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Introduction 

Most mammal enthusiasts will have a list of top mammals they crave to see during the course of their lives. Quite 

possibly Gorilla, Tiger, Blue Whale, Polar Bear, or Giant Panda are on that list, but surly near the top of most lists, 

and at the very top of mine, is the Snow Leopard, the holy grail of big cats, the mythical “Grey Ghost”.  Some may 

argue that other mammals are bigger, more colorful, or easier to find, therefore making the Snow Leopard a less 

desirable target. But it is the mystique and elusiveness of this cat which makes it my top prize. Just imagine this top 

predator dominating the high mountains of central Asia, yet so little is known about it, and so few people have even 

seen it. The cryptic coloration and extreme shyness of this beast allow it to go unseen even in its barren, treeless 

environment. Stories of an invisible creature killing whole flocks of sheep are common in isolated mountain villages, 

yet many villagers will go their whole lives without seeing the culprit. What is most fascinating is the adventure one 

must undertake in hopes of even glimpsing a Snow Leopard. If you ask the right sources it is relatively easy to see a 

Gorilla or a Tiger in the wild. These animals have been staked out, and organized tours have been successful in 

tracking them down for years, with a pretty good probability of finding them. The Snow Leopard on the other hand is 

a very different story. Up until about 5 years ago, very few people even knew where to start looking for one of these 

beasts.  There were sporadic sightings from China, Pakistan, and northern India, but nothing was known of their 

ranges, or how to even begin searching. It was more likely that one would suffer from altitude sickness, frost bite, or 

an empty bank account, than catching a glimpse of a Snow Leopard. Alas, in 2009 things began to change. Consistent 

sightings of Snow Leopards began to occur in the Ladakh region of northern India within Hemis National Park. And 

some of the first tours were successful in finding one, given 2 weeks time. Suddenly finding a Snow Leopard turned 

from a fruitless venture to a 50/50 coin toss, I like those odds! 

In early 2011, Keith Barnes, director and guide of Tropical Birding, asked 2 other TB guides, myself, and Ken 

Behrens, if we would like to embark on a quest to see Snow Leopard, which happened to be one of Keith’s lifelong 

goals. Without hesitation I agreed, and thus began a year of preparation and anticipation. We were to search for this 

cat in Feb-March 2012, in winter in the Himalayas of India. Winter, although extremely cold, is the best time of year 

to search for this notoriously difficult feline, which descends to relatively lower altitudes following their main prey, 

Himalayan Blue Sheep. By early 2012 we were set. We had teamed up with some of the world’s best Snow Leopard 

trackers, and we also joined forces with 3 other keen wildlife enthusiasts from Belgium. Armed with scopes, 

binoculars, endless dedication, and clean thermal underwear, we were ready to tackle the mountains. Our reasons for 

doing this are the same as those who climb Mount Everest, sail solo around the world, or dive to the ocean depths; the 

after party. Surely with three professional guides from Tropical Birding our chances of success were high. No? 

Itinerary 

Ten days in habitat was allotted to give ourselves a shot at Snow Leopard. Any less simply doesn’t open a big enough 

window in the mountains for a chance. Longer than 10 days would obviously be ok, but could play havoc on your 

mental stability if you are only seeing rocks and no cats. 

Feb 28th 6:30am flight to Delhi – Leh. Afternoon birding Indus River 

Feb 29th Birding the Indus River, and Shey Marsh.  

March 1st Drive from Leh to Hemis National Park, hike to camp. Scanning near camp. 

March 2nd Scanning Husing Valley near camp. **Grey Ghost** 

March 3rd Morning hike into Husing Valley. Afternoon hike to Rumbak Village. **Holy Grail** 

March 4th Morning hike into Tarbung Valley. Afternoon in Husing Valley **Snow Leopard** 

March 5th Morning campsite scanning. Afternoon “evacuation” back to Leh  

March 6th Drive Leh – Ulley area. Scanning Ulley 

March 7th Scanning Ulley area 

March 8th Scanning Ulley valleys 

March 9th Scanning/exploring Ulley valleys 

March 10th Drive Ulley – Leh. Afternoon at Thiksey monastery 

March 11th Flight Leh-Delhi. Afternoon  birding Sultanpur NP 

March 12th Birding Okhla Bird Sanctuary 
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The full Snow Leopard team from Belgium, Canada, India, South Africa, and the United States. We all had one goal in 

mind, and we decided to look good while doing it. (Scott Watson) 

 

Daily Log 

February 28
th

, 2012 

An early departure in Delhi had us into Leh by 0800. Unfortunately the flight was mainly overcast. Here we met up 

with the 3 guys joining us; Gilles, Marc, and Michel. They were expecting 3 guys from Sweden, but they had to settle 

for a young Canadian, a middle aged American, and an aging South African. Leh is the main city of the Kingdom of 

Ladakh, also known as “Little Tibet” The Ladakhi people are more closely related to Tibetans both culturally and 

ethnically compared to the rest of India. Driving into town it is clear that this is a very seasonal place, being a popular 

tourist spot in the summer for trekking, but a landlocked cold destination in the winter. The only highway connecting 

Leh to anything else is closed in the winter making the airport the only form of transport of goods. This was clear 

during the flight as the hand luggage of many people looked like a combination of vegetables and blankets. 

