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To my father,


your indomitable spirit, fearlessness and zest


for life drive me every day. You are, and will always be, my pride
and my greatest strength.


To my mother,


my inspiration.


You are the wind beneath my wings
and the reason I am able to tell my tales ...




AUTHOR’S NOTE


THE YEAR, DATES AND NAMES OF THE OFFICERS-IN-CHARGE and their families have been kept discreet in the book. The aim is to share a life-changing adventure whilst fully respecting the sanctity and privacy of the Indian armed forces and its selfless soldiers.




‘Adventure is worthwhile in itself’


– Amelia Earhart


‘So shut up, live, travel, adventure ... and don’t be sorry’


– Jack Kerouac




PREFACE


IN 2019, AN INDIAN AIRFORCE AN-32 AIRCRAFT, WITH thirteen armed forces personnel on board, disappeared over the mountain ranges of Arunachal Pradesh near the Indo–China border. The Armed Forces undertook an extensive mission by air and on foot to trace the aircraft but thick cloud cover, rapid changes in weather, rugged terrain, deep gorges and valleys along with sparse human habitation and road networks hampered the search-and-rescue efforts. It took eight days and 200 sorties for the IAF to spot the wreckage.


Set against this very terrain is the story of six children who went missing in the jungles of Arunachal Pradesh many moons ago, without any gear, food or telecommunication devices. The oldest was thirteen, the youngest six – four girls and two boys.


I am the oldest in this story.


At the time, we were vacationing in Tawang, a remote military base near the Indo–China border. A picnic had been planned. While the picnic did not happen, what unfolded on that day was as nerve-wracking as it was thrilling, and not in any pleasant way.


I’ve held on to those memories for the longest; never letting them go because it takes time – sometimes years – to truly understand how a childhood adventure can impact you.


When I look back, I marvel at how surreal that day had been. It was the kind of misadventure one had only seen in the movies and in all those stories the protagonists were adults, some of whom did not make it. But we were just children, and this was happening to us. And this was as real as it could get.


For years after, numerous existential questions raced through my head: Was God testing us? Were we handpicked for it? Was it preordained? Then the fog started to lift and I saw it for what it was: a day in the jungle. Also, a day when everything went wrong. I’d read somewhere that adversity does not build character, it reveals it. We were tested, we were pushed to the limits of our physical and emotional endurance. We made it out alive, and it is important that this experience be shared.


Over the years, I have wondered if it was dumb luck or our grit coupled with sheer ingenuity that saved us that day. The terrain was unforgiving, but it let us live. Yes, that is how dangerous those jungles were. And it wasn’t just about physical survival. We were at the Indo–China border. We were lost and, for the first five hours, no one knew we were missing. Those five hours were the most crucial. At noon, the cloud cover would become impenetrable and any hopes of being rescued would be dashed. And we certainly would not have survived the night. This was a race against time.


While we did eventually beat the odds and find our way out, the Jungle changed me irrevocably. I made a lot of bad choices that day and the Jungle punished us all for it. I look back and often call it ‘tough love’, but only because we didn’t die that day.


I was the oldest; the onus of getting everyone out weighed heavily on me. An albatross around my neck, so to speak! It was a lot of pressure for a thirteen-year-old and the dangers were all too real. Truth was, I had led everyone into the jungle, and we came very close to dying. Not once, but twice. The Jungle revealed who I was, and it still defines me.


Intrinsically, this is a man-versus-nature or more precisely, a ‘teen-versus-nature’ survival story, which carries within itself a whole host of life lessons, transformations and epiphanies – physical, psychological and emotional. Told with a touch of humour because, over the years, I have learnt to laugh at myself and not take things too seriously. Years later, when I wrote a novel on boxing which chronicled the protagonist’s battle with his childhood demons, I returned to this very Jungle and tapped into what it had revealed to me.


The Jungle taught me my greatest lessons. Lessons that didn’t seem to matter back then but do today. This book is about sharing those lessons whilst taking the readers into the stunningly beautiful yet treacherous terrain of Tawang.


