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The first time Purna Gurung scaled Karapu Danda he was twenty 
years old and looking for God. Armed with a large bag of  weed he 
climbed for twelve hours to reach the summit, some ten thousand 
feet above sea level. There, amid a diorama of  snow-tipped moun-
tains and endless sky, he lit up, chilled out and waited for enlighten-
ment. The second time Purna scaled Karapu Danda, he was looking 
for plants. 

Twenty years ago Purna could have become just another bright 
village boy burned out by the hippy ethos which still prevails in 
lowland Nepal: his father was a Gurkha in the Indian Army, he’d 
been sent to boarding school in Pokhara, the nation’s second city, 
then received a scholarship to study in Kathmandu. But after a fort-
night watching his fellow students rioting and protesting he had 
drifted back to Pokhara where he played in a band, worked in a bar 
and started a club. One night a Norwegian turned up looking for a 
permaculture farm nearby. Purna had never heard of  permaculture, 
but like most Nepalis he is very obliging: he offered to help; a few 
days later they found the place. And Purna was hooked. 

He spent time as an intern at the farm in Nepal and later at the 
Norwegian’s farm in Hvisten. He moved on to work for an NGO 
creating community gardens to improve the diet of  rural villagers 
and was invited by the project’s sponsors, Kandoori Botanic Gar-
dens, to study at their base in Hong Kong. After a few more devi-
ations, he arrived in London to expand his knowledge by working 
as a gardener. When nobody would hire him because he didn’t know 
the Latin names of  plants, he secured a diploma from Lambeth 
College which taught him little Latin but lots of  horticulture. In 
2007, armed with a moped and a back-pack full of  tools, he set up 
his own gardening firm. Today he continues to design, create and 
maintain gardens in west London, but his real passion is the Gar-
den In The Himalayas, the botanic garden he started in 2012 in his 
family’s village of  Tanchok. This small mountain community sits 
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at an altitude of  five thousand feet, a ninety-minute drive from 
Pokhara – much of  it on single-track dirt roads. Here, on one of  the 
many patches of  abandoned terracing which litter the countryside 
of  rural Nepal, the village gifted him two acres to create a com-
munity garden. 

Twice a year, in late winter and mid-summer when his London 
gardens are dormant or their owners are on holiday, Purna heads 
back to Nepal to oversee his Garden In The Himalayas. It sits a half  
hour’s steep climb through jungle-like woodland between the lower 
and upper village, though it can also be accessed by truck on the 
treacherously pitted track which links the two settlements. The 
garden itself  is enclosed with the sort of  elegant dry-stone walls 
which surround farmsteads and buttress terraces throughout the 
country. At its heart is a large pool – a former reservoir from the 
time when the land was worked by farmers. Several pagoda-like 
temples dot its banks, and beside them are trees embellished with 

Purna Gurung (right) and two of  the porters pack a specimen in damp moss 
for the five-day journey down the mountains to the garden where they’ll be 
transplanted. Photograph by the author.
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coloured ribbons and string – vestiges of  the Shamanism which 
happily co-exists with more orthodox Buddhism and Hinduism in 
much of  rural Nepal. At the top of  the garden is a dharamsala – a 
stone refuge for passing shepherds, pilgrims or travellers. Like many 
such shelters strung out along the mountain paths, this was put up 
by a family to honour a dead relative; a plaque on the front records 
the names and the exact amount that each member contributed to 
the building. 

Opposite, on the mountain’s edge, Purna has planted a line of  
berberis to stop the cliff from eroding. In between are beds of  medi-
cinal and culinary herbs, vegetables, fruit, tea bushes and banana 
palms, plus a few decorative flowers and shrubs. Some are rare na-
tive plants he’s trying to preserve and bring back into general 
cultivation; some are food-bearing plants he’s growing to vary the 
villagers’ diet; some are plants from his childhood whose culinary, 
cosmetic or medicinal use is in decline. Amid these native species 
are a few immigrants: beetroot, cucumber and courgettes grown 
from English seed, avocados and kiwi fruit planted to enrich the 
local cuisine. 

