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INSTA-WORTHY ROMANTIC HOLIDAYS HIKING WITH KIDS A WEEKEND IN MYSORE

LEH ALL YOUR LOVE ON ME
A decidedly non-mountain person goes glamping in Ladakh and discovers warmth and comfort, despite the temperature. By Samira Sood. Photographs by Athul Prasad
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If you feel at all—I mean AT ALL—
weak or dizzy or breathless, DO 
NOT CONTINUE. Tell them to 
bring you down to a lower altitude 

immediately, do you hear me? Don’t 
try to brave it out and think that a few 
minutes’ rest will be enough, and don’t 
believe anyone who tries to convince 
you to stay. Please, please listen to me.”

 With these ominous words of advice 
from my father ringing in my ears, 
I pack for my first trip to Ladakh, 
carrying more medicines than clothes in 
my suitcase, from AMS tablets to oral 
rehydration salt sachets. 

I (and he) needn’t have worried so 
much. Because I’m at Chamba Camp at 
Thiksey, part of The Ultimate Travelling 
Camp (TUTC), whose super-luxury 
mobile camps redefine the traditional 
camping experience. Even before the 
check-in formalities are completed, the 
resident paramedic steps forward to 

check my vitals and assure me that all 
possible medical aid, including oxygen 
cylinders, is available, should I need it. 
“Oh yes, I’m sure it’ll all be fine,” I say 
in what I hope is a breezy tone. 

And so, having been pronounced 
perfectly fit, I follow my butler, Pramod, 
to my Luxury Suite Tent, where he 
shows me around the room and en-suite 
bathroom. He points out the light and 
geyser switches, the hairdryer drawer, 
the mobile phone with which I can call 
him, the reception or the paramedic, 
the complicated air-con system and the 
complimentary snacks (those Snickers 
bars turn out to be a lifesaver, given 
that my next few days begin at the 
crack of dawn). 

Let me state here that I’m not much 
of a mountain person. Don’t get me 
wrong—I think mountains are stunning, 
far more so than a beach. And Ladakh 
has been on my bucket list for years. I 
am, in fact, so excited that despite no 
sleep in over 24 hours, I’d made sure 
to stay awake throughout the flight, so 
that I wouldn’t miss the first sighting of 
the sun bursting over those legendary 
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Clockwise from top left: the view from the aircraft flying into Leh; monks at Thiksey Gompa during the morning prayers; the view from the 
reception of Chamba Camp at Thiksey. Previous pages: the porch outside the writer’s tent; a statue of Maitreya Buddha at Thiksey
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snow-tipped mountains. But I just don’t 
deal well with the cold—my limbs ache 
and I get cranky if I’m weighed down 
by too many layers of clothing. And 
in Ladakh, there is the added fear of 
altitude sickness. So while I am looking 
forward to my stay at the camp, I am also 
a little nervous. 

 The first day of the trip is meant to be 
for rest and acclimatisation, according to 
my itinerary, and given the rather plush 
tent that is to be my home for the next 
four days (and the aforementioned lack 
of sleep), I’m more than happy to comply. 
There is just one problem, though: 
everything—from the room details to the 
poplar trees and mountains flanking the 
property to Thiksey Gompa visible from 
my four-poster bed—is so bloody  
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“Everything—from the 
room to the poplars 

and mountains flanking 
the property to Thiksey 
Gompa visible from my 

four-poster bed—is 
bloody gorgeous”
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The intricate detailing 
at Shanti Stupa
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Clockwise from top left: inside a Luxury Suite Tent at Chamba Camp; the mountains around the camp; momos at Summer Harvest

gorgeous that I can’t stop taking 
pictures long enough to nap. It figures: 
the one ailment I haven’t accounted 
for in my packing is the one I get—
Instagramitis. Damn you, Murphy.

