
Story & photography by Andrea Oschetti

An adventurer searches for self-knowledge as well as snow leopards and  
scriptures in a wintertime traverse of remote Dolpo.

Tailing truth and beauty
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EVEN FROM THE AIR, THE HIMALAYAS 
have the power to dwarf you. An unbroken chain 
of peaks, summits glinting white, alluring but 
nigh-impassable on the ground. Bracketed by the 
colourful planes of the Indian subcontinent and 
the high-altitude desert of the Tibetan plateau, 
the mightiest peaks in the world can only be 
attained with great effort and at some peril. For 
the Tibetans and Hindus that live under them, in 
remote and isolated valleys, they cast the shadow 
of the sacred too: they are the unreachable abode 
of the divine, the source of all water and life.

Our l it t le  airplane f l ies  t imidly  f rom 
Kathmandu to Nepalgunj, a multicultural city in 
southeastern Nepal, bordering the Indian state 
of Uttar Pradesh. A trading hub, there Hindus, 
Muslims, Buddhists, Sikhs and Christians live 
and work cheek-by-jowl. Most importantly for 
me, this is the gateway to the wilderness of Dolpo, 
long regarded as Nepal’s ‘next frontier’.

Accessible only by foot or on horseback – 
and that is when conditions favour it – Dolpo has 
retained its Tibetan identity, untroubled by the 

trials of its cultural homeland. Titanic encircling 
peaks have shielded it from the outer world. In 
the past, the only visitors would be lamas, or yak 
caravans bringing grain and other commodities 
over the high passes in exchange for salt. 

Today, its ancient paths are irresistible to 
adventurers looking for a different Nepal and 
the sense of separateness is only heightened 
during winter when snowstorms make the 
mountain passes almost intractable. Jagan 
Timilsina, a Nepalese mountaineer, and I have 
therefore chosen this time for our crossing of the 
Himalayas via Dolpo. 

Our small expedition is seeking the snow 
leopard, the elusive feline that haunts the 
wild ranges of Central Asia. We also want to 
experience sacred places, ingrained in Tibetan 
spirituality: the Crystal Mountain (often called 
Ribo Drugta by locals), Shey Gompa, and a 
library discovered a few decades ago, hidden 
behind the wall of a monastery, and containing a 
wealth of 12th-century Tibetan manuscripts.

The difficulties of our winter crossing are 

welcome. We are drawn to this endeavour 
precisely because we want to challenge our limits 
and our resolve. We set out rebelliously, against 
the notion that such travel is a thing of the past. 
Why should we settle for the safety and comfort 
of crowded tourist-traps and clichés? 

Even today – especially today – travel can be 
about pursuing your passion. In our age, we can 
equip and prepare ourselves for life-enriching 
adventures that would have been reserved for only 
the most extreme travellers just a few decades 
ago. The abyss that used to divide pioneering 
explorers from the rest of us has been somewhat 
bridged. It still takes a fair amount of mettle to be 
out here in the dead of winter but there is a real 
opportunity that I can retrace the footsteps of 
those that I admire, to fulfil my dreams, to pursue 

the fuel for my inner fire.
In 1973, Peter Matthiessen travelled to Dolpo, 

also seeking the snow leopard, among other quarry. 
He was accompanying the naturalist George 
Schaller on a two-month scientific expedition. 
Matthiessen recorded his adventure in The Snow 
Leopard, a book that has inspired me, and countless 
others, and that serves as a model for our current 
adventure. I want to know if such legendary trips 
are still possible, 45 years after the original.

As the sun rises in Nepalgunj, Jaga and I 
board a small plane. A mere gnat buzzing amid 
giant peaks, apprehension clutches at me as 
we skirt sheer cliffs and gusts buffet the plane, 
swaying it perilously towards forbidding outcrops 
of grey and white.

There are parallels between Matthiesen’s 
journey and ours but also stark differences. For 
example, it took our hero over a month to reach 
Upper Dolpo from Pokhara. The unpredictable 
weather and the more predictable stubbornness 
of his porters spice his narrative. Airplanes and 
modern gear allow us to move faster and be 
independent of others. We don’t need porters so 
don’t need to stick to their doldrum itineraries. 
We travel light and fast. If we keep our pace up, 
we will reach Shey Gompa in three nights. 

Setting off in late September, Matthiessen 
wanted to avoid the winter snows but instead 
found abundant rain and sleet. In late December, 
our journey is all sun and blue skies. Better still, 
there is - surprisingly - no snow.

