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‘People should develop along the lines of their own genius and the imposition of alien values should be avoided.’


Jawaharlal Nehru




 





‘The worst sin against our fellow human beings is not to hate them but to be indifferent toward them; that is the essence of man’s inhumanity to man.’


George Bernard Shaw
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Introduction





Landlocked, and largely inaccessible to foreigners, Nagaland is one of the youngest and certainly the most hidden state of modern India. Cut off from the rest of the world at the eastern hem of the Himalayas, it is home to nearly two million people from some sixteen Tibetan-Burmese tribes who have been fighting a remote and rarely reported war for independence from India, on and off, since the early 1950s. The fighting continues sporadically, skirmishes between rival independence movements and against Indian armed forces undermining fragile treaties while tourists, some apparently unaware of the struggle being fought around them, continue to enjoy the more peaceful areas of the state.


Nagaland is tucked into the far north-eastern corner of India. It borders the states of Assam, Manipur and Arunachal Pradesh and, across an international frontier, the Union of Myanmar, once known as Burma. But up to a further two million Nagas live outside the state’s borders. For many of them Nagaland, which has existed as a state only since 1963, is an Indian fabrication that fails to recognise their nationhood: a fragmentation of their natural homeland by politically expedient boundaries. What Naga independence movements and guerrilla armies have been fighting for over several decades is the dream of ‘Nagalim’, or a Greater Nagaland, an independent country that would unite all the tribes in a land of their own. As this book hopes to explain, their dream remains just that, and may do for many generations to come. 


Here is a remarkable place – Shangri-La through a glass darkly – a people, and a war without end, largely unheard of outside the Indian subcontinent, and not much known even within it. Nagaland is a place of stunning beauty, a once-flourishing secret garden blighted by war and effectively cordoned off from the rest of the world. More than 200,000 people have died here in seven decades of brutal conflict while its political masters, despite numerous short-lived peace settlements over the years, maintain a heavy-duty military presence in the region. The Nagas, however, remain unwilling to settle for anything less than a much greater degree of freedom than the government of India is ever likely to sanction.


I had wanted to visit this high and haunting land since I was a small boy. My father, Clifford George Glancey, a child of the Raj born in Lahore, and my grandfather, George Alexander Glancey, an Anglo-Irish Indian Army general, knew Nagaland well. It was then the partly unexplored Naga Hills district of Assam, the great tea-growing region, where my uncle Reg, a future Eighth Army officer, was a planter. He spoke fondly of the Naga people. They were, he said, headhunters. But they were also hospitable, loyal, brave and passionately fond of music, dancing, hunting and extravagant costumes. They lived in remote regions of lush hills and valleys patrolled by tigers, and across the Burmese border in self-governing highland villages.


My father returned to the region with the RAF in 1944, when Commonwealth forces and Naga warriors loyal to the British drove the Japanese back from the Indian border to Burma and the tropical seas. The Japanese had hoped to reach Calcutta (now Kolkata) and Delhi through the Naga Hills. Had they done so, they would have broken the back of colonial India and of the British Empire itself.


My father said I would enjoy a trek to Burma from India through Assam and the Naga Hills. This, tricky enough in his day, is more easily said than done in mine. For many years Nagaland has remained a dream destination, much as Kafiristan had been for Brothers Daniel Dravot and Peachey Carnehan, Freemasons and soldiers of fortune, in Kipling’s ‘The Man Who Would Be King’, a short story that I read over and over again as a boy. In 1975 it was made into an equally enjoyable and compelling film, directed by John Huston and starring Sean Connery and Michael Caine, renewing my enthusiasm for some unknown, mythical Asian world beyond established frontiers.


What few written references I came across to Nagaland as a boy were, however, hardly encouraging. I remember buying a second-hand paperback copy of H. E. Bates’s The Jacaranda Tree at a time when this author was best known for his frightfully English novels Love for Lydia and The Darling Buds of May, but not for the stories he wrote as ‘Flying Officer X’ for the RAF during the Second World War. Bates developed one of these into The Jacaranda Tree, published in 1949. It tells the story of English settlers in Burma making a tragic escape to India with the Japanese army in hot pursuit. Led by Paterson, manager of a rice mill, their route would take them north … through Naga territory:




The hills might be tough, but he knew the road, if you could call it a road, for about a hundred and twenty miles northwestward, roughly in the direction of Naga country, but beyond that he did not know it and there were few who did. He could only guess what lay there. Soon the scraped-out terraces of blistered rice-field would give way to the wretched fields where nothing grew but the thinnest sesasum and millet where in harvest the flocks of raiding paroquets were like hordes of banana-green locusts ravaging the seed. It had always been a country of continual exodus up there: a wandering from place to place by thin cattle, lean men, sore-eyed children, women with faces of teak-wood, an endless search for the hills’ less bitter places. And soon all that would go, to be replaced by the folded parallels of forested rock, basaltic, bitter, waterless, like hills of iron veiled with minutest cracks of sand scorched to whiteness by the long dry season, mockingly like rivers between the great sunless towers of forest and bamboo … It was not the things that lay behind that troubled him … but the things that lay in front of him. If he feared anything at all it was that the road might die up there, somewhere in the high jungle, between the foothills where they now were and the far tea country of Assam.





Bates’s Paterson and his fellow escapees are left at the end of the book as they cross a bridge into these darkly haunting hills, although not before they have encountered at least a few Nagas on the way, written off here as ‘the eaters of opium, the headhunters’, forever squatting, spitting chewed betel nut and waiting silently for nothing.


Undeterred by this hardly enticing advertisement, in time I got to Nagaland, and have returned several times since, not always in possession of the correct visas, yet with good grace and in hock to no party, faction, media, military or business interest. I have trekked through its eleven districts – Dimapur, Kiphire, Kohima, Longleng, Mokokchung, Mon, Peren, Phek, Tuensang, Wokha and Zunheboto. I have crossed the high and slippery eastern and southern mountain borders into Burma, where the eastern Nagas live in a world that has changed little since my grandfather’s day, or even for centuries before that. Sometimes it has been a very cold place to be, at others baking hot or, all too often, sopping wet. Walking in Nagaland is rarely easy, and walking is usually the only way to travel in the saw-toothed Naga Hills, though the flora and wildlife, hunted to near extinction in parts, have provided ample and very beautiful reward. I have seen leopards and elephants on hilltops. I have watched and listened in mute amazement to striped laughing thrushes and other stunning birds competing with the extraordinary nightingale-like songs of flying lizards. I have brushed my way through a wild proliferation of rhododendrons, orchids and bright mountain flowers while eating as many wild cherries, mangoes and figs as I have been able to pick. And while the area has few conventional buildings of note, the state’s natural architecture of densely crumpled and deep green landscapes crowned with traditional thatched hilltop villages remains imprinted and reprinted in my mind’s eye. The Naga Hills have indeed been my secret garden.


