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    About the Author




    Kirsty Turner is a seasoned travel writer who enjoys exploring the world and collecting tall tales along the way. Currently based in Bangkok, she travels frequently and does much of her writing on the road.




    This book is dedicated to all of the colourful people I met during my travels through India and Nepal and the many stories about their lives that they shared with me.
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    Ben and I boarded the bus to Jaisalmer early one morning in Jodhpur’s bustling bus station. I had really been enjoying travelling through the state of Rajasthan with its diverse cities, sites and colours, but realised that I wasn’t really sorry to leave Jodhpur. No matter how much you love a country, it is hard to work up enthusiasm for some cities.




    I managed to squash myself into a window seat and watched as two wiry porters hoisted an enormous trunk onto the roof of another bus, their muscles rippling as the sun beat down on them. One man climbed onto the roof with practiced ease and secured the trunk with a series of complicated looking knots.




    The journey to Jaisalmer went smoothly and I was fascinated to watch as the city slowly melted into desert. The concrete buildings gradually disappeared and were replaced by small huts, farms and wide open spaces.




    I occasionally saw camels standing in the shade of tall palm trees. At first I thought they were wild, but then I noticed the short pieces of rope tying the camel’s front legs together to prevent them from wandering too far from their owners, who were probably local farmers.




    We arrived at Jaisalmer in the afternoon and dozens of touts instantly surrounded the bus. The noise and energy was incredibly as everyone started shouting at us and trying to convince us to go to their hotel. Ben decided to go with the ‘bus representative;’ a large man dressed in a brightly coloured shirt and hat who claimed to be from the local tourist board. I didn’t believe his claim for a second, but he was offering us a free lift, so I decided to go along with the ruse.




    The hotel he strongly – yet supposedly without bias – recommended was built into the wall of the towering fort that occupied at large section of the city. As soon as the tout showed us the beautiful balconies built into the fort wall overlooking the city, I was absolutely hooked.




    Unsurprisingly, the hotel owner turned out to be the tout’s brother, a large, jovial man who greeted us warmly and told us that; “I am very happy to have you here. You must make this your home while you are visiting.”




    We sat down to enjoy a cup of ‘welcome tea’ and the hotel owner wasted no time in enlisting us on a camel safari through the Thar Desert. As we unwound from the journey we sat talking to a group of people from St Albans who had just come back from the trip.




    “It was amazing,” enthused Tim, a slightly effeminate man in his thirties. “I thought it would be a bit boring, what with all that sand, but it was really interesting.”




    On their recommendation, we signed up for a three day, two night trek at Rs 650 a day each.




    After lunch, we started to get to know Jaisalmer, which is known as the ‘Golden City’. All the buildings here are made from honey coloured sandstone and the entire area looks like the setting of Arabian Nights. Jaisalmer was founded in 1156 and was once an important trade city as it occupies a prime position between the Indian boarder and Central India.




    There is a really nice vibe about Jaisalmer. Even though it’s impossible to avoid being treated as a tourist, with merchants trying to sell you souvenirs every step of the way, the city has a certain charm that was definitely missing in Jodhpur.




    After we had made a circuit of the fort Ben was feeling tired, so I decided to carry on exploring alone whilst he rested back at the hotel.




    Wandering through the streets of any Indian city, town or village alone as a woman is definitely a different experience than walking as part of a couple or a group. Just about everyone you meet stares at you, and while some people are simply curious others are openly hostile. This can be quite uncomfortable at times, especially if you are naturally shy. However, in my case at least, my own curiosity and sense of adventure usually overrides my embarrassment at being stared at.




    I hadn’t been alone long before I was approached by a friendly Indian teenager called Chapatti. After eying me shyly for a while he slowly wandered over to me and relaxed a little when I smiled at him and nodded in acknowledgment. His large round face broke into a smile as I sat on the fort wall and offered him a sip from my water bottle.




    “Are you travelling alone?” Chapatti asked, concerned that I was out without a chaperone. When I told him that my boyfriend was resting, Chapatti was shocked. “You are not married? Then how can you travel together? Does your family know?”




    I explained that we had lived together in England, where this was completely normal practice. The curious Chapatti told me he was promised in an arranged marriage to a girl he had never met before. “But I am very scared,” he confessed. “I know nothing about, you know, sex. What am I supposed to do? I know she will not know, she is a good girl and nobody will explain to me. I am so confused.”




    Poor Chapatti really did look miserable. Dressed in a tightly fitting red and white t-shirt that he had clearly outgrown and a pair of loose thin grey trousers, he was perched on the brink between boyhood and manhood without anyone to tell him what to expect from life. So I took Chapatti under my wing and explained the facts of life to him as best I could without blushing, much to his mixed fascination and horror. “Aren’t you worried you might not get on with this girl? What if you hate each other?” I asked, perhaps none too tactfully.




