final ½ cup of water. Cover and cook

for 10 minutes or until the pumpkin is tender

and water has been absorbed creating a thick

gravy. Pumpkin curry can be eaten on its own

as a rich, thick soup or served with rice or

roti as is Nepalese custom.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Farsi Ko
Tarkari
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I N G R E D I E N T S
1 medium size green unripe
pumpkin, about 1lb*
1 small onion
3-4 cloves garlic
2-3 tablespoons oil
1 teaspoon cumin seeds

 

 

I N S T R U C T I O N S

Known for their resilience and long shelf
life, pumpkins are grown all over Nepal, from
the low-lying plains to the mountainside
villages. This Pumpkin Curry dish is healthy,
flavorful, and a buildOn favorite for Trek
participants and staffers alike.

Pumpkin Curry

Salt to taste
1 teaspoon cayenne
pepper powder
½ teaspoon turmeric
powder
2 cups water, divided

 

 
 

*If pumpkin isn’t seasonal in your area,
butternut or acorn squash can be used as a

substitute.
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seeds are dried and pressed to create mustard seed oil which is used not only for cooking, but

Ayurvedic massages as well.
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Ram Prasad is 35 years old, from

Joshipur, Kailali. Ram Prasad lives with

his six family members. He has been

with buildOn for nine years and has

cooked for 45 Treks to date! 

 

For Ram Prasad, working with buildOn is

an opportunity to earn extra income,

which gives him the economic stability to

financially care for his family members

and also pay for healthcare and

education. He completed his bachelor’s

degree with a major in English and had

hopes to pursue higher education. Due to

economic problems he was unable to

continue his studies further.

 

To earn money, Ram Prasad began to

work as a rickshaw puller. While doing

so, he decided to save money to take a

three month cook training, which helped

him learn the culinary skills he uses to

feed buildOn volunteers. In his free time

he farms and manages a small grocery

and convenience store in his

community.

 

While cooking on Trek, Ram Prasad will

wake up early to cook breakfast

omelets, a dish he most enjoys

preparing for Trek participants. One of

Ram Prasad’s fondest memories is

celebrating the birthday of a Trek

participant, Daniel, on Trek in Dhurjanna

village.

Ram Prasad
Chaudhary
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2 Seamless crop rotation helps to keep the soil rich. Depending on the region, a single field could

cultivate up to four crops per year. Amongst these crops are corn, mustard seed, rice, wheat, millet

or barley.



TOTAL TIME
50-60 MINS 4-5

SERVINGS
Chop onions, tomatoes, and coriander

leaf. Crush and mince garlic and ginger.

Keep separate and set aside.

Heat 3 tablespoons oil in a deep pan or

pot. Add chopped onions, ginger and

garlic and sauté until browned.

Add 4 tablespoons oil, tomato, coriander

leaf, cumin powder, coriander powder,

crushed red pepper and salt to the pan.

Keep on low heat for about 5 minutes.

Add chicken to the pan and sauté with

vegetables and spices for 10 minutes on

low heat.

Simmer on low to medium heat for 30

additional minutes, stirring occasionally.

Local chicken is ready* to serve at your

special occasion!

 

 

 

 

 

Nepali
Kukhura 
ko Masu
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I N G R E D I E N T S
1 medium onion
2 medium tomatoes
⅓ cup green coriander
leaf or cilantro
1 bulb garlic
7 tablespoons oil, divided
1 tablespoon cumin
powder
½ cup fresh ginger*

 

 
 

INSTRUCTIONS

1 tablespoon coriander powder
Salt to taste 
2 ½ pounds bone-in chicken,
such as mixture of drumsticks,
thighs and chicken breasts
Optional: Add crushed red
pepper or spice of your 

 

      choice to taste.
 

Local Chicken

If you are being served chicken with your traditional set
meal of rice, lentils and vegetables, it must be a special
occasion or your lucky day! Meat proteins are not often
served or consumed on a daily basis in most Nepalese
homes. The type of meat a family consumes in Nepal
may also be determined by caste. For example,
Brahmins, the high caste, may only eat chicken, but the
most austere of the Brahmin sect may not even
consume chicken or eggs! Buffalo meat is considered
sacred and traditional in Newari cuisine, an ethnic
group found in and around Kathmandu, while snails and
crab are a culturally important protein consumed by
the Tharu, the dominant ethnic group which populates
the buildOn impact area in the western Terai.

*If fresh ginger is not available, may
use 1 tablespoon ginger powder.

 
**Use a meat thermometer to ensure
your chicken is cooked to an internal

temperature of 165 degrees Fahrenheit.
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THANK YOU FOR 
YOUR SUPPORT

 Learn more about buildOn’s work

to break the cycle of poverty,

illiteracy and low expectations in

Nepal at buildOn.org

Share your prepared recipes using #buildOnCooks to inspire
other members of the Movement with your culinary creations!


