PONDICHERRY,

HERE WE COME….
2 – 12 September 2000…
The 2nd Professional students of MAMC are invited to participate in the annual fest of Jipmer, SPANDAN,  at Pondicherry. Right up to the actual day of departure we are not sure whether we are going or not as Andhra Pradesh is awash with floods and the rail route is highly diverted. 98 students are going on this trip, 53 of which are female. The time of departure is continuously delayed from 3 hours to ultimately 12 when departure is fixed at 5.30am Sunday 3 September.

Sunday 3 September 

5.30am 
D-Day!!! Finally we leave…New Delhi Railway Station becomes a dot in the distance as we chug along towards Chennai on a journey that will span 48 hours and will take us thru 3 states in a second class sleeper, off the normal course. 

“ Hey, that’s my bunk; No I want that one!; No, we have to be together!; Hey, stop sitting on me!!!; Give me room!; Ahhhhhhgggghhh…..”  the noise level rises dangerously as each person strives to be heard. The other passengers eye us with a look of disdain as we rush from here to there, luggage plonked somewhere or the other, food suddenly falling out from everywhere. Once settled with respective friends, we decide to have a communal talk. Once that is decided we become silent after a few minutes, not finding anything to actually talk about. By consensus, cards are brought out and groups form to play coatpiece; others slink away to the doorway where (illegally) they watch the scenery whizz by. Cards, ludo, sleeping and chatting actually form the agenda for the next hours on the train. Food has to be rationalized but hah!..it runs out on the second day, after which everyone starts getting crabby and decides to stay away from each other for some time.

Tuesday 5 September
6.00am 
Ahoy Chennai!! Unbathed and hungry, we sleepily embark at Chennai Central Station to be cheerfully told that that we have to walk, luggage in hand to the bus terminal a little distance away. So we walk, albeit disgruntedly. By this time the sun is pouring itself into our faces and we are literally dripping in sweat. Two chartered buses are rented to take us to sunny Pondy! (Actually, it is sunny everywhere, but still..) 

1.00pm
3 hours later, after a rather pleasant ride along the coast ( we go crazy at seeing the ocean…it is as if we’ve never seen a beach before), we reach the sprawling campus of Jipmer. We are led to a reception building where after again waiting for an hour (that’s all we seem to do – imagine no bath, no food, no answer to the call of nature), we are assigned participant cards and our lodging quarters. We girls have illusions of staying in the hostel rooms, one room assigned to 3 girls with 24 hour running water supply. That’s ok, we can live with that, we think. Imagine our horror, when we’re suddenly thrust with 6 buckets, 6 mugs and 50 handwoven mats. (See picture), all to be shared amongst 53 girls. We nervously approach our living quarters – CURIE HOUSE it so proudly proclaims, a girls hostel. But wait…we are assigned the guest room – to house 53 girls for the next 5 days. Well.

5.00pm
Water and soap have never felt soooo good!! We girls don’t feel so bad about the arrangements after hearing the boys’. Poor things stay somewhere off campus and to have a bath, have to walk all the way to the community center in the middle of campus, where ( it is rumored) there is only a hand pump!! We friends meet to go sightseeing a bit around Pondy. Unfortunately noone knows the language, so after wild gesticulating and a lot of ile, ile (no, no) we get on the bus to the French sector. Lovely place, very period-like and very open. We become comfortable sitting at Rocky Beach, the motion of the waves against the rocks lulling us into a sense of security. It’s dangerous to swim here of course, but very relaxing.

12.00am
We return after a truly delicious South Indian dinner and try to make plans about where to travel to in the South during this time period. Kodaikanal or Ooty? Hmmm. No decision is reached. Surprisingly, it’s pouring buckets out here. That’s the weird thing – it’s hot and clear during the day and rainy at night.

Wednesday 6 September
10.00am
Surprise, Surprise…who do we see but Mohit…arriving all by himself from Delhi. Today we plan to go to the city center and look around followed by a trip to the outskirts to the sandy beaches where we can go SWIMMING!!! We girls get mehendi tattoos on our arms and think we look, oh so cool, when actually the tattoo starts burning up immediately and comes almost off when we enter the water (this after being guaranteed to last two weeks). Mohit, organizer that he is, gets a trip to Kodaikanal organized. But, hold your breath, we’re due to leave tonight!!! In a minivan scheduled at 9.00pm. Overnight journey…Well.

10.30pm
Still waiting. Starting to lose patience, actually, when lo and behold! The minibus arrives. We 14 set off, excited as hell ( also cramped as hell – no leg room), stopping at midnight for dosas and vadas.

Thursday 7 September

7.00am
Morning has broken as we wake in awkward positions to find ourselves in Madurai. We’ve come to see the Meenakshi temple – the biggest of its kind but before going in it is required of us to brush our teeth, at least. So off we go, paste and brushes in hand, to search for clean running water…Poor Rastogi gets left behind and has to brush in public loos..uuughhh! We on the other hand find a little godforsaken eating joint whose top floor has a tap and somehow get through the ordeal. Finally we enter the temple, shown around by a chalu guide and pay our respects. It is truly wondrous and soo enormous!!  We also check out the saris, Madurai being famous for them. It is a lot of fun, sitting in the sari shop like a princess, draping the heavy material over us, like we’ve seen our mothers do.

