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Foreword and Vote of Thanks
 ‘The adventurer lying latent in me has been discovered’
 It was a bright summer day in the last week of June when I first came to know that a bunch of bikers in
 our office are planning a road trip to Leh. To be honest, it did not excite me initially because I knew I do
 not have a bike and even if I had one, it would be near impossible for me to negotiate with my family.
 I got excited about it when I started hearing about a car being driven along with the biker gang, for I
 knew that I could drive a car much easily. There was no way that I could take my Wagon R to such a
 terrain. Along came Satya: my friend and colleague and the proud owner of Mahindra Thar. He offered
 his jeep for the road trip as he was amongst the biker gang, and I gracefully accepted it.
 Thank You Satya. It was because of you, I was able to think about this dream run.
 Then it was time to look for a reliable partner. I did not have to scout much because another friend and
 colleague – Amit Bhasin, volunteered. The dynamic duo was ready to take on Leh, with a mean machine
 by their side…
 After a lot of dilly-dallying, discussions, arguments, debates, on the evening of when we met with the
 supposed leader of the biker gang – a colleague who does planning and analysis, to sort things out. But
 the discussion was not quite friendly and finally, after a heated discussion, our decision, as firm as a
 rock, was taken – we were going to Leh on a jeep even if the bikers don’t take us along.
 I would like to extend a vote of thanks to the following, who in their own ways helped me and Amit
 during the trip and made it memorable
 - Both our families: for approving the road trip, knowing that it would be challenging and tough
 - Satya Murty: for loaning his Mahindra Thar, without which we would not have gone
 - Prashant Kumar (Tourist Hotel, Manali): for arranging a permit for our jeep to travel beyond
 Rohtang Pass
 - Ravi (Hotel Kanishka, Leh): for arranging a permit to visit Pangong Lake and giving us the much
 needed comfort during our 4 day stay
 - Jigmet Norbu, Sangyas Gyatso and Pramod: The generous staffs of Mahindra Workshop at Leh
 who worked hard and brought the jeep back to the road after its accelerator paddle konked off.
 Jigmet and Sangyas are now on my Facebook friend list
 - All other friends and colleagues who gave us useful survival tips
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Chapter 1: How We Made It Possible
 The first time I heard about the plan of a gang of bikers (8 from our office and 2 ex-employees) to go on
 a road trip to Leh was approximately 1 month prior to the actual ride. Their plan was firmed up and
 dates were known. Everyone seemed to be excited about it as this is a dream all adventurers live and
 want to make it come true. The air of excitement was visible because one of my friends from IT was a
 part of this gang who proudly call themselves The Dusk Riders. He also had this dream of making it to
 the Himalayas for over 6 years and finally he got a chance to make it a reality.
 With the excitement growing with time, I started taking more interest and I used to talk to more
 members of the gang. With my interest level growing, they encouraged me to hire a bike and join the
 gang. I don’t know when I got serious about it, but I would acknowledge the effort of a couple of
 colleagues who encouraged me to an extent that I started considering it seriously.
 While I was serious for the ride, I was not confident about my ability to ride a bike for over 3000 KMs,
 knowing that I had not ridden a bike for almost 7-8 years. I did not want a situation where I feel tired /
 sick and drag the entire group at my speed; hence I opted out of the bike ride.
 There were talks of taking a car along with the group. The car could accommodate 3 more people and
 would be a source of additional help for the bike riders in case of any eventuality. Whoever heard that
 idea, liked it instantly. I was once again excited because it sounded like an opportunity. Cars like Wagon
 R, Honda City etc were ruled out because they would have died on the way. While discussing our
 options, Satya came along and ended the discussion by offering his Mahindra Thar. I took no time to
 think again. Thar was a jeep with a powerful engine and high torque. Plus, when I recalled Thar’s punch
 line - ‘Thar Hates Tar’, there was no doubt in my mind and the vehicle was also finalized.
 Amit Bhasin, my friend and team mate volunteered for coming along. I could not have found a better
 partner because I know him for the past 4 years and I know he has been going on car rides to various hill
 stations in North India.
 The Dark Riders (ahem ahem)
 This travelogue will not be complete if I do not talk about them. The Dark Riders are commonly, or
 should I say popularly known as The Dusk Riders. The reason I have given them an alternate name is
 because of what they did to us. This gang did not want us to go with them if we choose not to travel on
 bikes. I and Amit had long discussion with their leader before the ride and all we heard were lame
 excuses. Consider this, the so called leader tells us: “When we reach Leh and the gang sits down in the
 evening to chat, all of us will talk about our bikes, what will you talk about?” I was flabbergasted. Now
 consider this, “You are not as passionate as we are because you don’t have a bike. Are you willing to
 leave your job for this ride? All of us are. That is passion.” And finally consider this, “All the bikers in the
 group have great bonding with each other, whereas we don’t have that bonding with you”. Similar and
 worse excuses were given, but then there was never a clear NO, because we were quite flexible and
 were ready to accept all rules of this gang. We took these discussions, debates and arguments in our
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stride. In fact, during our stay at Leh and even after returning to Delhi, we heard stories of the great
 bonding between the Dark Riders. The bonding was to an extent that the guy from HR made extremely
 unprofessional and ‘loser’ statements (not even worth mentioning) and picked up fights and in some
 incident he even picked up a rock and was ready to bash up the head of a fellow rider. Pathetic! I feel
 good that I was not associated with such a group…
 We were making our parallel arrangements and the Dark gang increased their secrecy. I must tell you
 that not everyone from that final group of 7 was against taking a car. 2 guys (The Doc and Owner of
 Thar) were in favor of taking a 4-wheeler, 3 were dead against it and the balance 2 guys appeared to be
 neutral. I do not remember the exact day, but 2 or 3 days prior to the ride, I and Amit walked up to the
 leader and requested him to end this amicably. Since we wanted to call ‘truce’, I told him yet again that
 we will follow all rules: If we are stuck in traffic jams, the biker gang should not wait for us and continue;
 don’t extend any help to us but we are still willing to help any biker. On hearing all of this, the leader
 agreed but still imposed a condition that we cannot start from the point they will start and we should
 join them somewhere on NH8. We readily agreed.
