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Not all who wander are lost.

– J.R.R. Tolkien
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Wherever you travel in this world,
Above, across, or below;
Carefully examine at all times
The arising and passing of all compounded things.

– Gotama the Buddha





Pariyatti Press

Enriching the world by:


	Disseminating the words of the Buddha

	Providing sustenance for the seeker’s journey

	Illuminating the meditator’s path
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Prologue

The sites throughout the Indian subcontinent associated with the life and teachings of the Buddha mark the locations of some of the most important events in the development of human consciousness. Since the time of the Buddha, pilgrims from all over the world have been inspired to overcome all sorts of difficult obstacles in order to meditate, pray and pay homage in these places. The pilgrims of old had to endure many hardships in their travels, such as crossing hot deserts, traversing rugged snow-covered mountains, or sailing stormy pirate-controlled waters, often suffering intense exposure to harsh climates and life-threatening illnesses. Today’s modern pilgrims, like all travellers, are likely to face some struggles during a journey to these lands. Getting there is made much more comfortable, however, by our easy access to air-travel and an extensive network of trains, mobile phones and high-speed internet, savvy travel agents and a wide range of guide books. Nevertheless, these ‘luxuries’ do not lessen the benefits of pilgrimage (yatra), nor do they necessarily diminish the evocative impressions many discover when visiting the sites and learning about what took place at each one. Experiencing these places firsthand, and feeling their continued spiritual vibrancy amidst the surrounding bustle of modern life, provides an entirely fresh dimension to any meditator’s understanding of the Buddha, Dhamma and Saṅgha.

Visiting these places also enables us to appreciate the historical, social and artistic dimensions of the Buddha’s life and teaching, which is difficult to comprehend while remaining at home. Witnessing the legacy of commemorative monuments, modern temples, monasteries and impressive artistic works—all bequeathed to the world by international adepts of the Dhamma—has the capacity to increase our awe of the Dhamma’s magnitude, and to strengthen our own confidence in the practice of the Path.

The aim of this book is to assist the traveller, on different levels, along the pilgrim’s route. In retelling the events of the Buddha’s life, we have attempted to maintain the liveliness of the Pāli canon stories without compromising their meaning, theme and authenticity. We have revised the difficult and archaic language of direct translation, making the stories more readable for pilgrims, especially for those who are not native English speakers.

With regard to travelling we give pointers and tips to help meditators reach the sacred places with fewer hassles; however, nothing is guaranteed. Everything in life is uncertain, and even more so in topsy-turvy India, where things are always changing with great rapidity: names, numbers, addresses, bus/train schedules and all else in between. To prevent the book from being inaccurate or becoming tooquickly dated, we try to provide general, open-ended information in order to help free travellers from attachment to assurance in a land where nothing can be assured. This, in fact, is one of the benefits of pilgrimage in the Indian subcontinent.

We also want travellers to discover the Buddha’s modern India for themselves, rather than follow a pre-scripted step-by-step tourists’ track. Experience is obviously the best guide, and therefore the goal of this book is not to provide technical, archaeological, historical or economical details of these places (other books have already done a very good job of this), but to help enable the pilgrim to understand why these are important places to visit and in which to meditate. We hope that in this way, the mindful and receptive meditator can gain a deeper sense of the Buddha’s teachings in the places where they were first given, and can reflectively visualize what life must have been like almost 2 600 years ago. These reflections, rooted in insight, can produce delightful and mature fruits of understanding. Rather than behaving like the average tourist sight-seer, who merely looks around and takes some snaps of India’s historical skeleton—the ruins, the temples, the palaces, the Himālaya—we encourage the traveller to meditate in these places, becoming a site-sitter who feels the living energy of these tremendous sites for themselves.

The Buddha’s teachings have only recently returned to India, and it is our belief that travellers who meditate are best equipped to contact the rich spiritual tradition of the Dhamma that lies at India’s heart. Moreover, while travelling in these lands, meditators have the unique opportunity to not only grow in Dhamma themselves, but also to help the Dhamma flourish again in the land of its origin.

Wherever we are, whether in India or at home, we are encouraged by the Buddha’s teachings to try and actualize, in our everyday lives, five requisites for practising the path of meditative awareness: proper devotion, good health, honesty, diligence and wisdom.

To begin with, we feel that it’s important while on pilgrimage to consciously cultivate devotion towards the Triple Gem: Buddha, Dhamma and Saṅgha. Embracing these as centres of refuge means finding inspiration and protection in the quality and process of enlightenment. Without a sense of confidence and protection, one will find it difficult to plumb the depths of the mind. Taking refuge in the Buddha does not imply that the Buddha is a saviour or will extinguish one’s suffering. The word ‘Buddha’ is a title that means ‘awakened person,’ or ‘one who personifies being awake.’ When we take refuge in the Buddha, we are taking refuge in the qualities of the Buddha, and not in the person himself. However, having respect for the person is also important, as the Buddha was the one who rediscovered and then compassionately shared this path of liberation with us. Taking refuge in, and having respect for the Buddha helps provide inspiration for developing the qualities of enlightenment in ourselves. It is said that all beings have the potential for enlightenment. This potential however, needs to be cultivated. By taking shelter in the enlightenment of the Buddha, we strengthen the process of developing our own enlightenment. When we explore the sacred sites with a mind committed to awareness and equanimity, every moment becomes an opportunity to achieve liberation.

Taking refuge in the Dhamma, the teachings of the Buddha, does not involve converting to a particular religion or following the ritual of any sect; rather, it is taking refuge in a universal teaching applicable to all. This teaching is divided into three interrelated parts: ethical integrity (sīla), concentration (samādhi) and wisdom (paññā). Sīla refers to a set of moral guidelines: abstaining from killing, theft, sexual misconduct, wrong speech and mind-altering intoxicants. When these prescriptions are properly followed, the mind is then able to become sufficiently calm, enabling the delicate task of self-observation. Without these precepts, a meditator will be pulled in two opposing directions: on the one hand, trying to concentrate and calm the mind down, and on the other, engaging in behaviours that agitate the equilibrium of the mind. Samādhi is accomplished by the practise of ānāpāna-sati, or ‘awareness of the incoming-outgoing breath,’ a universal object that is available to us at all times. Paññā leads to the total purification of the mind, which is accomplished when the meditator objectively observes mental and physical reality and comes to understand these truths: that everything is impermanent (anicca), unsatisfactory (dukkha) and substanceless (anattā). More on these teachings of the Buddha is included in ‘The Middle Land’ section of this book.

Saṅgha, the third refuge, translates as the community of noble people.1 When we take refuge in this community, we are taking refuge in those who are walking or who have already walked on the path of purification, rather than in some particular sect. The Buddha taught that when our hearts are equipped with this type of devotion in the Triple Gem, visiting the sacred sites will be very beneficial to our spiritual growth.

Good health, the second requisite for a successful pilgrimage, is essential. If you become sick on your travels, stay where you are. There is no use continuing because it will only worsen your illness, and you won’t be able to appreciate where you are and what you’re doing. It’s better to visit fewer places and maintain your physical and mental well-being than to visit a number of places and not truly be there. If you become sick, try not to worry too much, and maintain your awareness of anicca. It’s during these times that our practice is most imperative. Illnesses common to travellers in India can be serious, so take care to be well-informed of possible problems before beginning your travels. Information about health is discussed in detail in the ‘Travelling in India’ section of this book.

Honesty is of utmost importance. You will likely encounter people along the way who will attempt to cheat and harass you, but try to leave their negativity with them rather than allow these disruptions to affect the balance of your mind. Try to develop love and compassion towards those irritating you and towards the terrible conditions that are responsible for their behaviour. It is important to maintain integrity. You will find that in most cases when you are honest with others, they will be honest with you in return. Be firm, and take strong action when necessary, but bear in mind that you are engaging with a culture different from your own, and make an effort to remove yourself from disruptive situations as quickly as possible. This is definitely not easy. India always has a way of pitching curve balls, and if we’re expecting them we might instead get a fastball to really throw us off track. This is where diligence or effort, the fourth requisite, becomes so important. Continuous effort applies not only to our sitting practice, but also to the events that we constantly face everyday. The more we are able to increase our effort and maintain consistent awareness and equanimity, the greater our patience will be with all the challenges and obstacles with which we are presented.

The last requisite, wisdom, is the comprehension of anicca, dukkha, and anattā at all times. We should try to understand, in our own limited way, the clarity of the Buddha’s teaching on the human psychological process. In this light, paying proper homage at the sacred sites means striving to understand the arising and passing of this mind-matter phenomenon of which we are composed. Obviously, only awakened beings are fully aware of impermanence at all times (sampajañña), but while meditating on the path, our fickle minds gradually settle into subtly, and we come ever closer to clarity and insight. For centuries, those seeking liberation along the path have found the pilgrimage places of the Indian subcontinent to be conducive to developing these qualities.

A fascinating paradox in this land of infinite contradictions is that while on yatra, practitioners often find it easy to effortlessly and peacefully meditate, while at the same time are also easily confounded by some of the most mundane situations, whether it be over a few rupees with a rickshaw driver or the noise and pollution of over-crowded cities. All these circumstances test our equanimity and are the real measure of our progress along the path of wisdom. By following the above requisites with a cheerful disregard for moments of both elation and depression, recognizing them to be equally impermanent, our time travelling in this incredible land will certainly be full of fruitful and memorable experiences. As home to about one-sixth of the world’s population, India plays an increasingly large role in shaping world affairs, and travelling the subcontinent serves to enrich one’s sense of this important, ancient and incredibly diverse culture. It has long been said that for true travellers, India is a rite of passage, and we know of perhaps no better place to put one’s awareness and equanimity to the ultimate challenge of immediate experience…

It is our hope that this book will serve as a useful source of information and inspiration on this difficult road. May all the readers of this book gain inspiration and encouragement while travelling along the path! May we all come to fully understand the Buddha’s ennobling message and awaken to ultimate reality! May all beings be happy, peaceful and liberated! May we be free!

A Note on Names, Language & References

In a train:

— Where going?

— Vārāṇasī.

— Ah! Kasi!

— No, Vārāṇasī.

— Han! Benares!

— No, no! Vā-rā-ṇa-sī!

— Han-ji.

Varanasi, is usually called ‘Kasi’ by locals, ‘Benares’ by out-of-staters, and is sometimes spelled ‘Baranasi’ or ‘Banarsi.’

Those travelling in India cannot help but notice that any given place may be spelled in many different ways and may even be known by many different names. Many city names have been ‘decolonialized,’ including Bombay (to Mumbai), Calcutta (to Kolkata), and Madras (to Chennai).

Pronunciation Guide

English, Pāli, Sanskrit, Hindi, and Urdu all belong to the Indo-European language group. While there are many similarities amongst all these languages, the Indian languages have particular sounds not found in English. The following list of Roman letters will help you learn the proper pronunciation.

Vowels




	a

	as in ‘aware’




	ā

	as in ‘calm’




	i

	as in ‘sit’




	ī

	as in ‘seat’




	u

	as in ‘full’




	ū

	as in ‘moon’




	e

	as in ‘eminate’




	ai

	as in ‘equanimity’




	o

	as in ‘boat’




	au

	as in ‘off’






Velar Consonants

(sound produced in the throat)




	k

	as in ‘skin’




	kh

	as in ‘kite’




	g

	as in ‘give’




	gh

	as in ‘dog-house’




	ṅ

	as in ‘link’






Palatal Consonants

(sound produced at the palate)




	c

	as in ‘chilly’




	ch

	as in ‘switch-hitter’




	j

	as in ‘jelly’




	z

	as in ‘zipper’




	jh

	as in ‘large-house’




	ñ

	as in ‘nya’






Retroflex Consonants

(hard sound produced with the tongue curling back to touch the palate)

ṭ, ṭh, ḍ, ḍh, ṛ, ṛh, ṇ

(there are no English equivalents)

Dental Consonants

(soft sound produced with the tongue touching the upper front teeth)




	t

	as in ‘tame’




	th

	as in ‘Thailand’




	d

	as in ‘determination’




	dh

	as in ‘dead-head’




	n

	as in ‘nice’






Labial Consonants

(sound produced from the lips)




	p

	as in ‘pain’




	ph

	as in ‘top-hat’




	b

	as in ‘basket’




	bh

	as in ‘club-house’




	m

	as in ‘merit’






Semi-vowels




	y

	as in ‘yes’




	r

	as in ‘rope’




	l

	as in ‘love’




	v

	as in ‘very’






Sibilants




	ś

	as in ‘shift’




	s

	as in ‘save’




	h

	as in ‘heavy’




	ḷ

	as in ‘pearl’




	ṃ

	same as ‘ṅ’, but only found at the end of a word
(i.e. Buddhaṃ saraṇaṃ gacchāmī)






Throughout the book we have tried to be both practical and traditional. We label each chapter by its modern name, and put the ancient Pāli name in brackets when the names differ. In the text, however, we often use both names, depending on the context. In presenting the stories surrounding the Buddha’s life, we do not provide the literal translations from the Pāli canon, but attempt to retell them in a simpler narrative format without compromising their essence and authenticity. Nevertheless, we are deeply indebted to the translations of several great Pāli scholars: Nyānomoli Thera, Nyanaponika Thera, Narada Thera, Bhikkhu Bodhi, K.R. Norman, I.B. Horner, T.W. & C.A.F Rhys Davids, John Ireland, Maurice Walsh, and others. Without their invaluable contributions to the field of pariyatti, it would have been impossible for us to understand and narrate these inspiring stories the way we do.

At the end of each story from the Pāli canon, we provide abbreviated references for those who want to read the scholarly translations. The abbreviations are as follows:




	A

	Anguttara Nikāya




	D

	Digha Nikāya




	Dh

	Dhammapada




	DhA

	Dhammapada Attagatha




	I

	Ittivuttaka




	M

	Majjhima Nikāya




	S

	Samyutta Nikāya




	Sn

	Sutta Nipāta




	Thig

	Therīgāthā




	U

	Udana




	VinMv

	Vinaya Mahavagga




	VinCv

	Vinaya Culavagga
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Introduction

You don’t need to go to India to look inside. But those who do inevitably come back transformed. Sometimes the changes are radical. Other times, their inner journey manifests itself in subtle details: a glint in their eyes, a silent presence, a fluidity in their stride, or a special glow (even if a few pounds lighter). They may be shaken by the poverty and suffering they have seen, and have vowed never to complain again about their petty problems. They may notice details that escaped them before, or see the magic in simple conveniences like a hot shower or tap water that can be drunk without worry.

Travel has a way of extracting us from our daily grind and making us look at our habits and ways of life. We re-evaluate everything that makes up our life back home—relationships, work, time—and decide we need to make some changes. Or, if we’re lucky, the changes may just happen on their own.

Travel, however, can be especially moving when it is taken as a pilgrimage (yatra), not only through the outer world, but more so in discovering the inner world and the dark mazes of the mind. It seems to be in the nature of a pilgrimage to test our limits. But if we surrender to the journey, without looking for the final goal, we can find peace and joy in the present moment.

Using this Book

This book was created for people wanting to travel in India to meditate and volunteer at Dhamma centres, go on yatra to the sacred sites, visit old Buddhist caves and monasteries, and get in touch with the body by learning yoga, trekking in the Himālaya, or detoxing at a nature cure centre. In fact, when the Dhamma (the Buddha’s teaching) becomes part of your trip, the entire journey becomes like an extended meditation retreat, with all the challenges and insights that come along with it.

We have included many illuminating Dhamma parables that may seem elementary to well-read meditators, but will, we hope, provide context for the novice. If you already know these stories, then either skip over them, or read them with a beginner’s mind. Even if you hear the same teaching again and again, there is always something to catch in a new light. The same goes for the seasoned traveller: while you already know about train stations and dhobi-wallahs, the first-time visitor does not.

This book is not only a travel guide; it also traces the Buddha’s life as it unfolded across these sacred sites. This is the land where the Buddha and original Saṅgha walked, meditated, taught, begged for alms, and lived, and those legends that can seem abstract in a book will come alive as you follow in their footsteps.

As well as the sacred sites, we discuss some of the Vipassana centres and interesting side trips in the area: the ancient Buddhist caves in Nasik near Dhamma Giri, the nature cure centre near Dhamma Sindhu, and the Triund plateau, good for hiking, near Dhamma Sikhara. There are so many Vipassana centres in India and Nepal, but we have included only the well-established ones here because the management is accustomed to foreigners. The workers at these centres usually know how to deal with foreign quirks and habits, and they usually have the discourses and instructions available in many languages.

[image: Images]

The reader will notice our bias towards the Vipassana centres in the tradition of S.N. Goenka. This occurs for two reasons: first, it is the tradition with which we are familiar; and second, unlike the West and in South East Asia where differing insight meditation traditions abound, Vipassana in India is fairly limited to the method taught by Mr. Goenka. There are some transient Westerners offering Vipassana courses, but their courses are infrequent and irregular, thus difficult to include in this book. Nevertheless, we feel that meditators from all traditions will find Along the Path a useful tool to help navigate the pilgrimage terrain.

This book is meant to travel to India with you, to accompany you on bumpy bus rides and when you’re waiting three hours for a delayed train. It’s also meant to provide inspiration along the way, to support your meditation, and to be a reminder of why you came to India in the first place: to have equanimity with all obstacles India may throw at you. We hope it will be like having a veteran traveller along with you, sharing the information of the places s/he’s been to, the stories s/he’s heard, and the experiences s/he’s had—the kind of friend we wish we would have had along on our journeys. Make notes in the book, tear out pages, or glue in maps. This will be useful when you exchange experiences with other meditators on the journey.

The best way to read this book is while you’re on your way to your next destination. If you’re heading to Rajgir, for example, use it to get acquainted with the important events that took place at Vulture’s Peak and Bamboo Grove before you get there.

One thing we discovered while on pilgrimage is that the flow of pilgrims is what keeps these sites alive, both at the level of infrastructure—roads, transport, accommodation and food—as well as at the spiritual level. If no one walks on the path, it will be grown over again by moss, vines, and trees. As individuals, our role may be small and insignificant. As a community, however, there is nothing more important than taking that next step forward.

Part 1: Travelling in India

This first section contains useful information for the India pilgrim, including tips on planning your trip, visas and cheap flights, and practicalities about travel in India such as finding a room, riding a bus, buying a train ticket, ordering food, staying healthy and observing proper etiquette around monks and nuns.

Our aim in this section is not to replicate information already available in other guidebooks, but to add to your options. Many guidebooks warn you against salads and raw foods, prescribe scores of medicines and vaccinations, and tell you to drink only bottled water. We explain how to clean your vegetables, how to stay healthy naturally by focusing on prevention, and how to purify your own water. We want to provide alternatives to the information generally available.

Part II: The Middle Land

In the second section, devoted to pilgrimage in the Middle Land (Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, South Nepal), each sacred site has a chapter of its own which opens with important events that happened in that place and the teachings the Buddha gave there. We focus on stories that highlight the Dhamma, rather than archaeological or historical details of the particular sites. Sārnāth is important for meditators, not because there’s a massive stupa of such-and-such a size or an elaborate temple built by such-and-such a patron using this-or-that stone, but because it was there that the Buddha set in motion the Wheel of Dhamma by revealing the Four Noble Truths. The stupas and temples are still important for the meditator, but they are only expressions of appreciation towards the Dhamma—not the Dhamma itself.

Part III: Beyond the Middle Land

The third section covers Dhamma sites outside the borders of the Middle Land. It includes ancient monastic complexes and modern meditation centres, as well as excursions and activities around these places.

Every chapter in the second and third section includes practical advice for pilgrims, under the headings Site-Sitting, Sleeping & Eating, Coming & Going, and Excursions. We’ve done our best to provide enough information to get you started, but circumstances are not permanent: hotels fold, monasteries burn down, programmes are cancelled, addresses and phone numbers change. If you find that something is not as we’ve said, please inform us for a future edition.

Site-Sitting recommends sites to meditate at and visit. The foot of the Bodhi Tree in Bodhgayā or Vulture’s Peak in Rajgir are traditionally considered to be sacred meditation places conducive to mental purification, but the Delhi Museum may not be (although we have had a great sitting there next to the Buddha’s relics). In any case, whether or not we’re actually in the sitting posture, the heading “Site-Sitting” reminds us to be mindful at all times, even while moving from place to place.

One wise friend warned us before we went on pilgrimage: “Be careful; it’s harder than a 45-day course!” Indeed, a yatra feels more like a Vipassana course than a vacation. But it’s not exactly a retreat, either, since external challenges are added to the internal ones. This is why cultivating mindfulness and a conscious surrender are necessary at every step.

Coming & Going tells you how to travel to and from, either by bus, train, car, rickshaw, plane, or an exhausting combination of these. We give the names and numbers of relevant trains and stations, but no schedules, as these are always changing.

Sleeping & Eating provides a few names of hotels, guest houses, and monasteries, although our aim is not to be a directory. These are meant to assist pilgrims, especially those on a tighter schedule, to make best use of their time while travelling. It’s far too easy to waste your time searching for a fairly-priced room. The recommendations are meant to be pointers to certain areas where you can find a room—we leave it to you to search and create your own experience. Besides, the best and most current information usually comes from other travellers.

We’ve grouped accommodation listings by price:


	Budget: Rs 350 and under

	Mid-range: Rs 350 to Rs 900

	Luxury: Rs 900 to Rs 2500

	Top-dollar: Rs 2500 and up



Excursions lists some interesting side trips. These are usually for meditators with time to spare and should not be taken as a checklist for the marathon yatri. If you’re short on time, we recommend not trying to hit all of these: rushing about from one place to another can be very stressful and may lessen your connection to the site, thus making the place seem less a sacred site and more a pile of bricks.





Travelling in India
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Planning Your Journey

Planning


I will visit a place entirely other than myself. Whether it is the future or the past need not be decided in advance.

– Susan Sontag



A friend of ours—a self described “travel-junky nut-case”—has an extensive collection of guidebooks in his house. He travels one or two months every winter, and the rest of the year is spent reading up on his next destination. Indeed, much of the fun of travel is in the planning and anticipation: on a dreary November day, the mind certainly enjoys fantasizing about palm groves and coconut water.

The danger of guidebooks, however, is that every single place mentioned seems so alluring that many people fall into the trap of wanting to ‘see it all.’ Although a vague plan is sometimes helpful, be prepared to chuck it if you find a place you like and want to stay longer. Travelling two days here, three days there can be done for short periods, but is exhausting in the end. Your memories of India will be of tiring overnight bus rides and dingy hotel rooms. If you visit fewer places but stay longer in each one, you will find that you start to befriend the kelā wallah (banana vendor) and the chowkidar (security guard), and life in India opens itself up to you. Or, you may meet a group of meditators who say, “Hey, why don’t you come with us to Bodhgayā,” while you were planning to visit Mysore. Be open—India is full of possibilities.

The more you move, the more it costs. Newcomers to India often cover about a dozen places in two months: from Igatpuri in the west, to Hyderabad in the south, to Bodhgayā in the east, and to Dharamsala in the north. Even though trains and buses are cheap in India, all that moving around still costs money.

