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Chapter 1



An Introduction


An unusual month?


One of my favourite venues in Bombay (now renamed Mumbai) is the Oval Maidan in the southern business district of the city. Like most Indian cities, Mumbai does not have too many open public spaces but the Oval Maidan (or ‘ground’) together with the Cross Maidan across the road is one such space. Renovated and run by volunteers since 1997, the Maidan is 750 metres long and usually features half a dozen overlapping cricket games involving teams in matching outfits – sometimes white. This important recreational space in the centre of busy Bombay is surrounded by palm trees and today is protected by the newly-painted steel fencing. Entrance to the Maidan is limited to two gates halfway along the park which join the always busy pathway across the park. Seating within the Oval Maidan amounts to a few benches, invariably occupied. At the end of the day with all the matches completed, out comes the elaborately decorated watering lorries pulling trailers loaded with six-foot nets to fence off the cricket squares and a team of groundsman to attend to the pitches – all very professional. Grass seed and soil are scattered across the cricket squares, carefully watched by waiting groups of pigeons.


In the midst of the noisy crazy bustle of the Colaba district in this most southern stretch of Bombay, the Maidans provide a rare oasis of relative calm and orderly activity. I have spent many an hour usually in the cooler late afternoons sitting on the red dusty ground with my back resting against one of the palm trees watching simultaneously three or four cricket games and even, to the amazement of myself and bewilderment of local Mumbaikars, a game of touch rugby. As it is usually in the months of January through to April that I visit India, all that I need for my Oval Maidan trips is water and shade. It helps of course if you enjoy cricket which I do, even though the experience is a little different to that of Headingley in Leeds, Yorkshire.


However, it is not only sporting goings-on within the Oval Maidan that is of interest; it is also the surrounds of the park. These seem to encapsulate important aspects of the city’s recent history. Immediately to the east for example, and halfway down is the Big Ben-like Rajabai Clock Tower rising from the Mumbai University Library. Built in 1874, the university looks very much like one of the older British universities. To the left of the university is the imposing Bombay High Court, still very much in business as the numerous black-gowned employees congregating outside the tea and coffee stands testify. The Old Secretariat housing the offices of the Maharashtra State’s chief minister and other top officials adjoins the university and is similarly built in the same Gothic-style buff-coloured stone brought in from Gujarat. Walking along the street – Mayo Road, now renamed Baburao Patel Marg – is a little intimidating with the towering Gothic architecture all protected by heavily armed military police personnel at every entrance. Across on the opposite, western, side of the Oval Maidan is Queen’s Road. It is the Queen’s Road residents who are today responsible for the maintenance and upkeep of the Oval Maidan. Back in the 1920s the British reclaimed this part of the southern Bombay peninsula from the sea and extended the land some 700 metres through to the famous Marine Drive. The Maidan was established as a recreational ground and was used as a dog and horse showground (naturally!) in the late nineteenth, early twentieth century before falling into disrepair. So today, it is to the Queen’s Road residents that I owe a debt of gratitude for my many hours of pleasure and indolence spent at ‘their’ park. Walking along Queen’s Road underneath the magnificent row of sprawling Banyan trees that line the middle of the dual carriageway, the Victorian art deco buildings provide an arresting political footnote to the pretentiousness of the occupying powers’ architectural tastes and styles when contrasted with the dark Gothic monuments on the opposite side of the Oval Maidan. The matching Victorian art deco housing alongside Queen’s Road, and built by the local Parsi community, still retain their rather wistful colonial names such as Fairlawn, Palm Court, Belvedere Court and, of course, Empress Court.


Wandering around the Oval Maidan looking for something to eat or on my way back to my nearby hotel, I pass a number of other favourite landmarks – the cubist inspired 1940 Parsi community’s church (the Bhikha Behram Well), the 1889 colonial Western Railway Headquarters with its mix of Gothic and Indian design, the art deco Eros cinema and, of course, Churchgate station. Although not so grand and dramatic as the nearby Victoria Terminus – now renamed Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus (CST), Churchgate has a more local city feel despite being one of the busiest stations in the world. There is a coffee bar opposite Churchgate which I often visit in the evening rush hour to watch the hundreds of thousands of commuters rushing to catch their trains out to the suburbs. The other attraction at this time of the evening is the beginnings of the night market on the pavements around the station – out of nowhere, hundreds of traders appear spreading their blankets or sheets of plastic on the pavements and selling everything that the passers-by never really wanted until they saw the cheap prices. Indians must be amongst the most impulsive consumers anywhere gauging by the crowds that quickly gather around each patch of blanket or plastic. On some of the smaller backstreets around the station are numerous street families with their tidy bit of pavement fenced off with pots and pans and with the barefooted children running around, immune to the traffic or walkers attempting to share the pavement.


I have often wondered why it is that I enjoy so much this little corner of India. It helps obviously that I enjoy watching cricket (and even managed to catch the opening games of the one-day Women’s World Cup cricket championship in February 2013 at the nearby Brabourne Stadium). It might also be due to a certain smugness on my behalf arising from the hot dry weather of Mumbai while the rest of Europe struggles with the cold and the snow. There are possibly more serious reasons. Sitting there in the Oval Maidan, there are the sounds and the sights of the ‘new’ India, of a country and economy on the move, and at the centre of this movement is Mumbai (or Bombay as the city is still commonly known). Modern skyscrapers with prominent advertising displays are visible from most vantage points in the Oval park. And of course, there are the traffic, noise, smells and sheer mass of people moving around the Maidan that suggest everywhere energy, activity and purpose. It is not without reason that Bombay, and more generally India, welcomes politely a steady trek of European political leaders with their eager crowd of business personnel in tow. A certain weariness but national pride characterises the press reports of the visits. This picture of modernity, however, contrasts somewhat with the very visible images of the recent imperial colonial history; the British were here, expected to be here forever and constructed buildings, industries and infrastructure that were designed to make this an economic and political reality and, also just as important, to remind the local population of this fact. Perhaps for me, it is the cricket in the Maidan together with the surrounding British Gothic architecture that keep the historical imperial past a continuing part of the modern. On the other hand, it might be my own colonial childhood in central Africa that foregrounds this past with the present. Whatever the reasons, few countries that have experienced the colonial domination and oppression inflicted on India by the British have, it seems to me, managed to encompass this history with the contemporary in a way that is the case in India.


