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A Short Trip to Sikkim
by Meg and Adrian Williams, November 2015

The trip began with a civilised Indian Airways flight from Delhi to Bagdogra, a military airport 
pressed into civilian service but with a lot of military paraphernalia both inside and in the sur-
rounding terrain, and consequently a ‘no click zone’. When we disembarked from the jet we 
had to leave our bubble behind. We made straight for the prepaid taxi booth and were allotted 
a most aggressive Bengali driver to take us to Kurseong; he would accelerate towards a cow 
or human who was in the middle of the road and at the last minute, hooting crazily, dodge the 
obstacle on the wrong side, scattering motorbikes and rickshaws etc into the tightly packed 
slums. The environment improved when we started climbing into the hills though the driver’s 
nature did not. Anyhow we got there, gave him the extra not-prepaid money he demanded but 
no tip, and entered our characterful colonial-era hotel which had been restored from a state of 
dereliction and was once the home of the engineer responsible for maintaining the Darjeeling 
Hill Railway. It was set a little outside the grimy small town of Kurseong, in a magnificent 
situation on a ridge overlooking tea plantations on both sides, adjacent to the Castleton Tea 

Factory. The walk we made twice along the ridge into 
town to try to buy railtickets was not pleasant owing to 
traffic and dirt; but children who emerged from the hov-
els to walk to school were immaculately turned out in a 
surprisingly large variety of uniforms. The tiny town was 
full of schools it seemed, starting any time between 8 and 
10 in the morning. ‘The boy with shining morning face’ 
… but these children seemed to go along quite willingly. 
By contrast sullen and downtrodden-looking teapickers 
passed us on their way home, bowed under their baskets 
and wearing rubber boots. Later we learned there was 
trouble in the Darjeeling area as the plantation owners had 
won a legal right to not continue paying medical insur-
ance for the pickers or ‘cutters’. Only fair-trade tea from 
now on we thought. The hotel manager suggested we go 
for a ‘nice walk’ through the plantation. It was certainly 
better than being shooed into the gutter by the jeeps roar-

ing continuously along the road. But the teapickers regarded us suspiciously and there was a 
scary moment when a cheerful looking man (not a picker), emerging from the bushes, produced 
a plastic container with two snakes in it. Presumably that’s why they wore the rubber boots.

The hotel, Cochrane Place, was proud of its tea exper-
tise – Darjeeling light, Darjeeling second cut, etc., all 
pleasantly aromatic. But we didn’t feel like visiting the 
vast factory. The Toy Train was the next disappoint-
ment. Hard as it was to buy tickets (one had to keep 
returning to the kiosk to find the moment when the 
computer was working), nobody checked them when 
we boarded the train. We’d have been better off in 
Second Class as the First Class was taken over by a 
bossy man from Calcutta who ordered everyone into 
the seats (some broken) which were illegibly marked 
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on their tickets, then commandeered the rest for 
himself, wife and son. An Australian man staying 
in the hotel who had been born and brought up in 
Kurseong warned us about the train – the continu-
ous hooting over three hours is deafening. It has to 
keep hooting to give the local inhabitants a chance 
to flatten themselves back into their roadside shacks 
as it rumbles through. Luckily we were on the diesel 
not the steam version which would also have filled 
the dirty old carriages with poisonous black smoke. 
Far from leaping valleys and penetrating virgin for-
ests, it drags itself along the shanty-lined roadway 
which has evolved over the years from the original 

traintrack. Children going to school ran alongside or boarded the train as it proceeded, for fun 
not for transport. At one point we were caught in a train-and-traffic jam and stopped while the 
lorries backed up in both directions. As with other jams we encountered, it was efficiently sorted 
out with a lot of gesticulating and reversing. On arrival at Darjeeling we were first assailed by 
taxi drivers, then turned down by them, as apparently our hotel was in a pedestrian street so we 
lugged our things up the hill, guessing which way as nobody seemed to understand our English.

