adventure trail

BIKING DOWN T H E
M O U N TAINS OF SPITI IS
JUST N O T A LIFETIME S
EXPERIENCE FOR
KARANBIR SINGH BEDI. IT
TURNS HIM INTO A MYSTIC
AND HELPS HIM CONQUER
HIS EARTHLY FRAILTIES.
R A N A SIDHU LOOKS AT
E V E RYTHING A N E W
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every mountaineer will tell you, we
all have our own mountains to
climb but this one was mine to go
down from. Literally. With my legs
wedged tight on the pedals, and
the surging water threatening to tip
the cycle over, I remember thinking
that I had bitten more than I could chew. On a trail no wider
than a metre and with speeds touching more than 50 kmph,
the moments of stress aren’t few and far in between. But then
sometimes better sense prevails: keep your knees and
shoulder loose, your eyes focussed on the track and maintain
a rhythm.
Lowering is a rock climbing technique to descend. If the
belayer at the bottom gives you the wrong instructions, you’re
basically done for. In mountain biking, you are your own belayer
and you are most often than not responsible for your own fall.
The rider marks his own route with his eyes, guides his bike
with his knees and shoulders, and if that doesn’t work, locks
the brakes and hopes for the best. Unlike rock climbing, the
mountain biker isn’t safely lowered with a secure rope. But if
you do reach the bottom with the bike and yourself in one
piece, no one can take away the bragging rights you have
earned — specially if you have just mountain biked down from
the world’s highest village!
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A MONK’S TALE

For

(Clockwise from left) A
view of the Dhankar
monastery with the
Himalayas in the
background, the Spiti
Valley and a closer look
at the Dhankar
monastery

the monks living at the
monastery, the road from
Komic to Kaza is the only
connection between the
world’s highest village to
the outside world. After braving temperatures of 30°C during winter, the monks, known to practise
tantra and armed only with a shovel, start cleaning
the road before government bulldozers and snowcutters inch their way up to their isolated village. The
melting ice mixed with loose mud makes the road
down to the Spiti valley from Komic an adrenaline
junkie’s delight.
Situated in the Spiti Valley, which is one of the
trans-Himalayan frontier regions, the descent from
the monastery at Komic to Kaza is more than 1,000
m. To the north of Spiti is Ladakh, Kullu is to its
south and Tibet is to its east. It is a remote place
and the harsh and extreme weather isolates it from
the outside world. Here, conventional rules simply
aren’t good enough. New rules have to be invented.
The descent from Komic is demanding and
even the most experienced of downhill mountain
biker would need to remain extremely vigilant.
A big part of me kept on reminding that risks
were just not worth it. There was no chance of
rescue and say even if I did survive the fall, I would
have had no source of communication with the
outside world.
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AGAINST ALL ODDS

But

I knew I was at
no ordinary place
and the rules
required me to
look at situations
anew. I wanted to be the first person in the
year to bike down the treacherous trails from
Komic into the Spiti valley and despite the
odds, the reward was worth fighting for. The
myth-like status of the road, the ever-present
danger, the dizzying elevation and the
beautiful landscape meant that it really was a
once-in-a-lifetime experience. I was aware
though that I couldn’t allow testosterone
dictate and exceed riding ability. Downhill
mountain biking is an extreme sport like
bungee jumping and skydiving. The
difference here is that there is no expert
guide controlling your propulsion and you are
completely on your own.
The first section of the road down from
Komic before being cleaned by the JCB is
the trickiest. No more than a trail, it’s here
that the first 15 minutes feel like eternity as
cold water pierces like needles through to my
feet. The gushing waters start to push the
cycle closer to the edge and I need to use all
my body strength to keep the mountain bike
on track so that both of us don’t get swept
away. The inch-by-inch tug of war begins as I
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(Clockwise) Bikers stop
to admire the view on
way to Spiti, practising
yoga by the Chander Tal,
the Dhankar Lake,
setting up a camp in the
wilderness and Tibetan
prayer flags spread
cheer and hope

again question my decision to take on
this road. Our personal spectra go
together with our characters and how to
choose to build and use them is our
call. This is one such moment. The
freezing wind has now penetrated right
through to my bones as my pulse races
and the adrenaline drowns the shivers
that rack my body. To muster the
courage to keep going down the trail I
employ the Jedi mind trick: look where
you want to go. Easy to do but easier

to get wrong, and don’t need to look at
the scary cliff on your side.
Speed is critical to safety in downhill
mountain biking but that doesn’t mean
you can afford to take it easy. Small
rocks and dips can throw you off the
bike but if you are reasonably quick,
your momentum can carry you through
some ditches. The rider though at all
times needs to judge the difficulties that
can be involved in continuing a
descent. As the trail becomes wider
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and merges with the road, I go around
the first hairpin, only to look back to see
a lava-like flow of earth and stone
rumbling down the mountain. It’s slow
but it’s taking everything in its path into
the river below.
Fifty metres behind me, Mother
Nature has taken back what’s rightfully
hers. As for me, I have luckily already
gone past that section and ahead lies
the relatively easy motorable part of
the road.
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THE VALLEY OF SILENCE

