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Abstract

The trail to Kuari Pass passes through the heart of Garhwal in the Western Himalayan
region of India. The way up to the pass is known for some of the most jaw dropping vistas
of high Himalayas. While peaks like Mt. Dronagiri, Bhramal, Hathi and Gauri are constant
companions on the route, a vantage point at Jhandi Dhar brings one face to face with many
other prominent snow peaks like Kedarnath, Kedar Dome, Mana Mandir, Neelkantha,
Kamet, Chaukhamba and the magnificent Nanda Devi, behind her rocky sentinels of the
Bugyal Koti range. Beyond snow peaks, the trail offers serene forest patches of ancient oaks
and walnuts together with the experience of traversing expansive Himalayan meadows

at multiple occassions along the way. This journey to Kuari Pass is the first of many that I
plan to undertake, with a central focus on trekking in and around Mt.Nanda Devi’s sphere
of influence. Trails to Rudranath, Bagini Glacier, Nanda Devi East Base Camp and Shipton’s
Dibrughetta across Dharansi Pass await and I earnestly hope that the Goddess allows us into
her courtyard each time like the way she welcomed us on the Kuari Pass trail.

All images have been taken by the author, except for the last (page no. tha). It has been taken
by Abhilasha Rawat.
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When we reached our
second campsite in Tali and
started setting up camp,
daylight still lingered. We
thought of keeping the
sleeping bags out till the
sun went down to let them
gather whatever warmth

they could. But, soon, clouds
gathered and brought

with them rain, first a

light drizzle, in which you
could sit outside in a circle

discussing sore shoulders
and aching feet. The kind
of rain in which you could
go out into the forest, walk

along the stream, and find
fallen trees along them, to
sit on; later, though, the
drizzle changed into a harsh
downpour that made us rush
for the shelter of our tents.
We hoped for it to pass soon
enough for us to resume our
frolic in the woods, but it
didn’t. A hailstorm started.
We huddled in our tents, the
spiders came and, even-
tually, the darkness; that
morning didn’t really show
us the day.

Interesting patterns of age

on a fallen tree inside the
Tali forest













Today, at Tali camp,
protected within the dense
forest, we could still hear
the wind rustling through
the woods, but the trees had
blunted its bite. Nitin bhai
had scheduled an early start
for the next day’s journey

to the Kuari pass; his sharp
reminder got us back on our
feet and out of the relatively
cosy sanctuary of the dining
tent. On the muddy way back
to our own two-man tents, as
we looked up to the skies to
check if the rain clouds still
lingered, the glittering stars
from the night at Gulling Top
greeted us again.

The next day, our camp was
awake ahead of the sun; we
washed in the icy waters of
the stream and geared up

to get going in the darkness
of the night. Nitin bhai was
bustling about, the kitchen
tent already emanated
smoke, and even before
most of us had readied our
backpack Bhagat bhai had
already left for the final leg
of the journey to Kuari Pass
with a small section of our
group. All of us wanted to
reach the grand Himalayan
amphitheatre of Jhandi Dhar
before the clouds curtained
off the vista. Beyond the
camp, the forest was more
of what we had experienced
the previous day. A relentless
ascent.






A zone of transition, these
meadows high in the
Himalayas are lands that
neither trees nor permanent
snow have been able to
conquer - these ‘bugyals’
are too high for trees to
survive in and too low for
snow to linger after winter.
The winters cover these

meadows in several layers
of snow, while in summer
the white carpet melts away
into green grasses that

derive their sustenance from
meltwater. Late summer
and monsoon fill them with
flowers of myriad colours
and variety. Then autumn
turns these meadows yellow,
orange and, eventually,
brown, as the drying grass
get ready for the fresh
snows of winter to return,
for the meltwater to turn
them green in the summer
to follow. As we walked onto
the Chitrakantha meadows

— soft with golden-yellow
grass — on the fourth of
October, a spotless blue sky
greeted us with an array of
snow peaks on the horizon.
Mount Brahmal’s distinctive
shape, resembling the petals
of the mythical Brahma
Kamal flower, rose alongside
the Hathi and Gauri peaks.
The familiar expanse of
Mount Dronagiri, accompa-
nied by Riskhikot, Trishuli,
and Bugyal Koti, appeared
as well. Nanda Devi’s iconic
shoulder was now visible
behind them. As we moved
higher across the meadowy
ridge, the view improved
and Nitin bhai made it a
point to keep reminding me
that spending too much time
photographing there would
mean a narrower window of
opportunity at Jhandi Dhar,
where the peaks present
themselves at their grandest.




So we trudged along and
soon caught up with those of
our members who had left
the camp before us at dawn.
We met at a juncture where
the meadow narrowed into
a thin trail at a 60°-70° slope.
To its right, a steep mountain
wall rose in defiance; the left
stared into a deep, forested
abyss. We had probably
traversed similar narrow
sections through the forests
but the tall trees on the
slopes had hidden the abyss
from us. Now that the slopes
were bare, we were face to
face with a nerve-wracking
hanging trail. The route

to Jhandi Dhar offered no
respite from these sections
and they appeared at regular
intervals, each steeper than
the previous. The wind blew
unabashed, with no tall

trees in their way, and the
gusts made us shiver even
under the fierce sun. Close

to the Jhandi top, big boul-
ders began to appear. The
gradient of ascent was the
steepest. The mountain walls
on either side of the trail had
ceased to exist and on both
sides of the narrow walkway
a magnificent play of light
and shade presented itself.



