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Preface




    Ever since Year Eight my teachers told me I should look at journalism for a career. As time went on, however, due to a number of circumstances I dropped out of school and didn’t pursue a career in writing which was a major mistake in my life. A few years back the thought of writing about my travel experiences first occurred to me, and it came as a message in my mind - “write”. Several months later I began to put my stories to paper. I wrote this work primarily for myself, for the immense enjoyment I gained from writing it, and for the satisfaction I felt with the finished product.




    The stories in this book describe life in other worlds across the Asian continent where customs and cultures are far removed from our own. Some are poignant reminders of the realities of life, while others describe humourous situations. All describe places I visited and sights I witnessed such as the Lao courtship ritual - simple yet wonderful. Some tell of the journeys themselves like my first taste of India; others relate to difficulties in communication as I experienced in Kathmandu, or of differences in cuisine such as in Vietnam; in others the theme is history, for example, Korea’s sad past.




    The tales journey from a holy lake in the Indian desert to the Killing Fields of Cambodia; from the magnificence of the Great Wall of China to the flyblown streets of Manila; and from the bomb craters of the Lao countryside to the bustling twenty first century cities of Tokyo, Singapore, and Hong Kong. Significantly, most of the places concerned aren’t off the beaten track; they’re mainly just capital cities.




    And while we read primarily of cultural differences we also bear witness to the shortfalls of charity in men’s dealings with each other as well as some outright atrocities that man has wreaked upon his fellow man. You only need visit the museums of Cambodia, Vietnam, or Korea to observe this.




    Cultural differences are particularly pronounced between Western countries and the Third World which comprises much of Asia. For this reason I’ve always considered travel to Asia to be an educational experience and not just a holiday. How dreary it would be if all of mankind looked, thought, acted, and communicated in the same manner across the continents of the world; if everybody’s, beliefs, values, customs, and languages were similar. However, nature’s grand design ensured safeguards against repetitive, humdrum monotony, and the features, attitudes, and culture of peoples across the planet are more divergent from one another than the human mind could ever have imagined.




    In Thailand magazines are published monthly showing photographs of actual murders committed and also of road accident victims complete with corpses, blood, and write ups, which I understand are meant to illustrate the impermanence of life in accordance with Buddhist philosophy.




    Thais consider the head to be the highest part of the body and the feet the lowest. An easy way to upset a Thai, therefore, is to place your hand on his head, or alternatively, to point your feet at his head. In the Temple of the Emerald Buddha within the grounds of the King’s Temple in Bangkok, attendants move around the people seated on the floor ensuring their feet don’t point towards the altar.




    The most important values ingrained in the Thai people are respect, self-control, and a non-confrontational attitude. Failure to conform to these tenets results in a loss of face which brings about great shame for Thai people.




    Buddhist monks observe karma, which plays a crucial role in determining one’s station in life. This can be at odds with Hindu philosophy in which Indians believe, in reference to their caste system, that once priest class, for example, always priest class; whereas the Lord Buddha emphasized that a soul’s actions in previous lifetimes determine the situation of that soul’s reincarnation.




    Asian cuisine is also far removed from our own. The Thais put sugar into noodles, salt into orange juice, ice cream into bread rolls, and ice blocks into glasses of beer. The Chinese consume king prawns using chopsticks to place the entire prawn into their mouths then spit out the shell bit by bit. When I asked why the prawns were served complete with tails, I was told, “The heads are high in cholesterol”.




    Welfare states and support networks are non-existent in most of these countries and the greater proportions of the populations are faced with the daily struggle of hand to mouth survival. These people work long hours for little remuneration. Poverty is the root cause of a lot of immorality and property crime and necessitates the scams in which vulnerable travellers get ripped off. Furthermore, we’re not used to the touting which many millions of unemployed rely upon to make a living, nor do we have the extent of police corruption which is endemic in a lot of Asia. What I have seen causes me to reflect upon how fortunate we are to live in the “Lucky Country”.




    All these tales from the mid-Nineties through the first decade or so of the new century are without lies, half-truths, or exaggeration, and combine to show what a wonderful world it is in which we live.




    The narratives in this book do not follow a strict chronological sequence, and the countries for which I’ve included stories are not a comprehensive listing of those I’ve visited.




    With the coming of the Internet and the digital era, it’s a wonderful time to be alive. Years ago money was carried as travellers’ cheques or was received by telegraphic transfer which involved delay and inconvenience, whereas today’s ATM’s have made these redundant, and the American dollar is now the recognized currency worldwide. Travellers don’t need to nominate a post office months in advance for Poste Restante and then wait for news from home anymore as the internet delivers it immediately with electronic mail. Telephone calls can be made by computer or even from the expediency of a mobile phone instead of going to a post office; and better yet, Skype can be used for video conferencing. Books were bought second-hand or swapped with others met along the way, and music was restricted to the tapes one could carry, whereas today e-readers can download the most recent books on the market and i-pods can hold thousands of songs. Additionally, English is the internationally accepted language, which facilitates world travel for native speakers. Travel has never been easier.




