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Introduction 
 
During spring semester 2013 Professors Christie, Pandey, and Steffel introduced 
students to the history and culture of India and prepared them for travel to India 
and Nepal.  The class was composed of five OSU Marion students, three OSU 
Program 60 students, two instructors, and one staff member.  They all signed up 
for History 2798, Study Tour India. 
 
Our journey took us to the world’s largest democracy with over 1.2 billion people.  
India is also one of the largest traditional societies undergoing modernization—
China is the other.  We traveled in Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and Nepal.  India is the 
birthplace of many religions and home to all the major religions.  Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism were all born here.  Tradition holds that Christianity 
was brought to India by St. Thomas in 52 CE., and again by missionaries from 
the 16th century on.  Islam was introduced to India by the Arab traders in the 7th 
century CE and established with the waves of Turkic invaders beginning with the 
Ghaznavids in the 10th century CE.  Despite our preparations we were not truly 
prepared for what we would see and experience.  The sheer crush of humanity 
and unbelievable road traffic had to be seen to be believed. 
 
We experienced the various forms of Hinduism in Varanasi, Mathura, and in a 
village near Kushinagar.  We had a unique opportunity to view and participate in 
the Hindu Thread Ceremony, which symbolizes the spiritual birth of a male.  We 
also traveled in the footsteps of Buddha and experienced Buddha’s life cycle: 
birth (Lumbini), enlightenment (Bodh Gaya), first sermons and converts 
(Sarnath), nirvana (Kushinagar).  We were awed by the Persian influence 
introduced by the Mughals in our visits to Fort Agra and the Taj Mahal in Agra 
and Humayun’s Tomb in New Delhi.   
 
What did we take home?  Our journal attempts to express some of our 
experiences. 
 
We owe special thanks to Prof. Pandey, whose vision, leadership, and planning, 
especially when traveling in India, made this study tour would not have been 
possible.  Thanks also to Prof. Christie and his wife Sue Gedney for their caring 
of students traveling for the first time in such alien surroundings.  Finally, thanks 
to OSU Marion for the generous study travel scholarships that made all this 
possible for our students. 
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Monday, April 29, 2013       Columbus to Delhi 

Vladimir Steffel 

By 5:30 p.m. all 14 travelers had checked-in at the Columbus airport and passed 

through the security.  But where was Professor Pandey?  He was in India; he left a 

week early to check on things.  In fact, he called us while we were sitting at the 

departure gate to find out if all was well.  Unfortunately, he had a bad cough and voice.  

The first leg of our journey was a short hop to Detroit.  From Detroit we flew to 

Amsterdam on a Delta flight that 

arrived at 10:30 a.m. on April 30th.  

Fortunately, our departure gate for 

Delhi was in the same corridor.  

We had plenty of time to stroll and 

stretch and check out the vendors.  

Among our various stops was an 

airport gambling casino and a 

“Live Foot Spa, Let Fish Do the 

Work”.  Adults could get a fifteen 

minute foot fish massage for 

€19.95; children could get a 10 

minute massage for €10.00. 

 

  

 

Bernard stopped at an airport 

exhibition only to learn that today was not 

only Queen’s Day but that the Dutch were 

celebrating the crowning of a new king.  

Queen Beatrix abdicated after reigning for 

33 years in favor of her son Willem-

Alexander.  He is the first king in more 

than a century or since 1890.  The Dutch 

were celebrating as we enjoyed our brief 

airport visit.  As we boarded the plane 

Nancy picked up a Dutch newspaper with 

front page photo of the royal family. 
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             King 

Queen Maxim      Queen Beatrix   Willem-Alexander 

Before boarding the plane in Amsterdam, we had another security check and 

people lost their bottles of water.  Again our flight was uneventful.  We arrived in Delhi at 

1:00 a.m. May 1st.  Now the “fun” began.  Another passenger had taken Esther’s 

luggage.  It would take some time to get airport staff to look into the case.  Esther had 

her baggage claim check.  There was one piece of unclaimed baggage.  Airport staff 

identified and called the owner.  Fortunately, they were only a half hour away, but very 

unhappy that they had to come back to the airport.  By 3:00 a.m. everything had been 

straightened out and we were on our way to the Hotel Sarovar located in the Delhi 

suburb of Vaishali, Ghazabad, Uttar Pradesh.  Our bus driver had to pay a special tax to 

enter Uttar Pradesh.  We arrived around 4:00 am and were in bed by 5:am.  What a 

day.  Total travel time was approximately 22 hours excluding travel to and from airports 

and the baggage incident. 

Vladimir Steffel  
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Wednesday, May 1, 2013       Old and New Delhi 

Stephanie Austin 

Our arrival at the Delhi International Airport proved to be an adventure.  Esther 

Appiah mistakenly tagged her carry-on, but not her checked luggage.  As we waited at 

the carousal for her luggage we noticed a group of young Indian women who were the 

India National Field Hockey Team (Olympic Team).  One of the women inadvertently 

collected Esther’s luggage.  Dr. Steffel and Esther went to the lost/missing luggage desk 

while we proceeded through customs to meet Dr. Pandey.  After about twenty minutes 

we were approached by a person with a Pandey sign who asked us if we were waiting 

for Dr. Pandey. He then identified himself as our local guide and said his name was 

Mahesh Pandey.  He explained that Dr. Pandey was waiting outside the Arrivals 

Terminal because he forgot his passport.  We told him about the luggage problem. 

Mahesh Pandey then escorted us to a waiting area and got us a nice refreshing box of 

mango juice while we waited for Dr. Steffel and Esther.  

Once Esther’s luggage arrived we met Dr. Pandey and went to the Hotel 

Sarovar.  After checking-in we were given our nightly instructions for breakfast and 

departure time. 

We left for Old Delhi about 10:30 in the morning.  The 15 km trip took about an 

hour; we drove through several local market areas and were able to clearly take in the 

sights. We saw many vendors busy selling their goods along the way. The markets 

were very crowded and busy. People were sitting, standing and walking in lines to make 

their purchases. I noticed that there were far more men using the outdoor facilities this 

time than I had noticed on the 2011 study tour.  Our driver knew his way around and 

brought us right to Gate 3, the north entrance to the Jama Masjid. We were instructed to 

leave our cameras on the bus if we didn’t want to pay 

the extra fee in order to take pictures inside. As soon 

as I exited the bus I could feel the Indian heat. It hit me 

in the face and almost took my breath away. The 

combination of the heat and the street food cooking 

combined to make a very unique odor in the air.  

We all stood huddled around the front of the bus 

under the only shade tree waiting for Dr. Pandey. He 

informed us that the mosque was closed for prayer.  He 

suggested that we walk a few blocks to visit the Shri 

Digambar Jain Lal Mandir (Jain temple). However, it 

too was closed, but they did allow us in to visit their bird 

sanctuary. Here they take in all species of ill birds. 

Some have minor illness such a broken wing while 
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others suffer from disease and are about to die. The charity bird hospital was built in 

order for Jains to continue practicing their beliefs while being confined to a small 

compound in the middle of a massively populated city. Because the Jains believe that 

all life is sacred, they built the hospital to help care for the birds. All treatment to the 

birds is free and is based on the message of Lord Mahavira, “Live and Let Live.”  The 

hospital is divided into individual wards to treat different species like pigeons, parrots, 

sparrows and even squirrels that have been hurt. A boy about 12 years old walked with 

me and occasionally told me about the birds.  He was able to name the species and say  

         

say what was wrong. However, his English was very broken and I could only catch a 

few words here and there.  Even though there was a communication barrier, I smiled 

and thanked him.  I gave him some rupees for his help but I saw him put the money in 

the donation box. We then walked around the compound for a short time; some took 

pictures while others just sat and visited with each other. I found a nice shady spot and 

meditated. The heat was almost unbearable.  

After resting a few minutes we walked back to visit the largest congregational 

mosque in Asia, the Jama Masjid.  We entered through the, “visitor gate” and all of us  

      

American women were given a bright and colorful moo-moo style dress to wear so that 

we could be identified as visitors.  We sat down in the shade of the prayer hall and were 

given an introduction to the history of the mosque. The mosque was built in 1656 by the 

Emperor Shah Jahan. It took six years and approximately 5,000 workers to complete 
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the red sandstone structure. It was built on a natural rock cliff and three marble domes 

are flanked by two tall and glorious minarets. The courtyard is a rectangle approximately 

75 meters by 66 meters and accommodates about 25,000 worshippers.  When allowed, 

one may purchase an extra ticket to climb the southern minaret. It takes almost 20 

minutes to climb the steep stairs and the view I hear is breath taking. It was closed 

today! Our guide took 15 minutes to explain the mosque, then we were given 30 

minutes to explore on our own. I met some really nice families. We sat together and 

talked. They took photographs of me with their children and then it was time to leave. 

We walked down the steps of the mosque and boarded the bus.  