 On the day of the ride when I was in office, I again spoke to the leader to check if the agreement still
 held true or not. I was pleasantly surprised with the way he spoke to me because he told us about the
 arrangement of oxygen cylinders that they had made and advised us to arrange a cylinder for the two of
 us as well. Since we did not have time, we thought we will borrow them from the gang in case of need.
 We rendezvoused with the gang at Mayur Dhaba, Karnal. But to our astonishment, except the 2 guys
 who were in favor of taking us along, no one met us properly. It seemed that there was a strategy to
 ignore us because I could see “Why should we welcome you?” written large on their faces. They started
 having dinner, without offering us to join, and we decided to leave.
 We were quite disturbed, surprised and shocked at this behavior. We were thinking that even strangers
 are dealt with in a better way if you know that the purpose of the journey is common. With the Dark
 Riders ditching us, the only thing we missed was Oxygen Cylinders. But thankfully we did not feel the
 need to use them throughout the journey. Had we also stayed at Sarchu, we would have been in dire
 need (coz I heard most of the biker gang puffed Oxygen at Sarchu) and I don’t know what we would
 have done without it.
 But at that stage when we were at Karnal, nothing could come between our motivation and the will to
 go and complete the journey. We made a resolve that we will act more maturely and not discuss, argue,
 fight or beg them to take us along and we will travel alone and have all the fun we could.
 We high-fived and tried to forget what had happened…
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Chapter 2: The Preparation
 The ride was supposed to start on the evening of 12th July 2012. I and Amit started preparing for the trip
 by reading blogs to understand what all would be required. This was majorly because the Dark Riders
 were not sharing any information with us.
 On 9th July came to know that all vehicles which do not bear an HP license plate need a permit to drive
 beyond Rohtang La (Pass). This permit has to be obtained from Manali. Additionally we read that the
 office which gives the permit is closed on Saturday and Sunday. We hence booked a hotel in Manali and
 spoke to their manager to help us in getting the permit. He readily agreed and we got the permit on the
 next day i.e. 10th July 2012
 Apart from carrying our winter clothing, we were ready with the following stuff
 - Maggi Cup-O-Noodles
 - Granola Bars
 - Dry Fruit (Almonds, Walnuts etc.)
 - Chocolates
 - Tea Bags
 - Sugar Cubes
 - Coffee
 - Sun Screen (SPF 50)
 - Vitamin C tablets
 - Medicines (for altitude/mountain sickness, pain killer etc.) > One must consult the doctor before
 taking any medicines. A few medicines like Aspirin, Disprin cannot be consumed at such a high
 altitude.
 - Crepe Bandage
 - Volini Spray
 - 4 KG Gas Cylinder with Stove Top
 - Foot Air Pump
 - Shovel
 - 20 Litre Plastic Cans to carry extra diesel
 - Ropes to tie stuff
 We were all set for the 10 day journey…
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Chapter 3: Our Journey Starts – Day 0 and Day 1
 Day 0 – 12 July 2012 – 5:00 PM – 12010 KMs – Gurgaon
 ‘All my bags are packed, I am ready to go, I’m standing here outside your door.
 I hate to wake you up to say goodbye. But the dawn is breaking, its early morning
 The taxi is waitin, he’s blowing his horn, Already I am so lonesome I could die..
 So kiss me and smile for me, Tell me that you’ll wait for me, Hold me like you’ll never let me go.
 Cause I am leaving on a jet plane, don’t know when I’ll be back again…’
 While I was not leaving on a jet plane, but I was still humming this beautiful and famous song by John
 Denver when I stepped into the Mahindra Thar to set out for the longest and most exciting road trip of
 my life. All my bags were packed, I had configured Out Of Office on my Lotus Notes Mailbox, informed
 friends and family and after the customary Ardaas at home, I started off. This trip was certainly
 supposed to be blessed. Special Prasad had arrived from Tirupati (one of the members of our extended
 team from TCS had arrived in Delhi that day and specially brought the Prasad for us). I picked Amit from
 his residence and we prayed for the success of our journey.
 In almost an hour we had reached NH1 and we were speeding on the highway and enjoying the drive
 when a traffic policeman waved his hand and stopped us a few miles before Murthal. Curious to know
 what he demanded, we stopped the car and he came and announced, “Hamaare saab ko aapki jeep
 dekhni hai kyonki who bhi Thar kharidna chahte hain”. (Our boss wants to check out this jeep as he also
 wants to buy a Thar soon). The boss, Pandit Gaurishankar, arrived and took the jeep for a 5 Km long test
 drive, enquired about its performance and features and started talking to us as if we knew him for a long
 time. We actually had to excuse ourselves because it was getting late and after an unplanned break of ~
 30 minutes, we started off once again.
 For the sake of brevity I am skipping the Karnal episode with the biker gang.
