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INTRODUCTION 





Finding an old photograph again, shoved between the pages of book, or pushed into the back of a wallet or diary, triggers whirling landscapes of memory. I mean those ones from a time of seismic change in our lives, marking a point when everything shifted, either in our own world, or in the wider one. How many of us tried to get hold of a small grey lump of the Berlin Wall after 9 November 1989, or have looked for a photograph taken sometime just before 11 September 2001, a reminder of how we felt just before the world seemed to lurch? We peer at our expressions in the picture, looking for some sign that perhaps we had a sense then that everything was about to change. 


This book is a photograph of sorts, a verbal image that captures a country and a capital as both began to go through a vast transformation: in short, as India began to shift from poor relation to rock star status. 


Scoop-Wallah was first published exactly ten years ago and, though it is getting harder to imagine, India's capital was not the venture capitalist magnet that it is now. Today's business visitors shake their heads at the juxtaposition of a Porsche Cayenne next to a bicycle rickshaw at a jammed city traffic light, the tourist contrast, a photogenic one that takes a snappy picture, summing up rising India. Ten years ago an imported car was almost as rare on the streets as a public loo, something very hard to find and fairly tough on the resolve, if and when you did track one down, usually by sense of smell. 


When I was writing this book, Delhi was still considered a hardship posting by the majority of foreign companies and diplomatic delegations based there. I remember a couple at a lush cocktail party at the American Embassy in 1997. They were coming to the end of their three-year posting. The wife had not left the compound once during that time. She was terrified of being kidnapped or catching some airborne disease. She smiled nervously when someone else in the conversation suggested that she was breathing the same air, inside the compound, as the rest of Delhi was breathing beyond the high razor-wire topped walls. She said that she did not go out of the air-conditioning often and seemed confused by our surprise. Now families from that same embassy, ones that once made a habit of flying home to the US for holidays, take to Kashmir for extreme skiing during the Christmas break, a conflict zone still considered unsafe according to most foreign office travel advisory services. 


India is more confident, and those coming to live and work there are too. 


In those ten years Delhi has moved from hardship posting to highly shined world player with an economy driven partly by its own success, though it has also been heavily invested in by a US government and business sector, both keen to promote India as the buffer zone between totalitarian China and the democratic world beyond, from the High Himalayas to the New England Coast. 


India both demands a sense of humour, and is one. Much of its survival amidst apparent chaos and regional anarchy is perhaps due to the cultural shrug summed up in the Hindi expression jo hona hai hoga, which pretty much translates into the perky made-up language line: Que Sera Sera. There is a Doris Day cheeriness to it, a smiley acceptance of everything, from the deeply sublime to the utterly ridiculous. Outsiders, or more exactly those looking for insto-enlightenment on the Magical Mystery tour, see this acceptance as a part of karma, the unalterable cycle of cause and effect. They try to imbibe it, package it up, and unpack it back home at their nearest yoga centre on their eco-friendly mat. But for those living within the grinding extremes it is more about the unwieldy volume of humanity, and the equally heavy weight of corruption, a combination that keeps most people confined to the particular groove or rut into which they were born. 


The past decade has seen this unstitched a bit by the social mobility taking place in the big cities. Village 'untouchables' have reached the highest levels in politics, creating both an era of possibility for the caste underclass, and a whole new variety of rural bullying and corruption. While on one hand the country's import figures bulge, many despair that India will surely be dragged back down again by this latest wave of corruption. 


One clear message from the political success of the once 'untouchables' highlights the difference between the democratic process in India and that of its neighbour Pakistan, a country with a political system still riddled by feudal hierarchy. This rise of the Indian underclass brings with it a wild round of their excesses as they drink in power. In time they will find their own level. India will absorb it all. 


And while the cities not only allow for more social mobility they are also witnessing a media explosion, driven by the entertainment appetite of the ever-expanding middle class. In a climate that is unbearably hot in most of the country for half of the year, television is the sport of choice. It is a national pastime underwritten by the tits and arsification of viewing by the satellite giants that have saturated most of Asia. New channels now seem to launch on an almost daily basis. The newsstands have burgeoned with the same speed, spreading across the pavements from where they are sold, the titles veering from heavy business magazines to carefully packaged soft porn. Porn in magazine and film form is still illegal in India. 


