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 – CHAPTER 1 –


The Valley of Flowers





This is the story of four happy months spent amidst some of the noblest and most beautiful mountains of the world. Its inception dates back to 1931. In that year Kamet, a mountain 25,447 feet high, situated in the Garhwal Himalayas, was climbed by a small expedition of six British mountaineers of whom I was one. After the climb we descended to the village of Gamsali in the Dhauli Valley, then crossed the Zaskar Range, which separates the upper Dhauli and Alaknanda Valleys, by the Bhyundar Pass, 16,688 feet, with the intention of exploring the mountainous region at the sources of the two principal tributaries of the Ganges, the Alaknanda and Gangotri Rivers.


The monsoon had broken and the day we crossed the pass was wet, cold and miserable. Below 16,000 feet rain was falling, but above that height there was sleet or snow. A bitter wind drove at us, sheeting our clothing with wet snow and chilling us to the bone, and as quickly as possible we descended into the Bhyundar Valley, which bifurcates with the Alaknanda Valley.


Within a few minutes we were out of the wind and in rain which became gradually warmer as we lost height. Dense mist shrouded the mountainside and we had paused, uncertain as to the route, when I heard R.L. Holdsworth, who was a botanist as well as a climbing member of the expedition, exclaim: ‘Look!’ I followed the direction of his outstretched hand. At first I could see nothing but rocks, then suddenly my wandering gaze was arrested by a little splash of blue, and beyond it were other splashes of blue, a blue so intense it seemed to light the hillside. As Holdsworth wrote: ‘All of a sudden I realised that I was simply surrounded by primulas. At once the day seemed to brighten perceptibly. Forgotten were all pains and cold and lost porters. And what a primula it was! Its leek-like habit proclaimed it a member of the nivalis section. All over the little shelves and terraces it grew, often with its roots in running water. At the most it stood six inches high, but its flowers were enormous for its stature, and ample in number – sometimes as many as thirty to the beautifully proportioned umbel, and in colour of the most heavenly French blue, sweetly scented.’


In all my mountain wanderings I had not seen a more beautiful flower than this primula; the fine raindrops clung to its soft petals like galaxies of seed pearls and frosted its leaves with silver.


Lower, where we camped near a moraine, were androsaces, saxifrages, sedums, yellow and red potentillas, geums, geraniums, asters, gentians, to mention but a few plants, and it was impossible to take a step without crushing a flower.


Next day we descended to lush meadows. Here our camp was embowered amidst flowers: snow-white drifts of anemones, golden lily-like nomocharis, marigolds, globe flowers, delphiniums, violets, eritrichiums, blue corydalis, wild roses, flowering shrubs and rhododendrons, many of them flowers with homely sounding English names. The Bhyundar Valley was the most beautiful valley that any of us had seen. We camped in it for two days and we remembered it afterwards as the Valley of Flowers.


Often, in dark winter days, I wandered in spirit to these flowerful pastures with their clear-running streams set against a frieze of silver birches and shining snow peaks. Then once again I saw the slow passage of the breeze through the flowers, and heard the eternal note of the glacier torrent coming to the campfire through the star-filled night.


After many years in London I went to live in the country, where I set to work to make a garden out of a field of thistles, ragwort and dandelions. I had looked on gardening as an old man’s hobby, and a dull and unremunerative labour, but I came upon something that Karel Capek had written:




You must have a garden before you know what you are treading on. Then, dear friend, you will see that not even clouds are so diverse, so beautiful and terrible as the soil under your feet. … I tell you that to tame a couple of rods of soil is a great victory. Now it lies there, workable, crumbly and humid. …You are almost jealous of the vegetation which will take hold of this noble and humane work which is called the soil.





So I became a gardener. But I was profoundly ignorant. Two and a half years ago I did not know the difference between a biennial and a perennial. I am still ignorant, for there is no limit to ignorance or knowledge in gardening. But I discovered one thing; that there is a freemasonry among gardeners, which places gardening on a pinnacle above jealousy and suspicion. Perhaps this is because it is essentially a creative task and brings out a fine quality of patience. You may hasten the growth of a constitution but you cannot hasten the growth of an alpine plant.


In 1937 the opportunity came to return to the Bhyundar Valley. I travelled alone for several reasons, but it was arranged that Captain P.R. Oliver of the South Waziristan Scouts should join me towards the end of July and that he and I should spend two months mountaineering in the Garhwal Himalayas, after which I should return to the valley to collect seeds, bulbs, tubers and plants. Thus, I should have six weeks on my own before and during the monsoon season, and to help me I engaged, through the kind offices of Mr W.J. Kydd of Darjeeling, four Tibetan porters of whom the Sirdar, Wangdi Nurbu (or Ondi), was an old friend of mine.


One reason for this small party was that, after four large and elaborately organised Himalayan expeditions, I welcomed the opportunity of taking a Himalayan holiday, a very different affair from an attempt to climb one of the major peaks of the world and involving an entirely different scale of values both human and material. The ascent of Everest has become a duty, perhaps a national duty, comparable with attempts to reach the Poles and is far removed from pleasurable mountaineering. Mountaineering in the Garhwal and Kumaon Himalayas more nearly resembles mountaineering in Switzerland, for here are mountains and valleys like Swiss mountains and valleys but built on a greater scale. But, unlike parts of Switzerland, the country is unspoilt by commercialism. There are no railways, power lines, roads and hotels to offend the eye and detract from the primitive beauty and grandeur of the vistas, and there are peaks innumerable, unnamed and unclimbed of all shades of difficulty, and valleys that have never seen a European, where a simple, kindly peasant folk graze their flocks in the summer months.


