
Viewed through the eyes of a Buddhist or Hindu, mountains are 
mystical realms of Gods, heavens, spirits and spiritual masters. In 
Sacred Mountains of the World, a remarkable book by Edwin 
Bernbaum (University of California Press, 1997), the perspectives 
of mountains and lore from disparate cultures of the world are ex­
plored. Focusing solely on the prominent peaks of the Himalayas, 
the follOwing article is excerpted from Bernbaum's work. 

By EDWIN BERNBAUM, BERKELEY 

N ENORMOUS RANGE 1,500 MILES LONG, THE HIMALAYAS 
rise in the monsoon-drenched jungles north of Burma to 
sweep in a great arc of snow and ice northwest along the 
borders of India and Tibet, through Bhutan, Sikkim and 
Nepal, up to the dusty glaciers of the Karakoram on the 

_ _ .'v .... ULv desert frontier between Pakistan and China. As 
the loftiest mountains on Earth, the Himalayas have come to em­
body the highest ideals and aspirations. The sight of their sublime 
peaks, soaring high and clean above the dusty, congested plains of 
India, has for centuries inspired visions of transcendent splendor 
and spiritual liberation. Invoking such visions, the Puranas, ancient 
works of Hindu mythology, have this to say of Himachal, or the Hi­
malayas: In the space of a hundred ages of the Gods, I could not de­
scribe to you the glOries of Himachal; that Himachal where Siva 
dwells and where the Ganges falls like the tendril of a lotus from the 
foot of Vishnu , There are no other mountains like Himachal, for 
there are found Mount Kailas and Lake Manasarovar: As the dew is 
dried up by the morning sun, so are the 
sins of mankind by the sight of Himachal, 

Millions of years ago the summit of 
Mount Everest, today the world's highest 
mountain, lay beneath the Tethys, an an­
cient sea separating Asia from the Indian 
subcontinent. Through the gradual move­
ment of the Earths tectonic plates-still on­
going today-the two great land masses col- ~ 
lided to fold and thrust up the peaks of the ~ 
Himalayas and the Tibetan Plateau. Fossils ~ 
formed in sedimentary rocks near the tops : 
of the highest mountains attest to the sub- ~ 
marine origins of the range. The fracturing ~ 

of Parvati, the wife of Siva. King of the mountains, Himalllya lives 
high on a peak with his queen, the Goddess Mena, in a palace 
ablaze with gold, attended by divine guardians, maidens, scent-eat­
ing creatures and other magical beings. His name, composed of the 
words hima and alaya, means in the Sanskrit language of ancient In­
dia the "abode of snow." As a reservoir of frozen water, the body and 
home of the God Himalaya is the divine source of sacred rivers, 
such as the Ganges and Indus, that sustain life on the hot (llld dusty 
plains of northern India. The ancient poets and sages regarded the 
range as more than a realm of snow; they saw it as an earthly par­
adise sparkling with streams and forests set beneath beautiful 
peaks. Above and beyond the earthly paradise of the Himalayas lie 
the heights of heaven. 

Everest and Khumbila: The Himalayas hold hundreds of sacred 
mountains. The highest peak, and the one that for the West repre­
sents the range as a whole, is Mount Everest. As the loftiest point on 
Earth, rising to 29,028 feet above sea level, it has acquired a semis a­
cred status in the eyes of the modern world. At over 17,000 feet, the 
foot of Everest stands higher than the highest summit of the Alps. 
The mountain itself lies in the eastern Himalayas, nearly hidden be­
hind a screen of lesser peaks lining the border between Nepal and 
Tibet. Only from the north, from the valley of Rongbuk in Tibet, 
does Everest reveal itself in solitary splendor as an unmatched pyra­
mid of rock and ice. Great ridges of snow sweep smoothly up to con­
verge in a graceful tip that in the last glow of twilight seems to hov­

er among the stars. From the windswept 
ruins of Rongbuk Monastery, perhaps the 
highest monastery in the world, Everest 
appears framed between rocky walls that 
guide the eye straight to the mountain it­
self (photo left). No other snow peaks soar 
up to distract the mind from its contem­
plation of the highest point on Earth. 

