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Abstract 

 This paper examines the intersection of sacred geography and ecological consciousness in Ruskin 

Bond’s Himalayan travel writing, specifically focusing on the Garhwal region. Utilizing an ecocritical 

framework intertwined with Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS), the research analyzes how Bond constructs the 

physical landscape of the Himalayas as a living, divine entity. Through a close reading of "Ganga Descends," 

"Beautiful Mandakini," and "The Magic of Tungnath," this study investigates the inherent tensions between 

traditional mythological reverence—which inherently promotes ecological harmony—and the destructive forces 

of colonial resource extraction and modern infrastructural development. The findings suggest that within Bond’s 

narrative, Hinduism functions fundamentally as a "nature religion," where the spiritual veneration of rivers, 

flora, and fauna offers a powerful, indigenous paradigm for environmental conservation. The paper argues that 

incorporating such localized, reverential perspectives into undergraduate English literature curricula provides 

a necessary counter-narrative to the ecological degradation of the Himalayan biosphere.  
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Introduction 

The Himalayas have long occupied a dual role in the Indian cultural imagination: as a rugged, formidable 

physical frontier and as the ultimate spiritual sanctuary. In the travel writings of Ruskin Bond, particularly his essays 

on the Garhwal region, this duality frequently merges into a singular concept of sacred geography. Bond’s signature 

blend of accessible, unadorned prose and quiet ecological sensitivity provides a profoundly localized perspective 

on these mountain landscapes. Viewing texts such as "Ganga Descends," "Beautiful Mandakini," and "The Magic 

of Tungnath" through an ecocritical lens, augmented by Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS), reveals that his botanical 

and geographical observations are deeply philosophical meditations on ecological harmony. The essays demonstrate 

how local folklore, historical anecdotes, and acute environmental awareness advocate for environmental 

preservation, positing that the reverence historically afforded to the region's rivers and mountains acts as an 

indigenous framework for sustainability against unchecked modernization. 

Background and Context  

The Garhwal Himalayas, often referred to as Devbhoomi (Land of the Gods), are defined by their complex 

network of river valleys and high-altitude shrines, notably Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath. Historically, these 

areas were accessible only to the most resilient pilgrims navigating dangerous, precipitous tracks. This historical 

inaccessibility inadvertently served as a mechanism for ecological preservation, maintaining the region's virgin 

forests and pristine river ecosystems. However, the transition from traditional foot-pilgrimage to modernized, 

vehicular tourism, alongside state-sponsored hydroelectric projects, has radically altered the environmental and 

cultural fabric of the region. Ruskin Bond, writing as a long-time resident and observer of the mountains, captures 

this precarious transition in his travelogues.  
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The study of Indian travel literature has increasingly shifted toward ecocriticism, analyzing how postcolonial and 

contemporary writers depict the natural world. While early colonial writers often viewed the Himalayas as a 

resource to be mapped and exploited for timber and sport, indigenous and culturally sympathetic narratives frame 

the mountains within the traditions of Tirth Yatra (pilgrimage) and Prakriti (nature as a dynamic, living force). 

Current scholarship in IKS emphasizes that traditional Indian texts do not separate the ecological from the spiritual. 

While Ruskin Bond is heavily anthologized as a children's author and a chronicler of Anglo-Indian nostalgia, his 

adult travelogues serve as vital ecocritical documents that bridge ancient mythological reverence and modern 

ecological anxieties. 

Research Gap 

While much academic attention has been paid to the overarching religious significance of major Himalayan 

shrines, there is a distinct lack of critical analysis regarding the micro-ecological observations—such as the specific 

character of river currents, the altitudinal distribution of flora, and the localized behaviors of high-altitude fauna—

within Bond's contemporary travel narratives. Furthermore, there is a pedagogical gap in utilizing these specific 

texts for BA Semester undergraduate studies to illustrate the practical application of ecocriticism and IKS in reading 

Indian writing in English. 

Research Objectives 

1. To examine how Ruskin Bond utilizes mythological frameworks to advocate for the preservation of 

Himalayan river valleys. 

2. To critically analyze the narrative’s depiction of historical and modern human interventions (e.g., the timber 

trade, dam construction) as ecological disruptions. 

 

Research Questions 

1. How does Bond differentiate the distinct ecological and spiritual "personalities" of the Himalayan rivers? 

2. In what ways does the text demonstrate that indigenous spiritual practices in the Himalayas function as an 

applied system of environmental conservation? 

Research Methodology 

This research employs a qualitative textual analysis of three specific essays by Ruskin Bond. The primary 

framework is Ecocriticism, which investigates the relationship between literature and the physical environment. 

This is supplemented by principles from Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS), specifically examining the non-

anthropocentric worldview where natural elements are recognized as active, sacred participants in the ecosystem. 

