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To

PAULNWN
who enjoyed Spiti

Strange is it not? that of myriads who
Before us pass'd the door of darkness through
Not one retums to tell us of the Road,
Which to diecover we must travel too.
-omrrWsryyom(EdwardFibgpPrrld)

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan
A stately pleasure-dome decree:.
Where Alph, the sacred river ran
Through caverns measureless to man
Down to a sunless sea.
So twice five miles of fertile ground
With walls and towers were girdled found:
And here were gardens bright with sinuous rills,
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree,
And here were forests ancient as the lulls,
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.
That with music loud and long,
I would build that dome in air,
That sunny dome! Those caves of ice!
And all who heard should see them there,
And all should cry, Beware! Beware!
His flaslung eyes, h s floating hair!
Weave a circle around h m thrice,
And close your eyes with holy dread,
For he on honey-dew hath fed,
And drunk the milk of Paradise.

- Kubla Khan (Samuel Taylor Colendge)
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Ki monastery.

I will find a way or make one.

- Hannibal (Referring to the passage of the Alps)

Traditionally the tangled mountain ranges of High Asia
present the would-be visitor, especially a foreigner, with a
bleak welcome and all sorts of rules and regulations,
ranging from complete exclusion to a travel pennit, often
time-consuming and difficult to obtain, and the nearer one
wishes to travel to an international boundary, the more
difficult it becomes. It came, therefore, as a pleasant surprise
when in 1993 the Government of India lifted all restrictions,
including for foreigners, for travel into the ancient Kingdom
of Spiti, whch now forms a remote part of the State of
Himachal Pradesh and whch had been virtually forbidden
to visitors for over 30 years.
Thus the publication of t h s book, Spiti: Adventures in the
Trans-Himalaya is very timely. It is a splendid book, a
portrait and a history, a record of climbs and treks and
almost a guide book, all in one. I was going to say that the
author, Harish Kapadia, is well qualified to write such a
book but I shall change that to say that he is the only
person who could have written it.
To some people, t h s sort of trans-Himalayan country of
semi-desert, with shapely snow peaks, many coloured rock
faces and pinnacles and grey scree slopes, relieved by the
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vivid green patches of cultivation and groves of poplar
and willow trees,'all watched over by ancient monasteries,
is just as beautiful as the more conventional Himalaya of
great peaks, pine forests and green pastures. I thnk author
must be one of those people as despite h s vast experience
of other regions of the Himalaya, he writes of tlus land
with affection.
Having been connected with the development of
mountaineering and mountain tourism in Nepal from its
inception, I have developed a theory of 'tourist drains'.
According to this theory (classification yet to be proposed)
a main route or track through a beautiful country is not
necessarily a bad tlung as it draws off most of the visitors
onto a single route, leaving the country left and right of it
more or less unspoilt. A good example is the 'drain' of the
'Round Annapurna' trek. (we run into difficulties however,
when the main track runs into a mountain side, like the
Amapurna Sanctuary, and the trekkers tend to spill out
into the surrounding country).
In the same way as Nepal has its walking drains, Spiti
has its motor roads. They must have much the same effect,
carrying many visitors, besides providing easy access routes
for mountaineers and trekkers. The Spiti bound roads also
provide, in some places, useful entry points for area outside
the boundaries of the Kingdom. I refer mainly to the superb
mountain peaks of east Kullu, w h c h also receive mention
in t h s book, although not strictly part of Spiti. I hasten to
add that I have nothng against 'Jeep Safaris' (as long as
they keep to the roads!) and for them, too, Kapadia's book
is a hghly recommended reading.

I shall conclude those random thoughts and notes on a
more personal note. I am honoured by Harish Kapadia's
invitation to contribute tlus Foreword to his book. In it
he more than once refers to me as the 'first mountaineer'
to enter Spiti. That was in 1939. While a somewhat

Foreword
undistinguished mountaineer cannot but feel satisfaction
at the award of such a distinction, I can't help also feeling
that there were others before me. What about that 'humble
Khalasi' of the Survey of India who climbed Shilla in 1860
(even though it was really only 20,120 ft h g h ) and placed a
pole on the top? And there must have many others like
h m during the course of the survey.
But what Harish gives with one hand, he takes away
with the other. So I find that my personally awarded
distinction of 'the man who bust the legend of Shlla' is
mainly credited to expeditions in 1952 and 1955, 15 years
later. My own version is as follows. After six years of
climbing in England and the Alps I came to India in 1937
and joined a Gurkha regiment. That year I fitted in about
three weeks of climbing on short leaves and week-ends in
the Dhauladhar range and-in 1938 I joined an expedition to
Masherbrum in the Karakorarns. From my reading I knew
all about Shilla (23,064 ft) and in 1939 I intended, after
some climbing in Kullu, to walk across to Spiti and make
the second ascent. Not so many 23,000 footers had been
climbed in those days, and here was the chance to pick up
an easy one (No need to mention it was an easy walk when
I got back).
Well, with three Gurkhas I reached Kaja at the end of
June 1939 and with the best of the men went up peak 6303
m/20,680 ft (I refuse to call it by its later fancy name of
Chau Chau Kang Nilda!). The locals said it was called
'Shilla' and that there was no hgher mountain in the
vicinity. The latter statement was perfectly correct. So, no
23,000 footer, at least withn many miles of where it was
marked on the map. There is no need to obtain a clear
view of Shilla itself to realize t h s fact.
1939 to 1996 is a long time-57 years. I did go back to
Spiti for a very short visit in 1941, wallung from Manali
and back there. After that the war intervened and later
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again, the opening up of the mountains of Nepal occupied
my time.
Despite all those buses I don't tlunk I shall go back to
Spiti again. I might have to be assisted in boarding the bus,
and that place on the roof would probably be beyond my
reach. So I shall hand you over to the sound guidance of
Harish Kapadia. But my heart will be there, in the happy
hunting grounds of over 50 years ago.

-

I asked the little boy beneath the pine;
Where has the Master gone.
He said, Master has gone berry picking:
Cloud Hidden Whereabouts Unknown.

D u r i n g a recent visit to New Delh I saw a lady member
of the Indian Mountaineering Foundation thumbing
through the pages of my book Spiti: Adventures in the TransHimalaya. She was loolung at it fondly. 'I am lookmg at the
book for the first time. You know, I visited Spiti on my
honeymoon. Sometime in the fifties', she confided with a
twinkle. 'Can I buy a copy'.
'The first edition is sold out. But the second will be
available soon', I assured her.
So with one assured reader, here it is-the Second
Edition.
Not many things have changed in Spiti since the
yublicatio~~
of the book in 1996; after all what are just three
years in a century-old civilisation. There are more visitors
and the impact of tourism in some of the valleys. Hotels
and guest houses have sprouted all around, modern
facilities are available, more Spitians are studying and
working in the plains. At the same time, there are no
changes in the villages deep withn those valleys, in remote
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areas, and of course, the mountains are standing tall and
proud as always.
Talking of mountains I must mention Gya, the highest
peak in Spiti. I first went exploring the Lingti valley in
1983, looking for t h s formidable peak. I returned in 1987
and located and photographed it at close quarters. Now 15
years after that first exploration it still remains unclimbed.
Small teams from Delh and Bombay have approached it
via the Lingti gorge in winter or from Chumar in the north.
Huge army expeditions have tried climbing it from both
the south and the north Other peaks in the massif were
climbed, but not Gya Some expeditions, with several
experienced members, armed with maps and helicopters
at their disposal mistook some other peaks for Gya and
claimed a wrong ascent. Gya has now built an aura around
itself. With all the informatioi~and photographs available
on it, this highest peak in Spit will succumb soon to
climbers. When I set my eyes on it first time in 1983, I did
not realise that it would have a long and chequered
mountaineering lustory.
During this same recent visit to New Delh I sat with a
young student at a breakfast table in YMCA. When I
introduced myself, there was a flicker of recognition. She
had read my book. It transpired that she was visiting India
to work in a Non-Government Organisation (NGO) for
families in Ladakh. She had worked in the Spiti villages
before, for a few months. So there in middle of New Dellu
we were engrossed in discussing Spiti and visited its valleys
in our talks. I have always wondered why areas like Spiti
and Ladakh attract so many NGOs as compared to other
parts of India, where poverty is more rampant. Is it because
they want to work in beautiful valleys? But the11 the
conditions in Spiti are harsher and external support almost
non-existent. Coi~cernsexpressed by Sir Peter Holmes after
lus visit to the Spiti valley in 1955 are still valid. Today, it
is not the villagers who are changing so much, it is the
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approach of tourists that has changed. The modem-day
tourists are in a hurry. They do not have the time and are
not interested in knowing about the land and its people.
They look for a quick nirvana. They look around the
monasteries, buy artefacts and have no interaction with
villagers. A visit to the valley is enough to be talked about
at parties, to pen an article or even to author a book. There
are no easy answers to these developments.
Jimmy Roberts, who kindly wrote the Foreword to the
first edition of the book passed away last year. He would
have noted with interest the numbers and attitude of the
travellers in Spiti for he was the father of organised tourism
in Nepal. There is still a lot to be explored in Spiti. There
are at least two major valleys that have not been much
visited and many peaks still await climbers. These valleys
inhabit a friendly people and there are beautiful meadows
around the villages. And of course the dramatically
positioned monasteries are a joy to visit.

In short, it is still a good place to go on honeymoon,
where one can disappear into the valley and be lost in the
clouds.
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What is the use of running
when you are on the wrong road?
- A proverb

Sometimes what you may have read years ago is recalled
suddenly. Like an incident I had read about Sir Edmund
Hillary, who made the first ascent of Everest in 1953.
Desmond Doig narrates an anecdote about Sir Ed in his
book, High in the Thin Cold Air.
Even Ed Hillary oes occasionally unreco
(in Katltmandu). !here is the morning W?'lsed
en a
tourist in a climbing outfit comes up to the table
where Sir Edmund and I breakfast.
"Say, would you gu S like to drive out
towards Everest?" he asL, talhng directly to
Ed.
Thinking we have a brash-millionaire on our
hands who wants n o t h g less than Sir Edmund
as companion for h s first glimpse of Everest, I
concentrate on my toast and leave policy to Ed.
Ed, busying himself with an omelette, leaves
policy to me.
The tourist tries again.
"Do you know ou can see Everest from just
six miles out of I?
athrnandu? I'm taking a taxi
and thou ht you guys would like to share it
with me. have either of you seen Everest?"
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Ed begins choking on a wedge of toast. I choke
in sympathy.
Years later I had a similar experience but in a different
vein.
We were sitting for lunch admiring the magnificent view
from the rest-house in Sarhan, wluch is on the road to
Spiti. Having visited Spiti four times by now we were
planning to visit a nearby valley in Kinnaur.

A young couple sat at the next table. Hearing us talk
about trekking and Kinnaur they joined us. They were
returning from a two-week visit to Spiti, full of admiration
about the area.
"You all should go to Spiti after your trek in Kinnaur."
"Yes, we should." One of us replied politely
"It is very different, the barrenness will strike you. The
monasteries are specially worth a visit. The air is most
healthy. Look at us how fit we look. . . ." they went on.
Not to spoil the party we continued to nod heads. But not
receiving any enthusiastic reply from us was disappointing
them.
"You should not be afraid of the travel. You will enjoy
treks there. The barrenness is seen to be believed,
particularly in full moon."
We nodded again remembering our long trips to Spiti.
"Say, has any one of you been to Spiti?" the gentleman
asked.
"Or has anyone of you even heard of Spiti?" not to be
outdone, the lady added.
Kaivan, who was sipping tea started coughii~gand,
remembering the incident about Sir Ed, I started coughng
with h m in sympathy.

Introduction
Such is the infectious enthusiasm that a visit to Spiti
generates. It is unknown to most tourists and there is an
awe about its inaccessibility. Most of my business associates
and friends in Bombay who are not interested in
mountaineering, would not have heard the name Spiti, let
alone know its location. But once you have found the road
to Spiti you cannot but help tell everyone about it. Many
like us have now found the idiom 'barren is beautiful'. I
had previously thought that the Himalaya always meant
forests, green hlls and h g h peaks. But Spiti changed all
that. Grey slopes, barren hills and smaller but tougher
mountains are equally fun. T h s is the book to tell everyone
about it.
This book is the result of my many visits to Spiti. It is an
attempt to convey the joy I experienced in those valleys.
Alongwith the routes and climbs many other aspects of
Spiti are covered here. After I started, I was surprised how
much there was to write about Spiti. Many who refer to
the area always speak of it as 'Lahaul and Spiti' believing
them to be one area. Administratively they may be so but
Spiti is vastly different from Lahaul and has distinctly
different terrain, area, hstory and culture.
I must thank several persons for the final publication of
t h s book. My companions to Spiti, too numerous to name
them individually, are to be thanked first. Several friends
have contributed pictures, recalled memories and anecdotes.
I am grateful to Jirnrny Roberts for agreeing to write the
Foreword. I spent delightful hours with lum in Pokhara in
September 1995 and shared much about his visit to Spiti,
more than five decades ago. I must also thank Trevor
Braham who, apart from sharing information, sent me the
historical photo of his visit to the Ratang valley in 1955.
My publisher, M.L. Gidwani also must be thanked for his
patience. It was h s final threat, after months of delay, 'I
won't talk about the Spiti book, until you have finished it'
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that made me really sit down and press the keys on the
keyboard of my computer.
Spiti is now at the challenging period in its history. As
tourists, scholars, mountaineers and many others travel on
its roads, climb its mountains and study the monasteries, a
lot awaits them. Once you have found it, it is difficult to
keep away from the road to Spiti. I am sure I will return
there some day soon. Unlike the proverb quoted above,
this is the right road and one will come back running
towards it.

Because the road is rough and long,
Shall we despise the skylark's song ?
- Views of Life (Ann Broute)

Spiti, which literally means the 'middle land', lies on the
Indian border with Tibet. It lies across the main range of
the Himalaya, w h c h is known as the 'trans-Himalaya'.
One route from the south, along-the valleys from Kinnaur
traditionally allowed easy access to Spiti. It travelled along
the Satluj and later along the Spiti river. This route is now
motorable and is kept open almost throughout the year.
The original six-week journey is now reduced to about 24
hours, but it is equally tiring with road-blocks, unrnetalled
road, crowded buses and lack of facilities enroute. The
road from Slurnla passes through Kinnaur to reach Khab,
where the Spiti river joins the Satluj. From here it climbs
up a series of bends called 'Koh Loops' for 10 km to enter
the barren land of the Hangrang valley. T h s is the transHimalayan terrain. About 30 kilometres ahead, one enters
Spiti at Sumdo. T h s is where the Pare chu river, re-entering
India after a journey in Tibet, merges with the Spiti river.
Kaja, the headquarters of the Spiti district is on the left
bank of the Spiti river. The road from Sumdo to Kaja is
rough and is built along the banks of the Spiti river.
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Another road coming in from the northwest links Spiti
with Manali and the Kullu district. This route goes over
the two high passes of Kunzum la and Rohtang. This
spectacular road is generally open from early August till
late October depending on the snow conditions on the
passes. Tlus route takes about 12 hours of travel and at
present is rather popular when open. From Kaja the road
goes north to Losar, the last northern village in Spiti. It
turns west and climbs to the Kumum la. From here one is
out of Spiti and the road descends steeply to the Chandra
valley and enters Lahaul.
There are several roads leading to the various side valleys
from the main Spiti valley, and none going too deep. Buses
operate on these roads infrequently and only during the
summer months.
Spiti is bounded on the east by Tibet, 011 the south by
Kimaur, on the west by Kullu and on the north by Ladakh.
It lies between north latitudes 31" 42' and 32" 58' and east
longitudes 77" 21' and 78" 35'. The total area is about 12,210
square kilometres. Population, as per the 1961 Census was
5276 for the district of Spiti, with a density of population
of almost 2 persons per square kilometre.
Spiti is linked with Lahaul administratively. T h s district
of Himachal Pradesh is called as 'Lahaul and Spiti District'
and the Commissioner's office is at Keylong, in Lahaul. An
Assistant District Commissioner looks after the affairs of
Spiti. For administrative convenience, the Spiti district
extends southwards along the course of the Pare chu,
across the Parang la forming an internal boundary with
Ladakh, though geographically this area should be in
Ladakh. From the west of Sumdo, the point where the
Pare chu meets the Spiti river, is considered the area of the
Spiti district, forming its border with Kilmaur.
The Spiti sub-division is more barren and difficult to
traverse than the Lahaul sub-division. Spiti is bounded by
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mountain ranges of the great and the middle Hirnalaya on
all sides, with average elevation of the valley floor being
4270 metres. The lofty mountain ranges are pierced in the
southeast by the narrow gorge of the Spiti river as it rushes
out to meet the Satluj. The western boundary is about 128
kilometres long and is bounded on the north by the Kunzum
range. It runs south, dividing the border of Spiti with the
Kullu valleys (of the Parvati) and meets the Srikand range
of the Kinnaur. On the east the range starts at Parang la
and runs along the crest of the Himalaya dividing Tibet
with India. It has two major breaks, one near Kaurik where
the Pare chu re-enters Indian territory and finally at Khab
where the Satluj enters India.
The entire terrain is dry with an annual rainfall of about
17 cm. Thus Spiti is a typical mountain desert. with bare
mountain sides. Such dry weather makes it possible to trek
all through summer. These factors are now changing
though, the Spiti or the trans-Himalayan weather is not so
dry and arid.

The Name
Literally the name Spiti means 'middle land', so called
because it is surrounded by mountain ranges on all sides.
It also lies between major former empires of Bushahr, Kullu,
Ladakh and Tibet.
Some trace the name to the legend of Ashwapati. King
Ashwapati ruled the territories of the Pin valley in the
days of Md~ablzarata.Possibly he was a Hindu lung from
Kullu. 'Ashwapati' literally means 'Lord of horses'. The
Pin valley not so long ago was famous for horses of good
breed. A horse show and competitions were held at the
Lidung plateau on the banks of Spiti river near the entrance
of the Pin valley. The competition involved a horse race to
the difficult and inhospitable passes upto 6000 m on the
high mountain wall that encircles the Spiti valley. In course
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Location of Lahaul-Spiti in l-hmachal Pradesh.
Note: The boundaries are approximate.

Unknown Spiti: 7'he Middle Land
of time, it is believed, the 'land of Ashwapati' became 'the
land of Spiti'. The horse is still the chief means of transport
for communication and carriage in this land.
Another explanation for the name is that it is so called
after a Tibetan dacoit. His name was 'Spiti Thakur' and h s
terrain extended from Tibet, across Spiti till Kullu. T h s
was before the times of Sen kings from Bengal who
established their rule over Kullu during the time of Lodhs.
Spiti Thakur used to operate in the upper reaches of the
Kullu valley from the centre of the Spiti valley with h s
murderous gangs. He is reputed to have built two temples,
which exist today. One temple is at Jagatsukh near Manali
and the other at Hansa village north of Kaja.
It should be noted that the local people pronounce 'Spiti'
as 'Piti' with 'S' silent. However with the effect of education
and spread of tourism it is now pronounced more often as
Spiti with an 'S. People were called 'Pitoons' w h c h has
now changed to 'Spitian' (as in Indian).

The River Valleys
To understand an area it is best to look at the position of
its river valleys.
The Spiti river system rises to the east of Kunzum la.
The Chandra river which rises to the west of t h s flows
westwards and is later called Chenab. The Beas river
originates south of the Rohtang pass and continues its
southward journey. The Spiti river flows through the centre
of the valley, giving its name to the valley and the district.
It then flows south to join the Satluj river in Kimaur. These
are three of the five rivers that flow to the Punjab and the
Indus. On the east of the Parang la, rises the Pare chu
river. The Pare chu starts at the foot of the Parang la and
flows to the northeast. After about 30 km it takes a huge
turn to the south to enter Tibet for an 85 km journey in
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that terrain. In Tibet its course being blocked by the
Drongmar range, it takes a sharp westerly turn to re-enter
India at Kaurik and meet the Spiti river at Sumdo. T h s
peculiar course at a very h g h elevation with such fast
flowing water is unique.
The Spiti river originates from the foot of a snowy peak,
marked 'K 111', 20,573 feet on old maps. After a southeasterly
course of about 16 km it is joined in the southwest by the
Lichu nala, and after a further 21 km of flowing east it is
joined by the Lagurdasi nala. It turns southeast and
continues generally in that direction. From the east it is
joined by several rivers, some small and only one big. Shlla
nala, Parang nala and Giu nala (the last of the valleys in
the east) are smaller valleys not contributing much to the
waters of the Spiti. The Lingti valley has a large catchment
area and could be considered the largest of the eastern
affluents joining the Spiti. In the west, the Gyundi, and the
Ratang rivers are fairly large, but not as large as the Pin
river w h c h is, after the Spiti river, the second largest river
of Spiti. These rivers are turbulent in summer and timid in
winter. They flow below the valley-floor and generally play
no part in the economy. All villages and fields are supplied
water by several side streams.

The Eastern Valleys
The motorable road travels along the Spiti river, on the
valley-floor itself on an average above 3700 m all along.
Valleys open up on the east. The first eastern valley, as one
approaches from Shmla, is of Giu nala. T h s small valley
leads to the Lingti valley in the north and also has an exit
to Tibet. Ahead at the Lingti village, the Lingti river meets
the Spiti river. Lingti is one of the largest and the longest
valleys of Spiti. It is 60 km long and at its northeastern
head, on the Tibetan border, stands Gya (6794 m), the
hghest peak in Spiti.

Unknown Spiti: The Middle Land
Further ahead one reaches Kaja (412 km from Shimla),
the administrative headquarters of Spiti. It is a small place
with a few locals but many government employees. It has
electricity supplied through a hydro-electric plant from the
Ratang valley. Replete with video-houses, eating joints,
hotels and rest-houses it is a far cry from the earlier days,
and from other parts of Spiti.
Ahead of Kaja the main road crosses the Spiti river onto
its western bank. But to the east are the valleys of the
Shilla nala (though they do not lead to t h s legendary peak)
and Parilungbi nala. The latter nala leads to the famous
Parang la (5580 m) whch leads to Chumar in the Nyoma
tehsil (Rupshu) of Ladakh. Some early crossings of this
pass by Europeans have been recorded. An alternate pass
to Ladakh, the Takling la (5274 m), completes the picture
of the eastern Spiti.
All these valleys are small in size except the Lingti which
goes deep into the mountains taking a northeasterly turn
at its junction with the Chaksachan Lungpa nala. At its
head lies the pass of Yangzi Diwan (5890 m) and across
this pass lies the peak, Parilungbi (6166 m). Descending
from the pass on the other side one joins the track coming
from the Parang la, thus completing the circle. At the head
of the Chaksachan Lungpa valley stands the majestic Gya.
It is a stupendous rock monolith and offers one of the
finest challenges to climbers. This peak is half encircled by
the Pare chu river.
The Western Valleys
Whle the eastern valleys had relations with Ladakh and
Tibet, the western valleys have a common watershed with
Kinnaur and Kullu. After entering Spiti from Sumdo, the
first major valley to the west is that of the Pin river. The
Pin river flows in from the west almost opposite the Lingti
river to join the Spiti river. Tlus long valley has some major
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passes leading to Spiti. Tari Khango (4865 m) leads to the
Pin valley from the Bhaba valley of Kinnaur. The Manirang
pass (5550 m) allows access from the Ropa valley of K i ~ a u r
to the Pin valley. A little further southwest, the Pin Parvati
pass (5400 m) leads to the Parvati valley and Kullu.
North of the Pin valley lie three still relatively unknown
valleys: Paraluo (Khamengar), Ratang and Gyundi. The first
one is a feeder to the Pin river and can be considered its
sub-valley. The latter two are guarded by a narrow gorge
as you enter them and are difficult of approach. Each of
these valleys contain many peaks, many side valleys and
no easy passes exiting on the Kullu side. Paraho valley
bifurcates from the Pin valley. The Ratang has two feeder
valleys, both rather small. Gyundi has three major brai~ches,
each a valley by itself. In order to preserve the flora and
fauna, the 'Pin Valley National Park' has been demarcated,
specially to protect ibexes w h c h are found in plenty here.
The difficult to negotiate Ratang gorge now boasts of a
hydro-electric station right near the entrance. A 9 km road
has been blasted out in this gorge.
At the northern end of Spiti the road turns west and
climbs up to the Kunzum la (4550 m), the traditional
western exit into Lahaul (and Kullu over the Rohtang pass).
T h s road leads to Manali (201 km from Kaja) and is covered
by buses and trucks, for 3 months in a year.

The Explorers and Climbers
The earliest travellers here were the famous Gerard
brothers. They explored 'Bashair, Spiti and Kanwar'
(Gnnaur) in 1817. Several travellers like George Trebeck,
A.H. Francke and Andrew Wilson visited Spiti. Mountaineers came next, though sporadically. The first mountaineer
to visit Spiti was J.O.M. Roberts in 1939. He made the first
ascent of Chau Chau Kang Nilda (6303 m, then known as
Guan Nelda). In 1945 two German mountaineers, Ludwig
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Schmaderer and H. Paidar were interned as war-prisoners
by the British at Dehra Dun. They escaped to Spiti.
However, Schmaderer was murdered at Tabo and this
infamous event brought Spiti to the knowledge of the
western world.
The western valleys were first visited by Peter Holmes
and T.H. Braham in 1955 and again in 1956. Joss Lynam
explored and climbed in the Karcha and Suvita valleys in
the northwest and briefly entered the Gyundi valley. T h s
latter valley still awaits detailed exploration, though the
earlier valleys have had a few parties visiting it.
The Lingti valley had no visitors till 1983. An Indian
team led by me (Harish Kapadia) entered the valley till the
Tangmor gorge stopped the party. We paid a return visit
to Lingti in 1987 fortified by the earlier experience. Lingti
valley was penetrated to its head, the problem of locating
Gya was solved and the peak was photographed. Crossing
over the Yangzi Diwan pass (5890 m) we crossed the
watershed to Ladakh and climbed Parilungbi (6166 m).
Most other climbers to Spiti have repeated the ascents
of Kang Nilda, Shlla and Kanamo, all near Langja village.
The highest and imposing peak in the southern valleys is
Manirang (6593 m). Manirang, wluch was first climbed in
1952, is one of the h g h peaks of Spiti in the south. Bordering
Kimaur it rises above the Manirang pass, Whch was a
well-known trade route in the earlier days. It was first
climbed by Dr. Graaff and party.

Spiti's Ath-actions
Apart from the mountains and valleys, Spiti has several
other attractions. No word about Spiti would be complete
without the mention of its many other facets. It has a unique
storehouse of shales and an unmatched geological collection.
Some of the rock faces are veritable storehouses of the
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geological iustory of the Himalaya and inside some valleys
the effects of the tectonic thrust, which created the
Himalaya, can be seen and studied.
Its gompas (monasteries) are sights to behold by virtue
of their locations. Their position in society is unique, and
in Spiti religion they are the major guiding force. There are
five major monasteries in Spiti and lucluly each one is now
receiving attention. They speak of the history and cultural
glory of Spiti.
In the last few years Spiti has witnessed much better
administration, progress by way of road-building, bus
services and canals. The average Spitian is better off even
in the worst of winters. Of course some loss in cultural
values is evident, but then, progress has its price. In 1993,
the inner line, which restricted visitors to the area, was
removed. Since then Spiti has been open to all visitors with
minimum fuss.
In spite of greater access and communication, luckily
for mountaineers, there has not been an excess of climbing
activity. To a mountain lover it is still an unki~ownand
inviting proposition with several trekking routes and
hundreds of unclimbed peaks. To an outsider, not only the
mountains, but even the area and the name Spiti inspire
awe. It is still as forbidding as ever. At Spiti, the Tibetan
and the Indian worlds have mingled for centuries.
This was a kaleidoscopic view of Spiti: I was lucky to
visit many of these valleys over a decade and enjoyed
many facets of Spiti. This book is about Spiti, my
experiei~cesin Spiti, and its transformation from a protected
civilisation to a tourist destination.

Steadily cantering through
The misty solitudes,
As they perfectly knew
The old lost road through woods But there is no road through the woods!
-The Way Through the Woods (Rudyard hpling)

Y o u must hand it to the British. Their meticulous record
of events was responsible for maintaining the hstory of
Spiti. This remote area without much education,has had
no hstorians. It was the British officers on duty in the
district who gathered the relevant information. Egerton, in
his most interesting Iournal of a Tour througl~Spiti was the
first to collate information, followed by others, lucluly for
us. For an area with an hstory of almost a thousand years
a lot could have been lost.
The earliest reliable information dates back to A.D. 1055.
Spiti was under the rule of the Lhasa and the Tibetans.
Being the 'middle land' quite literally, the fate of Spiti was
always linked with its powerful neighbours. The Spitians
rarely fought a war, though the inaccessible area was easily
defendable. Spitians paid tributes, ran for their lives higher
up on the hlls or allowed the area to be plundered. In rare
cases they lured the invaders higher up and the Spitian
winter did the rest. These tactics marked their hstory, right
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till the present day.
Emperor Kubla Khan (remember the poem by Coleridge,
based on a dream?) conquered Tibet in 1262, including
Spiti by implication. When the Tartar empire fell, Spiti
remained under Tibet till the early 17th century. It was
then ruled by Gyalpo Jamya of Ladakh. Then came the
Baltis from the west. The Balti general Ali Meer defeated
Jamya. At this time many surrounding provinces, including
Spiti, revolted and became independent. On the death of
Jamya, his son, Singe Namgyal defeated the Baltis in 1630
(or 1635) and re-established Ladakhi rule over the entire
territory.
Namgyal had three sons - Deldon, India1 and Tenchog.
The latter obtained possession of Zanskar and Spiti on the
death of Namgyal. There was a division of territories
between 1660 and 1670. Spiti was loosely ruled from
Ladakh. In about 1710, Delek's son Deldon attacked the
Guge kingdom of western Tibet. The state called for help
from Lhasa, and the Tibetan forces defeated Delek's forces
and annexed Guge and Spiti.
When force could not win, Delek tried 'matrimonial
diplomacy', not unknown in those days. He married a
daughter of the Lhasa General and asked for Spiti as lus
dowry!
W11ile all these games were being played by history,
Spitians went on with their work of living. They had no
role to play and received no forces, except from the
southwest. After the Moghul war, Raja Mansingh of Kullu
invaded Spiti and received tributes (1688-1719). He built
forts and their ruins can be seen along the Pin river and at
Sumdo. They are locally called 'Lyungti Khar' (Kullu forts).
The history of Ladakh was again turbulent from 1740
'However strange it may sound, the name of Namgyal's son was
India! See Hascourt, p. 40.
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onwards, affecting Spiti. The Baltis returned for a short
period and then a long reign of Jammu kings began. Raja
Ranjit Singh of Punjab seized Kashmir and Ladakh and
extracted tributes. Spiti paid tributes to both, the Kullu
kings and Ranjit Singh. General Jorawar Singh invaded
Ladakh and conquered it on his way to Tibet in 1834-1841.
Zorawar appointed Rahm Khan in charge of Spiti. The
son-in-law of this man, Gulam Khan, plundered Spiti and
looted the monasteries. For the first time in their hstory
the Spitians actually tasted the wrath of an invader. After
some initial victories Zorawar Singh and h s army were
trapped by the Tibetan army in western Tibet in winter.
He could not withstand the powerful attack of the Tibetans
near Rawan Hrad lake above the Satluj. Zorawar Singh
was killed and the empire disintegrated. Spiti was free
once again.

1842 the Tibetan army invaded Ladakh, continuing
their march after the defeat of Zorawar Singh. But the
forces of Gulab Singh defeated them and the Tibetan
General Surkhang was taken prisoner. All the ancient
boundaries, including Spiti, were restored to Ladakh. Only
during the Sikh war (1841-42), forces were sent again to
plunder Spiti. The Spitians, as per their usual practice
retreated to the monasteries and higher uplands, leaving
empty fields and houses to be burnt. A few Sikhs who
ventured too high up were surprised and killed. The Sikhs
retired when they had had enough and did not attempt to
annex Spiti or separate it from Ladakh.
I11

During all these years Spiti was ruled by the local
chieftains called 'Nol~o'.They had the baclung from Ladakh.
I t is not lu~ownwhether they were natives of Spiti or were
originally posted from Ladakh. Edward T. Atkinson in The
Hinlalayan Gazetteer makes a curious reference to the title
'Nono' and its relevance to other titles prevalent in India
at that time. According to k m such titles were derived
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from Greek title translated as 'King of Kings' with many
equivalents like Rao Nono, Rio or Ra in Gilgit, Nono in
Spiti and Nana in Maharashtra.
We have traced the latter still in the old IndoSkythic rovinces of Gujrat in the title of 'Ra' of
J una garR in Gilgit where the old rulers had the
title Ra' and the old name of w h c h is 'Sargin'
throughout Rajputana and the Daklun in the title
of 'Rao'. In most Rajputana clans in the titles of
'Rao' and 'Rawat' whilst the headman of Spiti is
called 'Nono' and the honorific title of 'Nana' is
common amongst Marathas.
-Edward T . Atkinson UI The Himalnynn Gazetteer,
Vol. 2, part 1, p. 404

The Nono had nominal powers and they were gradually
taken away. He could deal with petty criminals and thefts.
For all other serious crimes he had to refer to the ruler
state. But due to the isolation of Spiti for many months in a
year, ill practice, this post was rather powerful and
important.

1846 was an important year for Spiti. The British East
India Company was ruling India. Some British explorers
had already visited Spiti. As Governor of Leh, G. Trebeck
had visited Spiti in i821. Bp this time the British had
acquired supremacy over Kinnaur, Kullu and Ladakl~by
the treaty of Amritsar with Raja Gulab Singh. The British
thought it inadvisable to have Spiti as an alien territory, on
the stretch between the Satluj and the wool (Pashrnina)
producing districts of the Chailg Thang (Ladakh). Hence
under the same treaty Spiti was annexed to the British
empire. In autumn the same year General Cunningham
and Vans-Agnew surveyed Spiti and fixed boundaries
between Spiti and Ladakh, and Spiti and Tibet. Now Spiti
had boundaries demarcated and from 1846 to 1849 Spiti
was give11 to the Raja of Bushahr to rule, and Mansukh
Das, Wazir of Bushahr was appointed to collect revenue.
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Bushahr had to pay Rs. 700 annually for all the collections
of Spiti!
With their usual efficiency, like in the rest of India, the
British systematically incorporated Spiti into the 'system'.
After the survey of the boundaries, in 1849, Maj. Hay,
Assistant Commissioner of Kullu was appointed in charge
of Spiti also. He prepared the first detailed report on
Spiti which was published in the Journal of Asiatic Sociefy
of Bengal. The then Governor General of India, Lord
Dalhousie, was a regular visitor to Kinnaur and he took an
interest in Spiti's affairs. In 1860, the Survey of India during
their Trigonometrical Survey of India, started work in Spiti.
One of their parties climbed a peak named Shilla, height of
whch they calculated to be above 23,000 ft. Full details of
t h s lustoric climb of Shilla by the unnamed Khalasi, and
the correction of height of Slulla is recorded elsewhere in
this book. In 1864, Egerton, Deputy Commissioner of
Kangra, the district to which S-pitiwas joined, toured Spiti.
His Journal of a Tour through Spiti is the most authentic
record of the hstory of Spiti.
In 1864 the reigrung Nono of Spiti died. Talung advantage
of tlus, the British thought it necessary to frame rules for
the powers of Nono. In 1873 a set of rules were framed for
the guidance of the Nono and were notified from Fort
William. T h s arrangement continued till 1941 when Spiti
was made part of Lahaul tehsil (sub-division) and the rule
of usual court officers, like in other parts of India, was
established.
The central theme in the history of Spiti is simply
expressed by A.F.P. Harcourt in the Himalayan Districts of
Kooloo, Lahoul and Spiti, p. 41.
It may be a matter of surprise that Spiti, so poor
a country, should have ever been deemed worth
the trouble of conquering, and that its
inhabitants, who only can be approached by most
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difficult passes, should have been unable to
retain their independence. But it would seem
that an invading army had only to appear for
the S iti men at once to submit; and even had
the[ geen a warlike race, it would have been
dif icult, with such a scanty po ulation, to guard
all the passes for any length o time; and it must
be remembered they were exposed to enemies
on all sides, who never dreamt of declaring war,
ving any time for preparation, invading the
On ey simply because it was their pleasure to
val
do so.

P

k

Such is always the plight of 'the middle land, where
two worlds meet'.

