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PREFACE
Ladakh, Bhutan and Tibet have three things in common: at one time they were all
kingdoms, Tibetan is the language common to all, and Tibetan Buddhism is the main
religion. In the mid 1980s, when I made trips to these regions, Bhutan was the only
kingdom left of the three, and the king was the same age as myself. Ladakh is now
reduced to a region carved up by borders: one section is in the north-west of India,
another in neighbouring Pakistan and yet another in Tibet, which is now controlled
by The People’s Republic of China. Bhutan is a small country nestled in the Himalayas,
to the east of Nepal; it, like Ladakh, is approached from India. Tibet, however, which
was invaded and taken over by the Chinese in the early 1950s, is generally
approached from China, though there also exists an arduous route over the
mountains from India.
My reason for visiting these regions was curiosity; having read about them and
their cultures in various books, I had a burning desire to see them for myself.
Knowing that the culture of these regions – especially in Tibet – was in danger of
disappearing, I was anxious to observe and experience it while it was still extant.
I am grateful to Andrew Robinson for proofreading these three accounts.
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The Ladakh region in this map is marked in red. The solid black line indicates the
Indian border, and the dotted black line indicates a regional border.
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JOURNEY TO LEH

I climb a little, turn a corner, step on to a ledge and gasp. Far below meanders the
fertile Indus valley and beyond stretches a vast panorama of shining, snow-capped
peaks. These, the mountains of Ladakh and, in the distance, the Tibetan plateau, lie
slumbering under a blazing sun and an intense, cerulean sky. The clarity is
exceptional in the thin, clear air and the mountains seem two-dimensional and
lacking in depth – an optical illusion that takes me by surprise.
Mesmerized, I sit on a rock and gaze at the scene before me, wallowing in the
profound silence. Here, on the roof of the world, no bird sings; nothing disturbs the
stillness of these mighty peaks. No wonder mystics renounce everything and retreat
to these snowy heights to meditate and commune with the gods. Here, in such an
elevated and remote spot, all trappings of modern life fade away as if they have
never existed, and concepts such as ambition, greed and comfort become almost
meaningless. Away from everything, I feel at one with nature.
I linger for some considerable time, enraptured. My mind wanders back to my
youth, when I had travelled to Switzerland with my parents and had fallen in love
with the alpine scenery. In my teenage years, I read Alexandra David-Néel’s My
Journey to Lhasa and With Mystics and Magicians in Tibet, two books that my father
had bought when a young man. These astonishing accounts of Madame David-Neel’s
bravery and adventures in a country closed to outsiders had fired my imagination,
and I had long cherished the ambition to travel to this part of the world. Now, at the
ripe age of thirty, I had decided to join not just one, but two treks in Ladakh (known
as ‘Little Tibet’) as I had misgivings about visiting modern Tibet – even though it was
open to individual travellers in the early 1980s. The fact that I had never trekked
before and had only been at high altitude briefly had not deterred me. In fact, the
idea of trekking did not really appeal to me; as I had never been in any way athletic,
the idea of slogging over and around mountains as a test of stamina had never been
my cup of tea. Yet I wanted to see and experience this place for myself, and visit outof-the-way regions that could be reached by no other means. I therefore purchased
a pair of walking boots, and, having broken them in, set about training by scrambling
up and down mountains in County Wicklow, not far from my home in Dublin. I reread the aforementioned books, acquainted myself with the history, culture and
religion of the region, made detailed notes and prepared myself for the journey.
Ladakh is situated in the troubled states of Jammu and Kashmir, in north-eastern
India, just north of the Himalayas, but two other parts of this former Tibetan
Buddhist kingdom are now in Pakistan (to the north) and Tibet (to the east). After
the Chinese invasion of Tibet in 1950, Indian and Chinese troops were stationed on
Ladakh’s eastern border. In 1962 there was a major conflict between the Indian and
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the Chinese militia when the latter occupied what became their chunk of Ladakh.
After this incident, the road from Srinigar to Leh was built and a heavy military
presence was maintained to guard disputed borders and deter foreigners from
entering restricted zones.