Ten years ago my verbal picture travelling companion, Rudyard Kipling, was still seen by most as a remnant of empire. His books and poetry stuck in the craw of the new generation. He has yet to be re-examined clear-sightedly, but it is getting harder now, as India spins around again, not to see this man, this product of empire, as one of the few who really was able to creep in and write from within the skin of the lion with an authenticity many commentators lack today. He was as good a companion then to the world of modern India as he is now. 


Kipling used to get bucked off by a stroppy little mare called Dolly Bobs as he rode the Grand Trunk Road. I am bucked off by contemporary India most days of the week, but I keep getting back on for more. 
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THE KASHMIRI OF SOUTH KENSINGTON 





India hijacks thought. There is only India when I am there. Each time I return to England there is a space punched out by India's impact, that hijacked place that spins with images and sounds. Family and friends, those I love, are separate islands that float between the two places. When I cannot sleep in London I have waking dreams peopled by the characters who inhabit my life in Delhi, and I get up and write about them. When I cannot sleep in Delhi it is either because it is too hot to dream or the sound of the monsoon drowns out all thought as it empties itself over the city. And so I get up and write about it... 


For ten years I had come at India from different directions: first as a newspaper trainee from England, then as a fully fledged reporter from Australia, then again as a features writer from London, but always from the outside. Now I needed a change of approach. Inspiration came from an unexpected source. 


I had gone out to buy a cabbage at a greengrocer's in South Kensington. The shop is owned and run by a family from the state of Jammu and Kashmir. Father Singh came to England after the blood-letting of Partition, when the two wings of the Indian subcontinent in the far east and west were lopped off to form Pakistan. The death toll of Partition is put by some at a million and a half: others estimate that half a million people were slaughtered in the desperate exchange of Hindus and Muslims. The state of Jammu and Kashmir, riding the new India–Pakistan border, became a tinderbox. Mr Singh, the soon-to-be South Kensington fruit and vegetable merchant, saw only bloody destruction for his family if he stayed. He took the boat to England. 
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The Kashmiri of South Kensington 


 

His nephews now run the shop and are English in all but name and facial hair. Father Singh lurks in the background wearing his looped moustache, the badge of his cultural past and the ensuing bloodbath that made him flee his homeland. 


The cabbage was huge. Could I have just half? Father Singh nodded and beckoned me to the back of the shop. There, in front of a sympathetic audience, he began to rage in a polite fruit-and-vegetable sort of way about the state of his former home and the irresponsible and inaccurate coverage by the world's press. He shook an old hunting-knife to make his point before wielding it on the cabbage. He told me that I should be out there writing about it. He was unmoved by my explanation that I was not a foreign correspondent. 


'Oh, I do not mean on a farangi newspaper,' he said. 'You should be writing on one of our great Indian papers, then you will really be starting to understand us.' 


Speech delivered and cabbage halved, he took my purchase to the till and totted up the amount. He charged me half – half a cabbage, half a bill. One of his nephews raised a questioning eyebrow. 


'You will say nothing. This young lady is with us. She will be writing for one of our papers so as to learn the way we are thinking and feeling about our country.' 


His nephew wiped his nose on his sleeve. 

Thus the order was given. Father Singh led me out on to the street, into the throng of clip, clip South Kensington ladies. He sent me forth, tap, tap, with his hunting-knife. The glossy ladies tripped on by, knowing nothing of the half-cabbage or the rivers of blood that had flowed on India's station platforms in 


1947. 

 

« » 

 

There are three main English-language newspapers in India: The Times of India, The Statesman and The Indian Express. The Times of India, founded by an English proprietor in 1838, has grown into a group of eleven dailies published out of Ahmadabad, New Delhi and Bombay. The Statesman, also founded by an Englishman, began life as The Calcutta Statesman in 1875, branching out in 1930 with another edition published out of New Delhi. The Indian Express was launched in 1932 in its first incarnation as a small daily in Madras. In 1950 the paper was bought by the entrepreneur Ram Nath Goenka. He built it into a well-muscled newspaper empire. Goenka died in 1991 but the group is still run by the family. 


