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Publisher’s Note

 It is said that Kailāśā has a will of 
its own. The journey, cruising mostly off 
road in a Land Cruiser; the destination, 
speechless before the awesome Mount; 
the desire, of a personal thanksgiving; the 
purpose, parikarma or circumbulation of 
Kailāśā; the gift of solace, strength and 
zest for life in return- all of it is a lifetime 
experience and achievement. Many of us 
may feel the same while each one may 
have a unique divine anecdote to share. 

 “Kailāśā- a journey within”, is all 
about the bodily and the astral journey 
of the author, Shamim Akhtar. He was 
lucky enough to receive two consecutive 
invitations from the Lord; while 
emphasizing the fact that both the reason 
for the journey and the experience of it are 
much more than words can summarize, 
he, nonetheless attempts to pen down 
his   “free flow random thoughts”. The 
intention is not to preach but to think 
aloud with the hope that it will help him 
find his own resolution to some of the basic 
questions about God, life and the purpose 
of it. The splendid photographs taken by 
him are mere illustrations of his thoughts.

 Nishcam Publication moves a step 
closer to the global village and goes a little 
beyond this-worldly affairs.

                                                                          
                          Sasmita S. Akhtar
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About the author

 As a student of Sociology in JNU,  
( Delhi), an area of study close to Shamim 
Akhtar’s heart was “religion and ecology”. 
One question which constantly meanders 
at the back of his mind is, “Can religion 
play a constructive role in humanizing the 
modern society?”

 A passionate photographer since 
the age of 10, he has been on his quest 
since then. He has been riding solo to 
distant wilderness and his photographs 
are illustrations of his understanding of 
the milieu.

 At 40, his thirst has only intensified 
and this book is a result of his 23 year old 
“romance” with nature and the  Himalayas 
in particular. 

 By profession, he is a civil servant, 
a middle level officer of 1996 batch. He 
has four coffee table books and six solo 
photography exhibitions to his credit.
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Chapter 1 

The thirst for Kailāśā

“Kailāśā” which means crystal in Sanskrit is the centre of the 
world. Hindus believe that its four faces facing the four directions 
are made of crystal, ruby, gold and lapis lazuli.  The holy mount is 
also believed to be the centre of the world mandala; it is located in the 
heart of six mountain ranges symbolizing a lotus.

 
Ever since the beginning of the human civilization, Kailāśā 

has always been seen in the context of some religion or the other. 
Kailāśā is revered by four different faiths across the globe. For the 
Hindus, it is the abode of Shiva, and the symbol of  OM. Buddhist 
call it Kangrinpoche – the precious snow mountain ! Jains revere it as 
Teerath and believe that Shri Rishav Dev attained his nirvana here. 
Bon texts have several names for this holy mount; to them it is the 
abode of the sky goddess Sipaimen. Kailāśā is also perceived as 
Sumeru Parvat  by all.

And so, since ages, it has been a great pull for people across 
all faiths. People come here from far-flung areas to catch a glimpse 
of it, and to feel its air and aura. But when someone like me, who 
doesn’t formally belong to any of the faiths mentioned above, is 
drawn towards Kailāśā, raised eyebrows aren’t totally unexpected. 
Human societies are marked by the difference of faiths and not by 
the unity of them. For instance, Hindus retain exclusive rights over 
the four scared Dhams in India and other ancient temples; Christians 
have exclusivity over Vatican City and the sacred churches while 
Mohammedans enjoy exclusivity over Mecca. 
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 Saturday, July 4,  2009 

After one full day of perfecting the art of doing nothing, the 
Yatra resumed on the 4th of July. The tour manager briefed us that we 
would be covering a distance of 270-odd km that day to reach Saga. 
The distance did not sound much and the fleet of jeeps started with 
daybreak, but it was a misty morning and the wind-chill added to the 
discomfort. It was as if all the paths here lead to Him. Black top roads 
were rare and the journey was marked by the absence of roads. It 
was like climbing one peak after the other. The drive to Saga is really 
a difficult one. The Tibetan landscape is very difficult to negotiate 
even in the world’s best SUVs.

