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A unique and complex ecological wonder, the Great Himalayan National Park 

is nestled in the fabled mountains of the Himalayas, in Himachal Pradesh, a 

state in northern India. Payson R. Stevens weaves a heart-felt yet topical 

account of the Park, its precious wild denizens, its life-giving rivers, its people, 

its history of conflicted restoration and conservation efforts and finally its future 

in the face of imminent climate change. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Wonder & Beauty  
Deep within the Indian Western Himalayas, high above the Kullu Valley in 

Himachal Pradesh, at the end of a difficult trek, a small spring bubbles silver 

flecks. Thin braids of water meander and spread onto the gravel and cobble 

rock surface. Then they quickly converge, over and over, into larger streams 

of joined tributaries that become a bounding river. Here, at Tirath (Hindi for 

sacred place of pilgrimage), begins the journey of a small fountainhead into 

a rivulet that will eventually become the commanding Tirthan River. 

Flowing down, it merges with the Sainj River and then they join the larger 

Beas River flowing towards the Indian plains. 
 

The Tirthan continues its ceaseless progression joined by melting snow 

and ice from the towering encrusted peaks, from monsoon rains drenching 

the landscape, and deep underground springs. At times the river surge 

accelerates through tight gorges, forcing the frothy water to drop metres 

below. Here the stream cascades over rippling rocks, there the white waters 

abruptly slow down encountering huge boulders that create deep, 
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shimmering jade-green pools. A small, elegant Plumbeous water Redstart 

Phoenicurus fuliginosus flitters from rock to rock, skimming the water, its 

dusky-red tail feathers fluttering, a beckoning, elegant fan, waving from the 

Wild. All around the Tirthan River, the deep forest moves up the hillsides, 

ascends the granite boulder embankments, shifting the woodland layers from 

shimmering pines to branching oaks, to old yews with bright red berries. 

Giant firs, hundreds of feet tall, and majestic deodar (cedar) groves loom 

high. Deodar, originally from Sanskrit, devadāru, the divine tree — what 

could be more appropriate than this honour bestowed by people long ago 

when naming the world? 
 

From the rich humus forest floor to the tip of the canopy, an incredible 

multitude of living and non-living realities interact, co-exist and compete; 

dancing in Nature’s game of life and death. Beneath the soil, invisible 

bacteria and fungi, with branching mycelia, digest the remains of leaves and 

branches, transforming them into rich, humus soil. Himalayan brown bears 

root in that same soil, looking for starchy tubers to tide over their hunger. 

Blue sheep Pseudois nayaur jump from crag to crag, as if their hooves were 

suction bound to the rock faces. Monal Pheasants Lophophorus impejanus, 

soar through open glades, their body feathers reflecting glistening blue 

iridescence, their neck and tail a brilliant orange challenging the sun. 

Soaring still higher, Golden Eagles Aquila chrysaetos, Himalayan Griffons 

Gyps himalayensis, and Lammergeiers Gypaetus barbatus languidly circle, 

looking for death’s feast, cleansing the landscape and recycling the endless 

flow of energy from one form to another. 
 

As the Tirthan flows from narrow to open valley, ever downward in its 

journey, vegetation and geology seem to mirror one another in perfect natural 

splendour. The forest is verdant — a temperate jungle of variegated greens with 

trunks of umbers and siennas moving vertically through the emerald palette. The 

rock faces are steep, imposing, multi-hued speckled granites and earthy-brown 

slates, some bare and sharp, others gently smothered in emerald mosses or 

mottled with brilliant orange and yellow lichens. 
 

