
 

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES OF SABOO 
 

Nawang Tsering Shakspo 
 
Saboo is a relatively large village, some eight kilometres east of Leh, 
the capital of Ladakh. It is composed of five distinct hamlets or 
localities: Saboo-phu, Saboo, Meyak or Menyang, Yokmos, and Ayu 
or Ayum.  

Landscape and livelihood 
Saboo is spread out over an area of about eight kilometres in length 
and two kilometres in width. Melted glacier water from the high 
mountain passes is the main source of irrigation. When there is heavy 
snowfall in the winter months, the villagers get sufficient water to 
cultivate their land the following spring. When there is less snowfall, 
they face a lot of difficulties.  

The soil of Saboo is considered the most fertile in Ladakh, and 
most of the villagers live from agriculture. Farmers grow two types of 
barley: one is used to produce tsampa (roasted barley flour), the 
traditional staple food of Ladakh; the second variety of barley is used 
to make chang, an alcoholic drink. The vegetables produced here 
include cabbages, cauliflowers, radishes, turnips, spinach, kidney 
beans, tomato and onions. Saboo is one of the leading producers of 
potatoes in the whole of Ladakh. Its climate and soil are also proving 
good for fruit trees such as apples, apricots and walnuts. The same is 
true of floriculture. Recently, Saboo has been identified as an ideal 
place to grow a sought-after flower, the gladiolus. Nowadays, local 
farmers grow this flower on a commercial basis. 

In the nearby mountains, there are three summer grazing 
grounds: the first is called Stagkhar: this is around ten kilometres from 
Saboo-phu, and also contains a ruined fort.  The other two are Tarchud 
and Ldings. Grass and bushes are available in abundance in the 
mountains, and villagers take cows and dzomo (yak/cow half-breeds) 
there in the summer months so that they can produce milk, butter and 
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cheese. These products are processed and later stored at home for 
winter consumption. Other items collected on the high mountain 
passes include animal dung and bushes to burn during the winter 
months. The villagers build mountain huts for their own use, together 
with special shelters to protect their livestock from wild animals such 
as wolves and snow-leopards. 

The Ayu locality of Saboo is renowned for its medicinal springs. 
The springs are considered very good for curing rheumatism as well 
as indigestion and headache. 

Early history 
According to local tradition, the founders of Saboo were a group of 
Menag people from Eastern Tibet. The name Saboo derives from sa 
meaning ‘soil’, and phud meaning ‘top quality’ or a ‘thing presentable 
to gods’.  

Saboo emerged as the capital of Ladakh during the reign of 
Lhachen Shesrab in the 14th century (r. 1350-1375). King Shesrab was 
the son of Lhachen Gyalbu Rinchen, who in middle age migrated from 
Ladakh to Kashmir. After embracing Islam, he had become the ruler 
of Kashmir in the early 14th century. When he made Saboo his capital, 
Lhachen Shesrab built the castle of Hangtsema on the rock 
overlooking Saboo, forcing his subjects to construct 108 stupas at the 
top of Singe-sgan hill. The king also built several hamlets in the 
village.  

After Lhachen Sherab, his son Lhachen Trisug-lde (r. 1375-
1400) inherited the throne of Ladakh. This king also ordered the 
construction of 108 stupas in Saboo. Apart from this, Saboo does not 
appear in the historical record until the mid-17th century when Sakya 
Gyatso became the kalon (minister) of King Jamyang Namgyal. Sakya 
Gyamtso was an aristocrat from Saboo, and as kalon played an 
important role in state affairs. He was succeeded by his son Agu 
Garmo, who served as the kalon of King Singey Namgyal. When he 
died in the year 1646, he was succeeded by his son Chosnid, who 
served as the kalon of King Deldan Namgyal (r.1642-1694).  

Kalon Chosnid had a beautiful wife, Zilzom, and the King 
Deldan coveted her. He therefore plotted to have an attendant kill the 
minister as he was entering the gate of the palace. Kalon Chosnid 
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escaped, but was murdered by his own steward on his way back to 
Saboo.  

While the king was preparing to marry Zilzom, she fled to Igu 
and escaped marriage by shaving her hair and becoming a nun. 
Following the intervention of the clergy, the king had to offer images 
and mani-walls to atone for the murder of the innocent minister. At 
present the descendent of this noble family lives in the Ayu locality of 
the Saboo, and is known as Ayu Kalon. The Kalon family now runs a 
guest house named after Zilzom.   