10.30am
On the road again, after another South Indian breakfast of dosas and idli. Everyone feels light headed – Sumit and Rastogi waltz a bit at the front of the van, Rastogi suddenly thinks she’s a monkey and climbs over the seats, Mohit performs a mujra with a towel…madness prevails. Until we enter the hills…Rastogi then shuts up and pronounces herself to be nauseous – it’s the altitude you see. We stop, high up in the hills, at the Suicide Point, no points for guessing why. To see the scenery,of course, and the drop, too.

1.30pm
Kodaikanal is here!!! But hey, it’s a trifle chilly…we forgot about this. We have only summery clothes with us. Outside the van it’s drizzling slightly…yes, this can happen only to us. Cold and wet, that’s us! We rent a delightful cottage, 3 rooms and 3 bathrooms – the 6 boys get one whole room to themselves plus attached bathroom, while us girls get the other 2 interconnected rooms with bathrooms attached. Lucky!!! To combat the cold, we girls are given the guys’ shirts to wear ( hah!..we have to stand outside their room and pound the door, demanding for them). We decide to spend lunch and the afternoon in town, by which time it’s pouring heavily leaving us no choice but to go back to the cottage. Tea is ordered as everyone gets comfortable under the blankets in one room, watching tv and playing, as usual, coatpiece.

7.00pm 
We try our luck with the weather as we wander through the streets of the mall. By this time the cold has got to us and we wrap ourselves in our bedsheets, sheltered under umbrellas. Dinner is eaten in a trustworthy (?) establishment and many glances come our way, ‘coz we are resembling arabian princesses, sheets wrapped veil – like.

10.00pm
Back at the cottage, a raring bonfire is prepared. We just sit around it trying to warm up as much as possible but something’s missing…music!! Somehow a tiny tape recorder is borrowed and our tapes are played. Initially noone feels very energetic but the temptation is too hard to resist as one by one, everyone starts dancing around the bonfire. There is a feeling of great camaderie tonight and we all feel really close to each other.

Friday 8 September

9.00am
We set off to sightsee Kodaikanal after being made to wait almost an hour by the guys who were getting themselves ready ( for what I wonder?). There is a place called Mc Ewan’s point with the roots of trees spreading out to create steps down the hill. This place is renamed Pahwa Point after Mrinal slips and almost goes sliding down, held back only by the rest of the boys. Next on the agenda is the Green Valley Point, basically a scenery – viewing point for taking photos. After that is the golf course…nothing much to see there, of course. A pathway takes us all the way around Kodaikanal from a height so we get a bird’s-eye-view of the entire locality. Unfortunately, we are entrenched within the clouds and the view is a little obstructed.

2.00pm
Now nothing left to do…We think about heading back to Pondy but at the last minute decide to go boating on the main lake. Splash, Splash,Splash, we paddle hard, each boat trying to outdo the others…Arun gets so frustrated that he starts paddling with his hands instead of his feet. 

4.00pm
We set off for Pondy. Songs are sung, lots of noise is created but as darkness befalls, we all become silent. Some of us go off to sleep. Later it begins to rain, so heavily that the driver is forced to pull off the road as visibility is poor. It is the night horror stories are made of, with lightning and thunder scaring the wits out of us.

10.00pm
Our return is delayed due to the nonstop rain. We stop to have dinner at a restaurant in an on-the-way town and start off again. 

12.00am
We are two hours away from Pondy. Miraculously the rain has stopped. But wait.. oh no! Our back tyre has a puncture. Hmmm seems like we’re really lucky tonight…We’re all bundled outside as the driver tries to rectify the problem quickly (actually he is going to be pretty happy to see the last of us…we’ve driven him almost mad ). Finally! Onward back!

3.00am
We arrive back at Jipmer. Hurrah! Hurriedly, we dump our stuff and settle down to sleep on the floor of Curie House guest room.

Saturday 9 September

11.00am
Energetic and enthusiastic once again, we are riding in a kind of phat-phat sewa thingy towards the sandy beach. We just have to visit the beach again, what with Delhi being landlocked and all. 

5.00pm
Brutally tanned and sunburnt, we head back, bidding the beach a sorrowful goodbye. Never mind, plans are made to just relax tonight, visiting the shopping area of Pondy and then the French Quarter nearby, with the Rocky Beach also in the agenda. Our last night here in Pondy, for we leave tomorrow for Chennai.

Sunday 10 September

11.00pm
We pack off to Chennai by bus, going crazy at seeing the coast again, but out of regret to be leaving such a lovely place. The air is more quiet this time, noone seems to want to speak much. On reaching Chennai Central we are duly informed that the Grand Trunk Express is due to leave at 5.00pm. So as always, we wait. Stuck with luggage that can’t be left alone, we take turns in groups of five to eat lunch (our last South Indian meal, thank God) while other groups watch the bags. Finally we settle down on each other’s suitcases to play…you guessed it! Coatpiece! 

5.30pm
Right, onward home! By now, all of us are exhausted with all the traveling and are looking forward to going home. As luck will have it, Mrinal comes down with a fever, it’s suspected viral fever. We nurse him as we well as we can in a moving train.

Monday 11 September

Well, it’s pretty subdued out here, as all the boys of our group seem to have come down with something : Arun has a very high fever, Ananth has severe body ache, Sumit a bad cold, Mohit with stomach-ache and Mrinal is still no better. We girls are transformed into nursemaids. Hah, due to our diligent care, they seem more sprightly in the evening as we all just talk.

Tuesday 12 September
5.45am 
Hurray!! We’re home. Can’t wait to have a bath! We enjoyed ourselves tremendously, especially those whose first time it was traveling alone. Absolutely an experience of a lifetime!!! 