Shortly after checking into the hotel, and after a spot of tea with a grand Himalayan view accompanied by a Eurasian 

Magpie and a Great Tit, we took off to birding the Indus River. As this was my first time in India, I was expecting at 

least a few lifers even though the diversity in winter here is very low. Our first stop along the river revealed quite a 

few beautiful White-winged Redstarts among the Buckthorn bushes. These Redstarts seem to be wintering in the 

Indus Valley in large numbers. Red-billed Choughs, a Golden Eagle, and a single Lammergier dominated the sky, 

while further down the river we came across my most wanted bird of the trip, the weird, monotypic, Ibisbill. An 

amazing 4 birds were found hiding amongst the boulders, which just happen to be the exact same tone of grey. We 
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checked a couple different sites along the river just outside of Leh adding Black-throated Thrush, Robin Accentor, 

and Brown Accentor among others. These first two days in Leh are meant as rest days to acclimatize to the altitude in 

preparation for going higher. So birding hard was not advisable, therefore going back to the hotel, eating dinner and 

drinking beer were necessary. 

The strange Ibisbill, and the beautiful White-winged Redstart along the Indus River near Leh, Ladakh. (Scott Watson) 

February 29
th

, 2012 

After a restless high altitude sleep we went back out birding along the Indus at Shey Marsh outside of Leh. The 

mountain vistas continue to amaze, and we also had a great view of the Thiksey Monastery, built into the mountain 

itself.  White-winged Redstarts continue to be the common species with well over 100 this morning. A nice flock of 

Fire-fronted Serin flew in like ornaments on the barren trees. They are cool looking finches reminding me a lot of 

Common Redpolls, and at the river a Common Merganser flew upstream like a shot. Close by, a huge flock of Red-

billed Choughs curiously formed a kettle right above us, a very interesting site before they came swirling back to 

earth. The main target for the day however was Solitary Snipe, and we spent the better part of the morning looking 

for it after having missed it yesterday. Eventually we split up, but Keith, Ken, and Gilles eventually found it in a 

barely thawed muddy bank next to a small stream. Luckily Keith, the kind person that he is, rushed a long way back to 

get Marc, Michel, and myself, even in the thin air. Amazingly we all got great looks at this fairly elusive species, and 

even watched the Snipe swim across the stream, strange behavior. 

The Thiksey Monastery gleaming in the morning light, nearby is the mighty Indus River. (Scott Watson) 

The rest of the afternoon we spent in Leh. We all attended a very informative seminar held by the good people of the 

Snow Leopard Conservancy informing us about Snow Leopards and the measures being done to protect them. This 

conservancy is instrumental in protecting such a fragile species, especially getting the local people involved 

throughout central Asia. The increase in Snow Leopard tourism is greatly benefitting the drive for conservation, 
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especially community-based.  After the seminar, now even more eager to see this cat, a few of us did some birding in 

Leh, finding Brown Dipper, Blue Whistling Thrush, and many Brown and Robin Accentors. 

Colorful prayer flags blow in the wind near Leh, maybe a sign of luck before heading into the mountains. (Scott Watson) 

March 1
st
, 2012  

This was the morning we had all been waiting for, finally we were headed into the mountains. We met up with our 

lead tracker this morning, Jigmet, who has probably seen more Snow Leopards than anyone else on earth. He is also a 

program manager for the Snow Leopard Conservancy. Let’s just say he knows what he is doing. 

We took the two 4x4 vans, loaded with our gear, through some incredible scenery, as high as we could go until our 

stop at the Zingchen entrance of Hemis Natioanl Park. From here we were to hike to our prepared camp a couple 

kilometers away. Once we jumped out of the vehicles our welcoming party was a group of miniature mountain 

Donkeys awaiting our needs. Making an Ass out of myself I pondered how one would ride a donkey only 3 feet high, 

soon to realize they were going to carry our bags.  A Canadian in the Himalayas is a scary combination. We followed 

the Husing River up to our camp, and along the way Jigmet pointed out some Leopard activity in the form of 

pugmarks and scent markings. I could feel the excitement in the group was building already, but then the cold wind 

and breathlessness quickly put us back in our place. Further on we came across a small herd of Himalayan Blue 

Sheep (locally named Bharal), the Snow Leopards main prey in the Rumbak Valley area. These beautiful animals 

descend to these lower elevations in winter, and with record levels of snow fall high in the mountains this year, we 

came across a good number of Blue Sheep. Keeping track of these sheep and their movements is paramount in finding 

the cat. 
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Our own herd of tough mini-mules awaiting our bags, and this Blue Sheep ram gave us a nice welcome into the valley 

(Scott Watson) 

We arrived at our camp by noon, at an elevation of 3800m. Perfectly placed near the junction of three different 

valleys, beside the river, and open views from all angles, this was the ideal base for non-stop Himalayan scenery, as 

well as a constant view of ridgelines in the hopes of a wandering Leopard.  The first birds we saw around camp were 

the numerous Chukar, a few Robin Accentors, and a couple Yellow-billed Choughs soaring over a distant ridge. 

After a hearty lunch in a heated dining tent, prepared for us by our team of cooks in their kitchen tent, a quick break at 

the 2 separate “toilet tents”, and a gear change in our personal tents, we spent the rest of the afternoon at the top of a 

nearby ridge in scanning mode. It was climbing this steep slope where all of us could really feel the elevation. 

