                  INDIA IS A CONTRADICTION
I’m a seasoned traveler.  All seven continents twice and most of the world’s major cities.   But somehow I never made it to India.  Maybe it’s the food.  I hate curry.  Maybe it’s the images of poverty and starvation, and bodies in the streets. I hate bodies in the street.  I decided I'd never go.
Then one night in late October I saw the movie BEST EXOTIC MARIGOLD HOTEL.  Delightful and thought provoking, it seemed a contradiction to what I’d heard about India.  I went home, got on line, and booked my trip.  Delhi and Agra, a five-day sprint.  Hey, I once went to Paris for a 3 day weekend and pretty much felt id seen it all.  Five days in India might be too long.
It's November. I'm sitting in the bar at the Shangri-La Eros, a five star hotel in downtown New Delhi.   In valet parking sits a Bentley.   Just beyond the hotels' guarded gate, but far out of reach of the Bentley, swirls a sea of humanity. There's poverty squalor, filth, litter, and heaps of garbage. Wild monkeys, an occasional elephant, camels, (I'm not making this up) bikes, mopeds, cars, pushcarts, tuk-tuks, and pedestrians share the streets. Somehow it all flows. Twisting and turning like a school of fish, chaotic yet in sync.  All to the sound of blaring horns.  It’s polite to honk.   That's how the fish keep from running into each other.
There are 18 million souls in Delhi, second only in population to Mumbai.    A birth occurs in India every second.  The entire population of Australia is added every 365 days.   India is an unstoppable noisy dynamo. Unlike their larger neighbor to the North, India has a democracy, they speak English, and their alphabet doesn't consist of characters and squiggles.  
China vs. India?  I was in Beijing last November.  Their air pollution is worse. Industrial.  To keep their millions of people busy they build block after block of empty sky scrapers.  The most populace nation on earth creating, perhaps, the largest economic bubble on earth.  But India's millions are equally busy.  Busy surviving.  Learning English and computer science. My bets on survivors and computers, not on bubbles.
The air is a constant haze caused in part by the smoke of countless small fires and the smoldering corpses ablaze on funeral pyres.   Hindus believe there are only five elements: fire, air, earth, sky and water.  The blaze returns all the elements back to the earth except water, which is lost in the heat.  But soon the ashes will be retuned to the water. The circle of life completed, the school of fish move on.
I'm not Hindu so I believe in more than five elements, among them wine.
I'm having a glass of Bourgogne Rouge, 2006.  The bar tender is impeccably dressed and exceeding polite. He asks with that uniquely Indian accent, " Where are you from?  Cal-e-forn-e-a?"  I nod.   "Ah!  My nephew lives there. He's a computer programmer in Silicon Valley."  Add a sixth to that list of elements.  Computers. 
India has 22 official languages, a hundred unofficial, and a thousand dialects.  Out of this babble arises a common language. English.  In fact, more people speak English in India than in any other country in the world.   Thus the shadow of the British Empire remains in the land of outsourced 800 numbers and the greatest geeks on earth. Ironic.  The British Empire ultimately defeated by Gandhi.  "Mahatma," the great soul. A man without a computer.  India is filled with contradictions.
Think you've seen traffic?  LA? Rome? Cairo? Ha!  Have you been in Ulan Bator, Mongolia's capital, where right hand and left hand drive cars share crooked streets with crater size potholes and NO traffic signals?  Ha again. Nothing compares to the traffic in Delhi.  It slows but seldom stops. tuk tuks and trucks, pushcarts, bicycles, bulls. Tractors, tourist buses, and pedestrians do a dance with death. No rules, no regulations. All the while serenaded by a symphony of those tooting horns. 
Dogs mostly stay out of the street, the cows, sometimes in herds, mostly don't walk don't walk down middle of the road but sometimes they do. The camels and elephants are predictable in their gait but not in their direction.  Everyone and every thing share the street.  Amazing.   There's no road rage.  No one flips the bird for being cut off because everyone cuts everyone off.  Traffic seldom backs up. It’s precisely because there are no rules and no enforcement that it all works.
Drivers mostly sort of kind of drive on the left. Those damn Brits again.  Cementers and rear end collisions miss head-ons by fractions.  But somehow pedestrians aren't squashed, and elephants and camels aren't killed. The man on the motorbike with his wife and six-year-old daughter somehow squeeze between the bus and the tuk-tuk. Her long flowing sari doesn't get caught in the spokes, and the sacred monkeys sitting on roof tops take it all in like nascar fans on a Sunday.
 That afternoon I toured the streets of Old Delhi. The colors and the light reminded me of Africa, but the faces are Indian. Every form of transport careens down the street.  Every intersection is a days worth of images. Every side street a treasure of sights, sounds, and smells.
My Nikon never leaves my hand. Click click click.  No time to check or change the programed settings.  Go to automatic. Click, click, click.  Its day one in Delhi and I’ve already missed more good shots in one afternoon than in all my trips to all the continents.  Enough.  I put the camera down.  I close my eyes as the bus heads back to the hotel.
Security is tight in Delhi.  Before entering the hotel each passengers bag is X-rayed.  Each passenger walks thru a metal detector.  Trouble is, no bag is ever checked because no one monitors the machine. Odd, people carrying cameras don't set off the metal detector.  I look down.  It isn't plugged in.  And later as I'm sitting in the hotel bar, the sight of a young Indian soldier walking around with a gun somehow makes me feel LESS secure.
Creatures may be scrounging for food just outside the hotel but there’s no hunger in side the hotel. The menu includes traditional Indian cuisine along with a good selection of Italian and Chinese dishes.  Everything is spotless. The staff is efficient, they all speak English, and, of course, they are SO damn polite.

