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To Aditi, my inspiration 
Anu, my strength
And to Vij, the wind beneath my wings




PREFACE


WRESTLING WITH A 400CC MOTORCYCLE MIRED IN THE slush focuses your attention like nothing else. The back wheels of my Bajaj Dominar were skidding on the clayey road, and the adrenaline was making me completely ignore the spectacular scenery of the valley below. Things weren’t going very well, and for the umpteenth time, I cursed myself. I knew I wasn’t doing something right because while I could see the others struggling too, I was the only one that had taken three spills since morning. Of course, in an 8-week journey I had expected some days to not go well, but today had been exceptional. We were approaching Kohima in Nagaland, less than 300 kms away from Moreh. The small outpost on the Indian border, Moreh – that gateway into Myanmar which had occupied all my waking hours for the last six months – was finally visible on my Google maps without the need to enlarge the details.


JB, Shilpa, Shanthi, and I were 2,800 kilometres from Hyderabad, where we had begun our journey on our brand new 400cc Dominar motorcycles. We planned to cover another 14,200 kilometres, more than half of it in the Southeast Asian peninsula, through the Mekong basin. It had taken six months of proposals, presentations, budgets, visa forms and ATA Carnet documentation to finally be here. These muddy roads are what I had fought for.


Right now I could see the uphill slope easing out ahead. A few more metres and I would get the chance to stop and put the bike on its stand, and have Shilpa either snapping at me for being in the wrong gear or calming me, on an already miserable day. Depends on how her morning had been, I suppose. Shilpa was our most experienced member, and Shanthi, the gentlest. I could bet that the first cup of tea passed out of the tea shop would be handed to me – Shanthi had a way of expressing affection, unlike JB, our strong and silent leader, who mentioned three days later that she changed the order of riding for that day because she couldn’t bear to ride behind me and watch me fall so many times!


It had all started as a simple dream to see India’s eastern neighbourhood. Visiting our neighbours by landing at an airport and taking a guided tour was doubtless interesting but driving through the cities and the rural countryside sounded so much better. Doing this on 400cc motorcycles tearing up the road under you, through six countries, covering some 17,000 kms on the rarely used, newly laid India – Myanmar – Thailand Trilateral highway seemed not just like any other adventure, but one of a lifetime. We were suddenly looking forward to embark on this adventure finding ourselves on new roads with old neighbours.


Jai Bharathi, JB, the founder of Hyderabad’s all-women motorcycle riding group Bikerni, had just returned from an 8,000-kilometre ride covering the Kashmir-to-Kanyakumari circuit on her 350cc Royal Enfield Classic, and was keen to cast her gaze further. Thirty-five and single, JB is a professional architect who takes on freelance projects just so that she has the means and flexibility to indulge in her first love – travel. She had been considering Thailand for a while now, which seemed far enough to involve some serious riding, but close enough to be a realistic destination for a motorcycle expedition, given the kind of resources that we could muster.


The idea lay dormant until a chance meeting with the then Secretary of Telangana Tourism. When JB mentioned her recent UNESCO-related travel, where she had traveled to all twenty-eight World Heritage Sites in India within a calendar year as part of a challenge, the conversation turned to the natural synergy between travel and tourism. This led to a proposal to ride to Thailand under the Telangana Tourism banner, and to the Tourism Department agreeing to it in principle. And suddenly, our idea was starting to find a firmer footing and look more real.


While the idea of a motorcycle expedition through Southeast Asia was the stuff of dreams for any motorcycle rider, the thought that I could actually go on such an expedition seemed just a little fantastical, even to me. But then again, all ideas are fantastical until they turn into reality. Turning this idea into reality would require a lot of meticulous planning and a lot of luck, like our serendipitous meeting with officials of the Indian government’s Ministry of Tourism a few days later. An expedition involving four women on motorcycles introducing India’s youngest state, Telangana, to its Indian and South East Asian neighbours, while simultaneously popularizing cross-border tourism into India, sounded appealing for them. Several visits to New Delhi later, we had the Incredible India brand and the Government of India endorsing our expedition as well.


