KUDREMUKH 

A dozen strangers newly met, 

Invited for a two-day trek 

By Dr Venkatesh of SPARK, 

We drove from Bangalore all day

To Forest Lodges at Samse, 

Feasted and joked till it grew dark, 

Laid all our eats out for display, 

Then loudly snored the night away

Like lions fighting, or at bay. 

We set off through the morning haze

Into a vast confusing maze

Of interlocking grassy downs

Sholas cascading sharply downs

Steep narrow valleys.  Logging roads

Rose partway up past thatched abodes 

And ploughmen singing at their work 

Till grassy paths of gentle grade 

Led to the dark and welcome shade

Of Lonely Tree,  for our first look

At the long cliffs of Kudremukh. 

Continuing along the vale 

Where four green sholas cross and meet 

We passed through paddy-fields to greet 

The centenarian of this dale. 

Old Simon Lobo, small and sere, 

Vigorous still, and full of cheer

Accompanied us up the hill

Recounting with expressive wave

How God the Father helped to save

Him from a pair of fearless gaur

That almost got him once before. 

The bone-dry downs were all on fire 

Across the glade, and now, up higher 

Its rapidly advancing fronts 

Crackled and roared with pops and grunts. 

One member dropped out of the race. 

Two others sharply slowed their pace. 

Another writhed with painful gripes 

And woes of various other types. 

All safely at the top at last

We settled down to break our fast 

While Simon, hale and hearty still

Strode swiftly, firmly down the hill. 

Too tired to move, we lay and mused 

On this day’s awe-inspiring views 

Of Kudremukh, whose soaring crest, 

The object of our eager quest, 

Offered us now a well-earned rest 

Below the inky silhouette 

Of branches soaring in a net 

To trap the white unwinking eyes

Spangling the luminescent skies. 

Cool twilight breezes crisply rose 

To chill us trekkers far below

Huddled around a campfire’s glow

Exchanging loud and bawdy jokes 

And trying to dodge the fragrant smoke. 

After a deep and dreamless sleep

In three snug tents, we rose to peep 

At steep Jamalabad’s grey cone 

(Locally called The Grinding Stone)

Greeted a group with eager kids

Then cooled off in a magic glade 

Of waterfalls and dappled shade. 

Returning by a different route 

Past old stone ruins, tall and mute

We crossed the shola, dense and dark 

That Simon specially came to mark 

To a small clearing called Full Stop, 

Lay prone along the brink to see

The virgin woods canopy. 

Spread out in fifty shades of green : 

Magnificence too rarely seen. 

Hoisting our burdens, none too soon

We faced the golden downs at noon

Eying the ragged crackling glow

Of fires approaching from below

Checked by the thin green Maginot 

Of valley sholas on its flanks 

For which we offered grateful thanks. 

Denied the shola’s streams and shade 

Hot and athirst our way we made 

Along the bare relentless ridge

Devoid of flower, bird or midge

Except one skilful Blackwinged Kite

Immobile in its hovering flight. 

We lost the path later that day 

Regained the ridge the painful way 

And prostrate, gasping, there we lay. 

With loaded packs and creaking backs

Frequently stopping in our tracks

We grit our teeth and plodded on 

And on and on and on and on …..

Until below the path at last 

A spring appeared to break out fast!

Spurning the straw-filled pool at first

The city-slickers slaked their thirst 

To march once more in a fresh burst

Of energy, fueled by some food

While Sol near the horizon stood

Speeding our stumbling, anxious pace

As we pressed on to win the race. 

We almost did ------ slithered and slid 

Down the steep slope to road and rest 

While B and V, two of the best, 

Jogged up the road to fetch a Jeep

And Doc massaged us all to sleep. 

A half-hour saw us back at base

A joyful glow on every face 

Of pride and new self-confidence 

And gratitude to new-found friends

Who helped each other to the end. 

We parted with profound regret 

At ending this idyllic trek, 

Vowing to meet again, and stay

In touch and trek again some day. 

While for my friends I froze in rhyme

This wild and wondrous slice of time. 
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