Dear friends,

Hope you are enjoying the spring weather. It feels good to be in DC even if only for a short stop before Hawaii. As the years go by one starts to feel more comfortable in one place and less in others no matter how enchanting they might be. 

Walking through the streets here, enjoying the trees lined up in the grass, the smell of honeysuckle in the air, and the relative quiet and the orderly flow of traffic and people I was filled with peace and calm. I have to admit that after three months of running around in planes, trains and autorickshaws on noisy streets and jostling with crowds my nerves were a bit taut. But I couldn't help feeling a bit of guilt over the fact that for billions of people in the world that is everyday life. It doesn't mean that I think it is wrong for people to live so comfortably. In fact we need a certain amount of space, quiet and comfort to keep our bodies healthy and minds clear. But those of us who are fortunate enough to live this way have a duty to at the least think of the rest of the world that doesn't, I believe. If I have gotten anything from these tumultuous three months (interspersed with some work and moments of bliss), it is a more intense awareness of the difficulties faced by people in India. Unlike previous, shorter trips I hope the memories and impressions from this trip will stay in my mind and provide constant reminders about the need to contribute whatever I can. Seeing how people live elsewhere makes me wonder what on earth people in the US are complaining about. The problems here seem minute and artificial by comparison.

Yet I wasn't exactly relieved or delighted as we waited in Chennai airport for our flight. We had just said goodbye to our relatives and were quietly waiting in the lounge area near the gate. The sudden absence of noise felt a bit unnerving. I guess there is some comfort in crowds after all. It was past 3 am and we were hungry. I went to get some snacks. The guy tending the stall acted like he had more important things to do. Even though he kept me waiting under false pretenses for my bonda and cutlet, all the time attending to some personal business, I could only smile. Annoying as such behavior was, it was all part of life in India.

The foreign passengers looked positively blissful. I have seen a sprinkling of foreign tourists (mostly white) during my visit, including in Coimbatore. They all look a bit beat up and worn out. I hope I am wrong and that they were actually enjoying their stay and find some good memories when they think about it later. But when people in the US speak glowingly of their visit to India I am going to take it with a good helping of salt. 

But the point I was going to make is that the foreigners didn't look all that foreign to me now. Having seen India not with the innocent eyes of my cloistered youth but in all its nakedness I feel that people are basically the same everywhere. We all have in us the same desires, hopes, the seeds of love, hatred, generosity, pettiness, greed, selflessness and all the other ingredients that make us human, regardless of which part of the earth we come from. 

This email is mostly about the experiences in India that brought me to that conclusion. I said in my first e-mail from India that I will have a better understanding of it after three months and indeed I have, now.

The first few random thoughts are from earlier notes that I just stumbled upon. Hope you enjoy reading this rather voluminous e-mail. As always, look forward to hearing from you.

Yours,

Sankar

PS: Some of the scenes described in rt53 and rt54 can be seen in photos in the album “India Trip 2008” in http://flickr.yahoo.com/sankarx  Some photos are a bit grainy because the film passed through many x-ray machines. Others are of low resolution because they were taken with an instant camera. My trusty old canon elph died after about seven years of excellent service. Hopefully the guys at the embassy camera shop will repair and reuse it. Debating whether to get a cell-phone or just a digital camera. Hoping to live without the cell-phone nuisance but don’t know if I can. What do you think?

Random Thoughts 54 -- travel stories

5/11/2008

(1 to 17 from notes made Aug 07 to Jan 08, DC)

1. Tall people have a certain natural psychological advantage over the rest of us, though it is only superficial. It is kind of like how you feel confident inside when you are wearing a really good coat. People are also nicer to you when you look good. Except that tall people are born with the "coat".

