Masala:
the road
through
India
EXOTICIST,
MAGISTERIAL
OR CURATORIAL
In “The
Argumentative
Indian” Amartya
Sen describes
three approaches
by which outsiders
have looked at
India: the Exoticist,
the Magisterial and
the Curatorial. Are
we destined to pursue the first two even
if we’d like to think
we embrace the
third?

SENSORY OVERLOAD
Our skulls have cracked open
in India and we find ourselves
speechless to relay the impressions homeward. Too many
stories and gods, then a billion
people! It’s overwhelming:
this mix of the 1st, 2nd and 3rd
worlds, ancient ways blended
with nuclear power and movie
celebrities, profound religious
devotion and mega wedding
ads, wandering sages and
software engineers. Every day
we eat the dust and wonder at it
all including our own ignorance
and illiteracy. Like a moving
carnival.

But we need so much sleep.
Is it the dust? the pollution? or
sensory overload? We struggle
to absorb the mass of images
fleeting by our car window or
waves of human expression as
we wander the streets and
markets, temples and mosques.
Haunting, annoying, crazy,
beautiful, confusing, and
seductive. Stephan keeps saying: You can’t dream this up!
Journal Note: In Delhi, Hennaed
hair seems popular with the
guys. Today, Mr. Lateef, the
Muslim with whom we negotiated our car and driver to Agra
had a long hennaed beard.

GODS OR LIGHT SWITCHES
We’re arguing about how to present what we’ve experienced: Do
we talk first about the Gods or
the light switches? The exuberant spice mix (Masala) in the
food or the sweet and pungent
smells of pollution mixed with

cow patty smoke, incense mixed
with ever-present dust (Masala
2)? Was that a whiff of jasmine –
or urine? Do we tell them about
the suicidal driving style or the
elegance of a woman in an electric blue sari gliding across fields
of blossoming mustard with two
large tin canisters on her head?
How about the brass containers
with floating petals of orange
marigolds and red roses? The
symphony of horns? the screeching parakeets? The 5 a.m.
recorded high pitched wining
calling people to prayer at
mosques and temples.
Everywhere.

We can never figure out the
combination to get a particular
light on…or OFF! Is it some
Indian plot that says, “You want
modern? Here’s modern!”
Or is it about power? Both
kinds. In a country where
most people have neither.

ARCHITECTURE & RELIGIOUS TOLERANCE
No, we have to begin with the architecture! In our
first two cities, Delhi and Agra and stops between
them we are hit with an enlightening bolt – why
hadn’t we realized the significance of the TurkoPersian invasion? The almost 1000 years of influence but 600 years of the Mughals (the origin of
the term” moguls”) – Muslims shahs who spoke
Persian – that left behind an exquisite architecture
(and poetry). Mausoleums, mosques, palaces,
forts. The screens carved out of marble in
delicate geometric shapes enchant us.
We are buried in history books.

The high point of the Mughal period was achieved
by the enlightened Shah Akbar (late 17th century).
His contribution to India was in shaping it’s
foundation as a secular society, promoting
religious tolerance and religious neutrality for a
country bristling with Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists,
Sikhs, Parsis, Jains, Christians and Jews.

RAJASTHAN – THE SOURCE OF THE GYPSIES
This is the mother lode of Hindu
culture (we think..?!?) – but it
looks Muslim. Rural Rajasthan
produces a powerful aesthetic.
Mud huts have been painted in
haunting mauve and turquoise;
voluptuous ochre pots sit artfully
on ledges. Here and there, where
they’re widening the road, the
bulldozers have sliced
right through a house
exposing interiors!
Stephan insists
Rajasthan is also the
source of the gypsies
…it is here that the
cante jondo (the deep
song which is the origin
of the flamenco) is rooted. It traveled with the
gypsies to Spain. We
are in gypsy central
here and mesmerized!

A recent DNA study revealed
that Indians are their own
race. We are fascinated with
the pronounced eyebrows and
deep eyes of the Rajput men
here. Many women have
exquisitely fine features.
Lots of silver on ears,
noses, toes and ankles.

Journal Note:
India is the source
of the word “pajama.”
There are five types of
“Paijamas” or men’s pants
here in Rajasthan. And they
predate the Mughal invasion.
Also, a lot of ways to
wear a headscarf.

Journal Note: If Hindus invented caste, the English invented the Club.
How perfectly these hierarchical systems must have meshed!