Afoot and light-hearted I take to the open road,
Healthy, free, the world before me,
The long brown path before me leading
Wherever I choose.
-Song of the Open Road (Walt Whitman)

F o r a country with a thousand years of lustory, what are
five decades or a century. But for Spiti, the last 50 years
perhaps brought more changes than any other time during
its history. With Indian independence, Spiti like the other
parts of the British India, became part of the Indian
Republic. The British had established a firm rule, with Spiti
as a part of the Kangra district and Lahaul tehsil. An
Assistant Commissioner was appointed for Lahaul and
Spiti. But he continued to rule from Keylong in Lahaul and
visited Spiti in the summer months. The capital of Spiti
was changed from Dankhar to Kaja in the centre of the
valley and in the valley plaii~s.After the initial neglect
because of a few years of turbulence in the Indian plains,
Spiti received some attention. Schools were established and
teachers were sent from the plains to teach the people there.
Police posts were established and banks and other
government agencies opened.
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The first Indian General Elections for electing Members
of Parliament and State representatives was held all over
India in 1952. T h s could not be held in Spiti and the Spitians
did not participate in the next General Elections in 1957
either. T h s was due to the difficult terrain and lack of
roads. But a Member of Parliament filed a court case
challenging the election of India's President in May 1957.
The President is elected by votes of all the Members of
Parliament and State representatives. Spiti had 2 seats under
each category allocated to it and so the court ordered for
an election to be held in Spiti. With t h s twist of events the
Government was forced to hold the elections in Spiti - the
first ever democratic process in t h s part of the world. A
party travelled on mules from Shrnla to hold elections at
Kaja and in the Pin valley. T h s interesting journey and the
first reaction of Spitians to democracy is well-told in the
book Men and Mules on a Mission of Democracy by
Parmananda Sharma.
In 1962 the Chnese aggression saw no war on the Spiti

borders. But the area to the northeast of Rupshu witnessed
fighting. Thus the defence forces arrived in Spiti in full
strength. The Indo-Tibet Border Police maintains a strong
presence there even today. The sad repercussion was that
Spiti was put within the 'inner-line'. T h s is a line drawn
on maps in relation to the international border. As a
consequence, no foreigner was allowed and Indian r~ationals
required special permits to enter Spiti. Photography was
always prohibited. Once applied, these restrictive rules
continued in force till 1993, far beyond their usefulness.
Due to these restrictions Spiti remained an elusive spot
and not many visited it. Barring a few mountaineering
parties there were not many visitors. Large areas of western
Spiti, whch had no bearing on security at all, were kept
under wraps for almost 30 years. Now, everyone including
foreigners, can visit Spiti without a permit.
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A happy consequence of the 1962 war was the building
of roads. Two roads were already being built and with the
defence needs their construction was speeded up. The road
from Shimla-Kinnaur-Sumdo to Kaja is now open
throughout the year. It has now been broadened and large
sections are metalled. Several bus services ply on t h s road
daily and also connect many villages in the side valleys.
The second road is over two lugh passes, the Kunzum la
(4550 m) and the Rohtang pass (3998 m). Its construction,
specially over the Kunzum la, took a long time and many
early visitors expressed doubts about whether these passes
could ever be motored across. Now a daily bus plies on
t h s route linlung Kaja with Manali and Kullu.
In 1966, the hilly regions of Punjab were merged into
the State of Himachal Pradesh. Spiti, or the 'Lahaul-Spiti
tehsil', became part of the H.P. State. Various government
agencies became active here.
Apart from the Survey of India, the Geological Survey
of India has played an active role. The 'Lalung System' in
the Lingti valley is almost a 'complete' library of geology.
It is well preserved with all its volumes intact. It covers
almost 250 million years of geological hstory and nowhere
else can one find so many specimens.
'Spiti shales' or 'Ammonites' are well known. These
ammonites were once living creatures but they died out
almost a hundred million years ago. They have now turned
into fossils. Once these creatures lived under sea and due
to the tectonic thrust by wluch these areas were formed,
they have fossilised. Near Langja and Lalung one can find
many shales. The most perfect of them, called Shaligram, is
considered very rare and lucky. Dr. Richard Hey, in 1955
with P.F. Holmes expedition collected large quantities of
Spiti shales. Today, one of the largest collections of shales,
ammoi~itesand belemnites are at Sedgwick Museum,
Cambridge.
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A little west of Kaja lies Kyoto. As you travel even on
the road, one can notice large quantities of limestone. T h s
limestone is of a fine quality. In the Bombay bazaar one
can still ask for i t under the brand name of 'Kyoto
limestone'. Even though the mines are exhausted, the best
quality limestone are branded after Kyoto,
Spiti has many plants and species that have travelled
from Tibet and the far away provinces of Central Asia.
Spiti crops are of h g h yielding variety, and t h s has allowed
Spitians to subsist despite a short period of cultivation and
poor farming methods. Many irrigation canals now feed
the fields, some starting almost from the glacier. The
Botanical Survey of India has undertaken studies to carry
the Spitian crops to the Indian plains for their high yield.
Many poplar trees have been planted. Wood, whch was
traditionally available only at Mane or in the southern Spiti
valleys, is now grown all over the valley.
Large permanent stores of food and kerosene at Kaja
and other parts of Spiti have ensured a regular supply
during winter and lessened the traditional dependence on
wood and yak-dung for fuel. The roads and strong public
distribution system have made Spiti winters less terrible.
A hydro-electric project was constructed across the
waters of the Ratang nala near Kaja. A 9 km long canal
draws water to a huge tank. As these waters rush down a
gorge, enough force is generated to create electricity for
many villages of Spiti. This technology has transformed
the life of Spitians. They now have electricity, telephones,
and in some villages even electric cooking systems, heaters
for winter and other electric gadgets. With the rising levels
of education, tourist inflow and the interaction with people
of the plains, the life of the average Spitian has changed
totally.
But amidst this invasion of modernity, Spitians adhere
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to their traditional way of life, brave the winter and carry
on trade with the plains of India in buses instead of the
Tibetan l-ughlands on mules. They have a lot to offer just as
they gain a lot. The Spitians have adapted to the modem
ways as readily as they adapted to Kubla Khan!

For lust of knowing what should not be known,
We take the Golden Road to Samarkand.

-Hassan (JamesElroy Flecker)

H o w things change! I have travelled to Spiti on five
occasions between 1983 and 1995. The road to Spiti was
once considered the most troublesome journey in the
Himalaya. Road-blocks were a common occurrence. The
buses and availability of transport were remote possibilities.
Over the last decade the roads have improved considerably,
many perennial road-blocks have been removed and now
it is possible to reach Spiti in a taxi, or in your own vehicle
or in a comfortable bus. Of course one has to be prepared
for non-availability of any supplies or petrol on the way.
But then that is part of the fascination.
The road to Spiti begns at Shmla. Shmla today is a
cluster of houses, a crowded bazar and even a good deal
of pollution. It is a far cry from the days when the British
officers took leisurely walks on the Mall. But travellers to
Spiti, till 1993, had to stay at Shmla to obtain the 'iimer
line permits'. After the 1962 war with China, the entire
district of Spiti was restricted to visitors. The road passes
near the Tibetan border for a few kilometres and that was
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enough for the bureaucrats to decide that no one should be
allowed there easily. Once t h s imaginary line was drawn
(about 40 km from the international border), no foreigner
was allowed to cross it and for Indian visitors strict
guidelines were laid down.
The entire procedure to obtain a permit was cumbersome
and a deterrent to would-be visitors to Spiti. It was required
to apply in advance, fill-in various forms and rub shoulders
with various babus at Shimla to obtain the permission to
enter Spiti. The permit to take photographs was given
sparingly, if at all. Visiting such a remotely placed area
and not being able to take pictures was the worst idea that
existed. But mercifully everyone devised their own means
to photograph.
The journey, even today, takes a full two days of travel.
Or one can either board a night bus whch starts from
Shrnla at night and continues for 24 hours to reach Kaja. I
always hated the idea of travel in the Himalayan buses at
night. Apart from the discomfort of spending a night in a
crowded bus it is always a little unsafe with a sleepy driver
on the curving road. So I preferred to change buses midway,
not ail easy scheme always. Nowadays the Spiti route is a
popular 'jeep-safari' route and one can find many taxis
plying on this road.
Going to a new area for the first time always has its
charms. In fact, I had trekked and climbed mostly in the
greener areas of Sikkim, Kumaon and Garhwal till 1983. It
was my friend from Delh who insisted on my visiting a
trans-Himalayan area.
"How does one enjoy a barren area like t h s one? It is as
barren as a shaven head. No trees, forests and not much
greenery." This was my argument against such areas.
"The beauty is different. Wait till you see moonlight
shining on these grey hlls, smell the dry clear air and
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above all see this ancient civilisation," was the persuasive
reply '. got.

I agreed to try and have never regretted the decision.
With all the papers in place and permits obtained we were
ready to start for Spiti one June morning.
The Journey
The bus was full of passengers. We were booked in the
front seats but that means you are next to the fumes. Slowly
people started encroachng on all the available space and
we were crammed in. A lama came in last. He almost
demanded that Bhupesh should shift and accommodate
lum, a fourth person on a seat barely meant for three
passengers. Naturally he was refused, for this was a 12
hour journey.
"You cannot refuse seat to a lama. You will go to hell."
He threatened. Nobody replied and nobody shfted to
accommodate him.
"Let h m experience that type of celestial bliss here in
t h s bus. I will face it when my turn comes in my next life,"
Bhupesh murmured.
"When will we reach Kaja?" Muslim was inquiring from
the driver as he started the bus. He gave a long look
towards him and with wry smile replied, "These are Spiti
roads, keep travelling, let's see if and when we reach!" A
scary beginning.
For the first 96 kilometres to Narkanda the road is along
the slopes for whch Shimla is famous. We passed along
beautiful slopes, and famous h11 resorts of Theog and Kufri,
both well-developed tourist resorts. Kufri is famous for its
ski slopes in winter. By noon we were at Narkanda whch
is at the edge of the ridge. Here the 'Nepali Dhaba' is as
famous as snow views from Narkanda. Everyone who

Spiti: Adventures in the Trans-Himalaya
travels on this road invariably eats the delightful roti and
sabjee this dhaba offers.
From Narkanda a vast expanse of snows is seen. The
entire Kand Mahadev range and mountains of Kullu can
be observed to the advantage. The road then descended
steeply towards the Satluj river. Passing Kingal, where a
branch of the road bifurcated towards southwest to Karsog,
the descent continued. As we approached Rampur-Bushahr,
the first of our troubles began. The bus tyre had a puncture.
It may sound simple enough to repair but the procedure is
long. First one has to empty the luggage off the roof-top of
the bus for the extra tyre below the luggage. The bus is to
be put on a jack, a challenging job with non-functioning
equipment. The driver then waits for transport to go ahead
with the punctured tyre, in this case to Rampur-Bushahr.
It would be at least 2 hours before everythng is fitted
again and you are on your way, depending on the place
the problem occurred.
Rampur-Bushahr is the seat of the old kingdom. Its rule
extended to the borders of Spiti, and sometimes to large
parts witlun it. In fact, it was a powerful kingdom and was
respected by the Tibetan kings and even by the British. Its
Vazir (Prime Minister), Mansukh Das was put in charge of
looking after the affairs of Spiti, between 1846 and 1849
when the British first took control of Spiti. Now Rampur is
a busy market place where roads converge from different
directions. It has some ancient buildings, temples and a
palace.
This is the valley of the Satluj. Tlus boisterous river
originating in Tibet from the Mansarovar lake, travels
westwards on the Tibetan plateau for a long distance before
cutting through the Himalayan chain at Shipki, forming a
deep gorge near Khab. It travels at a fast speed through
Kim~aurand Rampur-Bushahr territories before reachng
the plains of Punjab where it merges with the Indus, rushng
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towards the Arabian sea. The road after descending to the
banks of the Satluj from Narkanda, travels along its left
bank passing every curve of this river. As you travel
towards Kim~aur,you pass the sites of the two major hydroelectric projects. About 11 km from Rampur-Bushahr lies
Jhakdi where a major construction is in progress for a dam
on the Satluj. A little ahead lies the site of the Bhaba Project
which is already in operation.
We passed Jyura and then Jeori. From the latter a road
climbs up 17 km to Sarhan. This is the headquarters of
early years. Its Bhirnkali temple is exquisite and ancient.
With excellent tourist facilities and a lovely view it is an
ideal spot for a rest, if one wants to break the Spiti journey.
Along the road there are some famous spots, or I should
say 'infamous spots'. They are well known to travellers
and everyone is wary of them. Locally they are known as
'blocks'. These are spots where mountainsides are fragile
and even after years of road construction, the slopes cavein and block the road for hours or days together. Sometimes
it has blocked the roads for months. No wonder our driver
was tentative when asked when we would reach Kaja. These
blocks can change the entire planning. If small, the block is
cleared by evening and the bus is driven across precariously
after alighting the passengers. Sometimes it may not be
possible to clear the block for days. In that case a
transhipment is arranged. One has to empty the bus and
walk across the block, sometimes almost two klometres or
more. On the other side you wait for another bus or a
truck, wluch being unable to proceed returns the way it
came. If you're lucky this will happen soon and with more
luck it will accommodate you. All these manoeuvres are to
be undertaken with, in our case, the full luggage of the
expedition and sometimes in inclement weather. The hardy
hill people take these inconveniences in their stride and
continue the journey. Someone with short time on hand
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may find tlungs being delayed, particularly if they intend
rushing back.
We were to reach our first such block soon. T h s was the
'Solding Block' a little ahead of Sungra. Again it was a
two-hour halt for us. It was late evening before we reached
the Wangtu bridge. A bridge has existed here for many
decades.
The bridge of Wangtu is evidently in a place
where there has been a bridge from time
immemorial, as is made probable by ancient
carvings on the rocks..One of them shows a man
with a sword in lus left hand, and a club in h s
right. In the rocks there are many caves used by
travellers, and on the rocks about them I saw
man Tibetan inscri tions in charcoal and red
chall, . . . 111 one of t e caves, there were man
tablets of burnt clay and the ashes of the d e a l
They have general1 the fi ure of a Buddhst
saint printed on tKem an% are deposited in
muchod-rten or caves. Here, however, they were
quite plain. A dead lama was probably cremated
here in ancient times, and a mould not being at
hand, the clay-tablets were formed without it.

R

- A.H. Francke in the Antiquities of lndian Tibet, p. 11

But to most present day travellers, particularly mountaineers, it is known for its check-post w h c h exists here since
the imposition of restrictions of travel to the border areas
in 1962. T h s check-post manned by the police is to check
the inner line permits. These upholders of the pemzit raj
some times can be very cumbersome, particularly when
checking about cameras. Thank God, their authority is now
extinct with the total removal of permits and now only
foreigners have to register themselves here.
But during my earlier visits things were different. We
had to devise various means to take our cameras with us
for it was untlunkable to travel and climb without a camera.
We would hide cameras in biscuit tins, pack them in food

The R o d to Spiti
boxes or simply keep them hidden in the bus and talk our
way out.
During the first visit we had serious problems. After
entering the permit numbers in an old register w h c h
nobody looked at, the policeman moved towards the bus.
"Do you have a camera?" he asked sternly.

"I have already told you, no."
"What is in these boxes?"
"Food, equipment for trekking and our clothes."
"And in the rucksacks?"
"Same stuff."
It went on for a while, till one smart policeman wanted
to check the boxes.
"Here are the keys to our h t bags, open and see. There
are 46 boxes, so please be careful."
By this time driver and other passengers were restless
and there was no time to open the boxes. The policeman
was reluctant to take on t h s laborious task. So he clambered
on to the bus and poked around at our rucksacks. But that
didn't bother us. The only thing that alarmed us was when
he approached our old trusted porters who had come from
Kumaon. The cameras were well kept in their dirty bags.
"Who are they? Why have they not come out with their
luggage?"
"They are travel-sick and are constantly vomiting."
Our porters confirmed the story in local dialect too. But
all t h s did not solve policeman's problem. He did not care
even if anyone took a camera along, but he kept on harping
on "whose responsibility" it would be if we were allowed
to go on unchecked. One has to wait till he is exasperated
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and then make a right move. Once their frustration is
complete, driver and passengers shouting, you must make
your move.
"Stop loolung. We told you about there being no cameras.
Why delay everyone? We are known to so and so big wigs
(you drop some well-chosen names of local officials, even
if you have never met them)."
As for the 'responsibilityf you give h m your visiting
card, as I did on that occasion, and take full 'responsibility'.
With various such means we had to deal with ths. Thank
God, it is no longer in force. When I visited again in 1994,
when there were no restrictions, I made it a point to move
around the check-post with camera hanging on my neck
and photographing the policemen sitting in their tents. They
were amused when told of the above stories.
By nightfall we were settled in a rest-house at Tapri
which is the bus headquarters for travel to K i ~ a u and
r
Spiti. One slim gentleman, who was with us on that bus,
approached us at the rest-house. He was carrying a large
trunk, the usual black type carried by government officials.
He did not find a place to stay and requested us to
accommodate him with us. We gladly agreed. At night just
before tucking in, some one asked him h s name.

"I am Mr. Sharma."
"What is your full name or your initials?", Bhupesh asked
lum in friendly tone.
"You do not ask for initials of Intelligence Officers in
border areas." He replied rather seriously.
Knowing that Mr. Sharma had been observing all the
details of our hiding the cameras in the bus minutely we
were aghast at this super cop amidst us. But he put us at
rest immediately.
"Well done about the cameras. It is high time t h s silly
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rule is changed. I have been telling them about it but no
one will listen to me."
Mr. Sharma was on a' posting to Kaja and Spiti for the
next two years and was travelling there for the first time.
No one was supposed to know him so that he could do his
job of keeping an eye on all quietly. With his kindly
disposition we are sure that Spiti will be in good hands for
some time to come.

The Valley of the Shadow of Death
Starting early from Tapri after a change of bus we crossed
the 'Urni Block' and 'Raling Block' without much trouble.
We passed Powari, which is 6 km below the Kinnaur district
headquarters Rekong Peo. But our luck changed for the
worse at the 'Akpa Block'. The entire mountain side was
washed away and almost for the next two km or so no
road was to be seen there. The locals went home, some
went across as it was an every day occurrence, they knew
about the route being blocked. We ferried all the luggage
across and it was late afternoon. When exhausted, tired
and hungry we sat down awaiting transport from the other
side.
We must have looked a helpless lot. Sitting there near a
small bridge with all our luggage we hardly looked like a
team going on an expedition. At last an army truck arrived.
All of us, our luggage and many other passengers
clambered on. The Subedar-major in charge was furious.
"Get down all of you. Or else I'll have your luggage
thrown in the Satluj".
Reluctantly we all clambered down. At the same time
Shekhar who is a Flight-lieutenant with the Indian Air Force
introduced himself to the Subedar-major. The magic
worked.
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He saluted with respect, "Sir, you come up in front",
and with a filthy glance towards us added, "and ask your
porters to get in".
We all saluted Shekhar Saab and clambered on again.
We had to manoeuvre many times but we were always on
the move to Spiti.
But in a way we were lucky. The early travellers had to
walk all the way. What we were travelling on was the old
Hindustan-Tibet Road w h c h was constructed in the early
part of the century to promote trade with Tibet. It was a
three feet wide track good for a mule caravan. The luggage
was carried on mules. Sahibs and particularly mernsalubs
travelled on horses for trade, shkar and rest at Kalpa and
other places en route. Rudyard Kipling gves us a vivid
description of t h s trail through Kinnaur in h s book Kim.
The Hindustan-Tibet road passes along the same terrain
till Khab and goes along the Satluj. The modern motorable
road runs almost along the banks of Satluj but the old road
climbed up and down several thousand feet on both banks.
Particularly after the Wangtu bridge the old track climbed
up steeply to avoid the Rogi cliffs and reached Kalpa, which
is by-passed by the present direct road. In 1994 I could
observe traces of this ancient track between Rogi and Kalpa.
One marvels at this construction.
Many celebrated personalities like Lord Dalhousie and
other Governor-Generals had travelled on tlus track. The
early mountaineers like Marco Pallis and his entourage
went over this trail. Tlus trail being fearsome in nature the
climbing high above the Satluj was considered hell. There
are stories of how memsalubs were frightened and some
had fallen off their horses to their deaths in the Satluj. The
following quote is representative of the feelings of travellers
then:
But the view down into the valley of the Satluj
is exceedingly gloomy and oppressive; and on
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seeing it I could not help thinking of the 'Valley
of the Shadow of Death. . . . I was struck b t h s
coincidence with my own idea, (tuith that oJothpr
oficers) because it was essential for me to et up
into high regions of pure air, and I cou d not
but dread the journey up the Satluj valley, with
its vegetation, its confined atmosphere, its rockheat, and its gloomy gorges.

f

-Andrew Wilson in The Abode of S m , p. 84
No wonder some of the missionaries who were travelling
on t h s road (and there were many of them), quoted from
the Bible which gave this name to the trail:
The Lord is my shepherd. . . .
Even though I walk
through the valley of the
shadow of death,
I fear no evil;
for Thou art with me. . . .
Even the present road, though motorable, is still as fearsome
as expressed by the earlier travellers. Our truck rolled on.
We passed Morang with an ancient fort seen towering on
the opposite bank of the Satluj. Then came Jangi, where in
the present day there is a. check-post to regster names of
the foreigners travelling on t h s road. We passed Speelo
from where a motorable road leads up to Kanam. Here the
famous linguist Alexander Csoma de Koros lived for several
years. He studied Tibetan grammar, translating it into
Hungarian. The library at this historic monastery at Kanam
contains many manuscripts written by Koros. The room he
lived in is still intact and commands an excellent view of
the Rangrik peaks.
Our army truck deposited us at Puh, whch is the army
headquarters in the area. We were now nearer to the Tibetan
border. The mountains on both sides rose steeply and h d
the view. The road ahead was also along the Satluj, crossing
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to the left bank at Dabling and reaching Khab. T h s is the
meeting point for the Spiti river with the Satluj whch enters
Indian territories here, cutting though the Himalayai~chain
at Shipki, a few kilometres ahead. Both the rivers form a
terrific gorge. You cannot get close to the junction of the
rivers as the force and ferocity is enough to frighten you
out. Both rivers cut through hundreds of feet of solid rock
strata. Even below the great precipices they seem to have
'eaten' rocks and made deep chasms.
I am inclined to believe that the Lee (Spiti) and
the Satluj have cut a erpendicular gorge for
themselves from a little elow Khalb (Khab) down
to the present level of their waters-a distance,
roughly speaking, of about 1200 feet, and t h s
becomes more credible on considering the
structure of rock. Across the Chinese border the
mountains are rolling plains of quartz and
whitish ranite, and robably contain gold
deposits;%ut at the con uence of the Spiti river
and the Satluj, the rock is slate and schist strata
containing veins and detached blocks of granite
and quartz, and also various zeolites.

g
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- Andrew Wilson in The Abode of Snow,p. 125

The Himalayai~mountains are the lughest mountain ranges
in the world, but they are the youngest chain too. Thus the
erosion of these valleys by fast-flowing rivers is a natural
phenomenon. Nothing could be a better example. You can
study tlus effect at Khal7, standing on the road.
The other great view you can have from Khab is that of
Rio Purgyil (6816 m). This peak, w h c h literally means 'a
demon' rises from the bed of the Satluj to the imposing
height in one big sweep. It is the highest peak in Himachal
Pradesh and its steep rise simply must be seen to be
believed. The base is of steep solid rocks. From its slopes
one can see the entire course of the Satluj as it cuts through
the Himalaya. T h s peak was climbed twice (in 1971 by the
Indo-Tibet Border Police team and in 1991 by a 4-member
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team from Delhi), both by the southwest ridge, seen on the
left from Khab. All these can be seen from the road, sitting
in the comfort of your velucle.
The Hindustan-Tibet road, climbs up from Dabling
steeply to reach Shipki. l h s has been the entry point to the
Tibetan plateau for centuries. Much has been written about
this entry point and the difficulties faced with the Chinese
guards. Now the pass is open again for traders and there
is a talk of constructing a motorable road directly along
the Satluj to Tibet. Perhaps soon it will be possible to drive
to Tibet from the Shipki (lower) along the Satluj. What
years of travel could not manage is now sought to be
achieved by modern techniques of road-building and
dynamite. In fact the road ahead, along the Spiti river, is
also a marvel of engneering. It is one of the best examples
of Hirnalayan road one can travel on, cutting through giant
walls and climbing up slopes steeply. Ten km ahead of
Khab is a huge mountain slope on wluch the road climbs
up in wide zigzags called U-turns. It takes almost 30 loops
to go up almost 1800 m in one sweep. Tlus is the site of
'Koh-Loops' named after the village nearby. As you climb
these loops you enter the tram-Himalayan country. There
are very few places in the Himalaya where the route crosses
from the Himlayan range to the trans-Himalayan terrain
without crossing a major pass, as here.
The difference in the terrain is seen immediately.
Whatever patches of greenery were seen in K i ~ a u r
disappeared and there are grey and brown hills all around.
In the distance one can see Nako village with greenery
around it. Down the valley Leo village can be seen with
green fields. This is typical Spiti country. Greenery is only
around the villages where there are fields. Otherwise one
sees only the stark barrenness. But for those who fall in
love with t h s 'barrenness', it is a paradise.

I have travelled over these sections several times but
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could never stop marvelling at its beauty. The first time, I
was in an empty bus, with only our expedition team, a
lama and Mr. Sharma. Looking at these gorges, loops and
the mountains was an enormous pleasure that drew me
repeatedly to tlus route. Ahead of Koh we passed Yangthang, w h c h was once the centre for trade with Tibet.
Some parts of the territories on the eastern bank of Spiti
were in the Kingdom of Tibet. And anyway the borders
were never well-defined here.

By evening it happened again- the 'Malling Block'
stopped us. In fact even in 1994 when I returned here, tlus
block stopped us for a long time. Most other blocks have
been improved by now but not this one. We spent the
night at a nearby rest-house feeling edgy.
Water in the Malling nala subsided considerably by early
next day and our bus could cross easily. The bus was still
empty as all the villagers had already assembled at the
Tabo monastery. Soon we were at Chango, another checkpost for foreigners. Chango is the starting point for the
mountainous areas to the east near the Tibetan border.
There are high peaks like Leo Pargal (6791 m) and the
peaks surrounding the Chango glacier that one can
approach from here. Some of them are lugh and difficult.
But the area, though trans-Himalayan in character, is still
considered to be Kinnauri territory. Six km ahead was the
ancient fort of Shailkhar, the last outpost of the liampurBushahr lungdom. It was standing in ruins now but it had
stopped many conquerors as no one wanted to offend the
Bushahri kings in the early times.
Sumdo is further six kilometres away. Tlus is an important junction where the Pare chu river enters the Indian
territories from Tibet and meets the Spiti river. In an
enormous loop the Pare chu goes around in a semi-circle
to the eastern Spiti country. There is a natural rock-bridge
over its guslung waters. A motorable road bifurcates from
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here to climb up to Kaurik, the last village and the army
post on the border, about 17 km away. The National
Highway No. 22, on whch we were travelling upto now,
ends at Kaurik.
The foot track, before the motorable road was built,
climbed to Hangrang pass from Puh, avoiding the gorges
we had just travelled. There was no way through these
desolate cliffs and moreover parts of it were traversing
through Tibetan territories. The ancient track climbed to
the Hangrang pass and descended to Lari village. Thus
Lari was considered the first village in Spiti.
Our idea of reachng Tabo soon was thwarted by a
breakdown of the bus. We were put up in a house at Lari.
But we were rewarded by a stunning view of the Leo
Pargial group of peaks. We had already admired one of
these peaks from Slupki and now most of the group could
be seen in its glory. Francke quotes a popular Kinnauri
folk song about these peaks:
Kailash is the King of glaciers
Purgial is the King of mountains
Mansarovar is the h g of lakes.
The locals believed that these mountains were the abode of
spirits but ordinary people can neither see nor hear them.
They reveal only to a pious lama or a very daring person.
We were too tired to try!

The untented Kosmos my abode,
I pass, a wilful stranger;
My mistress still the open road
And the bright eyes of danger.

- Youth and Love
(Robert Louis Stevenson)

T h e empty bus rolled into Tabo, early in the morning. We
were immediately impressed by the huge amphitheatre.
There were several small caves up on the lulls, presumably
where the lamas stayed once upon a time. The original
Tabo monastery itself is now in ruins. After the earthquake
of 1975, a new modern monastery has been built. It was
here, in the new building that His Holiness, The Dalai
Lama initiated the Kalchakra festival. It was the first visit
of Spiti by the Dalai Lama and to witness t h s important
event, almost the entire population of Spiti had gathered
here. There were people in colourful costumes and various
moods. There was a festive atmosphere and there was a
big rush to have a darshan of the Dalai Lama and to pay
obeisance to lum during the afternoon break. In this melee,
the Police were finding it difficult to maintain the security
which was required for the Dalai Lama's protection, for
t h s area was near the Chnese border and after 1959 when
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Tabo: A Mountaineer's Destjny
he came to India, he was, perhaps for the first time, in
such proximity to the border.
The village of Tabo is in a valley situated in a bowl-like
flat ground. It has been almost a thousand years since this
monastery was founded in t h s remote mountain land. It
has multiple fort-like structures made of sand and clay.
The walls of these short and square structures are three
feet in width and that is the reason it has survived for a
thousand years. The frescoes inside, though fragle, retain
their bright cobalt blue colour well. There are many
independent chambers and all have paintings on the wall.
The scriptures written on wooden planks and wrapped in
cloth are lined along the side of the main hail. Natural
light comes in only through the ceiling window, and the
door to the room is very narrow and short. It takes a while
for the eyes to get used to the darkness inside.
The Tabo gompa is the seat of about 50 lamas in all. A
lama showed us around the monastery. He opened the big
lock (of the type found all over Spiti) with a huge, one-foot
long key and we entered the small door that led to the
inner vestibule. Tlus was a room with beautiful frescoes in
bright colours depicting the Buddha and Hindu-Buddlust
gods. To our right was another door which led into a still
smaller room, forbidden to outsiders. It was the daily puja
closet and a store for the dresses and accoutrements of the
lama dancers. We entered the central hall of the gompa. It
was a refreshng sight with images of art all around. There
was, in front, the central shrine with the Buddha in the
Padrna pose, flanked on either side by two other celestial
dignitaries. Around these, on pedestals one above the other,
were smaller brass images. I was told that Samtam Dorjee,
the Tabo Lama, and Kushak Bakula, the Head Lama of
Ladakh were disciples of the same guru. I saw multicoloured tapestries hanging from the walls and along the
columns and pillars in circular patterns. Exquisitely worked
out paintings on cloth, thankas, described the story of Prince

Spiti: Adventures in the Trans-Himalaya
Siddhartha and depicted the various incarnations of the
Panchen Lama. I could only gaze in wonder at the skill of
these great, anonymous painters.
On the walls of the central hall too, were clay images
and busts, a total of about fifty pieces. In the back garret of
the main shrine in this hall were life-size images of gods
and demons. There were innumerable books and
manuscripts stacked on lugh wooden racks. The lama told
me that they weighed five maunds and contained 108 books
of the Great Work of the Lord. These sacred volumes had
been hastily saved from ruin when invaders had once tried
to burn the gompa in wluch they were stored. Now, the
texts are all mixed up and seem to need a great scholar to
re-edit them. A big heap of handwritten leaves lay jumbled
in a corner.
Tlus gompa or monastery taught Tibetan scriptures to
many lamas and disciples. They had stayed here during
the bleak winters when painting and meditation was a
natural way of learning indoors. There are plenty of
chortens here grouped together. They have been weathered
by years of beating, and are now crumbling around the
corners. There is a new learning hall recently built where
all the little boys with their bright maroon robes line up
every few hours for recitation and prayers.
Tabo alone, of all the monasteries of Spiti, had escaped
plunder and destruction from Gulam Khan. A.H. Francke
believes that Tabo was under Bushahr State and Gulam
Khan at that time or the Dogras later did not wish to
interfere with that State.
During the days of Zorawar Singh's occupation of
Ladakh, the Banka Kahlon (Prime Minister) fled from Leh
to Spiti. He was closely pursued by the Dogras and almost
overtaken. But with assistance from some trustworthy
followers he reached Tabo. His intention was to escape to
the British frontier of upper Kinnaur, eight kilometres below

Tabo: A Mountaineer's Destiny
Tabo, to cross the bridge over the Spiti river. In another
hour, therefore, he would have been safe, but the Dogras
caught up with him here 'after a loss of six or seven men
on each side.' Kahlon was captured, taken back to Leh and
imprisoned. The Tabo monastery and t h s bridge over the
Spiti river were witnesses of another episode in the hstory
of Spiti.
It was here that a murder was committed in 1939, whch
rather infamously brought Spiti to the knowledge of western
world. When the Second World War broke out in 1939,
there were some German expedilions still climbing in the
Himalaya and the Karakoram. One expedition on Nanga
Parbat returned to the plains and their German members,
including Heinrich Harrer and Peter Aufschneiter were
interned by the British, who ruled India then. Similarly,
another German expedition climbed in Siklum.
In 1937, the German-Swiss expedition of three climbers
consisting of Ludwig Schmaderer, H. Paidar and E. Grob
had spent six weeks on the Zemu glacier, investigating the
approaches of Kangchenjunga. On 26th September, they
made the second ascent of Siniolchu. The same three
returned there in 1939 and made the first ascent of Tent
Peak.
They were returning from the high mountains around
the Zemu glacier, ignorant of what was happening in the
world outside. Britain had declared war 011 Germany and
all nationals of the enemy country were to be detained.
Grob who was of Swiss nationality could leave for Europe,
but the other two being Germans, had to be interned. Thus
began the great saga whch ultimately brought Tibet, in
case of Harrer, and Spiti, in case of Schmaderer to the
knowledge of the world. The strange events that followed
were almost like an unreal dream.
After several changes of camp the internees of Nanga
Parbat and Sikkim were all finally shfted to Dehra Dun in
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the foothlls of the Himalaya in October 1941. These hardy
mountaineers were excited by their proximity to the
Himalaya and were planning to escape. These internments
were in open air camps, not confined 1ike.a jail. But it was
not until May 1943, almost one and half year later that
Schmaderer tried his first escape with Schuemmer. They
made their way along the Jamuna, but were captured soon
and brought back to the camp.
In March 1945, twenty-three internees were ordered to
be transferred to Rajasthan, out in the desert. Amongst
them was Schmaderer. To be sent away from the mountains
which meant so much to him was more than he could
stand. He escaped again, having arranged that Paidar
should join him three days later. A cart used to be called in
daily to take the rubbish out of the camp to the ditches one
mile away. On 27th March 1945 the driver of the cart was
called away on some pretext and Paidar boarded this
vehcle. He was immediately covered down with tins, straw
and filth by his friends. The buffalo seemed uneasy, as if
there was somethng unusual with h s load, but the driver
attributing it to the hot day making everybody lazy, ignored
it. The gates opened and the cart rumbled out. Luckily
before the ditches the driver stopped, unharnessed his
buffalo and disappeared into his home! That is all Paidar
required to make l-us bid for freedom as he jumped out
towards the jungle. Two hours later he joined Schrnaderer
in the Swarna nala. On the same night they reached the
Jamuna river. For 10 days they marched by night and on
14th April they reached Nelang, a village high in the
Jadhganga valley near Gangotri. By the end of April they
stood on Thaga la (5030 m), a pass on the Indo-Tibet border
and soon they were outside the British territory.
But the winter of 1944-45 was a hard one and from 3000
m onwards the area was covered with snow. Their tennis
shoes were in slueds, rations were melting like snow in the
mountains. They crossed another pass of 4800 m before
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reaclung Tholing village. The people there were unfriendly
until they met the Raja of Tholing. T h s was a famous
market place for trade with India. The Raja persuaded them
to go back to India for he feared the wrath of the British.
They were put on a caravan carrylng tea. After crossing
the Satluj by the end of May they reached S h p h , h g h
above the Satluj with the rock and ice walls of Reo
Purygil in the background. On the 1st of June they entered
Indian territory again reachmg Namga. They learnt that
like them, Harrer and Gen. Marchese were also brought
back to Namga, early the same year. Harrer, with Peter
Aufschneiter and two others escaped again from the
internment camp and crossed Thaga la on 17th May 1944,
just about a fortnight after Paidar and Schrnaderer had
crossed it. But this time, avoiding all the villages, they
proceeded east to reach Lhasa. Harrer stayed there for
seven years and h s experiences are now recorded in the
classic book, Seven Years in Tibet.
But for Paidar and Schmaderer another discovery was
destined. Once at Namgia they had to decide between going
down the Satluj valley, with the possibility of being interned
again or trymg. to escape to Tibet the second time. They
did not know that the war in Europe was over by now.
Had they known, Schrnaderer would have been still alive,
and Spiti unknown for decades to come. But in their anxiety
to get away from the British they crossed the Satluj, and
marclung north, in four days reached Lari, the first village
in the Spiti valley. They carried a load of about 70 pounds
(35 kg) and remained at altitudes of about 4800 m.
It was Schmaderer's idea that they should follow the
Spiti river for some 10 days and then go east to Gartok in
Tibet. They went up the Spiti valley as far as Dankhar and
Kibar, but they were informed by locals that the best way
to Gartok is from Sumgyl. Hence they returned and forded
the Sumgyl river, intending to cross over to Tibet. Suddenly
from behind a small lull a m,an mysteriously appeared
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followed by the whole village. They were informed that on
no acccount could they escape to Tashigong and Tibet. If
they did not return to Sumgyl, they 'were warned, there
would be trouble. Even in tlus far removed territory loyalty
to or the fear of the British and India were strong. They
moved to Lari and finally reached Tabo in the middle of
July. Paidar went ahead A l e Schmaderer decided to stop
at Tabo to bargain for some food. Paidar was climbing
towards Puh and looking back he could see dots moving
in h s direction. That must have been about the time when
Schmaderer was murdered, because these dots never
materialised. After four or five hours of waiting Paidar
became anxious and returned to Tabo. He was told the
same story everywhere. 'Schmaderer had brought his provisions and left for Puh'.
As often as he questioned so often did he receive the
same reply. Schmaderer was a mountaineer in h s own
right and for the last four years had been very active in the
h g h Himalaya. In 1938 he was with Paul Bauer on Nanga
Parbat; he had reached Camp 5 before the party had to
withdraw.
Paidar still had hopes that Schrnaderer might be alive. It
seemed incredible that a trained and experienced man like
him could have been drowned in water that was only kneedeep, however fiercely it was flowing. Moreover there was
a bridge and no reason to ford the river. However Paidar
searched both the banks widely and all the neighbourhood
for three days. Finally at Tabo, in response to h s inquiries
some women of the village, who overheard him sat down
and started weeping. This alarmed him, as it is customary
in Spiti to only weep for the dead. Something had to be
done in t h s matter and Paidar was sure that people knew
what had happened. He crossed over to Taslugong and
found an informer who was resident of Lari and had picked
up the trail on the way through Tabo. Schmaderer had
been murdered in Tabo. He had let the natives see his
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money and valuables when he paid for his provisions. After
he had left Tabo three men followed h m to the steep and
narrow bridge on the way to Puh, where Paidar last saw
him. There, while Schrnaderer was talking, they pushed
him into the river, pelting h m with stones from above and
drowning h s body in the Spiti river. When Faidar asked
the name of the murderer, the Tibetan demanded money
to accompany h m to Rampur and report the matter. Paidar
told him that he had no money as i t was all with
Schrnaderer when he disappeared and was not seen again.
Paidar was warned by the villagers not to trust t h s man
and on no account to stay by himself at night. Paidar double
marched from Puh to Rampur and Sarhan. The murderer
was identified as Sonam Chhering. A police party was sent
and the culprits were arrested, and Schamderer's valuables
were found by the Inspector in the Tibetan camps at Tabo.
It had been 40 years since such an offence had been
committed in Spiti. Schmaderer, a fine mountaineer, and
Paidar were destined to play a role in the history of Spiti.
But they did not stay there, for seven years, like Heinrich
Harrer and P. Aufschneiter and write a book about it. Spiti
continued to hold its mysteries.