Ladakh was a place that I had never heard of until a short while before my
adventure. The two treks, one in the Markha valley near Leh (the capital) and the
other, a gentler walk from Temisgam to Ridzong (how exotic these place names
sounded!) and then from Sumbhal to Pahalgam via the Kolahoi glacier, were
organized by the British travel company, Exodus Expeditions. It was I who had
requested the two treks; I would be in Kashmir and Ladakh for six weeks and would
stay on my own in Leh for ten days before joining the second trek.
The journey started at five o’clock on a morning in July, 1985. This was not my
first venture into Asia: in 1977 I had travelled to China very soon after it had been
opened to tourism following the excesses of the appalling Cultural Revolution, and in
1984 I had journeyed to Japan by way of the Trans Siberian railway, staying on the
main island of Honshū for six wonderful weeks. Nor was it my first endurance test: in
1980 I had gone on a rough-and-ready ‘safari’ trip around the wildest parts of Iceland,
and a couple of years later I had taken three months off work, jumped on my bicycle
and made my way to Venice, passing through Wales, England, France and northern
Italy. I had a thirst for travel and knowledge, and, as I had no steady girlfriend at this
period, I yearned for adventure and possible romance. This was, no doubt, a classic
case of sublimation.
I flew to Heathrow, where I transferred to another terminal in order to catch a
Thai International flight to New Delhi. There I met Nick, the tour leader. On the plane
I met a couple of the trekkers, including Peter (not his real name), with whom I
would be sharing accommodation. The flight was long and tedious; as we
approached our destination, one of the little Thai hostesses announced that we
would soon be arriving in ‘Derry Airport’.
A wall of humid, sticky heat hit us when we stepped out of the plane at Delhi late
in the evening. An old bus ferried us to the shabby airport building, where we
queued for passport control. The officials were in no hurry at all. A sign overhead
read: TOILET MEN. At last we were through; now came the search for our luggage.
All was bedlam. I helped load our bags on to a trolley, which we wheeled to a quieter
part of the airport. I eventually found my bag at the bottom of the pile.
Finally we were out and being driven to our hotel. I was profoundly shocked by
the scene that greeted us: ragged wretches sleeping on improvised beds by the side
of the road or just lolling about in the dark streets. All around us were the
unmistakable and appalling signs of grinding poverty. In our hotel, Peter and I took a
cold shower and retired to bed, only to be woken at 3.30 a.m. After a hurried
breakfast, we were on the bus again, speeding our way back to the dreaded airport,
where we boarded an old Boeing 737 and took to the skies. After stops at
Chandigarh and Jammu, we got our first glimpse of the Himalayas thrusting their
jagged peaks through the clouds. Farther north, the clouds thinned out. Later the
landscape became barren and the sun shone brightly. We approached the sheer
edge of a hill, passed over a road and bumped down on to a runway. We had landed
in Srinagar, the summer capital of Jammu and Kashmir.
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We collected our luggage and enquired about our flight to Leh, due to leave
shortly. There was a delay while we waited for a weather report; apparently
conditions were not ideal. Suddenly we were told to hurry; into the plane we
clambered and set off eastwards, in the direction of the mountains. Two American
tourists said that the plane had not flown on the previous day because of the
weather; today they had a bus standing by, just in case. I was interested to hear this,
for I was fully aware of the dangers of arriving at high altitude from above: as the
body has no time to adjust to the decreased level of oxygen, altitude sickness can
result. A gradual ascent by road is preferable. Just as we were enjoying tempting
glimpses of more mountains through the clouds, the plane did a sudden U-turn and a
voice from the loudspeakers announced that we had been advised not to land at Leh
because of a technical hitch, and that we would be returning to Srinagar. Everyone
groaned. Although this would delay our arrival at Leh and the start of our trek,
inwardly I was delighted: we might end up travelling by bus!
