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            Dear Friends,

            
                

            

            We all hear the same sounds. We look up and see the same sky. We cry the same tears. One’s feelings and emotions are the same. All mothers are sisters. All fathers are brothers. All children are one. Yet there is hatred, there is violence, there is intolerance and confusion among people. We don’t try hard enough to understand each other. We don’t seem to realise that we all have the same basic needs, no matter who we are and which part of the world we come from. We must understand the difference amongst us and celebrate the oneness. We must make the world a place where love and friendship dominate one’s heart. Equality, respect, compassion and kindness must guide one’s action; only then will we all be able to peacefully and lovingly live the life we each choose. May this year be the ‘Year of Peace’ for all, far and near, friends and foes.

            
                

            

            The Principal, Loreto College, Shillong
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         This is a journal of two explorations of the Indian subcontinent separated by 40 years, the most recent as a septuagenarian. I was 37 years old when I visited India for the first time and about to become a gold smuggler (amongst other things). I was living on the Mediterranean island of Ibiza. My travel guidebook was conversation over breakfast at a sidewalk table outside the Montesol Hotel on the town square: freshly squeezed orange juice, coffee, an ensomada and sunshine. I recall that David Bushman advised me to buy cheap Indian rupees. Bushman was wavy-haired, California tan with a Hasselblad camera and Rolex Oyster. Vogue featured his fashion-model girlfriend. He was rich. He knew about money. He presumed that other people shared his knowledge and was borderline contemptuous of those who didn’t – reason enough not to ask where I should buy cheap rupees, nor why some rupees were cheap.

         I had sold an apartment recently at the top of the old town. The buyer, a Belgian of doubtful probity, suggested paying the money into a Swiss bank account – a numbered account. Numbered accounts were secret and designed by Swiss bankers to hide illicit gains. The gainers were reputable financiers, master criminals, politicians, tax evaders and James Bond-type spies. Spies were romantic. The Belgian arranged my account. I was proud of it. I was moving up in the world. The sole disadvantage – I didn’t know how to operate the account and was too embarrassed by my ignorance to ask.

         Today’s bankers run money laundries on small Caribbean islands and Central American republics. Switzerland and Lichtenstein enjoyed a monopoly in the sixties. UBS was king. My bank was small, down a side street, and built of grey stone. All Geneva was grey – except for the parks. Swiss bankers were grey and superior. They knew the world’s secrets. Ask the teller whether he had cheap rupees and he replied that he would look. I imagined a vast vault protected by massive steel doors; shelves burdened with the currencies of the world sorted into neat Swiss piles: new, clean, worn, disgusting. Cheap would be the disgusting pile.

         The teller returned. He was a young man, non-committal by nature, training, or both. Rimless spectacles, grey suit and blue-grey tie were part of it. The bank was out of cheap rupees. Why didn’t I take gold?

         A wiser and more confident man would have asked why. I merely looked surprised.

         He said, ‘It is usual to take gold.’

         But how much? Nor was I certain as to how much money remained in my account. Asking would destroy the account’s secrecy and probably transgress the mores of Swiss banker/client relationship. And the teller would sneer at my financial incompetence, though not visibly.

         Such thoughts took a while.

         The teller waited.

         I pretended to calculate.

         Close to one thousand eight hundred and fifty dollars suggested a calculation.

         In movies, gold comes in brick-sized ingots. The teller proffered thin plaques the size of a business card.

         Was I being ripped off? How to know?

         ‘And a thousand dollars in travellers cheques,’ I said…

         So began my drive from Europe to India. My wheels were a canvas-top Volkswagen copy of the Wehrmacht’s slab-fronted Second World War utility vehicle. Lester Waldman was my companion. A late-twenties New York Jewish photographer, Lester chronicled the alternative society. His portrait of Allen Ginsberg with the Stars and Stripes and the sun streaming out of his head was a classic.

         We intended making a film of the hippy trail east. This was a joint production with TrikFilms. Lester was to photograph everything in sight. TrikFilms would project the stills on to a screen. Filming the stills with a camera that moved on rails produced the illusion of action. The producer showed us a recently edited short of a model dancing though trees in Hyde Park; David Bailey was the photographer. Lester was accustomed to shooting half a dozen rolls of 35mm for a single portrait; with TrikFilms every shot would be judged. The required accuracy of focus unnerved Lester. He also felt vulnerable in my canvas-top VW while I argued against transporting his 20-kilo sack of muesli. I hadn’t mentioned the gold. Gold was dangerous; word got out and someone would whack me over the head.

         Istanbul was our first way station. The area round the Blue Mosque on the European side of the Bosphorus was a hippy-inhabited mini Ibiza – Lester territory. He was reluctant to cross the bridge into Asia while I was uncomfortable amongst a homophobic Turkish community so obviously contemptuous of semi-penniless long-hairs. More rewarding was an introduction to a Russian exile resident in Istanbul for 30 years. We lunched in autumn sun at restaurants on the Bosphorus, water unpolluted in those distant days. Walk down a wooden jetty to a plank platform bearing a dozen tables: a waiter shouted our choice of fish through a megaphone to fishermen in row boats; while waiting, we snacked from a trolley loaded with a bewildering array of delicious entremeses.

