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            i‘Makes you want to rush to the Himalaya, see the flower valleys and the bold leopards, gossip with the local cowherds, tend the stray dogs and help out in the author’s wayward garden. In every way a beautiful book.’ Sebastian Faulks

            ‘Elegant, witty, literary and humane. This is a portrait of a place that will touch your soul.’ Sophy Roberts

            ‘Called by the Hills made me melancholy for a place I have never visited, homesick for a house and garden I’ve never known and fondly attached to people I’ve never encountered. I felt as if I held the Himalayas in my hands while I read it.’ Chloe Dalton
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            vFor Jerry,

who would have loved shredding this book.

And for Rukun, every fragment.
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            viiThe birds have vanished down the sky.

Now the last cloud drains away.

We sit together, the mountain and me, until only the mountain remains.

            Li Bai (Li Po),

‘Zazen on Ching-t’ing Mountain’,

translated by Sam Hamillviii
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            1. Accidental Lodging

         

         
            
[image: ]2
            

         

      

   


   
      
         3

         
             

         

         
             

         

         The estate is shaped like a tongue and we are perched on its tip, facing north. Chance brought us to it at the end of a visit to Ranikhet, when for three days it had drizzled, paused, then pelted so hard that the roar drowned out all other sounds. Clouds pressed us down, white mists hung in the trees. The town felt like a village and hid in twilight all day. People claimed it had one of the finest views of the high Himalaya, which they called ‘the snows’. After several trips here without a glimpse, I was as sceptical about this piece of hearsay as about stories of leopards sauntering in its streets. No matter. The forests were deep and thrilling, I had encountered my first pine marten. The murmur of raindrops on a tin roof, the dry spells when the hills were honey-coloured in the newly washed air: what more could you ask for? 4

         And then early one morning we awoke to long ribbons of sunlight streaming in through the trees in the east. R said, ‘Look. Look up … higher.’

         In place of flat old sky were peaks – shining white and blue, five times bigger than the hills at their base, and rising miles above. The tip of the tallest one exhaled a puff of cloud. Just then, a rooster crowed. The first light of the mountains had caught his eye.

         We had to get closer, even though the snows were a hundred crow-flights away. Leeches plugged themselves to our legs as we ran down a muddy slope through trees that blocked our view; we noticed only later the blood trickling down our calves. We were looking for a vantage point and had to hurry to outrun the clouds.

         A derelict cottage stood at the crest of the slope down which we hurtled. We found a foothold against its crumbling walls and then the colossal pyramids of distant rock and ice seemed right before us, ablaze in the sudden sunlight, inhabiting a different dimension far removed from ours, nearer the stars and moon. The folds of blue and green hills that bridged the distance between us had been positioned cleverly to set off the incandescence of the peaks.

         ‘Not a cloud in the sky,’ writes Leela Majumdar in her Bengali memoir Aar Konokhane, ‘and if you stood on high ground, on the horizon, above the line of the last blue mountains, you could see the Himalayan 5ranges painted in pale silver. As if they were magic mountains in fairyland – they did not feel real at all.’

         But we were in no danger of being transported to fairyland. We had to step carefully to save our shoes from sinking into the soggy, foul mess around us of plastic bags, rotted food, discarded shoes, broken bottles and dented tins. The cottage on the slope had windows blinded by parchment-yellow sheets of newspaper, and gaping doorframes. Inside, the floor was covered with a hillock of mud, while old gunny bags smelling of mildew sagged over our heads. The ceiling was an exposed ribcage of rough wooden beams. A hatch opened into the attic and a ladder-like staircase led there, but you would be unwise to use it, given the missing slats.

         In one corner, in the midst of mud and rot, yet miraculously separate from it, stood a dog. His eyes shone in his sooty face, and the chestnut of his peaked ears was echoed in his eyebrows. His tail waved slowly side to side, like a gentle fly whisk.

