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In half a century, Ladakh has transformed itself from the medieval era 
to as modern a life as any in the mountainous regions of India. Surely, 
this is an incredible achievement, unprecedented and even unimagin-
able in the earlier circumstances of this landlocked trans-Himalayan 
region of India. In this paper, I will try and encapsulate what has 
happened in Ladakh since Indian independence in August 1947. 

Independence and partition 
When India became independent in 1947, the Ladakh region was cut 
off not only physically from the rest of India but also in every other 
field of human activity except religion and culture. There was not 
even an inch of proper road, although there were bridle paths and trade 
routes that had been in existence for centuries. Caravans of donkeys, 
horses, camels and yaks laden with precious goods and commodities 
had traversed the routes year after year for over two millennia. 
Thousands of Muslims from Central Asia had passed through to 
undertake the annual Hajj pilgrimage; and Buddhist lamas and 
scholars had travelled south to Kashmir and beyond, as well as 
towards Central Tibet in pursuit of knowledge and religious study and 
also for pilgrimage. The means of communication were old, slow and 
outmoded. The postal service was still through runners and there was 
a single telegraph line operated through Morse signals. There were no 
telephones, no newspapers, no bus service, no electricity, no hospitals 
except one Moravian Mission doctor, not many schools, no college 
and no water taps. 

In the 1940s, Leh was the entrepôt of this part of the world. 
Caravans of mules, horses, yaks and camels laden would converge 
here with goods and commodities from Gilgit and Skardu in the west, 
Kashmir and Punjab in the south, Central Asia in the north and Tibet 
in the east. For a few months in the summer Leh would become one of 
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the big centres of international barter trade. People of different races 
and religions, wearing different costumes, would make friends, live 
and work together in various caravanserais, and then depart for their 
respective destinations before the high passes were closed by heavy 
snow. This trade worth millions ceased with the Pakistani invasion in 
1948 and the subsequent communist takeover in China. Ladakh’s 
economy received a body blow. The Indian Consulate General at 
Kashgar (Xinjiang) was closed in 1950. The last Tibetan represent-
ative from Lhasa came to Leh in August 1950. 

Before independence, the administration in Ladakh was ‘double 
colonial’. The Kashmir Durbar for 120 years or so had not overcome 
the ‘heady feeling’ of having conquered Ladakh. General Zorawar 
Singh’s military campaigns in1834-41 had created a gulf, which had 
failed to heal even in a century. Mistrust still prevailed. For over a 
century no Ladakhi was recruited into the state’s armed forces. Other 
than being petty revenue officials, they did not have any hand in the 
administration of the region. Then there was the superimposition of 
the British Joint Commissioner at Leh who controlled ingress in and 
egress out of Ladakh and the trade with Tibet and Central Asia. He 
reported to the British Resident in Srinagar.  

To the west of Ladakh, because of the British Empire’s imperial 
interest, the British Indian Government had for long pressurized the 
Kashmir Durbar to hand over control of the Gilgit Agency to New 
Delhi. In 1935, the British took over the strategic Gilgit Agency on a 
60-year lease from the Kashmir Maharaja. Since the British 
paramountcy was to lapse with Indian Independence in August 1947, 
the British gave back the leased territory to the Maharaja on 1st 
August 1947. Brig. Ghansara Singh was sent from Srinagar to serve as 
Governor of Gilgit.  

However, before withdrawing from Gilgit, the British had sown 
the seeds of revolt and hatred among the local chieftains of the region. 
The locally-raised force, the Gilgit Scouts, led by British Officers had 
been prepared and given proper training. This force, and the hatred 
generated among the population, was used to overthrow the new 
administration. Within a week of the Pakistani invasion of Kashmir on 
22 October 1947, the Gilgit revolt was engineered. The Muslim 
elements of the 6th Battalion of the JAK Rifles of the Kashmir State 
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Force defected and joined the rebels under Major Brown, the 
commander of the Gilgit Scouts. The rebels arrested the Governor, 
Brig. Ghansara Singh, and his loyal officials and took control of the 
entire region within two days. There were large-scale massacres of the 
non-Muslims in the area as also of members of the JAK Rifles. The 
Pakistani flag was raised in Gilgit on 3rd November 1947 by Major 
Brown himself. He then ‘requested’ the Pakistan Government to take 
over the territory.  