    Our planet has become smaller thanks to the satellites of modern technology that have enhanced travel and communications. Now we can move inter-continentally with an ease unimagined by our adventurous forefathers who braved the hardships of the seas without the benefit of our state of the art know-how.




    And I might add I was surprised to learn that not only foreigners have accents, and in fact we have two accents in Australia: one in the south east and the other, which is thicker, in Queensland/Western Australia.




    That said, sit back and enjoy the read. You might even be able to relate to some of my experiences.




    Robert Baldwin




    Chiang Mai, Northern Thailand




    December, 2014
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Chapter One
Open Season




    The hydrological cycle commenced above the warm waters of the Arabian Sea, which rose in swells and fell in troughs as it yielded to the timeless magnetic coercion of the moon. Its waters swelled from runoff at the mouths of countless waterways along the adjacent coastlines.




    Under the heat of the sun, its waters gradually evaporated and rose in bubbles. In this manner water was transferred from the surface of the planet to the atmosphere. The atmosphere cooled these bubbles with height, and low pressure led to instability, which caused the air to continue to rise, and slowly but surely this reduced the atmosphere’s ability to hold water vapour.




    Next the temperature of the air forced the water vapour to condense. This involved the formation of tiny water droplets or ice crystals which in turn, formed clouds, a visible mass of condensed droplets suspended above the surface of the planet. These cumulonimbus clouds had grey bottoms that noticeably darkened the sky and threatened rain.




    Winds sprang up from the west and carried these clouds across the Indian sub-continent. Eventually, they drifted over Delhi and hinted at providing some fleeting respite from the distressing temperature for the perspiring populace. When the temperature dropped the change was welcome amidst the helter skelter of life in the Indian capital.




    Little by little, the condensed droplets became larger, some through the acquisition of more water, others by collision with other droplets, and others again via both means causing millions of tiny droplets to grow simultaneously. As these droplets grew they couldn’t stay floating in the clouds because they were too heavy and consequently ruptured the restraining fragile cloud receptacles as they precipitated and fell towards earth. The globules gradually increased in intensity gathering in strength and momentum and grew steadily heavier until the heavens opened up and a downpour ensued.




    The deluge persisted when my plane landed contributing to my disappointing first impressions of India - bleak, miserable, and uninviting.




    When I disembarked at 10.45pm I was tired, but as it happened the pandemonium that awaited me outside the airport was only the beginning of my hassles that night. The airport terminal had been crowded and hectic, but when I stepped outside it was infinitely worse. Not only was it dark and dismal, raining and chaotic, it was also incredibly noisy with taxi drivers pushing and shoving and emphatically waving their arms as they desperately attempted to pick up a fare. The sea of faces across the parking area exhibited a kaleidoscope of expressions through anticipation and anxiety to relief and resignation comprising an unsettling spectacle of bedlam.




    On the flight from Bangkok I sat beside a young fellow from the UK who’d spent some time in India and knew the ropes. “When you’ve passed through the airport, go to the pre-paid taxi counter to arrange transport. Don’t just climb into the first taxi that comes along.”




    I did as he advised and obtained a taxi registration number and a voucher.




    The system was set up for travellers’ protection. The airport staff recorded the passenger’s passport details against the registration number of the taxi and issued the passenger with a voucher to give the driver, who would later redeem it for cash. In the case of “eventualities”, there was a record of those connected with that person’s last movements. It was a positive contribution to safety, but it wasn’t a perfect system as I soon learned.




    I pocketed the voucher and strode out into the rain.




    “What licence number did you get?” asked an overweight man wearing a turban.




    I showed him the slip of paper.




    “It’s yours,” he called to a young man nearby.




    The lucky driver, a quiet, nondescript young fellow, anxiously shepherded me to his taxi and opened its rear door. I checked its registration against the number on my voucher, threw my packs inside, and slid across the rear seat.




    Another young, slim Indian man, who struck me as a bit more of a go getter and whom I’d noticed had followed me out of the terminal, said a few words to the driver and then climbed into the front seat, which I thought strange.




    “Take me to Main Bazaar Road, Paharganj,” I told the driver.




    The driver started the cab, eased out of the congested airport car park, and accelerated down the side street towards the main road. A hundred metres along we almost collided with a truck. The roads were wet, and here we were just out of the airport, hurtling along at a speed that I found disconcerting, in an outmoded taxi that for all I knew probably wasn’t even roadworthy. Welcome to India, I said to myself, and silently prayed we’d arrive at our destination alive.