         Next came Tehran where Lester exchanged my company for a lift from a painter who shared a home with a twin brother on Ibiza’s little-sister island, Formentera. I don’t recall which twin; they both owned VW campers. To pay for petrol, I collected two Canadians fresh out of university and an equally young Jewish American from Chicago on the run from a career selling female underwear.

         Afghanistan was dysentery and where marijuana-smoking foreigners encountered hashish for the first time. Afghani hashish was a nuclear bomb; three hits on a water pipe and the back of your head melted through the wall. Someone mentioned that carrying gold into India was a major crime. Add a female Indian Customs officer reputed to have psychic powers and I was nervous.

         A baker on Kabul’s Chicken Street baked chocolate brownies. The brownies came with hashish or without. With led to a confusing thought stream: I had driven across Europe, Turkey and Iran without thought that I was a smuggler. Gold was respectable. A Swiss banker had sold me the gold. Surely that made it legal? Blessed by a Priest of International Finance? As in taking Holy Communion. The secrets of the confessional the spiritual equivalent of a Numbered Account? God as a Tax Collector? Definitely confusing.

         Better bathe my face in cold water and go easy on the chocolate brownies.

         And where to hide the gold?

         This far the plaques had nestled in a canvas money belt worn beneath my shirt – surely the first place a Customs officer would search.

         I don’t recall being concerned at entering Pakistan. We arrived at the Indian frontier with the canvas hood furled. The gold sat on the narrow shelf below the windscreen. I had rolled it in grubby toilet paper. What could be more innocent? We were fifth in a line of foreign vehicles. I recall one as a rusty orange camper painted with oms and peace symbols. Nearly an hour passed while the psychic Indian lady interrogated each driver and passenger. My gold was out in the open, unguarded, tempting to light fingers. Anxiety made me sweat. I returned to the car, picked up the gold.

         A Sikh Customs officer in immaculate uniform strolled towards me.

         I slipped the gold into my trouser pocket. My trousers slid to the ground. Panicked, I clutched my belly, hobbled behind the VW, yanked down my underpants and squatted beside the rear wheel. The Sikh peered down. I peered up. My face glistened with sweat. ‘Dysentery,’ I stuttered. ‘So sorry. I do apologise.’

         The Sikh spun on his heel and reported the horror to his psychic superior. She sent one of the Canadians to collect my passport, stamped us all and sent us on our way. Not a glorious entry to India but the gold was safe. Onward to Goa…

      

   


   
      

         
            1

            GOA FIRST DISCOVERED

         

         This morning I shredded 53 pages of typed manuscript. I am trying to write a tale of two journeys and have been at the desk a month, knowing, even as I write, that the book isn’t working. That the form is wrong, that I haven’t captured the voice; that I am being too writerly. Doubts keep me awake at night. I am old. My mind, always untidy, doesn’t work as well as it did. I forget things. The onset of Alzheimer’s frightens me. I test myself each morning by attempting the Guardian’s concise crossword for which dyslexia is already a handicap. At home, dictionaries lurk in every room; on train journeys, I check spelling with fellow travellers. But I’m digressing, straying from the path, losing track – another accompaniment of old age, but one that I must harness to best please you, the reader.

         If only I could see you…

         On the lecture platform, I watch faces, am guided by expressions.

         Horrors can occur, witness my most recent stay in Delhi and visiting a private high school. A teacher chivvied me upstairs to tell of my travels to a mixed class of mid-teens. A glossily groomed thirty-year-old Indian Adonis held sway as he recounted his ride on an over-engined trail bike from Colombia south to Tierra del Fuego. The Adonis was slender. He wore tailored jeans and a long-sleeve slim-fit shirt of blinding whiteness. His teeth gleamed, as did his cuff links and tasselled loafers. In command of technology, he flashed photographs. Whatever the background (mountains, cathedral, bridge or waterfall), Adonis was to the fore, his pose always nonchalant, big bike, proper biker boots and all the gear. Girl students were in full swoon mood as he recounted his adventure, dark eyes sweeping the audience. Even the boys were attentive.

         I am no Adonis. These were rich kids; I rode bikes their servants rode to market. My charity shop T-shirt and cargo pants (button missing from a side pocket and frayed cuffs) failed to cut the mustard. Plus being older than their grandparents…

         A few of the politest girls pretended attention. Most were exchanging Adonis fantasies; from the boys I caught scraps of cricket conversation. Not a success…

         However, back to the writing difficulties. Finally, I may be getting there, the tone chatty, as in talking directly to the audience rather than giving a talk – a minimum of organisation. Of course this may be another cul-de-sac but I’ll give it a go. Forget that I’m writing a book and concentrate on what you, the reader, wish to know.

         I began this book with gold smuggling. Best that I continue, rather than leap from past to present and back, which must surely confuse.

         As a criminal, I was a nervous neophyte. Hollywood was my tutor. In crime capers, disposal of the loot presented the major difficulty. No gold-buyers featured in my address book for India. My letters of introduction were equally barren: communist trade union leader, resident head of the CIA, a Goan architect with a Danish wife.

         The immediate destination was Goa for Christmas. Of memories, few incidents remain of the journey south. India in the 1960s was different. Tourism was negligible and hotels existed solely in major cities. Only trunk roads were tar. Most travellers were government officials on inspection tours, each department of government with its inspection bungalows. The Ambassador was the official’s car, painted white or pale sand, bedding rolls strapped to the roof and a chauffeur in faded khaki. A majority of trucks were military. Ox carts were the norm, always in the centre of the road, often in long trains, always overladen. Wagoners never gave way.