 Since we did not have dinner at Karnal, we drove continuously till our stomachs started growling with
 hunger. We had reached Roopnagar (formerly known as Ropar) and it was past midnight, 12:25 AM to
 be precise, when we spotted a Dhaba (road side kitchen / restaurant). It was called Satnam Vaishno
 Deluxe Dhaba and we asked an elderly gentleman who was supposedly its owner, to get Dal Makhni and
 Tandoori Roti. We ate to our satisfaction as the food was indeed very tasty. After the meal we continued
 our journey along NH21. After crossing Bilaspur and Sundarnagar we started ascending on the
 mountains. Approximately 100 KMs before Mandi we stopped for a quick break where the local guys
 told us that it was raining in Mandi. We were happy to know this because we were sweating (I forgot to
 tell you that our Thar did not have an AC) and the news of rain lifted our spirits. We reached Mandi and
 it was indeed raining cats and dogs. It was raining heavily and the rain did not stop till we reached Kullu
 at dawn. We stopped to sip a cup of tea at a road side tea stall. It would have taken the guy a few
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minutes to get tea for us, but by the time he brought tea, both of us were deep in slumber. We woke up,
 washed our faces, had tea, and pushed the accelerator paddle, not to stop before we reached our first
 pit stop – Manali (Day 1 – 13 July 2012 – 8:15 AM – 12620 KMs – Manali)
 The first sight of the misty river flowing along the curvy road at Manali was refreshing. We reached the
 hotel at ~ 9:00 AM and the hotel manager told us that we will have to wait till 12 Noon for checking in.
 We gave him a dirty look and then requested him, but to no avail. At 10:30 AM, we had a heavy
 breakfast and finally checked into our room (an upgraded one) near noon, and slept quickly.
 In the evening we went to the Mall Road and completed the last leg of our shopping. On purpose we did
 not procure some stuff from Delhi, which we were sure of to get at Manali. We enjoyed a meal at the
 famous Sher-e-Punjab Restaurant and dozed off to sleep after
 1. Asking the hotel to give us a wake-up call at 4:00 AM
 2. Setting the alarm clock to wake us up at 4:00 AM
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Chapter 4: Our Journey Continues – Day 2, 3 and 4
 Day 2 – 14 July 2012 – 5:15 AM – 12620 KMs – Manali
 The alarm clock rang precisely at 4:00 AM . Since we had slept past midnight, we felt that the alarm
 bell rang too soon. But we had a long journey so it made perfect sense to immediately get up and get
 going.
 The first step was to get the tank refilled and then we set off towards Keylong. Shortly we had to stop at
 what seemed to be an early morning traffic jam 10 KMs before Rohtang. The jam in which we were
 stuck in, had muddy slush up to 10 inches or so, hence we could not even think of climbing down to find
 out the reason. After 45 minutes or so we started losing patience and so did other people who were
 stacking behind us. Soon the windows were brought down and we were trying to find out more. We
 asked an army man and we were told that this jam was due to a landslide and that there was a rock
 which had fallen in the midst of the road and blocking traffic. There was no option but to wait.
 The jam cleared after 2 hour 15 minutes. It was the first time to use the manual 4 X 4 because we were
 getting a huge wheel spin. 4 X 4 proved to be a great utility as the jeep cruised post that. An interesting
 thing which we observed was that a couple of food hawkers who were on their way up, started to setup
 their shop on the edge of the road. Within a few minutes, they managed to setup their movable shops
 and started selling snacks like Chana Pao and Corn Hobs. We were empty stomach and our stomachs
 started rumbling so we consumed our breakfast in the most unusual way that day.
 Reaching Rohtang La seemed to be an achievement and we were very happy to reach there. I clicked
 pictures and Amit made a few videos and then we were back on the road.
 After some 15 odd kilometers, we were once again stuck in another jam, though a smaller one, but the
 reason was exactly the same – landslide. It took the workers from BRO another hour or so to clear the
 debris and rocks, but we were able to wait for it patiently because this time the rescue operation was
 happening in front on our eyes.
 We started off once again praying for no other forced stoppages. The drive was beautiful and nature
 was in abundance. All mountains that came our way were different from one another: the texture,
 color, shape, type of stone etc., were all different. Driving was such a pleasure that we did not realize
 when we reached Keylong, our next pit stop.
 We checked out a hotel, but did not like it too much and drove further ahead for an hour or so before
 my eyes spotted some 10-15 tents down the valley. It was called Jispa Journeys
 (http://www.jispajourneys.com), situated at Jispa which is probably the last village in Lahaul Valley. We
 decided to spend the rest of the evening and camp there for the night. We drove down through a
 narrow road with trees and bushes on either side, parked the jeep and took a nice cold and long breath
 when the owner told us that he has a spare tent.
 http://www.jispajourneys.com/
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Tenzing, the owner of Jispa Journeys, was a short man with a permanent smile on his face. He made our
 stay comfortable and the food he got cooked was indeed palatable. It was my first stay in a tent, but I
 was extremely tired and hence sleeping was not a problem. The target for the next day was to leave
 early because we had another long journey to Leh…
 Day 3 – 15 July 2012 – 8:15 AM – 12760 KMs – Keylong (Mangla)
 We woke up early morning to go back to sleep for another hour. But we were still ready to leave the
 camp by 8:15 AM and by the time we made the payment, clicked some final pictures and reached the
 highway, it was 8:45 AM. The onward journey towards Leh, via Sarchu had started. We did not have an
 appetite for breakfast, so we consumed a couple of Granola Bars.
