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Folks who have travelled and those intending to travel someday will surely come up with umpteen reasons to pack their bags and leave town at least once in a lifetime. Such will return with a newfound zest for life. The outcome for them does not depend on the number of countries they have travelled to or the number of magnets they bought to put up on their refrigerators. Conversely, it reveals what they have made of their travels, and how it has affected their outlook.

I wish to revisit the Gower Memorial of Shake-speare at Stratford-upon-Avon. Here, the English have perpetuated the memory of their bard with his statue at the Town Square. Here, the traveller is in the company of well-known characters, Lady Macbeth, Hamlet, Prince Hal, and Falstaff. Standing at that Square, I visualised it turning into a stage. I pictured Lady Macbeth stepping off her pedestal to sleepwalk and say, “All the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand….” I sensed Hamlet’s bewilderment when he asked, “To be, or not to be—that is the question..." Finally, Prince Hal disclosed his virtuous side of Nature to Falstaff and others: “If all the year were playing holidays; to sport would be as tedious as to work…” The outburst reveals his need to strike a balance between work and play. The imaginary transmission was as good as watching Shakespeare’s plays enacted at the Globe Theatre.

Never miss the midsummer merrymakers of the Summer Solstice in Sweden. It feels like the all-inclusive Holi festival of India, where, by the end of the day, everyone resembles a palette stained with countless colours and inebriated, too.


Midsommar Merrymakers!

Suppose a traveller visits Sweden in June for the summer solstice. In that case, he will join a crayfish party or the midsummer never-ending lunch party. It involves flowers in the hair, drinking flavoured schnapps, eating pickled herring, and tapping feet to the local performing musicians dressed in colourful traditional costumes. The experience is priceless. The drinking crowd singing the song “Helan Går” in unison is so catchy that even a foreigner can pick up the lyrics to complete the revelry. Moreover, the music is so jolly that onlookers join the group as glass after glass of schnapps gets downed. The English translation below just about conveys the mood:

Here’s the first:
Sing “hup fol-de-rol la la la la,”
Here’s the first:
Sing “hup-fol-de-rol la la,”
He who doesn’t drink first
Shall never, ever quench his thirst
Here’s the first:
Sing “hup-fol-de-rol la la.”



Presume you are moving from Sweden to Rome to watch a movie at the Piazza in San Cosimato. Towards evening, you’ll see the Square transformed into an open-air cinema and community recreation centre, in the heart of the neighbourhood. Italians sit on the ground with family and friends; some bring blankets and chairs. The enthusiasm is unmistakable, and emotions soar to new heights. What got me was the people sitting on the paved ground without hesitation; the sanitation workers swept and mopped it regularly, as did the church squares where people gathered. No one, I mean no one, spits on or litters the place. In moments like these, one realises the significance of the cliché, “cleanliness is next to godliness”, literally. Cleanliness is a cultural component built into their social ethos. It makes it a pleasure to visit Europe, where water from taps is as drinkable as water from a stream. Such experiences compel us to import values to enhance our homeland’s civic responsiveness to who we are and how we must live our lives. There’s no better way to learn than by travelling.

Furthermore, in countries such as the United States, the segregation of waste at the domestic level and its collection by designated personnel operate with clockwork precision on scheduled days and at predetermined times. The dignity of the service personnel greeting older folks and young children waiting outside to watch them at work with a wave, a smile, and a cheery greeting is impressive. Likewise, when a tree cutter is at work, you will see fascinated faces peering through the window or collecting on the pavement. They watch the tree disappear in minutes, making its way down a crusher. Similarly, the lawnmower at work pulps the grass and scatters it across the lawn to serve as manure. He then clears the park or the pavement, restoring it for public use. Maintaining, relaying or repairing a stretch of road is never attempted on a whim. Everything works on a plan. Authorities use posters and hoardings to notify the public about the project’s commencement and the progress toward the scheduled timeline. Indian travellers and civil engineers envy their town planning for its forethought, planning, and execution worthy of emulation.