The Jungle was relentless and time a ticking bomb. Those were the stakes; this is our story. A story that has refused to let go of me. And if I could relive that day, I wouldn’t change a single thing. Well, perhaps, I would hold on to the can of Milkmaid a tad tighter ...
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WE THOUGHT WE WERE TRAINED TO SURVIVE THE JUNGLE, except the Jungle hadn’t found us yet.


The Jungle was alive. A throbbing entity with its own rules of engagement. And the rules were fairly simple. That you did not try to engage with it. That you had to let it own you. The Jungle had eyes and ears. It found your fears faster than you found your strength. And word travelled fast. Really fast. Especially if raging waters criss-crossed through its heart. If you did not square off with your fears, the Jungle would square off with you.


But nothing, almost nothing can prepare you for a jungle that doesn’t want you. I discovered that pretty early, and on a Sunday of all days.


At the time, I was thirteen. Fearless, reckless and raring to take on the world. I believed I could beat all odds and come out on top. One could blame my gender-neutral upbringing or Stan Lee or perhaps both. I was the superhero of my life. I was invincible. Till that Sunday arrived. A day etched so deep in my memory I can summon it at will, teleporting into the heart of Tawang’s jungle by simply shutting my eyes.


Tawang was unique in so many ways, as was its jungle – a Jungle you could not hold onto. You could not trust it to hold you, either. Literally. They called it ‘false vegetation’. It could be discovered only if someone had the misfortune of skidding off the treacherous roads and into the many bottomless valleys, hurtling through layers of clouds. Nothing would break that fall. Not shrubs, not rocks, not even trees. I suppose the Jungle did not allow anyone to intrude and get away with it. Trespassing had consequences. Rocks moved, shrubs were uprooted and trees bent like willows. I know this because nobody I knew had lived to tell the tale. And many a Northeastner had borne witness to the plummeting ends of both man and his machines. Worse, quite often, the recovery of whatever remained of the dead could not be attempted. The Jungle did not allow that either.


This is a true account of the day I brazenly led five other children into that Jungle. My thirteen-year-old self simply did not know better, and maybe fortune favours the brave and foolish sometimes. And sometimes ... just sometimes, the Jungle that is designed to kill you decides to make you instead.
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IT WAS MY THIRD VISIT TO TAWANG, HOME TO A TINY military base in Arunachal Pradesh.


The idyllic base was our home every summer, the only time in the entire year when we got to meet our father. A home away from home. A mystical, fantastical land with surreal weather conditions. The roads, if you could call them that, were narrower than a tick’s ass and precariously wound around an undulating row of mountains that looked like inverted ice-cream cones, topped with London Dairy’s vanilla ice cream. These stoic giants pierced through a sea of translucent cotton-candy clouds and, at 10,000 feet above sea level, Tawang might as well have been the land of fairies and elves where mythical beings and soldiers peacefully coexisted. It certainly was picture perfect, despite the daunting journey that led to it.


To my thirteen-year-old self, getting to Tawang seemed like Harry Potter’s journey to Hogwarts, liberally peppered with some edge-of-the-seat thrill of Mad Max: Fury Road. It started with a bumpy air-pocket-ridden flight to Guwahati that gave me giant knots in the stomach, followed by a two-day road trip that traversed Tezpur in Assam, ran through the picturesque Tenga Valley, crossing Bomdila Pass at 9,000 feet, slowly climbing up to the literally breathtaking Se-la Pass at 13,000 feet and finally descending into Tawang – ‘the land of the chosen horse’.


