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NO YETI IN KULU 

BY HAMISH MACINNES 

INTENDED to dissuade Major J effrey Douglas from his plans for 
aY eti expedition. He intended to spend up to two years looking for 
the abominable snowman; his theory being that if you searched long 

enough, and worked conscientiously over a given area, you would event
ually find the elusive creature. 

The Bolivian Andes and the Matto Grosso were at that time casting 
a spell on me and I wanted Major Douglas to take a prominent part in 
an expedition to those parts, so I was perturbed at his snowman plans. 
But it did not take long after I had arrived at the Ullswater Outward 
Bound School, where Douglas was warden, before I found myself keenly 
interested in his enterprise. His strongest arguments against my dis
belief were the photographs taken by Squadron-Leader L. W. Davies 
(A.J. 6r. 340 ). 

I had of course read the article and studied the photographs, and 
I must admit that I was impressed. Furthermore, Major Douglas had 
met Squadron-Leader Davies and had obtained a first-hand account 
of the significant footprints. These photographs indicated an animal 
of considerable size and weight, and apparently a biped. 

Late that evening I found myself part of the proposed yeti expedition. 
Though we had planned to embark on this expedition in 1958, I sug
gested going in the fall of 1957; October perhaps. It was then April. 

There were several points in favour of a winter trip; bears hibernate, 
and would not cause confusion; footprints could be seen on relatively 
low ground due to the winter snow; animals would have to come lower 
for food; we could travel quite fast on climbing skis, and could be well 
camouflaged with white clothing. 

The points against such a season were obvious; cold, blizzards and 
avalanches; there was also the fear that the yeti might hibernate. As 
Squadron-Leader Davies' evidence was, vve thought, the most authentic 
regarding mysterious footprints, the Central Himalaya was chosen. We 
called our expedition ' The Lahoul Winter Expedition '. The bulk of 
the organising fell to Major Douglas. Sir W avell W akefield, our 
patron, arranged to have us flown to India. 

I was the first to leave and I flew to Delhi in October, our equipment 
having been sent by sea. I had six weeks to do reconnaissance work 
and to take the supplies over the Rohtang pass, the gatevvay to Lahoul, 
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before Major Douglas joined me. However, Nature dictated othervvise; 
heavy snowfalls, unusually early, stopped all traffic going over the pass 
by the end of October. A sudden lull a few days later made the Rohtang 
feasible on skis and I took the opportunity for a quick trip to study 
animal life in the high Lahoul valleys, particularly the Kulti. At 
Koksar, which is on the Lahoul side of the Rohtang, hundreds of ponies 
and mules were stamping in the deep snow awaiting the opportunity 
to cross to Kulu. 

Using the sordid Koksar rest house for a base, I explored the nallas 
which stem from the Chandra valley, and on the last day of my short 
visit, I went up into the Kulti valley. Not even a yeti could find any
thing to eat in the Kulti in winter! Snow lay 15 ft. deep on the valley 
floor, and the spoor of fox and of a solitary ibex, which incidentally can 
live for fifteen days without food, were the only prints to be seen. 

It was here that Squadron-Leader Davies found the interesting foot-· 
prints; a favourite haunt for bears in summer, I was told. Now it was 
a bleak wilderness of powder snow, and on the higher slopes dangerous 
wind slab. Movement even on skis was a trial. This was no yeti 
country, I told myself, at least not in winter; indeed nothing could live 
in this high valley for any length of time and I realized how ironical our 
position was. The Lahoul Winter Expedition was not going to operate 
in Lahoul! 

I later discovered that the ibex, snow leopard and other mountain 
animals move to the Hamtah range and other less formidable places 
during the heavy snow, while the red bears flit to the Kulu nallas for 
their winter hibernation, taking up residence in hollow trees and caves. 
Their sleep lasts for approximately two or three months depending on 
the severity of the winter. The occasional bear has been shot in winter 
when its home has been flooded with melt-snow. 

After my disappointing visit to Lahoul I returned to Manali, and 
using a house kindly provided by Captain H. Banon, I concentrated on 
the nallas of the Kulu valley. The yeti in this part of the world is 
known as the 'Bun-Manosh' or ' Jungli-Admi ' and with Captain 
Banon's wonderful knowledge, all sorts of weird stories poured in. A 
family of yeti were living in a cave at the Hamtah Pass: ten men had 
chased one down a thach or grazing ground above Nagar the previous 
year. Prints were seen by a European called Fowl er, near M ukar Beh, 
a peak not far from Manali. There were also reports of a large monkey 
with no tail, which lived on a remote mountain to the west. ' Large 
bones ' which had been found in a cave some thirty years previously, 
drew a blank. No doubt some of these stories had a basis in truth, but 
the ones vvhich I investigated were dubious. 

