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EDITORIAL

The year 2004 has seen the continuation
of the Maoist insurgency with seemingly
little progress towards a solution. The so
called ‘war against terror’ has also had
adverse impacts upon Nepal. The
senseless murder of the twelve Nepali
workers in Iraq attracted worldwide
condemnation. Unfortunately the slaughter
of children by Chechen rebels within
hours rather overshadowed this atrocity.
The subsequent backlash against the
Muslim population in Kathmandu merely
added to the general misery of the
situation. More recently a number of ex-
Gurkha soldiers were killed in an incident
whilst guarding the ‘Green Zone’ in
Baghdad. It is understood that tourism,
whilst well down on normal levels, has
risen slightly. Most people of my
acquaintance who have made trips report
that they were able to enjoy their visits,
Maoists notwithstanding. The insurgents
have not overly interfered with tourists,
restricting themselves, in the main, to
asking for cash contributions of around
NCRs 1000 (approximately £10) from
each trekker. The work of the Gurkha
Welfare Trust has also continued without
any serious interruptions. In a recent
speech to the Gurkha Brigade Association,
Sir John Chapple described the Nepalese
as ‘remarkably stoical’ in the face of the
present situation.

The continuing friendship between our
two countries, the present situation
notwithstanding, is well illustrated in the
article by John Burlison in which he
describes the 2nd Gurkha Rifles
Regimental reunion that took place in
Pokhara. The second and concluding part
of the report by Anne Cowan on the trek
that she and General Sir Sam Cowan
carried out in the remote Dolpo area

seems well away from the insurgency.
Dolpo is a little visited area and remnants
of the pre-Buddhist Bon-po religion
(swastikas reversed) can still be found.
Mark Temple compares Rai wedding
rituals in both Dharan and in an east
Nepal village. Susi Dunsmore has
contributed an article on the allo or nettle
project that seeks to help the local
population make something really
worthwhile from their local natural
resources. During the year the Society
provided a platform for two important
charities by inviting them to give lectures
about their work in Nepal. The Britain-
Nepal Medical Trust is relatively well
known to the Society but over the years
their work has moved on to take account
of changes that have occurred in their area
of operations in east Nepal. A new charity,
the Esther Benjamin’s Trust has taken on
the task of rescuing Nepali children that
have been abducted from Nepal to work in
circuses that tour around India, and
children of parents that have been
imprisoned in Nepal but have to remain
with them as there is no other provision
for such children. Articles based on these
lectures have been included, along with
details of the contacts, should any member
wish to contribute to their work.

Following an idea from a past
committee member, I, with the committee,
are looking at the possibility of producing
a small publication to mark the Society’s
50th anniversary in 2010. The initial
thoughts are for an A5 sized booklet that
would be both a short history and a digest
of articles over the first fifty years. Once
an outline has been set a small editorial
board will be established to flesh out the
detail and this is where members may well
be able to assist. However before this
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stage it will be essential that Society
archives are available. If members have
material that may be useful for this work
or for the Society in general, may I ask
that you contact the archivist, Mrs Celia
Brown. Details of how to do this are
shown below.

Finally, and as always, my thanks go to
all those who have contributed to this
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edition. Also thanks are due to those who
support the journal by their advertising
revenue. We are always looking for more
advertisers so any members who wish to
use this medium for advertising or know
of any firm or organization that would be
interested, are encouraged to contact Dr
Peter Trott. Details are given on page 52.

THE ARCHIVIST

Mrs. Celia Brown has agreed to take on
the task of collecting archival material and
in obtaining where possible, brief
memoirs. She would like to hear from
anyone who may wish to contribute.
However, in the first instance she would

appreciate it if members could let her
know what they have available.

Her address is: 1 Allen Mansions, Allen
Street, London W8 6UY and
email:celia.collington @btopenworld.com
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THE SOCIETY’S NEWS

By Pat Mellor
Honorary Secretary

Once again, we have been privileged to
be able to hold our AGM at the Royal
Nepalese Embassy, and HE the
Ambassador has also allowed the Society
to hold executive committee meetings
there too. This AGM really was my last
as secretary and I am handing over to Mr
Neil Weir. Neil is a long standing
member of the Society and I am sure that
many members already know him well
and that all members will appreciate his
great enthusiasm and interest in being
your secretary. He started the Britain
Nepal Otology Service (BRINOS) and
most years takes a party of doctors to
Nepal to set up a clinic and diagnose and
operate on people suffering from ear
problems. Neil Weir’s address and
telephone number are elsewhere in this
Journal. T am remaining as membership
secretary and will look after any
membership queries.

Mrs Celia Brown and Mrs Marian
Donaldson preparing flowers for the

supper.

LECTURES
In 2004 the Society was able to hold four
lectures at the Society of Antiquaries.

On Monday, 19th January, Dr Gillian
Holdsworth of the Britain Nepal Medical
Trust gave a talk entitled ‘30 Years of

Health Care in Nepal’. Dr Holdsworth’s

talk on this subject, with such interesting
and beautiful slides, was well received by
all the members attending.

