2015 World Cruise Log: Mumbai

THURSDAY, MARCH 19:  It’s now been two full weeks of this GI distress drill.  We’ll have about 100 people disembark from the ship in Dubai.  Maybe 48 hours after that we’ll get a break, but that’s still about a week away…and pure speculation on my part.  I guess they could keep it in effect for the rest of the cruise.  Quien sabe?  

We had the same bureaucratic immigration drill with the Mumbai officials as we did in Cochin, and again departed the ship considerably later than the originally scheduled exit.  

Our plan for the day was to go to the Sanjay Ghandi National Park, about 70 kilometers north of Mumbai.  We stepped out of the shuttle bus at the Green Gate of the port, and were met by a wall of a couple of hundred taxi drivers, ALL of whom were talking to us and hustling us at once.  We waded right through them with stony stares and the occasional “NO” and, after a couple of blocks we were clear of even the most persistent.  We continued walking straight to Victoria Railway Station, inquired where we might exchange dollars for rupee in order to buy tickets, and were pointed to a row of ATMs from different banks, but each one gave dire warnings about safety, so I put my card back in my wallet, and asked where we might find a money changer.  Not inside the station, we were told, and were directed back out on the street to a couple of different travel agencies a couple of blocks away.  We found them without difficulty, and found that they offered the expected exchange rate of 62 rupee per dollar.  I got $50 exchanged, and we once again swam like salmon against the outflow of commuters coming into the city on the trains.  For the route, we asked the information lady what stop would get us to the national park.  She told us Borivali station, but that we would also need to change trains about half way there, and said the changeover would be at Bandara station.  At the ticket window he asked if we wanted first or second class.  OK, first class, big spender that I am, which cost 140 rupee (about 2 US dollars) each.  What I didn’t know was that until we got to Bandara station the train that took us there DIDN’T HAVE first class cars, only second class.  When the train showed up and we saw it we wondered if we had been given bad info.  It was a cattle car with permanently open doors, grates over the windows and a stainless steel interior that could be hosed out if necessary.  It had benches, which was a good indication that people, not cows, were intended to ride it, and dozens of overhead stainless steel handhold rings spaced 8-inches apart.  And each car had a couple of dozen wire-enclosed fans bolted to the ceiling.  One of the things about Indian trains, is that they stop for a prescribed few seconds at each station, and then roll on, no exceptions.  No conductors.  No OSHA.  No safety standards of any kind.  So when the train pulled in, we were walking along the platform looking for the non-existent first class car.  I heard the hiss of air-brakes releasing, and I told Gin to get on NOW.  These commuter trains have no pass-throughs, so whatever car you choose, is where you stay.  We stepped into the nearest open door, just as the train began pulling out of Victoria Station.  We found a couple of empty spots on a bench, and parked ourselves.  We rode along for a few stops, adjusting to this different kind of a train ride.  After a while, I got up and stepped into an open door of this speeding train, got a good grip on a stainless steel pole, and hung out like the locals do.  This makes for some very interesting point of view photos, of which I shot many.  “Passing trains that have no names, freight yards full of old black men, and a graveyard of rusted automobiles…good mornin’ India, how are ya?  Say don’t ya know me I’m your native son?  I’m the train they call the good old Mumbai local…I’ll be gone 500 miles when the day is done.”  Apologies to Arlo Guthrie…

And so finally we came to our train changing stop at Bandara, where we made quick enquiries about which platform our northbound trek would continue on, and got there just as a train pulled in.  This time, sure enough, there was a car labeled first class and we stepped right aboard into a car exactly like the second class cars, the only apparent difference being fewer people in the space.  So much for my big spender status.  Another interesting thing about this little journey was that, apparently, foreigners of our ilk are an extremely rare sight on these commuter trains, so we were the objects of great interest among our fellow passengers.  

