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Allegorical Prologue

“A friend in Delhi is a friend indeed” - a tallish tale from the Orient
We’d been friends for a long time. Since I was six in fact. We’d known each other for longer than that, but a few “misunderstandings” had held things up. Just recently I noticed a certain tension, a hint of discord and unpredictability normally absent in our relationship.

Then I got the message: “Bet you a bottle of beer to a diareze you don’t make it to the hotel.” Fuck!! This was no joke. I paid my bill, stuffed the few bits of paper, map and Lonely Planet into my bag and headed off. 

It was nearly a kilometre to the hotel and I was taking no chances. As I sped out of Connaught Place it was neck and neck. I clenched my buttocks and strode manfully on. Five hundred metres and it was looking good; I was in control. I rounded the corner and pulled into the lead. One more corner and the hotel was in sight. 

Left, right, left right, I am going to be all right. Prapp - prappprapp. In my haste I nearly hit an unlit scooter coming out of the dark. Twat! This distraction could cost me dear. It was going to be a close thing - a tight finish. I entered the hotel foregoing the usual pleasantries with the doorman and made straight for the lift. I couldn’t risk running up the stairs at this stage so I thumped the button just as the up arrow came on. 

One, two - buckle my shoe. Three, four - please no more. Four, three - yes Sirree! Two, one, ping, screech, bang. In! Go! One…one and a half…two…two and a half…three. Ping, screech, bang. Last leg. Concentrate, Fight. Hold on. You’re not getting me now you bastard!

Ten yards to go. The light at the end of the tunnel flickered across the corridor like a strobe, freeze-framing my final steps towards Armageddon. 9, 8, 7, 6, turn left, 5, 4, 3, turn right. Open door, close door. Aah!

“OK, you win. Best of three?”

“What an arsehole.”
Newsletter I. Bombay, 27th November 1998.

Hello India!

Now I’ve arrived safely in Bombay and am ensconced in the bosom of the Chandran family, I can forget about being a traveller for a while and reflect on the events that have engulfed me in the last three weeks. 

The start to the trip was an inauspicious one. Delhi is a baptism by fire for those wishing to acquaint themselves with India. An exhaustive range of experiences assault you from every direction, from the faded grandeur of  the old parliament buildings and the Gate of India to the mind-numbing squalor of the city’s poor brought to you in full techni-odour sensurround. It has taken me weeks to isolate and identify the various stomach-churning smells that scream at the olfactory system. The obvious ones were easy: petrol and diesel fumes burnt and unburnt, drains, urine and various type of shit. Others, conspicuous by their ubiquity were less easy to unravel: jasmine in various forms, a perfume used by men and the stuff they use to clean floors and toilets, naphthalene, I believe. This cornucopia of smells is blended into a host of cocktails served on every street corner and at every stall. Needless to say this is a dimension to India which no amount of slide shows, films, documentaries or helpful advice can ever prepare you for. Set the scene in a sea of garbage and rotting food, play a symphony for horn and hooter in the background and release a plague of flies and you have the stage on which the life of India is played out. 

I dwell on this purely because it is such an assault on the senses. I will not be bowed by the emperor’s new clothes. I tell it as I find it, without any romantic illusions. When you get ill, as I did, the whole scenario attains nightmare proportions. Each of those things becomes an instant emetic, even in small doses, so the whole experience becomes a bad dream best forgotten. 

Before I knew it, the weekend was upon me and by my own negligence, I got stuck in Delhi for five days instead of the two I had planned. Anyway, I made the most of it, explored a bit and went for some interesting walks. I got mildly ill, but it was nothing to write home about. After the first few days, it dawned on me that perhaps all of India was going to be like this and that I just had to come to terms with it and start seeing the wood for the smells. 

I was glad to get on the move at last and managed to get to Agra. My suspicions were confirmed: that despite the magnificence of the Taj Mahal, the concentration of western tourists and other attempts at pandering to civilisation, the basic scene was much the same. Oh well. Time to get on with it. I checked into a nice cheap hotel, met some fun people and started having a good time. In the two days I was there, I explored the Taj (but was more impressed by the Red Fort), had some interesting food and got familiar with pigs, camels, goats and that sacred cow of sacred cows - the sacred cows. After a few good conversations and beers I felt my trip was really beginning. And so it did…

The next leg of my journey was to take me to Orchha, a place of great beauty and the eastern equivalent of gothic splendour as recommended by Olly. Unfortunately, I had contracted a stomach bug in Agra which forced me to stay in Jhansi. This was a great mistake and was the most unpleasant experience I have ever had. I shan’t dwell on this too much, suffice to say that it had ‘in extremis’ all the horrible ingredients I mentioned earlier coupled with me vomiting and going to the bathroom every time I sniffed the air. It was also a major faux pas on the part of the Lonely Planet Guide, which clearly isn’t infallible. After a sleepless night I finally got out and, holding my stomach, endured the hour or so it took me to get to Orchha. 

It was fabulous. A deserted fortress city and palace, set in a river valley with temples stretching as far as the eye could see. I trudged over the bridge and through the great entrance in  the city wall, up the steps, through a maze of courtyards and abandoned buildings, up and up into the palace. Yes, they had a room. Yes, I could afford it. Yes, a western style toilet. Great!! I decided to hang out here for a few days while I got better, away from the noise and smells which, even in the small village below, were too much for my poor stomach. Part of the vast palace was converted into a hotel, with a mere eight rooms. It was cute. Everything was nice and clean - only joking -  nearly clean. The bits you were supposed to see were, but round the corners and in the kitchen …, well, this is India! It was a haven into which I gradually relaxed, regaining my composure. I explored the immediate neighbourhood, taking care not to be more than about twenty minutes from my bathroom. Eventually, I even went down to the village and the idyllic river basin. Unfortunately, I was unable to keep down any food including my anti-malaria pills and I didn’t want to get dehydrated either. After four days I decided to call the doctor, despite the fact that I didn’t want to go onto antibiotics. This sorted me out instantly and set me on course for the next leg of my journey. I could go on forever about a really interesting bloke I met who lives in England and works six months a year in Bangladesh on water resources development who happened to be looking at something in the area, but these stories are a dime a dozen.

One thing I had learned from the four hotels I had stayed in so far was that there are two extremes as far as travellers are concerned. In the cheap to middling hotels you risk your life, but meet fun people and generally have a good time. In the better to expensive hotels, you can live in relative luxury, but meet stuffy boring people or no people at all. Somewhere there is a middle way and this is what I found in Khajuraho, city of erotica. 

After an interesting five hour bus ride, travelling with the “ordinaries”, jostling, pushing and shoving, loaded to busting, I arrived in Khajuraho ready for a good time. I was relieved to see big hotels, wide streets, green lawns and distant temples. Everything seemed so lush after Jhansi. I thought, yes, a few days here will be good. Once into the village, things took on the usual Indian feel, but at least the streets were expansive and there weren’t too many open drains. I checked into an expensive, boring hotel for the first two nights before finding one which was, unusually, smart, modestly priced and stocked with fun people. From this amicable base I explored the temples. They have the most incredible amount of detailed carvings, laboriously repetitive, but showing in great detail every natural and unnatural act done by man (ie. lespians excluded). I took far too many pictures and, of course, bought the book.

Having inadvertantly packed my film and camera in my main rucksack, I was afraid the films might have been fogged in the X-ray machine at the airport, so got the ones I had used so far developed straight away. To my delight they came out fine and provided some important feedback on my photographic techniques. I learned that the exposures I was setting were generally OK (all guessed), though on the shadier shots, the little metal iris needed a finger or two more dilation. The straight shots of temples etc. were a waste of time, because far better pictures are available on postcards and in the little books you can’t avoid buying from the touts.  What were good were the shots that made a statement about things and anything involving people (OK, once the duff ones had been weeded out).  As a newcomer to observational as opposed to purely descriptive photography, this has been a bit of a revelation to me. You will be the judge as to whether any of this succeeds or not.

I managed to confirm my arrangements to meet my friends in Bombay (called Mumbai now), and this gave me about seven days to kill. As I had only just got my appetite back, I thought this was not long enough to do anything too adventurous and so stayed in Khajuraho for the duration. 

Newsletter II. Bombay, 1st  December 1998

And so to Mumbai

I took the overnight Punjab Mail Express from Jhansi, a twenty hour mini-epic featuring a selection of moving landscapes both by day and by moonlight and a host of cameo parts played by relative unknowns. Otherwise, the train and the journey were much as expected. 

At approximately 3.15am I was wrestling with my flimsy cotton sleeping bag, trying to stave off the cold draught whistling through the windows and wishing I could straighten my legs to achieve some degee of comfort. At precisely 3.15am 205 people were being crushed to death as the Jammu Sealdah Express piled into the northbound Golden Temple Mail from Mumbai on the same line. There, but by the grace of whoever runs this place…

Finally, dawn broke and the two hours later we approached the slums of Mumbai. As the train rattled into the smog, I was presented with a grotesque parody of the Royal Drive at Windsor Castle, where the metalled drive is replaced with metal tracks and the oak trees by a thousand straining brown bottoms dispensing their meagre wastes. A few miles down the line, at the end of the drive, lay my castle: the Victoria Railway Terminus, designed by Brunel and a fitting introduction to what was to be a whole new India.

Apartments with cable TV, state-of-the-art PCs and stereos, nannies, cooks and cleaners. Friends with a place in town and a mansion in the country. Chauffeur driven cars with air con. I was wined and dined at the prestigious Cricket Club of India; more exclusive and infinitely more opulent than our own snooty MCC; a hundred thousand on the waiting list; acres of marble and exquisite halls, lawns and patios and freezing cold restaurants and bars. (Well, if you’re going to condition the air, make sure people really know about it.) And then onto a film. It was comforting to know there was a little chap out there ready to do our bidding and take all the stress out of parking, navigating and dealing with all the other stuff the traffic throws at you. 

Next day: Bollywood’s Films City. Saw the sets, met an actor/male model, producer and cameraman etc. Also noticed some Hollywood moguls sizing the place up. Just as well really, the Indian film industry is in recession. They’ve had to cut production from 900 films a year to 500. Clearly everyone will be forced to watch television or be content with re-runs. 

Saw all the sites and explored Juhu beach, about 30kms north of the centre. Plenty of money around Mumbai, judging by the high rises, the hotels, the parks and the cars. Plenty of poor people too, judging by the number of, well, poor people. But they’re quite accommodating really, they tend to keep away from the nicer areas by and large. Whose side am I on? I’m grateful for Christ’s sake! You’ve got to escape sometime. It was about then that I started to feel normal again, ready to take on anything India has to offer. I felt I was just beginning my real journey here, eyes and nostrils open wide and able to start noticing some of the things that matter. 

INTERMISSION 

(for amusement only)

Food report - from Wally, the naff travellers’ food-guru.

What’s all this about vegetarianism in India? It’s not as bad as France or Germany. I’ve seen lots of vegetarian restaurants here. I nearly went into one the other day! Had a close shave on the Punjab Express though: vegetarian only menu!!! Fortunately a psychic middleclass couple bailed me out with a huge dollop of mutton biriani. Mmmmm. It was absolutely yummy. Needless to say the veggy pap went straight out the window. Pity they didn’t speak English though, couldn’t get the recipe. 

After my episode with the Delhi-belly and the squitty-squitties I was told that lassi is “good for restoring the bacterial balance of the gut”. Wicked! But woh! - yogurt? No way!  So, I thought, force it down my throat and wash my mouth out. That’ll fix it. Anyway, eventually I ordered myself a banana lassi and decided to taste it. I couldn’t believe my luck - it tasted like banana milkshake - zero yogurt yukkiness factor! But hey! What’s travelling if you don’t take a walk on the wild side? 

