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F or us, immigrants, travel is 
our raison d’etre. It makes 
our existence possible. We 
ta ke it for granted, gr ipe 

about its vicissitudes and admire its 
force to bring us together, to transform 
our world. Immigrants travel because 
we want to go home or try to grasp in 
our infantile charms the idea of home. 
Immig ra nts have t he sick ness of 
displacement caused by travel. Many 
of us never traveled anywhere until 
we migrated here and now we find it 
is part of our reason to exist. 

The non resident in Non Resident 
Indian is about not being home. So we 
travel to visit home, family, town and 
country. We also travel for leisure. 

That first visit home is memorable. 
There is such joy to be home again. 
The air, the smells, the sights and the 
people, they all look and feel familiar. 
The home cooked meal hasn’t quite 
tasted the same in the U.S. The favor-
ite dishes at your favorite eating joints 
are delightful all over again. 

This joy of rediscovery cannot be 
captured in words. A secret unfold-
ing takes place inside you. One of the 
first things I did on my first visit home 

was to order bhajias from a local res-
taurant; no onion ring has ever come 
close. I recall a friend who longed for 
a real cup of tea, which he found only 
at an Iranian restaurant in the United 
States, which have all since vanished. 
“Double tea with less water” was his 
formula. 

The script of such travels back home 
is familiar to all of us. There are varia-
tions to be sure; but sooner or later, 
you become unsure if you are glad to 
return, fully anyway. 

A few days into my visit, I was on a 
long bus ride, overnight for almost 10 
hours. An hour into the journey, the 
TV monitor on the bus began blar-
ing the sounds of a Hindi movie. No 
one could conceivably sleep in the 
middle of that ruckus. Yet, my fellow 
passengers seemed oblivious, at least 
on the face of it, and some were even 
engrossed in the film, which they had 
likely seen several times before. 

Suddenly, the jolt of discomfort hit 
me. How could one possibly listen to 
that and how could the driver be so in-
considerate at this hour. What would 
have been a normal experience be-
fore I left was now a discord in my life. 

In this upside down world,  
they wonder why you come searching  
for a place they cannot leave.

One of the first things I did on my first visit home was to order bhajias  
from a local restaurant; no onion ring has ever come close.

By Shekhar DeShpanDe

Those who 
observe 
are also 
observed.
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n		travel Almost for therapeutic reasons, we return home  
— to find our coordinates in two places.

Once the anger has subsided though, 
there was an appreciation for things 
different, an awareness of how you live 
in two worlds. 

two worlds
We have to remind ourselves that we 
live in two worlds. Living here too long 
doesn’t help. No amount of poetry can 
quite rescue us from that itch. We settle 
into this complacency, knowing that 
this world is too comfortable and what 
we left behind has changed dramatical-
ly. What good will returning do? 

Yet, almost for therapeutic reasons, 
we return home — to f ind our coor-
dinates in two places. We realize that 
strange and alien as some things might 
look there, it is stil l our world. NRIs 
frequently become impatient with ser-
vice in restaurants, in hotels, with bu-
reaucracy or even become indignant 
at times over a little discomfort. Ev-
erything about India becomes irrita-
ble. All the same, this venting is good, 
because it reminds us in our “enlight-
ened” perspective that we are growing 
up as an NRI. 

Living in a cocoon can be stifling. Even 
living abroad in the United States, does 
not help because myopia sets in. The wis-
dom we immigrants develop as a result 
of traveling back and forth is unmatched 
in value. It is beyond any other gifts we 
have and well beyond any gifts we can 

give ourselves. Think of the writings of 
the Nobel Prize winning Non Resident 
Indian author V. S. Naipaul, who had very 
little to say about India that was praise-
worthy in his Indian trilogy — An Area of 
Darkness, India: A Wounded Civilization 
and India: A Million Mutinees Now. After 



repeated trips, his criticisms have mel-
lowed. He has become a lot more tolerant 
of a country that proved too complex for 
his lashing tongue. 

We travel for the sake of nostalgia 
— to live in the past that we once did. 
These trips are also part of our grow-
ing up. Travel gives us new eyes, as the 
French critic Marcel Proust once said. 
It is the same country, the same people 
and the same home. Much of it worn 
and changed over time, but it holds the 
essences of our memory. We now see 
things from a different perspective.

When you live in India, you take the 
slums of Mumbai, the stark poverty or 
the secret hideouts of your childhood 
for granted. We hardly even think about 
them. Separate yourselves over distance 
and time and your have wider, wiser 
eyes. Now there is a global worldview 
with which you see the same slums and 
poverty. The lyrical charms of your own 
hideouts are clearer, but with critical 
detail. We discover new things in famil-
iar places because we travel.

Wisdom is never without its bias. 
As immigrants, we have the power of 
foreign currency. We know our way 
around. We can afford things we never 
did before. Spending is a lot easier now. 

n		travel We travel for the sake of nostalgia — to live in the past that we once did.

It is part of sight-seeing when you become 
a sight yourself.

One marvels at the attraction with Mehndi among foreigners. It has certainly become a part 

of the Indian chic. Think of the women artists who swarm around Western tourists at India 

Gate in Delhi. Their intrusive and exemplary skills in hawking their services to strangers 

are nothing short of amazing. If you are not likely to be a customer, it is easy to watch 

them in action. They scramble for any exposed white skin that comes into their vision on 

unsuspecting visitors.