It was well past lunch time so as we were about to leave the crowded Old Delhi 

to head to our next stop, Dr. Pandey and Mahesh Pandey got off the bus and 

purchased some biscuit like bread and mango juice. Although the juice was warm, it 

was very refreshing. The bread however was dry and had no taste. I ate one anyway 

because I was hungry since I hadn’t had breakfast. We ate and discussed what we had 

experienced thus far and were excited about what was still to come. I was very tired so I 

took a short nap during the 40 minute bus ride to our next stop. 

I awoke about five minutes before arriving at Swaminarayan Akshardham 

Temple in New Delhi.  The Temple’s elegance and beauty stood out against the poor 

and unkempt areas surrounding it. It appeared to be a magical place. The massive size 

of it well kept structure and well-manicured lawns made it appear almost as if it were a 

palace of some rich and famous king.  I had never seen such as beautiful place in all my 
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life. I was so excited to see such a magnificent structure. The anticipation of getting a 

closer view was making me over excited and I wanted to hurry off the bus. Pandey gave 

very strict instructions about not taking anything inside. He informed us that we would 

be going through very strict security check points.  

What happened next, by far, had to be one of the most interesting things that I 

have ever experienced during any of my travels. First, like standard procedure in many 

countries, the men and women were separated; I entered the security line for the 

females and proceeded to the first check point.  Here I was asked where I was from and 

why I was visiting the temple and the female officer checked my purse. She found the 

recorder and began to yell at me. In English she said, “no, no, no, not allowed you are a 

bad person, can’t bring these things here.” Then she proceeded to pat me down behind 

a curtain. Inside the curtain was an older lady who attempted to scrape off the tattoo on 

the top of my foot. She kept repeating no art work, no art work, as she scrubbed my 

foot. Another security officer came over and explained to her that it was a tattoo and 

that it wouldn’t come off. The younger girl escorted me through the side gate back to the 

entrance of the temple. She told me that I could either walk the recorder back to the bus 

or pay to have it checked and retrieve it when I left. I decided to check it because I was 

still very excited to get inside the temple. I turned the corner to check the recorder and 

ran into Dr. Pandey. He looked confused as to why I was all alone so I explained to him 

what had happened. He put the recorder in his bag; we checked the items and returned 

to the security line. This time, the young security officer met me and escorted me 

through the check point. I met up with the rest of the group who had been waiting and 

wondering what had happened to me.  

The beauty of this temple was unlike any other I had ever visited. The entire 

temple 

complex 

was filled 

with breath 

taking 

views, the 

gardens are 

well 

manicured 

and in full 

bloom. The 

architecture 

surpassed 

most 

everything 
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in the U.S. The sandstone was so intercut and delicately carved it was hard to focus on 

just one piece of work. Prior to entering into the temple, visitors walked through the area 

known as ten gates.  “These gates 

represent the ten directions, symbolizing 

freedom of thought in Sanatan Dhrama as 

revealed in the Rig Veda”, “let noble 

thoughts come to us from all sides.” After 

walking through the gates guests were 

welcomed in the Bhakti Dwar or Gate of 

Devotion.  It was decorated with 208 sculpted dual 

forms of God and His devotee.  Upon passing 

through the Bhakti Dwar guests were in a courtyard 

dominated by two Mayur Dwar (Peacock Gates).  

These gates have a total of 869 stone peacocks of 

different shapes and sizes that celebrate the joy 

peacocks add to life. The courtyard also had a small 

fountain that contained very large marble foot prints 

of Bhagwan Swaminarayan (1781 – 1830 CE), the 

spiritual leader to whom this glorious temple 

complex was built. 

The Akshardham Temple celebrates 

traditional Indian spiritual values.  The inside of the 

main sanctuary was overwhelming: from the floor 

to the ceiling, every little carving, work of art, and 

Deity was covered in gold, crystals, and precious 

gem stones. In the center of the temple on a 

marbled floor was a huge golden statue of a 

seated Bhagwan in meditation style to welcome 

all.  The inside of the temple resembled a palace 

and the silence gave peace and meaning to the 

spiritual experience.  The outer wall (Mandovar) 

was the largest and most detailed carved wall in 

all of India. It is 610 feet long by 25 feet high and 

features 200 hand sculpted divine images. It 

includes a total of 4,287 carved stones. The base 

of the Mandovar is a pageant of elephants.  The 
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elephants line the entire bottom level of 

the temple. It’s as if they were carrying 

the temple on their backs. The detail and 

beauty of the elephants consumed me.  

Perhaps the visit to the Exhibition 

Halls, composed of the Hall of Values, a 

Movie Theater, and a Cultural Boat Ride, 

may have been one of my favorite 

activities of this trip. There was much to 

see, but I was completely disappointed 

that we were rushed through and were 

not given any time to explore.  The 

Temple is supposed to close at 7:00 p.m.  The best way to describe this activity is that it 

was a wax museum with animation. We went through several rooms and each room 

focused on a different phase in the life of Bhagwan Swaminarayan. In the Hall of Values 

and Movie Theater we learned of his life’s journey and his spiritual journey. Then as 

soon as it was over, we boarded a small boat (it reminded me of a ride at Disney world) 

and traveled through 10,000 years of Indian cultural history. Although a few of my 

classmates and fellow travelers didn’t care for it, I found it to be refreshing (it was very 

hot outside, 112 degrees) and I had a lot of fun. I just wished I had more time. 

Our visit to the Akshardham Temple ended with a sound and light show at the 

great musical fountains, which began at 7:30.  At night they lit the sky just as the ones in 

Las Vegas. However, these moved and danced in celebration of the life and spiritual 

awakenings that the Bhagwan represents.  

It was almost ten when we were leaving and we still hadn’t had supper. Dr. 

Pandey did provide us refreshments after the Fountain show. The Limca (my favorite 

thing to drink in India, (a lime soda with a hint of lemon citrus) and popcorn were not 

enough.  We were getting very hungry. We boarded the bus to the hotel. The hotel staff 

had supper waiting; it was buffet style with many choices. I made my plate ate and 

returned to my room. It had been a very long and hot day, and I was ready for bed. 

Stephanie Austin 
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Thursday, May 2, 2013         Delhi 

Esther Appiah 

 

On the 2nd of May, we were still in Delhi and it seemed that the whole group of 

students and professors were all still tired from our flight yet eager to see what India had 

to offer.  Our first activity was getting breakfast to get fueled for the day.  Although it was 

very early in the morning around about 8 to 9am, the heat was like an afternoon 

summer day in Ohio.  We boarded the bus and got a bottle of water to stay hydrated. 

Our first stop was Humayun’s Tomb.  This tomb built for Humayun by his wife, 

unlike the Taj Mahal that was built by Shah Jahan for his wife.  Humayun was 22 when 

he ascended the throne in 1530.  Within ten years he lost the Mughal territories to Sher 

Shah Suri, but regained those territories fifteen years later with the help of the Persians. 

Humayun’s legacy was one of patience, peace, and calm methods of speech.  The 

architecture of the Mughal Empire can be seen in Humayun’s tomb but that is not the 

only monument that encapsulates the whole legacy of the Mughal Empire.  Humayun’s 

tomb was later on the inspiration for the Taj Mahal. The tomb was built by the Persian 

architect Mirak Mirza. The hand carved stonework was very well detailed.  The grounds 

were kept clean. Viewing the landscaping from the top floor of the tomb was amazing.  

Hawks were flying around.  Christa and I came across two old ladies who looked as if 
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they maintained the site.  These two women asked me to take pictures of me with them, 

so I gave my camera to Christa.  After the 

picture was taken, the women reached their 

hands toward us asking for money.  

Astonishing, I thought because the women kept 

following us until we were out of their sight and 

they thought we had left.  To the left of 

Humayun’s tomb, we stopped at the Lodi 

emperor’s tomb. Also we saw the tomb and 

mosque of Isa Khan.  And right by the mosque 

was a cottonwood tree.  Some of the group took 

pictures of the pods, some with cotton in them 

and some without.  In the distance we also saw 

the tomb Humayun’s favorite barber. 

Our second stop was the Lotus temple 

where the people of the Baha’i faith worship.  

The Baha’i faith as I understood is a faith that 

different religions worship 

together in understanding and 

peace from Christianity to 

Islamic to Hinduism.  The 

temple is a place for 

meditation; therefore, 

everyone entering the temple 

was asked to observe silence.  

Also in the temple, different 

books were recited from 

different faiths.  Before we 

entered the temple we had to 

remove our shoes and walk either barefoot or with socks.  This was the norm for most 

of the places we visited throughout India.  The Lotus Baha’i temple is a great 

architectural building that looks like an opening Lotus.  The long walk to the temple 

gives you enough time to take in the amazing and great site in front of you although the 

pathway was very hot to the feet. 

