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Preface

This book tells the story of someone who went to India to work, and then found something entirely different. That might sound rather familiar to you – after all, no shortage of books have been written, films made and stories told about a Westerner going to the Far East in the search for enlightenment. But don’t worry – this book is guaranteed to be different. That’s because it came about more or less by accident. It started with tweets and Facebook posts, which the author wanted to use to tell the world of his experiences; then a blog followed - and when, on his return to the West, he noticed how the eyes of even the most patient and loyal friends glazed over when the question “So, how was India?” let to a four-hour monologue about Shiva and street dogs, he resolved to pour all his experiences into a book. Mainly so that his friends will no longer have to listen to him.

As a result of its unconventional origins, this book can’t be read in the same way as conventional travel literature. You see, “Tweeting in Tuk-Tuks” is like a bar of chocolate. In other words, you can enjoy it in three different ways: you can either devour it faithfully from start to finish, as you learnt to do at school, or you can break into it at any point and begin your enjoyment there. That’s because the short chapters of this “social media book of self-discovery” can be regarded as short anecdotes rather than a comprehensive and complete story; you can jump around at will, from the previous tweet to the next email. After all, we’re simply moving with the times here - in an era when YouTube videos shouldn’t last longer than 90 seconds, the average media consumer has the attention span of a flea.

And then, of course, there’s always the third option – you read the book, buy yourself a ticket, and set off on your own adventure of a lifetime. The links at the end of the book should be of use here, and the jam-packed pages of this digital guide should help give a broad cultural overview of something of which it’s probably impossible for anyone to really gain an overview – bustling India.

That’s because the following pages - as the reader should be made aware to conclude the preface – contain highly subjective descriptions. This is virtually unavoidable when describing India. No other country in the world manages to grip the traveller’s soul quite like this, and confront him with himself, so that he can recognise his true self, and see the path destined for him alone – and besides, crazy numbers of people live there. So all this basically means that, if you drop two people in Mumbai at the same time and leave them facing in two different directions, they’ll return home with different stories because the country’s diversity allows for such endless scope for interpretation.

With this in mind, I hope you enjoy reading this book. And in case you’re currently aspiring to a trip to India yourself: Good Luck! You’ll need it.


Before the trip

I’m emigrating!

Enough of the secretiveness of the past few weeks. Enough, too, of the questions as to why my blog is bilingual. Why I now often tweet in English, not just German. Why I’m booking crazy flights. And why, for the moment, I’ve stopped buying winter clothes. It’s time to make it all official: From October, I’ll be spending six months as editor-in-chief at an online media company in Bangalore.

How did this come about? It’s hard to say. It’s a long-held dream – very long-held, in fact. As the son of a German diplomat, I lived in Mumbai for four years, ran around the school playground and played at being a reporter. Back then, I wanted to be a journalist – ideally right here in this Indian school playground. This dream has always remained with me, sometimes more vividly, sometimes less so. Then, when I was on holiday in India in 2008, I thought to myself, “You know, you’re somehow at home here; you want to live here for a while; though not as a hippie, but rather to combine life with a job in India”.

The outcome was the blog www.indische-wirtschaft.de (which is German for “Indian economy” and has – despite phonetic similarities – no connection to witchcraft), which I write together with Wolfgang Bergthaler – nicknamed “the Wolf”.

Almost three years after this idea, my dream became reality – a text message on Easter Monday. From Wolfgang, in India: “Let’s emigrate. I’ve got us two cool jobs”. Of course, I was sceptical, but also curious. In response to my question about what this was, and where, I received an offer I could hardly refuse: “Journalism in Bangalore. The topics are tech, entrepreneurship and social business”. Bingo.

The job suited me down to the ground. Journalism, in India, with the topics I’ve been covering over the past few years in Austria. And I’ve also got the go-ahead from my current employer – as a foreign correspondent, I’ll send content for their online publication from the most exciting place in the known universe.

