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Abstract
In most of the historical records of the Silk Route there is reference to Ladakh, 
and many viewed it as an extension of it. Ladakh acted as an important 
gateway in the exchange of men, material and ideas through the ages. Leh 
the capital of Ladakh was the meeting point for traders from South Asia and 
from Central Asia. Ladakh as a conduit between India and Central Asia 
played an important role in the political, commercial and cultural domains 
both in the ancient and medieval times. Due to its geographical proximity 
to Central Asia and linkages to old Silk-Route, Ladakh became the transit 
emporium in the bilateral Indo-Central Asian trade.
The present paper is intended to study the glimpses of historical links of 
India and Central Asia through Ladakh along with the present geopolitical 
and geostrategic location of the region. Moreover, the revival of ancient 
routes of Ladakh and its benefits has also been discussed.
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Introduction
Ladakh has always played a fundamental role since early times because 
of its geographical contiguity with Eastern Turkistan and has provided 
a space for overland trade routes and also for the existence of socio-
cultural links between different regions. The regions of Ladakh and 
Kashmir Valley had links with the regions of Central Asia stretching 
back to the nineteenth and the twentith centuries. Today families who 
had traditional trade links in Leh narrate the trade flows between Leh 
and Yarkand well into the middle of the last century. The eyes of old 
bearded men at the historic mosque in downtown Leh twinkle at the 
mention of the word “Yarkand”; “Reopening the Karakoram Pass”, 
one of them said would be hugely beneficial for Ladakh and will make 
Leh a major trading centre. These age-old trade relations via Ladakh to 
Central Asia declined gradually.

Luciano Petech claims that during the second half of the eighth and 
first half of the ninth century Ladakh must have remained under a loose 
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suzerainty of Tibet.1 And being under the suzerainty of Tibet, Ladakh 
must have been an important trade emporium of the said kingdom. 
With the fall of Tibetan monarchy, Ladakh and Dardic speaking 
people continued to have trade relations with Tibet but of a politically 
independent nature.

Strategically, Ladakh is situated at important trade routes connecting 
Kashmir with China and Central Asia. As emphasized by Jacqueline 
Fewkes, the various routes crossing Ladakh provides a spectacle to 
gaze into the history of the region and its relation with its neighbors.2 
The history of Ladakh can be drawn by going through the roots of 
various roads to Ladakh and its neighboring countries. It is important 
to understand Ladakh as a cross-road between British India and Central 
Asia during the nineteenth and twenty centuries.

Important Routes
Despite its physical remoteness, Ladakh has not been isolated or in any 
sense cut off from its neighbors. Indeed it was, until 1947, the center of a 
network of trade routes whose immediate destinations included Skardu, 
Srinagar, Hoshiarpur, Kulu and through these the wide plains of India, 
Lhasa, and Yarkand notwithstanding the problems of high altitude 
and mountainous terrain.3 There are men still alive in Leh and Kargil 
who have travelled from Yarkand in Sinkiang across the 5575-metre 
Karakoram Pass- the trail marked by the bones of men and animals who 
had died en route, with caravans of horses, mules, and camels laden 
with Yarkand silk, namdas, and charas; or on the reverse journey with 
Indian spices and dyestuffs; or who have braved the three-months’ trek 
to Lhasa, its timing in the coldest part of winter dictated by the desire to 
take in the yearly September market at Gartok in western Tibet carrying 
coral and gold from Yarkand, and exquisite Yarkandi cups and dishes to 
grace the tables of the Lhasa nobility. The reminiscences of these men 
enable us to catch a glimpse of the last traces of an economic system 
that had lasted for centuries. Even more crucial, more fundamental to 
Ladakh’s economy than this glamorous long-distance trade in luxury 
goods, was the local inter-regional trade.4 There are number of routes 
1 Petech, Luciano Kingdom of Ladakh c. 950-1842 A.D., Roma: Istituto Italiano 

Per ILMedio Ed Estremo Orient, 1977.
2 Fewkes, Jacquiline H., Trade and Contemporary Society along the Silk Road: An 

ethno-history of Ladakh.  New York, Routledge. 2009.
3 H.N.Kaul, Shridhar Kaul.  Ladakh Through the Ages: Towards a New Identity.  