I had a raw banana the other day. Just out of the blue, well yellow actually. It was quite nice. Maybe I’ll have another when I get to Goa. Just maybe. I still hanker after English food though. You know, a nice greasy chicken Madras or some really tasty samosas. You can’t seem to get that kind of thing around here. Oh well, there’s a good Chinese round the corner. Bye for now. 

Newsletter III. Pune, 5th December 1998

Changes

India is not a passive experience. It engages all the senses and all the emotions. Things have to be worked through and that takes time. Virginity here is multi-layered - you lose it in stages. Like all hierarchies it ends in tiers, but once the tears are dry there’s no going back. As my journey proceeds I see things through different lenses and filters, even the speed of the film changes as the klicks click on. Going back to places I have already visited would no doubt reveal a completely different story. Of course this is true of a lot of places, but whatever India is, it is 200% of whatever it is.

You’ve heard from Mr Horrified, you’ve heard from Mr Sick. Professor Smart-Ass has chipped in with his bit and Mr Cynic hasn’t left town yet. Wally was a welcome balance to all the eager self-expression and A. Hole Esq. an amusing diversion. Whoever next? There’s no poet in me, no romantic in the classical sense. Or at least not the words to express them. Not yet anyway. 

For the moment I content myself with the one-man party that is the reflective mind. Yes, it’s the party to which all my alter-egos, all the experiences and ideas that are me are invited. Like any party, it can be a flop or a rave, an orgy or a quiet affair. It depends on who’s there and on what mood they’re in, how much alcohol or other substances are consumed, whether there are unwelcome crashers and what the food and music are like. 

India invites exotic strangers to this party. It turns up the music and lays on a banquet. It injects you with drugs you never knew existed and releases chemicals your body never knew it had. Soon all the guests are in a state of exhileration. They’re having a good time. They’re talking to each other in ways they’ve never done before. There are arguments and clashes, laughing and crazy things going on. But the party is definitely kicking. 

The more I travel, the more I realise what a complete peasant I am. Culturally speaking, that is. No matter how many art galleries or museums I visit, no matter how many temples and palaces I wander about in I don’t feel a thing unless there’s something sinister or erotic about them. I have no sense of art or history. “Ooh! Just look at the workmanship on that!” or “Gosh, is it that old?” are my best shots. 

At the Nehru Science Centre in Mumbai, I found a derelict steam turbine electricity generator in the garden. My mind went into overdrive. The memories came flooding back: building electric motors as a child, the things I used them for (they all did something), university lectures on Electrical Machines which I enjoyed every minute of. Looking at this old piece of junk, I could see how it worked, how it was put together and muse on all the extra bits I would never have thought of. Then there’s the sheer size of it! How powerful was it? How big would its boiler have been? Where was it used? Etc etc. There’s no comparison with a statue of some Buddha or other not-so-neo theo-luminary or despot. Each unto his own. 

I learned more about the human body in fifteen minutes (mine in particular) than I have in years. For example, to my extreme shame, I never realised the large intestine is arranged the way it is. It puts a whole new angle on anal sex. Mind you, it’s probably because I never really paid attention before. Biology was never a strong subject of mine either. So, party on brain, have a ball! Next time you’re sitting on the john, make sure you’ve got plenty to think about. I have.

Intermission 

(for amusement only)

Thought for the day:

 “Hotmail saved my bacon”. Not in India surely - even Bill Gates couldn’t do that.

Top Tips for travelling:

(1) When travelling a few hundred kilometres or more, do an overnight journey. It will be cheaper than a medium priced hotel, so you get to travel for free!

(2) Don’t leave your pen with the nib touching a tablecloth. Tablecloths are two a penny but good pens are hard to come by.

(3) Don’t use a high factor sun-block if you want a tan. 

Only in India:

· I bought a pair of cheap sandals the other day. I don’t know what I expected, but a tribute to Mother Teresa came instantly to mind.

· I bought a pair of underpants the other day. When I washed them, I could have dyed twenty pairs of curtains with the water.

· All vehicles and pedestrians, including cows, are protected by an invisible force shield a few centimetres thick. This avoids the need for hand signals, working traffic lights and driving licences.

· All speed limits are strictly enforced by potholes and other force shields.

· I narrowly avoided eating a vagetable sandwich in Bombay the other day. Well, you can’t be too careful can you?

· I watched a bus go by with “safety is our motto” emblazened on the side. Pity the six people hanging out the back couldn’t see it.

· Skips are useful for holding refuse while it is being processed. When the useful bits have been removed and the rest thrown onto the road, it is ready to be used again.

· A sex-health awareness programme being promoted by a weekly magazine had as one of its advertisements something like “Up the rectum. Know the facts. “Up the Khyber” more like.

· Latest news: a female politician called Dikshit and a man arrested for having sex with a buffalo. (Both true if the papers are to be believed.)

· In England, we avoid cowpats when in the country. Here, cow “chapattis” are used for fuel. I think I’ll stick to nans from now on.

And from the relatively sublime to the completely ridiculous: 

Street vendor: 

Hello. Banana?

Me:            

No thanks and stop calling me banana.

               

[true]

Rickshaw-wallah: 
Hello. Rickshaw?

Rick Shaw:       

Hi. How d’you know my name?

            
     

[porky]

Also available in paperback:

Rick Shaw’s amazing travels in India.

Rick Shaw ripped me off.

Rick Shaw runs out of petrol.

A rickshaw meter that worked. [.. surely not?]

Newsletter IV. Pune, 12th December 1998

Part 1: OSHO – essential background

“A buddhafield is an energy field in which a buddha matures beings; a pure land, a paradise on earth which offers ideal conditions for rapid spiritual growth.” - The Diamond Sutra, OSHO.

The Osho International Commune, one of many “ashrams” in India, was started by OSHO Rajneesh in the early seventies and has never looked back. There are now centres all over the world, Oregon US having been the most notorious.  

“I am an invitation to take a courageous jump into the ocean of life. Lose yourself, because that is the only way to find yourself.”

OSHO’s philosophy is an interesting one because it embraces so many things, but it is essentially non-religious. It combines “Gautama the Buddha with Zorba the Greek”, or as others might put it, it packages eastern mysticism for western tastes. OSHO recognises Jesus Christ, Buddha and others as prophets, people with a special purpose, even mystical qualities - but no more than that. They are all vehicles for people to reach enlightenment: that inner quiet, the ability to be an instrument through which the universe can play its cosmic tune. There is no God, no affiliation with any organised religions. It is a spiritual philosophy with a strong humanist component. The main vehicle for spiritual progression is meditation. This underpins the entire life of everybody involved and comes in all shapes and sizes. 

The commune is set in thirty acres of lush, designer jungle in a plush suburb of Pune, a buzzing university town about two hundred kilometres east of Mumbai. It is eight hundred metres above sea level and blessed with relatively clean and cool air. The commune buildings nestle under the canopy and are all black with light blue windows. Bamboo, palm and banyan trees can be seen sprouting through the floors of some and escaping through the carefully designed rooves. The dress code for most activities and locations is maroon robes. It is a themed environment creating a unique ambience in which people can follow their chosen path. The site is partitioned by roads into four or five adjacent areas like a university campus. It supports a “multiversity” through which all its activities are organised. A thriving community of small businesses has grown up around the commune to service the needs of the many thousands of members, day visitors and business people attracted by the unusual concentration of wealth and cultural diversity. 

The OSHO way is not one of deprivation. Although many aspects of the meditations are about quietness, reflection and solitude it encompasses all the senses and the un-spiritual to the full. He encouraged sex as an adjunct to meditation (or a meditation in itself  - “the orgasm being a way to free the mind”), extols the virtues of having fun and exhorts people “not to be too serious”. He had a sense of humour and liked others to use theirs. He loved music and dance and the ashram is full of good music from trance to ambient, from African to Indian, Latin and jazz funk. This has resulted in great music and good opportunities for dancing to it with serious sound systems to boot you into orbit. Drugs are not approved of but drinking and smoking are catered for. 

Each day offers a set programme of meditations in the vast Buddha Hall. There are six meditation sessions daily, serving a variety of purposes using dance, music and contemplation. These are designed to rid yourself of tensions and repressed emotions, harmonise physical and mental energies and shake free dormant energies and turn them inward. The final meditation of the day is a special one known as the “OSHO White Robe Brotherhood” in which a video of one of OSHO’s discourses is shown, followed by silent dance, celebration and meditation. Everybody wears a white robe for this and it creates an atmosphere all of its own. The multiversity is divided into nine faculties and offers many other kinds of meditation and therapies available in groups, classes and all manner of sessions. The list is endless (I counted ninety five in the prospectus); I include a small sample here for your illumination:

· 21 days in Silence and Isolation

· Ayurvedic Massage Training

· Centring and Hara Awareness

· The Art of Self-hypnosis

· Co-dependency: Facing it

· Introduction to Channelling: meeting the Inner Guide

· Tantra: In the Mirror of Love (for couples)

· Aura Soma Foundation Course

· Craniosacral Balancing

· Divine Healing Arts

· Open to Feeling: Breath

· Shamanic Energy Work

· Chi-Kung: Life from Energy

· The Call of the Sufi

A particularly interesting one is “Work Meditation” where you get the opportunity to do useful things for the community such as gardening, cleaning, working in cafes or doing accounting and desk-top publishing. 

There is a heady racial mix, giving it a truly global feel, though, of course, heavily biased towards those with money. As far as foreigners are concerned I would say that Germans were the most numerous with large numbers of Japanese, Americans, French , Italians and Spanish. There are less British, Scandinavians, Australians and other nationals. The number of Indians seems to vary according to what is going on: normally a few per cent rising to perhaps twenty at certain times when local part-timers join in the celebrations. Most of the work needed to run and maintain the commune is done by people staying there on a voluntary or paid basis, with remuneration designed to circumvent work permit and tax laws. Full-time work is nominally six hours a day (leaving lots of time for meditation), but there are lots of part-time jobs too. There is also a small amount of local labour which constitutes the only permanent workforce. The majority of people are in the age range twenty-five to thirty-five, with a slow tailing off to about the mid-fifties. There may be older ones around: but it is generally held that older people look much younger than they really are due to the rejuvenating nature of the lifestyle so these figures may be inaccurate. There are a few under twenty-fives and I noticed only three younger teenagers and a couple of small children. 

There is an extraordinary number of facilities discretely scattered about the site in and amongst the trees. There are buildings and gardens, walkways, ponds, waterfalls and a shrine. There are “zennis” courts, a swimming lagoon, a gymn and “smoking temples”. There are restaurants and cafes indoor and outdoor, bars and cappuccino joints, an ice-cream parlour and a bookshop. There’s a post office, a bank, a travel agent, and shops with clothes and OSHO merchandise. Changing rooms, toilets and showers are mixed. There is a visitor centre and a welcome centre for new arrivals.

The central feature of the sight is the impressive Main Buddha Hall, the prime focus of the community and home to the main daily meditation sessions.  It is an enormous fabric structure capable of holding several thousand people. Picture a giant pterodactyl, head bowed with its wings on the down-beat, forty metres nose to tail with eighty tip to tip and you have it. A music department provides a home for the many excellent musicians to prepare for performances at the many meditations, celebrations, parties and other gigs. There are sculpting and Mandala painting studios under the umbrella of the “Creativity Centre” which also provides music practice rooms and arranges smaller gigs. A building calling itself “Global Links” houses an organisation which maintains the OSHO web-site (www.osho.org), links with centres around the world and the huge amount of published material that is produced. There is a food testing laboratory, an HIV test lab, a water purification plant and an organic farm. Many other facilities exist to cater for dancing, singing, healing, group work, the many different types of meditation and probably many other things I’ve not discovered. Finally, there is the OSHO shrine, a marble building designed by him where he lived and “left his body”. This has now been turned into a very special place for meditation with restricted access and a strict dress code of its own. 
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OSHO was a vibrant, charismatic man with a cheeky glint in his eye. He looks like someone who has just done the impossible and then winks a smile at you from behind his bushy white beard as if to say “It’s easy when you know how!” He sports a pair of lazy eyelids which makes you think he’s in a state of bliss, a feature common in India and reminiscent of Salman Rushdie’s. His voice has a slightly nasal quality to it and he speaks slowly with a soft Indian accent. Although relaxed and thoughtful, there is a hint of urgency, as if everything he says is not only important, but he has only a short time on this earth to say it. He studied philosophy and world religions and was a university professor for a while before setting off on his travels and doing healing and meditation. He acquired such a following that he decided to set up shop here in Pune. He was not a well man though and suffered from diabetes and other afflictions. He was well known for confronting other leaders and mystics and for being controversial. He was a man of many parts. 

