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For Bhagwat Devidayal –
Who knows India like no one else,
and who has guided me through
its twisting lanes, and interwoven layers of life.
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Introduction

THIRTY YEARS AGO almost to the day, I arrived in India for the first time.

Looking back to that morning, I could never have imagined that India would become such a cornerstone of my life. I was twenty-two years old, enthusiastic for adventure and desperate to experience the interwoven layers of life that only raw and unrestrained travel can provide. Seeing with fresh eyes is the great gift of a traveller, and seeing India for the first time is surely the most all-encompassing gift of all.

Having taken the cheapest flight I could find, on Iraqi Airways via Baghdad, I arrived in Bombay at dawn. The first thing that hit me was the smell. Not the smell of sewage or even perfume, but the smell of a kind of ammonia-based cleaning product – not unlike mothballs. The airport seemed to have been hosed down in that smell. Bombay is now ‘Mumbai’, and there’s a flash new airport terminal building – but the smell is still exactly the same.

On an almost non-existent budget, I took the local bus into the city that first morning, and began on a treasure trail that has characterized every journey I’ve made to India since. Having married into a Bombay-based family (locals still call it ‘Bombay’), I have found myself washed there by the prevailing winds with great regularity. At times I have even based myself in India, living there for many months at a stretch.

If experienced correctly, India is like a tonic – so powerful and so intoxicating that one needs to withdraw from time to time to regroup and decompress, before entering the slipstream once again.

By nature, I tend to notice details – every single detail. I can’t help it. That means I lap up each fragment of information passed to my mind through my senses. I see every scratch on every battered old bus, every fly, and spot of dirt, every rose petal thrown at a deity’s feet, and each and every pilgrim caught up at the Kumbh Mela or other such throng.

As a result, I get utterly exhausted by the sensory overload. After three or four days I can usually be found slumped in a cane chair out on the lawn at Bombay’s Willingdon Club, my eyes wide, my mind straining to process the individual strands of what I’ve seen.

A curse has affected me at various times of my life – the curse of not noticing the full bandwidth of India’s majesty. Like someone who’s been kept awake for days and nights, exposed to a thousand episodes of their favourite TV serial, I have to sit in a darkened room or else I’ll miss out by regarding it as normal.

Over a period of the thirty years I have had the honour to know the subcontinent, I’ve taken great pleasure in searching out corners of life and experience not usually accessed by others. I’m far more interested in hearing the life story of a man making jalaibees on a Kolkata street corner than knowing the kind of stuff well-heeled travel writers tend to note down.

For me, India is the ultimate cultural and sensory Mothership.

Those of us who’ve been lucky enough to have viewed its secret corners like to sometimes imagine we know a great deal more than we actually do. For me that’s the ultimate delight – the fact that however many lifetimes I will ever live, or however many millions of miles my feet will ever walk, I will never be able to do anything more than scratch the surface.

For that, I owe India everything.

 

Tahir Shah


Throwback to Cooch Behar

AT SIX NEXT morning Will woke with a start, and immediately wondered where on earth he was. Gradually, he remembered the sequence of events which had led him to be lying in a grand bedstead, in a palatial mansion, somewhere in the old city of Marrakesh.

Getting out of bed, he crept downstairs, his bare feet pacing over the rough terracotta tiles. After strolling into the courtyard, he backtracked into the east salon.

Just then, Chaudhury floated through from the kitchen, a tea tray held rigid between outstretched hands.

‘Good morning to you, sir,’ the manservant pronounced sombrely. ‘I was not certain if you preferred English Breakfast or Lapsang Souchong, and so I took the liberty of preparing a pot of each.’

‘Tell me something, Chau...’

‘Chaudhury, sir.’

‘Tell me something, Chaudhury... how exactly did your family come to be in the service of mine?’

The retainer aligned the fingertips of his white gloves together pensively.

‘Rather like toad in the hole, it is a legacy of the Raj, sir.’

‘The Raj?’