Breathless we got to the top to see our camp far below, but at a perfect height to scan multiple ridgelines. After a few 

hours we saw nothing, and needed to head back down before dark. It was bone chilling up there in the wind, and when 

the sun fades, the temperature drops from negative 10 to negative 20 Celsius very quickly. Previous reports show that 

it takes countless hours of scanning before one is worthy of a sighting. So far we were 4 hours down. Although, the 11 

Himalayan Snowcock on the way down were a lifer for many, and a nice reward for our efforts. Truthfully I was not 

expecting to find a Snow Leopard this afternoon, for we had not yet earned it. 

The first scanning session revealed this chunky Himalayan Snowcock, and more Blue Sheep, which are very camouflage in 

their rocky environment. (Scott Watson) 

To find a Snow Leopard is very straightforward. Climb to a relatively high vantage point and scan the ridgelines, 

constantly, for hours on end. You will be looking for a rock colored shape amongst millions of rocks, and most of the 

time you are scanning at a distance of 1-3km. Eventually your fingers and toes loose feeling due to the cold and the 

wind, but you are there to find Snow Leopard, so you stay on that windy ridge. Once it is near dark, and you have a 

snotsicle stalactite about to reach the ground, it is time to descend that steep ridge, in the near dark, using feet you can 
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no longer feel.  The next day, you start again. A group immediately before us were in the same valley a week earlier 

for 10 days, with no sign at all of the Snow Leopard. 

That night we had a very nice dinner in the heated tent and planned out the next day. Crawling back into the cold tent 

and sleeping bag is not too bad with the hot water bottles they give you. The only peril one faces is that moment in 

time when you must make the decision to stay in the warm sleeping bag, or go out into the extreme cold because you 

forgot to relieve yourself before climbing in. These mistakes are only made once.  

March 2
nd

 2012 

It was 6:30am and hot tea was brought to our tents, what a treat, but was needed because that hot water bottle I 

crammed in my crotch 8 hours ago was no longer serving its purpose.  After a hearty breakfast of oatmeal and eggs 

Jigmet came running with news that would quickly turn this into the best trip ever. He had found a Blue Sheep kill and 

it was only hours old!!!! So we all quickly climbed a high ridge, and, like James Bond, hoping to have “a view to a 

kill”. Reaching the top and struggling to breathe our eyes locked on the big Blue Sheep kill. Jigmet said “ok find the 

cat, it is around here somewhere”. Thus began the 30 quietest and most focused minutes of my life (school exams 

didn’t come close).  I have never been in absolute silence in nature before, and I am sure very few people have. You 

may think you have, but you haven’t.  There is always a distant noise, wind blowing through leaves, distant water. But 

here, there was nothing, no wind, no noise, seemingly no life, absolute silence. But as I look at the dead 200lb goat 

killed by a 150lb cat, life is around us, somewhere. Then I heard it, the sweetest words to ever come out of a person’s 

mouth. “I SEE THE CAT” says Keith Barnes, “I see the F&#$ING SNOW LEOPARD UP ON THAT RIDGE!!!!”  

There it was perched on top of a ridge maybe a kilometer away was a Snow Leopard, looking like a Sphinx in the 

morning light with the endless Himalayas behind it. We all locked our spotting scopes on the cat and smiled for hours. 

It had clearly fed on its kill not long ago. Its stomach was full, there was blood all around its mouth, and was getting 

ready to sleep all day. So here we were in a perfect position, we have the cat locked in, and we know that it will feed 

again later in the day. So we waited, indeed 9 hours on that ridge. Some birds kept us company, especially the circling 

Lammergier and Golden Eagles, as well as both Hill and Snow Pigeons. Amazingly the cooks carry lunch and tea to 

the group no matter where we are in the day, with plates and silverware, and still hot!! During the mid-day sun the 

temperature had risen to a comfortable level, and, along with good food, endless scenery, and a Snow Leopard in 

sight, we had the makings of a perfect afternoon. 

 

Our first view of Snow Leopard as it basked in the morning sun, left (Gilles Willem). Later the Leopard surveyed its 

surroundings like a Sphinx, clearly the ruler of the mountains, right (Scott Watson) 
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This adult Snow Leopard, although probably knew we were watching, was totally relaxed, and with our scopes locked on 

we weren’t going anywhere (Scott Watson) 

The cat rested, and so did we on top of the ridge, but I couldn’t stop smiling given that there was a Snow Leopard in view, 

all day long (Scott Watson) 

The camouflage of this cat was perfect in its habitat of grey, brown, and white (Scott Watson) 

The cat would move occasionally, and then fall back asleep. Finally, as the sun faded behind the mountains, and the 

temperature dropped, the Snow Leopard came down and began to feed in front of us. This was one of the coolest 

wildlife moments I have ever seen.  The sheer power of the cat was exemplified as it tore apart an already frozen 

carcass. Always weary, it would constantly keep a watch on us, but eventually realized we posed no threat. Like all 

big cats, when it stares at you the eyes are incredibly piercing as if to look right through you. The wildest thing about 

this cat is that it has teal colored eyes which stare right into your soul no matter how far away you are.  I don’t 

remember the hike back down to the camp in the dark, I was floating. We celebrated this night with some Whiskey at 

altitude, not believing the situation we were in, knowing that this leopard will feed on this same kill again tomorrow. 
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We were in this extremely rare predicament where we could predict the Snow Leopards daily movements. This is a 

day I will never forget. Those piercing teal eyes are burnt into my brain, it was either love or the altitude. 