Then the flowers. From the hot valleys in the south, moist and humid during the monsoon season, to the golden hills of Tibet with their dry, cold winds, there is much to tempt the imagination of the gardener and the botanist, Yet, strangely enough, little collecting has been done since the years between 1846 and 1849 when Sir Richard Strachey and J.E. Winterbottom made their famous collection of specimens. It was left to R.L. Holdsworth in 1931 to point out the potentialities of this floral storehouse and in Kamet Conquered he wrote:




There are many enthusiastic gardeners who, I feel sure, would welcome these Himalayan high alpines, and I write this in the hope that some enterprising philanthropist will go and get us seed or plants, not merely of the easier, bigger species from comparatively low down, but of many a shy primula and gentian which haunts the more austere heights of that wonderful world.





It was my privilege to undertake this work and the reader, while remembering, and I hope generously, my ignorance, must judge for himself whether the Bhyundar Valley deserves its title the Valley of Flowers. Others will visit it, analyse it and probe it but, whatever their opinions, to me it will remain the Valley of Flowers, a valley of peace and perfect beauty where the human spirit may find repose.


I arrived at Ranikhet on June 1 after a stay in Naini Tal with Sir Harry Haig, the Governor of the United Provinces and Lady Haig. Sir Harry was then President of the Himalayan Club and he very kindly promised to do everything in his power to help me, whilst Lady Haig, who is an enthusiastic gardener, has done much to beautify the already beautiful surroundings of Government House at Naini Tal.


Ranikhet is a hill station situated at about 5,000 feet on a foothill ridge, which commands a view of the Central Himalayas, from the peaks of western Nepal to the snows of Badrinath and Tehri Garhwal, comparable in beauty, grandeur and extent to the celebrated view of Kangchenjunga, from Darjeeling. In a single sweep the eye ranges from east to west past Nanda Kot, 22,530 feet, climbed in 1936 by a Japanese expedition; Nanda Devi, 25,645 feet, the highest peak in British administered territory and thus strictly speaking in the British Empire, which was climbed in 1936 by the Anglo-American Expedition; Trisul, 23,360 feet, climbed by Dr T.G. Longstaff in 1907, and which remained the highest summit to have been reached until 1930 when Jonsong Peak, 24,344 feet, was climbed by the International Kangchenjunga Expedition; then the great massif of Hathi Parbat, 22,070 feet, and Gauri Parbat, 22,027 feet, with Nilgiri Parbat, 21,264 feet, behind and slightly to the west ; Mana Peak, 23,860 feet, and Kamet, 25,447 feet, nearly 100 miles distant; and so westwards to the snows of Badrinath, 23,420 feet, with Nilkanta, 21,640 feet, one of the most beautiful peaks in the Himalayas, standing alone, and the far snows of Tehri Garhwal, where much interesting exploration remains to be done.


This vast wall of mountains is best seen in the clear atmosphere of morning before the clouds, formed by the hot, moist air currents from the valleys, have obscured it, and many a time I have risen early to look over the foothills, dim and shadowy in the twilight, to the snows, hung like a glowing curtain across the whole width of the northern sky, yet so remote it seemed no human foot could tread their auroral steeps.


It is in these moments of awakening, when not a bird twits from the forest and the sun steps from peak to peak slowly and in splendid strides, that the sage’s words ring true: ‘In a hundred ages of the Gods I could not tell thee of the glories of Himachal.’


At Ranikhet I was joined by the four Tibetans from Darjeeling. I have already mentioned Wangdi Nurbu. He will be familiar to some readers as the man who fell into a crevasse on Kangchenjunga and remained in it for three hours before he was found. He was badly knocked about and was sent down to Base Camp to be cared for by the doctor, but two days later insisted on returning to the highest camp. Then, on Everest in 1933, he was taken ill with double pneumonia and was sent down to a lower valley in an apparently dying condition, only to reappear at the base camp one month later carrying a heavy load on his back and clamouring for work on the mountain. Such is the spirit of the man. He is a little fellow, all bone and wiriness, who does not carry an ounce of superfluous flesh and has one of the hardest countenances I have seen; he looks a ‘tough’, but in point of fact he is sober and law abiding. He has less pronounced cheekbones than many Tibetans and his lips are thinner and firmer. His eyes are usually slightly bloodshot in the whites, which gives them a ferocious, almost cruel look, but Wangdi is not cruel; he is merely hard, one of the hardest men I know, and fit to enter a select coterie of Bhotia and Sherpa porters which includes men such as ‘Satan’ Chettan, who was killed on Kangchenjunga, and Lewa, the Sirdar of the Kamet Expedition, not to mention that pockmarked piece of granite, Lobsang, who distinguished himself on Everest and Kangchenjunga, but who has, unhappily, since died.


Wangdi is illiterate, but in addition to his native language he can speak fluent Urdu and Nepali. He is quick and jerky in action and in speech; it is as though some fire burns within him, which can never properly find a vent. Like many of his race he is an excellent handy-man but failing his kukri (curved Gurkha knife) prefers to use his teeth, and I have seen him place the recalcitrant screw of a camera tripod between them and turn the tripod with the screw as an axis until the latter was loosened, then calmly spit out such pieces of his teeth as had been ground off in the process. Last, but by no means least, he is a fine climber. On Everest in 1936 he jumped automatically into the lead of the porter columns on the North Col and was never so happy as when exercising his magnificent strength and undoubted skill.


Pasang, with his high cheekbones and slanting eyes, is a true Tibetan type. A tall stringy man with thin spindly legs, he somehow suggested clumsiness, and undoubtedly he was clumsy on a mountain, particularly on snow, so that when climbing with him I had always to be on my guard against a slip. I think he must have been something of a fatalist, for whenever he did slip the first thing he did was to let go of his ice axe, the one thing by which he might have stopped himself, and leave it to God or his companions to decide whether or not he should continue to slide into the next world. But though this passivity was exasperating at times I liked Pasang. He might give the impression of being a lout, but there was plenty of common sense packed away behind his ungainly exterior, and he was to be trusted on any other matter but climbing. His naive awkwardness, and I can think of no better way of putting it, betokened a nature free from all guile and he was ever ready and willing to do his best, however uncomfortable the conditions in a rain-soaked camp or on a storm-lashed mountainside. He was no leader and had none of the fire, vivaciousness or conscious toughness of Wangdi – where others went he was prepared to follow – but there was something solid and enduring about his character, and the quick smile that unexpectedly illumined his normal solemn countenance was a sure indication of kindliness.