We are on an ancient trail that chases a glacial 
river. Steadily, the trail winds up a deep valley. 
The path is unusually crowded: families, together 
with their yaks, have left the higher villages to 
escape the expected harshness of winter. They 
will roam the trail for the next two months. They 
could go to better pastures at lower altitude, but 
then they would have to pay a tax. So they keep to 
these secluded valleys.

There is a village by the shores of Phoksundo 
Lake: it’s been abandoned. It’s already late but 
mild enough that we don’t even bother to set up 
tents. Instead, we find refuge under millions of 
stars. Warming up inside my sleeping bag I am 
moved by a ‘primordial intuition’ as Matthiessen 

calls it. It is a universal and timeless tradition, 
to understand what is meaningful by gazing at 
mountains and stars. I am happy to reaffirm this 
truth as sleep claims me.

From a narrow and icy side-valley, we approach 
Khang La, a pass at 5,279 metres (17,320 feet). 
We are assaulted by darkness and bitter cold. The 
features of the landscape mimic the journey of the 
mind. Only through anguish and difficulty could 
you expect to reach the gates of Shambala, the 
mythical kingdom that has long fascinated the West. 
In Hindu tradition, it is the birthplace of Kalki, the 
final incarnation of Vishnu. To Tibetans it is where 
Maitreya will be born, and become Buddha.

WALKING AMONG GIANTS 
The scale of the Himalayas has dwarfed 

modern adventurers and legendary explorers 
alike – and kept Dolpo largely isolated.

WINDOW ON THE PAST 
Dolpo is practically unchanged since it was 

first colonised, somewhere around the 12th 
century. It remains undeveloped, towns 

hardly ever larger than eight households.

“The abyss that used to divide pioneering 
explorers from the rest of us has been 
somewhat bridged.”
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With strenuous effort, we reach the pass. 
From this high up, I can survey the desert below: 
ochre plains set against a deep blue sky. Valley 
after valley devoid of trees, no settlement or sign 
of life in sight. We stand at the gates of Upper 
Dolpo. In the distance, I can see the Crystal 
Mountain with divine Shey Gompa at its base. 
There, Matthiessen felt the presence of the 
Buddha. I will sleep there tonight.

The emptiness before my eyes should not 
be taken for ‘nothingness’. Spaciousness better 
defines Upper Dolpo because it suggests a chance 
to fill. Still, this sheer amount of space makes 
a deep impression. It is likely that this place 
remained uninhabited until waves of migrants 
arrived in the 12th century as a result of monastic 
power struggles in Western Tibet. 

The refugees found shelter in this remote 
region and settled it. But how did they manage to 
survive in this dusty, inhospitable, wind-beaten 
land? Even today there  are  no roads nor 
electricity. The only readily available fuel is yak 
dung. Some crops can be grown, but only after 
months of toil. Potatoes, barley and buckwheat 
yield one meagre crop per year, and even that is 
fragile and prone to disaster. For centuries, the 
people of Dolpo scraped out a living, trading salt 
from the Changtang plateau with India.

Nowadays this trade is dying because of 
state-subsidised ionised salt from India and 
China. But these hardy people have adapted. 
During the monsoon, communities now busily 
forage for yarchagumba, the caterpillar fungus, 
highly prized by believers in Chinese Traditional 

Medicine. Its great value draws outsiders too 
though and there are uncertainties over the 
sustainability of this latest livelihood.

Despite the hardships, communities have 
kept their ancient Tibetan customs alive. They 
tend to the land and, through their defiance 

THE VIRTUE OF 
SELF-RELIANCE 
Modern gear allows for faster 
travel without the need for 
porters. That isn’t to say that 
travel in Dolpo is easy, and 
you should be well prepared.

OPPOSITE PAGE: 
PALACES FOR THE WEARY 
There are shelters along the 
cattle routes, evidence of the 
transhumance lifestyle that is 
still practised in the region. 
In harsh environments, 
hospitality offered by a 
villager is not only a matter of 
kindness but also of survival.
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and perseverance, the landscape evolves like a 
mandala. Filling its space with meaning, they 
steadily colour its sparseness with chortens, 
mani-walls and prayer flags.