This is a book about the historical and the contemporary in India but also it is about visiting tourists’ experiences and views of this India. When I first visited India in late December 2003 with Susan and our three young children – Jack, Jim and Alice – it was on a short ten-day visit that was the beginning of a longer three-month adventure to a variety of countries in Southeast Asia and South America. It was India, however, that for me had the greatest impact. I don’t think that any of us, like most first-time visitors, will ever forget those first few days wandering around the Colaba district in southern Bombay. The noise, the sheer volume of people everywhere, the traffic and tuc-tucs, the colours and the heat limited our walking to around an hour or so: rest and appraisal was necessary. It was exhilarating if a little scary. Urban understandings and expectations were challenged, often collapsed and then had to be revised.


Talking to other tourists in Mumbai and later in Goa, another unexpected feature became apparent. Most of these overseas tourists had visited India many times and were very knowledgeable and enthused about particular parts of India and different aspects of Indian culture, history and politics. I was staggered. While we pored slavishly over our guides to the country, these tourists appeared to be visiting encyclopaedias. They had been all over the place in this huge country, were knowledgeable about particular peoples and places, and seemed well versed in making sense of the stories from the daily newspapers. Since that first visit in 2003–4, Susan and I have returned to India some five or six times visiting different parts of the country on the wonderful train network and, always, seeking guidance from local people as well as these overseas tourists. Slowly, we are becoming more familiar with little bits of this complex, contradictory but absorbing country. Slowly we are acquiring friends from different cities that we have visited and, slowly, we are getting more familiar with the newspapers, journals and more popular authors. It is always ‘slowly’ because we are never in a rush and, anyway, India can’t be rushed but is best enjoyed at a snail’s pace.


This book then is about India. It is not a guidebook; there are many such books already available. They are invariably all good and are excellent for getting you about on a restricted timescale with different places and sites to cover. It is not a sightseeing book; again, numerous such books are available, nor is it a diary or travelogue-type of book. Not only are there many such popular travelogues but there is an enormous amount of popular literature about historical and contemporary India written by local authors, journalists and scholars. Any perusal at the literature available on the plastic sheets spread out on the pavements in the great Indian cities (and especially, Bombay) suggests a culture that takes the printed word seriously. Many of my most enjoyable reads about India have come from the recommendations of these street sellers. They know their stuff.


For foreign visitors to India or those simply interested in understanding more about the country, it’s not only books. The ‘serious’ journals and magazines that are available dwarf the equivalent output in most European countries, and certainly Britain. Sometimes it seems that India has bookshops like we have banks or estate agents on our high streets. Some of the journals I have noticed over the years are getting more difficult to get hold of. The excellent monthly journal of politics and culture The Caravan, for example, used to be available literally ‘on the streets’ but is now more difficult to spot. Of course the street vendors will get it for you on a regular basis if they trust that you will be back next month. Similarly, the sparky, opinionated, polemical but always readable Economic and Political Weekly (EPW) is a favourite search for me when in India. Most good bookshops usually stocked the magazine but today it is more difficult to find. I suspect that the EPW was always poorly circulated and instead depended on its readers seeking out the current edition – an unusual business model. On the other hand, perhaps it is a case of the digital format slowly replacing the hard copy text. The numerous weekly or biweekly news commentary magazines by contrast still remain available everywhere – a wonderful variety reflecting different perspectives and content. For anyone from abroad interested in keeping abreast of developments in India, there are no excuses beyond the problem of time.


So this is not a guidebook or a travelogue on India. It is a ‘tourist’ book in that it uses and discusses the Indian experiences and views of non-domestic travellers in their explorations and adventures around this huge country. As mentioned above, when we arrived in India for the first time in 2003–4, I was surprised to meet other tourists who had visited the country many times, had visited different parts of the country over the years and who were pretty knowledgeable about aspects of culture, politics or the country’s geography. Eventually in 2013, I decided to record a number of informal discussions with this group. I was becoming more interested in India, was reading more about the country and had visited a number of areas and cities in the country. What, I wondered, did these tourists find interesting in the country, why did they keep returning and where had they been? These questions interested me and, I assumed, would be of interest to a wider audience. They would open up issues and parts of the country that we didn’t know about or hadn’t visited. The people I talked to were not a particular sample, carefully selected to represent certain characteristics. Instead they were the opposite – eight or nine people who happened, in the main, to reside in the same homestay in Goa as me and who had visited India a number of times. I had met most of them before but not everyone. In Sany’s case for example I hadn’t met her before, but over breakfast one morning heard her talking to some local workmen in Konkani, the local language of the western coast – fluent, flowing and confident Konkani. I was most impressed. Where, I wondered, did a person from just outside Paris, France pick up this language and what were her experiences of India? So I asked if she would mind if we had a discussion around her times in India and that I recorded it. Thankfully, she agreed. Listening back to the tapes reminded me it was less a ‘discussion’ and more a case of me listening to her in an apprehensive silence. She seemed to enjoy the excuse to sound off on all the frustrations that had accumulated over a few years. In the main though I had met with the interviewees before 2013 when I did the interviews.