    Chapatti just smiled knowingly at me. “But you see, my parents have chosen her, so all will be well. They will not make a bad choice for me.”




    I tried to point out that as the match was made when the children were just six months old it was impossible to know if they would be compatible. Chapatti had never even met his bride to be, something that I had real trouble getting my head around.




    “No, it will be OK,” Chapatti insisted. “I have faith in the gods and my family. Nothing can be bad.”




    ***




    Ben and I got up just before 6 am the next day to prepare for our desert safari. Our companions were a couple from the Basque Country, which is located just to the north of Spain; Unai and Aurkenney. The couple were in there late twenties and very friendly. Both Unai and Aurkenney had dark curly hair and matching broad smiles and made a striking couple. They soon put us at ease with their cheerful conversation and they communicated with each in their own special language of calls and whistles when riding through the desert. It was nice to explore the desert in a small group without the pressures of trying to remember a lot of names or accommodate several egos. Unai and Aurkenney had been on a camel safari before in Morocco and weren’t nervous at all, unlike Ben and I.




    We were driven to the desert in a small truck as the sun started to rise. There was plenty of time to wake up gradually while watching the sun slowly paint the desert with colours as we drove along the dusty road. Once at the designated meeting point we were provided with a breakfast of toast cooked over a barbecue, tea and boiled eggs, which had been prepared by the camel drivers before we arrived.




    I have to say that the camels were mostly very well behaved and there was none of the biting, kicking or spitting that I had read about. They did poo constantly though in an endless stream of smelly Malteasers. I was quite concerned about the condition of the camels; one had part of its nose missing while another had a large mouth ulcer and all had painful looking sores where there saddles had rubbed.




    When I mentioned the mouth ulcer to Ali, the chief camel driver, he just shrugged. “It is always the way with camels,” he remarked, brushing aside all further comments.




    At first, we were all given our own camels to ride. As usual, I felt my heart drop into my stomach as I found myself facing a new and unknown challenge. Getting on and off the mighty and rather temperamental beasts was very nerve-racking. Camels lay down on their bellies to allow you to mount them, which is a mission in itself. Once aboard, you are lurched forwards, then backwards as the camel stands up. It felt as though I was going to be shaken loose each time and I clung on for dear life.




    To begin with, I was very nervous and convinced that I would fall from my lofty perch at every step the camel took. I gradually got used to the swaying motion of the camel, although it was impossible to get used to mounting and dismounting. The soreness started after just ten minutes of riding and soon became unbearable. Thankfully, we were never on the camels for more than a couple of hours, but after just half an hour I was beginning to wonder what I had let myself in for.




    Our first stop was a small village, where children came pouring out of their houses to greet us. They took great pleasure in showing us around, slyly trying to slide the rings from my fingers as they held my hands in theirs. The village houses were small and round and decorated with dung to keep away the mosquitoes, as well as with intricate swirling patterns painted in white.




    Riding through the desert with the hot sun beating down and the rocking motion of the camel was almost hypnotising. There wasn’t really a lot to see, it just stretched on endlessly. Still, being surrounded by the sand and stillness was extremely refreshing after spending several weeks in the hustle and bustle of India’s cities. There was plenty of time to think and feel for once and I could easily see why some people find themselves seduced by the remoteness of the desert.




    We stopped for around three hours around noon each day to avoid the hottest part of the day. Our camel drivers would build a fire, and then make chai and cook lunch, which was daal, rice and subji – lightly spiced mixed vegetables. They were very good cooks and even taught us to make chapattis, sitting on our haunches beside the camp fire trying hard to imitate the expert way the camel drivers moulded and turned the unleavened bread before flinging into the fire to bake..




    Unai and Aurkenney were interested in everything and asked plenty of insightful questions, really putting me to shame. As we sat in the shade rubbing our full bellies we played cards together. Aurkenney taught me Spanish. “¿Dónde está mi mono?”– “Where’s my monkey?” – soon became my favourite phrase and we would joyfully shout it whenever Ben disappeared.




    In the afternoon, Ali announced that we were going to make the camels run. My heart, and my courage, quickly sank into my trainers when I heard this. I had only just gotten used to trotting.




    To make me feel better, Ali offered to ride on the back of my camel, and I gratefully took the coward’s way out. Knowing that Ali was right behind me ready to take control of the camel really helped, although I was still pretty scared! Ali mainly controlled the camel by making a series of clicking and kissing noises, as well as shouting ha! and gee! to make the animal turn left and right.




    Ali told me that he had been a camel driver for 15 years, usually taking a day or two to rest at the end of every long trek. Ali had a wife and three children in a village on the edge of Jaisalmer, but said he was happiest when he has in the desert.