As our endeavour gathered steam, I found myself grappling with a question that would become a staple of our tea and lunch stops at highway dhabas, at press conferences, at almost every border crossing: Why are you doing this? The shy thumbs-up signs that we regularly got from women sitting behind their husbands on scooters as we zoomed by was certainly motivating – even if we helped just a few women realize that they need not always be restricted to the pillion, our ride would be worth it. But the real reason, the deeper, simpler, more primal impulse, was harder to put into words – the love for the road, the love for the almost meditative quality of riding, and the thrill of waking up to new scenery every morning. This is a difficult enough idea to articulate even to those with whom there was a lot of shared semantics, our friends on Facebook, for example. In most cases, with the socio-economic rural–urban disparities that we confronted along the highways, it was nearly impossible. I was often left grappling with trying to find the appropriate idiom or words to strike the right chord with the listener. Sometimes I elicited a smile. Sometimes they understood, at other times they merely shrugged.


But this one guy in Madhya Pradesh, the heart of India, as Incredible India calls it, needed no explanations. We were on our ride back to Hyderabad after having completed 15,000 kilometres through Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, and Cambodia. The appearance of the first road sign for Hyderabad, some 200 kilometres from Sagar, made us stop in our tracks. The prospect of being home after fifty-four days on the road was a warm feeling. With two thumbs-up signs, and a nod from the lead motorcyclist, we halted for a picture with the road sign and a quick celebration. Just as we were preparing to get started again, this young, wiry man stopped his motorcycle next to ours, and with twinkling eyes and a wide smile asked us to join him at the dhaba across the road. Without waiting for so much as an answer, he rushed off to park his bike and usher us in. We were intrigued by the nature of the invitation, and knew that it’s best to heed such novel requests. It was something we had learnt from the many unexpected, pleasant interactions we had had over our long travels. His excitement was palpable, jumping on one foot to the next. The young man’s delight was heart-warming and his opening sentence of ‘Hum bhi aap hi ki tarah deewane hain!’ (‘I am as moonstruck as you!’) brought about a round of full-throated laughter of deep understanding from the girls. ‘Mechanical engineering university se kiya hai lekin kheti kartein hain. Toh jab aap boltein hain ki, “kyonki achcha lagta hai”, main theek samajhta hoon.’ (‘I have studied mechanical engineering at the university, but now do farming. So when you say, you do what you do “because you enjoy it” – I understand completely!’) Indeed, all those who wander are not lost.


It takes a special brand of self-awareness to tell utter strangers, insistently pulled off a national highway, how much you identify with them. This person knew neither our backgrounds nor details of the expedition. All he saw was a foursome of women, wearing big smiles, pointing at one of the ubiquitous highway signs. I had often wondered later what could have been about that scene that made him so convinced of our shared madness. Was it because this deep in the Indian heartland he hadn’t seen women whooping and laughing at their own temerity? Or posing with utter abandon without a shred of self-consciousness? Or the presence of our 400cc vehicles that one doesn’t usually associate with the feminine, ladylike caricature invented for the male fantasy?


It’s not as if women and motorcycles do not often appear in the same frame. Not only are women pillion passengers holding a child or a bag of vegetables, most motorcycle advertisements urging one to buy the powerful machine, in fact, display a scantily clad woman, as if to suggest that the male buyer could find himself on the motorcycle and the woman, in one fell swoop, on exchange of cash. In reality, women who help advertise motorcycles and women who actually ride them represent opposite ends of the spectrum of male imagination. Women who ride these machines are often oblivious of the male gaze, feverishly chasing their own fantasies – their wanderings creating their own stories of the roads.


But wanderers are not restricted by gender. Wanderers do not often stick to the time-honoured traditions of safe, well-defined paths, but often lurk in the world past the edges of their bubbles.


Ever since my kids began going to school even on Saturdays, I had been going out more often on rides. Shaky at first, I was finally gaining enough confidence to take the bike out to ride to the movie theatre during peak traffic hours. After having driven a car for almost two decades, this sensation of being slap-bang in the middle of the road, barely a foot away from the next motorist, had been strange. Stranger still had been the reactions when onlookers realized it was a woman under the helmet. Most would look straight ahead, surreptitiously stealing glances. We lived in a new urbane India. Only kids in cars and women pillion passengers would smile and wave shyly. It had been a good decision to move the family back from the US; India was the right mix of modernity and tradition at this time. One that I loved living in, one I was confident would help me raise fearless, self-reliant daughters.


As a bona fide member of this upwardly mobile, urban, professional group of women who ride motorcycles as a hobby, taking off from my conventional life to go on a wild-goose chase seemed like a perfect moment of midlife crisis. Years of education and decision-making, aimed at a goal, had blindsided me. I kept thinking that this long ride into neighbouring countries would have been fun, but perhaps now was not the right time.


