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Throughout 1949 and 1950 H.W. ‘Bill’ Tilman mounted pioneering expeditions to Nepal and its
Himalayan mountains, taking advantage of some of the first access to the country for Western
travellers in the 20th century. Tilman and his party—including a certain Tenzing Norgay—trekked
into the Kathmandu Valley and on to the Langtang region, where the highs and lows began.They
first explored the Ganesh Himal, before moving on to the Jugal Himal and the following season
embarking on an ambitious trip to Annapurna and Everest. Manaslu was their first objective, but
left to ‘better men’, and Annapurna IV very nearly climbed instead but for bad weather which
dogged the whole expedition. Needless to say, Tilman was leading some very lightweight
expeditions into some seriously heavyweight mountains.After the Annapurna adventure Tilman
headed to Everest with—among others—Dr Charles Houston. Approaching from the delights of
Namche Bazaar, the party made progress up the flanks of Pumori to gaze as best they could
into the Western Cwm, and at the South Col and South-East Ridge approach to the summit of
Everest. His observations were both optimistic and pessimistic: ‘One cannot write off the south
side as impossible until the approach from the head of the West Cwm to this remarkably airy col
has been seen.’ But then of the West Cwm: ‘A trench overhung by these two tremendous walls
might easily become a grave for any party which pitched its camp there.’Nepal Himalaya
presents Tilman’s favourite sketches, encounters with endless yetis, trouble with the porters, his
obsessive relationship with alcohol and issues with the food. And so Tilman departs Nepal for
the last time proper with these retiring words: ‘If a man feels he is failing to achieve this stern
standard he should perhaps withdraw from a field of such high endeavour as the Himalaya.’
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NEPAL HIMALAYAH. W. TILMANNEPAL HIMALAYAH. W. TILMAN– Contents –Foreword – Ed
DouglasPrefacePART ONE: THE LANGTANG HIMAL, 1949Chapter I – To NepalChapter II –
KatmanduChapter III – To The LangtangChapter IV – The LangtangChapter V – Rasua
GarhiChapter VI – The Ganesh HimalChapter VII – The Langtang AgainChapter VIII – The Jugal
HimalPART TWO: ANNAPURNA HIMAL, 1950Chapter IX – The StartChapter X – The
MarsyandiChapter XI – ManangbhotChapter XII – To the MountainChapter XIII – On the
MountainChapter XIV – A Change of SceneChapter XV – MustangbhotChapter XVI –
MuktinathChapter XVII – Bimtakhoti and Himal ChuliChapter XVIII – A Fresh StartChapter XIX –
Approach to Mt EverestThe Natural History of the Langtang Valley – O. PoluninH. W.
TilmanPhotographs and Maps– Foreword –Ed Douglas‘I FELT I COULD GO ON LIKE THIS
FOR EVER, that life had little better to offer than to march day after day in an unknown country
to an unattainable goal.’ Bill Tilman wrote these words in Two Mountains and a River, published
in early 1949, the year he went to Nepal for the first time. They capture so much of his appeal as
an adventurer, in fact, the adventurer, a man whose extraordinary and unrepeatable life has
achieved a sort of mythological status. He is a modernist Odysseus, crossing a fractured ocean,
the old world no more than smoking ruins, his hand firmly on the tiller. Odysseus, of course, had
a home to aim for: Ithaca, where Penelope waited oh-so-patiently. Tilman had no one waiting for
him. Only one thing held his attention: the horizon.The impact his experiences in the Great War
had on Tilman were visceral and permanent. He went to war a month before his eighteenth
birthday and was soon wounded, in the thigh, but recovered and went back to the front in time
for the Somme. ‘When one took stock,’ he wrote decades later, ‘shame mingled with satisfaction
at finding oneself still alive. One felt a bit like the Ancient Mariner; so many better men, a few of
them friends, were dead.’ And then he quotes Coleridge: ‘And a thousand thousand slimy
things / Lived on; and so did I.’Odysseus too found himself washed in gore and horror, but he
came from an honour culture that saw such bloody outcomes as affirmation. For Tilman, the
Great War was a cultural catastrophe, one he felt guilty to have survived. He clung to great
literature as one would to wreckage after a storm rather than regarding it as foundations for a
new order. Jim Perrin recalled Tilman quoting the war poet Max Plowman’s When It’s Over: ‘I
shall lie on the beach / Of a shore where the rippling waves just sigh, / And listen and dream and
sleep and lie / Forgetting what I’ve had to learn and teach / And attack and defend.’ That is
principally what Tilman spent the rest of his life doing, except during the fight against fascism,
which he might have avoided but didn’t, serving once more with distinction.So there are hints of
the bitter past as well as romance in Tilman’s wanderlust. And there is sadness too in the notion
that he could go on marching day after day forever, because, as he well knew, he could not.
Nepal Himalaya was his last mountain book, before the great shift to life afloat and another
quarter century of astonishing adventures. He arrived at a moment of immense upheaval, both
political and cultural, across the Himalaya. In Nepal, the consequences of Indian independence
were fast unwinding: the Rana regime, preserved like a mosquito in amber, sucking the blood of
its own people from beyond the grave, was about to fall. The old order was changing, yielding



place to something Tilman regarded with some horror: the modern world. Nepal, he knew, was
the largest inhabited space left that remained unexplored to European travellers. He was
entering the endgame.Starting in the monsoon of 1949, Tilman made three journeys to Nepal, at
the front of a mad rush of explorers wanting to ‘discover’ this beautiful, complex and
accommodating country. As he explains in his book, that complexity and cultural depth was well
understood in the region; it was the West that remained in ignorance. He was wary of projecting
the Western desire for some untouched Eden onto a people who always greeted you with a
smile. On the third of those journeys, to the Khumbu region below Everest with the American
climber Charles Houston and his father Oscar, Tilman reached Namche Bazaar, the quasi-
capital of this corner of Sherpa country. Houston saw the Himalayan equivalent of the noble
savage, as though Sherpas were a lost North American tribe with the wisdom of the earth still in
their veins. Tilman noticed that some of the windows had glass in them, and understood the
impact remittances from migrant workers in Darjeeling were having on this paradise.On the first
journey, to Langtang, Tilman overcame his allergy to science so the expedition would have some
higher purpose and so have a greater chance of being allowed in. He took along a geologist and
a botanist, both of whom did useful work. Tilman himself got into the swing of things, promising
to collect a certain species of beetle. ‘Not knowing much about beetles,’ his biographer J.R.L.
Anderson wrote, ‘he interpreted this as collecting any beetle that came his way, which he did
conscientiously, one of his beetles turning out to be new to science.’ You can almost hear him
cursing in disappointment.In Khumbu, Tilman faced another challenge that set his teeth on
edge: the presence of a woman. A fair bit is made of Tilman’s supposed misogyny but his
relationship with Betsy Cowles, an old climbing friend of Charlie Houston’s who joined them in
1950, suggests at least an alternative view. Tilman sulked when he realised she was sharing
their adventure, but Cowles promised to win him round and soon did, the pair becoming
inseparable, prompting a small burst of jealousy in Oscar. Cowles was then in her late forties,
Tilman fifty-two; there is something in their friendship of the road not travelled, an unusual
experience for Tilman, who travelled most of them.The concluding lines of the book have a quiet
but noble melancholy, the old soldier finally bowing before his greatest adversary: time. ‘The best
attainable should be good enough for any man, but the mountaineer who finds his best gradually
sinking is not satisfied.’ Tilman then quotes Beowulf’s stern demand that in old age the heart
should be bolder, the spirit harder, and suggests that because he can’t achieve such a high
standard, he will withdraw. Breezy self-deprecation was his literary signature, the bathetic
always just around the corner. In his diaries he was almost darkly hard on his himself. I think
Beowulf would have approved of his shift to the ever-restless oceans.‘He was a deep and private
man,’ Charles Houston wrote, ‘with an immense willpower and strength and an incredible sense
of humour which he reserved for greatest effect, and one of the toughest men I ever knew. One
sometimes felt that he courted disaster, longed for trauma, and he never did things the easy way
if with a little effort they could be made to be impossible.’That he is still read, when so much of
mid-twentieth-century travel literature is not, says a great deal about his ability as a writer. He



