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How a forgotten Disney Channel adventure transformed

Kathmandu, Bhaktapur and the Himalayas into a world of hidden

kingdoms, youthful romance and spiritual mystery—and captured

a very different Western idea of Nepal from the hippie films that

came before it.

There is something wonderfully revealing about the title The Night

Train to Kathmandu. In 1988, when the film first appeared on

American television, there was no railway running to Kathmandu.

Nepal had possessed limited railways in the southern plains

during earlier decades, but the Kathmandu Valley had never been

connected to the country by passenger train. The very vehicle
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carrying the characters toward the capital therefore belongs

partly to imagination.

That apparent geographical mistake is almost too appropriate. The

Night Train to Kathmandu is not really interested in Nepal as an

ordinary place reached by ordinary transportation. From its

opening idea, Kathmandu represents a threshold between the

everyday world and another realm—a place where an American

teenager can meet a mysterious prince, ancient legends may turn

out to be true, sacred objects become maps and somewhere

beyond the visible Himalayas an entire city can appear and

disappear.

The film premiered on the Disney Channel on June 5, 1988, as a

Disney Channel Premiere Film. Directed by Robert Wiemer, it runs

for roughly 102 minutes and stars Milla Jovovich as Lily, Eddie

Castrodad as Prince Joharv and Pernell Roberts as Professor

Hadley-Smythe. Disney’s D23 archive describes it as the

adventure of an American girl in Nepal and a prince who has

temporarily left his secret city to experience the outside world.

That description makes the movie sound like a modest piece of

1980s family television. It is. Yet viewed from Nepal nearly four

decades later, it becomes considerably more interesting. The

Nepal shown in The Night Train to Kathmandu belongs to a

particular moment in the history of foreign imagination. The

hippie Kathmandu of the late 1960s and early 1970s had begun to
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fade. Freak Street was no longer the singular centre of foreign

travel. Trekking, mountaineering and organised tourism were

expanding. Thamel was emerging as the new international

quarter. Western popular culture was beginning to reinvent the

country accordingly.

The Kathmandu of 1969 had represented escape. The Kathmandu

of 1988 increasingly represented adventure.

From Princeton to Another World

The story begins with Lily McLeod, an American teenager whose

parents take the family from the United States to Nepal. Lily does

not initially regard the move as a gift. She sees what she is losing:

friends, familiarity, independence and the ordinary world she

understands. Nepal, at first, represents inconvenience rather than

enchantment.

Then she meets a strange young man named Joharv. He does not

understand many conventions of the world Lily takes for granted.

Tickets, money and ordinary social rules are unfamiliar to him. He

possesses precious stones casually enough to suggest that wealth

itself has a different meaning where he comes from. Their first

encounters are playful, suspicious and gradually affectionate.

Joharv is not simply another traveller. He comes from a hidden

kingdom. The mythology at the centre of the film concerns an

invisible Himalayan city sometimes described as the “City That
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Never Was.” It appears only under particular circumstances, and

its young prince is allowed to leave his concealed world,

experience ordinary civilisation and then return. Joharv is that

prince.

The fantasy immediately rearranges Lily’s relationship with Nepal.

The country she initially resented becomes the doorway to

something impossible. Her family’s intellectual world also begins

to collide with Joharv’s world of legend. Professors debate

whether the hidden city is folklore or history. An ancient medallion

becomes evidence. Scholarship, greed, mythology and adventure

converge as the characters move from Kathmandu deeper toward

the mountains.

The basic structure is familiar: a sceptical outsider enters an

unfamiliar culture, encounters something that appears irrational,

and eventually discovers that the impossible may be real. Nepal

makes that formula unusually effective. The Himalayas already

carried centuries of sacred geography, difficult terrain and stories

of inaccessible places. To a foreign audience in the 1980s, the

distance between Kathmandu and the high mountains was not

simply measured in kilometres. It represented a movement from

the known toward the unknown.
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A Very Young Milla Jovovich

For contemporary viewers, the most recognisable name in the cast

is unquestionably Milla Jovovich. Long before The Fifth Element,

Resident Evil or her later international fame, Jovovich appeared in

The Night Train to Kathmandu as Lily. She was still at the

beginning of her screen career, and the film is frequently

rediscovered today precisely because it captures her before the

roles that would define her public image.

The performance has little in common with the action characters

audiences later associated with Jovovich. Lily is young, stubborn,

curious and vulnerable. Her transformation is emotional rather

than physical. She begins by resisting Nepal and gradually

becomes the person most willing to believe in the possibility

hidden inside it.

Opposite her, Eddie Castrodad’s Joharv plays the reverse journey.