It is good to be out on the road, and
going one knows not where.

- Tewkesbuy Road (JohnMasefield)

W e had to leave Tabo soon. Tabo nala, two km ahead
was flooded. We had to tranship all our luggage across it.
By evening there was a possibility of obtaining a bus going
towards Lingti. But with so many people camping at Tabo
it was difficult to get a seat on the bus. Two trucks that
went towards Kaja were overloaded with people. As the
overcrowded trucks proceeded, we could see people falling
off it. With the speed it was travelling at, no one was hurt
and the Spitian took it as sport. Those who fell off would
walk back laughng.

A bus arrived from Kaja and immediately everyone
rushed for it. We, with our experience of rushing in for
seats on the suburban trains in Bombay, beat the Spitians
and occupied prime seats on the bus. But it was soon loaded
to more than three times its capacity. For hours no one
would compromise and get off. We sat huddled between
Spitian ladies of various sizes and odours. It was a
depressing situation and looked like the end of the road
for us. Someone even suggested a change of plans to some
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nearby area. But Muslim, ensconced on the roof of the bus,
stood firm amidst ruins.
"A bloody bus ride is not going to decide which
mountain we are going to climb," he quipped.
"But how do we proceed. It is a mess here. It will take
days to clear so many people."
Someone had a bright idea. "Call Mr. Sharrna".
The idea worked. Mr. Sharma used his official position
and called in the police. There was a mild scramble and
the bus was emptied by force. Mr. Sharma then supervised
passengers being loaded on the bus, unfortunately almost
the same number. But naturally, those favoured, specially
us, were comfortably settled. At 10 p.m. in darkness we
started on our last journey.
"I hope t h s does not literally become our last journey",
someone murmured.
The road was bad, the bus in poor condition and
overloaded. At every bend a prayer was heard on our lips
and laughter from the Spitians. By midnight we were
deposited at the Lingti village (3460 m). We had covered
394 lulometres from Shimla in an almost epic manner.
No sooner had Mr. Sharma got off the bus than the
driver refused to go ahead till morning. We settled down
in the company of the Spitians, though pitching our tents
little away. Mr. Sharma was sharing our tent as thanksgiving for helping us cross the last hurdle. And so was h s
trunk. Mr. Sharma insisted on sleeping with h s trunk inside
the tent - an intelligence officer cannot trust his valuables
to anyone. We had intended to wake up leisurely at the
camp on the Lingti.

By about 8 o'clock we were roused by some rumbles of
people rushng around and saw a few villagers gathered.
There the Dalai Lama who was at Tabo, was to pass through
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Lingti on his way to Kaja. Soon, escorted by one jeep the
Dalai Lama's jeep arrived. We greeted h m , whch greeting
he returned with a sparkle in h s eyes. We must have looked
very strange, standing in the middle of nowhere surrounded
with colourful tents and an assortment of villagers, for His
Holiness stopped the jeep. In fluent English he asked us
where we were from and the purpose of our visit. Wishng
us good luck, he was off witfun minutes with a benevolent
smile, leaving us with a blessed memory of a lifetime.
Shekhar and Bhupesh had gone to Lalung to arrange for
the donkeys. Knowing the Spitians and their donkeys we
were sure that nothing was going to move today. Moreover
the donkeys were to take us only to Lalung village, where
our luggage would be transferred on to yaks. It was too
much to expect the negotiations, the transfer and the
movement to take place even in two days, because as for
the Lalungwalas we were the first party visiting ever. Hence
I decided to make a visit to the Dankhar monastery, which
was about 10 km away by a h g h route, and to return the
next day.
Dankhar (3870 m), the old capital of Spiti is a large
village built on a spur or bluff which stands out into the
main valley and ends in a precipice. It rises 300 m above
the river. It stands above Sichling on the left bank of the
Spiti river whch is wide here. There may perhaps have
once been a fort here, but no trace of it was seen except for
what seemed to be a large house 011 the top of a hll.
Dankhar was capital of Spiti for many years till the needs
of the modern day saw the capital shifted to Kaja. Situated
on the ridge it would have been very easy to defend this
place. I was told stories, about how the lamas sat in the
monastery or the upper houses throwing stones at invaders
from above. Life was simple before the days of bullets! The
whole place is very picturesque. As I approached it, I could
see its corridors cut in the rock face leading to various
chambers which are either used as store rooms for the
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villagers or as rest-houses for the travellers. There are seven
tiers of houses built all along the slope. Wallung through
the empty corridors of the monastery of Dankhar one gets
the feel of history. There are dark passages, break-neck
staircases with some very ugly falls down the cliff if you
take a false step. A short distance away, where a new
monastery is now built, the whole .village and the old ridge
had the appearance of a Greek village. Dankhar is certainly
a curious old place and well worth a visit. Now it is
connected by a rough, motorable road and is 27 km from
Kaja. Towards the west of it lies the Pin valley.
Apart from t h s visit, I have seen Dankhar from the h g h
camp on Manirang and from Mane village. From each place
it appears to be calling to you. I will always remember the
great expand of the Spiti river, as it is joined by the Pin
river below Dankhar. Both rivers break into several channels
and in the setting sun it has a curious appearance.
The new monastery is connected by a road built recently
for the visit by the Dalai Lama, whch had just concluded
before our arrival. I was well received by lamas and met
the Rimpoche who was enlightened on many subjects apart
from the spiritual. Religion and tolerance was a way of
life. But to defend their mode of life, beliefs and monasteries, the Spitians had developed an elaborate system of
defence since ancient times. Dankhar was very much the
central part of such schemes.
Surrounded by powerful neighbours like Ladakh, Kullu
and Bushahr, Spiti always remained at their mercy. Whenever the need arose the Spitians paid tribute to escape
plunder, but if an attack was an eventuality the mountains
acted as a focal point to warn people about an on-coming
danger. They built a huge fire on selected mountain tops
and gathered people at high places called 'Dankhars'. Of
these, the Dankhar monastery and its fort became the most
convenient point for all to meet. These meetings decided
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on the methods of protection and aggression. Generally, the
Spitians never fought a war and retaliated with the wisdom
of the lamas. They would desert the fields and the villages
and with most of the valuables from the monasteries the
entire populatio~~
would escape to a hgher, uninhabited
plateau, or h d e inside a fort like the one at Dankhar. They
would wait for the winter, like in more recent times, the
Russians did with Hitler's forces. The invaders would find
it difficult to withstand the terrible winter without any
resources. The Spitians would then ransack the invaders.
This happened at least once in each century-the 17th,
18th and 19th. Once the Ladakh invaders were invited in
winter to a feast serving strong Chang (liquor), then the
hapless inebriated lot was killed and thrown down the
cliffs down the Dankhar fort. Those who escaped to the
mountains higher up, perished in the desolate wilderness
due to cold and hunger. In 1776, the Bushahrs conquered
Dankhar and reigned for two years and in 1819 the Raja of
Kullu ruled over here. In 1840, like all other monasteries in
Spiti, Rahm Khan and his son-in-law, Gulam Khan plundered the Dankhar monastery and devastated and destroyed
many idols.
Dankhar fascinated all the early travellers to Spiti.
Trebeck stayed here in 1821 and h s sketch of the fort is the
earliest available record. A.H. Francke, the Morovian
missionary passed from here in 1909, tabulating the
antiquities here. Andrew Wilson described its name as
meaning 'The Cold Fort'. Several other people passed this
way as it lies on the road from Shirnla to Leh.
The Nonos, early rulers of Spiti, stayed at Dankhar. They
had the right to cultivate the government land at Dankhar
and to take its produce. In return they were required to
keep the Dankhar Fort in proper repair. The Nonos were
responsible for dispensing justice to tile people of Spiti.
Most times they exceeded their powers and inflicted
barbarous punishments. The offenders, after conviction,
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were imprisoned in a horrible cell at Dankhar. It was a
small room built on the top of a tower of a rock. Two sides
of this cell were enclosed by a steep natural precipice. On
two other sides, strong walls of stone were built. There
was no door and a small window looking over the precipice
served as a ventilator. The prisoner was lowered into this
dark hole from a small opening on the roof, whch was
covered by a huge stone. His food was supplied by the
complainant, once a day. It was in t h s dungeon, he served
out h s sentence, alone and unattended. Anyone who dared
to complain against the Nono or about the conditions, was
thrown down the precipice. All t h s changed with the arrival
of the British who divested the Nonos of their powers.
Now the lulls on wluch the older monastery stood have
been worn away leaving only blocks and columns. The
houses on the old fort are perched in curious and
inconvenient positions. But none of these takes away from
the charm of Dankhar.
In the evening I walked down with the others to Sichling.
This was a small place with a few houses, and the Public
Works Department. We found some Spitians gathered in a
house where somebody, certa~nlytheir superior, was gving
them a dressing down in a mixture of Hindi and the local
language. I looked in, and the gentleman, a supervising
engneer, looked at me.
"Yes",
"We are from Bombay. Mountaineers visiting Dankhar.
Could we have some place to stay for tonight?"
"Do you speak English?"
"Yes."
"You can have a place, food, dnnk and all you want. I
am tired of spealung to Spitians!"
Needless to say that we were most comfortable that
night!

My road calls me, lures me
West, east, south and north;
Most roads lead men homewards,
My road leads me forth.

- Roadways (JohnMasefield)

T h e Lingti valley wluch we were about to enter had no
history of any previous visitors. No mountaineering party
or trekker had ever penetrated its deep gorge. As it has no
passes leading to Tibet the locals also did not venture
beyond a few ridges. A few yakwalas reached the Chaksachan la, a high pass in the valley. The security forces
made an annual foray a few lulometres inside. There are
two villages, both almost at the entrance. Lalung is a large
village with a population of a few hundred persons. The
route from Lingti village, on the main road and where we
were camping, was fairly broad and proceeded on a lugh
mountain slope above the valley. In fact t h s route is now
made motorable and local buses can reach Lalung.
m l e I was visiting Dankhar, others were busy arrangng
for khotas (donkeys) to carry our luggage to Lalung. From
the village we were to arrange for yaks to carry us further.
Fixing rates and bargaining for loads with villagers in Spiti
is always a cumbersome task. They bargain hard and know
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that we are helpless. Once the rates are fixed and various
concessions obtained, the Spitians are relaxed and make
good company. Here, they demanded Rs. 100 per khota
which was quite unreasox~ableconsidering the distance.
The local district officer who was present tried to intervene.
"The government has fixed Rs. 60 per khota in this area."
"We will not work for that rate. Rs. 100 is the minimum
we require."
So it went on. The Lalungwalas would not budge. The
officer finally was irritated and threatened them, "Whenever
you come next time for any work I will not be helpful. Get
lost."
"We will get you khotas at the government rates in a few
days", he told us.
The Lalungwalas, without a word, packed up their
belongings and started walking to their village.
We were now at the usual classic trans-Himalayan
situation. The villagers had all the time to wait, the
government official had weeks to spare, whle we had only
few days at hand.
We thanked the official and decided to deal with the
Lalungwalas ourselves in the language they understood.
Gaurang had a way of dealing with villagers. Soon he was
engrossed in conversation with the villagers, sitting in a
corner, sharing a cigarette and things started loolung better.
An agreement was reached to employ khotas at Rs. 70, and
their leader was promised, in addition to a special bonus
to h m , that h s personal yaks would be employed for the
future journey. The Spitians surely understood the language
of a Bombay businessman.

Lalung
It was drizzling on 27th July 1983 when the khotas arrived
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to carry the luggage to Lalung. We passed Rama and
reached Lalung (3658 m) comfortably in 4 hrs (14 km). We
trooped into the local Pradhan's house ,and requested him
for a room to stay. The lady of the house seemed rather
reluctant to oblige. She stood firm in the doorway barring
our entry into the house.
We could not understand her behaviour. As it was just
the first day's trek' we looked clean and well groomed
without beards. Everyone looked decent and unlike mountaineers returning from a trek, no one was smelling foul.
But she had four pretty daughters, so we understood her
reluctance! Instead she arranged our stay in another house
with less wholesome company -bugs! It was a terrible night
and even dreams of those four lovely damsels could not
console us.'
We looked around the village next morning. The people
were very friendly. They all seemed well content and selfsufficient. They arranged yaks for our journey ahead. It
was raining heavily on the 28th also. Alexander Cunningham in his book Ladakh includes Spiti and writes that
rainfall is scarce and rarely above four inches in a year in
these trans-Himalayan areas. All of it seems to be falling
on one day!
Captain Harcourt had given a vivid description of a
morning in a Spitian village and its houses. As we looked
around Lalung notlung seem to be different after almost a
century.
A Spiti village of a lar er class presents an aspect
of bustling activit . !itting in an upper room,
one probably loo S out over a steep descent
covered with houses, each roof having its serried
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'Whle printing t h s incident in the Himalayan Journal, the printer
had composed t h s as -'Instead she arranged our stay in another house
with less wholesome company -boys!' That would have been very
much less wholesome company! No wonder it is called a 'Printex's
Devil'!Luckily the mistake was corrected before printing.
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layers of fagots of dried rose-wood and grass
neatly arranged, something in a form of an
abatt~s.The windows of house# are small, and
their shutters are painted in red and deep blue,
but with no pretensions to taste. Tier after tier
the roofs descend, and both on them and in the
narrow dee pathwa S are generally to be seen
a number o men an women and children, the
various enclosures being filled .with ponies,
sheep, yaks or goats. On an adjoining housetop
may be noticed women lying down in eas
attitudes, while their hair is arranged by frien S
in the multitudinous braids affected by the Spiti
fair ones. Just below are two Lama boys in
ragged red coats, with bare heads, and yellow
patches on their dresses, he1 in an antiquated
dame with a load of firewoo8 wkle some other
lads surround a venerable old Tlubetan, robabl
a wanderer from Lhassa or Shigatze, W o twir S
his prayer-wheel with one hand, and with the
other enforces the point of his argument on his
auditors. Further down, sitting under the shade
of a huge rock, are several of the gentler sex,
their frames stretched before them, working
away at the construction of puttoo and blankets,
or carrying on a laughing conversation with their
friends who, may be, stop here to rest, and have
for the moment disburdened themselves of their
baskets, which can be seen leaning against the
rock.
It is by no means dull work to one who keeps
h s eyes open in a Spiti village; there is plenty
that is both interesting and amusing, as I can
vouch for, after a pretty tolerable experience in
loolung from the house tops.
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- A.F.P. Harcourt in The Himalayan Districts. . . ., p. 49
Most villages have their own gompa. We spent the morning
visiting the Lalung gompa. It was an ancient structure with
many unusual frescoes and was ideally located above the
village. A statue of the Buddha in centre was worth loolung
at. The statue was made with Buddha loolung on three
sides, as if to look after the world in all the directions.
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Lamaism is still practised but the gompas and lamas
now have far less c ~ n t r o lthan the government officials
over the villagers. T h s was acheved simply by purposely
withholding any assistance to the monasteries and to the
lamas if they do not fall in line. Every family still sends a
child to become a lama but now he can return to work as
often as required and many leave the monastic life without
much fuss. Some elderly lamas had stayed in Lhasa for
their education. Most of the present lot had travelled to
the Tibetan settlements in south India. Many were educated
in modem schools or at Dhararnsala, the headquarters of
the Dalai Lama. Religion is no longer an absolute way of
life here for the iocals or the lamas as in the past.
Walking through the lanes the relaxed life style of the
villagers was evident. When yaks, mules, churis and other
animals started out for grazing, or returned, many village
luds ran after them with baskets. They were picking up the
droppings of these animals, each one picking up the
dropping of h s own animal. In fact there were quarrels as
to the ownershp of the droppings. In an area without any
wood and severe winter, t h s was their main fuel and had
to be collected with vigour. The villagers even went to the
grazing grounds to collect and stock up droppings before
winter.
We spent two relaxed days at Lalung. Now yaks and
churis (female yaks) were ready to take us ahead. Everything seemed to be in place except the weather, for it was
drizzling almost everyday. We were ready on the 29th July
1983 to depart.

INTO THE LINGTI VALLEY (1983)
Lingti is the unknown valley in eastern Spiti. As there are
no known passes at its head, locals don't venture beyond
the Chaksachan la, whch is the last grazing point. From
Lalung, it follows in a northeastern direction till its junction
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with Chaksachan Lungpa (river). From here it takes a sharp
turn to the northwest up to the watershed with Ladakh. A
h g h pass (Yangzi Diwan) leads across to Rupshu to join
the trade route from the Parang la (5800 m). In the distant
past Yangzi Diwan may have been in use, but no one
seems to remember it, particularly as the Spitian is neither
a trader nor a traveller, and Parang la was always more
popular. On the eastern rim of the Lingti, high peaks of the
Parkyokula range rise up to 6526 m, effectively blochng
off Tibet (Pare chu valley). Gya (6794 m) is at the head of
the Chaksachan Lungpa valley, at the important tri-junction
of Spiti, Ladakh and Tibet. Not many seem to have heard
of Gya or acknowledged it as the hghest peak in Spiti. We
intended to investigate the approaches to it, photograph it
and establish the glory due to it.
The upper Lingti has side valleys, each with many peaks.
To the northeast the major valley is that of Gyagar. To the
south lies the Chaksachan la and the Labrang and Lhakhang
nalas which pave the way to higher areas.
As the rain did not abate by afternoon we left with our
porters to camp at Upper Zingu (4330 m-8 km). The track
climbed steeply on the slopes behind the village. After
crossing the ridge, it descended to cross the Zingu nala,
then climb and descend to cross the Kibri nala, and it
climbed again. This was to be the continuous story of our
trek. T11e next day we crossed the Zingu top (4390 m) and
entered the Lingti gorge. It was a torturous place to be in.
Boga and I pushed ahead on a scree slope. From a distance
no route seemed possible. But it solved itself over the
boulders and the scree was remarkably firm.
"It is a wonder how in all these immortal cliffs we
ordinary mortals dare to travel", opined Boga, in a phlosophical mood.
After a camp in the gorge we reached the Sisbang pass
(4815 m). From the pass we had the first view of h g h
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peaks ahead. We had old maps and the view looked
confusing. Which of these peaks is Gya (6794 m)? he gorges
leading to its base seemed very formidable. But once at its
base, it should offer a good climb.
Whenever we all agreed on one peak to be Gya,
immediately came a dissenting note.
"But Harish, doesn't that rocky peak behind look
higher?", said Shekhar.
"What about the fine snowy peak on the left."
"That could be in Tibet, across the border."
"But, Harish. . . . ." it went on and on.
On the 31st we had to wait for the yaks to catch up.
Some members, including Gaurang were sick and we had
to allow them time to recover. On that day Bhupesh
attempted Sisbang peak (c. 5250 m) and came witlun 60 m
of its summit before retreating. But the day's rest did not
help Gaurang. He felt too sick to continue and had to be
sent back.
Around Sisbang were two magnificent rocky towers,
both close to 6100 m. The one near Lalung was locally
called 'Chokula' and the other 'Cholung', both names of
local gods with a legend attached to them.
From Sisbang ('grassy land' -which it was) we
descended to the Sisbang nala and climbed up to Sanesa
('where the grass grows'). Traversing high over Sibu we
went down again to cross the Sheru nala. There were two
possible routes from here. One was to cross the Lingti
river to Laslutanga and go over the Chaksachan la to the
base of Gya. Or proceed to Detto-Numa above us to the
east and then follow the Tangmor gorge to the Lingti river
and proceed along it. We selected the latter course as it
gave us a chance to attempt the other peaks and it appeared
closer.

S l m l y Up the Lingti

On 2nd August we were deposited at our base camp
(4880 m) by the yakwalas. A strong hailstorm and wind
lashed us that evening. That night it was cold. We could
hear the sounds of our Kumaoni porters singing to ward
off the strong trans-Himalayan wind and cold. They were
our old companions and were as interested in travel as we
were and came with us wherever we went in the Himalaya
every year. It was strange for them to see the barrenness
and the Buddhist culture but they adapted well. It was
fortuitous that we had them along. The Spitian is a poor
load-carrier and considers it below h s dignity. Even when
he agrees, h s charges are heavy and he is most troublesome.
We owed a lot to these hardy men for success and comfort
on all our Spiti ventures.
On 3rd and 4th August we recced and moved to advance
base camp (ABC). Boga who had been unwell for some
time had to be sent home as his condition further deteriorated. Thus the inhospitable trans-Hirnalayan terrain had
seriously depleted our strength.
The 5th of August saw us on our first peak. On two
ropes we climbed Lagma (5761 m). Lying towards the
southern watershed of the Lingh valley this peak was a
prominent triangulated point on the map. It was an easy
climb with a fabulous view from the top. From the summit
we could see Handgompa, a peak in Tibet. As the legend
goes, it had a gompa on its top and a lama climbed up to
worship. We also observed that the best route to the base
of Gya may be along the Lingti river itself as followed by
a Survey party. The peaks of Parkyokula also looked
impressive.
Gorgeous Mistake

We had now to concentrate on the approach to the base of
Gya. To reach the Lingti river and proceed along its banks
was our best hope. For this we would have to cross the
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Tangmor nala, which was in front of us, forming a deep
gorge.

On 6th August, Muslim, Sher Singh and I descended
into the Tangmor gorge to try and find an exit to the Lingti.
We went down 760 m and proceeded for six km. We soon
realised that it was a gorgeous mistake. The gorge narrowed
with cliffs on both sides. We were stopped by rock-walls.
After trying a few false leads we had to retrace our steps
and climb up all the way back to ABC. However, it
confirmed our suspicions that there is no route to Gya
from the southeastern side of the Lingti river.
On 8th August all of us left to attempt the peak Tangmor
(5900 m). After an initial push a corniced ridge wluch
offered no protection stopped us. We retreated to ABC.
With this we decided to withdraw from ~ i n ~and
t i retraced
our route to Lalung over the gorge. Our stay in Lingti was
brief but we had penetrated l'th of the way up and
photographed all the upper reaches. Plenty of climbing
around here for the future. We were to return to the Lingti
soon.

A RETURN TO THE LINGTI (1987)
Returning to an area of past exploits is like re-kindling an
old love affair. You have the knowledge and the experience
but are still unsure whether all the excitement and
expectations of the first time will ever be repeated. But tfus
is all the excuse one needs to fall in love again with the old
memories, pictures, peaks and people.
Three of us, who ultimately made it, were old hands at
Spiti. Muslim Contractor and I had climbed in the Lingti
valley in 1983. Dhren Toolsidas had missed the 1983 trip
though he had been part of the Spiti dream till the last.
Now with t h s return trip, h s attraction for Spiti stood
vindicated, just as ours was reconfirmed. Ravi Mariwala
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accompanied us during the initial trek and made every
meal a healthy eating competition. He had a four-pronged
eating habit - one portion in the mouth, two hands grabbing
the next portions and his eyes fixed on the rest! Our four
old Kumaoni porters were back too.

Back to the Lingti
We were back at Lalung village, our entrance to the Lingti.
This year the yakwalas fleeced us charging almost double
the previous rates. We had a 9-day journey over a known
route. They agreed 40 take us up to Chaksachan la (5230
m). Beyond that they had no knowledge of anyone having
gone and would not venture. From 17th June 1987, we
followed the route over the Sisbang pass to Sheru and
down to Phiphuk, as we had done in 1983. We settled
down to a routine, a late start after the yaks were gathered,
reined and loaded. It was instructive. T h s sturdy animal
takes a long time to be gathered, shooed and pampered.
But once the string attached to the nostril is caught, it
resigns itself to its fate and carries on for the day without
any more trouble.
We went over rough terrain, absorbing the lovely
scenery. From Pkuphuk (4005 m) we started our new venture
on 22 June. Initially in two days the route went up to
Lakshitang (4560 m), Shelatse (4800 m), over the Kuli la
(4880 m) to Shaktijung (4530 m). This route was over scree
crossing the typical Spitian terrain. You descend steeply,
climb steeply and always follow the yaks. At Phiphuk we
crossed the Lingti to the right bank and entered a long nala
climbing gradually to camp at Shelatse. The steep climb
continued the next day to an open grazing ground called
Shaktijung. From here we had to climb steeply towards the
east. On the final day the route climbed up steeply to a
high notch on a ridge which they call the Chaksachan la
(5230 m). We were deposited here in front of a great view.

Slowly Up the Lingti
Ravi was to leave us here, returning with the yakwalas.
The scene I remember most is that of hefty Ravi hauling
hmself up most uncomfortably onto a yak, always a
difficult animal to ride.
"Poor Ravi," I said trying to sympathrse. As the yaks
moved down he was waving energetically at us, seeming
most comfortable with the ride. "Poor y a k , was all that
Muslim could say as he lit h s pipe.
We surveyed the scene. 'Gyagar' (c. 6400 m) with all the
peaks on the high ridge were opposite us. Below was the
Lingti river. Since Phphuk, where we had crossed the
river, it took a sharp northwesterly turn. At this turn the
Chaksachan Lungpa came in from the northeast. It was
evident that Gya (6794 m) was one valley away from us,
and the only way to it was to go down the Lingti to the
junction with Chaksachan Lungpa and then go up along
the latter valley. This was our first objective. We had to
ferry all our luggage 1000 m down for 3 days into the
valley and camp on its bank. We called it 'the Cantonment'.
A lovely glen with plenty of juniper. After a rest and a
bath we were ready for our first failure. It was 29th June
1987.
Going down the Lingti for 4 km, we realised its
difficulties. We had to wade across four times, having to
climb up the adjoining steep scree slopes twice. At the end
of it we ran into a gorge where true to its name, L i n e ('an
instrument that cuts rocks') cuts through steep walls on
both sides. It was possible to go ahead only in winter or in
early summer, but then the passes would be blocked lower
down at that time. T h s was the problem of the approach
to Gya, which we had to leave for a team with a year in
hand!
Returning to 'the Cantonment', we decided that what
could not go down, should go up. For the next three days
we went up the Lingti to its head bordering on Ladakh. A
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most beautiful but difficult valley unfolded. The gorge was
narrow but luckily always allowed us a passage. Crossings
were frequent. By now we had settled down to a routine
for the crossii~gs.The spot was decided after observations,
one of us would probe and go across with a rope tied.
Once the rope was fixed across, we went in turns carrying
light loads and making ferries to and fro. At some places
where the river was too wide, it had to be done in batches,
with belays from both sides moving up and down. It was
not possible to cross after midday and as the days passed
by, each crossing required more time and expertise, the
last one being almost disastrous. In the unknown transHimalayan areas these river-crossings are a challenging
aspect of the trip, and assume as much importance as
climbing a peak. We did about 15 major crossings, and
had to be very careful to remain unscathed.

Parilungbi, 'the Mountain in the other Country'
We established a camp at the junction of Lhakhang nala
with the Lingti on 3rd July. Muslim left with Harsinh Jr. to
climb Lhakhang (6250 m), a shapely dome. In two days
they were established at a 5900 m col between the peak
and Shlla. The next day on 6th July, as they went up
Harsinh Jr. complained of a headache and a frustrated
Muslim had to return. We did not divide ourselves after
ths.
Dhren and I had left with Balarnsinh for the Yangzi
Diwan pass (5890 m) on 4th July. We had to negotiate a
minor glacier and snow-slopes to reach the high ridge at
6000 m. Peak 'Lama Kyent' (6040 m) was rising from the
col and was climbed, offering a fine view. Many peaks
stood on the same ridge, giving an appearance of a 'village'
full of peaks. We crossed the watershed and descended to
Rupshu to make a high camp at 6000 m, a little above the
pass. Parilungbi (6166 m) was in front of us. It was
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separated from the Lama Kyent ridge by the Yangzi Diwan
pass and stood aloof in Rupshu.
At its foot the trade route descending from the Parang
la passed by. On two sides of Parilungbi dropped a valley,
each meeting the trade route. For the Spitians or for the
Ladakhs this was an isolated mountain, 'a mountain in
the other country', they named it as whchever side you
looked it from, it appeared a lonely sentinel.
On the 6th, we descended 250 m to the pass and climbed
unroped on the south ridge. We had to bypass steep scree
with gendarmes. By 9.50 a.m. we were on the summit of
Parilungbi-marked by a survey cairn and a pole! The
survey party must have climbed here from the Rupshu as
it was standing on the trade route. It was called 'Parang la
Station No. l', but we could not ascertain the year of ascent.
In 1995 I climbed Chharnser Kangri (6622 m), a peak on
the western shore of the Tso Moriri lake, in the Rupshu
district of Ladakh. It is in line with Parilungbi. It also had a
similar cairn built on its top. We could see Parilungbi from
the summit of Chhamser Kangri. As the Survey of India
had built such cairns at h g h points to fix the trigonometrical
grid both these peaks were 'linked' in a way and I was
fortunate to have climbed both.
We spent a delightful hour on the top. The view extended
right across the Rupshu plain upto the Tso Moriri lake in
the north, and Demchok in the east. Nearby towards the
northwest were the Parang la and two unnamed peaks of
6364 m and 6343 m. To the northeast were h g h peaks of
6623 m and 6642 m. We almost mistook one of them for
the elusive Gya, wluch was in the distance. To the south
Lhakhang, Shlla and the Lingti completed the circle. The
visual and intellectual delight of identifying each peak was
just as great as the physical pleasure of climbing it. What
forbidding terrain lay ahead! We had spent hours studying
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it on the maps and dreaming about how it would look
from up there.
Back to reality and in the Lingti valley we were united
with Muslim at the upper base on the 7th. We withdrew
one valley camp to enter the Labrang nala. We had our
sights set on Shlla (6132 m).

Give me the clear blue sky over my head,
and green turf beneath my feet, a
winding road before me, and a three
houf S march to dinner -.and then to
thinlung! It is hard if I cannot
start some game on these lone heaths.
- On Going a a journey (WilliamHmhtt)

W e camped at the enhance of the Labrang nala, which
led to the base of Shilla. After the attempt on Lhakhang
and the success on Parilungbi we were loolung forward to
the next round, wluch was to be the legendary Slulla peak.
After braving a spell of bad weather for a day, we went up
the nala. The upper reaches of this nala were completely
snow-bound. We pitched camp at the foot of the northern
ridge of Shlla in cloudy weather. It was early in the evening
that Muslim shouted to Dhiren and me from his tent. As
we looked out he just pointed his pipe ahead. There stood
the beautiful peak of Shilla. How much I had desired to
see t h s peak now standing in front of me.
For a mountaineer any mention of Spiti is always linked
to the legend of Shilla. The Survey of India under Sir George
Everest embarked upon the trigonometrical survey of the
entire Himalaya. Under the system, various points were
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fixed systematically to tabulate differentheights of the peaks
and survey the area. One such trigonometrical station was
Parilungbi, which we had just climbed. The Parilungbi
station was referred to as 'Parang la No. 1'. The second
peak, which appeared as 'Parang la No. 2 South' was Shlla.
To mark the heights of the peaks the khalasis, who were
generally locals, used to take a pole up the peak. We had
found the pole on Parilungbi wluch was fixed in a huge,
enclosed wall. It was in 1860 that a khalasi is reputed to
have climbed Slulla and erected the pole on the top. As
Kenneth Mason puts it, "He did not know its height; and
we do not know his name!" (Abode of Snow).
Tlus climb was reported in the SynopticaI Volume XXXV
of the Trigonometrical Survey of India, published in 1910.
Later, in the office, this station was given the name 'Slulla'
and the height of 23,064 ft. was attributed to it on the
Survey of India sheet, 64 SW, published in August 1874.
Tlus, thus became the hghest peak climbed till that date.
This dubious altitude record continued for 47 years and
Slulla was known the world over, the legend growing not
only in mountaineering circles but with the locals also. The
record of the khalasi was ultimately broken when Dr.
Longstaff climbed Trisul (23,360 ft) in 1907.
But the legend and the mistake persists in much literature
even today. In the recent map of Central Asia published by
the Royal Geographical Society, London, 1990, the height
of Shilla is given as 23,064 ft. Most writings on Spiti also
casually mention that 'there are peaks above 23,000 ft. in
the east'.
The first mountaineers in Spiti had doubts about the
height of Shilla. In 1952, K. Snelson and J. de V. Graaff
thought that it was a much smaller peak. They observed a
hgher peak towards the northeast of Shilla. Earlier J.O.M.
Roberts had tried to observe the peak from the summit of
Chau Chau Kang Nilda (formerly known as Guan Nelda).

22. Crossing Sanesa maidan, the Lingti valley. Sisbang peak behind.
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The Legend of Shilla
It was left to Peter Holmes and T.H. Braham to observe
Slulla from the summit of t h s peak. From a distance of
about eight miles it seemed clear to them that Slulla's
alleged height was suspect. Finally Col. R.H. Phillimore of
the Survey of India reported that official survey operations
had determined the height of Slulla to be 20,050 ft. T h s
was published in the Lstorical record of the Survey of
India and the legend was demolished. With the modem
survey, the height of Shilla is now firmly established at
6132 m (20,120 ft.). T.H. Braham writes in his book
Himalayan Odyssey,
I must admit to some disappointment over the
demolishing of the legend concerning the khalasi
of the Survey of India. The error in calculating
the l e i ht of this peak in no way diminishes
one's a miration for his courage in climbin to
the top, seelun neither acclaim nor reward 111
those days a k alasi's salary was six rup,~ e as
month.
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But where did the Survey of India go wrong? Gya is
mentioned as 'Gya Snowy Peak', 22,309 ft. on the earlier
survey sheet. In the modem survey it lost only 18 ft. and is
now established as 6794 m (22,291 ft). It is believed that
the peak of Gya which is on the same axis as Shilla from
the Parang la survey station could have been the culprit
for this miscalculation. The surveyors had possibly
measured Gya which is in line with Slulla and allotted the
confused height. Gya today stands as the lughest peak of
Spiti. But like the acluevement of the khalasi, the demolition
of height does not take away the beauty, grandeur and
remoteness of tlus lovely peak of Slulla.
On 11th July, I staggered through the slopes of Slulla
due to a late dose of Valium. Muslim and Dhiren were in
fine fettle and continued climbing to reach the northern
col, but what they saw ahead was a sharp ridge which was
certainly not easy. The next day, three of us reached the
east col. In 1986 an Indian team had reached the summit
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by t h s route, approachng this ridge from the Syarma nala
whch lies to the west of the peak. But from t h s col we
could see a ridge full of gendarmes. The true peak lay over
the subsidiary hump. The time to climb Shilla easily is
after the disappearance of snow and it was beyond an easy
push at present. Our hopes of trooping up the slope with a
flag post, like the unnamed khalasi evaporated soon. We
proceeded south to climb Labrang (c. 5900 m) and enjoyed
excellent views on t h s ridge.
Slulla was climbed in 1966 by an Indian expedition. They
did not find any survey pole on the top, but who expects it
there after 106 years! At least two other expeditions have
approached Slulla from the west and reported to have
climbed there. In Spiti we found that more than any other
peak Shilla is the most known point to the locals. Every
lama or villager, however far away seems to know of it. Its
name is associated with 'death' or 'a monastery'. Shi =
death and shi-la = range or peak of death. We could not
understand what relation it had with the dead, but other
meanings locally suggested to us were, "a place of
monastery, or a gateway to heaven". All the locals still
believed that Shilla is the highest peak in Spiti and Ladakh
from whch one can see heaven. It has a legendary aura
built around it. Everyone, including the most elderly and
scholarly lama, seem to know of the ascent by the khalasi,
but not enough to either confirm or deny it. Very few
villagers in Langja h e w about the route to it, though the
Shilla nala flows near the village. Perhaps in their philosophy the mysterious and the heavenly need not be inquired
into by earthling. The aura of mystery surrounding Shlla
is linked with their belief in heaven. The Shilla legend is
here to stay.' By t h s time we had finished our allotted
period in the upper Lingti valley. But more importantly,
'It may be pure coincidence but there are monuments dedicated to
the Slulla dynasty, near Tegau, South Korea.
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by this time Muslim had run short of tobacco for his pipe.
In true 'Shiptonian' fasluon2 he put h s pipe down for a
refill. That was all the excuse we needed to quickly go
down to 'the Cantonment', for hot baths, pakoras and to
indulge in small pleasures of life possible in the Lingti
valley.

