
76



77

BARA BANGAHAL
John Silvester looks back at the golden years of Bir – 
then dives headlong over the pass to the future
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JOHN SILVESTER
A legend in paragliding, John helped 

pioneer Bir in the 1990s. He was the first 
pilot to circumnavigate an 8,000m peak 

by paraglider, in Pakistan in 2005
Photo: Jody MacDonald

LOST HORIZON
John’s bookshelf in Wales

Photo: John Silvester

THE THAMSAR PASS
Approaching the 4,600m Thamsar Pass. 

Bara Bangahal lies behind this 
mountain wall

Photo: Debu Choudhury

The photographs of John flying used in 
this article were all taken on a previous 
trip by adventure photographer Jody 

MacDonald. They show the terrain John 
flew over, just not on the day he writes 

about here

B ir Colony. The small, tranquil, Tibetan 
settlement on the front face of the Indian 
Himalaya. It was first frequented in the 

1980s by adventurous travellers searching for a 
paragliding equivalent to Alex Garland’s fictional 
Thai paradise in The Beach.

In the early years, and through most of the 
1990s, a good day in spring or autumn would 
have seen maybe 10 wings laid out on the Billing 
meadows. Everyone was on first name terms, close 
friends, and the only strange faces at the morning 
chai shop were the passing muleteers, taking a 
break before continuing over China Pass, and on 
into the big, unknown mountains.

They were the first. The lucky ones, there at the 
very beginning, and they had their own way of 
doing things, their own sort of rituals. Andy always 
took off first, following the vultures. Or was it Jed?

But slowly, by word of mouth, roughly drawn 
sketch maps, The Colony became a paragliding 
Phuket, everything fully catered for. In 2015 it 
hosted India’s first ever Paragliding World Cup 
event. It had come of age.

Just two kilometres up the hill, in the old Indian 
village of Bir, that place one briefly passes through 
by taxi on the way to take-off, development has 
been shrugged off and it retains an original charm. 
This isn’t altogether surprising, as many of its 
residents are part-timers, it is only their winter 
home, and for most of the year they live ‘over the 
back’, in the high inaccessible mountains beyond 
the Thamsar Pass. A remote place without roads, 
electricity or a mobile signal, without cappuccinos, 
hotels or wi-fi. 

A place called Bara Bangahal.
A place only 30km away.

I first heard its name sometime after my first 
season, and the sound of it conjured up a sort of 
mysticism, a mixed-up, opaque association, with a 
flavour of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. This 
fed my interest, but when I mentioned it to other 
travellers they had never heard of it, and certainly 
never visited. 

The only person with any knowledge of it was 
Kumla, my maid, a small dark woman who spoke 
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no English and appeared to shudder at the sound 
of its name. Apparently she had ‘escaped’ from 
there when she was young, after the loss of her 
father, high up in the snows, lost in a blizzard 
trying to cross the Thamsar too late. She didn’t 
look like she wanted to remember.

And then, over the years, tiny bits of 
information slowly accumulated, and I flew over 
it on a couple of adventures. First looking down 
on the frozen lake and glittering snowfields of the 
4,600m Thamsar Pass, and then at the Ravi river 
gorge, an awesome ravine, steep and narrow for 
20km, a place I crossed high, fearful of having 
nowhere to land. 

I must have flown over Bara Bangahal village, 
but I was too high to 
see the rustic houses, 
more guessing where 
it nestled, at the point 
where the gorge finally 
opened out, splitting 
into two different 
valleys with an obvious 
steeply-terraced central 
spur, that I hoped was 
facing into the wind. 
Terraces were always the 
give away. The big clue. 
Terraces meant a village, 
that it actually existed, 
like it said on the 
map. They also meant 
possible landings. Bara 
Bangahal had become real.

