LADAKH MEMORIES 

Land of contrasts, land of smiles 

Stony wastes and verdant isles 

Barren slopes for miles and miles;

Snow-peaks reaching to the skies 

Seem close enough to touch, almost:

Distances deceive the eyes. 

We hiked from vale to vale, to see

Nature in all her majesty 

Work vast geologic mysteries:

Oceans upended mightily 

And steep uptilted sediments

Of every texture, shade and hue 

Run up to saw-tooth ridges, where 

Ruptured by frost and torn by wind, 

The spires cascade in sheets of scree

To form a basin like a sea

Of sand and gravel.  Boulders too

Worn smooth and round in their descent 

Collect to form a jumbled maze

Encircling every mountain base. 

The air is pitilessly clear. 

Each ridge throws knife-edge shadows here

A patchwork quilt of light and shade 

Changing all day.  The shadows lead

The upward eye from ridge to ridge 

Until against the deep blue sky 

The dazzling snowpeaks, clear and high, 

Stand sharp and white and crisp and bright. 

The contrast takes one’s breath away!

The peaks are smoothly creamed with snow. 

Slowly, below, white fingers go 

Along the ridges, in the folds, 

Feeding a strange anomaly:

Despite the barren desert scene

Of water there’s no scarcity 

For those who, braving drought and cold, 

Have made this their unlikely home. 

They never pray for rainy days, 

For those would wash their homes away. 

Crunching our way across the plain, 

Pausing to rest, again, again, 

Sinking in sand, our panting band

Stops breathless at the sight we see:

A sudden brilliant greenery! 

Melting glaciers, melting snows

Trickle down the stony slopes 

Icy-cold and sparking clean

To feed these oases of green. 

Here farmers train, with wondrous skills

The waters down along the hills

Into scores of tiny rills

That wind below the terraced walls

Of neat-piled stones that guard the fields

From goats and sheep and other ills. 

Led by a long-handled hoe, 

To every plot the waters go

In channels blocked by sod and stone. 

The women do this all alone, 

Sharing in perfect amity

This ever-flowing cold bounty. 

Small plots of greens, ‘taters for sale, 

Alfalfa for the winter feed

And barley, barley everywhere

Greening in fields dense, lush and fair. 

Barley is here both drink and food, 

A meal for every time and mood:

Chhang, a benign fermented brew

Whose grains are fed to livestock too; 

Washed and dried and roasted grain

Goes to the flour-mill in the plain, 

Trickling between two grinding stones 

Turned day and night by channeled streams. 

This tsampa flour is instant food, 

Ideal for travellers on the road, 

Mixed to dough with butter-tea

Or soups or stews or chapati

Everywhere the waters flow

Willows and tall poplars grow. 

These two alone can roof a home:

Stout poplar rafters span the rooms

Supporting close-laid willow-canes.

On these a mass of brushwood gives

A springy roof, artistic eaves. 

Walls are of bricks of sun-dried clay, 

Made by each farmer, day by day. 

The houses here stand far apart. 

The farmers live in neat square homes. 

Red windows set in walls of white 

Let in abundant heat and light. 

Every glass-walled summer-room

Has a view to make you swoon

Onto strip-carpets rich and bright, 

Dragon-patterned to delight

And keep the sleepers warm at night. 

Kitchens are the liveliest. 

One wall lined with the lady’s best 

Gleaming pots and carved brass spoons. 

Around a huge square metal stove 

With brass-bronze trim and filigree

Stand matching cylinders for tea

And heavy army jerry-cans

For lugging water from the streams 

Or buried pipes that bring a flow

Of clear spring water near the door. 

Out in the yard the livestock sleep:

Brown jersey cows and calves, and sheep

Whose clean and soft uncarded wool 

Is hand-spun on a wooden spool

For shawls and rugs and heavy gowns 

Of rich maroon and lambent browns. 

Pashmina goats, short-legged and cute

Are combed for their rare under-fleece, 

Then shorn to weave strong heavy sacks. 

The other bovids: dzomos, dzos, 

Oxen and huge impressive yaks 

Are driven in collective droves

To drokhsas, upland pastures where 

They spend contented summers there. 

Some herdsmen camping high with them 

Send down manure on donkey-back

For winter fuel.  These bring back 

Firewood and food and other fare. 

Pregnant and milking cows remain 

In every home down in the vale

Where pairs of boys, each year by turn

Are paid in grain to keep them out

Of all the village farmers’ fields. 

A farmer whose strayed beast is caught

Is fined by the boys who share the spoils. 

Only a huge black yak for stud, 

Purchased by all collectively, 

Is left alone to graze, quite free. 

We ask to share a home at night, 

Touched by their smiling friendly warmth 

And leave next day regretfully 

To cross the barren wastes again 

Where grass-wisps grow five feet apart. 

Grazing here is quite an art. 

The ground’s aswarm with ant-like life 

While lizards dart from rock to rock. 

Footpaths thread the stony scree. 

Mane-walls, high, wide and long, 

Of ordered boulders, point the way, 

Roofed with pebbles carved with prayers:

Monuments to faith and care. 

Chortens, built of mud or stone

Lead the prayerful traveller home 

Walking always to their left. 

Some with pinnacles bereft 

Of “sun-and-moon” or coloured frills, 

Their snow-white silhouettes reflect

The aspirations of the snows. 

After the trek, we hop a truck, 

Riding its wind-swept cabin roof

Past vast and memorable views

Of ridge-top monasteries, cliffs

And gorges cut in pebbly banks

By the now-wild and untamed rush

Of Indus, roiling t’ward the plains

Swollen and brown with sand and silt. 

Here too brave humans show their grit:

Frail ropeways cross the rushing river 

And wild pink roses mock its power. 

Later we travel south to see

At Hemis’  famed monastery

Padma-Sambhava’s birthday fair. 

Each year, good conquers evil there 

As masked and gowned monks twirl and dance 

To offer him obeisance. 

Form far and near, all gather here

In rich brocaded finery 

To meet and eat and greet their kin 

And camp beneath the poplar trees. 

Throughout Ladakh are sings of war

That we try hard to just ignore:

Shooting ranges, army camps 

With Indians here from everywhere

And hubris all along the cliffs:

Memorials to toad accidents.

The barbed wire here seems quite obscene, 

Blighting the mountains’  majesty. 

These Buddhists, peaceful, happy, free

Accept the army willingly

But, “civilised” uncaringly, 

All-Urdu schools and Muslim rule

Have bred communal enmity. 

Posters on every wall appear, 

To “Free our Ladakh from Kashmir”. 

We drove to Khardung La one day

The whole world’s highest motorway

At eighteen hundred three eight three

The hardest pass to keep snow-free.

Bulldozers work here constantly 

Below slopes where brown marmots play

And herds of ibex leap in flight. 

Above hang crystal stalactites 

And snowbanks with a million spikes 

The shining glaciers creeping down

Engulf the road each winter day. 

Our spirits, awed, uplifted, free

Wonder at war’s futility. 

How can men “own” what none can tame, 

A universal legacy?

Now back in Leh, we fly away

With plans to come another day. 
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