Sleeves that are not covered with clothing are raw material to transform into elaborate 

designs in no time. Partially bare backs are better, because they have less sensitivity to touch. 

But really, these are small considerations; all they need is a gullible customer. If a customer is 

absorbed in sight-seeing, looking around at the joyous crowd that gathers there, it is possible 

that before they are even aware, there is already a design at works on their arm. 

If you are amused by the artist armed with a little cone filled with Mehndi in one hand 

and a handful of printed designs on the other, then that amusement may not last too long. 

Before you know it, your blank skin has been painted over with an attractive Mehndi design.  

Savvy capitalists these women are. Prices are not to be haggled over here. There isn’t 

enough time for it. First the street artists know that you will pay what they ask because it is 

bound to sound like a cheap deal to you. Then they will always offer a package deal if you 

are willing to make a canvas out of other parts of your body. 

Their skills are admirable. In  short time, with that little cone and no assistant around 

(but plenty of competition), they can make an artwork out of the most boring bodyscape. If 

you insist that it was done without their permission and that they have to remove it, that is 

an equally gracious task, although they will not miss naming a price for that too. The best 

option in that sunny space is to give in, sit down and choose your own design. 

It is part of sight-seeing when you become a sight yourself.



And yet, we want to be normal, save a 
little change and pretend to be someone 
else. It is not uncommon to hear stories 
of NRIs who want to pass as “natives,” 
conceal their money and still enjoy the 
privilege of being better off. 

We are pardesis in a desi land. 
But “native” Indians have developed 

an uncanny skill in detecting and out-
ing NRIs with pretenses. Once at a his-
toric site that imposes different fees 
for foreigners and for native Indians, I 
tried to get away by claiming that I was 
indeed a resident of India. I tried my 

Hindi and Marathi on the man behind 
the ticket country. But he didn’t want to 
have anything to do with it. He insisted 
that I cough up the special entrance fee 
in dollars that “foreigners” are asked 
to pay. What did he have to do with de-
manding more money; he was a govern-
ment servant after all, I thought. But he 
unmasked me quickly and rebuked me 
warning that I was not the first one to 
run this trick by him. Seems like quite a 
few NRIs try to “look local.”

We also travel for leisure. Have you 
heard of the running gag that there is 
always an Indian in any country and 
in any place you are traveling? Given 
out robust share of the world popula-
tion and our growing purchasing power, 
we are now everywhere. Go to the ski 
slopes in Austria, an aboriginal village, 
Disney world, or a remote tourist site in 
Brazil and you will find a visiting Indian 
there. We are entering the class of lei-
sure travelers. A whole industry drives 
this, of course, preying on our desires 

n		travel
How different is travel from the times of the British, who had servants  

waiting on them in their plush mansions, with their luxuries of cricket and hill stations  
and promenades in designated places!

VehIcles wIth soul

Riding an auto rickshaw can be a terrifying experience to the uninitiated. This tiny little 

three wheeler rides the roads as if it is in a contest in improvisation. It is a powerhouse on 

the road if you measure power by the efficiency of getting from here to there. The “auto” 

as it is called, can seat three, four or even five on a tiny seat. If you are willing to sit next to 

the driver, on that small protrusion on his seat, then you are the sixth or seventh passenger. 

The numbers that can be accommodated depends on the size of riders.  On the busy and 

crowded Indian streets, an auto rickshaw is extraordinarily nimble. For city travel, no vehicle 

matches a rickshaw. Try not to boast about the dexterity of a bicycle; the auto rickshaws can 

outwit them. 

It is hard to see if anything intimidates a rickshaw. And yet, if you are not used to it, if 

your nervous system cannot take the shock and awe of Indian roads, it is better to walk or 

consider some other mode of transportation.  

It can out-maneuver almost anything. The control on the front wheel is temperamental, 

so the two back wheels simply try to cope. The net result is a rollicking ride that shakes, 

tumbles, tilts, but mostly lands on its three feet. You cannot simply sit back there as if you 

are being led by an orderly machine. You have to participate, make sure your instincts are 

tuned to gravity and the forces of acceleration and movement.  And if you are game, what is 

terrifying turns exciting, like a rollercoaster, except that on this one, you actually go from one 

place to another. They are best suited for back alleys and side roads, those not found on 

maps, and seem to go anyplace they find a direction. 

Apparently, the auto rickshaw was China’s gift to the world and is found in many regions, 

from Italy to Thailand. But there is nothing like an Indian rickshaw. Like other unpredictable 

patterns of transportation on Indian roads, this one moves with careful alacrity.  In towns 

that take their personalities seriously, the insides and outsides of rickshaws could be read 

as walls of poetry, worship or simple witticisms that will make you chuckle or turn you into a 

devotee. 

One gets the feeling that rickshaws never die. They just keep running. If you return to the 

same town, 10 years later, you get the feeling that all the rickshaws are still running. It has 

to be the most demanding vehicle that has a soul of its own.



n		travel We appear clownish, with our Bisleri bottles, our hot new sneakers,  
our hats or sun tan lotions. We could be sold anything.

to be somewhere and curiosity to see 
the world. 

Travel for leisure has a different fla-
vor, a different slant than the travel for 
necessity, one that takes you home. In 
both cases, you travel because you can. 
In the former though, it is because you 
have to, for emotional, family or psy-
chological reasons. But travel for leisure 
is made possible by surplus income. It is 
an expression of power and means. That 
form of travel, more than any other, is 
an intrusion. We travel to visit those 
who cannot travel and enjoy their en-
vironment for our pleasure. The travel 
industry, by definition, is exploitative of 
the places it promotes, without regard 
or respect for those who live there. 