So I asked some more, a little more keenly, 
because I knew I was going to go in, and also knew 
what could happen on these sorts of bivvy trips. 
Sometimes it simply doesn’t work, or the weather 
doesn’t play ball, which with winter coming on, 
and the days becoming shorter, increased the risk 
of a big dump of snow. And that is when I heard 
about it, a secret path used only by locals, going 
down the gorge. The occasional summer trekkers 
that went in using pack animals and porters never 
seemed to use it, all coming over the snowy passes 
from Manali, and occasionly Bir, instead. 

The gorge path was reputedly precipitous, with 
long overhanging cuttings that worked across 
rock-faces, too low for a mule, too difficult to carry 
a big wing. I tried to work out from what I had 
seen from the air, and from the map, how far down 
the gorge it might be until one hit a road. Fifteen 
kilometres seemed the bare minimum. So maybe, 
if things went a bit wrong and for some reason it 
wasn’t possible to fly out, and if one could find a 

porter who could help find the way, then maybe 
one could simply walk out down the gorge, and not 
have to risk it, crossing the high snowy passes. 

It might only be a three- or four-hour energetic 
walk, a beautiful Himalayan trek though 
breathtaking scenery... followed by the less 
pleasant two-day bus ride, bumping back to Bir. 
Optimism is a great thing for getting things going. 

Dream on!

Summer 2015, Wales
“Hey Jim, how’s it going? Fancy a flying adventure 
to Bara Bangahal?’’ I am on my phone, sitting on 
a roof nailing wooden shingles, thinking about 
flying.

‘Bir’ Jim was no longer 
a Billing full-timer, but 
I knew he was getting 
leave from his teaching 
job at the Uni, so was 
unlikely to be missing 
out completely on the 
season. And I knew 
he would be up for an 
adventure, so long as 
he hadn’t been seduced 
to fly the competition. 
He had won the Sports 
Class and a pot of prize 
money the previous year 
at the Pre-PWC, so I 
thought he might just 
be tempted. But true to 

form he seemed to be resisting further corruption. 
‘’Just what I am needing! Mind if I bring along 
Kiwi?’’

Kiwi was a close friend of my old mate Rob 
Whittall, and a celebrated psychedelic author, so 
should fit right in.

PWC week, Bir 2015
A few months later there are five of us there, on 
Billing’s new astro-turfed take-off, along with a 
full complement of glamorous, gaudy, competition 
pilots. 

But Eddie, Mike, Jim, Kiwi and I are not studying 
turnpoints on GPS screens, we are stuffing bivvy 
kit into our too-light harnesses, waiting for the last 
of the competitors to get off, and the start gate to 
open. 

Eddie and I are on a tight schedule: we only have 
five days left before the start of our next guiding 
tour, and we both feel a little wired because we 
don’t want to be back late. Conditions have been 
poor for the last three days and this is our one best 
chance. We don’t want to blow it, but it doesn’t 
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THE GREAT HIMALAYA
Looking towards the 6,000m peaks north 

of Bir, behind the Dhauladhar Range
Photo: Jody MacDonald

look perfect for a difficult big crossing either.
We all climb easily and get up over the back. 

Eddie and Mike leading out, Kiwi cruising on 
behind. It is great to be back in the air, and even 
better to be all off on a mission. But my optimistic 
enthusiasm is very short lived, since we find a 
lowish base and stability over the back, where we 
were expecting to simply find power climbs. 

It is just good enough to keep going, but at the 
next corner, looking up the valley, it becomes pretty 
obvious that this is going to turn into a fight. Up 
near the end of the valley, where the passes we need 
to cross sit at 4,600m on top of the headwall, there 
is a strange line of clouds, like a pearl necklace, 
sort of hanging down just near the summits, nearly 
obscuring them, but not quite. For some reason I 
think convergence, fuelled by convection, which 
gets me thinking of valley winds. 

They bring in moisture and lowering bases. And 
if they do, we will never cross the col, and never 
get to Bara Bangahal this year. I quickly reason that 
we had better cross it soon.

We are all still strung out, and I know I should wait 
so we can gaggle up and make the next difficult 
crossing to the bottom of the headwall together, 
and help each other with the subsequent crucial 
climb up to the lowering clouds. But I don’t, I don’t 
think we have the extra time it will take, and also 
doubt that we will all have the same commitment 
to reach our destination. 

