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Rustic retreat

A village walk tour through Almors district took Suktara Ghosh desp into the heart of an unspoilt region
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crwrar or inTeamaTIonAs wonsaw axy i The Sun sets over Kumaon; Pic by Suktara Ghosh 'F

I'd been aware of a steady wheezing socund for some time and was wondering where it was GETAwAY
coming from. And it was with a bit of a shodk that | realised that | was its source. H

That's lesson cne: book yourself on a rigorous workout schedule at least 8 month before you go HAKE lT
{for a ‘wal¥ in the mountains. Mot surprisingly, mountain tradks go either in a lung-bursting uphill

i direction. Or they head downhill — and that's just as bad. As | discovered, pine leaves can be
ver_v slippery. SPEC'AL

| was on an exclusive village walk with Itmenaan Lodges that would take me to tweo villages in
i Uttarskhand’s Almora district. Surcunded by the Manda Devi range, nature is still luscicusly
! bountiful in this largely untouched section of Kumacon.

It was 8 four-and-a-half hour drive from Kathgodam station — and sbout 8 20-minute walk from
Ethe main road — to Thikalna village, where I'd be staying the first night. The homestay is
t powered by solar lamps and is fairly basic. But | had ne cemplaints — it was pretty comfortable.
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After dropping my luggage and drinking 3 very welcome cup of tes, we set off to explore the
surrownding area. This part of the world is a birder's paradiss. Dipani, an ecologist who
sccompanied me on the trip, pointed out several species 3= we hiked through a forest of
rhododendrons, oaks and chir pines. There were the oriental turtle dove, resefinch, Himalayan
woodpeckar and more. These forests are also home to leopards, called bagh by the locals. We !
were told they often cresp into villages to hunt dogs or gosts — and sometimes 2ven men! :

Ouwr walk took 3 few hours and when we returned to Thikslna, | was definitehy ready to put my
fest up.

The macague-infested Jageshwar temple complex topped our exploration itinerany the next
day. It's an antigue marvel, built between the seventh and the 18th century. Mads up of 125
structures, it's boated desp within 3 forest of tall firs. The main shrine is dedicated to Lord
Shiva, believed to be one of the jpotifingas. There are other shrines dedicated to deities like
Parvati and Surya. Just 3 short distance away is 3 hohy ground where the mountain people
come to cremate their dead.

After Thikalna, it was on to another village, Ganghet, 12km away by rosd. Most houses in :
Kumaon are painted white and blue and the ones in Ganghet were no exception. The homestay
hers is 3 pretty nook suroundsd by terraced figlds, which lay fallow, post harvest. In the :
afternoon, we explored the forests to discover wild flowsrs in brilliant hues, and of course,

meore birds.

The next day, we drove to [tmenaan Estate. The guaint 100-y=ar-old stone building has besn
restored and has thres en suite rooms with an organic garden, where much of the kitchen :
supphy comes from. Expect garden-fresh salads, fruits and even walnut pastries on the menu
and don't miss the rhododandron juice. By the way, ganjz {y=s, cannabis) chutney or even
soup is 3 delicacy in Kumsaon, but it lacks its mind-sltering qualities when served this way. | :
was hoping to try it out but sadhy, a pack of rats beat me to it. Apparenthy, they like ganfa too! :

The next day, Dipani and | s2t out for Maugaon, 3 nearby village, guided by Udsy Singhji, &

genizl elderhy staffer at the resort. The women were threshing wheat feverishhy when we :
arrived — anxious to beat the steadily gathering rain clowds. We were soon comfortably settled !
in Singh's house. Mot onhy the famiby but slso the neighbowrs dropped in to chat. :

To a city-dweller, the light-=yed men and beautiful women of these villages appear almost

impessibly innocant. Thay welcoms complete strangers into thair homes, ready to share their
stories — and meals — with 3 heartfelt generosity. Every family made us feel welcome a5 we !
toured the wvillage. :

It began raining on our way back. But we took shelter in Chalnichhing, a nearby market. A
steaming plate of Maggi may not gualify a5 haute cuisine but it is not to be disdained in such
moments.

The weather turned colder. As we huddled around the bonfire that evening, jagged streaks of
lightning lit up the inky sky. But as it is often in hilhy areas, the storm cleared wp within the
heoiar.

We'd dined early and | stood alone on the balcony for 3 while before retiring to my room. The
stars were out — sparkiing in the clear mowntsin air. | recognised Venus and the Great Baar.
Then, there was 3 power cut and the villages sround plunged into darkness. The resort had
back-up powsr though. A night bird called and an answering call came from a distant hill. | felt
just happy to be thers,

TRAVEL TALK

Getting there: From Kathgodam, the nearest railhesd, Thikaling is 3 4.5 howrs” drive away, while
Chalnichhina is a 3.5-hours” drive. :

Staying there: The stay at [tmenaan Estate costs Rs 10,000 per night for a couple. It includes
all mesls, beverages and guided walks. The Village Walk goss up to Ris 10,000 per person per
night on 3 twin-sharing basis and includes scoommodation, sll meals, pick-up' drop from
Kathgodam, surface transport and an English-zpeaking guide.

Call 51-11-2612 2505 or go to waw.itmenaaniodges. com.
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