 Our travel till Bharatpur, where we stopped over for grabbing some food, was quite uneventful. This
 place had some tents and we were surprised when we entered them. Firstly, in order to save the
 tourists from sunlight, they had covered the tents with a blue cloth, giving it a peaceful bluish tint.
 Secondly, it had some 8 odd beds lined up one after the other for tourists to spend a night or even sleep
 for a few hours.
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The couple, who owned this, also cooked some delicious paranthas, which we thoroughly enjoyed with
 hot tea.
 After having a hearty meal, we continued the journey and with high spirits started driving towards
 Sarchu. At approximately 12:30 PM, we reached Sarchu and all we could see on both our sides were
 huge mountains with zero vegetation and barren land. We could feel that our lungs were doing hard
 work in pulling oxygen and it happened!!!
 When our speeding vehicle took a slight leap over a bump, we heard a mild explosion. Before we could
 understand, the smell of diesel had filled our nostrils and we realized that we have lost one of our 20
 Litre diesel cans and it spilled all over the jeep. We braked immediately and walked out to see the state
 of the plastic can and noticed that the entire rear part of the jeep (including our baggage) was soaked in
 diesel. It was also dripping out of the jeep and soon the place where we were standing was completely
 wet. We started removing everything from the jeep and our boots were slipping. I was scared to bring
 on the ignition so we decided to push the jeep some 200m ahead of that spot so that we do not slip and
 fall. There was no vehicle coming from either way and both of us started to squeeze the jeep’s carpet to
 get rid of the oil. It took a herculean effort and nearly 75 minutes to wipe whatever we could. At the end
 of it we were panting and longing for water and oxygen.
 We resumed our journey and were more careful with bumps. The rest of the journey was quite
 uneventful except that for most part of the journey there was no road. We travelled on gravel, rocks,
 sand, through dusty terrains, with nothing but mountains to view. I started feeling sick and vomited
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twice. If I am not mistaken, we would have driven approx 90 KMs before we could see tar. And it was a
 joyous moment to see that dark gray color after so long.
 It was dark at 8:00 PM when we saw a milestone saying ‘Rumtse 0, Leh 80’. Amit thought it said that Leh
 was 30 and not 80. We decided that if it was indeed 30, we will continue till Leh, else try to find a place
 at Rumtse to stay. I climbed down and walked up to a shack where I saw a few people playing cards.
 They confirmed that Leh was another 80 KMs and also told me that they had rooms available. I walked
 inside the shack (which was supposedly the last shack) and the room that he showed me had some
 sleeping arrangement for 8 people on the floor. Since we did not have too many options and both of us
 were drained, we decided to sleep at that shack. The owner assured us that our luggage is safe in the
 jeep and while we were not confident, we still left everything (including our cameras) in it. We did not
 change and slept as is.
 I was feeling dizzy in the morning as well; hence I woke up later than Amit. By the time I woke up, Amit
 had checked that the luggage was intact. He was sipping tea and 4 pieces of white toasted bread with
 something like butter spread scantily on the table. I picked up my cup of tea and asked for a packet of
 biscuits. I was scared to have anything else.
 It was difficult to rise from the bed, but we had to make haste because I was breathing with some
 difficulty. Amit was unable to find the medicine we had brought, so we quickly paid up and walked
 inside the jeep. Amit took the wheel and we swiftly started off our journey to the final destination…
 Day 4 – 16 July 2012 – 7:45 AM – 13036 KMs – Rumtse
 Our last leg of the journey, a mere 80 KMs was uneventful. We reached Leh at 10:30 AM and the
 speedometer of Thar read 13139 KMs. The valley of Leh was breathtakingly beautiful and the river Indus
 was flowing by our side. Before we crossed into Leh, we had to register the vehicle with the government
 authorities. There we saw that Leh city was another 30 KMs. The scenic valley and good quality tar
 ensured that we reached the city within no time.
 It was now time to look for a hotel. Someone directed us to Fort Road which had plenty of hotels but the
 first 8-10 hotels had no rooms available. We were tired and wanted to get some rest as soon as we
 could. After checking the availability of rooms in 7-8 hotels and getting disappointed, we turned to guest
 houses. To our surprise, they were also sold out. I dialed Just Dial and asked them to text me numbers of
 a few hotels. Finally we landed at Hotel Kanishka and got ourselves a nice and clean room. We
 requested the hotel manager to help us in getting a permit to travel to Khardung La and Pangong Tso
 and he readily obliged.
 Since we did not stay at a decent place in the last 2 days, the first thing we did was to have a nice
 shower. Then we had a heavy breakfast and we slept.
 I woke up within a couple of hours and we decided to visit the local Leh city. We got ready and I took the
 wheel, put the jeep in ignition but I was not able to accelerate. The accelerator paddle had developed a
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snag! Thankfully there was a Mahindra Workshop close by and another ordeal (the second on our trip)
 started when we reached there.
 The first mechanic who inspected the jeep was Chhotu Alam. He told us that the accelerator sensor has
 to be replaced. The spare part was not available at the workshop so Chhotu told us that it will take 3
 days to ship it from Jammu and if it will not be available at Jammu, it will take a month to ship it from
 Nasik. We sank.
 I went up to the Manager to seek his help. Jigmet Norbu immediately came down and asked Pramod,
 one of their senior mechanics, to take a look. He himself took a look and told us that the ‘Engine Check’
 error could be because of various reasons and he called Sangyas Gyatso, his computer engineer, to
 connect a laptop and find the issue. All of this took a couple of hours and we were told to lock the
 vehicle and visit them the next day.