The beauty of this mesmeric landscape is only the more haunting because of the sorry state of Nagaland’s volatile politics. A tourist visa will grant access to the main approved visitor sites and nature reserves, and seeing them will be memorable experiences, yet, without understanding the story of the Nagas and their country, such trips are like travelling around England ignorant of the fact that it is a monarchy and the cradle of modern democracy, however imperfect.


The politics of Nagaland are arcane and understood by all too few people even in India, many of whom still look down on their ‘primitive’ countryfolk with a condescension that recalls the views of British imperialists a century and more ago. A report I watched on India’s NDTV in October 2007 on the problem of Delhi’s ever-increasing monkey population encouraged viewers to suggest what might be done with these cheeky, and sometimes aggressive, simians. ‘They can be sent to Nagaland, where the local people have no problem dealing with monkeys: they will eat them,’ was one suggestion. Presumably while swinging naked through the trees between bouts of headhunting.


My own experience of the Nagas is of open, friendly, funny and protective people, despite tribal differences and bloody rivalries between their well-armed guerrilla armies. No Naga has ever threatened me. Perhaps, I have been lucky; perhaps the place has been kind to someone who wanted to see it so much and who has no axe to grind. What I have learned, though, is that the story of Nagaland, all too rarely written, is as rich as it is uncertain and even baffling. This is a land of myths and an unfathomable ancient history, of deep valley shadows and long-buried secrets. Despite many changes of lifestyle here since the British left the Naga Hills in 1947, the intense and even spiritual relationship between the Nagas and the mist-shrouded land they dream of being wholly theirs again one day is both compelling and tragic.


This is a small corner of the world. The stunningly beautiful Naga Hills are the backbone both of the state and of this book; at their greatest extent they cover an area about one hundred and fifty miles by seventy. The highest peak, Saramati, rises some 12,500ft above the precipitous valleys carved by the Dhansiri, Doyang, Dikhu, Milak, Zungki and Tizu rivers. Yet this geographically impractical landlocked hillscape has been fought over by some of the greatest military powers and the most formidable political regimes of the past century. Astonishingly, the story of Nagaland has touched the lives of families in the depths of rural England, Germany, Japan, China and the United States. When the British stepped foot here in the nineteenth century, they drew the eyes of the burgeoning imperial world to the blue-tinged Naga Hills – an area that, until then, had been isolated for hundreds of years.


The British first gazed out over this vertiginous, semi-tropical landscape in the 1820s when driving out the Burmese, who had been there since the thirteenth century. They found fierce ‘Stone Age’ peoples living according to the tenets of an age-old animist religion. Despite a nominal conversion of many lowland Nagas to Christianity, these highlanders were not ready to be pacified. In 1880 the British signed a treaty under which the Nagas allowed Indian Army bases to be set up in the hills; in return, Naga tribes retained many of their old freedoms. Civil and criminal administration remained in Naga hands in areas of no immediate interest to the British.


Nearly seventy years later, on the day before Nagaland was due to be incorporated into a newly independent India in 1947, the tribes declared their own independence. Although Mahatma Gandhi had given the Naga people his reluctant blessing to follow their own destiny, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first prime minister, most certainly had not. Seven years of fruitless negotiation followed until, in 1954, India invaded with an army 100,000 strong. Tens of thousands of Nagas were herded into fifty-nine makeshift concentration camps, where many died either from starvation or after drinking contaminated water. A ‘shoot to kill’ order from Delhi caused the bloody deaths of countless Nagas, combatants and civilians alike.


In 1964 a ceasefire was announced, by which time Nagaland had been declared a state of India. Fighting soon broke out again, with atrocities committed on both sides. The conflict polarised political stances. The National Socialist Council of Nagaland (NSCN), a Maoist-Christian revolutionary force, was founded in 1980. Fighting for a socialist state, and for Jesus Christ, the NSCN has battled on, in various guises, against both the modern Indian Army and breakaway factions in its own ranks up to the present day.


Although increasingly represented in the wider world – there are many Naga doctors and university professors in North America as well as mainland India – all Nagas remain, at heart and in their bones, antipathetic to their powerful and hugely populated neighbour. Most Nagas certainly live very differently from those in the rest of India. Nagaland remains a rural state. More than four-fifths of the population lives in small, isolated villages. Built on the most prominent points along the ridges of the hills, green in the day, blue and then purple as the sun drops behind them, traditional villages remain stockaded with massive wooden gates approached by narrow, sunken paths, just as they were centuries ago. Even by Indian standards, Nagas are very poor: the official per capita income of Nagaland, although reliable figures are hard to come by, is something like £75 ($120) a year, although those living in the most inaccessible valleys earn, if anything, considerably less.


And, however modern some Nagas might appear in the few towns worthy of the name, dressed in jeans, trainers and even high heels, and with mobile phones glued to their ears, tribal loyalties bind them together with ties a first-time visitor would find hard to discern. Between them, Nagas speak at least seventeen distinct languages, including Angami, Ao, Chang, Konyak, Lhota, Sangtam, Sema and English. And, of course, there are countless dialects. What Nagas will not speak, except when careermongering or working in shops and the new service industries in Dimapur, the ramshackle border town that acts as the principal gateway to Nagaland, is Hindi, the official language of India. Away from the few main towns and despite a slow invasion by global capitalism, and even a visit by the television celebrity chef Gordon Ramsay in 2009, Naga culture remains remarkably intact.


Protected and largely left alone by the British, the Naga tribes had little or no inkling that theirs was to be the country through which the Japanese Imperial Army would try to hack on its supposedly triumphal way to Calcutta, and what Tokyo believed would be the fall of the Raj in 1944. Nor would they have imagined that the communist Chinese would threaten to come this way less than twenty years later in their war with India. By default, this isolated corner of the world, inhabited by tribes whose way of life had changed remarkably little over hundreds of years, became an unlikely hub of international ambition, an improbable junction of global importance.


To me, this is one of the most extraordinary things about Nagaland. Some of the greatest political ructions and military campaigns within living memory took place here in jungles and valleys thousands of miles from the mechanised capitals of Great Britain, Italy, Germany and Japan. In my story we will meet a host of characters to whom the Naga Hills would have meant precisely nothing until political ambitions, Eastern and Western, became the stuff of global strategies and rainforest tactics.


