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GEOGRAPHIC REGION~ OF THE HIMALAYAS 

-PRADYUMNA P. KARAN 

From the Indus in the northwest to the Brahamaputra in the east 
the Himalayas form a broad continuous are for nearly 1600 miles along 
the northern border of the India subcontinent. The mountain system, 
averaging 200 to 250 miles in width, rises sharply from the Indo-Gangetic 
plain. North of this mountain belt lies the plateau of Tibet, which extends 
northwards to the Kun Lun range (Map I). 

The Himalayas had their origin in a series of earthmovements or 
powerful lateral thrusts acting from the direction of Tibet towards the 
old stable crystalline block of the Indian Peninsula in the south. The 
earth movements raised the deposits laid down in the shallow Tethys 
Sea to form the mountain mass from Kashmir to Assam. The northwest­
southeast trend of the Himalayas, the sharp bend in its axis on the west 
at Nanga Parbat, where the Indus has cut a deep gorge across the moun­
tain, and the deep knee-bend at its eastern extremity, where the 
Brahmaputra has cut through the range, are due to resistance offered 
by the old stable block of the Indian Peninsula to the thrusting movements 
from the north. 

Physically the Himalayas fonn tlu'ee parallel zones: (I) the Great 
Himalaya, (2) the Inner Himalaya, also known as Middle or Lesser 
Himalaya, and (3) the Sub-Himalayan foothills and the adjacent Terai 
and Dual' plain. Each of these lateral divisions exhibit certain 
homogeneous characteristics (Map 2). 

The Great Himalaya, the highest zone, consists of a great line of 
snowy peaks with an average height exceeding 20,000 feet. The 
width of this zone, composed largely but not entirely of gneiss and 
granite, is about IS miles. Spurs from the Great Himalaya project 
southwards into the Inner Himalaya in an irregular fashion. The 
Nepal and Sikkim portion of the Great Himalaya contain the greatest 
number of highest peaks. Next in general elevation is the Kumaon 
section, followed by the Punjab and Bhutan sections. Great Himalaya 
is least highest in Assam. The snow line on the southern slopes of 
the Great Himalaya varies from 14,100 feet in Nepal and Sikkim to 
l1,000 in Punjab. To the north of the Great Himalaya are several 



ranges such as the Zanskar, Ladakh, and the Kailas. The Karakoram 
range also lies on the Tibetan side of the Great Himalaya. 

The Great Himalayan region is one of the few remaining isolated 
and inaccessible areas in the world today. Some high valleys in the 
Great Him<llaya are occupied by small clustered settlements. Extremely 
cold winters and a short growing season limit the farmers to one crop 
per year, potatoes and barley being the most common. More important 
than farming is yak and sheep herding. The formidable mountains 
have limited the development of large-scale trade and commerce. 
Only limited trade flowed through the high passes until the recent 
India-China border dispute, which led to a complete cessation of trade 
across most of the Great Himalayan range in India. 

The Inner Himalayas, about SO miles wide, border the Great 
Himalayan range on the south. It consists prinCipally of high ranges 
issuing obliquely from the Great Himalayan range at points where the 
latter changes its direction, and several outer disconnected ranges. 
These comprise Nag Tibba given off from Dhaulagiri, the Dhauladhar 
range from the neighburhood of Badrinath, the Pir Panjal range (the 
largest of the Inner Himalayan ranges), and the North Kashmir range 
from the Zoji La, separating the Jhelum and Kishanganga Rivers. The 
three outer parallel ranges are the Mahabharat stretching through 
Nepal, the Mussoorie range between the Ganges and the Sutlej, and 
the Ratanpir in southern Kashmir separated from Pir Panjal by the 
Punch River. In the eastern Himalayas of Sikkim, Bhutan and Assam 
the Inner Himalayas have been deeply dissected into blocks of north­
south ranges by rivers rising in the Great Himalayan area. The Inner 
Himalayas possess a remarkable uniformity of height, between 6,000 

and 10,000 feet. 

The Inner Himalayan area is a complex mosaic of forest-covered 
ranges and intervening fertile valleys. While it is not as forbidding 
as the Great Himalaya to the north, it has nonetheless served to isolate 
the fertile valleys of the Himalayas from the Gangetic pbins. Except 
for major valley centers such as Sri nagar, Kangra and Katmandu, and 
hill stations such as Simla, Mussoorie and Darjeeling, the region in 
general is moderately populated. Within the Inner Himalaya the 
intervening mountain ranges tend to compartmentalize the populated 
valleys. Although natural drainage lines are largely north-~outh, the 
numerous gorges and rugged mountains make travel difficult in tny 
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direction. Lateral roadways and transport routes are generally lacking, 
and monumental engineering feats are required to establish east-west 
transporlation links to the principal population centers. Lacking 
adequate means of easy communication it is not uncommon for dwellers 
in neighbouring Himalayan valleys to remain complete str-angers. Only 
major population centers are linked with India by road. 

