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TRIP
A great team is one of the vital ingredients to a 
brand and especially so when it’s one of the greatest 
publishing brands in the world. It is my privilege to 
acquaint you with Team ACK, which has over the 
last two years built the National Geographic brand 
in India. We’ve had an eventful 24 months together: 
discussing problems small and large, arriving at 
solutions, executing them, and having a great time 
while doing all this.

Three awards have come our way in quick 
succession this month. They are the icing on the 
cake. TripAdvisor Travellers’ Choice Award for the 
best travel magazine in India implies that Niloufer, 
our Editor-in-Chief, is India’s best travel editor. 
Taking her team’s work of art to the world is Abizar, 
who heads IBH, India’s largest books and magazine 
distribution company. Capitalising on the great 
work is Eric, our Ad Sales head. It is he who brought 
in, and directed the creatives which won us the 
Echo Awards, considered the Oscars of e� ective 
advertising. And Sandeep, our Direct to Consumer 
& Operations head helps produce the high-quality 
magazine that reaches you every month.

I hope you will continue to love our work and 
give us your support as we push on to even higher 
standards of creativity and greater e� ectiveness! ■

MANAS MOHAN 
CEO Publishing

From left to right: Senior Vice-President Ad Sales Eric D’souza, CEO Publishing 
Manas Mohan, Editor-in-Chief Niloufer Venkatraman, Senior Vice-President Direct 
to Consumer & Operations Sandeep Padoshi, Director India Book House Abizar 
Shaikh, and Group CEO Vijay Sampath.
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Niloufer Venkatraman

A bout a month ago, before the heat of 

summer had laid seige on the land,  

I was in the hill station of Lonavla for 

the weekend. Within a few hours of  

arriving, the children in our group had their hands, 

lips, faces, and clothes stained purple. They were 

busy under a mulberry tree heaving with ripe  

berries, the ground under it a carpet of crushed 

purple. I joined the kids as they stretched to pick  

the darkest, sweetest berries, their activity inter

spersed with moments of intense concentration 

and bubbly laughter as they pointed at each other’s  

purple juice patches. 
When I left Lonavla 

that weekend, I return

ed with a box of mul

berries to share with 

the team back at the 

office. At about 11 a.m. 

that Monday morning, 

when I walked past the 

desk of Deputy Editor 

Neha Dara, I saw an 

empty container, the 

same lavenderstained 

lips and fingers from 

the weekend, and a 

blissedout smile. 

For me, the bounty of 

fruit is one of the super

lative joys of summer in 

India. Every year during 

this season our family 

tries to go on at least 

one hike or walk in the 

hills. When we do, we 

often pick routes which 

we know are scattered with thorny karvanda bushes. 

My young daughter knows well by now how to pluck 

the darkest fruit, shake off the white sap, and pop 

these berries into her mouth. The small karvanda 

berry grows wild in the Sahyadri Hills. Even if you’ve 

never hiked or noticed these in the outdoors, you’ll 

have seen these berries being sold in little bags at 

hill stations and train stations in Maharashtra by  

Katkari women, the local indigenous population that 

forages these hills for the season’s best. They call the 

fruit by the lovely name dongrachi kali maina, which  

translates to “black bird from the mountains”. 

When travelling through Mumbai in the months of 

April and May you will notice one thing at the airport: 

People carrying familiar orange boxes with pictures 

of mangoes on them. At the baggage claim conveyer 

belt at Delhi or Bengaluru airports, there are always at 

least half a dozen boxes of Alphonso mangoes on their 

way to making someone in those cities very happy. 

In other years, on road trips to Alibaug and further 

down the Maharashtra coast during the summer, 

we’ve always planned for extra time to get to our des

tination. It’s impossible not to keep stopping as locals 

set up stalls along the sides of the roads selling man

goes from their farms and groves. It’s such a pleasure 

to stop and buy from 

them, chatting with a 

local lady about her 

farm, how many man

goes each tree gives, 

and even what she 

makes with the fruit 

at home. Then there 

are the targola sellers, 

hawking the fruit of 

the palmyra that you 

can slurp up right there 

once the curved edge 

of the koyta (knife) 

pries each succulent 

blob of heaven out of 

its fibrous bed. 

In the Konkan and in 

Goa, just like in the hills 

around Mumbai, the 

trees are bursting with 

jackfruit, litchi, chikoo, 

kokum, and all kinds 

of tropical goodness. I 

didn't grow up eating 

jack fruit, and shuddered the first time I smelled it. 

But once I’d popped the fruit into my mouth, I estab

lished a close relationship with it. 

Driving back home on a Sunday evening, with 

the heady fragrance of ripening mangoes in the car,  

our thirst quenched with targola, baskets of the  

delightfully named love apples (safed jamun), and  

litchis in the boot, and a little face stained purple with 

mulberry juice asleep in the back seat, my summer  

is truly made. n

The children in 
our group had 

their hands, 
lips, faces, and 

clothes stained 
purple
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Write to us, share stories and photographs of 
your travel experiences in India and around the 
world. We will publish some of them on these pages.
Send your emails to letters@natgeotraveller.in

HOW TO CONTACT US 

Emails: letters@natgeotraveller.in Letters: Editor, National Geographic

Traveller India, Krishna House, 3rd floor, Raghuvanshi Mills Com-

pound, Lower Parel, Mumbai 400 013. Include address and telephone 

number. Not all letters can be published or answered; those pub-

lished may be excerpted and edited. Customer Service: To subscribe 

or manage a subscription, email us at subscribe@natgeotraveller.in or 

call 022-40497417/31/35/36.

JOIN THE CONVERSATION

Visit us at www.facebook.com/NatGeoTraveller.India for ideas that will inspire you to plan your next holiday. 

HEAD IN THE CLOUDS 

Visit us at
www.natgeotraveller.in 

I picked up my first copy of 
Nat Geo Traveller India 
some time ago and was 
pleasantly surprised. It’s quite 
different from the other travel 
magazines I have read. Your 
stories put the reader in touch 
with people’s experiences, and 
that’s something amazing.
—Mayank S ingh

In June, I visited the 
Garhwal Himalayas in 

Uttarakhand with my family. 
We travelled by bus with 27 
other passengers through 
treacherous hilly tracks, 
past the Bhagirathi River, 
and onward to Kedarnath, 
where we spent a night. 
It was an exhilarating 
experience, filled with 
unexpected twists and turns. 
Our bus halted for several 
hours because of a landslide, 
and the last leg of our 

journey to Auli was especially 
scary since we had to drive 
through narrow, winding 
roads in the dead of the 
night. The stunning snow-
capped views however, 
made the journey seem like 
a small price. At Auli, we 
skated, skied, rode the cable 
car numerous times, and 
marvelled at the landscape 
around us. 
—V.G. Pednekar

Your stories 
put the reader 

in touch 
with people’s 
experiences”
—Mayank S ingh

I had just taken my board exams 
and was keen to go to the 

mountains—to breathe in the fresh 
air, soak in the views, and just get 
away from the city. I picked the 
Tungnath Temple in Uttarakhand, 
about 450 kilometres from Delhi. 
It is said to be the highest Shiva 
temple in the world. The drive 
there was beautiful, but the five-
kilometre trek up to the shrine 
was even better. I felt like I was 
in a dream, walking past emerald 
green pastures with the majestic 
Himalayas looming over me. 
From Tungnath, I trekked farther 
up to a peak close by called 
Chandrashila. Only halfway to 
the top, I could see frost and bits 
of snow—in the month of June! 
I was enveloped in clouds. The fog 

persisted and when I eventually 
got to Chandrashila, all I could 
see was white. No mountains, no 

valley sprawling below. But what 
an experience it was!
—Abhay Nawani

Kedarnath, 
Uttarakhand
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Tread Softly

mike pandey
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M
any of us like to escape to the 
mountains during the summer. 
Sadly, few hill stations now hold 
the promise of cool breezes and 

pleasant weather they once did. even the 
residents of Srinagar, which was known  
as “paradise on earth”, have started using 
air conditioners as a result of changing 
global weather. 

one of the most worrying consequences 
of climate shift is the scarcity of clean water. 
this too is most acutely felt in mountain 
regions, which are dependent on glacier-fed 
lakes and streams for their water supply. 
the steady recession of glaciers because of 
global warming has been well documented 
in recent years. 

this unavailability of water has grown 
into a serious concern around the world. 
according to current estimates by the 
United nations, 783 million people across 
the globe do not have access to clean water. 
this number will increase to 5 billion by 
2050, calculates a study at Massachusetts 
institute of technology. We need to wake 
up now and start using, managing, and 
conserving water prudently. 

Water harvesting is the only viable 
solution to the severe limitations awaiting 
us. Yet, despite the plentiful rainfall this 
country gets, we harness less than 15 
per cent of our rainwater. When i am 
confronted by these grim facts, and the 
general apathy in doing anything about it,  
i find the story of chewang norphel  
from ladakh very inspiring. 

in the mid-1990s, the 79-year-old retired 
civil engineer  decided to address the water 
shortages his community was facing, by 
building check dams. these small barriers 
built over narrow water sources, slowed 
the flow of river water during winter. the 
water began to collect and freeze, and 
artificial glaciers were formed. in the 
summer, the glaciers started to melt, and 
channels carried and distributed the water 
downstream allowing farmers to irrigate 
their crops. 

chewang found a simple way to harvest 
the water he saw being wasted as run-off 
during winter, so that the farmers could 
have a constant supply during the growing 
season. this solution also helped revive 
many natural springs and raised the level of 

groundwater. crop 
yields increased 
and farmers were 
able to produce 
a surplus, which 
brought them 
regular revenue.  
a simple and 
easily sustainable 
idea made a 
difference to the 
lives of thousands 
of people. to date, 
this eco-warrior 
has created 12 
artificial glaciers, 
and he is taking 
his work further 
afield by training 

mike pandey
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Changing 
Course

An eco-wArrior breAks new ground 
in wAter conservAtion

other people. his idea has also been 
replicated in different parts of the world.

chewang’s efforts have won him the 
nickname “ice Man”, and numerous 
accolades, including one from earth 
Matters Foundation, a non-profit 
organisation i started that works for 
the conservation of natural resources. 
he renewed my faith in the belief that 
individual effort can make a difference. 
We often want to act, but are held back by 
reservations about what one person alone 
can achieve. perhaps, the next time you’re 
dogged by such doubt, you too will be 
inspired by chewang’s story. 

it is too late to undo the harm we 
have caused over decades of unplanned 
urbanisation. the many thousands of 
borewells that we’ve dug have run dry and 
groundwater levels have plunged critically. 
But we can still make small changes in our 
lifestyle to conserve this finite resource. For 
example, collect the water that’s wasted 
when you wash vegetables, or run the water 
purifier. it can be used for your plants or  
to swab the house. 

remain alert when you travel as well. 
Make your objection known at hotels  
that use solar water heaters to save 
electricity, but ask you to let 2-3 buckets  
of water run before it gets warm. pick  
eco-resorts and homestays that have 
rainwater harvesting systems, and those 
that water their lawns with grey water. 
ask that your linen and towels be changed 
only once in three days. carry a bottle 
of water that you can refill with filtered 
water instead of buying mineral water. 
not only is more water wasted in the 
bottling, the empty bottles often end up 
polluting our rivers and lakes. eat locally 
grown vegetables as they take less water 
to grow and limit your intake of meat and 
dairy. producing one kilogram of rice, for 
example, requires 3,500 litres of water, 
while a kilo of beef requires 15,000 litres, 
according to U.n. estimates. 

and let’s not forget the small measures 
that go a long way. Don’t keep the water 
running when you brush or shave, use  
a bucket instead of a shower or a bathtub, 
and wipe your car instead of washing it.  
all this can easily be done, even when  
you travel. 

Just remember, even one bucket saved 
can make you an eco-warrior. n

Mike Pandey is a conservationist and 
wildlife filmmaker. He has won the Green 
Oscar award three times.

Chewang Norphel created 12 artificial glaciers in Ladakh, which 
ensured farmers had adequate water supply for summer crops.
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Far Corners
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Far Corners

days, at the end of which some 32,000 men 
lay dead.

But we, my aunt Christa, my uncle Victor 
and I, were carrying with us a letter that 
described the scene. It was sent in 1948, by 
a soldier who had just returned from a POW 
camp in the Soviet Union. And it must have 
been then that the Frieses learned that their 
son, their brother, their uncle, had really 
fallen on that day, in this place, Ortwig. 
Even the time was mentioned. 5 p.m.

The soldier had typed ten pages of dense, 
cathartic detail describing the day, and what 
came before and after. German has rich 
words for battle. Trommelfeuer, “drumming 
fi re”. Feuerorkan, “a hurricane of fi re”, he 
wrote. I was almost disappointed that he 
didn’t use stahlgewitter, “storm of steel”, 
which is also the title of a book by Ernst 
Jünger, a school friend of my grandfather. 

And the soldier had also drawn a map, of 
a farmstead just outside Ortwig. The place 
where Kurt fell. And this is what brought 
us here, after I had scoured Google Earth 
and spotted what looked to me like—just 
maybe—the same yard, the same barns and 
the shadow of fi lled-in trenches.

So we went, and my aunt spoke to the 
the Jankowskis, the couple who lived there. 
We were invited in for ka� ee and kuchen. 
Victor, who’s Brazilian, and I were a little 
astonished by the hospitality. Christa less so. 
But I was also beginning to feel a little guilty. 

Throughout our visit people took the time 
to hear our questions and suggest where 
we might look for Kurt’s fi nal resting place. 
But then we met the old tischler, the village 
carpenter, Willi. And he told us that he had 
only found his own father’s remains in 1971, 
when a drainage ditch was excavated. And 
suddenly I felt like a war tourist.

Kurt has always been a story for me, 
and a tantalising paradox. I have photos of 
him cuddling my little father. In uniform. 
Fooling around naked in the snow with 
his comrades, somewhere on the Eastern 
Front. I’ve read his feldpost letters, always 
with the dread that I’ll fi nd something 
unpleasant. And one day I found a 
postcard, praying that British cities would 
be reduced to schutt und asche, “rubble 
and ash”. But to my relief, it was from his 
brother, Onkel Rudolph, not Kurt. And I 
still want him to be the good guy. Because 
my father loved him and my aunt says he 
was her lieblingsonkel. Her most darling 
uncle. Just like I’m her lieblingsne� e. ■

Kai Friese is a writer, editor, and translator 
who likes to travel but not on holiday.

J
ust yesterday, in a moment of 
distraction, between emails and 
deadlines, I googled a name. Half 
of which was “Friese”. I’ve done it 

before, and there are never many results. 
And no, I wasn’t ego-surfi ng. Not exactly. 
But I did spot a new link. And when I 
clicked on it, it opened onto a recently 
auctioned piece of WWII memorabilia. 
An illustrated pamphlet celebrating the 
German invasion of Poland in 1939. There 
was a list of triumphs on the back, like an 
itinerary of war tourism. From Waldkämpfe 
sudl. Koschentin (“forest battles south of 
Koschentin”) to Modelin nach Warschau 
(“from Modelin to Warsaw”). And there 
was a familiar signature. “Friese”, it said. 
A “Hauptmann”, or Captain. 

His name was Kurt. And he was my 
father’s favourite uncle. His war began here 
with the blitzkrieg on Poland. It ended on 
the 16th of April 1945, a week before his 
30th birthday, near a village called Ortwig, 
a stone’s throw from the river Oder which 
marks the German-Polish border today.

I’ve been to Ortwig many times on Google 
Earth. But I’ve also been there for real. It’s 
a tiny, pretty village—you can drive through 
it in minutes—in a beautiful landscape 
called the Oderbruch, or the fl ood plains 
of the Oder. These were marshes until the 
18th century, when Frederick the Great of 
Prussia drained the wetlands and settled 
them with a cosmopolitan 

community of hardworking migrants and 
refugees including Dutchmen and French 
Huguenots. And “Old Fritz” is still fondly 
remembered, in the names of countless 
pubs and small pension-hotels. Ours had 
a panel emblazoned with a sly quote from 
“Der Alte Fritz”: “Hier habe ich im Frieden 
eine Provinz erobert.” “Here’s a province I 
conquered peacefully.” Not something he 
made a habit of.

But this was now a truly peaceful country. 
There were long straight roads lined with 
tall trees, causing the green fi elds and 
meadows to strobe as we passed. And every 
few hundred yards a di� erent farmstead 
of stout brick buildings. Half-timbered 
villages pressed against the crossroads. We 
reached the Oder at the next village, Gross 
Neuendorf, and strolled along the bicycle 
route on the riverbank, watching the lazy 
brown river drift by as enormous white 
storks fl apped overhead. It seemed a miracle 
that such big birds could fl y.

It was also hard, almost impossible, to 
imagine how di� erent all this must have 
looked on the 16th of April 1945 when the 
soldiers of the 1st Byelorussian Front Army, 
under the famous Soviet General Zhukov, 
began their o� ensive at 5.30 a.m. with a 
massive artillery barrage across the river 
and advanced in the glare of a thousand 
searchlights. It was the last pitched battle 
before Berlin itself and it raged for four 

Travels with 
my Aunt

FAMILY HISTORY THROUGH THE LENS 
OF A CATACLYSMIC EVENT
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Crew Cut

I 
should have known something was off 
the moment i saw a greeting in hindi 
inside the titlis rotair cable car and the 
board advertising an indian buffet.  

But my travel instincts were probably lulled 
into blissful torpor by the quintessentially 
Swiss sound of cowbells that carried  
up to the rotating gondola, as it soared 
above green meadows straight into the 
snowy alps.

the landscape was like something out  
of a movie. in fact, several Bollywood 
movies; which might explain why i alighted 
to a sight that belonged in my travel 
nightmares. tourists swarmed around a cut-
out of an ever-youthful Shah rukh Khan 
and Kajol striking a pose from Dilwale 
Dulhania Le Jayenge, the hugely successful 
tear-jerker that put Switzerland on the top 
of indian honeymooners’ travel lists. it beat 
the symmetrically conical peak of Mt. titlis 
as most favoured backdrop for the many 
tourist photographs being shot there.

that cardboard standee represented 
all i hate about conventional travel, and 
everything that i had tried very hard to 

avoid during my ten-day visit. armed with 
a Swiss travel pass, i had woken up each 
morning and picked a new city to take the 
train to, making the most of Switzerland’s 
efficient rail system. i’d wander around 
without a map or agenda, absorbing the 
sights and atmosphere of each place. 
Watching old men play chess in a park in 
Geneva, chasing the reflections of artist 
Sigmar polke’s enchanting stained-glass 
windows in Zurich’s Grossmünster, walking 
up and down the steep lanes of windy 
lausanne, admiring the famous painted 
houses of lucerne, or going for a jog by the 
river in Brugg, the town just outside Zurich 
where my aunt and uncle live. i’d pick a 
well-placed bench to eat my packed lunch 

on and watch the city go by, pretending to 
be a local and not just another tourist. 

today was the final day of my visit and i 
was spending it with my aunt, who’d taken 
time off from work to show me around. But 
she was a local; why had she brought me 
here? i mentally scowled in her direction. 

that didn’t last. Within a minute she’d 
dragged me off-piste into the soft snow 
around the peak. Unlike most other visitors 
who made their way to the restaurant for 
the advertised buffet after five minutes 
on the terrace, we stomped around in 
the snow, slipping and sliding, carefully 
skirting a crevasse, making snowballs, and 
generally having a good time. We hiked 
around the peak, taking in the breathtaking 
360° view of the Urner alps. on one side 
were green meadows and the gondola line 
strung high above them, on the other were 
jagged peaks striking skywards. lakes and 
glaciers glistened amongst them. closer to 
us, i marvelled at the snow that draped the 
cross-fencing along sections of the path, 
making a silver lattice that glowed in the 
afternoon sun.  

We returned to the terrace where my 
aunt whipped out the lunch she’d packed 
for us. Surrounded by the snow, basking in 
the sun, every juicy bite of the tomato and 
salty feta salad was a sumptuous explosion 
of flavour. to accompany it, there was fresh 
bread with spiced olive oil to dip it in, and a 
thermos full of hot coffee. 

it was nice to know that after the 
exhaustion of a hard romp and the satiation 
of a lovely lunch, i didn’t have to trek back 
down the mountain or take a bus over 
bumpy roads, like i would have from the 
more offbeat places i usually choose to go 
to. i could settle in for an easy gondola ride, 
followed by a comfortable train journey, 
during which i would snooze and power up 
for the evening. 

i learnt an important lesson that day. 
Sometimes, clichéd spots can make for a 
great holiday, especially while travelling 
with children or seniors. they are usually 
easy to get to, have good facilities, and all 
you really need to have a good time is to 
find your own unique way to enjoy them. 
the place might be a cliché, but the way we 
enjoy it doesn’t have to be. n

Neha Dara is the Deputy Editor of 
national Geographic traveller india. She 
is happiest trotting off the beaten path, 
trekking in the Himalayas, scuba diving 
in Andaman & Nicobar, or exploring local 
markets in small towns. 

An offbeAt trAveller discovers the pleAsures of 
wAlking the well-trodden pAth

Cliché Averse

Neha Dara

That cardboard standee 
represented all I hate about 
conventional travel, and 
everything that I had tried 
very hard to avoid during 
my ten-day visit 
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Food for All
It takes hundreds of volunteers to keep one of the world’s  

largest communIty kItchens runnIng

By Prachi Joshi | Photographs by sanJeev syal

I
t is lunchtime at the Guru ka langar 
at amritsar’s gleaming Sri harmandir 
Sahib, better known as the Golden 
temple, and i can’t quite wrap my head 

around the numbers. on the average day, 
75,000 people eat a free meal here. about 
12,000 kilos of flour will be used to make 
2,00,000 rotis for the congregation. More 
than 100 gas cylinders and 5,000 kilos of 

firewood will be used to prepare the meals. 
i am in amritsar because temple food 

has always held a special place in my 
heart. this shrine runs one of the biggest 
community kitchens in the world, and 
i want to see how they run the show. So 
before we head to the langar hall, my 
guide, Davindarji, takes me on a tour of the 
kitchen. We start with a piece of equipment 

that is obviously the pride of the kitchen: 
the automated roti-maker, which can churn 
out 25,000 rotis an hour. i watch fascinated 
as the machine, accompanied by a high-
decibel rattle, rolls out perfect spheres by 
the dozen. it is pressed into action on days 
when larger crowds are expected. on other 
days, volunteers make the rotis by hand. 

in fact, because the gurudwara has 

The Golden Temple serves langar 24 hours a day. The fare is simple, wholesome, and vegetarian, and prepared by volunteers who toil for hours in 
the sweltering heat of the gurudwara’s kitchen.
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a small staff, much of the work here is 
done by volunteers who peel, chop, cook, 
and serve the thousands of devotees and 
tourists who flock to the amritsar’s no. 1 
tourist attraction. i see groups of women 
cleaning and chopping brinjals for the  

day’s meals. elsewhere, volunteers use long 
rods to stir bubbling vats of dal. the air is 
thick with the pungent aroma of onions, 
garlic, and spices. volunteers sanguinely 
brave the rising steam from the vegetables, 
dal, and kheer.  

Back in the langar hall, i sit to eat with 
strangers. in keeping with the tenets of 
Sikhism, all barriers of religion, caste, and 
social status are obliterated as diners share 
a meal as equals, sitting on the floor in 
a line (pangat). With a call of “Jo bole so 
nihal… sat sri akal”, we begin eating. 

energetic young volunteers rush back 
and forth ladling dal and vegetables into 
each plate. the rotis, however, are not 
served on your plate. rather, you raise  
your hands and accept them with humility 
and piety. 

as the pangat starts to leave, more 
sevadars rush in to carry the plates to the 
cleaning area. another team of volunteers 
begins washing them. Still others mop the 
floors, keeping the kitchen and the langar 
halls spotless. 

outside the langar, hot chai is available. 
as i sip a small cupful, i marvel at the 
extraordinary feat the temple achieves 

At the langar hall (top), nobody eats while the food is being served. After every plate in the hall has been filled, a volunteer loudly proclaims,  
“Jo bole so nihal”, to which the devotees respond, “Sat sri akal!” and only then start eating; Volunteers of all ages lend a helping hand  
at the langar (bottom).

every day, upholding the ideals of 
community service so cherished by 
Sikhism. on my way out, as i collect my 
footwear from the area where it is stored, 
i notice that my dusty shoes have been 
wiped clean. Sikhism emphasises the 
importance of seva, or service, as a route 
to negating the ego and finding peace. 
looking at the contented faces of the 
sevadars, that certainly seems true. n

The Golden Temple is open, and serves 
langar, 24 hours a day. At around 4.30 
a.m., the holy book, the Guru Granth 
Sahib, is carried from the Akal Takht, in 
another part of the complex, around the 
main shrine. The first hukumnama (order 
of the day) is read at around 5 a.m., while 
the last is read at 9.45 p.m. At around  
10 p.m., the Palki Sahib (holy palanquin) 
on which the holy book lies, is taken  
back to its resting place. Throughout 
the day, there are kirtans, prayers, and 
readings from the holy book. As with  
all Sikh shrines, the head must be  
covered at all times, so remember to  
take along a scarf. 

The ViTals
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O
n a cool january morning, my 
workstation is teleported to a 
beautiful valley in the himalayas. 
there’s a gushing stream to the left, 

snow-powdered peaks in front, and bushes 
of wild blossoms beyond the windows  
to my right. this floral perfume blends  
with the smell of wet earth. after two 
years of being unable to take a break, this 
working vacation seems to be the answer  
to my prayers. 

i am in a circular hut in rakkar village, 
in himachal pradesh’s Kangra valley. it 
has a mud floor, smooth slate-stone walls, 
and eight or nine bustling workstations, 
one of which i’m sitting at. this unique 
combination of traditional building materials 
and modern technology is the headquarters 
of Ghoomakad and infinity hackspace. it is 
a social venture that offers homestays and 
trekking services, as well as well-connected 
workspaces for professionals who wish to 
take their desk to the mountains. around 
it are 15 village homes, where Ghoomakad 
arranges for visitors to stay. about 65 per 
cent of the proceeds from the homestays go 
back to the local host families.

the central hut is a community pivot 
where visitors can work, participate in 
group projects, or attend presentations. 

During the day, i witness a multitude of 
activities here: collaborations with nGos 
working towards garbage segregation, a live 
webcast from Germany about computing, 
brainstorming sessions with locals 
about organic farming, and sustainable 
infrastructure. When i step out for a break, 
the awe-evoking Dhauladhar range with a 
fresh coat of snow reassures me that i am 
still in the midst of the himalayas i love.

the farmers’ openness and progressive 
thinking leaves me impressed. the simple, 
practical solutions that rakkar residents find 
to complex problems encourage me to think 
outside the box. the beautiful surroundings 
make me more efficient as well.

Mohinder Sharma, who co-founded 
Ghoomakad with jubin Mehta and ayush 
Ghai, is one of the people i meet during my 
two-day stay. he is seated on his veranda 
with a cup of pahadi chai, soaking in the 
winter sun. he tells me that Ghoomakad 
started with a desire to build homes with 
traditional and natural construction 
materials. “i wanted to offer travellers an 
authentic himachali experience in a manner 
that is ecologically responsible and sensitive 
to the local community,” he says. 

the better part of my stay is spent 
catching up on all the walking that i miss 

during my city existence. i walk from the 
village to the market, head to a jam session 
at a friend’s home, and cross the brooks to 
reach the Ballu, a 100-year-old house that 
has been converted into a heritage homestay. 

i cross mountains to learn something 
new at the andretta pottery school near 
palampur and walk across winding paths 
to share home-brewed apricot wine with 
Brigadier Sandhu, a part-time storyteller 
and full-time host at navek-la, a 
majestic country home on the outskirts of 
Dharamsala. i meander through fields of 
marigold to partake in lively conversations 
with tibetan activist and poet tenzin 
tsundue. these are memories that the 
wanderer in me—the ghoomakad—will 
always treasure. n

Work, Travel, Wander
The nexT Time you Travel, carry your work along

Text & Photographs by DiiPTi Jhangiani

The ViTals

Ghoomakad is located in Rakkar village 
in Sidhbari district, Kangra Valley, 
Himachal Pradesh, 8 km southeast of 
Dharamsala. It is 12 km/45 mins from 
the nearest airport at Kangra, and 100 
km/2 hours from the nearest railway 
station at Pathankot (98822 26638; 
www.ghoomakad.in; `700 per night, 
including meals and Wi-Fi).

