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Eight trekkers travelled through India’s Markha Valley, and braved it all to summit Mount 
Karakoram – one of the world’s highest inhabited plateaus. BY REENA KARIM

Conquering Ladakh
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L
adakh is most often described as the land of high passes, 
snow-clad mountains, and sapphire blue lakes. Its bewitching 
surroundings and terrains make ideal trails for adventure 
seekers and lovers of the great outdoors. As part of the 

infamous Himalayan mountain range this region may be a natural 
wonder, but with it harsh terrains and bipolar climatic conditions it 
can make for a less than pleasant journey at times. However these 
determined trekkers spent seven days braving their way through 
altitude sickness, rough trails, cold waters and pitch-black darkness 
to end up on the top of Mount Karakoram – at 17,060 feet (5,200m) 
– and all agree it was an experience unlike any other. 
So what prompted these eight enterprising adventurers to risk life 
and limb just to get a nice panoramic hilltop view? Well, whether 
it was seeking new challenges, looking to break away from the 
concrete jungle, or even raising money for charity, each one of these 
tried and tested trekkers has a story to tell.
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Arun is a third generation Indian born in Bangkok. He 
works as a cardiologist in Bangkok Heart Hospital, 
specialising in treating heart failure patients. His 
hobbies include travelling, writing travelogues and 
cooking. Arun came up with the idea for the group 
trek after he heard a lot about it through his nephew 
Abishek. He was fascinated by the thought of the 
mighty Indian Himalayas and mystic Ladakh. After 
researching online, he zeroed in on Markha Valley, 
which is deemed as one of the top treks in Indian 
Himalayas, with ancient Buddhist monasteries and 
stunning mountain desert landscapes.

How did you train, or prepare, for the trek? 

I exercise on a regular basis. Team members were tested 
for physical fitness and recommendations were made after 
our evaluations. We, the team members, were in touch 
with each other via our Facebook page—Markha Valley 
Group—and we were well informed about the things we 
should expect during our trek by Rigzin, our trek provider 
and organiser. 
 
Tell us about the trek?

We acclimatised for three days in Leh and we visited 
Buddhist monasteries on the first day. The next day we 
drove and stayed overnight to Pangong Lake. The drive 
through Changla was picturesque and snowy. We would 
start our treks around 7:45am, and would walk for 6-8 
hours covering 10-18 km on average, in challenging 
conditions with scorching heat and, on occasions, 
thunderstorms. During our trek we followed the Markha 
River, climbed through breathtaking gorges, and passed 
through the beautiful villages of Shingo and Skiu. The 
high valley of Nimaling with its green pastures, grazing 
herds of blue sheep, and a scenic river bed was definitely 
one of the highlights of our trek. We explored Komaru-La, 
the highest pass, and enjoyed beautiful views of the snowy 
peaks of Karakoram, and the Himalayan mountains, on 
the final day. 
 
What was the most challenging part of the climb?

The most challenging part was ascending uphill, as it 
required good stamina. Walking downhill wasn’t a piece 
of cake either. It hurt our feet. All of us had some degree 
of altitude sickness. We all took our medications as per 
recommendations to ease the symptoms. Bathroom duties 
without proper restrooms, especially for the ladies, were 
also challenging. 
 
What did you take away from this experience?

Trekking is fun and relaxing. Trekking has been falsely 
documented as strenuous and difficult. That is a myth. 
Trekking is one of the best means available to appreciate 
nature’s beauty. Do not hesitate to go for your passion. 
And age is not a limiting factor.

I wish I had… 
A better day pack, 
more supplies of wet 
wipes, and more 
room in my bag.

Appreciation for 
nature… 
It reminded me of 
the simple pleasures 
of life—walking 
along riverbeds and 
snow-capped mountains, and watching sheep grazing in 
the meadows and hearing the cheerful sounds of birds.

Round two… 
I am already planning my next trek to Everest Base 
Camp in November next year. The Inca trail in Peru 
would also be a ‘next big thing’ on my bucket list. 

