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11 NON-FICTION

L ike many, I am an inveterate reader of maps. Unlike many, I don’t get very far with them. In order to 
really know where I’m going, I must walk. One step in front of the other, sensing light, shade, pace, 
distance and proximity, feeling every turn as one might a wrap around one’s shoulders: that’s how 

I know where I am. Travelling by car I find particularly disconcerting. And I’m still disorientated in places 
I’ve visited many times over because I haven’t been able to get out and walk the way. It’s one reason 
why I’m firmly grounded in cities where you can hit the pavement: I grew up in one (Bombay) and live in 
another (New York), both of which demand, although don’t always facilitate, pedestrianism. It’s also why 
I’ve resisted getting behind the wheel or even, as with a bicycle, on top of wheels. I confess it took me an 
embarrassingly long time to understand the US interstate highway system with its on and off ramps which, 
in masking the left and right turn, wouldn’t let me shake the illusion that we were always going the same 
way. Yes, give me a good flexible sole and the gentle seesaw of heel and toe any day.

The sinews of walking are our legs and feet which, with breath, quicken our relationship to the world. 
With every step, touch and breath unite ground and air. Few actions are as ordinary and as profound. 
Turn within and listen to yourself the next time you take a stroll: feel the mallet of your foot strike the 
tympanum of your ear, each step and inhalation a vibration through the column of your body, foot down 
air out, firmly grounded yet aloft. In full stride, casually inattentive, we might almost be as birds, between 
surface and canopy, all elements flowing together through our bodies into our environment. It seems so 
splendidly heroic but in fact, it’s about as everyday as you can get. Whether you’re walking a marathon or 
on pilgrimage, hosts of others along the way will be performing exactly the same act with wholly mundane 
intent. 

One of my favourite navigation tools when I arrive somewhere new is to get on the metro, tram or bus to 
a distant stop and meander back. Part expedition, part loaf, these are walks no less directed by maps, 
signage, buildings and terrain as diverted by the fugitive curve of a side-alley, a bit of arboreal dappling, 
a sudden avian outburst, the solicitation in the kinked tail of a cat, a curious street name or just the 
inexorable impulse to follow someone walking purposefully ahead. These journeys are scoured into the 
memory of my feet even when the impassive terrain of many a city pavement seems to have swallowed the 
impact of my tramping whole. On these long walks, I’ve been the recipient of curious looks in residential 
neighbourhoods, and walked unwatched in the baking sun by industrial estates, past a ball court or set-up 
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for an impromptu street game, or down by a river or patch of green with a few dog walkers, lovers and 
runners. Urban topographies, in particular, shift and shade swiftly from one to another so that a turn from 
one street to the next can yield something altogether unexpected while a walk with a destination in mind 
may well lead one through an interminable series of streets, landscapes and bypasses before one ever gets 
there. On occasion, I’ve found myself still walking as night deepens, getting hungrier by the minute, and 
then, finally succumbing to vehicular support, discovered that no amount of tramping would have brought 
me back to where I started as I was headed full tilt the other way. 

But these wayward wanders have brought me to those interstitial spaces where the city frays into 
something else – a transition that is not yet rural but where the inimitable mixture of both the innards and 
dregs of urbanization is found. These borderlands, which environmentalist Marion Shoard, speaking of the 
UK, called “edgelands”, are the landscape of stagnant canals, utility and sewage plants, brownfield sites, 
rubbish dumps, office and nature parks, shanties and wasteland rife with enterprising flora and fauna. In 
most of South Asia, this is where you find shacks and settlements with small tilled plots by a struggling 
stream; dripping pipes, sewage overflow, rubbish heaps fringed by fluttering plastic bags, landfills topped 
by a mobile of vultures and kites riding the thermals; ad hoc bus depots, tyre repair and tea shops with 
a beady-eyed side-strutting crow or two; and along the roadway, grazing in the weeds and scrub, a few 
goats, cows and buffalo, with the occasional cattle egret. 

These are the corridors of the mobile imagination, formed by a sense of transition. Always betwixt and 
between, work and lives in these seeming peripheries are still part of the venous circulation of the city. 
Here is where you know you’re leaving the city even though the open road has not yet begun, as the city 
seems to dwindle without yet giving way to anything else. These borderlands remind us of the restlessness 
of place, which continually sniffs the wind from other directions even when it settles deep into itself. 

