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Accessing the Essential Online Companion Resources 

Throughout this book you will encounter numbered references [X] that correspond 
to additional online materials. 

These resources include videos, audio explanations, images, and supplementary 
content designed to enrich and deepen the learning presented in the text. 

To access them, simply scan the one-time QR code provided below, and keep it 
handy for easy reference each time you need it, or visit the companion webpage: 

www.theendlessbookcase.com/lnk/di/  

 

The webpage contains a numbered list of all links referenced in the book. Locate the 
number [X] cited in the text to open the corresponding resource. 

This single access point provides the complete set of companion materials for the 
book and is intended for readers of both the print and ebook editions, as well as 

users of the main book’s companion website: 
https://lru.praxis.dk/Lru/microsites/discoveringindia/index.html  
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FOREWORD 

The first iteration of this textbook was commissioned for students at the Gymnasium level of 
education in Denmark. It was co-authored by Arti Kumar and Dorte Bæk-Sørensen and published 
in 2015. This new UK edition (2025) has been extensively revised and updated with new material 
for a wider international market by Arti Kumar, while honouring Dorte’s contribution and memory. 
Arti has addressed key areas that were previously left out, based on documented and evidenced facts, 
personal experiences, and further research. In this foreword, she explains why a ‘discovery learning 
approach’ has been used and how it can be implemented by educators to enable students to develop 
personal skills and attributes while they gain knowledge of India. 

To capture different facts, opinions and perspectives, 14 interviews were conducted in India with 
people of different ages and backgrounds, over a period of six years. The website [1] which 
accompanies this book provides recordings and transcripts of these interviews. Within the text, you 
will see relevant extracts from the interviews cited at various points, and you can also refer students 
to use the audio-visual material as one of their learning methods. 

 

But how can anyone possibly, accurately, know a country of 1.44 billion people in all its diverse 

aspects? ‘India’ evokes different images for different people. Some see it as a land with a rich 

history, others as a place of diverse culture, geography, religions, festivals, music, and food. For 

Dorte and myself, India has been all these things combined, making it uniquely cherished but 

also uniquely complex. So, precisely for this reason, we both knew we couldn’t claim to be 

experts on every aspect of a country as vast, diverse, and rapidly changing as India.  

Therefore, discovery learning methods enable students to bring their own curiosity and critical 

appreciation to each topic. Equally as important as the content, the mix of teaching, learning and 

assessment methods develops a variety of transferable skills when students discuss and develop 

their personal perspectives through research and reflection, active, interactive, creative and 

collective learning. There are also advantages in this type of interdisciplinary education that 

interlinks curriculum topics in geography, history, sociology, religious studies, art, design and 

architecture, ethical personal and social education.  

Student-centred discovery learning has the potential to develop vital skills for life, work, and 

study, rather than simply conveying facts about India. Teachers can realise this potential by 

flexibly using the prompts, questions, and activities, using a variety of learning methods that 

include essential relevant links to audio-visual material, suggested after each chapter. In addition, 

the accompanying website provides recommendations for books, Bollywood films and links to 

videos that offer a deeper dive into specific topics.  

While students learn about India, they can grow in awareness about their own context – and this 

should be a valuable addition to any curriculum for all students. Since much of this material is 

about a country and culture that may be new to teachers and students alike, shared exploration 

can be a fascinating, enriching and enjoyable journey of discovery. 
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Dedications 

This edition honours the contribution and memory of Dorte Bæk-Sørensen, my co-author for the 
first edition.   

I dedicate this book to my grandchildren – Grace, Joseph, Ishika and Joshan – who are at various 
stages in their journeys to discover or re-discover India.    

And to all the readers who enter these pages, I hope you will enjoy exploring the rich cultural heritage 
and complex identities of India – the land of my birth and growing up years that continues to inspire 
me with its resilience and enduring spirit.  

Arti Kumar, 2026 

 

LIST OF INTERVIEWEES 

Grateful thanks to all those who freely gave their time and insights on various aspects of India. 
Below is a list of their names, ages and positions at the time of our interviews, conducted in India, 
during 2009-10. A special honourable mention for Hema Nadkarni, who has since passed away. See 
the recordings and transcripts of these interviews on the companion website [1]. 

