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Born in Nottingham in 1941, Doug Scott began climbing in Derbyshire when he was thirteen and without any obvious plan in it was soon discovering the cliffs of Snowdonia, Scotland, the Alps and the Dolomites. He completed his first Alpine season at the age of eighteen. In 1965, aged twenty-three, he went on his first organised expedition, to the Tibesti Mountains of Chad. It was to be the first of many trips to the high mountains of the world. On 24 September 1975, he and his climbing partner Dougal Haston became the first Britons to reach the summit of Mount Everest, via the formidable South-West Face, and they became national heroes. In total, Scott made forty-two expeditions to the high mountains of Asia, reaching the summits of forty peaks. With the exception of his ascent of Everest, he made all his climbs in lightweight or alpine style and without the use of supplementary oxygen. Scott was made a CBE in 1994. He was a president of the Alpine Club, and in 1999 he received the Royal Geographical Society Patron’s Gold Medal. In 2011 he was awarded the Lifetime Achievement Award by the Piolets d’Or, during the presentation of which his mountaineering style was described as ‘visionary’. In 1994 he founded Community Action Nepal (CAN), a UK-based registered charity whose aim is to support the mountain people of Nepal. Up until his death in December 2020, Scott continued to climb, write and lecture, avidly supporting the work of CAN. He is the author of six books, including Up and About and The Ogre. Kangchenjunga is his final book.
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Introduction


A promontory of high ground, the Singalila Ridge, aligned north–south to the main Himalayan range, divides the Tista river basin in Sikkim from that of the Tamur in Nepal. This subsidiary series of mountains and hills extends for 160 kilometres through the foothills of the Himalaya to eventually merge with the northern plains of the Indian subcontinent. The highest point of this chain of mountains is Kangchenjunga, the third-highest of the world’s mountains.


From the east, Kangchenjunga and all its adjacent peaks appear as a great wall of rock, ice and snow, to present a formidable barrier that both divides and protects the peoples of Sikkim and Eastern Nepal.


From the flanks of Makalu in the west, Kangchenjunga is instantly recognisable, as it was for me from Everest in 1975 and again from Makalu in 1980, on the far edge of a massive cloud inversion completely filling the intervening Arun river basin. The sea of white mist lapped against the peninsulas and jutting spurs, invading all the intervening bays to the eastern shoreline against the flanks of the Singalila Ridge. This magical scene lasted a couple of days until it was lost, smothered in cloud for the next week of wild, stormy weather.


Kangchenjunga has huge religious significance, second only to the most holy mountain, Kailash. The reclusive Lepcha people of Sikkim, living in the shadow of Kangchenjunga, according to Laurence Waddell in his Among the Himalayas (1899), long ago gave to Kangchenjunga the name of Kong-Lo-Chu or ‘The highest screen or curtain of the snows’. In the excellent book Khangchendzonga: Sacred Summit (2007), Pema Wangchuk writes that Kangchenjunga is also known to the Lepcha as Kingtsoom Zaongboo Chu, ‘The auspicious forehead peak’, the highest veil of snow beyond which the spirits of their ancestors dwell in Rum Lyang, the land of the gods.


It was in the eighth century, when bringing Buddhism to the Himalayan kingdoms, that Padmasambhava (Guru Rinpoche) declared Sikkim to be the most sacred of all the beyul (hidden lands) and Kangchenjunga the most important of all the guardian deities. The Bhutia, coming from Tibet in the sixteenth century, recognised the mountain as sacred and gave it the name that has now become known today as Kangchenjunga (with many variations). There are many interpretations of what exactly the name means. The commonly accepted explanation is ‘Five treasures of great snow’, which are said to correspond to the five summits of the mountain. The treasures are thought to be holy texts, grains, gold or turquoise, salt and weapons. There are several opinions about the above, including one by the artist and mystic Nicholas Roerich in Himalayas: Abode of Light (1947). He writes:




All eyes are attracted to the majestic white summits beyond the clouds, as if rising over an inferior world. From all lands, the highest hopes are directed to the Himalayas. Kang-chen-zod-nga – Five Treasures of the Great Snow. And why is this gorgeous mountain so called? It is because it contains a store of the five most precious things in the world. What things? – gold, diamonds and rubies? By no means. The ancient East values other treasures. It is said that there will come a time when famine will overtake the whole world. At that time a Man will appear who will unlock the giant gate of these vast treasuries and will nourish all mankind. And it is of course understood that this Man will nourish humanity not with material food, but with spiritual food.





The first foreigners to explore Kangchenjunga were the British, who were in a privileged position for access to the mountain. They set the scene, providing details of the terrain, producing maps, building infrastructure and generally disseminating information on the climate, vegetation and indigenous population.


During the latter half of the nineteenth century, groups of visitors arrived to explore the valleys radiating out from Kangchenjunga, slowly at first – just one or two a year – and then, in the twentieth century, in greater numbers; until now, in these days of mass tourism, they threaten the peace and solitude the visitor pays to experience, and harm both the local culture and the environment. Included in this are the mountaineers who go on to the higher reaches of the mountain. In recent years, however, mountaineers have tended to arrive in smaller groups climbing in lightweight style, leaving no trace and having paid attention to the health and wellbeing of the local people employed to make their climbs possible.


The exploration of the upper part of the mountain naturally comes at the end of this book. First the reader is taken back to the beginning of this voyage of discovery – literally from sea to summit, geologically and historically, from what the scientists have revealed and from what the historians have gleaned of man’s advance across northern India in prehistoric times towards the Eastern Himalaya and the environs of Kangchenjunga.




PART 1
The Mountain and Its People
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1
The Kangchenjunga Massif


The Himalaya, about 2,500 kilometres in length, is not the most extensive mountain chain, but it has proved to be the most significant in influencing human history, largely because of having arisen between two continents, whereas the Andes, for example, are formed along the edge of a continent far from the world’s heartlands.


The people who lived in sight of the Himalaya in ancient times could hardly fail to be impressed by these snow-capped peaks:




In a hundred ages of the gods I could not describe to you the glories of Himachal … As the dew is dried up by the morning sun, so are the sins of mankind by the sight of Himachal.1





Our forebears, living lives governed by natural processes, would no doubt have been profoundly affected whenever a glimpse of the Himalaya burst upon their senses. Even today, we, the beneficiaries and victims of modern civilisation, may still have our spirits raised by the sight of the Himalaya.