This photo of the Snow Leopard at its kill was beautifully captured by Gilles Willem. Although half a kilometer away this 

cat was looking right into our eyes. The sheer power of this animal to take down a Blue Sheep ram on a steep slope is truly 

remarkable, and a moment I will never forget. 

March 3
rd

, 2012 

This morning was very cold, and after the great morning tea I went to warm up by the kitchen tent.  As I was standing 

next to the fire where a pot of water was boiling, one of the cooks yelled out “SHAN” (Snow Leopard), I scanned a 

nearby ridge with my binoculars and couldn’t believe my eyes, in front of me was another Snow Leopard climbing a 

ridge silhouetted in the morning light!!! The call went out, and everyone rushed out of their tents. So there we were 

sitting by the front of our tents with our scopes, and our hot tea, watching this Snow Leopard slowly climb a high 

ridge to rest for the day (they hunt during the late evening and very early morning). This full profile view really made 

one appreciate the huge size of this cats tail which it used for balance on the steep slopes. Eventually it crossed over 

the top of the mountain never to be seen again. OK, a good start to the day.

Now this is a great sight to see while sipping hot tea beside your tent on a brisk morning (Gilles Willem). 
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Today we headed up Rumbak Valley (south) to the isolated village of Rumbak. First birds of the morning were a 

small covey of 6 Himalayan Snowcock somehow finding enough seeds to survive in this barren, frozen, 

environment. We followed the frozen river up the incredibly beautiful valley on this clear, sunny, day seeing many 

Blue Sheep on route. A Royle’s Pika popped its head out of a boulder field near a frozen waterfall surrounded by 

colorful prayer flags. It became warm today, and at 4000m one must be sure to apply lots of sunscreen, once it melts 

that is. After 2 hours of hiking we stopped for a break, and amazingly our cooks had already prepared the food, ran 

from camp, served us lunch, then ran back, true mountain men.  These guys would dominate “Top Chef - hardcore 

edition”. Bow-tie pasta, herbed potatoes, and sautéed vegetables were cooked for us at -15 degrees C, carried 5km in 

the mountains, and then served hot. 

The view from atop a house in the village of Rumbak. Note the satellite dish for character. (Scott Watson) 

We made it to Rumbak Village at 4050m, home to some hardy Ladakhi Yak farmers. Home-stays are a good source of 

revenue here for the locals in the summer months when tourists visit for the hiking. But in winter there is very little 

tourism, however we were very happy to be invited in for tea and cookies at one home where we got the chance to 

learn more about the lives of the locals in the region. We then made the hike back, downhill towards camp, but then 

quickly back up again to check if yesterdays Snow Leopard would return to the kill. We waited about hour, kept 

company by two huge Himalayan Griffons.  Finally at 5:30pm the cat was spotted walking towards us some distance 

out. It then vocalized, giving a loud yelp!! It is the breeding season, so we assumed the cat was simply addressing its 

whereabouts, incredible to see and hear. We watched as this mythical beast slowly walked towards its kill and began 

to feed once more, tearing into the frozen flesh using its immensely powerful jaw muscles. Words simply cannot 

describe how cool this is, we were all buzzing with excitement, forgetting that I could no longer feel my extremities in 

the numbing cold. It was dark by the time we once again walked away from a Snow Leopard. We celebrated tonight. 
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The Leopard cautiously approached its kill and then began to feed, always keeping a watchful eye (Scott Watson). 

Notice the impeccable camouflage of this great cat, left (Gilles Willem). It got pretty cold on that ridge, but there was no 

place I would rather be, right. (Scott Watson). 

March 4
th

, 2012 

This morning was warm and overcast, about -2C. We had come across some Leopard tracks very close to camp, so we 

decided to try the nearby Tarbung Valley. As we climbed up (and shed many layers) we came upon a great place to 

scan with multiple ridges in view. A Wallcreeper briefly flew past, but not long after, one of the trackers spotted a 

very furry rock high on a distant mountain face. It was indeed a Snow Leopard curled up sleeping!! We couldn’t 

believe our luck, I now believe in ghosts. With scopes set up we continued watching until the most amazing thing 

happened. This great cat unfurled its body and incredibly long tail, stood up, walked a few meters and then began 

yelping loudly down the slope. But this was a different sound than we heard yesterday, it was higher pitched.  

Confused, we soon realized what was happening, for a few hundred meters below this adult cat were, not one, but 2 

large cubs climbing up to the mother!!! Spellbound, and feeling like the luckiest person alive, I realized just how few 

people have seen Snow Leopard cubs. The cubs eventually joined her mother, and after a brief nuzzle, she lead them 

to the top of the mountain. They were followed by the ever present Eurasian Magpie, a bird which became good 

pouncing practice for one of the young cubs. The family then went over the mountain and out of sight. 
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A distant, but rare shot of a mother Snow Leopard with two cubs, we soon had to put on the chase up Rumbak Valley. 

(Scott Watson) 

 Wasting no time, we put on the chase and went the long way around the mountain to try and track them down. 

