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INTRODUCTION 









Finding an old photograph again, shoved between the pages of book, or pushed into the back of a wallet or diary, triggers whirling landscapes of memory. I mean those ones from a time of seismic change in our lives, marking a point when everything shifted, either in our own world, or in the wider one. How many of us tried to get hold of a small grey lump of the Berlin Wall after 9 November 1989, or have looked for a photograph taken sometime just before 11 September 2001, a reminder of how we felt just before the world seemed to lurch? We peer at our expressions in the picture, looking for some sign that perhaps we had a sense then that everything was about to change. 




  This book is a photograph of sorts, a verbal image that captures a country and a capital as both began to go through a vast transformation: in short, as India began to shift from poor relation to rock star status. 




  Scoop-Wallah was first published exactly ten years ago and, though it is getting harder to imagine, India's capital was not the venture capitalist magnet that it is now. Today's business visitors shake their heads at the juxtaposition of a Porsche Cayenne next to a bicycle rickshaw at a jammed city traffic light, the tourist contrast, a photogenic one that takes a snappy picture, summing up rising India. Ten years ago an imported car was almost as rare on the streets as a public loo, something very hard to find and fairly tough on the resolve, if and when you did track one down, usually by sense of smell. 




  When I was writing this book, Delhi was still considered a hardship posting by the majority of foreign companies and diplomatic delegations based there. I remember a couple at a lush cocktail party at the American Embassy in 1997. They were coming to the end of their three-year posting. The wife had not left the compound once during that time. She was terrified of being kidnapped or catching some airborne disease. She smiled nervously when someone else in the conversation suggested that she was breathing the same air, inside the compound, as the rest of Delhi was breathing beyond the high razor-wire topped walls. She said that she did not go out of the air-conditioning often and seemed confused by our surprise. Now families from that same embassy, ones that once made a habit of flying home to the US for holidays, take to Kashmir for extreme skiing during the Christmas break, a conflict zone still considered unsafe according to most foreign office travel advisory services. 




  India is more confident, and those coming to live and work there are too. 




  In those ten years Delhi has moved from hardship posting to highly shined world player with an economy driven partly by its own success, though it has also been heavily invested in by a US government and business sector, both keen to promote India as the buffer zone between totalitarian China and the democratic world beyond, from the High Himalayas to the New England Coast. 




  India both demands a sense of humour, and is one. Much of its survival amidst apparent chaos and regional anarchy is perhaps due to the cultural shrug summed up in the Hindi expression jo hona hai hoga, which pretty much translates into the perky made-up language line: Que Sera Sera. There is a Doris Day cheeriness to it, a smiley acceptance of everything, from the deeply sublime to the utterly ridiculous. Outsiders, or more exactly those looking for insto-enlightenment on the Magical Mystery tour, see this acceptance as a part of karma, the unalterable cycle of cause and effect. They try to imbibe it, package it up, and unpack it back home at their nearest yoga centre on their eco-friendly mat. But for those living within the grinding extremes it is more about the unwieldy volume of humanity, and the equally heavy weight of corruption, a combination that keeps most people confined to the particular groove or rut into which they were born. 




  The past decade has seen this unstitched a bit by the social mobility taking place in the big cities. Village 'untouchables' have reached the highest levels in politics, creating both an era of possibility for the caste underclass, and a whole new variety of rural bullying and corruption. While on one hand the country's import figures bulge, many despair that India will surely be dragged back down again by this latest wave of corruption. 




  One clear message from the political success of the once 'untouchables' highlights the difference between the democratic process in India and that of its neighbour Pakistan, a country with a political system still riddled by feudal hierarchy. This rise of the Indian underclass brings with it a wild round of their excesses as they drink in power. In time they will find their own level. India will absorb it all. 




  And while the cities not only allow for more social mobility they are also witnessing a media explosion, driven by the entertainment appetite of the ever-expanding middle class. In a climate that is unbearably hot in most of the country for half of the year, television is the sport of choice. It is a national pastime underwritten by the tits and arsification of viewing by the satellite giants that have saturated most of Asia. New channels now seem to launch on an almost daily basis. The newsstands have burgeoned with the same speed, spreading across the pavements from where they are sold, the titles veering from heavy business magazines to carefully packaged soft porn. Porn in magazine and film form is still illegal in India. 




  Ten years ago my verbal picture travelling companion, Rudyard Kipling, was still seen by most as a remnant of empire. His books and poetry stuck in the craw of the new generation. He has yet to be re-examined clear-sightedly, but it is getting harder now, as India spins around again, not to see this man, this product of empire, as one of the few who really was able to creep in and write from within the skin of the lion with an authenticity many commentators lack today. He was as good a companion then to the world of modern India as he is now. 