Tuesday, 30th March Philip Holmes of
the Esther Benjamin’s Trust, gave a talk
on ‘Helping Nepal’s Marginalised
Children’ and he outlined the background
of the charity which he has set up and
gave the members an insight into the
work that he and his wonderful helpers
are giving in the rehabilitation of the
marginalised children, some from prisons
and now, many Nepali children who have
been working in Indian Circuses. This
talk was much appreciated by members
and I am pleased to confirm that the
Society has made a donation to this
charity. (An article based on this lecture
is elsewhere in the journal. Ed.)

Brig Taggart, Mrs Hickey, Maj Dudley
Spain and Mrs Iris Bolton at the Supper.

Tuesday, 22nd June, Mr Chris Evans of
the Jajarkot Perm culture Project &
Himalayan Permaculture Group, gave a
most fascinating and informative talk
entitled ‘Forty Farmers’ Favourites —
Sustaining Agriculture in the Himalayas’.
It was very interesting to hear and see on
the slides, how with advice and help, the
farmers who live in such inaccessible
places can improve their methods to help
themselves. It makes so much difference

S



to receive advice in a warm and helpful
way.

Mr Anthony Wieler, FM Sir John
Chapple with Philip Holmes and
Beverley Waymark of the Esther

Benjamin Trust at the Supper.

Finally, we were privileged to have Dr
Ramesh Dhungel of SOAS to a talk on
Mustang, entitled ‘Lo/Mustang: Historical
and General Reflections’. We were all
impressed by the wonderful slides of the
Mustang of twenty years ago. His
interesting talk covered both the historical
aspect as well as the current problems.
We were privileged to be able to welcome
HE the Nepalese Ambassador and the
Minister Counsellor, Mr Bista, to this
talk.

Maj Dudley Spain and Lt Col Alistair
Langlands with the Queen’s Gurkha
Orderly Officers at the Supper.

By the time you receive this journal,
we will have already heard a lecture given
by David Waterhouse on his book about
Brian Houghton Hodgson, which is due to
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be held at the Royal Nepalese Embassy
on the 8th December 2004. Our grateful
thanks go to all of these excellent
speakers who gave us their time, shared
their knowledge and showed beautiful
slides. We look forward to meeting them
again and thanking them personally at the
Annual Nepali Supper on 17th February
2005

HE Mr Prabal SJB Rana and the
Chairman at the Supper.

The dates for 2005 at the Society of
Antiquaries have already been booked,
although speakers have not yet finalized
their dates. The dates are as follows:

Tuesday, 1st February

Monday, 21st March

Monday, 6th June

Tuesday, 4th October

All the above lectures are planned take
place at the Society of Antiquaries,
Burlington House, Piccadilly, London. At
the same time, I would like to make my
usual reminder about parking outside the
Society, which is very restricted. If
anyone wishes to bring their car to the
Society, they should phone the Secretary
first (020 7479 7080) and she will be
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pleased to issue a parking pass subject to
availability. This availability is only for
up to 2 cars, and that includes their own
staff. It is therefore not feasible for
members to bring their cars on the ‘off
chance’ of parking at Burlington House.

ANNUAL NEPALI SUPPER

As usual, the Supper was held at St
Columba’s Church of Scotland Hall in
Pont Street on the 17th February, with
approximately 160 people attending. We
were honoured to have HE the Royal
Nepalese Ambassador as the speaker and
guest of honour. He spoke with deep
feeling of the situation in Nepal, and also
reminded members of the fact that he was
one of the original founder members of
the Society. This was a very happy and
successful evening and we were glad to
welcome a piper from the Queen’s
Gurkha Signals to play during the evening
and two orderlies from the Royal Gurkha
Rifles who efficiently looked after the bar.
Also we were very happy to welcome the
two Queen’s Own Gurkha Orderly
Officers as our guests.

SUMMER OUTING

The Summer Outing this year was held on
Sunday, 27th June, when, with Colonel
John Swanston’s help and introductions to
the right people, we were able to visit the

Mpr Harish Karki, the Chairman, the
Ambassador and Mrs Pat Mellor with Mr
Boileau, an In-pensioner, at the Royal
Hospital.
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Marian Donaldson, John Ackroyd, Neil
Weir and the Ambassador at the picnic in
the Ranelagh Gardens at the Royal
Hospital.

Royal Hospital Chelsea. They very
kindly allowed us into their grounds in
the morning, so that we could settle
ourselves down in the lovely Ranelagh
Gardens in readiness for a Nepalese curry
lunch, which was supplied from the back
of the Munal Restaurant’s van. This was
much appreciated by the 70 members
who attended, which included HE the
Royal Nepalese Ambassador, and the
Minister Counsellor, Mr Bista. We also
had with us one of the Chelsea
Pensioners, Etienne Boileau, who has a
connection with the Gurkhas, having
served in Malaya with the Gurkha Army
Service Corps. After lunch two very smart
Chelsea Pensioners arrived to give us a
guided tour all around the Royal Hospital.
With patience and much good humour,
they guided us all round that amazing and

Members enjoying the ‘curry picnic’in
the Ranelagh Gardens.
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The tour of the Royal Hospital about to
start led by an In-pensioner guide.

wonderful building, and were still bright
and breezy at the end, whereas we were
only too ready for a cup of tea which we
obtained at the Army Museum next door,
before some of us took the opportunity of
looking around there too. It was a very
happy and interesting summer outing, and
the Society was able to make a donation
to the Royal Hospital of £200 given by
the members who attended.

