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‘There is an art of moving in the landscape, a right way to move around in it and approach places and monuments. Part of the sense of place is the action of approaching it from the ‘right’ direction.’ The method of approach is governed by a combination of place and time – both seasonal and social – while the ‘art’ is the simultaneous practice of meditation and ritualized operation. ‘Flashes of memory, so to speak, illuminate the occasion and bestows an instinctive grasp of how to behave within a ritual or sacred landscape, and to recognize the type of magical energy to be encountered there.’ [A Phenomenology of Landscape, Christopher Tilley]




Mountains form the most spectacular creations on the planet and cover such a large amount of Earth’s landmass that they can be seen clearly from outer space. Mountains are also a reminder that humans count for nothing in the greater scheme of things. They were formed by tectonic plate upheavals of such magnitude that the fossilised remains of prehistoric sea-creatures can be found on mountains tops; in fact, many Himalayan rocks were originally sediments on the primordial Tethys Ocean floor. In this first of the Sacred Landscape series we look at ways of connecting with the genii locorum that inhabit the caves and mountains of our world.


A companion volume to
Sacred Landscape: Groves & Forests and Sacred Landscape:
Lakes & Waterfalls.














In memory of Noely …
a creature of light and dark and shadow.












Prologue


I would never have the courage to be a mountaineer. And yet I am drawn to the sheer beauty and magnificence of mountains. They are the first things I see when I awake and the last things I see before I go to sleep, the shape of the range often silhouetted against the night sky, regardless of season. The view of them is never the same two days running and at certain times of the afternoon, the slopes are bathed in a strange, ethereal light that is nothing short of enchanting; the summits are either capped with snow; radiating the mellow tones of sunset; or shimmering in a soft blue haze, or cloaked by low-lying clouds and soft rain. On rare occasions, there are crystal clear images of a hot summer day when sheep are seen as tiny pin-pricks of white on the far-off slopes and patches of purple heather glow brightly in the sunshine.


The Galtee mountains of Ireland lack the rugged grandeur of the Prescellis, or the formidable bulk of the Black Mountain of Wales but as Aleister Crowley wrote:




‘A mountain skyline is nearly always noble and beautiful, being the result of natural forces acting uniformly and in conformity with law … A high degree of spiritual development, a romantic temperament and a profound knowledge based on experience of mountain conditions are the best safeguards against the insane impulses and hysterical errors which overwhelm the average man.’




Crowley developed his own love of mountains while a schoolboy scrambling among the rugged peaks of Wales, Scotland and the Lake District. He recorded in Confessions:




‘My happiest moments were when I was alone on the mountains; but there is no evidence that this pleasure in anyway derived from mysticism. The beauty of form and colour, the physical exhilaration of exercise, and the mental stimulation of finding one’s way in difficult country, formed the sole elements of my rapture…’





Of the climb on the lower reaches of Chogo Ri [or K2] the second highest mountain in the world, after Mount Everest, he commented:




‘The views are increasingly superb and the solitude was producing its beneficent results. The utterly disproportionate miniature of man purges him of smug belief in himself as the final cause of nature. The effect is it produces not humiliation but humility…’




Mountain worship is still central to certain indigenous religions in the world and the subject of many legends. For many, the most symbolic aspect of a mountain is the peak because it is believed that it is closest to heaven or other mystical worlds; while adverse weather conditions can give the slopes an almost forbidding attitude. Many beliefs are centred on sacred mountains, which either are, or were, considered holy (such as Mount Olympus in Greek mythology and Japan’s Mount Fuji) or are related to famous events (like Mount Sinai in the Abrahamic religions). In some cases, the sacred mountain is purely mythical, like the Hara Berezaiti in Zoroastrianism, or Mount Kailash as the abode of the Hindu deity Shiva. Likewise, volcanoes, such as Mount Etna in Italy, were also considered sacred and believed to have been the home of Vulcan, the Roman god of fire and the forge.


Various cultures around the world maintain the importance of mountain worship and their sacredness - often in a complex system of mountain and ancestor worship - and a site of revelation and inspiration. Mountains are often viewed as the source of a power which is to be awed and revered. And perhaps we should all take the time to reflect on the words of Psalm 121:1 from the Old Testament in the King James Bible:




‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help…’


Mélusine Draco


Glen of Aherlow, 2018













Chapter One



First there is a mountain …


In A Phenomenology of Landscape anthropologist Christopher Tilley describes the landscape as having ancestral importance due to it being such an integral part of human development that it abounds with cultural meaning and symbolism.