 Darjeeling, Queen of the Hills, is now for the major part a dump, 
with unwalkable dusty roads full of screaming and hooting jeeps, 
although Chowrasta Square at the top is still a pleasant pedestrian 
area where everyone congregates, with 
panoramic views to the mountains on a 
clear day. (The towns are all on hilltops.) 
We spoke to a middle-aged man with excel-
lent English, who explained the view’s fea-
tures, said he’d lived there all his life and 
‘this place is meant for walking’ but was 
ruined as you could no longer walk. ‘You 
people like to walk’ he said, meaning we 
English. Unlike many we met he didn’t 
seem to regard us as an alien species  – a 
feeling that was reinforced when visiting 
the 1950s-style zoo, where it appeared we 
were more exotic than the pathetic animals 
who either hid in their holes in a depressed 
state or stubbornly paced the bars up and 
down a few yards, like a once-majestic 
Bengal tiger. So the visitors picked on us, 
demanding photos and ‘Name! name!’ We 
began to understand their curiosity however.  Europeans were few 
and far between but next time I saw an elderly couple similar to 
ourselves I found myself thinking, who are those odd-looking crea-
tures? The display in the Himalayan Mountain Institute within the 
same grounds was equally tedious and static, oblivious of modern 

technological advantages, which seemed strange as India is essentially very technological. 
Quite a contrast to an imaginative new science museum we visited later in the trip.

Train traffic jam, from the train
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The posh hotels of Darjeeling are situated along the 
edge of the upper town (the Mall) with gated gardens 
facing the mountains. Monkey families paraded the 
railings. Packaged tourists are allowed out for brief 
periods to visit Chowrasta Square or Nehru Road with 
its bazaar, where our hotel was situated. Luckily it was 
opposite Glenarys’ Bakery, classiest in town, where 
you could buy good coffee, cakes, and even fish and 
chips. Each trip across the road to get some nice food 
involved passing piteous looking beggars, a youngish 
one in particular with no foot or fingers, wrapped in 
rags. He used to disappear when it got cold – which 
began in earnest the moment the sun went down. The hotel room was hot because incongru-
ously it was above the kitchen of Kentucky Fried Chicken. At night the door to the building was 
barred, and there were bars on the room window – a claustrophobic feeling since days before 
we’d experienced our first earthquake in Delhi, and realized that to be imprisoned in a concrete 
building is not ideal in such circumstances. No chance of spontaneously joining the 4am rush of 
screeching jeeps on their way to Tiger Hill to see the sunrise – we’d have had to book our exit. 
Anyway Pelling was our main objective for the sunrise spectacle – here is a preview:

John our hotel manager said he managed three hotels (all called Bellevue) but that only this 
one had any guests in it. The tourist industry was flagging. Hot water was turned off unpre-
dictably in our room – but no doubt wasn’t paying for itself. In fact all the hotels we stayed 

in were pretty empty throughout the trip, 
despite all the chock-full jeeps and taxis 
roaring around. John had an interest in trek-
king, and a forlorn notice advertising tours 
to Sikkim stood outside Kentucky Fried 
Chicken, formerly occupied by the Sik-
kim Tourist Visa Centre (now replaced by 
a complex system of document stamping 
by three separate government offices in the 
town). Owing to his contacts in this area, 
John did us one particular service which 
changed the quality of our trip. When we 
explained we were trying to get to Pelling in 
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West Sikkim and asked his help, he found us a most expert 
and delightful young driver from Sikkim (taking his 10 per 
cent cut with a slightly apologetic shake of the head). Tashi, 
he said, would not only take us to Pelling, but would help 
us to ‘roam around’ while we were there. Tashi’s taxi was 
a tough little Suzuki with Buddhist flags strung along the 
back window and a blue scarf flying across the wing-mirror. 
Despite these impediments he could see, judge and negoti-
ate every stone and pothole on the road, without hesitation 
and without unnecessary stops and jolts.