Suddenly, a Western Tragopan Tragopan melanocephalus scurries 

quickly from one low shrub to the next, momentarily revealing a glimpse of 

its fiery red feathers before disappearing from view. This ‘king of the birds, 

Juju Rana, is the great pheasant, Western Tragopan, which symbolises the 
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Great Himalayan National Park and is its enduring icon. Sighting Juju 

is a rare experience along with other endangered species that avoid 

humans even within the protected sanctuary of the Great Himalayan 

National Park (GHNP). Yes, Juju Rana’s darshan is the blessing of 

seeing a deity’s image in the hidden Wild. Perhaps there will be other 

darshans : a blue sheep, a black bear, a common leopard, or musk 

deer, all moving silently through their protected domains.  
The Himalayan seasons bring their own drama: monsoon storms with 

drenching rains in July and August followed by diaphanous, pearly gray 

wisps ascending and descending the slopes driven by changes in 

temperature, topography, and moisture. Wondrous white cumulous clouds 

ascend the cobalt blue sky in spring and summer and cold dense snows 

blanket the landscape in white silence in the winters. The Wild of the 

Western Himalayas, protected in GHNP, lives in hopeful long-term safety. It 

is a refuge for the flora and fauna to thrive, live, die, and evolve without 

facing the stresses of human expansion and impacts. 
 

The Tirthan descends through these valleys that twist and turn towards 

and away from each other. At times these habitats, so related in their ecology 

yet filled with affirmation of change and difference, echo the forces of 

natural selection that is the cauldron of their creation. The river continues its 

passage, now encountering scattered villages, a web of humans shifting the 

landscape. Narrow trails, spreading dirt roads, and terraced fields cut the 

mountains. Man-made culverts redirect the water’s flow for irrigation. 

People and cultures, separated by these water-cut valleys, can turn into 

islands in the deep furrows of geography. Here in the Western Himalayas, 

one valley can be the home of Hindus, another of Tibetan Buddhists, each 

with their unique cultural heritage of language, dialect, clothing, food, and 

celebrations. These individual valleys, with distinct deities and spiritual 

visions, are joined by the common appreciation of the sacred Himalayas. 
 

The Tirthan is part of Prithvi Maa/Mother Nature, as are the forests and 

all its inhabitants, including humans. But humans also challenge Prithvi Maa 

and her life forms. And somewhere in these twisting valleys cut by the many 

streams and rivers, the Great Himalayan National Park (GHNP) protects 

Prithvi Maa, allows the animals and plants to live their lives free from the 

backhoes making new roads and the chainsaws cutting trees — all
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part of our continual growth paradigm that has many adverse and additive 

consequences. It is a forest haven beckoning those who love to sleep on the 

earth, watch the brilliant Milky Way, and hike, straining every muscle, to the 

shadows of the high peaks. These boot-bound nature lovers give up creature 

comfort for no other reason than to be enveloped by Prithvi Maa. And 

nearby, thousands of villagers who have lived with the hardships of remote 

rural life are adjusting and learning to coexist with this Park and the idea of 

contemporary nature conservation principles. Local men and women, the 

government and Forest Department officials, the NGOs, trekkers and private 

citizens who believe in the rights of animals and plants living in safe haven, 

are all learning the idea of protecting GHNP and creating sustainability for 

rural communities that surround the Park. 
 

This word portrait of GHNP only offers the barest of glimpses into the 

Park: a place that always transcends words, photos, and videos. There are 

many natural environments that give us the opportunity of experiencing 

them directly or through media. Some are very special and it is for this 

reason that GHNP was given the unique honor, in 2014, of a UNESCO 

World Heritage Site (WHS) under ‘Criterion x, Outstanding Universal 

Value’: important and significant natural habitats for conservation and 

biological diversity.  
Many people will never have the chance to visit GHNP or any of the 

over 200 natural World Heritage Sites, yet knowing they are here, that they 

are protected, comforts and benefits us all. They are supremely valued in a 

world where the Arctic and Antarctic ice caps and their sea ice are shrinking, 

where glaciers worldwide are melting; where rainforests in Africa and South 

America are vanishing, and ocean life is disappearing, all at accelerating 

rates. The Western Himalayan landscape, too, is part of this loss of the Wild, 

being irretrievably altered by human development and expansion. No virtual 

or augmented reality digital headset will ever capture the throbbing vitality 

and energetic mysteries of rapidly diminishing Nature in places like GHNP. 