 With a heavy heart and discussing what to do, we decided to at least do some local sight-seeing and we
 went to Shanti Stupa after hiring a cab.
 We reached the hotel at 9:00 PM and tried to order dinner. The manager told us that he did not cook as
 he was expecting us to have dinner outside. But he was nice enough to send his guy to a nearby
 restaurant (the Fort Road has plenty of restaurants) and get some food for us.
 We could not plan anything till we knew the fate of the jeep so we targeted to reach the workshop at
 9:30 AM (as advised by Sangyas), watched some news on TV, prayed to The Almighty and slept.
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Chapter 5: Leh - Ladakh – Day 5, 6, and 7
 Day 5 – 17 July 2012 – 9:30 AM – 13038 KMs – Mahindra Workshop, Leh
 We had no clue about how our first day at Leh was supposed to be. Rather than enjoying the beautiful
 valley, we reached the Mahindra Workshop at 9:45 AM. Pramod was busy dismantling the engine of a
 Scorpio and Sangyas had not reached office. Pramod told us that the car belonged to a foreigner and he
 has to send the pump outside for repair. He needs 30-45 minutes and then he will start the repair work
 for our jeep. It was almost noon when we lost our patience and asked Jigmet to intervene. The work
 started and we were given an estimate of 5-6 hours.
 We decided to leave the jeep there, hire a cab and visit some nearby places. Sangyas called a cab and we
 left for Gurudwara Patthar Sahib, Magnetic Hill and Sangam (confluence of 2 rivers). Our first
 destination was the historical Gurudwara. The Gurudwara is maintained by the Indian Army and I must
 say that they are doing a pretty good job. We spent almost an hour at that peaceful place, had langar
 (food served in community kitchen) and while we were wearing our shoes I noticed this hill right across
 the road which had a Nishaan Sahib (a tall slender pole like structure which is visible from far off places
 and indicates the presence of a Gurudwara). There was a winding staircase to reach the top and I felt
 the urge to go on top. It took me 12 long minutes (with 4-6 30 second breathing breaks) to climb 448
 stairs. It was worth the effort as the view from top was breathtaking.
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Our next stop was at Magnetic Hill, the phenomenon which defies gravity. The hill supposedly has a
 magnetic effect which pulls cars uphill. We tried it out our self and the cab which we had hired went
 uphill. Since I was curious to know about this effect, I Googled Magnetic Hill. Wikipedia claims that this is
 just an optical illusion.
 Finally we were taken to a place where confluence of Indus and Zanskar rivers happen. Since we were in
 a hurry to return to the workshop, we did not go down near the river but stayed on top and took some
 nice pictures.
 Hurriedly we reached the workshop at 4:15 PM and we could not find the jeep. It was actually good
 news because it meant that the issue was resolved. Jigmet called Pramod to find out and he confirmed
 that the issue was over and he was getting the jeep back. We were relieved. The jeep arrived; all the
 front wiring was open. It was 7:30 PM when we bid goodbye to the workshop and the staff, who had by
 now become friends. Sangyas and Jigmet are now my Facebook friends
 In the evening we decided to go to the Leh Market and have dinner. We treated ourselves with pizzas
 baked in a wooden oven at a restaurant called IL Forno. Since we were back on track with the jeep, we
 created the plan for next 2 days while munching the crispy pizzas. We decided to visit Khardung La and
 Nubra Valley on 18th and Pangong Tso on 19th. We reached the hotel by 11:30 and I switched on the TV.
 Somehow I was not feeling sleepy so watched The Lord Of The Rings before sleeping well past
 midnight…
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Day 6 – 18 July 2012 –5:50 AM – 13164 KMs – Leh
 We picked up packed breakfast from the hotel and left on a long journey to Khardung La & Nubra Valley.
 The journey was tough as well. Fort most part, there was no road and only gravel and stones. As we
 ascended, we started seeing some snow by our side. The snow was melting fast and water was running
 down the roads. At night time, the water freezes and as the day progressing, the frozen water turns into
 a slush kind of formation, which makes the gravel very slippery.
 At a certain place, where the ascend was quite steep, the jeep stopped. In order to make it climb, Amit
 pressed the accelerator; the jeep was at the right side of the road and we had the deep valley on our
 left; the extra push on the accelerator resulted in the rear wheel spin and the wheels slipped towards
 the valley. For a fraction of a second, both of us thought we are going to fall. We had started imagining
 the fall in our minds and the jeep catching fire as we fall (as we see in movies). But we got another lease
 of life and did not fall. We used the 4 X 4 and safely crossed that point and several other points.
 The road stretch from South Pullu to Khardung La and then to North Pullu was extremely bad. BRO is
 widening the road to create 2 lanes and as result, broken rocks are all over the place. Finally we made it
 atop the World’s Highest Motorable Road.
 Khardung La is situated at a height of 5602 M above sea level and is a part of the Siachen Brigade. We
 finally got to see and feel snow. This was the only place throughout our journey where we could touch
 the snow and click pictures with us near the snow. Oxygen level was quite low and it was cold (approx 3
 Degree Celsius) so we continued towards Nubra Valley within 30 minutes.
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Nubra Valley was approx 150 KMs from Khardung La. Surprisingly throughout the journey, we did not
 find any sign board which talked about the distance to Nubra Valley. The road after North Pullu was OK
 and we were driving at an average speed of 50 Km/Hr. We kept on driving and driving and driving, but
 Nubra seemed to be too far. Finally we reached a place called Disket, Nubra, but we were unable to
 figure out the significance of that place. Yes, the drive through the valley was beautiful but we could not
 reach the place where tourists are supposed to go. We asked locals and they further confused us. We
 looked at the diesel indicator and it was pointing towards 1/3. We were forced to take a U-Turn and
 return to Leh. I was not impressed at all as we were returning empty handed.