The earliest reference to the Himalaya comes in the Vedic peoples’ Sanskrit texts, first written during the Bronze Age, around 1500 BC. A verse of the Rig Veda states:




I will declare the mighty deeds of Vishnu, of Him who measured out the earthly regions … Let the hymn lift itself as strength to Vishnu, the Bull far striding, dwelling on the mountains …2





The Vedic texts, especially the longest poem, the Mahabharata, written in the fourth century BC, discuss human spirituality. The Mahabharata’s 200,000 verses refer to many mountain peoples, such as the Pavatas, who lived in what is now Nepal, the kingdom of Nepa, or the Kiranti kingdom, now encompassing the eastern Himalaya, to which Arjuna, this epic’s main protagonist, made many expeditions.


When these tales were first being told, mankind was experiencing the effect of inter-glacial warming. A huge volume of water was released at the end of the last Ice Age, when glacier ice was connected all the way from Kangchenjunga to Nanga Parbat and across the Karakoram to the ice sheets of the Tibetan plateau. The tales reflect the dramatic changes taking place as the ice melted: sea levels rose while land became unstable; fires burned and global warming prevailed. All this was passed through the generations by a strict oral tradition first written down around 1500 BC – and not just in India.


Geological origins


Around 175 million years ago, the ancient super-continent of Pangaea gradually broke into separate, drifting ‘plates’.


The Indian Plate gradually moved northwards at about twenty centimetres a year across the Indian Ocean. Approximately fifty million years ago and roughly near the equator, this plate collided with Asia, closing over the Tethys Ocean that once lay between them. This great continental collision resulted in the uplift of the Himalaya along the leading margin of India and the plateau of Tibet, the largest and highest continental clash of its kind on Earth. Within the crust, rocks metamorphosed as temperatures and pressures increased with depth. Through the middle part of the crust, temperatures became so high that the rocks started to melt. These fused rocks, or ‘migmatites’, led to the formation of granites. The Kangchenjunga massif is made up entirely of these migmatites and leuco- or light-coloured granites. Sheets of these can be seen along Kangchenjunga’s south face, where thin black lines of rock mark these sill margins where the magma was squeezed out from its melting source beneath the Tibetan plateau and so to the surface along the Great Himalayan range. These Kangchenjunga leucogranites contain beautiful small crystals of red garnet, black tourmaline and white mica. (The Indian Plate continued relentlessly to push north and lifted the Himalayan summits, including Kangchenjunga, even higher, at a present estimated rate of about one and a third centimetres per annum.)


The three mountain ranges


Mountain travellers in Vedic times had returned to confirm that the Himalaya consisted of three parallel ranges, labelled ‘Inner Mountains’, ‘Outer Mountains’ and ‘Small Mountains’. These were the first known accounts of trying to classify the geography of the Himalaya, yet they correspond with recent observations.


The Siwaliks (‘Small Mountains’)


The Siwaliks are the southernmost mountains of the system and are sometimes known as the ‘Outer Himalaya’.3 They stretch from the Indus almost to Assam. They vary in width from ten to fifty kilometres and from 1,500m to 2,000m in height. A gap in this range of about 300 kilometres occurs east of the Kosi river of East Nepal. The strength of the monsoon in this region has led to drastic erosion, especially from the Tista river of Sikkim, where only remnants of the Siwaliks remain.


This river erosion has helped to reveal rich fossil sites of large prehistoric animals. The first person to discover these in the Siwaliks was the Scottish geologist and botanist Hugh Falconer (1808–1865), from Forres.4


These hills’ appearance naturally reflects the underlying geology, made up of tertiary deposits brought down by ice sheets and washed down by rivers from the high Himalaya. Many sub-ranges of mainly hump-backed ridges, bisected by large rivers running from north to south through Nepal to the Terai, characterise the chain.


The Siwaliks generally show a steep southern side dropping to the Terai and the flat northern edge of the Gangetic plain. While teeming with wildlife, it supports a scattered population owing to the rugged terrain and the dense, damp forests where malaria is virulent.


The Mahabharata Range (‘Outer Mountains’)


This significant east–west range rises to between 3,700m and 4,500m. These mountains are sometimes labelled the ‘Lesser Himalaya’ or ‘Middle Himalaya’. They follow the same line as the Siwaliks but are much higher as well as older and more complex, averaging about 100 kilometres in width. Their southern slopes are generally steep, with a low population density; whereas on the gently sloping northern side, villages surrounded by terraced fields and lush pasture are relatively numerous.


These mountains have become a cultural and linguistic buffer zone between the highly populated plains of the south and the ever-growing population of the ‘mid-lands’. They have also afforded the ‘mid-lands’ protection from the warring states of the Gangetic plain. Their northern slopes gradually merge with the Kathmandu Valley, with its dense population, well-preserved and wonderful Newari temples and palaces.5 In this range, outside Nepal, the British established their hill stations such as Murree, Simla and Darjeeling. These have all expanded to become the home of thousands of residents and tourists escaping the searing heat of the Indian plains during April and May.


The Great Himalaya (‘Inner Mountains’)


This range includes ten of the world’s fourteen 8,000m peaks. The crest of the main divide seldom drops below 5,000m except where the great rivers of High Asia have broken through. In doing so, they have divided the Himalaya into separate blocs which were first named by Sir Sidney Burrard in A Sketch of the Geography and Geology of the Himalaya Mountains and Tibet (1908) and extended by Kenneth Mason, the military surveyor and geographer, in his authoritative Abode of Snow (1955). Of these zones, the Nepal Himalaya contains along its northern border the most impressive concentration of snow-clad peaks anywhere.


The Nepal Himalaya is sub-divided into three sections from west to east: Karnali, Gandaki and Kosi; these sections are further sub-divided into Himals. East of the Arun lie the Kumbhakarna Himal and the Kangchenjunga Himal on the border with Sikkim. These two areas are the focus of this book.


