 INDIA/BHUTAN TRIP OCTOBER 2003

"No brakes? Just use the horn sir!"

Pearls of wisdom from Arshad, the Indian mechanic who was preparing our 

1996 350cc model Royal Enfields for our nightmarish plunge into the 

chaotic city traffic of Siliguri, India.

Our group of thirteen, eight women and five blokes, were on the first 

leg of an eighteen-day motorcycle/bus trip to India and Bhutan organized 

and led by John Cayless of Asian Experience Worldwide Motorbike Tours. 

We had left Melbourne and travelled via Bangkok to arrive in Calcutta or 

as it is now known, Kolcata, at around 1am on Sunday 28 September 2003.  

Driving through the near deserted streets on our way to the Fairlawn 

Hotel in the heart of the city, we noticed many homeless people sleeping 

on the footpaths. Apparently Kolcata is unique in that the city and its 

citizens do bed down for the night.

The three-story Fairlawn Hotel, in Sudder Street, owned and run by a 

wonderful lady called Violet and assisted by family members, is a 

fascinating example of the British architectural influence of past 

years. Violet has furnished the place with old English pieces and 

pictures plus cabinets full of knick-knacks, cane chairs and tables etc. 

A dinner gong sits on the sideboard in the dining room.  Huge fans 

circulate quietly in all the dining and lounge areas and bedrooms. 

Outside are tropical type plants and palms. A favourite spot for guests 

to sip on a cold beer. 

After a good sleep and a hearty breakfast of porridge, eggs (any way you 

want 'em), toast and marmalade tea and coffee, we climbed into our 

vehicles for a tour of the city. First up was The Governor's residence 

then a look over St John's Anglican Church, the largest church building 

in the city but now with a very small and dwindling congregation. Next 

stop was a look at the mighty Ganges River where a couple of us went and 

scooped up a handful of water in company with dozens of Indian people 

who were washing and bathing there. Then on to a very large flower 

market where hundreds of stalls sold their produce. After a hectic day 

we rounded off the evening with a tasty meal at a small restaurant near 

the Fairlawn Hotel. Meals are very cheap; I paid 95 rupees (A$3.80) for 

a Lime and soda drink, an excellent lamb masala with rice and a coffee.

Next day, Monday, was a free day so I went shopping around the markets, 

which are on the streets and bought a few cheap clothes and other small 

gifts. Later that afternoon, we packed our bags and headed off to the 

Railway Station to catch an overnight sleeper train for Siliguri, some

600 kilometres East of Calcutta. The train trip was a real "Indian

experience". We managed to successfully run the gauntlet of the porters 

who present themselves enthusiastically to foreign train tourists for 

business and boarded the train. Quickly finding our reserved seats, we 

enjoyed the company of our fellow travellers for a couple of hours until 

two porters arrived around 10pm with a set of sheets, blankets and 

pillows for each person! It wasn't long before most of our group was 

sleeping soundly on the bunks as the train rocked along through the 

night.

We were up and about early and spent the last couple of hours standing 

in the open doorway of the carriage (there were doors but they weren't

all that effective!) and watching the world go by. Small villages, ox 

carts, dogs, goats, cattle and people standing waist high in the paddy 

fields all flashed by. Arriving at 8.30am we organized taxis and headed 

off to the Tiara Hotel for breakfast. After a while we climbed into into 

the support vehicles with our luggage and headed off into the heavy 

traffic to the small compound where our bikes were waiting for us.

Driving into the yard mid-morning we saw a gleaming row of Royal 

Enfields and our mechanic, Arshad who had brought them by truck on a 

nine-day trip from Delhi where they are kept. The bikes are owned by 

John Cayless and are used on all his Indian motorcycle adventures.

We made our selections and then fiddled around for a while getting used 

to the controls and for me, trying to remember the last time I rode a 

motorcycle with the gear lever on the right-hand side and the footbrake 

on the left! In fact it was about 1964, a 1955 model Triumph Speed Twin. 

So after working out the gearshift pattern, One up and three down, I 

moved on to the starting drill - bike on centre stand, stand to the 

right of the machine, petrol tap on, left thumb on the de-compression 

lever, half kick on the kick starter, check that the amp metre was 

central, then with plenty of body weight, gave the kick start lever a 

healthy boot.

