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I don't think anyone should visit
India just on the off-chance of
having a good holiday because the
crush, the crowds and the noise of
India will get to you before you can
discover its wonders. If you have a
purpose for visiting India, your quest
will help put India into perspective.

Besides a life-long fascination with
India, there were 3 things |
especially wanted from my India
holiday:

| wanted to drink a steaming hot
glass of chai from a street-walk
vendor

| wanted to have a proper red
dot put on my forehead

| wanted to see the observatory in
Jaipur.

All my reading of life in India piqued
my desire to experience the first two
things but | can't really remember
what stimulated my interested in the
observatory except the fact it was
built hundreds of years ago and is so
accurate and so huge.

Tom and | had discussed visiting
India in the 70's but life got in the
way so when | found a girls-only tour
to India, | jumped at the chance to
see the sights and experience the
lifestyle that had fascinated me for
so long. So what did this girls-only
tour promise? Five-star
accommodation, first-class travel,
knowledgeable guides and no
worries.

About the tour :

| didn't want to travel to India by myself. It seemed just too distant and too different for me to
explore alone. Thanks to Google | found an Australian-based travel agency which specialised in
girls-only tours - GETAWAYSFOR GIRLS. What a find!

| had the pleasure of travelling with 5 fab women, Carol, Caroline, Rhonda, Jean and tour leader
Kiri. We all got along so well and it was terrific having like-minded people to share our
experiences and observations with.

Kiri, our escort from Getaways, handled all the negotiation and registration details during the tour
and at each city a local guide took us to the main tourist sights and then took us to local shops and
markets where we could shop to our hearts content.

I'm sending all my travelling companions a copy of my diary and | think them for allowing me to
use their photos in it - | couldn't work the Rolls Royce digital camera | borrowed from Tom's
work so none of these photos are my own.



New Delhi

| arrived at the dilapidated and dirty international airport at
11pm after a long day's travel from Perth. The airport looked
awfully like the one at Denpasar Bali but was friendlier and less
frantic than Charles De Gaulle in Paris.

The tour escort and my fellow travelers were easy to recognize
amongst the crowd and our driver also had no trouble identifying
us either. | wonder why?

Our transport for the duration was a 12-seater bus, decorated
from wall to ceiling in brown/green nylon carpet, finished off
with a "matching” paste-on frieze around the windows.

The night air was full of smoke and dust and the air-conditioned
bus whipped us out of the airport car park through a web of
elevated freeway construction which in part explained the dusty
dirty conditions of the airport surrounds. New Delhi is hosting

the Commonwealth Games in 2010 and the road building frenzy is
in preparation for the event.

We wondered whether the airport could handle the anticipated
crowds but found out later that new domestic and international
terminals are under construction. Authorities were just "making-
do" with the old facilities in the meantime.

It took about 30 minutes to reach our hotel. Even at 11pm on a
Saturday night work was still underway on the freeways and we
had to dodge cement trucks.

Our hotel was all marble and light and | felt really grotty
checking in but a good shower and a good sleep set me up to
enjoy my first Indian breakfast of masala tea and 20 different
types of curry. Yum!



My first impression of New Delhi was- where are all the
people?

| soon found out where all the people were - some were at
the Mosque in Old Delhi celebrating the end of Ramadan
while others were playing cricket. It appeared that Oct 14
was not only a Sunday but a very special holy day for both
Hindus and Muslims so the roads were deserted but the
public open space was full.

New Delhi is just as a national capital should be - well-
planned, logical street layout, impressive public building and
extensive well-maintained public open space. Through the
centre of New Delhi was a boulevard linking Parliament
House with India Gate, a war memorial to all Indian soldiers
killed in WWI and Il. That seemed a bit strange to me. Either
side of the boulevard was green open space which was
rapidly filling with cricket matches.

The air was hazy with smoke and dust, the civic building red
sandstone made everything look a bit drab but the colours of
the saris and salwar kamiz and turbans made up for it.
Indians just love colour , the bolder and brighter the better.
No subtle or understated beige or neutrals.

This little girl acrobat was
entertaining the crowd as they
promenaded along the boulevard

India gate

Another of our places
visited in New Delhi was
the Qutab Minar which just
looked like an old ruin but
our guide pointed out the
different decorations on
the buildings which
indicated that it was built
over a number of centuries
showing the differnt
architectural and
decorative
styles...apparently!