 

A Brief GHNP Overview  
GHNP is part of a boundary between four important ecological zones 

ranging from lowland Indian plains to the high Tibetan plateau. The 

complex Park geography has large variations in altitude that encompass an 



6 | Wild Treasures 

 

enormous range of species in a relatively small area. GHNP is home to rare 

and endangered birds (e.g., Western Tragopan, Cheer Pheasant) and animals 

(e.g., snow leopard, Himalayan musk deer, Himalayan black bear, 

Himalayan tahr, blue sheep and serow). GHNP also has over 250 ethno-

botanically important plant species, of which 60 are of medicinal value and 

25 are endangered IUCN Red data species. This remarkable biodiversity 

spans the subtropical, the south-east Asian forest, and the Siberian and Asian 

steppes. The wide variety of ecological habitats from lower valleys to high 

peaks, the transition zones, and the lack of motorable roads or well-

developed visitor trekking routes, all present a rich and complex 

environment to experience, protect and sustain. 
 

Another important aspect of GHNP biodiversity is the geographical 

relationship between the Park and other contiguous protected areas and 

national parks. These combined and different ecological habitats support a 

full range of Western Himalayan biodiversity totaling 2,850 sq. km. They 

connect havens of biodiversity and help ensure secure migration routes, 

essential for the survival of many animals. These are all part of the greater 

GHNP Conservation Area, or GHNPCA, described in the UNESCO World 

Heritage Site Inscription. 
 

In this narrative I share my personal impressions of 17 years of 

environmental, artistic, and spiritual involvement with the Great Himalayan 

National Park. 

 

A GHNP Journey  
It was kismet (fate) meeting GHNP’s first director, Sanjeeva Pandey, in 

March 2000. I was requesting a short trip into GHNP and he suggested the 

Ecozone area (near the Park where villagers live) and spending the night at 

Khirghanga, in the Parvati River Valley. With a Park guide I spent three 

days hiking and bathing in the warm waters of Khirghanga’s thermal hot 

springs. Now it is a kitch-pitch (messy,noisy) place of too many tourists, 

dhabas, and guest houses. In 2000, there was only one guest-house and a 

small ashram for spiritual seekers and pujaris/priests who fed visitors simple 

dal chawal (lentils and rice). When I returned, Sanjeeva invited me to join 

him for more extensive exploration in the fall. As an avid trekker, I needed 

no persuasion 
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nor did my college-friend, Arny Lippin from New York. We returned 

in October 2000 and trekked in the Sainj, Tirthan and Jiwanal Valleys 

as well as through a few villages in the GHNP Ecozone, an area of 

254 sq. km., where villagers live surrounded by GHNP. Though I had 

trekked in the Nepal Himalayas and extensively in California and the 

American Southwest’s National Parks, I did not expect the diverse 

beauty of GHNP and its almost pristine quality at higher elevations.  
It was an amazing opportunity to hike on rough paths through extensive 

areas never touched by tourism. I fell in love with the Park and the people 

and offered my assistance and skills to Sanjeeva and two subsequent GHNP 

directors (Harsh Mitter and Ajay Srivastav). Now, having trekked over 1,700 

km. in the Park and many hundreds more in the surrounding Seraj Valley, I 

am extremely grateful in those years, from age 55-70, to have experienced 

one of the greatest, sustained experiences with Prithvi Maa. To have trekked 

to all the sources of the Park’s four main rivers (Sainj, Tirthan, Parvati, and 

Jiwanal) constantly fill my memories with GHNP’s high elevation and 

pristine landscape. 
 