New Delhi: Indus Publishing Company, 1992. 
4 Fewkes, Jacquiline H., Trade and Contemporary Society along the Silk Road: An 
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which connect Ladakh with India on the one hand and China and Central 
Asia on the other, some of them are given.

The principal links for regions in and beyond India via Ladakh are 
as follows:5

a) Kashmir-Yarkand road: This is the principal high road to Yarkand, 
via Kargil and Leh.

b) Kullu-Yarkand road: This road enters Ladakh Tehsil from Lahol in 
the Government territory and is the favorite resort of trader from 
Hoshiarpur, Amritsar etc. The above two roads form what is called 
the ‘Treaty High Road’ and are kept in proper repairs by the British 
Joint Commissioner.

c) Khalsi-Chorbat road: leaves the Treaty road near Khalsi and joins 
the Kargil-Skardu road near Kiras. This road remains open only in 
summer.

d) Tanktse- Lhassa road: reaches Rodak via Man Pangam and Shushal. 
Is closed for about three months in winter.

e) Giah- Damchok Lhassa road: closed in winter for about two months.

The different roads that lead to Ladakh from all possible directions 
are as follows:6

1. The western road from Kabul and the Punjab, through Kashmir.
2. The south-western road from the central Punjab, through Jammu, 

Kashtwar and Zanskar to Leh. A branch of this road runs from 
Zanskar through Rukchu to Leh.

3. The southern road from Lahore and Amritsar, through Kulu, Lahul 
and Rukchu to Leh. A branch of road from Bisahar, via Spiti, joins 
this road in Rukchu.

4. The southern-eastern road from Lhasa to Garo and the Indus to 
Leh.  A branch from India, via the Niti Pass, joins this road to Garo.

5. The eastern road from Chinese Tartary, through Rudok and the 
valleys of Chushal and Sakte to Leh.

6. The northern road from Yarkand and Kotan, over the Karakorum 
Mountains and down the Shayok and Nubra rivers to Leh. The 
old route, which is now closed by glaciers that dam the stream, 
followed the Shayok from its source to Sassar, and hence either 

ethno-history of Ladakh.  New York: Routledge, 2009
5 Preliminary Report of Ladakh Settlement, Leh Archives, Jammu and Kashmir.  
6 Cunningham, Alexander., Ladak- Memorandum detailing the Boundary between 

the Territories of Maharaja Gulab Singh and British India. London. Journal of 
the Asiatic Society of Bengal. 1948.
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continued down that river, or across the mountains and down the 
Nubra river to Leh.

7. The north-western road from Balti, via the Shayok and Indus rivers, 
to Leh.

Ladakh at the Cross-road
In the year 1846, a new princely state of Jammu and Kashmir was 
created7 and the region of Ladakh became a part of this princely state.
During this period, Ladakh enjoyed a central position in the network 
of overland caravan routes. Traders of Central Asia, Tibet and India 
gathered at Leh to exchange their merchandise. This commercial 
intercourse not only sustained the poor and backward economies of the 
semi-closed system in these remote and high-altitude areas, but also 
provided the essential raw materials for the flourishing shawl and carpet 
industry of Kashmir. It also lent strong support to the local trade passing 
between Leh and Skardu (Baltistan) which formed a Tehsil of the 
Ladakh Wazarat of the state of Jammu and Kashmir during the Dogra 
rule. Traders from Russia and Eastern Turkistan met in Leh Bazaar with 
the Indian traders. During the same time many Russian traders visited 
Kashmir from Ladakh side almost regularly. Russian goods brought 
from Yarkand were exchanged at the capital of Ladakh, Leh. There was 
a great demand of the Russian nobility in Moscow and St. Petersburg 
for large quantities of Kashmiri shawls. Alexander Burnes also wrote 
about the “great passion for shawls among the Russian nobles”, which 
accounted for their exorbitant prices.8 However, the Yarkand road for 
Russians was blocked by the Chinese which prevented their direct 
access to trade with Kashmir.

