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Early Settlements and Racial Blend 

Population:

Approximately 350,000 dwell along the banks of Sengge Chu (Indus), Shyok Chu and Shigar Chu Rivers. Main settlements are Skardo, Shigar, Kharmang and Gangche Valleys. Skardo is capital and commercial center 
Racial and Linguistic Ratio:
More than 90% of the total population of Baltistan considers Balti their mother tongue (Pha-skad or father’s tongue)

Predominant population is a mixture of Tibetans with Mons and Dards, also some Turkic and Kashmiri influences 

People in the western valleys like Rongyul have more non-Tibetan features
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Language

Archaic form of Tibetan

Balti is sub dialect of Ladakhi – very similar to Purik and Sham Skad 

In Romanized Balti, ‘X’ is used for a strong guttural ‘Kh’. ‘X’ replaces ‘gs’ suffixes in classical Tibetan, for instance legs (good) becomes lex. Also many words starting with ‘g’ sngon zhug is pronounced with guttural ‘Xa’, like xLang for gLang (Ox)

In Balti, words are pronounced phonetically. Subjoined and superscribed / headed letters are pronounced full. For example: Bya (Bird), brGya (Hundred), sGur (Hunch), sKyurmo (Sour), Brang (Chest), Brag (Rock), sKarma (Star), sKad (Language) 

However, exceptions exist. Some examples are below

Although, prefixed consonants with ‘sngon-zhug’ are pronounced full with guttural sound. For instance glang becomes xlang (Ox) and gser becomes xser (Gold). However, in certain cases, ‘g’ is dropped like in Tam (speech/conversation): Lit. gTam; Chik (One): gChig; Ngyis (Two): gNgyis and so on.

Headed letter dropped sometimes like rKangpa (foot) becomes Kangma 

aGro-ba (infinitive: to go) becomes go-ba after subjoined ‘ra-tags’ is dropped and pronounced ‘gowa’. For example; Nga gwed ‘nga agro-ba yod’: I go 

Chhogho v.s. Lit. Chhe-bo (Big)
Sub-dialectic differences: Words with Ra-tag subjoined like ‘Brag’ (Rock) pronounced ‘Blak’ in Shigar/Skardo. ‘Zhog’ (Lit. infinitive ‘aJog-pa’: to place / put) v.s. ‘Yok’ in Shigar. ‘Kro’ (Wheat in Kharmang) v.s. ‘Tro’ in Shigar. Lungba (Kharmang) v.s. Lungma (Shigar & Skardo). Spyanku v.s. Shangku (Gangche); Amo (Mother) v.s. A-ngo; Loma (Page / leaf) v.s. Lo-nga; 
Shinaki population (about 7% of total population of Baltistan) is bi-lingual and pronounce Balti words without guttural sound. (mostly drop Sngon-zhug, headed and subjoined letters), and words sound more like CT. gLang (Xlang) is pronounced Lang, gDong (Ghdong) is pronounced Dong (Face), sKarma becomes Karma (Star), rGos becomes gos (Need), and so on.

Gr may change to dr like gri (for knife in Kharmang) becomes dri (Shigar and Skardo)
Interchangeable suffixes: ‘pa/ba’ with ‘ma’ and ‘ba’ with ‘wa’. For example, Ka-ba (Pillar) becomes kaa’ (extended form of ka-wa). rKangpa (Foot) becomes kangma, Lungba (Valley) becomes Lungma, Mangpo (Many) becomes Mangmo, Rinpochhe (Precious) becomes Rinmochhe
Infinitive forms with ‘pa’, ‘ba’ or ‘ma’ also change in spoken Balti. Ong-ba (to come) becomes ong-ma in spoken. rKyang-ba (to stretch) becomes rKyangma. rDung-ba (to beat) becomes rDung-ma, and so on.
Shortened words:
Chaxpha (Chi rtagspa), gik (agro ba duk), bek (bya ba duk), phong (pha-bong), zomong (zomo gun), brow (bra-bo), zen (za ba yin), zed (za ba yod), gwen (agro-ba yin), gweng (mgo nang)
Dropped final consonant: yo (yod) like in ‘Zaa’ la chi yo’ (What is to eat?). ‘Kho gar yo’ (Where is he?) Kho di yod (He is here)
Genetive marker (kyi, gyi, gi etc): In spoken Balti we have one genetive ‘i’. For example Shokbui loma (page of book); Lungmi chhu (water of the valley)   Ear of goat (rai rna)
Revival of Balti Script:
Movement to revive Bodyig or Balti Script, which was lost 600 years ago, intensified in last 15 years
Persian and Urdu not suitable to preserve the phonetics of Balti language

Number of people learning Yige has increased in last 5 years

Additional syllables invented to accommodate Arabic alphabets like Xa, Gha, Qa, Fa
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Development and Preservation of the Language - Constraints

Closed border
Script not taught in the schools

Lack of government sponsorship
No support to local publications and writers

Ghulam Hassan Hasni
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Proverbs, Sayings and Expressions

Lo      mgo              byiwa (byaa’)       khers

Year   first (head)      rat                         took

The first year of the Zodiac was taken by the rat

Balti calendar similar to Ladakhi has a ‘Loskor’ of 12 years and each Loskor starts with the year of the rat.

