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Part of the challange, and joy, of being 3 writer is to find exactly
thie right words Lo express huw you fesl Inan industry where
Jawertul stories are increasingly reduced Lo snappy headhnes, |
find myself guilty of Interoet hyperbale —reaching for the most
provocative word to elicit a respons e result? Owerly dramatic,
unnecessarly emotive clichés. Was that dinnes | ate the other day
truly magnilicent? Did that new videa on YouTibe actually blow my
mind? In hingsight. prabably not
But recently, on 3 wesk-lang road rip through Madhya Pradesh,
1 had the chance ta undersiand what these supsriatives really
tneant, and what kind of experientes are truly worthy of them: from

canosing on the serene Denwa River and watching Lhe sun riss
across the water to pondering the evelution of humarkind while
standing in the remains of the prehistoric caves in Bhimbetia, b
journey got me to see the futiity of using thess exaggerated words
to describe a meal or video when there are sights that will actually
take your breath away, expericnces that will genuinely lsave yau
speechless and. yes. will absolitely biow your mind. | went s the
hearl of nclia a slighily jaded travel wriler and raturmed astounde
humbiled, astonished and inspirad. A picturs may ba worth
a thousand words, but sometimes, 3 single word conveys
what athousand photegraphs cannat




Anelaborate threcsome is underway. A woiman is suspended
in mic-ai. fer hady curver, Next 10 her, 3 couple is engaged in
sunmilingus. Another wornan stands near them, pleasuring herself.

'yt the Lakshimana Temple in Khajuraho, staring at the famous
10th-century carvings on the wall, While my attention remains
focused on the art, | can't help but notice the reactions of the other
Inglian tourists around. Seme are giggling, others embarrassed. but

most are SImply cUroUs.

AWith temples devicated to Vishnu, Shive and otfer gods, a5 well

a5 hast of other Jain temples, Khajurabio is believed 16 have been

the rellgious captal of the Chandela dynasty. The erotic sculptures
they built are stunning, both in terms of thought and exectition.

We all knaw about the Khajuraha carvings, they are trotted out as
an example of India's sexually iberated past in svery debate on
censership. But to actually see this incredibly intricale, glorious

celebration of the human form is truly special

W exit the buzzing main temple compotind with 2 reiltitude of
thaughts swirling ineur minds. grateful for the sieepy peacefuiness
of the rest of Khajuraho. We amble alonz. stopoing to take pictures

of psychedslic-looking babias ard brighlly panted doors. and to
grab a cup of coffes 2t Reja Café (i rajacafecom), one of the
tawn's oldestand hippes! spots

Later, as 1 wateh the sun set over the ternple taps from Tha Lafit

Temple View Khajuraho, | wonder what the Chandeias must fiave
thaughit of when commissianing these seulptures. | sip my wing
grateful for the richness of our past and the infinita future

GETTING THERE Fly to Khajuirsho with Jat Airways (s
Jetairways.com Stopovars in New Delhi and Varanasi) fror st
rmajor Indian cities.

WHERE TO STAY The Lalit Temgle View Khajurahe tavavthelal
com: doubles from 78,500). Stop en route at Ken River Ladge (s

kenriverlodge.com) for lunch and 2 nature walk. -

The Dhusndhar Falls. Too roiw &0 left Pachmarhi :
flowers at WelcarnHarltaga Golf View, Pachmarhl: the reception at
Renl Panl Jungle Lodge, Satpura; carvings at Khajuraho,

i [eft: Golu, a forest guide at Satpura Tiger Reserv
bear and her cub In tho rose
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The ground is cerily caol and the air is still. Incense stick smake
rises inalong, thin stream, Going 50 steep steps undergreund, |
enter the lata Shankar cave in Pachmarhi. Inside a deep ravine,
the sacred cave-shrine gets its name from a rock lonmation that
resembles the matted hair of Shiva, and is believed to contain 108

raturally formed Shiva lingams

A5 | go deeper into the cave, it pets colder. My head begins to feel

fiewvy and | sanse a strange, magnetic farce pulling me farvards.
My heart paunds and the walls begin to feel ke they're clesing in en
e, Brushing it off as claustrophobia and alack of oxygen. | quickly
iy respects: seek the blessings of the priest and head out.
Wijzy. my driver, asks it | felt anything at the temple.
Aty surprised confimation. he nods. “Jata Shankar is known for
its poviers!’ he explains. “One shouldn't stay too long down there.
You ever knaw what can happen; he trails aft mysteriously. as we
driue tawards the picturesque. urban Pachmarhi ] kriow.

With watertalls, caves, gardens worthy of Enid Blyton picnics, and.
the forested ranges of the Satpura Nationial Park, Pachmart affers
the usual hill-station staples like sunset and picnic points, Head to

Handi khaf. Priyacarshini and Rajendragin for stunning views of

the hills, and the Panday Gaves—believed to have been one af the

Pandavs' hideouts—for adass of ancient local mythalogy. Back

in the present, the WelzarmHearitage Golf View, a pretty, colanial-

style hotel, is the perfect place for me to recover from my cave

escapades, As | soak up the hr\ght sunshine in per"ectly manisured
fesling from the

lawins anc
temple finally starts to fade Inln a r1|=!1n| if not forgettable, dream.

GETTING THERE Fly 1o Bhopal with Jet Airvways (www.jet
airways.com) fram Murnbai or New Delhi. Pachmari is
afour-hour drive away
WHERE TO STAY WelcomHeritage Golf View (www,
welzomheritagehotelsin: doubles from 2000}

'




s | walk towards the caves in Brimbetha, I realise that | have no.
netwerk on v shene. Fitting, | think, considering I'm going to see
Some of the world's oldest prefisioric paintings.
Rarnarkably well pressrved because of their natural pigments,
the art in Bhimbetka's rock shelters dates back to the Lower
Palealithic period (about 200,000 years aga), bul was dwsmwcred

kL=

s gaurs, bears, elephants and scenes of community life wallz
across the rocks before me. |y toimagine the people behind 4
"woris of art Were they celetrated and raspacted in the community,
or just unknown members of the clan? Where did they come fram?
What was their daily rouling like? What happened to their lamilies?