Qutab Minar styles

Colourful couple at Qutab Minar

School children getting ready for the

filming of an advertisement



Day 1 and | achieved one of my goals - | was red-dotted
twice, once at a temple and then again at lunch. We
were lucky enough to be invited into the home of an
Indian family for Sunday lunch and we were individually
welcomed with a marigold garland, a red dot and a gift.
Our host was the owner of an Indian tour company
which specializes in heritage tours but as part of their
custom, they welcome people each Sunday to share
lunch with them. It is a part of their belief system to
share and we were the lucky ones.

Family room

Ouir first day didn't end at lunchtime. In the
afternoon we took a pedicab ride thru old
Delhi which was almost deserted - most of the
businesses were closed and most of the locals
were out enjoying their free time. The crowds
which normally thronged the Chandni Chowk,
once an important route for mogul royalty from
the Red Fort to the Jama Masjid - the largest
mosque in India - were now at the mosque so
we had a clear view of how people lived in this
crowded, crowded street - and how they got
their power!

Ubiquitious marigolds

Negligible crowd



Red Fort in Old Delhi in background

Gandhi memorial New Delhi



Temples, palaces, forts and memorials

Even though we visited many temples and memorials during our stay
in India, my favourite place of worship was the Lotus Temple of the
Bahia's in Delhi. It was modern and elegant, a stunning building

from a distance and a quiet and reflective one inside. The memorial
to Gandhi also surprised me in its simplicity - a simple marble stone
set in the middle of a walled expanse of grass.

The locals enjoyed taking OUR photos as much as we enjoyed taking theirs

Crowds lining up to enter the temple

Not everyone was on holiday



The Taj Mahal in Agra was another stunning building, although completely different. Our guide in Agra arranged for us to see the Taj Mahal at sunrise, before the
crowds and heat. A battery-powered bus took us to about 1km of the entrance and we walked the remaining distance, sharing the road with cows and kids trying to
sell us tourist junk. The tourist strip was just coming awake, each shop owner was sweeping the pavement in front of his shop, sweeping the debris in front of his

neighbour's shop.

Back to the Taj

Those Mogul rulers certainly knew how to impress. | didn't see the Taj until | was almost
there. We entered the grounds through an impressive gate and walked along a boulevard
which originally stabled the emperor's horses. We turned at right angles at the end of this
stretch to climb some steps through another gate and there, framed by the gateway was the
Taj. Very surreal in the grey morning light, "floating" in the mist. The taj complex, on the

banks of the river Yamuna, was built up to be about 20m higher than the surrounding land and
had nothing but sky behind it.no building or hills to detract from its majesty. That presence,
together with the early morning mist rising from the river, created a very powerful and
emotional sight and the morning light caste interesting shadows in the domes and alcoves.

The Diana seat is easy to spot and, with clever photography, it is possible to make it appear
you are the only person at the Taj.

Gateway to Taj Mahal proper

First glimpse of the Taj Mahal



The marble exterior of the Taj is decorated with inlaid lapis, jade, garnet,
chalcedony and carnelian agate forming traditional lotus flower and scrolling leaf
patterns, so similar in form and colour to crewel embroidery. It is all now so
obvious that those early English traders, sent to India by James | and Elizabeth
I, brought back beautiful inlaid marble pieces and textiles decorated in this
traditional way and the patterns and colours were copied by the needle workers
to produce wall hangings and bed covers for draughty English houses.

From the Taj we could see Agra Fort down river. It was in this fort that Jehangir,
builder of the Taj was imprisoned by his son till his death and internment at the
Taj Mahal. Poor old Jehangir! He was also imprisoned by his father in a palace in
the middle of Lake Pichola, Udaipur.

Interior

View of Taj Mahal from Agra Fort while Shar Jahan,
the builder of the Taj Mahal, was imprisoned by his
son till his death.



Agra Fort, like most of the others in Rajasthan, was built of red sandstone from the
area. It housed both the Emperor's army and his court and covered a huge area. It
was last used as a fort during the time of the British when soldiers were billeted in
the ancient rooms. The palace part of the complex was made of white marble like the
Taj Mahal with a huge internal quadrangle but with different sections on the
periphery for the sole use of the emperor, his immediate family, his court and the
zenana. Huge iron rings were built into the ceilings of all the rooms and into the door
frames and on the internal walls of the internal quadrangle. From these huge rings,
screens, curtains or sunshades were hung, depending on the time of year.