Because Nagaland became such a slippery meeting point of global powers between the 1940s and 1970s, the Indian government has tried to keep the tightest of grips on this, its geographic Achilles heel. The tricky thing, though, is that the Naga tribes want as little to do with India as possible. Sixty years on, independence is still little more than a dream, and the fight for the Naga Hills and for Nagalim continues, together with its attendant atrocities. (I narrowly missed being blown up myself one day walking through the Hong Kong market alongside Dimapur Junction.)


Well before I was born, Nagaland had been sealed off from the rest of world. During the days of the Raj, visitors to the Naga Hills required special internal visas to travel east of Dimapur Junction. The British reasoned that they were protecting the tribes from both Indian and modern culture. From the 1960s, Delhi went further, and made it all but impossible for anyone to enter Nagaland, including Indian citizens.


The situation is exacerbated by the fact that Nagaland itself is demographically fragmented. Its people adopt different stances on their nation and its awkward relationship with India and the world beyond. Some Nagas, especially those in Burma, live almost wholly remote from the modern world while others serve guerrilla armies equipped with modern weapons, laptops and satellite phones. Some want Nagaland to revert to the state of freedom, if not innocence, that prevailed before the British first turned up in the 1820s. Many, probably most, support separation from India whatever the consequences, and a Greater Nagaland that will encompass all Naga tribes in the region. There are those, too, who want to live a more or less wholly modern life, and others who have already emigrated in search of one.


Delhi is keen to point out that an independent Nagaland would be economically weak as well as prey to neighbouring powers, China chief among them. India needs Nagaland as a buffer to protect its north-eastern border. A slowly increasing trickle of tourists over the past decade see an ideal Nagaland as a happy marriage of environmentally friendly nature reserves and unchanged traditions. As for me, I simply do not have an answer. I can only say that I grew up with a dream of a Lost Kingdom that I hoped I would find in Nagaland. Now that I understand this uncomfortably fabricated state, and its people’s aspirations, a little better, I know that the Shangri-Las we carry in our mental rucksacks can only ever be the products of yearning or wandering minds. But the disappointment of discovering that utopias exist only in the stories of ancient Tibetan mystics, Thomas More, Jonathan Swift or James Hilton, author of the curious novel Lost Horizon, is offset by the fact that, in reality, their supposed locations can be richer and more moving, even if in disquieting ways, than we had ever expected them to be.


My enduring relationship with Nagaland has matched and mirrored my own path through life. My story begins with the Nagaland of my childhood, experienced from another continent only through the writing, maps, photographs and researches of long-dead soldiers, anthropologists, missionaries and colonial officers. Without them, I would never have been inspired to see for myself, nor would I have met those Nagas whose voices and histories emerge as my story unfolds. Initially, this is a tale told through British eyes; as it develops, the Nagas find their own voice and their story becomes their own.
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The Naked Nagas





The first port of call in my quest as a student to learn something more about Nagaland than I had as a child was Professor Christoph von Fürer-Haimendorf at the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), a few minutes’ walk from the British Museum in central London. Until remarkably recently, studies of Nagaland were the preserve of anthropologists, often with names as exotic as Nagaland itself. They seemed to hold the key to the gate of my far-off secret garden.


I must have been ten or eleven when I first tried to read von Fürer-Haimendorf’s The Naked Nagas, a book published in 1939. This, I hasten to add, was not some half-cloaked volume of prurient Victorian pornography, full of pictures focused all too closely on the shapely figures of its unclothed subjects, but a serious early anthropological study of what, to me, were the utterly mysterious and magnetically appealing Naga tribespeople.


The subtitle of the book was ‘Head Hunters of Assam in Peace and War’. What could possibly be more bewitching to a boy brought up on a heady mixture of tales from the furthest corners of the Raj: visits from Catholic missionaries bearing spears, feather headdresses and poison darts and a dream of finding his own special, wild place somewhere far away from a London – also special in its own way – of groomed red buses, polished black cabs, crested school uniforms and Underground trains that ran like clockwork?


One of the pictures I enjoyed most in The Naked Nagas was captioned ‘Procession led by Mills going into Thenizumi village’. Here was the khaki-clad Mills (whoever he was), striding purposefully under the brim of a sola topee into a thatched village very unlike those of the plains of India, much less those of the English Home Counties. The houses, rising from a moist tropical hillside, boasted wild and magnificently carved timber entrances adorned with crossed buffalo horns. With their untrimmed roofs, they seemed to be all but alive, more beings than bungalows. Behind Mills trailed a crocodile of local tribesmen, one of whom had turned to stare at the camera. The photographer was the twenty-six-year-old von Fürer-Haimendorf. How I wanted to be in this picture, in Mills’s boots perhaps. Before you judge me too harshly, remember how old I was, and my background. I had no idea of the reality of these colonial-era journeys.


When I sat with the professor in Bloomsbury, forty-six years after he had taken that picture, I finally learned something of the mysterious Mills. It mattered to me to get to know something of men like him, because it was they who framed the mirror through which for many years the Nagas were seen by the few people in the outside world who cared to look.


James Philip Mills was born in 1890 and educated at Winchester School and Corpus Christi College, Oxford. In 1913, a year after my father was born in the eastern Punjab, Mills joined the Indian Civil Service. For the next thirty-four years he made his career in north-east India. He was a sub-divisional officer at Mokokchung in the Naga Hills from 1917 to 1924, and then deputy commissioner at Kohima, that narrow defile where the Japanese made their push on India in 1944 (and where my father, with suds in his eyes, once mistook a poisonous snake for a shower hose).


It was Mills who gave permission for von Fürer-Haimendorf to visit the Naga Hills district in 1936–7, by which time this young colonial officer had written three studies of Naga tribes – The Lhota Nagas (1922), The Ao Nagas (1926) and The Regma Nagas (1937), all dutifully published by the Government of Assam. In 1943 Mills was given overall responsibility for tribal matters in the north-east.


Leaving his beloved Naga Hills with reluctance in 1947, Mills sailed to England, where the following year he became Reader in Language and Culture with special reference to South-East Asia at the School of Oriental and African Studies. Between 1951 and 1953 he was president of the Royal Anthropological Institute. Ill health forced him to give up work in 1954. He died in 1960.