of the Earths crust also led to injections of Paramount: Everest as seen from Rongbuk, Tibet 

Everest has come to be associated in the 
West with the pinnacle of achievement, 
and those who have climbed it are set 
apart in the eyes of the world. Except for 
the Sherpas who lived near Everest's foot, 
the people of Nepal took little notice of the 
mountain until they learned from the 
British of its status as the highest peak on magma, forming here and there, as a result 

of glacial action, magnificent walls and peaks of granite, but no vol­
canoes, The youngest mountains on Earth, the Himalayas have risen 
so recently within the last few million years that the watershed lies 
a hundred miles north of their crest. As a consequence, preexisting 
rivers have cut through the range, creating the deepest valleys in the 
world, such as the Kali Gandaki Valley between Annapurna and 
Dhaulagiri in central Nepal, nearly four miles deep. 

The Himalayas are sacred for followers of five Asian religions­
Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism and the indigenous Bon tra­
dition of Tibet. These religions revere the mountains as places of 
power where many of their most important sages and teachers have 
attained the heights of spiritual realization. According to Jain 
mythology, Rishabhanatha, the first of twenty-four saviors of this 
age, achieved enlightenment on Mount Kailas, the most sacred peak 
in the Himalayan region. There, in the vicinity of the same moun­
tain, Shenrab, the legendary founder of Bon, is said to have taught 
and meditated. Sikhs, followers of an Indian religion that developed 
from the interaction of Islam and Hinduism in the fifteenth century 
CE, revere Hemkund, a mountain lake near the source of the Ganges, 
as the place where Guru Gobind Singh, the last of their ten princi­
pal teachers, practiced meditation in a previous life. The Himalayas 
abound with caves and shrines where Buddhist sages, such as the Ti­
betan yogi Milarepa, have meditated and attained enlightenment. 

Hindus, by far the largest group in India with more than 800 mil­
lion adherents, regard the entire range as the God Himalaya, father 

Earth. In response to outside interest, government officials formulat­
ed a modern name, Sagarmatha, that designates today not only Ever­
est, but the national park created around it and the province in which 
it is found. In Nepali, sagarmatha means literally the "One Whose 
Forehead Reaches Up to the Sky," indicating its unmatched height. 
The word, unusual in Nepali, brings to mind a term in the sacred lan­
guage of Sanskrit-sagaramanthana or sagaramatha, meaning the 
"churning of the ocean." This secondary Sanskrit association would 
equate Everest with the cosmic mountain of creation, 

The Sherpas themselves have traditionally paid much more atten­
tion to Khumbila, a jagged rock peak 19,294 feet high, nearly 10,000 
feet lower than Everest. Khumbila stands right at the center of the 
Sherpa valleys of Khumbu. Because of its central location, the 
mountain is regarded by the people who dwell there as the abode of 
the local Deity who watches over their land and protects them from 
the forces of evil. Paintings by local artists show Sherpas praying 
and making offerings to this deity, whose name, Khumbu'i Yulha, 
means the "Country God of Khumbu," Although many Sherpas 
make their living by accompanying mountaineering expeditions to 
Everest, they would never dream of attempting Khumbila, which 
they regard as too sacred to be desecrated by climbers. Such an at­
tempt would incur the wrath of the God and put their country in 
jeopardy. Some Sherpas believe that if they transgress or offend the 
deity, even in minor ways, He will send down yetis (abominable 
snowmen) to punish them. 
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Mount Kailas: One peak in the Himalayan 
region stands out above all others as the ul­
timate sacred mountain for more than half­
a-billion people in India, Tibet, Nepal and 
Bhutan. Hidden behind the main range of 
the Himalayas at a high point of the Tibetan 
Plateau northwest of Nepal, Mount Kailas 
rises in isolated splendor near the sources of 
four major rivers of the Indian subconti­
nent-the Indus, Brahmaputra, Sutlej and 
Karnali. Hindus also regard Kailas as· the 
place where the divine form of the Ganges, 
the holiest river of all, cascades from heav­
en to first touch the Earth and course invis­
ibly through the locks of Siva's hair before 
spewing forth from a glacier 140 miles to 
the west. Not far from the foot of the peak 
itself, at nearly 15,000 feet above sea level, 
reflecting the light of its snows, repose the 
calm blue waters of the most sacred lake of 
Hindu religion and mythology-holy Lake 
Manasarovar, "Lake of the Mind." The 
hardiest of Hindu pilgrims aspire to take the 
long and dangerous journey over high pass­
es to bathe in Manasarovar's icy waters and 
cleanse their minds of the sins that threaten 
to condemn them to the suffering of rebirth. 