    The strange man leaned across the front seat, put his hand out, and said, “Do you have your voucher there?”




    I reached into my pocket, retrieved the sheet of paper, and gave it to him - my first mistake. At that point in my Indian experience, however, I didn’t know that.




    “Have you been to Delhi before?” the man enquired, obviously the conversationalist. It was a standard question designed to gauge whether the intended victim knew his way around.




    “No,” I replied. Now I was a sitting duck and it was open season.




    “Where you from?” He persisted in his less than impeccable English. Up to now the driver hadn’t given any indication that he spoke at all, let alone any English.




    As much as I felt like telling him to mind his own business, I answered, “Australia,” and let it go at that.




    We proceeded down a main road which was in a shocking state of disrepair evidenced by the way I was jolted around the back seat as the cab jerked and bounced through water filled potholes.




    Soon we came to an intersection where the cab pulled over, the strange man rolled down his window and spoke to two men beside the road. He then turned and exchanged some words with the driver, spoke briefly to the men outside again, and then wound his window up. I noticed one road was blocked off. The driver looked behind him, edged back out, and continued along the road. As it turned out, this was all part of the plan.




    When we arrived at a lit up hotel, the driver stopped abruptly.




    The strange man alighted and opened my door. “I’m not sure where we are,” he lied. “I’ll go in here and ask directions. You come too,” he added as an afterthought.




    I should have pulled the door shut and stayed in the car, but we walked up the hotel steps, opened the door, and entered the lobby. The clerk, a middle aged Indian with the obligatory moustache and an ingratiating smile, called out to a boy who’d apparently been asleep out of sight around the corner. The boy, who was shoeless and looked almost emaciated, approached the counter rubbing his eyes. The clerk gave him a room key and gestured for me to follow him up the stairs. Afterwards I wondered why I’d bothered playing their silly game.




    We climbed the stairway, the boy unlocked a door, and then stepped back to allow me to enter the room. I noted the standard double bed and hardly hygienic ensuite; then walked back out and downstairs where the strange man and the hotel clerk anxiously waited.




    “How you like the room?” asked the clerk.




    “Not much,” I replied.




    “It is 1100 rupees ($22).”




    “No way,” I answered. I hurried through the lobby, out the door, and skipped down the steps onto the road. I ran through the rain to the taxi, jumped into the cab, and shut the door.




    The strange man slowly walked back to the cab looking completely dejected, took his seat in the front, and sat there quietly and miserably. Whether this was to stimulate me to take pity on him and let him make some commission, or whether he was utterly devastated by the turn of events, I didn’t know and didn’t really care.




    “Now take me to Main Bazaar road, Paharganj,” I practically screamed at them.




    “You saw for yourself back there,” the strange man countered. “The road to Paharganj is blocked off!”




    “Rubbish! There must be more than one road.”




    The driver started the cab up and moved back out into the middle of the street bumping over more potholes then turned onto another side street, where I was surprised to find not only men sheltering under doorways but also cattle.




    We turned a number of corners and passed more men and more cattle. When we drove by areas with lit up hotels, the driver never even slowed let alone stopped.




    “Now this is Paharganj,” exclaimed the strange man suddenly. “There is the railway station. See! And you can see for yourself the railway station is in Paharganj in your Lonely Planet.”




    “I want Main Bazaar Road.”




    By the time we’d passed the next section of lit up hotels without slowing down, I’d had enough. “All right,” I hollered. “Stop the car and let me out.”




    The cab pulled over. I gathered my packs, opened the door, and climbed out. I slammed the door shut in disgust and set off down the street dodging water filled potholes and wet patches of cow manure.




    Halfway along I paused and turned around. The taxi hadn’t moved and its two occupants watched me intently.




    I resumed walking towards the nearest hotel, climbed the steps, and found the door locked. The clerk heard me at the door, walked over, and opened it.




    “I’m looking for a room,” I said. I didn’t feel at all optimistic as I confronted his unsmiling face with its eyebrows knitted together in a deep frown as though he was put out by the intrusion at such a late hour.




    “Our rooms are 1100 rupees,” he flatly replied. I realized that with the lateness of the hour I wasn’t in a strong position to bargain.




    “That’s way beyond my budget,” I confessed.




    He wordlessly closed and locked the door. Nice, I thought.




    I headed off towards the next hotel. This time the door was unlocked. I stepped inside and approached the well dressed young man in a suit and tie behind the desk.




    “I’m after a room,” I declared.




    “What price range are you looking for?”




    “Around 300 rupees ($6).”




    “I’m sorry. We can’t help you. Our rooms are more expensive than that.”