CLASS & CASTE:
Stephan says we have to understand
the class system within the caste
system. The sweepers fascinate him.
Whether in the streets or at our hotel.
They either crawl like crabs while they
sweep or bend over deeply with one
hand behind their back as they use a
palm leaf broom. We learn that they
are of the untouchable class.
Since Independence the federal
government has legislated quotas
for lower castes to have government
jobs and slots at universities.
There are newspaper items
about it regularly.
Still, Brahmins don’t want their
food cooked by an “untouchable”
(it’s a continuing problem at
public schools). Like racism, this
discrimination tenaciously persists.

WOMEN IN A MAN’S WORLD
I say we need to figure out how
women tolerate such a man’s
world. Women seem to be doing
the most menial work in cities –
like picking up the garbage by
hand. On the road and at construction sights they are smashing rocks and carrying heavy
loads on their heads. They do
this work in the most stunningly
colored saris with nose rings
attached to silver bangles and
multiple ear rings and then to
some silver business on the
head. Their ankles and arms
are layered in silver and plastic
bangles.
DHARMA: We asked an overseas Indian tourist what unified

Indians when the saying goes
that every ten miles the language
and food change. He said they
shared Dharma: the obligation
to accept one’s condition and
perform the duties appropriate
to it. This is intrinsic to the whole
principle of caste. People and
things. It is the Dharma of the
wind to blow and the rain to fall.
It is likewise the Dharma of a
Brahmin to be respected and
a sweeper to be despised.
However, the untouchables or
dalits now have representation in
Parliament. A dalit woman was
Governor of India’s largest state:
Uttar Pradesh (166 million pop).
But rural discrimination
can be severe.

THE ROAD CONTINUES…
Stephan points out the man
tarring the new road in the desert
afternoon in his bare feet. Gail
points out children herding goats
rather than being in school. But
this is Christmas week we’re told:
a Christian holiday in a primarily
Hindu country with at least 100
million Muslims and then Sikhs
–offspring of Hindus and
Muslims– Jains, and Parsis (the
world’s only Zoroastrians).
Apparently, Christians arrived in
Southern India before reaching
Northern Europe. Oh, did you
see the necklaces on that camel?
Yes, camels!!
Journal note: Camel Fashions:
necklaces, corsages, eye ornaments & nose posies. When they
run down the highway pulling
their platform carts they are
knock-kneed and dainty –
ankles turned out. Rather fey.
The tollbooth on a new section of
highway has a “Complaint Book”
dangling from a string. We pass
a little village hotel called “Hotel
Decent.” When we stop for
refreshments the restrooms are
marked “He” and “She.”

THE GODS
Stephan says we have to begin
with the Gods. I say, but there
are 330 million of them!
VISHNU – Before the dawn of
creation, Hindu myth has Vishnu
asleep on the heads of a thousand snakes at the bottom of the
cosmic ocean and from his navel
grew a lovely lotus that bore
Brahma aloft to build the world
we inhabit, after which Vishnu
flew to heaven to keep everything
warm. Vishnu means “black” but
he’s usually painted blue. He is
the lover of beautiful Radha
and thousands of other
maidens. As the Sun God
who cannot leave his
post, Vishnu delegates
avatars who “save”
the world when
demonic danger
seems to be winning. One of
Vishnu’s avatars is
Krishna -- pastoral
hero, lover of cows
and milkmaids and
most adored deity in
the pantheon. He could
be called Father of the
Nation since he is married
to at least 16,000 adoring
milkmaids who bore 160,000 of
his divine children. All Gods are
fat and feature bulbous bellies!
SHIVA - India’s oldest deity,
Shiva is the most powerful God,
the ancient lord of fertility.
Shiva’s sexual powers are
deemed inexhaustible and he
has the longest cock in the universe. Myth has him running
naked, seducing the wives of
Brahman sages until his eternally erect lingam was amputated.
It is Shiva’s lingam – or penis –
that is revered in the temples (literally large sausage shaped

forms!) Hindu myth credits
Shiva with having ingeniously
devised no less than 84 million
sexual positions, although only
84,000 are still supposedly
“known” to his greatest devotees.
(We were inspired to come to
India because we stumbled on
Shiva’s world at Angkor Wat in
Cambodia earlier last year).
Women sometimes pour milk
over the icons of the lingam
to induce fertility.