At only 22,028 feet, Kailas is thousands of 
feet lower than Everest and other Himalayan 
peaks. Yet its extraordinary setting and ap­
pearance more than make up for its modest 
height. Kailas retains its grandeur when 
viewed from a distance. More than any oth­
er peak in the Himalayas, it opens the mind 
to the cosmos around it, evoking a sense of 
infinite space that makes one aware of a 
vaster universe encompassing the limited 
world of ordinary experience. It has served 
as an inspiration for numerous Hindu tem­
ples and shrines in the distant plains of In­
dia. The sight of the peak has a powerful ef­
fect, bringing tears to the eyes of many who 
behold it, leaving them convinced that they 
have glimpsed the abode of the Gods be­
yond the round of life and death. Neither 
Hindus, Buddhists, nor any Tibetans would 
ever contemplate trying to climb Kailas. 

Hindus view Kailas as the divine dwelling 
place of God Siva and Goddess Parvati. 
There, as the Supreme Yogi, naked and 
smeared with ashes, His matted hair coiled 
on top of His head, He sits on a tiger skin, 
steeped in the indescribable bliss of medita­
tion. From His position of aloof splendor on 
the summit, His third eye blazing with su­
pernatural power and awareness, the lord of the mountain calmly 
surveys the joys and sorrows, the triumphs and tragedies, the entire 
play of illusion that make up life in the world below: The power of 
His meditation destroys the world of illusions that bind people to the 
painful cycle of death and rebirth. When He rises to dance, He 
takes on the functions of Brahma and Vishnu and creates and pre­
serves the universe itself. 

The [Buddhist] mandala of Demchog on Kailas presents the uni­
verse as a circle of mountains, oceans and continents arrayed around 
a mythical mountain at the very center. This mountain, called Meru. 
by Hindus and Sumeru by Buddhists, plays a pivotal role in Hin­
duism and Buddhism as the divine axis of the cosmos. According to 
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Hindu mythology, Brahma, the supreme deity in the form of the cre­
ator, lives on its summit, surrounded by lesser deities. Meru and 
Kailas appear as separate mountains in early texts of Buddhist and 
Hindu mythology, but later tradition has tended to bring them to­
gether and identify them as one and the same. Today many Indians 
and Tibetans view Kailas as the place where the invisible form of 
Meru breaks through to appear in the physical plane of existence. A 
pilgrimage to the mountain, therefore, represents for them a journey 
to the very center of the universe-the cosmic point where every­
thing begins and ends, the divine source of all that exists and has 
significance. In circling the peak and paying homage to a vision of 
Siva or Demchog on its shining summit, they make contact with 

something deep within themselves that links them to the supreme 
reality underlying and infusing the cosmos itself For most Hindus 
and Buddhists of India and Tibet, the journey to Kailas is, in fact, 
the ultimate pilgrimage, both in terms of the sanctity of its goal and 
the difficulty of the way. 