The outermost and lowest zone, the Sub-Himalaya, including the 
Siwalik range of Tertiary rocks contiguous with the 
plains of India, is a result of the latest phase of elevatory movement 
responsible for the mountain system. Its width gradually narrows 
from about 30 miles in the west until it nearly disappears in Bhutan 
and Assam. With a gap of about 50 miles opposite the Tista and 
Raidak ba<;ins, the outcrop of the Siwalik zone is continuous from the 
Indus to Brahmaputra. A characteristic feature of the Sub-Himalaya 
is the large number of longitudinal, flat-bottomed valleys known as 
"duns," usmlly spindle-shaped and filled with gravelly alluvium. 

South of the forested foothills lies the Sub-Himalayan piedmont plain 
known as Terai and Duars. The southern part of the Terai and Duar 
forms a densely cultivated belt along much of its length. The northern 
part contains jungles and malarial swamps, inhabited by wild 
animals, and constitutes negative areas which add to the isolatidn 
of the Inner Himalayan valleys, particularly in the central and eastern 
sections. 

THE CULTURAL PATTERN 

The population, settlement, and economic patterns within the 
) 

Himalayas have been greatly inHuenced by the vr.riations in relief and 
dimate, which impose hanh living conditions znd tend to restrict 
population movement and communications. People living in adjacent 
valleys have often preserved their cultural individualities, which 
~ould have dwindled or disappfared with easier access to the outside 
world. People belong to four major cultures, each distingUished 
by characteristic socio-economic features (Map 3). 

l7irst, the Indian and Afghan-Iranian cultures have penetrated the 
Himalayas from tre south and west respectively. The principal 
features of the Indian culture such as Indo~Aryan languages, ~induism. 
and settled agriculture hay~ come from the Indo~Gangetic plains. The 
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major features of the Afghan-Iranian culture, non-Indie Aryan languages, 
Islam, and both settled agriculture and pastoralism, have penetrated 
the Himalayas from west. Both Indian and Afghan-Iranian cultures 
have common links and may be termed Indo-Iranian or Aryan. 

Secondly, the Tibetan and Burman (sometime called South~east 
Asian) cultures have encroached upon the Himalayas from the north 
and east respectively. The distinctive features of Tibetan culture, 
the Tibetan language, lamaistic Buddhism, and a combination of pastora­
lism and settled agriculture, come from the north. Burman cultural 
features-Tibeto-Burman languages, indigenous religious systems 
(distinct from the major religions of Hinduism, Islam and Buddhism), 
and shifting agriculture-have made inroads into the Himalayas from the 
east. 

Culturally, therefore, the Himalayas present a complex pattern 
with four major cultures encroaching upon the area from different 
directions. In general outline, people of Indian cultural extraction 
are dominant in the Sub-Himalaya and Inner Himalayan valleys from 
Kashmir to Nepal. To the north people of Tibetan culture inhabit 
the High Himalayas from Ladakh to North-eastern India. In central 
Nepal, in an area between 6,000-8,000 feet (in some areas up to 
10,000), the Indian and Tibetan cultures have intermingled, producing 
a combination of Hindu and Tibetan traits This intermediate area 
between Indian and Tibetan cultures in Nepal forms a distinct cultural 
region. Elsewhere in the Himalayas the Indian and Tibetan cultures 
meet each other directly without any intermediate zone. Eastern 
Bhutan and Assam Himalayas are inhabited by people whose culture 
is similar to those living in northern Burma and Yunan. People of 
western Kashmir have a culture similar to the inhabitants of Afgha­
nistan and Iran. 

A SUGGESTED SYSTEM OF HIMALAYAN GEOGRAPHIC 
REGIONS 

A comprehensive regional georgaphie analysis of the Himalaya 
presents several problems. Aside from serious methodological diffi­
culties in dividing the Himalayas into geographical regions, the lack 
of detailed geographical materials relating to variations in landfol m, 
climate, land use and occupance pattern for vast areas presents problems 
in the investigation and presentation of a system of geographic regions 
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based on areal differentiation of the entire content of human occupance 
which shows an association of inter·related natural and societal features· 
The physical and human geography of a large part of the Himalayas is 
known only in broad general outline. There are vast areas which have 
not yet been studied by geographers, anthropologists or other social 
scientists. 

