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Praise for Land of the Dawn-Lit Mountains


‘A fabulously thrilling journey through a beguiling land’


Joanna Lumley


‘A tale of delight and exuberance – and one I’d thoroughly recommend. Bolingbroke-Kent proves a great travelling companion – compassionate, spirited and with a sharp eye for human oddity’


Benedict Allen, author of Edge of Blue Heaven and Into the Abyss


‘With tremendous verve and determination Antonia plunges through an extraordinary world. Thank heavens she survived to tell this vivid and thoughtful tale’


Ted Simon, author of Jupiter’s Travels


‘A transformative journey that gripped me from the very first page’


Alastair Humphreys, author of The Boy Who Biked the World and Microadventures


‘A beautifully-written, exciting and revealing book that harks back to a golden age of travel writing’


Lois Pryce, author of Revolutionary Ride
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


During the course of my journey I encountered and spent time with people from numerous different tribal groups, among them Idu Mishmi, Khampa, Monpa, Adi and many more. When I am writing about someone from a distinct tribal group I always refer to them as Idu, Adi or Monpa etc., as opposed to simply ‘Indian’. When talking about tribal people in general I occasionally use the term ‘tribals’, which is a term commonly used in India, both by tribal and non-tribal peoples. When I am writing about people from the states of Assam, Bihar or Bengal, I refer to them as Assamese, Bihari or Bengali. In cases where I write about non-tribal Indians in a generic manner I simply refer to them as Indian, or ‘mainland Indian’ – a common term used by the tribal people of Arunachal Pradesh to describe non-tribal people from outside the state. In a very few instances, names have been changed to protect people’s identities.




PROLOGUE


The priest chivvied us into the dark, humid interior, muttering mantras and incantations as he went.


‘You are so lucky!’ said Manash. ‘This is the least crowded I’ve ever seen it. Normally you have to queue for hours.’


But it was hard to contemplate a bigger crowd. Age-blackened walls sealed us into Kamakhya’s crush of devotees, the mass of humanity shuffling and chanting as it moved through the tunnel towards the subterranean inner sanctum, the air thick with incense, sweat and expectation. Priests rocked and chanted next to bronze platters piled with notes, streaking our foreheads with vermilion as we passed. Crimson deities loomed out of the shadows, their stony features lit by the flickering of dozens of little butter lamps. Hemmed in by rock and flesh, I pressed on through the guttering gloom, hands raised in supplication, lips mouthing mantras I didn’t understand, senses charged with an unseen energy.


In a small cave at the heart of the temple lay the holy of holies, Sati’s yoni, or vagina, a slab of black granite carved with a ten-inch fissure kept constantly moist by a spring in the rocks above. Here the crush and heat and fervour reached a crescendo as people pushed towards the holy pudenda. Call it the goddess, imagination or claustrophobia, but the cramped, ancient chamber seemed to pulse with the power of something beyond my understanding, as if we’d stepped into the womb of the divine mother herself.


Breathless, bewildered and trampled on, I knelt before the sacred slit, obeying the attendant priest as he motioned for me to touch the pool of water, smash a coconut on the rock, donate some rupees and throw a handful of marigolds. Please, goddess, look after me on the journey ahead, I repeated, as he thumbed my head with more vermilion, gave me a scrap of red cotton and hustled me out of the way. A minute later we were blinking in the daylight and greedily gulping at the air, daubed red and garlanded with marigolds.


As we left the temple compound I grabbed a passing baby goat for a cuddle. It looked at me with cold, capricious eyes and proceeded to munch on my marigolds. Sacred vaginas, holy goats and a lucky absence of crowds – the omens were good. This was fortunate, for I was about to depart on a journey that had fired my dreams and fears for the past two years. Given the remoteness of where I was going, and the events of the past year, I needed all the divine luck I could get.




PART ONE


THE WILD EAST
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THE FORGOTTEN LAND


Curled beneath the eastern ramparts of the Himalayas broods a wild land of unnamed peaks and unexplored forests: the Indian state of Arunachal Pradesh. The largest and least populous of the Seven Sisters – the septet of states that make up India’s turbulent, tribal Northeast – it lies folded between the Tibetan plateau, the steaming jungles of Burma, the mountains of Bhutan and the flood-prone plains of the Brahmaputra Valley. Remote, mountainous and forbidding, here shamans still fly through the night, hidden valleys conceal portals to other worlds, yetis leave footprints in the snow, spirits and demons abound, and the gods are appeased by the blood of sacrificed beasts. More tribes live here, and more languages are spoken, than anywhere else in South Asia. A goldmine of flora and fauna, its unparalleled altitudinal range provides sanctuary to a fabulous array of exotic and alarming creatures. Snow leopards prowl along frozen ridges. Royal Bengal tigers pad through the jungle. Burmese rock pythons slither through the loam.


Yet Arunachal Pradesh remains almost unheard of outside India and little known by those within it. Cordoned off from the outside world from 1873 until the end of the 1990s, today the harshness of its terrain, a sensitive political situation and the need for expensive and restrictive permits still make it a little-visited region.


Much of this isolation is down to simple geography. This violent landscape was formed around fifty million years ago when the Eurasian and Indian landmasses collided in an almighty tectonic smash, the old continents welding into a naturally forbidding architecture of plunging ravines and densely packed peaks, all rent and skewed and tumbling, the very earth itself fighting for space. In the seam between the former continents rose a great river, the Tsangpo, coursing along the suture of the Indian and Eurasian plates. Landlocked, topographically impractical and soon covered by thick forests, this was not a corner of the planet designed for human habitation.


Who came here first, and where they came from, nobody really knows, but what is certain is that by the time the East India Company annexed the region – then known as Assam – from the Burmese at the Treaty of Yandabo in 1826, this isolated Indo-Tibetan border area was home to numerous tribes of singularly fearsome repute. Major John Butler, a British Political Officer who travelled everywhere with two glass windows to fit into the bamboo walls of the huts he stayed in, described it as a ‘wild, uncivilized foreign land’ occupied by lawless savages with a nasty proclivity for opium. In 1837 J. M’Cosh, a surgeon stationed in Calcutta, wrote of its ‘straggling hordes of barbarians’. Another colonial wag noted how these ‘rude and barbarous people’ were ‘very averse to strangers’ and notably fond of removing the heads of unwanted interlopers. The warlike Ahom, Tai invaders who’d ruled Assam for 600 years, had wisely left these headhunting hill dwellers alone and, unless provoked, the British did too.