Goddess of Bliss: In addition to the paradise She shares with Siva 
on Kailas, Parvati has her abode on a number of other mountains. 
As Nanda Devi, the "Goddess of Bliss," She dwells in beauty on the 
lovely peak of that name in the Himalayas northeast of Delhi. The 
highest mountain in India outside the principality of Sikkim, Nan­
da Devi soars in alluring curves of rock and ice to culminate in a 

Peak experience: (above) Parashurarlta leads 
Krishna and Balarama to Mount Gomanta, a 
wonderous mountain full of divine and semi­
divine beings and powerful sages 

delicate sunImit, poised at 25,645 feet above a 
ring of snow peaks that form a sanctuary pro­
tecting the Goddess from all but Her most de­
termined admirers. The only break in their 
otherwise impregnable wall of rock and snow 
is the terrifying gorge of the Rishi Ganga, one 
of the sources of the sacred Ganges, named 
after seven sages of Hindu mythology who 
fled the oppression of demons to seek refuge 
with the Goddess before departing this world 
to become enshrined as seven stars in the 
constellation of Ursa Major. Shepherds and 
porters from nearby villages who venture into 
the area believe that they can sometimes hear 
the sounds of these sages-drums beating, the 
blare of trumpets and the eerie barking of 
dogs. The few foreign mountaineers who 
manage to penetrate the gorge, inching their 
way along the sides of sheer cliffs that plunge 
thousands of feet into the river roaring below, 
find themselves in a paradise of gentle mead­
ows filled with flowers at the foot of the sa­
cred peak, which stands like a temple in the 
middle of the sanctuary itself 

Nanda Devi lies in Uttarakhand, the princi­
pal area of pilgrimage in the Indian Himalayas. 
This region ranks second only to Kailas and 
Manasarovar in the degree of its sanctity for 
Hindus. Closer to the lowlands and much more 
accessible, it is visited by many more pilgrims, 
who come by the tens of thousands to bathe at 
Gomukh, the glacial source of the Ganges, and 
to worship at Kedarnath and Badrinath, lofty 
temples of Siva and Vishnu sequestered in nar­
row valleys beneath the icy thrones of the 
Gods themselves. The region is also the fa­
vorite haunt of holy men and wandering yogis, 
who come to follow the example of Siva and 
meditate in the sharp clear air of the heights, 
within sight of the peaks that lead to heaven 
and the goal they seek. 

As the Goddess who resides on the highest 
mountain in the region, Nanda Devi has many 
shrines and temples dedicated to Her. One of 
the better-known ones is in the hill station of 
Almora, which affords one of the best views of 
the peak itself and the mountains that sur­
round it. Although primarily a benevolent de­
ity, Nanda can take on the form of Durga, the 
wrathful Goddess. The people of the region 

also view Nanda Devi as a benevolent source oflife and renewal. Ac­
cording to ancient Hindu mythology, a flood once covered the entire 
world. A sage named Manu was warned of the impending disaster 
and built a boat in which he survived. Vishnu incarnated himself as 
a fish and towed the craft to safety on a mountain peak. As the wa­
ters receded, Manu together with his family and the remnants of all 
living creatures went down the slope to repopulate the Earth. The 
people of Uttarakhand identify the mountain of the flood as Nanda 
Devi, and one local group, the Rajis, still regard the peak as the 
abode of their ancestors. According to one legend, the seven sages 
accompanied Manu and remained behind to dwell in the company 
of the Goddess. 
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Annapurna and Machapuchare: Goddess Parvati dwells in yet an­
other form on sacred Annapurna One, named like Nanda Devi for 
the deity said to reside on its summit. A range of peaks that includes 
Gangapurna, Machapuchare and Annapurnas One through Four, 
Annapurna rises in one long sweep above the lush green hills of cen­
tral Nepal. Seen from the tropical valley of Pokhara in the twilight 
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before dawn, the range's peaks appear to float like bluish-gray ice­
bergs on a sea of liquid shadows. Etched with shadowed flutings, 
the corrugated face of Annapurna One-the highest summit at 
26,545-feet-becomes a golden backdrop to the slender pointed 
peak of Machapuchare, the "Fish's TaiL" 