In many ways the entire Himalayan area provides a fascinating field 
{or pioneering research by geographers. The book written by Burrard 
and Hayden, more than three deoades ago, still remains the only publish­
ed study of the geography and geology of the entire Himalayan range.' 
Although Burrard and Hayden deserve credit for a pioneer attempt to 
describe the geology and geography of the world's highest mountains, 
nevertheless they overlooked modern concepts of regional geography 
and geological overthrust structure in their interpretation of Himalayan 
geography and geology. In recent times the geological research of 
Wadia, West, Auden, Gamser, Heim, Pilgrim and Hagen have yielded 
much geographical literature on the Himalayan landforms.2 Likewise, 
the anthropological and sociological work of Verrier Elwin, Pant, Furer· 
Haimendorf and Kawakita have prOVided us with knowledge ofthe Himala­

yan people and cultures in certain areas of the vast mountain shystem.3 

Since the Himalayas have played such an important role in India's 
history and geogl'aphy, it is surprising that Indian geographers have ne­
glected serious research and study of the Himalayas. The relatively 
small number of published research papers on the various as-pects of 
Himalayan geography attests to their lack of interest.4 

In addition to the imperfect knowledge of the physical and human 
geography of vast areas, the attempt to divide the mountain system into 
geographic regions faces methodological difficulties. For instance, the 
Himalayan area exhibits a fine geographic variation in the pattern of 
human occupance from one section to another. In effect, the Himalayas 
contain a series of small geographiC regions based on the distinctive 
cohesive association of features and the pattern and intensity of human 
occupance. If adequate geographic material were available, a compre­
hensive regional analysis of the minute geographic regions of the Hima­
layas could be made, filling an important gap in Indian geography. 
However, the detailed regional division and analysiS on a small scale, 
undoubtedly a worthwhile and challenging task for the regional geogra­
pher, lies outside the scope of this short paper. Therefore a broad 



regional classification is adopted here. 

On the basis of general spatial differentiation of associated geogra­
phic elements and braod pattern of human occupance, the Himalayas 
are divided into three major realms: (I) Western Himalayas, (2) Central 
Himalayas, (3) Eastern Himalayas. Each of these three realms possess 
some unifying physica.l and cultural traits and have certain measure of 
geographic homogeneity. They possess enough similarity or mutual 
ties to be treated as a unit. However, the degree of similarity is not 
great becau,e of the lai'ge portion of the area involved in each realm 
which Cel.uses many important spatial details to be disregarded (Map 4). 

The three realm, c:m be further divided into a hierarchy of smaller 
regions of lower rank and size depending on the scale or degree of gene­
ralization. In Western Himalayas, where the mountains are wide, 
principal geographic regions are large enough to be easily identified on 
the scale of generalization used in this paper. In the Central and Eastern 
Himalayas, where the mount;,in mass is much narrower, it is difficult to 
distinguish small geographic regions within the limitations of this paper. 
These realms and their regional divisions are briefly described below. 
No attempt is made to present a comprehensive geographic analysis of 
each region. 

A, WESTERN HIMALAYAN REALM 

The Western Himalayan realm may be divided into the Sub-Hima~ 
layan Kashmir (Poonch and Jammu), Pir Panjal, Vale of KashI'nir, Ladakh 
and Baltistan, and the Kohistan and Gilgit regions. The impact of Af­
ghan-Iranian culture is dominant in the westo'n part of this realm, and 
Hindusium and Lamaistic Tibetan cultures impinge from the south 
and north respectively. These cultural differences together' with the phy~ 
sical variations and settlement pattern form the basis for delimiting geo­
graphic regions. 

Sub-Himalayan Kashmir :-The Sub-Himalayan Kashmir comprises 
the outermost ranges, formed entirely of tertiary rocks, which rise 
from the Pun}ab plains, commencing with a gentle slope from Jammu, 
ending abruptly inwards in steep perpendicular eEcarpments. Within 
the parallel outer ridges are a series of wide longitudinal or strike valleys 
known as "duns." . The extensive picturesque duns of Udhampur and 
Kotli in the Jammu hills are typical examples of the longitudinal valleys. 
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Between 30 and H inches of precipitation falls in the region. Agri­
culture is concentrated chiefly in the valleys. Wheat and barley are 
principal rabi crops (spring harvest) sown after the October and Novem­
ber rains and harvested in April or May. Maize and bajra, sown in late 
spring or early summer(April to June) and harvested in October or No­
vember, form the kharif crops (autumn harvest). Since irrigation is 
limited both the rabi and kharif crops are dependent on rainfall. The 
area is densely settled in the southeast with a density of 350 persons 
per square mile in Jammu. The population density in the northwest 
(Riasi and Poonch) decreases to 150 per square mile. Jammu, the prin­
cipal regional focus of the Sub-Himalayan area, has been the home of 
Dogea rulers of Kashmir. It has excellent transportation links with India. 