Outside Sikkim, Tashi was regularly stopped by Bengali police owing to his Sikkim number-
plate, and had to produce sheafs of documents for checking. ‘West Bengal police no good’ he 
commented (this was some days later on the homeward route, when we traversed the squalid 
town of Siliguri). Tashi spoke some English, Hindi, Sikkim and Bangla, but said he never had 
English tourists and could practice his English only with Thai or occasionally Japanese visi-
tors (actually he also listened attentively to the music cds which he constantly played, some 
of which had English language songs). Ensconced in the little car we veered off down a steep 
sideroad out of Darjeeling. ‘Rough road’ said Tashi – we thought he meant for half a mile or 
so – but that was just the beginning. For three hours we drove downhill round hairpin bends 
on an unmade road through wonderful rolling country, farms and teagardens, finding that on 
the other side of Darjeeling people began to look happier even if not necessarily richer. There 
was more space between them. En route we stopped at a cleanly kept roadside hut to buy chai 

(sweet tea), and discussed with Tashi our ‘pack-
age’ which included our ‘roaming around’ for 5 
days and return to Bagdogra airport. Unfortu-
nately when we got to the other side of the rickety 
bridge across the Ranjit river into Sikkim, swarms 
of khaki-clad officials surrounded us. It transpired 
that the visas we’d procured with great effort the 
previous day in Darjeeling only allowed foreign-
ers to cross at two points, of which this was not 
one. So police turned us back to Darjeeling. ‘Shit’ 
said Tashi. ‘Shit, shit.’  Uphill for three hours, 
same hairpin bends the other way up, through 
the taxi document checks again, then down to the 

Rangpo crossing where, instead of being swamped by officials, we had difficulty ferreting one 
out to stamp our visas – knowing it had to be done or we’d never get out again.  Adrian tried to 
get Tashi to accept payment for the wasted journey but he said ‘No, rubbish!’

Indian drivers are a breed apart –  their skill is extraordinary (otherwise they’d all be dead). A 
guest at the Kurseong hotel said he’d been chewing his seatbelt all the way from the airport. 
(We didn’t have seatbelts.) Over and beyond that, road travel in Sikkim is a complete roller-
coaster, like being given sixpence as a child and let loose in the fairground.  The narrow pre-
cipitous mountain roads, winding up and down Sikkim’s multiple 6000 foot ridges and valleys, 
were a phenomenon. Roadsigns said ‘Life is short, don’t make it shorter’ and similar injunc-
tions. The little Suzuki seemed to be able to slip through places the wide-tyred jeeps couldn’t go 
and our driver was rarely overtaken. Periodically even a tarmac road was broken by a waterfall 
which had gouged out the surface to a depth of a foot or so. The car would slow down and care-

       Typical jeep
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fully clamber over, on a diagonal. Occasionally 
a ravine or river was spanned by a Bailey bridge 
thrown across during the war.

The road along the Ranjit on the Sikkim side, to 
the crossing point where we’d been turned back, 
was horrendous. The journey times given on the 
internet bore no relation to reality. The entire 
road had been dug up in order to be resurfaced, 
meaning that it was just a mess of mud and dust 
dotted with boulders and potholes, with piles of 
stones at intervals being smashed by hand into 
smaller stones by colourful bands of workers 
(often women and children). Bulldozers rested 
here and there, like abandoned tanks, perched 
on large hills of grey sand. After regaining our 
original crossing point we turned uphill toward 
Pelling – another terrible rocky road, narrow 
and precipitous but navigated with panache by 
our driver. We got there after dark. Tashi disap-
peared and said he’d pick us up at 9 next morn-
ing. As John had informed us he lived ‘around 

there’ we foolishly supposed he’d gone home – still not having any clear idea of the geography, 
and somewhat dazed by our nine-hour shake-up.

Fixated on getting as close to Kanchenjunga as soon as possible, we had headed straight for Pel-
ling rather than going the usual tourist route (east–west) via Gangtok. The Norbu Ghang Resort 
was a haven of serenity, beautifully appointed in a Tibetan-Buddhist style, in the midst of lovely 
gardens with walkways, and staffed by gentle courteous people (though we could hardly under-
stand one another’s English). We were greeted with the traditional Buddhist white scarf of wel-
come. Here we had our only glimpse of other Europeans till Gangtok: a guided group of yoga and 
trekking enthusiasts who vigorously did exercises on the lawn. First thing next morning Adrian 
opened the curtains and said ‘There’s your Kanchenjunga’ – and there it was – a miraculous 
sight. The five white peaks of the sacred mountain seemed almost within reach, indeed they were 

only eight miles away. Other days were mixed cloudy and sunny, with a few spells of rain. Such 
days were pleasant in their own way, and atmospheric as one felt one was wandering amongst the 

Road workers

Fulfilment of a dream

Bailey bridge



clouds, but ultimately I couldn’t regret going the ‘wrong way’ round Sikkim as otherwise we’d 
have missed the clear sight of the peaks on those bright cloudless mornings in Pelling.