Or was it? Really, what was the right time for anything?


Was I going to quietly go down the leisurely ladies’ lunches, European holidays, or a struggling start-up route? Suddenly I didn’t know what frightened me more – the prospect of a bored midlife extramarital affair or never knowing what an eight-week-long motorcycle expedition looked like? A quick half-day’s worth of agonizing was all it took before I decided to indulge myself. It was then that the idea seemed brave, path-breaking, adventurous, and frankly a whole lot easier than attempting that guided ten-country European packaged vacation with a typical over-enthusiastic tour operator. I had decided that all future tears and blood would be spilt on the road, not on pillows of regret or allowed to go slowly grow cold in my veins. In the meanwhile, JB had started assembling the rest of the team.


Shilpa Balakrishnan was JB’s long-time riding friend who had moved back to Mumbai a few years ago to stay with her mom. She had recently given up her corporate job and the timing for this ride would work just fine given that she planned to start her own travel company soon. Shilpa was a veteran of the roads with almost 3 lakh kilometres crisscrossing India on her motorcycle. My longest bike ride, so far, had been all of 250 kms. All of a sudden riding to Vietnam by road seemed impossibly distant to me.


Shanthi, a constable in the Telangana police, was part of the SHE Teams established to further security of women in Hyderabad, and an enthusiastic new rider. Shanthi has two young daughters and a salary that is crucial for her family. Much had to be thought through, but she jumped at the opportunity. Like me, Shanthi too did not have a long-distance riding experience. But a decade younger and in good physical condition from the rigours of her day job, Shanthi was in impeccable form.


When JB told me about the planning of this expedition, I was first intrigued and then tentatively excited at the idea of being possibly included. However, a whole slew of issues seemed to be growing. Job, kids, home, age, inexperience of long motorcycle rides – the list seemed never-ending. Each of them individually capable of stopping any thoughts of participating in an expedition like this – each summarily ignored.


Telangana Tourism was keen that we document our journey and adequately advertise the tourism opportunities here. So, it seemed like we would need the services of professional photographers and take with us official brochures for both Telangana and Incredible India. The Tourism Department decided to send along an official bus that would accommodate not only the photographer but also the outreach material. A young production crew, in the start-up phase of their business and willing to try out something new, was recruited to document, and two bus drivers from the Tourism Department were selected for this trip. The growing faith of a growing team was all the encouragement we needed to make the plan a reality.


And when JB did finalize the team, I joined the three other adventurers: Shilpa, a motorcycling veteran; Shanthi, in enviable physical condition; and JB, our indefatigable leader who didn’t think it was over until she said it was over.


JB and I spent long hours in the power corridors of Delhi and Hyderabad before managing to get the resources for this expedition. The ‘Road to Mekong’ was to take us through Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, and Cambodia, entering the country back at Moreh and ending at Hyderabad via New Delhi. While charting the route, I had asked JB why New Delhi, it was almost a thousand kilometres off the straight route we could have taken through Chhattisgarh. She remarked, ‘Chalo, Modi ji se milke aatein hain.’ (‘Let’s meet Modiji on the way back.’) I had learnt not to roll my eyes at such ambitious statements by then. I was no longer sure, which was the more implausible idea – me, the quintessential mom– wife–9 to 5-employee with minimal riding experience taking off on a motorcycle through the mountain passes in Myanmar, or meeting the Prime Minister of India!


Both happened. I did ride the 17,000 kilometres, not only through the high mountains in Burma but also over the hauntingly desolate plateau in Laos, along the mighty Mekong in Vietnam, and through north Indian mofussil towns. And, we did get to meet the Prime Minister of India, on a short but significant afternoon.
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‘ARE YOU AFRAID YOU CAN’T DO IT?’


Hyderabad, Telangana


ALL DAY AT WORK, BETWEEN MEETINGS AND EMAILS, I ravenously scoured Google Maps for routes, stops, distances, and durations. Where was Angkor Wat? Were we going to ride by it? Which language do they speak in Laos? Which parts of Myanmar were affected by the ongoing political strife? All day long Kishore Kumar’s ‘Pyaar humein kis mod pe le aaya’ (‘Where has love [for the road!] brought me’) played in my head, triggering frequent reveries of the open road. Sometimes, when my self-doubt played up, I found myself furtively looking up airports from which to fly back home and the cost of shipping my motorcycle back.


