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Synopsis:

Unearthing the Himalayas is an evocative journey through the mystical landscapes of
Uttarakhand, Himachal Pradesh, Ladakh and Kashmir. Through the eyes of a young
architect from Dehradun, readers are taken on an extraordinary expedition across remote
villages, hidden temples, and sacred monasteries, where architecture, folklore, and
ancient traditions intertwine with the breathtaking beauty of the Himalayas.

Beginning with a bus ride from Delhi to Munsyari, the protagonist follows a path that spans
both well-known and isolated regions. Each destination—Shimla, Narkanda, Sangla, Kalpa,
and the ethereal landscapes of Spiti Valley—reveals layers of history and local mythology,
all preserved in the unique structures and customs of the Himalayan people. From vibrant
marketplaces in Shimla to tranquil monasteries in Dhankar, he encounters people like
Tashi and Angchuk, who share their stories, legends, and timeless wisdom rooted in these
mountains.

As he explores remote regions, he stumbles upon a hint of an Anglo-influenced village near
Turtuk on the India-Pakistan border, spurring an unexpected detour to uncover a hidden
heritage, blending cultural mystery with historical inquiry. Alongside awe-inspiring
encounters with the natural world—from towering peaks and sacred rivers to rare glimpses
of wildlife—the journey also becomes a personal pilgrimage, as the protagonist discovers a
deep connection to the land, finding resonance with the resilience and spirituality of its
people.

With themes of cultural preservation, spiritual discovery, and the power of storytelling,
Unearthing the Himalayas will appeal to readers of travel literature, historical fiction, and
architectural enthusiasts alike. The book invites readers to embark on a transformative
journey, immersing them in the Himalayan soul while posing questions about the impact
of modernization and the importance of preserving one's roots in an increasingly
globalized world.
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CHAPTER DHE

journey to the roots

AS THE RENOWNED TRAVEL WRITER PICO IYER ONCE SAID,

"WE TRAVEL, INITIALLY, TO LOSE OURSELVES; AND WE TRAVEL, NEXT,
TO FIND QURSELVES."

WITH THIS THOUGHT IN MY MIND | SET OUT ON A LONG JOURNEY
THROUGH THE SPIRITUAL ABODE OF THE WORLD THE HOME TO
MANY MYTHS AND FOLKORES, ‘THE HIMALAYAS®

“UTTARAKHAND IS KNOWN FOR ITS HEAVENLY NATURE THAT IS THE
PERFECT EXAMPLE OF SPIRITUAL TRAVEL IN TS VERY SENSE. FROM
THE TEMPLES OF MYTHOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE TO HISTORICAL
WORTH, THE STATE HAS ITS ALL. UTTARAKHAND IS FAMOUSLY
KNOWN AS DEV BHUMI (THE LAND OF GODS). THE ARCHITECTURE
OF UTTARAKHAND DEPENDS ON LOCALLY AND EFFECTIVELY ACCES-
SIBLE MATERIALS LIKE STONE AND WOOD. IT DOES NOT JUST
MIRROR THE COZY CONNECTION BETWEEN COMMON FOLKS AND
NATURE BUT ALSQ THE SOCIO-CULTURAL HISTORY OF THIS AREA.
WQOD AND STONE WERE THE STAPLE BUILDING MATERIALS IN AN-
CIENT TIMES OF UTTARAKHAND."

CHAPTER THBEE

treads of ladakh

AS | START ON THE TRAIL OF STAIRS LEADING TO ETERNITY, THE
CHANTS OF “OM AH HUM® [A BUDDHIST PRAYER] ECHOES
THROUGH THE STREET BOUNDED BY WALLS PLASTERED BY THE
VEILS OF TIME AND THIS IS THE "CALL OF THE HIMALAYAS™ THAT
ECHOES IN OUR EARS.

“A STEP CLOSER TO THE HEAVEN, TWQ STEPS CLOSE TO THE MAN-
MADE REALM.” THIS IS MY VOYAGE TO UNFOLD THE TIMELESS SUS-
TAINABLE DEVELOPMENT OF THE MORTALS AND IMMORTALS IN
“THE LAND OF MYSTIC LAMAS."

FAR AWAY FROM HUMAN IMAGINATION, LIES THIS COLD DESERT DE-
TACHED FROM THE CYCLE OF TIME PROVIDING AN ESCAPE TO THE
SEEKERS TRYING TO FIND SOLACE FROM LIVING LIFE IN THE FAST
LANE. HAMMERED DOWN BY THE WRATH OF NATURE, JOLTED BY
EARTHQUAKES AND SWEPT AWAY BY FLASH FLOODS, LADAKH HAS

EMERGED OUT OF IT ALL AND MANAGED TO MAINTAIN THE CHASTI-

TY OF THE SACRED ALLURING REGION.
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CHAFTER TWO

slopes and structures

HIMACHAL PRADESH, A LAND STEEPED IN DIVINE LORE, IS A TREA-
SURE TROVE OF ARCHITECTURAL MARVELS. ITS BUILDINGS, CRAFT-
ED FROM THE EARTH'S EMBRACE USING STONE AND WOOD, ARE
NOT MERE STRUCTURES BUT LIVING TESTAMENTS TO THE HARMONI-
0US RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN HUMANS AND NATURE.

