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Preface

I was born in Bombay. It is the chief city of western India, and it squats on a forked island encircled by the Arabian Sea. It is a very blue sea, except where the sewers of the city disgorge into it; and above it the smoke of the factories hangs, so that passengers on P & O liners become aware of arriving at Bombay long before they actually arrive there.

My family came from a part of India that had been colonized by the Portuguese, which explains the family name, and also the family religion, which was Roman Catholicism. One of my father’s sisters, indeed, became a nun and ended up by being beatified. My parents, however, were not religious. My father was a journalist; my mother was a doctor; both professions tend, I should think, to discourage one from being spiritual. Though my father worked for a British newspaper, he was a nationalist, and many of the people who came to the house when I was a child were nationalists just out of jail, or hiding from the police, or Communists who were officially underground. They taught me to play chess and lent me books. Because by the time I was ten I had read all the Russian novelists, my pet name was Domski.

I was an only child. I was never conscious of being lonely: I found myself very interesting, a vice that has persisted and because even as a child my father was wise enough to allow me complete freedom, I spent hours sitting in a corner of the sitting room listening to the talk of the revolutionaries, the Communists and anarchists, the young writers and the painters. They were thin and poorly dressed, often unshaven, and their dry insistent voices ate up the nights, on the verandah with the stars overhead in the silky black sky, and the splayed paintbrushes of the palm trees daubing the horizon with deeper shadows. All this while I had a secret. I could write. I wrote stories, essays, and poems, but mostly poems. When I was about ten I began to show them to my father’s friends. They were all very kind. The novelist Mulk Raj Anand helped me to correct my stories; the painter Manishi Dey did a series of charming little watercolours to accompany my poems. I felt convinced that I was meant to be a writer.

Then when I was ten the first of my journeys began. After that I was to go away from Bombay and come back again and again. My father had been offered an editorship in Ceylon. We spent two years in Colombo, during which I wrote poems, bred dogs, budgerigars, and Siamese Fighters, dabbled in painting, and was lonely and miserable, then we returned to Bombay; my father became the Editor of the Times of India, but almost at once we were off again. My mother was ill and so my father was forced to take me with him on his travels. All this while, when he was being father and mother in one, he gave me the same perfect freedom. His only strong moral principle was the only possible moral principle one can have today—that people must be free to choose for themselves; and he held this principle too strongly to modify it in the case of a child. So whenever he went somewhere he would ask me if I wanted to come; and if, as I always did, I said yes, whatever the hazards or the expense or the dangers at the other end, he would take me. In this way, before I was fifteen, I had been with him through Australia and New Zealand, to Indonesia during the first days of Sukarno’s administration, to Malaya during the heyday of terrorism, to Indochina when the Viet Minh threw hand grenades in the street outside our hotel in Hanoi, to Bangkok and the densely forested, bandit-haunted Mekong Valley, to Burma and Pakistan, and the borders of Red China. All this while I watched, and wrote poetry. My dogs and budgerigars died, I gave away my tropical fish, I dispensed with everything but suitcases and the typewriter my father had given me. This typewriter became for me the symbol of my vocation. When I put my fingers on the keys I felt a vibration of pure power. Nobody else seemed to feel this in the finished product until one day in 1954, the poet Stephen Spender visited India. It was the first time I had ever met a real poet. Through the large opaque, sea-coloured eyes of Spender I seemed to see how it might be possible to write poetry. I showed him my poems. He liked them, and said he would publish some in Encounter, which he did. Also he asked what I wanted in do. Did I want to stay in India?

No, I said. I had never really thought of it before, but thinking of it now I said no. My family was an entirely English-speaking one. My father and grandfather had been at Oxford. The background of my life had been English. In the streets of India I felt uneasy, knowing neither the language, nor, because of not having come into contact with many Indians who were not from an English background, the people. I suppose I had always known I would leave India, but when Spender asked me if I wanted to, the answer came clear at last.

