3.2.1 Day thirteen — Tsorim to Danji

Today was my birthday! And what a treat to celebrate my 19" birthday at 5340m and
to snow (See Plate 90)!

To start my day I decided to create a snow ball fight with Martin and Sonam which
was a great laugh. Ann and Koenraad gave me a lovely Belgian chocolate to start of
my day which for poor Martin was a bad idea as I had an amazing sugar rush that
prolonged my snow ball fighting.

Unfortunately not all was good news as Paul and Noeleen where suffering at this
point with serious altitude sickness — Paul being very ill and Noeleen was swelling all
over, so we decided that it was best to move camp further down and have a rest day
and Danji instead.

Me, Tim, Martin and Sonam still went ahead with our plan and walked back to Gophu
La pass to take pictures of the lovely plants we missed. Me and Tim also took the

opportunity to take some pictures of ourselves in the landscapes for our reports and

organisations that sponsored us. The following are a selection of what we took that

dav:

Plate 90. View on the 12" of July on Tsorim lake
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Plate 92. A great unidentified species of Primula. Found it growing in ridges

along the way up to the glacier.
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Plate 94. Gophu La glacier — this impressive chunk of ice was forever having its

walls crumbling down and huge crashes could be heard every 5 minutes.
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Plate 95. Chionocharis hookerii — this amazing carpet I was tol
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Plate 96. I remember Tim loved finding this perfect specimen of Saxifraga

bergenioides.
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Plate 97. One plant that held my interest was this species of Leontopodium which
after much research on my part Martin decided I should decide what we thought
it was. I came to the conclusion that having all the physiological characteristics

of L. monocephallum just not the golden colour, that only showing in Autumn.

On our way back we noticed Sonam decided to climb the glacier and seeing him I
think gave us a lasting impression of the grand scale of things at that altitude.

Many of the pictures I had taken that day would be of use for my plant adaptations
knowledge as every plant had its own niche even under the influence of the same
climate.

Further down I came across the answer of what had been bugging me for the past few
days — what pollinates these alpines? Finding a Soroseris cf. hookeriana (See Plate

98) I found the answer buzzing about its many flowers.
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Plate 98. A kind bumble bee posed on a Soroseris cf. hookeriana answering who

pollinates alpines at this altitude.

Our walk back set a new record as we managed to do it in four hours as opposed to
the rest of the group who left earlier doing it in eight hours.

At night we celebrated my birthday with Sonam and Martin presenting me a birthday
cake that consisted of a yak poo and some wild flowers (See Plate 99). The yak
herders also carved me a wooden sign for fertility in Bhutan (I will leave your
imagination to figure that one out). All this was followed by the real cake which was
very nice (See Plate 100). I must say even if | was cold, tired and hungry I was
surrounded by amazing people and having a wail of a time making it my best birthday

CVer.
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Plate 99. My first birthday cake of the time of probably the most hilarious. You
can also see my receiving the religious carving given to Bhutanse males when

they reach adulthood (they seemed to think I still was not ready to get it haha!)
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Plate 100. The tastier birthday cake of the night. Not as flowery though.

3.2.2 Day fourteen — Rest Day / Botanising at Djori

I had a very bad time sleeping last night as for the second night in a row my shoulder
was hurting. Me and Tim woke up first on camp and updated our books till nine when
we all had breakfast.

After breakfast we all did our plant session where we identified (or tried to) the plants

over the last 3 days using samples and photos. The sessions have been of enormous
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use to me as they have boosted my knowledge of physiological parts of plants and
also the ability to identify the same plants even with natural variation occurring.
After doing the plant session and lunch we gave the departing yak men a tip for their
work as we have to swap yaks at this point. After, me and Tim set off around the
surrounding mountainside to botanise. We crossed the nearby river on some wooden
poles — again health and safety would have spent their life doing a hazard report on
that.