‘The British colonial rule of India. As I understand it, your ancestor Sir Archibald Fogg saved my own antecedent from being mauled by a tiger on the Sunderbans.’

‘What are they?’

‘The mangrove swamps of Bengal, sir. In gratitude, my ancestor ruled that his youngest son was to serve Sir Archibald as manservant, a tradition that can’t be broken until a white tiger is born at our ancestral palace in Cooch Behar.’

‘Your family lives in a palace?’ asked Will, confused.

Chaudhury poured a cup of Lapsang Souchong, steam rising from the tip of the spout. He placed it on a small table beside Will’s right hand. Then, in silence, he picked up the tea tray, and left.

Following a breakfast of poached kippers, eggs and toast, Will stepped across the threshold and out into the street. Dar Jnoun was by no means small, but it was curiously claustrophobic, being packed as it was with possessions and memories.

The tapered lanes of Marrakesh were jammed with life, cascading currents of people, animals, and an abundance of wares. Everything Will caught sight of gripped his attention – from the shopkeepers sprinkling water on the steps of their stores to keep down the dust, to the trays of freshly baked bread balanced on heads, to the cages of live poultry awaiting the chop.

Following the flow of pack mules and pilgrims, street hawkers and school children, Will once again found himself washed into the main square – Jma el Fna. Breaking out into the vast open space was like surfacing from beneath the waves. Will felt dazed, as if he was the only person there left out of a great secret.

Strolling in a diagonal line across the square, he took in the blur of storytellers, healers and snake charmers.

A man approached, eager to sell him a fistful of crumpled postcards. Then another offered him a necklace crafted from dried lizard skulls. Swishing them away with his hands, he sped up, pacing fast towards the shade.

A stream of Chinese tourists passed, each immaculate in designer safari gear, their cameras clicking like castanets. They were followed by a throng of French boy scouts. Hot on their heels was a posse of Englishmen, their frail skin charred by the ferocious African sun.

But Will’s thoughts weren’t on the rich human stew.

Rather, he was thinking about Dar Jnoun and Hannibal Fogg. Part of him wished he had never left his comfort zone.

After all, ignorance is bliss.

Turning it over in his mind, he pondered the unlikely situation – in an effort to fathom quite how or why Hannibal had lived in such a remote Moroccan home, with an Indian prince as a servant.

At that moment, he heard a commotion in a nearby lane.

Turning, Will strained to get a view of it.

A thickset hulk of a man was attacking someone far smaller, crouching on the ground. Despite the swarms of people all around, it was as if no one cared, or that they hadn’t noticed the fracas.

Keeping his distance, Will crossed the lane to get a better view of what was going on. The man was frantically wresting an object – a purple backpack with bright yellow shoulder straps. His face was masked by a crazed expression, teeth clenched, cheek muscles taut like sprung elastic.

As the man moved into the light, Will noticed his left eye was missing, the ocular cavity hollow, the skin around it crudely stretched over bone. The little finger on his right hand was missing as well.

Desperately grasping onto one of the yellow shoulder straps – as though her life depended on it – was a young woman. Screaming, her heels were dug into the dust.

Right away Will recognized the dress – its hem had brushed against his knee only hours before.

The young woman from the café.

Unsure of what to do, he thrust his arms up and yelled as loudly as he could.

The wall of sound that shot from his mouth broke over everything: over the clatter of the pack mules and the cries of the beggars, over the healers, the hawkers, and the acrobats performing out on the square.

Startled by the battle cry, the woman relaxed her grip and tumbled backwards in what seemed like slow motion.

As soon as she let go, the thief grabbed the daypack and sped off full tilt.

Lunging forward, Will leant down and helped the woman to her feet. She was shocked, bewildered, urgently trying to make sense of the encounter.

‘He attacked me! Just like that...!’

‘I saw it all.’

‘My notes! He’s taken my notes! My thesis...’

Threading her hands back through her hair, the woman began sobbing. Will leaned in close. He could smell her scent, the same delicious fragrance as from the evening before.