And so we’re off – the dream is coming true. And starting in October! The Wolf has already found accommodation in Bangalore; I’ll book my flight in the next few days. I still need to get a visa. And a temporary tenant for my flat in Ottakring, Vienna. And organise lots of minor details. But....they’re just small hurdles, and the path is clear.

So, new experiences are awaiting me, an entirely broadened horizon, fantastic contacts – and the best food in the world. And a warm winter in India – the cold will only be awaiting me on my return to Austria. Yes, because that’s one final thing I should mention – it’s a fixed-term move. I’ll be back on 1st April 2012 – just in time for the birthday of the best person in the world.

It’s all so wonderful. Thank you, dear God. Whichever one You are. There are many of You, after all.


Skype is globalisation personified

“Sag alles ab” (“Call everything off”). The Hamburger Tocotronic, heroes of my post-pubescent phase of self-discovery, made this sentence into a furious rock song about denial of motivation of any kind, and they printed the song’s title on a t-shirt which I, as a true fan, of course own. It became a mini aim in my life to wear this t-shirt to a job interview sometime, and still get the job in spite of it. My dream became reality about two months ago, when I met the owner of my new company for a Skype interview. Luckily for me, she doesn’t speak German, and so that’s how, as of October, I’ll be editor-in-chief of an Indian online media company, despite my little prank.

And honestly, I think it’s great. Not just the thing about the t-shirt itself, but the fact that I can chat via video with the whole world for free - and at the same time also get an insight into my interlocutor’s way of life. That same day, I also talked to Wolfgang Bergthaler, and saw his flat. And to Thomas F. in Germany, whose adorable little daughter pushed her way into the picture to tell Daddy he shouldn’t talk so loudly because she wants to watch CBeebies. And to my parents, who are currently having to cope with 40 degrees in the shade.

And today I spoke to Tokyo. An old school friend is living there at the moment, but wants to use my flat during my Indian adventure. And since Japan isn’t exactly next-door, she didn’t want to come to view the flat in person – so we did the tour via Skype. “Ha, I used to have a bookcase like that too”, she commented, right at the start of the conversation – you can usually see the piece of Ikea furniture behind me when I’m skyping. I then picked up the laptop and showed her around the flat. I had the screen pointing forwards, so my computer was basically her eyes and ears. “Turn left a bit”, and “now take a couple of steps back” were her typical comments. And when I sometimes leant over to check that the video was all ok, suddenly a loud chuckle, “I can see up your nose!”

Ok, I admit it – sometimes Skype makes for rather too much intimacy. But it somehow brings people together too, when a woman in Tokyo can see into the cranial passages of a man in Vienna. That’s just globalisation in a different form. And wonderfully human.


Final preparations

Flat rented out. Flight booked. Suitcase packed. Visa applied for. I’ll soon be off, and I’m excited, but also a little anxious – “Somehow I constantly feel as though I’ve forgotten something important”, I say to another journalist, at an event in Vienna. He reassures me, “Don’t worry – nerves like that are entirely normal before a long trip, and everything is bound to turn out ok”. He may well be right – but I can’t escape the feeling that something important really is missing.

And, lo and behold, an hour later I get a phone call from the Indian Embassy – it seems that there are problems with my visa. As a freelance journalist – which is what I am now – it appears that I’m a potential threat, and new visa regulations dictate that such people can only get a short-term visa, limited to three months. “Are you sure you don’t have a permanent position?” asks the woman at the other end of the phone, helpfully. “But yes”, I respond, happily, “of course I’ve got a job – it’s just not with the Austrian publication I’ll be working for as a sideline as a foreign correspondent, but at an Indian online media company”. “What? You want to work for an Indian company?” she asks, horrified, “we’d better keep quiet about that, for the sake of simplicity”. Although I’d already mentioned the Indian media company on my application form, I make a mental note not to mention it again in future correspondence with the authorities.