2. Losing touch with nature: I saw the movie 11th hour about the effects of human activity on the environment and the precarious situation of many ecosystems on earth today (9/2/07). I think one of the main effects of our lifestyle today as well as the reason why it is not harmonious with nature is that people, especially the youth, are increasingly out of touch with nature. I was arguing about it with some younger friends. One could say that after all, everything is part of nature. Perhaps I am wrong, but I believe that by not being in touch with nature we actually lose touch with a certain part of ourselves. Just as certain organs in our body have become useless or atrophied due to lack of use over time, by not living amidst trees and animals on a regular basis we lose touch with certain ways of thinking and feeling. If you were not brought up in a natural setting, say you are a city kid, then being with nature might feel boring at first. But just as eating healthy food becomes enjoyable over time, we would discover the joys of nature soon enough. 

3. Much as I avoid watching Fox news, I am grateful for its existence. It gives an outlet to people with certain kinds of views. Sometimes out of morbid curiosity or a masochistic desire to hear what those different views are I watch it for a few seconds. Though I find myself repulsed and in vehement disagreement I tell myself that the people expressing those views or watching Fox news do it because they believe in those views as being the right ones. They are doing what they can to ensure the survival and success of their people and their country, in their mind. Fox news itself owes its existence to liberals looking down on such views or the people holding them as totally wrong, I think. [One of the low points of my time in India was realizing that there were several personalities on Indian TV who hold similar views and they have a big audience as well].

4. I believe in building on existing things. Not a big fan of completely destroying anything and starting fresh. Every being, every object in the universe has its own beauty, meaning and purpose, including things that might be disagreeable to us on first contact. It is in this vein that I say that we ought to use things like football, corporations and military for the good, rather than hoping that they would somehow disappear from the face of the earth. The organization, efficiency and effectiveness of the military can be very useful for peaceful purposes, as seen time and again when disaster strikes. That is just one example. 

5. Though I enjoy watching TV, sometimes feeding one’s mind with TV feels like filling up your house with trash.

6. Some saints simply sit in one place, and people go to them, for instance Ramana Maharshi. Others, such as Jesus and Buddha, went around amongst people teaching and reaching out to them. I guess in both cases they reach the stage of feeling the world and all its beings as a part of their own being. It is simply impossible for them to stay apart from the world because they are so full of love for it, in spite of being detached from it and seeing that this life is a fleeting, illusory one and that the truth lies beyond it.

7. I was at a Pentagon city bar (9/14/07), watching all these warrior types. Though I admired them for the self-discipline and willpower that was etched in their granite faces, I felt that they all seemed to have a constricted personality, as if part of their soul was locked up inside all that toughness. When you dedicate your life to just one thing, no matter how noble, it confines your personality within a narrow frame.

8. Watched parts of Ken Burns’ “War” (9/30/07) about World War II. Amongst its many eye opening insights and revelations, one thing stuck in my mind. Apparently Hitler thought so low of America that he had made detailed advance plans for administering the US after its invasion and occupation. He believed that this “mongrel country” weakened by its tolerance of jews and blacks would fall very easily. Say what you will about the U.S and its imperialist excesses, and all the problems that it has had in the past and continues to have. But this is perhaps the first place in the world to promote the idea that every man is created equal and can reach the same level as anyone else given the right opportunity. Though there was slavery and there continues to be much inequality, this is the place where a good portion of the people believe in the idea of the individual human’s inherent potential. It is simply not possible for people and whole communities to rise up from the circumstances in which they were born and reach their full potential if such were not the case. [Now that I have seen how even today the lower castes in India are struggling to gain equal power and success, I have an even greater appreciation for what has been achieved in the U.S]. The greatest thing the US has given me is to make me try to think of people without labels, to judge them simply based on their individual actions and words, without the filter of prejudices and preconceived notions.

9. We work hard so as to enjoy the resting time.

10. Not that I have much experience, but I believe sex can be fun. On the other hand sex for fun doesn’t sound like fun.

11. I heard that in Washington there are a lot of idealistic youth who only want to work in non-profit companies that do social service of some sort, but there aren't enough such jobs to go around. I hope at least some of them become entrepreneurs in the style of the young people who started Mercado global and other such enterprises.