Professor von Fürer-Haimendorf was keen to stress how annoyed it made him to hear modern left-wing British academics and their even hotter-headed Indian peers portraying officers of the Raj in wilfully simplistic terms, as boorish, whisky-soaked racists who felt nothing but contempt for India and her people. Men like Mills, he emphasised, were far from rare. They loved India in their particular ways, and they did their best, given their backgrounds, to help those in their care, especially in tribal regions. Von Fürer-Haimendorf was not, I think, a sentimentalist. An eagle-eyed academic, ambitious explorer and sharp judge of character, he was one of many intelligent people whose fascination with India was cautioned, and hurt, by the ways in which this often great democracy had treated peoples on its margins, and especially the Nagas, since the end of the Raj. In his view the British, for all their faults and despite the necessity and rightness of Indian independence, had been far better protectors of the Nagas than their own countrymen – a view shared, as I was to discover, by many Nagas today.


The professor also told me some delightfully hair-raising stories of his first trip to the Naga Hills with Mills. They had been accompanied by several hundred Naga ‘coolies’ through wholly ungoverned areas on what turned out to be a punitive raid against hostile tribes by two platoons of the Assam Rifles. At one point the expedition was ambushed by hostile Nagas. After a fierce fight the victorious troop returned to base camp complete with a catch of fresh human heads, much to the delight of friendly Nagas and the horror of the Europeans. 


The Nagas, as the British knew well, and as the Japanese and Indian armies soon learned, were enthusiastic headhunters. Although the practice was criminalised by the British sometime in the 1920s, the Nagas were unable to give up the habit of many lifetimes. Headhunting was still rife in the 1960s, and examples I have seen proudly on display from the 1980s onwards have sometimes seemed too fresh for comfort. Although the Nagas’ main battles in recent decades have been with Delhi and the Indian Army, they continue, as they have done through the centuries, to fight among their own.


As for the professor, he quickly learned to speak Nagalese (or Nagamese), a patchwork language most Nagas understand, and, after a break back home in Vienna to write up his research notes, he returned to the Naga Hills just before the outbreak of the Second World War. Although Austrian, since the Anschluss of 1938 he had been a citizen of the Third Reich, and on the outbreak of war he was arrested by the British authorities and interned as an enemy alien under the jurisdiction of the Nizam of Hyderabad. This was a happy break. Here, von Fürer-Haimendorf was able to spend time with such tribes as the hunting-gathering Chenchu and the fierce Apa Tanis of Arunachal Pradesh. Appointed Advisor for Tribes and Backward Classes to the Hyderabad government in 1945, von Fürer-Haimendorf did his best to set up institutions that would safeguard tribal life in the India of the future.


Returning to England, and to the SOAS, in 1949, von Fürer-Haimendorf went on to write such fine studies as The Sherpas of Nepal (1964), and, in 1982, his incisive and moving The Tribes of India: Struggle for Survival. Although published a quarter of a century ago, the conclusions of this meticulously researched book are as relevant now as they were then. Take this passage from the final chapter:




During the last years of British rule in India there raged a passionate controversy about the policy to be adopted vis-à-vis the aboriginal tribes. While anthropologically-minded administrators advocated a policy of protection, which in specific cases involved even a measure of seclusion, Indian politicians attacked the idea of segregation and seclusion on the grounds that it threatened to deepen and perpetuate divisions within the Indian nation, and delayed the aboriginals’ integration into the rest of the population.





The difficulty faced by the Indian politicians, however, was one that strikes anyone lucky enough to visit Nagaland today: the Paleao-Mongoloid Naga tribes have almost nothing in common with the great mass of Indians on the great plains stretching from below the Himalayas all the way down to the Bay of Bengal. They are different in appearance, culture, custom and religion.


Indian governments have sometimes been far too determinedly Hindu for their own country’s good, attempting to turn this vast and hugely varied subcontinent, with a population of some forty million aboriginal tribespeople, into a homogeneous and Hindi-speaking nation. Chauvinism aside, popular acceptance of such policies may have a lot to do with the fact that the vast majority of Indians have never ventured into the far corners of their own country. And, as it has been all but impossible for them to obtain visas for Nagaland itself, how are they to know just how special this part of their own world is?


Until very recently, India’s national newspapers had few or no correspondents in Nagaland. News would be filtered through desk-bound journalists in Calcutta. For many Indians, Nagaland, and all the far-flung north-eastern states, known like some galactic constellation as the ‘Seven Sisters’, are indeed as distant as Alpha Centauri. As for the world beyond India, Nagaland remains little more than a name. Ask most people where it is and they’ll probably say central Africa. True, an increasing number of Hindi Indians work in Dimapur and Kohima. True, it is now possible to buy global consumer goods in these places, log on to the internet and watch reality television (Nagaland TV even has its own I’m a Celebrity-type game shows). Yet the region remains essentially remote. And, should you manage to travel beyond Nagaland’s few main towns and approved villages, where life is played out like a colourful stage show by well-rehearsed local performers, you will see that this land is truly as distant from Delhi as it is from Derby or Dar es Salaam.


Von Fürer-Haimendorf summed up the view from Delhi in The Tribes of India:




While many [educated Indians] concede that there is a need for some special protection [of Indian tribes], there is also a widespread feeling that any privileges enjoyed by tribes [would be] required only for a period of transition, and that within a span of ten or twenty years the integration of the tribes within the mainstream of the population should be completed, whereupon there would be no more justification for the continuation of scheduled areas and privileges for scheduled tribes.





Significantly, and for all the measured nature of his scholarly prose, von Fürer-Haimendorf prefaced the final chapter of his last book with a quote from Nirad Chaudhuri’s The Continent of Circe (1965):




In an industrialised India the destruction of the aboriginal’s life is as inevitable as the submergence of the temples caused by the dams of the Nile … as things are going there can be no grandeur in the primitive’s end. It will not be even simple extinction, which is not the worst of human destinies. It is to be feared that the aboriginal’s last act will be squalid, instead of being tragic. What will be seen with most regret will be, not his disappearance, but his enslavement and degradation.





Since 2000 it has been possible for small groups, usually of exactly four people, to cross the border from Dimapur into Nagaland. There are even wondrous official websites dedicated to tourism in Nagaland that make this state look like an adventurer’s heaven, all sunshine, exotic wildlife and happy, smiling locals dressed in feathered costumes. ‘Come to sunny Nagaland,’ they seem to say, ‘and see paradise on earth.’ Not so long ago, when I felt more or less ready to try to write this book, a foreign correspondent from the BBC told me that my trailblazing efforts would be wasted, as it was clear from the web that any Tom, Dick or Jonathan could get into Nagaland today.