Lily is travelling away from a modern American world she

understands; Joharv is entering that world from somewhere

supposedly untouched by it. Their relationship gives the film its

romantic core, but it also creates its central cultural contrast.

Lily understands tickets, money, schools and modern social

behaviour. Joharv understands another system entirely. For a

Disney family audience, this becomes a gentle way of asking

whether modern knowledge is the same thing as understanding.

6 / 19



The film repeatedly contrasts rational explanation with intuition,

academic expertise with belief, and the desire to possess

knowledge with the ability to respect mystery.

Nepal Was Not Just a Studio Backdrop

One reason the film remains visually interesting is that its Nepal is

not entirely fabricated on an American soundstage. Nepal’s Film

Development Board lists The Night Train to Kathmandu among

foreign productions filmed in the country and records locations

including Kathmandu, Bhaktapur, Tengboche and areas

below Mount Everest. The official record also notes Nepali

performers associated with the production.

That matters. Whatever liberties the story takes with geography,

its physical environment often belongs to Nepal itself.

Kathmandu’s streets, Bhaktapur’s architecture, Buddhist

landscapes and the Himalayan terrain provide a scale and texture

that would have been difficult to reproduce convincingly

elsewhere in 1988.

For foreign viewers encountering Nepal through television, those

images mattered as much as the plot. A family sitting in the United

States was not simply watching Lily and Joharv search for an

invisible kingdom. It was also seeing brick courtyards, stupas,

mountain paths, monks, old settlements and Himalayan

landscapes that were still relatively unfamiliar in mainstream
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American family entertainment.

The fictional kingdom may not have existed. The landscape around

it did. And that combination—real Nepal surrounding an invented

mystical Nepal—is one of the movie’s most fascinating qualities.

Watch: An Archival YouTube Upload

A clearly verified standalone YouTube trailer is difficult to locate

today. The archival YouTube upload below is one of the most

accessible surviving online references to the film and its Nepal

setting. Availability may change depending on the uploader or

region.

The Night Train to Kathmandu (1988) — archival

YouTube upload by Old photos of Nepal. An official

trailer is also listed on Apple TV and other licensed

streaming platforms.

Nepal After the Hippies

To understand the film properly, it helps to place 1988 beside

1969. Nearly twenty years earlier, Les Chemins de Katmandou

had used Nepal as the destination of a disillusioned European

generation. Its Kathmandu was associated with hippies, drugs,

rebellion, anti-materialism and the belief that freedom might be

found by travelling far enough from Western society.
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By the time The Night Train to Kathmandu arrived, that image had

changed. The original Hippie Trail had been disrupted by political

transformations across Asia. Drug laws in Nepal had tightened.

Freak Street had lost much of its earlier countercultural

prominence. Foreign tourism was becoming more structured,

while trekking and Himalayan adventure were increasingly central

to Nepal’s international appeal.

Official tourism statistics show just how much the industry had

grown. Nepal recorded fewer than 35,000 international tourist

arrivals in 1969. By 1988, annual arrivals had risen to more than a

quarter of a million. The country had moved from being a remote

destination known to a relatively small number of travellers into

an established international tourism market.

Kathmandu changed with it. Thamel was developing into a dense

ecosystem of guesthouses, restaurants, trekking agencies,

equipment shops and travel services. The visitor was changing

too. The wandering countercultural traveller was increasingly

joined by trekkers, climbers, academics, organised tour groups

and families.

The Night Train to Kathmandu belongs exactly to that transition.

Its protagonists are not hippies looking for hashish and revolution.

They are students, scholars, explorers and seekers of a lost

civilisation. The Western fantasy of Nepal had changed genres.
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From Counterculture to Shangri-La

If the dominant fantasy of the hippie era was liberation, the

fantasy at the heart of The Night Train to Kathmandu is Shangri-

La. The term comes not from Nepal but from James Hilton’s 1933

novel Lost Horizon, in which travellers encounter an isolated

Himalayan valley protected from the ordinary movement of time.

The concept became extraordinarily influential in Western popular

culture.

Ever since, inaccessible Himalayan landscapes have repeatedly

been imagined as places where hidden communities preserve

wisdom untouched by modern civilisation. The “City That Never

Was” belongs directly to this tradition. It is physically hidden. It

follows its own rules. Its prince moves between two worlds. Its

existence cannot easily be demonstrated by conventional

scholarship. Outsiders who seek it for power, evidence or

possession are morally different from those who approach it

through trust.

This is classic lost-world mythology. Nepal is particularly

susceptible to such stories because its actual geography makes

the impossible feel slightly less impossible. Mountain valleys can

remain isolated from one another. Settlements may be separated

by extraordinary terrain. Ancient monasteries exist against

landscapes that appear almost theatrical to someone encountering

them for the first time.
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But there is a problem with this fantasy. Real Himalayan societies

are not secret remnants of another age. They are living cultures.