In summer the temperature in

Agra is well over 40° so stored

water trickled thru channels

inside most rooms and down

the wicker screens over the

windows. The Emperor's summer

bed was about 2m in the air

in a room about 30cm deep in

water. The Emperor would

climb up a ladder to his bed

and draw the ladder up after

him, keeping him safe, and cool.

When the Emperor
moved court, all the
fitting were removed
and taken to the
new location.

It wasn't till the
arrival of the British
that tables and chairs
and other fixed
furniture was used
in India so moving
house, or palace,
consisted of

folding and

packing fabrics and
textiles into trunks.

Entrance over moat to Agra Fort

Agra Fort - public pavilion



Just out of Agra we visit yet another fort/palace complex, Fatehpur Sikri,
built in 1564 by one of the early mogul conquerors as his capital but
abandoned as soon after its completion because of lack of water. Although
the palace part had long been abandoned, the mosque part of the complex
has been in constant use since the 1560's and on the day we visited was in
celebration mode for the end of Ramadan....again. There were stalls and all
sorts of activity in the courtyard of the mosque.

Our guide was initially reluctant to take us into this part of the complex
but he couldn't stand between a brunch of keen shoppers and the promise
of a market! and it was here that our guide started to explain the Hindu -
Muslim - Christian relationship as he saw it.

One god, two god, three god, four!

With Partition, only the wealthy and influential Hindus and Muslims were
able to move into India or Pakistan. The poor had to stay put and now
India has a greater number of Muslims than has Pakistan.

Our Agra guide's family had been Muslim which at the time of the Mogul
empire had a similar caste system to the Hindus. Come to think about it
much of Europe at that time had a similar caste or feudal system which
dictated one's place in society.

The arrival of the Christian missionaries in the 1800's gave people an
opportunity to break free of the caste system thru education. Before then
missionaries had been banned from India by the British Government
because the sole contact with India was for trade. As Britian become more
wealthy and powerful from the Industrial Revolution, saving souls became
as important as making money and Christian missionaries were encouraged
to proselytize, to save the Indian from their susperstitious and idolatrous
ways.

In the areas of Rajasthan we drove thru, most of the Muslims were in the
cities while the farmers and rural workers were Hindus. Grooming and
cleanliness is another distinguishing feature between the two religions -
the Hindus always seem to be washing and the children are always so
beautifully groomed. In the countryside Hindu women were veiled with the
scarf of their saris and we could see them cover up when we approached
with our male guide.

Courtyard and market stalls in Fatehpur Sikri Mosque



Fatehpur market
Steps and gateway leading to courtyard and market in Fatehpur Mosque

Only source of water

Listening to the guide's story



Amber Fort in Jaipur was set out much like the one in Agra expect the palace was a
separate complex some distance away.

In history most of Rajasthan was controlled by feudal maharajas who were
constantly attaching or making alliances with their neighbours so the landscape was
dotted with fort and palace complexes, usually within a prominent walled position -
Agra Fort was on a bend in the river whereas Amber fort was on a hill.

It is easy to understand how the early English traders and explorers were so smitten
by India - the grandeur and magnificence of the palaces was in such contract with
the bare, dusty and dry surrounds.

We had to "catch" an elephant to reach the fort's entrance.

Rajasthan although the number fluctuated depending on who was in overall control. The
Mogul Emperors defeated some and formed alliances with others while the British generally
worked with the Maharajahs in Rajasthan.

The British weren't interested in trading with the Maharajahs because the area produced
nothing of interest to the British and there was no port. The strategic location of Rajasthan ,
however, was very important to the British and during the period of British involvement in
India, the British worked with the Maharajahs for strategic purposes but let the maharajas
continue living the way they had done for centuries. Gradually the weaker maharajahs
relinquished their powers and privileges as they found it more difficult to maintain their
feudal way of life with the last maharajah becoming part of India in the 1950s.

Although this part of India was considered less developed and progressive than the rest,
this lack of modernization has meant that the original arts and crafts expertise which
flourished under Mogul patronage have been retained and is now an important component of
the state's revenue. Our Jodhpur guide said that approximately 80 shipping containers of

Elephant booking offi . . .
ephant booking ofice fabrics, textiles and antiques are exported from Jodhpur every day.



The internal courtyard of Amber fort. The Maharajah
lived along one side of this courtyard and his wives had
separate apartments along the other 3 sides where they
could look down on all the activity in the courtyard.

There were huge iron rings embedded into the walls
facing the courtyard where shades and awnings would be
attached during summer.