“So what happens now?” I plead. “My contract is for six months, but you only want to give me three.” It’s 3pm on Friday, and the chance of getting the authorities to agree to a compromise before my departure on Monday is pretty slim. “I’ve asked my boss”, the woman tells me, honestly, “and he said that our colleagues in Delhi should deal with it”. She explains what this entails – I’ll have to make a pilgrimage to the authorities in the Indian capital, with forms and documents, to apply there for an extension of my visa. The prospect of an intensive discussion with yet more officials doesn’t exactly thrill me, and my nervousness can probably be felt down the telephone line. “Don’t worry, you’re such a nice guy”, says the advisor, “so I’ll pray to God that He grants you an extension of your visa”.

Having God on your side can’t do any harm. But to be on the safe side, I also get a letter from the main editorial office confirming that I really am being sent from Austria as a foreign correspondent. With lots of colourful stamps on the paper. That can never hurt. 


The first cycle – Mumbai, Bangalore, Delhi, Gujarat

Arrival in Mumbai

Day one of my journey through the up-and-coming IT world of the growth market.

Disembark from the plane. I’ve got a slight chill because it’s been so cold in Vienna for the past few days – but the European autumn is quickly forgotten. The heat hits you as soon as you step out of the plane and onto Indian soil. It’s hot and humid. You could cut the air with a knife, and Mumbai (formerly Bombay) airport is still of a style which would probably have been considered outdated in the West even in the 80s. It smells funny – as only Mumbai can smell, like no other city in the world – a mix of exhaust fumes, sweat, urine, cigarette ends and spices.

As I leave the airport someone takes my suitcase from me. He drags it five metres before I can wrestle my luggage back from him. He wants ten rupees (about 16 US cents) for his services. Ok. The taxi sets off, and stops as it leaves the airport; beggars surround the car. It’s 11 o’clock at night, and it’s still 35 degrees.

We drive to the hotel. In a badly-sprung car, past people sleeping on a traffic island. And cows, and dogs. And past shops, still open at this late hour – 94 percent of trade in India is carried out in the informal sector, where there is no such thing as statutory opening times.

We arrive at the hotel. There’s a wild Bollywood party in full swing below our room; outside, the trains rattle by. For a surcharge of 1,000 rupees (16 USD) you get a room without cockroaches. In the morning, once I’m up, I watch the commuters travelling into work from the suburbs, on overcrowded trains. Mumbai may be noisy and dirty, but the metropolis of 16 million inhabitants has some of the most expensive property in the world.

This is India. The world’s largest democracy. The country with economic growth of almost nine percent. With cities like Bangalore, which is known as the Silicon Valley of India. Where IT, entrepreneurship and mobile communications are real boom markets. I’ll immerse myself here over the coming months, research beyond the PR-dominated press tours and the sterilised expat Hilton world, and write about India’s up-and-coming IT world.

“How will this work?” I ask myself as I lie, sweating, on the bed and watch a couple of Bollywood videos – until they are interrupted by an advert for the new Blackberry – and a glance at the Times of India reveals that pre-orders for the new iPhone 4S are really taking off here. There really is hi-tech and innovation here. Just somewhere among the dirt, the heat and the people sleeping on the streets.


3G in your trouser pocket

Since yesterday, I’ve been feeling half complete again. I’m now re-equipped with a mobile phone number, including a 3G contract, so I can comfortably surf the web or write e-mails, even during daring rickshaw trips through the monsoon. But the path to get there is far from smooth.

Whereas back home you can get a pre-paid mobile phone without any form of ID, in India you have to take a whole stack of documents with you. Just to get the voice rate, I went to one of these plentiful corner shops offering mobile phone packages. The salesman asked me for:  a copy of my passport, a copy of my visa, my official registration certificate or a current hotel bill, and a passport photo. I didn’t have the latter, so I went straight to another corner shop, where I had eight photos taken for about 50 rupees (about 80 US-cents).

Back with the mobile phone Indian, I once again gave him all the documents, including the passport photo. His colleague tapped something into his Nokia device and announced that I’d be able to make phone calls in half an hour. I then asked whether I could also have 3G. First of all, they said I’d have to wait 48 hours before I could apply for 3G. Then he glanced at my Smartphone – an HTC Desire – and announced, confidently, that this wasn’t, in fact, 3G compatible.