The Danger of Mystical Nepal

This is where a modern Nepali reading needs to become more

critical. The film clearly admires Nepal. Its mountains are

beautiful, its sacred places carry dignity and its story is built

around the possibility that Western rationalism does not contain

all knowledge. Yet admiration can still simplify.

The Nepal of The Night Train to Kathmandu is frequently defined

through mystery. Its cultural function is to provide an alternative

to the modern Western world Lily knows. The further the

characters travel from familiar urban life, the closer they move

toward truth.

That framework is flattering in one sense. Nepal becomes the

keeper of something modernity has forgotten. But it can also

reduce the country to a spiritual service provider for outsiders.

Foreign characters arrive confused; Nepal gives them perspective.

Foreign scholars arrive searching; Nepal gives them mystery.

Foreign audiences want adventure; Nepal gives them mountains

and ancient kingdoms.

The country risks becoming less a society than a mechanism for

transforming visitors.
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This is a recurring pattern in Western representations of Nepal,

Tibet and the broader Himalaya. The region is often imagined as

being closer to spirituality because it appears farther from

industrial modernity. Yet Kathmandu in 1988 was not outside the

modern world. It was an expanding capital city dealing with

traffic, politics, commerce, education, migration and tourism.

Nepalis were not waiting in temples to explain the meaning of life

to visiting Americans.

The mystical image therefore says at least as much about Western

dissatisfaction with modernity as it does about Nepal.

The Train That Could Not Reach
Kathmandu

That brings us back to the title. There was no night train to

Kathmandu. Nepal does have railway history. Earlier railways

connected parts of the Terai with the Indian border, but a

passenger railway never climbed into the Kathmandu Valley.

By 1988, therefore, a literal train arriving in Kathmandu belonged

to fiction. Seen only as an error, this can look careless. Seen as

part of the film’s imaginative structure, it becomes almost poetic.

The train is a transition device. Lily enters it while still emotionally

attached to America. She encounters Joharv there. By the time the

journey progresses, ordinary geography has already begun to

loosen. A train that cannot exist is carrying her toward a city that
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may not exist.

The movie is telling us, perhaps unintentionally, that we have left

the map. For a documentary, that would be a problem. For a fairy

tale, it works almost perfectly.

The Invisible City and the Ethics of
Discovery

The film’s hidden city is not merely a destination. It is also a test

of motives. Some characters want to understand it. Others want to

prove it exists. Others want access to what it contains. Joharv

simply wants to return home.

That distinction reflects another long tradition in adventure

stories: the conflict between discovery and possession. Western

exploration literature often treated finding something as creating

a claim over it. A mountain was “discovered”, a culture

documented, an artefact collected, a site mapped. Knowledge

could easily become ownership.

The Night Train to Kathmandu softens this critique for a family

audience, but the idea remains visible. The people most

determined to capture proof of the hidden kingdom are not

necessarily those most capable of understanding it.

The lesson becomes particularly relevant when viewed through

Nepal’s history of archaeological theft and the removal of sacred
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art from the Kathmandu Valley during the twentieth century. The

desire of outsiders to document, collect and possess Asian cultural

objects was not merely fictional.

The movie’s fantasy therefore touches a real ethical question: does

discovering something give you the right to expose it? Sometimes

respecting a place means accepting that it does not belong to you.

Kathmandu as a Character

Despite its fantasy, the film works because Kathmandu is more

than a location label. The city functions as a psychological

transition. Lily begins from certainty. She knows what she likes,

what she dislikes and what kind of life she expects. Kathmandu

destabilises that certainty.

Nothing operates quite according to her assumptions. Joharv does

not. The professors do not. The legends do not. The landscape

certainly does not. By the time the story moves toward Tengboche

and the high Himalayan environment, Nepal has become

increasingly detached from the ordinary world in which Lily

began.

This is classic cinematic geography: the farther the hero travels

physically, the deeper the story moves psychologically. Yet

Kathmandu also gives the film visual credibility. Without real

temples, real streets and real mountains, the invisible city would
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risk feeling like cheap television fantasy. Nepal’s physical reality

lends weight to the fiction.

A Snapshot of Kathmandu in 1988

The year of the film matters for another reason. Kathmandu was

standing between eras. The memory of the hippies was still

present. Freak Street still existed. The old city retained far more

of the visual texture that earlier travellers remembered.