Entrance to palace part of Amber fort.



Decorated entrance - Amber palace

Interior decoration Amber Palace
Painted ceiling with coloured glass spheres to reflect the
candle light

This room in the Amber Palace is called the Perfume
bottle room because of the glass shapes inserted into the
wall. Mirror pieces also framed the doorways, wall panels
and alcoves where the candles were placed.

The room was pretty stunning in daylight but must have
been magical at night-time with all the reflections



Pushkar - the Place of Hindu Pilgrimage

| had heard that in an India school that taught shorthand was a classroom shrine
to their god Pitman where the students offered up daily prayers. According to
Hindu beliefs, you can have as many gods as you wish or need.

| was just getting my head around their names and thinking | understood their
relationships  hahaha, how naive!...when we arrived in Pushkar and visited the
only temple to Brahma, the "head" Hindu god, in the world.

In Indian religious mythology, Brahma the Creator threw a lotus flower from
heaven to determine where he should build his first temple on earth. The spot
where it landed immediately filled with water and has become a holy spot. All
Hindus try to make at least one pilgrimage here in their life to receive a
blessing beside the holy water.

Just like the European pilgrimage trails, a town soon grew to cater to the
pilgrims. It now also has an annual camel fair so the faithful can transact
business while getting blessed at the same time.

Camels, used for tourist rides, were "parked" behind our
hotel but during the week of the annual Pushkar camel fair,
this area would be covered in 4-star tent accommodation
for the overflow guests from our hotel.

I think our guide said the population for Pushkar went from

20,000 to about 1 million during that period and the
accommodation rates also went through the roof. Sooooo
glad we were in Pushkar before the crowds!

Shrine within Temple to Brahma
The faithful queued at the steps and when they reached the top step,
they rang a HUGE bell before going forward to make their offerings
to the priest at the shrine. The bell clanged continuously and Brahma,
wherever he was, couldn't escape the parade of the faithful!



We stayed at a lovely Heritage Hotel on the outskirts, only about a
20 minute walk from the lake and centre of activity but during our
stay the hotel owner celebrated a special personal Holy Day with
special prayers and offerings all day in the hotel grounds. It was
fascinating to watch the preparations and the celebrations.

Our doorman was always pleased to see the camera!

This huge gate, 6 inches thick and studded with huge metal spikes,
lead to our accommodation. | guess it was built this way to keep out
the intruders who had been able to overpower the doorman!

The hotel's swimming pool was built at the back of the hotel
and had a lovely pavilion overlooking it, built up high to catch
the breeze.

| sat on a swing chair suspended by chains from huge rings in
the ceiling like those we had seen in the palaces.

Behind me was a lot of noise and from my swinging seat |
was able to look down on the food preparation for the party.

Even though everything was being prepared outside on the
ground, the area was meticulously clean and, gee, it looked
like fun!



Rose petals have a special place in Pushkar's world. Acres of roses were
growing around the town and we were given a rose garland on our arrival at the
hotel instead of the traditional marigold one.

We had rose jam from breakfast and the evening air was heavy with the scent
of roses and jasmine. We had an evening camel ride around the back streets of
Pushkar and watched as families picked rose petals from their gardens.

Pushkar was also on the hippie trail for Europeans in the 1960s and there are
still a number of grey wrinkled hippies still here, wearing their hippie clothes
and looking pretty spaced out. There is also a significant Jewish population
here - so many that a synagogue has recently been built. Our guide suggested
that so many young Israelis visit India after their military service and the
atmosphere in India is so free and relaxed and permissive (?) compared with
the life they had in Israel that they decide to stay on

Garden plots viewed from our hotel window

Rose garlands for welcome instead of marigolds

Jewellery shop - tax free. We met lots of Europeans here buying stuff for their shops back
home.



Gee Pushkar was noisy!

As well as the temple to Brahma, there were hundreds of other temples and bathing ghats in this
tiny town, chanting and gonging all day and all night.

| soon became caught up in the spirit of things and the personal blessing on the steps leading to
the lake was a very special moment for me. | got another red dot plus a rice dot and a red and
yellow string around my wrist. We had to wash our hands and eyes and ears in the holy water of
the lake to wash away all the bad thoughts, sights, sounds and deeds and then made an offering
of rose petals, sugar and coloured powder to the lake for good karma.

This was a very moving ceremony. | guess our
tour guide Kiri focused on our feet for this photo
because we were all a bit emotional.

