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S-t" Y LUNGS ARE bursting

,, i, i ; with the effort toi rd , pull in oxygen from

".?.,. '*: **t". the rariied air and a
high altitude headache is starting to
throb and hold my head in its deadly
vice. Chang-La the third highest

A80UT: A nornadic carnp seamlessly rmergimg w!t$l
the starkness.

motorable pass in the world is barely
five km away. Totally blending into
the landscape, a group of camera-shy

Tibetan snowcocks scurry up the
scree slope, as the car negotiates the
17,800f1 climb, The Ladakh landscape

is devoid ofany vegetationi even a

sparse blade of grass is not discernable
and lt makes me wonder what the

goats and yaks feed on. The average

elevation of tadakh is 11,500ft; where
barren landscapes stretch for miles
in shades of chocolate and caramel,

transporting one to another realm.
Sun bleached monasteries cling to rock
faces. There's cultivation wherever
an algid stream happens to flow from
craggy heights to alluvial soil near the
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ytll:ge, I pass a shepherd, his wrinkled
face shining with mirth as he explains

that an ibex has joined his herd of
goats. "I found him, when he was tiny,

he had been abandoned by his mother

and I brought him up on goat's milk.
Now he thinks he is one of them,"

says the goatherd. The singled out,

bewildered ibex poses for pictures. At

the base of the mountain pass I see

yaks feeding near a skein of streams

and I know that this is an indication of
the whereabouts of the nomads.

F*qp ega*sc's {e$c{$

We are looking for nomads just

over the pass, instead we find furry
marmots that also make their home

#F€gFT" g_##&fgtffi-
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in these open highlands. I see one

sunning itselfon a rock, covered

with snow that fe1l the night before.

The Chang-La pass at 17,800ft is a

rugged forsaken place, but the views

are just spectacular, embracing ?60
degrees on both sides. At 16,500ft I

finally come across yak wool tents
(yurts) near a lake and rejoice to
eventually have found the nomadic

tribe.,. the Chang-pa.

I stop at a small establishment

of. rebos (tents) and a mixed herd of
yaks and goats. My guide, Dolma, tells
me, "The nomads are friendly Tibetan

Buddhists and come winter they
shift location, moving often, to new

pastures to make homes in desolate,

remote surroundings. They herd their
mountain goats and yaks and go in
search of fodder at high altitudes.

Braving extreme temperatures, they

move from pasture to pasture, to
feed their herd of goats and yaks that
provide them with all that is necessary

for their existence. The north goat

that yields the best pashmina is reared

at altitudes of 12,000ft and above.

This really soft, fine wool comes

from the underfleece ofbaby goats is

often bartered for basic necesslties."

Each family selects separate gtazing

pastures for their flocks that range

from 12,000 to 17,000ft. As their life is
tough and survival depends on finding
new pastures, future generations are

turning to different vocations and the

tribe will probably become extinct in
the years to come.

Sssrt,*veE *wetB*e*ts
My guide calls out to them in Ladakhi

and two shy girls emerge from the

warm yak wool tents to offer us
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Afl)VE: A chenrbic nomad milking a yak lor sustenance.

BE[0W: Beater by harsh condilions, but not out.

churpi (yVk cheese), yak butter and
yogurt. I enter the 15x20ft yak hair
tent; it is abrasive to the touch. The
interior is small yet neat, the utensils
are stacked neatly on a table and a

roaring yak dung fire throws pungent
white smoke out of an opening at the
top of the tent. An elderly woman
dressed in traditional robes and felt
shoes with turned up toes offers me
yogurt and butter tea. I succumb to
the offer of yogurt, as it is served

in small Chinese porcelain bowls,
sprinkled with tsampa (roasted barley
powder) and looks most appetizing.
On request, a woman strums on a

guitar-like instrument and sings in
a plaintive high- pitched voice, an
endearing song telling us ofgreen
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pastures that lie hidden. They've

tasted prosperity when this was part

of the caravan route and yak products

were exchanged for precious metals,

but with borders closed between China

and Tibet, the nomads are restricted to

hawking their goods only in Leh, the

capital of Ladakh.