In 1873, after half a century of intermittent raids on their lucrative interests in Assam, the British introduced the Inner Line Permit. Designed to prohibit movement between the Brahmaputra Valley and the surrounding mountains, it was essentially a peace deal with the tribal populations of the hills, a clever way of saying: ‘You stop interfering with our tea, oil and elephant trades and we won’t meddle in your affairs.’ By now Assamese tea was big business and, with so much at stake, the British did not want their profits dented by troublesome tribesmen. From then on – the odd skirmish and light butchery aside – the ‘savages’ kept to the hills, the British to tending their tea on the plains.


This laissez-faire attitude came to an end in 1910 when the Chinese invaded Tibet, deposed the Dalai Lama and looked set to march into eastern Assam too. Russian imperialist ambitions in the East were bad enough but now, with the Chinese jabbing at their unprotected Achilles heel, the British quickly set to mapping and monitoring these neglected frontier zones. Surveying parties led by colonels with bristling moustaches and perfectly pomaded hair marched north from the plains, their trains of bandy-legged porters buckling under the weight of hampers, tents and gramophones. As the British explorer and botanist Frank Kingdon-Ward later wrote, these parties were instructed to not only ‘explore and survey as much of the country as possible’, but also find the ‘Pemako Falls’ and settle ‘the question of the Tsangpo and Brahmaputra rivers’. Whether the two great rivers of Tibet and Northeast India were one and the same, and if they hid a colossal waterfall in their unexplored inner gorges, was one of the greatest geographical mysteries of the nineteenth century. The British were determined to find the answer before the Russians or Chinese.


Not wanting to dilly-dally, in 1914 Sir Henry McMahon, the foreign secretary of the British-run government of India, boldly inked a new Indo-Tibetan border along the ridge of the eastern Himalayas. Until then, British colonial interests officially extended only to the edges of the Brahmaputra Valley, but now we were laying claim to the ungovernable mountainous tracts beyond. Stretching 550 miles from Bhutan to Burma, the ‘McMahon Line’ was rejected by the Chinese delegation at that year’s Simla Conference, who walked out after maintaining that Tibet and a significant chunk of Assam belonged to them. Sidelined by the confusion of the Great War and its aftermath, the issue reappeared in 1943 when the Chinese produced a map reiterating their claim to these territories. Despite the British responding with a renewed bout of mapping and exploration of the disputed frontier, the matter still wasn’t resolved by the time India lurched to Independence in 1947.


At this point, Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first prime minister, had more pressing issues to consider than his fledgling country’s remote, tribal Northeast. Rather than complicate matters, he opted to keep Britain’s Inner Line Permit system in place – a system that remains to this day. As a man who claimed to have a ‘strong attachment to the tribal people’ of his country, he was, perhaps, partly driven by a desire to preserve the unique cultures of the North East Frontier Agency, as Arunachal Pradesh was then known. But it could also have been a case of taking the most expedient path – a path that was muddied when India’s accommodation of Tibet’s fugitive Dalai Lama in 1959 contributed to the Sino-Indian War of 1962. In October of that year, Mao Zedong’s People’s Liberation Army launched a surprise assault across the McMahon Line, temporarily occupying parts of the region and advancing as far south as Tezpur in Assam. Fortunately, a month later, they announced a ceasefire and withdrew.


Since then the two nations have eyeballed each other over the parapet of the Himalayas, missing few opportunities for border braggadocio, spying and diplomatic spats. China has never accepted the McMahon Line and continues to lay claim to the region, referring to it as South Tibet and including it on official government maps – a slur which India takes very seriously indeed. As I write this in May 2016 the Indian government is drafting a new law that could lead to not only a hefty jail sentence but also a fine up to $15 million (no, that’s not a typo) for any careless cartographers who publish an inaccurate map showing disputed territory, such as Arunachal Pradesh, Kashmir and Ladakh’s Aksai Chin, as lying outside its borders. The Indian customs declaration form, which all visitors to the country must fill out on entry, puts ‘maps and literature where Indian external boundaries have been shown incorrectly’ above ‘narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances’ in their list of prohibited items. It must be the only country in the world where a badly drawn map is deemed more dangerous than a stash of class As.


The Chinese issue has shaped this region since 1962 and is the prism through which the Indian government and people view this far-flung frontier state. But Chinese expansionism isn’t the only conflict that has riven this far-off corner of the world in recent decades. Since Independence, guerrilla armies and liberation fronts have sprung up all over the Northeast, each of them fighting for autonomy from an India that feels geographically, culturally and religiously separate. Caught in the cross-currents of communism, the Vietnam War, the Cold War and the chaos of East Pakistan and Bangladesh, this Hydra-headed struggle for independence has been further agitated by frequent outside interference. The US backed Naga rebels between the 1950s and 1970s, with CIA agents operating in the area being easily mistaken for missionaries, and Pakistan and China have consistently funded and trained various groups. It’s been a long and bitter battle that few outsiders have heard of, yet one that has claimed the lives of an estimated 200,000 Naga – killed with eye-watering savagery by soldiers of the Indian Army. Today the violence is a fraction of what it was in the 1950s, ’60s and ’70s, but numerous guerrilla factions still exist and the dream of independence from India still fuels numerous rebel groups throughout the Seven Sisters.


All this has meant that this disputed frontier territory – which was named Arunachal Pradesh, ‘the land of the dawn-lit mountains’, in 1987 – has remained uniquely isolated, a hidden land that time and the outside world forgot.


*


Fate, once again, had dealt me a lucky card. In October 2013, on the very day I emailed the manuscript of my previous book, A Short Ride in the Jungle, to my publisher, I received a call from the BBC. A few days later I landed in post-Diwali Delhi, a city choked with fog and filth, to spend a week finding stories and characters for a documentary on Azadpur Mandi, one of the world’s biggest fruit and vegetable markets. Traipsing through rotting vegetable matter discussing the inner workings of the Indian carrot trade wasn’t the most glamorous TV job I’ve done. But it did mean I met Abhra.