See the bowls of green lake water at our feet?
We had to wash our hands and face with this
water to wash away all the bad that we had done,
seen, spoken, thought or heard before we could
procede with the blessing.

I wore my red and yellow string till it went grey
and disintergrated

Steps leading down to Pushkar Lake

Lake after our offerings were made
Even the cows were overwhelmed by the serenity of

Pushkar Lake.
Note reflection of the ghats from other side of lake.



On the road again

Our trusty Palanquin took us from Delhi to Agra, from Agra to Jaipur, Pushkar, Jodhpur and
Udaipur and there was always something to see - pedicabs, water buffalo, camels, semi-
trailers and magnificently decorated trucks all jostling for room - one moment we were on a
dual carriage way, the next a single unmade road.

This part of India was being re-paved. Hills were being dug-up, valleys were being filled in
and toll roads would soon criss-cross the area - apparently. In the meantime we got stuck in
traffic jams but always had a good view of the countryside. | met an Aussie road engineer
at one of our toilet stops - he had worked out how to reduce the budget for the highways he
was building - just eliminate all road signs and road markings. No-one took any notice of
them anyway!

A palanquin is a seat carried on the shoulders
of a number of men. In the times of the moguls
and the maharajahs, women travelled in palanquins
which were curtained.

This palanquin in the city
museum at Jaipur must have been used for
the shopping because it was definitely too

small for any of us....
just like the hotel lifts that could
fit 10 locals before complaining but
could carry only 4 of us!

This is Martin our second driver. He helped us with our
shopping bags and assisted the main driver. Looking back on

some of the other photos not used in this diary, | was Drive Manjeet in blue shirt. He gave us a running commentary as we
surprised to see Martin in the background of many of our drove from city to city. He was so "passionate” about his country that
street pics. He must have been trailing us in the crowds to some of our queries that we expected a single words answer became
make sure we knew where the coach was parked. Martin didn't long diatribes that started in English but I'm not sure how they
speak much English but he and the main driver Manjeet were finished because we had all given up listening! but he was very sweet

great fun and it was great being "looked after" by them. too.



City becomes the suburb and then an
industrial area and then farmland.
Farming between Delhi and Agra was
fairly mechanized but from Agra onwards
the farming practices can't have changed
much in centuries.

Although tractors and ploughs and even
one barbed wire fence were in use, there
were still many fields being ploughed by
buffalo and herds of goats and sheep
being tended by shepherds. Tractors
pulled trailers piled high with dry fodder
and so did camels - although the camel
driver was usually asleep on top of the
load!

We passed fields that had been irrigated
for rice during the monsoon that were
now being prepared for potatoes during
winter. We saw tumble-down shacks with
thatched roofs which looked very
depressing until we learnt that they were
stores of dried cow pats, formed into a
hut-sized circles, plastered on the outside
and thatched on top to keep the fuel dry.

We saw mechanical pumps side-by-side
with old style buffalo-powered pumps.
Whatever work the locals were doing,
they were all brightly dressed - hot pink
and bright orange were the favourite
colours.

Road worker's family

Fresh water chestnuts - Pushkar



At our lunch stop out of Agra, our host had arranged for us to visit a local
government school, a local village and a local family so we piled into local
transport, a horse-drawn sulky and took our place on the highway along with the
semis, tractors and speeding tourist buses.

Just a few km, and many grey hairs later, we pulled off the road into a

compound of a local government school. The whole school complex, surrounded
by a 5ft daub wall, was about the size of 2 football ovals. Most the area was
bare open space but towards one side was the classroom block of about 5 rooms
opening onto a narrow verahdah - five rooms for about 300 children.

Under the only tree in the compound was another building - the canteen and
kitchen. All children attending government schools are given a cooked mid day
meal as an inducement to attend.

This school had been "adopted" by a private school in Victoria and each year a
group of Aussie student spend 2 weeks painting and "repairing” the school
building.

We didn't stay long at this school because many of the youngsters came rushing
out to see the strangers - us - and the teachers were battling to restore order.
Now | fell what it is like to be a celeb!



It was interesting to compare the rural school with the fee-paying school we visited in Agra where
both English and Hindi were taught.

The Agra school had a similar class size and some of the rooms reminded me of my primary school
days - tiny low dark wood desks with fold-up seats and alphabet charts all around the rooms. The
Principal proudly showed us their mathematical teaching aides - those yellow plywood(?) compass
and protractor and metre rule. One thing that surprised me was on the classroom walls of all the
upper-school classes were posters on values and behaviours...the sort of wise sayings that often

appear in New Age publications.