Tewang was an old stager and one of the men who climbed to Camp V on Everest in 1924. Hugh Ruttledge wrote of him in Everest 1933 that: ‘Efficient, completely reliable, and never idle, he performed every office from porter mess-man to nurse, in a manner beyond praise.’ Undoubtedly he was ageing, for he had become heavy, and it was apparent that he would be of little use in difficult mountaineering and would have to be relegated to Base Camp as sheet anchor of the party. Age tells quickly on Tibetans, perhaps because they wear themselves out when they are young, or it may be that the height at which they live has something to do with a rapid deterioration in their physique at a period when a European is in his prime. He was of an even quieter disposition than Pasang and in all ways slower than his companions; you could see this in his heavy face and lumbering gait. I scarcely ever saw him smile, but there was a natural fatherliness about him which would have chosen him automatically as a nurse, as it did in 1933, had there been any nursing to do.


Nurbu was the youngster of the party. He had been Major C.J. Morris’s servant on Everest in 1936, and the training he had then received had stood him in good stead, for he was the most efficient servant I have ever had. A good-looking lad, with a round, boyish and remarkably smooth skinned face, he was invariably cheerful and quick to seize upon and remember anything to do with his job. He had had little or no mountaineering experience and came to me as a raw novice at the craft, but he was a natural climber, neat and careful, particularly on rocks, on which he was cat-like in his agility and, unlike many of his type, quick to learn the finer points of mountaineering, such as handling the rope and cutting steps in snow and ice. Himalayan mountaineering will hear more of him in the future and I venture the prophecy that he puts up a good showing on Everest in 1938.


Such were my companions – I cannot think of them as porters – and I could scarcely have wished for better. They contributed generously and in full measure to the pleasure and success of the happiest holiday of my life. Three days at Ranikhet sufficed to complete my preparations, but I might not have got away so expeditiously had it not been for the help given me by Mrs Evelyn Browne, whom many Himalayan mountaineers will remember with gratitude, whilst my short stay was rendered additionally pleasant by the kindness of Major Browne, the Secretary of the Club.


On June 4 my arrangements were completed and eleven Dotial porters, of a race indigenous to southern Nepal, had arrived to carry my heavy luggage to Base Camp. So at last the dream of several years was on the verge of practical fulfilment.
















 – CHAPTER 2 –


The Low Foothills





Everything was ready on the morning of June 5 and the lorry which was to convey me the first part of my journey was packed to capacity with fifteen porters and some 1,000 pounds of luggage. This journey, of some fifty-five miles from Ranikhet to the village of Garur, was along narrow roads, the hairpin bends in which were innumerable and acute and the driver drove on the principle that no obstacle was to be encountered on the corners, and if it was, Providence must decide the issue. Fortunately Providence was well disposed and, apart from some hectic encounters with stray cows and bullock carts, the drive was uneventful.


The foothills of the Himalayas provide the perfect introduction to the ‘Snows’ and their gentle forest-clad undulations lead the eye forwards to the background of gigantic peaks which distance serves to increase, not diminish in beauty.


After following for some miles the clear-running Kosi River and passing numerous villages and Government resin-collecting stations, the road climbed over a high ridge, where I saw several tree rhododendrons and the distant snows of Trisul and Nanda Devi, then wound sinuously down to the level floor of the wide Sarju Valley.


Garur, the terminus of the motor road, is a sordid little place, like any native place to which ‘civilisation’ has penetrated disguised in the form of motor cars. Flies swarmed over the offal in the street, beggars whined for alms, and from one of the single-storey hovels a cheap gramophone wheezed drearily. There is no doubt that the farthest-flung tentacles of civilisation debase, not improve human conditions. However, like Mr Gandhi, I might damn motor cars, but I had not hesitated to employ one. I turned my back gladly on the place with its smells, the immemorial and ‘romantic’ smells of the East, which are compounded quite simply of the effluvium from an inadequate drainage system and unwashed human bodies, mingling in the present instance with a reek of oil and petrol, and set off on the first stage of my march. For the next few months I should neither see, hear, nor smell a motorcar or aeroplane; it was a stimulating thought.


Beyond Garur, the path crosses the Sarju River by a well-built suspension bridge, then, after sundry ups and downs, begins a long climb to the Gwaldam dak bungalow.


It was a hot march – the temperature cannot have been much less than 100 degrees in the shade – and the Dotials poured with sweat. How they managed to carry their 80 pound loads I do not know. I felt a slave driver, but it is possible I estimated their efforts by my own incapacities, for I had left Ranikhet with a temperature of 101 degrees and a feverish chill. This may have been unwise, but I am convinced that the best way of ridding myself of a chill is to walk it off and sweat it out; I certainly must have accomplished the latter as I was fat and flabby after many months of sedentary living.


The foothills of the Central Himalayas are poor in flowers owing to forests of chir (Pinus longifolia), which cover the ground in a carpet of needles, thus preventing the growth of plants or the germination of seed. Yet these forests have a charm of their own, for the chir is a fine tree and though it has few branches and casts little shade, grows straight and true to a considerable height. Furthermore, trees are well spaced and owing to the absence of clogging undergrowth or lank grass, the country resembles a well-kept parkland. Lastly, the chir is highly resinous and the air is fragrant in its neighbourhood.


In normal circumstances it is an enjoyable walk to Gwaldam but that day it was a matter of setting my teeth and plugging on with a bursting head, aching limbs and a thirst which I satisfied recklessly at every spring.