Eventually, we pulled into Borivali station and stepped off the train with a few thousand of our new best friends.  When we stepped out of the station and onto the streets there was a sea of black tuk-tuks, and the hustlers to go with them, and off to one side some taxis as well, but tuk-tuks were clearly the dominant mode of transport here.  After seeing this chaotic scene, we decided to walk away from the railway station and into the heart of Borivali to see what we could see, and maybe get some unbiased directions to the national park.  It turns out, that was a good choice because, after a few inquiries of the locals, we learned that the entrance to the park was about a ten minute walk right through the center of town and out the other side.  And of course, walking is much more interesting for photo ops and cultural experiences.  So we did and, voile!…we came out the other side of downtown facing the entrance to the Sanjay Ghandi National Park.

We paid a small entry fee of 40 rupee each, and wandered in, took a look at the park map and started down a footpath toward the manmade lake.  The path was near the river boundary of the park, which had a high wall along it.  But over the wall, from our high ground, we saw a major outdoor laundry enterprise, much like the Dhobi Ghat of Mumbai, but more primitive.  When we got to the lake, it was our lunchtime so we sat on some shady steps that flanked the shore and had our usual picnic, while watching happy families and young couples driving the swan-shaped peddle boats.  After lunch, we continued our walk into the interior of the park, where we met a troupe of wild monkeys who, as in other places we’ve been, were not afraid of humans.  This is the dry season in this part of India, so the grasses and shrubs on the hills were brown and dusty, spotted with trees that provided some green and some shade.  What surprised us on our walk was, that out on the edge of the park, inside its fence, a couple of  communities of squatters had developed, and this was apparently OK with the park managers.  It was your basic Indian slum made up of found objects and natural materials, and had no discernable water, electricity, or sewer.

After we had walked around for another hour or so , we decided to go to the Kanheri Caves which were several more miles into this huge park...too far to walk in the heat of the day, and/or within our allotted time.  So I flagged down one of the collective taxis that charge a fixed rate of 40 rupee per person per ride within the park, and off we went.  The Kanheri Caves is a Buddhist monastery and enclave that dates back to the 3rd century BC through 11th century AD.  The caves are carved from basaltic rock domes.  They are older than, more extensive than, and equally amazing as their more famous counterparts, the Elephanta Caves, which we visited last time we were here.  Entry to the caves was 100 rupee each (about $1.25).  While we were there being stunned and amazed at their magnificence, we came across a small work party of about ten men and women doing excavations on a section that had yet to be fully recovered from many centuries of natural filling in.  They were supervised by a couple of scholarly looking Indian gentlemen, sitting on a rock in the shade.  The workers were pleased that we took an interest in their labors and were happy to let us photograph them at work.  One of the chambers the monks had carved out of the rock was cathedral-like with its arched ceiling and side columns and side chambers, the result of which was a room with truly amazing acoustical qualities, as the guard was very happy to demonstrate for us.  I’m sure that a place this well-known gets its share of western visitors, but this day we were the only ones there, and again the subject of much curiosity from the locals.  Some took selfies with us, asked us to photograph them, and always wanted to know what country we were from.  It was great fun, and an amazing place in a beautiful setting.  Google Kanheri Caves for more details.

By now, the day had worn on to nearly 4pm, and we were winding down, so it was back into a collective taxi to the main gate.  As we left the park, we were hot and dusty and craving a cold beer.  Walking back through town to the railway station, we found a hole-in-the-wall, open-fronted liquor store, that sold cold beer.  For 120 rupee, we got one of the large bottles of Kingfisher Beer (Strong), the beer of India, and stepped around the corner to a shady spot and proceeded to take turns swigging it right from the bottle.  Mercy that was good.  We then continued on to the train station, much refreshed and fortified for the ride home.

This time when I went to the ticket window, I knew how things worked and told him I wanted two 2nd class tickets which are 1/10th the price of 1st class—about 24 cents each.  Amazing.  Our late afternoon return to Mumbai meant we’d be going the opposite way from rush hour traffic, so the trains we rode back in were relatively empty.  The trip back was considerably less worrisome than the steep learning curve we experienced coming out.  Once again, I took the opportunity to hang out the door and shoot photos of the passing scenery and the mass of humanity that is India.  What an experience the whole commuter train adventure was.  