was shrewd enough not to strain too hard in his prose, which often reads like a translation from
Latin, old-fashioned even when it was written, but often charming. He understood what his
readers loved about him, twinkled with humour and mastered the English habit of self-mockery.
And despite all that he suffered, was never quite overtaken by the deep shadows he ran from, to
the ends of the earth.– Preface –A WRITER OF TRAVELS, by the title he gives his book, should
not promise more than he performs. But titles must be brief and, if possible, striking. The brief
and rather too all-embracing title of this book may conjure up visions of the author stepping
lightly from one Nepal peak to the next, or surveying the whole from the top of one stupendous
giant. In the course of three journeys herein described, only one mountain, a modest one, was
successfully climbed, a fact which may account for any wordy pomposity, not unlike the style of a
White Paper put out to cover up some appalling blunder on the part of Authority. Moreover, two
of the three journeys had a serious purpose, which may account for the comparatively few
occasions on which cheerfulness manages to break in. I am glad that the learned will benefit
from the report on the Natural History of the Langtang valley specially contributed by Mr O.
Polunin in an appendix.Again I have to thank Dr R. J. Perring for criticism and help; and R. T.
Sneyd, Esq., for attending to the reading of proofs in my absence.H. W.
TILMANBarmouthSeptember 1951– PART ONE –The Langtang Himal1949– CHAPTER I –TO
NEPALTHERE CAN BE NO OTHER COUNTRY so rich in mountains as Nepal. This narrow strip
of territory, lying between Sikkim and Garhwal, occupies 500 miles of India’s northern border;
and since this border coincides roughly with the 1500-mile-long Himalayan chain, it follows that
approximately a third of this vast range lies within or upon the confines of Nepal. Moreover,
besides being numerous, the peaks of the Nepal Himalaya are outstandingly high. Apart from
Everest and Kangchenjunga and their two 27,000 ft. satellites, there are six peaks over 26,000
ft., fourteen over 25,000 ft., and a host of what might be called slightly stunted giants of 20,000
ft. and upwards, which cannot be enumerated because they are not all shown on existing
maps.In trying to grasp the general lay-out of this mountain region it is convenient to divide it into
three parts, represented—from west to east—by the basins of the Karnali, the Gandak, and the
Kosi. These three important rivers, some of whose tributaries rise in Tibet north of the Himalaya,
all flow into the Ganges. The Karnali drains the mountains of western Nepal between Api
(23,339 ft.), near the Garhwal border, and Dhaulagiri (26,795 ft.); the basin of the Gandak
occupies central Nepal between the Annapurna Himal and the Langtang Himal; and the Kosi
drains the mountains of eastern Nepal from Gosainthan (26,291 ft.) to Kangchenjunga. It should
be understood that, except for Everest and those peaks on the Nepal-Sikkim border, most of
which (except Kangchenjunga) have been climbed, this enormous field has remained
untouched, unapproached, almost unseen, until this year (1949) when the first slight scratch
was made.Nepal is an independent kingdom. Like Tibet it has always sought isolation and has
secured it by excluding foreigners, of whom the most undesirable were white men. A man
fortunate enough to have been admitted into Nepal is expected to be able to explain on general
grounds the motives behind this invidious policy and, on personal grounds, the reason for such



an unaccountable exception. But now that the advantages of the Western way of life are
becoming every day less obvious no explanation should be needed. Wise men traditionally
come from the East, and it is probable that to them the West and its ways were suspect long
before we ourselves began to have doubts. Anyhow, for the rulers of countries like Nepal and
Tibet, whose polity until very recent days was medieval feudalism, the wise and natural course
was to exclude foreigners and their advanced ideas. And the poverty and remoteness of those
countries made such a policy practicable. A hundred years ago the rulers of China and Japan
regarded foreign devils with as much distrust and aversion, but unfortunately for them their
countries had sea-coasts and ports; and, unlike Tibet and Nepal, promised to become markets
which no nation that lived by trade could afford to ignore.The Nepalese, who number about five
millions, are mostly Hindus. Consequently it has been suggested that the Brahmins have been
the most fervent advocates of an exclusive policy. It does not seem logical, because a thin trickle
of European visitors has long been admitted to the sanctum sanctorum of the Katmandu valley,
whereas in remote parts, where Hinduism sits lightly or merges into Buddhism as the northern
border is approached, the ban has been most rigid. A simple explanation is that the early rulers
of Nepal, themselves independent and warlike, having established their sway over a turbulent
people, naturally wished to remain masters in their own house. With the example of India at
hand, these rulers, not without reason apprehensive and suspicious of the British, concluded
that the best way of remaining in power was to have as little as possible to do with Europeans.
And since this avowed policy was approved and respected by the Indian Government, it could
be strictly maintained.Writing in 1928 Perceval Landon (Nepal, two vols.) estimated that only
some 120 English and ten other Europeans had been permitted to enter the Katmandu valley;
while from the time of Brian Hodgson (British Resident from 1833 to 1843) onwards not even the
British Resident has been allowed to set foot outside the valley. Since 1928 the number of
visitors to Katmandu must have increased considerably but the mesh is still fine. However, in
1948 a party of Indian scientists had been allowed to investigate the upper basin of the Kosi river
in eastern Nepal where they climbed to the Nangpa La, a 19,000 ft. pass west of Everest; and in
the winter of 1948–9 an American party led by Dr Dillon Ripley was busy collecting birds in the
foothills of central and eastern Nepal.Thus encouraged, at the end of 1948 the British
Ambassador at Katmandu (Sir George Falconer) sought permission for a climbing party to visit
the Nepal Himalaya; and the Prime Minister, when he understood that the project had the
blessing of the President of a small band of harmless eccentrics who had no other axe to grind
than an ice axe, readily consented. There were, however, conditions attached. Instead of going
as we had hoped to the vicinity of Gauri Sankar (23,440 ft.), whence we could also have had a
look at the south side of Everest, we were to confine ourselves to the Langtang Himal; and
instead of merely gambolling upon the mountains we had to undertake some serious scientific
work. Science, of course, is no laughing matter, but I use the word serious advisedly so that
there may be no mistake.Except for the Nepal side of Kangchenjunga, which Hooker, Freshfield,
and Dyhrenfurth’s party had visited, the Nepal Himalaya is unknown to Europeans. No one part