Aishwarya Arun, the older of two sisters, a 19-year-old student in Bengaluru at the time of the 
interview. 
Apeksha Arun, the younger of two sisters in the same family. She was a 17-year-old student at Bishop 
Cotton Girls’ School, Bengaluru. 
Mr Babu Lal Sharma, Gandhi Peace Foundation, Delhi. 
Colonel John Ellis, Principal of Bishop Cotton Boys’ School, Bengaluru. 
Father Dr. Matthew Singampalli, Principal of Christ Nagar Secondary School, Trivandrum, Kerala. 
Mrs Hema Nadkarni in Goa – a lady with extensive experience of India who has also travelled widely 
abroad. 
Ilke Bruhn, a 16-year-old schoolgirl in Bengaluru, on an international exchange scheme from 
Germany. 
Two ladies who attended a Bollywood conference in Mumbai. 
Mr Kamal Tamuli, leader of an art chawl, Kalakar Trust in the suburbs of Delhi. This chawl (a 
communal building in a slum area) housed, educated and trained a community of artists. 
Mrs Leela Chandrasekhar, a very knowledgeable 80-year-old lady with broad experience of working 
in villages. 
Nikhil Ravichandar, 17-year-old student and captain of Bishop Cotton Boys’ School, Bengaluru. 
Rahul at the Bengaluru Club, 16-year-old student. 
Shashank Abraham, 18-year-old student at Christ University in Bengaluru. 
Mr Vivek Chandrasekhar, son of Mrs Leela Chandrasekhar. 
Mrs Anuradha Arun, the mother of the two girls – Aishwarya and Apeksha.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Your journey of discovery 

Did you know that India has transformed our lives in many important ways, from ancient to 
contemporary times? Embarking on this journey with an open mind can be a significant and 
transformative experience, enabling you to see things from different perspectives. Bring your 
wonder and curiosity to this fascinating, vast and complex country that attracts millions of visitors 
each year. It is uniquely diverse, with hundreds of languages and dialects, religions and cultures, and 
– as the largest democracy in the world – it is not only surviving but thriving in holding space for 
both unity and diversity. There is an increasing need to understand its growing economy that offers 
business, volunteering and employment opportunities internationally. You may be interested in 
visiting and experiencing India for yourself, perhaps for a sightseeing holiday or to participate in 
projects.  

In order to capture different facts, opinions and impressions about India, 14 interviews were 
conducted in India over a period of six years. The website which accompanies this book [1] provides 
recordings of these interviews, so that you can see, hear and read transcripts of these interesting real-
life viewpoints from boys and girls, men and women, ranging in age from 16 to 80. I also cite relevant 
extracts from the interviews at various points in this book.   

So first let us start with a quote from the interview with Apeksha, a 17-year-old city girl studying in 
the 12th standard in a school in Bengaluru: 

I went to Japan on an exchange programme – a two-week cultural exchange programme. We were 
600 students and 60 teachers from seven countries, namely Japan, India, Australia, Malaysia, 
Thailand, Philippines and New Zealand. And it was a really great experience. One of my friends 
from Australia came up to me and he goes, ‘Aren’t you Indian?’ I said, ‘Yeah.’ And then he says, 
‘Do you go to school on an elephant?’ And I was shocked that people think of Indians like… and I 
don’t know what to say to him, so I asked him if he went to school on a kangaroo. And then he 
realised we’re not a bunch of villagers here, and we’re more developed than people think we are. 

This makes the point that people who are not familiar with India often have strange notions about 
its various aspects. However, such misconceptions are not surprising, as India is full of hard-to-
understand paradoxes. It is essentially multi-cultural and multi-lingual, with many complex internal 
and external factors that have historically created the nation that exists today. It is also evolving at 
varying rates between its villages, towns and cities. Apeksha is a city girl, so we must take her 
comment (above) about ‘a bunch of villagers’ with the disclaimer that much of India’s population 
does live in villages dotted round its vast and diverse rural landscape. According to the latest available 
data, India’s population is just under 18% of the world’s total population, and only 36.6% of its 
population is urban. There are approximately 650,000 villages, varying greatly in size, population, 
and infrastructure. Some are quite large with many amenities, while others are smaller and more 
traditional.  

Foreign visitors to India often experience culture shock as they may see how different the country 
is from their own. For example, a graduate student from the USA visited India recently and posted 
this comment on the Quora website: 
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Several years ago, I visited a country that many travellers rave about – India. The images of the 
Taj Mahal, vibrant festivals, and colourful markets had always enchanted me, so I decided to see 
it for myself. But when I arrived in New Delhi, I was hit with a reality I wasn’t prepared for. The 
heat was oppressive, the air heavy with pollution, and the sheer number of people was 
overwhelming. Navigating the streets felt like stepping into another world – chaotic, noisy, and 
constantly bustling. The poverty was stark, and I felt a profound sense of discomfort seeing the 
disparity between the grand palaces and the slums. 

But then, something changed. On a quiet morning in Varanasi, I watched the sunrise over the 
Ganges River. The light bathed the ancient city in a golden glow, and the spiritual atmosphere was 
almost palpable. I met a local family who welcomed me into their home, offering me tea and 
sharing stories of their lives. Their warmth and hospitality were unexpected and deeply moving. 