The story, with Islamic overtones, goes that Prophet Noah gathered pairs of animals on his boat to protect from the floods and sailed to a faraway place. When the storm settled, he ordered the ox to lead the procession off the boat to mark the auspicious occasion. However, before the lazy ox could be dragged off the boat, a rat hiding in the ear of the ox jumped out and stepped on the ground. 

This proverb is usually said when someone makes an extraordinary achievement or performs unexpected heroic job

Rkoa         shes;      Zbaa’       ma   shes

Steal (to)   know;    Hide (to)   not   know

One who knows how to steal but fails to hide (and gets caught)

It is easy to achieve success but difficult to maintain it

Lakpai         snum        la;     Gnam (Xnam)     Gyi (yi)       bya

Hand (of)      grease       to       Sky                        (of)             bird

Birds hover in the air for a greasy hand (food)

If you have wealth, everyone wants to be your friend or relative

Also that if you want to be popular, you have to spend money

Sar       snod     Kyi (yi)     chhu      zhimbo

New      pot        of               water      tasty

Water in a new pot tastes sweeter

New things have initial charm, which goes away quickly. It may also suggest ‘Old is Gold’. 

Mi   rgos   pai   snod;  Rgos   pai   zhak

Not  need   of     pot;      need    of     day

Nothing is worthless.

Even a useless pot may become handy someday

Mi      bar               gtam (tam);     Brak       bar                        sa

Man   between        words;                cliff         gap /between       dirt

Arguments between people are like dirt in a cliff crack; small fissures lead to large chasms 
‘Bar’ here means gap as well as between. Friends are lost when arguments grow and are not solved, such as crevices in the mountains grow as dirt and pebbles accumulate
Rmak     lok           na;      Hyak     rdob

Army      turn          if         yak        slaughter

If group of people unite, they can slaughter a yak

United, people can overcome any difficulty or challenge
Mi    bzang  la   gtam (tam)          chik;  

Man  good    to   speech (word)      one
Rta        bzang    la     thur       chik

horse       good     to     whip       one

A wise person gets the first hint, while an trained horse understands the first whip 

Lam                rings         na;   Thse    rings

Path(journey)  lengthens   if;      life      lengthens 

You live longer by taking longer but safer routes

Usually said to encourage people to travel by safer and longer route rather than taking short and dangerous paths
ngyid     ong       pai (phi)        bong bu     la        rtsoa       med

Sleep      come    (to) of             donkey        to       grass        not

A sleeping donkey gets no grass

Said about lazy people. There is no reward for those who do not toil 

Dudpa (Tutpa)  chan    me    zhimbo;   Ruspa  chan     sha      zhimbo

Smoke                (with)   fire    tasty         bone     (with)    meat    tasty

A fire with smoke is delightful (longer lasting) and meat with bones is tasty

If wood starts burning with smoke first, it is said that the wood will take longer to burn and fire will last longer. Piece of meat with bone will take longer to finish eating, hence more enjoyable
A suggestion that joy comes with hard work

Bumo          aThsarba (thsarba)           nang        shamo        aThsarba
Daughter     growth (maturity) to            and        mushroom        growth (to)
Both girls and mushrooms mature / grow fast

Girls mature fast like mushrooms, worrying parents about the future of their daughters’ marriage
Sngying (Sning)   la    od       med     na;     mig     la    od       med

heart                      to     light    not      if;        eye      to    light     not

If heart has no light then eyes have no light

The light of the heart is knowledge and awareness. If the heart is blind, then the eyes can not see the future, or make the right decision
Rgyalu       dug              sa                 rgyal-sa

King           reside/sit      place             capital (place of king / winner)

A place, where the king resides, becomes the capital of the kingdom
It means a place becomes respectable and holy when holy people and nobles reside or visit it 

Spyanku  mi   ltogs pa                       

Wolf        not   hungry (to)   
Lu-rzi      mi   thserba       
shepherd  not   miss (to)      

Wolf not remain hungry (should feel content with lesser gain), shepherd not miss (should feel content with minor loss)

A settlement should make both parties happy. Enough to kill the wolf’s hunger and minimum loss to the shepherd’s flock
Hor   Gyi (yi)       rta        shi     na;        mGo                    Horyul

Turk    (of)            horse    die     if;          head (towards)      Xinjiang

When a Turk’s horse dies, its head is facing towards Xinjiang

A patriotic person in exile always thinks about her/his country. When s/he is dying, she dreams of the country.