I left India in 1955. The combined efforts of Spender and my father had gained me admittance to Jesus College, Oxford, but I had a year to kill before going up. I spent this year in Europe: I wandered about in France and Italy, spending a month in Sardinia: then I went on to Greece, spending four months there, including a month in Crete looking for the minotaur. I finished up in Yugoslavia, snowed up in a Belgrade winter. I was staying with a beautiful widow, who used to take me to strange, faintly sleazy basement nightclubs where the opponents of Tito drank rakia, snarling and wiping the frost from their thick dark moustaches. All this while my eyes kept communicating power to my hand, and wherever I was I wrote, on iron tables of cafés, in trains and ships, or sitting on a rock in the sunlight watching the lizards licking their breakfast from the air. Then I returned to England and went up to Oxford.

About this time I met David Archer. He ran a bookshop in Soho. In 1933 he had published Dylan Thomas’s first poems, in 1934 George Barker’s, in 1935 David Gascoyne’s, and in 1942 W.S. Graham’s. Now, in 1956, he published my first book of poems. It was called A Beginning.

Meanwhile the Hungarian Revolution had broken out and I abandoned Oxford and shot off to the frontier, where I spent a couple of weeks. I returned by way of Germany to find myself in terrible trouble with the university, but also to find my poems a critical success. Finally, in 1958, they were awarded the Hawthornden Prize for the year’s best imaginative work. This convinced my college that it would be a mistake to expel me. So they kept me, and in 1959 I became a Bachelor of Arts of Oxford University. If I pay my college dues regularly for three years I shall in due course become a Master of Arts, which would be nice for everybody.

Nobody had ever expected me to finish my three years at Oxford. I was always in trouble. When I felt like going to London, or even abroad, I always went; I brought up trainloads of drunken poets who turned the college into shambles overnight; I didn’t turn up for tutorials. My college, however, had endless patience. This was especially due to my principal. He shielded me from the wrath of the disciplinary’ authorities. Occasionally, in the quadrangle, he winked at me. We understood each other.

After Oxford was done, I felt a little strange. Mostly because I had fallen in love properly at last, and that confused me, who had always stood alone. My second book of poems was in the press, but I felt I should do something else. I felt I should go somewhere for a little by myself, to think about what loving somebody involved, and become more confident, if I could. I decided to go to India.

This book is the result. It was written with a particular person in mind, who was not with me. It is not really a travel book, nor is it political. It is a journal of what I did and felt during August–November last year, when I happened to be in India. So it may be too personal; but I hope, and I think, that that may be a good thing, because perhaps it makes the work more true.

I owe a debt of gratitude to my father for everything, to Marilyn Silverstone for reading and criticizing the manuscript, to Mr T.R. Gopalakrishnan of the Indian Express for typing it, and to James MacGibbon for infinite patience in waiting for it.

 

London, January 1960        Dom Moraes





A Village with No Walls

A flute playing in the garden dragged us out of bed next morning. Pannalal was clattering in the bathroom with buckets of hot water for our baths. It was very blue crisp weather outside, so I tried to whistle ‘Greensleeves’ till Ved, whose colic was unabated, implored me not to.

I went down instead, after my bath, and stood benevolently in the sunshine till Gupta arrived in a jeep.

‘What do you wish to do today?’ he asked.

I looked up to where the Himalayas stood, green shadows against the sky. ‘Go to the mountains,’ I said.

‘Why not? While it is good weather you should go. Otherwise in rain it will be difficult. But you will have to spend the night there.’

So I went and told Ved, who continued to mourn over his stomach. We packed a toothbrush and a razor, and we left the palace at nine.

There were no clouds in the sky. The driver sang happily, and Gupta beamed at us. ‘We will get horses at the foot of the mountains. We will visit Thoka, perhaps. Typical mountain village of Nepal. On the way we will see Patan and Bhatgaon.’