Beauty, significance and tradition make this 
a true sanctuary of the heavenly. Reaching it is 
just half the journey, though challenge enough 
for those focused solely on Earthly pursuits. 
To unlock its essence though, you need to 
realise that the High Lama of Shey Gompa is 
the reincarnation of Marpa the Translator, who 
brought much of the canon from India. He 
was also mentor to Milarepas, a yogi beloved 
and revered in Tibet. Imagine meeting a direct 
descendant of John the Baptist still roaming the 
banks of the River Jordan…

Despite the power that he felt in Shey, 
Matthiessen did not explore the canyons and 
hermitages to any great extent. Since we are 
travelling lighter, we test ourselves on many of 
Dolpo’s passes. I’ve heard that the sages of Shey 

Ladakh, Northern India
Ladakh has the highest density of snow 
leopards in the world. Still the probability of a 
sighting is small – be prepared to sit for hours 
in bitter cold. 

Snow leopard country is west of Leh. Here 
most people use a homestay or pitch a tent. 
Recently, a simple lodge for safaris has opened, 

located in an area with many sightings. 
The easiest time to travel is in late summer 

before the temperatures drop. But there is a 
slightly better chance of sightings in the winter 
when the snows force the leopards to move 
lower to stay on the trail of their prey.

All the best areas for spotting the leopard 
are highly regulated and permits are limited. 

Central Asia
In theory, snow leopards are found throughout 
the mountains of Central Asia. In practice, 
they are rare across much of this range. Added 
to their natural elusiveness, this makes Ladakh 
much the best place for sightings. This may be 
changing though with signs of a bounceback 
in populations in the Tien Shan.

WHERE TO SEE SNOW LEOPARDS
SOURCE OF LIFE 
Phoksundo Lake 
has great religious 
significance. Legend 
has it that a lama was 
chasing a demon who 
was holding a bowl 
of water. The demon 
tripped and dropped 
the bowl, creating 
the lake but also 
trapping the lama.

IMPASSABLE 
Crossing the 
mountain passes of 
Dolpo is a severe 
challenge in winter, 
especially when 
the snowstorms 
arrive. This has 
certainly contributed 
to its isolation.

LEFT: PERFECT SOLITUDE 
Even in desolate areas, numerous 
hermitages teeter on the canyon-sides.

BELOW: BOOKS OF REVELATIONS 
The Bicher manuscripts have shed light on 
the history of Dolpo. Up to 60 of the 600 
volumes contain historical prefaces that have 
proven a treasure trove for scholars.
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come to trust us. Karma announces that a spare 
set of keys to the temple has been conveniently 
found and he leads us to the library where I am 
granted free access to the manuscripts. 

With reverence, I open the wooden covers. 
The manuscripts are tied with a protective cloth. 
These documents are priceless, not only precious 
for their beauty but also for their contents that 
bear witness to the region’s history. I am agog with 
the beauty of the manuscripts: the blue varnishing, 
the gilded ink, the exquisite illustrations of Tibetan 
deities that jump off the page in riveting colour.

For a moment, I experience ecstasy. Until 
Karma points out that I am holding the sacred 
letters upside down.

I must resist romanticising this place. To 
think that I could be happy here would be 
delusional. The beguiling simplicity comes from 
crushing poverty that denies almost all modern 
amenities. The toilsome seasonality of life in 
Dolpo repeats itself year after year: boring. You 
spend half the year preparing for the harvest, and 
the other half preparing for winter.

And so we turn to our final quest. To give 
ourselves any chance of spotting the snow 
leopard, we have to leave Bicher. Venturing into 
more desolate valleys, the cold begins to take its 
toll and we cannot find anything to light a fire 
with. The little dung we find smokes a lot and 
heats little. We are running out of drinking water, 
and I break the ice of every stream we come 
across to see if there is running water underneath. 
Our food supplies are also diminishing. 

It is empowering to depend on yourself, to be 
absolutely responsible for your fate. But, I write in 
my diary: “It’s cold, cold, cold . . . and I am dirty.”

When the snows finally catch up with us, we 
know our time is almost done. But one morning, 
as I march towards another high pass, I am 
startled by fresh paw prints in the snow. There is 
a snow leopard close. With the white mantle on 
the ground, I stand no chance of seeing such a 
master of camouflage unless he moves. I stay still 
for hours, peering about with binoculars.

Matthiessen too was thwarted, but plucked 
meaning from disappointment. “I am not ready 

to perceive it, in the same way that I am not ready 
to resolve my koan; and in the not-seeing, I am 
content,” he wrote. “That the snow leopard is, that 
it is here, that its frosty eyes watch us from the 
mountain – that is enough.” 

His adventure and ours have come to a 
meeting point. I am content. That is enough. AA

PRACTICALITIES

When to go
Trekking into and around most of Dolpo in 
winter depends on the high passes being open 
– often they are not. The region is open from 
late spring to early autumn though.