         Only a few things in life can be pinned to particular moments. This was one. We knew immediately, R and I, that some day we would live in that cottage, on that hill. Perhaps with that dog. It was more epiphany than intuition – the unexpected sensation of having seen a better world – which would fade unnoticed like mountain mist if getting and spending trapped us again. 6

         The cottage was one of several outhouses on an estate established in the late nineteenth century. It must have been a cowshed once, with room in the loft for the cowherd’s family. Much later, when I read the Halldór Laxness saga Independent People, I pictured the humble origins of our cottage in the Heathcliffian Bjartur’s croft on the stark, windswept Icelandic moors. In the floor below Bjartur and his family lived a cow called Bukolla, with a ladder near her leading to a hatch that opened into the loft the family occupied, and all around ‘was the strong stench of cow dung and horse’s urine’. This was not hard to believe of the dilapidated hutment we were already dreaming of turning into our home. But, as with Bjartur, ‘it is one of the peculiarities of life that the most unlikely accident, rather than the best-laid plan, may on occasion determine the place of a man’s lodging’.

         And so it was with us. The estate belonged to a close publisher friend, Ravi Dayal, who talked it over with his wife, Mala – an editor at a publishing house as well. They had no use for this hut on their estate’s periphery, at a distance from their summertime bungalow and falling to ruin. They had offered it before to other friends, but nobody had taken them up on it – perhaps it was too run-down and small to seem habitable. Perhaps its location on a spur with a view mattered less to them than its proximity to a set of small cottages that housed cowherds, watchmen, taxi drivers, 7and the retired clerk with a booming voice who wandered about in various stages of dishevelment, telling anyone who would listen that he had seen lions in the forest in his day. Whatever the reasons, the consequence for us was beyond all dreaming: Ravi and Mala Dayal agreed to let us use it and were happy to leave us free to transform their wreck into our home.

         It took half a year for the reconstruction. A local NGO called Umang was trying to train villagers to become carpenters and masons, and this little three-roomed house was just the right size of guinea pig for the exercise of their skills. Nothing was wasted of the old stone and wood other than beams which had rotted or corners that had crumbled. The village masons who came in to redo the ruin knew that mud plaster over thick walls of stone was insulation proven for centuries to be unimprovable, so hardly any cement was used. Once the walls, roof, windows and a bathroom were done, we moved into the shell.

         That first night, a heaving tangle of scorpions made their displeasure at our intrusion clear. But we could no longer wait. In Himalayan villages far removed from the resources of the plains, even the transport of honest mud has a way of emptying your pockets. The details, including the matter of dissuading snakes and scorpions in their quest for rent-free accommodation, could be dealt with over time, we thought, partly because we had run out of money. We 8did not know that ‘over time’ would mean the rest of our lives, and that the transformation would eventually have more to do with us than the cottage.

         The year we began living in our threadbare new dwelling was also when we had begun our own publishing house. Nobody had heard about off-grid work, and there was little demand for the internet. Only a few other organisations existed in our vicinity: two trekking companies that led Himalayan hikes for travel groups and the NGO that had helped us rebuild the house. Internet was the stuff of fantasy, mainly ours; mobile phones had begun to be used in the cities but had not yet made their way up to our stretch of the mountains. We had applied for a telephone connection, been told it would take time – as everything seemed to do here.

         The scorpions moved slowly too. They had set their internal clocks to a pace we would have to match. In the cities I had known, busyness was the measure of your importance. But there was an attractive air of leisure about the natural world around us here that had infected the humans. I imagined David Attenborough edging up to me and rasping confidentially into my ear, ‘Not so long ago, merely in the pre-Anthropocene, as a matter of fact, you may well have seen a sloth bear or two nestling in those cedars.’ After you’ve lived a few years in the Kumaon hills, you can have little doubt that most men here are a sub-species descended not from the ape but a giant 9sloth. Bill Aitken confirms my view in his Footloose in the Himalaya: ‘As always in a hill situation the men were apt to hunker down round a beaker of tea or hookah and philosophise about the hardship of life while their womenfolk vigorously performed all the manual work around the homestead and thereafter in the fields.’ Even as women’s work never ends – at home, in the forest, with their cattle – so the men have a primal instinct for the importance of doing nothing all day, then heroically doing even less the day after. Their sense of ease is contagious. For several days after returning from any trip to the city, especially when I spot men stretched out, soaking in the sun, I feel myself unfurl, the tightly wound wires in my body loosening their hold, letting me breathe slower.
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         For as long as our application for a phone did the Byzantine rounds of the telecom offices, we had to take our shared laptop to Raju’s shop at the corner of Mall Road to access the dial-up internet. The laptop was connected through his phone to an internet cable that unspooled down the hills and through the plains beyond for 350 kilometres until it reached Delhi. Everything appeared to hang by a thread, particularly this one. The connection could snap any minute, and it cost a king’s ransom to pay for each second that 10ticked away as our messages downloaded. We stared at the download bar, our heartbeats synchronised with it. Its electric blue often came almost to the end of a download and then stopped moving. No cliffhanger could compare. Raju would murmur with sincere regret as he emptied our wallets, ‘Today the bytes are weak. They can’t climb the mountains.’

