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PROLOGUE

I was twenty when I first went to England for post-graduation in Graphic
Reproduction. During those two years, I visited many countries in Europe
and America. I do continue to travel a lot. But that first visit abroad as a
student will always remain very close to my heart. The struggle, the hard
work, the people I met and the places I visited have contributed tremendously
to what I am today.
Our mind constantly captures the images of persons and events and saves
them in some corner. As years roll by, we feel that they have faded away. Then
suddenly one day, they return, as vibrant as ever! Their edges may have
blurred, but the core is as sharp as it was – like a vignette.
I am really happy to share my vibrant memories with my readers.
This book is not a travelogue. It is a heart-to-heart dialogue of a keen young
man with every person he met and every place he visited. Places and
lifestyles may have undergone a sea change in this long span, but youthful

emotions remain the same.
One always remembers the 'firsts' of one's life! When I flew to England 36
years ago, it was my first flight and the first time that I would be staying away
from my family, that too, for two long years. During those years, I acquired
not only professional knowledge but also the art of living. Much water has
flown through the Thames and our very own Godavari since then. My style of
dressing has changed and my hair is shorter. But I still dream! And still enjoy
travelling as much as I used to!
My father, Jawaharlalji Darda taught me to be independent and take firm
decisions. Today, as I face the ups and downs of life in my successful career in
journalism and politics, I cherish the values he inculcated in me all the more.
My mother always says, “You are constantly on the go! As if you have
wings!” It is true. I have travelled thousands of kilometers in my life and
revisited many of the places I have mentioned in my book. But the fragrance
and the feel of that maiden trip remain unbeatable.
I hope that my readers will like the vintage flavour of this book and share my
emotions.

Rajendra Darda

PREFACE

T

he first time I met Rajendrababu, I immediately noticed his eyes. He is one
of those rare human beings whose twinkling eyes always seem to smile at
you. As I have noticed in my later interactions, there is almost nothing that his
intense eyes do not observe and his sharp brain does not register. Widely
travelled, Rajendradra Darda is a perfectionist with a difference. Born on the
21st of November, 1952, in the then small town of Yeotmal near Nagpur, he is
a true Scorpio, brimming with life and passionate about his work which
includes journalism and politics. It is his drive, sincerity and exemplary
punctuality which enable him to juggle time for everything he needs to do and
everyone who need his help. He dared to start his newspaper Lokmat in an
unfamiliar and relatively undeveloped Aurangabad 28 years ago.
Both the newspaper and the place have flourished and grown since then.
Today, Lokmat is the highest circulating regional daily in India, thanks to his
imaginative vision and hard work. He has given the paper a credible, versatile
and multi-dimensional personality - very like his own. His warmth enables

him to make friends easily. For us at IBN Lokmat, he remains an inspiration,
someone who has set new benchmarks in language journalism.
Underneath the composed professional lives a kind - hearted man who has
helped innumerable persons in every sphere of life - through his profession,
as well as his position as a three time elected Member of Legislative
Assembly of Maharashtra, former Minister of Home and Power and
currently the Cabinet Minister of Industries. In this age where politicians are
looked at with cynicism, he offers hope to those who see public life as a
mission.
He graduated from Nagpur University and studied Printing Technology in
the Govt. Institute of Technology, Mumbai. After completing higher studies
in Graphic Arts with flying colours from the London College of Printing, he
returned to India in 1974. Some of his memorable visits abroad are as an
editor with Prime Ministers Rajiv Gandhi, Atalbihari Vajpai and President
Pratibha Devisinh Patil. As a journalist, he covered the U.S. Presidential
election in 1988. Though every visit taught him something, it is his first visit
as a student, when he toured Europe and America, that molded and shaped his
future. Vibrant Vignettes is the story of his evolution, his maturing into what
he is today. You may see yourself in it, just read and see!

- Rajdeep Sardesai

F O R E W O R D….

I took my first international flight when I was in my early twenties. Overseas
travel in those days was still considered a big deal.
As the aircraft took off, my spirits rose...I saw my city, my old life shrinking
away into insignificance - nothingness! I was flying.... and I was FREE!
I remember I was wearing my precious Chamundi silk sari and feeling
grown-up.... elegant.... soignée. I had yet to discover T and jeans. I turned to
ask my air hostess if she could 'cook' my omelet a little more and make it
crusty brown (she had promptly snapped, “We do not have a kitchen on
board, Mam!).” I had blushed and sunk into my seat. Several disasters, big
and small, followed that virgin trip - I missed my connecting flight at
Brussels Airport, I broke down in fear and wept... I landed at JFK (New York )
not knowing where to go next, wandered through that intimidating city, got
lost in Harlem (off all the places)... I was far too naive, trusting and in love.
New York had got me under its spell and I was blinded enough by its amazing
energy not to think about its ugly (and dangerous) aspects.
On my return trip, I embarked on my second love affair....Paris!

I wandered around the famed Tuilleries in a long flower printed skirt with a
bunch of absolute strangers from Martinique.
After several postponements, I finally got back home.
I had grown up during those eight weeks. It is one of the most cherished and
precious memories. I still have vivid images of that young woman madly in
love with life, ready to discover....what? May be, her own self!
Hundreds of overseas trips later I became a globetrotting, jet-lagged
'passenger', but that adventurous, passionate woman is still alive within.
I love jumping onto international flights at short notice, moments after I
finish cribbing about the insane traveling I have to do... I love everything
about it. Unexpected challenges and surprises. Unknown people...
unexplored tastes... colours... smells... sounds... just about everything!
I love this journey called life. That's why I loved this wonderful little book
'Vibrant Vignettes' by Rajendra Darda.
Rajenbabu is a well known figure in social and political circles. He has his
public persona as a member of the Maharashtra Legislature and he has his
bouquet of the Lokmat Group of Newspapers. Rajenbabu has played some
important roles throughout his life and he is destined to play many more. But
as you flip though the pages, you discover to your delight that this Rajen is not
the one you meet.... or think you know.
He is an appealingly flamboyant young chap out to conquer country-sides
around Europe and America.

He has long flowing hair (those were the days!), dreamy eyes, not many
Pounds/Dollars in his pocket (thanks to his father Jawaharlaljee Darda) and
yes, there are girls in the picture!
This is the story of a young Indian student shaping his life in a distant country,
trying to live on his own, earn some butter for his bread, learning to live... to
cope and finally, to succeed.
I can clearly see the 'movie'... Darda, the Dashing Hero.
As the twenties run into the thirties...and the fifties bid good bye to the
forties... you tend to look back. Search. Wonder.
Some of us, the lucky ones, get the answers...
Rajen Darda's father sent him to England to do his masters in Printing
Technology some 37 years back.
He came back with that most coveted foreign degree....and much more. That
MORE must have laid the foundation stone for his super-successful Lokmat
story.
I can sense his secret...because I have my own.
Dear Reader, go, find out! Happy journey.
And yes, Bon Voyage!
- Shobhaa De, Mumbai

To my family ….
For the values we cherish
And the unique bond we share,
Which give us the freedom
To realise our individual dreams
and ambitions.

Down Memory Lane

It was almost midnight. Karan and Ruchira touched our feet and hugged us,
tears in their eyes. “Don't worry Papa. Take care”, Karan said. “We'll
constantly keep in touch, don't worry”, Ruchira added softly. They got into
the car and within seconds, disappeared from sight. Our elder son Rishi and
his wife Sheetal accompanied them to the Chhatrapati Shivaji International
Airport of Mumbai. The flight was scheduled at 2 a.m. It would take away
Karan for two long years to the United States for higher studies in
Management.
Ashoo had been crying silently for the past two days. Trying to hide my tears
unsuccessfully, I said to her with a brave face, “This is not the first time that
our son Karan is going abroad. And now he has Ruchira to look after him.

Don't worry.” A lump gathered in my throat and prevented me from speaking
any more. This was a repetition of what had happened 4 years ago, when
Rishi went abroad for his Management studies.
Tonight, we had been very keen to go to the airport to see Karan and Ruchira
off. But Rishi insisted that we stay back. “You have been having a hectic
schedule Papa. You aren't very well and Mummy is already very emotional.
Sheetal and I will go, you both please rest”, he said.
Ashoo and I returned to our empty nest.
As she lay on the bed, I could hear her sobbing in the pillow.
When Karan and Ruchira had gone abroad eight months ago for their
honeymoon, it was an entirely different story. We had gone to see them off
with great happiness. There was joy and mirth all around.
Today, it was different. They had gone with a purpose and this time, the
duration of parting was long.
My mind drifted down memory lane. 37 years ago, I boarded the Swissair
Flight to London for the first time in my life to pursue higher studies in
Graphic Reproduction. My family had come to see me off at the Santa Cruz
Airport. As I tossed and turned, the picture of my mother trying to smile while
she kept wiping her tears floated before my eyes.
When I went abroad in 1972, there was no possibility of coming back for two
years. I had to stay in England till my education was complete. I was just 20
and was all alone. Karan and Ruchira at least had each other and would be

returning for a short holiday in December.
Communication was relatively primitive those days. I had to wait for at least
30 minutes in Trafalgar Square Telephone Exchange till I got connected with
my dear ones back home. Letters were practically the only means of keeping
in touch. Today, mobiles and internet do ease the pain of separation from our
loved ones!
As I lay awake, I remembered a letter my mother had sent soon after I reached
England. She wrote, “The morning after you left, Babuji sat pensively,
sipping a cup of tea. I saw tears in his eyes. He was missing you.” My father
was a very loving man but had great strength of mind and we hardly ever saw
him showing his emotions. When I read my mother's letter, I could not check
my tears.
Two hours passed. Suddenly my mobile rang. It was Karan, calling us from
his aircraft to say goodbye. I felt uneasy and sad. Then I suddenly
remembered something. I jumped out of bed and opened my cupboard. It was
there! The diary in which I used to jot my thoughts in London! It was my
friend that had stored my loneliness, difficulties and fears in its heart. Shared
my thoughts, experiences and feelings!
As I leafed through its pages, those years of my youth unfolded before my
eyes. As I read on, I realised that I had never forgotten all those people who I
met or the places in Europe and America that I had visited.
All of them had a positive influence in making me what I am today. Every

experience taught me something. I studied very hard to get the scholarship
that would look after my tuition fee for the two years of my course. I managed
my expenses in the small allowance that I used to get from home. I did all
kinds of jobs in my free time to get a little additional money. This taught me
the dignity of labour. There were temptations of all kinds at every corner. But
I learnt to resist them and remain focused on my goal.
As I continue to read my old diary, I felt lighter and happier ……

Flashback

T

he clock struck 10, and in a few seconds, my plane started moving on
the runway and took to its wings. Till then, I had been peering
through its little round window, trying to store the images of my near and
dear ones in my heart. I could see their waving hands and feel their
emotions. In a few seconds, they all disappeared from sight. Even the huge
airport and the towering buildings of Bombay faded away and all I could
see were the glittering lights slowly dim and vanish.
The plane was carrying me to my destination thousands of miles away. For
two years, I would be away from this city, from my loved ones! As it rose
higher, many thoughts crowded my young mind. I told myself - “You will
have to settle on the strength of your intelligence, attitude and conscience!
Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda
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You will have to find your own way!” True, my visit to London still
appeared like a dream to me. In 1971, when I was studying Printing
Technology in Mumbai, the idea of pursuing higher studies abroad did
occasionally cross my mind. Though I used to read about students going
abroad for education, I never gave it much thought. I had been very
successful in my studies so far and one day, my elder brother Vijay
casually said, “If you continue to do well, we will send you abroad.” My
father, whom we used to call Babuji said, “I am prepared to send Raju
anywhere in the world so that he may acquire more proficiency.” That
made me apply to the London College of Printing.
I had almost forgotten all about it. One day almost out of the blue, I got a
call from London. I had been offered an admission!
For three months, I ran from pillar to post to get things together. I applied
for foreign exchange to the Reserve Bank of India. The bank was not in a
mood to process my application and Babuji was unwilling to use his
influence. He told me blankly, “Look Raju. You are going abroad. You
have to stay there alone for two years. If you want to survive in a foreign
land, you must learn to find your own way in our country itself. If you
want to accept those challenges, you must learn to solve your problems
yourself and start doing it right now.”
Babuji's advice was very apt. I geared myself up, convinced the bank
officers, succeeded in obtaining foreign exchange and managed the
required visa, passport etc. on my own. This was a real confidence-booster
02
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for me.
In the seventies, going abroad for studies was considered to be rather
prestigious. My colleagues at Lokmat, Nagpur, had great expectations
from me. I was deeply moved and my eyes brimmed with tears when they
gave me a touching farewell.
My mother was very depressed that I would be parting from her for two
long years! She could not resist the temptation to approach a fortune-teller.
The gentleman, however, told her, “This boy will not return and if he does
- he will go back within a week!” My poor mother was distraught.
But I was quite confident and relaxed. My simple, loving grandma gently
patted me and said in a tremulous voice, “Sit carefully in the plane. Do not
take your hand out of the window.”
Finally, the 8th of September, 1972 dawned. Clutching to the instructions
of well-wishers, I arrived at the domestic-cum-international Santacruz
Airport in Bombay. My heart was a gamut of emotions - curiosity,
loneliness and hope! The blessings of my elders and best wishes of my
friends gave me courage.
At the stroke of 10, the plane taxied on the tarmac and in no time Bombay
was lost from my sight. My journey had begun. I was going far, far away,
into a new country, amidst new people - in a new and unknown
environment. Absolutely alone!

Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda
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On the Dance Floor!

M

ost of my classmates in the London College of Printing were
foreigners, who had come to England for the first time. My college
organized a three-day induction course to make us familiar with the local
lifestyle, cuisine and culture. On the last day of this course, our welfare
officer, Mrs Cheston, took us to the British Council. The purpose was to
acquaint us with Western dance.

It was around 8 in the evening. Nearly 20 couples had taken to the dance
floor, to the accompaniment of a band. The soft lights made the
atmosphere romantic. A few people sat around, watching the dance. My
classmates from the European and African countries were familiar with
this lifestyle, but to me, it was an entirely new experience! After the first
04
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round, many of the students in our group entered the dance floor but a few
of us were totally at sea and all we could do was watch! I told myself, “If
others can dance, so can I! I must learn! I will be living here for two
years. I would have to socialize! I must take dance lessons in my free
time.”
At that precise moment, Mrs Cheston came to me.
“You aren't dancing!” she said.
“No”, I said, shyly.
”Why?”
“Don't know how to!”
“Oh, is that all? Come, I will show you! Don't feel awkward.”
She dragged me to the dance floor where other couples were dancing in
abandon. She showed me how to move in coordination, hold the partner's
hand and use the steps rightly. After about 10 minutes, I got into the
rhythm. My inhibitions abated and I became confident that I could do it. I
actually started enjoying it!
I decided to take dancing lessons. I had seen ads of dance classes in
evening newspapers and thought of joining a dance class in new Coventry
Street, which was close to the Y.M.C.A. Hostel where I was staying.
I went to Piccadilly Circus, window-shopping all the way through Oxford
Street. I wandered around Piccadilly, awe-struck by the glamour and
Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda
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glitter. The Statue of Eros that stood in the middle of the Piccadilly Circus
appeared to coolly observe the lovers, sitting at its base, exchanging
caresses. A few were relishing popcorn and sharing it with the hoards of
pigeons that gathered around them. At the other end, people were
swarming out of the underground Piccadilly tube station.
This place is famous for its nightclubs, sex shops, massage parlours, blue
film pads and strip tease joints. The young ones and the 'young at heart'
gather here to watch and experience the exciting nightlife. Piccadilly in
London, Times Square in New York and Pigalle in Paris are three
nightspots in the world which take any visitor to a sensual high. My mind
was overwhelmed by all the intoxicating sights around and before I
realised, I was in Coventry Street.
The moment I entered the building, a group of eager girls welcomed me.
“Welcome, come! We are glad you came!” “We will teach you
everything!” “You won't find us lacking!” “You won't have any
problems!” they all exclaimed.
I looked around for the dance floor, the band and other aspiring learners.
All I could find was a man behind a counter surrounded by some girls!
I approached him. “I wish to learn to dance.”
He laughed, “What kind of a partner do you want?”
“One who will teach me properly,” I shrugged.
Four of the girls in unison shouted, “We will teach you everything!”
06
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He made me a member. I had to part with three pounds. He rang a bell.
An awesome tall, hefty hunk stepped out.
The man behind the counter introduced us, “Sam, he is our new member.
Take him to our headquarters.”
“You mean this isn't the school?” I asked a little surprised.
“Our main school is a hundred feet away. Go with Sam”.
I followed Sam to a glaringly lit basement a furlong away.
Around six girls immediately surrounded me. One of them said, “Oh, how
smart you are!”
Another purred, “Come on dear, I was waiting for you!”
They came closer and closer. I became uneasy and a bit confused. They
were attractive. But too blatantly aggressive in their manner, speech and
yes - touch! The next moment, I realised where I was! I broke into a cold
sweat. I was petrified that my over-enthusiasm had landed me into a soup!
It no longer mattered that I had lost three pounds of cash. I had been taken
for a ride! I summoned all my wits and somehow escaped. “No more
dance tuitions on the basis of ads!” I muttered to myself. “I will learn, but
only if I can find a reliable teacher!”
Luckily, one of my college teachers helped me to get admission in the
Mecca Company near the Albert Hall on the Thames.
A lot of physical contact is inevitable in the Western style of dancing.
Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda
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However, the rhythm and movement of two bodies gliding on the dance
floor together is very relaxing. I experienced a pure, exhilarating, soothing
feeling that I have always preserved in my mind. That is why dancing has
always been so close to my heart!
When a girl accepts to dance with an unknown partner, it is for the pure
joy of dancing. But sometimes, a man may misunderstand her intention
and get carried away.
This happened with an Indian girl who had come to London with her
brother. One day, she accepted to dance with an African youth. He offered
to drop her home. She reluctantly agreed. On the way, he made overtures
to her to spend the night with him. She shouted for help and a 'Bobby'
(English policeman) came to her rescue. She later told me, “If a girl
consents to dance with someone, it doesn't mean that she is in love with
him. A dance should be treated as a dance! It gives you and your partner
joy, that's all! The melody of the music of life must be understood and
preserved for ever!” I liked her reasoning and attitude and even today
remember and appreciate her reassuring way of looking at dance and life!

Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda
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The 'Beggar' that Wasn't!

I

f you are born and brought up in India, you have a lifetime guarantee of
encountering beggars at every nook and corner. They come in all sizes,
shapes and attires!
But I was quite certain that in modern and affluent England, beggars were
non-existent.
As days passed, I settled down with my studies. Still no beggar in sight! I
began to actually believe that there weren't any!
As if to prove me wrong, a couple of months later, I met someone, I wasn't
looking for. Yes, a beggar!
That morning, as I was leaving for college after my breakfast, a lady

10
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approached me.
She was pushing a pram with a cute little baby in it. She said very humbly,
”Can you help me?”
I looked at her in surprise. “Help? What help?”
The golden-haired lady in her forties was neatly dressed in a frock.
She pointed to the baby and said, “He hasn't had a drop of milk since two
days. If you could help….?”
I was moved by her pained expression. And surprised that a mother had to
ask for alms to feed her baby in a country like England. I had no time to
speak, so I placed 2 shillings in her hand and rushed to college.
A similar incident occurred the next day and I was convinced that in the
empire of the country where the sun never set, that had ruled India for a
long time, there were beggars after all!
One morning, as I was walking out of my hostel with an English friend, I
said, “I am surprised that you have beggars in your country!”
“Beggars? What makes you say that?” he asked, visibly astonished.
The woman I had met a few days earlier was coming towards us with the
pram again. I said, “See, this lady….”
My friend asked, “You really believe she is a beggar?”
“Yes, she is!”
My friend smiled, “She isn't a beggar and the child isn't hers!”
Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda
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“What do you mean?” I asked, quite shocked.
“These are Polish babysitters, hired by the wealthy to look after their
babies. While wheeling the babies around, they use this trick on
unsuspecting visitors to earn some bucks on the side!”
I had been taken for a ride by a mother that wasn't. I could not help
laughing at myself.

Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda
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My Careless 'Crime'

P

eople are rather apathetic about waste disposal in India. They clean
their own houses or yards at the cost of the neighbourhood, or dump
the waste on the streets. While in London, I observed that there was a
large dustbin near each house and a smaller one fixed to each lamppost.
It was four months since I had arrived in England. My newspaper
'Lokmat’ from Nagpur was regularly delivered to me by post and these had
gradually piled up in my room. There were many empty envelopes and
other scrap too. I like my room to be clean and tidy, so one Sunday, I
collected all the old papers together and cleared it. Next morning, while
going to college I dumped the trash into a dustbin fitted to a lamppost near
my hostel. I was happy that my room was clean, but this happiness did
14
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not last long. When I returned to my hostel in the evening, I was
summoned by the warden Param Bhelwa (who belonged to Nagpur) to his
office. He said, “Raj, there is a parcel for you!” “Parcel”? I murmured
with surprise. I opened it with expectation, and what a shock! It contained
all the newspapers that I had dropped into the dustbin in the morning. The
police had wrapped them neatly and sent them to me.
The warden asked, “Where had you thrown these?”
“Into the dustbin on the lamppost near the hospital opposite our hostel.”
“They shouldn't have been dropped there”.
“But why? That's a dustbin, isn't it?
“See, there is a large dustbin near every house where you may dump
newspapers. The smaller ones fixed to lampposts are called 'litter-bins'
and are meant for chocolate wrappers, popcorn bags, banana peels and the
like. You have broken the English law by using the wrong bin. Actually
the police were about to file a case against you, but since you are new to
this country and not familiar with their laws, they excused you this time.”
My heart missed a beat. “My God, a criminal case for putting waste papers
into the wrong dustbin!” I heaved a sigh of relief that I had escaped from
the clutches of the English authorities. And looked forward to see a 'clean
India' one day!

Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda
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Cool Christmas on a Hot Bed

I

had seen Christmas celebrations in Mumbai, mainly in the Fort and
Colaba areas. In England, it is celebrated with the same fervour as we in
India celebrate Deepawali. There, teachers invite students, especially
hostelites, for Christmas celebrations to their homes. Prof. Cannon of our
printing college invited me over to his place in Ryding, 40 km. from
London. I will never forget the hospitality that the kind couple extended to
me. We had been watching TV together and Mrs. Cannon asked me, “Shall
I get your bed warmed?” In England, people often warm the bed in winter
by placing hot water bottles or hot bags on it. I thought Mrs. Cannon
would do that, and said “Yes.” Later, when I went to my room and threw
myself on the bed, I had to jump out of it in a split second! I felt as if I had
16
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been lying on a hot plate! I went back to the bed and touched it gingerly. It
was very hot. I looked around, but could not get any clue. I did not want to
disturb the Cannons. So I dropped myself on the carpet on the floor,
covered myself with the shawl that I had brought along and went to sleep.
Next morning, Mrs. Cannon asked, “Did you have a good sleep?” I said,
“Yes, I slept like a log”! And gently added, “But I slept on the carpet”. She
was astounded. “Why?” she asked. “The bed was too hot!” Soon enough,
Mrs. Cannon realized her mistake. There were electric coils under the
mattress to heat it. Once warmed, the device had to be switched off. She
had forgotten to instruct me about this.
Even today, I feel the heat when I remember that overheated mattress!

18
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Operation Sunday......!