As a ruler of the newly created princely state, the maharaja of 
Jammu and Kashmir acted independently, since he considered this state 
as his purchased property. In view of the Russian expansion to Central 
Asian territories, the independence of the Maharaja on frontier became 
an eye sore to British India; to study the strategic location of the newly 
created state, missions were deputed. Dr. Cayley was appointed for 
special duty in Ladakh to watch and ward the frontier situation. Even 
7 The Jammu Maharaja associated himself with the British during the Sikh Wars 

of 1846. The result of which was that a treaty was imposed on the Lahore Darbar 
by British and Kashmir and the hilly regions of Ladakh, Baltistan, Astor, Hunza 
and Gilgit district were sold to Maharaja Gulab Singh of Jammu for a sum of 
seventy-five lakh Nanakshahi.

8 Burnes , A. Travels into Bokhara, a Journey from India to Cabool, Tartary, and 
Persia in 1831-3.  vols. 2nd ed.  London. 1835.
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then, the control of the British in Ladakh was very limited.9 Due to the 
strategic importance of routes that connected the British Indian territory 
of Punjab to Central Asia, the control of Delhi Darbar was increased 
over the maharaja.

The role of British India in Ladakh began with the ‘Great Game’, 
which was the product of an intense Anglo-Russian rivalry in Asia 
during the nineteenth century. The mounting Anglo-Russian rivalry led 
the British to draw on Ladakh as a ‘buffer zone’ to keep an eye on 
expansionist Russia. It is interesting to acknowledge that the interests 
and constant involvement of the British, Russian as well as Chinese in 
the region of Eastern Turkistan.10 British from the late 1860’s extended 
their influence in Ladakh with the appointment of a Trade Agent at 
Leh. According to G.L Alder,11 the duty of the first British Trade Agent 
Dr. Henry Cayley, was to make certain improvements in the trade. 
According to British sources, Dr. Cayley was posted at Leh with the task 
to “maintain the tariff fixed by the Maharaja of Kashmir” but actually 
had to “enquire into the state to trade between India and Central Asia and 
to collect and sift political information regarding the progress of events 
in Chinese Turkistan”. In the beginning, Cayley’s presence at Leh was 
seasonal and temporary, but later on he was appointed as a permanent 
Leh agent designated as British Joint Commissioner, following the 
treaty between Government of India and Maharaja of Jammu and 
Kashmir in 1870.12 Along with the Jammu and Kashmir Wazir, he had 
the responsibility of supervising the Treaty Road to Central Asia and at 
the same time maintaining political developments too.

Resultantly, the British interest in Ladakh and its frontier territories 
declined the control of the Maharaja in Eastern Turkistan and further 
down-graded the relations between Maharaja of Jammu and Kashmir 
and Yakub Beg, the ruler of Eastern Turkistan (1865-1877). Controlling 
of the route in the peripheries and the frontiers allowed the British state 
9 Alexander Cunningham focuses on the major valleys and rivers to describe the 

outlying of routes; other sources emphasize the major centers of halts or the 
major regions of departures and destinations.Cunningham, Alexander., Ladak, 
Physical, Statistical and Historical: with notices of the surrounding countries. 
London. W.H. Allen & co. 1854.

