India – Spring Flowers of Sikkim,
Darjeeling & Kalimpong
Naturetrek Tour Itinerary

Outline itinerary
Day 1

Depart London.

Day 2

Delhi.

Day 3/4

Darjeeling.

Day 5/6

Gangtok.

Day 7/9

Lachung (botanical excursions in the Yumthang
Valley and Yumesamdong).

Day 10/12

Lachen (botanical excursions in the Thangu, Chopta
Valley and Jachu Valley).

Day 13/14

Gangtok.

Day 15

Kalimpong.

Day 16

Delhi.

Day 17

Fly London.

Dates 2020
Saturday 6th June – Monday 22nd June 2020

£3,295

Meconopsis simplicifolia

Dates 2021
Saturday 5th June – Monday 21st June 2021

£3,295

Dates 2022
Saturday 4th June – Monday 20th June 2022
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£3,495
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UK

Single room supplement
From £595
Focus
Plants.

Aristolochia griffithii

Primula calderiana

Pleione hookeriana
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Coelogyne ochracea

Rhododendron cinnabarinum

Mandragora caulescens
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NB. Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions. However, adverse
weather and other local considerations can necessitate some re-ordering of the programme during the
course of the tour, though this will always be done to maximise best use of the time and weather
conditions available.
The former Himalayan kingdom of Sikkim, since 1975 a state of India, is a mountainous region with a small, largely
Buddhist, population. Its high rainfall makes it one of the most luxuriant and plant-rich areas of the Himalaya, and
its relative obscurity has ensured little recent change in its peaceful villages and monasteries. For a region of such
small size, Sikkim’s natural history is somewhat remarkable. As well as over 4,000 species of flowering plants,
amongst them over 40 species of rhododendron and 600 species of orchid, have been recorded here! It is this
wonderful floral diversity that will be the primary focus on this new 17-day holiday, although we will not ignore
the birds, mammals and other wildlife we encounter along the way!

Day 1
In Flight
We depart London Heathrow today in the evening at around 9.40pm bound for Delhi. We will be in flight
overnight.

Day 2
Delhi
We arrive in the morning and transfer to our hotel located
close to the airport. Our stay in Delhi for this holiday is
usually at the 5-star hotel, usually The Holiday Inn New
Delhi for a convenient access to the Delhi airport, (we
cannot guarantee a particular hotel, but always endeavor
to book one of a high standard not far from the
airport). The hotel features an array of eclectic and
exciting eateries. Whether you’re looking for a quick bite
while you’re on the go or a comfortable setting in which
to savour a meal, tantalizing options,are at hand. With a
varied variety of three restaurants and lounges at Holiday
Inn, you can indulge in different Asian cuisines. We may also make use of its facilities, which include a pool and a
spa and health centre before the next phase of our journey. Our stay in this comfortable hotel is well deserved
after a long flight! If we do not stay at the Holiday Inn, a hotel offering an equivalent standard of rooms and service
will be used.
The middle part of the day will be free, allowing you time to sample some of Delhi’s avian and historical sights, or
to just relax and recover after your flight.
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Day 3
Delhi – Bagdogra – Darjeeling
In the morning, we will be transferred to the airport for our flight to Bagdogra. A beautiful four hours afternoon
drive (partly alongside the famous Darjeeling Himalayan railroad) through forest, tea estates and pleasant hillside
villages takes us over a 2,247 metre pass at Ghoom and down into Darjeeling (at 2,134 metres). We should arrive
in good time to settle into our rooms and get ready for dinner.
Darjeeling is a small town which the British tea planters and the Raj used as a summer capital to escape the searing
heat of the plains lower down in Kolkata. The season promised frequent tea parties and discussions around
polished tables in quaint and beautifully located bungalows where life had its own rhythm. It is still possible to
experience this relaxed style of life in Darjeeling.
We will stay in the Elgin Hotel for two nights. This elegant hotel combines tradition with modernity and was once
the residence of the Maharaja of Cooch Bihar, this lovely building is 120 years old. Guests are greeted by draping
a silken Khada around the neck in typical Himalayan tradition and the decor is of oak floorboards and panelling,
fireplaces and antique Burma teak furniture. The en suite rooms are very comfortable and offer a wide range of
facilities. Authentic Indian and continental dishes are served here as well as many local recipes.

Day 4
Darjeeling city tour or an excursion to Tumbling
We will have a full day to enjoy the nostalgic atmosphere of the charming, but ramshackle, old hill station of the
British Raj. A stay in Darjeeling would not be complete, however, without a ride on the ‘toy train’ of Darjeeling’s
Himalayan railway (time permitting and subject to availability) or we will make an excursion to the small village of
Tumbling to enjoy its wide variety of flora, including rhododendron trees and magnolias, some of which are over
a hundred years old. I’m afraid, it is not possible to do both the activities!

