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TRAVEL

hy is it that everything is constructed at least 
three levels up? It would have been great if 
they were all on the ground floor,” I com-
plained to my Ladakhi guide, Tashi Phunchok. 
The last name rings a bell from the famous 
Bollywood movie 3 Idiots despite minor 
changes in syllable. But I am in no mood for 
small talk. The thin air of Ladakh (land of 
passes) in the Indian state of Jammu and 
Kashmir could be dangerous for a few due to 
high-altitude sickness. 

The town of Leh was the seat of the Nam-
gyal dynasty since the 15th century in Ladakh. 
My first day was spent adapting to the local 
conditions in the confines of the plush hotel, 
The Grand Dragon. The hotel staff had advised 
me against stepping out for the next 24 hours 
thus ensuring the body gets accustomed to 
the thin air of the region. But I didn’t regret 
the advice. It meant sipping umpteen bowls 
of hot garlic soup and kahwa — the Kashmiri 
tea spiked with clove, cardamom, saffron and 
slivers of almonds to drive the high-altitude 
sickness away. I could relax and enjoy the 
majestic view of the Stok Kangri ranges from 
my room and dig into some authentic Kash-
miri and Ladakhi cuisine in their inhouse 
restaurants. After a day of rest and acclimati-
sation, I was raring to explore the Roof of the 
World that I had heard and read a lot about.

Ladakh’s beauty is unconventional and lies 
in its rugged terrain, the harsh climatic condi-
tions of the cold desert that has not much veg-
etation to write about. Most residents in and 
around Leh are followers of the Buddhist faith. 
The region has many monasteries to its credit 
that date back few centuries and are located on 
hilltops. We headed to the Hemis Monastery, 
40 km away from Leh, after hitting the Leh 
Manali Highway with my guide, Phunchok.
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TRAVEL

We passed by Ladakhi women busy tilling 
their fields, herding animals and carrying hay 
on their head — their toddlers tied around 
their back. Cries of “jullay” (Ladakhi greeting 
for hello, goodbye and thank you) with a 
picture-perfect smile were often heard. There 
were occasional sprouts of greenery in the 
otherwise barren land. The Indus river ac-
companied us for some time. The river orig-
inates in Tibet and flows through the two 
neighbouring countries, Pakistan and India. 
I remembered my father’s request to collect 
the river’s water in a bottle for religious pur-
poses. It was a clear day with loads of sun-
shine and white cotton puffs were sailing in 
the azure sky. Summer had just kicked in and 
the valley was brimming.

Hemis Monastery was built in the 11th cen-
tury and was re-established in 1620 by the 
Ladakhi king Sengge Namgyal and Drukpa 
monk Stagtsang Raspa, patrons of the Red Hat 
sect of the Mahayana culture. Hemis monas-

Ladakh’s beauty is 
unconventional and 
lies in its rugged ter-

rain, the harsh climatic 
conditions of the desert 
that has not much veg-
etation to write about

murals, colourful thangkas, the gigantic stat-
ue of Guru Padmasambhava who is highly 
regarded for the spread of Buddhism from 
India to Tibet. The Hemis festival is celebrat-
ed to commemorate his birth anniversary. The 
gompa also houses a museum with Buddhist 
artefacts, statues and books. We took the steps 
of the multi-storeyed monastery to reach the 
top. Here in the open area, I watched the 
monks walking up to their residences in their 
maroon robes and young lamas running down 
the steps.    

High in the mountains, I noticed a cluster 
of structures. I am told it is the hermitage of 
Gyalwa Kotsang. A 3-km mountain trail 
takes the locals to the cave shrine. I skipped 
the visit to the hermitage, a little wary of the 
hike in low-oxygen conditions. We took the 
route back to Leh but stopped briefly at Café 
Cloud Thiksey for lunch. It was a pure veg-
etarian spread served in the restaurant. “To-
day, it is Buddha Poornima, hence we do not 

tery receives large footfalls from tourists vis-
iting Ladakh. The annual Hemis festival draws 
crowd from around the world. The ceremo-
nial mask dance, clad in colourful robes, is a 
major attraction among tourists. It is the rich-
est monastery in Ladakh, informs Phunchok. 
I walked through its premise admiring the 
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serve meat,” said the staff. I am surprised 
and happy  for having visited Ladakh during 
this auspicious and festive period. I relished 
a simple meal and headed to the neighbour-
ing Thiksey Monastery.

The monastery is 12-storeyed and the walk 
uphill is steep. Being extra cautious, I was 
sceptical if I would fall sick due to the Ladakhi 
air. While I didn’t face any major health issues 
out in the open, there were intermittent flash-
es of mild headache, the tell-tale signs of the 
body fighting the thin air. But little did I know 
then; the climb was worth all the pain.

I was keen to visit the 12-storeyed Thiksey 
Monastery also called the Mini Potala of India 
due to its resemblance to the Potala Palace in 
Lhasa. So short walks with intermittent brief 
stops took me to the monastery. White façade 
with splashes of red and yellow borders dom-
inated the gompa. The monastery is under the 
affiliation of the Yellow Hat sect. In its main 
hall, the senior monks were busy chanting Ti-

SIGHTS & SOUNDS: 1. Overlooking the Hemis 
Monastery; 2. A walk through the corridors of 
the Hemis monastery;  3. Sighting monasteries 
on hilltops is common in Ladakh;  4. Local 
Ladakhi Women
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betan prayers, reading from aged parchments 
and playing the gong. The younger lamas were 
mute spectators in the background. The walls 
were covered with murals and in a corner, on 
a raised platform stood the mandala. 

Phunchok lead me to the terrace of the 
gompa. I walked without complaining. It was 
in complete contrast to the clamour rever-
berating from the prayer hall. Sweeping 
views of the valley interspersed with the 
poplar trees, barley fields, willows and the 
gigantic greyish brown mountains in the 
backdrop left me transfixed. I could feel the 
silence of the valley, the flow of the fresh air 
and the effortless sailing of clouds in the sky. 
I wondered, is this why the monks built mon-
asteries at heights? In search of inner peace, 
doused with a unique serenity that I found 
only in Ladakh? I didn’t have an answer. But 
all I knew was, the little revelation was in-
deed worth the climb! 
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