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Introduction 

 

 

Before coming to Kew Gardens to attend the Diploma in Horticulture, I have been working for six 

years in an alpine botanic garden in the north west of Italy, the Giardino Botanico di Oropa. 

At an altitude of 1200m, Oropa is situated in a peculiar spot with a very different climate from the 

typical alpine one, with more than double the usual rainfall, making it a one and only place in Italy 

where it is possible to grow demanding Himalayan plants like the famous Meconopsis. 

Here I developed a true passion for the Himalayan flora, where I started experimenting a lot in 

germinating seeds exchanged with other botanic gardens from around the world (being these 

plants almost impossible to find in Italian nurseries) and growing them on with many successes 

and also many failures. 

Knowing how important is the observation of the species in their natural habitat to be able to 

successfully grow them, I started to plan a trip to the Himalayas hoping to steal some of their 

secrets, observing and experiencing their natural habitat, looking at the changes in flora at 

different altitudes and the association of different species in a certain environment. All things that 

help a lot in deciphering the needs of a certain species you might want to grow. Or you might want 

to find back again in its environment! 

Desiring to get the most out of my travel, I opted out for Nepal, being the central nation in the 

Himalayan range, with the biggest variety of environments and so species living there. It is also the 

most frequented and studied nation, making it a good starting point to whom may desire to visit 

the highest mountains in the world for the first time. 

My choice was then oriented to a trekking route that would have led me to the highest altitude 

possible with fairly easy walks, which allow the time to observe and botanize, and the Annapurna 

Sanctuary trek fulfils all these requirements. 
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Annapurna Sanctuary 

 

 

The Annapurna Sanctuary is a high glacial basin lying 40 km directly north of Pokhara (second 

largest city of Nepal). This oval-shaped plateau sits at an altitude of over 4000 metres and is 

surrounded by a ring of mountains, the Annapurna range, most of which are over 7000 metres. 

With the only entrance a narrow pass between the peaks of Hiunchuli and Machapuchare, where 

run-off from glaciers drain into Modi Khola River with spectacular waterfalls, the Sanctuary was 

not entered by outsiders until 1956.  

The combination of heights and depths on the 6-10 day trek into the Annapurna Sanctuary give 

rise to a great variety of ecosystems. The south-facing slopes of the first part of the trek are 

covered in dense tropical jungles of Rhododendron and bamboo, while the north-facing slopes of 

the Sanctuary itself, in the rain shadow, have a drier colder climate similar to that of the near-by 

Tibetan Plateau. Because of high mountains on all sides, the Annapurna Sanctuary receives only 7 

hours of sunlight a day at the height of summer. 

The area was held as sacred by the Gurung people, one of the different ethnicity to inhabit the 

area. They believed it was the repository of gold and various treasures left by the Nāgas, the 

serpent-gods known in India. It was believed to be the home of several deities, both from 

Hinduism and Buddhism, as well as older animistic gods. The peak of Machapuchare (which means 

fish-tail, because of its profile) at the entrance was believed to be the home of the god Shiva, and 

the daily plumes of snow were thought to be the smoke of his divine incense.  

Until recently, the local Gurung people forbade anyone from bringing eggs or meat into the 

Annapurna Sanctuary, and women and children were prohibited to go as well. 

Nowadays, the number of trekkers has increased substantially, even because the Sanctuary is the 

starting point of some of the major routes to the peaks of the Annapurna range.  

Today is part of the Annapurna Conservation Area Project (ACAP), which manages the number of 

visitors, restrict the gathering of firewood, animal grazing, etc. and visitors have to pay a special 

permit to enter the area, on top of the TIMS (Trekkers Information Management) as usual in 

Nepal. 

 

 

Trekking route 

 

The trekking to the Annapurna Sanctuary (Annapurna Deuthali in Nepali) is a short but spectacular 

one. Despite some steep parts, especially on stone stairways which might get slippery and require 

quite some attention when wet, it does not present any particular difficulty, especially if done 

without any rush and with the use of trekking poles. 

The first part of the itinerary is probably the most difficult because of the many ups and downs, 

while the second part, along the Modi Khola river, climbs more gradually.  

It is possible to reach the Annapurna Base Camp and get back to Pokhara in 6-10 days depending 

on how far someone might want to walk on each day, considering also the acclimatisation on the 
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highest sections (it is recommended not to climb more than 600m in altitude per day, when you 

get above 2800m).  

I personally planned to make it in 10 days, keeping enough time to botanize and considering I 

would have stopped very often to look at plants during the day. I must say I have already previous 

hiking experience in the Alps so I was not scared of walking for days with a heavy backpack. It is 

possible anyway (and recommendable, if without any experience), like many people do, to hire a 

guide and a porter, but almost anyone sufficiently fit could undertake without many problems this 

route with just the help of a map and a guide book (lonely planet e.g.). 