Since I know better, I yesterday also went to a Vodafone shop. Not a corner shop this time, but an air-conditioned Point of Sale, which is comparable with European standards.  I had to take a number and wait, and then finally a friendly employee told me I needed to send a text message to a telephone number, and then load my pre-paid credit – but this, admittedly, with a different employee, since payment and service are usually separate in India in order to prevent corruption. I waited again, then paid in cash.

Today it bleeped at 8am – a text message to say my 3G is activated. Hurrah! Still, the experience makes you think – about the fact that mobile communication is booming at such a rate in India, in spite of the administrative outlay. But on the other hand, if pre-paid cards aren’t used for a while they expire; and roaming charges apply within the individual states if you travel to a different region – we, too, now carry around countless SIM cards belonging to various non-Indian friends registered in different states, in order to keep them active.

So probably at least a quarter of the boom is due to business people travelling to and within India – and not wanting to have to re-register at a corner shop every couple of months.


Cloudy prospects

Well, I’m not here just to enjoy myself, but to work. And since IT is a key topic both for me and for the Indian online publication, Wolfgang Bergthaler – the Wolf – drags me along to a conference all about “Cloud Computing in India”. A brief explanation here for the less tech-savvy readers – this means that data are no longer uploaded to your own computer, but to that of a specialist company. From here, they can be accessed anytime and anywhere. Popular examples, familiar to everyone, are photos stored on Facebook, or webmail services like Gmail or Hotmail.

The conference room has been cooled down to what feels like ten degrees, whereas it’s almost 40 degrees outside. This means that I wear a scarf inside the building, but when I step outside during the lunch break my glasses steam up because of the dramatic temperature difference and the extreme humidity. In fact, just like what would happen when I came home from a walk during the winter in Vienna, only the other way round. I notice the spreading symptoms of a cold – an illness I’d probably least expected in India, notorious as it is for malaria and dengue fever.

I nonetheless find the event fascinating. I listen to presentations about cloud computing, and conduct interesting interviews with the speakers. Security and redundancy are the topics which most concern the participants, as well as fair contracts and technical details – at least, that’s what I’m told during an interview with a senior manager at Deloitte. I ask whether there are additional problems in India which you don’t encounter in other countries. A shortage of power, for instance? Or high cooling costs?

Written down, as text, the answer is “no”. And it’s accompanied by this gesture which you see only in India – a head movement which the layman initially interprets as a shake of the head but which, in most cases, actually means “yes”. Or rather, “yes, no, maybe. Ye-no”. This gesture is particularly popular with rickshaw drivers in response to the question of whether they can find a particular street – yes, they’ll find it. But they may also have to make a detour.

Thus, the Deloitte manager’s response to the question of whether power cuts are a risk for cloud computing should be interpreted in the same way – yes, no. You just have to bear this in mind. But all the same, it’s not a problem. But just to be sure, you should run a small power plant yourself, to guarantee fail-safe operations.

So, all rather confusing really. And I somehow get the impression that there may be significant inter-cultural misunderstandings over the coming months. What means yes, what means no? How self-critical are these people? How modern, how traditional? And, despite modern technology, what roles do traditional values like family and religion play?

My misgivings are reinforced when I send the interview – in my opinion, ready to publish – to my employer’s head quarters in Bangalore, and receive a curt, unfriendly “This needs massive editing” in reply. What? Is my journalism really that bad? Did I upset someone by mentioning problems such as security and power shortages? One thing is clear – it’s high time for the Wolf and me to go to Bangalore and talk to our colleagues in person. In the meantime, we post the interview on our blog www.indische-wirtschaft.de, where you can still read it today.


Good-bye neo-imperialism!