Nothing.

Another big kick.

Still more nothing.

Ahh! A quick look around, a surreptitious move like switching on the 

ignition key, repeat procedures and then BROOM! It started. Quickly 

settling down to a POP, POP, POP, POPATA, POP POP, the 350cc single 

cylinder anachronism chugged and shook on its centre stand as I donned 

Dri-Rider jacket, helmet, gloves and boots in preparation for the 

motorcycle adventure of a lifetime. Riding a bike in India.

At last we were all ready to go. Three girls, Anne, Karen, Hollie, 

together with four "boys", Dave, Leo, Marcius and yours truly. We 

carefully rode out of the compound and across the nature strip to the 

edge of the main road. It was here that we all found out that the front 

brakes on Royal Enfields are pretty well irrelevant when the lead rider 

massaged the front brake lever and nudged the back of the support 

vehicle! The rest of us then grabbed a big handful of virtually nothing 

and ducked and weaved to miss the bike in front of us! It was about then 

that Ashard, "the best mechanic in India" advised us to just use the 

back brake and plenty of horn to get through the traffic. "The gear box

is also very good as a brake", says Ashard!

In the melting pot of Indian traffic, on strange bikes, in forty-degree

heat with winter style jackets, it didn't take long for the problems to 

begin. Soon the oil in the bikes became too hot, the clutches cooked and 

wouldn't engage, the engines stalled and we started to dehydrate. Plus 

we lost sight of the front support vehicle and a couple of us headed in 

other directions. Luckily Julie, one of the non-riders, chased us down 

the road and steered us back on track. One of the amazing things that 

happened during this stressful period was that all the other cars, 

trucks, scooters, bikes, pedestrians, rickshaws etc on the road would 

stop behind us when we stalled and were trying to start the bikes, then 

patiently waited for us to push the bike off to the side of the road. In 

all our travels, we didn't see one example of "road rage" silly

behaviour or impatience by drivers. Indian motorists would have to be 

the most skilled drivers on this planet without a doubt. 

With some clutch adjustment, a new plug, quick wipe of the points and 

encouraging words we finally made it out of Siliguri and on to a good 

country road leading towards the foothills of the Himalayas and 

Darjeeling, our destination today. As we moved into the mountains, it 

started to rain so a quick stop to don wet gear and continue our ride on 

the rough mountain road. Along the way we criss-crossed a narrow gauge 

(2 foot) railway line which carries the famous "Toy Train" on the

130-kilometre trip from Siliguri to Darjeeling. It was on one of these 

crossings that one of the girls got caught out by the wet rails and 

dumped her bike. Luckily there was no damage to bike or rider. Siliguri, 

the starting point of the Darjeeling-Himalayan Railway, is on the verge 

of the tract known as the Terai - a region of forest trees and tea 

plantations skirting the base of the Himalayas. Beyond this narrow belt 

of level country, the Himalayas rise abruptly in range upon range of 

wooded mountains, culminating in the highest snowy peaks in the world 

and the tableland of Tibet. Certainly a majestic sight as we made our 

way up and into the hills and arriving safely at Darjeeling 

mid-afternoon where we settled into the Bellevue Hotel. Darjeeling is a 

large town situated on a plateau in the shade of Mount Kinchenjunga, the 

world's third highest mountain at over 9,288 metres. (28,146 feet) 

Darjeeling was established in the mid 1800's as an R&R centre for 

British soldiers to get away from the heat of the plains below. The 

permanent residents are generally of Tibetan extraction and are known as 

Bhutias. We found them very friendly and many were keen to know more 

about Australia.

Next day was Wednesday and a free day so we visited the Himalayan 

Mountaineering Museum and saw some great exhibits such as all the gear 

that Sherpa Tenzing actually wore on his successful ascent of Mount

Everest with Sir Edmund Hilary. After the museum we had a stroll through 

the Darjeeling Zoo and saw some really interesting animals. A very well 

kept and presented facility. We had a ride on a cable car that took us 

over tea plantations and we took some good photos of the pickers at work 

beneath us. Darjeeling is renowned for its tea so off to The Happy 

Valley Tea Company we went and there we learnt a lot about tea grades 

and processing.

