A l:lg in the Ointment, Cautions Thrown to the Wind,
A Momentary Lal:)se of Reason,

There’s a Sucker Born E\/erg Minute | etcetera

October, 1971
In defense of Kuka, how could he
have resisted. He had spottcd my
Swiss Army knife on the table and |
had noticed his eyes opening wide.
So I showed him all the innards:
mine was one with a saw blade and
scissors in addition to the usual
stuff. 1let him examine it, and then
a week later it was gone. Kuka was
my ncighbor’s second eldest son,
about 12 years old. 1became rea”g
close with the Familg. Their home
was onlg about 50 3ards away from
my quarters. That's because my

uarters had been their house

before the fish farm was
established and theg had then built
alongside. My cook Habbu was
incensed that my knife was stolen
and was determined to find out who
did it. That didrn’t take long
because Kuka had shown it
around, and I got it back.

But not for long. A few weeks later the knife disappeared again, this time
forever. 1didn’t care. Somebodg out there had a wonderful thing.
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Wonderful on19 because no one here had ever seen such a knife. | hoped
it wouldr’t cause its new owner trouble. And 1 owned two much more
valuable and Practical knives that my Dad had gjven me, a nice old
stockman and an equa”g good scout. However, it was time to Put alock

on my cloor, and 1did.
At the Kathmandu Airport, 11/21/1972

The scene is me getting out of a taxi with all my stuff: backpack full of my
sleeping bag and bulkg sheepskin coat and duFﬂ&bag containing two
Tibetan thankas that | had bought, three Gurkha Kukri machetes for Man
Singh, Bhadam Singh and Subclal, and heavg wool sweaters for Habbu
and Mr. Shrivastava. | had returned from my trek to Kala Pattar a few
clags earlier and since then basica”g ljust shoppccl and ate good food. 1
reached into my kurta Pocke’c for my wallet to pay the driver — no wallet!
A kurta Pocke’c s deep and hangs loose. No‘clﬂing can fall out. 1was so
surprisecl it had been Pickecl and I couldnt imagine where and when. 1had
afew NePali rupees still in my mon69~belt, s0 | Paicl the driver. It occurred
to me in a flash that magbe somehow he had Pickecj my wallet. Mg
passport and vaccination certificate were safe, as usual, in the leather
Pouch slung around my neck inside my kurta. That’s alwags the most
imPortant thing, but | hated to lose the wa”e’c, a red leather one 1 had made

froma Tand9 kit years ago. Safe in afront Pants Pocket Was............ a
quar‘cer~inch thick) 2 V2~inch diameter disc of very black hashish (HEY, it
was the 70s). We“, [,....] SAY, I.... never used much of it because back at

the fish farm | became a hero of sorts. After the GLﬂ'ar milkmen found out
about what the sahib had, theg stoppe& bg dailgj on their way home from
se”ing milk in Slﬁivpuri) whether theg rea”g needed water from our well or
not (loca”g, onlg the weak ganja from the government store was available}.
Baba, Subclal, and Bhadam Singh were very happy with the Salﬂib, too.
This went on for a couple of weeks. It all got out of hancl, a mistake |

concludcd, but not a very big one.
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At Bhagora Fish Farm, Julg 1975

I had moved my bed way out bg the river from which we were now Pumping
water to the Ponds, courtcsg of the electric pump I had recentlg installed.
We had Placecl Pairs of Pituitar9~irjected rohus in cloth mesh happas that
were situated in the new concrete in~ground tank. The Plan was to wake
up around miclnight and check if breeding had occurred and | if so, remove
the brood-fish from the happas while the eggs would not be sensitive to
the disturbance. Baba) our farm watchman, was also sleeping along side to
assist me. Well, there were no eges, and | Planncd a third injection in the
moming, so | turned off my radio that was under my bed. When ! arose in

the moming the radio was gone.

