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ON HIGHER    GROUND
By MARY HOLLAND
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Ladakh, in northern India, was once on the storied Silk Road. In the deep recesses of the                                          Himalayas, it remains a point of cultural connection that few tourists get to witness.

A nomad leads his 
camel in the sand dunes 

of Ladakh’s Nubra 
Valley, south of the 

treacherous Karakoram 
pass, a main artery of 
the ancient Silk Road.
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IInside the splendid lobby of the Oberoi hotel in New Delhi, a porter relieves 
me of my bags. “Where are you coming from?,” he asks cheerily. “Ladakh,” I 
reply. He looks at me curiously. “Ladakh?,” he repeats with surprise. “Nobody 
goes there!”

I think back to my first night in Ladakh, when I am curled up in a sleeping 
bag in my tent deep in the Himalayas, desperately trying to inhale the thin, 
frigid air. The will to breathe is there, but the oxygen is not. We are at an 
altitude of 14,800 feet in India’s northernmost region, and the temperature 
outside is barely above zero. This is why nobody comes to Ladakh. 

Ladakh is not the India you think you know. Here, you won’t find tropical 
heat and tuk-tuks. Rather, colossal mountains, grassy plateaus, lonely lakes, 
whip-cold air and dizzyingly high altitude. “Ladakh is unique in that it’s more 
Central Asian than Indian,” says Behzad Larry, my guide. A trained historian 
who was born in central India to a Muslim mother and Parsi father, Larry is 
tall with bright chestnut-colored eyes and a thick beard. On his head, a wide-
brimmed felt explorer’s hat. Larry, who launched adventure-travel operator 
Voygr Expeditions in 2013, has long been transfixed by this region. “We’re 
on this ancient global highway, which people have been passing through for 
millennia,” he says. 

At a crossroads of many significant trade routes that once connected the 
East and the West along the ancient Silk Road, Ladakh is a place shrouded 
in mystique. This part of Kashmir has been the subject of dispute among 
India, China and Pakistan since the 1940s. It’s also historically been difficult 
to access. Up until the ’70s, Ladakh wasn’t open to tourists, and even when 
the ban was dropped, the area’s high passes—which provide the sole routes 
in and out—meant only those who really needed to go to Ladakh went there. 
“In Ladakhi, there’s a saying that’s roughly translated to: Only our greatest 
friends or worst enemies visit us,” says Larry.

Though gravely inhospitable and hard to traverse, Ladakh’s mountains 
have been home to communities for thousands of years—people who  haven’t 
just lived here but thrived. Its longest inhabitants, the Changpa nomads, have 
traded along the Silk Road and grazed their yaks, sheep, horses and Pashmina 
goats in the highlands for generations. Although trade along this part of the 
Silk Road has been restricted since the shuttering of the Chinese border in 
1949, there’s reason to believe these resilient people have found a way to slip 
past the checkpoints. “The Silk Route could still be happening today,” says 
Larry, wide-eyed. He then tells me about a unique style of thermos that can 
be found in almost every restaurant and home in Ladakh but is made only 
in China. It’s a simple flask, assembled from steel, printed in ordinary pat-
terns such as paisleys and stripes. It’s not the most provocative item to have 
ever been bartered, but it’s evidence that not even tight borders can stop the 
ancient trading culture. 

“The nomads have to be savvy,” Larry says from the front seat of a 4x4, 
bound from the region’s capital city of Leh for Lake Moriri in the Himala-
yas, where I am to spend my first night in the extreme altitude, along with 
seven other travelers (Australian, South African and Thai). Not only must 
the Changpa sustain themselves in this remote part of the world, but they 
also face everyday challenges as they trek time-trodden migration routes 
in search of grass for their animals. While modernization is subtly present 
(some own cars), life has, in a number of ways, remained unchanged for cen-
turies. Mountain living is infinitely tough, compounded by high altitude and 
cold weather, ever-changing food and water supplies, as well as wolves and 
snow leopards, which snatch treasured livestock. 

