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Project Scope / Objectives

The Palace complex is being conserved or devel-

oped as part of a reuse project that will turn the 

property into an up-scale hotel – a 21-bed residential 

retreat. The aim of the project is to develop a tourism 

circuit based on cultural heritage and to generate 

economic and employment opportunities for locals.
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Khaplu Palace
G I LG IT-BALT ISTAN ,  PAK ISTAN

Khaplu is the easternmost part of Baltistan, with the Shyok River, a tributary of the 

Indus River dividing the valley. The steeply sloped valley has less land available 

than other valleys in Baltistan. However, in terms of architectural heritage and 

cultural expression it arguably has more treasures than Shigar, possibly as a 

result of its proximity to both Leh in Ladakh and Srinagar in Kashmir. 

 In Baltistan, a region rich in cultural heritage, Khaplu Palace is the fi nest 

surviving royal residence. Built by the Yabgo Raja Daulat Ali Khan in 1840, it 

replaced an earlier fort constructed 600 metres above the present location, of 

which little now remains. As a former seat of royal government, the Palace is 

exemplary in terms of its building typology and aesthetic and structural qualities. 

 Following the inauguration of the restored Baltit Fort in 1996, His Highness 

the Aga Khan visited Baltistan where he emphasized the role of culture in devel-

opment and environmental management in an address to a large gathering,  

This led to an invitation to the Aga Khan Cultural Services-Pakistan (AKCS-P) to 

extend its activities to Baltistan. An exploratory expert mission was sent to Baltistan 

in 1997 to visit over eighty sites. This was followed up by systematic inventories 

in 1998 and following years establishing that the cultural heritage of Baltistan 

was worthy of international recognition. 

 Among the pilot projects that were implemented by AKCS-P in Baltistan, in 

Khaplu the upgrading of a typical traditional house, the construction of a com-

munity building and the restoration of the astana (or tomb and shrine of a vener-

ated saint) of Syed Mir Mohammed were initiated in 1998. The surveys had 

established Khaplu Palace and Shigar Fort as the two landmark buildings with 

outstanding historic and architectural merit. While work following a successful 

dialogue with the raja of Shigar and the community was started on Shigar Fort, 

in the case of Khaplu the understanding for its restoration was reached when 

the benefi ts of restoration and reuse of Shigar Fort became visible in 2005. 

 Rehabilitation of the historic settlements of Hunduli and Banpi was initiated 

in 2002, using simple, low-cost interventions such as improved composting, the 

creation of community latrines and of places for washing clothes, as well as 

bathrooms for men and women. Piped water delivery was improved and stone 

paving of the pathways and streets was put in place. Meanwhile the establishment 

The north facade of Khaplu Palace features 

projections in wood.
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The interior of the projecting room on 

the upper fl oor.
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Top, distinctive features of Khaplu Palace 

are the rooms projecting out from the north 

facade (left) and the wooden balconies 

on the south facade (right).

Left and above, an extended elevation 

of the complex and a north elevation of 

Khaplu Palace.
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of the Khaplu Town Management and Development Society (TMDS) as the local com-

munity institution, along the same lines as the TMS bodies nurtured in Hunza, allowed for 

local ownership of the development.

 In 2005 Khaplu Palace itself was gifted by the rajas Zakria Ali Khan and Nasir Ali 

Khan to the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) and its agencies, the Aga Khan 

Foundation (AKF) and AKCS-P, to facilitate the conservation of Khaplu Palace as a heri-

tage site. In addition to direct benefi t through a share in the profi ts (30%), the local 

economy also benefi ts through employment, purchase of local goods wherever possible 

and the stimulation of tourism services in the town. As was the case in Shigar, increased 

visitor numbers resulted from this work.

 The reuse plan drawn up for Khaplu Palace has at its core the intent to operate the 

site as a guest house and restaurant similar in nature to Shigar Fort. The use of the complex 

for a number of complimentary purposes is central to the reuse plan and future fi nancial 

sustainability of Khaplu Palace and Residence (KPR).

