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Domestic Animals Crossing Glaciers in High Asia
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Shuji IWATA

Abstract: Livestock cross and travel over high glacier passes in various places in high moun-
tain regions of central Asia. At the Urumgi River headwaters in the Tien Shan Mountains in
western China, nomadic Kazakh families accompany large groups of sheep, cattle, and camels
across the Wrputu Glacier, a small clear-type valley glacier, and go up onto the pass (4100 m
altitude) behind the glacier to move their camps to a pasture on the other side of the valley. In
the early summer of 1983, domestic animals crossed the glacier snout easily through the flat
moraine and on glacier surfaces. By summer 2003, however, because of glacier shrinkage,
steep ice slopes had formed at the margin of the glacier; a depression separating the glacier
from the moraine. It was apparently difficult for domestic animals to cross the glacier, but they
climbed up on the steep glacier’s side-slope, taking a zigzag route, and crossed the glacier as
they had in 1983. The nomadic people who graze sheep in the mountains might be more
adversely affected by the retreat of glaciers because of future global warming. Transhumance
of sheep has been practiced in the Kulu region, Himachal Pradish (Punjab Himalaya), north-
western India. Sheepherders and sheep cross several passes between 4600 and 4900 m altitude
on the mountain ridge running to the west of the Beas River. Nanpa La Pass (5717 m) on the
main Himalayan divide is a traditional trade route between the Khumbu region, Nepal and
Tingri country, southern Tibet. Nanpa La is a through valley with a gentle transect glacier:
many yaks carrying loads can easily traverse the glacier on the pass. Sherpas and yaks carried
large quantities of rock salt from Tibet and cereals from Nepal before the Chinese invasion of
Tibet in 1959. August Gansser, a famous geologist, reported a smali-scale trade route between
India and Tibet, which is located to the south of Kailas, the holy mountain in Tibet. Sheep and
goats bought at Kailas, accompanied by Indian villagers, climbed a small valley glacier and
crossed the Manshang Pass (5620 m) on the Garhwal Himalaya’s main ridge. These cases
show that crossing high glacier passes is not a tough job for mountain travellers such as live-
stock farmers and traders, but recent glacier shrinkage increasingly complicates glacier travel
across high passes.

Key words: KT8 2 (Glacier travel), XIUIWHIR (The Tien Shan), ¥ < F ¥k (The
Himalayas), ¥4 (Transhumance) , EkBX (Pack animals)
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