Fortunately, the forty-eight-hour road journey ensured gradual acclimatization to the decreasing levels of oxygen in the atmosphere. The journey had to be halted at twelve noon sharp as thick, impregnable clouds swooped into the valleys and passes alike, impairing visibility enough to cause fatal accidents. These clouds might have looked innocuous, but they were nasty fellows. Treacherous, vile, whimsical and cruel. They enjoyed playing truant and this whole man-versus-them was a one-way stick-up. Like an old western movie, except, only one of the contestants was sanctioned a pistol and if the hapless ‘other’ so much as moved an inch, the one with the gun drew quickly. Death was imminent. At these perilous heights, we were the ‘others’ and these nasty fellows controlled the passes and valleys.


So, noon was the cut-off time for all military movement in the region, unless it were a life-and-death situation, or a war broke out. Most travellers halted at whichever military base they had reached by noon or even drove back a few miles to set camp in one. The journey was resumed the next morning around sunrise, or at 0500 hours, whichever came earlier.


The road to Tawang thrust your phobias right into your face. On my first trip to Tawang, I recall getting off my seat and squatting on the floor of the jeep while crossing Bomdila Pass, just to avoid looking out the window. It was hard to watch the tyres of the moving jeep a few inches away from the bottomless valley without imagining a fall and going up in a gigantic ball of fire.


I suppose the precise moment when death swoops in to snatch your soul isn’t actually terrifying. The nanoseconds preceding it are like Final Destination 6 playing out at 120 frames per second. The jeep hurtling down, me inside it, being tossed around violently, screaming, watching the free fall knowing that the gas tank has 60 gallons of petrol in it and seeing a protruding rock fifty metres ahead. Now, that is cruel! In the middle of all the screaming, I would also deeply regret not having left a will behind. Yes, even at thirteen, I was the owner of many treasures. A Somerset Maugham and P. G. Wodehouse collection, William Wordsworth and Ruskin Bond, among many other classics, a mini synthesizer, a diary I hoped no adult would ever get their hands on, my rollerblades and a rusty knuckleduster passed down by an older military brat. If there had been time, I would bequeath them to my younger sister who, in all likelihood, would trash the knuckleduster and keep the rest. Sudden ends meant no planning and the very idea of being unplanned drove me crazy. I had always hoped to die in my sleep with a peaceful look and a rose-tinted lip balm on, so the idea of having my mangled charred parts picked from a hundred-metre radius was mortifying. That was no way to go if the gods loved you, I reasoned. At thirteen, most of us believed that we were loved. I did go home and write up that will, just in case they didn’t.


Anyway, the intrepid Army drivers negotiating this terrain were well versed with the challenges of cruising around turns whilst handling oncoming traffic. The roads were barely two metres wide, and the higher we climbed, the narrower they got. It took some courage and two summers in Tawang to rid myself of the fear of heights. And of course, it didn’t help that ‘God is Near’ was hand-painted in bold yellow lettering on many a mountain bend. One often crossed stone epitaphs erected in the memory of Army men who had lost their lives while traversing these heights. But we were tough Army kids, or so we believed! Army kids or Military brats to the outside world. Army Brat: an acronym for Born, Raised and Transferred. Brats, irreverent, sometimes more reckless than courageous and unabashedly basking in the reflected glory and adoration that our fathers deservedly received. But mostly we were gypsies – agile, quick-witted and a tough bunch of youngsters growing up in a world that barricaded the rest of the universe out and kept us cocooned within ours.


That world was called the cantonment. A heavily guarded, sanitized, self-sufficient neighbourhood created and controlled by the armed forces. Where education meant equal impetus to academics, outdoor sports and co-curricular activities. Cantonments were well-planned mini-townships with zero honking, no traffic snarls, mad markets or hooliganism. They were quiet, clean, orderly havens that might not boast of the Louis Vuitton and Gucci lifestyles that affluent ‘civilians’ could afford but gave the brats a fuller life experience early in life. The brats moved every two years across the country, from one cantonment to another, inadvertently learning to adapt and engage faster than their ‘civilian’ counterparts changed their iPhones. Resilience was a by product of this lifestyle.


Our wings were our roots.


