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WINTER TREK

White Out

The Chopta-Tungnath-Chandrashila route in winter is different from
the easy, crowded hike it is in summer. Fresh mountain air, touch of
snow, and a long and often lonely trail makes this a truly riveting trek.
Words SUPRIYA SEHGAL
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(Left) Deoria Tal offers variety to the Chopta-Tungnath-Chandrashila trek. You can

T

he Chopta-Tungnath-Chandrashila trek
in Uttarakhand’s Himalayan region is no
appalling challenge in the summer. In
fact, for a seasoned mountain goat, it is at
best an easy hike. The blazing sun keeps
your joints well-oiled and the rolling green
meadows double as stunning scenery and cheerful company.
Maggi and chai breaks are accompanied with a sunny patch
to thaw and a chat with the shanty owners along the wellpaved trail. You have to make way for queues of positively
harangued ponies, weighed down by burly tourists. But
one cannot ignore the ironic happy jingle of their bells—a
background score that echoes in the underlying valleys.
More so, the promise of seeing the Himalayan peaks spread
over 180 degrees from Chandrashila allays the rigour to a
large extent. But in the winter, the scene is starkly different.
Time stands still through the course of five kilometres
from the base of Chopta to the Chandrashila peak. No
clanking of pony bells follows you. No one hollers a namaste
from the shanties. It’s eerily quiet. A Narnia-esque detached
intrigue hangs heavy through the path. But the enigma is
unmatchable. As much as 10 feet of snow greets trekkers
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during the winter months (September-December), but
nothing that cannot be negotiated with the help of trained
guides. The sun glistens on the bright white surroundings
and snow-draped grey treetops (mostly oaks and
rhododendrons) peer out in patches. The scene is nothing
but surreal. And even though it seems that you might be
a lone explorer, you are bound to bump into a big, hairy
Bhutia dog, who will graciously accompany you till the peak.
I had the luck of finding just the right company to do
this trek. A Bhutia dog was certainly in the mix. With extra
motivation on a particularly snowed-out December morning,
I hopped out of the car that I had taken from my base at
Himalayan Eco Lodge in Kund (56 km from the base village
of Chopta).
Geographically, Kund lies in the north-east region of
Uttarakhand, en route Kedarnath. One of the more veritable
bases in the valley for the temple town, it is a central spot to
explore both the road upto Sonprayag (after this the villages
are devastated and unreachable after the 2013 floods)
and the lower Chopta region. Also, this is comparatively
unexplored by tourists, offering a twist to the holiday. Even
though I had done the same trek alone in summer, guidance

go for the trek which is comparatively easy and then camp by the lake at night; (right) The trek from Chopta to Chandrashila is easy during summer, but winter packs a punch

from friends at Great Indian Outdoors was essential at this
time of the year; walking through 10 feet of snow, with
practically no trails, is another feat altogether. At the base
village of Chopta, some bright tents peeked from under
the snow, but the town was covered in deathly silence.
There was no testimony of the much-celebrated moniker
of ‘Mini Switzerland of Uttarakhand’ in this version of
Chopta. Switzerland would have been teeming with skiers
and packed lodges. Chopta, on the other hand, lay bare and
stripped of any activity.
We started the first leg of the trek from Chopta to
Tungnath Temple (four kilometres). A cluster of dhabas
makes for the base camp, from where a single paved path
wends its way upward. The initial incline doesn’t seem so
daunting. Fifty steps onto the path, a frozen trickle of water
was the only bonafide obstacle that I had to hop across.
Since I had managed to do this trek earlier in less than two
hours, naturally my confidence was brimming. But as we
started walking on the slippery snow, my trekking mettle
grew a few cracks. Digging your feet deeply and firmly
and then extracting a foot from the snowy pit and heaving
yourself up takes twice the time—the layered clothing

adding only more strife to the feat. And then if you see a
light-footed dog trot by you, the fortitude dwindles faster.
We trudged and trundled. One step at a time. Stopping for
a few breaths and a quick photograph—extracting my hand
from the gloves for a swift shutter motion. The incline of
this stretch is consistent—no dips offer a relief at any point
of time. Also, in the snow, you are better off climbing up
than straining your knees to make a firm foothold while
climbing down. In hindsight, I was certainly more confident
gathering ascent.
Slow and steady, with a few slips and saves, we made our
first stop at a shanty that I had spent an hour in during my
earlier trip. With shutters down and the door locked, it was
clear that the owner, Rawatji, had descended to the plains,
to Dehradun, to escape the winter. We took a break anyway,
sorely missing a hot cup of tea. The sun was bright and the
sides of the snowed path were melting to make a capillary
of water on the sides. Our hairy companion sniffed and
stopped for a swig of water often, giving us reason to take a
break as well. More photographs of the stacked hills below.
After another hour of trundling up, I could see the blank
snowscape injected with some commotion. The Tungnath
DECEMBER 2015