The river systems


The Singalila Ridge, running south from Kangchenjunga, not only divides the Indian state of Sikkim from Eastern Nepal but also separates the drainage systems of both areas. This ridge marks the watershed between the Tista river flowing into the Brahmaputra, and the rivers of the Tamur–Arun–Kosi basin flowing into the Ganges. These systems coalesce in the delta area of the Bay of Bengal, into which they disgorge huge amounts of sediment.


All the glaciers on the west side of Kangchenjunga drain into the Tamur. In the spring, the waters are sparkling, clear and full of trout. From July to September, the monsoon rains cause them to turn into turgid brown torrents in full flood as they race down to join the Kosi. They erode the mountainsides deeply.


On the eastern side of Kangchenjunga and the Singalila Ridge, all the land is drained by the Tista river and its many tributaries. In doing so, these have formed a huge basin which contains virtually all of Sikkim. The Tista, after traversing the whole country, flows south to cut through the heavily denuded sub-Himalayan Mahabharata Range between Darjeeling and Kalimpong.


The topography of the Kangchenjunga massif


Kangchenjunga (8,586m) is situated on the border between western Sikkim and eastern Nepal. It lies at the centre of a considerable massif with many inspiring and formidable satellite peaks. All possess degrees of religious significance for the local people. Unlike other great mountain massifs, such as Everest and Annapurna, Kangchenjunga is, from all directions, clearly a dominant summit. Of all the great mountains, Kangchenjunga is the most impressive: it is the 8,000m summit with the greatest religious significance.


This massif is demarcated by two passes: the Jonsong La in the north, and the Kang La to the south. Along the fifty kilometres of intervening ridge lie nine very prominent peaks, all worthy of attention from the traveller and Himalayan mountaineer. The most northerly peak is Langpo (6,965m).6 To its south lies Pathibhara (The Pyramid, 7,164m), Kirat Chuli (Tent Peak, 7,365m), Nepal Peak (7,177m), Gimmigela I (7,350m) and then Gimmigela II (7,007m; together The Twins). South of the central massif, still on the main divide, stands Talung Peak (7,349m), Kabru North (c.7,338m), Kabru South (7,318m), Rathong Peak (6,682m) and Kokthang (6,147m).7 Well to the south of this stunning group comes the Kang La (c.5,054m), the massif’s southern limit.


The central mass includes Kangchenjunga South Summit (8,494m). Between the Main Summit and the South Summit, a Central Summit has been identified and given the height of 8,496m. I have to say that this peak was hardly noticeable when I stood on the Main Summit looking towards the South Summit in May 1979. The West Summit, or Yalung Kang, is far more prominent at 8,505m, as there is a considerable drop to an intervening saddle.


About two and a half kilometres west-north-west of Yalung Kang lies an outlier of the central massif, the impressive snow peak Kangbachen (7,903m), with its huge north-west face rearing high above the Ramthang glacier.


The mountains and glaciers on the west side of Kangchenjunga and the Singalila Ridge are practically the mirror image of those on the east. No one can pass by on the north side of Jannu (Kumbhakarna, 7,710m) without being staggered by the enormousness of its sheer granite north-west face, so steep that in the upper part there is hardly a trace of snow. Jannu from the south, however, presents itself as a mighty throne.


On the east side of Kangchenjunga lies Siniolchu (6,888m), described by Douglas Freshfield during his 1899 visit as:




the most superb triumph of mountain architecture and the most beautiful snow mountain in the world, standing out from neighbouring peaks as does Giotto’s Tower from the rest of the Italian domes and campanili.





Between Kangchenjunga and Siniolchu lies the twin-summited peak Simvu, with its West Summit at 6,818m and the East Summit only one metre lower. Thirteen kilometres south of Simvu stands the holy mountain of Pandim (6,691m); its north ridge descends towards the Goecha La (4,940m). Although prominent and relatively accessible, Simvu remains unclimbed, thanks to a recent ban: to ensure their wellbeing, local villagers do not want the mountain’s deity to be disturbed.


One ridge leading north-west from Kangbachen includes Ramthang Peak (6,601m): it terminates dramatically at Wedge Peak (Chang Himal, 6,802m) above the Kangchenjunga glacier. Directly west of Kangbachen are several other snow-fluted summits, of which White Wave, now with the official name Anidesh Chuli (6,950m), is the highest. The most prominent mountain on this ridge stands above the village of Kambachen on the Ghunsa Khola: Mera Peak (6,334m).8


Frank Smythe pointed out in the Himalayan Journal that not only is Kangchenjunga a complicated massif, but:




direct access to the summit via a continuous ridge, which does not involve traversing any of the remaining summits, is only possible via the NE spur and the NNE ridge.





Kangchenjunga radiates subsidiary ridges. Four glaciers are contained between them; they are arranged like a cross on the cardinal points. Of these, the Zemu, Kangchenjunga and Yalung glaciers all originate from the flanks of Kangchenjunga itself and the Talung from Kangchenjunga South Peak.


Of all the glaciers, the Zemu, at twenty-six kilometres, is the longest in the Eastern Himalaya, although it has been shrinking fast in recent years. The Zemu and the Talung, to the south-east, both feed into tributaries of the Tista.


The eastern versant is spread across the upper basin of the Tista. The southern border of Sikkim is defined by the youthful mountain tributaries of the Tista, the Rangit and Rangpo. This country is nearly all mountainous, the only flat land lying to the north where the debris from Himalayan glaciers and former ice sheets has created a levelling effect.


The climate of the Himalaya


The formidable height and length of the Himalaya affect the climate substantially: these mountains are a major obstacle to the passage of air currents. During the winter, the Himalaya protect the Indian subcontinent from the cold, continental air mass that lies over the great plateau of Tibet. This dense air would naturally gravitate from high to low pressure, towards the region of warmer, rising air from the Ganges basin; the Himalaya largely prevent this happening.


Similarly, in summer, the warm, moist monsoon air mass which moves up from the south-west, bringing rain to the Ganges plain, is checked by the three parallel ranges of the Himalaya and, as the monsoon is forced up and along the flank of the Himalaya, cooling with an increase in precipitation takes place, falling as snow above about 1,500m. By the time this summer monsoon has reached the watershed, air currents continue on to the largely moisture-free plateau. The currents have been drawn north because of the summertime low-pressure system prevailing over the scorching upland pasture and semi-desert of Tibet, in the Himalayan rain-shadow.