And there’s more. On your travels, can you make it to the young ones’ seasonal soccer matches? In that case, you’ll admire how the opposing teams meet before and after the game with no aggression but a great sense of sportsmanship and readiness to embrace victory with the same composure as defeat. Here’s how the nation trains future leaders and citizens, instilling a love for all things national, including sports. In these countries, they catch them young. No child goes without being part of one or the other of their nationwide pursuits—a game, music, snorkelling, skating, and the Boy Scouts that consolidate each child’s identity and well-being.

Travel helps to reduce unintentional and sometimes fostered bias between people and nations. Every country is rich and flavourful in its culture and conventions, silks and spices, language and legends, food and formalities. Years ago, an Indian compatriot visiting Pakistan to watch a cricket match received an enviable reception. On his way home, he was surprised by strangers who offered him boxes of confections and trinkets for his family. I must reiterate that any animosity between Pakistan and India is political rather than personal between people who are the seeds of the same pod.

Additionally, to make the most of our travels, we should read titles such as Jack Weatherford’s “Genghis Khan and the Making of the Modern World” extensively. The work shows that in nearly every country they conquered, the Mongolians enhanced cultural communication and expanded trade, built civilisations, abolished torture, and fostered religious tolerance. They ended feudal systems and aristocratic privileges as far back as 1162. Equally, I wish that visits to places like Auschwitz and Birkenau in Poland were part of the itinerary for travellers to Europe. The history of destruction and bloodshed of the Jews in Europe shows how far a man can go to unleash his malice and impose their narrow beliefs on others. It can also be liberating to experience the struggles of countries such as Afghanistan and Libya and feel their pangs of insecurity and fear. All through Travel. It pays to travel to Japan, which has overcome its fear of destruction to emerge as a stable nation. Do not forget Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, which lost 1,40,000 people. Let not such details stare at us merely from media sources.

There is no better teacher than travel to enhance our credentials. So, prioritise travel, discover the world’s wonders, and share your experiences. For instance, about the mountain, Matterhorn (Switzerland/Italy) known for its pyramidal shape and alpenglow. The summit shines pink-red at sunrise or sunset or your visit to the Lincoln Memorial, and about the man who lost eight elections before winning the presidency. Can you imagine how long the enslaved Americans would have endured inhuman discrimination without good old Abe’s perseverance in emancipating the victims and in persistently fighting elections. He had a mission behind his leadership. Let’s also promote our Taj Mahal, an immortalising mausoleum of love built by Shah Jahan to house the tomb of his favourite wife, Mumtaz. The mausoleum symbolises his devotion to her while showcasing India’s jewel in the crown to the visiting traveller.

Be a traveller rather than a business tycoon. Don’t be glued to a till or be a landlord hounding a leaseholder to collect your returns. It’s no use to be a mere academician within the four walls of a University, either. With each journey, a traveller will inherit a legacy to relish or leave behind for those after him. These stories are written for fellow visa holders who can afford the privilege of travel, yet they are also my reflections as an Indian traveller — offered not as advice but as glimpses that may help us journey with more sensitivity, awareness and grace.


1

Why Travel?
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I spent the best part of my life between my young thirties and the ageing sixties doing all I had to do, working my fingers to the bone. I did this to cushion my post-retirement days with reserve funds. Any travel and adventure took place only in my head. It was nowhere close to the tangible journeying experiences that touch the body and soul. Finally, I realised what I had denied myself when I put on my walking shoes and set out to see the world. Until then, I was like the frog who thought the fishpond was the only world in existence. So, when a migrating stork told him of all the wondrous places, sights and sounds, sunsets and rises, mountains, valleys, and deserts he had seen, the frog croaked, “Only a wastrel can come up with tall tales such as yours. Why don’t you dive into my world for a meal of fish and worms instead?” The stork tried all he could to convince him of the transformational power of travelling.

