


Hunza and Baltistan, two high valleys located at an altitude of over two thousand metres in the
upper catchment area of the River Indus and deep within the Karakoram mountain range,
abound with spectacular treasures of nature: eight-thousand-metre-high mountain peaks such

as the Rakaposhi and K, endless glaciers, rare flora and fauna, as well as carefully terraced agricultural
fields and ingenious irrigation techniques which demonstrate how man can make the best use of nature
under harsh living conditions. While overall the mountain desert prevails, selected spots have almost
miraculously taken on the character of lush oases and cultivated garden-orchards, as the result of cen-
turies of human effort.

Since time immemorial, human beings have attempted to deal with the indomitable nature of the area, seek-
ing mercy from omnipresent spiritual forces, venerating divine manifestations in a sacred landscape and
leaving mysterious marks of their own existence and aspirations – enigmas carved into rocks and boulders
which modern scientists are trying to interpret. Later, the cultural power-houses of the wider region – such
as the Greco-Buddhist centres of Gandhara and Taxila, the cities of Iran and Transoxania, the dominions
of Kashmir, Khotan and Tibet – found ways of communicating and intermingling across the high moun-
tain ranges that stood between them. Animism, Hinduism, Buddhism and various branches of Islam left
their successive imprints in the area, often influencing each other. The heritage of the higher Indus and the
Hunza valleys preserves many material and non-material traces of this cultural exchange, still entrenched
in local building techniques, customs, religious beliefs and oral traditions. In Hunza, for instance, tales
about Alexander the Great and his troops – some of whom supposedly remained in the valleys after re-
turning from their Indian adventure – are still part of the ‘living history’ transmitted by the village elders.

Unlikely as it may appear to modern-time observers, glaciers and precarious more than five-thousand-
metre-high passages between the mountain peaks did not deter holy men and spiritual leaders from spread-
ing their message to areas ‘on the other side’, nor did they prevent whole ethnic groups from important
migratory movements – whether of a peaceful or aggressive nature. Neither did the confusing variety of
languages discourage people of Indo-Aryan, Iranian, Turcoman, Chinese or Tibetan origins from en-
gaging in cultural and commercial exchanges which eventually expanded into the intercontinental frame-
work of the Silk Routes connecting China with Central and South Asia, and from there with the world
of Islam and medieval Europe, both centred around the Mediterranean.

The unique blend of nature’s pristine splendour and the wealth of archaic cultural traditions in the North-
ern Areas aroused the curiosity of early Western travellers, explorers and scientists – an interest which de-
veloped in parallel with the growing appetite of the colonial empires, to whom the geopolitical importance
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of the area had not escaped. In the late nineteenth century, Hunza thus became an important arena of the
‘Great Game’ – the power struggle between Russia, China and the British Empire.

More recently, the easy availability of worldwide communication tools and travel facilities has transfigured
the once arduous central section of the old Silk Route into a tourist attraction. Modern homo faber, taking
for granted the mixed blessings of a hitherto unimaginable technological development, is tempted to access
and to consume natural and cultural resources at high speed, and often without much consideration being
given to the conditions which have enabled the continuous growth of such treasures. It was not until the
late s, however, that the Northern Areas of Pakistan became more widely accessible through the con-
struction of the Karakoram Highway between Islamabad and Kashgar. Within just a few years, the new
road exposed the local inhabitants to the full impact of modern Western civilisation – which itself has un-
dergone tremendous changes since the first industrial revolution in the early nineteenth century.

Today’s situation, then, is characterised by the inevitable clash between, on the one hand, an age-old, inward-
looking mountain society (whose feudal traditions lasted until ) and, on the other hand, modern civil-
isation with the combined impact of its secular governance systems, industrial products, capitalist economy
and powerful, omnipresent communication tools. Whenever endangered local traditions are exposed to a
new (and often disruptive) type of development, fundamental questions arise, such as: How can the shock
resulting from the sudden, compressed impact of modern civilisation be absorbed without destroying in-
trinsic traditional values and achievements? How can the dynamic forces of ‘progress’ be tamed, adapted

Fig. . Map of the Gilgit area (D. Lorimer, s), with the Hunza valley north of Gilgit and Baltistan (upper Indus valley) 
east of Gilgit, in the right lower corner.





Fig. . View of Burzil pass looking south, with post runner’s shelter in the far centre (D. Lorimer, ).