'Pir Panjal: North of the Sub-Himalayan region the Pir Panjal 

mountains (11,500-15,000 feet) of the Inner Himalaya rise steeply.s 
The steep southern slopes of the Pir Panjal are often barren, being too 
steep to maintain a soil-cap for the growth of forests. The long, gentle 
north and northeastern slopes toward the Kashmir Valley are covered with 
forests, succeeded higher up by snow-capped peaks. Southeast of Ravi, 
the Pir Panjal is continued as the Dhauladhar range, passing through 
Dalhousie, Dharm,ala and Simla. The mountainous Ph Panjal region 
is very sp.lrsely populated. The highway linking Srinagar with Jammu 
crosoes the Pir P,mjal at Bannihal Pass (9,300 feet). 

Vale if Kashmir: Between the Inner HimaLlyan ranges (Pir Panjal 

and the North Kuhmir range) lies the Vale of Kashmir with a southeast­
northeast trend, some 84 miles long and 25 miles broad in its central 
portion. The tot,ll area of the Vale is about 1900 square miles, and its 
mean elevation is nearly 5200 feet. The ranges which surround the 
valley attain a high 'lltitude with peaks rising above 18,000 feet, except in 
the northwest at Baramula where the Jhelum has cut a narrow gorge 
across the mountains. Girdled by high mountains the Vale has conti­
nental climate with seasonal extremes of temperature. Average January 
temperatures (30013) are a little below freezing, while the July average 
is above 700. The Vale gets about 35 inches of precipitation, part of 
which come during the winter months in the form of snow. 

The Vale is intensively cultivated. 6 Rice, maize and wheat are the 
principal crops. Rice is grown in the warmer and more humid lower parts, 
maize on the higher areas. On the higher Karewa terraces with its poor 
soils, dry crops are important, A large proportion of the cultivated 
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area in the Vale is irrigated by kuls (irrigation channels) led off from the 
streams. Pastoral occupation, particularly sheep rabing, is important, 
and there is considerable transhumance. In sununer the shepherds take 
their animals to high alpine pastures above the tree line, commonly 
known as marys, for grazing, returning to the Vale during the winter 
months when they subsist on feed. Pastoral activity supplies the raw 
wool which provides the basis for the important woolen industry. 

Culturally the Vale is a region where the Afghan-Iranian and Indian 
cultures have blended. The influence of Islam became strong in the 
14th century on an indigenous Hindu population. Most of the Kashmiri 
Muslims are descendents of Hindus converted to Islam. Society is 
org,mized on a hierarchial basis in the Hindu manner, and the 
practice of Islamic religion varies a great deaL Mu&lims with the highest 
traditional status are the Syyids and Shaikhs, who are supposed to be 
descendents of the early conquering Muslim nobility. The Rajput and 
Jat Muslims are descendents of high-caste converted Hindus. Other 
Muslim castes are occupational groups, derived mostly from the indige­
nous population. Among them are the Gujars, traditionally semi-nomadic 
herdsmen, and the Hanjis, boatmen and fishermen, who provide house­
boat transportation in the lakes and rivers around Srinagar. The Hindu 
Brahman (Kashmiri Pandits) are the best educated group in the Vale, 
reasonably prosperous and very closely knit. 

Sri nagar , the core of the Vale, is the principal focus ofroutes leading 
to other parts of Kashmir. As a geographic region the Vale is a distinc­
tive area which stands out from the rest of Kashmir. 

Ladakh and Baltistan: To the north and east of the Vale lies the Great 
Himalayan range. Beyond it lles the trans-Himalayan Zanskar range. 
Northeast of the Zanskar range the country is high-level arid plateau with 
the exception of the deep gorge of the Indus. The altitude stetdily rises 
till the peak K2 (Godwin Austin) on the Karakoram range, attains a 
height of 28,265 feet-the second highest in the world. 

Physically the desolate, dreary waste of Ladakh and Baltistan presents 
a very different landscape from the soft green of cultivated fields and 
forested mountains in the Vale and southern Kashmir. Ladakh is one 
of the loftiest (1l,000- I 5,000 feet) inhabited regions of the world. 7 

Its short but warm summers enable a few grain (barley and buckwheat) 
and fruit (apricots) crops to ripen. At places there are extensive flat 
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lands of which the most conspicuous are the Deosai Plain (13,000 feet), 
Lingzhi Tang (16,000 feet), and Depsang, about the l'ame altitude. 
Between the La<L1kh and Zanskar ranges are the rugged di~,tricts of 
Rupshu and Lahaul. 

Population is sparse in this barren, dry region. Settlements are 
chiefly located in the narrow ribbon-like alluvial plain bordering the 
Indus River, east of Leh. Both Ladakhis and Baltis are Mongolid in 
physical traits. In Ladakh Mahayana Buddhism is the dominant reli­
gion; Bahistan forms a transitional area between Islamic Gilgit and 
Buddhist Ladakh. 8 Buddhist monasteries, prayer flags ,'Ild chortens 
form significant clements of the cultural landscape in Ladakh and adjoin­
ing Baltistan. Leh, in the narrow valley of the Indus, is the chief trans­
portation and trading center. It is connected with Srjn~gar via the 
Zoji-La Pass (11,580 feet) across the Great Himalaya. Skardu, aho on 
the Indus, is the nodal point of Baltistan. 