But gee, the kindy kids looked so cute.

Singing class

Teacher talk

Science lab

Singing teacher with accordian-type keyboard

Preprimary class



From the village school we trotted to the nearby village where most of the
children lived. As we approached, old village ladies came out to meet us.

The whole place looked a bit tumble-down and dirty from a distance -the
footpath between the houses was ankle deep mud but as we got closer,
things looked different. The houses were being re-plastered and repainted
as the recent monsoon season had washed away the outside layer of daub.

Most houses had a side wall and gate which led to the cow-compound where
the cows were milked and spent the night.

During the day the cows were led out of the village into shady places which
explains why there were 20 cows tethered in the shade of the nearby school
wall. The reason for the muddy pathway also became obvious. The soil all
around was very fine (wind blown?) and as we walked over dry earth we
kicked up clouds of dust. In the village the home owners had wet the soil in
front of their houses to keep the dust down but hundreds of passing feet
and hooves had churned the mix into mud.

Decorated house with day beds on front verandah and firewood on roof

Welcoming committee

Buffalo tethered in courtyard of house



From our village walk we were invited into one of the houses and it was here that |
had my first cup of hot steaming chai, the real deal, the genuine article - not the
hotel version. | was soooo excited.

Our hosts handed us tiny terra cotta cups of the wonderful chai - hot, sweet and
with a wonderful after taste and soo refreshing. The tiny terra cotta cups are

India's version of disposable cups - used once and then discarded. | brought my cup
back to show Tom but unfortunately it broke on the way and now sits in my garden
slowly breaking down. It must have been fired only enough to become waterproof
for a single use and will never turn up in an archeological dig in thousands of years
time. Like the leaf paper plates, this is just another way India handles the disposal
of its unwanted things, just like the mats in the village house there were plaited from
strips of rice and fertilizer bags.

The lady of the house was surrounded by her daughters-in-law and other friends.
We didn't manage much conversation although there was lots of laughter. | was
surprised however when all the ladies pulled their shawls across their faces when
our guide entered the house. They said they always did that when an unfamiliar man
was in their presence.

Farewell committee outside family home

Kitchen area and fireplace
for cooking bread

Locals checking us out



As we drove further into Rajasthan,
the countryside became drier,
dustier and more like the Pilbara
with ranges of hills in the distance
and small red mounds of earth
covered with rock fragments, just
like the old workings around
Coolgardie. | could see how easily
the afghan cameleers adapted to the
conditions of outback Australia.

One feature of this barren
landscape that surprised me were
the number of tagasaste-like bushes
flourishing everywhere, so green
and lush while everything else was
dry and dusty. The puzzle was
solved by our guide in Udaipur.
Those bushes were in fact a variety
of Acacia from Africa.

The local Maharajah was concerned
about the degradation of the
landscape by overgrazing so he
broadcast by helicopter the seeds
of the acacia bush which was too
tough to be eaten by most animals
but provided shade, fuel and kept
the soil in place. We saw these
dried bushes used as fences but
there were also many places where
the vegetation was impenetrable.

What seemed like a good idea at the
time could just be a disaster in
waiting!

Women carrying fuel - dried branches from the acacia
bush in the background

Twin-cab camel



I thought all the cows in India were wandering free but most were

owned and were housed overnight for evening and early morning milking
then allowed to wander during the day, eating the debris from the street
or the grass in the waste land.

Water buffalo were also kept for milk although some of them spent their
days turning water wheels or pulling carts

There was the occasional stray, unwanted and a bit feral. Milk products
are the main source of protein for the vegetarian Hindus so without the
cow population in every street, lots of the locals would go hungry. Cow
owners milked their cows twice daily and sold their milk to a central
depot where it was distributed to be made into curd or paneer as well as
sold as milk.

I had seen the locals eating street food and then throwing the "plates”
onto the ground. | was quite annoyed at this deliberate act but then |
found out that the plates were in fact dried pressed leaves of some sort
and became food for the cows.

A close encounter for Caroline - with a bruise to show for it



We were up with the cows on the morning we visited the Taj
Mahal in Agra. As we walked along the road to the entrance we
got tangled up in a mini-stampede of cows. | don't know where
they were heading but they were in a hurry!

