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For Krista

	 


The Devil in the White Mountains

	 

	or, An Incident in Ladakh

	 

	as recorded by Lt. Col. Grant Morrison

	 

	and transcribed by Mark Smeltz

	 

	 


I.

	 

	In the year 18-- I was sent for the last time into the Himalayan kingdom of Ladakh in order to shoot what was supposed to be a man-eating leopard, or else a tiger which had strayed far from its usual range. I landed the job because it was the sort of thing I had handled once or twice before in the remoter districts of the Punjab. I also possessed some facility with the local language, as I had served in one of the outlying Ladakhi villages in years past—the arm of the Raj never really stopped growing until it was altogether severed. But those who have not traveled previously to Ladakh are bound to be struck by the singularly inhospitable character of the country: this is a high desert situated between overlapping ranges of world’s tallest mountains. Glimpsed from below, the peaks and crags of the Himalaya fold back onto themselves again and again, reaching for the sky with obscene greed in a perpetually escalating obscurity of mist and snow.

	But the territory of Ladakh itself is a barren waste of limitless brown rock, punctuated here and there only with the cold waters of an abandoned holy lake, or else a pile of whitewashed stone which once represented some religious monument that has since crumbled to dust. The land washes brown and dry in every direction, and the eye soon strains for some feature to break the monotony of the scene—but that is not to say that Ladakh is without its own species of stark beauty, for those who are inclined to appreciate it. The broad expanses of its deserts and the crystal azure of its skies have invited comparisons to the famous allure of the Tibetan plateau, although at just 3,500 meters it is not quite so high.

	But it was high enough for me: I had grown accustomed to the lowlands of the Punjab during the past few years, and the altitude of the Himalaya extracted its toll from my body as our little band made its way up and over the many mountain passes which characterize the Ladakhi country. I rode astride one of those great Mongolian camels, whose thick pelt and strong lungs have long made them the favourite of travelers in high elevations. I was obliged to travel as part of a caravan, you see, keeping company with traders carrying grains and precious metals from the Karakorams. It was not considered safe to cross the passes of the high Himalaya alone, owing to the extremes of the climate and the likelihood of sudden and devastating snowfall.

	While I was forced to travel in company, I undertook great pains to keep my particular errand secret from my companions. Superstition abounds in these mountains, and there is a prevailing sentiment that one should not stand against the forces of nature. There was little opportunity for conversation, at any rate—the strength of the wind rendered conversation impossible as we reached the saddle of each pass, and my own exhaustion left me with little inclination for the gregarious sort of chatter which is normally to be had at mealtimes after a long day’s march.
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