So, at last, after a ten miles’ walk and an ascent of some 4,000 feet I emerged from the forest on to the ridge where the bungalow stands overlooking the haze-filled depths of the Pindar Valley to the remote gleam of the Himalayan snows.


Two Englishmen were encamped near the bungalow, Mr G.W.H. Davidson, the Headmaster of Colvin Taluqdars College, Lucknow, who had with him one of his Indian pupils, and Major Matthews of the Royal Engineers, and their kindness and hospitality had much to do with my rapid recovery from my chill, for I went to bed with an excellent dinner and a considerable quantity of whisky inside me and woke miraculously better next morning.


From Gwaldam a forest path descends steeply into the Pindar Valley. We were away early, soon after the sun had fired the snows, and an hour later had descended 3,000 feet to the Pindar River.


About half way to the village of Tharali I met with another Englishman, Corporal Hamilton, a member of a party of soldiers of the East Surrey Regiment who were at this time attempting the ascent of Kamet. Unfortunately, he had damaged his arm, which had become poisoned. As I had with me a comprehensive medical kit I was able to disinfect and bind up the wound, which had already been treated by an Indian doctor.


The expedition in which he took part is one of the most remarkable in the annals of Himalayan mountaineering. The soldiers, who were led by Corporal Ralph Ridley, after an expedition the previous summer to the Arwa Valley glacier system, boldly decided to attempt Kamet in 1937. Their organisation was admirable and they failed primarily through lack of sufficient porterage after overcoming the greatest difficulties of the route and reaching a height of 23,700 feet. At the same time to attempt a major peak, even though it has been climbed before, is unwise without adequate mountaineering experience; there are peaks of all heights and shades of difficulty in the Himalayas where the novice may learn the craft. Nature is intolerant of ignorance, and he who attempts the greater peaks of the Himalayas without having acquired that delicacy and acuteness of perception, that instinctive feeling for his task, will sooner or later blunder to disaster. This is not meant to detract from the merit of an expedition which was conspicuous for the initiative and self-reliance displayed, but merely to point out the advisability of preliminary preparation in mountaineering. It is to be hoped that future mountaineering expeditions will receive the encouragement of the High Command.


Tharali huddles at the foot of a knoll thrusting forwards into the Pindar River, which narrows considerably at this point. The village was devastated by a flood in the summer of 1936. Twenty inches of rain fell in one day and the Pindar River, unable to discharge its surplus waters through the narrow portion of the valley, rose and flooded the village, destroying a number of houses and drowning forty of the inhabitants.


The usual camping ground is a strip of sun-scorched turf by the river, but I preferred the partial shade of some pines on the knoll near the village school, which sports large notices over every approach to the effect that all are welcome; ineffective propaganda to judge from the absence of pupils, but perhaps it was a holiday.


The afternoon was the hottest I ever remember. My tent, which was only six and a half feet long by four feet wide, was intolerable, so I lay outside it on a mattress in the scanty shade of the pines, plagued by innumerable flies.


Evening brought little relief, and the sun set in a furnace-like glare. The night was breathless but I managed to sleep, only to be awakened shortly before midnight by flickering lightning and reverberating concussions of thunder. The storm was confined to the hills and passed after an hour, leaving a dull red glow in the sky, presumably the reflection of a forest fired by lightning.


I breakfasted early and was away at five o’clock, anxious to break the back of the long march to Subtal, which entails some twelve miles of walking and 5,000 feet of ascent.


The storm had done nothing to clear the air and the forests were charged with damp enervating heat, so that it was a relief to emerge from them after two hours’ uphill walking on to more open slopes, where the village of Dungri perches below a basin-like rim of hills. The air here was cooler and men and women were working energetically in the terraced fields or scratching shallow furrows with primitive wooden ploughs drawn by oxen or buffaloes. The men greeted me in a friendly way, and the children gazed at me curiously, impudently or shyly in the manner of children the world over, but the nose-beringed women I met with on the path hastened by with averted faces. At one hamlet a man ran out of a house, saluted with military precision and offered to carry my rucksack. Doubtless like many another in this country, he had served with the Garhwal or Kumaon Rifles.


Forests of chir, open country artificially deforested, then rhododendrons, deciduous trees, spruces and firs is the natural upward order of growth in the lower foothills, where crops flourish best in the temperate zone from 4,000 to 8,000 feet. I entered the cool forest above Dungri and seating myself on a mossy bank ate my lunch of biscuits and potatoes. I was far ahead of the porters; the forest was profoundly silent, and great clouds were slowly building up in a sky of steely oxidised blue. Not even in the Sikkim forests have I seen finer tree rhododendrons, and there was one moss-clad giant, which cannot have been less than five feet in diameter. For how many centuries had these trees endured? Long before the wooden ships of ‘The Company’ sailed to India they must have established themselves on the knees of the Himalayas.


Beyond my luncheon place I had a glimpse of a brown bear as it leapt from the path – a little fellow who was gone in a flash. After this the path mounted at a restful angle and passing over a brow descended to a stream issuing from a rocky rift. There was a deep pool and I stripped and bathed, gasping at first in the ice cold water then dried myself on a flat rock in the sun. While I was engaged in this a small boy passed and catching sight of me bolted precipitately up the path; then halted to eye me with fearful curiosity. Probably he had never seen a European before and at all events anyone who bathed, and in ice cold water, was indubitably mad.


The camping ground at Subtal, the name given to an extensive pasture, is a sparsely wooded ridge, which rises on either hand to hills densely forested in spruce and the Himalayan oak, which is a narrow spreading tree as compared with the English oak. To the north the ridge falls away into a branch valley of the Nandakini Valley, through which the western glaciers of Trisul pour their waters into the Alaknanda River.