The Gyagar Nala

By 16th July 1987 we were ready to move up the Gyagar
nala for our last climbs in the valley. As we entered the
valley we were faced with a gentle col of scree at 5840 m
on the north. We christened this as the 'Chaksachan la
north' as it appeared to lead down to the foot of Gya. We
studied this on the map and later confirmed it by observing
it from above. Our excitement to view this peak at close
quarters now mounted.
A long ridge, running northeast to southeast, forms the
northeastern watershed of the Lingti valley with the
Chaksachan Lungpa at the foot of Gya. On this lugh ridge
several peaks were rising, the lughest being 6400 m It was
this rounded snow dome that is seen from several
kilometres in the L i n e valley and we had many discussions
about either this dome or the conical peak belund is Gya.
Ultimately it was clear that the dome is a ridge before the
international border watershed on whch Gya stands. We
named this dome as 'Gyagar' which means 'Indian'. This
clearly distinguished it'from Gya which was on the border
and had several meanings in relation to Tibet and Cluna.
On the Gyagar ridge, running broadly northeast-southwest,
rose several peaks. We climbed few of them and named
them.
In two days we were at the foot of very steep nev6
2 E r i ~Shipton a leading mountaineer was known for h s climbs,
explorations and smokmg a pipe.
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coming from the Gyagar ridge. Climbing tlus was tricky,
and our porters excelled here. We had to fix ropes and on
18th July 1987 we were camping on the Gyagar ridge at
5970 m. And behold, across the valley in the north stood
Gya. It was a majestic steep rock monolith, rising about
1200 m fromfhe valley bottom. A sharp conical top guarded
the view to Tibet. It was awe-inspiring and t h s view was a
fitting finale to our efforts. It will defy the best of rock
climbers and will require immense logistic arrangements
to approach it.
On the same evening, the lath, we climbed 'Runse' (6175
m), which was to northeast on the same ridge. But ahead
the ridge dropped to a col and to 'Goor' (c. 6160 m). It was
impossible to traverse t h s peak to reach the final slopes of
Gyagar (c. 6400 m). So we decided to go west from the
camp the next day. 'Geling' (6080 m) was a rounded dome
while 'Gyadung' (6160 m) was a sharp ridge top. Both
were fairly good climbs. Consistently the views from the
tops were exciting.
'The Cantonment' was humming with activity on 21st
July 1987. We had ferried the luggage up and it was time
for the final departure from the Lingti, now quite familiar
to us. We quickly withdrew to Shelatse below Kuli la, each
stage being a hard repeat ferry for the luggage. No yaks
would come up as the Lingti lower down was unfordable
in July. We took a different route to return, something that
would complete our discovery of the valley. Instead of
going across the Lingti, which was anyway impossible now,
we decided to stay high on the right bank and proceed till
its junction with the Syarma nala.
We climbed up to the Syarma la (5040 m) and down the
steep scree slopes to the Syarma nala on 24th July. The
nala was turbulent and the next day in cold cloudy weather
Dhiren was almost swept away w h l e crossing it. Wet and
shvering we climbed up to the Shilla jot (5850 m) to link
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up with the route of our 1983 trip.3

It was a long, two-day march that led us through to
Langja and Kaja, back to chang and momoes.

Gyagar, the First Ascent
Gyagar, the prominent peak of the Lingti valley was later
climbed in 1989 by an expedition from Bombay. They
followed the same route as ours and reached 'the Cantonment' across the Chaksachan la. By 29th June 1989, the
team, led by Dhiren Pania, was ready to climb the peak.
Now from the advance base camp in the upper Gyagar
valley they climbed the south ridge to make the first ascent
of the peak. They returned via the Syarma la and Ohmik
village to Kaja, like us, keeping on the right bank of the
Lingti river. T h s was a fine achevement by a small team
and illustrated how much Spiti has to offer for such teams.

Gya, the First Attempt
Gya, the most prized objective in Spiti received its first
ever attempt in 1994. A team of energetic rock climbers
from Delhi, led by Yousuf Zaheer approached the mountain
from the north, Ladakh. They avoided entering the Lingti
altogether and reached Chumar by road from Leh. They
crossed the Pare chu river and entered the gorge of the
Hurrung nala draining the glaciers at the foot of Gya. They
established camp (4950 m) 'after two days and several
crossings' at the junction of the 'Cham Gyalmo nala'
draining the western aspects of Gya, meeting with the
Hurrung.
Advance base camp (5380 m) was established on the
right lateral moraine of the 'Gyalmo glacier', at the foot of
the northwest buttress of the mountain. They opted to climb
3For d e t d s see next chapter, 'Blue Moon in the Sky: Kang Nilda'.
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the west face and west col instead of the west pillar (1200
m) directly. From 24th to 26th July 1994 they fixed eight
rope lengths and reached Camp 2 at 6115 m. On 28th July
the summit was attempted by Yousuf and Paramjeet Singh.
As Yousuf lost crampons from h s pack early in the climb,
they had to follow the rock instead of taking some straight
forward gullies. Their progress was slow and they camped
120 m short of the west col. Shortage of time and the
oncoming bad weather forced them to give up the climb.
The mountain was soon to become well-known for
attempts, misses and controversies.
Next in line came the Dogra Regiment expedition to
4 y a in August-September 1995 led by Lt. Col. Haripal Singh
Dhillon and they claimed the "first ascent" of Gya on 28th
August 1995. A study of the expedition reports, papers
and photographs did not support this claim.
After crossing river Lingti at Phphuk the expedition
climbed to Chaksachan la (c. 5300 m) to set up Advance
Base Camp. They descended about 1000 m to the northern
side of Chaksachan la into the Lingti valley whch here
flows from northwest to southeastern direction (c. 42001
4300 m). After once again crossing the river the climbers
entered a sub-valley to set up their final Camp 2 and next
day climbed a peak w h c h they claimed to be Gya.
A look at the map showed that a valley north of
Chaksachan la does not directly lead to Gya, which is about
19 km further to the north across other mountain ranges.
The expedition was nowhere near its objective on 28th
August 1995, when it claimed to have climbed Gya. The
leader had stated the summit to be 3.2 km from Camp 2.
There were no summit photos to indicate the climbers to
be on Gya.
Jagdish Nanavati (President, The Himalayan Club), based
on a study of leader's reports, correspondence, available
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photos and other collected information concluded that the
Dogra Regiment expedition had not climbed Gya as
claimed. The photographic evidence of the expedition
showed that the expedition was operating in a sub-valley
south of Gyagar 6400 m about 12 to 9 km south of Gya
from 26th to 28th August 1995. The photographs of the
expedition and those by others of the same region south of
Gyagar 6400 m tally to indicate the location of the Dogra
expedition as above.
There are intervening high ranges between Gyagar 6400
m and Gya 6794 m whch the Dogra climbers could not
have traversed the terrain on that day within the time frame
recorded, nor is there even a whisper as having done such
a marathon traverse, in the leadefs report or his other
papers. Indeed the leader had stated in lus report that
from Camp 2 to summit was "approx. 3.2 km." As such
there is no claim of traversing about 17 km (one way) on
the summit day. On the contrary there is an admission to
the fact that the climbers were in the same nala-valley from
where they took the summit ridge.
The Indian Mountaineering Foundation, based on the
study by Jagdish Nanavati, rejected the claim of ascent by
the Dogra Regiment.
Gya was again attempted in April 1996 by a team from
Bombay, led by Arun Samant. They travelled up the
snowbound Lingti, from the roadhead on 3rd April 1996.
They walked along the partially frozen L i n e river for four
days with 8 local porters. The locals left them at the end of
the fourth day about 5 km ahead of Phiphuk, about 22 km
away from the proposed base camp. Ultimately all of them
occupied the base camp (4840 m) on 24th April.
They approached 1000 m high east face of the SSW spur
of Gya (6794 m) above Chaksachan glacier by establishng
two more higher camps, C1 (5300 m) near the glacier snout
and C2 (5750 m) near the base of the wall of the SSW spur.
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From Camp C2 a route was opened on the wall proper
upto 6350 m through steep snow gullies. On 2nd May,
after allowing fresh snow to settle, they climbed snow
gullies hoping to reach the site of C3. However, by midday
when they had climbed to the end of first fixed rope, whch
was half way up, weather turned foul. The team was forced
to descend to the lower camp C2 as an accident injured
Pasang. At the camp there was no food and the decision of
abandoning further attempts and going down was taken.
Yousuf and Paramjit were not through with Gya as yet.
They returned to try it again, in August 1996. Now they
were on the wall of Gya. Yousuf and Paramjit were on
their second attempt to climb Gya with superfit Vikram.
The rest of the team camped a thousand feet below on the
glacier. The approach had been much easier tlus time as
they had known it from last time in 1994. They camped
below their intended route on the right edge of the
triangular rock wall but it seemed too steep to try in the
limited time they had, so they decided to try the left edge
of the wall - half a kilometer away-a long distance across
a vertical wall if you can't fly.
Yousuf lead-off to fix about 200 m of rope to a bowl, a
triangular feature of steep ice on the face.. They hauled
themselves each day up the fixed ropes to the previous
day's high point, solved some of the route ahead, fixed
more ropes and then roped it back to the camp for a starlit
dinner at 6000 m and a short chat on the radio with the
camp below.
For six days they were climbing all day yet gaining no
altitude and back again same place in the evening after the
daily quota of adrenalin kicks, piton pull out pararloias,
missed missiles, crazy climbing maneuvers and head
induced day dreams during long waits- all so characteristic
of extreme traverses.
They cracked the traverse on the sixth day and exited
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up the left edge in the afternoon sun. After the epic traverse,
the climbing up on the steep slabs with shattery surface
seemed easy but soon they had a problem. There were no
cracks or fissures to put anchors in and they had not carried
bolt anchors and drills- the only way to anchor ropes on
such surface.

So they had two choices now -either to go up the remaining 600 m of unknown verticality without protection- a
good short cut to possible mishap or return. They chose
the latter and their attempt on Gya ended.

G y a in 1997-1998
1997 saw three teams attempting Gya. First came a threemember expedition from Bombay, led by Arun Sarnant
approaching it from the Lingti valley in April-May. Reaching the base camp in near winter conditions they attempted
the east face of SSW Spur of Gya. They reached the SE col.
Finding the final ridge of Gya too difficult they turned
southeastwards and climbed Gya East (6680 m). Dividing
in different teams the nearby peaks around the ridge were
climbed.
Then came the young team from Dellu with three climbers, including Paramjit Singh and led by Yousuf Zaheer.
They wanted to climb northwest face of Gya in good style.
After an attempt on the face Yousuf and Chaman followed
the west spur to establish three camps, the t h r d one being
almost on "Gyasumpa peak", the point where the west
spur and north ridge meet. From here traversing the north
ridge with difficulties these two reached the second high
point on the ridge, at about 6520 m, wluch they named
Gya North. This was a first ascent of the peak.
Last team in 1997 was a large expedition consisting of
climbers from seven countries from Asia (SAARC) and
supported by many strong climbers from India. It was led
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by Col. H.S. Chauhan. They crossed Parang la and reached
the base camp in the north.
Dividing in two strong and large teams they climbed
the west spur and north ridges. In all about 32 climbers
reached the "summit" after fixing many metres of ropes.
Both the routes were of h g h technical calibre and required
good deal of care and effort. One party climbed to the
west spur from the north and other party followed the
north ridge gained from south.
At first the expedition declared to have made the first
ascent of Gya and all concerned were informed of t h s
achevement. However upon scrutiny of their photographs,
the leader declared that the team had climbed much lower
Gyasumpa (6480 m). Literally meaning 'thrd peak of Gya',
t h s peak was the one near which the Delhi group had
established their Camp 3 a month before, climbing there
easily from the south. The expedition had turned in towards
the peak one valley too soon and had mistaken 'Gyasumpa'
for Gya.
The same trend continued in 1998. The Indian Mountaineering Foundation sent a team to the mountain. The team
was led by Sqd. Ldr. A.K. Singh and approached the peak
from the north. They fixed ropes till the east col by 18th
September 1998 and were poised for an attempt. But
bad weather caught up with them and they were stuck
at the camp for a week. The route had become treacherous.
Gyasumpa was, however, climbed quite easily on 14th
September.
Earlier, an Indian army team from Kiari, Ladakh, led by
Lt. Col. A.B. Goth, tried their hand at the peak. Full details
of their venture are awaited.
So the story of Gya continues and this peak already has
an assured place in the climbing history of Spiti.

T h n k no more, lad; laugh, be jolly:
Why should men make haste to die?
Empty heads and tongues a-talking
Make the rough road easy walking,
And the feather pate of folly
Bears the falling sky.
-A Shropshire Lad (Alfred Edward Housman)

T o the northeast of Kaja and kgher than it lies the village
of Langja. As a backdrop to this village stands a majestic
mountain, almost like a stage-curtain erected in the
background. Against the deep blue sky this peak appears
prominent on the skyline. It is appropriately called Chau
Chau Kang Nilda i.e. 'Blue moon in the sky'.

In 1939, when J.O.M. Roberts visited Spiti he made the
first ascent of this peak. As he recalls today, 57 years later,
the climb was steep but never dangerous. Reaching the
summit in poor weather he could not obtain much of a
view. T h s fact did not allow k m to study and solve the
problem of the height of Shilla peak, which was believed
to be above 23,000 ft, (7000 m) but whose height was
doubted by many. For similar reasons Trevdr Braham and
Peter Holmes climbed t h s peak in 1955. They camped at
the foot of the southwest face of the peak, at about 17,500
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f t (5340 m). Starting before dawn, with Ringzing, they
climbed on firm snow till they were on level with the west
ridge. They traversed the face of about 45 degrees,to reach
the foot of the summit cone. For the last 200 f t (60 m) they
had to cut steps to reach the beautiful summit. They had
no better luck with the weather than Roberts and could
not observe the peak of Shlla from t h s summit. However
they saw Shilla from an another angle lower down wluch
demolished the legend of Shlla being a 7000 m high peak.
T h s route on Chau Chau Kang Nilda, climbed in 1939 and
1955, has become popular with climbers and almost all the
later ascents have been via t h s route. Due to its proximity
to the village of Langja whch is now linked by a jeepable
road with Kaja, Kang Nilda has become the most popular
and most often-climbed peak in Spiti, receiving many
climbers.

There are several subsidiary peaks like satellites to t h s
moon. On the ridge running southeastwards stand several
peaks, which were climbed and are named Kang Nilda 11,
I11 and onwards. On t h s ridge a crossing by a pass to the
Syarma nala is possible, which we did in 1987. T h s pass is
named the Shlla jot and is the approach route to Slulla. To
the northwest of Kang Nilda and across the Shlla nala
stands a small but beautiful peak, named Kanamo ('white
hostess'). T h s peak, formerly known as Kanikma, has been
first climbed in 1966.
Of the several parties that attempted Kang Nilda, was
an Indian,expedition in 1966. They were a team of young
students from Kerala University, led by R.J. Kumar. They
climbed in Spiti when not many had heard about the area.
It was a wonderful effort and they climbed Kanamo, Kang
Nilda and made an ascent of Shlla, the first ascent after
the legendary klzalasi. Not many details about their climbs
are available.
Muslim Contractor was first on Kang Nilda in 1981 with
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a friend, Rahul Vora. They established one hgher camp on
the west ridge. As the weather deteriorated Muslim opted
out, but Vora continued to reach the sununit. Now Muslim
was keen to complete the unfinished part and make an
ascent of this peak. We also wanted to investigate the
approaches to Slulla, as the Slulla nala, wluch formed a
deep gorge near Langla, seemed rather difficult to approach.
There has to be an alternative pass leading to the east into
the Syarma nala, wluch seemed to be leading to the foot of
Shilla.
A belief has grown about this peak, specially at Langja
village. It is believed that whenever this peak is attempted
bad weather follows. May be purely by a coincidence, every
time an expeditioi~has attempted t h s peak bad weather
has followed. This has been lustorically true, since the climbs
by Roberts and Holmes. Some rain in barren Spiti was
always welcomed. But with increasing rainfall in the transHimalayan areas, villagers would like a respite. In 1995 an
expechtion camped at Langja, intending to attempt Kang
Nilda. Bad weather followed, but this time with crops
standing ready for harvesting. Superstition caught up with
reality. The villagers had a quarrel with the climbers who
were refused all help, for bringing in bad weather!

Climbs Around the Shilla Jot
After a rest for a few days at Kaja in the latter half of the
1983 expedition, we decided to visit Langla and try two
approaches. On 14th August 1983 all of us started for Langja
(4560 m-15 km), a small beautiful village with Kang Nilda
rising beautifully i11 the background. Ladies offered us
flowers to welcome us but immediately spoiled it by asking
for baksheesh.
We formed two teams here. Arun was to join Muslim to
attempt Kang Nilda. The southwest ridge by which it was
always previously climbed dropped steeply towards us.
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Bhupesh, Gaurang and I were to investigate the routes to
Shilla and climb peaks near the Shlla jot.
While the Kang Nilda party left next day, we went out
to search for a guide. The only person who could guide us
was at a meeting at Tangyud gompa, 4 km away. We visited
the gompa and with the intervention of the Rimpoche
arranged for our man to be released the next day. Our
guide arrived and we left on the 16th for the pass. The
guide pointed out the pass from a distance and departed
taking my umbrella with him in the bargain!
After setting up camp we reached Shlla jot (5670 m)
and stayed 150 m below on the Langja side, in the south.
The pass descended on the other side to the Syarma nala
in the Lingti valley. After a long descent and traverse,
which could take two days, it led to the base of Shilla.
From here Shilla would be a gentle climb. Thus one can
approach Shilla easily from Lashtanga in the Lingti valley,
where the Syarma nala meets the Lingti. There is no easy
approach from the west through the Shlla nala.
18th August was our 'D' day. Three of us left late at
0800 hrs to allow the bad weather to clear. We reached a
col at 5490 m. First we traversed to the west to climb
'Zumto', c. 5800 m, our first peak in the valley. By 1215 hrs
we were back at the col. Gaurang rappelled down to the
camp whle Bhupesh and I waited for the bad weather to
clear.

"Someone up there is unable to decide about the
weather", said Bhupesh.
However, we lost patience and decided to climb 'Tserip',
c. 5980 m, regardless of weather. We climbed a 60 m
gendarme and proceeded along the ridge to reach the top
by 1330 hrs. The weather was cloudy but still holding, so
we continued and descended 300 m to traverse the peak.
A gentle climb ahead led us to the top of our thrd peak
'Kawu', c. 5910 m, at 1530 hrs.
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By this time the weather was closing in with sharp hail
Someone up there had made up His mind and it was time
to descend. We completed our four km traverse on the
high ridge to the Shlla jot (c. 5670 m), and reached the
camp by late evening, dehydrated, tired but satisfied.
On Kang Nilda the climbers had run into difficulties.
Muslim and Arun had established one h g h camp at 5780
m. They made two separate attempts but each time bad
weather intervened. The route was never easy and the
traverse and the final summit-cone required extreme care,
which the weather did not allow. It was disappointing for
Muslim having to fail a second time on the peak.
"It's like being in orbit twice and not landing on the
moon", he remarked.
But this was not the end of my visit to the moonscape.
In 1987, after the exploration of the Lingti valley we crossed
the Shlla jot from the east, thus completing what we had
started in 1983. We found the climb to the pass from the
east rather easy through a broad valley. But I had another
reason to descend to the Langja village. To collect my
umbrella from the guide. This umbrella, brightly coloured
with yellow stripes, had been a special gift to me. I had
spread the word to the lamas at the Tangyud gompa and
the local shopkeepers about it being lost. I could not retrieve
it in 1983 but this at least ensured that anyone using it
would be spotted from miles away. Now, after four years,
I suddenly descended from a high pass to the home of my
guide and demanded my umbrella. He was astonished and
dumb-founded, looking at me like I was creature landing
from moon! I trooped out with my umbrella, unused. T h s
'umbrella affair' became a part of my Spiti legends!

We are the Pilgrims master; we shall go
Always a little further: it may be
Beyond that last blue mountain barred with snow,
Across that angry or that glimmering sea.
- Hassan (JamesElory Flecker)

1 first visited the Ki monastery in 1987. We were returning
from Kaja to Manali after a long trip in the Lingti valley.
We managed to get a lift in a truck which had come to
deliver goods at Kaja. The driver was cooperative and for
few extra rupees he agreed to divert to visit the Ki gompa.
We were greeted by the change as soon as we reached Ki.
A young lama passed us on a battered bicycle. T h s was
a great acluevement for an area which had no roads till a
few years ago. In fact Spiti had missed the wheel revolution
totally, except for the prayer wheel of course. We met a
lama who was sitting in a large room. He was chewing
gum wlule trying to concentrate. We inquired about the
Rimpoche (head lama). Without stopping his chants the
lama pointed his finger upwards, towards heaven. Looking
at our solemn faces, about to offer condolences on the
nirvana of the Rimpoche, he quickly spat out the chewing
gum and said, in good English, "He has gone to Japan."
This was our introduction to the Ki monastery where the

The Legend of Shilla
It was left to Peter Holmes and T.H. Braham to observe
Slulla from the summit of this peak. From a distance of
about eight miles it seemed clear to them that Shilla's
alleged height was suspect. Finally Col. R.H. Phillimore of
the Survey of India reported that official survey operations
had determined the height of Shilla to be 20,050 ft. This
was published in the lustorical record of the Survey of
India and the legend was demolished. With the modern
survey, the height of Shilla is now firmly established at
6132 m (20,120 ft.). T.H. Braham writes in his book
Himalayan Odyssey,

I must admit to some disappointment over the
demolishing of the legend concerning the khalasi
of the Survey of India. The error in calculating
the hei ht of this peak in no way diminishes
one's a rniration for his courage in climbin to
the top, seekin neither acclaim nor r e w a r t In
those days a k alasi's salary was six rup,~ e as
month.
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But where did the Survey of India go wrong? Gya is
mentioned as 'Gya Snowy Peak', 22,309 ft. on the earlier
survey sheet. In the modern survey it lost only 18 ft. and is
now established as 6794 m (22,291 ft). It is believed that
the peak of Gya w h c h is on the same axis as Shilla from
the Parang la survey station could have been the culprit
for this miscalculation. The surveyors had possibly
measured Gya w h c h is in line with Slulla and allotted the
confused height. Gya today stands as the lughest peak of
Spiti. But like the achievement of the khalasi, the demolition
of height does not take away the beauty, grandeur and
remoteness of t h s lovely peak of Slulla.
On 12th July, I staggered through the slopes of Slulla
due to a late dose of Valium. Muslim and Dhren were in
fine fettle and continued climbing to reach the northern
col, but what they saw ahead was a sharp ridge wluch was
certainly not easy. The next day, three of us reached the
east col. In 1986 ail Indian team had reached the summit

28. Chau Chau Kang Nilda (6303 m) rising above the Langja village.
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31. Forest Rest-house at Pulga,
the Parvati valley.

32. Approaching Pin Parvah pass from the P h a t i valley.
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The Ki Monastery
winds of change were evident. Japan was replacing
heaven.
For a monastery established in the l l t h century this was
a revolution. 111 1995 many houses were being built in
preparation for the visitors expected the next year for the
Tabo festival. But these changes did not take away anythng
from the grandeur of this major monastery of Spiti.
Ki monastery is one of the largest monasteries in Spiti.
It is situated between Kaja and Kibar on the left bank of
the Spiti river. Now it is colu~ectedby a road which extends
upto Kibar. It is built on a conical hill, possibly on an
extinct volcano, as per The Himachal Pradesh Gazetteer,
(Mamgin).The monastery is reputed to be built by Dromton
(1008-64 A.D.), the founder of the Gelugkpa sect, somewhere ill the l l t h century. A.H. Egerton and A.W. Hyde,
were the earliest known visitors whose records are available
today in the book, Tours In Spiti. Egerton, based on a note
in a book of the Tibetan scholar, Csoma de Koros, stated
that the monastery at Rareng (present day Rangrik) was
the same as Ki. However this was refuted by A.H. Francke
and according to h m the Rareng monastery is in the Rong
district of Lhasa. Handa refutes this as according to lum
building a monastery on top of a hill in the l l t h century
was not thinkable. These monasteries then formed part of
the community and it was not customary for a lama to
build a monastery atop a h11 during that century. Hence
the scholars differ about the exact date and location of tlus
monastery.
However there is no dispute as to its later day hstory.
Ki was thoroughly devastated in petty wars between Kullu
and Ladakh and particularly during the Dogra war. All
the old books and statues were later destroyed by Ghulam
Khan. Hence it was written in 1914 that, 'the outfit of Ki
monastery is rather modem'. A.P. Harcourt visited Ki in
1869 and describes it as under:
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The Kee monaster is the largest in Spiti, and is
situated between L e b u r and Kazeh, just over
the small village of Kee, on the left bank of the
Spiti river. As seen from the Khiebur side, it
presents the appearance of a hill fort crowning
an eminence, a vast wall of rock rising over it to
the east, and thus affording some shelter from
the revailing winds. . . . in summer very few of
the arnas are in residence, the majority living
in their own villages till winter snows once more
recall them within the sacred walls. Some 200 or
300 monks are in this monastery in winter, the
cells, over eighty in number, being then all filled.
There are many apartments for priests, and the
store-houses are filled to overflowin with
supplies for the winter, and with the resses,
musical instruments, masks, and other necessities
for occasions of religous ceremony. In refractory
at the time of my visit I had an o portunity of
seeing monks prepare their
which was
simmering the large cauldrons over a blazing
fire, whle one of the neoph tes churned the tea
in a long wooden barrel o u i ~ dround with
several brass rings.
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While preparing the tea, described above, lamas add salt,
butter and tea leaves. These are churned together with a
loud noise caused by the churning. Because of the sound
this Tibetan tea was nick-named Gur-gur tea by the early
visitors from India, describing the sound. Though such tea
is excellent for acclimatisation and energy at such altitudes
but it requires a special taste to be appreciated. Many have
a dislike for such salty tea after being used to a sugary
concoction. Truly not everybody's cup of tea.
Not much has changed today. New rooms that are being
built are invariably fashioned in the same way and the
dark passages are still as dark as in the earlier days. Various
instruments used by the lamas for ceremonies and festive
occasions have been here since the early days of its
foundation.
The Gazetteer has this to say about the monastery,
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instruments and dance at the Ki monastery, which would
stand true of most monasteries in Spiti.

K e (gompa) monastery consists of a large heap
o r low rooms and narrow corridors,
interconnected by dark passa es and tortuous
staircases, built on what woul be the crater of
a now extinct volcano. The instruments here
deserve mention. There are two trumpets, two
or three smaller brass instruments with squeaky
notes, a pair of large cymbals, a big deep-voiced
drum and a pair of smaller ones. The trumpet
whch is about three metres in length; rests on a
triangular block of wood, placed on the ground,
and rises in a long sweeping curve to the mouth
of the player who remains standing and blows
into it with all his might. The sound produced
by this magnificent instrument is surprisin ly
feeble. It is distressing to see that almost t e
entire energy generated by the trumpeter's red
face and distended cheeks is being dissipated in
such an unproductive way. The dance here is
worth writing about.
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In the K e monastery mask dance, the music
begins witK a slow-moving chant w h c h has a
distinct rhythm, emphasised by the beats of the
large drum and clanging of cymbals. The melody
is mournful and ranges over not more than two
or three notes, sounded by the brass instruments.
Two masked dancers make their ap earance.
They wear owns of rich silk and cloa S of gold
brocade. T ese rich robes are costly beyond
imagination, of extraordinary brilliance and
design. The gowns are embroidered with brightly
coloured figures of demons and dragons. The
heads and faces of the dancers are hidden
beneath huge masks, representing hideous
monsters. In their hands they carry lacquered
batons. The begin to move with slow, even
steps. Soon t ley are joined b two more dancers,
dressed even more gorgeous y and wearin even
masks. They are armecf with
weapons. Two more arrive, and
six moves round the court ard.
music becomes gradually aster
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and livelier. The dancers represent the demons
or forces of evil, makin merry and extending
their sway over the wor d. The trium h of the
demons and the tyranny over man ind are
symbolised by a variety of gestures and dance
movements whch are repeated so many times
and over so long a period that one begins to tire
of the performance.
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These large monasteries performed all the social functions,
like the death rites, some of whch were peculiar to Spiti.
When a person dies a lama is consulted as to how the
dead body is to be disposed. The lama directs whether the
body should be cremated, buried, thrown into the river or
cut into pieces to be exposed on the h11 side to be eaten by
vultures. These directions are obeyed by all castes. Some
scriptures are read and all the invitees from the village are
provided tea and meals.
A peculiar system that prevails in Spiti is that of rolance.
When medicine and sorcery has failed to cure a person
and death of a person appears inevitable, the Spitians,
simple as they are, try to cheat death. A mock funeral is
arranged. A full size effigy is made on a wooden frame
and plastered with barley flour. The image of the dying
person is painted on this, resembling the person as far as
possible. After much reading of scriptures the effigy is
taken around with the firing of guns and fire-crackers, to
draw attention of the God of death. The effigy is cut to
pieces and burnt. The ornaments and belongings of the
person go to the lamas. Meanwh.de a person is engaged
specially to cry out the name of the dying person. He shouts
again and again that the person is dead for nine years.
Thus the demons are led to believe that the person is already
dead and there is no need to trouble themselves now.
Sometimes the trick works and the person recovers. If
rolance does not work and the person dies, there are two
funerals, one mock and one real, both expensive and
beneficial to the lamas.

The Ki Monastery
The custom whch prevails in the Spiti villages even
today is that the second son of the family joins the
monastery as a lama. T h s was devised as a social system,
so that the land was not divided into smaller holdings. The
second offspring would be 'donated' to the village monastery or a larger monastery like EG. He would remain a
celibate and undertake all the rituals and finally become a
lama. He would keep up the relations with h s family by
visiting them regularly but not interfering in the family
affairs. If ever the elder brother died or the family needed
him badly it was possible for the boy to return to the
family with due sanction from the lamas.
With modern education, schooling and other opportunities available in the plains, it remains to be seen whether
tlus system will survive. In fact there are many records to
show that not all the boys llked tlus system and there were
many who revolted against such compulsions.
Peter Holmes, of the British expeditions to Spiti in 1955
and 1956, mentions one such incident in his book Mour~tains
and a Monastery. He met a young boy named Shiring Dawa
who had revolted against the wishes of the family and
lamas and had refused to join the monastery.
Shiring was a bright young boy of Rangrik village. He
was seven when h s father died. When he was eight, time
came for lum to join the Ki monastery. He ran away and
the lama who came to locate lum had to wait and return
empty handed, furious at the village elders. Shiring sneaked
back into the house late at night that day. Immediately all
the elders gathered and he was taken to the Ki monastery
the next morning. But he ran away. And so it continued.
Thraslung by the lamas, cajoling by the village elders and
the family did not make lum change h s mind at all. The
entire village avoided him and he was gven the worst
tasks.
There was a school in the village and the master and h s
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wife came from Kullu. The Spitians generally avoided them
and the teachers were mostly left alone. No one cared much
for education. Shring being ignored by the village came in
contact with the teacher. He started learning Hindi and
became rather proficient at it. There was a dream that he
may go to Kullu to study in the h g h school. Thus his
revolt against the monastic life had brought lum in touch
with modern ways. The village elders even branded lum a
non-believer to humiliate h m . But Shring succeeded against
all odds and the social religious tradition of ages was
challenged head on.
Tlus event excited Peter Holmes. He writes about h s
great hopes for the boy, as a sort of a liberator and the
torch-bearer for the generations to come.
The best hope for Spiti to progress though not,
one hopes, towards Indianisation, a concept as
u ly as the word -seem to lie with one such as
S ring Dawa. If he is adequately trained, now
before he is an older, there is no sayin
what
chan es he rni Kt accomplish for the goo of
hs
eop e, with t e benevolent support of Delhi.
Re l o n e amon the Fitoons has the ability to
cope with the a vances w h c h must surely come
one day.
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There is a Tibetan saying whch warns of strife
and unhappiness which comes with the
foreigner. Modern ways are seldom conducive
to peace. But with Sluring to show the way there
would be a hope that the contagious happiness
which characterise the Pitoon of today, and
which we were lucky enough to experience,
would not be lost.
When we first visited Spiti in 1983, I had inquired to find
out what happened to Shring Dawa on whom so much
hope was pinned. It was contradictory that it was expected
of a Spitian to oppose 'Indianisationf but with support from
Delh, the capital of India! Almost 28 years had elapsed.
Now Spiti had many schools and all the modern day
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Slurings went to schools and finally to colleges in the Incban
plains. I was curious to find out the result of such a social
revolt, almost three decades ago.
Shiring had completed hs education at Kullu and had
returned to Spiti. By then various Indian Government
agencies were functional in the valley. Shiring joined the
Public Works Department. Tlus department looks after the
construction of government buildings and public roads.
Due to the handling of vast material, it offers many
opportunities for the mismanagement of funds and material.
Shiring proved he was no different. He embezzled funds
and was caught. His house in Kaja was taken away as a
penalty and he hit the bottle hard. One day returning home
under the influence of alcohol, Sluring fell into a nala and
was treated in hospital. He never recovered fully and
limped. In June 1983, Shiring died of another fall in the
same state with a reputation as the most lnfamous lame
drunkard in Spiti. A sad end which illustrates how difficult
it is to go against tracbtion.
Sluring never showed any signs of being a great leader.
He was not against any process of 'Indianisation' as it was
expected of lum. In fact he was very much part of the
process of integration and it was individual failing that
brought him to h s sorry end. His story illustrates that the
Spitians have very sound practices suitable to their way of
life and society. If these are well inducted into the modem
ways, the correct balance can be achieved.