Strictly speaking, that is true. The present situation is that tourist visas are more or less easily obtained to visit ‘protected areas’ within officially defined ‘tour circuits’ with ‘definite entry and exit permits’. The Government of Nagaland’s policy is to ‘monitor the movement of foreign tourists’. What all this means is that outsiders are relatively free to explore the areas around Dimapur, Kohima, Mokokchung and Wokha, without being escorted by state or even federal officials. These are all special places, so no holidaymaker would ever feel cheated. But what they may not do is to continue up into the heights and depths of the Naga Hills, in the footsteps of Mills and others, where the borders disperse into surrounding states and countries and traditional village life continues alongside Naga warriors dressed in battle fatigues and armed with American Bibles and Chinese rifles.


In truth, the Indian government has little to fear from curious foreigners. Aside from a few arms and drug smugglers, and a small number of ideological foreigners wanting to fight, Che Guevara-style, for the independence of a faraway people of whom they know little, most who come this way are either academically minded anthropologists or Christian missionaries. Some, like me, simply find locked doors a challenge, secret gardens alluring and the idea of mysterious tribes, imagined since childhood, intriguing. In any case, what few roads there are through the forbidden highlands are largely impassible even by Jeep or Land Rover when the rains fall – eighty inches a year, mostly during a five-month period – and they become rivers and even landslides of mud. Somewhere in the high tree canopy that still covers much of Nagaland, monkeys seem to howl with mocking laughter.


I went to see Michael Palin, the globe-trotting television presenter, author and former member of Monty Python’s Flying Circus, at his office in Covent Garden. He told me that his visit to Nagaland for his BBC television series on the Himalayas was very much as I have described. He needed to complete his journey from one side of the great mountain range to the other, and to include Nagaland.




When I mentioned I was going there, friends and colleagues thought I was saying ‘Lagerland’. I’d made a comedy series in the mid-seventies for the BBC with Terry Jones called Ripping Yarns. These were silly send-ups of Boy’s Own-style tales of Victorian derring-do during the days of the British Empire, with one silly chump battling up the Andes with a party of frogs and another being struck down by some ancient curse made by the god of the tribesmen in the Naga Hills. We knew nothing really about the Naga Hills, but the name sounded wonderful, full of the mysteries of the colonial East. When I finally got there for the Himalayas series, I was quite aware that we were only being tolerated by the authorities, and that the true Nagaland lay somewhere up muddy tracks in those misty hills. Even the mighty BBC couldn’t take us to where very few Indians have ever stepped foot.





To have travelled through Nagaland at any time over the past half-century has taken determination and no little imagination. Crossing the borders is possible, but the problem for the curious traveller, the perils of uncharted forest treks aside, is that the Indian authorities tend to view the motives of anyone wishing to travel this way outside a package tour as suspect. This is a sad state of affairs. They seem to find it hard to understand why anyone with a love of India should also have a romantic interest in the Naga Hills, or why simple curiosity might drive a traveller higher and deeper into this enticing region.


Of course, India worries. A confusing and divided independence movement appears to have been funded at various times by Pakistan, or Pakistani interests. It has been funded to some unfathomable extent by Beijing, too. Naga insurgents, meanwhile, have been trained both in China and in Vietnam during the years of US military intervention. Rival Naga armies may well have been fuelled at times by profits from extortion and the international drug trade. In any case, the authorities are understandably wary of foreigners becoming involved in the daily doings of a state that remains violent, often corrupt and generally injurious to India’s self-image. Nor, of course, would it ever want journalists investigating atrocities once committed by Indian soldiers as Delhi tried to impose order on Nagaland in the face of an increasingly well-armed Naga resistance.


The cause of would-be independent visitors has not been helped by well-attested stories of Europeans posing as BBC journalists when they have been no such thing, although at least one of these stories, told in this book, is an extraordinary and moving one. Meanwhile, insurgency movements in the northeast of India as a whole have multiplied over the years. The seven new states created from the eastern recesses of Assam and the former North-East Frontier Agency in an attempt to control their destinies – Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura – have all been up in arms one way or another in recent years. A train ride through Assam along the plains of the Brahmaputra, a pleasant diversion in the days when Uncle Reg planted tea here in the 1930s, can be a dangerous experience today.


Despite these concerns, it is just about possible to make forays deep into Nagaland, to discover and understand this haunting place for yourself, as I have tried to do in this book. How strange that a land once the preserve of pith-helmeted colonial administrators and anthropologists, and little more than a curious cul-de-sac on the global map, has played a key role in the geopolitics of recent times.


And when you learn that a pan-Asian highway is planned that will link Beijing to Bengal via Nagaland, and that there seems to be oil in these virginal hills, then you might have to agree with me – or, if not with me, then with such informed observers as J. P. Mills and Christoph von Fürer-Haimendorf – that even if Nagaland were to become independent, the forces of globalisation might be too great for the dream of an undisturbed homeland ever to be made real.


My journeys to Nagaland have been an attempt to learn more about a mysterious, largely unknown and frequently misunderstood corner of the world. They have taken me well away from my early childhood view of some magical green mountain kingdom, and away, too, from the picture of Naga tribes painted with imperial European brushes by well-meaning academics and district officers. While researching this book I watched a film of von Fürer-Haimendorf revisiting Nagaland in the 1970s. Whatever his motives and interests, he seemed every inch the model of a pre-war European anthropologist patting the heads of fascinating natives. Even so, such men helped to unlock the gate to a hitherto hidden region and a people who were only just learning to make their own story known to an outside world they found difficult to come to terms with. Today’s travellers are more inclined to accept the people they meet, however different, on equal terms, though it remains all too easy to over-romanticise and view those living close to nature as somehow always on the side of the angels. In my most recent travels, I have tried to put aside such distorting attitudes and instead view the country through a freshly ground lens of twenty-first-century objectivity. I hope I have succeeded.
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Train to Shangri-La





Settled down with ‘very hot’ tea, a bag of mangos, a tin-foil carton of fish curry, the Statesman, the Gideon and King James Bibles, Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan and James Hilton’s Lost Horizon, I began to drift in and out of sleep almost as soon as the long and heavily laden Kamrup Express departed promptly from platform 9 of Calcutta’s Howrah station early one evening behind a pair of growling diesels under low clouds threatening seasonal rain.


This 2004 trip was the latest and most comfortable of the four journeys I had made since the early 1980s to India’s north-east, through to what were once the loosely governed lands of the Naga Hills and, beyond them, Manipur, Burma and the North-East Frontier Agency (Arunachal Pradesh). I have travelled into and out of Howrah many times, on teeming local trains rumbling alongside platforms thick-strewn with beggars who have long made this magnificent red-brick Edwardian terminus their home, and very public washroom.