 Eventually, better sense prevails 
and I spend the day in bed or reading 
on my sunlit porch, taking breaks to 
stroll across to the in-house restaurant 
for lunch and tea—camera at the 
ready at all times, of course. In the 
evening, I follow the lantern-lit stone 
path to the outdoor deck, just behind 
the restaurant. All the camp’s guests 
have assembled here to watch locals, 
all dressed up in jewel-toned finery, 
perform a variety of traditional 
Ladakhi dances. Small bonfires and 
large glasses of whiskey and wine (and, 
since I’m not risking alcohol on my first 
day, virgin hot toddy) keep us warm as 
we watch and eventually, join in, these 
energetic yet strangely peaceful odes 
to the region’s rivers, birds, harvest and 
social mores.

 Dinner, at the restaurant, consists 
of the most heartwarming mushroom 
soup, lamb shanks and toffee pudding, 
after which I roll back to my tent and 
fall into bed—too excited to sleep, too 
tired and full to stay awake.

MOUNTAINS, MONASTERIES, 
MOMOS AND MAGIC If I have 
to describe Ladakh, two words 
immediately come to mind. The first is 
chiaroscuro. The Italian word for the 
play of light and shadow was originally 
used to describe an artistic technique, 
but it’s what I think of during 
those long drives through Ladakh’s 
mountains. Stark, harsh brown massifs, 
striated with mellow gold where the 
sunlight chooses to fall, empurpled like 
an elongated bruise in the shadows. 
And home to many, many monasteries 
and nunneries. They aren’t all stately or 
grand; many are in a state of disrepair. 
But even for someone not inclined to 
religion or spirituality, each one is a 
special experience on account of its 
history, art and architecture.

 Nyerma Chomoling, for example, 
a nunnery just a short drive from 
the camp, isn’t much to look at. But 
my ever-resourceful guide, Stanzin, 
manages to acquire the key to one of  
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the tiny stupas dotting the complex. 
“Come on, and watch your head,” he 
says, excitedly. I bend over double 
and stumble through a small entrance 
into darkness, seeing only cracked, 
crumbling stone at first. And then, 
as my eyes adjust to the dimness, I 
understand what he means. On those 
very cracked, crumbling walls and 
ceiling, are paintings. Exquisitely 
detailed 11th-century Buddhist 
paintings. Ravaged now, either by 
vandals or by time and weather, but 
still there. “Look in the corner,” Stanzin 
says, shining his flashlight there. I do, 
and see a cluster of small, intricately 
carved rocks. Tsa-tsas, Stanzin tells me. 
Made as memorials for the dead,  
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“Magic. There’s no other 
way that, despite the 
thick clouds that loom 
above, the rivers below 
can sparkle like that”
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Tourists watch as a raft 
approaches the confluence of 
the Zanskar and Indus rivers
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Clockwise from top left: guests of Chamba Camp on a cycling tour of the village; the Main Bazaar of Leh; young monks at Thiksey

and going back to the 14th century. I 
pick one up and walk to the door, so I 
can see it in the light. Standing in that 
decrepit stupa, looking at that tiny 
rock in my palm, I am warmed by the 
thought that even here, in this harsh 
climate in the middle of nowhere, 
without help from conservationists, art 
can survive so much and so long. 

Warmth also comes by way of butter 
tea, served by adorable, rosy-cheeked 
young monks during the dawn prayers 
at Thiksey Gompa. The stunning 
multistorey monastery is probably  
the most significant in the area, with 
a massive statue of the Maitreya 
Buddha in one of the rooms, along 
with centuries-old scriptures, now 
weathered to a gossamer texture, in a 
tiny room on the topmost level. It also 
offers the most jaw-dropping views 
of the landscape from its terraces, but 
the climb, especially at that time of the 
morning, can make one a bit breathless. 

So I am grateful for a chance to sit and 
watch the entire service. Warming my 
hands with the steaming cup, I watch as 
the older monks pray intently, paying 
no attention to the kids who whisper 
and giggle to each other throughout the 
service. The monks are chanting words 

that I don’t understand, but find myself 
chanting along with them. Maybe it 
is partly due to lack of sleep, but the 
meditative rhythm of their song has 
an incredibly soothing, rather soporific 
effect on me.