Future trekkers… 
Have ample time for acclimatisation. Be ready for the 
trek with open mind and make sure you are physically 
fit. Follow the instructions from the trek guide, and 
walk in the group at your own pace. And, most 
importantly, exercise good teamwork.

Arun Sachdev
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Tips for the trek...

Spend a minimum of 
two days acclimatising 
in Leh. Also, listen to 
your health, listen to 
your guide, don’t waste 
food, and remember 
teamwork—never split 
up as you can get easily 
lost while trekking.

My gear... 
Shoe size should be one 
size bigger than your 
normal shoes. Also, 
bring an extra battery 
for the camera, pack sunblock SPF+75 (or buy local 
apricot oil), and bring alcohol as medicine (a small 
amount of cognac to beat the cold at night).

Trek highlights... 
Summer snowfall in Changla, the turquoise coloured 
water in Pangong Lake, the fascinating high altitude 
teahouses and monasteries, and the cultural journey 
through the lifestyle of local villagers.

Next trip… 
Everest base camp and the Inca trail in Peru.

Anchita ‘Rashmi’ 
Sachdev
Rashmi was born in Chiang Mai and did her schooling 
in Thailand and in India. She has been working for 
Thai airways since 1990. She has admired people 
who have reached the summit of Mount Evererst (and 
has always wanted to do the same). This first-time 
trekker received encouragement from her husband, 
Arun, who pushed her to pursue her dream. Her 
biggest motivation came from the fact that she 
was looking to undertake a daring adventure and 
experience things that were different from what she 
was used to.

What were your concerns?

I was not sure if I could push myself physically at my age. 
However, I was mentally well prepared for the task ahead. 
 
What was going through your mind?

It was difficult in the beginning, as I had lots going in my 
mind, but somehow, I liked it. It was quiet and peaceful. 
I did enjoy the wind, the sun and the feeling of being on 
top of the mountain. I wish my family and friends were 
with me. 
 
What was the most challenging part of the climb?

I encountered a narrow walking path along a deep ravine 
that was scary. You had to stop every now and catch  
your breath. Another challenging part was crossing the 
ice-cold stream on my bare feet—but it was fun. Disposing 
my biological waste was another challenge, and I was not 
able to bathe during the trip. 
 
Tell us about any amusing incidents that may have 
happened during the trip?

I had to negotiate past a caravan of donkeys along narrow 
path with the cliff on one side. Both parties were scared 
of each other, and I had to let them walk over me. It was 
difficult to communicate with them. They understood the 
word “chalo”. We had a big laugh. 
 
How did you feel on completing the journey?

It was a relief, and a bonus in my life. This trip has trained 
me for anything and everything. This is a new beginning. 
 
What did you take away from it?

The world is wide and beautiful. Our human perspective 
is so limited. Never judge the beauty of nature by the 
opinion of others. You should see it for yourself.
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My guide said... 
Focus on keeping a comfortable pace, breathing 
consistently, and keeping hydrated at all times.

I didn’t need... 
So many granola bars!

Food cravings... 
Our conversations often revolved around the Thai 
food we would devour upon returning to Bangkok.

Round two... 
I would definitely recommend it to others, and would do 
it again if the chance to explore a new place came up.

Aditya Khorana undertook this trip because he 
wanted a change from his fast-paced city life. But 
as the dates drew near, he realised his ‘leisure trip’ 
was going to be far from relaxing. Some aspects of 
the trek, such as the gruelling fitness requirements, 
high-altitude acclimatising, and horror stories on 
the internet, made him doubt his decision a week 
before leaving. But this strong-willed trekker was 
determined to make it, and he did.

How did you physically prepare for the trek?  
I trained by doing a lot of cardiovascular exercise – things 
like running, cross-training, and walking up and down 
flights of stairs with weights strapped to my backpack. I 
also tried to change my diet in an attempt to become fitter 
and leaner.  
 
What did your family think of your decision?