  Kipling used to get bucked off by a stroppy little mare called Dolly Bobs as he rode the Grand Trunk Road. I am bucked off by contemporary India most days of the week, but I keep getting back on for more. 
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THE KASHMIRI OF SOUTH KENSINGTON 









India hijacks thought. There is only India when I am there. Each time I return to England there is a space punched out by India's impact, that hijacked place that spins with images and sounds. Family and friends, those I love, are separate islands that float between the two places. When I cannot sleep in London I have waking dreams peopled by the characters who inhabit my life in Delhi, and I get up and write about them. When I cannot sleep in Delhi it is either because it is too hot to dream or the sound of the monsoon drowns out all thought as it empties itself over the city. And so I get up and write about it... 




  For ten years I had come at India from different directions: first as a newspaper trainee from England, then as a fully fledged reporter from Australia, then again as a features writer from London, but always from the outside. Now I needed a change of approach. Inspiration came from an unexpected source. 




  I had gone out to buy a cabbage at a greengrocer's in South Kensington. The shop is owned and run by a family from the state of Jammu and Kashmir. Father Singh came to England after the blood-letting of Partition, when the two wings of the Indian subcontinent in the far east and west were lopped off to form Pakistan. The death toll of Partition is put by some at a million and a half: others estimate that half a million people were slaughtered in the desperate exchange of Hindus and Muslims. The state of Jammu and Kashmir, riding the new India–Pakistan border, became a tinderbox. Mr Singh, the soon-to-be South Kensington fruit and vegetable merchant, saw only bloody destruction for his family if he stayed. He took the boat to England. 
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The Kashmiri of South Kensington 




 


His nephews now run the shop and are English in all but name and facial hair. Father Singh lurks in the background wearing his looped moustache, the badge of his cultural past and the ensuing bloodbath that made him flee his homeland. 




  The cabbage was huge. Could I have just half? Father Singh nodded and beckoned me to the back of the shop. There, in front of a sympathetic audience, he began to rage in a polite fruit-and-vegetable sort of way about the state of his former home and the irresponsible and inaccurate coverage by the world's press. He shook an old hunting-knife to make his point before wielding it on the cabbage. He told me that I should be out there writing about it. He was unmoved by my explanation that I was not a foreign correspondent. 




  'Oh, I do not mean on a farangi newspaper,' he said. 'You should be writing on one of our great Indian papers, then you will really be starting to understand us.' 




  Speech delivered and cabbage halved, he took my purchase to the till and totted up the amount. He charged me half – half a cabbage, half a bill. One of his nephews raised a questioning eyebrow. 




  'You will say nothing. This young lady is with us. She will be writing for one of our papers so as to learn the way we are thinking and feeling about our country.' 




  His nephew wiped his nose on his sleeve. 


  Thus the order was given. Father Singh led me out on to the street, into the throng of clip, clip South Kensington ladies. He sent me forth, tap, tap, with his hunting-knife. The glossy ladies tripped on by, knowing nothing of the half-cabbage or the rivers of blood that had flowed on India's station platforms in 




1947. 


 


« » 


 


There are three main English-language newspapers in India: The Times of India, The Statesman and The Indian Express. The Times of India, founded by an English proprietor in 1838, has grown into a group of eleven dailies published out of Ahmadabad, New Delhi and Bombay. The Statesman, also founded by an Englishman, began life as The Calcutta Statesman in 1875, branching out in 1930 with another edition published out of New Delhi. The Indian Express was launched in 1932 in its first incarnation as a small daily in Madras. In 1950 the paper was bought by the entrepreneur Ram Nath Goenka. He built it into a well-muscled newspaper empire. Goenka died in 1991 but the group is still run by the family. 




  Since Independence the vernacular and regional-language newspapers have grown apace. But in a multilingual society it is the English-language papers that predominate, even though their founders packed their bags over half a century ago. 




  English is still the currency of the social establishment. The socialites of Calcutta, Bombay and Delhi may swirl their saris and stand proud in their national dress of white churidar trousers and black, high-necked shervani jackets, careful copies of the sartorially patriotic Nehru, but still they speak English. Their feet are silent speakers too, shod in English shoes, black Oxfords to match the aspirations of language. Every word contradicts India's passionate attempt over the past fifty years to expunge lingering traces of the Raj, as if by using English, they can separate themselves from the common man. 




  More tellingly, English is also still the lingua franca of the press élite and some areas of politics, and it dominates the business world. In a country driven by the desire to build companies, go global and make billions, English shapes the deal. 




 


« » 




 


The Kashmiri of South Kensington had decreed that I go for one of the great papers. That meant one of the big three. A Times of India report on English football supporters made me suspect that that paper might not welcome an approach from a female English journalist looking for work: 'How strange that such a supposedly civilized nation can cultivate such a pure breed of hooliganism. Times have changed. It will be remembered by some old geezer or nostalgia-maniac that the bare-footed boys of Bengal used to beat the booted babus of the Raj. Perhaps that is how the English rationalize India's rather low position in the world soccer rankings. They like to think that we still just have not quite got the hang of putting on boots.' The Statesman too was clearly keen to shake off its Raj origins. That left The Indian Express. 