It was not yet midday, but the sky was thick with clouds and the earth lay still and silent beneath a weight of lurid haze. The porters were long in arriving, but it was a marvel that they should arrive at all considering the weight of their loads, the distance and the climb. If my mathematics are not too rusty the energy required to lift a human body plus an extra 80 pounds of weight through nearly a mile of height comes to well over 1,000,000 foot pounds of which the load amounts to about 400,000 foot pounds. In terms of the load alone it is equivalent to shovelling about 75 tons of coal into a furnace.


Meanwhile, a party of traders with a dozen ponies had halted close by and lit a fire after carefully stacking their merchandise under a tarpaulin. Presently one of them, seeing that I was alone, asked me if I would care for some food. It was a generous thought, but I had no need to deplete their probably slender supplies. This was only one instance of the kindliness of the people of this country and it seemed to me that the human atmosphere of Garhwal and Kumaon was very different to what it had been in 1931. Is Mr Gandhi’s creed of non-violence bearing the fruits of sympathy, tolerance and understanding or is a more positive and less vacillating British rule responsible? Whatever it is, one thing is certain: only through co-operation, friendship and mutual respect between the British and Indian races is any real and lasting benefit for either to be achieved in India in that distant future when education and evolution will have emancipated the Indian peoples from their strangling social and religious prejudices.


The early afternoon darkened gradually and in the close sultry atmosphere flies attacked me venomously. The haze deepened until it was difficult to perceive where the hills ended and the clouds began. A rust-coloured light invested the forest, then faded as the last oases of blue sky were swallowed up by chaotic and enormous thunderclouds, and the far north where the Himalayas lay began to shudder with long muffled reverberations of thunder.


At two o’clock the porters straggled into camp, soaked with sweat and very tired. As the Darjeeling men pitched the tents, one for me and one for themselves, heavy drops of rain were splashing into the forest and the thunder was rumbling continuously as though a column of tanks and guns was crossing a hollow-sounding bridge.


Soon lightning was flickering and stabbing through a blue wall of advancing rain, smeared dull white with hail, and the thunder was tearing overhead like a giant rending endless strips of calico. Then above the thunder I heard a dull roar, rising in strength and pitch every instant, and almost before I had time to realise its meaning the thin-topped spruces a hundred yards distant bent like whip-lashes and a terrific squall of wind and hail, rifted by mauve swords of lightning and fearful explosions of thunder, burst in wild fury on the camp.


This first blast of the storm did not last long and half an hour later the rain stopped and the wind died into a damp calm, smelling of wet earth and vegetation. Though the storm had retreated from the immediate vicinity of Subtal the thunder continued, coming from every direction and without pause in a single tremendous sound that grew and ebbed and grew again in concussions that seemed to shake the hills to their foundations.


The storm was working up for another climax when Nurbu brought me my supper, which Tewang had artfully cooked in the shelter of a hollow tree. Afterwards I lay in my sleeping bag and watched through the entrance of the tent the finest display of lightning I have ever seen. The whole sky was continuously blazing with mauve fire and it was possible to read uninterruptedly from a book. Slowly the lightning grew in brilliance, if that were possible, and the thunder in volume. This was no ordinary storm, even in a district where storms are frequent, and I wished I had moved the tents after the first storm, though with the ridges on either side of the camp there did not seem any likelihood of danger. There was no time to do anything now and at nine o’clock the storm was upon us in a hurricane of wind, hail and rain, punctuated every second by blinding lightning and terrible explosions of thunder.


Lightning when it strikes close to the observer does not make the noise we conventionally term ‘thunder’, or even the rending, tearing noise already mentioned, but a single violent explosion, a BANG like a powerful bomb. I have no hesitation in admitting that I was thoroughly scared, and as I lay in my sleeping bag I could have sworn that streams of fire flickered along the ridge of the tent and down the lateral guy rope.


The worst was over within half an hour and I went outside to see how the Dotials had fared, for I half feared that one or other of the trees beneath which they were sheltering had been struck. To my great relief they were all safe, though even the irrepressible Wangdi, who together with Pasang, Nurbu, and Tewang had been in the other tent, seemed a trifle shaken by the experience.


This was the last of the storm so far as it concerned us, but long afterwards the sky flamed with lightning and thunder serenaded the ranges. I am not exaggerating when I state that I do not remember a second’s pause in the sound of the thunder during a total period of eight hours.


The sky next morning was cloudless, but dense haze concealed the view I had hoped to obtain of the snows. We were away as the sun touched the camp and descended through cool and fragrant forests, alive with the song of birds, to cultivated slopes and small villages; then into a wooded valley with a stream of clear running water. Here at about 7,000 feet on an open slope I saw the first of a little iris (I. kumaonensis), which I knew I would meet with later on the Kuari Pass and in the Bhyundar Valley. I also came upon hundreds of the largest cobwebs I have ever seen. For a mile, the trees and shrubs had suspended between them vast nets, wet and shining after the rain, with the spider waiting for his breakfast in the centre of each. So strong were the webs that stout twigs to which they were affixed were bent at right angles, whilst the largest was stretched between two trees fully twelve feet apart and had as its spinner a spider about six inches in width from tip to tip of its hairy legs.


At the village of Ghat, which is situated in the deep Nandakini Valley, a single room dak bungalow destitute of furniture did not attract me and I preferred to camp by the river. The tent had scarcely been pitched when thunder began to growl again and a mass of inky clouds advanced quickly down the valley. A few minutes later I was astonished to see a writhing column of spray appear round a bend of the river and descend on the camp. Next moment up went my tent, wrenching the metal tent pegs away as though they were matches, and swept along the ground towards the river. Yelling to the men I threw myself on it and a few moments later was joined by Wangdi, Nurbu and Pasang, all shouting with laughter, evidently convinced that a whirlwind was a huge joke.