was less interesting or exciting for us than another; but the second of these conditions meant not
only a change in the composition of the party but a change, almost a volte face, on the part of a
leader who had hitherto refused to mingle art with science. To be too stiff in opinion is a grave
fault; a man should be sure of more than his principles before deciding never to break them.
Benedick, when he swore he would die a bachelor, did not expect to live until he was married;
and just as the great Henry once deemed Paris worth a Mass, so I thought a glimpse of the
Nepal Himalaya worth the swallowing of a strong prejudice.The party finally consisted of four,
two scientists, or embryo scientists and two very mature climbers. Botany and geology were two
obvious fields in which all that a first visit demanded were the collecting of specimens and the
noting of data—tasks more suited to the embryo than to the full-blown professor. A botanist was
quickly forthcoming in Mr O. Polunin, a master at Charterhouse, who was acceptable to the
British Museum for whom most of the collecting was to be done. Blotting-paper and a love of
flowers is not enough for the disciple of Linnaeus. Finding a geologist gave some trouble. The
number of them who do anything so vulgar as battering the living rock in the field is
extraordinarily minute. As weathering agents they can be dismissed. I worked steadily through a
list of twenty of the older practitioners, none of whom seemed eager to pluck his rusting hammer
from the wall to strike a blow for his faith. Nor would they detail a subordinate for the job.
Research, setting and answering examination papers, kept the whole geological strata of
England firmly in situ. A very willing victim was at last found in J. S. Scott, and his University, St
Andrews, came to our aid with a handsome grant.Having no wish to be bound too tightly to the
wheel of science Mr Peter Lloyd, who was my fellow climber, and myself were prepared to pay
for our own amusement. There was little difficulty in raising what money was needed for the
others; for I have remarked elsewhere upon the readiness of some learned bodies to support
and encourage minor enterprises of this sort, provided that among those who go upon them are
men able and willing, as our Russian friend put it,1 to tear a few more rents in Nature’s veil.
Breathing this rarefied air of high purpose must have gone to my head. Encouraged by the
impreciseness of the map of our area, I found myself suggesting to Lloyd that we, or rather he,
should undertake to improve it. This would be of benefit to future mountaineers, and would put
all four members of our party on the same high intellectual plane. Lloyd, to whom theodolites
were strange but who was familiar with much more recondite instruments, welcomed the
idea.Nepal is usually referred to as ‘unknown’. Possibly the reader has already mistakenly
inferred that the whole country, including the Nepal Himalaya, is unexplored, whereas there are
maps of the whole country on a ¼-in. scale. One of the pleasing traits of the Westerner or
Paleface is to assume that what is not known to him cannot be known to anyone. ‘Unexplored’
country means country unexplored by him, rather in the grand manner of Mrs Elton who had
never been to Box Hill and talked ardently of conducting an exploring party there. Unknown
Nepal must have become thoroughly well known to the fourteen Indian surveyors (European
officers of the Indian Survey Department were excluded) who in three seasons, 1924–7,
surveyed the whole 55,000 sq. miles from the ‘terai’ along the Indian border to the Himalaya.



Even before this, Nepal must have been tolerably familiar to its inhabitants, and some of the
remote valleys were made known to the outside world by a few of the devoted ‘pundit’ explorers
sent out by the Survey of India. ‘M.H.’, for example, who in 1885 travelled up the valley of the
Dudh Kosi west of Everest to Tingri in Tibet, whence he returned to India by Kyerong and the
Trisuli valley, thus traversing Nepal twice; while in 1873 Hari Ram, another Indian explorer,
followed the valley of the Kali river to Tradom in Tibet. Two Jesuit missionaries are also believed
to have returned from Shigatse in Tibet to Katmandu in 1629, probably by Nyenam, but
unfortunately they left no record of their journey. Moreover, the various British Residents at
Katmandu from 1802 onwards have collected from native sources a mass of information?—in
particular, Hodgson, who for ten years made it his principal task. He never moved out of the
valley, but he knew fairly accurately, for example, the drainage system of the Gandak river and
much of the natural history of the country. In short, Nepal is by no means terra incognita, but it is
true to say that it is the largest inhabited country still unexplored by Europeans.The area we
were to visit had thus been surveyed (of which more hereafter), but a glance at the relevant map
sheet (71 H ¼-in.), showed a tract of country immediately north of the Langtang Himal in Tibet
that bore the magic word ‘unsurveyed’; this was the more interesting because in it lay
Gosainthan (26,291 ft.) some ten miles north of the main Himalayan crest-line. Tibet was out of
bounds but it occurred to me that by lugging a photo-theodolite up to several points on the
frontier ridge we might with luck get enough data for the mapping of this stretch of country of
which not even the drainage system was known. Gosainthan probably lies on the watershed
between the Trisuli Gandak and the Kosi system, but the ¼-in. map shows an intervening ridge
to the west of the mountain, the whole of which is thus made to lie in the Kosi basin.Gosainthan,
meaning the Place of the Saint, is the Sanskrit name for the peak the Tibetans call Shisha
Pungma. Kailas and Gurla Mandhata are two other Sanskrit names for very famous mountains,
both in Tibet, given by Hindu pilgrims visiting the sacred shrines in the vicinity of the peak. With
the spread of Buddhism the same places became the goals of Buddhist pilgrims who gave the
peaks Tibetan names. Kailas (22,028 ft.) lying to the north of Lake Manasarowar was Siva’s
paradise, and still is the resort of Hindu pilgrims who walk right round the mountain prostrating
themselves as they go, a journey which under these arduous conditions takes three weeks. No
Hindu pilgrim visits Gosainthan; were it not for the evidence of the name it would be difficult to
believe they had even seen it. They do, however, visit in large numbers the sacred lake of
Gosainkund situated high on a long southerly spur of the Langtang Himal on the east side of the
Trisuli valley. Possibly some confusion exists between this lake and the mountain; for in the
Nepalese map published in Landon’s Nepal, the frontier is so drawn as to include the mountain,
implying that it is of importance to Hindus.It is not often possible to visit the Himalaya at the best
time. West of the central Himalaya there is probably not much to choose between any of the
summer months, but in the eastern Himalaya from the end of June to the end of September the
prevalence of monsoon conditions is a serious handicap to climbing and to comfort. Comfort
must not be expected by folks that go a-pleasuring, but the first consideration would persuade