Like the stork, A Suitcase Full of Travel Stories attempts to map out an extensive and mysterious world, welcoming the traveller to explore its wonders, both natural and manufactured. Furthermore, the narration highlights what the landscape painters and poets saw, enabling the traveller to capture the essence of beauty and truth in Nature. The serenity and insight that the sages sought and found at the heights of mountains are also available to the tourists who seek them. And despite the frog’s narrow point of view on travel, the all-encompassing outlook of the stork is validated through the stories between covers.

In today’s world, travel has become the new norm. Akin to the bug-bitten stork, humankind travels all the time. The techies traverse the globe as if there is no tomorrow; the entrepreneurs seek investment opportunities and financial gains in greener pastures; then there are those who travel to satiate their thirst for art, culture, education, employment, fashion, food, history, literature and music in the outside world. In contrast, some-day voyagers often wish to travel but fail to do so. However, those yearning
to travel will find a way to get to the other side of the
world and return home humbled and transformed, having learnt how folks live outside one’s modest world.

One among them is the nutty Arabian merchant, poor yet resourceful, for his creative mode of travel. He periodically crossed the borders between Turkey and Armenia, Israel and Syria, making a living from his many journeys. The mode of his travel sure brought cheer to harrowed people in those fraught times of the corona rampage, the only time when travel was on the ebb tide, when celebrations, get togethers, vacations, and all interactions were on hold.

With his regular excursions across a different border each time, that quick-witted merchant baffled the sentries at the checkposts. So, naturally, the border security guards wondered what his mission was. “Was he smuggling something across the border?” they asked. They found nothing suspicious when they stopped, checked his load, and allowed him to continue across the perimeter.

Years later and well into his retirement, one of those sentries came across the same merchant in Baku’s Yasil Bazaar in Azerbaijan and asked him, “All along, like the rising sun, we were confident you were smuggling something. Now, be honest and tell me what you were sneaking across.”

After some thought and not finding an escape hatch, the merchant blurted: “Donkeys.”

Ignore the kink in the merchant’s travel story and credit him for his outdated and laughable mode of travel. But travel he did. Of course, donkeys were the earliest mode of standard transport, and with their slow trot, travellers soon advanced to horse rides to cover longer distances. Then came the English, with ladies included, who rode in horse-drawn carriages through the highways, accompanied by a retinue of guards protecting the riders from thieves. They simultaneously took to the buggy, hackney coach, hansom and post-chaise. Finally, waterways and air travel developed at their own pace, with the voyagers making forays in their search for new land. The maritime activities of the Anglo-Saxons and Europeans reached a new high in exploration and travel. Kudos to this venturesome Arabian who travelled on a donkey to meet his goal during the pandemic years, maintaining a low profile to keep the sentry guessing. Travel often yields such weird tales, which are stranger than fiction, with immigration officers not quite intercepting journeys but unwittingly assisting them on their way.

Travel also brings other benefits. A history buff will find an encyclopaedic treasure embedded in the tours, far beyond what a library can throw up, for seeing is believing. A visit to the Louvre in France will give a traveller a bird’s-eye view of Europe’s history, its many wars—some lost and a few won—its emperors and empires. The Museum offers a visual treat and a wealth of knowledge that will last a lifetime, displaying gems encrusted in crowns, paintings, tapestries, and a variety of artefacts. It broadens one’s mind and changes one’s perspective on rulers and subjects, as exemplified by Napoleon, known for his nepotism and arrogance. It prompted him to grab the crown from Pope Pius VII rather than patiently wait for the Pope to crown him.

Before my journey to the other side of the English Channel, I experienced my notional love of the Lake District coming to life. It was the ultimate, fulfilling experience. The District has stood still since the days of Beatrix Potter (1866-1943). She wrote children’s books to raise money to buy farms and rent them out at affordable prices to the tenants. She protected the farmers against the unfair rents levied by greedy landlords.

Potter’s intervention to improve the farmers’ situation feels surreal. Besides, with the sanctions she put in place, no one can cut a tree in the entire District, not even a dead one. No one can put up new buildings, and the old ones get repaired using the same material and in the same style to this day. To a traveller, the Lake District appears quaint and old-worldly, dotted with tightly packed dry-stone walls that use no mortar. And the herds of sheep born black, growing up to be grey and turning all white as adults, meander through these primitive pastures preserved for eternity. The result is a flock fit for a picture postcard featuring adorable, woolly balls speckled black, grey, and white. With that, I fell in love with the famous song, Baa Baa Black Sheep, by Rudyard Kipling and the Woolly Sheep.

