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TheHills arcAlive

hey could be on different planets
though they are only a short distance
tiway from cadi other. Kohima.
Nagaland’s capital, is noisy, dusty and
jammed with traffic. Khonoma, a beautiful
village ilial is brimmingwith history, culture,
and nature, is only one hum-away. As we
came to the end of a rather bumpy ride, we
admired Khonoma's terraced fields, multi-
storeyed houses clinging to the lower slopes,
and densely forested hills. Sunday Mass had
just ended, and members of the Angami tribe
were streaming down from achurch perched
on a Hillock. Colourful Naga shawls formed
lovely patterns against the green hills behind.
Khonoma village, which is around 700
years old. has a fascinating history. IVvo
centuries ago, the Rritish Lroops tliat invaded
it were metwith fierce resistance from the
Angami, famed for their martial prowess
anti strategic skills. The conflict continued
for halfa century, until a true*: was reached.
Today. Khonoma's residents are known
for their hospitality and commitment to
ecological conservation. In 1.9.98, Khonoma
became the first Nagavillage to completely
ban hunting and logging.
The conservation movement was
spearheaded by Tfeilie Sakhrie. who was
then a member ofthe village council. The
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council also created the Khonoma Nature
Conservation and ‘'IVagopan Sanctuary,

to protect a near-extinct kind o f pheasant
called the Bull's tragopan. Thereafter, they
created a tourism programme that helped
supplement the loss o fincome caused by the
prohibition on hunting and logging.

Several families welcome tourists to their
homes, giving them the opportunity to live,
eat, and interact with locals. Visits to the
heritage museum, rice plantations, and
nearby hills and forest are also organised.
Tin? village is beautifully maintained.
Balconies anti front,yards an: adorned with
orchids ofvarious hues. Residents can be
seen carrying hand-woven bamboo baskets
full ofrice, flower*, and household goods. At
the base of the valley, we watched farmers
harvest the rice against the backdrop of
neatly terraced fields that have lasted several
centuries and even today grow over «()
varieties of rice.

The next morning, we headed to the
Dzuku Valley with Megonilhu Vijie and
Vivoselie Meyase. members o fthe Khonoma
Youth Organisation that now manages the
mvillages ecotourism venture. As the forest
thickened, birdsong intensified, monkey
calls got louder, the bamboo creaked, and

vociferous cicadas added to Live forest chorus.
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A steady three-hour climb brought us to

a ridge from where we looked down upon
kilometre.3ofrolling forested hills and a
stream meandering through grassy valleys.
Dzuku Valley has been immortalised in
Vikram Seths poem "The Elephant and the
IVagopan”, inspired by a I<xal movement
againsta proposed dam.

We went back to our homestay and
were treated to a hot water bath and a
scrumptious meal cooked by our host. The
spread consisted o fVarious kinds o f rneals,
baihlioo shoots, wild mushrooms, vegetables,
and red rice. Most, of the vegetables had been
collected from around the house.

All the money earned through tourism in
Khonoma benefits the locals. A homestay is
one way to contribute to the local economy.
Buying traditional Angami hand-woven
shawls and bamboo baskets is another.
Visitors are encouraged to provide imlbiick
to the village on how it can improve, and also
to get involved in activities like harvesting
and sowing. Already quite progressive in its
blend oftradition and modernity. Khonoma
remains eager to learn, and to teach.
{Cali06152 31782far haokingi; l.yoofara
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& Almost 60 varietien of
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Tins,redpanda is
related to racoonft
anwellanthe more
popular black-and-
white pandas. lhe)/
hopebash// tails that
tf/f uplo18incite*
in length* which thei/
nrrop around their
bodies,fortearmth in
ehill;/ «wilier.

Up the Ralhong Valley

EXPLORING THE KHANGCIIENDZONGA NATIONAL PARK ON FOO'l

By SUJATHAPADMANABHAN AND ASHISH KOTHARII Photographs by DHRITIMAN MUKHERJEE

e stood transfixed, greedily
drinking in the beauty that lay
before us. At our feel, was a
verdant \allcv with thick forests
clinging to its hillsides and asilvery river
snaking through its heart, the waters
<laucing merrily over moss-covered
boulders. The warmth that the pristine
view sparked within us was followed by
a sobering thought: If it weren't for an
untiring campaign by local Buddhists and
backed by XGOs over the last two decades,
this dance would have been silenced forever
bv a dam.

We were in Khangchcndzonga National
Park (also spelled Kanchenjunga). slowly
making our way up the valley of the River
Rathong Chu. The sanctuary, which is
spread over 1/7H4 km in Sikkim, varies in
altitude from 2,000 to 8.585 m. creating a
diversity o f habitats. Khangehendzonga’s
rhododendron forests, high altitude
lakes, and glacial slopes are a haven for
threatened animal and plant species,

including the snow leopard and red panda.

Roth theriver and valley arc held sacred
by Buddhists—among the major reasons
huge stretches o f this forest have remained
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untouched. The only way to explore the”
region is on foot. We had set out earlier
that day from the village o f Yuksom. after
a delicious breakfast of kodit (millet)
parathas served with local honey. The
homely meal had been prepared by Dolma,
thedaughter-in-law o f our homestay
host, who had cajoled us into Inning one
more paratha, “one for the trek." she said,
reminding us that it w'ould Ik*a few hours
before our next meal.