When in need of a break, residents at Ghoomakad village (left) step out for chai on a crisp mountain afternoon; WikiMedia volunteers conduct a 
workshop (right) with village children as part of a digital literacy initiative.
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The Experience
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A
fter four days of exploring istanbul 
on foot, with whirlwind visits to the 
Grand Bazaar and princes’ islands, 
i was determined to spend a quiet 

evening in my hotel room. that was until 
i saw a magnificent display of lokum 
(turkish sweets) from my tram window. 
So i hopped off at Divanyolu Street, three 
stops before my intended destination, to 
indulge my taste buds. as i was leaving 
the bazaar, i spotted the Çemberlitaş  
hamami, a popular bathhouse tucked into 
a tiny corner of the bustling street.

like many indians, i’m not very 
enthusiastic about disrobing in public 
and sharing bathing spaces. But my travel 
philosophy (When in rome...) persuaded 
me to drop my inhibitions. if the mighty 
ottomans prescribed community bathing, 
who was i to disagree? 

Moreover, i’d been travelling like a beast 
for two weeks and was beginning to look 
like one too. i scanned the hammam’s list 
of services, ranging from aroma facials 

to full body massages, and chose the 
traditional turkish bath, which would set 
me back by 70 turkish lira (`2,000).

hammams have long been an integral 
part of turkish culture. they were thriving 
social hubs, second in popularity only to 
mosques. it is said that mothers frequently 
visited the local bathhouse to check out 
prospective brides for their sons. today, the 
old baths are frequented by tourists like me 
to get a taste of the ottoman way of life.

Wrapped only in a pestemal, a thin 
cotton bath wrap, i struggled not to stare 
at the bare limbs around me in the sauna. 
to take my mind off my near-nudity, i 
focused on the splendid architecture. 
lying on a heated marble slab in the 
centre of the hammam, i gazed at the high 
central dome, soaking in the warm glow 
created by the dim light and thick steam. 
the structure was designed by Sinan, a 
prominent 16th-century royal architect, 
who also built 94 exquisite mosques 
around the world. 

the steam worked its magic on my 
travel-weary nerves, and soon i settled 
into a deep state of relaxation. i realised 
i had drifted off only when i was nudged 
awake by my matronly attendant, 
signalling the next step in the hammam 
experience. as she massaged the knots in 
my back into submission, we tried to make 
conversation, but she spoke little english 
and i knew no turkish. She turned her 
attention to my limbs while i gazed at the 
gurgling water, ornate cisterns, and regal 
bath chambers encircling the space. 

Muscles sufficiently loosened, i received 
a thorough scrub-down with a rough cloth 
called the kese, used to scrape away dirt 
and dead skin. a bubble bath followed 
and 15 minutes later, i was lounging, 
uninhibited in the pool, wedged between 
two French women. Buffed, bathed, and 
shampooed, i felt more refreshed than  
i had imagined possible. the hammam,  
i concluded, was the most intimate 
cultural experience istanbul has to offer. n

Turkish Towels
Shedding clotheS and inhibitionS in iStanbul’S grand hammamS

By NikiTa GupTa

Istanbul’s most striking hammams or bathhouses (left) were created during the Ottoman Empire. The elaborate structures have high, domed ceilings, 
marble floors, and basins with intricate brass fittings; Traditionally, men and women bathe in separate hammams, or at different times of day (right).





I 
expected whiskey, rugged cliffs, and 
plates piled high with roast lamb. But 
I didn’t think I’d be hunting down a 
Maharaja in the heart of Ireland. My 

Irish friend Dervil O’Reilly, whose house  
I had stayed at a few days ago, had told 
me of a “drop-dead gorgeous castle in the 
district of Connemara,” just 85 km from 
her home in Clonboo. More importantly, 
she revealed that the place had a link to 
Ranjitsinhji, the Maharaja of Nawanagar 
in Gujarat and one of the finest batsmen 
of all time. Intrigued, I am now driving to 
Ballynahinch Castle to verify her story.

Now, a five-star hotel with fantastic food 
and a luxurious spa, the regal stone mansion 
is perched on the bank of the Ballynahinch 
River. It’s a handsome structure surrounded 
by 350 acres of wooded grounds, perfect 
for long walks and salmon fishing. Its link 

to India dates back to 1924, when 
the illustrious Maharaja 

visited the newly formed 
Irish Free State. By then 
retired from cricket, 
Ranjitsinhji chanced 
upon Ballynahinch on 

a fishing trip, and was bowled over by the 
grounds. In true royal style, he promptly 
bought the property.

In the last decade of his life, Ranji made 
the trip from Jamnagar every year. He 
spent ten happy summers in this corner 
of Ireland, throwing lavish parties and 
bestowing gifts upon neighbours. It is said 
that every time he returned to India, he 
would leave two cars behind—one he gifted 
to the church’s Catholic priest and the other 
to the local Protestant minister. Locals 
anointed him the Maharaja of Connemara.

But Ballynahinch Castle made news 
long before its Indian benefactor arrived. 
In the 17th century, the property was 
an inn run by the Martin family, one of 
whose members was particularly famous. 
Richard Martin, a member of parliament, 
was known to challenge people to duels, 
especially if they mistreated animals. 
He went on to introduce the Martin Act 
in the British parliament in 1822, to 
prevent cruelty to domestic animals. As a 
consequence, King George IV gave him the 
moniker: Humanity Dick. Martin’s efforts 
in animal welfare led to the establishment 

of the Royal Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals (R.S.P.C.A) two years 
later. Martin’s Inn did fair business until 
Richard’s death in 1834. The magnificent 
manor lay largely ignored for nearly a 
century after, until it caught Ranji’s fancy.

Both men feature prominently on 
Ballynahinch’s walls. At the hotel’s 
Fisherman’s Pub, I see pictures of the 
smiling, moustachioed Ranji as well as 
portraits of a scruffy-looking Martin. The 
hotel grounds are still known for its fishing 
spots. There’s even a Ranji’s Rock, a marker 
of the cricketer’s favourite spot, accessible 
only by boat. Guests at the hotel can spend 
their day there, soaking in lush views and 
baiting salmon, just like the Maharaja of 
Nawanagar did 90 years ago. n

Ranji’s Irish Trophy
What links an erstWhile Maharaja of Gujarat  

and a villaGe in ireland?

Text & Photographs by Rishad saam mehTa

Ballynahinch Castle Hotel is in County 
Galway, in the west of Ireland. It is  
440 km/5 hours from Belfast and 280 
km/3 hours from Dublin, the capital of  
Ireland. Visit www.ballynahinch-castle.
com for details.

the VItALS

NAVIGAte
The Connection

The river flowing by Ireland’s Ballynahinch Castle is a favourite among anglers. Its waters are rich in sea trout and salmon, which is what brought 
Maharaja Ranjitsinhji here in the early 1900s. 
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T
he rich and famous have long engaged 
in holiday merrymaking on the narrow 
island of Sylt—just 11.2 kilometres 
wide and 34 kilometres long—

battered by the north Sea along Germany’s 
coast. Beyond the designer boutiques and 
nightclubs in the pulsing neighbourhood 
of Kampen and the throngs swarming the 
beaches and souvenir shops in Westerland, 
you’ll find a terrain of unspoiled beauty on 
this north Frisian island. 

CAPITAL AFFAIRS rent a bicycle near 
Westerland’s train station and pedal along 
bike paths (Sylt is networked with 200 
kilometres of them) to Keitum, the capital in 
the 1800s. clustered here is the island’s best 
collection of Frisian houses, bearing their 
characteristic reed thatch roofs and pointed 
doorway gables. Kleine Teestube provides an 
extensive tea menu and decadent strawberry 
cream cakes, as well as a courtyard blooming 
with Sylt roses, tulips, and hydrangeas. past 
the whale jawbone entrance, the Sylt Local 

History Museum, set in a former sea captain’s 
home, exhibits antiques such as an oak-
carved mangle board used to press cloth and 
a hanging crown compass. the petite rooms 
in the Old Frisian House illustrate life during 
the 18th and 19th centuries with a five-foot-

seven-inch bed, a double-sided fireplace-
oven between the kitchen and living room, 
and an in-house horse stable. St. Severin 

Church houses a 4,000-pipe organ and 
is adorned with whale-shaped brass door 
handles, reflecting the community’s historic 
roots in the whaling industry. 

NATURAL WANDERINGS List, the island’s 
northernmost region, offers secluded, 
alabaster sands that rim the ellenbogen, 
an elbow-shaped peninsula. the wild 
landscape is perfect for sunning, picnicking, 
or walking, but fierce currents prohibit 
swimming. Walk along the nearby coast 
of Konigshafen, a shallow bay with 
mudflats on the Wadden Sea that attract 
redshanks, red knots, and other shorebirds. 
heather planted on all but two of the 
dunes prevents them from moving. the 
remaining sandy mounds that shift are 
termed “walking dunes.” the multimedia 
presentations at the Forces of Nature Centre 
dramatically illustrate how crabs, birds, 
and other creatures survive and thrive 
despite the turbulent north Sea. at Bistro 

Austernmeyer, an informal eatery, you can 
inspect the oyster beds and devour their 
speciality: oyster gratin with pernod butter, 
chilli powder, and curry. 

LIVING IN THE PAST in Tinnum, a boardwalk 
veers over a marshy landscape to the 
Burg, a foliage-covered, doughnut-shaped 
rampart that was part of a 1,000-year-
old viking fortress. near Wenningstedt, 
navigate a short, steep ladder down into 
Denghoog, a 5,200-year-old megalithic 
burial chamber constructed of massive 
pink granite boulders, one of which weighs 
some 18,100 kilos. just 14 kilometres away 
in Sylt’s most easterly community, Morsum, 

the grey- and rust-hued, 65-foot-high 
Morsum cliff serves as a time capsule with 
diagonal rock layers from widely different 
geologic eras sandwiched together by 
glacial forces and erosion. n

Friendly Neighbourhood Isle
Only a five-hOur drive frOm Berlin, the charming island Of sylt  

Offers unspOilt natural Beauty

By JEANINE BARONE

Classic wicker chairs line a sandy beach on Sylt, the largest of Germany’s North Frisian Islands.

ThE VITAls

sylt lies off the northern coast of 
germany and belongs to the northern 
frisian islands. it is 5.5 hours/511 km 
from Berlin and 3 hours/230 km from 
hamburg. the island is connected to 
the mainland by the hindenburgdamm 
railway causeway (vehicles can be 
loaded on the car train at a nominal fee). 
the train journey is 5 hours from Berlin 
and 3 hours from hamburg. sylt also has 
an airport but flights are quite expensive. 
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ixty five kilometres south of 
cosmopolitan Marrakech, Morocco, 
the tarmac shrinks to a stony 
footpath at imlil. tucked into the 

peaks of toubkal national park, named 
for north africa’s highest summit, a crop 
of modern guesthouses has transformed 
this village, once known as a no-frills 
base camp, into a comfortable retreat for 
day hikers. Berber hospitality takes over 
where the road ends, amid the fragrance 
of community bread ovens and the 
sounds of braying pack mules (and their 

drivers crying “balak—pay attention”—to 
pedestrians). From here, villagers escort 
travellers up a short, steep climb through 
walnut groves to a warmer welcome 
still—woodstoves and crystalline terrace 
views, a bowl of milk and dates, service 
with a djellaba (a loose woollen robe) 
and a smile—at inns such as the Kasbah 
du toubkal. When the sun sets, out 
come the communal platters of couscous 
and tagines. as the days lengthen, early 
spring makes an ideal time for a stroll 
to the orchards of targa imoula, says 

adventure guide turned Kasbah owner 
Mike Mchugo. “the mountaintops are 
still snow-capped, but the valley is in full 
flower with apple and cherry blossoms, 
and the rivers run with snowmelt,” he 
says. and as cumulus clouds drift through 
the canyons, two songs harmonise: 
the rush of reawakened rivers and the 
muezzin’s call to prayer. n

Tip: Charter a taxi or take a local bus from 

Marrakech for the 90-minute drive to Imlil 

through High Atlas foothills.

Berber Fervour
North AfricA’s LegeNdAry hospitALity iN imLiL

By Christine o’toole

Morocco’s High Atlas 
Mountains have  

several kasbahs, or  
small fortresses.
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F
ries aren’t French. this is one of 
the first things i learned at the 
Frietmuseum in Bruges. Soulmate to 
the hamburger and american icon of 

indulgence, the golden-brown potato fry 
is in fact Belgian. When american soldiers 
encountered Belgian troops frying potato 
fingers in oil, they christened them French 
fries, because French was the official 
language of the Belgian army. as i studied 
the display, i thought about the many cones 
of fries i had eaten while strolling along 
the city’s winding canals. in Bruges, the 
delicious aroma of the salty spud is around 
every corner. no wonder then that the city 
has a museum dedicated to the potato.

established by eddy van Belle and his 
son cedric—food enthusiasts who have also 
set up Bruges’s chocolate museum—the 
Frietmuseum is located in a Gothic building 
that dates back to the 14th century. it has 
variously been a merchant’s home, a cinema, 
and a dance hall. today, it houses exhibits 
that trace the 10,000-year-history of the 
humble tuber that was discovered in ancient 
peruvian and chilean tombs. the incas 
worshipped potato deities, believing that 
they helped cure illnesses. When the Spanish 

conquered the inca empire, they took the 
potato back home with them—and the world 
discovered a passion for the starchy root.

i, on the other hand, realised just how 
little i knew about the potato. a video 
enlightened me about the root’s journey 
from soil to frites (as the Belgians and 
French know their fries). But how did the 
frite come to be? another exhibit had the 
answer. the Belgians, it said, liked to eat 
fried fish. But during one particularly harsh 
winter in the 1700s, the rivers froze over and 
they were unable to fish for their supper. So 
Belgians in the Meuse valley decided to give 
the inexpensive potato the same treatment. 
they cut the tuber into long strips and fried 
them until they were golden brown.

the Frietmuseum has two mascots, Fiona 
the Fry and peter potato, that feature in 
nearly every room. in the section dedicated 
to the potato’s place in incan culture, 
streamers of peruvian purple and pink 
potatoes—the country grows over 3,000 
varieties—hang from the ceiling. there 
were incan models of potatoes shaped like a 
person’s face, a puma’s paw, and a cluster of 
grapes. centuries ago, these potatoes were 
used to test the dexterity of maidens: if they 

could peel the strangely shaped tubers, they 
were considered fit for marriage.

another room put frituurs (stalls) in 
the spotlight. as visitors gawked at retro 
potato peelers, children crawled into life-
size recreations of the snack shops. there 
was no end to the potato trivia on display. 
they were once considered an aphrodisiac. 
the tastiest fries are cooked in goose fat. 
there was even a video on how to make the 
perfect chip.

i rounded up my visit at the souvenir 
shop, which had vintage posters of frite 
carts and spud-themed paperweights, 
postcards, and potato scrubbers. then, i 
trooped to the basement café for a large 
order of fries: crisp outside, soft inside, and 
doused with creamy Belgian mayonnaise. n

Tater Thoughts
Historic tales of tHe Humble potato at tHe frietmuseum in bruges

By Kalpana Sunder

In addition to history lessons on the potato, the Frietmuseum in Bruges also teaches participants how to cook perfect fries (left); The shelves of the 
museum’s souvenir shop (right) abound with quirky, spud-themed paraphernalia.

Frietmuseum is open daily from 10 a.m.- 
5 p.m., except on public holidays and  

the second and third week of January. 
entry €6/`480; €4/`320 for children 

between 6-11 years; €5/`400 for groups, 
students, and those over 65 years (+32 

5034 0150; www.frietmuseum.be). 

The ViTals
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I 
am painfully aware that if i fall, i will 
splatter into a crater on the ground, 
much like a certain coyote on cartoon 
network. i am hanging, arms akimbo, 

in a Spider-Man-meets-tarzan sort of way, 
but i am in a secure climbing harness, 
suspended from a thick metal wire. Still, 
my heart is in my mouth. i am high above 
the ground, dangling from one of the 
tallest trees i have ever encountered. this 
is not the Singapore i know. 

My previous trysts with the city were 
spent in safe, expensive havens. like other 

tourists, i too spent much of my time in 
Singapore’s glittering malls proving that 
shopping was a worthy national sport. how 
did i come to be perched on a treetop? 

it started with an innocent remark 
from my 12-year-old daughter (repeated 
at five-minute intervals for good effect): 
“We’re always shopping in Singapore. 
We should do something different.” 
When she suggested Forest adventure, i 
pictured a breezy stroll past trees, plenty 
of sunshine, a picnic by the water, and 
finally, a lovely, climate-controlled cafeteria 

flanked by stores. i had 
clearly underestimated the 
“adventure” part.

Forest adventure is an 
outdoor recreational centre 
in Bedok reservoir park. 
there are two obstacle 
courses to choose from: a 
Kid’s course for children 
under ten (closer to the 
ground and more my speed) 
and the Grand course for 
teens and adults. a young 
chinese guide helps us slide 
into a harness and reads out 
the rules. children below  
16 must be accompanied  
by an adult who is res pon-
s ible for guiding the child 
through the course and 
ensuring the safety gear 
is latched on properly. My 
daughter shoots me the sort 
of furious look that preteens 
specialise in, and i realise 
that i’ve been doing this  
a tad obsessively. 

the Grand course has 34 
different mid-air obstacles 
that require balancing on 
logs and suspended tree 
stumps, walking on shaky 
bridges, and swinging from 
trapezes. physical exertion 

aside, i have an unnerving fear of heights. 
“if the adult gives up mid-way,” our guide 
informs us, “the child must too.” i don’t 
want my daughter to see me quitting, so  
i grit my teeth and resolve to complete  
the course. 

With a group of 12 impossibly fit adults 
and tweens, i attempt the tarzan where i 
jump from a treetop into a sprawling net 
ten feet above the ground. clutching at the 
net for dear life, i feel a frisson of alarm 
when i realise i now have to climb the 
netting and swing sideways before i reach 
the next platform on the adjoining treetop. 
i can hear my middle-aged muscles 
mutinying. the next bit is easier: a zip line 
that stretches across the entire reservoir. 
Gliding smoothly over the expanse of 
glittering water, i feel like i am flying—
sheer exhilaration. 

My daughter, who has gambolled 
through the course like a mountain goat, 
encounters a problem at the infernal 
Bridge. the crossing requires us to put our 
feet through rings that are suspended mid-
air and then propel ourselves to the nearest 
tree platform. She is afraid and wants to 
turn around. just when i am about to call 
on a safety officer—they have an inflatable 
ball-like mechanism that lowers injured 
participants to the ground—the people 
behind us start cheering us on. “You can do 
it! Don’t turn back now. Face your fears! 
that’s what we’re here for.” Surprisingly, 
it works. With some more coaxing, my 
daughter pries her eyes open, takes a deep 
breath, and slowly moves forward. i sigh 
with relief, and pride. 

it takes us three hours to complete the 
course. By the end, muscles i didn’t know 
i had are aching, but my heart sings. then 
again, it only makes sense that treading on 
treetops would put me on top of the world 
(+65-8100 7420; forestadventure.com.sg; 
open Tue-Sun 10 a.m.-6 p.m. except on 
public holidays; $44/`2,650; $42/`2,529 
for children under 16). n

On Top of the World
swinging from treetops in singapore’s Bedok reservoir park

By Kamala Thiagarajan

It’s a sport!  it may not be recognised by the international olympic committee, but treetop climbing is a legitimate sport. for details, visit the 
website of the Global organisation of Tree climbers (www.gotreeclimbing.org).

The obstacle courses at Forest 
Adventure can be strenuous. 

Participants climb nets, rope 
ladders, and seemingly rickety 

bridges—but the treetop views 
and zip-line rides are worth 

every aching muscle.
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The Insider

M
iami has a certain rep: the party 
vibe, the heat, the pricey booze. 
But the Miami i like to show off—
the one that makes this tourist 

mecca a hometown—charms with quiet 
parks, cultural gems, latin flair, and, of 
course, gorgeous water views.

Life’s a beach

My favourite jogging route takes me 
along the water in South Pointe Park. 
the 17.5-acre oasis leads to my preferred 
stretch of sand, where surfers gather 
and beachgoers wave at cruise ships 
lumbering out of Miami’s port. Better 
known to viewers of Miami Vice is Ocean 

Drive, a collection of neon-trimmed art 
deco hotels, restaurants, and bars that is 

largely the playground of tourists. one 
exception: the Official Art Deco Gift Shop, 
run by the Miami Design preservation 
league, which lures this local with 
Gatsby-esque posters, Bakelite jewellery, 
and vintage clothing. 

Park PLeasures

though normally crowd-averse, i join 
the masses to squeeze into SoundScape 
park for simulcasts of classical music 
concerts projected on the outside wall 
of the new World Symphony’s building. 
the “Wallcast” concerts are free, and the 
communal experience is glorious. For a 
picnic in the park, i order the veggie sub 
with French vinaigrette at the open-air  
La Sandwicherie shop. 

The Chill Side  
of Miami

A LocAL’s TAke on souTh FLoridA’s hoT spoT

By HannaH SampSon

Lifeguard cabin on Miami Beach.

TasTe of cuba

Back in Miami proper, i head to Little 

Havana for cuban-tinged culture. just 
down historic calle ocho from Domino 
park, Miami Dade college’s Tower Theater 

screens indie and foreign films, and Azucar 

Ice Cream Company features typically 
Miami flavours such as café con leche  
and coconut flan.
 
heaT advisory

“living here is therapeutic because it’s 
so slow—the whole ‘Miami time’ thing,” 
my friend and fellow Miami native 
adam Gersten likes to say. “it’s a tropical 
environment. You don’t want to move that 
fast.” When out-of-town guests come to 
visit, he exposes them to our “Floridian 
dockside dining” at waterfront restaurants 
like Monty’s Raw Bar on Biscayne Bay in 
the coconut Grove neighbourhood. adam 
is a real-deal bar expert, having opened 
his old-school Gramps, a hangout for 
creatives and local journalists, in the city’s 
Wynwood area last year.    

My MeLLow

northeast of artsy Wynwood, Lagniappe 

cultivates a cosy setting for those of us 
who can’t be bothered to get past velvet 
ropes. the grill is fired up out back; inside, 
the bar serves wine and beer. Musicians 
perform in the intimate living room or 
sprawling backyard where mismatched, 
thrift-store patio chairs and tables 
create an overall sense of chill. the word 
“lagniappe” means “an unexpected gift,” 
and Miami is full of them—if you know 
where to look. n
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Every year, Miami hosts Art Deco Weekend, a three-day celebration of the city’s historical 
architecture. Events include film screenings, lectures, tours, street carnivals, and doggie parades.
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NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC CHANNEL 
presents Nat Geo Cover Shot, a television reality show shot in India’s magical northeast. 

Ten aspiring photographers battle it out for the ultimate prize—the opportunity to be framed 
within the iconic yellow rectangle on the cover of

NAT GEO COVER SHOT: MISSION NORTHEAST
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Six episodes down, the contestants 
fi nally start feeling the strain, as tasks 
get harder and tempers fl are. The fi nal 
phase of the show will test how well 
the contestants have adapted to local 
life and culture. Those who haven’t 
connected with the region will fi nd it 
hard to cross the fi nish line, while those 
who have understood the nuances of 
India’s northeast will probably be able 
to last the distance. 
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promotion

Challenge 7
the seventh challenge took the budding photographers to the 
world’s largest river island, majuli. Located on the Brahmaputra, 
the island is known for satras—monastic centres that have 
for centuries preserved and promoted Assamese arts. the 
contestants set about trying to find that perfect frame while 
making sure they didn’t break any of the strict rules of these 
traditional centres. in the end, riddhi managed to trump the 
others, while Kinjal was eliminated. 

Challenge 8
majuli will be the backdrop of this challenge as well. Continuing 
with the culture theme, the subject of the shoot will be the 
raas mahotsav, a two-day dance, music, and theatre festival 
conducted by the satras. Contestants will be exposed to 
numerous performances and will have to use their new-found 
familiarity with Assamese culture to find the perfect moment 
that showcases the talent on display. 

Challenge 10
Having survived nine gruelling weeks, contestants will get a 
chance to look back at the assignments that forced them to 
evolve and reshape their approach towards photography. But 
before they can settle into nostalgia mode, they will be faced 
with many surprises and their toughest challenge yet. it will be 
a trying 24 hours as they both slug it out. But in the end, only 
one will make it to the ultimate prize—the cover of National 
Geographic Traveller India.

Challenge 9
the village life of majuli 
will be the main feature of 
the penultimate challenge. 
Contestants will spend 
a day with four brick kiln 
workers and their families. 
Some will be asked to 
focus on their family life, 
while others will have to 
capture their strenuous 
working day. the two 
photographers with the 
best photo essays will 
survive and make it to  
the grand finale. 
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High-Speed French 
Connection

Quebec city is a bit of france bundled in canadian clothing

By TARAS GRESCOE

A 
19th-century traveller from France 
once remarked of Quebec city, “it 
looked like St. Malo strayed up here 
and was lost in the snow.” though 

i’ve settled in Montreal, an easy three-hour 
drive away, every time i return to Quebec 
city i too succumb to the illusion that i’ve 
been teleported to the narrow streets of 

that walled city in Brittany, bewitched by 
the vista of steeples, horse-drawn caleches, 
and four-centuries-old ramparts.

the province’s self-proclaimed capitale 
nationale, Quebec city may be more 
bureaucratic and conservative than its 
cosmopolitan big sister, Montreal, but 
it’s also more compact and picturesque. 

Writer h.p. lovecraft in 1931 thrilled to the 
“chance glimpse of one of these silver spires 
at the end of an ancient uphill or downhill 
street.”

i seek out such atmospheric streets as 
Rue Sous-le-Cap, a sinuous alleyway that 
dramatically abuts granite cliffs topped 
by fortifications. after lingering in Place 

Quebec City is one of the oldest 
European settlements in North 
America. Historical parts of the city 
like Rue Saint Louise, draw tourists 
with quaint lodging, tours, and 
rides in horse-drawn carriages.
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Royale, a square surrounded by fieldstone 
facades and steeply pitched roofs, i ride 
the funicular—in operation since 1879—to 
the upper town. here, venerable inns 
line little-walked Avenue Ste. Geneviève, 

which also offers precipitous views of the 
St. lawrence river. i make an essential pit 
stop at Chez Temporel, in the dogleg rue 
couillard, for a little French folk music and 
a bowl of café au lait. 

rainy days call for a few hours in 
the concrete-and-limestone confines 
of architect Moshe Safdie’s Musée de la 

Civilisation, wandering among artefacts 
of Québécois life (such as a circa 1736 
long boat or a Montréal canadiens hockey 
sweater). in winter, i’ll stand in line for the 
Glissades de la Terrasse, an 820-foot-long 
toboggan ride that sends people careering 
down an icy slope at 72 kilometres per 
hour. it’s located on Dufferin terrace, a 
cliff-hugging boardwalk that serves as 
the perfect platform for watching nightly 
fireworks in summer. in all kinds of 
weather, i’ll shop for jacques Brel records, 
vintage crockpots, and nightlights shaped 

like the Madonna at Le Comptoir Emmaüs,  

a multistorey cross between a thrift store 
and ali Baba’s cavern.

climbing the town’s hills burns calories, 
so i feel no guilt about reserving a table 

at L’Initiale, Panache, the Saint-Amour, or 
one of the other restaurants where chefs 
work with continental French traditions 
but stock their pantries with ingredients 
from the local terroir. to see, smell, and 
purchase the best of these—including 
ice cider from the eastern townships, 
paillasson cheese from the Île d’orléans, 
and blueberry honey from charlevoix—i 
browse the indoor stalls of the Marché du 

Vieux-Port. Sampling the microbrewed 
ales, lagers, and stouts at Le Sacrilège 
bar requires some belt-loosening, as 
does ordering the churros at Le Cercle, 

an alternative music venue in the newly 
thriving St. roch district.

i like to end the night at the Fairmont 

Le Château Frontenac’s oak-panelled bar, 
sipping my cocktail of choice, a pierre-
elliott trudeau (an effective combination 
of vodka, triple sec, and campari). 
through windows topped by stained-glass 
ships, i gaze over the riverfront where the 
history of new France began.