    “I love my family, but they are so noisy, like little birds, always squawking.” Ali’s first love was the desert and he was very patient, both with me and the camel.




    After comparing notes, Ben and I agreed that we were definitely not natural riders. Although he was a lot braver than me, Ben found the pain of being jolted every time the camel took a step difficult to deal with, especially when the camels ran.




    By late afternoon I was so saddle-sore that I almost cried out with relief when I spotted the sand dunes where Ali had said we would set up camp for the night. The dunes didn’t look real somehow, kind of luminous and larger than life, like a painting by Salvador Dali. As soon as we slid off our camels we all had great fun kicking off our shoes and socks and playing in the sand.




    Ali told me that about 23 species of lizard and 25 species of snakes live in the Thar Desert. Animals such as the Great Indian Bustard, Blackbuck, chinkara, desert fox, Bengal fox, wolf, and desert cat are also said to reside there, but the only wildlife we could see were big, black beetles, which got absolutely everywhere.




    The camel drivers served a delicious vegetarian dinner just as the sun was setting. Just as we were sitting down to eat we were joined by two very loud American couples and their young children, who had made their way to our camp site on another desert tour, and Ben and I both groaned inwardly as the peace was suddenly shattered.




    After dinner, Unai and Aurkenney taught us a game where we had to guess “who is the killer?” The camel drivers joined in and it was hilarious watching everyone try to understand the rules. The night sky was incredibly beautiful; so clear and bright. For once the full beauty of the stars was not veiled by the glow of the city. As we lay back on the sand gazing up at the sky in wonder we suddenly catch a glimpse of a shooting star.




    When we were ready to turn in for the night, Ali made our beds on the side of the dune. Even though it was a chilly evening, we were comfortable and warm and slept well.




    ***




    Waking up in the sand dunes was absolutely magical. I woke at 7, just as the sun was rising. It was wonderfully peaceful, at least until the Americans woke up! We were allowed to wake up slowly while the camel drivers made breakfast.




    Riding the camel was more difficult on the second day as I was so sore from the previous day’s riding. Just before we reached the dunes in the afternoon, I begged to get off my camel and walk because riding was simply too painful. Ben, grateful for the excuse, decided to walk along side me.




    It was difficult to keep pace with the camels and we lost sight of them as we reached the next set of dunes. I had a scary few minutes when I thought we were lost in the desert, but Ben managed to keep his head and climbed to the top of a dune, from where he was able to spot our camp.




    Unai, Aurkenney, Ben and I went exploring as soon as we had shaken the and out of our shoes. As we wandered across the dunes we were discovered by some children from a nearby village. Ben and I had come prepared with coloured pens to give as gifts and the children had great fun drawing intricate patterns on each other. Unai and Aurkenney were both P.E teachers and were brilliant at entertaining the children, dancing and rolling with them in the sand as if they had all known each other for years.




    The children taught Aurkenney a traditional dance and she pranced around in the sand with them, skilfully mimicking their intricate hand movements. Unai, playing the clown, tumbled down the dunes. He covered himself with sand, much to the amusement of the children.




    Dinner was ready when we returned to camp and we and spent the evening talking and laughing under the stars, simply enjoying the feeling of freedom that being in the middle of the desert miles away from friends, family and the rest of civilisation brings.




    ***




    I awoke the next morning to the sight of a group of peacocks running across the dunes, their heads bobbing as they weaved back and forth. I watched silently in awe, grateful for this exotic experience.




    The children returned just in time to join us for breakfast and then took us to see their village. The small collection of one-room buildings rested on the edge of a large watermelon field. We were given fruit to eat and sat on the ground scooping out the pulp with our hands.




    One of the men from the village had a bad sore on his leg and I happily donated my antiseptic cream, although, as I tried to explain to Ali, he really needed to see a doctor.




    “These people here don’t believe in doctors. Telling him to go to a doctor is like telling a camel to swim, there is no way it can happen,” Ali replied knowingly.




    One of the girls took me by the hand and showed off her house. She proudly showed me her jewellery box, which held a headdress ornament and two bangles for her to wear during festivals. Afterwards, another girl painted an intricate henna design on my hand, flashing me a wide grin as I held my hand to the sun to admire it.




    I left the village feeling enriched. I had come to India to learn humility and appreciation for what I have. Seeing those children cherishing their meagre possessions and playing so happily in the dirt was liberating in a way that I had never expected.




    The main occupation of the people in the desert is farming. As well as hardy fruit, wheat, millet and camel grass are grown. An increase in human and animal populations has led to degradation of soil fertility and has made farming harder and the people even poorer. Although the living standard of the desert dwellers is often described as low, I couldn’t help envying the children’s way of life, although I had no plans to emulate it.