I had met JB over the weekend for a ride to Ananthagiri in August last year, and over breakfast had told her about my plan for a start-up in the education advising space. On the ride back, JB told me about her plans, of riding to Southeast Asia and how the Telangana government was interested in partnering. I was thrilled by the idea of a long riding expedition, and daydreamed about how it might play out. The planning, the team selection, the actual experience of almost 8 weeks out on the road would change all the people involved. I had just put in my papers for the current job and I was keen to take a break from the largely uneventful corporate life I had been living. This titillating idea of the ride and its preparations seemed like a fantastic opportunity for me to step away from my busy, but prosaic life for a bit. So, I suggested gingerly that maybe I could go along for some part of the journey, maybe just for a few days? I thought I’d see JB’s eyebrows arch up at my reserved enthusiasm, but she was encouraging. She said she didn’t see why I wouldn’t do the whole ride when I had the opportunity. I mumbled the standard, ‘you won’t understand’, taking familiar refuge in the ‘you know, the kids, the job’ routine. ‘It should be fine’, she offered, not insisting that I should come along for the entire trip. Maybe she knew that the lure of the open road would eventually do her work for her and convince me to be less diffident. Maybe she wanted to give me some time to gather my courage before she launched into a full-frontal attack about why I should take more risks.


A few days’ worth of riding on the open highways, feeling the wind pushing against me was as far as I allowed myself to think. I had allowed the long years of being mom, employee, wife, and, too many years of college, create an effective cover-up for my risk averse way of thinking. ‘Not to rock the boat’ had become the credo I lived by. And an adventure like this eight-week jaunt through little known countries was not just ‘rocking the boat’; it was putting on flippers and oxygen tank and jumping right off the boat into the deep blue ocean!


But we both knew, somewhere, a spark was glowing waiting to be fanned. I went home that evening in two minds: one willing me to turn myself loose and go the whole hog, the other frowning at my frivolity.


Later that evening, while he was reading his office email, I told my husband, Vij, about JB’s plans of a ride through the Southeast Asian peninsula. He grunted a non-committal ‘hmm’. When I added that I was thinking of going, some part of the journey at least, he looked up, a slow smile gathering at the corners of his mouth. He put his laptop aside, arching his eyebrows, ‘Till where do you plan to accompany them?’ Vij, my best friend now for over twenty years, knew this was the beginning of a long conversation. Earlier that year, when I had expressed an interest in starting to ride again after a hiatus of more than two decades, he had bought me a 750cc Harley Davidson instead of the Bajaj Pulsar I had wanted. Vij knew of my love for the road; we had spent our honeymoon, coinciding with my graduation, driving 4,500 kilometres from Buffalo to Seattle with all my belongings stashed in the boot of a car. But this eight-week, 17,000-kilometre ride, through six foreign countries was not what he had bargained for. And although he looked slightly sceptical about having his only wife go riding over unknown roads on a two-wheeler, I knew he would spend half the night reading about travel permits, official regulations, and the political climate in these countries. No more non-committal, but cautiously supportive was what I would have described the mood in the bedroom. I went to bed that night with my head still full of questions. I woke up the next morning wondering if I had dreamt it all.


The day passed in a blur of conflicting thoughts. I called up Vij a couple of times during work hours, something I rarely do, to have a few sentences worth of desultory conversation. He knew I was thinking about the expedition; I knew he was thinking about the expedition. We were both waiting for either of us to take the call so we could play the part of the supportive spouse.


It stayed that way till Aditi, my elder daughter, returned from school. I told her about the big plan to ride some 17,000 kilometres from Hyderabad to Vietnam and back. I meant to surprise her that I might have a little part in this great adventure. I think I meant it to be impressive, but it was I who ended up being surprised. She looked up from the guitar she was strumming and asked why I wasn’t completing the trip. Feigning great composure I mumbled something about being busy, and then there was she and her sister Anu and Daddy and the house and the job, the dog, my plants, cooking, my business plans, etc., etc.


‘Are you afraid you can’t do it?’ Aditi’s gaze turned into an arresting, arrow-straight look.