And those wings had brought my father to Tawang. Being a sensitive base near the border with China, with temperatures dropping to sub-zero during the winters, the officers’ families were only allowed to visit during the summer. So Tawang it was for three summers. Three spectacular summers, new friendships and an accidental adventure that is still fresh in my mind.


Tawang was and is special in so many ways. Ten thousand feet above sea level, home to the oldest monastery in Asia, with clouds that floated right into the military barracks. We were literally living in the clouds. I remembered watching Jack and the Beanstalk and was as enthralled as Jack by the first sight of land above the clouds. Tawang to me was just that. Far above and beyond the madding crowds.


The sun rose at 0400 hours and set early too, playing hide and seek all day, often letting the nasty clouds get the better of it. On any given day, one would experience all four seasons, in quick succession. It was fascinating and occasionally frustrating. Given the eccentric weather and sudden rains, the only way to survive at these heights was to set the ground rules and follow them diligently.


The journey back to civilization was often a whole lot faster and just as dramatic. On an MI-17 helicopter and no less! Sitting on top of and around military cargo. The best way to describe the Tawang sojourn was to compare it to a VR game, where one went from Jack and the Beanstalk to the land of Black Hawk Down, all within nine weeks.


A small part of me hoped the Chinese would spot the chopper, dispatch an anti-aircraft missile to take us down. The MI-17 would then go into a tailspin and crash land in Chinese territory. All of us survived it, naturally! My fellow brats and I would go on to make an audacious and fearless attempt at finding our way back home whilst taking down at least a hundred Chinese soldiers. For what went down at the Galwan Valley recently, they certainly deserved it.


Alas! No such thing happened. So much for brats romanticizing war movies.


Anyway, the MI-17 made for one hell of a ride. It was a monstrous chopper, more like an armoured tank in the sky. The insides had a few metal seats on either side. First-come-first-served, you sat wherever you found space. The mothers took the seats and the brats sat on the cold metal floor, among camouflage-green nets, wooden boxes and miscellaneous military cargo. Years later, when my civilian friends in college talked about the adventures they were hoping to have, I would quip cheekily, ‘Been there, done that.’


But in that moment, when the large blades started to spin, my heart began to pound furiously and a lump rose in my throat. As the chopper rose, I peered at my father waving from the small helipad made by plateauing a mountain top with the Army’s engineering expertise. Some moments stay with you forever. This particular one has stood the test of time.


As we flew off to the safest military base, I stuck my nose against the tiny window and kept waving back till my father became an olive-hued speck on the concrete helipad. Saying goodbye to him was hard. It would be a whole year before I’d see him again. It also didn’t help that the military chopper was unpressurized and made my ears pop shut every time. But after all, it was meant to airlift tough soldiers and cargo, not little brats like us who had gotten stranded because flash floods had taken the roads with them and aerial evacuation was the only way to get home safely.


With my popped ears, I could only hear the muffled humming of the MI-17’s powerful blades, so I focused my attention on what I could see. As the chopper followed its regular flight path towards Tezpur, I saw snow-capped mountain peaks nestling azure water bodies between them. And since the water was just a few metres below us, there was no mistaking it for something else. Water for the gods – some might’ve said – and while the peaks were covered in snow, the small lakes had dazzling blue water. That sight, the kind which often appears in heavily photoshopped pictures on Instagram these days, was indescribable. Breathtaking would be an absolute understatement.


I had never witnessed anything like that before or after, and from that summer on, I learnt to accept the mystifying miracles of nature and its inherent fury, in equal parts. And by the time the summer ended, I finally understood what a paradox truly meant.


Tawang, surreal in so many ways. In fact, if it weren’t for the Tawang photo album sitting in my closet with scenic pictures of the terrain, those summers could easily have been a figment of my overzealous imagination. But as luck would have it, there were enough godawful pictures of me that permanently marred the surreal world they were shot in. Suffice to say, I looked like a teenage boy, showing early symptoms of what looked like puberty, sprouting unruly weeds over my lips, and if you were to put a gun to my head today, I would beg you to pull the trigger rather than share the damning evidence of those summers. That teenage moustache was the stuff nightmares were made of. So much for my gender-neutral upbringing, Mom and Dad!


