e Voyage

In @ region bounded by the Karakoram range and the Greater Himalayas, mountains are a constant presence, hovering af
the edge of your consciousness, imprinted in your mind'’s eye, challenging yet comtorting, pointing you in the right direction...
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arched, barren, serrated and raked

by frozen rivers, resembling the

brown knuckles of an old ogre, the
mountains were like a glowing rampart ahead
of us as we sped out of Leh early one morning to
ravel to Pangong Tso, the lake of 3 Idiots fame.
We embarked on the six-hour drive (which we
were promised is amongst the most scenic in the
world) with two other strangers. The lady who
was of Indian origin lived in Singapore, and the
gentleran had been working in Libya for many
vears. We had hired the car on a sharing basis
and by the time we returned the next day fo Leh,
we had all become good friends (permits to visil
Pangong Tso and the car had been arranged in
a couple of days by a local agent),

Nature was limited to a palefte of browns, rust,
beige, sometimes a menacing grey, tor Ladakh
is essentially a high-altitude desert. There was a
play of fexture as well — the mountains sometimes
appeared brittle, flaky, even powdery, but most
offen they resembled the flexed muscles of a
divine Titan ready to reach out and pummel
minuscule cars that teetered along their edge.

At times, the bold eroded peaks seemed to
slither from the heavens to the rushing Indus
below, a torrent that resembled liquid, flowing
cement. Occasionally, along the river's edge,
there would be a lush green oasis of wheat
and yellow mustard fields bordered by poplar




Facing page: The
mesmerising view on the
way fo Loke Pangong Tso
The sand flowing down the
mountain creases look like
little walerfalls, rushing down
to merge with the lake.

Right: A monastery on the
way fo the loke, balancing
almost precariously on the
stany landscape.

and willow trees or a tiny terraced field thal
glowed a defiant green amidst a monochromatic
land. Or a white-washed monastery or gompa
would surprise us by its impossible perch atop @
mountain or along a precarious slope, the high
walls seeming to protect its inhabitants — the
monks — from the corruption and hearfaches
of a cruel world.

En route and 50 km from Leh, we spied the
Chemrey Gompa, which was a slight detour from
the highway. It was built in 1645 and marked the
spot where the invading Dogra army crushed the
Ladakhi forces. The second one, lyrically named
Takthok (which means ‘rock root” in Ladakhi), is
actually a cave hewn out of the rock face.

We continued our journey along cliffi-hugging
roads that left us literally gasping for breath for
though the fraffic was light, the highway seemed
to cling to the mountain face by a whisker.
Occasionally dzos (hybrids of yak and domestic
caftle) and scrawny cattle grazed on dry river beds
below, foraging for elusive blades of grass. Wild
horses, with manes flying in the wind, galloped
past with long-limbed strides, flanks rippling... A

frozen river glittered in the sun...
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Travel Another India, a company that organises
off-the-beaten-path responsible travel, has,
along with People’s Action Group for Inclusion
and Rights (PAGIR), launched a wheelchair-
friendly circuit in Ladakh, the first in the country,
called Himalaya on Wheels. The package
tour includes accommodation (budget and
luxury), a trained driver, a helper and a

guidebook that covers accessibility issues.
Visit: '

The often unpaved, crumbly and rough road
would make our car swerve and swing like a
donkey on steroids. But we did not mind living
on the edge, so fo speak, when all around us
was the luminous beauty of mountains and dunes
that tell into bottomless ravines. It all climaxed
in terms of height at the third highest pass in the
world — Chang La Pass at 17,800 ft. where the
peaks were snow crusted and resembled a sea in
mid heave. Icicles hung from rocky overhangs like
the long white fingers of a vampire and a virtually
smashed jeep was suspended precariously over