Part 2. OSHO - my experience of it.

I arrived back in Pune in a state of great excitement and anticipation. This was going to be something completely different... again! My guided tour the week before had given me a brief glimpse behind the curtains but I knew there was plenty more in store. I checked into my old hotel by the station and had a fairly nondescript night. The next morning was gloriously fine and sunny (as had practically every other day been). After getting some photos developed, cashing some travellers’ cheques and doing some email stuff I checked out of the hotel and set off for the ashram. I arrived at about 2pm and started doing the necessary admin for registration. This included an HIV test which I would get the results of the next day. Only with a negative result would I be given my pass. No worries there. The ashram has quite strict rules about health and cleanliness and the brochures are full of guidelines.

The next problem was finding same garb to wear. Well you’d think dress codes stipulating maroon robes only for most occasions and white robes for the “White Robe Brotherhood” gatherings would be a great leveller, make everyone equal. Think again. As with any loosely structured affluent society, chic, cool, macho and sexy rule. Of course, I didn’t notice this at first. Innocent little me goes and buys the first cheap robe I can get my hands on. There are plain ones and not so plain ones, padded shoulders and embroidered necks. Waist-hugging robes and plunging necklines, two piecers, trouser suits, short ones and long ones. Ones that make the men look great and others that make the women look divine. Why is everything always so complicated? Then, just when I thought it was safe to go out, I discovered ....... accessories. Yes!! My god, you can’t do without accessories. When you start feeling really boring and uncool you go and buy accessories! There are maroon hats and rope belts, waistcoats, cardigans, rugs, handbags, bumbags, rucksacks, teashirts, sweatshirts and singlets, towels and swimming gear, socks, headbands, hair-fasteners and ponytail thingummyjigs. And on and on and on. Then there are the improvisations. “Well, this is nearly maroon” (orange) or “This is mostly maroon” (tartan) or “I’m wearing this underneath” (green). There are velvet dresses and tracksuits that seem to pass, all in maroon. Who needs any other colour? It’s all there in monotonous maroona-chrome. People don’t get stuck here, they get marooned. I tell you, when I get home I’m changing the carpets, I’m throwing out my favourite shirts. Oh, and there’s some off-maroon paint in my bedroom. That’ll have to go. In fact, there’s going to be a new dress code for my house: ANYTHING BUT MAROON. There is one exception however: black. This is for the cognoscenti, the blackbelts of the art, the knights of Oshodom. Maybe that’s going a little too far. Mix with an equal proportion of Butlin’s Redcoat and you have it about right. They’re there to help, give instruction, directions or support if you have a problem. So much for colour.

The next challenge was finding somewhere to live. In the ashram environs there is a high concentration of touts of all sorts. Not as bad as in Khajuraho, but a pain nevertheless. “You want room?”, “You want white robe?” (maroon, perhaps), “You want rickshaw?”. Well, I did want a room. So I trudged off with this tout and that tout. The amazing thing about touts is that they have a finger in every masala . They seem to have keys to everyone’s houses. They all know each other. Everyone is an agent for everyone else’s business or property. “You want bicycle?”. Not now darling. I had already decided to stay the first night in a hotel and take some time to find somewhere both comfortable and cheap. After all, I was going to be there for ten days. So I looked at some really shitty places (expensive too). This, of course is standard procedure. Get rid of the crap first and then, when people persist, show them something better. After looking at about seven such places, two guys with a rickshaw took me on what I thought was going to be a wild goose chase. NO, NO, NO. Ok, take me to a reasonable hotel. Yes, it was quite nice, but way over budget. What next? Suddenly, they both exploded with inspiration. “We know place you like.” What had taken so long? I didn’t notice a mobile ringing saying this place had just come on the market. They’re obviously way ahead of me in this game. I groaned again and said “Ok, show me”.

What a surprise, it was great. A gorgeous new Indian-style apartment block beautiful gardens and views inhabited by well-to-do Indians and other ashram devotees. I was taken up to the third floor and let into a clean two-bedroomed apartment with the sitting room converted into a third by means of a wooden partition. The room was pretty basic. A double mattress, some shelves and a single light-bulb. But it was clean, tiled throughout and …. QUIET. Bliss. It is only for ten days after all – perfect. So I agreed to take the room and started haggling over the “agents” fee which I could see going up and up as the afternoon progressed. In the end I snapped at them not to spoil a good day and parted with a few hundred “bucks” as rupees are also called here. Once you understand it, the accommodation market is quite reasonable. There are plenty of places for all pockets and tastes and there are substantial savings to be made from long-term commitments. My flatmate is paying just over half my rate because she has booked in for five months. After sorting out the rent and deposit with the owner (all in advance), I proceeded to make myself at home. I unpacked my stuff, tidied it away and set off to explore the neighbourhood. 

Well bugger me if there isn’t an internet place not a hundred yards away. And with a scanner too. Fatal. Oh well, it makes life easier doesn’t it? I went back towards the ashram in search of a restaurant and some nightlife. There’s plenty of that for such a small place. The hub of this little universe is a place called the “German Bakery” where everyone who is taking a break from the ashram seems to congregate. After a pleasant meal and a couple of beers, I was already beginning to form an opinion of the kind of people who were here. At this stage I still felt that I was about to become part of a large community that was going to embrace me with open arms – more about that later. I went to bed happily in my new place but spent a typically disturbed night on my hard Indian mattress. 

I awoke the next morning at six in what I thought must be the afterlife. I’ve never known anything quite like it. The wonder of slowly waking to something strange is the varying states of awareness, the dream-like interpretations of what is going on. I was dimly aware of some sound. It flowed into me like a gentle stream, massaging my ears with its harmonies and slowly soaking into my body. There was no discernible rhythm. As I became more and more awake I started to analyse it. What was it? Where was it coming from? Is it a cosmic ashram joke? Celestial music on tap? The first thing I noticed was that it really was music and that it was coming from outside the flat. At this point I should explain something about the acoustics of bare Indian apartments and hotel rooms. Any sound is reflected with very little loss around the walls, corridors floors and ceilings. The result is that the sound is all around you. You are literally bathed in it. When that sound comes from outside, it also attenuated, muffled and given some echo before being released into your acoustic immersion tank. I eventually traced the sound as coming through the kitchen window. I opened this and realised it came from another window in the penthouse apartment above. I listened carefully. It was a piano! I couldn’t believe it. It was a piano in the hands of someone of extraordinary dexterity. The reason there was no discernible rhythm was the notes were being played so fast as to be almost a continuum. As I listened, I started to recognise scales and arpeggios rising and falling like seagulls on the waves. The effect was like combination of a harp and a Wurlitzer. Throughout my stay I was to wake up to these sweet sounds and only wish I had had the means to record it. It turned out that the pianist was German, and married to the owner of the apartment and in her eighth year of adapting some Indian classical music to the piano. Wow!! 

What a great start I thought as I walked off to breakfast. I finally arrived at the ashram for registration at 10.30. Inauguration proceedings consisted of an OSHO video and a tour of the site. At 11.30 I got the results of my HIV test and was duly issued my pass. I was IN.

Outward appearances are reminiscent of the Startrek holodeck. The ashram is certainly a people-watching place. It is awash with nubile buddha-babes and predatory “swamis” of all ages. Bra-less Germans and knicker-less Japanese vie with buxom Latins and tall, blond Scandinavians. Then there’s the hunks. Swarthy, steamy hunks with masculine bumps in their robes, hippy hunks with jewellery and hari-krishna monk-hunks. Skinny men with long arms (all the better to hug you with) and the inevitable OSHO lookalikes. I christened one of these “Ochra” because he was not a little light-fingered with the ladies. The atmosphere is thick with intrigue and gossip, barely concealed sexuality and matchmaking subterfuge. To me it was more of a distraction than a pleasure. 

Folklore has it that it was much wilder in the past. Stories abound about when OSHO was in his body” about naked meditation groups and tantric sex training for singles. Open nudity and outdoor sex were common. But there were problems. This is still India after all. Things have changed a lot since those days. If only I had come here in my twenties… Mind you, it’s still pretty laissez-faire now. On a par with Club 18-30. The all-male conversations are typical of any resort populated by the young and single with time on their hands. The older ones get plenty of action too – the rejuvenating effect of older-younger couplings being universal as are mixed race ones. Yes, there’s certainly plenty of rumpy-pumpy here. I didn’t notice or hear of any gay activities, but it was difficult to tell with so much hugging and hand-holding going on. The only shaggings I overheard were definitely hetero affairs. In my earshot the women talked more discretely about whether they had a current lover and whether they are still friends with old ones, or gossip about who would go well with whom and the sheer cheek of some of the men. As result of and despite all this, people live in a state of civilised sexual tension, where half their energy is spent finding themselves and the other half trying to find someone else. I have to admit that if I were besieged daily by teams of transcendental totty begging to engage in intimate meditation, it would only be a matter of months before I succumbed and said “Oh, all right then, but please can we harmonise our energies first?”

Some people have been here an inordinately long time. Spiritually they’re getting rather long in the tooth. They’re either brain-dead or just spend their time preaching without listening. I’ve met many who’ve been here seven years or more. One woman has been here twenty. I forgot to ask how many lovers she’d had. One or two I’ll be bound. Among the shorter-toothed brethren there is a lot of enthusiasm for what is going on. Clearly people do get a lot out of it. I spoke to an Australian who was on a three week meditation course which involved three hours a day of laughing for the first week, followed by three hours of crying in the second and finally silence. The laughing puts you in touch with an inner laughter which remains with you. It also connects you to your crying side. This stage releases all your emotions until in the third week, the silence brings it all together and turns it inward. Not bad for £420. There’s also a “born again” meditation group in which people are encouraged to do all the things they wanted to do as a child. Some strange things happen there by all accounts. I’m not sure I’m ready for that though. After my sister caught me “playing” with the girl next door at the age of five and put a stop to it, half my childhood was spent looking for opportunities to stick my fingers up girls’ whatsits. From what I’ve gathered, you’re not allowed to do that. Even here. But apparently pooing in the corner is ok. What’s the point? Well, it seems that it’s an individual thing. You can’t do stuff to other people. So why a group then? I can do that in the corner of my apartment any time, but then again, there’s no mention of who does the clearing up. So, I suppose a bit of breast-sucking’s out of the question then?

 My first day was spent coming to terms with the enormity of the situation and was frankly a little daunting. There were so many things I had to learn, so many people I had to meet, so much to do and so much real-estate to cover. Where to start? Learning the ropes was frustrating. You have to have a pass for this and a pass for that. You need monopoly money to pay for everything. You need a locker in a changing area and, of course, you need the gear – at least that was already taken care of. It takes days, possibly weeks, to find your way round everything. Different facilities open and shut at different times or are closed for cleaning. To the newcomer it all seems remarkably haphazard and designed to infuriate. Slowly though, I began to sort things out, meet people and get involved albeit at a very fleeting and superficial level. I have come to the conclusion that to do justice to this place you need to stay several months or possibly a year. But you’ll need a good bank balance. Most of the medium-term stays are of independent means or have jobs they can return to three months of the year. 