Kohistan and Gi19it: To the north of the Kishmg.mga lies the Nanga 
Parbat9 massif, lTh'1rking the western extremity of the Himalayan chain. 
The rugged Kohistan10 lies to the west of Nanga Parbat massif. Isolated 
settlements are located in the valleys where wheat, barley, pulses and 
buckwheat are grown. Sparsely populated Gilgit and Hunzan lie 
beyond the Indus in the valley of the Gilgit River, which joins the 
Indus north of Bunji. Settlements are located on the irrigated terraces 
in the valleys. Rice, wheat, barley and and fruit crops 8re grown. 
In addition to farming the rabing of livestock is important. 

Culturally, the region is a part of the Islamic world. The languages 
spoken in the area hwe close affinity wi th languages of Iran and Afghanis­
tan to the West. Pashto, an Iranian language, is spoken ire parts of 
Kohistan and Gilgit. Da'rdic, another language common in the area, 
has close affinity with Iranian languages but partakes heaVily from the 
Aryan languages of India. 

B. CENTRAL HIMALAYAN REALM 

The Central Himalayan realm between Kashmir and Sikkim may be 
Il'livided into three major geographic regions: Himachal and Punjab 
Himalayas, Garhwal and Kumaon Himalayas, and Nepal Himalayas. 
Although there are basic similariteis in physical and cultural patte:rns 
throughout the major regions, each geographic region may be subdivided 
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into regions of lower heirarchy on the basis of local differences in 
physical and cultural factors. 

Himachal and P:mjab HimalaYjs: The characteristic northwest­
southeast trend of the Himalayas consisting of the Siwalik, the Inner 
Himalayan ranges (Dhauladhar), and the Great Himalayas is continued 
in Himachal and Punjab. 'z A large portion of the region has remained 
economically backward for centuries. In recent times it has come 
under the impact of plans for economic development. Under the 
three Bive-Year Plans over 14.00 miles of motorable roads have been 
constmcted. The new roads have conSiderably helped in linking 
secluded areas and bringing them in closer contact with the people 
on the plains. 

The region contains two small but distinctive geographic areas of 
significance. These are the Kangra and Kulu Valleys, drained by the 
Beas River. Both are easily accessible from Pathankot and Amritsar. 
Kangra Valley lies between the Dhauladhar range and the irregular mass 
of outer Himalayan ranges. The Valley begins from Shahpur, 40 miles 
from Pathankot, and ends approximately 50 miles further to the 
east. It is a fertile area, interspersed with homesteads set in the midst 
of groves and fruit trees. The population of Kangra is remarkably dense, 
about 100 per square mile as against an average of 4 to 5 per square mile 
in dry Spiti and Lahaul. 

Kulu Valley begins beyond the tovVll of Jogindranagar and Mandi 
in Himchal Pradesh. The Valley forms a basin, about SO miles long 
and 2 miles broad, drained by the River Beas, which rises 
at the crest of the Rohtang Pass, 15 miles north of ManaH. Kulu, 
the principal commercial centre, lies at a height of 4,000 feet and is 
176 miles from Pathankot. ManaH is an important trade center for 
the people of Lahaul and Spiti. 

With the exception of a few Buddhists, the region is peopled almost 
entirely by the Hindus. Because of their long isolation from the plains 
of India, the people have developed and preserved a distinct way of life 
and tradition.13 The tranquility of life in the mountains and the 
variegated beauty of the surrounding country have helped them evolve 
many valuable art forms in music, painting, dance and handicrafts. The 
Kangra School of Painting, noted for its harmony and delicacy of portrai­
ture, was nurtured in this region. 
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Simla, Chamba, Narkanda and Solan are the chit'f urbancommercial 
centres. Jogindranagar is the site of the important hydIOelectric works 
on the Beas. Bhakra-Nangal dam on the Sutlej is located near the 
Siwalik front. 

Beyond Rohtmg Pass in the middle of the Great Himalayan area lie 
Spiti and Lahaul. This region is surrounded by mountains with eleva­
tions ranging from 15,000 feet, to 20,000 feet. Lahaul, with an 
average altitude of 12,000 feet, lies in the watershed of the Chandra 
and Bhaga Rivers which join to form the Chenab. As compared to 
Spiti, the land is relatively fertile WIth facilities for irrigation in Lahaul. 

Spiti is bordered by Ladakh, Tibet and Rampur. Arable land is 
scarce in d;y SpitL The only significant crops grown are barley and 
buckwheat. Pastoral activity is important. Both Lahaul and Spiti 
are culturally Tibetan, and distinct from the dominant Hindu culture 
in the Inner Himalayan area. 