Additionally, the houses of a pioneer like Wordsworth at Grasmere transport the passenger back to an age ushering in the Romantic Movement. Living in such a place brings immense blessings. First, from September onwards, the banks of Lake Windermere are carpeted with thousands of golden daffodils, which inspired Wordsworth to capture their beauty in a moment of tranquility in his poem Daffodils.


Words Worth!

….

When all at once I saw a crowd,

A host, of golden daffodils;

Beside the lake, beneath the trees,

Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.

….



Second, the District’s residents opt to live in tiny houses, which are eligible for tax exemption. This practice proves that small is ecologically sustainable.

Travel kindles in us love not merely for history but for civilisation, too. It ignites our curiosity to learn the stories of humanity and the inhuman annihilation of races and nations. When travellers draft their travel schedules, they must include a prior study of the place and its people. The exercise enables them to comprehend why a country is what it is and why it differs from their own. For instance, Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution forbids the use of force to settle international disputes. It prohibits Japan from maintaining an army, navy, and air force, which is not commonly known. Victims of Hiroshima and Nagasaki will appreciate the Article more than the rest of the world. Likewise, the spirit of millions of slaughtered Jews confronts a passer-by when he visits Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Poland, and the Soviet Union. The traumatic holocaust experiences of the victims in these places and nations can move a traveller to a state of gloom and despair. They fail to understand how one person and nation can cause such suffering to another. But travellers must pull themselves together, set apart the past from the present, and move on with the resolve never to let holocausts repeat themselves in their heads and on their land. Travel can be an education and a spiritual obliteration of everything vile in human Nature.

With the outbreak of COVID-19, I feared it would push back travel from the realm of the palpable to the vicarious. But, of course, there’s a world of difference between the two. As a young student in the history classroom, I let my mind wander and travel with the brave explorers Magellan and Columbus, crossing and re-crossing borders across the Continents. They took all they could from the lands they visited along their course, presumably donkeys. Their travel sagas included weird stories of half-naked folks who ate with their fingers and worshipped a pantheon of gods and goddesses with multiple hands and heads, and of the offerings of human sacrifices made to appease them.

However, newer problems, such as forest fires and tsunamis, will likely turn a modern traveller’s idyllic vacation into a disaster. The pandemic, for instance, brought the world to a screeching halt in 2020, 2021, and 2022. Consequently, it put the ordinary joys of walking about the marketplace, meeting strangers, and sharing a meal with friends on hold, whether at a hotel, motel or even an al fresco dining place. And countries went into a commotion to contain the virus. It remains uncertain if travel will ever regain its pre-pandemic ease with wars casting long shadows as I pen these travel tales. However, the adventures of travellers in this narration, along with a few post-pandemic suggestions, will help mitigate the issues and prevent disasters in the future.

Despite the scare, like the nutty merchant, the traveller must brave the odds and cross the borders, knowing that sentries and the virus can sometimes put a spoke in the rider’s wheel.

An eager traveller can now press the pause button for a millisecond and ask why donkeys freely cross borders while humankind cannot. If man’s situation is reversible, then every man can become a traveller, and every traveller could be a merchant. Even a monk, the exuberant young, and the spiritual old will find a spot in the queue. These will indeed have a ripple effect on the issue: Why Travel?


2

Making Memories
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A commoner seldom goes on vacation. So, when I set out on a tour of Europe, I decided to make the most of it. I took a phone camera to record significant landmarks and travel experiences for posterity. Additionally, several smartphone-based apps help tourists save their recordings, store their memories, and share them on various social media platforms.

