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FOREWORD

This book is dedicated to all those who made the journey from London to Dehli at the height of when the overland route was a myriad of colourful characters travelling from west to east or vice-versa.

The basis of this book is of course, my memory of all that happened, and the dates are taken from my diary.

The original book was written on the twentieth anniversary in 1994. Thirty years has now passed since I made this trip and its November 2004.

The overland road from London to Delhi not possible any more the era of the hippies is no more and we now live a world, which has changed since the free and easy years of the seventies.

There was civil war in Yugoslavia in the mid nineties with the split of the country into independent states.

The Ayatollah Khumani took over the rule of Iran in 1980 and the Shah died in exile in France in 1980.

Afghanistan has gone through two wars, been ruled by the Tali ban and is now ruled by a puppet American backed government.
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CHAPTER 1

London to Istanbul

Every child at sometime or other in their childhood spends a proportion of their time day-dreaming about adventure, whether it be sailing on the sea, climbing mountains, sky diving or even some other subject that has captured their imagination. Most of the time they are just dreams and forever remain so. Sometimes dreams do turn into reality, which undoubtedly leaves a marked impression upon the mind, and to whose destiny it will effect later in life.

My earliest recollections are of daydreams about India, I don't know why this was so? Maybe in my past life I was an Indian, or a soldier serving during the time of the Raj. It was as though the smells, culture and cuisine were deep in my blood. The map of the subcontinent seemed engraved on my forehead and this was to become a magnet drawing me closer and closer to this land of contrasts.

Such magical names appear in its history. The Khyber Pass of the North West Frontier, and the fierce Pathans. Clive of India, the Indian Mutiny of 1857, Mahatma Ghandi and the struggle for Independence. Bombay gateway to India, Calcutta, Delhi and Madras. Cities whose names were famous throughout the world but seemed to hold that eastern attachment. Other names also synonymous with the subcontinent, the "Taj Mahal" and the mighty Himalayas.

It is impossible of course to provide any satisfactory explanation of why I should want to go to India. The predominant motive seemed above all in my view to be

"Because it's there".

1.

It was in the summer of 1974 when I was working as a chef just outside London that I saw in the paper an advertisement of a bus going to Delhi, in November of that year. The cost was £49 one way; this seemed too good to be true and immediately wrote I off for more information. After receiving more details through the post I telephoned the organiser Emil Bryden. I met him at his home in north London and listen to him explain how his company operated I decided to pay my £49 for the journey of a lifetime. He said that he had two buses that travelled from London to Dehli through Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan on to India. He told me that the buses were on their way back from India at the moment and that there would be a routine service before they would again return to the sub-continent.  It sounded so exciting and the travel bug was in my bones, so I decided to pay my £49 for the journey of a lifetime it had always been a dream India and the orient.

The people I worked with could not understand it; “you want to quit your job to go to India?”  When will you come back they was asked? “I don’t know” what will you do when you get there? I don’t know” “You don’t have a definite plan then?” Well no” My father could not understand it at all, he had struggled all his life working at the pit, and here I was finishing my job to travel overland to India. Why did I want to go to India?  I don't know?

That November night in 1974 is still clear in my memory. It was the start of an adventure that was to change my life forever. The sixties and early seventies were the era of flower power, hippies, Bob Dylan, Jimmy Hendrix, Pink Floyd and the Beatles. The Beatles all went to the east; music became integrated with eastern influence. People travelled East in search of dreams. The young generation of this time, as now experiencing the freedom to travel to far off lands. Names such Kathmandu and Goa were attracting people from all over the globe. From America, Canada, Scandinavia, Australia and Europe. Parents were left behind; people were able to start something new. Young people were breaking new ground and I was to become one of these people. I was not a hippy, I don’t think I was? But what is a hippy? I suppose the closest I got to be a hippy was attending the rock concert at Windsor Great Park.

2.

This was a concert that was held after the famous Isle of White concert. The English version of the Woodstock rock concert in America. It lasted four days and four nights, there were people every where sleeping on the grass. Smoking grass and making love, I remember vividly walking across rows and rows of bodies in sleeping bags to get near the stage. Music twenty-four hours a day for four days,

Today people want to work they hate being unemployed they want material things like computer games or a new car. Back then people didn’t want to work; they were not interested in material things they said to their parents you can keep all that shit. People wanted to make revolution, in the mind, in the way they live, people were going on a spiritual journey, blind belief of the youth of this time. Everyone was looking for something and by going to Asia they hoped to find it, an era that will never be repeated.

It was Saturday 23rd November 1974; on through the frayed edges of the city of London as the train I was on edged its way towards Totteridge tube station. Light winter drizzle was falling outside. Next stop Totteridge and Whetstone, it was 4.30 p.m. and getting dark. As I left the entrance of the station the wind and rain seemed to be getting stronger leaving a dampness on the roofs and a shine on the road. I was early, far too early, what can I do? I know I will go for a coffee. So with my pack on my back I walked down Totteridge lane looking for a cafe, I was told the bus would leave at 6pm. From outside Totteridge station. After a coffee in a greasy cafe, which seemed typical of north London I then headed back towards the station.

It was raining hard now, as I reached the entrance of the station, it did not seem right. Where were the other adventurers who were going to India?  Barry and Janet Wills, whom I had met only a month earlier at the hotel where I was working, were also booked to go on this bus to India.  It was completely dark now with just the lights illuminating the forecourt of the station. The rain was pouring down now, and I seemed a lonely figure waiting for a bus that was going to change my life forever.

3.

I decided that rather stand outside in the cold, I went inside to the booking hall. My god the place was packed with all kinds of young people. Could it be that all these people are going to India? There seemed to be about forty, with all types of backpacks.

It was as if they all needed desperately to escape, from what? Although some were going home back to Australia.  It was a generation that needed to find its identity and I was part of that generation. Surely all these people with their gear will not fit into a bus? Suddenly in the corner I saw Barry and Janet, I had been introduced to them just six weeks earlier by the manager of the hotel of where I was working. Janet, who was a regular customer at the hotel, one day mentioned that she and her husband had booked to go on a trip of a lifetime to India by bus. The manager had told her that a chef who worked in the kitchens of the hotel was also booked to go to India by bus. Perhaps you were booked on the same bus After meeting Janet and her husband Barry one night in the hotels bar we discovered that it was the same bus we were going off to India on.

"Hi, how is it going?" I asked. They had arrived just five minutes ago, it was passed six and there was still no sign of the bus. Had we all been conned? Unexpectedly Emil Bryden the organiser of Budget Bus entered the station and made an announcement that the coach that was to take us to Dover was outside. It had stopped raining now, as he called out our names he ticked us off his list as we boarded the bus to go.

There were people from all over, Australians, Canadians, Americans, New Zealander's and British. The coach was of deluxe category a forty-nine seater, it seemed strange that the company should trade under the name of Budget Bus, I suppose it sounds better than "Budget Coach." Emil said that the organising of the luggage would be done in Dover, ready before we join the Cross Channel Ferry to Zeebrugge in Belgium. I could not believe the luxury of the bus, all the way to Delhi in this deluxe coach with it's warm heater and padded seats. What value for money this has turned out to be.

4.

Finally on a wet London evening at 7.30pm, 23rd November we began to move. We had finally started this adventure. Where we would travel through Europe to Greece, Istanbul, Teheran, Mashed, Heart, Kabul and so on.  Danger? Nobody thought of danger, maybe there was? I had no tourist guide, but no one had. Not like today where Lonely Planet gives you the guide to everywhere. At this time they did not exist. It was the east, hot weather, men in turbans, giant mushrooms.

It was a typical busy London evening as the bus wound its way through the traffic and onwards towards Dover. I was sat next an Australian, "What is your name I asked?" "John Crawshaw," he replied. John was on his way back to Australia after spending six months touring Europe. Three hours later we pulled up outside the Townsend ferry terminal in Dover. This is where the ferries dock ready to make the crossing of the English Channel to the Continent.

It was at this time we were faced with the reality that the bus which had brought us from Totteridge to Dover would be staying this side of the Channel and the transport that would take us across central Asia to India was waiting for us. There to one side by the ferry were two 1965 Leyland forty seater standard buses, with torn seats and floorboards sagging in the middle. I thought, Now I know why its called Budget Bus. A huge man with a thick north English accent came over to meet us.  “ I am George the driver,” he said.  A young Indian boy called Ram accompanied him. George was the driver of one of the buses. Again our names were called out and the people were split up between the two buses, the backseat being used to store the luggage.

5.

George was the driver of bus number one and was obviously the regular driver; he organised the group with military organisation. The Indian boy Ram followed him everywhere. George's Companion. Ram who had just made the journey from India to England and was now on his way back to Delhi and home.

Graham the other driver was younger than George and had never been outside of England, never mind drives a bus all the way to India. I was placed on Graham's bus while Barry and Janet were placed on the bus that George was driving. After completing customs and immigration we boarded the ferry for the four-hour crossing to Zeebrugge.

Some of us walked up the gangway, while George and Graham drove the two buses on to the car deck to be made fastened ready for the crossing. Few of us would have given serious thoughts of the trials and tribulations that we would be confronted with during the next six weeks.

As the ferry moved out away from the quay, Dover harbour merged into the distant darkness as the waves from the stern churned the sea into foam. It was at this time that I approached George who by now had taken the role as leader. " Excuse me George, I have been placed on bus number two but I know some people on your bus, What is the chance of changing over to your bus? "If there's a spare seat yes," he said with his Geordie accent.

He was a big man in his middle forties, unshaven and wearing a grey duffle coat, which we would not see him take off until we reached Dehli. Graham on the other hand was a quiet spoken man, mid thirties. He looked out of place with this busload of hippies if that's what you could call us, heading for the sub-continent. He would look more at home driving a coach load of old age pensioners on a tour of North Wales. Maybe he needed a job? Who Knows?

6.

The journey on the ferry was uneventful as most of us found a place to sleep. Some made their way to the bar, George also seemed to find his way to the bar: and downed a few “Newcastle Brown’s” as this would be the last he would get to taste of this famous drink until he returned back to England.

We arrived at Zeebrugge at 4am in the morning, it was still dark and a cold breeze blew off the Channel. Before the buses were unlocked from their berths we were all told to take our places on the right bus. This time I moved from Graham’s bus to George’s as there was an empty seat behind Barry and Janet, next to a guy who was of smaller build than me. “What’s your name?” I asked, “John was his reply.”  I realised that he did not feel like talking so I did not press for any more conversation. Soon we were on our way that’s what we thought anyway!

We drove off in unison one bus in front of the other, George leading the way. We crawled along at thirty miles an hour, as we passed through Brugge it was still dark. Then on the road between Brugge and Gent George pulled over into a lay-by, I wondered what the problem is? There was no problem, due to the fact that George had been in the bar all night he hadn’t had any sleep. Graham from the bus behind arrived “what’s the problem?” George just proceeded to go to sleep while most of us were waking up as the sun was slowly rising over the horizon; we were just left to sit in our seats. At 7am there was stirring from the drivers seat, “my god we are going” said someone from in front.

George did not say a word, started the bus cranked it into first gear and we pulled away from the lay-by where we had been parked for the past two hours.

7.

Soon we were through Belgium and on the autobahns of Germany. Approximately 70 kilometres from Frankfurt we pulled off the main road into a small village. There was a hotel ahead, the Hotel Kugel which obviously catered for truck drivers, it was cheap with some rooms, others being dormitories. “We will stay the night here, and leave at 06.30 in the morning” said George. It was obvious that the staffs were used to such groups of people arriving, as they seemed to accept the matter as part and parcel of a day’s work, this was German efficiency at its best.

Soon people were given rooms or dormitories as their budget could cope. It was now 7.3Opm and for most of us it was now time to eat, all of us were hungry as all we had eaten since leaving the boat in Zeebrugge was a frankfurter and bread when we stopped on the autobahn for what was supposed to be a lunch stop.

A group of us wondered down to the large dining room, where a menu was available. It was a choice of Goulash Soup or Salami followed by a choice of Schnitzel with salad or Roast Beef and Spatzle. I opted for the Schnitzel. It was at this time that people were becoming more acquainted with other people in the group. The impression left by companions is one of the biggest elements left in one's memory of such a diverse group of people.

There were a few Australians I got to know, Russell who was later known as big Russ, due to his height over six feet tall, towering over all of us and with a thick bushy beard. Sculls who's real name was Steve was shorter in stature than Russ, both were on a years leave from the Reserve Bank in Sydney and were now making their way back to Australia overland. John from Melbourne who was mad on Aussie Rules football and Foster’s beer so he was nicknamed Aussie John, Helen also from Melbourne travelling alone and two girls who sat in the front seat. Maureen and Val. also on their way back overland to Australia.

8.

There was one New Zealander called Graham who adopted the name of Kiwi, he was on his way to New Delhi just to attend a New Years Eve party at the New Zealand High Commission. Of the English in the group, there was John of whom I was sat next too. Tall John and Michael who were travelling together, Jamie and Esau two real down to earth cockneys if ever there were. Mad Bill the Scotsman, Barry and Janet, Damian the American, the two Swedes Lars and Sven.

“Jamie where are you off to?” I am going to find Utopia, man.”

Monday 25th November.