    Our safari came to a close just after lunch. Not a moment too soon; my bottom was crying in pain. No one spoke much on the drive back to Jaisalmer, we were all much too exhausted.




    I had been reassuring my aching muscles with promises of a long, hot slower and a good rest, but back at our hotel we had to settle for freezing cold showers as the hot water had run out.




    Ben and I ate dinner on the rooftop of our hotel, watching the hustle and bustle of the city below. Compared to the stillness of the desert, everything seemed incredibly loud and bright.




    ***




    I awoke quite early the next morning. I couldn’t sleep, so I sat hunched up in our tiny balcony, writing in my diary and watching Jaisalmer come alive. The winding narrow streets were crammed with people busy setting up their stalls and shops for the day. Men dressed in long flowing shirts and loose trousers pulled wooden carts piled high with all manner of objects from leather goods to wooden handicrafts and cows, who always have the right of way in India, wandered slowly through the chaos, pausing occasionally to chew pensively on an unattended piece of fruit or clothing.




    Ben and I tried to plan the next stage of our journey after breakfast. This proved to be rather tricky, as our guidebook was strangely silent about the surrounding area.




    We went to an Internet café to get some information, but there was a city-wide power cut, so we turned to a travel agency for help. They agreed to book a train ticket for us if we helped them drum up some business at the train station. This seemed like the best offer we were going to get, so Ben and I decided to go along with it.




    Because of their extremely pushy nature, touts weren’t actually allowed inside the train station. They were forced to wait behind a line in the station car park. We lurked sheepishly inside the station, feeling slightly seedy. Ben soon spotted and approached a group of Swedish backpackers, managing to convince them to come and look at the hotel.




    Later, I had a massage to relieve my aches and pains. It was incredibly relaxing, although I did feel awkward about being naked in front of a total stranger. I had just about overcome my Britishness, when the masseuse started commenting on the colour of my underwear, not something that put me at ease!




    On the way back to my hotel, I found a group of children playing cricket in the street. They asked me to play, but I was keen to head back to the hotel and unwind for a while. I told Ben about the cricket game knowing that he would want to play, and when I introduced him to the children they all played happily together. With a large plank of wood as a bat and small rocks serving as cricket balls the batting was erratic, to say the least, but nobody seemed to mind.




    Later, we headed on up to Sunset Point. The sunset was beautiful, and we sat on a rocky perch looking out across the city. There were several other tourists gathered on the rocky outcrop, but no locals. A guide explained that Hindus regard sunset as the dying of the day, and consider it bad luck to watch. They enjoy the rebirth of sunrise instead, usually getting up at dawn to welcome the sun after its long absence.




    We returned to our hotel for a delicious dinner. The hotel owner was on top form and made a big show of handing out large measures of strong rum.




    A troupe of children dressed in colourful silk costumes came to play their instruments on the hotel rooftop. They were still learning and were truly terrible, although they made up for their lack of skill with plenty of enthusiasm.




    “We play English song for you,” one boy announced, whilst the others nodded heartily. They then launched into an inharmonious version of Frère Jacques. Ben took the kids under his wing and tried to teach them rhythm. His attempt at converting them to Techno wasn’t very successful, but it was very funny.




    ***




    Today was Bonfire Night in England, but sadly not in India. I awoke early as usual, the next day and, after breakfast, we visited Gadi Sagar, which is a beautiful lake with a lovely old merchant’s house, known as a haveli, half submerged near the shore. Set at the edge of the desert, this looks ethereal, like a camel driver’s mirage.




    We rented a peddalo but only stayed out for a few minutes, as we were still sore from camel riding.




    The Folklore Museum was nearby and proved to be much more interesting than I expected. Outside, a man entertained us by making uncannily accurate animal noises. He was literally barking mad as he pranced and danced in the heat.




    We took a rickshaw back to the fort and explored the Jain temples. There are five in all, clustered in a group. As usual, they were very beautiful and elaborately decorated.




    Ben had been invited to play cricket by one of our desert tour guides, the young and outgoing Tejundan Ujjwal and I went along out of curiosity. The three of us took an auto rickshaw a few miles to a tiny, dusty village on the edge of the desert. We were told to wait, and a minute later Tejundan returned with his brothers and sisters in tow.




    We were led to a piece of waste ground, where the pitch was mapped out. In this impromptu match there were six players on each side, the English team being captained by Ben, the only Englishman in the entire village. Apart from the two captains, the teams consisted of children, who had gleefully gathered when they heard we were visiting the village.