         In one part of his cupboard-sized shop Raju sold sweets and paan masala, while the other side, encased in glass, held his golden goose: the telephone. Next to it, a stool to sit on, with a meter that clocked time and price. The villagers who came to the shop to make phone calls would stare over our shoulders as we connected our laptop with the phone jack, murmuring to each other about the miracle of letters squeezing themselves through a wire and onto a screen, from god knows where. An email from England? Where could that be? Before mobile phones brought Ukraine or the United Kingdom into every village home, many knew of the ‘Angrez’, whose colonial bungalows were a part of Ranikhet’s landscape, but only a few had more than a vague sense of where the Angrez had actually come from, even as they were certain Mahatma Gandhi had sent them packing back there.

         Evenings, the light bulbs faltered and flickered, then went out altogether. We sat side by side below a battery-powered lamp we had strung up from the ceiling, trying to make sense of typescripts once 11the workmen were gone. The only sounds were the hooting of owls, the persistent shriek of a creature I couldn’t identify, and our neighbours’ voices from their courtyard. They made their living keeping cows and goats, so their work began at dawn and ended sensibly at dusk, the start of mellow hours around the cooking fire.

         We were still in the era when we edited on paper, with microtip pens. At times we recalled the neon-lit offices in the slick and shiny publishing house we had worked at only months before – with their computers, printers, telephones and coffee machines. This would make us laugh too hard to continue working on our texts. We hadn’t yet published a single book, our minuscule savings were gone, divided between this cottage and the books-to-be, and we hadn’t the money to buy a second battery-lamp, let alone a second laptop or fencing for our garden-in-the-making.

         Days passed, weeks. The carpenter decamped after receiving word that his fruit trees were being ravaged by monkeys. We waited. He turned up a week later, smiling all over his face, with a bag of wine-red plums that spurted juice with every bite. The power failed because a tree had fallen on a power cable. ‘Why do you need bijli in the daytime when there’s sunlight?’ people asked us in genuine puzzlement. We waited. The plumber was called away to his village on mysterious business that had to do with a melancholic buffalo. 12He came back, explained to us that she had a sensitive soul that sent her into a decline every now and then out of sheer longing for him; after a hearty laugh, he idled over an apparently limitless supply of smokes because the taps he was to fit still hadn’t arrived from Haldwani. How could they? The roads uphill had been washed away by the rains.

         We waited, and I planted camellia cuttings at a distance from the house, where construction waste had not yet reached. A surly woman observed me battling the rubbish-clogged earth. There was a white path through her charcoal-black hair where the dye had grown out. She had a bulging sack over one shoulder and a stout stick in her other hand. About six dogs and a dozen goats were with her, nibbling at what I now considered our garden.

         ‘Planting flowers? It’ll be years before you see anything,’ she told me, though I had not asked her advice. ‘Everything happens in its own time. Flowers bloom in their own time. And half of them will die.’ She broke into cackles of laughter as her goats munched the remaining green in my garden.
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         Twenty-five years on, I know the precise bend on the road to Ranikhet where the air changes to champagne. We draw deep breaths here. If we were balloons, we 13would inflate to the tips of our toes and fingers. Soon a line of houses appears, roses tumbling over their roofs, geranium-laden tin cans on their windowsills. People and dogs idle by the small shops, and tea is slurped from ribbed glasses whose long intimacy with the liquid is apparent from their colour. No point hurrying. Things happen, after all, in their own time. In this season, everyone is excited about the first gourd-sized hill cucumbers at the vegetable shop. In another, the sensation will be the radishes. There’s nothing more exotic you can usually buy in the bigger bazaar either, although some miraculous years there are avocados.

         The Sadar Bazar is about a mile long. Anything you need is available within this ramshackle mile, or you have to do without it. It makes life simultaneously straightforward and frustrating as well as convivial. The cupboard-sized shops buzz with amiable conversation about the general lack of things, from water in our taps to electricity in our wires or supplies of batteries and coffee. Two other markets branch off from the Sadar Bazar, and in colonial times, when Zaroori Bazar was called Napier Street and Khari Bazar was called Mayo Street, perhaps they housed establishments more swish than the present-day clapboard-and-tin structures with just enough space for a goldsmith or a tailor and his table.