I stretched myself and opened my eyes; the fascination of travel to unknown places was now becoming a reality. It was cold outside and still dark for it was still early, 5.45 am. A few more minutes in my warm sleeping bag before I make a move. There were sounds of others stirring in the darkness of the room, George had said we were to leave at 6.30a.m. And not to be late. There was no time for breakfast or Fruchstuck as the sign said at the entrance to the dinning room.

We had hoped to get away early in the morning, but we were to be delayed several hours. At 6.30 everybody was on both busses all except Kiwi. George did a count of the bodies, some of whom had gone back to sleep. "There is one missing, where is he?" said George. At 6.40 Kiwi suddenly arrived putting on his coat at the same time. "Sorry I'm late George," but it was obvious that George was not impressed with his lateness. "That's it, we start at nine, 11 and he then proceeded to go with Ram back into the hotel, it was not encouraging at all.

9.

Graham arrived from the other bus, "what's going on?" he asked. "We start at nine,” said someone from near the front. "What is he mad? I'll go and speak with him," but it was no good George had now firmly made up his mind to leave at nine. It was as though he was trying to teach us a lesson, or perhaps he wanted breakfast too like everybody else. While a frugal breakfast was being brought in the topic was George, could we trust him? Would he leave anyone behind if they were late? It all sounded gloomy, after breakfast the tension of the early morning episode seemed to have disappeared, and we finally departed at 9am. heading for Munich.

George said that we would spend the next night at Salzburg. It was cold as we drove out of the entrance to the hotel; there was frost on the ground although the winter snow had still yet to arrive. As we pulled on to the autobahn it was still cold. It was so cold on the bus yet nobody had the nerve to ask George to put the heater on.

It was around 10.30 that big Russ who later admitted that he suffered from the cold shouted "George how about putting the heater on?" George gave the stern reply, "the heater does not work," at that moment you could here a gasp around the bus. It was cold outside but it was now cold inside, but we were going east to India. Greece, Turkey, Iran they were all countries with hot climates. I suppose we can manage through Europe until we get to Greece when it will be nice and warm.

The drive down the autobahn towards Munich contained little excitement compared to what had happened in the last two days. We stopped on the autobahn for 1½ hours for lunch just outside Wurzburg. The usual motorway food was available Frankfurter’s, Sauerkraut, Schnitzel and Sauerbraten. You have to be hard to eat this kind of food.

10.

At 5pm we arrived on the outskirts of Munich, it was here that we were to pick up another passenger. The two buses drew stares from the Germans on the street, a couple pointed at the bus. I could imagine what they were saying, "that bus will never make it to India." I am sure that if the Germans were going to India it would be on a fully heated Mercedes Benz with stereo sound system.

Finally we pulled up in front of this hotel; George and Ram were soon off the bus and inside the hotel. They came out with a gentleman looking of about forty and who was dressed extremely well in a thick leather coat, which went right down to his knees. He was certainly dressed right for the climate outside.  From first impressions it looked as though he had plenty of money. Surely a person of his stature would not be travelling on an old bus with no heater and a bunch of hippies and young travellers. It would be more in line for him to fly; he looked like he certainly had the money to afford to fly.

It was dark now and people could be seen going home with Christmas shopping, I wonder where we will spend A Christmas?

Graham came to see the new passenger and he was introduced. Now that the bus was stopped it was time to stretch our legs; so most people alighted from the bus after spending three hours sat still since we stopped for lunch.

This new passenger certainly did not travel light as large boxes were loaded into the back of the bus. Six boxes in all were loaded onto George’s bus yet none were placed on the bus Graham was driving. There was plenty of room for the boxes to be placed, as our luggage was stacked on the backseats of the bus. So now we know why George did not let us store our luggage in the boot.

11.

An hour and half later we were on the move again, leaving Munich behind us travelling on the E17 now bound for Salzburg where George had said that we would spend tonight. It was 11pm when we drove into this famous Austria City of 120,00 people. "We will leave on Wednesday morning," said George that meant a full day to go sightseeing tomorrow. The streets were deserted and twenty minutes later we pulled up outside the Salzburg Youth Hostel.

Usually you have to be a member to stay at YHA but this time of the year the place was nearly empty so the warden allowed us to stay. We all had to register and in line with YHA rules we all had to become a temporary members. We were shown to our beds, which were in dormitories with Six bunks in each room. I took a bottom bunk with & Russell, Steve, Kiwi, Aussie John and Damian all being in the same room. There was a Polish traveller also in the same dormitory who said we could call him Vlad. It was after midnight by the time we were all registered and in our beds all in need of a good nights sleep.

Next morning the 26th November most of us were awake early and I got up 6.30 so I could enjoy the freedom of the shower and bathroom, as later it was to become a melee of many bodies all wanting to get washed and showered. Down stairs in the dining room Russ and Steve were already eating breakfast, which were, coffee, salami and black bread.

Soon Maureen, Val, Barry and Janet joined us. Russ was the one with the idea of what to do. ""Listen" he said, "how about we go find where the tourist office is and find out what there is to see in this famous city. The warden on the desk where we had checked in not more than seven hours earlier was very helpful. "You must visit the Hohensalburg Schloss," or castle as we call it in English. Built in the twelfth-century sitting perched high on a rock it is the focal point of the city. "Mozart was also born here and his house is now a museum which you should not miss."

12.

It was after nine when ten of us headed into the city to go the tourist office It was not so far away in Mozart Platz just across the road from Mozarts house or Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart to be precise. Born in 1756 he became one of the master composers of classical music, He later died a pauper and was buried in an unmarked grave in Vienna.

The lady was very helpful but had only confirmed what the YHA warden had said. About what to see, in Salzburg. She tried to enrol us on a city tour as well as the Sound of Music tour, which goes around the local countryside where the movie Sound of Music was made. There was also a tour to the local Salt Mines but all of these tours were too expensive for what we had in mind. With map in hand we headed for the castle, cross the Salzach River, we walked through the cobblestone streets and squares.  No peeling paintwork on the beautiful facades that adore the buildings, a cobblestone was out of place, all carefully preserved to give the city that Baroque look. A living museum which was once ruled by Autocratic Prince-Archbishops, Emperors and men who ruled this city.

Soon we were at the base of the rock that the fortress Hohensalzburg stands on. Behind the "Dom" was a cathedral, which was built in 1614. To ascend to the entrance to the castle one must first take the small cable car which

Elevates you above the Salzach Valley. The view was wonderful as we could see right into the hills beyond the city. "That must be where the Sound of Music tour must go," said Valerie. The castle was huge it was now time to play tourist and take some photo's I had a small Fuji single eight movie camera and took a panorama of the vista that we were looking at After we were back in the square below it was time for lunch, it started to rain as we walked through the narrow streets when we came across a bier keller named the "Ratskeller." Kiwi was first in through the beautiful door that adorned the entrance.

13.

Soon everyone had ordered beer and I decided to try the local speciality of Kassler and sauerkraut which was excellent, most had Goulash Soup. It was still raining outside, we decided to stay here all afternoon, what else was there to do besides walk around in the rain or go back to the youth hostel.

The topic over lunch was the bus trip so far, Kiwi said he was worried George might leave him stranded some where and that he had to be in Delhi before New Years Eve. "Whey’s that?'1 asked Maureen inquisitively. "I know this "Sheila" who works there and I promised her that I would join her at the New Years Eve party. "It's along way to go for a party,” said Val "she must be very special!" "She is" said Kiwi.

The trouble is that the bus had no fixed timetable, the only commitment is that it is George’s responsibility to take us to India and even that we are not so sure. As the afternoon wore on the Aussies became merrier; Kiwi could drink like a fish yet he was as skinny as a rake. Where does he put it?

It was after seven by the time we returned to the youth hostel all in a merry jovial mood. We would all sleep well tonight, just as long as Kiwi could get up in the morning. We sat in the dining room none of us wanted dinner just a coffee to drink. As we sat there Graham came across to talk to us. "We leave at eight tomorrow after breakfast, I'll tell the others, best to pay your bill tonight before you go to bed," he advised.

Next morning was cool but sunny, after breakfast we were all on the bus, it was 07.3Oam, and no one was late. I don't think anyone was taking any chances. George and Ram arrived with Sina the guy we had picked up in Munich. There was a solemn mood on the bus that morning compared to the jovial day we had the day before, ahead of us was the Austrian Alps.

14.

At 12.20 we stopped for lunch at a little village called St Michael. It was a typical Austrian village with views of the Tyrol behind the lunch stop was just one hour, then we were on the road again. The sun was shinning now; it was good to be alive. Austria is a land of peaks and valleys with Spectacular Mountain scenery, friendly people and good food. The Drive south continued through the mountains towards Graz

and the Yugoslavian borders where we arrived at 8.3opm. No visas were required, after being processed through immigration and customs whose attitude was slack. The officials seemed more interested in drinking coffee and watching the football game that was on the TV. Than seeing if we were smuggling anything.

The first Yugoslav town we came to was called Maribor situated not far from the Austrian border and, as I recall a dirty town. It was late now, the hotel that George recommended we stay at had only ten rooms vacant. It was now that George made one of his famous statements "listen kids, there is only a few rooms available; decide who is going to take them, the rest of you can sleep on the bus. We leave at 07.30 in the morning."

Val, Maureen and Helen took one of the rooms, Barry and Janet one. George and Ram another, Sena took one, Graham another. Russ also took a room, as he did not have a sleeping bag. The rest of us decided that our fate was too sleep on the bus. There was no point in going to sleep yet so we headed for the local tavern.

Traditional costume is still worn by some of the older people and as we entered this tavern we became the focal point of interest for the people who were quietly drinking their turska kava -real Turkish coffee, thick and sweet. A glass of water is served alongside. Soon the tavern was full of loud noise, most of us ordered coffee. Bill the Scotsman, Kiwi and Sculls decided to try the local peach brandy, which smells and looked like someone had pissed in the glass. 80% proof it was, and obviously had a kick on it like a mule. The fruit is placed in pure grain alcohol then distilled in a pot still in a bath of water.

15.

Russ was trying the Slivovitz this is made from plums from trees that are at least 20 years old. The plums are fermented for three months, then distilled twice unlike most fruit brandies, and this spirit is aged in wood for three to five years. It has a golden colour and a spicy plum taste. This tasted better than the peach brandy but still had a kick. It was after one, when the owner decided that enough was enough and called time. We all piled out into the cold night air. Bill was suddenly sick, too much peach brandy.

Soon everyone was in his or her seats and trying to sleep. There were a couple of bodies sleeping on the floor of the bus. I began to realise that at last we were no longer tourists, but travellers. It was a dismal morning, rain was falling. We found ourselves travelling through farming country with villages of small houses with white washed walls.

By mid afternoon we were driving into a blizzard. It was getting cold inside the bus never mind outside. Val went to wipe the window where she was seated, but her glove stuck to the window, it was ice on the inside. Just before four we stopped at a motel near the town of Slav.Brod. There was plenty of room for everyone with a huge raging fire in the main room through which a piping system heated the rest of the motel. It was good to have a decent wash. Outside the snow kept falling, "when will we hit warm weather George?" asked Russ. Soon, when we get to Greece, You don't have a sleeping bag do you?" George inquired. "No," said Russ, "But you will need one for the Turkish Mountains and the mountains in Iran."

"You mean to say that Turkey has mountains, I thought we were going east and that it will get warmer.'" Russ asked. "It could get cold in Turkey, when you get a chance you should buy a blanket or sleeping bag." George was giving advice; he was human after all.

We left the motel after breakfast; it had stopped snowing now. Gradually we were leaving the country of the Croat people where the Latin alphabet was used, and entering the Old Kingdom of Serbia. Here the signposts were written in the Russian (Cyrillic) script.

16.

Soon we passed through Beograd (Belgrade) capital of Yugoslavia and Serbia. First built in ancient times as a fortress on the high ground at the junction of the Sava and Daube rivers. The great Kalemegadan fortress still stands which now houses the history museum. Josip Tito was still Premier and Marshal since his election on 29 November 1945.

The country became hilly and at midday we arrived in Nis, (pronounced 'Nish') a town which had always been involved in Turkish wars from 1375 down to 1875. It was time for lunch; A group of us went to a local cevapcici shop, a fast food restaurant where we tried the local cuisine of Raznjici. Grilled meat on a skewer served with somunum bread, Bak1ava was for dessert.

We crossed the Greek frontier at Gevgeliija and proceeded on a very rough and rocky road, which improved, as we became closer to Thessalonika where we arrived at l1.3Opm. Thessalonika is the second city of Greece after Athens; it was founded in 315 BC. Again we checked into the local Youth Hostel and the same situation that had occurred in Salzburg took place.

Saturday 30th November.

It was my birthday and I was 21 years old although I did not tell anyone, I hate birthdays why so much fuss? After a good hot shower, I opted to spend the rest of the day by myself and explore this city. It's good to travel in a group but after one week of living and mixing with the people on the bus I enjoyed the freedom to explore by myself. There to see right in the centre of town was the Greek arch that were the only relics to survive the tire which destroyed the city in 1917. So after taking a few photographs of the centre of the city I headed for the market which was a fascinating place to wander.

Later that afternoon I met up with Russ, Steve, Barry, Janet and the rest of the crew. I finally told them it was my birthday and we all headed off for a few drinks and dinner of Dolmades and Souvlaki. We had beer to drink as well as trying the local brew of ouzo.

17.