Now, when we go to India, we almost don’t feel like we’re ‘travelling.’ We know the places we like and the friends we want to see, and we return to these for a stay of at least one month. Longer stays mean that you can bargain with the guest house for a reduced rate, or even rent a house and cook for yourself, which is much cheaper than eating out.


At no time are we ever in such complete possession of a journey, down to its last nook and cranny, as when we are busy with preparations for it. After that, there remains only the journey itself, which is nothing but the process through which we lose our ownership of it.

– Yukio Mishima, Confessions of a Mask



Choosing Your Dates

Most people go to India during the Indian winter months, when it is usually sunny but not too hot. Typically, visas are good for six months—the validity starts from the moment you get the visa, not from the date you land (so take this into consideration when planning your flights).

If you are interested in taking a long meditation course, check the long course schedule as early as possible and apply for admission. Once you are accepted, you can work your itinerary around that.

Seasons

Summer (Grishma): mid-May to early July.

An Indian saying from colonial times: “Only mad dogs and Englishmen go out under the midday sun.” Summer is scorchingly hot, dry, and dusty. By early June, dust storms and electrical storms announce the coming monsoon.
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Monsoon (Varsha): mid-June to mid-September.

Monsoon weather varies a great deal depending on where you are. In Bodhgayā, days are hot with regular short showers which cool down the temperature. In Dharamsala, it rains so much that you never see the mountains. Remember that travel in monsoon is uncertain, as torrential rains can flood the roads or railway tracks.

Post-Monsoon (Sharada): mid- September to mid- November.

Post-monsoon weather is warm and humid, with sporadic rain. It’s a nice time to be in India, when it is not too hot, and everything is still lush from all the rain.

Winter (Hemanta): mid-November to early February.

Indian winters can get quite chilly in northern cities like Delhi and Jaipur. During the day you can wear long sleeves without sweating; at night, you will need a sweater, a shawl, or both. In the south, it is pleasantly warm, without being too hot.


Monsoon Mould

Dhamma Giri’s constant downpour of heavy rain during monsoon creates a humidity of 85-90%, which is good for the skin, but also for mould: it attacks everything, from bedding to books and backpacks, and all leather items. A good trick if you’re staying in Dhamma Giri over monsoon is to keep out only a couple of outfits (preferably made of synthetic fibres) and store the rest in large plastic bags with naphthalene (moth) balls until the end of the rains. Beware if you’re bringing any electronic equipment—the humidity ruined the motherboard on our first laptop (anicca!).



Cool (Shishira): early February to mid-March.

The cool season is pleasantly mild—not too hot, not too cold. You start shedding the thicker layers, and before you know it, you’re wearing a T-shirt.

Spring (Vasanta): mid-March to mid-May.

The spring doesn’t seem to last very long in the plains before it starts sizzling again. High altitudes mean cooler temperatures. In the summer, the mountains are pleasant when the plains are sweltering hot. In the winter, the plains are temperate and the mountains can be terribly cold, especially at night.

Cheap Flights

Airlines usually have a few cheap seats on every flight, although you need to book well in advance because they sell out quickly. Fridays and Sundays are considered peak travel days, therefore are more expensive. Mention it to your travel agent, if you are flexible with dates.

It’s a good idea to do a bit of internet research before seeing a travel agent; you may find better prices on certain flights yourself, or at least find a flight with only one layover instead of two or three. It’s a good idea to buy directly from the airline’s website, although there are some reputable consolidators that offer great deals. A consolidator is a company that buys tickets from the airlines in bulk or carries its own contract with airlines. Consolidators usually get very low fares and some of them sell these tickets directly to travellers. Finding the right ticket may require some virtual legwork—checking out different companies, different dates, different ports of entry—but you could end up saving a few hundred dollars. Be vigilant about the fine print when booking on-line, however: if the price starts to soar during the booking process, it’s a sign to jump ship.

There are many advantages to E-tickets: they’re easy to book, you can change your dates over the internet without having to pay a service charge, and you don’t have to worry about losing that precious piece of paper. But if you have special needs or a complicated itinerary, a travel agent’s personal touch could be worth the few extra bucks.

Flying Tips


	If you can, avoid checking baggage. You can usually get away with bringing a small backpack as carry-on. Remember that pen-knives, scissors, camping stoves and other ‘dangerous’ instruments can’t be taken on the plane with you.

	Lock your bags. We have had things stolen from our luggage.

	If you have a preference for an aisle/window seat then it pays to contact the airline in advance or check-in early. For tall passengers on long haul flights, this is all the more important.

	Don‘t fly within twelve hours of dental work; the change in pressure can be very painful.

	Drink plenty of water on long flights. This helps prevent dehydration, which in turn helps recovery from jet lag.

	Stretching lightly during and after the flight, eating lightly at times that are normal for your new time zone, and getting fresh air and sunlight after the flight all help reduce the effects of jet lag.

	Melatonin and homeopathic remedies such as “No Jet Lag” help some people decrease the effects of jet lag.

	For ear-aches on the plane: chew gum during take-off and landing. If your ears don’t pop, hold your nose, blow gently and swallow at the same time.
One friend who suffers from ear-aches takes an antihistamine one hour before her flight whenever she has a cold or clogged sinuses.

	You may have to pay off a mysterious karmic debt by losing your luggage. Airlines usually compensate you for the inconvenience with a small financial reimbursement. When/If you retrieve your bags, go through them and make sure nothing is missing before you sign for them. If you find something missing, don‘t sign. Immediately call the airline to inform them.

	If you are expecting a long stopover waiting for a connecting flight, check out this website: www.worldairportsguide.com which can tell you what to visit and where to eat on a short excursion outside the airport.



Visas & Other Essential Documents

Well before leaving, ensure that your passport is valid for the duration of your stay; the application process for a new passport takes time.

Indian visas are usually issued for six months with multiple-entry. However, the exact details are different for every nationality and change from year to year. Americans and some Europeans can easily get one-year visas, and with a little paperwork, five- or ten-year visas. Contact your local embassy, or check on the internet, to find out the specifics. Always make photocopies of your passport and visa (and other important documents such as contact numbers, ticket numbers, prescriptions), and if you’re travelling with a friend, exchange your copies, in case one of you loses your money-belt. E-mailing this info to yourself can also be a life-saver.

Is your six-month visa expiring soon and you want to stay in India longer? If it’s only a question of a couple of weeks, it may be possible to get an extension on your visa. (Note that possible is not a guarantee.) Go to the Foreigners’ Registration Office (FRO) at a local police station in any big city, but be warned that this can depend entirely on the whims of the officer-in-charge. Ask other travellers about their successes and failures. Some officers are infamous for refusing requests; others are more lenient and easily give extensions.


Hello, Photo?

It’s good to travel with many passport-sized photos for visa applications, long course applications and other official purposes (like sticking one on the Peace Planet in Bodhgayā).

It’s much cheaper to have passport-sized photos done in India, especially if you photocopy them. Or make many copies of the best snapshots taken from your own camera.



If you want to stay a few more months, you need to leave India and go to an Indian embassy or consulate in another country to apply for a new visa. By land you can go to Nepal, Pakistan or Bangladesh. Or you can fly to Sri Lanka, Thailand or Myanmar. The Indian embassy in Kathmandu has been flooded with hippies wanting new visas since the sixties, and it can be particularly difficult to obtain a new six-month visa—you may leave with only a 2–3 month extension.

If you will be studying in India, student visas are handy since they can be valid for up to five years. The disadvantage is that you need to register with the district police station. For example, in the case of Dhamma Giri’s Pāli Programme, students need to register in Nasik. Once registered, you are not allowed to leave the district for more than 8 days without getting written permission from the man in charge of the FRO. Often, this procedure is much more challenging than it seems. When we were students at Dhamma Giri, the FRO was an hour away from our campus, the officer-in-charge at that time was rarely at his desk, and he generally refused to make appointments.

Packing

It’s good to know if you plan on being in warm or cool climates; this will help you to pack more efficiently. It’s no use lugging a -7˚C sleeping bag if you plan to go south. If you think you’ll go south but end up in the mountains, don’t worry, you can always buy warm clothes, shawls and blankets on site.

What to bring?

Here are some of our travelling essentials:


	Sleeping bag

	Mosquito net and rope (you can find some in India, but the quality isn’t the same)

	Meditation cushion (We like the Therm-a-rest™ cushion, and we have a tailor stitch a cover for it in India, very inexpensively.)

	Water treatment kit (drops and filter; e.g., SteriPEN™: a small, portable UV water purifier)

	Durable water bottle

	Shake flashlight/Flashlight with battery charger and rechargeable batteries (Indian battery chargers and rechargeable batteries seem to be reliable, unlike most Indian disposable batteries.)

	Pocket knife

	Travel alarm clock

	Small sewing kit

	Hair brush, elastics, barrettes

	Small first aid kit

	Good pens, notebook

	Combination padlock (Push buttons are useful when you don’t have light, and are available at most lock shops.)

	Secure money belt

	A small photo album of our home and family, to show our new friends at the meditation centres or on the train

	We travel with three pairs of footwear:
	Hiking shoes for travel and the mountains. (This is especially important if you have big feet because large sizes are very hard to come by.)

	Good sandals for the towns.

	Slip-on chappals (flip flops) for the meditation centres. Plastic chappals are also useful for bathrooms and showers.






What to buy in India?


	Heating coil to boil water in a metal cup

	Cup and spoon

	Clothes (travel/meditation)

	Gomcha: a multi-purpose cloth that can be used as a scarf, pillow cover, towel, meditation mat, light shawl, curtain, and table cloth

	Lungi: also a multi-purpose cloth that can be used as a sarong or skirt, bed sheet, and all the items listed for a Gomcha




Don’t Leave Home Without It

After a Teacher’s Self-Course in Dhamma Giri, we asked some seasoned travellermeditators, “What is the one thing you would never leave home without?” The answers we got reflect a wide range of quirks and attachments, but by no means represent a checklist.


	Pumice stone (feet can get really dry)

	Peanut butter & herbal teas

	Natural mosquito repellent (essential oils like lemongrass, etc.)

	Ziploc® bags, all sizes

	Earplugs (for noisy buses/meditators)

	Tampons, sanitary napkins (you can now find these in big cities, or try the Keeper® or DivaCup™)

	Camera and extra memory card

	Art supplies

	Charcoal tablets

	Strong string to hang the mosquito net

	Toilet paper

	Melatonin (for jet lag)

	Wet towelettes

	Lip balm

	Scissors

	Men’s shaving kit

	Therm-a-Rest ® mattress

	Grapefruit Seed Extract, Acidophilus, Goldenseal

	Multivitamins

	Dental floss (difficult to find)

	Foot cream (again, cracking feet…)

	Bath plug (to plug the sink)

	Sunglasses, hat, sunblock

	Contact lens solution

	Cloth or paper face masks, for heavy traffic

	Duct tape

	Crazy glue (If you have a cut that needs stitches but are far away from any doctor, you can use it to close the wound!)

	MP3 Player with tiny portable speakers that don’t require batteries





You’re leaving home in two days, trying to pack your life into a 40-litre backpack. Everything spread out on your bed is being sorted into three piles: can’t-leave-without, would-like-to-bring, and only-if-I-have-room. The first pile keeps expanding:


— Should I bring my Discman for group sittings? Well, then I need speakers for when I have visitors…and an adapter. Hmm, maybe I should bring my collection of morning chantings…



Use strong determination to avoid these packing chain-reactions. Remember that you’re leaving home to experience something different, and to fill up the jar of renunciation pāramī. India is India because it is not like home.





A Travel Routine

A travel routine is not necessarily a schedule; it is more about knowing your interests as well as your limitations. If you say, “I like to serve a course before I sit one,” or “I like to visit old Buddhist caves,” this is a travel routine. For example, we usually upgrade our standards for hotel rooms in big cities, knowing that we will probably spend much of our time in the room, and that it will provide refuge from the chaos outside.

The most important routine for a meditator is making sure to get in at least two daily sittings. When moving about, it is easy to come up with one pretext or another to avoid looking at the reality inside.

The Buddha mentioned six excuses that people often use to avoid meditating:


Most people never travel. They simply transport the mad loop of their brain’s thoughts from place to place. To truly travel is to stand on the fields of yourself where you have never stood before.

– Speed Levitch




	It’s too cold.

	It’s too hot.

	It’s too late.

	It’s too early.

	I’m too hungry.

	I’m too full.



Try to see these excuses as dangerous enemies and make a strong determination not to be overcome by them. Even if you end up “sleep-sitting,” the effort (viriya) and determination (adhiṭṭhāna) will be of benefit to you.

There are different kinds of travellers. Some people love to temple-hop and visit every single World Heritage Site in a 1 000-km radius, whereas others prefer to get to know the locals: how they live, how they eat, etc. Whatever your temperament, be warned that travel in India is slow, even when it is ‘deluxe’ or ‘super-fast.’

Travelling with Friends

The Buddha said that creatures move and combine together according to a common elementary nature; people with high aspirations tend to gravitate towards each other. This is also true in nature: for example, you will never see a crow within a flock of parrots, or vice versa. In the same way, friends travelling together tend to share common goals and interests.

If you’re planning a trip with friends, everyone should have a say in the preparations, so that nobody is held responsible when things don’t work out precisely according to plan.

If you suddenly realize once you’re on the road that the partnership is not exactly working out, then don’t be shy to part ways.

Be sensitive to your travelling companion’s budget. If you are travelling for a long stretch together, it’s true that “Good accounts make good friends.” But a “what-goes-around-comes-around” attitude is handy for short partnerships; you may treat someone to a 40-rupee rickshaw ride, and the next day, someone else may treat you to a meal.

Travelling Alone


As a deer in the wild, unfettered,
Forages wherever it wants;
The wise person, valuing freedom,
Walks alone, like a rhinoceros.

Without hostility from all four directions,
Content with whatever you get;
Overcome all dangers fearlessly,
Walk alone, like a rhinoceros.

If you can find trustworthy companions
Who are virtuous and dedicated;
Then walk with them content and mindful,
And overcome all dangerous obstacles.

It is better to walk alone
Then to be in the fellowship of fools.
Walk alone, harm no one, and avoid conflict;
At ease like a lone rhinoceros in the woods.

M, 128; Dh, 328-30; Ud, 41



Don’t be afraid to travel alone in India. Some people are natural loners, and others travel alone and find that they meet many more people. There are advantages and disadvantages to travelling solo. The single traveller is much freer to make decisions, cancel them at the last minute, or decide to join a group on a side-trip.

On the other hand, it’s cheaper to travel with a buddy, sharing the costs of rickshaws and double rooms. It’s also safer while in trains: for example, your friend can watch your bags when you suddenly have to visit the loo for the umpteenth time.

Women Travellers

India is a safe country for women, even when travelling alone. Of course, there will be times when you feel that your freedom is restricted compared to that of your male friends. Rather than take it personally and get upset about the injustices of sexism, it is better to shrug it off by reminding yourself that, “Well, this is just the way it is in India.” Forcefully asserting your independence may be perceived as a lack of respect for local customs and could very well turn out to be counterproductive. This does not mean that you cannot have enlightening discussions with locals about gender equality.

Unfortunately, sensationalist media have created a narrow and somewhat distorted perception of Western women. Bearing this in mind, women should exercise common sense when dealing with men; who knows how an innocent conversation may be interpreted? Also, some men are eager to shake hands with foreign women; but in India a respectable “Namaste” with folded hands is more common and quite acceptable. Although it may seem rude not to acquiesce, remember that in India women rarely shake hands with, or have their photo taken by, unknown men, let alone have any informal conversations with them.

Although the normal precautions, such as avoiding walking alone at night, are advisable, being in India is generally not physically threatening. What can be draining, however, is male gawking. It’s best to just ignore vulgar comments or provocative stares. If a man gropes you in a crowded train, however, then you might want to make a scene (with mettā and equanimity, of course) to embarrass the culprit and discourage him from doing it again. Those nearby will likely sympathize with you.

The way you dress will significantly affect the way locals—both men and women—perceive you, and consequently, the way they address you. Legs and shoulders are generally considered ‘sexy’ parts of a woman’s body, thus, shorts, short skirts, sleeveless tops, or any tight and revealing clothes are inappropriate. In the meditation centres, women are asked to wear a bra (or tight-fitting undershirt) or shawl.

The salwar kameez, a long tunic over loose-fitting pants, is perfect for blending in and being comfortable. If you don’t feel at ease in this traditional outfit, you can mix and match your own pants with some of the more modern tops and dupattas, the long scarves draped over the front. (The dupatta may seem like a mere accessory, but in the smaller towns, it is used to cover the chest or head.)

Indians love seeing a foreign woman in a sari, as long as it is worn properly. You may not see the difference in the pleats here and there, but they do. Ask an Indian woman to help you wrap it, and make sure that she gives you detailed instructions while doing so, so you can practise by yourself. The sari, although it looks cumbersome, is actually very comfortable (and it is still quite easy to go to the bathroom, just scoop everything up in the petticoat, and voila!).

Most Indian women swim fully clothed. It’s best to do the same, unless you’re at a popular ‘foreigners’ beach’ where western swimwear is acceptable.

Travelling with a male friend changes your interactions considerably. You will find that some Indian men will address your travelling partner as if you didn’t exist, “Hello, Sir. Rickshaw?” Instead of feeling offended, sit back and relax and let him do the exhausting work of haggling!

Travel

Sit with other women on buses and trains. If sitting next to a man, put a piece of luggage between you. Also, many trains have ladies’ compartments. In train stations, there are usually counters for women; if not, it is socially acceptable for women to jump the queue.

Menstruation

Some women come prepared with duffle-bags full of tampons and sanitary napkins. Napkins and tampons are now available in most towns. If you use unbleached tampons, it’s best to bring your own stock.

There are other options besides these throw-away bleached products. Re-usable methods, such as the DivaCup™ or cloth pads, are more eco-friendly, make you independent, and can save you a lot of money. For more information check this website: www.divacup.com

Still today, in some orthodox Hindu circles, there is a taboo surrounding menstruating women: they are not allowed into the kitchen, or the temple. In some villages they may even be confined to the porch or barn for three days.

Contact with Local Women

In the streets, trains, hotels, restaurants, markets—men are everywhere. But where are the women? You may find it difficult to make contact with the local women as they are a minority in the public sector. So how do you befriend the women? Working together, especially giving Dhamma Service (sevā) is the best way. The segregation of the sexes in meditation centres is a real blessing. While doing sevā with women—putting the cushions in the sun, preparing the Dhamma hall, eating lunch, or even just meditating with them—you are no longer merely a witness to their everyday routines but you actually become part of the team.

Travelling with Kids

While travelling with little ones, it is important to take into consideration the children’s interests as well as the parents’. Kids will definitely be eager to go on a jungle safari or play at the beach. Unless your little ones have taken a children’s anapana course or are really interested in visiting the sacred sites, a pilgrimage is not a good idea—bumpy bus- or car-rides and sitting motionless at a temple or pile of bricks is not a kid’s idea of fun. Also avoid big cities for long stays. One thing you can count on is that all travel will be much, much slower than if you were alone.

You’ll find that some aspects of travel become easier with kids. Without any inhibitions, they walk into someone’s house, and then, when you go looking for them, you make friends with the local granny. People instantly trust you.

In Dhamma Giri there is a residential area where families can stay. Where, say, the mother can sit or serve while the father stays with the child and vice-versa. It is crucial that you make arrangements with the management before your arrival.

Precautions

A few precautions can go a long way in making your travels easier and smoother, beginning with the flight: take no chances. Choose a reliable airline and ask for a bulkhead seat (often called bassinette seat) if your child is under two and has no seat. This gives you extra leg space where your little one can sleep. If your child is sleeping at odd hours, no worries, it’s a sign that they are already experiencing some fatigue and jet lag.

Once you reach India, the first thing to do is unpack and set up your mosquito net. Close it tightly. Indian mosquitoes are the least forgiving.

Food

Regarding food, go smoothly. Indulge slowly. It takes time to adapt to spicy Indian curries, but there are plenty of sweet or savoury options to start with: mangoes, papayas, guavas, idli, dosa, puri, and upama. If you prefer your kids to stay away from refined white sugar, you can treat them with jaggery-based sweets (but invariably, some kindly auntie will befriend your children by offering homemade, sugar-packed Indian sweets!)

If your kids are asking for soya milk, tofu, and brown rice, then you have to make some effort to shop. These are not available everywhere, only in select shops in big cities. Expect to pay ‘western’ prices, since these items will often be imported, although some restaurants in tourist spots make their own tofu and are willing to sell it at a good price.

Travelling by Train

Make sure to have reserved tickets, preferably in 2-tier AC or 3-tier AC for long journeys. Though AC class is more expensive, it is relatively clean and safe. The food on the train is okay, but it’s a good idea to pack a lunch and many snacks instead. Don’t worry if you run out of food though; you’ll find fruit vendors at every station.

Accessories

Disposable diapers can be found in most of the pharmacies and big supermarkets, but they are smaller and less absorbent than the western ones, and toilet paper is expensive (one roll can go for as high as US$1), so be sure to bring a supply, or better yet, teach your child the diaper-free Indian way.

Travelling with Pets

When you see that cute six-week-old puppy playing in the sand, try to resist the temptation to adopt it. If you succumb, it will add many more logistical steps to your moving about. Expect to pay for an extra seat if you want to bring your pet on the bus or train.

Pets are not allowed in most meditation centres. And invariably, most guest houses will not appreciate your four-legged friend, even if you insist that it is toilet-trained and has finished teething. Moreover, we have seen Indian street dogs behaving quite nastily with domesticated dogs; ask yourself if you want to put your pet through this.

Travel Insurance


If we do not find anything very pleasant, at least we shall find something new.

– Voltaire



While travel insurance covering your ratty, old backpack may not be worth the money, a basic plan covering hospital treatment and a flight home is worth considering. If you live in a country whose government provides a health plan, check what it covers while you are away. Canadian medicare, for example, will cover the costs of emergency treatments in other countries. If travelling in a country where health care costs are high—which is not the case for India—your regular medicare may not reimburse the full amount. Most credit card companies offer travel insurance.

A few simple precautionary steps will be helpful should you reap the bad karma of a severe accident or illness. Prepare a brief medical record including any allergies, medications you are currently using, your blood type, immunization history, etc. If you have health and/or travel insurance, include the company’s name and your policy number. This info should fit on a small paper which can be kept with your passport.

Medications & Vaccinations

When you visit your local tropical disease clinic, the doctors there will usually recommend vaccinations for the following diseases: Polio, Diphtheria & Tetanus, Hepatitis A & B, Typhoid, Meningitis, Tuberculosis, Rabies, Japanese B Encephalitis and Yellow Fever.

This list is enough to alarm even the most laid-back traveller. Keep in mind, however, that it is the doctor’s duty to anticipate every disease, even if it is only a remote possibility. Many seasoned travellers do not take any vaccinations at all, saying that they would rather run the risk of contracting a disease than dealing with the side-effects of the vaccinations. Ask your doctor’s advice. For malaria and other illnesses, see the Health section.