By the end of my journey, India had revealed its complexity to me. It was a place of extremes – 
intense, challenging, and at times overwhelming, but also rich with culture, history, and humanity. 
What I initially perceived as a difficult, even unpleasant experience, transformed into a journey of 
growth and understanding. So while I could say that India was the most challenging place I’ve 
ever visited, it also became one of the most transformative. It taught me that travel isn’t always 
about comfort; sometimes, it’s about confronting your own expectations and learning to see beauty 
in the chaos. 

How would you learn about this type of complexity and diversity? This is not a book to be read 
passively. The video links within the text, and the questions and activities that follow each chapter are 
intended to help you explore further through your own individual research, reflection and writing, 
group activities, discussions and presentations. As you explore, ask yourself: what is distinctive and 
special about India? How does this compare with my own situation in my home country? As you 
reflect on both similarities and differences between Indian cultural norms and your own experiences, 
you may also discover the light and love of a shared humanity.  

Please note that the videos linked at relevant points to the topics will enrich and deepen your 
learning. They also honour a learning preference that many of us have: to learn from seeing and 
hearing as well as reading. Engaging with this variety of active and interactive learning methods will 
enable you to develop intercultural intelligence, communication and collaboration skills, teamwork, 
information literacy, critical and creative thinking… In short, these transferable skills and attributes 
are essential requirements for today’s global citizens to function effectively and ethically in learning, 
work and life.  

However, at any given point in time you may have only part of the picture of a vast country that is 
rapidly evolving. I am using the following poem and picture to illustrate this concept: 

 

 

Please note: Online videos and supplementary materials referenced can be accessed via the QR 
code and companion webpage listed at the beginning of this book, after the contents page. 

 



 

6  DISCOVERING INDIA 

 

 

The Blind Men and the Elephant 

Poem by John Godfrey Saxe based on an 
old Indian fable 

 
 
It was six men of Hindustan  
To learning much inclined,  
Who went to see the Elephant  
(Though all of them were blind)  
That each by observation  
Might satisfy his mind. 
 
The first approached the Elephant  
And happening to fall 
Against his broad and sturdy side  
At once began to bawl: 
“Bless me, it seems the Elephant  
Is very like a wall.” 
 
The second, feeling of his tusk,  
Cried, “Ho! What have we here 
So very round and smooth and sharp?  
To me ‘tis mighty clear 
This wonder of an Elephant  
Is very like a spear.” 
 
The third approached the animal,  
And happening to take 
The squirming trunk within his hands,  
Then boldly up and spake: 
“I see,” quoth he, “the Elephant  
Is very like a snake.” 
 
The fourth reached out an eager hand,  
And felt about the knee. 
“What most this wondrous beast is like  
Is mighty plain,” quoth he; 
“‘Tis clear enough the Elephant  
Is very like a tree!” 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The fifth, who chanced to touch the ear,  
Said: “E’en the blindest man 
Can tell what this resembles most  
Deny the fact who can, 
This marvel of an Elephant  
Is very like a fan!” 
 
The sixth no sooner had begun  
About the beast to grope, 
Than, seizing on the swinging tail  
That fell within his scope, 
“I see,” quoth he, “the Elephant  
Is very like a rope!” 
 
And so these men of Hindustan 
Disputed loud and long,  
Each in his own opinion  
Exceeding stiff and strong, 
Though each was partly in the right  
And all were in the wrong. 
 
So oft in theologic wars,  
The disputants, I ween,  
Rail on in utter ignorance  
Of what each other mean, 
And prate about an Elephant  
Not one of them has seen! 
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Each blind man describes only what he feels 

You may have noticed that India is referred to as Hindustan in the first line of this poem. India is 
in fact known by several names and terms, each reflecting its rich history and culture.  

Hindustan is derived from the Persian word ‘Hind’, which refers to the land beyond the Indus 
River. It was commonly used during medieval times and is still used colloquially. 

The name Bharat originates from the ancient Vedic period, where the legendary king Bharata is 
mentioned in Hindu scriptures and epics such as the Mahabharata. King Bharata is regarded as an 
ancestor of the Indian people, with his kingdom known as Bharatavarsha, meaning “land of 
Bharata.” The Indian Constitution officially designates the country as “India, that is Bharat,” thereby 
acknowledging both names. This dual recognition reflects and harmonises the nation’s rich heritage 
with its contemporary identity. 

Sone Ki Chidiya translates as “The Golden Bird” – a poetic term in Hindi which stands as a symbol 
of India’s wealth and prosperity in ancient times. 