We’ve been driving for around six hours before we see our first group of 
nomads whiz past in 4x4s brimming with tent poles, yak rugs and crates. 
Tracing the gushing Indus River from Leh, we grind along flaxen and mauve 

A local woman in  
a perak, a traditional 
headdress studded 
with turquoise  
and coral and worn 
by married Buddhist 
women in the region TH
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shale mountains. Nobody said the Tibetan Plateau was easy to get to. By the 
time we reach camp, Larry’s team has neatly laid conical canvas tents below 
the snow-licked Himalayas, which are already cast with an ominous shade. 
The temperature has dropped to an icy 20 degrees, and as the rosy sky turns 
to black and the mercury continues to plummet, I wonder how the nomads 
could viably call this place home.  

The answer becomes apparent when we wake the next morning to a duck-
egg-blue sky, with a brilliant sun glinting off high peaks and horses chomping 
golden grass nearby. I’m holding a mug of freshly pressed coffee, my bones 
have thawed and, most important, I can breathe again. The night before,  
I’d narrowly escaped requiring a fix from the oxygen canister, which Larry 
keeps on hand for guests. Struggling to breathe is not uncommon at this alti-
tude, especially when you don’t allow time to acclimate—I didn’t because 
I joined the group halfway through their 14-day trip, after they journeyed 
through the Nubra Valley and stayed in locals’ homes in the tiny village of 
Tangyar. But thankfully, despite my dull headache, air is now flowing freely 
through my lungs. On this new day, the plan is to find the nomads’ current 
location. During Larry’s expeditions, which include 12 to 16 staff members, 
who appear to be doing the job of 24 (cooking, translating, setting up camp), 
there is often an objective—say, to rendezvous with nomads or see snow 
leopards—rather than a set itinerary. The location for our camp depends 
on two things: clean water and the whereabouts of the nomads. Each guest 

stays in a private, insulated tent complete with a cot, 
an arctic sleeping bag, a thick rug laid across the floor 
and a propane heater. In a separate, well-warmed tent, 
staff provide heated buckets of water for washing, and 
in the main mess tent, hot chapatis and comforting cur-
ries are served alongside Indian wines and spiked apple 
cider. Days are spent careering through the Himalayas, 
stopping whenever a landscape, person or scene piques 
interest. It could be a nomad guiding her yaks and Pash-
mina goats up a mountain or monks lost in morning 
prayer. “It’s a different way of traveling,” says Larry. “You 
get a lot more out of it based on the access.” Connection 
is exactly what Larry grants you: incomparable entrée to 
people, communities and landscapes that very few oth-
ers have come into contact with. 

With word that the nomads are a short drive from 
camp, we climb back into the 4x4s and travel across a 
jagged path to reach them. Although authorities started 
paving some roads in Ladakh in the ’90s, rough off-road-
ing to nomadic communities is common. We arrive 
at a cluster of round tents pitched with wooden poles 
and held down by rocks. Through a flap, I climb into 
one of the tents, where Tusiltimlamo, a woman with a 
shy smile, greets me wearing a thick mauve dress with 
a scarf wrapped around her head. I sit on a colorful 
yak rug, surrounded by pots, pans, blankets and boxes 
stacked to the top of the tent. On one box is a Buddhist 
altar with offerings such as packaged cookies and tea. 
She fires up the Thab, a common stove, and begins pre-
paring butter tea, a popular choice for nomads in these 

Herds of 
Pashmina goats 
roam through 
Voygr’s camp. 
OPPOSITE: A 
bread bakery 
in the regional 
capital of Leh.

I CLIMB INTO ONE OF THE TENTS, WHERE 
TUSILTIMLAMO, A WOMAN WITH A SHY SMILE, GREETS 
ME WEARING A THICK MAUVE DRESS WITH A SCARF 
WRAPPED AROUND HER HEAD.



G
U

TT
E

R
 C

R
E

D
IT

S

G
U

TT
E

R
 C

R
E

D
IT

S

124  A P R I L  2 0 2 0 RO B B R E P O RT.C O M  125

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP 

LEFT: A Tibetan wild 
ass, or kiang; the 
Voygr camp on  
the high grasslands; 
the 11th-century 
Tibetan Buddhist 

monastery of 
Lamayuru at dusk; a 
cameleer poses with 
his double-humped 
Bactrian camel in the 
Nubra Valley; a Leh 
bakery’s wares.

AS GLOBALIZATION INCREASES AND 
CLIMATE CHANGE ENCROACHES,  
SO LIFE IN THE HIMALAYAS BECOMES 
MORE CHALLENGING.
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harsh climes. In a long cylindrical churn, she vigorously shakes boiling but-
ter and salt into tea. 