I had bought that radio in May of 72 duringa triP to Agra. | had been with
Mr. Shrivastava at Gwalior for a Fisheries DePt. meeting and we just had to
goon and see the Taj Mahal, the Fort, and the Moti Majid. we aéo toured
the nearbg Kaserat Bazar, where | bought a Pair of tablas and the raclio, a
Philips transistor made in India, about the size of a co”egiate dictionarg,
for 260 rupees, about half of my monthlg Iiving allowance. It had short
wave and medium wave bands, but the short wave carriecljust about every
thing in India and I could easilg listen to All India Radio, BBC-Asia, Radio
Ceglon, and Radio Multan (Pakistan). With a mesh antenna on the roof |
could also Pick up Australia, Peking, Moscow, and Ethiopia. For a while |
listened to niglﬁtly readings from Pride and Prejudice on the BBC. Radio
Ceglon was a Funny mix of western POp; soul, and country music. The first
time | heard Carlg Simon’s “You’re So Vain” was on Radio Ceglon. | was
astonished how one morning a fire and brimstone church service was
broaclcast, complete with “9ah, that’s right” responses to the Preacher’s
exhortations. But| mostlg enjogecl All India Radio which mainlg
broadcasted India classical music, tgpica”y sitar, tabla, shinaee, and

basaree composi‘cions. When Habbu and Babajoinecl me in the evenings
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I would tune in All-India Radio if | wasn’t alreadg listening to it. Sometimes |
would Plag my tabla along with the sitar music and then Baba would start
with his vocal tabla imitation, and the next thinggou know the radio would
be off, Baba would be singing and magbe I would be Plaging my soprano
recorder (and I think we sounded pretty bad). Habbu liked listening to

Radio Moultan’s classical 5inging — it was so very sPiritual.

After the theft of the radio, we had to relg on our OwWn music making. And
around this time | had bought from Babal Lal his snake-charmers bean (he
would make ano’cher}, which helpecl compensate for the loss of the radio.
Because the farm was now electrified with an outdoor light on the new
chokidar builcling near where my bed was that night, | concluded the Iight

may have assisted the thief, whoever that was.

At the UclaiPur Airport, Rajasthan) 9/14- /1973

“YEH, t6 , Hindustan hai !!” (THIS, then, is India 1)) I drilled into the India
Airlines official. What had begun with my asking how I could get my ticket
rePIaced or fare refunded quicklg escalated into a battle of wills. 1then
noticed him |oo‘<ing past me and I turned to see everyone else in the terminal

frozenin Place and staring at us, eager to see the outcome.

I had been working with Printers for the last 6 clags, Proomcreacling our new
Manual of Fish Culture in Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, ajoint efort of
our group of PCVs and the Principal of the fisheries training school in
Uclaipur. I had with me the first few copies to deliver to the Delhi office.
Uclaipur, the City of Sunrise, is a lake-side city of island Pleasure Palaces,
white-washed houses and lush garclens with fountains. The ruling Family of
this regjon, Mewar, was founded in AD 144, and the Maharaja of Udaipur
was always the hig]ﬁcst in rank of the Rz?jput Princes.

127


Lauren  Watson
127


What should have been my last evening there included the reward of dining
with the Prin’cer’s Familg, a lasting memory. The fare was a local sPecialitg)
daal bati ( sPicecl soupy ye”ow lentils with dough balls). The kitchen and
Clining room was an attached shed with a Cooking fire on the dirt floor.

When J arrived thC daal was alreadg simmering over a !Z)Cd OF harclwood
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coals. The dough balls, about the size gohc balls, were being Prepared for
baking bﬂ being inciivic]ua”y coated with a thick lager of dried cow clung
turned into a Paste. These were then buried into the coals and thus
baked until the clung was pure black ash, which was brushed off, revealing
Peﬁcectlg baked balls for crumbling into the bowls of daal. Eaten with
ﬁngers, it was very good, and my smiling aPProval Pleased my host’s Familg

CﬂOI’TﬂOUSI\lj.