Furthermore, tourists may add value to their travels with Pocket Pilots, a little book they can tuck into their handbags or pockets. In it, the traveller can jot down the names of places and people he meets, make notes of his encounters, and reflect on his experiences. Pocket Pilots are a valuable source of comprehensive learning, serving as both teaching and memory aids for the future.

I make much of my Pocket Pilot, wherein I jot down my travel discoveries, experiences, impressions and perspectives. The advantages are manifold. The entries can refresh memory, returning a traveller to the time spent visiting other countries and cultures. Some of these entries surprise me and leave a deep impression after other memories of places visited but not recorded have faded. My Pocket Pilot takes pride of place among the family’s collection of manuscripts. It makes for delightful reading when the family discusses who was a better man, Pete or Smith, our cab drivers, mentioned in my Pocket Pilot, for the service they rendered. Their perspective was that Pete was in a hurry to drop my family off at Heathrow, as he had to take his girlfriend to visit her obstetrician and gynaecologist that evening. My Indian curiosity got the better of me, and I discovered that she was in the eighth month of her pregnancy, and the child she was carrying was her former boyfriend’s. Such courtesy and responsibility towards another man’s child, your girlfriend was carrying, is unheard of and scandalous in my community and country. He must be more than a man, I thought.

On a mere mention of Harry the Spare, the latter, Smith, made time to entertain my restless and noisy children with a visit to The Harry Potter Shop at Platform 9 ¾ in King’s Cross Station. They applauded Smith for the right reason and brought out their Potter Wand, made of holly to dispel lockdown blues, which is now a thing of the past. Furthermore, grandparents and parents use these snippets from the Pocket Pilot to teach children art, geography and literature, history as well as their love of fellow humans, and instil in them a passion for travel. Here are a few gold-standard oddments from my Pocket Pilot denied to a pandemic traveller whose footfalls were limited to a negligible range. However, post-pandemic, travellers have their pick of likes, loves, and hates. A young traveller will likely choose modern cities to visit, whereas I holiday in European countries because of their historical significance. It is a matter of choice. However, the mind-boggling range of experiences available at these places gives the traveller a comprehensive understanding of why memories count, making them reason enough for me to share them, for the same conversance may never repeat itself.

So, get set and go for that chance to experience something similar to the extracts from the Pocket Pilot, which are hard to come by. It takes travellers across borders and drops them at the centre of the action. The series of incidents travellers get exposed to is a preview of what the world has to offer. Finally, their interests in architecture, fashion, food, history, human nature and psychology, and more determine the choice of their destination. But on this vicarious tour, a traveller will go where the Pocket Pilot leads him and see what the writer witnessed and experienced—a first-hand review for the future traveller.

15 June 2013: At Double Tree-Hilton, Dunblane, Scotland, an idyllic hill-top lodge, the Indian tourists, I among them, caught sight of a group of young adults dressed for a wedding in kilts. They looked elegant. My coach, Captain David McDonald, a Scotsman, told me skirts come in all eight yards of excellent woollen and checked material. For an eight-inch sett, each pleat is four inches in depth. The pin that fastens the lower end of the skirt is unique to every household, with the coat of arms etched on it. The sporran pouch accompanies it and is worth a second glance and a steal. Wishing to add one to my wardrobe, I realised it was beyond a commoner’s means!

Did you ever wonder what the Scotsmen, King Charles among them, wear under their kilts? A recent survey says (www.scotsman.com) that over half of kilt wearers (55%) tend to wear underwear, while 38% go commando. Of course, to a highlander, it was essential to be combat-ready at any time to prove his mettle against the lowlanders and others, and he wouldn’t hear of the irksome underwear standing in the way. But Benjamin Maybury writes in his book “Lives in Scotland”, “Historically we wore nothing under a kilt….” That’s the sign of a faithful Scot. In these times, they wear boxer briefs. And the inquisitive traveller has no way of ascertaining the practice.

16 June 2013: King’s Square, named after George III, doesn’t house the statue of the King, as he lost the War and revenue from tobacco against America’s struggle for independence. Instead, you see the figures of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert riding on horseback. Several literary and political personalities, too, adorn the Square. It is here that I discovered that the Scots don’t enunciate Burns—as in Robert Burns, the Scottish poet who has a place at the Square—as “burns” as in “acid being responsible for the burns,” but “Buns” as in “sugared buns." We never stop learning, do we?