Many of the dishes on a thali tray are milk-based either paneer, riata or the sweet rice.

Milk Depot



Jaipur, Jodhpur and Udaipur - the Red City, the Blue City and the Lake City.

Jaipur, the capital of Rajasthan, got its nick- name from the red sandstone used for
building. Its Moghul Emporer Jai Singh Il laid out the plans for his palace over the
old Rajput city of Amber. (| got confused because the Jaipur Fort was sometimes
called the Amber Fort - Amber was the name before the Moghul invasion and Jaipur
after).

Traders and locals not part of Jai Singh's court lived outside the city walls and
during his reign, there was a 7pm curfew when everyone had to return to their
homes, one way of keeping the palace safe from invaders.

Jai Singh was also responsible for designing the Jantar Mantar - the largest stone
observatory in the world and the third thing on my MUST SEE list. In the time of Jai
Singh all important events like battles and marriages took place on auspicious dates
calculated from the position of the stars. From a distance, the Jantar Mantar looked
like a park filled with modern art - huge circle and triangle shapes standing 10m high.

Seeing the observatory was a bit of an anti-climax though. My tiny mind was already
so full of the wonders of India that the Jantar Mantar no longer seemed so amazing
- in fact it seemed to be just typical of all the other wonders of India that | had

seen already.

A couple of Capricorns

Giant Sundial under repair

The city of Jaipur from the entrance to
Amber fort - see how well sheltered the city is.



Jodhpur, named after another Moghul, was the next Rajasthan city we visited.
Today it is a huge military base because of its proximity to Pakistan. Judging
from the position of its historic fort, it has always had its eye open for
invaders from the North and North West.

Jodhpur fort was built on a hill which gave 360° views of the countryside. Any
invading army could be seen miles away and the invaders not only had to run up
a steep hill to attack the fort, all the entrances into the fort were at 90° to the
protecting walls. Attack elephants lost their momentum in the sharp turn and
didn't have the force necessary to batter down the fortress gates. The whole
complex is gradually being restored to be part museum and part performing

arts complex.

The Brahmins in Jodhpur painted their houses with white-wash tinted with
Indigo and this gave the city the tag - Blue City. Other home owners have
taken the lead and now many homes are painted a beautiful blue which make
the place look cooler and fresher that the red sandstone of Jaipur.

This was the view from the front gate of our Jodhpur
hotel - waste ground in the foreground with fabulous
hotel in the distant. Nomads were camped under tents
in the open space, complete with dogs, goats, camels
and cattle. Apparently they camp there every year at
the same time and follow the weather across northen
India.

The hotel in the background was a zillion star one

where all the rich and famous hang out. Its regularly

featured in gossip mags because celebrities like to Puppet show using traditional stories and puppets
have their weddings there.

We could only peep at the hotel from its front garden.
The likes of us weren't welcome!! Wonder why?



Chai being served

Chai being prepared
Textile display room before

Jodhpur is also the centre of the handicraft industry and our guide took us to a textile warehouse - 7

storeys high. What an Aladdin's cave! We sat on bales of fabric, drinking tiny glasses of steaming hot chai.
Yippee again. | asked for a second glass while the owner went thru his spiel. The rural workers in this area
can work their land for only about 3 months of the year so spend the rest of the year producing handcrafts.
In the past they supplied fabrics for the moguls and maharajahs and now they are using those same skills to
produce goods for the European market.

Gee they are good salesmen, almost as cunning as those in the jewellery outlet in Jaipur who pulled out the
brandy and whiskey when a coach load of Europeans couples arrived. They gave the women soft drinks but
the men the hard drinks - good strategy.

Back to the textile treasury. Within a few minutes we were ankle deep in luxury and listening to the
salesman dropping names and expounding on the value of his products - we could sell this and that on ebay
for 100 times what he was offering it to us.

Four of us ended up buying a huge shawl/pashmina/throw just like the one Richard Geer had recently
bought while visiting Jodhpur. | later checked online and found an American lady's blog which told the same
story about the Richard Geer pashmina. | don't regret my purchases though. Wrapped in my red Tree of Life

pashmina | feel like a princess and | know deep down Richard would approve. After



A photo within Jodhpur fort. Some of the rooms in the palace
part of the fort have been decorated to show how they were
during a moghul court. A musician was playing the sitar behind
us as we viewed the red-carpeted room. Magic

Confectionery
Besides silks, wools and embroidered fabrics, dhurries

woven from camel or goat hair were for sale from
households along the road side. | bought a small version of
the dhurrie back left



Udaipur, the last city visited was a real gem, and the countryside was so different to that we travelled
through for the past week. Between Jodhpur and Udaipur is a mountain range which separates the NE the
SW monsoons so on the east is the Thar Desert while the west, where Udaipur is, is lush and hilly. | was
wondering when my high school geography would come in useful!