12. Apparently immortality is not simply a thought exercise for philosophers. There are scientists who believe that we have already developed the technology that could make death avoidable and a healthy body as easily maintained as a car. If so, one is faced with the question of what to do with eternal life. On sunny, mild days with clear skies one feels like just sitting in the grass forever. But what if one really could? I think many people would commit suicide. If people kill themselves even when they know life will inevitably come to an end at some point, what would they do if they find that it might never end? Would the government then use technology to revive them? Will the people with power and wealth use them to dominate and exploit the weaker sections of society forever? I guess at some point people will simply die of utter boredom and spiritual emptiness even if their bodies can be perpetuated. Even the most materialistic of us would probably realize after say, a thousand years, that life is better with the possibility of death.

13. I attended a five mindfulness trainings ceremony (1/5/08). It was a valuable experience. Our friend, philosopher and guide Richard Brady always talks about being truly aware and really arriving. While meditating I realized that simple as it may sound, being truly aware is very difficult. One’s mind has to be clear as water in a lagoon and calm as a country house at midnight. And then one has to simply let go of all ego, all thinking, and all striving. When you can do that long enough, perhaps you will really arrive.

14. I was on the greyhound bus to Philadelphia (1/11/08), en route to attending the Selberg memorial conference at Princeton. Somewhere, on a billboard or something, it said “Use your time-outs wisely.” Very good advice. Especially at the beginning of a sabbatical.

15. During this same bus trip as we passed by various places I wondered if one could tell a society by its buildings. What makes a good society / country anyway? I guess to some extent the exterior reflects the values of the society.

16. Books are like prepared food. Some are nutritious and gourmet, worth eating many times. Others are like junk food. But none are as enjoyable as the food that we can cook ourselves from fresh ingredients.

17. In countries and societies that do well the people are open minded, broad hearted, and united around good principles rather than personalities.

(The rest are from the trip to India, mostly april and may).

18. As mentioned above, ultimately people are the same everywhere. Circumstances largely dictate what people do. People keep saying India will never change fundamentally, but I disagree. With much external input, both from foreigners and Indians traveling abroad, much has changed. Even Gandhi came back to India after several years in England and South Africa! More is needed. Lot of change also comes from the spiritual leaders. After all, spirituality has been the driving force of India through the ages. But what worries me about the current crop of spiritual leaders is their involvement with politics and business. Anyway, I think that people have to look at the true values of India that can make it great. Those values cannot be found in Bollywood, cricket or by eating paani poori and chaat. Neither can they be found in the words of people who give sage advice about getting a good job, marrying a good girl and having children, I think. Nothing wrong with any of that, in fact I enjoy cricket and chaat, but the true values of India can only be learned by spending time with the poor and in the villages, I think. Of course they might also be interested in the same things but that is not what I mean. I mean the way they live, the kind of people they are, etc.,

19. Obama is moving to the point where people view him as just another politician. Which is good in one way – means it is no longer a question whether a black candidate can be a serious contender with the mainstream. It is going to be a very close election, though. I hope and pray he will win but even if he doesn’t it is something very worth trying. One positive thing is that he has raised a lot of money.

20. Happiness is like a commodity and society behaves like a market in happiness. There are some who are capable of manufacturing it, some who traffic in it, and the rest try to purchase it for whatever price they can.

21. A day in Ettimadai (12 miles from Coimbatore) at Amrita Engineering College demonstrates the ups and downs of life in India. It was a great day, felt wonderful to give my first talk to students in India, to show my parents around the beautiful, verdant campus nestled among mountains with modern facilities, and chat with my friend Shailendhra who is teaching there. On the other hand it was worrisome to see farmland being cleared and sold in the rural area around it. After an unseasonable afternoon downpour my friend and I walked around the rustic, quaint railway station just outside campus and enjoyed watching the vivacious, cute village women running up and down the platform selling greens and vegetables to the passengers until and even after the trains started moving. [Another evening I had my backpack with me and decided to buy some okra. I asked for one bag and the woman made me buy two. Darn it, I am too easy even for the village folk]. It was nice to sit in the breezy coaches (felt even more breezy because some emergency windows had been taken out) of the commuter train and watch people of all kinds, including a young couple in the next seat flirting. But then I saw that the guy sitting in front of me had all fingers crushed in one hand. It was good to see the “don’t worry, be happy” attitude of people in small towns that we passed through. Then as I got out in Coimbatore I had to walk past beggars camped out on the sidewalk just outside the station.