The amount of snow falling on the eastern Himalayan mountains during the onset of the monsoon is massive. The south-west monsoon-bearing airstream is channelled towards the north-east of the subcontinent and brings far greater annual precipitation to this area than to the north-west. Darjeeling, for example, receives about 305 millimetres of rain per annum, with most of it falling during the four months of the monsoon: June, July, August and September. Towards the north-west, the average yearly rainfall drops to about 150 millimetres at Simla (Shimla).


During the monsoon period, massive problems can arise in travelling between villages, particularly on newly excavated ‘jeep’ tracks which invariably become blocked by landslips for the duration. Loss of life in farms and villages swept down the hillsides is not uncommon, especially in East Nepal and Sikkim.


The vast length of the Himalaya, coupled with the greatest vertical interval of any mountain range, plus the complexities of its topography, ensure there is a wide variety of climatic type from sub-tropical in the southern foothills to cold desert conditions on the northern flanks and the Tibetan plateau.


From a mountaineer’s perspective, the main problem in climbing high mountains is always the wind. In the Himalaya, the prevailing winds at high altitude are the westerlies; the higher the climb, the fiercer the wind as the climber heads into the jet stream. Fortunately, this westerly airflow is interrupted in midsummer by the approaching monsoon. Until then, the westerlies can be so violent above 6,500m as to destroy tents, or even blow flaky stones uphill.


The full monsoon’s imminent arrival, usually in early June, is marked by a relative calm, often after the middle of May. It seems the monsoon air mass simply checks the relentless path of the westerlies until early September. This period is the best time to climb big mountains. In fact, Kangchenjunga was first climbed on 25 May 1955. Our British team made the third ascent on 16 May 1979, followed by several days of perfect weather.


The climate of the Kangchenjunga massif


The north–south alignment of the Tista Valley allows the monsoon rains to penetrate far towards the north. The monsoon is particularly heavy in the north-east of the Himalaya and in Sikkim: in ancient texts, this tiny kingdom was known as Rong-yul, ‘the Land of Gorges’.


Of all the 8,000m mountains, Kangchenjunga is most affected by the monsoon. It is this heavy precipitation, falling as snow, that has made Kangchenjunga such a dangerous mountain to climb: more avalanches pour down its flanks than on any other of the great Himalayan peaks.


After the monsoon has run its course, the westerly winds return to hammer the mountains above about 7,500m. The range of temperature is just as impressive as the precipitation, especially in winter, when temperatures in the south may remain higher than 30 °C, while in the north they may drop to below -30 °C, with an added wind-chill factor, particularly on the west side of the mountains.


Kangchenjunga’s situation, south of the main Himalayan divide and rising from deep, humid subtropical valleys, means there can be heavy falls of snow at any time of the year. Based on the last hundred years or so of mountaineering on Kangchenjunga, the most favourable weather period for climbing is generally the middle of May, especially on the west side. Before the monsoon arrives, there is an opportunity to climb in calm, clear weather, although for how long and exactly when adds great uncertainty for expeditions climbing high in this region. In 1979, we were convinced that the only time for an attempt came before the beginning of the summer rains, the so-called ‘pre-monsoon’ period.


Whichever period is chosen, the mountains will make their own weather. The climate will always be the main challenge; expeditions must plan for the uncertainty of the arrival and departure of the monsoon and never underestimate its severity. Those expeditions during the post-monsoon period must plan for an erratic end to the monsoon. There can be no set date, and neither can it be known what the effect of the monsoon will be on the approach march: torrential flooding may sweep away jeep roads and hiking trails, while on the mountain there may well be huge falls of avalanche-prone snow, especially on Kangchenjunga, long recognised as the most avalanche-active of mountains.


The monsoon air mass does have one beneficial effect in mitigating the severity of the westerly winds. This may not be so relevant on the east or lee side of the mountain, but it is a critical factor when climbing in the western quadrants during the pre-monsoon season. How much more of a challenge the Himalaya are to a mountaineer than the Alps, where there is one long summer season: in the Himalaya, as Frank Smythe reflected after his attempt from the north-west in the spring of 1930, there are only two openings:




Both are pitifully short, and the total time available for attacking Kangchenjunga is no more than four or five weeks, and even this is liable to be interrupted by local bad weather.





Flora and fauna




If there are no trees, there will be no water whenever one looks for it. The watering places will become dry. If forests are cut down, there will be avalanches. If there are many avalanches, there will be great accidents. Accidents also destroy the fields. Without forests, the householder’s work cannot be accomplished. Therefore, he who cuts down the forest near a watering place will be fined five rupees.


Fourteenth Edict of King Ram Shah (1606–1636)





The Himalaya must have been such a beautiful place 60,000 years ago. One could have walked through groves of Cedrus deodara (Himalayan cedar), some of them even today sixty metres high with a girth of three metres. (The name derives from the Sanskrit devadaru, meaning the ‘wood of the gods’.) The magnificent trees found in remnants of ancient forest which have survived mankind’s need to cut them down indicate how these forests might have looked.


Pockets of virgin woodland survive, protected from earliest times by nature-worshipping forest folk who still regard them as sacred. Today, a growing number of natural woodlands are protected as wildlife sanctuaries. The Kangchenjunga National Park in Sikkim is home to many high-altitude birds and animals, such as the pheasant and woodcock, the musk deer, the red panda and the clouded leopard. Their habitat is coniferous forest, alpine shrub and meadow, a pristine sanctuary for all sentient beings – mankind included – to find spiritual renewal.


Most of the original inhabitants of India and the Himalaya enjoyed a close affinity with the forest. This strong concern became apparent during the late Vedic period, when forests were being cleared to make way for agriculture: dependence on nature and the forests was recognised as being of fundamental importance. Good forest practice became established, with a person appointed to punish those who took more than their allotted share of timber. This system remains in operation today in some rural areas of Nepal and Sikkim.