So it was very much a ‘non-scientific’ series of discussions with these foreign tourists. I have used their observations and experiences throughout the book but especially in the next two chapters. Their comments and observations have provided a springboard as it were for me to bounce off and to add my own commentary and experiences. Above all though I learned from them a lot about India. They had done things that I hadn’t or had been to places I wouldn’t be visiting. The discussions broadened my understandings, introduced me to new topics and, sometimes, forced me rethink my own experiences. Very briefly the people I interviewed were:




• Gina (with her partner Mick in the background) who has visited India some 24 times. She first came to India in 1991 because of the Gulf War. It was either going to Africa or India – India won. Gina is from Britain and works part-time in a post office.


• Steven is a chartered accountant and works in the City of London. Like Gina, it was in the early 1990s when he first came to India. Since then he has returned to the country many times.


• Andy has been to India 8 or 9 times, usually for quite long stays of 2–3 months. Andy works as a care assistant in Britain but likes to get away from the British winters as often as possible.


• Janet and Mike have been to India about 8 times and usually stay for about 6 months at a time. They own a caravan park in Colorado in the USA, probably “like a Hill Station here in India”. Their park is high in the mountains at around 3,000 metres and during winter is closed due to the depth of the snow.


• Sheila and Tony who first arrived in India in 1986 have returned 20–30 times. They have been elsewhere but “nowhere else filled the gap”. Sheila and Tony live near us in Yorkshire, UK and it was they who first suggested we visit India and them, on our trip with the children in 2003–4. Both Sheila and Tony have traditionally worked on a part-time basis (in education and landscape gardening) back in England.


• Helle Ryslinge is from Copenhagen, Denmark. She is an actress and filmmaker who has been to India “many, many times”. I didn’t know Helle before I interviewed her. I met her as she was staying next door to me in the homestay.


• Sany from Paris, France has been coming to India for 10 years and occasionally spent considerable time on particular visits – up to two and half years on one trip.


• Pauline and Sjoerd first came to India in 1997 and have visited India about 13 times. Pauline is from Britain and Sjoerd from the Netherlands.


• Jeff is from Britain but lives and works in Munich, Germany. He first visited India in 1997 and has returned about 12 times. Jeff works as a tour guide in Munich and is able to take time off from his work during European winters.





As is clear from these notes, this is a very eclectic but experienced group of visitors to India. As already mentioned, they were not a selected group but simply, in the main, stayed at the same homestay as myself. The only criteria used in their selection was that they had visited India a number of times. I had never come across groups of ‘frequent travellers’ to the same place before. I was staggered. And as I have come to realise, there are hundreds and probably thousands of other frequent visitors I could have interviewed. Each of them would have very interesting, absorbing but different stories to tell about their times in India. I am most grateful to my small group for agreeing to discuss with me their experiences and for their patience and insights.


The issues and questions that I discussed with these frequent returners to India will become clearer in subsequent chapters, especially in the next chapter. Why India for example, and why not some other country? What is it and where is it in India that attracts them, and how do they choose to spend their time while in India? Where have they been and what aspects of Indian culture, policy and history interest them and why? So, while the Taj Mahal or the magnificent medieval Meenakshi Temple in southern Tamil Nadu do not prominently figure in the following chapters (see the numerous guide and sightseeing books), there is instead a focus on trying to understand and interpret the ‘everyday’ sensitivities of being-in and travelling-around India. Given that trains are the preferred mode of travel for these Indian tourists, for example, what I wondered is the financial health of the network, how was it shaped by the colonial powers and what part does it play in the lives of Indians? Or take one of the most infamous features of India today – poverty; how widespread are the poor and what are some of the reforms and political initiatives that have attempted to address this problem? How does caste, religion and gender contribute towards resolving or strengthening poverty in India? How do these overseas tourists cope, understand and explain the shocking evidence of poverty while travelling around the country? Their ‘understandings’ and mine as well to these and other complicated questions and issues don’t take the form of dissertations. Instead, they are the result of an interest and enthusiasm to people and things around them, a working knowledge developed through reading and conversations with other interested parties while in India, and also on their return home. Regularly reading some of the numerous English daily newspapers available in India as is done by many long-stay visitors develops a growing awareness of macro and micro Indian agendas that informs discussion and analysis in the local community as well as at the national level. There is, in other words, an everyday working knowledge of aspects of India that contextualises this tourist group’s experiences of ‘being a tourist’ and which, in my interviews with them, I was keen to explore.


It is this ‘context’ that is a major consideration for me as will be seen in the discussions within this book. I remember one morning in February 2013 sitting down after breakfast, having finished the morning’s newspapers, and jotting some notes on these ‘wider happenings’ that were around at that time. Some of the ‘contextual headlines’ during this period, for example, included:




• Continuing mass demonstrations in Delhi and elsewhere in India against the rape by a group of six men of a 23-year-old physiotherapist student in Delhi on 16th December 2012.


• On 8th February 2013, Mohammed Guru from Kashmir was secretly executed in New Delhi. According to the Supreme Court, Guru was one of those responsible for the attack on Parliament House and which resulted in the death of nine people. Against a background of widespread protest in Kashmir, the region was placed under indefinite curfew. A number of Indian journals were busy examining the “mockery of the constitutional principles of the rule of law and due process”.


• On 9th and 10th February, over 120 million devotees attended the Maha Kumbh Mela (religious festival held every 12 years) near Allahabad in North India where the sacred rivers of the Ganges and Yamuna meet.