    Despite their age, all the players displayed amazing skill and knowledge of cricket. Cricket is an all-consuming past time in India. It seeps from every pore; TV is dominated by it as are conversations and expectations. Indians of all ages watch, play and dream of being the next Tendawker; the captain of the Indian cricket team.




    The wickets were made from a slab of stone with a smaller slab balancing on top, just reaching hip height. The pitch was 22 feet in length and covered with small stones and holes. The boundaries consisted of a building wall to the left, an acacia tree to the right and an earth mound straight down from the wicket.




    As play commenced the air was filled with an excited buzz, as, gradually, people gathered to watch the match. Before long, the players had attracted quite a crowd. However, the spectators seemed just as intent on watching me. My every movement was taken in with hungry eyes and commented upon.




    Anand, the local entrepreneur, explained that this was quite an event. “You are the first foreign people to visit us for a long time,” he told me earnestly. “You are very interesting to us.” As he sat chewing betel leaf and sipping from a glass of spiced tea Anand told me how the children - including the cheeky six-year-old Bidi - worked in the government buildings all day. “Cricket is fun for them; it’s a way of escaping from their normal lives.”




    I looked up suddenly as the ball - luckily a soft tennis ball - narrowly missed my ear. The players apologised profusely and the spectators gathered round. One, the excitable Anil, tackled me to the ground in an attempt to make sure that I wasn’t hurt. I collapsed into a fit of giggles as everyone piled on top of me.




    Tension mounted as the sun began to fade. The score was close, and both teams were determined to win. Eventually it was deemed to be too dark to play. Tejundan whooped and did an elaborate victory dance. Apparently, India had beaten England 2 games to 0. I’m not quite sure Ben agreed with the score, but he graciously let it go, keeping his remarks about cheating to a minimum.




    After the match, we were invited to Tejundan’s house for a cup of chai. We were followed by what must have been half of the village while the children fought over who got to hold our hands. At the Ujjwal home we were greeted by yet more smiling faces. Ben and I were introduced to the entire clan - Tejundan’s seven sisters and four brothers, mother and father - and we all squashed into the small front room.




    We sat in the intimate and lavishly decorated living room in silence as we slurped our tea, too reserved to try and break through the language barrier. The children watched us closely, occasionally mimicking the way I sat or Ben coughed.




    After tea Tejundan requested that we took family photographs and posted them to him. We eagerly agreed – it was the least we can do after being made so welcome.




    Staying Ahead of the Game




    India is a land of opportunity and it sometimes feels as though everyone is trying to make a quick buck off unwitting tourists.




    Whilst most people have only good intentions, it is easy to lose your temper or be misled. Here are a few tips, mostly learnt the




    hard way, on how to avoid being misled.




    * Never appear lost or nervous




    * Try and figure out where you want to go in advance and stick to the plan




    * Never believe taxi drivers or touts who tell you that your chosen hotel is full or closed




    * Don’t get into conversations with hawkers




    * Keep your valuables hidden and don’t carry all your money in one place.




    * No matter what happens, don’t get angry. A smile is a much better way to defuse an awkward situation.
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    My Indian adventure actually started about two months earlier in the city of Delhi, India’s chaotic capital.




    Ben and I arrived at Indra Gandi International Airport just to the south of Delhi at 11:30 am one morning in late September. A large clock next to the Disembarkation Desk cheerfully announced that in London it was 5:30 am and I should be tucked up in bed fast asleep.




    Feeling slightly dizzy from jetlag, I joined an incredibly long queue to have my passport checked and hoped for the best. This was my first time passing through Immigration and I had no idea what to expect, but after quickly glancing at my passport and checking that I matched my picture the desk clerk stamped my passport and waved me on.




    After about an hour we were finally free to start exploring India. I lugged my heavy backpack through the main doors and simply stared about myself in amazement. The first thing that struck me about Delhi was the sense of sheer chaos and craziness. Cars, buses and bikes zipped along the road paying little attention to lane markings or each other as they used their horns to assert their presence.




    Ignoring the many persistent touts, who relentlessly followed and called after us, we went straight to the pre-paid taxi booth near the airport entrance and caught a taxi to the Paharganj district, which is located near the New Delhi train station. The journey must have been at least 30 miles but I was surprised at how cheap the fare was.




    Along the way I gawped in fascination. Everything was different to what I was used to, from the absolutely obscure to the most mundane. It was impossible not to stare as I tried to absorb and digest the differences. I noted that Indian shops are usually small one-room buildings where the goods are piled high and customers shop from the street. Painted in primary colours and often adorned with adverts, they looked extremely exotic.




    Delhi has around 13 million residents, and as the taxi sped to its destination it felt as though most of them were on the road with us.




    The taxi broke down three times en route, but the driver was completely unfazed by this. He simply told us; “It’s no worry.” For some reason, both Ben and I were perfectly at ease as the car stalled in the middle of the main road and cars careened straight towards us.




