A Journey to India

It had been many years since I last saw India. I had done 3 trips in the late 80’s from San Francisco. I became one of the many who fell in love with India. Many times I had been asked if I would consider a tour to India, so I had been giving it some thought. Once again I contacted women who had traveled with me in the past and once again 5 said yes, India was on their list of places to experience. I placed adverts to entice others to join me on a real adventure. Why did I attract another group of all women I have no idea, not many men even inquired. So 14 of us connected in Delhi from Cape Town, Durban, Berkeley California, Seattle Washington and Pennsylvania.

India offers you the exotic, magical, mystical, and spiritual. You take what you need and leave the rest. 

You often hear it is so colourful, exciting, stimulating, exotic, thought provoking, exhausting, hot, dusty, dirty and beautiful.

 You love it or you hate it. India changes people; she is a real leveler. She forces you to focus and be in the moment. 

You will never look at the world the same after a Journey to India.

We began our journey in Delhi, a big city with wonderful garden parks and the loveliest roundabouts. We had a quick look around, paid our respects to Gandhi, and headed off by train into Rajasthan to explore Jaisalmer and her honey coloured Haveli’s and fortress hill town.

The best thing to do after a long train ride is have a massage, and several of us were pampered by the hotel Ayurvedic massage therapists. 

I had heard stories about Jaisalmer and her beauty for over 20 years from fellow travelers. It is not an easy destination to arrive at, but so worth the journey. You are on the southern border of Pakistan, on the ancient silk route from Persia and Kashmir.

The wealth of the area came from trading and the Haveli’s- built by the wealthy merchants-resemble honeycomb palaces. There are several beautiful Jain Temples in the hill town.

If you enjoy camels there is a late afternoon camel ride in the desert.

Rajistan is known for It’s bright colours and Jaipur is one of the exceptional cities in Rajasthan. The buildings are red and pink- the colour of the land.

There are palaces of marble and mirror. The piles of marigolds, roses, and jasmine at the flower sellers fill the air with scent. Men wear big turbans of red and gold. Women wear the most beautiful bright jewel coloured saris, with sparkling bangles up both arms. Even the street sweepers and homeless women looked like princesses.

We stayed in a 19th century Haveli- an old mansion.

A local gem healer came to the hotel to do individual readings telling us the best gems and colours to wear for our well being.

There is a huge Ayurvedic school in Jaipur with several Ayurvedic massage centers. We got a reference for one run by an Ayurvedic doctor and several of us indulged once again. 

The ride up the hill to the Amber Fort on the backs of elephants was quite an unforgettable experience.

The Taj Mahal surpasses expectations. You can not fully describe it; you must experience it.

The 10th century sculptures at the temples in Khajuraho are well preserved. In a lovely park setting they are both exotic and erotic, surely models for the Kama Sutra. In fact small beautiful books of the Kama Sutra were sold by all the vendors.

Varanasi is considered the most holy of cities with hundreds of temples. At dawn you are rowed along the ghats to observe the ritual bathing which takes place every morning beginning at dawn. Cremation sites are at one end with fires going around the clock. If you die in Varanasi, many believe you break the cycle of death and rebirth. Old people go there to await their passing, living in hostels. Near by Sarnath is where the Buddha delivered his first sermon.

When we arrived at the Srinigar, Kashmir airport we were met by my guide Anthony from 17 years ago. After hugs and plenty of tears we were gathered up and taken to the houseboats on Dal Lake owned by my old friend Rasool.

This is truly a mountain paradise. It is far cleaner than the rest of India. The constant littering did get to you after awhile.

Srinigar is in a valley 1 mile, 5,000 feet high, surrounded by the snow-covered Himalayas. We did a day trip up to Sonnemarg, which is at 7,500 feet and still had snow on the ground. Air gets very thin at this altitude and I had to slow my walking down. The drive hugged a snow runoff river that was icy just to look at. Villages along the way were just beginning to thaw out. As usual we met herds of goats and sheep who refused to stay in their lane and took over the entire road.

On another day there was a trip up to Gulmarg at 8,500 feet. You would never imagine you were in India, a variety of pine trees cover the mountain sides. We arrived in another valley, full of yellow and white fragrant daffodils, which is a ski resort in winter and a golf course in summer. 

Pahalgam is the kick off point for trekking in the Himalayas- something I did 17 years ago. You follow the Litter river to about 13,000 feet and if you so desire you can continue to the tops of much higher peaks. 

Ponies are available for a ride around the valley or you can do a bit of river rafting down the Litter river. Fly fishing is quite a popular sport in the area. My friend Rasool caught a record breaking 7kg. German Brown trout here while I was staying with him. On another day he brought in a cool box full of trout; what a feast we had. 

Days can be spent relaxing on the houseboats or taking shikara rides around the lake. A shikara is a gondola type boat that carries you to shore or around the lake and island veggie gardens. If you want to shop, the goods are literally brought right to your doorstep.

If you love carpets, and especially silk ones, you have arrived in carpet heaven. The paper mache` is exquisite and if you love suede leather you are in the right place. Real Pashminas are available in a variety of colours and qualities.

The food of India changes as you travel through the land. I think my favorite is Rajasthani cooking. A nice compliment of spices, not too hot and great sauces using a lot of yogurt. Every restaurant had a tandoori oven so there were always piles of hot nan bread on the tables. Black Dal was new to me having only experienced yellow, orange or brown lentils. The flavor is very different and now my favorite Dal. Anyone know where to buy black lentils?

Ayurvedic products, Neem oil, and essential oils of Absolute Indian Rose, Jasmine and Sandalwood that will send you into Nirvana are all available 

at a fraction of what we pay here in South Africa.

I offered an extension and over half of the women joined me.

The drive to Dharamsala is a killer journey of 12 hours through the mountains in 4X4’s, but the scenery is breathtaking. Again we fought for our right on the mountain dirt roads with sheep, goats, buffalo and a few cows that were herded by the nomads of the area. Once there, we all felt that it was so worth the journey. 

You actually stay up the mountain a bit further in McLeodganj, known as Little Tibet, which sets at about 7,2000 feet. This is the home of the Dalai Lama and the Tibetan Government in exile.

 He was not in residence, but we were able to see the Karamapa who resides in a monastery just down the mountain. Tenzin Palmo also lives in the area but was not in residence while we were there. 

Mcleadganj is a wonderful small hilly town, and lovely to just wander around in. The Tibetan refugees are well spoken and so gentle and friendly. The narrow streets are always filled with monks and nuns going about their daily business.

Evenings were spent seeing a variety of documentaries at the most incredible little theaters.

I saw a sign for Tibetan massage so I had to try it out. What an unusual thorough massage that was. Another day I walked past a sign for Reiki, so I had to meet the local Reiki Master. After a lovely treatment and a nice chat, we exchanged emails and decided that when I go next year he and I will exchange Master attunements.

Loads of western food was available and we enjoyed Italian as well as banana pancakes for breakfast. There was even a place that featured major chocolate overload. 

The monks at the Karamapa’s monastery served delicious inexpensive lunches that we enjoyed on two occasions. We discovered Momo’s, which are lovely veggie filled dumplings. There was a real easy mixture of western and eastern lifestyles.

A shorter drive back to Srinigar, a pass through Delhi, and home.

Yes I will be going back next April. I will also be going to southern India in December. Winter is the only time to visit the south. Goa and Kerala are on the agenda with a stay at an Ayurvedic Spa Resort. See details in the advert in this issue.
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