Garnwal and Kumaon Himalayas: The three-fold division of the 
Punjab Himllayas-Siw,llik, Inner Himalaya and Great Himalaya-is conti­
nued eastwards in KumClon, The tel','} region, bordering the Siwalik 
foothills, is quite extensive in this section.14 Malaria, once rampant 
in the tel'ai, has been largely eradicated and the land is being brought 
under cultivation by the Uttar Pradesh Government Terai Development 
Board. The narrow belt of the gravelly Bhabar, to the north of the 
terai, is largely covered with tropical forests. Certain sections of the 
Bhabar area are being reclaimed for agriculture. 

The Himalayan foothills rise steeply from the Bhabar. The Doon 
Valley, in Dehra Dun district, lies behind the foothills between the 
Ganges on the east and the Jamuna on the west. IS Dehra Dun, situated 
at an altitude of 2,282 feet, is a cosmopolitan town with a number 
of all-Indhn institutions such as the National Defence Acadt'my, Survey 
of India, and the Forest Research Institute. 

The Inner Himalayan regionl6 contains several hill stations such as 
the famous Mussoorie and Nainital located at heights of about 6,580 
feet and 6,350 feet respectively. In Almora and Nainital districts, 
potatoes, introduced in the mid-19th century, are now an important 
agricultural product. 
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Beyond the Inner Himalayas lies the Great Himalayan range with 
snow-capped peaks along the Tibetan border. Among the well-known 
peaks are the Kedarnath, Bad inath,'7 and Nanda Devi. The Gowmuk 
glacier in Tehri (now Uttar Kashi) and Milam and Pinpari in Almora 
are among the principal Glaciers in Kumaon Himalaya. 's Milan, which 
extends right up to Tibet, is 25 miles wide, the largest glacier in Kumaon 
Himalaya. 

Pahari (meaning "of the mountains") culture, and adjunct to the 
Hindu culture of the northern plains of India, is found in the foothills 
and Inner Himalayan areas. 19 The Pahari have numerous contacts with 
the people of the plains with whom they share origins and who have been 
coming to the Hindu shrines and hill retreats in the Pahari area. They 
are isolated from the Tibetan Bhotiyas by high mountains, but have 
trading contacts when the Bhotiyas come lower regions. As compared 
to the Hindus of the plains, the culture of the Pahari is less orthodox. 
There is more permissiveness or flexibility in the rules of interaction; 
they follow a number of rules pertaining to marriage which would 
be unacceptable to plains Hindus, especially those of high caste. For 
example, the bride price is prevalent instead of dowry; divorce is rela­
tively easy; widow marriage is permitted; brothers can share a wife; 
and in Jaunsur-Bewar district polyandry is practiced. The Pahari have 
distinctive folklore, songs, dmces and festivals. Animal sacrifice is 
important in religious ceremonies and there is great reliance on 
mediums and diviners. 

Most of the plhari live below 1,000 feet in the valleys and on the 
slopes where water is available and terraced cultivation is possible. 
Millet, wheat and barley are the staples, but where irrigation is possible 
rice is grown. The villages are small and isolated with two-story houses 
of stone and timber. 

The semi-nomadic Bhotiyas live in the northern regions.2.0The 
Bhotia villages are situated in the High Himalayan valleys. At the head 
of these valleys lie the passes through which the Bhotiyas used to enter 
Tibet for trade until 1959, when the India-China border dispute led to 
the closing of trade across the border. The Bhotiyas live in their villages 
only for short periods in the year. They go either to high altitudes with 
their herds during the summer months, or to the Bhabar near the plains 
for trade durin~ the winter when the high valleys are severely cold. 
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Bhotiyas migrate with their families, herds of cattle, and their sca,nty 
belongings. Very often whole villages are on the move during seaonal 
migrations. 

Nepal Himalay.1: Nepal Himalaya comprises three distinct areas: 
Himalayas, Inner Terai and Terai,21 Each of these major divisions can be 
divided into three geographic regions on the basis of homogeneity of 
human activity which manifc;:ts the relationship between the cultural 
and physical land<cape. Above 10,000 feet, Tibetan culture prevails. 
In the lowel' TeTai and Inner Terai, mostly below 2,500 feet, Indian culture 
is dominant (except among the Tharus). Between these two cultural 
areas, from 2,500 to 10,000 feet, lies the intermediate mountains and 
valleys of Central Nepal, inhabited by people who exhibit a mixture 
of Tibetan and Indian cultures including some elements of early abol'iginnl 
culture. 

