
THE BUS
words by marina kay

Exploring India can be something of a wild ride, 
which means touring with a group is often the best 
option – even for the most independent traveller. But 
going on a bus tour of the land of kings? Keeping a 
diary proves to be our writer’s salvation
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t h e  b u s

September 14, 2016: 
Scenes from a moving bus

I’m driving around one of the world’s most 
crowded cities with the cast of The Best 
Exotic Marigold Hotel. At least that’s how 
my Canadian neighbour (a veteran of these 
types of tour groups) describes us – and 
she’s right. 

Our motley crew of 19 includes a 
widowed Irish anaesthesiologist, a Texan 
auto dealer with his wife, a retired 
Louisianan doctor, an Australian couple 
travelling the world and a Canadian 
vet with her extended Ghanaian family. 
Acquainted over a welcome dinner at 
our Delhi hotel two nights ago, now 
we’re like old friends, sitting pretty in an 
air-conditioned coach, shielded from India’s 
sweltering heat and hubbub. Outside, it’s 
a sweat-fest: about 35C in the shade and 
with monsoon season just finished, we’re 
soaking in the tail end of a humid summer.

And Delhi – how can I describe the 
capital of the world’s largest democracy? 
Unruly, untidy, chaotic. That’s all part of the 
charm, they say. After touring Qutab Minar, 
the birthplace of the nation’s Islamic period 
(Delhi has been reincarnated over half a 
dozen times. New Delhi was planned by 
British architect Sir Edwin Luytens), we 
stopped at Mahatma Gandhi’s memorial. 
Earlier that day we visited Humayun’s 
Tomb, beautiful for its Persian detailing and 
double dome and designed for the second 
Mughal king by his widowed wife. 

It’s a place that certainly takes some 
getting used to and not even our talkative 
tour manager Virendra could have 
prepared us for the swarm of children that 
engulfed us at Jama Masjid mosque, nor 
the choked alleyways of Chandni Chowk 

On my first visit to India, the subcontinent tested 
my patience, overwhelmed my senses and gripped 
my mind with its intensity. I think of it often. 
Travelling solo, the only way I could make sense of 
it all was through journalling my experiences.  
Well, I say solo…

bazaar, which we navigated from the 
backs of bicycle rickshaws. What we 
saved in fuel emissions we made up for 
in added chaos. 

Perhaps that’s why today, seeing 
the Taj Mahal (a “teardrop on the 
cheek of eternity,” according to poet 
Rabindranath Tagore) felt so surreal. 
Having traversed highways, dir t roads 
and Agra Fort (where Indian children 
wanted photos in case we happened 
to be Hollywood stars), we endured 
an archaic security process and 
throngs of crowds to see this wonder 
of the world. Magnificent against a 

cloud-strewn sky, its white-marbled 
symmetry stunned from afar. Up close, 
we marvelled at the inlaid stonework, 
so intricate, until the heat proved too 
oppressive. Not that this deterred the 
hordes, who kept taking selfies left, right 
and centre from the famous Princess 
Diana bench, of course.

I sought solace in the ornamental 
gardens, shaded and calm, grateful for the 
respite before the onslaught that toiled 
beyond: filth, smog and desperate poverty. 
Children chased us, clutching magnets, 
postcards and snow globes, yelling: ‘Two for 
100 rupees.’ I felt helpless... broken. 

Some welcome shade at the Taj Mahal
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Rickshaws swerved pedestrians, 
tuk-tuks dodged buses and trucks 
zoomed past plastered with the 
words “blow horn” or “honk please”

t h e  b u s

September 15:  
Onwards to Jaipur 

Headed to the 16th century Mughal 
capital, Fatehpur Sikri (city of victory), 
today. I dropped behind the guided tour, 
distracted by the heat, instead taking 
photos of locals immaculately dressed in 
glittering saris and colourful kaftans.

Long stretches between bus stops 
allow us time to recalibrate and take in 
the changing scenes: new glass towers 
outside Delhi, shanty towns by bridges, 
sheep, camels and roaming cows, dozing 
children on dusty ground, parched swaths 
of land, women wrapped in saris balancing 
sacks of produce on their heads, stores 
made of corrugated iron, dentists and 
barber shops along the highway, buses 
laden with cargo, packed with passengers, 
their heads poking out of windows, 
groups of three teetering on the edges of 
tiny motorbikes.