         Ranikhet has no sights apart from the bone-white peaks separating us from China, no monuments other 14than trees of a great age. The few thousand residents of our town are scattered across three hills and at night the darkness sparkles with yellow light half-hidden by trees. Ancient bridle paths wind their way to far-flung villages and hamlets whose people are the original, native inhabitants of the Kumaon hills, until 1816 a part of Nepal. The colonial settlers made bungalows that still exist, with ye-olde names like The Priory and Balmoral. They are set back from the road in acres of forested land and have their own streams or springs, orchards and meadows. Inside the mansions are high pinewood ceilings, grand staircases, hidden attic rooms and deep fireplaces – sometimes even in the bathrooms. Several such houses are now decrepit, their shabby grandeur evoking a colonial past of pianos, parties and watercress sandwiches, when the ‘Burra Sahib’ still commanded and the native had still to scurry. Others have been acquired by wealthy modern-day colonisers from the plains.

         These houses were mostly built as convalescent homes for British soldiers and their families in the late nineteenth century, after the town was set up as an army cantonment, a family station and sanatorium for British troops. Many of the ailing sahibs never recovered, despite the balmy air. This becomes apparent from a visit to Ranikhet’s old cemeteries, where marble angels guard the remains of Elizabeths and Thomases who died aged twenty, or sometimes younger, much 15younger – there are large numbers of infant graves. A few stone churches where their funerals must have been held still stand; one of them is now a shawl factory, another a school, a third has been turned into a multi-purpose hall. A solitary church still functions as a place for Christian prayer, where a monumental Bible in Hindi is taken out and read from, and the hymns, also in Hindi, are sung by a handful of devout folk doing their best to resemble a congregation.

         In colonial times, life passed Ranikhet by and stopped at the more glamorous Nainital and Shimla instead. Lord Mayo, spellbound after a visit, had great plans for it: he wanted to make it India’s summer capital, bring it a railway line, and set up a gentlemen’s gaol for European felons to pass their punishment years in a salubrious climate free of mosquitoes. Fortunately for Ranikhet, a convict stabbed him in the far-off Andamans before his plans took shape. Even so, Ranikhet had tea estates, a brewery for beer that was much in demand, and a social whirl during the ‘season’, with balls, horse races, tennis matches.

         But the social whirl was never Ranikhet’s highlight. Edmund Hillary passed through the town, as have many other elevated mountaineers with the world’s highest peaks in their sights. And although he was six feet and four inches tall, if Hillary had positioned himself where our local bakery is now, he would have felt rather dwarfed. Across the arc of the snows that 16stretches for several hundred miles, many of the visible peaks have an altitude between 24,000 and 25,000 feet. Only fourteen peaks in the world are higher than 26,000 feet and they are all in the Himalaya and its contiguous ranges, the Karakoram. None are in the Kumaon Himalaya, where we are, but in a million years or so – who can tell? – we might catch up: the Himalayan peaks are rising a fraction of an inch every year as the Indian tectonic plate pushes against the Tibetan. This is what causes our small house to shudder every now and then as earthquakes turn the solid ground unnervingly unstable.

         Within the Himalaya are deep gorges with great rivers that originate here, including the Ganges, Brahmaputra, Yamuna, and innumerable lakes and glaciers. There are passes between the high mountains through which in ancient times traders and pilgrims travelled the Silk Route and beyond. Sages and gods from Lord Shiva to the Buddha and Jesus Christ are said to have stationed themselves in different parts of the ranges, from Kashmir to Tibet. It is no accident, then, that most local travellers in Ranikhet are looking for these other kinds of summits: their eyes are trained on pilgrimages, a way of reaching God in His earthly home in the high mountains. ‘Daane daane pe khaane wale ka naam likha hai’ is a favourite saying – ‘every grain of food is inscribed with the name of the person who will eat it’. 17

         Given the widespread conviction that all is pre-ordained and everything we do is an enactment of His will, religious festivals and religious travel seem permissible ways to load the dice just a little bit in your favour while also having some fun. In the nineteenth century the pilgrim route from Almora to Badrinath went through Ranikhet, and the distance could be covered on foot in about twenty-five days. The devout still make the same journey, though in the comfort of hired cars that, in our day, take only ten hours. It cannot be long before four-seater drones lower pilgrims straight down into the courtyards of the temples that can be found on virtually every second hilltop of this region.