OTHER MATTERS

I am pleased to be able to report that a
Tea Party was arranged at the Royal
Nepalese Embassy to welcome our
Patron, HRH Princess Jotshana and Dr
Basnyat in April, when they came to
London after having been with HRH
Princess Helen in Bangkok. HE The
Royal Nepalese Ambassador was out of
the country at the time, but had kindly
allowed the Britain-Nepal Society to
arrange this reception at the Embassy, so
that members were able to greet their
Patron. The event was hosted by Mr
Bista as Charge d’ Affairs. This was a
happy occasion when we were all so glad
to welcome HRH Princess Jotshana & Dr
Basnyat and to say how happy we were to
know that HRH Princess Helen was
responding to treatment. We presented
flowers to HRH Princess Jotshana with
greetings from all the members of the
BNS.

The Ding Hall of the Royal Hospital.

During June, Mr Peter Leggatt, a vice-
president, entertained Mr and Mrs Pande
to lunch at which I was present, as I had
met Mrs Pratima Pande whilst in Nepal.
We had a very pleasant time and heard
news of Nepal, and of the Nepal-Britain
Society, of which Mrs Pande is President.

SOCIETY TIES

Mr David Jefford is still looking after the
sale of the Society ties. The price of
these ties is £10 each including postage
and they may be obtained from David
Jefford, 20 Longmead, Fleet, Hants GU13
9TR by post or at one of our functions.

ROYAL NEPALESE EMBASSY

Once again, I wish to point out that so
many of our events and functions would
not be possible without the help, support
and encouragement of HE the Royal
Nepalese Ambassador, and his staff, and
in particular Mrs Nilia Ranamagar who is
so unfailingly charming and helpful.

DEATHS
It is with sadness that I have to report that
the following members died during the
year of 2004:
Major General J A R Robertson, CB
CBE DSO* DL
Sir Michael Scott KCVO CMG
(See obituaries elsewhere in the Journal.
Ed.)
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OF GOMPAS, CHORTENS, MANI WALLS AND YAKS
A TREK THOUGH MUSTANG AND DOLPO
By Anne Cowan

(During his last year in the Army,
General Sir Sam Cowan, Colonel
Commandant Brigade of Gurkhas and
Lady Cowan were able to undertake
treks into the remote areas of Upper
Mustang and Dolpo. The 2003 edition of
the journal featured the leg to Upper
Mustang. The concluding extract from
Lady Cowan’s diary describes their
journey in Dolpo. The literary references
were selected by General Cowan and the
photographs were taken by him. Ed.)

DAY 16 - Friday 4 October - Jomsom
to Pokhara

It was now time to prepare for the move
to Dolpo. Having spent the night in the
Majesty Hotel in Jomsom, we were
picked up from the airport at about
8.30am, and flew to Pokhara. The
weather was not good when we arrived
there so we put off our departure until the
next day, and spent the afternoon and
evening in Sandhurst Lodge in the camp,
getting our clothes washed and building
up our strength. The porters were also
able to prepare for the next phase of the
trek. As this stage, Ramji, the Sirdar, and
two other porters left us to return to
Kathmandu.

Sam had a useful briefing from the
BWO about one of the Gurkha Welfare
Scheme’s staff who had just been
released after 55 days in the hands of the
Maoists. He had been made to walk very
long distances in the districts of Rukum
and Rolpo, just south of Dolpo, where we
had trekked in 1997.

We slept very well that night.

DAY 17 - Saturday 5 October - Dunai

We woke in Pokhara ready to go at 7am.
The weather was cloudy but we got away
at 9am. We flew towards Dhorpatan and
straight over where we had been stuck in
snow four years before. We flew high
level over two 17,000ft ridges with the
pilot on oxygen before landing at a large
Army Camp in a beautiful spot at the
junction of the rivers Suli Gad and Bheri.
The OC, Major Barat met us and looked
after us for the rest of the day and we
stayed in the camp overnight. It was
decided that we would not be able to get
hold of enough porters that day, so our
departure was delayed. We visited the
small town of Dunai where the District
Headquarters had been attacked and
looted by 2000 Maoists two years earlier.
This involved crossing above the Bheri in
a two-man basket and a 45 minute walk
along the river. Part of the town was like
an armed camp with a lot of soldiers and
police. We met the new Chief District
Officer who had been there a week. He
explained that there were no
representatives of the police, army or
National Park north of Dunai. We also
met the local Judge and Registrar, and the
Police Chief and his daughters as we
walked through the town. A helicopter
arrived to deliver rice for Dasain, mostly
for the Army and Police. We had our
evening meal in the Officers Mess and
heard the announcement by the King of
the dismissal of the Prime Minister and
his Cabinet.

DAY 18 - Sunday 6 October - Dunai to
Chepka

Eventually six porters arrived and we
decided to start even though it meant

S



leaving half our kit behind. We hoped to
find some Yaks at our overnight stop. We
set off at 9.50 in beautiful weather, and
within an hour had stopped for lunch at
Khalrupi. Some of our porters needed
food. We crossed the river twice and
stayed overnight in Chepka. We found a
very basic room. There were four
children playing around, and soon three
of them were singing and dancing.