THE TEMPLES, MONASTERIES, AND FORTS OF HIMACHAL PRADESH
ARE NOT JUST PLACES OF WORSHIP OR HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE;
THEY ARE LIVING MUSEUMS OF THE REGION'S CULTURAL HERI-
TAGE. HIMACHAL PRADESH 1S KNOWN FOR ITS RICH CULTURAL
HERITAGE, WHICH IS REFLECTED IN ITS ART, MUSIC, ARCHITECTURE.

THESE ARCHITECTURAL GEMS, A REFLECTION OF THE REGION'S
RICH CULTURALTAPESTRY, INVITE US TO EXPLORE THE INTRICATE IN-
TERPLAY OF TRADITION, CRAFTSMANSHIP, AND THE ENDURING
SPIRIT OF HIMACHAL. EACH STONE, EACH BEAM, TELLS A STORY OF
THE PEOPLE WHO BUILT THEM, THEIR LIVES, AND THEIR DEEP CON-
NECTION TO THE LAND.

CHAPTER FOUR

timber tales of kashmir

“THE MOUNTAINS CALL ME HOME AGAIN, THROUGH SKIES OF
GOLD AND EMERALD GREEN.
WHERE RIVERS DANCE AND MEADOWS SING, AND WHISPERS OF
THE PAST BEGIN.”

KASHMIR IS A SONG—AN ETERNAL MELODY THAT SHIFTS WITH THE
SEASONS, A LULLABY SUNG BY ITS LAKES AND MOUNTAINS. AS | AP-
PROACHED THIS FABLED LAND, | FELT AS THOUGH | WAS STEPPING
INTO A DREAM, A PLACE THAT LIVED IN THE IMAGINATION LONG
BEFORE MY FEET TOUCHED ITS SOIL.

BUT KASHMIR WAS NOT JUST A PLACE OF BEAUTY—IT WAS A PLACE
OF LAYERS. FOR EVERY PETAL THAT BLOOMED, THERE WAS A STORY
HIDDEN BENEATH. THE TALES OF KASHMIR, | KNEW, WOULD BE
FILLED WITH MOMENTS OF SUBLIME BEAUTY AND SHADOWS OF
TURBULENT HISTORY.

50, WITH AN OPEN HEART, | ENTERED THE VALLEY OF KASHMIR,
READY TO IMMERSE MYSELF IN ITS STORIES, TO WALK u?m}?‘w‘“
LISTEN T0 THE POETRY WHISPERED BY ITS LAKES AND Mi 3
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CONCEPT OF THE BOOR

The book is a meditative travelogue that follows an architect’s
transformative journey through the majestic Himalayas, from Uttarakhand
through Himachal Pradesh, Kashmir, and beyond. As the protagonist embarks
on a solo expedition, his exploration goes beyond landscapes to unearth the
deeper connections between heritage, identity, and the spirit of the
mountains.

Rooted in the protagonist’s architectural background, the narrative dives
into the historic and vernacular architecture of these regions, examining how
local structures and design have endured and adapted over centuries. The
story captures not only the aesthetic but also the cultural essence of
Himalayan life—through dialogues with locals, ancient shrines, folk tales, and
tea around warm hearths.

Each chapter brings to life an intricate portrait of villages and valleys,
where folklore, spirituality, and natural beauty coexist in harmony. The book
also explores themes of resilience, community, and cultural preservation,
especially as these remote areas face challenges from modern development
and shifting climates.

Ultimately, this is a tale of self-discovery, fueled by a reverence for the
Himalayas. The journey unfolds as both an external adventure and an internal
pilgrimage, shaping the protagonist’s understanding of place, purpose, and
the timeless link between humanity and nature.

Unearthing

the Himalayas

Dbaramehala Lal Chowk

An Architect’s Himalayan Expedition
Manuj Agarwaf



THE JOURNLEY

“It is not down in any map; true places never are.” - Herman Melville

The book is a meditative travelogue that follows an architect’s transformative journey through the
majestic Himalayas, from Uttarakhand through Himachal Pradesh, Kashmir, and beyond. As the protagonist
embarks on a solo expedition, his exploration goes beyond landscapes to unearth the deeper connections
between heritage, identity, and the spirit of the mountains. Rooted in the protagonist’s architectural
background, the narrative dives into the historic and vernacular architecture of these regions, examining
how local structures and design have endured and adapted over centuries. The story captures not only the
aesthetic but also the cultural essence of Himalayan life—through dialogues with locals, ancient shrines, folk
tales, and tea around warm hearths. Each chapter brings to life an intricate portrait of villages and valleys,
where folklore, spirituality, and natural beauty coexist in harmony. The book also explores themes of
resilience, community, and cultural preservation, especially as these remote areas face challenges from
modern development and shifting climates. Ultimately, this is a tale of self-discovery, fueled by a reverence
for the Himalayas. The journey unfolds as both an external adventure and an internal pilgrimage, shaping
the protagonist’s understanding of place, purpose, and the timeless link between humanity and nature.



Epilogue

There comes a time in everyone's life
when they feel the need to explore new
paths and rediscover themselves. This
moment came when | graduated from
the college, and started working in a
well established firm in New
Delhi that focused on building
commercial interventions,
each adding to a legacy of
concrete and steel.

Yet, amidst the busy city life
and the constant chase for perfection, |
began to long for a connection with the
true essence of architecture—the har-
mony between the nature and human
creations.