My Quebec city, after all, brings me the 
best of both worlds, old and new. n

Fairmont Le Château 
Frontenac anchors Dufferin 

Terrace. A sidewalk café 
(bottom) evokes the Old World.
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P
laygrounds feature prominently in 
most childhood memories. that 
isn’t surprising. after all, they are 
the spaces where we make our first 

friends and let our imaginations soar. 
of course, playgrounds of the past, with 
standard-issue slides, swings, and sandpits, 
rarely ventured beyond the conventional. 
their modern counterparts are much 
more whimsical, designed to stimulate the 
minds of little visitors. here’s a list of places 
that give the traditional playground an 
idiosyncratic twist.  

1 Parque Gulliver 

Valencia, Spain

the geekiest high offered by parque 
Gulliver is the chance to stand atop lemuel 

Gulliver and pretend to be a lilliputian. 
the playground pays homage to Jonathan 
Swift’s four-part novel Gulliver’s Travels, 
and features a 70-metre-long sculpture 
of Gulliver in an enormous sand pit. not 
only is this sleeping giant a work of art, 
it doubles up as playground equipment. 
hidden in the folds of Gulliver’s clothes are 
slides. Stairways run over his legs, ropes 

hang from his hair, and attached to  
his sides are mini caves begging to  
be explored (www.culturia.org; open 24 
hours; entry free).

2 Woods of Net 

Hakone, Japan 
Woods of net consists entirely of 

hand-knitted crochet. instead of swings 
and slides, children jump on trampoline-
like nets, crawl through mesh tunnels, 
and swing on teardrop-shaped crochet 
strips. artist and creator toshiko horiuchi 
Macadam struck upon the idea of creating 
this peculiar playground by accident 
when two children sneaked into a crochet 
installation at one of her gallery exhibits 
and started playing there. She felt the R
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Valencia’s Parque Gulliver is located inside Jardin Del Turia, the old riverbed of the Turia River, that was converted into gardens, playgrounds, 
walkways, and biking trails. 

Swinging Times
Playgrounds that make you wish you were a child again

By Tushar aBhichandani

Children (and adults) 
can climb aboard a 
life-sized shipwreck, 
or challenge their wits 
trying to exit a maze
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playfulness gave life to her work, and was 
inspired to create Woods of Net at the 
hakone open-air Museum. the exhibit 
opened in 2000 after three years of testing, 
planning, and building. Macadam likens 
the exhibit to a campfire: the energy of the 
children is the fire, and the parents bask 
in its warmth. often, though, it seems like 
the adults are daydreaming about jumping 
around the nets themselves (+81-0460-
821161; www.hakone-oam.or.jp; open 9 
a.m.-5 p.m.; entry $15.5/`920, university 
and high school students $11.5/`690, 
middle and elementary school students 
$7.7/`460).

3 St. Kilda Adventure Playground 

Adelaide, Australia

You can never run out of things 
to do at St. Kilda adventure playground. 
Spread over 10 acres, the park looks like 
a rugged, dusty town straight out of a 
Western movie. children (and adults) 
can climb aboard a life-sized shipwreck, 
challenge their wits trying to exit a maze, 
explore the dark corners of a wooden fort, 
and zip down a flying fox cable car. this 
park never runs out of enthusiastic kids 
and parents. it has everything required to 
dream up an indiana Jones-style adventure. 
those who tire of athletic pursuits can take 
a tram to the nearby tramway Museum, 
which showcases adelaide’s transport 
history, or walk across to the St. Kilda 
Mangrove trail and interpretive centre 
to learn about the importance of coastal 
wetlands (+61-03-92096348; open 11 a.m.-
5 p.m., 11 a.m.-3 p.m. on public holidays; 
entry free).

4 Science Playground: New York Hall 

of Science 

New York, U.S.A.

the futuristic Science playground at the 
New York hall of Science (N.Y.Sci) was 
actually inspired by the playgrounds 
of india. on trips to the country in the 
’80s, alan Friedman, the former director 
of N.Y.Sci, visited science-themed 
playgrounds in ahmedabad, Mumbai,  
and patna and decided New York needed 
one too. the park is designed to teach 
children the basic principles of physics in  
a creative, yet practical manner. Walking  
across a wobbly bridge, young visitors 
experience the relationship between weight 
and balance first-hand. a 13-foot-long 
screw teaches them about archimedes’ 
principle, and a giant spider’s web 
introduces them to the concepts of action 

and reaction. the only catch? playtime 
is restricted to 45 minutes due to the 
playground’s limited capacity and the 
army of kids that visit each day (+01-718-
6990005; www.nysci.org; open Mon-Fri 
9.30 a.m.-5 p.m., Sat-Sun 10 a.m.-6 p.m.; 
entry $15/`900, children between 2 and  
17 $12/`720).

5 Sculptural Playground 

Wiesbaden, Germany

Sculptural playground offers 
children an uninterrupted set of challenges 

in the form of an obstacle course. the main 
attraction is a steel and net sculpture, a 
pentagonal loop around the playground, 
which connects climbing nets, tunnels, 
bouncing walkways, nest swings, a climbing 
wall, and a slide. children never have to 
set foot on the ground. inspired by the 
pentagonal shape of Weisbaden city, the 
park is divided into six zones, each of which 
tests children physically and mentally as 
they find innovative ways of crossing from 
one section to another (Open 24 hours; 
entry free). n

At Woods of Net in Japan’s Hakone Open-Air Museum, the lively patterns on the net (top) 
provide a great setting for games of tag, as children chase each other from one colour to another; 
The playground is enclosed in a dome-like structure (bottom) made of timber without any metal 
components, like the traditional wooden temples of Nara and Kyoto in Japan. 
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uscat is all dressed up in 
monochromes. low-lying 
whitewashed houses are nestled 
between the craggy brown rocks 

of the al hajar Mountains. Sepia-toned 
arches and gold-plated minarets of 
mosques and ministry buildings poke up 
at the sky. robed men in starched white 
dishdashas and women in embroidered 
black abayas zip around the wide streets 
in gleaming Suvs. the only break in 
the colour palate is the stunning azure 
water of the Gulf of oman, framing the 
northwestern edge of the city.

the capital of the Sultanate of oman is 
a thriving cultural centre with startlingly 
different pockets: a centuries-old souk 

bustles with seekers of what’s local and 
distinctly omani, a glitzy opera house is 
packed with glam locals and trendy expats, 
and the city’s centrepiece is an opulent 
mosque that accommodates 20,000 people. 
all at once, Muscat manages to hold on to 
its history, embrace the latest trends, and 
splurge on life’s luxuries.  

everywhere you go, there’s a cup of kahwa 
(arabic coffee) and a plate of dates with 
your name on it. in Muscat, that famous 
omani hospitality is not hard to find. 

Day 1
Morning  A Dance of Dolphins
Kick-start the morning by cruising the 
arabian Sea with wild dolphins in their 

natural habitat. the waters off old Muscat 
are home to large numbers of bottlenose, 
common, and elusive spinner dolphins. 
Board a covered boat at Marina Bunder 
and head into the blue waters of the Gulf 

of Oman, bordered in the distance by the 
silvery-grey hajar Mountains. jagged rocks 
with unique names like “cat rock” rise out 
of the water forming natural coves. 

on a good day, shoals of dolphins swim 
along the boat, gracefully leaping in and 
out of the water in pairs. every now and 
then, a lone spinner dolphin surfaces 
and twirls around mid-air, showing off 
a perfect pirouette quicker than you can 
whip out your camera (For cruises, book 
with Zahara Tours; +968-2440 0844; 

The promenade along the three-kilometre Muttrah Corniche exemplifies Muscat’s charm. The walkway has stunning ocean views, traditional 
architecture, plenty of souk shopping, and chic restaurants to unwind at after a hard day of exploring.

Star of the Middle East
In Muscat, extravagance and style coexIst wIth a delIcIously slow pace of lIfe

By Malavika Bhattacharya
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www.zaharatours.com; tours are 
conducted through the year, twice a day  
at 8 a.m. and 10 a.m. and last around  
two hours).

Afternoon  Courting Culture 
take in Muscat’s main sights in an 
afternoon to get up to speed on omani 
culture. Start at the city’s most defining 
landmark, the Sultan Qaboos Grand 

Mosque. Spread across 4,16,000 square 
metres, this expansive mosque made 
of indian sandstone fuses islamic 
architecture with aesthetic influences from 
around the world. the main hall is done 
up with turkish mosaic, italian marble, 
French stained-glass windows, and has  
a glittery 1,200-lamp chandelier (Open 
Sat-Thur, 8.30-11 a.m.; wear modest clothes; 
women have to keep their heads covered). 

head over to the Bait Al Zubair Museum 
(about half an hour away from the mosque) 
for a peek into oman’s rich heritage. “the 
house that became a museum” originally 
belonged to the family of Sheikh al Zubair 
bin ali, an advisor to the former Sultans. 
on display is a fine collection of omani 
artefacts including weaponry, silver 
jewellery, and a particularly interesting 
section on traditional attire. Stylish pieces 
from eight regions highlight oman’s diverse 
fashion sensibilities, from the knee-length 
Muscati tunic worn over sarwal pants to 
the ankle-length al kandora embroidered 
with gold and silver (Open Sat-Thur 9.30 
a.m.-6 p.m.; baitalzubairmuseum.com).

a few minutes away, Al Alam Palace’s blue 

and gold facade is a bright splash of colour 
against Muscat’s stark white backdrop. 
Sultan Qaboos’s official palace isn’t open to 
the public but it’s worth a visit for a peek at 
the frontage (Al Alam Palace, Old Muscat).

evening  At the Opera
oman’s signature style is over-the-top 
flamboyance. Keeping up with this trend 
is the 80,000-square-metre, marble 
Royal Opera House. this world-class 
performance centre regularly hosts both 

local and internationally renowned troupes, 
including russian ballets, polish operas, 
and american jazz orchestras. i recently 
watched a stunning rendition of I Capuleti 
E I Montecchi (romeo & juliet) by italy’s 
arena di verona, complete with a full 
orchestra, elaborate sets, and a particularly 
quaky-voiced juliet. Bring out your blingiest 
best on a performance night. touchscreens 
behind the plush velvet seats offer subtitles 
in languages including english and arabic. 
With its opulent interiors, glittery crystal 

Topping Muscat’s tourist hotspots is the Sultan Qaboos Mosque (top left), which has a capacity 
of 20,000; The Royal Opera House (top right) puts cultural traditions in the spotlight and has 
shown renditions of classics like Puccini’s Turandot; Muttrah Souk (bottom) is a swirl of spice 
shops, frankincense stores, and stalls selling jewellery, ittar, and rose-scented Omani halwa.  
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chandeliers, and gold-plated banisters, the 
venue belongs in a period movie set (+968-
2440 3300; www.rohmuscat.org.om; prices 
vary according to performance; daily house 
tours 8.30-10.30 a.m.; wear modest clothes). 

Day 2
Morning  Arabian Scents
hotels, shops, and restaurants in Muscat 
are often enveloped in clouds of perfume. 
Frankincense lies at the heart of omani 
culture and the Sultanate’s tradition of 
perfumery is on display at the House of 

Amouage. head to the luxury shop to pick 

up handcrafted omani scents made with 
ingredients like saffron and myrrh. During 
the factory tour, you can sip kahwa and 
see vats of materials, including jasmine, 
lavender, oak tree moss, and even leather. 
rows and rows of little white and gold 
vials lie on tables behind glass doors, while 
women in bright make-up and colourful 
headscarves pore over them, mixing, 
bottling, and packaging the fragrances 
(+968-2453 4800; amouage.com). 

Afternoon  Shopping at the Souk 
Muttrah Souk is a tangle of dimly lit 

alleyways adorned with glittering 
paraphernalia. housed between two 
towering, sandstone gates, the streets of 
this traditional market are sheltered from 
the sun with carved timber roofs and 
stained-glass domes. locals loudly haggle 
over heaps of spices. the smell of saffron, 
cardamom, and dried lime imbues the 
air. Frankincense stores and silver shops 
line the lanes of this nearly 200-year-old 
market. Much of what is sold is sourced 
from india—tabletops are piled with  
boxes of noor indian Kohl, and calls  
of “the finest pashmina only for you 
madam!” punctuate the chatter of tourists 
and locals. Wander the streets and shop  
for scarves, silver, and omani halwa, a 
wobbly, jelly-like sweet flecked with  
nuts and flavoured with rose (Sat-Thur  
8 a.m.-1 p.m. and 5 p.m.-9 p.m.; Fri  
4 p.m.-9 p.m.).

rejuvenate with little veggie samosas 
and cups of piping hot kahwa at one of the 
many street-side coffee shops, patronised 
by locals. For a more substantive lunch, 
step out to Gulf Fast Food, which offers 
shawarmas under brightly coloured 
umbrellas and an uninterrupted view of  
the bustling Muttrah corniche area 
(Outside the main gate of Muttrah Souk).

evening  Laid-back Local
just across Muttrah Souk is the pictur-
esque Muttrah Corniche area of old 
Muscat. the impossibly blue Gulf of oman 
runs along one edge, while the other side is 
bordered by sepia-coloured buildings with 
arched doorways and old Gujarati homes 
with latticed windows. Walk along the 
waterfront to people-watch and see the  
sun go down. 

Wind up your tour with a traditional 
omani dinner at Kargeen. this al fresco 
restaurant set in a leafy garden and 
decorated with pretty fairy lights, is popular 
with omanis as well as tourists. Diners 
sit at tables piled with kebabs, hummus, 
meats, and salads. Kargeen’s speciality is  
a dish called shuwa, tender, succulent  
meat that’s wrapped in a banana leaf and 
cooked underground for more than 10 
hours. the portions are massive and the 
courses never end—hospitality is serious 
business for the omanis. like every other 
experience in this city, dinner too is a long-
drawn-out, extravagant affair. only this 
time, it’s under clouds of heavily scented 
sheesha smoke (+968-2469 9055; www.
kargeencaffe.com; Sat-Thu 7.30 a.m. to 
midnight, Fri 5 p.m. to midnight). n

Squabbles of inquisitive seagulls (top) are a common sight along Muscat’s seaside boulevards; 
Farther out at sea, dolphin-watching tours (bottom) are popular with tourists.
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Monkey Business
The foresTs of The AnnAmAlAi hills hArbour An AbundAnce  

of rAre primATes And rArer birds

By Tushar aBhichandani | Photographs by dhriTiman mukherjee
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The only time the hard-to-spot Malabar giant squirrels leave the forest canopy is when they 
chase mates during breeding season. 

T
he indira Gandhi national park 
and Wildlife Sanctuary in tamil 
nadu’s annamalai hills is among the 
earliest examples of a conservation 

project in india. During the early 19th 

century, the area had become a goldmine 
for the British, who cleared large tracts 
of the forest for tea plantations. there 
was also unchecked deforestation to fulfil 
Bombay port’s burgeoning demand for 

timber. all that changed with the arrival of 
forest officer hugo Wood in the early 20th 
century. Wood, who had proved to be an 
able conservationist up north, immediately 
banned logging in certain areas, placed a 
25-year moratorium on others, and started 
an active replanting programme in zones 
that were still being logged. it is through 
his efforts that large parts of the woodland 
were saved, making him a legend among 
the forest-dwelling population.

Before Wood’s intervention the Brits had 
perfected the pillage to a science. chutes 
were constructed in the forest that allowed 
logs to slide down directly to the ponnani 
river, from where they were transported 
to the ports. topslip, a government-run 
area within the park that is now the hub 
of all tourist activities, gets its name from 
this process. But it wasn’t until 1976 that a 
958-square-kilometre area of the forest was 
declared a wildlife sanctuary. a 108-square-
kilometre area within the sanctuary was 
notified a national park by 1989.

the landscape of the sanctuary includes 
low-lying plains, plateaus, and mountains. 
the altitude here ranges from 340-2,400 
metres (1,115 feet to 7,874 feet). there are 
also numerous reservoirs in the area that 
are fed by the Kallar and Sholayar rivers.  
it is due to this varying topography that 
there are seven distinct forest habitats 
in the sanctuary. herds of elephant and 
nilgiri tahr roam the wilderness, and flocks 
of hornbills and eagles fly in and out of the 
forest canopy. 

ExplorE

the sanctuary can be explored on foot, by 
jeep, and atop an elephant. entry permits 
can be bought at the Sethumadai forest 
check post (the entrance to the sanctuary) 
and at the Wildlife Warden office in 
pollachi. the warden’s office conducts all 
excursions—starting from topslip—into 
the protected areas. visitors can go on 
45-minute elephant safaris, which offer the 
novelty of riding the pachyderms but aren’t 
the best option to spot wildlife. Jeep safaris 
allow forays into areas with greater animal 
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density, raising chances of sightings. they 
are conducted in the morning and evening 
(7 a.m. and 3.30 p.m.; `60 per person; 
maximum six people per vehicle). the best 
way to explore the sanctuary, however, is on 
foot. there are numerous forest routes that 
range from easy to moderate. Government-
approved guides (`100 to `150 for the tour) 
are available at topslip. they pick routes 
based on the kind of fauna that visitors are 

interested in (entry to the park `50; camera 
permit `25; video camera permit `150). 

AnimAl life

although the park is a notified tiger 
reserve, chances of spotting the big cat are 
near impossible. visitors are more likely to 
see herds of elephant, gaur, sambar, and 
spotted deer. the annamalai hills have a 
substantial primate population, the stars of 

which are the lion-tailed macaque (silver-
white mane) and the Nilgiri langur (golden-
brown mane). they are both endemic to 
the Western Ghats. they appear to be more 
comfortable around humans here than in 
other parts of the country, making this one 
of the best areas in the region to observe 
these elusive monkeys.

the forest floor is a hotbed for reptile 
and amphibian life. Watch out for the 

Groups of the usually shy lion-tailed macaque (top) are often seen around the major roads and lodges of Topslip and Valparai; During the 
monsoon, the loud croaking of frogs like the white-sided bush frog (bottom right) fill the forest; The stripe-necked mongoose (bottom left) is the 
largest of its species in Asia. It is really hard to spot as it tends to avoid humans. 
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The tea plantations of Valparai are often damaged by invading herds of elephant and gaur, but active conservation efforts and tourism have 
ensured that there is no backlash from locals. 

Travancore cane turtle, snakes like the 
majestic, but deadly king cobra and 
Russell’s viper, and the bronzeback tree 

snake and the common wolf snake (with 
a duckbill-shaped snout). amphibians 
commonly found here are the Malabar 

gliding frog, capable of making 12-metre-
long leaps, and toads like the brown, 
spotted Bufo beddomii. 

Bird lifE

this national park is a great place for 
birding enthusiasts. over 300 species 
have been sighted in the forest; several of 
these are found only in south india. these 
include the loud, but hard to spot Wayanad 

laughing thrush, white-bellied treepie, the 
insectivorous blue flycatcher, and the small 
brown black-throated munia. 

SEASonS

From March to october, the days are warm 
with day temperatures hovering around 
32°c, while evenings are a pleasant 14°c. 
During the winter months (nov-Feb), 
the nights can hit a chilly 2°c, while the 
days remain a balmy 24°c. early winter 
is characterised by light showers. the 
monsoon starts in June, but picks up pace 
between July and September. the park is 

open throughout the year, but the heavy 
rainfall can make travelling during July  
and august difficult. 

GEttinG thErE

topslip is 415 km/10 hours from 
Bengaluru. pollachi (35 km/1 hour) is the 
closest town, and is well connected by 
road to coimbatore (51 km/1.5 hours) and 
Kochi (173 km/4 hours). taxis can be hired 
from coimbatore, palakkad, and pollachi 
to get to topslip. however, bus services to 
the national park are only available from 
pollachi. coimbatore is the closest airport 
and pollachi is the nearest railhead. 

StAy

the forest department has accommodation 
such as huts, villas, cottages, and 
dormitories around topslip. reservations 
can be made at the Wildlife Warden office 
in pollachi. Due to the limited number of 
rooms, it is advisable to book at least two 
weeks in advance (04259-225356; doubles 
from `500). The Dense Farm Retreat on 
the outskirts of topslip offers cottage 
accommodation and can arrange tours to 
nearby attractions (97900 41415; www.
topsliptourism.in; cottages from `5,000, 
includes all meals). those who want to 

avoid staying within the national park can 
stay in valparai or pollachi. Both towns 
have several stay options like dormitories, 
lodges, bed and breakfasts, resorts, and 
hotels that can accommodate all budgets. n

There are several tourist attractions 
around the Indira Gandhi National Park 
and Wildlife Sanctuary. Valparai, a hill 
station and tea plantation town, is a 
popular weekend getaway. Kerala’s 
Parambikulam Wildlife Sanctuary, 
a few kilometres from Topslip, is only 
accessible from the Tamil Nadu side. 
Many tourists often plan a day trip 
across to Parambikulam when visiting 
the area. Reptile lovers can head over to 
Amaravathi Crocodile Farm (50 km/1.5 
hours from Pollachi near Amaravathi 
Dam), which is one of the four major 
crocodile farms in the country. Those 
looking to experience a little history 
can hike up to Mount Stuart to visit an 
old forest bungalow that belonged to 
the British conservationist Hugo Wood. 
His grave nearby bears a famous Latin 
epitaph: “Si Monumentum Requiris 
Circumspice”, which translates to  
“If you seek his memorial, look  
around you.” 

The hills are alive
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In Step with MKG
IN FOCUS
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In Step with MKG
IN FOCUSIN FOCUS

BY ZAC O’YEAH

ILLUSTRATIONS BY EVAN TURK AND FROM 
THE BOOK GRANDFATHER GANDHI BY ARUN GANDHI 

& BETHANY HEGEDUS
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IN THE 
FOOTSTEPS OF THE

MAHATMA
In his quest for freedom, he went across the 

country. But some places bear an especially strong 
imprint of the Father of the Nation

In Step with MKG
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O ver his long career, the indefatigable 
Mahatma Gandhi visited virtually every 
corner of the country in his attempt to reach 

out to all Indians, staying overnight at homes rang-
ing from palatial mansions to fl imsy huts. However, 
there are a few places that stand out for their histor-
ical signifi cance and state of preservation, allowing 
visitors to get up-close with one of the greatest men 
in history. Here’s a list of everywhere you need to 
go, and what you need to know.
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Porbandar, Gujarat (1869)
on 2 october 1869, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (hereafter MKG) 
was born in a small port town on the Kathiawar peninsula, the young-
est child in a well-off  family. his father Karamchand was the dewan 
to the Maharaja of porbandar; his mother putlibai was the dewan’s 
fourth wife. Kirti Mandir, their three-storey home bought in 1777, is 
kept in good shape by the archaeological Survey of india and visitors 
can step into the very room where MKG was born. the exact birth 
spot is marked with a swastika on the fl oor. the sprawling building 
has over 20 rooms, many small and dark, so the sunny chamber on 
the rooftop was (according to a sign) young MKG’s favourite hangout 
to sit and read.
a museum next door displays the family tree and has a souvenir 
shop where you can pick up recordings of MKG’s favourite hymns 
and ballpoint pens adorned with his face. the royal audience hall or 

Darbargadh, where the dewan would have worked, though not far, isn’t 
open for visits. there’s a small school within walking distance, and this 
is probably where MKG was enrolled in about 1875, although, as he 
later disclosed in his autobiography My Experiments with Truth, he 
didn’t do particularly well in his early studies. practically behind the 

Gandhi family home one will fi nd the residence of Gokuldas Makanji, 
a well-known local trader whose daughter Kasturba was to become 
MKG’s wife and companion (they were betrothed at the age of six); the 
house is open to tourists and pilgrims.

porbandar is a pleasant town and once you’re done with all the 
sightseeing, it is lovely to stroll around and bargain for gems in the 
jewellers’ bazaar near the Gandhi house. Many shops retain an old-
fashioned feel and people dress very traditionally. in the evenings, 
locals fl ock to Chowpatty Beach to enjoy the cool breeze and eat 
snacks from pushcarts. Moviegoers might recognise the place from 
richard attenborough’s biopic Gandhi (1982). in one scene, Ben 
Kingsley as MKG and Martin Sheen as a foreign journalist sit here 
talking, with the city of porbandar spread out in the background.

Mahatma Gandhi Kirti Mandir Sanchalay Samiti is open from sunrise 

to sunset (Kasturba Gandhi Marg, Manek Chowk, off  M.G. Road). Stay at 

Toran Tourist Bungalow (www.gujarattourism.com) which isn’t fl ashy, 

but has an excellent seafront location at Chowpatty, with great views 

especially from the fi rst-fl oor rooms. The bungalow also doubles as 

Porbandar’s tourist offi  ce.
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Rajkot, Gujarat (1880s)

When his father got a new job and the Gandhi family shifted to 
rajkot, it was a growing city with educational facilities and a  
cosmopolitan population of some 23,000 people. although the  
journey from porbandar takes only a few hours today, in those days it 
would have involved a five-day trip in a bullock cart.
the sights in rajkot include Gandhi Smriti, the typical Saurashtra-
style courtyard house built around 1880, where the Gandhis lived 
(now converted into a modest museum); the Kattyawar High School 

where MKG studied from 1880 to 1887 (also known as alfred high, 
founded 1853 and built in Gothic style); and the Aji riverfront, where 
he did his first dietary experiment and tried eating meat (as revealed 
in his autobiography). one of young MKG’s hobbies was playing 
cricket with the other lads from school—and he is said to have been 
an enthusiastic batsman.

the present guardians of the home will point out the room where 
18-year-old MKG promised his mother he would refrain from bad 
habits before he left for london. the room where he and Kasturba 
lived used to be above the gate but it was demolished. the office where 
he set up a legal practice when he tried to settle in rajkot again, at the 
age of 32, was also torn down; there’s a photograph of the building in 
the museum.

rajkot is famous for its peanuts and ice-cream parlours, and you 
shouldn’t miss out on the Kathiawadi thali lunches either.

Kaba Gandhi no Delo or Gandhi Smriti is open 9 a.m.-12 p.m. & 4-6 p.m. 

(Kadya Nav Line, off Ghee Kanta Road, near Sri Lakhajraj Road in the  

bazaar quarters of Lohana Para). Both the Imperial Palace (www.the 

imperialpalace.biz) and Hotel Kavery (www.hotelkavery.com) are good 

places to stay. Rajkot gets very hot during April and May.
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Ahmedabad,  
Gujarat (1887 and 1915-1930)

MKG first came to ahmedabad in 1887 to take the entrance test to 
Bombay university. in those days there was no railway from rajkot 
to ahmedabad, so he travelled by bullock cart. it was his first visit to a 
big city. ahmedabad had more than one lakh people then (a little less 
than the 6.5 million it has today). he was impressed by the grandeur 
of everything, but unfortunately didn’t do well in the test. he came 
404th and his english marks were a mere 89 out of 200. 

