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Now is the season of sailing: for already

The chattering swallow is come and

The pleasant wind; the meadows

Flower and the sea tossed up with

Waves and rough blasts has sunk

To silence. Weigh thine anchors, and 

Unloose thine hawsers, O mariner and

Sail with all thy canvas set.



Leonidas of Tarentum fl.274 B.C.

Greek Mythology. J.W. Mikhail

ed. (1906)
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SHILLONG


When I was a teenager in Scotland my mother mentioned I was born in the land of the Naga headhunters. I remember saying ‘thank you very much Mother, for bringing me home safely’, and promptly forgot about it. In later life I discovered I had two birth certificates: one states that I was born outside British India and the other that I am British, due to my British parents.

I had omitted to ask my mother for more information prior to her demise and my father had died earlier, but I saw from the death certificate that they had met and married in Nagaland. Now I wanted to know more and thought it was time to find out. The first certificate mentioned Shillong so I decided to start there. After various painful injections I secured an Indian visa and flew Indian Airlines to Calcutta in 1978. From there, there was a connecting flight to Bogdugra, a tiny airport in the north. 

At customs I was asked for my permit. I knew nothing about a permit and handed over my passport, which was accepted. I then caught a taxi to Siliguri, a busy, bustling town, starting point for those going on to Darjeeling hill station. After a night in a hotel, I went to buy a train ticket to Gauhati, which sits alongside the great Brahmaputra river and is the gateway to Shillong.

At the ticket counter, the man was not very helpful when I inquired of the platform.

‘Up there.’ He replied.

‘Where?’

‘There, number one up.’

‘Number one up?’

End of conversation. A coolie, standing nearby, hoisted my suitcase on to his head, crooked his finger and, with a ‘Memsahib’, we were off. I followed his disappearing figure trying to keep my bobbing turquoise case in sight. He raced through the crowds, up steps, down steps, up again. Two uniformed officials attempted to stop me, but as my coolie was fast vanishing into the melee, I brushed past them and crossed a bridge onto a crowded platform. There were bearded Sikhs in glorious turbans, some wearing white dhotis, others in western clothes. Hundreds of passengers were milling about, some clad in only a loin cloth. Officials shouted over the hubbub, adding to the noise. I did not see any women, but I did see number three on a sign. I called my coolie’s attention to this and held up one finger. He reciprocated with three. This pantomime lasted for some time before I gave in and sat down amongst the piles of cases. 

The train chugged in, steaming, dirty and long, sending a billow of smoke skywards. The crowd immediately surged forward and a struggle to climb aboard ensued. I lost sight of my case. The pushing, shoving throng had no time for a single woman, so I stood back and awaited the outcome. Ten minutes later a beaming face, a crook of the finger, a ‘Memsahib’ and my coolie appeared to lead me to my carriage. Bless him. I thanked him with a large tip; white teeth flashing he bowed, and ran off to his next customer.

The compartment revealed four bunks, three of which had bedrolls, the fourth, a coating of thick dust. Soon, three gentlemen entered, sat down on a bunk and regarded me doubtfully. Slightly apprehensive I smiled politely, and approached the matter of a bedroll. Fortunately, English is spoken throughout India. I was informed that a bedroll was reserved with one’s ticket –in advance. I must have looked crestfallen as one gentleman kindly offered me his. By this time the train had left the station. One man, probably uncomfortable at sharing a cabin with a woman and a foreigner at that, left the carriage and returned with an attendant. He explained that, as I had not reserved a bunk, there was other accommodation and he ushered me through seemingly endless carriages to a cabin occupied by two Europeans, Jack and Isobel, who were on a field trip.

Isobel was tall and willowy, fair hair cascading over her shoulders. She was a public relations lady who worked in a travel agency in Kathmandu, Nepal. Jack was a photographer, living in Nepal and making a series of wildlife films. They were on their way to Khazaranga National Park, a seven-hour taxi ride from Gauhati. We spent a pleasant journey exchanging information and sharing food. At night we stretched out on the bench seats. Sleep was impossible. The train seemed to stop at every village and town. The noise was endless: animals grunting, railway gangs working, people shouting, lights shining through the wooden shutters. Finally, we crossed the great Brahmaputra, wide and grey in the pre-dawn mist. It was 5:30 a.m. when we bade goodbye and good luck to each other (we were to meet again quite unexpectedly). When Westerners crossed paths in India they would say good luck –you never knew if you would ever arrive at your chosen destination.