My family thought it was a good challenge to undertake, 
and were happy I was going, as my present lifestyle was 
becoming very sedentary. 
 
What went in your gear?

We had two bags, one of which was used to carry the bulk 
of our clothes and belongings, and another to carry our 
day-to-day stuff (water, jackets, electrolytes, food, etc). 
Porters carried the larger bag containing the bulk of our 
stuff, but we each carried our day-to-day backpacks during 
the course of the trek. 
 
What do you wish you had done or known before you 
undertook this journey?

Thanks to the guidance of Abishek, who has had a lot of 
trekking experience, we were quite prepared in terms of 
gear and equipment. I do wish I was more disciplined in 
fitness preparation so some of the physical aspects of the 
trek would have been easier.  
 
Who was the ‘entertainer’ of the group?

Suvrat was the comic relief of the trip. His constant jokes 
and upbeat disposition were really helpful in getting us 
through difficult times. The amusing incidents between 
him and Sara were just too numerous to describe here.  
 
What did you take away from this experience?

I gained a lot of confidence in my ability to overcome new 
challenges, and I realised that being in a new or unfamiliar 
situation is something that one can easily adjust to, and 
get accustomed to, given time and dedication.

Aditya Khorana
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I wish...  
I had taken my sneakers and had a lighter day bag.

Round two... 
Yes, I would do it again and I recommend it to all those 
who love the outdoors and are looking for something 
beyond the urban lifestyle.

Future trekkers... 
Don’t take training sessions lightly, and learn to travel 
as light as you can – never take more than you need. 
Also, make sure your boots are at least two inches 
bigger. This will help when you go down a steep 
mountain.

Sarabjit ‘Sara’ 
Narula
Sara is an English teacher who loves meeting people 
and learning from their experiences. Her love for 
adventure, the outdoors, and travelling led her to join 
the trek. Visiting Leh and Ladakh has always been on 
her bucket list and when the opportunity came along 
she couldn’t say no.

What motivated you to sign up?

The fact that I have never, ever hiked before, and that 
my age was catching up on me, both motivated me to 
do this. You only live once, and if you have a passion for 
something you must do it or regret it forever. 
 
What were your concerns?

The first thing was the fact that I have a slipped disc on 
my lower backbone and trekking with that would be a 
great risk. Secondly, being a woman, the thought of no 
proper toilets was a bit worrying. 
 
What was the terrain like?

The track was a combination of difficulties. Some tracks 
were easy while others were challenging. These tracks can 
emotionally fatigue you at times, especially when you have 
to deal with strong weather conditions. But that is the 
best part of it. It teaches you to be patient and strengthens 
your willpower. There was a time where I had to sit on the 
horse just to catch up before sunset. 
 
How important is team work?

A hike like this requires a lot of self-discipline and 
motivation, and having a good team is very essential. I 
was very lucky to have Dr. Arun, who kept reminding 
me to take the necessary medicines. Rashmi encouraged 
me by saying, “take five steps, breathe, and walk again”. 
Abishek adjusted my bag so it wouldn’t be too heavy. 
Karma reminded me to stretch before and after the hike 
each day. Suvrat reminded me to wear my hat or a scarf 
to protect my head from bipolar weather condition. 
Aditya kept telling me I was doing good. Lastly, Ranvir, 
the youngest of all, made hiking look so easy and simple. 
This was my awesome group. Thanks to them my trip will 
forever be memorable.
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My guide said... 
Pack light, take 
it slow, and dress 
appropriately.

I wish I had... 
Wind proof pants! 
Track pants let the 
wind go straight 
through.

Food cravings... 
Non-Indian and 
meat! We ate mostly vegetarian Indian food.

Round two...

Yes! Take a break from your city life and luxuries.

Future trekkers... 
Be mentally and physically prepared, and pack well.

Suvrat is a structural engineer who was born in 
Thailand, brought up in Singapore and Bangkok, and 
studied in Melbourne. He heard of this trip through 
Abishek and Arun and it only took half a page of a 
Google image search to convince him he wanted to 
go. Even though he did not do any physical training 
for it, like some of the other group members did, he 
had built stamina by playing football.