Make no mistake, the OSHO empire is a finely-honed and immensely powerful cash generating machine. “There is no such thing as a free toilet roll.” A cup of hot water costs 4Rs, the equivalent of four bananas or a large samosa. When I read the brochures before deciding to stay the only figure mentioned was 100Rs per day. I assumed food and drinks weren’t included of course but there was no mention of “extras”. Well, this empire is fuelled by “extras”. Everything is extra. I’ve talked about clothes and accessories. They’re nothing to the “extras”. Air is free and so are drinking-water and walking. I wasn’t charged for using the smoking temples and I was allowed to work two hours a day in one of the cafes for free. [One day, a Japanese swami came up to my till with a cup of hot water which a leaf had fallen into. I said “That’ll be 10Rs please.” He replied “It’s only hot water.” I said “No it’s not, it’s leaf tea.” He solemnly paid up without saying a word. What hope is there?] Anyway, courses cost around 1400Rs a day (£20) and some courses last for three weeks or more. Food and drink are expensive. Use of sports facilities is moderate at around 100Rs a day including a free (!) towel. There is a merchandising empire and a publishing empire. There are centres all over the world. This is serious business. But who runs it? Where does all the money go? There’s no charity as far as I can see, no shareholders. So far, all I get is “Well it costs a lot to run.” Yes, with so much voluntary and cheap labour. People are quite cagey and vague when you talk in these terms. With so little to go on, I can only give OSHO the benefit of the doubt and assume that somewhere these funds are being channelled into something worthwhile. Otherwise, some people are getting extremely rich or there’s a masterplan which nobody knows about. Who is number 1? [You are number 6]

I was lucky to arrive at the celebrations of the tenth anniversary of OSHO’s “leaving his body”. My first night there was a mega party on. The whole place was like Blackpool illuminations without the tat. It was absolutely beautiful. The “jungle” was festooned with a myriad lights, the Main Buddha Hall a pulsating dance arena with a spectacular light show and brilliant music. The place was packed and everyone was going wild. The bars were open and everybody was having a great time. They were all in civvies, so people could show themselves off at their best. Things were looking good. 

As I set about establishing myself I spent my second day planning what I could do and what not. I needed to work out how much to spend. After looking at the options I decided to keep it simple and the costs down. The plan was this: I would attend some of the daily meditation sessions in the main hall which were free; I would read and talk to people about the courses I wasn’t going on; I would get fit and acquire a suntan; I would get a part-time job in one of the cafes; I would try to get involved in some music and join in the social life. That was it, next ten days sorted. 

The meditations were great. At least at the minimal level at which I participated. Meditation it seems can mean practically anything you want. For me, it was dancing or sitting to good music and generally letting off some steam. No more, no less. No cosmic dimension, no emptying of the mind – just a pleasant thing to do. The music department was dead-end for me. Nothing doing and no suggestions. This really pissed me off because a week later I discovered the “Creativity Centre” which has practice rooms, a positively orgasmic Roland electric keyboard and runs music events not connected with the main hall. My last few afternoons made full use of this in preparation for a gig which never quite happened. The sports facilities are called “Club Meditation” or “Club Med - the last resort”, how funny. This was also a disappointment. Although good value for money, it was nearly always closed and when it was open, the weather wasn’t quite up to it. Thus far, the latent voyeur in me hadn’t been fulfilled, but in the last couple of days this all changed when. I got my first swim of the trip and was privy to a pool-side breast massage, followed by a private viewing of three naked Japanese girls sitting lotus in the sauna, unselfconsciously doing rhythmic bending and stretching exercises. After six weeks on that dusty old road of celibacy and censorship it was a real thirst-quencher. You can also hire the club in the evenings for what are euphemistically called “private parties”. Yeah. Must remember to bring some smarties next time.

In any community there is only one way to meet people. It is not by sitting around looking affable. It is by doing things with other people, working in groups, organising things and being needed. The only thing I did which fulfilled any of these criteria was working in a café. Socially this was a no-no because firstly it was run by an eccentric and dogged Englishman whom nobody wanted to work with and, secondly, although you get to meet plenty of people, it’s only for a few seconds at a time. So my cleverly constructed routine collapsed into a few meditations, four sessions on the piano, a few mornings in the café and working up a sweat in the sauna. Coupled with the segregation of smokers into smoking temples (“if you like to smoke, make it special”) most of my time was spent rushing between aforesaid temples or escaping from the commune altogether (my maximum time between cigarettes being about half an hour at the time). As a result, I began to spend more and more time in places where I could smoke observing and writing rather than participating. 

Sometimes a regime just brings out the mischievous in you. Like when I had a cold, I would sneeze “oshO” and look round to see if anybody noticed. Or I would search around for a place to have an illicit smoke in the bushes, or sneak an illegal photograph (cameras strictly forbidden). I would try to see how little maroon I could get away with (just socks perhaps?) or see if I could get through the gate without my pass. Silly really, but don’t organisations just do that to you? Aren’t petty rules there to be broken? Imagine what it’d be like after a year….  

OSHO – Epilogue

During  my time at the ashram, I barely touched the tip of a huge iceberg. When OSHO “left his body” he left in his wake a ten-year plan. But that ten years is now up. Had he still been “in his body” he would have changed, as would his plans have. From talking to established members of the community it is clear that despite the vast legacy of recorded material he left behind him, there is no direction and no new leaders. It is run by an inner sanctum of twenty-one committee members who maintain the status quo. The organisation is destined to become a headless chicken clucking wildy and endlessly repeating old messages. But that chicken is still laying golden eggs and its clucking can be heard all the way to the bank. 

OSHO is dead. Long live Osho!

I experienced only a fraction of the Osho world and I have only described here a small amount of what I did and thought. If I ever came again, it would be for very different reasons. It would not be as a casual observer; it would not be for ten days. I would come as a full participant, with an open mind, plenty of cash and no emotional ties. As with western psychiatry there is an awful lot to it. But it is still in the dark ages: shrouded in mysticism, full of incomprehensible and pretentious jargon and running a bandwagon on which many charlatans are hitching a ride. But so were alchemy and astronomy. Maybe, in a new age of enlightenment, probably decades or more from now, when the pressures of life and the inadequacies of available emotional survival and bodily healing kits make life intolerable, these things will come to maturity. Perhaps East will meet West to explore and heal in the unimaginable depths of the human mind-body machine and form a new science based on results and understanding. Until then, I would be content with experimenting with what is currently on offer and enjoying to the full all the other pleasures included with the lifestyle. In short, I recommend it to anyone who is ready for it. 

Newsletter V. Goa, Christmas 1998
Life’s a beach

The bus pulled into Goa on Saturday at about seven o’clock in the morning after a long, bumpy, sleepless night. You can book luxury coaches, but you can only get economy class roads. Mapusa, north Goa, didn’t look untypical for a small Indian town, but it was remarkably sleepy; I had arrived on a public holiday. I had done virtually no research on this area and consequently was tired, hungry and unprepared. The only restaurant that was open had nothing to offer that I remotely fancied. Fortunately a couple of bananas and a carton of mango juice from my rucksack saved me from pre-breakfast panic. One taxi tout hung on to me without let-up from the moment I arrived till the moment I escaped on a motorbike. During this time I found out enough to decide to go to Anjuna. With my rucksack perched precariously on the handlebars, I was whisked away by the offer of a cheap lift and the possibility of a place to stay. I was given to believe that at this time of year Goa is packed and that it would be hard to find somewhere to stay. It was also common knowledge that prices are “seasonally adjusted” so I could expect to find it expensive too. We sped off through the countryside and my spirits lifted as a glorious landscape was gradually pulled towards us by the spinning wheels of the bike. Was I dreaming? Was this still India? Surely not yet another side to it? “One of India’s gems” as the Lonely Planet puts it. As we neared Anjuna, I could see I was going to be in for a treat. 

Goa was originally a Portuguese colony and is now a laid back holiday zone for Indians and foreigners alike; just how laid back was for me to discover. Beautiful painted villas and buildings with palm-leaf rooves are scattered about the spotless mediterranean-style countryside. Only the grapevines and olive-groves are missing. Within half an hour I was fixed up with a basic but cheap room in a house deep in the woods. This done, I headed for the village which was about ten minutes walk away in search of breakfast. Bingo! Bacon, eggs, beans and chips!! That’s more like it. After this welcome repast I felt fully restored and ready to explore the area on foot. 

Indian directions are notorious for being vague, inaccurate and downright wrong. But, this one’s a corker. When I was looking for an email place I arrived at a crossroads. After consulting three people and my landlord’s hand-drawn map, I’d run out of directions to go in. I kid you not, I had to get a fifth opinion and follow that. It turned out to be right, but the irony was that after two kilometres I arrived back within half a kilometre of where I’d just had breakfast. Looking on the bright side, I had acquainted myself with parts of the village which would come in useful later on. Email facilities cost twice as much as in Pune and I still had a load of stuff to type in about the ashram. There was only one PC in the whole village and both the telephone line and the electricity supply left a lot to be desired. Had I become too dependent on easy and cheap email access? I think so. 

Everything here is so spread out it’s great, but walking is not the way to get around. There are practically no rickshaws or taxis. Who needs’em? Everybody, but everybody is on two wheels. Don’t ya just love it? There are basically four options: bicycles, scooters, 100cc Yamahas and the not-so-royal Enfields. Being a seasoned biker, I fancied myself on an Enfield. After making a few enquiries I discovered that this was not to be. They had all been snapped up and were expensive to hire anyway. I met a young German couple on the beach who’d bought one. Crap, they said, always breaking down. Couldn’t wait to get rid of it and would I mind looking after their things, while they went to see the mechanic (who was fixing it again) to see if it was ready yet. This is what I’d heard all along, but I didn’t like to say. They do look and sound nice though. I settled for a Yamaha. Whoopee – freedom! No helmet, no insurance, no deposit, no need to see my driving licence, no nuffink except the open road with its reassuring potholes and sleeping policemen – Ouch! I’ve had a bike most of my adult life, so getting back on one is like recovering the use of an extra pair of limbs. Riding is so instinctive it’s as though the controls are connected directly to my brain – I just glide along, man and machine as one. It’s nothing like a car, especially without a helmet, because you feel and see everything around you and you bend and sway with it. If you want any more waxing on this subject I suggest you read “Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance” .

Numbers have been down in all parts of India this year, but Goa is seriously under-subscribed. Except for one or two hotspots, the beaches and restaurants are nearly empty. This is the high season, so what’s happening? Is it the world recession biting? Is Goa no longer fashionable? Certainly there’s no sign of the hordes of hippies mentioned in the travel guides. But like many places, things are not what they used to be. In recent years there’s been a heavy clampdown on nudity and drugs. Mind you, that hasn’t stopped me being asked five times a day if I want some (drugs, that is). I managed to find a nude beach near Anjuna – well, semi-nude. The problem isn’t so much with the police as with the locals. They wander about the beach in large groups, fully clothed amongst all the sunbathers, stopping to stare at and hassle topless women, regardless of who they’re with. After so much intimidation people tend to either cover up or go away. The German couple with the problematical Enfield had even had stones thrown at them. She was dark skinned (could easily have been Indian), well endowed and very shapely and drew a lot of attention. He finished up buying a catapault and things had got unpleasant. Consequently the sun-worshippers tend to congregate on certain beaches relatively far off the beaten track. Even so, busloads of Indians have been seen targeting these areas. Still, when all said and done, it is their country. I don’t think things are that different in England anyway, which is still very far from being “sensible” when it comes to nudity.   