We had lunch at the Chinese and Asian Restaurant which served a great soup 

that was made of shrimps, chicken and noodles and some vegetables and we had 

jasmine tea.  We also ate noodles and for desert we had ice cream that was probably 

made from goat milk.  We were seated at two tables, one for non-vegetarians and one 

for vegetarians. 
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After lunch we went to the Gandhi Smirti which was the last place Gandhi stayed 

and where he was assassinated.  In 

the Smirti, the story of Gandhi’s 

activities was illustrated through wall 

posters, sculptures, puppets, videos, 

and audio recordings.  We were able 

to see Gandhi’s cane, his glasses, his 

bed, his shoes, and his study.  There 

were huge sculptures of Gandhi and 

his wife Kasturba sitting together in a 

room.  In another room were 

sculptures of three monkeys that 

illustrated the proverb, “see no evil, 

speak no evil and hear no evil,” and 

in another room was a video being shown of Gandhi’s time in prison.  In the garden, the 

path he took every day to go pray was recreated by concrete replicas of his shoes.   We 

also saw the spot on the walkway where Gandhi was assassinated.  At the Smirti, in the 

covered walkway, Dr. Pandey recited a passage of the words on the wall in a form of 

singing which was very interesting.  

The message was a prayer for peace 

and understanding between one 

another I believe. 

The last place we visited for 

the day before returning to our hotel 

was the Gurudwara Bangla Sahib 

(Sikh Temple).  Inside the temple, 

there was a big book that was being 

recited in the form of a song.  People 

came and bowed to where the book 

was and to the doors where the 

books were kept at night.  Upon our 

enquiry, our guide, who was a Sikh, 

told us that the book was a collection 

of teaching from 10 very important 

gurus, and there were no more gurus 

to teach anymore so the book now 

was the teaching.  We also asked if 

he carried a dagger and he said yes.  

His reason was that there was no 

way of knowing when family or 
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friends will be threatened and has to 

be defended.  We also visited the 

temple kitchen where Dr. Pandey 

rolled some Roti while I helped bake 

some.  On the fire in the kitchen were 

huge pots that were being used to 

cook food to feed a lot of people from 

the community who came to the Sikh 

temple every day for food and the 

people who made the food were all 

volunteers who helped feed the 

people.  We had tea there—chai tea. 

From the temple, we returned 

to the hotel around 6:20 pm where we 

freshened up and ate dinner around 8 

pm.  Stephanie and I watched an 

Indian talent show on TV and 

although we did not understand what 

they were saying, we enjoyed the 

talents. 

Esther Appiah 
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Friday, May 3, 2012       Delhi, Mathura, and Agra 

Dan Christie 

Our group gathered in the hotel lobby at 8:30 a.m. for our trip to Agra via 

Mathura.  Professor Pandey asked the hotel to provide additional food in our box 

lunches.  While we waited for the box lunches Professor Pandey had to students sit in a 

lobby alcove which had mural of Jesus and the Last Supper.  Pandey informed us that 

the Taj Mahal was closed on Fridays and our travel plans were modified.   

We planned to stop in Mathura and visit the Krishna Janmabhoomi Temple, 

where Krishna was born.  Pandey talked about the significance of Krishna in Hinduism 

and Indian history. 

At 9:30 we started the first leg of our journey.  It took about four hours to get to 

Mathura because we had to travel 

over some poorly maintained 

narrow roads before we got to the 

main motorway.  At the temple 

complex we passed through tight 

security—women and men went 

through separate gates and 

security checks.  Once in we 

headed straight for the jail where 

Lord Krishna was born.  To get to 

it we walked right to the 

foundations of the mosque that 

had been built on the site of the Hindu temple. The site had been converted into a 

shrine with an image of baby Krishna and a priest providing blessings.  It was also 

crowded and festive.  Then we walked around the area of Hindu reconstruction above 

the prison cell and next to the wall of the mosque area.  A small shrine is being 

developed to substitute for the temple tower that had been demolished.  Then we 

crossed to the other side to view a large-scale three dimensional panorama of Krishna’s 

life.  

It was 2:00 p.m. and the temple was closed until 4:00 p.m., so we drove to Agra.  

We arrived at Fort Agra about 4:30 where a local guide was waiting for us.  Fort Agra 

was a military fortress and a palace.  Part of the fort still is a military installation, but we 

were here to view the Mughal palace area.  Fort Agra was reconstructed by Akbar 

between 1565 and 1573.  Many of the palaces were built by Jahangir and Shah Jahan 

in the elegant Mughal style of red sandstone and white marble.  Only the palace area 

was open to the public.  Mughal palaces served both residential and imperial 

administrative functions.  Our palace visit will be presented as a photographic essay.   
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We entered via the Delhi Gate and walked up an inclined roadway to the Gate of 

Justice and residential area.  Crossing the grassy courtyard we entered the palace 

complex through the Jahangiri Mahal viewing the Indo-Islamic architectural features of 

the red sandstone façade, halls, and cornices.   
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In or near every palace there were cisterns and fountains.   

     

 

 

The walk on the 

porches provided some 

excellent views of the Taj 

Mahal and Jamuna River.   

 

 

 

There were a number 

of prominent sites and 

residences (palaces) that we 

would stop at.  Our guide 
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demonstrated the acoustics in one room of the Jahangirir Mahal palace.  He stood in 

one corner and spoke facing the wall and a member of the group could hear every word 

he said in the opposite corner over the din of the room. 

    

 

The Musamman 

Burj is an 

octagonal tower 

that was built by 

Shah Jahan for 

his wife Mumtz 

Mahal.  The 

rooms are open 

and airy.  The 

interior marble 

walls are 

decorated with 

inlaid precious 

stones and inlaid 

panels depicting 

flowers and 

leaves.  There is a gorgeous recessed pool with fountain.  Shah Jahan spent his last 
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years living here 

under house 

arrest after his 

son Aurengzeb 

seized the 

throne.  This 

area has to 

been closed to 

visitors because 

of damage to 

the inlays. 

 

 

 

 

 

Just north of the Musamman Burj is the Diwan-i-Khas or Hall of Private 

Audience.  This area also fenced off because people stole jewels inlaid in the pillars.  

Just beyond is the Takht-e-Jahangir a large black table or platform that was damaged 

by the British during the siege of Fort Agra during the Sepoy Uprising in 1857. 

Depicted below on the left is the Takht-e-Jahangir and on the right is the Diwan-i-

Khas (Hall of Private Audience), where the emperor received important guests. 

       

The Khas Mahal is another of Shah Jahan’s palaces.  It is in the heart of the 

harem complex and served as the emperor’s bedroom.  It is composed of three levels.  

The top level opens on the Jamuna River and the Taj Mahal.  In addition, on this level 

the Khas Mahal is flanked by two pavilions with curved gilded roofs.  These pavilions 

were the bedrooms of Shah Jahan.  Facing inward and viewing the Anguri Bagh (Grape 
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Garden) one can see the levels and garden courtyard.  The tanks are supplied by water 

from a man-made water fall. 

Below are photos of the Khas Mahal viewed from the Anguri Bagh.  The first is 

the Khas Mahal flanked by the pavilions.  The second is the tank immediately in front of 

the Khas Mahal at the top level.  The other photos are the grape gardens or Anguri 

Bagh occupying 85 square meters. 
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We visited Nagina or Mina Masjid mosque that was opened only recently.  The 

sources are not clear as to which mosque it is.  The mosque was private and reserved 

for the ladies of the court.  The mosque courtyard included a fountain where one would 

perform the wudu, or spiritual cleansing for prayer.   
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Our last major stop was the Diwan-i-Am (Hall of Petition or Public Audience), 

which may have been the location of Shah Jahan’s Peacock Throne.  We had several  

photo-ops at this pavilion.   

 

The petitioner’s audience would take place at the emperor’s platform in the 

Diwan-i-Am 
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The requisite O-H-I-O with a dignitary 

 

 

The Diwan-i-Am or Hall of Petition courtyard can also be entered through Gate of 

Justice.  This is where petitioners would gather and be escorted in. 
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On our way out of the courtyard we stopped at the tomb of Lieutenant Governor 

John Russell Colvin, an Anglo-Indian who died of cholera during the Sepoy Mutiny and 

had to be buried in the fort.   

 

 

After a long day of travel and the visit to Fort Agra, we checked-in at the Hotel 

Siri and had dinner. 

 

The above photos were selected from those taken by our group.  The palace, 

pavilions, and gardens that we visited in Fort Agra have been identified as best as 

possible thanks to the internet, especially the India Travel sites, e.g., 

www.agrafort.gov.in/ 

 

Dan Christie 
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Saturday, May 4, 2013         Agra 

Gentry Arburn 

We got up around 5 a.m. local time to be at the Taj Mahal just after sunrise.  The 

sun had risen by the time we left the hotel.  We arrived at the Taj Mahal as the sun 

started to fully illuminate it.  As the sun continued to rise, the Taj Mahal began to shine.  

The white marble was reflecting some of the sunlight.  It looked kind of majestic, for lack 

of a more descriptive word. 

 

I think that all but two or three of the group went to the Taj Mahal.  We acquired 

our tickets and were then taken to the security checkpoint by shuttles.  As we were 

waiting for a shuttle I noticed what 

appeared to be a police or military 

escort of another shuttle.  It consisted 

of at least a half dozen officers, maybe 

ten.  All of the officers were carrying 

Enfield rifles, which are of British origin 

and made primarily before World War 

II.  India is one of only a few countries 

with Enfields still in active service.  