With Gilgit and Bunji under Pakistani occupation, the rest of 
the Ladakh region had for its defence three small garrisons at Skardu, 
Kargil and Leh under the overall command of Lt. Col. Sher Jung 
Thappa. How could an area of over 80,000 sq. kms of area be 
defended by less than 200 soldiers? In April 1948 Drass and Kargil 
were overrun by Pakistan, and the Skardu garrison was encircled and 
besieged for six months until it was forced to surrender in order to 
avoid a brutal massacre like that inflicted on the soldiers of the JAK 
Rifles at Bunji in October/November 1947. Having cut off land access 
from the Kashmir valley, Pakistani troops started advancing up the 
Indus valley towards Leh, and from Khapalu into the Nubra valley.  

In the spring of 1948, the situation in Ladakh was desperate. 
Pakistani troops had cut off the land route from the Kashmir Valley, 
thus ensuring that no reinforcements from outside could reach the 
central Indus valley areas and Leh. Troops could only be airlifted, but 
there was no air landing ground anywhere in Ladakh except one small 
one in Gilgit which was already in Pakistani hands. Besides, the air 
routes had not been charted. The vast sandy expanse between Leh 
town and Spituk Gompa was made fit for landing of an aircraft by a 
young Ladakhi engineer, Sonam Norboo (who later became a state 
minister). On May 24 1948, Major General K.S. Thimayya, the 
commander of Indian troops in Kashmir valley, landed at Leh’s 
makeshift landing strip in an Air Force plane piloted by daredevil Air 
Commodore Mehar Singh. A week later, six sorties were made by 
improvised Dakota aircraft bringing in 150 Gurkha soldiers. A month 
later, two columns of infantry troops reached Leh after trekking 27 
days through heavy physical odds and crossing many snow-covered 
high passes between Manali in Himachal Pradesh (then Punjab) and 
the Indus Valley. The Pakistanis had already occupied part of the 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LADAKH TRAVELS FAR AND FAST 

 156 

Shyok-Nubra Valley, and in the Indus Valley had reached the 
outskirts of Leh.  

The Pakistanis could not have been pushed back by a few 
hundred Indian troops if young patriotic untrained volunteers both of 
the Nubra valley and the central Indus valley had not come out. This 
wonderful band of young men became the nucleus of that remarkable 
and valorous small force which developed into the core of two local 
battalions of the J&K Militia. Later, this was christened the ‘Ladakh 
Scouts’. Because of its record of exemplary courage and bravery on 
various fronts in Ladakh and outstanding work on Siachen Glacier and 
later at Kargil in 1999, the Ladakh Scouts was granted the enviable 
status of a full-fledged regiment. This is a rare instance where in a 
short span of less than 50 years a regiment earned so many gallantry 
awards and medals, including 11 Maha Vir Chakras (the second 
highest award in the Indian armed forces). Two of its men have also 
climbed Mount Everest. From a makeshift landing ground, Leh airport 
has grown into a modern air force station, one of the highest 
operational stations in the world. 

Ladakh’s post-independence development 
In half a century the Ladakh region has developed rapidly and 
progressed fast to become an area, which in no way is behind any 
other Himalayan region. Its 434km-long Trans-Himalayan Highway 
connecting Srinagar with Leh was opened to through traffic on 3rd 
August 1961, while the Leh-Manali highway was opened to through 
traffic in September 1983. Ladakh now has a network of roads 
connecting even remote and border areas. It boasts the world’s three 
highest motorable roads: across the Khardung La (18,380 ft.) into the 
Nubra Valley and beyond to Siachen; across the Taglang La (17,550 
ft.) to Manali; and across the Chang La (17350 ft.) to Pangong Tso 
and Chushul. Besides road connectivity, Leh has regular air services 
linking it to Srinagar, Jammu, Chandigarh and New Delhi. 
Telecommunications have been modernized with the latest high-tech 
systems, including optic fibre and underground cables, and satellite 
phones. In Leh, there are scores of cyber-cafés and hundreds of 
computers with Internet connections. Over a thousand taxicabs in Leh 
and hundreds of passenger buses cater to the needs of residents and 
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tourists. There are nearly 300 hotels and lodges. When Ladakh was 
opened to tourists in 1974, the tourist traffic was just 600. It peaked in 
1989 when 22,748 tourists came to Ladakh, out of whom 16,079 were 
foreigners. Interest in Ladakh has been building up steadily. The first 
Ladakh Festival was started in September 1995, and the Sindhu 
Darshan (Indus River festival) started in 1997. These attract increasing 
numbers. Besides this, Gompa Festivals staged at Hemis, Phyang and 
Lamayuru also attract large numbers of tourists. 

