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Chapter Excerpt

This chapter is an effort to examine the presence of tourism in Himalaya’s most fascinating Kulu Valley and to study its consequences in transforming its landscape and heritage resources. The Valley was identified for some good reasons that for centuries it remained almost a closed ecosystem, giving it singular insularity and queer monadic character. Considered as the end of human habitation (Kulanthapitha), it developed a kind of spiritual laboratory where Hindu gods and goddesses, savants and sages found an appropriate niche for noble pursuits. Interestingly, it evolved an institution of village gods in this part of the Himalaya — gods that are not just stone statues but friends, philosophers and guides to the Valley residents (Sharma, 1990). They assemble once in a year in celebration of Dussehra in Kulu and discuss the Valley’s socio-economic and ecological problems. The green Valley was self-reliant and resilient agro-pastoral mountain community, known for its nature-reverence and live spirit of conservation. It presents a most spectacular Himalayan scenery that abounds in myths and mythologies and tribal traditions. Kulu dwellers are handsome and hospitable people with fondness for the picturesque; their vernacular settlements punctuated amidst green forests and fields are objects of delight. They sing and dance in jollity — a happy human race. The Valley still has some untouched virgin ecosystems where tourism could not find easy access.

The Kulu Valley was a great promise for tourism development with intersectoral blend of agriculture and forestry. A meticulously prepared development plan was given to the Valley with Manali as a major destination in the upper Beas Basin in the late 1970s. In the short span of its growth, Manali appeared boldly on world tourist map but tourism quickly trespassed on the Himalayan heritage. Manali had much more visitors than it could host; agricultural land regressed, pastoral sights dimmed, outsiders pushed aside the locals, and soon Manali was overbuilt (Singh, 1989; Gardner et al., 2002). It is a sad narrative of development where forces of unsustainability overpowered an adequately planned scenario by perpetuating debasing consumerism. 

Manali is gradually shedding its shades of green and its typical bucolic character. Instead of dispersing tourism activity to other honey spots of the Valley (Naggar, Jagatsukh, Katrain, Raison), Manali grew into a disastrous tourist monolith threatening the green environment (Chauhan, 2001). The worst spectacle was to witness an ethical and law-abiding society falling prey to evil that tourism so spontaneously breeds. Known as the granary of Himachal Pradesh, famous for its fruits and orchards, it will soon be lost in a smoky haze. Cannabis and opium are gradually gaining status of cash crops in the Kulu Valley. The Malana, Parvati and Banjar Valleys in district Kulu and Chuhar Valleys of neighbouring Mandi are virtually becoming narcotic hubs of the region. Aping foreign tourists the Kulu teenagers are getting to be drug addicts by consuming cannabis, heroin and hashish     (Pushkarna, 2003). To stem this drug-tide a special customs preventive station has been established in Kulu in August 2002. They reported that Narcotic Control Bureau, with the help of police, has destroyed many cannabis cultivated fields, arrested 115 foreign tourist involved in the business and recovered 750 kg of opium, Hasish and brown sugar in the past two years; but the evil still exists (Deol, 2003). Drug business is rampant in the Valley of Gods and soon it shall destroy its prized culture and primordial values – a Himalayan tragedy. Sudden exposure of the Valley to outside visitors has wrought more evil than can be recorded here. Recently they have found access to culturally sacrosanct places that are forbidden for tourist visitation, where even a Kuluvian has to seek permission from the village chief. These remote cultures still live in the past and practise antiquarianism. They are indeed anthropological microcosms, xenophobic to the outside world, who live their own cocoon existence with strange lifestyles and bewildering rites and rituals. 

Malana: The Hermit Village

Sequestered Malana in the upper reaches of the Kulu Valley is one such living human museum that of late has become object of tourist gaze. If Malana has been protecting and preserving its little mountain culture since ages, it is mainly for two important reasons; hard physical access and robust community attitude against the outsiders. It is indeed worth examining whether recent tourism invasion in the Valley has had any influence on the self-alienated Malanis who can barely keep their body and soul together in that marginal environment with few choices of any wherewithal. ……….