Back at the airport, we retrieved our luggage and set off in a fleet of taxis. We
drove to Srinagar and found ourselves approaching Dal Lake and its famous
houseboats. Nick organized us into three groups of four people and we were ferried
to our respective houseboats in shikaras – the local water taxis. We were told that
the boat in which Peter, Mr and Mrs Smith and I were to be accommodated was
named the Argonaut but, upon arrival, we discovered this to be spelt ARGUNUT. I
wondered what Apollonius of Rhodes would have made of this transliteration of his
famous epic poem Άργοναυτικά. We were greeted courteously by members of the
Indian staff, who addressed us as ‘sir’ and ‘madam’, as appropriate.
The wooden houseboat was large and comfortable, and was decorated with
intricate carvings. We were served tea, and, as there was little else to do, we sat on
the veranda, chatting and driving away traders who continually paddled towards us,
offering us goods for sale. The usual ploy was to hold up their wares – postcards,
scarves, shawls and so forth – and call, ‘You like to buy postcards?’ ‘You like to buy
scarves?’ ‘You like to buy shawls?’ As soon as they detected the slightest hint of
hesitation they climbed up to the verandah and placed their goods on the floor for
inspection; when we protested, they would exclaim, ‘Only looking, only looking’. We
quickly learned to say a very definite ‘no’ before they even approached us.
As it rained later, we stayed put and relaxed. We ate well and in the evening
watched a storm, complete with sheet lightning. Then the electricity failed; lamps
and candles were lit. By now it had turned a good deal cooler. Just as we retired to
bed, the electrical power was restored.
These houseboats on Lake Dal are one of the main attractions in Srinagar.
Originating in the Victorian era, they were a British solution to a tricky political
problem. The British liked Kashmir but the Maharaja would not allow them to buy
land for building houses. They therefore had houseboats built; the style has hardly
changed from the first boat in 1888 to the boats being built nowadays. Staying
overnight in our one has proved to be quite pleasant.
This morning our transport to Leh has materialized in the form of an old but
sturdy-looking bus, just large enough to accommodate all of us. This vehicle grandly
advertises itself as a TOURISTs COCH and, in case we are in any doubt of the quality
of this worthy though rusty boneshaker, the legend ‘A Class’ is painted clearly on the
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side by the door. We are most impressed. By now I have noticed various slogans
painted on buses, such as ‘Best of luck’ – and ‘Horn please’ on the back of lorries.

Our bus for Leh
Inside, we choose our seats, which, to be fair, are comfortable enough. I sit beside
a Canadian girl, who for the purposes of this account, I shall call Sarah. We have to
make do with a seat on the right, by a badly shattered and darkened window, which
has to be opened in order to see outside. This is not too bothersome, as it allows
some air to blow in. Over the door into the driver’s compartment is painted the word
‘Welcome’. Welcome indeed – to one of the craziest journeys I will probably ever
experience.
The engine roars into life and off we bump through the crazy narrow streets of
Srinagar, past the shops, stalls and various buildings huddled together in a higgledypiggledy manner. Colourfully dressed policemen wave us on, and people, also
dressed in vivid colours, amble around at an unhurried pace. Now and then we see
men walking arm in arm. Soon the streets begin to peter out as we approach the
mountains, which now loom through the mist. Here, all is green and lush, though the
rivers look muddy.

The route from Srinagar to Leh
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At last we begin to climb upwards; the engine groans as the driver changes down
through the gears. On we go, passing rivers, ramshackle houses and scruffy little
villages. Men stare or flash toothy smiles as we drive by, but the women, many
carrying heavy loads on their backs or heads, are more reserved. We stop at a village,
where we stretch our legs or drink tea. When I produce my camera, some children
assemble and laugh when I photograph them. Shops and stalls display signs bearing
variant spellings of English words. A typical example is SWEAT SHOP – ‘sweet shop’.
Off we go again, the driver making liberal use of the horn when threatened by
lorries spewing filthy clouds of exhaust. Because of our slow progress, most of the
drivers behind us are impatient and try to pass. Eventually we stop at Sonamarg, an
unremarkable starting point for treks, where we eat packed lunches in a field and go
for a stroll. Sarah and I amble out of the village, where we find a rock painted with
the slogan NO HURRY – NO WORRY. We think that this is an excellent warning for
drivers on these dangerous roads, and decide to adopt this as our motto.