Drinking from steaming cups, we share stories. Despite having a group of 
foreigners huddled in her home, Tusiltimlamo doesn’t ask where we’re from 
or why we’re all crouched on her yak rug. Rather, she is curious about how old 
we are and whether we have any children. She also wants to know how I look 

after my skin: For the nomads, wind-
burn, sunburn and chapped lips are 
some of the many environmental trib-
ulations that seem inescapable. Once 
we’ve sipped our tea and found comfort 
in each other’s company, Tusiltimlamo 
reveals that she doesn’t want her chil-
dren to continue living a nomadic life, 

because “it’s too hard.” Even though there’s still a high demand for cashmere, 
money is not easy to come by, she says, and raising animals in the highlands 
brings too many risks. Their world has become so difficult that she is consid-
ering sending one of her children away, to seek a better life as a nun. 

Among these nomads, the temptation to move to an urban environment 
for modern comforts is not uncommon. As globalization increases and cli-
mate change encroaches, so life in the Himalayas becomes more challenging. 
But moving to the city comes with its own hardships. While some nomads are 
able to find work as drivers or laborers, for most their skills in raising animals 
and producing cashmere do not translate easily to other jobs. “There’s still 
demand for Pashmina hair,” Larry says, but the harsh reality is that climate 
change is having a far greater effect than we’d care to know. Too much snow, 
especially if it’s densely packed and does not melt promptly, prevents live-
stock from grazing and can affect the growth of summer grass. As in so many 
communities that live off the land, it’s a viciously approaching reality.

he following evening, we arrive at a new camp, which Larry’s 
team has set up in a deep valley. We are just a few feet from 
the Changpa, so not only will we meet more families but we’ll 
also sleep beside them. In the morning I wake to the sound of 
bleating yaks and stumble out of my tent into the brisk air to 
see the nomads climbing the mountain in search of grass, with 
their animals in tow. I bundle myself in as many layers as I can 
find and walk beside Larry to witness the morning action in 

the neighboring village. We see a woman warming bread on a stone plate, 
then an elderly couple wrangling their goats, teeing them up in an assembly 
line and, like clockwork, milking them. When they finish, they invite us into 
their tent for tea. As the old man, Tundup Tsering, runs prayer beads through 
his hands and his wife prepares butter tea, he tells us they move 12 to 13 times 
per year, even when the mountains are caked in snow. It’s a burdensome exis-
tence, but one he aims to keep. “We have independence,” he says, noting that 
he owns property in Leh and probably, unlike most nomads, has the freedom 
to choose. “We stay here because it’s our home.”

That afternoon, Larry leads us up one of the shale mountains until we’ve 
gained 700 feet in elevation. I suck in the empty air and take a seat on a rock 
to survey the magnificent mountains glowing in the sun. It’s hard to tire of the 
Himalayas’ staggering beauty. A couple hundred feet above us, the nomads 
are still grazing their animals, squeezing every ounce of light before nightfall. 
As daylight dims, we all begin to make our way down the mountain back to 
camp, where the temperature has sunk significantly. It’s challenging for those 
unaccustomed to camping in the mountains. For the Changpa, it’s just another 
autumn eve. With night being prime hunting time for wolves, the nomads’ 
primary concern is ensuring their animals live until morning. Some herd  
the goats and yaks into stone pens, while others do what they do with every-
thing else in this life: simply hope for the best. It’s not a gamble I’m famil-
iar with, nor one I will come to know, as it’s my last night in this merciless,  
humbling place. 

Back in New Delhi, one of the cities that epitomize modern India, the pol-
lution is so thick you can barely see the sun. It’s a stark contrast from where 
I’ve just come from, where the sun is brilliant, the mountains sharp and the 
air crisp and unspoiled. Ladakh is not the India you think you know. But drive 
through its imposing landscapes, meet its people, inhale its thin, icy air, and it 
will become the India you cannot forget.   

IN THE MORNING I WAKE TO THE SOUND  
OF BLEATING YAKS AND STUMBLE OUT  

OF MY TENT INTO THE BRISK AIR TO SEE THE  
NOMADS CLIMBING THE MOUNTAIN.

The Hanle 
monastery on a 
bluff in the western 
Tibetan Plateau
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