NOTE:  In the entire train ride, coming and going, no one ever did look to see if we had a ticket. There were simply no conductors or ticket takers.  There was no access control to the platforms, but plenty of local police presence, presumably to maintain general order, such as it was.  But we never saw any police on the trains themselves.

Our train pulled into Victoria Station at 5:45pm and, with vivid memories of our day’s adventures, we walked back to the port to our big black and white home on the seas.  Then it was shower, dinner, and walking twice around the upper decks to marvel at the night skyline of Mumbai.  By then we saw that our pedometer read almost ten miles, and our bodies were ready for rest, so we folded our tents and sent the camel to bed…

FRIDAY, MARCH 20:  Slugabeds this morning until almost 6am, but then sunrise isn’t until 6:35, so plenty of time to dress, eat breakfast, and go out for a day of walking around the city.  As expected, when we got up to the Lido deck, we found the GI lockdown still in full effect...DAY 15.  So, a light breakfast, then down the gangplank by 7:15am into an incredibly smoggy morning.  Shuttle to the Green Gate and out into early morning Mumbai, without the hassle of a couple of hundred taxi drivers hustling us (only about ten).  I mapped out a walking route for the morning, and off we went into a still fairly quiet city.  It was an easy and pleasant walk across the Mumbai peninsula from the port to the south end of Marine Drive.  We then turned north on Marine drive to enjoy the sights and sounds of this great promenade that forms the Queen’s Necklace around the shore of Back Bay on the Arabian Sea.  The view across the bay toward the Hanging Gardens was severely blurred by a heavy, low lying, brownish layer of smog.  If you looked up about 30 degrees above the horizon, about 400 feet above sea level, the sky was brilliant blue…quite a contrast…possibly some kind of atmospheric layer inversion.  We walked all the way around to Chowpatty Beach, which was very quiet and sleepy—literally sleepy, with dozens of squatters sleeping on the ground in a little vendor’s “village” at one end of the beach.  In fact, this wasn’t just common to the beach, but on every sidewalk we walked in the early morning, there were sidewalk sleepers.  Hard bed, hard life.  At least the beach sleepers had a more malleable surface for sleeping.  Some were awake and bathing in the polluted waters of the bay.  By the time we poked around the beach a bit, it was time to turn inland to watch the various markets wake up and get into high gear.  Over the course of the rest of the morning we meandered through incredible street scenes, with everything from ox carts to sacred cows, to hand cart pushers, to…well, just look at the sampling of pictures on our trek page, chosen from the hundreds of photos we took.  If we ever got disoriented, there was some friendly local to point us in the right direction.  As is so often the case, we walked down streets and alleys where you didn’t find tourists, but instead found the heartbeat of this great city in the people doing what they do every day.  And in taking this course, we were as much a curiosity to the locals, as they were to us.  We talked with shopkeepers, street vendors, schoolgirls, and so many others who had a cheery “good morning” or “hello” for us.  And as noted before, so many were pleased that we wanted to photograph them at whatever they were doing.  And if we took a picture, we always paused to show the subject how it came out…which invariably got a smile and a little sideways bob of the head, meaning OK.  What a great experience…

By 12:30 we were wearing down, and had put nine miles on the pedometer.  We decided to head back toward the port, and see if we found any wifi for Ginny to check her email.  As we headed into the Fort district, we came upon a McDonalds which we thought had free wifi like in the US.  Not so, it turned out, but while we were figuring that out, a young couple next to us were using computers and they explained that they were not using McDonalds wifi but had a broadband dongle that hooked into cellular service with an unlimited data package.  The young woman generously offered Ginny the use of hers, and so she was able to check her email and send a couple of quick messages to folks back home.  Very nice.

Then we continued on through the now teeming streets with thousands of sidewalk vendors offering their wares to the passing parade of humanity; crossing streets choked with traffic and cheating death at every crossing; and eventually arriving back at the Green Gate of the port around 1:30pm, having logged almost 11 miles on the pedometer (around 21,000 steps).