  The Indian Express has perhaps the most relaxed style of the three, and it also has a reputation for grabbing a story and shaking it until the controversy rattles out. It is a terrier paper, one of the first to turn the vituperative pen of investigative journalism on the politics of India. The scale was tipped by a friend from Delhi. 




  'I will always choose The Indian Express first for a reason of loyalty. During the dark days of Mrs Gandhi's so-called State of Emergency it was the one that defied her. So many of the papers were asked to bend and they were so weak they not only bent, they crawled. Goenka and The Express did neither thing. That paper came out every day wearing its great black spaces of censorship. To me it was Goenka and his press mourning the freedom that they had fought for. I call that brave journalism and I have supported the paper every day since.' 




  Goenka had taken risks throughout his publishing career. During the Quit India struggle in 1942 he had helped to print clandestine literature on his presses, befriending underground workers at the risk of losing his lucrative government advertising contract. He waved the flag in the face of censorship once again during the Emergency of 1975, printing messages of defiance between the lines of the editorials. Goenka said publicly that he did not mind sacrificing everything that he had created so long as he did not have to face the day when there was no voice to challenge Mrs Gandhi's authoritarianism. 




  So I wrote to The Indian Express and then set about applying for a visa from the Indian High Commission in London. I filled out the visa form, happy to give details of my father's profession, his domestic arrangements and his dog's name. Then I waited. No word came. I rang. 




  At the other end of the line someone shuffled papers, mispronounced my name perfectly every time and then submitted me to an endless rendition of 'Jingle Bells', seemingly played on frayed knicker elastic and milk-bottle tops. 




  At last I was told to come in and talk to a Mrs Modi. 




  It was raining when I went to see her. Those waiting for visas sat in a long grey line, their faces pallid under the neon glare. The rude white light made Mrs Modi's electric-blue sari trip the light fantastic when she appeared, but there was no smile to match. 




  She did not like my idea at all. 




  'You see, you will be taking work away from an Indian,' she said, hitching up her sari by way of emphasis. 




  I agreed with her but explained that I would be writing and commentating on India as an outsider, something that would be hard for an Indian journalist to do. 




  'It is of no importance what standpoint you are coming from, you are still going to be standing on an Indian.' The lady was not to be moved. 




  I gave an impassioned speech about my love for India. It fell on deaf ears. Mrs Modi picked her fingernails and plucked at hairs on her sari that were not there. At last, worn down by my purple prose, she gave in. 




  'You must realize that this is not normal procedure. I am hoping that you will respect this. It will become most apparent if you abuse this privilege in any way.' 




  She got up to indicate that the meeting was now over. 




  'Enjoy my country,' she said with an almost smile. 
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A HEAD-STAND 









There was no shipboard romance, no starry nights spent draped fetchingly in chiffon over the weather rail, discussing the East with close-clipped young men bound for the Indian Civil Service. I was fifty years too late and confined to fighting a path through a check-in queue of huge boxes held together with fraying string, televisions being taken home by every returning Mr Corner Shop King. He, his family, all his worldly chattels and I were travelling cattle class on Air India. 




  The Muslim gentleman on my left was drunk before the busy flashing route map even had us over Frankfurt. He had a loud argument with his friend or brother, or possibly neither, about whether the prohibition of Islam applied 33,000 feet up. The air hostesses paid no attention. It was only when my neighbour, now very drunk and dribbling freely, lunged at my bosom that help finally came in the shape of a steward. He moved the merry Muslim and did his best to clean me off with a moist paper towel. 




  At Delhi airport I took a rickshaw. On the way into town we stopped in the traffic beside a building site panelled in corrugated iron and splashed with political slogans and lurid posters advertising Hindi movies – tits-and-arse subcontinental style in startling shades of lycra and silk. Beyond the posters a donkey carried sandbags up and down an earth ramp. Delhi looked confused, the present pushing and shoving wherever it could, with the past sitting heavily on its shoulders. 




  It felt a bit like coming home, a strange sensation to have about a city that is neither my birthplace nor my home. 




  The rickshaw driver looked in his various mirrors, tilting the one closest to him to check if there was any leg or better on show. All this was familiar. Rickshaw drivers have tipped their mirrors to get a better view of their female passengers ever since the rickshaw and the wing mirror first teamed up. No dice today. His spoilsport passenger was swathed from head to foot. 