         Lester Waldman was back with me and the American underwear salesman. (What happened to the two Canadians?) I was driving in convoy with a couple in a VW camper; Elizabette was French, he was Swiss-Italian. I don’t recall where we met. They carried an Orissa wedding tent and poles on the roof rack. Lester and the bra salesman slept under the tent. I preferred the shade of a tree and carried a foam-rubber mattress sandwiched between Afghan kilims – coarse camel hair rather than wool and dyed in stripes and zigzags of earth colours. Leather straps bound the bedroll athwart the VW behind the rear seat.

         We drove from the Pakistan-India border south through Rajasthan. What television has made commonplace was a revelation in the 1960s; palace followed palace, most expropriated from local rulers by Mrs Gandhi’s decree and abandoned to decay. Once home to tyrants, a miasma of fear protected the palaces from vandalism and invasion by the local peasantry. We wandered alone through magical courtyards, up marble staircases that could parade 20 men abreast, brushed with fingertips marble screens of almost unimaginable delicacy.

         Our campsite of gaudy wedding tent, kilims and bright blue camper was visible for miles, yet no one approached. Perhaps memories of the British Raj, so recently departed, was our protection. No need here for the barrier of thorn that shielded the campsites of my youthful service with Locust Control in Somalia, the Ogaden desert and the Northern Frontier District of Kenya. A Land Rover was my vehicle in Africa and I drove, as in India, with the canvas top furled and thus exposed to the land and its inhabitants. In Rajasthan, memories of that younger Simon were my companions as I lay at night and gazed up through the branches at the stars and relished the scents of sun-powdered earth, wood smoke, dried goat and camel dung. Such was the perfume of my African youth, of my first adventures.

         I have little idea of what route we took through Rajasthan. With so much to see and experience, we travelled slowly, one day managing only 25 kilometres. Udaipur is the single name that sticks. We rowed to the Lake Palace, ordered tea on a terrace with views across the water to the vast palaces of the Maharajah. Decor was a delight of decadent decay, service haphazard. Now rescued by the Taj Hotel Group, luxury has replaced romance.

         Slim memories remain of our passage south from Rajasthan, no recollection of passing through Bombay. I know that we hurried. And I recall the transformation from dry heat and brittle vegetation to the lush greenery of the coast, of riverbanks guarded by giant trees, emerald rice paddy, the scrape of palm fronds, air humid and thickly scented with fish and coconut oil.

         Goa’s Calangute, in those days, was a dirt-street village boasting a tin-roof post office with a verandah where skinny young foreigners with long hair waited for money from Mother. The beach was further down a sand track. Coconut plantations fringed the half-mile crescent of pale gold strand. Midway was fisherman territory with a few wooden boats pulled up during the day. Old men sat in the boats’ shade and mended nets while kids and women spread small fish to dry on the sand.

         Beyond the boats, a few shacks edged the sand. The shacks, originally built to store fishermen’s gear, were rented to Western kids at a few dollars a month and I recall a primitive restaurant beyond the shacks that served coconut rice with fish that had failed to sell in the market; taste the fish and you knew why…

         Wispy casuarina pines shaded the track end of the beach. Blind George had rented a small bungalow amongst the pines as a base for an ever-changing mix of Ibiza expat society. Originally from California, Blind George was a good friend and wonderful companion. A disease in his late twenties had left him with 10 per cent peripheral vision. Travel with him and you became his eyes; hard work but rewarding in that you learned to see. I recall our visiting the Gaudí-designed gardens in Barcelona. The stone pillars in the colonnade slope inwards. Imagine an earthquake and the instant before the pillars collapse. ‘Great image,’ said George. ‘Yeah, thanks…’

         George is dead now. He misjudged the distance and stepped backwards off the flat roof of his house in San Miguel de Allende, Mexico. He was planning a rooftop extension and had been counting bricks delivered earlier that day. Sad farewell to a good friend…

         As to Calangute…

         Fifty or so Westerners were staying on the beach, a few more up the coast on Baga. The bungalow George had rented had a front verandah overlooking the sea and comprised a central living room and two bedrooms. Floors were clay tile; bathroom had a clay bowl with ewer and a brick bath filled by bucket from a brackish well; kitchen came with a single-burner kerosene stove; lean-to storeroom. The lavatory was a raised sentry box out back boasting a wooden bench with a hole above a concrete slab open to the rear. Do your morning duty and pigs came snuffling below – not the most comforting of experiences.

         Of the two other bungalows amongst the trees, the closest was a rental to a young American couple. She was dark, New York Jewish, had the money, and preached brown rice vegetarian macrobiotics while crumbling Nepalese gold and tobacco into triple Rizlas. He was a slender long-haired blond with spiritual pretensions gained reading a kiddies’ catechism of the Hindu Vedas. She had him meditate in the full lotus outdoors most evenings – sort of fashion statement, maximum visibility. Pass by and you were in danger of a dietary lecture. No, thank you…