Calcutta’s busiest station was given a good wash and brush-up for its centenary late in 2005, even though Halsey Ralph Ricardo’s magisterial design was only finally completed, to its original plans drawn up in a studio in London’s Bedford Square in 1911, the year the newly crowned King-Emperor, George V, announced that New Delhi was to replace Calcutta as the first city of the Raj. At the time of my trip the station, although undeniably grand, was decidedly grubby. Its twenty-four platforms heaved with twenty-four-hour life. The sight, though, of this great, Romanesque-style station set on the west bank of the Hooghly glimpsed through the heaving traffic grinding over Howrah Bridge as a blood-red sun sinks beyond the ever-growing sprawl of Calcutta is never less than stirring; for this is the gateway from the great plains of India, and the steaming heat of Bengal, to the fractious, stirring and largely forgotten north-east. To Nagaland.


Today, most foreigners alight at Siliguri, four hundred miles north of Calcutta, or, if they have taken the Kamrup Express, at New Jalpaiguri Junction (change for Siliguri Town). From here, tourists and railway enthusiasts head for the bright blue ‘toy trains’ that wind up, in improbable spirals and puffs of hazy steam, to Darjeeling and the blissful coolness of the foothills of the Himalayas. I have been one of them.


A smaller number of long-distance passengers head east for the rest of the next day in the company of Bengali bureaucrats, army officers, businessmen and migrant workers from the northeastern states heading home, some from the coalfields east of Calcutta, as the train rumbles at a more or less steady 50mph through the pinch-point of the Siliguri Corridor. Then on along the banks of the Brahmaputra, for centuries the only more or less reliable way of travelling in this area, towards tea plantations and Guwahati, the furthest navigable point up this daunting river. And so to the fringe of Nagaland, where the train slows to a steady, station-to-station crawl, picking up and dropping off local traffic.


A deep part of my own imagination, and of my desire to travel to parts of the world that had become virtually inaccessible, was nurtured here, at this point where the great plains of India are pinched into the tea plantations of Assam and finger out into the eastern reaches of the Himalayas and the distant blue hills that lead on, through tigerish jungle, into Burma, Mongolia, Tibet, China and, perhaps, to some lost world still awaiting discovery. This is where the certainties of the civilised world crumble into unchartered waters, forests and hills of tribal territories. Where architecture becomes vernacular building. Where scrubbed and starched underwear is replaced with loincloths. Repeating rifles with bows and arrows. The honk of motorised traffic with the screech of hidden monkeys.


My father, an impeccably dressed and beautifully spoken young man, rode the overnight trains from Calcutta to reach Darjeeling by teatime the following day many times as a boy and as a young man. Noël Coward might have sung ‘Although the English are effete, They are impervious to heat’ in ‘Mad Dogs and Englishmen’, yet, in truth, anyone who was anybody on the imperial payroll, British or otherwise, could be found on those trains steaming north from Calcutta when the summer heat began to blister the stucco facades of handsome neoclassical villas leading off the Lower Circular Road and the smart southern enclaves of the Empire’s ‘second city’ – London, of course, being the first – where my father was brought up. That Calcutta, a British foundation, was a curious mirror image of London was as true then as it is now. I cannot imagine a Londoner born and bred not taking to Calcutta like a barge to the Thames.


Making for Howrah station, carrying a sola topee and pressed into the lightest of crisp white linen suits, even the healthiest young Englishman – or Anglo-Irishman in my father’s case – would be pining for Darjeeling and its promise of cool Himalayan air as the great city began to sweat beneath the burden of a Bengal summer it carried on its neoclassical shoulders. On my way to Howrah to board the Kamrup Express, on a day of simmering heat and threatening rains, I had walked from the Tollygunge Club, some five miles south of the city centre, as far as the Victoria Memorial before tumbling, broiled if not charred, into a cab for the rest of the way.


My walk was not simply a diversion but a voyage, as it were, around my father’s youth. These streets, his old school, the cathedral where he’d sung in the choir, the park where he’d played cricket, the race track he’d frequented, brought to life the extraordinary difference between the form of civilisation nurtured by the British in the Indian mainland and life far beyond in the north-east. When the British came to India they brought something of – indeed, much of – the home country with them. Not just uniforms, guns and sola topees but the very streets and buildings they were familiar with and that would make them feel as if the centre of Calcutta was just a tightly rolled umbrella’s stroll from Regent’s Park and the Hooghly was the Thames. And since, despite the climate, colour and customs of the local people, British India really could look like this, the Naga Hills must have seemed as far away to British families in Bengal as they would have done to those at home in Buckinghamshire. Relatively few of the British stationed or settled in Calcutta ventured very far into Assam. What was to become Nagaland would have been a mystery to them. When they escaped, it was to Darjeeling. And when they travelled it was across the plains of India, or home, by white-painted liners from Calcutta Docks to Blighty. They knew of heroic military deeds performed along and over the North-West Frontier, but of the north-east …? Precious little.


My walk through Calcutta, the last I would take on pavements for some weeks, took me along streets and avenues that once really did resemble those around Regent’s Park in London. They made me think of how these views of India, through family photographs, old travel books, diaries, memoirs and my own youthful researches, were my very first. It was this dream of Calcutta, and the train rides north to Siliguri and Darjeeling, that first encouraged me to travel to India by myself.


Since then, I have travelled extensively there, and like so many British people with roots of a kind in the country, I have become inordinately fond of her. The stucco cocoon of what had been imperial Calcutta had also given me the confidence to look for an India beyond its Hindu and Muslim heritage, an India beyond the plains and into the hills where disaffected tribes led a very different life and for whom the Calcutta of the 1920s and 30s, and even of the 1980s and 90s, might well have seemed as distant as Calcutta is from London. Calcutta was my stepping-stone, as it had been for my father, grandfather and other half-recalled relatives to the frontiers, north-west, north-east and on to the Naga Hills.




*





Calcutta was founded on the banks of the River Hooghly in the late 1680s. By the early twentieth century it had been transformed into a great trading centre adorned with an extraordinary wealth of grand, and grandiloquent, Palladian, neoclassical, Gothic and Indo-Saracenic buildings. It was as if the best of London had been transported to Bengal via ancient Rome, medieval Europe and even Rajastan. It was also as if its grand facades and avenues had been designed to impress Western civilisation on a land surrounded on all sides by the threat of the unfamiliar and the unknown.