  The traffic began to move. An old Ambassador taxi cut us up and a cow wandered into the middle of the road, a half-chewed blue plastic bag hanging out of her mouth; fag in mouth, bag in mouth, the same look. The traffic darted around her in a disjointed, shrieking ballet, constantly just missing her as she made her way towards another spot that might yield up a further plastic tidbit. Brakes yelled and a bus shot straight across our path. The rickshaw driver swerved, bouncing off the kerb before continuing on his previous course. I clung to my luggage, the only buffer between this life and the next. I knew I would get used to this again. Or perhaps die. 




  We turned off into a quiet side road. We were in fashionable Delhi, a few minutes from Connaught Place or, as it had recently been renamed in a particularly energetic fit of anti-Raj fervour, Rajiv Chowk. Chowk means a turn-off or crossroads, a curious choice for a large circle within another circle that is famous around the world for being, well... a circle. 
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Passing Rajiv Square, famous for being a circle 


 


The rickshaw stopped opposite a chai stall in front of an ugly high-rise building, not a usual sight in this area of town where elegant white stucco bungalows predominate. There was a crowd of rickshaw drivers around the stall, some squatting on the pavement involved in a card game, others hanging out of their rickshaws, small glasses of sweet, light-brown tea in hand. 




  Piece by piece I unloaded my bags from the rickshaw until there was a mound on the pavement. The last thing was a box of books that had cost me £100 in overweight baggage. I made as much noise as possible dragging it out of the rickshaw. The chai drinkers looked on unmoved. I began the performance again, lugging each bag to the entrance of Jodhpur Apartments, which was to be my home in Delhi. By the time I got to the box of books I had lost interest. I crossed the road to the chai stall. 




  The owner was a fat man in greying kurta pyjamas, the top draped over his balloon belly. He raised an eyebrow and called out to Mataji, his mother. She stuck her head out over the counter to see what was going on. In contrast to her son's rather grubby clothes, her sari was spotless, her white hair scraped back into a neat bun, her skin draped across her cheekbones. She smiled, her dark brown eyes melting into the folds of creased skin, and held out a glass of chai. 




  Returning to the box of books I sat down and slowly drank. The chai drinkers drank even more slowly and stared. Mataji was watching. As I finished she sent a boy across from the stall to take the empty glass. I kicked the box of books most of the way into the hall. The lift boy seemed annoyed that I had so much with me. With a pained expression he put his foot out to jam the lift door open. I was now soaked in sweat but he waited while I loaded the luggage. He waited while the lift door closed in on the dense heat. He waited as we stopped at each floor for no one. Then he turned on the lift fan as we reached my floor. 




  Jodhpur Apartments, the name was on a brass plaque above the curlicued metal-work of the elegant front door. It was not an address picked at random but a carefully crafted destination involving a cross-cultural marriage, tenuous family links, and several erstwhile princes. My cousin had married an Indian. One of their great friends had become my best friend in India. He was an erstwhile prince and so he arranged for me to stay at Jodhpur Apartments with more erstwhile princes. Even if I was defying convention by working for an Indian paper, at least I had the right address. 




  Someone was shouting behind the doors, now in Hindustani, now in English. 




  'You bloody fool, jao, jao, you are making me sick, jao.' There was no reply to this fulsome insult. 




  The shouting stopped and someone trotted off down a corridor. I rang the bell and waited. Nothing happened. 




  There was a long pause. 




  The same footfall finally trotted back towards the door. It opened to reveal a boy of about eighteen with a beautiful face and sleep in both eyes. He stared, his eyes moving leisurely up and down, and then he stretched slowly, arching his back to reveal a smooth, dark belly. 




  Someone else was shuffling down the corridor out of the interior darkness of the apartment. It was an old man who only came up to the shoulder of the boy, his eyes sunken in, his cheekbones thrust out. He was probably just over five feet but even this was diminished by his stooping posture. Dhan Singh, the senior family retainer at Jodhpur Apartments, snuffled against his sleeve and waved me through the door without much enthusiasm; a welcoming committee of sorts. 




  My room was white and sparse: two beds, a suffering sofa, a view over a dusty garden, the roar of an old air-cooler. The bathroom was next door – a loo, a shower, a basin, and buckets for Indian-style baths. 




  Dhan Singh shuffled back with a signing-in book. We settled on one of the beds amidst the luggage to start the process of filling-in, a rehearsal for the months ahead of forms in duplicate, triplicate, full of personal details and domestic arrangements, all vital information to be tied up carefully with string, filed away and stacked to create more piles, in more offices, to feed the bureaucratic monster that lies at the heart of India, an organ of manila files and fraying string. 




  Satisfied with my form-filling, Dhan Singh retired, bent reverentially over the book. 




  The apartment returned to silence. The bed was hard. The cry of a knife-grinder came up from the service road below, a tree-shaded lane that runs behind the houses of Hailey Road. This was where the merchants used to bring their goods to supply the households of the British, insulated behind their white colonnaded exteriors. 




