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I fi rst heard of Ladakh, India about a 
decade ago when I saw the fi lm Ancient 
Futures: Learning from Ladakh. Lada-
kh seemed like a great case study to use 
in the Environmental Science classes 
I was teaching at Proctor Academy to 
illustrate a culture struggling to retain 
its traditional, sustainable culture while 
being overwelmed by the global con-
sumer society. I also had personal inter-
ests in Ladakh relating to its connection 
to Tibetan Buddhism and its location in 
the Trans-Himalaya mountains. But it 
was not until April of 2005 that I got 
my chance to go.

On a one year leave of absence 
fron Proctor, I signed on to lead a high 
school semester program for Vermont 
Intercultural Semesters (VermontIS.org). 
Accredited by the Vermont Board of 
Education, the program emphasizes 
cultural exchange and sustainability. 

The honors-level curriculum in-
cludes classes in English, science, so-
cial science/history, Ladakhi language, 
and an independent study. Two other 
teachers and I led 12 juniors and seniors 
from nine schools around Vermont on 
this 15-week program. The experience 
changed all of our lives.

While we traveled around Ladakh to 
a certain extent, our options in February 
and March were limited by low temper-
atures and snow on the mountain pass-
es. The program included home stays 
in rural villages and one fi ve-day trek 
along an ancient trade route. Most of the 
time we stayed at the Phey campus of 
the Students Educational and Cultural 
Movement of Ladakh (SECMOL). 

On Monday, September 18 at 8 PM, I’ll 
present the story of Ladakh and SECMOL 
and of a remarkable man, SECMOL’s 
principle founder, Sonam Wangchuk. The 
presentation will be in the Norris Family 
Theater at Proctor Academy.

Ladakh is a former Buddhist king-

dom high in the Trans-Himalaya, cur-
rently within the borders of India. A 
high altitude desert whose annual pre-
cipitation is measured in millimeters, 
Ladakh is the size of Ohio, but with 
only 200,000 residents. 

Ladakh constitutes the eastern-most 
part of Kashmir, making Ladakh key to 
India’s border security. The Indian mili-
tary maintains a force 100,000 strong in 
Ladakh, and since 1974, when Ladakh 
was fi rst opened to tourism, annual tour-
ist visitation has increased nearly every 
year. Trekkers from Europe, Israel, and 
more recently the United States, fl ock 
to Ladakh during its short summer. The 
dual impact of tourism and the military 
have caused profound change in little 
over three decades.

While newfound wealth and oppor-
tunity poured in, there have also been 
cultural consequences. A Western-style 
consumer mentality has infi ltrated what 
had been a sustainable society within 
living memory. Every year, more Lada-
khis leave rural villages and fl ock to the 
capital city, Leh, to embrace the fl edg-
ling cash economy. Age-old systems of 
community support and bartering have 
broken down. 

Meanwhile, for much of this time 
the Ladakhi education system has re-
mained dismal. Textbooks written in 
Urdu (the state language of Kashmir) 
provided young Ladakhi readers with 
stories about elephants, coconut trees, 
and monsoon rains. These were all 
strange and unfamiliar examples for 
children living over 10,000 feet in the 
mountains. 

After eight years of instruction in 
Urdu, students were abruptly switched to 
English for two years leading up to the 
all-important 10th class exam. So unpre-
pared were most Ladakhi students that 
roughly 5% passed on an annual basis. 
As a result, Ladakhis developed a cultur-
al identity as an inferior race of people. 

Nelson Lebo’s Semester 
In The Himalayans

Nelson Lebo tutors Ladakhi students Nendon, Dechen, and Lanzis in Accoun-
tancy at the SECMOL campus in Phey. 

See Ladakh  on page 25

1.800.524.9243

• Commercial
• Residential
• Fire Alarm
• Security
• Card Access
• Testing
• Inspection
• Maintenance
• Intercoms
• Central Vacuum 

Systems
• Camera / Video
• Temperature 

Control
• Freeze Alarm
• 24 hr. UL Listed 

Central Station

• Let us protect your investment with 
24 HOUR MONITORING.

• Prevent FROZEN pipes & FLOODED 
basements.

• Save on heating costs. Arrive to a warm 
home in the winter and a cool home in 
the summer with REMOTE ACCESS 
TEMPERATURE CONTROL.

• Complete alarm coverage from 
Pelham to Pittsburg.

• Call today for a free consultation and 
evaluation.

Real Life Security for Real Life Needs

37 Washington Street, Penacook NH  •  100 Main Street, Lancaster NH

CapitolAlarms.com

Duplex For Rent – Bristol
New construction, two 

bedrooms, 1¾ bath, 11’ x 
11’ den. 1,500 sq ft.

All new appliances, 
washer/dryer hookup. 
Walk-out back to patio. 
Nice views, quiet road.

Oil heat and hot water. $975 per month plus utilities, 
water included.

No pets, no smoking. References required, as well as 
security deposit and fi rst month’s rent.

Interested? Call Al at 455-6344.

Richard Takes the Con-
fusion Out of Real Estate

Richard 
Beckford
735-5444

526-8111
Hazardous Tree Removal

Tree Care
Pruning, Cabling, Fertilization

House Lots Cut & Chipped
Large Capacity Chipper, View Cuts

Aerial Truck 
Climbing Service
Stump Grinding

 Serving the area for 20 years