In similar vein, the British referred to India as The Jewel in the Crown because of its immense 
economic, strategic, and cultural value to the British Empire. You will see more about the British in 
India in the chapters on history and politics.  

In essence, independent India today is a richly woven tapestry of ancient and modern, multi-cultural, 
and multi-religious aspects – so we are all a little like the blind men in this poem, able to see just 
some aspects of this diverse nation. I write here with full awareness that I am also somewhat ‘blind’, 
despite having the gift of sight and insight through extensive personal experiences of India. I have 

2 5  

3 4 6 
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studied, worked and made my home in the UK for more than 55 years, but India is the land of my 
birth and growing up years – it is in all the colours of my soul. Over the years I have travelled back 
and visited many parts of India on sightseeing holidays, sometimes with my husband and children 
to spend time with family and friends, sometimes on my own; I have dealt with business matters, 
attended educational conferences, and led research study trips to India with colleagues from the UK. 
My broad perspective from inside and outside India enables me to be both subjective and objective 
in my approach to writing this book.   

Once we are aware that it may be misleading to present specific facts as if they accurately represent 
general truths, we are more likely to keep an open mind and learn from each other, instead of ending 
in arguments like the blind men. Each of the following chapters is presented as a different aspect of 
India (colour-coded as a different part of the elephant) touching on geography, history, languages, 
religion, ethics, politics, family and social life, cinema, visual and performance arts. Please bring your 
own creative and critical thinking to this material and make connections between the topics to build 
a balanced picture of the whole elephant. Remember too that the elephant is moving – India is 
currently the fastest-growing country in the world! 

Like any journey, we all see things selectively and subjectively along the path we choose to take. You 
may remain focused on your path to reach your destination quickly, or you may wish to explore the 
wealth of related information available in other books on India, in online videos and in entertaining 
Bollywood films with English subtitles. In addition to the things that one can physically see, hear 
and feel, there are certain ideals and values in every nation – philosophies that are invisible, but 
which are important drivers in shaping the cultures and behaviours of the people in general. In the 
following pages, meet some inspiring individuals who have influenced India’s cultural values and 
systems.   

Finally, maybe you will have an opportunity to visit the country for yourself – to study, work or 
volunteer – with an awareness of its different authentic cultures ranging from indigenous tribal 
lifestyles and traditional rural villages to bustling cities with visible colonial influences. In this pan-
Indian culture you may see the elements that unify and harmonise this incredible diversity. 

Apeksha’s sister Aishwarya, a 19-year-old student, says: 

There are many perceived notions of India that…somehow…that there are snakes and bugs all 
around the place, and elephants, cows and camels walking all around… jungles and what not. But 
that’s not true. You come to India and experience the real India, experience the culture, the 
traditions, the society, the temples, the churches, the mosques – and the best thing is that there are 
so many religions, there are so many types of people all living together in harmony. Come to India 
and experience that! 

ACTIVITIES AND QUESTIONS: 

1. Write down the main points that have come from this introduction to India. 

2. In small groups, discuss what you already know and what you think about India. Where do 

your views come from – e.g. books, television, films, people you know? Which of these 

sources do you consider to be most reliable? 

3. Then discuss and write down things you would like to know more about.   
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1: GEOGRAPHICAL MOSAIC OF INDIA:  
From the Himalayas to Kanyakumari 

Chapter Overview:  

This chapter explores India’s diverse landscapes, regions, ecosystems and climate. 

Section 1: India’s location, size, place names and maps 

Section 2: The Himalayas – mountain range, foothills, wildlife, flora and fauna 

Section 3: The Indo-Gangetic Plains and Rivers 

Section 4: The Northeast, West Bengal and the Sundarbans 

Section 5: The Thar Desert – how communities survive and thrive 

Section 6: India’s Wild Northwest – Gir, Ranthambore and the Rann of Kutch 

Section 7: The Deccan Plateau – heartland of peninsular India 

Section 8: The Western Ghats and West Coast Plains 

Section 9: The Eastern Ghats and East Coast Plains; Islands of India 

Section 10: India’s Climate 

Section 11: Review Questions and Activities 

Section 12: National symbols featuring wildlife, flora and fauna 

 

Welcome to India – a land where the world’s highest mountains are the source of sacred rivers 

flowing to meet tropical seas; where the story of humanity has unfolded across millennia in fertile 

plains, dense jungles, rainforests, savannahs and deserts. What will you find in this chapter, as 

you explore some of the hottest hotspots of biodiversity? Will you spot the close connections 

between this vast country’s physical features, natural resources, wildlife, climate, and human 

interactions? The unique geography here creates a complex interplay between natural and human 

elements, shaping its history, culture, and economy.  