Luckily since we now had Tashi to rely on, there was no need 
to attempt to organise everything ourselves (which had proved 
somewhat prone to misapprehension). The next day we were 
taken to see some dramatically steep waterfalls and the Pemyang-
tse monastery – first and best of several that we visited. The best 
because of its age, and unspoilt homely quality; the old murals 
were still visible, and gradually being restored; the monks seated 
at long tables were chanting their ritual books, and we could 
wander freely over the three floors of the smallish main build-
ing. There’s a lot to be said for Buddhism, said Adrian. He was 
entranced by the chanting and made efforts to read the Sanskrit 
over the monks’ shoulders. But being unused to walking in socks 
on marble, he collided with a running monk on the marble steps 

of the temple and there was a bit of an entanglement. This wasn’t the only running monk we 
saw – they often seemed to be running. I asked Tashi why and he said ‘They’re playing’. It was 
the same whatever age – and they come to the monastery from as young as three. We were then 
conveyed to nearby Khecheopalri, the gla-
cial sacred lake, where we all took off shoes 
again in order to watch the feeding of a vast 
number of fat black fish by a great number 
of holidaying families (it was a weekend, 
approaching Diwali). Tashi bought 2 packs 
of biscuits for them – the fish not the fami-
lies. Then we moved on to the next door hill 
to see the ruins of the old capital of Sikkim, 
Radamtse – a longish trek through a forest 
marked at stages with encouraging signs 
like ‘Don’t be downhearted, you’re halfway 
there’ or ‘Something exciting is about to 
happen’. The old palace, heavily fortified, 
stood on an amazing spot on the top of a hill with a 360 degree outlook, surveying the surround-
ing ring of mountains. The Pemyangtse monastery on the adjacent hill was also visible and the 
monks’ chanting and hornblowing clearly audible.  The king’s bedstead remained, made of 
stone as if touched by Midas. Presumably the stone bases of everything had once had wooden 
thatched superstructures, painted in many colours like the other traditional houses we saw.

Radamtse

  Pemyangtse steps

Flags and fish-feeding at Khecheopalri
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The next two nights were booked at a remote farmhouse, a kind of agriturismo, near Ravangla 
in the centre of South Sikkim. Horror at the nature of the road up to it – a mile of vertical bends 
with a surface made of jutting rocks. We thought the taxi would never get up but it did. The old 
farmhouse, recessed into the top of the hill, was rather fine: a huge open plan space with pol-
ished wooden pillars, and a latticed bamboo ceiling blackened by smoke from an old stove in the 
centre. The smoke was designed to find its way skyward via the spaces in the thatch. Benches 
and low tables lay around covered in carpets. We asked for lunch for three but the owner said 

come back in two hours, and go sightseeing meanwhile. 
Down the hill again – and up the next one to Buddha 
Park, whose huge golden Buddha was visible from miles 
away, with Disneyland effect. The park, a recent con-
struction, was grandiose and formal but part of Sikkim’s 
tourist effort. It did boast a temple painted with educative 
scenes from the life of the Buddha. The monastery within 
the complex was a bit of a fake – no real monks chant-
ing, just a cd playing in an eternal loop. Things became 
socially complicated back at the farmhouse; we felt out 
of our depth. The owner said Tashi would eat separately 
from us, and we supposed he would prefer this anyhow; 
but Adrian insisted he should be well fed since ‘he’s very 
thin’ at which the manager laughed. He was fed, but we 
don’t know what. The food was very good though there 
was far too much for two people. It was served by the 

two daughters of the house, aged 23 and 27. Unlike their father they could speak no English at 
all, even though in Sikkim all children have to learn both Hindi and English to a certain level, 
in addition to their local language Sikkim, which Tashi explained was a kind of Tibetan; then 
they continue with either Hindi or English to a higher level. (Signs are in English, sometimes 
also Hindi and Bangla.) We wondered if the daughters were being kept as cheap labour, but later 
a friend explained that this would be considered a disgrace, and according to the system, they 
would find better husbands the better the family business was doing.