The Hydel Power produced at Stakna is inadequate but most of 
the region’s energy requirements are made up by installing diesel 
generating sets in different places. Leh and some of the towns now 
have a water supply through taps, unheard of until a few years ago. 

Polo and Archery have been traditional sports. They have 
flourished and are well patronized. Leh was the first place in the 
country where ice hockey was introduced and the national champion-
ship has been organized there since 1998. The country’s highest golf 
course is also located at Leh. For the past 20 years or so, soccer and 
cricket have been played regularly, making it world’s highest place 
where these are played. 

Contact with foreigners, education and exposure to the world 
has affected Ladakhis’ life-style, and influenced customs, dress and 
even food habits. Now there are banks and modern business 
establishments. Shops and stores are overflowing with goods from all 
over the world and are crowded at most working hours.  

Sustained efforts at afforestation and the application of 
improved and new techniques and agricultural practices have changed 
the face of Ladakh. In 1961 the Field Research Laboratory (FRL) of 
the Defence Ministry began pioneering research on agriculture, 
horticulture, dairy and poultry farming and their adaptation to 
conditions prevailing in Ladakh, at the Murtse Farm near Leh. 
Primarily through its work, Ladakh has made big strides in these 
fields. Local farmers under the lead given by the late Rigzin Namgyal 
Kalon, have taken advantage of work at the FRL. The cooperatives set 
up in recent years have made substantial contributions in raising 
production and making Ladakh less dependent on imports. 

NGO culture has become a powerful vehicle of people’s 
participation and cooperation in the transformation of Ladakh. 
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Another factor was the rapid adaptation of new technologies and 
techniques suited to this mountainous region. The use of solar energy 
and greenhouse cultivation has been adopted with great advantage. 
The traditional yak dung is not available for fuel in sufficient 
quantities, and kerosene oil becomes very costly after the long road 
haul from the plain, and contributes to air pollution. LPG has become 
quite popular as a fuel. For this purpose a big bottling plant, the 
highest in the country, was commissioned in October 2001. 

Ladakh attracts mountaineers from all over the world to attempt 
to climb difficult high peaks in the high Himalaya, and the black 
mountains of the Karakoram. Its brave young men dare to scale great 
heights. Four of them have climbed Everest. These brave hearts were 
Sonam Wangyal in May 1965, Sonam Paljor in 1984, and Tashi 
Gyapo and Chhiring Punchok in May 2003. No other district in India 
has the distinction of having sent four persons to the top of Everest out 
of the 73 Indians who have reached the summit. Ladakh also has the 
distinction of having the highest battleground in the world, on Siachen 
Glacier where since 1984 Pakistanis and Indians have been engaged 
against each other.   

Ladakh has the highest infra-red telescope at Mt. Saraswati at 
4500m at Hanle in Changthang. This is also the world’s largest of its 
kind with special lens of 2m diameter. This telescope is controlled and 
operated remotely from the Indian Institute of Astrophysics, 2,500km 
away at Hoskote in Karnataka in South India. It was commissioned on 
29th September 2000. 

At the dawn of independence in 1947, the Buddhist monasteries 
and monks were at the centre of life in every village. Every family 
used to give one male child to its Gompa to be trained as a Lama. 
Every Gompa was maintained by its administration under the head 
lama, if it did not have an incarnate lama (Kushok). Until Ladakh was 
opened to tourism in 1974, the maintenance of the Gompas and the 
induction of new monks seem to have posed a problem but the foreign 
tourists’ interest in Gompas introduced new fervour and funds. New 
and young acolytes also started coming to join Gonpas which were 
thereafter repaired, maintained and administered in better ways.  
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Social change 
In the 1930s polyandry prevailed in Ladakh whereby more than one 
brother was deemed married to the wife the first brother who married. 
This kept the population under control and avoided the fragmentation 
of land holdings and other immovable property. In practice, this was 
extremely helpful because land holdings were already small and 
insufficient because of the scarcity of arable land. Polyandry was 
abolished by the Maharaja’s Government in 1941, but it continued to 
be practised in some villages for many years even after independence. 

Mention has been made earlier of the local population having 
hardly any participation in the administration of Ladakh before the 
country became independent. People’s concepts were rapidly changed 
by: Pakistani aggression and their awakening of to their responsibility 
to defend their motherland; the arrival of Indian troops; the starting of 
air services; the opening of the region to tourism; the establishment of 
a radio station; and the subsequent reception of televised programmes. 
The desire for direct participation in administration and in decision-
making led to legislators and ministers being inducted at State level.  