• On the 12th February, another major corruption scandal was outlined in the national press involving several major politicians and military officers allegedly receiving bribes from the European helicopter manufacturer AgustaWestland. India purchased twelve helicopters at a cost of 560 million Euros in 2010 from AgustaWestland.


• On 20th and 21st February, a national strike organised by all eleven national trade unions closed down most urban centres throughout India. This was the first time ever that all trade union confederations had worked together.


• On 21st February two ‘terrorist bombs’ exploded in Hyderabad in Andhra Pradesh, killing 17 people and injuring at least 119 other people.


• On 21st February, India played Australia in the first of four cricket Test Matches. India won all four matches.


• Throughout February, there was a relentless push within the State and national media promoting Narendra Modi from the BJP political party as a Prime Ministerial candidate in the 2014 general elections. Modi is a controversial and divisive politician in a controversial and divisive party.





Doing tourism


Was this an unusual month? Would any other month have been different to this February in 2013? Of course, I don’t know but I doubt it. Corruption scandals, the fortunes of the Indian cricket team, military activity in Kashmir, religious festivals, trade union activity and even ‘bombings’ are not rare events in India. However, what these February headlines do illustrate is the day-to-day ‘background noise’ within which touristic activities are situated and experienced. Visiting Jodhpur in Rajasthan or trekking in the mountains around Darjeeling in West Bengal does not occur in a vacuum – there is always ‘background noise’. Most of the ‘tourists’ interviewed for this book were aware to a greater or lesser extent of these February news items. These episodes helped shape and influence their understandings and narratives about where they had been and what they had seen. Despite being ‘outsiders’, there was this engagement with aspects of Indian everyday reality as portrayed in the newspapers and as discussed with local people. In a small number of cases, this engagement resulted in extended periods of professional practice being undertaken in India over a number of years. For most people, their visits to India had resulted in the discovery and practice of new interests and of a deeper historical awareness not only about India but also their own country. None of this of course is particularly unusual or surprising although it is rarely documented. Instead the overwhelming emphasis in the media and in the written word on visits to India is on ‘touristic’ descriptions and itineraries, many of them very valuable and illuminating. In my own case, it was this unusual, I think, encounter between the ‘outsider tourist’ experience with the routine contextual circumstances in India that was of interest and that I missed when reading some of the popularly-available travel literature. Do most people go to school, how much does it cost and is it any good? What is that film that is drawing crowds every day outside that cinema? What do people do when they are ill, how do they earn a living, and have things changed that much over the years? None of these questions are particular to India – indeed, they might be very similar to Indian tourists visiting Europe or some other unfamiliar country. The interesting thing though – for me, anyway – is that for this particular group of ‘tourists’, it was tourism or ‘being a tourist’ that opened up these areas of interest and inquiry. Tourism as a way of engagement or agency is not usually coupled together.


If these ‘contextual features’ of February 2013 listed above and the subsequent questions that arise from the list suggest the sort of things that interest me as a traveller, they also hint or suggest why this is not a guidebook or a travel diary or a holiday memoir. Most of the things that interest me while in different or new countries are not the focus of guidebooks although you often find brief historical or cultural outlines in the Appendix sections.


The notions of ‘tourist’ or of ‘tourism’, however, carries a variety of connotations – passive, consuming, escapism, arrogance, affluence, for example. This is especially the case when talking about ‘foreign’ tourists which is invariably the case in this book. These implications are often negative and mainly embedded within a marketing or business model. The ‘tourists’ in this book who discuss their experiences of India are of a particular group (of which I am a member) in that they are white, from rich parts of the world, include both females and males and have visited India many times but, apart from Sany, don’t speak any of India’s indigenous languages. These characteristics will shape obviously their perceptions and understandings of India as is explored in later chapters – as they shape mine. In one sense, the entire book can be read as a discussion of ‘tourism’, albeit a particular variety of tourism. It is perhaps more a tourism of ‘everyday life’ in India set against a varying background of geography, history, politics and culture. In fact, ‘tourism’ – its nature, its consequences, its relation to other sectors and developments in society – emerged as an interest for me while thinking about India and this book. How could this not be the case when I was one of these ‘tourists’? It was quite an eye-opener. I didn’t realise for example how large and popular a subject ‘tourism’ or ‘hospitality studies’ is within British higher education – very large and growing. This probably reflects the heightened emphasis on jobs, employment and vocationalism that seems to define increasingly university learning in Britain today. But there were also more interesting perspectives to some of these studies; a more sociological influence that treats the nature of ‘the tourist’ or of ‘tourism’ as problematic and not something straightforward. By adopting a view that tourism is not understood similarly by everyone provides a more critical discussion of people like me and what we do when we travel to other countries. In contrast to these more critical discussions, there are numerous government and multi-agency reports and studies on tourism that reflect the economic importance of tourism to local and national development from around the world. In fact, this perspective seems to be the dominant narrative within these types of studies and generally to have a simple, causal and operational focus. There appears to be a large quantity of literature discussing how best to measure this growth and significance. More interesting though for me are the former, more conceptual and critical explorations of trying to understand the nature of the tourist experience. In such discussions for example, there is analysis of tourism as expressions of power, of seeing tourism in poorer countries as incorporating existing exploitations, inequalities and social divisions, of ignoring the displacement (of people, of traditional jobs such as fishing, of lands, of forests) and of ignoring other aspects such as the climate change consequences of the industry. The ‘tourist industry’ in any country and not just India doesn’t exist in a vacuum. Instead it is a part of wider economic and social relationships. Even ‘socially responsible tourism’ manages often to hide the implications of these wider concerns and relationships. From a post-colonial perspective there is talk of a modern tourism characterised by the servant of yesteryear becoming the host of today, often in partnership with the local or national state. Other more theoretical studies concentrate on understanding the nature of ‘being a tourist’ where attention focuses on a detachment from one’s natural environment, the importance of ‘play’ as part of being a tourist and the importance of ‘being away’ (language, infrastructure, ethnicity, values) from one’s normal environment. These are important considerations and are worth the effort of trying to get to grips with the issues they raise. Some of these issues will be returned to in subsequent chapters. Difficult as are some of these issues, they certainly go way beyond the rather bland, uncritical definition of tourism by the World Tourism Organization (WTO): namely, that “tourism comprises the activities of persons traveling to and staying in places outside their usual environment for not more than one consecutive year for leisure…”