         A French Buddhist and friends occupied the third bungalow. The Frenchman, Giles, was truly spiritual. He was putting together a dope deal into New York to fund building a hermitage in Nepal for his teacher (the seventh or twenty-seventh reincarnation of a lama whose name I don’t recall). Giles had bought a bulbous antique ceramic vase some four feet high. The vase was a good buy; Giles’ brother-in-law was an antique dealer and knew the US market. The vase was to be packed in a slatted crate. The slats were a couple of inches apart so that Customs could see the vase. The hashish was in the slats. Hollowing the slats and pressing the hashish wafer-thin was a time-consuming work of spiritual love. Giles drove a hired truck to the New York Customs warehouse. A forklift brought the vase. One of the slats had snapped; a thin slab of hashish in clingfilm projected into the crate. Giles put his faith in the Buddha and waited for a Customs officer. The Customs officer checked the documentation, barely glanced at the crate and waved to the forklift operator to load the crate into the truck. Giles built the hermitage. There is no moral to this tale. I am relating what happened rather than advocating doing a dope deal – whatever the reason. And I have strayed once more. Forgive me. Back to the gold…

         I was sitting on the verandah one Saturday morning reading an article on Goa in a previous week’s Times of India. The article was one of a series accusing the police of ignoring sex and drug orgies on Calangute. Orgies? Where?

         A quick puff might lead to an orgy. But stoned? Totally stoned? I don’t think so. And stoned was the Westerner’s daily beach occupation, the only abstainers those suffering from dysentery or hepatitis. I remember looking up from my newspaper that Saturday. The beach was normal for mid-morning. Sky was blue and cloudless, the sea blue without a ripple. An elderly fisherman gutted fish in the shallows, an entwined Western couple were a little further out and two Westerners were working at skin cancer. Nearest was Swedish Marie. Marie had made the cover of Vogue a dozen times before ageing and taking to heroin – or taking to heroin and ageing? She would shoot up for breakfast, stroll down the beach in a minimalist bikini and spread her towel where the women laid out the fish to dry. The women were accustomed to Marie and spread the fish with Marie out cold as the centrepiece.

         I recall musing that the fish were Marie’s protection against being accosted. It was about this time that Mapsa’s chief of police drove up. He was a small friendly gentleman, somewhat plump. He had come to arrest Caroline for being naked on the beach.

         Caroline was always naked on the beach. She was the Westerner sunning herself in the distance beyond the boats. A Rubenesque English twenty-something, she was a product of one of those prestigious English single-sex boarding schools that teach social superiority and viciously dangerous field games. Add a father who was an admiral or a general or air marshal and you have the picture. The closest I’d come to a relationship with Caroline was to give her a lift a few times into Mapsa. No matter how many fellow passengers, Caroline sat up front.

         Arresting Caroline was an act of courage.

         Saturday morning and the magistrate had agreed to try Caroline in his office. The chief of police wanted me to accompany him to pay the fine; me because I was the only foreigner on the beach with a car so people presumed that I had money. I had given what cash I had that morning to the girl who cleaned the bungalow. Banks were closed Saturdays and cashing traveller’s cheques elsewhere was illegal.

         The chief of police countered that the gold smuggler in Mapsa market changed traveller’s cheques.

         The chief of police sat up front with his driver in the police truck. A sullen Caroline had dropped a thin one-piece cotton dress over her head and sat between two constables in the back. I followed in the VW.

         Sixties Mapsa was a small sleepy market town. The market was a hollow square of mostly open-fronted mini shops shaded by a tin-roof verandah. I don’t recall it being particularly busy that day; Mapsa was seldom busy; excitement was driving in of an evening for a mango lassi at a fruit stand.

         The chief of police stopped on the north side of the market and pointed me to one of the few closed doors. I knocked and the shopkeeper shouted at me to enter. He was middle-aged, of middle height and unremarkable features and sat behind a narrow counter the left side of the small space. With the door open, he could see the police truck. He wasn’t surprised or nervous and, yes, he did cash traveller’s cheques, though Saturday was a bad day; the money markets were closed. Better that I return on Monday.

         I explained my immediate need to pay Caroline’s fine.

         The gold smuggler pondered briefly before announcing that he would pay the fine. I could repay him on Monday when I came to cash my traveller’s cheques. Thus there were four of us in the waiting room outside the magistrate’s office: me, the chief of police, the gold smuggler and Caroline. We men hadn’t considered Caroline, that she might take her arrest personally. Worse, an affront. Her mood had shifted from depressed sullen to sullen monosyllabic hatred of the male species.

         The ancient ceiling fan slapped the air overhead, whack, whack, whack. The door to the magistrate’s office was ajar, gleaming floorboards and dark panelling. The chief of police took Caroline by the elbow to steer her into the august presence. Caroline slapped his hand away. No way would she plead guilty. Show her the law that forbade her being naked on the beach.

         The chief of police pleaded with her to be reasonable.

         Reasonable and Caroline was the wrong tack.

         Casting her as Lady Bountiful was the only approach; bring her to consider the chief of police as a charity case. He had a wife and children (probably dozens). The press was hounding him. Arrest someone or lose his job. Disgrace. Probably suicide.

         ‘Oh, all right,’ said Caroline.

         An upward tilt of her head and she led the chief of police into the magistrate’s office.

         Monday I waited for the siesta hour before visiting the gold smuggler. The door was open. He emerged from behind the curtain at the rear of the shop and switched on a wall fan. A small boy brought frighteningly sweet milk tea. The gold smuggler made a couple of telephone calls. Quick fingers on an adding machine produced an offer for my traveller’s cheque some 28 per cent above the legal exchange rate. The gold smuggler counted out rupees and deducted Caroline’s infinitesimal fine.