Friday we packed our gear that was put in the support vehicles, then on 

to the bikes and off again on the 230 kilometre journey to Jaldapara. 

The roads were a little damp and one of the blokes got caught out on the 

narrow gauge railway track and dropped it. Not much damage to the 

practically indestructible Enfields, just a bent footrest, cracked crash 

bar and broken rear indicator. After helping Dave pick up the bike,

Arshad went to the bus and re-appeared with a spare front fork leg. He 

removed the spring, wedged the end of the tube over the footrest bar and 

straightened the thing up! Then the same to the crash bar, taped up the 

blinker lens and Dave was on his way! Talk about bush mechanics!  This 

was a big day and the end of it done in the dark. Distances weren't so

great, just that the roads were rough and windy and we were only able to 

average around 40 - 50 kilometres per hour, sometimes travelling at only 

30/40 kph. Also along here we had a couple of stops to fix the bikes, 

plugs, points. After negotiating the last couple of hours in the dark 

with a small yellow blob (the headlight) to navigate by and avoiding 

long horned cattle, dogs, people and trucks on a winding mountain road 

with a cliff face on one side and a sheer drop on the other, we finally 

made it. We were very relieved that no one hit anything. So were the 

non-riders in the bus and Tour organizer John, most of all!

Saturday was the first week of our trip and some of the crew went for an 

elephant ride while the rest of us strolled through the nearby village. 

We talked to some of the local businesspeople, stallholders and the 

like. The children we talked to liked the small koalas we gave them. We 

bought some fresh fruit that we really enjoyed because most of the meals 

we were eating consisted of eggs, rice, fish and chicken. In the 

afternoon we visited the Jaldapara Wildlife Park but only saw water 

buffalo, deer, monkeys and elephants. The middle of the day is not good 

viewing for other shy wildlife. That night we attended a festival in the 

village and were welcomed by the village headman who said "We welcome

the foreign tourists to our Festival of Hindu culture". They provided us 

with front row chairs to watch the dancing competition. This was 

performed by young girls and boys then young men and women and finally 

by mature men. It was interesting to watch as the contestants danced in 

front of the Buddha, while holding containers of burning scented matter. 

The headman asked me if I would send him a copy of the video I was 

filming. I did that when I returned home.

Sunday saw us on the bikes again and riding to Phuentsholing, the border 

town between India and Bhutan. After attending to Immigration and Visa 

requirements, we travelled up into the mountains again on an extremely 

rough road. We saw locals employed to break up stones with sledgehammers 

then mix with cement and fill holes in the road. A never-ending and 

hopeless job. After two hours we reached the top at a big landslide, 

which we had to negotiate in thick fog. A lot of fun on slippery wet 

clay. A couple of the riders took a wrong turn up here and Terry, our 

Bhutanese appointed guide and Ashard, our mechanic, had to hire a taxi 

to go and find them and when found, rode pillion on their bikes to catch 

up with the rest of who had continued on.

By this time it was getting late and it looked like another ride in the 

dark to get to Paro, Bhutan's second biggest city. After an hour or so 

of night riding, we reached an Immigration Check Point. These posts are 

placed strategically throughout the very limited road system in Bhutan 

to keep track of the movement of people. The Bhutanese are very much 

aware of the strain that illegal immigrants can place on their country, 

both economically and socially. Our guide, Terry, had already organized 

a smooth passage through and also for the bikes to be left there as we 

had decided that a prolonged night ride in this mountainous country was 

undesirable. The riders then bordered the bus and we continued on to 

Paro where we checked into the Olathang Hotel.

Monday 6 October dawned and after a tasty breakfast we climbed aboard 

the 20 seater bus that accompanies us in Bhutan and travelled out into 

the countryside to check out the Drugyal Dzong, a fortress built in 1647 

to repel the Tibetans who were interested in taking over the country. 

Here we noticed young women separating grain by beating the harvested 

crops with large sticks. There was a large team of mountain ponies 

waiting nearby for trekkers who were heading off into the mountains. 

These ponies were quite small animals, obviously fit and very tough as 

some of the loads we saw being prepared were enormous. These included 

pairs of 20kg gas cylinders as well as large packs of trekking 

essentials. Amazing.

