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The United Nations
Secretary General
Antonio Guterres wel-

come the summit outcome
and said it is “a promising
development for global peace
and security”. Terming the
summit as an “extremely
important event”, Guterres
conceded credit to both
Trump and Kim for agreeing
to “engage in a constructive
negotiation to reach an
objective” whose ultimate
goal is “peaceful and verifi-
able denuclearisation of
North Korea”.  

Expressing distrust, Iran’s
Foreign Minister Javad Zarif
referred to Trump as the
“habitual Deal-Breaker-in-
Chief ”. It may be recalled
that Trump broke the agree-
ment signed by Barack
Obama on the nuclear issue
with Iran. Iran reminded
Kim that the US has a history
of “quitting treaties and vio-
lating commitments”. 

Interestingly, while
Trump ignored a question
about whether he discussed
with Kim about Otto
Warmbier, the American col-
lege student who was held in
a North Korean labour camp,
and died shortly after being
flown back to the US, Kim
did not reply when asked if
he was willing to give up
nuclear weapons. Kim’s
silence on the nuclear ques-
tion could be open to inter-
pretation, if he retracts his
stance as was in the past.
Notwithstanding the much
optimism that stems from the
joint text, there could be
always risk of decisions
already taken being derailed.

But it is significant to
note that what seemed
unthinkable months ago hap-
pened and ended on a posi-

tive note, at least for the time
being. The specter of growing
nuclear threat, that looked
real some months ago, has
now receded. In the run-up
to the summit, Trump had
indicated that he might strike
a nuclear deal or forge a for-
mal end to the Korean War
in the course of a single
meeting or over several days,
but as it transpired, Trump
left Singapore soon after the
meeting, on the evening of
June 12 itself. This raises
questions if his aspirations
for an ambitious outcome
had been scaled back. 

The South Korean
President Moon Jae-in was
the most exuberant. Having
laboured really hard for the
summit to happen, he was
pleased that it finally took
place. He had made expan-
sive outreach to the North
with two summit meetings
with Kim within a month.
No wonder, he “hardly slept”
before the summit and
watched live broadcast of the
summit with his Cabinet col-
leagues at the Blue House. 

When Trump and Kim
took a moonlight stroll fol-
lowing a handshake, critics
were quick to say that Trump
was legitimising Kim on the
world stage as his equal.
Trump was quick to respond
to the critics by saying that
researches and launches have
stopped for now.

By arriving with a posi-
tive outcome soon after
Trump shocked the US allies
by using a meeting in
Canada of the Group of

Seven industrialised
economies to alienate
America’s closest friends in
the West, Trump seemed to
have salvaged some of the
damages he caused to
America’s reputation. At the
G-7 summit, Trump had
lashed out over trade prac-
tices and lobbied insults at
his G-7 host, Canadian
Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau. His change in
dynamics in Singapore from
his earlier threats of “fire
and fury” against Kim and
the latter’s scorn at Trump
as a “mentally deranged US
dotard” was a dramatic volte
face. Besides, both leaders
may reap some political for-
tunes; the summit could
shape the fate of the impov-
erished citizens of North
Korea and tens of millions
living in the shadow of
North’s nuclear threat in
South Korea, Japan and
some parts of the US and
elsewhere. Kim seems to
have been convinced of the
security guarantee provided
by the US as spelled out by
the Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo who said the US
was prepared to take action
to provide North Korea with
“sufficient certainty” that
denuclearisation “is not
something that ends badly
for them”. Though Pompeo
did not clarify if that includ-
ed the possibility of with-
drawing US troops from the
Korean Peninsula, he did
say that the US was “pre-
pared to take what will be
security assurances that are

different, unique than
America’s been willing to
provide previously”.