Since 2002 I’ve been going to great lengths to avoid the fast food chain McDonald’s. There are a lot of reasons for this – firstly, a vegetarian friend put me off it; secondly, I realised that fast food is unhealthy; thirdly, I don’t like the taste of it anymore; and fourthly – and probably most importantly – I don’t approve of the policies of American fast food chains which use manipulative advertising campaigns to lure customers away from their local gastronomic culture. Likewise, I’d rather go to a smoky Viennese coffee shop, with a grumpy waiter and expensive coffee, than to a highly-sterilised Starbucks marketing paradise.

Nonetheless....yesterday I went to McDonald’s again. In Mumbai. Everything and everyone was to blame.

Imagine the following: heat, high humidity, one of the muggiest climate zones on the planet. And right in the middle there’s us, trying to get to the station – in a taxi, with heavy suitcases, surrounded by loud, smelly traffic. Noise and blinking indicators – everywhere. Traffic jams, traffic jams and yet more traffic jams. We finally reach the station. A glance at the departure board – there’s no platform given for our train to Bangalore. It’s about 9pm, our train should leave at 10pm. But the board shows the departure time as 7am.

We go into the waiting room, which is packed with people. They’re lying down on the floor and on each other. We fight our way through with heavy cases, getting jostled on all sides. We ask at the ticket office whether the information is correct – yes, they say; the train is delayed by nine hours.

So now it’s a question of phoning a range of hotels nearby. For some, the fax number is given as the telephone number; others demand horrendous prices. I finally get through to the Galaxy Avenue and say we’ll be there in 20 minutes.

The rickshaw driver wants 150 rupees for a 5-minute drive. We eventually manage to bring him down to 50 rupees. He takes us to the Galaxy Avenue and comes in with us, stands by the receptionist and watches us check in, just because it’s funny. Two hotel boys are also looking on. The six of us stand there, in a space of maybe four metres square.

Brr-brr. My mobile phone rings.

Voice: “Hello, it’s the Galaxy Hotel here. When are you coming?”

Me: “We’re standing in your lobby.”

Him: “Ah.”

Click. He’s hung up. Ok.

In the meantime, the receptionist wants our passports. We say that they’re in our suitcases – which the hotel boy has, by now, taken to our room – this means we’d first have to get the passports form the room....it would only take two minutes. The receptionist looks nervous, but agrees.

In the room - no luxury, but at least there aren’t any cockroaches either. We open the suitcases to get the passports. A hotel boy knocks at the door – what’s happening about the passports? “Yes, we’re coming”.

Downstairs we hand over our passports. The receptionist shows mine to the rickshaw driver, says my name and cackles. Then he stares at the passport for a further ten minutes.

Meanwhile....Brr-brr.

Me: “Hello?”

Voice: “It’s the Galaxy Hotel. When are you actually going to arrive?”

Me: “We’ve been here ages. Your receptionist is just looking at our passports.”

Voice: “No, you’re not.”

Me: “We’re in the Galaxy Avenue.”

Voice: “Not the Galaxy Palace?”

Me: “No.”

Voice: “Ah.”

Click.

I’m suddenly desperate for a steak. And for a traditional Austrian white wine spritzer, a grumpy waiter, typical Austrian gateau in Vienna’s museum district, for mild summer evenings on the balcony of a house in the suburbs of my city on the Danube. This feeling may also be known as culture shock, or homesickness.

So we set off down the street, in search of something edible. Hooting cars speed past us, the air is still humid and smells funny, as only Mumbai can smell. And then we spot it – McDonald’s. 

A moment’s hesitation, then in we go. First stop, the toilets, where an employee asks me which country I’m from. “Thailand”, I say, and order a chicken burger – there isn’t any beef. The Wolf picks chicken McNuggets, and we eat. The room is air-conditioned, the adverts are Western. No congestion, no chaos – just a couple of middle-class families, and the employee who now thinks I’m Thai.