These rifles are very likely in excess of 

fifty years old.  This was not the only 

time I saw Enfield rifles, but it was the only time I saw more than two rifles of that type in 

close proximity. 
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There was no tour guide or other source of information, lecture, or talk that 

morning.  We just split into sub-groups and explored.  I stayed with Debbie, Christa, 

Stephanie, and Esther for the majority of the time.  We took pictures from all different 

angles.  Both Christa and Esther were stopped and asked if they would consent to 

being photographed.  This did not happen to Debbie, Stephanie, or me; at least not to 

the same degree/level of interest.  I observed this same occurrence other times 

throughout the trip. 

I took a great number of pictures of the Taj, surrounding gardens and structures, 

and group members.  There are also some pictures of the other people at the Taj, 

Indian and non-Indian tourists.  I was surprised at the number of Indian tourists.  I 

expected to see a greater concentration of foreigners. 

When walking on the marble structure of the Taj we were required to wear 

protective coverings over our shoes.  The coverings were synthetic booties with an 

elastic top.  This was one of the few times we did not have to remove our shoes when 

entering a location or structure. 

After returning to Hotel Siri for breakfast, some of the group went for a walk.  Dr. 

Pandey had a place or two in mind for us.  One of the places was a mall, more or less 

like those typically found in the states.  Slightly smaller spaces for stores and no large 

stores.  I didn’t buy anything there, just took pictures.  There were some early mid-

1990’s arcade games in the mall, as well as an air hockey table that looked like it had 

seen better days.  

      

Some of the group tried to enter the mall through a McDonald's, others used 

another entrance.  One of the entrances was locked when we first tried entering.  We 

arrived there about 10-15 minutes before the opening time posted on the door.  The 

people in the mall at that time were security and shopkeepers were starting to open and 

let us in.  Some of the shops opened when the group entered the mall, some opened 

when approached by the group, and some were closed for the entire duration of our 

visit. 
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I thought it was too early in the trip to shop.  I would have to carry whatever I got 

for the rest of the trip, ten days.  After shopping a while or taking pictures in my case, 

some of the group went to McDonald's and ordered drinks and/or food.  I got a Fillet-O-

Fish sandwich, fries, a coke, and an Oreo 

McFlurry.  The sandwich tasted the same as 

one from the states, as did the fries.  The 

McFlurry tasted a little different, granted I 

don't get them frequently in the states.  I'm not 

sure what the difference was caused by.  

Different type of milk, different tasting Oreos 

(some that I bought a few days prior in a very 

Walmartesque supermarket, in the basement 

of another mall, tasted normal to me), different proportions of Oreo to ice cream.  

Something there that I found strange was a clear plastic box for unused condiment 

packets sitting on top of the trash can, next to where the food trays were returned.  I 

never had seen such a thing in the states, likely due to our increasingly litigious society.  

Who wants a ketchup packet that who knows how many people have touched and has 

God only knows how many germs on it? 

In the mall there was a movie theater.  We saw people, both alone and in groups, 

enter the theater.  Here are a couple pictures of posters for movies that were playing.  

          

One of the more surprising things I saw at the theater entrance was a man rushing into 

the theater with his motorcycle helmet.  I had not previously noticed anyone carrying a 
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helmet with them.  That posed some interesting questions:  One of our guides told us 

that all motorcycle riders in India are required to wear a helmet.  So what do they do 

with the helmet when they go into a building?  Most motorcycles that were parked did 

not have helmets hanging off of them.  Do they take the helmets inside the places they 

go?  [According to Dr. Pandey, Yes.]  I can’t recall seeing but a few helmets inside 

buildings. 

On the walk to and from the mall we saw a lot of activity along the roads.  There 

were kids herding cattle, they led them right through traffic, and traffic stopped, then 

down a side road.  There were probably a dozen cows, no bulls or steers as best I could 

tell.  There were 

stands and carts 

where someone 

was shredding or 

juicing some sort 

of plant, the name 

of which I do not 

know.  There were 

children and 

women with 

children begging 

that followed us for 

a short while, a 

few of the kids followed for at least a quarter of a mile.  There were stands selling 

various types of fruit: bananas were the most abundant that I could identify. 

In late afternoon, we returned to the Taj.  The people in the group that had 

skipped the morning visit went this time; again not all of the group went.  For this visit 

we had a tour guide.  This guide was difficult to understand; he spoke softly, and had 

short pauses between words. 

The guide told us about the history of the Taj.  It is a mausoleum constructed by 

the fifth Mughal emperor, Shah Jahan, to house the tomb of his third wife, Mumtaz 

Mahal.  Construction took twenty-one years and began in 1632.  The structure primarily 

consists of white marble which was brought in from Rajasthan, a state in India that is 

located west of the Taj.  A fleet of over 1,000 elephants transported construction 

materials to the site.  Materials came from many different places, including China, 

Afghanistan, and the Arabian Peninsula.  A team of architects supervised the 

construction.  Per Shah Jahan's desire the entire structure and the garden around it are 

symmetrical.  The Taj appears the same from opposite sides.  The structure has four 

minarets at its four corners.  The guide said that the minarets were angled away from 

the Taj to ensure the safety of the dome and central structure.  The thought being that 
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the minarets would fall away from the central structure if they were to collapse due to 

damage.  The dome of 

the Taj has had metal 

eye hooks attached to it.  

The hooks were used to 

secure tarps covering the 

structure during the Indo-

Pakistan War.  The white 

marble is quite visible in 

moonlight and was 

covered to protect it from 

being seen by aerial 

attackers. 

The garden in 

front of the Taj is divided 

into four quarters, each of which is divided into smaller pieces by stone pathways.  One 

section of the garden had been mostly 

cultivated and was being replanted.  

Following Shah Jahan's theme of 

symmetry, the four quarters and the 

pieces within are symmetrical.  At the 

center of the garden lies a marble 

water tank,  white marble of course.  

This tank is connected to the reflecting 

pool that runs from the pool to the Taj.  

This tank was being filled that 

afternoon, it had very little water in it.  

The reflecting pool had even less water than the tank; no reflection of the Taj could be 

seen with the water level so low. 

Inside the Taj lies the tomb of both 

Shah Jahan and Mumtaz.  Mumtaz’s tomb 

is centered in the tomb room. Shah Jahan's 

tomb is next to it, throwing off the symmetry. 

The tombs are empty.  Due to religious 

reasons, both bodies are in a crypt below 

the tombs.  In 1657 Shah Jahan became 

seriously ill; his third son, Aurangzeb, took 

control of the empire and imprisoned him in 

the Agra Fort, which we had visited the prior 

day.  Shah Jahan had not planned to be 
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entombed next his wife; it was said that Shah Jahan planned to build a black Taj across 

the river from the Taj Mahal.  The black Taj would have housed his tomb.  As a result of 

being imprisoned he was unable to construct the black Taj and was consequently 

entombed in the Taj next to his wife when he died in 1666. 

While walking around the Taj, we noticed a female police officer.  This was not 

the first time we had seen one, but it was interesting because of her rank.  She had a 

higher rank than that of the other 

officers there.  Dr. Pandey, Christa, 

and I spoke to her briefly.  She was 

somewhere in her twenties and from 

southern India.  Just after that, Christa 

and Debbie had a conversation with a 

group of girls.  They were all related, 

there looked to be two or three 

generations present.  The 

conversation ranged from school to 

where our group was from. 

When leaving the Taj we took 

shuttles back to the bus parking lot.  The shuttles were propelled by an electric motor.  

The batteries must have been discharged almost completely on our shuttle.  It stopped 

on the way back to the bus.  There was a mechanical backup engine, likely gasoline 

powered.  After a few tries and a lot of gear grinding, the driver got the shuttle moving 

again.  This was at dusk and close to the time the Taj closed for the day.  It probably 

doesn't happen very often, but it was entertaining.  All said, we rolled backwards ten to 

twenty yards before continuing on.  In the end we made it to the bus and back to the 

hotel. 

Gentry Arburn 
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Saturday, May 5, 2013       Agra to Allahabad 

Shawn Jackson 

We had been instructed to be at breakfast by 6 a.m.  Everyone was on time.  Hotel Siri 

provided a buffet breakfast that was more of a Western treat than 

at the previous hotels.  Since this was an early breakfast the key 

dishes were hard boiled eggs, very thin omelets and pancakes 

with honey.  They also packed a lunch. 