Dehradun, my childhood city, nestled in
the gentle embrace of The Himalayas,
beckoned with a persistent whisper. It
was a call | couldn't ignore any longer.

The decision to trade the security of
my corporate job for the un-
certainty of a freelance archi-
tect’s life was daunting.

Yet, a deep-seated yearning
propelled me forward. | packed
my bags, not just with essen-
tials, but with the dreams. This journey,
| knew, would be more than a physical
odyssey; it would be a rediscovery of self
and purpose.

The Himalayas, in their timeless gran-
deur, dwarfed my anxieties. They mir-
rored the vastness of my aspirations, yet
served as a humbling reminder of the
much | had yet to learn. Each path |
chose was a decision, each
cascading stream a testament
to the relentless flow of time.

These grand mountains,
which have witnessed centu-
ries of history, seemed to
whisper stories of wisdom, strength,
and beauty. It was here that | decided to
start a journey, not just as an architect,
but as a seeker of truths and a storytell-
er of forgotten histories.

Ly

This book is the story of my journey
through the Himalayan villages. It is
about my quest for inspiration and di-
rection, to redefine my understanding
of architecture, and ultimately, to find a
new meaning in life.

Join me as | walk the rough
trails, explore the peaceful
landscapes, and immerse
myself in the rich heritage of
The Himalayas. This is not just
my journey; it is a timeless bond be-
tween humanity and nature, a celebra-
tion of the simplicity and depth of vil-
lage life, and a testament to the endur-
ing spirit of exploration.

EPILOGUE
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journey to the roots

"WE TRAVEL, INITIALLY, TO LOSE OURSELVES; AND WE TRAVEL, NEXT,
TO FIND OURSELVES."

WITH THIS THOUGHT IN MY MIND | SET OUT ON A LONG JOURNEY

THROUGH THE SPIRITUAL ABODE OF THE WORLD THE HOME TO

i AS THE RENOWNED TRAVEL WRITER PICO IYER ONCE SAID,
Baijnath ‘.
L‘. MANY MYTHS AND FOLKORES, ‘THE HIMALAYAS.
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“UTTARAKHAND IS KNOWN FOR ITS HEAVENLY NATURE THAT IS THE

: PERFECT EXAMPLE OF SPIRITUAL TRAVEL IN ITS VERY SENSE. FROM

THE TEMPLES OF MYTHOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE TO HISTORICAL

| WORTH, THE STATE HAS ITS ALL. UTTARAKHAND IS FAMOUSLY
KNOWN AS DEV BHUMI (THE LAND OF GODS). THE ARCHITECTURE
OF UTTARAKHAND DEPENDS ON LOCALLY AND EFFECTIVELY ACCES-
SIBLE MATERIALS LIKE STONE AND WOOD. IT DOES NOT JUST
MIRROR THE COZY CONNECTION BETWEEN COMMON FOLKS AND
NATURE BUT ALSO THE SOCIO-CULTURAL HISTORY OF THIS AREA

WOOD AND STONE WERE THE STAPLE BUILDING MATERIALS IN AN-
CIENT TIMES OF UTTARAKHAND."
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B Askote: Unveiling the Wilderness Within
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As | stood at the bus station, the excite-
ment of embarking on this journey was
palpable. My career had been a path of
meticulous design and towering struc-
tures, but today, | was stepping into a
realm where the elements of architec-
ture and nature intertwined in ways |
had yet to experience.

The journey to Munsyari, a small town
perched on the edge of the Himalayas,
spanned 14.5 hours, an odyssey through
the heart of Uttarakhand. As the bus
rumbled through the bustling streets of
Delhi, | felt a mix of anticipation and
nostalgia. The noise of the city was very
different from the peace | hoped to find.
This trip was not just about traveling
but also about leaving what | knew
behind and stepping into something
new. The road to Munsyari was a wind-
ing path through the verdant hills and
rugged terrains of Uttarakhand. The
journey was long and tiring, but each
mile seemed to draw me closer to the

JOURMEY TO THE RDOTS

heart of The Himalayas.

Our first stop was at Nanakmatta, a
town steeped in spiritual significance.
As | stepped off the bus and stretched
my legs, | felt a sense of tranquility
wash over me. Nanakmatta is known for
its Gurudwara, a sacred place for Sikhs,
adding a serene and reflective pause to
our journey. The calm of this town, with
its gentle pace of life, provided a brief
but much-needed respite.

As the bus rumbled to a halt at the
Askote stop, | couldn't help but be cap-
tivated by the village's charm. Nestled
amidst the wverdant embrace of the
mountains, Askote exuded an aura of
tranquility that was a stark contrast to
the bustling bus journey | had just en-
dured. Colorful houses, adorned with
intricate carvings, lined the narrow
lanes, their paint a little faded but their
character undimmed. Yet, an unsettling
silence hung in the air.

Intrigued, | decided to explore the

village further. As | disembarked, back-
pack slung firmly over my shoulder, |
wandered along the labyrinthine lanes,
the rhythmic crunch of my boots on the
gravel path the only sound that dis-
turbed the stillness. As | rounded a
corner, a sight stopped me in my tracks.
A row of houses, their windows vacant
and doors hanging ajar, stood aban-
doned, silent testaments to a bygone
era. A pang of sadness tugged at my
heart. What stories did these deserted
dwellings hold?

Lost in thought, | nearly bumped into
a wizened old man with a kind face and
eyes that held the wisdom of a thou-
sand mountain winds.