Imagine you are a real-life traveller, about to start climbing some of the highest peaks in the 

majestic Himalayan mountain range along India’s northern border. From there, travel southwards 

through the vast Indo-Gangetic Plains and peninsular plateaus to the coastal plains and 

Kanyakumari, where three seas converge. India has a vast coastline stretching 7, 516.6 

kilometres, comprising 130 cities and 13 major ports which are of high strategic and socio-

economic importance to the country. The landscapes offer a range of unique environments that 

support some of the most exotic flowering species, and the most jaw-dropping native animals, 

birds, reptiles and insects. Many hotspots of unique biodiversity exist alongside agriculture, 

industry, and urbanisation. 
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Physical barriers like mountains and deserts have influenced weather patterns and historical 

migration patterns; coastal port cities and trade routes have enabled cultural exchanges, shaping 

the demographic, economic and cultural mosaic of the country. The fertile plains support extensive 

agriculture, the rivers provide water for irrigation and hydroelectric power, and the coastal areas 

facilitate trade and fishing. This dynamic interplay between India’s physical terrain and human 

resilience makes it a brilliant living example of how geography can shape a country’s destiny. 

Moment of Zen: The Spirit of India beautifully captures from the sky some of the immense 

diversity that we will be exploring in this chapter. See video [2]. 

Please note: Online videos and supplementary materials referenced [X] can be accessed via the QR 
code and companion webpage listed at the beginning of this book, after the contents page. 

 

Section 1: India's location, size, placenames and maps  

Where is India on planet Earth? See map available online [3]. 

Find India on a world map as an easily recognisable triangular shape in South Asia [4], extending out 
as a peninsula with the Bay of Bengal on the east, the Arabian Sea on the west and the Indian Ocean 
to the south. Its total land area is 2,973,190 kilometres, making it the seventh largest country in the 
world. Despite its large size and political fragmentation in ancient times, the landmass of India was 
perceived and described by travellers and traders as a single geographical unit. The epic Hindu sacred 
text Mahabharata, which was written some 3000 years BCE, provides a more concise definition: ‘the 
land north of the seas and south of the Himalayas is called Bharata, where the descendants of King 
Bharata lived.’ (Do you remember the names Bharat and Hindustan from the introductory chapter 
as other names for India?) 

Placenames can often be confusing, especially when they’ve changed over time. When India gained 
independence from British rule in 1947, the Government initiated a process to restore the original 
Indian names of cities, many of which had been altered during periods of Mughal rule and British 
colonialism. This renaming effort aimed to reclaim cultural heritage and reflect the nation’s identity. 
Over the years, this process has continued, with more cities and towns reverting to their historical 
names. These revised names are now used in official documents, signage, and government 
communication. However, in everyday conversations, both the old and new names are still 
commonly used. To help avoid confusion, this book mentions the old name first, followed by the 
updated name in parentheses. 

An important point to note is that the northern borders shifted significantly when the British divided 
India along religious lines at the time of Indian independence in 1947. India was (and is) 
predominantly Hindu but Muslims were in the majority on two opposite sides of northern India. 
You can see the two new nation-states that were created on the map below: Pakistan in the northwest 
and Bangladesh in the northeast. You will discover more about ‘the Partition of India’ in the chapter 
on History.  
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Map of major physical features 

India was often referred to as a subcontinent before it was partitioned in 1947. To give you some 
idea of its size, here’s a personal snippet:  

My grandparents came from opposite sides of the Indian subcontinent – Calcutta (Kolkata) in 
the east and Bombay (Mumbai) on the west coast. The distance by road between these cities is 
approximately 1,650 kilometres (1,025 miles). It remains a mystery how they met and married 
(circa 1890). Equally astonishing is the fact that the vast distance of 2,090 kilometres between 
my father’s home in Bangalore (in south India) and my mother’s family home in Lahore (a 
northwestern city, now in Pakistan), did not deter them from meeting and marrying (in 1940).  

 

Activity  

Try a mapping exercise to get an idea of the distances mentioned here. Use your current 

location as the central point on a map. Draw a radius of approximately 2,090 kilometres (1,300 

miles) from your location and identify places that fall at that distance, along the radius.  