By 7 a.m. we were on our way to Allahabad.  Our trip was 

supposed to be six to ten hours; it turned out to be ten hours.  After about a half hour of 

city driving, we got on a smoother highway. As we crossed the Yamuna River, there 

were cattle being lead to the river for water and one half of the river bed 

was dry and the other half had water.  We rode through cities, towns, villages, and 

countryside enabling us to observe some beautiful landscape as well as everyday life.  I 

wasn’t feeling very well at the time; however I remember seeing motor bikes, three-

wheeled green and yellow motorized 

rickshaws, very mangy looking dogs, and 

a number of banana carts.  As we drove 

through one town, I remember Dr. Dan 

Christie making the comment “to walk 

across the street in some places is a leap 

of faith.”  We saw people running across 

the highway, including a ten year old child 

with a brown and black goat on a rope. 

As we continued, we saw trucks and cars 

straddling the lanes and beeping their 

horns as they were passing vehicles – 



31 
 

beeping was the signal to move over – and once the vehicle was a “nose ahead” of the 

other vehicle, it got to move in front of that vehicle.  Our road took us through one small 

city after another and along the way you could see motor bikes with one to six people 

riding.  Along the side of the road there would 

be ten to twelve parked trucks.  No signals 

were being used to get in and out of k traffic.  

At 11: 45 a.m. we stopped at the Singh 

Dhaba (truck stop).  Here the group sat down 

to eat their box lunches and have a sweet 

desert called gojhia with masala chai. Masala 

chai is a mixture of tea, water, milk, ginger, 

black pepper, cardamom, cloves.  There were 

no indoor restrooms at this truck stop and the 

young women were very upset.   Christa 

eventually did “what she had to do” and I 

believe Esther Appiah and Nancy Earl “did 

their business” less reluctantly, but a few of 

the others were visibly upset.  We got back on the road and were able to stop at a gas 

station on the highway that had a men’s restroom.  This place was about an hour up 

from the place we had stopped.  The local people seemed to emerge from everywhere, 

despite it seeming like it was out nowhere.  Children gathered, and then adults began to 

gather at a small hut.  We started taking pictures with them.   

At Kanpur we took the bypass; most of the motorway traffic didn’t go into the city.  

Kanpur, a city of 6.5 million, is an industrial city known for its leather goods, steel, gun 

manufacturing, cotton textiles, and mercantile exchange.  In the summer monsoon 

season it gets a lot of rain and it’s close to the Ganges River.  It has one of the five best 

educational institutions known as the Indian Institute of Technology (ITT).  The major 

language is Hindi.  I saw a Tata car dealership, one of the few seen along the way.  

Most of the afternoon we traveled past villages and towns, and observed a changing 

landscape.  A number of our group napped much of the way.  Around 5:00 p.m. we 

arrived at our hotel in Allahabad.  After checking in and cleaning up, we began to 

explore the city. 
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We went to Khusro Bagh which is a walled formal garden with several mausoleums built 

during the reign of Emperor Jahangir, 1605 - 1627.  Immediately we were struck by the 

number of people enjoying the gardens and their curiosity about our visit.  The three 
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most important tombs were Shah Begum (Khusrau’s mother and Jahangir’s wife), d. 

1624, Princess Sultan Nithar Begum (Khusrau’s sister, d. 1624, and Khusrau 

(Jahangir’s and Shah Begum’s), d. 1622.  The mausoleums were built of sandstone with 

exquisite decorations.  We climbed the crowded and steep steps of Shah Begum’s tomb 

to view Nithar’s tomb.  We felt a bit unsafe and left in a hurry; we didn’t see some parts 

of the gardens.  

 

By the time we arrived at a nearby Hanuman Temple it was dark.  We met two students 

from a local Engineering College, one of whom was Pandey’s relative.  We walked 

around the grounds viewing the temple’s interior, especially the altars.  The center altar 

prominently displayed Hanuman.  The altar to the right was the deity Durga; and to the 

left was the deity Ram Darbar (Rama, his brother Lashman, and his wife Sita). 
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We returned to the hotel for an 8:30 p.m. dinner.  We met our new guide, Ram Bali 

Singh, who would lead us to Varanasi, Sarnath, Bodh Gaya, Kushinagar, Lumbini, and 

Gorakhpur.  Mr. Singh had studied Buddhism and would turn out to be an excellent 

guide as we walked in the footsteps of Gautama Siddhartha or Buddha.  We said good 

bye to Mahesh Pandey, who had been our guide from Delhi to Allahabad. 

Shawn Jackson 
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Monday, May 6, 2013             Allahabad 

Sue Gedney 

Triveni Sangam 

An early morning bus ride took us to Triveni Sangam, the confluence of three 

rivers:  the Ganges, Yamuna, and the invisible mystical Saraswati. The site is sacred to 

Hindus, and many come here to bathe in the waters and thus cleanse themselves of 

their sins.  Mahatma Gandhi’s ashes were immersed here in 1948.  Even at this early 

morning time there were already crowds, but nothing like one would see during the 

annual Kumbh Mela celebration, held here in January 2013 (it rotates to other sangam 

sites in other years).  The Yamuna is about 40 feet deep where it joins the Ganga, which 

is shallow but fast moving.  

 

 

 

Allahabad Fort, built in 

1583 by Akbar, overlooking the 

banks of the Yamuna.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Boats preparing to take devotees out 

to the confluence of the rivers.  

Old Naini Bridge in background. 
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 Indian family on the boat ride    Esther, Sue and Nancy 

 

 

 

On arriving at a platform people are eager to get into the sacred and cooling 

waters. 
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A priest provides a blessing for Professors Pandey and Christie, and Bernard Derr, not 

shown in this picture.  He also blessed our marriage (Dan and Sue). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Hindu temple near the  

Triveni Sangam. 
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Anand Bhavan and Swaraj Bhavan 

Literally translated as “Abode of Happiness,” Anand Bhavan was the mansion 

purchased in 1900 and renovated by Motilal Nehru, a prominent member of the Indian 

National Congress Party and father of Jawaharal Nehru, first Prime Minister of India. 

Now officially known as Swaraj Bhavan, meaning Abode of Freedom, the house is a 

museum donated by Indira Gandhi.  When the Nehrus built a new home next to Anand 

Bhavan, they renamed the old one Swaraj Bhavan and took the name Anand Bhavan 

for the newer home.  Indira Gandhi, daughter of Jawaharal and future PM herself, was 

born in Swaraj, though her father was not. 

The estate was 

previously owned by Muslim 

leader Sir Syed Ahmad Kahn.  

Ironically, at a house-

warming party a prominent 

Brit expressed his hope that 

the home would become the 

“cement that would hold the 

British empire in India 

together.”  Ironically, it 

became, under the Nehru 

family, the cradle of the 

independence movement. 

The complex is closed on 

Mondays, so unfortunately 

we were unable to go inside and could only take pictures through the gates. 

 

Allahabad University, Diamond Jubilee Hostel, and Company Garden 

After lunch we visited Allahabad University, also known as the Oxford of the East, 

which Professor Pandey attended for his B.S. and M.S.degrees.  Established in 1887, it 

is the fourth oldest university in India, and in 1987 (its centenary year) it was recognized 

as a “Premier Institution.” In 2005 it regained its status as a “Central University.”  Many 

of India’s politicians and statesmen have attended the university.  Besides being 

admitted to the university, Dr. Pandey applied for housing in the Diamond Jubilee 

Hostel, a complex of buildings for male students surrounding a spacious courtyard, built 

to celebrate the 60-year, or diamond, jubilee.  Dr. Pandey was selected and lived in the 

hostel for all four years;  he pointed out the door to his former room. 
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Above: On the left, Dr. Pandey “negotiates” with the security guard at the entrance to 

the university.  Exams were going on at the time, so entry was more restricted.  

Students on motorcycles and bicycles were coming and going through the gate.  Dr. 

Pandy commented that there weren’t nearly so many motorcycles when he attended.  

On the right, the administrative building. 

Entrance to the Diamond Jubilee Hostel              Hostel rooms facing the inner courtyard 
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In nearby Company Garden, this 

statue commemorates the fight for 

independence.  The Indian 

revolutionary Chandra Shekhar Azad 

sacrificed his life in the struggle, and 

his statue stands at the place of his 

encounter with British police.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On the sidewalk outside 

the university, a tri-shaw 

driver rests in the shade. 
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My experience at the university was cut short a bit, and I must admit I did not get 

to see the Company Garden in person.  After experiencing a bout of dizziness (probably 

due to not keeping myself hydrated enough in the heat), I spent time cooling off in a 

spacious white car parked near the administrative office building, generously offered by 

the driver.  It turns out that it was the chancellor’s personal driver and car, always ready 

and waiting for him.  My thanks to the chancellor and driver, and to Dan and others for 

filling me in on the parts I missed! 

Dr. Pandey had said to expect a different “feel” in Allahabad – wider streets, a 

calmer atmosphere, more civility, etc. – largely due to the fact that more residents here 

have higher levels of education.  Indeed the city, though still more crowded and noisy as 

compared to what we are accustomed to, was different from Delhi and Agra.  

We ended the day with a drive to Varanasi where we stayed at the Ideal Tower 

Hotel for three nights. 