On principle the garden is run organically, though most agri-
culture in Nepal is organic by default as pesticides and fertilisers 
are expensive and unfamiliar. Purna employs a local boy to oversee 
the place, keeping it weeded, taking cuttings, nurturing seedlings 
and harvesting produce. While the salary is enticing to village 
youths who are usually forced to emigrate to the cities to find jobs, 
the work is hard, often dull and always lonely. Nonetheless, though 
the turn-over is high and it’s difficult to oversee his workers from 
afar, Purna is teaching best practice, instilling the lessons of  ecol-
ogy and nature conservation to the villagers both through the 
garden itself  and via the staff he employs. 

During his twice-yearly visits, in August and February, Purna 
mounts a plant-hunting expedition, trekking into the Himalayas  
to record rarities and garner stock for his garden – a permit from 
the government allows him to take five examples of  each species   
he finds. That is how I come to be setting out one warm February 
morning from Bhakchok – a village deep in the foothills south east 
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of  Pokhara – along with four friends who’d heard of  the excursion 
and begged to come along: five women of  a ‘certain age’, led by 
Purna and his friend Hom – who is billed as a botanist but I suspect 
he is brought along because of  his Zen-like calm and his knowledge 
of  the terrain. 

Our crew is supported by ten porters – we learn early on not to 
call them sherpas because, as Purna explains, sherpa defines an eth-
nic group from eastern Nepal near Mt Everest, and not all Sherpas 
are sherpas just as all Cooks, Thatchers or Butchers are not by defin-
ition cooks, thatchers or butchers. Ten seems an extravagant number 
for our modest crew, but they are carrying food for themselves as 
well as our tents and supplies. And as the food diminishes, the 
number of  plants, seeds and cuttings swells so those cone-shaped 
woven baskets the porters have strapped across their foreheads 
never get any lighter.

Though Nepalis live close to the land there is no obvious garden 
culture in the country – even the urban temples and palaces are 
curiously devoid of  floral ornament beyond the strings of  marigolds 
which embellish every Hindu shrine. Perhaps gardening seems a 
useless gesture given the magnificence of  the natural surroundings; 
perhaps the people are simply too poor or overworked to think of  
cultivating plants for pleasure; or perhaps the Shamanistic culture 
which deifies rocks and trees militates against the artificial ordering 
of  these sacred elements.

While March would have been a warmer month to visit and would 
have guaranteed more wild flowers, Purna has to be back in London 
waking up his gardens by then, so the flora we see is largely con-
fined to flowering shrubs and trees. Below three thousand feet there 
are tropical and subtropical forests; from six to nine thousand feet 
we are in familiar temperate regions with broad-leafed deciduous 
woods, bamboo groves and mossy forests of  oak and rhododendron. 
Conifer forests of  yew and pine start at about 7,000ft and rise up to 
12,000ft. Above that we do not go. 

Along the way we pass through meadows carpeted with cannabis, 
woodlands filled with buddleja, sublimely-scented daphnes, delicate 
primulas – nothing like the vulgar pop-art versions sold in English 
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garden centres. We also recognise tall, pink-flowered nicotiana, 
wafting on the edge of  fields, and tiny piercingly-blue gentians 
which bring to mind D. H. Lawrence in the mountains of  New 
Mexico, though none of  us can remember the actual words of  his 
Bavarian Gentians. We also see lokta – the low-growing bush whose 
bark is pulped to make paper, and champak – Magnolia champaca, 
whose dense, dark timber is used in fine cabinetry while its heavily 
scented blossoms give it the popular name Joy tree – the inspiration 
behind Joy, the world’s second-most popular perfume (after Chanel 
No 5). 