Better documented is MKG’s later and longer stay at the Sabar-

mati Ashram, which he established as his permanent base in 1917. 
in fact, after returning from South africa, he had previously started  
another ashram in ahmedabad in 1915, in the Kochrab area on  
property owned by a supporter, barrister jivanlal Desai. But the  

ashramites had to leave when an epidemic of plague broke out in the 
vicinity two years later. that’s when they moved to the new place. it 
was originally named Satyagraha ashram and conveniently located  
virtually next door to the jail, which MKG jokingly referred to as a 
branch of the ashram.

he would go on to spend about 13 years at Sabarmati. it was from 
here that the Salt March started in 1930, taking protesters to the coast 

in southern Gujarat, break-
ing the colonial Salt law and 
landing MKG in jail. after 
that incident, he vowed not to 
live in the ashram again until 
india became independent. 

the compound is, despite 
being the primary tourist 
attraction here, very calm 
compared to the surround-
ing bustle. Many of the small 
whitewashed buildings date 
from MKG’s time, including 
the frugal Hriday Kunj where 
he lived. he is said to have 
slept mostly on the veranda 

out in front and you can see his spectacles, sandals, some spinning 
yarn, and other belongings inside.

the main museum-cum-memorial building was designed by the 
archi tect charles correa and inaugurated by jawaharlal nehru in 
1963. a massive amount of important correspondence, as well as 
many photographs, are stored here for the benefit of scholars.

Sabarmati Ashram, also known as Gandhi Smarak Sangrahalaya or 

Harijan Ashram is open 8.30 a.m.-6 p.m. (www.gandhiashramsabarmati.

org; Ashram Road, northern end, west bank of the Sabarmati River). The 

House of MG (www.houseofmg.com) is an interesting heritage hotel  

in the old city centre, although this M.G. stands for the businessman  

Mangaldas Girdhardas. Another option is the Kochrab Ashram,  

administered by and located near Gujarat Vidyapith University. Since 

2013, travellers have checked in here to “live Gandhi for a while”. What  

is on offer essentially is a Gandhian version of responsible tourism 

(99980 70606; from `1,000 a night, minimum five-day stay).

Satyagraha 
Ashram was 
located virtually 
next door to the 
jail, which MKG 
jokingly referred 
to as a branch of 
the ashram
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Mumbai,  
Maharashtra (1891-1940s)
MKG, the london-educated barrister, tried time and again to 
get work in Bombay. in 1891, he rented a small place in Girgaum 
from where he could walk to the High Court at the edge of the 
oval Maidan. Within months he got fed up with the lack of job  
opportunities and migrated to South africa.

again in 1902, he rented a portion of one Keshavji tulsidas’s 
house situated in what was known as Girgaum Back Road. he 
tried to set up his own legal practice, sharing chambers with the 
firm payne, Gilbert, Sayani, and Moos in the Aga Khan’s Build-

ings, roughly opposite the high court and near Flora Fountain  
(erected in 1869). the cramped city centre affected his family’s 
health so MKG soon shifted to a “fine bungalow” at an unknown 
address in Santa cruz, from where he used to take the train to 
Churchgate, frequently being the only passenger in the spacious 
first-class compartment.

in 1915, when he moved back permanently from South africa, 
he landed at apollo Bunder on 9 january and gave interviews to 
the Bombay Chronicle and the Times of India.

on a few return visits to Bombay, such as in 1924 (after his first 
pune jail stint) and 1944 (after his wartime incarceration in pune), 
he spent time recuperating in a borrowed house at Juhu Beach, a 
place not open to visitors. MKG would stroll by the ocean while he 
regained his strength. the final time he stayed in juhu, in 1944, 
the hosts learnt that MKG had never seen a movie and organised 
a private screening of a then popular (but now long-forgotten) 
B-flick called Mission to Moscow, and an indian mythological  
extravaganza called Ram Rajya. MKG disliked both.

the main Gandhian tourist sight in Mumbai is Mani Bhavan, 
near chowpatty Beach, where MKG was based off and on dur-
ing his political career from 1917 onwards. it’s in this house, 
which belonged to revashankar jagjeevan jhaveri, that  
Gandhi performed political fasts in the 1920s and planned his  
civil Disobedience campaign in the 1930s. it has a nice museum 

with dioramas and a library. Some rooms have been kept as they 
were, so one can see his spinning wheel, rope bed, and sandals. 
Don’t miss the rooftop terrace where he held prayer meetings. he 
was arrested there in 1932. nearby is August Kranti Maidan, where 
MKG launched the Quit india movement in 1942, just before he 
was arrested and incarcerated in pune again.

For some MKG-approved shopping, stock up on khadi kurtas,  
sandals, and other handmade items at the Khadi Gram Udyog 

Bhavan (286, D.N. Road) in the Fountain area, down the road from 
c.S.t. Station; the chain of shops was initiated by the man himself.

Mani Bhavan Gandhi Sangrahalaya is open 9.30 a.m.-5.30 p.m. (www.

gandhi-manibhavan.org; 19 Laburnum Road, Gamdevi, a short walk 

north from Chowpatty Beach). If you go by local train, get off at Grant 

Road Station. For a bit of a period feel, stay at one of the many small 

hotels in Colaba’s backstreets. Try The Abode (abodeboutiquehotels.

com), best described as backpacker goes deluxe, or the Gordon House 

Hotel (www.ghhotel.com). For a more reasonably priced alternative, 

book YWCA International (www.ywcaic.info/cenfort.htm; yes, men can 

stay too). For a Gujarati veggie thali, go to Chetana (www.chetana.com), 

around the corner from the Jehangir Art Gallery; or the excellent Shree 

Thaker Bhojanalaya, off Kalbadevi Road.

Pune,  
Maharashtra (1922-1944)
initially, when MKG was not that famous, the British treated 
him as if he were a common troublemaker and locked him up in  
pune’s Yerwada jail. indeed, the first time that he features in the Who’s 
Who list of important persons around the world in 1932, his address  
is given as Yerwada jail. the cell where he stayed has been retained  
as a memorial, but can only be visited with special permission.

MKG first came to Yerwada in 1922, sentenced to six years’  
imprisonment for sedition. in 1924, he developed an acute case of  
appendicitis and was taken to the Sassoon Hospital, just south of the 
pune railway Station. 

in 1932, MKG was in Yerwada again when the poona pact was 
signed between him and Dr. B.r. ambedkar at the jail. the last 
time MKG went to jail, as a consequence of launching the Quit  
india Movement in 1942, he was given special treatment and the 
grand italian-style Aga Khan Palace was converted into his prison. the 
palace was surrounded by a three-metre-high barbed-wire fence and 
76 soldiers were on duty to guard him. this time, his wife Kasturba 
and secretary Mahadev Desai were also with him.

two of the most tragic events in MKG’s life took place around this 
time. First, his trusted aide and secretary of 35 years, Mahadev, passed 

away due to a brain haem-
orrhage although rumours 
had it that the British had 
poisoned him. then, in early 
1944, his life companion Kas-
turba died. Samadhi shrines 
commemorating both can 
be seen at the bottom of the 
lawns, towards the Mulamu-
tha river bank. the small oc-
tagonal monument adjacent 
to these marks the spot where 
a portion of MKG’s ashes 
have been kept. By the end 
of his incarceration in aga 
Khan palace, he too was close 
to dying from a combination 
of malaria, anaemia, amoebic 
dysentery, hookworm, and 

malfunction ing kidneys. the British viceroy ordered MKG’s release  
so as to avoid having him die in prison.

on his birth centenary in 1969, the palace was gifted to the nation 
by the aga Khan to be preserved as a memorial. visitors can see the 
room in which MKG was jailed, where some of his possessions are  
on display. the premises are generally familiar from the Gandhi 
film, so much so that you almost expect to stumble into Ben Kingsley  
on the veranda.

curiously, pune was also the hometown of the man who later assas-
sinated MKG in january 1948.

Aga Khan Palace is open 9 a.m.-5.45 p.m. (Nagar Road). Pune has 

plenty of hotels, several interesting and old-fashioned budget lodges op-

posite the railway station, and many of the more posh ones in Koregaon 

Park adjacent to the Osho ashram area. Budget-minded travellers can 

try the reasonably priced rooms at the YMCA (www.ymcapoona.com).

The first time 
that MKG 
features in the 
Who’s Who list 
of important 
persons around 
the world in  
1932, his address 
is given as 
Yerwada jail
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Sevagram,  
Maharashtra (1936-1946)
after some years in Yerwada jail, and having donated Sabarmati  
ashram to the “untouchable” classes he supported, MKG had to find 
a new place to stay. partly for symbolic reasons, he chose a tiny, poorly 
developed village at the geographical centre of india. one of MKG’s 
followers, jamnalal Bajaj, owned land here and gifted it to him.

Sevagram (village of service) was set up as an experiment: to  
improve rural facilities with serious research, often headed by MKG 
himself, in areas ranging from nutrition and cooking, to waste  
separation, rural economics, and construction with local materials. 
When vips came to visit they were driven from the railway station 
in a scrapped Ford car pulled by oxen that was called “the oxford”.

the ashram buildings remain more or less intact and MKG’s own 

In Step with MKG
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hut Bapu Kutir has been maintained exactly as it was when he lived 
here, with a few possessions on display: a low writing desk made of an 
old soap box, a small paperweight with three monkeys, sandals, and a 
walking stick. a peepul tree planted by him still stands there. 

a small group of ashramites welcome visitors. and if there are 
vacancies, they may even put you up in MKG’s guesthouse, Rustam 

Bhavan (with four bedrooms). You’re expected to abide by ashram 
rules, partake in the communal vegetarian meals, wake up around  
4 a.m. for prayers, do chores (i 
was instructed to spend a few 
hours in the morning weeding  
a patch of grass), join community 
spinning, and also pay a minus-
cule charge for the room. there’s 
a museum with a photo exhibi-
tion next door and its souvenir 

shop sells interesting things such 
as soap bars made of cow dung.

three kilometres away in paunar 
is Vinoba Bhave’s ashram. Bhave was 
the disciple who carried on some of MKG’s 
unfinished work after independence. Bhave 
had been in the area since 1921 and his ashram is  
still operational.

Sevagram Ashram Pratishthan is open 6 a.m.-5.30 p.m. (www.

gandhiashramsevagram.org; Shegaon, Wardha, about 7 km from 

the railway station). If accommodation is not available at the  

ashram itself, there’s a Yatri Niwas across the road, next to the  

museum. There’s also an MTDC Resort near Wardha railway  

station. Accommodation in both is rather basic.

june 2014 | national GeoGraphic traveller inDia  65



66  national GeoGraphic traveller inDia | june 2014

In Step with MKG
IN FOCUS

Kolkata,  
West Bengal (1896-1947)
as the capital of British india, calcutta held a fascination for MKG. 
he visited it for the first time in 1896 on his way home from South 
africa. he went again a few months later to do political work on behalf 
of South african indians and checked into the most fashionable hotel 
in town, the Great Eastern.

he returned in December 1901 when the indian national congress 
held its annual meeting in calcutta and during that same stay, at the 
start of 1902, he addressed a public meeting at Albert Hall (built 1876 
and in which the famous Coffee House at College Street set up shop in 
1942). as a minor politician, he was given a space to sleep in a school 
building, where other less influential delegates were housed. he found 
the condition of the toilets disgusting and promptly borrowed clean-

ing implements and proceeded to tidy everything up. 
Shantiniketan (www.visva-bharati.ac.in), a two-and-a-half hour 

train journey north of calcutta, was one of the first places MKG  
visited after his permanent return from South africa in early 1915. 
rabindranath tagore had recently won the nobel prize for literature 
and the two became close friends, sharing many a creative debate. 
it was tagore who first called him “Mahatma”. MKG served on the  
board of the university at Shantiniketan, did fundraising for it, and 
studied Bengali.

he returned to Bengal many times, but it was in the winter of 
1946-7 that he experienced some of the saddest moments of his 
life here. terrible riots proceeded as the province faced a crippling  
partition into West and east Bengal. he walked barefoot through the 
jungles of noakhali (now in Bangladesh), trying to stop the fighting. 
at the time of independence in august 1947 there were more riots, 
so MKG refused an invitation to be in Delhi with other leaders and 
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instead stayed for almost a month in one of the most riot-torn parts of  
calcutta, then a working-class slum known as Beliaghata. the build-
ing where he greeted independence by praying and spinning is called 
Haidari Manzil. it has been restored and will hopefully soon be turned 
into a memorial.

just north of the city centre there is a Gandhi Memorial Museum in 
Barrackpore (where the 1857 uprising started) which, among other 
things, details MKG’s relations with the eastern parts of india.

Haidari Manzil or Gandhi Bhawan (150B, Beliaghata Main Road) isn’t 

generally open to visitors but you may be able to step inside if a care-

taker is around. The Gandhi Memorial Museum is open 11 a.m.-5 p.m. 

on all days except Wednesday (www.gandhimuseum.in; 14, Riverside 

Road, Barrackpore, 24 Parganas). Stay at the YMCA on Chowringhee 

(033-22492192), which transports you back in time a hundred years. 

New Delhi (1947-1948)
During the last year of his life, MKG ended up living almost  
permanently in Delhi. he would have preferred to be elsewhere—in 
the countryside where he felt that people needed him—but partition 
troubles forced him to stay put.

his own choice for a residence was the Harijan Basti, which at that 
time was on the outskirts of town, a slum area set aside for sweep-
ers. the interesting thing is that today, thanks to urbanisation, the 
basti is very much in the centre of town, within walking distance of  
connaught place (rajiv Gandhi chowk).

his room is a sanctuary with his sitting place cordoned off, and one 
of his portable spinning wheels, his pencil box, and low desk kept as 
relics. it is a touching experience to see this humble place that MKG 
last stayed at in the spring of 1947.

in late 1947, it was deemed unsafe for MKG to be in the basti, so  
accommodation was arranged for him in the newer lutyen’s Delhi, at 
Birla House on albuquerque road. he stayed in this grand bungalow 

for the last 144 days of his life 
until 30 january 1948, when  
he was shot in the garden 
as he was about to attend a 
prayer meeting.

there’s a multimedia mu-

seum depicting Gandhian 
ideas, as well as a shop, but 
infinitely more interesting is 
the modest back corner room  
in which he chose to stay. his 
possessions have still been 
kept here, including the mat-
tress on the floor. one can 
follow the same path, marked 
with concrete footprints, 

along which he took his last steps in the garden. the spot at which he 
fell has a small column.

the following day, his body was taken to Rajghat and cremated. the 
black marble platform of his samadhi is a sombre memorial. nearby 
two large museums are dedicated to him. one holds, among other 
things, the blood-stained dhoti and pocket watch that stopped at the 
moment of his death, and one of the bullets that killed him. this is 
where a great journey ended.

Harijan Basti has a room dedicated to MKG that will be unlocked if you 

can find the chowkidar. To get there, walk along Panchkuian Marg from 

Rajiv Chowk, and you’ll find it near the corner of Mandir Marg. The room 

is right behind the Balmiki Mandir. Gandhi Smriti (Birla House) is open 

10 a.m.-1.30 p.m. & 2-5 p.m.; closed Monday and second Saturday of the 

month (5, Tees January Marg; get off at the Udyog Bhavan Metro station). 

Rajghat is generally open daily 9.30 a.m.-5.30 p.m. and is located off 

NH2 near the Yamuna River. The Gandhi Darshan (www.gandhismriti.

gov.in) is right south of it and the National Gandhi Museum and 

Library is diagonally across (www.gandhimuseum.org; open 9.30 a.m.-

5.30 p.m.; closed Mondays and second Sunday of the month). An  

interesting way to get to Rajghat by public transport is to take the Metro 

to Chandni Chowk. Then, walk to the Red Fort, where Indian Independ-

ence was celebrated in 1947 and the trials against MKG’s killers were 

held a year later, then go south to Delhi Gate on foot or cycle rickshaw, 

and take a left on Jawaharlal Nehru Marg until you reach Rajghat.

Thanks to 
urbanisation, 
Harijan Basti 
is in the centre 
of town, within 
walking distance 
of Connaught 
Place



68  national GeoGraphic traveller inDia | june 2014

In Step with MKG
IN FOCUS

Kanyakumari,  
Tamil Nadu (1948)

MKG visited mainland india’s southernmost point twice, in 1925 
and 1937. after his cremation, his ashes were sent out to different 
parts of the country. Some were kept, for example, at the aga Khan 
palace in pune. an important event in 1948 was the ceremonial  
immersion of his ashes in the sea at the point where the indian  
ocean, arabian Sea, and Bay of Bengal meet.

Gandhi Mandapam, an eclectic memorial, which looks a lot like  
a temple, is where his ashes were stored on a stone plinth for  
public viewing before the immersion. the architecture of the  

monument has been planned in such a way that on 2 october, which 
is MKG’s birthday, a ray of sunlight touches the stone upon which  
the ashes were kept in an urn. 

Gandhi Mandapam is open 7 a.m.-7 p.m. daily. It is located a few steps 

west of the Kanyakumari Temple at the southernmost point of India. 

There’s a Gandhi Memorial Museum 215 kilometres north in Madurai: 

This is the best Gandhi museum south of Mumbai and it has a piece of 

the dhoti that he wore when he was shot. It was in 1921 in Madurai,  

250 kilometres to the north, that MKG started wearing a simple dhoti 

as a political gesture (open 10.30 a.m.-5.30 p.m.; www.gandhimmm.org; 

Tamukkam Palace, Mahatma Gandhi Road, Madurai). n

Zac O’Yeah is the author of the biography Mahatma! (2008), which was a bestselling book in Swedish, Norwegian, and Danish. It was 
shortlisted for the Swedish August Prize as the best non-fiction book of the year. 
Evan Turk is an illustrator and animator living in New York City. He is an author of children’s books as well as a travel reportage artist. 
Grandfather Gandhi is published by Simon & Schuster India (2014). 
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BACK IN TIME

In 1893, 24-year-old Gandhi wrote an unpublished guide 
to the British capital for fellow Indians. The London 
Vegetarian Society he favoured is long gone, but the 

theatre he frequented is still quite popular. How much of 
the London he was so fond of still remains?

By Zac O’Yeah
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GETTING THERE

the year was 1888 and 18-year-old Mohandas 
Gandhi had been told by helpful friends that it 
would be easier to get a law degree in london 
than in india. the course would take only three 
years as against five in Bombay, which was an 
attractive thought for a boy who hadn’t particu-
larly enjoyed school so far.

unsurprisingly, his family disagreed. not only 
would it be expensive, but he might get tempted 
to drink wine, befriend women, and eat meat. 
But Mohandas was stubborn. once he had  
decided to go to the country that ruled india, 
one he imagined to be populated by philoso-
phers and poets, nothing could stop him.

Despite his eagerness, he remained pain-
fully shy during the three-week passage, barely 
speaking to the englishmen on board and 
mostly hanging out with two other indian  
travellers. rather than having meals in the 
ship’s dining hall, he paid an indian crew  
member to cook him rice and dal.

ARRIVING

prior to the trip he got himself a white flannel 
suit tailor-made. When the ship docked, Mo-
handas put it on. having observed the British 
in india, he imagined that white was in fashion. 
But as soon as he stepped ashore he realised his 
mistake, for in autumn no englishman wore 
white. as he took his first steps on english soil, 
he felt acutely embarrassed at being dressed so 
out of season.

the london he arrived in was the undisputed 

world capital. at six million, its population 
was more than that of new York and paris put 
together. But it wasn’t just a city of poets and 
philosophers, of empire and education.

it was a stinking place  —people reared pigs 
in their homes and garbage was dumped 
straight into the thames. there were beggars, 
pickpockets, robbers, and jack the ripper was 
making headlines. as a law student, Mohandas 
presumably read the Illustrated Police News. 
it dedicated the front page of an october 1888 
issue to the ghastly murder of a prostitute. he 
would also have heard the newsboys call out: 
“another ’orrible murdah! Disgustin’ details...!”

LODGING

Map in hand, and eager to travel back in time 
to those exciting days, i decided to trace his 
life in london. in volume one of his collected 
works, i had found a travel guide that he had 
written for indians wishing to visit the British 
capital. and i suddenly got this quirky idea  
of checking what was left of that london  
which he saw, and fell in love with, at the end  
of the 1880s. it turned out to be a fascinating 
journey back in time. 

that September day, when he first arrived, 
he went along with his indian co-passengers 
into town. they had significantly higher travel 
budgets, while Mohandas’ brother had had to 
take a big loan to finance his trip. nevertheless, 
he joined them in staying at one of london’s 
first luxury hotels, The Victoria, which had 
electric lights and other mod cons. it was in the 

Gandhi became so fond of 
London that when the city 
was bombed during WWII,  
he was worried about the 
many fine buildings, like  
the Big Ben (top), that he  
had come to associate with 
the city; The London Gandhi 
lived in was not as safe as  
it is today. The daily head-
lines were occupied by the 
exploits of Jack the Ripper, 
who murdered one of his 
victims in the Whitechapel 
District (bottom).
Opening page: Across London, 
blue heritage plaques mark 
the places where Gandhi 
stayed during his visits. 
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Travelling abroad 

when you’re young 

can be quiTe an 

advenTure. The young 

gandhi’s experiences 

in london were so 

imporTanT To him 

ThaT he even wroTe 

a london guidebook 

for The benefiT of 

oTher young indians. iT 

was The one ciTy ThaT 

remained close To his 

hearT ThroughouT 

his life, so much ThaT 

iT made his soul ache 

To hear of iT being 

bombed during The 

second world war. 

posh northumberland avenue and i go looking 
for it just off Trafalgar Square with its statue of 
lord nelson. at first i can’t find any trace of 
it, but then i figure out that it’s been converted 
into what is now The Grand (www.thegrandat 
trafalgarsquare.com). Metro: Charing Cross.

after checking in, Mohandas was shown to  
a small chamber which he thought was a wait-
ing room. But suddenly the chamber started 
moving up. An elevator! initially, he loved it all 
and wrote: “When i first saw my room in the 
victoria hotel, i thought i could pass a lifetime 
in that room.” But after he did the math, he 
realised that his money was going to run out 
soon. unfortunately, it was a weekend and he 
had to wait until Monday before his luggage  
arrived from the harbour, so he could check 
out. the hotel is well above my shoestring 
budget too, so i just peek at it from the outside 
and imagine him taking a first Sunday stroll 
in the square in his unfashionable flannel suit. 
like Gandhi, i then lodge with an indian  
friend in a suburb.

through a compatriot who was also studying 
in london, he soon found himself a boarding 
room with an anglo-indian widow at 20 Barons 

Court in West Kensington and stayed there until 
the spring of 1889. after a bit of walking, i  
locate the white four-storeyed victorian ter-
raced house, which now has a heritage plaque 
put up on the wall by the london council,  
proclaiming, “Mahatma Gandhi lived here as a 
law student”. it is a neat area and, coinciden-
tally, just around the corner is the Bharatiya 

Vidya Bhavan (www.bhavan.net) for a dose of 
indianness. although it’s some distance from 
downtown, there’s the metro. in the 1880s, 
noisy steam engines passed 20 feet away from 
the back of the house. the tube from heathrow 
follows the same route. Metro: Barons Court or 
West Kensington.

BOARDING

“it will be readily admitted that, though indians 
have been going to and returning from england 
for the last twenty years and more, no attempt 
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Young Mohandas (top) liked 
to dress well and in the latest 
fashion when he was studying 
in England. In contrast, on 
his last trip to London, when 
he met the King to negotiate 
Indian independence, he was 
dressed in a dhoti and shawl; 
The Vegetarian Society be-
came Gandhi’s fi rst platform 
to try out his debating skills. 
He became a member of the 
society’s board (right) and 
designed a badge (above) for 
members to wear. 

has yet been made at writing a guide like 
this,” wrote Mohandas in his Guide to London 
(1893). as for any traveller in a foreign country, 
food was a concern and the big question was 
whether one could survive there as a vegetarian. 
or must one eat greasy toad-in-the-hole and 
vinegary fi sh-and-chips? he notes: “the writer, 
therefore, of the following pages proposes to 
discover the mystery and lay bare the move-
ments of indians in england.”

the facts for his guidebook were compiled 
through trial and error. For instance, shortly 
after his arrival, Mohandas turned 19 and 
the event was probably the cause of the fancy 
dinner at the Holborn Restaurant, where he 
immediately embarrassed his friends by 
demanding to know whether the starter 
contained non-vegetarian ingredients. they 
told him to follow local customs and eat what 
was off ered. Berated, Mohandas hastily left 
the restaurant and walked the streets that 
night, sulking.

a kind of settling of scores took place three 
years later when Mohandas triumphantly 
hosted his farewell dinner at the same restau-
rant. inviting all his friends, he booked private 
dining room number 19 (the holborn was huge) 
and got the kitchen to prepare a special 
vegetarian feast—the fi rst of its kind in the 
history of the restaurant. he also hired an 
orchestra to provide light entertainment, but 
due to his extreme shyness he was unable to 
deliver the comical speech with which he was 
planning to tickle his friends’ ribs. on later vis-
its to london, he often returned to eat at the 
holborn, suggesting a sense of nostalgia.

i go and look for the restaurant at the corner 

Young Mohandas 
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of holborn and Kingsway, and fi nd that it was, 
sadly, demolished in the 1950s and has now 
been replaced by a Sainsbury’s supermarket. 
While we’re on the subject, it’s interesting 
that it sells salads and pre-packed vegetarian 
lunches of many diff erent cuisines—proving 
how British food habits have improved over the 
years. i pick up something asian and eat it in a 
nearby park. Metro: Holborn.

Gandhi’s second restaurant visit was a far 
happier experience than the fi rst. although his 
landlady knew india and understood vegetari-
anism, the grub at her house was mostly stewed 
cabbage and boiled spinach, and there was only 
so much of it that he could digest. But on Mon-
day, 22 october, 1888, he chanced upon Central 

Vegetarian Restaurant in 16 St. Bride Street 
and ate his fi rst satisfying meal since arriving 
in england. on the menu that momentous day 
was pea soup, macaroni pudding, and apple 
tart. Besides, the restaurant was adjacent to the 
London Vegetarian Society, of which Mohandas 
later became a board member. But as i walk 
about in the london drizzle, up and down the 
short street, i fi nd no traces of either. i later 
discover that the building had been bombed 
by the nazis during the Second World War. 
Still, this signifi cant spot is easily visited in the 
city centre, just off  Farringdon Street, and the 
council is planning to mark it with a blue herit-
age plaque so there will soon be something to 
gawk at. Metro: St Paul’s Cathedral.

once he found his feet among like-minded 
folks, the english vegetarian movement proved 
as essential and edifying an experience as stud-

ying law. it was a new fad and people met up 
in london’s vegetarian eateries not only to 
eat, but to debate and discuss reforms. two 
other favourite haunts of his were Porridge 

Bowl (278 high holborn) and Waverley 
(26 Borough Street). at the latter, Mohan-
das lectured on indian food habits to the 
congregated vegetarians. he also started 
writing in journals such as the Vegetarian, 
which he thought that indians should read 
and subscribe to, “not especially as mental 
food, not for the sake of the information 
given by it, not for the high-class intellec-
tual matter contained in it, though these 
are by no means of an inferior quality, 
but for encouraging a movement every 
indian should have at heart”. this journal 
appears to have laid the foundation for 
his later interest in the print medium as 
a tool for spreading ideas.

compared to 1888, london today has far 
more indian restaurants—probably more than 
any city outside india. at least six are named 
“Gandhi” and i fi nd that even the average pub 
dishes up a decent curry at an aff ordable price. 
actually, in those days too, there were a few 
indian restaurants around: the hindoostane 
coff ee house was probably london’s fi rst curry 
canteen, opening in portman Square in 1810. 
But Mohandas makes no mention of having 
patronised these.