71

26/11/15 9:08 pm

A group of young
travellers take a break
below Tungnath Temple
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LEGEND OF
TUNGNATH TEMPLE
The legend goes that Vyas Rishi
suggested to the Pandavas that
they should seek pardon from Lord
Shiva for slaying their relatives, the
Kauravas. Shiva and his consort,
Parvati, live in the Himalaya. As
the Pandavas went in search of
the Lord, Shiva made himself
unavailable by taking the form of
a bull and went into hiding. He
was convinced that the Pandavas
were indeed guilty. The Pandavas
were unable to trace the Lord,
though Shiva (in the form of a bull’s
body parts) did reappear at five
different locations known as the
Panch Kedar. Here, the Pandavas
built Shiva temples, seeking his
pardon and blessings. Each one is
identified with a part of his body.
The one in Tungnath is identified as
the place where his bahu (hands)
were located.

NAVIGATOR
LEVEL Beginner
ROUTE Exit Delhi—Arrive at
Dehradun by overnight train and
drive up to Kund near Guptakashi
(195 km/six hours). Take the
Srinagar and Rudraprayag road
along NH58 and then turn left to
Agastmuni road on NH109 till you
reach Kund.
STAY Base yourself at Himalayan
Eco Lodge at Kund (56 km from
Chopta); www.gio.in; +91135
2760080; deluxe rooms/yurts
`3,000/2,300, breakfast included,
taxes additional.
GUIDES Seasoned trekkers with
equipment can do this without
local help, but it is recommended to
accompany experts who can chalk
out a path for you. Book with www.
gio.in or www.indiahikes.in
PACKING ESSENTIALS
• Layered clothing, including
thermal base layer
• Sunglasses with holding strings
• Woollen cap
• Comfortable trekking shoes
• Light day knapsack
• Gloves
• Sunscreen lotion
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The trek starts at a height of 8,790 ft at Chopta and passes by the 1,000-year-old Tungnath Temple and ends at an altitude of 13,100 ft at the Chandrashila peak

TOP TIP
Add Deoria Tal to the mix if you are planning on staying in the region for five days. This trek is relatively easier
and offers camping opportunity by the side of the Deoria Lake. Do this over a whole day and camp at the edge
of the lake at night.

Temple was close—a beguiling stretch, which took more
time than I thought. The last kilometre of the ChoptaTungnath trail is flanked by open, windy meadows. In the
summer, the greenery offers some variance in the scenery
but in winter it felt like walking on a large white sheet. The
flutter of activity was only a few priests ensuring that the
temple was still functioning in the winter.
Tungnath is the highest Shiva temple in the world and
is one of the five (and the highest) ‘Panch Kedar’ temples.
The age of the temple is pegged at over 1,000 years and
it even finds a place in Hindu mythology, associated with
the Pandavas. The shrine is suffused with spiritual energy.
But again, shivering at 12,073 ft in December, it is hard to
distinguish between the games played on your mind by the
ruthless cold or an actual divine affection.
It was the last leg of one kilometre up to the
Chandrashila trek that really tested my trekking prowess.
With no particular trail to follow, we just trudged up the hill
with the help of prior tracks created by the trekking team
from Great Indian Outdoors. I carefully followed each step
to place my foot exactly where the guide did, making full
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use of the hiking pole. The steep ascent was more difficult
to climb than the less inclined trail of four kilometres earlier.
It took us a whole hour and more to finally emerge at
the top, at 13,100 feet. An ethereal landscape unfolded
before us. Himalayan giants like the Bandarpoonch, Kedar,
Trishul and Chaukhamba peaks were bathed in white—as
were the rows of mountains that spread along them in a long
180-degree span in the distance. The startling panorama
of the serrated peaks redeemed the effort of every arduous
step taken. Glued to these vistas for over half an hour, I
almost forgot that I had company in the guide who had
possibly done this ample number of times and felt no aura
of enchanted refuge on top of this hill. Since the days are
shorter, I had to leave the peak in a little time to make
it to the base. With knees stiff in concentration to avert
slipping, we finally reached Chopta. It was early evening—
the perfect time to complete the trek in daylight. I wished
I could have stayed on the top slightly longer, but agreed
when the guide teased me that it was just enough for the
scene to be etched in my mind forever and keep tempting
me to return another time.
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