Dodging goats and a herder shaking 
his shepherd’s crook at us, the bus finally 
pulled into our destination, Le Meridien 
Jaipur, where staff greeted us with garlands 
of marigolds. Many of us were also given 
bindis to signify true love, prosperity and 
marriage. How quickly they spotted our 
wedding ring fingers.

September 17:       
Namaste for the flu

I’m down with a sore throat and sniffles 
but not miserable enough to miss seeing 
Jaipur, known as the pink city for its ornate 
salmon-coloured buildings. Two of the 
town’s locals led us through the Old City, 
its maze of laneways jammed with temples, 
courtyards and shops selling bangles, spices, 
saris and men’s wedding garb. We prayed 
to the monkey god Hanuman and one of 
the guides treated us to syrupy jalebi (like 
funnel cakes) and spicy chai, which was 
expertly poured into our tiny cups by a 
gangly chaiwallah. 

From there, jeeps transported us 
to Amber Fort, the former capital of 
Rajasthan, whose Palace of Mirrors, 
gleaming in the centre of crumbling ancient 
pavilions, was spectacular.

After the visit, instead of retiring to the 
hotel to watch CNN – as has become 
my routine – I broke off from the pack 
and escaped to Rambagh Palace, a 
onetime royal residence now run by the 
Taj Hotel group. (After independence 
the government stripped royal families of 
their stipends so palaces were turned into 
hotels to pay for their upkeep.) I booked 
an Ayurvedic cupping treatment set in a 
tent amid manicured grounds populated by 
peacocks. It really was a treatment fit for a 
maharani.

The iconic Hawa Mahal in Jaipur
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What we saved 
in fuel 
emissions we 
made up for in 
added chaos
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September 20:  
Baked by the desert 

There’s a problem. Apparently I’ve been 
sitting at the back of the bus too much 
and tongues are starting to wag. The 
tour manager came to my seat and 
requested that I move up front. It wasn’t 
all bad there. Apart from nattering 
about insurance, pensions and gardening 
with my neighbours, I watched the 
driver tackle roads devoid of working 
traffic lights and signs. And if there 
were any rules, they were completely 
disregarded: Rickshaws swerved past 
pedestrians, tuk-tuks dodged buses and 
trucks zoomed past, plastered with the 
words “blow horn” or “honk please”. 
As you can imagine, incessant honking 
ensues all day, every day, so much so 
that I’ve become immune to it.

After Jaipur, we spent the night in 
a small palace hotel in Bikaner before 
embarking on the six-hour ride to 
Jaisalmer, a caravan city that was once a 
central trading hub for spices, wheat  
and opium. 

In the heart of the Thar desert, which 
heats to 40C on a good day, stands 
Suryagarh Hotel. Built a few years ago 
to resemble a fort, it feels stuck in the 
middle of nowhere, 20 minutes from 
town, about 160km from the Pakistan 
border, surrounded by nothing but 
undulating sand and India’s biggest wind 
turbine farm.

That said, everything about this hotel 
is exotic: the chai, unique desert sweets, 
outdoor courtyards, silk throw pillows and 
staff in multi-coloured turbans. Imagine a 
scene from One Thousand and One Nights 
and you’re not far from the truth.

On the first day touring Jaisalmer 
(founded in 1155), we trudged up to its 
residential hilltop fort packed with buildings 
and home to about 2,000 people. The 
guide took us on a silent walking tour 
through the labyrinths filled with vendors 
hawking books, saris and fans. Overheated, 
I bought one without even haggling. 

Architecturally, the fort city stuns with 
its elaborate Jain temples and multi-storey 
mansions, or havelis, decorated with 
frescoes and sandstone filigree. From one 
of the rooftops, we photographed the city 
below, baked golden by the scorching sun.

That evening, sand dunes beckoned with 
camel rides and sunset. Thanks to rounds 
of rum and coke supplied by our guide, the 
mood was more jovial than usual and we 
whooped it up back to the hotel before 
indulging in an eight-course dinner under 
the stars.