Walking right by our camp, and lunch, knowing the food would follow us anywhere, we hiked back up the same ridge 

where we view the kill. So there we were again in view of the kill, but resting on the next ridge to the north we had a 

perfect view of the mother and 2 cubs. It was clear we must be right in the middle of the highest concentration of 

Snow Leopards on earth. We watched on that ridge for the next 6 hours as the family rested, but occasionally the cubs 

would play. Unfortunately the kill was gone, taken by scavengers, so we didn’t expect our original Leopard this 

evening. The temperature started to drop in the late afternoon and the mother began to look restless. There were two 

small valleys in between us and the Snow Leopards, and on these valleys were a few Blue Sheep who were grazing 

seemingly unaware of the Himalayas most efficient killing machine. Suddenly the adult stood up very alert and began 

stalking in crouched position leaving the 2 cubs hidden behind a shrub. Clearly she had a sheep in view, and with 2 

large cubs to feed she probably rarely missed any opportunity to make a kill. Surprising all of us she abandoned her 

camouflage and did a full roll on the ground, then began stalking again. Jigmet later informed us that she was using 

the dust to mask her scent before the hunt. She then began a full run but then sadly out of view behind a ridge. 

Minutes later she called for the cubs who then descended into the valley where she had most likely made a kill. It was 

incredible to see this animal in full hunting mode, behaviour few people have ever seen before. By this time a light 

snow began to fall, and as the snow increased and the light began to fade we heard a different Snow Leopard 

vocalizing up the valley. This was quite possibly the same individual cat which attended the kill previously. At first 

we thought there were multiple Leopards but we soon realized we were hearing the echo as the sound bounced off 

different canyon walls in this perfectly silent habitat. Jigmet then spotted the cat, maybe two kilometers away, walking 

away from us, close to the path we had walked on the previous day. This was a magical sequence as the rarely heard 

mating calls of this holy grail of mammals reverberated of the mountain wall and into my ears while being embraced 

by gently falling snow on top of a ridgeline in the mighty Himalayas. There are many different definitions of paradise, 

this must be one. We did not know it at the time but this was to be our last sighting of Snow Leopard for the trip after 

having seen 5 different individuals in 3 days. I feel that this final encounter was a very fitting end. We decided to 

celebrate yet again tonight. 

March 5
th

, 2012 

When I awoke this morning it seemed like the tent had shrunk, not feeling like I had grown as a person, I soon realized 

that the roof was caving in do to the dumping of snow received overnight, indeed about 20cm.  I looked out of my tent 

to an amazing winter wonderland. Having moved to South Africa this year I missed my usual Canadian winter, and 

this was a very nice treat indeed.  With the snow, came warmth, and the temperature even crept above freezing this 

morning. Keith and I started to build a Leopard out of snow, eventually starting a snowball fight with the crew, while 

sipping tea. Somehow this venture turned from a focused and determined Snow Leopard quest, to amateur hour in the 

mountains. Control was lost. This is when we got the news, due to the snow fall, we had to abandon our camp and 

planned trek for Argali (world largest sheep), and get out of Hemis NP.  Soon the sun came out and the temperatures 
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really warmed up for the beautiful walk back to the entrance. We saw many Blue Sheep again, gathered in larger 

herds due to the heavy snow. Overhead an adult Golden Eagle perched atop a rocky outcrop in the nice morning sun. 

More Himalayan Griffons flew by as well as a single Upland Buzzard. Back onto the road Gilles and I spotted a 

seemingly out of place pair of White-browed Tit-Warbler. This tiny, colorful, bird did not blend in very well to its 

now white habitat. A much wanted bird and lifer. On the drive back we spotted some very distant Ladakh Urial (Red 

Sheep). We unexpectedly spent tonight back at the hotel in Leh. Another Leopard celebration ensued. 

Our camp and the Rumbak valley after a serious dumping of snow, forcing us to abandon the area (Scott Watson). 

March 6
th

, 2012 

After having incredible luck in Hemis NP the pressure was off to find Snow Leopard. Obviously to see more would be 

good, but we knew how incredibly lucky we have been so far. So after breakfast at the hotel we started our “Ulley 

extension” so to speak.  Ulley is a small village three hours drive west of Leh in a totally different valley than 

Rumbak. On route we came across quite a few Ladakh Urial, much closer than our looks yesterday. Urial are related 

to Blue Sheep but are found in the more open areas of Ladakh, having lesser mountain climbing abilities, coinciding 

with their longer legs and lighter build than the Blues. The views remained incredible, especially at the confluence of 

the Indus and Zanskar Rivers where clear turquoise water meets gray silt. 
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 Further along we spotted more Snow Leopard tracks in the snow from the car!! The cat was long gone. Into the main 

Ulley valley, and only 1 km from camp, a dead Siberian Ibex close to the road had us jumping out of the car. A close 

inspection of the bite mark on the neck confirmed this was a Snow Leopard, plus the Leopard tracks in the snow 

backed this theory up. This is now becoming ridiculous. Blue Sheep are not found in this valley, the Ibex are now the 

Leopards main prey, an amazing example of how mountain ranges can influence the home ranges of many animals. So 

we went back to our already set up camp brought from Rumbak, ate lunch, and went back to the kill site, which is now 

becoming a familiar occurrence for our group. Using a makeshift canvas hide we waited to see what would arrive. 

First to show up was the sly Red Fox, and later a Tibetan Wolf cautiously approached, but sensed our presence and 

fled. No Snow Leopard, but two new mammals for the trip. We would check again in the morning. 