In 2000, after closing down my two companies, I was ready for a more 

profound experience of nature. My wife and writer, Kamla K. Kapur, also 

wanted to return to India and be with family for extended periods. GHNP 

became a portal for reinventing myself in India, by offering my 

environmental science training and media/communication skills pro bono to 

the Park. New avenues opened up, not only in supporting the recently 

opened Park with my skills and contacts, but especially in getting involved 

with community development issues and helping to introduce sustainable 

livelihoods. The October trek with Arny was the very first training of village 

men in the basic skills and responsibilities of ecotourism working with a 

local NGO associated with the Park. There were many complex issues to 

address including controversies as some Ecozone villagers were not happy 

because they were excluded from the Park (e.g., pastoral animal grazing, 

collecting wood and other resources, hunting animals and birds). A 

Protected Area, particularly a National Park, is considered inviolate for 

wildlife, and activities within it are prohibited as per law. The documentary 

film I wrote and co-directed, Voices & Choices in GHNP in 2005, explores 

some of these controversies. 
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In that first trekking year, Sanjeeva and I also founded Friends of GHNP 

(FoGHNP), an informal group of Indian and foreign volunteers, to help 

create awareness, describe and promote the Park. With Arny’s help we 

developed the content for the Park’s first website along with Jefree 

Anderson and Noor Bar working on the technical and design elements. The 

site, www. greathimalayannationalpark.com. was launched in 2001 at the 

beginning of the digital Internet revolution. 

 

Trekking: A Glimpse into the Heart  
Trekking to the origins/sources of each of the four major GHNP rivers is a 

momentous experience of the Wild, each valley having its own unique 

topography, along with flora and fauna that mark the arduous trek to its 

origins — be it encountering large herds of blue sheep on the snow/ice rim 

below Tirth; experiencing the first expansive view of the glacial lake with 

braided milky white waters at Mantalai where the Parvati River begins; 

sitting on the emerald grassy hills above Sartoo Lake at the headwaters of 

the Jiwanal, or camping at Parkachi Thach in flower-filled meadows before 

the daylong ascent to Rakti Sar and its foreboding vertical ridges, where the 

Sainj River originates. 

 

From my Journal Notes, Trekking to Tirath  
It is late May 2005 and there is still plenty of snow on the mid-range and high 

peaks in the Great Himalayan National Park. The Tirthan river is rumbling 

right below us, cascading over large boulders in streams of silvery water. We’re 

sitting at the Rolla camping site, a 10 km. trek (from 1,500 m. to 2,100 m.) into 

the park from the trailhead at the village of Gushaini. Though our trek was only 

planned as far as Nada Thatch, another 12 km. up from Rolla, we all 

impetuously agree that we should head to Tirath, the source of the Tirthan river. 
 

After an exhausting, steep 12 km. hike, we arrive at Nada (up from 

2,100 m. to 3,300 m.), where a small forest hut serves as a camping 

site. A beautiful, verdant alpine meadow is before us, filled with wild 

flowers splashing yellow, blue, and red in all directions. But there’s 

no time to rest if we’re going to make it to Tirath in a day.  
At dusk we reach our campsite at Majhoni (3,800 m.). Our local eco-

tourism team quickly sets up our camp in the small green meadow, beating 

down the tall grasses and shrubs for a level site. We have been trekking for  
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11 hours and are all exhausted from the steep climb up the difficult trail. 

Everyone is too tired for dinner. 

The next morning, we stagger out of our tents, have chai and biscuits, fill 

our daypacks with lunch and start the ascent, crossing a huge bowl of white 

snow and ice with mountain ridges on each side of us. One slip could be very 

dangerous as the Tirthan continues rolling below us, at times vanishing 

beneath the snow and ice. Numerous hidden crevasses could easily swallow 

one of our group. Our team is delicately spread out along the white 

snowfield like dark beads in a strand. 
 

In the distance, small dark forms move up the mountain slopes. Taking 

out binoculars, I count 70 blue sheep…the largest group of mammals I’ve 

seen in years of trekking in the Park. I call out to Sanjeeva and his team 

quickly arrives and begins videotaping this herd. We are all quite happy to 

see this abundance of wildlife. It is a good sign that GHNP is providing a 

safe habitat for a species that once was hunted for its meat and fur coat. 
 

