HIMALAYAN DIARY: Valley of Flowers

The rushing river whooshes by
Our bus that climbs these Border Roads,
An engineering marvel here
In landscapes gashed by cliffs and falls
And gorges carved by raging force
And foaming torrents still at work
Gouging the wet rocks deeper still, 
Their limestone tilted to the skies 
Or crashing down in sudden slides
That block the roads, so promptly cleared
By labourers that show no fear.

Govindghat is a staging-post
Where horsemen bicker endlessly
For turbaned pilgrims on the trail
That leads to Sikhdom’s holy grail,
A visit to the Hemkund Sahib
Gurdwara, least accessible,
Remote, aloof, ‘mid seven peaks
Where a reluctant incarnate
Agreed to be reborn a saint,
The Sikhs’ last guru, Gobind Singh.

Their fervor is astonishing,
Their stamina incredible :
These deskbound pilgrims, grandmothers,
Determined women, babes in arms,
Leave seasoned trekkers far behind
As they surge up the cobbled trail
On foot, on mules, in “pitthoo” frames
Of comfortable wickerwork
Baskets strapped onto sturdy backs
Of tiny hillmen from Nepal
Who need this four-month spell to earn
Sustenance for their folks back home.
Some pass us by in palanquins
Borne by four men in synchrony
With measured strides of stately grace.

Hill paddy on green terraces
Frames Laxman Ganga’s white cascades.
The thirteen-kilometer climb
Over rough stones that hurt the feet
Of men and tired much-beaten beasts
Is broken up at intervals
By the crude tents of wayside stalls,
A welcome break and good excuse
To pause and catch our gasping breath.
Amazingly, the path is clean,
Fresh-swept all day by men with brooms,
Blue dustbins all along the route,
Returning mules laden with waste
In high-piled sacks bound for the plains.



Defeated by the cobblestones
We hitch a mule-ride to our rooms
At Ghangaria, a four-month town
Athwart a narrow cliff-bound pass
Run by the families below –
Just 85 – at Bhyndoor where
They grow potatoes, then descend
Still further to escape the snows
While black bears enter shuttered homes
To raid any left-over stores.
Telephones just arrived this year.
Satellite towers will follow soon
To link this transient town next year
With India and the distant world.

Expectantly, we trek to see
Valley of Flowers, a paradise
Lost in the mist and found by chance,
Home to snow leopard, musk-deer, tahr.
A path winds up through woods and rocks.
Smooth soaring walls of tilted slabs
And vast sheer overarching cliffs
Echo the shrill insistent hiss
Of grey cicadas fluting in
The dark-green cedars soaring high
Past sheer dark cliffs that frame a glimpse
Of ever-new Himalayan views.

Nestled in ice and green moraines
The Pushpavati thunders past
Rows of striated tented peaks,
Their narrow ledges rimmed with green
Triangles of tenacious shrubs.
Small flowers bloom along the path :
Deep crimson potentilla blooms,
Baby-blue cyanoglossum too,
Some yellow cremanthodium spikes
And beautiful thalictrum leaves
And delicate devallia ferns,  
Five-starred anemones, bright white,
A true taxonomist’s delight,
But fancy Latin names or no, 
A fascinating place to know.
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