the mountaineer, if he could, to climb in May and June, to lie at earth during July and August,
and to return refreshed in October for a final fling. For those who visit the Himalaya for less
serious reasons the weather is of less account, the only exception being the surveyor for whom
weather is all important. In order to see the first flowers a botanist should be in the field by early
May, remain throughout the summer (having much trouble drying his specimens) for
successively later ones, and stay until the end of October when most of the seeds have ripened.
Generally such nice considerations of the ideal time have to be omitted; the party goes out when
it can and returns when it must, which in our case was late May and early September
respectively. Thus only our geologist could view with indifference our arrival in the field only a
week or two before the expected breaking of the monsoon.It did not take long to collect the
necessary stores and equipment, to sketch a rough plan, an even rougher estimate of cost, and
to arrange for the assembly of the motley party in Katmandu towards the end of May. Lloyd and I,
coming from opposite directions, met in Calcutta, while the other two travelled via Bombay. The
four Sherpas I had engaged met us safely in Calcutta, in spite of the fact that in coming from
Darjeeling they had had to pass from India to Pakistan and then back again to India.Travelling
north across the great flat alluvial plain of Bengal and Bihar, where for hundreds of miles a man
may lift his eyes no higher than a mango tree, is a salutary but fortunately short-lived experience
for a mountaineer. In twenty-four hours, after a steamer voyage across the Ganges, when we
were nearly separated from our nineteen bulky packages, we reached Raxaul near the frontier of
India and Nepal. From here a narrow gauge railway, opened in 1927, runs to Amlekhganj, the
railhead twenty-nine miles away. Shortly after crossing the frontier at Birgunj the line enters the
terai. This is a peculiar strip of jungle, twelve to twenty miles wide, stretching more or less
continuously along the whole southern border. The thin gravel soil is of little use for cultivation,
but the terai is of value on account of its flourishing growth of sal trees, which are in great
demand for railway sleepers; it is also a big-game reserve, where tiger, panther, the one-horned
Indian rhino (found also in Assam), wild elephant, wild buffalo, and smaller game abound. In the
cold weather, H.H.the Maharajah and members of the ruling family, many of whom are keen
shikaris, organise shoots to which privileged guests are sometimes invited. The renowned Jang
Bahadur, Prime Minister from 1846 to his death in 1877, the most illustrious of a distinguished
line, one who is now an almost legendary character, was a very mighty hunter. Before he had
settled himself firmly in the saddle, he hunted his numerous enemies as vindictively and as
effectively as later he did the tigers of the terai. He became his country’s greatest benefactor,
and proved a very staunch friend to Britain in the critical years of the Mutiny.Another curious
denizen of the terai at one time was Nana Sahib, the leader of the Indian Mutiny, who after his
final defeat at Tantia Topi fled across the Nepal frontier and took refuge in the terai. He opened
negotiations with Jang Bahadur, who, refusing either to shelter him or to give him up, yet
managed to acquire at a quite moderate price the Nana’s principal jewel—the Naulahka, an
unrivalled necklace of pearls, diamonds and emeralds. The circumstances of the Nana’s death,
or even the time and place, are still a mystery; but he was reported to have died in 1859 which, if



he remained in the terai, is very probable. For six months of the year it is an unhealthy, indeed, a
lethal place, where anyone who spends a night unprotected is almost sure to contract the deadly
local form of malaria called ‘awal’. Deadly malaria is not a monopoly of the Nepal terai. The belt
of country between the Himalayan foothills and the plain of India is unhealthy everywhere from
central India eastwards. In 1939, after one night in the Assam terai, three Sherpas and myself all
contracted different forms of malaria, all of which were serious and one fatal.From Amlekhganj
the journey is continued by car or lorry, and the dejected traveller soon perceives from the
frightful grinding of gears, that the world is not so flat as he had feared. In the journey of twenty-
seven miles to road-head at Bhimpedi (3650 ft.) the road rises a hundred feet in every mile. This
country of the Siwalik foothills is well wooded and well watered, but sparsely inhabited and
probably fever-ridden. The Siwalik is a remarkable range; though never rising above 5000 ft. it
stretches almost unbroken, parallel to the Himalaya, from the Brahmaputra to the Indus. The
ancient Aryans called it, very appropriately, ‘the edge of the roof of Siva’s Himalayan abode’.The
motor-road passes under the crest of the Siwaliks by a tunnel 300 yd. long; the old road crossed
by the Churia pass, which is a place of some military interest. In the Nepalese war of 1816 a
British column 13,000 strong under General Ochterlony, advancing on Katmandu, outflanked the
defended pass by means of a goat-track to the west, thus turning the main Gurkha position
based on the fortress of Makwanpur. Two higher passes and much difficult country still lay
between Ochterlony’s force and their objective, while the Gurkha army was still intact, but the
Nepalese, fearful for the hitherto inviolate Katmandu valley, made terms. Ochterlony, from whom
the suggestion must have come with double force, was the first to suggest, during this very war,
that Gurkha troops should be enlisted in the Indian Army.Beyond the Siwalik range the road
enters and ascends the valley of the Rapti, on the north side of which forest-clad hills rise to over
8000 ft. The motor-road ends at the head of the valley at Bhimpedi, a straggling corrugated-iron
bazaar. We turned off two miles short of this to the ropeway station, Dhusing. The electrically
driven ropeway, opened in 1925, is fourteen miles long and rises to a height of 4500 ft. above
Dhusing; each sling carries about 5cwt. and travels at four and a half miles an hour. The
mountaineer who allows himself and his load to be hauled uphill attached to the endless rope of
a ski-lift should feel a slight sense of guilt, much as an anchorite would who changed his hair
shirt for a silk one; but in consigning our nineteen packages to the care of this invaluable
machine we experienced nothing but relief. At much less cost than the hire of coolies and with
no worry on our part, the baggage would be in Katmandu before we arrived. The ropeway can
deliver fifty or sixty tons a day, the equivalent of 1500 coolies working for two days. The goods
shed was overflowing with bags of grain, salt and general merchandise, waiting to go up; but
since very little comes down these imports must be paid for by ‘invisible’ exports of which the
major one, no doubt, is the Gurkha soldier.Having arranged this matter we drove on to Bhimpedi
where we were decanted at three o’clock of a hot afternoon at the foot of a formidable hill quite
devoid, so far as one could see, of anything in the nature of a lift. True the pylons of the ropeway
could be seen marching up in giant strides, but on that no passengers are carried. So far, thanks



to the admirable arrangements made by the Nepalese authorities and the British embassy, no
effort, physical or mental, had been required of us until now, when for the next eighteen miles we
had to put foot to ground. Even that we might have spared ourselves had we wished, H.H. the
Maharajah having sent two ponies for us.Between Bhimpedi and Thankot in the valley itself
there are two passes, the Sisagarhi (6225 ft.) and the Chandragiri (7700 ft.). A night is spent at a
rest-house below the first pass whence the journey to Thankot can be done in six or seven
hours. Our early arrival on the pass having gone unrewarded—for on a clear day the Himalaya
can be seen—we dropped 2500 ft. to a valley across which the ropeway swings in one
enormous span of 1300 yd. Crossing the clear rippling Kuli, a tributary stream of the sacred
Bagmati river which alone drains the Katmandu valley, we continued up an open valley to
Chitlong at the foot of the steep rise to the Chandragiri, where, in company with the coolie traffic,
we paused to brace ourselves for the serious business of the day. As the ropeway cannot deal
with very heavy or bulky loads there is the opportunity for coolies to prove the superiority of man
over machine by dealing with things like brass cannons and motor cars, for which there seemed
to be a steady demand in the valley.A team of thirty coolies handled a brass cannon easily,
almost running in fact, while seventy, or perhaps ninety, if it is a Rolls Royce, are needed for a
car. Two long poles which project well fore-and-aft are lashed under the car as it stands. To these
wooden shoulder pieces are attached, each of which is supported by two men, one each side of
the pole. On level ground this works well, but the Chandragiri pass is steep, particularly so on the
Katmandu side, and a load carried thus on a thirty degree slope must set up some curious
stresses. We met several car-carrying parties but the coolies each time were taking a rest, of
which, no doubt, they need a lot.As he looks from the Chandragiri pass upon the fair and
spacious valley below, the most jaded traveller must feel his imagination stirred by its secluded
position, its turbulent past, and by the mystery and sanctity attending this most ancient shrine of
Hindu and Buddhist tradition, with its temples and stupas of Asoka, sacred groves and burning
ghats. Even the traveller who views it upon a cloudy day, without seeing the sublime background
of the Himalaya which are the source of these religious traditions, cannot but be charmed by the
pattern of green and yellow fields, the terra-cotta houses, the gleaming white palaces and the
dark roofs of the city, the whole ringed with gentle, wooded hills. Since almost the whole valley,
only some twenty by fifteen miles, is in view, he may well say he is looking at Nepal: for to those
who live outside the valley this is Nepal. And in a sense it is true enough; for in this small arena
has been enacted and recorded in brick, wood, and stone, nearly all the ancient and modern
history of what we call Nepal; and within it is concentrated nearly half a million people and nearly
all the power, art, prosperity, commerce—in short everything appertaining to the life of the
country.Pursued and finally overtaken by a thunderstorm we reached Thankot in the afternoon,
where we were picked up by the waiting embassy car and wafted the remaining nine miles to
Katmandu.1 See China to Chitral, p. 111. [back]– CHAPTER II –KATMANDUARRIVING ON 24
MAY we planned to leave on the 29th provided the Bombay party joined us in time. Had there
been less to attend to we might have spent four very tranquil days, for at Katmandu tranquillity is