Day 5
Gangtok
After enjoying the mountain air, Darjeeling tea, flora and Himalayan panorama, we will have breakfast at the hotel
and we will drive for around five hours to Gangtok, the capital of Sikkim, passing through the attractive temperate
forests of Sikkim’s hills in which we’ll look for orchids and such Arisaema species as A. concinnum, A. tortuosum
and A. galeatum. Gangtok is the capital of Sikkim and a centre of Tibetan Buddhist culture and learning.
We will stay in our comfortable hotel Hidden Forest Retreat for 2 nights. It has a lush green garden with all kinds
of trees, bamboos, ferns, flowers, shrubs, lilies and orchids with a variety of birds and butterflies making this their
home.
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Day 6
Gangtok
A day in the capital will give us time to visit the Plant Conservatory near Gangtok. The greenhouse has many
Orchids as well as tropical and temperate plants and other blooms in its chest of floral wealth. The area has several
Rhododendron species growing which bloom during the month of April and May and many other local plant
species. Later we will visit the Namgyal Institute of Tibetology and its museum which sponsors and promotes
research on the religion, history, language, art and culture of the people of the Tibetan culture which includes
Sikkim. With the intention to preserve and propagate the art and craft skills of the local artisans, founded during
the reign of the Chogyals of Sikkim, the Handicraft Center showcases the making of various handicrafts, carpets
and ‘thankas’ which can also be bought at a nominal price at the emporium.
We will have time to enjoy tea on the terrace at the hotel before preparing for dinner.

Day 7 – 9
Lachung
From Gangtok we’ll head north-east for a seven hours drive, following in the footsteps of renowned 19th century
botanist and plant-hunter Sir Joseph Dalton Hooker, into the higher hills of the Himalaya. Here we will stay in the
remote village of Lachung, situated at 3,000 metres and home to Tibetan and Bhutia people. Lachung offers fine
mountain scenery and its proximity to the Tibetan Plateau, rhododendron forests, alpine pastures and their special
flora makes it an ideal base for our botanical explorations over the next two days. We will explore the Singba
Rhododendron Sanctuary and the Yumthang Valley (3,600 metres) above it, where the tree-line ends and the high
plateau begins. Yumthang is known as Sikkim’s ‘Valley of Flowers’, on account of its wealth of rhododendrons
and alpines that present a riot of colour each spring. We will look for Himalayan Blue Poppy, such Primula species
as P. denticulata, P. sikkimensis, P. calderana and P. dickieana, Arisaemagriffithii and A. utile, while, in the region’s
fir and larch forests, we should find Hooker’s Pleione (Pleione hookerana) in bloom as well as irises and the giant
Himalayan Lily (Cardiocrinumgiganteum) in its early stages. On the following day we will drive up to YumeSamdong, situated at a height of 4,500 metres. This rugged alpine zone is the habitat for the spectacular Golden
Himalayan Poppy (Meconopsispaniculata); the stunning Cypripedium himalaicum will also be high on our list of
target species and it is a real treat to find any endangered poppy growing alongside the other perennials which
thrive in these harsh conditions.

Day 10 – 12
Lachen – Thangu – Jachu Valley
We will explore other high hamlets, valleys and gorges of the plateau and mountains around Lachung, including
the tiny settlement of Lachen and the Thangu & Chopta Valley (3,900 metres). This is a remote area populated by
hardy Yak herders who graze their animals among the pastures along the Tibetan border during the summer
months. The remoteness of this land, and lack of human interference, brings wonderful benefits to the keen planthunter, and on the slopes above Yathang and Thangu we will search for rare orchids such as Cypripedium
himalaicum and C. elegans, which we should see in bloom along with several other orchid species, plus a wide
variety of primula and lilium species.
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We will have two days for exploring the Thangu side of the valley dedicating one day for Yathang and Chopta
Valley and the next day for the valley towards the East of Thangu. It is towards Jachu Valley at 4,500m known for
its beautiful landscape. Through the valley flows the Lasha Chu with scattered ox bow lake formations. Along the
way we will encounter plants such as Arenaria, Saxifraga, Gentiana, Thermopsis barbata, Meconopsis horridula,
Cyananthus, Omphalogramma and more.

Day 13
Lachen–Gangtok
After our botanical exploration of northern Sikkim, it will be time to descend to Gangtok and stay again in our
comfortable hotel Hidden Forest Retreat for 2 nights.

Day 14
Gangtok (Tsomgo Lake and Kyongnosla Alpine Sanctuary)
Today we will have a full day botanizing in the Tsomgo Lake and Kyongnosla Alpine Sanctuary.
Tsongmo Lake, also known as Tsomgo Lake or Changu Lake, is a glacial lake in East Sikkim, some 40 kilometres
away from Gangtok, . Its elevation is 3,753 metres. The lake surface reflects different colours with change of
seasons. The lake is held in great reverence by the local Sikkimese people. Buddhist monks prognosticated the
future of the country after studying the changing colours of the lake.
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The Kyongnosla Alpine Sanctuary is a wildlife sanctuary, situated around the area adjoining the Tsomgo lake. This
Sanctuary is rich in both flora and fauna. Rare, endangered ground orchids and rhododendrons interspersed among
tall junipers and taller silver firs are among the important plants present. Rhododendron niveum (the State Tree of
Sikkim) and Cypripedium tibeticum (the ground slipper orchid) which is on the verge of extinction, have also been
introduced here.