 We came back to the hotel at 6:30 PM. Satya called us and it was decided that he would come and meet
 us at the hotel and then we will have dinner together. Satya reached by 8:30 or so and we left for dinner
 soon. That night we ate at La Pizzeria and ordered Pizza, Pasta and Chicken Biryani. The food was tasty
 and our discussion was spicy. Satya narrated his experience with the fellow Dark Riders and we narrated
 ours. We did not realize that it was 11:30 PM because there was so much to share.
 We bid him goodbye and reached the hotel past midnight. The next day was a promising day and I had
 lots of expectations from Pangong Tso.
 Day 7 – 19 July 2012 –6:15 AM – 13440 KMs – Leh
 We had to leave early because Pangong was more than 160 KMs from Leh. Pangong is a 129 KMs long
 natural lake, of which 30% is in India and balance in China. It was the most pleasurable drive till date.
 The quality of road from Leh to Pangong was excellent and I was able to touch even 100 Kms/Hr at some
 stretches. I was transported back to my childhood when I saw a small tributary (not sure if it was a
 tributary or other source of a water stream) flowing through a patch of green and curving at equal
 distance, exactly as we used to draw rivers on paper. Quite a sight to watch…
 We reached Pangong and behold! There lay a lake with blue colored water, and the end of the lake was
 not visible. The water was pristine and calm. When I saw the water, I thought to myself: Who says water
 is colorless? The books we studied should change that to; water is colorless except the water at Pangong
 Tso.
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It was a beautiful lake surrounded by mountains on all sides. In short, it was picture perfect and a
 perfect place for meditating. We had spent more than an hour clicking pictures but our appetite was not
 satisfied. Keeping the time in mind, we headed back to a local restaurant to have food. After the meal
 and clicking some more pictures (I would have clicked approximately 70-80 pictures already), we headed
 back to Leh.
 Since we came back pretty early, we decided to spend the evening at Changspa Road, the mall road of
 Leh. It is quite a vibrant market with eateries, open air restaurants, shops, Tibetan Shopping Camps etc.
 We spent most of the time window shopping and buying some souvenirs. We decided to have Mughlai
 cuisine for dinner and reached City View Restaurant. Once again the food was delightful and we had a
 good meal on our last night at Leh.
 We returned to our room at 11:00 PM and a mammoth task of packing lay ahead of us. It took us 90
 minutes to pack everything. I closed my eyes in this lovely city for the last time at 1:30 AM…
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Chapter 6: Homeward Bound – Day 8, 9 and 10
 Day 8 – 20 July 2012 –6:50 AM – 13767 KMs – Leh
 We struggled to get out of bed at 5:00 AM. The feeling of going back had perhaps not settled in yet. It
 felt as if I had just started to enjoy and the time to go back arrived too soon. But going back as per plan
 was inevitable, so I got my act together and was ready to start the journey back home.
 As soon as we started, I noticed droplets of water on the windscreen. A cool breeze had started blowing
 and the weather was perfect for a drive. We had barely driven a few miles when I noticed a rainbow
 right in front of us. Perhaps that view was a farewell gift for us. I captured it in my camera and we set
 out for a long journey.
 I have to admit that the return journey was more safe and beautiful. The quality of tar was excellent and
 we were driving at an average speed of almost 70 KMs/Hr.
 Our target was to reach Srinagar by the end of the day and we were quite sure of reaching our
 destination. We drove our way through Kargil, Dras (Dras is the second coldest place inhabited by
 humans) and Zozila Pass. During this stretch, I could see all shades of nature in the magnanimous
 mountains. While there were the natural browns, I also saw shades of pink, maroon, blue, green, grey
 and even black mountains. The texture of the mountains was artistic and different from each other. And
 all of them were a sight to watch.
 One peculiar thing about this route is that one gets to see multiple Indian Army convoys on the way. If I
 am not mistaken, we would have crossed at least 30-40 odd convoys consisting of trucks ranging from
 10-15 per convoy to even 40-60 per convoy. The larger convoys had an Indian Army Gypsy leading them
 and one at the tail. These trucks drive with complete discipline, at almost the same speed, keeping even
 distance between them.
 At 2 PM we reached Kargil and my body trembled with a feeling of victory. Kargil was the place where
 India fought and won the historical war with Pakistan. We chose this place to stop for refilling diesel at
 Kargil Filling Station. Bang opposite the petrol pump laid the valley of Kargil: Calm, Peaceful and
 Beautiful. Very soon we were speeding through the town of Kargil. Considering the time constraint,
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unfortunately we could not stop at Kargil. To be honest, I was not too comfortable, and I don’t know
 why. There was a strange feeling that gripped me and did not allow me to stop the jeep. We hence
 crossed Kargil pretty fast and soon reached Dras, which was just 57 KMs from Kargil.