Now, straight to that fateful Sunday in June during my last summer in Tawang.
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WHAT ARE TEENAGE YEARS WITHOUT A TRUCKLOAD OF dramatic realizations: Dear Lord, what was I thinking? Or Mom! Dad! What were you thinking? Nevertheless, I shall commence with my first recollection of that day and attempt to reconstruct the rest without the inexorable pull of tangential memories, unless they are wildly entertaining, contextual or embarrassing.


Sunday.


The six of us were singing as the 1-ton army truck left the military base. It was a song we had learnt at the adventure camp some weeks ago that brought back memories of the camp for us. I do remember the feeling. Excited, awake, exhilarated and, most of all, happy. Happy to be in the most beautiful place on earth. We believed it unequivocally. I still do.


The sun had just come up across the high peaks. It was 5 a.m. The summer air was crisp like it always was in Tawang and we were wearing our hoodies to beat the chill.


Tawang: The northeastern most frontier of India, or so we believed, and a stone’s throw from Chinese military bunkers. From the Bofors and bunkers on this side, we could wave to the Chinese soldiers on the other side of the border, and we did during a visit organized for us during the camp. And the Chinese always waved back, demolishing my action-driven fantasies about a bunch of brats bringing down a hundred hostile Chinese. Hundred confirmed kills on my epitaph! Wasn’t happening anytime soon, I rued.


Despite this backdrop, we were hoping to have a rollicking time at the large red bridge along the river. The scarlet colour of the looming metal structure visually broke the undulating green vistas around it. It bridged the gap between two stately mountains that were once a single entity till raging waters split them right down the middle. While the annual flash floods were a couple of weeks away at this point, the banks were wide and safe enough to picnic alongside it. As our real-life action adventure unfolded, it would become apparent that the bridge, the never-ending mountains and water would play both the protagonist and antagonist in the teen versus nature tale that was to follow.


Interestingly, the six of us had recently completed a gruelling two-week adventure camp organized by the Indian Army for the brats whose fathers were posted in Tawang. It was an ingenious way to keep us busy during the summer break and to also toughen us. Make men out of boys and girls, they told us.


The day began at 0400 hours and ended sixteen hours later, at 2000 hours. We were trained in martial arts, rifle firing, with old ammunition, of course, horse riding, building a campfire and cooking dal and rice in the wild, all under close supervision. The highlight of the two weeks was seventy-five-odd brats trekking a few miles and finally setting overnight camp right outside the Tawang Monastery. It was a short trek but at the time it had felt like conquering Mount Kilimanjaro.


One cannot talk about treks without mentioning the struggle of bathroom breaks. Especially, if you were the girl with the moochh! To the outside world, you looked like one of the boys (with little man-boobs) except you weren’t. You had to find a rock or a bush to squat behind, praying fervently that a passing scorpion, spider or leech didn’t take a fancy to your exposed posterior. Freaking unfair.


So, after two adrenaline-filled weeks at the camp, we had returned to the barracks, to a feeling of nothingness. The adventure drug had started to wear off and the withdrawal symptoms were excruciating. Painfully long and listless days followed. We needed another ‘hit’ and I think the Jungle heard us. Loud and clear.


And here we were, the six of us gearing up for a funfilled Sunday.


Me. Nidhi with an e. Fearless, reckless, superhero-ish, had just entered the terrible teens. Suffering from the foot-inthe-mouth disease. Five feet three inches and still growing, or so I hoped. Tina, my nickname for the longest time.


Then there was Mike. Twelve, pragmatic, practical, strong, five feet seven inches tall, still growing, and had a crush on me as I did on him. Ah, well, that was then.


Rohit came next. Twelve again, reed-thin, tall and rarely spoke. Liked to hang around all of us. Hated being photographed. He owned the oddest deadpan expression I had ever come across. A mathematics prodigy.


