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January and…….hope you are sitting down…….there were people on The Mall, Murree, in t-shirts.

I frankly admit that I, sweating profusely in four layers of clothes, did a double-take at the completely unexpected sight and did a triple-take at the temperature so loudly recorded on the clock-cum-barometer in the crowded chowk, which so blatantly declared…….this time you really should sit down…….a microwave factor of 60C that, quite obviously, was completely and laughably wrong. 

The t-shirts, however, were certainly not an illusion and could not be dismissed by presuming that some idiots had arrived in the hills completely unprepared for the minus five of the previous night: a forecast that was reasonably correct judging by the thickness of ice on the waterlily ponds in my Bhurban orchard….…so…….what the hell was going on?

I carefully banked up the wood burning stove and closed it down before exiting my home in the distinctly chill morning air at 9 am and - as the cab I had booked had been unable to reach my gate having slid off the steep, mountain road on a long stretch of lethal, black ice - climbed the mountain with my backpack on and serious mountaineering boots on my feet, carefully watching out for ‘invisible’ ice all the way.

The sun shone brilliantly, as I climbed up from 6,000 feet to the surfaced road a couple of kilometres straight up and 200 feet higher: sunlight turned the surrounding, snow-capped mountain peaks to glittering dazzle and pine trees smelt of sharp, tangy, distinctive resin in a forest flooded with bird song and completely minus snow. 

I stopped off at a friend’s house close to the road to see if they would be around when I returned; I needed to leave my shopping there until a mazdoor came to carry it down to my home, this being the only option with my own access road iced firmly closed.

They too were warmly wrapped and huddled around the kitchen stove.

Rendezvousing with the rescued cab, it had taken six men to get it back on an ice-free surface and it had then driven round the mountain to meet me, I climbed in and headed off with - as I had not ventured out for a full three weeks - a necessary first stop at the bank in Kashmiri Bazaar where, in front of the gas fire, I sat and enjoyed a warming cup of tea.

Arriving in Murree though, there was an immediate and impossible to ignore change in temperature where, except for thick, black ice behind the Post Office, everything looked and felt like spring. People sat around laughing, joking, sipping tea and soft drinks in the balmy sunshine and those of us, myself a prime example, who had dressed as we always do at this time of the year when Murree is usually and viciously assaulted by Siberian winds tunnelling down The Mall and sneakily launching from out between the tall buildings, broke out in an unaccustomed sweat. Murree was on a completely different planet on this day - a warm one at that.

Not having even the remotest idea why or how Murree came to be in a ‘weather warp’ today, maybe tomorrow and the day after that and so on too for all I know, I must say that this winter, of which we are, ‘traditionally speaking’ in the middle of right now, is an extremely weird one indeed. 

I measure the severity of winter on a very personal scale, this being how soon the fire is needed in an evening, how much firewood is consumed over the season and how many consecutive days my access road remains closed by snow or ice. 

In the autumn of 2011, the fire was required from October 23 until April 5, 2012. And yes, I do keep a note of such things so that I have an idea of how much firewood to purchase the next time around. Between those dates and being fairly miserly with the expensive fuel, approximately 80 maunds of firewood was used which, already having had a leftover stock of about 40 maunds and having purchased an additional 80 maunds, meant that I still had 40 maunds on hand come spring. 

Last winter was a very cold one; a record-breaking minus 16 was recorded one night in January and the road, there was a lot of snow too, was closed to vehicular traffic for a very long 52-day stretch. The forecast for this winter was for yet another seriously cold one, therefore, so as not to be caught short, I bought in 60 maunds of wood to add to the 40 maund stock.

The fire though was not needed until November 24 and, even then, l could have waited another week or two before lighting it if I had wanted. The snow, however, arrived a little early and very heavily on December 26, catching everyone on the hop as it doesn’t usually arrive until at least a week, often two weeks into the New Year. 

The road was, it doesn’t take much, immediately closed and, being a link road, doesn’t reopen until nature itself clears the way, which - as it opened just his evening and, unfortunately after I had walked home - meant that it was closed for just 29 days although, this is not to say that it won’t close again before winter well and truly departs. 

The lowest temperature, so far, has been minus 8C. This is incredible, as I have not yet used up the 40 maunds stock of wood let alone made a start on the new supply, which, all things considered, means that this winter is very mild, indeed. That, in turn, means warning - climate change at work!
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