Foreign and indigenous authors refer extensively to the vegetation of Nepal and Sikkim. Of the foreign publications, Sir Joseph Hooker’s Himalayan Journals (1854), Nepal by Toni Hagen (1960), Himalayas (1988) by Augusto Gansser (and co-authors), and some very good, short but comprehensive accounts in such trekking guides as Nepal (1990) in the Lonely Planet series all stand out. A charming Nepali discussion on growing things in Sacred and Useful Plants and Trees of Nepal (1978) by Trilok Chandra Majupuria of Tribhuvan University provides not just scientific data but much about the spiritual dimension of forest cover that may serve as:




anodyne to beings, mentally distressed and spiritually depressed in the sordid milieu of the material world.





In Plants and People of Nepal (2002) by Narayan P. Manandhar, the reader will find that about fifty-four per cent of Nepal has some sort of vegetation cover. Forested area constitutes thirty-seven per cent, shrub lands and depleted forests five per cent and grasslands twelve per cent (Shakya and Joshi). It is estimated that there are about 7,000 species of flowering plants in Nepal, about 300 of which are endemic. The author conducted his own research on foot in all seventy-five districts of Nepal and describes the use of 1,517 kinds of plants belonging to 858 genera and 195 families, about one fifth of Nepal’s flora. There is also an index of more than 6,800 plant names, vernacular and scientific.


The fauna and flora of the Himalaya conform to the variation of rainfall and temperature and to the nature of the soils and lie of the land. The diminished atmospheric pressure, coupled with very low temperatures, have led to mammals adapting to these extreme conditions, such as the yak, snow leopard, Himalayan tahr, blue sheep, ibex and Tibetan gazelle. Their existence above the treeline is in itself only possible because of the adaptation of different plant species to the low temperatures, rainfall, ultraviolet radiation and very short growing season.


Oak, birch and many species of rhododendron populate the higher regions. The rhododendron proliferates because the leaf litter forms a toxic ground cover inhibiting the growth of other species. Most visitors to Nepal will be grateful for this, especially in March and April when the forests are alive with its wonderful flowers. The chir pine, blue pine, silver pine and hemlock are well adapted to the highest elevations, where the precipitation is low and the temperatures plummet. Struggling beyond the pines is ancient, stunted juniper, wind-blasted as it crawls over the rocky ground towards the snow line.


The highest-growing plant species is a moss found at 6,480m. Below that level, the herbivores especially relish the perennial grasses which struggle on the thin soil, dotted with gentian, blue poppy, wild strawberry and, quite often, wild rhubarb, which grows especially well in the glacier ablation valleys, in particular on the approach to Kangchenjunga.





1 Quoted from the Puranas (ancient Hindu mythological writings) in Sacred Mountains of the World, Edwin Bernbaum, University of California Press, Berkeley, California, 1998.


2 Rig Veda: Hymn CLIV, translated by Ralph T.H. Griffith, 1896, published at www.sacredtexts.com


3 Not to be confused with ‘Outer Mountains’, as the Mahabharata Range is sometimes called.


4 The Falconer Museum in Forres, Moray, contains some of his finds and much else of interest.


5 See Chapter 2.


6 Editor’s note: many of the heights in this book are either disputed or uncertain. Uncertain heights are quoted first from Wikipedia and then from the Alpine Journal and Himalayan Journal. Heights which remain uncertain to more than 50m are preceded by ‘c.’. Throughout the book, ‘m’ is used for vertical heights and ‘metres’ for horizontal distances.


7 There is considerable debate and uncertainty about the heights along the main Kabru ridge.


8 Not of course to be confused with the popular trekking peak near Everest.
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The Peoples of Eastern Nepal and Sikkim


Historical origins


We know very little about the original inhabitants of the Himalayan valleys. It is currently understood that there were Stone Age (Homo erectus) folk inhabiting North India, and the entire Himalaya, from about two million years ago.


It was during the Vedic or Iron Age period, from 1500 BC to 600 BC, that the foundations of Hindu culture were established, outward signs being the sanctification of the cow and the pipal tree.1 During the late Vedic period, the centre of culture moved east into what is now Nepal and the Indian state of Bihar. The discovery of iron and its uses enabled this migration east through the dense forests of the Gangetic plains to the Nepali Terai (low-lying jungle country along the southern Nepali border area).


Thereafter, 600 BC to 300 BC encompasses the sway of the Mahajanapadas, the sixteen powerful kingdoms and republics which flourished across northern India to Bengal.


Ashoka (304 BC–232 BC)


This seminal Mauryan ruler established the hub of his empire at Palaliputra (modern Patna). At the greatest expansion of the Mauryan Empire by 265 BC, Ashoka’s rule included all modern-day India as well as significant portions of Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, Pakistan, Iran, Afghanistan and part of south-west China.


Ashoka took an active interest in preserving his nation’s forests as well as fruit orchards, herbal gardens and vegetation which had medicinal properties. His concern for conservation extended to prohibiting hunting certain wildlife and forbidding cruelty to all animals. He included his ecological concerns in one of his edicts:




Wherever medical herbs suitable for humans or animals are not available, I have had them imported and grown. I have planted mango groves, and I have had ponds dug up and shelters erected along the roads. I have had banyan trees planted on the roads to give shade to man and beast.





Ashoka’s empire embraced only the southern region of what is now Nepal, but he did visit the Kathmandu Valley, then known as Nepala, which the Mauryan dynasty held in high regard on account of the quality of its woollen cloth. Here, Ashoka had four stupas constructed. To ensure that his influence, and that of Buddhism, extended into the Himalayan regions, he required his daughter, Charumati, to marry a local prince, Devapala; after his death, she had another stupa built in his memory near their home at Pasupati.


Gupta Empire (AD 320–AD 600)


This empire arose through the military successes of its first rulers, Chandragupta I, Samudragupta and Chandragupta II. They administered their empire from Palaliputra (Patna), as had Ashoka. They kept together this realm from the Indus to the northern boundary of the Himalaya by granting greater regional and local autonomy.


Delhi Sultanate (AD 1206–AD 1526)


Muhammad of Ghor was assassinated in 1206. He was replaced by his former slave, Qutb al-din Aibak, who was officially recognised as the first ruler of the Delhi Sultanate, a Muslim kingdom that would continue to dominate life in the north of the Indian subcontinent, including Nepal and Sikkim, for 300 years.