"Namaste,” | greeted him respectfully,
pressing my palms together.

The old man smiled warmly. "Namaste,
baba,” he replied, his voice a gentle rasp.
"You seem to be in deep thought. Is ev-
erything alright?”

| hesitated for a moment, then blurted

out, "Ye ghar... khali kyun hain?"

The old man sighed, his eyes filled
with a mixture of sadness and nostalgia.
"These houses were once the heart of
Askote," his voice low and raspy. "They
belonged to the villagers who fled the
village during the great famine of 19665.
That year took a terrible toll on the
crops, and the people were left with no
choice but to abandon their homes.”

| was stunned by the revelation. | had
never heard of such a tragedy. "What
happened to the villagers who left?" |
asked, my voice filled with curiosity.

The old man shook his head. "Some
found work in nearby cities, while
others migrated to other parts of the
country. But most of them never forgot
their roots. They would often return to
visit their old homes, their eyes filled
with longing and sadness. Even now,
many of them still dream of returning
to Askote, but the memories of the
famine are too painful.”

ASKOTE: UMVEILING THE WILDERNESS WITHIN
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| felt slightly daunting. "l would love to
meet them," | admitted, "but perhaps
not at this hour. Would it be alright if |
stayed in the village tonight and visited
the palace tomorrow? I've heard about
the magnificent Askote Palace, where
generations of the royal family have
lived. I'm particularly interested in its
architecture and history.”

The old man's eyes lit up with pride.
"Ah, the palace! It is indeed a marvel,"
he said. "The palace was built centuries
ago by the rulers of Askote. It is a beau-
tiful structure with intricate carvings
and ornate decorations. The generations
of the royal family who have lived there
have added their own touches to the
palace, preserving its heritage while
adapting it to modern times. | am sure
you will be impressed.”

| was eager to explore the palace and
learn more about its history. The old
man, sensing my excitement, offered me
the hospitality of staying in his house.

"No need to find a lodge, baba. You can
stay with me tonight. | have a spare
room, and a hot meal will be most wel-
come on a chilly evening like this." | was
touched by his kindness and accepted
his offer.

The old man's house was a typical Ku-
maoni structure, built of stone and
wood with a sloping roof. The interior
was simple but comfortable, with a few
wooden chairs and a low table. The
walls were adorned with colorful paint-
ings and photographs, depicting scenes
of village life and the surrounding
mountains.

The old man's wife, a warm and wel-
coming woman, greeted me with a smile
and offered me a cup of tea. She then
proceeded to prepare a delicious Pahadi
meal, consisting of Chawal, Dal aur
Sabji. The food was simple but flavorful,
and | couldn't help but be impressed by
the old man's hospitality.

As we sat down to eat, the old man

ASKOTE: UNVEILING THE WILDERNESS WITHIN
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| Munsyari: Embracing the Mountains' Secrets
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As | prepared to disembark in Munsyari,
| knew that my adventure was just be-
ginning. The path ahead was filled with
promises, and | was ready to embrace
the unknown, guided by the whispers of
the Himalayas and the stories waiting to
be uncovered. As | got down from the
bus, | realized | still had about 70 kilo-
meters to travel to reach my
stay. So, | booked a taxi. The
whole journey had made my
body feel tired, but the ex-
citement of what lay ahead
gave me a sense of energy.

| finally arrived at my
homestay, where | planned
to spend the next two days. Ever since |
learned about eco-tourism, | wanted to
implement those practices in my travels.
With that in mind, | chose the 'Kafaal
Hill Homestay. Nestled near Chaukori,
Uttarakhand, Kafal Hill Homestay of-
fered me a serene retreat amidst stun-
ning natural surroundings.

JOURMEY TD THE ROOTS

| spent my days exploring the organic
plant beds, marveling at the diverse
flora, and listening to the songs of a
myriad of bird species. The homestay’s
commitment to nature was evident in
every detail, from the Gaushala unit
dedicated to caring for ailing cows to
the herbal teas with healing properties.
The warm hospitality | ex-
perienced was complement-
ed by delicious traditional
Kumaoni cuisine, all made
from farm-fresh produce.
As | entered my room |
freshened up, changed into
some comfortable clothing
and went to rest for a while, when sud-
denly there was a knock on my door.

A gruff voice woke me from my slum-
ber. "Dinner,” said a short man with a
heavy mustache. He was the caretaker.
There was a hint of urgency in his voice.
"The food is still hot," he added, turning
to leave.

MLUMSYARI; EMBRACING THE MOUNTAIMNG' SECRETS
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CHAPTER
OUTLIINE

Uttarakhand is a beautifully layered travel memoir, blending vivid storytelling with a deep appreciation for the culture,
nature, and spirituality of the region. The narrative not only takes readers through the visually stunning landscapes—
like the towering Himalayan peaks, lush valleys, flowing rivers, and serene lakes—but also delves into the region's rich
cultural tapestry, which includes ancient temples, ashrams, and local traditions.

Throughout the book, I share my personal experiences of Uttarakhand's spiritual ambiance, perhaps visiting sacred
sites and participating in local rituals, which add a reflective dimension to the journey. My writing captures the essence
of the region's peaceful yet powerful allure, transporting readers into moments of serenity and introspection. Each page
evokes the transformative power of travel, where readers can sense how the journey changed my perspectives or
brought you closer to understanding myself.