An ebullient Bengali with a ready laugh, Abhra is behind many of the documentaries about India you see on Western TV screens. Fixer extraordinaire, he’s the man the BBC, Channel 4, Discovery and National Geographic go to if they want to film on the subcontinent. He arranges filming permits, hires local crews, deals with the muddling world of Indian bureaucracy, arranges transport and sniffs out locations, stories, ideas and characters from Manali to Mumbai. He smuggled Simon Reeve across the border to Burma to meet insurgents in his Tropic of Cancer series; took Gordon Ramsay to meet a Naga chief in Great Escapes; helped Michael Palin up the Himalayas and arranged for the Human Planet team to meet mahouts and their elephants in the jungles of Arunachal Pradesh. Blessed with the rare ability to find anything and get on with anyone, be they politicians or rubbish pickers, Abhra could charm the pants off Putin. His nickname isn’t Abhra-cadabra for nothing.


Abhra also happens to be one of the few outsiders to have travelled extensively in the Seven Sisters. Until then, I’d been only vaguely aware of these anomalous states, bolted onto the eastern shoulder of India like a hasty afterthought. But over lengthy gin-fuelled dinners in the same Delhi restaurant, eyes twinkling behind thick black-rimmed spectacles, he fired my imagination with tales of unmapped wilderness, shamans with magical powers, sacred valleys, matrilineal tribes, yeti sightings and bizarre rumours of human sacrifice. Even more intriguing was that these little-known states, connected to the rest of the subcontinent by a twenty-mile strip between Bangladesh and Nepal, contained disputed frontier territory and were a hotbed of insurgent groups, wildlife poaching and cross-border drug trafficking. I had to go.


I returned to England with lungs full of Delhi smog and a brain buzzing with intrigue. But ideas, like dough, need time to rise, ferment and take form. The Northeast was too large, too disparate, to tackle as one haphazard journey: I needed a focus. For several months I let the idea roll about my mind, prodding it, kneading it, stirring it with sprinklings of research. And the more I did so, the more Arunachal rose to the fore. The most inaccessible, culturally diverse and little known of the Seven Sisters, here was a place hidden in the shadows and wrinkles at the edge of the map; a far-off land that spoke of magic and mystery, gods and monsters and the glorious wild. With the exception of the late Mark Shand, whose 2002 book, River Dog, told of his journey down the Brahmaputra, almost nothing has been written about Arunachal since the 1940s. And even Shand, who travelled through just a small eastern section of the state, only scratched the surface. I am not of the curmudgeonly caste that moans about there being nothing left to explore; exploration is a state of mind. But in a world that has largely been mapped, clicked, blogged about, uploaded and tramped across, it seemed unbelievable that such a place still exists. Arunachal it was.


Although the Indian government has cautiously been allowing foreigners into Arunachal Pradesh since 1998, travel there remains tightly controlled. Those who wish to go must apply for a thirty-day permit and travel in groups of two or more, with a guide, and only to stated areas. All this sounded deeply dull. I’d need longer than thirty days to explore the Portugal-sized state, and I definitely didn’t want to see it through the window of a minibus full of German lepidopterists. Luckily I knew just the man who could inveigle his way around these tiresome restrictions.


Six months after our meeting in Delhi, I dialled Abhra’s mobile number: there was that familiar laugh at the end of the line, his cheerfulness infectious even from 5,000 miles away. Of course he could arrange a longer permit, he chuckled. He knew just the man. And yes, his new travel company, Native Route, would be delighted to help me with contacts and logistics. I trusted Abhra implicitly. With him on board I knew my idea was possible.


While Abhra worked his magic on the guide and permit situation, I turned to the happy conundrums of when, where and how. Maps of this part of the world are both scarce and inaccurate – even London’s Royal Society for Asian Affairs, whose drawers bulge with yellowed, musty old maps of the Empire, had a paucity of relevant cartography. Every other corner of Asia was represented, but not this part of India; it really was a forgotten land, a blank space in the popular imagination. Instead I turned to Google Earth, poring over jade forests and snowy ridges, my eyes greedily following the contours from which rivers purled and plummeted and great peaks soared. I befuddled myself with weather charts and rainfall statistics, rooted out contacts and delved into obscure, out-of-print books by long-dead explorers. The deeper I dug, the more excited I became. With India’s BJP Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s efforts to bring India’s eighty million tribal people into the religious mainstream, border tensions with China and the rush for resources to feed, water, power and supply India’s exploding population, this long-ignored state seemed on the cusp of exponential change. It could not have been a better time to write about it.


Abhra, meanwhile, had been working his charms to good effect, pulling the creaky strings of Indian bureaucracy to secure me the promise of a two-month permit. As for whether I’d have to travel with a guide, that remained a blurred point and something even the law was unclear on. While Abhra’s influence meant I’d be able to avoid the spectre of any sort of guided tour, and essentially travel independently, the sensitivity of the border area, overspill of insurgent activity from Assam and Nagaland, and regularity of police and army checkpoints meant I couldn’t entirely dispense with guides. Initially resistant to this, I conceded that either I accepted this situation or didn’t go at all, the thought of which was by now unbearable.


I’d soon hatched a plan to loop and wiggle from one end of the lozenge-shaped state to the other, travelling roughly 3,000 miles from the humid jungles of the Patkai Hills bordering Burma in the east, to the gompa-clad Himalayan heights of Tawang in the west. It was a journey that would take me through dark, primal jungles, thickly forested hills, remote valleys and to places that few, if any, Westerners had visited. It wouldn’t be easy. Arunachal is carved into a series of steep, forbidding valleys by the great tributaries of the Brahmaputra – among them the Lohit, Dibang, Siang, Subansiri and Kameng – which pour down from their sources high on the Himalayan plateau. Since these make it impossible to traverse the state in a straight line from east to west, I’d be forced to travel up and down each valley. Given these difficulties, I would travel by a combination of means – a motorbike that Abhra agreed to find for me, plus foot, boat and public transport.


Deciding when to do this was even more problematic. Northeast India’s climate and terrain have been the nemesis of many a would-be conqueror and explorer. Not only is it the wettest place on earth, hammered by monsoon rains from April until October, but either side of this annual deluge stalks the ferocious Himalayan winter. During a military campaign in Assam 300 years ago, Mullah Darvish of Herat wrote:


‘Its roads are frightful as the path leading to the Nook of Death . . . its forests are full of violence . . . its rivers are beyond limit . . .’