    At that moment there was a sound behind me. I turned to find the strange man, whom incidentally was becoming more and more familiar as the night wore on, standing inside the door.




    “Go away please!” I raised my voice at him. Enough was enough for one night. I turned to the clerk, “I’m being polite, aren’t I?” I asked.




    “Yes you are,” he replied and said something sharply in Hindi to the strange man who immediately opened the door and left the hotel without a word.




    Two more hotel employees, who may have been aged anywhere from early forties to late fifties, suddenly appeared from beyond the foyer.




    I found the clerk sympathetic to the events of the evening as I related them. He listened attentively then said obligingly, “I will ask one of my staff to take you to another group of hotels close by that are in your price range. He won’t take you into them. He will just show you where they are, and you can find one you want yourself.”




    “That’s very kind of you. I appreciate your help very much.”




    He then gave instructions to one of the men.




    I shook hands with the clerk and then followed the man through the foyer and back into the relentless drizzle. I looked up and down the street where almost all the buildings were in darkness, but the taxi was nowhere in sight. With any luck I felt I might have finally have seen the last of them, at least until the next one came along, and I was sure there was no shortage of them in this country.




    I could appreciate the worth of the pre-paid taxi scheme imperfect though it may have been. It was all right for someone like me to find my way around safely, but I tried to imagine how a lone woman would feel in a strange country, in the middle of the night, in a car with two strange men, and then to find herself alone on the streets in the dark and the rain would be absolutely terrifying. In fact in recent years, an Australian woman was sexually assaulted and murdered late at night in a taxi from the airport here, which instigated the implementation of the scheme.




    Our destination turned out to be quite close by, down a street complete with cows and manure, and then around a corner where a group of lit up hotels was visible in the distance. The man stopped and pointed to them saying something in Hindi, or some other Indian language not a word of which I understood, but I grasped the gist of it. I shook his hand and thanked him. It was good to know there were still people prepared to help another in need of assistance.




    I hiked to the nearest hotel where I saw someone behind the counter. I climbed the steps and pushed open the door.




    “Hello. Do you have a room?” I tentatively asked the Indian man who exuded an air of efficiency.




    “Yes,” came the reply.




    “Could I see one please?”




    The clerk took a key from a pigeonhole, handed it to another thin boy who materialized out of nowhere and yawned, discreetly covering his mouth. The clerk motioned for me to follow him up the stairway.




    On the next level he paused at a door, opened it, and stood back. I entered - same room different hotel. We returned to the foyer.




    “How much is it?”




    “It is 1100 rupees.”




    “I’m really after something around 300,” I ventured with tiredness in my eyes and resignation in my heart.




    “I can let you have it for 700 ($14),”said the clerk in all his infinite generosity.




    “What about 500?” I suggested in a feeble attempt to bring the price down.




    “No. 700,” he asserted in a tone that implied no further bargaining.




    At 1.45am it was way past my bedtime, and it’d been a long day. I’d had enough and was ready to pack it in. “Yeah. OK. You win,” I conceded. “I’ll take the room.” Although it was twice what I’d intended to pay, at least I felt some satisfaction in knowing the strange man from the airport wasn’t making a commission out of it.




    I climbed back up the stairway. I tipped the young fellow ten rupees and received a big smile in return.




    After a lukewarm shower, I lay back on the bed unsure of exactly where I was revaluating the evening’s events, which hadn’t comprised a good introduction to India. The hustlers were an irritation, but this wasn’t the “Lucky Country”. These people weren’t blessed with any welfare state, and with the millions of unemployed in the Third World many had no other means of survival. Still I harboured a little faith that perhaps things might improve.




    I gradually drifted off to sleep wondering how I‘d find my way to Paharganj in the morning.




    “No more than 30 rupees,” said the clerk with certainty when I enquired about the cost of a ride. “Tell the driver to drop you at the vegetable market on Main Bazaar Road.”




    I thanked him and walked through the lobby down the steps into the street. I moved aside as a cow ambled past; then spotted a motorized rickshaw and waved.




    The driver stopped beside me.




    “Main Bazaar Road, Paharanj,” I told him.




    “50 rupees,” he replied.




    Here we go again, I thought. “No. I will give you 30. Take it or leave it.”




    The driver gave in and nodded. You had to give them credit for trying. I put my packs on the seat and climbed aboard. The driver glanced over his shoulder and accelerated down the street over potholes and around a cow.




    These contraptions weren’t comfortable, and it was awkward to see out. But then I remembered my experience with drivers in Asia over the years and decided that could be a good thing. I closed my eyes and hoped for the best.