Both sides covered the
distance in a relatively short
span of time. Yet, despite the
positive vibes that stem from
the summit, it is anybody’s
guess if Trump and Kim can
pull off a Nixon-Mao type
breakthrough. There is a lack
of clarity in what both lead-
ers agreed upon. Though
Kim agreed to denuclearise,
no deadline was announced.
China was not mentioned,
though the world knows that
Beijing’s role in any resolu-
tion on the Korean issue
remains crucial. It also
remains unclear if the thaw
in ties would lead to formal
establishment of diplomatic
relations. No mention was
also made on how to tame
the hardliners in their respec-
tive countries. 

The most significant
statement made by Trump
after the summit was that the
US would halt military exer-
cises with Seoul, something
long sought by Pyongyang.
Pyongyang has long been
insisting that the presence of
US troops in the South as
well as its nuclear umbrella
over the East Asian allies —
South Korea and Japan — are
part of America’s hostile poli-
cy towards the North. 

Trump’s vow to end war
drills stunned the region.
Trump further termed the
drills as “expensive and
provocative”. This announce-
ment rocked East Asia. These
too seemingly upended

decades of the US defence
posture on the Korean
Peninsula. This was a reversal
of the countless previous dec-
larations by the US political
and military officials over the
years that the drills are rou-
tine, defensive, and absolute-
ly critical. Trump claimed
that by ending the war
games, the US would save
tremendous amount of
money. Officials in South
Korea were left completely
off-guard with the announce-
ment as the presence of the
US troops has long been
described as necessary to
maintaining peace. Seoul
reacted almost immediately
by saying that there was no
prior discussion with
Washington on this. The next
drills are set for August and
Seoul is definitely confused. 

Trump further added
that “at some point”, he want-
ed to withdraw 28,500 US
troops stationed in the South
as a deterrent against North
Korea. This could have huge
implication as it would imply
abrogation of the security
alliance between the US and
South Korea and later Japan.
Japan and South Korea would
be compelled to revisit their
security postures if the
reliance on the US for securi-
ty protection comes under
doubt. It is here that Trump
and Pompeo need to coordi-
nate and clarify what could
be the real US policy, so there
is no scope for confusion.

For now, the status quo is
likely to remain largely
unchanged. However, the

joint document and Trump’s
subsequent press conference
remarks reveal a number of
opportunities for both to test
each other’s sincerity, flexibili-
ty, and understanding on key
topics of contention. The win-
dow is open for both to work
out and identify both positive
and negatives in the short-to-
medium term and look for
solutions that are lasting. 

Despite the positive sum-
mit outcome, there is little
possibility that sanctions will
discontinue so soon until
North Korea denuclearises
and the US could even
increase pressure if diplomat-
ic discussions do not
progress positively, as expect-
ed. Pompeo clarified that the
US will not lift economic
sanctions against North
Korea until Pyongyang fully
eliminates its nuclear
weapons capability. Those
who hold the view that Kim
is unlikely to quickly give up
his hard-won nukes could
have merit. Yet, the hope that
diplomacy could replace ani-
mosity between the two can-
not be dismissed either.
Optimists would see the
summit as a trendsetter.

In the US, Democratic
leader Nancy Pelosi was
scathing in her attack on the
manner Trump conducted
diplomacy in Singapore. She
said: “Nuclear non-prolifera-
tion is a pillar of America’s
national security. We respect
any serious and real diplo-
matic efforts to achieve that
goal on the Korean
Peninsula. Apparently, the

President handed Kim Jong-
un concessions in exchange
for vague promises that do
not approach a clear and
comprehensive pathway to
denuclearisation and non-
proliferation. In his haste to
reach an agreement,
President Trump elevated
North Korea to the level of
the US, while preserving the
regime’s status quo. The mil-
lions of families currently liv-
ing in fear of nuclear
weapons in the region
deserve strong and smart
leadership built on diploma-
cy and engagement with our
regional partners and allies.
The President’s marginalisa-
tion of the vast expertise of
the State Department and his
habitual disparaging of our
allies as demonstrated at the
G7 Forum hinders a lasting,
stable pathway to peace.”