         He seemed a pleasant man, harmless. Certainly not a gangster. His chinos and shirt were too lightweight to disguise a pistol.

         I folded the rupees into the waterproof pouch tucked down the front of my pants. I remember my mouth being dry.

         ‘I was wondering,’ I began between sips of tea. ‘The chief of police called you the gold smuggler?’

         Because he was the gold smuggler, said the gold smuggler.

         Yes, quite.

         Despite the fan, the heat in the small shop was oppressive. Flies circled my tea.

         The gold smuggler fiddled with a small transistor radio. Bollywood pop satisfied him. He leant forward a little to ask whether I had gold for sale.

         I was about to pry into my money belt.

         ‘Come,’ he said and vanished behind a curtain at the back of the shop. The office was even smaller than the front shop, desk a fortification behind which the gold smuggler sat in an upright chair with his back to an antique safe. A second chair faced the desk.

         I laid a single ingot on the desk.

         The gold smuggler fingered it briefly, noted the hallmark of three crossed keys. ‘Union Bank of Switzerland. Very good.’ He didn’t weigh it. Nor did he consult his adding machine. The sum of rupees he offered was incomprehensible. ‘Is that being satisfactory, Mister Simon?’

         He could as well have been speaking Inuit or Basque, the most basic math impossible – even adding two and two. The scratchy clicks of the safe’s dial reminded me of a beetle. I watched mesmerised as the gold smuggler counted the bills. I tried cramming them into my money pouch. The pouch was too small. I rose clumsily, stuffed half into my trouser pockets, stumbled on the chair leg.

         The gold smuggler said, ‘Mister Simon, there is no requirement for hurry. I am not murdering you.’

         ‘It’s the math,’ I said – further betrayal of those black-cowled Benedictine monks who had striven to educate me at boarding school. Logarithms, calculus, all wasted.

         The gold smuggler produced a hand calculator, tapped in the Geneva market price for gold, converted to rupees. I was more than doubling my original stake.

         I upped my shirt, undid my belt and laid the remaining three ingots on the desk.

         The gold smuggler thought briefly before asking my travel plans, how many months I intended staying in India? Carrying so much cash was unwise. The price of gold was rising. Why didn’t he keep the gold for me, converting it as and when I required rupees? He had associates throughout the subcontinent. I had only to telephone or telegraph for an address.

         Why did I trust him?

         Because trusting people is pleasurable.

         And perhaps because not trusting him would have been embarrassing.

         I was to discover, over the next three years, that his tentacles spread north across borders to Nepal and into Pakistan and on over the Khyber Pass to Kabul, Kandahar and Mazar-i-Sharif – a private bank with no closing hours. And the subcontinent offered a cornucopia of travel; cross borders north to the Hindu Kush and back to attend a festival in the foothills of the Himalayas, another the following month at India’s southern tip. Goa was my base, where I celebrated my thirty-seventh birthday, and where I met my future travelling companion, Vanessa. She came walking up the beach, sarong tied above her breasts, sandals dangling from one hand. Her father was bursar at one of England’s more prestigious private schools. She had graduated from university the previous year with a first in sociology, India as her specialisation. My invitation to a fresh lime was accepted with a shy smile. Whoever had been to the fridge had forgotten to replace the ice tray. We drove into Mapsa for a mango lassi. So began our relationship – such a cowardly manner of referring to something of such value.

         A further 40 years would elapse before I visited India again. Goa was very different and I was no longer addicted to peace and love, hash cookies or psychedelics. A motorcycle had replaced the VW. I was writing a travel column and terrorists had attacked the Taj. Not the Taj Mahal but the hotel in Mumbai that, for a century, had played host to the rich and famous … and had become my haven in those first years of exploring the subcontinent; not because I was either rich or famous but through friendship with a kindly member of the family that owned the hotel. Now was my chance to repay that hospitality with positive publicity. Fear of terrorism had killed dead the upper end of India’s tourism. Yet how dangerous could India be if an ancient Brit could tour the subcontinent on a small motorcycle?

      

   


   
      

         
            2

            RETURN TO INDIA

         

         December of 2009, and I am back in India after 40 years. I have become respectable (somewhat) and both a writer of fiction and a travel writer. My intention is to celebrate my seventy-eighth birthday in Goa while exploring the subcontinent by small motorcycle. Half-past two in the morning and I am being driven into Delhi from the international airport in an Ambassador motorcar. The driver swerves through a gap in the dividing strip to overtake a bent-chassis truck without tail lights. We are about to smash into three headlights. This is India: three headlights are at least two trucks, possibly four.

         Our car slews to the right; front tyres hit and kick over the kerb; the engine stalls. The driver is a small pigeon-chested man with short spikes of grey hair. He turns to give me a smile that displays a few black teeth, gums rotted by beetle nut.

         ‘Bad drivers,’ he says.

         ‘Very bad,’ I agree.

         I open both offside passenger doors, stand between them facing away from the car and irrigate the dirt. Winter and thin trails of cigarette smoke drift from a clutch of skeletal men in dhotis crouched round a charcoal brazier outside a row of mud-and-tin shacks. Back from the highway, clumps of apartment and office buildings gleam under security lamps. A white cow with protruding hipbones sprawls on the dirt; a goat in a wool jacket chews a plastic bottle. Scents are exhaust fumes, powdered soil, charcoal, urine, spices, burning rubber, burning dung.