Later the weather improved and I supped in the calm of a perfect evening. I had no official cook. Experience has taught me that official cooks are to be avoided in the Himalayas as they are almost invariably dirty and are born ‘twisters’ and ‘scroungers’; worst of all they are impervious to insult, sarcasm, or righteous anger, and like their European prototypes, resent the best intentioned suggestions and advice. Furthermore, they are set in their habits, and their habits are vile, and, lastly, they are invariably bad cooks, or so my experience goes, and are largely responsible for the stomach troubles that beset Himalayan expeditions.


Therefore, I had left it to the men to decide between themselves as to which of them should cook for me, and Tewang had elected himself or been elected to the post. To write that he was a good cook, which implies the exercise of imagination and a fertility of invention, would be to overstate his abilities. He was simply a plain cook, so plain that his cooking would have palled at an early date on an appetite less voracious than mine. His most artistic culinary flight was rissoles, and he would produce these with one of his rare smiles creasing his broad face and an exaggerated pride worthy of a conjurer who has out-Maskelyned his own professors. But he cooked what he did cook well and I seldom had cause to reproach him on this score. So having seen that he was clean, that doubtful water was boiled, and that dishcloths were used in preference to the tail of a shirt, I left him to his own devices.


The Dotials were averse to proceeding to Joshimath via the Kuari Pass. As they justly pointed out the route from Ghat via Nanda Prayag and the Alaknanda Valley is considerably easier. I had, however, no intention of proceeding by that route, which is very hot and at times fever-ridden, in preference to the cool, healthful and beautiful high-level route via the Kuari Pass, and when I pointed out the disadvantages of the former route, their objections soon resolved themselves into good-humoured grumblings.


From Ghat the path crosses the Nandakini River by a strongly built suspension bridge, then zigzags up a steep and arid hillside. Some 2,500 feet up this, perched on a grassy spur, is a small village, the inhabitants of which greeted me cheerfully. Their lives are spent, like the lives of most people of this country, in agricultural pursuits. A spring and summer of intense activity, devoted to the task of levelling their little fields on the steep hillsides, removing innumerable stones and building them into walls so that the monsoon rains do not wash the precious soil into the valley, turning the thin soil with wooden ox-drawn ploughs, sowing, reaping and threshing, is followed by a winter of comparative inactivity. Scarcely less strenuous is the work of the shepherds deputed to drive the flocks to the upper pastures, which are so few and scanty that owners must take it in turns to graze them. Theirs is the life of the mountain peasant the world over; a struggle against adverse forces, yet forces that once tamed will yield, if not bountifully, at least enough to maintain a fit and hardy race. A dull, monotonous life perhaps, a minute cycle of work and rest, but running through it all the never-ending thread of human propagation and continuity. These dour peasants may be outwardly insensible to their tremendous environment, but the vast hills that everlastingly mock their puny efforts, the deep valleys with their rush of glacial waters bearing onwards to the far-distant plains, the remote glimmer of the high snows have become a part of them, and deep in their inmost selves must rest a love, respect and reverence for their unrelenting taskmasters, the Himalayas.


From the village, the path mounted an open hillside to a ridge clothed with oaks and tree rhododendrons. I lunched in a glade which commanded a view between the trees of Trisul, a vast barrier of shining snow at the head of the deeply cut Nandakini Valley, whose ribbon-like stream thousands of feet beneath me twisted and turned between bare shoulders of the hills. The air was fresh, and only the whirring and humming of insects fell on a profound stillness. All around me grew a pale mauve daisy, whilst on the slope below was a cat mint with rosette-like silvery foliage and blue flowers, some of which were already in seed.


Presently the porters appeared. They were singing, and their simple little song, echoing through the silent glades of the forest, somehow partook of the beauty and majesty of the surroundings; complicated music would be out of place where everything is simple and sublime.


Beyond the glade, the path traversed a forest-clad hillside, then emerged on to open slopes terraced with fields where the little village of Ramni perches. Our camping place was on turf close-cropped by the village animals but not eaten so short as to destroy the brilliant blue flowers of a tiny gentian (G. capitata). In 1931 we had been pestered by flies at Ramni, but on this occasion a mosquito net over the entrance of my tent enabled me to escape their hateful attentions.


It was a hot afternoon, but the evening was delightfully cool; the flies disappeared and, with no midges or mosquitoes to take their place, I ate my supper in peace beneath the accumulating stars.
















 – CHAPTER 3 –


The High Foothills





The following morning was cloudy, but the clouds soon dissolved in the sun. As I walked up the forest path to the next ridge I felt myself to be nearing the threshold of the high hills. The anemones increased in number as I climbed, whilst hosts of buttercups spread a golden carpet over the dew-drenched turf.


Many sheep and goats laden with grain were following the same path on their way to the upper valleys of Garhwal, where the grain is transferred to yaks and jhobus (half-breed yaks), then taken over the high passes into Tibet. Ponies are sometimes employed for load carrying, but the bulk of the grain is carried in little bags, reinforced with leather, on the backs of sheep and goats, the sheep carrying some 20 to 25 pounds and the goats as much as 30 pounds. The drivers are ragged, picturesque, friendly fellows, some with long curly hair. They walk with a shambling flat-footed gait something like that of the Alpine guide, and two or three of them will share a long water-pipe with a wide, shallow bowl, which they fill with villainous tobacco, mixed with charcoal, or when no tobacco is available, charcoal alone. Smoking one of these pipes is something of a ritual. A man takes two or three rapid puffs, then hands on the pipe to his neighbour, so that the pipe soon goes the round of a dozen men. In this way asphyxiation or carbon monoxide poisoning is avoided.


Thunder was rumbling in the west as I breasted the ridge above Ramni, but the north and east were clear and Nanda Ghunti stood revealed in all its beauty. This peak is 20,700 feet high, and is so beautifully proportioned that it appears almost as high as its greater neighbour, Trisul.


