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IS THE JOURNEY NOT THE DESTINATION?
Sunday, 6. August, 2017 – Markha Valley (India) Thachungste

What spurs me on while travelling is the cons-
tant expectation that, beyond the next bend, the 
world will look quite different. And that has to 
do with more than just the changing landscapes, 
other people and their peculiar customs, or with 
new experiences. What I always hope for is for a 
revelation of sorts: the hope that every turn will 
usher in a new life, a fresh perspective, a deep 
existential insight.

During no other way of moving around is this 
expectation more pronounced that it is while one 
is walking, especially walking in the mountains, 
where the view of the next valley, the next world, 
is repeatedly obscured by crests; where the earth 
presents itself in contradictory fragments, as it 
were. This may have to do with the fact that while 
hiking, the change from landscape to landscape is 

linked to our own body in a unique way; it is asso-
ciated with the effort you put in. And also with the 
abundant time you have to enjoy the anticipation 
that the next hill, the next plateau, the next gor-
ge will be as diffferent as possible from the slopes, 
plateaus and ravines you‘ve seen thus far. Because 
it is this change that gives travel a substantial bit of 
its meaning; indeed, the keen perception of these 
differences also determines whether or not we feel 
a sense of excitement.

The Markha Valley, which is easily traversed 
without a tent and without a guide, treats the hiker 
time and again to a exhilarating range of landscapes. 
From Sara, the road leads through a broad, gently 
rising valley for a long time, then runs up a steep 
ravine to Hangkar Gongma, where the remains of 
a fortress boldly planted on the ridge of a mountain 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/33%C2%B048'22.7%22N+77%C2%B033'34.3%22E/@33.806316,77.5573333,13z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x0:0x0!8m2!3d33.806316!4d77.559522
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astonished me. Trudging past whitewashed stupas, 
I reached the shores of an ocean of green-shining 
barley. The snouty stalks are gently nudged back 
and forth by the wind, small water channels gurgle 
at my feet. In the background, gleams the north 
flank of the 6400-metre high Kang Yaze, which 
is occupied by a large glacier. Through a ravine, 
the walls of which present themselves to my eye as 
badly weathered, larger-than-life paintings, I ente-
red the high plateau of Thachungtse, accompanied 
by marmots and countless rodents with huge ears. 
And then I was standing next to a small lake half-
way to Nimaling, from where I will gradually trek 
up to the 5300-metre high pass, Gongmaru La. 
The immense mountains of the Himalayas now no 
longer looked unduly large or rather unreal to my 
eyes, no longer like a theatrical backdrop or the 
painted background of an old movie shot entirely 
in the studio.

The constantly altering and increasingly barren 
landscapes I am trekking through create a constant 
tension. And it is this tension that drives me on – 
even if my head pounds harder and harder, and my 
breath gets shorter and shorter.

Every new perspective affords me with a thrill. At 
the same time I notice that after every bend a vague 
sense of disappointment creeps into my mind. That 
has perhaps to do with the fact that the new world 
is just part of the revelation that I hope for. The 
other part is less obvious, more complicated: more 
an inkling than a realisation. It is not only about a 
change of scene or about variety; at the same time 
it‘s not about the new: on the contrary, it is about 
the encounter with something deeply familiar, 
the expectation of an echo in something akin to 
a built-in prototype, a primeval landscape in me – 
the mountains and valleys of which I cannot quite 
describe. It may be the hope that the emergence 
of a foreign vista could signify a homecoming – 
in a homeland that in all probability exists only 
in that expectation. If that is indeed so, one must 
conclude that every going-away, every departure, 
is fundamentally motivated by a doomed yearning 
for a primordial form of arrival. In such a scenario, 
the journey is not the destination, after all.

Translated from German by Gunvanthi Balaram.
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