A Snow Leopard has managed to kill an adult Siberian Ibex, which was later visited by a Red Fox. Notice the Snow 

Leopard prints behind the fox for a great size comparison. (Scott Watson). 

 

 

Huge Ladakh Urial rams peacefully graze near the road to 

Ulley, which I must admit is a spectacular drive. (Scott 

Watson) 
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March 7
th

, 2012 

An extremely cold night (-25C) meant an extremely cold morning at 6:00am before sunrise to get to the kill site. 

Walking down the mountain road we followed wolf tracks in the snow, left from the night. To our amazement the 

carcass had been completely stripped, leaving very little. Judging by the tracks it looked like three wolves were the 

culprits, which probably carried away a lot of the meat to cache. The sun began to rise hitting the distant mountains 

with vistas even better than those in Rumbak. As a flock of Black-headed (Brandt’s) Mountain-Finches flew by as 

we turned back for a much needed hot breakfast. Changing plans we decided to follow the wolf tracks up the valley, 

and the scenery was getting increasingly spectacular as we gained elevation. Scanning, we found three huge Ibex 

males and three females foraging on a distant slope. Following the tracks through the deep snow we climbed an 

incredibly steep ridge in hopes the wolf would be just over the ridge. First up were Ken and Gilles who incredibly saw 

the wolf as it ran away and out of sight. Ever determined and nicknamed simply “Mountain”, Ken decided to follow 

the wolf up a 400m wall of snow and rock, sadly it never showed, but was an impressive climb. Nearby a small flock 

of Great Rosefinches added some color to a snow-covered slope. At 4:00 we decided to head back down to the Ibex 

kill. At the kill we watched both a Lammergier and a Himalayan Griffon scavenging the remaining bones, two of 

the world’s largest vulture species feeding together.  We took to our viewing positions, hiding amongst the boulders, 

where we waited for two and a half hours with only a flyover Upland Buzzard. Once I could no longer feel my 

fingers and toes it was back to the heated dining tent to warm up with dinner. This was to be the coldest night of the 

trip, luckily I abandoned my tent and joined Keith and Ken at the home-stay in the village with a wood-stove, powered 

by both wood and yak patties. Nothing is wasted, especially in an area with few trees. 

This is one of my favorite views of the trip. The sunrise in Ulley from camp is worth waking up for. (Scott Watson) 
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March 8
th

, 2012 

After breakfast we headed out to explore yet another different valley in this endless sea of mountains. Once again we 

passed by the Ibex kill, and flushed both an immature Lammergier and a Himalayan Griffon. The kill has now been 

reduced to the spinal column and complete skull with the huge sickle-shaped horns. Entering the new valley we began 

climbing and scanning in earnest to try and find another Snow Leopard to add to the list. A surprise Cinereous 

Vulture flew high overhead for a brief moment in the bright morning sun. This was a very long valley and 

deceivingly steep as we gained serious elevation for a good 3 hours. Luckily the temperature was quite mild, and 

visibility was excellent, perfect for scanning, which acted as a great way to catch your breath from the constant climb. 

After about 8km and near the top of the valley we came across a large herd of 30 incredible Ibex grazing on the 

hillside, digging in the deep snow for any remaining grasses from the previous summer. I find it amazing such large 

grazers can find enough in this extreme habitat. Incredibly after that long climb we saw our two cooks, gingerly 

prancing up the valley with 30lbs of food and dishes like it was nothing. Again we had a hot lunch in the company of 

Ibex and some of the best scenery yet.  With no Leopards in sight we made our way back down to camp. Amazingly, 

but not surprisingly, Ken decided to take a “short cut” up and over the mountain and supposedly right into base camp. 

So we watched as he climbed the 60 degree slope through chest high snow banks, a true mountain man. We, finally, 

reunited back at camp and reminisced after a great day hiking in these magical mountains. That night in the home stay 

we celebrated, while listening to some Johnny Cash in the company of the old Ladakhi woman who was graciously 

hosting us in her home. Probably never having left the valley, she was laughing at our beautiful renditions of Cash 

classics until the early morning hours. A true cultural experience for both parties involved. 

Scanning for Snow Leopards is a full time job, and both Keith and Ken made sure nothing slipped by (Scott Watson) 

That is unless it was nap time. Lucky others could pick up the slack. Looks comfortable Ken…(Scott Watson) 
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March 9
th

, 2012 

During breakfast Jigmet had amazingly spotted some very distant Leopard tracks nearly 4km away. So we were off 

down the valley on what would be the longest hike of the trip. Following the fast flowing river for some distance we 

came across a couple of Brown Dippers. The clear waters allowed us to watch as they foraged underwater for 

invertebrates under the rocks in the icy water. Nearby a herd of Ibex were clambering along seemingly vertical cliffs. 