Some technical mountain gear is also recommended as it’s lighter, yet warmer and it dries quicker 

than normal clothes. 

Teahouses and lodges are pretty much everywhere along this route so it is possible to move quite 

freely and decide wherever you might want to stop according to the weather or the tiredness. 

Fees are also fairly cheap, with a daily cost of around 20-25 US$, including accommodation and 3 

meals. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1 - Trek map 

  



6 
 

1st day: Phedi to Tolka 

(1100m – 2100m a.s.l.) 

 

 

There are a few places where you can start the trek leading to the Annapurna Base Camp and I 

decided to start in Phedi, just a 20 minutes away by taxi from Pokhara. 

Here a steep stone staircase welcomes you to the Himalayan style paths, with not many turnings, 

but just a straight upward stair through the tropical forest. 

In the rain, sweating a lot under my rain poncho I suddenly was impressed by the lushness of the 

flora. 

Begonia picta and Corallodiscus adorning the stone stairs and walls, while the trees covered in 

epiphytic plants, including many different orchids, captured my attention at every single step. 

I also encountered the first species of Arisaema, like A. costatum and A. nepenthoides. 

 

 
Figure 2 - Begonia picta 

This day was really memorable for something else though: I knew that during the monsoon period 

it was possible to encounter some leeches, but the reality exceeded my expectations. The grass 

along the path and quite often the path itself was covered in leeches that, as soon as you walked 

by, climbed up your boots and got into them and under your pants trying to crawl up your legs. 

Fortunately their bite doesn’t hurt or itch at all, nor it carries any sort of infection, making them 

simply disgusting. 
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2nd day: Tolka to Chomrong 

(1400m  - 2200m a.s.l.) 

 

 

From Tolka (1790m) is a quite long walk to Chomrong. The first half through the villages of Tolka 

and Landruk along their rice and corn fields is fairly easy descending to a big suspension bridge at 

1440m. Not many plants to note down here as most of the time you get to walk through cultivated 

areas, but with stunning views by the many waterfalls that adorn the valley. Fortunately I learned 

my lesson from the day before for what it concerns the leeches, putting rubber bands to seal my 

pants over the boots and paying extra attention not to touch the grass along the path and 

checking regularly for any leeches trying to climb up my boots. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3 – One of the many waterfalls 



8 
 

After having crossed the Modi Khola river new stairs await you, having to climb up and descending 

again to another smaller bridge. Here the flora get a lot more interesting with many Hedychium 

aurantiacum and Hedychium spicatum in full bloom.  

Another nice treat was Aeschynanthus sikkimensis, a showy epiphytic plant that with its bright red 

flowers adorns the trunks of Rhododedron and other trees of the forest. Interesting was the 

finding of this species in the Gesneriaceae family which I thought a Viola at first: Platystemma 

violoides. 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4 – Platystemma violoides (left); Osbeckia stellata (right) 
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As I was reaching this second bridge, because of some strange noises, I looked up through the 

branches above my head and with great surprise I got to see some monkeys feeding on some 

fruits. 

From this place called Himal Qu (1400m) up to Jhinu Danda(1750m) and finally Chomrong(2200m), 

is a long exhausting stairway, fortunately eased by the stunning views on the valley you just 

climbed up for the whole day and by some amazing plants I happened to come across. 

Worth mentioning are Roscoea purpurea and a beautiful species of Indigofera ( cfr. heterantha), 

on top of the common different Arisaema (A. nepenthoides, A. costatum e.g.) that will accompany 

you on your journey up to the high alpine pastures. 

 
Figure 5 - Indigofera cfr. heterantha 

 
Figure 6 - Roscoea purpurea  
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3rd day: Chomrong to Himalayan Hotel 

(2200m – 2850m a.s.l.) 

 

 

Leaving Chomrong, descending a long stairway to reach a suspension bridge over the Chomrong 

Khola at 1800m in altitude, the path starts to get into the Modi valley, a long narrow canyon with 

very steep slopes on each side, carved by the Modi Khola between the mount Hiunchuli (6441m) 

and Machapuchare (6993m). Here you enter the Sanctuary with some signs indicating that it’s 

forbidden to take meat or eggs with you and inviting to keep a respectful behaviour.  

The walk goes on across a beautiful forest of Rhododendron arboreum and Bamboo, again with 

many up and downs on stone stairways, where I got to see many interesting plants in flower like 

the little common Rubus nepalense, Rubus biflorus, Anemone vitifolia, Pteracanthus urticifolius 

and P. alatus, Hypericum choisianum, Corydalis chaerophylla, Sarcococca coriacea and many more. 