    I found myself calmly reflecting how if this had happened in England I would be having a major panic attack by then, while hopping up and down at the side of the road and trying to hail another taxi. But that’s one of the wonders of India. There’s a sense of serenity that rises through the chaos. Somehow you just know that everything is going to work out.




    We were dropped near Paharganj’s main bazaar and left to our own devices. Paharganj (pronounced Par-ganj) is Delhi’s main backpacker’s ghetto. Here you will find everything the budget traveller could possibly need, from mosquito repellent and sleeping bags to tie dyed hippy clothing and toilet paper. Dozens of cafés serving rough approximations of Western food line the main streets and you can easily find a cheap hotel to spend the night in. Paharganj is a good place to adjust to India while you wait for the culture shock to subside a little, and you can be sure that whichever hotel you check into will be inhabited by plenty of backpackers that have trod the backpacker trail through India long before you and will be more than happy to point you in the right direction.




    As soon as I emerged from the taxi I was greeted by a tidal wave of strong smells, loud sounds and bright colours that completely over-whelmed my senses. The air was full of the stench of boiling oil, burning diesel from mini power generators, cow dung and numerous other unidentifiable odours.




    Luckily, Ben took charge of the situation and steered me down the road. Picking a hotel purely at random, he had us signed in and checked into a double room at the Hotel Vishal before I knew quite what was happening.




    The room was small and plain with an even smaller bathroom leading off it. There was a double bed – a square box of wood with a wafer-thin mattress – another box loudly blasting out coolish air and a small chest of drawers. Someone had scrawled “David Cassidy – I think I love you!” on the wall. It was clearly a classy establishment.




    During the previous six months in England I had been told countless tales of Indian hotels with parts of the wall or ceiling missing or insect infestations, so my expectations weren’t exactly high. As far as I knew, this was as good as it got. Besides, the ants seemed to like it.




    Ben and I quickly sorted ourselves out and headed into the busy street packed with sari sellers, cosmic cows and incense pushers. The street was full of people, motorbikes and carts trying to pass, and I constantly felt like I was in the way. From beggars to rich merchants driving Opel Astras in a range of lurid colours, all of India seemed to be travelling through Paharganj’s bustling bazaar.




    The shops competed for attention by displaying incredibly colourful clothes, bags and other trinkets. It was like looking through a broken kaleidoscope, and I was unable to tear my gaze away.




    After wandering the streets for just a few minutes, we took refuge in a brightly lit café situated at the side of the street. It featured half a dozen plastic orange tables matched with a collection of faded yellow chair. After a couple of minutes a waiter slowly shuffled over to us and presented us with torn menus, waiting while we made our selections.




    My first meal in India was spinach and mushroom lasagne. Not exactly authentic Indian cuisine, but it was guidebook approved, so I decided to give it a go. Well, it wasn’t really bad; once I got over the fact it was the exact colour and consistency of snot. Of course, it tasted nothing like lasagne, but it was moderately edible. I felt that my mild revulsion served me right for not being more adventurous and ordering Western food in this land of a thousand richly delicious curries and other traditional dishes.




    We wandered back up the main bazaar, gawping all the way. Every few seconds a merchant would beckon to us from his shop, desperately trying to entice us with wares that were exactly the same as most of the other shops in the street. It was fun browsing for a while, but it soon got tiring. I must have said “hello” about 50 times in 5 minutes!




    Needing to escape once more from the madness, we found a bar and made our plans. We had discovered that there were 80 rupees to the pound, and could afford a budget of 800 rupees a day. Hopefully, it would be enough.




    I bought some Nag Champa incense on the way back to our hotel, in between dodging quacking rickshaws and more sari sellers. A big box of incense was incredibly cheap compared to in England. I smiled in amusement as the stall owner then tried to persuade me to purchase half his stall “Lady, this is good stuff. You cannot buy just one box.” The man looked at me hungrily. “Such a beautiful lady should have many beautiful things. You buy from me, yes?”




    I had a quick shower back at the hotel – the water was freezing but welcome after the heat – then tackled the squat toilet. I don’t know if it is any easier for men, but I found it a real challenge. On my first attempt I slipped and almost fell in!




    Thoroughly exhausted from jetlag and the first stage of our adventure, Ben and I decided to have an early night and fell wearily onto the hard bed to try and get some sleep.




    ***




    I woke up at 6:30 the next morning to India’s unique dawn chorus. All around me, the hotel echoed with the sounds of people hacking up phlegm, retching and, mostly revoltingly of all, blowing their noses by pinching one nostril and expelling a stream of snot. Welcome to India.




