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A pilgrimage teaches us to fo-
cus on the immediate rather than 
worry about how far or difficult 
the goal is. We learnt it with ev-
ery step as we climbed the rocky 
terrains, our eyes riveted on the 
path and our souls cherishing 
each moment that was taking 
us closer to Lake Mansarovar 
(said to have been created in 
the mind of Brahma, creator of 
the world) and Mount Kailash, 
the abode of Lord Shiva and his 
consort Parvati. Mountains call 
for adventure and pose risks and 
this pilgrimage was no excep-
tion. But each testing moment 
made us more aware of our inner 
strength, endurance and patience.

With Om Namah Shivaye con-
stantly on our lips, we reached 
out to all of Shiva’s creation 
with benevolence and love. The 
pilgrimage was a great lesson in 
teamwork and team spirit. It also 
brought out some of the rare and 
beautiful human qualities in us, 
perhaps because the energy of 
this scared region touched even 
the grossest parts of our beings 
and cleansed us. Mt Kailash, 
like Bethlehem, is one of the 
rare sites for the intermingling 
of religions, namely Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Jainism and Tibetan 
Bonpas. The conical peak has 
such a captivating aura that it 
seems almost spiritual in nature. 
For the Shaivites, Mt Kailash is 
regarded as Meru, the spiritual 
center of the universe, or where 
the heavens are located. For 
the Jains, their first Tirthankar 
(prophet) Rishabdev achieved 
enlightenment here. 

Buddhists recognize it as the 
manifestation of Meru, the navel 
of the world. In the Bon reli-
gion, practiced in Tibet, it is the 
site where its founder Shanrab is 
said to have descended from 

The most sacred pilgrimage in the world

By Kanchana Karthikeyan

A pilgrimage to Kailash-Mansarovar, one of the most sacred pilgrim destinations in the world, is an inspiring 
journey where the rugged mountain peaks fill you with awe and unfold the joy of your soul

heaven. From the slopes of this 
mountain, which is the source 
for four of South Asia’s major 
rivers, Brahmaputra, Sutlej, In-
dus and Karnali (one of the trib-
utaries of Ganga), streams fall 
to form Lake Mansarovar, where 
a ritual bath can deliver the pil-
grim to Lord Brahma’s world. It 
forms the highest body of fresh 
water in the world.

A pilgrimage to Kailash Mansa-
rovar is indeed arduous. When 
we set out in the early hours on 
the first day from New Delhi for 
this sacred land, it was a long-
cherished dream coming true for 
most of us. After all, it was the 
ultimate pilgrimage. 

Visiting Kailash-Mansarovar 
was one desire of Jawaharlal 
Nehru, the first Indian Prime 
Minister, which remained un-
fulfilled in his lifetime. This 
prompted my father, D.R. 
Karthikeyan, former CBI chief, 
to undertake the pilgrimage. I 
accompanied him. We made our 
first halt at Almora, the pictur-
esque district town in Kumaon 
hills. The next morning, we left 
by bus for Dharchula, on the bor-
der of India and Nepal. The river 
Kali runs through it. A hanging 
bridge over the river is perhaps 
the only link between the two 
countries. That night, we were 
briefed about the hazards in store 
for us, yet we looked ahead with 
a quiet confidence and prayer on 
our lips. On the third day, after 
an hour’s journey by bus. We 
reached Tawaghat, from where 
we would start the trek to our 
destination.

The trek moves uphill and we 
climbed and rested alternately. 
Next day, we reached Sirka via 
an ashram established by Swami 
Narayana from Karnataka for the 
uplift of the Bhotia tribe. On the 
fifth day, we reached Rungling

Top which is about 10,000 ft 
above sea level. It is named af-
ter Captain Rungling who, upon 
reaching the summit of this hill, 
felt so tired, lonely and deject-
ed, that he shot himself dead. 
We wondered why he took his 
life after having reached a spot 
as majestic as this. From here, 
a sharp descent starts. Reaching 
Malpa, the next halt, involved 
negotiating 4,444 stony, uneven 
steps that descended sharply. 
The path was slippery but the 
strain was soon forgotten when 
we saw some of the most fas-
cinating and picturesque water-
falls on our way. 

We even waded through some 
of these which was a unique and 
comforting experience. From 
Malpa, it was an enjoyable 
stretch to Budhi, a quaint, little 
place, and we had time and en-
ergy to appreciate the beauty of 
the dancing river Kali that had 
been our constant companion all 
this way. We passed through and 
proceeded to Kalapani

we set out at two in the morning 
for the 5-km stretch. Taklakot 
was the first village in Chinese 
Tibet where we halted. We stayed 
that night at what was termed 
the best hotel in town but it had 
no plumbing. Tough, friendly 
and ruddy people, the Tibetans 
manage to have a good time de-
spite their poverty. They are also 
intensely religious, and perform 
the most strenuous sashtanga 
danda pradakshina (circumam-
bulation while crawling) of Mt 
Kailash in a month’s time and 
that of Lake Mansarovar in less 
than a month  regularly. The rich 
even hire volunteers to do the 
circuit for them.