Their simplicity and beauty is

endearing and language proves to be

no barrier, I communicate with sign

language, as the common thread of
humanity binds us together, They are

reluctant to sell us some cheese and

butter, insisting we have it for free,

Next morning, I get to try my hand at

Yak herders search for lodder at high atitudes;
braving exlreme temperaturcs, they move fiom
pasture to pasture.

milking the dri (female yak); innocuous

as she is, her size is still daunting.

Another nomadic girl, churning Yak

butter in a large goat skin, offers us

salt butter tea. 1 take one siP and

politely refuse the rest, due to the

rancid taste. After sunset, when the

herds are back safely in the compound,

the men unwind with chang, a local1Y

brewed barley beer, I enjoy the taste

and the heady feeling.

I learn from my guide that the

government is sending teachers to

educate the nomads. These teachers

are supposed to follow them wherever

their search for new pastures takes

them, consequently braving the

inclement weather and conditions

along with the nomads.

$K*o*Ey dxeg{e
The famous pashm, also known
as cashmere comes from the high

altitude plateaus of eastern and central

Ladakh where it is produced. Here, in
Ladakh and more so in Kashmir, the

matted oily mass of goat underfleece

is transformed into luxurious shawls

known and loved al1 over the world.

These nomads part with this wool,

for a fraction of the price that the end

product actually sel1s for. Most of the

precious wool is taken by Kashmiri

traders who are willing to pay a higher

price for the pashm, as their women

can do 120 counts per minute as

opposed to the usual 45 counts. With
machines having taken over to a large

extent, handspun is still unbeatable

and more popular,

The headman with a fancy hat

explained, "With the Tibetan goat,

Chiru, onthe endangered list, the

pashm from the high altitude goat

Capra htcushas risen in value, The

government and a few NGOs are

helping us to regain our status." I
admire the ethos of the nomads and

thelr persevering determination and

strong wi1l.

Back in Leh, I buy some exquisite

shawls at a fraction of the price I
would have paid in Delhi, The soft

wool caresses my cheek with its warm

touch and I say a silent prayer with
a promise to help the simple nomads

in whichever way I can, in this serene

Iand of beautiful people. c+s
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ABOVE: Yaks taking their much meeded rest im tire raw milieer.

BE[0W: A fiiendly nomadlc coupte poses lor the camera,

There are regular Jet Airways flights to Leh. lt is imperative
to go slow for the frst couple of days as the body needs to
acclimatize to the rarified air and lack of oxygen. Consult
Dr. Tashi Thinlas 09419242642 for any medical problems.

> WHEN TO GO

The drive from Manali is very picturesque and the passes are
open only from May to October. This time is also ideal to visit
the nomads as the weather is not too cold. I encountered
snow in the second half of October on the Chang-La pass.

> WHERE TO STAY

Omasila is the besttop-end address in town, with a lovely
garden and delicious gourmet fare. Visit hotelomasila@yahoo.
com. The rate for double deluxe rooms is Rs.32O0 in season
and Rs.2600, off-season.
Yak tail resort is the oldest, with an unbeatable view of the
Leh Palace from some of the rooms. Rs 1BO0 off-season.
www.hotelyaktail.com.
Contact Fida Hussain on 094191-78591.

> TRAVEL OPERATORS

Contact J&K Tourism office on the Airport Road for any
enquiry regarding permits and other information.
Contact Yangchang Dolnra on O4L92L8749.
Ka ilash exped itions; Phuntsog Spon
kexpedition @sancha rnet. i n

Pioneer tours; P.T. Ku ng2an.09419178103
pioneerleh@rediffmail.com

> GETTII$G TI{ERE