 

 

 
Figure 7 - Parnassia wightiana (left) and Potentilla fruticosa (right) 

 
Figure 8 - Anemone vitifolia (left); Hypericum choisianum (centre); Thalictrum delavayi (right) 
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I also had the chance to see some beautiful orchids like Goodyera repens and G. fusca, and the 

stunning display put on by the many Spathoglottis ixioides carpeting with their big yellow flowers 

some cliffs where the water was constantly dripping down. 

Those wet cliffs revealed to be a unique habitat for a significant number of plants, amongst which I 

could appreciate the flowering of Chlorophytum nepalense, Parnassia wightiana, Parnassia 

nubicola and Viola wallichiana. 

 

 

 
Figure 9 - Spathoglottis ixioides (left); Modi valley with Machapuchare (right) 
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4th day: Himalayan Hotel to Annapurna Base Camp 

(2850m – 4130m a.s.l.) 

 

 

It possible to do it to the Annapurna Base Camp from Himalayan Hotel in two days, stopping for a 

night at the Machapuchare Base Camp (3700m) to acclimatise yourself and to prevent mountain 

sickness, but, as I was climbing up, I was feeling good and decided to make it in one day as the 

majority of people. That allowed me to spend the next day botanizing around the Annapurna Base 

Camp at over 4000m and to descend in the following days without any rush identifying plants on 

the path. 

I must also say that this choice proved very lucky as the weather for the next days was finally (and 

exceptionally, being the rainy season) clear, revealing the mountain tops all around me, so far 

always hidden by the clouds. 

The most emotional part of the whole trip was when I was just arrived at the Annapurna Base 

Camp, completely embraced by a thick fog. I was preparing myself for dinner after the long walk 

while all of a sudden the fog started to clear out. Everybody went outside, someone even shouting 

having been there for a couple of days already, awaiting for the clouds to open up and let them 

see probably the best view I have ever seen. 

In the evening light of the sunset, the highest mountains of the world, so far just hidden above my 

head, revealed themselves in all their glory, so close and so steep that looking up at them almost 

gave me a stiff neck. 

I was standing at the bottom of 4000m high walls in the middle of some of the most colourful 

mountain pastures in the world, in the soft light of a high altitude paradise. 

 
Figure 10 - Annapurna I (8091m) in the evening light 
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5th-6th-7th-8th days: Botanizing and descending 

 

 

With great luck the next days were mostly sunny and clear so that I could spend them wandering 

around the most amazing pastures I’ve ever seen. 

 

 
Figure 11 – Keying out with Machapuchare behind me (top) and Annapurna South (7219m) in front of me from ABC 
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Starting from the bottom, climbing up from Himalayan Hotel, the forest of Rhodondendron and 

bamboo gets more and more open gradually disappearing in what are the richest meadows I have 

ever seen. 

The best experience I had is related to Meconopsis napaulensis. Leaving Himalayan Hotel very 

early that morning, I saw a couple of Meconopsis rosettes and as I was walking I was hoping so 

much to be so lucky to get the chance to see one in flower. At some point, not much further... Yes! 

I found one! A beautiful gigantic Meconopsis napaulensis with white flowers (never seen a white 

form and it’s apparently the rarest)! 

I was growing this one in Oropa and just a quick check on my field guide confirmed it was M. 

napaulensis.  

I was so excited to finally get to see one of my favourite plants that I was growing in Italy in the 

wild and took a lot of pictures. 

 

 
Figure 12 - Meconopsis napaulensis 

 

What I didn’t know was that just after a couple of turns there were millions and millions of them 

covering in white all the meadows at the bottom of the valley. 

The one and only exception was one tinged in pink at the highest altitude at which they’re 

growing, just above the Machapuchare Base Camp (3700m).  
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Figure 13 – Meconopsis napaulensis 
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The tree line is at about 3000m and the last trees to grow are Betula alnoides amongst the usual 

Rhododendron arboreum. Nice encounter was also the finding of some nice Hydrangea (cfr. 

aspera) 4-5m tall with beautiful white inflorescences.  

At that altitude the flora starts to get richer and richer with an astonishing variety of herbaceous 

species. The rich meadows full of Meconopsis napaulensis towering with their big white flowers 

were also adorned by some other tall perennials like Campanula latifolia and Cimicifuga foetida. 

I also had the chance to see in flower a Rhododendron species: the beautiful little R. lepidotum. 