 Khaplu Palace complex can be grouped into four main areas. The Palace (Yabgo 

Khar) is four storeys high including the basement, and has been used as a seat of 

govern ance, grain store and royal residence. From the outside, the building appears to 

be one structural unit but detailed examination of the internal structure suggests that it 

was built during a number of different construction phases. Its form and internal organ-

ization are strongly infl uenced by the Kashmiri manor-house typology, with rooms 

arranged in a rectangular grid around a central courtyard. 

 Given its signifi cance, the Palace is being treated as a Grade 1 listed building. Six 

rooms at the rear of the fi rst and second fl oors are being adapted with minimum com-

promise of conservation standards, to provide guest suites with modern comforts. The 

more historically signifi cant rooms at the front of the building that were used by the raja 

as living and reception spaces are being incorporated into an interpretative museum 

open to the public. 

 There are also ceremonial gardens (Chaoni Tzar, Ra Tzar) – two formally organized 

garden spaces adjacent to the Palace – and historic landscape. The Chaoni Tzar, which 

forms a key part of the ceremonial entrance sequence, was (according to an account by the 

raja) formerly laid out as a chahar-bagh Persian garden, with geometrical areas separated 

by watercourses. In more recent times it was used as a ceremonial gathering space beneath 

the Palace where the raja could preside over celebrations and hold court. 

Left, carpentry workshops prepared 

workers for erecting house frames.

Right, a stone fl oor is being laid in one 

of the complex’s buildings.
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Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

Until the creation of Pakistan in 1947, the territory of 

Baltistan was under the suzerainty of the Dogra maharaja 

of Kashmir. Khaplu was ruled by the Yabgo family of 

local rajas for a thousand years or more. Khaplu Palace 

was the family’s residence as well as its seat of power 

and was built in the fi rst half of the 19th century when 

the region had just fallen under the control of the Dogra 

rulers of Kashmir. In 1840, when the Dogras annexed 

the territory under Zorawar Singh, all the rajas in the 

Baltistan region were ordered to dismantle their ancient 

fortresses, many of which were located on strategic de-

fensive heights. As a consequence, new palaces came 

to rise lower down in the valleys, including the one at 

Khaplu. Abandoned by the family in the late 1970s, the 

building had been decaying for several years. 

LANDSCAPE

The town of Khaplu is in reality a group of rural settle-

ments scattered about on an ancient alluvial fan along 

the course of the Shyok River some 90 kilometres up-

stream from its confl uence with the Indus River. Watered 

by the Ghanche stream, this natural terrain has been 

turned over the centuries into an oasis of fertile terraced 

fi elds and apricot orchards.

Challenges

SITE CONDITIONS

The site is a series of agricultural terraces that long 

pre-date the construction of the Palace and its satellite 

buildings. The historicity of these terraces was a value 

that had to be protected and enhanced through appro-

priate treatment of the vegetation contained by them. 

HOUSEHOLD ECONOMY

In general household economy depends on agriculture, 

with some seasonal tourism-related activities when locals 

provide portering services. 

AVAILABILIT Y OF DRINKING WATER 

AND PROPER SANITATION FACILITIES

The downstream village of Doksa will be provided with 

clean drinking water and it is expected, as demon-

strated in Shigar, that water-borne and gastrointestinal 

diseases will be reduced to statistical insignifi cance in 

this village.

INFRASTRUCTURE

Infrastructure services have aimed at providing clean 

drinking water from the fi ltration unit established for the 

project to the Doksa community down the slope. Infra-

structure development has raised issues of confl ict, 

related also to future employment opportunities, which 

were resolved by realignment, relocation of certain 

services, and changing their specifi cations.

BUILDING CONDITIONS

Most buildings that tend to the ‘monument’ status are 

built in stone or mud-block infi ll in a framework of 

heavy timber cribbage and seismic ties. Structurally 

the main Palace building posed serious challenges in 

being founded on cultural fi ll with the bearing strata in 

full access of a basement space. Decay of timber 

elem ents and rainwater and irrigation water ingress 

had resulted in serious decay of the building fabric and 

its timber elements. More modest buildings are built 

generally in massed rubble masonry or mud-block 

construction reinforced with horizontal timber ties and 

vertical poplar ka’as (columns embedded in masonry) 

or khewphang (vertical columns traversing more than 

one fl oor). Internally walls are provided with a thick 

plaster render of mud and straw which provides build-

ings with adequate insulation during the bitter winter 

months. Typically these techniques are not used any 

longer at the popular level, having been replaced by 

concrete blocks, reinforced concrete and corrugated 

sheet steel – all without any insulation – leading to 

numerous health and social issues.