10 Hopkirk, Peter. The Great Gme: On secret service in high Asia . John Murray 
Publishers. 2006.

11 G.Alder. British India’s Northern Frointier. London: The Royal Commonwealth 
Society and Longmans. 1963.

12 Cayley, Dr. Copy of Dr. Cayley’s report : From T.H. Thornton, Esq., Secy. to 
Govt., Punjab to W.S. Seton-Karr, Esq., Secy. to Govt. of India. Foreign Political 
A, National Archeive of India. 1868.
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to strengthen its inner control on the princely State and at the same time 
enhance security on the borders.13

Present Geopolitical Concern
Since then there were no active involvements in the area. Ladakh’s 
strategic importance post-independence was neglected and the 
northeastern part of Ladakh was considered as the world’s bleakest 
stretches, where Nehru describes, “no people live and no blade of 
grass grows.”14 Nevertheless the area involves the question of national 
security for both China and India. The strategic location of Ladakh, 
as the part of trans-Himalayan trade route is ignored, and no serious 
attempt to explore this significant geopolitical location has been done. 
However, from 1990’s onwards, India considered Central Asia as “our 
near abroad”.

In 2012, New Delhi launched a new “Connect Central Asia” 
policy to develop India’s engagement in the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO). SCO as a multilateral organization involves 
Central Asia and deals with issues like trade and terrorism.  India since 
2005 joined SCO as an observer, and actively sought to become a full 
member which fructified with India being accepted as a full member 
of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) in 2016. This event 
raised India’s stakes in the Central Asian region. While interacting with 
the foreign policy expert, P Stobdan, a senior fellow at the New Delhi-
based Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses (IDSA), mentioned 
that, “India is working to set up other international transport corridors, 
thereby facilitating trade and commercial interaction with the Eurasian 
region”. He emphasizes India’s lack of a defense strategy in the Central 
Asian region. There is a possibility that India can achieve its access to 
Central Asia via Ladakh by developing good connectivity to Leh and 
further reopening the long historical trade relation with Central Asia.
Given its strategic importance with regard to Central Asia, India must 
recast its sense of Himalayan geopolitics and frontier policy.

Revival of Traditional Trade Routes
The land geography is less prone to drastic changes than human 

13 Canning, Edward. Roads from India to Central Asia. American Association for 
the Advancement of Science 5 (May 1885).

14 Fisher M.W. and L.E. Rose. Ladakh and the Sino-Indian Border Crisis. Asian 
Survey.1962.
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geography,15which means that there can be frequent alteration to the 
political frontiers, but still the geographical boundaries remains same. 
One of the best examples of such boundaries is the Karakoram Pass, which 
was used by the Leh-Yarkand trade caravan. This ancient Karakoram 
trade route can serve as India’s grand gateway for trade and commerce 
to Central Asia. Central Asia can be reached from India crossing this 
route via Xinjiang, an autonomous province of China. Moreover, China 
has confirmed that Kashgar in Xinjiang would be made a free trade 
zone in recent years.16 From China’s side, freight roads are already 
connected to Central Asia. On the Indian side, on-going construction for 
the Rohtang pass tunnel in Himachal Pradesh, is expecting completion 
in the near future. This road connecting Delhi to Leh would be an all-
weather road. A perennial motorable road already exists between Leh 
and up to the base of the Saser La Mountain. The Karakoram Pass is 
not very far from here. Therefore, traditional trade links can revive and 
be made commercially viable again. For India, Karakoram trade route 
is significant in many ways. There were hesitations of the Karakoram 
and Saser passes as routes that could allow Chinese invaders into Indian 
subcontinent. This was true to a certain extent up to 1984, when the 
mountain ranges west of Karakoram were not controlled by India. Now 
with Saltoro ridge firmly controlled by Indians, Karakoram and Saser 
passes can be considered as gateways that serve as rigid boundaries 
between India and Central Asia.