The immediate positive
result of the summit is that
both Trump and Kim helped
bring the world back from a
“nuclear catastrophe”. Trump
was triumphant in saying
that by agreeing to give up
nuclear weapons and
embracing commerce and
engagement, Kim has before
him the opportunity to be
remembered as the leader
who ushered in a glorious
new era of security and pros-
perity for his citizens. 

Despite so much opti-
mism, there remained a black
spot. Human rights activists
saw the summit as a missed
opportunity, as the issue was
not raised. Many analysts
might see the summit as a

victory for Kim, but what the
summit overlooked was that
the totalitarian regime func-
tions under extreme censor-
ship and forced labour
camps. There is no individual
freedom and a North Korean
citizen can be jailed for
almost anything. There are
between 80,000 and 120,000
people in prisons across the
country. With a strictly con-
trolled economy, much of the
nation’s resources are fun-
nelled into its missile and
nuclear programme, ignoring
widespread shortages of basic
necessities. According to the
UN, 41 per cent of the total
population of 25 million
remains undernourished,
while the country’s elites
enjoy relatively comfortable
lives in Pyongyang. 

In conclusion, it can be
said that it was a truly dra-
matic turnaround and a great
improvement over the
nuclear saber-rattling of not
so long ago. But what is most
confusing is that though both
agreed to work together
towards denuclearising the
Korean Peninsula, there was
no definition on what that
means. Trump agreed to stop
the military drills, which
could be seen as a major con-
cession to Kim, but no details
were given. The Bulletin of
Atomic Scientist observed in
an article: “The whole thing
sounds remarkably like a ver-
sion of what Vermont Senator
George Aiken reputedly
offered in 1966 as the solu-
tion to the Vietnam War: ‘We
should declare victory, and go
home.’” So, the world needs to
know more on what tran-
spired during the summit.
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Acopy of the newspaper
that I picked from NJP
station that  morning
was read and reread till
6 pm in that kingdom of

silence. Outside my well-furnished
accommodation, the world was
sunk in a penance of eternal peace.
In that entire resort, located 4,200 ft
above sea level, we were the only
guests staying in that night. The
wooden walls and floor of the taste-
fully decorated room  forced us to
wonder — are we at the right place?
Has it been a blunder on our part to
select the less popular Biksthang over
Kaluk or Pelling which were much
more popular with tourists who vis-
ited that part of Sikkim? There
could be no certain answer to that.
“We will have to wait till morning,”
I told my hardly-convinced wife.
Neither of us had any idea about the
serenity that awaited us. 

Our day started at NJP station
of Bengal around 9 am in a car sent
by the resort managers. I checked
with the local cab operators and
found out that Biksthang was not
that well-known a place; they were
clever to charge hefty for traveling
there. The car sent from the resort
glided the foothills of Himalayas. It
was an indispensable part of every
tour in the region. From the
Coronation Bridge over river Teesta,
the car moved towards Sikkim and
soon crossed Jorethang. When we
finally arrived at Biksthang, it was
afternoon and very cloudy.

Like I did during every visit I
had made to Sikkim, I expectantly
asked driver — “Is it visible in this
morning?” Sadly, this time too, the
reply was, “It is, but it is not that
clear as it should be.” Even during
my past expeditions, dark patches of
clouds had deprived me of a clear
view of the brightest signature of
Sikkim, the ‘protector deity of this
land’. We were talking about Mount
Khangchendzonga, perhaps the
most beautiful peak of Himalayas.
It looms large over Sikkim on every
side. Visiting Sikkim and not view-
ing Khangchendzonga is some-
thing like not getting a glimpse of
the deity even after entering a tem-

ple. “God knows when your addic-
tion of Khangchendzonga will end!
Only then will we be able to select
the right place to spend money and
time on,” said my displeased wife. As
night was gradually rolling into
deeper solitude, I switched on the
bedside lamp and once again
opened the much-read-and-dis-
carded copy of the morning news-
paper. Skimming through reports
about political mess and social ker-
fuffle, I prayed to the 8th century
Mahaguru Padmasambhava — the
Buddhist monk who once blessed
this hidden land known as Denjong
— for help. I sought his blessing for
another visit to Khangchendzonga;
domestic peace was already at stake
in my house!