We made arrangements to get five yaks
to carry our equipment for the duration of
the journey and the yak man’s son was
sent off on a pony to collect them from
near Ringmo; two small dzos (yak cross
breeds) were to carry the equipment for
the next two days to Ringmo; seven
porters were to collect the rest of our
stuff from the Army Camp and bring it to
Chepka (five of the porters were then
paid off); and finally the five yaks were
to bring it all up to Ringmo. It was a
complicated arrangement which
eventually worked. The Maoists had
burned a checkpoint at this small village
six months earlier, and we found they had
destroyed another further up, and a small
army camp nearby.

DAY 19 - Monday 7 October - Chepka
to near Palam
We set off with Purba the cook, two
kitchen porters and the two dzos in
cloudy weather. We crossed the river
three times and went through a variety of
terrain. The valley was very steep in
places and at one point we descended to
the river where the trail was made up of
rocks and sticks to form a dyke to walk
on. We also passed some empty
settlements with houses almost built into
the sandy soil. These are used by the
people of Ringmo in winter. Matthiesson
had been inspired to write:

“I wonder if anywhere on earth there
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is a river more beautiful than the upper
Suli Gad in early autumn.”

The colours were wonderful but we
were worried about our complicated
logistics! We saw the yaks being being
brought down from Ringmo which was a
great relief. We had a packed lunch in a
field, while we waited for the porters.
When we got to Sumduwa it started
raining quite hard. This is where the Suli
Gad meets the Pungmo Khola and
becomes the Phoksumdo Khola. It is also
a trail junction where a major route from
the west along the Pungmo Khola meets
the main trail east to Tarap which runs
along the east bank of the Phoksumdo
Khola. Our route lay along the west
bank. On the way we passed a large
school where we saw some tents. We
heard that some foreign teachers were
helping in the school and living in the
tents. Our guidebook stated that it was
the Tapilza Cultural School which aims
to teach the local language and culture as
well as the standard Nepali curriculum
Eventually, just as it was getting dark, we
reached a small group of houses beside a
small hospital for Tibetan medicine run
with overseas funding. An amchi - a
Tibetan doctor - was in residence. We
camped in a muddy field and it rained
most of the night, but we did have our
meals in one of the rooms nearby.

DAY 20 - Tuesday 8 October - Near
Palam to Ringmo

It rained all morning, but eventually we
set off at 8.30am at the insistence of our
yak man who was worried about the
weather higher up. We climbed past the
destroyed army camp. It started snowing
and continued all the way up and over the
pass. The route was steep and quite tricky
to follow, and we reached 12,000ft before
we started to drop down through the
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trees. We heard the large waterfall, but
we could not see it as we were in cloud.
As we came out of the trees we saw some
yaks and a herder, who confirmed that we
were on the right track. We arrived in a
snow-covered Ringmo and waited for the
two porters to arrive an hour later. They
were heavily loaded and did well to get
over the pass in the bad conditions. They
found us a room in a small lodge while
we walked to the lakeside which was
pretty desolate. When the two dzos
arrived we found that almost all our

Phoksomdo Lake.

clothing was wet from the rain and snow;
a depressing moment in our wet state. We
had lunch in our room and then went for
a walk. The clouds had lifted and the lake
was a wonderful blue. There were several
‘National Park Camping Sites’ and
various facilities near the lake, but none
of them had been used for over a year.
Apparently there had been two visitors in
the spring. We also saw a Gompa on the
eastern side of the lake. The houses were
square-built, with stabling for horses and
yaks on the ground floor. Logs were laid
horizontally between the layers of stone
at intervals. They were not painted or
whitewashed. On the edges of the flat
roofs were packed layers of straw, which
could be used for livestock when needed.
The flat roofs were covered with red clay
to keep out the water and the windows

37905 Britain Nepal 28 TEXT:37905 Britain %al 28 TEXT 20/10/11 09:57 Page 10

were very small. The man with the dzos
stayed overnight to feed and rest the
animals. The weather had improved but
there were still clouds around. The Head
Lama of the gompa was conducting some
ritual in a nearby house and after a chat
with Sam he agreed to show us round the
next morning.

DAY 21 - Wednesday 9 October -
Ringmo
It was a sunny day for Sam’s birthday -
and a rest day. At 9am we went off, not
with the Head Lama who said he was
going south, but with one of his assistants
to see the Gompas on the east of the
Lake. We walked through pine and silver
birch woods near the lake. Despite the
Dalai Lama having recently formally
accepted the Bonpos - followers of the
Bon religion - into the fold of Tibetan
Buddhism almost as a fifth order, the
notice board said defiantly:

“Pal Shenten Tgasung Monastery

This Bon Monastery was established

by Treton Tsewang Tsultrim.

Its purpose is to teach Bon religion and

protect wildlife.

Bon is not just another Buddhist sect,

but a separate religion founded

By Lori Tonpa Shenrag Mibo in Zhang

Zheng.”
Bon is the old shamanistic, pre-Buddhist,
indigenous religion of Tibet which
survived in the more remote areas despite
attempts to root it out. It has influenced
Tibetan Buddhism but probably not as
much as Buddhism has influenced it. The
Bonpas spin their prayer wheel left about
and pass manis, shrines and chortens on
the right-hand side. As opposed to Om
Mani Padme Hum, their chief mantra is
Om Ma Tri Mu Ye Sa Le Du which not
even Snellgrove can fully translate but he
points out that no Tibetan ever stops to
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ponder on the literal meaning of any
mantra: the potency consists in the
sounds themselves.

