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My interest in Tibetan sacred landscapes was sparked by walking and 
climbing with my father Kurt. This eventually led me to explore how 

these places, usually known to the wider public though mountaineering 
eyes, were understood by those that lived there. In this article I browse 
through some of my encounters with Himalayan landscapes, experiencing 
places where historical cultural roots and contemporary practices merge 
in the living tradition; and through Tibetan texts, mythology, rituals and 
day-to-day activities can give insight into issues of environmental change 
as seen through local eyes.

The Tibetan princess Chokyi Dronma (1422-1455) in manuscript illumination. 
(Hildegard Diemberger)
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Feeling that she had to reach her [dying] lama as soon as possible, the princess 
was riding at great speed despite the snow-flakes hitting her eyes, hurting like 
thorns. – From the Biography of Chokyi Dronma, 15th century Tibetan 
manuscript

It was the end of winter 1451 and the Tibetan princess Chokyi Dronma 
(1422-1455)1, who had chosen a spiritual life over the worldly enjoyments 
of court, was crossing the Palkhu Palthang, the great plain that slopes down 
northwards from glittering Shishapangma towards the deep turquoise of 
Palkhu lake. She had just heard that her spiritual master was about to die 
and in order to ensure that she could see him one last time in his monastery 
at Porong Pemo Choding she was riding desperately through the blizzard. 
Written more than 500 years ago, these Tibetan lines capture the feeling 
of braving the blizzard with great immediacy, perfectly recognisable to 
anyone who has had this experience, as I did in 2009.

Many mountaineers have crossed this arid plain since the 8000-metre 
peaks of the Himalaya started to attract people from all over the world to 
their icy slopes. However few have been aware of the meanings and the 
stories inscribed in this landscape by the local people. As the daughter of a 
mountaineer, I started to experience the Himalayan environment walking 
and climbing with my father Kurt. With him (and with my mother Tona, 
a geologist and mountaineer) I learned to observe the stones, the plants 
and the animals that we encountered at every step and also, of course, the 
beautiful peaks that towered above us – some of which we climbed to the 

1. For a translation of Chokyi Dronma’s biography and a discussion of the life and tradition of this famous female 
spiritual master see Diemberger – 2007. 

The Palkhu plain crossed by Chokyi Dronma in a blizzard in winter 1451. 
(Bruce Huett)

top. Soon however I became more attracted by the ‘secrets’ of this land-
scape rather than by its ‘summits’2, and I became drawn towards trying to 
understand the perspective of the people who have lived with these moun-
tains for centuries. This is how I found myself, having become an anthro-
pologist and Tibetologist, experiencing the blizzard of the Palkhu plain in 
November 2009 with the copy 
of a 15th century Tibetan manu-
script in hand. 

Translating Tibetan texts 
that describe the lives and 
pathways of people who have 
lived, loved and suffered in 
these places, I have started to 
walk in their footsteps, trying to 
understand the many meanings 
enshrined in these fascinating 
landscapes. I soon discovered 
that ancient Tibetan stories and 
traditions are still very much 
alive. I learned how Tibetan 
friends, often overcoming huge 
obstacles, passionately search 
for the historical roots of their civilization, re-enacting these tales in their 
pilgrimage practices and in their dedication to the rescue of that part of 

2. See Kurt Diemberger (1971) Summits and Secrets, republished within The Kurt Diemberger Omnibus 1999, London: 
Bâton Wicks

Hildegard Diemberger with shepherds on the way to the Hidden Valley of 
Khenbalung in 1986, Makalu in the background. (Christian Schicklgruber)

Hildegard and Kurt on Gran Sasso 
(2912m) in the Italian Apennines in 1968. 
(Kurt Diemberger collection)
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Ama Pujung is the sacred mountain in one of the ‘navels’ of the Hidden Valley 
of Khenbalung. Called the ‘pregnant mother’, this is a fertility pilgrimage site 
(which works, even unrequested, as I eventually discovered). At the feet of 
the pregnant mother is the sacred site called Yang Lhe (lit. ‘Navel of good 
fortune’). This is the place where Kurt stayed for several days and recovered. 
(Hildegard Diemberger)

the Tibetan cultural heritage that was not destroyed during the Cultural 
Revolution. Despite all tragedies and vicissitudes, historical and legendary 
characters from an ancient past are still present in their footprints, tools, 
books and springs of miraculous water that dot the landscape. These elicit 
stories whenever they are ‘met’ (Tib. jal) by people. Indeed the Tibetan 
word for seeing or visiting a holy site is the same that one uses for meeting 
a person of great honour. 