So yes, I did get more interested in all things ‘tourist’ when thinking, discussing and reading about Indian travels, and also, thinking about my own experiences. I understood along with the people I interviewed that ‘understanding’ India would always be a very partial and incomplete process, irrespective of how much time and attention we spent on this effort. We would always be ‘like fish out of water’, different, materially and culturally set apart. Our arguments and analysis with each other deep into the warm Indian nights would and will always display gross misunderstandings and cultural prejudices despite our best efforts and ignorance on a grand scale. But and here is the strange thing, it doesn’t matter. What we and me in this book are doing is trying to better understand and engage with this country that fascinates most of us and which we return to periodically. Yes, we might go elsewhere away from home on visits but India somehow retains this special affection and interest that has developed over many years. India is so different and mind-boggling. Everyone soon realises that after their first few hours in the country. The ride from the airport to the city centre remains an abiding memory for most first-time foreign visitors. Regular returners have realised this but enjoy the emotional, aesthetic and intellectual experience of trying to make sense of the country. It is an ‘enjoyment’ characterised by frustration, self-satisfaction, cul-de-sacs, contradictions and achievement, as my interviews demonstrated. It’s all very strange. I’m sure that within the vast annals of ‘tourist studies’, there will be some studies of the ‘psychological deficits’ of these types of visitors but I won’t be bothering to track them down.


The Raj


So yes, my own visits to India and thinking about this book led to a general interest in tourism and being a tourist. The other unexpected ‘discovery’ that emerged in visits to different parts of India and in my reading and explorations of various issues was the Raj connection. The Imperial connection between India and Britain is hard to ignore for Western visitors. It depends obviously on where you go, but in most areas and regions of this vast country, there is seemingly this British connection. For me coming from Britain, these connections might be more pertinent, raw and immediate than for visitors from other Western countries. Irrespective of where these foreign visitors come from, however, they will be aware to some extent of this colonial relationship. Some of the seminal and globally important historical episodes of the twentieth century revolved around the breaking of this relationship. The Independence of India in August 1947 for example was not only the culmination of many decades of struggle by Indians through the subcontinent but also heralded the beginning of the end for the mightiest Empire the world had ever seen. Africa and especially South Africa together with Vietnam recognised what was possible and drew inspiration from India’s struggles. For Britain in the end, it all unravelled so quickly that the country today continues to adjust to this loss of imperial legacy and understand itself as a small insignificant island situated offshore from continental Europe. It is finding this new role difficult as assumptions of ‘what once were’ continue to inform its present-day practices, assumptions and policies, especially in the area of foreign policy. A key to any understanding of Britain over the last six or seven decades is India – not the only key, but one of the master keys. It might have been ‘in the past’ but it continues today to haunt and shape who we are as British and, possibly, the slow break-up of the ‘United Kingdom’.


The subsequent relationships of the coloniser with its former colonies are always complicated and confusing. Where power, exploitation and oppression are involved, there will always be tears during and after the ending of the relationship. The problem is that the ‘ending’ is not always that clear cut. It often continues but in ways that are different. So in the second decade of the twenty-first century, we have here in Britain a lively debate supported by major television series and publications around the benefits or otherwise of the country’s past imperial adventures. India – ‘the jewel in the crown’ – figures largely in these discussions. Although the debates have been unsurprisingly not too critical of the Empire enterprise they have reinforced a number of features in this history. To take a few examples: firstly they have demonstrated the continuing fascination for India within British history and culture. Secondly various painful but important historical episodes of Britain’s time in India remain hidden or ignored. The Bengal Famine of 1943 where some three million people died of starvation and disease is an obvious case in point. Other ‘mysterious’ examples include the disappearance of almost any recognition and memorial to arguably the world’s first multinational company – the East India Company.


The reasons for these omissions might be controversial but there is that saying that histories of the dominant tend to reflect the views and perspectives of the dominant. Britain’s time in India in general does not disprove this saying, unfortunately. For the tourist in India especially in the great cities, however, Britain is a part of the tourist experience. So prevalent was the British presence that it is difficult to ignore its legacies.


Similar to most other foreign tourists in India then I rekindled an interest in the British Empire and its time in India. This theme forms an important focus in Chapter 5 where I suggest that one cannot understand either India or Britain today without revisiting their time together.