Consider the jewel of India’s travel in-
dustry, one of the wonders of the world, 
the great Taj Mahal. For all the romance 
and glamour associated with this mon-
ument, traveling to the Taj and seeing 
it are instructive experiences. Clearly, 
it is the most popular tourism site in 
India. People go there to be in the pres-
ence of one of the greatest monuments 
in the world. The environment around it 
has lost any identity of its own. You can 
witness the foreign currency pouring in 
from all corners. The city of Agra, with 
it splendorous past resembles a waiting 

room, adjoining a great, historic place. 
It has been drained of its own culture 
and people. The entire highway leading 
from Delhi to Agra, once a prized coun-
tryside, showcases how a distinctive 
region can lose its charms because it is 
leading to the Taj. Everyone is hawking 
something. Everyone attempts to speak 
languages they cannot. As you get closer 
to the city, the skyline is crowded by an 
oil refinery. Stories about how pollu-

tion is ruining the marble of the Taj are 
plenty in themselves. The city of Agra 
is enveloped with smell, thick and pol-
luted air and you have to strain to see 
local people anywhere. Those who live 
there are clearly surviving by adjusting 
to the tourist economy. 

It does not appear that any of the 
money that the Taj brings (the fees for 
foreigners are hefty) or that the hotel 
industry generates goes to reducing the 

AIrports: IndIA’s dullest plAces
Indian airports are visually and spatially some of the most unattractive places in the country. 

With long lines, hordes of passengers and increasing delays, Indian airports are places you 

cannot wait to get out of. Suddenly the crammed space on the plane looks attractive. Unlike 

some train stations in the country, which exhibit grandeur, Indian airports are products of an 

age where efficiency and profit matter more than character or history. 

The airport interiors are not distinctive, except now there is growing hunger to claim 

every inch of space for advertising. Smaller stalls, billboards, McDonald’s and Subways 

compete for our attention. Indian airports are not great places for dining, which is ironic for 

a country that offers great food on every street corner. Among the more intriguing features 

of Indian airports are idols of worship and panels of outlets for charging cell phones. Here 

you see an embodiment of what India is about; an instantly devotional place where gods 

are everywhere as well as a place committed to technology.  We have not yet discovered the 

shopping potential of airports, which Europe and the U.S. have grasped so well. 

Airports are depressing places anyway, especially if you are stranded. The lack of 

distractions to kill your boredom makes Indian airports only that much duller.



n		travel Each image in our album is a robbery.

environmental damage. We are talking 
not simply of pollution, but also cultur-
al damage. It is as if you are entering a 
prison and seeing only the prisoner. The 
surroundings have lost their historic 
and local cultural character. Is this how 
tourism promotes itself? Arrogance and 
indifference allow for such negligence 
for the distant visual pleasure that the 
Taj provides. If you take in all the expe-
rience, the Taj becomes only a building, 
a monument without life. 

And this is not just the case with the 
Taj Mahal. The local economies of many 
places around the world have been dis-
placed by the economies of travel and 
tourism. But don’t expect inquiring 
minds to probe these issues in the trav-
el sections of Western newspapers and 
travel magazines. The New York Times 
does ask the question: Why we travel? 
But it proceeds to answer it purely from 
the perspective of travel as consump-
tion. You are likely to get tips on how 
India is “made easy” or “how to survive 
in Delhi for 36 hours,” along with sug-
gestions for places where you can get 
poolside cocktails.

There are reasons (and evidence) to 
believe that travel actually causes more 
harm than good upon the places it pro-
motes and the people it needs. Travel 

western GAze: (tIps from A western trAVeler)

Your bags are loaded, the 15-hour plane ride is touching 

down and you are brimming with anticipation of what you 

will discover. But wait!  Are you prepared to confront a 

different world as soon as you emerge from the airport?  

Would you turn away from a desperately poor child or a 

woman cradling a baby in her arms? It is a rapid lesson in world poverty, in the situations 

that tourist books gently warn you about, but rarely prepare you for. 

India can be disorienting for the first time traveler.

As a foreigner, or a “gora,” you will be stared at. Not a quick, furtive look, but a studied 

stare that engulfs you. Men are subjected to it, but women even more so. It is not an 

experience you are likely to encounter in the West. But the motive is not physical attraction, 

but a visual rarity. The best way to fend off such advances of the gaze is to interrupt it, 

either by guarding what they are looking at or distracting them. It is instructive to be the 

other in another world. 

If the onlookers are armed with cameras and these days, with the proliferation of cell 

phones, almost everyone is, you will be photographed. It is one of the most intriguing and 

beguiling experiences for a Westerner in India. 

If you are a woman, objectified enough at home, as a Caucasian you will be more inviting 

on Indian streets. There is widespread perception that women from the West are easy prey. 

Groping and fondling them is quite common, especially when they are most vulnerable. 

The problem intensifies in closed environments, such as clubs, where women, particularly 

Western ones, are easy targets for harassment. It is best to be on guard at all times. 

Then there are street merchants, the constant peddlers. They are very persistent. Even 

a furtive glance will suffice, but a longer glance is an invitation to a hard sell. How deep is 

capitalism intertwined with such gazes! Some are constrained by the tables they sell their 

wares on. Those without tables must be the nimblest capitalists anywhere.  Their goods 

travel with them and they are persistent salespeople. Heavy-footed mall shoppers beware. 