I

spent my first year in London in the Y.M.C.A. hostel and the next year,
rented a room. In my second year in printing college, three Indians Neroy and Kurhe from Bombay and Agrawal from Mathura - joined my
college and we became friends. Agrawal used to stay in the Y.M.C.A. and
the other two in rented rooms. From Monday to Saturday, we cooked in
our rooms, which made our tough schedule even tougher. That is why it
was depressing to even think of cooking on Sundays. But where was the
choice? Suddenly our young, homesick minds hit upon a brilliant idea.
We had become acquainted with many Maharashtrians in London. Every
Saturday one of us used to phone one of them (preferably the lady of the
house) starting with “Kaku, (Aunty) how are you?” As the small talk
Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda
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progressed, we managed to touch the chords of sympathy in the
unsuspecting lady's heart by dropping sentences like - “Kaku, we are very
homesick” or “I burnt my fingers while cooking yesterday” or “I burnt the
rice on Friday” and so on. The 'Kaku' was invariably moved and said,
“Tomorrow is a holiday. Come over for lunch.”
'Operation Sunday Lunch' was thus successful! The person who had called
eagerly gushed, “Okay, we will come (Note the WE!).” This was followed
by praises for the remaining three of us - “Rajen is a very nice guy! One of
the directors of Lokmat, and Neroy is a big person in India... etc. etc.”
Thus we converted an invitation for one into a foursome and all the four of
us descended on that family for lunch.
We cooked six days a week. All the time, we dreamt of the delicious
home-cooked food which we would get on Sunday and took all efforts to
get ourselves invited to different homes! However, we took care not to
burden a single family more than once. For us, the words 'Kaku' and
'Mavshi' had the magic of Alibaba's words - 'open sesame!' For 6 months,
till I returned to India, our campaign of getting invited for meals on
Sundays continued successfully.
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Nightmare in Daytime.........!

I

had read that people get accosted in dark alleys by hoodlums, but I
never suspected that I would be at the receiving end. London appeared
rather safe to me. But my personal experience is that people do get robbed
at knife-point even in a place like London! In college, we used to break for
lunch between 12.30 and 1.30. I used to spend this hour enjoying windowshopping. One day, when I was at my favourite leisurely activity, a sinister
looking man suddenly sprang from nowhere and said threateningly, “Give
me 5 pounds.” He was tall and fair, in a pink shirt and white pant and had
a menacing expression. Quick enough, he drew out a knife from his
pocket and repeated his demand.
I was terrified. But somehow I kept my cool and said slowly, “I don't have
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money right now. But if you come with me to that bank on the 1st floor, I
will withdraw some and give you.”
I went to the bank, filled a withdrawal form, went to the counter and
whispered to the clerk, “The man standing at the door is threatening me at
knife-point for money. Please help me!”
The clerk immediately phoned the security guard, but the man got wind of
it and disappeared.
I was relieved. I thought that my ordeal was over.
But no! Next day, while walking in the same area, he appeared again and
threatened , “Instead of giving me money, you complained against me.
You will pay for this.” I became nervous. I was all alone in England. Who
would protect me? When my Sudanese friend heard about this, he was
worried too.
We reported this incident to our welfare officer Mrs. Cheston, who took it
very seriously. She informed Mr. Robert, the Vice Principal and he in turn
lodged a complaint with the police. On the basis of my description, the
police arrested the man and put him behind bars for six months. I still
sometimes remember his sinister face and voice. Even today, it gives me a
sinking feeling. What a narrow escape that was!
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The Sad Mother

D

uring the three weeks of Christmas vacations, I decided to work and
earn some money.

Most of those who come to England for education work in their free time.
There are many short-term jobs available for those looking for them. 'Earn
while you learn' is a common practice. And in England, no job is
considered to be lowly.
During Christmas, the turnover of greetings and letters through the postoffice becomes ten-fold. The regular postman just cannot handle it, so they
temporarily appoint people to help. An additional benefit of this job for
me, would be, to be able to see the Christmas celebrations from close
quarters. I saw an ad in the newspaper saying, “Temporary postmen
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wanted” and applied. I received a call ten days before Christmas asking
me to join Paddington Post Office.
I made it to the place in the biting cold morning. The public relations
officer welcomed me with a smile and meticulously explained the system
of working. I observed that many Indians had come to work there. Some
appeared to belong to wealthy families. I was assigned the job of
distributing letters & parcels in the Mayfair area.
Letters and parcels from Mayfair post office arrived by van and I was
supposed to handle the ones meant for houses with even numbers. The job
was comfortable, but the chilling cold of the morning was not!
I had been posted in an affluent area and the residents usually received lots
of parcels, greetings and letters. They used to tip me well. I was paid an
equivalent of 12 rupees an hour by the post office. But the tips were very
handsome!
Of course, I used to work honestly and without any expectations. I
mention this for a special reason.
A couple of my Indian friends who were also doing the same job were
posted in a middle-class area and did not get many tips. One of them
adopted a dubious method. He used to bring some of the parcels to his
room and open them. But sometimes they contained odd things like
cheroots, chocolate boxes and even lingerie! He never knew what to do
with them!
While on this job, I encountered an unforgettably touching incident.
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On the first day of my job, an elderly grey-haired lady in her sixties came
out of a house and asked me, “Any parcel for me?” I shook my head. This
went on for four days. She used to wait for me eagerly and wore a sad face
when she got a negative answer. I could sense that her heart was heavy.
After a few days, I could not bear it any longer and I asked her, “Whose
parcel are you expecting Mom?” She said rather sadly, “Nobody's!”
I asked, “Then why do you enquire daily?”
Her eyes brimming with tears, she said sadly, “I had hoped that my son
would look after me in my old age but I have been living alone for 10
years. My son and daughter-in-law live about 60 miles away. They never
visit me. They don't send me anything even for Christmas. But son, I keep
hoping against hope ...as I count my last days on the pension I get.”
I was touched by her melancholy and loneliness. My eyes moistened but I
collected myself and started walking away. She called out to me, “Would
you like to come in for a bite? I will be happy to have your company.
Come son, come in!”
I could not refuse her. She brought me a piece of cake. I told her about the
loving bond that a mother and son share in India. She was deeply moved.
When I called her “Mom”, tears trickled down her wrinkled cheeks.
I could not really do anything for her ……. but at least I had the
satisfaction that I had made her feel like a mother and brightened her
Christmas for a few moments!
Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda

27

Females and Felines

I

n India, a cat crossing one's path is considered to be inauspicious. That
day, on my way to the tube - station, I went through many 'inauspicious'
moments as cats kept crossing my way at every turn! In sheer disgust I
decided that I would write to the Prime Minister of England and say,
“Please stop your census of humans. Count the cats. They seem to be more
in number!”
The Indian superstition about cats is all too well known. They feel that if a
cat crosses the path, the mission that one goes out for would fail. The
remedy is to walk back seven steps to ward off the cat's curse. Actually,
the station was only five minutes walking distance from my residence. I
had to barely walk across 50 houses to reach it. But that day, I was
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plagued by cats that appeared to spring out of nowhere! How many times
was I supposed to walk back seven steps? At this rate I would have to stay
in my room all day!
But soon I realised that there is no room for superstition in England.
There, keeping cats as pets is considered prestigious. It is a common sight
to see a woman carrying a cat in her arms than a child! Perhaps it is due to
the remarkable similarity between a woman and a cat. When a cat
encounters another, it hisses ferociously, and it is the same with women
too! Both love the kitchen. And both use their charms to cunningly extract
what they want!
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The 'Un-motherly' Mother!

‘

Mother' - the very word touches the chords of your heart! It is the
epitome of love, kindness and sacrifice.

When I came to London, I was initially very homesick. I used to miss my
mother deeply and whenever I saw a lady carrying a child in her arms or
walking with him holding his hand, I used to get choked with emotion.
But that day, an event I witnessed gave me a rude shock. I could not
believe my eyes! I have seen dogs being walked around with a belt and
chain. But a child? Can a mother do the same with her child?
Unbelievable, isn't it? It broke my heart to see that sight.
Brent is a shopping area in London. People flock here during weekends.
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One Sunday, I saw a chubby two-year-old golden-haired boy in colourful
clothes happily prancing around. His mother was following him slowly.
Whenever the child started running away from her, she used to tighten the
leash in her hand and the boy would stop.
Curiosity invaded my mind. To my surprise, I saw that a belt was strapped
around the child's shoulder and waist. Almost similar to the one that is
used to restrain a dog! I felt sad to see the lady's method of restricting her
sweet little baby's movement. I remembered the countless Indian mothers I
had seen - they carry the child on their waists, on their shoulders and their
backs. Even while working, their ears and eyes are tuned to the baby's
sounds and movements. I prayed that I may never see such a heartless
mother again!
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Found Friends!

M

y journey by ship from London to Ostend was extremely boring. In
fact travelling six hours all alone was nothing short of a
punishment.
The ship was huge, comfortable and had a restaurant too, with lots of
entertainment for the passengers. I was tired of sitting alone in the cabin,
so I climbed up to the deck. It was bright and sunny. Many of the
passengers were sipping beer and chatting. There was a strong sea-breeze
and the ship was cutting its way through the blue waters, churning up
frothy waves. It was interesting to watch this for a while, before it became
monotonous. I returned to my cabin.
I heaved a sigh of relief when the ship entered Ostend Harbour at about
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four in the afternoon. Brussels was 40 miles away.
I reached Brussels in an hour and went to the hotel where I had booked a
room. It was refreshing to brush away the boredom of the journey by a
relaxing bath and change of clothes. I was very hungry by now, and asked
the receptionist, “Where can I get some vegetarian food?”
He stared at me and smiled blankly. I wondered why this red-faced,
medium-built gentleman was only smiling and not responding. It struck
me soon enough that he could understand only German and French.
English was as alien to him as French was 'Greek' to me! My confidence
in my fluency in English and my belief that English would take me
anywhere collapsed. I came out of the hotel and asked a couple of
passer-by the same question. But the response was similar.
I was wondering what to do, where to go and what to eat, when I saw four
girls and a young man standing a few feet away. I summoned up enough
courage and asked, “Are you Indians?”
One of the girls answered, “No, we are from Zambia.”
I was surprised, I said with some curiosity, “Please excuse me, but in my
country, Gujaratis look like you!”
“Yes, we are Gujarati! But not from India. We are from Zambia,” the same
girl answered.
The third girl said, “Once upon a time we too were Indians. But our
grandfather settled in Lusaka in Zambia and for 50 years, our family has
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lived there. Our father has a big departmental store in Lusaka. But we four
sisters and Mukund study in England and stay with our uncle.”
That is how I got to know Mukund and his four sisters - Padma, Vina,
Kusum and Jyoti. Very quickly we became friends. When they came to
know I was a vegetarian, Padma said, “Except Jyoti and Mukund, the
three of us are vegetarians too! We are also wondering how to procure
food. This language is a problem!”
We finally selected a small restaurant but the communication gap
persisted. Finally, Vina took the help of a beautiful flower arrangement on
the table to somehow convey to the waiter that we were vegetarians.
Luckily, he understood and gave us a bowl of soup of lotus stems! There
was no other choice, so we pounced on it. Having freshened up and with a
fuller stomach, we wandered around wherever our feet took us. Every
minute that passed brought me closer to my new friends. We all had come
with the same objective to Brussels - to tour Europe. We decided to hire a
car. Three of the girls could drive well. We were now four drivers! So we
decided to drive to West Germany after we were done with Brussels.
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A Tale of Two Saris!

W

e hired a good car and commenced our journey from Brussels to
West Germany. It was drizzling on and off. On either side of the
road, there were green cabbage fields. It was a very pleasant journey.
We had no problem while crossing the border between Belgium and
Germany. The officer cleared our passports in a few minutes. I got my
Francs converted to German Marcs and was thrilled to have the world's
most stable and highly priced currency in my hands! After the Second
World War, Japan and Germany rose from the ashes and rebuilt themselves
through intense efforts and sacrifice. Germany achieved great success in
reviving its industries and hence its currency achieved supremacy. This
phoenix-like reincarnation was indeed admirable.
We got good rooms in Cologne. Mukund and I shared one, while the four
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sisters shared another. The Church in Cologne is the second largest in the
world. Huge, attractive, tall and eye-catching! Next only to the St. Peter's
Church in Rome!
While moving around at night, we saw posters of Maharshi Mahesh Yogi
on the walls. We could not understand the German write-up, but we came
to know upon returning to our hotel that he had a large following there and
Germans were intensely attracted to Indian philosophy and Yoga.
Next day, we drove to Munich. On the way, we saw many industries. At
one place, a bridge was being built and the traffic was moving smoothly
below the slab. I could not help comparing this to my experiences in India.
When a road or bridge is being built, a diversion is temporarily developed
through a field. Travellers have to suffer the bumps and potholes and
stones for weeks and months, while the road repair continues at a snail's
pace. Come monsoon and the commuters' woe multiplies! I was impressed
to see this systematic work in Germany.
I wanted to see what a German village was like. We stopped in one that
had only 900 houses with a limited number of people. The clean and tidy
homes were equipped with a refrigerator, a TV and even a car outside!
While in Munich, we visited the huge stadium built for the 1972
Olympics. I remembered two events associated with these Olympics. The
first was that our supremacy in hockey ended here. No gold, no silver - not
even a bronze! The second was the tragic terrorist attack on Israeli players.
What tension it had caused all over the world!
Later, when I toured France, it struck me that the German who cannot
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speak English expresses his regret that he cannot converse with you. But a
Frenchman refuses to speak in English even if he can, under the pretext of
love for his mother tongue! He has no interest in conversing with you in
any other language except French.
When we came to Regensburg, a small town in Germany, an amusing
incident occurred. While travelling, the girls used to wear slacks or jeans. I
said, “Why wear Western outfits daily? Why not wear a sari and show our
attire to these people?”
Two of the girls liked the idea and put on saris. We went to the
Regensburg Departmental store just to look around. Suddenly there was a
furor.
The customers and the saleswomen in the stores surrounded the sari-clad
girls. Some started marvelling at the way the saris were draped, others
touched and felt the fabric, still others were curious about the bindis on the
girls' foreheads! The girls were confused and embarrassed by this
unwarranted attention. They could not understand what was being said,
and they did not know how to get out of that crowd either. After a few
minutes, Mukund and I managed to rescue them out of the departmental
store!
“Rajen, we had to suffer because of you,” Vina complained.
“We shouldn't have listened to him. My goodness, I thought they were
going to place us in the window showcase!” added Jyoti anxiously.
Mukund and I had a hearty laugh at their plight!
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Romantic Vineyards!