Leaving the Drugyal Dzong, we drove to the Taktshang Monastery or 

Tiger's Nest Temple that was built in 1646 but actually founded as an 

order in a nearby cave in the eighth century. From the parking area it 

took us over two hours of mountain trekking to reach the Tiger's Nest 

which had been constructed on the side of a rocky mountain.  Legend says 

that in the eighth century, Guru Padmasambhava arrived at Taktshang 

riding a flying tigress. The air was quite thin up there and our 

progress was adjusted accordingly. We found the best way was to just 

stroll along, stopping every few minutes to catch the stunning views and 

take a photo or a few frames of the video. Halfway up we had lunch then 

tackled the final assault to the temple. We were unable to enter the 

temple that has a permanent number of monks studying there. However the 

photo opportunity was brilliant and was taken advantage of. An excellent 

walk and on the way down I purchased some locally made objects.

Next item on the list for that day was a visit to the Kyichu temple 

built in 1646.  Little is known of Bhutan's early history. In the 800's,

Tibetan invaders conquered the Bhutia Tephoo- the country's original 

inhabitants- and settled Bhutan. By the early 1500's descendants of the 

Tibetan invaders controlled Bhutan from a number of large Dzongs located 

in the mid-Himalayan area. In the 1600's a Tibetan Lama took power as 

leader of both religious and state affairs and declared Bhutan a 

separate state. Hence the building of more Dzongs or temples around that 

period. After we had a look around the Kyichu temple, we were just 

leaving for the bus when, as good fortune would have it, the Royal 

entourage swept into the car park! We were ushered back to the side of 

the temple as the King's mother and sister got out of their 

top-of-the-line Landcruiser and walked towards us, on their way to visit 

the monks.  The King's mother stopped when she reached our party and 

asked where we were from. When I replied "Australia" she said "We don't

get many Australians here, so welcome" I said to her that we would 

spread the word when we returned to our country. She was a very friendly 

woman and we were quite excited to have spoken to her. It was the 

highlight single event of the tour.

Leaving there we drove back to Paro and up to the Paro Dzong which 

overlooks the city ( a small city of around 8,000 people). On the way 

down I noticed a group of young ladies walking in front of us and was 

impressed with their beauty. So, not being too shy in these 

circumstances, I approached them and asked if I could take their 

photographs! They shyly agreed and then one of them, Dechen, asked if I

could send a copy to her when the film was processed.  So we exchanged 

names and addresses and I will send a copy to her in time. Really nice 

people.

Back to our hotel for dinner and a few beers then to pack our bags for a 

trip to Thimpu, the capital of Bhutan, the next day.

Tuesday 7 October saw us up and off in the bus for the 60 kilometre trip 

to the checkpoint where we had left our bikes on Sunday night. Arshad, 

the mechanic checked over and started all the bikes and had them warming 

up while we put our gear on. Pop, pop, popata, pop pop they all went as 

we mounted up, selected gears, tried the non-existent front brakes for 

feel and slipped out onto the mountain road for our ride to Thimpu, 

about an hour to the south. A top ride following the river far below us. 

Little traffic and an easy pace sitting on around 50/60 ks per hour. 

Hardly full on touring speeds compared to Australia where I am used to 

riding for hours at highway speeds sometimes two up and with a trailer 

in tow. However, in these conditions, it was motorcycling as it used to 

be in my youth; a simple, single cylinder motorcycle, chugging along 

country roads and time to take in the scenery and the pleasantness of it 

all. Not exactly wind in the hair stuff but close to it. Since returning 

home I have thought a bit about the urgency of life here (and I live in 

a smallish country town, not the city) compared to the calmness and 

peace of Bhutan. Where are we going and what are we doing? Maybe these 

are the questions we all ask ourselves at some time in our life. I will 

continue to ponder these questions for a while I think.

Arriving in Thimphu we checked in to the Riverview Hotel and following 

lunch, took the bus to see a big tsechu festival inside Tashichhodzong. 

This was a huge affair with thousands of people there to witness the 

religious dances performed by monks and the Royal Dance Troupe. Deities 

are sometimes manifestations of enlightened beings and are invoked 

through sacred practices as the dancers take on the form of these 

protective deities. This was day four and the final day of the festival. 