Sue Gedney 
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Tuesday, May 7, 2013              Sarnath  

Christa Eyster 

 In the morning we visited Sarnath where Buddha gave his first sermons after 

enlightenment.  There were 

many stupas in Sarnath that 

celebrate different activities 

regarding Buddha’s life.  The 

first place we visited was the 

Chaukhandi Stupa, built in the 

Gupta era 5th century CE to 

commemorate Buddha’s 

reunion with his former five 

companions.  Buddha taught 

these men because His first two 

teachers had passed away.  On 

top of the stupa was an Islamic octagonal tower built in Akbar’s reign to commemorate 

the visit by his father Emperor Humayun.   

Our next stop was Deer Park that used to be mostly inhabited by deer. Sarnath 

literally means “Lord of the deer,” which is named after a story that states that Buddha 

was a deer in one of his past 

lives and offered his life to the 

King of Benaras in place of the 

doe he planned to kill.  The king 

was so impressed that he 

created the park as a sanctuary 

for deer.  It is here that Buddha 

came to lecture after his 

enlightenment.  The Deer Park 

has many small stupas and 

ruins that once had been 

monasteries. I wish we could 

have seen pictures or movies 

that depicted the area before it 

was damaged by the 11th 

century Gaznavid invasions. 

I was surprised by the 

number of people just standing around and the lack of monks.  I also noticed that the 

Buddhist pilgrimage sites seemed to be the cleanest sites in India. On the edge of 

where Buddha had lived there was a giant Damekh Stupa built by Ashoka in the 3rd 
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century BCE. Mr. Singh talked about the significance of the stupa.  We were also told 

every Buddhist must circle the stupa with their right hand on it at least once. The 

Damekh Stupa seemed to engulf everything around it with both size and intimate 

designs. A detail that I kept noticing on the trip was all the small intricate details that 

were carefully carved into all the stones.  

Much of what is known about Sarnath comes from the travel chronicles of Faxian 

and Xuanzang, who were Chinese Buddhist monks.  Faxian (Fa-Hsien) visited India 

from 399 to 414, during the reign of Chandragupta II and the Iron Pillar at Qutub Minar 

in Delhi.  Xuanzang (Hsuen-tsang) visited India from 629 to 645 during the reign of King 

Harsha.  They came to learn about the Buddhist scriptures that they could take back to 

China and translate into Chinese. 

 

    

Sri Digambu Jain Temple 

 

From the Deer Park we walked to the Shri Digambu Jain Temple.  At the temple 

we were introduced to the principles of Jainism and shown photographs of believers.  

We also walked around the sanctuary.   

Then we walked to the Sri Lankan Temple that had been built to celebrate 

Anagarika Dharmapala who visited the area in the 1890s and made his goal to revive 

Buddhism in India. 
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   Sri Lankan Temple    

Our last stop in the Deer Park area was the Sarnath Archeological Museum.  The 

center-piece of the museum is the crown 

of the Ashoka pillar.  The crown includes 

an inverted bell shaped lotus flower, a 

short cylindrical abacus with four animals 

(elephant, ox, horse, lion), and four lions 

facing the four cardinal points.  The four 

animals symbolize four stages of 

Buddha’s life.  The museum had a 

Buddhist wing and a Hindu wing.  The 

museum contained a few artifacts and 

pieces of statues. Some of the pieces 

had been sent to China for display. In the 

museum the group learned the difference 

between Mahayana and Theravada 

versions of what the Buddha looked like 

when he went into Nirvana. The 

Theravada version had Buddha lying 

down as if he were asleep and the 

Mahayana had the Buddha holding his 

head up. The significance of this was 

that the Mahayana believe the Buddha 

will be reborn again, whereas the 

Theravada believe that he won’t.  This 

day would be my first taste of what was 

to come on the trip. 

[Note: the above segment is based on Christa Eyster’s reflection paper on 

Buddhism in India and expanded by the editors.] 
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 From Sarnath archeological site we drove to a silk weaving Craft Shop.  Here we 

observed a handloom silk weaver working with one-millimeter silk filaments. 

              

We also saw two Jacquard looms.  

In the shop show rooms we were 

presented with an Indian dance 

program.  The ensemble had a 

dancer, drummer, and 

accordionist.   Before the program 

began, our hosts provided us with 

cold and hot drinks.  The dances 

included depictions of Ganesh, 

Vishnu, and Shiva.  They closed 

with Esther and Christa joining the 

dancer.  After the program we 

visited the shop show rooms with 

various luxury silk items.  A few made purchases at the weavers craft shops. 
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From Sarnath we returned to the Ideal Tower Hotel for lunch and rest during the 

heat of the day. 

In late afternoon we went to Banaras Hindu University (BHU).  On the bus Prof. 

Pandey drew our attention to buildings housing the College of Fine Arts, Departments of 

History, Hindi, Botany, etc., and the New Vishwanath Temple (also called the Birla 

Temple).  He noted that the University was not part of the city of Varanasi.  Professor 

Pandey talked about the history of the university.  Madan Mohan Malviya was a great 

leader and founder of the university.  The University was built with generous donations 

from the public and the Temple was financed with donations of the people, especially 

Birla family.  To raise funds for the construction of the campus, Malviya went to the King 

of Kashi (Kashi is another name for Varanasi or Benaras) in 1910.  Malviya requested 

the land across the river from the King’s fort that is located in Ramnagar (on the other 

side of Ganges).  This was a 10 square kilometers parcel and had nine villages.  

Malviya requested the land and requested relocation of all the villages. The king 

requested that the University should employ at least one person per household.  We 

were also told that Malviya went to a Muslim king in Hyderabad to raise funds for the 

university.  The king didn’t donate funds instead offered his shoes. Malvia took his 

shoes and advertised to auction the King’s shoes.  Before Malviya could auction the 

shoes the king came and offered money to build a residence for faculty. 

The Temple is devoted to the Lord Shiva and is supposedly a copy of the original 

Vishwanath Temple that we “visited” in the city of Varanasi.  The temple is constructed 

of white marble. The temple walls have carved verses from the Veda.  In the heart of 

the temple is a Shiva lingam shrine with a cobra.  During our visit the priest was 

blessing offerings.  
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We also visited the hostel where Dr. Pandey roomed during his graduate student 

days.  His room was locked, so we couldn’t see inside, but we spoke for a few minutes 

with several students.  He noted that the University has its own water system, airport, 

milk supply, and that it housed about 10-15 thousand students in forty dorms. Student 

housing was grouped by college or department.  

[Note: the above section is based on Shawn Jackson’s notes.] 

From Pandey’s alma mater we headed to Sankat Mochan Mandir.  This temple is 

built on the spot where Hanuman emerged.  Hanuman is worshipped on Tuesdays and 

Saturdays.  Since this was Tuesday, the temple was crowded with celebrants chanting 

and giving offerings to Hanuman.  Another attraction was the monkeys that roamed on 

the grounds  

Then we went to the 

Tulsi Manas Mandir, which is a 

modern temple dedicated to 

Lord Rama. In this temple, 

10,800 verses of the 

Ramayana (also known as 

Ramcharitmanas), written by 

Tulsidas, are carved on the 

walls.  On the walls of the 

temple there are scenes from 

the Ramayana, including Ram, 

Sita, Lakshman, and 

Hanuman.  We spent some 

time discussing the epic story.   

Our last stop was an 

evening on the Ganges.  We 

boarded a power boat to view 

the evening Aarati at the 

Dashashwamedh Ghat, which 

is a religious service (Puja) to 

the Mother Ganga as well as Lord Rama, Agni (Fire), and the universe.  There were two 

Aarati sites.  We arrived late and viewed the event from a distance.  After the Aarati we 

drove boat to the Manikarnika Ghat to view the cremation fires at night.  Earlier we had 

passed the Harishchandra cremation Ghat. 

 

We returned to the hotel for dinner around 9 p.m.  What a rich and varied day of 

experiences. 
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Harishchandra Cremation Ghat 

 

Christa Eyster, Shawn Jackson, and the editors 
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Wednesday, May 8, 2013             Varanasi 

Debra Frazier 

Varanasi is a very large city that sits on the banks of the Ganges River in Uttar 

Pradesh. It claims to be the oldest city and is known as the holy city of India.  It is 

believed that the Lord Shiva founded the city.  Death in Varanasi can bring salvation 

and it is one of the seven cites that can bring Moshka—the liberation from the cycle of 

life and death.  Sarnath, the site of Buddha’s first sermon, is a suburb of Varanasi.  . 

Visiting the Vishwanath Temple and bathing in the Ganges are important steps in 

attaining Moksha.  

Our day in Varanasi started out very early, early enough that we had to take a 

boxed breakfast with us.  We did get a late start, and missed part of the rituals we were 

to witness, but we did get to see what happens on the banks of the Ganges on a daily 

basis.   

While on the bus, some of us began to eat our simple breakfasts of bananas, 

hard boiled eggs, dry cake, mango juice, and naan. The breakfast was not what we 

were used to eating in the hotels, so there were plenty of leftovers.  I decided to collect 

the food that my traveling companions didn’t eat so that we could give it to the poor later 

on.   