LEARNING

My next stop is not far from St. Bride Street 
and thankfully here the target of sightseeing 

The Inner Temple (top left), 
where Gandhi studied, 
attracts plenty of tourists 
since it is frequently used 
as a setting for period fi lms; 
A rare clipping (right) of the 
fi rst mention of Gandhi in 
The Times on April 16, 1890, 
when he passed his law 
examination. Here, he is one 
student among many, but 
The Times went on to write 
about him a lot. 

United KingdomUnited KingdomKolkataUnited KingdomKolkata

ying law. it was a new fad and people met up 

eat, but to debate and discuss reforms. two 
Porridge 

which he thought that indians should read 
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1906 on offi  cial business, and as a prominent 
lawyer, he checked into Hotel Cecil for a few 
months. it lay on the thames, next to Waterloo 
bridge. there are no traces left of it, but one 
might presume that he took his morning strolls 
around the 3,000-year-old egyptian obelisk on 
the embankment known as cleopatra’s needle, 
one of those historical objects that colonial loot-
ing brought to town. He met Winston churchill 
for the fi rst time; churchill was then working in 
the colonial offi  ce. Metro: Charing Cross.

1909 For some time gandhi had an offi  ce, The 
South Africa British India Committee, at 28 

Queen Anne chambers, which is within walking 
distance from the parliament as well as buck-
ingham palace. gandhi himself stayed nearby 
in room 76 at the fancy Westminster Palace 
Hotel, 4 Victoria street (now demolished). but 
you can still fi nd the building that housed his 
offi  ce on broadway near the corner of tothill 
street, now called Queen Anne’s business 
centre. Metro: St. James Park.

1914 on gandhi’s next-to-last visit, a reception 
was held in his honour at the aforementioned 
Hotel Cecil, attended by celebrities such as 
the art historian Ananda coomaraswamy, the 

poet sarojini naidu, and pakistan’s founder-to-
be Mohammad Ali Jinnah.

1931 gandhi was the representative of the 
indian national congress at the round table 
held in order to discuss the how and when of 
indian self-government. the conference took 
place at St. James Palace, across the street 
from buckingham palace, and as i go to check 
it out i’m suddenly face to face with prince 
charles driving his expensive car out through 
the gates, with camilla in the passenger seat 
next to him. this is the royal family’s offi  cial 
residence today, so tourists aren’t allowed 

LONDON CALLING

remains intact, more or less exactly the way it 
was when Mohandas saw it. the Inner Temple, 
the most venerable among the four inns of 
court, is where he took his law degree. the 
complex is situated right between Fleet Street 
and the thames. Metro: Temple.

Being so hoary and hallowed, even the 
streetlights around the inner temple are made 
of cast iron, which is why the area is in demand 
among fi lmmakers who need authentic 19th-
century environs. there are tourists all over the 
place, mostly because of the tom hanks-starrer 
The Da Vinci Code, based on Dan Brown’s best-
seller; one of the key scenes took place at the 
temple church.

on studying in england, Mohandas wrote, 
“the education received in these universities is 
quite diff erent from that received in the indian 
universities. they are not so exacting as our 
universities here. again, in india generally it is 
all work which, as is said, ‘with no play makes 
jack a dull boy.’”

he became a popular tablemate at the din-
ners that were part of his course. Students had 
to eat 72 formal suppers in all and because he 
didn’t touch the wine, the other three at his 
table got an extra half-bottle to share. in winter 
he spent a lot of time in the library because his 
boarding room was cold and heating expensive. 
thanks to this, he did pretty well in his stud-

Young Gandhi felt that 
going to the theatre was a 
great way to learn the ways 
of the world. The Lyceum 
(right) was one of his favour-
ite venues and it still runs 
shows today. His favourite 
actor was Ellen Terry (left), 
a Shakespearean star who 
frequently performed at 
the Lyceum.
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inside. During his last visit, gandhi was 
invited to have tea with king george at 
Buckingham Palace. Metro: St. James Park.
this time gandhi stayed in the slummy east 
end, where his friend Muriel lester ran a 
community welfare centre. the red brick 
building with ivy on its walls is called King-
sley Hall and you’ll notice another of those 
round blue heritage plaques by the entrance. 
it remains perhaps the only one of gandhi’s 
london accommodations that can be visited 
today (by appointment only). His room has 
been preserved and the building now houses 
the headquarters of the gandhi Foundation 
(www.gandh ifoundation.org). you will fi nd it 
in a slightly seedy neighbourhood at 21 powis 
street. Metro: Bromley-by-Bow.

ies. Further, one of the pleasures of being in 
england was to read the newspapers with their 
unusually high standards of reporting and 
commenting. Mohandas quickly learnt that 
a gentleman kept himself abreast of current 
events. even if he had never bothered to read 
papers in india, he now spent a daily hour 
immersed in the Daily Telegraph and Pall Mall 
Gazette. he followed the debates surrounding 
oscar Wilde and would have come across names 
like john ruskin who was a frequent contribu-
tor and whose thinking infl uenced him greatly.

another thing to do in london is to go and 
listen to the many public lectures by famous 
speakers. While i go for the ex-Monty-python-

member, comedian and writer Michael palin’s 
talk about art in a gallery, Mohandas liked 
to visit the churches to listen to prominent 
preachers. one of his favourite halls was the 
City Temple, which can still be found at the 
corner of holborn and Farringdon Streets. 
Metro: Farringdon.

ARTS

Mohandas suggests in Guide to London that 
watching a play once a month is a good habit, 
as the theatres “are a national institution in 
england and, as some suppose, a seat of educa-
tion and amusement combined. Moreover, 
they portray the modern habits and customs of 

Gandhi acquired the habit 
of reading a newspaper (top 
left) only in London. Later, 
he became rather serious 
about journalism and went 
on to publish several peri-
odicals of his own; He liked 
to visit the City Temple (top 
right) to listen to lectures; 
On his last visit to England, 
Gandhi lived in the slummy 
East End (bottom) where his 
rooms have been kept intact 
as a memorial. He would 
play with street children and 
visit the homes of the poor.
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england. no one would return to india without 
visiting the theatres.”

his favourite star was ellen terry, who 
specialised in Shakespeare’s great women 
characters. During those years she was doing 
lady Macbeth at the Lyceum (www.lyceumthe-
atrelondon.com) on Wellington Street. the 
manager of the theatre at that same time was 
Bram Stoker, who was about to start writing 
his highly non-vegetarian bestseller Dracula, 
a book that Mohandas would probably not 
have enjoyed. Since 1999, this theatre has been 
running The Lion King, a Disney production. 
Metro: Covent Garden.

Furthermore, Mohandas took dance classes, 
tried to learn to play the violin, and studied 
French, the european language of refinement. 
he even went to paris as a tourist to see the 
newly built eiffel tower, although he liked the 
city’s cathedrals more.

it is interesting to note that at the time of 
his departure from england in 1891, he was 
considering a literary career. his early writings 
are witty, such as the travel story he wrote on 
his journey back home to india. and then in 
1893, he ambitiously took it upon himself to 
write the Guide to London, an indian traveller’s 

survival guide filled with practical advice about 
how to plan your studies, save on money, and 
prepare your own food in your rented room. it 
was never published in his lifetime but would 
have been privately circulated. it can now be 
found in the first volume of The Collected Works 
of Mahatma Gandhi.

another way to save money was to avoid 
public transport and Mohandas walked pretty 
much everywhere—the cool climate made it 
pleasant to stroll in the many parks. country-
men of his would later recall spotting the young 
dandy Mohandas gallivanting in piccadilly 
Square dressed in a top hat and cravat.

however, if you see Gandhi in london today, 
it will most likely be in tavistock Square just 
north of the British Museum. there’s a beauti-
ful statue of the leader in his loincloth. it’s 
a popular place for people to leave scribbled 
notes, messages about peace on earth, or just 
light a candle. Metro: Russell Square. n

Zac O’Yeah is author of the biography  
Mahatma! (2008), which was a bestselling  
book in Swedish, Norwegian, and Danish.  
It was shortlisted for the Swedish August Prize 
as best non-fiction book of the year.

There’s a sculpture of  
Gandhi in central London, 
just behind the British 
Museum. Visitors who come 
here leave messages and 
meditate for peace in the 
world. The surrounding  
gardens are a peaceful 
retreat from the bustle of 
the city.



june 2014 | national GeoGraphic traveller inDia  77

India

Under
the Skin

Gandhi tourism is so much 
more than ashram visits. 
It’s an examination of the 
impact of his philosophy 
and its bearing on the future

By Karanjeet Kaur

L ast year, a group of 180 students from the philadelphia Boys 
choir were on a Gandhi legacy tour around Delhi. outside 
the jama Masjid, the students got out of their buses, and began 

to sing some of Mahatma Gandhi’s favourite hymns, Kabir’s bhajans, 
and islamic and hindu prayers. it was a heart-warming moment for 
arun Gandhi, Mahatma Gandhi’s grandson, who has been organising 
these tours for the last 15 years. 

in 2013, a short documentary set in Barefoot college in tilonia, 
a village in rajasthan’s ajmer district, toured the international film  
circuit and raked up a bunch of awards. Yasmin Kidwai’s No  
Problem! Six Months with the Barefoot Grandmamas followed a 
group of african women from countries including liberia, Sudan, and 
Malawi, who came to the college to be trained as solar engineers. Set 
up in the early 1980s by Sanjit “Bunker” roy, the college—a network 
of economists, sociologists, and other professionals—has focused on 
building technical competence in, and finding leaders from, within 

rural communities. But the core idea of the network channels back to 
a Gandhian precept: self-sufficiency. 

Six hundred kilometres away in Dehradun, uttarakhand, navdanya 
employs other Gandhian methods in pursuit of an “earth democracy”. 
the 30-year-old organisation, started by Dr. vandana Shiva on the 
principle of non-violent farming, has the dual aim of supporting local 
farmers and preserving “plants that are being pushed to extinction”. 
navdanya shot to international renown in 1998, when it launched a 
“beej satyagraha” (seed sovereignty crusade) in conjunction with the 
Monsanto Quit india campaign on august 9, also the launch date of 
the historic Quit india movement.

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi may never have interacted with  
either of these organisations, but the imprint he has left on both is 
clear. Barefoot college and navdanya’s biodiversity farm are two stop-
overs on the Gandhi legacy tour in india. 

these tours grew out of a need to showcase how theoretical  

Barefoot College in Tilonia, Rajasthan, is based on the Gandhian principle of self-sufficiency. Their solar electrification programme has been so 
successful that organisations in Fiji, Sudan, Malawi, and other countries have emulated it. 

A
d

it
yA

 K
A

p
o

o
r



78  national GeoGraphic traveller inDia | june 2014

In Step with MKG
IN FOCUS

Gandhian concepts could be put into practice. in 1991, arun  
Gandhi and his late wife Sunanda founded the non-profit M.K.  
Gandhi institute for nonviolence at christian Brothers university in  
Memphis, tennessee, u.S.a. (it later moved to rochester, new York.) 
“We’d started the institute not only to teach Gandhi’s philosophy,  
but also help in personal transformation,” said arun Gandhi, in a  
Skype interview from new York. “the best way to demonstrate that 
was to show our participants how indian projects were using non-
violence. otherwise, we have come to associate Gandhi only with 
ashrams.” in addition to lecture-visits—conducted by arun and son, 
tushar Gandhi—to ahmedabad, pune, Mumbai, and new Delhi, the 
legacy tour stops at avani, Kolhapur. the organisation rescues and 
educates children employed at construction sites. “We have personally 
experienced the work of many of these projects,” said arun Gandhi.

this year, the Gandhis are also organising a Satyagraha tour South 
africa, which passes through Durban, johannesburg, pretoria, and 
cape town. visitors also make stops at Gandhian nGos along the 
way, including the valley trust’s center for health promotion and 
uthando (love), both of which aim to build responsible communities.

the tours are open to everyone, and a typical group consists of 12 
to 32 people, several of whom are university students from the u.S.a. 
and Mexico. participants, who usually hear of the tours through word-
of-mouth, travel around the country by bus and train. although there 
are stirring moments on every trip, arun Gandhi has mixed feelings 
about the tours. “it’s good because i have been able to reach out to 
so many people,” he said. “But it is sad that there is no way for me to 
measure the impact of the tours. only some of the participants have 
kept in touch over the years. all you can do is plant the seeds; you can’t 
watch them grow.”

every once in a while, however, there will be an inspiring upshot. 
a few years ago, a group of students from Salisbury university, Mary-
land, were at Gandhi Smriti in new Delhi. Without any instructions 
or discussions, they all spontaneously sat around the memorial, and 
meditated for 20 minutes. “it was very touching,” said arun Gandhi. 
“Most young people do not have that attitude.” 
The Gandhi Legacy Tour of India is from 29 December 2014 to  
12 January 2015; participants must register by 2 September. Visit 
www.gandhitour.info for details. n

The legacy tours run by Arun Gandhi, examine the imprint his grandfather’s philosophy left on organisations like Navdanya, Dehradun, and Barefoot 
College, Tilonia (bottom right). The tour halts at memorials such as Delhi’s Gandhi Smriti (left) and Sabarmati Ashram in Ahmedabad (top right). 
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Pearl diver Hugo 
Dariel ascends with a 

net full of oysters.

French Polynesia
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On Fakarava, an atoll in 
the Tuamotu Archipelago in 
French Polynesia, visitors find 
a classic vision of paradise—
and sometimes a black pearl. 

Quest
Journeys
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French Polynesia

through my snorkel as i swim out past the 
parrot fish to where the water deepens into 
a richer blue. i remind myself that the ham-
merhead and blacktip sharks that patrol 
this lagoon at sunset won’t arrive for a few 
hours yet, by which time i should be back on 
land. Shafts of sunlight cut deep. Suddenly 
i see them, hundreds of encrusted oyster 
shells secured to a rope stretching from an 
anchor on the sea bottom to buoys floating 
on the surface. at last! these gnarly looking 
shells house some of the ocean’s finest treas-
ures. i dive, but i haven’t taken enough air. 
Fearing that my prize will be lost if i retreat 
for even a moment, i go deeper. pressure 
screams in my ears. i clutch the algae-cov-
ered rope and grab for a shell. Will it hold 
the pearl i came to find?

thiS QueSt For the BlacK pearl 
began in new York city. My mother, with a 
big birthday coming up, had coyly told me, 
“Years ago, i saw a single black pearl hang-
ing from a simple chain. i’ve never forgot-
ten it.” that was all i needed to hear. i spent 
the next uninspiring day traipsing from one 
jewellery shop to the next, finding only a 
few (pricey) black pearls. then i asked a jeweller a simple question: 
“Where do these come from?”

“tahiti.”
My mind swam with images of white sand and cool breezes. in-

stantly, i hatched a plan. i would pluck my mother’s gift from the sea, 
personally, still soaking wet.

So i have come to French polynesia, a loose collection of 118 is-
lands—tahiti being the most populous with 2,75,000 people—splat-
tered over an area nearly the size of europe and situated roughly half-
way between South america and australia. this is the epicentre of the 
black pearl universe. 

ever since 1768, when word filtered back to paris from navigator 
louis-antoine de Bougainville that the local women possessed the 
“celestial form of that goddess venus”, the islands of tahiti—as all of 
French polynesia is commonly known—have been synonymous with 
dusky-skinned women with alluring glances and mysterious ways, a 
land of earthly delights often dubbed “the islands of love”.

But i am here—on the island of Moorea, a 14-kilometre catama-

ran ride from tahiti itself—on family business. and it’s apparent that 
the first thing i need is guidance, because to my untrained eye all the 
small, dark pellets displayed at ron hall’s unpretentious lagoon-side 
shop look the same. 

“the pearls sell themselves; i just educate,” hall explains, his blue 
eyes locked on mine as he leads me through his “Fifteen-minute pearl 
School”. 

Moorea, one of the Society islands, the most visited of the five ar-
chipelagos that comprise French polynesia, is shaped like a south-
pointing triangle cut by two deep bays on its northern side. With a 
mountainous, nearly impenetrable interior, white sand beaches, and 
famous blue lagoon defined by an offshore coral reef, the island is 
often seen in video footage depicting the ultimate South Seas para-
dise—and that’s exactly what it is. hall, a gregarious american who 
greets patrons in “john Wayne French” that he learned locally, has 
found his spot—a well-chosen perch at the eastern entrance to cook’s 
Bay. he first came here in 1974, arriving from hawaii to crew on ac-
tor peter Fonda’s yacht, and then stayed. hall married a local woman,  

it’s late afternoon,  and I’m standing at the end 
of a long dock jutting out over the glistening South Pacific. I 
check my snorkel and mask, cinch my fins one last time, and 
leap into the turquoise water with only one thing on my mind: I 
want to find a black pearl. I can hear my breath, steady and deep, 

The pearls, which actually grow in a variety of shades, shimmer in the hands of Ron Hall, a 
shop owner on Moorea. 
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a traditional tahitian dancer (whose likeness was embossed on a local 
postage stamp), raised two kids in his bayside paradise, and contin-
ues living the dream. “it’s the way i wanted hawaii to be,” he says of 
Moorea. But even a cursory glance at its underdeveloped shoreline 
draws a stark contrast to modern hawaii, with its strip malls and con-
dominium complexes. What’s more, Moorea hosts only 1,24,000 visi-
tors annually—60 days’ worth of tourists in hawaii.

hall informs me that tahitian “black” pearls come in various shades 
from silver to peacock to midnight black. Showing examples of dif-
ferent pearls from his collection, he bombards me with facts and sta-
tistics, history and hints on what to look for when selecting the 
perfect specimen.

“But really, it’s all about the way the pearl refl ects light. 
pay attention!” he chides me when he sees my eyes 
glazing over at all the information, refl ecting light of 
their own. “You don’t want to fail pearl school.” he 
thrusts a particularly radiant pellet at me. “take 
this outside and have a look in the sun.” (try that 
at tiff any.) When i do, the little black beauty shim-
mers like a mirror.

So rare in the reSt oF the WorlD, the 
black pearl is everywhere in these islands. More than 
two dozen vendors sell them on Moorea alone. (By contrast, 
i see barely a handful of places to buy a quart of milk.) and while ron 
has cornered the laid-back segment of the market, other shops are 
upscale. a few miles farther on, past opunohu Bay, tahia collins, a 
Moorea native and former Miss Moorea who speaks with a delicate 
accent, proudly “sells romance” to the cruise ship crowd from her posh 
shop on the leeward side of the island. and over on the far slope of 
Moua puta, the island’s trademark “shark’s tooth” mountain that stars 
on local coins and countless postcards, Dominique Seybald, a slen-
der, dark-haired transplant from France, sells pearls out of her home. 
When i visit, she extracts several large plastic bags fi lled with hun-
dreds of loose dark pearls from behind the living room sofa and hauls 
them onto the front porch for viewing. “i like them black, the blacker 

the better,” she confi des, to which the long strand around her neck at-
tests. and around the southern tip of the island, her son pierrick off ers 
pearls knotted into leather straps for the surfer set—“Quick perles,” 
his roadside banner boasts. 

But all this shopping, circling Moorea’s 60-kilometre ring road, con-
stantly tempted by views of the aqua blue lagoon, is fi nally too much to 
bear. So next morning i’m tearing across the water with Michael poole 
in his 34-foot, open-hulled speedboat. poole is founder and head of 
the Marine Mammal research program on Moorea. a “full-time sci-
entist, part-time ecotour operator” who landed on the islands in 1987, 

he’s an eager, brown-haired air Force brat who dreamed of moving 
to tahiti since age 15. he’s been running dolphin- and whale-

watching tours to help fi nance his research since 1992. 
his passion is infectious. 

poole is a born teacher (he’s supervising three doc-
toral candidates at present), never content to simply 
lecture, preferring the Socratic method of posing 
leading questions. When we come upon a group of 
more than 50 Gray’s spinner dolphins that begin to 
leap out of the water and surf the bow wave of our 

boat, he starts in:
“Why will you fi nd the dolphins near the mouth of a 

pass, with easy access to the shallow water of the lagoon?” 
(answer: protection from sharks.) “Why do dolphins leap?” 

(For speed and to dislodge parasites, among other reasons.) poole 
constantly interrupts his own discourse at the sight of breaching dol-
phins. “there’s a triple spin from a young female at three o’clock!” he 
exclaims, pointing to a spinner dolphin twirling up from the water. 
“Double tail slap from a mature male at nine o’clock,” poole shouts.

“Why do they do that?” i ask.
“can’t answer that—need context. Why do you scratch your head?”
“uh...”
“Quadruple spin from a young male at one o’clock!”
eventually the dolphins move on, we glide back across the lagoon, 

and my eye is drawn to Mount rotui, crumbling down to cook’s Bay 
on one side and to the even more tranquil opunohu Bay on the other. 

unlike the swollen conicals of hawaii, the vol-
canoes that created the tahitian islands have 
spent themselves utterly. What remains are 
boney, jagged cliff s with plunging drop-off s 
framed by the hard blue sky. We pass local 
men fi shing from an outrigger canoe. “the 
nicest thing about Moorea—there’s still au-
thentic culture here,” poole says.

indeed, the longer i’m on Moorea, the more 
examples i fi nd of a thriving polynesian cul-
ture (coloured by French colonisation). i see 
an old fi sherman with deeply creased skin 
hanging his catch from a hook at his roadside 
stand; i see an impossibly beautiful woman 
crossing the street, her beauty the kind that in-
spires mutiny (just ask the sailors who landed 
here aboard the h.M.S. Bounty). and always 
people are stopping to greet one another, kiss-
ing both cheeks, shaking hands, conversations 
often moving unconsciously between French 
and tahitian, seemingly everyone adorned 
with at least one tattoo (a word derived from 
the tahitian tatau). even at the traditional 
dance show at the club Bali hai, the per-Dancers perform at Moorea’s popular Tiki Village Theatre.
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A hat handwoven from palm fronds brings smiles (top left); 
On Fakarava, which is great for stargazing, a bike and  
bungalow (top right) are visitor essentials; Mount Moua 
Puta (bottom) dominates the Moorea horizon. 
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formers seem to be dancing more for each other than for the tourists, 
glances and secret smiles exchanged. i yearn to linger but i’ve got a 
date with a pearl farmer.

i Met cYruS roSenthal over the phone, by mistake. i was try-
ing to call a hotel but dialled rosenthal’s home instead. after i apol-
ogised, we chatted. rosenthal, i learned, owns and runs one of the 
oldest pearl farms in French polynesia. i told him of my quest, and he 
invited me to tour his operation on the atoll of Manihi in the tuamo-
tu archipelago. concluding that fate has intervened on my mother’s 
behalf, i hop a plane. 

the tuamotus—a collection of some 76 wispy atolls, small necklac-
es of islets encircling crystal-clear lagoons—are an hour’s fl ight to the 
northeast of Moorea. and while the Society islands are mountainous, 
the remote tuamotus never rise more than three feet above sea level, 
consisting mostly of white sand beaches 
and palm trees.

rosenthal’s farm, accessible only by 
boat, lies in the middle of Manihi’s lagoon. 
here, in a warren of buildings linked by 
a series of wooden planks built on stilts, 
rosenthal has been producing pearls since 
1968. this rangy, deeply tanned man with 
wild blonde hair is in a constant state 
of effi  cient movement: gently wedging 
open the “relaxed” oysters, prepping them 
for the grafter (who with surgical preci-
sion inserts a small mother of pearl pellet 
around which the pearl will form); mak-
ing coff ee for his workers; sifting through 
rejected oysters; and, fi nally, piloting the 
27-foot outboard that takes us deep into the 
lagoon (“my bank”, rosenthal calls it), 
where some of the more than 65,000 
oysters he is tending must be hauled out 
for their semi-monthly cleaning.

as workers hoist pouches full of oysters 
on deck, the boat starts to list perilously. 
rosenthal, perched in the stern, legs folded 
indian-style, laughs and calls out orders 
while eff ortlessly feathering the throttle to 
keep the boat steady in the rolling water. 
With his piercing eyes, he reminds me of a wet, French lawrence of 
arabia. the men continue their haul, the boat sitting lower and low-
er. i marvel at the back-breaking work. rosenthal seems to read my 
mind. “You think the pearls just get around your neck by miracle?” he 
shouts through the trade winds.

later, back at the farm, during a lunch of lentils, baguette, and 
imported pâté in rosenthal’s overwater offi  ce, it dawns on me that 
i’ve seen thousands of pearls and learned a lot about the work of 
culturing them, but i’m not much closer to fi nding a pearl for my 
mother’s big day. i ask rosenthal if he sells pearls directly to retail 
customers like me. “no,” he says, “but i know some pearl farmers on 
Fakarava who do.”

occasionally when you travel, you arrive someplace for the fi rst time 
and feel instantly more at home than in your own hometown. it hap-
pened on my fi rst trip to ireland, where i have ancestral roots, and 
it happened when i arrived in Fakarava. nothing on this atoll just a 
short hop from Manihi—not its crushed coral lanes or groves of sway-
ing palms—remotely recalls my new jersey upbringing. Yet, i feel at 

ease here and free to be myself. the locals, mostly polynesians, wel-
come an obvious stranger with a curious glance and a nod. the day 
unfolds with an easy certitude. heavy downpours materialize and are 
gone in minutes, burned back by the sun. the night, lit by a riotous 
Milky Way, is fi lled with the sound of to’ere drums, at fi rst ominous 
and then reassuring, several groups in diff erent locations calling and 
answering, the rhythms carried across the lagoon. 

Dawn fi nds me pedalling a bicycle left at my guesthouse into one 
of the atoll’s villages, rotoava, a loose collection of homes with even 
the most humble sporting satellite dishes. i swerve to avoid uncollared 
dogs, scurrying crabs, coconuts that lie where they fell, and massive 
snails crossing the only paved road on the island.

then i notice a simple white building, smoke pouring from its alu-
minium chimney, people coming and going by truck, scooter, bicycle, 
and on foot. colonialism may have its drawbacks, but one advantage 

is being able to get a piping-hot, moist, 
pain au chocolat 15,600 kilometres from 
paris and then sitting on a wall in front of 
the local church to watch the sun rise over 
the pacifi c less than a hundred yards in 
front of me, the crystal lagoon a few yards 
to my back. (indeed, i’m on a really narrow 
tongue of land.) 

But i’ve got work to do. i’ve come to 
see joachim Dariel, a Frenchman with a 
romantic sensibility who opened his own 
small-scale pearl farm in 1990. he’s agreed 
to not only let me shop for pearls at his farm 
but also to arrange a dive so i can harvest 
my own from the sea.

that eXplainS hoW i’ve coMe to be 
clutching at oysters deep in a shark-infested 
lagoon, my lungs feeling as if they are about 
to explode, my ears ready to burst.

Safely back on the dock, Mateata—
joachim’s right-hand man who has been 
watching over my dive—frees the oyster i 
grabbed from the rope and pries it open. 
i can see a lump through the fl eshy tissue. 
Mateata makes a small incision, and there 
it is, a fairly good size, oval, blue-gray pearl. 

he tilts the shell, and the treasure drops into my palm. i grin like an 
idiot. it may not be the most beautiful pearl i’ve ever seen; it doesn’t ex-
actly shimmer like the midnight sun—but it’s mine. i wouldn’t trade it.

later, rolling my mother’s gift between my fi ngers, i sit on the same 
wall i sit on each morning, except now i’m facing the other direction, 
toward the lagoon. it’s a deep purple, holding the last of the fading 
light, the pacifi c already a dark mass behind me, the Southern cross 
beginning to assert itself in the sky. the drumming will begin soon. 
i’ve often threatened to run off , to simply disappear. if i ever do, i’ve 
got my eye on a grove of palms that border a lagoon on one side and 
an ocean on the other.