Reaching over 3000m the plants get smaller, giving way to, as I said before, probably the richest 

and most colourful pastures I’ve ever seen. Here Meconopsis napaulensis gets rarer and lets its 

throne (as a predominantly flowering species) to Cremanthodium arnicoides, another plant I am so 

happy to finally have seen in the wild, carpeting the moraine next to the Machapuchare Base 

Camp with its showy yellow capitula. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 14 - Cremanthodium arnicoides with Salix calyculata 
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Over this altitude is where I spent most of my time botanizing, wandering around enraptured by 

the many colourful and exotic species, trying to identify them. 

My work of identification is still in process, not being an easy task from just pictures now.  

I was suddenly impressed by the huge variety of species even in a single genus. Good examples are 

Thalictrum and Pedicularis with many different species that I’m still trying to identify. 

As a field guide I used “Flowers of the Himalaya – Polunin & Stainton” that I highly recommend 

having found it extremely useful, as long as at least you know the family or better the genus of a 

plant you’re trying to identify.  

Unfortunately it’s a field guide that embraces the whole of the Himalayan range, so it could never 

be comprehensive of all the species in such a huge area, missing some plants that I identified later 

using the “Flora of China” website. 

 

Here are some examples of what I already identified, just regarding what’s growing above the tree 

line:  

 Parochetus comunis (Leguminosae - very common from the tropical forest, up to the alpine 

meadows, the size of the flowers increases the higher the altitude it grows) 

 Anemone rivularis (Ranunculaceae) 

 Potentilla atrosanguinea (Rosaceae - amazing how variable it can be, from bright yellow to 

deep red flowers and every nuance in between, with silvery or green leaves) 

 Potentilla cuneata (Rosaceae) 

 Erigeron multiradiatus (Asteraceae - very common starting from around 2000m upwards) 

 Anaphalis triplinervis (Asteraceae - very common from 2500m) 

 Pedicularis megalantha (Scrophulariaceae - very common starting from the tree line) 

 Salix calyculata (Salicaceae) 

 Persicaria affinis (Polygonaceae) 

 Persicaria amplexicaulis (Polygonaceae) 

 Rhododendron lepidotum (Ericaceae) 

 Rhododendron campanulatus (Ericaceae) 

 Corydalis juncea (Papaveraceae) 

 Geranium himalayense (Geraniaceae) 

 Maharanga emodi (Boraginaceae – amazing variety of colors from white to red to blue and 

everything in between) 

 Cyananthus lobatus (Acanthaceae) 

 Aster albescens (Asteraceae) 

 Thalictrum virgatum (Ranunculaceae) 

 Saussurea nepalensis (Asteraceae) 

 Rhodiola bupleuroides (Crassulaceae) 

 Parnassia nubicola (Parnassiaceae – very common) 

 Saxifraga brunonis (Saxifragaceae) 

 Saxifraga parnassifolia (Saxifragaceae) 

 Gypsophila cerastioides (Caryophyllaceae) 
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 Juncus thomsonii (Juncaceae) 

 Primula sikkimensis (Primulaceae) 

 Arisaema costatum (Araceae – very common from the lowest to the highest altitudes) 

 Arisaema propinquum (Araceae) 

 Arisaema jacquemontii (Araceae) 

 

 

Of course there are many more species, but these are just some examples of what I’m sure of the 

identification so far. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 15 - Cyananthus lobatus (top left); Pedicularis megalantha (top right); Persicaria affinis (bottom left); Gypsophila 
cerastioides (bottom right) 
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Conclusion 

 

 

Back to Pokhara and Kathmandu, I spent the remaining days visiting those cities. Especially in 

Kathmandu I visited the “Garden of Dreams”, a beautiful garden built around the 1920 and the 

Botanic Garden of Godavari, not finding the visit to the latter really useful unfortunately. 

In conclusion my travel proved really inspiring and I wouldn’t have expected it to be so prolific, 

having seen so many species that I was looking for and learned so many new. 

I will always keep those mountains with all their amazing plants, and all the memories related to 

them in a special place in my heart and I’m definitely sure that I will try hard to get back in the 

Himalaya again. It’s a magical place with such a unique and vast flora that someone could spend a 

whole lifetime trying to learn new plants. 

It’s with immense gratitude that I want to thank you all at the Merlin Trust and everyone else that 

helped me to get the chance to do the most important (from many different points of view) travel 

of my life. 
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Final costs breakdown 

 

 

 £680  Flights 

 £180  other travel expenditures (Bus to and from Pokhara, trip to airport, Visa, etc) 

 £400  accommodation and food expenditures 

 £40  trekking permits (ACAP & TIMS) 

 £50 books and maps 

 £150 Equipment (rain jacket, waterproof trousers, etc) 

 

Final cost £1500 

 

Merlin trust bursary £1300 

Personal contributions £200 
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