At the first Gompa we went upstairs to
a side room which was the prayer room

Entrance to the chorten at Ringmo.

and was very small. The second Gompa
was similar. The third Gompa had been
built four years ago. We walked back to
Ringmo, and went through the main
entrance chorten with splendid Buddha
figures painted round the inside walls.
However the ceiling was the real gem
with nine beautifully painted mandalas
(mystic circles) of great detail and still
well preserved. Snellgrove gives an
explanation of each and describes the
ceiling as:

“.... One of the finest pieces of painting
we had seen in our travels, and it was all
the more remarkable since there is now
no one in the village who can do
anything comparable. One can only
assume that 150 and more years ago
Tibetan culture flourished in this remote
valley and that as a direct result of
attacks from the south its whole spirit has
been destroyed.”

We had lunch in the sun where the
clothes were drying. The ama (mother)
was weaving outdoors, she had an older
daughter, Lakba, three children away at
school, and a 2-3 year old, Kanchi, who
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was very amusing. She said she had
enough children and asked if we would
like to take her, Kanchi, home with us!

In the afternoon we went back on the
path we had come along in the cloud. It
was now a beautiful day. First, to our
great relief, the yaks appeared, bringing
the rest of our equipment and stores.
Then we climbed through the forest and
got a view of a series of huge waterfalls,
above which we could see Lake
Phoksumdo. We also saw Murwa, the
summer residence of the people of
Ringmo - each family therefore has three
houses in different villages. We returned
to Ringmo, and everything was ready for
our trek tomorrow. We were in bed quite
early, but Sam was not feeling well -
probably chilled by our walk through the
rain and snow the day before. During the
evening a yak arrived with sacks of
barley. Discussion seemed to indicate that
due to a lack of foodstuffs from the
south, supplies seem to be coming
through on the ancient trade routes with
Tibet.

DAY 22 - Thursday 10 October -
Ringmo to Chunemba

We packed up and set off from Ringmo
along the lakeside route about 7.30 am. It
was very cold, and a good reason for
local people not to get up too early. It
remained cold until the sun reached the
lake at about 8.15, it was a pleasant walk
through birch woods until we began
climbing steeply, crossed several ridges,
and descended again to the lakeside at the
Northwest corner of the lake. This is
where Phoksumdo Khola joins the lake.
We saw two eagles soaring above the
steep lakeside. Having had the privilege
of living for two days beside Phoksumdo
Lake we could agree with Snellgrove’s
assessment of its effect:
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“The water is edged with silver birch
and the gleaming whiteness of the
branches against the unearthly blue of
the water is one of the most blissful
things I have known.”

We had lunch in close company with
six very large yaks - black, grey, light
brown, and black and white. We now
have a different Sirdar, Chhongba, who
had been Assistant Sirdar, also Purba, the
Cook, 2 Kitchen Assistants, one local
porter, and a Tamang porter (who had
been left behind by another trekking
company in Ringmo 14 months ago when
he got ill). Also we have 5 yaks to carry
our equipment, a yak man, and a pony to
carry his equipment. The weather started
to cloud over, and we set off up the river
valley along indistinct paths. The route is
dominated by the eastern flank of
Kanjiruwa 23,000ft. There were three
glaciers which feed the Phoksumdo Lake
and we saw a spectacular avalanche of
snow from one glacier; we were to hear
several further avalanches during the
evening which sounded like thunder. We
arrived at the campsite among the trees at
about 2.45 in light hail, but the porters
got a fire going with dry wood. There
was plenty of wood around, much of
which had been brought down by the
river. It was a pleasant spot and the yaks
arrived at about 4.30. One of our bags
had been torn apart when the yaks went
down a very tricky, slippery part of the
trail among the trees, but no great
damage was done. From this site we have
three days walking to Shey Gompa -
there is a shorter route which Peter
Matthiessen had taken but the climb to
the pass is too steep for the yaks - and
probably for us!

DAY 23 - Friday 11 October -
Chunemba to Lar Tsa
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We set off from beyond Chunemba and
very soon crossed the river. It was a
gentle walk up the wide river valley,
which narrowed gradually. The autumn
colours were glowing in the sun. On the
other side of the river we could see
people in Tibetan dress with red braid in
their hair felling trees and some
Europeans in tents with them. A little
further up one of them, a German, came
to talk to us - he is in a group of three,
without a guide and they came from
Simikot across the northwest and had
been travelling for three weeks across
some wild country. They had met
Maoists near Simikot who had charged
them $50 each for a permit, but had given
them a receipt, which gave them no
further problems. They were due back in
Kathmandu about now, so would be late,
and were concerned they would have to
pay a fee for the National Park. We told
them there was no problem as there was
nobody to check their permit, and
suggested they might get a lift on a
helicopter at Dunai. The Germans were
travelling with a group of people from
Phijor in northern Dolpo who were
getting wood for a new gompa. We
continued a short distance up the valley
to Kang Gopa campsite with a shelter in
a grove of trees. We had lunch here, and
then had a very long steep climb up the
next valley to our overnight stop which
was about 300m higher, and about two
hours further on. We were coming to the
treeline when we saw some Blue Sheep (I
thought they were a row of mani), and
then saw them closer when we came
round the next ridge. There were about
35 of them. Blue Sheep are called Naar
in Tibetan, and Bharal in Nepali. We
came to the campsite at 2pm, and the tent
was already up so we went inside and
rested out of the driving wind. It was a
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chilly night.