One morning one of  the porters – a slim, pixie-like boy who looks 
about twelve, though we are assured he is in his late twenties – flits 
through the woods collecting flowers from a dull plant called tupistra, 
which his mother makes into chutney. Another morning Purna 
shows us a nondescript plant whose tiny white flowers Nepalese 
children press to their skin to create patterns with the juice; the 
effect is negligible on our pale Anglo-Saxon flesh but it makes dra-
matic lines on his coffee-coloured arms. One morning we wake up 
to find lines of  pilgrims panting past our little encampment to pay 
homage to a venerated tree around the corner. When we emerge 
from our tents they stop and ask to take our pictures, giggling and 
jostling to put their arms around these strange creatures who have 
suddenly appeared in their midst.

Most days Purna points out plants employed in Ayurvedic medi-
cine – their exact names and uses known only to practitioners. 
Most days we trek through morning mist and mid-day clouds, along 
steep paths where one false step would send you sliding hundreds 
of  yards with nothing to cling to or break the fall. We rest at stra-
tegically placed chautaries – wayside platforms shaded by the large 
pointed leaves of  pipul, Ficus religiosa, or the multi-rooted banyan 
trees – generally planted in pairs to represent the male and female 
principle. Many of  the slopes we traverse are smouldering with 
fires, burning off old grass to stimulate new growth. Many of  the 
trees are stripped of  their lower limbs which villagers use as fodder. 
Deforestation is a major problem: farmers cut down forests to pro-
vide ground for livestock, which produces the manure to fertilise 
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the fields, which then erode because the trees have been cut down  
. . . And all along the trail we come upon sudden grassy meadows 
often with a dharamsala to shelter shepherds grazing their flocks in 
these high plateaux. 

Along the way we decorate our walking sticks – essential on the 
narrow paths – with rhododendron flowers, like the posies chil-
dren sell along the highways as offerings for the deities. We observe 
orchids – some of  the three hundred different varieties in Nepal – 
which flourish in the clefts in trees or on the forest floor; we note 
the hundreds of  different kinds of  fern; we gather seeds and store 
them in labelled envelopes; we take cuttings of  caryopteris plants, 
clematis vines and Bombax malabaricum, the silk cotton tree whose 
bright red flowers glow against the leafless limbs towering above 
the rest of  the forest; later the kapok-like fluff of  their seed pods 
will be collected to stuff cushions and mattresses. We also saw 
specimens of  begonia and Scutellaria biacalensis – Baikal skullcap, 
whose tiny purple flower is used to treat diarrhoea and dysentery.

We pass through settlements, five hours’ trek from any road. In 
one village they haven’t seen Europeans for thirty years. People 
gather round the water pump as we approach and chat quietly with 
Purna while we catch our breath. They show us their water mill; 
they offer us cardamom pods which are drying in racks in an open 
barn; they bring out a large yellow disc and cut it into thin wedges: 
hard cheese made from whey for long mountain journeys. 

The villages, like the terraces, tend to be on the south side of  
slopes to get the sun, leaving the north side for forests and grazing. 
The villages themselves are studies in self-sufficiency: the houses 
long and low, clinging to the mountains, built of  clay, brick or field-
stone, roofed with grass or slate. Often there is a grove of  bamboo 
nearby to provide pipes, poles, mats, baskets and scaffolding. The 
diet is austere, most of  it grown in tiny patches near the houses: 
spices and chillies, lentils, onions, cabbages, carrots, spinach, tur-
nips, radishes. Often a small beehive is perched on a window sill, 
providing a thick, dark honey – a modest, but ambrosial luxury. In 
the low-lying areas there are also fruit trees: bananas, tangerines, 
mangoes, papayas. Wild mustard, fried and eaten like spinach, is 
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harvested from the fields before ploughing, as is wild nettle which 
is also dried into flour for bread and woven into cloth. Rice, a staple, 
is planted before the spring monsoon and harvested in the autumn; 
often two crops can be squeezed from a single season, with wheat 
being planted in the rice paddies after the final harvest. Corn, mil-
let, barley and buckwheat are other common crops, and at higher 
altitudes potatoes form another dietary staple.

