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For Caterina,
and the world’s children –
the mountains wait for you.
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1

STARTING AT THE BASE

You could say mountains are living things – not just the flora and fauna on them, but the mountains themselves! You see, they grow and change all the time while our Earth spins on its axis and zips around the sun – moving land masses, causing oceans to go missing and mountains to sprout. We don’t see it because the change takes place over millions of years!

But why are mountains important? Aren’t they just huge masses of mud and stones? Think again!

The water we drink every day comes mostly from the water towers of the world – the mountains. Mountains give rise to rivers that sustain all living things. Humans depend largely on mountains for their essential supply of freshwater, hydroelectricity, timber and food. Mountains affect the climate around the world by letting through or blocking monsoon winds. Mountains are homes to many species that can live only in these mountain ecosystems. Rich in biodiversity, these landforms provide food, water and shelter to a special set of wild plants and animals. They are also home to many people and several distinctive communities.

Since ancient times, kings have seen mountaintops as safe places to build stunning forts. Philosophical travellers assumed that mountain peaks were ‘closest to heaven’ and hence built houses of worship there. In modern times, mountain peaks are the most preferred spots to construct astronomical observatories. Mountains also attract adventure lovers like trekkers, rock climbers, paragliders and river rafters. The unique air, water and vegetation on the mountains give rise to forests rich in fauna and flora. With so much of wildlife, adventure, scenic beauty and natural science on the mountains, it’s no wonder that they make excellent holiday spots. If you’ve been a tourist on a mountain, it is to be hoped you haven’t flung a plastic bottle along the way – mountains are ours to enjoy, but they are also ours to take care of and preserve for future generations. And that is why the Constitution of India says in Article 51A(g) that it is the fundamental duty of every citizen of India to protect and improve the natural environment, including forests, lakes, rivers and wildlife, and to have compassion for living creatures.
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Want to Be a Mountain Scientist?

The scientific study of the physical structure of Earth is called geology. Geologists study how Earth has changed, what causes it to change, and also record the entire history of the planet. They study the materials Earth is made up of, like rocks, minerals and oil, and phenomena like volcanoes, landslides and earthquakes.

The scientific study of mountains is called orology. (With all the o’s in the word, it would have been such an apt word to describe the study of oceans! But, no!) A person who studies orology is called an orologist and the formation of a mountain is called orogeny. And people who like mountains are called orophiles. You seem to be one, for sure!
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Mountains cover roughly 27 per cent of the land on our planet. In a planet inhabited by 7.9 billion people (in 2022), at least 1.1 billion people live in the mountains. Human beings too have discovered just how special the soil and conditions at varying altitudes and in different mountains are. No wonder six of the world’s most consumed crops grow best on mountains – potatoes, apples, tomatoes, barley, sorghum, and maize!

In India, we have mountains that house different kinds of forests that support thousands of animals and plants. Even if you don’t live on a mountain or anywhere near one, your well-being is linked to the health of mountains and forests. You’ll see why as you trek through this book!


MOUNTAINS IN INDIAN MYTHOLOGY

Where is the centre of the Universe? According to many Hindus, Jains and Buddhists, Mount Meru, a mythological golden, five-peaked mountain is the centre of the Universe and researchers say Mount Meru could be a representation of a part of the Pamir Mountains in Central Asia!

Legend also has it that the Universe revolves around an imaginary spot or line called 'axis mundi' that connects Earth to Heaven. Some people believe that Mount Kailash in Tibet could be this mythical axis mundi, or spine of the world. Another legend is about Mount Mandara and how it was used to churn the Ocean of Milk to bring out fabulous gems, and the Elixir of Life (or 'amrit') for the gods and demons.

The Panchatantra has a story about a mouse who was turned into a girl, and who finally learnt that even the mighty mountain is not a match for a mouse that can bore holes through it.

Fantastic stories abound about our mythological characters. You may have seen tourist guides pointing to a depression on a rock and say, 'See, this is the footprint left by Bheema!' Whether you believe them all or not, surely you must appreciate the might and height of mountains to inspire such tales!



On 11 December 2001, officials sitting in the United Nations office in New York decided to observe 2002 as the International Year of Mountains. Towards the end of 2002, the UN felt that a year was just not enough and thought: why not highlight the importance of sustainable mountain development every year? And that is how 11 December came to be observed as International Mountain Day, with people across the world organizing events to create and increase awareness on the importance of mountains for a healthy Earth and for the well-being of its people.

What would you and your friends like to do to mark this day?
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