    Bangkok’s horrendous traffic jams were simply that and were a world away compared to the crush of traffic I witnessed in Delhi. The cacophony of horns blaring in impatience, frustration, and anger coupled with squealing brakes and skidding tyres obliterated any peace of mind I may have briefly enjoyed. Buses rumbled by with some passengers foolhardy enough to travel on their tops, and the dust from the road streaming through their open windows choking the cramped occupants within. Buses and trucks, motor cars and taxis, auto rickshaws, motorcycles and scooters all contributed to the din and congestion through which hundreds of pedestrians negotiated their way taking it all in their stride.




    We turned into a narrow, unpaved side road where the houses were crammed together and shared common walls with small, walled yards in front. Most of the homes had flat roofs and were brick, while those less affluent were constructed of wood and corrugated iron, as well as others here and there where squatters had settled in quarters built of cardboard and scraps of blue plastic on piles of rubbish amidst stray dogs and rats. Gutters flowing with filthy water separated the sidewalk from the road on both sides, and the road itself was repulsive littered as it was with flyblown garbage. We approached an intersection with the railway station to one side and the commercial district on the other. The driver veered into the latter, another street that was a mess with potholes and rubbish strewn everywhere.




    Cows wandered aimlessly about while unwashed, malnourished, barefoot children in rags darted around the slow moving vehicles with one hand outstretched and the other making an eating gesture. Some girls carried babies. The beat up trucks and rickshaws showed their impatience with blaring horns as they moved at little more than a crawl down the street, which was flanked by run down, once white concrete buildings housing an assortment of small businesses selling everything from bananas to mobile telephones. Half way along the driver pulled over.




    “This is the vegetable market, Main Bazaar Road,” he announced.




    The street branched off to one side where it encircled a number of market stalls offering a variety of goods. Some sellers had carts laden with produce while others squatted on the ground with their goods spread out before them in baskets filled to overflowing with durian, coconuts, and mangoes, while bananas and bunches of grapes lay sprawled across plastic sheets amongst a surfeit of other fruit and vegetables some of which I didn’t recognize.




    I alighted and blinked as the culture shock confronted me. My senses were mercilessly bombarded with sights and sounds and smells. I felt as if I’d stepped back in time to an earlier, less civilized era. A bustling throng of humanity swarmed around me coming and going up and down the street. Some of them wandered seemingly directionless, others apparently had a more deliberate sense of purpose in their stride, while a relative few appeared to be in a feverish haste. I attempted to assimilate all these sights reinforced by the endless racket of motor vehicle horns as drivers forced the crowds aside. If this wasn’t bad enough, the unmistakable stink of urine assailed my nostrils. And there were cattle on the streets and ox carts too. I stood there transfixed before one of the many faces of India. Snap out of it, I reminded myself, before the hustlers spot you and they zero in like flies around honey.




    A Western couple walked past. “Excuse me please,” I ventured. “Do you know where the Vivek hotel is?”




    “Yes,” replied the woman with a European accent. “Just up there,” she indicated. “See the sign?”




    “Oh. Yes. Thank you.”




    “You’ve just arrived?” her partner inquired.




    “Yes. What about you? You’ve been here a while?”




    “We have.”




    “It’s a bit backward here compared to Europe. Take a look at those power lines,” she said and pointed to the top of the nearest power pole.




    I was shocked to see the state of the wiring. It was a mess. If they fell down during a storm it could be disastrous for any poor soul unlucky enough to be nearby. “I wish she hadn’t shown me that,” I said to her partner, who laughed and nodded in sympathy.




    “Anyway,” she declared with a smile. “Have a great time.”




    “Yeah. Alright. Thanks.”




    I headed in the direction of the hotel but I felt like getting straight back onto the plane to Bangkok, and in the course of my travels through India, I learned of a person who did just that - flew into Delhi one day and then flew straight back home to Denmark the next. Even so, I remained in India for four months after which I promised myself I’d never return. The trip from the airport was only the first of many experiences generating a volume of stress I didn’t need.




    Something hadn’t been quite right for a couple of days and I wasn’t at all well. My head felt clouded over, not a headache so much as a persistent dull discomfort warning me there was something wrong. By the third day, I knew what it was and realized that the problem wouldn’t go away without medical assistance.




    India was a good place to contract physical ailments of one sort or another. I’d had a dry cough caused through the pollution in the atmosphere and red, bloodshot eyes from taking showers in unclean water. This particular infection was caused by not drinking enough water in the hot weather and consequently not flushing out my system frequently enough. It wasn’t the first time I’d had the problem, and I knew of others, both men and women, who’d also suffered similar infections brought about in an identical manner.




    I headed to the nearest pharmacy and stepped up to the counter. A young woman sales assistant approached me, smiled, and asked if she could be of assistance. “I’ll wait and speak to the pharmacist if you don’t mind,” I replied inclining my head in the direction of the older man serving another customer. A minute or so later I saw the pharmacist smile and thank the customer who gathered up her things and walked away.