Patan is a little way up the valley from Kathmandu. It lies amid paddy fields, not a town really, a patch of town, starting suddenly and tailing away into huts to the east. There was a market on, when we arrived: wooden stalls had been put up, cluttered with fruit and vegetables: people bargained shrilly, but nothing ever seemed to be bought. We pulled into the centre of Patan, around a small temple-filled courtyard, which included a squat and celebrated Hindu shrine carved out of a single rock. The gateway to the courtyard was lined with the shoes of devotees. I had decided that I did not like temples, and the shoes were off-putting; it was almost as if they might get bored and come flip-flopping out while their owners were still prostrate before the god. One of the priests emerged, coughing and blowing his nose with his fingers. The smears of ochre on his face were roughed with sweat.

Gupta, who is a Hindu, advanced and made the namaskar. The priest replied. He was like a Catholic priest in some backward Italian town, planted like a fat persimmon in the sun, strong in parochialism, with bored eyes. His first words were even more reminiscent.

‘The people do not make offerings at the temple as they used to. They are swollen up with selfishness and wickedness. I will teach them, I will teach the godless ones: no more blessings shall I give till there are offerings at the shrine again.’

He said this not so much in conversation as in proclamation, and the bystanders stirred uneasily and flickered an eye at each other. I cut in: ‘How long have you been at this temple?’

‘Twenty years. These rapers of their sisters have felt my wrath before now. If they are not respectful to the servant of the gods, he will blast their crops on the day of the harvest!’

‘What is the history of this temple?’ Ved queried. The priest looked at him with a severely practical glint in his eyes.

‘Give me money and I will tell you.’

‘Go to hell,’ said Ved in English, and turned away.

But the priest raised one arm in the air, flapping and croaking.

‘I know what it is that you say! Evil one! Have you no respect for the servant of the gods?’

The bystanders began to mutter ominously, obviously seeing an opportunity to reinstate themselves in the priest’s favour without spending more than a little energy.

‘We have annoyed him,’ Gupta said. ‘I think we should go.’

So we left Patan under something of a cloud.

 

Bhatgaon was much the same, only wilder, more straggling, with the same mud houses, and we hesitated in the main square, and finally Gupta said, ‘Shall we continue?’ and we said ‘Yes, rather,’ and so went on.

The mountains were closer, they rose towards us, always larger, and the track climbed through foothills, and eventually we had to get out and push, there was so much mud. Then we lumbered like a military tank to a village in the shadow of the Himalayas, and there stopped. Gupta climbed out.

‘We will get horses here.’

The villagers gathered round us. They talked all together, quickly, and their hands slewed up and down. Gupta ignored them.

‘They are not the owners of the horses. Keep close to me and do not enter into negotiations with elsewise persons.’

So Ved and I got out, and stood silent in a storm of voices, till Gupta, who had nipped up the street, returned.

‘The horses are ready. Let us go.’

There was a short pause, while we instructed the jeep to come back the next day. Then, trailed by our adherents, we moved farther up the street to the headman’s house, before which three sidling ponies stood, saddled, but rolling crimson nostrils, and gently and angrily flattening their ears.

In the midst of their pirouettes, we seized them, I feeling piratical, and came aboard. The saddles were wooden and horned, and hurt as soon as one sat on them. A trail of villagers clung to us, shouting, as we wheeled the ponies around and trotted out of the village.

It was midday.

For the only time in my life, I felt slightly anxious about Ved. As I bounced on the wooden saddle, I decided I must keep an eye on him. I was much aggrieved when he came cantering back down the bridle-path.

‘Are you okay, Dommie? Do you want a hand?’

‘No,’ I said sourly, and followed the other two thereafter.

The road was steep, rock-strewn, and occasionally flooded. Progress was slow. Every now and then the ponies had to tiptoe along the edge of a precipice. At first it was all right: the precipice was low to the ground, and a fall would have meant a cut elbow, perhaps, and reminded one happily of one’s childhood. Later it grew higher; a fall would have meant a broken neck. My pony insisted on the edge, and I kicked it despairingly. Occasionally, squinting down, I would see clods disintegrate from its hoof, and its previous foothold rain down crumbwise into the valley beneath.