Mt. Nanda Devi behind the
rocks of Bugyal Koti as seen
from Jhandi Dhar
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From up there, the intricate
design of Himalayas’ folded
landscape looked like the
halted waves of a great
ocean. Perhaps they truly
were. This was probably the
land that lay beneath the
great Sea of Tethys during
the early days of the earth,
the land that was forced
upwards and shaped into
one of the most intimidat-
ingly vertical landscapes in
the world. And, yet, amidst
these unparalleled heights,
at some of the most verti-
cally distant places from
today’s seabeds, the rocks
tell us stories of what used
to be. The fossils of crusta-
ceans and hints of the life

that existed on the ancient
seabed lay side by side with
the pugmarks of a leopard
that had walked this trail

to Jhandi top sometime in
the recent past - pugmarks
we stepped across while
approaching the top today.
Today, yesterday, and

for the millions of years
before that, the rocks lay
still, quiet, at the narrow
top of Jhandi Dhar, which
could barely accommodate
the entire team. We sat

in awe. All around us, the
legendary snow peaks stood
in unwavering prominence
— Kedarnath, Kedar Dome,
Mana Mandir, Hathi and
Gauri, Neelkanth, Kamet,
Chaukhamba, Brahmal,
Dronagiri, and the magnifi-
cent Nanda Devi, behind the
rocky sentinels of the Bugyal
Koti range.
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The way up here had been
hard and strenuous. A part
of our group made, for them-
selves, the difficult decision
of returning to Tali camp
from Jhandi Dhar, where the
negotiable trail ends during
the snowy winter. They
would stay back to savour
the view from Jhandi Dhar
and then return to camp.
Bhagat bhai stayed with
them. But this was autumn;
for those who still had some
steam, the trail stretched on
for several more kilometres
till the actual mountain
pass of Kuari, still a good
two-and-a-half hours away:.
Nitin Bhai led the way. The
entire traversal back to Tali
camp via Kuari top would
take close to four-and-a-half
hours from Jhandi Dhar.
Nitin bhai set a strict turn-
around time of 1 pm, after
which we would have to
start our return, whether
we had reached the pass by
then or not. At around 10
am, when white clouds had
just begun to the float across
the spotless blues of the
mountain sky, we trudged
onwards past Jhandi Dhar.
The descent from the top

to a connecting ledge that
led to Kuari was steep and
bouldery. From the ledge,
the Pangarchulla peak
loomed close. Down below
we could see the base camp
for those attempting to scale
its summit: blue tents dotted
a yellow-green bugyal. The
path ahead was more of
meadows, and breathtaking
panorama. Thinning air
demanded greater effort
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for every movement and
we clung tightly onto Nitin
bhai’s teachings of walking
slow but never stopping.
We made slow, but steady,
progress over grass, rock
and puddle. We passed aban-
doned shoes of a herder,

a plethora of footmarks of
goats and men, and walked
beyond pugmarks that we
didn’t clearly recognize.
With change in altitude,

the meadow transformed
from yellow-green to dark
orange, so close to the colour
of a female monal’s feathers
that we didn’t even notice
an entire flock until our
presence startled them into
a scurrying flight over the
deep valleys below.

Amidst this realm of

open meadow and boul-
der-dwelling Himalayan
mice, I saw a pine standing
alone, like a solitary soldier
guarding some remote
outpost. Wasn’t this place
above the tree line? Didn’t
the forest end far below?
Perhaps it did, perhaps

this one pine wasn’t what
was intended, perhaps it
was an accident. Or was it
a show of grit, of defiance,
of thriving where no other
tree could even survive?
Wind had weathered its
branches, many of which
hung broken and leafless,
but the great pine had
endured for decades. This
was probably the same pine
that Frank Smythe had seen
during his explorations in
the region that eventually,
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though through an error

in navigation, revealed the
famed Valley of Flowers.
An audacious individual,
surviving out here all
alone: “one sentinel weath-
er-beaten tree standing out
before the others”, Smythe
wrote and rewarded this
pine’s grit with immortality.
Those who came after
Smythe and many who are
still to come, shall probably
continue to look for it. Even
after the tree falls it will
perhaps linger in obscure
memoirs and travelogues.
But that is for later; then
there was nothing obscure
about its presence - it stood
tall and distinct, almost like
a kingpin, marking another
zone of transition where
grassy meadows gave way to
boulders.

There, a thin strand of water
gushed down the mountain
slope. After strenuously
hopping across the big
chunks of loose boulder

we reached the edge of the
stream. The icy current had
worn large boulders down
into pebbles, which helped
us walk past its flow. This
was the final leg of the trail,
the top of Kuari Pass then
clearly in view. The last bit
up to the mountain pass was
expectedly steep. By the time
we had scaled the narrow
ledge, separating one side

of the pass from the other, a
curtain of clouds had started
to drop over the peaks.



And there we stood, amidst
the giants, on the rocks
where Shipton and Tilman
had once been. Shipton
wrote:

“We were privileged to see
what must be one of the
grandest mountain views

in the world. As we raised
our heads above the top of
the pass a gigantic sweep

of icy peaks confronted us,
and it was difficult to refrain
from gasping at the vastness
of the scene. The serrated
line of the Kedarnath and
Badrinath peaks, Kamet,
Hathi Parbat, and the great
cleft of the Dhauli Valley
were easily recognized, but
the glittering array of snowy
peaks of all shapes and sizes
which filled the gaps were
easier to admire and wonder
at than to identify. South

of the Dhauli towered the
graceful Dunagiri, but a sight
of Nanda Devi, so soon to be
our lodestone, was denied
us.”
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