I have mentally accepted that this little sortie 
has more than a whiff of ‘Nam’ about it, and the 
surfing’s going to be done under fire. I know for 
sure that the next glide is going to put us much, 
much lower down underneath the headwall than 
I have ever attempted to climb out from before, 
and never in such poor conditions. And if we don’t 
get the next climb, it will be at least a day’s walk, 
probably two.

And then Mike and I are nearing base, circling 
together, needing to make a decision. At the end of 
the next turn I go, without radioing Mike. I know 
he will see me gliding. He needs to make his own 
call, whether to abandon the others.
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I arrive under the headwall alone and poke into 
the bottom of a steep gulley, looking for the climb. 
Whoom, it finds me, and even with its nasty sharp 
edges I am grateful, just watching out for the rocks 
that are a little too close for such stable conditions. 

Reaching the start of the necklace I move down 
it for 5km towards Manali, deeper into the end of 
the valley where the snow is, and base should be 
higher. And slowly I am gaining, almost peeking 
over the ridgeline to get a glimpse over the other 
side. It is clear, totally blue, and as I circle up on 
the edge of two clouds I feel happy there is no 
drift, because I am going to have to cross with only 
50m of clearance.

I call on the radio that I am going, and get a 
reply from Jim that they will try and join me. But 
I am not too sure, things are changing quickly, 
and I can’t see any gliders below me, so they are 
probably still on glide.

Crossing the snowy plateau low I fixate on my 
glide angle. It is perfectly matching the angle of 
the terrain, and I know that a little bit of sink 

might have me waist deep in snow within seconds. 
Making gentle slight adjustments to follow the 
perfect line over the plateau, avoiding little bluffs 
and rises that could pluck me from the air, it is 
only a kilometre until the crisis is over, as the 
terrain falls away quickly into a massive, barren, 
arid valley.

Gliding down it the scale seems huge, and it 
feels like slow motion speedriding, for maybe 20 
minutes, as I just keep on going, waiting to catch 
a climb. Eventually one comes, but it is cloyingly 
stable, so I just ridge surf along the inversion until 
I arrive above Bara Bangahal. 

At 2,600m it is not so far below me, and I 
thankfully see at least three obvious landing 
options. Letting out a metaphorical sigh of relief I 
notice stuff coming up past me, straight out of the 
mouth of the gorge. There is lots of it, and as I fly 
on I realise that it is leaves and tree seeds, spinning 
skywards on hard thermic gusts. A premonition 
of fear starts to surface, but I quash it quickly, 
telling it ‘Yes I do know’, implying that it will do no 
good. “Guess the valley wind is pretty strong in the 
gorge,” I tell myself, whilst theorising that where it 
widens out at the obtuse valley junction there will 
be lots of chance for dead spots, turbulence, big 
swirling eddies and sudden wind changes.

Whoop, I take a big one, followed by lots of 
big surges, and within a minute or two I am 
getting out, taking a nasty climb back up to the 
inversion line. Sorry Bara Bangahal, but you are 
no longer very inviting. You are instead an evil 
paragliding trap. 

I head over to the sunny slopes of Mani Mahesh, 
where there is another pass at 4,500m that will let 
me escape to a road at Brahmour. I get in close 
and hope for a better climb. It is facing south, 
steep and rocky, but still they don’t come. The only 
way out is up, up and over a high col, but it isn’t 
happening, and I realise that I am stuck, trapped 
by the stable air in this big high Himalayan bowl.

OK then. Top land high!
When I am almost at the treeline and at the top 

of the inversion, trying to gain another 50m to get 
above the trees I take a collapse in the bad air. As 
it re-inflates with a loud crack I hear what I think 
is a roar. Looking down, not really expecting to 
see anything, more thinking that all this stress is 
getting to me, I see two brown bears ten metres 
below me, standing up tall and hugging each other, 
the largest one swiping at the air with a large 
clawed paw. Totally amazing. And then I notice 
they are standing in the middle of a big circle of 
new brown soil, with a hole in the centre, and I 
realise that I have disturbed them digging their 
winter’s den.
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CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT
The unforgiving landscape;

Bara Bangahal from John’s landing strip; 
and an older resident of the village. 