We spent about three hours in there and took many photos and video 

footage of the performers and the people generally. We found that 

Bhutanese citizens including the children are only too happy to be 

photographed and they ask many questions about us and where we are from. 

English is the medium of instruction in schools and most educated people 

speak it fluently, so conversation was fairly easy in most cases.

After the festival we went to check out another Dzong, the Changangkha 

Temple, one of the oldest in the Thimpu valley founded in the 15th 

century. Then into town for some shopping where I purchased a "rachu"

for Helen; a colourful throw over garment used by Bhutanese women for 

carrying babies, loads of wood or anything else. Nowadays there are 

special ones used for ceremonial occasions.

Next morning we fuelled up at a local servo at just over $A1.00 per 

litre (all fuel included in the tour cost) and hit the road for 

Wangduephordang or simply Wangde as everyone called it. Only four bikes 

on this section, Leo, Karen, Hollie and myself. The other three opted to 

ride in the bus as we were returning to Thimpu the next day anyway. 

During the three-hour trip we rode through Dochula Pass at 3,100 metres 

and an hour from Thimpu then down the mountains for another two hours to 

the Wangde valley. Along this road, which was quite slippery in places, 

the two girls, first Karen then Hollie lost the front wheels and slipped 

off the road. Luckily no damage to the girls or the bikes. Think that

New Zealand girls are as tough as the old Enfields! Finally arrived at 

our hotel, the Dragon's Nest for a late lunch then we all climbed on 

board the bus for a tour of the valley and a look at a couple of 

magnificent temples.

Thursday 9 October we left Wangde for the return ride/drive to Thimpu. A 

wet ride too as rain started to fall as we left. However the weather was 

warm enough and the riders all enjoyed the ride. After an hour or so the 

rain cleared for a bit so I took the lead and opened the old belter up 

through a nice windy section of good road. Around a sweeping lefthander 

I went, 350cc's chattering along underneath at about 80 clicks when I 

felt the back wheel step out a bit, then a bit more as I realized 

quickly that I had a back tyre that was rapidly deflating. A few more 

wobbles and I managed to stop on the side of the road before the tyre 

came completely off the rim. No hi-tec fancy synthetic tubeless 

Michelins or Bridgestones here, just good old rubber cross ply Dunlops 

with tubes!  The bus soon arrived and Arshad was quickly out, toolkit 

and pump in hand as he assessed the situation. A few minutes later, 

souvenir nail in my pocket, we were off again. This was the only 

puncture on the entire trip. That was pretty good I believe.

Arrived back in Thimpu and had dinner at 7pm. Had a phone call from 

Tshering Tashi from the Australian Bhutan Friendship Association (ABFA) 

whom I had emailed while in Australia. We arranged for him to come 

around to the hotel for a beer and a chat with us. He did this and we 

all enjoyed his company. Tshering is very much involved with ABFA and is 

keen to promote his country to tourism. He has visited Australia and is a 

good friend of Ex-Deputy Prime Minister, Tim Fischer. Tim lives near 

Corowa and Tshering says he will visit my town if he comes out to 

Australia again. Our Bhutanese guide, Tshering (Terry) Lhatu and his 

wife Lhamo then presented all our group with a stamp album of beautiful 

animal stamps issued by the Government. We were so pleased to receive 

this gift. 

Friday was another big ride day from Thimpu back to the Bhutanese/Indian

border town of Phuentsholing where we were booked in to the Druk Hotel. 

It was a fine and pleasant ride through the valleys but started to rain 

once we started our ascent into the mountains. Very rough roads, heaps 

of trucks, land slips and long muddy stretches kept us busy and 

concentration high. As I pulled up at one the end of a muddy stretch to 

allow a truck through, I noticed Marcius filling my mirrors with a 

motocross style slide as he attempted to pull up behind me. No ABS here! 

And no front brake either. I moved forward a few centimetres to give him 

more room to pull up and at the same time had to shift my right boot 

smartly to avoid having it run over by the approaching truck! The road 

works were still in full swing with labourers filling in small holes. I 

saw one man digging a hole with his shovel that had a rope attached and 

a woman pulling on the rope to make it easier. Finally we reached an 

Immigration checkpoint, then the last few kilometres to Phuentsholing 

where we went over the border to check out at the Indian Customs House. 

