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Caravan route to th&uztagh ~arakor ' im ,,,d,ard,~N,, 
On the upper part of the former Central Asian Caravan r--- I 
Route between Chinese Turkesten and India lies Nubra. , . 
a forbidden lend close to a sensitive frontier. After two 
years of negotiation E. F. Noack was allowed to visit 
this area. Here, he describes his journey and its rewards 1 

I ' * kr.+-- 
, 

OUR LADAKHI D R I V L K  had travelled the old Central A s ~ a n  Evrry fert~lc dclr,j 1 r1  t h r  ~ h y o k  h~ 
Caravan Road between Chinese Turkestan and l n d ~ a  SO and Nubra v a l i c ' ~ ~ I ~  (ultlvcllc d 

often that he knew every bend and d ~ p  of 11 We were on r)rovl(ied thc't wdler frorrl ltl( L 
the famous trade route at daybreak in late August headed 

~ ~ ~ r l ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ j ~ ~ n b ~ ~ l ~ ~ ; r "  " 
h 

for the upper Nubra Valley and the Muztagh Karakoram or,ly Pr rrl t l vc ,  Irrll,lrrnrrlt5 
not far from the S ~ n k ~ a n g  Front~er  of Chlnese Turkestan ,,,, lvl, I,lbourc,r5 h,lvc, 5kllf, l l l ,  
There were nlne In our group lncludlng my family, our 5t,clLlc,(j ,I,(, t l l ~~51 ( j ( ,  Illto 
l~alson off lc~al  and I ~ n g u ~ s t ,  our cook and bearer t r r r ~ ~ c  r s  ( r ~ q h t )  wh11 h 

--- 

Whlle cllmblng a steep, slnuous hill track to Khardung q VP r ~ r h  y1eld5 of crops 
La, 561 1 metres above sea level and the f~rs t  lofty pass o f  
seven between Leh In Ladakh and Yarkand In Slnk~ang,  
we were confronted w ~ t h  a huge boulder s l ~ d e  whlch 
blocked our way. Two years of planning and meetings in 
Delhi and Srinagar with India's officialdom including the 
Prime Minister and her staff, which eventually produced 
permits to enter Nubra's restricted areas, seemed fruitless. 
Our driver scurried off on foot towards the pass apparently 
hoping to find a sentry at his nearby outpost. Two hours 
later he returned with a large military road crew who had 
been at work nearby. With brute force and a measure of 
skill they soon provided a passable opening and we were 
able to  continue. 

Khardung Pass crosses the Ladakh Range through a 
snowfield and glacier that extends several hundred metres 
into the Shyok-Nubra highlands. The view ahead was 
remarkable and it was amazing to see the vast extent of 
the Shyok-Nubra watershed realm and the magnificent 
heights of snow-bound Karakoram-Himalaya rising pre- 
cipitously above the river valleys. In the distance we 
identified the white icy massif of Saser-Kangri, 7672 
metres, not far from our planned base camp at the lonely 
village of Panamik. Khardung was one of the three 
dreaded passes of seven crossed by Central Asian caravans. 



i 1 1 i 1  N k ~ t ) r , i  V c ~ l l ~ x y  to C I  [ j ~ x [ ) t t i  (11 1120 I I I ( > [ I ~ ~ \  , i 1 1 1 j  1 1 , l i  ~ , V I ~ P I I ,  1 
rhlrty-two kilometres ahead at Panamik, where the true 

1 I,(' 1owt.r Nul~r,, ft1v19r 1 5  ,, ric~!wc,rk 0 1  \ l r c >  I I T I \  , ~ r i t l  q u l c k \ i r ~ d  \ ) l lde rness  of the ice-bound Muztagh Karakoram begins. 
Bevond. the snow fields and glaciers of the Saser are 

O ~ I I I I ~ C J  I I I P  L,jst Ice Age Itle S ~ ~ c h e n  Glacier covt~rc~ci Ill(, t.11 

0 1  11s cxl5tt)nce or? cdnyon walls h~gh above I h c .  v,~ll(,y ~)l,l~rl 
Nat~ve ol Nubra labovc,) lollow\ ,I \ r r i r l ~ l ~  I l t '  \t\,111 
In which the v~llayt. t ~ l , i [  k \ r r i ~ l l l  lid\ I t 1 t 3  01111 1ir171,il 

skllls rutt~lessexl~,~ct~r~n (Below) N L I ~ I I , ~  worr~e~~tolk 

- 
Descending and d r i v ~ n g  rap~dly  pajt jeveral small reached and the caravan trail takes on the appearance of 

glaciers and Into a luxur~ant  growth of vegetation, 'a  path of death', strewn w ~ t h  the bleached carcasses of 
including alplne w ~ l d  flowers, we entered a r~mrock defile I \ aks ,  ponies and camels, partly exposed above the snow 
which emptied into the turbulent Shyok Rlver. Every rerl~le ' \!here they fell, exhausted, in the thin alr of extreme 
fan and delta, deposited over the canyon floor by a glacial ' alr~tude. From Panamik it was eighteen days march at 
stream discharging through a rocky cleft in the Greal hlgh altitude and In b i t ~ n g  cold t o  the next habitation in 
Karakoram, is a masterpiece of agricultural cultivat~onb\ Slnklang, China, and twenty-six days to  Yarkand. It was 
native villagers using crude hand implements. Follow~nk [he closlng of these frontier passes that ended the caravan 
along the Shyok's left bank for  six kilometres we came 10 , ~rade. 
theTir i t  cable suspension bridge built by the Indian Arm\ Charassa, a stately and ancient hamlet, appeared 
to span the fast flowing river and replace a slmllar across the Nubra River a short distance away. Its small 
structure of  an earlier vintage that had been washed away I ~opulace llves on a gigantic, isolated boulder near the 
by flood waters in 1926. Kumdan Glacier in the Muzlagh 1 river's bank. The enormous boulder is known as  a 'roche 
had advanced across the upper Shyok Valley formlngan moutonee' - a relic of the last ice age. Our  liaison official 
ice dam which burst and  released the impounded walen Informed US that, in the d ~ m  past, the village was an 
down river for 480 kilometres wiplng out villages! lmPortant centre where the hereditary rulers of Nubra 
farmlands and bridges, inundating Nubra Valley U P  lo Ilved. An ancient Lamasery stands at  the highest point 
Panamik where several caravans were destroyed. I and this was a former palace of the nob~lity. 