You’ve landed…


India will bend your mind, assault your body, flood your senses, and shred your nerves, from the moment you step off the plane into its smoky unforgettable perfume of burning cow dung, diesel fumes, and a few thousand years of accumulated human sweat. And ultimately, if you’re lucky, your old identity will break down like one of the decrepit, smog-belching auto-rickshaws that clog the Indian streets—and you’ll have to walk on without it, through the twisting alleys of an unknown city, with cows eating empty juice cartons from street-side garbage dumps and ash-daubed mystics chanting mantras in the gutters. It’s this breakdown and the attendant possibilities for transformation—more than a specific teacher or spiritual site—that’s the real blessing India has to offer.

– Ann Cushman & Jerry Jones, From Here to Nirvana



Indeed, India has a way of always bringing you to your limits, like some “crazy wisdom teacher” asking you to stand over a precipice for a week without sleeping. Try to keep in mind that all the delays, wrong turns, and toilet runs are some of the most precious parts of your pilgrimage. Sometimes, we feel extremely grateful to the old man in the chai shop who gave us faulty directions. Then again, sometimes we do not. You just never know, and that’s what this spiritual playground of saints, seers, and gods is all about.

The popular saying “In India, anything is possible,” not only applies to the bank clerk hinting for a bribe, but to the daily miracles of bumping into a long-lost friend on a Himālayan mountain pass, or a car offering you a ride to exactly where you want to go after your rickshaw breaks down on a rural road in the dead of night. But the only way for these miracles to happen is with an unwavering trust that everything will be okay. The naïve traveller goes for the impossible by attempting to impose order on what is chaotic. The illusion of control, as you pack your bags, design a travel itinerary, buy your plane ticket and make reservations, is bound to be shattered within the first few days, as the simplest task becomes a day-long operation involving several bureaucratic layers. The following tips are meant to help the newcomer accomplish those missions efficiently and with the least stress possible.

Accommodations

Finding a room is often the first thing you do when you reach a place. There are many options: hotels, guest houses, family houses, and, in many of the sacred sites, monasteries. What is the difference between a hotel and a guest house? Hotels are bigger, and they are usually businesses run by employees; guest houses are smaller and usually family-run.

On the pilgrim circuit, many monasteries have a pilgrims’ rest house on the campus. Staying in a monastery is our favourite option: it keeps you in the Dhamma atmosphere. Some of these may seem old, worn-out, and less opulent than the modern hotels and guest houses, but their warmth and hospitality make up for the material deficiencies. You may even become friendly with the local monks and nuns, who can show you places not found in any guidebook. (If you do, please send us this information for the next edition!) Guests are usually required to follow the basic precepts, and there may even be a shrine or meditation room for daily sittings. Plus, there’s nothing like waking up to an early morning gong.

Some monasteries, however, are only open to citizens of their own countries, as is the case with many of the Thai monasteries.

Hotels & Guest Houses

You are exhausted from travelling, and all you want to do is bathe, eat and sleep. In this mental state, finding a room can often turn into an exasperating treasure hunt (which is why reserving a room in advance before you fly into Delhi, Mumbai, or Kolkata is not a bad idea). An operation such as this requires strategy: first, decide on your priorities.


	Price: What’s your budget?

	Cleanliness: Can you live with cockroaches?

	Quiet: Do you mind roaring diesel engines or blaring music?

	Bathroom: Can you share a toilet with strangers?

	Hot water: Do you need hot water to bathe?

	Spaciousness: Do you need space for stretching?

	And any other unique quirks…



Sort these in order of importance to you. Inevitably, you will have a wonderful opportunity to develop renunciation here as that mythical ‘perfect room’ exists only in your mind. If you are really tired, you can take the first room you find and explore better options later when you are feeling fresh. A good way may be to ask a local shop owner, or someone who has no commercial interest in sending you to any particular place. Tell them that you’re looking for a room: ‘cheap and best.’ If you ask for a ‘hotel’ in the street, you’re likely to end up in a restaurant. It’s better to ask for a ‘guest house’ or ‘room.’

Tourist Information Offices often lead to crummy, over-priced, government-sponsored hotels.

When you find the room that looks within your budget and the desk clerk quotes you a price, it is sometimes open for negotiation, especially off-season. It goes something like this:

— Namaste, (Us, smiling.) Double room, how much? (Note the simplified language.)

— 300 rupees, Sir, hot and cold water, power 24 hours. (The clerk answers while straightening his moustache.)

— Three nights stay, you give good price?

— Acchā, three nights … (he stalls) Okay Sir … (tapping his pen on the desk) 275 only … (He adds this dramatically, as if this is a unique favour for us because we’re somehow ‘special.’)

— Uh … can we look at room? (We have still not committed.)

Now, unless the room is worth more than this, we will continue to bargain, and probably end up paying 250 or 200 rupees.

Being indecisive can sometimes encourage the manager to drop the price, but if you overdo it, he will become frustrated and drop you. Ask to look at different kinds of rooms; for the same price you may get different features like a balcony or more windows. If the guest house is on a busy street, ask for a back room. Always look at the room before committing yourself to it. And don’t forget the bathroom. Is it a ‘bucket bath’ or a stand-up shower? (And is the water pressure only a sorry excuse for a trickle?) Sometimes, sharing a damp, urine-smelling bathroom down the hall is a better option than having one attached to your sleeping quarters.

Check-out is usually at noon, but if you ask the manager in a friendly way, he may let you stay ‘til one or two, if the place is not busy. Some guest houses are ‘24 hour check-out’, or they may offer half-day rates, which are convenient if you’re catching an evening train.

Keep in mind that the description of a guest house in a four-year-old Lonely Planet travel guide as having “clean rooms and friendly service” may not be accurate today. First, because of the free publicity, the staff and management may have become complacent and not made any necessary repairs. Second, because a five-year-old room that has never been scrubbed can be quite grimy. (At some hotels, their idea of cleaning is to dump a bucket of water on the bathroom floor.) Brand new guest houses are not necessarily more expensive, and are worth a look.


Small hut, big heart.

– Ladakhi saying



Unless you are staying with a family, you will be required to fill out the inevitable C-Form, with all your private information, including passport and visa numbers. The guest house, or meditation centre, is legally obliged to bring it to the local police station within 24 hours of your arrival. Some Vipassana centres also ask to keep your passport while you participate in a meditation course. Don’t be alarmed, this is only a formality. In case the police come to check on who is staying at the centre, the management does not have to disturb your meditation, but can simply show your passport.

The fancier hotels offer convenient services like money changers, travel agents, babysitters, couriers, doctors-on-call, laundry, room service, parking, internet and decent restaurants.

Renting a Place


It had been six months since we had left Nepal when we returned to Kathmandu for a third visa. It was December, and very cold. We had it all planned out: we would stay in Swayambhu, at the same Tibetan monastery for a month, where they had great veg-food, and hot showers to boot. This would provide us the seclusion and comfort needed to write. Although it was a little pricy, we figured that since it was low season, we could bargain down the price.

We got there however, and found out that an Italian monk and all his students were occupying the guest house. The only room left (at the regular price) had no hot water. We immediately renounced our plan and tried a new one, “We’re here for a month, why don’t we try renting an apartment?”

We set out for the hunt. Following an afternoon of visiting many great apartments with arched doorways and big windows that were already taken by other foreigners, we returned defeated and with our heads hung low. As a last resort, we decided to check out the place behind us, where we had enviously seen a foreign woman lounging on her terrace the previous summer. After enquiring around, we found the friendly Tibetan owners and asked them about the place. “Two German ladies are there now,” he says, “but they’re leaving tomorrow…” Anicca!

It was our refuge for a month. We rarely felt the need to go out, enjoying cooking for ourselves and waking up to the Tibetan horns and military trumpets. Our views of Everest on a clear afternoon never got tiring and even the company of sly monkeys who would steal our food didn’t bother us.

KG & MD



You will find that when you stay in one place for a longer period you become somewhat part of the community, as opposed to being a mere tourist passing through. When you set up a daily routine, such as going to the vegetable market or cycling to a group sitting, this makes you familiar to the locals—they feel like investing the energy in getting to know you.

Finding a good place is often a combination of second-hand information, luck, and persistence. Ask around. Try to find some videshīs (foreigners) who are already living there; maybe one of their friends is moving on, or at least they can share the tale of how they found their place.

When you do find your ideal abode, and have settled on a price with your new landlord, don’t forget to settle on who pays the utilities. If you’re paying a month’s rent in advance, ask for a dated receipt.


Ants in your bed?

Take some turmeric powder (haldi) and sprinkle it in a thick line around your bed: it has a strong smell that confuses the ants’ scent trail. You will have to keep re-applying the powder, though, as they will eventually make a trail through it. If that doesn’t work, put each foot of your bed in a small metal container (katori) and fill it with water. This solution isn’t our first choice, as sometimes the ants drown in the water.

In most convenience shops, you can find Laxman Rekha, a stick of chalk-like substance with which you draw a line that repels the ants.



An added bonus when renting a place with a kitchen is that you can easily get into the routine of boiling your own drinking water.

Staying with Families

Some Indian families in or near tourist areas are quite open to having foreigners come and stay for a few nights, a few weeks, or a few months. Being in a home will give you the insider’s perspective on what goes on behind closed doors. Life is very much communal, from eating to bathing and even relieving yourself (if there is no proper latrine), so much so, that you may find yourself craving solitude and some quiet time. The best way to find a balance is to communicate honestly (yet, sensitively) with your hosts.

You may stay and eat with families as a ‘paying guest,’ or simply as a friend: it should be clear to both you and your host from the outset. One friend was renting a room from a family, and the mother was constantly offering her food. As our friend was unclear about who was paying for the food, she offered to buy vegetables in the market. The mother brought her to a shop in which she purchased many household items such as incense and oil, ringing a bill of 1300 rupees, which she then presented to our friend.

When the arrangement is clear to both parties from the outset, such uncomfortable situations are less likely to occur.

Note that there is not much camping in India. Unless you’re trekking in the Himālaya, a tent is just dead weight. (Although some resourceful meditators bring a tent for all-night sittings under the Bodhi tree—it keeps the mosquitoes away.)

Food

One of the best ways to get to know a country is through its culinary creativity and the rituals surrounding it: shopping in the market, ordering a meal in a road-side diner (dhaba), standing on a train station platform, mesmerized by the puris floating in oil, puffing up to the size of a football. As dutiful meditators, taste is the only sense that we have to indulge in; after all, only arahants can eat without craving and aversion, right?

India is a gastronomic paradise for vegetarians. Who knew that you could produce so much variety with grains and legumes? We suggest that even non-vegetarians stick to a veggie diet in India because bad meat is a prime cause of food poisoning: who knows what conditions the animal was brought up in, how the meat was stored, and how it was cooked? Even without meat, there is so much diversity from which to choose. To be safe, we try to go for ‘Pure Veg’ restaurants if we have the choice, which means that they don’t use eggs or onions, and that the food has not come in contact with any meat.

Of course, the best way to sample Indian cuisine is by eating in family homes. When someone with whom you feel comfortable invites you for a meal, jump on the occasion; you cannot find these regional dishes in restaurants. The meditation centres also offer a variety of foods reflecting the local cultures.


I had the good fortune of being put in contact, by American meditator friends, with a meditator in Jaipur named Ravi. He was kind enough to pick me up at the bus station, give me a tasty lunch of vegetable curry, rice, lentils, and chapati at his home, and bring me to the meditation centre. After my retreat, I called him up and he invited me over for the following day, which happened to be the first and principal day of Diwali. I expected maybe another lunch, to meditate for an hour, visit a bit, then go back to my hotel. It turned out to be quite a bit more.
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When I got there (having been picked up at my hotel by one of the workers from Ravi and his brother’s workplace), Ravi’s sister-in-law Manju was putting the finishing touches on lunch, which was rice pulau, spicy dhal, a cabbage dish, fresh chapatis, raita, and some really good Indian sweets. Indian sweets, by the way, are extremely sweet but have a subtle flavour from the careful use of spices. Afterwards, Ravi, Manju and I meditated together for an hour, then Ravi and I chatted for a while and looked at books. Not feeling well, Ravi went to lie down but urged me to make myself comfortable and stick around for the evening.

I did, and thus witnessed this Jain family’s Diwali, including the preparation of their altar, under the charge of Ravi’s dad Harsh. Harsh has sat one Vipassana course, but decided that he was happier with devotion to and worship of gods and saintly people than with this practice. Accordingly, he maintains an altar with various photos of saints like Sai Baba, statues of gods, sacred writings, etc. Diwali being a special occasion and a family occasion, the altar was set up with a thin mattress in front of it for the family to sit on during the pūjā (worship). Harsh carefully selected a postcard with images of Lakshmi, Durga, and Saraswati; a medallion with an image of Sai Baba; a statuette of Ganesha, the elephant god, and set up incense, dye/paint, and other necessities.

In due time, I sat down with the family, from the two apartments on this floor of the building, to start the pūjā. The women were all dolled-up in special saris and the older men were dressed in pure white traditional kurta pijama (that’s the long roomy shirt with matching pants). Harsh officiated, chanting from sacred texts, while Ravi’s brother Manoj and I took some photos. While it was a serious worship service, at the same time there was a light-hearted feeling, with all of us laughing and joking around, and people other than Harsh also taking turns doing some chanting or singing. Later, in the apartment next door where Ravi’s sister and family live, we did the same thing, and the 16-year-old daughter brought out some Christian hymns in English from her Jesuit school to sing with me and friends who had stopped by.

All of this activity included much food, some of it in the form of prasad, or the blessed food (Indian sweets in this case) that had been offered to the gods and now was to be consumed by their devotees. Not realizing at first that food would be an insistent theme for the entire remainder of the evening, I filled up on the delicious sweets the first time around. Next door, more prasad was passed around; then there were snacks, a light meal of yogurt and a deep-fried-something plus poori (deep fried bread) and a bean/lentil dish, all pushed with relentless hospitality that I didn’t want to refuse for fear of being impolite.

After playing with fireworks with the kids outside—some boys from the building had a box full of what seemed like quarter sticks of dynamite which they kept setting off about 50 feet away from us (there was no malice but even so, it was painful and I tried to plug my ears every time one was about to go off)—we all piled into two cars and headed off to another part of town to visit Ravi’s uncle, an architect who had thoroughly redesigned the interior of his house after buying it. I was made to feel even more extravagantly welcome here, if that was possible, as though I were the guest of honour—photos were taken with me, and everyone followed me through the house when I asked for a tour, joking with me and listening to my comments with interest. Of course, I was practically forced to have more delicious snacks and tea. As Manoj was giving me a ride back to my hotel, I feared that I’d have to wretch out the window from overeating, but fortunately I was able to save self and hosts from such drastic embarrassment, leaving only pleasant memories.

– Peter Buchanan



Restaurants

The criteria for choosing a restaurant are the same all over the world:


	Choose a restaurant that is full—the continuous flow of hungry patrons means the food is always fresh.

	Ask locals where they eat—they know which kitchen is clean and which one serves two-day-old food.

	Trust your intuition.



Expensive Restaurants

You can recognize these by their table-cloths and multitude of personnel, all wearing neat uniforms and trying their best to look busy (and when you walk in, they’re grateful to keep themselves busy with you, if only to stand next to your table, eyeing your every move…)

These restaurants vary widely in terms of décor and service, and the food is not necessarily better than what you could get at a cheaper restaurant. A credit card sign in the window usually means a larger bill.

Family Restaurants

These are good, clean restaurants that cater to families and business people. They may specialize in South Indian or North Indian food, which is served on a stainless steel plate called a thāli with little side-dishes called katori. A thāli is not complete without a representative of each of the six rasas: sweet, sour, salty, pungent, astringent and bitter. The prices may be a few rupees higher than the dhabas (see below), but the difference in quality is noticeable.

Tourist Restaurants

The tourist restaurants all over India have the same names—like Om Café or Welcome Restaurant—and more or less the same menu: a mix of Indian, Tibetan, Chinese and continental dishes. (Although just because you had a fabulous banana pancake in one restaurant doesn’t mean that the next one will be as good.)

The quality of food in these restaurants is a gamble; the established places know foreigners’ tastes and offer a cozy atmosphere, good food, and decent service, while other entrepreneurs just open up an eatery expecting to make a quick buck. Ask other travellers for recommendations.

[image: Images]

Dhabas

The dhaba is the people’s restaurant. Makeshift stalls of wooden planks, plastic sheeting, and aluminum siding decorated with wobbly benches and tables surrounded by posters of beautiful film stars and colourful Hindu deities, these eateries are set up wherever there is an opportunity to earn a few rupees off of a nearby trade. Dhabas usually offer thālis of ready-made food, which is displayed in huge aluminum pots at the entrance. These places are usually all-you-can-eat: the waiter comes around the tables with big pots and ladles, and scoops a generous portion of dhal (lentils), rice, and/or sabji (vegetables) onto your plate before you can protest. Dhabas sometimes also serve tasty snacks like samosas (fried pastry stuffed with spiced potatoes and onions) and pakoras (deep fried vegetables in batter).

Street Stalls

Many enterprising vendors won’t wait for the customers to come to them; they go directly to the streets where they can tantalize the hungry masses with the smell of their fresh fare. You can find anything from snacks like tea, fresh juice, sweets and samosas, to a full meal of puri baji (fried bread and a vegetable dish) or even chow mein. It is normal in India to eat in public, but not while walking; just stand there and munch, or sit on the curb, have a picnic and enjoy your food.

Street food is very cheap: the vendor has no expenses like rent or staff—he is the cook, waiter and cashier. Street eating also cuts down on the formalities of restaurants like menus and ordering, and your imagination doesn’t run wild about what’s going on behind closed doors in the kitchen; you see your food being prepared right in front of you. (Always eat freshly cooked food or fruits that have not been pre-peeled—germ-carrying flies also like street snacks. Also, try to make sure that water does not come into contact with your food or drink.)

Ethnic Restaurants

You will only find specialty restaurants, like Chinese or Italian, in big cities or tourist towns, but don’t expect them to be authentic unless they are run by Chinese or Italians who import their ingredients from home.

Ordering Your Meal

Between the menu and your hungry stomach lies the apparently-simple step of ordering. This is where being mindful could make the difference between a satisfying meal and a lingering disappointment. To help your waiter serve you better, be clear and patient.


	Decide what you want to eat before you order.

	Order what’s on the menu.

	If all you want is a thāli and it’s not on the menu, ask for one anyway; this could save you money and give you a variety of the cook’s favourite dishes.

	Speak slowly, with as few words as possible.

	Don’t ask too many questions, this will only confuse your waiter.

	Combine group orders, and if necessary, write them down.

	If you can’t stand the heat, don’t be afraid to insist that they don’t put any pepper or chilli (bina mirchi).



Tipping

The Indian custom is to leave 5 or 10 rupees in the smaller restaurants, and 15% in the classier establishments (check if it has already been included in the bill).

Be Adventurous

Many travellers find one dish they like and end up ordering that item over and over. Unless you’re feeling ill or homesick, try to conquer your fear of the unknown. Your bold trial of the hot sambhar may leave you beet-red with smoke coming out of your ears, but your courage will often be rewarded with a pleasant surprise. (We recommend sampling the mysterious confections in a sweet shop at least once—you’ll then understand why there are so many advertisements for toothpaste!)

A friend was standing over the ice box trying to decide which ice cream he wanted. The vendor tried to guide him: “Best one,” he says, holding up a frozen treat on a stick. “Most best one,” he emphasizes, presenting another specimen in a cardboard cup. “This is pure best one,” he says holding up a mango dolly, nodding his head with great authority.

A Nomadic Kitchen

There will be times when you’re fed up of with eating out, and you think, “All I want is a fresh salad.” With a few simple instruments, like a Swiss army knife and vegetable peeler, you can make easy dishes that will remind you of home: peel a few carrots into long strips, add some onion, cilantro and lemon, and voilà, a gourmet salad. (You can also sprout your own mung beans or lentils to add to it, see sidebox.) Use your imagination: add sesame oil, cucumbers, grated coconut, or tomatoes to create variety.

With emersion heating coils, you can boil water for herbal teas brought from home. Or, prepare a packet of instant Maggie noodles (easily found in most Indian general stores) mixed with some veggies.

For more elaborate chefs, remember that a camping stove is not exclusive to Himālayan hikers. Also, if you stay in one place, you can invest about Rs 500 for a propane stove and cooking utensils, which you can then sell or give away before you leave. In cases like these, it is good to bring dried herbs from home, such as basil, oregano, and thyme: they are lightweight and are a refreshing change from turmeric, cumin, mustard seeds, and chilli.


Sprouts

Sprouting is easy: the seeds and sun do the work; all you have to do is give water.


	Cut a plastic water bottle two thirds of the way up;

	Sift through the beans and remove any debris and stones;

	Soak the beans in purified water overnight;

	Place a cheese-cloth or screen over the bottle (secured with a rubber band) to drain the beans;

	If you don’t have a screen, insert the top part of the bottle upside down.

	Keep rinsing your sprouts three times a day for a couple of days.



They’re good to eat as soon as they’re soft and a little tail comes out.



When you’re on the go, fresh chapattis on the train platform make great bread for wrap-style sandwiches.

Purifying Veggies

An Israeli medical doctor once told us, “In India, you never know where the vegetables you buy in the market have grown; for all you know, they could have grown next to an open sewer!” This thought has helped us keep the discipline of purifying our veggies.

You can purify your fruits and vegetables with water purification drops of chlorine dioxide and phosphoric acid (like Aqua Mira® or Pristine, see purifying water in the Health section). Use 14 drops of each for one litre of water and soak your uncut fruits and vegetables for 30 minutes. This method is perfect for fruits that you can’t really peel, such as grapes. You can prepare the mixture in a plastic bag and just soak them while you’re on the train; you will then enjoy them without worry.

You can also purify veggies with iodine: soak them for 20-30 minutes, then let them air dry.

If you find yourself in a situation where someone offers you raw foods that have probably not been purified, and you don’t want to offend the host, just muster up all your courage and think that they’re pure; these mental pūjās haven’t failed us yet.

Eating with Your Hands

Most Indians, from the poorest to the upper classes, eat with their hands. Although spoons are on the rise, most Indians will say that the tactile sensation adds to the experience of a meal. Just watch how Indians eat and try your best to imitate them. Always eat with your right hand (to know what to do with your left hand, see the toilet section…). Always wash your hands before a meal. For a second helping, never touch the ladle with your soiled hand; it is then proper to use your left.

What You’ll Eat

An Indian friend living in Australia generously compiled this introduction to Indian food. Of course, the imagination of Indian cooks is unlimited, but these dishes are the most common.

SNACKS




	Alu Wada

	Boiled and mashed potatoes (alu) coated in chickpea batter and deep fried.




	Bhajiya/ Pakora

	Onions/spinach coated in chickpea batter and deep fried.




	Sabudana Khichidi

	Tiny white sago (tapioca-like) pearls mixed with peanuts and spices.