There was a blackout when we arrived so had to complete our forms by 

torchlight. Apologies all around! We slept very soundly that night.

Entering India officially next morning was a complete and amazing 

contrast. First we noticed the people, the Bhutanese people were a 

different looking race, Nepali and Tibetan type facial structure, quiet 

and reserved. Whereas the Indians were darker skinned with thinner 

features and by virtue of having to compete so much for space, were 

considerably more animated. Both peoples were so interesting and easy to 

talk to. Our ride back to Siliguri took about six hours and passed 

through open croplands, small villages and heavily forested areas. Along 

the way we stopped to watch as troops of monkeys crossed the road in 

front of us. Sometimes a group would stop in the middle of the road and 

put on a short performance like a little dance, back flips and 360 

degree circles.

As we picked our way through cattle, goats, pigs and dogs, many

villagers would wave to us as we passed. Everywhere animals competed 

with vehicles for a spot on the road. Tiny kids (goats) would be 

sleeping in the middle of the road and trucks etc would just simply 

drive around them. In all my travels I saw just three dead animals on 

the roads, a cow and a couple of dogs. Traffic is very aware of the 

rules of the road where animals have absolute right of way. Here are a 

couple of road signs we saw along the way:

          "The rules of the road are a paradox quite,

          stick to the left and you'll always be right.

          Expect the unexpected.

          Drive, Drink, Death"

Hollie's bike had battery troubles on this stretch however  "the best

mechanic in India" soons fixed it and she was on her way. We eventually 

arrived at the compound in Siliguri where we parked the bikes, gave them 

a pat on the seat then joined the others in the support vehicles for the 

trip to the Tiara Hotel. The bike ride was over.

Later that evening we were taken to the Bus Station at Siliguri to board 

an overnight sleeper bus back to Calcutta. It wasn't long before it 

became apparent that this was THE BUS TRIP FROM HELL! Our group was 

located on an extremely long overhang behind the rear wheels and even 

when seated for the first few hours, were bounced and thrown as the bus 

negotiated the dreadful road to Calcutta. We would have thought that the 

road would have been pretty reasonable given the amount of traffic it 

carries between the two cities but it was bad, bad. After the first stop 

at 9.30pm, two hours after departure, we decided, with great misgivings, 

that it was time for bed. Big mistake. Tour Organiser John and myself 

climbed onto the top bunk for a nose-to-tail attempt at sleep. We were 

bounced up and down on that bunk for the next twelve hours! Next wee 

stop was at 3.30am, six hours since the previous one and our bladders 

were at the point of rupture. One young Indian guy was so desperate that 

John cut the top off a plastic water bottle to help out! Unfortunately 

the bloke couldn't "do it" and suffered until we stopped at 3.30am.  The 

driver, who incidentally drove for the whole fourteen hour trip , chain 

smoking, wouldn't stop before that. "No stop, no stop" said he. Soon the 

air-conditioning packed it in and the whole passenger complement (There 

were 40 people on that bus) thought that death through suffocation was 

imminent. A couple of us managed to force open some windows that brought 

fresh air and relief to all.  Finally we arrived in Calcutta at 9.30am 

on Sunday. We couldn't get out of that bus quick enough!  THE BUS TRIP 

FROM HELL. For the next day or so I had aching muscles across my back 

and chest from the unrelenting pounding up and down on that bunk. 

Luckily, one of the group, Rivka, was a Reiki practitioner and she fixed 

me up the following day.

We spent that day at the Fairlawn hotel recovering, did some last minute 

shopping and had a final dinner that night at a nearby restaurant. Next 

day we caught an Indian Airways flight to Bangkok then the long flight 

home via Sydney and finally arrived in Melbourne at 11pm Tuesday 14 

October where Helen was waiting to pick me up. All up a fantastic 

holiday, the bike ride was tops as were the people, the different 

culture in each country and the scenery was magnificent. Apart from the 

bus trip, I would do it again tomorrow! Thanks John, Hollie, Karen, 

Sally, Leo, Marcius, Rivka, Kirsten, Vasanti, Dave, Julie and Anne for 

your company.

