
village that sits above Leh and frames 
the entire valley into one view. There 
is also a practical advantage to bas-
ing yourselves here rather than the 
usual Leh town. The village sits at 
a higher elevation than the city 
below, which means your body 
is already quietly adapting to 
conditions closer to what you 
will encounter further into the jour-
ney — Khardung La, Pangong, the 
high passes. 

Day one must be dedicated to the 
‘art of  doing nothing’, perhaps a slow 
walk once you have fully caught up 
on sleep. Stroll up the hill from the 
hotel for a kilometre and you will 
reach Stok Palace and Museum, the 
current residence of  the Ladakhi 

royal family. Witnessing the ancient 
thangkas and the queen’s turquoise-
encrusted perak headdresses housed 
in here is sufficient exertion for the 
day. Alternatively, find a cosy spot and 

sit with a cup of  chai and a plate of  
mok mok at the hotel — marvelling 
at the mountains. It is not a bad way 
to spend the day while your lungs 

recalibrate through the night.
Rise early the next morning and 

journey towards Thiksey Monas-
tery. The 12-storey complex is best 

experienced when the monks are 
conducting their morning prayers. 
Inside, a two-storey Maitreya Buddha 
sits in complete serenity. Look for the 
bhavacakra (Wheel of  Life) murals, 
tengyur and kangyur (ancient Bud-
dhist scriptures) wrapped in silk, the 
Tara Temple and Lamokhang Temple 
looking over the Zanskar range. Shey 
Palace, the former summer capital of  
Ladakh, follows. 

S R U S H T I  K U L K A R N I

A
S the doors of  the Kedarnath 
shrine open for the 2026 season, 
the focus is often on the long 
trek and the darshan. However, 
for those looking to stay a day 

or two longer, the high-altitude val-
ley and its surrounding ridges offer 
some of  the most surreal land-
scapes in the Garhwal Himalayas.

Bhairav Nath Temple, located 
just 500–800 metres uphill from the 
main Kedarnath Temple, is consid-
ered a mandatory stop for many. It 
is dedicated to Lord Bhairav, the 
fierce guardian deity of  the valley, 
who is said to protect the shrine 
during the heavy winter snows. It 
offers the single best birds-eye view 
of  the entire Kedarnath valley and 
the Mandakini river snaking below. 
Right behind the main temple lies 
the final resting place of  Adi Shanka-
racharya, the 8th-century seer who 
consolidated the Char Dham. After 
the 2013 floods, this area was beauti-
fully reconstructed. It now features 
a stunning 12-foot stone statue of  the 
seer in a meditative posture.

For those with a bit of  stamina, 
Vasuki Tal is a stunning high-alti-
tude trek (eight kms from Kedar-
nath). At 4,135 metres, this lake is 
crystal clear and surrounded by the 
towering Chaukhamba peaks. You’ll 
find the rare Brahma Kamal bloom-
ing here during this season. Alter-
natively, Gandhi Sarovar, a relative-
ly easy three km trek from the 
temple, leads you to this pristine 

lake, which sits right at the mouth of  
the Chorabari Glacier. The lake pro-
vides a mirror-like reflection of  the 
Kedarnath peaks, making it a pho-
tographer’s dream.

Most people rush through the trek 
from Gaurikund, but if  you look 
around near Jungle Chatti (about 
four kms into the trek), there are 
several unnamed, glacial waterfalls. 
Here on, you are technically walk-
ing through one of  the richest biodi-
versity hubs in the Himalayas, Ke-
darnath Wildlife Sanctuary. If  you 
move away from the noisy pony 
tracks, you might spot the Himalay-
an Monal (a rainbow-coloured bird) 
or the Musk Deer. The sanctuary is 
famous for its dense forests of  oak 
and rhododendron, which turn 
bright red in the summer.

Made famous by high-profile vis-
its in recent years, Rudra Cave: The 
Meditation Retreat, boasting under-
ground meditation caves, is located 
just one km from the temple. You 
can actually book a stay here. It’s a 
silent, electricity-equipped cave de-
signed for those looking to experi-
ence the lifestyle of  Himalayan her-
mits in comfort.
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Marriott’s Autograph 
Collection debuts in India 
with 176-room NoorMahal 
Hotel in Karnal, Haryana 

Visakhapatnam to launch its 
first 14-day Southeast Asian 
itinerary cruise on July 15 
with Cordelia Cruises
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Here’s why the trek to the world’s 
highest Shiva shrine is only the  
beginning of the adventure…

What to explore in Leh Ladakh
while you adapt to the altitude and 
weather before heading to the popular
passes in the Union Territory…

UNCOVERING THE  
HIDDEN HIGH-ALTITUDE 

wonders  
of Kedarnath

BRACING
FOR THE ASCENT

THIKSEY MONASTERY

LEH SHEY PALACE

Pangong Tso

Tso Moriri
To Tsokar

Sham Valley

To Alchi

To Nubra
via Shayok 

LEH MARKET
LEH PALACE

SHANTI STUPA

Leh Airport

SINDHU GHAT

STOK PALACE
STOK VILLAGE

(INDUS RIVER)

& MUSEUM

LEH

Kedarnath Temple

Musk Deer

Leh city

Khambir Bread

S R U S H T I  K U L K A R N I

T
HE pilot’s announcement 
comes before the descent. 
Somewhere over the Hima-
layas, with views of  snow-
covered peaks filling every 
window, passengers are qui-
etly warned that the alti-
tude of  Leh affects some 
travellers before the aircraft 

has even landed. It is not a formality. 
At 3,500 metres, the body needs time 
to negotiate terms with the thin air 
and the consequences of  skipping 
that negotiation — nosebleeds, oxy-
gen masks, splitting headaches — 
have a way of  cancelling the entire 
trip. Diamox and dietary adjustments 
help, but the most effective prescrip-
tion for those first 48 hours is the one 
nobody wants to follow: rest and reset. 
The question, then, is how to rest well 
while also exploring a destination as 
exotic as Leh, Ladakh.

We based ourselves at The Postcard 
in the Himalayan Willows in Stok, a 
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