DAY 24 - Saturday 12 October - Lar
Tsa to Mendok Ding

It was a cold, overcast morning though
there was blue sky at either end of the
valley. At first we had a gentle walk
along the valley bottom, then we climbed
up the steep, shaley left hand side which
was very testing. The shale became snow
- quite deep, and difficult for the porters,
then it became more icy, and finally we
crossed a shallow stream and arrived at
our very cold camp site with a sight of
our route for tomorrow, over the Pass. We
arrived at 11 am in a cold wind after
three and a half hours hard climbing. We
had lunch. The yaks arrived and the yak
man had a look at the pass through our
binoculars and was worried about the
yaks getting up the final steep bit fully
loaded: we may have to unload them
below the summit and get the porters to
carry the kit up. We rested during the
afternoon in the tent, sheltered from a
bleak environment.

DAY 25 - Sunday 13 October - Mendok
Ding to Shey Gompa

We had a long, cold, and almost sleepless
night. There was a cold wind but the sky
was clear, so we would not get any more
snow. The yaks had gone down the valley
to escape the cold, and had to be brought
up again. The camp was packed up and
we set off with the porters towards the
pass. The snow became quite deep at the
bottom of the pass. We left the camp at
7.45am and arrived at the steep part at
9.30 then struggled to the top which we
reached at 10.30. The yaks were
approaching the difficult stretch as we
arrived at the top, but with much
encouragement from the porters they
slowly zigzagged their way up and
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reached the top without being unloaded.
The views at this point were spectacular.
To the south we could see the flanks of
Kanjuwara and other inner Himalayan
peaks. Northwards it was breathtaking as
we could see across the snow-covered
mountains of inner Dolpo to the jagged
peaks that marked the border with Tibet.
Across the valley we could see the
Ngadra La, the pass which Matthiessen
used and which took two days less.
Sam’s altimeter read 17,500 feet and it
was probably a bit higher. We think the
pass we took is called the Dolma La. The
descent was steep, over snow and loose
shale, and soon we saw the feature which
Matthiessen called Black Lake to our
right. We walked down through pastures
to the river valley which was sometimes
stony, elsewhere muddy, and tricky in
places. It was a glorious day and when
we came to the prayer flags we saw our
first stunning view of Shey Gompa. It
was still a long way down, across the
river, and up to the campsite near the
gompa. We had lunch in the sun and then
discussed the plan for the next few days.
The yak man announced that we had to
stay there the next day, and move on after
that. His yaks were tired and needed a
day’s rest. That would still leave enough
time to get to Tingkyhu on the evening of
the 19th October. Sam also discussed the
rest of the route with the yak man who
wanted to go direct to Simigaon from
Saldang over the Koma passes. Sam said
that we had to go further north to visit
the famous gompa at Yangsher. The yak
man was not very happy since he had not
travelled that route but he had heard that
the trail from Yangsher to Shimen was
difficult. Sam assured him he had a
guidebook! In the afternoon we walked
round Shey looking at the impressive
chortens and visiting the gompa, said to
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be 800 years old. There was a vast
quantity of prayer stones around the
gompa, an accumulation which does
underline Shey’s age and importance as a
religious site. No monks were present:
they had gone to Saldang on a visit. Shey
is the spiritual centre of Dolpo and takes
its name “Crystal” from the nearby
sacred mountain. In the late spring people
come to Shey from all over Dolpo for
religious festivities which often culminate
in a “kora” or circuit of the mountain.
Once the sun disappeared behind the
surrounding peaks it got very cold, so we
had a 12 hour stint in our sleeping bags
after an early supper.

DAY 26 - Monday 14 October - Shey
Gompa

This was a rest day, and it was much
milder and warmer, though still cold in
the early morning and at night. We had
breakfast at 8am in the sun. At 9am we
set off down to the river on an allegedly
45 minute walk to visit Tsakang
hermitage. It took two hours over several
ridges, but it was worth it. There were
several mani on the ridges and great
sights of the Crystal Mountain, Tsakang
and another hermitage further away down
the valley.

The Lama of Shey is a ‘tulku’ or
reincarnated lama of the original founder
of Shey Gompa. The 16th Shey Tulku
died in 1991 and by all accounts he was a
very holy man who was loved and
respected throughout Dolpo [the 15th
Tulku died in 1928 after wishing that in
his next incarnation he would be more
dedicated to the Dolpo community and
less inclined towards women] The 16th
Tulku resided in Tsakang for most of his
life spending very long periods in solitary
meditation. Snellgrove did not meet him
in 1956 “since he had not broken his vow
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of solitude for three years and there was
no question of disturbing him on our
account.”