Then, suddenly, dark, grey stratocumulus clouds start gathering overhead 

and we realise that we must return to Majhoni before the next snow falls. 

Tirath, the source, is bubbling under the blanket of winter snow and ice; 

waiting to thaw and for us to return, on another trek, to this holy place, high 

in the majestic mountains. 

 

Volunteer Efforts & The Ecozone  
One issue of the Park’s original creation was conflict with some of the 

villagers in the Ecozone — an area of 264 sq. km. surrounding the Park 

with (currently 16,000 inhabitants). Some were unhappy at being 

forever excluded from using the rich natural resources of the Park, 

which was necessary to begin the process of restoration and 

conservation. The loss of these resources for both, daily living needs 

(firewood, wild animal meat, pasture for livestock, etc.) and valuable 

income (medicinal herbs, wild gucchii mushrooms, lichens, monal 

feathers, etc.) was keenly felt by the villagers. The primary goal to 

protect the Park’s unique biodiversity could not be accomplished 

without local support. The process of GHNP conservation and  
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preservation had to address these issues. In 2000, a newly created local 

NGO set up microcredit financing through Women’s Saving and Credit 

Groups and Self Help Groups, as women were the poorest of the poor. 

The Park administration began training and launching job creation schemes 

such 

as forest plantation, herb cultivation, compost/vermicompost and 

other product development. The NGO helped women develop local 

products for the market including apricot seed oil, fruit jams, and 

organic dried foodstuffs. Such efforts continue along with small local 

businesses that promote tourism, travel as well as local produce.  
Over time many of these efforts have shown a positive impact on the 

Park’s environmental goals. Though accurate and on-going records are 

limited, the earlier levels of poaching and illegal resource exploitation have 

diminished, though it sporadically persists. Western Tragopan populations 

have more than doubled in the past decade. Other important GHNP 

endangered birds such as the Koklass and Himalayan Monal also showed 

significant population increases from earlier surveys. In December 2017, a 

camera trap photographed the first snow leopard in the lower elevations of 

the Park (2,700 m), adding to the encouraging evidence of the Park’s role in 

protecting vulnerable species. 

 

My Himachal  
Living seasonally near the Park exposed me to the serious hardships that 

many poor villagers experienced within the general region. It was obvious 

how difficult it was for them to be concerned about protecting the Park when 

getting enough to eat, having sufficient firewood to cook and stay warm, and 

dealing with a pervasive lack of health care were their immediate and crucial 

concerns. Talking to locals about health care, which I discovered was not 

readily available with the exception of a more distant government hospital in 

Banjar and a small surgery clinic in Jibhi, open two weekends a month, 

operated by Lady Willington Hospital run by Dr. Shelia and George 

Varghese. In order to reach out to the villagers, we started the Kullu Health 

Mela (festival) programme in 2005. In 2006, working with Himachali 

residents living in the USA, we set up ‘My Himachal’ (a US non-profit/ 

NGO) to work on rural HP concerns. From 2006-2012 ‘My Himachal’ 

focused on child health care, education, student scholarships, and job 

creation projects. Foreign doctors and nurses volunteered to continue the  
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annual health melas. Thousands of children were given medical, dental and 

eye examinations, immunisation against childhood diseases, deworming, and 

vitamin supplements. Local women were also trained as nutritional and 

health workers for their villages providing on-going monitoring and hospital 

referrals. 

Looking Forward: Some Issues & Hopes 

 

Tourism & Carrying Capacity  
Human pressures on the natural ecosystems of the Western Himalayas are 

increasing with GHNP providing both, an environmental sanctuary and 

magnet drawing additional human pressures. Continued research efforts and 

management strategies are needed for the communities around GHNP. 