22. Violence first happens in the mind before it manifests itself physically. I was waiting in line at the railway station, standing maybe a foot behind the person in front. A well-built, well-dressed guy behind me kept pushing me from behind, wanting me to close the gap. I guess you are supposed to almost press against the next person. I finally got fed up and asked him to move ahead of me. Then the next guy behind me also tried to get ahead. I stopped him and said, no, I allowed the other guy to go because he kept pushing me. Terrible explanation, but he didn’t argue with it. As I watched the guy that had now moved in front of me I started thinking what a jerk he was. I tried to not think about it but everything in his demeanor made me think worse and worse of him. After we got our tickets I was going to catch the train and saw him standing on my way. My anger finally got the better of me and I bumped him intentionally while passing. I guess my feelings overwhelmed all the forbearance that I had learned to practise. After I got to the platform I found that he was waiting for the same train with his wife and child. As I passed him on my way to a good spot on the platform he gave me a dirty look. I felt terribly upset with myself for losing control like that and behaving like a cowardly idiot. I thought of apologizing to him but felt that it would only confuse him. I also realized that even worse than the physical action were the thoughts that preceded and precipitated it. One first needs to stop judging and thinking ill of another person, whatever the situation. Perhaps he was just doing what he thought he needed to do, worried about getting his family into the train in time. As for myself I hope it was simply the result of ill health or low spirits. My feelings of remorse and ill being only intensified when suddenly from the adjacent platform a scream broke out and somebody pulled the emergency brakes to stop the train that was just leaving. My train was about to arrive but I went over to see what it was about. Apparently some guy had gotten his leg caught under the coach as he tried to get off the moving train but looked like he was not seriously hurt. Relieved, I got back to my platform and got ready to board the train. I didn’t feel terrible when everyone rushed at the doors of the train at once, pushing and shoving, and I ended up one of the last to board.  My earlier action, violent as it was, and the resulting feeling of remorse had calmed down the mind a little, though what I did still bothers me.

23. Am I just imagining problems where there isn’t any? Is India doing alright as it is? This is a question that popped up in my head while I was visiting a temple near Nashik, one among many along the Godavari river. My airforce friend Sundaresh felt that it is definitely not my imagination. People are being sloppy, lazy and careless, he says. Even if that is not a problem, poverty is not something that can be justified or even rationalized by any philosophy. You cannot argue that the poverty is the result of people not working hard. Rather, much of it is the result of systemic injustice that has kept them oppressed and exploited from time immemorial. But one could possibly argue that the general chaos and unkempt nature of Indian society is just a different way of doing things. You could argue that maybe people are being more natural here. You could say there is a plus side even to the uncleanliness: that our immune systems are stronger –much like those of the Europeans’ were when they invaded the Americas which were much cleaner than Europe and whose thriving and large population of native Americans were healthier, living in well organized communities. [Then again, our life expectancy is lower, perhaps because with age the immune system of even the strongest person becomes weaker and in the less sterile environment of India that makes older people very vulnerable]. But I certainly wouldn’t make any of those arguments. I tend to agree with what my friend says. Even if it is true as researchers have been saying lately, that too many medicines and antibiotics only make us weaker, and that killing off germs is not necessarily good, one could find a way to live with germs without living in filth, as the poor people are forced to do here. 