  Sleep came as the knife-grinder passed on down the road, his voice a sheer rasp as he reached the end of each cry: 'Come to the grinder, bring your knives, tools and weapons. I will give you blades to cut the air, wood or life.' 
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Dhan Singh, a welcoming committee of sorts 




 


« » 




 


Just around the corner of one end of Hailey Road there was a newspaper stand. Of course it did not just sell newspapers. A chai pot stood on one side. Slots in the walls at the back were stacked with brightly coloured packets of biris, the leaf-rolled smoke of the Indian on the street. A pile of glossy betel leaves lay surrounded by silver pots containing the aromatic concoctions that go into the greatest Indian hobby of all, the chewing and spitting of paan, the mildly narcotic tonic that fills the lower lip of India. 




  Underneath all this was a patchwork of magazines. A bulldog politician frowning from a news journal nestled beside a generously cleavaged beauty spilling from the front cover of a movie magazine, one of the hundreds that fuel the gossip machine of the constantly churning Bollywood film industry. The Hindu lay next to The Muslim Voice, a moment of peaceful religious co-habitation restricted to the news-stand. Femina, the sometimes-thinking glossy aimed at the new class of female professionals, sat cheek by jowl with the news magazine India Today. The cover of the former flagged the inside track on sex and the single woman, the latter a report on female infanticide in Rajasthan. The magazines spilled off the stand and on to the pavement. Here I found the resting place of the newspapers, Delhi's big three lined up at the front, The Times of India, The Statesman and The Indian Express. 




  To Indian eyes the modern English broadsheets are so full of air it is a constant source of amazement to them that we manage to fit in all the news. Indian papers have an antique look to them. They are printed in classical fonts that are tightly packed almost to the point of illegibility. The photographs in the news sections often have that furred black-and-white haze that you find in the yellowing papers wrapped around your grandparents' china in the attic. In them politicians predominantly stick to traditional dress, adding timelessness to the printed page. The sports sections show polo ponies at full gallop, lean heroes swinging gracefully at the camera, and cricket players all in white; the ugly shell-suits of the one-day internationals somehow seem to feature less. The past sits on the pages until you reach the features section. Then all hell breaks loose in an explosion of Western fashion spreads, over-coloured recipe pictures, glossy with ghee, and those perennial lifestyle tales of what the rich and nearly famous eat for breakfast and how they juggle parenthood with almost fame (not a mention of the serried ranks of nannies and servants). 




  The difference in style between the news sections of the papers and the features is a journalistic canyon. Every Indian journalist has the right to claim a personality disorder. Take an average day with four simultaneous stories covered by one reporter: the first on the visit of the German Minister for Overseas Trade (not read by many); the second, on a multiple-death train crash in Bihar (read by everyone in Bihar); the third, the news of a Bombay film star's split with her boyfriend of two and a half minutes (read by everyone); and, finally, a report on the increase in monkey homosexuality in the hill station of Simla (big monkey area) and its effect on the monkey population (read by those with simian interests). This is as it has always been. Kipling constantly found himself reporting on floods, outbreaks of cholera, the colour of the Vicereine's frock at a formal reception, murders, divorce trials and the fine performance of Captain Fortescue's fragrant young wife as Yum Yum in The Mikado at the Gaiety Theatre in fashionable Simla (less simian and homosexual then). 




  A contemporary Indian paper even feels antique. It is not just a case of fingers becoming smudged with print. Whole articles transplant themselves on to shirt fronts, particularly during the monsoon when the humidity pulls the print off the page with damp zest. For those who have never had the chance to experience an Indian newspaper at first hand, a flavour can be found in The Asian Age, the paper proudly printed simultaneously in New Delhi, Calcutta, Bangalore, Bombay and London. The Age is directed at the Asian community overseas. It has a stronger grip on international news than the home-grown variety but the smell of India still rises off its pages amidst tales of government corruption, indefinite rail strikes, Sikh dramas, Hindu grievances, Muslim complaints and, in the top right-hand corner of the front page, the promise of The Asian Age to its readers, a promise that so much of India still trusts: 




 


Reading 


is 


Believing 




 


Certainly Dhan Singh, the major-domo of Jodhpur Apartments, and Ram Kumar, second-in-command to Dhan Singh and cooker-of-the-books, believed what they read. Every morning, sitting on the bench outside my room, they would bury their heads in the newspapers. Dhan Singh read the Hindi papers. Ram Kumar, an unabashed social-climber from the tip of his large nose to the soles of his much-mended black Oxfords, read the English papers. As far as they were concerned every word was the honest-to-God truth and they would quote chunks of articles to each other in defence of their arguments. Ram Kumar's busy little moustache would bounce up and down as he pontificated on some new corruption scandal. Dhan Singh would stand up to make his point. Ram Kumar would then get up and go on getting up until he stood almost a foot above Dhan Singh. The old man would wave his finger in the social-climber's face, his neck cricked back, while Ram Kumar would look down with the kind of oil-slick smile that needs to be slapped right off a face. Their arguments would rage all day, interrupted only by the all-important periods of mid-morning, midday and mid-afternoon sleep. 