When living in the Himalayan region I noticed that as much as people 
were transforming the landscape in which they were making a living, the 
landscape with its mythology, rituals and stories was shaping the lives of 
the people who were experiencing it. This applied not only to Buddhist 
stories and pilgrimage practices but also, and even more so, to the ancient 
spirits of the place, the ‘owners’ of the landscape (Tib. sadag, shibdag) that 
human beings inhabit. They are considered as having controlled the land 
with its resources, fertility, weather, wildlife and everything that deter-
mines the wellbeing of the human community since the dawn of history. 
Rooted in ancient beliefs that pre-date Buddhism on the Tibetan Plateau, 
perceptions of sacred landscapes conflate different perspectives and act on 
people as much as people act on them – sometimes even across cultures. 

The encounter with a Tibetan ‘Hidden Valley’ (Tib. beyul) at the foot of 
Makalu in north-eastern Nepal turned out to be a life-changing experience 
for both my father and myself3. In 1978, after having had serious health 
problems and being told that his mountaineering career was over, Kurt had 
left for an expedition to Makalu. At basecamp his respiratory problems 
became extremely serious and he had to descend. He arrived in a beautiful 
grove of silver firs and rhododendrons, full of flowers, surrounded by an 
amphitheatre of spectacular rock faces adorned with the silver ribbons of 
waterfalls. A few days later, after having come to terms with renouncing 
the passion of his life (mountaineering), he focused on the sheer beauty of 
the place. He felt better and when he returned to the basecamp to tell his 
friends about his plans he felt so well that he climbed Makalu and then 
Everest shortly afterwards. Intrigued by this story I wanted to see this place. 
I first went there in 1982, then returned in 1983 and lived with the local 
transhumant herders for more than a year. I discovered that this was the 
Hidden Valley of Khenbalung, first revealed by a Buddhist master in the 
14th century4. Had my father experienced the blessing of a Tibetan sacred 
landscape? I found it difficult to give an answer as I struggled to bring 
together the different ways of perceiving and experiencing this landscape: 
the scientific, the mountaineering, the Buddhist and the deeper layers of 
this sacred environment. Through the stories of herders who walk these 
pathways with their sheep and cattle, porters who carry heavy loads over 
the steep slopes, Sherpa and Tibetan mountaineers who participate in (and 
often manage) climbing expeditions and oracles possessed by the spirits of 
these mountains, I learned that it is an intimate tie that links people to their 
3. An account of this event is also given in Kurt Diemberger Spirits of the Air, Hodder and Stoughton, (1994) repub-
lished within the The Kurt Diemberger Omnibus Bâton Wicks (1999).
4. For a detailed discussion of this Hidden Valley see Diemberger H 1997.
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landscape and that this can also be the site of cross-cultural encounters. 
The hidden valley or hidden country of Khenbalung and its mighty 

protector Surra Rakye, a rocky peak on the ridge east of Makalu, had 
already figured in the early Tibetan encounters with mountaineers. It was 
mentioned in the famous 1922 meeting between the Lama of Rongbuk, 
Ngawang Tenzin Norbu, and the British Everest Expedition5, which the 
Lama recorded in his autobiography. He appeared puzzled by the useless 
and risky activity of climbing mountains and warned the British about the 
harshness of the environment and the mighty spirits of the place. Things 
have changed dramatically since that meeting and many Tibetans and 
Sherpa work now as mountaineers and trekking guides. In doing so they 
negotiate and reshape the meaning of the landscape in which their ances-
tors made a living from herding, high altitude farming and trade. 