Discuss 

Does this make you wonder about transport links and mobility in those times? Consider how 

people travelled such long distances and the challenges they might have faced.  
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Credit: Free World Maps [4a] 

 

This website hosts other specific maps for you to refer to later, for example a map of the main rivers. 
Maps are good reference points as you journey onwards here. 
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Section 2: The Himalayan mountain range and rainforest foothills 

The Himalayas are not just a single mountain range but a symphony of ranges that stretch 
approximately 2,400 kilometres across northern India and its neighbouring countries, Nepal, 
Bhutan, Tibet, Pakistan and China, cradling lush valleys, pristine rivers, and ancient glaciers. The 
range includes the Hindu Kush and Karakoram mountains and is home to fourteen of the world’s 
highest mountains, thus providing a natural barrier to invasions and illegal proliferation from Central 
Asia, as well as preventing icy cold winds from sweeping south into the Indo-Gangetic plains. It has 
played a hugely important role in the climate, safety and security of India, but there are mountain 
passes in the northwest through which traders – and invaders – have entered India. 

Mount Everest, the world’s tallest peak, is just north of India in Nepal. It is known as ‘Sagarmatha’ 
in Nepalese (the mother of rivers) and ‘Chomolungma’ in Tibetan (Goddess Mother of the World). 
These poetic names beautifully reflect the reverence for this geological wonder. The Indian name 
‘Himalaya’ means ‘abode of snow,’ evoking an awe-inspiring spectacle of towering peaks draped in 
glistening snow, rising to touch the heavens. In the golden light of dawn, the peaks shimmer with 
hues of pink and gold, while at dusk, they stand silhouetted against a sky ablaze with stars. 

Kanchenjunga, the third highest mountain in the world (8,586 metres) has the reputation of being 
even more difficult to climb than Mount Everest. It is situated on the border between Sikkim and 
India, in the eastern Nepalese part of the Himalayas. These mountains attract mountaineers and 
adventurers from around the globe. My son Umesh is one of them. He has achieved numerous high-
peak climbs and treks. One such adventure involved a trek to Everest base camp, and an ascent 
from there to Ama Dablam, known as the ‘Matterhorn of the Himalayas.’ Nepali Sherpa guides 
(who are the true local heroes amongst mountaineers) translate Ama Dablam as ‘Mother’s Necklace’ 
because the long ridges resemble a mother’s arms protecting her child, and the hanging glacier is 
thought of as the dablam, a traditional double pendant worn by Sherpa women.  

                

Ama Dablam is one of the most difficult mountains to climb. Credit: Umesh Kumar 

Adding to the allure of the mountains as a popular trekking destination, the Himalayas are a vibrant 
hub of spirituality where colourful Buddhist prayer flags represent the elements of earth, fire, air and 
water – the same elements that connect us humans to our planet. Many temples and ashrams attract 
thousands of poets, pilgrims and visitors yearly, seeking a place where the soul can find truth, solace 
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and rejuvenation. Along the mountains and foothills there are also several cities, towns and villages 
that are not frequently visited and are quite unheard of. Tribal communities here maintain a way of 
life that is minimally touched by modernity.  

While writing this chapter, I came across Himalayan Secrets | Hidden Buddhist Monasteries You Won’t 
Believe Exist – an amazing video documentary that is part of the My Unreal Planet TV series. I was 
deeply drawn into the surreal spiritual peace and ancient wisdom of these mysterious Buddhist 
sanctuaries. It is truly incredible that so many of them exist, carefully tended by monks and local 
communities in Nepal, India, and Tibet. You will see them perched high in the stunning beauty of 
the Himalayan landscapes and sense their sacred energies if you watch the video [5]. 

In the concluding chapter, I have mentioned a unique mountaineering expedition which was 
motivated by patriotism and the Indian culture of reverence for the natural world. The Mission 
Har Shikhar Tiranga is beautifully featured in a YouTube documentary by NIMAS [6], 
showcasing both India’s unity and diversity. A team of more than 1000 adventurers placed the 
tricolour national flag on the highest peaks in each of India’s 28 states and finally reached the 
summit of Kanchenjunga (K2) in 2025. Kanchenjunga is known as the most challenging 
mountain to climb in India. 

Himalayan Wildlife, Flora and Fauna 

Although India’s wildlife has been depleted over centuries of hunting, poaching and habitat 
destruction, the region is still home to a fascinating array of animals and birds. For example, the snow 
leopard is endangered, but this elusive relative of the tiger is protected in the Hemis National Park in 
the northernmost state of Jammu and Kashmir, alongside a variety of goats, deer and other species.  

Freezing temperatures and icy winds at the upper altitudes of the Himalayas make for an extremely 
hostile environment, but even here the snow leopard (rarely seen in the wild) and the native bharal 
goats can cope with the scree fields and jagged cliffs. Thick-furred beautiful Red Panda bears have 
spread into this region from Southwest China. Oh, and let’s not forget to look to the skies… flocks 
of bar headed geese fly over the icy towering peaks as they migrate between Central Asia and North 
India. Their physiological adaptations enable them to complete the journey in just 8 hours! The diverse 
array of birds in this region includes the heavyweight Griffon Vulture (struggling to survive), the 
flamboyant Himalayan Monal pheasant (adopted as the state bird of Uttarakhand), Snow Partridge, 
Himalayan Snowcock, the spectacular Great Indian Hornbill [7] and various raptors like the Golden 
Eagle. 