‘Did he get anything else?’ he asked gently.

‘My clothes... my cash... my ticket home... Everything.’ She dug a hand down the front of her dress, fishing out a blue passport from her bra. ‘Well, at least he left me this.’

The woman took a deep breath. She looked up, her eyes locking onto Will’s. He stuck out a hand.

‘Will... William Fogg.’

The woman began sobbing again.

‘Emma,’ she sniffed.

‘Pleased to meet you.’

‘What am I gonna do?’

‘You’ll have to report it...’

‘Who to? The police?’

Will nodded.

‘Think I saw a police station back that way.’

Emma smiled, a twinkle of amusement in the dire situation.

‘D’you just get to Morocco?’

‘Is it that obvious?’

‘I’d say it is.’

Will grinned, the wide-eyed grin of the newly arrived.

‘Wanna grab a coffee?’ he said.

Emma caught his eye, and Will felt his knees weaken.

‘Love to,’ she said. ‘But I’m warning you, you’re gonna have to treat me.’

 

From Hannibal Fogg and 
the Supreme Secret of Man


A Dose of Frenzy

BY NATURE I am drawn to extremes.

I like severe heat and freezing cold, towering mountains and pancake-flat plateaux, epic stories, and tales no more than a few lines long. I like journeys that take months to complete, and fast, spontaneous trips that shake you from your comfort zone. I love the countryside – rolling landscapes where there’s nothing but nature.

And, just as I love such geography, I love cities, too.

My notion of a city is rarely one that’s prim and proper – the kind you encounter in the refined capitals of Europe. Rather, my idea of a city is a sprawling, seething cornucopia of people, invention, noise, filth, riot and uproar. The kind of place that shakes you to the marrow of your bones... a place that sucks you in, stirs you around hard as you steep in it like sheets of leather in a vat of dye, before spewing you out at a time of its choosing.

I love cities because I hate them.

Just as I have a grotesque and macabre fascination for medical curiosities, I find myself gripped by urban life in a way that almost defies description. For me, the allure of a metropolis is all about layers.

However hard I try, I can’t ignore detail.

Walk down a street and my mind bombards me with every smell, sound, and sight, pleading with me to reach out and touch the wall I’m brushing against, or to taste the heaps of fruit for sale on makeshift carts. As I notice it all, I see it all together and set apart. I see old and new, soft and hard, light, dark, wild, and restrained.

The more I suck it in, the more my mind races at the ingenuity and the interaction, and the more I want to experience.

Drawn as I am to wonder, it’s no surprise that the conurbations of the Indian subcontinent and the Far East offer me special delight. Walk down a stretch of Kolkata pavement, for example, and you are introduced to an all-encompassing hurly-burly of life, wit, wisdom, and problem solving.

A few years ago, while doing just that, I came to a ramshackle street-side stall serving tea in tiny, unfired cups. Under an awning stretched out between three upright poles, I noticed a foreigner who looked decidedly out of place. Wide-eyed and appreciative, he seemed to be savouring every moment.

‘Bill from Tuscaloosa,’ he said, even before I’d sat down on one of the broken old stools.

‘Tahir, from all kinds of places,’ I replied.

We shook hands, Bill’s grip muscular and tight.

‘Just arrived,’ he said.

‘Looks like you found your feet pretty fast.’

‘Certainly have.’

‘What brought you to India?’

Sneezing hard, Bill asked for another cup of tea.

‘Needed a dose of frenzy,’ he replied.

‘Frenzy? And did you find it?’

‘Yup.’

‘What kind of frenzy?’

‘The kind you can’t get on the Travel Channel.’

‘As in?’

‘As in cinema-scope IMAX 3D taste- and smell-o-vision.’

‘With full Surround Sound?’

‘That’s it!’ Bill roared. ‘You know it!’

‘Yes I do. And why Kolkata?’

‘Because it’s fully loaded, that’s why.’

‘Not quite with you.’

Bill appeared disappointed, as though I wasn’t keeping up.