 
The only reward of the difficult journey was the visual 

delight of the vast land and the snow-covered peaks. Even though 
I had seen Ladakh twice extensively, I was equally mesmerized and 
breathless like all the other Yatris. The beauty of the landscape is 
beyond ones imagination and the thin dry air makes one wonder if 
you are actually there or just in a state of trance! 

There were several halts also due to vehicle-breakdowns. 
The drivers were all expert mechanics; still it would take them quite 
some time to fix things. There were few settlements in-between and 
the breakdown sometimes gave us an opportunity to have a closer 
look at them. The original Tibetan life has remained intact at places, 
and it was a delight to watch and capture snapshots of it.

By the time we had done almost 200 km, everyone was 
fatigued. After all, it was another steep ascent from 3750 m at Nyalam 
to 4600 m at Saga. Migraine is almost certain and the vastness of the 
land induces a kind of mixed state of mind. In a distant horizon, a 
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group of sheep grazing in the field fills your heart with joy, and at 
the same time, a look at the black yaks sends a chill down the spine. 

 
Surely, the landscape reminds you that this is a divine land 

and even our presence here is disturbing the elements which are in 
perfect harmony with nature otherwise. 

  
Another major breakdown happened near a lake called Pegu 

Tso. That gave me an opportunity to see the lake in its splendor. This 
blue lake reminded me of my visit to Pangong Tso and Tso Moriri in 
Ladakh. There are about a dozen such lakes in the Tibetan Plateau. 
One strange realization hit  my mind. All these lakes were saline. All 
of them, except for Manasarovar! 
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Chapter 3

The destination
Monday, July 6, 2009
 
With daybreak, we started our journey from Paryang. I 

thought that I will make use of my camera once I see Him. The drive 
was almost the same but since we were not ascending, crossing the 
desert and a couple of tiny brackish water lakes was not very difficult. 
By noon, we were almost there. The Tibetan guide informed us that 
within a few minutes the miracle will happen.

All eyes were fixed on the horizon and there was absolutely 
no sign of the holy peak. Suddenly the jeep started climbing a small 
hillock and at the top of it, all we could see were prayer flags. The 
driver did a quick clockwise parikarma and stopped. From the jeep 
window itself, we saw the holy mount as if it emerged out of no 
where.

Every one sank into an instant trance as the panoramic view 
of holy Kailāśā and Manasarovar left us speechless. It was a very 
clear day and the mount was right in front of us in its divine glory. 
The feelings it invoked can’t be expressed in words. It had a hypnotic 
effect, as if it was a dream. For a moment, I thought of pinching 
myself awake. Bizarre thoughts started hammering down.

If the entire world is nothing but Maya- and our senses 
perceive everything in order to maintain the harmony, then what 
does this darshan of holy Kailāśā and Manasarovar mean? Is this 
enigmatic view also Maya? 
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It is believed that to decipher Maya, one needs a life of 160 
years. I would not be able to, so instead of deciphering Maya, I would 
like to live it.

Maya is not an illusion and definitely not a hallucination. It 
must be a camouflage for the life forms to celebrate the enigma called 
life. What if, the deer knew that its new born baby is nothing but the 
food of the lion in natural course! The balance would be affected. 
The deer would not like to procreate, the lions would die of hunger, 
the forest would be lost, and the green ornaments of the Blue Cherry 
would once again become the lifeless and brown. So Maya certainly 
is the cover of affection of the mother planet for all to live and rejoice 
in the continuum of celebration called life.

Who created this Maya? Hari! Who can be called by any name 
and also as Lord Vishnu or Krishna. He was born in the mythological 
Ksheer-Sagar which in reality is the present Manasarovar. So, if even 
Hari was born here by the will of Shiva, whose abode is Kailāśā,  
then this particular portion of the mother planet must be free from 
Maya!

My soul screamed for a divine pinching from the Almighty 
at this point; my mortal pair of eyes has finally been blessed to have 
“seen” Him both within and in and out of the realm of Maya.