Day after day I tracked down lamas and others who were supposed 
to have seen yeti; some said they had heard the elusive animal in Tibet, 
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its call they described as a sharp whistle, not unlike an ibex, though 
possibly a marmot. Another said that he had a friend (since deceased) 
who had come upon a yeti sleeping in a nest made of feathers. The 
description they gave of the creature matched the drawing by the anthro
pologist Wladimir Tschernesky. 

A Buddhist doctor who had studied in Lhasa for ten years told me 
that he had been told that a yeti foot had been unearthed from avalanche 
debris in Kowal nalla in Lahoul, and in ancient Tibetan scripts, he said, 
the yeti was believed to live on a grass called ' Domo '. 

Though he had never seen a yeti, he had heard strange whistlings 
whilst gathering herbs in a high glaciated valley on the Spiti-Tibetan 
border. He agreed that the sound could possibly have been made by 
a marmot, markhor or ibex. Yeti flesh, he informed me, is mentioned 
in some of the old medicinal remedies of Tibet and was a base for some 
poultices. 

On a hunting trip with John Ban on of Manali, we came across some 
strange footprints in the Piangniru nalla, which is only a few miles 
from Manali. The steps were 18 in. apart and zig-zagged along the 
steep river bank a few miles below the snout of the Piangniru glacier. 
The angle of the slope was approximately 35°, and the measurements 
of the prints were 7! in. X 4 in.; but no definite toe prints could be seen. 
They were not recent; I should have guessed about four or five days old, 
but they were well sheltered from the sun, so it is unlikely that there. 
would have been any great enlargement due to sun heat. The sequence 
of the steps suggested an animal hunting under stones for food, such as 
a fox, but the indentations were much too big for that creature. 

None of the party, which consisted of experienced hunters, could 
give an explanation for these footprints. But I was not convinced; 
there were too many sadus and lamas in the area, hunting for herbs and 
roots. 

A lama who lived in a small Gompa, only a couple of thousand feet 
below this spot, stated that he saw great footprints in the snow in 
February 1956. He drew for me the profile of the foot, as he had 
measured it with his hand at the time. The outline which he drew 
measured 12 in. X 6 in., and with five toes! I suggested the prints were 
those of bears, but he was adamant. He said that he had seen hundreds 
of bear prints in Nepal and in Tibet and that the prints that he saw were 
not any of the normal species of bear. An interesting point was that 
he had never heard of yeti! 

Feeling more like a' Private Eye ' every day, I next investigated the 
story of the large ape with no tail which was supposed to be the height 
of a man. It was reputed to have been caught by ten men and as it 
cried pathetically they let it go. This was near the Chandarkani Pass 
a few miles above Nagar, the old capital .of Kulu. So I camped about 
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seven hundred feet above the snow-line, near a large thach, ahnost on 
the Io,ooo ft. contour, below the pass. Within a stone's throw from 
the camp I found literally hundreds of excellent prints. I knew before 
the porters said, ' Balu sahib ', that they were bear, but they were the 
best' yeti 'prints which I had seen: 22- 38 in. between steps, and when 
I walked alongside them my stride, though shorter, matched exactly 
the sequence of the black bear prints. Some of the actual prints of the 
black bear measured 4 in. X I 2 in. The size of the biggest brown bear 
prints which I found was 7 in. X 8! in. The Himalayan brown bear 
has long claws which extend I! in. to 2 in. beyond its paws, whereas the 
black bear's claws are shorter and curved, making it difficult sometimes 
to see their indentations in the snow. The impression often looks like 
toe marks without claws. 

A few evenings later I saw both black and brown bears; three of them 
stood on their hind legs and walked around a fallen walnut-tree branch, 
from which they were picking nuts. The fact that bears do on occasions 
walk on their hind legs can be substantiated by shikaris all over the 
Himalayas. 

Many years ago Major H. M. Banon of Manali saw two black bears 
walking upright along a path for a considerable distance and once, he 
told me, he tracked and shot a black bear, which from its prints seemed 
enormous; it turned out to be small, but possessed two prodigious hind 
paws. 

Brown bears can be notorious sheep stealers and incredibly bold. 
They will come up to a flock, defying the chowkidar dogs and the gaddi 
and grab a sheep, sometimes taking one under each forepaw and walking 
off with them on their hind legs. They have even been known to rip 
off lumps of flesh from their prey and throw them to the pursuing dogs. 
Black bears will also eat meat, as a matter of fact any old carrion will do 
but I have been told that they dislike entrails, which may account for 
the mysterious bowels of animals found in Nepal and accredited to yeti. 
The cat family, on the other hand, often start their meals by eating the 
stomach of their kill. 

