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Chaos and

calm

Text Lucy Corne

It shares a border with Pakistan,
has a name that, literally
translated, means ‘Lake of holy
nectar’ and is home to one of
the most colourful people in this
already-colourful land. Welcome
to Amritsar!
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I he crowd was getting restless
but all of us tried to keep our

composure as we waited for
the chain holding us back to
be lowered. Once the chain
hit the floor we started on
their way, calmly walking

to our destination. Then, as
one person broke into a fast
march, someone else trumped
them with a slow jog and
within moments everyone was
sprinting. Suddenly a random
checkpoint appeared and
everyone was forced to make
a complete halt. We squeezed

through a perpetually beeping
metal detector, four people at
a time, but no-one waited to
be searched and the race soon
began again.

Celebrating the difference
In truth | had no idea why

| was running, but mob
mentality took over and | kept
pace with the sea of colourful
Punjabi suits. Our destination
was an international border
that none of us had any
intention of crossing over:
the Radcliffe line dividing
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India and Pakistan. The Wagah
border lies 30 km west of
Amritsar and is the site of

an unusual daily celebration.
Normally, the lowering of

a national flag is a solemn,
even dull affair. Here, it

is surrounded by vibrant
festivities, with the actual act
of removing the flag from

its pole taking a backseat

to fervent singing, jubilant
dancing, an ocean of small
paper flags and an unrivalled
display of marching.

stir up the crowd by waving
massive Indian flags as
they ran the length of

the stands; girls and their
mothers started strutting
their stuff to the Bollywood
tunes belting out from an
unseen sound system and

a few vocal locals screamed
themselves hoarse with
chants designed to fill the
crowd with national pride.
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Across the border, similar
celebrations were underway,
albeit on a lesser scale. While
the stands in Pakistan were
larger and more elaborate,
the spectators were fewer in
number and more reserved

in their revelry. Pop music
blared out in response to
India’s ever-loud soundtrack
and on both sides of the
cold iron fence, the party
was watched over by the
ultra-serious eyes of the real
stars of this show: the border
guards. Wearing spiffy hats
that look something like an
extravagant fan glued to a
mini turban, their unique and
energetic marching is really
what draws visitors — both
local and from abroad - to
this far-flung corner of India.
As sunset gently lowered

its dark veil, the pounding
bass of the music died down,

dLeft: The magnificent
Golden Temple inspires piety.

Right: Devotees throng to
the Golden Temple.

We arrived an hour before
sunset and | quickly realised
what the running was about
as | spotted a row of stands
that might seem more at
home in a sports stadium.
There were hundreds of seats
but with no tickets and no
reserved spots, you have to
arrive early to get a good
view. Luckily we’d kept up
with the pack and secured a
spot a few rows from the front
just as the party was getting
started. Volunteers began to
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the revellers took their seats
and the serious business of
lowering the flag and closing
the international border for
the day began.

High kicks, hooting crowds
Silence briefly fell on

the crowd and from an
understated and previously
unnoticed building came half
a dozen soldiers marching
at breakneck speed. They
paused to perform a quick
and elaborate foot-stomping
display for a whooping crowd
before heading to the gate
to face their counterparts
across the border. Glaring

at each other through the
open gate the guards on
both sides took turns to
out-stomp each other with a
string of hamstring-ripping
high kicks, heel-cracking
stomps and some marching
that would have been comic
if those performing it hadn’t
been so utterly serious. The
crowd cheered throughout
the 20-minute display of
one-upmanship, the military
equivalent of a peacock
flaunting its plumage. Once
the hick-kicking bravado
was over and each nation’s
flag was safely in the hands
of their respective guards,

a final, lasting glare was
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exchanged before each
country’s gate was slammed
shut with such force that
they swung open and had
to be re-closed with a little
less zest.

And with that, the show was
over. The guards quick-
marched back to their office
and the mayhem began
again as spectators raced to
get back to their cars, trucks
and taxis, hurriedly buying
flags and visors bearing their
national flags.

The whole ceremony lasted
just over an hour but was so
fast paced, it left us feeling
simultaneously exhilarated

and exhausted. In dire need
of some relaxation, the next
day we set out to discover
Amritsar’s quieter side.

By the time our rickshaw
fought its way through the
busy streets, we were ready
for some calm and found it
at the city’s most famous
landmark. Although pilgrims,
locals and tourists flock en
masse to the Golden Temple,
it somehow manages to
retain an air of blissful
tranquility. We checked our
shoes at the cloakroom,
bathed our feet which were
stinging from a short dash
across the searing concrete,
covered our heads and set
out to explore one of the
holiest of Sikh structures.

142+ JetWings - April 2009

Of food and faith

Our visit began with the
Guru-ka-Langar (a traditional
Sikh feast) which takes place
in a vast dining hall. Loyal
volunteers serve hot meals
to everyone who drops in:
the hungry, the homeless,
the curious and anyone

else who fancies a hearty
lunch of rice, dal (a curry of
cooked pulses) and chapattis
(flat, thin bread made of
unleavened dough). Open
for 24 hours, the kitchen
serves thousands every

day, including tourists like
us. We grabbed the metal
plates and joined hundreds
of friendly faces on the floor
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of the cavernous dining hall.
Volunteers circulated with
seemingly endless supplies
of food, filling and refilling
plates of anyone signalling
that they’d like some more.

We’d eaten our fill, but we
found our trays heaped high
two or three times more
before we could convince
our hosts that we’d eaten
enough. And such was the
hospitality of the locals,

we weren’t even allowed to
carry our own trays to those
charged with the mammoth
task of washing up. A
fellow diner sitting opposite
grabbed our trays before we
could argue, and insisted on
juggling them all on his way
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out. We emptied our rupees
into the donation box and
with full stomachs and high
spirits, set out to explore the
rest of the temple complex.

India can often be a
colourful country of crazy
traffic, outspoken traders
and crowded markets, so
finding a spot to relax can
sometimes be tough. But
sitting at the edge of the
rectangular lake, watching
the reflection of the Har
Mandir Sahib shimmer gold
in the water, we found the
brief respite we needed.
We forgot the honking
rickshaws and the rowdy fun
of the border ceremony and
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A Above: Man in uniform: a guard stands
alert at the border.

Left: The young and old are drawn towards
the scenic sarovar surrounding the temple.
Below: Hundreds of people visit the
Wagah Border to watch the ceremonies.

enjoyed the near-silence of
the temple grounds. Amritsar
offers a delicious slice of the
best of India — a country that
truly knows how to party...
and how to pray. U
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Fact file

Getting there
Jet Airways has daily flights
to Amritsar from Delhi.

Accommodation
Amritsar has accommodation
options to suit all budgets.

For more information:
Log on to
www.punjabgovt.nic.in
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