Annapurna means in Sanskrit "She who is filled with food." Unlike 
Nanda Devi, who can take on the wrathful 
form of Durga, Annapurna is regarded as a 
purely benevolent deity. A kindhearted God­
dess of plenty, She is the Queen of Banaras, 
the holy city of the Hindus on the banks of 
the Ganges south of Nepal. Each year, after 
the autumn harvest, the people of Banaras 
celebrate a festival dedicated to Her called 
Annakuta, the "Food Mountain," in which 
they fill Her temple with a mountain of 
food-rice, lentils, and sweets of all kinds to 
be distributed to those who come to receive 
Her blessings. 

Within the heqrt of the range lies a hidden 
basin of beautiful meadows and glaciers, re­
sembling the sanctuary surrounding Nanda 
Devi. A curtain of rock and ice draped be­
tween mountains soaring to over 26,000 feet 
completely encloses this natural amphithe­
ater, dropping nowhere lower than 19,000 
feet except at one place. There, an incredible 
gorge 12,000 feet deep slices through this 
otherwise impregnable barrier, right beneath 
the overhanging cliffs and glaciers of Macha­
puchare, one of the loveliest peaks in the Hi­
malayas. 

Machapuchare stands guard over the gorge 
leading into the sanctuary. Machapuchare's 
delicate summit will sometimes materialize 
out of the mist at sunset, to appear suspend­
ed in a golden haze almost 15,000 feet di­
rectly overhead at an altitude of 22,943 feet 
above sea leveL The mountain is so imposing 
that for the people living near Annapurna, it 
acts like a magnet, drawing to itself whatev­
er deity they regard as the highest and most 
powerfuL Villagers with whom I spoke re­
ferred to it variously as the abode of the Hin­
du Gods Vishnu and Siva, a local deity 
named Pujinim Barahar, and Tara, "the Sav­
ioress of Tibetan Buddhism," as well as 
Amitabha, "the Buddha of Boundless Light." 

A small expedition led by Wilfred Noyce, a 
British climber of Everest fame, nearly 
reached the summit in 1957. Grooves of slick 
blue ice stopped them only 150 feet from the 
top. Realizing that the Deity of the mountain 
had defeated them, they turned back and de­
scended without regrets, content with what 
they had achieved. After their attempt, the 
government of Nepal declared Macha­
puchare a sacred peak, off-limits to all 
climbers. And it remains to this day un-

.., climbed, one of the few places left on Earth 
: reserved for the Gods. 
o 
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FREE Samuel Weiser Catalog 
For over 40 years, we have 
been publishing insightful 
books on all facets of esoteric 
traditions including: 

• natural healing 
• meditation 
• metaphysics 
• Eastern philosophy 
• and much more ... 

Our authors are masters in 
their fields, and sometimes 
unsung mentors who are 
living examples of what 
they teach. 

We also distribute select titles from over 
200 publishers. Our Big Weiser Catalog is fully annotated 
with complete listing for over 3,500 titles. Here are 4 samples: 

• Practical Ayurveda: Secrets to PhYSical, Sexual & 
Spiritual Health. Atreya, US$14.95 

• Ayurveda: A Way of Life. Dr. Vinod Verma, US$14.95 
• Ayurveda for Life: Nutrition, Sexual Energy & Healing, 

Dr. Vinod Verma, US$14.95 
• Ayurvedic Healingfor Women: A Modem Interpretation 

of Ayurvedic Gynecology. Atreya, US$16.95 

Please contact us for more information: 
Samuel Weiser, Inc. 
PO Box 612, York Beach, ME 03910-0612 USA 
Tel: 888-423-4393 • www.weiserbooks.com 

Learn IrIya yoga from a Realized Master 
The Kriya Yoga Institute welcomes 
sincere seekers to learn the authentic 
Kriya Yoga meditation technique. The 
God-realized living master of the 
original Kriya lineage, Paramahamsa 
Hariharananda teaches at the Institute. 
Paramahamsaji attained the supreme 
pulseless and breathless state of nirvi­
kalpa samadhi in 1948. Authorized 
acharyas will be touring the United 
States and Canada in 1999. 