the key-note. This was not so a hundred years ago, when intrigue and faction were the rule;
when incidents like the throwing of Jang Bahadur down a well, his shooting of his uncle, and the
imprisonment and suicide of a Prime Minister, were but mild preludes to the scene in the Kot
courtyard when anything from fifty to five hundred notables and officials were massacred.
Perhaps it was these scenes as described by Laurence Oliphant (Journey to Katmandu, 1850)
and particularly that of a royal review which ‘surpassed even the wildest notions of our highly
civilized community’ which gave Kipling a hint:And the wildest dreams of Kew are the facts of
Katmandu,And the crimes of Clapham chaste in Martaban.But times have changed. Now the
uninhibited life of surburbia might astonish the natives of Katmandu where propriety is the rule,
and where landaus, visiting cards and formality set the tone.Our baggage having been collected
from the ropeway station had now to be made up into man-loads for the journey up the Trisuli
valley where animal transport, we were told, was not used. It is only a matter of seven or eight
days to the Langtang by a well-used trade route about which, however, little or no information
could be had. The question of whether we could buy food at Langtang had to be resolved, for
obviously if we had to carry all the atta and rice we needed for three and a half months many
more coolies must be engaged. Maize, and not much of that, was thought to be all we might
obtain, so we compromised by taking food for a month and after that, if the worst happened, we
could send back for more. There are few places in the Himalaya where the food arrangements
can be left in such a conveniently fluid state; where having once arrived at one’s base the
question of sending back for anything is worth considering. Apparently this trip was to be
another example of one ‘with no transport difficulties’, where each item in each load has not to
be jealously weighed and where comfort has not to be sacrificed to mobility.The rules of
haggling having been sufficiently observed, we contracted with a coolie agent for forty men to go
to Rasua Garhi and to find their own food. Dealing with one man who will make himself
responsible for all, instead of forty, is probably more satisfactory from the point of view of the
traveller and the contractor than it is from that of the coolies. It may cost a little more, but the
saving of trouble is as worth buying as silence. The coolie agent—known as the ‘baria naik’—
receives a lump sum, half at the start and half later, but how much of this is received by the men
is another matter, one which, we may hope, is attended to by that device known to economists
as ‘the price mechanism’. Apart from the ropeway, coolie transport is used everywhere, so that it
is an organized business; it would probably be quite impossible to collect men except through
such an agent, whom the traveller is free either to respect as an essential cog in the machine or
to abuse as a parasite according to his political views.This difficult business was managed with
the advice and help of Col. R. R. Proud, First Secretary to the Embassy, in whose house we were
staying. Besides this kindness he arranged our official visits, modified the size of the escort
which the goodwill of H.H. the Maharajah would have wished larger, lent us cars for sightseeing
and an orderly to see fair play in our dealings in the bazaar. Were it not for the restriction on
movement outside the valley, there could hardly be a more pleasant place for a British official
than Katmandu, provided he has other than social interests. Our host had plenty of these,



among them an interest in mountains, but it must have been galling for him to think that even had
he been free his official position would have prevented his accompanying us.After the heavy
thunderstorm of the previous day our second evening was so clear that Col. Proud took us—
rather too quickly we thought—up one of the local hills for a view of the Himalaya. We went by
car to the foot of the hill at Baleji where, surrounded by woods, there is a water-garden of green
lawns and grey stone tanks in which monster black and green carp ogle the visitors for food.
From the tanks the water is led to a long castellated wall below the terrace through which it flows
by twenty carved and vermilion-painted dragon spouts. Submerged in another tank is a stone
carving of Narain (Brahma the Creator) on a bed of snakes, the face alone, wreathed with cobra
heads, showing above the water. This submerged symbol of Vishnu is supposed to be a replica
of that which the worshippers of Shiva see in the sacred lake of Gosainkund. I offer the legend
with some diffidence because, in my opinion, Hindu mythology is too much addicted to what
Fowler calls ‘elegant variation’—the attentive reader will have noticed that four names have
already been used for the same god. But as these legends usually lead sooner or later to the
Himalaya they must be respected.When three hundred and thirty million gods—very early
officials or planners of some kind, one fears—churned the ocean in search of the water of
immortality, they stirred up a poison which threatened to destroy the world. In this extremity their
only resource was a petition, a monster bearing three hundred and thirty million signatures,
which they presented to Mahadeo. Upon receiving this strong hint the god obligingly drank the
poison. The poison burning his throat blue, he acquired thereby yet another name—Nila Khanta
or Blue Neck—and a raging thirst. In order to cool off he repaired at once to the Himalaya, but
aware of the futility of eating snow to quench thirst, he struck his trident against a rock from
which three streams immediately burst forth. In their waters he enjoyed what must have been a
memorable bathe; and so exquisite did he find the icy water flowing round his head that he has
remained there to this day; the waters meanwhile gathering themselves to form what is now the
Gosainkund lake. The peak Nilkhanta (21,640 ft.), a strikingly beautiful and still unclimbed peak
in Garhwal, is named after the god.Climbing through the forest above Baleji, where we disturbed
some barking deer, we reached an open glade just before the sun went down. From the Ganesh
Himal to somewhere in the region of Everest, a hundred miles of snow mountains sparkled in its
last rays. Several of the groups which the Nepalese call Himal—the Ganesh, Langtang, Jugal,
and the Rolwaling Himal—could be identified; but the only peaks we could be sure of were
Langtang Lirung (23,771 ft.), the highest of the Langtang group, and Gauri Sankar (23,440 ft.) in
the Rolwaling. Everest, had it been clear, would have appeared as an inconspicuous bump just
to the east of Gauri Sankar, a peak which has often been mistaken for the monarch itself. The
identification of very distant peaks is a harmless and fascinating amusement so long as the
results are not taken seriously—a proviso that is borne out by the Everest-Gauri Sankar
controversy which will bear retelling.The triangulation of the Everest region from stations in the
plains was completed in 1850, and two years later, when the results had been worked out, that
peak was found to be the highest then known. In 1855, as no local name for it could be found, Sir