But fi rst, there’s a birthday party to attend. ■

Andrew McCarthy is an actor, regular contributor to nat Geo 
traveler (U.S.), and the author of  the longest Way home: one 
Man’s Quest for the courage to Settle Down. Aaron Huey is a 
national Geographic photographer and a Contributing Editor for 
harper’s Magazine.

Hugo Dariel, a Fakarava diver, chose an apt 
tattoo, which, typical for Tahitian men, cov-
ers a large area.
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THe VITALs

ORIENTATION
Tahiti is the economic and politi-
cal centre of French Polynesia, 
a cluster of islands located in 
the southern Pacifi c Ocean 
that is French territory. It’s only 
international airport is in Tahiti’s 
capital Papeete.

GETTING THERE
Los Angeles, an 8-hour fl ight 
from Papeete, is the most 
popular access point to French 
Polynesia. The other hubs for 
connections are Sydney, Aus -

tralia and Auckland, New Zealand 
since the archipelago is located 
roughly halfway between the 
American west coast and 
Australian east coast. With either 
route, getting to Tahiti requires 
at least two layovers (over 30 
hours). A more expensive but 
less time-consuming option is 
to fl y via Tokyo airport, which 
has direct fl ights to Papeete. 
 

VISA
Indian visitors to French 
Polynesia need to obtain a short 

stay (90 days) visa from French 
visa offi  ces (diff erent from the 
Schengen visa required to travel 
to France). The application form 
and list of documents is avail-
able online (www.vfs-france.
co.in). The application can be 
submitted, in person or via a 
representative, to the French 
embassy, consulate, and VFS 
offi  ces at the appointed time 
booked online or on phone. The 
visa costs €9/`763 and there is 
an additional service charge of 
`935 and cash handling charges 

of `60 per application. The visa 
fees can be paid in cash, or via 
demand draft in certain cities 
(VFS-France 022-6786 6014; 
open Mon-Fri 8 a.m.-5 p.m.).

SEASONS
Average temperatures range 
between 21-30°C with little 
variation around the year. 
Summer (Nov-Apr) is warm 
and humid with frequent rain. 
January is the wettest month. 
Winter (May-Oct) is marginally 
cooler and dryer. 

French Polynesia

Marae Arahurahu, a large 
restored ceremonial complex 
or outdoor temple in Pā’ea 
near Papeete, Tahiti, has 
several recreated tiki statues 
of gods and deifi ed ancestors.
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Urban Spirit
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LAST MINUTE 
HANOI

VIETNAM’S EXOTIC CAPITAL 
LENDS ITSELF TO IMPROMPTU TRAVEL, 
SPURRING A GREGARIOUS AMERICAN 

TO FIND HIS WAY WITH A SMILE RATHER 
THAN A GUIDEBOOK

BY STEVE CHAPPLE   
PHOTOGRAPHS BY JUSTIN GUARIGLIA
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Vietnam

A bellhop stands ready at the Sofitel Metropole 
Hotel, “famous for its old-fashioned service 
and colonial flair,” says photographer Justin 
Guariglia.  
Facing page: A vendor crosses Hoan Kiem Lake 
to the 14th-century Jade Mountain temple. The 
bright red bridge is called Huc, which translates 
to “flood of morning sunlight”.
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Don’t panic, 
Don’t run,’’ 
a soft German voice says over my shoulder. “above 
all, don’t change your mind.” i hesitate. We are  
talking about crossing Dinh tien hoang Boulevard, 
a busy street in the old Quarter of hanoi. the city 
is humming with traffic. country women wearing  
cone hats and shouldering poles strung with  
baskets of fruit crowd the sidewalks. in the road 
way before us, a steady stream of motorbikes, rick-
shaws, and the occasional Suv bear down from both 
directions. change your mind the way a deer does, 
the German meant, and you’ll be steamrollered.  
Walk carefully but purposefully into the flow, and 
you’ll be kayaking. i step into the street.

i’D arriveD in hanoi with my iphone, a 
couple of changes of clothes, and little else. i was 
determined to see as much of the city in a week as 
possible, relying on serendipity rather than guide-
books to find my way. as i trolled the internet 
back home in San Diego, my idea was to go soon, 
go far, go cheap, keep it exotic, and most of all get 
out of my skin. try something new. Grab a break. 
Due to a roiling economy, i was in transition—like 
a lot of americans i know.

i picked hanoi for a number of reasons. number one: it’s a destina-
tion that lives in my imagination somewhere between the first Rambo 
movie, about a vietnam vet, and The Quiet American, the under- 
stated Graham Greene novel about the beginnings of the vietnam 
War. that conflict, though it ended 36 years ago, and those strange and  
troubled times still inhabit memories of my youth. other reasons:  
recently, hanoi marked its 1,000th anniversary. the city also has a 
warm climate. and it’s possible to find a decent hotel with swimming 
pool for $22 (`1,200) a night over the internet.

these days the gods of travel favour those who make last-minute 
decisions. You no longer have to book a flight to asia three weeks in 
advance; airfares can be just as cheap if you leave in a week—or even 
three days. true, you can’t buy a visa online and grab it at the depar-
ture gate—but you can come close. at travelvisapro.com, i filled out a 

At Hanoi’s West Lake, locals fish, stroll, or simply sit back to enjoy a little serenity in this busy capital, Vietnam’s second-largest city after Ho Chi 
Minh City (Saigon).
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Street cafés cater to young 
patrons out on the town. “The 

area near Saint Joseph’s  
Cathedral is the place to be 

seen,” Guariglia says.
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Incense (left) perfumes the air at the 941-year-old Temple of Literature, 
site of the country’s first university; In a city with hundreds of temples 
and pagodas, the lofty Tran Quoc pagoda (right), dating to the sixth 
century, stands out.

form, then paid an agent to get the visa at the vietnamese consulate in 
San Francisco and overnight it to me. i was all set. 

i MaKe MY WaY acroSS Dinh tien hoang Boulevard with the 
helpful German beside me. Streams of vehicles part around us like 
changing currents. Strangely, nobody honks. We reach the far curb 
fronting hoan Kiem park and lake. “thanks, man,” i turn to say, but 
the German has disappeared. 

hoan Kiem lake anchors this city of 2.7 million in northern vietnam 
the way central park anchors Manhattan. the name means “lake  
of the restored Sword,” referring to the weapon a legendary giant 
turtle gave emperor le loi to drive out chinese occupiers in the 
14th century. in the middle of the dark green expanse of water, still 
populated by turtles, is an array of yellow paper flowers forming the 
number “1000” for the anniversary. it was in the year 1010 that the 
country’s ruler, ly thai to, moved the capital here. i watch crowds of 
morning tai-chi’ers moving on the shores and agile exercisers playing 
badminton, using their feet in place of rackets. teenage girls pose for 
pictures before a frescoed tiger at the entrance to ngoc Son temple. 
Worshippers burn joss sticks in the rocks above.

i head back to my hotel, the Queen, along hang Be street, where 
i find a canvas-canopied “wet market.” Fascinated, i discover a  
dozen species of shrimp, squid, clams, and eels kept alive in tanks  
lining the block. a woman in high heels rides up on her motor scooter. 
She points to the eels, says a few words, and watches as the long fish 

are splayed out as fillets and wrapped in butcher paper. She takes the 
package and putt-putts away.

“Buy it live! cook it up!” yells the fishmonger in vietnamese.
at a bakeshop i scoop up some rolls. Fortified, i jump on the back 

seat of a moto-taxi by my hotel. this is the way to experience hanoi—
buzzing about like a wasp on a jacked-up vespa. My driver drops me off 
at the temple of literature, a centuries-old teaching university. now 
a tourist attraction, it was recommended by luc, the manager at my  
hotel, for a taste of the ancient culture of hanoi. the temple is a hom-
age to confucius, peaceful and otherworldly, arranged in a series of  
linked courtyards. i walk past stone stelae shaped like turtles and 
etched with the names of revered graduates dating to 1442, then by the 
Well of heavenly clarity. i continue through the Gate of Great Success,  
around the Great house of ceremonies, and into higher education 
hall, where students and visitors kneel, pray, and make small offerings 
to giant ironwood statues of three early kings and a bronze statue of a 
venerable rector. the temple, it seems, is a kind of church of learning.

i speak with a couple from new York, charlotte and David  
ackert, who are travelling through Southeast asia with their teen-
age son. “Students come here to pray so they can do better on their  
exams,” charlotte explains. “it’s very telling. the reverence for  
education is palpable. that’s why i think the vietnamese will be  
highly successful. this is the asian century. asian cities, and countries, 
are rising.” rising. i think about that. hanoi’s original name, i find  
out later, was thang long, which means “ascending dragon”. 
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Bamboo sellers offer sturdy 
poles for construction and 
other uses. “The short poles 
at the lower left are water 
pipes that old men who sit 
on the street use to smoke 
tobacco,” says Guariglia.
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A tree grows in laptop-fi lled Align 3D Graphic Café (top); Young motorbikers socialise in front of the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum (bottom), which 
honours Vietnam’s revolutionary leader.
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the ackerts are staying at the classic 
French colonial Sofitel legend Metropole 
hotel, which i decide to visit next. the room 
rates are well beyond my “go far, go cheap” 
budget, but the hotel’s hanoi Street Buffet 
lunch, all you can eat, is a bargain. i begin 
with the crab asparagus soup and braised 
squid, move on to steamed prawns in cress 
leaf, then fill my plate with sea bass and 
skate on lemongrass with what my graceful 
server describes as passion-fruit sauce. 

“have you read The Quiet American?”  
i ask the server.

“not all of it,” she says, smiling. “But  
i know it was written in the old wing of  
the hotel.”

i hold up the page i’m reading over a  
dessert of dragon fruit and mangosteen:

It was cold after dark in Hanoi and the lights were lower than those 
of Saigon, more suited to the darker clothes of the women and the fact 
of war. I walked up the rue Gambetta to the Pax Bar—I didn’t want to 
drink in the Metropole with the senior French officers, their wives and 
their girls, and as I reached the bar I was aware of the distant drum-
ming of the guns out towards Hoa Binh.

i’d forgotten to bring my own copy of the book from california.  
no matter; each day an insistent student, working his way through 
tour-guide school, somehow finds me and proffers a basket of titles, 
including Greene’s classic, bootlegged via photocopier.

“You like Graham Greene? this very good, too, Catfish and  
Mandala,” about a vietnamese american searching for his roots  
during an epic bicycle odyssey. i buy it. the following day: “Sir, best 
war novel ever written, The Sorrow of War,” which turns out to be a 
harrowing narrative that opens with the author collecting the body 
parts of his comrades after peace is declared. 

neXt MorninG, aFter MY usual gringo breakfast of eggs and 
toast at the Queen, i head to hoa lo prison. Built in the late 1800s  
by the French colonial government to hold vietnamese prisoners, 
hoa lo would later house american poWs, who referred to it as the 
hanoi hilton. part of the prison is now a museum. First thing you 
notice: the emphasis is on the French occupation. an entire room 
is filled with friezes of French jailers torturing patriots in barrels of  
water or with sticks and clubs, and mannequins depicting vietnamese 
in slave shackles. Some exhibits cover the american War, as the locals 
call it, and include photos of shot-down naval aviator john Mccain 
being captured and doctored for his injuries, a flier’s suit (possibly  
Mccain’s), and a looping video of former u.S. Secretary of Defense 
robert Mcnamara apologising for the conflict. 

at the army Museum, my next stop, i watch young vietnamese 
women posing for pictures on the landing skids of a war-era ameri-
can huey helicopter. When you consider that nearly three million  
vietnamese died during the fighting, versus a still shocking 58,000 
american deaths, it seems all the more remarkable that the locals  
have put the american War behind them. “Don’t look back” is a phrase 
that hangs in the air over this contested city.

Saving the most popular of these sombre attractions for last, the  
following day i take in the ho chi Minh Mausoleum. uncle ho, as he 
is known, was the Marxist leader who became the president of north  
vietnam and fought off the japanese, French, and americans. at  
8 a.m., the line at the gate is hundreds strong, with buses of school-

children in white shirts and red kerchiefs  
unloading all around Ba Dinh Square. peo-
ple want their picture taken with me. Frame 
after frame, guys in their 50s put their arms 
around my shoulder. are we americans really  
this exotic? the vietnamese this friendly? 
Maybe both.

inside, ho chi Minh lies in repose within 
a glass chamber. We all file by silently, glanc-
ing at his bloated, waxen corpse. it’s a little 
creepy, so i take my leave and repair to the 
Green tangerine restaurant back in the old 
Quarter. So far i’m pretty happy with my 
serendipitous approach to this charmingly 
contradictory city, where visitors can delve 
into both war and seafood, being careful to 
“don’t look back” yet “don’t forget.”

at the restaurant, i strike up a conversa-
tion with a fellow named Stephen Brooks. “i’ve been to lenin’s tomb, 
Kim il Sung’s, and ho’s,” says Brooks, 27, with a chuckle. “they’re 
all a little creepy.” Strange travels for one so young, i’m thinking, but 
then i learn he’s writing a business article about the coffee trade. 
he tells me that in the past decade or so, vietnam has become the 
world’s second-largest producer after Brazil. With Saturday night ap-
proaching, Brooks receives a text: expat party out at West lake, place 
called the Block house café. We catch a cab in the centre of Ba Dinh 

Snails cooked with chillies, a popular dish, wait to be served at a 
market-style restaurant in Hanoi.

My idea for this 
trip was to go 
far, go cheap, 
grab a break.  

due to a roiling 
econoMy, i was  
in transition,  

like Many  
aMericans
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square. the cab winds us past the 11-storey 
tran Quoc pagoda and farther along West 
lake’s long causeway, finally dropping us by 
the Daluva Bar in the tay ho (West lake)  
District. Soon we’re lost on foot in the  
gathering rain.

a chinese couple approaches.
“You speak a little chinese?” i ask Brooks, 

who lives in thailand and seems to speak a 
little of everything.

“are you going to the party and do you 
know where it is?” Brooks asks the couple 
in english.

“no idea,” replies the man.
“no one invited us,” says his wife. “We’re 

from toronto.”
We double back and soon hear strains 

of Smokey robinson. Stars wink through 
shifting clouds over West lake, which is much larger than hoan Kiem. 
a birthday is being celebrated on top of the Block house café, said to 
be a former anti-aircraft battery built to defend the city. the guests are 
vietnamese journalists, fashion designers, and various expats, includ-
ing americans, canadians, French, Germans, chinese, and austral-
ians.  

“i can’t help but think about the bad memories my father’s genera-
tion have of this country,” says David Stout of hobbs, new Mexico, 
turning 24 at tonight’s party. Stout is an editor at the english-language 
daily, Viet Nam News. “We’re dancing on a former bunker,” he contin-
ues. “it’s a little surreal and ironic.”

“What do you like about life in hanoi today?” i ask.
“there’s always time to socialise,” he says. “With the cafés, tea stands, 

and food stalls, you almost feel pressed to sit back with a friend and 
watch all the craziness on the streets go by.”

“What are young vietnamese focused on these days?” 
“their careers and families,” Stout says. “Young people here have 

more opportunities—and earn more—than their parents.”

i WaKe late. there’s an email from hien, a woman who got my 
card at the Block house café. i suggest we do lunch at Bobby chinn’s. 

no, she emails back. too expensive. “You 
meet me at highway 4 restaurant near 
your hotel.”

highway 4 is the real deal, serving tradi-
tional cuisine with a modern twist, includ-
ing cha de men (pork patties with crickets) 
and tiny river clams the size of pearl ear-
rings, which my new friend orders along 
with a pitcher of fresh-squeezed lime juice. 
i’m still curious about youthful attitudes in 
the city. More than half of vietnam’s 90.5 
million people are under age 30. hien is 24.

“all this bustle and shopping, you know, 
billboards for golf and eco-resorts,” i  
observe. “Do you think hanoi is in danger 
of losing its heritage?” 

“Buy! Buy! Buy!” she launches. “con-
sume! consume! We just want to get rich. 

everybody in this country work all the time!”
on my last full day in hanoi, a city of small shops, i go on a buying 

spree, perhaps conforming to hien’s judgment of me, a not-so-quiet 
american. i buy half a dozen exquisite striped silk pyjama sets. i buy 
lacquered art vases, buffalo horn jewellery, beautifully embroidered 
purses from the hill tribes, disturbingly retro propaganda posters 
(nixon in the shape of a bomb falling on vietnamese children)—so 
much made-in-vietnam loot that i ask my hotel manager where to get 
luggage to carry it all.

“i’ll call my friend,” he says.
i arrive after hours at the friend’s ground-floor shop. he opens the 

door, rubbing his eyes sleepily, and leads me upstairs to his storeroom 
filled with racks of soft packs and hardshell luggage set out in rows on 
the floor.

“i’d like several of these packs,” i say.
“Forty dollars each.” 
“Fifteen,” i counter.
the door opens. it’s his wife in a dressing gown. 
“thirty dollars,” she says, taking over. 
“twenty-five,” i say.
the man punches keys on his calculator and shows his wife the to-

tal. Wife smiles. “Deal.” 
Suddenly, a surprised scream. it’s their embarrassed 13-year-old 

daughter, her face plastered with thin slices of cucumber. We parents 
put aside our business deal and drop back our heads to laugh. the 
seemingly chagrined girl retreats to the bathroom then pivots and 
flashes a twin nixonian v-sign.

it’s an innocent moment. “innocence is a kind of insanity,” Graham 
Greene chided. My six days in hanoi have been a bit of both, in a most 
rewarding way.

en route to the airport the next morning, we pass farmers on cy-
cles toting pigs in wicker baskets and in turn are passed by clouds of 
women in pink helmets on their motor scooters. When i reach hong 
Kong, i check my email messages. too many, which is better than not 
enough. and i wonder what happened to the gentle German who 
helped me across the street that first night. i must have lost him in the 
swirl of rampant modernity. n

Steve Chapple’s books include confessions of an eco-redneck: 
or how i learned to Gut-Shoot trout & Save the Wilderness at 
the Same time. Taiwan-based Justin Guariglia is a contributing 
photographer for national Geographic traveler (U.S.).
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the vitals

OrientatiOn
Hanoi is the capital of Vietnam 
and the second-largest city in 
the country. it lies on the bank 
of the red river in northern 
Vietnam and is 1,620 km north 
of Ho Chi minh City. 

GettinG there
Hanoi’s noi Bai international 
airport is fairly well connected 
but there are no direct flights 

from india. a minimum of one 
stop is required, and the layover 
destination depends on the 
carrier. the journey from india 
takes upwards of 8 hours. 
 

Visa
indian travellers to Vietnam are 
eligible for a visa on arrival with 
prior application. tourists can 
fill the application form (hotel 
bookings and return tickets not 

required) and make the pay-
ment online. after two working 
days, a Visa approval letter will 
be sent to the traveller. Visas are 
stamped on arrival at Hanoi air-
port. a single-entry, month-long 
tourist visa costs $75/`5,200 
(vitenamvisa-easy.com).

seasOns
tropical Hanoi is warm for most 
of the year. summer (may-aug) 

is hot, humid, and punctuated 
by frequent, short thunder-
storms. the average tempera-
ture is about 32°C. the weather 
improves in september, when 
the heat loses its stifling grip on 
Hanoi. leaves start to change 
colour and the mercury drops 
to a balmy 25°C. in winter (Dec-
Feb) and spring (Feb-april), day 
temperatures range between 
15-20°C. nights are cooler still, 
and require light layers.
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The LasT 

a savvy wilderness 
guide takes our 
writer deep into 
wyoming’s wind 
River mountains 
to show him his 
secret places

 Moun     Tain  Man 



U.S.A.

The LasT by DaviD RobeRts   
photographs by Dawn Kish

 Moun     Tain  Man  

Fire and starlight brighten 
a campsite at Pinto Park, 
a grassy meadow, where 
Scott Woodruff wears 
a warm hat made from 
llama wool.
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stroll along the main trail up the Middle 
Fork of the popo agie (pronounced po-po-
zha) river, a light load in our day packs, 
cameras clicking in staccato homage to the 
scenery, while nine well-trained llamas haul 
all the provisions we need to camp in luxury.

i know the Winds pretty well myself—
this is my ninth extended journey among 
its sharp peaks and tundra plateaus—but i 
still rely on a topographical map to keep my 
bearings. peering now at my Sweetwater 
Gap 1:24,000 quadrangle, i find no trace of 
the old horse trail on the chart and no name 
for the lonely lake, indicated by a blue oval, 
nestled in a basin 350 feet above us.

as a serious mountaineer, i devoted all 
my earliest trips into the Winds to pursuing 
unclimbed routes on sweeping granite walls. 
this time, at age 67, i’m here not to climb 
but to discover some of the seldom seen cor-
ners of the range. i want to prowl the head-
water cirques above picturesque lakes, to ex-
plore the valleys and glaciers first probed, with much trepidation and  
anxiety, by 19th-century mountain men. i want to see the Winds 
through the eyes of the only native americans who ever lived in 
these high peaks, the Sheepeaters. and who better to lead me than 
Scott Woodruff, a 21st-century mountain man who makes a liv-
ing not by trapping and trading but by revealing the splendours of  
this 5,656-square-kilometre rocky Mountain paradise to outsiders. 

throughout our six-day ramble, Scott steers us to his secret places, 
especially the tucked-away campsites he has spent decades scouting 
out. the evening before, we switched from hiking boots to sandals, 
waded the Middle Fork, pushed through a thicket of thigh-high reeds, 
and pitched our tents in a part of Bills park, a marshy meadow that 
nobody else seems to know about. as the sun sank, the stream mean-
dered through, and willows swayed in the warm august breeze.

i spent an hour catching and releasing seven or eight mid-size 
brook trout. then Steve Foelker and Kara Faciszewski, Scott’s assis-
tant guides, served us a robust dinner of spaghetti with meat sauce, 
garlic bread, and “gooey bars,” rich brownies concocted by Scott’s 
wife, therese, who prepares all the expedition meals beforehand. 
afterward we sat around the fire as Scott regaled us with stories of 
eccentric past clients, such as the englishman who, first night in 
camp, asked Scott (innocently, it turned out) to go skinny-dipping 

with him. “i’ve never been skinny-dipping,” 
the man shyly explained. “Would you show 
me how?” Scott obliged.

the next day, we leave the Middle Fork and 
climb a steep trail to a pass overlooking ice 
lakes basin. around 2 p.m., Scott abruptly 
veers off the trail and plunges down a grassy 
slope. We follow—llamas, assistants, clients, 
and all. twenty minutes later, we arrive at a 
subalpine oasis—a copse of trees at 10,500 
feet adjoining a meadow perfect for llama-
grazing, supplied by a hidden spring whose 
water is so pure we don’t bother to treat it 
before drinking. it’s another of Scott’s secret 
places, a refuge just out of sight of Boot lake, 
an angler’s haven. We’ll spend three nights 
here. after we’ve set up our tents, i ask Scott: 
“Why’d you take that shortcut?”

the guide’s rugged face breaks into a 
half-sheepish smile. “it’s kind of an old 
Western, cowboy thing. You know: head 
’em off at the pass,” he says, referring to  

another group we spotted ahead of us that might have been  
heading toward the same spot.

“or a mountain man kind of thing?”
the smile disappears. “those guys—colter, Bridger, Bonneville, and 

the rest—i think they were motivated by the same impulse i felt when 
i first hiked in the Winds—the urge to explore. ‘What’s over the next 
ridge?’ ‘am i the first one ever to be here?’ But the risks they took were 
so much greater than ours. they had half the equipment and no maps. 
What they did have was balls.”

StretchinG 144 KiloMetreS from northwest to southeast in 
western Wyoming, the Wind rivers form the longest mountain chain 
in the lower 48 with no road crossing it. no range in north america so 
abounds in lakes—more than 2,000 of them. and no range is so lavish 
with meadows and timberline plateaus, across which pikas and mar-
mots scuttle on their inscrutable errands. and few ranges anywhere 
contain so much smooth and swooping rock—great cliffs of granite, as 
well as bands of gneiss and granodiorite. one other geological quirk: 
the seven largest active glaciers in the country outside of alaska all 
flow from Wind river headwalls.

Much of the range is contained today in the Bridger-teton nation-
al Forest. We don’t know how much time that great mountain man, 

 w
here does that go?” I ask Scott Woodruff, pointing out a faint path in the 

underbrush that crosses the river then seems to peter out among the 

pines. “Old horse trail up to Squirrel Lake,” he replies after a perfunc-

tory glance. “Nobody goes up there anymore.” I’m not surprised Scott 

knows the answer—even without looking at a map. Over the past 25 years, as founder and 

owner of Lander Llama Company, he has hiked this six-day, 64-kilometre loop in Wyoming’s 

remote Wind River Mountains 60 or 70 times, as he guides clients through some of the 

most pristine wilderness left in the contiguous United States. This afternoon, the eight of us 
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At Boot Lake, guide Kara 
Faciszewski displays 
brook trout to be fried with 
butter, lemon, and spices; 
breakfast is blueberry 
pancakes ( facing page). 
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jim Bridger, might have spent trapping beaver in the Winds, but he 
was instrumental in organising the three rendezvous—those drunk-
en orgies of gambling, horse racing, and swapping tall tales during 
which the mountain men came together every summer to sell their 
pelts—that were held in plain sight of the range. the 1838 rendez-
vous took place at the junction of the popo agie and the Wind river, 
some 40 kilometres northeast of our camp on Boot lake. the canny 
scout and trapper Kit carson attended that rendezvous, his last; four 
years later, he would guide the most ambitious mountain-climbing 
expedition undertaken to that date anywhere in north america into 
the heart of the Winds.

on our third day, the rest of the gang decides to hang out and fish 
Boot lake and its neighbour to the north, jug lake. i set off alone, 
cross a saddle above timberline, and descend into the north-facing 
cirque at the head of Deep creek lakes. i’m confronted with jumbled 
boulders, some as big as houses. to get to the head of the highest lake, 
i have to move with stodgy caution, using hands and feet to swing 
from one sharp boulder-crest to the next, dark gaps yawning below 
me: a single slip and i could easily break a leg...or my skull. it takes me 
an hour to cover a quarter-mile.

i lie on my back to rest on a patch of green grass beside a glacier-
fed torrent leaping from slab to slab. i’m far from the nearest trail, well 
above the highest fishable lakes. there’s a sense that very few people 
have ever been here. i’m thinking about Benjamin Bonneville. in 1833 
the French-born trapper made the first recorded attempt by any non-
native american to cross the Wind rivers. the diaries he kept have 
long been lost, but he lent them to Washington irving, who “digested” 
them into a book called The Adventures of Captain Bonneville, U.S.A., 
a bestseller when it appeared. looking for a shortcut to the Green river 
from the east side of the Winds, Bonneville and his three companions 
headed up the popo agie. the country was far more rugged than the 
men bargained for: as irving writes, they “soon found themselves in 
the midst of stupendous crags and precipices that barred all progress.”

