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Bombay and beyond …
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I first visited India in my early 20s. Like many Westerners, I was immediately smitten by the subcontinent’s living history, colour and chaos. Like many too, I found myself being drawn back to the country, time and again. During what has now been a 15-year relationship with India, she has given me many things: giddy panoramas; masterclasses in remaining cool in the face of byzantine bureaucracy; my most exquisite meals; and my most baroque illnesses. Most of all, she has given me her stories.

As a travel and human-interest journalist, these stories started to inform the direction of my work. I began to specialise in writing about India. I reported on the women marchers of Bhopal, who annually walk 700 kilometres on bare feet to protest about a chemical tragedy that’s left that city’s women infertile and, in the cruel marketplace of their country, unmarriageable. I wrote about the mutinous ascent of the love marriage in Indian society, and the nation’s newly vocal LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender) community, who are looking to India’s rich history of sexual ‘otherness’ to make sense of their future.

Nevertheless, despite these forays, something still played on my mind. Many aspects of India continued to be elusive to my mind and pen. I was exercised by the puzzle that India and Indians present: societally, spiritually and above all sexually. This, after all, is the land that gave us the Kama Sutra, that treatise on the pleasures and techniques of sex that remains unsurpassed in human history. But it’s also a part of the world that is wedded, as no other, to the notion of the loveless, arranged marriage. It’s a land that houses women cloistered in purdah, but also matriarchal tribes who view men as an expedient for insemination and agricultural labour. It’s a land where families bow down to a graphic depiction of a conjoined phallus and vagina, the Shivaling, but where couples are routinely attacked by the police for the indiscretion of holding hands in public.

The plan for this book, an attempt to investigate these social and sexual anomalies – my ‘sexploration’, if you like – began to take shape four years ago. I noticed a mood shift in India: young Indians were clogging up cisterns at call centres with spent condoms; they were watching more porn than any country on earth; and they were increasingly protesting against sexual violence in a backlash that continues to play out today. With India rising at breakneck speed, and much of the nation’s social change occurring along the fault line of sex, gender and sexuality, I decided that for the journey you’ll read about in the following pages, it was now or never.

My trip – by train, plane and autorickshaw – takes me from north to east to south across the great Indian landmass. From the forested heartlands of Madhya Pradesh I head north to the cool Himalayan foothills at Shimla, continue to the populous northern plains at Amritsar and Delhi, then head east to the ancient, Ganges-hugging city of Varanasi, and further east to mountainous Shillong, where Indian topography and culture merge with that of neighbouring Bangladesh, China and Nepal. From the east, I make my way south to fecund and sun-warmed Kerala and on to Chennai, a city as overheated as the young clients storming its busy sex clinics. I finish my journey in sultry Bombay (Mumbai), the Arabian Sea–facing metropolis that bristles with twenty-first-century ambition, where unions are forged online and where, in a sexed-up city-as-shopfront, anything goes.

My sexploration also looks back through the prism of time: first, two millennia, to the spiritual and philosophical seedbeds of the sexuality proposed by Vatsyayana’s famous treatise and seen today, in all its exuberance, at the so-called Kama Sutra temples of Madhya Pradesh. Then, at Shimla, I turn to more recent history; to the period of the Victorian British colonialists whom the Indians call ‘Britishers’, three generations who strove to shape and contain Indian sexuality, and whose legacy, like that of India’s ancient Sanskrit and spiritual tradition, lives on in both India and the West. I next look to the present day, attempting to capture a snapshot of a nation that’s undergoing a seismic social shift.

I come to all of this as a journalist, and as a woman fascinated by social change. Yet I also, inevitably, view India’s metamorphosing sexuality and sexual politics through my own, more personal perspective as a child of the Western sexual revolution. Buoyed by the invention of the contraceptive pill and by Second Wave feminism, my parents’ generation created a brave new world, sexually and socially. They believed – and told us, their children – that we could have it all: free love if we so desired; marriage unfettered by economic necessity if we didn’t. I explore why many of my generation feel disillusioned with this promise.

I also investigate the long-running pas de deux between Eastern and Western sexualities: from the days the earliest East India Company officials were struck by the ‘succulent houris of the East’ to the ripples caused by the arrival of a translated Kama Sutra in an England gripped by moralising late-Victorian crackdowns, and to the hippy ‘freaks’ who arrived in India in the 1960s, hoping the open carnality of ancient Hinduism would inform their own experience. I investigate how the sexual images and self-images of East and West have fed into and influenced one another, since Elizabeth I’s emissaries from a cold and insignificant island were first captivated by the splendours of Mughal India.

I travel with a pair of parallel eyes, as her work and parenting duties permit: Dimple, a 32-year-old Delhiite. I first met Dimple in 2005, when I stayed at the hotel she then represented as a PR executive. She was, as Indian women can be, deliciously irreverent beneath her veneer of social propriety. Eight years later she is a good friend, and one of a small but growing number of women who has had the hutzpah to escape her unhappy arranged marriage. As such, she is the living embodiment of her country’s societal shifts. So this trip is also, in part, an attempt to witness a changing India through the eyes of a woman whose personal happiness is invested in what her nation will become.

For a sense of the pace of change on the subcontinent, my journey coincides with Bollywood starlet Sherlyn Chopra becoming the first Indian woman to be photographed unclothed for Playboy magazine; Indian MPs being caught viewing porn while parliament was in session; and communal riots breaking out in cities across the land after a Muslim actress accused an Indian men’s magazine of photo-shopping in her nipples. And the augurings, of course, of the Delhi uprisings, in which tens of thousands of Indians protested against the prevalence and brutality of rape incidents in their capital.

On our journey, Dimple and I enjoy a few epiphanies about our respective formative histories, and we raise a few smiles – and some eyebrows. Above all, we attempt to lift the bed sheets on the phenomenon that’s throbbing below it all like the battery-operated sex toys young couples are buying illegally from backstreet Delhi stalls: the Indian sexual revolution.
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