In addition, the book likely includes my encounters with local people, sharing their stories, warmth, and wisdom. This
adds a human connection to the narrative, giving readers a glimpse into the lives of those who call Uttarakhand home
and how they are influenced by the land's spirituality and beauty. Overall, my book is an inspiring and intimate
portrayal of a journey that is both physically exhilarating and soulfully enriching, inviting readers to explore
Uttarakhand through my eyes and words.
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CHAPTER TWO

slopes and structures

HIMACHAL PRADESH, A LAND STEEPED IN DIVINE LORE, IS A TREA-
SURE TROVE OF ARCHITECTURAL MARVELS. ITS BUILDINGS, CRAFT-
ED FROM THE EARTH'S EMBRACE USING STONE AND WOOD, ARE
NOT MERE STRUCTURES BUT LIVING TESTAMENTS TO THE HARMONI -
OUS RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN HUMANS AND NATURE.

THE TEMPLES, MONASTERIES, AND FORTS OF HIMACHAL PRADESH
ARE NOT JUST PLACES OF WORSHIP OR HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE;
THEY ARE LIVING MUSEUMS OF THE REGION'S CULTURAL HERI-
TAGE. HIMACHAL PRADESH IS KNOWN FOR ITS RICH CULTURAL
HERITAGE, WHICH IS REFLECTED IN ITS ART, MUSIC, ARCHITECTURE.

THESE ARCHITECTURAL GEMS, A REFLECTION OF THE REGION'S
RICH CULTURALTAPESTRY, INVITE USTO EXPLORE THE INTRICATE IN-
TERPLAY OF TRADITION, CRAFTSMANSHIP, AND THE ENDURING
SPIRIT OF HIMACHAL. EACH STONE, EACH BEAM, TELLS A STORY OF

THE PEOPLE WHO BUILT THEM, THEIR LIVES, AND THEIR DEEP CON-
NECTION TO THE LAND.
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The morning sun painted the Arakot
landscape in hues of gold and crimson,
casting long, dancing shadows across
the village. The beautiful scene was
marred by the sadness of saying good-
bye to Raman. With a heavy heart, |
turned to the group of travelers | had
met the previous evening. Their infec-
tious enthusiasm promised a welcome
distraction from the melancholy of leav-
ing Raman behind.

"Hey, how about we stick together for
a while?" Ria suggested with a bright
smile. “The mountains have so much
more to offer.”

*That sounds like a great idea,” Kabir
agreed, "The more, the merrier, We'll
make some amazing memaories,”

And so, we set out together, a diverse
band of explorers united by our love for
adventure and the promise of new dis-
COVeries.

The road from Arakot to Himachal was
a transition not just between states but

80 SLOPES AND STRUCTURES

Arakot Farewell and New Beginnings

between realms of time itself.

We passed through quaint villages nes-
tled amidst lush green valleys, their
wooden houses adorned with intricate
carvings. The air was filled with the fra-
grance of pine trees and the distant
sound of rushing rivers. As we ascended
higher into the mountains, the scenery
became more dramatic, with
snow-capped peaks towering above us.

The road was a winding ribbon of
black asphalt offering breathtaking
vistas at every turn. We stopped at a
small roadside tea stall for a refreshing
cup of chai, savoring the warm as we
took in the panoramic view of the sur-
rounding mountains.

As | left behind the foothills of Uttara-
khand, | felt a shift in the air, a crispness
that whispered secrets of ancient Him-
achal Pradesh. My mind buzzed with an-
ticipation as the landscape began to
change, revealing the rugged beauty of
Himachal.

ARAKDT FAREWELL AND NEW BEGINNINGS
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Markanda, a quaint town nestled among
dense pine forests and apple orchards,
was our first stop. The air was crisp, the
scent of pine mingling with the sweet
aroma of apples. We were welcomed by
the Thakurs, a local family whose
modest stone-and-wood house featured
a sloping roof covered with slate.

Over dinner, Mrs. Thakur, 3 woman in
her fifties with a face as weathered as
the surrounding mountains, introduced
me to the traditional Kath Kuni architec-
ture. "We build with what we have," she
explained as we sat by the warm hearth.
“The timber comes from our forests, and
the stones from the riverbeds. The
wooden beams and stone walls are ar-
ranged in alternate layers, binding the
structure together with no need for
cement.”

| marveled at the efficiency and resil-
ience of this architecture. As the fire
crackled, | sketched the house in my
notebook, noting the intricate wood

Narkanda: The Gateway

carvings on the beams, each telling sto-
ries of the local gods and their adven-
tures.

The next morning, we ventured into
the nearby forests, our footsteps crunch-
ing on fallen leaves. The air was filled
with the chirping of birds and the rus-
tling of leaves. We came across a small,
secluded waterfall, its waters cascading
down a rocky cliff. The sight was so
peaceful that we decided to spend the
afternoon there, picnicking on the
rocks.

As the sun began its descent, casting
long shadows across the forest, we
made our way back to the Thakur's
house. The evening was spent sharing
stories and laughter, the warmth of the
hearth reflecting in our faces. The
Thakur family's hospitality, generosity,
and kindness were a testament to the
welcoming nature of the people of Him-
achal Pradesh.