    My back was killing me from the hard bed, but I was too excited to go back to sleep, so I woke Ben up and we went exploring.




    It was interesting to see Paharganj whilst most of the shops were still shut, although there were still plenty of people around, rushing to work or buying breakfast at one of the tiny street stalls. I watched with interest as a man cooked omelettes and toast on a small stove, right next to a steaming pile of cow dung and rubbish.




    With so much life of every variety coexisting in India, I guess that the people have learnt to be both pretty strong-willed and stomached in order to survive.




    We found a café and I ordered French toast for breakfast, which actually turned out to be bread dipped in egg and then fried. I quickly learnt that most Western food gets lost in translation in India. Still, the food was so cheap that we could afford to experiment a little. Curious cows watched from the street as we ate, contemplating our breakfasts as they dined on rotten vegetables and plastic bags.




    We went to the train station, where a local man ushered us into an office across the street to book tickets. When asked how long we had been in India, we instantly said two months. The man looked us up and down and frowned. “She looks new,” he told Ben. Whether it was because of my milky-white skin or the fact that I was staring at everything, greedily trying to take it all in, I don’t know. But new or not, we both knew that the price he quoted us for a train ticket was well above the going rate, so we hurriedly departed.




    We decided to take an auto rickshaw to Connault Place, New Delhi’s commercial centre, to change some money. Auto rickshaws are basically a moped with a small canvas-covered cabin welded onto the back. They rarely have working meters and the drivers naturally do their best to charge tourists as much as they can. The trick is to ask the price first and negotiate a rate between half and two thirds before you get in.




    The auto rickshaw driver was sharing the small front seat with his ‘friend’, a young man who was cuddling the driver and gazing at him adoringly. Every few minutes, the driver would take his eyes off the road to return the gaze and stroke his friend’s face.




    “I am lucky to have such a good friend,” the driver told me, turning around in his seat. I winced as he turned back just in time to steer out of the path of a large lorry.




    On arrival at Connault Place we discovered that the shopping centre didn’t open until 11 am and, as we were two hours early, we decided to visit Red Fort in Old Delhi.




    Also known as Lal Quila, the fort was built by the Mughal ruler Shah Jahan in 1638-1648. The poor guy never really got to enjoy this magnificent building though as he was betrayed by his son Aurangzeb and imprisoned in Agra Fort shortly after its completion.




    The red sandstone walls stretch for two kilometres and vary from 18-33 metres high. Once through the massive gates, visitors must first run the gauntlet along an arcade of stalls selling the usual tourist items such as postcards of India and brightly coloured souvenirs at inflated prices. Known as Chatta Chowk – the covered bazaar – everything glitters invitingly as you pass, but make eye contact with the merchants at your peril.




    Red Fort was very interesting and not at all as crowded as I has expected. It was actually a great place to relax and unwind for a while, away from the traffic and the persistent pestering of hawkers.




    Spread out around a large, lush garden are several small palaces and halls, which have been constructed from beautiful gleaming marble and intricately carved with flowers and animals. The Moti Masjid – Pearl Mosque – is particularly striking. It was built in 1659 and is made entirely from white carved marble. It takes its name from the enchanting pearly sheen of the stone work.




    After an hour or so, Ben and I battled the busy main road, playing chicken with the buses and rickshaws in a frantic dash to get to the other side. Once in motion, those vehicles stop for absolutely nothing and no one.




    Across the road was an enormous market, where hundreds of stalls formed dark, winding lanes. Each lane seemed dedicated to certain types of goods and in one lane alone we discovered a mad jumble of nothing but watches and clocks. Such intense competition must be tough, but it’s very typically Indian.




    After much haggling, Ben and I managed to negotiate with an auto rickshaw driver to take us back to Paharganj. There is a whole network of narrow lanes that lead off the main bazaar, where you will find a complete jumble of shops and other types of businesses, cows, merchants and small stalls spread out on the ground. The lanes are tiny and it is important to stay vigilant to the constant stream of cycle rickshaws and motorbikes that pass through, quacking their duck-like horns or ringing their bells. I was shunted in the back by a large wooden cart, and quickly learnt that in India the rule is move out of the way or get run over.




    An assortment of power cables drooped over the lane in an ominous jumble. They looked as though they were held up by sheer faith and would fall at any moment. We found a colourful sign offering authentic Indian shaves and stepped inside the tiny barber’s shop.




    Ben and I were the only customers and all the men stopped what they were doing and welcomed us warmly. “Come in, come in,” Bibi, the owner, greeted us. “Today is a very lucky day for us; we have such nice guests.”




    I watched in fascination as the barber pasted foam over Ben’s face with a thick brush, making him look like he had been attacked by Mr Whippy.