Eastern Nepal and its peoples


The Nepali scholar and statesman Rishikesh Shaha, in his 1982 paper on Ancient and Medieval Nepal, commented:




with an area of 54,717 square miles and a population of 17 million [29 million in 2017], Nepal is hardly a tiny country. Seventy per cent of the member nations of the UN are smaller than Nepal in terms of population and over forty per cent are smaller in terms of area. Yet she is dwarfed by her two giant neighbours, India and China.





Nepal extends almost 800 kilometres from the heavily monsoon-affected eastern Himalaya to the drier central Himalaya. What is of primary interest is the series of interconnected valleys and basins lying between the main Himalayan range and the middle Himalayan range: here, Nepal came into being and continues as the cultural centre of the country to this day.


The designation ‘Nepal’ was originally applied only to the fertile Kathmandu Valley and surroundings, an enclosed bowl of some 570 square kilometres, 1,200m up in the Central Himalaya. It may be that the name originated from the Sanskrit nipalaya, ‘place at the foot of the mountains’. If correct, then the country’s name illustrates how much the history of Nepal has been influenced by its topography.


‘Nepala’ may alternatively have been derived from ‘Newala’ with ‘Nepal’ as the historically final diminutive. (See Forever Incomplete: The Story of Nepal, 2013.) According to Mahendra Man Singh:




the Kirantas … named this valley ‘Newala’ which in the Kirat-Limbu language means ‘a large plain surrounded by hills’.





Between the malaria-infested jungles of the Terai and the sparsely populated Himalaya, the land and climate are most favourable for human habitation. This remote and until modern times relatively inaccessible valley was nevertheless a haven for ‘refugees’ from north and south. Within the population we see a mixture of ethnicities from many Asiatic regions, Buddhist and Hindu, but also Animist and Bön.2 These ethnicities have made Nepali culture unique and fabulously interesting.


Why would Nepal not be affected by the empires that have risen and fallen over the last ten millennia in the north-east of the Indian subcontinent? Nepal lies at the foot of the Himalayan mountains with relatively easy southern access. Despite malarial jungle along the northern edge of the Ganges basin, it remains less of an obstacle to access Nepal from India than from Tibet, although Tibetan influences have not been absent: the Tibetan term Niyampal can be interpreted as ‘holy land’. Since Buddhism has been associated with Nepal since the fifth century BC, the name of the country may be derived from the Tibetan.


Scholars of the pre-history and history of Nepal describe the ‘Nepal Mandala’, an area consisting of mainly indigenous Newari people sharing and merging their cultural, religious and political aspirations with those of the many migrants into the Nepal Valley down the generations. The Mandala was often referred to, before Kathmandu became dominant, as the ‘Nepal Valley’. Nowadays, it is generally recognised as lying between the Tibet border in the north, the kingdom of Kiranti to the east, the kingdom of Makwanpur to the south and the Trisuli river to the west. Beyond the Trisuli, the kingdom of Gorkha eventually grew strong enough to reduce the power, influence and autonomy of the Mandala collective through conquest in the eighteenth century.


The other feature of Nepal’s history relevant to the Kangchenjunga area is that there is no hard, written historical evidence for those ethnic groups and dynasties which legend and folklore suggest existed before the Changu Narayan temple inscriptions of the Licchavi dynasty in the fifth century AD. Evidence of Emperor Ashoka’s visit to the Kathmandu Valley around 265 BC, for example, during the reign of the fourteenth Kiranti king, Stunkho, is provided by his stupas around Pathan at the four cardinal points. (During the auspicious full moon in August, Nepali and Tibetan Buddhist pilgrims walk round all four stupas in a single day.)


The latest archaeological investigations indicate that areas of Nepal were inhabited by Homo erectus as far back as the Early Palaeolithic period from 200,000 BC to 50,000 BC. Stone Age tools have been discovered, many of them resembling those found in south-east Asia. This discovery suggests that at least one route taken during the original dispersal of human beings from East Africa to south-east Asia passed through mid-Nepal. It would have been a much safer option than attempting to penetrate the dangerous jungles bordering the Gangetic plain.


Only ethnic groups which settled in East Nepal and Sikkim since the Neolithic Period, which in Nepal is considered to cover from c.4000 BC to c.2000 BC, later than in Northern India, are looked at here.


Between Ashoka’s visit and the fifth-century inscriptions, the evidence of political, economic and cultural life is still little understood except for what can be deduced from classical Indian and literary sources of Nepali origin. According to Rishikesh Shaha:




A number of vamsavalis or chronicles give us some information about the origins and earliest history of Nepal. The oldest and most reliable of these is called the Gopalarajavamsavali [The Chronicle of the Gopala Kings].





(Shaha acknowledges that Dr Dilli Raman Regmi’s researches have produced the most extensive source material for further research.)


Dor Bahadur Bista in Fatalism and Development (1991), has interesting comments on Nepal’s pre-history as well as Nepal’s struggle for modernisation:




Till the first century AD, myths and legends are the primary sources of information on Nepal. The myths of the civilization of the Kathmandu Valley and the hills immediately around it provide evidence of the diverse origins of the people who converged and settled down within it. Other areas represented in mythic lore are Janakpur, the domain of King Janak, father of Sita in the Ramayana; Biratnagar in Moran, the country of King Birat of the Mahabharata; Kichakban and Kichak-day in Jhapa where King Kichak was killed in a duel with Bhimsen in the Mahabharata. All three areas are in the eastern Terai districts of Nepal.





As mentioned in the chronicle Gopalarajavamsavali (Vajracharya and Malla, 1985), the name of a group of Gopala cowherds who founded the first kingdom in the Kathmandu region is said to have been ‘Nepa’. There is no agreement yet about the identity of the Gopala people beyond their being cowherds. Some historians suggest that the Gopalas had a connection with the Gopalas of the Yadava tribe from the Gangetic plains, associated originally with Mathura and Krishna, the Vais(h)navic deity also known as Gopala. This finds favour with Sanskrit scholars and Vais(h)nav pundits within Nepal. Others suggest that these early settlers were called Gopala simply because they were pastoral nomads, not because they were descended from the Gopalas of the plains (Panta, 1987). (Gopala is a Sanskrit word in which ‘go’ means cow, and ‘pala’ means ‘herder’ or ‘keeper’.) The Gopalas who founded the first settlements in the Kathmandu Valley used a more primitive agricultural technology than that of the relatively advanced agriculturalists from the plains. The first attempts at agriculture in the valley seem more like the work of pastoral peoples such as the Kirat and the Khas.