Either you run, or learn to negotiate in person for their wares. Persistent beggars hover close 

to your skin. There is no limit to how much you give and no easy way to resist.

A visit to India is not a trip you will ever forget, but nothing in the world will quite prepare 

you for it.

— By Dashiell Davis

Their solitude meets 
our aggression

Dashiell Davis



n		travel India defines diversity. language changes with each leg of travel and food with  
each passing day. Sights and sounds are distinct and there is poetry in that richness.

may help some people living around 
the places we visit. But it is marginal 
at best and it is still patronage. Con-
sider if the money that the Taj brings 
or what is brought in Rajasthan goes to 
those who live there. Or imagine Can-
cun’s surroundings with all that money 
brought in for the people alone. Think 

of the economy of Goa! Would they re-
ally have all the problems of shortage in 
funding in public works or education if 
they were supported by all the money 
brought in from tourism? We patron-
ize people, not help them. This is why 
the most popular tourist spots are sur-
rounded by poverty and a shoddy envi-

ronment if not squalor. 
The much ballyhooed NRI class in In-

dia, it is said, has spawned a new econ-
omy in India, entirely meant to please 
us, from the shopping malls to regular 
hangouts. We know well that there is a 
new India now for us NRIs, mindful of 
our privileges and resources. How else 

India, traditional and new. Camera can capture what the tourist 
does not expect, a minor moment 

made memorable!



n		travel The experience told me what travel is about and what it isn’t.

do we explain the emerging shopping 
malls, copycat Western hangouts and 
places of comfort all designed to cater 
to this moneyed class. 

It is possible to go to India (or any-
where, for that matter) and live in lux-
ury, sleep in five star hotels, smell the 
sterile air of air-conditioned rooms, cars 
and cabs, visit the places you wanted, 
meet the people you could and return 
intact from that experience. How dif-
ferent is it from the times of the British, 
who had servants waiting on them in 
their plush mansions, with their lux-
uries of cricket and hill stations and 
promenades in designated places. They 
turned their arrogance into patroniz-
ing, which is exactly what modern travel 
allows you to do. 

When you are a traveler, take a good 

look at yourself from the eyes of those 
who live there. It would be akin to Dutch 
filmmaker Bert Haanstra’s film, Zoo. In 
it, we see the whole experience of visit-
ing a zoo from the point of view of the 
caged animals. Think of how the world 
appears to them. 

From the perspective of the locals, 
we are the picturesque, we are a sight 
to behold. We appear clownish, with 
our Bisleri bottles, our hot new sneak-
ers, our hats or sun tan lotions. We have 
the look of being lost; everything exotic 
is a purchasable commodity. We could 
be sold anything. People who live in 
tourist areas, those who make a living 
from us, have skills far beyond what we 
can imagine. 

Our own pleasures for travel become 
so important. We arm ourselves with 

cameras and keep clicking any and ev-
ery strange sight in our reach. The cam-
era is as intrusive as a gun and given its 
omnipresence, even more dangerous. 
All you have to do is invite strangers into 
your home and let them take pictures 
of your abode and your family. Imagine 
this feeling upon those we visit. And 
yet, we take it for granted that when we 
travel, we ought to carry a camera. Each 
person and object that offers a sight out 
of the ordinary is worth capturing. We 
celebrate visiting a place by the number 
of pictures we take. Each image in our 
album is a robbery. Perhaps the locals 
should start taking pictures of the tour-
ists so it puts them at unease and makes 
them aware of a camera’s aggression. 

With the right disposition, travel can 
be a humbling experience. You are sud-



n		travel Nothing quite humbles you as much as India. to the uninitiated, it is a culture shock.

denly aware of different worlds and 
hopefully it reduces your arrogance 
and the position of luxury you occupy. 
The great American writer Mark Twain 
once warned: “Travel is fatal to preju-
dice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness, 
and many of our people need it sorely 
on these accounts. Broad, wholesome, 
charitable views of men and things can-
not be acquired by vegetating in one 
little corner of the earth all one’s life-
time.” Travel can make us humble in 
our knowledge and about our place in 
the world. 

And India certainly demands humility. 

Humility in travel
You k now t he ta les of people who 
packed their bags and assumed a visit 
to India is a little variation from that to 
rural Texas or the outskirts of Cancun 
and gotten the shock of their lives. India 
can be unforgiving to the uninitiated. 
It is a country with extreme contrasts 
and nothing ordinary here works quite 
the same way there. Those who think 
the U.S. is diverse country between Los 
Angeles and New York, with the lovely 
Mississippi delta shaping the middle 
character, are gravely mistaken to as-
sume this is diversity. India defines di-
versity. Language changes with each leg 
of travel and food with each passing day. 
Sights and sounds are distinct and there 
is poetry in that richness. For what we 
consider order, there is a deeper bore-
dom. Surprise is held in each encounter 
and if you are ready to see the country, 
the culture and the people on their own 
terms, not as showcases for tourism, 
you will experience life that is varied 
and complex and forever charming. But 
all this requires humility, a judgment 
that does not use the yardsticks of one’s 
own confinement to read the other. 