Another important historical figure from Saboo was Pon Namkha 
Palgon, the chief scribe of King Singey Namgyal.  He was born to the 
Pon family of Saboo in the year 1572, and was the son of Padma 
Palgon and Namkha Palzon.  

By nature Namkha Palgon was a pious Buddhist. He always 
visited the family shrine to pray to the Three Gems (Buddha, Dharma, 
Sangha). He was kind and took care of poor people.  No poor person 
who reached his door would leave empty-handed. He also learnt 
Tibetan reading and writing from the elders. Being a responsible head 
of the family, he always kept himself at the disposal of the village 
head. He was the father of five children. In one of his poems he 
mentions the names of all of his five children, and said that they were 
well disciplined and religious.  

Namkha Palgon worked in the courts of four Ladakhi kings: 
Tsewang Namgyal, Jamyang Namagyal, Sengey Namgyal and Deldan 
Namgyal. In the Pig Year 1635, King Sengey Namgyal entrusted him 
with the supervision of the copying of several texts including the 
Kanjur, the Astasahasrikaprajnaparamita (Dorje-mchotpa), a 
biography of Padmasambhava,  and the life and songs of Stagtshang 
Raspa, the root teacher of the king. The king honoured him by 
granting him several privileges in the village.   

Dogra Rule   
The Dogras gained complete control over Ladakh between 1834 and 
1842: they deposed the king and appointed Morup Stanzin, a member 
of a noble family from Leh, as regent. He was given the Indian title of 
Raja rather than the Ladakhi title of Gyalpo. The deposed king was 
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granted the village of Stok as an estate, while the young prince 
Tsewang Rabtan fled to Spiti for safety.   

To strengthen their position in the newly occupied land, the 
Dogras brought most of the nobles and the intellectual personalities of 
the region to their side. Among the most knowledgeable and respected 
scholars of the time was Lama Tsultrim Nima (1790-1865), the 
founder of Rizong Gonpa.  

Another great scholar of the period was Tsetan Dorje, a resident 
of Saboo village. The Dogras gave him the title ‘Chandan Munshi’ in 
recognition of his learning. ‘Chandan’ stands for ‘sandal’ while 
Munshi means ‘secretary’. In Lama Nima Tsultrim’s autobiography, 
Tsetan Dorje is mentioned as a man of letters, who was in a position 
to approach the Dogras ruler without hesitation.  

Munshi Tsetan Dorje’s son was Tsetan Paljor, a pious Buddhist 
and disciple of Sras Rinpoche Lobzang Tsultrim Chosphel. It is 
recorded that Tsetan Paljor constructed the famed Padma Odber 
chorten of Saboo village. Beneath the Chorten stands a Kunrig 
Mandala. The people of Saboo visit the chorten for circumambulation.  

Tsetan Paljor died at the age of forty.  His only son was Tsetan 
Phuntsog who, like his father, was a disciple of Sras Rinpoche 
Lobzang Tsultrim Chosphel. He studied Buddhist philosophy with 
Sras Rinpoche, and was equally proficient in Urdu and English.  In the 
early 1950s, he became the first native of Saboo—and in fact the first 
Ladakh—to be appointed to the posts of Tehsildar (revenue officer) 
and Information Officer of Ladakh. Although he was born the son of 
two devout Buddhist parents, Tsetan Phuntsog converted to 
Christianity, accepting Jesus as his saviour.  

Historical sites 
There are two large Gonpa and several small ones in Saboo village. 
The largest is Tashi Gyaphel Gonpa, which is affiliated with Spituk. It 
is said that it was founded by a Khenpo (abbot) belonging to Upper 
Saboo in 1710.  Close to the monastery stands a Chorten, which is 
said to contain relics of Arhat Majhantika. The main deity of the 
Gonpa is Gonbo, the Natha. This statue is said to have been brought 
from Tibet and is kept behind a curtain. Devotees can visit the statue 
once a year on the occasion of their annual ceremony called sGru-
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mchot. Besides sGru-mchot, a ceremony called ‘Kunrig, (‘all 
knowing’) is also held in the monastery. To conduct the ceremony in 
befitting manner, the monks create a Kunrig Mandala out of sand.  