Andrew Waugh, the Surveyor General, suggested the name of ‘Everest’ after Sir George Everest
who was his predecessor at the time when the triangulations were made. Hodgson, then
Resident at Katmandu, who besides being a great naturalist was also a learned philologist,
affirmed that the mountain had a local name, Devadhunga, which he had apparently come
across in Nepalese literature. Although he had seen neither Devadhunga, which nowhere
existed, nor Everest, he stuck to his point, and assured Sir Andrew Waugh that if he (Waugh)
would give him the bearing and distance of any Nepal peak, he (Hodgson) would tell him the
name of it. In the same year Hermann de Schlagintweit, brother of Adolph who was later
murdered in Kashgar, made observations of the newly discovered peak from two directions,
Sikkim and Nepal, with the unluckiest results. From Sikkim he observed and drew a panorama of
Makalu, which obscured Everest, and from the 7000 ft. Kaulia hill in Nepal (a few miles west of
where we sat) he mistook the prominent Gauri Sankar for the insignificant looking Everest.
However, his observations and drawings were sufficiently accurate for the Survey of India to
show by calculations the error he had made. In 1859 a committee decided from the available
evidence that the two mountains were not the same; and this was later confirmed by Capt. Wood
who, from observations made from Kaulia, proved that the two mountains were thirty-six miles
apart.The Embassy grounds, known to the natives as the ‘Lines’, are a mile from the centre of
Katmandu. On the left on the way in, behind a high brick wall of great length, lies the palace of
the King of Nepal; one of several similar buildings which are palaces in very fact as well as
name. The Singha Darbar, the residence of the Prime Minister, is a vast white colonnaded
palace, fronted by a formal garden, carriage drives and wrought-iron gates under a white arched
gateway. The homes of other Ranas, the Commander-in-Chief (who is head of civil, not military
affairs), the Senior Commanding General, and General Kaiser, G.B.E., lately Nepalese
Ambassador in London, are on a correspondingly spacious scale. The centre of the town is the
wide, tree-bordered, grass ‘maidan’ which is used as a parade ground. On one side are modern
office buildings, the Chaudra College, and a clock-tower, and on the other the old and new
bazaars and the old town. The whole town is lit by electric light from two hydro-electric
stations.The narrow streets of the old bazaar are lined with two-storied houses of brick and
wood. The lower parts of these form open shops, interspersed with shrines, idols and brass
grotesques, around which surges a flood of warm humanity. Fortunately, unlike the Kashgar
market, the flood carries with it no scurrying droves of donkeys to overwhelm the idle onlooker
who can, therefore, stand and admire a scene less imposing than the palaces but far more
rewarding. Helped by Tensing, a Sherpa who doubled the role of cook and headman, we bought
a glorious miscellany of soap (largely symbolic), nests of aluminium cooking pots, chillies,
enamel pint mugs, candles, tea, paraffin, ghee, umbrellas, lentils, ‘ghums’ (mats for protecting
loads), sugar, matches, cheap cigarettes, spices, onions, atta and rice. In addition to six maunds
(480 lb.) of rice, which took a long time to weigh and bag, we wanted two of ‘satu’ or parched
barley flour. This commodity was unknown to the Newars of Katmandu but Tensing buttonholed
a passing youth in the maroon gown of a lama who directed him to a place where Tibetan tastes



were catered for.Having done all this we went on to the bank to collect 2500 silver Nepali rupees
(a load in itself), pausing on the way to admire the oasis of comparative quiet of the Darbar
square of the old town. Here are the old wooden pagoda-roofed house from which Katmandu
takes its name, the five-storied Taleju temple overlooking the Kot of sinister memory, and an
horrific four-armed figure of Kala Bhaibar, painted black, yellow and vermilion, flourishing a great
sword in the attitude of a pantomime dame at bay with a poker.Nowhere in the valley is there a
place without either temples or shrines. As Kirkpatrick, one of the earliest writers on Nepal, said:
‘There are nearly as many temples as houses, and as many idols as inhabitants, there not being
a fountain, a river, or a hill within its limits that is not consecrated to one or other of the Hindu or
Buddhist deities.’ But the concentrated essence of religious art is to be found in the Darbar
squares which the Newar craftsmen delighted to embellish with the finest conceptions of their
artists; and the richest squares are those of the two neighbouring towns of Bhatgaon and Patan,
the ancient Newar capitals. In 1768 the Gurkhas completed their conquest of the valley by the
taking and sacking of Patan, from which the town seems never to have recovered. Except for the
Darbar square there broods over it an air of melancholy decay. But dilapidation and decay are
thought by some to be essential to picturesque beauty, and here they do enhance the charm of
the gloomy, narrow, deserted lanes, overhung with half-timbered balconied houses; especially
when adorned, as we saw them, with great banners of green cloth fresh from the dyer’s vat. In
the square there is nothing, except perhaps the telephone wires, that is not a delight to behold;
but all the sculpture and carving, down to intricate detail, is symbolic, and unless one
understands the religious significance of these symbols the emotions which such art should
excite is apt to be extinguished by curiosity. Instead of marvelling at the delicate carving or the
airy grace of the pagoda roof, one is willingly amused by the endless repetition of elephants,
peacocks, fish, rats, lions, snakes, mythical monsters and all-in wrestlers.The plates will give
some idea of these architectural wonders, but the following description of Bhatgaon from
Picturesque Nepal (Percy Brown), conveys something of the enthusiasm of a man who
understands Indian art:At a cross street a shrine comes into view, with crimson draperies, bright
brass entrance, glittering metal pinnacle, painted woodwork, brackets of caryatid deities bristling
with arms, and a large bronze bell supported by rampant dragons. From this one passes through
winding streets of old wood and brick houses, each displaying some different form of ornate
carving in window or doorway, and each placed at an apparently fortuitous angle. Gradually the
buildings become larger and more important and the decoration more profuse. Then a whole
street of overhanging balconies and wooden colonnades comes into view, with doorways
crowned by heavily carved tympanums of deities and devils, and lattice windows with peacocks
cunningly carved posing in the centres, until we suddenly debouch into the main square and are
confronted with the culminating effect of the combined arts of the Newars, probably the most
entrancingly picturesque city scene in Nepal. Around a rambling open space of flagged
pavement, temples are irregularly grouped on terraced plinths, their pagoda roofs of red tiles
and golden finials climbing into the blue sky. Some of these are approached by flights of steps,