‘Precisely because locales and their landscapes are drawn on in the day-to-day lives and encounters of individuals they possess powers. The spirit of place may be held to reside in a landscape.’




Despite different locations giving a variety of explanations for the existence of this ‘spirit energy’, in a large number of instances the intelligent, magical entity simply develops from the colloquially named ‘spirit of place’ over a great deal of time. He also observed:




‘There is an art of moving in the landscape, a right way (socially constrained) to move around in it and approach places and monuments. Part of the sense of place is the action of approaching it from the ‘right’ (socially prescribed) direction.’




The method of approach is governed by a combination of place and time – both seasonal and social – while the ‘art’ is the simultaneous practice of meditation and ritualized operation. ‘Flashes of memory’, so to speak, illuminate the occasion and bestows an instinctive grasp of how to behave within a ritual or sacred landscape, and to recognize the type of magical energy to be encountered there.


Mountains form the most spectacular creations on the planet and cover such a large amount of Earth’s landmass that they can be seen clearly from outer space. Mountains are also a reminder that humans count for nothing in the greater scheme of things. They were formed by tectonic plate upheavals of such magnitude that the fossilised remains of prehistoric sea-creatures can be found on the peaks; in fact, many Himalayan rocks were originally sediments on the primordial Tethys Ocean floor. And more recently, in 1980, a violent eruption tore apart the snow-capped peak of Mount St Helens in the USA, reminding us of the powerful, and often devastating, internal workings of this planet.




‘Nevertheless, these spectacular rocky elevations have an enduring fascination and until relatively recently in man’s evolution, people saw mountains and volcanoes as the homes of wrathful gods, who vent their anger without warning, shaking the ground, and spewing fire, rocks and ash into the air. Today, science tells us otherwise but our fascination with them continues, and they remain impressive and reminders of the spectacular power of Earth’s continuing evolution.’ [Earth, James F Luhr]




Two hundred million years ago all of the present continents were joined in a single landmass which geologists call Pangaea (‘All-earth’). To the east, a great wedge-shape of the universal ocean cut deeply into this supercontinent; this vanished body of water takes its name from Tethys, the wife of Oceanus and the mother of the seas. Around 140 million years ago Pangaea began to break up and what we now recognise as the continents moved apart as a result of what science labelled ‘continental drift’. It wasn’t until 1968, as Chet Raymo explained in The Crust of Our Earth, that the old ideas of continental drift ‘had found a secure place in the new and comprehensive theory of plate tectonics’. As these landmasses slowly swirled around and bashed into one another at a rate of one or two inches per year, the force of this convergence crumpled continents and great mountain ranges, such as the Alps, Andes and Himalayas were pushed up. And explains why Darwin found fossil seashells embedded in sedimentary rock formations that could only have been laid down on the floor of an ancient sea at an elevation of 12,000 feet in the Andes.


The Himalaya, which contains the highest mountains on earth, had also long puzzled geologists as to the kind of force that could have so dramatically crumpled up this broad region of the earth’s surface. The answer finally emerged from the theory of plate tectonics … beginning about 40 million years ago and continuing today, the sub-continent of India has been involved in a colossal collision with the underside of Asia, throwing the margins of both landmasses high into the air! Since that time the growth of the Himalaya has continued to outpace erosion but eventually erosion will outpace the uplift and this magnificent mountain range will be cut down to size like the Appalachians, the Urals and other old ranges that mark the lines of earlier continental collisions.


Mankind has always been drawn to mountains as a sacred feature of the landscape. It’s likely that mountains were among the oldest places of worship on the planet. They figure prominently in the earliest religious myths of mankind, and our connection to them is so powerful that many of the world’s oldest folklore harks back to the mystique of the mountains. And yet for all their sacredness, mountains possess many natural forces with which to repel those who venture on to those hallowed slopes. Mountains can be inhospitable and dangerous places for the ill prepared. From one hour to the next, from one peak to the next, they can exhibit a dramatic variation in weather conditions from icy winds, low cloud and thick fog.


