‘To Leh and back’ — a poignant journey filled with rugged beauty

“...And how can a man die better,
Than facing fearful odds,
For the ashes of his fathers,
And the temples of his Gods.”

Having grown up as the son of a Fauiji, playing in the open spaces of cantonments like Faridkot,
Talbhet, Allahabad and interacting with the soldiers; watching them from close quarters and yet
some distance, | have acquired a great deal of respect for them. In fact, | passed NDA exam and
SSB, only to discover that | was medically unfit and had to resign myself to remaining a “bloody
civilian”, quite an ignominy in the young mind of a 16 year old filled with yearning for the
adventure and glory of an army man’s life! During all those years there was one word | heard
Daddy repeat with an awe inspiring ring and echo- “ZOJILLA”, the mountain pass holding the key
to Laddakh and for a long time the only motor able route to the region. Somehow, the word stuck
in my memory and the desire to cross this hazardous pass remained strong despite an aging
body, spoilt further by air conditioners in sarkari offices! The desire to undertake this road journey
from Srinagar to Leh via Drass, Kargil was reignited by the Kargil conflict of 1999 and the courage
and spirit of our soldiers in Mushkoh, Tiger Hill, Tololing, Batalik, Turtuk and Kargil area.

This journey was as much an adventure as a respectful tribute to the spirit of our soldiers, who
fought hard, and at times, with little logistical support defending these areas in 1948, 1965, 1971,
1999 and unknown to the country, in many small incursions in between. Marriage to a Fauji girl
helped and we set off this year in June, when we were confident that our daughters were old
enough to take the journey. So we got our ‘Accent’ checked up and ignoring a lot of prophets of
doom, who questioned the ability of this car and yours truly to take “it all” made our plans for the
journey. Harneet, my better 99 %, had decided on not wasting money on drivers and ordered me
drive all the way. And those of you who are married know, never argue with a wife, as you will still
do her bidding and will have to throw in a sorry as well and then swallow the accusation, “ its
written all over your face that you don’t really mean it.” So | was upgraded to being a driver from
being a bunglow khalasi and drove the three girls on their holiday.

We set off from Firozpur (KM 0) at 06:00 hrs on 8" of July , breaking at Pathankot for breakfast
at 10:00 hrs( KM 240) , lunching at Jammu at 12:30 hrs (KM 350) and arriving Patnitop ( KM 460)
at 18:00 hrs with tea breaks at Amritsar and Kud (at the base of Patnitop Hill). Patnitop is at a
height of about 9000 ft and is cool even in peak summer. We were greeted with a down pour in
the evening and it was a chilly night, justifying my ‘Spirited’” behaviour thereafter. The ORH at
Patnitop is beautiful and has rooms controlled by RCF/Kapurthala and Northern Railway (both
Open Line and Construction). All the rooms are well maintained though the caretaker of the
Construction wing has the best cook in town. They say a smile goes a mile and | found it goes
many a mile and my countrymen are surprised (pleasantly) when someone thanks them and
smiles, even as a mark of gratitude for helping with directions at cross roads; or stops to let a lady
and her child cross the road, even as the vehicle behind blasts his rear fender off as a protest at
being delayed by 5 seconds. | think, “Smiling at fellow citizens” should be made one of the
National Duties enshrined in the Constitution. Dear reader, please do think about it!



Day two (June 9‘“) and we set off for Srinagar (about 210 KMs away) at 09:30 hrs after a good
breakfast of Aloo Paranthas and butter. Please do forget your diet plans and calorie count meters
back home. We rolled down to Batote, breathing in the pine fresh air and then drove along the
river Chenab, crossing it at Ramban, and reached Bannihal (crossing Ramsu on the way) for a
tea break. The folk lore and love ballads of ‘Heer Ranjha’, 'Sohni Mahiwal’ are associated with
Chenab and those of you, g