Fig. . The Nager valley at Sikanderabad, looking east (D. Lorimer, ).





Fig. . Hattu Pir near Astor (D. Lorimer, ). Fig. . Old track cut into the mountain 
near Hattu Pir (D. Lorimer, ).

and integrated into local customs and living traditions? How can the existing cultural resources and social
assets of local communities, rather than being ignored or suppressed, be enhanced to become driving fac-
tors of a controlled and fruitful evolution?

The present book has been conceived in response to such questions and deals with them at various levels.
Since any intervention must be based on intimate knowledge of the given historic, geographic and cultur-
al context, as well as awareness of precious values and assets, Part I offers seven articles by distinguished
scholars which give an insight into the current status of research about the Northern Areas. These contri-
butions are by no means intended to be exhaustive and have no encyclopaedic ambition; rather, they mean
to provide, in an almost kaleidoscopic manner, valuable background information from various angles by
leading specialists in the domains of history, geography, ethnography, social development, art and archi-
tecture. While representing different disciplines, nations and cultural traditions, all writers have in com-
mon their knowledge of, and love for, the area, acquired during long field missions. Their articles will al-
so guide the reader towards the rich scientific literature on the subject, as featured in the footnotes and the
bibliography at the end of the book.

Part II complements these introductions through a description of a series of actual interventions in the fields
of planning, environmental protection, restoration (and adaptive reuse) of historic buildings, rehabilita-
tion of traditional villages, improvement of living conditions, enterprise development and local capacity
building. The corresponding projects have all been carried out over the past twelve years by the Aga Khan
Trust for Culture (AKTC) through its Historic Cities Support Programme (HCSP). The projects and ac-
tivities presented do not claim to have definitive answers to the fundamental questions raised above, nor are
they based on any specific ideological premises. Nevertheless, they are conscious of the given conditions
and respectful of the values at stake. They try to respond in pragmatic manner to perceived needs and op-
portunities that emerge from a continued dialogue with local communities. In that sense, they act as inter-
esting pilot projects, the long-term benefits of which will have to be carefully monitored.





Indeed, any intervention in such circumstances is experimental by nature, insofar as it is without precedent.
Strategies and procedures have to evolve on the basis of continuous feedback from the field, because they
apply to an environment which is in full transition, moving rapidly from an ancient rural way of life to-
wards more urban living conditions. Moreover, no such intervention can rely on a ‘static’ framework of
given parameters, since the reference points are constantly changing as part of ongoing worldwide devel-
opment trends.

The underlying changes in social and cultural paradigms may not always be explicit, but constitute im-
portant factors in ongoing development trends. Many of the traditional social conventions which used to
hold the community together in the past have been weakened over the last few decades. Meanwhile, mod-
ern governance tools of a much more abstract nature tend to be substituted for them, but find it hard to be
absorbed and internalised by local communities and are hence not fully effective. Accordingly, current plan-
ning, development and rehabilitation efforts have had to operate in a sort of ambiguous institutional vac-
uum. Arising problems have, however, been overcome by drawing on the cooperation, goodwill and in-
sight of the community and its representatives, and this has added a distinctive social quality to the process
and its results.

In such a situation of transition and uncertainty, cultural heritage has a particular role to play, since it can
inspire the self-confidence, social coherence and emotional stability needed to achieve cultural continuity.
This, however, presupposes that local communities are put into a position to view their tradition with new
eyes. Instead of taking it for granted, they need to assess it actively in order to retain by conscious choice
what is of value – which may also involve an initial detachment. Occasionally, they may need to strip in-
herited traditions of old, obsolete and even oppressive connotations in order to reclaim their deeper mean-
ing and to reactivate vital energies from within. Outsiders can often help in this process of reclaiming cul-
tural identity, precisely because they are detached enough to discern and appreciate values which those still
immersed in old practices may tend to overlook when suddenly confronted with radically new lifestyles
and attitudes.

To help release consciousness about the deeper
values of a local society’s own tradition thus ap-
pears to be a matter of dialogue; but an abstract,
theoretical discourse will hardly be effective, par-
ticularly when it comes to the crucial interaction
between people and their built environment.
Tangible projects are needed, which visualise
and demonstrate how certain aspects of a con-
temporary lifestyle can be reconciled with – and
incorporated into – traditional patterns of life.
While strict conservation principles may apply
to unique landmark buildings, the traditional
historic fabric must be allowed to evolve and to
assimilate modern facilities, such as electricity
and sanitation. Fig. . River crossing over Gilgit river at Sumal (D. Lorimer, ).





