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Dharamsala, with its cool weather and the large number of Tibetan refugees, retains a Tibetan 
character. To enjoy the flavours of the Forbidden Kingdom visit this place. 
CLAUDE ARPI 

    Once upon a time, the sahibs and memsahibs of the Raj liked to escape the scorching summer of Delhi and spend some time in Dharamsala, a sleepy
village in the foothills of the Himalayas in what used to be the state of Punjab (today Himachal P radesh). It is even said that Lord Elgin, a Viceroy of British
India was so enamoured of the luxuriant pine and deodar forests that he asked to be buried in the graveyard of St. John’s Church in the Wilderness, a few
kilometers above the town. 

    Sir Francis Younghusband, the great British adventurer, who led the British troops to Lhasa in  1904, was also connected with Dharamsala: his parents lived
in a bungalow in the thick forest above the small church where Lord Elgin lies. 

    Ironically, the ‘Tibet connection’ caught up with the place when Jawaharlal Nehru, the Indian Prime Minister offered the Dalai Lama a piece of land near the
village of McLeod Ganj, to establish his exiled administration. The residence of the Tibetan leade r is located 9 km above Dharamsala (4 km only by a motorable
short cut). 

    McLeod Ganj, also called Upper Dharamsala, at 1800 meters above sea-level, commands on one sid e a view of the mighty Dhauladhar range with its
snow-capped peaks rising to a height of 5,200 meters (17,000 feet) and on the other the famed Kang ra Valley. 

    Apart from the exquisite scenery, particularly in winter, (be equipped against the cold, if yo u decide to visit at that time), the place has become famous after
some 10,000 Tibetans settled around their temporal and religious leader. 

    Having personally visited McLeod Ganj a number of times since the early 70s, I have seen the p lace evolve from a tiny village of poor refugees living around
their living god, to one of the busiest hill stations in the Himalayan belt. 

    The high altitude, the cool weather, the surrounding peaks as well as several Tibetan institut ions (the main Temple, the Tibetan Library of Works and
Archives. Tibetan Medical and Astro-Institutes, the Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts) have giv en the station its name of ‘Lhasa in Exile’ or ‘Little Lhasa’. I
must say that even after all these years, the Tibetan character remains. 

    The person responsible for the survival of the Tibetan identity is known here as ‘His Holiness ’, though he calls himself ‘a simple monk’. The Dalai Lama’s
presence makes the place different. 

    If you are lucky (or have a good karma as the Tibetans will explain to you), you will be able to have his darshan during one of his regular Buddhist teachings
at the Main Temple. 

    During my last visit, an image kept coming to my mind: a Tower of Babel. The Babylonian archit ectural feat was to shelter people from all corners of the
world, united around a purpose. It is striking when you walk the streets of McLeod Ganj, threading  your way through the constant traffic jams. One encounters 
not only Tibetan monks, nuns and lay persons, but also loud Punjabis coming for the day from Chand igarh, pious Buddhists practitioners from Korea or 
Mongolia, serious scholars from Europe, shaggy hippies, local paharis, devoted pilgrims from the r emote areas of Ladakh or Kinnaur or young Israeli trying to 
recover from the trauma of their army years. 

    I wondered about what has attracted such a disparate crowd. For many, it is the Dalai Lama’s m essage of ‘universal responsibility’: “No matter what part of
the world we come from, we are all basically the same human beings. We all seek happiness and try to avoid suffering.” This diversity translates into the
eateries; you name it, you find it in McLeod Ganj: Pizza, Israeli food, Punjabi dhabas, idlis, con tinental dishes, delicious Tibetan momos or even hot French
croissants. You can also attend courses on Vipassana Buddhist meditation, Reiki, Thai massage, Tar ot reading, Tibetan thanka painting, North Indian cooking;
you name it and you find it. If you have a week or so to spend, it is worth making the journey. Yo u will experience a whiff of what used to be Lhasa, the old
capital of the Roof of the World with its motley crowd from all over the Himalayas and Central Asi a. A HOT GUIDE LIST .. BY AIR 

The Gaggal airport, situated 18 km from McLeod Ganj receives daily flights from Delhi, Kullu and S imla. Private cabs can be hired from the airport to reach 
Dharamsala or McLeod Ganj. 

BY RAIL 

The nearest railway station is Pathankot (90 km). After an overnight journey from Delhi or 2 ½ day s from Chennai (by the Jammu Tawi Express), you can reach
Dharamsala by bus (3 ½ hours) or cab (2 ½ hours). 

BY ROAD 

Dharamsala is connected by road to Delhi via Chandigarh (510 km). You can drive (10 to 12 hours) o r better use the Volvo Super Deluxe semi-sleeper buses 
leaving Delhi ISBT at 8 pm and reaching Dharamsala the next morning at 7 am. 

WHAT TO SEE 

Tibetan Cathedral: The Dalai Lama’s temple is one of the main attractions. It is at walking distan ce from McLeod Ganj. Regular prayers are held by the monks
of the Namgyal Datsang monastery. It is the place where the Dalai Lama gives his teachings. Bhagsunath Temple: This ancient temple is located 4 km from 
McLeod Ganj. The fresh water springs near the temple are considered sacred by the Hindus. Dal Lake: Surrounded by tall green deodar trees, Dal Lake fills a 
mountain bowl. It is situated 4-kms above McLeod Ganj St. John's Church: Under the shade of deodars, a memorial has been erected for Lord Elgin who died
at Dharamsala in 1863. Norbulinka Institute: 
a 40 mn drive from McLeod Ganj, the Norbulinka was established to preserve and teach the ancient a rts of Tibet. In beautiful surroundings, you can watch 
artists skilled in wooden carving, thanka painting, gold-smiting or embroidery. Chinmaya Tapovan: Just 10-km from Dharamsala, this ashram complex was set
up by the great exponent of the Gita--Swami Chinmayananda. 

To know about the Dalai Lama’s teachings, visit http://www.dalailama.com/page.60.htm 



WHERE TO EAT 

Eateries for all palates are available in McLeod Ganj. Walking the main street, you will find such  a choice that it will take you some time to decide. WORTH 
MENTIONING ARE 

Lhamos’ Croissant Hotel Tibet Roof Terrace Diverse Cafés 

Sunset on the Tibetan temple at McLeod Ganj with butter lamps burning 

Snow in McLeod Ganj 