What is it about seventeen-year-olds that they can cut through the fat like a hot knife? I wonder why we don’t realize that our children who live with us and watch us so closely, probably know things about us we are often too careful to even allow ourselves to think about. I was forced to admit that, maybe, I wasn’t too confident of my riding skills, or my capacity for endurance. For someone writing engineering entrance exams, Aditi was living a life of her own ambition. She was aiming for a hard goal and enjoying it immensely. She wanted the same for me. ‘Go big or go home,’ she playfully waggled her eyebrows at me.


The full import of my daughters’ ambitions for me to get out there and let myself go fell into place for me only weeks later, well into the ride, when we stopped under a tree one evening in a pristine dark forest nestled in the Arakan range in western Myanmar. JB had called for a stop. It was late in the evening, late by standard mountain time. At home, I would still be getting dinner on the table waiting for the nine o’ clock news to begin. Taking in the full moon rising behind a ridge, I reminisced what had put me on this path. I realized that the most important event in this journey had occurred long before we left Hyderabad. It was the day I decided to be a part of this expedition and stopped making excuses for not wanting to go the whole distance. When I decided to no longer be limited by anything – be it societal norms, imagined duties and responsibilities, handicaps of age and fitness, circumstances of exam timings, fear of bad roads and foul weather, or, most insidiously, the fear of appearing to be a selfish wife and a negligent mother. It dawned on me that it is indeed liberating to not have to tuck every square peg into a neat square hole of being efficient, reasonable, or convenient.


But really, why had I been thinking that I wasn’t up to it? Until Aditi cut through the fog of doubt enveloping me, why had I burdened myself with so many imagined limitations? We all make plans. Most of them crumble when they come up against the overwhelming question of ‘why’. It’s that imagined threshold on which we stumble first. We live lives of many distractions; being successful, or seeming to be successful, is one of them. And in this pursuit of success, illusory or real, one resorts to several tools, most notably the appearance of being busy and having multiple responsibilities that make oneself seem irreplaceable and indispensable. There is a thriving body of self-help literature that professes to aid us in keeping up such appearances: ‘12 Steps on How to Make Yourself Indispensable to Your Organisation’, ‘5 Essentials of Being the Perfect Spouse/Parent/Friend/Colleague/ Entrepreneur’, and so on. Down that road it becomes harder to extricate oneself from the pursuit of perfection. To take time off from that seemingly real adult world is to risk being seen as forfeiting the game. But it is worthwhile to remind oneself that it is only just a game, a pretend game. A game of contriving a success story, one that each of us is expected to subscribe to regardless of ability or willingness. The lucky ones escape from this prison of expectations, but most play along, sometimes because it is convenient, sometimes because one is too lazy to think up something different, and sometimes because they actually enjoy the rat race.


But sometimes one wants to step back for a bit. This dramatic journey through the mountains of Southeast Asia was me stepping back for a bit.


‘Hai tujhe bhi ijaazat, karle tu bhi mohabbat’ (‘You can also fall in love, you have always had the permission’)... I wonder who we are waiting for. And for what? A permission? A stamped approval letter? How easily we forget that finding happiness lies in our own hands. Riding through the rain on windswept roads astride a powerful motorcycle pushes out every thought from your head except the reality of navigating the path, eyes scanning the horizon ahead. This is when you realize that no further approval is needed. And that the buck stops right there, on the wet road, under the front wheel, and in the glint in your eyes.


I had the good fortune of being born into a family that enjoys the road. I was weaned on road trips. In 1989, my parents bought a car, a fire-engine-red Maruti van, now long decommissioned, in Delhi, and we drove it back home to Jamshedpur. We followed the Ganga eastwards through India’s lush plains. Stopping at dhabas and watching Papa talk to truckers and dhaba-owners seemed wildly romantic to me, fifteen then. It was also an opportunity for spontaneous learning. I learnt more from him on such trips than he might have ever achieved by telling me about life in sitting-room soirees.


The desire to have Papa on this ride was perhaps a throwback to those trips. He has been an avid traveller himself. In 1979, along with six friends he rode to Europe on a Yezdi. They shipped the four bikes to Kuwait and drove 18,000 kilometres to Paris, went around the Eiffel Tower, came back to the shores of the Persian Gulf and back by sea to Bombay. As children we had grown up with stories from their three-month-long trip: the time they almost got jailed in Damascus, the time the Iraqis didn’t charge them for petrol, how they had to ride on the pavement because their bikes weren’t fast enough for even the slowest lanes of the Autobahn.
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