It took me a couple of days to realise I had stumbled across a hotspot of international rave culture. Cliquey in the extreme, 18 – 30 the absolute limits of membership. An almost entirely non-English speaking collection of Italians, French and Israelis is engaged in a constant frenzy of parties or recovering from them. Drugs and techno from nine o’clock at night till eleven o’clock in the morning with a little sex thrown in for good measure. The rest of the day is spent on the beach sunning, swimming, sipping and sleeping. These people are a cut above average UK rave-goers: they are the beautiful beach people who, time and time again, revel, rave and relax on many a distant and exotic shore. No spotty, pimpled youths here. No flabby pink females. There is a story about a man whose wife asked him why he bought porn magazines. He replied that it was for the same reason she subscribed to the National Geographic: because they both show in exquisite detail beautiful places neither of them will ever visit. Here, no magazines, NG or otherwise are needed to fuel the imagination. It’s all here in glorious 3D real-time technicolour. No flicker, no scratches, no creases, no stains. I did almost make it to one rave, but I got waylaid at an Israeli pre-clubbing do in my neighbour’s cottage. Just one bong sent me reeling back to my room. Bonged-out and out-bonged at the first fence. I woke at nine o’clock in the morning with the main party still in full swing even deeper in the woods. How do they do that? 

It took me three days to decide that this was no place for a “mature citizen” and to look for somewhere a bit more convivial. Four bus rides saw me checking into a spacious room in the cosy seaside village of Benaulim. I was told the room was only five minutes walk from the beach. Imagine my frustration when it took me nearly seven. You can’t trust anyone around here. I had already met three people on the bus and, even before checking into my room, had met a whole bunch more in a little bamboo café in the village. Surrounded by chickens, dogs, pigs, cows and friendly people, I thought this is the place to be for Christmas. 

Benaulim is a relatively unspoiled fishing village turned mini-holiday resort, but I fear its days are numbered. The beach stretches ten kilometres in either direction of naturally terraced silversand glittering with broken seashells. Little cafés are dotted along it up to a few hundred yards either side of where the road meets the sea, with the odd fishing boat breaking the pattern. I’m glad to say there’s still an active, though small, fishing community here. Nets are spread out along the beach and everybody, tourists included, helps launch the boats, deploy the nets and haul them all back onto the beach at the end of the day. The local fish dishes are reknowned and fully deserving of their reputation (even I ate some). In fact “Goan cuisine” means the local fish dishes. At night the cafés are all lit up with Christmas lights and decorations. Christmas trees are dug into the sand and the nightlife gently hums, with the occasional party breaking out here and there. Special Christmas buffet dinners are organised with live music or DJs. There’s a certain je ne sais quoi about seeing a load of Europeans listening to a reggae version of “I’m dreaming of a white Christmas” on an Indian beach. Global or what? 

It’s very sad to think that soon all this will be gone. The local fishermen are being ousted by the trawler fleets and the beach cafés by the hotels. There’s more money in package tourism so, with plenty of baksheesh, the hotels are successfully pursuing a vendetta against the existing beach life. Electricity and water supplies have been cut off, land cleared and the police increasingly remove vendors plying clothes, jewellery, drinks and fresh fruit along the shore. Behind the beach, they’ve cleared a quarter-mile swathe of land parallel to the beach. Unlike Anjuna, where the vegetation snuggles right up to the sand, this leaves an ugly strip of flat space filled with one or two hotels, unfinished buildings and new wasteland. It completely destroys the continuity of the walk from the village to the sea and raises the sun on a new dawn of unwelcome development. Many of the places are mostly empty and any marketing drive be targeting package tourists not travellers. The hotels will win; that’s progress. 

The woods beyond and the houses playing hide and seek within are thankfully unaffected by all these developments save for the introduction of an intermittent electricity supply and associated hardware. Like Anjuna, the flesh of the village is Portuguese-style villas with palm-leaf and bamboo outbuildings, the backbone being a solitary road through the middle leading down to the sea with little shops and cafés along its length. 

The village is host to a large community of semi-domesticated animals of all sorts: good natured and contented, living together in harmony and rural bliss, each species distinct and with its own character integrated into an extended family. At the top of the physical hierarchy are the cows. They sit almost motionless, exuding an air of total satisfaction as they ruminate on what a great life they have and ponder what strange folk we are, all rushing about our business as if anything mattered. If anyone wants to learn how to relax, don’t spend fourteen hundred rupees a day at an ashram, go sit with the cows a while. Put yourself in their hooves and ask yourself the following questions:

(i) Are
you comfortable?

(ii) Is your next meal guaranteed?

(iii) Have you got somewhere to sleep.

If the answer is yes to all these then forget about everything else and just think cow. 

The pigs are a completely different kettle of fish. These happy little porkers are thespians, one and all. They lead you up their garden path, pretending to be “Babe” when in fact their chosen script is “Animal Farm”. As they busily forage away in the undergrowth their body-language reveals all to the trained eye. Superficially, simple creatures with simple pleasures wagging their cute little tales and grunting contentedly with that “butter wouldn’t melt in my mouth” look. They are happy little creatures. But that’s because they’re plotting something. All the time, they’re thinking up something really clever. Their pinprick eyes give them away: darting about, keeping tabs on everything, pretending not to notice. Whenever I pass by they’ve just come up with a brilliant new plan and can’t quite hide their excitement. I’ve called their bluff though. I’ve let them know that I know. They don’t like that ‘cos I’m the new kid on the block, so they lose their smirk and go scampering off into the woods to tell their mates they’ve been rumbled. Like the Cornish, you might like them, but you’ll never be one of them. 

The dogs are less interesting. They’re neither clever nor stupid. They’re not cute and they’re not dangerous. They are just there in large numbers: playing, barking, scavenging, sleeping and copulating. Chickens are the same everywhere, give or take a pound or two. Their only problem is being chased by a randy cockerel.  Bad enough, I suppose, if you’re not in the mood. Cats here are scrawny little things, underfed and well adapted to the heat. It’s fun to watch them chasing crabs on the beach – they don’t do that in England.  On the wilder side, there don’t seem to be any monkeys in Goa, but there are a few cobras and rats about. I hope they’ll keep each other amused while I get on with the business of staying alive. 

The sheer density of birds, crickets and other wildlife provides an ever-changing accompaniment to the unhurried activities of the “domestics”. Daytime is filled with birdsong, mooing and barking. There is a particular bird whose playful cackle is identical to those nasty spitting dinosaurs in “Jurassic Park”. Creepy. Night-times are alive with an almost electric buzz. If you’ve ever spent time near high-voltage lines or, better still, an electricity substation, you’ll know what I mean. There’s a powerful, unseen energy pulsating all around you. Occasionally a particular insect will stand out above the noise and startle you with its intensity. The dogs, like in “One hundred and one Dalmations”, contibute too, with outbreaks of barking erupting out of nowhere and being relayed endlessly through the woods by countless canine repeater stations. New York may be the city that never sleeps, but here, in David Bellamy’s Goan backyard, the party never stops either. 

So much for the fauna. The flora consist mainly of tall poles with lots of leafy things at the top. These are called trees and they’re nice. There are other green bits in between, but not so high. They’re quite nice too. The only other flora I know is a margarine but that doesn’t count.

My biorhythms have always had a propensity for siesta. You know, that ghastly after-lunch low that nothing short of a lottery win can lift. Well here I can indulge it with a vengeance – and without guilt. The midday and afternoon sun is so debilitating and the prolongued eyestrain that results from enduring it so devastating on the rest of the day that a siesta is not only a welcome relief but a medical necessity. Once you get over the insecurities inherited from British weather and realise the sun’s still going to be there when you wake up and again the next day, then you can rest assured that you’re not missing out on anything except pain and exhaustion. So each afternoon, after I’ve done my stint of useful chores and my obligatory sunbathing and swimming, I return to my shack to luxuriate in the cool bliss of an afternoon nap. My body always wanted it – nay begged me for it. Too long have I denied it its somnal rights. Like sex before marriage it’s an ecstasy waiting to happen, longing for that nuptial blessing that will absolve it of all guilt. All it took was the weather and all thoughts of mortal sin were banished, free at last to indulge my laziness to the very limit.  

Goa is the antidote to the rest of India. Where other places open your eyes and set your pulse racing, Goan beaches close them and put you to sleep. The senses get dulled, the head fogged by sun and wind and you fall into an insidious trap of terminal torpor. Sometime I’m going to have to pull myself out of it and face once again the crowded trains, buses and cities, the dust and sweat of the travellers’ trail, going where there’s no cool sea to dip into or beach-front bar to quench the thirst. Not yet though, I’m sure there’s a little bar I haven’t checked out yet. 

Cheap or what? A look at some costs

Seven days in Benaulim cost me only £56. This is what it went on:

· 7 nights basic accommodation

· 7 cooked breakfasts with juice and tea

· 7 snack lunches and teas

· 5 normal evening meals (1 meat dish + 1 veg + bread)

· 2 special evening meals (choice of  14 dishes, as much as you can eat)

· enough beer and rum to send me staggering home every night 

· one and a half hours emailing + local bus trip

· 2 hour boat trip to see the dolphins

· 1 day’s bicycle hire

· 2 lots of laundry (12 pieces)

· 1 pouch of Samson tobacco and papers

· misc shopping including: book, fireworks, water, etc.

· endless swimming, sunbathing & cokes/pepsis

Newsletter  VI. Gokarna, 3rd January 1999

Out of Goa

Travelling is like banging your head against a brick wall – it’s nice when you stop for a while. Buses especially make headbangers of us all, forcing us to dance to their heavy-metal riffs while our limbs are gang-raped by the never-ending potholes and near-collisions. You ride rodeo-fashion with your hand holding onto the seat between your legs as your body bounces up and down, steadied only by your other arm constantly seeking an anchor point from which to counter all the swerving and braking forces. Reading? Sleeping? In your dreams mate. Not that you can dream on these buses, no chance. I have just endured sixteen hours of this, through the hills from Kodaikanal to Mysore (and boy, am I sore). Hundreds of kilometers of hairpin bends, terrifying views and impossible overtaking. It is with this fresh in my mind that I sit down to write what might be the last chapter in this little travelogue. 

Remember that party I talked about before? You know, the one India invites exotic strangers to and lays on a banquet for. Well, it’s about three o’clock in the morning, but it feels more like five. Most of the guests have gone, but there are a few stragglers left – some I really ought to meet. I’m weary and I’ve been standing in the kitchen for hours. The place is a mess. Some of the exotic strangers turned out not to be so exotic after all, the music not so exciting. Can I be bothered to meet the few who remain, or shall I just go to bed now? 

Getting out of Goa was difficult. Everything there was so easy – too easy. I was getting fidgety and bored and needed to move on. I’ve done beaches now, time for something different. I was headed for the southern tip of India – a symbolic turning point – but I needed to get there in manageable chunks and without too much repetition. Gokarna presented itself as a good first stop, only a few hours away down the coast and just into Kartakana. I met two young Israelis who were also going there and seemed to know where they were going so I tagged along with them. This was just as well as my energy was flagging and only by being yanked from bus to bus by them did I succeed in getting there the same day. I plodded zombie-like in the heat, my rucksack deepening every step, following them unquestioningly through the village and out along the beach into what seemed like a wilderness. Eventually I plucked up the courage to ask them where the hell we were going. There are little chai houses and beach huts tucked away amongst the palms and they wanted to get as far away from the village as possible. I thanked them for their help and accepted the first offer of “Hello, room?” that came along. 

I was shown into a spanking brand-new “beach hut”. It was actually a brick-walled one-room chalet with a tiled roof for 40Rs a night. I really wanted a palm-leaf hut for 25Rs a night, but I didn’t complain. Washing involved extracting water from the well and the toilet was a bamboo enclosure in the sand-dunes (at least I got that right). No electricity;  fine I had candles, but I did draw the line at sleeping on a concrete floor with no mattress. We sorted that fairly swiftly and I settled into a place where you could go to sleep to the sound of the waves. Worth every rupee. 