You have heard the beat of the off-shore wind,
And the thrash of the deep-sea rain;
You have heard the song-how long?
Put out on the trail again!
- The Long Trail (Rudyard L p h g )

Traditionally, routes to Spiti followed the river valleys.
The southern routes followed the Hindustan-Tibet road
along the Satluj and then along the Spiti river. The route
crossed either the Hangrang or Manirang passes to enter
the heart of Spiti. To the northeast there is Parang la, whch
linked Spiti with the remote district of Ladakh. Towards
the northwest is the often used Kunzum la whch led by a
long circuitous route to Kullu. As Kullu was of much
prominence in the early days (and not Manali, as at present)
routes which led to Kullu were preferred. One such route
over a h g h pass was used first in August 1884.The British
traveller L.W. Dane pioneered this new route over a h g h
pass. The Pin valley in the southwest Spiti is long and
deep. At its head a ridge separates it from the Pawati
valley of Kullu. Following the Pin to its head, Dane climbed
over the ridge, forcing a pass. He descended on the other
side almost near Mantalai lake, the source of the Parvati
river. Following the Parvati valley down towards the
northwest he reached Manikaran and Kullu. This

Pin Pawati: Sir Louis Dane's Pass
exploration opened a new rogte. The Pin valley also has a
pass connecting it with Kinnaur and from there by lower
valleys with Kullu. But Dane's pass, now known as the Pin
Parvati pass, is the most direct route of approach. F. Skemp
repeated the route in 1906. H. Shuttleworth in 1921 was
the first to cross the pass from Kullu to Spiti. J.O.M. Roberts
was a Gurkha Regiment officer stationed at Dhararnsala in
Kangra. He visited the Parvati valley in 1939. He had hoped
to locate and cross the Pin Parvati pass. But he missed its
location and turned south to cross the Tari Khango pass to
the Sorang valley in Kinnaur. Following the Satluj he
travelled to Spiti by the traditional route and became the
first mountaineer to climb a peak in Spiti.
It was partly t h s pass which lured me to visit Spiti
again in 1993. Actually it was a two-fold attraction. The
first was the unexplored valleys in the western Spiti. Not
much was known about these valleys of Ratang and
Khamengar since the early visits by a British team. The
second attraction was the opening of the area. The 'inner
line' whch had restricted all entries to Spiti was relaxed in
large measure in 1993, and the western valleys specially
were to be free of any control. In fact one wondered what
was the need of putting these valleys in the inner line in
the first place as there is no border of any sort around. But
once it was decided that Spiti was to be closed, closed it
remained. Hence we started planning a trip to Spiti as
soon as the news was received.
"You mean no permit of any sort is required to visit
Spiti? No paperwork, no police check posts?" My friend
Muslim Contractor, an old hand at Spiti was reacting to
the recent changes in the inner line rules.
"Remember how much we had to fight to obtain the
entry permit and specially for the permit to take cameras."
"Or we'd h d e the cameras in biscuit tins," Muslim
quipped.
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"And every khaki policeman appeared like a reincarnation of Sherlock Holmes, bent upon proving us the spies
in the cold."
But everyone does not appreciate freedom. One senior
bureaucrat friend at Delhi was distinctly unhappy. "This
way they will ruin the entire area, its security, environment,
culture. . . . " He firmly believed in the maxim, 'Power flows
from the piece of paper called a permit' (with due apologies
to Karl Marx). The freedom to roam and photograph was
now restored in Spiti after almost 30 years.

Pin Parvati Pass (5400 m)
We were a group of five trekkers from Bombay reachng
Manali (2050 m) on 13th July 1993. Spending a pleasant
day with our friends we left for Kullu (41 km), Bhuntar (9
km) and Manikaran (36 km), the starting point for our
trek.
Manikaran (1697 m) is a little village on the banks of
the Parvati river which flows noisily past it. There is a
small Sikh Gurudwara which attracts many pilgrims. But
Manikaran is mainly known for its hot springs. There are
hot springs of varying temperatures. Several small hotels
have come up here, with sulphur hot spring ponds withn
their precincts. On the 17th we started for Pulga (2220 m),
the first halt on our route. The leisurely 12 km walk is
along the right bank of the Parvati river. Finally the track
crosses the bridge to climb to Pulga Forest Rest-house.
Though other small hotels are now available for stay, this
rest house is unsurpassed in beauty and location. There
are fruit trees surrounding it and much has been written
about its beautiful wooden structure. T h s is what A.P.F.
Hamilton had to say about it, in 1930.
Pulga (7,000 ft) is the last bungalow in the main
valley. . . .There are some fine views to be had
around Pulga, and behind the bungalow, some
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2,000 f t up, there is a wonderful amphtheatre
of alpine pasture, backed by high peaks, called
Swagani Maidan.
-'Kulur, by A.P.F. Hanulton, in
the Himalayan Journal, Vol. V, p. 81.

A track leads up to the Swagani Maidan through thick
forest. Many gaddis (shepherds) stay at Swagani Maidan in
summer. The view of the Parvati peaks and the forest is
worth admiring.
Opposite Pulga is Uchch village. In the early times
there were gold mines here. To quote Hamilton again;
A mile or two farther on, below Uchch village,
the road passes just above the open shaft of an
old silver-mine. In the past several silver-mines
worked in the Parbati valle ,and on account of
the resence of this metal t e whole of t h s part
of ulu was called Rupi, a name still in common
use. Most of the mineshafts were filled in and
hdden at the time of the Sikh ir~vasion,about
1810, and never reopened.
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The name Rupi extended till the Satluj. Later in the year I
returned to the Sorang valley in lower Kinnaur. The area
was known as Rupi and the largest village there was named
Rupi.

I liked to peruse the old registers at these bungalows.
You can come across signatures of many famous persons
and some sort of history flows through their pages. At
Pulga we spent a wonderful afternoon going through the
pages of the regster.
The first entry, in this register, was by H.G. Lindsay,
Manager, Spedding & Co., Kullu Forests. In 1915 he had
stayed here from 1st March to 1st April. There followed
many entries of persons travelling on forest duty and other
government jobs. The first entry by a mountaineering party
was in 1952. Dr J. De V. Graaff and Keith Snelson stayed
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here from 6th to 8th June, with Dr. E.A. Schelpe. Dr. Graaff
returned on 14th July (from the Dibibokri climbs) and then
again with Mrs. Graaff on 25th September, presumably
after the final climb on Manirang. The Italian mountaineering expedition of 1961 led by de Risio, to the Parvati
valley was here from 7th to 9th May. Their exploits are
recorded in the Himalayan Journal. There were many visits
by Harnam Singh who was the director of the Mountaineering Institute at Manali. Of course there was a stern
warning written in bold black handwriting on the first page
to warn visitors that the area ahead of Pulga was in the
inner line and no one without a permit should proceed
further. The chowkidar was instructed to report any party
who went ahead without a permit.
The Parvati valley and the pass which we were about
to proceed on was best described by Jimmy Roberts, one
of the early explorers of the area. Jimmy now lives in
Pokhara, west Nepal. In August 1995 I met lum at his
residence. Amongst other thngs that we talked about, I
was happy to hear his opinion of the Parvati valley, "The
Parvati valley was one of the most beautiful valleys I have
visited. We were fortunate to be trekking there during the
peak flowering season."
We and most of the visitors to the Parvati valley can
echo these sentiments even today. As we started from the
Pulga Rest-house, the truth of the above statement was
evident. There are tracks on both the banks. We followed
the one on the left bank, passing the largish village of
Nakhhan on the other bank. We had to cross three nalas
on the way. Both the tracks met a little above the Rudranag
bridge. The track passed through a most exquisite tluck
forest of pine, gradually giving way to deodar. The first
night we camped at Klurganga. Here there are some hot
springs too. The valley above Khrganga appeared thickly
forested and there were tracks wluch lead south to the
south Parvati valleys.
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On 19th July we started with an overcast sky. Forests
gave way to green meadows and pastures. Each meadow
or thatch as locals called it, had a name like Nihara and
Mandror. We camped at one such thatch called Tunda
Bhuj (3400 m). Ahead, the track passed over some exposed
rocks for about two lulometres. Then we entered the terrain
of Thakur Kuan. Here there is a small bridge to cross to
the right bank and enter the Dibibokri valley. The Dibibokri
nala meets the Parvati here.
We walked along the meadows to Doala and Thuli.
Dauns Par khol (nala) came rushmg from the south. Two
huge rocks were leaning against each other, forming a
natural overhanging bridge. Shepherds had built a route
here by h a c h g a track on the rocks and piling up stones
over some difficult sections. It was exposed and tricky
despite ths. A second similar bridge was over the main
Parvati river itself: Again we saw the ingenuity of local
engneering. A long series of steps led to the top of the
rock and another long staircase descended to the other
bank. These bridges are called 'Pando Bridges' after the
legendary Pandav brothers of the Mahabharat, who were
supposed to be responsible for building them.
We climbed a slope ahead and camped at Pando Seo
Thatch (3780 m). On the opposite bank we could see the
peaks of Jaraun Dhar rising up to 5900 m. Amongst them
is a peak of 5664 m named 'Kulu Eigef. It is steep and
rocky and does remind one of the famous Alpine peak.
After a night at Kach Thatch (3920 m) we reached
Mantalai lake. T h s is a lake formed by an intervening
moraine ridge. There were cairns and a temple dedicated
to goddess Parvati, after whom the river and the valley is
named. They are decorated with prayer flags. Many
memorial stones were erected all around t h s temple gving
it a medieval look. We camped at 4150 m, ahead near the
first valley north after the lake.
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All along the route, camps of shepherds lined the
thatches. These hardy travellers informed us about the exact
route. The shepherds now cross the Pin Parvati pass, in the
correct season with their flock. A little above Mantalai lake
there was a flat grassy ridge running parallel to our track,
north to south. Gaddis cross this ridge at several points to
reach the upper Ratiruni valley and the Khamengar valley.
All this was real explorer's stuff!
On the next day, 25th July 1993, we started climbing
into the first nala and traversed to the second nala from
Mantalai lake. It is important to start in a correct nala as
otherwise one could reach the wrong valley above. We
continued climbing along the nala on the left bank,
sometimes steeply. Finally we were on the snow slopes,
which were soft due to the late hour. Instead of trudging
on we decided to camp at 5040 m on snow for that night.
Opposite us in the west we could feast our eyes on
many peaks in what is called the 'South Parvati Area'.
Prominent amongst them are Peak 6248 m and Peak 6127
m which were recced by Jimmy Roberts while he was
waiting for his Gurkhas to arrive. Deep glacier valleys going
southwards penetrated these peaks, Each had a pass whch
has been crossed. The exploration and climbs in t h s area
could be a major chapter in a climber's book on Kullu.
We started for the pass at 7.45 a.m. on the 25th July
1993. It was quite cold and the snow firm. There were no
crevasses on the route and the slopes were gentle. Generally
the Himalayan passes are small depressioi~sin a long ridge.
The route normally crosses over from the lowest point on
the ridge. In the east and to our right a small depression
appeared. T h s led to a vast field below our level. This was
the route to the old site of the Pin Parvati pass. The
depression on the ridge was clearly seen. But with local
information and by reading recent reports we knew that
the old route was to be avoided. Instead we kept going
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straight, to northeast to one of the hgher sections of the
ridge. After a while we could see the cairns very prominently and soon the pass was reached. It had taken us
three hours to reach here.
On the north we could see the long stretch of the ridge
continuing towards the Ratiruni divide. Towards south a
huge snow plateau was lined with small peaks of around
5900 m. If height is not the prime consideration for climbing,
this area will offer a varied and wonderful climbing ground.
Further south, the south Parvati peaks now towered over
us, looking very attractive.
We started the descent from the pzss soon. Llke all the
major passes the descent is always strenuous. Especially as
it is afternoon before one can start going down. The snow
was soft and we were sinlung in waist downwards. Slowly
we lost height and were on scree. There was no other
difficulty of any sort. Finally, after four hours of descent,
at 3 p.m. we reached a junction of four nalas and camped
on the grass. We had a minor emergency on hand. Three
of our porters were snow blind due to their refusal to wear
dark glasses. The next day we proceeded along the right
bank of the Pin till we had to cross the river, after six
kilometres, over a huge ice bridge which had a peculiar
hole like feature in the middle. A further 10 km were
covered when due to the blind porters, we had to halt.
Initially the terrain was slightly green due to its proximity
with Kullu. Now we were in typical Spitian terrain with
barren hlls and not a blade of grass around. The other
change was in the names of the grounds, which now became
unpronounceable. We were camping at Chhochhoden (4000
m). Try pronouncing that!

On the beaten road there is
tolerable travelling; but it is
sore work, and many have
to perish, fasluoning a path
through the impossible!
-On Heroes and Hero-worship: The
Hero as Man of Letters (Carlyle)

W e could see Mud village from a distance. Someone
remarked that we should be there in an hour or so. It took
almost four hours. T h s was truly Spitian territory where
distances are deceptive. First we came to a junction of two
valleys. The southern led to the Bhaba pass and down to
Kimaur, emerging somewhere near the Wangtu bridge.
We met a family at Sagnam village later whose son was
studying in Kinnaur. For his vacations he travelled through
tlus pass, covering the distance in two days. By road it
would be almost 200 km and considering the unreliable
bus service, it would take h m three days in travelling
time.
Near t h s junction was the ruin of an old fort. This was
known as Kullu Fort, or Lyungti Khar in the local language.
The Gazetteer makes a reference to such forts but it is not
known who built this particular fort, when and for what
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purpose. They seem small and unimportant structures, at
least now in their dilapidated state.
Mud was a beautiful village. A huge chorten dominated
the entrance. Blue primulas grew in abundance, a welcome
break in the monotonous Spiti landscape. There was a small
monastery in the side nala called Killung. T h s nala led to
the Killung pass (also called Larang la, 5375 m), whch
descended on the west to Thidim in the Khamengar valley.
We stayed for lunch at Mud, cooked by our staff. There
was only one family ill residence. They were most helpful
offering us curd and tea alongwith the use of their house.
W l e departing I offered fifty rupees to the male of the
house. He was politely refusing it as it is customary Spitian
hospitality to offer food to travellers. But the lady of the
house h e w better. She came forward and accepted the
money with a smile for me and a frown for her husband.
There are two routes to Sagnam from Mud. The shorter
one, whch we took, is on the left bank. The other one on
the right bank is longer, via Tiling village, but is much
flatter and without any difficulties. Soon we were mired in
problems. Ups and downs and the thin track tired us out.
At two places the track was badly damaged by rain and it
was quite tricky. It was late evening when we reached
Sagnam. Sagnam is the largest village in the Pin valley. It
has well-built houses, large open fields, a school and post
office. Recently a wireless telephone has been pkovided
and one of our friends even talked to Delhi on it.
The advent of a new world for the Spitians was evident.
The villagers were now cooking on gas. The latest electric
cooking ranges, heaters, and of course, televisions, were
making their presence felt. Telephones, roads, daily
transport and foreign trekking groups are a new onslaught
on Spiti culture. Later on at Kaja, where several new hotels
are being built we met many foreigners. In all this euphoria,
the Spitian continues to lead a simple life, but for how long
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will it remain so? Will these trans-Himalayan people with
their old world culture and values take this new wind in
their stride? Or my bureaucrat friend be proved right ?
We had one serious problem during our two-day stay
at Sagnam. We were staying in the two-room rest-house
w h c h was very comfortable. But it had no toilets. That
was not a major drawback for a mountaineering party, or
so we thought. There were fields all around and for long
stretches. So one had to rush to the corners of these fields
for the morning calls. No sooner you sat down, making
sure that no one was around, than a head would pop up
from the other side of the field. In that awkward position,
with your pants down, you see a Spitian lady lauglung at
you. Soon many heads would pop up and there would be
discussions in Spitian peppered with laughter. When the
crop is ripe the ladies of the house would guard the field
against wild animals at night. They stand and sleep there
and shoo away animals. Our plight was good fun for them,
relieving them of the boredom after their night out. They
did not mind in the least what we were doing out there.
After all we were the best entertainment for miles around!
The motorable road has now reached Gungri just four
km away from Sagnam. In 22 km tlus road leads to the
Attargoo bridge joining u p with the main Kaja-Shimla
highway near Dankhar monastery. Tlus motorable stretch
is one of the most spectacular roads in Spiti, in more senses
than one. Regular bus services operate towards Sagnam
from Kaja during the summer months.
Gungri Monastery
Wlule we were there a small festival was being held at
Gungri. We visited the Gungri monastery.
This monastery is also known as the Pin gompa. 'GangRi' in Tibetan means 'snow mountain'. How appropriate
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for a monastery situated below snow mountains. The village
folk were going towards the monastery to join in the
festivities. Apart from the religious significance these
festivities are also part of a bazaar where people can meet
others, buy goods and exchange produce.
The monastery is on the left bank of the Pin river and
is now on the motorable road. The gompa stands a little
removed from the village. It is not known when the first
monastery was built here. But this is the main centre of the
Nyingrna sect of Buddhsm. According to O.C. Handa, the
monastery is believed to have been founded by Padmasambhava. The burnt condition of some of the murals here
are attributed to the Sikh invasion of Spiti in 1841 or it may
be the work of Gulam Khan in the earlier times when he
plundered all the monasteries in Spiti.
You enter the old monastery by a narrow door leading
through a dark narrow passage to the central hall. There
are not many wall paintings or clay images here, unlike the
other rich monasteries. Manuscripts are stacked on all four
walls in wooden racks. In a side room is a beautiful 10 feet
high prayer wheel. Adjacent to this old building is the new
monastery. It has a central image of Tandupa, a form of
Buddha, studded with precious stones and gold plated.
The central image was brought in a glass cage from Shmla,
carried by humans at most places due to the uncertainty of
the roads. The frescos on the walls were not too old. But
according to scholars, the carved wooden specimens are
definitely ancient and the Gungri monastery must have
been a site of learning in the time of Padrnasambhava.
T h s monastery, like some others, has a portrait of
Demchhog (or Demchhok) and Dorje Phangmo clingng to
each other in close embrace. Demchhog is the presiding
deity of Mount Kailash, worshpped in Hindu mythology,
and is a form of Shiva. His consort, Parvati or Phangmo, is
in eternal embrace, signifying the union of male and female.
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But to me, as a mountain traveller, it explained the meaning
of the name of the village called 'Demcl~ok'whch is on
the Indus, far away in southeastern Ladakh. This is the last
village on the Indian side of the Clunese border (with Tibet)
and on the route leading to Mount Kailash. Overlooking
the holy peak of Kailash it has derived its name from it.
Gungri monastery is now being repaired extensively,
like many monasteries in Spiti. Many newer buildings are
coming up and older ones are being looked after. There is
talk of establishing a centre of learning here. It will be
wonderful to see the Gungri monastery flourishng once
again with scholars and meditating lamas.

A peculiar feature of monastic life in the Pin valley is
the system of buzhens. The lamas of Pin are allowed to
marry. Their sons become buzhens, who are wandering
monks or players. They roam the villages, enacting street
plays, singing songs in praise of God and enlightening
people about aspects of religon. They have a vital role in
keeping the religon alive by taking its essence to the people.
Sometimes the younger son of a landowner becomes a
buzhen instead of joining the monastery. Instead of shaving
their heads, the buzhens grow long hair and twist them,
giving them a rather wild appearance.
According to legend, the buzhen order was founded
by Thang-teong Gyalpo, (the King of the Desert). A certain
sage from Lhasa, the famous Langdarma, converted people
to lus own brand of religion. He succeeded so well in Tibet
and Spiti that the old mantra of Om Mani Padme H u m was
forgotten by people. To win back people to old faith, the
deity of Trilokinath (Lahaul) took birth as Gyalpo in t h s
valley. The chld grew up as saint and reformer. He saw
that as people were illiterate it was impossible to wean
them away by books and strict prayers. He therefore
adopted the dress of buzhens seen today and toured
districts offering to amuse people by enacting miracle plays.
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His condition was that people must repeat in chorus
after lum the rnantra of O m Mani Padme Hum. In this way
people were reintroduced to Buddhism and induced to
repeat the sacred mantra. The religion was revived. They
have impressive ceremonies today where the mantra is
repeated with great zeal. Frequently buzhens perform tricks
or feats of strength. For instance a huge stone is split into
two on the bare stomach of another buzhen with the crowd
chanting the mantra.

Into the Kharnengar Valley
We started on our explorations on 29th July 1993. We were
now two of us, Kaivan Mistry and I, others having left for
Bombay from Sagnam. Young as Kaivan is there is a great
zeal to climb and explore, especially the barren areas.
Somehow the barren hills, where many would turn back,
make Kaivan feel at home.
From Sagnam we turned west along the Paraho river.
In early mountaineering literature the large valley was
called the Paraho valley, but on the modem map Paraho
runs up from its junction with the Pin river for a few
lulometres and is joined by three major river systems which
form the Paraho river. Killung nala comes in from the
south, Debsa nala comes in from the Ratiruni-Parvati river
divide in the southwest and the main branch continues
west and is called the Khamengar river. The Khamengar
branch leads to the divide between Dibbokri and Bara
Shigri. One side valley of Khamengar turns north towards
a high pass leading to the Ratang valley. All the three
rivers meet close to Thidim which we reached comfortably
in a few hours from Sagnam.
Tlie Khamengar and Ratang valley, wluch we were
about to enter has had only two mountaineering parties as
visitors up to now. The first to enter t h s valley was the
party of Graaff and Snelson who, after climbing in the
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Dibibokri nala, had crossed over to the upper Kharnengar
valley before returning to the Parvati valley.
The other expeditions were in 1955 and 1956, both led
by Peter Holmes. They had undertaken several climbs in
the western Spiti valleys of Karcha and Ratang. In 1956,
they went out of the area via the Dibibokri nala by crossing
a high pass, climbing from the Kharnengar valley. As the
area we were about to enter was written about by them, it
is essential to have a look at their exploits.

White in the moon the long road lies,
The moon stands back above;
White in the moon the long road lies
That leads me from my love.
- A Shropshire Lad (Alfred Edward Housman)

T h e western Spiti area consists of three major valleys. Each
of these valleys is sub-divided into other smaller branches.
All the valleys are difficult of access as the rivers of Spiti
are turbulent and the side walls are steep. Large parts of
the approaches are near the river. Any party approaching
the upper valleys has to cross the river several times. This
is possible till mid-May and after mid-October. The locals
rarely venture up as the area is quite barren. There are no
passes whch they can use to trade. So at best the local
villagers will venture up these valleys with their yaks, mules
and cattle before the water level is too hgh. The flock is
left there for grazing. They escort the animals back, with
whatever wood is available, before the winter snows close
all activity.
For a mountaineering party or explorer such a situation
is most challenging, to put it positively, or most discouraging if you look at it the other way. The ground conditions
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in the upper reaches are not suitable for any climbing or
crossing of the passes when the river is fordable and vice
versa. This is a classic Catch 22 situation. A few parties that
have ventured into these gorges have faced problems, but
have had a most rewarding time as the area is 'virgin' in
every sense of the word.
The first attempt to penetrate the western valleys was
made in 1939. J.O.M. Roberts tried to enter the Ratang
gorge. He was thoroughly discouraged. T h s is what he
had to say about the gorge.
The sides of the nullah are wall-like, and the
continual crossing of the river involved in a
would be impossible until the snow
water ad drained awa . . . . From what little I
saw of the nullah I t ink it would be very
difficult to force a route along the cliffs above
the river

"'"'K
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-Alpine Journal, No. 261, Nov. 1940

The next year, in 1940, as per local information the District
Commissioner of Kullu tried to enter the valley with the
same results.
The southernmost, valley of western Spiti is that of the
Khamengar river. This was generally referred to as the
Parahio valley in earlier writings. Three nalas join in the
vicinity of Thango (Tludim) to form the Paraluo river. From
this junction of the nalas the river is called Parahio, for a
few kilometres, until it joins the Pin river a little below
Sagnam village. Thus Parahio is the name of a rather small
valley. On maps, and locally, the area is known as
Khamengar after the longest valley of the three.

The Killung Valley
The Killung nala flows from the south to meet the
Khamengar at Thidim. T h s valley is rather gentle and leads
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to a pass of the same name. T h s pass is also known as the
Larang la and is 5375 m high. On the other side of the pass
is Mud village, in the upper Pin valley. T h s is enjoyable
trekking country. The route is still used by the locals for
inter-village contacts. For trekkers it presents an excellent
trail with good views and a circular route connecting
villages .where supplies can be obtained.

The Debsa Valley
The nala which flows in from the west is the Debsa nala.
At the head of this nala lies the Ratiruni col which leads to
the Dibibokri nala. This valley was the first to be explored
by any mountaineer.

J. de V. Graaff, Dr. E.A. Schelpe and K. Snelson were
one of the early mountaineering parties to climb in these
areas. They spent some time in the Dibibokri valley of
Kullu, entering the area from Manikaran and the Pulga
bungalow on the Parvati river. They climbed a lovely peak
of 5852 m (19,200 ft) which they named the 'Ratiruni
Pyramid' ('beautiful pyramid'), on the watershed of the
Dibibokri with the Debsa nala (called Paraho at that time).

. . . . , Graaff and I turned our eyes to the other
side of the main divide and feasted them on a
sight probabl never seen before. Below us was
the upper va ley of the Par&o, a great, long,
smooth glacier not indicated on the map.
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Whle Schelpe returned to Base Camp the other two climbed
upto a saddle of about 18,000 f t (5500 m) on t h s watershed
on 5th July 1952, with Pasang Lama and Tash Sherpa.
They reached the pass with ease but due to the steep slopes
whch were overheated by the sun., on the other side they
had to move one at a time on the rope. By noon they
reached the glacier and in few hours tramped a thousand
feet on it. They went down the valley for a day, exploring
it, till they could observe the Khamengar river joining the
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Debsa nala, on whch they were camping. They also climbed
up to a small col in the north and looked down into the
upper Khamengar valley. The same day they packed their
camp and hoping to return by a new pass, directly to the
Parvati valley in the south.
They pushed their way up to a col of about 17,000 f t
over snow-slopes and hopefully looked downwards. They
were rewarded with steep, though feasible slopes whch
they descended for 5000 ft to the warmth of a valley camp.
They strolled down the Parvati valley and up the Dibibokri
nala to reach their base camp. Thus the first foray by any
mountaineering party to the western Spiti valley was
actueved. Their route is still not repeated. At least one
trekking party has entered the Debsa valley by another
pass, directly from the Parvati valley. T h s pass is situated
on the ridge extending from the Pin Parvati pass. The ridge
has many cols and depressions which can be crossed,
converting them into passes to the Debsa valley, as
sometimes done by the Kangra shepherds.

The Khamengar Valley
T h s is the longest of the three river valleys. It has at least
three tributaries, one each to the west and northwest and
one major branch in the northeast. At the head of the valley,
to the west, stands Shigri Parbat (6526 m) one of the lughest
peaks on the Spiti-Kullu divide. This peak was climbed by
Joss Lynam's party in 1961, approaching from the Bara
Shigri glacier. The Bara Shgri glacier lies at the northwestern head of the main valley. Two other branches of
the Khamengar lead to the Dibibokri glacier of Kullu.
Between these branches stands the beautiful peak of
Kl~anglaTarbo (6315 m). This is a group of two peaks,
shapely and icy. Khangla Tarbo is the highest independent
peak in the western Spiti (apart from the peaks on the
divide). These peaks are revered by the locals and during
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a festival some devotees circurnambulate the mountain by
trekking around it through both the side valleys of the
Khamengar.
It was on the southern wall of t h s valley that Graaff
and Snelson had reached in 1952, looking at the various
branches. The northeastern branch of t h s valley leads to a
pass of 5600 m, flanked by two peaks on each side. This
pass, later christened as the 'South Ratang Pass', leads to
the Ratang valley.

In 1956, Peter Holmes and G. Walker descended t h s
pass to the Khamengar valley. They were accompanied by
Sherpas and they hoped to return to Kullu quickly via the
Parvati valley. They had read in the Himalayan ]ournal about
the Graaff-Snelson expedition of 1952 and their routes and
passes in the upper Debsa valley. T h s was towards the
end of their long expedition in the Spiti valley, after several
climbs particularly in the Ratang valley.
The party climbed up to the South Ratang pass (5600 m)
in three days and the pass was crossed in eight hours.
They descended to the Khamengar valley. Their intention
was to follow Graaff and Snelson's route directly to the
Parvati valley. To reach this pass, as we know by modem
maps and my 1993 exploration, they should have turned
southeast at first and then turned south after joining the
Debsa nala near Thidim. Instead they went southwest
straight into the valley opposite, that is the valley
immediately north of Khangla Tarbo. This route was two
valleys north of the Graaff-Snelson pass. They walked up
the glacier with heavy loads. Holmes reached the pass
hoping to see 'steep though feasible slopes' and only a few
hours down to the green meadows of the Parvati valley.
But what he saw alarmed him. There was 'a terrific
precipice fully half a mile deep'. They had only one day's
food and hence retreat was impossible. Holmes, after a
recce discovered a difficult descent 'by doing an enormous
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Z across the face of the cliff'. They spent an uncomfortable
night on a ledge 600 f t down. He took out a torn-out page
from the Hinialaynn Journal and located their position as
being near Dibibokri Pyramid and realised that the glacier
below them was Snelson's main glacier and not the Ratiruni
glacier. They descended carefully and it took them four
days to reach the Parvati valley, two days without any
food. They came across a flock of goats and managed to
kill one of them to survive. The weary party reached
Manikaran. T h s pass too has not been repeated, or perhaps
it may be correct to say, may never be repeated after their
experience on it.
The Ratang Valley
This is the central valley of the three, and perhaps the
most difficult of approach. It has terrific gorges and its
banks are lined with steep walls on both sides. It was
thought to be almost impossible of access and the locals
also did not venture up the valley except in winter. Any
attempts to enter this valley in 1939 and 1940 were aborted
very close to the entrance. At the head of the valley, in the
west, lies the watershed with the Bara Shigri glacier with
no known pass. Two minor side valleys join the main
Ratang river from the northeast. They are the Chachumi
nadi and the Sanugba nadi valleys. Both form small
amphitheatre-like valleys with a few peaks lining the
watershed on the northeast with the Gyundi valley.
Before our expedition in 1993, two expeditions had
entered the Ratang valley. Both were from England and
were led by Peter Holmes. 111 1955 and 1956 they travelled
from Kullu over the Rohtang and Kunzum la to Kaja, a
long way indeed. Amongst other exploits their climbs in
the Ratang valley brought this unknown area to the
knowledge of the mountaineering world. Their exploits are
recorded in the Himalayan Journal, Vol. XX (1957) page 78
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and in the book about their expeditions, Mountains and a
Moriastey (Peter Holmes) and Himalayan Odyssey (Trevor
Braham).

The 1955 Expedition
The expedition consisted of Trevor Braham (Hon. Member
of the Himalayan Club), Dr. Richard Hey, Alastair Lamb
and his wife Venice, and was led by Peter Holmes whose
wife Judy accompanied the team.
The expedition approached from Manali over two passes.
At first, while waiting for the Ladakhi porters to join them,
Holmes climbed a peak of 18,500 ft (5600 m) on the TakchaKarcha nala divide.
In the second foray the party intended to enter the
Gyundi valley from Ha1 village. In 'two days' hard work
and difficult going' they managed to cover only two miles.
Hence that idea was given up and they turned their
attention to the Ratang gorge.
After about two km they neared the gorge of the Ratang
valley and set up their base camp at 12,500 ft (3810 m).
After a recce from a high point they decided to employ
local porters from Rangrik village and accordingly
proceeded to enter the gorge. But the next day the villagers
followed them and demanded the 'release' of the local
porters as the permission of the village council was not
taken to employ them. Dispensing with them, the party
continued for the next four days gaining about 5 to 8 km
per day. They followed the river-bed as far as possible,
climbing the side slopes only when absolutely necessary.
On the tlurd day the valley opened and they could see
three peaks towards the southwest. They diverted their
attention to these peaks and turned south to establish two
camps upto 17,000 ft (5180 m). Braham and Holmes climbed
a peak of 6011 m (19,720 ft ) from t h s camp.
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Though the mountain was not on the watershed they
could see a vast area. "We were loolung at fragments of an
unexplored area, like a geographical crossword into whch
none of the known pieces seemed to fit", wrote Braham.
Later they were on top of a peak of 5920 m (19,500 ft)
rising above the South Ratang pass. T h s peak was climbed
by my party in 1993, and we named it the 'Parahio peak'.
They returned to Rangrik in two days and moved on to
other problems in Spiti. But Holmes had made up h s mind
to return next year to solve the crossword.

The 1956 Expedition
Braham was unable to join the expedition t h s time. A
three-member team of Peter Holmes and G.W. Walker as
climbers with Judy Holmes, started from Manali. Pran Nath
joined as liaison officer. After two weeks of climbing in the
area of the Karcha nala they arrived at Rangrik village.
They started up the Ratang gorge with 22 porters on 6th
July 1956. The conditions were favourable this year with
many snow bridges on the Ratang river. Proceeding more
rapidly than in 1955 they reached the 'Meadow', where
their base camp was established, on the 9th. Only six porters
were retained at the base camp and they continued into
the upper valleys. Successive camps were established at
16,000 ft (4900 m), 17,500 ft (5300 m), 19,000 ft (5790 m)
and 20,500 ft (6250 m), with a 5-6 km distance between
each of them. The highest camp was on the saddle between
peaks named 'The Twins.' From tlus camp they climbed
Peak 20,700 f t (6310 m) loolung north to the Gyundi valley
to the Karcha valley peaks. After a rest at 17,500 ft (5300
m) they went to the head of the valley and overlooked an
ice-basin from the Ratang-Bara Shgri divide. They thought
that there could be a -way to descend to this ice-basin and
the Bara Shigri glacier beyond. Two passes were reached
soon after. The first between Ratang and Paraho (South
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Ratang pass, 5600 m) and this second pass between Ratang
and Gyundi.
On 19th July the party climbed two peaks of 20,500 ft
(6250 m) and 20,705 ft (6310 m) en the Bara Shigri divide.
The first peak was called 'Moby Dick' and the second one
was named 'The Boomerang'. They then returned to the
base.
The last peak they climbed was named 'Ratang Tower'
(6170 m on recent maps) which Holmes estimated to be
21,410 ft (6525 m) hgh. Holmes and Rikzen Ladaktu were
installed in a h g h camp at the foot of the peak. The obvious
looking skyline ridge route was found to be 'hopeless'. The
alternatives were the southeast ridge or the east face. They
climbed a combination of both routes, 'working from rock
island to rock island reachng the southeast ridge not too
far from the summit'. The crux was 50 ft (15 m) below the
summit where they had to traverse over exposed face. They
had a wonderful view with a large area being photographed
by them. This concluded their climbs and they prepared to
cross passes to reach the Panrati valley. Their trip over
these passes turned out to be the most frightening part of
the trip, as described in the section of Khamengar valley
above. The Ratang valley was left to the ibexes for the next
37 years.

The Gyundi Valleys
"The Gyundi valley seemed one of the most beautiful that
I have visited. We were still on the sedimentary rocks of
Spiti and as we stood and looked down the valley each
spur on either side was a different colour, blue-grey slate,
purple shale, or red-brown flagstone. At one point, we
came on an area of fine black shale, in whch there were
thousands of well-preserved brachopod fossils." These
words of Joss Lynam in the Himalayan ]ournal, Vol. XXI,
p. 99 aptly describe the beauty of the Gyundi valley.
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The Gyundi valleys are the most complicated of all the
western valleys of Spiti. Divided into several branches and
with many small peaks on these divides, the appearance of
the valley is of a gathering of peaks amongst grey walls.
From the eastern end, the approach is from Ha1 village
where the Gyundi nala drains into the Spiti river. At its
head in the southwest lies the watershed with the Rara
Shgri glacier. The northern wall has one known pass, the
'Losar pass' on the shoulder of 'Fluted Peak'. It leads to
Losar village in the northern Spiti. To the south are the
Ratang and Sanugba valleys.
The first attempts to enter the Gyundi were made from
the eastern gorge, near Ha1 village. The locals seem to be
entering the valley in autumn and winter when it is possible
to cross the waters of the Gyundi. But for any mountaineer,
summer is the only month worth a visit. The total length of
the Gyundi river is about 40 km and the valley turns
southwest half way up.
In 1955, Braham and Holmes made a foray up the
Gyundi, or tried to force their way up from Hal. They
went up 'a thin track on the northern bank following
crumbly slopes a few hundred feet above the river.'
Crossing and re-crossing the river several times in two
days and climbing a slope of 1500 f t (450 m) they observed
the initial route. They could see upto six miles (10 km) up.
'The view was of steepening cliffs in a narrow valley and it
seemed obvious that difficulties would increase.' They gave
up their intention to enter the Gyundi.
The Gyundi valley did not have to wait long for the first
visit by a mountaineering party. In 1958, Joss Lynam led a
5-member team to climb and explore in Spiti. They left
Manali on 26th July 1958, going across the Kunzum la to
establish a base at Losar village. On 7th August 1958 they
started going up the Dongrimo nala with three locals. They
went up a narrow and steep valley. In two days they

43. A typical Spiti shale (ammonite).
44. The 'Lalung wall', a complete history of geology.
45. A W in the L W valley.

4& Mud willage, the plTjtdleyAThe d a in the bwwomd ha& ta Kibmg pass.

47. South Ratang Pass (5600 m) seen from the Ratang vdley.

Our route descended from behind the rocky ridge on the right.

48. The lughest camp (Camp 2) on Manirang.

8.

- ...

. >- 5".
. -!.

-. -h".,,Tag
-

..
.. ?>.! :
-',
.'S
'
- -,..+i.i * , , ~
.. .'.<
*~
. - . . L.!
.-A
.