Photos: Jody MacDonald / John Silvester

They quickly run off downhill to disappear into the 
forest, and so do I. Top-landing for the night does 
not feel quite so attractive.

I end up back over the valley, hanging out and 
weighing up my landing options. And wasting 
time, waiting for the end of the day. Of my three 
main options the one I finally landed was the 
lowest in the list, the central spur with terraces, 
furthest from the village. It was a good landing 
place, with a long enough narrow terrace facing 
into the twisted wind, but I still got dumped from 
10m, skidding off the end of the terrace to crash 
through a familiar aromatic bush before brushing 
myself down.

It was at least 30 minutes before anyone 
appeared to view me. There were obviously not 
many people left in the valley.

I was very glad to have arrived, very glad to be 
unscathed. But the thought of flying tomorrow felt 
a little unnerving. What if tomorrow was as bad as 
today, really stable? To get away with this landing 
once was feasible. But twice? Or every day? I knew 
what the answer was and looked down the gorge.

‘’How many hours, ji?’’ I say to the affable man 
walking with me across to the village, whilst 
pointing to the gorge. ‘’Walking. Four hours, five?” 

He smiled, ‘’Two days... me two days.’’
Which made me wonder. He looked incredibly 

young, athletic, and acclimatised. 
Whereas I? With a paraglider? 
Already the fear of landing was evaporating. 

Maybe tomorrow would be better, and less stable. 
Maybe I would fly?

I awoke the next morning to a new world. Before 
I had opened my eyes I knew I was now deep in 
the mountains. The river was roaring down below, 
constantly, insistently calling, even in sleep. I loved 
the sound, it made me feel protected, hidden, deep 
inside somewhere, safe.

Today, there were no ‘Nam’ feelings, no 
undertones of The Beach. Just tranquillity, like in 
that mythological place Shangri La. I realised how 
much I valued James Hilton’s book from 1933, and 
suspected that I too might be motivated by a Lost 
Horizon, to cross into another place, outside of 
our present world. Bara Bangahal might not have 
any magnificent Lameries, but they did exist, just 
20km away over the next 6,000m ridgeline.

I was sleeping on the big wooden veranda of 
Junga’s house, perched steeply on the side of 
the valley. The house was in the middle of the 
serried rows of wooden roofs, with a narrow 



WORKING IT
Soaring rocks below the Thamsar Pass
Photo: Jody MacDonald
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stone-slabbed footpath weaving between them, 
acting as the only road in and out, and the 
same path that ran for at least 25km in either 
direction, before it met what we would call a 
road. To the east it climbed into the snows of 
the Manali Pass, and to the west, down the 
forbidding Ravi river gorge.

From where I lay, snuggled down on my glider 
in the cold light of dawn, I could see the upper 
snowfields of the beautifully iconic mountain 
called Laluni, looking inaccessibly cold and 
remote, just as a 6,000m mountain should. 

And down below, over the layers of wooden 
roofs, I could see the small fields cut out of the 
pressing forest, before they disappeared into the 
steepness of the consuming gorge. That is what 
defined this awesome place, floating in the middle 
ground, between the glittering snowfields and the 
roaring chasm.

It was still early, so I went down to the river 
to urinate and wash. No one was about, and the 
stillness was tangible, somehow radiating upwards 
from the river to the summits, and then on even 
further into the palest blue sky. I don’t know how 
the roaring river created stillness, but it somehow 
did. Scattered around the shoreline, amongst the 
big smooth river rocks, everywhere there was 
wood. Firewood faggots as long as your arm, and 
roof beams fashioned from tree trunks, with wood 
chippings from sharp hand tools lying around like 
confetti. 