At the same time, tourism was reorganising itself around Thamel

and Himalayan adventure. Photographs from the late 1980s show

streets filled with pedestrians, motorcycles, cycle rickshaws, brick

houses, old shopfronts and a Kathmandu that would be

transformed dramatically over the following decades.

That makes The Night Train to Kathmandu valuable even when its

story is fanciful. The movie accidentally became a visual archive.

The filmmakers were trying to create timeless Nepal. Time has

turned their backgrounds into history.

Buildings change. Roads widen. Signs disappear. Clothing

changes. Tourism changes neighbourhoods. A location chosen

because it seemed ancient eventually records the exact moment in

which it was filmed. This is one of cinema’s strange gifts: fiction

ages into evidence.
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A Different Kind of Nepal Movie

Seen alongside Les Chemins de Katmandou, the film reveals how

dramatically foreign fantasies about Nepal changed within twenty

years. The 1969 film asks whether travelling to Kathmandu can

liberate young Westerners from their own society. The 1988 film

asks whether modern Westerners are capable of recognising a

world beyond rational explanation.

One is suspicious of escape. The other is enchanted by mystery.

One associates Kathmandu with the counterculture. The other

associates Nepal with hidden Himalayan wisdom.

The difference reflects changes not only in filmmaking but in

tourism itself. By the late 1980s, Nepal could be packaged for

foreign audiences through a combination of adventure, spirituality

and spectacular geography. The country had moved closer to the

image that would dominate much international tourism marketing

for the next several decades: trekking, monasteries, Everest,

ancient cities and personal transformation.

The film did not create those associations, but it participated in

spreading them.

What the Film Left Behind

No one needs to argue that The Night Train to Kathmandu is a

forgotten cinematic masterpiece. It is a product of 1980s family

16 / 19



television, with the limitations that description suggests. Its

mythology is uncomplicated, its villains are broad and its cultural

representation belongs to an era less concerned with questioning

who gets to tell stories about other societies.

But historical importance and artistic greatness are not the same

thing. For Nepal, the film is worth remembering because it

preserves a moment when the country’s international identity was

being rewritten.

The hippie destination was becoming the adventure destination.

Freak Street was giving way to Thamel. Overland travellers were

being joined by air passengers. Counterculture was giving way to

trekking culture. Western cinema was shifting from Kathmandu as

a place to lose oneself toward Nepal as a place where something

hidden might be found.

The irony is that both fantasies begin with the same assumption:

that Nepal contains something the modern West has lost. In one

era, that something was freedom. In another, it was wisdom and

mystery.

The Nepal Behind the Dream

A Nepali audience watching the movie today can therefore enjoy

its innocence while seeing the construction underneath it. The

mountains are real. Kathmandu is real. Bhaktapur is real.

Tengboche is real. The invisible kingdom is not.
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But the idea that Nepal should contain an invisible kingdom

emerges from a very real history of outsiders imagining the

Himalayas as the edge of the known world. There is nothing

inherently wrong with fantasy. Countries inspire stories precisely

because their landscapes, histories and cultures stimulate

imagination.

The more important question is whether the imagined Nepal

eventually becomes so powerful that it obscures the actual one.

Nepal does not need to be a mystical kingdom to be extraordinary.

Kathmandu does not require an impossible train. Tengboche does

not require a secret prince. Bhaktapur does not need to become

scenery for somebody else’s spiritual awakening. The real places

already contain histories more complicated than the fantasy.

That may be the most interesting way to revisit The Night Train to

Kathmandu now: not by laughing at its impossible railway, not by

dismissing its romantic mythology, and not by accepting its Nepal

literally. Instead, the film can be read as a record of desire—a

picture of what foreign audiences in the late 1980s wanted the

Himalayas to represent.

They wanted distance from ordinary life. They wanted ancient

knowledge. They wanted adventure. They wanted a world not yet

fully mapped. And they wanted to believe that somewhere beyond

Kathmandu, behind a mountain or inside a legend, there might
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still be a place modernity had failed to reach.

Nearly forty years later, the hidden city remains invisible. The

Kathmandu around it has changed almost beyond recognition. Yet

the dream survives.

That is the strange endurance of The Night Train to Kathmandu. It

begins with a train that could never reach the city and leads

toward a kingdom that was never on any map. Between those two

impossibilities lies something entirely real: Nepal at a moment

when the outside world was learning to imagine it in a new way.

Featured image credit: Jan Kranendonk / Wikimedia Commons. Thamel,

Kathmandu, 1988. Licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0.

Further reading and viewing: Disney D23: Night Train to

Kathmandu · Apple TV: The Night Train to Kathmandu · Archival

YouTube upload

Originally published by Nepal Digest - https://nepaldigest.com/night-train-to-kathmandu-disney-1988-nepal/
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