    The man approached me and asked, “How can I help you?”




    I explained the symptoms. “I need an anti-biotic to clear this up.”




    The pharmacist walked down the aisle between the stacked shelves towards the rear of the store. He stopped at the end of a row, looked up and down the shelf, and extracted a packet. He then rummaged deeper along the same shelf, extracted another packet, and returned to the front counter.




    “Try this medication,” he advised indicating the first packet. “And take some of these as well,” he further recommended pointing to the second packet. “They’re a rehydration powder.”




    “Will these anti-biotics do the job?” I anxiously queried.




    “If there’s no improvement in a couple of days, go and see a doctor,” he replied in the stock standard phrase to cover his arse.




    I paid for the medication and thanked him for his assistance.




    The next morning, however, there was no sign of improvement, and I knew I’d need a stronger anti-biotic. “Can you recommend a good doctor in the area?” I asked at my hotel. In my experience, there were doctors and then there were doctors - the trick was to find a good one. I obtained directions to a local doctor whom, I was told, was very good, unlike others in the vicinity.




    I reached his clinic and entered the open front door to find a room full of people seated on benches against all four walls. I assumed the closed door in the far wall led into the doctor’s office. I took a seat and waited my turn.




    While I waited, I noticed that this inner door opened outwards and when a patient left, more than one waiting patient attempted to get in next.




    Eventually, it was my turn. I moved to the end of the bench nearest the doctor’s door.




    A short Indian man, well dressed in a suit and tie and carrying a briefcase but of unremarkable overall appearance, entered the waiting room and sat down beside me. After first glance I took no further notice of him.




    Shortly the door opened and the patient walked out. I stood up and quickly moved towards the door to block anybody who might try to push in front of me. As I entered the doctor’s office and turned to close the door, I felt something move behind me.




    I was astounded to find the Indian man with his briefcase on his lap sitting on the chair facing the doctor. I couldn’t believe my eyes. He’d sneaked in behind my back.




    Next he opened his briefcase, extracted a folder, placed it on the desk, and launched into his sales pitch, which was the fastest sales pitch I’d ever witnessed. The man’s words came out like a burst of machine gun fire. He turned pages and pointed things out to the doctor, who somehow appeared to keep up with it all nodding in understanding as the salesman continued. He was done with the folder within a minute or so, dug into his briefcase again, and pulled out a heap of what were evidently product samples, which he dumped on the desk in front of the doctor who murmured his thanks. Then he closed his briefcase and stood up to leave.




    At that point, I moved in front of him, poked him in the chest, and told him exactly what I thought of him. The salesman ran out the door with a terrified look on his face.




    I sat down in front of the doctor. “That would never happen in Australia,” I said, amazed at the audacity of the man. “In Australia medical reps make appointments months in advance to present their products.”




    But the doctor was apparently unperturbed. This must happen all the time. “This is India,” he replied flippantly and as such explained and excused the actions of the 1.2 billion people across the sub-continent.




    He prescribed a strong anti-biotic for the symptoms I described. “That one you tried wouldn’t be strong enough to kill these bacteria,” he explained. He handed over the script. “Come back when you’ve completed this course of medication.” Then added, “That will be 100 rupees ($2).”




    I took out my wallet, removed a 100 rupee note, and handed it over. I thanked him and departed.




    As I exited the doctor’s office two waiting patients rushed the door simultaneously.




    This is bloody India, I said to myself with a shrug of resignation.




    Every couple of minutes I had to blow grit off the postcards I wrote upon as I sat outside a café. I knew the country was dirty, but until I’d witnessed the continual build-up of dust on the white background of the cards, I hadn’t realized how dirty. Pollution was as Indian as “Delhi Belly”.




    I’d come to realize that you didn’t need to go out looking for India - here on Main Bazaar Road you simply sat back and waited, and sooner or later the many faces of India came along, and what a mottled throng of humanity they comprised.




    Indian women marked with the red dot in the centre of their foreheads chatted as they strolled past in their bright, flowing saris that added a splash of colour to the otherwise dreary environment. Well dressed Sikhs complete with their indispensable turbans strutted by with purpose in their step as they went about their business, while less fortunate, barefoot men laboured to push carts laden with produce through the mud and dung and accumulated filth on the street. Indian youths sauntered by holding hands, talking and smiling, happy in each other’s company. A policeman with cane in hand strolled confidently along the street. And travellers from all corners of the Western world, hunched beneath the weight of their rucksacks, shuffled by on their way to and from bus and train stations.