One word of caution. DO NOT DRINK THE TAP WATER.  Don't even brush your teeth with it.  Keep your mouth tightly closed in the shower.  India’s form of gastro makes Montezuma’s revenge seem like a slight case of indigestion. And avoid anything with ice in it.  Freezing doesn’t kill the bacteria and most hotels use tap water to make ice.  Don't eat uncooked anything.  No matter how tempting that fresh green salad looks, it was washed with tap water
The wine selection looks decent to me, but I'm not a wine snob.  To me red wine is simply purple whisky. And white wine?  Well, last nights Bourgogne Rouge was just fine. Lets face it; if wine didn't have alcohol in it we wouldn't drink it.  And the price of a bottle is such a good deal compared to the price of a glass.  
One empty bottle latter I forget about dinner and go to my cool room with it’s crisp clean sheets. My body's internal time clock is all out of whack.  I’d flown out of Chicago.  A 12 hour time change is the worst, but easy to keep track of.  Midnight in Delhi is noon in Chicago. Well, not quite. Somehow they drop off 30 minutes.  Hard to get your head around thirty minute time zones. But the bottle of wine and one Benadryl has reset my clock temporarily. I fall asleep faintly smelling smoke from the streets just outside my window.
. 
I awaken somewhat refreshed but my time clock wants to go back eleven and a half hours. I eat breakfast and climb in the bus.   A leather seated, state of the art, air-conditioned behemoth made in Bangalore.  It’s Complete with a pa system. A Sony flat screen TV, a cooler full of bottled water, and a handsome, educated, young Hindu guide named Victor. Size matters, and in this dog eat dog cage fight called driving in Delhi our bus is top dog and its driver, Shawron, it’s master.  He takes his eyes off the road, looks at me with a grin and says, "Good horn, good brakes, good luck."

We pull thru the hotel gate.  Cars, mopeds, tuk-tuks, and trucks dart around us like starlings dodging a hawk. We leave Delhi and soon we're gliding along a new express way heading southeast. The expressway is deserted except for our bus and an occasional car.  Jet lag.  It’s midnight in Cal-e-forn-e-a. I nod off.
I awaken to the long sharp blast of a horn.  The bus breaks hard, narrowly missing a motorbike carrying four young men.  That's right.  Four. We twist thru the streets of Agra, dodging more motorbikes, dogs, cows, pedestrians, camels, cars and carts. I rub my eyes and grab my camera.
I’ve become quicker with my camera, more practiced and more selective in my choice of subject, surer of my shot.  I’m even somewhat immune to the starving dogs, souls on the edge of survival, and mounds of garbage.  But as it turns out, I'm not prepared for Agra.

Within fifteen minutes I’ve photographed a gaunt India washing a fat cow.  A imping dog so hungry it tries to eat its shadow.  Half a dozen black bulls walking down the middle of a crowded street.   A camel pulling a wooden wheeled cart laden with boxes of brand new computers. A young mother, palm extended, carrying a week old baby wrapped in a tattered shawl. A limping dog...wait...I’ve shot that picture.   I put the camera down.  
We arrive at our destination, a translucent marble monument to love. Built by a man for a woman who died after giving birth to their 14th child.  20,000 workers labored   twenty-two years to construct this tomb where the man lies buried beside his beloved wife.  Arguably the most beautiful building in the world, the Taj Mahal stands amidst, but walled off from, some of the greatest poverty in the world. I am reminded, India is filled with contradictions.
Millions have viewed the Taj.  Among them then president Bill Clinton. So impressed was Clinton that he summed up his viewing as follows, "The world can be divided into two groups of people; those who have seen the Taj Mahal and those who haven't."
I’m now in the first group. No picture ever taken of the Taj compares with looking at it thru your own eyes.  I cannot describe it.  Join the first group. Go see it for yourself.
Sides note:  about the presidents 2000 visit to India.  Our guide, Victor, tells us that the doorman at Clinton’s hotel, chosen for his classic Indian good looks, was taught to say just two things in English.  The first was, "How are you?"  The second, "Me too." But upon the presidents' arrival the man opened the door and instead of saying, "how are you?" the words came out, "Who are you?" Clinton, amused at the mans question and certain the doorman was joking with him answered,  "I’m the man who sleeps with Hilary." To which the doorman replied," Me too."  Now there’s a story that, even if it didn't happen, it should have.

Day five, it’s time to take my fourteen-hour red eye flight from Delhi to Chicago.  O’Hare’s deserted.  I remember. It’s Thanksgiving Day.  A five-hour layover gives me plenty of time for a Turkey dinner, sans curry, at the Airport Hilton. Then a four and a half hour flight home to San Diego. 

As the plane taxies towards takeoff I reflect back on the past five days. Photographers always remember the images they failed to capture. But unlike other shots I've missed around the world, India's are fresh in my mind.  But these images are different.  They clash and collide with themselves and with the kaleidoscope of other cities, scenery and faces I've seen.  I'm repulsed, yet attracted, unbelieving, yet acceptant. I am overwhelmed, yet at peace.   I have become a contradiction.

If you’re a traveler who stays at La Valencia and only venture out to walk the streets of La Jolla shopping for jewels, India isn’t for you.  But if you go to a country to experience its people, its sights and its sounds, put India on your bucket list.
Be prepared to be overwhelmed.  