*

My geographic education didn’t begin with maps. Our primary school textbook had a curious conceit. At 
night, the young learner in the book was transported out the window, by some airy means, to a new place 
about which we would then learn all manner of details. Every chapter took us, quite arbitrarily, somewhere 
on the globe. One night, we might arrive where rubber glistened and oozed along careful diagonals incised 
into the tree bark by tappers in the Amazon. The next time, coffee beans piled for transport to Accra glowed 
like brown nuggets. And who could fail to be enthralled by the round balls of cheese, wrapped in red wax, 
rolled down Edam’s streets by women in Dutch clogs with cheeks as round and rosy? The reproductions 
were black and white but there was enough pigment in our imaginations to saturate them with colour. For 
a long time, those night-time fancies were how I travelled afar, quite removed from the crowded streets, 
bus and railway journeys of my regular world. 

Before long, we graduated to maps that would train our eyes to the more sober shape of things. A crinkled 
map of India was periodically rolled out and hung in the corner of the classroom. Its contours were 
especially fascinating because they looked to the idle eye like an Indian woman with a handbag: a little 
pouch held by Gujarat above the gentle hip and long limbs of the Konkan and Malabar coasts, ending 
at the demure feet of Kanya Kumari. On the other side, draped across the shoulder of the mountains, 
the pallu of her sari flowed into the states of the northeast. It wasn’t until my 20s that I realized, on 
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encountering the lineaments of the map outside India, that the beautiful coiffure of her head in the 
Himalayan clouds was cropped by rival claims. It was around then that it also began to dawn on me that 
my travel outside that country was inevitably airborne and that the outline of those flowing textile fancies 
of childhood was actually much more hard-edged. Contentious borders meant that land crossings were 
limited – I was more likely to journey a considerable distance from the subcontinent than to walk over to a 
neighbour. Crossing most of the country’s borders was the stuff of a night-time air fantasy.

Of course, a city like Bombay (now Mumbai) was inherently migrant, one foot in the Arabian Sea and the 
other on the Indian peninsula. In the 1970s and ‘80s, this was turned to political fodder by regionalist “sons 
of the soil” politics that sought to embed the city further into its hinterland. This for a city that had been 
staked and made by people from all over India as well as from other countries, including neighbouring 
Nepal, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Bangladesh – unfortunately, the spectre of illegal immigration from 
Bangladesh, in particular, has fuelled considerable parochial paranoia in recent years. As India joins the 
planetary pandemic of wall building, installing barbed wire and floodlights along the lady’s draped folds, 
border crossing, for those who can, may continue to be airborne.

For some migrants, border crossing has always been aerial. With scant regard for both political and 
physical boundaries, in a journey just as fantastic as the young geographer’s nightly dreaming, bar-headed 
geese fly over the Himalayas, cresting and falling on the mountain winds, often flapping their wings 
uninterruptedly for 17 hours or more. The geese join the vast migrations of birds, travelling with unerring 
direction from Central Asia over the mountains to winter in Nepal, Bhutan and India. Waterbirds, warblers 
and waders migrate from Northern Europe, Siberia and Mongolia, around the Tibetan massif, to the 
floodplains, foothills, lakes and grasslands of the subcontinent and the Indian Ocean archipelagos. In the 
summer, various species of cuckoos and other migrants from southern and northeastern India and even 
as far as sub-Saharan Africa make their way to the Tarāi and foothills of Nepal. The Central Asian flyway, 
as it is called, is the shortest of the world’s eight migratory flyways. It connects about 30 countries in its 
feathered range, and international cooperation is required to assure secure landing pads and habitats for 
these transnational highfliers. 

The Nepal-India open border has remained an exception to political anxieties, except during last year’s 
blockade and dispute around the constitution, and a good deal of the traffic between the countries 
tends to be on the ground. Over many millennia, human and animal feet have worn their own grooves 
into the Himalayan folds. Transhumant pastoralists with their sheep, goats and yaks make their seasonal 
migrations up and down the hills. Elephants, bears, leopards, tigers, water buffaloes and deer pass through 
shared forest tracts. Sacred cartographies have been etched onto the backs of these mountains by the feet 
of millions of pilgrims journeying to Mount Kailash and other sites believed to radiate spiritual energy. A 
long history of trade in both ideas and goods has also connected India, Nepal, Bhutan, Tibet and China: 
intrepid traders with their mule, pony and yak caravans ferried a vast array of commodities – salt, borax, 
wool, cotton and broadcloth, indigo, tea, musk, gold, silver, coral, grains – back and forth from Lhasa to 
Kathmandu and Kalimpong and onward to the cities of Bengal and Bihar.