    I’d found my first Indian snake charmer the day before. Ever since I was a small boy I was fascinated to see the cobra rise slowly from its cane basket weaving back and forth, side to side, to the rhythm of the flute, its tongue flicking in and out. Now I’d finally witnessed it. It was definitely worth a photo, for which of course the snake charmer wanted money, and I felt that was fair enough.




    I pulled my money out of my pocket but found I had only a 10 and a 100 rupee note. I wanted to give him more than 10 but certainly not 100 rupees.




    A young Indian man, well presented in pressed shirt and trousers, had been standing close by watching. He strolled over and said, “Do you need change? Come with me to my shop. Give me the note,” and put his hand out. Enter the con man.




    “I’ll be back,” I told the snake charmer and followed the young man down a short laneway.




    We entered a shop with bolts of cloth lining three of its sides. “This is my shop. You want cloth, you come and buy from me,” he said. But somehow I knew it was no more his shop than it was mine.




    He called out something in Hindi to the man behind the counter, who opened a drawer, extracted two 50 rupee notes, and handed them over. “He only has these two 50’s,” exclaimed the so called owner. “Wait here while I go and change them.”




    He began to walk out of the shop holding the two 50’s as well as my 100 rupee note.




    No way, I resolved. I reached across and snatched my 100 rupee note out of the man’s hand. I marched out into the laneway where I changed it at another shop. It was a good try, I thought, and it almost worked.




    The snake charmer was happy and so was I. He’d been given 20 rupees and I had a photo. But I suppose the unsuccessful con man wasn’t happy. Not my problem. I didn’t mind helping those who were in genuine need, but I was getting sick and tired of being seen as “easy prey” simply because I was a “rich” Western tourist.




    A shoeshine boy came along, “Shoe shine sir?” he anxiously asked.




    “Not today thank you.”




    “Your shoes need clean,” the boy persisted. “I do good work.”




    “No thank you,” I asserted.




    The boy stood there looking dejected for a minute and then moved slowly away.




    I put my pen down and looked around at the buildings that encircled me. They all appeared to be old, very old. I wondered who occupied them and who owned them. Were the rooms rented? I wondered. Or were they handed down through the family generation after generation? And with only the occasional exception, all were typified by an absence of fresh paint.




    Beggars abounded here. Most were in some way disabled either physically or intellectually, while others were simply too old to work. Insecurity and despair accompanied their disabilities, some of which were absolutely horrendous physical deformities. Some dragged themselves through the dirt on their hands crippled and unable to stand while others slightly better off hobbled by on crutches. All of them were thin and dirty.




    Another extended his hand but I ignored him. I’d learnt you can’t help everybody, and I didn’t intend to try. I’d made my charitable donations for the day to a couple of old women to whom I’d given fruit, not cash, and I knew they needed it because of the desperation written in their eyes. But I’d recently made the mistake of giving money to a young fellow on crutches, who then plagued me for the following three days. If that was gratitude then I could do without it. I decided to give food to them from then on in lieu of money.




    A man of indeterminate age squatted in the dirt. His facial features reflected his obvious intellectual disability. I purchased a fruit juice and a block of chocolate for him. After he’d unsuccessfully tried to open the juice, he held it out to me. I pushed the straw into the container and handed it back, then broke open the bar of chocolate for him. When he took a sip and a bite his face broke into a toothy smile making it all worthwhile.




    A couple of young Indian men standing by watched me. “What about me?” one asked.




    “What about you?” I replied. They were dressed in clean clothes without any evident disabilities and I had no intention of giving them a free handout.




    That I was a long way from home was clearly reflected in my diet. I hadn’t drunk alcohol nor eaten any meat since arriving in India. While I sipped a lukewarm coca cola, I thought about the duty free bourbon that lay untouched in my pack. I was yet to see any ice in the cafes along this road, and no way was I going to drink it without ice, or without the appropriate atmosphere necessary to enjoy a drink. I’d treated myself to McDonald’s, where I’d indulged on a veritable feast, but beef was noticeably absent from the menu. I never thought the day would come when I’d appreciate a McDonald’s meal so much. At the moment, however, I suffered from the curse of India - “Delhi Belly”.




    Another boy with a wooden box slung across his shoulder stopped beside me. “Shoe shine sir?”




    “Thank you not today.”




    I’d had to laugh when I saw the “school bus” trundle past. It consisted of a cage with seats along each side and a locked door fixed upon a motorized rickshaw. I wasn’t sure whether the locked door was simply for the children’s protection or to stop them escaping. One little boy sobbed miserably, unhappy either about going to school or being locked up.