As I wandered about looking at this amazing 
resource, the sun continued rising on the far side 
of the mountains, and touched Laluni. No longer 
did she look so inaccessible, and it once more 
seemed plausible to fly her summit snowfields. 
Maybe today! 

I could see the beginnings of smoke rising from 
the village, so started back up the zig-zagging path 
with thoughts of breakfast and tea... and take-off.

We walked uphill for maybe 40 minutes in the 
cool still air, enjoying the sun’s warmth on our 
backs, seeing no-one. I didn’t want to go all the 
way to the treeline, especially since the bears were 
making a winter’s home up there, and my friends 
were carrying guns. Then fortunately, just as the 
first soft winds began drifting up the hillside, I 
saw a small clearing in the trees. Laying out my 
wing it wasn’t long before I was out there with 
the morning vultures, staying up, but not really 
climbing.

Any thoughts of flying onto Laluni had quickly 
evaporated, dispelled by the awful, inverted 
conditions. But if I was going to get back to Bir in 
time for our guiding I had to cross a 4,500m pass 
in order to reach a road. Otherwise, the only other 
way out was down the gorge. 25K of gorge... into a 
headwind. 

After three hours of trying to climb I finally 
succumbed, and tried surfing down the sunny side 
of the gorge, around the forbidding interlocking 
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SINGLE FILE
Down by the river at the end of the trek 

out on day one
Photo: John Silvester

spurs that fell down steeply to the river, trying 
to speed through the leeside turbulence next to 
tottering blocks of stone, above gullies crammed 
with rockslides. And not a path in sight. I didn’t 
get far, and as I got lower I gave in, limping back to 
Bara Bangahal, and to what now felt like a very safe 
landing. 
It was only 2pm, I was hot and thirsty and thought 
the valley wind would be gentler than yesterday, 
with such stable conditions. I was right, but still 
crashlanded.

Junga’s wife Dimple met me as I crossed the 
bridge, and I could tell that the village had enjoyed 
watching my futile low-level circuits of the valley, 
as if I had been giving them a paragliding display, 
and I was taken off to her sister’s house for lunch. 
It was so lovely sitting on the warm flagstones 
surrounded by the last remnants of the harvest, 
looking at the snowy summits, rather than trying 
to screw an impossible non-existent thermal out of 
a horrible, rocky, too-close gully.

But I did now have two problems. One was 
returning late in Bir, whilst the other was a little 
more pressing. Getting out.

Finding the path down the gorge alone I knew 
would be epic, so I had to find a guide. But how? 
With ‘hindi ni’?

After gentle enquiries and lots of miming it 
transpired that in three days’ time the next group 
of families would be leaving, and I could trek out 

with them. It was great news, and best of all, even 
though I was definitely going to be late, there was 
realistically nothing I could do about it with these 
flying conditions, so I could sit back and enjoy 
being there for another two days, and help with 
the harvest.

The Gorge
We left at dawn, and started down the north side. 
The river roared 300m below us as we picked a 
careful line between the rock faces. However, it 
wasn’t long until we were forced to scurry across 
loose gullies, where the obvious frequent rock 
falls made me jealous of my companions, who 
scampered across, travelling so light. 

After the gullies there were rock spurs, which 
were usually turned on precarious ledges, or walls 
of piled rocks, and even sometimes tree limbs 
jammed across vertical corners, with stone slabs 
thrown on top to create a sort of path. Parents had 
all their children tethered like dogs on long lengths 
of string, and people helped the elderly on the 
harder sections. 

Carrying my cumbersome ‘sack, I was grateful 
to have been a mountaineer in my youth, but 
nonetheless had no time or inclination to get 
out a camera. There were frequent stops, where 
everyone sat in a line on the path, leaning back 
against the wall, feet dangling in space as food 
and drink was passed back and forth. I tried to 



Bara Bangahal
Bara Bangahal is in the Chamba 
valley, Himachal Pradesh, near 
the head of the Ravi Gorge. 
To its south and west lies the 
Dhauladhar range of mountains 
and Dharamsala, to the north 
the Pir Pangal and Keylong, and 
to the east the Bara Bangahal 
range and Manali. The first bivvy 
visit was from the NZ pilot Bryan 
Moore, who trekked down to Bara 
Bangahal after flying over the 
Solang Pass from Manali. The next 
day he saved the walk and flew out, 
back to Bir!
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discretely augment the local offerings with my 
meagre selfish supply of energy bars and drinks, 
but it didn’t go un-noticed by the children who I 
heard whispering “chocolate!!”, craving something 
they had been starved of for the last eight months.