All round the mountains got bigger, hairier, more menacing, and the valley dwindled to small Chinese roofs and rivers like saliva-threads from the sudden lips of the hills. I held the reins, pressed my knees tight into the pony’s sparse ribs, and hoped. Finally we emerged from the edge into an area of trotted-up slopes, the trees steaming mist on either side. I had to lean forward on the pony to keep in sight of the others, and also, with the mist steaming in through my shirt, it became exceedingly cold.

‘Are you all right?’ Gupta shouted back through the mist, and I replied haughtily, ‘Excellent.’

Then more climbing. The pony stuttered his feet every so often, and yawed his head back, and squiggled his behind, and riding became agony. The mist had fortunately blotted out any prospects of a fall, and my entire consciousness was concentrated on avoiding the next bump. Eventually we climbed to a village, where people came out and stared amazedly.

‘Is this Thoka?’

‘A few miles yet,’ Gupta shouted back. ‘Do you wish to dismount?’

‘Yes,’ I said, and slipped off into a dung-smeared street.

A girl came to my side, like Florence Nightingale, and said, ‘Do you want a drink?’

‘Yes,’ I said again, and she brought me some Nepalese beer in a copper bowl.

I drank it and felt slightly better.

‘Come on, Dommie,’ said Ved enthusiastically, still from the saddle. ‘We must go.’

We did, then, scrambling up a steep track dissolving now in the faint mountain rain, always higher; the wooden saddle unbearable each time the pony trotted: but luckily that wasn’t often.

Finally, in the mist, the ponies clinging with slithery hooves to the edge, lights glimmered in the stew ahead, and Gupta called ‘Thoka’ back to Ved, and Ved called it back to me. So I stuck my heels into the pony’s side again, and managed to arrive, at a species of canter, in a village of nervous mud huts sticking to the mountain. People came out to stare. We dismounted and looked around.

There were about twenty huts in the village, mud and thatch; a single narrow street; goats; a pig. The headman came out and showed us to his hut. We had been riding for five hours. Women brought us tea and a kind of popcorn. The doorway of the hut was filled with the rolling pony-eyes of villagers, darting away when we returned their look.

The hut itself was a low two-roomed building, with blackened beams across the ceiling, from which brass and copper utensils and ladles dangled. The only furnishing was a rope bed, on which we sat, and in the corner a broken-legged chair. The headman squatted on the floor in front of us. He was a wiry middle-aged man with quick eyes and bristly cheeks, over which he kept rubbing his hand.

‘Where have you come from?’ he asked, and when we told him nodded, impressed. ‘You come from the capital. I welcome you. My name is Thapa.’

We exchanged namaskars and he said, ‘How long will you honour us with your presence?’

‘May we stay for the night?’ Gupta asked, and Thapa spread his hands wide.

‘It will be a privilege for us. We will give you a feast.’

And he clapped his hands and summoned his wife, and said to us, ‘Do you drink spirits?’

‘Some of us more than others,’ said Ved, and the headman turned to his wife and said, ‘Bring the drink of three waters.’

The wife returned in a few minutes with four copper bowls and a copper jug. She filled the bowls with a transparent liquid that had a curious smell of dry grass. Then she brought a copper dish with bits of pickled lime in it, and went away.

‘Drink,’ Thapa said; so I lifted the bowl and drank deeply.

It was as if the top of my head had been blown off. I closed my eyes and blew my nose. After some critical moments I felt a little better. I even laughed a little at Ved, who had just taken his first swallow.

‘You don’t like it?’ asked Thapa, disappointed.

‘It’s remarkable,’ I said. ‘What is it?’

‘We brew a liquor of one, two, and three waters. The difference is in the length of time it ferments. This is of three waters, the best and the oldest.’