24. Wherever I go in India, I see that the focus is on survival, at least when it comes to the poor and the middle class. Very few are able to break out of the strangling grip of this struggle for survival and give an outlet to their dreams and their creative energy. Sometimes it seems that even the ability to dream has been lost, and the imagination has gone numb from being yoked to the drudgery of everyday existence. Those who are in the upper echelons of society and have enough wealth so they can focus on something more than survival do follow their dreams, and are able to build and create. Hopefully the younger generation will be able to break out of this vicious cycle, regardless of what kind of background they are born into. But it seems to me that at least now there is hope for a better life amongst all sections of people, whereas before there was only hopelessness.

25. Good and bad news on environmental front for Coimbatore: The Corporation bans single use plastic bags and starts ad campaign aimed at spreading awareness of environmental costs of using plastics. What more can you ask of corporation? Now let us see how people react and how effective it is. At least it is a good start. In the U.S only San Francisco has such a policy, I think. It is also nice to know that fluorescent bulbs are quite popular here. The bad news: I can no longer see the mountains clearly. Only their silhouette is visible through the haze created by all the automobiles in town. The situation was made dramatically clear to us when we went up one of the mountains (Maruthamalai) to the Murugan temple. Beyond a few kilometers all we could see was the haze. For the first time in the 32 odd years I have known Coimbatore I experience traffic jam created by sheer number of automobiles on the road.

26. It takes an above average amount of patience, resiliency and will-power to really succeed in India.

27. To my dismay, I realize that to a lot of my friends and relatives, I am the crazy uncle who is interested in social service and unmarried at 41.

28. Ultimately there are just too many people in India. A lot of our problems will be solved if the population growth is reduced. You cannot clear the problems of society like a garden full of weeds. Nevertheless I don’t see why, even with so many people, life should be such a struggle. Certainly the first priority is for everyone to be able to reach the stage where they don’t have to worry about the next meal, and for people to eat good, nutritious food – children especially – and for children to have good health and nutrition. But what we also need is an attitude adjustment. Most people are nice, God fearing, hard working and dedicated to their families. Those are all positives. But we need to learn (perhaps from our own scriptures and ancient teachings, perhaps from other countries) how to interact with one another, how to treat our environment (both in our cities and what remains of the outdoors), how to stand by our own principles, and so on and on. Most people know what is lacking, but continue the same old patterns because they believe nothing will change because everyone else is like that. This is a self-fulfilling belief. The change has to come from somewhere. But once some people start doing things differently change will sweep up everyone else like an avalanche.

29. The reason the average Indian is so dull is that we have no time to enjoy life. When you are young you have to study hard to get into a good college. After that comes the pressure to get a good job. Then there is the pressure to get married. As soon as that is done and you have children the next several years are spent in raising them, and making sure they get into a good school, etc., When all this is done and you have some free time there is no energy left in the body. The people who manage to avoid becoming mechanical like this are those who either don’t study well in school but manage to get a good job or succeed in business because of their pluck and street smarts, then either delay marriage or are lucky to find a good partner who also enjoys life or agrees to delay having children. Of course there is nothing wrong with people who follow the usual procedure – they are good, productive citizens. Besides, if they are a bit resourceful and determined they can still enjoy life and be creative, too.

30. If you read the Hindu epics and scriptures you get the idea that India of yore was like the garden of Eden, at least in terms of its natural beauty. So we have taken this pristine land and society and turned it into a garbage heap mainly because of our attitude problems and inability to govern ourselves. Most of India’s problems would be solved if only we would do our jobs, follow some simple rules and respect each other. You would think that people who are educated would do that, and it is those who are uneducated or poor who won’t. But in India it is the people with the education and the power who have the most attitude problems. It is not that people are not civilized or that they do not treat each other well, it is just that when it comes to behavior in public places the other person becomes faceless and everybody is out for himself. Just like even nice friendly people behave very rudely once they get into their car and all they see are other cars, and the people in those other cars become faceless.

31. I think we are fortunate to live in an era when all the teachings of the great saints and prophets who lived in different times in different places are available for us at our fingertips. It is my fond hope to drink from as many fountains of wisdom as possible and gain an understanding of humanity’s collective spiritual quest as a whole. 