Things got increasingly uncomfortable when a young family from Calcutta joined us in the 
house: bossy talkative father, depressed wife, engaging little toddler (who he kept insisting 

Flowers and mountains
Sunday outing

Prayerwheels at Buddha Park
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was ‘very naughty’), and a family friend 
who attempted to smooth things over.  The 
father explained he’d given up his job in 
finance and become a photographer, which 
sounded fishy; he gave a long lecture on 
how to take a photograph, then insisted we 
join his barbecue outside. We’d already 
ordered dinner but we came out to watch 
the bonfire – it was dark, cold and wind-
swept out on the hill. He attempted to 
roast pieces of chicken on a spit over a fire 
made of exploding bamboo sticks. Having 
burnt the chicken he urged us to eat it – 
‘it’s all yours’. Instead we went inside for 

the dinner which had been carefully prepared and was excellent. The manager laughed when we 
said ‘much better than barbecue’. Our driver was still hovering around outside and we felt he 
was getting somewhat unhappy in this setup, so far from other amenities where he could make 
himself at home. Tashi had told us he was a Bhutia Buddhist and that was his caste. We’d imag-
ined there was no caste in Buddhism, and most people in Sikkim are some kind of Buddhist, 
with an admixture of Hindu. A book we’d started reading about traditional (Bhutia) Sikkim 
Buddhism, belonging to the hotel, disappeared overnight and we suspected our fellow guest had 
gone off with it, having observed us reading it, wondering curiously what anybody could be so 
curious about. Tashi was asleep on a bench in a bedding roll when we emerged for breakfast 
next morning. It was pouring with monsoon-type rain. We used this as an excuse to strike camp 
and changed our plans so we could spend the next night at Gangtok instead of staying another 
night on the farm as booked. It would be worth the half-night penalty. To our relief our Calcutta 
refugees were not up when we set off for Gangtok. Probably kept awake by the naughty baby.

On the road again. More wonderful views of misty blue mountains seen through tall trees 
emerging from the ravines. We didn’t see much dense jungle – glimpsed a bit more of this 
on our descent back into Bengal. More little wooden houses, and larger concrete ones, gaily 
painted and with flowers all around them: poinsettias, marigolds, morning glory, fuchsia etc  … 
and many others that we didn’t know, such as the small trees with large white or yellow inverted 
trumpets (we were told these are poisonous). The wild cherries were in blossom in autumn 
instead of spring; also the rhododendron trees. The rocky cliffs along the roads everywhere 
were covered in a variety of mosses and ferns.

Ravangla – before the rain

Typical small house Housebuilding
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En route for Gangtok we visited Temi Tea Gardens, a state-run affair; in fact the minister was 
visiting at the same time. The tea was in fact delicious. A supervisor showed the three of us 

around, clearly with pride in his knowledge and in the factory. 
Finally I understood the difference between green and black 
tea – the latter being ‘rolled’ in lethal looking machines that 
swing around like Daleks (in the ‘Medium Risk’ room), then 
fermented and heat-dried. The entire process from picking to 
packing takes one day. As it is processed the tea is graded 
several times: first into Typhoo vs Twinings (small vs large 
leaf-snippets), then into leaf vs teabags, of which the lowest 
grade is actually labelled ‘Dust’. Mounds of tealeaves fall 
onto the floor and are swept up by traditional twig brooms. A 
bit of concrete dust gets mixed in. ‘Teabags’ laughed Tashi. 
No more teabags.

We had no hotel reservation in Gangtok so Tashi took it upon himself to find one which was 
cheap and central, and booked us in. The only problem was it was only reachable via a long, 
narrow, vertical flight of crumbling concrete steps of assorted shapes and slopes and with no 
handrail. They led down to Mahatma Gandhi Marg, a pedestrian area of shops and cafes, for 
once easy to ramble around in. The Oileem Hotel was run by a practical, reasonable guy who put 
up a notice requesting guests to turn off the water heater when not in use, etc, and had a wifi sys-
tem that worked. It was the cheapest hotel we stayed in. We couldn’t get any beer that evening 
as it was a ‘dry day’ in Sikkim. Next day we passed a government rehabilitation clinic, a huge 
centre out in the countryside. Tashi confirmed 
alcoholism was a problem (though doubt-
less no worse than anywhere else).  Later we 
learned there was a high suicide rate amongst 
both young and elderly people in Sikkim: the 
standard method being hanging. Behind the 
gentle Buddhist countenance of society there 
must have also been hidden unhappiness and at 
times despair, even though we didn’t see a sin-
gle beggar there, and indeed Tashi confirmed 
there were no beggars. 