‘It’s very good,’ I said, and drank the rest. It got better, like most things, the more you drank. Also if you kept a bit of pickled lime in your mouth when you drank, as Thapa did, it went quite smoothly. One bowl of it, however, was enough. I staggered slightly when I rose.

The mist had lifted, and outside a damp world waited. The air was cold and good. We walked through the village. People came out of their huts to watch. Some of the young men joined us. They were small and sturdy, their cheekbones higher and their skins fairer than those of the people in Kathmandu, and were very friendly.

‘It is time for the singing,’ one of them said. ‘Come and listen.’

‘A concert?’ I asked.

‘No, no,’ said the young man, laughing. ‘You will see.’

A pale distinctive twilight; we walked to the edge of the village, where it abutted on the forest path. Scarlet hibiscus made wreaths among the trees. Thapa pointed.

‘It is the guras,’ he said, ‘the flower of the mountains.’

The path came down from the mountain, lined on either side by enormous shadowy oaks. It ran parallel with the village for fifty yards then curled down the mountain again. The young men—there were about a dozen by now—lined up by the curve, some sitting on boulders, some standing. Gupta explained to me.

‘The girls from the next village have gone up the mountain to cut firewood. Soon they will pass by, and the young men will sing.’

And while we waited in a twilight full of expectant whispers, other voices came from farther up the path, the bird-clear voices of girls, and seven or eight came into sight, each carrying a sort of wicker pannier full of firewood, walking with a swinging mountain gait towards us. The flowers of the hibiscus were twined in their black hair.

One of the young men stepped forward into the path, spreading his arms like wings to block their passage; a little self-consciously, swaggering a little, thrusting his chest out, he began to sing. It was a high wavering tune, with dying falls, as if a flute should have a voice and sing words. As he sang, he made cajoling gestures with his hand, looking uneasily every now and then at the other young men, to see if he was doing well. But the others looked embarrassed, and turned their heads away for the most part: a few laughed in the twilight, slapping their thighs. The girls had gathered into a little knot vividly miming first surprise, then anger, then indifference; but all of them cocked their dark eyes at the young men, and occasionally they giggled. At last, when the first singer had done, another took his place, and later another. The young voices piloted the high tune into the twilight gathering now to night, till it was lost; and at last the young men stood forlornly in the silence, looking at the girls.

Then one of the girls stepped forward. She gestured the young men out of her way, she stamped her foot, she mimed anger. Then she sang. Her voice was a soaring treble that broke on the high notes, but as she sang some of the other girls joined in, till it sounded like a little choir. The young men laughed again, freshly, and slapped their thighs: then the girls laughed too and moved forward, and the young men gave way. And the girls went on down the long path, still singing; and even when they had turned the bend and were out of sight the clear pure singing came back through the cold air. The singers stood staring after them long after they had disappeared, with their faces pleased and longing at the same time, like puppies after their feed. Mist came again, and we walked back into the village.

The young men cheered up on the way, laughing loudly and slapping each other’s backs. I walked with Ved.

‘What do you think of that?’

‘It was very strange, Dommie. They were like little Nepalese angels.’ 

I walked ahead and caught up with the first singer.

‘That song you were singing, it’s very beautiful. What is it?’

‘You like it?’ he said, pleased and flushed, and the others laughed, slapping his back harder. ‘It is an old tune of our people.’

‘What are the words?’

‘Oh, those we make up as we sing.’

‘You improvise them?’ I asked, genuinely surprised.

‘Oh, yes. Each of us sings what he wants to say.’

‘Can you remember what you said?’ I asked.

‘I can try.’

So I asked him back to the headman’s hut. The other young men came too. We were all given copper bowls full of the liquor of three waters, and slices of pickled lime. Ved and Gupta talked to Thapa and the young men in one corner, all rapidly getting very drunk, and the first singer and I sat in another. Charcoal braziers were brought in by the women, for outside night had fallen in a final mist.