Fortunately, there are currently no motorable roads into or near the Park and 

it takes 3-4 hours of hiking to enter Park boundaries. But smaller link roads 

are being developed in the Ecozone that may make it easier for more visitors 

to enter the Park. As a protected and vulnerable region, it is essential to know 

the Park’s tourist/trekking carrying capacity along with identifying trails and 

camping areas that will be able to sustain increase in visitors and those 

delicate terrains that cannot. 

 
Climate Change  
A looming issue for the Park (and for the planet) is the onset of global 

warming with all the concomitant impacts for its biodiversity and its 

need for climate risk management. As temperatures rise, shifts will 

occur in habitat ranges for many organisms. Large and small animals 

from lower elevations may gradually move to higher ones that were 

once colder but whose temperatures can now be tolerated. Issues 

between new species migrating into the Park and long-established 

resident ones will create competition with potentially far- ranging 

consequences for the Park’s interconnected food webs. Invading low 

elevation insects, pests, and disease vectors may disrupt existing 

ecological balances with potentially dire results for flora, fauna, and 

humans. Critical ecological trigger points may develop shifting the 

balance of existing relationships with rapid, unknown, and 

reverberating disruptive consequences. 
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Altered weather patterns along with changing seasonal monsoon regularity 

are another large environmental unknowns. Glacial extent and retreat are 

intimately tied to the region’s future, as well as downstream human 

populations so dependent on the upper Himalaya for water. The increased 

intensity and variability of storms accompanying global warming may not be 

easily predictable but could seriously disturb existing GHNP ecologies. 

GHNP World Heritage Site (WHS) inscription also requires that other 

potential human impacts be monitored, managed and minimised. These 

include ensuring: (1) no hydro-electric dam projects come up in the Ecozone 

(i.e., continuing the HP 2006 court ban preventing their development), (2) 

Park carrying capacity is not overwhelmed by growing tourism resulting 

from increased national and international publicity, (3) no motorable roads 

come near the Park boundaries, and (4) Ecozone/Kullu Valley lifestyle, 

religious values, and traditional architecture are all preserved for their 

unique cultural attributes. 

Another important and essential aspect of GHNP World Heritage 

Inscription is that it will encompass a wider well-integrated conservation 

area with greater value than just the Park’s current 754 sq. km. and the 

Ecozone’s 256 sq. km. Defined as the Great Himalayan National Park 

Conservation Area (GHNPCA), these adjacent areas include Sainj and 

Tirthan Wildlife Sanctuaries, Khirganga National Park, Pin Valley National 

Park, Rupi Bhabha Wildlife Sanctuary, and Kanwar Wildlife Sanctuary. All 

these regions combined will eventually add a total contiguous protected area 

of 2,854 sq. km. The GHNPCA will link different Western Himalaya 

ecological regions, provide corridors for animal movement, and be the 

largest protected WHS in the Western Himalayas. 
 

Starting from the Park’s initial concept and origins (1980s), many 

individuals have worked diligently over the past decades to help create and 

sustain the Park. The role of local villagers helping to conserve and protect 

GHNP, even with issues over resource exploitation, has been an integral and 

essential part of the Park’s viability. It must not be forgotten that the 

environmental protection of GHNP comes at a cost for local villagers. They 

have given up necessary survival resources for the continued existence of the 

Park. The dilemma of the poor being excluded from a region created for 

nature conservation requires on-going sensitivity for all the stakeholders. As 

my late mother-in-law, Laj Bedi Kapur, so wisely said: We humans must 

speak for the animals and plants who have no tongue. 
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The Great Himalayan National Park is a testament to the 

collective efforts and vision of a broad spectrum of Indian society 

to conserve a wondrous environmental region for countless 

generations to come. This dedication is reflected by the slogans 

of the Park: 
 

◆ Protect Nature ◆ Conserve Nature ◆ Preserve Nature ◆ Celebrate 

Nature 
 

May they long continue!  
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