flanked by stone statues of humans in elaborate costumes, elephants, horses, and rhinos, gaily
caparisoned and heavily chained to their pedestals, and monstrous fauna of the nether world.In
Bhatgaon is a doorway of brick and embossed copper gilt which Percy Brown calls ‘the richest
piece of art work in the whole kingdom… placed like a jewel flashing innumerable facets in the
handsome setting of its surroundings’.For their spiritual needs, which I was sorry to see were not
very urgent, the Sherpas had to go to one of the two famous Buddhist temples of Bodhnath and
Shambu-nath. Although it stands upon no eminence Bodhnath is one of the most conspicuous
objects of the valley. Surrounded by the houses and maize fields of Bodhnath, there rises from a
square plinth a huge white ‘stupa’, in shape like an umbrella; on top is a lofty spire with a square
base on each face of which is painted in crimson and black a pair of eyes, and between them a
nose indicated by a ‘?’. In the vicinity of Bodhnath, or indeed from much farther away, there is no
escape from the impassive, questioning gaze of those strange eyes. I suppose even a Buddhist
who lived always in their sight might become indifferent to their mild reproach; a supposition
which only an enquiry into the morals of the people of Bodhnath might decide. To a stranger they
were powerful monitors, bearing an injunction more poignant than the memento mori of a
grinning skull.The base of the stupa is ringed with prayer wheels and a stone-flagged
ambulatory round which the pilgrim walks, turning the wheels as he goes. In a building close by
is a small ‘gompa’ in which the contents—the painted Buddhas, the banners, books, lamps and
frescoed walls—seem mean and tawdry, quite out of keeping with the glory of the stupa and the
fame of Bodhnath as a place of pilgrimage. We saw hardly anyone, but in winter I believe
numbers of Tibetans, both lamas and laity, make their way there.Although at Shambu-nath a
smaller but similar stupa, with the same grave, all-seeing eyes, occupies a commanding
position, its effect is less striking. The eyes are too far above the earth-bound mortals of the
valley, so that their searching admonitory gaze is directed to the four quarters in vain. I felt I could
live in the village at the foot of Shambu-nath and sin at ease. The temple stands a mile west of
Katmandu on a wooded hill which is climbed by several hundreds of stone steps. The whole hill,
the temple itself, and the neighbouring houses of its attendants, are the home and playground of
a far too numerous colony of Rhesus monkeys, which pay even less attention than their human
brothers to the unspoken question of those eyes. Instead of studying the medley of architecture,
I stood fascinated by the antics of these amusing but disgusting beasts as they clambered upon
and defiled the deities, and played hide-and-seek among the prayer wheels. As a climber I could
only regret that if we are descended from apes, monkeys, chimpanzees, gorillas, or a blend of all
four, we have not inherited their prehensile toes. I stood spellbound by the ease with which they
climbed the holdless walls of the adjacent houses to poke their long arms through the carefully
barred windows reaching for anything within. Living in one of these houses must be an
everlasting nightmare, what with the eyes of the stupa just about level with the upper window, the
sad, unblinking eyes of some damned monkey on the sill outside, and the hairy arms groping
within.In Nepal, Hinduism and Buddhism mingle and overlap; the Newar architects and
craftsmen have been inspired by both, just as they have been by the art of China as well as



India. In most of the temples Hinduism, Buddhism and Lamaism are represented, and in them
the devotee of each will find his favourite image. Landon thus describes the surrounding of the
Shambu-nath stupa:A multitude of smaller shrines, of guardian beasts, of chaityas, of sacred
pillars crowned with images of divinities, peacocks or sarduls, of representations of the holy
footmark, fill up the rest of the sacred compound. To the west of the stupa stands a building
wherein Buddhist priests tend and keep alive a sacred flame. Between are pillars crowned with
exquisite gilt bronze work, and between these again are a couple of statues of which the
southern is perhaps the finest piece of work ever achieved by those masters of bronze
modelling, the Newars. It represents Tara, and is a reminder to the Tibetan visitor of the
Nepalese woman to whom he owes the introduction of Buddhism into his country in the seventh
century. Adjoining the temple of the flame is the shrine of Sitala, the dreaded goddess of
smallpox. Sitala is a Hindu goddess, but Buddhists—just to make quite sure—bend the knee to
her as reverently as do the followers of Vishnu or Shiva.What with the monkeys, the squad of
sweepers for whom their habits occasioned constant employment, a couple of shops, and a
constant trickle of visitors, there was more liveliness at Shambu-nath than at any of the other
temples. Liveliness may not be natural to the precincts of a temple, but it is better than neglect.
Shambu-nath is popular because it caters for all religious tastes; it is beautiful to see, and from it
great beauty can be seen. There is a variety of images for the devotee, and from its height the
visitor may look down upon a glorious prospect of rich vale and meandering river. It is also close
to Katmandu, which we must now leave. Having completed our preparations we might cease
from viewing temples carved by man to go in search of those natural temples of rock and ice.–
CHAPTER III –TO THE LANGTANGTHE GANG THAT SHUFFLED OUT of the Legation
compound on 29 May was at least formidable in numbers. Besides four Europeans, four
Sherpas, and forty coolies, there were Lieut. S. B. Malla with two orderlies, and a smart havildar1
with two sepoys.2 The military bearing of the escort so far redeemed our slovenliness that we
might almost be said to have marched out of the compound. Gratifying as this might be, I
regarded the presence of our spruce escort with some misgiving, having always a great horror of
the addition of bouches inutiles to an expedition—of men, that is to say, who do not or will not
carry loads. Such misgivings were needless. Both the lieutenant and the havildar proved their
worth, without whom we should have had much difficulty and delay in our negotiations with the
local people for food and transport.Even so the party was not complete. At Bombay, Polunin had
engaged a Goan, Toni Mathos, a bird-skinner, who had acted in that capacity to Dr Dillon
Ripley’s party the previous winter. He had been left behind to bring on a stick-gun, a small-bore
gun for collecting disguised as a walking stick, which the Bombay police had removed from
Polunin’s care; the weapon having created some despondency among the police who regarded
it as precisely the sort of thing that no good assassin would care to be without. Polunin had also
a 410-bore gun, but its ammunition was packed with that of the confiscated stick-gun. The
collecting of birds, upon which the British Museum set great store, was therefore more or less at
a standstill until mid-August when the gun and ammunition, after a lot of trouble, at last reached



us.Of the eight stages which the baria naik allowed for the journey hardly one figured on the
map; we were therefore in his hands, but a fixed sum for the round trip having been agreed upon,
the coolies were not likely to waste time. The road took us past the Baleji water-garden and out
of the valley over the Sheopuri Lekh to Kaulia where we camped. (‘Lekh’ is the word used for a
ridge or range without permanent snow.) It was warm work dragging our unaccustomed legs up
the Sheopuri ridge, and we suffered all the pains of a first march. But those philosophers who
assure the wretched that there is always someone who is worse off were quite right, for I would
not have cared to change places with any of the labourers at work in the terraced fields. In the
absence of ploughs and oxen they stretched their own backs against the stubborn glebe with an
implement which would dismay the most stout-hearted digger. The handle is about two feet long,
and the blade, lying parallel to and a few inches from it, is almost as long, so that as the digger
strikes, his head almost touches the ground. On these less fruitful hills outside the valley
everything is done by hand, from breaking the soil to threshing and grinding the corn. Nor are
animals much used in the valley, where the land is too rich to spare for grazing.Kaulia is the hill
from which Wood and Schlagintweit had made their observations, whence next morning we too
enjoyed, lying in our sleeping-bags in a field, a noble prospect of peaks. From this cool lodging
at 6000 ft. we had now to plunge nearly 4000 ft. to the valley of the Trisuli, which is here only
2500 ft. above the sea. Instead of camping on the hill at Nawakot, the principal village of this
part, we stuck to the valley. At Nawakot in 1792 the treaty of peace was signed between the
defeated Gurkhas and the pursuing Chinese army which was then only two days’ march from
the capital. The Gurkhas had brought upon themselves this Chinese avalanche by their invasion
of Tibet two years before and by the looting of Tashi-lhumpo. Provided they got their plunder
away, this bold foray, 260 miles beyond the border, must have richly rewarded the raiders; for
even to-day the great monastery at Tashi-lhumpo near Shigatse is reputedly crammed with
jewels and precious metals. The head of the monastery, the Tashi Lama, is second only to the
Dalai Lama.In India in May, only 2000 ft. up, a march can be devilish hot. The first river we met,
the Likhu, was shallow and warm—for it is not snow-fed—thus long before we reached it my
hopes centred upon the Trisuli as the river for a bathe. The more I thought of it the faster I went,
gradually attaining such a state of simmering exhaustion that a plunge into a warm and weedy
duck-pond would have been exquisite enough to rank as a memorable bathe. At last the path
met the river, surging swift, swollen, and turbid, between rocky banks—a river with which in cold
blood one would prefer to have nothing to do. But just as any clothes will fit a naked man, so any
water is welcome to an over-heated man provided it does not drown him. The nearest bank was
mere cliff, so hurrying across the suspension bridge I turned down the other bank at full speed
until at a respectful distance from the village, I stripped and plunged in. Mahadeo himself could
scarcely have given such a gasp of ecstasy as the icy water closed over his head. But here there
was no reclining; for having been swept helplessly down for an exhilarating minute one was glad
to scramble out on to the sunwarmed rocks. Scott soon joined me, and presently the small boys
of the village came along to put our timid coasting to shame by launching themselves boldly