When I started my studies as an anthropologist and Tibetologist, living 
with the transhumant pastoralists of Beyul Khenbalung, I learnt that a 
sophisticated agricultural calendar and a web of pathways marked the 
times and the spaces of this community. They inhabited a very steep land-
scape and their movements ranged from about 2000 metres (the height of 
the winter pastures), to the 2200/2300m of the villages and then to the 
5000m of the summer pastures. The summer pastures were located at the 
core of the Hidden Valley of Khenbalung and there were specific rituals to 
open and close the gates of this sacred landscape. The times of departure 
5. See also Macdonald 1973:225-233.

Makalu is in the core area of the Hidden Valley of Khenbalung. It is 
locally considered a self-originated statue of the great Buddhist master 
Padmasambhava. (Kurt Diemberger) and return from the summer pastures were decided through a careful inter-

play of star observation (in recent times supplemented with the Nepalese 
calendar) and a grass and bird calendar that helped determine the season 
(e.g. spring could come early or late etc.) thus detecting the right moment 
for the move. In that particular setting getting the time right made a huge 
difference, for the herders had to cross a 4400m-high pass before getting 
into or coming out of the Hidden Valley and a sudden snowfall could lock 
people into life-threatening predicaments. Going into the Hidden Valley 
before the gates were opened or after the gates were closed was an offence 
that could enrage the lords of the land (sadag, shibdag). When I arrived 
there, this ritualised management of the herding system had recently been 
abandoned in favour of the still limited but gradually developing moun-
taineering and trekking trade, which implied obvious transgressions of 
this rule. This was something that was strongly criticised by some of the 
community elders who saw in the increasingly unpredictable weather 
patterns an outcome of the fact that people disregarded these rules (as well 
as many other traditional rules concerning woods and pastures), while the 
younger generations welcomed the new opportunities without worrying 
too much about the weather. Certainly they had better equipment to face 
the challenge of the mercurial weather; however, casualties, especially 
among porters from lower areas, were not uncommon.

In Tibet on the Palkhu plain – the arid landscape crossed by the princess 
Chokyi Dronma in the 15th century – the people of Porong move with their 
herds between lower winter pastures and higher summer pastures bordering 

Shishapangma from Porong Pemo Choding monastery. (Hildegard Diemberger)
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the eternal snows of Shishapangma and Gang Ponchen in a similar way. 
Deciding the times of movement is about finding the right balance between 
how long the winter pastures can endure the pressure of the herds and the 
movement to the more distant summer pastures that have better grass but 
are more exposed to extreme weather at the foot of mountains 7000 and 
8000 metres high. This ancient system was dismantled when the ‘demo-
cratic reforms’ of 1960 changed the entire administrative setting of Tibet, 

increasingly integrating it into the 
Chinese administration. However 
some traditional features were 
retained and others were re-enacted 
in the post-Mao era. 

An 1884 document concerning 
pasture management in Porong 
outlines in remarkable detail the 
times and spaces of pastoral life. 
Entitled The virtuous list of places 
of the [Porong] units6, it begins as 
follows: ‘In the year of the wood-
monkey, when the planets and the 
stars auspiciously gathered, the list 

of the places of each Porong unit was 
recorded...’ It then gives a detailed 

description of the territory of the various units with their boundaries and 
an enumeration of the places and the timing of herd movements in relation 
to season. It sets out a pattern of extreme mobility prescribing the move-
ment among specific pastures and also the movement between pastures 
and salt lakes where the animals would be able to get salt after having had 
a long period of snow-melt water in the high pastures. Timing and routes 
were laid out to ensure that the animals would not damage the pastures 
that they were crossing by trampling on the grass. The borders between the 
different communal lands were porous allowing for transit and a system of 
reciprocal use agreements made it possible to respond to relative disadvan-
tage linked to weather variability. 