searching for tragic love
must stop at Ramban and
take a sip of Chenab
waters. Its another matter
that marriage itself is
‘tragic’ love, so one does
not have to go far in
search of tragedy! But,
you never know, and so
no harm done! We
crossed the Jawahar
Tunnel (2.8 KMs long)
and then you see - one of
the most breath taking
views in the world- the
first view of Kashmir
Valley, as you roll down
from Bannihal Pass. It is
said, that the poet
Firdousi had penned what
is popularly ascribed to the Mughal emperor, Jahangir, “ gar Firdous barru-e-Zamin ast, hamin
astaun, hamin astaun, hamin astaun.” (If there is Heaven on Earth, it's here, it's here, it's here)
This view has to be seen to be believed. We
took a 4 KM detour from the main highway to
visit Verinag, the source of the river Jhelum.
Nag in Kashmiri means a ‘spring’, described as
a Chashma in Urdu the language that
Mahatama Gandhi described as Hindustani. The
Rajbhasha (Hindi), with its consistent efforts to
take the language away from the Indian people,
calls it Jharna (thus unable to distinguish it from
a waterfall). The Chashma at Verinag is large
with a diameter of about 15 mts (a few metres
here and there don’t matter between friends).
Emperor Jahangir was so enamored of the place
that he built his mausoleum around it and
wanted to be buried here. (As usual the woman
in his life ensured that his wish would not be
fulfiled and he rests in peace at Lahore). The
water is chilled and crystal clear but looks green
at the source, as Jahangir got a huge round
copper plate (Tawi) with largish holes dropped
flat into the Nag and the resultant green tinge
now. Such was the passion of the men who
ruled India. The drive from Verinag to Srinagar
crosses Anantnag, Awantipora (famous for the Vishnu temple ruins, destroyed in an earthquake)
and Pampore ( famous for its world famous Zaffraan, also called Saffron or Kesar). You pass a
‘Green tunnel’ on the way with trees forming a canopy a couple of KMs long). The ORH is at
Badgam and is amongst the best in India. The caretaker gives you delicious food and the overall
service is good.




Srinagar is simply and easily described as beautiful (no need to get into complicated
descriptions). We spent day three and four going around the Mughal gardens of Shalimar, Nishat,
Chasm-e-Shahi, Pari Mahal and of course the Dal lake. My daughters grew fond of the
Shamyana restaurant at Dal gate along the Boulevard. The old city area with a visit to the Jama
masjid and the Hazratbal mosque is a must. The Jama Masjid has a distinct Central Asian
architecture, covers an area of 1,46,000 Sq feet and can accommodate 33333 worshippers at a
time for Salah. It has 378 wooden Deodar pillars supporting a wooden ceiling with varying heights
of 21 ft (girth 5ft) and 48 ft (girth 6 ft). Each pillar is in fact a single Deodar tree, cut and polished.

Day five (June 12), and we set off for Sonamarg (a distance of 90 KM). One skirts the Dal Lake
in this drive and then hit the Srinagar —Leh road. Going along the Sindh river (not to be confused
with Sindhu or Indus), this drive is breathtaking as you cross the cool shade of Chinars climbing
gradually and the conifers like pines start appearing. This river takes off from Baltal area and joins
the Jhelum. One crosses Ganderbal and Gund on the way.] When the mountains close in on
both sides one comes across so many small glaciers which make you sceptical about the global
warming theorists. Driving leisurely, we reached Sonamarg around lunch time. We then checked
into hotel Snowland and had lunch (nothing much to
write home about). Thereafter, a four Km walk to
Thajiwas glacier, climbing the hillock with a gentle
slope, a meadow saw my daughters protest and
curse loudly with each step and their mother silently.
They say a man is not truly married unless he can
understand each word his wife doesn’t utter. The kids
forgot about it with a Maggie meal and a horse ride
on the way back. Thajiwas proper was abandoned as
it started raining. An evening walk along the Sindh
and we retired early.

Day six (June 13) and | was up early and decided to
test and push my aging body into a mountain climb.
So | set myself a target up at abut 800 mts from the
base. Passing Gujjar and Bakarwal tents along the
way | stopped to chat with them. They are nomadic
and go down to the slopes of Doda-Kishtwar and
reasi area in winters and traverse the mountains from
the Pahalgam-Amarnath side to graze their animals
in the meadows of Sonamarg, Zojilla and Drass river
area in summers. The J& K Govt has Mobile Schools
for their children and teachers come in vans to teach
their children in small groups. Each man had two or more wives (lucky guys) and their henna
dyed beards looked good. | had to struggle to climb, resting to take a
break every 50 steps and sweating and cursing myself at times.
Looking down into the valley once the target had been reached was
satisfying. We set off for Kargil (140 Km) at 09:30 hrs and were told that
traffic would be allowed up the Zojilla only after 11:00 hrs as an army
convoy was on its way down. So we lazed around and started for the
climb to Zojilla at the scheduled hour. Soon the road changed character
and we came to a halt as a traffic jam was in place. The road was
nearly single and one had to maneuver the wheel ruts carefully as the
car would get bumps with a low floor. Each bump would make my heart
sink. The climb was tough and we had to roll back the car at times to
push up the steep climb. Crossing the stream and glacier cut portions of
the road was tough and | drove at about 10 Km per hour for about one
and a half hours. The weather ravaged road tested my patience and
driving skills and | must have done well enough, as Harneet said, “well