To become productive and socially acceptable, conservation must therefore be made an integral part of de-
velopment and vice versa. This deceptively simple statement is at the very heart of the philosophy of the
Aga Khan Trust for Culture and its Historic Cities Support Programme and has guided its various in-
terventions in many Islamic countries from  onwards. In this context, the restoration of Baltit fort as a
renewed symbol of cultural identity and civic pride served as the springboard for a new type of integrated
cultural development project. The restoration effort not only brought employment to the area but also helped
justify, revive and adapt ingenious traditional building techniques which are now being replicated by peo-
ple in the rehabilitation of their own houses. The next logical step was to save the old village of Baltit, be-
neath the fort, from being abandoned in favour of scattered modern construction in the precious terraced
fields around the village. Moving the cattle out from the houses, paving the streets and providing proper
sanitation to each house was a negotiated rehabilitation effort which engaged local residents collectively in
terms of both thinking and using their own hands. Eventually, the project became a living demonstration
of the fact that old cultural traditions and modern technical resources need not be incompatible.

These endeavours, in turn, have motivated the local community, assisted by professionals from the AKTC’s
local subsidiary, the Aga Khan Cultural Service-Pakistan (AKCS-P), to reflect about wider strategic devel-
opment issues – such as extension of existing settlements, locating roads and public facilities, preserving pre-
cious agricultural land and the use of unique cultural and natural assets as a basis for sustainable economic
development. As a result, a number of land-use plans were drawn up and discussed with the participation
of local communities; arising conflicts were brought out and resolved; and the need for conscious anticipa-
tory control mechanisms to be handled by the respective constituencies themselves was put forward. Through
this very dialogue, it has been possible to nurture new institutions such as the Karimabad Town Manage-
ment Society and the Karakoram Area Development Organisation, later followed by the Shigar Town Man-
agement Society and the Baltistan Cultural Foundation. The active participation and follow-up provided
by these community-based institutions has been and remains essential to the success of the various projects.

Over the past decades, the economy of the Northern Areas has moved from a precarious agricultural sub-
sistence system to increasingly cash-dependent modes of exchange, with a rapidly growing, tourism-
driven service sector as a major source of income. Although subject to great fluctuations, adventure tourism

Fig. . The high plateau of Altit village with the fort 
on the edge of the cliff, seen from the west 
(D. Lorimer, ).

Fig. . The cliff of Altit fort above the Hunza river and the village 
on the high plateau beneath it, seen from the east (D. Lorimer, ).





has become the main motor of economic and physical de-
velopment in the Northern Areas. Mountaineering exped-
itions, Far-Eastern visitors flocking to enjoy the apricot
blossom and a growing share of culturally interested ‘Silk
Route’ tourists have resulted in increasing numbers of vis-
itors (which, however, can drop dramatically in the case of
political or religious unrest in the area) and in mushroom-
ing hotel construction in Hunza.

As shown by the fate of cultural sites all over the world,
tourism can be an ambiguous agent. On the one hand it can
unlock an important socio-economic development poten-
tial; on the other hand, if not appropriately managed, it can
lead to the progressive devastation of the natural and cul-
tural values which first attracted it and can thus destroy the
very assets it is supposed to capitalise on. Given the relative-
ly pristine character and the fragile balance of the environ-
mental systems in the Northern Areas, a special, ecologic-
ally oriented and culturally compatible type of tourism
needs to be promoted, which respects, appreciates and takes
care of existing resources. 

The AKTC and its subsidiary AKCS-P are aware of this task
and aim to contribute to it in a variety of ways: first, stra-
tegic land-use planning assistance is provided to local
Town Management Societies; second, an inventory of im-
portant landscapes, sites, clusters and single buildings is be-
ing drawn up, covering most regions of the Northern Areas;
third, special circuits for visitors interested in cultural heri-
tage, in treasures of nature or in traditional crafts are be-
ing devised, in conjunction with the nurturing of skilled
artists and craftsmen and the promotion of their products;
fourth, a number of very special sites have been identified
and designed to accommodate quality tourism – individu-
al visitors or small groups – and to enable them to interact
sensitively with authentic landscapes, buildings and local
communities.