 Back at the camp, the kitchen is 
the exact opposite of soothing. All the 
guests are crowded around a steeltop 
table where the ingredients for momos 
and chu tagi (a kind of stew made with 
vegetables and bow-shaped pasta) are 
neatly laid out. We are going to make 
our own lunch. I’m not a great cook 
(my culinary skills don’t extend far 
beyond stir-fried vegetables and tea), 
but I’m always game to try new things, 
especially when they concern food. So 
I roll up my sleeves and get down to 
mashing and rolling and stirring and 
kneading, under the watchful eyes 
of the chefs, who are quick to point 
out when we need to up the pace or 
be more gentle in our exertions. 
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Eventually, I proudly hold up three 
pitiful, lopsided momos and promptly 
get pictures taken so I can show my 
parents that their daughter isn’t a 
complete failure in the kitchen.

 What I am still a failure at, though, 
is cycling. So while the rest of the 
guests gear up for a bike ride around 
the village, I decide to stick to less 
adventurous, but equally rewarding 
pursuits. At Summer Harvest, a 
restaurant in Leh’s Main Bazaar, I have 
another round of momos (decidedly 
better than my own attempts) along 
with comforting lamb shapta mopped 
up with pillowy tingmo. Thus fortified, 
I wander around the market, gazing 
at unaffordable pashminas, quickly 
snapping up crewel-embroidered 
ponchos and willing myself not to get 

“Small bonfires and large 
glasses of whiskey and 
wine keep us warm as we 
watch and eventually, 
join in, the dancing”

GETAWAY
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A local dance 
performance at Chamba 

Camp at Thiksey
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Clockwise from top left: the exterior of Matho Gompa; prayer flags on the drive to Alchi Gompa; a door at Matho Gompa

sweet-talked by charming jewellery 
vendors. I browse the many thanka 
shops, marvelling at the details of these 
ornate Buddhist paintings, and I buy 
several packets of dried apricots that 
are magically, exactly the colour of the 
setting sun. 

Magic. That’s the other word that 
comes to mind when I think of Ladakh. 
Because there’s no other word that 
accurately describes how I feel when 
I see Sangam, where the waters of the 
Zanskar and the Indus meet. There’s no 
other way that, despite the thick clouds 
that loom above, the rivers below can 
sparkle like that, more jewel-like than 
the royal jewels I have just seen at 
the museum at Stok Palace. As I stare 
at the famed point of confluence, the 
blue and green distinct yet melding 
into one, flanked by those brown (and 
gold and purple) mountains, a hint of 
snow in the distance, my mind flashes 
back over the last few days. The richly 

detailed mandala at Matho Gompa; 
the turquoise swirls on the staircase at 
Shanti Stupa; the prayer flags fluttering 
in the breeze on the way to Alchi 
village. The way Stanzin and my driver, 
Tashi, grip my hands to make sure I 
don’t slide down any vantage points 

I’ve climbed, cracking jokes about 
how this is my Everest. The camp, with 
its ever-smiling, thoughtful staff, its 
intense heating that I switch off every 
night and then regret, its endless supply 
of Mountain Delight apricot tea and 
Snickers bars that have become my pre-
breakfast staple. The way the sunlight 
makes everything glow at dawn; the 
silence all around me as I go to sleep. 
No, I’m not a mountain person—yet. 
But I would be very happy to have 
some more practice.   
A trip similar to the writer’s can be 
organised by Chamba Camp at Thiksey 
(tutc.com; doubles from  68,000; 
minimum seven-night stay)
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GETTING THERE
Fly to Leh direct from major Indian cities 
with Go Air or with Air India via New 
Delhi. Thiksey is 30 minutes from the 
airport by road and Chamba Camp will 
organise transfers.
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