Matthiessen claims to have met him in
1972. Valli tried twice in the 80s but he
was “in retreat” for most of that decade,
though through a closed door, in response
to a request for guidance on a decision he
had to make, he was advised: “When two
paths open in front of you, if you are
strong, you choose the most difficult one,
the path that will demand the most of
you.” We assume that the search is on for
the 17th Tulku.

It was a steep climb to the monastery.
The resident lama had gone on a visit to
Phijor in north Dolpo. We were greeted
by his assistant Dawa and his 6 year old
helper. The gompa was situated on a
ledge in a fantastic setting against red and
grey cliffs. We entered and climbed some
stairs and went into the tiny prayer hall
decorated with the usual deities and
tankas. Where the Lama sits he can only
see sky and mountains. We also saw the
kitchen and his small bedroom. He had a
small black cat inside and a big mastiff
dog chained outside. Afterwards we
walked past the dog and round the cliff
path to have a sight of the other
hermitage which is even more isolated.
Matthiessen states that it is called
Dolma-jang. It was closed in his day
because passing Khampas had stolen a
precious statue. Dawa told us that no
lama lived there now and that there had
been a recent theft. On our return to
Tsakang we went through an arch to see
water dripping from the cave ceiling
which was the water source for the
gompa. Dawa and his young helper also
climbed to the chortens on the left to see
if there were any Blue Sheep around.
There were none. But we could see the
side of Crystal Mountain.
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We walked back to Shey for lunch, and
were met on the way by the Tamang

Shey Gompa.

porter with a hot orange drink. After
lunch we washed our hair even though it
was windy. The clouds came over in the
late afternoon, but by 6pm the sky was
completely clear. The yaks were herded
up near the camp for the resumption of
our journey the next day. We read and
reread the pieces from “The Snow
Leopard” about Shey Gompa which
brought it very much alive.

DAY 27 - Tuesday 15 October - Shey
Gompa to Namgung
We had another very long, cold night and
set off at 7.40 for Shey La. We were
keeping an eye out for Blue Sheep, but it
was probably too cold for them at this
altitude. We gradually climbed beside the
river, then there was a steep climb up a
gully with loose shale and rocks. We
came out at a flat place and could see
another steep hill ahead, finally at the top
of this we saw the long traverse through
the snow to a cairn and prayer flags at
Shey La. We stopped at the pass and it
was an emotional moment. At last we
could see the amazing land of inner
Dolpo:

“From where we stood we could see no
trace of human habitation, for the villages
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were concealed within the deep-set
valleys. We were alone amidst a
chiaroscuro of light and shade falling
upon ridge after ridge of grey and brown,
while the far horizon was edged by a rim
of snow.” Snellgrove.

In the distance we could see the
reddish ridge below which was the village
of Tingkyhu, our ultimate goal. We had a
snack, though it was very cold in the
wind. Before long the yaks arrived, so we
made our way down around the bowl
beneath the pass, over ridges and down
the steep descent to the riverside at
Namgung where we were to camp. We
had a light lunch and then made our way
down to the village, where there were
many chortens, an old monastery on the
cliff, most of which had collapsed, and a
new one in the village which we visited
and were shown round by the lama. There
was also a hermitage gompa in the cliffs
beyond our campsite. It was sunny and
sheltered in the afternoon, but got cold.
We saw a yak man passing with nine yaks
loaded with timber. Apparently it was for
houses in Saldang, but it is known that
there is illicit trade in timber to China and
there is no Government representation in
this area at the moment. Finally, before
our evening meal we saw Blue Sheep,
eight females, not far above the camp;
they were going down to the river to
drink. We also saw a type of snow grouse,
which stay in the high regions.

DAY 28 - Wednesday 16 October -
Namgung to Karang

It was cool in the morning but there was
no wind so we breakfasted outdoors. We
set off up the hill above the village
towards Saldang, our lunch stop. At first
it was quite steep, then it levelled out. As
we went round a ridge by a mani wall we
saw five or six Blue Sheep who quite
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quickly ran away, but with the binoculars
we saw an indistinct grey figure - we
thought at first it was a Blue Sheep with
young - but in fact it was a Snow
Leopard which was lying in a thicket
ready to attack. When the Blue Sheep ran
away it walked slowly back to a rock and
slipped into the space underneath. Its
distinctive long tail, thick to the tip, made
it unmistakable. We walked on at a high
level, with fantastic views of the
mountains and hills in hazy blues, greens,
browns and purple. We came to the pass
to Saldang and could see the village
beautifully laid out in the valley. As we
descended we could see activity around
the Gompa - lots of people were there
and Sam saw a lama arrive on horseback
with a retinue so he went down to
investigate while the rest of us made our
way down to the other end of the village.
Sam writes: “It took me about 20
minutes to get down to the gompa. There
was a large group in front of the gompa,
with the women wearing their colourful
traditional shawls with elaborate silver
clasps and some were wearing the
traditional Dolpo headdress - a pair of
curved rectangular plates of silver or
brass, laced together with leather thongs
and worn on the top and back of the
head. The Chief Lama of Yangsher
gompa with eight other lamas were
singing/reciting the liturgy with full
musical support from traditional
instruments. Everyone was so happy and
extremely welcoming. I was invited to sit
with the lamas but declined! I took many
photographs, and chatted to a lot of
people who wanted me to stay for
another couple of hours but I knew that |
had a 20 minute walk up through the
village to join Anne and that we had to
get to Karang that afternoon. The Chief
Lama gave me a blessing, I apologised

37905 Britain Nepal 28 TEXT:37905 Britain %al 28 TEXT 20/10/11 09:57 Page 16

and was very sad to leave such nice
people. Their faces were memorable and
I am glad I have the photographs to
remind me of such a happy hour.”