We crossed a field of boulders with huge gaps about eight feet deep in some places.
Among these gaps we found a perfect clump of Meconopsis sherriffii in full bloom

(See Plate 101).

Plate 101. M. sherriffii hidden amongst this rocky outcrop.
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Around this clump was various others that had just finished flowering but it gave us a
good sign of a healthy population of this species. Due to the clump forming we
decided this species must be perennial as it was rare to find solitary plants of this

species.

Further up we found Rhododendron lepidotum and Primula capitata. The view of the
valley we where camped in was amazing and I decided to take a few pictures of

myself with some lovely specimens of Rheum nobile (See Plate 102).

Plate 102. Like strange white pillars dotted around the landscape, Rheum nobile
was one of the most unusual plants I came across on this trip.
Our aim was to reach the summit of the surrounding hills but I got % of the way up

and had to stop as I was losing energy fast. Tim went on ahead and reached the
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summit were there where a few better examples of M. sheriffii. Unfortunately the rain
and fog was closing in so we had to make our descent over the ever increasingly
slippy boulders. Due to the short nature of our walk I did not decide to take any rain
gear so we where both soaked to the bone. Our descent was no without incident as we
both crashed down after slipping on the tops of boulders. Suitably tired and in pain we
spent the rest of the afternoon playing cards which turned very competitive and funny
as the trip progressed.

Our guides and sherpa’s also had their own game similar to Bowls but with rocks
instead. What made their game more interesting was their funny victory dances which

just made the losing party increase their bets.
3.2.3 Day fifteen — Djori to Tsochena
We all woke around six and set off around half seven to cross the river we had done

the previous day to climb a series of plateaus each with its own waterfall (See Plate

103).

&

Each of these plateau seemed to have its own swamp but they all similar flora

amongst the stone outcrops at each end. Leontopodium monocephallum and Bistorta

macrophylla being the most commonly sighted. We also found a nice Berberis
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tsarica, Aconitum novolodum and fields of Primula sikkimensis var. pudibunda (See

Plate 104).

Plate 104. One of the most stunning wild flower meadows I’ve ever come across

made up of P. sikkimensis var. pudibunda.

As we reached the final plateau we decided to take a group photo to mark our
achievement (See Plate 105). We also had our midmorning break there and we met
some of the local women of “nearby” Thanza which had been carrying great sheets of
corrugated roofing for the local school on their backs for the past five days from
Punakha. Seeing this we never complained about being tired for many days and to this
day it sticks in my mind as a reminder of how easy western lifestyle is and why many

third world countries strive to be like us.
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Plate 106. Small yet beautiful — Primula atrodentata.

Near to camp I also saw for the first time Arenaria melandryiformis but as the rain
closed in on us I decided not to risk the camera as I was told we would see more
further on. The next plant we encountered however we decided it was worth the risk —

a lovely Primula atrodentata (See Plate 106 — pag. 83).
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So far my alpine knowledge has exceeded my expectations. Every day I recognise
plants I’ve either keyed out and identified from samples or have been taught
beforehand.

About halfway down from the pass our new yaks and yak sherpa’s passed us. We had
lunch in a nice warm niche amongst an old yak hut which was situated near the Jeze
La glacier and lake. I also remember being eaten alive by flies on that particular day
for some strange reason.

As we reached camp the monsoon rains had settled in and we could not make much
out besides that we where camped near the lake which was of considerable size. Me
and Paul arrived first and had to help the yak herder setting up the tents as strong
winds had started to blow now also. As things got settled down and we where sitting

down I noticed that we had some new neighbours — Yak herders and nomads. The

families came down and showed great curiosity as we took pictures of them (See

Plate 107).

Plate 107. Yak herder families settled in Jeze La lake.