FOOD &
TRANSLATIONS:
Today we have lunch in a
roadside restaurant with a
philosophical message in
English on the front cover
of the menu:
“Food which is half-cooked or
half ripe, insipid, putrid, stale
and polluted and which is
impure too, is dear to men of
a Tamasic disposition. Lord
Krishna condemns unwholesome
food. Instead he recommends
food which promote longevity,
intelligence, vigors, health,
happiness and cheerfulness and which are
sweet, substantial and
naturally agreeable.”
Journal Note:
Some of our favorite
Northern dishes so
far: sweet tomato
soup (Persian style),
tandoori figs,
Peanuts masala:
peanuts, tomato
paste, chilies,
onions, all sautéed.

The milk theme around Vishnu
and Shiva gets crazy.
Shiva embraces the paradox of
the erotic and the ascetic. He is
the “Great God” of yogic
abstinence, whose powers of
concentration were such that he
could sit without moving for thousands of years. And in contrast
to his life giving, fertility side,
Shiva has another side of death
and destruction. (Surprise)

ROAD LINGAM
Stephan coined this term after
two weeks into our white knuckle
road trip…The biggest vehicle
wins in this game of chicken on
single-lane highways choked
with everything from buses, cars,
trucks, SUVs, auto rickshaws,
bicycle rickshaws, and carts
drawn by oxen, donkeys, horses
and camels! Plus the wandering
cows and goat herds.

circular mounds before burning
for fuel. It’s a very efficient
system. From a book we learn
that the early morning and late
day in Rajasthan is called the
“cow dust hour” when women
are firing up the cow patties
to make tea or a meal.

SACRED COWS, COW PATTIES & THE CYCLE OF LIFE
They are ubiquitous. Not just on
country roads, but highways.
Not just wandering through small
town markets but on busy city
streets. These emaciated creatures eat the organic garbage
that is left about. Their droppings are gathered up, shaped
by hand into symmetrical patties,
stacked artfully to dry, then
stored in exquisitely designed

Stephan says he’s hooked on
the sweet smell of cow patty
smoke. Then, one day he
discovers his backpack covered
with cow shit and wants to go
home immediately.
Did somebody secretly smear
him for good luck? Has he
become so used to the cows that
he didn’t notice brushing up
against one? Did someone do it
out of malice? He holds these
thoughts while spending the next
hour washing off his backpack in
the bathroom of a five star hotel.

View from Deogarh Mahal, our heritage palace hotel in the Indian idyl
DEOGARH
Our favorite place in the North –
in fact, on the whole journey was
Deogarh. We stayed at a
Maharajah’s mini palace in this
tiny town several kilometers off
the highway. Indira Gandhi
finally went after the Maharajahs
in the early 70’s confronting their
subsidies, privileges and power
as contradictory to democracy.

Our room at
Deogarh Mahal

In response, many Maharajahs
turned their palaces into museums or hotels.
We went birding in the countryside, met a local politician on his
motorbike (Congress Party),
climbed a sacred mountain to a
Durga temple. Durga is one of
the mother goddesses, a fero-

cious protector of the righteous
and destroyer of evil. She rides
a lion and carries weapons.
We visited miniscule villages.
One had a snake temple where
you go if you get a bad snake
bite. (Some 100,000 people
reportedly die from snakebites
in India every year).

box from the hundreds
lining the store pulled
down, ripped open, thousands of bangles dumped
out, while the other is
plastering Gail’s hands
with Vaseline and trying
to milk various bangles
over her joints. Finally she
screams with agony and
insists this cannot continue,
but they are adamant.

THE HUSTLE
A local newspaper item
indicates there are more shops
per capita in India than anywhere else in the world. So…
the hustle! And the shops are
all run by men who insist that
you cannot talk about anything
in front of their shop. You must
come directly into their little
cabaña -- some are the size of
large boxes. More expensive
shops will insist you drink tea.
They are staffed by more men
than you can imagine would fit
into the box. In one shop a
young boy’s only role seemed to

left or right feet; you simply
wear the shape into them.
While he waits for his shoes
to be painted ochre, a donkey
carrying a load of bricks steps
on Stephan’s toe! He wears
his camel shoes for the
rest of the trip.