The growth of Asian integration and emerging economic 
opportunities for interregional trade are generating demand for viable 
transport connectivity and land-linking services. Nevertheless, India 
and Central Asian countries have been tackling with the problem of 
distance and geopolitical confrontation. The more important question is, 
how to restore the ancient Silk Route via Ladakh that provided a space 
to connect India with Central Asia, through China’s Xinjiang province? 
It is clear that Xinjiang was the hub for all sorts of transportation in 
ancient times and remains so at present. One of the ways that India can 
link itself with Central Asia is through Xinjiang and Ladakh remains 
15 Mackinder, Halford J. The Geographical Pivot of History. The Geographical 

Journal 23, 1904.
16 Liu, Xia., Xinjiang Kashi zonghebaoshuiqutongguoguojiazhengshiyanshou: 

weinanjiangshougezongbaoqu (The Xinjiang Kashgar Free Trade Zone Pass 
the State’s Accreditation. This Is the First Free Trade Zone in Southern Xinji-
ang). Zhongguo Kashi tequ wang, (The Net of Kasghar Special Economic Zone, 
China), 9 January,http://www.kstq.gov.cn/xwpd/GZTQ/201501/00002648.html. 
2015.
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one of the most viable routes to Xinjiang. However, the geo-strategic 
importance of Ladakh with respect to Central Asia is not yet fully 
realized in India and China’s sensitivity to any engagement in Jammu 
& Kashmir may rule out this option. The reactivation of route via 
Ladakh would have a symbolic implication, essentially for revival of 
the traditional Silk Route which was vibrant until 1947. As compared to 
the relatively unstable areas of Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran, the route 
passing through Xinjiang would be more feasible.

Today China directly connects itself under the guiding principle 
of “Silk Route Strategy” via its province Xinjiang with the Eurasian 
countries. Beijing has constructed railways, highways, pipelines to 
reach out different trade centers. One of the major achievements of 
China was to accomplish Pakistan-bound Karakoram highway across 
Gilgit-Hunza-Chitral-Dir and Islamabad to Arabian Sea. China is now 
planning to improve routes, connecting Yarkand and Khotan with 
Rudok, Gartok, and lastly Taklakot, so as to boost trade. India on the 
North West frontier has three options in terms of opening up of roads 
and railways. These were the ancient trade routes connecting India with 
China and Central Asia via Ladakh or Gilgit and Wakhan Corridor or 
Kabul to Central Asia. The restoration of Ladakh route would facilitate 
India’s trade with China as well as Central Asia.

Conclusion
In conclusion, it is in the interests of both India and China to realize 
the strategic importance of the border area of Ladakh and work for 
the restoration of the traditional Ladakh Route. One must remember 
that Karakoram Pass is a natural geographical gateway and is going to 
remain so for ever. Ladakh was historically linked with its neighboring 
states through diverse sub-corridors. The connection was symbolic of 
peace, prosperity, cross-cultural and human security until late 1940s.
Unfortunately, the interconnection that ripped apart in 1947 eventually 
hindered the whole process of free trade, human passage and religio-
cultural movements across the otherwise porous borders. Even formal 
trade declined, however people of Anlay, Hemya, Kuyul, Demjok 
Nyoma, Mud and other border regions continue to indulge in informal 
trade. There exists informal trade in cloths, dress materials, electronic 
goods, medicines, crockery, porcelain, footwear, craft products, tea, 
saffron, jewellery etc. on the Indo-Chinese cross-border points in Ladakh. 
Apart from this, both have volatile zones in Jammu and Kashmir and 
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Xinjiang, where the Kashmiris and Uighurs, the two Muslim identities, 
ethnically divergent though, make a common case of “secessionism” 
from New Delhi and Beijing. The stability depends on China, India, and 
Pakistan remaining cordial and demonstrating willingness for peace, 
composite dialogue, and conflict resolution within the “humanitarian 
universals”.

In the light of the significance of Ladakh region as stated above, 
there is a need to undertake comprehensive study on cross-border 
development to assess feasibility for developing International linkages 
via traditional routes to foster stability, connectivity and growth.
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