Me and Tim proceeded to teach the local children how to juggle stones, which they
turned out to be too shy to try. We also donated our sweets and some pens for their
enjoyment. That evening me and Noeleen did various plant ID’s from that day

including Berberis, Aconitum with Tim doing Primula and Saxifrages.
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3.2.4 Day sixteen — Tsochena to Jichu Dramo

Our wake up call today was not the usual shout of “Breakfast!!” by Wangchen but of
the grunts and snorts of curious young yaks around our tents which, to some, had
walked into the tents in the night. There where some lovely views across the lake this

morning with the monsoon only arriving later in the day (See Plate 108).

Plate 108. Jeze La lake — not even lake Como in Switzerland beats this.

We crossed the stream leaving the lake and walked over our first pass which was a
relatively easy climb. At the top it was the most amazing view of the rugged and
untouched landscape of Bhutan but also an amazing Alpine garden (See Plate 109)!
Again it was granite and mineral based soil so there was not many new species but
what we did see was in greater number and size. We found lovely specimens of
Saussurea gaussypinum (See Plate 110), Gentiana emodii (See Plate 111) and

Arenaria melandryiformis (See Plate 112).
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Plate 109. You cant help but feel lonely in this vast and deceptively empty

landscape.

Plate 110.
Saussoria
gaussypinum with
lovely rosette of
foliage. I noticed
that this plant
had adapted to
living out in the
open by using

tannins to protect
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Plate 111. One of the smallest plants we encountered on this trip — Gentiana

emodii.

Plate 112. Our patience was rewarded when we found this lovely specimen of

Arenaria melandryiformis.
We proceeded to walk on this plateau still followed by our fateful dog guide socks. It

was very windy as it was quite an open expanse so we rushed across but not before
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we stumbled upon some more interesting plants — a lovely specimen of Gentiana

ornata and Silene nigrescens (See Plates 113 and 114).

Plate 114. Silene nigrescens with strange Chinese lantern flowers.

We also saw many tufts of Chionocharis hookerii but these unfortunately had mostly
gone over. As we walked on we reached the end of the plateau where we had to climb
a very large cliff face. Again the sheer strength and agility of the yaks stunned me as
they managed to climb up a very steep path with boulders that even I had trouble
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climbing. As we look back on our trail we saw yet another amazing glacial lake near
Jeze La (See Plate 115). Even from where [ was I could tell that that water would

freeze me in seconds.

Plate 115. It might bear a slight resemblance to Coniston Water in Cumbria. All

its missing is a pub.

The yaks passed us halfway up and when we reached the top of the pass we stopped
for a short break so that everyone could catch up and also to take advantage of the sun
for a few group photos (See Plate 116).

As we walked on I started to notice Swertia multicaulis was growing in abundance in
this area as well as a nice clump of Eriophyton wallichii which had not come into
flower yet. Looking at it more closely I could not help agree with its nickname
“Woolly sheep”.

Further down from the pass we stopped for lunch where I had a chat with Martin
about my ambitions to go to Longwood Gardens in America and Edinburgh Botanics

to further my Alpine knowledge.
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Plate 116. Our best group photo of the journey. Front row left to right: Julia,

Ann, Noeleen, Me and Sonam; Back row: Koenraad, Tim, Martin and Paul.

The world seemed very small when Martin mentioned that Yoko — the person in
charge of growing thousands of Chrysanthemums for Longwood — had gone on
Martins previous trip to Bhutan!

The next pass was not far away from our lunch spot so me and Tim continued ahead
finding many unusual alpines which due to the heavy rain and few number we did not
collect or identify. Among these was a strange ground cover clump with a pink pea
like flower. Another was what looked like a Gentianella but we could only see one so
we decided not to collect it for conservation reasons.

After walking for a few hours up a mountainside looking down to a very deep valley
we came across a large number of yak herder tents at the bottom of the valley which
was a nice sight to see. Not long after we reached camp which was hidden in a recess
along the mountainside.

Me and Tim had our usual hot chocolate to boost our loss of sugars over that hard
walk and when everyone arrived we had our dinner and finished off the day by having

a short plant identification.
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