Back on the bus, the interminable journey continues as we approach the first
major pass, the Zoji-la (11,500 feet or 3,500 metres). At a military checkpoint we
discover, much to our horror, that the pass is blocked. We are told that the blockage
is currently being removed; once this has been done, we will then have to wait for
the down convoy, for there is only a one-way road over the pass. All we can do now
is join a long queue of buses, trucks and taxis, and wait. Nick speaks to the traffic
controller, and returns with the news that if the down convoy has passed by 6.30
p.m., the controller will allow all the tourist coaches, buses and taxis to proceed. It is
now 2 p.m. No hurry – no worry. The locals stand around, talking and laughing –
nobody seems unduly concerned.

The Zoji-la (photographed on the return journey)
I join some of my fellow trekkers and we walk around the nearby village. It is
typically Indian: a collection of hovels and muddy laneways, with filthy but laughing
children holding out their hands for money. The usual salutation is a big smile,
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followed by the inevitable, ‘Hello – baksheesh – baksheesh’ or the phrase, ‘One pen
– one pen – one pen’. It seems that decent pens are much in demand in these parts.
The men smile at us but do not beg; the women, on the other hand, stare and
demand baksheesh.
The hours pass slowly; we go for walks and avail of a nearby tea stall. When the
down convoy begins to appear, engines are switched on and motors revved up; the
noise and stench of exhaust are appalling. It is all to no avail, as we need to wait a
long time.
At last, by about eight o’clock, when darkness begins to fall, the all clear is given
and engines are once again switched on. Utter pandemonium ensues as everyone
tries to leave first; horns are blown and there are near collisions. As we are tourists,
we are among the first permitted to leave.
With headlights switched on, we make our way slowly along the twisty road. It is
a pity that we have to travel in darkness, as this pass is reputed to have the most
dramatic views. We crane our necks to look out of the windows in order to see
something. Despite a thick mist, we manage to discern a steep drop beneath us on
one side. Next comes a series of hairpin bends as we make our way to the top of the
pass. We now have a dramatic view of the long line of vehicles slowly ascending in
the darkness. We finally come to the top and at last see the marker for the pass. ‘Lha
gyalo!’ I cry, ‘the gods have won’: the customary expression uttered by Tibetans on
reaching the top of a pass.
We now tumble down the other side. It has taken us about two hours to get from
the checkpoint to the pass; we will now have another three hours of driving before
we reach Pashkum, where we will stay the night. The excitement of the pass over,
we try to sleep. Sarah dozes in an upright position but soon begins to topple. When I
offer her my shoulder as a pillow, we snuggle together and keep each other warm.
She allows me to hold her hand, but any attempt to steady her by putting my arm
around her shoulder is met with a polite but firm refusal. While she sleeps, I watch
the barely visible scenery pass by as we drive through the night. At another military
checkpoint, a soldier looks inside the bus and shines a torch under the seats in
search of explosives. Turning to the first person he sees, he asks, ‘What is your
name?’ ‘Peter,’ is the answer. Satisfied, he slams the door and leaves.
At one o’clock in the morning we finally reach a campsite in Pashkum, where
tents are ready and waiting. An electricity generator is switched on and a few
miserable bulbs light up. We are handed sleeping bags and we retire to bed just as it
begins to rain. Soon I am fast asleep.
Early the following morning, and ready to board our bus, we find a gang of men
replacing one of the tyres. Dawn has revealed that we are in a narrow green valley
surrounded by barren brown, rugged mountains – a typical Ladakhi scene. By now
we have left the lush scenery of Kashmir far behind and have entered a land that is
more Tibetan than Indian. However, the weather remains cloudy and wet.
The new tyre fitted, we jump on board and continue our bumpy journey towards
the next pass, the Namika-la. As the valley widens, the scenery becomes wilder and
wilder. Now it resembles a moonscape, especially in the large uninhabited areas.