What would they think if they saw us today?
Quest m around my head as | un iy hand along the

onlyin 1957 by Dr Vishau Wakankar, an arc
nsights into the early evolution of hurmans, a5 a number
entary tools and blacies that point to a hurter-pathersr
community were uncarthed hers
The shelters are sasy to navigate—15 ars well-preserved and
numbered, linked by a concrets path with arrows. The caves vary
insize, fram narrow and lovi to dcml)le storeyed, with views of the
valley: Walking araund, | feel ith U
and respect fur the place it holds in histary. That, combined with the
sowledge that humans took shelter hare for thousands of yars,
makes exploring the caves a decply humbling experience.

tiny alcoves and rack beds msid the ancient caves. | want o
capture this soene. sa | construct a frame (o later filker and post an
Instagram). hut feal sily taking pictures of a picture lram 5o leng

a0 To reduce all of this ta a single image on social mediz »
be to trivisliss ths artirs axparience, | think, Conflicted. ! 1ake one:
photograph anyway, and save it. postponing my itternal alaumert.
Standing at the spol that marked the evolutior: of man, thero are
bigger mysteries of lifa to ponder
GETTING THERE Fly (n Bfapal with Jat Airviays (v jebairvays,
com) from Muribai o New Delni. Bhimbetka is about 45km away.




We've been driving for about tws hours and save for some birds
of prey, elegant biackbucks and cracs in the distance, our wildlife
sightirigs have been fairly underwhelming. Having spotted a tiger

sewen years ago (n Bandhavgarh, | am eager to get up close and
personal vith India’s favourits jungle cat. Unfortunately, the cat
in question st in the mood. | can hear some alarm calls, but
they're very distant” says Aly Rashid, naturalist and co-proprietor
af the Reni Pani Jungle Lodge, my horme for the night. “The tiger's
protably valking samewhere deep inside the jungle!” he adds.
Spanning an area of S24sq km, Satpura National Park is

Incated in the heart of Madhya Pradesh, It is a refatively fesser
known park as compared to Karha, Pench and Bandhaugarh, and

the tiger reserve hers is not known for its sightings of the cat.

Hovwever, most wildlife junkies swear that it embodies the essential

safari experience:; the breere, the play of shadow and light. the

kaleidoscape of greans and browns, the sounds of a life that is
entirely nlike mine_ Aly, too, Urges me tojust listen. | strain my
ears, but apart from the hum of the jeep's engine. I'm complately
deat. "My aars aren't tuned 1o {ungle frequency? | joke, but no onz
isimpressad, "Tough crawd” | mutter under my breath as | make
rry peace with the thought of not spotting anything that will earn
me bragging rights back fome.

Andthen, as if almasl on cue, | heat the soft rustle of leaves
underfoot. | whip around and a pair of sambar deer walk daintily
aeross the grass. A few metres away, a clvat scramibles o take
shelter henesth 3 tree, Shutting my aves light (o take in the
sounds, | pick up on the beat of the wild. | recegnise the deep
‘335 of the paur, the high-oc rruping of the crickets and
thatenar of the lawny bellied babbler. Its a perfect, seamless
jungle symphony. -

O
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Temple, Khajurafio
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Later that eveming, we're on durway back to the lodge when Aly
gets word that a leopard had killed & cow Excited by the prospect of
sesing some kill. we head back to the depths of the jungle. We drive
araund the area for what feals ke hours, but finally, we're foreed
fa admit that our bloodistis nat geing to ba sated. Stl. | think. as
| stareup at the darkening inky sky punctured by tiny pinpricks of
starlight. it's all quite beautiful.

By the time we get back 1o e ldge, s cold and I'n exhausted
after alorg day in the car, Named after locally abundant wild reni
berries, a favourite with loca! soth bears, Reni Pani is an sco-lodge
dedicated th conservation and preservation of its surraundings.
visible in the eucalyptiss beams and bamboo used (o build the
loddge. Still shivering, | enter my cottags and am relieved o see
that despits the smphasis on enviranmentally friendly practices.
creature comforts don't take a back seat here: there's 2 hat water
bottle tuckedin my bed. Gratefully, | sink into my mattress and
pillows. [ooking forward to a desp, well-deserved sieep.

It's 5.30am and we're just setting out on the Denwa River in our
canae. The cold air whips through my hair and stings my face
curse myself for not wearing a fifth layer. | yawn, raisinsg riiy hand
to cover my moutf, and my fingers tum numb. Aly senses my
discomfert, smiles and talls me, again, to just listen
Danw 5 bireaking. Pale patterns of pink, purple and blue dance
across the water. The marning is silent, save for the dull rhythm of
aars hitting water. Abowe us, a naisy flock of bar-headed geese soars
pastin a near-parfect W formation, To rmy right, lapwings. herens
and egrets call out to ach other, scanning the water for foad. |
automatically reach for my camere, but something stops me. |
realise no phetographs or words will mateh up to what 1see
GETTING THERE Fly to Biopal with Jet Airways (wa jelainways.
com) from Mumbai or New Delhi. Satpura is a four hour drive away.
WHERE TO STAY Reni Fani Jungle Ladge (wwaw renipani
junglelodge com: doubles from ¥18,000). The lodge and Satpura:
National Parkare closed from June to October,
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