The youth hostel here was not as good as the one in Salzburg and it was good to get back on the road again. Now we were becoming use to George and his temperament in dealing with situations such as arriving in a city like Thessalonika late at night, waking up the warder of the youth hostel and telling him all these kids on the two buses wanted beds to sleep in. Departure was at nine and we headed east, Kavala was our next stop at lunchtime. George stopped on a hill before we descended into this coastal Greek town and let us all take photographs. The view was superb a white shining town outlined with the deep blue of the Agean Sea. The sun was shining and it was beautiful and warm. Kavala was an old city with an aqueduct running right through the centre of the town.

After lunch we were off again travelling along the coast, the people seemed more Turkish in appearance or perhaps it was all in the mind as we drew closer to the Turkish border we crossed the Turkish border at Psala about six in the evening. We were all now delighted it was as though we had left Europe behind and Asia was now ahead of us. Istanbul was still a long way to go, but now every body seemed happy that we would be in Istanbul tonight our first real taste of the east.

George made an announcement, “Once we reach Istanbul we will be spending three days there.” This would give us a chance to explore the city and for him and Graham to have rest and check out the condition of the engines of both the buses before we headed into the dreaded Turkish mountains. “Listen kids,” as George called us. “Istanbul is full of thieves so be careful with your money and don’t leave anything at all on the bus as it will be locked up when its parked in the street. Don’t get caught with any dope.  Aussie, (Russell) you’d better buy a sleeping bag or a blanket and anyone else who does not have something to keep them warm, as its going to get cold when we go into the mountains.”

18.

CHAPTER 2

TURKEY GATEWAY TO THE ORIENT

ISTANBUL

It was late when we arrived, very late, like 2.am and we had no Turkish Lira. George parked the bus right in front of the Yucel Tourist Hotel at 6 Caferiye Sokak, rooms were 20

TL for a bed in a small three or four-bed dormitory, which is right next to the Aya Sofya, churches. There were not enough beds for everyone so George let six of us sleep on the bus, while the rest checked into the hotel. I was one of those who slept on the bus that night along with Kiwi, Sculls, Bill, and John from Melbourne and John from Exeter.

Istanbul previously called Constantinople, capital of two empires during the last fifteen hundred years: firstly the Roman Empire of the East and then the Ottoman Turkish Empire. Spectacularly sited on the border of Europe and Asia, where east meets west, is one of the most historic cities in the world. With it's mosques, ruins, walls, aqueducts, narrow streets and bazaars. For nearly 1,000 years as Byzantium, and Constantinople, Istanbul was the urban centre of the western and Near Eastern worlds, with a population of one million that was ten times the size of its nearest rival. There is a saying; East is east and West is West but Turkey is something else.

Istanbul has a population of more than 8 million and has become a crossroads for hippies going to and from Asia.  Some hitchhiking others travelling in buses just like ours, Magic bus, London to Kathmandu. But it was our two buses that seemed to look the worst of all.  At 8 o' clock the six of us on the bus were now awake and in the reception of the hotel hoping that we will be able to get a room. "Come back at ten," said Ali the receptionist, maybe we have rooms, maybe not? We joined the others whom were now having breakfast and drinking sweet Turkish tea, Turkish bread and jam. "Russ can we leave our gear in your room and have a wash until we are sure that there is a room available?" I asked. "Sure, we will hang around if you like until you check in, then we should go to the bank to change some money, then off to the tourist office to find out what there is to see."

19.

At ten Ali was right, some rooms had become available, Steve and I shared a room that was rather shabby.  The others called Steve, Sculls, which was a shorten version of his surname Scully. But I preferred to call him Steve. Doubles were 90 Turkish Lira a night, showers were extra. The rooms were rather shabby, with views across to the mosque and it's minarets. Because the hotel was right in the middle of the action we did not mind.

At the bank the exchange rate was 30 Turkish Lira to the pound which made a nights stay at the hotel 1.50 each a night. After changing some money we headed for the Grand Bazaar, or Kepali Carsi as the locals know it, a labyrinth of alleyways and passages, a treasure trove of delight. The bazaar is divided into areas - carpets, jewellery, clothing, silverware and many more. "Russ you should buy a coat or blanket while we are here" as George said that you will need it when we head into the mountains, everyone else had sleeping bags. "I'll buy a blanket if I see a good one, I don't want to buy a coat" Said Russ.

There was everything for sale from nylon socks to fake Rolex watches. "You buy carpet, I give you good price," "it's a blanket I need,” said Russ, "not a carpet." "Carpet good quality, I give you special price, first customer of the day, special price." You have any blankets? No but lots of carpets, all good quality." We strolled through the bazaar; John from Exeter bought an Afghan coat. It was lunchtime now and the only place to go in Istanbul for lunch is the pudding shop.

Situated right in the heart of Sultan Ahmet, the pudding shop is crowded from morning to night with all kinds of people. We sat at a table by the door and ordered a variety of foods from savoury lamb costing 10 TL, kebabs, salad and baklava. Russ, Skulls, Kiwi and I all ordered a selection of puddings, and custard tarts, for which the Pudding shop is famous. The place was crowded with Germans, French, Swedes, and other Nationalities from Europe. A kaleidoscope of colour, Levi jeans, shoulder length hair and golden bangles.

20.

There was a woman in an Afghan dress wearing a gold ring in her nose, she had obviously just arrived from India, as she went up to the counter, she said "I've been dreaming of these cakes since I left Herat.

Signs were hung on the walls warning the dangers of getting caught with hashish (BEWARE OF DRUGS - DEATH PENALTY). There were messages pinned to a notice board from travellers wanting lifts,

German Girl with 25 Deutschmarks needs lift to Munich. Will except any offer.

Or travellers selling Indian rupees or messages from people waiting for others to arrive.

In the afternoon with our stomachs full we walked across the square to The Sultan Ahmet or Blue Mosque which was built in 1616. It is famous for its six minarets and inside you find the blue luminous impression created by the Iznik tiled walls. Our shoes were left outside in respect to the religion of Islam; "I hope they are there when we come back?" said John.

After admiring this beautiful mosque we walked down to the Galata Bridge on the Golden Horn. This famous stretch of water is a constant hive of activity with ferries and boats churning back and forth. The floating bridge dates back to 1912. It carries a constant stream of cars, mules and horses as well as people, Istanbul revels in contrast.

Around the bridge, fishermen were selling their catch. On the lower level of the bridge people were drinking tea and coffee as well as smoking through their bubble pipes. It’s here where the Golden Horn meets the Bosporus and the Sea of Marmara, gateway to the east.  It was six o' clock when we arrived back at the hotel; George and Ram were with Graham in the dining room. Bill the Scotsman came up to us as we entered the lobby. In his thick Scottish accent he warned us." George has had his clothes stolen, yes its true,” said Damian.

21.

"Someone broke into the bus this morning and pinched all of his clothes" I said, "I didn't think he had any." "He does not have any now any way."  There he was yesterday warning everyone not too leave their gear on the bus because of thieves and what does he do, he leaves it on the bus and the bus gets broken into. "Serves him right," said Aussie John. "Yeah, but its not nice to have your clothes stolen.

How did it happen? He left the drivers side window open." That night we all gathered in Val   and Maureen's room, Val had explained that one of the guys from the hotel wanted to kiss her as he taken her and Maureen to see some belly dances the night before. He thought she was so beautiful, "be careful," Russ warned her, so we then began to drink ouzo until late.

Constantinople had taken its name from its founder, the Roman Emperor Constantinople who in 330 AD, moved the capital of his Empire from Rome to a site beside the Byzantium.  Constantinople is said to have undergone no fewer than twenty-six sieges and had been captured eight times.

Tuesday 3rd December.

Six o' clock in the morning " Allah Akbar.... Allah Akbar,"

We were woken by the cry of the muezzin calling the faithful to prayer "You don't need alarm clocks in this country." It was after ten by the time we got ourselves organised; today we planned to go on a ferry trip up the Bosphorous. The ferry left from beside the Galata Bridge at 13.30.pm.  It was to be a 90-minute journey to the village of Anadolu Kavagi and back again. The views from the ferry unfolded as we headed up the river. The awesome fortress of Rumeli Hisari beneath the arch of the Bosphorous Bridge. It was a beautiful day, the sun shone and we were all happy as we made the return trip to Istanbul, the Great Mosque of Suleymaniye stood out against the skyline. This is considered to be the finest mosque in Istanbul. Built in 1557 and it's designer Sinan, was rated an architectural genius of his time.

22.

As the ferry pulled into the quay, the Galata Tower could be seen standing alone in the district of Galata. Thought to be built in 1216 and was used as a fire lookout tower as well as being a prison. It was after seven when we disembarked from the ferry into the crowd, it was time to eat. We went to one of the little restaurants that litter the waterfront for dinner, serving fresh fish and baklava we gorged ourselves to our hearts content.

Val had experienced the Turkish hotel worker trying to force himself upon her; it was at this same time Bill walked passed her room, saw what was going on and threatened to punch the guy out if he did not leave her alone.

The main rule that all travellers know is that you never loose your passport, I had mine in my money pouch. Next morning the cry of the muezzin came with the rising sun. "Steve, must be time to get up" I said, "Those bloody," the Muslim priests who call the faithful to prayer was getting on Steve's nerves. Today was to be our last day in Istanbul, We all met in the lobby of the hotel, then headed off for the Topkapi Palace, situated behind the St Sophia and bordered by the Bosphorous, this was the palace of the Sultans from 1462. The Topkapi is not just a palace but a whole collection of gardens, houses and of course the harem.

The best thing to see is the jewel collection in the treasury. There was supposed to be the hair from the Prophet John the Baptist. Could be any bodies hair, I thought. The view from the gardens over the Bosphorous was magnificent although I found the harem rather boring, not much like the fantasy the mind imagines.

23.

After this intake of mindful knowledge it was time to rest a while before we were due to start on the bus again tomorrow. While we were in Istanbul for these three days we had totally forgotten that we were due to go back on the bus again. Russ had to go to buy a blanket to get him through the Turkish Mountains. We all had our last indulgence at the pudding shop before heading back to the hotel to pay our bill.

Thursday 5th December 1974 was the day we left Istanbul, it was 08.45am when we finally pulled away from the hotel that had been our home for the last three days. In one way it was sad to leave but then again we were now full of optimism of what lay ahead. Russ had bought a thick woollen blanket last night in the bazaar for only 120 Turkish Lira, Russ said, "the guy had come down from 215, but I'm sure I got ripped off."

We drove across the Ataturk Bridge, into new Istanbul passed Taksim Square and headed north towards the Golden Horn Bridge this would be our entry into Asia; a new and exiting continent where new experiences awaited us. Asia Minor at last, as George drove the bus with Graham in the second bus is following. The weather was overcast but soon we were in the mountains with snow on the ground as we drove towards Bolu our lunch stop.

Nobody was ready yet to approach George after what had happened in Istanbul. We were all scared of him this huge man who was so abrupt and rude in his manner, yet we relied on him. He was to get us all to Dehli in one piece. So nobody even Graham the second bus driver was brave enough to approach him.

We were now in the wild Turkish Mountains at 4pm we pulled into this small town with the name of Kizilcahaman. There seems to be something wrong with the bus. I could see by George’s face that he was not happy, when he said that the bus had a problem and that we would stay in this village tonight.

24.

Here we were only seven hours out of Istanbul and we have already broken down, at least we are in a village and not in the middle of anywhere. Apparently there was a problem with one of the front springs and it could take a few days to fix.

We all checked into the local hotel, the hotel Gungor where doubles were 15 TL. (.50p). The rooms were shabby, plain white with a piece of cloth for a curtain. The beds were made of iron and there was a huge stove in the centre of the room. I shared a room with Russ and Steve. That night in the hotel lounge if you could call it that the hotel owner made us quite welcome as we drank his tea and coffee as well as eating his kebabs and rice. The place was full of locals although we were the sights to see. Yet they were also a sight to see, sat around all men no women and all holding hands. It was certainly an unexpected windfall for the hotel owner having all these travellers on his doorstep.

Next morning we were up at 9am George said that we could be here for a few days while they drove on to Ankara to get a new spring. It was a beautiful morning so we all decided to climb a small mountain; gradually we zig zaged our way to the summit, which took over two hours to climb. Steve was stripped of to his waist as the climb made us all sweat. It was mid afternoon by the time we got back to the village and an hour later it was snowing like mad with the thermometer dropping. It was getting cold, so we asked the hotel owner for some wood so as to light the stoves in the rooms to keep us warm.  At this Point he must have thought this was another way to make more money from us. He wanted to charge us for the wood he had, but we refused to pay. We also decided that if he wanted to charge us for the wood we would not eat or drink in his restaurant.

25.

It was cold in the rooms; suddenly we could hear a banging coming from Kiwis room. Russ went to see what was happening, Kiwi and Bill were sharing rooms, in which they had a wooden chair and table, which were no more as they had broken them up and proceeded to light a fire with them. "I'm not bloody freezing to death,” said Bill, "let’s do the same," said Steve "stuff this hotel owner." So we went round all the rooms breaking up the furniture and lighting the stove. Barry and Aussie John went to buy some booze and came back half an hour later with a selection of beers, Turkish whisky and ouzo. We all sat by the fire; Steve had some tapes while Helen had a small cassette. Pink Floyd's Dark Side of the Moon was put on as well as Rick Wakeman’s, Journey to the Centre of the Earth.