Travel writing


This then is a travel book about travelling around India. Travel books have formed an important genre in English writing and publications. Their popularity has varied over time but today in most bookshops in the West, there is a ‘travel writing’ section next to the ‘country guides’ section. I have always enjoyed reading travel writing, although as usual it takes time to identify publications that satisfy what you are looking for – the variations within ‘travel writing’ are huge. At the time of the British Empire, many of these publications were little more than apologies for the imperial enterprise – and were very popular. For some modern scholars such as Edward Said, travelogues figured prominently in his critique of ‘Orientalism’ – the patronising process whereby Western writers or painters or designers appropriate or claim ownership (intellectually, culturally) of distinct, different (‘oriental’) processes or products from non-Western countries. The hidden or explicit agenda was usually to legitimate further the dominance of the West. Other commentators have talked of the ‘imperialist travelogue’. Perhaps the most famous examples of this category of travel writers and explorers were the national heroes David Livingstone or Richard Burton, who were seen as bringing British civilisation (and Christianity) to the wilds of Africa in the nineteenth century. Supported and funded by the Royal Geographic Society, their success greatly encouraged further publications promoting overseas expansion. Things and times have changed and today travel writing too has changed significantly. The collapse of empires, rise of mass tourism, television travel documentaries and ‘globalisation’ have all contributed towards a reshaping of the writing concerns. There is today for example a more subjective theme, a greater self-awareness and a greater emphasis on subject matter rather than outlines of unknown territories. Issues of ‘identity’ and ‘belonging’ can be identified in much of the new writing. Revisiting well-known places is not uncommon. Instead of a focus on the ‘exotic’, the emphasis now is on examining our widely-shared assumptions and perspectives of these well-known venues to critically discuss any of a number of themes, such as power, sexuality or colour. These are the new ‘counter-travellers’ as someone put it. They might not be as popular as David Livingstone or Marco Polo but they are certainly more interesting. Our very understanding of ‘travel’ is under attack, they suggest.


All writers or tourists visiting another country are constrained and inhibited by their cultural and economic circumstances. They cannot simply drop or ignore who they are, their assumptions and beliefs. And these distorted, contradictory and partial subjectivities are what we use to enjoy ourselves and attempt to make sense of our surroundings. Not very encouraging I know but it’s the best we can do. There is of course always a sense of learning, of discovery, sometimes of awe and, usually, of pleasure. We experience these reflexively – in a kind of circular process whereby the ‘new’ or different changes or, if not changes, at least challenges our assumptions and perspectives. Such a view entails introspection and, especially in a country like India, an awareness that one’s presence affects the situations and relationships encountered. Again, this is a not too optimistic or easy view of how things work in the social world but it is at least a recognition that ‘being a tourist’ or ‘travel writer’ is problematic and needs thinking about.


How well I manage these constraints and problems in the subsequent chapters will have to be judged by the readers. This book though is about travelling around India by myself, ourselves and by those I interviewed. It’s a big country and, even with help, there are areas which haven’t been visited by any of us (yet). It is also a book about aspects of India itself. Against a backdrop of travel, a number of issues and concerns are examined, however briefly, which to me anyway seemed important and distinctively ‘Indian’. Cricket and Bollywood are looked at together with the horrors of Partition, the claims of secularism and the nature and extent of poverty. In the main, the topics examined are oversimplified but they do seem to me to be part of the understandings of modern India. I use the plural of ‘understanding’ deliberatively as there are many different understandings of this vast, complex country. This will always be the case I would argue, irrespective of which country visited. However, as I discuss in Chapter 3, there is in India today an edge, viciousness and even violence to these ‘understandings’. The rise of a muscular, narrowly doctrinaire form of Hinduism – Hindutva – encouraged by the present government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, is raising concerns in India and elsewhere. In these instances, ‘understandings’ don’t come cheap. But then again, tourism or travelling should not be easy despite the best efforts of the industry’s marketing campaigns.


Powering ahead?


Today is a good time to be interested in India. As most of the world realises, India has emerged as a major global player over the last two or three decades. Its most well-known claim to fame at the moment is as the world’s fastest growing economy. Even in 2017–18 with major economic wobbles apparent in the global economy, India is steaming ahead. Media headlines abound speculating on when India will overtake China in the growth tables. Engineering technology is seen as a major component of the ‘Indian phenomenon’. The software and information technology expertise is well known, millions of top class engineers and scientists are turned out on a regular basis, annual investment is OK and there is an abundance of cheap labour – the so-called ‘demographic dividend’. With a mind-boggling 1.3 billion people including a very large number of young people, India has this huge domestic market. Prized above all is the rapid growth of ‘the middle class’ which has quadrupled over the last decade or so to a total of around 260 million. As the International Monetary Fund said recently, India’s economy is “a bright spot in a cloudy global horizon.” The future it seems belongs to India. Or does it?


The economic success story of India is well known. So too is the poverty story. Perhaps even more powerful than images of success are the images of the country’s grinding poor. The booming economy of course has substantially reduced the number of poor (some 200 million is a common total) but estimates suggest that 12 million new jobs a year are needed; that’s 100 million jobs over the next decade to accommodate the poor and growing population. The scale of challenges facing the country are immense and difficult to comprehend.


Also well known is India’s democratic record, the largest democratic country in the world. Reaching decisions in a country with its 29 disparate states reduces the possibility of fast change and reform. Almost alone from Britain’s empire, India emerged with liberal and democratic institutions, and almost alone in the world, it is a country where the poorest of the electorate are the most enthusiastic voters. India’s success was immediate and came at astonishing speed. Overnight the country became the first poor country in the world to become a full-scale democracy – “the tryst with destiny” as Nehru put it. There is a problem, however, for those outside the country, those visiting the country as well as some of the residents. How does the economic success of the country together with the achievements of its democratic system equate or square with notions of social justice – of its fair or unfair reputation of widespread poverty? It is not an issue particular to India, of course. The recent Brexit and Trump votes in the West in 2016 demonstrate a large angry electorate that has missed out on the supposed ‘good times’ and that has lost faith in the increasing oligarchic political class. It is India, however, that images of deprivation are commonly associated with, rightly or wrongly. It is a huge, complicated and contested issue, but one that is explored in various chapters.