I got an old envelope and jotted down a translation of what had been sung to the girls:

 

‘Since your childhood you have picked the red flowers from the hibiscus tree.

Sixteen summers I have watched those flowers fall,

But as yet I have not climbed to the summit of Dhaulagiri,9

As yet I have not understood the hearts of the people of Nepal.

Queen of the mountains, hibiscus-fountain, goddess of Dhaulagiri,

Come quickly, be gentle: the old men say time flies:

Come quickly to the forest, where your father





























































A Mountain People

‘We dwell in freedom by necessity,

A mountain people living among mountains.’

—W.H. Auden

 

I write this in Gangtok. A thin small rain is falling in streets drifted over with mist. Almost my journey has come full circle, since the day I flew away from London, lonely for you. If I stopped thinking, this could be London, except instead of buses, tasselled mules jingle past under the window, prodded into speed by Tibetan muleteers in felt boots and slouch hats, like Western cowboys.

Inauspicious days…they began when we left Calcutta yesterday. I woke at four and drifted through the motions of bathing and dressing before fully waking up: then to the terminal, far too early, and unjustifiably irritable at Das for being late. He arrived exactly on time, bearing in his arms and about his person two movie cameras, a typewriter, a briefcase, and an airbag. His man followed, carrying a trunk and some rolled-up bedding.

I looked at all this, then at my own small case and typewriter. Perhaps I seemed surprised. Das obviously felt he should explain.

‘I always provide,’ he said, ‘for the basic necessities. Among other things I have brought some rugs in case we feel cold on the Tibetan border, a raincoat in case of rain, and a small brass pot for washing.’

I was a little ashamed.

 

There was the usual long wait. Presently our flight was announced over the loudspeakers. We bundled out, staggering a bit under the weight of Das’s basic necessities, to the aircraft. At this point we were intercepted by an embarrassed airline official.

‘Sorry, sir. Announcement was not for you, sir.’

‘Who was it for, for God’s sake?’ I said irritably.

‘For the crew, sir.’

‘The crew?’

‘Yes sir. We have lost our crew, sir. We do not know where they have gone.’

We did not argue. We carried our cargo back to the lobby. An hour later a delighted official rushed up.

‘We have found the crew, sir. We have put them in the plane.’

So the delinquent crew flew us off, and two hours later landed us at Bagdogra under a glaring sky. The airport sat in the middle of flat plains: green, spotted with buffaloes and a few men: but off to the north a rim of mountains stood, helmeted in cloud. Das indicated them. ‘Sikkim is there,’ he said laconically, ‘and Tibet.’ I was as amazed as a child.

It was very hot. We took a rickety bus to Siliguri, where Marilyn had been arrested. Before we left the airport Das pointed out a room on the first floor.

‘That,’ he said impressively, ‘is the room where she was questioned.’ 

‘Dear Marilyn,’ I thought, and felt rather like a pilgrim.

We passed the green fields, the buffaloes squelching up from mud-wallows, the groves of bamboo, the pools full of children, and on every side the cool white speargrass wagging a thousand beards in the windless heat. Presently we crossed a wide, rough brown river; a few peasants stood waist-deep in the water, manipulating fishing-lines with idle flutters of the wrist.

‘The Teesta,’ Das said. ‘We follow this river a long way, it comes with us into Sikkim.’

Siliguri was tiny and ramshackle. We got off at the railway station and loaded our things into the bus for Gangtok. This bus takes the mail from Gangtok to Siliguri and back every day, a journey of twelve hours altogether; the remarkable thing about it is that the same driver operates it always. He was bronzed and wiry, a Sikkimese, chain-smoking and a little sulky. He wore a vest and blue Chinese trousers, but when he got into the bus he took his trousers off and hung them neatly on a nail. I asked him why. He replied that the only reason he could see for wearing trousers was that they had convenient pockets in which money could be kept. While actually driving, he said, he had no need of money, therefore no need of trousers. This seemed logical.