‘Kolkata looks like a city,’ he explained. ‘It smells like a city, too, and behaves like a city in every way... but in actual fact it isn’t a city at all.’

‘Really?’

‘Yup.’

‘Then what is Kolkata if it isn’t a city?’

Bill clicked his neck, left right left, and sighed.

‘It’s an onion,’ he said.

‘How’s that?’

‘Because of the layers.’

‘Onion layers.’

Bill from Tuscaloosa gave me a double thumbs up.

‘Now you’re getting it!’ he yelled.

 

From Travels With Nasrudin


Much Travel Is Needed

I NEVER PLANNED to write Sorcerer’s Apprentice.

Setting down my experiences amid the underbelly of Indian magic was the furthest thing from my mind. The haphazard journeys I had made through the subcontinent on the heels of illusion were very personal adventures – adventures I never expected to share with anyone.

They were part of my preoccupation with the kind of stage magic that was pioneered by Harry Houdini, and by others, more than a century ago.

From the first moment I reached India, I was transfixed by the intense cultural colour. It hit me like a bucket of ice water, and was like nothing I had ever experienced before. Whereas Europe is so often little more than thin consommé, India is a mesmerizing, intoxicating goulash of a land.

I found that I couldn’t help but drink it all in – feasting on the details and the interwoven layers of life. For the first time ever I felt that I had arrived at a place with a full spectrum. There was more life in a few feet of the Calcutta pavement than in entire cities elsewhere. And, as I was to learn, the most ordinary-looking people were the gatekeepers into a world of mystery and marvel, the kind of place that has bewitched Occidental travellers for centuries.

When I wrote Sorcerer’s Apprentice, the critics were kind but rather disbelieving. Some of them even implied that I’d made the whole thing up. What I have been trying to explain ever since the first copies hit bookshop shelves is that this is a story of India – a land where the unbelievable is the norm.

I wish people who don’t get this point would leave their tedious lives in Europe, North America or wherever, and travel to the Indian subcontinent. If they left right away, they could be having breakfast there tomorrow morning… and they’d understand that India is a realm crafted in a magic of its own.

As for myself: I was well aware that the idea of writing of my experiences with the incomparable magician, Hakim Feroze, would be extremely unpopular with him.

And they were.

Feroze telephoned me one monsoon night. I could hear the rain coming down in sheets behind him. And, I can remember the quavering anger in his voice. As soon as I had heard the click click of the international line, I’d known it was Feroze. He was fuming. As far as he was concerned, I had denigrated my time with him to fodder for a travel book.

It is a view that upset me greatly.

I have always held Feroze in the highest respect. When he died in 2001, I felt an emptiness that I have rarely experienced. It was a sense that a life had ended that could never be lived again.

Hindsight is the most remarkable privilege.

I can now look back with some amusement at the trials and tribulations to which I was subjected, a sadistic pleasure for the Master. And, I can smile at it all.

But, far more importantly, I can see that what Feroze had wanted was for me to be exposed to levels of thought and understanding that pass almost everyone else by. He reduced me to the raw mettle and, only then, began the laborious process of building me up.

The quest for illusion was what had kept my attention, and was the catalyst that had got me started. But it wasn’t the thing of real value. The value was in learning to see what I thought I understood with fresh eyes.

My favourite axiom is from Arabia – Much travel is needed before the raw man is ripened. There is no place better for ripening rawness than India. And, there’s no better way at opening oneself to being ripened than following a quest. It’s a theme which has run through much of my work, because I have learned that a quest – however inane and zigzag – can open doors that had been invisible before.

I spend my life encouraging young people to head off into the wild unknown without preparing, or giving a journey too much thought. We live in a society that’s obsessed with preparation, with planning, and with analyzing, but one that is blinkered by the Oriental concept of absorbing through cultural osmosis.

Stand on a street corner in any Indian city, with the maelstrom of traffic swirling around you.

Close your eyes.

Take a deep breath, and let it all wash in.

You can be certain of one thing: that you will leave a very different person than when you arrived.