Boxes continue tumbling
from the walls. It is futile.
It can only end if she gets
up and walks away. But a
half hour later they are
following her down the
street desperate for her
to try more.
be picking up lint from the floor
with his fingers. You are trapped
if you express the least bit of
interest in something. Then the
pitch is on! And the brutal bargaining. We know we pay the
“skin tax.” But we still bargain
rigorously. Is that what makes
us so tired each day..?
CAMEL SKIN SHOES
In Deogarh Stephan gets camel
skin shoes for $5 (cow skin is
sacred). They don’t have his
size so they take a smaller size
and stretch them. There are no

THE BANGLES SHOP
Meanwhile Gail is musing over
the colors at a bangle stall
(really like a small container
truck). The plastic bangles
come in every color and concept
with sparkles, dots and stripes.
It’s clear they are made for the
dainty wrists of Indian women.
There is no way that one of them
will fit over Gail’s knobby arthritic hands, but that doesn’t deter
the shopkeepers. Within minutes one shop clerk has every

THE BIRDS OF RAJASTHAN
Bird List (for Bob and Fritz):
Common Hoopoe, Spotted
Owlet’s, Rose-ringed Parakeet,
Eurasian collared Dove,
Pompadour green Pigeon,
Indian Skimmer, Black-winged
Stilt, River Lapwing, Indian
Peafowl, Himalayan Griffon,
Long-legged Buzzard, Greater
spotted Eagle, Eurasian sparrow
Hawk, Black shouldered and
yellow chested Woodpeckers,
Black Drongo, Indian Tree-pie,
Red vented Bulbul, Black
capped and white breasted
Kingfishers, Shrikes, Ruddy
Ducks, Peacocks, Egrets,
gigantic bats (the size
of egrets).

“Mutton” (ubiquitous on the
menu) is really goat. Okay.
The problem – as always – is
translations. “Poached cottage
cheese patty soaked in saffron
gravy” or “Fried cottage cheese
dumplings soaked in sugar
syrup.”

CUISINE
We are hooked on the spicy
treatment of vegetable dishes,
but are already worried about
the loads of ghee (clarified butter) we are consuming in the
sauces. When we ask why goat
isn’t on the menu even though
we see herds of goats everywhere, the chef responds that

WHERE’S THE
MUSIC?
We are almost
three weeks into
India and we still
haven’t had a
radio in our hotel
room. And we
never hear music
in the markets or
on the streets.
The TV offers a
dozen stations of
Bollywood movies
with their repetitive music numbers. Stephan
buys some classical and religious
cds for the driver
to play, but now
we’re worried
he’s going into
a trance. Not
good for Road
Lingam. Another
driver has his own collection of
cd’s. Hip-hop sampling and
orchestral schmaltz with
Bollywood hit songs!
Whoa!

View from our heritage hotel window, Udaipur

Journal Note: Madras, now
Chennai. Big city of the south:
the economic boom is happening here (and in Mumbai, Delhi,
Calcutta, and Bangalore) No
beggars, new auto rickshaws,
most men in the streets are in
western dress. Can’t see the
buildings for the billboards
advertising all the loot of the
new consumer culture including
dream homes that we can’t
imagine given the polluted jumble of the cities. The language
is different and the food is better
than the north. More seafood
and richer spice mix.
INTO THE LAND OF SHIVA
Our road journey from Chennai
takes us down the East Coast to
Pondicherry then zigzags across
the continent through Chidambaram, Tajore, Trichy, and
Madurai before heading to
Cochi on the West Coast. This
is a famous temple route and
these are mostly Shiva temples.
These are not museums or
archeological curiosities like
Angkor Wat. These are living
temples with thousands of visiting pilgrims daily.

At Trichy, 25,000 people live
within the temple walls.
Plenty of smears on the forehead. Horizontal streaks are for
Shiva; Red gashes vertically
painted down the center (“Looks
like they’ve been hit with an ax,”
Stephan shouts) means Vishnu.
Dots have various meanings.
CHIDAMBARAM
Mobbed with pilgrims – tens of
thousands a day visit this
shrine; sharp broken rocks
under our bare feet – we are
hounded to go bare foot as
usual which we easily oblige but
this time we decide to carry our
shoes instead of entrusting them
to the shoe-keepers. Soon we
hear “Hello, Hello! – And a
strange looking young sage with
his hair pulled onto the top of
his head, his face streaked with
the various markings of Shiva,

Vishnu and Brahma and coke
bottle glasses seems ready to
attack us for carrying our shoes.
Meanwhile the temple is filled
with market people selling every
conceivable kind of chotchke but
we are not allowed to carry our
shoes! We don’t get it. And we
are now crabby and overheated
because it’s midday and we’re
burning up and the mobs are
claustrophobic and our feet are
being tortured by broken shards
of rock on hot stone. Our mood
softens when some children
want to talk and see their
digital image in our camera.

hanging went public we began
answering “Afghanistan!”
That proved more interesting.
Throughout the south people
make elaborate lotus-inspired
designs with brilliant hues of
rice flour in front of doorways.