Other things sometimes figure on the international agenda when the country of India is mentioned. Sometimes we glimpse the popularity and size of ‘Bollywood’, the Indian film industry or the fanatical love for cricket throughout the country – Sachin Tendulkar is a name many people from outside the country will recognise. As will be Ravi Shankar, the Indian musician known for popularising the sitar and Indian classical music. There will also be other things that we might tend to forget. India is a nuclear power and came close to once using these weapons since Independence. The country has also been involved with – perhaps initiated – five nasty wars and today the military remains very active in different parts of the country. While we might not be too familiar with these events, we would all be likely to recognise and name the Taj Mahal. In fact most of us have ‘bumped into’ aspects of India at least sometime in the recent past. This awareness and knowledge is likely to increase in the years ahead as India assumes a greater role on the world stage, perhaps as the next ‘superpower’. Prime Minister Modi’s visit to Britain and to the 60,000 packed Wembley Stadium in 2015 was an example of this growing recognition and presence. As Britain’s Prime Minister proclaimed, “Team India, team UK – together we are a winning combination.” No irony, no apologies, no history – how times have changed.


There is then much that is happening today that reflects the growing importance and presence of India. It is all happening very quickly. This acceleration, however, contrasts with the rhythms and pace that seem to characterise much of rural life. Scenes of bullocks pulling wooden ploughs through the fields must have been similar hundreds of years ago, maybe longer. Few countries embody this blending of tradition and the ancient with the new and the modern. So yes, it is a good time to be interested in and thinking about India. It’s an even better time to be travelling around the country as the discussions in the subsequent chapters suggest.


A vignette: a Colaba walk


In March 2016, I was back in Bombay. My earlier February hotel in the Fort area near to the CST station had been crap. From that experience I learnt that, “The Internet is very slow. You have to wait,” really means, “We have no Internet but we don’t want to tell you.” I decided this time to find a hotel in the Colaba area, further south in the city. I hadn’t stayed there since we arrived in India with the children for the first time back in 2003. What a great decision. I had forgotten about the delights, histories and urban adventures that make up this southern finger of the city. I had a working familiarity with the areas south of the CST station from the banking area around Horniman Circle, the Asiatic Society and St Thomas Cathedral across to Churchgate and the greenish cricketing fields of the Oval Maidan. I knew also the roads and alleys down towards the Gateway of India area, passing the museums, university, art galleries and Regal Cinema. South of this along the Colaba Causeway I only vaguely remembered. Back in 2003, we were all in a bit of a daze having arrived from Europe the previous day on our first visit to India. Clutching tightly the hands of the children we did manage a little exploration but overall we were still somewhat shell-shocked.


A number of visits later and many years on, it was different. This time it was like greeting an old friend. What had changed, what was the same, where had this gone, why wasn’t this here anymore and those surely weren’t the same cows tied to the post at that busy junction? Overall, it was reassuringly similar and I was glad to be back. More confident and relaxed this time, I had found a good hotel with WIFI that worked. The first thing that struck me was the greenery of the area. Lovely giant trees lined the small roads off the Colaba Causeway (or Shahid Bhagat Singh Marg, as it is now called) providing shade throughout the day. Dappled sunshine on most of the quiet side streets provided a lovely contrast to the heat and bustle of the Causeway. There is even a road called Garden Road off the Marg. Go down this short road and there’s this lovely little park. It must be around one hundred by thirty metres in size, has no name or opening details and is surrounded by a tall wire fence and sturdy gates secured by a padlock. I found eventually that it opened from around 4.30 in the afternoon until about 7–8 in the evening – I’m not sure about the weekends though. It’s a lovely little bit of paradise. Great soaring mature trees dominate the formal pathways that meander around the park, wooden comfortable benches are plentiful, small bushy verges surround the well-watered patches of grass (almost ‘lawn’) and in the evenings, around a dozen local (I assume) women jog around the pathways all clutching their water bottles. I have no idea who pays for the upkeep of the park or the wages of the 3–4 workers who at this time of the year seem to spend most of their time sweeping up the leaves from the pathways.


The clues to the origins and nature of this little green gem as well as the surrounding streets I guess lie in the extraordinary history of this city. Bombay today is roughly one-third the size of Greater London but has, with a population of around 13 million, nearly twice as many residents as Britain’s capital. The metropolitan area of Bombay has around 22 million residents – one of the world’s ‘megacities’. Its origins over the last five centuries has seen a cluster of seven islands slowly being incorporated into a solid land mass – mainly by the British in the nineteenth century – which is today modern Bombay and more particularly south-western Bombay. Joined by ‘causeways’ at first and then landfilling between the causeways eventually saw the emergence of modern Bombay from this archipelago. Known by the visiting Greeks as Heptanesia (‘Seven Islands’), the city today can trace the influences of Ashoka, the ruler of the Mauryan Empire in the third century, the Chalukya Dynasty of the seventh century (see Elephanta Island) and subsequent political dynasties. Due to its importance as a trading and then military centre, it was the Portuguese for a period of around a hundred years in the 17th and 18th centuries that held sway. It was the British East India Company though that recognised the strategic importance of the city. As the saying goes, ‘the rest was history’. In 1661 the islands were given to King Charles II as part of his dowry for his marriage to the Portuguese princess Catherine of Braganza and sold to the British East India Company which made Bombay its headquarters in 1671. By the mid-nineteenth century the British Government had managed to join the city islands into a single landmass and ushered in a period of frenetic urban expansion. As the useful short history of the city in the Time Out Mumbai guide remarks, “In the 1860s the British began a construction programme, erecting architecture that was designed to signal to the natives that they were here to stay – a direct response to the Indian uprising of 1857.”