1888 Program Schedule: 
Albuquerque, NM Apr, Sep LakelandlWinterhaven, FL Mar 
Ashtabula, OR Aug Logan, UT Jan 
Austin, TX Apr, Nov Los Angeles, CA May 
Boston, MA Jun, Oct Miami, FL all year 
Chicago, IL Jul, Nov New York, NY Jan, Sep 
Cincinnati, OR Mar, Aug Ogden, UT Jan, Jun 
Cleveland, OR Apr Portland, OR Mar, Sep 
Columbus, IN Apr Rochester, NY Aug 
Dallas, TX Apr, Dec San Francisco, CA Oct 
Denver, CO Feb, May Santa Barbara, CA Oct 
Detroit, MI Aug Sedona, AZ May 
Dublin, OR Mar Springfield, OR Mar 
Ellicot City, MD Jun St. Louis,MO May 
Fort Wayne, IN Apr Tampa,FL Feb, Aug 
Knoxville, TN Mar, Oct Vancouver, BC, Canada Apr, Nov 

KRIYA YOGA INSTITUTE 
'lA757 sw 167th Ave. Homestead, FL 33031-1364, USA 

Tel.: 305-'lA7-1960 • Fax: 305-'lA8-1951 www.kriya.org • institute@kriya.org 

'-----,-- '!be _ scIeooo ofGod-_fir people of all faiths 
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"Vedic Vitamins" in Capsules 

The best spiritual tonic to help one in the struggle of life. 

Two small pocket books (approx. 70 pg) containing 10 "cap­
sules" each. Eg: " See with the Eyes of God," "Seven Keys to 
Success," and other gems of Hinduism. A great gift, especial­
ly for your children. US$5 each. Please contact: 

Vedic University of America. 25725 Durrwood Ct., 
Castro Valley, CA 94552-5527 USA • TellFax: 510-583-7860 
vedicu@cris.com • www.cris.coml-vedicul 
Inquire about our correspondance courses in Hindi, 
Sanskrit and Hinduism. 

SOS-Save Our Seas! 
This original painting, 
The Last Orca (pictured), 
is offered at auction. 
Bidding starts at 
uS$l,OOO,OOO,OOO (1 bil­
lion), and the entire pro­
ceeds of the sale will be 
used to establish a police 
force to end toxic dumping into the worlds waters by indus­
tries worldwide. View of painting and information online: 
www.hawaiian.netl-khamisikhamisspeaks.htmV 
www.galaxymall.comlcommercelkharnislpage4.html 

Kerala Ayurveda 

"Daily oil massage wards off 
old age, exhaustion and aggra­
vation of Vata; it bestows 
good vision, nourishment to 
the body, long life, good sleep 
and healthy skin." 

-Ashtanga Hridaya 

• Featuring the Medicated 
Oils, Rasayanas and Arishta 
of the Kerala Ayurveda 
Pharmacy Ltd., India 

• Preserving the centuries­
old tradition of Kerala 
Ayurveda 

• Using only the finest quality 
herbs and ingredients 

• Products prepared strictly following ancient texts 
• Most of these preparations heretofore unavailable outside 

of India. 

Catalog and price list: 
Tri Health • PO Box 340 
Anahola, HI 96703 USA 
Tel: 800-455-0770 or 808-828-0252 
oilbath@aloha.net • www.oilbath.com 

When visiting Kauai, treat yourself to an Authentic 
Kerala Synchronized Oil Massage. Call the Tri Health 
Ayurveda Center, 808-828-2104, for an appointment. 

, 

L---------------------------------~29 