Gokarna is an unlikely mixture of western travellers, pilgrims and sanskrit scholars. The Indian bits are uncompromisingly Indian and the travellers’ bits acceptably western. There is a large temple in the middle of the town and it is well used. Guru-like characters wander about all over the shop and wailing and chanting can be heard all night long. When I say uncompromisingly Indian, I mean it engenders a feeling of total alienation. Language, religion, dress, food, music and manner all conspire to exclude. In contrast to what I had seen in Goa there was an unwelcome return to the obligatory rubbish and open drains. There was human excrement all along the beach. You’d think toilets hadn’t been invented. 

During my last week in Goa, my neck and shoulder problems had returned with a vengeance. I had also picked up an irritating cough and recently a streaming cold as well. These problems are beginning to affect my ability to cope with conditions here and I’m beginning to think of ways to   shorten my trip. By way of amusement I have invented a new totally fiendish and cost-effective torture: give someone whooping cough and then break a couple of their ribs. No further effort required. You could put them on an Indian bus of course, but that would be guilding the lilly.

After settling in to my beach hut I sallied forth in search of food and nightlife and discovered a most excellent multi-cuisine beach restaurant. I spent an animated evening there in good company and got well pissed despite the fact that beer prices had returned to 60Rs a bottle. I arranged to meet my new friends for breakfast and staggered off down the beach to my new home. It took me ages to find it gain in the dark and when I got there, the family was all asleep  only to be woken up by their dog barking at me ferociously and blocking the only way I knew back to my room. I spent half an hour fumbling about trying to find a gap in the fencing with a fading torch until eventually one of them got up and showed me the gate before I impaled myself on the barbed wire. I collapsed on to my two inch thick mattress and fell happily asleep to the sound of waves and distant chanting. 

In the morning, I trudged back along the beach past piles of fresh doodoo to my breakfast assignation. They wanted Indian, I wanted my usual fry-up, so we agreed to meet later in town. After a quick look at my large scale map of India I noticed there was a deserted city at Yanu and a not a great distance from Gokarna so I though it might be worth arranging an expedition. After a bit of bartering and consultation with my mates I arranged a day-trip with an A1 classy jeep and driver for 1000Rs. Split five ways we agreed this good value for money. Yanu was only sixty kilometres away, but twenty of these were off-road dirt-track and very hard going. When we arrived, we encountered loads of Indian tourists, some stunning rock formations and a cave temple, but no deserted city. Nobody seemed to know anything about it. Or, it was this way or that way. Five kilometres or twenty kilometres, depending on who you asked. We never did find it. It was a great shame as I’m sure the forest with its deep gorges, crystal clear streams and legendary volcanic excrescences was begging to show us its hidden treasures. No matter, everyone said it had been a great day out anyway, so we followed it with another evening of good food and boozy banter. 

Intermission

· Was it Oscar Wilde who said “An Indian is someone who knows the value of everything and the price of nothing”? No? Well, someone should have.

· I ordered a fudge sundae in a restaurant in Bangalore. By the time I got it, it was mondae. 

· An Indian sideways head-shake means: no, maybe, I don’t know, I’m not telling you, what about a tip?, you must be joking, thank you and you’re welcome. With body language like that, who needs words?

· An Indian pavement is for orthopaedic use only and should be used under strict medical supervision. (see also “Public Transport”)

· Indian food is a combination of salt, spices and sugar with a little garnish. 

Thought for the day:

“When you help someone up a steep hill, you get nearer to the top yourself.” State bank of India advertising Community Services Banking. 

Big Buck$ Fizz

It is rumoured that Coke and Pepsi spend around eight billion dollars a year on advertising. Someone goes into a café and orders a Coke. “Sorry, only Pepsi.” “Whatever.” This is true of almost anywhere. The sheer amount of Pepsi and Coke hardware about is staggering. If you removed it all, shops would collapse, streets would go dark and millions would die of thirst. The first two are probably true, but there are enough alternatives to avoid a drought. You find signs and hoardings where no such branded drinks are available. You find Pepsis stacked high in fridges with the Coke logo on and Coke bottles by the million in crates marked “Pepsi”. Where is the logic to it? The hardware at least has its uses. The parasols and neon signs certainly brighten up otherwise dull places. But all that media advertising? All it does is channel money from the consumer into advertising. Looking to the long term, if these vast sums were spent paying off third world debt, think how much Pepsi and Coke these thirsty nations could afford!

Newsletter VII. Mysore 16th January 1999

South and further South

Travellers come in all shades and hues but are readily distinguished from package tourists. Package tourists are primarily consumers; they don’t even get their hands dirty. It’s a case of “wham bam thank you mam”. In and out without a thought for Mother India. There’s no courtship, none of the gradual seduction that is the travellers’ way, gently teasing away the layers and sharing secrets along the way. Doing a package is more like hiring a prostitute. The layers are unceremoniously torn away and the soft flesh underneath devoured and discarded like fast food. They look furtively at travellers like men entering a brothel, knowing that their way is a cop-out, a cheap thrill. Maybe not so cheap, but then what is? The romance the traveller engages in has its own ups and downs. Some jump in feet first and indulge their life-long passion, coming again and again in cultural multiple-orgasm, while others are not so easily charmed and tread cautiously, counting the pennies and constantly looking over their shoulder. 

Two extremes of traveller are represented by the British: those who you would be forgiven for thinking had got lost on the way back from a bar in Torremolenos and those who try so desperately to be Indian but impress nobody but themselves. Fortunately, these are in the minority. Many English and most Dutch and German travellers fall into my favourite category, namely those with an open (but not blank) mind, have a thirst for new experiences and a willingness to share their enthusiasm. It is with this kind that I have enjoyed the most time. The French and Israelis are a bit more cool and, although polite, are not so interested in joining in.  Apart from a few exceptions, I have avoided Americans and Australians who generally make me feel as if I’m out on my first school trip; luckily, these are few and far between. 

It’s so rewarding to meet people who are on a bit of a mission, and an eye-opener to find out just how knowledgeable they are. Having no sense of  history, art, politics or religion myself, I sit aghast as they regale me with details of Indian classical dance, the history of Jain temples or the miracles of Sy Baba. These people are following definite cultural threads and consolidating a genuine interest in Indian culture. More power to their elbows, I say. My mission was to follow a few threads of my own family history. I have had a moderate amount of success, but India has taken its toll of my resources and I seem to have lost my way. My other objectives were simply to explore the country and have a good time. This at least I have in common with the majority of other travellers. Once you come out of your shell and admit the need to communicate and enjoy other people’s company anything can happen. When you meet others of the same disposition, things do happen. Some of my darkest moments have been turned into happy hour just by sharing them with a stranger. There’s nowt so queer as folk!

About eight of the assembled company were planning to go to Cochin the next day. As this was also on my itinerary I chose to go with them. The next morning we all set off in good spirits to the local station on the newly finished  Konkan railway. What started off as a bit of a lark was to turn into one of those memorable journeys you can only laugh about well after the event. I would like to laugh about it now, but I know it could so easily happen again. I think I’ll wait till I get back to England till allow myself so much as a smile. Just in this one case I beg your indulgence as I give a blow by blow account of this truly awful journey.

It all started at midday with some confusion over the tickets. No, actually, it really started when we suddenly had to scramble en masse through a crowded train, across the tracks and up into a train the other side just as it was leaving, rucksacks in tow. First challenge over – we were at least on the right train. The second was finding seats. The train was full and our unreserved tickets meant we had to stand in corridors and sit on the floors between the carriages. It wasn’t long before an argument broke out with the ticket inspector. We refused to pay an extra 80Rs for seats we weren’t getting and got sent down to the third class carriages at the end of the train when we arrived at the next station. Except that there were only two: a men’s and a women’s. The men’s was absolutely chokka; there was no chance of getting us all in with our rucksacks, so we went in to the women’s which was practically empty. This raised a few eyebrows but everybody settled down peaceably  enough. Until the ticket collector turned up again. After another argument we refused to leave and the train lurched off again. At the next station we were greeted by twelve policemen with truncheons. Offering no resistance, we went back to the second class sleeper where, as the stations slowly crawled by, some of us eventually found seats. I got away without paying the extra and also acquired a free meal. Once again I thought maybe there is a God after all. 

By the time we got to Mangalore we had been on the train over eight hours and some of my companions wanted to go there in search of a good night’s sleep. The train was scheduled to arrive at Ernakulum (Cochin) at midnight but I thought what the hell, let’s go the whole hog and get it over with. Ronald and Paula, a Dutch couple about my age, thought the same and stayed with me while the others all got off. They told me Ernakulum was the last stop, proceeded to get amicably drunk and fell asleep. I retired to an upper bunk and tried to do the same but finished up sitting it out as my shoulder was too painful to lie down on. Clickety-clack, rattle and shake. The night seemed endless. The train slowed down, it speeded up, it stopped. It buggered about, it dawdled, occasionally it felt as if it might actually be going somewhere. At three o’clock the family opposite started getting up and collecting their bags together. I thought this must be it. I conveyed to them that we were going to Ernakulum. By a series of gestures I managed to glean the fact that Ernakulum was an hour and a half back the way we’d just come. This was Kottayam, on the way to Trivandrum, and we’d overshot - so much for “endstation”. In the top berth I had been unable to check the station names as there were no windows at that level. As I cursed Ronald and Paula, blissfully asleep, the train pulled into the station. I woke them out of their drunken state and explained the situation. Bleary-eyed, they came to and we made hasty preparations to get out. We sat on the station in the middle of the night, the middle of nowhere, rubbing our eyes and wondering what the fuck to do next. It was three hours till the next train back. They chose to sleep on a trailer and I sat it out again. Eventually six o’clock came and we were directed to a waiting train. After half an hour it sauntered off like a pensive cow stopping to chew a piece of grass here or scratch itself and then wander on till some other diversion caught its attention. We finally arrived at eight o’clock after twenty hours of frustration, arguments and general bewilderment. Being in no mood for further complications I quickly sorted us out with a rickshaw, a hotel and breakfast nearby. No messing: email, photos, laundry and essential provisions were quickly attended to. By lunchtime I was on top of things and ready to fall into a well earned siesta. Later that night we bumped into our erstwhile friends from the night before - a motley crew locking horns with an irate taxi-driver. Their luck hadn’t been so good either. Another problem shared. 

I did a backwaters trip in a cross between a canoe and a punt propelled by two sun-dried men with long poles. Fantasies of Crocodile Dundee sprang to mind: 

“Nice punting!”

“Thanks mate, picked it up at Oxford. Cherwell boathouse actually. This is just a vacation job.”

“Oh. Which college?”, I found myself saying out loud before a low branch knocked some sense back into me. We were shown the life cycle of coconut matting from coconut to er.., matting and various shrubs and trees bearing a range of spices and other goodies.   

Things were a bit dull on my last night there. All my pals had gone off to the backwaters on a houseboat trip and there wasn’t much nightlife about. The previous evening had been spent with some Indian teenagers in what appeared to be yet another all-male drinking hole. Tonight I felt like something a tad more meaningful and went off in search of some conversation. Well, did I get myself a conversation! Some of my writings here have not been published as newsletters; they are not part of the travelogue. When I was in Pune I wrote a short essay on “meaning” and “free will”. I went into a rooftop bar/restaurant and settled at a table opposite what was clearly another lone traveller. After half and hour of polite gestures and otherwise ignoring each other we started the usual conversation about where we’d been and where we were going. Drat! Another German with perfect English (we soon dispensed with my German). It wasn’t long before we got down to more important matters. He was a philosophy student who was about to embark on a doctoral thesis on guess what? Free will and determinism. Bingo! All the buttons were pressed. We both had very similar views. As we argued back and forth resolving language differences and breaking down semantic barriers we discovered were both etching on the same substrate. Fab! [A substrate is the wafer of  semiconductor microelectronic circuits are etched onto.] The great thing about travelling is that sometimes the most unexpected and wonderful things can happen just when everything seems bleak. A similar thing happened in Bangalore, but I’m saving that for later. I did a boat tour of Cochin ports and islands and then transferred to Fort Cochin to spend a few days there. 