We immediately headed for the shower to wash what felt like ALL OF INDIA from our grimy selves.  It’s amazing how dirty you can get walking in this city, what with the serious smog, dust, and every surface you touch or brush against along the way.  What doesn’t wash off is the damage the dirty air does to your lungs and eyes.  It’ll take a while to recover from breathing the air for two days.  It’s hard to imagine actually living in this environment for years.  Even though I’ve spoken well of the people, it’s also the same people who drop their trash wherever they stand;  it’s the people who are blind to the ruin of their waterways and environment; it’s the government of the people who do not have the will to clean up India, and make it into a place fit for their mass of humanity.  (Please step away from the soapbox…)

So even though the ship is not scheduled to depart until tonight at 9pm, we’ve done our thing for this trip and will spend the final few hours recovering from the rigors of our 6 ½ hour, 10 ½ mile walk.  We’ll also download photos, cull them, and write in this log.  Dinner.  Entertainment was a very talented trumpet player, Gary Guthman, who was backed by the Amsterdam Orchestra.  The clocks are set back an hour tonight, and so to bed…

SATURDAY, MARCH 21:  Back at sea, and the gym has been added to the GI lockdown…DAY 16.  No sea day workouts there, but we can add another couple of miles of deck walking to our day’s activities, along with some on deck cardio exercises.  No lectures of interest.  Clocks are set back ½ hour tonight.  Entertained by UKEBOX, with another fun show.  Off to bed with four miles on the pedometer.

SUNDAY, MARCH 22: We awoke early this morning before 5am, well rested after yesterday at sea.  I went up to the Lido deck for coffee and, as expected, DAY 17 of the GI lockdown. No gym, so I went up to the sports deck to see how the morning weather was, and found that the normally lighted top deck was completely DARK.  Then I remembered we’re entering high risk waters with guards on deck 24 hours a day, with the lights off to preserve their night vision out to sea.  The same thing on the promenade deck.  When Gin joined me, we walked to the stern and saw the ship’s wake phosphorescing an eerie green glow as the screws churned up the plankton microorganisms that cause it.  When full daylight came around, we could see the great streaks and patches of plankton as different shades of color on the surface of the ocean. Maybe we’ll see the glow again tonight after dark, and/or tomorrow before sunrise.

This morning, Barbara talked about our ports of call in Oman—Muscat and Salalah.  No other lectures of interest.  We did, however, receive TWO letters from the captain:  The first one tells us to clear off all surfaces in our cabins by 9:30am tomorrow and stow everything in drawers and closets, because they’re going to have a deep cleaning of every occupied cabin on the ship.  This is just a one day deal, so we can have stuff back out of drawers and closets after 4pm tomorrow.  This, of course is yet another step in the ongoing war on the GI distress problem.  The 98% being inconvenienced and annoyed by the 2%.

The second letter is another port schedule change, this time for Dubai.  Since we have now officially entered a High Risk Area (his caps) for piracy, the captain requested and received permission to depart Dubai about 13 hours later than originally scheduled in order to make a high speed run to Muscat.  Speed is a defense against pirate attacks.  Had we departed on the original schedule, the captain would have only driven to Muscat at 8 knots…dangerously slow.  So now, we get two overnights in Dubai with 6am departure on the morning of the third day.  

This also means we’ll arrive in Muscat at 1am, seven hours earlier than originally planned.  Then we’ll depart Muscat at the regularly scheduled time of 5pm for the short run down the coast of Oman to Salalah where the originally published schedule will still be observed.  After our two stops in Oman, it’s four days at sea as make the high speed run through the Gulf of Aden, the length of the Red Sea, and finally the full day transit through the Suez Canal, which will be at the leisurely canal speed, in full daylight of course.  The stops in Egypt, you may recall, were all cancelled due to political unrest and terror concerns.  

The rest of the day was routine, then dinner, and skipped the evening entertainment of trumpeter Gary Guthman.  And so another restful day with only a bit over four miles on the pedometer.  Tomorrow, Dubai at noon.