	Samosa

	A fried pastry stuffed with potato and peas coated in spices.




	Timepass

	Any snack eaten to pass the time.




	Upama

	Spicy or salty semolina porridge with vegetables.




	Poha

	Puffed rice flakes with turmeric and cilantro.






SNACKS (CONTINUED)




	Vada Pao

	Pao is a small bun. Vadas are mashed potatoes coated in chickpea batter and deep fried.




	Pao Bhaji

	Pao is eaten with thoroughly cooked vegetables and HOT spices in butter.




	Dahlia

	Plain or sweet semolina porridge.




	Dhokla

	Spongy cubes made from lentil and rice flour, with coconut and cilantro, served with a tamarind sauce.




	Idli

	Fermented lentil and rice flour, steamed in circular shapes, served with a coconut chutney and sambhar, a lentil soup.




	Masala Dosa

	Fermented rice and lentil flour pancakes stuffed with dry potato curry served with different chutneys and sambhar.




	Plain Dosa

	Fermented rice and lentil flour pancakes served with chutney and sambhar.






MAIN COURSES




	THĀLI

	A platter including a combination of at least: 2 vegetables, 2 curries, 1 yogurt dish and 1 dessert, served with roti or puri and rice. Recommended as the best value for money.




	Sabji/Bhaaji

	Sabji just means dry vegetables cooked in spices. The most common vegetable is potato (alu), eaten by itself, or combined with any other vegetable.




	Chillies

	Known as Mirchi. Watch out for what looks like green beans, they may be fiery hot chillies.




	Alu Jeera

	Potato cooked with cumin seeds.




	Alu Gobi

	Potato and cauliflower.




	Bhindi Masala

	Okra (bhindi) cooked with spices.




	Baingan Bharta

	Roasted eggplant (baingain) mashed and cooked with spices.




	Paneer

	Indian cottage cheese similar in consistency to Feta cheese.




	Navrattan Korma / Vegetable Jalfrezi / Kolhapuri Vegetables

	Mixed vegetables.






CURRIES (EATEN WITH RICE OR BREAD)




	Alu Matar

	Pea and potato curry.




	Matar paneer

	Pea and Indian cottage cheese curry.




	Palak paneer

	Blended spinach in combination with Indian cottage cheese.




	Kadhai paneer

	Cottage cheese cooked in rich and creamy tomato sauce.




	Chole

	Chick pea curry. This curry is also known as Pindi Channa.






CURRIES (CONTINUED)




	Rajma

	Kidney bean curry.




	Lobia

	Black-eyed bean curry.




	Dha Varan

	Yellow lentil soup.




	Tadka Dhal

	Lentil stew garnished with onions and chillies in butter. Another popular combination is Palak (spinach) Dhal.




	Malai Kofta

	Cheese and potato dumplings in rich creamy sauce.






RICE DISHES




	Biryan/ Pulao

	Aromatic fried rice with vegetables, chicken, or meat, and sometimes nuts or dried fruit.




	Chaawal/ Bhaath

	Plain steamed rice, usually eaten with Dhal. (Dhal chawal/Varan bhaat)




	Tomato/Lemon Rice

	Two popular alternatives to plain rice.






BREADS




	Roti/Chapati

	Wholemeal flat bread cooked on a griddle.




	Puri

	Deep-fried bread.




	Parantha

	Pan-fried bread, sometimes stuffed with potatoes or other vegetables.




	Naan

	White flour bread cooked in a tandoor oven.




	Bhatura

	Deep fried white flour bread.






ACCOMPANIMENTS




	Yogurt

	Also known as dahi. Dahi combined with anything is called raita. Common raita dishes are cucumber raita, onion and tomato raita, boondi raita (tiny balls of deep fried chick pea batter soaked in yogurt).




	Pickles & Chutneys

	Achaar and chatni are made of fruits and/or vegetables, range from sweet to extra-spicy, and accompany any meal.






DESSERTS (COMMON INDIAN SWEETS)




	Halwa

	Sweet flavoured semolina.




	Khīr

	Rice pudding with milk, dried fruits, nuts, cinnamon and cardamom (the black stones!).




	Gulab Jamun

	Brown deep fried dumplings soaked in sugar syrup.




	Jalebi

	Tiny whirlpools of batter deep fried & soaked in sugar syrup.




	Rasgulla

	White cheese dumplings soaked in syrup.




	Laddoo

	Round sweet balls in various flavours. They can be the size of a tennis ball.






DESSERTS (CONTINUED)




	Barfi

	Square milk cakes in various flavours.




	Kulfi

	Pistachio-flavoured Indian ice-cream.






DRINKS (TO BEAT THE HEAT)




	Chai

	Sweet, spiced black tea with or without milk




	Lassi/ Chaas

	Sweet/salty yogurt shake




	Nimboo pani

	lemonade




	Sherbat

	Flavoured cordial






TIBETAN (SAMPLE HEARTY TIBETAN COOKING WHEREVER YOU FIND TIBETANS)




	Momos

	Vegetable or meat dumplings either fried or steamed.




	Thanthuk

	Vegetable or meat soup, with square and flat homemade noodles.




	Thukpa

	Vegetable or meat soup, with long spaghetti noodles.







Wisely reflecting on this food,
I eat not to distract my mind,
Nor to indulge in my cravings,
Nor to make my body beautiful,
But simply for sustenance and nourishment,
To help keep me going along the sacred path.

Bearing this in mind,
I dispel hunger without overeating;
So that I may strive to live
flawlessly and with simplicity.

A, 3:16



The feeling of being ‘on vacation’ and wanting to taste the local culture stimulates the appetite, yet tourists all over the world often complain of stomach problems. It is not uncommon to see travellers feasting on rich cashew stews, samosas with hot sauce, the sweetest sweets and ice-cream—and then complain about an upset stomach. Before accusing the restaurant and the country in general, try seeing if you are at least partly responsible for not listening to your body. This is particularly true after a retreat. When you have spent 10 days—or longer—purifying your mind and body, and then over-indulge, don’t be surprised when your tummy rebels…

Before starting a meal, ask yourself, “Is this a special occasion or just another meal?” The Buddha said that bhataṃ-attaññū—knowing the proper amount of food one should take, neither too little nor too much—is one of the qualities of a good meditator.

Health

Before you read any further and become worried, let us assure you that it is not difficult to stay healthy in India. Most travellers will encounter the common cold or a mild case of diarrhoea, but with a little common sense, these will not be big obstacles.

Good health is one of the five requisites for walking on the path of Dhamma; therefore, it should be given proper attention.

Middle Path

The ‘middle path’ attitude is helpful in all decision-making. “I’m feeling tired, should I commit to an early day-trip tomorrow?” or “The centre needs servers for the next course, but I have a cold, should I go anyway?”

This does not mean that you should be a paranoid stick-in-the-mud. Just know your limits; listening to your body now will help prevent complications later.

Most importantly: be healthy before you leave!

Precautions


	Sun: Think ahead. Bring a hat with you. If necessary, use sun-block liberally, and always have a water bottle at your side. Protect yourself even on cloudy days. A friend travelled on the roof of a bus on a cloudy day for several hours and ended up with severe sunburn.

	Footwear: One traveller we know discovered tiny insects emerging from his thighs while he was bathing. When he went to a local Ayurvedic healer, the doctor said that he had not seen a case like this in 25 years. The doctor said our friend had caught these parasites from walking barefoot in the village. We should take S.N. Goenka’s advice literally, “The path is full of pebbles and thorns. Protect yourself; wear shoes and walk over it!”

	Carry your own cup so you can enjoy the street chai, sugar cane juice and fruit juices without having those background thoughts of the chai-wallah washing the cups in dirty water.

	Peel or purify raw fruits and veggies, just to be safe (see the food section).

	Drink purified water (see below).



Purify your Water

You need to drink a lot of water in India. The problem is that if we don’t like the taste of the water, we tend not to drink enough. Thus, finding a good way to purify it is essential. Boiling, iodine, filters, drops, or just plain faith, are some of the methods travellers use. The best and least intrusive way, of course, is to boil it for at least a minute, but this is not always possible. Iodine works well to purify water, but experts say that it should not be used for extended periods as it affects the thyroid gland. Filters on their own remove bacteria, but they don’t remove viruses.

The winning method for us when we can’t boil our water is to use the two-part drops—Part A is 2% stabilized chlorine dioxide, and Part B is 5% food-grade phosphoric acid—found in camping stores in the West, followed by a filter to remove the taste.

When parts A and B are mixed together, they create a solution of activated chlorine dioxide (ClO2), which is used by many municipal water treatment plants as an alternative to chlorine. It purifies the water of any viruses, bacteria, giardia, and cryptosporidium. In only 20 minutes you have drinkable water. The tiny 30 ml bottles are quite affordable and can treat up to 120 litres. Although it is supposed to be tasteless, we find that the drops alone leave a pool-water tang, so we have started filtering it through a squeeze-bottle filter, which removes larger micro- organisms, the chlorine taste and any sediments.

This solution can also be used to treat uncut fruits and vegetables, and sanitize your containers and dishes.

Camping stores in the West carry reliable drops, disposable filters, and filter bottles made by Pristine®, Aqua Mira®, and Eddie Bauer®. You can also order these on-line.

Does your water still taste bad?


	Squeeze a lemon into it, or

	Put a few cardamom seeds in your bottle, or

	Drink herbal teas. If it’s too hot out, make ice tea.



Water in Meditation Centres

Most of the meditation centres use Aquaguard filter systems that blast tiny microbes with UV rays.

The Aquaguard system has three stages in the purification process:


	The sediment filter strains out the dust, dirt and mud.

	The activated carbon hinders bacterial growth, and reduces odours, colours, and free gases such as chlorine.

	The Ultra-Violet (UV) chamber eliminates bacteria and viruses which cause water-born diseases, such as gastro-enteritis, dysentery, typhoid, and Hepatitis A.



When properly maintained, this filtering system is very safe. The advantage of Aquaguard over boiling is that it retains the natural salts, calcium, and magnesium.

The problem is that most Indians don’t understand the dangers of water on foreign bellies, so the filters are not changed as often as they should be. If you are not the volunteer who is taking care of the water filters, it might be worth it to continue treating your water in meditation centres, if only to put your mind at ease.

Under the Weather?

Before dashing off to the nearest ‘chemist’ and committing yourself to a series of medications, decide whether all you need is a few days of rest. Relax, read a book, fast for the day, meditate. A wise Vipassana teacher in Nepal once told us, “Equanimity is the best medicine.”

Having said this, the ‘just observe’ approach should not be taken to extremes either. There are times when the body can use a little help and you need to see a specialist. But who to see?


Medicinal Plants

When the physician Jīvaka was studying herbal medicine in Taxilā, his teacher decided that his student’s period of study was coming close to an end and that it was time for his final examination. He said to Jīvaka: “My pupil, walk for one yojana [about 7 miles] in the eastern direction and bring me back a plant with no medicinal properties.”

After some time, Jīvaka came back and said: “Respected teacher, having walked for one yojana, I have not found any plant that has no medicinal properties.”

The teacher told him to go to the west, then to the south, and then to the north. Every time, Jīvaka came back empty-handed. After the fourth time, the teacher proudly announced that his pupil had finished his medical training, as he could now identify the medicinal properties of every plant.



Allopathic, Ayurvedic, Tibetan, Naturopathic, or Homeopathic? In principle, we start with natural medicines and use chemical pills only as a last resort. In India, antibiotics are used much too liberally. For small ailments, the local ‘chemist shop’ should be able to recommend something herbal. For serious illnesses, it is better to consult a doctor. To find one, just ask around. Some big hotels have doctors on call, or at least can recommend reliable practitioners. Government hospitals are quite a lot cheaper than private clinics, although you may spend an entire day in a gloomy waiting room. Private hospitals and clinics are more efficient, quicker, and expensive.

If you don’t have any first-hand references, visit Delhi’s US Embassy website—http://newdelhi.usembassy.gov/medical_information2.html—which lists all the hospitals and physicians in India with which embassy staff have been satisfied. It is an excellent site to have on hand in case of major dukkha.

Whichever method you choose, have faith in your doctor. Bear in mind that medicines like Ayurveda, Naturopathy, and Tibetan aim to restore the body’s balance and harmony as opposed to merely dealing with symptoms, therefore, these treatments are often longer and slower. Once you have chosen a particular treatment, stick to it and give it a chance to work for you—even if it means chewing bitter herbs for a month. Even when you begin to feel better, don’t stop your treatment (unless you have a serious reaction to it).

Allopathy

Allopathy means conventional, ‘western’ medicine: the remedies usually relieve symptoms quickly.

Ayurveda

Ayurveda is the ancient medical science of India. It focuses on prevention according to individual body types, and treats the cause of illnesses with herbs, diet, exercise, yoga and massage. To learn more about Ayurveda, read Dr. Robert Svoboda’s Prakriti: Your Ayurvedic Constitution.

Tibetan Medicine

Tibetan medicine stems from both Ayurveda and Chinese medicine. It sees disease as an imbalance in different bodily humours, and focuses on healing the physical as well as the psychological. Afflictive emotions such as desire or hatred are seen as the causes of many diseases, so developing positive mental attitudes are part of the pathway to health. Diagnosis is done by checking the tongue, eyes, pulse, and colour and smell of morning urine. It is a slow acting treatment, which uses mostly herbs and minerals (though sometimes non-vegetarian ingredients) that come in the form of small, bitter tasting balls produced through an intricate process of alchemy. Acupuncture, massage, and prayer are also used. To understand more about Tibetan medicine, read Dr. Yeshe Dendon’s Health through Balance.

Naturopathy

It is difficult to define naturopathy, as it means different things to different people. In general, practitioners aim to cure illness through natural processes like fasting, enemas, steam baths, saunas, herbs, diet, mud packs, massage, and so on.

Homeopathy

Homeopathy was developed in Germany in the 19th century but has gained widespread popularity in India. The idea is that “like cures like”—which means that a substance that can cause certain symptoms in a healthy person can cure similar symptoms in an unhealthy person. Although most homeopathic remedies are made from herbs, roots, and minerals, a few are made with animal products. A great reference guide for pilgrims is The World Traveller’s Manual of Homeopathy by Dr. Colin B. Lessell.

Your First Aid Kit

You can find a wide range of pills, syrups, and powders for every conceivable complaint; if (when) you get sick, you will almost always find a remedy on the spot (as well as non-stop advice about what you should take and what you should stay away from, such as “Papaya is good for diarrhoea,” from one local friend, and “Avoid papaya at all costs,” from another). So, since you can find remedies for almost any problem, you don’t need to bring your entire bathroom cabinet to feel secure. However, you should bring your preferred medicine if you have a particular recurring weakness. Also be aware that brand names for certain medicines may be different in India: if you are not bringing your own medications with you, be sure to note the key ingredients so that you are able to request them in India.

If you’re the type who likes to take multivitamins or health tonics, we recommend these traditional Indian tonics: Chyawanprash in the winter and Sheetalprash in the summer. The recipes for these tonics are over 2 000 years old. They are made mostly of amla paste (Indian gooseberry)—which is very high in vitamin C and a great antioxidant—as well as different herbs and spices.

Altitude Sickness

Altitude sickness is caused by the lack of oxygen in thin mountain air. It can affect everyone, regardless of age or physical condition. Symptoms are flu-like: headache, nausea, vomiting, dizziness, breathlessness, physical weakness, mental confusion and general fatigue. The symptoms may not be immediately noticed—they may even appear a couple of days after the body has started to suffer. Altitude sickness usually last about three days.

We know people who have flown from Delhi to Leh (3 500 m high) and spent a week in the hospital with altitude sickness. Ladakhi friends of ours say, “When we fly home, we spend the day in bed, even if we don’t feel sick.” Those who land and think they feel fine and spend the day on the go, end up regretting it later.

Most people who suffer from altitude sickness will only need rest. If you have severe symptoms, you should see a doctor, but generally speaking, these tips help:


	Avoid alcohol, sleeping pills, and narcotics.

	Drink plenty of clear fluids as dehydration at altitude is very common and increases the likelihood and severity of altitude sickness. (Do not drink diuretics like coffee as that will make you lose more fluids.)

	Eat high-carbohydrate foods (rice, pasta, cereal) and avoid fatty foods.

	If nothing else works, you can return to lower altitude—even descending 500 m can make a difference.



A note for trekkers: A quick ascent to elevations above 2 500 m can cause pulmonary and cerebral oedema. These patients need to see a physician for oxygen therapy and descend to lower altitude. To avoid this, the general guideline is to not ascend more than a final total of 500 m per day: it is the overnight rest that helps your body acclimatize.

Bites and Stings

Most insect bites are just a test of equanimity rather than a real danger. Everyone will give you different advice on how to soothe the pain: half an onion, lemon juice, coconut oil, eucalyptus oil…but equanimity is the best anti-inflammatory.

To soothe itchy bites and stings:


	Wash the bite or sting with soap and water.

	An ice pack will help stop the swelling.

	Make a paste of water and salt, baking soda, activated charcoal or even just plain clay, and apply it to the bite.

	If a bee has stung you, scrape the stinger out with your nail.



Scorpion Stings

Scorpion stings can be very painful, but are rarely fatal. If you are stung, relax; panicking will only make it worse. Clean the area with soap and water or crushed garlic and lemon juice. If you can find ice, apply it to the sting. Lift the limb to heart-level. Take a lot of Vitamin C. People used to scorpion stings treat them like wasp stings; painful but not life-threatening. If you have trouble breathing, you can take an antihistamine. If you don’t feel well, consider fasting for a day.

Scorpions like damp and dark corners, so be careful when walking in the brush or around rock piles. They are nocturnal hunters, so check your bedding before hopping in, inspect your clothing in the morning, and shake out your shoes before slipping them on.


Protection of the Aggregates
 (Khandha Parittaṃ)

On one occasion the Blessed One was dwelling near Sāvatthī at Jetavana monastery in Anathapiṇḍika’s park. At that time in Sāvatthī, a certain monk died from a snake bite. Then, an assembly of monks approached the Buddha. Having paid their respects, they sat beside him. So seated, those monks spoke thus to the Blessed One: “Here, Bhante, in Sāvatthī, a certain monk has died from a snake bite.” The Buddha replied,

Indeed, monks, that monk did not permeate the four royal snake clans with thoughts of loving-kindness (mettā). Had he done so, that monk would not have died of a snake bite. What are the four royal snake clans? They are called Virūpakkha, Erāpatha, Chabyāputta and Kaṇhāgotamaka. Indeed, monks, that monk did not permeate these four royal clans of snakes with thoughts of loving-kindness. Had he done so, he would not have been bitten by a snake and died. Monks, I enjoin you to permeate these four royal clans of snakes with thoughts of loving-kindness, for your safety, for your preservation, and for your protection.

My mettā is with the Virūpakkha,
And with the Erāpatha too;
My mettā is with the Chabyāputta,
And also with the Kaṇhāgotamaka.

May my mettā be with all footless beings
And with all bipeds too,
May my mettā be with all quadrupeds
And also with all many-footed creatures.

Let not the footless do me harm
Nor those that have two feet;
Let no quadruped harm me,
Nor those creatures with many feet.

All beings, all living creatures,
And all those who merely exist,
May they experience good fortune,
May no harm whatsoever come to them.

Limitless is the Buddha, limitless is the Dhamma, limitless is the Saṅgha. Limited are creeping creatures—snakes, scorpions, centipedes, spiders, lizards and rats. I have guarded myself, I have made my protection. Move away from me, you beings. I pay respects to the Blessed One and to the seven Sammāsambuddhas.



The tiny black scorpions that you find in some parts of the Himālaya, such as Dharamsala, have a very benign sting—you may get a bit swollen, maybe slightly dizzy, but that’s about it. Homeopathic remedies work wonders for these, when taken immediately.

Snake Bites

The most dangerous snakes in India are the Russel’s Viper and the Indian Cobra. Even though snake bites kill around 20 000 people every year in India, travellers have little chance of even seeing a snake, let alone being bitten by one. Some Indians consider seeing a nāga as a sign of good luck, as the wriggling creatures are considered semi-deities. The snake is usually much more afraid of you than you are of it, and prefers escape over attack.

If you are bitten:


	Stay calm and lie down to retard the spread of venom (if there is any).

	Allow the bite to bleed freely for 30 seconds.

	Wrap a bandage (not too tight) above and below the bite.

	Remove any jewellery and tight clothing.

	Immobilize or splint the bitten limb and keep it at heart-level if possible.

	Put a cold pack on the bite; it will reduce the swelling and slow the spread of venom. Don’t leave it too long or it will damage the tissues.

	Do not take alcohol, medicine or food.

	Get to a hospital.



Bleeding

Apply pressure and elevate the wounded area higher than the heart. Clean the wound with antiseptic such as povidine-iodine (not Dettol™ as that is too harsh); if it is shallow and stops bleeding, allow it to air dry. Otherwise, bandage it with gauze and medical tape, apply pressure, and seek help if the bleeding doesn’t diminish.

Burns/Sunburns

Flush with cold water for 15 to 30 minutes to stop the burning, but don’t use ice or ice-water—they can make the burn worse.

Gently wrap the burn in thick gauze and then leave it alone for 24 hours. After a day, gently wash it with soap and water once daily, then keep it covered, dry and clean. Aloe vera is a natural anti-inflammatory, anti-septic and analgesic: good for minor burns and sunburns. Don’t pop your blisters—the fluid inside protects the burn.

You should see a doctor if the skin is charred or a creamy colour—this indicates a third degree burn. These are usually not painful, because the nerve endings have been destroyed. See a doctor if there is any sign of it becoming infected.

Cholera

Although cholera is endemic in India, the overall risk for travellers is very low— basic food and water hygiene should ensure that you won’t contract the disease. Cholera is most commonly transmitted through contaminated water. A huge dose is required to cause illness in a healthy person. Only those travellers drinking the local water or living in unsanitary conditions are at risk.

Symptoms include profuse, watery diarrhoea, nausea, vomiting, and sometimes fever. If left untreated, it can cause serious dehydration. Take oral rehydration salts as soon as possible to replace lost fluids and electrolytes. Serious cases will require intravenous fluid replacement and antibiotics. Prompt treatment ensures rapid recovery.

Common Cold

There is a saying that goes: “A treated cold last seven days and an untreated cold lasts a week.”

If you treat it as soon as the first signs show themselves, however, you have a better chance of defeating it: take plenty of Amlaki (a great source of vitamin C), and Tulsi (Holy Basil, an expectorant), which can be found in any chemist shop. Rest. Drink 6 to 8 glasses of water, juice, or tea (without milk) per day. Garlic has an antibiotic effect: you can eat it raw, or take 2-3 capsules three times a day.

For a sore throat, gargle with warm salt water 3-4 times daily.

Constipation

While many travellers get the runs, some also get constipated (especially during meditation retreats). A popular Indian remedy is Isabgol (Psillium husks) taken in a glass of warm water after meals. Psillium is a concentrated form or fibre, and, unlike chemical laxatives, is non-addictive. When Isabgol is taken with yogurt or cold water, it blocks you up.