MARKANDA: THE GATEAAY
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Rampur Bushahr: The Royal Connection

ae

The journey from the quaint
pine-fringed town of MNarkanda to
Rampur Bushahr, a former princely
state, was a scenic delight. The winding
road, carved into the mountainside, of-
fered breathtaking views of terraced
fields and deep gorges. As | approached
Rampur, | could sense the town's rich
history, palpable in the air.

The Padam Palace, 2 magnificent struc-
ture that combined European and Him-
achali architectural styles, was my pri-
mary destination. Built by Raja Padam
Singh in the early 20th century, the
palace was a testament to the era's
fusion of cultures.

Bhuvan 5ingh, the palace’s elderly care-
taker, shared fascinating stories about
the palace's history.
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SLOPES AND STRUCTURES

*Raja Padam Singh was a visionary," he
said, "who sought to modernize the
state while preserving its traditional her-
itage. The palace is a reflection of his
ambition.”

Walking through the palace’s grand
halls, | was captivated by the intricate
details. European chandeliers, imported
from far-off lands, hung from ceilings
supported by intricately carved wooden
pillars. The juxtaposition of these ele-
ments was a testament to the palace’s
unique character.

The palace stood as a symbaol of the
era’s fusion, a tangible representation
of two worlds colliding yet coexisting
harmoniously. The European influence
was evident in the grand architecture
and furnishings, while the Himachali her-
itage was reflected in the use of local
materials and traditional craftsmanship.
The palace was a testament to the
power of cultural exchange and the
beauty of diversity.
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CHAPTER
OUTLIINE

My narrative captures the enchanting essence of Himachal Pradesh, a land rich in cultural heritage, architectural
marvels, and breathtaking natural beauty. From the ancient Kath Kuni structures of Narkanda to the spiritual serenity
of the Bhimakali Temple in Sarahan and the rugged, awe-inspiring Dhankar Monastery, each destination tells a story of
resilience, ingenuity, and deep connection to the land.

The descriptions highlight how traditional architecture like Kath Kuni and mud-and-stone construction is both
functional and a reflection of the cultural identity of the Himachali people. The use of local materials and techniques
showcases their harmony with nature and adaptation to the harsh Himalayan environment.

Through the vibrant festivals, warm hospitality, and inspiring tales of locals, bring to life the heart and soul of Himachal.
The narrative transitions seamlessly from lush green valleys to high-altitude deserts, painting a vivid picture of a region
that balances tradition and modernity. This journey through Himachal Pradesh is not just a physical exploration but a
profound experience of culture, history, and spirituality.
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CHAPTER THREE

treads of ladakh

AS | START ON THE TRAIL OF STAIRS LEADING TO ETERNITY, THE
CHANTS OF *“OM AH HUM" [A BUDDHIST PRAYER] ECHOES
THROUGH THE STREET BOUNDED BY WALLS PLASTERED BY THE
VEILS OF TIME AND THIS IS THE "CALL OF THE HIMALAYAS" THAT
ECHOES IN OUR EARS.

“A STEP CLOSER TO THE HEAVEN, TWO STEPS CLOSE TO THE MAN-
MADE REALM.” THIS IS MY VOYAGE TO UNFOLD THE TIMELESS SUS-
; TAINABLE DEVELOPMENT OF THE MORTALS AND IMMORTALS IN
.’J “THE LAND OF MYSTIC LAMAS."

v MU FAR AWAY FROM HUMAN IMAGINATION, LIES THIS COLD DESERT DE-

TACHED FROM THE CYCLE OF TIME PROVIDING AN ESCAPE TO THE
SEEKERS TRYING TO FIND SOLACE FROM LIVING LIFE IN THE FAST
LANE. HAMMERED DOWN BY THE WRATH OF NATURE, JOLTED BY
EARTHQUAKES AND SWEPT AWAY BY FLASH FLOODS, LADAKH HAS
EMERGED OUT OF IT ALLAND MANAGED TO MAINTAIN THE CHASTI-
TY OF THE SACRED ALLURING REGION. PP — —
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As the bittersweet feeling of the journey
coming to an end kicks in, | start to
recall the entire trip and what all |
learnt from it. From getting to know
about the wvernacular architecture of
Ladakh to finding its roots, the land of
Ladakh caught me off guard and made
me grow as a person with a broader per-
spective. As the dust settles on the road
across which my bike once passed, my
mind goes back in memory lane to tell
the tales of Ladakh.

One road, one soul and endless vast-
ness is all that lies in the cold desert
where even time has frozen. As | made
my way through the maze of roads on
the contoured land, transition from the
hues of Kashmir to those of Ladakh hap-
pened ever so seamlessly. Gentle gushes
of wind eroded the mystic terrains to
unveil a region cherished for its breath-
taking landscapes, close bonded com-
munity and conservation of distinct ar-
chitectural style.
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® | adakh: A Journey Through Time

Swooshing by the scenic byway with my
motorbike, the tranquil of the land was
jolted by the thundering sound of my
Bullet. Yet it was the silence that whis-
pered a chant to escape life stuck in the
fast lane.