Our last visit to Yuksom had been exactly
13years ago, and we were pleasantly
surprised to see that the village hadn't
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The Yuksom-Goecha La trailfoUom the icy Rathong CkhuRiver (top right) through rocky valleys antigrove* ofzrild roses; There are over 1,000
ttpccics ofrhododendron (bottom left) on Earth-, and the largest diversity o fthesepretty plant# arefound in the Himalayan hills o fUttarakhand,
Nepal, and Sikkim; Theforests are also home to erotic-looking birds such as the elusive blood pheasant, monalpheasant (bvtiom right), and the

quaintlooking slender-billed scimitar (top left).

sucoumbinl to the haphazard development
that has inflicted other Himalayan
destinations, despite it being; the take-off
point fur tin: regions trekking routes.

EXPLORE

The most popular trek is from Yuksom

to Goecha La (about 5,000 metrcs/9-11

days). Along the trail, visitors are treated

to spectacular views of Himalayan peaks

and high-altitude lakes. Also popular is the

8-day trek to Dzongrl (about 4,000 metres).
With only a few days at our disposal

we made it to Tsokha and enjoyed bird

watching, plant identification, photography,

and immersed ourselves in nature.

WILDLIFE

Khangchend/onga terms with birdlife.

As we made our way through the thick of
the forest, we heard the resonant voice of
the Himalayan cuckoo and the cackle of

the exquisitely marked spotted laughing
thrush. The pretty'bird is one among the

15 species of laughing thrush that inhabit
Sikkim. We saw four others, and caught a
brief but clear glimpse of a peculiar, tailless
songbird called the chestnut-headed tesia.
We had to In- careful though, for every once
in awhile a mule or dzo (cross between yak
and cow) would lumber onto our trail laden
with tourist luggage or provisions. Many an
unwary birder has been knocked of their
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feet by these hulking beasts.

Although we did not see them, the park
has a variety of pheasants including the
blood and monal pheasant, and babblers
like the rufous-throated wren and slender-
billed scimitar. Animals such as the snow
leopard, Himalayan black bear, bharal.
barking and musk deer, flying squirrel, and
red panda also live in these forests but are
not very easy to spot.

PLANT LIFE

The park's vegetation is equally enchanting.
Just above Bakhim at about 3,000 metres,
ai il magnolia trees that flower annually.
We missed it by a month butwe were in
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time tor rhododendron blooms around
Tsokha. Bunches ofwhite and deep red
rhododendron blossoms would suddenly
appear out of the mist as we plodded along
the trail. On our last day, we climbed about
300 metres above the village of Tsokha,

so we could walk through large groves of
rhododendron and wild roses. It had rained
the previous night, and the moss covered
path enveloped in mist gave the forests an
ethereal ambience.

SEASONS

The best time to visit is from mid-March

to mid-June, and between October and
December, when the weather is between
10°C and 15°C. The park receives snowfall
during January and February, and is slushy
with rain from July lo September.

GETTING THERE

Ragdogra, in the Darjeeling district of
West Bengal, isthe closest airport and
New Jalpaiguri (also in West Bengal) is
tlic nearest railhead; both are 1.10 km/
about 5 hours away. Buses and shared taxis
make trips to Jorethang; from there, taxis
will lake you toYuksom.

STAY

Yuksotn has hotels and lodges for all
budgets. Homestays (?800 to 1000 per
person including all meals) provide warm

hospitality, local cuisine, and experienced
guidance about local trails and attractions.
Visitors should also be very conscious of
the ecologieal and cultural sensitivity of
the area, by not littering, plucking
wildllowers, bargaining on homestay costs;
and try to understand and respect the
local customs and livelihoods. Inside the
park, there are trekker's huts managed

by the tourism board at Tsokha, Dzongri.
Thangsing, and Lamuney (?50 per night;
tent pitching fee 740). The campsites can
accommodate up to 25 people and have
bathrooms and dining areas where simple
meals are served.

NEEDTO KNOW

Indians do not need a permit to enter

the national park but have to pay an
environmental fee of 2.*i00 per head in
addition to tickets. Tickets (?200 for seven
days) and accommodation bookings can be
obtained at the park check post in Yuksom.
Foreign nationals need a Restricted

Area permit, which can be procured

at the Tourism Department office in
Gangtok and a minimum of two travellers
accompanied by a local guide is mandatory
(entry 2100 for seven days). Indians may
enter alone. For more information about
Khangehend/onga National Park, contact
the Forest Environment and Wildlife
Management Department, Government

oi Sikkim on dfoknpkbr@yahoo.in. To
know about homestays and local guides,
call Pema RImlia (97&~>(M554:i), Chevvang
Bhutia (9832363255), or Kinzong Bhutia
C97-1'l158268) of the Khangchendzonga
Conservation Committee in Yuksom. =

YUKSOM

Yuksom is more than a gateway to the
national park. Among the attractions that
the little village holds is Kathog. a serene,
sacred lake that is said tc bring peace

to even the most troubled soul. Nearby
is Norbugang chorten. where Sikkim's
first king Phuntsog Namgyal was
coronated (Yuksom was Sikkim's first
capital). A short trek away stands Dubdi
monastery. The 3 km-climb to this 18th
century abbey is tiring but Dubdi's
beauty and majestic, century-old trees
are worth the effort.

Thanks to the Khangchendzonga
Conservaticn Committee (KCC). locals
run homestays. conduct nature tours,
create alternatives to wood fuel, and are
actively involved in waste reduction. We
saw virtually no litter on the trail. Back at
our cosy homestay, a warm welcome and
hot meal reminded us that travel can be
enriching to tourists and the destination.
And that sustainable travel initiatives can
work to revitalise the environment and
preserve local cultures and communities.

Blue sheep are the,favouredfirry ofsntnr leopards that haunt the rocky mountains o fthe nationalpark. They stand very still to blend into their
environment when they spot danger, but reill run once they realise they have been spotted.
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