Bonneville gave up hope of a traverse of the range, but he was  
determined to get to its crest for a good view. after two more days 
of “arduous climbing and scrambling,” the men penetrated “into the 
heart of this mountainous and awful solitude.” Finally, with a single 
partner, the captain got close to his summit. claims irving: “the  
ascent was so steep and rugged that he and his companion were  
frequently obliged to clamber on hands and knees, with their guns 
slung upon their backs.” at last the two men stood on top, where  
“a scene burst upon the view of captain Bonneville, that for a time 
astonished and overwhelmed him with its immensity.”

historians argue about which summit Bonneville reached, but the 
leading candidate is Wind river peak. heading into the Deep creek 
cirque, i topped the shoulder of that mountain at 11,400 feet elevation. 
For all i knew, i’d crossed paths with Bonneville 177 years after his 
intrepid probe into uncharted wilderness.

i rise from my blissful cushion of grass and hike on, heading for 
the base of a thousand-foot wall of sheer granite that i know no 
one has ever climbed or even attempted. now my thoughts shift to  
another u.S. army officer, john c. Frémont. in 1842, on the first of 

his five expeditions across the West, Frémont made a long detour off  
the oregon trail to try to climb the peak he had decided was the high-
est in north america. his guide was Kit carson, who thought he could 
lead Frémont’s 15-man party to the foot of the peak. (unfortunately, 
Fremont peak, as it’s now named, is not even the highest in the Winds, 
let alone in north america; Gannett peak, a little over six kilometres 
to the north, outstrips it by 59 feet.)

as it had for Bonneville, the Winds proved rougher than expected 
for Frémont and carson. Frémont concluded in his official expedi-
tion report, also a bestseller when it came out, that the range was a  
“gigantic disorder of enormous masses,” amid which he was stunned  

by “a stillness most pro-
found and a terrible soli-
tude.” Yet after innumera-
ble hardships and setbacks, 
Frémont and five team-
mates reached the summit 
block, which was so pre-
carious that “it seemed a 

breath would hurl [it] into the abyss below.”
on my way back to camp from the Deep creek cirque, i think, Yeah, 

those mountain men were tough. But the Wind rivers were tougher.

BacK at Boot laKe that aFternoon, i learn that Steve, 
Scott’s assistant, is planning to supplement our dinner with a special-
ity: trout fillets dredged in flour, flavoured with lemon, and sautéed 
in a big iron skillet. he has already caught eight or nine brookies. i  
unlimber my pole and land two big ones from a granite slab shelving 
into the lake. then Ken Karbon, a client who has come to the Winds 
three times to fish with lander llama, trudges into camp, looking 
weary but contented.

“how many fish did you catch?” i ask him.
“oh, about 20.”
“Great. What a fish fry we’re going to have.”
Ken looks abashed. “i didn’t know we were going to cook them,” he 

confesses. “i threw them all back.”
later i sit in the llama meadow with Kara and ask her impressions 

of her summertime boss. in front of us, the ruminants that have car-
ried all our gear and food are peacefully munching grass. “the llamas 
are what make Scott Scott,” she says.

it’s a shrewd insight. Before dinner that evening, sitting on a log 
beside Scott, i ask him, “how’d you get into llama trekking?”

his eyes seem to light up. “i grew up in Wisconsin,” he says, “where i 
 met therese. We both loved the outdoors. one day—i was about 
27—i came across a picture in an outdoors magazine of a guy in a hat, 
with a cheesy grin, leading a llama. i said to myself, ‘this is too good 
to be true!’”

as he talks, i study our guide. at 53, he’s strong, stocky, and fit with 
the grizzled look you see in old engravings of mountain men who’ve 
spent a few too many months without seeing a bathtub. “i’d already 
hiked in the Wind rivers,” Scott continues, “so i knew it would be the 
perfect place to run a commercial llama-packing outfit.” 

Scott moved to lander in 1985 and worked three jobs while waiting 
to get a permit from the national forest. he started lander llama that 
same year with six animals.

“every waking minute i’d take those llamas into the backcountry, 
learning the valleys and learning my wilderness business philosophy 
as i went. it’s pretty basic. Give the clients spectacular beauty and com-
fort—good gear and good food, fresh steaks and fruit, not freeze-dried 
noodles. and focus on low impact. camp at least 200 feet from a lake 

i’m confronted with jumbled boulders. i move with stodgy caution,  
 using hands and feet to swing from one sharp crest to another. 
         a single slip and i could easily bReaK a leg... oR my sKull



june 2014 | national GeoGraphic traveller inDia  103

Kara gathers the llamas for loading (top) as the group prepares to 
break camp at Bills Park; Many remote parts of the range, such as this 
granite ridge (bottom right), are above timberline; Alpine asters (bottom 
left) colour the meadows, as do Indian paintbrush, columbines, scarlet 
gilia, and other wildflowers.
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or stream. use only downed timber for firewood. Green tents, earth-
toned packs, blend in with the scenery. and i’d find my own secret 
campsites.” he looks at me. “pretty nice one here, don’t you think?”

our Fourth DaY in the Winds turns out to be our most am-
bitious. We’re off shortly after 8 a.m. Scott and Steve take Ken and 
another client, Dick, on a long fishing circuit north into lower Deep 
creek basin. they don’t get back for ten hours. When they do, an 
exhausted Ken is happy. “Got all four,” he brags, “brooks, rainbows, 
cutthroats, and goldens. a grand slam of trout.” they’ve fished every 
shore of a pair of sparkling lakes, catching and releasing more fish 
than they can count.

“You can thank Finis Mitchell for a day like today,” Scott says. Finis 
(pronounced Fine-us) was a latter-day mountain man who grew up on 
the edge of the range in the early 20th century. During his long life, he 
climbed 244 peaks in the Winds, and by his late 70s had taken (by his 
own reckoning) 1,05,345 pictures of his beloved wilderness. to make 
ends meet during the Depression, in 1930 Finis and his wife, emma, 
set up Mitchell’s Fish camp near Big Sandy opening on the southwest 
corner of the Winds. trouble was, only about five lakes in the sprawling 
range held fish. to remedy this defect, Finis horse-packed trout into the 
backcountry, in seven years stocking 
314 lakes with some two-and-a-half 
million fish, according to his book, 
Wind River Trails. once the Fishing 
camp was up and running, the cou-
ple charged their dudes $1.50 a day to 
guide them into the backcountry.

that same fourth day of our trek, 
Mark (another client), Kara, and pho-
tographer Dawn Kish head for Wind 
river peak, which rises 2,700 feet 
above camp on the west. By 11 a.m., 
they’re on the summit plateau. But 
just below the top, a snowfield almost 
as hard as ice nearly turns them back. 
Dawn works out a bypass tiptoeing 
close to the mountain’s sheer north 
face and coaxes her companions to 
the highest point. Back in camp that afternoon, Mark declares: “that’s 
the best day i’ve ever had in the wilderness.”

i set off that morning on another solo cirque prowl to the head of the 
southernmost branch of ice lakes basin. this time it’s the Sheepeater 
indians who fill my thoughts, as i try to imagine their way of life here 
200 years ago, before the mountain men arrived. 

the Sheepeaters, a branch of the Shoshone tribe, were driven by 
their enemies—crow, Blackfeet, and other Shoshone—to take refuge 
in the Wind rivers. they were named by anglos for their unmatched 
skill at hunting bighorn sheep, which they shot with arrows launched 
from beautifully crafted bows made, appropriately enough, of bighorn 
sheep horns. Yet theirs was a marginal existence. unlike their neigh-
bours, the Sheepeaters never domesticated the horse, travelling from 
valley to valley only with travois dragged behind their dogs. Simply to 
survive, they mastered the art of concealment. only a handful of white 
explorers ever made contact with these refugees.

one was Benjamin Bonneville. on his retreat from the range in 
1833, one of the captain’s comrades spotted three “savages” run-
ning across the valley below him. he fired his gun in hopes of lur-
ing the men to a parley, only to see them run all the faster. irving’s 
paraphrase of Bonneville’s journals summarises the prevailing view 

among the mountain men of the Sheepeaters:
They are miserably poor; own no horses, and are destitute of every 

convenience to be derived from an intercourse with the whites...These 
forlorn beings have been looked down upon with contempt by the creole 
trappers, who have given them the appellation of “les dignes de pitie,” 
or “the objects of pity”.

now, at the head of ice lakes basin, i try to imagine those long-ago 
hunters somehow managing to bring down enough game to feed their 
families through the brutal winters. the feat seems unfathomable: it’s 
hard enough for me simply to clamber from one rocky ledge to an-
other, let alone play at stalking bighorn sheep.

i top a ridge and see a buck deer a hundred yards away. he takes 
a good look at me before loping effortlessly out of sight. even with a 
high-powered rifle, i wouldn’t have time to get off a shot. With a bow 
and arrow, forget it.

later, i find five tiny pieces of chert lying on the ground, flakes 
chipped off a core stone by hunters as they crafted knives and scrapers 
and arrowheads. they’re the only vestiges of the Sheepeaters i’ve ever 
found in the Winds.

poor? Destitute? the objects of pity? i don’t think so. For centuries, 
i reflect, those alpine indigenes mastered a landscape so severe that 

no one else has ever lived here year-
round. it’s a strange conceit, i realise, 
but maybe the ultimate mountain 
men were the Sheepeaters.

on our FiFth anD laSt 
niGht, we camp in another of 
Scott’s secret places, on the edge of 
a green meadow not far from the 
broad saddle of pinto park. We can 
see the jagged ridges of the cirque 
of the towers, 14 kilometres to the 
west. that’s where i first went into 
the Winds, way back in 1968, when 
my best friend and i camped for a 
week at lonesome lake and climbed 
the walls of pingora and Block tower 
and Watchtower.

a sudden storm, mixing rain, snow, and hail, sweeps over us and 
is gone in half an hour, leaving the bluest sky we’ve seen. just after 8 
p.m., the sun slides behind the distant knife-edge of Wolf ’s head in 
the cirque. the air’s so clear that we catch an instantaneous glimpse 
of the rare green flash. half an hour later, a crescent moon, with ve-
nus poised directly above it, spangles the sky in the southwest. and 
an hour after that, in full darkness, we watch meteors blazing into 
nothingness, as perseus rises in the northeast.

it’s our coldest night yet, the temperature dipping to about  
-3°c; next morning, there’s ice in our water bottles. But i stay up 
around the campfire almost until midnight. i’m not ready to go 
home. how many more trips will i ever take into my favourite range 
in the West?

that evening, i ask Scott about his future. a quarter century,  
i muse, is a long time to guide the Wind rivers. “it’s been a good 
ride,” he answers. “i can see doing it for a few more years.” he pauses 
to stare into the campfire. “But one thing i know—i’m not going  
anywhere else. i’m gonna die here in Wyoming.” n

Writer David Roberts and photographer Dawn Kish are both 
contributors to national Geographic traveler (U.S.). 
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“On my early trips to the Winds,” says author 
Roberts, “I groaned under an 80-pound pack.” 

Then he switched to llamas, which can haul 
35-40 kilos ß∑each, like these passing the 

Middle Fork of the Popo Agie River.
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GET GOING
Adventure

A
round the world, there are 
rivers that flow hundreds 
of feet below the surface of 
the earth. they run through 

underground cave systems, constantly 
eroding and shaping them over time. For 
centuries these geological features have 
remained relatively unexplored, until recent 
advances in mapping technology and caving 
equipment have increased exploratory river 
expeditions. now, tourists too have a chance 
to discover these subterranean worlds. 

Puerto Princesa underground 
river, PhiliPPines

puerto princesa’s dark caves, menacing 
stalactites, and narrow, claustrophobic 
tunnels look like the ideal setting for a 
teenage slasher movie. Still, crowds come 
in droves to this sub-terrestrial river system 
on palawan island (1.5-hour flight from 
Manila). the eight-kilometre-long water 
body flows below the Saint paul mountain 
range, deep within the uneSco World 
heritage puerto princesa Subterranean 
river national park. visitors can explore 

its eerie but captivating interiors on 
paddleboats, accompanied by a guide and 
a torch-bearer. hard hats are mandatory 
to protect visitors from two of the caves’ 
leading safety hazards: stalactites and bat 
droppings. During the hour-long tour, 
visitors see limestone rock formations  
that resemble a horse, mushroom, and a 
naked lady. to up the adventure quotient  
of a visit, follow up the cave tour by 
zip lining, hiking, and trekking in the 
surrounding forest. it has a rare mountain-
meets-sea ecosystem with vibrant 
animal life. the islands near palawan are 
great spots to kick back with a chilled 
beer (+63-48-7232563; www.puerto-
undergroundriver.com; adults $5.7/`350, 
children $3.5/`200).

Waitomo river, neW Zealand 

Floating down the Waitomo river, visitors 
are greeted by a dark sky studded with 
thousands of stars—except this is an 
underground cave, 150 feet below the 
surface. the starry canopy is formed by 
thousands of glow worms that hang from 

the ceiling and walls of the Waitomo 
caves, 200 kilometres south of auckland. 
in addition to bug-eyed tourists, the 
caves attract adrenaline junkies who 
come here for black-water rafting: tubing 
down shallow water channels, jumping 
off waterfalls, and rafting down the 
dark waters of unlit caves. Black-water 
rafting at Waitomo is usually part of cave 
exploration packages with various options 
to choose from depending on fitness levels. 
the most extreme is the Black abyss, a 
gruelling five-hour routine that involves 
hiking, rappelling, zip lining, and waterfall 
jumps. additionally, there are boating and 
kayaking expeditions on the river for  
the laidback tourist (+647-8788228; www.
waitomo.com; tours between $107/`6,400 
and $175/`10,500).

indiana caverns, u.s.a.

the indiana caverns underground river 
tour is a relatively new addition to the 
subterranean explorers’ list. opened to 
the public in june 2013, the cave, 510 
kilometres south of chicago, offers a peek 

A river runs through it
Float through the dark, enchanting world of these subterranean waterways

By Tushar aBhichandani
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into prehistoric animal life and the unusual 
creatures that now dwell in this habitat. 
the tour begins with a 110-foot descent 
into the Binkley cave System, followed by 
a walk past a 36-foot waterfall, into the 
Big Bone Mountain room, a cave that 
contains the skeletons of animals from the 
ice age. there’s the flat-headed peccary 
(a species related to the pig), pleistocene 
black bear, and pleistocene bison. as the 
prehistoric exploration ends, the tour on 
the subterranean river begins. Sailing 
on a pontoon through the darkness with 
only a large flashlight for illumination, 
travellers look for blind cave crayfish, which 
have no eyes and a translucent body. the 
walls are lined with bats and scampering 
red-coloured cave salamanders (+1812-
7341200; www.indianacaverns.com; adults 
$19/`1,140, children between 4 and 12 
$10/`610).

san José river, sPain

Gliding over the serene San josé river 
is like exploring an art gallery. the cave 
system near valencia is tastefully lit up  
and has numerous exhibits, both natural 
and man-made. like the Medusa, a 
stalactite formation that looks like the 
slithering hair of the Greek monster, and 
the cathedral, a chamber with walls that 
soar 12 metres high. the Grutas (caves) de 
San josé’s other highlights are the crystal 
clear waters of the azul pond, the house  
of Bats (although increased human 

presence has driven the winged creatures 
out of the cave), and wall paintings that 
date back 17,000 years. the cave system 
has been inhabited through the neolithic, 
Bronze, and iberian periods. pieces of 
pottery and tools found in the caverns can 

be viewed at a museum outside the cave  
(+3496-4690576; look for San José 
Underground River on www.spain.info; 
adults $13/`780, children between 13  
and 17 $9.5/`570, children between 4 and 
12 $7/`420). n

The Indiana Caverns (top left) are part of a famous trail that includes four popular cave systems 
in the U.S. state of Indiana; Adventures at the Waitomo Caves (top middle) near Auckland begin 
when visitors rappel over 100 metres into the mouth of the cavern; Philippines’ Puerto Princesa 
Subterranean River (top right) passes through many huge caves. The largest is the Italian’s 
Chamber, which has a ceiling that is as high as a 20-storey building; Due to the limited number 
of boats allowed into Puerto Princesa each hour, visitors get ample time to admire the blue-green 
waters around Palawan Island (bottom right) as they wait for their ride.
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GET GOING
Quest

dogged
pursuits
A search for a bhutia puppy turns into a wonderful 
high-altitude trekking holiday
By Shikha TripaThi



Uttarakhand
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O
ver a year ago, i picked Gabbar 
from a basket of tumbling 
paws and furry tails. even at 
30 days, his restless, rotund 

body was difficult to contain in my hands. 
i was attending the annual uttarayani 
fair at Bageshwar, in the Kumaon hills 
of uttarakhand. the bazaar marks the 
crossing of the sun from the northern 
hemisphere to the southern, but for me it 
marked the beginning of a search for the 
rare bhutia or tibetan mastiff. 

the tibetan mastiff is a legend among 
dogs. it is believed to be the parent 
breed from which most molosser (large, 
solidly built dogs) breeds have originated. 
in india, the tibetan mastiff is reared 
mostly by the shepherds who live in the 
higher reaches of the himalayas. But as 
the nomadic lifestyle dies out, the breed 
is becoming more difficult to find. in 
fact, allegedly purebred specimens of the 
dog can only be purchased from high-
end kennels in the West and china for 
$5,000-12,000 (`3,00,000-7,20,000). 

at the uttarayani fair, though, 
shepherds still descend from their high-
altitude meadows to sell the dogs. it 
was there that i met Gabbar and first 
discovered my husband’s fascination with 
the bhutia. While i was enamoured with 
the pup’s appearance, my husband was 
busy pausing at markings, paw breadth, 
tail length, and the size of his head. he 

was black and had a white star on his 
breast, a shiny coat, and the compact, 
well-rounded paws of a bhutia, though his 
muzzle was not as broad and blunt as  
a bhutia’s can be.  

the shepherd who sold us Gabbar came 
from namik, a tiny village located at an 
altitude of 12,000 feet in uttarakhand’s 
pithoragarh district. as the name 
suggests, it is a place full of saline water 
springs. a three-day hike from the village 
is the namik glacier, which is the source 
of the ramganga river. it used to be 
a stop on the ancient indo-tibet trade 
route, explaining the village’s connection 
with the bhutia. 

the name stuck with us, and a year 
later my husband and i were on the way 
to namik with some friends, in search of a 
real bhutia. We were an unlikely group: a 
corporate executive who wanted to dabble 
in breeding, a pet shop owner who was a 
self-taught veterinarian, my husband who 
was obsessed with finding a real bhutia 
and companion for Gabbar, and i, who 
had no clue why we had to undertake a 
gruelling journey to find a creature that 
might not exist. the only factor binding 
us was that we were all dog lovers.

i did some research online and found 
travelogues of early explorers that 
contained descriptions of a large guard 
dog in the isolated plateaus of tibet and 
the high-altitude valleys of china. the 

dogs even caught Marco polo’s attention 
in the 13th century. he said they were “tall 
as a donkey with a voice as powerful as 
that of a lion”. in the 17th century, jesuit 
missionaries called them “uncommon 
and extraordinary” and captain Samuel 
turner said they were “huge dogs, 
tremendously fierce, strong”. 

our adventure started at almora on  
an early winter morning. the first leg of 
the trip was an 80-km drive to Bageshwar, 
the town where this journey had started 
a year ago, when we purchased Gabbar. 
Beyond Bageshwar, we drove past tiny 
settlements with names like Kapkot, 
Bharari, and Shama, finally coming  
upon a dirt track that ran beside a deep 
gorge. the drive ended at the village of 
Gogina, which had splendid views of the 
hiramani glacier.

The hardy Tibetan mastiff (left) is believed to be the parent of many large dog breeds, including the gaddi shepherd dogs of Himachal Pradesh; This 
sturdy wooden bridge (right) is the only way to cross the river and climb to the meadows high above Namik village.
Facing page: An illustration from Ten Prized Dogs, an album created by an Italian Jesuit brother named Giuseppe Castiglione. He travelled to 
China as a missionary and became a painter in the court of Qianlong, the sixth emperor of the Qing dynasty. 

The large, athletic bhutia has a big 
head with a well-padded, broad muzzle 
and deep-set eyes, which have an 
alert expression. The dogs are mostly 
black, golden, or black-and-tan; their 
coats are glossy and thick, with coarse 
hair above a woolly undercoat. The 
giant head, thick tail and coat are its 
hallmarks. its looks and loyalty made 
the Tibetan mastiff the undisputed 
guardian dog of the mountains. 

MajEsTIc MasTIff
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From there, we started our walk to 
namik. the six-kilometre path began 
gently, winding past bundles of hay 
stacked in the last green fields of Gogina, 
and a small stone temple by a quiet 
rivulet. to pass time, we shared little bits 
of trivia. i told the others what i’d learnt 
about the tibetan mastiff ’s journey to 
europe. the breed is believed to have 
accompanied the armies of assyrians, 
persians, Greeks, and romans across West 
asia as early as the fourth century. it then 
travelled from central asia with attila 
the hun and Genghis Khan, going all the 
way to europe. in 1873, it was officially 
recognised when it found mention in 
the first-ever Stud Book released by the 
Kennel club in england, which listed  
over 4,000 pedigreed dog breeds.

My companions had their own nuggets 
of information, pointing out well-known 
peaks, ants burrowing into the mud, and 
noting how the taste of honey varied with 
the altitude and flora on which the bees 
feed. We crossed the occasional shepherd 
with his flock and soon we reached a 
bridge across the ramganga. We stopped 
to wash our sweaty temples and have a 
drink of the icy bluish-white water. the 
rest of the climb was steep and we were 
flushed and anxious for refuge by the time 
we reached namik. the village looked 
enchanting. it had mud houses with 
stone-tiled roofs, herds of cattle, and in 
the distance, the mighty mountains. We 

gratefully accepted a room offered to us by 
a local family, and an invitation to attend 
an annual village ceremony to appease the 
local deities. 

But first we asked for the house of 
Bacchi ram, the shepherd from whom 
we’d bought Gabbar. narrow paths 
flanked by low boundary walls led to his 
home. there were ponies and cattle tied in 
the courtyard of one house, while children 
played with a puppy in another. Bacchi 
ram wasn’t home, but his wife showed us 
the newest litter. the pups were beautiful, 
but like Gabbar they lacked one or the 
other distinctive features of the tibetan 
mastiff. oddly, there were no female 
pups—and that brought us to a repugnant 
realisation. We were horrified to learn 
that the females are culled at birth as only 
male pups are in demand.

Disappointed, we set off early the next 
morning into the meadows above namik. 
as we climbed, i paused to look at the 
village from a grassy plateau above it. 
coils of smoke rose from the chimneys 
and cattle were being readied for a day of 
work on the fields. 

the spiralling path took us up through 
a jungle of oak and rhododendron, past 
wild honey colonies, and over an old 
bridge. after four hours, we reached a 
meadow of reddish-brown grass. a large 
bhutia bounded in our direction with the 
clanging of a bell and suddenly, we were 
surrounded by a herd of long-haired goats 

and curious sheep. their shepherd lay 
in the winter sun, smoking his pipe. he 
showed us his litter that held a rare sight: 
an adorable pup wearing a purple ribbon. 
it didn’t matter if she was a purebred 
bhutia or not. i was taking her home.

We spent the day revelling in the beauty 
of the place and decided to camp for the 
night. the ingenious pet-store owner got 
busy hacking branches for a tent. a lamb 
from the herd was picked for dinner, 
while the shepherd, Daan Singh, shaped 
perfectly round chapatis with his hand, 
cooking them over the giant fire we were 
all huddled around. the next morning, 
we left with little namik and her brother 
peering out of two jacket pockets. 

Since then, our little group has gathered 
often to visit villages beyond Munsiyari 
and venture to chor Galia where the 
shepherds migrate in the winter, to 
look for the tibetan mastiff that our 
grandmothers described—the ones with 
“heads as large as leopards and barks deep 
enough to shake the fruit off trees”. the 
uttarayani fair has come and gone again, 
and another two pups have come home. 
they show all the aggression and aloofness 
that are the trademarks of the bhutia. our 
first trip had turned out to be an education 
in the history of the bhutia, but i am no 
longer curious about the antecedents of 
my pups. i just know i love them all. n

Namik village used to be an important stop on the Indo-Tibet trade route. Today, the village is a 
popular pit stop for trekkers on their way to Namik glacier, which has several sulphur springs, 
and is surrounded by the tall peaks of Nanda Devi, Nanda Kot, and Trishul.

OrIENTaTION 
namik is located in the kumaon 
hills in pithoragarh district, in east 
Uttarakhand. it is about 80 km 
northeast of Bageshwar, the nearest  
big town.

GETTING ThErE 
from Bageshwar, it is best to hire 
a taxi to Gogina (75 km/1.5 hours; 
taxis charge `2,000 for a one-way 
journey). Bageshwar is 70 km/1.5 
hours northeast of almora and shared 
jeeps ply between the two cities (`200 
per head). almora is 85 km/2 hours 
northeast of kathgodam, the nearest 
railhead. it is 360 km/8 hours northeast 
of delhi, which is the closest airport.

sEasONs 
namik is accessible from october to 
June, though it’s good to avoid the 
mountaintop during peak winter  
(end-dec-Jan), when there is too much 
snow. it is not advisable to do the trek 
during the monsoon (Jul-sept). 

ThE VITals
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Shantiniketan  
by the Book

2+
DAYS

Following Rabindranath Tagore’s inspiration in a rural paradise |  By Divya Dugar

Shantiniketan’s Upasana Griha or prayer 
hall is also known as the Glass House, because 
of its many coloured-glass windows. I

spent my teens in Kolkata amid Bengali 

friends whose love for Rabindranath 

Tagore ran deep. our conversations were 

often about their visits to Shantiniketan 

or a distant cousin planning to study at the 

town’s famed art college, Kala Bhavana. my 

family moved cities often and our infrequent 

vacations usually involved an escape to the 

hills. In my eyes, Shantiniketan held a unique 

mystical charm; a charm fed by reading 

Tagore, listening to Rabindra Sangeet, and 

being surrounded by Bengalis who quoted him 

on every occasion.

many years later, I was finally on my way 

to visit this magical place. The shriek of the 

engine whistle interrupted my reminiscences. 

The train rapidly left the Kolkata suburbs 

behind, making its way past villages through 

lush green fields tended by women in colourful 

saris. By contrast, the arrival at Shantiniketan 

was a bit of a let down. I had imagined a 

dreamy landscape, but was greeted by a 

competitive bunch of rickshaw drivers and 

noisy, smoke-belching vehicles. But the 

rickshaw I hired quickly took me away from 

the chaos, towards flat endless fields, cycling 

schoolgirls, and rows of neat homes. 

For the frenetic traveller, Shantiniketan 

doesn’t offer many sights. But as a friend said 

to me before I left on my trip, “There is not 

much to see, yet much to comprehend.” 

Tagore’s father debendranath, who was 

known as maharshi, built an ashram in the 

town in 1863. But Shantiniketan’s real fame 

came in 1901, when Rabindranath started his 

famous experimental school, Patha Bhavana. 
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Shantiniketan

The school hoped to tear down barriers 

between students and teachers and worked 

on the assumption that education must go 

beyond the confines of the classroom. Patha 

Bhavana grew into the Visva Bharati university 

in 1921, attracting some of the most creative 

minds in the country.

EXPLORE

Soaking in the Magic I rented a bicycle 

at my homestay and rode past beautiful sal 

trees to the Uttarayan complex, to the north 

of the ashram. Tagore seemed omnipresent, 

like an ageing wizard with deep-set eyes, a 

flowing white beard, and long robe—and I 

wanted to get acquainted with his life. 

The complex has the five homes that  

Tagore lived in at various stages of his life. 

Konark, Shyamali, Punascha, udayan, and 

udichi each have a distinctive architectural 

style. Together, they reflect Tagore’s thinking 

and his concept of space. Konark was the  

first to be built, in 1919, and was used as 

a venue for poetry recitations and play 

rehearsals. The most impressive is udayan, 

which started small but was expanded by 

Tagore’s son Rathindranath. Shyamali was 

built using eco-friendly materials like mud 

and has earthen pots embedded in the walls. 

It was Tagore’s experiment in creating a 

model structure for villages. These houses 

have hosted many famous people, including 

mahatma Gandhi, who stayed here in 1940. 

The outer walls are decorated with mud  

murals painted by students of Kala Bhavana 

in 1935 under the supervision of the famous 

painter nandalal Bose. 