In 1926, Frank Kingdon-Ward said of the region: ‘The frivolous might say there are two seasons; eight months wet, and four months damned wet.’


Being of a reptilian disposition, I dislike the cold and had no wish to battle my way through blizzards and white-outs. But nor did I fancy being washed away by floods and landslides or trekking through humid jungles dripping with rain and pit vipers.


To complicate things further, Arunachal ranges from Himalayan summits of over 7,000 metres to the near-sea-level plains of Assam, and is home to almost every climatic zone on earth. In late spring and summer it would be beautiful in the higher-altitude areas but wet, sticky and malarial in the lower jungles. In winter these jungles would be cool, dry and appealingly free of snakes and leeches, but the higher passes would still be cloaked in snow. Autumn was the obvious time to go, but it was already late summer and I wouldn’t be ready in time. It was a temporal catch-22.


In the end, factors outside of my control delayed my departure date by more than a year. But on 1 February 2016, almost two and a half years since I’d first met Abhra, I dragged my bulging holdall off the baggage reclaim at Guwahati airport and walked out into the mist of the Assamese winter.
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ALL I NEED IS A HERO


Abhra was busy creeping after snow leopards in Himachal Pradesh for the BBC’s Planet Earth II, so I was met at the airport by Manash, his business partner. Blessed with the almond-eyed good looks typical of the tall, paler-skinned Assamese, Manash was to be my Man in Assam. An Enfield-riding, rock ’n’ roll-loving fount of knowledge and resourcefulness, he was to prove an indispensable addition to Mission Arunachal.


As Manash steered his Scorpio 4WD through Guwahati’s honking, polluted streets, the Rolling Stones and Led Zeppelin crackling out of the stereo, I took in the passing bedlam of Northeast India’s largest city. An exploding metropolis of over a million people sprawled along the southern banks of the Brahmaputra, it was India in all its Technicolor madness, a riot of barging cars, darting auto-rickshaws, wandering cows, dirt and noise. Bangladeshis pedalled between the traffic on dilapidated bicycle rickshaws. A man stood urinating onto the dusty verge. Women squatted beside piles of burning rubbish. People stared. It was hard to imagine it had once been known as Pragjyotishpura, the ‘light of the East’, the city where Lord Brahma first created the stars. One of the nation’s fastest-growing cities, it was seeping inexorably into the surrounding hills, the bloating peripheries frequently pushing leopards into its concrete alleys.


Speeding under lines of the tall, slender betel palms, which give it the modern name Guwahati, ‘market of betel nuts’, I remembered that to love India you have to hurl yourself at it feet first – embrace the chaos, the oddities, the unexpected, the frustrations, the failures. If you don’t, it will probably drive you mad. And besides, the India I was heading for wasn’t India as we know it; it was another world entirely.


The following few days passed in a whirlwind of mechanics, paperwork, shopping, packing and pujas. I first met my motorbike down a rutted alleyway the next morning. A 150cc Hero Impulse that Manash had picked up for 39,000 rupees (about £390), it stood at the back of a mechanic’s cluttered shed, a plain thing but perfectly suited for the task. Light, simple and designed for off-road use, I was glad to have chosen it over a beautiful but brutish Royal Enfield. A crowd assembled as I swung my leg over the saddle and tapped it into first gear for a spin. But it had been six months since I’d been on a bike and nerves and unfamiliarity sent me careering down the alleyway, narrowly missing an oncoming rickshaw and almost knocking an old woman to an early grave. Thankfully I’d calmed myself and the wayward Hero by the time I returned to the gawping crowd, and I glided to a stop with limbs and pride intact.


For the rest of the day we threaded through a maze of choked streets, scouring the city for all-terrain tyres, Manash weaving expertly through the traffic ahead of me on his old black Enfield. It wasn’t long before I felt accustomed to the Hero and the familiar irregularities of Asian traffic. My last journey, a solo exploration of Indochina’s Ho Chi Minh Trail, had begun in the cacophonous streets of Hanoi, a city whose roads were even more frenzied. Here cars pushed and barged and beeped, rickshaws cut you up and no one cared a jot about those pointless white lines on the tarmac. But at least there were no women staggering across the road under back-breaking yokes of fruit and vegetables, or swarms of mopeds, or streams of gossiping girls bicycling nonchalantly through the clamorous mass of man and machine. Compared to Hanoi, Guwahati’s traffic was verging on sane.


We passed markets where trays of live fish flapped and gasped at the roadside, zipped down side streets, and dived into boy racer shops bustling with gelled heads and gold chains. When the tyres eluded us I bought the Hero a Sex Pistols sticker instead, the closest thing I could find to a Union Jack. In the fusty offices of an insurance company, where plump workers typed idly under Krishna calendars, Manash encouraged the woman with 400 rupees, around four pounds, to insure my bike. Had he not, it would have taken a week, instead of an hour, for her to do the job.


It was dusk before we found the right tyres, and two thin, grubby boys squatted barefoot in the street to fit them by the light of a mobile phone torch. I crouched on the pavement beside them, keen to see how it was done, only to be distracted by a pathetic, limping beggar who appeared beside me, babbling and holding out his hands for money. It was impossible not to feel sorry for him, so I handed over some notes and watched him hobble away, a poor pitiful creature, the sort you sadly see so many of in India.


Occasionally our errands would take us along the banks of the Brahmaputra, where couples sat on benches under palms and fishermen poled narrow wooden boats into shore. Vast, still and perpetually foggy at this time of year, the river looked placid and benign, but under that silken surface eddied knots of lethal currents and the gift of life and death. The only male among India’s major rivers, the ‘son of Brahma’ is the fluvial spine of Northeast India, its lifeblood, destroyer and shifting serpentine heart. By the time it reaches Guwahati, its waters have travelled a thousand miles from their source beneath Mount Kailash, flowing east through Tibet as the Yarlung Tsangpo, thundering south through Arunachal Pradesh as the Siang, and then emerging onto the plains as the Brahmaputra. South of Guwahati it becomes the capricious Jamuna of Bangladesh, then the Padma and, finally, as it merges with Mother Ganges and flows into the Bay of Bengal, the mighty Meghna. A frequent companion over the coming months, never would it look the same.


The one thing we couldn’t find in this entire heaving city was a top box. Setting off on a journey through some of the wettest mountains on earth without a lockable, waterproof box on the bike was unthinkable. But such a thing apparently didn’t exist in Guwahati.