The next morning | took a tonga to the Indian Airlines O{;ﬁce, bought a
ticket to Delhi and was told a shuttle bus would be leaving in about “F
minutes for the airPort, 6 kilometers to the east of the city. Within a few
minutes a few taxi drivers convergecl on the few passengers waiting for the
bus, trging to entice us to Forego the bus for a mere few rupees more. J
agreec] along with a several others. I was alone in my taxi and after about a
kilometer we reached backed~up traffic at the Suraj Pol (the Sun Gate).
The whole area was flooded and I could see some People walking through,
the water being knee«ﬂeep inthe gate itself. The Udaipur of old was a
walled citg surrounded bg a moat and accessed bg 5 main gates. The
driver exPlained that a distant downpour had aPParentlg flooded this Par’c
of the ancient moat and that the taxi could not Proceed though such a
clePtH So we sat there waiting for the water level to recede. 1 could
reaclilg see that was not happening. After about 15 minutes the shuttle
bus aPPeared and drove right through the flooded gate and on to the
airport. In another few minutes a large Indian Armg trooP ’cransport truck
was about to do the same. Standing on the truck bed were several army
Personnel, among, whom the taxi driver said, was the Governor of
Rajasthan. | immediatelg hurried from the taxi and implored the men in the
truck to take me onboard. Theg ignored me. Grabbing my luggage) I left
the taxi and then waded through the gate. Shor’cg, | encountered a

Private car that was retuming from the airPor‘c. I explained my situation to
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avery nice and sgmpathetic couPIe who agreed to turn around and deliver
me to the airPort, still about 5 kilometers away. When we arrived at a
Portion of the road Para”el to the runway we could see the Plane starting
to taxiin Preparation for takeoff. Atthis Point I did the most ridiculous
thing: with suitcase in one hand | began running down the road oPPosite
the Plane, waving my arms! Needless to say, that was ineffective. |
thanked the couple heartilg and then walked into the terminal. There I met
two other People who shared my fate, a young American woman and an
Indian business man. They had found out from “that man over there” that
our tickets were now invalid and that we would have to Purchase new ones
for the next dag’s ﬂight. So lwent right over to him, a small sikh havinga
compact stglish turban, to verhcg these facts.

Our conversation was a brief one, with me interrogating him in Hindi and he
answering me in English. He divulged the Indian Airlines Policg for no-
show ticket holders and said it was my fault for not taking the shuttle bus.
| countered with the fact that no such Polic9 existed with Air-India or any
other international carrier | knew of. India Airlines is a domestic carrier for
the most part, he explained, with a different Policg and I must have
understood all this. I became hot at this and exclaimed, “Hum t© cuch be
n’hee samajleeah!” (we absolute|9 understood nothingl) When |
determined he would not 9ie|c], I let loose the salvo, “YEH, tO, Hindustan
hai,” (THIS, then, is India), and with the two of us now recognizing that we
had an attentive audience, he 3ie|decl bg Providing me with a form that |
could present to the airline’s office in New Delhi for getting a refund, minus

a Percentage.

There wasjust enough time to catch the shuttle bus back to the airline
office and so ljoinecl the other screwed passengers and those that had
departec[ the Plane. We bought new air Fares, and from the office I shared
atonga with the Indian business man, Mr. Roy, and Patty, who I learned

was visiting India in connection with her masters &egree in Asian Studies.
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During the ride we became better acluatinted, but then we were
droPPed off at different hotels, my new friends at an exPensive one and

me at the same cheap one | had been staging at.

The next moming we caught the shuttle bus to the airport and had an
uneventful ﬂight to New Delhi. On arrival, Patty suggested that |
accompany her to a friend’s home where she was staying, She wanted
to find out all about my work and imPressions of the country and its
People. | agreec], and what followed was a lengthg interview, lubricated
with Johnnie Walker Red, and I drank more than enough. Even’cua”g |
shifted the conversation to what | had been thinking about — the whole
shuttle-bus saga. I had concluded that we had been the most recent
subjects of a we“~|3racticecl swindle that is triggerecl bg ﬂoocling at the
Suraj ol Gate, a not uncommon occurrence cluring the monsoon
season. The airline officials were able to purge the records of our
original ticket Purchase and then Pocket the cash with some Percentage
then Paid to their accomplices the taxi-drivers. I told Patty that | had
never before used that imPromPtu and disParaging remark that had
defeated the airline official, the clincher of a PerFormance for which she
comPlementecl me, and that the suPerb hospitali{y | received from the
Gogal Brothers Printers was a truer rePresentation of the India I had

come to love.