Accommodation here was another disaster story which I could easily spell out minute by suicidal minute. I’ll spare you the details, just pointing out that thanks to a f***ing useless hotel I finished up sleeping in the tourist office behind a desk and eventually got a room like an abandoned stable with a torn mosquito net full of mosquitos. However, I did have the pleasure of sharing the experience with a softly spoken, sweet-natured Austrian man. He had a wispy beard and long hair and spoke German with a lovely accent that reminded me of a dear friend in Munich. This alone saved me from disembowelling myself in front of the town hall. Fort Cochin is a beautiful, elegant and peaceful fishing port well away from the bustle of Ernakulum, about twenty minutes by boat or forty by bus. It is a hotspot for travellers and has a thriving fish market where you can buy fish and have it cooked for you in nearby cafes. It is spoilt only by the ugly piles of rubbish everywhere. One of its major features is the Chinese fishing nets, huge contraptions like swing bridges with nets attached which are manually raised and lowered into the water. I didn’t see many fish coming up with them though. They also work them at night with bright lights to attract the fish - a strange site to behold. On my last night I met a sixty-something Indian actor. He was a most entertaining fellow, widely travelled and well-versed in things English. He looked like a cross between Bela Lugosi and Liberace with dark skin and a moustache. After we’d discussed the differences between English and Indian marriage traditions we got down to the nitty-gritty of day-to-day Indian married life. It didn’t sound too different from some English battered wives, abused by drunken husbands demanding their conjugal “rights”. After a pleasant couple of days in this friendly place I knew it was time to do the bit I dreaded most. Having turned down the opportunity of the houseboat trip with the motley crew I knew it was time to bite the bullet and make my way down to the southernmost tip of the country: Cape Camorin (or Kanyakamurai), India’s Land’s End. This was purely symbolic and I didn’t relish doing it at all. It was quite a long way and had very little to recommend it, especially for the anti-religious westerner; another place of pilgrimage (emphasis on the grim) which filled me with dread. It was the furthest I could go and marked the end of my outward journey. However else I tried to think of it, everything after that would be on the way home. 

I set off from Fort Cochin full of resolve and embarked on yet another over-extended and frustrating train journey. I arrived at about eight in the evening and checked into a reasonable hotel without problems. As I explored that evening, my fears were confirmed. It is indeed a sacred place: all pilgrims, temples and trinkets with none of the kind of friendly joints I like to eat and drink in and meet other travellers. Eventually I found a rather bland non-veg restaurant with a beer licence. I went to bed about ten looking forward to a good night’s sleep, but this was not to be. At three-thirty in the morning the family in the room next door got up to catch a train. After being woken up by the customary door-slamming and shouting I got up and hurled a stream of abuse at them and slammed the door shut behind me. (I now have no compunction about showing my feelings when it comes to rude and inconsiderate behaviour, whoever is responsible.) I spent the next day exploring the bazarre and the beach, including India’s southernmost bathing ghat. The beach was indescribably disgusting, with barely a square inch you could safely put your foot down on and the stench was overpowering. Very sacred, obviously. Beginning the homeward journey took on a new sense of urgency. I needed to get out quick. But there was such a long way to go and so many places I had yet to see. So many nice places I’m sure. 
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The turning point

Colourful, ornate, perfumed, sacred, varied, breathtaking, wild, talented, hard-working, patient and mystical. This is what the word “Indian” should mean. If it weren’t for the constant assault on the senses it probably would. When I first went to Pune, I spent a few days with an Australian twenty-something; probably twenty-nothing. He was intelligent and sensitive and broke all the rules. He used the word “Indian” in a way which was both shocking and apt. What shocked me was the no-nonsense perceptiveness and humour he displayed when talking about his experiences and what impressed me was the blatant truth of what he said. He used Indian to distinguish between those places a westerner is instinctively attracted to and those they are inclined to turn their noses up at. Unfortunately it refers to the latter. Not very Indian, a common phrase of his, meant pleasantly laid out, comfortable, clean, uncrowded, pollution-free, quiet, cheerful, hygienic, working etc. Despite being in the country for over two months I find myself avoiding Indian places in favour of not very Indian places and, though fairly well adapted to conditions here, it only takes a few days in not very Indian areas to restore the discomfort of going back to Indian areas. That meaning has somehow stuck with me and a lot of others besides.    

I find it odd that while Indians themselves are scrupulously clean (unless denied access to water) so much dirt and rubbish is tolerated. In most places there is no rubbish collection and nowhere to put it, hence no alternative to dumping it where and whenever. It scatters all over the place and blows into drifts which are regularly set fire to, so the smell of burning rubbish is all-pervading. Public defecation is a common practice along the railway lines and beaches. Only in the very smart areas of wealthy towns is there proper covered drainage. Otherwise there is an ever-trickling foetid soup underfoot to enrich the smell of the rubbish and foster the countless billions of flies and other vermin that thrive on it. So many places are dirty and drab, drab and dirty. The average café is a mixture of brown furniture, broken fittings, dirty walls and unspeakable toilets and kitchens. Curiously, like the flies, there is a breed of traveller that thrives on this perversely fertile ground. 

As I perused my large-scale map planning my way north, I happened upon a place called Kodaikanal, which dimly rang a distant bell. I searched my mental database for links and came up with: sister, school, Kodai. I checked it out in my guide and found that it was an old British hill station with an international school and a convent school. Could this be another thread in my family history? On a hoarding outside a small travel agent I saw an advertisement for a cheap two-day package tour to Kodai and back. I could use this to leapfrog my way to Mysore, my next planned destination. (It looked like Mysore was a mere smidgeon away on the map but … remember a certain bus journey? Sixteen hours, heavy metal riffs etc. jog the memory? That’s the one.) I signed up with glee and was picked up from the hotel at one o’clock the next afternoon.

After a few unscheduled stops to give the driver’s friends lifts here and there we finally left Kanyakamurai at two. Suddenly the landscape changed dramatically. There was no mention of this in the guide. Not so much as a passing reference. How could they miss something so awe-inspiring? Are the Lonely Planet people complete heathens? Not a temple or a deserted city, not a burning ghat. No mountains or gaping chasms in the landscape. What unfurled before me was a new type of forest. It stretched for eight to ten kilometres along the road and either side as far as the eye could see before it disappeared off to the right. High above the coconut palms stood a myriad high-tech trees: tall, slim, white metal ones with aerodynamic leaves, some with three, others with only two slowly rotating in the wind at twenty to thirty revs a minute. Small by European standards, probably a quarter megawatt or so; possibly one of the largest wind-farms in the world and not so much as a footnote. The bus bumped and ground its way along the road, everybody but me oblivious to the wondrous tapping of nature’s power going on all around, those majestic machines effortlessly pumping Fermi’s magic seawater around the national grid. That  alone made this part of the trip worthwhile. [Physicists call the free electrons in a metal that conduct electricity the “Fermi sea”.]

The rest of the journey was uneventful until I was bustled into a crappy hotel in a grotty part of Madurai at about six. The highlight of the evening was a visit to a local “bar”. This consisted of a disused warehouse above an off-licence where a teenage scivvy scuttled back and forth as groups of men pushed notes into his hand and gestured for beer or spirits. I was soon surrounded by a group of youths eager to discuss nothing in particular. Their English wasn’t really up to it and neither was my, er, whatever. I eventually struck up a more rewarding conversation with a self-employed insurance salesman after which I picked my way past sleeping beggars to my hotel. 

At four o’clock in the morning my room exploded with music coming from speakers in the street. It was right opposite a gigantic temple complex. I went completely ape. I opened my door and screamed in vain at the world outside. I ranted and raved hoping someone would hear me and be shocked. I swore at everything Indian. There was absolutely no escape. My windows did not shut and the corridor was open at both ends like a balcony. The intrusive ear-splitting noise was everywhere and continued for three hours. By daybreak I was completely gaga. Men in white coats could have wheeled me away and I would have gone quietly, gratefully even. 

The bus picked me up at seven-thirty; it was useless trying to explain my experience to the tour operator so I just sat forlornly looking out of the window, glad to be on my way to Kodai. After a couple of hours we climbed into hilly country and wended our way up precipitous slopes to over two thousand metres, arriving in the cool, clean air above the clouds. When we arrived we were ushered into a small village-hall sized natural history museum. It was full of stuffed animals, pickled embryos and collections of skewered beetles and butterflies - all local. It was lovely except for one gruesome aspect. Have you ever tried to make a stuffed toy or seen one made by a beginner? The animals had grotesque smiles on their faces where the stitching was bodged, unnatural bumps and rips where the uneven straw filling pushed out the skin and they were all fitted with a job lot of identical eyes, bulging and staring in hideous cross-eyed fashion like Marty Feldman on prozac. David Attenborough would have cried himself to sleep. 

After this the sightseeing started in earnest as we were whisked here and there for fifteen minute fixes of a waterfall, a rock, a spectacular view etc. After five of these in three hours I decided to stay in Kodai to chill out for a few days. The guide showed me to the local youth hostel and said I would be all right there. All right? Seat of the gods no less. It was perched on the edge of a sheer drop of maybe a thousand metres, with sensational views of nearby peaks, and on down another thousand metres to the plains beyond. Clouds hurried by below and kissed adjacent slopes. The sun shone with the intensity of an arc-welder in a fridge, a cold burning heat you needed a space-suit to survive. I spent the afternoon lying out on the grass enjoying it all and cautiously topping up my sun-tan. 

Intermission

· The Lord moves in mysterious ways. In India, one’s bowels try to make this a double act. 

· All lorry drivers have the message “Sound horn” on the backs of their vehicles. So have I, but I don’t brag about it.

· When in India, buy your cigarettes one at a time. This helps you cut down on smoking, keeps you fit and stops people scrounging off you.

· If you want a good night’s sleep don’t go by public transport. It’s worth the price of a hotel to stay put.  
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The last leg

The bus picked me up at seven-thirty; it was useless trying to explain my experience to the tour operator so I just sat forlornly looking out of the window, glad to be on my way to Kodai. After a couple of hours we climbed into hilly country and wended our way up precipitous slopes to over two thousand metres, arriving in the cool, clean air above the clouds. When we arrived we were ushered into a small village-hall sized natural history museum. It was full of stuffed animals, pickled embryos and collections of skewered beetles and butterflies - all local. It was lovely except for one gruesome detail. Have you ever tried to make a stuffed toy or seen one made by a beginner? These animals had grotesque smiles on their faces where the stitching was bodged, unnatural bumps and rips where the uneven straw filling pushed out the skin and they were all fitted with a job lot of identical eyes, bulging and staring in hideous cross-eyed fashion like Marty Feldman on Prozac. David Attenborough would have cried himself to sleep. 

After this the sightseeing started in earnest as we were whisked here and there for fifteen minute fixes of a waterfall, a rock, a spectacular view etc. After five of these in three hours I decided to stay in Kodai to chill out for a few days. The guide showed me to the local youth hostel and said I would be all right there. All right? Seat of the gods no less. It was perched on the edge of a sheer drop of maybe a thousand metres, with sensational views of nearby peaks, and on down another thousand metres to the plains beyond. Clouds hurried by below and tickled the adjacent slopes. The sun shone with the intensity of an arc-welder in a fridge, a cold burning heat you needed a space-suit to survive. I spent the afternoon lying out on the grass enjoying it all and cautiously topping up my sun-tan. 

Kodai is a small market town balanced on the ridges of a complex mountain. Its geometry is perplexing to the visitor as there seem to be so many different ways down - all with panoramic views. Apart from the schools, it is also home to the Indian Institute of Astrophysics. The youth hostel was pretty basic, but cheap. If you are there long enough you get to have a room with a “chimney” as they call fireplaces here. Of course, there is always someone ready to sell you some wood. It was a relief to get away from the heat of the deep south but this was first time I had experienced “cold” cold so far and realised that without a chimney, there was no provision for heating. Consequently the bedding was all damp, which was a great shame because otherwise it was really comfortable. The room was deliciously quiet and gave me a very welcome night’s sleep. The next day it was cold and grey, with clouds completely engulfing the hostel and its views, so I used the time to do some admin and visit the convent. I sorted out my bus ticket to Mysore and resigned myself to an “overnighter” the following night. The sun peeped through the mist for short intervals as glimpses of blue sky teased us with the promise of fine weather: enough, without protection, to completely frazzle my head and face, unexpected as it was. 