Ata      la    bu       phes           med;  

Father  to   son    differentiate   not;

Jowo (Cho’)    la   bran        phes        med

king                 to   subject    differentiate  not

For the father, all sons alike; for the king, all subjects alike

‘Bran’ also means slave. The saying is used when making a choice is extremely difficult

Rta      chig     gi    phya      rta       bgya      chhu       thung; 

Horse    one    of     sake      horse   hundred    water      drink;

Mi        chig   gi        phya        mi         bgya         zan          zo

man     one     of        sake         man       hundred     food        eat

Because of one horse, a hundred drink water; Because of one man, a hundred eat
Said when someone benefits many. One person may become the source for others to obtain what they desire. Also, goodwill is spread among people when a person takes initiative

Zharba       la         chi          dGos yod (rgosed)?         Mig         ngyis

Blind           to        what        need   (is)?                        Eye            two

What does a blind person need? Two eyes

A man wants what he doesn’t have  
Anchan gyi (i)    chik     ching;    mKhaspa       bgya         ching

Powerful (by)       one      tie;         learned            hundred     tie

One can control many with wisdom and skill, while the powerful control one or two with fear. Real respect is won by winning hearts. Respect gained through fear is short lived and false
Sa       mang           na,   mi    zo; 

Land   abundance    if,    man  eat;

Mi      mang         na,   sa       zo

man   abundance  if,    land     eat

If land is abundant, people eat. With overpopulation, land eats people

In times of fewer resources land becomes the adversary. Overpopulation and limited resources lead to famine and death. Muslims bury their dead bodies, hence ‘land eats people’ reflects that tradition

Chi     zhimbo?     Ltogs      zhimbo

What     tasty?         Hunger     tasty

It is the hunger that makes things tasty

Gnam (Xnam)     sa           chik          bya

Sky                       land          one          (to) do

To bring sky and land together - To exaggerate

Nad           ngan       la              sman            ngan

Illness        bad          to              medicine       bad

Severe or chronic illness needs strong medicine

Drulbai         glang (xLang) gi           kha             berka

Walk (of)        ox                   of            at                stick

The walking ox gets more beating 

An industrious person keeps getting more work and extra responsibilities

dByaru               nguse          yod    na;    Rgunu           thod

Summer (to)        cry (after)    is       if;      winter (to)    happy (be)
Be happy during winters if you cried during summers
If you toil hard during the summers, there is enough food, fodder and wood accumulated to make the snowy winters fun and relaxing
Sngying (sning)   la     thsik            med    na;   Mig     la     thig      med

Heart                     to     burn (pain)   not      if;      eye      to     drip    not

No pain in heart, no drop in the eye

Care and pain for someone comes naturally if real love exists, and not by pretending. If you are pretending to shed tears, then it will be known soon

Lakpa        chad    na;     Khrag    ma      thigs

Hand           cut       if,        blood     not       drip

If hand is cut, blood does not drip

About a miser, who refuses to share his wealth with others

Chhu          nang       oma          bar         phya

Water          and          milk          gap         open

To separate milk and water

To distinguish lie and truth

Thikpa                 thikpa                rgyamthso

(to) drip                (to) drip               ocean

Drop by drop it becomes an ocean

Hard work is needed to achieve goals. Also, each step takes you closer to the destination

Gnam (xnam)     la         kawa (kaa’)          tangma

Sky                       to        pillar                    put (to erect)

To erect a pillar to hold the sky

To claim to do an impossible thing

Sbrul (Ghbul)        thongse;          thakpa      la           zhigs

Snake                      see (after);        rope           to           fear

One who has seen a snake, fears a rope

Ladakhi Proverbs
Ma             ngan    gyis (yis)      bu      rdung ma

Mother       evil        by               son       beat (to) 

Rta             ngan    gyis (yis)     bres        rdung   ma
Horse           evil      by              manger      beat   to

Ignorant mother beats instead of grooming her child. The stubborn horse kicks the manger for more fodder. It also suggests that mother should be a symbol of compassion and love rather than merely a disciplinarian. Further, agitation is not the only way to get voice heard and demands met
Roa     ngan   gyis (yis)    rkose ;             xlang     ngan      zhugs

Horn    evil     by              dig (after)            ox        evil         entered / sat

The bull fell in the ditch that his horns dug up

Harming others brings harm for self. A person becomes the victim of one’s actions. 

Phe        kale                tang     na !     Chu        mithob

Flour     sent (after)       give       if !      Water     not found

If you send him off with flour, he will not be able to find / obtain water. Said about someone who can not manage for himself
Sngying       la      sngying               thser                          med     na !

Heart            to        heart                  miss / pine (pain)       not       if

Mig      la         mig chhu               chi      la     khor                   yin

Eye       to       tear (eye water)      what    to    circle (well up)     is

If one is free of sorrow, can one shed tears? A happy person can not feel the sorrow of others

Also, you can not fake pain
Rta         rin         bang      na !           xyu                   rin            dog
Horse    worth      pace       from !       Turquoise          worth       color

The price of a horse depends on its pace and the price of turquoise upon its color

Rtags       chi      yi       rtags !      Mi     bzhed    pa-i             rtags
Gift           what   of       gift !         not     forget     to (of)        gift 

What should a gift indicate? It should leave a lasting memory
The purpose of a gift is to leave a lasting memory
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