  The greatest difference between English and Indian newspapers, however, has little to do with news coverage, Bollywood lives or even the progress of the adulated national cricket team, on or off tour, but in matches and dispatches Indian-style. First there are the matrimonials or, as The Indian Express so pithily calls them, Lifemate on Sunday: 'Tall, slim, beautiful, adjusted, co-operative, submissive, homely (employed, unemployed), B.ed bride from respectable middle class family for handsome Punjabi executive 26, 174in, salary Rs. 40,000 annually, going places fast. Medical history of bride of main consideration. No demands, no bar. Write to Box No.' Hardly an equal opportunities advertisement. 




Under Grooms Wanted the requests tend to be a little more humble: 'Double Postgraduate employed (Rs. 3400 p.m.) woman 34 (looks younger) seeks suitable lifemate. Widowers also considered. Simple marriage preferred. Caste, no bar.' In spite of the great steps made by professional women in India it is still rare to see an advertisement for a groom making quite the same demands as are made of potential brides. 


  And so to death. In the Memorial section, 'Our beloved Sardani Inder Kumar left for her heavenly abode on such and such a date', is followed by the heading Grief-stricken below which unfolds a long list of the mourning family members, scrolling down like film credits, the closest relatives obviously taking top billing. Below the roll-call of the mourners we are reminded of 'The 16th Anniversary of Shri Narain Dass Khundar who left us on this day but whose words, actions and memories are still with us evergreen. Hard work alone triumphs. We continue to march in your golden path.' There are pages and pages of such small advertisements and within these nuptial and funereal lines beats the pulse of India. The matrimonial advertisements call across the states, from Kerala in the deep south to Himachal Pradesh near the Tibetan border, drawing the one united map of the subcontinent; and the bereavement and anniversary announcements speak of a country where death is accepted as part of life. 




  But it is the culture of the arranged marriage that cuts through to the heart of India in these sections of the press. Whatever political or ethnic wars rage, the sons and daughters of India still abide by the rules. Across the classes, from Delhi drawing-rooms to dusty desert village market-places, contracts of marriage are drawn up between suitable boys and girls. Each day, over millions of cups of tea, the financial futures of countless couples are slotted into place by fathers, uncles and brothers, while the women start making lists of the lists that they will need to make for the wedding. The great nuptial machinery cranks up, its catalyst those two or three black-and-white lines in the newspapers. 




  For ten years I had seen this world from the outside. Now I hoped for a different view. Perhaps I felt a little as Kipling did when he wrote to a friend in 1883: 'I am in love with the Country and would sooner write about her than anything else. Wherefore let us depart our several ways in amity. You to Fleet Street (where I shall come when I die if I am good), and I to my own place, where I find heat and smells and oils and spices, and puffs of temple incense, and sweat and darkness, and dirt and lust and cruelty, and above all, things wonderful and fascinating innumerable.' 




  Kipling had worked on the Civil and Military Gazette in Lahore for five years in the 1880s and then on the Allahabad Pioneer. Over a century separated us, not to mention a great many rungs on the literary ladder, but still, like him, I wanted to dig into the sweat and darkness, to see things wonderful and fascinating innumerable. 
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Yashwant Singh, my landlord, a Rajput prince dispossessed by modern politics of his birthright but making do as the Prince of Hailey Road, arrived at my door in the middle of a Delhi dust-storm. I had jet-lag, he was hung over. We introduced ourselves. He was pale and interesting, aristocratic, elegant and effete. He draped himself around the doorpost, surveying the scene of disgorged bags. 




  'Why have you come to India?' 




  'To work for an Indian newspaper.' 




  'My God, you must be joking. They are all rubbish.' He stuck out his tongue and examined it down the swoop of his nose. 




  'I look too awful. Have you ever seen anything so disgusting?' 




  I offered some Vitamin C. 




  'This might help. I think you look fine.' 




  'How would you know? You have never seen me before. I was once so beautiful. How old do you think I am?' 




  I was on trial. 


  'Oh, I am so bad at this, maybe thirty-six?' 


  'I think I may come to love you. I am forty-two and have lived such a life. But you could be lying, so it may be just a passing affair.' 




  He waved the topic away. 




  'You cannot possibly write for an Indian newspaper. You will never be able to work in Fleet Street again.' 




  'Wapping,' I said. 