How to get there
From Kathmandu, you have three main 
options. You can f ly to Nepalganj, stay 
overnight and catch a flight to Juphal next 
morning gets you right into Dolpo, at the feet 

of the Shey Phoksundo National Park, the 
ideal spot for Trans-Himalayan trekking. You 
can also fly to Pokhara, then Jomsom to take 
on the challenging trek from Mustang into 
Dolpo. Finally, from Nepalganj, you can fly to 
Talcha, close to Rara Lake, and start trekking 
east to cross into Upper Dolpo.

Further info
All except Indian nationals need a visa to 
enter Nepal. Luckily, you can get this at your 

entry point to the country for US$25-100, 
depending on length of stay. Trekking permits 
for regions like Dolpo that share a border with 
Tibet are trickier and range widely in cost. To 
obtain one you must recruit the services of a 
licensed trek organiser.

Contacts
For your own snow leopard trek, or other 
adventures in Nepal and elsewhere, contact 
Blueflower, www.blueflower.la

see meditation as an intuitive experience rather 
than a metaphysical discourse. Walking the 
mountains encourages this. At times my mind 
empties, at others it gets caught by a train of 
thought, wandering back over details of daily 
life back home. Occasionally, I get unexpected 
epiphanies and insights that I scramble to write 
down before they slip from memory. As we walk 
the landscape we meet nobody else for days.

At the village of Bicher, I realise it is Christmas 
Eve. On the banks of the river, it is little but 
some scattered, two-storey stone houses with flat 
roofs. The Buddhist and Bon temples are the only 
buildings to stand out with their deep red walls. 
It doesn’t look like much but Bicher hides an art 
treasure that sheds light on the history of Dolpo: 
in 1999, a library was discovered hidden behind 
a temple wall. It contained over 600 Tibetan 
manuscripts dating back to the late 12th century.

Seeing the library is one of the keenest 
reasons for this expedition so I hurriedly request 
access. But the lama that guards the keys won’t be 
back for a few days.

A young teacher, Karma Phuntsok, invites us 

to his house for tea. It is customary for livestock 
to occupy the ground floor of Tibetan houses 
and his basement is packed with goats. In the 
darkness, he leads me to the carved tree trunk 
that serves as a ladder to the upper floor. It can 
be withdrawn to restrict access to the upper 
level. We gather in the kitchen, that also serves 
as a bedroom. The rug is dirty but comfortable: a 
welcome luxury after days outdoors. Karma lights 
the stove. We talk about winter. The townsfolk 
have prepared for the two idle months of snow 
and cold that are to come. I’m struck by how, in 
our host’s imagination, winter is a happy season, a 
time for picnics in the snow and drinking around 
a fire in refuge from the biting winds.

Bicher has no hotels,  nor guesthouses. 
Hospitality is a matter of necessity and survival. I 
am staying with the caretaker of the Nesar temple 
and her children. There we go to sleep on a scant 
dinner of boiled potatoes and hot water. 

Next morning I have a treat for us all: Nutella 
to go with warm buckwheat bread. Breakfast is 
a feast! Today is to connect, to assuage doubts in 
the community that our interest in their treasure 

hides an ill intent. How strange we must seem, two 
apparitions arriving across the perilous passes in 
the dead of winter.

“Cham Cham!” yells a boy running towards 
me. He is performing the lama’s dance, and he 
guides me to a house. Three priests emerge, 
wearing masks and full liturgical attire, made 
more solemn by the slow beating of a drum, 
adding an animist accent to the Buddhist 
ceremony. We head out into the wilderness 
and a procession forms in our wake. Suddenly 
the priests stop in a place that seems utterly 
unremarkable. They signal for a hole to be dug 
amid much chanting. Chanting and digging, 
chanting and digging. Evil spirits are then thrown 
into the hole, buried and, just in case, the pit is set 
on fire to make sure they won’t escape.

After the ceremony, it seems the villagers have 

SOLACE IN HARDSHIP 
Life in Dolpo is hard, marked by poverty 
and vulnerability. In spite of – or perhaps 

because of – this, its people have cultivated 
a rich cultural and spiritual life.

GHOST IN THE SNOW 
The snow leopard is the sacred animal of the 

local Bon religion. To outsiders, it has retained 
its mystery precisely because it is so elusive.

“For a moment, I experience ecstasy. Until Karma points out  
that I am holding the sacred letters upside down.”
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