N

ature was at its enchanting best as we drove along the Danube river
which was in full flow. Vineyards dotted its banks. The blue sky, the
bluish green water and the greenery all around were a treat for the eye.
The stunning beauty of nature would have inspired anyone who had the
slightest inclination for poetry!
About a third of the population of Austria resides in its capital Vienna.
Vienna has its own cultural history and tourism is its main support.
Many reputed singers settled in Vienna and made its musical heritage
famous.
It was nearing dusk when we reached the vine village on the outskirts of
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Vienna. There were vineyards everywhere. Tourists and localites were
trickling in to taste the fresh wine. The wine outlets were tastefully
decorated with lights. Soft music floated and flirted with the evening
breeze.
Sensual Austrian damsels were wooing visitors in their honey-laced voices
to taste the fresh wine. They were simply irresistible! I never experienced
a headier evening anywhere else. All the six of us were drenched with the
beauty all around. Hats off to that imaginative and poetic genius who first
thought of combining food and drink with music! I was reminded of
weddings in India where the aroma of the delicacies and the sweet music
of the shehnai blend together into an unforgettably delicious experience.
That evening in Vienna, the enthusiastic visitors and the extremely
attractive Austrian girls serving wine will remain etched in my memory
forever. Their light touch as they coaxed you to drink clouded your senses
and intoxicated you even before you sipped the wine. But there was no
vulgarity anywhere. There was happiness, relaxation and laughter all
around. Padma, Mukund and I decided to taste the wine, but Vina, Kusum
and Jyoti were not prepared to do so. We tried to convince them that they
would not get inebriated. An American couple was sitting near us, holding
each other close, “You won't get a chance like this again!” they said. As a
memory of those precious moments, finally, we all sipped the fresh wine
popularly known as 'huriger.'
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The Wheel of Destiny

N

ext day, all the five of us visited the Pretpark - the amusement park
in Austria which has a giant wheel. The guide accompanying us,
Michael, was quite well-versed with the history of Austria and had an
interesting style of narration too.
Michael told us, “The Hapsburg Royal family ruled Austria for nearly six
hundred and fifty years. Under its rule, Austria progressed and so did
Poland, Hungary, Salzberg, and Rumania that were part of the Austrian
empire. Music, sculpture, dancing and other arts flourished and many
people migrated to this affluent state. I remember the ad that had appeared
in a newspaper.”
“Ad? What ad?” I eagerly asked.
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“The newspaper announced that the person who can prove that his earlier
four generations were born in Vienna would get a valuable reward.”
“And who got it?”
“Noone so far.”
“Why?”
“Because everyone in this town has immigrated from outside. No one
originally belongs to Austria,” Michael laughed.
After Pretpark, our next halt was the Schoenbrunn Palace. This is unique,
not only because of its beauty, but because there are many tales associated
with it.
It was a magnificent palace with huge halls, all attractively decorated.
One of the halls had a large oil-painting of Empress Maria Teresa.
Michael said, “Look at this picture from front, then from the left and then
the right.”
We followed his instruction and realised that the portrait has a 3dimensional effect. As you walk across it, Maria's feet seem to turn in your
direction! We looked with awe and surprise and Michael said, “We believe
that Japan invented the 3-D technique in pictures. But you can see that it
existed here 300 years ago when this picture was painted!” In the various
halls of this palace, different countries are represented by their art and
interior decor. One hall had a Chinese look. I was happy to see another,
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which was decorated in the Moghul style with embroidered curtains and
carpets.
Maria Teresa was a very imaginative queen and connoisseur of art with a
deep love for music. Most famous kings from all over the world had
visited Schoenbrunn Palace during her regime and renowned musicians
performed before her.
A famous musician from Salzberg had a son, Wolfgen Mozaart. When
Mozaart was only three, he sat by his father's piano and played it with
remarkable expertise. His father was stunned to see his skill and decided
to train him. When Mozaart was seven, his father took him to Maria
Teresa and requested her to permit Mozaart to play the piano in her
'darbar'.
Some of the persons in the darbar jeered contemptuously. But the empress
looked at the little boy fondly and called out for the piano. The piano was
too tall for Mozaart, so he was given a wooden stool of a suitable height to
sit on. Mozaart looked at Maria and started playing the piano keys
dexterously. The music that emanated from his little fingers enthralled the
audience. The critics were mollified, embarrassed and impressed. The
magic of little Mozaart's music cast a spell on the darbar. Empress Maria
was impressed and enchanted by the child prodigy. While climbing down
the tall stool, Mozaart fell. The princess, Empress Maria's daughter, ran
and helped him get up. He said softly, “Princess, I love you, I will marry
you!” - but that never happened. She later became the queen of the King
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of France.
Mozaart's music reached greater and greater heights with time. He settled
in Vienna. Every composition of his enthralled the world and brought him
laurels. But the world famous musician died a pauper. The world was
crazy about his music, but did not even raise an epitaph on his grave.
Empress Maria Teresa's son Franz Joseph built this huge giant wheel in
Pretpark. Padma said, “The king seems to have been very imaginative and
creative. He must have been very happy.”
Michael said, “No, no, no! This was his last resort to get some peace of
mind.”
“Why?” Padma asked.
“Was he unhappy?” Vina wanted to know.
Michael replied, “Yes, very unhappy! He was in love with his distant
cousin Elizabeth and married her. But she was too self-centered. She loved
travelling and horse-riding and wrote poetry. They had 2 daughters and a
son but she didn't like the restrictions of the palace.
She was very conscious of her delicate figure and beautiful looks,
exercised twice a day and weighed herself thrice! Franz Joseph loved her
intensely, but she neglected him and their children and was only engrossed
in herself. So the King worked hard to forget his unhappiness and
loneliness and kept himself busy in serving his people and developing his
empire. This giant wheel is the result of his creativity. His vain wife Queen
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Elizabeth once rode to Geneva on horseback and was assassinated by a
mad man. Their son, deprived of the love of both the parents committed
suicide.”
Today, the royal family is no more. Neither is their empire. But this giant
wheel, a memory of the Hapsburg royals, still moves. Their Schoenbrunn
Palace is a major tourist attraction and the tragic story is narrated by
guides like Michael to every tourist who visits this place.
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Woes of a Veggie

I

am a strict vegetarian. But an unsavoury episode occurred during my
tour of Europe. My 'veggism' was blemished by the carelessness of the
waiter and my unbearable hunger. Padma, who was accompanying me,
suffered the same way.
Why blame hunger? It was our fault. We started early in the morning from
Vienna for Venice. But the surroundings were so scenic that our journey
got delayed at every step. The road was meandering through the Alps with
the snow glittering in the sun. The blue sky and the lustrous forest were
breath-taking! The Alps that are spread over France, Switzerland and
Austria were welcoming us all the way. We were moving from one range
to another.
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On the way, an interesting tourist attraction was a tree. Dolls from
different countries - Japanese, Chinese, European and Indian - attractively
hung on its branches. After taking photographs of that unique sight, we
proceeded to Venice.
When we started from Austria toward Venice, we were told, “Do not drink
water in Italy. It contains a lot of lime and is heavy.” We decided to
quench ourselves with Coca-Cola.
We reached Venice at 2 in the afternoon and showed our passports to the
hotel manager. But instead of handing them back, he kept them in his
drawer.
“Please return our passports,” I said.
“Not immediately. We have to enter them in our register. These will be
sent to the police,” the manager explained.
“This seems to be a new system,” Jyoti said.
“That is the way it is here!” the manager replied.
We did not have the time to argue with him because we were ravenous. We
quickly kept our belongings in our rooms and entered the restaurant.
Mukund and Jyoti got what they wanted quickly - because they had
ordered non-veg food.
We were fed up of eating bread, cheese and milk. Padma asked, “Rajen,
what shall we eat?”
Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda

51

“Let's eat cheese omelette!”, I told her and placed the order.
The moment he placed the hot omelette on our table, we pounced on it. It
tasted different from the cheese omelettes we were used to. But we didn't
have a choice. Our hunger was not yet satiated. I called the waiter for
another helping. I asked, “What was the pungent smell of the omelette?”
He replied, “Eggs!”
“What!” I screamed. “You have tarnished me!” and cancelled the repeat
order.
Jyoti & Mukund chuckled. “That's great! Finally, you have been converted
to our creed!” I was terribly upset. We ate a few slices of a water-melon
thereafter and walked out of the hotel to see Venice.
Science has revolutionised our lives and changed cities and towns. But
Venice hasn't changed. It looks the same that it must have been in the
fifteenth century. If the famous Venetian artist Titian, who was a
contemporary of Shakespeare, were to descend down to Venice from
heaven and be brought to the famous St. Mark's Square, he even today will
be able to show you where his studio was located five hundred years ago!
Some cities are famous for their skyscrapers. Others for their historical
relics. Some for their size and development. But Venice is famous for its
tiny islands! Nearly hundred islands have come together to form this city.
That makes it unique.
There is more water here than land. We see people moving all around the
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city in boats. In our Indian cities, we have taxies for the rich and buses for
the commoners. In Venice, there is the 'vaparetti', which is a boat used as
a taxi and there are smaller boats for commoners.
'Gondola' is a special vehicle - a boat of course! The people of Venice use
it only twice in their lives - to take a newly-married lady to the church and
as a hearse in a funeral, but this special attraction is used by tourists for
moving around.
While enjoying the ride in the gondola, I asked the boatman - Getti - “Is
your whole family in this business?”
“Sir, this has been our occupation since the fourteenth century. My father,
grandfather, great-grandfather and my ancestors before them - all were in
this profession,” he said proudly.
“Will your son follow it too?” I asked.
“No sir. He finds it difficult. So I will return my license to the municipal
authorities.”
“Why?”
“The gondolier family which has two or more sons will be given this
license!”
“Can a school master's or a clerk's son get this license?”
“Never!”
“Why?”
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“Sailing the gondola is a tradition which runs in selected families. There
are 500 gondolas in Venice. The number was the same in the past and will
remain the same in the future!”
Unfortunately, Venice is slowly sinking. The water level is rising and if
immediate efforts are not taken, some of the islands may disappear. That is
why people have started shifting to the main land nearly 15 miles away.
May be the days of the ancient Venice are numbered!

Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda

55

Fountains of Love

S

ome of the most artistic sculptures in the world are to be found in
Italy. The beauty of Rome, the seat of the Roman Empire, the capital
of Italy, lies in its exquisitely carved sculptures. They are the result of a
fusion of the Greek and the Roman styles, developed by Michaelangelo,
Mareti and Brunsli, who used their imagination and skill to raise the art to
the highest imaginable level! To art-lovers, Florence, known as 'Fierenza'
in Italian, is synonymous with Michaelangelo.
The Roman Empire once extended up to Africa in the South, Portugal in
the West and Scotland in the North. Huge pillars and walls of the Forum,
which was the court of Emperor Caesar, exist even today. The modern
roads wind around these and other ancient remains that are scattered all
over Italy. The hill in front of the Forum was the place where Julius Caesar
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was treacherously murdered by Brutus and Cassius. Caesar's followers
cremated his body near the temple that is situated opposite the Forum.
Mark Antony gave a very stirring and fiery speech at Caesar's funeral,
which provoked the sentiments of the people who had gathered in huge
numbers. He then took a burning piece of wood from the pyre and killed
Brutus and Cassius.
Around 2000 years ago, the Romans gave the world some great lessons in
culture. They also introduced laws to humanity. The Romans used water
very artistically to beautify barren streets by constructing lovely fountains.
You see them all over Italy, spraying water high up towards the sky!
Sunrays fall on the tiny drops of water and create beautiful rainbows. It is
an ecstatic experience to watch the sculptures through the mist of water.
These fountains have inspired countless poets and musicians.
Everyday, 1,70,00,000 gallons of water spurts out of the Trevi fountain
that is the most famous in Rome. It is believed that if you drop a coin into
this fountain and make a wish, it comes true!
I joined the huge crowd that had gathered to see the fountain. People were
tossing coins of their own countries into the water and wishing! I saw a
Gujarati man and an Italian girl fondly watching the water.
I asked with interest, “What has brought you here?” He said, “I met her
when I first came here. We fell in love and got married. Now we have
returned to live those moments again!” This fountain must have witnessed
many such love stories! During the two hours I spent there, I saw another
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was treacherously murdered by Brutus and Cassius. Caesar's followers
cremated his body near the temple that is situated opposite the Forum.
Mark Antony gave a very stirring and fiery speech at Caesar's funeral,
which provoked the sentiments of the people who had gathered in huge
numbers. He then took a burning piece of wood from the pyre and killed
Brutus and Cassius.
Around 2000 years ago, the Romans gave the world some great lessons in
culture. They also introduced laws to humanity. The Romans used water
very artistically to beautify barren streets by constructing lovely fountains.
You see them all over Italy, spraying water high up towards the sky!
Sunrays fall on the tiny drops of water and create beautiful rainbows. It is
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glimpse of him.
Before we left Italy, we visited the largest relic of the Roman Empire - the
Colosseum. It must have had the capacity to seat 50,000 spectators, who
used to gather with their Emperor on holidays to watch a sport where two
warriors fought till one of them died. Each warrior wore a helmet, held a
shield in one hand and a broad-bladed sword in another. They fenced till
one collapsed. The winner looked at the spectators expectantly as they
screamed, 'Kill him, kill him' and then cut off the loser's head.
Sometimes, slaves were brought to the amphitheatre and tigers caged in
the basement were let loose on them. For hundreds of years, the monarch
and his subjects enjoyed this cruel sport while the helpless slaves were
mercilessly mauled and brutally killed by the tigers. One day, a man called
Telemax who was in the audience was terribly pained to see this cruelty
and brazenness of the spectators. He shouted at the people watching across
the fence - “You should be ashamed of yourselves. I definitely am! Are
you humans? You enjoy seeing a live person being killed. To open your
eyes, I will sacrifice myself.” He jumped over the compound into the
ground where the tigers were prowling and was killed in no time by the
man-eaters.
But his sacrifice did not go in vain. The Emperor Honorius was moved by
his words and he stopped the cruel sport that had been flourishing for
more than 2000 years.
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Leaning and Bargaining!

O

n our way from Italy to Switzerland, we had to stop at a frustrating
number of tollbooths that drained our purses considerably. They
were present in every village and town at every 20-25 miles. We had to
pay an entry fee to see the Leaning Tower of Pisa also. But we were so
keen to see this wonder that this time we paid without grumbling and
rushed to see it. As usual, there was a crowd here too. Jyoti, Padma and
Kusum decided to race to the top of the tower. Its steps reminded me of
the spiraling ones in the Qutub Minar of Delhi. We were told that when a
number of stories of this tower had already been built, an architectural
defect was detected. The tower was not rising vertically but was slightly
inclined to one side. The dilemma was, should it be corrected? The only
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way was to raze down what had been built so far. But it was decided to
continue the work - with a little tilt toward one side. Do the climatic
conditions make it lean more and more? Nobody knows. When we
reached the top and looked down, there was a strong breeze and from that
height, it created a terrifying sensation. I felt a trifle giddy and there was
an odd feeling in the stomach. What if we toppled down? What if the
tower leaned further? We turned back and rushed down.
The small shops surrounding the tower sold books giving information
about it, priced at 3000 Liras. Kusum quickly purchased a copy. I started
bargaining - starting at 1000 Liras.
Kusum said, “Rajen, this isn't India!” “Just watch,” I said. The
shopkeeper's price started descending step by step. Finally, we clinched
the deal at 1300 Liras. Kusum and Vina were stunned. I was triumphant.
India or Italy - people are the same. I had saved 1700 Liras and Kusum's
face fell!
As the evening drew close, we proceeded towards Genoa. We passed
through nearly 50 tunnels. It was an interesting journey - alternating
between tunnels and the bright sky. The roads were smooth and wide
throughout - a dream drive!
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A Tip in Time Saves Abuses!

W

e reached Genoa at about 4.30 in the afternoon. This is the place
where Columbus, who discovered America, was born. After
checking in, we had tea and immediately set out to see the city.

Our hotel manager had instructed us about the places not to visit and why!
We followed his advice, but when it was time to return, it was dark. We
lost our way. I spotted a police officer and requested him to guide us.
He gave us detailed directions and we thanked him. As we started moving,
he saluted us. We were impressed by him and pleased with ourselves. But
no sooner had we walked a few steps, we heard him abusing us!
We looked back with surprise. The same officer who had been polite and
helpful was muttering angrily.
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We could not understand what was wrong with him. I mentioned him to
our hotel manager when we reached. He said, “This is nothing new for
us.”
“What do you mean?”
“He abused you out of disappointment.”
“Why? What had we done?”
“You didn't fulfill his expectation!”
“What expectation?”
“He saluted you, but you just walked away!”
“Oh! You mean we should have tipped him?”
“Yes. His salute was wasted on you. What else could he do?” the manager
said with a smile.
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The Border Blues!

I

was fortunate to have met Mukund and his four sisters when I set out
to tour Europe. Though they had now settled in Zambia, they originally
belonged to India and were happy to have my company. As we toured
Europe, we stayed longer than we had originally planned at a few places,
so when we were about to enter France, Mukund's vacation was over. The
rest of us still had four days of holidays left, so we decided to continue our
tour without Mukund. He took a flight to London and I was left to
chaperone four young girls. I really missed him. But by now, a very
healthy friendship had developed between the five of us and the affection
and trust we shared kept away any awkwardness. The journey from Zurich
to Basel kept reminding me of the Kashmir Valley. The roads winding
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through the snow-covered mountains, the clean, sharp, cool breeze, the
serene beauty of nature was almost identical. The pristine mountains and
the nature surrounding lakes Lusern and Pilates were breathtaking! It was
great fun to drive up the mountains and equally enjoyable to ride down.
We looked down from a height of thousands of feet just before we reached
Lake Lusern and we could count the road winding 26 times round the
mountains. It left us wondering how we had covered that height with so
much ease.
Basel, our destination belongs to Switzerland but is situated on the border
between France and Switzerland. We had already booked rooms in a hotel
in France, ten miles from Basel, in advance, so we did not anticipate any
difficulty. We reached the hotel at 8 p.m. and asked for the keys to our
rooms.
Imagine my shock when the manager said, “Sorry, I couldn't keep rooms
for you.” Of all the days, Basel was overcrowded with tourists on that very
day and the hotel did not honour our advance booking. There was nowhere
else to stay within 60 miles in France, so I was really worried. Where to
stay? What to do? It was getting late. There were four young girls with
me. I remembered having seen some hotels on the Switzerland side of the
border, so we decided to give them a try. But when we reached Basel
again, there was another problem in store. We had an entry pass from
Switzerland to France, but not the reverse. The security guard refused to
permit us to cross the border again.
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He said, “You have a one-way security pass. You must get a fresh one to
cross the border, but now it’s past 9 p.m. and the offices have closed.”
I was greatly perturbed. I did all I could to convince the guard about the
unforeseen difficulty we had landed in due to no fault of ours, but he
refused to relent. Of course, he was only following the law. But I was in a
fix. The last resort was to drive 70 miles to another village and try for
accommodation. But it was already too late, the country was unfamiliar
and we were extremely tired.
An idea struck me.
I said to the girls, “Let's park the car by the roadside, you four share the
front and back seats and sleep in the car.”
“What about you?” they asked.
“I will sleep in the verandah of the check post,” I said.
“In the open? In this cold?” they wondered. I took out the sleeping bag
from the car. “Don't worry, I will be alright,” I assured them. I requested
the guard to let me sleep overnight in the verandah. He consented. The
four girls somehow managed to sleep in the car. I got into my sleeping bag
and slept like a log on the border between Switzerland and France!
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That Night in Paris...

I

will never forget that unusual incident which happened during my visit
to Paris. It had made me uneasy, uncomfortable, restless, surprised and
confused - all at one time! But it is also associated with fond memories. I
sometimes wonder, “Where must that bold and beautiful, frank but
straightforward girl be now? Does she ever remember that night we shared
a room?”
The people in Europe do not waste time in discussing morality, behaviour
etc. as we do. They are quite open about their ideas and views on
relationships and are not prudes or hypocrites. Young men and even
women are confident, bold, open-minded, but not necessarily promiscuous
and certainly not indecent. They are aware of their sensuality but not
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conscious of it all the while. Girls travel alone freely and look after
themselves.
This young girl and I were both tourists, absolute strangers and from
different countries. But she offered to stay with me - as a companion, in
one room in the hotel that night! She was totally at ease, relaxed and
confident. I was very nervous and when I remember that night, even today,
I am full of admiration for her daring. She came with me to the room, sat
on the bed opposite mine and asked me many questions about India and
myself. When she became sleepy, she just dropped on the cot and slept
like a child. It happened like this...
Paris is very costly. Maybe because it is so developed!
That day, as we approached Paris, after a chilly night on the border, I
found the atmosphere exhilarating and the glittering lights and sensual
sirens intoxicating. Spontaneously a few lines of poetry sprouted from my
lips. Indeed the lines came out of my heart rather than my mouth!
“Oh Paris - beautiful Paris
We dreamt of your charms,
And waited to see you.
And now, we are here in your arms...”
But soon I was rudely awakened from my poetic reverie. The hotels we
tried were houseful. Finally we found one where a few two-bedded rooms
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were vacant. I booked two rooms for the four sisters, but when it was my
turn, the manager said, “Even if you want a single room, you have to pay
for double!”
This was too costly and would have strained my budget.
I asked, “Don't you have cheaper accommodation?”
He said, “No. But if you bring a partner, it will cost you half. See if you
can find one.”
He was quite curt and dry, contrary to what I had heard about the softspoken French. I could not pay 11 pounds for a night's stay. So I sat on the
sofa, restlessly looking at the beautiful and heady night-life outside the
glass door, longing to go out and mingle in it.
Padma asked, “What shall we do Raj?”
“You go to your rooms, I will try my luck,” I answered. A taxi stopped, a
man alighted and went to the manager. I was about to get up, hoping he
would share a room and its rent with me. But a girl got out of the taxi with
her bag, walked to him and clung to his arm. The two walked away to a
room, and I was left stranded. Padma and Kusum laughed at my plight. I
forced myself a smile and said, “Don't worry, I will soon find a partner.”
We were very hungry and craving to go out. It was frustrating to wait for
some potential unknown companion indefinitely.
Half an hour later, a well-endowed girl in shirt and jeans walked in. Her
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golden hair bounced on her shoulders and her eyes were azure blue. She
was very attractive to say the least.
The man behind the counter told her drily - “No, I don't have a singlebedded room. Bring a companion and I will give you a double bed-room.”
“Where shall I get a partner at this hour?” she asked dejectedly.
The manager said, “This young man has been waiting for a companion
since more than an hour. Talk to him.”
I almost broke into a sweat. Padma, Kusum, Jyoti smiled mischievously. I
was totally confused. I, a young man, she, a young girl, strangers, staying
in one room? What will the world say? I sat on the sofa and tried to look
out of the door. The girl came to me and said, “Excuse me, will you share
a room with me?” in a very matter of fact way without inhibitions.
I had never imagined such a situation would ever arise. I was tongue-tied.
Kusum said, “Its okay, he will.” They were not surprised with the girl's
request.
The girl booked a room, carried her own and my bag too and kept it neatly
on the table, returned and introduced herself. She was Austrian, lived in
Vienna, studied and worked and spent whatever she saved on sightseeing.
This is a common practice there. The Western youth earn, learn and travel.
Their parents do not object. In fact they encourage their children to see the
world with their own earnings. The seven of us became comfortable with
each other in no time and set out together to see Paris.
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We wandered around the streets, absorbing all the enjoyable sights. The
attractive ads of the nightclubs set my heart racing. We had dinner in the
Moulin Rouge nightclub and returned to our hotel at 11. We all chatted till
the wee hours of the morning! I began to feel as if I had known the
Austrian girl for a long time - she mixed so freely with the five of us.
We both finally came to our room and lay down on our respective beds.
She was asleep in a few seconds. I tried to sleep but I couldn't. Sharing a
room with an attractive young girl made me uneasy and restless. But I
couldn't help appreciating her confidence and trust in me. At some point of
time, I dozed off. When I woke at 8 in the morning, I looked at her bed. It
was neatly made. Her bag was not in sight. She had gone!
Kusum said at breakfast, “She tried to wake you, but you were deeply
asleep. She didn't want to disturb you, so she wished us good-bye. She
told us to convey her sincere thanks to you!”
“I see! Where did she go?”
“To a village nearby. She likes staying in villages. She gave this address.”
I looked at the paper but couldn't read it. All I could see in it was her
beautiful hair, her beautiful face and the confidence oozing out of those
beautiful blue eyes...
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Battle of Words