Nothing quite humbles you as much 
as India. To the uninitiated, it is a culture 
shock. Its variety is bewildering and its 
complexity intimidating. For those with 
empathy and pity, there is nothing that 
India offers other than a deepening of 
stereotypes and prejudices. When you 
travel to India, even as a returning In-

dian, there will be many things that ap-
pear “strange” or alien. The odd rituals 
in temples, the wayward strangers walk-
ing around without aim, the rickshaw-
wallahs who haggle over little amounts 
of money, the slow speed of bureaucratic 
paper between two points, the long lines 
for railway and bus tickets, the slow traf-
fic, everything requires that you come to 
terms with what you are seeing. A wise 
traveler defers judgment. He indulges 
in his experience and lets the world un-
fold before him. India offers unlimited 
joy and there are “strange” surprises at 
every corner. 

A recent trip provided a strong lesson 
in humility to me. 

I missed a flight in India and had to 
make my way quickly to Khajuraho 
to meet up with others in my group. 
I caught a plane to Gwalior and then 

drove in the night for almost seven 
hours. It became one of the most mem-
orable journeys, full of lessons and mo-
ments of reflection. First, it would not 
have been possible without the benefit 
of my foreign currency to rent a car and 
drive that quickly so late in the night. 
The driver was, as always, a man of the 
world, familiar with all the tricks and 
tales about people who travel to India. 
He crisscrosses the North each week, 
taking travelers from one place to an-
other. Wise and cautious, suspicious of 
strangers, but fully willing to open his 
heart to them, he engaged me in con-
versation throughout the trip. 

As is commonplace in India, he need-
ed tea (with extra adrak, or ginger) ev-
ery two hours and enjoyed stopping, 
just because he felt like it. There was a 
longer break for almost 40 minutes for 



n		travel It is about them worrying about their next day while you wonder about yours.

tarka dal and rice at a roadside dha-
ba. Clearly he was tired as he had been 
on the road for over 14 hours already, 
but determined to make the most of his 
new customer-acquaintance-listener. 
He warned me a few times to watch for 
bhoot (ghosts) on the road as he saw a 
few himself. It was an intense journey. 

I got into the car as an NRI, mindful 
that it was an odd hour, and the journey 
was long. It was also a road little trav-
eled at that hour. With each passing 
minute, it became clear that the reasons 
for travel are really about humility and 
trust of strangers, not about leisure and 
not about money or souvenirs. 

After some four hours on the road, he 
spotted on the side of the road a small 
hut that seemed like a home. It did not 
appear to be a dhaba. But he must have 
known the residents and told me lat-
er that the person there stays awake 
most of the night to offer tea to his driv-
er friends. A younger son, about 9-10 
years old, would run to the trucks or 
cars with tea and a pot of water. The 
driver declared it was time for his tea, 
but I declined any more caffeine at that 
hour. He took the car aside, reclined his 
seat and went to sleep. His snooze lasted 
for 20 minutes, while the car sat in a re-
mote farm. When he woke up, he turned 
on his lights and right on cue the little 
kid came by with tea and water. All of us 
chatted a while about ordinary things. 

Among the many stories I heard while 
driving, some of which may have been 
embellished, were about travelers to In-
dia. The driver believed that all travel-
ers who come to India are running from 
something. It could be something per-
sonal or just some artificial idea that In-
dia offers solace to lost souls. It was not 
the first time I heard that belief. 

What the driver meant was that trav-
elers wear too many masks. They pre-
tend to be what they are not. Some of 
them pretend they are not NRIs, while 
some others do. Some pretend to know 
a lot while few do. Some want to be at 
home there, but few try. He was partic-
ularly skeptical of those who think they 
know a lot about India from the Inter-

net, especially those who make online 
reservations in the belief they are get-
ting the best deals. Some come laden 
with prejudices and return with deep-
ened impressions. Very few, he said, 
come to India to be Indians. 

Just as I was trying to figure out what 
he was saying, we rolled in front of the 
touristy hotel in Khajuraho where I was 
staying. The contrast between the two 
worlds grew starker than ever. I was en-
tering a world with fewer surprises, with 
people just like me staying there. The 
pretenses there were glamorous and 
comforting. I asked him if he wanted to 
stay, get some rest and then drive back. 
He declined with a simple answer: he 
would sleep better in his car. 

The experience told me what travel is 
about and what it isn’t. 

How hard it is to travel! I am not talk-
ing simply about the difficulties at the 
airports, delays and lost luggage. But 
it is hard to defer judgment, to dimin-
ish your arrogance and even more dif-
ficult to be humble. The people we met 
in the dark of the night had more to of-
fer in our experiences than the tourists 
in hotels. 

The next day, I was at the Khajuraho 

temples, another great monument on 
the list of many travel destinations in In-
dia. The temples were gorgeous and pro-
found. Their surroundings were dry, but 
the grass in the compounds was green. 
The area had not seen rain in months, 
but each segment of the lawn in the tour-
ist areas was generously watered. 

It was easy to identify the NRIs and 
foreigners from the locals. The mo-
ments for the former were filled com-
pletely with the selfish consumption of 
pleasures. 

This is not about coming home en-
lightened, I thought. It is not about trav-
eling because I can. It is not about pa-
tronizing them with your gestures or 
foreign currency. Travel is not meant to 
cleanse you and give you a break from 
your crises. It is certainly not about see-
ing the world for the extra thrills you 
can afford. 

It is about seeing the world from other 
perspectives. It is about how ridiculous 
you look as a traveler to your own land. It 
is about them worrying about their next 
day while you wonder about yours. It is 
about this upside down world that makes 
them wonder why you come searching 
for a place they cannot leave. 