Of paramount importance in this context is the completed
restoration of Shigar fort/palace, which is being celebrated
by the publication of the present book. Finding appropri-
ate and viable adaptive reuses for the decaying empty shells
of the old forts and palaces in Hunza and Baltistan was a

Figs. , . The last stretch of the steep pathway leading 
to Baltit fort and passing under a ‘hanging’ mosque, 
from above and from below (D. Lorimer, ).





major challenge for the AKTC. Individual, custom-tailored solutions were and are to be found for all of
them in dialogue with the owners, the regional raja families, who are no longer in a position to maintain
them. A variety of reuses has been earmarked for each case, considering the building’s physical state, his-
toric importance and potential for soft transformation, and also keeping in mind the possible development
benefits to be derived by the respective local communities. Solutions range from pure consolidation and
conservation (Altit fort) via conservation-cum-museum exhibitions and cultural activities (Baltit fort) to
partial adaptive reuse as a very special ‘historic’ guesthouse (Shigar palace). The rehabilitation of Shigar
fort, further described in this book, will hopefully play a pioneering role in attracting a new type of cul-
turally responsive leisure tourism and therefore open new perspectives for the Northern Areas.

Without going into any more detail in this introductory note, it is worth mentioning that the various im-
plemented projects presented in this book have set in motion a self-propelled rehabilitation process, which
will gain momentum with every further step. Staff training and education of local communities through
the very implementation process has been a major factor of success – and can be seen as an important non-
material contribution to the development of the Northern Areas.

Crucial to our endeavours has been the continued support of a great number of institutions and individu-
als who have been involved over the past years. In particular, I would like to thank our partner agencies
who have – both conceptually and financially – supported this innovative cultural development endeav-
our. NORAD (the Norwegian development agency) contributed significantly to the village rehabilitation
projects in Karimabad and Ganish. It also co-financed the restoration of Baltit fort and Shigar fort and
took the initiative of setting up a donor coalition for Baltistan. The Japanese Embassy in Islamabad has
generously contributed to the rehabilitation programme in Altit and several historic settlements in Baltistan
through its Grass-Roots Assistance Programme. The SDC (the Swiss development agency) was instru-
mental in launching handicraft development projects in both Hunza and Baltistan and in nurturing the
growth of corresponding local institutions. Financial contributions from the Getty Grant Program towards
the conservation of Baltit fort are gratefully acknowledged. Finally, cooperation with the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature under the sponsorship of NORAD has resulted in an innovative link-
age between natural and cultural heritage inventories. 

While direct community involvement was essential for the successful implementation of the various pro-
jects described in this brochure, support from local government agencies was equally important. Their rele-
vance will increase in the future, particularly regarding legal back-up to the decisions of the Town Man-
agement Societies and public-sector investments in infrastructure, schools and hospitals. In this respect, a
fruitful cooperation with successive Chief Secretaries of the Northern Areas and the Public Works De-
partment has already been in place over the past years. Without their continued cooperation and support,
many of the presented programme achievements would have been impossible.

The visual material (particularly the precious, previously unpublished architectural documentation) is
owed to the year-long efforts of the AKCS-P field team and represents only a fraction of the material that is
now becoming available. Contemporary photographs taken by the AKCS-P team for the book have been
complemented by fascinating historic photographs from the David L. R. Lorimer collection, made in the
s and s and conserved in the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), University of Lon-





Figs. -. Samples of architectural heritage in Hunza. Above, a small neighbourhood mosque in Baltit; 
below left, a mosque and watchtower (shikari) in the village of Thol (Nager valley); 
below right, the carved timber frame of a door at Altit fort tower (all D. Lorimer, ).





don, which kindly authorised their use in this context. Including Lorimer’s pictures was not done for nos-
talgic purposes, but simply for their unique documentary value and the possibility for comparing existing
conditions at a sixty- to seventy-year interval.

Our sincere thanks go to all the above-mentioned institutions and organisations, as well as to the large
number of dedicated individuals – Pakistani and international professionals – who over the years have
greatly contributed to the success of the presented projects. May their joint efforts continue to bear fruits
in terms of a harmonious and culturally sensitive development of this large treasure-house hidden in the
Karakoram range.