  'Whatever. My God, what is the matter with you people? No more Fleet Street. You will shoot your Queen next. That will teach you.' 




  The dust whirled and spun outside the window. 




  'You cannot go out in this storm. I forbid it.' 




  There was no choice. I had an appointment at The Indian Express. 




  The visibility on the street was down to a few feet. I stood on the pavement, trying to tie a scarf around my head, face and mouth. The grey dust licked at every exposed corner. 




  Bushan came to me out of the swirl. He was the rickshaw driver attached to Jodhpur Apartments. He was to become my king of the road, my hero of the rickshaw, the brightest face in the crowd of rickshaw drivers at the chai stall. Yashwant's mother, the Rani Sahiba (Mrs Prince, so to speak), had told me that I was only to use Bushan. He was the rickshaw driver adopted by the family, to be there whenever they needed to get around. It was bad enough that they had been forced to use rickshaws. Their great Bentleys and palanquins now fill the curio areas of the palaces of their former lives. Their gilded era as the Maharaja class, protected and petted, enamoured of so many things British, at least all the things within a mile of Savile Row, has passed. Even so, it was still an honour for Bushan to be the personal rickshaw driver to a royal family. 




  He was an obvious choice. He was always clean-shaven, his shirt crisp and his hair oiled. He stood out from the other rickshaw drivers with their stubble and dhal-stained kurta pyjamas. 




  'Where to, Mem?' Bushan asked through a mouthful of dust. 




  'Bahadur Shah Zafar Marg.' 




  Bahadur Shah Zafar Marg, New Delhi's answer to what Fleet Street once was. Many of the papers still use hot-metal printing and their editors still chain-smoke and get heart-attack fat. It is a wide boulevard, a constant sea of people, but it is not the usual riot of Delhi streetlife with its hawkers, jaywalkers, beggars, shoppers and passers-through. On Bahadur Shah Zafar Marg the crowd comprises journalists rushing in or out of buildings on the trail of a scoop. A two-headed pig in Gujarat, a crying Vishnu sculpture in a temple in Cooch Behar, a woman who has given birth to a goat in Haryana (her husband, the cuckolded goatherd, standing proudly by), the baby boy who sings erotic songs in his sleep, the woman who concocts wedding banquets from three lentils and half a spoonful of ghee, every tale has to be told. It is the job of the scurrying journalists to bring these vital stories to the attention of the people. 




  The Express building rears up from the street, a monstrous grey concrete bunker. The marble steps leading to the entrance are pock-marked with blood-red betel stains, the fresh ones arterial in colour, the older ones a more venous hue. 
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A monstrous grey concrete bunker 


 


Bushan stopped on the other side of the road. I assumed this was because the central reservation prevented him from crossing to the front of the building. I was wrong. 




  'Not so good for Mem driving in rickshaw. Not too tip-top.' Bushan pointed to the rows of new Maruti tin-box town run-arounds parked up in front of the building. 




  'No one will see in the dust,' I said. 




  'They will look, they will see.' He waved towards the building. 




  A stream of smart young men and women in new jeans and Ray-Ban sunglasses ran up and down the steps, cocooned in their English-language degrees and designer beer confidence. I hung around the rickshaw for a moment, discussing with Bushan exactly where he would wait, how long I might be and whether he should go and come back if time dragged on. As I talked he kept brushing the dust off me. Realizing the hopelessness of his task he waved me away. He would wait as long as I needed him but he pointed out that he could not start waiting until I had gone. 




  The reception area of The Indian Express was a scrum, architecturally spacious but now filled with a series of encampments, small groups of protestors sitting under limp banners. There were some women, a sheet stretched out over their heads, complaining of some miscarriage of justice that they felt should be championed by the paper. Their picket was half-hearted. They were brewing up chai, breast-feeding babies and chattering to each other and the security guards; more tupperware party than protest. 




  A man was dancing around by one of the doors that barred the way into the inner offices. The guard was beginning to lose patience and shouted at him. The man promptly stopped dancing and stood on his head, holding his hands in the prayer position in front of his chest. The guard ignored him. 




  The woman behind the reception desk was imprisoned behind a thick screen and a grille. I had to shout three times before she heard who it was I had come to see. She gave me an identity badge with a scrawl in one corner. She did not know how to find the associate editor of The Indian Express. 




  The security guard at the main door did not know much more. I was going to see a big paper cheese but no one knew where his office was. I headed off along a corridor, past the man still standing on his head. 




  Half-way down was a large stone sink with a single tap sticking out of the wall above, the kind that you find in old sculleries, where vegetables from the walled garden were once washed. A young man was at the sink assiduously washing his hands. I asked him in bad Hindi where I might find Sourish Bhattacharyya. He gave me a pained smile. 




  'I work with Sourish. I will take you there if you just hang on a second.' He had an American twang and a Ralph Lauren shirt. 