32. Story of my trip to Nashik from Coimbatore: 

        My trip starts with a call-taxi ride to the airport. The driver complained about motor cycle riders (mostly youngsters) who drive recklessly and get killed at a regular clip. He also bemoaned the rise of alcoholism among the men. I arrived early at the small yet beautiful and busy airport in Coimbatore. The city had just finished hosting an All-India conference of the communist party, and there were many north-easterners (who have bit of the East Asian look). A woman dressed in a striking red saree caught my eye. She was most likely a communist, because Indian women rarely dress completely in red. But she seemed rather well-off, even the saree looked like an expensive one. On the TV one of the English language news channels was on, and they were discussing the plight of the sanitary workers in Delhi. Now and then they have programs like that, but mostly it is news as entertainment (sensationalism) and petty politics. The India of clean airports and English speaking middle class at times seems to inhabit a different world from the rest of India. (yet here I am, sitting in an airport and watching the English TV program! Well, well…I try my best). 

         Mumbai (Bombay) airport looked like any other international airport. Judging from the inside, you won’t be able to tell if you are in Mumbai or Frankfurt or Chicago. But once you get outside, it is abundantly clear that you are still in India. In fact people seemed a bit more aggressive and confrontational than in Coimbatore. Security is so tight that after I got out I couldn’t get back in to drink water.  

         I had to catch a train to Nashik where my friend Ganesh (aka Sundaresh, the Air force guy) lives. He had told me to take a pre-paid auto from the airport to the Kurla train station, a distance of 15 km. He said it would cost Rs.100 (about $ 2.50). I didn’t see any pre-paid counter (later I learned that only the international terminal had one). A guy walking around the front of the airport asked me if I needed an autorickshaw, in English. At first I told him in whatever Hindi I remembered that I didn’t need it yet. But after a while I decided to give it a try, without thinking about it too much. I got into the auto, he put the meter on, and we were off. But after getting out of the airport he and another guy who had gotten into the auto, maybe a friend, started telling me that Kurla was 45 km away, that I might not reach there in time, and they would get me into a taxi which would get me there faster. It made me suspicious but I didn’t feel very threatened because I felt I could handle them, and I was curious to find out what would happen. They took me to a taxi stand where a guy wrote a bill making it look like a pre-paid service. He handed it to me and it said Rs. 1500 (about $40). I told them I had had enough, got out and started walking back to the airport. It bothered me that in my own country I look so obviously different and gullible. Anyway, one learns something everyday. Now I know how scammers work. Life is always an adventure, and one has to learn to laugh at it.

        On the way to the airport I got offers starting from Rs. 800 all the way down to Rs. 300 but I kept walking. As I was entering the terminal driveway a guy offered to take me for Rs. 200 ($5). I was hesitant but he was persistent and looked sincere enough, underneath his rough, hustling exterior. I am generally more comfortable with people who are rough on the outside. So I got in and he took me through the by-lanes and alleys of Mumbai to Kurla. (later I was to learn that it is almost impossible to get anywhere in Mumbai if you take the main roads). I got to see the ugly underbelly of Mumbai, with its tiny tenements and unsanitary slums while sky-scrapers loomed in the background. We managed a decent conversation –I spoke in my broken Hindi and when I was having trouble he would switch to his patchy English. Turned out he was from UP, one of the many immigrants from North India that the local Maratha nativists have been blaming for all the city’s ills. When I asked him about that he dismissed it saying these guys don’t like to work as hard as the immmigrants, they just want their women to do all their work and sit on their behinds and complain. We got to the train station with plenty of time to spare and I gave him Rs. 200 and asked him if he was happy. He smiled like a kid who had just been given a bunch of cookies.

      The Lokamanya Tilak terminal was a rather squalid place, compared to the glitzy airport. As I was getting to the platform there was some commotion. Apparently a big shot Hindu monk had arrived and people were shouting “Victory to Guru Maharaj” and throwing flowers at his feet and laying rugs in front of him as he walked so that his sacred feet didn’t get muddied. Maharashtra state is one of the most staunchly Hindu areas of the country. 