A copy of this document preserved by the Porong exile community in 
Kathmandu became accessible to the Porong people in Tibet in the late 
1990s. Comparing the mapping of the Porong territory reflected in the 
document to the current distribution of settlement and pastures, Porong 
people recognised many of the places and noticed that the old structure of 
numerous small encampments had been reduced to fewer settlements that 
were larger and more permanent (this is also reflected in Bauer 2006:25-
4). Gaining access to this historical document prompted a lot of reflec-
tion among senior members of the Porong community. It raised questions 
concerning the extent to which the worsening of the pastures they were 
6. This is glossed as Porong Boundary Survey by Ken Bauer (2006: 27) who discusses the mapping and the pastoral 
practices reflected in this document. Units used to be composed of eight sub-units called tsho or, more formally, 
gyatsho.

A lama reading a sacred text in 
the Hidden Valley of Khenbalung. 
Pilgrimage guides describe pathways 
that are both geographical and 
spiritual. (Hildegard Diemberger)

experiencing was due to global climate change, an increase in animal 
numbers, a change in the composition of herds, or changes in pastoral prac-
tices that followed the break-down of the ancient system. Addressing each 
of these factors would demand different strategies. Thinking about the past 
prompted a lot of thought about the future.

Observing the landscape with its vegetation, wildlife, mountains, clouds, 
rain, snow and winds, has been vital for people making a living in a beau-
tiful but harsh environ-
ment; anticipating nature 
has been essential to 
enable them to adapt to its 
seasonal transformations 
and detect longer-term 
abnormalities. In fact well 
before ‘climate change’ 
had become a fashion-
able concept the people 
of Porong were telling 
me about the increas-
ingly ‘strange’ weather, 
especially the prolonged 
droughts and sudden 
snow-falls that could kill 
hundreds of animals, thus 
threatening communities 
with starvation. These are 
not new phenomena but 
there is a strong perception here, as across the rest of Inner Asia in places 
such as Mongolia, that many features of the landscape show threatening 
signs: drying up of springs, receding snowline, changes in wildlife behav-
iour… How much of this is due to local anthropogenic factors and how 
much to global ones is impossible to distinguish. The sense of anxiety is 
therefore often linked to a blame game over who is responsible for this 
worsening state of affairs, the industrialised cities with their fumes or 
unsustainable grazing practices. 

Landscape mythology reflects this anxiety. In the centre of the nomad 
land of Porong is Takyong7, a sacred mountain capped with a little snow 
that is supposed never to melt. The elders of Porong used to say that as 
long as this snow remained on the summit, the land and the people of 
Porong would prosper. If the snow disappears it will be the end. As well 
as being part of a local theory of political and social stability linked to 
the environment, mountains like this have been important indicators of 
weather trends affecting the region. In my experience of Tibetan areas, I 
7. This is one of the main protectors of the ancient nomad principality of Porong. The ruler of Porong, together with 
a ritual specialist called Aya, used to sacrifice a white sheep to this mountain once a year, just after the New Year 
celebration. The ritual specialist used then to make predictions about the weather and the health of the community 
by reading the entrails of the animal . 

Sera monastery 2005. In their endeavour to 
restore their sacred cultural heritage Tibetan 
monks and scholars have readily adopted 
digital technologies to re-order and catalogue 
libraries and manuscript collections that have 
survived the ravages of the Cultural Revolution. 
(Hildegard Diemberger)
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came across many manifestations of this way of relating to the environ-
ment, with observations of the ice and snow cover of mountains featuring 
very prominently. In the Chomolangma/Everest region I heard songs that 
celebrate the environment as part of a universal order of things in which 
natural and social worlds merge:

The honour of the snow mountains is their glaciers 
The honour of the lama is his books 

The honour of the man is his children 
The honour of the bride is her jewellery

And another:

High above are the snow mountains,  
Where the snow-lion dwells according to the law of karma. 