The bus itself was a peculiar one. It was long and low-slung, and physically divided into three parts. The front seat, by the driver, where Das and I sat, was first-class; then came a section cut off on either side by yellow-painted iron bars, like prison bars, second-class; and finally a section shared by mail-bags and third-class passengers. The doors were fastened by a kind of peg on the inside. The luggage went on the roof. ‘How long does it take to Gangtok?’ I asked Das.

‘Six hours.’

‘And how far is it?’

‘Seventy miles.’

‘Seventy miles! Are the roads that bad?’

‘It is not only the roads.’

‘What then?’

‘You will see,’ Das said darkly.

We began our journey. After we had reached the outskirts of Siliguri the bus stopped, the driver got out, and we waited. The driver’s assistant sat among the mail-bags, singing, I chain-smoked, and Das read the papers. Half an hour passed. ‘Where is the driver?’ I asked. Das asked the assistant. ‘The driver has gone for his lunch.’

The driver returned some time later and the journey went on. The mountains rose taller toward us, dappled with cloud-shadow, hairy giants, clouds like wet linen clinging to their shoulders. An hour’s driving found us high up, the bus like a mad beetle skidding along a road that wound tightly round the flanks of the mountains. The driver drooped a cigarette from the corner of his mouth and one hand constantly played with the horn. The horn was rather unique: it was apparently operated through the steering-bar, in which there were a number of little punctures, like the holes in a flute, and the driver ran his fingers over these, producing a kind of horrible melody. On one side the road dropped six thousand feet into a narrow valley, where the Teesta, stronger and clearer than in the plains, roared in foam over huge upended boulders and narrow sandbanks. On the other the mountainside rose vertically, bleeding a thick green vegetation out of its clay, great trees crowding for room, exploding ferns, and jammed among them enormous insecure rocks. Every twenty yards a midget waterfall spilled down the mountainside through a pebbled and mossy crevice, slipping at last over the road to drip towards the valley. Also, there were constant little wooden bridges slung over chasms where branches of the Teesta whispered to their stones. Most of the road signs said, Danger, Bridge Unsafe for Heavy Traffic: but the driver’s foot was firm on the accelerator, and the bridges shook and creaked beneath us as if the bus itself was a great weight of rushing water. Sometimes also the road signs said. Beware of Falling Boulders, and indeed the great boulders balanced so precariously overhead seemed likely to fall out of sheer boredom, and bring the uprooted trees and porous clay down in a slow spin upon us. It was two hours of this, the Teesta always ploughing plain-ward away from us on one hand, and the untrembling mountains rising above us on the other, before we made our next stop, at a village sprawled across the mountainside, where a concrete suspension bridge went over the Teesta. Here the road split: one branch went on through the Himalayas to civilized Darjeeling, with its promenade and missionary schools, the other crossed the Teesta into Sikkim.

The village only had one goat-infested street. The half farther up the mountain was where people stayed, two-storeyed tin-roofed shacks with little slotted windows; the lower half was mostly composed of stalls selling fruit and condiments. This was still the Indian side of the border, but the people were all high-cheekboned and slant-eyed; the women selling fruit in the stalls were often young and very beautiful, with rosy cheeks and a shy downturned look of the face.

Two wandering Tibetans came slowly over the bridge, in their felt boots and cowboy hats, their robes kilted to the waist, and pouches tied to their hips in which each carried his private Buddha. All along the bridge down which they came, Tibetan prayer-flags flapped lazily in the wind to warn off the spirits of the dead. The Tibetans came slowly into the village and slouched down the street, bought fruit and sat down on the grass to eat it, coughing and hawking up the pink pulp like consumptives. When they kilted their robes higher one saw the beautiful embroidered linen belts of Tibet, and when they took off their hats, pigtails spilled over their shoulders and turned them in a minute from cowboys to Red Indians.