The desire for greater democratic rights showed up first in 
peaceful struggle but sometimes erupted into full-fledged agitation. 
The first election for the legislative assembly was held in 1957 and for 
Parliament in 1967. In 1976 Kargil District was carved out of Ladakh 
region. Ladakhis continued to agitate for Union Territory status for the 
region. Though the earlier government did not concede the demand, 
the Mufti government in J&K has agreed to give the Ladakh 
Autonomous Hill Development Council (LAHDC) full powers. The 
Government has also elevated the Minister from the Ladakh region to 
full cabinet rank in the State Council. For Kargil district, the State 
Government has set up a similar hill development council, the 
elections to which were held in 2003. To a substantial degree political 
empowerment has been achieved.  
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Key events 
I reckon nine landmarks in the past 56 years have moulded the 
contemporary history of Ladakh. These are:  
 

1. the opening of the air routes; 
2. the opening of highways and interior road networks; 
3. Ladakh becomes a war theatre and the induction of the 

military, 
4. the opening of Ladakh to tourism; 
5. political empowerment and the establishment of the LAHDC; 
6. Chinese aggression, the influx of refugees from Tibet and 

regular visits by HH Dalai Lama; 
7. the visit of Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister 

of India, in 1949; 
8. the bringing in of highly venerated Buddhist relics in 1950;  
9. the celebration of the 2,500th anniversary of Buddha Jayanti 

in 1956. 
 

Earlier, I have talked about the first five. Let me now briefly talk 
about the other four. Chinese aggression in the Aksai Chin region of 
Ladakh in 1962 resulted in the loss of over 37000 sq. kms of territory, 
and has left an indelible mark on the minds of Ladakhis. This also 
brought an influx of over 7,000 Tibetan refugees who have been 
settled in 12 camps in and around Leh, and in nine camps in the 
highlands of Changthang. One result was the regular visits of His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama, starting in 1976. His sermons and discourses 
strengthened the religious faith of Buddhist Ladakhis, and give them a 
spiritual underpinning to face the harsh realities of life. 

On the invitation of Ven. Kushok Bakula Rinpoche, Indian 
Prime Minister Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru paid a four-day visit in July 
1949, He was accompanied by Sheikh Mohammad Abdullah, the 
Prime Minister of Jammu & Kashmir. Representatives of different 
sections of society met him, and he took stock of the situation in 
Ladakh, assessing its military, economic and administrative 
requirements. Decisions taken then and the policy contours finalized 
were implemented over the years. An important decision was to 
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persuade Kushok Bakula to take on political responsibilities in 
addition to his religious duties. 

One of the promises made by Nehru in the Leh public meeting 
was redeemed within 10 months: the sacred relics of Lord Buddha’s 
two principal disciples—Sarriputta and Maha Mongallanna—were 
flown to Leh in May 1950. After exposition for four days in Leh, the 
relics were taken to other places in the central Indus valley including 
Hemis Gompa. These sacred relics have never been taken to any other 
place in the country. 

Another important event was the large-scale celebration 
organized at Leh in May 1956 on the occasion of the 2,500th Birth 
Anniversary of Lord Buddha. The celebrations lasted for three days, 
and were attended by two J&K ministers and the assembly speaker, as 
well as representatives of the central government. People from all over 
Ladakh converged at Leh. There were processions, debates, mass 
prayers by lamas, music, dances, and the exposition of a rare gold 
statue of Buddha. These two events had a profound effect on 
Ladakhis, whose bonds with the rest of the country were strengthened. 
In their consciousness India and Buddhism became synonymous.  

It will not be fair to give credit to any individual for the 
revolutionary transformation of Ladakh, but the leadership role played 
over five decades by Venerable Kushok Bakula Rinpoche cannot be 
denied. The country awarded him the Padma Bhushan in recognition 
of outstanding work as a legislator, a parliamentarian, a political 
leader, as a Minister, and as an Ambassador abroad.  

Scores of Ladakhis have contributed to this remarkable 
transformation but some more than others, and they include: 
 

• Sonam Norboo, engineer, administrator, and minister;  
• Rigzin Namgyal Kalon, a leader of men and a pioneer in the 

cooperative movement; 
• Sonam Wangyal, a legislator and minister; 
• Sonam Wangyal, the first Ladakhi to climb Everest.  