There were vendors as we made our way to the riverbank, many were children, 

who sold little bowls with marigolds and simple candles that are offered to the river.  My 

little tour guide, a young boy I met the night before when we witnessed the evening 

prayer rituals, said the bowls were an offering to the gods and the river that brought 

good karma to those who paid tribute.  He was a sweet little boy.  I had promised to buy 

the candle bowl the night before if he was there in the morning, and he kept his promise 

so I kept mine.   

We boarded a large, simple wooden motor boat, 

and floated down the river.  Those of us that had the 

marigold bowl offerings laid them in the water.  We 

observed the daily life in the river and on the banks.  On 

one of the ghats, there was a group of priests dressed 

in yellow.  The priests prayed, went through some 

rituals, and then left—perhaps to go to the Vishwanath 

Temple that we would visit.  We saw people bathing in 

the Ganges alongside boats, cattle, and dogs.  Visitors 

to and residents of the area did not seem to be 

disturbed by that at all.  It took me aback as that is not 

typical in our society.  A few of us were shocked when 

we saw some people brushing their teeth with the river 
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water and others washing clothes a few feet away.  It just didn’t seem safe or sanitary to 

our American sensibilities.  

We passed the Ghats to the cremation sites on the Ghats.  We discovered that 

there are two sites for cremations  

(Harishchandra Ghat and 

Manikarnika Ghat) and that they  

“closed” for only two hours in a 

twenty-four hour period.  Of the 

two we passed, the 

Harishchandra Ghat was 

obviously smaller, the 

Manikarnika Ghat was much 

larger and much busier.  It was 

different to see them during the 

day, as we observed more easily 

the dressed bodies that were 

being readied for cremation.  It was more convenient to take pictures since our camera 

flashes would not disturb their solemn rituals during the day as they might have the 

night before.   

If I had not been prepared for the sight of the cremation Ghats, I might have 

responded emotionally, been terrified, been disgusted, or a combination of the three.  

Knowing that this is the way bodies are handled in India was helpful in moderating 

emotions.  We were also told that there are five types of people who are not cremated:  

Priests and holy men, pregnant women, children under 15, lepers, and those unlucky 

enough to be bitten by a cobra.  We asked questions like what happens to those 

ineligible for cremation and were told they were shrouded and weighted by a large rock; 

then they were taken out into the middle of the Ganges and thrown overboard.  

Needless to say, we were shocked that lepers would be thrown into a river that is so 

busy with the living.  Hindus believe that the ashes of a leper can infect the population, 

but that the holiness of the water protects others from infection from lepers in the water.  

What really surprised us was that even highly educated individuals have a deep faith 

that the dead bodies will not infect or pollute the waters.  

After stopping at the Harishchandra Ghat, we then went to the Manikarnika Ghat 

and saw again a long line of people waiting to complete this ritual.  The eldest son 

normally lit the funeral pyre; if there were older daughters and a younger son, the son 

would handle that duty; if there were no sons, the duty fell to another male family 

member; typically, females do not handle the lighting of the pyres.  The pyres are 

tended by Dalits, the lowest members of the caste system (in law the caste system does 

not exist, but in actuality it  indeed is evident). 
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The Manikarnika Ghat is very important in Hindu history and it is located near the 

Vishwanath Temple.  The Ghat’s history includes a legend that Lord Brahma built it to 

welcome Lord Shiva.    

On this trip to the Ghats we had another sight we were not expecting; a wrapped 

body floating atop the river.  We were not sure, so we asked Mr. Singh our tour guide; 

he said that bodies sometimes surfaced. We gasped and snapped some photographs 

and at least one of which revealed that the body had missing limbs, perhaps 

decomposition, or maybe the resident fish or crocodiles had already gotten to him.  That 

was another reason I did not want to set foot in that river, the creepy factor was too 

great.   

We docked, disembarked, and proceeded up the steps of the huge 

Dashashwamedh Ghat that led us through some pretty narrow and dirty alleyways.  Our 

destination was the Vishwanath Temple.  At the alley leading to the temple we were 

stopped by a security checkpoint that rivals TSA security at airports. No phones, 

cameras, batteries, or electronic recording devices of any type were allowed.  I was 

surprised later in the trip when we boarded a train that security there was non-existent.  

It was clear how much the nation values their temples over the mass security of the 

country’s visitors.  

When we got to the Vishwanath Temple, we learned that it did not welcome 

casual visitors or non-Hindu’s without a passport and declaration that the visitor is 

Hindu; some of us opted to stay outside of the temple while others went in.  This is the 

holiest of twelve Hindu temples dedicated to Lord Shiva.  Hindus are greatly 

encouraged to make a pilgrimage to Vishwanath Temple at least once in their life.  At 

some point during that pilgrimage, Hindus bring ashes of their ancestors and deposit 

them in the holiest river, the Ganges.  What we could see from the exterior, the temple 

was similar in grandeur to other Hindu temples.  The main temple deity is Vishwanatha, 

meaning ruler of the universe.   

The Temple organizers, for either security or realizing not everyone would qualify 

to get in, had a flat screen television that showed what was happening inside.  

Unfortunately, we did not know about that until after an hour or so of shopping and 

dealing with a few vendors.  The vendor that I dealt with was slick!  He was articulate in 

English and understood that many visitors could not handle the heat and humidity; so 

after just one small purchase he invited us to sit inside his kiosk with its wonderful, 

welcome fan blowing on us.    

Part of the reason the temple is so secured is because it is adjacent to the 

Gyanvapi Mosque, which happens to be the original site of the temple. Since the temple 

has been destroyed several times, the state of Uttar Pradesh took control of the temple 

in the early 1980’s.  
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I failed to mention that wherever we traveled, we were approached by beggars of 

every age, from young children gesturing with their hands that they needed food, to 

mothers holding young children, and to old women still using the now familiar “madam” 

and the gesture of hand to mouth signaling their desire for money or food or both.  We 

experienced this when we left the Vishwanath Temple.  So we tried not to make eye 

contact, and moved quickly through the pathways to get back to our boat.  I struggled to 

ignore one mother with her child perched on her hip when she asked assistance and 

then just meekly followed us back to the boat.  It 

struck me at that point, she was our person to help.  

I signaled to her to wait, then ran to the boat and 

had someone hand me the bag with our breakfast 

leftovers.  I took the white bag with our throwaways 

of bananas, bread, juice, and boiled eggs and ran 

back to hand them to her.  She had tears of 

thanksgiving.  I watched as she and her child 

maintained eye-contact and waved as long as we 

could.  Then she walked up to one of the clear 

spaces on the Ghat and opened up the bag, and 

then she waved one more time and fed her child.  It 

was so overwhelming to me; I could not control my 

emotions.  She needed that food that was not 

wanted or good enough for us.  It probably was her 

only decent food in days.  She still touches me.  

We did well, we Americans with our high 

standards.  We finally were able to help two 

people in a country of hundreds of millions.   

We came to a point in the river on the 

opposite bank, possibly a sand bar, where some 

of our group opted to wade in the water; after 

learning what I had, I opted to steer clear of 

partaking in that activity.  We took pictures of 

some of the bathers; feeling a bit voyeuristic, I 

chose to make my picture taking less obvious.  

Many of the bathers wanted us to take pictures 

and posed for us.  It seemed some were 

participating in rituals.  Some of the men were 

chanting while others were silently floating on 

their backs as they took their morning dips.  

They looked so peaceful, becoming one with the 

holiest of holy water of the Ganges. 
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We continued our journey west to the Ram Nagar Fort on the west bank of the 

Ganges.  It was a moderate boat ride; we docked on a riverbank that resembled a 

beach.  We began to feel the heat of the day building-up.  On the trek uphill through the 

village, we passed a bride and 

groom in their wedding car.  We 

passed the usual montage of 

shacks set up with vendors of 

mangos, beverages, and street 

food.  When we finally got to our 

destination it was not open.  

We were fortunate that 

there was adequate seating for 

our group at a beverage stand 

conveniently located at the 

bottom of a small hill to the Fort.  

We refreshed ourselves with Limka (a local soft drink), cola, and water.   

The Fort is important because it still is home to the King of Varansi known as 

Kashi Naresh.  He officiates at all religious events and is often at the cultural events as 

a patron.  The Fort was built in the 18th century and is home to the artifacts of the kings 

of Benaras.  Legend plays a part in all Indian history, this is no different.  Legend has it 

that Lord Shiva banished Vyasa from Varanasi because of his horrible temper; he 

established residence on the site where Vyasa Temple stands.  

While we were waiting for entrance tickets, several people needed the facilities.  

Indian facilities generally are not “Western” friendly; neither are they female friendly! 

The first group returned unable to complete their needed task because it appeared 

there was no designation for ladies or men.  The second group was more successful 

and the first group returned.  We stood in a group and talked about this unusual set of 

circumstances in front of a group of Indian women, several of whom obviously 

understood English, who laughed with/at us.  