A few even came down to the river to drink. My favorite moment was when the largest ram stood atop the cliff 

silhouetted against the distant mountain backdrop, could be fitting as the symbol of Ladakh.  We continued to follow 

the Leopard tracks, but every time we caught up they continued over the next valley, so we followed further and 

further. Eventually we climbed a steep slope to scan, but no Leopards after a couple of hours. Sure enough, maybe 

some 9-10km from camp, our hot lunch arrived. Tucking into some grub Gilles and I watched as two adult 

Lammergier’s danced in unison as they performed their display flight right above us. We could hear the rush of air 

through their wings as they pulled of some serious aerial acrobatics. A lone Black-winged (Tibetan) Snowfinch was 

all we found after this effort for more Leopards, so it was a long way back up to camp, but always enjoyable hiking in 

the mountains. Out of breath, and finally back at camp, my welcoming party was a Eurasian Wren, a nice White-

browed Tit-Warbler, a Great Rosefinch, and a couple Great Tits. Today was a serious workout. Throw away your 

gym memberships people, go hiking at altitude, its far more interesting than a treadmill.  Tonight was our last dinner 

in the mountains, and the cooks amazingly made us a snow leopard cake!!  

My new favorite species of Goat, the majestic Siberian Ibex keeping an ever watchful eye in Ulley. (Scott Watson) 

March 10
th

, 2012 

We soaked in the scenery as we drove back to Leh where we visited the impressive Thiksey Monastary A walk around 

gave great insight into the Tibetan Buddhist culture and beliefs. Back at the Indus for our final Ladakh birding session, 
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hundreds of White Wagtail (personata ssp.) had arrived which were completely absent ten days ago. A Citrine 

Wagtail and Water Pipit also made an appearance, but the stars of the show were the same 4 Ibisbill feeding in the 

river. We were even lucky enough to watch the males in display mode, puffing up their breasts and calling. These are 

incredible birds. 

March 11
th

, 2012 

The early morning flight from Leh back to Delhi was the most scenic flight I have ever been on. The jet reached 

cruising altitude at 35,000 feet, but with multiple peaks well over 20,000 feet it seemed as if we had just left the 

ground.  

On a clear day the Delhi-Leh flight can be one of the best to understand the true size of the Himalayas (Scott Watson) 

Back in Delhi, Ken, Gilles, Marc, Michel, and myself took of to the nearby Sultanpur NP and wetlands. We saw over 

100 species in the afternoon, but we also managed to get great looks at our main targets here. The simple yet range 

restricted Sind Sparrow building a nest, and the super sexy Indian Courser in nearby agricultural fields. We then 

went 25km north to an area known for Black Buck, which after a couple hours of searching, we found, and had 

incredible views has it ran around us. This pied colored antelope species may just be the most beautiful in the world, 

also one of the most threatened. 

March 12
th

, 2012 

The group had left but with one more day in Delhi I went to the Okhla Bird Sanctuary north of the city and saw over 

100 species again. A host of waterbirds and large numbers of migrating waterfowl graced this large lake and wetland. 
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Favorites include River Lapwing, Yellow-footed Green-Pigeon, White-tailed Stonechat and, the beautiful, Bay-

backed Shrike. 

Final Thoughts 

Snow Leopards are one of the most seldom seen mammals on earth, and one of the most beautiful. They are truly the 

rulers of their range, the dominant predator of the central Asian mountains.  Before embarking on this trip I didn’t 

really know what to expect.  I love mountains, and have been on many treks in these amazing high places from Alaska 

to New Zealand, yet the mighty Himalayas are in a different league, and to venture through them in the winter is a 

whole new kind of test. I knew I had to come into this trip not expecting to see a Snow Leopard, rather, to enjoy and 

respect this beautiful environment I felt so privileged to visit. Hemis National Park is one of the last great wildernesses 

left, and indeed many of the high ridges we climbed in pursuit of the Leopard may have only been visited by people a 

handful of times. Looking out over the endless mountains you start to feel very small, and any worry you may have in 

your life suddenly feels very insignificant in these massive, magical, mountains. 

 This being said, our group saw, in a 3 day’s time, probably the most individual Snow Leopards and different 

behaviors than has ever been recorded. Five different Snow Leopards, both a Blue Sheep and Siberian Ibex kill, two 

feeding sessions, a mother leading her two cubs up a mountain, cubs playing, the intricate beginnings of a hunt 

including scent masking, and two different types of vocalizations. Add to this a host of top quality birds, and 

incredible beasts like Ibex, Blue Sheep, Ladakh Urial, and Tibetan Wolf, and you soon begin to get a feel for this 

hardy ecosystem. On top of this we were always well fed, well hydrated, and warm when we needed to be. Another 

great benefit was travelling with a great group of people in a habitat that doesn’t take kindly to a lack of teamwork. 

Thanks to friends and Tropical Birding colleagues Keith and Ken for sharing in this great experience. A big thank you 

also goes to friends Gilles, Marc, and Michel for making it a very fun trip, and giving relief from both Keith and Ken.  

Despite the toughness of the wildlife in this environment, nothing is safe from people, and with a population as low as 

the Snow Leopard’s it is imperative that measures of protection hold strong. With great organizations like the Snow 

Leopard Conservancy these cats are getting a little help. With increased tourism to see the Snow Leopard, in turn, 

more can be done to help them. When a keen tourist, like myself, decides to try and find one of these cats my money is 

going directly to the local people for home-stays, to the National Park in the form of entrance fees, and to the 

Conservancy for their excellent team of trackers. The Conservancy then educates the local people who share the 

environment with this cat, turning it from a Grey Ghost, to a very important top predator in need of our help. 

Therefore looking for this Holy Grail of big cats not only benefits you, but the Snow Leopard itself. So what are you 

waiting for? We now know how to find them, so fulfill your dreams and join us on this once in a lifetime experience 

into the wilds of the Himalayas.  

