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VISISHTA VIKAARINAMA SAMVATSARAM - UGADI GREETINGS

AWALK THROUGH CLOUDS IN

DARJEELING

THE*QUEEN OF HILL
STATIONS' BOASTS OF THE
HIGHEST RAILWAY STATION
ININDIA, AND AMONASTERY
LOCATED LITERALLY AMONG
THECLOUDS!

HERE'S nothing like a hill
smummreeunnectwithNn

pes

riodically for a total rejuve-

nation of body and mind. |

had mine during a recent
trip to Darjeeling when I could see and
experience the pristine beauty of the
Himalayas in spring and closely ob-
serve the local people and their daily
lives.

Bagdogra is well connected toall the
metros with some direct flights and
some via Kolkata. Darjeeling, popu-
larly known as “Queen of Hill Sta-
tions” has earned a romantic spot in
every Indian’s heart, thanks to Bolly-
wood. I saw a number of newly mar-
ried couples with dreamy eyes alight-
ing the flight, later in the parks and in
the shopping malls. Also, families vis-
iting with small children were in good
numbers, in spite of the “foreign trips”
craze.

As we started climbing the hills ne-
gotiating hairpin bends, tall bamboo
trees and areca palms came into view
soon to be replaced with towering pine
trees and thick ferns. Houses on stilts
had small flowerpots balanced on nar-
row balcony walls: fresh and pretty
flowers filled the pots, calling for atten-
tion. Women in small groups were
picking lice from each other’s tresses,
obviously indulging in local gossip.
Some were minding their small gro-
cery shops, peering into their smart-
phones, It was heartening to see a
group of teenage ng a game
of bles, a popular traditional game
still played in the villages. On the
whole, the smartphone has not fully
invaded this land vet. Hope it wu1 nev
er!! Ablessing in disguise is, the

net signals are weak and sporadic. By
5pm itwas dark and our path was cov-
ered in fog. But the expert cab drivers
her! are used (o the sudden onset of
istand they know how to manoeuvre
lhmugh the hardlv visible roads,

“Sterling Dm-jeellng is situated in
picturesque settings: the rolling hills
with tiered houses and misty moun-
tains offer a picture postcard visual.
My well appointed spacious ‘Privilege

Suite' came witha big bonus: a view of
the sneclacular Kanchenjunga! Right
my bedroom window, I could see
l!labeant)' inall its glory: I would often
the balcony with KJ as my silent
mmnanlon and enjoy a cup or deli-
clous ‘Darjeeling Chai’ while admir-
ing the Magnolias in full bloom. The
well-furnished 101 rooms are spread
acmss skilfully, giving a sense of
ce. Families with children have in-
wraung
them: evenings are ﬂlled wnh bon-
, music, dance and fun activities.
In fact, soon after we landed we joined
a group at the bonfire to dance and
drive away the cold.

My first day started with a gorgeous
breakfast: Sterling Darjeelingseems to
pamper their guests with lavish
spreads at every meal: 2 minimum of
14 to 16 dishes catering to a cosmopoli-
tan crowd, all made with care and
served with smiles. The indigenous
cuisine with its fresh local produce is
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simple yet distinctive: more about it
later.

The Ghoom Railway Station (the
highest in India at 7,407 feet) is liter-
ally next door to the resort thus giving
an opportunity to hop onto the toy
train whenever you feel like. But I took
aride from Darjeeling to Ghoom. The
long wait for the train was spent in
studying the history of the train,
thanks to huge black and white pic-
tures that were displayed: prominent
nmong them is a photograph of Ma-
hatma wali ingalong the DHR
tracks in m.s Among other famous
people to have travelled on DHR are
the Americanauthorand travel writer
Mark Twainand Mother Theresa. Our
train’s steam engine arrived at last,
shunted a number of times, then
coal was fed and it was ready for a new
start. Darjeeling’s icon, the much-
loved toy train moved majestically,
snaking its way through busy thor-
oughfares, houses and lonely roads,
brushing past shops, goods, houses,
and plants. It was virtually like mov-
ing amidst people. I was reminded of
my Tram No: 28 ride in Lisbon few
years ago. Literally touching people
and their lives: the proximity gives
closeness with local life. I can say that
going by the Toy Train in Darjeeling
was certainly my most lhrﬂl.lng and

gine brought back memorles of child-
hood: the familiar and much-loved
whistle of the train, the smell of burn-
ing coal and the smoke that is belched
by the ‘Koo chuk chuk’...who doesn't
love it?

The next morning, I explored the
Yiga Choeling Monastery (the oldest

in Darjeeling, established in 1850) next
door. As I sat listening to the birds:
there were hundreds of them singing
am:h in their own sweet voice - an ear-

nlly disturbed by a car horn. The
chants in the background and the oc-
casional monastery bells, all gave me
an unsurpassed peace. Soon a passing
cloud covered the environs. I got up to
leave. Walking through the clouds?
Yes, I did and I felt good doing so: the
tallest, the highest in Darjeeling as
close to the skies as possible. When
turned back to have one last look and
bow to the monastery, lo!! It's gone! The
monastery disappeared!! A thick cloud
enveloped us, the monastery and me,
acting like a curtain dividing the real
and the illusory.

(To be continued)

Fact file:
www.sterlingholidays.com/
resorts-hotels/darjeeling

(The author is a documentary

[filmmaker and travel writer; she blogs
at vijayaprataptravelandbeyond.com)
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