Helen said that she was hungry and that she would go to buy some bread and meat to eat. It was some forty-five minutes later that Helen arrived back and suddenly burst into tears, She had been attacked and assaulted by some Turkish men when she went to the shop. We now began to realise that we are in the wilds of Turkey and that going to the shop here is not like nipping out for a loaf of bread in Nottingham or Sydney. Russ said," that one of us should have gone with her," but none of us had experienced this kind of thing before. Aussie John now said that he had diahorea, and every half-hour had to go to the toilet.

Next day we were still stuck in this God forsaken hole, it was 10.30 by the time we left our rooms. It was snowing heavily, different to yesterday when we had climbed the mountain. Suddenly there was a huge commotion from upstairs, the hotel owner had now discovered that he had no furniture left, this had taught him a lesson he would not forget. But by the tone that was coming from his mouth (obviously swear words in Turkish) we decided it would be best to leave. Russ, Steve and John decided to stay. The rest of us left him some money for the two night’s accommodation and left. Two hundred yards up the street we checked into another hotel, it was like a repeat performance as the hotels owner’s eyes light up as he saw us all wanting to check into his hotel. Later at two we met up with Russ, Steve and John.

26.

There were a group of men from the village following us and we all felt unsafe, John still had diahorea, this was cause for concern so he had stopped eating. There was no sign of George, Ram or Graham. Just the lonely sight of the bus had broken down by the side of the road.

Sunday 8th December

Sleep was difficult, it was freezing cold. It was though, I expected these villagers to come bursting into the hotel rooms and murder us. We were up and moving very early when we heard Russ, Steve and John checking into the hotel. We went for a walk but the weather conditions were getting worse and worse the roads were frozen, very icy and dangerous to walk on.  That afternoon we played cards until late.

Monday 9th December

To our un-be knowing George had arrived back from Ankara last night and had already started to make the repairs to the bus. By 11.15am we were ready to depart, I was not sorry to be leaving the village we continued to descend steeply; it was an awe-inspiring sight. The mountains rising beyond the road giving a wonderful backdrop. Lunch was a two-hour stop in Ankara, where George had the repairs checked at a proper garage, before we were travelling again. At 17.50 we arrived in Cerilkli seventy kilometres from Ankara. We stayed at the Sofia Hotel; I was with Steve and John. With any luck all our misfortunes were over.

We were now in the real heartland of Turkey; the men wore dark caps with peaks just like you would find in the mining villages of northern England. We had no radio on the bus, so what was happening in the outside world was anyone's guess?  While the bus laboured through the mountains the weather seemed to get worse and worse. We drove over the top of the pass into a valley; this was Yozgat where we ate lunch. At eight that night we pulled into Sivas, a town in central Turkey.

27.

We were to spend two nights in Sivas; the people were friendlier than what we had experienced in Kizilcahaman. Everyone seemed to be on the move, the women seemed to have sacks over their heads. Horse traps came into town and old Chevrolets were the taxis. Marco Polo came here in 1271 and it became great learning centres of Islam.

It was time to have a good wash and no better place than a Turkish bath house. That afternoon some boys had been hanging around the hotel where we were staying and had apparently stolen some blankets from one of the rooms. The hotel owner thought it was us and called the police, it was not until they had searched all the rooms and heard the story that some boys had pinched the blankets that they believed us and let us go. George was fuming that we could get ourselves in such a dilemma.

We got away in good time the following morning, watched by a small group of Turkish boys; perhaps these were the bastards that had pinched the blankets. We passed the small village of Zara and were on the road to Erzincan. It was snowing the landscape was desolate and bare.

It was no surprise to us when the vehicle broke down yet again, in isolation in the dreaded Turkish Mountains as we called them. This time it was the linkage from the gear levers to the gearbox that had gone. Our driver contorted to himself under the bus, to no avail, so he began pounding a hole in the floorboards

For half an hour George tried his best to move us, but it was all to no avail. George said that he would go with Graham on his bus to Erzincan to try to come back with a mechanic whom he hopes would solve the problem. "I want some volunteers to stay with the bus?" he asked, while the rest will go with Graham and I on to Erzincan, all the women will also go on to Erzincan on Graham's bus.

28.

There were thirteen of us who volunteered to stay behind and mind the bus. "Don't all go to sleep at the same time otherwise people may rob you or steel parts from the bus, you are in the Turkish Mountains and anything may happen? Eastern Turkey is notorious for bandits and highway robbers that infest the roads in these parts." After this final warning from George they drove off in the snow towards civilisation. We were cloistered by the intense cold and isolation.

Turkey is a wild and rugged place, which presents a considerable challenge to any one travelling through. The first thing to do was to build piles of snow around the bus as a warning to other traffic that we have broken down. Then to draw lots of when who would do the watch while the others slept. Once night fell it became very cold, I drew the times at 00.30am to 02.15am. It was freezing cold, we had no heater, no music just the wind outside.

I crawled wearily and gratefully into my sleeping bag as I had never done before, my teeth began to chatter, the temperature outside must be about minus 20 degrees C; it was hard to sleep, but I must have dosed off as at thirty minutes past midnight Steve was tapping my shoulder, "your turn to stay awake Charles." there was condensation from my body in my sleeping bag, I did not want to do this. I suppose I only stayed on as a gesture, as it seemed the right thing to do.

I climbed out of my sleeping bag and put on my big coat with a fur hood. With the hood over my head I hesitated between eating my last bit of chocolate and keeping it for the morning. We were in the very heart of the mountains; the bus was very exposed to both the wind and snow. All night long I could hear the sound of the wind it never seemed to stop. Several times I went for a walk outside, the first for piss which seemed to freeze before it hit the ground. I looked at my watch, ten to one it’s been only twenty minutes since Steve woke me.

29.

I could not stay outside it was too cold, I got back on the bus and made my way passed sleeping bodies to my seat. Before the trip I never in my wildest dreams thought that I would be stuck in a place like this. It was cold and seemed to be getting colder, outside the whole landscape was draped in thick snow and its wintry vastness seemed endless. It was exciting, and that's why I had left England, for excitement.

The long monotonous minutes of time ticked slowly by, everybody else seemed fast asleep, some even snored loudly, even Russ was fast asleep, and he only had the blanket that he had bought in the bazaar in Istanbul. I thought I heard footsteps outside, I undid the door and peered out, but there was no one there, I shut the door.  Perhaps I was imagining things? At 02.15am I went to wake John from Exeter, "your turn John" he made a stir and climbed out of his sleeping bag. Oh for a cup of tea, or coffee but we did not have any so I crawled back into my sleeping bag and tried to sleep, a horrible feeling when one is already chilled to the bone. Occasionally, I would doze, it was sometime later that from the warmth of my sleeping bag I heard sounds, I dozed uncomfortably and kept hearing voices and footsteps outside or maybe I was dreaming? It was an awkward and uncoordinated night, though numbed and half-asleep.

I welcomed the first streaks of dawn. Dawn would bring movement and with it warmth, I lay on my seat trying to put on my boots. It was eight by the time the sun hit the horizon and gave us warmth at last, the long journey through the night was over after a long cold night, and it was the coldest night anyone of us had ever spent. Outside the bus was a line of frozen turds where people on night watch had taken a shit? They were all frozen solid now like epitaphs forming some monument to a great feat.  It was a beautiful clear morning fresh and fine, without a cloud in the sky. At nine when the sun was becoming higher in the sky, it was becoming warmer. Oh for a cup of tea I thought, but we had non. We all decided to head off in the mountains for a walk, not along the road but to this ridge on the horizon in the distant and with that we all set out to climb up on to the ridge.

30.

There was not a cloud in the sky. We could see for miles, in all directions as far as the eye could see were snow-covered mountains. As we trampled through the snow, we were brought to a full stop on a slope, the wind had carried the snow into huge drifts, there seemed no way through.  From the ridge we could see the bus below us on the road, a tiny figure which looked more like a toy. The view in all directions was fantastic; snow covered mountains as far as the eye could see. The sun was now directly overhead.

The day’s march to the ridge had been a great help it had relieved the boredom of that long cold night. By the time we returned to the bus the morning had passed, it was lunchtime with little to eat our only option was to sit and wait for George to return. We did not have long to wait at 12.45 George and Graham arrived; "who's been walking in the mountains?" he inquired. "We went for a walk George." "What do you mean you went for a walk? You see those marks near the bus? They are wolf marks. The mountains are full of wild wolves, you bloody fools," he called us. Two hours later the gears were fixed and we were on the road again' but by late that afternoon we ran into a blizzard. Snow fell from the bleak skies, on the bus it became much colder and I had difficulty in keeping my hands warm.

Out of the swirling whiteness of the storm we came across a convoy of lorries. We stopped to see what was happening, some of the trucks had slid off the road and were now firmly stuck in the snow. We were told that in this part of Turkey trucks travel in convoys and do not travel at night because it’s too dangerous.  Yet here we were a bus with 15 people on it travelling alone heading into the darkness

31.

There was an English guy by the name of Andrew who was trying to defrost with a blowtorch his diesel tank, which had frozen solid. “George what about putting the snow chains on” but he did not answer, we were faced with the elements of raging white snow. Once through the pass the wind eased and the snow thinned, this delayed us a little but George did not use the snow chains at all! The weather did not improve, night was approaching and we had eaten nothing since the day before, but non-of us complained

We reached Erzincan at seven thirty p.m., the rest of the group had already checked into this hotel and were sitting by the open fire keeping warm. Soon we were enjoying a hot cup of tea. After when we were in our rooms there was a knock at the door. It was the owner, who told us we could wash in some hot water; it seemed too good to be true.

We were not a cheery group next morning though it was a late start at 11.30. There had been a meeting with some of the others from Graham’s bus and thirteen had decided that enough was enough and from here they would use public transport. Mike said, that his mind was made up. He had come to the conclusion that his trip would be better on public transport. We arrived at the rather drab town of Erzurum at 16.45; the hotel cost only 14 TL. And the weather was still very cold as the wind blew directly from the Russian steppes.

Saturday 14th December

George had told us that today we would start at 07.45 a.m. But only half of us were here, nobody said a word as we sat in silence and waited. Another minute George still waited. I suppose he did not want any more people to leave the buses. At 08.15 Damian, Bill, Kiwi and John arrived. George just did his block and told them to get on the bus, “if you do that again, and that goes for all of you I will leave you behind, got it!” “Yes George” we all replied. The unsurfaced road wound up and over the Tahir pass as we headed east.   A window framed a white peak, which seemed to be hanging almost directly in front of us; it glistened like a diamond, it was Mount Ararat.

32.

Mount Ararat 5,165 metres high, this is where Noahs ark is said to have come to earth after 40 days and nights during the flood. The mountain made an impressive view from the road. George had now calmed down Russ asked him if he would stop so we could take photos. So he pulled the bus to a halt and we all piled out into the sunshine and took photos of this famous place. We drove on past the miserable town of Dogubayzit; this is the last town in Turkey before the Iranian border, which we arrived at three thirty p.m.

33.

CHAPTER 3.

IRAN DURING THE REIGN OF THE SHAH

The border post was a maze of buildings and barbed wire fences, the contrast in crossing the border from Turkey to Iran was amazing, the Turkish side was filthy yet we could see that on the Iranian side it was spotlessly clean. The building, which housed the immigration and customs hall contained a white line, painted down the centre of the room, this was obviously the border. After the Turkish officials gave us the obligatory exit stamp and we crossed the white line into Iran. " Salaam,” welcome to Iran," as we presented our passports to the Iranian immigration officer who was dressed in black garb and peak cap resembling something out of a Russian spy novel. We did not need visas to enter into Iran; the guards seemed almost embarrassed to search our backpacks. They all spoke perfect English and seemed very Westernised compared to their counterparts on the Turkish side of the border.

After spending the night in Maku the first village in Iran at a hotel that had no water, no electricity, no toilet and nowhere to wash. We thought by entering Iran we had advanced into the twentieth century but this hotel put Iran right back in the Middle Ages. Our first morning in Iran (previously known as Persia) was a bright sunny day. We followed the now excellent road towards Tabriz with small trees visible on the landscape. After crossing a small range of mountains which we ran down into an area of wider valleys, it was from here that George now decided he was to be the tourist guide and Big Russ was to be the tourist. "Hey Aussie" meaning Russell "look at those! They are part of the Iranian irrigation system."  There were mounds of earth (called qanats) running in long lines along the side of the road. Each consisted of a series of shallow wells joined together underground by a tunnel to form a subterranean canal, which ran at a constant slope and carried water from the snow fed streams in the mountains to be used for irrigation on the flat lands. The Persians had been using this system for hundreds of years.

34.

We stopped for dinner in Tabriz, a large industrial commercial centre that really had nothing to offer. The shah had let the local people build this town He allowed anything as long as it looked modern. So after a quick bite to eat at the local kebabji. This one was filthy yet full on hungry looking men. They munched away at the local chelo-kebab, as they stared at us suspiciously. We ate our way through the kebabs and rice then we were on our way again. Iran is predominantly made up of the Shiite sect of Muslims compared to that of other Muslim countries where they are of the Sunnite sect. The national language being Farci, which is written from right to, left. One of our major concerns was to learn the Persian numerals, which would help to stop us from being ripped off. 1٢. 2 ٢ . 3۳ . 4٤ . 5۵ . 6 ۶ . 7۷  . 8 ۸ .  9 ۹ . 10 ٢۰  and so forth.   Due to the excellent condition of the road we made good time although it had been dark for some time, we were soon on the outskirts of Teheran. First we had to pass the ugly sprawl of the suburbs before arriving at thirty minutes past midnight at the Amir Kabir Hotel on the avenue by the same name.