Signifi cant Issues and Impact

PLANNING ISSUES

As elsewhere, a voluntary civil society organization, the 

Khaplu Town Management and Development Society 

(TMDS), was helped into existence. Community-related 

issues, including land-use control, are partially regulated 

with the help of the Khaplu TMDS. However, since 

Khaplu is the headquarters of the Ghanche District, the 

Town Committee mandated by the Local Government 

Act also exists, and works in the same defi cient manner 

as many such institutions in the public sector do. The 

Khaplu TMDS acts as a civil society balancing institution 

making up for many such defi ciencies.

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED 

Among the main accomplishments is the conservation 

and recycling for reuse of the main Palace building, 

Yabgo Khar; the Darbar Khar, a building added on one 

of the terraces in 1929; and Hjta Khang, the old sta-

bles. Reconstruction of Chamanstar Khang, one of the 

older ancillary buildings, and demolition of the latest 

residential outhouse from about the 1960s and their 

replacement by a new designed structure, Ra’astar 

Khang, providing the majority of guestrooms. The Pal-

ace itself is being treated with great respect for its au-

thenticity and its original fabric, composed as it is with 

source material from two or three older buildings. The 

reuse of the building has been kept as much as pos-

sible similar to its original residential use. Mechanical 

services are being installed with sensitive consider-

ation for the building form and built fabric. Of the 21 

guestrooms being created, only six are located in the 

Palace building, the remaining being housed in the 

ancillary blocks. 

NEW BUILDING FACILITIES

The new buildings on the complex comprise Ra’astar 

Khang and the services blocks. Ra’astar Khang will 

offer nine of the 15 guestrooms outside Yabgo Khar, 

and has been designed as a new functional building 

but in the traditional material of natural stone and 

earthen mortars, laced with timbers for seismic stabil-

ity. The two service blocks are located on land well 

removed from the main complex, and comprise the 

laundry building, which also includes a small cafeteria 

for staff, and the standby power building, which will 

house the standby generators, the transformer sub-

station as well as living accommodation for six staff.

COMMUNIT Y INVOLVEMENT/PROGRAMME

Through the Khaplu TMDS, the community is benefi tting 

from employment of labour at the construction site of the 

project. The Tourist Promotion Services has already 

started the process of selecting a cadre of employees 

who will work as trained hotel staff in the complete project.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

About 30 staff drawn from the community is being 

trained in the hospitality trade as cooks, waiters, 

housekeeping staff, watch and ward staff, in mechan-

ical equipment operation and maintenance, and other 

miscellaneous roles. During construction, hundreds 

from the local community have been employed as 

skilled and unskilled workers, many being trained as 

masons, carpenters, plumbers and electricians.

Partners

COMMUNIT Y PARTNERS

The community of Khaplu.  

Donors

Government of Norway, Government of Japan. 

Authoritative Framework

The main Palace building and the Darbar was be-

queathed to AKDN. The ancillary buildings and the 

open land area were purchased by AKDN. One of the 

contiguous terraces has been leased for 25 years to 

retain control over further development. Additional 

land was purchased in the vicinity to establish service 

facilities. The property will be managed and operated 

as a residence guest house by the Tourist Promotion 

Services.

Phasing  2006 Y 2011

Landscaping of complex; 

upgrading and restoration 

of Hasri Khang; adaptive 

reuse and conservation of 

the Palace building; fi nal 

operation and monitoring of 

complex services; opening 

of Khaplu Palace

Construction of 

services block and 

completion work 

on Darbar Khar and 

ancillary residential 

buildings

Completion of 

infrastructure system

Completion of 

architectural and 

structural 

documentation of 

Palace building

Commencement of 

work on documentation, 

demolition and 

reconstruction of 

ancillary residential 

buildings

Commencement of documentation 

and emergency stabilization of 

Khaplu Palace building; beginning 

of physical work on Darbar Khar 

and ancillary buildings
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The complex of Khaplu Palace 

can be seen in its dramatic natural 

environment.