Although a number of Calcutta’s imperial villas survive, some hidden behind gloriously garish Bollywood film hoardings, others botched and battered beyond easy recognition, it seems significant that many were once coated in gleaming white stucco. In the terrible heat and humidity of Calcutta, this began to peel almost as soon as it was applied; it was as if the process of instant decay was saying, ‘Remember, Raj, that thou art dust and unto dust thou shalt return.’ All empires, as history teaches us, rise, crumble and fall and, for all its architectural splendour, Calcutta must have always had the look of a city struggling with sickness, change and decay.


On a good day, though, and if you happened to be a dashing young man about town in the 1920s and 30s, Calcutta must have been a delight – as long, that is, as you kept yourself busy within limited confines. From my father’s home it was a short walk in the cool of the morning, beneath skies whirling with scavenging kites, to his school, La Martiniere, described as ‘East of Eton’ by Delhi-based travel writer William Dalrymple in The Age of Kali (1998), set on what had once been immaculate lawns along Loudon Street and housed in Regency splendour. Today, an unsightly modern building, all dripping air-conditioning units and stained concrete, lurks next to the main school building like some local guttersnipe spitting a gob of energetically chewed betel nut at an elegantly dressed, and foreign, passer by.


The school on Loudon Street was one of several founded in Calcutta, Lucknow and his native Lyon by the parvenu French imperial adventurer Major General Claude Martin, a soldier who switched his allegiance to the British after being captured at Pondicherry in 1761. Amassing a fortune serving, at first, the East India Company and then the Nawab of Oud over the ensuing thirty years, Martin became variously a dilettante surveyor, balloonist, gunsmith, watchmaker, cartographer, diplomat and soldier. An educationalist and an architect, too. Today, this engagingly picaresque eighteenth-century adventurer is best remembered for the grand and successful schools that bear his name.


Although Martin was not responsible for the design of La Martiniere boys’ school in Calcutta – he was long in his mausoleum by then – the main building dating from 1835–6, all Ionic columns and white stucco, by J. P. Parker and Captain Hutchinson, a military engineer, might be easily mistaken for a grand architectural refugee from Regent’s Park. The last time I walked into the grounds and entered the chapel, some things had clearly remained unchanged since my father was a pupil here in the 1920s. Inside the Ionic chapel, immaculately uniformed schoolboys and their teachers in gowns were singing one of my favourite hymns:






Immortal, invisible, God only wise,


In light inaccessible hid from our eyes








This superb hymn, its opening couplet based on 1 Timothy 1.17 and written in 1867 by Walter C. Smith, a Scottish clergyman, ends with the transcendental lines: 






Great Father of glory, pure Father of light,


Thine angels adore Thee, all veiling their sight;


All laud we would render; O help us to see,


’Tis only the splendour of light hideth thee.








Imagine singing this on a day of blinding Calcutta light. I can hear my father humming the lovely Welsh air that accompanies Smith’s lyrics, and standing in that chapel that morning I could picture him there, a young suntanned Western face in the choir stalls among today’s Indian pupils. My father had left La Martiniere before its doors were opened to pupils of other colours and religions in 1934. It remains one of India’s top schools.


As I left, I listened to the boys sing their school song, noting down the rousing chorus in memory of an eighteenth-century French soldier of fortune written by Frederick James Rowe, an assistant teacher here, so a plaque tells me, in the late 1860s:






Faithful may we ever be


Followers of his constancy,


Firm of hand against our foe,


Soft of heart to succour woe,


This then our song shall be


As we chant his eulogy –


May our Founder’s name endure,


Ever spotless ever pure!








That hymn, this song, both express a desire for purity, light, right, order, endurance and cleanliness that anyone brought up in Calcutta, whether in the eighteenth century, the 1920s or today, would understand. On a good day, years ago, the city shone in its imperial splendour, and yet its facades were always crumbling, while poverty, chaos, disease and death lurked at every door. My father was not a man given to odd habits, but he used to wash his hands more often than seemed necessary. It was as important to keep clean in Calcutta as it was to dress immaculately, and preferably in whiter-than-white clothes. As with architecture, so with dress.


I imagine my father so attired just down the road from La Martiniere attending services and functions at St Paul’s Cathedral, built between 1839 and 1847 to an airy Gothic design by Colonel, later Major General, William Nairn Forbes. For a strange moment, its 201ft bell tower could be mistaken for that of Canterbury Cathedral, despite the fact that it rises above a choir of swaying palms. This is a mistake even the most august historian might make on a sweltering Calcutta afternoon. The tower of St Paul’s is indeed modelled on Canterbury’s superb late-fifteenth-century ‘Bell Harry’ Tower, yet dates from only the mid-1930s. In 1934 an earthquake caused the original tower, modelled on that of Norwich cathedral, to collapse. It was already truncated, the spire that had once adorned it toppled by an earlier earthquake in 1897. The British desire for permanence was, it seems, constantly undermined. Nature was never spent here, and the call of the wild could be heard if anyone in this great city devoted to the world of getting and spending cared to listen.


St Paul’s, however, still stands proudly and continues its gracious episcopal ministry. Inside, whirling ceiling fans cool its aisleless interior while, from richly carved choir stalls, selections from Hymns Ancient and Modern, accompanied by a mighty Willis organ, rise, in the cool of mornings and calm of evenings, to the glory of the invisible Christian God. Here there is a richly coloured Burne-Jones west window, there an alabaster reredos by Arthur Blomfield inlaid with Florentine mosaic. In such a setting, the Naga Hills might never have existed. During the heat of days that could never resemble Canterbury at any time of the year, the doors of this immaculately mopped cathedral are kept firmly closed.


I made two more turns around my father’s formative years in Calcutta before hailing a cab for Howrah and trying to avoid the evening rush when the entire population of India appears to be intent on crossing Howrah Bridge. Although officially renamed the Ranbindra Setu in 1965 in honour of the poet Rabindranath Tagore, India’s first Nobel laureate, pretty much everyone calls this magnificent 1,500ft-long suspension bridge by its original, workaday name. When declared open in 1943, Howrah Bridge was instantly busier than old London Bridge. Today it bears the weight of more than four million pedestrians a day as well as oily clouds of motorised traffic.


I paid a call at the city’s racetrack, founded by the Royal Calcutta Turf Club in 1820. This would have been a natural stamping ground for my father, a fine horseman in his day. The track runs around the southern end of the Maidan (‘open space’), the great Calcutta park laid out along the banks of the Hooghly. Originally a parade ground for the British military, the Maidan has long been Calcutta’s ‘lung’ or green playground. It is modelled on London’s Hyde Park. Today is it home to sporting clubs, fairs, statues of Indian luminaries, including several who despised the Raj and all its works, and, most notably, to one of the grandest of all British Indian buildings, the Victoria Memorial.