After few minutes of staying there and drinking deep with 
our souls, the fleet moved towards the holy lake Manasarovar at 
Hore-Quo. While our tents were being pitched by the sherpas, I could 
not resist walking down to the holy lake.  When I approached the 
lake, I remembered a legend.

It is believed that if you drink from the Manasarovar, you 
will be blessed by Shiva, but if you take a dip, you will be blessed by 
Lord Vishnu and thus be free from all sins of this and the past lives.

 So at the lake, I had a choice to make. Drinking from the holy 
lake came naturally to me. I was “thirsty” for Him since ever. 

After drinking from Him, the dip was a must since we were 
there. Even a mere touch of the icy cold water rattles ones nerves. It is 
sheer devotion which goads one to take a dip. Unbelievable but true. 
The moment one emerges out after the dip, one expects to freeze. 
On the contrary, one feels warm. It is as if warm wind caresses your 
body and you regret rushing out of the lake in a hurry. All the bodily 
pain vanished and I felt like a new born. Still standing in the holy 
lake, looking at the holy Kailāśā, cemented my personal faith that 
there must not be any middle-man between God and me. I felt in 
my entire body and soul that I was exactly at the place where the 
temporal and the eternal become one unit at least for a moment.

Thanks to the good mobile network and my international 
roaming, I started calling all the loved ones. In my own exhilarated 
happiness, it was like providing an opportunity to my dear ones 
to say their prayers directly to the Almighty. What a juxtaposition 
of the material and the spiritual world! My mother-in-law was 
overwhelmed with this call and she informed me that I was very 
lucky to be at Manasarovar on that very day. The 6th of July 2009, 
Monday, happened to be  Shiva Chaturthi followed by Guru Purnima  
the next day.
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Chapter 5

Kailāśā revisited

Not being able to complete the parikarma in 2009 left an 
unfulfilled desire within. I had to revisit I knew. The team of sherpas 
in the last Yatra had suggested that I should start my own Yatra 
company.

This was an un-chartered territory for me. But I could feel 
the problems of the Yatra through Nepal route. Most of the problems 
faced by the Yatris of Kailāśā are probably commerce driven. The 
travel agents in India take a hefty cut, and in turn there are two to 
three middlemen between the Yatri and the actual tour operator. 
Hence the major part of the money that the Yatris pay goes in the 
pocket of the travel agents and the middlemen.

I contemplated on starting my own exclusive Kailāśā Yatra 
company to minimize the suffering of the Yatris and consequently 
Mahajyotiling, was founded. Probably, the first Indian exclusive 
Kailāśā- Manasarovar Yatra  company sincerely dedicated to Lord 
Shiva and his devotees. The company was formed in Delhi and with 
a small group of nine Yatris, we decided to return to His abode in 
our inaugural trip. We started our Yatra on 14th June 2010 from Delhi. 
Sasmita, my wife also accompanied me this time.
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We charted out a comfortable itinerary and traveled at our 
own pace. We reached  Hore-Quo on 21st of June, Monday, and 
Kailāśā was up to its tricks again. Nonetheless, we paid homage 
before the partially visible holy mount and the inevitable dip in 
Manasarovar was as divine as expected.

During the parikarma of Manasarovar, I got to see several 
other varieties of birds and wild life. Kailāśā continued playing hide 
and seek, by the time we reached Chiu, it completely disappeared 
behind a thick curtain of clouds. Last year, I had seen it very clearly 
till here on “one fine Tuesday”. The whole night at Chiu on 22nd June, 
we all prayed for better visibility the next morning.

As if, our prayers were answered; the veil of clouds was 
lifted and as we approached Darchan, He was kind enough to bless 
us with a clear sight of his abode. My belief that I was here on his 
invitation was strengthened by the coincidence that this was exactly 
the point where He decided not to show himself to me last year. 
Maybe, He wished to show himself to me in installments! 

Whatever route one might have taken to reach Darchan in 
this Yatra , a visit to Astapad is a must for every Yatri. The absolute 
clear sight of the southern face Kailāśā at Darchan and the view from 
Astapad along with the Nandi Parvat is here for all to see.

119118