And it’s in this imperial, historically arrogant expansion of the city over the next decades by the British colonisers that the origins of my little park off Garden Road, the massive trees lining the small roads and the neighbourhoods around the Colaba Causeway have their beginnings. It’s not only their beginnings though. A wander around South Mumbai today continues to reveal their stories and experiences of this expansion 150 years ago. Many of the great Indian cities even today have areas that encapsulate the British presence with perhaps Lutyens’ Delhi being the outstanding example. South Bombay is another of those areas.


My walk around Colaba and along its Causeway in mid-March 2016 confirmed this but also much more. Down from that most iconic of tourist sights, the Gateway of India – is this India’s Eiffel Tower? – is the PJ Ramchandani Marg, or as it seems more commonly called, Strand Road. Overlooking the Gateway of India and its square on the other side of the road is the infamous Taj Mahal Palace Hotel. Opened in 1903 due to the racist policy of the British ‘whites only’ policy, this beautiful building has since those days welcomed the political and entertainment elite from across the world. It was also one of the targets in the 2008 terrorist attacks which occurred at various locations in Bombay. At least 31 people were killed at the Taj.


Further down from the Taj Hotel along the palm-lined Strand Road is the harbour which forms a boundary to one side of the road. It looked quite busy when I was there with plenty of small leisure boats moored to their buoys. I have my doubts though that sailing is big in Mumbai or even India. The serious-sounding Royal Bombay Yacht Club and the Mumbai Sailing Club have their premises around the Gateway of India area. On the other side of Strand Road and in the streets leading up to Colaba Causeway are grand houses that look like early twentieth century in design and construction. Four-story dwellings decorated with wooden balconies, neat driveways, plenty of columns and ornate towers provide an architectural coherence and historical timeframe for these neighbourhoods. Now and then, there is a modern Soviet-style concrete, quick build apartment block that has replaced one of the original houses. One or two places on Strand Road looked like they were about to physically collapse – empty and derelict. They might not be maintained but they won’t be forgotten. As the taxi driver that I was talking to on Strand Road informed me, this was some of the most expensive real estate in the city. Apparently, southern Mumbai is said to be the wealthiest area in all India. Some very rich people owned these houses overlooking the harbour.


I guess that this whole area can trace its origins and character to the booming economic times of the late 19th, early 20th century. These neighbourhoods do have an early 1920–30s look to them, although the foundations of modern Mumbai were clearly detectable a hundred years earlier. The abundance of mature trees and shade in these areas together with an occasional little park reinforce this timeframe. Next time I need to find a local guide who during our walk can reveal all the details and gossip behind the restrained elegance of the area.


Heading up the 300–400 yards from Strand Road to Colaba Causeway is a bit of a shock. The Causeway, perhaps one of the most famous streets in Bombay, stretches south from the super busy roundabout SP Mukherjee Chowk, through to the southernmost point of the peninsula (although it merges into Nanabhai Moos Marg). Walking along it, I guess it might be around 3–4 miles long and is the main eastern route down this reclaimed, landfilled finger of the city. It seems to have been built as a dual carriageway, but today with all the double parking and spread of impromptu market stalls, it is another busy noisy inner-city street. The traffic does get quieter, the shops less numerous and the pavement less crowded the further south you walk as the southern tip of the peninsula is a military or defence base and a dead end, for the public anyway.


The street and area are one of the main shopping centres in the city. There is a scattering of the global brand outlets that can be found elsewhere in the world but also a huge variety of little shops that feature Indian textiles, jewellery and fashion, home furnishings, handicrafts and accessories. I like the lack of a posh feel to the shopping; it has all the shops and all the items you might want but in that characteristic chaotic manner that so defines the urban centres. Exclusive and very expensive outlets lie squeezed between some pretty shabby, rundown premises. Plenty of eateries too can be found along the road ranging from a McDonald’s hamburger place, fresh brewed coffee bars through to local Parsi restaurants. Leopold Cafe, a favourite haunt for Western tourists and another one of the sites of the terrorist attacks on the 26th November 2008, is located on the Causeway. So too is another popular eatery, the Delhi Durbar, together with Paradise, a small Parsi outlet.


Walking south along the Causeway can’t be rushed. There are too many occasions when you have to move off the pavement on to the road to keep moving. Even if it was physically possible to quicken things up, you shouldn’t – too much is missed or glossed over or is unappreciated. My 4–5 hour walk only covered a few miles, and even then, was curtailed because of the midday heat. Most of the locals and traders are only too happy to chat, point out things and suggest new avenues to explore. They appear proud and happy to share their knowledge and history of the area; after all, I might visit their shop and buy some perfume or bangles or carpets when we have finished our discussion.


So I picked my way down the Causeway. It wasn’t a stroll or a meander as that suggests a more leisurely and uninterrupted walking experience, and walking anywhere in urban India is far from leisurely. I popped into the Colaba Market which stretched down to the waterside. As might be expected, it was chaotically busy but had everything from fresh vegetables through to antiques, clothing, and of course, street foods. Between the Market and Sassoon Dock – my next stop – were large old buildings, half hidden behind the extensive tree foliage, most of which seem to be undergoing some renovations or maintenance work. Military offices of one sort or another became more common the further south you went. There was a big oldish-looking building for example known as the ‘Sassoon Complex. Naval Officers Flats’. At the entrance to the Docks themselves is a new-looking monument by the Mumbai Port Trust at the base of the historic clock tower. The docks today house one of the largest fish markets in the city but visitors have to be there at around 5.30 in the morning to catch all the action – far too early for me.
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