Since Independence the vernacular and regional-language newspapers have grown apace. But in a multilingual society it is the English-language papers that predominate, even though their founders packed their bags over half a century ago. 


English is still the currency of the social establishment. The socialites of Calcutta, Bombay and Delhi may swirl their saris and stand proud in their national dress of white churidar trousers and black, high-necked shervani jackets, careful copies of the sartorially patriotic Nehru, but still they speak English. Their feet are silent speakers too, shod in English shoes, black Oxfords to match the aspirations of language. Every word contradicts India's passionate attempt over the past fifty years to expunge lingering traces of the Raj, as if by using English, they can separate themselves from the common man. 


More tellingly, English is also still the lingua franca of the press élite and some areas of politics, and it dominates the business world. In a country driven by the desire to build companies, go global and make billions, English shapes the deal. 


 

« » 


 

The Kashmiri of South Kensington had decreed that I go for one of the great papers. That meant one of the big three. A Times of India report on English football supporters made me suspect that that paper might not welcome an approach from a female English journalist looking for work: 'How strange that such a supposedly civilized nation can cultivate such a pure breed of hooliganism. Times have changed. It will be remembered by some old geezer or nostalgia-maniac that the bare-footed boys of Bengal used to beat the booted babus of the Raj. Perhaps that is how the English rationalize India's rather low position in the world soccer rankings. They like to think that we still just have not quite got the hang of putting on boots.' The Statesman too was clearly keen to shake off its Raj origins. That left The Indian Express. 


The Indian Express has perhaps the most relaxed style of the three, and it also has a reputation for grabbing a story and shaking it until the controversy rattles out. It is a terrier paper, one of the first to turn the vituperative pen of investigative journalism on the politics of India. The scale was tipped by a friend from Delhi. 


'I will always choose The Indian Express first for a reason of loyalty. During the dark days of Mrs Gandhi's so-called State of Emergency it was the one that defied her. So many of the papers were asked to bend and they were so weak they not only bent, they crawled. Goenka and The Express did neither thing. That paper came out every day wearing its great black spaces of censorship. To me it was Goenka and his press mourning the freedom that they had fought for. I call that brave journalism and I have supported the paper every day since.' 


Goenka had taken risks throughout his publishing career. During the Quit India struggle in 1942 he had helped to print clandestine literature on his presses, befriending underground workers at the risk of losing his lucrative government advertising contract. He waved the flag in the face of censorship once again during the Emergency of 1975, printing messages of defiance between the lines of the editorials. Goenka said publicly that he did not mind sacrificing everything that he had created so long as he did not have to face the day when there was no voice to challenge Mrs Gandhi's authoritarianism. 


So I wrote to The Indian Express and then set about applying for a visa from the Indian High Commission in London. I filled out the visa form, happy to give details of my father's profession, his domestic arrangements and his dog's name. Then I waited. No word came. I rang. 


At the other end of the line someone shuffled papers, mispronounced my name perfectly every time and then submitted me to an endless rendition of 'Jingle Bells', seemingly played on frayed knicker elastic and milk-bottle tops. 


At last I was told to come in and talk to a Mrs Modi. 


It was raining when I went to see her. Those waiting for visas sat in a long grey line, their faces pallid under the neon glare. The rude white light made Mrs Modi's electric-blue sari trip the light fantastic when she appeared, but there was no smile to match. 


She did not like my idea at all. 


'You see, you will be taking work away from an Indian,' she said, hitching up her sari by way of emphasis. 


I agreed with her but explained that I would be writing and commentating on India as an outsider, something that would be hard for an Indian journalist to do. 


'It is of no importance what standpoint you are coming from, you are still going to be standing on an Indian.' The lady was not to be moved. 


I gave an impassioned speech about my love for India. It fell on deaf ears. Mrs Modi picked her fingernails and plucked at hairs on her sari that were not there. At last, worn down by my purple prose, she gave in. 


'You must realize that this is not normal procedure. I am hoping that you will respect this. It will become most apparent if you abuse this privilege in any way.' 


She got up to indicate that the meeting was now over. 


'Enjoy my country,' she said with an almost smile. 
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