Patty invited me to stay over, but 1 had to decline because 1 was
exPectecl at the Peace Corps office and was alreadg a clag late. By the
time | reached the office the director had left and 1 decided to sPend the
night there. The next clag | spent several hours talking with the director,
Dev Chopra. He laughed about the shuttle-bus saga, and now I was
laughing too. He then told me where the Indian Airlines Office was
located. | went there and actua”g got arefund of 220 rupees (the fare

had been 250 rupees and was Par’c of the expense allowance for
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Producing the fish culture manual) . Three clags later, Fo”owinga medical
checkup and bureaucratic Formalities, | was mustered out of Peace
Corps Service and free to use Part of my “adjustment allowance” to

travel all over India until mid-December.

In Bombay, 11/13/197

Until now, my triP to the South had been so interesting, erjogable, and
smooth. From Madurai | took a bus through the hills to the Perigar
wildlife Sanctuary in Kerala where a Pleasant boat ride offered views of
wild elephants and gaur (Indian bugalo, the larges’c of all bovines).
Then, another bus trip through mountains and tea Plantations took me
to Kottghaman) where | boarded a boat for a 16 mile cruise ’chrough the
Picturesque canals to A”epg. From there it was a short bus ride to
Cochin where I visited the old
Portuguese forts and saw the
cantilevered ﬁshing lift-nets. | spent a
week in that wonderful city, dined well
in the south Indian thali fashion and
did some shoPPing. A long bus ride
along the coast took me to Goa, that

seaside Place that had enchanted our
volunteer group 2 years before. Mg
first stop was to look up a relative of Major Angre, PrataPsingh Rane,
whose home resembled a small For’cress, with narrow windows which
resembled breaches as cover for ﬁ'ring weapons. Mr. Rane confirmed
that had indeed been the case as his Maratha ancestors had ?ought the

colonial Portuguese centuries ago.

132


Lauren  Watson
132


One room displaged flintlock guns, spears, daggers and swords that the
chieftain Ranes used in an estimated 14 rebellions against their colonial
rulers. Then during the next 6 clags I explored some of the 16th and 17‘th
century Fortuguese churc]ﬁcs, including the magniﬁcent Se Cathedral
and the Basilica of Bom Jesus where the boclg of St. Xavier is
entombecl, or, ratlﬂcr, what’s left of it after parts have been distributed
here and there as sacred relics. It's on Public displag every 10 years, and
al6th century devotee is rePutccl to have bitten off a toe and carried it in
her mouth to Lisbon. But most of my time was spent down on Baga
Beach, and who could blame me.

After 5 dags in Goa I took a wild a”~nig|1t bus ride through the hills of
the Western Ghats to Bombag. Sitting right behind the driver, 1 had a
clear view as hc, with scant brake use, cranked the steering wheel

through hairpin curves borclering Precipitous clroP~oH:s.
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And so now in Bombag I was running a little low on funds and my first
chore was to cash some of my American Express travelers checks. In
September I had converted $1100 cash into those. That sum was most
of my Feace CorPs Volunteer “adjustmcnt a”owance,” origina”g
conceived to cover air fare back to the U.S. Plus an equal amount so
one wouldr’t arrive broke. Alternativelg, many volunteers, like me,
used it for travel, since we were on the other side of the world and our
chances of returning here uncertain. While I was having lunch at a
street-side cafe table, a tall, blond, Australian hippie struck up a
conversation. Eventua”g, he confided how he avoided the official
undervalued rate when he exchanged his dollars for rupees. The
official rate was Rs.7.65/ clo”ar, whereas the black market rate was
Rs.lO/do”ar. We”, | had travelers checks, but he said that was no
Problcm, and exPlained that a bank emPlogee he had met could

facilitate an exchange.