Life: travel We travel because we are condemned to return home.

I
t is now among the order of things 
— everyone wants to travel. Travel 
is the defining feature of today’s 
world. As we switch into global gears, 

travel is what makes the modern world 
possible, gives it shape and marks its 
contours. It drives the economy, brings 
people together, gives the idea of a 
“global village” new meaning and brings 
joy to people. There are movements 
to encourage travel; it is a seasonal 
malady in the Western economy; there 
are study abroad programs; even travel 
journalism and literature that claim 
their own ground. 

Travel preoccupies a growing popu-
lation on the globe. We are in the mo-
ment of travel. It is a fashion, a neces-
sity, a ritual. Yet its meaning remains 
strangely elusive. 

We have lost the sense of home or 
we search for it frantically, because we 
are compulsive travelers. Diasporas, 
immigrant communities, expatriate 
mini-countries and newer cultures are 
emerging simply because we have the 
travel bug deep within us. There is no 
world without travel and there is no 
travel without the world we inhabit. 

The non residents travel back, the 
Western travelers travel, the occasional 
and the professional tourists visit. Yet 
few of us ref lect on why and how we 
travel, even when we are stranded in 
this world, either in our lives as immi-
grants or at airports. 

Travel is as old as we are. Travel made 
this world. It still makes us. Travel made 
nations possible and it was travel that 
made boundaries and borders both a 
boon and a blessing. How could we not 
think about travel? 

Travel, by its very definition, is an ar-
rogant gesture. It is the impulse to travel 
that made colonialism possible. It was 
not the means to travel as naïve experts 
have you believe. There was certainly, in 
the history of the world, a moment when 
the West became Western. Among other 
things, it was this appetite to travel with 
arrogance.  The West traveled for spices, 
sugar, and cocoa, but rarely for discov-
ery. That was accidental; the purpose 
became domination.  Let us not forget 
the monumental difference between 
Chinese travelers like Huen Tsang and 
Fa-Hein and the British colonials. The 
former came to India with curiosity and 
respect.  The latter dominated the land 
for over 150 years. 

There is nothing natural about travel. 
We learn to travel. We travel because 
we have the leisure, the discretionary 
income and an outlook that sees other 
lands as places to be devoured.  We trav-
el abroad to collect souvenirs, to take 
photographs and return to our cozy sur-
roundings.  There are countries, cities 
and provinces that live mainly on travel. 
It is an industry now. Can you imagine 
how gorgeous and “historic” Agra would 
be, if it weren’t for the sole purpose of 
entertaining visitors to the Taj Mahal?

To understand the contemporary ar-
rogance in the industry called tourism, 
look no further than magazines like 
Travel and Leisure or Conde Nast Trav-
eler for uppity gestures of travel that are 
now normalized in our culture. 

Then there is this justification that our 
money helps the natives, that the money 

travelers spend makes things better for 
them, even if in small measures. This is 
patronizing toward those we visit. It is a 
rationalization of the privileged and the 
powerful and an excuse for not altering 
any structural disparities so their econo-
mies and lives could be less dependent 
and more integral to their traditions and 
values. The world may seem f lat from 
this side. From the other side, the travel-
ers’ money strips away dignity, tradition 
and lives that would be a lot more peace-
ful and progressive. 

Travel could make us mature and 
more patient toward the world and 
each other.  British-born Indian trav-
eler Pico Iyer says we travel to lose our-
selves abroad so as to find home again.  
Each moment abroad brings us home in 
an enlightened way as the very idea of 
home is changing. 

Travel requires, above all, great and 
sincere humility. It is not empathy or 
pity that is often embedded in gestures 
toward the natives, but a sincere humili-
ty, realizing that there is a world beyond 
our own, that it lives by standards and 
rules unknown to us, and that perspec-
tives are all constructed depending on 
where we stand. What we are witness-
ing is not something “weird,” but rather 
something different, like a book whose 
language is to be understood. Travel is 
about encounters between perspectives. 
Travel is demanding. It requires that we 
break our inner shells. 

The central purpose of travel is not to 
seek luxury at the expense of others, not 
to enjoy the fruits of our privilege, but to 
discover humility and trust and to con-
nect with others. 

We travel because we are condemned 
to return home.  In the meantime, shed 
all the pretenses, give up the masks and 
see the world on its terms. 

Giving up 
the Mask



Life: travel Notwithstanding the volume of mementos I brought home, they are no match  
for what I carry of India in my heart, my mind, and my life.

shen Seneca said, “Travel and 
change of place impart new vigor 
to the mind,” he wasn’t speaking 
of India. But he may as well have 

been. 
From a Westerner’s perspective, ev-

erything India offers is remarkable. In-
dia invites its guests, to a personal in-
troduction to the culture, hospitality, 
sounds, delicious food and norms of 
daily life of over 1 billion people. But 
the emotional punch India carries is 
beyond words. At every street corner, a 
white-skinned visitor can quickly move 
through a vortex of feelings. Experienc-
es such as these prove to be more valu-
able than any piece of trinkets, memo-
rabilia or pictures one carries home. 

In advance of my first trip to India, I 
looked up web sites and consulted with 
Indian immigrants in the United States. 
But India turned out to be well beyond 
anything one could prepare for. Many 
cautioned me that the experience would 
forever change me, of which I was very 
skeptical. Hey, it is only a trip, right? How 
much could I change in the nine days 
I spent in the country with eight other 
students.