The Amir Kabir is a big hotel with over 60 rooms so there was plenty of room for us to stay doubles were 300 rials (£2.15), it was late by the time we all checked in.  At the entrance to the hotel was a huge noticeboard with messages left on it for other travellers, At street level there was a small restaurant where tea, bread and jam for breakfast cost 20 rials. It is strange you arrive in a city late at night or early morning as we did, and staring out of the hotel window on its light glazed streets, a scene looking more secretive and seductive than they will by day, so serine an calm. But with a dawn breaking the morning puzzle unravels its self.

Kiwi and Damian slept on the bus last night to save a little money while the rest of us had checked into the hotel. After breakfast when George and Ram with Sina went to open up the bus they discovered to their surprise that the bus had been broken into and George's toolbox had been stolen. "We never heard a thing George," said Kiwi," "how can you kids let someone break into the bus while you are sleeping? "George its true we never heard anything," as Damian insisted.

35.

After watching George get upset with Kiwi and Damian, we headed into the city a few hours walk and we locate the main avenues. The Amir Kabir Avenue with it’s numerous mechanic shops that lined both sides of the street.  Our first stop was the Bazaar similar to the grand Bazaar in Istanbul with its huge maze of shops and stalls including the famous carpet section, good Persian carpets were on sale, but were expensive. There were many tea stalls with Iranians drinking their tea and smoking their hookah pipes. There were also traders specialising in coppers, paper, gold and spices. You return to the hotel no longer swimming among maple’s avenues but aware of the sights and sounds that Teheran had to offer.

Because of the oil, Tehran has become a very modern rich city with chronic overcrowding and a basic lack in urban development. Teheran has only been the capital since 1783. It has now become a sprawling mass of people and traffic, one out of every ten people in Iran live in Tehran. Our second stop was the Shah's, Sa'adabad Palace, although we could not go inside it was extremely photogenic. The Shah, his real name being Mohamed Reza Pahlavi who was born in 1919, assumed absolute power after the second world war and since 1955 he had set out on some kind of crusade trying to reform the feudal nation that Iran was into a modern state. After a series of violent riots with the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini one of the most prominent spiritual leaders in Iran, the Ayatollah was arrested and sent to France into exile. Since the discovery of oil the Shah's dreams of power increased with the wealth that the oil brought. The Shah has almost absolute power within Iran, although his secret police have an unpleasant reputation of beatings and torture.

That night we all decided to go out on the town, walking through the streets of Tehran I noticed a lack of females on the streets, no lovers or couples holding hands, just males prowling around in groups or just loitering. The girls in our group had decided to stay back at the hotel, which was a good choice as I'm sure that they would have surely attracted much attention and we may even had some problems.
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After walking for over thirty minutes we came across the Exelsior Hotel, a hotel that showed much more luxury than the Amir Kabir, which I would class as grotty. There were six of us and after a meal of kebab and rice we adjourned to the bar. There were no women, only four men in business suits. Steve, John from Exeter and I were the only ones who decided to stay for a drink, the others decided to go back to the hotel. We drank, Tuborg beer and more raki, we talked about the trip so far and our plans on reaching Dehli.  At 01.30 a.m. the barman was wanting to go home so we called for our bill, 900 Rials,” we never drank all of this?" I questioned. Even though we were all full it was clear that the barman was about to make a bit on the side out of us drunken foreigners. "We refuse to pay,” said Steve, within a few minutes after arguing with the barman the police arrived. "Well, shit," said John as he staggered backwards, another man arrived and began shouting in farci. It looked like he wanted to start a scene by abusing us that we were nothing but American scum and that this was their country. "But we are not American", said John. His voice getting louder "Shut up." I said.

Sensing that real bad trouble was brewing, I said, "let’s pay the bill and go." So we paid the bill and the police let us go, we had surely been ripped off, but at least we were not in gaol. We had heard stories that the SAVAK (secret police) were everywhere and what they do to their victims and the firing squads that take place. We walked back to the hotel down the deserted streets of Tehran it was two o'clock in the morning. Our experience in this may have been considered lucky, but I'm sure it was by no means unique. Also that night Mike, John and Kiwi were also out on the town, three police in uniform confronted them because Kiwi was making a nuisance of himself in the street, but Graham managed to take a photo of Mike and John posing with the police.
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Tuesday 17th December

Our sightseeing continued with a visit to one the most important mosques in Tehran. The Sepahsalar Mosque, just down the road from the hotel. Built in 1890 it is a fine example of Persian architecture of its time. Next stop was the archaeological museum where on display was a pre-Islamic collection of artefacts. We then proceeded to catch a bus out to the Shahyad Monument. It was built in 1971 to mark the 2,500th anniversary of the Persian Empire. It contained a museum and audiovisual history of Persia, which we all found fascinating.

For lunch we found a little cafe just around the corner from the bus station, and believe it or not he had egg and chips on the menu. So it was egg and chips all round, what a luxury after eating chelo kebab. This concoction of a rather bland meal of meat on a skewer and a heap of equally bland plate full of rice topped with butter, raw onions and yoghurt. That afternoon Steve and I who were still in drinking mood found a small little place simply called “The Restaurant.”

So with Barry, Janet, John, Helen and Steve, we stayed to consume alcohol again this time paying as we went, Helen had Coke Cola for 30 rials; she also tried the khoresh, the most popular dish in Iran after the chelo kebab. It was made up of a meat and vegetable sauce on a pile of rice, she said it-tasted o.k. Although the lack of presentation was much to be desired.

It was around eight when we arrived back at the hotel, we all ended up in Russell's room telling him of our exciting drinking session in the afternoon. When we suddenly could hear some screaming and shouting on the road outside. We all dashed for the hotel balcony that overlooked Amir Kabir Avenue to see what was happening.
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George had found this young Iranian trying to break into the bus and had decided to take the law into his own hands by smashing the lad in the stomach. Later we learned that George had been in the English Karate team at the Olympics in 1968. Even though his size was now huge he still had the capacity to slaughter some one.

Wednesday 18th December

Tehran to Kabul is 2,242 km, we left at 08.20 a.m. this morning and soon we were driving in snow again, we were sixty miles outside Teheran when suddenly out of know where appeared this huge mountain, Mount Damavand 17,251 feet high (5601 metres). It was a gradual climb, "George what about the snow chains?" but George did not answer, as the bus laboured up wards through the snow. The road led over a series of passes with the Elburz Mountains as panoramic backdrop were just beautiful, we reached a point where we could see the river had frozen on its way down the mountain side. The road grew rougher and steeper, we crossed the plateau, and again it was bitterly cold, not forgetting that the heater on the bus did not work.

A sharp drop in the road brought us out of the snow at last; we quickly dropped altitude and were soon travelling parallel to the Capsian Sea. The road was sealed, all afternoon George drove and we eventually stopped at Gorgan a small dirty looking town, its 18 .00. I decided to sleep on the bus that night to save some money as I had spent far too much drinking in Tehran.

Next day as we were preparing to leave, George went mad at Patricia for being late. Pat was a 21-year-old American, travelling overland to Goa with her daughter Amanda who was only four. Pats dream was of getting to Goa to smoke dope, she had joined the bus in Istanbul and she obviously seemed to have no concern for her daughter.
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"You!" pointing his finger at Pat and the child whom was now crying, "off the bus." " No George. Please," she begged of him. "No, I warned you kids, off the bus," he shouted, "this will be a lesson to you all."  "But George we have no more money." "Off the bus, both of you," he screamed.  But after some persuasion by Ram and Sina he changed his mind, but I can see that he his not at all happy.

Now the 2nd bus had a problem it couldn't get third gear, so we had to stay in Gorgan until the bus is fixed. Nothing but to do all day but sit in the local cafe's and drink coffee. We stayed at Gorgan until 18.30 before George had the bus fixed and we finally headed off into the darkness. These roads are bad enough during the day, never mind at night, I thought.

The miles rolled on; it was midnight by the time we arrived in the village of Bojnord. We again checked into the local hotel, which looked more like a “cess pit”, rather than a hotel. It is still 200 kilometres to the border and 100 kilometres to Mashed the holy city of Iran. It’s an old city dominated by Imam's shrine.  Next day we arrived at lunchtime in Mashed. Lunch was an on heap of rice with a daub of butter served up with some Nan. Again I was sharing a room with Steve who decided to get totally drunk on Russian Vodka that he had bought when he went with Kiwi looking for booze. The rest of us decided to try the Iranian Riesling that tasted much like white vinegar. During the night Steve spewed up all over the floor, I had no choice but to clean him and the floor. The smell was so strong from the mixture of Vodka and Raki. Today we needed to get our visas for Afghanistan; the Embassy opened at 09.00 a.m. After leaving our passports, we then went to visit the Shrine of Imam Reza. Janet had to wear a veil covering her face to get in. The mosque it self was covered all over by Turquoise stones. At eleven thirty we went back to the Afghanistan embassy to see if our visas were ready. "Come back tomorrow," said the official, "But George is leaving at one thirty and he is liable to leave us behind. "No, ready tomorrow" he Insisted, unless some backsheeh may be coming my way by handing the official the equivalent of 2 each of us soon had our visas and we were on our way back to the bus.                                                          40.

We left Mashed on time at 13.30 p.m. and we headed into this thick fog, there were a lot of people on the bus nodding off to sleep as George drove the bus slowly towards the border town of Taybad. When we arrived at 6p.m. The fog had gone.

We did not seem to sleep very long before we were wakened by Ram going around waking everyone up. It was still dark outside. We had travelled about an hour, before the dawn broke, George said that it was about four hours drive to border and that we should reach there about twelve. The scenery was flat dessert, a boring drive compared to the one's we had just made in the mountains. The morning became stuffy, the journey was slow, as we drove the dust and sand entered the bus covering everything that did not move.

As we slowly approached the Iranian border post, we could see the flag flying in the distance. We came to a stop and all of us piled out, George said, "let me do all the talking." As we entered the large stone building we were confronted with something that looked more like a museum than a customs post. All lined up for everyone to see were exhibits of items where people had tried to smuggle dope going from Afghanistan into Iran. There were parts of cars, motorbikes, and bags with false bottoms, tins and clothing parts where the Iranian Customs had discovered hidden hashish. Iran has a serious drug problem so they search nearly everyone travelling overland from Afghanistan into Iran. We were lucky; we were going the other way.  It was indicated that we should sit down as we might be here for a while. The customs officer beckoned me to him and I handed him my passport. "You are from Britain?" "Yes" I said.

"We have many hippies that come from Britain."  "What do you have in your bag?"  "Clothing, nothing else." I said. "Open your bag," he asked.

After ransacking my bag, and intimidating me he said. "O.k you can go." and I proceeded to the immigration Official who stamped my passport and I was free then to get back on to the bus. All this procedure of searching every one took a while although nobody seemed concerned about searching the buses.
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Bill was getting hassled because he had far too many Iranian Rials on him than his currency declaration form had said. "Where did you get all this money," the customs officer asked?

"I sold two pairs of jeans," he replied.    "You cannot take all this money out of Iran." Bill had heard that there was a black market rate in Kabul where he could double his money. But he did not expect to be stopped by customs. "You will have to leave your Rials here." After some strong verbal abuse, Bill finally had no choice but to let his money go or his other prospect was to spend a few months in a cosy Iranian gaol for selling his jeans. After more than two hours at this Iranian Customs post we finally departed and headed down the road to find the Afghanistan customs and immigration post.
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CHAPTER 4.
AFGHANISTAN HERE WE COME

After travelling for thirty minutes we came across a log hut, a hotel, the sun shone it was dry and arid but the wind whistled we thought we had missed the border and were now in Afghanistan.  A massive Afghan in a kaftan with turban and dagger across his chest  “Customs over there,” he said. “This is the No Mans Land Hotel.” Again we headed off down the road, and soon pulled into a small compound surrounded by a barbed wire fence, we were now in Afghanistan. Iran was almost Western yet here at the Afghanistan customs it was more like a camel market.

The Afghan border post had a reputation as being one of the strictest of all overland customs posts on the Journey to India, and we were just about to find this out. Afghanistan a mountainous country in the north is sandwiched between Iran to the west and Pakistan to the east. Ghengis Khan tore through the country between 1220 and 1223 destroying all that lay before him, practically wiping out all of the male population.

As George brought the bus to a stop, a well-built Afghan customs officer in a rumpled uniform bordered the bus, followed by a second officer. George just sat in his seat. The officer made his way slowly down the isle, looking at each one of us as he passed, not a word was said. Half way down the bus, he stopped. He didn’t say a word at first just looked at Janet with a long hard stare. “You come with me for body search” he said. No sooner had he finished the sentence George was up out of his seat like a flash. “You leave her alone, if you need to do body search a woman officer will conduct it.”  The officer turned to George “This one will have body search.” The reason behind this was that Janet had an extremely big bosom and it became obvious that the afghan officer thought he would be able to put his hands on her by giving body search.
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George now grabbed the officer from behind. “No one does a body search,” he shouted.  The officer never said a word at first, then suddenly he demanded, “off the bus for customs search.” So we all piled off the bus into this dirty wooden hut. The hut reeked of urine; there was another customs officer who lay sprawled over a wooden desk.