The first physical division-Himalaya-may be divided into 1 distinct 
geographic regions: the eastern mountains, Katmandu Valley, and 
western mountains. A relatively humid climate, greater population 
density, and a more cultivated area distinguishes the eastern mount.lins 
from the d,,.ier, more spanely populated western mountains. In both 
the eastern and western mountains the southern section of the river 
valleys-Kali, Karnali and Kosi-have a sub-tropical climate with considera­
ble rice farming. In the higher northern sections potatoes and barley 
are dominant field crops. Yak and ~heep raising are an important part 
of the economy at higher altitudes, with a good deal of seawnal herd 
migration. 

Between the eastern and westel n mounlains is the Katmandu Valley, 
the most distiinctive gfOgraphic region of Nepal Himalz,ya. It is the 
heart of modern Nepal-the largest city and the chid cul1 ural center. 
It has aho the greatast contact with the outside world. Fnclosed by 
the Mahabharat range, the inhabitants of the valley have developed a 
distinctive way cf life. Few places on earth aren~ore productive thm 
the Katmandu ValJey, and few support so many pwple on w little good 
land. 

The complex forest-covered Churia Hills and their (nclOfed valkys 
form the second physical division of Nepal, the Inner Terai. These 
hills are not so forbidding as the mountains of the north. However, 
from time immemorial they have served as barriers between the fertile 
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Inner Himalayan valleys anq the Ganges plain of India. The Inner 
Terai can be sub-divided into three geographic regions: east, central, 
and west Inner Terai on the basis of climate, land use, and human 
occupance pattern. Generally speaking, the entire Inner Terai is 
relatively sparsely populated with no large settlements. The U.S.­
aided Rapti Valley Development Scheme is designed to increase coloniza­
tion in the central Inner Terai through resettlement of peasants from 
more crowded areas. 

The third primary division-Terai-is economically the roost valuable 
region of Nepal. Here rainfall varies between 80 inches in the east to 
40 inches in the west. The average density of population per square 
mile increases from about 90 in far-western Terai to over 3So in eastern 
Terai. Humid eastern Terai, with its greater rainfall, has a larger 
arable area and grows a variety of crops including rice, jute, tobacco 
and sugar cane. The far-western Terai, with less rain, has a limited 
extent of arable land. Its dry, dusty landscape stands in contrast to 
the green of eastern TeraL These differences in rainfall, land use and 
population form the basis for the division of Terai into three geographic 
regions: the eastern Terai, midwestern Terai, and far-western TeraL 

c. EASTERN HIMALAYAN REALM 

The Fastern Himalayan realm may be divided into three geographic 
regions: Darjeeling and Sikkim Himalaya, Bhutan, and Assam Himalaya. 
This division is based partly on physical fdctors, and to a greater degree 
on differences in history and cultural features which are manifested 
in the landscape. 

Darjeeling anrl Sikkim Himalaya: J1acing the alluvial g<1p between 
the Rajmahal Hills (Bihar) and Shillong Plateau (Assam), Darjeeling 
and Sikkim Himalaya22 exhibit certain geographical characteristics 
resulting from the uninterrupted sweep of the moisture'laden southwest 
monsoon through the gap and its direct impingement upon the H imala­
yan slopes. The mountains get full blast of the monsoon and rainfall 
is heavy; even in central Sikkim further to the north it is in the neigh­
bourhood of 200 inches during the year. The River Tista and its feeders 
have cut deeply into the gneissic rocks of central Sikkim, laying bare 
an underlying series of slates, phyllites and mica schists, which, being 
more eaSily denuded than the more resistant gneiss, have enabled the 
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rivers to cut still deeper. In this way, instead of a narrow gorge, a 
large basin over 4-0 miles wide-has scut back through the centr<d section 
of Sikkim between two northouth transverse ridges (Singdila and 
Donkhya), each of them 80 to 90 miles long. The we,tern of these 
ridges, the remarkable Singalila r(lnge, includes the peak of Kmchnjunga 
(28, ISO feet), East of Kanchenjunga the line of highot pc' h curves in 
a broad are convex towards the north. 

Contained within the Tista b;."lsin, and isolated flOm India by forest­
clad mountains and from Tibet by the Grel1t Himalay<m range, Sikkim 
has a distinct geographical personality which forms the basis for recogni­
zing it as a separate region.23 The Darjeeling hills, which was Sikkimese 
territory until 1835, is treated there together with Sikkim Himalaya 
for the sake of convenience. However, Darjeeling district has its own 
distinctive geographic features, and it can be rccogniz( d as a ;ub-j>egion 
within this larger geographiC region. 

Culturally, Darjeeling (lnd southern Sikkim is dominlted by the large 
number of Nepali settlers of Hindu faith. The native Lepchas inhbit 
central Sikkim, and people of Tibetan culture are domination the northern 
part of the region. Rice farming is wide"pread in central and southern 
Sikkim. Barley, millet and maize cultivation extend to higher altitudes 
in the region of Tibetan culture. Gangtok is the nodal centre of Sikkim 
Himalaya. Darjeeling is the major commercial center serving the 
entire region. It is also one of the principal hill stations in the Himalayas. 