PILGRIMS
It is the month of pilgrimage to
the famous Southern temples.
We, too, are pilgrims, but we’re
in a car and many of them are
walking barefoot hundreds of
kilometers from the East to
the West coast.
COUNTRY PLEASE..?
Everywhere children and adults
approach us with “Hello. I am
fine. What’s your name?
Country, please?” At first quite

charming. After awhile it proves
frustrating, because that is the
limit of their English and we are
illiterate in Indian languages.
In hotels, restaurants and shops
we are offended by the “Country,
Please..?” because it smacks of
dharma. Is the price being calibrated to our answer? Is it their
duty to charge us more? Or
milk us, to use a more Krishnaesque term. We usually said we
were from the country of New
York. After Sadam Hussein’s

WATER
Wherever there is water people
wash clothes, bathe, swim, rinse
their mouths, and brush their
teeth and fish, all with great
enthusiasm. As if this filthy water
offered life itself – or salvation!
Perhaps it does!! Who are we
to question?
KERALA
The 11 hour drive from Madurai
to Cochi in Kerala state takes us
through rolling hills of cashew
orchards through the Western
Ghats covered in tea and rubber
plantations, pepper bushes and
spice farms. Kerala is more
European, more Christian, more
focused on tourism, famous for
Ayurvedic massage, the backwaters, hot food, Kathakali theater,
beaches, and a coastal forest of
coconut palms. Keralans are
better educated and the
Communist Party is in control!
We learn that Kerala leads the
nation in land reform and

development from
the bottom up. We
learn that a matriarchal society
thrived here.

Our favorite
Keralan dishes:
Shredded beets
with coconut, cardamom, lime
leaves and chilies
sautéed in coconut
oil; Yogurt with
cardamom;
Pickled pineapple,
mangos and preserved lemons;
Almond soup with
cilantro, coconut
and chilies;
Fish with dried rub
of spices baked in
a banana leaf;
Peppered peanuts
or cashews.

Cochi
The Portuguese, among others,
settled here in the 16th century,
1,500 years after the first Jews
arrived! There’s a really old synagogue here along with some of
the best shops in what is called
“Jew Town” but most of the old
Jewish families have left. The
chilies the Portuguese brought
from Mexico have endured.
WHAT UNIFIES INDIA?
Is it Dharma? Karma?
Samsara? Mokshe? or Nirvana?
While all religions are represented here, Hinduism dominates by
its ability to absorb everything
else. There seems to be a unity
around the stories of the
Mahabharata, the Baghavad
Gita, the Vedas, the Ramayana –
tales which posit moral and political dilemmas that are timeless –
like the merits and costs of preemptive war. In Cochi we see
the local theater group acting
out these ancient myths.

THE NEWS
English language newspapers
reported giddily about the new
economic boom and more skittishly about the peace effort with
Pakistan over Kashmir. There
was a continuing story about a
state representative on a hunger
strike in Bengal where corporations are trying to grab farmers’
land, and a salacious ongoing
story about children’s bodies
being exhumed from a backyard
in Delhi which turned out to
really be about police corruption.
There were high profile murderstories – contemporary Mughals
trying to live beyond the law.
In Cochi, a shipment of guns
and Korans were intercepted.
Perhaps the most disturbing
news is about the 150,000
farmers who have committed

THE NEWS
suicide recently due to changed
government policies and the
trap of money lenders. But in all
media Bollywood star romances
took center stage.
CAVEAT
Yes, yes, it was a wondrous trip.
But we began to lose our sense
of humor, becoming increasingly
crabby as we journeyed south.
Perhaps the encroaching heat
and the nervous exhaustion of
the road lingam. Perhaps changing cities and hotels every couple
of days. Perhaps the endless
negotiations over cars and
drivers (we booked this trip
on our own)...But, then, again,
maybe it was just too much to
spend 24 hours a day together
for almost five weeks! We enter

tain all these thoughts while
dreaming and talking endlessly
about what we witnessed! Did
we just float over the surface of
things – taking the exoticist
approach – and not really internalize the stress of poverty we
saw? Should we have come
away with a sense of grief and
outrage? We’d like to think we
opened a door and crossed
a threshold toward a better
understanding of things Indian.
Back on our dreary street in
winter. Colorless. Inhaling
odors of deep fried grease
from the restaurant out back,
listening to the garbage
trucks…Yes, we feel some
nostalgia for that cow patty
smoke and the whining of
the Iman’s call to prayer.