T

he river Seine bisects Paris just as the Thames divides London into
two parts. I was constantly comparing these two great, world-famous
cities.
The Fort of Versailles is near Paris. The Louis Royal family ruled Paris
from this fort, amassed wealth and lived a life of ultimate luxury. From the
fort we reached the Notre Dame Church with its exquisitely attractive
stained-glass paintings. I was captivated by the beautifully painted figures
on the doors and did not feel like moving away. We finally left and went to
see the 1000 feet tall Eiffel Tower that weighs 7000 tons. When you look
at it, you are awestruck and full of admiration for the one who built it.
It was constructed in 1889 on the occasion of an international exhibition
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that was held in Paris. The result was stunningly beautiful and it added to
the glory of Paris. That is why it was permanently installed there. (An
interesting anecdote was doing the rounds that a con-man tried to sell it!)
The entire tower is brilliantly lit at night and hoards of tourists from all
over the world gather here to see this wonderful sight. There is a beautiful
garden in front, through which water flows. The flowers and the water
glow in the light of the lamps and the whole atmosphere is bewitchingly
dreamy!
Paris is young and romantic, where the people like to enjoy whatever
pleasures life has to offer. Yesterday's fashion is outdated today and
everyone rushes to the 'Fashion District' to see the fashions of tomorrow.
All the artisans here are forever busy making new clothes, shoes and hats.
Designer clothes are draped on wax and clay mannequins to attract fashion
lovers. No wonder, Paris is called 'the mother of fashion'.
Vina, Padma, Kusum and Jyoti were delighted to shop here. They checked
the money they had and went on a shopping spree.
I was bored and irritated. I said, “You shop, I am leaving.”
“Where are you going?”
“To Wimpy's. For lunch.”
The four immediately realised that they were hungry too and followed me.
But we had problems galore - communicating with the waiter who did not
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know English and getting vegetarian food.
The French waiter heard us say 'vegetarian' and brought a plate of boiled
eggs! I said 'potato' in different ways at least half a dozen times. Finally,
Vina went to the kitchen, pointed to potatoes and shouted 'boiled'. The
French waiter finally understood and brought boiled potatoes and bread.
The bread was not cut into pieces, but was a whole, arm-length, rounded
loaf. None of us used to take alcohol. In France you do not eat without
wine, so the waiter looked at us with surprise when we declined it. I got
cartons of milk from a departmental store nearby and we swallowed our
vegetarian cuisine. After all, we had to fill our tummies somehow! We had
been sight-seeing since hours, had been awake till three in the morning
chatting with that Austrian girl, and tonight we wanted to visit the Lido
Night Club. We returned to the hotel and I decided to take a nap. I do not
know how long I slept, but was awakened by a band.
Vina and Padma were watching the celebrations on the road. “What is
this? Why this celebration?” I asked. “Don't you know?” Vina asked me.
'No.' “Today's the 14th of July. They are celebrating the French
Revolution.”
The street was packed. Thousands of people were dancing and singing on
the street, many with bottles of beer in their hands. The entire area was
resounding with the sound of the band.
In the regime of Louis the XIV, a dictator, the common man suffered in
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poverty and neglect. That led to tremendous unrest amongst the people.
Louis the XIV had trampled all human rights under his imperial foot,
leaving the people seething with anger. On the 14th of July, the volcano of
rebellion erupted and everyone came out openly against the bigot. The
revolutionaries liberated their leaders who were languishing in the Bastille
jail and the throne of Louis was buried under the lava of revolution. That
happened 184 years ago. Two world wars have elapsed since, but 14th of
July is like a festival for the French, because it is their Independence Day.
Every Frenchman celebrates this day with his heart and soul.
I had witnessed the enthusiasm and happiness with which the 31st of
December is celebrated in England to usher in the New Year. People stay
up all night, dancing, enjoying and greeting each other. Hugging and
kissing anyone they meet. Even strangers! Without any reservations and
any inhibitions. All they want is to welcome the New Year!
I was comparing the night of the 31st December with the celebrations in
the street below as I stood in the balcony. It was very similar. The same
joy, mirth and enjoyment! The same ecstatic hugs and kisses!
At nine o’clock, we came to the banks of the Seine and hired a small boat.
We could see the banks and the beautiful buildings glowing in the light of
thousands of lamps. Our boat, lighted by candles, added to the beauty of
our ride. Every night in Paris is romantic and sensual. This one was even
more so! It was like a dream but very real indeed!
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Napoleon Bonaparte had declared himself 'Emperor' when he conquered
the whole of Western Europe. He built 'Ark-de-Triumph' - a tall and
majestic arch to celebrate his victory and brought about many changes in
Paris, but he died before he could see the beautiful city of his dreams. This
wish was fulfilled by his nephew Charles Louis Napoleon Bonaparte III.
He widened and lighted the roads of Paris and did all he could to make it
elegant.
Montmartre, a small village on the outskirts of Paris, is famous for
renowned artists, like the world famous Picasso who lived and worked
here. The artists have long since gone, but their art has made them
immortal.
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Pain of Parting

W

e came back to Brussels to return the rented car that had carried us
all over Europe on an exciting and memorable tour. We got into a
bus for Ostend, from where we travelled by boat to Dover Port in England.
We had informed Mukund about our travel plans and he had come to
Victoria station in London to receive his sisters.
We had spent nearly 32 days together and had developed a very close
friendship and affection for each other. We were like a family. But now the
time had come to part. Once we alighted at the Victoria station in London,
we would go our own separate ways - each to his own college, work,
family and country. I was pained to think that we may never meet again.
With heavy hearts, we exchanged addresses and bid good-bye.
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Statue of Liberty

E

very country has its own image, culture and lifestyle. When we think
of Japan, beautiful and delicate artwork comes to our mind. A
hardworking farmer, tending his fields with his sweat is the image of
India. International pride represents Germany. But what is it about
America?
Here everyone competes for progress, modernity and affluence. It almost
seems that the life of an American is entirely concentrated around material
pleasures and comforts!

When I landed on New York airport, I looked up just to have a look at the
sky. But I realised that it is difficult to do so!
New York is a confluence of many islands - the important one being
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Manhattan, which is the most beautiful and crowded with skyscrapers. The
shortest building may not be less than 60 stories high! So you can imagine
how difficult it is to see the sky through this concrete jungle!
The World Trade Center is 110-storeyed - the tallest and the grandest,
followed by the Empire State Building that is 103-storeyed.
It is amazing to see such a magnificent building towering in that crowded
space and one cannot but admire the architect who designed it.
In the rainy season, the building is enveloped by thick cloud. Birds soaring
in the sky often dash against it and lose their lives.
The Empire State Building has innumerable offices, in which nearly
10,000 persons work daily. The World Trade Center is a twin building
joined together by a bridge and is a famous business centre.
The Statue of Liberty is even more eye-catching. It is the pride of not only
New York, but the whole of America. The story of its origin is very
interesting.
The statue was created by the famous French sculptor Frédéric-Auguste
Bartholdi. The government of France gifted it to America in 1884 as a
symbol of friendship. It was made with great efforts and with a huge sum
of money. But America spent two years in accepting it. Transporting this
magnificent piece of work to America and installing it at the right place
was a really difficult proposition and till this issue was settled, the
sculpture stood waiting in Paris.
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Finally, it was dismantled into small parts and brought to the Bedela Port
in America in 214 huge boxes. Now comes the crux of the problem.
Reassembling it and getting it installed would cost about one lakh dollars.
The American Congress and the Governor of New York had strongly
opposed these expenses. Finally, the publisher of 'New York World' Joseph
Pulitzer took the initiative and appealed to the public to donate for this
cause. The whole of America responded and in less than 2 months, the
required amount was raised.
Today, this statue stands with pride on the Liberty Island. Its beauty,
magnificence and grandeur add to the glory of America. Its base itself is
149 feet high and the statue is 151 feet tall - 300 feet in all! The right hand
in which she holds a torch is 42 feet long and the torch is 29 feet 2 inches
in length. The book in her left hand is 23 sq. feet in dimension and the
words '4 July 1886' is inscribed on it. Initially, orphans, homeless people
and travellers actually used its hollow interior for shelter! Hence the statue
was known as the 'mother of the homeless.'
Every day, 15000 visitors flock to see it. More than 50 million visitors
have seen it by now.
There is a huge air-conditioned library at the base of the statue. The statue
is hollow and one can travel up to her eye level by lift or stairs. It can take
up to an hour to climb up to the top when it is crowded. The statue is made
of three and one fourth inches thick copper sheet. Imagine the time it must
have taken for it to be sculpted and the cost that France must have
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incurred!
The other famous building in New York is that of the United Nations.
UNO was born with the noble idea of world peace and protection of
smaller nations by the big ones. Though it is constructed on the land of
America, it does not belong to it. It is autonomous. That is why if you send
a letter to UNO from India, you have to use a special UNO postage.
In New York, I attended a United Nations Conference, sitting in the
gallery. The chairs have an array of headphones and the speeches of the
delegates are promptly translated into a number of languages like English,
Russian, French, Spanish and German. Hindi, the national language of
India, is spoken all over the world by more than 200 million people but it
has not yet been accepted by UNO! I felt saddened by this as I walked out
of the audience gallery.
A turnover of millions of dollars occurs daily in the Stock Exchange
Building on the banks of the Hudson River - this is the building where
people soar to the sky or crash to the ground in seconds! “Why is it built
on the banks of the Hudson?” I asked an onlooker. “So that the tragic
losers in the stock market can drown in it, that's why!” he answered
cryptically.
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New York - The Darker Side

I

f you visit any mega city, there always is a 'new' area that is posh, clean
and modern, where people are educated and cultured. But in some
corner, there is always the older, underdeveloped underbelly of the city.
New Delhi is the grand capital of India but take a round of old Delhi and
you will feel deflated.
What will be the reaction of a person who sees Chowringhee of Calcutta
(now Kolkata) and then goes to see the old city?
Or for that matter, if someone, who is full of admiration for the
magnificence of the Fort area in Bombay (now Mumbai), is asked to
compare it with suburbs like Parel or Byculla?
Thus, whether it is London or Paris, Rome or New York, two diverse kinds
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of lifestyles, societies and people live near each other.
While admiring New York, one is shocked if one visits the Harlem area.
This two- and-a-half square miles region is inhabited by the people from
West Indies and Africa. It is crowded and very poor. Poverty generates
crime and that is in plenty here. That is why the wealthy or the foreigners
keep away from this notorious part of the city.
There is yet another interesting area - the 42nd street - where there are
many theatres. Blue films are screened here and once a ticket is purchased,
one can sit for any length of time watching one blue film after another till
one gets sick of them! One usually gets turned off by the vulgarity and
does not want to watch any longer.
For me, the Times Square was a great attraction - a huge tower shows
'breaking news' on an electronic board. Of course, the people of New York
are not very interested in this, as many editions of newspapers come out
every day. In India, we get to read only one edition - at the most an
additional evening edition of newspapers. In Western countries, we get at
least four. Imagine! New York Times consists of 144 pages! Who can read
all this? But it is loaded with all varieties of news and information - sports,
commerce, art, travel - you name it! People buy a paper, keep the pages
they are interested in and dump the rest in the dustbin. No one has the time
or inclination to store old newspapers and sell them as 'raddi' as we do in
India.
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The traffic in the Times Square area was terrifying. I wanted to cross the
road, but was stuck for a long time - hundreds of cars were speeding past
at the speed of 70-80 miles! Americans love speed and speeding cars. That
is why many cars are battered at the rear!
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Washington Memories….