         I zip up and get back in the car. We reverse on to the highway and continue against the traffic to the next intersection. The driver’s forearm remains glued to the klaxon as he bulls his way through weaving thickets of three-wheelers stacked high with vegetables. Finally Delhi: a dirt lane crosses the Grand Bazaar to the Jyoti Mahal Hotel, firm mattress on a four-poster, shower with unlimited hot water and a flush that flushes – bliss. A good night’s sleep, then breakfast…

         
             

         

         The Jyoti Mahal Hotel is listed in my Footprint guide. Rajasthan kitsch is the decor. I climb the staircase to a roof terrace restaurant resplendent with multi-coloured tent tops, deep couches. The only other guest is South African, a documentary film-maker (so she tells me) from Johannesburg. Chilly December and incense rises from a couple of charcoal braziers. Coffee is weak and moderately vile. Grey smog lies over the city and saps my enthusiasm – or more accurately, saps my courage.

         Will I be able to cope?

         As if there are options. I am here. Get on with it.

         First task is to acquire a mobile phone; I lose things, so the cheapest.

         Attempting to shop on the Grand Bazaar is a mistake: back home in our small English country village five people in the pub is a crowd; nature is grey skies and multiple shades of green; a single yellow daffodil is a colour scream; a sonic boom is the slow train to Ledbury mumbling to itself as it passes under the road bridge and danger is the leg-break bowler with the visiting cricket team from Brockhampton.

         So, no, I am not prepared for the mass of humanity, intensity of colours, scents and hubbub – being jostled and cursed and under constant attack by motor rickshaws and handcarts, the spitting and squeezed-nostrils nose-blowing. The mobile store is a spiritual retreat. Mobile bought, the young salesman offers me a lift to the main road on his motorcycle. Politeness makes me accept – less than a hundred yards and we suffer 10 near-death experiences; the smog makes me cough. Not yet midday and I’ve had enough. Back to the Jyoti Mahal and shiver under the bedclothes – this is the quaking coward hidden from any admirers of my adventures.

         A hot shower brings cheer. Safety lies in recollections. One is of a restaurant in the borderland of squatter shacks that lay between Old and New Delhi. The restaurant served a partridge in a sauce that would have placated a viciously angry and punitive God. On that first visit, a young and pleasantly plump Californian couple occupied the adjoining table. The wife bewailed having no dope to smoke: the munchies and she could have eaten more. Her husband was a scientist on a US government grant to research the evil effects of marijuana and was in Delhi to consult with an Indian recognised as the world expert. I visited their hotel the following afternoon with a small piece of hashish a friend had brought from Nepal. The gift transported the couple to a land of dreams. They were expecting the Indian scientist for tea. I have wondered often whether the scientist was impressed at finding them comatose. Ah, well…

         Now, 40 years later, I take a rickshaw to the same restaurant. Concrete high-rise had devoured the shacks in the borderland between Old and New Delhi, the rickshaw driver is moderately drunk and overexposure to the tourist market has ruined the restaurant, no partridge on the menu. The drunken rickshaw driver lurks outside and stops on the return journey for a small bottle of 999 Rapidsmash whisky at a bottle shop. He shows me the label. I may have misremembered the name.

         
             

         

         Lack of a common language has me scared. And that I have contracted bronchitis with the first inhalation of what, in Delhi, passes for air. Lack of language seems most catastrophic. Who should I talk to? Only the better-educated? Those whose parents can afford the fees at a private school? Or my fellow foreigners? Then why travel?

         Best conduct myself as I would in Hispanic America. Get out on the street…

         It is a narrow street of down-market apartment buildings and down-market hotels. The street was tarred some years ago by the municipality. The tar has mostly gone. I am one of a group of four men, my vantage point a plastic chair outside a tailor’s shop. Of my companions, one is a travel agent, good-looking, mid-thirties, one earring. A second, Nepalese, has lived in Delhi eighteen years and works as a packer for Sikh brothers in the export business. I learn nothing of the third. He may be the tailor’s brother.

         The street is hosting a wedding.

         The arrangers of the wedding have erected a marquee in the street. The frame of iron reinforcing rod is covered by thin washed-out saffron cotton that began life cheap and hasn’t improved. Twin gates are open my end of the marquee to receive the wedding party. The gates are draped with marginally less-faded saffron. A skeletal ancient squats in the dust and weaves bouquets. A younger man wires the bouquets to the gates.

         The Nepalese dismisses the flowers as cheap plastic. The wedding is for a sweeper family. ‘Bad people, they will get drunk and fight. Who would rent such people a hall?’

         I ask whether a permit is required to close the street.

         Why would they require a permit? The occasional cow strolls the street, sheep, sometimes a goat. Why not a wedding?

         Chairs, tables and a sort of altar arrive on three handcarts.

         A five-man cornet and drum band herald the groom. The bandsmen wear white uniforms with red-and-gold cockaded hats. The groom, also in white, and with plastic gold threaded through his wedding turban, rides a starved white horse. Four men, not in uniform, carry an electric candelabra powered by a small generator on a push cart. Male guests or family in ill-fitting dark suits shout contradictory instructions. More speed is required in the decision-making or the horse will collapse under the groom’s weight.