Bhutan Himalaya: Both phy;ically, and culturally, Bhutan Himalaya 
merits recognition as a separate geographic region within the Eastern 
Himalayan realm.24 The northern part of Bhut,n lies within the Great 
Himalaya; the snow-capped ranges attain a height of more than 24-,000 

feet in wme places. High valleys at elevations of 12,000 feet are used 
for grazing in summer months. Spurs from the the Great Himalayas 
radiate southward, forming the watershed between principal rivers of 
Bhutan. Of these, the Black Mountain range, forming the watershed 
between the Sankhso and Manas Rivers, divides Bhutan into two geographic 
subdivisions both administratively and ethnographically. To the east, 
in Tongsa, the people oTiginally came from the hills of Assam,while to 
the west in Paro the population is predominantly Tibetan in origin. The 
several broad, fertile valleys of central Bhutan, formed by the erosive 
work of rivers and located at elevations varying from 5",000 to 9,000 

feet, form the cultural and economic core of the kingdom. Among 
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them. the Paro, Thimbu and Punakha Valleys are best known. 

The southern section of Bhutan comprises the sloping Duars plain. 
The mountains rise sharply from the narrow Duars. The rainfall is 
excessive, and hillsides are clothed with vegetation. The entire Duars 
tract is unhealthy, The narrow strip of Dual'S plain contains acce~s to 
the 18 strategic passes through the Himalayan foothills leading into 
mountainous central Bhutan. 

Most of the inhabitants of central and northern Bhutan adhere to 
Tibetan culture. Unlike Nepal, the people of southern Bhutan are less 
Hinduized. An exception is the large number of Nepali settlers in 
southwestern Bhutan. In eastern Bhutan Tibetan culture has been 
conSiderably modified by the intrusion of elements from the Indo­
MongolOid culture of Assam Himalaya. 

Assam Himaloya: Assam Himalaya comprises the leastknown and 
largely unexplored part of the mountain system. Along the Tibetan 
border the Great Himalayan range rises to more than 23,000 feet. 
Inhabited by animist hill tribes of Indo-Mongoloid stock who practice 
shifting agriculture, this rugged area possesses a distinctive geographic 
personality which sets it apart from the rest of the Himalayas. 25 As 
a result of the dispute between India and China this hitherto isolated 
area is being opened up. 

In the lower hills adjacent to the plains are Indo-Aryan Hindu farmer~. 
Towards the north, at higher altitude, are Tibetan people such as Monpas, 
Membas and Khambas. Near Bomdi La are Sherdukpens26-a group 
similar to the Tibetans. 

The tfibes of the Inner Himalayas in Assam have cultural affinities 
with the people of Burma and southern Yunan to the east. Among 
the numerous tribal groups the most well known are the Aka!!, Daflas,27 
Apa Tanis, Miris, Galongs, Abors and Mishmis. In addition to their 
common Tibeto-Burman language, the people have a number of similar 
traits. They practice shifting agriculture, or jhuming, in which the 
land is cleared for farming by cutting large trees and burning over the 
area. The cleared land is then sown. No animals or plows are used 
in farming; hoes and digging sticks are the principal f'lIming tools, 

. After 3 or 4- years, when soil fertility declines, the land is ab.mdoned. 
Principal crops are rice, millet and maize. Pigs, chickens and cattle 
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are the chief livestocks. 

Rural settlements consist of several long-houses inhabited by a 
number of patrilineally related families. Houses are located on rabed 
piles and the chief building material is banlboo. People practice an 
indigenous variety of religion in which the followers propitiate a variety 
of deities. 

The more developed western section of Ass •• m Himalaya (KEmmg 
Frontier district) stands out as a distinctive sub-n'gion within lhis 
region. Its cultural pattern is similar to the eastern section, but 
shows more Buddhist influence. The houses <Ire more 5ubst~nli~J, 
made of stone and wood. The vilIz.ges have monastC'riEs, builc];ngs 
strictly for religious purposes, prayer tbgs and prayer wheels. The 
staple cmps are millet and maize rather thz.n rice. 

CONCLUSION 

The distinctive geographical regions of the Himalayas have been 
identified ,md descib( d in broad outline. The system of regiond 
divi,jon p,-csented in this paper recognizes three major realms; each 
realm in turn is divided into SCyel al geog"aphic regions depending 
upon general physical and cultmal,jmilaJitifs. This piper 8tttll'pts 
to J>.ovide a framewmk for further detailed regional <lnalysis, which 
would undoubtedly result in n:finements in the regional divi"ion of 
the Himalayas. 
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