Nine years after the tour, I have my Pocket Pilot to thank for these small but intriguing historical and linguistic features, every bit of which is worth passing on to family, friends, and travel aspirants.

17 June 2016: My visit to Scotland was unlike
any other. The rival cities of Glasgow and Edinburgh were each historical landmarks. Sadly, the industrially ingenious town of Glasgow no longer buzzed with its trade, middle-class populace, and everyday struggles as it did during the Victorian era. However, the pulse of the period was evident in its buildings, railway lines, and waterways. On the other hand, Edinburgh Castle and the Tower House, situated adjacent to the University of Edinburgh, reflect its wealth and influence. To date, the place wears the old-world charm.

Likewise, at Cathedral Square, the Presbyterian Church of St. Mungo, Glasgow’s “dear one” and founder and patron saint, has several stories to regale tourists. Mungo was a bishop. An icon depicts him with a bell, a fish holding a ring in its mouth, a robin perched on his shoulder and a tree beside him. The Glasgow Coat of Arms has the bell, the bird, the fish, and the tree on it. A tourist is sure to be intrigued by these features. And then, to the wonderment of all, the tales unravelled, one at a time. Folks believed that Mongo had a pet bird, a robin. He loved it dearly. One day, the bird died, and Mongo was blamed for it, although his classmates were responsible. Saint Mongo picked up the bird and prayed over it, resurrecting and bringing it back to life. As for the bell on the Coat of Arms, it’s thought that the Pope gave it to St. Mongo on his pilgrimage to Rome. They say the tree mentioned in the verse is an oak. One version states that it is a branch of holly used by Mongo to reignite the holy fire that Saint Serf had asked him to watch over, which had been put out by a group of boys jealous of Mongo’s popularity. The symbolic stories summed up in the verse below are hard to forget and could be a child’s delight.


Symbol Talk

There’s a tree that never grew,

There’s the bird that never flew,

There’s the fish that never swam,

There’s the bell that never rang.



Legend says the Coat of Arms bearing the fish with a ring in its mouth relates to the King of Strathclyde, who had gifted the Queen with a finger ring. Unfortunately, she proved unfaithful in marriage and gave it to a knight, who instantly lost it. When the King discovered the loop was missing from her finger, he suspected infidelity and asked her to produce it.

Desperate, the Queen approached Fr. Mungo, a saintly man, for help. Not well-versed in the affairs of the world, he got equally frantic. Prompted by prayer and intuition, he sent a little boy to the Clyde River to catch and get a fish. The episode is similar to Kalidasa’s play Shakuntala. When crossing the river, the lead character loses the recognition ring on her way to meet Dushyanta, King of Chandravamsha. She had married him as per the Gandharva marriage rites. Without the ring, she couldn’t join her husband at the royal palace on a later day. A sentry recovered the signet band from a fisherman who found it in the belly of a fish he had caught. Coincidentally, Mungo opened the fish’s mouth, which the boy brought in and noticed it had the missing ring and the answer to the lady’s ordeal. And the quarrelling couple lived happily ever after. It’s a universal truth that love conquers all, but how it unfolds is not too different across cultures, and it’s often demonstrated through the device of conflict and resolution. That explains the symbol of the fish with the ring.

20 June 2016: The Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco is a modern marvel and a popular tourist attraction. However, the Squinty Bridge at Glasgow, spanning the River Clyde, does what it does best, winning hands down; it gets a traveller to squint to scan its full view. It’s neither parallel running nor built across the river at an equal angle. Instead, it’s a band that stretches diagonally, connecting the two extreme ends of the banks. The architect must have had a whimsical sense of humour to get people in the city squinting to view the bridge.

Similarly, the Glasgow Science Centre blew my mind. On the walls at the Centre is written that the surface area of a man’s lungs is the size of a tennis
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