The platform was crowded and I got lost looking for the exit. Finding myself on the same platform once more, a man approached asking if I required a taxi.

‘I don’t know. I want to go to Shillong.’

‘Ah cha, you need a taxi, come.’ I was to learn that this ‘come’ was an imperative issued by Indian men expecting an immediate response from a woman. I went. Once more my case was taken; I hoisted my rucksack on to my shoulder and we set off in the dark. We crossed a bridge on to the concourse where, along its length, dark heaps lay. I stooped to examine one and was dismayed to discover sacks in which men, women and children were sleeping.

I caught up with my case as it was being loaded into a car.  I climbed into the car and waited for the driver. One hour and three passengers later, my suitcase was removed and tied to the roof. By this time I was starving. Dawn was creeping over the horizon revealing a sky suffused with a red-golden light. I left the car and sat down at a stall for tea and naan, and was joined by a large, bearded Sikh who informed me he was the fifth passenger and we could now leave. Five people climbed into the car as more luggage was tied to the roof. Gauhati is a sprawling, fair-sized town and by the time we had passed through I was perspiring in my jeans and t-shirt. The driver, the Sikh and I were squeezed into the front; a family of three sat comfortably in the back.

I soon forgot my discomfort and enjoyed the passing scenery. It was the dry season in Assam. Bullocks grazed, banana trees lined the wide roadway and gangs repaired the roads with picks and shovels. There was no other traffic, apparently because private cars were scarce. Any vehicles were lorries, government cars or old taxis. I could vouch for the old. We stopped at a village for a welcome drink and bananas. The cups were dirty and cracked so I drank from a straw while swatting at flies. The Sikh paid my bill, ignoring my protests, and I wandered through the village, stepping on discarded fruit skins. Thin dogs, their bony ribs showing, lay by the road. With my pale face, blue eyes and auburn hair, people stared but did not approach. I looked in vain for a toilet and then slipped, nonchalantly, into bushes. Emerging, I was greeted with knowing smiles, no privacy here then. There was a stall selling leaves and a reddish paste that the owner wrapped in a leaf and gestured for me to try. Game for anything, I did, spitting it out. It was betel nut, which left me with a very red tongue and teeth and caused a roar of laughter from the villagers.

We resumed our journey after the car had undergone repairs. Looking out of the window I felt a tingling sensation in my leg. I slapped and jiggled, thinking it must be a mosquito or a fly. Five minutes later another one. I looked at the Sikh. He was staring straight ahead, his hand tucked between my leg and his. I lifted my leg and drove my shoe down onto his foot. He groaned, looked at me reproachfully and removed his hand. What price bananas and tea? Six hours later, after several stops for repairs, we arrived in Shillong. Five relieved people tumbled out, exhausted, thirsty and hungry.

The driver clambered on to the roof, untied the ropes and handed down our luggage. I paid my share of the taxi, waved goodbye and stood waiting for a local taxi. After fifteen minutes a black car stopped and there was my Sikh, sitting comfortably in the back seat and offering me a lift to my hotel. With no idea where my hotel was, and with no sign of another vehicle, I reluctantly climbed in beside the chauffeur. My host immediately apologised for his previous lapse of behaviour and made up for it by telling me about the area.

Called the ‘Scotland of the East’, Shillong is one of India’s premier hill stations. It lies approximately 1,496 meters above sea level and is the capital of what is now known as Meghalaya – an autonomous state within Assam since 1972.It is landlocked, surrounded by the verdant Khasi and Jaintia hills. Nearby is Cherapungi which (at that time) had the world’s heaviest rainfall. I remembered my father had mentioned that. Meghalaya has a temperate climate, the main occupation agriculture, but with many small industrial mills. To the south and west is Bangladesh. There is fishing, hiking and golfing, river valleys and lakes. There are panthers, tigers, leopards, elephants and bears, all declining in numbers. There are deer, goats and squirrels.

We soon arrived at my hotel which resembled a large stone house. The extensive grounds housed cottages for the guests. My Sikh pressed his card into my hand with a murmured, ‘in case you need help’, as his driver unloaded my suitcase and quickly drove off. Hotel staff lifted my luggage and showed me to reception. My priority was a pot of tea. In the lounge the staff were pleasant and helpful, but slow. After fifteen minutes I repeated my order and was told it was coming; fifteen minutes later, it did. This was India, patience required. Sit down and relax, I admonished.