The village has a temple belonging to the Drukpa Kagyu order. 
The villagers call it ‘Tsamskhang’ or meditation cell.  Some years 
ago, the villagers carried out massive renovation work on the temple, 
and all the wall paintings were remade. The temple was consecrated 
by Drugchen Rinpoche in 1990 and renamed Tashi Thagyan. The 
temple is taken care of by Hemis Gonpa, which sends monks to look 
after it on a rotational basis. Each year the caretaker monk invites 
colleagues from Hemis to conduct the Jitho ceremony. In the temple 
there are statues of Padmasambhava and Gonbo.   

Below the old castle lies the historic ‘cheese board’ stone 
brought by the king’s minister Kanja from Basgo.  It is said that one 
day the king asked him to visit Basgo, Ladakh’s capital at the time. 
The next day the servant hurriedly set out from Saboo without asking 
the purpose of his journey. Upon his arrival in Basgo, the ministers 
asked the reason why the king had asked him to come. The servant 
had nothing to say so, pointing to the ‘cheese board’ stone, the 
ministers said, “O, yes, the king wanted you to take this stone”. Kanja 
accordingly lifted the stone and brought it to Saboo. The stone 
therefore represents the consequences of acting without knowledge or 
seeking prior permission. 

In the upper valley, there is a self-originated rock statue of 
Gonbo, the Nath. To the north-east of the village stands a high 
mountain pass, known locally as Riwo Phagtas, ‘the hidden peak’. 
Similarly, at the end of the village lies a mountain cut off from the rest 
of the Saboo area. People call it  Srinmo-gankyal,  the‘sleeping 
demons’. In the past, these two mountains were deemed inauspicious 
by the local population. For protection from the two peaks, Saboo 
villagers constructed a number of Chorten known as Rigs-gsum-
mgon-po, ‘the three reverences’. The name refers to: Chenrezig, the 
Buddha of compassion: Jamyang, the Buddha of knowledge; and 
Chagdor or Vajrapani, the Buddha of strength. 

Each hamlet has its own gods, associated with the most secret 
spots. Theses deities are known by the names Gurgon, Jurgyun-
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gyalpo, Jagmen-rgyalpo, Hangtsema, Yul-lha Dorje-gyudronma and 
Shamurma. 

Recent developments  
Saboo was linked with Leh by a motor road almost 30 years ago.  It is 
now also connected with the rest of the world by telephones and other 
electronic media. The village has three primary schools and a middle 
school, and the youth are doing well in the fields of modern education 
and science. A number of educated residents of Saboo are working as 
doctors, engineers, and officers in civil and military organisations. In 
coming years, Saboo is going to be one of the most pleasant places to 
live, and one of the most sought-after villages in the vicinity of Leh.  



 

THE IMPACT OF BALTI CULTURE  
IN JAMMU & KASHMIR AND BEYOND 

 
Raja Iftikhar Hussain Ali Khan 

 
Different communities living alongside one another are often affected 
by each other’s language, literature and culture. Although the Balti 
population in Jammu & Kashmir state is not even a tenth of a million, 
Balti art, culture and language have made a significant impact. 

Rinchen Shah 
Kashmir has always been renowned as a paradise on earth and its 
snow-touching hills, ravines, towering deodars and other trees such as 
poplars and chinars have inspired travellers to visit the valley. The 
charm of the valley attracted rulers and princes from outside. Some 
achieved their goal while others succumbed to the hardships of the 
mountainous terrain en route. 

Among the successful rulers who reached the valley was Rinchen 
Shah who, according to the Tarikh-i-Hassan, came via Gagan Geir 
Sonamarg and briefly ruled Kashmir at the beginning of 14th century 
AD (Gagan Geir is an area on the Srinagar-Ladakh road. It is covered 
by snow for at least five months of the year). In the Balti/Ladakhi 
language ‘Rinchen’ means ‘priceless’, ‘unparalleled’ or ‘above every 
status’, and Hashmatullah Khan (1939), the author of Tarikh Jammun, 
Kashmir, Laddakh aur Baltistan, believes that Rinchen Shah was a 
prince of Ladakh.1 

Balti influence on language and place names 
The people of Baltistan were Buddhists before the advent of Islam. 
Although there were certain points of difference between Tibetans, 

 
1 For a recent discussion of Rinchen’s possible Ladakhi, Tibetan or Hor-pa identity 
see: Robert Vitali (2005). “Some Conjectures on Change and Instability in the One 
Hundred Years of Darkness in the History of La Dwags.” In Ladakhi Histories. Local 
and Regional Perspectives, pp. 97-123. Edited by John Bray. Leiden: Brill. Ed. 