 Dras was a much more beautiful valley as compared to Kargil. The Indus River was flowing through lush
 green plains along the mountains. From here onwards the barren mountains were changing to
 mountains with vegetation and hence much more greenery. And our eyes which had witnessed nothing
 but stone, dust and rocks for the past few days, green were an extremely soothing color to watch. Since
 we hadn’t had lunch, we stopped at a roadside kitchen. I was surprised at the location where the owner
 had put it up because there was no human inhabitation visible to the naked eye. We ordered tea and
 Samosa’a and while we were analyzing the distance covered for the day and distance to be covered, I
 noticed some people from the Indian Army nearby. I walked up to them to check exactly how far
 Srinagar was. They told us that we have to cross Dras before 6 PM and then we would be able to reach
 Srinagar by 9:30 PM or so. They also told us that if we are unable to cross, the Army guys might not
 allow us to cross before 6:00 AM the next day. This scared us a bit as it was 4 PM and the place which
 we had to cross was approximately 70 KMs. I saluted the Indian Army and we started off again swiftly.
 We drove our way through Dras to reach the Kargil War Memorial. It was 5:45 PM and we decided not
 to stop because there was no way we wanted to be stopped within Dras. That would have meant loss of
 precious time. While writing this, I really feel that we missed something. One MUST NOT miss seeing the
 War Memorial.
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We safely crossed over Dras and reached Zozi La (an important mountain pass between Ladakh and
 Kashmir) at 6:15 PM. We felt relaxed and we knew we could now spend some time here to click some
 pictures and enjoy the nature surrounding us. Zozi Pass is situated at an altitude of 11649 feet (~3,528
 meters). The view here was superb but we did not stay long due to the time constraint and the
 temperature, which was probably 8 Degrees Celsius.
 Our next stop, within the next 3o minutes was a forced stop. Barely 20 KMs after ahead of Sonamarg,
 BRO was clearing rocks from the road, which was a result of a blast they had done to create a better
 road. But the place where we had stopped was right across a mountain where a waterfall stood frozen. I
 could hear the water gushing down behind a thick formation ice, but the water was nowhere to be seen.
 It took us 2 hours before we could resume our journey. By the time we started, it was pitch dark. The
 road which we took was narrower than the other regulation roads and also had stones and pebbles all
 along them, making it very difficult to drive, especially take turns. Even the small cars like a Hyundai i10
 needed to reverse on a turn before continuing. We were on a similar turn and in order to complete the
 run in one go, I moved on to the rightmost edge of the turn and I did not notice a few rounded stones.
 The right hand side front wheel of the jeep climbed on the stones and the jeep tilted ferociously and
 Amit jumped out of the jeep. I think he did that as an impulsive reaction to save himself, but had he not
 jumped down, the jeep would have turned turtle. We thanked God yet again and restarted.
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It was 9:30 PM or so when we reached Sonamarg. There was no way we could have continued our
 journey to Srinagar and we decided to stay over at Sonamarg. The first thing was to look for a decent
 place to sleep and luckily after scouting just 5 places, we decided to sleep at Jai Mata Di, Vaishno Dhaba.
 Sure it was a Dhaba but within brackets the board read, ‘Rooms Available’
 Our phones with Vodafone connections still did not show any signal so I searched for an STD booth for
 making calls to our respective residents.
 After parking ourselves in the room (a 8 x 7 enclosure having an LCD TV with an Airtel Digital TV set top
 box delicately balanced on the TV; and with a 2 x 4 toilet cum bathroom with a wash basin) we went to a
 nearby restaurant to have food. Since I was in Kashmir, I was keen to have mutton and hence we
 ordered Mutton. It was damn tasty and while we were enjoying it, we noticed the local guys getting
 excited. A Kashmiri news channel just reported that Ramadan starts from the next day and while this
 made them happy (they were talking excitedly in Kashmiri), they started uttering the ‘P’ word asking
 someone to check with the neighboring state as they did not want to believe the Indian news channel.
 Amit had also understood what was going on. We exchanged a look, spoke nothing and honestly, I was
 scared and hence lost all my appetite for mutton. We finished quickly and moved out of the restaurant
 towards our sleeping place, without discussing anything.
 It was quite late and we were tired because of the continuous driving. We tried to sleep in a not so
 comfortable bed. I don’t know when I slept but I know for sure that the morning sun came out pretty
 quickly…
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Day 9 – 21 July 2012 –8:30 AM – 14119 KMs – Sonamarg
 I felt as if I did not sleep at all when I opened my eyes to a beautiful morning. But at the same time I did
 not feel encouraged to stay in that room any longer. There was not much to do as we had not unpacked
 and there was no desire to take a bath as the water was excruciatingly cold. We were ready in less than
 10 minutes and we moved out of the accommodation.
 We had a quick breakfast and we were on the road by 8:30 AM. We reached Srinagar by 10 AM and the
 sun was shining brightly. This was the first time in the last 8 days when we were missing the Air
 Conditioner because the mercury was rising and it was very hot. The temperature at Srinagar was way
 too high and both of us had started sweating, but there was nothing we could do about it, except taking
 frequent breaks for consuming cold water.
 Soon we were on the Srinagar – Jammu highway and we noticed some peculiar things. There were 1-2,
 and at some places 2-3, army men patrolling at each 500 meters on both sides of the road. I thought o
 myself, “should I feel safe or not”. I decided not to ponder over it too much. Next thing we saw was a
 sign board which read, ‘You are under enemy watch’, and we were really scared. We started looking all
 around us to get a view of the enemy or the guns which were pointing right at us! Though we did not
 stop driving and in fact increased our driving speed to escape that zone ASAP. Then we saw Pakistani
 Flags with some message in Urdu pasted near the flags. I was not sure if we had accidently crossed over
 to PoK. I know it is a stupid thought but I could not help thinking when the frequency of seeing these
 flags increased. Thankfully, we were in India and we zipped our way further.