  'We are an English-language newspaper, you know.' He peered at my identity badge. 




  'What is your name? It says Mr Head. This cannot be right. Such terrible writing. People are so ignorant.' He shook the water from his hands, careful not to spray his shirt or jeans. 




  'It's Hardy.' 


  'Like Thomas. Such a smashing writer,' he said smugly. 


  I laughed apologetically. 


  'I'm afraid I do not speak terribly good Hindi now. I was at college in England, at Bangor, you see.' 


  'I'm not sure that the Welsh would thank you for that.' 


  'Perhaps so, but mostly Indians are not understanding about Wales. I think some people are thinking it is a college at Oxford University. I have friends who were at Oxford.' He rolled the learned town around his mouth like a boiled sweet. 




  'A degree by association then.' 




  He shrugged and set off down the corridor. 




  We walked down more corridors and past other sinks and taps before reaching an open-plan office stacked with computers, printers and photocopiers. A man in a very dirty green uniform was inside a photocopier, his legs the only part of him not battling with wires, paper trays and cartridges belching black toner. The desks were microcosms of India today: ancient typewriters, the keys sprung on elegant arched metal legs, next to computers droning from behind flickering green screens, both instruments still in use, side by side, past and future. 




  A girl sat in one corner bent over a computer, a telephone cradled against her ear. She was shouting at someone in Hindustani and most of her conversation was abusive. I looked at The Twang. 




  'Well, of course we sometimes have to speak our mother tongue. This is India after all.' 




  Sourish Bhattacharyya was sweating. He had a towel in one hand to mop his forehead and flannels were wrapped around his wrists to protect his computer keyboard from the rivulets running down his arms. The air-conditioning was not working in his tiny office. He shook the flannels from his wrists before shaking my hand. 




  'Please, do sit down.' He looked around. There was only room in the office for his desk and chair. I was standing on the other side of the desk with my back touching the glass partition wall. 




  He waved his hand and sat down. I perched on the desk, my legs dangling. 




  'You have managed to have a book published, so apparently you can write, though that is not so much of a guarantee nowadays. Journalism does not seem to have so much to do with writing at the moment. Are you most interested in the dating habits of Hindi movie stars?' 




  But of course; such a question to ask. 




  'Well, I will talk to a few people and we'll see if we can find you some work.' His chair groaned a little and he gently eased it back on to all four legs. 




  'I have to say that this is unusual. Is it so very hard to find work in England now?' He smiled. 




  'Yes it is, but that is not why I am here. I would just rather be working in India, Mr Bhattacharyya.' 




  'I am Sourish. It is much easier to pronounce than Bhattacharyya.' He flicked through some of the articles slotted inside the book. 




  'I don't see that you will have any problem writing for us. It might be interesting for us to have a view that we are not perhaps used to. All of us Indians are sometimes a little too Indian, if you understand my meaning.' But he was worried that I might have difficulty in writing in the house style. 




  The strange mixed language of English-speaking India uses a vocabulary that is extinct unless you are a frequenter of some of the more rarefied prep-school playgrounds of England's shires. It is difficult to reconcile the Levis, the designer shirts, the degrees from Bangor and the mid-Atlantic, masala-flavoured accents with the curiously antique phraseology of the English-language newspapers as found, for example, in a contemporary Bollywood news round-up: 'I find myself in the most onerous position of having to pass on this news to the good citizens of Delhi. Oh, such crying there will be on Lodhi Road near the residence of the delectable Delhi born and bred star, Miss Sonya Devi. The divine Miss Devi has told this miserable reporter that she is to take her leave of the silvery screen. Oh evil day in the history of modern India.' 




  Surely this was satire of a movieland kind? Miss Devi was, after all, a second-rate actress who had never even managed to make it into a one-on-one disco, belly-dancing love scene in a Hindi extravaganza. The Divine Miss Devi had only had five blink-and-you-miss-them roles before she decided to retire. In Indian terms, where actors are often working on up to ten films at the same time, this was not even getting off the movie starting-block. 




  Sourish gave me a selection of the Sunday lifestyle sections from the paper to mull over. 


  On home ground English newspapers take some beating when it comes to the art of the punning headline. Indian papers take this game to undreamt-of heights. A cross-section from one week's Indian Sunday lifestyle sections makes the English tabloids look like amateurs: 'Any Which Way But Beating' – a piece on the fall-out of unsuccessful heart surgery (health section); 'Check Before Chopping' – how to decide whether to circumcise your baby boy (another health piece); 'Revenge of the Killer Bimbos' – are Indian women newscasters being pigeon-holed as brainless sari hangers? (Voice of the Women section); 'Mexican Yum Yum Kidney Beanz Meanz Good Stuff' – a rundown on tacos and trimmings in the cookery column. 
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