Taking my key I walked through the garden to my cottage. Inside, mosquito netting adorned the bed, doors and windows. Hmm, I had forgotten about those pesky little beasts. After a refreshing shower and change, I set off for the town and hospital, with directions from reception. Some distance later, lost and walking in circles, I turned back and, with more directions, finally located the hospital of my birth.

A notice proclaimed this as the Khasi Hills Presbyterian Hospital, formerly known as the Welsh Mission Hospital, opened in 1922. I went in search of a nurse and explained my presence. She kindly took me to the old wing where we surmised I had been born. It was a long, low building with a pitched roof and a veranda with French windows opening outwards. A lovely tropical garden gave a peaceful ambience. I thanked her, and she thanked me in return for ‘coming all the way from Scotland to visit them.’ I stood in the grounds trying to imagine those times. There would have been no cars to take people to hospital, but bullock carts for transport and no excellent roads, as now. How my father had worked on the great Ganges and Brahmaputra rivers; how Western families had taken to the hill stations to avoid the long, hot summers of the plains. It was romantic from a distance, but it must have been taxing at times.

I returned to the town passing stalls, shops and busy bazaars. In the background there was a sprinkling of modern flats and bungalows with red tiled roofs and I wondered fleetingly if my Sikh lived there, in an opulent house. In a park I sat on the grass in the shade of a large tree and, taking out a pack of cigarettes, lit one, lay down and closed my eyes.

I soon felt movement near me. To the side there sat a handsome young man of about twenty.

‘I’m Rhaka, I would like to practise my English,’ he announced in perfect English. ‘I’m a student. Do you mind if I have a cigarette?’ He asked, as he helped himself.

Curiosity overcame me, and I sat up. ‘Help yourself.’ 

‘What is your name? I would like to invite you for dinner.’

This was an interesting, rather sudden chat-up line. And we did chat while he took photographs. He was studying architecture and hoped to travel to Europe one day. Exhausted and hot, I declined his invitation but promised to return the next day at the same time.

I showered and changed for dinner. The dining room was a large space with wooden flooring, high ceilings and tables covered with dazzling white tablecloths. As I walked across the floor my footsteps click-clacked, echoing loudly in the almost deserted room. Two European men who were sharing a table looked up, smiled and invited me to join them. I was enjoying India; everyone was friendly.

John was travelling independently and had chanced this way. They had met in the hotel where Roland was staying, teaching at the local college. Both were biologists. John invited me to join him on his travels, but I was on a pilgrimage and so declined. We parted after a very interesting evening accompanied by a tasty, spicy dinner.

In the morning, I went to the registrar’s office in town to find out if they had birth records, and whether Shillong was outside British India in the days of the Raj. The young assistant did not know so I asked about records and was informed that the registrar held the keys. He was supervising at Gandhi’s election office and would not return till the next day. Disappointed, I returned to the hotel where I was almost knocked down by a chap just leaving. He apologised in English. As we chatted he asked what I was doing in India. We sat down for tea and I related my story. I had to return to Gauhati for my onward journey to Nagaland. He was an accountant, working for Gandhi, paying the salary of those officers at the election polls in the north. He was leaving shortly for Gauhati and would give me a lift. I could not believe my luck and with the thought of another taxi ride in mind, gratefully accepted. I packed my case and rucksack, paid my bill and wrote an apologetic note to Rhaka, hoping he would call at the hotel. I never had the opportunity to return to the registrar’s office; maybe the answer was in Nagaland.
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My companion’s name was Prem and his travelling companion was Lomas. While working for government they had a car and driver. Prem was tall, well built. He had deep-set black eyes and a thick moustache and was very impatient and intense. His wife and children lived in Gujarat, so he was quite far from home. His colleague, Lomas, was older, more practical, a calming influence. The driver was a potential Stirling Moss who took bends fast and furious as he sped through the night, arriving at dusk in Gauhati – much quicker than my previous tortured journey. My companions booked into a small hotel in town, after which we went for dinner to a restaurant-cum-nightclub, to enjoy many delicious, spicy dishes. Later, the driver dropped me off at the tourist lodge. 