I

reach a speed of over 75 kmph on the
high speed sections of this now
smooth road, riding past fields of
curious mountain goats. Rudyard
Kipling called Spiti “a world within a
world” and it’s not hard to understand why.
The last section of the road down from
Komic into Kaza overlooks the Spiti valley.
The giant rock mountains around could not
have been carved by any mortal hand and
only by the force of wind and water over
millennia. In Spiti you’ll learn that there is
more than one path into the future — a path
based on the co-evolution between humans
and earth. At first, the outsider will see the
hard life but give yourself time and you’ll see
the rare kind of purity people live with. For
the adventure traveller, Spiti is a virtual
“natural theme park”; there is a seemingly
endless array of activities to be enjoyed in
the mountains.
It is a place to connect with nature and it
is here you see that if you let indigenous
people live as they have for thousands of
years, then we have more to learn from
them than us. This Trans-Himalayan back
country is one of the most stunning and
rugged regions on the globe with a wellpreserved Buddhist heritage. With its unique
high altitude ecosystem and an isolation that
transcends the barriers of time, Spiti leaves
the traveller spellbound. The villages in the
valley typify the myriad aspects of local
culture with some ancient monasteries
dating back more than 1,000 years.
Such is the energy of the place that
you’ll feel strangely content. Maybe it is the
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(Clockwise) A
panoramic view of the
Spiti Valley, farmers in
Khibber village feeding
yaks, ibex on a trail, a
trek through the valley
and driving to Spiti
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architectural perfection of the mountains that
lord their beauty over this high altitude
wilderness. It’s a place which represents
measureless freedom that has survived
under the eternal sky. No human, no living
thing, the sky outlives everything but Spiti is
a place that has survived. It might sound
absurd at first that an ancient culture in the
Himalayas has anything to teach to
industrialised society. But in our search for
the future, we keep spiralling back to an
ancient connection between ourselves and
the earth, an interconnectedness that
ancient cultures have not abandoned.
Sticking to its origins, traditions and way of
life which to an outsider might seem harsh at
first but as you spend time here, the
simplicity and truth will make you think
otherwise.
With the isolation from the outside world
that people here live with, and the close
proximity that they are in with nature, a lot of
their beliefs have roots in ancient Tibetan
scriptures. Stories and legends float around
of hidden lands similar to Shangri-La and of
immortal people living years beyond the
normal lifespan. Most of these places are
sacred to Buddhists and one such is the
Somang Monastery which is said to be
visited by fairies and other such divine
entities. Guru Padmasambhava, known as
the second Buddha and the one regarded
to have spread Buddhism in Tibet and
Bhutan, is said to have meditated in the
caves around the monastery before going
to Tibet. Locals believe that if you are indeed
of a clean heart, you can see footsteps
of fairies.
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Legend has it that due to a
drought, the monks of
Komic decided to shift the
monastery to the nearby,
relatively lower-lying
village of Hikkim. The
Mahakal statue, believed to
symbolise the protector of
dharma, however, refused
to move from its
foundation, despite
numerous chipping and
lifting efforts by the monks.
When the entire monastery
moved to Hikkim, the
statue remained rooted at
Komic, together with one
monk who would continue
to pray before it. In 1975 or
earlier, an earthquake
rocked the high altitude
villages of Spiti, reducing
the Hikkim monastery to
ruins, still visible atop a
small hill
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LIVING A FAIRYTALE

I

(Clockwise) Mountain
biking in Spiti, it’s all in
a day’s stride for this kid
and a view of Nako
village

had already become the first person this season to have
biked down the world’s highest village and on hearing the
story about the fairies, wanted to try my luck again. Buddhists
in this area believe that the fairies live around the caves where
Guru Padmasambhava meditated and only a few Lamas can
ever hope to see them. The pilgrimage to Somang is also one of
the holiest Buddhist pilgrimages in Himachal Pradesh and the eighthour trek isn’t for the faint-hearted either.
This area of Himachal Pradesh borders quite a bit of Tibet and
many ancient trading routes between India and Lhasa used the
border from Spiti and Kinnaur to get there. I am already at over
3,400 m as I begin my trek from Nako. Looking up to the
mountains that I need to cross, the clouds hug the cliff edge,
obscuring the abyss. Tibetan horns fill the air as I leave with my
guide from Nako. Their sounds are meant to take the sins of those
attempting the pilgrimage and sending them heavenward. We are
told that we are the first people this season to go to Somang after
the Lama went there a week ago. I predict a tricky day’s trek and
hope that Avalokiteshvara, the Buddha of Compassion, has his
eyes firmly set on us.
Barely a kilometre into our climb, we can’t escape being
humbled by the lofty peaks breathing down from us from
everywhere, like wisened old men wondering at puny challengers
from nowhere and even indulging our efforts knowing fully well that
they will be unmatched till the end of time.
My stream of thought changes when I realise I have to cross a
section with an unobstructed 800 m drop off a cliff and on the left
of which is a vertical rockface. As we continue ascending, the air
gets loud with the sound of ravens. Metal plates with the names of
fallen pilgrims remind us of the danger that we might face. At about
4,000 m, the top of the mountain is hidden by clouds, only bits of
the vast black and brown rock are visible, stretching down onto the
boulder-strewn rubble of the glacier a few hundred feet below.
It is just above freezing point. In front of us are the mystic
mountains of Tibet, weaving a stairway to heaven. There’s beauty
everywhere though and in the rarefied air you could almost be
deluded into imagining yourself in paradise. As my guide says the
mountains change colour here depending on the mood of their
resident deities!
As for myself, I keep chasing a legend. Locals believe this area
is filled with many patterns and markings on rock faces which are
representative of godly addresses which the lone resident Lama at
Somang alone could explain.
We reach the monastery past dusk with the temperature well
below zero. Luckily, we don’t have to pull out and pitch our tents
and are invited by the monastery to spend the night inside. The
thought of visiting the caves at night doesn’t even cross my mind
but the next morning my guide takes me to the caves where Guru
Padmasambhava had meditated. I had been warned by the Lama
that it was extremely rare for people to see any footprints on the
floor but I am in for a complete surprise. Both the caves bear
impressions, each of which match perfectly in size and shape to
the footprint embedded on a rock kept inside the monastery. As
hard as it is for me to believe what my eyes are seeing, I realise it
isn’t just a legend I had chased but something beyond the ordinary.
And that is no less than my personal nirvana.
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