A trek around Mt Kailash is 
less difficult. While the Indian 
pilgrims generally complete its 
parikrama in three days, some 
hardy Tibetans can do the same 
in a day. Completing one pari-
krama is said to purify all the 
sins of a lifetime. After a day’s 
rest at Taklakot, we traveled by 
bus to Rakshas Tal where we got 
our first glimpse of the majes-
tic 22,028 ft. high Mt Kailash. 
Rakshas Tal is the lake where 
Ravana is said to have done 
penance to invoke Lord Shiva. 
Locals say that the water from 
this lake should never be drunk. 
From here, we went to Tarchen, 
a small, wind-blown settlement 
at the base of Mt Kailash. At this 
point, we formed two groups. 
One group did the 52 km pari-
krama of Mt Kailash while the 
other went to Houre for the 75 
km long parikrama of Mansar-
ovar. Since each circuit is com-
pleted in three days, both the 
groups switch to complete the 
whole program.

This becomes necessary because 
the very basic accommodation 
in mud structures is for a lim-
ited number of pilgrims. From 
Tarchen, the trek is smooth and 
the view of Mt Kailash enchant-
ing. At Direbu camp, we got the 
closest view of the peak, espe-
cially its southern “Sapphire” 
face, which is also known as 
“Stairway to Heaven”, because 
it is marked by a cleft. Legend 
has it that since this is Shiva’s 
throne, the long strands of his

matted hair flow about him. 
River Ganga is said to emanate 
from one of these strands. From 
Direbu, we proceeded to Zong-
zerbu via Drolma Pass.

This day of the journey was sig-
nificant because we performed 
puja at Drolma Pass (20,000 ft), 
and saw Gaurikund (19,000 ft.). 
Drolma is the Tibetan name for 
Taradevi, Lord Shiva’s mother.

Gaurikund is the lake where 
goddess Parvati is said to have 
bathed and done penance for 
50 years to win the heart of 
Lord Shiva. The next day, we 
switched camps to start the next 
leg of the parikrama. The walk 
round the 330 sq km Lake Man-
sarovar begins at Houre. This is 
a long and often tiring journey, 
the harder part being that the 
pilgrims carry their own provi-
sions for cooking. Our only re-
lief was the view of the placid, 
blue waters of the lake.

The second day of the parikrama 
from Chugu on the right bank 
of Mansarovar also gave us a 
fascinating view of Mt Kailash. 
When we reached Mansarovar, 
we stepped into the cool water 
of the oval lake for a ritual bath 
and prayer. It was almost like 
homecoming, as though after the 
long and arduous journey, we 
had finally reached the abode of 
peace. Next, we made our way 
back on the same route. We felt 
uplifted. An ethereal joy seemed 
to have permeated our beings. 
However, great joy is rarely 
without some pain. A twinge 
of sorrow was soon upon us; it 
was time to leave. But even as 
we turned away from the sub-
lime snow-capped peaks and 
the sparkling waters of the lake, 
we walked down with the feel-
ing that we had visited a differ-
ent realm, that even if for a split 
second, we had actually wit-
nessed eternity. And the grace of 
the Lord had seeped into our be-
ings, never to be forgotten.
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where a lovely tem-
ple of Ma Kali and 
Lord Shiva is built. 
River Kali is said to 
have originated from 
below this temple. 
Navidang, the next 
halt, is the last camp 
on the Indian side. 
Pilgrims here make 
preparations for what 
can be one of the most 
difficult stretches of 
the journey, through 
Lipu Lekh Pass into 
China where a 2,000 
ft steep rise has to be 
negotiated in perhaps 
the most treacherous 
weather conditions.

Equipped with torch-
es and warm cloth-
ing, and prepared for 
the rain and snow,

Mt Kailash

Lake Mansarovar



Mughlai dishes, as the name suggests, originate from the
Mughals rule in India. The dishes are suitable for festivity and
special occasions. The dishes are known for their richness.
The recipes use a variety of spices, dried fruit and various
nuts. The dishes are usually based around meat and chicken
but a little thought can be used to apply the same principles to
vegetarian dishes by substituting meat/chicken with vegeta-
bles/cheese/tofu, etc. Mughlai style food is rich in fat, carbo-
hydrates and proteins but above all in taste!

PANEER TIKKA
Ingredients
250 gm  Paneer (cottage cheese) cut in squares

Make a paste
4 tbsp natural yoghurt
2 tbsp of ginger-
garlic paste
½ tsp cumin seeds
½ tsp salt, turmeric, chili powder to taste
1 tsp lemon juice
2 tsp besan

Method
Rub this paste over the paneer pieces. Cover and keep aside
for 20 minutes. At serving time grill the paneer on both sides.
Serve with onion rings and chopped mint.

