




Vaishnudevi 

Sanjeev Nayyar






August 2001

This is amongst the longest and my most memorable trips in the Himalayas. Ever since I did the Kailash Mansrovar Yatra 1998, my tent mate Jayant Doshi and me were planning this trip. It eventually happened in June July 2001. Spread over about 23 days our travel schedule was – 

1. Mumbai to Jammu/Katra by train.

2. Jammu to Dalhousie by train/taxi. Saw Dalhousie, Chamba Valley and Khajjar.

3. Dalhousie to Mcleodganj by taxi. Saw Kangra Valley and around as well.

4. Mcleodganj to Manali/Rohtang Pass.

5. Next stop was Keylong in Lahaul Valley.

6. From there to Kaza in Spiti Valley.

7. To Kalpa and Sangla.

8. Took a twenty three hour bus drive from Kalpa to Hardwar.

9. Rishikesh to Govindghat the base camp for Valley of Flowers.

10. From there to Badrinath.

11. Last stop was Kedarnath returned to Rishikesh. 

12. Took Shatabdi Express from Hardwar to Delhi and train to Mumbai. 

Between Jayant and me we spent about Rs 18,000/ per head. Jayant was from London and could not believe that we spent so less. It is not that we compromised in any way. We travelled by taxi and bus and stayed at budget hotels that were amazingly clean as well. 

We left Mumbai by the Jammu Tawi express at about 7.30 am and reached Jammu the next evening at about 4.30pm. We had an enjoyable journey except for a minor mishap. I lost my wallet in the train and realized so only we got off from the train. I had some anxious moments thereafter. The wallet contained my credit and ATM cards so I spent the first few years calling up banks in Mumbai and had my cards deactivated. Actually it was my fault. I wore a jogging pant from where the wallet can only fall.
Outside Jammu station there were a number of private taxis available for Katra the base camp for Vaishnudevi. It took over an hour to reach there. We checked into one of the many hotels and headed straight for one of the restaurants to have Rajma Chawl. The Jammu region is well known for Rajma. 

After dinner we walked around the town and found out that devotees have to get a coupon from the Shrine Board Registration Counter. We are advised to stand in the line by 5am if we wanted to get the coupons quickly. Both of us reached the counter at 5am sharp only to find hundreds of yatris/devotees already there. It took us till about 10.30 am to get the entrance slip. Since it was mid June schoolchildren in the North had holidays hence the crowds. 
From the registration counter to the point where the yatra starts is a 10-15 minute walk. Just before the starting point, there is a temple i.e. run by the family of slain music director Gulshan Kumar. He runs a Langar where food is served to pilgrims daily. 

We started the trek at close to 12 noon. It is a 14kms trek to the temple cave. You can trek up, go on horse ride or be carried in a doli (i.e. lifted by four men). There are Monkeys galore enroute. The entire trek is very scenic and enjoyable. We found devotees with dholaks, dancing and singing. In between in started raining. The climb is quite steep at some points. The road is cemented, very clean and well maintained. There are restaurants, water taps and relaxing points all along the trek. Sometimes I wondered whether it was more of a picnic or a yatra. Every possible snack was available enroute. 

Also see Adhyakumari Temple enroute. It is nearly mid way to Vaishnudevi and attracts lots of pilgrims too.

Net net it depends on the bhavna (feeling) that you go with. Saw a number of devotees who were walking bare foot. We reached the temple complex by around 3.30ish. Devotees have to bathe before doing darshan. So we left our belongings in the luggage room, had a cold water bath and then went for darshan. 

A friend of mine from Mumbai knew someone in the temple board because of which we got VIP passes i.e. we did not have stand in the line, got darshan in about half an hour. I am eternally grateful to my friend Shri Uppal for arranging VIP passes. We met devotees who were in the queue for over 1.5 days. Since we had a long trip ahead spending that time waiting for darshan would upset our entire schedule.

After darshan we sat outside the ITDC restaurant. It was drizzling and beginning to get cold. We loved the weather. After having some more Rajma Chawl we started our downward trek by about 8.30pm. 

I was pretty fit and am good at treks but do not know what overcame me. I had great difficulty in going up and even more in coming down. On the other hand Jayant walked at a very brisk space. Inspite of being 60 plus his tall and fit frame got most fellow devotees to believe that he was from the Indian Army, they called him Brigadier Saheb. 

We reached around 12 mid night. By then had got blisters in my feet. I was limping, walking slowly. Jayant must have wondered then! If this way condition on day two how on earth was I to complete the rest of the trip.

I do not know what but nothing went right for me on this trip. First lost the wallet in the train, then wore the wrong socks for the trek and lastly was not my usual energetic self. I had gone to Vaishnudevi once before in February 1989. I was posted in Chandigarh then and had gone to Jammu on official work. That time we started trekking at 9pm and were down by about 10am the next morning. Night treks are great fun. The road is well lit so darkness never bothered us.

The next morning we took a taxi from Katra to Jammu. At the station I could barely walk. We took a train to Chakkibank a two hour journey from where we took a taxi to Dalhousie. Being a foodie I loved what I ate at Katra. 
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