Mountains can deafen with an eerie silence and overwhelm with their emptiness; distort time and space so that those climbing the slopes can lose all sense of where they are. These rocky peaks can bestow panoramas of breath-taking beauty, only to snatch them away again with an impassable rock face blocking the way. They cast dangerous rivers of scree; small rocks only held in place by light contact with neighbouring rocks that easily sweep the unwary away. Of all the weapons in the mountains’ deadly armoury, none is more powerful, more absolute in its destruction than the divine retribution on those who venture too near the summit: mountain sickness


Is it not surprising then, that the mystique of the mountains is deeply ingrained in our psyche, despite the dangers associated with them? Trawling the internet, we find that several mountains are included on the ‘most dangerous’ listings. The International Mountaineering and Climbing Federation recognise ‘eight-thousanders’ as the fourteen mountains that are more than 8,000 metres (26,247 ft) in height above sea level in the ‘death zone’; referring to altitudes above a certain point where the amount of oxygen is insufficient to sustain human life for an extended time span. All fourteen summits in the death zone are located in the Himalaya and Karakoram mountain ranges, where the most beautiful but deadly mountain-scapes include:




1.Annapurna’s avalanche-prone peak is the tenth highest in the world and the most statistically dangerous of its 8,000 meter companions. Annapurna is the goddess of food and nourishment in Hinduism Mount Annapurna in the Himalaya is named after this deadly daughter of Himavat, the king of the mountains


2.K2 or Chogori, is the world’s second highest mountain and known among climbers as one of the most technically difficult in the world. Ascents of even the easiest route require crossing a complicated glacier, ascending steep sections of rock, and negotiating a path around a series of ice pillars which are prone to collapse without warning, makes it one of the most dangerous in the world. The remote K2 is known for bad weather and avalanches, claiming the lives of nearly 10% of those who attempt the ascent and when mountaineers talk of the deadly, difficult and hardest to climb mountains anywhere in the world, K2 tops the list. Considered to be the most beautiful for its massive pyramid like shape, local people view the Himalaya as both the embodiment and the realm of the gods and feel that disrespect for their sacred mountains has led to bad karma, restless spirits and a high death toll.


3.Nanga Parbat competes with K2 in terms of earning the mountain the nickname ‘The Man Eater’. Also known affectionately as Killer Mountain, this craggy monster in Pakistan is an enormous ridge of rock and ice. Nanga Parbat is the ninth highest in the world, and its southern side is what many call the tallest mountain face on the planet. The mountain is a backdrop for the Fairy Meadows, where the legends of Nanga Parbat are kept alive, told by generations of villagers who have witnessed the legions of climbers who never descended its icy walls. ‘When the sun shines, it smokes up there. The demons blow their horns and fairies cook their bread’ says a local legend.


4.Kangchenjunga’s dramatic ridges, avalanches and bitter cold have made this one of the deadliest of mountains. Kangchenjunga is the third-tallest mountain in the world, with more than 200 summits and a 20% fatality rate. The fatality rates on the world’s most dangerous mountains, tend to decrease as time goes on but one notable exception is Kangchenjunga, where death rates have reached as high as 22% in recent years, a reflection on the avalanche and weather hazards that plague its slopes. Besides being home to the iconic Kanchenjunga, the State of Sikkim is rich with folklores and legends with one of the most famous being that of the Yeti or Bon Manchi that has confounded scientists and been a subject of fascination among travellers. According to legend, Bon Manchi is a 4-5 feet tall hairy creature who walks on two legs and can vanish into thin air. Locals are ardent believers of his existence and say that they have even heard his loud whistles. Lepchas, the original inhabitants of Sikkim revere the mountain, believing that they were all created by Kanchenjunga and there is a hidden paradise in the foothills where a Lepcha must return to after their earthly life is over.


5.The Nordwand, or north face, of the Eiger (which translates as ‘Ogre’) in the Swiss Alps is also legendary among mountaineers for its dangers. Though it was first climbed in 1938, the north face continues to challenge climbers of all abilities with both its technical difficulties and the heavy rockfalls that rake the face. The difficulty and hazards have earned the Eiger’s north face the nickname Mordwand, or Murder Wall.


6.The principal danger on the Matterhorn is its popularity, with overeager tourists sending loose rocks onto the heads of fellow climbers below. Storms are also common during the afternoons and this mountain sees an average of about twelve deaths per year, with more than 500 since the first ascent. This iconic mountain, which looks like a horn rising out of the surrounding valleys, has one of the highest fatality rates of any peak in the Alps.


7.Baintha Brakk in Pakistan is considered another difficult mountain to climb and more than twenty failed attempts on the peak have earned it a reputation as being among the most dangerous in the world. It is like a giant tower, making it one of the steepest and the craggiest mountains to climb. Only three expeditions have successfully summited Baintha Brakk because its steep walls and obstacles, combined with high altitude make it a hard nut to crack, hence the nickname ‘the Ogre’.
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