The complex also houses Rabindra Bhavan 

Museum or the Bichitra, which displays 

several original letters, photographs, various 

gifts Tagore received on his travels, and some 

personal items. In 2004, his original nobel 

medal was stolen from the premises and has 

since been replaced by a replica (Open  

Thur-Tue 10.30 a.m.-1 p.m. and 2-4.30 p.m.; 

entry fee `10).

twilight hoURS Right opposite 

uttarayan complex is the imposing two-

storeyed Shantiniketan griha. Built in the 

late 19th century, it was one of the earliest 

structures commissioned by the poet’s father 

maharshi when he started the ashram. It is 

surrounded by manicured lawns and has a 

small museum, in which old furniture from the 

Tagore household and photographs of young 

“Rabi” are displayed.

maharshi also had an Upasana griha 

or prayer hall built within the complex. 

marble stairs lead up to the wrought-iron 

structure, which has multicoloured Belgian 

glass windows. however, it is a temple 

without a deity, representing the ideas of 

the reformist Brahmo movement started by 

maharshi and Raja Ram mohan Roy. Visitors 

can attend the prayer sessions held every 

Wednesday morning and evening to soak in the 

atmosphere and enjoy moments of solitude 

surrounded by nature. 

School with a DiffeRence The 

plentiful morning light and the mild scent 

UNIQUE EXPERIENCE

The Langcha of Shaktigarh

You’ve relished the gulab jamun, 
sunk your teeth into the cham 
cham, and savoured the roshogolla. 
But none of these is quite like 
the langcha, a must-have sweet 
available on the road between 
Kolkata and Shantiniketan.

Some describe the langcha as an 
elongated and darker gulab jamun. 
at most sweet shops in the country, 
that’s an adequate description. 
But the langchas of Shaktigarh 
(90 km/2 hours north of Kolkata) 
are of a mythical quality: darker, 
fatter and more sumptuous than 
any Kolkata langcha can dream of 
being. letting a Shaktigarh langcha 
explode in the mouth can be a near 
spiritual experience. 

Shaktigarh used to be blink-
and-you-miss-it small. now, most 
buses driving north of Kolkata 
make a stop here, and the little 
highway town has rows of langcha 
houses to accommodate the traffic. 
locals argue over which sweet 
house serves the best version of this 
paneer and khoya mixture fried in 
ghee and marinated in sugar syrup, 
but the truth is that any langcha in 
Shaktigarh is bound to knock your 
socks off. 

—Piyali Bhattacharya

Preserving local handicrafts was an important cause for Tagore. At local markets in Shanti-
niketan, visitors can get traditional textiles, pottery, as well as handicrafts featuring the  
Nobel laureate. 
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of chatim (devil trees) around the campus 

indicate the core of tagore’s philosophy of 

education in harmony with nature. Visva 

Bharati is one of the country’s foremost 

schools, offering a holistic scheme of 

education from the nursery to PhD level. 

it includes several schools of learning, 

including music, fine arts, education, and rural 

reconstruction. Classes are still held under 

the shade of sprawling mango trees where, 

as tagore envisioned and wrote, “the mind 

can have its own dreams” (Open Thur-Tue; 

sightseeing is permitted only after classes  

get over at 1 p.m.).

the Kala Bhavana is like an open art 

exhibition. the walls are covered in paintings, 

niches bear sculptures, and striking murals by 

artists such as ram kinkar Baij, nandalal Bose, 

and somanth hore catch the eye. 

i befriended a couple of students at a small 

canteen opposite the art school. over cups of 

sugary tea, we discussed campus life and the 

joys of experimenting, something that isn’t 

possible within a structured curriculum. they 

told me more about the pieces of art scattered 

around, which i would have otherwise missed. 

Tagore’s InspIraTIon rabindranath 

tagore was influenced by shantiniketan’s 

landscape and people. i whiled away many 

a sultry hour reading under the shady trees 

that line the Kopai river, which shows up 

frequently in the poet’s work. tagore named 

the area Khoai, which is a word for the 

laterite formations in the area that resemble 

undulating craters. i found great solace  

in my strolls, walking past running boys, 

santhal women returning from work, and 

lovers stealing a private moment. khaoi is  

a 20-minute cycle ride from the campus.  

Cycle rickshaws are available for `100.

another powerful inspiration for tagore 

was indigenous santhal art and music. to 

understand this, i visited the village of Boner 

pukur Danga (`150 by rickshaw), on the 

periphery of khoai. the path was made with 

red mud, and the houses had been freshly 

plastered. murals depicting daily life, like 

women working in a field, covered most of the 

structures. Colourful designs marked the walls 

of houses celebrating special occasions like 

marriages and births. 

The arT of crafT For me, no trip 

is complete until i find small shops or 

workshops selling handmade objects and 

indigenous crafts. thanks to tagore’s legacy, 

shantiniketan has managed to preserve a fast-

disappearing rural crafts culture.

i started my treasure hunt at the pottery 

studio of long-time shantiniketan resident  

lipi Biswas. her house—made of bamboo, 

mud, and stone—and her work, both are 

inspired by nature. i gazed covetously at her 

ash-glazed exhibits for a while and her studio 

had a wide range to choose from (Boner Pukur 

Danga; `200-3,000). 

another interesting place was the alcha 

store, located in an old bungalow. it has a 

lovely range of jute handbags with kantha 

embroidery, besides apparel, bedcovers, and 

curtains (Close to Ananda Mela, Ratan Pally 

Market; 03463-645272; www.alchastore.

com; `400-1,500). i also visited amar Kutir, 

a co-operative promoting rural crafts on the 

outskirts of shantiniketan, where i browsed 

through leather goods, batik fabrics, and 

carved bamboo boxes (P.O. Sriniketan, close to 

Amar Kutir Eco Tourism Park; 03463-228555; 

amarkutir.com;`100-1,000). 

every saturday, the Bondangar haat takes 

place near the khoai grounds. more than the 

shopping, which includes wooden ektaras and 

terracotta jewellery, people go there for the 

music. wandering Baul singers often perform 

at the haat, and i encountered one plucking at 

his ektara and singing about a lover pining to 

be reunited with his beloved. watching the sun 

drop over the river as i listened to this melody 

made for a dramatic end to my trip.

Visva Bharati University follows a system of teaching based on Tagore’s belief that learning in 
a natural environment (top) is more fruitful; Wandering Baul singers (bottom) were a great 
influence on Tagore’s poetry and music. Their mystical songs speak of the singer’s yearning for 
the divine. These days, Baul musicians often sing on trains in Bengal. 
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Orientation 
Shantiniketan is situated in 
Birbhum district in central West 
Bengal. It is 200 km/4 hours 
northwest of Kolkata.

getting there
air The closest airport is 
Kolkata, which is well connected 
with the rest of the country 
(taxis charge `3,000 one-way). 
Rail The closest railhead is 
Bolpur (2 km/10-15 min). 
Several trains ply between 
Kolkata and Bolpur at regular 
intervals though the quickest 
is probably the Shantiniketan 
express, which takes about 
2.5 hours (`70-300). cycle 
rickshaws to town are easily 
available from the railway 
station (`50-100). For larger 
families that require taxis, it  
is advisable to book one via  
your hotel (`250).
Road Buses to Bolpur are 

available from esplanade 
bus terminal in Kolkata 
(duration about 4 hours).

getting around
To explore the town, 
walking or renting a 
bicycle (`50 a day; 
available via most  
hotels) are good options. 
cycle rickshaws are  
also available.

Seasons
during winter (oct-Jan; 

15°c to 20°c) and spring 

(Feb-march; 25°c.), the 

weather is pleasant, and 

perfect for long strolls. 

Summer (apr-June) 

tends to get rather hot 

and humid, and the temperature 

can occasionally  

soar up to 40°c. The monsoon 

(July-aug) is also a good time 

to visit. The countryside is 

smothered in greens of every 

imaginable hue. Festivals such 

as Poush mela (december)  

and  Basant utsav (close to holi) 

are filled with activity. Bengali 

folk musicians and Baul singers 

frequently perform at festive 

gatherings during this time  

of year.

THE GUIDE

STAY

Country Road Homestay has very basic but 

clean accommodation, located next to the 

Poush mela ground (99033 98059; www.

countryroadshomestay.com; doubles `750).

Park Guest House is close to Ballavpur Wildlife 

Sanctuary, and a great option for families 

travelling with children (93783 21552; www.

parkguesthouse.in; doubles from `1,100).

Santisudha Guest House is a pleasant stay 

option, located away from the din of Bolpur  

(99033 95200; www.thesantisudha.com; 

doubles `1,200).

Mitali Homestay is a house full of stories 

and history. Built half a century ago, it has 

whitewashed walls, wooden shutters, and large 

windows. The bookshelves are laden and there 

are lots of lovely corners where you can spend 

an afternoon reading. host Krishno dey is 

great company and his partner Sukanya Roy’s 

home-cooked meals are excellent. outside, 

a walkway draped with lush bougainvillea 

leads to an orchard of mango and litchi trees 

(943307 5853; mitalishantiniketan.com; 

doubles from `3,000, includes breakfast).

Chutti Holiday Resort is popular with families 

and travelling groups. Its 22 cottage-style 

rooms are surrounded by gardens (94340 

12872; chuttiresort.com; doubles from `1,500).

EAT

most of the restaurants in Shantiniketan offer 

Bengali cuisine, as well as some north Indian 

fare. Visit Ratan pally Market for the aloo 

chap (fried potato cake stuffed with onion, 

ginger, and spices) and a cup of hot tea from 

Kalor dokan (`40 for a snack and tea). The 

market is popular with the students and 

teachers of Visva Bharati and can get quite 

crowded in the evening, making it a great place 

to enjoy the vibe of this university town.  

There are few cafés in town, and alcha café 

is one of the best. The menu is simple and 

the prices reasonable. I ordered a simple aloo 

paratha, which came with various chutneys 

and pickle, followed by a pancake with honey 

that stole the show (next to Alcha Store; `250 

for a meal for two). n

Several of Tagore’s paintings feature the landscape of rural Bengal. Golden yellow is said to 
have been his favourite colour, because it closely resembles ripening rice and mustard fields. 



Short breakS
Uttarakhand

118  national GeoGraphic traveller inDia | June 2014

T
hough I grew up in Dehradun, I 

failed to develop an appetite for 

the culture, food, and history 

of the lower Himalayan region. 

The lure of faraway destinations always 

trumped the ones closer home, I suppose. 

My appreciation of the area was limited to 

the stunning views of the hills and rivers. 

But at 32, sitting on a bright green 

lounger at a private section on the  

bank of the Alaknanda River in Jayalgarh, 

near Rishikesh, I wished I hadn’t taken 

such a circuitous route to get to my  

own backyard. 

In my quest to avoid Uttarakhand’s more 

popular haunts, I had driven an extra 95 km 

from Rishikesh. The journey to Jayalgarh, 

with the turbulent Ganga for company, is 

breathtaking. The village consists of a few 

homes with haystacks on treetops, lush 

green fields, and the Himalayan Eco Lodge 

campsite. At the edge of the river, I had 

spent the morning chatting with farmers 

in onion fields and was brought up to date 

with all the village gossip. 

The rapids of the Alaknanda are 

popular with white-water rafters. Other 

adrenaline junkies can be seen river-

crossing, kayaking, and cliff-jumping. The 

adjacent hills offer easy trekking trails to 

other mountain villages. For those looking 

for something more robust, there are 

peaks like Chandrabadni, Kunjapuri, and 

Surkhanda Devi to be conquered. 

I opted for the one-km steep trek 

to Surkhanda Devi, huffing my way to 

the summit at 9,976 feet. I braved the 

aggressive gangs of monkeys to reach 

the ancient temple dedicated to Parvati. 

Hundreds of brass bells adorned the gate. 

I squinted in the dark interiors and saw 

a small shrine to Sati. Behind the temple 

was a spot from which I had a remarkable 

bird’s-eye view of Dehradun, Rishikesh, 

Chandrabadni, Pratapnagar, and Chakrata.  

AccommodAtion

Himalayan Eco Lodge offers camp-style 

accommodation, minus the rigours of 

outdoor living. Twenty luxury Swiss-

cottage tents stand in a row on concrete 

platforms, with en-suite bathrooms. 

The tents, which can even be locked, are 

tastefully furnished with contemporary 

furniture including a queen-sized bed, 

clothes rack, and study table. But the 

real winners at the camp are the open-air 

pagoda and the private riverfront.

The food is focused on local flavours 

and vegetables sourced from the hills. It 

is simple, delicious, and mildly spiced, 

keeping the camp’s young guests in mind. 

My favourites were the green saag and 

mildly flavoured cauliflower with jholi 

(yoghurt curry). Fussy eaters, however, can 

always dip into the “Plan B” stash of bread, 

jam, and cheese. n

STAY

Jayalgarh proves that the lower Himalayas are just as exciting as their  
mightier siblings |  By Supriya Sehgal

Backyard Beauty

uttarakhand
Jayalgarh

Rishikesh

THE VITALS

Jayalgarh is 111 km/2.5 hrs from 
Dehradun, which is also the nearest 
airport. haridwar (110 km/2 hrs away) 
is the closest railhead, and is well 
connected with the rest of the country. 
himalayan eco lodge makes pick-up 
and drop arrangements from both these 
places. the camp also organises activities 
like rafting (`1,000), mountain biking 
(`600), and kayaking (`400) (+135 
2760080; www.himalayanecolodges.
com/jayalgarh.php; doubles from 
`4,300, including meals).
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T
he soulful voice of a Manganiyar 

singer filled the air as a thunder

storm lit up the sky. We’d gathered 

for sundowners on a sand dune 

in the middle of nowhere and watched the 

storm clouds pass us by. Later that night, 

slightly tipsy from the wine, I joined the 

“chudail trail”, a midnight drive through the 

haunted paths of the desert. 

Halting in an abandoned village, we 

peered into an underground chamber where, 

we were told, a village chief had murdered 

his attractive daughter to save her from 

being kidnapped by a cruel king who was 

taken with her beauty. Next, we stopped 

at a site where sati used to take place, but 

our chauffeur Himmat Singh wouldn’t even 

allow us out of the vehicle. The following 

afternoon, a fruitful excursion to the Desert 

National Park allowed us a rare glimpse of 

the endangered Great Indian Bustard. 

It would have been very difficult to 

uncover the secrets of the desert if not 

for the bespoke tour put together by 

Suryagarh, a luxury boutique hotel on the 

outskirts of Jaisalmer. From isolated oases 

to abandoned ghost towns, the hotel’s staff 

had found unusual sites for us to visit in this 

bustling, touristsaturated town. 

The establishment’s engagement 

with its location starts with its decor. 

The interiors are heavily inspired by local 

art: Even the cushions in my room had 

gorgeous miniature paintings. The vast 

courtyard—with a fountain pool, stone and 

marble designs on the floor, and intricate 

latticework that adorned the jharokas 

(windows) and walls around—is the centre 

of attraction. The corridors and arches, and 

antique furniture lend the place a regal aura. 

At Suryagarh, meals are elaborate affairs. 

One night, we dined on a hilltop overlooking 

the litup property. The next evening we 

had a meal surrounded by dunes, while folk 

singers serenaded us with a rendition of 

“Padhaaro Maro Des”.  

AccommodAtion

Situated on the outskirts of Jaisalmer, 

Suryagarh’s yellow sandstone walls and 

elegant bastions might fool you into thinking 

that it is a renovated heritage structure. 

But it’s actually a new construction, built 

in 2010, designed to blend with the desert 

landscape, just like Jaisalmer fort.

The property has 62 rooms, with beautiful 

jharokas from where one can watch the 

desolate sky slowly change colour at sunset. 

I was thrilled with my bathroom, which was 

as large as my bedroom.

The Rajasthani Halwai breakfast, 

Suryagarh’s speciality, lasts more than an 

hour. Guests are served a variety of local 

sweets and savouries, such as boondi 

ladoos, samosas, kachoris, and puris, in lazy 

succession. Lunch, dinner, and breakfast 

are served at outdoor locations around 

the property. Guests can enjoy traditional 

Manganiyar folk music under the open skies 

at the al frescostyle dune dinner (`4,500 

per person). There’s also a spa (treatments 

from `3,350), or the opportunity to go on a 

haunted trail (`3,500 per vehicle that can 

accommodate 5-6 people). n

STAY

In Jaisalmer, a haunted trail is followed by a languorous dune dinner |  By Neelima VallaNgi

THE VITALS

Suryagarh is on the outskirts of Jaisalmer 
in rajasthan. Jodhpur, 280 km/5 hours, 
is the closest airport. the hotel can 
arrange for pick-ups from Jodhpur 
railway station or airport (02992-
269269; www.suryagarh.com; doubles 
from `12,000).
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Big Shot
NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC TRAVELLER INDIA’S MONTHLY PHOTOGRAPHY CONTEST 

Ice, Ice, Baby
BY BRIJESH TIWARI

I took this picture on the Chadar, a six-day trek on the frozen 
Zanskar River in Ladakh. I fi rst heard about the Chadar on the 
BBC and in January 2013, I eventually made my way there. In 
winter, the motorable passes in the region are snowed in and 
the only way out of the villages along the Zanskar gorge is on 
foot. This father was taking his son to school from Lingshed in 
the Kargil region to Leh, the capital of Ladakh. 

The theme for next issue’s Big Shot is Legends. Read through 
our cover story for inspiration and then send us an image that 
you feel captures the essence of a place you have visited in the 
last year. 

DEADLINE
30 June 2014

HOW TO ENTER
Log on to www.natgeotraveller.in to submit your photo or email 
it to bigshot@natgeotraveller.in with “Big Shot—Legends” as 
the subject. 

For Terms and Conditions visit www.natgeotraveller.in/
bigshot/bigshot_tnc.docx

Photo Contest
Next theme: Legends

WINNER: 

 INTER

CONNECTIONS
WINNER: 

 ON FOOT
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BY SAUMALYA GHOSH

Kolkata is alive with the dramas of everyday life, like this fascinating roadside manicure-
pedicure salon. I love the picture’s balance and symmetry, especially the two barbers 
that are mirror images of each other. The other three guys are also interesting. One is 
talking on his phone and the other two are working on their feet in a similar manner.

BY BISWAJIT PATRA

I was strolling through Purulia village, West Bengal, when I saw this girl with her friends. 
They had stopped to pray by the tulsi on their way back from the playground. I like the 
composition: the mud walls, the pop of blue in the centre, and that the other children 
are a blur. To me, it captures a moment of calm in a fun-fi lled but chaotic day.

Foot Fetish

In the Moment

TERMS AND CONDITIONS

• Photographs must be sent to bigshot@natgeotravel-
ler.in and tagged with “Big Shot” in the subject line. Un-
tagged photos will not be considered.

• Submit only one photo during the submission period. 
Entries with more than one image will not be considered.

• Photos must meet the following requirements:
* JPG or JPEG fi le format
* 300dpi high resolution image and at least 4 X 6 inches

• Along with the photo, the location where it was shot 
must be mentioned, along with a brief description (min. 
100 words) of the photograph including why it was taken 
and what you felt when you took it. It’s about being in the 
moment, so feel free to be descriptive.

• Photographs should not have been published in any 
print media previously. 

• Unaltered fi les must be submitted (by that we mean 
photographs that have not been altered in Photoshop 
or any other software). We cannot research every photo 
submission. However, if a photo is shortlisted for publica-
tion in the magazine or website, it will be scrutinised for 
possible alterations, and rejected, if any are found.

• By submitting your photographs you accept that you 
are the copyright owner of the photograph and that you 
agree to our terms and conditions. Under our terms and 
conditions, the photographer owns the copyright and 
simultaneously grants the National Geographic Society 
and Amar Chitra Katha Pvt. Ltd., its a�  liates and licen-
sees worldwide royalty-free rights, and perpetual licence 
to display, distribute, reproduce, and create derivatives 
of such photographs, in whole or in part and in any medi-
um, for editorial, commercial, promotional, and/or trade 
purposes. In the event it is claimed that the photographs 
submitted by you infringes any person’s copyright, you 
agree to indemnify against all costs, expenses, loses, 
fi nes etc. incurred, borne or su� ered by National Geo-
graphic Society and/or Amar Chitra Katha Pvt. Ltd.

• We will select one winner every month, whose submis-
sion will be published in the magazine. Runner-up imag-
es may be published too. Additionally, a few submissions 
may receive a special mention and be featured on our 
website www.natgeotraveller.in

• The winner and runners-up prizes will be announced 
from issue to issue. The prize for a particular month 
will be specifi ed each time the contest is announced. 
Prized will be dispatched two months after the winner is 
declared. 

• All Big Shot participants must be Indian residents 
above 18 years of age. Submissions can be made on 
behalf of minors by parents or guardians.

RUNNER 

UP

RUNNER UP

• One winner will get a year’s 
subscription to National Geographic 
Traveller India, a National Geographic 
fl eece jacket, the book History Through 
Headlines, and a telescope.  

• Runners-up get a free subscription to 
National Geographic Traveller India 
(12 issues).

PRIZES

M AY  2 0 1 4  •  ` 1 2 0  •  V O L .  2   I S S U E  1 1

WHALE-WATCHING IN SRI LANKA | BREAKTHROUGH IN BODH GAYA | THE MONKS OF JIRI-SAN

JOURNEY
WITHIN

THE

Tales of Spiritual Awakening

INDIA’S BEST 
TRAVEL MAGAZINE

TRIPADVISOR
TRAVELLERS’ CHOICE 

AWARD 2014
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J.W. Marriott 
Marquis Hotel,  
Dubai, U.A.E.

In Dubai, breaking architectural 
height records is a casual 
pastime. the twin-towered j.W. 
Marriott Marquis Hotel is the 
latest entrant in the fray. the 
towers of the world’s tallest 
hotel measure 355 metres: 
that’s four statues of liberty 
stacked vertically. Its jagged 
outer facade is inspired by 
the surface of the date palm, 
an important symbol of arab 
culture. the 72-floor hotel has 
the second-highest number of 
rooms in the Middle east with 
1,368 standard rooms, 236 
suites, and four presidential 
suites. this is a business hotel, 
so it does not have the frills or 
extravagance of famous Dubai 
hotels like the Burj al arab. But 
there aren’t any hotels in the 
city that offer a better vista of 
Dubai’s skyline, especially at 
the Vault Bar on the top floor, 
where guests can drink in the 
view. During winter (nov-Mar), 
patrons on upper floors often 
wake up to a city covered in 
clouds, and their rooms seem 
to float high above the white 
canopy. taking the fixation with 
height even further, the towers 
are built on top of a seven-
storey-high podium, which 
offers a clear view of the world’s 
tallest building, the Burj Khalifa.
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Spire of Dublin 
Dublin, Ireland

towering above the historic 

centre of Dublin is a 121-metre-

tall stainless steel pillar known 

as the spire of Dublin. not only 

does the monument evoke 

admiration for its size and scale, 

it is also bewildering to see a 

contemporary-looking giant 

pole rising out of a district full of 

neoclassical buildings. 

the diameter of the spire is 

three metres at the bottom and 

narrows to just 15 centimetres 

at the top. It is lit up from the 

inside at night and numerous 

tiny perforations help it glow 

in the dark. also known as the 

Millennium spire, it was conceived 

as part of an urban renewal 

project by city authorities, who 

had planned to construct it at the 

very spot where nelson’s column, 

a 19th-century pillar dedicated 

to the British war hero, had once 

stood. the column was bombed 

by the Irish republican army 

(Ira) in 1966, and since then the 

city’s thoroughfare had fallen into 

neglect. the steel colossus was 

meant to kick-start the area’s 

revival, while commemorating the 

start of the millennium. But due 

to red tape and resistance from 

some locals, construction was 

completed only in 2003. 

although the monument is a 

tourist draw, many locals love 

to hate it. In keeping with the 

tradition of bestowing every 

monument with a nickname, 

Dubliners have over half a dozen 

sobriquets for the spire, referring 

to the poverty of the area and  

its proximity to the liffey river. 

some specimens: stilletto in the 

Ghetto, pin in the Bin, and stiffy 

at the liffey. 
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High Roller 
Las Vegas, U.S.A.

sin city’s latest attraction is 
the world’s tallest Ferris wheel, 
a mammoth 167-metre-tall 
ride named—what else?—High 
roller. part of the linq, a large 
shopping and entertainment 
complex located across the 
iconic caesar’s palace hotel  
and casino, this observation 
wheel has 28 spherical glass 
pods that can accommodate  
40 people each.  

the first few moments of 
the 30-minute ride are a bit 
dull as the view is obstructed 
by surrounding buildings and 
construction sites. However, 
once the pods move past 
the mid-way point, riders get 
a view of the world’s most 
extravagant display of flashy 
lighting. In keeping with the 
Vegas aesthetic, the Ferris 
wheel too is lit up by 2,000 leD 
lights. Visitors can get a drink 
at the Wheel House at the base 
of the roller and take it along 
for the ride. since it moves 
at a gentle speed of about a 
foot per second, chances of 
alcohol-induced vertigo are 
unlikely. unfortunately for the 
developers, High roller’s status 
as the world’s tallest Ferris 
wheel will soon be challenged 
by the new york Ferris Wheel, 
expected to open in mid-2016. 
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D
hankar Monastery is located 
on a 300-metre-high spur in 
northern himachal pradesh, 
overlooking the confluence of 

the Spiti and pin rivers. it is the sort of 
dramatic landscape that made rudyard 
Kipling’s Kim exclaim, “Surely the Gods live 
here!” confronted by the vast canyons of 
the Spiti valley and its precariously perched 
monasteries, it becomes easy to believe that 
snow leopards, ibex, and hardy locals share 
the terrain with divine beings. 

although a gompa now, Dhankar  
served as a fort in the eighth century.  
it was once the capital of Spiti valley 
Kingdom. in the local dialect, dang means 
cliff, and kar or khar means fort. But 
though the battles have long ceased in 
Spiti, the gompa—one of five Buddhist 
monasteries in the region—is under siege 
from the elements. 

to begin with, Dhankar is located 

in a seismically active region. rapid 
deterioration is brought on by bitterly  
cold winds and the unforgiving winter, 
when temperatures plunge below -15ºc. 
More dangerously, the changing climate 
in the himalayas over the last few seasons 
has resulted in unexpectedly heavy rainfall 
in a region that had one of the lowest 
rates of precipitation in the country. Since 
there is no vegetation in the area, this 
causes frequent landslides. the snowmelt 
and dampness have also caused severe 
damage to the beautiful murals inside the 
monastery’s old temple, lha-o-pa Gompa. 

the gompa is still maintained by the 
resident monks of the Gelugpa or Yellow 
hat sect. the archaeological Survey of 
india has not aided the conservation so far 
because of resistance from the monks, who 
feel they cannot trust the organisation’s 
preservation methods and track record.

in 2006, the gompa came to inter-

national attention when it was included 
in the World Monument Fund’s watch list 
of endangered monuments. Subsequently, 
ecosphere, an nGo working in the area, 
started an initiative to raise awareness 
about Dhankar’s deteriorating state due to 
a paucity of funds. 

this is unlike Spiti’s other monasteries 
which are well-funded and looked after. 
according to ishita Khanna, who runs 
ecosphere, the main reason for Dhankar 
gompa’s cash crunch is that unlike the 
other monasteries in Spiti, it does not have 
its own rinpoche. this lack of leadership 
means Dhankar does not enjoy the 
sponsorship other monasteries do from the 
Buddhist and tibetan community in india, 
and international donors. 

Until Dhankar gets the attention it 
deserves, you can expect another layer of 
its ancient murals to be washed away by 
snowmelt this summer. n

The WriTing on The Wall
Changing weather patterns put a Himachali gompa in danger

dire straitsdire straits

 TexT & PhoTograPh By ayan ghosh

Dhankar Monastery