Put your passports here," he said in a rough voice. We had visas with our photos on them. Then they stamped the passport with the Islamic date 1333 the officer who had originally boarded the bus now entered the room. "You will all sit here until this man calls your name, then you will collect your passport. Your name was put in a book, which was taken from office to office. Then your name was put in another book. It took ages, yet it was both fascinating and boring. Bring your luggage for checking." So we all waited until the immigration officer called out to each person in turn and then we proceeded to collect our passports and have our visa’s stamped. I then proceeded out side to get my bag searched.

When I went out side, there was George with Ram and Sina arguing with a customs officer who wanted to completely search the bus. George was offering him a bribe as not to search the bus, eventually some money changed hands and the bus was not searched. This perplexed Russell and I as to why should George bribe the official, as all we had on the bus was dirty clothes.  It seemed to take hours to enter Afghanistan

It was not until we reached Kabul that we discovered the real reason why George did not want the bus searched.  Suddenly the telephone rang. Kiwi said, "if it's for me tell them I'm not here!" Then out of know where an Afghan carrying a Kalashnikov rifle turned up and immediately began business by selling Afghanistan right here at the customs post in front of every one. The black market right outside the customs building we could not believe it.
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Two and half hours later everyone was back on the bus, black market money in their pockets we headed down the road to Herat the first city in Afghanistan when coming from the Iran. We arrived in Herat at three thirty in the afternoon. It surpassed all our expectations, it was like a fairy tale, and it was the Promised Land. We proceeded to check in at the Hotel Mohmand on the main street.

Free from the hassles of Turkey and Iran, Helen thought it was the nicest place so far, a relaxed atmosphere where the locals just got on with their daily chores. Men squatted in-groups across the street from the hotel in their white baggy trousers. There were very few cars yet the road was crowded with horses, carriages and ox-carts, each carriage being beautifully decorated with red and white pompoms, ribbons, and bells; it was just like the Wild West. Non of the Afghans had money, but they all seemed happy. A country of happy people although they were desperately poor; a poor country full of happy people.

Steve and I went for a walk through the town where we discovered the remnants of a castle destroyed by Ghengis Khan, although a part of it was still occupied by the army. Across the street and down the road was the Great Mosque that is considered one of the finest Islamic buildings in the world. It has some magnificent tile work and one can only ore at such splendour. Herat is a small town, an oasis on the overland route.  But the young boys in the street instead of shouting ice cream as you would expect they were shouting “hashish, hashish” Happy Jack could not belief it. Some of the gang all they wanted to do now was smoke a welcome joint. Back at the hotel, Kiwi, Damian and John from Exeter were inquiring about getting some dope. The hotel owner asked, "you want hashish?" and brought out a piece from under his desk the size of his fist and proceeded to sell it to members of our group. "Far out," said Damian. "This is worth all that hassle in Turkey and Iran to come here for this. "It was late in the night by the time we all got to bed either drunk or stoned it was like all our Christmas's had come at once after being in Iran.
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The time that we had spent in Iran had been nothing short of a nightmare as I looked back on it. Now we were in Afghanistan and all the tension seemed to have disappeared, at least this seemed a friendly country, with friendly people.  “I need to change some money “said Steve so he went into the bank.  The man behind the counter said “go and change money on the black market you fool.”

MONDAY 23rd DECEMBER

At eight next morning we set off from Herat, some of the guys still stoned. We headed for the city of Khandahar, Situated in the far south midway between Herat and Kabul. We travelled through desert on a dusty road built by Russian and American aid, every hundred yards there was a gap where the paving stones had been layed. Mile after mile these paving stones were placed which certainly slowed the bus down. Nothing could break the monotony of this desert road. Although every so often we would come to a check post, this was a wooden post across the road that an official would raise after paying the road tax. A symbolic barrier, as it would have been easy for George to leave the road and simply drive around it.

Suddenly a voice from the back of the bus broke the silence. "George I want to go to the bathroom?" it was Patricia in her American accent. "There is no bathroom out here," George replied in an angry voice. But he pulled the bus to a halt and Pat got off the bus to take piss. Later Sculls also wanted to take a leak but was afraid to ask George to stop again. So Steve pissed in an empty Coke bottle and then emptied the contents out the window.

At twelve we stopped at a small oasis where we had lunch. I took photo's, there were small clay houses one of which operated as the so called restaurant, two men chopped vegetables, a kettle was being heated for hot water over brushwood and camel dung. The hygiene here was much to be desired.  Was available and it was interesting to see the Nan being made, the oven was a hot pit in the ground. The bread was stuck against the side and when it was ready it was peeled off with a long cloth that the man held in his hand.
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The bread was piping hot and tasted beautiful; at least the heat from the bread kept the flies away.

Just a short distance away was some black nomad tents; my eyes caught the sight some nomads in their Afghan coats. I stared without reservation, they seemed to move with grace, and they were a free people who travelled the regions of Asia. No passports just following the old trade routes and moving with the seasons. An ageless caravan heading off soon across an ageless land with its goats, camels and sheep. That afternoon after crossing the desert we arrived in Khandahar and stayed at the Aira Hotel. This is the point where the main road stops going south and heads north towards Kabul.

We left shortly after dawn the next day and we headed off towards the capital Kabul 499 km away. We made an impressive two-bus caravan heading north. The bumpy road and the rattling of the bus kept us all awake. By early afternoon it began to snow hard, but George pressed on. We passed Ghazni just before dark, 150 kilometres to go. Ghazni was at its peak a thousand years ago. The Ghazni kingdom stretching from Persia to India. Mahmud who ruled at that time is buried here; it is reputed that he invaded India 17 times. From the bus we could see the Minarets of the mosque and we headed off into the darkness.

We rumbled through the streets of Kabul it was four in the afternoon, and we were to stay at Sina's Hotel. We did not know that he owned a hotel here in Kabul. There was a rudimentary bathroom with cold running water, two toilets. Russell and I shared a bedroom; the beds were narrow and hard. I unrolled my sleeping bag ready for the cold night ahead.  It was snowing gently, George iterated again not to leave anything on the bus that stood outside the hotel. It was Christmas Eve and here I was in a country that I had never heard of before let alone imagine that I would spend Christmas in its capital.

47.

Russ came back from a walk to get some fresh air, while the rest of us had been relaxing on our beds.

"Guess what I saw?" "Don't know" came a reply from the back of the room.

"I saw George and Sina unloading boxes of pornographic magazines, Sina must have bought them in Germany." "No wonder he did not want those customs officers to search the bus." I said. "That’s not all, there were rifles too!"  "So by carrying us hippies in the bus was just a front for these gun runners and pornographic couriers."

"What a cheek," said Steve. "We could have all ended up in an Iranian gaol."

That night we headed off to Sigi’s restaurant for dinner. Some went to the Green Hotel. It was a lavish affair with thick Afghan and Persian carpets on the floor, large cushions to sit on, giving a warm feeling compared to the cold outside. The food was nothing short of wonderful after the trying cuisine of Iran. After dinner they served unlimited amounts of mint tea as Bob Dylan echoed through the loud speakers. It was late by the time we left, walked the courtyard and into the street past the Pakistan Embassy and back to the hotel. It was snowing heavily now and the two buses looked cold and bare as the snow gathered around them.

WEDNESDAY 25th DECEMBER (XMAS DAY)

Well we all slept in quite late, Christmas lunch was a late start at the Kabul Steak House there was Russell, Kiwi, Barry, Janet, John, Mick, Betty, Helen, Graham, Val, Maureen and finally me. It was steak all round served with white and red wine. The others had gone to the Istanbul Restaurant. We later met up at Sigi's for cake and coffee. It was still snowing heavily. Steve arrived late and said that he had found a bar called Club number 9. So it was late into the night that we celebrated Christmas.  It was on Christmas day that we realised that George had a heart of gold and was human after all; he bought Amanda, Patricia's daughter a beautiful Afghan coat. She looked so cute dressed in that coat, it was good to see that she had a nice Christmas too. Christmas is really for children and Amanda was really enjoying herself.
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Boxing Day was spent walking around; we went to Zarghuna Street the main Tourist Street in Kabul. Other wise known as Chicken Street since it was once the centre of the poultry market. Fine carpets, jewellery and samovars were also for sale. The bazaars were wonderful but with that added smell of excrement and sweat. When we got back to the hotel there was no one around. Damien’s door was slightly ajar the crack emitting a dim light. As I opened the door Val and I went inside. There was some bleary eyed young men looking at us. "What's that ghastly smell?" Val inquired.  "Hashish," Damian whispered back, happy Jack was in the corner of the room on the bed completely stoned. He could not stand up, now he had finally lived up to his name of "Happy Jack."

The weather was still pretty grim, it was snowing again. At half past nine George told us that we were suppose to leave tomorrow but due to the heavy snow our departure would be delayed. Kiwi was now getting worried as he wanted to be in Delhi by New Years Eve to attend this party with the girl he knew at the New Zealand Embassy.    It was half past one in the afternoon and the weather was now worse than ever. Kiwi after spending half the night being as sick as a dog on the toilet, finally made up his mind to press on alone by public transport. That afternoon we said our farewells and wished him a good journey and a Happy New Year, he did like wise although he was still suffering from acute diahorea. Happy Jack seemed to be continually stoned from the hashish. He was cold, it was winter, it was snowing and it was cold. “How did you find Kabul” I asked Happy Jack? He said that “the water pipes were no good, but we smoked lots of joints and so I was stoned all the time.
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SUNDAY 29th
We left at 08.00am bound for Pakistan. George made one of his famous announcements. "If you have any dope you better get rid of it before we get to the border." Happy Jack had heaps but rather than throw it out of the window he decided to eat it. Soon we passed through the Kabul Gorge, an incredible scenic and steep gorge where there were sheer cliffs. The narrow road was littered with stones, we were speeding as George put his foot on the pedal, and one driving error by George and the bus would plunge over the edge into the river thousands of feet below. I looked down over the edge of the road, into the grey churning waters below. The river seemed to be the same colour as the mountains, which were the same colour as the sky. It was in this gorge that the British soldiers were slaughted by the Afghans during the Afghan wars.

After descending from the Kabul Gorge the road levelled out and the land turned green. This lush oasis of green was so startling compared with the bland grey of Afghanistan and it's rugged terrain. We came into the last town before the border, Jalalabad. There was nothing much here except an Afghan garrison for its soldiers whose heads were sloppily swathed in white turbans. The weather had improved and was now warm and sunny compared to the icy cold of Kabul. George did not stop but drove directly to the border crossing. It took us three hours to go through customs, they wanted to search every one, even the bus. George did not mind this as the booty he had been carrying had been dropped off in Kabul.  As soon as the customs officers were happy that we were all clean we boarded the bus and George drove us into Pakistan.

50.

CHAPTER 5.

PAKISTAN

We entered Pakistan by way of the Khyber Pass a name famous in British army folk law. From the bottom of the pass is the Khyber Railway built over seventy years ago by the British just after the third Afghan war. It is considered an engineering marvel; it has 34 tunnels, 92 bridges and climbs 3,600 feet to the top of the pass. To go through the pass we had to pay a toll of 10 Rupees, this was suppose to protect us from the bandits and tribes people who command the pass. This was tribal area, and the Pakistan government does not have much control over what goes on there. George led the charge and drove like a maniac up the Khyber Pass; the road wound its way up the barren landscape often with a sheer 1,000-foot drop to our right. I craned my neck to look down the steep drop below, as we passed very close to the edge on many occasions with nothing there to stop us from careering over the edge to our deaths. We passed fort after fort; many had large cemeteries outside of them, a grim reminder of when it was the frontier outpost of Britain's greatest colony.

As we came into the market town of Landi Kotal a famous smugglers town in the Khyber Pass, we passed the largest fort of all with a memorial to the Khyber Rifles. Many a lancer or fusilier at the turn of the century would have paid in blood by a bullet from a Pathan tribesman.  George stopped briefly at Landi Kotal, before driving on.  The Pathans with big white turbans and fierce looking beards sat about staring at us. Soon we came across a check post with a barrier across the road. There was a Pakistan officer waiting to greet us, he looked so smart in his khaki drill uniform and shinning boots which made a complete change from his counter part in Afghanistan.

This officer's attitude towards us seemed dignified and proper, a legacy from the British Raj, a symbol of a stable and democratic system that Pakistan had. George gave him his passport; the official looked at it closely.
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"Where is your visa?" he demanded.  "I don't need one" George replied, "we have been through immigration already." "Where is your visa?" the official asked again. George gave him a startled look and then, he repeated firmly, "the passport is in order, we have been through immigration"  "You cannot pass," said the officer "you have no visa." There was dead silence for a minute then George pronounced. "I am a British subject and it states here in the passport that;

Her Britannic Majesty's Principal Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs Requests and requires in the Name of Her Majesty all those whom it may concern to allow the bearer to pass freely without let or hindrance, and to afford the bearer such assistance and protection as may be necessary."