    Another evening I was seated outside a café when I heard the sounds of a dogfight. Stray dogs were everywhere, and as rabies was prevalent throughout the country, I was always careful to edge around dogs as opposed to moving directly towards them. At first I couldn’t see what was happening from where I sat, but the commotion persisted and sounded as though a number of dogs were involved. When they came into view, I saw a bitch joined to a dog dragging him along the street on his back while another dog snapped at his throat. Two or three other dogs barked and snapped at his hind legs. Some Indian men armed with canes ran out onto the street from the nearby shops and hit the dogs, which broke up the melee and the animals dispersed.




    An ox cart ambled past. An ox cart! This is the third millennium isn’t it?




    Some community organization had built urinals in recent years in an effort to discourage Indian men urinating wherever they wanted. While this comprised a positive step forward the last thing the place needed was the revolting stench of urine added to the plethora of existing odours at intervals along the streets. To exacerbate matters I never saw them flushed let alone cleaned. What’s more, I never saw any provision made for women.




    I closed my eyes and tried to see past the trees to the forest comprising the overall social and economic composition of the world around me. This was indeed a pyramid shaped social structure with the many destitute at the base and relatively few near the apex. Such a different world from the diamond shaped social structure of the West, where the largest proportion constituted the realm of the lower middle and working classes located around its centre.




    How challenging, I mused, to be removed from the comfort zone of one’s home country in the Western world and find oneself relocated in a society whose characteristics were reminiscent of a bygone age.




    I wondered about the cattle on the streets. They were like that hardy breed that subsists in those rugged areas of northern Australia, but still I was intrigued about how they survived where there was nothing upon which to graze. Occasionally I’d seen people feed them, but cows needed more than that unsubstantial amount. Hindus believed that one of their gods reincarnated as a cow, which was why cattle were regarded as sacred and left alone. This was one of the many contrasts of modern India – an abundance of animals too revered to eat and yet millions of Indian people left emaciated and hungry. Another cow ambled past, paused, and urinated on the street only a few feet from me. Then it stared at me as if to say, “What are you gawking at?”




    Suddenly I shivered as a noticeably chilly gust of wind surged over me. I looked up and realized that ominous clouds had drifted across the sky blanketing out the sunlight and replacing the brightness of day with a murky gloom. Here and there lightning flashed briefly illuminating the darkening sky followed by the rumble of thunder that heralded the coming cloudburst prompting the people in the streets to seek shelter more swiftly. I gathered up my post cards and hastened to my hotel as a crack of thunder reverberated through the heavens and the first droplets splashed down.




    Safely back inside my room I peered out my window onto the street where potholes filled with water and the dusty road turned to mud. Street sellers covered their wares with plastic. Cars slowly edged around pushcarts that had been abandoned by their minders on the side of the street. Cattle wandered about oblivious to the abrupt downpour while the sopping wet poor and homeless ran for cover trying to shelter wherever they could under plastic awnings, in doorways, or under the eaves of buildings where they patiently waited for the torrents to ease. But it didn’t let up and rivulets began to run through the mud swelling larger and larger as they swirled along and soon the street was awash. Storm drains quickly filled and overflowed under the pressure.




    Eventually the fury of the onslaught abated, the flooding subsided from the streets, and lingering puddles began to evaporate under the heat of the re-emerged sun. And in due course the network of drains emptied into the bigger waterways that gushed towards the coast, and the waters flowing from Delhi across the surface of the sub-continent surged into the Arabian Sea where the eternal process recommenced.


  




  

    
Chapter Two
Where Heaven and Earth meet




    I was leaving Jodhpur, an old walled city that consisted of a maze of narrow winding streets. It was from there the name of the baggy, horse riding trousers originated. Furthermore, it was once part of an essential trade route built from the profits of opium. It is otherwise known as the “Blue City” as all buildings were painted blue, a soothing colour that offered some relief, if only in the imagination, from the relentless heat of the desert sun. Not only did it glow with a mysterious light, but the colour was also thought to be an effective mosquito repellent.




    I purchased a ticket for myself and another for my pack that morning for the ride to Pushkar, the next stop in the desert. Pushkar is a holy place, a very old settlement nestled around a pretty lake below the surrounding mountain range with the desert of Rajasthan beyond. It is venerated as one of India’s most sacred sites, and no alcohol, meat, or even eggs are permitted to be consumed there. As I recalled from my limited knowledge of sacred sites, they were special because they’re places where heaven and earth meet. Some parts of the planet felt good for some reason regardless of whatever religion to which you may subscribe, and Pushkar was one of them.




    I boarded the public bus at nine, well aware that public buses were third class travel, which could be pretty rough in some of these countries as I’d found, especially in India. The open windows not only provided air but also clouds of fine, suffocating dust at no additional cost. While I waited for the bus to depart, I spotted a man in the market place with a young monkey on his shoulder. I took my camera out of my bag and began taking photos. He saw me, marched over to the bus, and put his hand out for money; then he became angry when I refused to give him any. Everybody wants money.
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