My father loved this building. I can see why. A British version of the Taj Mahal, clad in the same Makrana marble as Shah Jahan’s deeply moving and brilliant memorial to his beloved wife, the Victoria Memorial was declared open by Edward, Prince of Wales, in December 1921. It was a symbol of all the British had done, or had tried to do, in Calcutta and India as a whole over three centuries. Indian nationalists would understandably have seen this great domed Indo-Saracenic building as one almighty offence, and yet it was commissioned, designed and built more as a vast marble love letter to India than a symbol of crushing imperial power. The occasion for its construction was, of course, the death of the Queen-Empress in 1901. The inspiration came from Lord Curzon, Governor General and Viceroy of India from 1899 to 1905, those curious years when the British Empire, although soon to implode, was at its epic and mythical peak.


Curzon imagined a kind of Anglo-Indian Valhalla, a treasury of the historical, cultural and artistic wealth of the past three hundred years. This was to be housed in ambitious galleries set around echoing courtyards and a vast central domed hall in which a statue of the young Queen Victoria would stand serenely for ever. Curzon’s pantheon is a remarkable creation. The design, though, by William Emerson, who had spent much time working in India as a young architect, assisted on the spot by Vincent J. Esch, a brilliant British-born Indian railway engineer-turned-architect, is, it must be said, a little staid. Although a play of sorts on the plan and spirit of the Taj Mahal – which was restored by Curzon – the Victoria Memorial is stiff, formal and chaste. It certainly lacks the genius of that greatest of all Anglo-Indian monuments, the Viceroy’s House in Delhi designed some years later by Edwin Lutyens; then again, Lutyens was one of the finest of all twentieth-century architects and the Viceroy’s House, now the Rashtrapati Bhavan, or Presidential Palace, one of the world’s very best buildings of any regime, period or style.


The Lutyens building is the crowning glory of Delhi, the city of grand avenues that replaced Calcutta as the capital of British India. This decision had been announced on the day of the coronation of George V in December 1911. This momentous decision meant that Curzon’s Victoria Memorial would no longer be the architectural and cultural focal point of the Raj it was intended to be. Nevertheless, building work continued slowly and steadily, and today the Victoria Memorial, although less than ninety years old, appears as solidly rooted in Calcutta as any of the celebrated Mughal monuments or ancient Hindu temples to be found elsewhere in India.


After a slightly patchy post-independence history, the building is now well cared for once again and home to a richly diverting collection of Anglo-Indian, Western, Mughal and Indian paintings, sculptures, armour, manuscripts, furniture, and much else besides. Grand portraits of Anglo-Indian nabobs, once neglected, are slowly coming back to life. There may well still be some energetic, if ageing, nationalists in Calcutta who despise anything remotely British, yet the times really have been changing. For most young Indians today, the history of British India is happily just that: history. Something to be understood and not despised; to be curated, exhibited and even relished and enjoyed. The Victoria Memorial was paid for entirely by public subscription. Indians gave generously to a building that since 1947 has, in any case, been theirs.




*





On a fine morning or in a ruby sunset, the Victoria Memorial does look rather splendid, especially seen from the lakeside, with light glowing and reflections of water rippling gently across its blue-tinged marble walls. Nothing, meanwhile, and certainly no building on the subcontinent could be more different in spirit, either then or now, from life in the Naga Hills.


For my father, the appeal of the north-east must have grown as he made his first well-heeled steps away from the roundelay of imperial British life in Calcutta. His elder sister Kitty married a rugged young tea-planter from Upper Assam, Reginald Knowles, who later served with distinction in North Africa as a major in the Eighth Army. Uncle Reg had first-hand experience of meeting and dealing with local tribesmen. Gradually, my father came to know these areas, these people, and especially so as he fought and served with the RAF in Burma, Manipur and the Naga Hills in 1944–5. I cherish a photograph of him cradling a tiny Naga baby in some remote village in northern Burma. He never had a bad word to say about the people he fought for and with in this remote corner of the world.


There is in many of us a desire to both live a civilised life and experience, if only temporarily, a wilder, less-controlled world. The tricky thing is that to do so we need to step into other people’s everyday lives. And such trespasses tend to expose our dreams as just that: dreams. Nevertheless, the reality of such places, even if so very different from the stuff of our expectations, has the power to make us think differently about the ‘civilised’ world we return to. Certainly my own journeys into the Naga Hills have only encouraged me to think that so much of what we in the West build and uphold in the name of culture and civilisation is vacuous bunkum – all the getting and spending stuff – and yet the very dashing of those romantic preconceptions has helped me to understand, at first hand, an equally important concept: there are no Shangri-Las in this world, and the wild places that do exist, the landscapes and cultures we long to find and to experience, are frighteningly fragile. Of course, beautiful and even numinous landscapes remain – the high altars of desert, the dense chantries of jungle – yet humans have the unwavering ability to desecrate them all. What I have found, though, as my dreams have been pricked by sharp reality, are peoples and stories that, although far from innocent, spell out loud and clear, in word and deed, just how hard it is to maintain traditional life when faced with the lure of ‘civilisation’.


Passing through the Siliguri Corridor, India’s ‘chicken neck’, on the train from Calcutta is certainly a defining experience, although only by keeping one eye on a map and one on the passing scenery (glimpsed, in my case, through a rain-splattered window) is it possible to realise that this is truly the end of readily knowable India. Flanked by Bhutan and Meghalaya to the north, and Bangladesh to the south, the Kamrup Express snakes it way along an improbable stretch of India never more than a dozen or so miles wide into Assam. Look at the map. The seven north-eastern states might be another country, almost entirely separate from the rest of India. They balloon out from the far end of the improbably narrow Siliguri Corridor as if they were some political and geographical afterthought. And, even though Hindu nationalists and Indian politicians will take umbrage at me for saying this, perhaps that is what they are.


At New Boigaigaon the Kamrup Express turns abruptly south and crosses the Brahmaputra between Jogighopa and Pancharatna, and then skirts the border of Meghalaya as the evening closes in. And then it stops and starts on the long crawl along the flanks of the Naga Hills. When I first came this way by train, the transition from ‘mainland’ India to the north-east was made graphically clear by the switch of track gauges. The broad-gauge main line ended at New Boigaigaon, and trains heading deeper into Assam ran on narrow-gauge tracks. Conversion to broad gauge took place between 1984 and 1997 as the Indian government tried to improve the infrastructure of the northeastern states in an effort to undermine insurgency in Nagaland and elsewhere by economic means.
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