Over half of India’s flowering plants are found in the alpine meadows and rainforest belt along the 
Himalayan lowlands and foothills. The rich biodiversity includes various species of orchids, ferns, and 
other tropical plants thriving in the lush environment. Various species of Rhododendrons and Azaleas 
thrive in the cool, higher slopes of the Himalayas, with flowers ranging in size and colour, from red 
and pink to white and purple. They put on a spectacular show, starting on the lower slopes in late 
February and moving up to mid-elevations and higher until May. The best time to see them is usually 
between mid-March and mid-April, when multiple species bloom simultaneously across different 
elevation zones. This creates a stunning progression of colour up the mountainsides.  
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Valley of flowers, Uttarakhand, Gharwal.  

During this period, the hills and valleys of the Himalayas become a unique picturesque paradise for 
nature enthusiasts, trekkers, botanists and wildlife photographers. Each turn of the path reveals 
landscapes that shift from dense, emerald-green forests to stark, serene alpine meadows. The plants 
are used in traditional medicine and local festivals, and play a crucial role in the ecosystem, providing 
habitat and food for the various species of birds, insects, and wildlife such as the Golden Langur, Leaf 
Monkey, noisy Hoolock Gibbons (known as the acrobatic daredevils of the primate world) and 
Clouded Leopard. The Great Himalayan National Park in the Tirthan Valley of Himachal Pradesh is 
a place where you can attune only to the sounds of nature – a place of serenity and great for a digital 
detox. 
 

 

You may find it just as interesting 
to see numerous species of frogs, 
toads, butterflies, and beetles at 
lower altitudes. On the other 
hand, it’s scary to encounter the 
King Cobra, the world’s most 
venomous snake, although the 
Cobra is much more interested in 
eating other snakes than pursuing 
you. Just don’t disturb it!  

Valley of Flowers in 
Uttarakhand, India.  
Credit: Shagun Raman, Wikimedia 
[7a], under Creative Commons. 

 

Did you know?  

The tradition of snake charming was once commonly witnessed in India. Snake charmers often 
removed Cobras’ venom glands to render them harmless. India’s Wildlife Protection Act of 1972 
banned all practices that involved the illegal capture and exploitation of protected wild animals, 
so snake charmers have themselves become an endangered, almost extinct species! Although 
government agencies helped them to find alternative employment, some illegal performances do 
occur. Watch the video Snake Charmers on the Streets of India [8] for a closer look.  

The Rock Python is a large non-venomous snake that uses constriction to kill its prey. Here’s how the 
python does it: first, it must hide and wait in ambush for an unsuspecting animal to come close. It then 
strikes swiftly, grabs its prey with its backward-curving teeth and wraps its powerful coils around the 
victim. Each time the prey exhales, the snake tightens its grip, preventing the prey from inhaling again 
and eventually suffocating it. Imagine how terrifying this must be for the prey! For the python, 
however, it’s a highly effective method that enables it to take down and swallow animals that may even 
be much larger than itself, thanks to its highly flexible jaws and skin.  
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Section 3: The Indo-Gangetic Plains and Rivers  

Take a look again at the physical map above, or see the main rivers of India on this map [9]. 

The fertile plains of northern India are crisscrossed by a myriad of rivers and their tributaries, both 
large and small. Most originate from the Himalayas, which are often referred to as the ‘Water Tower 
of Asia’ because of the vast amounts of freshwater they provide through ice and snow melt. The 
Himalayas thus have a vital impact on the country’s ability to sustain the region’s economy and 
complex ecosystems, providing water for agriculture, industry, and daily life for millions of people.  

The River Ganges (Ganga) is a profoundly important example. It flows from the Gangotri Glacier in 
Uttarakhand, across the northern plains for approximately 2,525 kilometres, eventually entering the 
Bay of Bengal. The Ganges holds profound cultural and spiritual significance; the cities of Varanasi, 
Haridwar, Rishikesh and Prayag along the river’s banks have been sacred to Hindus for millennia. The 
sacred city of Varanasi in particular is the oldest continuously inhabited city for more than 3,000 years 
and is the spiritual capital of India. As major pilgrimage sites, these cities host countless rituals, festivals, 
and ceremonies, drawing devotees from all over the world.  