At this the officer had no reply,  "pass" he said in a rough voice, and gave the signal for the soldier to raise the barrier, which was stopping us from passing. As George drove through the checkpoint, we all waved to the officer to show our approval.  Peshawar was only 15 km from the eastern end of the Khyber Pass and is the capital of the North West Frontier Province. Peshawar was much of a frontier town as I have ever seen, yet it was a place of many changes from modern high rise to the romantic back lanes of the bazaar, where men smoked their hookah pipes and cooked curry in large pans on open fires. Beggars mingled in the bazaar wanting backsheeh.

Arrival in Peshawar was at 5 p.m. it was all exotic and strange, we checked into the Park Hotel at 70 Rupees a double. Some of the guys decided to stay at the Rainbow Guest house two doors down which charged only ten rupees for a wooden bed called a charpoy, which used crisscrossed strips of webbing in place of mattresses. Horse drawn carriages seemed the main mode of transport, just like in Herat. I could see some Pathans holding their rifles, while observing us unloaded our luggage from the bus. They are a proud people and looked very distinguished in their white turbans and baggy pants.
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That night we eat in the restaurant downstairs, sheikh Mutton curry seemed to be the main choice with plenty of chapattis had thrown in. George told us not to drink the water as we could end up with a bad case of diarrhoea. Jamie and Esau had gone in search of more "hash" although George warned them that it was illegal here.  They came back later with some morphine that they had bought in the bazaar, they had bought it for eight pounds.

The topic at the dinner table that night was what were people going to do once we arrived in Dehli? I wanted to go down to Agra to see the Taj Mahal while Russ and Steve would continue on to Australia. Helen was also going to go on to Australia as were Val, Maureen and Aussie John and Mick. Barry and Janet wanted to go to Kathmandu. Betty did not know he wanted to do. We understood that Jamie and Esua were down to sixty pounds each and their dream was to go to Goa to smoke dope. Who knows what would come of them after that? Russ suggested that I go to Thailand as he and Steve knew this travel agent called Subraj in Dehli.

He had promised them a favour, as they had smuggled some currency into India for him when they had met him on a plane from Burma to Calcutta.  "I'm sure that he would give you a good price on an air ticket Charles." said Russ, it all sounded very exciting. We didn't see much of Peshawar; most travellers just seem to skip through Pakistan, preferring to get to India as soon as possible and we were no exception.

Next morning we were woken by Pakistani down the hall throwing a volley of throat-clearing sounds. Other splashing and gargling noises wafted up the hall. Ablutions are an important and apparently enjoyable occasion for many people on the subcontinent, Phlegm is cleared from the throat, noses are blown, and wind is broken. Every part of the body that can be cleaned, modestly, without removing a charwal chemise, is cleaned, particularly, for some reason, the back of the ears. Teeth are scrubbed with a twig, and then picked with a toothpick. Finally the beard is combed and trimmed.
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I had an English breakfast of cornflakes followed by fried eggs and toast; I was going to like the Sub Continent. We checked out of the hotel and left by nine, driving past Pashawar's Anglo Muslim Mansions spread along broad avenues before joining the Grand Trunk Road and driving towards Lahore. No one was in a hurry in Pakistan unless he was inside a motor vehicle. Then they seemed to become maniacs. Careering towards each other, passing on blind curves, going through red lights, swerving to avoid Buffalo, horse and carts, women, and children.  At twelve we stopped in Rawlpindi for lunch. Rawlpindi is the colonial city of northern Pakistan with the newly built but planned city of Islamabad close by. We passed a shop with a huge sign, "Internationally Recognised K2 King Size Filter." This famous brand of cigarette is named after the second highest mountain in the world K2, which is right here in Pakistan.

George said, "One hour only, kids." Steve, Russ and I set off to find somewhere to eat; soon we found a small restaurant where the menu read. Veg Stue

Coinflakes

Bens on Toast

Scrimbled Eggs

Fish Stue

Tost.

We asked, "What did the locals eat?"

"Mutton Curry," so we had mutton curry with rice. After forty minutes we were back on the bus, George and Ram soon were ready to go. Everybody was back except Pat and Amanda, where were they? Suddenly the bus leached forward as George put it into first gear, "you cannot leave," said John from Exeter. "Pat and Amanda are not back yet".  "I gave them plenty of warning," said George.   "But all their gear is here, their packs and coats. You cannot leave George," said Maureen. "Please wait for them?"    "No, we are going," and after this statement he drove off down the road leaving Pat and Amanda somewhere behind in Rawlpindi.
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The mood on the bus was solemn, how could he do this? To leave Pat and her daughter in the middle of Pakistan with hardly any money and all of her gear still on the bus. We thought that George had a heart of gold after he had bought Amanda that coat for Christmas, in Kabul. Now this same coat was on the empty seat where Amanda should be sitting, yet Amanda was left behind with her mum Pat. I wonder what they will do? I wonder what I would have done had it been me, one could only wonder.

At five thirty we arrived in Lahore and checked in at the Asia hotel on Macleod Road just down from the main railway station. A small hotel of a medium standard, better than what we had been accustomed to staying in. Beautiful double rooms with air conditioning costing 60 Rupees for a double (£3.00).  If Pat and Amanda did manage catch us up, how would they find us in this huge metropolis of a city with over two million people.

A few of us had not showered or washed our hair since leaving Teheran, so it was so good to feel clean after using the hotel showers. At about seven we all went down to the restaurant for dinner, I was sat with Russ, Steve, Barry, Janet, Maureen and Val. Everybody from the bus were there in the hotel restaurant sat eating or waiting

to order.

We had just placed our order of Chicken Biryani and Mutton Korma, with Lassie as a side order to drink when to all of our amazement Pat and Amanda walked into the restaurant. Pat walked straight up to George and in a loud American drawl said, "George, can we please come back on your bus?” He just looked at her in amazement Yes," he said, and at that Pat and Amanda went and sat at a table in the corner.

Every one now wanted to know what had happened and how she had managed to get to Lahore, and finally how did they find out that we were sat in this restaurant.
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The story of what happened is;

After she arrived back from lunch to find the bus gone, Amanda had started to cry. Pat had asked at a local restaurant the directions to the American Embassy. After listening to Pat’s story, the restaurant owner had taken them to the railway station and bought them a ticket for the train to Lahore and wished them luck, so they boarded the next train. On arrival at Lahore railway station, they had walked into the concourse and had taken the first main road they saw which happened to be Macleod Road.

As they walked down the road they saw the two buses parked out side the hotel and so they discovered where we were. How lucky they so were, other wise who knows where they may have ended up?

TUESDAY 31st December 1974
That morning at breakfast in the hotel restaurant, the waiter asked. "Where are you going today?" "We are off to India," said Maureen. The waiter replied with, "If you get constipated in India, just drink the water or eat the food, you will get instant diarrhoea."  At this we all bust out laughing. "India is such a dirty country, you will not like it," the waiter told us. "Have you been there?" asked Russell. "No," and with that he disappeared.  Lahore showed many signs of British influence, the Stately homes on the outskirts, an era long gone. As we headed out of the city, we left by passing the Shalimar gardens and joined the Grand Trunk Road to India; we passed rickshaw wallahs waiting for a fare. It was only twenty miles to Wagah the Pakistan border town; we crossed the border to, Atari in Indian

from here we drove to Amritsar the first large city in India.
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CHAPTER 6.

INTO INDIA

We had been on the Grand Trunk Road since we left Peshawar, such a river of life that exists nowhere else on earth.  After an hour at the check post we still had not moved, we waited for some high-ranking Sikh official to come and stamp our passports. After nearly two hours we were finally on our way.  Trucks dominate, with belching smoke from their exhaust into the lovely green landscape; a truck passed us like there was no tomorrow, written on the back was a sign "God owns this vehicle phone 436829." We had finally arrived, India the land of the fabulous and the fantastic, the "Exotic East".

India was sweltering, even before sunrise. India mesmerising, exotic, colourful, exciting, frustrating, mystical and chaotic. What ever you want to call it, it was different. It was like we had landed on another planet.  India is a country like no other, Sacred cows, Sadhus, ragged beggars, diseased dogs it was all here. India, the world's largest democracy and the second most populated nation on earth, is a place of immense history with a bewildering of cultures, languages, religions and customs. Just 29 km from the Wagah border is the holy city of Amritsar. Guru Ram Da founded Amritsar; followers of Guru Nanak (1538) flocked here for generations.

George had to drive through some very narrow lanes before reaching the hotel, which was called The Grand Hotel. After checking in, the beggars arrived at the entrance to the hotel. From the balcony we could see them waiting for us to leave. That afternoon after fighting our way passed four beggars who were hanging around in front of the hotel we were into India the real India. Sadhus and beggars scrounged annas from Sikh businessmen in the town.
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Amidst the milling crowd in Amritsar one figure that really stands out is the person who wears a turban with no loose ends, he has a beard often rolled round a piece of what looks like elastic, a moustache and on his wrist a steel bracelet. His name is Singh. He comes from the Punjab and is a Sikh. All Sikhs are called Singh; they all come from the Punjab. The Sikhs pronounced “seeks” are not a race or caste but a religious order.

A group of us went by rickshaw to the Golden Temple, the sacred shrine of the Sikh religion. It was a two storeyed building, set at the end of a short causeway in the centre of an artificial lake, which bore the exotic name the "Pool of Nectar."  The roof of the temple was decorated with a central dome, covered in gold leave and shining in the sun.

The whole place gave of an atmosphere of relaxation and tranquillity. To enter the temple we had to cover our heads with a scarf and discard our shoes. Inside the temple were paintings on the walls of Sikhs being sawn into two and other terrible tortures? One is depicting a painting of a headless man. Blood spurting from the stump of his neck. This was how the British persecuted the Sikhs; I felt that I should not be here

The Sikh's are a proud race, and great soldiers. They wear special underpants along with uncut hair, a silver bangle, a wooden comb and a silver dagger they are also very kind and friendly people. All around the temple are tablets stating the names of hero's of times gone past, Raj Sing from the Poona Horse Regiment given such an award for bravery.

After visiting the Golden Temple we headed back to the hotel. I found my way to go to the local railway station Amritsar. Steam locomotives always fascinated me, and I had heard that India had some very fine ones. A living steam museum, Britain had withdrawn steam from its tracks in 1968, where the last black five had left Manchester Victoria with crowds of fanatics witnessing a passing of an era. Yet here in Indian the Steam locomotive reigned supreme.
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Indian railways move an average of ten million passengers per day, by 11,000 locomotives over 38,000 miles of track. I did not need a platform ticket and walked straight on to the platform. It was just like a railway station in England, the long platform, and the stationmaster’s office, the signal at the end of the platform.

The platforms were piled high with luggage, Indians who live, work, eat and play in the station. There were families sitting all over the platform waiting for the train to arrive. One family was brewing tea on a small stove while four young children were playing cricket at the end of the platform. Looking at this scene it was as though I was coming home, it was as though I had been to India before and this was my home coming, I wonder?

As I walked along the platform I could see the signboards hanging from the awning, displaying the information: Vegetarian restaurant, non vegetarian restaurant, first class waiting room, second class waiting room, ladies room, retiring rooms and a whole range of information boards right up to Station Master. The whole station seemed alive with people; it was as though half of Amritsar was on the move. Another sign caught my eye “Ticket less Travel is a social evil. “ Then I saw a cow slowly walking along the platform checking the rubbish bins for food. The cow that is considered holy among Hindus and can walk wherever it wants and is never disturbed. Cows are not actually worshipped as gods in India; there is absolute prohibition against killing a cow. In India it was easy to see the people who were the long distance travellers. They were the one's with the heavy steel trunks and sleeping rolls for their beds. At the end of the platform there was the water hose for topping up the steam loco with water, although now there was a man completely stripped having a shower under it.

There was no intimacy at all yet the man did not seem to care at all. Whole families seem to cook, eat, sleep and die at railway stations, as I walked along the platform there were another signs " Be Indian buy Indian. There is no substitute for hard work."  "Protect Indian property as your own."
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Boys walked along the platform shouting  "chai, chai." sounding like a mantra from the Hare Krishna movement. These boys were selling tea for one rupees per cup, which was made of clay; one threw the clay cup away after drinking the tea. This system obviously kept some Indians in a job somewhere busily making more clay cups. Other boys were selling peanuts or newspapers. Nobody seemed to pay attention to the rules and regulations.

The stationmaster is the undisputed Sultan of the station, the raise of his hand can throw a huge long train into motion, and then there are the chai wallahs. Walking up and down the platform crying chai – chai.

At 17.20 a train slowly pulled into the station hauled by a huge locomotive belching smoke every where. It was the Frontier Mail, the 23 Up to Delhi. As soon as the train came to a halt there was complete pandemonium all along the platform, it was as though the world was coming to an end and this was the last train to run. Indians were fighting their way on to the train, at the same time Indians were fighting their way off. It would have been so much easier for those on the platform to let those on the train off first, but it was as though nobody had explained this to them. I later found out that those people were travellers without reservations and would fight to gain a seat for the journey ahead.

After watching the train depart bound for Dehli, I wandered down the platform. Indian trains are advertised as very reliable and very rarely late. One thing the Indians can thank the British for, a rail system that spans all four corners of the country.  I stopped to check out the rail timetable. The romance of travelling on trains such as the Kashmir Mail, the Black Diamond Express or the Frontier Mail what a journey to take.