         
             

         

         For the unreligious, the divine is closer. We can see it sometimes, just outside the window.

         One night I was woken at 3 a.m. by light on my face. The full, fluorescent moon. I lay awake, irritable, thinking yet again that we needed thicker curtains. I thought of the times when, driving home, we have to stop to let a leopard cross the road. Its pale fur and pale eyes gleam in the headlights. These are predators that pause, give us a long look, and tell us whose land this really is before they lope off into the darkness, their powerful shoulder muscles rippling below their spots. One evening we saw a pair ranged on a parapet: they stared at our car with cool disdain, making no move to hide. 18

         Putting aside thoughts of curtains, I shivered at a window, looking at the moon-sharpened shadows outside. In the deep forest were foxes, boar, deer, living their secret lives. Something shrieked. Perhaps a nightjar. It would take us long years to identify unfamiliar nocturnal sounds, to tell apart the shout of a barking deer from the sawing of a leopard, to recognise the soft hoot of the scops owl. To understand that the low voices, sobs and sudden thuds in the middle of the night at the house next door might mean a spot of jhaar phook, a session with the occult involving a witch doctor. I found those hair-raising, despite my rationalist’s disregard for such things, and the dogs would give low growls, huddled in bed, as if agreeing it was all quite fishy.

         Mornings, our dogs would sniff certain spots with the frantic absorption of bloodhounds, then tuck their tails between their legs and refuse to go any further – they understood the power of the jungle much more instinctively and quickly than us. We woke to hoof marks, unsure whether deer had been or merely cows. It was months before we realised black twists of scat meant a leopard had passed by and that trenches of tousled earth pointed to wild pigs. Walking in the rocky, remote part of the forest, a friend and I came upon a tree trunk that looked like a quiver of arrows. A line of about twenty porcupine quills was poking out from it and we pulled them away with some difficulty, they 19were embedded so deep. The striped quills tapered to a lethal point. There is no substitute for them in the pottery studio: I use them to etch patterns onto leather-hard pots, a technique called sgraffito.

         Porcupines spray their quills when facing danger, and in this part of the world the leopard is at the top of the food chain, with every other animal its possible prey. Down in the forest there will have been a great battle between a leopard and a porcupine, conceivably even minutes earlier. We knew from the hunting stories of Jim Corbett, such as Man-Eaters of Kumaon, about tigers and leopards who turned man-eater because wounds from porcupine quills had made them too weak to hunt. We left the forest rather swiftly that day and our walk home was much more rapid than our leisurely route down. Learning how to live close to a large predator had to be an item at the top of our to-do list, above the business of making a garden in a forest and all else. I would have to be careful in my solitary rambles through the woods in search of plants. If I did have to walk anywhere after sundown, I carried a torch, talked loudly to myself, or groaned, or sang or coughed, even at the risk of being labelled the fool on the hill. It’s wiser, though, to stay clear of the night life of leopards. Like owls, they are mostly nocturnal, and their dinner plans start soon after sundown – a very good time for residents of Ranikhet to call it a day. 20

         One long, tense night a leopard circled our house, coughing without pause after it missed a kill. The dogs hid under the bed. At the top of the road the morning after, we found a dead cow, its hooves pointing skyward, its belly torn apart. Still, we thought we were safe as long as we were careful, and we luxuriated in our newfound wilderness. The sky glittered at night with stars and in the day was cerulean blue. The silence was profound.

         For those travelling from cacophonous cities to these hills, this silence can seem menacing. It is broken only by the calls of birds and animals, cow bells, and the cries of unseen herdsmen across the slopes. Some friends of mine run from it, restless and bored after a day or two. One of them was too fearful to leave the safety of our house at all. A few find that the forest changes something inside them for good: no other place, however beautiful or exciting, will ever mean to them what the Himalaya does. These are the people who keep coming back. Some decide to live here, as we have.

         
             

         

         I can’t remember when I went back to sleep, but at dawn a whistling thrush was pouring out its melodies as if it had a concert coming up. The peaks had turned rosy in the new sunlight. The trees were red and pink with springtime flowers. And three of my lilies had bloomed, having taken their own time.
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