Kiranti Empire (800 BC–AD 300)


The scholarly consensus is that the Newari were the original inhabitants of this ‘Nepal Valley’, with other ethnic groups who became the Kiranti (sometimes Kirat or Kiratas) people, a collective label which also refers to the Rai, Limbu, Sunwar, Tamang and others. The ‘Kiratas’ are referred to in the Mahabharata and in the Atharvaveda in the sixteenth century BC as skilled archers and Himalayan hunters or trappers. It seems the majority of the Kiranti people migrated to their present location via Tibet, Assam and mountainous Yunnan in south-west China and Burma some 10,000 years ago. It may have been much earlier, however, if recent interpretations of archaeological finds during excavations by a Russian–Nepali study programme are correct.


For almost three millennia, from at least as far as the ninth century BC, most of the eastern Himalaya has been the homeland of the Kiranti people. From 800 BC until AD 300 their domain included the Kathmandu Valley, where a succession of twenty-nine kings held sway. During the Kiranti rule, Buddhism took root in the country. It is possible that the Buddha himself visited the valley, staying in Pathan with his disciple, Ananda. Most of this long period of Nepal’s history is otherwise not well documented.


The Licchavi


Many historical examples show how much the cultural and political life of Nepal has been influenced by India. Around AD 300, the Licchavi, the first significant dynasty in Nepal, emigrated from modern Bihar and conquered the country of the last Kiranti king, Gasti. They established their capital city at Deopatan, which became the important contemporary Pashupatinath temple complex. The Licchavi were renowned stonemasons. They produced fine sculptures, still seen in the temples of Kathmandu, particularly at Budhanilkantha.


Such kingdoms maintained quite clearly defined boundaries since they lay within the physical constraints of the surrounding valleys, hills and mountains. The Himalaya, while they may deny easy expansion, have sometimes helped to protect kingdoms from would-be aggressors.


The first physical record of the Licchavi is an inscription by Manadeva I in AD 464. It refers to three previous rulers, suggesting the dynasty began in the fourth century AD. Manadeva I was a strong leader: an inscription in the fourth century Changu Narayan temple, eleven kilometres east of Kathmandu, refers to his greatness. Throughout the valley, Manadeva II also left stone inscriptions extolling the virtues of his mother.


The next 600 years – and in particular the reign of the last Licchavi king, Jayakarma Dev – are considered a golden age in Nepal’s history. This period became synonymous with strong decentralised government, peace, prosperity, justice, religious tolerance and the flowering of the arts.


Amshuverma ruled as mahasamanta (prime minister) from AD 595 to AD 621; he reduced King Sivadev I to a figurehead. He opened trading routes through the Himalaya to Tibet; the Buddhist religion followed. With the Newari clan at the centre of commercial and cultural life, trade flourished in metal, wood and stone handicrafts, as well as in paper from the lokti shrub which grew profusely throughout central Nepal.


Early in the first millennium, Newari merchants gravitated towards the important centres which grew up conveniently between the trading partners, India and Tibet. From Pathan (Lalitpur), commodities were sent north into Tibet. Buddhist lamas and Buddhism followed. The Newari, through their natural aptitude for business, gained considerable wealth for their nation at this time, from customs duties used to support the artistic heritage of the Nepal Valley.


During this period, the valley was transformed from a remote backwater into a major commercial and intellectual centre, with Buddhists and Hindus living in harmony. The pagoda evolved; it greatly impressed Chinese pilgrims. The most notable feature of such buildings was the most intricate woodwork carving imaginable. Such buildings are not only of religious significance but have become towering monuments to man’s skill and his ability to achieve perfection by fashioning such harmonious proportions that they lift the spirits of all who behold them.


Several exchanges between the Licchavi and the Chinese occurred in the mid-seventh century. These later became irregular, owing to intermittent conflict between the Tibetans and the Chinese.


The Licchavi dynasty eventually disintegrated, weakened by attacks from the Pali dynasty of Bengal; at about that time, the Thakuri dynasty grew in strength and ruled Nepal from the ninth to the twelfth century until they, in turn, were superseded by the Malla dynasty.


The Malla dynasty (1201–1779)


‘Malla’ derives from the Sanskrit and means literally ‘wrestler’. Mahendra Man Singh in Forever Incomplete: The Story of Nepal (2013) pinpoints when this moment of origin occurred:




Raja Ari Deva, in about AD 1200, was engaged in this sport. Word was brought to him that he had been gifted with a son. Thereupon he proclaimed that his descendants would suffix the appellation ‘Malla’ to their names.





Thus began the longest-ruling dynasty in Nepal: it continued for almost 600 years. It was not an easy period, mainly because of Muslim invaders of India provoking the increased militarisation of adjacent kingdoms. The Khas kings from India, for example, seeking sanctuary, moved into western Nepal to avoid aggressive neighbours who also occasionally raided the Kathmandu Valley between 1275 and 1335.


In 1255, a third of the population of the valley, some 30,000 people, including King Abhaya Malla, perished in an earthquake that was unusually devastating because the epicentre lay just below the centre of Kathmandu. In the mid-fourteenth century, further Muslim invasions caused damage to Hindu and Buddhist shrines. During the final centuries of Malla rule, the Mughals grew in power and influence in India. They did not attack Nepal directly, but they did influence institutional life as many dispossessed rulers from northern India again sought sanctuary in Nepal. They brought advanced military technology, particularly firearms, and the Mughal dress code. Both are evident in contemporaneous portraits which show the Malla rulers posing proudly with their new weaponry.


The Malla kings succeeded, over many years, in keeping together the country centred on the Kathmandu Valley. In the fourteenth century, they organised the people into strict Hindu castes according to profession and ethnicity. Jaksha Malla extended his reign far beyond the Kathmandu Valley during his fifty years in power; in 1488, he divided the kingdom among his three sons, a most significant act with far-reaching consequences since, in division, the country became weaker and eventually was unable to withstand the Gurkha invasion of 1768.