Why humans have chosen to live in these harsh surroundings is anybody’s guess.
Every bend in the road reveals a new and exciting vista: we gasp at vast panoramas
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of craggy brown mountains pointing towards a glowering grey sky. Despite the
apparent lack of vegetation, sheep and goats can be seen here and there. The road is
in poor shape and at several points is crossed by rivers of muddy water; we almost
get stuck in one of these. By now, a member of our group is sick with diarrhoea and
frequent stops are necessary.
During the morning we stop at our first Tibetan Buddhist monastery or gompa at
Mulbekh; we have now entered the ‘Buddhist sector’ as our co-driver Ali Baba
explains. We have begun to see chörtens (or stupas – distinctive-looking stone
monuments containing relics), mendongs (low prayer walls) and distant gompas, all
of which blend into the landscape as if they had been there forever. In fact,
Buddhism first came from India to western Ladakh at a period when the people of
the eastern part of the kingdom and Tibet followed the old animistic Bön religion,
with its various deities, demons and evil spirits. Eventually Buddhism was brought to
Tibet by King Srongbtsam-sgam-po (or Srongtsam Gampo) in the mid seventh
century A.D.; the two religions combined and, at a later period, Indian Tantric
teachings were introduced and added by the Buddhist master Padmasambhava. The
mixture of these three different teachings resulted in a highly complex religion, now
divided into various sects, the best known of which are the Red Hat (Nyingmapa) and
the Yellow Hat (Gelugpa).
The main attraction in Mulbekh is a seven-metre-tall statue of the four-armed
Chamba (or Maitreya), the Buddha-to-be, carved out of rock, which we view in the
spitting rain. This important statue is believed to date from the Indian Kushān
dynasty (A.D. 0–220), when Buddhism was spreading. Afterwards, an elderly monk
conducts us past a row of prayer wheels into the tiny dukhang or assembly hall of
the monastery. Here we admire the altar, the butter lamps, the wall paintings (one is
of Naropa, a great teacher of the past), a large ornamental drum and a poti or prayer
book with long, loose leaves. Although the gompa is a modern building of no great
merit, it is interesting to see. The monk is very gracious and smiles broadly at us.
We continue our journey, but have to stop suddenly to accommodate the
indisposed member of our group. We are in a wild spot, overlooking the Indus valley.
It is just as well that we have been forced to stop, for one of the front tyres of the
bus has developed a puncture. I stroll in the mud in the shelter of my umbrella and
am joined by Sarah. As it is nearly midday, we all decide to eat our packed lunches.
The puncture repaired, we set off again and begin an exciting climb along more
hairpin bends towards the next pass, the Namika-la. Now and then we encounter
gangs of Indians languidly repairing the road. Their skin is almost black, their teeth
dazzlingly white and their dark, torn clothes are caked in mud. Their shovels have a
rope attached: one man digs in the normal manner and another pulls for extra
leverage.
On descending from the pass, we drive through more astonishing scenery and
arrive at a large military base and another checkpoint. Here we are informed that as
the road ahead is blocked just before Lamayuru gompa, we will have to wait until it
is cleared and the down convoy has arrived and passed. Here we go again. Oh well,
no hurry – no worry; we’ll get to Leh sometime. As there is nothing we can do, we
resign ourselves to waiting. Fortunately the rain has stopped by now and the sun is
beginning to peep out from behind the clouds.
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We now foot it to a tea stall up the road. The tiny establishment – it is nothing
more than a thatched hut – proudly advertises itself as the ‘Himalayan Tea Stall’. At
least the lettering has been carefully spaced, unlike two that we have seen
previously:
TEA STALL

and

TEA STALL

A Ladakhi man greets us cordially and in no time we are drinking tea, chatting and
admiring the fine view. There are two more tea stalls across the road and even a
‘hotel’ – another thatched hut. Later we go walking, admiring the view of dramatic
mountains with tantalizing glimpses of snowy peaks in the distance, and a roaring
muddy river below the road. We return for more tea, debate whether to proceed
and accept all responsibilities if anything untoward should happen, and finally decide
to postpone all further travel until tomorrow morning, when it will be safer.