49. MWmg peak from Saponang peak.

Explorations of the Western Valleys
reached the head of the valley and climbed 'Fluted Peak'
(6139 m).
On 14th August 1958 they found a pass to the northeast
of the peak, leading to the Gyundi. With eight days' food
they crossed this pass, and christened it 'Losar pass'. The
next day they reached the confluence of the west and central
Gyundi nalas. They found a shepherd's hut in the valley
and some cairns on the Losar pass, signifying that the
Kangra gaddis used this valley for grazing. For the next
two days they went up the Gyundi valley. On 19th August
they reached the head of the valley hoping to discover a
pass to the Bara Shigri glacier.
They searched behind a succession of overlapping spurs
for a pass. There were many pinnacles on the divide and it
looked as if they were at a dead end. Just as they were
ready to give up, they went over the last pinnacle and
discovered a couloir leading to the ridge. They climbed the
couloir and stood on the ridge and looked down to the
Bara Shigri. They moved their camp to the foot of the pass.
The pass was crossed the next day, the 21st, and by evening
they were camping at the Concordia in the centre of the
Bara Shigri glacier. They had arranged for one of their
members, Stephenson with Chering to meet them at the
Concordia. Due to the delay by the Lynam party Stephenson
had concluded that they had returned to Losar. Not to
miss loolung into the Gyundi he had climbed up towards
the pass and had met the party half way up the slopes to
the Gyundi.
The other expedition to look down the Gyundi was 'The
Abinger Himalayan Expedition, 1956', which reached the
Bara Shigri-Gyundi divide from the Bara Shigri glacier and
for a brief moment, on 1st June 1956, looked into t h s large,
unexplored valley. But the pass they reached on the divide
from the Bara Shgri was to the west of the one crossed by
Lynam.
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The Northwestern Valleys
North of the Gyundi valleys the last three valleys of Spiti
on the northwestern watershed are located, each draining
into the Spiti river. These three valleys, though small by
Spiti standards, have many peaks upto 6200 m. They have
received some attention from mountaineering parties for a
while.
The first of these valleys is the Suvita Lungpa, which
runs south from Losar, the last northern village in Spiti. It
was known as the Dongrimo nala by Joss Lynam who was
the first to enter tlus valley in 1958. To the east of t h s
valley stands the Survey of India triangulation station,
Ganmo (5148 m), and to the west another such station is
on peak Shletakar (5266 m). Lynam's party climbed the
latter peak and almost reached the former, to get a
comprehensive idea of the area. They found that the west
wall of the glacier is formed by, what they called, Berrill's
peak (6265 m) and Holmes' peak (6100 m). The eastern
wall led down to the Gyundi valley.
On 7th August 1958 the party moved into this nala,
which was narrow with steep sides. They had to climb
over spurs and descend till they found snow-bridges and
the valley widened. On 11th August Stopford and Lynam
with Jigmy climbed a fine snow peak at the head of the
valley, christened 'Fluted Peak' (6139 m) by them. Two
days later they attempted an unnamed peak of 6150 m to
the northeast of the Fluted Peak 'but were stopped by an
exceedingly rotten tower about 300 f t (100 m) below the
top'.
Few parties have climbed Lynam's Fluted Peak in later
years. One of the expeditions from Bombay in 1994 (A.P.
Samant), climbed t h s peak alongwjth six others, ranging
between 5980 m to 6160 m. Their most difficult peak,
situated on the eastern wall and on the Gyundi-Suvita
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divide, was named 'Num Themga' (6024 m) by them. After
the climb the party of two surnmitters had to traverse the
peak to descend on to slopes towards the east into the
Gyundi valley. They climbed back across the ridge to their
camp on the Suvita nala to meet the anxious party awaiting
them.
The other two nalas of the northwestern valleys are
Nagpo Topko and Lungba Topko. Both these drain into
the Takcha nala (known as Taktsi nala in early writings).
Peter Holmes climbed a peak of 18,500 f t (5640 m) on the
divide between these two nalas. H. McArthur, a little before
Holmes in the same year had climbed a peak of 17,600 ft
(5365 m) on the divide of these valleys with the Karcha
nala whch lies to its south. Apart from another peak of
18,000 ft (5490 m) climbed by Lynam in 1958 on the
watershed near the entrance of these nalas, not much record
is available of early climbs here. Lungba Topko leads to
the northern approaches of Karcha Parbat (6271 m). The
Karcha nala in the south drains into the Chandra river,
across Kullzum la, and forms part of the valleys of Lahaul.

Rivers are roads which move,
and carry us wither we wish to go.

- (Blaise Pascal)

W e stayed for a day with two researchers at Thango.
Nima Manjrekar was from Bangalore and Yashveer
Bhatnagar from Hyderabad, both cities in southern India
far removed from the Himalaya. They were spending two
years on research scholarship at Thango in the Khamengar
valley to study the eating habits of ibexes. In this part of
Spiti there are many ibexes and bharals. In winter they
descend to the lower reaches for grazing. That was the
best time to study them. But in summer, when the snows
melt and the ibexes climb higher up, these researchers
would climb up the slopes and go with them to study their
eating habits. It was hard work indeed and spoke a lot of
their dedication and zeal. They had spent two winters in
the same place and their quarters, though comfortable, were
not anythmg to rave about. Yashveer was married some
months after we left. He brought along his bride to stay
with him and share his observations of ibexes-in winter!
The temperature in Spiti falls almost to -30' C and most
of the time it snows. Not exactly a comfortable place for
newly weds. When his wife complained about a leaky roof,
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Yashveer told her to simply enjoy the situation, Nayi nayi
skadi lzui hai, maza karo! (We are newly married, let's have
fun!). I can sympathise with the likes of him as we
mountaineers are also sometimes accused of such callous
U tterings!
Since the area abounds with ibexes it has been declared
'The Pin Valley National Park' mainly for the ibexes. These
animals roam freely and we were to see them in plenty
during our sojourn in the upper valleys. For now we
introduced these researchers to the eating habits of
Bombaywalas and started our journey in the gorges.
Compared to the early explorers we had two considerable advantages. First we had accurate maps, with
correct heights, prepared after a survey of the valleys
through satellites and modern instruments. We had studied
the exploits of the past expeditions and knew who went
where and did what. A combination of both these factors
allowed us to proceed smoothly and made it a pleasure to
study the area. The passes and mountains were not 'just
therer, we knew their roles in lustory, their heights and
who crossed or climbed them. Thus we could enlarge upon
the early travels and complete the unfinished jobs.

The Khamengar Valley
We employed four donkeys from Thango. The route started
on the left bank of the Khamengar river going west and
after about two kilometres the track crossed over to the
right bank, near the junction of the Khamengar with the
Debsa nala. But the bridge here was not fit for donkeys to
cross. After negotiations we continued up the left bank,
turning northwest along the river valley. The track climbed
up gradually and we could see the valleys of the Debsa
nala and the Killung nala clearly. After the foray by Graaff
and Snelson no party had entered the upper Debsa nala
but it appears that the energetic Kangra gaddis have found
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some routes across the Parvati divide and use the meadows
for grazing during summer. The lower Debsa valley is an
excellent trekking country. At least one trekking party
crossed over from the Parvati valley to the Debsa valley in
recent year, opening a new trekking route. The Killung
pass continues to be used regularly by the Spitians.
After nine kilometres we came to the nala flowing in
from the north to meet the Khamengar river. There was an
old survey cairn: We entered the valley and climbed about
200 m to camp on a small grassy meadow at 4200 m. This
was opposite ' ~ h o m(9 km) camping ground, across the
valley w h c h we could observe clearly. One story we heard
was about a Nepali labourer who ran away from the Ratang
and reached this valley, utterly exhausted. If true this
desperate act would rank as a mountaineering feat.
The next day we divided ourselves into two parties.
Kaivan with the porters carrying light loads went up the
nala in the north to locate and place loads at the camp en
route to our next pass. I went west, along the Khamengar
valley, to observe the route taken by Holmes in 1956 to
exit into the Dibibokn nala. At the head of the valley rose
Shigri Parbat ( 6526 m) which looked accessible from this
side too. In fact the route of ascent from the Bara Shigri
reached a col on the watershed with this valley to ascend
the final summit ridge. An enterprising party could attain
the same col from this side too. There were cols which
could be turned into passes in the future by crossing them.
Several huge peaks like Peak 6507 m were seen rising on
the divide with the Dibibokri. Opposite me in the south
rose the twin shapely peaks of Khangla Tarbo (6315 m).
Both were icy and rising sharply. Peak 11, though almost of
the same height, did look gentler. They rose between the
two deep side valleys of the Khamengar, which ran north
and south of these peaks. From t h s northern side valley
Peter Holmes had passed to cross the watershed withethe
Dibibokri nala, with exciting results.
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Kaivan returned in the evening having found a good
camping site at the foot of the pass by w h c h we wanted to
cross to the Ratang valley. We called it the 'South Ratang
Pass' (5600 m). The valley leading to the pass was broad
and full of scree like all the valleys of Spiti. On 1st August
1993 we shifted camp to 5100 m, below the pass. It was
cloudy the next day when all of us started for the pass
with light loads. We reached there in about two hours
following a slope of steep scree. Finally a long ridge led to
the top. Leaving our luggage at the pass we divided again.
Kaivan, Raju and Suratram left for the peak on the east of
the pass. They climbed along the ridge, diverting a little
and in two hours were on the top. This was the peak
climbed by Braham and Holmes in 1955. We named it the
'Paraho Peak' (5920 m). The other peak climbed in 1955,
Peak 6011 m, was seen by them in the northeast.
In the meantime, I had left with Kesarsinh to climb the
peak to the west of the pass. It was a good scramble up to
its top. We called it the 'Khamengar Peak' (5760 m). Tlus
peak was climbed by Holmes and Walker in 1956 from the
east. They had traversed to the pass and then descended
to their camp in the Ratang valley.
We were back at the South Ratang Pass (5600 m) at 9
a.m. on the 3rd, this time with heavy loads and full camp.
The descent route to the north was complicated. At first
we considered abseiling down ice slopes in the centre to
the valley floor about 100 m below. That would have
required us to fix two sets of ropes with a change inbetween, a complicated task for the laden porters. As an
alternative we found a passage over rocks on the western
end of the pass. It was horribly exposed but by fixing a
rope and carefully descending the early rocky portioi~we
could be safely down. This we did after guiding the porters.
The valley floor was covered with soft snow and it took us
an hour of trudging in knee-deep snow to reach the first of
the moraine rocks. After a rest we descended rather quickly
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and safely down the valley, always going to the west. The
1956 team had taken three days to come up this valley.
Soon we reached a grassy camping ground about 100 m
above the Ratang river and set up camp. Now we were in
the Ratang valley.

The Ratang Valley
We descended to the bed of the Ratang river leisurely the
next day and proceeded upstream, crossing its flow at will.
We were in the upper reaches and the river was easily
fordable till afternoon. After about four km we crossed
onto the left bank and climbed up 100 m to camp at a
beautiful spot amidst primulas. Tlus camp was below
'Ratang Tower' now marked on the map as peak 6170 m.
On the 5th I went to the head of Ratang valley in the west.
After proceeding along the moraine the valley opened up.
I could see all the peaks climbed and explored earlier, like
'The Twins' and 'The Boomerang'. Soon I reached snow
and could see the side valleys in the west. One of the side
valleys, leading diagonally towards the watershed with
Bara Shigri looked distinctly easy of approach. One could
cross over to the Bara Slugri in the west as written by
Holmes. We toyed with the idea but that would have meant
changing our direction. On the same day Kaivan and porters
had climbed steeply with loads towards, what we called,
the 'North Ratang Col' ( 5600 m). This col was on the
shoulder of Ratang Tower and we had hoped to cross from
here to the Gyundi. But to our disappointment the pass
did not lead to the Gyundi and there was an intervening
ridge whch would have forced us to descend to the valley
floor. We beat a retreat and carried back all our loads.
It was on tlus day that we saw a herd of ibex. There
were about 40-50 of them, running around nonchalantly. It
was a grand sight and a breathless affair as we climbed
after them. Down in the gorge we came across bharals
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many times. Unaccustomed to humans as they were, they
observed us without fear. Once we saw a herd of them
running wildly on the rocks where anyone else would fear
to tread. My favourite memory is of two bharals who saw
us for a long time from an opposite bank and finally with
grace and strength climbed steep rocks, which would be
envy of any rock climber. It was pleasure observing wildlife
in their natural habitat and I could understand why some
people spend summer and winter studying them.

The Sanugba Valley
We decided to proceed down the Ratang valley. As we
had time and provisions available, we turned northeast to
observe the Sanugba valley and from there, the Gyundi
valley. A large valley was shown on the map draining
from the northeast. But if we had proceeded into t h s valley
our vision would have been restricted. Hence we decided
to climb up a little before the valley to an intervening ridge.
This would allow us to observe the surroundings, wluch
was our real purpose.
But descending the river valley was not as easy as
ascending it. Soon we were forced to climb high on the
tricky slopes as it became increasingly difficult to cross the
river, specially after mid-day. Once we had to cross the
river over two slippery rocks poised on each side. It was
promptly called the 'Harsinh Jump' after our Kumaoni
porter who jumped across bravely with a full load. Finally
on the 6th) we were established at the entrance of a nala
(4150 m) by late evening. Going up the nala we set up
camp at 4750 m where the last water source was available.
On the 8th we reached the 'Sanugba Col' (5400 m). It was
easy but steep going over the Spiti scree, to whch we had
become used to by now. The view from the col was what
we had expected it to be.
In front was a semi-circle of mountains which drained
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into the Sanugba valley below. The peaks rose to about
6100 m and were complicated to approach but easy to
climb once on the higher slopes. To the south we could see
several gorges and grey hillocks. Amongst them was the
Chachumi nadi, the last major valley feeding the Ratang.

The Gyundi Valley
Away in the distance we could see the watersheds with
the various Gyundi valleys. There were several of them
and it was not easy to distinguish each of the ridges. Ridges
near the watershed with the Bara Shgri in the west had
snow.
Our intention to descend to the Gyundi valley was
thwarted by the terrain. But later we met few gaddis (Kangra
shepherds) who had a lot to say about these valleys. It
appears that these shepherds have now enlarged the foot
track from Hal village on the Spiti to the upper Gyundi.
They of course still cross the Losar pass to the upper valleys
too. For supplies they use mules whch are brought up
from Hal, w h c h is on the Kaja-Manali road. It is unbelievable how a mule-track is built into such a formidable gorge,
but the present day shepherds have access to dynamite for
road building and can approach the road construction
department for help.
There is talk of declaring Gyundi as a National Park and
building a small hydro-electric project in it. However all
this needs to be confirmed by a mountaineering party which
enters the gorge and observes things for itself. All ths, of
course, does not make the passes to the west any easier to
cross, or the several peaks that are here, easier to climb.
The area remains one of the unexplored regons in Spiti

Down the Ratang Gorge
We returned to the main Ratang valley on 8th August and
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made our way down the gorge. We crossed the Sanugba
nadi as it met the Ratang. We generally kept 01-1 the north
bank, (left bank) of Ratang and now it was not possible to
cross the river without great difficulty and plei~tyof rope
work for precaution. Sometimes we had to climb almost
400 m to cross one spur, sometimes we were inches above
the water level, cutting steps with an ice axe in the soft
scree
We came across a patch of grass, a rarity in the Ratang
gorge. Kaivan and I exchanged glances and though it was
only mid-day, we decided to camp there.
"Send anyone not understanding the value of protecting
the environment to Spiti. A touch of grass like t h s one in
the middle of the gorge will change his heart," said Kaivai~.
Early explorers had also thought same for we found a can
marked 'HDDCF' with big inverted double V on it. The
only indication that a mountaineering party had ever
entered t h s area. Some marks did suggest visits by locals
in the lower reaches.
Soon we entered a fantastic rocky gorge. The walls on
the southern side rose vertically almost 1000 m. They
narrated the geological history of the Himalaya in their
formations. We could see steep slab after slab rising
vertically, signifying the tectonic tluust of the Himalaya.
There were vertical walls and horizontal slabs and it looked
awe-inspiring. These formations were like a practical
geology lesson.
On the last day we camped near a huge cave named the
'Chomo Guru Cave' on the map. It was a huge cave about
100 m above the river-bed, with a tree growing inside. On
the surrounding slopes and opposite were dwellings for
meditating monks. Some of them looked unique and fragle.
As per a Spitian legend t h s cave belong to Ama Chomo,
'a Buddlust nun' who stayed here centuries ago. She stayed
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here for many yea* and was worshpped by the villagers.
She became pregnant and that angered the villages who
refused to believe in her plea of divine conception. A son
was born to her but the villagers, angered as they were,
attacked her. In front of their eyes she disappeared into the
sky with her divine son and is reputed to have flown to
the Gyundi valley. A cave is marked as 'Phuk' at the
entrance of the Gyundi valley. Villagers still gather at t h s
cave in the Ratang in repentance for the doings of their
forefathers. This legend of simple people has led villagers
to this formidable gorge.
We were now approaching, according to the past
literature, the most difficult section of the gorge. Braham
and Holmes had found the entrance of the Ratang gorge
rather difficult. T h s entrance had turned away Roberts
and many others for several years. Now it was our turn to
descend through tlus gorge. On 11th August 1993 we started
early, full of apprehension. The two early crossings were
difficult due to the ruslung waters which were in large
volume even early in the morning. We had to choose our
crossings carefully. After one such crossing, where we were
almost drenched, Kaivan went ahead. Soon he was shouting
back to us. He was standing on a motorable road! T h s was
the site of the small hydro-electric project built on the
Ratang. An open canal carried water from here for nine
kilometres to a reservoir built at the edge of the valley. A
motorable road was built alongside tlus open canal. From
the edge of the valley, water was dropped into the turbine,
generating enough electricity for almost half of Spiti's
population. In a way it was sad that the formidable entrance
of the Ratang gorge had been tamed by dynamite.
We soon met the caretakers of the hydro-electric project
and were ushered back to civilisation. From the edge of
the gorge, the view of the Spiti river valley, with Kaja on
one side and the Ki monastery on the other, was m a p ficent. Kaja was three kilometres away with a fine metalled
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road and a pucca bridge ovkr the Spiti river. A loudspeaker
was blaring out Hindu prayers, sounding strange in t h s
Buddhst land. We walked down the road having tea en
route at the Rangrik village. The locals confirmed that they
still do not enter the Ratang gorge in the summer months.
We crossed the bridge on the Spiti and a bus coming from
Ki carried us to Kaja, two lulometres away. Our trip ended
suddenly.

A broad and ample road, whose
dust is gold, And pavement stars.
- Paradise Lost (Wlton)

T h e Buddhst chant of O m Mani Padme Hum (I am the
jewel in the Lotus) is now well known to many travellers
in the Buddhist areas. It signifies an individual's realisation
that his inner self is the real jewel. That he is beautiful. If
amongst the mountains of the Himlaya a peak has to be
chosen which is beautiful and stands out like a gem, it
could be the peak of Manirang (6593 m). Perhaps that is
why its name literally means 'the jewel peak'.
Standing tall on a ridge between the valleys of Kinnaur
and Spiti, this shapely peak stands isolated and steep. It is
seen from a distance and the view from its slopes is
unforgettable. Most times in the year its slopes shine
brightly with ice. These slopes are deceptive and the terrain
steep. The long ridge of Manirang juts out to meet the
Spiti river in the east. Its western end joins the Pin Parvati
pass. Thus traditionally the Manirang ridge defines Spiti's
southern border with Kinnaur and the southwestern border
with Kullu.
The first mountaineers to attempt Manirang were Dr.
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J. de V. Graaff and his wife Jan Graaff. This South African
couple were climbing in the Dibibokri basin with an
Englishman, K. Snelson. After those climbs two of them
left for Manirang, with the legendary Sherpa Pasang Dawa
Lama and Sherpa Tash. They approached Manirang from
the north, the Spiti side. A h g h pass named after the peak
is called Manirang Pass, situated to the southwest of the
peak. It is a well known traditional route which links
Kinnaur and Spiti. The 1952 team reached within a
kilometre of the pass and turned on the southwest slopes.
On 12th September 1952 after gaining the southwest ridge
they made the first ascent of the mountain. In a letter to
me Dr. Graaff mildly stated that 'the final ridge held no
surprises for us.' With its height and remote situation tlus
was certainly a fine achevement for that period.
Manirang pass was used by many travellers but no one
had attempted the peak before this team. Legends grew
around it. Anyone who attempted it, was supposed to have
been hemmed in by bad weather, like on Chau Chau Kang
Nilda. The next party w h c h tried t h s peak was from the
Indo-Tibet Border Police team. It appears, from the scanty
reports available, that they attempted the peak rather
casually and failed.
The next expedition to Manirang was in 1988, from
Bombay. Monesh Devjani and three other friends were
college students from Bombay. With professional support
from a Manali guide, Pasang Bodh, they decided to try the
mountain. Travelling to Spiti in late May they slowly
established themselves at the foot of the mountain near the
Manirang pass. But then the youthful inexperience showed.
Instead of turning to the southwest ridge, as Graaffs had
done, they went straight up on the southwest face, quite
unintentionally, tlunking that it 'looked easy.' After a camp
at the foot of the face, Monesh, Michael and Bodh started
for the summit on 12th June 1988. After an hour they landed
on steep ice. Michael was left on the slope anchored to a
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peg. The other two climbed h g h but reaclwd a crevasse
whch divided the ice slope and the final summit pyramid.
Now they were in a precarious position and found the
retreat rather tricky on ice. After a long delay they managed
to return to the pass. At the time little did they realise how
close they were to a mishap. Some bad weather and a
storm put an end to their modest efforts, but left a keen
desire in Monesh's mind to return to t h s jewel.
The mountain was to be attempted again soon. In fact
within four months of this attempt, a team from the
Paratroopers of the Indian Army took on Manirang peak.
The team was led by an experienced mountaineer, Col.
Balwant Sandhu. Paratroopers established their base camp
lower than usual, at the Yang cho lake. They built up slowly
and finally established camp a little above the Manirang
pass. In the first attempt a team of 14 climbers attempted
the peak directly from this camp. The distance proved too
much and the party was enveloped in mist and snow and
had to return from about 150 m below the summit rock
pyramid. They left five ropes fixed in place. The next day
they left camp at 5 a.m. for the summit. Following the
southwest ridge, now familiar ground to them, they moved
fast. 'By sun-up they were at the begming of the ice slope.
By 10.30 a.m. having fixed two more ropes, the lead pair
reached the summit. By 11.30 a.m. seven para-troopers
gained the summit, another two were still on the ropes
below, exhausted and chlled, unable to will themselves
up.' Thus, the second ascent of Manirang was achieved.
In 1986 we were trekking in Kinnaur with family and
friends. Two of our members intended to attempt Manirang
in the latter half of the expedition. They, Muslim Contractor
and A.P. Samant, with four porters came upto the Manirang
pass from the Ropa gad in Kimaur. The outdated map
which they carried showed the peak of Manirang situated
on the southwest of the pass, instead of the northeast, where
it actually stands. As the main peak remains hdden near
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the pass they faithfully followed the map and turned
southwest hoping that the mail1 peak was behind the small
snowy outlier seen in front of them. Soon they were
scrambling up slopes and nearing the summit.
The following afternoon, the weather improved
and on the 14th June 1988, in good moonlight,
we set off at 2.15 a.m. We climbed the 40 degree
face from the SW and reached the corniced
summit ridge by 4.30 a.m. We followed the ridge
in the direction of the pass, skirting several
gendarmes on the west side of the ridge
-'Baspa and Ropa' by M.H. Contractor
in the Himalayan lournal, Vol. 43, p. 63

They reached the summit at 8.45 a.m. The summit itself
was a rocky point approached from the east side of the
ridge by a final slope of 40 degrees of loose unstable snow.
But suddenly a huge peak zoomed up in the northeastern
horizon, almost 500 m higher and two km away from the
pass. That was Manirang. They realised their mistake but
it was too late to do anythng about it. The peak they were
standing on was christened 'Manirang South' (5888 m).
In 1973, a team from West Bengal had also made a similar
mistake, due to lack of proper maps. Thnking that they
were on the main peak they too had climbed up the same
peak, making the first ascent of it.
In 1994, I planned a joint expedition with the British to
attempt a h g h and unknown peak in the Kinnaur, Rangrik
Rang (6553 m). This was to be a taxing expedition in itself.
Suddenly I found that we were tempted to take on
Manirang also in the latter half of the trip

It is surprising how many an expedition plan gets
changed. Some wild schemes are conceived in the most
inconspicuous way. One day as I returned from my morning
walk, 1 saw a figure sitting in the balcony 011 the 5th floor
of a building on my road. I was surprised to see Monesl~,
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the perennial 9 a.m. wake-up-wala sitting there at 7 a.m.
We sat down over tea, discussing plans of the forthcoming
expedition to Kinnaur.

"I have an idea. How about climbing Manirang in the
second-half of our Kinnaur expedition?". "After looking at
my pictures over the years it is stuck in my mind" recalling
the 1988 expedition. "Like the dream of Kubla Khan", I
interjected. Kubla Khan was one of the earliest de jure rulers
of Spiti, made famous by Coleridge's fanciful irnagnings
of "his flashng eyes, his floating hair".
"We must climb it t h s year. We must make a quick
ascent of Manirang after our Kinnaur climbs."
As I sat thinking, he repeated "No?" Monesh had that
typical Bombayman's habit of asking 'nof when he wanted
the answer 'Yes'. What he was suggesting was that after a
month of climbing in the Kinnaur, the expedition should
switch regions, and move to Spiti by travelling 200 km on
road to climb this well-known high peak standing on the
border between Kinnaur and Spiti. It would be like running
two expeditions in one, with a total change of scenery and
terrain. A wild plan indeed. But on the brighter side, we
would be acclimatised and physically fitter to tackle this
high peak. So 'Yes' it was, and we began to build on tlus
dream. Like a true dreamer, Monesh could not join the
expedition. After starting the catalysis, he left the action to
us.
Manirang (6593 m)
On 30 June 1994, five Indians and two Britishers started
for Spiti. Now only foreigners need permits to cross the
Jangi to Sumdo sectioi~of Kinnaur. Once in Spiti the area
is free of any restrictions.
"You look like a foreigner. Where is your permit?", the
police asked Kaivan who is a Parsi and fair-complexioned.
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When other explanations failed, Kaivan tried the tested
method. He called the senior policeman aside.

"I can tell you ten typical Bombay jokes, in Hindi, or ten
Bombay bad words which only a true Indian would know".
He was waved on with laughter. Kaivan, a lighting engineer
from Bombay's theatre scene, has in-built dramatic instincts.
He was an old hand at Spiti having explored its western
valleys in 1993. His face generally lit up seeing grey scree
slopes.
Of the three taxis, one gave Jim Curran a run for his
money. With loud E(lru1auri music eggng h m on, the driver
took Jizlebil turns nonchalantly. Finally he went over a
boulder at the Malling road-block and soon his distraught
passengers had to be transferred to a bus when repairs
failed. That night we slept in the open at Sichling.
"Welcome to Mane", said Bijoy Kumar as we met near
lus house. Bijoy, a government contractor was an old friend,
known to me through h s brothers. We had crossed the
Spiti river early in the morning and climbed upto the village.
It is divided into two parts 'Gongma' (lower) and 'Yongrna'
(upper). We settled in Bijoy's house whch had satellite
television. We watched the Wimbledon tennis semi-final
that evening drinlung chang till the yaks came home. What
a contrast! The village had traditional buildings but the
life-style was evidently changing. As we bargained for the
rates of khotas (donkeys) a simple Spitian leaked out their
strategy, "Because you have foreigners with you we will
charge you double". Ultimately they lost to the Bombaymen's bargaining powers.
The first tlung we all had realised, when we met Jim
Curran was that there would be enough laughter on the
'Jalebi is an Indian sweet, bright orange and shaped in concentric
circles, rather like a complicated puzzle. Locally, sharp curves are
nick-named as such.
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trip. However difficult the termin, however awkward a
situation, Jim will be ready with a witty remark. There
were some great anecdotes stored up his sleeves. He was
an experienced mountaineer and had been to several places
in the high Himalaya. He was well known in Britain. Jim's
speciality was film making on expeditions. In fact it may
not be too much off the mark to say that he is one of the
finest mountain film makers today. I, in particular, was
happy to meet him. He is as bulky as 1 am. I knew he
would be good company as we trudged up mountain slopes
"slowly slowly". The trip to Manirang gave us the chance
to be in a smaller group and get to know each other better.
When we reached Mane, Jim Curran had a swollen leg.
He decided to stay put at Mane to watch the Wimbledon
ladies final. The rest of us plodded up. Yang cho, a big
lake was about three km up. We followed a narrow valley
and were settled at Saponang by evening. The route ahead
was on scree and the donkeys left us half way up the pass.
Paul and Muslim made a quick recce and our base camp
was settled. For the next two days, a party went up to the
Manirang pass, which was about one hour away, while
Paul, Muslim, Divyesh and I climbed up towards the west
face of Manirang.
"This must be the 1988 expedition's camp. Their route
to the west face goes straight up from here", I said.

"I also remember Monesh talbng about throwing stones
down to those small ponds from here", Muslim added.
We decided to camp near those ponds about 30 m below.
The route ahead to the southwest ridge turned to the left.
Two rope-lengths were fixed and we came down to the
base for rest. Curran was back, h s leg in great shape and
h s sense of humour sharpened.
"Even the men's finals are over, there was nothing else
to do, so here I am".
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All of us returned to the upper camp on the next day,
the 8th, and climbed up the ropes fixed earlier. Ahead
steep snow-slopes led us to the southwest ridge and we
found a sheltered camping place near a pond. Nature had
dressed the mountains splendidly. It was like watching the
haute couture of the mountain world. One by one each valley
and peak lighted up, from the Gangotri and Kinnaur to
Tibet and Spiti. It was a great place to be.
"The only t h n g we miss here is haute cuisine" was the
cryptic remark made while gulping down insipid noodles.
The next day, 9 July, the mountain of no surprises started
to show its teeth. Paul and Jim were ahead and we could
see them moving slowly. Divyesh, Muslim and I followed
them as a threesome. As we reached hgher .up on the
ridge suddenly the slope turned icy and it certainly required
more protection and time.
Being the slowest of the lot I offered to Divyesh and
Muslim, "I thnk I will go down, leaving you guys to go
faster".
"We are too h g h up on ice. It will not be safe for you to
descend alone". After a thought Muslim added. "I'll come
down with you", sacrificing his push to the summit.
Socialism may be dead but who says there are no comrades
left!
The weather however deteriorated and all of us returned.
The mountain was proving to be more difficult than we
had read it would be. 'The history of the peak was misleading about its geography. After a discussion it was
agreed that Manirang was no walk-over and would require
equipment and time. It was decided that Paul Nunn and
Divyesh Muni would attempt it the next day. It was our
only chance.
Paul Nunn was known to me since the 1991 expedition
to the Chong Kumdan group in the East Karakoram. On
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that long trip we became good friends and kept u p
correspondence later. Paul had a many-faceted personality.
He was a climber of repute. Having been to many parts of
the Himalaya and the Karakorams he had gathered vast
experience. Paul was a literary man, in many senses. He
owned and edited the well-known Mountain Magazine, till
the magazine stopped publication. He wrote several articles,
reviews and critical essays on mountaineering, which were
published in the form of a book, A t The Sharp End. He was
on the selection committee of the Boardman-Tasker Prize,
for the best mountaineering book of the year. In 1994 he
took over as the President of the British Mountaineering
Council, the administrative body for mountaineering in
Britain. There are not many Presidents around who climbed
as actively as Paul. In Kinnaur, during the earlier part of
the expedition, he made the first ascent of Rangnk Rang
(6553 m). Then he and Jim Curran stayed behind with us
to climb Manirang, and taste the barreruless of Spiti.
It is indeed unfortunate that Paul did not live to see the
publication of this book. h 1995 he was on an expedition
to Haramosh 11, a dangerous mountain in the Karakorams.
After successfully climbing the peak, Paul and Geoff Tier
were killed in a fall of a cornice. From what we had seen of
him on Manirang in 1994, climbing like a youth, there was
still much vigour left in h m . For many of us, memories of
Paul Nunn, Manirang and Spiti will always be twinned.
It was for the first time that I was going with Divyesh
Muni to the mountains. He is an energetic mountaineer
from Bombay, has built up a reputation as a climber, having
climbed Kamet, Kagbhusand, and recently Rangrik Rang
(6553 m). He was a Gujarati, and spoke the, same language
as most of the other Indians on t h s expedition. To match
his climbing ability he had a strong-willed temperament.
In Spiti we nicknamed h m Kubla, as his Gujarati blood
matched the Mongol in stamina and spirits when the need
arose.
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On 10th July 1994 Paul and Divyesh left for the summit
of Manirang at 5 a.m. The first slopes, with wluch they
were now familiar, were climbed free and unroped. They
had minimum gear available and most of it had to be
preserved for the upper slopes. We were watching them
from the lower camp. They disappeared from our view at
about 7 a.m. They were now on the upper rocks. The rocks
were loose, piled up on each other. No protection was
offered by roping up or by pitons. They had to climb very
carefully, and to take care that rocks were not dislodged.
Crawling up slowly they reached the summit at 10.15 a.m.
The summit was a narrow ridge formed like a sickle. To
ensure that they had reached the true summit they climbed
both the ends of the sickle. The view they encountered
covered a wide panorama. The peaks of Spiti and Kinnaur
were the most prominent. They could observe Leo Pargial
and Reo Purgyil peaks, both stunningly prominent from
tlus height.
From our camp we could see them again by 2 p.m. They
were descending slowly, trying to abseil with scanty
protection. Through some sections on ice the last person
had to climb down instead of abseil, as the ice was too
brittle to place a protection on. They were back at the
camp by 4 p.m.
Wlule Manirang was being climbed, Kaivan Mistry was
feasting on two smaller peaks near our camp. Both the
peaks were to the northeast of our camp below the
Manirang pass. On 9th July, with Suratram and Khubram
he made the first ascent of Saponang (5836 m) via the
north ridge. On the loth, Ghunsarang (5800 m) was climbed
by lum with Suratram via the east ridge. Each peak took
about six hours of snow climbing and offered wonderful
views towards the western parts of the Manirang ridge.
Such small and individual climbs made our trips worthwlule.
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Manirang Pass (5550 m)

By a peculiar geographical setting, though Kinnaur and
Spiti are just a valley apart it takes almost 250 km of
travelling by road along the Satluj and the Spiti rivers to
circumvent the high ridge of Manirang to reach Spiti. The
villages on both sides traditionally crossed over several
passes to trade with each other. It took them about four
days each way but they had to cross a lugh pass on each
route. The most well-known of these passes was Manirang
pass wluch linked Mane village in Spiti with Ropa village
in Kinnaur. The Spitians called it 'Ropakla' after the first
village in Kinnaur. For generations, trade was carried on
across this high pass. Now with the motorable road
available as an alternative, villagers prefer a journey of 250
km by road instead of trudging over t h s lugh pass. But for
trekkers this is still an attractive trek offering unique views
and a good passage. But the track, now in total disuse, is
testing and complicated.
In 1986, Muslim Ccntractor had almost come up to t h s
pass from the Kinnaur and he did not complain of much
hardship. Hence we were loolung forward to a comfortable
passage out to Kinnaur. How wrong we were.
As Paul and Divyesh came down from the slopes of
Manirang, Kaivan, Muslim and I started out to cross the
Manirang pass on 11th July 1994. As our camp was only
two kilometres from the pass we reached it soon and
without much bother. There was an excellent view of the
Kinnaur peaks to be had from the pass. On the other side
was a long snow slope whch at first led down gradually.
It was good fun to go down the gentle slopes rolling down
towards a gully. The route then followed the central gully,
filled with snow and now went down steeply. We descended this gully to the junction of three valleys at its foot.
The camping ground here is called Rankali and we found
a small shepherd's enclosure here.
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After lunch we followed the main valley down to
Parnachen. We were proceeding along the right bank of
the Ropa gad, following scree slopes, at first crossing the
river to the left bank and back at will. Soon the torrent
grew wilder and the water deeper. Now the fun started.
Scree slopes were steep and we had to climb up and down
several hundred feet from the river-bed to proceed ahead.
There was no track of any sort. After a four-hour trudge
we had barely covered three km. It was late evening by
then and we were a little desperate for a camping place.
Finally we had to cross to the right bank, pass some cave
dwellings and climb up about 100 m to camp at a small
flat clearing. This was marked on the map as Liti Thatch
(4150 m). A fine way to celebrate my fiftieth birthday.
On 12th July the same story continued till we reached
an open ground. Here on the left bank, h g h above the
river, we could see a track. To reach that we had to cross
the river again, luckily now on a solid ice bridge. For the
next four km we proceeded smoothly to reach the camping
ground of Sumdo (3667 m). This was certainly a great place
with rhododendrons in full bloom. Flowers of various
colours and shrubs of many varieties lined the slopes. We
crossed the Rakhobang Nalang gad coming in from the
northeast to meet the Ropa gad, and the track climbed up
almost 1000 m in a steep gradient and descended a little to
Pangthal (4200 m). The trek soon started traversing the
slopes at that height and far above the river. There were
several landslides and the rocks hung precariously from
the face, tilting downwards. We were stretched to the
maximum and I wxs shouting at Muslim for not warning
us about the difficulties. But according to him the poor
condition of the track was due to disuse The road had
probably been damaged only in the last few years and he
did not remember such rough ground.
Across the Ropa gad valley in the west, a large valley
had now opened to view. This was the Ghunsarang valley
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leading to the pass of the same name. T h s pass too led to
Mane village in Spiti. In fact both the tracks, from Ghunsarang and Mai~irangpasses, joined at Yai~gcho, a little above
Mane. Manirang pass was open only in summer wlule we
were told that the Ghunsarang remains open most parts of
the year. T h s pass may be a better alternative now that
route of Manirang pass is in disuse. Further southwest on
the same ridge lies Larsa Way pass wluch links Lippa village
in Kinnaur with the Pin valley in Spiti. Lippa can be reached
across another smaller pass from our valley. There was a
profusion of passes and almost every valley seemed linked
with another. We had to concentrate on our present state
of affairs.
Slope after slope the traverse continued for eight km. To
make it worse, there was no drinking water available
anywhere on these slopes. We could look down the roaring
torrent of Ropa gad 1000 m below, but not a drop here to
drink. It was dusk and the idea of camping on the rocks
without water was not so attractive. Finally we came
across a small pool of water, obviously used by goats.
After purifying it with iodine we had our fill and carried a
jerrycan full of it. A little ahead on a ridge we found a
small clearing, enough for two tents, to camp at Thatang
(3670 m).
The road down to Thoropa was steep but not unduly
difficult. Soon we were proceeding towards the large village
of Ropa (3300 m). No buses were able to reach Ropa due to
a road block so we trudged down to Giabong (3200 m)
after spending some time at a newly constructed monastery
on the way. We were supposed to get transport at Giabong.
But the situation was no different. Only one army truck
was parked there.
"Will tlus army truck give us a lift to the main road".
"No", replied Muslim after inquiries. "The driver is
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loolung for rajma dal for h s commandant expected from
Chandigarh today."
"How about that jeep". We were finally fitted snugly in
the jeep of a local bank manager who literally believed in
dealing in money for he wore a garland of rupee notes.
Muslim and I exchanged glances as the driver swerved
through turns. We could smell liquor. Finally it happened.
The jeep screeched and two tyres were almost hanging out
on to the Ropa khad below. Muslim pushed me out bodily
and we both jumped out in a flash, whle Kaivan who was
on the wrong side, struggled with a door whch did not
open.
After nearly a minute the driver recovered his senses
and just managed to reverse the jeep, dragging the bank
manager, who was struggling to get out through the door,
in the process. Despite the dangerous encounters in the
mountains this was the most near-death experience on the
trip.
Changing jeeps at Siasu khad on the main road we
proceeded to Kalpa where we were to meet the other party.
The inquiry about them received a reassuring answer.
"Yes, a party of Britishers and Indians have gone to
Kalpa, with a crate of beer".
The celebrations at Kalpa were eventful and the return
journey to Bombay, mercifully was without surprises.
A dream was fulfilled. Like Kubla Khan in Xanadu, we,
on Manirang, had 'drunk the milk of Paradise'. At present
this was my last trip to the barren hlls of Spiti. By now I
had covered many of the valleys on foot and covered the
road distance several times. But once you have tasted the
beauty here, it is difficult to keep away from the 'middle
land'.