Jaisalmer Fort, a fully preserved fortified city

Emirates serves nine destinations in India – Delhi, Mumbai, Ahmedabad, Hyderabad, Bengaluru, Kochi, Thiruvananthapuram, Chennai and Kolkata.
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September 22:  
The food

I’ve just realised I haven’t written anything 
about Indian food. Street stalls abound and 
we have tried plenty of delicacies based 
on tour guides’ recommendations, such as 
jalebi and cooling mango lassi, a luscious 
mix of yoghurt, cream and cardamom. 
Dairy is very popular here – the cow is a 
sacred animal and protected by the Hindu 
religion – and no meat is consumed. It’s all 
about vegetables, lentils, breads and spices. 
Oh, and plenty of bananas. 

I’ve been ordering a lot of spinach 
paneer (firm cottage cheese squares) 
and idli (rice and lentil dumplings) topped 
with different chutneys: coriander, coconut 
and tomato with curry leaves. For today’s 
breakfast, the waiter brought moong dal 
kachori (mini empanadas with potato and 
lentil fillings) and dosa, a rice and lentil 
crepe that you dip into sambar (lentil and 
vegetable stew made with tamarind). It was 

all so delicious, especially the rich and fresh 
coconut chutney.

All of the hotel buffet breakfasts include 
western options – omelettes, toast, eggs 
Benedict and Danish pastries – which the 
tour group takes to because they either 
fear getting sick or subscribe to the if-I-
can’t -pronounce-it-then-I-don’t-want-to-
eat-it mentality. Full disclosure: I cannot get 
used to eating with my fingers.

But I’ve been eating copious amounts 
of yoghurt and honey to cool down my 
mouth and insides from the heat of the 
spices that come as standard. 

September 23:  
India’s Venice of  
the East

My last night in India before enduring 
the long journey back to LA. Just when I 
thought I couldn’t tour another fort, we 
visited Meherangarh, one of the most 
beautifully preserved monuments with 
views of blue-hued Jodhpur. Against this 
landscape, bright colours really stand out. 

Lunch of paneer kebabs was followed 
by a visit to a textile warehouse, where 

the second generation owner sold us on 
stories of his dealings with major fashion 
houses. I got sucked in, just like everyone 
else, and now own a Valentino wrap and 
Hermès pashmina.

Following a long drive with stops 
at a Jain temple, we arrived late in 
Udaipur, known as the city of lakes. 
My spirits lifted upon boarding a boat 
headed toward the Taj Lake Palace. We 
were staying in the hotel that anchors 
the Venice of the East. Rose petals 
showered us as we entered the marble 
lobby covered with sofas and pillows. 
Candles lit up the place and we sipped 
guava juice while waiting for our keys. 

My room had an amazing view 
of Lake Pichola and the City Palace, 
aglow under the morning’s sunrise. The 
hotel felt like a boutique cruise ship, 
resplendent with fountains and gardens 
overlooking ancient views. Everywhere 
smelled of incense and flute players 
abounded. Apparently James Bond’s 
Octopussy was filmed here so I ordered 
a version of the film’s signature cocktail 
– made with vodka and jasmine syrup – 
at the bar. 

I’m sad to be leaving. Travelling with 
a tour group has been enjoyable. Truth 
be told, I’m partial to independent 
travel but navigating India is not easy. 
Without fixers and guides, pulling off a 
two-week trip of this kind would have 
been tough, and being surrounded by a 
circle of fellow travellers lessened the 
intimidation of India staring me straight 
in the face. 

As for travelling solo in a group, that 
part was liberating. I never felt lonely, 
took my time, escaped when I needed 
to, avoided cliques, caught up on my 
reading (Behind the Beautiful Forevers, a 
non-fiction book about Mumbai slum life, 
was a constant companion) and didn’t 
have to question whether someone else 
was “having a good time”.

While I might have done my own 
thing and occasionally adjusted the 
sightseeing schedule (not that I’ll ever 
forget first seeing the Taj Mahal with 
a bunch of sticky strangers under the 
blazing afternoon sun), there’s one thing 
I simply would not have changed for the 
world – that air-conditioned bus.

A stall owner selling 
produce at Chandni 
Chowk bazaar

Without fixers and guides, pulling 
off a two-week trip of this kind 
would have been incredibly tough
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