Temi Tea Garden

Tashi

Washing lines
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Sikkim makes efforts to class itself as green, clean and unspoilt, and indeed it made a stark con-
trast to the crowded, badtempered towns of West Bengal that we passed through. The drive to 
Kalimpong, just across the border into Bengal, was made via the vertiginous ‘high road’ rather 
than the (merely steep) main road, and entailed reaching a breathtakingly high viewpoint where 
the whole of Sikkim was laid out, from distant hills down to the curling river Teesta in the deep 
valley far below. 

The most unexpected feature of this route was not the 
gaudy giant twin statues of Buddha and Hanuman, but the 
Kalimpong Science Centre a few miles further on, topped 
by dinosaurs in the clouds. The Centre had a multitude of 
imaginative and engaging hands-on experiments for chil-
dren (or adults), focused on physics. The worst feature of 
the route came at the end – the drive through the choked 
and messy main street of Kalimpong, to get to our hotel 
on the further  edge of town, up the usual Hill Cart Road. 
It was spacious and comfortable and a bit like sitting in an 
Agatha Christie film-set; but almost empty. Apparently it 
had hosted eminent visitors such as Hillary and Tenzing, 
and was still run by the Scottish family whose house it had 
originally been. It was cheaper than the rural retreat; and 
again food was very good. And cheese-and-tomato sand-
wiches for tea, colonial-style. Sadly the mountain view was 
obscured by mists; and the hotel was an artificial oasis from 
which it was impossible to go for a walk much beyond the 
gates, owing to the usual stream of jeeps and motorbikes 
careering from one side of the road to the other, amongst 
the human and animal life. Though usually if you can per-
severe, suburbs like these peter out before long.

The only accident we saw, or became aware of at close 
hand, was a tragic one on the main road between Kalim-
pong and Siliguri. The road follows the river Teesta at vary-
ing heights, and at one of the highest cliff-faces a lorry had 

River Teesta from the high road

Kalimpong Science Centre

Traffic jam
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tipped over a dizzy distance into the river down below. Six tow-trucks were parked diagonally, 
lowering their wire cables to the river, where a diver was attaching them to the submerged 
vehicle. Clearly the driver was drowned. On the other side of the road was the usual bunch of 
stone-breakers; two had climbed up the cliff to select a stone for breaking, pushing it down with 
a bamboo pole. (Incidentally at one of the monasteries, the monks had their own method for 
breaking stones, by dropping them over the balcony into a pile below; getting lost on the way 
out of the monastery we momentarily ended up on the pile ourselves.)

Tashi did a heroic job of overtaking endless 
chains of lorries and jeeps on the way to Bag-
dogra airport (smiling when Adrian said ‘well 
done’ – pleased his efforts had been appreciated). 
Again he ran the gauntlet of the hostile Bengali 
police in Siliguri, a town back in the middle ages 
with its rags and rickshaws. Maybe due to the 
exreme pressure of the vast numbers of people, 
we found Bengal drivers to be far more aggres-
sive than those of either Delhi (despite its cha-
otic driving) or Sikkim, where the taxi drivers 
use their horns for communication via a complex 
system of signalling.

The Himalayas were shrouded in mist on the plane back, which changed into smog as we 
descended into Delhi (four times the official safety limit for pollution – a few days later, at 
Diwali, it was four hundred). Goodbye to Sikkim, Tashi and afterwards Delhi was a very 
emotional experience – owing I suppose to the mixture of beauty and extreme poverty, and 
people’s ways of dealing with it, and the difficulty of interacting with strangers when you 
suddenly find yourself in such intense proximity for what seemed so long. Five days in a tiny 
Suzuki with the prayerflags fluttering – yet even Tashi had a Facebook page.

Goodbye to Bengal

                                         Do not get tired – great excitement is awaiting ...


