The Princess and the Peak
A privileged tour of Sikkim provided insights and panoramic sites
By Virginia A Sheridan
A rustic hilltop resort, a chilly night and a roaring indoor
campfire. Eighteen FOM study tour members sat shoulder
to shoulder, bamboo containers of red millet and hot water
perched precariously on their knees. A princess, dressed in
boots and a down vest, was explaining the proper way to
drink the fermented beverage chhaang.
“First you flick the bamboo straw in the air three times,
to show appreciation to the spirits,” she explained of the
tradition practised by indigenous tribes in Sikkim. “Don’t
move the straw or you’ll get a mouthful of grain.”
It was one of many ‘insider views’ provided by our
guide, Hope Leezum Namgyal. Her father was the last of the
Namgyal Dynasty (which came to power in 1642) to reign
over the independent kingdom of Sikkim as Chogyal or divine
ruler – so Hope was authentic royalty. When Sikkim became
the 22nd state of India in 1975, Hope’s ‘official’ life ended,
but her dedication to her country
remained. Each site we visited was
enhanced by personal anecdotes
(particularly Tsuklakhang Royal
Chapel in the Palace Grounds
where she attended many state
ceremonies as a child).
At an altitude of 2072 metres,
the hilltop Mount Narsing
Resort afforded a spectacular
view of the snow-capped
Himalayas including
Kanchenjunga, the third
highest mountain in the
world. As we drank looseleaf tea on the camp lawn,
the peaks gradually shed
their cloud covering to reveal
their naked glory. By contrast,
we were wearing double layers,
hats and gloves to counter the
chilly morning air.
Hope pointed to a camel-shaped
hill in the centre of the valley
below. “Today’s destination –
Takhar Tashidhing Monastery. It’s a
very powerful site for Buddhists.”
A vase used by Guru Rimpoche,
the holy man believed to have
brought Buddhism to Sikkim
from Tibet in the ninth century, is
unearthed each year and the level
of sacred water within is said to
predict Sikkim’s well being. The
18th century monastery seemed
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Satvinder Singh, Khatiza Van Savage and Jan Firth await chhaangdrinking instructions at a rustic resort in Sikkim; photo by the author

so close – and yet it would take three hours along Sikkim’s
winding, bumpy roads to reach the spot. Luckily, we were
travelling in a convoy of four-wheel-drive vehicles.
Long car rides were a large portion of the Sikkim study
tour – indeed it was a five-hour drive from the closest airport
in the neighbouring state of West Bengal. But they proved to
be a ‘window’ into the culture. We passed groups of women
breaking rocks with hammers to fix roads damaged during
the rainy season. We photographed terraced rice fields, tea
plantations, winter-blooming cherry blossoms. We noted the
humour in highway safety signs that gave advice such as
‘Careful with My Curves.’ And at one impromptu stop, we
sampled the tastiest butter naan, cooked fresh in a tandoor
oven, for just a few rupees each.
Other accommodations reflected the opulence of the British
Raj (influential in the kingdom for a time). At the Elgin Mount
Pandim Hotel in Pemayangtse, West Sikkim, we enjoyed a
welcome sherry and a 360-degree mountain view as well as
hikes to Pemayangtse Monastery (the seat of the important
Nyingma Buddhist sect) and the ruins of a 17th century
palace. Along the way, Hope explained how her family was
supporting Buddhist traditions and education in a country in
which Buddhism is now a minority belief. (With the influx of
Nepalese labourers, Hindus are now the majority at 67%.)
Back in Gangtok, the crowded capital of India’s least
populated state, we met with the director of the Namgyal
Institute of Tibetology for a private tour of the Palace
collection of thangkhas (Buddhist devotional paintings on
scrolls). We also watched documentaries of the indigenous
Lepchas and their customs – men gathering fish from basket
traps, a shaman dispersing chhaang to the spirits – and we
felt privileged to have had access to a side of Sikkim known
to few outsiders. And of course, we were most privileged to
have a princess as our guide.
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