It began soon after landing in Delhi. 
From the first minute after exiting the 
airplane to the last glimpse of the Mum-
bai soil as the plane lifted off the tar-
mac, India captured our senses in a way 
that the sights and sounds of the Unit-
ed States cannot quite match. We were 
filled with a new sense of curiosity with 
every passing moment. Each meal, each 
cab ride, each adventurous trip on a 
rickshaw, and every glance on the street 
was rich and varied. The culture and life 
was far too exciting and complex to be 
contained in words or pictures. Every 
moment was filled with surprises. Af-
ter a while, everything strange became 
commonplace and that was the magic 
of being in India. 

The traffic patterns, if there were any, 
defied our perceptions of the rigidity of 
rules. The entire travel seemed excit-

ing and dangerous, but incredibly won-
drous all the same. The variety and the 
diversity in every pulse challenged the 
monotony of life we have come to know 
in America. 

In addition to the constant excite-
ment that held a world of meaning in 
every moment, perhaps the most mem-
orable was the kindness of the people 
we encountered. Coming from a cul-
ture with an emphasis upon the indi-
vidual, it was refreshing to be met by 
friendly faces always willing to return 
a smile or a small nod of greeting. Al-
though my Hindi skills didn’t improve 
in my short time there, I found myself 
holding small conversations with any-
one who inquired, “English, no?” as I 
walked down the street. Never tiring of 
talking to someone new, I often found 
myself indulging details of how and why 
we were traveling to anyone who would 
listen. While the stories may have been 
a bit lost in translation, the glisten in the 
eyes of people I was speaking with told 
me that somehow, they knew exactly 
what I was saying. Who needs transla-
tion and language skills when you can 
connect with glances and gestures.

The kindness and honest curiosity 
about our trip was most evident when 
interacting with people as we worked 
our cameras. We were absolutely ada-
mant about filming and photograph-
ing nearly everything and everyone 
we came into contact with. Families 
were excited to pose for a picture at the 
temples on a warm March evening and 
an elderly man quickly struck a pose in 
front of the Matangeshwara Temple, 
displaying a prestige and authority 
that could not be staged. Many who 
became the subjects of our camera’s 
gaze were curious to see their images 
on our digital displays. They would ei-
ther nod in approval or smile, begging 
for just one more photograph. Some-
times we became the photo subjects 
for the memory house of photographs 
for the natives. 
My trip to India, venturing from my 

suburban Philadelphia apartment was 
transformative. As with most trips, you 
return with postcards, trinkets, perhaps 
even sunburn, but this excursion was 
different from anything I have expe-
rienced in my 19 years. It provided an 
opportunity to completely remove my-
self from a society in which I had grown 
so comfortable. Our eyes were quickly 
ripped open to the reality that lavish 
lifestyles were no match for the true joy 
that comes from the relationships you 
create and the actions you take to bet-
ter yourself, other people and the world 
around you.

For an American used to hearing 
complaints of people who felt “impov-
erished” by their inability to afford the 
latest automobile, it was striking to see 
smiling faces in the midst of unimagi-
nable poverty. 

I made sure to pack an extra bag for 
the souvenirs — it was India after all! But 
I know that notwithstanding the volume 
of mementos I brought home, they are 
no match for what I carry of India in my 
heart, my mind, and my life. 

— By JoLynne Holloman

western GAze: Mementos of the Heart

JoLynne 
Holloman



Life: travel
For an American visiting India for the first time, the reaction to the cows is  

a good metaphor for how well they have tuned in to the charms of the country.

f there is one sight that 
sticks out for an Ameri-

can visiting India for the 
first time, it is the wild jux-

taposition of cows and traffic on city 
streets. For those of us accustomed to 
a culture in which bovines are consid-
ered livestock rather than sacred crea-
tures, the combination makes for a bi-
zarre spectacle. We are ill equipped to 
make sense of the scene. The four cows 
roaming around outside our hotel were 
enough to attract the attention of ev-
eryone in my traveling group. We point-
ed, stared and took pictures. Though it 
lasted only a short while, the encounter 
reflected what is likely to be a defining 
characteristic of my India trip: a con-
frontation with contrast.

The first thing an American notices 
upon stepping off the plane is the dis-
tinct nature of India’s roads. On any 
given highway, one sees a freestyle pat-
tern of traffic that gives the impression 
of mass chaos. Cars, trucks, motorcycles 
and rickshaws crowd the streets, com-
ing within inches of one another at ev-
ery turn. Despite the presence of street 
signs and painted lines, the roads have a 
defacto absence of designated lanes and 
are filled instead with a mass of weav-
ing traffic. Inside tiny rickshaws, six or 
seven people are squeezed in.  Add to 
the mix the astounding presence of car 
horns, used more for announcing loca-
tion than expressing anger. All of this 
can be quite overwhelming for someone 
experiencing India for the first time.

In America, the dominant culture em-
phasizes consistency and organization. 
Cars drive in lanes regardless of traffic. 
This orderly structure is something we 
accept as a given, so we tend to conclude 
that any divergent system is mayhem. 
The sight of clustering traffic and the 
sounds of relentless horns seems cata-
strophic. Not surprisingly, many Amer-
icans are appalled by the chaos they 
while riding a taxicab in India. For the 
drivers who must navigate the streets 

everyday, however, the frantically weav-
ing traffic and people hanging out of 
trucks is normal. Could it be that our 
sense of order is designed to control us, 
while in India, everyone takes account 
of the other and traffic flows easily, even 
amidst chaos.