The Maharajah of Udaipur has retained his title but relinquished the public purse, relying on his business
acumen to fund the maintenance of his lifestyle. He, apparently, is a very clever business man and hotelier
and our hotel was once part of his palace. He still lives in the palace complex but most of the building has
become a museum and unlike other palaces we have visited, it has been furnished with the near-original
furnishings.

The maharajahs of Udaipur love their horses and
have developed a special breed for their polo
matches. These horses have ears on the top of
their head which turn inwards so the tips touch.
You can see that feature in this mural and we
did see the ears in real life when we followed

the royal horses out of the palace for their daily
exercise!

View from hotel room

View out the window

The Udaipur palace was just so beautiful -
just about every surface was decorated



Palace Interiors

Palace doorway



Food, Festivals, Fabrics and Fabulous Hotels

The good thing about travelling with women is that we all seem to enjoy the same things
or at least understand another's fascination and can sit comfortably for hours watching
others shop.

Besides being drawn to the traditional textiles , we all fell in love with modern Indian
fabrics and fashions and found 2 terrific stores - FabIndia and Anoki. Fabindia makes
modern Salwar Kamizs and home furnishings whereas Anokhi has a more cottage industry
base where fabric is handprinted in small workshops or by families at home then made

into articles. We all bought up big.

Another good reason for travelling with women is that we all like food and can sit over a
meal dissecting each dish. Having a tour escort who was also a chef was sooo good as
visiting restaurant kitchens and food markets was on the itinerary. Our visit to a spice
market in Jodhpur was another highlight as the secrets of chai were revealed - black tea
leaves boiled with ground ginger and cardamom and black pepper then milk added and
boiled for 2 minutes. | guess boiling the milk was necessary as most of the milk in India
is unpasteurized.



Heritage Hotel Jodhpur

Festivals - any excuse for a party! There was a festival for the end of Ramadan, for the second
day after the end of Ramadan and another one for the third day, or so it seemed.

Fabulous hotels - everyone of them. The modern hotels in Delhi, Agra and Jaipur were the most
luxurious ones I've ever stayed in while the heritage ones were intriguing and gave a real sense of
how people used to live.

I loved the pool area at the hotel in Pushkar - a marble pavilion overlooked the pool and decorated
swings were attached to its ceiling by the huge iron rings so evident in all the palaces we had
visited. | felt like a maharani, reclining on the swing, propped up with cushions, garlanded with
marigolds and watching the hotel staff prepare food for a celebration. | could easily get used to
this life.

Our hotel in Udaipur looked over Lake Pichola and | opened the windows in our room's seating
alcove and came face-to-face with one of the local monkeys - so cute from a distance but quite
scary close up. Each hotel room had its little surprises.

Hotel Visitor Udaipur



View of Udaipur Palace and our hotel from Lake Palace

I loved my trip to India. Going on a guided tour was a
brilliant idea. Although we were removed from having to
interact with those on the street, | saw enough of life

to get a feel for the country.

Although houses and villages many look dusty, dirty and
dilapidated, they work for those who live there. The
locals seem to exist with far fewer possessions than we
have but they seem to be clean, colourful and relatively
cheerful. The religions may be gaudy and noisy but they
are an intrinsic part of Indian life.

Everything we drove into a new city, town or village, our
driver and his assistant went through the ritual of
acknowledging Ganesh, the god of beginnings and new
adventures. I'm not such which Indian god | should
acknowledge as the god of safe endings and happy
times but I'm sure there is one and | should give my
thanks to him or her for a fab holiday in fab India.

Udaipur airport

Sunset over Lake Pichola, Udaipur
Lake Palace

DETAILS

Cost :

Airfares with Singapore Airlines - $1580
Accommodation - $3750

New Delhi - Metropolitan Nikko

Agra - Jaypee Palace

Jaipur - Rajputana Sheraton

Pushkar - Jagat Singh Palace

Jodhpur - Ajit Bhawan

Udaipur - Fateh Prakesh Palace

Exhange rate: A$1 = 33rupiah