The villages are punctuated with raised platforms of  drying 
maize, stacks of  hay, piles of  neatly-cut fire wood; chickens run free 
and there’s often a goat tied up to a post or a few buffalo lounging 
at the edge of  the settlement. The goats are for eating – they tend 
to urinate in the bucket if  anyone tries to milk them; the buffalo 
are for milk and meat and labour. One or the other is also used         
in religious ceremonies: at the summit of  one remote settlement 
we stumble on a shrine, the deity inside is splashed with the usual 
vermilion powder while a lignum stone outside is sticky with the 
blood of  a recent sacrifice. In Kathmandu we had been told that 
they still conduct child sacrifices in the remote regions – a story to 
titillate tourists, I’m sure . . . though there was actually one re-
ported in 2015.

Village fields are works of  land art: deep, gently stepped, curving 
terraces following the contours of  the slope. And all bisected by the 
streams sliding down from Annapurna (the name means ‘plentiful 
grain’, as water from her snow-tipped heights irrigates the valleys). 
Some of  the river beds are dry in winter, waiting for the monsoon 
to transform them into rushing torrents, but many are already fast 
with snow-melt: crystal clear, cold as ice and traversed by rocks or 
swinging bridges, or logs thrown casually across the raging water.

Several times we strip off and plunge into mountain pools away 
from the porters who are making lunch; once a gargoyle-like shep-
herd suddenly appears, perched on a distant rock, watching us 
intently. Later he joins us and shares the meal, casually mentioning 
that the previous day his seven goats had been chased across two 
valleys by a tiger. Despite much tempting talk of  wild boar, deer, 
fox, otters, black bears and spotted tigers – which Purna explains 
are really leopards – we see surprisingly little wildlife. Indeed, the 
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only exotic animals we encounter are monkeys, and those are play-
ing on the telephone poles in Kathmandu – denizens of  the temples 
where they steal food set out for the gods. 

Some mornings are so cold we shiver in our tents waiting for the 
cheery voice announcing ‘Good morning Madam, tea here’ and we 
poke our heads out to receive the delicious chiya masala, sweet and 
spicy and black. Some afternoons are so hot we bask in T-shirts in 
the sun. Some nights are so cold and clear we can see the curve of  
the earth in the sky and the stars look like lights pulsing through a 
giant colander above us. 

On the penultimate evening we reach the summit of  Karapu 
Danda – the ‘million dollar view’ that Purna had been promising all 
along. But as we emerge round the side of  the mountain a sudden 
storm engulfs us: rain turns to hail then to snow. Luckily there is a 
dharmsala at the top – just where Purna left it two decades before. 
We quickly gather wood for the fire pit, but as there is no chimney 
and the wood is damp, the smoke soon drives us back into the night 
storm to gulp fresh air. By morning the sky has washed itself  clear, 
the air is crisp, icicles hang from the roof  and shimmering tufts      
of  ice-sheathed grass poke through the frozen crust of  snow. And 
framing it all is the endless snow-topped range curving around us 
on all sides. A million dollar view indeed! 

This is the day we descend the mountain, through meadows and 
forests, past Buddhist stupas draped with prayer flags, and Hindu 
shrines daubed with vermilion, and lignum stones in phallic glory, 
and trees rippling with coloured ribbon, past single farms and tiny 
villages, down steps and along narrow paths and wider tracks, down 
to the village of  Tangting where there is a road, and a van waiting 
to take us back to Pokhara. There we leave Purna to sort his photo-
graphs and plant his specimens and cultivate his cuttings while the 
rest of  us head back to Kathmandu and real life. 

Twenty years ago Purna climbed Karapu Danda looking for en-
lightenment; what he found, eventually, was a garden.

*
For more information about Garden In The Himalayas or Purna’s next plant-
hunting expedition see lpgardening.co.uk