Next morning, my wife ruth-
lessly pulled me out of bed. “Look,
there is a beautiful, yellow bird rest-
ing at our window — click a picture,”
she said. I took no time to obey her
command; the bird was rather
unique. I was aware that this part of
Sikkim was rich in biodiversity. It
had exceptional birds. As my cam-
era rolled on, the little bird behaved
so gently that even a novice photog-
rapher like me was in utter comfort. 

Last afternoon, while checking
into the resort, I had looked at a long
list displayed at the reception. It had
names of the rare birds often sight-
ed from there. From the official web-
site of Sikkim tourism, I had taken
note that that was a place from where
more than 200 species of birds are
visible. The rich avifauna of Sikkim
is often known as bird watcher’s par-
adise. I had heard that birds like
maroon backed accentor and red
faced liocichla were also in sight.

Soon, pure English breakfast was
served in a glass-walled dining hall
facing the horizon where on a clear
day Khangchendzonga appears like
a queen. I called a taxi to go around.
The place where we are parked was
shadowed by two Buddhist monas-
teries and one holy cave which is one
of the most sacred pilgrimage to
Buddhist people of this region. “Get
ready to see a hidden side of our cul-
tural heritage,” I said to my son and
wife. Unlike me, they are ever enthu-

siastic for an
outing like
this. It was the
last week of
D e c e m b e r ;
the chill in the
air was bone
rattling. The
p e r v i o u s
night, my smart phone had record-
ed that it was below three degrees
Celsius. At 10 am, my fingers were
so frozen that I was not able to click
the shutter of my camera. Soon, a
charming boy came to knock at the
resort gate. “I am your driver. Are
you all ready,” he asked with a
smile. We were ready. 

Meanwhile, I got some informa-
tion on Biksthang. I could not
resist my habit of sharing those
details with wife. “Do you know this
is the place where once a tiger ate a
cow? At least the folklore says so,” I
said. My wife and son were waiting
for something just like that. My
teenaged son said, “Is that history or
legend ?” I said, “It is derived from
a Lepcha word “Bikmon”. That’s
where Biksthang came from.
However, another story goes that a
Bhutia word “Lhopos,” meaning “A
place with wide variety of special
stones” is the origin of Biksthang.”
I said, doing my best to show that I
was a Google-savvy dad. My son did
little more surfing on the  net than
I did. He proclaimed that that place
was famous for millet. The official
name of the place was Chuchen,
meaning “Big Lake”. Soon, the
smaller monastery was in sight.

Like any Buddhist place of wor-
ship in the Himalayas where
Vajrayana Buddhist cult of Tibet
overpowers all other cultural influ-
ences, this place was also decorated
with colourful Buddhist prayer flags.
We took a quick round all over the
monastery, meeting young Buddhist
pupils taking lesson of theology. The
temple was shining when suddenly,
clouds started moving. “This is a
good sign; it shows you will have luck
tomorrow to encounter
Khangchendzonga,” said my wife,
who never misses a chance to rub salt
on my wounds. We soon arrived at

a hill top. There stood Rinchenpong
monastery, one of the most impor-
tant heritage sites of Sikkim. 

This third oldest monastery of
Sikkim was set up in 1730 by
Ngadakpa Lama and some monks.
The biggest attraction of the
monastery is that it enshrines one
of the very few statue of Adi Buddha
in blue also termed as primordial
Buddha the oldest form of Buddha.
Here, he is naked and in gesture of
meditation while embracing a
female figure. It is an expression of
a great lesson of tantric Buddhism.
Unfortunately, I found the door
locked. I ran to the house of the chief
monk and requested him to open
the door, promising him that I
won’t click pictures of Adi Buddha.
The request was put down with a
soft smile at once. 