As | make my way through the road
along the contours, my focus often
keeps shifting to the microscale settle-
ments on the southern slopes of the
mountains watching over me. Camou-
flaged during the day amidst the back-
drop of The Himalayas, these structures
of rammed earth and wood give identity
to the skillset of the people who reside
in one of the remotest and inhabitable
places on Earth. As the sun bids adieu,
the structures light up like fireflies en-
ticing my tired body and mind to take
rest in its lap. On the verge of reaching
Leh for the night stay, | am halted by a
herd of sheep the size of a football pitch
probably returning after grazing in the
pastureland.
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A Journey to Tso Moriri: A Celestial Lake w

| embarked on a journey towards Tso
Mariri, a high-altitude lake renowned
for its pristine beauty. The winding road,
traversing rugged terrain and passing
through breathtaking landscapes, was a
challenge but worth every effort. The
stark contrast between the barren plains
and the snow-capped mountains creat-
ed a surreal and otherworldly atmo-
sphere.

As | approached Tso Moriri, the sight
was breathtaking. The turquoise waters
of the lake, shimmering under the sun-
light, seemed to blend seamlessly with
the surrounding landscape. The lake’s
name, meaning "Lake of the Corpses”
was a poignant reminder of the harsh
conditions that had claimed many lives
in this region.

| set up camp on a small hill over-
looking the lake, the silence broken only
by the gentle lapping of the waves and
the occasional cry of a distant bird.

As the sun began to set, casting a
golden glow on the lake, | felt a sense of
peace and tranquility wash over me. The
lake seemed to radiate a serene energy,
calming my mind and soul.

The following morning, | took a leisurely
walk around the lake, exploring the sur-
rounding landscapes. The barren terrain,
dotted with patches of wildflowers,
added to the surreal beauty of the
scene. | encountered nomadic shep-
herds, their flocks grazing near the lake.
| spoke with them, learning about their
traditional way of life and their deep
connection to the land.

The nomads shared stories of their
ancestors, who had roamed these lands
for centuries, living in harmony with
nature. They spoke of the challenges
they faced, the harsh winters, and the
unpredictable weather. Yet, their resil-
ience and love for their nomadic life-
style were evident in their words.
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| embarked on a journey to Thiksey
Monastery, one of the most iconic mon-
asteries in Ladakh. The monastery,
perched atop a hill overlooking the
Indus river, offered breathtaking views
of the surrounding landscape.

The monastery's architecture, a blend
of Tibetan and Ladakhi styles, was a
marvel to behold. The intricate carvings,
colorful murals, and grand assembly
hall showcased the region's rich cultural
heritage. | spent hours exploring the
monastery, learning about its history
and the spiritual practices of the monks
who resided there.

From Thiksey Monastery, | continued
my journey to Shey Village, a small set-
tlement located a short distance away.
Shey Village was once the capital of
Ladakh, and the ruins of the old Shey
Palace still stand as a testament to its
former glory.

While exploring Shey Village, | met a
renowned art curator from Germany,
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w Thiksey Monastery and Shey Village

had decided to spend the rest of his life
in The Himalayas, helping to preserve
the region's cultural heritage. He was
currently working with local artisans,
teaching them traditional techniques
and helping them to market their prod-
ucts.

| spent some time talking with the art
curator, learning about his passion for
preserving the region's cultural heri-
tage. He shared stories of his travels, his
experiences in Ladakh, and his work
with the local artisans. His dedication to
promoting the arts and culture of the
Himalayas was inspiring.

My visit to Thiksey Monastery and
Shey Village provided a deeper under-
standing of Ladakh's rich cultural heri-
tage. The monasteries, palaces, and vil-
lages | visited offered a glimpse into the
past, a reminder of the region's resil-
ience and the enduring spirit of its
people.
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CHAPTER
OUTLIINE

The profound beauty and spirit of Ladakh, creating an evocative journey through its landscapes, culture, and history. I
blended vivid imagery with insightful reflections on the region's architecture, natural beauty, and resilience, painting a
vivid picture of this unique corner of the world. This prose not only emphasizes Ladakh's enduring, unspoiled allure but
also provides a thoughtful perspective on sustainable development, heritage preservation, and the connection between
people and place.

The contemplative tone, interwoven with elements of personal growth and learning, highlights your connection with
the land and its culture. From the silent solitude of the mountains to the quiet resilience of Ladakh’s communities, your
narrative flows like a journey itself—carrying readers through each twist of the road and moment of wonder.
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CHAPTER FOUR

timber tales of kashmir

"THE MOUNTAINS CALL ME HOME AGAIN, THROUGH SKIES OF
GOLD AND EMERALD GREEN.
WHERE RIVERS DANCE AND MEADOWS SING, AND WHISPERS OF
THE PAST BEGIN."

KASHMIR IS A SONG—AN ETERNAL MELODY THAT SHIFTS WITH THE
SEASONS, A LULLABY SUNG BY ITS LAKES AND MOUNTAINS. AS | AP-
PROACHED THIS FABLED LAND, | FELT AS THOUGH | WAS STEPPING
INTO A DREAM, A PLACE THAT LIVED IN THE IMAGINATION LONG
BEFORE MY FEET TOUCHED ITS SOIL.

BUT KASHMIR WAS NOT JUST A PLACE OF BEAUTY—IT WAS A PLACE
OF LAYERS. FOR EVERY PETAL THAT BLOOMED, THERE WAS A STORY
HIDDEN BENEATH. THE TALES OF KASHMIR, | KNEW, WOULD BE
FILLED WITH MOMENTS OF SUBLIME BEAUTY AND SHADOWS OF
TURBULENT HISTORY.