As we leave the establishment, I see a mother with a baby eagerly clutching at a life-size statue of the McDonald’s clown. And then it clicks in my head:

I’ve noticed that India is stronger. That the old Stefan would most likely have got worked up about the “neo-imperialism”, and about the manipulative marketing methods, developing even toddlers into potential customers. After it’s clicked in my head, however, I just thought, sod it. India – this country with its people, its climate, its chaos – will probably never grovel at the feel of an American company just because it sticks up a couple of clowns. India’s just bigger, stronger – it’s invincible, in its chaotic way.

Then everything feels better. We stop off next at the off-licence and buy some cans of beer and a pack of beedies[1]. We consume this outside our hotel, under the watchful gaze of a street dog. It’s a comforting feeling, somehow, that chaos keeps the local economy going.

And by the way – the burger tasted crap.


True leapfrogging

Yesterday we finally managed it – we travelled from Mumbai to Bangalore. By train. It takes 24 hours, but it’s worth it as, for one thing, you can catch amazing glimpses of the countryside beyond the metropolises and, for another, you constantly find yourself talking to interesting people – or, at the very least, you can observe them.

It so happened that, about halfway into the journey, two elderly ladies and an elderly man got on. The two housewives were wearing traditional saris, as well as huge nose jewellery, and they seemed to be from a rural area. We eyed each other cautiously, and tried to strike up a conversation – where are we from? And where are we going? Then our elderly companions returned to their own conversation – until a mobile phone rang, and the woman fished it out of her handbag and began to talk.

Mobile phones are everywhere in this country – even in rural areas. And other new technologies are getting established too. We were walking past a slum in Mumbai a couple of days ago when I spotted an advert for an Indian mobile phone company, extolling quick access to Facebook – and all you could see was corrugated iron huts, dirt and poverty. “You may not have a clean toilet, but you’ve got a Facebook account instead”, I thought, shaking my head.

But back to the train – the elderly women considered it perfectly normal that we were playing with our Smartphones. But they were mystified by this slightly larger luminous box I had with me. “Computer?” asks one of the women, turning to her male companion. “Laptop”, he says, knowledgeably. And she repeats, astonished, “laptop...”. They’re familiar with mobile phones, but not with laptops. They’ve simply skipped a generation of screens – that’s a textbook example of leapfrogging.

Situations like this raise the question of whatever happened to MIT Professor Nicholas Negroponte’s “One Laptop per Child” initiative, which was meant to provide each child in developing countries with a laptop. And perhaps the most appropriate answer to this question would be “who cares?!”

After all, countries like India are now working out a solution to the problem for themselves – mobiles and Smartphones have made the leap and taken root among the population, while computers and laptops are still largely unknown. And if the cheap tablet computer which the Indian Education Ministry is planning for early October (although at around 60 dollars rather than 30, as originally planned) also takes off with the masses, then Western visitors with their laptops will probably still be objects of amazement in the future – but less out of fascination for modern technology than out of incomprehension as to why they are using such outdated devices.


Bangalore – Silicon Valley without the glitz

We arrive in Bangalore, after a night on the train. On the journey we’ve had conversations with a whole range of people. The elderly ladies, for instance, for whom mobile phones are perfectly normal, but who have never seen a laptop before in their lives. And with other people, who always ask the same questions – What’s your name? Where are you from? Do you like India? After that, once these questions have been answered, the conversation usually fizzles out. And then there was the guy who disposed of the remains of my lunch – seeing me looking around in vain for a bin on the train, he kindly took my paper plate from me, put it on the floor of the carriage and, with one kick, sent it flying through the open door of the moving train – straight into the beautiful countryside of isolated villages, fields and palm groves. You see – it’s as easy as that.

The food had a strange effect. I’m not exactly ill, but my stomach feels strange, and my digestion is out of sync. But then that’s what you expect in India, and I’ll just have to live with it. Another complaint, on the other hand, is rather more unusual – my back hurts – orthopaedic issues, which I thought had been resolved, but which had, on previous occasions, kept me in bed for weeks at a time. And so I arrive, a physical wreck, in the place where I’m meant to be working for the next few months.
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