I should like to record here the replies to a number of questions which 
I asked Renu, the renowned Kulu shikari, who has hunted from Nepal 
to Baltistan, and with whom both Major Douglas and I spent considerable 
time. 

I asked Renu a series of questions pertinent to the prints found by 
Squadron-Leader Davies. The most striking characteristic of the Kulti 
prints was the great weight of the animal; so the first question I put to 
him was,' How heavy are the biggest black bear? ' After a considerable 
pause he answered, ' as much as thirteen maunds.' 

The distance between the Kulti prints was roughly 28 in., so I asked 
what a normal bear stride was. ' Often longer than a man's,' was the 
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answer. The measurements I took on the Chandarkani confirm this, 
the biggest being 3 8 in. 

The Kulti animal slid on its posterior down a steep snow-slope. 
Renu assured me that bears often do this. Photographs which I took 
on one of my trips bear this out. 

Not only did the Kulti animal have big feet I 2 in. X 8 in., but it 
must also have had big legs, for it stepped from the river bed, which 
was 5 ft. deep, on to an ice-bank without touching it with its forepaws
or hands. This was the subject of my next question. Could an animal 
such as a black bear make this step without using its forepaws? Only 
I didn't tell him the height, merely asking how high a bear could step. 
'At least 5 ft.,' he replied. 

On.e of the most interesting points about the Kulti spoor was the 
distance between the forepaw marks when it glissaded down the slope. 
Squadron-Leader Davies estimated the span to be over 9 ft. Renu 
assured me that the forepaw span of a big black bear could be as much 
as 9 ft. 6 in. In fairness to the Kulti prints, I have shown photographs. 
of them to other well-known shikaris and they have failed to identify 
them as bear spoor, pointing out that it is extremely difficult to form 
an opinion from photographs. 

Renu was not so firm about bears walking on their hind legs as other 
hunters. ' Often,' he said, ' a bear will stand upright and shuffle about, 
especially when feeding, but its movements are awkward. However,' 
he pointed out, ' it is difficult to distinguish between human and bear 
footprints in soft sno'v, when no definite imprint is left. The back 
paws of the bears mostly superimpose on the forepaw prints, the forepaw 
prints being thus obliterated.' 

Despite the fact that I believe the Kulti prints were made by black 
bear, local hunters state that black bears don't usually go over the Kulu
Lahoul divide, though brown bears are plentiful there in summer. 
Renu, like me, is a staunch disbeliever in yeti. 

Six weeks after my arrival at Manali, Major Douglas joined me. I was 
feeling very disheartened; every day the black bear was appearing more 
and more like the yeti. 

On December 26 we skied to the top of the Rohtang pass and there
after concentrated our activities in the Tos Nalla. We established 
some five camps up this valley, and though we found spoor as high as 
14,ooo ft. there were no unidentifiable footprints. The prodigious 
prints made by ibex in deep snow looked most impressive and frequently 
there were the pug marks of snow leopard. 

Temperatures were low, too low for mountaineering and we looked 
enviously at the symmetrical virgin peaks which bristle from the great 
snow basin of the Tos. 

Throughout the winter months we travelled on 150-cm. skis fitted 
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with Trima, and we found them excellent. Conditions similar to 
high altitude (summer) were prevalent throughout the mid-winter 
months; frequent snowfalls and the deep ruts through the powder had 
to be blazed anew each morning. 

Though we sledged our equipment to and from the high camps, it 
was doubtful if there was any great advantage in doing so as the terrain 
was so rugged. Surprisingly enough we were untroubled by avalanches, 
and indeed we only saw one in all our peregrinations. 

Believers in yeti may say that we were not in the right area for hunting 
yeti and that the mountains of Nepal offer more opportunity for tracking 
our big cousin. However, I think that the area we chose was a good 
one. It was not too far from Davies' footprint find and it bordered on 
a vast tract of wild country to the north and offered plenty of food for 
a large animal. What more could a yeti want? 

Despite the fact that reports of yeti come from all quarters such as 
the fur-clad figure seen in the Pamirs (Khrushchev acclimatising for 
summit talks?) I cannot believe that the yeti is still in existence, though 
it may have been at one time for the stories about it are so numerous. 

I am now a complete disbeliever in the yeti, though Major Douglas 
says that all he is emphatic about is that there are no yeti in the Central 
Himalaya. Perhaps in one of those unfrequented valleys of Nepal or 
Tibet, where only the wild yak and the snow leopard roam, there 
may be a yeti, looking each day for the elusive human, the skin of which 
may bring him a fortune. 
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