    Next, the barber pulled out a wicked looking folding blade, charmingly called a cut throat razor. The name didn’t exactly fill me with confidence and I crossed my fingers behind my back as the man sliced towards Ben’s skin




    One of the men in the shop took Ben’s photograph whilst the razor was pressed against his throat. He then showed me an album full of Westerners in similarly compromising positions.




    “You are very lucky to be here,” Bibi told me. “Women are not usually allowed in barber’s shops. People think it is bad luck. But you are OK lady, you are our friend.”




    While Ben was being held captive, one of the young barbers tried to convince me to let him cut my hair, which a hairdresser friend had twisted and tied into multi-coloured braids before I left England. When he was unsuccessful, he tried to turn on the charm instead. “You don’t need to go with Sir,” he drawled, gesturing towards Ben with a head bob. “He is old, I am new. Maybe you stay here with me instead. More fun for you, I think.” The young man looked so earnest that I had to work hard not to show my amusement. I wondered if this direct approach had ever worked with female travellers in the past and pictured Ben’s reaction if I were to tell him that I planned to abandon or trip through India so I could shack up with a barber in Paharganj.




    Just then, a beggar with bandaged stumps for hands came to the door. The men barely took any notice of him, but when the beggar had been standing there for a few minutes one barber reached into a tin and gave the beggar a couple of rupees, telling him to leave in a stream of harsh-sounding Hindi.




    “Bad for business,” Bibi explained, turning his attention back to Ben.




    When Ben was done, we went to the Gem Restaurant, where I enjoyed my first authentic Indian meal. In a dimly lit room I gorged on delicious Aloo Gobhi (potato with cauliflower in a rich, spicy sauce) with rice and naan bread. The meal was fantastic; much tastier than at home and at a fraction of the cost. The naan bread was enormous and deliciously crispy.




    As we ate, I studied the TV monitor, where a group of young Indian women were gyrating to dance music. Wrapped from head to toe in beautiful saris, their elegant hand movements and provocative hip wiggles made them look far sexier than the usually scantily clad Western dancers.




    We visited an Internet café, where I sent the obligatory email home. I was surprised at how fast the connection was. Everything seemed much easier than I had expected and I felt myself start to relax and let my guard down a little.




    Later, we went up to our hotel roof garden for a couple of beers. Here, I made my first Indian friend; Poopi the monkey. Shaam, his who worked in the hotel cleaning the rooms and making drinks for guests, kept Poopi on a long rope tied to a pole, which allowed the monkey to roam a little and still stay in his sight whilst Shaam worked. The little monkey was unable to remain still for even a few seconds, and constantly ran around the pole, making his rope gradually shorter and shorter.




    I was immediately enchanted by Poopi, and before long he was sitting in my lap, where he happily fell asleep.




    I can’t begin to describe my sense of euphoria at having a half wild monkey curled up in my lap; it’s certainly something I could never experience at home in England.




    Luckily, Poopi didn’t live up to his name, although he did wee on me when I finally woke him up!




    ***




    We needed to change some traveller’s cheques, so the following morning started with a visit to the Thomas Cook office at Connault Place. It was a real mission explaining to the rickshaw drivers where we wanted to go and negotiating a fair price, but we managed to keep our cool.




    For the first time the beggars, barterers and sheer volume of traffic started to get to me. It was absolutely unrelenting and wherever we went there was someone following us, trying to get us to buy a tacky treasure or two. Luckily, it was relatively easy (and free) to change our traveller’s cheques.




    When we were finished, we took an auto rickshaw right across the city to the Bahai Temple. Traveling by auto rickshaw is arguably the best way to see Delhi. It is quite cheap and allows you to see the sights from a safe distance. With over 9 million residents, Delhi is one of the most polluted cities on Earth, and walking through the fume-thick air can be unpleasant at times.




    By the time we had reached our destination, we had seen a large section of the city, including the groups of monkeys that cavorted around the Ministry of Defence. You can make up your own joke while I describe the Bahai Temple.




    Well, the temple was simply wonderful. Completed in 1986, it is shaped like India’s national flower, the lotus. Surrounded by several pools and a beautiful sculptured garden, there is no dominant religious influence to be seen and the Bahai Temple is a great place to relax and meditate.




    We emerged feeling much more relaxed and took another rickshaw to the Jama Masjid, which is the largest mosque in the whole of India. Made from red sandstone, it was constructed under Shah Jahan’s orders in 1644-1658. The mighty temple boasts three huge gateways, four towers and two minarets.




    We entered the oppressive North Gate, where a sign instructed, ‘No shoes, no shorts, no bare shoulders.’ Unfortunately, I had made the error of wearing a sleeveless t-shirt, so I was forced to drape myself in a piece of material closely resembling a tablecloth.
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