The monastery is small in size
and typically built of stone and
wood with kalachakra prayer wheels
on both sides. The Tibetan sacred
scripts carved on its walls are cen-
turies old. From here, the vast hori-
zon shows  Khangchendzonga — if
one goes on the right day. I was there
on a wrong day, it seems.  

My Buddhist pilgrimage was yet
to touch another holy place near
Rinchenpong. This time, it was the
holy cave of Kadasong Phu. The his-
tory of Sikkim is full of religious text
and philosophy. “You were talking
about Guru Padmasambhava. Is
this cave related to him,” my wife
asked me when we started scaling
the rock to reach the cave. I was hav-
ing a tough time in scaling the stiff
steps of the stairs but that question
ignited my curiosity. “Oh yes! It is.
And inside the cave, we will see his
statue as well,” I said. 

In 8th century AD, Mahaguru
Padmasambhava demarked four
holy caves in four cardinal directions

as an abode of four protective
divinities of Sikkim. One of them
was Kadasong Phu. We soon scaled
it up to reach the cave where inside
the stone wall, a small yet majestic
statue of Padmasambhava is housed.
There are several stone-carved
Buddhist scriptures written on the
rock beds and the entire area is dec-
orated with prayer flags. Our return
to the resort was eventless. Some
more clouds were coming down,
giving more passage to the cold
winds to blow. Another night came
to Biksthang with more silence and
more pensiveness in the air. The
dinner was excellent and the cold
weather was fine to enjoy. 

Next morning, along with
Biksthang, I was also blessed by
Mahaguru Padmasambhava. My
wife, an early riser, was quick in
judging that the cavern of clouds was
slowly moving away and Kabru1 and
Kabru2 — two of the most magnif-
icent peaks of Khangchendzonga
range — were standing clear before
us. “You, the blessed child of
Padmasambhava, please wake up
and offer your submission to
Khangchendzonga,” she said.

Opening eyes and looking over the
window, I had no reason to com-
plain; she was there. When we all
were there in the lawn to encounter
the most beautiful snow peaks of
Himalayas, the entire range was
clear. The magic of
Khangchendzonga was quickly
engrossing us with its massive shape
and unimaginable dominance over
the horizon. Staring from Kabru, one
after another the peaks were flash-
ing under the sun, uncovering the
last single piece of the mystic curtain. 

Khangchendzonga is actually a
conglomeration of five massive
peaks out of which four are 8,000 mt
plus. West Sikkim is a location from
where its distance is minimum
from any other parts of India. So,
one can imagine how it feels when
such a sight is unfolded before the
naked eyes. The central
Khangchendzonga, the highest peak
of the family, is of 8,685 mt. It is the
third highest peak of the world. Till
1853, it was the highest. 

The range of Khangchendzonga,
as seen from Sikkim, looks bigger yet
it’s ear to ear view is shorter than
when it is seen from Darjeeling of

Bengal. The attraction is its massive
size and nearness  that give a feel that
one can just run and scale it. I ran
in various corner to catch it from dif-
ferent angles. And I noticed that the
ground below was covered with col-
orful flowers and orchids. I had failed
to notice this face of Biksthang in the
past two days as I was too sad about
not  having seen Khangchendzonga. 

As I ran over the grass, my wife
kept on clicking magnolia, hemlocks,
and rhododendrons. My time in
Biksthang was over by 11 am. By that
time, I had enjoyed breakfast under
the shadow of it.  I could not recall
what exactly I had eaten but I can say
that it was one of the best morning
meals that I have had in my life. “So
your Sikkim expedition has not
failed this time,” my son reminded me
before I took my eyes off
Khangchendzonga. I was about to tell
him that in Sikkim,
Khangchendzonga is not just a
mountain. To  Sikkim, it is what soc-
cer is to Brazil. It runs in every stream
of their culture and legacy. At the time
of leaving, I felt speechless and strug-
gled to hide a few tear drops. Such is
the impact of  Khangchendzonga.
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