L

ife is unpredictable and can take odd twists and turns. People meet
and come closer. Some day, they part and are gradually lost in the
abyss of the past. But sometimes we meet someone for a short time and
the bonds that develop are so strong that they remain deeply etched in the
memory for a lifetime. Myra was one such a person.

Whenever I remember Washington, I remember Myra, that fabulous girl
from Prague! I remember her confidence, her warmth and her frankness.
My flight touched Washington in the afternoon on 15th of July. It was as
hot as it is in Akola. My meals had taken a beating in New York and I was
ravenous.
I went to the Y.M.C.A. hostel, but the facilities there were poor. I was
Vibrant Vignettes / Rajendra Darda

93

Are you
Pakistani?

hungry, tired and the inconveniences in the hostel really upset me. I
thought of cancelling my stay in Washington and returning to London. I
made a temporary arrangement for my luggage and moved out. I bought a
plate of salad from the vendor outside the White House and hurriedly
finished it. But my stomach started churning and I threw out. To distract
myself, I walked out into the streets of Washington.
I went to the office of the National Transport Company near the White
House, hoping to get some information about sightseeing. There was a
slim, attractive, smiling girl in her twenties at the reservation counter. She
gave me the information I wanted and asked, “Are you Pakistani?” I was
surprised and said, “No, I am an Indian. But why did you think so?”
“Because your eyes are golden-brown!” She said, “What do you do in
India?”
“Actually I am studying Graphic Reproduction in England. I have come to
Washington for three days, but....”
“But what?”
“I feel like going back.”
“Why?”
“I am bored.”
“May I suggest something?” she asked and paused. Then she added, “I
will be happy if you stay at my place. Being a weekend, I have holidays
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tomorrow and the day after.”
I was taken aback. A young and beautiful girl asking a young foreigner, a
stranger to stay with her, after having met just a few minutes ago and
hardly knowing anything about him? I must have looked puzzled because
she immediately said, “I am also a tourist. I don't belong here; I have come
here to work and earn some money in my summer vacations.”
“Where are you from?” I asked.
“Prague! Actually, back home I am studying Indian culture. It's one of the
subjects in my curriculum. May be you can help me to understand it better.
My family is originally American, but has now settled in Prague,” Myra
said in one breath.
I was somewhat relieved to hear her explanation and accepted her
invitation.
At six in the evening, she came in her car, picked me up from Y.M.C.A.
and we went to her apartment.
She said, “This is my place! Please make yourself comfortable.” Indeed,
she was hospitality personified during those three days in Washington!
She kept questioning me about India - the family system, marriage,
culture, values and traditions. The close ties in Indian families and the
joint family system surprised her. “I am really astonished to hear about the
love you all have for each other in your family,” she said a little wistfully.
“We don't get so much affection. May be because divorces are common
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and children often grow up with a step-parent. Look at me. I left home for
studies when I was 13. During holidays, I travel to other countries, work
and earn. I hardly received the kind of love from my family that you have
received from yours.” There was a tinge of sadness when she said this, but
she quickly changed the subject and was her smiling self again.
It is easy to buy a second-hand car in America. Myra had such a car and
drove me all over Washington. While she drove I used to look around the
city and could not help comparing it with New York. There are very few
skyscrapers in Washington. Most of the buildings are spread out and rather
plain looking. On the other hand, skyscrapers in New York vie with each
other to touch the sky. At night, the mercury lamps light up the city and
the tall buildings silhouetted against the dark sky, with the bright lights
within them look absolutely picturesque, as if innumerable chandeliers are
hanging down from the sky!
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I Will Never Forget Her….

W

hile passing through one of the streets in Washington, I suddenly
called out to Myra: “Stop, stop!”
She asked, “Why?”
I said, “Come, I will show you what Indian food tastes like.” She asked,
“Where are we going?”
“That restaurant across the road.”
We both entered the South Indian Restaurant that I had heard served
delicious food. I ordered a dosa. Myra liked its crispness and relished the
idli that followed. But she found the accompanying chutney too spicy.
“Do you always eat such spicy stuff?” she asked, wiping her eyes.
“Is it so spicy?”
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“Of course! My mouth is burning. No wonder.....”
“No wonder, what?”
“You Indians get stomach upsets so often.”
“Not at all. On the contrary I find European food quite bland - all boiled
and tasteless!” I argued.
Myra cheered up when the South Indian coffee arrived. “I will take you to
my favourite restaurant tomorrow,” she said, smiling.
Next day, we went to see the Bureau of Engraving and Printing Press,
which prints currency notes and stamps. This Government Press was
initially housed in a small room with only six employees. Today it has
5500 employees and the building sprawls over 30 acres.
Every day, currency worth millions of dollars is printed - right from the
smallest to the highest note. The work of designing, printing and bundling
the notes is carried out in the basement. Visitors can watch the process
across the wire mesh from the gallery above.
From the press we went to the Lincoln Memorial. The sculptor Daniel
Chester French has accurately captured Lincoln's personality and
expressions in his statue that is seated on a high chair. I thought, “Here's a
person who fought for humanity, for equality among the whites and the
blacks. His head is held high, the face is strong and firm. The body
language reflects his sense of dignity and purpose.”
Next we visited the Kennedy memorial in the Arlington National
Cemetery. John Kennedy, who was a true friend of India, believed in
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world peace. But the irony is that both Lincoln and Kennedy lost their
lives in a violent manner just like Mahatma Gandhi in our own land.
After this, we visited the White House, which has been the residence of all
the Presidents of America except George Washington. We walked around
the courtyard and joined the long queue to enter the White House. Loud
speakers gave information about it as we waited. It was built in 1800, but
much of it was destroyed in the war between England and America in
1912. It was rebuilt in 1948 and though it has 107 rooms, only eleven are
open to the public.
By now we were hungry, so we went to a drug store nearby for lunch. In
America, drug stores offer meals besides medicines. It is a 'self-service'
system and you have to carry your own food in a tray from the service
counter. We had melon juice, noodles and groundnuts cooked in tomato
sauce, with bread. Yoghurt, i.e. curds with fruits, followed. When I took
out my wallet, Myra said, “No, no. It is my turn today!”
After lunch we visited the banks of Potomac. I casually said, “In my
country, if two young persons like us are seen together, people will
comment and criticize.”
“Why?” she innocently asked.
I found it difficult to explain to her because our cultures were so different.
“In India, it is not acceptable to the society that two unmarried persons of
the opposite sex are friendly and move around together. Traditionally,
unrelated men and women do not mix so freely.” She still looked a little
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confused with my explanation. So I said, “Come to India some day and be
my guest. Then you will understand what I mean.”
“Yes, I will definitely come,” she said, eagerly.
Just then, I noticed a pentagonal building. “Is this the Pentagon?” I asked.
“Yes, it is,” she reiterated.
The Defence Department of America is housed in this huge building that is
like a township. 35000 people work here round the clock. It is connected
with all parts of the world where the American Army is stationed.
That night, Myra cooked at home and I helped her. She made pizza and
sweet corn soup for me. I made Indian curry with potatoes, onions, carrots
and cabbage. We had it with rice.
I still had a day left in Washington. Myra took me to the Kennedy Stadium
on Sunday afternoon. It has the capacity to accommodate 50,000
spectators and holds football and baseball matches. The 92 acres of land
surrounding it can hold 12000 cars, 300 buses, 400 taxies and even has a
helipad!
The Watergate building on the banks of the river houses the offices of
political leaders and even residences of a few. President Nixon had to
resign due to the Watergate scandal - he had a hand in tapping the phones
of the Democrats and when this came to light, it angered the whole world.
Alert political leaders, fearless newspapers and the public campaigned
vigorously till Nixon was removed.
We visited the FBI building and saw the training of weapon shooting and
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other equipment used in investigating crime. In spite of the brilliance of
the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the police, a street brawl takes
place every 81 seconds, a theft every 13 minutes, a murder every 28 and a
burglary every 84 minutes in America!
My stay in Washington was over and I had to catch a flight from
Washington to Detroit. Myra came to the airport to see me off. She shook
hands warmly, looked deep into my eyes, tried to hide her sadness and
said good-bye. I boarded the plane with a heavy heart too.
One can buy everything in the world with money. Almost everything! But
such friendship, such warmth, such confidence are very difficult to get!
I met the gorgeous Myra by accident. We shared three happy days. She
made my stay in Washington comfortable and enjoyable. And we parted.
Like two logs thrown together in the sea which are parted forever by a
wave! Perhaps never to meet again!
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A Car a Minute

I

reached Detroit by the afternoon flight. It is a two hour journey from
Washington. Jyotsna Bhabhi’s brother, Ramesh Jain, had come to
receive me and told me a lot about the city in the half an hour drive to his
home. I was pleasantly surprised to know that nearly 15,000 Indians live
in Detroit. And it was great to eat the delicious home-cooked meal at
Rameshji's place after a long gap.
I wanted to see the world famous Ford car company, which is located in
this automobile city. When we visited it, I was astonished to see the huge
factory which was producing a 'Mustang' car every 66 seconds! It was
very interesting to see the body shell, engine, chassis being made and
assembled together. Most of the employees were African-American
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workers who did all the hard work and the key posts were held by the ten
percent Americans.
In America, a car is an easily available commodity, possessed by almost
everybody. Americans buy a car as easily as we in India buy a cycle! If it
becomes old or gets damaged, they easily dispose it off as scrap. What a
lifestyle!
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My Date with Niagara