 

Main Analysis 

The Spiritual Ecology of the River Valleys  

Bond immediately establishes the rivers of Garhwal not merely as hydrological phenomena, but as living 

entities with distinct temperaments shaped by myth. The controversy over the true source of the Ganga highlights a 

synthesis of geography and tradition, culminating in the local wisdom shared by Dr. Sudhakar Misra: "The 

Alaknanda is the Ganga, but the Bhagirathi is Gangaji". This linguistic shift to the honorific reflects a deep-seated 

ecological affection. Bond contrasts the "turbulent," trapped nature of the Alaknanda with the Bhagirathi, which is 

characterized as "free-flowing," "easy," and "caressingly" beautiful. The Mandakini is similarly praised; Bond notes, 

"I fell in love with the Mandakini at first sight," observing its broader, gentler valley and green riverbanks. By 

aligning the rivers' physical flow with their mythological origins—such as the Bhagirathi issuing from Shiva's 

tangled hair—the text argues that the region’s ecological health is tied to its spiritual purity. Bond explicitly warns 

that the valley's beauty will remain "provided we do not pollute its waters and strip it of its virgin forests".  

Human Intervention and the Exploitation of Landscape  
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The narrative presents a stark critique of human exploitation of the sacred geography, contrasting 

indigenous reverence with colonial and modern extraction. The historical figure of Frederick 'Pahari' Wilson is 

introduced as an adventurer who "made a fortune" by leasing and logging the extensive deodar forests of the 

Bhagirathi valley in the 1850s. While Wilson is romanticized locally, his presence marks the genesis of large-scale 

commercial extraction in the region. The modern equivalent of this disruption is the Tehri Dam. Bond critically 

observes the impending doom of Tehri town, describing the environment as plagued by "traffic congestion, dust 

and refuse," which is ultimately "ephemeral" as it is "destined to be submerged by the waters of the Bhagirathi" due 

to the 246-metre high earthen dam. Bond’s urgent desire to leave the blasting rocks of the dam site to seek "livelier 

places upstream" serves as a powerful ecocritical rejection of environmentally destructive modernity.  

Sacred Coexistence: Flora, Fauna, and Folklore  

Bond's ascent to the 12,000-foot high Tungnath temple exemplifies the IKS principle of absolute 

interconnectedness between all life forms. He meticulously documents the altitudinal shifts in flora, noting the 

transition from oak and chestnut to the specialized rhododendrons: the red tree variety, the rosy almatta, and the 

white brushwood chimul that adapts to heavy snow. This botanical precision validates the landscape's intrinsic worth 

independent of human use. Furthermore, the fauna is portrayed not as a resource, but as co-inhabitants of the sacred 

space. The runda (a high-altitude pika) is observed living directly "beneath the temple flagstones," sharing the 

spiritual center with the priests and pilgrims. The text culminates in the observation at a wayside shrine where a 

mica-sheened rock is worshipped with wild flowers, leading Bond to the thesis that "I suppose Hinduism comes 

closest to being a nature religion". In this worldview, "Rivers, rocks, trees, plants, animals, and birds all play their 

part, both in mythology and in everyday worship," establishing a sustainable harmony that is threatened by 

materialistic society.  

Discussion of Findings 

The analysis reveals that in Bond's Himalayan travel writing, aesthetic appreciation of the landscape is 

inseparable from a profound ecological and spiritual ethos. Bond does not merely observe nature; he participates in 

a culturally grounded system of veneration. The contrasting depictions of ancient shrines operating in harmony with 

the local ecosystem (like Tungnath) versus the disruptive, dust-choked reality of the Tehri dam project highlight a 

critical juncture. The essays suggest that the survival of the Garhwal Himalayas depends on returning to an 

indigenous, decentralized model of ecological stewardship, where the land is respected as Devbhoomi rather than 

commodified as a resource. 

Conclusion 

The travel narratives of Ruskin Bond offer a compelling ecocritical argument rooted in Indian Knowledge Systems. 

By meticulously detailing the sacred geographies of the Bhagirathi, Mandakini, and the Tungnath range, Bond 

demonstrates that ecological harmony in the Himalayas is historically maintained through religious reverence. His 

text functions as both a celebration of biodiversity and a melancholic warning against the encroaching forces of 

commercial exploitation and heavy infrastructure. Ultimately, the narrative asserts that recognizing the divine in the 

natural world is the most effective philosophy for environmental preservation. 

 

References 

Bond, Ruskin. Tales of the Open Road. Penguin Books India, 2006. 

Bond, Ruskin. The Very Best of Ruskin Bond’s Travel Writing. Rupa Publications India, n.d. 

Bond, Ruskin. Old Roads, New Roads. Rupa Publications India, 2023. 

Bond, Ruskin. Rain in the Mountains: Notes from the Himalayas. Viking, 1993. 

Bond, Ruskin. Beautiful Garhwal. Ravi Dayal Publisher, 1988. 

Bond, Ruskin. All Roads Lead to Ganga. Penguin Books India, 1993. 

Bond, Ruskin. The Best of Ruskin Bond. Penguin Books India, 1995. 