An hour before dark we made the last climb 
of the day up from the river, where we had been 
having easier walking on old avalanche ice. It must 
have been debris packed into the gorge from last 
winter, the river carving tunnels and caves through 
its sides. 

As we left it, to start the climb up to the 
village where we would sleep for the night, I felt 
everyone’s spirits rise and the pace pick up, as I 
was left behind with my load. The ascent felt never 
ending, with awkward rock steps breaking my 
slow tired rhythm. Tonight, I promised myself, I 
would find a porter. This new village would not be 
migrating, so I should be able to pay someone to 
carry my load. Even without speaking Hindi!

I was almost the last to arrive, and as I entered 
the flagstoned courtyard where everyone was 
still sitting, enjoying the last of the light, I let my 
rucksack fall theatrically from my shoulder with a 
large thump, then finished it off by collapsing onto 
a nearby wall. I knew it had worked as soon as the 
young bucks started guessing its weight, hoisting 
it onto their shoulders, and realising it was not 
as forbiddingly heavy as it appeared. So for just 
500 rupees I would be able to enjoy the next day. 
Trekking in the Himalayas. Taking in the view.

I slept outside that night after eating with the 
families, and because this village was close enough 
to have electricity and a satellite TV everyone 
sat around into the small hours watching the 
Hindi movies they had been deprived of over the 
summer. For me it had come way too soon.

The next day was beautiful. Six hours of perfect 
trekking without a rucksack, and even a little tea-
shop at the Jalsu Pass basket bridge. But eventually 
it was the end, a last descent to the river with the 
road on the other side. And no matter how much 
I needed it, those roads and vehicles and the 
easiness of modern life, the price was now staring 
us in the face, and it was astoundingly high. 

Down in the river, 300m beneath us, there was 
a hideous, noisy construction site. Huge trucks, 
JCBs, rock drills, portacabins, concrete plants. 
Where earlier the Ravi Gorge had been dominated 
by a thundering river, it now only contained 
something sad and ruined, its energy castrated by 
a fledgling hydroelectric scheme.

Up there on the footpath, looking down on 
this modern carnage as if from another, more 
primitive, more beautiful, planet, we all felt 

excited to have finished, to have done it, to not 
have to walk anymore. But still we sat around 
on the footpath, next to a tiny temple at the end 
of the journey, whilst women went off to cut 
armfuls of long un-grazed grass to bring back 
to Bir. 

As they returned, everyone got up to go, giving 
thanks at the Mandi, putting bindis on their 
foreheads . One of the women came up and put 
a spot of paint on mine, saying “Now brother”. I 
felt moved, and privileged, to have shared such a 
difficult special journey. A journey that to the Bara 
Bangahalis is just another reality of life.

Ahead of us now was a 10-hour taxi ride, but 
it felt like nothing; we just sat back, eating fried 
chicken. And as we drank the end of the whisky, 
the singing of favourite songs slipped us gently 
into the night.

They were going back to their second home in 
Bir, to an easier life, and yet I thought I could guess 
what their songs were saying, where their hearts 
really rested, up there in the high valleys, that 
place that would soon be under eight feet of snow.

And I knew that when next spring came, and we 
pilots shook out our wings at Billing for the 
beginning of a new season, they would be 
shouldering their loads as they made the difficult 
return journey to their home, Bara Bhanghal.  

John has flown 11 seasons in the Himalaya, and 6 
in the Karakoram. He guides with Himalayan Sky 
Safaris, and flies Ozone wings