         This is the bride’s big day. The owners of a hotel beside the wedding tent give her shelter in the lobby where she cowers on a sofa surrounded by mother and aunts and siblings. She is tiny, skeletal, vulnerable and looks to be 14 at most. Which is her greatest fear? Her future husband? Or damaging the scarlet-and-gold sari and head scarf or losing a piece of the gilt wedding jewellery, all hired for the occasion?

         The mother and aunts depart to add their screeches to the cacophony of shouted instructions at the marquee. Trumpets blare Indian circus music. The white horse sways. A bulging German tourist in her mid-fifties photographs the bride. Wanting close-ups of the make-up and jewellery, the German holds the camera half a metre from the child’s face. The child bride remains immobile, a fear-frozen statuette. Oh that she be brought to life. Give her the courage to spit in the German lady’s eye and kick her future husband in the testes…

         
             

         

         Three days in Delhi and my confidence is seeping back. My guidebook suggests a walking tour from the Broadway Hotel at 250 rupees including lunch. The tour no longer exists. Management at the hotel telephones a guide: 2,400 rupees, no mention of lunch. I walk without a guide.

         Studying a city map, advice comes from all sides. Some advice is accurate; much is incomprehensible; all is well meaning and I am rediscovering India’s rhythm. Differences exist. In the sixties only naked sadhus talked to themselves. Now everyone is at it, rich and poor, men, women, children, all yacking into their mobile phones. My own mobile has enabled me to call the Honda factory 20 kilometres south of Delhi; a bike awaits. Required is the courage to collect it. A seat outside a café on a main drag is perfect for cogitation. Buildings are run-down or have never come up. The hoarding on a bookshop proclaims: ALL TYPES OF RARE PERSIAN AND URDU BOOKS. Another advertises ELECTRIC CREMATORIUM. Four laden camels plod by. Tuktuks weave between overladen trucks and buses. Rich men in cars presume on their right of way. Klaxons are obligatory and smog is horrendous.

         How to ride in this bedlam?

         Will bravery grow with spiritual sustenance?

         
             

         

         A maze of alleys separates the shrine of the Sufi saint from Mathura Road. I am amongst small men dressed uniformly in white skullcaps, long white shirts and loose white trousers. The current of worshippers draws me down narrow whitewashed alleys punctuated with small stores towards voices raised in prayer. The flow is tranquil and familiar from a dozen cities that I’ve travelled, cities in a dozen countries. Yet in my memory there surfaces one incident from the distant past, of crossing the frontier from India into Pakistan. The bus was crowded and I stood beside a man dressed similarly to the men I now follow to the Sufi shrine. The man was serious in himself, tall and slim, pale-eyed and with clipped grey beard. Wise might be a better description but different from that which I had felt then on the bus. He questioned me politely as to where I was going.

         ‘Afghanistan,’ I said.

         Afghanistan was not a good place for me, he said. His village was a community of Sufis; I was welcome to be their guest.

         He was offering more.

         He was offering a retreat and a new direction.

         I was certain of this and certain that I should go with him; that doing so would change my life and give me at least the chance to be a better person.

         I knew all this while I said to him that friends waited in Afghanistan.

         He made no attempt to persuade me.

         Now, 40 years later, a guardian at the shrine beckons me to sit. His features and expression are similar to the man on the bus; gravitas fits best. We sit in silence for a while, he waiting. The river of devotees flows round us, each with his garland of flowers to further decorate the saint’s tomb beneath its marble canopy. Faces are gentled by a faith so distant from the ferocity of the fanatic; comfort lies in their murmured prayers.

         ‘I’ve made so many mistakes,’ I say.

         The guardian acknowledges my confession with a minute dip of his head. ‘Yes, we all make mistakes.’

         
             

         

         Not yet dawn and I have been awake an hour. I click the TV to BBC World News. The Iraq government is auctioning Iraq’s oil fields to foreign oil companies. In getting out of bed I dislodge the water bottle on my bedside table. The top is loose. Water jets into my shoes. I wonder how many tens of thousands of people in the developing world are dependent on the bottled water industry for subsistence. For such families, clean water on tap would be a financial disaster.

         I am aware, of course, that dirty water is a major cause of infant mortality.

         I am aware also that my shoes are wet.

         And that the US/British invasion of Iraq was more malignant than a chest infection. And that I am due to accompany a fellow guest at the Jyoti Mahal on a tour of a rescue project for street children, Salaam Baalak. The guest is the documentary film-maker from Johannesburg. Mid-thirties, she is part Indian, part Boer. She and I have breakfasted together the past four days, shared a few beers of an evening. She describes her life in Johannesburg, of the ever-present threat of violent crime, of close friends she meets each week for drinks and dinner, women resident in the comparative safety offered by gated housing. Each has suffered at least one mugging and she speaks of her anxiety on returning home as she waits for her friends to report their own safe homecoming. Now stress has defeated her. She has applied for a visa to the US, better a short-order waitress in California than a successful film-maker in Johannesburg. How sad…

         We are a party of six on the tour of the rescue project. The others are Indian university students. One, a woman, is studying philosophy. Her mother is a teacher, her grandmother a school principal; she has inherited a joy in thinking. The other three students are studying for degrees that will lead to careers in the Social Services; the poor are the road to the career.