‘Come on, Manash, this is India; there’s always a solution. There must be someone who can make me a top box,’ I said one evening.


‘I’m damn sure there is too,’ he replied, a determined look in his eye. Manash, I’d learnt, was not a man accustomed to giving up.


Besides working with Abhra, Manash was also involved in project-managing a slew of government-funded solar power installations in remote Assamese villages, part of Modi’s drive to bring electricity to 400 million rural Indians. The fabrication work for these projects was done at a local factory and, within minutes, Manash had made a few calls and arranged for them to make me a top box the next day.


‘It’s not going to be the top box of your dreams,’ he warned, with a wry smile. ‘It’s going to be an Indian-style top box. But it should be OK.’


At 10 a.m. we arrived at a cavernous warehouse on the industrial fringes of the city. Steel girders lay stacked on the dirt floor and blade-thin workers, their backs shiny with sweat, stood and stared as I walked in.


‘You Britishers are very stronger [sic], mentally and physically,’ said Probir, the factory owner, as we sat drinking tea in his beige, air-conditioned office. On the dirt track outside the warehouse, three of his men bent over the back of the Hero to measure it up. The measurements had to be precise; a millimetre out and the new box’s bolts wouldn’t fit into the pre-existing rack at the back of the bike. The men furrowed their brows and chewed the ends of pencils with paan-stained mouths. They squinted. They conferred. They measured their hands against the rack and scribbled vital digits on a scrap of paper. No one thought to use a new-fangled device such as a ruler or measuring tape. Why bother when hands and eyes would do?


Probir wobbled his head from side to side in the classic Indian manner that variously means: Yes, OK, I understand, Hello, Maybe or You’re welcome. ‘We will do the needful.’


The top box, he said, would be ready that evening.


In the meantime, there was one more thing I had to do before I left Guwahati. No journey in India could possibly start without a puja, a ritual to invoke the blessings of the deities and ask for good luck on the road ahead, especially for a wildly superstitious traveller such as me. Where better to do this than at one of the country’s most ancient and powerful monuments to the divine feminine – Kamakhya, Guwahati’s Shakti temple to the mother goddess.


The late-afternoon sun glowed through the mist as we climbed the marble steps to the temple. A begging torso, his head the only protrusion from a grossly malformed body, solicited the passing crowd for rupees. Sadhus with matted locks and dirty orange robes squatted under a banyan tree. Lines of stalls offered gaudy Shiva figurines, garlands of orange marigolds, incense, coconuts and butter lamps. And at the top, under a stone gateway guarded by a pair of muscular granite hounds, skulked a pack of priests, scarlet-robed and vulpine-eyed, who scanned the approaching crowd. There was big money to be made from the superstitious, particularly at somewhere as famous as Kamakhya.


Manash, wise to the rapacity of the temple’s holy men, had called his family panda, or priest, in advance and, just as the pack prepared to pounce, a bony old man with a comb-over and rheumy, bespectacled eyes materialized before us, a plastic bag of offerings clutched beneath the folds of his faded navy shawl. Under the glare of the jilted priests, we took off our shoes and walked barefoot into the temple compound.


Beyond the gates, crowds of devotees milled around the sprawling, squat stone building. Bells rang. Priests chanted. Families took selfies in front of the ridged beehive dome. Pigeons flapped around stone effigies. Throngs of sari-clad women rubbed ringed fingers on the worn feet of elephant-headed gods, adding to the slick of 500 years of grease and vermilion. And among it all strutted, butted, nibbled, grabbed and chewed numerous fat stinking billy goats.


I’d expected goats, but bloody, headless carcasses, not live, well-fed pets, their coats smeared reverently red. For Kamakhya is a sacrificial temple, a place whose courtyards have oozed with blood for more than a thousand years. Hindu mythology, never one to shy away from a ripping yarn, relates how the temple’s origins lie in the marriage of Lord Shiva, one of the most powerful gods in the dizzying Hindu pantheon, to a beautiful goddess called Sati. But Sati’s haughty father didn’t approve of his daughter marrying a dreadlocked ascetic who spent most of his time meditating at the top of Mount Kailash, and excluded her from the family. Shamed and furious, Sati went into deep meditation, burst into flames and died.


Mad with grief and hellbent on destruction, Shiva rampaged through the universe with Sati’s lifeless body on his head. The other gods tried mantras, chanting, jokes and dance to soothe him, but nothing worked. Eventually Lord Vishnu mounted his eagle, Garuda, and flew up to Mount Kailash, flinging his discus at Sati’s body and slicing it into fifty-one pieces. The place where each piece fell to earth became a site of worship of the divine mother: of these, the most powerful was where Sati’s yoni, or vagina, had fallen, a hilltop overlooking the Brahmaputra River west of modern Guwahati. From then on Kamakhya, as the site was soon known, became a powerful centre of worship of the divine feminine.


No one knows how old Kamakhya is, but by the tenth century it was already an important centre of sacrifice, mysticism and sorcery. And it wasn’t just wild boar, alligators, lions and rhino whose heads thudded from the chopping block. Humans, specifically men, were frequently offered too. After the original, pre-Aryan temple was destroyed by Muslim invaders in 1498, its reconstruction was celebrated with the decapitation of 140 human ‘volunteers’ whose severed heads were presented to the goddess on bronze platters. In need of particular divine favour, one seventeenth-century ruler offered the goddess the heads of 700, apparently willing, devotees.


There are whispers that human sacrifice hasn’t entirely disappeared from these parts. Possessed of a mind drawn to the edges of things, this was one of the many mysterious subjects that had initially attracted me to write about this forgotten corner of the subcontinent. Incredulous when I’d first heard tell of it in Delhi two years previously, a subsequent trawl through the internet turned up a series of disturbingly recent Indian media reports involving Tantrik priests, superstitious villagers and decapitated bodies. In 2013 a fifty-year-old woman from Mumbai had been killed in a Tantrik ritual. Uttar Pradesh had suffered a spate of alleged sacrifices in 2006, the illiterate villagers apparently goaded by travelling priests promising bountiful harvests and untold wealth. And there were persistent rumours that children were secretly sacrificed to ensure the successful completion of large-scale construction projects.


Only hours after arriving in India I’d found myself sitting in the dimly lit corner of a restaurant, being told with surety that human sacrifice still took place.