MUGHLAI MATAR
Ingredients
200 gm  Peas [ fried in oil ]
2 onions- sliced finely
3 tbsp Magaz or pumpkin seed kernels
1 tbsp. poppy seeds [  khus  khus ]
2   tomatoes chopped
½ tsp each of cumin seeds, red chili pod., garam masala
¼ tsp mango powder
1 tsp salt
1 inch piece chopped ginger
2 tbsp tomato paste

Method
Deep fry sliced onions to a golden brown color. Remove from
oil and grind the fried onions to a paste. Keep aside. Soak
magaz and poppy seeds together in 3 tbsp of water for 15 min-
utes. Grind to a fine paste.
Heat 3 tabs oil, add cumin seeds. When it splutters, add red
chili powder and onion paste. When brown, add ginger and
tomato paste. Cook for 4-5 minutes on low flame till oil sepa-
rates. Add magaz paste, salt, garam masala and mango pow-
der. Stir for 2 minutes. Garnish with  coriander.

VEGETABLE AKBARI
Ingredients
2 onions – cut into rings
12 french  beans cut into small pieces
2 small carrots in cubes
1 green capsicum sliced
1 5 cashew nuts
½ cup peas
20 sultanas
3 tbsp cream
½ tsp crushed pepper corns
salt and chili  powder to taste
4 tbsp almond meals

Method
Heat 3 tbsp oil. Add onion rings and cook till brown. Reduce
flame. Add  cashew nuts. Stir fry for 2-3 minutes. Add beans
and carrots, cover and cook till vegetables are done. Add peas
and capsicum. Cook uncovered for 3-4 minutes on low flame.
Add salt, chili  powder, sultanas, almonds, stir for 2 minutes
Last add cream and crushed pepper corns, mix, remove from
fire and serve hot.

ROOMALI ROTI
Ingredients
1 cup plain flour
1 cup atta flour
2 tbsp oil
½ tsp salt
Paste---2tbsp ghee and 2 tbsp plain flour

Method
Mix the flours, oil and salt with a little water to make slightly
stiff dough. Keep aside covered for 45 minutes. Then make 2
lemon sized balls of the dough. Roll out 1 ball to the size of a
poori, spread the paste and keep aside. Roll the 2 balls to the
same size and place on the first one, then roll out together to a
large thin roti,  using a little dry flour. Heat tawa on a low heat
and cook this roti  on both sides very quickly, do not overcook
or let the roti turn brown. Remove from fire and immediately
separate the 2 roties stuck by the paste.
Fold each roti into a triangle and keep soft in a casserole.

LAZEEZ KULCHE
Ingredients
300 gms plain flour
¼ tsp yeast
¼ tsp baking powder
1 cup warm milk
1tsp salt
1tsp sugar
2 tsp  oil
1 tbsp yoghurt

Filling
2 onions finely chopped
¼ cup each chopped coriander leaves and mint leaves
¾ tsp ajwain seeds
½ tsp salt
½ tsp red chili   powder

Method
Dissolve yeast in 2 tbsp of warm water. Sift plain flour add
sugar and salt. Put yoghurt in the center of the flour and sprin-
kle baking powder on it. Leave for a few second till it starts
bubbling. Add oil, yeast mixture. Knead with warm milk  to a
dough. Keep in a warm place for 3 hours. The dough swells.
Knead   it again. Keep aside.
Make balls, roll out and add little filling, press gently with the
rolling pin. Cook it on non stick pan and in the grill till brown
spots appear. Serve hot.

ZAFRANI BIRYANI
Ingredients
1 cup basmati rice
3 bay leaves
4 green cardamoms
3 cloves
Salt to taste
2 tbsp Desi ghee
juice of ½ lemon
7 cups water

Vegetables:
1/2 cup boiled peas
10 French beans tiny cubes
2 carrots cut tiny cubes
½ tsp ginger paste
¾ tsp salt
½ each garm masala and red Chili powder
3 tbsp yoghurt
2tbs ghee

Method
Clean, wash and boil the rice in a pan. Add green cardamoms,
bay leaves, cloves, ghee, salt and lemon juice till rice is cooked.
Strain the rice. Keep aside heat ghee, add beans and carrots. Cook
till done, add peas, garam masala, salt, red chili powder, ginger
paste and yoghurt. Keep aside.
Deep fry 4 onions sliced to a golden fry. Soak few strands of saf-
fron in1/2 cup warm milk. To assemble the biryani, grease an oven
proof dish and put in half of the rice. Spread evenly.
Spread half of the cooked vegetables over the rice, a layer of fried
onions.
Second layer same as the first one: rice, vegetables and fried
onions. Sprinkle saffron with milk over the onions. Garnish with
fried  cashew nuts. Before serving, keep in oven at 180 degrees
centigrade for 10 minutes.
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Paneer Tikka Zafrani Biryani
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