Over the pass a revolving takes place: 
The great sun rises 

The sun and the five-coloured planets rise 
May there not be any change, may prosperity prevail 

May there not be any change, may good fortune prevail

Snow on the mountains is here an indicator of a stable and prosperous 
situation encompassing the natural and the social world, a situation in 
which the future behaviour of the environment can be anticipated with 
reasonable confidence on the basis of experience, like the movement of the 
celestial bodies. This reflects of course an aspirational situation as the envi-
ronment has always been changing due to anthropogenic and non-anthro-
pogenic factors. The question is whether people are now experiencing 
something that is particularly rapid and alarming and the debates on this 

are intense and wide-ranging. 
In an increasingly globalising 
world, the retreating glaciers 
on Himalayan peaks are not 
only important sources of 
proxy data for the scientific 
assessment of meteorological 
processes but certainly capture 
the imagination of people 
across the world in many 
ways. 

In a world in which the 
conceptual models that inform 
decision makers are increas-
ingly determined by scien-
tific investigation as well as 
political and economic factors, 

Brochure produced by a local NGO in Sikkim. 
It depicts Kangchendzonga and highlights that 
biodiversity is one of the treasures of this sacred 
mountain. (Hildegard Diemberger)

is there still a space for the ancient local spirits and the Buddhist ideas 
enshrined in Himalayan landscape – or are these just part of a nostalgic 
gaze towards an idealised past, sometimes with orientalising overtones? 

One of the mountains that captured the Western imagination in the early 
days of Himalayan exploration and mountaineering is Kangchendzonga8 
(alias Kangchenjunga) both for its prominence and for its proximity to 
centres of power of the British Empire. Revered as the protector of the 
royal dynasty of Sikkim and their traditional domain – called in Tibetan the 
‘Hidden Valley of Dremojong’ – this majestic peak with its five summits 
is considered to enshrine five treasures. This is the Tibetan etymology of 
its name (Kangchen ‘great snow [mountain]’, Dzonga ‘five treasures or 
treasuries’) reflected in many ritual texts and local oral traditions. These 
describe in various ways the specific nature of the treasures, usually refer-
ring to what is needed to sustain human life such as cattle and seeds as well 
as religious items.

In 2009, while I was walking on the pathway that leads to Kangchen-
dzonga from the first capital of Sikkim (Yumthang), a young Limbu started 
to tell me stories about the landscape he inhabited. He navigated well 
the different local perspectives: the Tibetan, the Lepcha, the Limbu, the 

8. Although ‘Kangchenjunga’ is the more common rendition of this mountain name, I have used the spelling 
‘Kangchendzonga’ which is closer to the Tibetan.

Sunrise on the Kongmala pass at the entrance of the Hidden Valley of 
Khenbalung, Kangchendzonga (aka Kangchenjunga) in the background. 
Beyond it lies the Hidden Valley of Dremojong (Hildegard Diemberger)
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Hindu, and the modern environmentalism that he had learnt by working 
with conservation biologists. These overlaid each other in the suggestive 
scenery. He then pulled out from his rucksack a brochure of a local envi-
ronmental NGO he was part of: Kangchendzonga dominated the front 
cover; biodiversity was declared as a treasure of the ‘Great Snow Moun-
tain’ enshrining the ‘Five Treasures’. The name of the holiest mountain 
of Sikkim reflecting its ancient mythology had apparently acquired a 21st 
century dimension. 
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Chokyi Dronma in a 17th century mural 
painting at Nyemo Chekar monastery 
(Hildegard Diemberger)
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Rise and Fall of The Himalaya

215

On 5 May 2012 a huge rockfall broke away from the summit ridge of 
Annapurna IV, cascading debris down some 3000 metres into the 

upper reaches of the Seti valley. More than 70 people died in mudflows 
that swept down the river. When we reached the area one week later brown 
muddy waters were still flowing down the Seti and into Pokhara itself. 
Compared to the massive catastrophic events in the geological record, the 
Seti khola flood was only a minor event, yet it serves as a reminder of the 
on-going nature of the greatest continental collision in Earth history – the 
rise and fall of the Himalaya. It is a story that I have been piecing together 
over 30 years as a field geologist. This year (2013) I set out my unravelling 
of the geology of the Himalaya in Colliding Continents (see Reviews, p 338); 
what follows is but a snapshot of a complex and awe-inspiring drama.

Fig. 1. The Himalaya and Tibetan Plateau looking west as viewed from the 
Space Shuttle. Major geological features are shown.