SO, WITH AN OPEN HEART, | ENTERED THE VALLEY OF KASHMIR,
READY TO IMMERSE MYSELF IN ITS STORIES, TO WALK ITS PATHS, TO
LISTEN TO THE POETRY WHISPERED BY ITS LAKES AND MOUNTAINS.
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L] Into the Vale of Kashmir

Kashmir. A name that evokes images of
untamed beauty, of vast, serene lakes re-
flecting the sky, of snow-capped peaks
cradling lush valleys in their arms. A
place where history and myth merge,
where poets find their muse, and where
the heart finds peace even in the midst
of turbulence,

As | journeyed deeper into the heart of
The Himalayas, the magic of Kashmir
began to unfurl before me. It was as if
nature herself had taken a delicate
brush and painted the valley with the
softest hues—emerald meadows, sap-
phire lakes, and golden chinar leaves
dancing in the wind. This was a place
that had inspired kings and poets, sages
and warriors alike, its beauty incompara-
ble, its soul ancient and wise,

“If there is @ heaven on earth, it's here,
it's here, it's here®

—Amir Khusro's words echoed in my
mind as the first glimpse of the valley
came into view. The grandeur of the
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landscape was overwhelming, yet it had
a guiet, almost melancholic beauty to
it—a beauty that beckoned but also de-
manded respect for the deep history it
held.

As | stepped off the bus at Zoji La Pass,
a deep breath brought in the crisp air,
laced with the earthy scent of wild grass
and cold mountain stone. Here, The Hi-
malayas stretched out like a vast, eter-
nal cradle, cradling Baltal, my next desti-
nation, nestled in their formidable em-
brace. The towering peaks seemed to
watch over the valley like silent guard-
ians, and a sense of awe washed over
me as | gazed at the layers of ridges,
each draped in varying shades of blue
and gray, merging into the sky.

The pass itself felt like the gateway to
another realm—Kashmir in all its unfil-
tered, unbounded beauty. Below, the
valley opened up, a sweeping expanse
where verdant meadows met glistening
streams, and patches of wildflowers

-
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painted the ground in a splash of color.
| could make out tiny dots far below,
likely herds of sheep or nomadic camps,
each one dwarfed by the sheer magni-
tude of the mountains that surrounded
them.

Baltal lay ahead, a small, yet breath-
taking stop before reaching the heart of
the Kashmir Valley. Known to many as
the base camp for the Amarnath Yatra,
it was more than just a waypoint; it was
a place that encapsulated the wild
beauty and rugged spirit of the region.

Descending from the pass, the path
narrowed, winding down to the wvalley
floor. Each step seemed to pull me
deeper into the untouched beauty of
Baltal, where nature's grandeur seemed
to reach out and invite me to lose
myself in its timeless wvastness. The
valley echoed with the distant calls of
shepherds and the gentle chime of bells
hanging around the necks of grazing
cattle.

INTE) THE WALE OF KASHRIR
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Sonmarg, a picturesque hill station nes-
tled amidst the snow-capped mountains
of The Himalayas, was my next destina-
tion. As | approached the valley, the land-
scape transformed into a winter wonder-
land. The snow-clad mountains, glisten-
ing under the winter sun, created a
breathtaking sight. The valley was blan-
keted in a pristine white carpet, and the
silence was broken only by the gentle
rustling of the wind.

| spent my days exploring the valley,
marveling at the beauty of the
snow-covered peaks. | took long walks
through the snow-covered meadows,
the crunch of the snow beneath my feet
providing a calming rhythm. The horses,
with their thick winter coats, grazed
peacefully in the fields, adding a touch
of life to the otherwise serene landscape
One day, | decided to embark on a trek to
a nearby glacier. The trail was steep and
challenging, but the reward was worth
the effort. As | reached the glacier,
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® A Winter Wonderland: Sonmarg

| was awestruck by its sheer size and
beauty. The ice, sparkling in the sun-
light, seemed to stretch on forever.

| spent hours exploring the glacier,
taking in the breathtaking views and the
silence of the surrounding landscape.
The experience was both exhilarating
and humbling. It was a reminder of the
power of nature and the fragility of our
planet.

As the sun began to set, | made my way
back to Sonmarg, the sky ablaze with
the colors of the sunset. The village was
bathedin a golden light, creating a magi-
cal atmosphere, | sat by the fireplace in
my hotel room, sipping hot tea and re-
flecting on the day's adventures.

The next morning, | woke up to a fresh
snowfall. The village was transformed
into a winter wonderland, with every-
thing covered in a blanket of snow. |
spent the day exploring the snow-cov-
ered streets, admiring the beauty of the
landscape.

A WINTER WONDERLAND: SONMARG
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CHAPTER
OUTLIINE

My writing explores an evocative journey through Kashmir, capturing the region's awe-inspiring landscapes and
profound cultural heritage. As I travel from the Zoji La Pass to Sonmarg, Baltal, and Baramulla, I describe Kashmir as a
land where nature's beauty meets a deep, layered history. The valleys, lakes, and mountains are depicted as timeless and
almost mystical, with vivid scenes of snow-covered peaks, lush meadows, and serene rivers.

Through my narrative, I emphasize the resilience of the region and its people, particularly through traditional
architecture that harmonizes with the environment. The descriptions of local villages and their unique craftsmanship
reflect a way of life rooted in coexistence with nature. This piece highlights Kashmir as a place of poetic beauty and
untold stories, inviting readers to experience the tranquility and complexity of the "valley of paradise."