We had lunch near to a school which
was almost finished. It had 10 - 12
classes including the younger children.
There was also a row of three impressive
chortens just below us. The village was
well organised and used in winter by
many families from outlying settlements
like Shey. All the main Dolpo villages are
occupied during the winter and
Snellgrove asserts that it is the highest
permanently habitable area in the world.
It must be bitterly cold and life must get
down to survival levels. There was lots of
activity with the recent harvest, and
plenty of water, which enabled them to
grow poplars near the streams, but they
had to encircle the trunks with stones or
bricks to stop the animals eating the bark
and lower branches and leaves. Soon
after we moved on we saw more Blue
Sheep, about 12 in one group and and 36
in another. We moved on around the
ridges and came to the pass above
Karang, another big village with, a
gompa above and several chortens. The
fields had recently been harvested and
threshing was taking place, it was
beautiful weather with a little wind. We
camped in a newly harvested field and
provided great interest for the children,
particularly when the porters started
preparing the evening meal.

DAY 29 - Thursday 17 October -
Karang to Mo

We left the camp at 7.15am, crossed a
deep ravine and climbed a gentle path
along the valley. We climbed again to the
ridge then had a tortuous descent along
the river to the junction of the two rivers
that flow down the two main valleys of
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inner Dolpo: the one we had walked
down called Nang-khong (Namgung) and
the one we were just about to walk up
going east called Ban-tshang (Panzang).
These are the headwaters of the mighty
Karnali river which flows down to India
through the far west of Nepal. The
junction is called Dorasumdo [“the stone
enclosure where the 3 waters meet”].
There were three impressive and very old
chortens right at the meeting point of the
waters. We walked along the south side
of the Ban-tshang and crossed the river,
just after passing a pair of gate chortens,
towards Yangshir Gompa. We continued
for one and a half hours along the river
and then up to Nisalgaon. We eventually
found the yard where lunch was being
prepared with the sun blazing and no
shade.

We walked down to the Gompa, across
two ravines and along to the group of

Ladies of Saldang wearing traditional
dress.

buildings. The main lamas were away at
Saldung so we were only able to see one
small prayer hall, but afterwards Sam
climbed over a wall and was able to see
the mass of chortens and the two other
temples within the walls. There was a
new house just below the main gompa
and it was probably for the lamas. A lot
of building work had taken place
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recently, so it seems to be thriving. We
know from our reading that if Shey is the
spiritual centre of Dolpo, Yangshir is its
historic spiritual power-house. A lama
called “Religious Protector Glorious and
Good” was the abbot here in the 16th
Century. The buildings are old and
strikingly impressive, made more so by
the extraordinary desolate setting. As
ever, Snellgrove captures its essence:

“Yang-tsher is one of those places that
seem to haunt the mind. It represents an
oasis of great religious culture amidst
what is perhaps the harshest scenery
imaginable - bare rocks and coarse
eroded soil. One thinks of the zeal and
energy of those former inmates, who
brought such a place into existence,
practising their religion in all holiness
and sincerity.”

When we got back to our lunch spot
the yaks had arrived, but the Sirdar
reported that the Tamang porter had got
drunk the night before and decided not to
continue, so he had been paid off. This
was perhaps why he had been left behind
by the trekking company in Ringmo. This
business had delayed the yaks departure
in the morning and the programme for
the day. We set off down from the village
and the yaks joined the group, but it was
a very difficult path. One of the porter’s
dokhas or baskets had also started to
come apart, so there were further delays.
There was a long descent to the
Ban-tshang gorge and then we had to
climb high above it on a tricky path.
None of our party had been on this route
before. We finally got to the top of the
ridge where we were to take the route up
to Mogaon along a narrow valley. The
Ban-tshang gorge was impassable from
this point, and we would rejoin the river
that flowed down it the the next day. First
we had a gentle descent, then numerous
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climbs and descents with the wind behind
and occasional sunshine - it seemed an
endless path. Finally, we saw four ladies
collecting firewood and bringing the
cattle and dzo in for the night. They
assured us the village was just round the
corner, though it took half an hour to
reach. We waited and saw four of the
porters coming up the valley which
reassured us. The ladies showed us to a
camping place in the village. Very few
spoke Nepali, and they seldom see
foreigners. The yaks arrived 45 minutes
later in the dark - but there was an almost
full moon so we were able to unpack and
put up the tents fairly easily. Again the
local people were fascinated by the
cooking. We asked about the path to
Simigaon and the ladies said it would
take 4 to 5 hours, we thought it would be
7 to 8 hours, but in the event we took
about 6 hours, including our lunch break.

DAY 30 - Friday 18 October - Mogaon
to Simigaon

In the morning we found it had snowed a
little in the night, and was still overcast.
We started to climb, and crossed a series
of ridges before we saw the Mushi La
(over 5000m). It was quite a struggle in
the wind, and the snow was lying so it
was not easy to follow the path. We
reached