 

From Sorcerer’s Apprentice


Seeds of Doubt

IT WAS EMMA who first sowed the seeds of doubt about Chaudhury.

‘You know so little about him,’ she said.

‘But his family have served the Foggs for decades,’ Will replied.

‘How do you know that?’

‘Because he told me.’

‘And you believe it?’

‘Yes, well, I guess so.’

‘Why don’t you do a little investigating?’

‘Huh?’

‘Have a look through his room.’

Waiting until Chaudhury went out to the vegetable market, Will strode through the kitchen and down the narrow corridor where he assumed the manservant’s quarters to be.

At the far end, he found a pair of doors.

On the right was a small storeroom packed floor to ceiling with clutter and cleaning supplies. The other, much larger, was a bedroom.

Slipping inside, Will closed the door behind him.

Against the back wall stood a single bedstead crafted from brass. At the head was an elaborate crest, bearing a pair of tigers, crossed swords, and the words ‘Cooch Behar’. The same motif was embroidered into the bedspread, which flowed down to touch the exquisite Persian carpet on the floor.

The walls were hung with oil portraits of Indian maharajas and with sepia prints of other Indian royalty. Tinged with the scent of mothballs, the bedroom was quite different from the other rooms, as though distinctly out of place.

Uncertain quite what he was searching for, Will went over to the desk, adjacent to the bed. Heaped with dismantled computers, programming manuals, hard drives and cables, it reminded Will of his own desk back at the dorm.

At one end, away from the equipment, he found a stack of leatherbound journals. Each one was packed with scribbled notes, diagrams and what looked like codes.

To the left of the desk stood a low table on which were arranged a dozen photographs, each in a solid silver frame bearing the same crest as the bed.

Will considered them one by one.

At least half were sepia, exhibiting yet more portraits of Indian royalty, replete with turbans, swords and medals. A few of the photos were far more recent – colour shots of Chaudhury with his family. In one he was posing in the back of a convertible Bentley, a vast red-brick palace looming up behind.

Against one wall was a tea crate, the royal crest of Cooch Behar stencilled onto the side. Lifting the lid cautiously, Will found it full of Indian foods and spices, along with a letter written in an unfamiliar script.

Perplexed at how a prince could have been pressed into working as a manservant in a distant land, Will stood there in confusion.

Emma’s voice snatched him from his thoughts.

‘He’s coming!’ she cried.

Opening the door, Will dived into the corridor and darted back to the kitchen. Panting, he pretended to be making tea for himself.

‘I shall do it for you at once,’ said Chaudhury politely, taking a silver teapot down from the shelf.

‘Thank you,’ said Will.

‘You are very welcome, sir.’

Turning on his heel, Will was about to pace back through into the salon, when he stopped.

‘Tell me about your home,’ he said.

Chaudhury glanced in the direction of his bedroom.

‘This is my home, sir,’ he replied.

‘No, your real home… the one in India.’

The manservant’s expression eased into a smile.

‘The Princely State of Cooch Behar,’ he responded, a lump forming in his throat. ‘It is a fragment of paradise.’

‘Will you tell me about it?’

Chaudhury’s eyes focused vacantly on the teapot, but in his mind he saw Cooch Behar.

‘I grew up in the Victor Jubilee Palace,’ he said. ‘A large home constructed by my ancestors. I’ve heard it said that it was based on Buckingham Palace. To some it may seem a little ostentatious, for there are hundreds of rooms – salons and studies, durbars, bed chambers, kitchens, games rooms, treasure vaults, stables…’

Will’s eyes were wide.

‘Don’t you miss it?’ he asked.

The manservant put the teapot on the counter and brushed a hand down the side of his nose.

‘I have my ancestral obligation to fulfil, sir,’ he said resolutely.

‘But you must miss being there with your family.’

Chaudhury turned to face Will, his eyes glazed with tears.

‘Nothing gives me more pleasure than discharging the duties expected of me here, sir,’ he said.
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