Some herbal ayurvedic remedies, such as Herbalax and Triphala, are very effective.

Make sure you drink enough liquids: warm water helps to lubricate the digestive tract. Take a walk—it will move food towards the bowels faster. You can try doing forward bends, and the “boat pose”: balancing on your sit bones, with your legs extended and your feet half a metre from the ground. This contracts your abdominal muscles, working as a massage for your intestines.

Cough

Persistent coughs often crop up after a change in climate, such as after monsoon, or because of pollution or dust (in which case it’s a good idea to wear a face mask while in traffic). There are a variety of Ayurvedic lozenges like Kadiradi Goli, Koflet® or even Vicks®.

Cuts & Scrapes

Wash well with soap and warm water. Apply antiseptic if necessary. Aloe vera is a good natural antiseptic that is widely available.

Diarrhoea

If you experience intestinal turmoil, don’t jump on ‘gut paralysers’ such as Immodium®—your body is trying to eliminate something toxic, and you are preventing it from doing so. Let it come out. It is actually a purging process. Fasting for a day or so is a good idea (you probably won’t feel like eating anyways). Rest and recover for a few days.

When you actually feel like eating again, start slow. Avoid dairy products (except yogurt), as well as oily, spicy and raw foods (bananas are an exception). See Kanji and Kicheṛi recipes below.

The most important factor is to prevent dehydration (the yellower your urine, the more dehydrated you are—it should be light yellow) by drinking plenty of electrolytes. You can find these oral rehydration salts in the chemist shops (Elektral®, lemon flavour) or you can make your own with two tablespoons of sugar, half a teaspoon of salt and some lemon juice in a litre of purified water. Keep sipping your re-hydration solution throughout the day.

Another option is the two-in-one anti-diarrhoea cocktail: add half a teaspoon of honey (or sugar) and a pinch of salt to a glass of fruit juice. In another glass, add one quarter teaspoon of baking soda to a glass of water. Keep sipping alternating from one glass to the other.

If the diarrhoea persists, or you find mucus and/or blood in your stools, or if the stools are white or black, see a doctor and get a stool test at a hospital or lab.

Traveller’s diarrhoea, popularly known as turista, is recognized as a natural reaction to change in environment. One meditator, who is also a medical doctor, said that he takes inactivated cholera to prevent “Delhi-belly” two weeks before he comes to India. It sets up antibodies without any side-effects. “It’s called Dukoral™. Just remember ‘oral dukkha’. You put it in water and drink!” he says, laughing. See www.dukoral.com

Kanji: The Ultimate Stomach Soother

Kanji is soupy rice. Take it during the initial recovery stages: it rehydrates and is easily digested. Even the kitchen novice will find it easy to cook: one part rice, six parts water, two teaspoons of salt, and cook for about an hour until the rice has completely broken apart.

Kicheṛi: Yogi Food

When friends of ours were experiencing a mild case of traveller’s diarrhoea, they didn’t believe us that kicheṛi would probably be better than medicine. After some persistent nagging and cajoling, they tried it and were convinced. They wanted nothing else after that, only kicheṛi, kicheṛi, kicheṛi!

Kicheṛi is a good transition to ‘real’ food because it is so easily digestible, and the mung beans also provide protein. (Avoid all other legumes when you are having problems; they irritate the stomach.)

Soak some mung beans for a few hours (be sure to clean out the insects, debris and tiny stones!), add an equal amount of rice, with a couple of teaspoons of salt and turmeric. You can also add ginger and cumin if you like. Cook until it has become one big mush. It may not look that appetizing, but your stomach will love it.

Kicheṛi is good whenever you are experiencing digestive storms. If it’s not on the menu, just ask, the cooks may be happy to make it for you.

Curd (plain yogurt—dahi) is also good because it reintroduces good bacteria to your digestive tract (Indians like to mix in a couple of teaspoonfuls of Isabgol – psillium husks). But don’t mix Isabgol with anything hot, because then it acts as a laxative. The upset tummy also likes bananas.


After a year in India, we had a mild attack of homesickness. The cure turned out to be staying away from guest houses and restaurants, finding a simple apartment with a kitchen, and eating healthy food of our own creation.

Feeling weak, we made it our goal to get back into tip-top health, studying yoga nearby for 3 to 4 hours a day. After another fit of diarrhoea, we sought the advice of an Ayurvedic doctor, who made it his personal mission to send us away “with rosy cheeks” in three weeks. After examining us he proclaimed, “You two are a perfect match—you both have the same low blood pressure!”

He put us on a strict diet of rice, mung bean soup, banana and yogurt for three weeks (and no mangos, even though we were in the middle of juicy mango season). He gave us various herbal remedies that he mixed himself, and a bonus of crushed Iranian pearls, that soothed our stomachs, cooled our heads, and gave our faces a shiny glow!

– MD & KG



Fever

Rising its temperature is one of the body’s defence mechanisms against infection. The best thing to do is to let the body do its job. If the fever lasts too long, however, you may want to take some paracetamol to break it.

Wet compresses to the forehead, wrists and calves help the body to dissipate heat—change them as they reach body temperature. You can also try sponging these areas with water (not alcohol), as the evaporation has a cooling effect.

Food Poisoning

The symptoms of food poisoning are: cramps, nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea and dizziness (see the diarrhoea section). The symptoms should disappear in a day or two. If symptoms persist, see a health care professional.

Gas and Indigestion

You’re sitting in the meditation hall with 100 other students, and suddenly your stomach starts its symphony and you have an extreme urge to pass gas. But do you hold it in? As one lovable granny used to tell us, “Better to fart and bear the shame, than not to fart and bear the pain.”

Even if you bear with it, however, there are Ayurvedic herbal remedies that, at the very least, will make the gas smell fresh and minty. Pudina Hara is a combination of spearmint and peppermint oils that enhance digestion and prevent bloating. Amritdhara is made of ajowan, mint, camphor, and eucalyptus oil and relieves flatulence, abdominal bloating, and stomach pain. It also reduces stomach acidity.

Heat Exhaustion

Heat exhaustion happens when the body can’t dissipate heat properly, often because of dehydration. If left untreated, it progresses to heatstroke, which should be treated by a doctor.

The symptoms of heat exhaustion are: intense thirst, headache, fatigue, nausea and vomiting, muscle cramps and irritability.

If you feel you’ve had too much sun, you probably have. Find a shady spot and start sipping water and oral rehydration salts continuously—not in big gulps. Eat fruits: they have a high water content.

Infection

Avoid infections in the first place. Wash all cuts and scrapes well with soap and warm water. Keep them dry; antiseptic creams are less effective in the tropics.

Urinary Tract Infection (UTI)

You feel you have to go, but when you try, nothing happens, or when it does, it burns.

Minor UTIs can be flushed out by drinking lots of water and coconut water. You can try soaking in a hot bath (time to splurge on that luxury room!). Take lots of vitamin C, and if necessary, a dose of anti-inflammatory. You can try the Ayurvedic medicine Chandrapabha Bati or the Allopathic medicine URAL. If it doesn’t go away, have a lab test your urine and then bring the results to a doctor.

Yeast Infection

The little yeast fungus lives naturally in our gut and in women’s vaginas, in harmony with the local bacteria. The problems arise when there is an imbalance in this micro-ecology: antibiotics, for example, kill the bacteria and leave room for the yeast to take over. Here are a few tricks to avoid this:


	Wear cotton panties

	Bathe regularly

	Wear loose, breathable clothing

	Eat unsweetened yogurt



Douching is not really used anymore to treat yeast infections, but if you do, do not douche during menstruation when your cervix is open—it could push the infection into your uterus. An alternative to douching is the sitz bath. Put half a cup of salt in a shallow warm bath, and sit in it, knees apart, until it gets cool. If you have a chronic problem with yeast or thrush, it should be treated at home before you leave.

Lice

The best way to avoid lice is by not sharing combs, brushes, linen, towels and hats. If other travellers around you are infected with lice, wash your hair regularly and rinse it with apple cider vinegar and water (2 tablespoons vinegar to 2 cups warm water). Adding 5 drops of rosemary, lavender, or tea tree essential oils into your shampoo bottle is a good idea.

If, after all your precautions, you still get lice, try taking the homeopathic remedy: 2-3 ledum (30c potency) pellets, 3 times a day for a week. Five drops of a goldenseal and echinacea tincture in a glass of juice or water, twice a day for a week also works, but don’t do it if you are already taking ledum. If the above remedies aren’t available, take garlic, which has anti-parasitic properties that will help fight a lice infestation. Consume a raw clove 3 times a day for 5 days.

You can also try applying a mixture of olive oil (4 oz) and rosemary, lavender and tea tree essential oils (1 tsp each) to your scalp. If you can’t find these essential oils, try vinegar or kerosene. Then cover your head with a shower cap or plastic bag for at least 12 hours (24 hours is better). Then use a nit comb (available at any pharmacy) and comb through the hair. Wash out the oils with tea tree oil or special lice shampoo and rinse with rosemary tea (don’t rinse the tea out). Comb hair again with a nit comb. Repeat each night for 1 week and once a week after that for 3 weeks.

Rubbing 2-3 drops of the essential oils into your hairbrush also helps deter lice, as does blow-drying your hair for 5-10 minutes a day for 10 days.

Malaria

The states of Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Orissa, Gujarat, Bihar, Rajasthan, and Karnataka report the most malaria cases. Symptoms include delirious fever, headache, chills, muscle aches and vomiting. Get tested immediately if you think that you’ve contracted malaria. Serious illness or death can be prevented if the disease is diagnosed and treated early. Malaria is more prevalent during and after monsoon—mosquitoes need water to breed. Your best protection is to prevent mosquito bites: sleep with a mosquito net, and wear pants, long sleeves and socks, especially at dusk and dawn when the mosquitoes are most ferocious. You can try catching them with a cup and paper, or, as one meditator does, with a butterfly net. If you didn’t bring citronella from home, it may be necessary to use chemical repellents with DEET—a popular cream called Odomos™ is widely available.

The high altitude states of Himāchal Pradesh, Sikkim, and Jammu and Kashmir are free from malaria since transmission is minimal above 2 000 metres.

Acquaint yourself with the possible side-effects of Mefloquine/Larium, Malarone, and Doxycycline, which may include nausea, vomiting, dizziness, headaches, insomnia and nightmares. For some people, Larium causes depression, anxiety, psychosis, hallucinations and seizures. These symptoms may persist even after you have stopped taking the drug. Below is a list of alternatives, but we recommend that you consult with a tropical disease specialist 4-8 weeks before travelling for the latest conventional and natural prophylaxes.


	Malaria officinalis 30c (3 pellets in the morning and 3 pellets in the evening, once a week) and Cinchona officinalis/China 8x, 6c, or 30c (3 pellets each morning and 3 pellets each evening, taken the other 6 days of the week) are homeopathic medicines that work in a similar way to a vaccine: they initiate a specific immune system response causing the antibodies to attack malaria parasites, as opposed to conventional malaria drugs which attempt to kill the parasite directly by acting as a controlled poison. These are used both as a preventative that helps the user develop a resistance to malaria, and as a treatment for malaria attacks. They have no side-effects and can be used by children and pregnant women. These treatments begin 2 weeks before travelling and continue for 6 weeks after returning home. It’s best to consult a homeopathic practitioner before starting the treatment.

	An ancient Chinese herb known as Qing Hao, sweet wormwood, or artemisia annua L. is being grown in China to help fight malaria. The remedy is known as Artemisinin. The fern-like plant has been recognized by the World Health Organization as an effective alternative to quinine-based drugs (to which the malaria parasite is now becoming resistant).

	Eating lots of garlic may help ward off mosquitoes.

	To prevent bites, use citronella, lemongrass or DEET sprays.

	Malaria mosquitoes only bite at night—so make sure to use a mosquito net.




Feeling Overpowered?

The Buddha said that there are eight things of nature which we should not let overpower our minds:


	Intense cold

	Intense heat

	Intense hunger

	Intense thirst

	Intense wind

	Intense sunshine

	Mosquitoes and flies

	Wriggling creatures



Try to keep this in mind when you are sitting under the tree in Bodhgayā, sweating profusely, feeling hungry, and being bitten all over.

I, 31



Motion Sickness

If you are prone to motion sickness, the best thing is to eat something that will sit well in the stomach before taking to those winding mountain roads or hopping on that bobbing ferry.

Fatigue increases the effects of motion sickness, so make sure you get a good night’s sleep before travelling. If you feel sick in a car, move to the front seat and focus on the road ahead or the horizon. Breathe in fresh air. You can try sucking on lemons or cloves, or chewing ginger or betel-nut.

If you frequently suffer from motion sickness, you have less chance of getting sick if you travel at night.

Oral Ulcer

Dissolve several teaspoons of salt in a glass of warm water and rinse out your mouth several times a day.

Strains & Sprains

A strain is an overstretched muscle, a sprain is a stretched ligament; both involve swelling and tenderness, and are treated in the same way. Always remember the RICE treatment:


	Rest

	Ice the area for 20 minutes to reduce swelling. Repeat on and off.

	Compression. Immobilize the injury by placing a firm bandage—moving the damaged tissue aggravates the injury.

	Elevate the injured limb to heart level.



Dentists

Indian dentists are qualified, hygienic, and cheap (and we’re not talking about the local toothpuller). Their reputation is growing as an increasing number of foreigners are adding a visit to an Indian dentist to their itinerary. As a general rule, dental treatment is about one third of the price the same treatment would cost back home. One friend had three crowns done for US$800, instead of US$2500. She said, “What I saved on my dental work paid for my plane ticket!”

For a simple cleaning and x-ray, most places will be satisfactory. Some popular treatments among foreigners are crown replacements, root canals, and corrective surgeries. For these serious operations, it’s probably best to have a reliable reference.

Optometrists

In India, glasses and contact lenses usually come out to about a third of the price they would be in western countries. One meditator who suffers from near-sightedness brought her fashionable frames from the West and had her prescription filled in India. Although she went to a specialist because her case is unusual, most optometrists will do regular pairs of specs. One tip: have your glasses made upon arrival, it leaves you enough time to try them on, and, if needed, to have them adjusted.

Barbers & Hairdressers

Maybe it’s the way they hold the razor with such confidence, or the way they flick the cover sheet with a grand flourish, or the way they give a professional head and face massage after the job. In any case, a man can feel safe in the hands of an Indian barber. Indeed, they know a handful of haircuts and have developed that art to a tee. Foreigners will walk out of the barber stall looking like all the other Indian men, down to the razor-straight neckline. If you don’t like your do, you can’t complain when a shave goes for around Rs 10 and a haircut about Rs 20.

Good haircuts for women are not so easy to come by, since most Indian women wear their hair in a long braid. Big cities have some decent beauty parlours, but make sure the hairstylist has experience working with foreigner’s hair, as it is usually finer than the beautifully thick dark Indian manes. A haircut can go for anything from Rs 150 to Rs 1 500. Sometimes you can find foreign hairdressers in tourist areas.

Travel: Trains, Buses, Rickshaws, etc.

[image: Images]

Travel in India is relatively easy and cheap. You can always find a way to get to where you want to go, even if it’s in the back of a dusty truck or oxcart. If you keep an open mind, you will find that half of the thrill of visiting a remote site is in the journey getting there. Travel is also the best way to get into close contact with locals. Without a doubt, your toughest travels will make your best stories when you’re sitting around a table sharing a chai with fellow worn-out travellers.

Trains

We always travel by train when we have the choice; it is far safer and more comfortable than buses. The train is more scenic, the passengers more relaxed; watching the constant stream of food vendors—each promoting his goods over and over like a mantra—is better than a book; if your legs get numb you can walk up and down; it’s less noisy than the incessant honking on the roads, and the toilets are there if you need them.

India’s railway system is actually one of the best in the world. You can almost always find a direct train from one place to another. And they’re usually on time too, except in monsoon or foggy winters. Basically, there are three types of trains: Express, Mail, and Passenger. Unless you have a particular interest in rural train stations, avoid the passenger trains as they stop at each and every small town, thus turning a 2-hour journey into an 8-hour one.

Indian Railways offers many different classes, depending on the type of train and the length of the journey. Let’s say you want to travel from Delhi to Mumbai. You looked on the internet (or in your trusty Trains at a Glance train schedule), and you settled on the Golden Temple Mail (2904), because it is a daily train that leaves from—and arrives at—a major station, and the times are convenient for you, leaving Delhi at 7:15 a.m. and arriving at Mumbai Central at 6:05 the next morning. Now, this train offers many classes, the same ones you will most likely come across for long journeys:


	2-tier AC. This means that each compartment accommodates four passengers, two on each side, one on top of the other like bunk beds. Each compartment has a curtain to close it off from the aisle (where there are two more bunks). AC means heat in the winter and cool air in the summer. These cars have plastic double-pane windows which make them very quiet and dust-free, but also cut you off from the scenery unfolding before you. In this class, you receive two sheets, a pillow, blanket and hand towel. You can also tell the attendant where you’re getting off and he’ll inform you (or even gently wake you up) before your station. On this particular journey, the fare for 2AC is Rs 1 775. Aisle seats are not really worth it here as they are the same as in 3-tier AC. The ticket will indicate SB (side berth) rather than UB, MB, or LB (upper, middle, lower).

	3-tier AC: This class is basically the same as 2-tier, except that each compartment has six passengers, and there is no curtain separating these from the two in the aisle. For the Golden Temple Mail, the fare for 3AC is Rs 1 140.

	2nd class sleeper: In this class, you have a reserved seat during the day, and bunk at night. There is no AC, but a barred window, which can be both good and bad, depending on the season and time of day. Each compartment officially seats six passengers plus two in the aisle, although in the daytime you may find that people on a 1- to 3-hour journey will edge themselves into a seat in your compartment; and you are expected to be gracious about it. (You shouldn’t be too attached to your seat, who knows, you may have to rely on someone else’s mercy one day. But be firm if someone tries to share your bunk at night.) Second Sleeper is about 2½ times cheaper than 3-tier AC. On the Golden Temple journey, this berth will cost you Rs 425.

	General : There are no reserved seats in general. And no maximum number of passengers, either. There are people everywhere, sleeping in the aisles, blocking the doors, or monopolizing the bathrooms. At times, the fight for a seat can get a little vicious. People crowd around the door and squeeze and elbow themselves to the front. When the doors are locked before departure, many enterprising passengers will throw a hanky or newspaper through a window onto a seat and later claim it as their own. For shorter journeys general may be tolerable, although for a few rupees more, it’s better to have a reserved seat in 2nd class, unless you’re looking for a story to impress folks back home…



Note that some daily short-distanced trains (Mumbai–Pune or New Delhi–Dehra Dun) usually have three options for seats: AC Chair, 2nd Class Reserved Chair, and General. The AC tickets are more comfortable, quieter, better food is offered, and are about three to five times the price of 2nd Class Reserved Chair, which is about double the price of General. The main advantage of 2nd over AC is that you can store your luggage under your seat instead of over your head, which is a consideration if your bags are really heavy.


It is before the Teacher’s Self-Course at Dhamma Giri. It is also Diwali, India’s biggest holiday, when entire families will embark on a cross-country journey to spend a few days with their relatives. It is impossible to get a reserved ticket on the next train from Mumbai to Igatpuri. The train pulls into the platform; all the doors are jammed shut from the overload of bodies inside. The whistles blows and we scamper on with our backpacks, desperate to find some opening. Finally, we plunge into the pantry car; the waft of fried oil envelops us like thick fog.

After a few minutes, we think that there must be a better place to sit than this masala sweat lodge. We edge our way to the intersection of the next car where the toilets are, but this is as far as we can go; beyond is just too crammed. “Hmm, the toilets are reasonably clean, no usual stale urine stench,” says one. “And the air is much fresher and cooler than the pantry car…,” adds another. Four of us stand in the lavatory, with our packs, for three hours, sharing a few good riddles, word games, and Dhamma stories to occupy the time. Before we know it, the Igatpuri station rolls up and we’re back at Dhamma Giri.

- MD & KG



Reservations

You can buy train tickets at the railway reservation office at the station, or in computerized reservation offices in some tourist towns, or you can do it through a travel agent for a nominal fee. It’s best to book train tickets in advance, especially during holiday seasons. The earliest you can reserve is two months before the departure date, the latest for a reserved ticket is 4 hours before departure at any reservation office, and one hour at the reservation counter of the station from which the train departs. You can get a general ticket up until the train leaves, or if you’re late, just hop on and pay the ticket collector on the train as well as a small fine. Major stations have special counters or offices for foreigners and ‘Tourist Quota’ tickets, meaning they reserve seats for tourists. To get this sort of ticket, you need the passports of all the people whose names will appear on the ticket, as well as an encashment certificate or ATM slip if you want to pay in rupees.


A Riddle to Contemplate

What is:


	Higher than God, but lower than the Devil

	The poor have it, but the rich need it

	If you eat it, you die …



For the answer

e-mail pilgrimage@pariyatti.org



To make a reservation, you must fill out the form with your name, gender and age, as well as the train’s name and number, the departure date, and which class you prefer (you can find train information in the handy timetable Trains at a Glance, found in most guest houses). You could always look on the old decaying boards for the train name and numbers, but these are often written only in the local script.

You can also specify if you have berth preferences. We prefer the upper berths as they allow for more privacy; you can always sneak up and read a book if the compartment gets a little too crowded below. It’s also a vantage point for discretely observing the spectacle below without being the main attraction yourself.

If the train is full, you might get a waiting-list number. These are dangerous unless the number is low. Or, you might get a Reservation-Against-Cancellation (RAC) ticket, which means that you initially have a guaranteed seat for the journey and only get a berth if there is a last minute cancellation. To check the status of your ticket, look on the Indian Railways website (www.indianrail.gov.in). You’ll need to enter your PNR number found on the top left-hand corner of the ticket.

Sometimes you can get a general ticket and upgrade it through the Train Ticket Examiner who has a chart of all the cancellations and will assign you a seat number. (The TTE—or one of his subordinates, the TT—are the men wearing a black polyester blazer in 40˚C heat.) You will be required to pay a small official surcharge. The same can be done if you want to upgrade from 2nd class to AC.

The Indian Railways website (www.irctc.co.in) now offers a service for e-tickets. When nothing goes wrong—slow connections, power cuts, international credit cards not being accepted (most aren’t, but some, like Citibank, are)—purchasing these tickets is convenient and cancelling the tickets is easy. First-time users need to register to login, for which you need to provide an Indian address.

Travel Agents

Sometimes it is worth paying the Rs 40 service charge rather than shlepping to the station, waiting in the mile-long queue, elbowing your way to the front while defending your spot from line-cutters, only to find that the train is full. If using travel agents, specify that if there is a waiting list of more than 15 or so, you don’t want the ticket, or give them a few options, in order of preference. Don’t forget to thoroughly check your ticket once you get it—a traveller once bought a ticket through an agent, and when she got on the train, someone was sitting in her seat. Upon checking her ticket, she found that the agent had booked her for the wrong month.