         The start point of our tour is a small concrete hut the far end of the longest platform at Delhi’s Central Railway Station. A dozen children well short of their teens sit on benches at a plastic table. Two good women are attempting to teach them to read and write. The children giggle when I introduce myself. Meanwhile the South African is filming two urchins on the railway platform. The urchins are movie buffs. They understand film. Hands in pockets, they swagger and smile for the camera. And they dream of becoming movie stars. Every slum child dreams. Such is the influence of Bollywood. Without such dreams there would be less disappointment, less heartbreak.

         Where the platform ends, tiny shacks begin, homes to adult outcasts and their families, no running water, no sewage. I have seen worse in South America. I wrote in Peru of puzzlement as to what the poderosos of the country – the powerful – thought as they drove past slum encampments. I remember one such camp out in the desert. Huts were black plastic sheeting beside an illegal refuse dump. A truck had dumped a load shortly before my arrival. Men and women and children hunted through the putrid refuse. Vultures perched on the skeleton of an overturned trailer and waited their turn. Cacti held their arms aloft in surrender to the horror – or in an appeal to God.

         So, no, I am not shocked at what we are shown by our guide/lecturer, himself a former street child who delights in lecturing the university students with statistics. He leads us down a potter’s alley to the Salaam Baalak offices. An elderly potter turns tiny bowls in the alley – bowls to serve salt or ground pepper at the table. The potter works with a large tower of clay on the wheel, turning rapidly bowl after tiny bowl, cutting each free with a thread, setting it to dry beside its brethren. Eighteen seconds – no pause, not even as he glances up to present me with a brief smile…

         Our guide asks if I wish to rest midway as we climb four flights of stairs to the charity’s office. The climb is easy – I am in training after daily visits to the gym, sauna and steam room back home at Malvern Spa.

         The university students take notes as our guide recounts names of street kids who had made good through being rescued. I peak into a classroom. Thirty or more children sit cross-legged on the floor. Why are they here? Why did they run from home? Hunger? Abuse? Or chasing a Bollywood dream of the kid made good? Only to find more abuse, often sexual, and narcotics (Tipex the drug of choice, cheaper than glue). From this deadly spiral Salaam Baalak strives to save them with security, education and, most importantly, the knowledge that someone cares – that these children matter, that they are of value.

         They strike me as cute kids, 10 years old or 12. There is always a voice, the class comic, class leader. This one sits in the front row. Good kid, very bright. Given a chance, he will transform himself from urchin to gangster or plutocrat – or spokesperson for a splendidly corrupt politician (of which India has many).

         Were this Hispanic America I would sit on the floor with them. We would talk, laugh together and perhaps learn from each other. Certainly there would be a sharing of emotions. Here the most that we can accomplish is a grin and giggle. A grin seems insufficient when confronted by 30 10-year-old former Tipex addicts. Or should that be Tipex addicts in recovery?

         Chivvied into a boardroom, we sit three each side of a long table. The project manager, a glossy blond young woman from North Carolina, sits at the head of the table. She served as a volunteer with Salaam Baalak whilst studying for her sociology degree. This stint is her Masters – to be followed by a Ph.D. and thence via NGOs to a career in the State Department.

         She is eloquent and professional in presenting the charity’s spiel. The spiel would satisfy the Guardian newspaper’s readership: that the street children are the victims of multinationals who have expropriated their families’ land without compensation. The social sciences students scribble notes. Aged cynic, I wonder whether tending the poor and needy of India is more romantic than tending those of the United States – even socially more acceptable? Akin to driving a foreign sports car? Yet the Salaam Baalak Trust is a worthy cause. Contributions would be well spent, clothes, money, whatever. You will find them on the internet…

         
             

         

         Afternoon and I am sipping Assam tea with the motherly manageress of a large state emporium in central Delhi. The manageress is expensively plump, beautifully coiffed, charmingly dressed and must be in her early fifties. Her husband is an engineer and their two children are professionals. I mention the street children.

         ‘Very clever, those children,’ she warns. ‘Yes, very clever. But nothing can be done with them. Such people do not like to work.’

         The children connect in her mind with a new servant girl. The servant girl is one of 14 children, the father a manual worker. ‘We are giving her soap. Now she is wanting shampoo. Can you imagine? Shampoo! This is what these people are spending money on.’

         Yes, well…

         
             

         

         A week of humid windless winter days, of visiting historic ruins, temples, mosques, fortresses, museums and art galleries of Mughal splendour and Victorian pomposity shrouded in veils of blue exhaust fumes – anything to delay the inevitable. Finally I do it. I visit the Honda factory outside Delhi. A young PR honcho supplies charm and lunch in the canteen, introduces me to engineers, to those in design, marketing and production. I am made to feel important, my age a wonder, my venture courageous. And I am introduced to my bike.

         The bike stands in the centre of a corner showroom. And what a bike – a slick 125 cc café racer designed to tempt teenagers. The showroom’s glass walls gleam. The floor gleams. The bike gleams. An acolyte in white overalls caresses the fuel tank with a yellow cloth. Dust would be sacrilegious.

         The bike has style – though no style could survive the addition of a big-bellied ancient Brit in the saddle. My son, Joshua, warns that there is no point in writing this account of my travels unless I tell the truth so, yes, a frightened Brit. I haven’t ridden a bike since completing the 11-month ride from Tierra del Fuego to my daughter’s horse farm in upstate New York. A truck hit me the first day of that ride. Whack…
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