I was beginning to feel a little nervous; it was clearly wild country into which we were coming, and the mountains on the far side of the Teesta huddled impassably together, forbidding in their community. So I repeated C.’s remark to Das: was it true that one had to sleep on the pavements in Gangtok? I asked. C. had said so.

‘That is an interesting remark,’ said Das, ‘because it only shows that C. imagines that there are pavements in Gangtok to sleep on.’ This did not ease my fears.

We left the littered village after an hour or so, the Tibetans sleeping on the grass, the women crying their wares, children weeping, and at the far end of the street a goat trying to make love to a girl.

Then again the mountains, the slow climbing, the descents, the bends, and always on one side the following and wandering Teesta, and on the other the hairy mountains.

Occasionally we passed people on the road breaking stones, squatting women, beautiful and wild-looking, men with slant sharp features, dying waterfalls and the growing, sprawling vegetation everywhere, forcing itself sometimes through the cracks of the road. Sometimes the road ceased to be road for a mile or so and became a bridle-path, so narrow that the off-wheel was always trembling on the edge of a terrible decision. It was all very muddy too.

We stopped in a town high up in the mountains. It was market-day, and traders had come in from Kalimpong, spreading their wares in the street, cotton and a little grain and food, and, largest of all, there was a sort of sidewalk department store: combs, sand-shoes, cheap fountain pens, plastic teacups and glasses, charm bracelets, shirts, caps, and, strangely, pink silk knickers. ‘Is there much of a market for those?’ I asked the trader.

He said yes.

‘I shouldn’t have thought so.’

‘Well, they wear them as fancy hats, you see.’

We spent quite a long while here, because it was time for the driver’s tea. When we took off again I went to sleep. When I awoke we were passing a Tibetan mule-train: the mules tasselled and decorated, laced lightly together, with the lead mule free, a mirror on his breast, a bell round his neck, the muleteers loping behind. Then again the Teesta, and a bridge: Rongpo, the Sikkimese frontier.

At the far end were the Customs, a modern police station (the only modern building in Sikkim) and a faded blue-and-gold border sign. We drove on, and now we were always climbing.

As we climbed, I saw cultivation in the narrow valleys for the first time since leaving Siliguri. The fat green earth was cut into wedges, parcelled, forced to bear: the wedges turned to terraces, climbing the foothills. In the mountains themselves an astonishing thing was the number of butterflies, thousands of unhealthily vivid scraps of paper struggling in the wind, and birds dressed in red velvet and blue velvet preening like courtiers among the leaves. Also, the branches of every tree were wired together by cobwebs, enormous cobwebs, billowing in wind, festooned with corpses, and one gross spider sensuously fingering the threads. Even the rocks had cobwebs on them, the butterflies hesitated above them, and the birds looked down and squawked. ‘Beautiful, eh?’ Das said.

The bus drew up at a village called Sinthan, the driver needed more tea. This was again market-day, vegetables and fruit spread over the pavement on horse-blankets steaming with flies: red-spiked lychees, guavas with their chalky flesh, ginger and peppers. Among the traders the Sikkimese women moved, the young pretty ones with their virgin’s gait, like clockwork mice, the old ones like trees floating. A few Tibetans paced about, robes flapping laxly, and everyone looked happy and anxious. When we left, the ones I had talked to stood and waved from the unpavemented street.

More climbing; spiders and butterflies; and at last as we came round the bend of a mountain Das pointed ahead. High up on the next mountainside a few houses were strung out, tin-roofed or thatched. Gangtok. As we climbed nearer we passed caravans loaded with wads of yellowish, smelly wool. ‘Yak-wool,’ Das said. ‘They have come through Tibet, through the Chumbi Valley and the Nathu La Pass to Gangtok.’ It was dusk, and the caravan bells chinked rhythmically behind us for a long time before they died away.

As we entered Gangtok, the Last Post sounded from the Indian police station.
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