The Malla period in the Kathmandu Valley was renowned for the originality and superb craftmanship of its buildings. Today, the centre of Kathmandu has the most remarkable monuments: shrines, pagodas and palaces. The majority were built during the reign of the Malla kings, particularly during the latter period of the three kingdoms: Kathmandu, Bhaktapur and Pathan. Although the three princes were often at war with each other they remained loyal to their main purpose, which was as protectors of the dharma.3 They built numerous shrines and temples, all in competition with each other. By the mid-eighteenth century, King Jaya Prakash Malla had built Kathmandu’s Kumari temple. This was followed by the five-tiered Nyatapola temple in Bhaktapur, literally the high point of pagoda-style building in the Nepal Valley.


By the sixteenth century, the Nepal Valley had become ever more important through offering two separate trading routes into Tibet, one via Banepa to the east of Kathmandu and the other through Rasuwa and the Kyirong Valley to the north. In early spring, Kathmandu and Pathan, as well as many of the surrounding towns, would be teeming with merchants who had arrived from India in the winter to avoid the malaria rife throughout the summer months in the Terai. By early summer, the passes into Tibet – and by implication those passing near Kangchenjunga – would be open for trade in musk, wool, salt, silk and other commodities.


The fertile soils of the Kathmandu Valley, in many parts producing two crops a year, were more than able to support three kingdoms. Newari legend has it, with geological evidence in support, that the Kathmandu Valley was once a huge lake. A team of geologists from Kyoto University has confirmed that 10,000 years ago, the lake had drained away during a major crustal movement in the region. Hindus have attributed the formation of the valley to Vishnu, with one blow of his sword, cutting through the outer rim to allow the lake to empty. Another Hindu legend has Krishna (the physical embodiment of Vishnu) draining the lake by directing a thunderbolt at the containing hills to produce the Chobar Gorge, nine kilometres south-west of Kathmandu, through which the Bagmati river still flows.


The Newari


The Newari have a rich and varied history, receding into mythical times, reflected in numerous festivals and celebrations. Their legend that the Kathmandu Valley was formerly a huge lake goes some way to suggesting that their claim to be the original inhabitants after the lake emptied may be true. They give a Buddhist interpretation to the draining of the lake, in believing that the water was released by Manjushri, the Bodhisattva of Wisdom, who, with a single swipe of his sword cut through the surrounding hills to drain the lake and reveal a land of great fertility.


Ethnologists believe that the Newari are mainly of Palaeo–North Asian ethnicity with strong Tibetan connections. The Newari have embraced Buddhist, Brahminic and Hindu beliefs and customs, all related but by no means identical, a remarkable example of an ethnic group combining the divergent views of two great religions. They are widely known also for evolving a unique style of building which uses a combination of brickwork and timber frame. The pagoda style, which proved so attractive to neighbouring countries, was their hallmark. The positive result of the catastrophic earthquake of 1255 was to stimulate a boom in Newari-designed construction in the Kathmandu Valley. Nearly 800 years later, after the most recent earthquake in Nepal, there is a comparable increase, but very little exists of today’s construction that anyone would want to preserve!


Araniko (1245–1306)


The leading Newari architect in Nepal was Araniko, born in the Kathmandu Valley during the reign of Abhaya Malla. He died in China in 1306, aged sixty-two. He was given high honours in China. The stupa in the Miaoyang monastery in Beijing is one of his most famous achievements. Araniko’s legacy is enshrined in his ability to integrate the artistic traditions of Nepal with Chinese Buddhist art. The Nepalis, in honour of their thirteenth-century architect, named the road linking Kathmandu with Kodari on the Tibetan border the ‘Araniko Highway’. (It was built in the 1960s and has proved to be one of the most dangerous roads in the world. It follows an old yak and pack-animal route along the Sunkosi river, through the Himalaya, to link with the Kodari–Lhasa road passing quite close to the Sakya monastery.)


The Newari are not easily able to trace their ancestry to a common source. In recognising the diverse customs that have coalesced to become the Newari of today, ethnologists have labelled them a community with ‘relic identity’ of religion, ethnicity, language, caste and other social structures. They are inextricably associated with the Nepal Valley, the enclosed basin at the source of the Bagmati river, so much so that Harka Gurung, one of Nepal’s foremost ethnologists, believes that ‘Newari’ is a cognate of ‘Nepal’. Most historians believe that the Newari have lived in the Nepal Valley since at least the seventh century BC.


Being essentially traders and artisans, the Newari are a very sociable people, and to this day live in densely packed communities of tall, multi-storeyed tenement-like buildings above narrow alleyways. They are confirmed urbanites, quite unlike the majority of Nepal’s hill people who have steadily outnumbered them since the Maoist insurgency.


What strikes many visitors to Nepal is the vibrancy of communal life. No town resonates more with life than Kathmandu and, in particular, Thamel, so full of commercial energy, thronged with largely good-humoured locals and visitors, buying and selling goods and services much as it was at the beginning of Newari enterprise. Among this bustling throng is found everyone from sadhus, religious ascetics who have completely renounced the worldly life, to rickshaw wallahs straining the pedal and chain of their two-wheeled conveyances to transport local people, tourists and merchandise between factory and shop. So much industry has built up that it has spilled across the former paddy fields into the surrounding villages as cottage industries. Handicrafts in wood, metal and stone are still being produced, just as they have always been manufactured in the valley by skilled artisans of the Newari clan.


The contemporary urban dynamism of the Newari is evident not only in the capital but also at busy commercial manufacturing towns along trading routes in Nepal, such as Pokhara. The Newari are also to be found in Bihar, Bengal and Sikkim, at the centre of trade and industry. Just before the Chinese overran Lhasa in 1950, around a thousand Newari businessmen and their families had to quickly pack their bags and move south to Nepal.


The Newari are now, however, a minority ethnic group, since so many hill people have flooded into the Kathmandu Valley following the Maoist insurgency of 2005–2010.


The Newari have underwritten the visible culture of Nepal and the eastern Himalaya through their commercial knowledge and artisan skills. They usually congregate wherever there is an opportunity to trade, but also where their craftmanship might be appreciated. They may have left Lhasa and other towns in Tibet in a hurry, but Newari communities still thrive in Sikkim and northern India.
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