done” (getting praise out of her means something). We soon were driving along the river Drass
and crossed Matayan. This was the place where Bofors had been positioned to shell the enemy
occupied peaks in 1999. We paid our respects to the proud Gunners (Artillery men, my dad was
one) at a small memorial. The valley is beautiful and the road is good in stretches and then came
the slow crawl of 20 KMPH. Soon we got our first view of Mushkoh valley and then Tiger Hill, with
Rhino Horn feature and a pimple called Batra Top. Named after one of the finest sons of Mother
India who laid down his life laughingly immortilising “yeh dil maangey more”. He was honoured
with Param Vir Chakra and | was thinking how many of us can recognize that medal on the chest
of our braves if we come across one. And despite being a Fauji’'s son, even | can’t. How will |
salute the acknowledged bravest of our men? We all need to recognize our war time bravery
medals. You look intently at the peak and you can see Capt Batra waving you on, “Go man, | am
watching this stretch of the road for your safety.” Driving along | cried (is it unmanly to admit to
cry) and paid my personal tributes to the best of men. Later at Leh, in the HALL OF FAME, | read
the last letter of Capt Thapar, a 22 year old man who knew he would never come back from the
final battle. | was reminded of the famous saying written at the gates of the Imphal war cemetery,

“When you go home, tell them of us and say,

for your tomorrow, we gave our today”
And we are all our lives preoccupied with becoming additional secretaries, GMs, FCs and CRBs
and stake our honour and self respect on these altars of ‘success’. Such is the way of men!

Lunch was at Drass, a delicious Rajmah-chawal (everything tastes good when you are hungry, as
lunch had been delayed because of the holdup enroute to Zojilla). Drass incidentally is the
second coldest inhabited place in the world. We drove and soon reached the Drass war
memorial. Proud and handsome Sikh soldiers greeted us and we observed a minutes’ silence
remembering our brave soldiers. Amrit and Mannat (our daughters) stood poignantly beside us
and was | glad that my daughters got a first hand feel of the deeds of our men in olive green). We
left the memorial around 16:00 hrs and driving along the river Drass, watching the Tololing river
join it, we reached Kargil at 18:00 hrs and then drove south easterly to Khumbathang about 28
Kms for our stay with the Mountain Artillery Brigade. We met Lt Col Rakesh Kumar, our host and
again a fine chivalrous gentlemen and specimen of mankind. We were comfortable for the night
courtesy their hospitality and can never forget it.

Day seven (June 14) and we left for Leh at 08:00 hrs after a sumptuous breakfast and we knew
we had to cover 270 KMs of a tough stretch and as the previous day had been slower than
planned, | was apprehensive. We were soon driving up the Wakha River and a changing terrain.
No greenery and bare rugged mountains gave us the first glimpse of what is called the Lunar
Landscape. The Rocky Mountains, with craggy peaks would suddenly give way to rounded mud
hills and the pattern repeated with purple and red hills interspersed here and there. There was a
brief forced halt as the Border Roads men were carrying out preventive cutting of loose areas on
the mountain sides. We reached Buddhkharbu at 12:15 hrs for lunch covering about 120 kms by
then. A nice sumptuous lunch at the Army Transit camp Mess followed by tea and we were ready
to hit the trail again at 14:00 hrs. We offered a lift to two school girls on their way home and
ensured they were home for lunch on
time. The road was good and we
crossed Fotula, at 13479 feet the
highest point on the Srinagar-Leh road.
Therafter a few jalebi bends and we had
the first view of Lamayuru, a small
village with a beautiful monastery and
some green fields around. We drove on
and reached Khaltse, and we got the
first view of river Indus, soon we were
driving along it and crossing Nurla and
Saspul reached Nimmu, the confluence
of the Indus and Zanskar. Soon we had
reached the famous magnetic hill and




yes our car defied gravity and rolled up the gradient without any propulsion. A few Kms and we
stopped at the famous Gurudwara, which is supposed to have a rock with a deep cavity which as
the legend says is the imprint of the back of Guru Nanak, the first Guru of Sikhism. A demon had
rolled down a huge rock to kill a mediating Nanak and the rock turned soft like wax and took on
the imprint of his body. The rock is preserved and is of special importance to the army units
posted in the Ladhakh area. Each unit leaves a plaque of thankfulness to the Guru, on the
successful completion of their tenure in the area. We reached Leh at 19:00 hrs.