We ask for a meal at the tea stall and are given plates of rice, lentil beans and
spicy dal sauce, which we hungrily demolish. I accept a second helping as by now I
am ravenous.
After a walk in the moonlight, we return to the bus and set about finding a place
to sleep. Some decide to use the tea stall and some climb up to the roof of the bus,
but as I have no sleeping bag, I make a bed on the floor of the bus using seat
cushions. When I settle down, I notice that my stomach is starting to rumble. Very
soon I have to jump up, run outside and relieve myself. Now I am the one with the
diarrhoea. I curse myself for eating two helpings of the evening meal; I am aware
that water boils at a much lower temperature at high altitude.
The night is long and I sleep little. My companions on the roof of the bus move
around and there are noises from outside: trucks passing and voices shouting. I then
hear a lady in the bus crying, ‘Ooh – what a cold hand!’ and then ‘Stop it!’ She calls
me and I switch on my torch. The driver, possibly drunk, has managed to climb in
through an open window and is now asleep on a seat, though he had been groping
the lady moments before. When I shine the light on his eyes and they flicker, I
suspect that he is feigning sleep.
At this point I dash out to relieve myself again and when I return, feeling worse
than ever, the driver has disappeared. Ah! The joys of travelling!
Unsurprisingly, I feel dreadful the next morning. I take some medication, drink a
cup of tea and rest outside until I hear the roar of a motor and the sound of a horn.
Our bus is ready and I am helped aboard by some of my companions. Although the
weather is perfect – the sun shines fiercely from a blue sky – the dramatic scenery
that we encounter as we swerve around one bend after another makes little
impression on me. Sarah, who is feeling queasy and not in the humour for dizzying
views, now sits on the inside; as she says, I am too sick to be scared. We zoom past
the famous Lamayuru gompa, which I have read about and have longed to see, but it
makes little impression.
Fortunately the next and final pass, the Fatu-la, is not blocked and soon we are
over it and hurtling down the other side. At around midday we stop at the small but
busy village of Khalsi for lunch, though I accept nothing more than a cup of tea. We
are now in a typical Ladakhi village of tumbledown stone buildings, and in the midst
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of Tibetan people wearing colourful native clothing. Dark faces smile and grin, teeth
flash and we are greeted in the traditional manner with the word ‘Jullay!’ (‘hello’).
People wash pots, pans and themselves in water that flows down a narrow channel
through the village.
Back in the bus, we now make better progress as the road is relatively straight. In
the afternoon we stop briefly in a hamlet where I drink a cup of sugared tea, which
bucks me up so much that soon I am chatting, laughing and singing – much to the
astonishment of my companions. We continue our journey by following the course
of the great Indus river. Soon we arrive at yet another military base and checkpoint,
but are not delayed. After we have passed a military airport, we finally get our first
glimpse of Leh. It does not look very promising from a distance. Suddenly we are
surrounded by buildings, shops, signs in English and large advertising hoardings
printed or painted in garish colours. These modern, commercial outskirts are quite at
odds with the spectacular surroundings. The streets are jammed with traffic, and
locals in traditional dress and tourists abound. So this is the ancient capital of Leh.
We finally come to a stop at the Hotel Ibex: modern, clean and quite impressive,
though with its own unique style. Hot, sticky and weary after our long journey, we
tumble out of the old bus, thank Ali Baba (does he have forty thieves?) and enter the
hotel’s courtyard. Here we sit down to drink tea and eat biscuits while our luggage is
brought to our rooms. It all seems so civilized after what we have been through.
The room, which I share with Peter, is smart and comfortable enough, though the
shower and toilet are rather primitive. After I have showered and washed some
clothes – I have been wearing and sleeping in them for the past few days – I feel
quite deprived of any further energy and decide on an early night. I skip dinner and
climb into bed, where I soon drift into a pleasant and much-needed sleep.
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