Day 15
Kalimpong
In the morning, after breakfast, we will visit the famous Rumtek Monastery, which is the World Dharma Chakra
Centre and the seat of His Holiness, the Gyalwa Karmapa, who is the head of the Kagyupa order of Tibetan
Buddhism. From there we will travel to the attractive Bengali hill station of Kalimpong, passing through
countryside and terraced land botanizing along the way.
Post lunch, after checking into your hotel, we may visit one of Kalimpongs many plant nurseries, and timepermitting the Lepcha museum, a fascinating collection of artifacts celebrating this indiginous peoples. Later we
will enjoy a walk around Kalimpong town, visiting the handmade paper factory and see the process of papermaking
and the local market.
Kalimpong offers beautiful views of the Himalaya, Buddhist monasteries, colonial architecture and fascinating
plant nurseries which makes it a fitting destination to be as the tour nears its end.

Day 16
Fly Delhi
In the morning, we will be transferred to the Bagdogra airport for our flight to Delhi. On reaching Delhi late
afternoon, we will spend our last night on the Indian subcontinent at the hotel close to the airport, such as the 5star hotel, The Holiday Inn New Delhi for a convenient access to the Delhi airport, (we cannot guarantee a
particular hotel, but always endeavor to book one of a high standard not far from the airport).

Day 17
London
This morning we will transfer to Delhi airport to catch our return flight to London.
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Arisaema griffithii

Lachen

Thermopsis barbata
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Other extensions
We should be delighted to tailor a holiday extension for you that is suited to your particular objectives and needs. You
might wish to sample some of the cultural delights of India, for example, or even to visit another national park or
tiger reserve. In India, anything is possible; just call our very own India consultant, Rajan Jolly, on 01962 73301, for
expert advice.

Grading
A/B. Mostly gentle botanical walks; however, there will be some more demanding walks on steep terrain at high
elevation (up to 4,500 metres). Those wishing to participate in all the activities will need to be reasonably fit, mobile
and healthy. It should be noted, however, that all activities are essentially optional, allowing you to pick and choose
those that you wish to join.

Weather
India has a hot, sub-tropical climate with cooler weather in the highlands. The rainy season is from May to September.
The southern side of the country is tropical with hot, wet and humid conditions prevalent for most of the year.
For this tour the climate is ideal for botanizing in May and June; days are usually warm in the lower valleys with
temperatures ranging from 15 – 25° C during the day and between 5 – 10° C during the night. At Lachung and Lachen,
the temperature will be between 5 – 10° C during the day and between 5 to below zero at night. You could expect
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snow fall while exploring the highlands above 3500 metres. We will travel up to 4500 metres on this tour. The tour
take place during the monsoon season (West Bengal and Sikkim have one of the highest rainfall on Earth. There is
perhaps no season that can genuinely be considered a dry season!). Due to the rains, landslides and bumpy roads are
possible.
Please bring waterproof and warm clothing, particularly in Lachung and Lachen, when a warm jacket, pullovers, warm
caps, gloves, good walking boots, a raincoat and waterproof clothing all being needed.
It will be hot in Delhi – sun hats, sun cream and cotton clothes will be required.
Worldwide weather forecasts can be found at www.bbc.co.uk/weather.

Food & accommodation
The cost of all meals and accommodation is included in the price of this holiday, with the exception of meals in transit,
internal flights and in Delhi.
All rooms have private facilities.

Flights
We use scheduled Virgin Atlantic flights for this tour to India. The current maximum weight allowance for checkedin baggage with is 23kgs (50lbs) per bag – to a maximum of 2 bags each. We strongly recommend that you visit the
Virgin Atlantic websites https://www.virginatlantic.com before travelling to get the latest information on hold and
hand baggage restrictions.
If you would prefer to travel in Business class on the international sector (normally available at a supplement charge
of around £2,495), please call us for current quotes. If you would prefer to travel from a regional airport (at an
additional cost of around £195), please let us know at the time of booking so that we can make the necessary
arrangements and obtain a competitive fare.

Focus
Plants.

Tour leader
Alister Adhikari.

How to book your place
In order to book your place on this holiday, please give us a call on 01962 733051 with a credit or debit card, book
online at www.naturetrek.co.uk, or alternatively complete and post the booking form at the back of our main
Naturetrek brochure, together with a deposit of 20% of the holiday cost plus any room supplements if required. If
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you do not have a copy of the brochure, please call us on 01962 733051 or request one via our website. Please stipulate
any special requirements, for example extension requests or connecting/regional flights, at the time of booking.

Receive our e-newsletter
Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures, new dates, tour
reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up.

Images provided by
Jenny Willsher
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