Victims of crime had been rare amongst my travelling companions so far. I had heard of one theft  and a dodgy death in Anjuna. Unfortunately, a couple I met in town had been robbed by an Indian youth who tricked them into letting him take their photo. He absconded with the camera  and their two bags containing all their money ($1,000 cash) and travel documents. In the chase my friend injured his foot quite badly and was forced to seek medical attention. Their account of police treatment did not bode well for those in a similar plight, but they did get some free help from a sympathetic local solicitor. I spent the morning helping them revisit the site and get over the trauma of it. There was another spate of thefts I heard about in Kodai: the sporadic stealing of food by an organised crime syndicate operating in the area. Unfortunately the police have been unable to do anything about it due to the priviledged status of the perpetrators. Indigenous monkeys carry out frequent raids on anyone foolish enough to leave a door open. They will cheerfully ransack your chalet and can be quite aggressive when confronted. 

My final hours in Kodai were spent visiting the Institute of Astrophysics which was sadly shut and preparing for my fateful bus journey. Sixteen hellish hours later ….

“Eyesore, Mysore, never guess what I saw”. More piles of rubbish, that’s what. But what’s different about this dump is that there is an enormous real-live Maharaja’s palace right in the middle of it. Built only earlier this century it is gobsmackingly opulent, so I did the tourist thing and traipsed around it, cap doffed in due reverence, shoes off in appropriate places. The most notable thing was an ad for “Feast” ice cream in the merchandising area featuring a seductive female pouting at you saying “What’s on your stick?”. Subtlety, it seems, comes in the most unlikely places. To be absolutely honest, the most notable thing was the silver. Apart from jewellery and a conspicuous excess of other ornaments there was a staggering amount of silver furniture. Yes, furniture: chairs, couches and desks all made out of intricately detailed and carefully worked silver. Incredible. I enjoyed the elephants’ stables too, partly because they were off-limits; I was briskly ushered away by an armed guard who told me the Maharaja was “sleeping”. Sshh.… I tiptoed back into town and made the most of one of the nicest hotels I’ve had the pleasure of so far. The “Park Lane”, contrary to expectation was incredibly cheap, central and had a wonderful open-air restaurant full of my favourite kind of travellers. After a pleasant few days there, I caught the Shatabdi Express to Bangalore. Similar to the one I took from Bomaby to Pune, it is the crème de la crème of trains here. Thoughts of the Shinkansen bullet train in Japan were hastily put to the back of my mind. No, I’m not complaining, I felt like royalty. 

My neck and shoulders were getting worse and I was considering looking for an osteopath in Bangalore. On the train I was seated next to a young German couple Uwe and Kalpana, she of Indian origin. We hit it off right away and soon got to talking about all our travel problems. For once, my German was a match for their English, so we chatted away in “Germish” the whole way. Then it was BINGO! again. Trumps, bullseye, miracle. They were both physiotherapists. She knew the area as her parents had an apartment in neighbouring Putipatti, so we shared a taxi into town and checked into a leafy suburban hotel. They only had a four-bedder left so we agreed to share a room for the night (pretty wild eh?). In the morning Uwe gave me a full hour of manipulation and massage, explaining in broken English what he was doing and why. It was easily as good as my treatments back home. Their mission was to visit an ashram in Putipatti to see Sy Baba, a well-known and much admired character I’d never heard of. I thought they were going to a Cyber Bar, I supposed, one up from a Cyber café, but soon twigged I was on the wrong track. He has a well documented history of “materialisations” but his forte is healing. I now wish I’d found the time to pay him a visit too, but time, money and skepticism held me back. 

Bangalore is the Silicon Valley of India. Wealthy and relatively clean, it is the pride of many an Indian. I could probably live here for a while if I had something to do, but it is dull fair for the traveller. It falls between two stools: it kids you into thinking you’ve arrived in a haven of western standards but lets you down at every step. The pavements are a health hazard, the drains only a sniff away and the buildings a mixture of the new and the neglected. The shops are full of western promise. Things are definitely happening here, but it’s small town stuff. Prices are high but there are compensations. This is still India after all. You can’t escape that - and nor should you. It’s so hard seeing the effort that goes into emulating the west and failing on so many counts. What’s important is that even if the infrastructure is lagging behind there’s the will to progress, a striving for betterment without selling out. As with any hybrid or mongrel it is alienated from its roots and I must agree with the Lonely Planet Guide that it’s “a city searching for its soul”. For me, Bangalore was the place I planned my escape home. It was here I rebooked my return flight to Bristol and my connecting flight to Delhi. Here the final pieces of an intricate jigsaw were carefully assembled from the jumble of possibilities on the table. I had hoped to have one more adventure, one more week of being a proper traveller. The Indian Airlines route-map offered me a few last minute opportunities but the thought of any more long bus or train journeys made me wince. I settled for a few days of quiet shopping before flying to Delhi to encounter my last and first experience of India. 

Newsletter X. Bristol, 28th January 1999

Goodbye!

The last two weeks dragged interminably. I had given up. Ever since that last traumatic bus journey to Mysore I knew it was over; my travelling days were at an end. The rest was just a matter of waiting for the two final flights home. There was no need for further suffering, no more challenges to be met, no reason to do anything except satisfy my relentless need to use my time well. What a waste of two weeks. I had lost about sixteen pounds in weight. I’d had enough of India but it hadn’t quite finished with me. I hid myself away in hotel rooms and ate in expensive western-style restaurants. I indulged myself in milk-shakes and ice creams, steaks and hamburgers. I had a lot of weight to make up after all. I drank and smoked excessively, confining myself to places I could do this in comfort and privacy. Other travellers were thin on the ground so I spent my time writing and re-writing my final newsletters, reviewing and correcting them, crossing out the endless whingeing and attention to boring details. What aspects of the trip had I missed out? Who wants to know? Who cares? Well, I’d do it anyway. Just for the record. It passes the time and keeps me busy. I didn’t want to see the botanical gardens or another temple (I did look at another Science Museum though - great section on mechanisms). I just wanted to sit back and drink another coffee. Or check my email. Why hasn’t so-and-so replied to my last one yet? 

Getting back to Delhi was a real treat for several reasons. What made the flight there so pleasurable was that in two and a half hours I covered what would have been a thirty-six hour train journey or even more by bus. There was no jarring or jolting, no camping on the floors jostling for space and no rodeo-riding: just sheer silent luxury broken only by an in-flight meal. Heaven. I expected Delhi to be in the grip of a winter frost (Rajasthan was two below) but it was almost warm. Despite all my attempts at finding a different hotel, I finished up back at the YMCA Tourist Hostel. As I entered the lobby I was astonished at how nice it looked. Even my room looked pleasant and accommodating (little had changed). The next morning I ventured into town. How clean the streets were, how level the pavements, how smooth the roads, even the air felt fresh (little had changed). Ok, it was a bit cooler. But why was everything so different? Was it me that had changed? What I originally saw as a chaotic, sprawling mess, an alien concrete jungle full of creatures going about their noisy, smelly business had been transformed into a capital city worthy of the title. So this is what travelling does for you. 

I dug about in places I dared not go before, I declared the city mine. It was my final fling and I rediscovered, if only for a flash, that fleeting excitement, the desperate clinging to a romance about to end that gives its last moments such an intensity. That night I took a rickshaw to Parhaganj, the main dive for travellers and a giant bazarre near the railway station. I walked into a hostel restaurant slap bang into someone I knew from Bristol. Half an hour later a man struggled in on crutches with his girlfriend. After the hugs and kisses were over I heard the happy ending to their painful story. Although they had lost all their money they had managed to sort out new travel documents. After X-raying, it was discovered he had broken a bone in his foot, but… they had met a Dutch physiotherapist who had taken charge of his recovery. They were now planning a four week convalescence together on some nice beach somewhere. They had also met the two German physiotherapists I had been with in Bangalore. So they all moved to the beach and lived happily ever after in a little bamboo hut and had lots of babies. Anyway, I ordered a chicken muglai and they an egg korma. As we sipped our cokes we bet on which would come first (!?)

I felt quite at home looking for presents around Delhi. As I wandered about I realised some things had changed a little, if only cosmetically. The roads had been swept and the curbs freshly painted white. Fencing had a new layer of colour impressed on it and temporary accommodation for building site workers near the hostel had been conveniently hidden behind shining new corrugated iron. The next day, Tuesday, was a public holiday. There were mass parades and fairs, an aerobatics display with visiting dignitaries from all over. How thoughtful! They had laid on a big farewell party for me and everyone was invited. They turned up the music and … well, you know the rest. I was only mildly deflated that it was the fiftieth anniversary of republic day and not me being despatched in style. I spent most of that day in bicycle rickshaws (tricycle surely?) right in the thick of it. I went even deeper into recesses of Delhi still unknown to me, braving the vagaries and hazards of this mode of transport and the touts in all their double-dealing glory. I spent a pleasant evening in the company of three English women at Pizza Express listening to the good vibes of an Indian jazz trio playing in the corner. Here I was tempted to bond - “I used to play at Pizza Express in Bristol” - but resisted, merely singling myself out by clapping enthusiastically after a brilliantly funky “Summertime”.  

I went to bed in good spirits with a glass of rum in one hand and a cigarette in the other contemplating how I was going to spend my last day. Two glasses later, I suddenly sat bolt upright as I realised my flight was in three hours not twenty-seven. For some reason 1:40am Wednesday January 27th had lodged itself unquestioningly in my brain as the middle of Wednesday night, not Tuesday. Three hours later, the 747 nosed its way into the night sky and it was all over.
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Summary Facts and Figures

Time away



80 days

Distance by road/rail


3,900 kms

Distance flown



17,800 kms

Amount spent prior to departure

£900

Amount spent during travels

£1,300

Most expensive week


£95 - Bangalore / Delhi

Cheapest week



£56 - Benaulim (Goa)

Losses




Mosquito repellant pad heater, nail cutters

Thefts




Swiss army pen-knife

Medical problems
Dysentry (5 days), cold/cough (5 weeks), neck/shoulder problems (6 weeks), sprained ankle (4 weeks)

Weight lost
16 lbs

Drugs taken
Antibiotics (5 day course), 1 bong (5 minute course), painkillers - lots

Number of mosquito bites
30 - 40

Things not done
Camel/elephant/other trekking, casual sex, sleeping on beach, Jetfoil trip Mumbai to Goa

Places not visited


Himalayas, Rajasthan, Bombay red-light district

Swimmable beaches visited

3

Number of temples visited

too many

Number of palaces/forts visited

4

Number of museums visited

4

Number of travellers met (quality time)
57

Number of Indians met (quality time)
11

Number of photos taken


289

Total cost of development

£26

Hours spent emailing


25

Total cost of emailing 


£40

Number of minutes of calling home
45

Cost of calls home


£32

Number of vegetarian evening meals
3

Number of non-English breakfasts
1

Number of evenings without alcohol
9

Number of books read


7

Overnight journeys (excl out & return)
4

Number of days motorbike hire

3

Cost of motorbike hire


£8

Cost of petrol



45p / litre

Number of days jeep + driver hire
2

Cost of jeep + driver hire (share of)
£4.50

Number of days bicycle hire

3

Cost of bicycle hire


£1.50

Number of bottles of mineral water
37

Number of tubes of mosquito repellant
2

Quantity of sun-tan lotion used

1/2 bottle

Number of toilet rolls used

20
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