Tourist Booking Office

In the New Delhi Railway Station there is a special Tourist Reservation Office on the second floor that offers efficient and generally friendly service. Beware of cunning touts hanging around the train station, who will tell you that the tourist office is closed and that they know an “authorized agent” across the road.



You will often find big groups travelling together that seem to occupy the entire bogey: soccer teams, military troops, families en route to a wedding. If you’re in luck and it’s a family, they have probably brought more than enough food for the entire car, and according to traditional Indian hospitality, you can look forward to plenty of puris and dry curries, mango pickle, sweets and chillies. In cases like these, it’s good to have something to offer in return, even just a packet of biscuits to pass around.

Each travel class offers a distinct cultural experience. Some travellers may snub anything seeming ‘upper class’ because it is not the ‘real India.’ But upper class India is still a reality, and as foreigners, we are lucky to have easy access to the diversity of India’s people. We have no fixed rules about which class we travel in. If we are feeling fine, we will go for the second class (rarely in ‘general’, unless for very short trips). However, if we are sick, particularly vulnerable, or following a retreat, or, if we know that a specific train line is unusually crowded, then we may travel in the AC class.

Once, we were crossing the country from Gorakhpur to Igatpuri during the most auspicious bathing day of the Kumbha Mela in Nasik (the last stop before Igatpuri). Anticipating the crowds, we had rightly decided to get an AC ticket. Indeed, when we casually strolled out of our comfortable bogey to stretch our legs on the platform, we stared in disbelief at the second-class cars overflowing with bodies, faces crushed against the windows and limbs dangling between the bars. When the train arrived in Nasik, it literally bounced up a couple of feet, freed from the weight of thousands of eager pilgrims.

If you’re travelling second class, it’s good to bring a sheet to cover the berth, and in the winter, a thick blanket or sleeping bag. If your stomach doesn’t tolerate fried spicy foods, you may want to bring snacks with you; fruits, nuts, and biscuits travel well. Train thālis are usually spicy and cold (and the hygiene often leaves something to be desired).

Stations

Train stations aren’t as intimidating as they seem. Once you get inside the station, major cities will have electronic boards indicating the number of the platform from which your train departs. If there is no board, ask at least three koolies (the porters in the red shirts) where to go, and follow the most popular answer. You can also ask them the location on the platform where your particular bogey will pull up.

The following story inspires us to have confidence in the honesty of the railway workers:


My wife and I arrived late into Bombay from the north. We planned to connect with a midnight train to Goa. As we got down on the platform we saw the Saraswati Express steaming up on a nearby track and realized we had to get our onward tickets immediately. All the ticket wickets had long lines and I didn’t know where to start.

Some red-shirted porters approached us. (My first thought was: these guys are going to cost me.)

— Yes, Sir…Where are you going?

— Margao.

— I can get your tickets for you…40 rupees each.

I cringed; but the younger porter pointed to the eldest’s brass badge and assured me all was on the up-and-up. I gave him 80 rupees and about 2 minutes later he stood before me smiling with 2 tickets to Margao.

— Now, Sir…How about reservations? 100 rupees for the two second-class berths and bags on board…complete and fixed.

— Go ahead. (I now had full confidence in him.)

In 10 minutes we were in our seats, thinking we had spent our money well.

– Bill Hamilton



Cancellations

You can cancel a confirmed ticket up to two days before departure and get a full refund minus a small fee. If less than a day, you lose 25%, and less than 4 hours, you lose 50%.

You don’t have to pay a fee to cancel wait-list or RAC tickets, provided you do it either within three hours after the train’s departure, or two hours after the reservation office has opened, whichever is later.

Buses

To travel from one town to the next, there are roughly two kinds of buses: state buses and private buses. The privately-run lines offer different degrees of comfort, such as the regular, deluxe and sleeper buses. The regular buses are rusty, clunky mechanical miracles; it’s amazing how long Indian mechanics can keep a vehicle alive. The deluxe and sleeper buses are definitely more comfortable but despite the name, it is almost impossible to sleep. The main difference between the state-run and private buses is that the private ones tend to want to maximize the number of passengers, so they stop for everyone and anyone, and it can get quite cramped, whereas the state-run bus driver’s main concern is to be on schedule.

For longer trips, you should consider taking the train if you have the choice. Buses are good for shorter trips (3 to 6 hours), as they are regular and quite easy to board. You can buy tickets at the terminal, or on the bus itself. It’s not necessary to book in advance like the train, although if you want a guaranteed seat it is best to do so. The driver is in control of the steering wheel and the altar on the dashboard, but the conductor is the one running the show. He is easily recognizable as the guy with the whistle and the black purse full of change, hanging out the door yelling instructions to the driver or the name of the destination. He is responsible for collecting the tickets and money, as well as telling the driver when to stop to drop off or pick up passengers.

Bus survival tips:


	You’re at the terminal, the bus is about to leave, there is no assigned seating. Stand near the door and clamour in as soon as it cracks open, otherwise you might be left standing.

	Try to bring your luggage with you on the bus. If they insist that you put it on the roof luggage rack, go up with them and lock your bags. In monsoon, make sure they are covered with a tarp. It’s best to keep valuables in a small hand/shoulder bag/backpack that you can always keep on your lap.

	If your gear is on the roof, keep an eye on it during rest breaks.

	Sitting up front next to the driver will give you a better view, but once he starts passing fast trucks in a blind curve, along with his incessant honking, and the ‘private AC’ heat from the motor next to him, you might reconsider that empty backseat next to the mother with the howling baby.

	We have found that wearing earplugs considerably reduces the stress of road travel.

	Go to the toilet before getting on.

	If you have to get off for a pee-break or to be sick, ask the conductor with your best pitiful face. When you dart off, he will inevitably make some wisecrack about foreigners’ weak bladders, but your relief will be worth it. (At night, make sure you’re not in the headlights to add to the spectacle!)

	Beware of suspiciously refreshing liquid coming in from the windows; someone sitting in front may be sick.

	When you board the bus, note some outstanding feature like a fluorescent pink luggage rack, so that you can easily recognize it after a chai stop.

	If you smile and make yourself noticed by the driver and conductor, they are less likely to leave you behind after a break.

	At night, sit on the left side of the bus to avoid the bright headlights of oncoming traffic. A fact about night road travel: don’t try to transfer your idea from back home that there is less traffic at night. In India, tolls are cheaper at night than in the day, and as a result, the roads are full of ‘Goods Carriers’ driving at breakneck speed and honking more than usual (if that’s possible).

	Always bring water with you. You’ll find snacks like biscuits, fruits, nuts, cold drinks, and chai at stops. Vendors will sometimes even board the bus for a few stops to sell their goods.



City Buses

Some foreigners, especially those staying in one place for a long time, really get into the local bus systems. A few rupees can take you a long way. The big cities offer elaborate public transportation, sometimes with reduced-pollution vehicles too. However, if you’re in town for only a few days and you have many things to do or see, it is probably easier and less time-consuming to take a rickshaw or taxi.

Taxis

Taxis are easily recognizable as the black and yellow Ambassador cars (the ones that look like they just came out of the ’50s) that you find in every town or city. Some cities, like Mumbai for example, don’t allow rickshaws into the inner city, so you’ll have to resort to the taxi service, which is slightly more expensive. Taxi drivers don’t expect to be tipped. Taxis usually have meters and the driver carries a conversion chart to determine the correct price. However, drivers often refuse to use the meters and insist on determining a price that will be leagues higher than what you would pay on the meter. If you find yourself in this situation, it’s a good idea to ask a knowledgeable local person about approximate fares. It’s also better to set a price before getting in, and make sure it covers luggage and everyone in the vehicle. We once agreed on Rs 350 from the Mumbai airport to the Fort area, when half-way there, the driver said, “Three-fifty for you, and three-fifty for you!” Obviously, we ignored his constant pestering and when we safely arrived at our destination, gave him the three-fifty that we initially agreed on.

In the airports, there are usually booths where you can book a pre-paid taxi. These are handy, especially if you don’t know how much the price should be, or don’t feel like haggling with the driver.

Auto Rickshaws

The auto rickshaw is the common people’s transport for short to medium distances. It is sometimes called an ‘auto’, tempo’, or ‘three-wheeler’. It drives like a scooter, with one front wheel and a backseat with two wheels, the whole covered with a metal frame.

Without luggage, four can fit comfortably, three in the back and one with the driver (although sitting in front with the driver is technically illegal but rarely enforced).

Rickshaws are cheap and readily available, although they are noisy and polluting. You can get private or shared rickshaws, but if you’re going to a specific place, it may not be worth it to wait for another passenger. It’s good to always carry small change as drivers rarely do (or pretend not to).

If you’re not sure what the regular price is, just ask a few locals to get an idea. Try bargaining with several drivers to get an idea of how much the fare should be. A typical conversation with a prospective driver goes like this:

You’re walking out of the railway station with your heavy backpack. A thin man with a moustache approaches you in a hasty manner:

— Hello madam, where going?

— How much to Krishna Guest House?

— 100 rupees only madam.

— Oh, no, no. 40.

— Aray baba, No madam. Too much far. (You keep walking silently as other drivers try to get your attention.)

— Oi! OK, OK, 80 rupees madam.

— 50.

— Okay-ji, 60 madam, last price.

— Thik, chelo! (OK, lets go!)

Cycle Rickshaws

Cycle rickshaws are good for short, flat distances. Incredibly, it seems that cycle rickshaw makers have not yet discovered the benefits of multi-gears. On hills, the poor driver often has to get out and push the lot; he may even ask you to get out. Try not to feel guilty. These guys are in good shape, and this may be their only way to make a living.
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Hand-pulled Rickshaws

Only Kolkata (Calcutta) still has hand-pulled rickshaws. These fellows often don’t know the place where you want to go. We once asked to be taken to the Tagore House—the house where Rabindranath Tagore was born and died, a well-known site in the city—and the driver, not knowing where it was, took a detour through one of Kolkata’s poorest slums. We got lost again on the way back with another rickshaw-wallah, even though we asked for a major intersection!

Tempos (or Tuk-tuks)

Tempos are large shared rickshaws that regularly shuttle back and forth to specific chowks (mini-terminals), usually from downtown to the suburbs and back. These are quick, cheap, and easy—once you figure out their routes.

Rented Cars

When you rent a car in India there is a wide variety of models to choose from, depending on the number of people and where you want to go. The rental mercifully includes a driver.

If you’re going city-driving, small cars are adequate and you might want to get air-conditioning to filter out the fumes.

If you are a small group going to the back-country or on particularly rough roads, you will want a jeep or van.

Prices vary widely, but are always higher when the price of petrol is soaring. Shop around, and make sure to meet the driver. If you’re hiring a car and driver for a few days, see to it that the driver knows a minimum of English and that you feel comfortable with him; a sour driver can really spoil your trip. For longer trips, it is also a good idea to check the condition of the tires before setting off. Our friend once found a huge hole in one of the tires during a chai break, yet still the driver was reluctant to change it.


The most prominent feature of the Indian roads is the noise: horns blast continuously, making, at times, a tremendous racket. Usually, this is by no means due to ill-tempered drivers and aggression; rather it’s an accepted and even encouraged aspect of driving behaviour. Traffic is chaotic, to say the least, with lanes only nominal, suggested routes for travel. In practice, vehicles go every which way, crossing lanes and swerving wildly to avoid slow movers and pedestrians, who, if they want to cross, must often use the technique of slowly stepping out in front of traffic to make it stop bit by bit. So using horns is seen as a safety measure, so much so that buses and trucks and auto rickshaws often have the words ‘Horn Please’ delicately painted on the back of the vehicle. Perhaps needless to say, Indian traffic statistics are pretty grim in terms of accidents and fatalities. (But don’t worry, I only ride with the SAFE drivers…)

– Peter Buchanan



Airplanes

It pays to know your schedule ahead of time; if you book a month in advance, you can save about 20% on airfare with Indian Airlines and Jet Airways. If you’re under 30, you get the 25% youth discount on economy class with Indian Airlines. Alas, you can’t combine both discounts. Some airlines have a two-tiered price ladder—foreigners officially paying a higher price than Indians. Fancy hotels and travel agents can book the flight for you. Check the airlines’ websites for the latest schemes:


	Indian Airlines: www.indian-airlines.nic.in

	Jet Airways: www.jetairways.com

	SpiceJet: www.spicejet.com

	Kingfisher Airlines: www.flykingfisher.com



The last two are two of the budget airlines which have recently begun operating in India. After years of expensive domestic flights, it seems that the days of discounted air travel have finally arrived in India. Check out these last two for discounted fares. Still, for reliability and safety, Jet Airways and Indian Airlines are hard to beat.

Hitch-Hiking

Stopping a ride for free is not so common in India, but you see many people standing on the side of the road with bundles and children waving down passing trucks, rickshaws, and buses, for which they will give a few rupees to the driver. In India, the ‘thumbs up’ signal means you’re cool; it won’t get you a ride. To stop a vehicle, wave your arm with the palm face down. For male travellers, stopping motorbikes, cars, bicycles, or bullock carts in smaller towns and villages can be quite effective. Almost all drivers are willing to give a ride further along, sometimes even going out of their way to drop you off. This is not recommended for solo female travellers, however.

Although travelling by a trundling bullock cart piled high with hay is certainly romantic, it’s not ideal for covering any reasonable distance. If point A to B is a longer journey, try catching a ride with one of the bigger Tata lorries, which you can usually identify by the Sikh spear symbols located above the windshield. These thundering vehicles, owned by Sikh businesses that have cornered most of the long-distance transport market, don’t travel much faster than 70 km/hour but the drivers travel non-stop, only taking short breaks for meals at their favourite dhabas. The drivers, adept at anything mechanical, are usually friendly and will certainly offer you an interesting perspective on Indian life.

Bicycles

If you plan to stay in one place for an extended period of time, it might be worth it to rent (or buy) a bicycle. When cycling through town at a leisurely pace, you are too fast for the persistent vendors and touts, and yet slow enough to appreciate the scenery. It can also reduce your costs of hiring rickshaws. Having your own transportation makes you feel more independent and less ‘touristy’.

For the athletic and adventurous, cycling through India can be a great way to get around. In this case, it is better to bring your bike with you from home, and to have a few mechanical skills up your sleeve. For more information about biking through India, see: www.mrpumpy.net

Motorcycles

The following section on motorcycles was written by Indophile and aficionado of roaring Enfield engines, Sierra Laflamme:

Travelling by motorcycle can be one of the most exciting and adventurous ways to see India. Apart from the freedom to be able to just saddle up at a moment’s notice and drive off to wherever the whimsy takes you, the ability to explore remote corners of the country that are not frequented by public transport, and the exhilarating feeling of the road slipping away beneath your feet and the wind in your face, foreign tourists travelling India by motorcycle almost always report stories of warm welcomes and flat-out amazement on the part of the local people with whom they come into contact. And come into contact with them you will! Motorcycle travel is fraught with breakdowns, washed-out roads, wrong turns leading you hundreds of kilometres into the wilderness, all of which necessarily put you into the helpful and gracious care of local people. Even when things are going smoothly, the crowds of children running and shouting in glee behind you and the curious men who approach you at every tea stop will ensure that you are always the centre of attention—which can be both a blessing and a curse! If it is solitude you seek, never fear, for hours and days spent winding gently along deserted mountain roads, with nothing but a carpet of rhododendron petals covering the road for company, will give you all the time in the world for contemplation. Motorcycle travel really opens up whole new ways of seeing and living in India.

Bear in mind that the motorcycle adventure is not one that should be embarked upon without due consideration. Driving conditions can be anything from challenging to dangerous: unmarked speedbumps; potholes the size of elephants; crazy, weaving, over-burdened cyclists; livestock of every stripe; small children, and motorists of dubious levels of sanity and sobriety coming at you from all directions, some travelling at an old man’s walking pace, some at mach 9. Traffic within the major cities can be so mind-boggling that you might reasonably wonder if you have died and gone straight to hell. And whole days spent waiting at some smoky, oily, noisy crossroads while someone tries to machine you a part to fix your latest breakdown, can try even the most patient of travellers. There are things that you can do to mitigate these and other adversities:


	Breathe. Cultivate patience. And above all, learn to see the traffic, the breakdowns, and the days that didn’t go according to plan as a part of the journey. When you see yourself getting short with a mechanic or someone trying to give you directions, take a step back and you will undoubtedly see how hilarious the whole situation must be from an outsider’s point of view; more often than not, you’ll start to see the humour in it, too.

	Don’t get yourself locked-in to tight schedules. Always allow an extra day or two in a trip to accommodate the unforeseen situations that may arise.

	Try not to do many miles in one day. Just concentrating on the obstacles ahead takes an amazing amount of energy, and can be exhausting. An exhausted driver is one more likely to get lost or get into an accident, and much less likely to enjoy the drive. Plan to average no more than 50 km/hour on major divided highways, 30 km on other regular roads, and 15 km on unpaved or heavily damaged small roads—and less than that if you are a new driver.

	Whenever possible, do not drive at night. Your headlight, if you’re driving an Indian motorcycle, will be very weak, and the road will be full of unmarked and unlit obstacles, from animals to vehicles whose owners think that using the headlights will shorten the battery’s life. Night driving is slow, stressful, and very dangerous. Plan to arrive at your destination with a few daylight hours to spare, and don’t scoff at the idea of spending a night sleeping on a string bed at a road-side chai shop rather than continuing your journey into the night.

	Outfit your bike with good luggage carriers, roll bars, a loud horn, and lockable fuel cap. Make sure your luggage is easily split into two even-weighted bags, one for either side of the bike—one big backpack strapped to the seat will make you top heavy and skittish. And carry an assortment of basic spare parts and tools—a complete set if you have brought your motorcycle from another country. If you puncture a tire, there are puncture wallahs and mechanics everywhere. Limp your bike along or remove the wheel and carry it until you find one. In the worst case scenario, it is not hard to find a small truck willing to take you and your bike to the next town.

	Keep on top of general maintenance. Indian parts or oils can be of a lesser quality than you might be used to, and should be checked and replaced frequently. And the rough roads will often rattle nuts and bolts right off as you drive—make a habit of tightening all your nuts every few days. Keep your bike more or less clean—it’s easier to spot problems that are about to happen when they’re not covered by five inches of mud and grease.

	Check your directions frequently. Indian roads can be an unmarked spider’s web, and it is very easy to get lost. In rural areas it is often advisable to stop at every intersection and ask! And keep in mind that two people may have two different ideas about which is the best road to take to get to any one place.

	Stay humble. Remember that private vehicle ownership, and the ability to pay for gas, is the privilege of very few in India, and that your choice of mode of travel will single you out immediately as someone who, by local standards, is rich. Keeping your bike clean and in good running order shows people around you that you do not take these riches for granted, and your humble bearing will show them that they have not gone to your head. And when in doubt about the local protocol regarding parking, line-ups at fuel pumps, running noise, or anything else, just stop, turn off your engine, look around, and ask. People will be more than happy to explain to you the way things are done in their place.



There are two main types of motorcycle available in India—the old British-style Enfields, and the smaller Japanese models. Enfields are most travellers’ bike of choice—they have bigger engines, more carrying capacity, are much more comfortable to drive, and hold the road well. The Japanese bikes have the advantage of being lighter (easier to carry over streams or load into trains), cheaper to buy, rent and repair, and have a much higher fuel efficiency. All of these motorcycles can be bought new or second-hand. Buying new is easier if you want to have legal ownership papers, and you can guarantee that no one has used an old beedie to replace a worn valve shaft; however, the cost of buying new can be prohibitive, and the time-consuming running-in period of a new engine can be frustrating. Older bikes are much more casual to buy and sell, but the odds of getting ownership papers transferred to your name are next to none—though this will not stop you from being able to insure and drive the bike legally. Renting is a good option for shorter trips (under two months), and can be done from bike mechanics in the major tourist hubs—Delhi, Mumbai, Dharamshala, Goa, Pushkar, Bangalore, to name a few—just ask around. You will most likely be asked to leave some cash, a plane ticket, or passport as a refundable deposit. Some of the larger bike rental outfits will even organize group tours, with guides and even follow-vehicles with a mechanic and spare parts. Keep in mind that, unless you have rented your bike as part of a big group tour, you are responsible for its upkeep and safe return to its owner. Regardless of whether you buy or rent, you will need an international driving permit and a year’s local insurance to operate a motorcycle legally in India.

Though there are far too many motorcycle salesmen, repair shops, rental spots, and parts dealers in India to list here, one stands out as having offered consistently reliable, friendly, knowledgeable and fair service to foreign Enfield drivers throughout the years: Lalli Singh, at Inder Motors, Karol Bagh, New Delhi, phone: [+91] (011) 2572 8579. From repairs to sales to rentals to full-fledged tours, Lalli will be a fountain of helpful advice, top-notch service, and hard-to-find professionalism.

It would take more pages than this book has to explain every in and out of buying, renting, owning and maintaining a motorcycle in India, but even if we had the room, these tips would not compare to the advice of fellow drivers and mechanics in India. Make sure to keep up-to-date on all the changes in local road conditions, civil unrest, and maintenance, by spending time talking to others as passionate about motorcycle driving as you. Keep your ears, eyes and heart open, and enjoy the dream of driving on Indian roads!

Finding your way

Lost in a big city? In India, it’s very easy to spend hours looking for a place that is just right around the corner. If you randomly ask passers by, you may find yourself getting even more confused. The answer to: “Is Prince of Wales Museum this way?” will invariably be “Yes.” Often, locals won’t admit that they don’t understand your question. Ask several people along the way to make sure you’re heading in the right direction. Don’t point to your destination, but phrase your question strategically: “Where is Prince of Wales Museum?” One old Indian man told us to “Always ask a gentleman. You can recognize him by his shiny, polished shoes.”

Always ask for landmarks. Drivers often have no idea of any street names apart from the major arteries. Your local friends often live on tiny obscure streets that are difficult to find, especially at night.

Don’t be afraid to be adventurous; you will often find that a quaint alley with children playing cricket, women winnowing rice, and girls checking each other’s heads for nits, runs parallel to the main road full of noisy horns and toxic fumes.

Baggage

Always label your luggage, and include a label inside, in case it is ever lost.

It’s good to have a cover for your pack to protect it from dirty floors and motor-oil-leaking stowage compartments. You should get these at home, or perhaps have one tailored with rough fabric in India.

The Conscientious Meditator

Continuity of mindfulness is a quality that every meditator tries to cultivate as much as possible. Since a wise person knows how every mental, verbal or physical action has an impact on the world around, we should try to exercise proper judgement in everything we do. Although we cannot control the effects of these actions, we can certainly control our intentions in even the simplest deed, from saving our banana peels for the cow next door, to avoiding setting up conditions that may tempt someone to break their sīla.

The Environment

India has always been a throwaway culture. Banana-leaf plates and terracotta chai cups were meant to be used once, and then chucked out the window, where they would be eaten by the cows, or disintegrate. These products were good in that they were hygienic and provided work for rural artisans. Unfortunately, these organic products are being replaced by industrial plastic. The commodities have changed, but the habits have not. This results in the mountains of plastic rubbish that you see along the roads, and clogging rivers and gullies.