Sweet to ride forth at evening walls,
When shadow pass ggantic on the sand.
And softly through the silence beat bells
Along the Golden Road to Samarkand.

-Hussan (JamesElroy Flecker)

Though remotely situated, Spiti had a postal system,
however inefficient sometimes it was. The mail was carried
by 'runners' to Kaja. As the road from Shirnla progressed,
mail was increasingly carried on buses. But even in 1983,
when I visited Spiti for the first time, the mail was carried
by a succession of persons called 'runners', once it entered
the Spiti territories. In case there is a road block, there was
no one to look after the mail and hence the system of
personal carriage continued till the late 1980s.
We had instructed the Post Master at Kaja, in writing, to
keep all mail received for us till we returned from the
mountains in about five weeks. We had a surprise in store
for us.
"As per rules I have to keep mail pending for three
weeks only," we were informed rather arrogantly.
"What about our instructions?"
There was an unprintable reply from the Post Master,
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who seemed disoriented and perhaps under the influence
of alcohol. He had sent all our mail to the Amritsar
'Returned Letter Office', where it would be opened and
redirected to the senders.

I was not ready to take things lying down. After
returning to Bombay I wrote letters to the Shmla Post
Office, under whose jurisdiction Kaja falls, and to departments at New Delhi as a complaint and follow up. I had to
patiently wait for almost four months. To my surprise the
department located and returned most of the letters strewn
between Kaja, Shrnla and Amritsar. They had to search
with runners, buses, trains and departments to do that.
But the system worked. But what about the arrogant Post
Master?
The head of Shmla Post Office, wlule expressing regret
for the episode and inconvenience caused to us, added
that the Post Master at Kaja was a known defaulter.
"But he is already sent to Kaja on a 'punishment posting'
and we do not know where else to shft hm", they said.
All these stories travelled back to Kaja over the years and
we heard that the Post Master was in trouble after the
drubbing he received from his superiors. This 'postal fiasco',
any way, became another of my Spitian legends.
The harsh Spiti is always the last frontier post for all the
officials posted there. No one can take a liking to the terrible
Spiti winters, coming from the cosy offices in Shmla, under
whose jurisdiction all the offices were. All of them longed
to return to their comforts and their world. Like them we
also had to return to our world.

The Northern Motorable Road
The motorable road from Kaja to Manali passes through
some spectacular scenery and is far shorter than the
southern road from Slumla. But going over two lug11 passes,
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it remains open only between early August and early
October. Once the passes are snow-bound all traffic stops.
In case winter is late then the road opens by late August.
The buses start early in the morning, when it is still
quite dark and biting cold. But as it rolls on the route
reveals its pleasures. For the first 21 km the road follows
the right bank of the Spiti river, going on the flat valley
floor. A succession of villages are passed. Finally it reaches
Ha1 village. Here a solid bridge over the Gyundi nala takes
you to a wilder terrain. Suddenly the surrounding gorges
and valleys take curious shapes and the slopes are colourful.
T h s is the limestone area of Kyoto. Over a bridge the road
crosses over to the left bank to re-cross again later. Losar is
the last village in Spiti on t h s route. It is a small village,
like all others, and has a Rest-house. One turns around to
have a last look at the broad valley of the Spiti here.
Parang La

As the bus starts from Kaja and crosses to the right bank a
motorable road leads straight ahead on the left bank to the
Ki monastery and ahead to the Kibar village. This is a
large village and the last Spiti out-post before Ladakh. A
track goes to Ladakh from here, crossing the Parang la, a
pass which is both difficult and spectacular. For centuries
the Spitians and the Ladakhs have established contact over
t h s trade route. This was also the main route by which the
Spitians had contact with the Tibetans, as it leads to Tibet
via Chumar and Hanle. The Pare chu river originates at
the northeastern foot of the pass. The pass does not form
the limits of Spiti territories, though it is situated on a
geographical watershed. It is the Pare chu whose course is
taken as the administrative boundary of the district. T h s
is what Harcourt had to say about the Parang la.
The Parun -1a is quoted by Theobald, who went
over it on t!I e 13th of August 1861, at 19,132 feet
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above sea-level; Cunningham however, places
its altitude at 18,502 feet. This is, in all
probability, the loftiest pass in the British
territory, and all who have journe ed across it
agree as to its extreme difficulty. T e Parung-la
is between the village of Kheibur, in Spiti, and
Ladakh. "On the ascent to the ass," says
Theobald, "a little snow is met wit n hollows
and in sheltered places, but the road is free of
snow to the summit. The crest of the pass is a
rocky ridge of vertical limestones strata, formin
a gap between high snowy peaks on either h a n 8
From t h s rocky ridge one steps off on to a fine
lacier, which is seen filling up the valley
Eeneath, and w h c h is main1 augmented by the
radual descent of lateral g aciers and ice from
Phe h g h snowy peaks to the west. Few crevasses
exist in t h s lacier, and the descent over it is
gradual a n f easy, thou h there are some
awkward bits of road just a ter quitting it, where
the ground is very steep, and the road cree S
along the chasm that yawns between t e
mountain-side on one hand and the glacier on
the other, and whch is produced by melting of
the glacier in contact with the dark, warm rocks
of the valley."
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-A.F.P. Harcourt in The Himalayan Districts
ofKooloo, Lahoul and Spiti, p. 24

T h s pass was much used in the early days by traders
between Ladakh, Spiti and Bushahr. Occasionally British
tourists and trekkers proceeding from Shirnla to Leh used
it. It is recorded that Trebeck used it in 1821 and most
other travellers who went to Ladakh from Spiti had gone
over it. Parang la is considered dangerous at all times as it
is prone to sudden snowstorms even in the summer. One
finds bones of numerous dead animals on its crest, attesting
to the difficulties of its passage.

Takling La
On the same axis, further northwest lies Takling la. This
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pass was also used for trade between Spiti and Ladakh. It
is believed that Takling la was much in use perhaps more
popular than the Parang la in the 19th century. The track
to the Takling la starts at village Hal, now on the motorable
road. One has to trek towards Kyoto to cross a bridge over
the Spiti. On the left bank lies the large maidan called
Lagurdasi where a fair used to be held. Traders from
Ladakh, Tibet and Bushahr would gather here to exchange
goods. T h s tradition however fell in disuse in later years,
and alongwith it the importance of Takling la decreased.
In recent years one party is recorded to have crossed
Takling la. Romesh Bhattacharjee led a group of students
from Dellu over this inhospitable pass in 1993. He had to
research old records and gather information from locals to
trace a route to t h s pass. According to h m , there are many
points to cross the ridge and each was called Takling la.
Perhaps four such passes exist. 011 this pass a customs
post was supposed to be established by the British.
Bhattacharjee gives a detailed description of the pass and
discusses its location.
Only two passes between Spiti and Pare chu
have been recorded so far-Takling la and
Parang la (5580 m). Details of Takling la are
rarely iven in 19th century accounts, and not at
all in ater ones. . . . The usually meticulously
detailed information in the 1897 publication
Maj. Gen. Le
Routes in larnrnu 6
Marquis de Bourbel
has mentioned as
side, below 'Takling la' mentioned in the above
book and earlier accounts, there used to be an
octrci /customs ost, taxing caravans going to
Tibet and ~ a d a k ROn the bleak route we took,
there was no place for such a post. I couldn't
visualise any officials -even if they were
eccentric and English sta ing there for even a
week let alone three mont S.
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-'Back to Rupshu' by Romesh D. Bhattaclmqee,
in the Himala?ynn Journnl, Vol. 50, p. 130
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On the east the route from all the Takling las descends to
join the track from Parang la.

To Manali
The road takes a sharp westerly turn from Losar. The ascent
to Kunzum la is gentle and not spectacular. From the small
temple on the pass many peaks are seen. It is cold and
deserted except for some Kangra gaddis who come here in
the summer. A foot track is recently built from Kunzum la
to descend to Chandra tal in the north. The road descends
to the Chandra valley of Lahaul from Kunzum la. The
descent is steep and scary. At many places the bus has to
back off to complete a turn, always a scary affair if the
driver is not experienced. The entire road from here till
across Rohtang pass is strewn with boulders on both sides.
From the foot of Kunzum la the road is in the valley of the
Chandra river with the Bara Shgri glacier valley leading
to the south. The road goes along the Chandra. Batal, Chota
Dara and Chhatru are passed in succession, each with a
small restaurant. From Chhatru the road runs on the left
bank and climbs gently to meet the main Leh-Manali
highway at Gramphu.
Rohtang is always a tricky pass to cross. At the best of
times it is scary to cross at few places w h c h remain full of
snow in the gullies giving travellers a rough ride. Construction of tlus road began in the early fifties and it took
material, labour, engineering slull and sometimes lives to
complete it. It was decades before it was ready and it still
gets blocked.
Holmes had remarked, among other thngs, about the
impossibility of roads to Spiti. I don't blame him looking
at the terrain. But they are there all right, however bad
their condition.
The proposed jeep track from Manali to the
frontier, were i t possible, would more than
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serve to establish a lasting bond
between ndia and Spiti. But it is almost certainly
any
too ambitious a scheme. When we first walked
into S iti the project seemed well on its way to
comp etion. A year later, of the thrty miles of
jeep track, so laboriously hewn out of the
mountainside, bare1 a trace could be seen.
Winter had done its evastating worst:
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-Peter Holmes in the Mountains and a Monastery

Nearing Manali in the Kullu valley it was time to say good
bye to the world of Spiti. Near the pass a huge icy patch
was cleared by bulldozers and, while going over it, the bus
tilted dangerously to one side. Though scared someone
murmured: "lane do (let it go). As long as there is a road,
who's afraid of the Spiti roads!" The bus slowly rolled
down to Manali and the plains. We were back to the other
world, our world.

The Future
'The only tlung constant in this world is change,' says a
management principle. Nowhere does it apply more than
to Spiti at present times. As I left Spiti after my last visit in
1994 change was evident everywhere.
At Kaja we mingled with many foreign tourists, with
cameras Kanging around their necks. Tourists are both, a
blessing to the economy and a threat to the cultural values
of Spiti. The local shopkeeper refused to sell us some fossils,
preferring to sell them in dollars to the foreigners. There
are reports of equipment of some tourists being taken away
by the Spitians from their tents. Charges for mules and
porters have gone up considerably. New hotels are being
built, jeeps are plying on the streets and many tourists are
visiting as 'jeep-safari' travellers, now popular in t h s part
of the world. There are more people on the streets in
western clothes than in the traditional Spitian costumes.
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Preparations are afoot for the 1000th year celebration of
the foundation of the Tabo monastery in 1996. It is expected
to attract thousands of tourists. The 'change' was everywhere.
"What have been the effects of Indianisation on the
Pitoons, of civilisation coming to a backward community?
Civilisation has taken a drubbing. The P i t o o ~ ~
were
s simply
too much for it!" wrote Peter Holmes in h s book, Mountains
and a Monastery. T h s seems like so much wishful thinking!
The winds of change were most essential for the Spitians.
Spitians have adapted to modem ways and the process.of
'Indianisation' as readily as fish to water. Their intermingling with the culture of the Indian plains is complete.
Now they will have international exposure with the advent
of tourism, opening of the area and the arrival of foreigners.
It is hoped that Spitians will keep their cultural traditions
alive even as they imbibe new values.
Many problems that cropped up are being studied. There
is an effort to keep the local architecture alive and use
local materials in building new houses or government offices
and rest-houses. The traditional 'Lagurdasi fair' is revived,
now near Kaja. Traders from Kinnaur, Ladakh, Kullu can
meet traders of Spiti here for exchange of goods. Some
experts from Ladakh, w h c h has been now open to tourists
for almost three decades, visited Spiti to study and advise
them about the growth of tourism. The art of 'natural
dyeing', whch was once popular in Spiti, is being revived.
There is a demand from the tourists for local handicrafts
and dyed products. A concentrated effort was made to
clean Kaja and all the local shopkeepers were involved in
the act. It is hoped that terms like 'Value Based Tourism'
and 'Minimum Impact Tourism' will be used in the real
sense in Spiti.'
'See Towards a Tourism Strategy in Spiti, by Subei~duKausluk for
views on future development of Spiti.
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Adjustments are always challengmg, particularly for a
protected civilisation like Spiti-almost as difficult as its
deep gorges, forbidding rivers and remote peaks. It will be
interesting to observe how Spitians handle the change and
adjustment. It will be both difficult and delightful like all
my mountain explorations in Spiti.
Exploring is delightful to look forward to and
back upon, but it is not comfortable at the time,
unless it be of such an easy nature as not to
deserve the name.
-Samuel Butler in Er&

Spiti is at the crossroads of a new phase in its hstory. But
then, they have the hstorical experience to deal with change,
since the times of Kubla Khan!

Like one, that on a lonesome road
Doth walk in fear and dread,
And having once turned round walks on,
And turns no more lus head;
Because he knows a frightful fiend
Doth close belund him tread.
- The Ancient Manner (Samuel Taylor Coleridge)

Major Landmarks in the History of Spiti
(including major mountaineering explorations)

A.D.
996

- Tabo monastery was founded by Lochav

Rinchhan Zangbo, who also established the
monastery at Lalung.
1055 - Spiti mentioned as part of the Tibetan empire,
ruled from Lhasa.
1262 - Kubla Khan, the Tartar General conquered Lhasa
and as a result ruled Spiti.
?
- With the fall of the Tartar empire, Spiti was ruled
by Gyalpo Jamya of Ladakh.
1600 - Ali Mir, from Baltistan defeated Gyalpo Jamya
of Ladakh. Some provinces, including Spiti,
revolted and became free.
1635 - On the death of Jamya his son Namgyal defeated
the Baltis and became ruler of Ladakh. He reconquered Spiti.
1660 - On the death of Jamya, his third son Tenchog
obtained possession of Zanskar and Spiti.
1681-83 - Raja Mansingh of Kullu invaded Spiti, built forts,
extracted royalties and withdrew.
Tibetan forces conquered Guge and Spiti to stop
1710
the revolt of Ladakh ruler Delek.
1720 - Delek made peace with the Tibetans, married
the daughter of a General from Lhasa and
obtained Spiti as h s dowry.
1740 - Baltis ruled again.
1776 - Bushahrs held Dankhar for two years.
1821 - George Trebeck, Governor of Leh, toured Spiti.
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1840

- Zorawar Singh, the Dogra General conquered
Spiti. He appointed Rahm Khan as the ruler of
Spiti. Rahim Khan's son-in-law Gulam Khan
plundered Spiti.

1841

- On the death of Zorawar Singh in Tibet, Spitians

killed h s army and liberated themselves.
1841
- Sikh forces plundered Spiti, but ultimately
retreated.
1842
- Raja of Jarnrnu, Gulab Singh, defeated Tibetan
forces in Ladakh. Established his rule over Spiti
as well.
- Under the Treaty of Amritsar, Gulab Singh
1846
handed over Spiti to the British. Spiti became
part of the British empire in India.
1846
- General Cunningham and Vans-Agnew surveyed
Spiti and fixed boundaries with Ladakh, Kullu
and Tibet.
1847
- Vans-Agnew made the first revenue settlement.
1846-48 - British handed over administration and collection of revenue to Mansukh Das, Wazir of the
Raja of Bushahr.
1849
- Spiti came under direct British rule. Major Hay
appointed Assistant Commissioner of Spiti.
1860
- Unnamed Khalasi of Survey of India climbed
Shilla, at that time believed to be 23,064 ft, the
lughest peak ever climbed.
- A.H. Egerton, the District Commissioner of
1864
Kangra toured Spiti and published a detailed
journal.
- L.W. Dane explored a.new route to Spiti, via the
1884
Pin Parvati pass.
1905
- A.H. Francke, a Moravian missionary visited
monasteries in Spiti and listed its antiquities on
behalf of the British Government.

Appendices
1939

- J.O.M. Roberts crossed to Spiti from Kullu and

climbed Chau Chau Kang Nilda, becoming the
first mountaineer to visit Spiti.
- L. Schmaderer, German mountaineer was
1940
murdered at Tabo.
1947 - With the independence of India, Spiti becomes a
part of the Indian Republic.
1952 - J. de. V. Graaff and Mrs. Graaff climbed
Manirang and explored Spiti.
1955 & - Peter Holmes with T.H. Braham (in 1955) and
1956
G.W. Walker (in 1956) explored the western
valleys and climbed several peaks. From Chau
Chau Kang Nilda, they determined a lower
height for Shlla.
1957
- First democratic elections held in Spiti to elect
two Members of Parliament.
1960
- Government of Punjab declared Spiti as a special
&vision with Lahaul.
- With the Chinese aggression the defence forces
1962
moved to Spiti. Entire valley was declared
'Restricted'.
1966 - Spiti became part of the State of Himachal
Pradesh, India.
1966 - An Indian team (Raj Kumar) climbed Shilla and
several other peaks in the eastern valleys.
1983 - An Indian team from Bombay (Harish Kapadia)
explored Lingti valley and climbed several peaks
in the eastern valleys and attempted Chau Chau
Kang Nilda.
1987 - An Indian team from Bombay (Harish Kapadia)
completed the exploration of the eastern valleys,
explored a new pass to Rupshu, climbed
Parilungbi and several other peaks.
- Parachute Regiment team (Col. B.S. Sandhu)
1988
climbed Manirang, whle an Indian team from
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Bombay (Monesh Devjani) narrowly failed on
the same peak by a direct route.
1993 - 'Inner-line' restrictions fully lifted. Spiti becomes
accessible to all, including foreigners.
1993 - An Indian team from Bombay (Harish Kapadia)
explored the western valleys of Pin, Khamengar,
Ratang and Sanugba, climbing peaks in the area.
1994 - The Indian-British expedition (Chris BoningtonHarish Kapadia) made the third ascent of
Manirang, and climbed two other peaks. The
first international team, after 30 years, allowed
to climb in Spiti.
1994 - Gya (6794 m), the highest peak of Spiti,
attempted for the first time by an expedition
from Delhi (Yousuf Zaheer).
1995-98 - Gya (6794 m), attempted by several teams, both
from Spiti and Ladakh, peak remains virgin still.
Notes

Few other climbing teams repeated climbs of Chau Chau
Kang Nilda, Slulla and other peaks in the Lingti valiey.
Some teams climbed peaks in the northwestern area of
the Gyundi and in the Losar valleys and on the Spiti-KulluLahaul watershed.
Full details of the mountaineering history are given
separately.

APPENDIX
B

Rivers and River Valleys of Spiti

1. Spiti River
Spiti is a boisterous river during summer whereas in winter
it looks like a blue ribbon and is fordable at a number of
places. T h s river originates to the northeast of Kunzum
pass by the joining of the Taktsi, Pangnu and Kibji nalas. It
covers about 190 km at an average elevation of over 3660
m. There is no steep fall at any place throughout its course
upto Sumdo. The river-bed is narrow in the lower part of
the valley, whereas in the upper and middle parts it is
very broad. The Spitians have no reverence for this river
whch causes dislocation and destruction of communication
and plays no part in the economy of the valley. The water
of this river cannot be utilised for irrigation due to the
speed of the water and low elevation of the river bed. The
cultivation in the valley is by irrigation but the water is
brought to the villages from the side streams through long
water channels called 'kuhls'. This river does not freeze
over completely during winter though the water level
decreases considerably and the water freezes on both the
edges. The Spiti river joins the Satluj at Khab after covering
about 190 km and loses its identity.
The motorable road from both northwards and
southwards runs almost parallel to the banks of the Spiti
river. Most of the major and prosperous villages are located
on its banks.
2. Takling Nala

Takling nala originates from the south of a peak 6009 m
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lugh and merges with the Spiti river east of village Kyoto.
There is no habitation in the Takling river valley. There is,
however, a mule track which leads to Takling la and to
Dutung. Dutung falls on the main track from Kibar (Spiti
valley) to Chumar (Ladakh). T h s track is a good bypass to
approach Ladakh when Parang la is not open.

3. Parilungbi Nala
Parilungbi nala originates from the area southwest of Parang
la. T h s river forms a small valley and it covers 10 km
before it merges with the Spiti river in the area west of Ki
gompa. This river is not crossable on foot during summer.
The hghest village of the Spiti valley, Kibar, is situated on
the bank of t h s river. Another small village Dornli is also
on the same axis. The track along the bank of tlus river
leads to Parang la. From there it leads to Narbu-Sumdo,
Chumar and parts of Ladakh.
Parilungbi peak is located to the east of Parang la and
tlus river does not start anywhere near it.
4. Shilla Nala
Shlla nala originates in the area northeast of Kaja and
from the area west of the Shlla peak. The valley formed by
t h s river is very narrow and the terrain is inhospitable.
There are two villages in the lower part of the valley, Hikim
and Langja, to west and east of it, respectively. This river
covers 48 km before it merges with Spiti river between
Kaja and Rangrik. The river is crossable on foot throughout
the year, though it swells up in summer.
The Shlla peak is generally not approached from this
valley due to a narrow gorge at its head.

5. Lingti River
The Lingti river originates in the eastern Spiti valley and
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covers about 60 km to merge with the Spiti river between
village Lithang and Dankhar. The approach to the valley is
perilous and the terrain is difficult. Only one big village
Lalung lies on its banks. Another small village Kiabri has
also come up. The course of t h s river gives access to the
area across through Chaksachan la. The watershed of t h s
river is formed by a number of lugh peaks including Gya,
the lughest peak in Spiti and the second lughest in Himachal
Pradesh. These peaks also form the watershed whch is the
border between Ladakh and Spiti valley and Tibet and
Spiti valley.
The water of this river does not play any part in the
economy of the Spiti valley either. The river during summer
is unfordable on foot whereas during winter it is very tame.
Towards its head, the Lingti is joined by Chaksachan
Lungpa originating from the foot of Gya. Other major
tributaries of the Lingti are the Tangmor nala and Syarrna
nala from the southwest and northeast respectively. There
are several peaks and passes in tlus valley.

6. Giu Nala
Giu nala originates in the southeast of the Spiti valley, near
Giu and runs parallel to the international boundary. This
nala is a boisterous river during summer whereas in winter
it is a small stream. During summer it is not crossable on
foot except with the help of nylon ropes and other
equipment for river crossing. The valley formed by it is
very narrow except at village Giu where it is broad. Giu
and Doksa afford the only place for cultivation and
habitation. There is no track beyond Giu in this valley.
There is, however, the possibility of reachng the Lingh
valley after crossing parts of the Giu and Sheru nalas. This
valley also allows access to Tibetan territory through
Bargaoik la to reach Bargaoik and Karak in Tibet. Ths nala
merges with the Spiti river in the northwest of Sumdo.
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7. Gyundi River
This is another wild and uninhabited group of valleys
formed by the Gyundi river. Tlus river originates in the
northwest of the Spiti valley. The orign is from a watershed
wluch is the boundary of Kullu district and the Spiti valley.
This river covers about 40 km before it merges with the
Spiti river between villages Ha1 and Morang. There is a
track in the valley forced by the local shepherds.
To the north of the Gyundi valleys, the L o ~ a valley
r
and
the Takcha nala are the northernmost valleys of Spiti. Both
are small, narrow and with several peaks but are easier of
access.

8. Ratang River
The Ratang river originates from the west of Kaja in the
Spiti valley. It originates from the watershed on the border
with Kullu district and the Bara Shigri glacier. The terrain
through which t h s river passes is unfriendly and there is
no habitation on its banks. Tlus river merges with the Spiti
river near village Rangrik. There is no established track in
tlus valley.
The Ratang valley is not visited frequently and has only
high passes on its northern and southern watersheds. At
its head in the west and on all the watersheds there are
high peaks.
Sanugba nala and Chachumi nadi are two major
tributaries of the Ratang river.

9. Pin River
The Pin river originates in the southwestern part of the
Spiti valley from Tari Khango la and the Pin Parvati passes
and forms a narrow valley called the Pin valley. This valley
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is narrow in the upper and lower parts whereas in the
centre it is broad. This largest tributary of the Spiti river
runs northeast for 16 km after which its course is northnortheast. From Sagnam the direction is again northeast
upto the confluence with Spiti river, south of village
Dankhar. The river covers about 50 km. The upper part of
the river freezes in mid-winter and inter-village tracks run
on the frozen surface. Tlus river does not play any part in
the local economy either. The track connecting the Spiti
valley with the Parvati valley of Kullu district runs through
this valley after crossing through the Pin Parvati pass.
Alongside the Pi11 river runs the Bhaba valley of Kinnaur
district with the Spiti valley. Since times immemorial the
residents of the Pin valley have carried on trade with the
Bhaba valley through t h s track. The Tari Khango pass has
been the only obstacle en route.
The Parahio river meets the Pin river at Sagnam. Parahio
is made up of the meeting of Khamengar river and Debsa
nala a few kilometres east. Thus the Pin has a huge
catchment area and is, in volume at least, bigger than the
Spiti river at the confluence.
All these valleys have several high passes and peaks,
including Khangla Tarbo, the lughest peak of the western
Spiti.
10. Pare Chu (Parang River)

Pare chu is the most fascinating river which orignates just
outside Spiti valley in the area north of Parang la. This
river runs towards northeast of Parang la to Narbu Sumdo
in southeast Ladakh. It flows for about 30 km in Ladakh,
turns southwards from Chumar and enters Tibetan territory
at Lemarle. The river covers another 85 km in Tibetan
territory where it is blocked by the Drongmar range. It reenters the Indian territory south of village Kaurik. From
here it covers another 12 km before it joins the Spiti river
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near Sumdo. The average elevation on which this river
flows is very high. There is no habitation on its banks.
.Strategically Pare chu river takes a complete circle east of
Spiti valley and affords all access routes to India from
Tibet through small tributaries. The tributaries from narrow
valleys and the approach routes are difficult. The river is
not crossable on foot throughout the year as it is boisterous.

APPENDIX
C

Passes to the Spiti Valley

A number of passes have opened the Spiti valley to the
areas outside. The natural border of t h s valley with the
neighbouring areas is formed by watersheds. The valley is
land-locked from all the sides. On these watersheds some
passes have linked the Spiti valley since times immemorial
with the surrounding areas of Ladakh, Kinnaur, Kullu,
Lahaul and Tibet. For understanding the Spiti valley it is
essential to understand the layout of these passes. Residents
of the Spiti valley respect and honour these passes since
they once served them to establish contact with outside
areas for trade and communication. Their respect for the
passes is evident from the flags and stones which are offered
at the passes by the persons who cross them. The flags are
marked with sacred mantra O m Mane Padme Hum. Sacred
'Mane' walls adorn most of the tracks leading from these
passes to the valley. The 'Mane' walls are collections of
stones on w h c h the sacred Mantra Onz Mane Padme Hum
has been irscribed. These walls also serve to distinguish
the track during winter when the areas are covered with
snow.
With the motorable road reaching Spiti from two
directions these passes are almost in total disuse. Only one
pass, Kunzum la, is motorable. Only one pass, Kaurik, is
restricted of access. The rest of the passes would still make
beautiful treks.

1. Kunzum la (or Kunzom la) (4550 m)
This pass is the gate to the Spiti valley from the west.
There is a motorable road running through tlus pass now,
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w h c h connects Batal in the upper Chandra valley and the
first village Losar of the Spiti valley. T h s pass is broad
and easily crossable. The ascent is steep, but not difficult
from the upper Chandra valley, but the descent towards
Spiti valley is negligible. The pass has a number of 'Mane'
walls, which distinguish the main foot track. This pass is
crossable on foot from May/June to October/November
and the snowfall on t h s pass is less than on the Rohtai~g
pass. The entire route is generally motorable from early
August to late September, depending on snowfall each year.
The river Chandra flows from the west of t h s pass. There
is a track connecting the famous Chandra tal (4420 m).
This track further leads to the Baralacha pass connecting
Bhaga valley of Lahaul and parts of Ladakh.
2. Parang la (5580 m)
Parang la connects the Spiti valley to parts of Ladakh. On
the Spitian side of t h s pass, flows the river Parilungbi and
the track runs on its side, climbing up the pass towards
Ladakh. The river Pare chu originates from foot of t h s
pass in the east. It lies on the trade route between Ladakh
and the Spiti valley. Every year a number of traders from
Kullu, Ladakh, Spiti and Kinnaur, bring their goods for
barter. T h s trade fair is regularly held every year in the
month of August on a groupd called Lagurdasi which is
on the southwest of Parang la. In recent years this fair has
been revived, but is held near Kaja. There is a glacier about
three kilometres on the northeast of t h s pass and a number
of crevasses make it difficult to cross.
On the same axis lies Takling la which follows a little
detour to cross from Spiti to Ladakh to meet the Parang la
route.
3. Manirang Pass (5550 m)

Manirang pass connects the Spiti valley with the Ropa valley
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of Kinnaur. T h s is a high pass and there is a five km long
snow-bed on the Ropa valley side and about a three
lulometres long snow-bed on the Spiti side. The approach
to t k s pass from the Spiti side through village Mane is
gradual whereas tke descent towards the Ropa valley side
is very steep through a very narrow gorge. Being narrow
and steep there are not many crevasses in this gorge. The
top of the pass gves a panoramic view of all high peaks of
Kinnaur, Spiti, Ladakh and Tibet. Manirang peak is on the
northeast of the pass and there are h g h and impressive
peaks on the west of the pass. The pass is open from June/
July to September/October and the snow on the pass is
residuary. The traders/shepherds of the Ropa valley of
Kinnaur used to bring their flocks of sheep and goats
through t h s pass to the upper ridges of the Spiti valley
situated south of village Mane. The residents of the Spiti
valley call t h s pass 'Ropakla' and the residents of the Ropa
valley call it 'Manirang'. Thus both sides have named the
pass after the first village across the pass. The pass .is at
present not used by the locals at all.
There is hardly any other traffic on t h s route. The tracks
leading to the pass are in a bad shape, quite tiring and in
some places dangerous.
An alternate pass nearby is Ghunsarang la, or known
locally as Gulla la. It also connects Mane with Ropa by a
detour on the same ridge.
4. Tari Khango Pass (Bhaba Pass) (4865 m)
There are two passes in the southwest of Pin valley which
connect the Spiti valley with the Bhaba valley of knnaur.
The track from the Bhaba valley connects the HindustanTibet road at Wangtu. The pass situated in the east is named
'Tari Khango' and is popularly known as the 'Bhaba' pass.
The pass in the west is called Shakarode (5100 m) (also
known as Shakarog Khango). The importance of the Bhaba
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pass cannot be over-emphasised. By crossing this pass from
the Pi11 valley side, the entire area of Kinnaur district to
the east of Wangtu can be bypassed. The approach to the
pass from Spiti is gradual whereas the descent to the other
side of the pass towards Bhaba valley is tedious and rocky.
T h s pass has long been used as a trade route between the
Pin and Bhaba valleys. It is open from May/June to Oct/
November. The locals however cross it as early as March
and as late as December. The construction of motorable
road from Shirnla to Sumdo and its extension towards Kaja
has reduced the traffic on this pass, but as the pass cuts the
distance to a great extent locals still use it. There is a two
kilometres long snow-bed on both sides of the pass.

5. Kaurik Pass (4000 m)
Kaurik pass is situated in the extreme southeast of the
Spiti valley. It connects Spiti with parts of Tibet. The pass
is situated on the traditional trade route between the Spiti
valley and parts of western Tibet now on the international
border between India and Chna. It has no residuary snow
and is crossable throughout the year. By standing on this
pass one can get a view of village Churup and the Pare
chu river in the Tibetan territory. There is a foot track
which is not in use but goes across the border. This route
is to the south of the Kaurik pass and runs on the banks of
the Pare chu river and there is a natural rock bridge to
cross the river. It is at the foot of Kaurik pass that Pare chu
river re-enters India after its sojourn in Tibet.
6 . Lepcha la Pass (Hangrang Pass)

Lepcha la connects the extreme southeastern end of the
Spiti valley with Shailkhar and Chango of the Hangrang
valley in Kiru~aur.It was frequently used by the residents
of villages Sumra, Lari, Shailkhar and Chango. Before the
coming up of modern roads, tracks and bridges, this pass
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was much in use. Village Surnra, though a part of Kinnaur
district, falls in Spiti. The residents of this village have
customs and culture resembling those in the rest of Kimaur
although they live deep inside Spiti. They maintain their
link with Shailkhar through tlus pass and tlus happens to
be a short route as well. There is vegetation on t h s pass
and small trees and bushes are present. During winter there
is residuary snow for a couple of months but the pass can
be negotiated.

7. Pin Parvati Pass (5400 m)
T h s is the only major pass whch was not discovered by
the enterprising locals. It was Louis Dane who investigated
this pass and finally crossed it in 1897. This is a major pass
whch links the Pin valley with the Parvati valley of Kullu,
thus avoiding the entire round-about journey over the
Rohtang and Kunzum la. For a visit to the large Pin valley
it was not necessary for locals to come via Kaja.

A five-day trek, where the route travels over the beautiful
grassy meadows along the Parvati river and beautiful
mountain scenery. It climbs up gradually over snowfields
and descends to the Pin valley to meet the Tari Khango
pass route. The first villages in the Pin valley of Spiti are
Mud and Sagnam.
Note

The passes mentioned are the traditional passes used by
the Spitians. There are several other passes linking various
valleys of Spiti. Most of these passes are difficult and were
explored and crossed by several mountaineering parties.
Details of many such passes are given in the earlier text.

Mountaineering (Peaks Climbed) in Spiti
(1860 to 1998)

Peaks in the Eastern Valleys
1. Shilla (6132 m) (Place of Monastery)

Year

Party

1860

- Climbed by an unnamed khalasi of the Survey

1952
1966
1985
1985
1987

of India.
- Recce by a South African party (J. de V.
Graaff and K. E. Snelson).
- Climbed by an Indian team (R.J. Kumar) on
19th and 20th July.

- Climbed by an Indian team (S. Bhattacharya)
on 31st August.
- Attempted by an Indian team (S. Roy
Chaudhury).
- Attempted by an Indian team (Harish
Kapadia) from north and east cols.

2. Chau Chau Kang Nilda (6303) (Earlier known as
Guan Nelda) (Blue Moon in the Sky)

1939

- First ascent by J.O.M. Roberts.

1955

- Second ascent by Peter Holmes and T.H.
Braham.