Traveling in India means coming 
to grips with the chaos not just on the 
roads, but in the vast discrepancies in 
wealth and poverty. Nowhere is this 
more noticeable than in the contrast 
between the slums of Dharavi and the 
surrounding city of Mumbai. Walking 
through Dharavi can be disturbing to 
an outsider. Many of the tiny shacks in 
which people live are little more than 
collections of scrap metal pieced to-
gether, and the unbearably narrow al-
leyways outside are lined with litter 
and goat droppings.  Even more striking 
than these conditions is the knowledge 
that, within blocks of the slums, there 
is a skyline filled with elegant skyscrap-
ers and billboards advertising designer 
clothes. For an American, it is hard not 
to wonder whether there is any excuse 
for allowing the conditions of Dharavi 
to exist amidst the excess of Mumbai. 

The divisions of wealth and poverty in 
our economic system are evident even 
in the United States, but for the most 
part Americans are spared the sights of 
poverty, as the poor are segregated into 

separate and distant neighborhoods. 
To see the effects of a global capitalist 
market on the villages of Dharavi is to 
witness a contrast of rich and poor on 
an entirely different scale. Yet those 
who live in the slums, unarguably 
the greatest victims, seem to take the 
contradiction in stride. They go about 
their work, tend to their children and 
carry on much the way of people in 
any community. What’s more, the vast 
majority of them don’t even appear 
to be unhappy. Perhaps the contrasts 
around them are too overwhelming 
to do anything about or perhaps they 
simply accept lives.  Is it that only 

Americans are sensitive to contrasts 
and contradictions, or is it just the “for-
eigner” in us? Here, the sight of slums 
next door to expensive condominiums 
merely reflects a fact of life. 

A visit to Khajuraho challenges our 
concepts of divinity. While viewing the 
beautiful ancient temples on this site, 
visitors will undoubtedly come across 
naked and erotic images for which it is 
best known in the United States. Some-
one unprepared for these images is dis-
oriented by sculptures of both gods and 
erotic scenes. Many may even find inap-
propriate as Americans are educated in 
a Western religious tradition that skirts 
sexuality, going to great lengths to hide 
the details of intercourse and the physi-
cal organs involved in the act. 

I found the contrasts I observed in 
India confusing, chaotic and contradic-
tory. Over time, however, I began to rec-
ognize that these perceived contrasts 
existed only in my mind and those of my 
fellow travelers. While we marveled at 
the cows on the road, those who drove 
or dodged around them didn’t seem 
to even notice their presence. For an 
American visiting India for the first 
time, the reaction to the cows on the 
road might be a good metaphor for how 
well they have tuned in to the charms of 
the country. 

— By James Musselman

western GAze: Country of Contrast

James Musselman

I



Life: travel The implication — anyone who uses a camera cannot be that smart. 

T
ravelers are obsessed with 
taking photographs. We pack 
cameras first when we prepare 
to travel. One assumption 

beh i nd t h i s i s  t hat t here a re 
interesting things to see when we 
travel and we ought to capture 
them to treasure them. Another 
way to think is that whatever we 
see must be interesting, because we 
come upon it during our travels. That 
includes people too. That is a dilemma 
of photographing when you travel. 

When you return, your friends and 
family want to see your pictures. 
Now those on Facebook and You 
Tube demand the same, or at least 
so you so. You may realize that what 
you are looking at is not all that in-
teresting, but since there is a photo-
graph of it, you do your best to think 
along. It is possible the best moments 
just went by as the camera was deep 
inside your luggage or what was hap-
pening was more exciting than the 
usual act of taking pictures.

It seems as common to have your 
pictures taken while you are trav-
eling, as taking pictures of those 
you visit. Both activities are deeply 
bothersome but understandable. 
Why would you want to have your 
own picture in a place that looks 
far more wonderful than you do? You 
don’t look all that different when you 
are standing in front of one of the won-
ders of the world, do you? When 
you return, your friends are 
sick of seeing you every-
where in pictures and 
relatively little of 
what you went to 
see. May be they 

may not quite say it, but is it possible 
they feel sorry that you missed the real 
stuff while you were there and instead 
took your own pictures. 

Ta k ing pictures of t he nat ives or 
t he loca ls is pa rt of t ravel. In fact, 
the assumption behind travel is that 
the world is posing for you when you 
visit. You are obsessed with clicking. 
Remember some cameras are called 
“poi nt-a nd-shoot” for t h is rea son 
alone. You need not give a chance to 

those you are photographing to pose 
or to say no. A photograph can trans-
form an ordinary individual, local or 
visiting, from an innocent bystander 
to a permanent monument in your 
collection. There are times you see 
resent ment in t heir eyes a nd at 
times, you see them intimidated, 
cornered, or both. Some sporty fig-
ures will go along because they are 
too nice; they don’t quite want to 

make fun of you to your face. 
All things considered, travel is de-

fined by cameras. 
Cameras make a mocker y out 

of the purpose of seeing the world. 
They stop us from thinking why we 
are there. One of the earliest Sears 
catalogs in the early 1900s carried an 

advertisement for a point and shoot 
cameras. In one swoop it insulted all 

women’s intelligence and de-
fined anyone who ever 

uses a camera. “We 
have a camera so 

simple,” it said, 
“that a house-
wife can use it.” 

The implication 
—  anyone who uses a camera cannot 
be that smart. 

Smart Cameras  
and Smarts 