When I arrived back at the hotel, I met Russ and Steve who told me that they had booked a table in the hotel restaurant for later that night and that we would all stay up to welcome in the New Year. I wonder if Kiwi had made it to Dehli? "I am sure he had," said Russ.
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That night we all sat round a huge table in the hotel’s dinning room and had a meal. All that is except Bill the Scotsman and Damian who had gone into Amritsar in search of women. Aussie John had said that," this afternoon they had got talking to a vendor in the bazaar who had told them that the women from the Punjab are of a very lusty nature and they had gone to try to find out?"  We toasted in the New Year of 1975 with Pelican beer, and everyone was in a joyous mood. Was it us or was it this country called India?

Next morning was to be our last journey on the budget bus, in one way we were all happy that soon we would be in Dehli, but it was also sad that the journey was nearly over. We boarded the bus for the last time, George put it into first gear and we were off. We left Amritsar and took the road south to Ambala, through a countryside that was very dry. We stopped for a break and there was a large flock of vultures in the trees that were quite close to the road watching us, just waiting for a feed.  The road began to fill with trucks; brightly painted and decorated at the top of one was a sign saying Public Carrier Horn Please. Use Dipper at Night.

We were now not far from the capital Dehli our final destination. We arrived at Connaught Place at 17.00, the main modern shopping centre of Dehli with the Indian coffeehouse on the corner. It was nearly dark, George recommended that we stay at a hotel in the bazaar area, as these are the cheapest.  So he drove us down to the bazaar area stopping to see Ram's family on the way. It was five forty five as we left the bus to the smell of India. Strange, we had left the bus yet we all still stayed together. At seven Russ, Steve, Barry, Janet and I went to the Cellar restaurant for dinner. Russ and I celebrated as we tucked into our Chateaubriand for 30p each, what a treat this turned out to be. After dinner we took a taxi to the Ashoka hotel, Dehli's finest a marble edifice in a very grand style.  We sat in the plush bar of the hotel as the barman served us Pelican beer and peanuts. We all reminisced about the trip and how it had affected our lives. "You should come to god's own Charles," said Russ.
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“Tomorrow we will take you to see Subhash Goyal and see if he can organise an air ticket for you, “ as well as for Barry and Janet. It was very late when we arrived back at the hotel. We had to wake up the manager to let us in, as a huge metal door locked the hotel.

Something inside me told me that this journey was to be a milestone in my life. Soon I was in my bed asleep, content in what I had achieved so far.
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CHAPTER 7.

DEHLI AND BEYOND

Next morning Russ and I went by auto rickshaw back to the Ashoka hotel, this time to cash some travellers cheques as Russ had said that to go to the bank and change a travellers cheque would take all morning. We were in the area called Chanakyapuri where the Ashoka hotel is. This is the area where all the embassies are situated, so while we were there we also visited the Australian Embassy to read the papers. Russ was dying to know if Australia had won the fifth test match against England and how Lillee and Thomson were doing against the English batsman.

At ten o'clock we checked out of the hotel in the bazaar and moved into the youth hostel at Chanakyapuri, it was in much nicer surroundings and far more cleaner than the hotel. Later that morning Russ introduced Barry, Janet and myself to Subhash, who ran the Student Travel Information Centre. A travel agent in his mid thirties with a pleasing personality, his office was down a back lane behind the Indian coffeehouse. Everyone who called at Subash's office was automatically given a cup of tea from his charming wife or assistant. After discussing what our plans were, he worked out an airfare for us which was for us to fly from Dehli, Kathmandu, and Bangkok for £60.00, he also booked us on a tour to go to see the Taj Mahal at Agra, which is about 100 miles south of Dehli.

The afternoon was spent sightseeing at the Red Fort in Dehli; completed by Shah Jahan in 1648 it took ten years to build. Shah Jahan also built the Red Fort and Taj Mahal in Agra. To wander through it's gardens left the noise of Dehli miles away. Inside was also the Moti Masjid or Pearl Mosque, there were other buildings made of marble with intricate stone work. One of the guides informed us that this building is called the Diwa Ni Am or Hall of Public Audiences that used to house the Peacock Throne made of solid gold. It was carried to Persia in 1739 and thought to have been broken up.
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Another building housed the emperor’s bazaars and this also contained emperors’ harem. That night we again went back to Red Fort to see the son et lumiere  (sound and light show) which depicts events in India's history, after which we took a taxi to the Ashoka hotel. There was Barry, Janet, Steve, Russ, Helen, Damian and myself, again we drank Pelican bee and gorged ourselves on free peanuts and potato crisps.

When one arrives in India there is one place that is top priority to visit and that is the Taj Mahal, the next day we were to see it. I prepared myself; everyone creates a different imaginary picture of an unseen place. Photographs help but the mystery remains until the place is actually seen with one's own eyes, when we reached the Taj it was so different than I had imagined. It was more breath taking than anything I had ever seen was.

The Taj Mahal was built between 1632 and 1653 by the emperor Shah Jahan as a mausoleum to his beloved forth wife Mumtaz Mahal who died in 1629 during childbirth of their 14th child, not much television in those days. It is built of pure white marble and if Shah Jahan had had his way there would have been a second Taj built of black marble across the other side of the Jamna river.

But before this enterprise could be undertaken his son Aurangzeb deposed of his father as emperor, and he spent the rest of his life imprisoned in the Red Fort at Agra opposite the Taj, looking out across the river to the tomb that he had built for his beloved wife. They are both now buried there in the vault beneath the Taj. The Taj stands on a raised marble platform with tall white minarets at each corner, semi precious stones are inlaid into the marble but sadly many have been forced out of the stone and have been stolen. Steve took my photo in front of the reflection pool with the Taj in the background. The Taj is more than just a monument it is an experience for which I will long remember.
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Our tour also included the ancient cities of Mathura, and Fatehpur Sikri. Mathura is one of the oldest cities in India; it was in ancient times a cultural centre as well as the birthplace of Lord Krishna. Mathura was one of the Seven Rishi Cities of the Rama Empire.

Fatehpur Sikri built between 1570 and 1586, during the reign of Akbar; the capital of Mughul India was situated here. Suddenly it was abandoned; it is said due to difficulties with the water supply, now it is perfectly preserved. It was late by the time we reached Dehli, all of us were tired, but a day I shall never forget.

Dehli the capital of India is split into two, New and Old Dehli; it is a fascinating city. In Chandni Chowk, the main bazaar area of Old Dehli its pavements are teeming with people, Indians hawking, eating, waiting and sleeping. In contrast New Dehli with its wide tree lined avenues and gardens is much more like a suburb in Surrey than a large city on the sub continent. Connaught Place is the junction between old and new Dehli it is lined

with crumbling facades of the old colonial buildings, their shutters left open, overhead fans stir the warm

Parked nearby were the taxis, the Ambassador car modelled on an early 1950 British Morris Oxford. This is the standard car in India. Wherever you go by taxi you can be sure that it will be an Ambassador. I passed the time by engaging in conversation to one of the old taxi drivers; he must have been about seventy.  “When will the British return?” he asked me?

“Everything worked when the British were here, now its all falling apart, the electricity breaks down, there is high inflation more thieving, and people are becoming greedy.”  “It must have been fine when the British were here,” I said. “It was boy, it was, do you want a taxis?” “Sorry, but no” and left him to his memories.

65.

Yesterday Steve flew out of Dehli bound for Bangkok, that night Russell, Maureen and Val took the night train to Calcutta. It had taken Russell all yesterday afternoon to buy the train tickets to Calcutta; it was recommended by Subhash that he make a reservation as the trains get very full, and with a reservation at least they would have a seat.

He first joined a queue in front of the ticket window that said Calcutta.  When he arrived at the window Russ discovered that he could not make a reservation until he had filled out the correct forms, these forms must be taken from not the booking or reservation office but from the inquiry office. So it was off to the inquiry office join another queue to collect the reservation forms.

Russ said they wanted to know our ages, sex, fathers name, number of the train, all this to buy a bloody train ticket. Then it was back to reservations office to make the booking, the clerk wrote the information down in duplicate, once in a huge leger and once on another form, behind the clerk was piled high to the ceiling piles of legers and stacks of forms this is bureaucracy gone mad.  Lots of paper that revolved from one desk to the next constipating the whole system, one-day someone will have to sought it all out.  Russ said, “what about our rail tickets?” “This is just a reservation slip,” said the clerk.

"The rail tickets you will be getting from the booking office."

"Take this reservation slip and they will issue your tickets."

So Russ said that he now had to go off and join his third queue to finally buy his tickets.

This became another problem as Russ said that he gave the man a fifty-rupee note that was torn and the booking clerk would not except it, in India people will not except torn notes.
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Russ said, "it’s your bloody money, why wont you take it?"  "Sahib, it is torn."    So Russ had to dash into to a bank change the torn fifty-rupee note for a new one then dash back to the booking office to finally purchase the tickets.

"The train is fully booked", said the clerk. "What, you mean there are no places?" "Yes" the clerk, said. Russ said that he made a suggestion to the clerk that he would give him some tea money to find them a place on the train.

"How much tea money would you be requiring?" asked Russell. "What ever is your wish sahib." So Russ said that he gave him a brand new ten-rupee note, and out of knows where appeared three sleeping births on the train to Calcutta.  There are hundreds of trains running each day through out India. Floods wash away the tracks, cows sit on the line, passengers sit on the roof, and monkeys change the signals. By rights the set up should fall away at the seems but in some phenomenal way the whole system seems to work, and that night at New Dehli railway station there on a carriage was Maureen's, Valerie's and Russell’s reservation.

After wishing them a safe journey, Barry, Janet and I headed back to the youth Hostel. From leaving Totteridge Tube station in North London on that wet winters night last November; here we were at New Dehli Railway station on a warm balmy Indian evening.

There was certain magic about travelling in India. The country is so vast, so complex and so over powering. A vast ancient land packed with history, art, culture and a curiosity, which can sometimes be disturbing. It is a land of striking contrasts, from bullock carts to jet planes, from the desert to the mighty forests.
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We dined at the Metropolis Restaurant that evening – an excellent dinner of Buff Steak, the place was a buzz with young people. As I sat there my mind drifted, already I had fond memories from many new places and many new friends. In two days time it would be our turn to leave. I would miss this, on Saturday 11th January 1975 at 10.00am we boarded our Royal Nepal flight at Delhi Airport bound for Kathmandu. It had been an amazing journey, yet another adventure was just about to begin. India was a land of promise, something I would go back to. I was sustained by the thought that one day I would go back.
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EPILOGUE

Dated November 1994.

One year after (December 1975) the beginning of the Budget Bus journey. Russell and Steve had settled back into the Australian way of life and were both back at their jobs, working at the Reserve Bank in Sydney.

Graham Cook (Kiwi) had returned to Melbourne, given up his profession as full time horticulturist and took to driving trams.

Bill the Scotsman had arrived in Australia and after a short stay decided to immigrate to South Africa.

Val, Maureen and Helen all returned to their homes in Victoria and in the course of one year were all married.

Barry and Janet Wills returned to England and were soon divorced.

English Mick immigrated to Australia and was last heard of as living in Baulkham Hills.

Damian flew on to the States, and became an executive in his fathers company.

John from Exeter, Betty and happy Jack were never heard of again, after we all departed in Dehli.

Jamie and Esua with only £50 between them were bound for Goa, in search of that perfect “joint." Whether they made it to their paradise and returned to England one can only ponder?
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What of Pat & Amanda they were in the same boat as Jamie and Esau. I often wonder what could have happened to them? In 1994 Amanda would be twenty-eight now, perhaps travelling around Asia with her own daughter.

We had heard that George and Ram had done two more trips to Dehli, but never heard anything of him after that.

I visited Subash in Dehli in 1982, and he still had the travel agency, now located in the Imperial Hotel.

Its twenty years since this adventure took place, yet looking back on that trip I cannot help but ascertain that at that time there seemed a common bond in all of us, even though we were all different in a kaleidoscope of both character and personality. It was as though the spirit of adventure was meant to be, and that some mystic force brought us all together.

I now see Russell at least three times a month, Steve and his wife run backpackers hostel in Sydney. Kiwi still lives in Melbourne and is still driving trams, we always visit him when we go to Victoria, or if he comes to Sydney, he stays at Russel’s and there is always a party with times to reminisce.

What of me? One year after the trip I was working in England saving to do a similar trip back to India.  The fever was now in my blood; the delights and smells of India are far away from the west, with its drabness, its quarrels, its greediness, its depressions, and its peculiar misery. It was as though I never wanted to live in the west. I tried to describe India to the people back home, but it was hard. They did not understand why I wanted to go back.
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I left England in January 1976 and travelled the same overland route to Dehli, this time using public transport and going all the way through to Bali in Indonesia.

Twenty years on, I still did not discover my inner self on why I was drawn so strongly to India. I have been to India five times since that original trip, still searching. Its as though I have a score to settle with myself, but I don't know what? Maybe I had a bad time in my previous life? And now I am some reincarnated person trying to put my soul to rest?  Until I discover the purpose I will always be planning my next trip.

Its now 2004 and I still have this passion for India and the sub-continent. I cannot describe what it is? The curries, the people, the traditions? I do not know, all I know is that I will keep returning because it’s in my veins.

The last time I was in India I followed the freedom trail of Mahatma Gandhi. known as the father of modern India.

But the true travellers are those who

Leave a port just to be leaving.

Hearts light as balloons they cry, "come on"!

There's a ship sailing! Hurry! Times are getting short,

and pack a bag and board her and could not tell you why.

Author unknown.
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