Next came my younger sister, Neha. Ten, quiet, four feet eleven, praying like hell that she would keep growing vertically. Mercifully, she did! Believed I was invincible. As the day progressed, that notion changed radically ... probably. It is another matter that she does not agree and has only a sketchy memory of the day ... self-effacing, down to earth, always kind. Fortuitously, that hasn’t changed.


Sisters: Mona, eleven, and Gigi, six. I remember them the most.


Mona was the tallest among us. Five feet eight and growing. It was a marvel how someone got that tall that quick! She was timid by disposition, but her height made up for any flaws she might have had. Nobody that tall could be timid, I had reasoned. Well ... Mona was a gentle girl.


And Gigi, the pig-tailed baby of the group. Four feet five. Fragile, adorable, with a voice that could melt the most hardened of hearts. Suffice it to say that if I’m able to tell this tale, literally and metaphorically, it is because of little Gigi.


And in this adventurous tale, height did matter.
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OUR RIDE HAD ARRIVED AT THE OFFICERS’ BARRACKS AT exactly forty-five minutes past 0400 hours. We had woken up, showered, packed our food and I was waiting by the window in my father’s room-set when the vehicle pulled up, flooding the room with its blinding headlights. Bifurcated into two parts by a large piece of wafer-thin plywood, the room looked like a railway compartment. The part in the front was a miniature living space with a small breakfast table set right in front of a large rectangular glass window overlooking Tawang’s breathtaking skyline. During the summer, the table had to be removed and a bunk bed had been added for Neha and me.


As the headlights hit the glass, I shook Neha awake. She had crawled right back into bed, wanting to sleep just a little more. We could not be late for a picnic of all things, I whispered, not wanting to wake up my parents who were sleeping inside.


Having planned and prepared a couple of days in advance and right down to what we’d be wearing, I was ready to go, but before stepping out I opened my diary one last time. Just to see if everything checked out against the list I had made a week ago. I now realize that I developed my habit of planning, down to the very last detail, even for the unexpected and logic-defying contingencies, early on.


Speaking of contingencies, I had once spent an entire week planning and timing a speedy escape from my multistorey home. In case the ground shook and the earth parted, I’d be ready for it. Yes, I was preparing for an earthquake and the plan seemed simple. With a stopwatch in action, I had picked up my German spitz and make a dash down the staircase and out the door. I had also timed how long it would take to scale the garden wall, whilst holding onto my hapless pooch, who probably thought I had lost my mind, and, importantly, with an emergency-supplies backpack strapped on.


I am surprised word never got out about the sheer ingenuity of my survival games. ‘Twas a real shame that India’s disaster management units hadn’t got wind of my genius yet, I told my terribly amused, and might I add, rather indulgent parents. I can run that place better than any adult, I said, with the sometimes-annoying smugness you could only liken to Lucifer from the popular TV series. His pomposity was backed by superhuman powers – I couldn’t say the same for me.


Might I additionally emphasize that I had also made contingency plans in the event of a biological war with toxic gases et cetera. Clearly, I had a wildly vivid imagination with a razor-sharp focus on making it out alive. I often pictured myself bursting out of a post-apocalyptic world, in slow motion, with my pooch tucked safely in a backpack. I Am Legend being case in point. After all, what was a small human without her pooch? For a girl who craved adventure, the imaginary Jumanji bubble was the perfect place to live in. It was my version of the thrilling Jurassic Park.


During the lockdown phase, when the COVID-19 contagion brought the world to its knees, I had divided my Mumbai home into two zones. The first one had petty cash, masks, gloves, sanitizers, disinfectant sprays, face shields and a box of toothpicks to press the elevator buttons with (contactless elevator idea borrowed from Instagram). I had moved the washing machine into the zone one to immediately disinfect clothes worn outside, even if it were for five minutes. I used the staircase instead of the elevators most of the times. That insidious virus wasn’t getting into my home! No, sir! And that is how I kept zone two virus-free.
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