What motivated you to sign up?  
I was raising money for the education of children in  
India through Manana Library (New Delhi). I got people 
to sponsor me to complete the whole trek wearing  
a school uniform. 
 
What were your first impressions of the trek?

My first impression was how amazing and different Ladakh 
was to anywhere else I had been! Some of the valleys we 
trekked through made it feel like we were on a different 
planet. All you saw was rocks around you, and snow 
capped mountains and blue skies in the distance. 
 
Was there any incident that made you doubt your 
decision?

The only decision I doubted was convincing Aditya to 
come on the trek as I had to listen to him complain. 
However it did motivate me to walk faster away from him! 
The trek itself was no problem for me, though sometimes 
the school uniform did get a bit uncomfortable. 
 
What do you wish you had known before you 
undertook this journey?

How bumpy the ground would be. We were walking on 
rocks almost the whole trip, so you had to make sure 
you didn’t get distracted by all the panoramic views, and 
remembered to look down. As the trip went on we started 
associating each trip over with a corresponding dance 
move and giving them an execution rating. I believe the 
eventual winner was Ranvir with a slip and slide, but 
managing to recover with a perfect landing score of 9.5/10. 
Aditya sliding on his backside was a close second. 
 
Any amusing tales?

There was a constant stream of banter between all the 
trekkers which kept us entertained the whole trip. But 
to highlight a few incidents—a first hand view of donkey 
mating, Ranvir taking hours to unpack and pack, Sara’s 
misuse of words, and of course Aditya’s famous screams of 
“Ananya!”

Suvrat Sachdev
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Karma Sirikogar
Karma Sirikogar is an artist who exhibits her work 
in galleries and participates in art residencies 
internationally. She takes on all kinds of 
commissioned projects, from canvas paintings to 
book covers. She is also training to become an art 
therapist. Despite falling sick just a day before the 
trek, this first-time trekker, with the support of  
her fiancé Abishek, was able to go through with  
the journey.

What motivated you to do this?

Experiencing the serenity of the mountain ranges and 
pushing my limits. Abishek’s vivid stories were pretty 
inspiring too. In addition, spending quality time with 
my nephew Ranvir, who is based in Singapore, but came 
along for the trip, was great. 
 
Do you think you had prepared enough? 

I have been running regularly for a few years, but I aimed 
to increase my speed and endurance three months prior.  
I think it was enough, but I could always be fitter! 
 
What were your first impressions of your 
surroundings?

Our wonderful and very fit trek guide’s name was Gyatso. 
The first day we started out, the sun was blazing, but 
the landscapes were sweeping and beautiful. I really 
appreciated the multi-coloured rocks that lined the 
mountains—they were purple and turquoise. The entire 
trek was stunning and filled with a variety of terrain, from 
freezing mountainous peaks with hail falling, to scorching 
dried up river valleys with rocks and boulders. Going 
downhill for hours on end was like an obstacle course. 
Going up a steep mountain climb, where the air was thin, 
required a lot of focus on taking one step at a time in  
order to make it. Most days we started early and trekked 
for 10 hours. 
 
Any amusing incidents along the way?

I had a mini-art class with three beautiful and curious 
Ladakhi children who saw me sketching by a river and 
came running to hang out. Suvrat cracked the best jokes, 
often at Aditya’s expense! We also saw two donkeys 
mating on a mountain whilst we were struggling to 
climb it. And Gyatso, our trek guide, effortlessly danced, 
skipped, and hopped up and down a steep side of a 
mountain to pick fragrant herbs for Sara to smell. 
 
What did you take away from this experience?

Peace, and inner and outer strength.