The journalist lowered his voice and looked furtively around us. ‘It’s best no one overhears this conversation.’ He paused to light another cigarette before continuing, his leather jacket creaking as he lifted the flame to his mouth. ‘It’s not just for big construction projects, it happens here too. Every summer a Tantrik fertility festival is held at an important local temple and it’s said that in the middle of the night, in a closely guarded ceremony, a child is sacrificed. Rich men pay priests a lot of money to do it, believing it will bring them even greater wealth.’


I was agape. ‘But who are the children?’


‘I don’t know, but they’re sold to the priests for around fifty thousand rupees [roughly £500]. I can’t tell you any more, but I’ve heard about it too many times for it not to be true.’


Whether it was true or not, what was certain was that in 2012 a plastic bag containing a man’s severed head and pieces of paper inscribed with Hindu mantras had been found on the road to the temple.


Nowadays, although humans are off the public menu, people still travel from all corners of India to make furred and feathered offerings to the goddess. When travel writer Mark Shand visited in the 1990s, he met a family who had made a ‘four-month, 2,000-mile journey from the south, hauling a young buffalo all the way’. Goats, buffaloes, chickens, ducks – generally male – are slaughtered here daily, usually, I learnt, in the early morning. The goat I’d later approach for a cuddle was one of the lucky ones, given instead as a live offering to the bloodthirsty deity. No wonder he was so happy to munch on my marigolds.


Probir was true to his word and that night my bespoke, handmade top box was complete. There was just one problem – the paint wasn’t dry. In their eagerness to ‘do the needful’, the steel box had been sprayed a dashing powder blue, with the sort of paint that takes days to dry. By 9 p.m. it was still woefully wet. Undeterred, Probir disappeared into the dark bowels of the warehouse and returned with a plugless hairdryer. Cramming the wires directly into a wall socket, we crouched hopefully around the box, blasting it with a hairdryer that had all the power of a gerbil’s fart. An hour later we gathered around the Hero to fit the perfect, powder-blue box. Except it wasn’t quite as perfect now; it was smudged, smeared with oily fingerprints and gummed with dust. The paint hadn’t been as dry as we thought, but by then it was too late, and perfectionism had been blunted by a desire to go home.


There was one other small problem: only two of the four bolts were in the right place. A tape measure might have been useful after all. We clustered around, tools and sticky box in hand, sawing and drilling, our efforts attracting a crowd of curious passers-by. It was almost midnight by the time Probir had bodged and drilled everything into place, grinning triumphantly at the completion of his ‘Number One Indian Quality Top Box’. I drove away, my smudged, fingerprinted, bodged box held on by three bolts, rattling in the night air. The whole episode was a perfect microcosm of all the maddening brilliance of modern India.


It was time to leave. Not only did my permit for Arunachal Pradesh start in a week, but Guwahati was in danger of turning me into a spoilt, overfed memsahib. For four days Manash (or Manny, as I now jokingly called him) had collected me each morning from his and Abhra’s soon-to-be office, an empty house in a gated city centre compound I temporarily called home. He’d fed me. He’d driven me to every seething corner of the city, hunting down tyres, top boxes and temples. He’d bribed fat insurance brokers. He’d even bought me a key ring for good luck.


But it wasn’t just Manny’s generosity that was to blame. Of my own volition I’d also stuffed myself with spicy fish curries, sticky rice wrapped in bamboo and smashed, smoky brinjal at the best Assamese restaurants, been taken to dinner by local journalists and fed an ever-increasing number of breakfasts by kindly, inquisitive neighbours. The latter had started with one elderly man popping his woolly-hatted head around the front door with a ‘You are hailing from?’ and an invitation to his house. Soon the popping heads had multiplied to three. Not wanting to cause offence, I’d accepted all their invitations – at this rate I’d soon be hitting double-figure breakfasts. This was supposed to be a rufty-tufty adventure through the wilds of India, for goodness sake. I needed to cut the apron strings and stride boldly forth.


After all the months of planning, excitement and apprehension, I awoke with only mildly simmering nerves. Rolling up my sleeping bag and shoe-horning the last of my belongings into my rucksack and faithful old panniers, I watched my mind as a sailor watches a surging sea, expecting a tidal bore of emotion to sweep over the horizon and swamp me at any minute. But it never came. I remembered the jaw-clenching, teeth-chattering nerves of that morning in Hanoi three years previously and thought how, just like each person, each journey has its own personality, its own set of fears and desires.


In a quiet christening ceremony, I sprinkled my steed with a pot of silver glitter packed specially for this purpose, and asked it to look after me in those unknown hills, the still-sticky top box perfectly holding the iridescent dust in place. By the time I heard the throaty single-cylinder thud of Manash’s Enfield approaching at 9 a.m., I was packed and ready for lift-off, the sparkling Hero looking like a packhorse under its virgin load.


Oh, the headache of packing for this expedition! How do you cram everything you need for a journey that’s going to be blisteringly hot, shiveringly cold, undoubtedly wet and extremely remote onto one small motorcycle? It was a question that had caused me some consternation. I was travelling by both motorbike and foot, so needed to be fairly self-sufficient, but I also had to travel as light as possible. Extremes of temperature necessitated bulky gear such as a proper sleeping bag, down jacket and body bag-style waterproofs. Remoteness meant spanners, spare inner tubes, a tyre pump, a medical kit and emergency food supplies. Recording the journey in words and pictures required a laptop, diaries, chargers, a hard drive and camera kit. Superstition called for my teddy bear – a small squishy anteater a dear friend had given me long ago – and a clutch of lucky talismans. Then there were water filters, a mosquito net, dry bags, a roll mat, a rucksack for trekking, four empty notebooks, copies of Mark Shand’s River Dog and Ursula Graham Bower’s The Hidden Land, and the absolutely essential travel yoga mat. Nothing could be superfluous.


I’d ride in waterproof trekking trousers, abrasion-resistant Kevlar leggings, a lightweight motorcycle jacket and walking boots, and take one warm fleece and two shirts, both of which had to pass the boob test. They couldn’t show a suspicion of cleavage, nor could they present a fleshy view to passing opportunists when I bent down.


‘Aren’t you worried?’ my boyfriend Marley’s mother had asked the week before I left.


‘About what?’


‘About getting raped, of course. It happens all the time in India.’