*

NON-FICTION
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It was just past 6am when I arrived at the Vajrayogini temple on a hilltop beyond the town of Sankhu in 
the Kathmandu Valley. I had arranged to be driven here so I could walk back to Kathmandu. Sunlight was 
spilling into the bi-level temple precincts but the air was still cool. Dogs, sniffing curiously, milled around 
me in the upper courtyard while on the lower level, I’d seen a rooster with a bit of twine around its legs 
who wouldn’t herald another dawn. Between the two, at a flowing dhungedhārā, a monkey took a drink. A 
few men looked on. Almost 11 months after the earthquake of 2015, signs of damage were clearly visible; 
struts supported parts of the temple. As we drove out of Kathmandu, I had remarked sympathetically on 
the cratered surface of the roads over which our car juddered but the driver demurred. He wasn’t willing to 
cede all responsibility to the earthquake over general municipal neglect. At Sankhu however, there could 
be no doubt about the cause and extent of the devastation. The sides of buildings were peeled open, 
houses with ornately carved Newar windows were cracked and occasionally propped up by supports, the 
open travel rest stops or pāti lay crumbled, and everywhere, rubble mounded in scattered piles. 

For hundreds of years, this old sacred town, about ten miles from Kathmandu, had been a night halt 
for traders on the road to Tibet. Mule caravans leaving Asan bazaar in the centre of the city began the 
long journey leading out of the valley onwards to Tibet. The two trans-Himalayan routes that transected 
Kathmandu were kept alive by generations of Newari traders, whose rugged and wondrous journeys have 
been highlighted in recent years in a series of family biographies and histories. Climbing out of the bowl 
of the valley towards the small town of Kuti near the Nepal-Tibet border, the road continued onwards 
through the city of Shigatse to Lhasa. One or more members of a family would be dispatched to Tibet 
and might spend several years there at the trading house there before they returned to Kathmandu. Mule 
trains travelled back and forth, their routes so deeply grooved into the animals that it was the lead mules, 
so designated by colourful yak tails on their heads, who often led the way for the novice on his maiden 
journey. 

By the early part of the 20th century, Kalimpong, in Bengal’s northern hills, had taken over from 
Kathmandu as the nodal point in a trans-Himalayan trade in which Newari traders continued to be 
active. When China annexed Tibet in 1950, and after the 1962 Indo-Chinese war, travel along the routes 
between India and Tibet through the Sikkimese passes of Jelep-la and Nathu-la that had been used by the 
Kalimpong traders came to an end. Buttressed by various bilateral agreements, Nathu-la was opened in 
2006, allowing for limited movement for trade and pilgrimage, but the age in which hoof and foot together 
wore a path through the high mountains is well past. 

Birds have kept the airways open even as growing human settlement increasingly compromises their 
worlds on the ground. Only two days earlier on another early morning visit, I had gone to Taudaha Lake 
in Kathmandu’s southwestern outskirts, a significant stopover for migratory birds. Surrounded by fields 
and small residences as well as a kitschy, shabby array of lakeside restaurants catering equally to drinking 
men and lovers, the lake appeared to be little more than a tank. Expecting to see a vast water body full 
of winter waterfowl, even our local guide missed it; we barrelled down the road to Dakshinkali for several 
miles before we turned back. Later, I learned from a long-time visitor to the lake, wildlife photographer Om 
Yadav, that the numbers of birds have declined steadily over the years as settlement around the lake has 
increased. Over the last couple of years, the water levels have sunk even lower because the lake is being 
drained for use in construction. A small complement of three egrets was visible in the middle but there 
wasn’t a ruddy shelduck to be seen. 

At Vajrayogini, I wasn’t looking for anything. Standing on the hill that morning, I felt a quiet receptivity. This 
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was another walk – although I was hoping for some reprieve from Kathmandu city’s intense air pollution, 
which not only dragged at a residual bronchitis but also obscured every chance of a view of the hills 
ringing the valley. A pocked and rutted road wound down from the temple. The hillside fell away. Warning 
barks from small packs of dogs at every other turn were a reminder that people were close even though 
few appeared. I made my way down and through the town of Sankhu where people had already begun 
their day, navigating around collapsed houses and mounds of bricks, rubble and rebar with necessary 
familiarity. A sizeable crowd milled around the bus stand where vans and buses came and went, labelled 
with different destinations. One of Sankhu’s renowned gateways led me out of the deconstructed town.

It was a single-paved road back to Kathmandu. The slight curve of the valley was perceptible. The light 
over the fields on either side was green, gold and speckled with motes of dust. Bikram Shrestha, a young 
photographer, was accompanying me to document the journey as I was here as part of an art workshop. 
Although I thought it would make me self-conscious, he was unobtrusive. Ultimately, his presence, 
particularly with our agreed-upon mutual silence, granted the journey the experience of a walking 
meditation that I hadn’t expected. I soon fell into the rhythms of walking, keeping to the shoulder as traffic 
plied the road with greater frequency. The terrain rose and fell slightly. I kept a steady pace but soon found 
myself having to dodge piles of sand, brick and other construction materials. Earth movers and small 
bulldozers began to appear more often, backing into the road to create small traffic snarls that compelled 
me to zigzag from one side of the road to the other. Light was giving way to more dust. 