I wish I hadn’t... 
Bought so many cereal drink snacks

Food cravings... 
Sushi sandwich at Isao

Future trekkers... 
The more you train prior, the more you’ll enjoy. Take 
Diamox, which is a blood thinner. Take time  
to acclimatize.
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The pro says... 
Travel with an experienced trekker. And don’t just 
be fit enough, be extra fit, so you can enjoy it. Also, 
acclimatise properly, as the altitude can affect even  
the fittest. 

I wish I hadn’t taken... 
My snacks. We were very well fed.

Food cravings... 
Anything Thai.

Nature... 
I go to satiate my appreciation of nature. 

Abishek describes himself as a lover of god, nature, 
music, and film. He works with visual art and makes 
a living doing production and management of films. 
He was asked to lead the trek by Arun because of his 
experience in Himalayan trekking. Having done this 
trek numerous times, Abishek wanted to help this 
group of first time trekkers through what he describes 
would be, “one of the greatest challenges of their 
lives and a positive experience for all.”

This was your second time around in Ladakh. How did 
you prepare for it? 
I ran an average of 30-40 km a week, and did an 
interval workout of lunges, pull-ups, and push-ups. 
I made sure I was extra fit in case any of the other 
trekkers needed assistance. 
 
How did you help your group, most of whom were 
first-time trekkers?

I made a detailed gear list for everyone, took the group 
shopping, and checked most purchases people made. 
 
After four treks, is there still an element of surprise 
for you?

Though this was my fourth trip to Ladakh, I was pleased 
that I was still encountering new landscapes and terrain 
 
What was the most challenging part of the climb?

I think the day after the ‘big day’ is always the hardest 
because you have to pick yourself up and do it all over 
again. Day three was a ‘big day’, with a towering ascent 
and long descent—a total of ten hours hiking. Day four, 
by contrast, was a 20 km and a tedious, mostly flat day. 
That was mentally tough. 
 
What do you wish you had done before the journey?

I conducted at least one individual training session for 
almost all the trekkers. I wish I could have had a group 
training session too. 
 
Fondest memory?

At camp, a few of us sang the song “By The Way”, by the 
Red Hot Chili Peppers, with new lyrics inspired by  
the trek. 
 
What did you take away from this experience?

I learned that to lead a trek you have to be willing to 
sacrifice personal goals. Also, I need to be more mindful of 
group dynamics before assembling potential trekkers.

Abishek Bajaj
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I wish... 
I had taken a hat, brought a camera along, and that my 
bag was bigger than the one I took.

Food cravings... 
Hamburger and fries

Ranvir 
Koknutphongchai
Ranvir was the youngest in the group. The 14 year-old 
is the nephew of Karma, and hails from Singapore. 
This was his first trip without his parents, and he 
couldn’t have been more excited. The beautiful 
landscapes of Ladakh motivated him to take on  
this challenge.

How did you prepare yourself for the extreme 
physical conditions?

I went running and did various sports activities before 
going for the trip. I think I had prepared enough. 
 
Was there anything you were worried about in 
particular?

I was worried about falling sick and the weather/altitude 
conditions there. 
 
What were some the tips given to you by your guide 
regarding the trek?

The guide always told us what attire was appropriate 
before starting the trek, and the pace to walk at, which 
was also important. 
 
Tell us about the trek?

The trek was tiring. We had to walk long distances. There 
were some times when we had to walk uphill and that was 
the most challenging part. But the view was spectacular 
and we even got to see many animals along the way. My 
first impression was that the trek would be very long and it 
was, so having patience and pacing myself was important. 
 
What was going through your mind during the 
journey?

How different Ladakh was from the city I come from. I 
saw a world totally different from my daily grind. 
 
What was the most challenging part of the climb?

The very long walks, packing and unpacking my bag 
when I was very tired, and climbing uphill—they were the 
toughest parts. 
 
Tell us about any amusing incidents that may have 
happened during the trip?

I was stuck in the middle of a huge group of sheep at a 
campsite. And I mean stuck! 
 
What did you take away from this experience?

I saw the very different lifestyle of the people living in the 
mountains. The natural environment I found myself in 
was very different for me.