Day Eight (June 15) was spent in local sight seeing in Leh area. We visited the famous Hemis
monastry which is hidden from normal view from the Indus valley and survived the punitive raids
of Zorawar Singh, the Dogra general of Gulab singh. He could not sack and loot this monastery
as he could not locate it despite a search and so a giant golden Buddha statue survives. We
could not see this statue as the main hall was closed for repairs. We visited Thiksey monastery
on the way back and saw the Shanti Stupa, built with Japanese finances (modelled after the
Sanchi Stupa). Lunch was at Chopstix, a great place for Oriental food. We saw some fauna on
the way like the Citrine Wagtail, a small bird with a yellow body, the Tibetian Sand Grouse and
the Tibetian Partridge.

Day Nine (June 16) and we took off early (06:30 hrs) for the Pangong Tso lake and had breakfast
at Karu ( Aloo parantha with butter)] and crossed Changla at a height of 17586 ft.. Soon we hit
the trail and reached Tengtse from where one road goes directly to Chushul, the highest airfield
and the other to Pangong Tso and on to Chushul again along the lake. We reached the lake
around 12:00 hrs and were spell
bound. How soon time elapses is
known at such places. The lake is
crystal clear and blue in appearance
but the water is brackish. Brown-
headed gulls are common and a
beautiful sight. We managed to steel
ourselves and stepped into the chilled
water for a couple of minutes. Lunch
was Rajma-chawal and on the way
back we caught sight of the famous
Himalayan Marmot, a furry Mongoose
type of a creature, slightly larger and
not very shy. Some of these guys
were lazing in the sun on the rocks.

Day ten ( June 17) and we dropped
our plans of visiting Khardungla and
Nubra Valley, famed for its double
humped camels as the girls were feeling tired. So we had a leisurely day and Harneet splurged
some money duly aided and assisted by me followed by a lunch at Chopstix.

Day eleven (June 18) and we set off at 09:00 hrs and suffered a flat tyre after 45 minutes and |
was on all fours struggling as | could not locate the Jack lever, so huffed and puffed with a screw
driver to turn the jack and lift the car. And after 45 minutes struggle | completed the job. And lo
and behold the jack lever was strapped (still brand new as unused after 10 years) to the gatta, |
did feel quite foolish! Just before lunch (at Budhkharbu), we helped two couples whose vehicle
had skid off the road with minor injuries to a lady and a child. Both were Air Force officers and |
made two trips to transport their families to the Army transit camp while the men stayed behind.
Tea at Mulbek was the best we had and we were in Kargil at 17:00 hrs.

Day twelve (June 18) and we took off early (07:00 hrs) and driving along river Drass we broke
journey at the Drass War memorial. Breakfast of Maggie noodles had the girls grinning from ear
to ear. | was apprehensive of handling the rough road to Zojilla and down. We offered a lift to a



bakarwal whose mule had run off back to Sonamarg (about 30 KMs). The drive was
accomplished with lesser bumps and we were in Sonamarg at 12:00 hrs, and we had a forced
lunch break here as three horses had been electrocuted in the town near a poorly protected
Transformer (the standard four pole structure) and the Gujjar owners were heart broken as the
Amarnath yatra was round the corner (29 June was the official date) and it meant a loss of
livelihood as they normally earn Rs 2000 per day during the 30 day period. So they were
protesting with the bodies of the horses on the road. We reached Srinagar at 17:00 hrs and went
for a dinner to our favorite Shamyana in the evening.

Day thirteen (June 19) and we set off at 09:00 hrs and broke for lunch at Peerah ( on the river
Chenaab). The place is famous for Rajma-chawal served with dollops of desi ghee and is a hit on
this route. The Rajmah is the local Bhaderwah Rajmah and the rice comes from Ranbir Singh
Pura in Jammu region. We reached Jammu at 17:00 hrs.

Day fourteen (June 20), we took off at 17:00 hrs and after breakfast at Pathankot we reached
Firozpur (with a tea halt at Amritsar) at 13:45 hrs.

| will probably do it again next year and those interested can mail me at
kanwaljitasla@gmail.com. The more the merrier.

Juley (aTibetian greeting)!
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