I wasn’t worried, I told her quite truthfully – attitudes to women are very different in the tribal Northeast. But I was still a woman travelling alone and, wherever in the world that was, the less I flashed my pearly white flesh, the better. Not that I’m blessed with a fabulously heaving bosom but, well, some people get excited by anything.


Without further ado I pulled on my open-face helmet, swung my leg into the narrow gap between panniers, ruck-sack and tank bag, fired up the Hero and wobbled through the compound gates behind Manash’s bike.


I was immediately cast into the midst of a shifting, sharp-edged metallic sea. Lorries beeped. Brakes squealed. Cars pushed. Rickshaws nosed through impossible gaps. Pedestrians dashed. Unused to the weight of my luggage, I lurched unsteadily after Manash, beeping furiously, intent on both staying upright and not losing sight of his khaki fleece as it led me through the surging tide. On the outskirts of town, at the junction with the main road east, we pulled over and I hugged him goodbye, waving at him in my wing mirror until he dwindled to a dot. Manash had been so incredibly generous with his knowledge and time and I was sorry to leave him behind.


My plan was to cross into Arunachal Pradesh at Jagan, a small town in the lee of the Patkai Hills, near the point where India, Burma and Tibet collide. From there I would wiggle anti-clockwise through the state, ending two months later in the far northwestern corner of Tawang. Barring some gross meteorological malfunction, this meant I’d be ahead of the monsoon rains. I’d also be less likely to succumb to malaria, drowning or the legions of poisonous snakes and blind, blood-sucking leeches that are the scourge of Arunachal’s summers.


But first I had to cross 500 miles of Assam, a state that was as populous as its neighbour was not. A fecund finger of grass, jungle and wetland probing its way east along the course of the Brahmaputra, its thirty million inhabitants are hemmed into an area the size of Scotland by the Naga Hills to the south and the Himalayas to the north. Forced into compactness by this savage geography, its people are trapped like insects at the bottom of a leaky bucket, at the mercy of the mighty river. Rich in coal, oil, timber and tea, Assam had been the furthest point of Raj rule – an anomalous, multi-ethnic sliver of India thrusting between the Tibetan plateau and the jungles of Southeast Asia. Since 1947, many of its 240 ethnic groups have fought for independence from India, forming splintered liberation armies with lengthy names such as the National Democratic Front of Bodoland and the Karbi People’s Liberation Tigers. Most famous of all is the United Liberation Front of Assam, ULFA, who have fought an often-violent battle since the 1970s, maintaining that: ‘An independent Assam is our basic fundamental birthright.’ So far an estimated 30,000 people have died in this fight for Assam’s sovereignty.


That morning it felt like half of the state was heading east on Assam’s main artery, Highway 37. Auto-rickshaws trundled the wrong way down the dual carriageway under teetering piles of bricks, sacks, bananas and humans. Trucks belched black diesel fumes, the words ‘HORN PLEASE’ and ‘HORN DO’ painted merrily across their ends. Lorries made U-turns without warning. Chuntering red Tata taxis pulled out in front of me, only to stop seconds later to disgorge passengers onto the verge. Scrawny, sun-wizened men pulled handcarts into oncoming traffic. It was typical of the cavalier disregard for life that seems to characterize Asian driving. Certainly no one was paying the faintest bit of notice to the ‘Let’s take safety seriously’ road signs, least of all the assorted, wandering menagerie of skeletal cows, mangy dogs, imbecilic goats, chickens and waddling geese.


On top of this was the small matter of the 2016 South Asian Games, the cycling events of which were being sweated out on the concrete of Highway 37 that day. Without warning, all the eastbound traffic was funnelled to the other side of the carriageway and I found myself riding through a corridor of cheering, brightly clad spectators, paunchy policemen and haphazardly erected bamboo fencing. Pumping and panting in the opposite direction was a straggling peloton of cyclists, finalists in the men’s 40km individual time trial. One of them, a Pakistani, was closely followed by a moped, on the back of which perched a lady in an emerald-green sari riding side saddle, imperially upright, clutching a spare bicycle wheel. Behind came the follow cars, their official stickers pasted wonkily onto the doors as if stuck on late the previous night after too much whisky. If Basil Fawlty had organized the Olympics, I imagine they’d look a bit like this. Soon the clamour passed and I was back on the eastbound carriageway, bemused by the surrealism of it all.


Beyond stretched the dull, tabular landscape of the plains, their visage not improved by winter and a clinging fog. Rice paddies, so green and vibrant in the growing season, lay brown and empty. Rubbish sprouted from the verge like weeds. The tall, slender chimneys of countless brick kilns spewed black smoke into the haze and, for miles at a time, tea estates fanned uniformly from the road, the precious bushes dusty and drooping with pollution. I’d read that Assam’s tea estates were experiencing a decline in productivity, and it wasn’t hard to see why.


By mid-afternoon, when the highway narrowed to two lethal lanes, gently undulating hills had sprung from the surrounding plains and adobe and bamboo-hutted villages sat clustered amidst the paddies on raised islets. During the monsoon these villages become islands, the paddies an ocean, their owners poling across them in dugout canoes. Here great grey storks lumbered over my head, patches of jungle darkened the tarmac and yellow signs warned of elephants crossing. ‘We’re a long way from Kansas,’ I said out loud to the bike, stopping to take a photograph of one such sign. As I zipped my camera into my tank bag, two young men on a moped skidded to a halt beside me, all stonewashed jeans and hair gel, with a ‘Madam, one selfie?’ It was a question I would soon be used to.
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TEA AND UNICORNS


It would be sacrilege to drive through Assam and not visit Kaziranga, India’s Serengeti. The world-famous wildlife reserve is home to two-thirds of the global population of the greater one-horned rhinoceros, or Rhinoceros unicornis, over a hundred Bengal tigers, 1,300 Asian elephants and more species of bird than you can shake a twitcher at. It’s also home to Manju Barua, naturalist, musician, botanist, Sanskrit scholar and authority on cricket, elephants, Shakespeare and the Beatles. Described by Mark Shand as ‘the Fidel Castro of Assam’, Manju had been a close friend of the late author, acting as his oft-exacerbated boat fixer in River Dog. It was at his charming but faded resort, Wild Grass, that Shand’s canine companion Bhaiti had ended his days. Intrigued to meet Manju, and see if any of Bhaiti’s curly-tailed descendants still roamed the grounds, I turned at dusk down the palm-lined track to Wild Grass.