On the far side of the ridge the path descended through forests, crossing occasional glades. I remembered that Holdsworth found Paeonia Emodii hereabouts, and I kept my eyes open. But I did not see one until I was within half a mile of the camping ground; then, suddenly, in a shady place, and close to the path, I saw a clump of them. The day was dark now, for a storm was brewing, but even in the gloom of the forest, their cream-coloured blooms shone out as though retaining the recent sunlight in their petals. The clump was the only one in bloom, as the rest were already seeding. This place must be a marvellous sight in April and the first weeks of May, for this paeony blooms early, pushing its way, like the Alpine crocus, through the edge of the retreating snows.


I remembered Semkharak as one of the most delightful camping grounds we had seen during the march to Kamet, but now hills and forest were burdened with impending storm, and the little alp seemed dreary and forlorn. Thunder was growling about the hills when I arrived, but I did not have to wait long for the men, who were just in time to pitch the tents before rain fell in torrents.


For the next two hours lightning darted viciously at the forest-clad ridges and the thunder reverberated from lip to lip of the cup-shaped hills, then, towards evening, with that suddenness peculiar to mountainous countries, the rain and the thunder ceased and the clouds vanished as though absorbed by some invisible vacuum cleaner.


The men collected wood from the forest and soon a great fire was blazing. It was my first campfire, and I sat by it contentedly while the golden sunlight died on the nearer heights, then fired the distant snows of Nanda Ghunti. Nothing had altered since we camped here in 1931 and there was even the same half-burnt tree-stump where our fire had been lit. Possibly the slender oaks and conifers had added a few inches to their stature, but for the rest Semkharak was the same. Things do not change quickly in the East.


Raymond Greene, a born raconteur, had kept us amused with stories throughout the evening. Six years had passed, but I could not regret them, for the peace and beauty of the hills was mine that evening. The last cloud vanished, the last glow faded from Nanda Ghunti, and the sky lit up with stars. Not a breath of wind stirred in the treetops. Darkness fell. I ate my supper, then smoked my pipe and dreamed, until the fire had died down to a heap of glowing embers and the dew lay hoary on the grass.


Next morning I descended into the Bireh Valley, passing through hundreds of acres of paeonies in seed. The seed was unripe, but I gathered some, hoping to ripen it later; I know now that this is difficult if not impossible in the case of the paeony, for the seed shrivels, and becomes valueless. It must be gathered when it is perfectly ripe and ready to fall out of the pod.


The path crossed a small log bridge over the river near a vertical crag of crumbling rock, beneath which some drovers, disregarding the law of gravity, had camped for the night. We exchanged greetings and, as is customary in this country, they inquired as to where I was going and from whence I came.


From the river the path zigzagged steeply upwards, then traversed the hillside almost levelly, through forests of tree rhododendrons, roses and a white sweet-scented flowering shrub to the camping ground at Kaliaghat, which is in an open grassy place, sprinkled with large boulders. Adjoining it are cultivated fields, beyond which rises a vast wall of forest, broken high up by gigantic crags. Many queer noises came from this forest, including the whistle-like cries of a bird, and once I heard a coughing sound, which was probably made by a bear or panther.


The afternoon was hot and fly-ridden. It was impossible to sit outside my tent without being pestered by innumerable flies, whilst inside it was like an oven, so I occupied myself with collecting flowers for my press. It was a beautiful evening, but the flies, as is usual in Garhwal, were replaced by midges, which although small seemed capable of biting through the toughest skin, to judge from the exasperated scratchings of the porters.


From Kaliaghat a pleasant path across meadows, then through rhododendron and oak forest, led to a wide alp gay with white and blue anemones (A. obtusiloba) within view of the Kuari Pass, which cuts a notch in a ridge. Thenceforward the route lies across steep craggy hillsides, then past an impressive gorge, where a stream spurts out of a narrow cleft to form a perfect bathing pool, and finally, after sundry ups and downs, mounts towards the pass.


As I was well ahead of the porters I seated myself with my back to a mossy bank, where grew the delicate sprays of a beautiful little androsace (probably A. rotundifolia), and ate the lunch provided by Tewang. I had not been there long before I heard a footfall, and looking up saw a wild-looking fellow with a long-handled axe over his shoulder regarding me with the greatest curiosity. As soon as he saw that I was disposed to be friendly he squatted on the ground and burst into an unintelligible gabble. Probably he had seen no one to talk to for some time and was making the best of his opportunity. My very limited stock of Urdu elicited that he was there with his flock for the summer and that he lived at Kaliaghat. Apart from this, our ‘conversation’ was limited to gestures and smiles, which, however, are very good substitutes for speech in the wilds. I gave him some tobacco and he departed beaming.


Presently along came the Dotials. As usual, in spite of their heavy loads, they were happy, and were singing their rhythmical little songs. We lunched at Dakwani, a fertile alp 1,000 feet below the Kuari Pass. There I saw many Iris kumaonensis in bloom. This little iris, a miniature edition of the English garden iris, grows on hot, well-drained sunny slopes. All it asks for is a cool root run. Then, when the winter snow melts, it pushes out its thin leaves and a little later its spire of purple blooms, which partake in colour of cold shadowed snow and rich blue sky. It grows well in England and I have one in my own garden, which brings to me every spring a memory of the Himalayas.


Dakwani is the usual camping ground, but I determined to push on and camp on the pass, for this is a renowned viewpoint and commands a prospect extending from the Nanda Devi group to the peaks of Badrinath. Accordingly, I left the main transport at Dakwani and with three Darjeeling men and four Dotials climbed a zigzag stony track to the pass. The crest is not the best viewpoint, and I camped on a rocky ridge some distance to the east, where there are no near hills to interfere with the panorama. Unfortunately clouds and haze concealed most of the peaks, but I hoped that the following morning would afford a clear view particularly of the Zaskar Range, into which the Bhyundar Valley cuts, and the peaks I hoped to climb during the next few weeks.


