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Stationed in New Delhi, and being a Ladakhi, I am often approached by people to 

describe Ladakh as a tourist destination. And I have a pet description ready: “the 

best in the world in summer and the worst in the world in winter”  

You may say that is a little too much on the extremities of a place’ good and the 

ugly face. But won’t you agree the description tells us a lot about Ladakh? Known 

as “Little Tibet” Ladakh is the only significant pocket of India’ own forgotten 

religion of yesteryears -- Buddhism. A highland desert, forming almost two-thirds 

of the territory of the state of Jammu and Kashmir, it is as enchanting as one can 

stretch the word’ meaning. This “broken moonland” has many other adjectives 

used to describe it by western tourists who have been flocking it during the last 

few decades. 

Situated at the roof-top of India, Ladakh is a landlocked region of Jammu and 

Kashmir. Heavy snow blocks all its entry points during winter. And the only 

means to reach it is to take a flight from New Delhi, Srinagar or Jammu. In 

summer, one can also enjoy the mountainous and serpentine route to Ladakh 

either via Srinagar in Kashmir or Manali in Himachal Pradesh. It takes two days 

from Srinagar or Manali to reach Leh, the main town of Ladakh, by public 

transport. Of course, one has the option to fly but that would take away the 

charm one would have enjoyed tresspassing the forbidden mountainous routes. 

Once in Ladakh, you feel as if you are transported to a different world, some kind 

of an ethereal world that one gets to traverse only in dreams. Highly rarified air, 

and most of the valleys situated at a height of 12000 ft, Ladakh has become a 



favourite place for tourists during the last few years not only because of its 

natural beauty but also because of its peace and tranquility. Ladakh is the only 

region in Jammu and Kashmir not affected by militants. That makes it an ideal 

place as a tourist destination.  

History tells us that Ladakhis are of a mixed race, the main elements being the 

Dardic ( Indo-Iranian) and the Mongoloid. Though there are many versions about 

the naming of Ladakh, scholars believe that the Tibetan word ‘La-daks’ meaning 

“the land of many passes” is perhaps the most acceptable one.  

The earliest recorded history of Ladakh can be traced to the beginning of Ad 950. 

Those days, it was called Mar-yul-Ladaks, meaning the Republic of Ladakh. That 

means, Ladakh was, at one point of time, an independent “republic” And this 

republic was divided into several princedoms that were ruled by local chiefs. 

History tells us that later in the 10th century, the Tibetan king Pal-gyi-gon 

attacked and conquered Ladakh.  

A.H. Francke, one of the most authentic historians on Ladakh, says: “Ladakh did 

not come under the Chinese when the power of the Kushans declined. Local 

chiefs, whose names have been occasionally preserved in inscriptions and tales, 

governed it. Thus, at Khaltse, according to a Gupta period inscription, a certain 

Saytyawati (or Srima Charpati), and according to oral reports, a certain 

Suryawati, are mentioned as local rulers.”  

It seems that entire Ladakh was Tibetanised after the 10th century when it was 

conquered by the Tibetan king. Historic evidence tells us that Ladakhis, until this 

period, spoke the Prakrit dialect, and the inscriptions found in the region were 

written in the Khartoshti and Brahmi scripts. 

But today’ Ladakh presents a different picture. Even though the region is huge, it 

has a population only of a little over two lakh, Buddhists and Muslims almost 

sharing equally the population divide. Of course, there are a couple of Sikh and 

Christian families too. But they are mainly in Leh town. and had settled in recent 

times. 

Ladakh was a single district of Jammu and Kashmir state until it was divided into 

two districts in 1979 mainly for the purpose of administrative convenience, as the 



state government conveniently termed it. The Buddhists were opposed to it as it 

amounted to dividing the district purely on communal lines - with Buddhist 

majority Leh district and Muslim majority Kargil. 

Leh, with an area of 44000 sq. km, which probably makes it the largest district in 

the country in terms of area, is one of the coldest and most elevated inhabited 

regions of the world. Most of the villages are situated on the banks of the river 

Indus or deep in the mountains where there are snow streams.  

Though the valleys enjoy beautiful weather in summer, the mountains are 

snowcapped round the year. In the mountains, one can enjoy the sight of 

sapphire blue lakes and springs with crystal clear water. Some of them have 

medicinal properties, even for some incurable diseases. All that one has to do is 

to have baths and drink the water for a prescribed period. Of course, one has to 

be accompanied by a specialist in traditional cure system. 

However, when we speak of Ladakh for an outsider, it is the present Ladakh that 

is of special interest to him. Ladakh today offers a challenge for the adventurous 

and a chance to relax and enjoy the peace and beauty of nature for the less 

adventurous. Being a bastion of Buddhism in India, it offers a dozen big and 

famous monasteries, perched majestically atop hillocks. They are perhaps the 

most attractive â€˜' magnetsâ€� of Ladakh. Apart from their majestic art, 

architecture and aesthetic beauty, they are a repository of old Tibetan and Indian 

culture. The paintings on the walls of several monasteries tell us about Indian 

great traditions of art and culture.  

The more famous ones of these monasteries are Hemis, Thicksay, Spithuk, Gaon, 

Alchi, Lama Yuru and Rizdong. Each one of them organises a yearly monastic 

festival. Hemis festival is held in the month of June-July and is the biggest draw 

for tourists and locals alike. People flock in thousands from all over the world to 

witness this two-day festival. For the locals, the festival is of great significance 

more as a religious practice. But for the outsiders, it gives a glimpse into 

Ladakhi’, in fact into India’, past and present. The locals, attired in their best 

colourful traditional and cultural dresses, are a tourist’ delight. It offers a great 

photo opportunity too. 



A month later, around the harvest season, the tourists are treated to Ladakh 

festival in several parts of the region, simultaneously. It is at these festivals that 

tourists can see for themselves Ladakh’ colourful past and present blended into a 

rainbow. 

Ladakh has several other tourist attractions too. It has the world’ highest 

motorable pass (18000+ ft). Called the Khardungla, it id 35 km north of Leh city 

and is called the gateway of Nubra valley. Nubra is, perhaps, the most beautiful 

valley of Ladakh. Its great attraction is the sand dunes very similar to the dunes 

of the Thar desert of Rajasthan. Again, it is the only place in India where one can 

find two-humped camels. 

The palaces of Shey, Stok and Leh too are among the touristsâ€™ delight. 

Besides, there are several lakes, notably Tsomo Riri and Pangong Tso, that dot 

the vast desert expanse. They are so big and majestic that one wonders how an 

arid desert plateau could have this kind of fascinating lakes in their bosoms. The 

Pangong lake is up in the mountains, about 90 km from Leh. It is over 100 Km in 

length, half of which falls in China. 

River rafting (in the Indus) and trekking are yet other attractions that Ladakh 

provides for the tourists. When you have all this, and the facility for lodging and 

boarding and the hospitality of warm hearts, a tourist cannot ask for more. Every 

time I visit Ladakh, I come back rejuvenated and fresh to battle the hard tasks of 

life ahead.  