Previously called Dak bungalows, and used by government officials, these lodges are state managed and almost every town in the north has one. This one was a low storeyed building with fourteen good-sized rooms and some family rooms with bunk beds. There was a spacious bathroom, mosquito nets on the bed, a small wooden table, two chairs and a dodgy lock. In the grounds there was a large windowless bus in which three Dutch people had driven overland to explore India. We wished each other luck and moved on.

The following morning the manager asked me to register with my permit number, which of course I did not have, but promised to produce it after breakfast. Prem saved me from my predicament. He brought a friend who ran a tourist agency in town. After introductions I explained about visiting Nagaland without a permit. As Prem had business to attend to I thanked him for his help and he left, saying ‘B.P. will look after you.’ So much for being independent! Apparently, as far as the male species is concerned, a woman on her own in India needs looking after. I conceded that I did need help to enter Nagaland. B.P. took me to the police station for a permit, where the chief of police demanded to know how I had managed to get this far without one!

I told him I used local transport. He questioned me for half an hour after which, and with no progress, I wandered onto the veranda and left the persuading to B.P. The building overlooked the Brahmaputra. Dhobis scrubbed at the clothes on the banks using the large, flat rocks to spread out the washing. A little ferry steamed slowly along the muddy river. My name was called. I could not have a permit – Nagaland was off-limits to foreigners. We left the station and set off for B.P’s agency in a horse and buggy. I was determined to visit Nagaland.

B.P. phoned agencies and airlines on my behalf, but no one would help me without a permit. The next step of my journey was solved by B.P. He was travelling to Khazaranga Wildlife Park to pick up some Americans on a travel familiarisation tour. He could not leave immediately, but arranged a car and driver to take me. I could have an elephant ride in the jungle while waiting for him, before proceeding together to Jorhat. This was excellent. I returned to the lodge in the buggy, and had a good night’s sleep now that my problem was solved. I left the next morning with a lovely Assamese lady passenger who was on her way home after shopping. She wore a colourful, bright sari and dangling, gold ear-rings.
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On the way, we passed many small villages until we reached her house. As she got out of the car she beckoned to me to join her. It was built of wood and surrounded by an abundance of colourful flowers. Out at the back there was a grassy area, a duck pond and more flowers and trees. The toilet was a rectangular, concrete structure at the side of the garden. It had no sink but there was a bucket of water and a ladle with which to wash one’s hands. We had tea, no milk, with delightful snacks and a conversation in Pidgin English, accompanied by many gestures, after which I set off once more for the Park, arriving at 2 p.m. The first voice I heard was loud and American.

‘Where have you appeared from? Here is my card. Are you staying the night? We are having a party. You can use my room. I have two spare beds, have a shower.’

I thanked the gentleman and used his bathroom, which had heavenly hot water. Saying ‘no’ to the party and the bed, I mentioned that I was not staying.

‘Where are you going? There is no place to go from here; this is the end of the line.’

‘Nagaland.’ 

‘Where’s that?’ 

‘East,’

‘Never heard of it.’ He replied.

I was sitting outside the hotel having a cup of tea when I looked up and saw Jack and Isobel, my train companions. Amazed to meet again, we swopped tales and laughed. I later set off into the jungle with the American party in cars. I handed the guide my letter of introduction from B.P., but I had missed the elephant ride. And though the park is famous for white rhinoceros, I did not see any. There were a variety of strange, colourful birds, a rogue elephant (which we had to stay very still for, until it thundered away), different types of deer and a tiger. After the tour, we returned to the hotel, which consisted of low buildings offering good-sized rooms with en-suite facilities. B.P. arrived after tea. We went to a large tent where guides and travel agents from all over India had gathered to promote tourism, and where there was an unlikely traveller: a Japanese student. Unlikely because, at that time, Japanese did not usually travel alone. Here was another adventurer! He had got lost and been taken under the wing of another agent, as I had been by B.P. We swapped stories and wished each other luck. B.P. introduced me to the other agents and I was given the only chair in the room, with the agents quite content to sit cross-legged on the carpet. A bottle of vodka was produced and taken neat. After an interesting chat and handshakes all round, B.P. and I set off in the dark, his chauffeur once more at the wheel. I felt very privileged at having been part of this hospitable group.
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