Only a few years ago, most shops would wrap up your samosas, alarm clock, or oranges in nifty packets made from yesterday’s newspaper. Today, every vendor takes pride in handing you your goods in a thin plastic bag. One way travellers can make a difference is by limiting their use of plastic.


	Carry your own reusable cloth bag for shopping.

	Tell the vendor that you don’t need a plastic bag for your biscuits.

	Buy yourself a cup and use it for tea in the trains. (This may also prevent you from getting sick from the street chai-wallahs, as they usually just rinse out used cups with questionable water

	Buy food in bulk instead of pre-packaged, and bring your own Ziploc ® bags (from home) to store it.

	Drink cold drinks from glass bottles instead of plastic.

	And, most importantly: PROCESS YOUR OWN WATER (see the Health section). If you can’t do this on your own, encourage the local restaurants and guest houses to provide this service.

	Conserve electricity.

	Give up toilet paper. Go Indian style!



Shopping

Unless we are in a meditation centre where we can go for weeks on end without touching money, the commercial aspect of life is a daily reality we have to face. Whether it is for shampoo or an expensive carpet, the way we spend our rupees has an impact on the local community.

An excellent way to support the grassroots local artisans is to shop at cooperatives, such as the Khadi Bhavans, the Aurobindo ashrams, SEWA (the Self-Employed Women’s Association in Gujarat) or the Tibetan Refugee Associations (wherever there is a large Tibetan population, such as Bodhgayā and Dharamsala).

Khadi

Khadi means hand-spun and hand-woven natural textiles (cotton, silk and wool), where the entire process, from picking the cotton or shaving the sheep, to dying the fabric, is performed in a non-violent way. Khadi-makers also say that because of their unique weaving technique, khadi is the coolest and most comfortable fabric (although it may initially be quite rough, after a few vigorous washings it will become as soft as baby clothes).

Gandhi started the khadi movement as a way of boycotting British textiles and making India self-sufficient. He encouraged every Indian to spin cotton a couple of hours every day as a form of protest as well as a meditation. Gandhi considered wearing khadi a moral duty, and even that it had beneficial psychological and spiritual effects on the person who wore it. Manifesting the nation’s gratitude to the ‘father of the nation’, the Indian flag bears the spinning wheel at its centre (not the Dhamma Wheel, as many people assume).

You can find khadi shops in almost every town, although the big cities usually have a much wider selection. In Mumbai and Delhi, the khadi bhavans have ready-made clothes as well as uncut fabrics, and fabulous shawls. (If you buy fabric and want to have it stitched, make sure you find a reliable tailor, because once you’ve spent the money on expensive raw silk, it’s a shame to have it ruined by a bad cut or sloppy job.)


Non-Violent Silk

Silk is the fibre that makes up the cocoon of the silkworm. The making of conventional silk is a brutal process. As the worms damage the cocoons when they hatch, the idea is to kill them before they reach maturity, by boiling, micro-waving, or baking the cocoons. One conventional silk sari results in about 50 000 dead silkworms. In khadi silk however, the adult moths are allowed to emerge, and the discarded cocoons are used to spin silk.



In most khadi shops you can also find village industry products, which are all produced in a non-violent way. You will find honey, jams, pickles and chutneys, woven baskets, handmade paper, pottery, oils, shampoo, incense, soap and leather products made from animals that have died natural deaths.

In a country where the mechanized industries have put thousands of people out of work, encouraging the local artisans has a concrete effect. In 2004, the khadi movement employed 860 thousand people, and the village industries over 6 million.

You also get a break from haggling, as all prices are fixed. Beginning on Gandhi’s birthday, October 3rd, to the end of January, the khadi shops offer reduced rates on textiles.

An alternative to Khadi cooperative shops is Fab India, which can be found in major cities throughout India. They have high quality Khadi clothes at prices only slightly above that of the Khadi Bhavans. These franchise stores also sell a range of textiles for the home, as well as other natural consumable products.

Etiquette around Monks & Nuns

The following etiquette should be practised in the company of monks and nuns:


	Address monks as “Bhante” (Venerable Sir).

	Address nuns as “Ayya” (Honourable One).

	Stand up to welcome a member of the Saṅgha.

	Practise noble speech.

	Refrain from all physical contact and be mindful that a monk or nun should never be alone with a person of the opposite sex.



Saṅgha Dāna

After a 10-day course in Bodhgayā, a small group of meditators decided to give Saṅgha Dāna (a donation to the community of monks) at a local monastery. The head monk gave us a short, yet very inspiring, Dhamma talk beforehand. He said,


By giving Saṅgha Dāna, even though there are only six monks here, you are giving to the Saṅgha as a whole; to the Saṅgha of the present, and the Saṅgha of the past. Giving to the Saṅgha is like giving to the Buddha, and so, your mind becomes full of joy at making this offering.



Here are eight qualities of a good Saṅgha Dāna:


	Giving something clean, pure, and attractive

	Giving choice materials of excellent quality

	Giving at appropriate times

	Giving what is suitable for and acceptable to the recipient

	Giving after careful preparation

	Giving according to one’s ability in a constant manner

	Giving with a pure, calm mind

	Feeling glad after giving



During a Saṅgha Dāna for 250 bhikkhus in Bodhgayā, S.N. Goenka explained two important reasons why we should support the noble community:


Firstly, the bhikkhus are people who have renounced the householder’s life, and it is the duty—the responsibility—of those of us who have a household, to provide for their physical requirements. The second reason is gratitude. We are certainly grateful for the Buddha’s teaching when we gain so much from the practice of Vipassana. We should therefore be grateful to the Bhikkhu-Saṅgha because they have preserved the Buddha’s teaching up to the present day so that we could receive it. In several of India’s neighbouring countries, the theoretical teaching, the words of the Buddha, were preserved. In one country, Myanmar, they also maintained the purity of the practical teaching that we have learned, and for this we owe them great respect and gratitude.



The Buddha once told Ānanda, “Ānanda, in times to come, there will appear vile bhikkhus, devoid of morality, who are bhikkhus only in name, who will wear their robes around their necks. With the intention of giving to the Saṅgha, offerings will be made to these immoral bhikkhus. Even when offered in this manner, a Saṅgha Dāna, an offering meant for the whole Saṅgha, I declare, will bring innumerable, inestimable benefits.”2

If the offering is given with a pure mind, it is blameless. Without judging the recipient, whether he or she is a sāmaṇera or a bhikkhu, learned or unlearned, wise or foolish; if you keep in mind the Saṅgha as a whole, the dāna will truly be a noble offering.

On one occasion, Mahāpajāpatī Gotami, the Buddha’s aunt and foster-mother, visited the Buddha at Nigrodhārāma. Handing him a roll of cloth, she said, “Please accept this cloth my son. I spun it myself especially for you.” The Buddha gratefully replied, “Please donate it to the community of bhikkhus. They will redistribute it according to need.” Seeing that she felt slightly hurt, he explained, “There is no difference between making an offering to the Buddha or the Saṅgha. Maintaining an attitude of non-differentiation will inspire later generations to show respect and gratitude to the Saṅgha. This will help the Dhamma last longer.” The Buddha continued,


Giving gifts to anyone brings benefit; however the merits are greater in some cases than others. For example, giving food to a hungry animal is meritorious, but giving food to a hungry person is even more so. Similarly, giving food to a hungry person walking along the path of purification is more worthy than giving to a hungry immoral person. Because the fruits of the offering ascend higher and higher according to the integrity of that person, offering something to a fully enlightened being is the most meritorious. Since offering to the Buddha and offering to the Saṅgha is synonymous, giving something to any member of the Saṅgha is just as meritorious as giving something to the Buddha.3




Removing Shoes

It is considered respectful to remove your shoes while entering any temple or mausoleum, and even private homes.



Proper etiquette for a Saṅgha Dāna includes the following:


	Both women and men can give.

	The donor should be dressed appropriately (no shorts or sleeveless shirts).

	Both the donor and the recipient should be barefoot.

	The donor should give with both hands.

	If you are sitting, do not point your feet towards the monks and nuns. It is considered more polite to sit on your heels than to sit cross-legged.

	It is best to avoid giving money; monks and novices should not touch money. If necessary, money may be given in an envelope, so the bhikkhu cannot see the amount (you can also give a check, made out to the monastery, of course). The donee will then give it to the monastery.

	The donor should give with a mind full of surrender, “I take refuge in the Saṅgha” and mettā, “May this offering help you progress on the path of Dhamma.”



If you are giving food, it’s best to ask the monk or nun in charge about how to offer the food, as etiquette varies from one monastery to another. Once you have given, say, a bowl of curry, do not touch it until they have finished eating. If you accidentally touch it, they will assume that you have taken it back and they cannot serve themselves until you re-offer it.

Some traditions are strict about monks receiving gifts directly from a woman’s hands. For example, Thai monks carry a “receiving cloth” that they place on the table or floor in front of them on which you can place the gift. If you are not sure what to do, you can always ask, “Bhante, what is the proper way for me to give you this book (or apple or toothbrush, etc.)?”

Piṇḍapāta

Piṇḍapāta is the practice of going out on alms rounds. Some monks undertake the dhutaṅga (ascetic practice) of eating only food collected on alms rounds.

[image: Images]

There was a German monk in Bodhgayā who would go on alms round at the temple every morning. He was very serious, walking slowly with eyes downcast. While placing some bananas in his large bowl, we noticed that his bowl contained only bananas and cheap biscuits. Surely he could not survive on this alone! So we started making individual packets of nuts and raisins, and sometimes offered cooked food that we bought at a nearby restaurant.

For more detailed information on etiquette around monks and nuns, see The Bhikkhus’ Rules: A Guide for Laypeople by Bhikkhu Ariyesako. Also available on-line at http://accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/ariyesako/layguide.html

Other Dāna

Sumedha the Wise (the Buddha in a past life, when he vowed to become a bodhisatta) knew very well the virtues of dāna. When his wealthy parents passed away, they left him a great inheritance. While he was sitting cross-legged on the upper terrace of his mansion, he thought, “Although very rich, all my ancestors were unable to take a single coin with them when they passed away; I should find a way to bring this wealth with me after death…” He then went into the town and, while beating a big drum, proclaimed, “Those who want my riches can come and take them!”

By giving away his wealth, Sumedha was developing his pāramī—the only things that accompany us after death. Indeed, dāna is one of the ten pāramī that we accumulate along the spiritual path. Generosity makes the mind and heart pliable; this is why the Buddha taught that it is the first pāramī to develop.

Even after spending many years in India, the plight of the Indian beggar never leaves us indifferent. Seeing the world’s most impoverished people with their earthy bodies covered in dirt, soot, and dung is one of the most difficult things to witness. Some of these beggars may be part of a ruthless begging syndicate that kidnaps children and then maims them in order to evoke greater sympathy (thus, greater rupees) from passers-by. Others may be innocent village children who have discovered that it is easier to get money by sticking out their palms than from hard work. Some might be pick-pockets in the guise of beggars. Others are genuine and completely unable to do anything else except beg.


Mother’s Milk

Many tourists have helped out mothers and their children by buying them powdered milk or other baby products. What these generous folk don’t know is that often, after they have dished out several hundred rupees at the general store and received numerous words of praise and awe, the woman waits for the tourist to be out of sight, then sells the goods right back to the merchant and splits the profits with him.



Every time we see an outstretched palm (or stump) all we want to do is empty our pockets. But the reality is that we can’t give to every single beggar; or we’ll end up in the streets with them. So, what we have found works best for us, is, rather than dishing out money in the streets, we buy fruits and distribute them. Usually the beggars graciously take the food, but in some cases they don’t (a banana isn’t going to pay for their bottle of whiskey).

If you feel like giving, you can devise a system for yourself, such as, “I will only give to old women,” or “I will only give 30 rupees a day,” or “I will only give to people who work and don’t get paid, like the boys who sweep the floors on the trains,” or “I will only give to handicapped people who cannot work.” One woman we met in Kolkata would choose a different street kid every evening and bring the boy or girl to a restaurant for a glass of warm milk and peanut-butter toast. The owners were not too fond of these patrons, but since she was paying the bill, they couldn’t say much. As one friend who couldn’t resist giving handouts said, “I’m investing in a long term karmic insurance plan.”

Tolerance

During your travels in India, especially while on pilgrimage, you will come across many people with different views and practices. It is helpful to keep an open mind and guard yourself against judgements and prejudices. Unfortunately, we have met too many ‘Vipassana Dogmatists’ who look down on other traditions and practices. Of course, when you find something good that works for you, you want to share it with others. But attachment to views is one of the biggest bondages, and to have contempt for another spiritual practice that may be benefiting someone is not inspiring to that person.

The Buddha warns us against this kind of dogmatism:


The person abiding by a certain dogmatic view, considering it to be the highest in the world, claims: “This is the most excellent,” and disparages different views as being inferior. As a result, he is not free from disputes. When he sees personal advantages from the things that he has seen, heard, cognized, or from rule or rite, he clings passionately to that alone and sees everything else as inferior.

The wise person, on the other hand, does not engender dogmatic views in the world… And therefore, does not consider himself as superior, inferior, or equal. He has abandoned the notion of self and is free from clinging. He neither depends on knowledge nor does he take sides in the midst of controversy.4



Language

Although English is one of India’s 16 official languages and is quite commonly spoken, speaking thodi thodi Hindi (little little Hindi) will be greatly appreciated by your friends, and will help when looking for a room, shopping in the market, and ordering a meal. It may also save you money. (We once paid the entrance fee for locals, Rs 5, instead of the Rs 100 foreigners’ fee, just because we made the effort to speak a little Hindi!)

Indian languages are divided into two families: the Indo-Aryan languages of the north, and the Dravidian languages of the south. English is more widely spoken in southern India than in the north. Northern languages are descendants of Sanskrit, which is considered a sister-language to Latin. They are all closely related to Hindi, so, having a few Hindi words under your belt should be enough to be understood.

Don’t be afraid to try; only by making mistakes do we learn. It can be frustrating at times to be unable to communicate intelligently, but it’s only by talking, even in a rudimentary way, that your tongue will soften up and your vocabulary increase. A mistake is better than silence. If you’re stuck, try using the English word; it may be understood. Expose yourself to the language; your ear will gradually catch the recurring words and the spaces between them. If you hear a Hindi word over and over, ask an Indian friend what it means; this word will stick in your head and become an anchor for you.

The best place to start is at the restaurant. Study the menu carefully; it usually has the Hindi names (in Roman script) with an English translation. Much of Indian life revolves around food; knowing your vegetables and favourite dishes will prepare you for the inevitable question: “Do you like Indian food?” This question is not trivial; you could seriously offend someone with a blunt “No.” If you don’t like the spicy yogurt and chickpea dish, they don’t have to know. Instead, list the dishes that you do like: alu gobhi, masala dosa, malai kofta—they will be impressed with your pan-India gourmet tastes.

If volunteering at a Vipassana centre in S.N. Goenka’s tradition, you can offer to play the Hindi discourse. Goenka-ji’s Hindi is very proper and formal, as well as poetic, thus exposing you to a great vocabulary.

Greetings

The traditional Hindu greeting is Namaste or Namaskar, which you say with folded hands. It means: “I bow to the light in you.”

Muslims greet each other with “Salām alekum” which means “Peace be with you.” You can reply with the same, or “Wālekum as salām.”

Please & Thank You

When the bus conductor says “Give ticket,” he is not trying to be rude. ‘Please’ is simply not used in Indian languages. It is not that these languages lack politeness; only that courtesy is implied in the verb, or in a term of endearment. These meanings get lost in translation, making it seem rude and rough. You can continue to use ‘please,’ as most Indians will understand it.

Similarly, dhanyavād (thank you) is not used except in movies and the evening news. However, since most of us have a compulsion to acknowledge every service given to us, dhanyavād is good (or shukriya if you’re in a Muslim area) and the waiter or ticket collector will find it charming.

Ji

Ji is a term of endearment and respect that is placed at the end of the name: Gandhi-ji, Munindra-ji, Mata-ji. Always use it to address someone older than yourself, or to whom you want to convey respect. It can also be used alone to mean ‘Yes.’

Ben & Bhai

Ben means sister, as does didi, thus Shanti-ben, Nena-didi. Bhai means brother: Sudhir-bhai, Jayesh-bhai. First names without suffixes are used in intimate relationships. While addressing someone your age, bhai and ben will do. If addressing an elder, -ji, or Uncle or Aunty (in English) is appropriate.

A Few Words

Below are a few common words and expressions that may be useful. We have tried to keep it simple; it’s easier to say “Nahi samasta”—I don’t understand, (or “nahi samasti” if you’re female)—than the grammatically-correct “meri samajh me nahi āyā.” This list is just meant to get you started.

Basic Pronouns:




	Maiñ

	I




	Ham

	We




	Āp

	You




	Yé

	S/he; They (near)




	Woh

	S/he; They (far)




	Méra

	My




	Hamara

	Our




	Āpka

	Your




	Īnkā

	His/Hers; They (near)




	Ūnkā

	His/Hers; They (far)






Useful Interrogatives:




	Kaun?

	Who?

	Yé bhikshu kaun haiñ?

	Who is that monk?




	Kyā?

	What?

	Āpka nām kyā hai?

	What’s your name?




	Kab?

	When?

	Bus kab chalégī?

	When will the bus leave?




	Kahāñ?

	Where?

	Manḍir kahāñ hai?

	Where is the temple ?




	Kaise

	How?

	Āp kaise hai?

	How are you?




	Kitnā hai?

	How much?

	Santarā kitnā hai?

	How much is the orange?




	Kitné?

	How many?

	Āp kitné bhāī hai?

	How many brothers do you have?




	Kaun sé?

	Which?

	Mumbai kaun sé bus jātī hai?

	Which bus goes  to Mumbai?




	Kyoñ?

	Why?

	Rickshaw kyoñ rokhnā?

	Why did the rickshaw stop?






Very Simplified Expressions & Questions:




	Acchā

	Good; Right; I understand




	Thīk hai

	OK; Fine




	Nahīñ

	No; Don’t




	Chélo

	Let’s go




	Jāo!

	Go away!




	Aīyé; ao

	Come




	Yah kyā hai?

	What’s this?




	Dékho

	Show me




	Kahañ ja ra hai?

	Where are you going?




	Kitné dér hai?

	How long will it take?




	Kitnā dūr hai?

	How far?




	Dāhinā karo

	Turn right




	Bāéñ karo

	Turn left




	Kitné bajé haiñ?

	What time is it?




	Jaldi!

	Hurry; Early




	Dhīre dhīre

	Slow down




	Mujhé chai chāhiyé

	I want tea




	Kamrā hai?

	Do you have a room?




	Kucch bhī chalégā

	Anything will do




	Dekkhengé

	Let’s see; maybe




	Méra péṭ kharāb hai

	My stomach is upset






Family Members:




	Pitājī

	Father




	Mātājī

	Mother




	Bhaīyā; Bhāī

	Brother




	Behn; Dīdī

	Sister




	Béṭā

	Son




	Béṭī

	Daughter




	Pati

	Husband




	Bībī

	Wife






Location:




	Nīche

	Down; Below




	Upār

	Up




	Pīche

	Behind




	Aggé

	Front; Ahead




	Ghar

	House




	Meiñ

	In




	Par

	On




	Ko

	To






Food:




	Khāna

	Food; Meal




	Garam

	Hot




	Ṭhanḍa

	Cold




	Aur

	More, also and




	Bas

	Enough




	Pānī

	Water




	Garam Pānī

	Hot Water




	Ublā Pānī

	Boiled Water




	Chāwal

	Rice




	Shākāhārī; Veg

	Vegetarian




	Gosht;Non-Veg

	Meat




	Anḍā

	Eggs




	Thoṛa

	Little




	Bahut

	A lot, many, too much




	Binā

	Without




	Nashta

	Breakfast, also snack




	Namak

	Salt




	Mirch

	Pepper




	Adrak

	Ginger




	Bhūkh Lagi

	Hungry




	Pyās Lagi

	Thirsty




	Dahī

	Curd




	Dūdh

	Milk




	Ghī

	Clarified Butter




	Phal

	Fruit




	Kehlā

	Banana




	Papītā

	Papaya




	Santarā

	Orange




	Mosambi

	Sweetlime




	Nīmbū

	Lemon




	Nāriyal

	Coconut




	Ām

	Mango




	Khajūr

	Dates




	Angūr

	Grapes




	Anār

	Pomegranate




	Tarbūjā

	Watermelon




	Bādām

	Almonds




	Kājū

	Cashew




	Mūngphalī

	Peanuts






(See also Food: What You’ll Eat.)

Numbers:




	Ek

	One




	Do

	Two




	Tīn

	Three




	Chār

	Four




	Pānch

	Five




	Che

	Six




	Sāt

	Seven




	Āt

	Eight




	Nau

	Nine




	Das

	Ten




	Gyārā

	Eleven




	Bārā

	Twelve




	Terā

	Thirteen




	Chaudā

	Fourteen




	Pandrā

	Fifteen




	Solā

	Sixteen




	Satrā

	Seventeen




	Attharā

	Eighteen




	Unnīss

	Nineteen




	Bīs

	Twenty




	Ek so

	One Hundred




	Do so

	Two Hundred




	Ek hazar

	One Thousand




	Lakh

	One Hundred Thousand




	Crore

	Ten Million









	Pehlā

	First




	Dūsrā

	Second




	Tīsrā

	Third




	Chauthā

	Fourth




	Pañchwān

	Fifth




	Chhaṭhā

	Sixth




	Sātvāñ

	Seventh




	Ātvāñ

	Eighth






(From here onwards, add the suffix -vāñ to the number.)


Indian Standard Time

When someone makes an appointment with you, you should assume that it is IST—Indian Standard Time—meaning that they can be anywhere from half an hour to three hours late.

— You will get them tomorrow.

— What’s tomorrow?

— Not today.
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Time:




	Āj

	Today




	Kal

	Yesterday, or tomorrow!




	Shām

	Evening




	Rāt

	Night




	Din

	Day




	Hafta

	Week




	Mahina

	Month




	Sāl

	Year




	Bād mein

	Later




	Ke bād

	After




	Pehela

	Before




	Abhī

	Now




	Minaṭ

	Minute




	Ganṭā

	Hour






Lonely Planet puts out a nifty pocket-sized Hindi/Urdu phrasebook with enough vocabulary and practical phrases to give you a firm footing.

Mussoorie, a small town in the Himālayan foothills not far from Dehra Dun and Rishikesh, has a reputed language school (plainly known as the “Mussoorie Language School”). You can also find Hindi Teachers in most tourist places.

Learning Pāli

The Vipassana Research Institute at Dhamma Giri offers an 8-month Pāli Study Programme to serious old students. Its goal is to provide students with a working knowledge of Pāli—eight months are not enough to become a scholar. Every second year, the institute plans to have an advanced course for students who have already completed the beginner level. Contact the institute to find out about the schedule.