       I had reserved a seat in one of the AC coaches, because one could sit more comfortably and I found that every time I traveled in a crowded train or bus I would be fighting some kind of germ afterwards. (It took me about two months to get my immune system completely acclimated. The longer I live in the US the longer it takes. Regular exercise helped me to avoid serious illness). I was sitting next to Mr. Pratap, a businessman in Nashik who manufactures parts for Renault. I told him about the autorickshaw drivers. He told me I should not trust anyone even if they look really nice. When I told him that perhaps the government rates for metered rides were too low, he said that is no reason to pay more than what I had to. I didn’t quite agree with his typical middle class views, but didn’t argue either. He said there was a lot of corruption in the government, and it will take time for India to develop, especially because people’s attitude will change only slowly. I did agree with him that people in Coimbatore were a lot nicer and that the south was generally a better place to live. (I am sure North Indians would disagree!). I told him that I was finding it difficult to deal with the inequalities, and that if I were to live in India it would probably be either as an ascetic or a social worker and he nodded in sympathy. He seemed to be doing well, and apparently had traveled all over the world. Turned out he was going to be in DC shortly!

        At Nashik train station I didn’t have to worry about transportation because Ganesh was waiting. It was good to see him again and catch up on everything. Though we have always had different views and personalities we have managed to be good friends, which makes it even more precious. He drove in his Hyundai hatchback through Nashik town and then through the countryside with its many vineyards to Ozar Air Force base, about 20 kms from the station. He drove at a breakneck speed regardless of the traffic, always at the edge of sanity. Said he enjoyed driving that way. 

       I enjoyed spending time with his two very bright and spunky kids. While going through their rather advanced textbooks I discovered that according to India’s constitution it is a secular, socialist republic! I knew about the secular part but didn’t know or had forgotten about the socialism. I wonder if someone can sue the government for not providing a socialist environment. What would the conservatives in the US would do if the US constitution said it is a secular, socialist republic? Perhaps they would then start demonizing the constitution and anyone who defended it?

         We visited a gem and mineral museum with a rather repetitious collection of quartz and silicate specimen, mostly mined in the mountains near Nashik. We also visited several temples on the Godavari river.  Nashik is in central India and its temples are built in North Indian style. My favourite was the Kala Ram temple near Panchvati. In Panchvati there are several monasteries and also a cave temple where Sita is supposed to have lived and worshipped while she and Rama were in exile. I enjoyed walking on the clean, tree-lined streets of the Air force base housing complex. Throughout India there are many central government complexes like this, including the IIT Chennai (Madras) campus where I did my masters. They are little islands of cleanliness and orderly life.

           After spending the weekend in Nashik I started back on my journey to Coimbatore on early Monday morning. Ganesh drove even faster than before and we reached the station around 6.40 am. The train was scheduled to depart at 7, arrive at Dadar around 10.30 and from there I was planning to take a cab to Mumbai airport. My flight was scheduled to leave at 12.35pm. There was a big crowd of commuters on the platform. Apparently many people take the morning train to places between Nashik and Mumbai for work. 

           It was 7.30 and the train hadn’t arrived yet. Trains in India today are pretty punctual, except for the ones that arrive from thousands of kms. This train was coming from just a short 

distance away. Then the announcement was made that the train has a technical problem. But they didn’t seem to have any idea when it would come. Someone was saying that he heard from the authorities that the train was stuck on the track and it maybe a long time before it arrives, if at all. People started leaving. Around 8 I decided that even if the train arrived right then I may not be able to make it to my flight. The only option left was to take a taxi all the way to Mumbai airport. Given that I paid Rs. 200 for just 15 kms, I figured it would cost me about Rs 2000 for the 180 kms (100 miles) to the airport. But I had barely that much cash on hand. I’d just have to find someone to get me there for whatever amount I had. Even if I found someone I wasn’t sure I would make it, but it was the only option left.             [To be continued…….]