across this dangerous-looking river.We camped in a big mango tope on the right bank of the
river, some way from the bazaar but not far enough away to throw off the sight-seers. In the
evening great numbers assembled round our camp, attracted less by us than by the witticisms of
a wench whom I christened Trisuli Trixie, who being slightly tipsy had maintained a brisk
exchange of ribaldry with the Sherpas from the moment of our arrival. But to understand all is to
forgive all, and once we had sampled some of the ‘raksi’ which had set her alight, we forgave her
from the bottom of our hearts. For the first and last time we put up our mosquito nets, less to
baffle the mosquitoes, perhaps, than to protect us from Trixie. Both Europeans and Sherpas had
already been taking ‘Paludrin’ which is not only a cure but also a preventative of malaria. In
mosquito or leech-ridden country it is customary and convenient to assume that the coolies (for
they are many) are either beneath the aid of science or too pachydermatous to need it.We were
astir early but dallied in the bazaar buying snacks for the road until the unwelcome rays of the
sun flooded the valley. Thus warned we hurried off over the bridge, where Trixie was waiting to
say farewell, sober enough to recognize us but not sober enough to cross. For two or three miles
we walked easily along a terrace a little above the river. This was too pleasant to last. In my
experience a Himalayan track is seldom content to follow the bank, but is always busy either
climbing to escape the river or rushing down to it in order to avoid some impassable cliff. Our
terrace soon petered out, and upon crossing the small Betravati stream we were faced with the
choice of going high at once or clinging to the valley bottom a little longer. The Betravati stream
is said to have been the scene of a vigorous action in the war of 1792 when the Gurkha
rearguard cut the chains of a suspension bridge and precipitated a great many non-swimming
Chinese into the river. An open debate determined for us the question of high road or low; and
when in obedience to an almost unanimous vote we embarked upon a 2000 ft. climb in the heat
of the day, I concluded that such grave decisions should not be left to the many-headed.
Pursued by the perspiring havildar, who seldom let me out of his sight, I pushed on up the steep
waterless track until we reached a small village and a gigantic pipal tree. As we sat in the grateful
shade, reflecting upon the vicissitudes of life and the sweating coolies, we agreed that they
would never get past this tree. I doubted if they would get so far, for in the cool of the morning
along the pleasant stretch by the river they had sat down under every tree—and there were a
great many—trees, too, which were far less umbrageous than this. However, soon after four
o’clock they began trickling (le mot juste) in, dropped their loads as if they bore them some ill-
will, and made a bee-line for the meagre water supply.We were astir even earlier next morning,
roused by a brisk thunderstorm from our untented beds under the pipal canopy. The track
maintained its height at a couple of thousand feet above the river only by dint of striking an
average, for its course resembled the line traced on a barograph in very unsettled weather. We
camped outside a mean village of five houses under a great rock overhang. The shadow of a
great rock, either in a thirsty land or a wet land, is the refuge of many travellers and its vicinity is
consequently filthy. But a rock roof is better than a pipal tree, however gigantic or luxurious, and
the dried goat dung with which the place is carpeted makes for soft lying.We had a lucky



meeting here with a Sherpa and his wife who were pleased to see our Sherpas and to hear the
latest gossip from Solu Khumbu, their common home on the Nepal side of the Everest region.
Driving a couple of donkeys they were on a trading venture to Kyerong, a day’s march over the
border to Tibet, a road they knew well. According to them atta and rice were procurable a few
marches farther on, and when the man, who seemed a keen hand, offered to collect whatever
we needed, I closed with him by giving a firm order for ten maunds of atta, rice, and satu, for
delivery in July.The track behaved more sedately next morning until it suddenly dropped by a
staircase of stone steps nearly a thousand feet into the Trisuli nullah. This was not the main river
but a small tributary descending from the Gosainkund lakes, the same sacred stream which the
trident (trisul) of Mahadeo had released from its rock prison. A track, well marked with ‘chortens’
and ‘mani’ walls, leads up to Gosainkund which is sacred to Buddhists as well as Hindus. The
main river, which I shall continue to call the Trisuli, rises sixty miles beyond the Tibet border
within fifteen miles of the valley of the Tsangpo. Of the seven tributaries of the Gandak, of which
the Trisuli is one of the biggest, four have cut through the Himalaya, while two, the Trisuli and the
Kali, drain the trough beyond the Ladakh range in Tibet. Several other Nepal rivers, notably the
Karnali in the west and the Arun in the east, cut through the main range in deep gorges. The
Trisuli gorge is no mean cleft; a few miles south of the Tibet border, where the river crosses the
main Himalayan axis, the bed of the gorge is less than 6000 ft. above sea-level, yet only six
miles east lies the 23,771 ft. peak of Langtang Lirung. (Below are some figures for Himalayan
gorges.)River gorgeHeight of bed near axisWidth between peaksKali Gandak5000 ft.12 miles at
24,000 ft.Trisuli Gandak6000 ft.16 miles at 19,000 ft.Arun6000 ft.14 miles at 16,000
ft.RiverHeight of bedMountainDistanceFall per milepeak to riverbedKali5000 ft.Dhaulagiri
26,795 ft.4 miles5449ft.Hunza6000 ft.Rakaposhi 25,550 ft.9 miles2172ft.Indus4000 ft.Nanga
Parbat 6,620 ft.14 miles1616ft.Trisuli6000 ft.Langtang Lirung 23,771 ft.8 miles2200ft.
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Mike Quinlan, “Well worth buying.. So good to see these old time books still being available.”

The book by Ken Beaven has a rating of  5 out of 5.0. 2 people have provided feedback.

Contents Foreword Preface PART ONE: THE LANGTANG HIMAL, 1949 PART TWO:
ANNAPURNA HIMAL, 1950 Appendix: The Natural History of the Langtang Valley H. W. Tilman
Photographs and Maps



Language: English
File size: 7784 KB
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Not Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 314 pages
Lending: Not Enabled

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/d

