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Shimla, the classic hill station, is a great place
to start, as is Manali, still further north. Ideal
trekking season is in September/October,
after the monsoon. To take adventure up a
notch, set off from Manali for the epic two-
day journey (possible from mid-June to mid-
September) to Leh in Ladakh, whose towering
mountain peaks are criss-crossed by epic hik-
ing trails. Rishikesh is another top spot for
rafting and trekking, with a famous pilgrim-
age trail to four sacred mountain  temples,
and more treks await in mountainous Sikkim.

Spiritual India: For religious fervour,
Varanasi reigns supreme, with its ancient
funeral ghats where Hindus pay their last
respects to the dead beside the sacred River
Ganges. But youíll encounter Indiaís spiritual
side all over the country, particularly at pil-
grimage towns such as Ajmer and Pushkar in
Rajasthan, or the Sikh holy city of Amritsar in
the Punjab. If you want to get more involved,
you’ll find classes in meditation and yoga
almost everywhere, from the Delhi suburbs to
the ashrams of Rishikesh. For Buddhist
encounters, aim for Tibetan-Buddhist centres
such as Leh in Ladakh and McLeod Ganj
(Dharamsala), home to the Dalai Lama and
the Tibetan government in exile.

2. Slow down
Many people try to cram too much into a

visit to India. To get the best out your trip,
concentrate on a few places rather than try-
ing to tick off as many as possible. Seeing one
place slowly can be much more rewarding
than seeing loads of places, but not having
time to appreciate any of them. Spend a few
days in a place and you’ll be less stressed,
gain a deeper understanding of where you
are, and have more time to get to know the
people you meet.

3. Escape the crowds
With over a billion locals, many parts of

India are certainly crowded. The bustle and
mayhem can be fun, particularly if there’s a
festival in town, but it’s easy to reach the
point of saturation. Fortunately, India has
plenty of quiet retreats, so plan some relaxing
escapes into your journey. To keep your bat-

teries charged, spend some days or weeks in
a city, followed by some days or weeks in the
countryside or in a small town. For inner (and
outer) peace, head south to the backwaters
and beaches of Kerala, or north to India’s cap-
tivating hill stations or the Tibetan-influenced
valleys of the Himalaya in Ladakh, Sikkim and
Himachal Pradesh.

4. Stay healthy
No one wants to get ill, particularly if

youíre on a shorter trip, so it pays to take
steps to avoid a dodgy tum. Never drink tap
water, and steer clear of any food that may
have been washed in it. As a precaution,
avoid ice, ice cream, and salads and fruit you
haven’t just peeled yourself. Let your stom-
ach acclimatize for a few days before launch-
ing into a street food feast, and whenever
buying street food, do a mental assessment
of standards of cleanliness. Are the owners
freshly cooking the food or has it been

standing there for a while? Is the stall busy
with lots of customers or only attracting
hoards of flies?

Many travelers go veggie whilst in India,
and it’s not a bad idea, as a dodgy bit of
meat wil l  do you a lot more harm than
undercooked vegetables. Plus, many Indians
are vegetarian, so the country offers perhaps
the world’s most fabulous choice of vegetar-
ian food. If you do eat meat, make sure it’s
well cooked, and stick to stalls and restau-
rants that are packed with locals (the best
barometer for hygiene standards).

When youíre on the road, you may well
find you have to use some less than sanitary
toilet stops, but these don’t have to be
health hazards. Toilet paper is rarely provid-
ed, but the left-hand-and-water-jug method
preferred by many locals can be fine if you
carry soap with you so you can wash your
hands properly afterwards. Anti-bacterial
wipes and anti-bacterial gel are also handy
to keep in your day bag for a last minute
clean up before eating with your fingers.

5. Keep your cool
As well as its beauty and wonder, India

has an often deserved reputation for touts,
scams, and other hassles. There are ways you
can reduce the chances of  being over-
charged or cheated, but you will have a few
encounters with scammers on your trip, so
keep your wits about you and remember
that deals that sound too good to be true
usually are. In particular, be wary of taxi and
rickshaw drivers who insist on taking you to
specific hotels, shops or travel agencies - the
cost of their commission will added to your
bill.  The single most important piece of
advice for any India first-timer is to try to
remain calm, no matter what. Frustrations
boil over easily in India, and being able to
control them, take a deep breath and move
on, is key to enjoying your time here. If
youíre getting stressed about losing some
money or being scammed, take a moment to
consider how much youíve really lost and
whether itís worth getting that fussed about.

Now go out, and claim your piece of the
subcontinent!
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