The daily schedule varies, but in general the student has 2 hours of classes everyday, a minimum of 3 hours of meditation, 3-4 hours of volunteer service, and the remaining time is for self-study, laundry, rest, etc. For more information about VRI’s Pāli Programme, see the VRI website www.vri.dhamma.org or contact info@giri.dhamma.org

Once in a while, Pāli workshops are organized for old students at different locations in India, as well as in other countries. There are no fixed times; the usual way to find out is through the Vipassana grapevine.

Money

In every commercial exchange, one of India’s greatest ascetics, Mahatma Gandhi, will be there smiling at you from every bill, reminding you of the value of simple living. India’s currency, the rupee, is made up of 100 paise, the smallest coin being 50 paise.

“Hallo, Change Money?”

You can exchange money in banks, money changer offices, travel agents, and some upper-scale hotels, as well as fancy department stores. The Mumbai and Delhi airports have 24-hour State Bank of India currency exchange counters. Check the rates; banks are usually better for travellers’ cheques (TCs). American Express also has decent rates. US cash and UK sterling are accepted anywhere (It’s good to keep some US cash on hand for emergencies). Always double-check the amount when you change money. And don’t accept ratty or torn bills; you may have trouble using them in the market.

You can change TCs in big cities and tourist hot spots; American Express and Thomas Cook are the most widely accepted brands. In smaller towns, they may not accept travellers’ cheques in denominations other than the US dollar, British pound or Euro. (Most meditation centres will accept donations in various forms: cash, TC, and some even have credit card swipers.)

If you desperately need to change cash in a village or small town and there are no banks around, find the gold merchant. If he can’t do it he’ll know who can.

ATMs

Cash machines are becoming more and more widespread in India. Don’t get too excited when you see one though, as they often only take local cards. In the big cities, even if the sign says ‘Cirrus’ or ‘Plus’ we have found that it is hit and miss. Make sure you get a PIN number for your credit card, as these usually work when your bank card doesn’t. As a last resort, some bigger banks will give you a cash advance on your credit card (which can be a long process: waiting in line to see the clerk who gives you a token for another clerk, and so on).

Credit Cards

Credit cards are accepted in middle- and upper-scale hotels and shops. It is profitable to use credit cards for big purchases, as the credit card companies usually give the official exchange rate of the day, as opposed to taking a small cut on the rate as money changers do.

Have You Run Out of Cash?

Did you spend your last rupees on a fabulous Kashmiri carpet? There are now Western Union money transfers in most tourist centres. Thomas Cook also offers a moneygram service, but both these options are very costly.

On-line Banking

This is where the internet comes in really handy. Most banks in the West now have Internet banking systems. You can easily pay your phone or electricity bills, and transfer money onto your credit cards. Make sure you sort out the logistics before you leave, like getting a username and password, entering your utility bill numbers, and becoming familiar with the site. These websites usually have a minimum browser requirement, for safety reasons, which we have sometimes downloaded in internet cafés. For safety, always empty the ‘cache memory’ when you’re done.

Cost of Living

You can live very frugally in India, or you can live like royalty; some of the fancy hotels in big cities go for US$500 a night. The minimum amount of money needed per day for the shoestring traveller, excluding travel, is about US$3 for one person, or US$5 for a couple.

Communications

Telephone

While private home phones are still considered a luxury in India, mobile phones have become accessible throughout the country.

However, the public telephone is still the norm in India. These are easily recognizable by their bright yellow signboards with STD, ISD, PCO painted in black, and can be found throughout India. They sometimes have private plexiglass booths, but your conversation is usually open to anyone wanting to eavesdrop.

The price of the call is shown on a digital meter, usually above the phone. The price of long distance calls has gone down recently, so ask beforehand about the rate to your country; sometimes the meter has not been rectified and the shop owners continue to collect the same amount from unsuspecting tourists. Calls to the USA and Canada, for example, vary from 8 to 13 rupees per minute.


Public Telephones




	STD:

	Subscriber Trunk Dialling: Domestic Long Distance




	ISD:

	International Subscriber Dialling: International Long Distance




	PCO:

	Public Call Office








These booths may offer a ‘call back’ service for a nominal fee (Rs 3–5 per minute). Make sure you give your loved ones the exact access code from their country, or you may end up waiting for a long time.

Many of these public phone booths also have fax machines. The rates for sending a fax are the same as the phone call per minute.

Internet

Computer technology is one of the fastest growing industries in India. You can now find internet cafés (that don’t necessarily serve coffee) at almost every corner in most medium-sized towns. Unless you’re in a big city, however, the connection can be painfully slow. Morning is the best time, and evening should be avoided altogether. Rates vary from Rs 20 to Rs 40 per hour. More than that is too much, especially if it takes 5 minutes for your page to download. One way to avoid getting frustrated is to have a magazine article next to you to read while the page materializes (or you can use these moments to observe your impatience sensations!). Alternately, try working with two pages at once: you write one e-mail while the browser is searching for another page. If you aren’t in a rush, you can also ask to check the speed before you commit.


The Head Wobble

You’re walking through the bazaar, with your camera around your neck, amazed at the colours. You walk up to a tika vendor and point to your camera, asking if you can take his photo. He wobbles his head. You take this as a no. The next person does the same, and so does the next. You start wondering what you have done wrong or whether there is a taboo against photography in market places. And they are wondering why you ask them to photograph them and then don’t.

A head wobble means anything from ‘Yes’ to ‘I understand’, although some may wobble even when they don’t understand.



If you’re writing a long letter, first write it in a word document and save it as you go, instead of writing directly into your on-line account; too many witty tales have been lost in cyber space because of untimely blackouts.

I-way internet cafés can be found in major cities, and often have fast connections at decent prices. You can also make international calls there over the internet. They’re cheap, although the sound quality isn’t always as good as a regular phone line.

Going on retreat? You may want to use the auto-reply option in your e-mail program so that people trying to contact you don’t begin to think you are snubbing them.

Post

It’s relatively easy to find the post office: just ask around. The Indian postal service is usually reliable for sending letters; however, if you’re sending anything of any value, then consider sending it by registered mail—it’s a cheap way to discourage potential tampering.

Parcels

Most packages that we have sent home have made it safely, although not always in the quoted time. One friend sent a parcel to himself, and received it in France one year later! Other friends never got their box of beautiful hand-knit woollen sweaters. When you’re sending a package, it’s simply implied that a small risk is involved. If you’re highly attached to the item, it may be better to lug it around. (We suggest you reserve shopping for the few days before your return flight.)

Sending a parcel can be a day-long mission, but it doesn’t have to be. Before going to the post office, go to a tailor that does ‘parcel packaging’—you can usually find one near a post office. He will stitch your parcel up in cheap cloth and put red wax on the seams in an old-fashioned manner. The good tailor will have a black marker with which you can write the receiver’s address, as well as a return address. Remember that many post offices only deal with packages in the morning, so we suggest you get there first thing.

Money Order

This service is usually offered only in the morning. You fill out a form and pay the amount you want to send plus a small service fee. The slip goes directly to the recipient in another Indian town, who can collect the cash at the closest post office.

Poste Restante

This service has become obsolete since the spread of e-mail. If you’re one of those ‘anti-computer’ types, however, the poste restante system is still available. Even better, if you know that you’ll be sitting or serving at a centre, you can have mail sent there. Make sure the sender specifies which course(s) you’re attending.

Warning: Don’t send any electronic equipment by post, and don’t have any sent to you in India. A friend asked his father to mail him his laptop. When it arrived, the Indian Customs required him to pay two and a half times its value in duty. When he asked if he could return it home, they said “yes,” but he still had to pay the duty!

Business Hours

Although shops, post offices, and government offices are usually open from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Monday to Friday, the best time to do any official business is between 10 a.m. and 12 a.m., because sometimes they will not provide certain services after lunch, like sending a parcel in a post office, for example. Banks are open 10 a.m. to 2 p.m., Monday to Friday. Some businesses are open “half-days” on Saturday mornings, and on holidays, which, in India, can mean every other day. Some offices and businesses close for lunch; others may close up shop to watch a cricket match. The bazaars are usually open in the evenings until about 8 p.m. The best thing to do is ask a local what time things open and close.

Shopping
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The market is the heart of any Indian town. Not only is it a place for commercial exchanges, but it acts as a community centre where old men chew paan and reminisce of the good old days, womenfolk compare bangles and gossip, children run after street dogs, and cows wander from stall to stall as if on alms rounds. You’ll find all kinds of shops: roadside hole-in-the-wall shops, big city department stores, shops in the backs of trucks, shops on wheels, shops on sticks, even shops in inverted umbrellas.

Unfortunately, most of the traditional hand-made goods have been replaced with ugly industrial plastic. It’s now more difficult (and more expensive) to find true craftsmanship.

Haggling

Whether you’re looking for carrots or Kashmiri carpets, it’s always a good idea to check the competition before settling on an item and committing to a bargaining match. It’s even better if you know a local person who can guide you around the local economy.


— You’re lying !

— No Ma’am. I am doing good business!

– Kashmiri carpet vendor



Indians love haggling: they can spend an entire afternoon perusing shop after shop, arguing over a few rupees, only to return to the first to strike a deal. Bargaining is usually expected, and once you learn the ropes, the merchants will respect you for it; they may even invite you in for tea and a meeting with their mother. It’s a friendly ping pong match where the goal is for both parties to settle on a mutually fair price. It’s not uncommon for vendors in tourist areas to double—or triple—the price in the hopes of catching an unsuspecting tourist. It’s usually safe to start your offer at half of the asking price and work your way up. If the vendor immediately accepts your first offer, you’re probably paying too much, but it’s too late. If you have absolutely no idea of the value, you can try being vague, by signalling your interest without giving a figure: “Hmm, very nice, but I can’t afford it…” will probably bring the price down.

When dealing directly with artisans or independent vendors remember the intricate work and specialized craftsmanship that created your souvenir. Settle on a price that’s fair, even if it’s a few rupees higher than what you had in mind.

Indian vendors are usually superstitious about the first and last customer of the day, and you can usually get great prices early morning or just before closing.

Bartering

There was a time when Levis® jeans or European perfume could be traded for great local wares, but as western commodities inundate India’s markets, vendors are no longer interested in exchange and only want rupees.

Local Souvenirs

Tired of the same old plastic malas and tacky t-shirts? Try shopping in the local markets for your souvenirs. Bangles, saris, incense, bindis, cardamom, stainless steel plates or tiffins make for original (and inexpensive) gifts, as well as a great story.

Shopping Tips


	Bring small change with you to the vegetable market.

	Don’t accept torn bills; you’ll have a hard time getting rid of them in turn.

	Bring cloth carry-all bags; say no to plastic.

	Big-city department stores have western goods at almost-western prices.



Electricity

Theoretically, electricity in India is the same as in Europe: 230-240 volts, 50 Hz, alternating current. In reality though, the voltage often fluctuates, so all appliances like fridges, computers, or TVs should be plugged in to a voltage stabilizer. A spike guard, available at any electronics shop, has a fuse on it that will blow if the power spikes. Investing in this Rs 50 gadget is much better than frying your laptop.

Blackouts are frequent so keep torches, candles and matches handy. In some places, there are planned power-cuts called ‘load shedding.’ Find out locally when they are, so that you don’t make a trip to town to check your e-mail and then find out that the power is cut for 3 hours.

Laundry


If you beat your clothes,
the dirt will run away.

– Himāchali Villager



You see them at the river banks, thrashing the clothes—shlop, whack, shlop—as though exorcizing demons. They are the dhobi-wallahs: people who do laundry. You can give them your dirty clothes in the morning, and they usually come back that same evening, crisply ironed. They may also return a different color, or with missing buttons or drawstrings. This is the risk you are prepared to take for the low cost of about 10 rupees per piece. Remember that ladies’ underwear is a discreet item in India; you don’t give it to the dhobi-wallah, and you don’t hang it outside after washing it, but in your room or bathroom.
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The dhobi-seva in established meditation centres like Dhamma Giri is incredibly efficient, and cheap (around Rs 5 per piece). But why do your whites come back with a bluish tint? They put a drop of indigo in the white load to keep it from turning yellow! If you don’t know whether or not you can trust the laundry service, first send an article that you’re not attached to, like a towel. Keep in mind, however, that there’s always a risk.

While travelling, we do our laundry by hand and our motto is: “If it doesn’t smell bad, it’s clean.” With that said, we have also noticed that Indian people, generally, place a strong emphasis on personal hygiene and appearance, and usually equate the outward image they present to the world with their social status. A foreign tourist in India will always be perceived as rich even if that is far from the truth, and a rich person travelling in dirty, torn, creased, or illfitting clothes really challenges traditional ideas of propriety, and can sometimes be taken as an affront to the local value system. You will be surprised how much smoother your travels can be when you make that extra effort to wear clean clothes without holes, to put on shoes or sandals that get an occasional polish, and to keep your hair (and beard) neat.

Toilets & Bathrooms

There are two kinds of toilets in India, the ‘Western’ style: the classic sit-down, flush toilet, and the ‘Indian’ style: a hole in the floor with a place for the feet on either side, over which you squat. Some seasoned travellers come to prefer the Indian toilets as they are more hygienic and offer a better evacuating position.

Indians use water, not toilet paper. They actually find the use of toilet paper quite disgusting. One Indian friend used this argument: “If you had excrement on your face, would you wipe it off with paper or wash it with water?”

There is usually a tap, bucket, and jug next to the toilet. Everyone develops their own washing technique, but use your right hand to pour the water, and your left to wash yourself. Always wash your hands with soap afterwards; if soap is not available, alcohol-based solutions like ‘Pure Hands’ are convenient.

Women often complain that they stay wet after using water. A simple solution is to carry a small hand-towel to use for drying oneself.

Be careful not to drop anything down the toilet! Tales abound of dropped keys, sunglasses, even passports that had to be retrieved from the mysterious ceramic hole.

Pointing your pinky in the air is the sign that you have to pee.

Most Indians don’t know the luxury of a gushing hot shower. They usually fill up a bucket of hot water, squat, use a jug to wet themselves, lather, and rinse. The process is completed with incredible efficiency.

You may have to bucket-bathe in some guest houses and meditation centres. In the winter, most guest houses will provide hot water on demand. Or there may be a geiser (hot water tank) that you have to switch on, which takes about 30 minutes to heat. If there’s no heating system, you can always leave a full bucket in the sun for a few hours.

Warnings

India is a safe country overall. You will, however, inevitably hear some disturbing stories. Remember that although these incidents are rare, they are the stories people love to tell. So try to keep that in mind when a new acquaintance tells you about their friend’s brother who ate a biscuit on the train and woke up in the hospital with all his belongings stolen.

Almost every day in an Indian newspaper you can find at least one Bihar horror story of theft, murder or corruption. Whether the stories are accurate or not, they have imprinted a collective paranoia on the minds of the Indian population. When we tell our Indian friends that we are going on pilgrimage, the common responses are, “Very good that you will experience the vibrations of these places, but don’t bring anything of value, never travel at night, and don’t trust anybody!”

Our first time travelling in Bihar, however, proved to us that most of these fears are all based on media-constructed fairytales. Yes, it’s true the government is corrupt, the towns are dirty, and the majority of Biharis are poor and uneducated, but most of these people are also warm, helpful, and welcoming. There are also some conflict zones, such as Kashmir bordering Pakistan, and Nagaland and Manipur in the north-east. It is better to check the political situation before entering a sensitive area.

Having said this, India is not a predictable exotic amusement park. Accidents happen, so being vigilant is important. While travelling on buses and trains, always wear your money-belt under your clothes, just to be safe.


I had recently been thinking to myself, “It’s been almost two years and I haven’t lost my wallet or been pickpocketed.”

I was on the New Delhi-Howrah Express when we were just pulling in to Calcutta. I had just met a couple who were also going to Thailand like I had planned, and would show me around and where to stay and get the cheapest flight. Waiting for the long stop, moving 5 kmph for what seemed like an afternoon, I lay on a top bunk with my most precious bag under my head as a pillow. I was beginning to daydream a bit when an Indian man tapped me to let me know we were stopped and it was time to get off. I quickly got up and gathered my three big loads—one overloaded backpack, a 30 lb brass gong from Myanmar, and a miscellaneous bag of books and other gifts to bring home. Needless to say, I was burdened by my baggage, but convinced myself it was going to be worthwhile to bring it all home. I followed my new travel mates onto an empty bus heading to the Sudder Street area. A minute or two went by and I started thinking of my passport and wallet and… MY BAG! I LEFT IT ON THE TRAIN!… My heart stopped and I blankly looked at my friends after spontaneously exclaiming a single ‘harsh’ word. It was the thing that so may people talk about as being the worst thing to happen in a foreign country: loosing your wallet and passport (although it can always be worse). I decided I had to at least make the effort of recovering it even though by now I knew India well enough to know that unattended baggage anywhere remotely near a train station might as well be dāna to the locals. I really didn’t want to hobble back to the station with all my bags being as tired as I was. But I had to try. As I suspected, the train had been scoured clean by all the homeless kids and porters that board the train before it comes to a halt.

It was incredibly hot and humid, and the buses were very crowded. I had to squish up against other sweaty bodies, hunched over, as the buses were often shorter than my 6’5’’ long body. The Canadian consulate rep was only able to give me a few hundred rupees, probably just over US$5. This had to give me food and accommodation for at least a couple of nights, so I had to really budget (which actually isn’t all that hard in India). I was reminding myself of how the worst thing wasn’t so bad after all, and how all of those things, my pictures, my journal, money, ID, addresses and notes, were all ultimately immaterial, and hey, I was still breathing. I was actually quite happy with myself at keeping it ‘together.’ As the day turned to night I was still travelling amongst the hoards of humanity—pushing, dirty, noisy, hungry, thirsty—physically drained almost to the limit, when I found out I’m on the wrong bus. The straps and bag handles felt like wire cheese cutters on my shoulders and hands.

I found myself on a busy side street feeling discouraged and unable to think. I finally decided to give into one of the many persistent rickshaw drivers yelling “Hello sir, sir, sir” and get a ride. He spoke no English and I thought we had settled on a price of 5 or 10 rupees to take me to the Salvation Army. I put all my bags on the rickshaw, and to my surprise it was only right around the corner from where I had given up walking. Sure enough, the driver was insisting on something like 50 rupees. My patience was at an all time minimum. After a brief argument and a settlement I was ready to collapse. Finally I was here. I was just signing in to the typical log book when I was asked to confront the ‘Captain’ to explain why I didn’t have a passport. I was barely allowed to finish my sentence when I was met with cold words of rejection: “I don’t care where you stay, but without a passport, you are not staying here.” I tried to explain my situation, my day, in more detail only to be cut off by admonishments like “You should be more careful with you belongings.” All I wanted was a mattress and a cold shower. Very strong sensations were arising in me as I tried to reason with the man, but he only further kept shooing me off coldly as if I was a little fly bothering him, without the slightest desire to listen. I could just barely contain myself and I think tears must have welled up along with a great concoction of emotion towards this ‘Captain of Salvation.’ He was at least kind enough to let me leave my bags of burden there while I sought out another place and made a desperate phone call. But of course every other rest house was the same: “No Passport = No Bed.” Thankfully, I had the consulate rep’s cell number and he managed to convince the Captain to let me stay the night. The Captain brought me up to his office and proudly explained how as God’s servants they were there to always lend a helping hand. Assuming I was a regular churchgoer and a good Christian, he shook my hand and I said “Namaste.” He frowned and said to me uncomfortably, “We don’t say that in here.”

An old dirty mattress never felt so good in my life as it did that night.

– Michael Pancoe



Volunteer Work

There are loads of opportunities for volunteer work in India. A friend worked on a ‘Pedal Power’ project that was making electric generators powered by bicycles. Others have helped with the Mother Teresa sisters in the streets of Kolkata. Others have taught English to Tibetan refugees in Dharamsala. Whatever skill you possess is useful—you can proofread a pamphlet, make a poster or help organize an event.

In many tourist areas, you will see ads in tourist restaurants for volunteer work. Ask around.

Last but not least, giving service in a Vipassana centre is always a rewarding experience. See the Dhamma Service section below.

Dhamma Centres

Communication before arriving: It’s best to contact the centre or centre’s city office to let them know of your plans instead of showing up unexpectedly. If whoever answers the phone does not speak English, ask someone nearby who does to translate for you (speaking broken Hindi is easier face-to-face than it is over the telephone).

Keep in mind that centres are not meant to be used as guest houses, but as places to sit and serve. However, the Middle Land centres are sometimes the exception to this rule, and will allow old students of S.N. Goenka who are on pilgrimage to spend a night or two if space permits.

[image: Images]

Facilities: As every Vipassana centre fends for itself, you will find that the level of comfort varies widely from one to the other. Centres near big cities for example, will often receive more dāna than rural centres, and consequently, the facilities may be more comfortable. All meditation centres, however, provide the basic minimum of a bed, mattress, pillow, bedding, mosquito net, toilets, hot bucket baths, as well as simple vegetarian food. In some centres you will sleep in a dorm with 10 other students, while in others you may have a private room with an attached bathroom. Some will encourage (or oblige) you to use the laundry service; others will say “self-service is the best service.”

Food: The food in centres is a reflection of local traditional cooking: Gujarati millet chapattis at Dhamma Sindhu; fried noodles for breakfast in Nepal, and sweet khīr (rice pudding) in Bodhgayā. The food is generally clean, and the water is usually filtered with Aquaguard systems, or boiled.

Dress: Simple, modest, and comfortable clothing is essential. Follow the usual dress code of covering shoulders and legs (both for men and women), but be warned that an item that is appropriate in the West may not be in India. If unsure, ask a senior meditator.

Your overall appearance should be neat. Indians pride themselves on personal cleanliness: “Cleanliness is next to Godliness!” is a common slogan and you should make an effort to abide by it.

[image: Images]

Segregation: It is very important for men and women to respect the segregation guidelines while at a Dhamma centre. Although volunteers of the opposite sex are allowed to communicate about work-related matters and married couples are usually allowed to briefly meet in a public place to discuss their business, casual chit-chat between Dhamma workers of the opposite sex is not approved.

Dhamma Service: The Dhamma sevaks and sevikas are invaluable parts of the Dhamma machinery that supports the meditators looking inside. As a foreigner, however, you may find that your duties are limited by the language barrier; you may be asked simply to ring a small bell, sit in the meditation hall with open eyes, or play foreign language discourses. Try not to feel useless or unimportant. As Goenka-ji says, “The best service you can do is to meditate.”

If you’re really bored, however, enquire if the kitchen needs help, or take a look at the garden: does it need weeding? Or maybe you have some computer skills and can help the management update old signs. There’s always a toilet needing cleaning or a path needing sweeping.

Remember that you are a guest in this country. Locals have their own way of doing things, and customs and habits should be respected. Foreigners should be especially sensitive about telling people how to do this or that. It’s not uncommon for foreign servers to impose their way of thinking on the local centre management: “That’s not an efficient way of doing it. In the West we do it like this…” But we are not in the West. Unless it is something that you feel is completely ‘anti-Dhamma,’ most of the time it is better to just adapt yourself to the situation and see it as an opportunity to dissolve the ego.
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