 During our way back we crossed Jammu, Patnitop and Kud, but did not stop over because we were
 targeting to reach Pathankot by end of day. After we crossed Kud, we reached the Titanic View Point
 created at a place within District Anantnag. This place created by BRO in the memory of Major
 Bhupender Singh (who was shot by some anti national elements in Jan 1994) overlooks a beautiful valley
 and has been created as a ship deck. We clicked a few pictures and moved ahead before stopping at a
 Dhaba, not before our stomachs grumbled.
 By late evening we reached Pathankot (our target destination for the day), but we did not stop at
 Pathankot to spend the night. We still had energy in us to keep on driving and we revised our target
 destination to Jalandhar. But the decision was maybe not the best because within 2 hours or so we felt
 tired. At 12:30 AM, approx 40 KMs before Jalandhar, I suddenly noticed a road side Dhaba which also
 had rooms. We checked out the room and thankfully it was a decent room with air conditioner. We took
 the room and decided to sleep well because the distance from Jalandhar to Delhi was not too much.
 Without wasting any time, we slept. That was the last night we were spending on this unforgettable
 journey…
 Day 10 – 22 July 2012 –10:15 AM – 14656 KMs – Pathankot
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The last leg of the road trip was most uneventful. We had nice crispy Paranthas with tea and set out on
 our way back home on a hot and dry day. Within a few minutes we were sweating but we had no choice
 but to keep driving. We had to take breaks after every hour to refresh ourselves with either Nimbu
 Lemon (Banta) or Nimbu Pani.
 At 4:00 PM, we stopped over at a famous restaurant called Haveli at Karnal, our first stop since morning.
 We ate to our hearts content; spend almost 45 minutes before setting out for one last time, praying for
 the weather to change and requesting the Rain God to shower some water.
 And by Jove we were heard. The moment we stepped inside Delhi, it started raining. The rain became
 heavier as we kept on moving and the mercury dropped by a few degrees. Monsoons in Delhi bring
 relief but bring with them traffic jams and we were also stuck for 30 minutes immediately after we
 crossed Delhi Bypass.
 Finally, we touched down at Amit’s place at 7:15 PM. There was no way I would have stopped to have
 some tea / snacks because I wanted to reach home. Immediately after unloading his stuff, I happily
 called my folks to announce my arrival in less than an hour.
 When the clock struck 8:30 PM on 22nd July 2012 and the speedometer in the jeep read 15195 KMs,
 which meant that and we had journeyed 3185 KMs, I reached Home Sweet Home. The unforgettable
 road trip had come to an end. I was happy and feeling victorious. Over the last 10 days we had
 conquered mountains, survived low temperatures, high atmospheric pressure, low oxygen, braved
 terrains with no road, negotiated innumerable blind turns and enjoyed every minute, every hour of our
 journey.
 There was no reason not to call this a resounding victory and an achievement of our life time.
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Notes: How we were Leh’d This section talks about the route we took for our journey
 Gurgaon to Leh – 1129 KMs
 Gurgaon
 Delhi
 Karnal
 Ambala
 Kharar
 Roopnagar
 Bilaspur
 Mandi
 Kullu
 Manali
 Keylong
 Jispa
 Sarchu
 Thanglang La
 Moori Plains
 Rumtse
 Leh
 Leh to Gurgaon – 1428 KMs
 Leh
 Kargil
 Dras
 Zozi La
 Sonamarg
 Srinagar
 Patnitop
 Kud
 Udhampur
 Jammu
 Pathankot
 Jalandhar
 Ludhiana
 Ambala
 Karnal
 Delhi
 Gurgaon
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Notes: Stuff to take along
 We took lots of stuff with us but in the season we went, we could have avoided a lot of things. Here is
 what I recommend should be taken along on a road trip (or otherwise), if one plans to be at Leh in July.
 If you want to be in touch with your friends and family, you MUST carry a mobile phone with BSNL or
 Airtel connection (I would say BSNL is a better option)
 Food Breakfast bars Lots of drinking water Glucose Biscuits Chocolates Some Dry Fruit Seasonal Fruits
 Medicines (please consult your doctor) Calpol Diamox Avomine Pain Balm Vitamin C Tablets Volini Spray Crepe Bandage
 Clothing High ankle boots (preferably waterproof) Light sweatshirts Jacket to prevent you from cold wave and low temperature at a few places Sunglasses Sunscreen (for places like Khardung La, Pangong and Nubra) Thermals
 Miscellaneous
 2 x 20 Litre Plastic Cans to carry extra diesel
 Ropes to tie luggage properly
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Interesting Slogans We Saw During Our Journey
 I must confess that these slogans on the road made our journey even more interesting.
 - Don’t Be A Gama In The Land Of Lama
 - Don’t Gossip, Let Him Drive
 - Driving Risky After Whisky
 - India Roads Say, ‘Left Is Right and Right Is Wrong’
 - Drive On Horse Power And Not On Rum Power
 - It is Not A Rally, Enjoy The Valley
 - I Am Curvaceous, Drive Slow
 - Be Gentle On My Curves
 - It Is A Highway, Not A Runway
 - It’s OK To Be Mr. Late, But Don’t Be Late Mr.
 - 3 Enemies Of The Road: Liquor, Speed And Overload
 - Peep Peep, Don’t Sleep
 - Drive With Safety, Reach Home And Have Tea
 - If You Are Obsessed With Speed, Go And Become PT Usha
 - If Married, Divorce Speed
 - Gaadi Chalane Ka Shauk Farmaiye, Shok Nahin
 Thank you for reading the travelogue. Please contact me if you need any further information. I will be
 glad to connect.
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