I

consider it a privilege to have visited picturesque places in India and
abroad. The Vrindavan gardens of Mysore, the Tivoli garden of Rome,
the palaces in Jaipur and Vienna, the sculptures of Michelangelo, the
scenic beauty of Kashmir and Switzerland have equally left me spellbound. It is difficult to put down in words the overwhelming impression
these fascinating places have had on my young psyche. And now I had
arrived at the Niagara Falls, an absolutely panoramic and magnificent
sight. I was awe-struck by its furious and wild beauty!
The Niagara River flows through both America and Canada. The waterfall
on the American side is called American Falls and that on the Canadian is
known as Horseshoe Falls. Both are awe-inspiring, but the Horseshoe
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Falls is truly spectacular. It is 165-feet high and 2500-feet long. Two lakh
cubic feet of water tumble down every second. Since many years, this fall
generates the highest hydro-electricity in the world.
The Niagara Falls can be viewed in four ways - one by the expensive
helicopter ride, the other by boat and the third by climbing a tower. The
fourth method is to use the lift and go behind the falls. I tried all the four!
Rameshji took me in the helicopter to see the Niagara Falls from the sky.
It is a frightening and thrilling sight and the words “Nature, thy name is
God!” spring up almost spontaneously.
When our helicopter was just on top of the Horseshoe Falls, Rameshji
said, “What if we stop here for a second?” The pilot heard him and smiled,
“Look behind you,” he said and he stopped the chopper for a second on
top of the waterfall. Our hearts stopped momentarily I faked a grin but
inside, I was quite terrified.
The Skylon Tower is another thrilling way to see the falls. It is 800 feet
high and when we reach the top, we are given a pair of binoculars with
which we can view the landscape of nearly 40 miles all around. There is a
capsule lift that zooms up nearly 520 feet in 55 seconds.
The revolving hotel at 520 feet height is amazing! As I sat there savouring
some refreshments and watching the Niagara Falls, subtly, the view
changed. The falls disappeared and a vast green stretch of land unfolded
before my eyes. I then realised that the entire hotel was revolving slowly!
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'Maid of the Mist' is a small but powerful boat that takes you to the falls.
The sight of the wild water hurtling down 165 feet and bouncing back,
churning white froth and showering millions of droplets is beyond
description. When we board the boat, we have to give a written consent
that we are going in at our own risk. This is totally justified, because the
largest waterfall in the world may make just anyone's heart stop beating!
We were made to wear black raincoats, gumboots and a cap to shield
ourselves from the cascading water and we all ended up looking like
monkeys! The guide told us about the falls on his mike and when the boat
glided close to the falls, our hearts were filled with awe and wonder. We
were short of words. Suddenly, a rainbow sprung up in the water and its
colourful beauty left us gasping! We were overwhelmed by the power of
nature. Nature is God! Nature is the one and only artist! The spray of
water soaked us to the skin. As we got closer to the swirling water, a
thought crossed my mind “What if the boat gets buried under this
mountain of froth?” All around, my companions were exclaiming 'Oh
dear,' 'Oh God!' That's about all anyone could utter. A spectrum of
emotions flooded my mind during that half an hour--fear, anxiety,
curiosity, joy, wonder and awe!
On the Canadian side, there is a table rock near the falls and we can
descend from it by a lift, which takes us to a 15 feet long tunnel. Through
this, we go to the rear of the falls and see the water cascading down and
rebounding in front of us! It is such a terrific sight. And frightening too! A
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thought came to my mind - “Is this how the Ganga fell down Lord Siva's
hair?”
At night, beams of coloured lights are focused on the falls. What a
fabulous sight that is! Simply mind-blowing! I stayed near the falls and
watched them in every possible way and every possible angle I could.
And last but not the least, I could not forget Niagara's association with
Marilyn Monroe, the legendary sex symbol of Hollywood, nay the world,
through her memorable film 'Niagara' that I had seen as a school boy!
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Fantasies Come Alive

M

y plane landed in Chicago and the first thing that struck me was the
wind. It was so windy that I wondered whether it wanted to blow
the whole city upside down! It was difficult to retain one's balance and
climb down.
I was also amazed to see the number of planes swarming all around.
Chicago is said to be the busiest airport in the world. There were planes
and more planes and still more planes everywhere! Every seven seconds, a
flight takes off and lands here, I was told!
I was supposed to go to the centrally situated downtown area of Chicago. I
had booked myself in the Palms Hotel there. I asked a guide how to reach
and she said, “Pay 20 cents, take the loop and go.” I was confused. What
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did she mean by ‘Take the loop?’ Did she mean the loop used as a family
planning device in our country? Surely not! I must have unknowingly
stared at her with surprise, so she said -- “Go quickly, there, see the loop
has arrived!”
I laughed when I saw what she was pointing at. Quickly I got into the bus
- which is called the 'loop'!
I rested in my hotel for sometime and then visited the 100-storeyed John
Hank Kong Tower. It was once the third tallest in the world. I stood in the
gallery of the 58th floor and looked all around. Skyscrapers everywhere,
the airport some distance away and the Michigan Lake to my left!
Luminous mercury lamps lit the road that wound its way around the lake.
It reminded me of the Marine Drive in Bombay.
First National Bank is the tallest bank building in the world. It stands
majestically 130-storeyed tall on this road.
The biggest nightclub in the world - the 'Play Boy Club' - is situated next
to the John Hank Kong Tower. How could I miss the opportunity to visit
it? It is the favourite gambling den of the rich and the famous. And
beautiful bunnies see to it that the guests are glued to their seats!
The bunnies are sexy beauties who serve drinks, help the customers to
gamble and titillate them. Their scanty fur attire reveals more than it
covers. Indeed, it leaves little to imagination!
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Compare and Contrast!

S

ometimes, what appears 'cheap' is actually 'expensive'. And yielding to
the temptations of sales and discounts can land you into a mess.

I learnt this during my journey from New York to London. Scores of
Government carriers and private flights operate between these two mega
cities. I came to know that the air fare of a private airline was nearly
40 per cent cheaper, so I booked a seat in it. The flight was to leave at six
in the evening. After checking in, an hour passed, then two, then four - and
no announcement of my flight! I heaved a sigh of relief when finally we
were asked to board at 11 pm. I slumped into my seat, furious with myself
for having been lured by the discounted ticket.
New York looked beautiful through the window - the colourful lights
shining like diamonds. The sight made me happier, and I kept peering at
the view of New York till it faded into the darkness as the plane climbed
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higher and higher. I decided to listen to some Western music and put on
my headphones, but it did not appeal to me, so I just stretched out and
closed my eyes. I started thinking of the places I had visited, the people I
had met and subconsciously, comparing America with Europe.
The Americans are a happy-go-lucky, materialistic, pleasure loving lot.
Comfort and enjoyment are their priorities. They are ambitious. The
English are more traditional and appear at first sight to be haughty, proud
and a little stiff. They are much more formal than the Americans. But if we
cut across the icy barriers and make friends, the relationships are more
lasting. The English are more rigid about their dressing and lifestyle.
There was a time when the sun never set on the British Empire. That is
now history and their stranglehold has declined. But they are very loyal to
the royal family and the queen. They usually stay clear of political
criticism or controversies. On the contrary the Americans voice their
opinions very frankly and praise or criticize the politics in their country
openly. The newspapers in America are more impartial and democratic.
The English are more courteous to women - while travelling, an Englishman will usually stand up and offer his seat to a lady who does not have
one. An American may not! I was lost in thought, comparing these two
countries that mainly belonged to the whites. A voice interrupted me - “We
are about to land at the Heathrow Airport at London in a few minutes. We
hope you had a pleasant journey! Thank you for travelling with us!”
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Back to Motherland

O

nce I settled down in England, time just flew away and before I
realised, my studies were over. I passed my examination with flying
colours. I had fulfilled my dream and that of my family. I had gained
proficiency in my subject of Graphic Reproduction and I was now keen to
return home. During these two years, I was constantly in touch with my
family through letters. Communicating with my loved ones spurred me to
work hard and motivated me to give my best. But now the purpose of my
visit was over. My family eagerly insisted that I should return to India. Of
course, I wanted to return too, but at the same time did not want to leave
England! What a conflict! I had landed on this soil all alone as a nineteen
year old lad who was homesick, lonely and restless because of small
difficulties he had to initially encounter! Then how did I develop such an
attachment for England?
The difficulties and problems I faced in my early days melted away like
snow. The 'haughty' and 'reserved' English became my friends. When I left
Bombay, a Professor in my college had painted a very dark picture of the
British. “They treat Indians like dogs,” he had said. When I came here, I
also had some prejudices, since the British had ruled us for 150 years. But
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my own experience was very different. My peers here were independentminded and had no racial biases. They had only read or heard about
British rule over India and had no hang-ups or superiority complexes.
When an English goon threatened me, my English Principal protected me
and had him arrested. I scored above the English students in my class. My
British friends gave me affection, support and prevented me from
becoming too homesick. The Cannon couple was so kind and hospitable how could I forget my stay with them during Christmas? I did not
experience even a trace of racism during my two years stay. In fact my
mind broadened and matured. I learnt the dignity of labour, the value of
hard work. The future king of Britain is the captain of a Naval Ship,
sailing on the wild seas, away from home. Children of wealthy families do
all kinds of work in their holidays without feeling ashamed. This attitude
made a lasting impression on me.
And there were my Indian friends who gave me a home away from home.
Mr and Mrs. Dorlikar invited me for nearly every Indian festival. No
Indian can ever forget the hospitality of Ajibai Banarse. I spent many a
weekend with Haribhau and Chayavahini Toney in Peterberg. During the
six months I stayed with Mr and Mrs. Pitale, I remember the sweet voices
of their cute little children Prasad and Prasanna who cheered me when I
was homesick or lonely. They called me 'Mama' (maternal uncle). How
could I forget how valuable every single one of these friends was to me?
As the day to leave came closer, I became rather sentimental.
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I started packing and went on a shopping spree. I repeatedly visited the
Regent Park, where I used to spend the evenings with friends. I went to the
Piccaddily and Oxford Circus and stored them in my memory. My friends
were also sad that I was leaving. We could hardly speak when they came
to see me off. Finally I boarded the Air India 747 Jumbo at the Heathrow
Airport with mixed feelings. I was happy to be returning home, but I was
sad to leave England too!
The flight from England to France was uneventful. We left Paris and
started flying over the Alps. As a special treat, we were served Indian
food, but we had barely eaten a couple of morsels when the plane started
swerving. We had loosened our seat belts and the rocking of the plane
made us jump in our seats. The plane suddenly shot up and then dived
down alarmingly. Our plates were thrown around, some passengers in the
aisle were hurtled to the back and ladies started screaming and children
crying. There was commotion everywhere.
The new suit I had worn to impress my family members was soiled by
'dal', 'bhaji' and curry. The atheist in me instantly got converted into a
frantic believer - I started praying! I looked down through the window,
scared. The Alps were just a little distance away. I was sure we would
crash into these giant mountains and my eyes filled with tears. I did not
want to die now - I had worked hard for my success and wanted to go
home. I could visualise my mother and the rest of my family waiting for
me at Santacruz airport of Bombay (now Mumbai) with garlands in their
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hands and happiness in their eyes. I was suddenly desperate to meet them.
I had bought a 'talking doll' as a gift for Vijay Bhaiyya's daughter and kept
it near my seat on the floor. It was thrown around with other loose pieces
of luggage in the plane.
This pandemonium continued for 16 minutes and terrified everyone out of
their wits. Imagine our relief when it steadied and Captain Mahajan
announced on the mike, “We were caught in a bad air pocket, but we are
safe now.” He repeatedly tried to console us. But we were severely
shaken. I found the doll I had got for Guddi, my niece, nearly 25 feet away
at the back. Our clothes were as dishevelled as the interior decoration of
the ’plane. When we landed at Rome after an hour and a half, our faces
were still clouded with worry and tension. We began to relax during our
journey from Rome to Beirut, but again received a jolt when the plane
circled around Beirut airport and then dived down to the airstrip. We later
came to know that of all airports, it is the most difficult to land at Beirut,
because it is low-lying and surrounded by hills. The plane has to dive
while landing to avoid hitting them.
I could not forget the 'air-pocket' incidence as we flew towards Bombay
and kept praying for our safety. My anxious journey came to a happy end
with the announcement... “Ladies and gentlemen... we shall soon be
landing at Bombay airport. Thank you” and was overwhelmed to see my
motherland again!
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The

first time I met
Rajendrababu, I immediately
noticed his eyes. He is one of
those rare human beings
whose twinkling eyes always
seem to smile at you. As I
have noticed in my later
interactions, there is almost nothing that his
intense eyes do not observe and his sharp brain
does not register. Widely travelled,
Rajendradra Darda is a perfectionist with a
difference. It is his drive, sincerity and
exemplary punctuality which enable him to
juggle time for everything he needs to do.
Vibrant Vignettes is the story of his evolution,
his maturing into what he is today. You may
see yourself in it, just read and see!

- Rajdeep Sardesai

I love this journey called life. That's why I loved
this wonderful little book 'Vibrant Vignettes' by
Rajendra Darda.
Rajenbabu is a well known figure in social and political
circles. He has his public persona as a member of the
Maharashtra Legislature and he has his bouquet of the
Lokmat Group of Newspapers. Rajenbabu has played some important
roles throughout his life and he is destined to play many more. But as
you flip though the pages, you discover to your delight that this Rajen is
not the one you meet.... or think you know.
He is an appealingly flamboyant young chap out to conquer countrysides around Europe and America. He has long flowing hair (those were
the days!), dreamy eyes, not many Pounds/Dollars in his pocket (thanks
to his father Jawaharlaljee Darda) and yes, there are girls in the picture!
This is the story of a young Indian student shaping his life in a distant
country, trying to live on his own, earn some butter for his bread,
learning to live... to cope and finally, to succeed. I can clearly see the
'movie'... Darda, the Dashing Hero.

- Shobhaa De