A bear of a man in his youth, age had shrunk Manju, but he was still a splendid character. All silver beard and obsidian eyes and mischief, he had the air of someone who had just played a marvellous practical joke and was waiting for his victim to find out. Well into his sixties, Manju liked to play the doddery old man, but beneath the crumpled brown balaclava, tweed scarf and protestations about his age were an undiminished intellect and hearing capable of picking up a gnat’s squeak on Mars. As we discussed Henry IV and the English Civil War over a pot of tea and slightly curling cucumber sandwiches, he tuned in to passing conversations: flinging orders at idling staff here, picking up comments from chattering guests there.


Pausing as three nearby Canadian women remarked on the quality of lunch, he stroked his beard with a silver-ringed hand and chuckled. ‘The cooks were on form today, then, you were lucky. They’re not always on form, rather like the Indian cricket team.’


He was like a benevolent, ageing headmaster, his staff a rabble of devoted but unruly children. You couldn’t help but like him.


Sadly none of Bhaiti’s descendants were anywhere to be seen, so I had to make do with rhino-spotting instead, setting off from Wild Grass as daylight flooded the plains. Most people go on elephant safaris at Kaziranga, but I didn’t fancy the idea – something about clambering aboard one of these noble beasts for my own silly pleasure didn’t sit right with me. A jeep held no such guilt. For two hours the open-topped Gypsy bumped along sandy tracks through forest and grassland, my eagle-eyed guide excitedly pointing out feathery blobs at the top of distant trees. My favourite was the ‘greater pissing eagle’, the product of the Assamese tendency to muddle the pronunciation of certain consonants.


By the limpid, lacustrine waters of the Brahmaputra we stopped to admire a family of moat otters curled up on a sandbank, their lithe bodies entwined like oiled rope. The river here was several miles wide, and on the far bank we could just make out the shimmering grey forms of a herd of wild elephants. From a nearby copse came a sound like the bursts of a chainsaw – male rhinos bellowing as they locked horns over some hot rhino totty.


The one rhino we saw was a mammoth male, big as a van, his huge articulated backside just ten metres from the jeep. Myopic, cerebrally challenged and given to charging when startled, rhinos can be extremely dangerous, one-tonne battering rams fitted with three-inch incisors perfect for popping off human heads. The driver was careful not to get too close. Already this year three forest guards had been seriously injured by charging rhinos.


These prehistoric-looking pachyderms have every reason to be wary of us humans. When Marco Polo came across these curious creatures in the thirteenth century, with their ‘hair of a buffalo . . . feet like an elephant’ and ‘single large black horn in the middle of the forehead’, he thought he’d stumbled upon the legendary unicorn. But by the time Lady Curzon, wife of the then viceroy, came to see the ‘three-toed, one-horned beast’ here in 1902, hunting and poaching had driven them to the brink of extinction and there were only twelve left.


But since Kaziranga was established as a wildlife reserve in 1908, the Rhinoceros unicornis have staged a Lazarus-like comeback: 3,400 individuals now roam the grasslands of Northeast India and Nepal, 2,400 of them in Kaziranga. But it’s a precarious existence. The Northeast is hit by extraordinarily heavy rains every summer and, shortly after I returned home from my 2016 journey, that summer’s monsoon displaced 1.6 million people in Assam and drowned twenty-one of Kaziranga’s precious rhinos, along with countless other wild animals.


There’s also the issue of poaching. Rhino horn – a substance made from the same compound as hair and toenails – is believed by the Vietnamese and Chinese to have miraculous curative properties and currently has a street value of up to $100,000 per kilo. That’s more than gold. Used for centuries as a cure for fever, gout, devil possession, impotence and a host of other ailments, in 2005 a rumour swept through Vietnam that it had cured a top politician of terminal cancer. Prices sky-rocketed, the poachers dusted off their rifles and the mutilated carcasses multiplied. In 2005 only one rhino was poached in Kaziranga. By 2015 the number had risen to twenty-three. If Kaziranga’s army of forest guards wasn’t tooled up with .303 rifles and a controversial shoot-to-kill anti-poaching policy, the numbers would be far higher. When I met Uttam Saikia (a local journalist turned anti-poaching super-sleuth) a few days later, he told me one suspected poacher had been killed by guards already this year.


Of course the situation isn’t simple. Most of the poachers are from Nagaland, a state riven by decades of fighting for independence from India, where rhino horn, drugs and arms all mix in a nefarious cross-border flow with Burma and China. But the trigger-pullers are guided to their prey by local men from the dirt-poor tribal villages that border the park. Rhinos might be the state symbol and pride of Assam but, while the reserve gets rich on conservation funding and tourism revenue, the villagers have no roads, no running water, no jobs and little hope. It’s not hard to see how the young men are easily swayed when pushy outsiders offer them 15,000 rupees (around £150) to lead them to ‘just one’ rhino. It’s exactly the same in South Africa, where impoverished villagers peer through razor wire at safari lodges that cost more per night than they earn in a decade. What’s one rhino to them when their children are starving?


The scarcer rhinos become, and the more the price of horn rises, the higher the demand seems to be. Among the new breed of Vietnamese super-rich, a gritty shot of ground-up rhino horn is the ultimate ‘look how disgustingly rich I am’ status symbol – the equivalent of a mountain of coke at a 1980s pool party. Unless these bragging billionaires find a better way to flaunt their wealth than downing powdered toenail, it’s hard to see how Marco Polo’s unicorn will survive.


The irony of this is that Kaziranga is probably the safest place in the world to be a wild tiger, an animal even more endangered than the greater one-horned rhino. It takes ten minutes to shoot a rhino, hack off its horn with an axe and leg it out of the park. Shooting, skinning and deboning a tiger is a much messier business. Kaziranga, home to the highest density of tigers in the world, loses very few to poaching.


To my disappointment, though, I didn’t so much as catch a whiff of tiger scat, although everyone around Kaziranga had a tiger story to tell. Those dratted Canadians, having admired their lunch, had also been lucky enough to admire the striped derrière of a large male as it padded along the sandy track in front of their jeep that very morning. A local teenage boy recounted how a snarling tiger had leapt out of the long grass and grabbed their mount’s trunk on a recent elephant safari.
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