1966
1981

- Third ascent by an Indian team (R.J. Kumar).
- Climbed by an Indian team (M.H. Contractor
and R. Vora).
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1983

- Attempted

1984

- Climbed by an Indian team (B.P. Roy).

by an Indian team (M.H.
Contractor and A.P. Samant).

3. Chau Chau Kang Nilda II (6158 m)
1993
1995

- Climbed by an Indian team (P.K. Barman).
- Climbed by an Indian team (Sajal Kr. Kundu).

4. Kanamo (5964 m) (Formerly known as Kanikma)

(Whte Hostess)
1966
1989

- First ascent by an Indian team (R.J.Kumar).
- Second ascent by an Indian team (Anil
Chavan).

5. Rock Tower (c. 6100 m) (near Shilla)

1966

- First ascent by an Indian team (R.J. Kurnar).

6. Zumto (c. 5800 m)
Tserip (c. 5980 m)
Kawu (c. 5910 m)
(near Shilla jot above Langja)

1983

- First ascents of all the above peaks by an
Indian team (Harish Kapadia).

7. Lagma (5761 m)
Sibu (5700 m)
Tangmor (5900 m)
Sisbang (c. 5250 m)
(all in the lower Lin*

1983

valley)

- First ascent of the first two peaks by an Indian
team (Harish Kapadia). Attempt on last two.
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8. Lama Kyent (6040 m) (on Lingti-Rupshu divide)

Labrang (c. 5900 m) (east of Shlla)
Runse (6175 m)
Geling (c. 6100 m)
Gyadung (c. 6160 m)
(all on the Gyagar ridge, north of Chaksachan la)
1987

- First ascent of all the above peaks by an
Indian team (Harish Kapadia).

9. Parilungbi (6166 m) (in Rupshu, across the Lingti valley)
?

1987

- Climbed by Khalasi of Survey of India.
- Second ascent by an Indian team (Harish
Kapadia).

10. Lhakhang (6250 m) (north of Shlla)

1987

- Attempted by a n Indian team (Harish
Kapadia).

11. Gyagar (c. 6400 m) (north of the Chaksachan la)

1983

- Attempted by a n Indian team (Harish

1988
1995

Kapadia).
- First ascent by an Indian team (Dhiren Pania).
- Second ascent by an Indian army team (Lt.
Col. H.S. Dhillon).

12. Gya (6794 m) (on Spiti-Tibet border, the hghest peak
in Spiti)

1983-1987 - Recced by an Indian team (Harish Kapadia).
- Attempted by a team from Delh (Yousuf
1994
Zaheer), from Ladakh.
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1996

- Attempted

1996

- Attempted by a team from Delhi (Yousuf

by a team from Bombay (Arun
Samant) in April. They approached from the
Lingti valley, Spiti.
Zaheer) in August. They approached from
Ladakh.

13. Cya North (6520 m)

1997

- First ascent by a team from Delh (Yousuf
Zaheer).

14. Gya East (6680 m)

1997

- First ascent by a team from Bombay (Arun
Samant). The team climbed nearby Cheama
(6230 m) and Drisa (6275 m).

15. Gyasumpa

1997
1998

- First ascent by

a team of SAARC countries
(Col. H.S. Chauhan).
- Second ascent by an Indian team from IMF
(Sqd. Ldr. A.K. Singh).

Peaks in the Western Valleys
1. Manirang (6593 m)

1952

- First ascent (SW ridge) by Dr. and Mrs. J. de
V. Graaff with Pasang Dawa Lama and Tashi
(South African team).

1988

- Attempted by west face by an Indian team

1988

(Monesh Devjani).
- Second ascent (SW ridge) by an Indian army
team (Col. B.S. Sandhu).
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1994

- Third ascent (SW ridge) by an Indian-British
team (Chris Bonington-Harish Kapadia).
Summit reached by Paul Nunn and Divyesh
Muni.

2. Parahio (5920 m) (on the Paraho-Ratang divide)

1955

- First ascent by a British team (P.F. Holmes

1993

and T.H. Braham).
- Second ascent by an Indian team (Harish
Kapadia and Kaivan Mistry).

3. Kharnengar (5760 m) (on Khamengar-Ratang divide)

1956

- First ascent by a British team (P.F. Holmes

1993

and G.W. Walker).
- Second ascent by an Indian team (Harish
Kapadia-Kaivan Mistry).

4. Ratang Tower (6170 m) (and 8 other peaks in Ratang valley)

1955 &
1956

- First ascents of all the above peaks by a
British team (P.F. Holmes).
The team also climbed Boomerang (6310 m),
Moby Dick, Khamengar (5760 m), Parahio
(5920 m), Peak 6011 m and two other peaks.

5. Fluted Peak (6139 m)

1958

- First ascent by the British team (Joss Lynam).
The team also climbed Shiletaker (5266 m).
Fluted peak has been climbed by several
parties in the recent years, approaching it
from the north (Lahaul).
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6. Niini Themga (6024 m)
1994

- First ascent by an Indian team (A.P. Samant).
Climbing from the Suvita nala, the team also
climbed, Dongrimo (6160 m), Loushar (6040
m), Laghbhor-che (5980 m), Tarimo (5900 m),
Larimo (5995 m) - all first ascents. Fluted
peak was also climbed by them.
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List of Major Monasteries in Spiti*

Major Monasteries

Name

Remarks

1.Ki

- 12 km motorable approach from Kaja, a

2. Tangyud

3. Dankhar

4. Tabo

5. Gungri

large monastic complex standing on a lull,
a most beautiful place (Gelug-pa sect).
- A monastery 4 km above Kaja. It is
patronised by the Nonos of Spiti. A large
complex is under construction. Situated
near Hikim (Sa-kya-pa sect).
- An ancient monastery built in 12th century,
over a ridge. Now new structure is built.
Approach via motorable road (6 km) from
Sichling (Gelug-pa sect).
- Founded in A.D. 996, tlus is a beautiful
monastic complex built on a plain with
unusual structures and caves. Contains rare
wall paintings. Situated on the main road
to Kaja (Gelug-pa sect).
- The chief monastery of the Pin valley
founded by Padmasambhava. One of the
oldest monasteries in the Pin valley or the
entire Spiti area. Situated inside the Pin
valley, about 18 km from Attargo on the
Kaja road and 4 km from Sagnam, the
principal village of the Pin area
(Nyingmapa sect).

*Based on the District Census Handbook, Lahaul and Spiti, 1981 and
Buddhist Monasteries in Himachal Prndesh by O.C.Handa.
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Other village level monasteries are in abundance in many
villages. Some of them are as under:

Monasteries in North Spiti
1. Losar
2. Hansa

- In north Spiti, on the way to Kunzum la.
- Newly built monastery and a temple of

Jamlu devta in the basement.
3. Kibar
- Situated in the highest village in India,
founded in ancient times.
4. Kaja
- A small monastery of Sakya-pa sect.
5. Kornik
- A village monastery.
6. Langja
- A village monastery.
(All the above monasteries, except the one at Kaja, belong
to the Gelug-pa sect.)

Monasteries in South Spiti
1.Lalung

- A village monastery with a beautiful

location and a three-cornered Buddha
statue. 12 km off the main road to Kaja.
- Two village monasteries in the lower and
2. Mane
upper villages.
3. Giu
- The village, about 8 km off the main road,
with a small monastery. It has a beautiful
silver statue of Buddha with gold work on
it.
4. Kaurik
- The village monastery overlooking Tibet,
above the Pare chu gorge as the river reenters India.
(All these monasteries belong to the Gelugpa sect.)

Monasteries in the Pin Valley
1.Sagnam

- A rich monastery in the largest village of
the Pin valley.
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2. Todnam
3. Tiling
4. Mud

- A village monastery.
- A village monastery.
- A large monastery ideally situated above

the village. It overlooks the entire valley.
(All the monasteries in the Pin valley belong to the
Nyingmapa sect.)
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Nomenclature in the Spiti Valley

When we started planning an expedition to Spiti all the
names sounded strange and meaningless. But we knew
that the Spitian language is similar to Tibetan and all the
nomenclatures may be based on the Tibetan script. A list
of names was sent to our friend Dorjee Lhatoo at Darjeeling.
He consulted the Tibetan scholars and sent us a list of their
interpretations of these names in Spiti. The Tibetan is more
of a spoken language and here we were offering them names
in English to interpret. Hence they suggested various
meanings for each query. In each case amazingly at least
one of them was appropriate considering the location,
description, shape etc.

It may be noted that those scholars in far away Darjeeling
did not know whether the words we sent were names of
the peaks, people, passes, valleys, villages or areas, let alone
that they were about Spiti. But the fact that the meanings
they suggested are still the most appropriate and agree
with local interpretations confirm that the nomenclature of
the Himalayan regions is a serious business. The locals
may be illiterate but they are 'scholars' in their areas and
the early surveyors had taken this fact into consideration.
Some names were associated with local stories and
legends (as with Syarma nala). We tried to gather the same.
However, the Himalayan nomenclature can be a serious
study by itself as it combines many factors including
language, location, local legends, beliefs, religion (Buddhist,
Hindu or Muslim).
Given below are the meanings of some of the names
around the area in whch we operated.
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Spiti

-

Shilla

- Shi = death. Slu-la

Chau Chau
Kang Nilda

- Chau Chau

The middle land (between India and
Cluna).
= range or peak of
death. We could not understand what
relation it has with the death. But other
meanings locally offered were 'a place
of monastery' or 'a gateway to heaven'.
= Cone-shaped. Nilda =

moon. This is conical peak above
Langja, isolated and rising like a 'moon
in the sky'.

- Vast, great, widespread. The most
prominent usages of the word are:
Gyanak = Cluna, Gyarni = C h e s e , Gya
= India.
Gyagar

- Indian. T h s is a vast flat peak, situated
near the Indian and Chinese borders.
In fact knowing the meaning one can
easily identify the peak and not confuse
it with nearby high rocky peak of Gya.

Parilungbi

- Pa = there. Ri = range or hll. Lungbi =
that country. 'A mountain in other
country'. This is the first peak in
Ladakh as seen from Spiti.

Parang La

It may be 'Purang La' in the original.
Tlus is a name commonly gven to a
trade post in Tibet. It is said that after
the Anglo-Tibetan war such trade
posts, where the merchandise of both
countries was bartered, were established on the borders of Tibet and
India. T h s is a pass whch led from
Kibar in Spiti to Chumar and Hanle in
Ladakh where regular trading with
Tibetans was carried on.
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Kanamo

- T h s white peak towers over the Ki
gompa, the holiest in Spiti. Ka = whte
or auspicious words of a tugh lama.
Namo = hostess, a lady. So either it is
'mountain of good omens' or simply a
'whte hostess'.

Syarma nala

Lingti

Handgompa

Zumto

Tserip
Kawu

-

A large side valley in Lingti. It has
plenty of juniper shrubs, a rarity in
Spiti. Syarma = blind. As the legend
goes, a woodcutter by accident was
pierced by juniper in h s eyes and went
blind. Hence the name.
- Literally it translates as 'the stone out
of w h c h the instrument to cut objects
is made'. The river cuts sharply
through a rocky-gorge and it has plenty
of sharp stones, unlike the adjoining
valley whch has more scree.

- 'Gompa on the top.' A flat topped
shapely peak with a l e g e ~ dto match.
A lama is reputed to have climbed to
the summit of this peak and offered
milk to the Gods. The white snow,
spread like ice-cream on its top, is
supposed to be the remains of that
milk.
- 'Talkative'. The peak borders the
hghest villages in the Lingti and Shlla
nalas. You can talk to both the villages.

- 'Quiet'
- 'Strong'. Both peaks are situated on
way to Shlla and on the same ridge as
Chau Chau Kang Nilda. One has to be
quiet as the moon and 'strong' to attain
heaven from Shilla.
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Parkyokula

- A tributary stream feeding the Lingti.

Tangmor
Runse

It literally means 'God of watef.
- 'A deep gorge', which it is.
- A famous monastery.

Geling

- Piped instrument of the lamas.

Gyadung

-

Yangzi Diwan

- A new pass.

Lama Kyent

-

Monk's village (For many peaks on the
ridge).

Lhakhang

-

God's house.

Labrang

- Lama's house. (Both near Slulla, 'the

Long trumpet of lama-band.

place of monastery').

- A disciple through whom a local deity
manifests. (The peak led to Gyagar).

Tarimo

-

Larimo

- Mountain near a pass.

Num Themga

-

Dongrimo
Loushar

Sickle mountain.
Eastern light.
Horse head.
Stairway to heaven.

- King.
Cham Gyalmo - of King's (nala of kings)
- nala
Hurrung
Gyalmo

Note
Explanations for other Spitian names are gven in the text
itself.
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Tables of Road Distances of Spiti

Name
(height)
1. Shirnla
(2205 m)

2. Narkanda
(2774 m)

3. Kingal
(1250 m)

4. Rampur
(924 m)

5. Jhakdi
(920 m)

6. Jeori
.(l381 m)

Distances
(between each
stage) firns.)

Description

92 kms Well-known hill station.
from
Kalka
64
The route proceeds along the flat
from Shimla ridge through
beautiful places like Theog (31
km) and Kufri.
28
. Y i The road descends steeply down
to Satluj valley. At Kingal the
road bifurcates towards Rampur
and the other one towards
Karsog.
38
Proceeding all along the Satluj
from below Kingal to Khab.
Rampur Bushahr was the old
kingdom, now a small town
with some beautiful temples and
monuments.
11
One of India's biggest hydroelectric power stations is being
built here. A little ahead, the
Bhaba power station is already
in operation.
14
Take a detour at Jeori for visit
to Sarahan (17 km) above to visit
the famous Bhimkali temple.
Tourist facilities available here.
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7. Sungra
(1684 m)

26

8. Tapri
(1683 m)

17

9. Kharcham
(1899 m)

9

10. Powari
(2000 m)

13

11. Akpa
(2238 m)

18

12. Morang
(2276 m)

8

Road proceeds flat along the
Satluj. 'Solding Block' was once
notorious for stopping the traffic
and is the first hurdle on the
road. Now hghly improved.
On the way, the Satluj is to be
crossed at Wangtu bridge to its
right bank. Earlier the 'inner
line' began at tlus bridge and
there was a check-post. Above
Wangtu on the Kafnu nala,
another hydro-electric project is
being constructed. Tapri is the
central bus depot for L m a u r
and Spiti.
The junction for turning into
Sangla valley (17 km) of
Kinnaur .
At the foot of the administrative
centres of the Kinnaur district,
Rekong Peo is 6 krns above from
here and Kalpa is 13 krns further
up. The route between Tapri and
Powari crosses 'Urni Block' and
'Raling Block', both these road
blocks sometimes stop the
traffic.
A small village where due to the
caving in of the hillside the route
had been blocked for long, now
a diversion avoids the entire
'Akpa Block'.
A small fort seen across the
Satluj from the road. Morang
village is hgher up.
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13. Speelo
(2246 m)

8

A new check-post (for foreigners
only) at Jangi is about a
kilometre away from Morang.
From Speero a 1 3 km rbute
bifurcates upwards to Labrang
(fort) and Kanam (famous
monastery).

14. Puh
(2837 m)

24

Generally a flat road along the
Satluj with one bifurcation to the
east to the Nisang valley, which
is the last major administrative
centre on the road.

15. Debring
(2800 m)

3

A small village where the road
crosses the Satluj to the left bank.

16. Khab
(2837 m)

8

The junction where the Satluj
river meets the Spiti river. The
Satluj enters India from the east
near Shipki la. Famous route of
the Hindustan-Tibet road passes
into Tibet via the Namgiya fields
above here. View of Reo Purgyil
(6816 m), the highest peak of
Himachal Pradesh can be
obtained from the road.

17. Koh
(3598 m)

10

The road climbs up in several
U-turns, known as 'Koh Loops'.
The route now enters the transHimalayan countryside.

18. Yangthang
(3400 m)

12

A small village, once an important trade centre. Originally the
trek diverted into the Tibetan
territory from here via Nako to
re-enter at Chango.

19. Maling
(3008 m)

2

A small village but known for
the 'Maling Block'. The nala
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20. Chango
(3058 m)

11

21. Shailkhar
(3119 m)

6

22. Sumdo
(3232 m)

7

23. Kaurik
(3811 m)

17

ruslung in constantly damages
the road, and is still a major
problem on the road to Spiti.
A small village with approaches
to Leo Pargial and the Chango
glaciers. This could be the centre
for the beginning of many expeditions.
An old fort is situated here.
Traditionally t h s marks the end
of the Rampur-Bushahr kingdom territory.
Here the Pare chu river coming
in from Tibet meets the Spiti
river. The route enters Spiti from
here. A check-post for foreigners
is situated here. The territory
ahead is free of any permit
requirements for all nationals.
The last post on the border,
overlooking Pare chu gorge.
The National Highway No. 22
ends here. T h s is a bifurcation
as Kaurik lies above the main
hghway.

The Route Now Enters Spiti
24. Giu
(3200 m)
25. Hurling
(3120 m)
26. Sumra
(3120 m)
27. Lari
(3200 m)

2
7
7
7

A small village along the
unmetalled road.
A large village.
On the opposite bank across the
Spiti river.
Originally considered the first
village in Spiti, as the route
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which descended across the
Hangrang pass from Kinnaur
joined here.

28. Tabo
(3260 m)

29. Kurith
(3200 m)
30. Poh
(3300 m)

31. Sichling
(3400 m)

32. Lingti
(3400 m)

33. Attargo
(3375 m)

34. Lidang
(3470 m)
35. Shngo
(3400 m)

A place with a large monastery
of great hstorical significance.
Situated in an open bowl-like
valley. Rest-houses and other
facilities available here.
A small village.
A small village. A little ahead,
the Spiti river can be crossed to
climb up to the village of Mane.
The route from Manirang pass
traditionally joined here.
At the foot of the Dankhar
gompa (4 km). Dankhar was the
old capital and site of the famous
monastery. A road goes till the
gompa.
Lalung village is about 12 km
from here. The Lingti river
coming in from the east joins
Spiti river here. A motorable
road joins Lalung village to t h s
road.
One of the oldest suspension
bridges situated here. Road
leads to the Pin valley, the
largest valley in Spiti, housing
the Gungri monastery.
A small village.
A small village.
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36. Kaja
(3680 m)

10

The present day headquarters of
Spiti. Rest-houses, hotels, taxis
and other facilities available
here. Buses originate and
terminate at Kaja. Langja (at the
foot of Chau Chau Kang Nilda),
Tangyud monastery can be
visited from here. Langja is
connected by a road.

The Northern Route from Kaja to Manali

1. Rangrik
(3715 m)

8

2. Kyurik
(3700 m)
3. Sumling
(3700 m)
4. Morang
(3800 m)

5

A large village where the Ratang
river meets the Spiti. Many
believe this place to be the seat
of an ancient monastery now
extinct.
A small village.

2

A small village.

3

A large village. On the opposite
bank across Spiti river stands Ki
monastery and Kibar village, the
highest village in India.
A small village where the
Gyundi nala joins the Spiti river.
The starting point for the
Gyui~divalleys on the west.
A small village.

5. Ha1
(3800 m)

5

6. Pangma
(3800 m)

4

7. Kyoto
(3850 m)

13

The route passes through spectacular scenery of limestone
slopes. On the opposite bank
Takling nala joins the Spiti.
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8. Hansa
(3850 m)
9. Losar
(4000 m)
10. Tackcha
(4100 m)
11. Kunzum la
(4550 m)

4
12

8
19

A small village housing a
monastery with beautiful statue.
The nortl~ernmostvillage in Spiti
with rest-houses.
Originally a check-post here for
'inner line' permits.
The traditional h g h pass on the
northwestern boundary of Spiti.
The trek also leads to Chandra
tal (12 km) coming out to Batal.

The Last Point in Spiti, Now the Road Enters Lahaul
12. Batal
(3950 m)

11

13. Chotadara
(3517 m)
14. Chhatru
(3300 m)

16

15. Gramphu
(3320 m)

17

16

16. Rohtang
15
pass (3998 m)

The road is rather scary, steep
and zig zags from Kunzum to
Batal w h c h is on the Chandra
river. The Bara Shigri glacier is
on the left bank of the Chandra
river.
A small camping place.
A hotel near the banks of the
Chandra river. Road crosses
over to the left bank and climbs
UP.
The Spiti road joins the ManaliKeylong-Leh highway here.
Down the highway leads to
Khoksar and up towards
Rohtang.
The historic pass between
Lahaul and Kullu, now a
popular tourist spot.
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The Route Now Enters the Kullu Valley from Lahaul
17. Marlu
(3400 m)

18

18. Gulaba
(2500 m)

13

19. Manali
(1940 m)

20

Half way below Rohtang to
Manali. Many hotels. Even
during winter many tourists
visit here.
Thick forests and beautiful
grass-lands, where once the
army of Maharaja Gulab Singh
camped.
Popular well-known hill-station.
Kullu is 40 km away.

APPENDIX
H

Trekking Routes to Spiti and in Spiti

A. Approach Route to the Western Spiti from
Pin Parvati Pass

Name
(height)

Distances
(between each
stage) (kms.)

1. Manikaran
(1697 m)

41 km
(from
Kullu)

2. Pulga
(2220 m)

12

3. Khirganga
(2920 m)

9

4. Tundabhuj
(3400 m)

12

5. Pando Seo
Thatch
(3780 m)

12

Description

Approachable by bus from Kullu
(41 km). Rest-houses, hot springs
and a famous Gurudwara here.
The trek proceeds along the
Parvati river.
The forest rest-house is wellknown for its location and
beauty. On the opposite bank the
route bifurcates for the Tos nala.
Continuing either on the left
bank or crossing over to the
right, the trek proceeds over
Nakhtan village and some great
forest. Khirganga has hot springs
and a lovely camping site.
A trek along the left bank of the
river with Nihara and Mandror
thatches (grazing grounds) on
the way.
Two kms of exposed rocky
patches and then the route
descends to Thakur kuan. On
the opposite bank, the route
leads to the Dibibokari nala.
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6. Bara Dwari
Thatch
(3920 m)
7. Mantalai
(4150 m)

10

10

8. Pin Parvati
7
Pass (5400 m)

9. Chhochhoden
(4000 m)

20

10. Mud
(4000 m)

10

Ahead there are two natural
rock bridges over the Parvati
river, which are master pieces
of local engineering called
'Pando Bridges', the route
crossing over now to the right
bank.
A gentle walk along the
grassland.
A small lake from where the
Pravati river originates, considered holy. Many cairns surround it.
From the lake, the route bifurcates to the left along the nala
which broadens out to a flat
valley. The orignal depression
of the pass marked on the map
is now not used. The route
crosses from a slightly higher
point on the ridge which is
obviously seen towards the
north. The descent on the other
side is gentle and through scree.
A camp may be required below
the pass from Mantalai.
At the foot of the pass three
nalas meet where one can camp.
The route has now entered Spiti
and proceeds along the left bank
of the Pin river.
Proceeding all along the left
bank, Mud is the first village in
Spiti on t h s route. Half way the
route from Bhaba pass joins
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11. Sagnam
(3680 m)

12

12. Attargo
(Kaia)

23

from the other bank. Some
ancient structures, Lyungti Khar
(Kullu forts) built by invaders
from Kullu are seen here.
The village trek on the left bank
is sometimes very scary and
exposed. The route on the right
bank via the village Tiling is little
longer, but safer. Sagnam has a
rest-house and all the necessary
supplies available.
Going across the river, Gungri
monastery (the Pin monastery)
is about 3 km from Sagnam. The
motorable road almost reaches
here at present. The drive to
Attargo is spectacular and
unfolds some of the most rugged
scenery to be seen in Spiti. From
Attargo Kaja is 16 km.

B. Routes in the Western Spiti in the Khamengar and
Ratang Valleys
1. Sagnam
(3680 m)

0

2. Thango
(3750 m)

12

3. Chom
(4200 m)

9

From Sagnam one can proceed
north along the Paraluo river. A
gentle trek reaching Thango
camping ground.
The route to Gllung pass, whch
emerges at Mud village in Pin
valley can be approached from
here as a circular trek.
Proceeding along the left bank
of the Khamengar river, you can
reach a huge camping ground
at Chom. Khangla Tarbo (6315
m), the hghest peak in western
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4. South
Ratang pass
(5600 m)

8

5. Ratang
valley
(4650 m)

6. Sanugba
(4150 m)

16

7. Ratang
gorge
(4050 m)

7

8. Chomo
Guru Cave
(3770 m)

5

9. Rangrik
(3680 m)

12

Spiti can be approached from
here.
A deep col between the peaks
Khamengar (5760 m) and
Parahio (5920 m) leads to the
upper Ra tang valley. Proceeding
north in a side valley from
Chom, one can cross t h s pass
on the northern side with some
difficulties. A camp may be
required below the pass.
The upper Ratang valley has
greenery and good camping
grounds. From t h s upper valley,
several peaks like Ratang Tower
(6170 m) and others are
accessible. North Ratang col
(5600 m) can be reached.
Going down the valley,
generally on the left bank of the
Ratang river, Sanugba valley
joins it from the north. A huge
amphitheatre surrounded by
peaks can be approached.
Crossing the river several times,
the deep Ratang gorge can be
descended. The steep rock walls
on the southern banks are worth
a geological survey.
Towards the eastern end of the
gorge, situated a little above the
river is a deep cave with a
legend. T h ~ splace is sometimes
visited by locals.
Crossing the river several times
again, the route suddenly
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reaches a metalled road of the
Ra tang hydro-electric scheme.
The last 9 km are along the road
to Rangrik village whch is 4 km
from Kaja.

C. Route over the Manirang Pass
1. Sichling
(3365 m)

0

At the foot of Dankhar gompa,
a small PWD setttlement on the
main road to Kaja.

2. Mane
village
(3600 m)

2

Cross over a bridge or pulley to
the right bank of the Spiti river.
There are two villages Yongma
(upper village) and Gongma
(lower village). Beautiful views
of Manirang peak. Donkeys
available for proceeding ahead.

3. Saponang
(4500 m)

12

4. Manirang
Pass
(5550 m)

8

5. Liti Thatch
(4150 m)

6

A long but gradual climb first
to Yangcho (4050 m), the only
lake in Spiti. From the bed of
the lake climb slopes on the right
to gradually reach an open
ground where the Saponang
nala meets the Manirang nala, a
small camping place.
The route gradually climbs up
on the scree. No technical difficulties, but lots of snow would
be encountered till July. The pass
is a gradual col with excellei~t
view of the Kinnaur peaks.
Manirang peak looms large over
the route all along with several
other climbing possibilities.
From the pass the route
descends gradually initially and
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6. Tl~atang
(4100 m)

12

7. Ropa
(3300 m)

6

8. Siasu khad
(3200 m)

16

later steeply through a nala. It
is a unique descent as the
northern route goes through the
nala between two steep walls.
At the bottom, at Rankali, three
different valleys meet and there
is a small camping place. The
route follows the Ropa gad all
along, first to Pamachen and
then to reach Liti Thatch. Very
exposed scree hgher up above
the river would have to be
crossed.
The route crosses over on the
left bank and traverses slopes till
Sumdo whch is a big camping
ground. But climbing almost 500
m steeply, the route then
traverses exposed and dangerous
downward sloping rocks for
almost 8 km. Pangthal is passed
on the way and there is no water
anywhere all along. A slightly
scary affair. Thatang is a small
camping ground exposed on a
ridge without much water.
Descend to Thoropa and ahead
to the main village Ropa 'which
is quite big village and is
generally served by buses.
Siasu khad is 16 km away on
the main road to Rekong Peo.
The motorable road goes via
Giabong and Sugnarn, a place of
the most famous monastery of
Kimaur. Rekong Peo is 52 km
from Siasu khad.
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D.Routes in the Lingti valley
1. Lingti
(3560 m)
2. Lalung
(3760 m)

0

Small camping ground, a hotel
on the main road to Kaja.

9

A large village and a monastery.
A motorable road coming from
Lingti. Possible to visit Dankhar
monastery from here.

3. Zingu Top
(4510 m)
Zingu
(4240 m)

6

4. Sisbang
(4740 m)

10

5. Sibu
(4660 m)

6

6. Phphuk
(4000 m)

5

7. Lakshitang
(4560 m)
8. Shaktijung
(54.30m)

4

Steep route constantly climbing
over small grassy shrubs. From
Zingu Top it descends very
steeply over scree to a camping
ground.
One of the most terrific gorges
to be crossed. Constant ups and
downs. Sisbang Top (5060 m) is
to be crossed. A trek proceeding
up and towards the left of Lingti
river leads to Sheru and Detonuma. This is a high camp whch
can be used to climb several
peaks on t h s side of the valley
or to cross the Tangmore gorge
to reach the upper Chaksachan
nala when the water level is low.
A relatively easy route down to
cross the Sisbang nala, climb up
to Sanesa, and a gradual traverse
leading to Sibu.
The route steeply descends the
Sheru nala to meet the Lingti
river and cross the river.
Climb along the Phiphuk nala
via several camping grounds.
The route crosses to the north,
across Kuli la (4880 m). A big

5
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open ground with little shelter
here (bifurcate here for Syarma
nala).

9. Chaksachan la
(5230 m)

5

S

A continuous climb to reach the
pass. This is the last known
point to the villagers and they
refuse to come beyond ths. The
pass leads down again to the
Lingti river whch has taken a
sharp turn.

10. The Cantonment Camp
(4280 m)

8

A steep descent along the dry
nala to reach an open ground
near the Lingti river. Plenty of
wood and bharals to be seen.

11. Gyagar
nala
(4360 m)

6

Proceeding all along the Lingti
river, crossing it twice, one
reaches the junction with Gyagar
nala. Going in the Gyagar nala
to north, leads to the foot of the
Gyagar ridge of mountains,
about 6 km away.

12. Pari camp
(4720 m)

13. Yangzi
Diwan Pass
(6000 m)

Proceeding along the Lingti
river, this camp is situated
where Labrang nala meets the
Lingti river. The route is
gradual, but the river is to be
crossed. Proceeding south
through the Labrang nala for
about 6 km will lead you to the
foot of lustoric peak of Shlla.
10

All along the moraine, the trek
climbs steeply and finally
through a gully to reach pass.
Tlus is a major pass leading from
Spiti to Rupshu district of
Ladakh on the same axis as
Parang la.
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14. Parilugbi
peak
(6166 m)

5

Trek to Rupshu, descends
steeply on the left. To climb the
Parilugbi peak, one can descend
to a col and then climb up
steeply to the top. A survey pole
on the top.

E. Routes in Spiti from Shaktijung (Lingti Valley)
to Langja
l . Shelatse
(4800 m)

4

2. Syarma
nala
(4340 m)

8

3. Shila jot
camp
(5330 m)

7

4. Shila jot
(5850 m)

3

5. Langja
(4400 m)

19

6. Kaja
(3680 m)

9

Shelatse is a camping ground at
the foot of Kuli la (4880 m) on
the route to Chaksachan la.
Keeping now on the right to
Lingti river, the trek climbs up
steeply over the Syarma la (5040
m). Then descend steeply to
reach the Syarma river and
camp. A tiring route.
Crossing the Syarma nala, the
trek climbs up slowly over a
broad valley on moraine. The
camp is a little below the pass.
A deep notch prominently seen
from the Syarma nala side. It
joins the Syarma nala and Langja
valley.
From Shila jot, descend straight
over a nala to reach the grassy
meadows. Proceeding more and
more towards the right till the
village is finally seen.
Kaja is 9 km from Langja, now
joined by a jeepable road.
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F. Route from Spiti to Karzok, Tso Moriri (Ladakh)
via Parang la
(Based on Routes in the Western Himalaya by Kenneth
Mason and articles by R.D. Bhattacharjee)
1. Kaja

0

Headquarters of the Spiti valley.

2. Kibar
(4400 m)

12

Motorable road via the Ki
monastery.

3. Thalda
(4570 m)

10

Proceed along the Parilungbi
river.

4. Borogen
(5180 m)

12

Via Jughtha, the old camping
ground. Route along the river.
Old caravans reached Jughtha in
one stage.

5. Dutung
(4880 m)

18

Via Nyima Tiktikti. Cross
Parang la (5580 m).

6. Umdung
(4880 m)

27

Flat route along the Pare chu
river.

7. Narbu
Sumdo
(4670 m)

32

Flat route. Cross Phrse phu and
pass Churnik. A track bifurcates
east towards Chumar and
Hanle.

8. Kiangdom
(4540 m)

18

South end of Tso Moriri lake.

9. Karzok
(4540 m)

22

Village, monastery and resthouses on the shores of the Tso
Moriri lake. Connected with Leh
by a motorable road. (221 km)

(3680 m)

G. Route from Spiti to Ladakh via Takling la
(Based on Routes in the Western Hinlalaya by Kenneth
Mason and articles by R.D. Bhattacharjee)
1. Kaja
(3680 m)

0

Headquarters of the Spiti
district.
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3. Zaur Oang

10

(4085 m)

4. Chungar
(4482 m)
5. Takling
maidan
(5030 m)
6. Takling
Sumdo
(4800 m)
7. Dutung
(4817 m)

12
12

12

12

On motorable road to Kunzum
la. The trek begins from Pangmo
maidan near Hal.
Detour via Kyoto to cross the
bridge over Spiti river, reach left
bank. A track across the nala
leads to the Lagurdasi maidan
(21 km).
Enter the Takling valley and
follow the nala.
Uneven track. Proceed north.
Camp at foot of the pass.
Across Takling la (5274 m).
Camp at the northern foot of the
pass.
Follow the Takhn chu to meet
the Takling chu. Reach Dutung
along the river. Dutung is on the
Parang la route.
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Harish Kapadia began climbing and trekking
in the range around Bombay, the Western
Ghats. His first visit to the Himalaya was
almost 35 years ago. He has never looked
back since, still trekking and climbing
actively. His main contribution to Himalayan
climbing has been to explore unknown areas
and, in a number of cases, to open up climbing possibilities. Some of his major ascents
have been of Devtoli (6788 m), Bandarpunch
West (61 02 m), Parilungbi (6166 m), and
Lungser Kangri (6666 m). He has led five
international joint expeditions, four with the
British and one with the French.
Harish has a degree in Commerce, Law
and Management from Bombay University.
He has published five books. His books.
Exploring the Hidden Himalqa (with Soli
Mehta) . High Himalqla Unknown I,hlleys.
and Meeting the Mounfains cover his various
trips to the Himalaya, climbing and trekking
in different regions. He is the editor of the
Journal for the past
prestigious H~rnalq~an
20 years.
He was awarded the IMF Gold Medal by
the lndian Mountaineering Foundation in
1993. Harish was invited to many countries
to lecture on his Himalayan exploits. He is
Vice-President of the Indian Mountaineering
Foundation and lives in Bombay.
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Ittsarpladid~*rparmitad~hirtoy.a~~fclimbrdtrdrppn
dram@r gukkbd, all in me. I was going to say that the authors Hapi&
ia, is wellquPfid to write such a book hut I shall change that ta say
that he L the only persan who cauld have written it.
(Geoff Births, E d i r H@h

Kapodia owen stories in a very readsble, infomtive and often musing style
His love and b n b i m m for the area are obvious to anyow &ng just a few
pages. Thb book is an absolutely essential purchase for anyone interested in
-this mat. md exciting part of the worM 1 . f d it s u f f ~ t l yinspiring to
put Spiti h l y gn my list of places that [,haveto visit.
(Mike Fowkr, in TRe AlpimJournl, London
Coming on top of his trrtgnsive writing in the Him@
dbmrd and two
earlier books, Spiti.. is welcme addition. What
Upadia apart from the
noisy clutter of overpriced 'heroics' attempts m Everest ? -thy
with &@
remote is certainly the primary factor. A wealth of photographic detail and
appendices to match mute descriptions constitute the seoond. Above all, it is
perhaps Kapedia's pousimanious prefixenee for solitary mountain trails where
'owe you have tasted the beauty here it is difficult to keepmvay...'.
(Sudhk Sah& in India
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Now cha ~ i i n a n i Kresniciiimslave been eased it is h!@oI$athat Yi'sibrs
should have access to an intelligent and np-to-date guide. Hiwish Kapadia's
edleclion of t m e b tkmugh and qround Spiti fits the bill %exactly.
This is an
auts&nding intmhdion to r challenging and bautifbl area, comprehensive-by.
virtue of &R author's familiarity with the routes and authentic by his ragi*
mficomto include all useful sources and infornation.
. PXo k l k r tribute to the memory of thq big hearted Paul 'N,upn (to whom the
book is dedicatsd) could be forthcoming than this well-emAed and soundly
remrch&danthology that delves so spartingly into the Spiti mystique.
(Bill Aitken, h 7% Himcdqym Joufrlar)

HuUt Kapadia has done o n a the remote region of Spiti m immense service
by M b i its story np to present. All in &l1this is m excdEart (hmk which
am twdas a t h m ~ h l ygood read. Now W Spa h lapened up
b am cornets, MSbook is &so timely.
(Sir Peter Holmes, in & H-a'
JowrnM
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