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            "I went to capture light, and was remade in the developing wash of sound, smell, and startling grace."
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This is the story of a loop. In the spring of 2007, I landed in Bombay with 2 backpacks and a Canon EOS 5D DSLR, intending to travel down the west coast of India to its southernmost tip, then inland through the temple towns and hill stations of Tamil Nadu and Kerala, before looping back north to my starting point.

It was a journey taken on local buses and trains, in rikshaws and on ferries. I stayed in guest-houses and homestays, ate from street stalls and village kitchens, and tried, frame by frame, to understand a fraction of the immense, beautiful, and often bewildering subcontinent I was moving through.

A note on names: I have used “Bombay” rather than “Mumbai” throughout this narrative. In 2007, this was the name in common parlance, the one on my ticket, and the one that still evokes the specific, gritty metropolis I encountered. It is used here without political connotation, but as a marker of time and personal memory.

This book is a companion to my photographs. Many of the moments described within were later curated into my published photo albums. The journey was lived through the viewfinder; this text is an attempt to provide the context, the scent, the sound, and the story behind the silent images.

What follows is not a guide, but a record; of dust, of heat, of sublime kindness, of profound confusion, and of the relentless, glorious assault on the senses that is travel in India.

Max Nabati
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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]


Bombay: Baptism by Smell – 2007

I smelled Bombay before I saw it. The scent arrived through the bus’s open window an hour from the outskirts in the spring of 2007; a solid wall of salt, diesel, ripe garbage, and sweet, rotting fruit, all stewed in a humid heat that felt like breathing through a wet wool blanket. I had a backpack, and another backpack for Canon EOS 5D DSLR heavy around my neck, and a plan to photograph India from the top down. India, it seemed, had other plans for me.

The bus terminal was a vortex of shouting touts, bleating horns, and the collective sweat of a million journeys. My first negotiation was for a room. In Colaba, the backpacker district, every guest-house sign said the same thing: FULL. The ones with space quoted prices in US dollars that made me laugh a hollow laugh. I trudged from one crumbling, colonial-era building to the next, my shirt plastered to my back, the camera strap sawing into my neck. Each rejection was a lesson in the brutal economics of a city where space was the ultimate currency.

I finally found a cell. It was a room just wider than the single cot inside, with a fan that clicked like a dying insect with each laboured rotation. The shared bathroom down the hall smelled of strong, losing bleach. It was expensive, damp, and mine. I dropped my pack. The hunt had taken five hours. My pilgrimage could begin.

But a photographer doesn’t wait. I went back out into the fading brass light, drawn to the water. The Gateway of India stood, a grand stone arch framing chaos. I raised my camera, framing the colonial relic against a scrum of families, touts, balloon sellers, and tourists. I was focusing, the world narrowing to light and line, when I felt a sharp tug on my earlobe.

I spun. A man with red, glassy eyes grinned. In his hand was a thick sewing needle. “Ear piercing, sir? Very good.

Make you handsome.” He lunged again, playfully, with a junkie’s grace. I swatted his hand away, a bolt of anger cutting through the heat haze. He laughed, a dry rattle, and vanished into the crowd. I touched my ear. It was intact. My first transaction in India had been an attempted one; a forced sale of a memory I didn’t want to keep.

That night, in my clicking, humid room, I lay on the thin mattress. The city’s noise was a constant tide. I could still smell it on my skin. I hadn't just arrived. I had been processed. Scoured. Initiated.

The bus out the next morning was an old, rattling red leviathan. I claimed a window seat as it groaned through impossible traffic. It took an hour just to reach the suburbs. Then, just as the city began to thin, the driver turned down a side lane, making a slow, deliberate loop to pick up three more passengers. No one complained. This was the rhythm. This was the way.

I pressed my forehead to the hot glass. The slums gave way to scrubland, then to the first glimpse of open coast. The air coming through the cracks began to change. The smell of salt grew cleaner. The weight of the city began to lift, mile by grinding mile.

The baptism was over. The journey, now, was mine. Many of the faces I would soon meet; the kind, the curious, the fierce, the serene; would later find a home in my photo albums from India. But that was a future thought. For now, there was only the road, the dust, and the promise of a cleaner wind.
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