Two years before, my first dag in Bombag had been a triP toa hospital
clinic to get treated for dgsenterg (r@cer to my storg “Ecologg”). Now,
on my first dagj [ found mgsehc in a taxi with a “bank emplogee” ona
short ride to a bank to make a black market currency exchange.
(Reader, I know what you are thinking, 'm an idiot. You are correct.
But remember, my triP had been £0INg s0 well). UPon arriving, the
bank emplogee asked to examine my checks and so 1 handed the
booklet, none of which were countersignecl bg me, to him in the front
seat next to the driver. He said theg looked “authentic” but he needed
his contact to see them before | signed any over and received
Pagment. Before I could object he hurriec”g left the taxi, entered the
bank, and that was the last | ever saw of him. Sitting in the taxi for
about 10 minutes and waiting for his return, the driver was absolutelg
mum and avoided all eye contact. | walked back to my lodging,
contemplating my Predicament and, of course, my stupiditg.
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The next morning | was having breakfast at the same cafe when, lo and
behold who should show up but my Australian hippie friend and his
girlfriencl) who was from Buffalo and had wanted to meet me. He
asked me if the transaction went as expectecl. | noticed that he didn’t
seem too surPrisecl about the outcome and he even had a solution to
my Predicament. That was to repor’c the checks lost at the local Police
station and then have a statement to that effect notarized at the
American Consulate. He even told me exactlg where those two Places
were, and explained that getting my checks replacecl would have to be
accomplished at the American Express Office in New Delhi. And he

cautioned me against saging that the checks were stolen.

That afternoon I did goto the Policc station but at first | reportccl the
checks stolen. The officer calmly informed me that to assert that such
a theft had haPPenecl was “a very serious charge)” and that
maintaining it would entail an abundance of comPlications. “Mister
Vatsin, you are Ioosingthe checks. These t]"n'ngs haPPen,” he said,
and he filled out and gave me a form to that effect.

The next morning | went to the American Consulate and found a
Notary Public in its midst. Before notarizing my statement the notary
mentioned that there had been a number of lost checks rePorted
within the year and asked if I was sure mine hadn’t been stolen. well, 1
didr’t think that was the case. That was my lie. It was a bad moment,
and I had a Feeling he knew I was another dumb victim of a familiar
scheme. Much to my chagrin) besides examining my passport he
coPied down my home address and months later | found out my
parents had received a call from the Consulate to vcrhcg my identitg

and whcreabouts.
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At noontime | returned to eat at the cafe ancl, surprise surprise, my
Australian friend turned up, sat clirectlg across from me, and after a
bit asked if 1 had followed his directions. 1said | had, but 1 also
mentioned what the Consulate official told me and that | thought the
Police were part of sc]weme) and the taxi driver, and.......... ljus’c
looked him in the eye. He returned my stare and said that it’s known
that oPium addicts become involved in these kinds of schemes “Don’t

you know one of the signs? You can see it in their eges.”

URICH -TRIESTE-BEO

Outside my Bombag Iodgings, NOT the oPium addicts

well ... I still had a reserve of Rs.500 in my money belt) and so |
calculated 1 had enough to erjog a side excursion to Aurangabad,

pay for my lodging, bug train fare to Delhi, and have about Rs. 200
surplus before claiming my Jost check” rcPlaccment, assuming that

ac‘cua”9 would occur (Iuckilgj it would) ..... and new misadventures

would be avoided.
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The excursion was a two~dag bus triP 240 miles to Aurangabad,

Daulatabad, and the Ellora and Ajanta caves and included overnight
|odging.

The 22 Ajanta Caves were carved out of flood basalt bg Buddhist monks to
serve as monasteries and worship ha”s (an centurg BC to 8{:‘1 centurg AD)..
Tlﬂeg are without question one of the most remarkable sights in India and are
universa“g regarded as masterPieces of Buddhist religious art.

The I:lging APsara
Cave 17 fresco
300-500 A.D.
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Ellora
Kailasanatha Hindu temple
8th centurg
50-m long
carved out of
solid rock from

the toP down

at Daulatabad
the Chand Minar
Pillar of Victory
Bahmani Sultanate
14th century
built at the base of the
fortress to commemorate

its capture.

The Dth centurg fortress
was built on a huge isolated
rock of granite 800 feet
higl') with a Perpendicular
scarp of
80 to 120 feet all around.
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