The evening was dark and dense clouds massed along the haze-filled Alaknanda Valley. We hoped that no thunderstorm was brewing as the camp was in an exposed position and we had no wish to repeat the experience of Subtal. The men had carried up some wood from Dakwani, but there was plenty of dwarf rhododendron available, the sight of which delighted the Tibetans as it reminded them of their native land in many parts of which it is the only fuel, apart from dried yak dung.


Winter snow still covered large areas of the hillsides, but already a tiny gentian with daintily frilled petals carpeted the ground.


At sunset the dark clouds delivered a sharp hailstorm but later the sky cleared somewhat, revealing scattered stars. After the hot marches across the foothills, it was good to feel the need of a sweater and the warmth of an eiderdown sleeping bag. Better still, there were no flies or midges and I could sleep with the tent flaps wide open.


The tonic of the high places was in the air. So far, I had lived with little thought of the future, my thoughts circumscribed by the day’s march, but now for the first time I experienced that feeling of expectancy which every mountaineer has when approaching high mountains.


A restful sleep and I awoke as usual with the first light. But there was no view; above and below, sluggish vapours concealed the glorious panorama, which I had seen in 1931 from the same place. The Tibetans were as disappointed as I, for they were anxious for a glimpse of the peaks we hoped to climb.


Presently the main party joined us and we descended towards the Dhauli Valley, at first over open slopes, then into pine forest; and there at the upper limit of the trees I came upon an old friend, which I had photographed in 1931, a solitary sentinel gnarled and weather-beaten by countless storms. It was decaying, for to judge from its appearance it had been maltreated by lightning, but it still stretched gaunt, hard branches against the sky, an embodiment of that enduring force which epitomises, in material form, the spirit of the hills.


As we came out of the upper forest on to a wide alp, the clouds parted, revealing the great massif of Gauri Parbat and Hathi Parbat; then almost before I had time to take in the grandeur of this sudden revelation, a terrific icy spire, shining and immeasurably remote, thrust itself through the clouds, Dunagiri.


The Dotials said they were certain of the path to Joshimath. It is true there was a path at first, but it soon petered out in the forest. We kept on for some distance through a tangle of vegetation; then it was brought home to us that we were lost. I was well ahead of the men and stopped. The forest was very quiet; not a sound, not a breath disturbed the serene silence. Above, the great trees formed a canopy with their interlacing branches, and at my feet the deep shadows were accentuated by pools of sunlight.


Wangdi joined me and we yelled lustily until all the men were assembled; then we struck straight down the hillside, forcing our way through undergrowth, and at length, to our relief, came to a path leading in the direction of Joshimath.


I halted for lunch by a leisurely little stream, fringed with marigolds that wandered into a sun-drenched glade. After this the path wound sinuously across the hillside, descending gradually as it did so into a forest of chir, hot and resinous in the nearly vertical noonday sun. Thenceforward it was a somewhat weary march, but enlivened at one place by a number of lemurs playing about on a boulder. They allowed me to approach within a few yards of them, but looked so hostile that I felt glad of my ice axe. Beyond were numerous hamlets whose inhabitants were working industriously on their small terraced fields of grain and vegetables. I asked one of them how far it was to Joshimath, and he replied two miles, but it was more like four or five; these people have small regard for distance, and measure it in time rather than mileage.


The path divided, and not sure as to which branch to take, I waited until a small woman driving some oxen appeared. She seemed terrified when I questioned her and hastened by with averted eyes. How many decades will there be before the Indian woman is emancipated from the mental, moral and physical slavery she has endured for countless generations?


Joshimath is perched on a hillside some 1,500 feet above the junction of the Alaknanda and Dhauli Rivers. It is a halting place of pilgrims who journey to Badrinath during the summer months to pay their respects to Mother Ganges, and worship at the shrines of deities associated with the sacred snows of Himachal (Himalaya). Unhappily, they bring with them many diseases from the plains, and cholera, dysentery, typhoid and malaria exact their toll from the devout, whose notions as to sanitation, cleanliness and hygiene are at constant variance with the well-intentioned preventive and remedial efforts of the Indian Government. All along the road infection is spread by hordes of flies and he is a wise traveller who boils every cup of his drinking water.


The village is an ugly little place with slate or corrugated iron-covered, two-storeyed houses, straggling unbeautifully over the hillside. Primitive little shops displaying sweetmeats, vegetables and other commodities line the main street, which is roughly paved in places and in others has been deeply channelled by the monsoon rains. The pilgrims spend the night in single-storeyed rest-houses, not unlike the hovels provided for the Kentish hop-pickers of former days, some of which are situated in narrow passages running off the main street, and are filthy, and evil-smelling. Such pestilential conditions have little effect on the pilgrims and scores were to be seen, many being naked save for a loincloth, seated in meditation, their thoughts fixed on the shrine at Badrinath, their sacred destination.


There are numerous temples dedicated to various gods, principal among them being Vishnu, who is represented by an idol carved from black stone. Joshimath was at one time the capital of the Katyuris, the rulers of western Kumaon and Garhwal, and the successors of the Buddhists, who were driven out of Nepal, Kumaon and Garhwal by Sankara, the indefatigable destroyer of Buddhism in India, who is thought to have lived in the seventh or eighth centuries. It was he who advocated pilgrimage to the shrines of Shiva and Vishnu at Kedarnath and Badrinath. His disciples were established in these ancient shrines and the consequent influx of pilgrims prevented a reversion to Buddhism. Owing to religious quarrels between followers of the two deities, Joshimath was abandoned by the Katyuris, whose kingdom was broken up, forcing them to establish themselves as independent rajahs. Since it was first instituted, the pilgrimage to Badrinath and Kedarnath has increased in importance and nowadays some 50,000 or 60,000 pilgrims from all parts of India, including the remote south, make their way every year up the Alaknanda Valley. Even the pilgrimage to Benares is not so beneficial to the soul as that to the snows of the Himalayas, which bestow so bountifully their sanctity and bliss to the heart of man. It is written in the Skanda Purana:
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