After crossing the dubious structure spanning the The Ereat Siachen Glac~er  covered the Nubra Valley to a 
raging Shyok at  flood stage, the road ended and we w e r e '  of 1220 metres and extended from near Mt Godwin 
forced t o  l'ollow the caravan track marked by wllloWpolei' Austen in the Murtagh Karakoram down the Nubra 
set up  at intervals through a flooded plain near Ihe to its junction with the Shyok River - about 160 
confluence of the Shyok and Nubra Rivers. WlthoU' kl'ometres. Subsequent melting has reduced the Siachen 
warning we plunged Into a deep channel but our driver lo seventY-seven k~lometres of slowly moving ice but 11 is 
again proved his worth and we were soon back On s'll'the largest glacier outside Polar areas. All around us 
land. Our surroundings convinced us that we had arrived' Iherewas evidence of t h ~ s  formidable ice mass, left arter 
In a strange new world - vdjt distances, sky-piercl" Ihe retreat of  the last great Ice Age whlch extended over 
peaks, unusual vcgctatlon and people with a tendenc' Central  Asia to the latitude 01 Ka5hm1r - lateral moraines, 
towards Mongol feature\ Some \1'1red at us ''Ih grOovdand polished boulders and striated canyon walk. 
apparent lear In (heir eye\ Coon '1 long mane, praye'i The following mornlng we "let the A ~ n b a n ,  v~llage head- 
wall, appeared, ~ l l d l ~ a t ~ n g  tlr,lt wc wcrc \till In the  land "' m a n ~  who led us through Panarnlk, the most northerly 
the 1 arna. < ' , I I V C ~  prapc.1 \ ro~te,  c o ~ e r i n g  Its surface 1 Of Nubra if not the wholc ol I ddakh. It was a small 
and a 5tately clrortcrl r~$ing ,ir ~ ' 1 1 1 1  ?rid meall Ihat  y o u  delightful village resernbl~rlg oiir o f  the tiny farmstead 

I 
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Few br~dges hxve trc:r i t  h i a i l t  , i t  i ~ ~ ~ , ~ ,  t i  I < *  Ni~i.,r,i ,irrxl Shynk I41vt:rs ;and hul vlvcSci cfrrirrtir ~ ~ r l t ,  irs I / C ~ ( ~ ~ ~ L Z , I ~ I ~ + *  r31sindat 
structure ft~alfxwi over t i ~ i c ;  111 tin l i ~ .  rr,frrtrw% 111 0111 N L J ~ J T ~ I  V,~lluy was by ~a i i i , ( l  t)y ttlc' r ~ \ i t l ~ ~ r r  1 1 ,  l< ivoi i+ t i t  .i iicrf(:r ( [ O S S ~ ~  

LIP rhe gorge was coll\irlciliy e11011gh to r-ule 0111 an! 
Possibility of mahing ;I ua! up.;lrearn by a \ u c c t ' ~ ~ l o l ~  of '  
lords. We had no r in~e  10 ;l\\air rhc aururnn f~-ee/c  ruore 
lhan a month allcad 2nd could not negolirrtc the alrllosl 
\erlical slony wall\ Ic;ld;rlg up 10 Siacheli's lernlinal 
nloraine only twcrir!,-nine I\ilonietres away. This discovery 
\\as urterly d i scourag i r~~  1,111 we were rewarded by the 
magnificent panorariia rlirougl~ the gorge and into the 
lo"ering height of  the hlu/lagIi. However, from contour 

of the Karakorams wc had discovered an alternative 
via the car~yorl'\ e;t\l flank above Pananiik to  a 

rldgeatanelevation 0 1 . 5 0 0  rliorr.es. 
Our early rnor r l i~ i~  L , l i r~~h  ,tar-rtd \\ i r  h great anticipa- 

"On. on rcacliing 1 1 1 ~ ~  ~iiigc, [ I I L .  \il,\\ M.;I\ hreatlllaking. 

Pe:iL\, pirinacle\ and icebourid \;ilc.\ 0 1  the S;tlror.a K,~ngc. 
appeared endless a \  \ie p l e d  iri arnazenierir over rht 
western horizon. The true hluiragli liarakornrn with its 
many 8000-metre heights, of \rliich \re had only a limited 
glimpse from Sassonia, stood out in bold relief in the 
northern sector under bright midday sunlight. While 7672-  
metre Saser Kangri on the eastern flank was only sistectn 
kilometres away, a view of its massive ice-bound summit 
was obstructed by a stony rim only 100 metres away. 
Although snow and below-freezing weather set in for the 
night and had not abated by morning we had not been 
defeated for we had explored the entire fascinating Nubra 
Valley to its northernmost extremity - a rare pri\.ilege in 
a lonely and forbidden sector of high Asia. 

134 


	Arv1m 008_2R.tif
	Arv1m 009.tif
	Arv1m 010.tif
	Arv1m 011.tif
	Arv1m 012.tif
	Arv1m 013.tif
	Arv1m 014.tif
	Arv1m 015.tif