Once, mule and man must have drawn a deeper breath here, inhaling the last drafts of the hillside’s crisp 
air before pressing on in anticipation of imminent release. Muscles straining with the weight, sore and 
tired, the only way out through the steady tread forward. How many such hoofprints and footsteps had 
tamped this earth into place, rolling and flattening it over time with the back and forth of goods, stories, 
ideas, sensations and experiences? Today, it seemed the very earth was being gouged out and flung in the 
air – not by the upheaval of the earthquake but by a suffocating proliferation of haphazard construction 
and particulate matter. Retreading the old footpath, I could only think of the diabolical poignancy of 
Kathmandu’s origin myth: the bodhisattva Manjushree cleaving the mountain ridge to drain the great lake 
that was once the valley, creating a fertile bowl for cultivation and settlement. It was to Taudaha that the 
displaced serpents of the lake retreated. Now, the kalash of a valley was swirling with dust and it was no 
saint undertaking the drainage of the last redoubt of the nāgas.

The road plunged right into the bustle and press of the city – traffic, shops, hawkers, and a lively mass of 
people, through which I weaved my way up onto the sidewalk and down around parked two-wheelers, 
negotiating the familiar stairmaster-style terrain of urban South Asia. I was headed past the august Boudha 
stupa to Chabahil, once a small settlement that was a night halt for the departing trader and now part of 
the larger urban agglomeration of Kathmandu. The suburb is home to one of the valley’s oldest stupas, 
traceable to the beneficence of Charumati, the daughter of the Indian emperor Ashoka. The princess, who 
came to Kathmandu to be wed to a Nepali prince, built the vihara, a white-domed, bright-eyed, cheery 
edifice festooned with flags inside a small compound, surrounded by the honks and hurly-burly of the 
city. This ancient bridal journey is a reminder not only of the ways in which Buddhism knits together many 
parts of the Himalayas but also of its long exile from the Indian mainstream. If Ashoka had been its earliest 
forceful and enlightened convert, his successor, centuries later, was probably the jurist, scholar and anti-
caste revolutionary B.R. Ambedkar, who drafted independent India’s constitution and embraced Buddhism 
as a conduit out of caste oppression for Dalits.

NON-FICTION
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Bikram and I had a Coke, a bag of chips and a conversation. It had been a little over three hours since we 
set out. Not much of a padyātrā, you might say. But as any walker will tell you, the experience of walking, 
and the knowledge gleaned from it are not measured by exertion so much as immersion. As feet touch, 
legs swing, shoulders loosen and breath thrusts, you sense yourself both here, behind and ahead, feeling 
the air around and the ground beneath. At a certain point, you stop looking at or for anything. Walking is a 
fuel that fuses us with our world. 

We often think of places as we do trees – rooted, grounded, established, native, settled, firm – while paths 
are like water and wind, running fleetfooted hither and yon. Paths connect places but because of this 
migrant quality, they are not seen as places themselves but as the source of things alien, exotic, foreign 
and other, as suspect as they are exciting. Yet, old roadways are themselves places – rubbed, touched and 
trodden by aeons of travellers into comfortable wear. This day’s journey was also meant to underscore the 
fact that places are traversals – less dots on a map linked by lines but knots in the skein of roads, tangled 
into being by movement itself. Walking is the necessary conjunction between settlement and mobility. 
And like many such a humble and stealthy insertion into the world, including the one at the start of this 
sentence, it tells us what we need to know to have the last word. 
 

Notes and acknowledgements: I have benefited, over the years, from the peregrinations and insights in the work of Walter Benjamin, Tim 
Ingold, Robert MacFarlane, W.G. Sebald, Raja Shehadeh and Rebecca Solnit.

I am grateful to Rabi Thapa, whose walking introductions to Thamel and the banks of the Bagmati were anything but pedestrian; to 
Ashmina Ranjit, who followed her own train of thought on foot through the city to join me at Chabahil; to Dina Bangdel and Naresh 
Shakya for a meander through trans-Himalayan art routes; and to Ashok Gurung and the India-China Institute at The New School, New 
York for supporting the workshop and trip to Nepal.

Recent family histories of the intrepid and footsore Lhasa Newars and accompanying animals are Syamukapu by D.S. Kansakar Hilker 
(Vajra, 2005) and Caravan to Lhasa by Kamal Ratna Tuladhar (Lijala and Tisa, 2011).
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