Another major holy river, the Yamuna, runs parallel to the Ganges before joining it near Allahabad 
(Prayagraj). In ancient times, there was a confluence of rivers at this point as the Saraswati River also 
joined, but the Saraswati is now a lost river due to various environmental changes and tectonic shifts 
(more on this later). Studies in geology show that the entire Indo-Gangetic plain evolved over several 
past centuries, with many rivers changing course.  

Numerous shakes and earthquakes have rocked the area along the Himalayan range. The entire 
northern part of India is still prone to tectonic activity and is fascinating for its geology too. Find 
sources of information that will tell you why the Aravalli mountains, one of the oldest geological 
features on earth, are steadily eroding and shrinking while the Himalayas are still rising. Find out 
how it’s possible to find marine fossils in the heights of the towering Himalayas!  

The course of the Indus River passes through India’s Ladakh region, but its major tributaries – the 
Sutlej, Beas, Ravi, Chenab, and Jhelum – were once part of the Punjab in India and are now in 
Pakistan. They form a major five-river network with numerous canals that irrigate fertile plains and 
support agriculture. In the next chapter you will see that the ancient Indus Valley civilisation played a 
crucial role in the history of the Indian subcontinent.  

Despite the life-giving qualities of the waterways, a tragic incident is part of my mother’s family 
history. She used to tell me tearfully about her younger brother – seven years old at the time – 
who had wandered away from home when everyone was busy preparing a wedding feast and 
had somehow fallen into one of these canals and drowned.  

The role of rivers is, of course, vital in the region’s geography, economy, and culture; but these 
waterways face significant environmental challenges that could impact millions who rely on them. 
The risks arise from several factors:  

 Over-extraction of water for irrigation, drinking, and industrial purposes, especially during 
the dry season, reduces the river’s natural flow and its ability to cleanse itself. 
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 More than 300 dams and diversions created along the Ganges and its tributaries have the 
effect of altering the natural flow of this river system, affecting its ecological balance. 

 Climate changes in monsoon patterns and glacial melt lead to extreme weather events like 
droughts and floods. 

 Pollution from human sewage, untreated industrial waste, agricultural runoff, and plastic 
debris. 

Efforts are being made to address these challenges through various government and non-government 
initiatives, but much work remains to be done to restore and protect these vital water bodies. 
Personally, I cannot understand the paradox of great reverence for the rivers while at the same time 
polluting them.  

Section 4: The Northeast, West Bengal and the Sundarbans 

The northeast of India is a region rich in biodiversity with unique landscapes and culturally diverse 
states: Assam, Meghalaya, Nagaland, Manipur, Mizoram, Tripura, and Arunachal Pradesh. The 
Brahmaputra River originates in Tibet, enters India and flows through Assam, eventually merging 
with the Ganges in Bangladesh. During its course it forms and enriches the lush fertile Brahmaputra 
Valley which spans the extensive tea plantations of Assam and Arunachal Pradesh, contributing 
significantly to India’s economy.  

I hope you will love this song of reverence and admiration for the mighty Brahmaputra River as 
much as I do. It is soulfully set to music in the video Namami Brahmaputra, having been created 
as a theme song for the biggest river festival in India. You will see diversity in the faces and voices 
of people singing along the vast stretch of the river, all united in the pan-Indian culture of spiritual 
celebration [10]. 

The Brahmaputra Valley is home to many indigenous communities with vibrant ancient traditions, 
known for living in harmony with the natural environment. The diverse ecosystems here include 
tropical forests, wetlands, and grasslands, which support a rich variety of flora and fauna. As you 
would expect, the river plays a central role in people’s lives, providing water for agriculture, 
transportation, and fishing. However, the region also faces annual flooding, which poses challenges 
for the inhabitants. 

Each year, the monsoon winds sweep across northern India with breathtaking force, carrying 
millions – if not trillions – of tons of rainwater. In the Brahmaputra Valley, this deluge transforms 
the landscape. Torrential rains pour down onto the plains, feeding the mighty Brahmaputra River 
until it spills far beyond its banks. At the height of the season, its floodwaters can cover an area the 
size of Belgium, turning fields and villages into vast, shimmering wetlands. 

But far from being a disaster, this seasonal flooding is part of a deep ecological rhythm. The river 
deposits thick layers of nutrient-rich silt across the valley, bringing an explosion of new life. Rice 
paddies flourish, aquatic plants bloom, and the wetlands become a paradise for fish, birds, and 
insects. The entire region pulses with a renewed energy – a fertile surge that has sustained 
civilisations for centuries. 

As the waters rise, so too do the animals. Elephants, deer, rhinos, and countless other species begin 
their slow migration to higher ground, seeking refuge in the forested hills and elevated terrain that 