If it is the experience of seeing a Snow Leopard (left, Gilles Willem), while being amongst the mighty Himalayas (right, 

Scott Watson). Then an expedition into the heart of Ladakh is now on Tropical Birding’s menu. 
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Trip Lists 

The following Mammal List and Bird List are of those recorded in Ladakh. While I saw many more bird species 

around Delhi, I consider that a separate trip. That being said both Sultanpur NP, and Okhla Sanctuary are great birding 

stops either before or after the Snow Leopard excursion. 

Mammal List 

This list is based on Duff. A. and Lawson. A. 2004. Mammals of the World: A Checklist. A&C Black, London. 

Although with recent changes, I used the IUCN Redlist. 

Snow Leopard  Panthera uncia 

A total of 5 cats seen in Rumbak Valley, and offshoot Husing Valley and Tarbung Valley. Three adults and two cubs. 

Evidence of Snow Leopard in Ulley included a fresh kill and many fresh tracks. 

Royle’s Pika  Ochotona roylei 

Two individuals seen along the Husing River in Rumbak Valley. Both were extremely shy. 

Red Fox  Vulpes vulpes 

Two individuals seen in Ulley. One visited the Ibex kill. 

Gray (Tibetan) Wolf  Canis lupus chanco 

Two were seen in Ulley area, and were responsible for eating the Ibex kill. This subspecies is native to Central Asia. 

Siberian Ibex  Capra sibirica 

In the Ulley area many Ibex were seen including 2 separate herds of 30+ animals.  

Himalayan Blue Sheep  Pseudois nayaur 

In Rumbak Valley these animals were numerous, with well over 40 animals seen daily. 

Ladakh Urial  Ovis vignei 

Two distant animals seen just north of Rumbak Valley. South of Ulley a group of 20+ animals were seen. 

 

Bird List 

According to Clements checklist 6.6 

English Name Scientific Name Location 

Common Merganser Mergus merganser merganser Single, Indus River near Leh 

Chukar Alectoris chukar pallescens Many both Rumbak and Ulley 

Himalayan Snowcock Tetraogallus himalayensis himalayensis Few seen daily Rumbak and Ulley 

Lammergeier Gypaetus barbatus barbatus Seen daily Leh, Rumbak, Ulley 

Himalayan Griffon Gyps himalayensis Rumbak and Ulley 

Cinereous Vulture Aegypius monachus Single, Ulley 

Northern Harrier Circus cyaneus cyaneus Single, Shey Marsh near Leh 

Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus melaschistos Single, Indus River near Leh 

Upland Buzzard Buteo hemilasius Single in Rumbak and Ulley 
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Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos daphanea Daily Leh, Rumbak, Ulley 

Eurasian Moorhen Gallinula chloropus chloropus Single, Indus River near Leh 

Ibisbill Ibidorhyncha struthersii Four, Indus River near Leh 

Green Sandpiper Tringa ochropus Single, Shey Marsh near Leh 

Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia Single, Shey Marsh near Leh 

Common Redshank Tringa totanus totanus Single, Shey Marsh near Leh 

Solitary Snipe Gallinago solitaria solitaria Single, Indus River near Leh 

Rock Pigeon Columba livia neglecta Common around Leh 

Hill Pigeon Columba rupestris turkestanica Few daily in Rumbak 

Snow Pigeon Columba leuconota leuconota Two seen in Rumbak 

Eurasian Magpie Pica pica bactriana Seen daily Leh, Rumbak, Ulley 

Red-billed Chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax himalayanus Seen daily Leh, Rumbak, Ulley 

Yellow-billed Chough Pyrrhocorax graculus digitatus Rumbak and Ulley 

Carrion Crow Corvus corone orientalis Common around Leh 

Horned Lark Eremophila alpestris brandti Few seen south of Ulley 

Great Tit Parus major nipalensis Seen daily Leh, Rumbak, Ulley 

White-browed Tit-Warbler Leptopoecile sophiae sophiae Few in Rumbak and Ulley 

Wallcreeper Tichodroma muraria nepalensis Single in Rumbak 

Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes neglectus Single Rumbak, Ulley 

Brown Dipper Cinclus pallasii tenuirostris Singles in Leh and Ulley 

Blue Whistling-Thrush Myophonus caeruleus temminckii Single in Leh 

White-winged Redstart Phoenicurus erythrogastrus grandis Very common along Indus River 

Black-throated Thrush Turdus atrogularis Single, Indus River near Leh 

Robin Accentor Prunella rubeculoides rubeculoides Common, Leh, Rumbak, Ulley 

Brown Accentor Prunella fulvescens fulvescens Common Leh, few Ulley 

Citrine Wagtail Motacilla citreola citreola Single, Indus River near Leh 

White Wagtail Motacilla alba personata Common, Indus River near Leh 

Water Pipit Anthus spinoletta blakistoni Single, Indus River near Leh 

Black-headed Mountain-Finch Leucosticte brandti haematopygia Uncommon in Ulley 

Great Rosefinch Carpodacus rubicilla kobdensis Uncommon in Ulley 

Fire-fronted Serin Serinus pusillus Indus River near Leh, one Rumbak 

House Sparrow Passer domesticus indicus Common in Leh 

Black-winged Snowfinch Montifringilla adamsi adamsi Single in Ulley 

 

 

  

 