Finally, we were able to begin our tour.  We first went into a dusty room with a 

glass table and wall cabinets that housed all manner of blades, pistols, rifles, and guns.  

Most were labeled nicely, and we noticed many of the weapons were embellished 

gemstones and engravings.  It is an easy deduction that the most embellished of the 

weapons belonged to high ranking soldiers  

We proceeded through several rooms to see more weapons, and then into an 

area that housed various transportation.  There were huge silver carriages also highly 

embellished in relief and gem stones. It was easy to imagine the pageantry associated 

with such rich-looking carriages.  That imagination grew as we saw the monstrous 
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crowns on elephants pulling carriages.  Those elephants would not be outdone in their 

gem-encrusted headpieces.  

There was even a section with automobiles, many from American and British 

Manufacturers.  Oh! What we car enthusiasts would have loved to do with those dust 

laden vehicles.  One could tell that they were once every bit as regal as the elephant 

drawn carriages.  

We then moved to an area that displayed clocks and desktop items, beautiful art 

pieces and such.  Although the heat was sweltering, every once in a blue moon we felt 

a breeze as we walked on the external walkways that connected the rooms.  Several of 

us began to get weary as the heat blazed on, so we made our way to the exit gate and 

rinsed dust off our feet and waited for others still perusing the Fort and the Temple.   

When all were gathered, 

we made our way back to the 

boats.  The operators were 

attempting to attach a canopy but 

it was too small, so we improvised 

and used umbrellas, scarves and 

head wraps as mini-canopies.  

During our ride we again noticed 

how cattle, dogs, goats, and 

humans used the river together 

without any apparent worry to the 

bacteria it contained.  It was yet 

another testament to our Western sense of cleanliness, similar to our experience with 

shared restroom facilities.  

It was a relatively quiet boat ride 

since we were parched and glad to be 

headed back to the coolness of our tour 

bus, one last hill and set of Ghats to 

climb until we made it to the cool 

reprieve of the ride back to the hotel.  
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The rest of the day was 

relaxed.  At the hotel we had our 

usual buffet lunch, and were then 

able to have some free time.  Later, 

Dr. Pandey arranged for us  to take a 

number of bicycle rickshaws to a 

very busy market area.  We sat two 

to a rickshaw and got to know some 

of our other traveling companions in 

very tight quarters.  My rickshaw 

companion was Bernard Derr.  He is 

an extremely charming gentleman; 

we enjoyed talking about our 

spouses and his other travels and future plans.  When we somehow made it through the 

chaotic traffic to the market, the group was instructed to meet at a specific time and 

place; we then dispersed to barter our rupees away.   

Several of us were on specific missions for sari’s, scarves, shirts, bongos, and 

jewelry.  Others just wandered until we found something that caught our attention or 

were cajoled into buying by enthusiastic and very well trained vendors.  Indeed, several 

could sell fire to the devil.  

The few hours we had in the market were insufficient, especially after being 

misdirected into some dark alleys and storefronts.  Finally we made our way back to the 

meeting point.  Many of us found the perfect gifts, while some of us lost precious time 

on wild goose chases.  If only we had a full day to shop!  When we got to the meeting 

point, we proceeded to meet the same rickshaw drivers we had earlier; we agreed with 

Dr. Pandey to secure their services by promising to pay them well.  The ride back was 

fairly uneventful, as far as Indian traffic goes.  When we arrived at the hotel, it turns out 

that our original rate was to be doubled from what we thought we agreed upon earlier.  

It was not a big deal to pay these poor gents as they gave up several hours of possible 

pay to ensure we had our rides back to the hotel as a group.  It turned out that the cost 

was 200 rupees per rickshaw.  We went up to our rooms and dropped off our goodies 

then proceeded to a very late buffet dinner or an early date with our beds!  All in all, it 

was a wonderful day.    

Debra Frazier 
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Thursday, May 9, 2013        Bodh Gaya 

Conrad Robinson 

After sleeping-in until 8:30 – such a rarity on this trip! – we boarded the bus in 

Varanasi to head to Bodh Gaya. 

For Buddhists like me there is no place more sacred. There are four places that 

Lord Buddha established as pilgrimage locations to honor his memory: Lumbini, Bodh 

Gaya, Sarnath, and Kushinagar. Of these four Bodh Gaya is the most important for it is 

at this location that Prince Siddhartha Gautama achieved enlightenment--became a 

buddha.  

The man who would 

become the Buddha, Prince 

Siddhartha Gautama of the 

Shakya clan, was born in the city 

of Kapilavastu (present day 

Lumbini in Nepal) in the 6th 

century BCE.  For the first 29 

years of his life, Prince 

Siddhartha lived a life the utmost 

luxury and pleasure. If the 

legends are to be believed, 

Siddhartha's father, the king, so 

sheltered his son from the 

suffering and pain endemic to 

human existence that for his first 

twenty-eight years Siddhartha 

was not aware that there were 

such conditions as sickness, 

death, and old age. 

At the age of twenty-nine, 

however, Siddhartha decided  to 

tour his father's kingdom outside 

of the palace and upon leaving 

he encountered a sick man, an 

old man, and a dead man. Each 

of these sights caused him more 

and more discomfort which was 

only amplified by his guard informing him that this would happen to him as well.   
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The prince encountered a holy man who 

seemed to be at peace with the world. Siddhartha 

subsequently resolved that he would not rest until 

he too achieved inner peace that would allow him to 

deal with the suffering and cruelty in the world. 

Siddhartha left his father's palace, 

abandoned his title, and for six years subjected 

himself to the utmost austerities – sleeping on nails, 

starving himself, subjecting himself to the sun and 

rain without shelter. However, none of these 

activities brought about the mental peace he strove 

to achieve.  Siddhartha then resolved that since 

both extreme hedonism and extreme asceticism 

had failed him, he should take a middle way 

between the two to see if that would work. And it did. 

While meditating beneath a banyan tree in Bodh Gaya Siddhartha achieved the 

mental tranquility that he 

sought for over six years. He 

became enlightened, and 

became the Buddha.   

Following his 

enlightenment, Lord Buddha 

went to Sarnath where he 

preached his first sermon and 

won the first converts to 

Buddhism. Subsequently, he 

taught for forty-five years. 

While on the bus to 

Bodh Gaya, our guide, Mr. 

Singh told us much of the 

above. He also told us a bit 

about Kushinagar, our 

destination after Bodh Gaya 

and the place where the Lord 

Buddha died.  

Mr. Singh explained 

that, according to tradition, 

before Lord Buddha arrived in 
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Kushinagar, he told his disciple Ananda that He would die in Kushinagar.  When 

Ananda asked why it was in Kushinagar, the Lord responded that he liked that place 

and had died there in three of his past lives. In two previous lives he had been the ruler 

of Kushinagar who lived and died there and once he had been a rabbit who lived and 

died in Kushinagar. 

Dr. Nivar then asked Mr. Singh if it was true that Buddha died from eating a 

poisoned mushroom. Mr. Sign replied that it may be true, although many people 

erroneously believed that Buddha died from eating pork. This confusion stems from the 

fact that the Pali word that means pork is also used to refer to a mushroom that tastes 

like pork. This was not something I had heard before – in fact, I fell into the category of 

people who thought Lord Buddha died from eating poisoned or rancid pork meat. 

Mr. Singh then told the story of Lord Buddha asking his disciples if they had any 

questions about his teachings before he died. For a while everyone was silent. Ananda 

had questions but Mara, the evil god of desire clouded his mind. Eventually, Ananda 

was able to ask “Who will be our teacher once you are gone?” to which Buddha 

responded – my teachings. 

Lord Buddha also 

remarked that the 

Buddhist Sangha – 

the order of 

Buddhist monks 

and nuns – were 

free to alter the 

minor rules that 

governed them. 

Unfortunately, 

Ananda, his mind 

clouded by Mara, 

did not ask which 

rules were minor 

and which were 

major. Consequently, disputes broke out which eventually fractured the Sangha into to 

the Hinayana tradition and the Mahayana tradition. 

After Mr. Singh finished speaking, Dr. Pandey told us a bit more about Indian 

history. Due to its enormous population, the state of Uttar Pradesh -- the state we had 

just left -- has had great influence in the Indian Parliament. In fact, the first three prime 

ministers of India were all from Uttar Pradesh. 

After reaching the Hotel Lotus Nikko in Bodh Gaya and unpacking we had lunch 

at the hotel. While we had had lunch at several of our previous hotels, lunch in Bodh 
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Gaya was quite different. Rather than a buffet, we were served food and drinks by the 

hotel staff, who constantly offered us more. Additionally, we agreed that the food was 

the best we'd had on the trip. I was particularly impressed with the sesame okra.  

Dr. Pandey informed us that our experience at the hotel was actually typical. 

Bodh Gaya is in the state of Bihar and according to Dr. Pandey Bihar and eastern India 

in general tend to place a greater emphasis on hospitality and freshly cooked food than 

western India.  

After lunch and brief rest we went to the Mahabodhi Temple, the main Buddhist 

temple in Bodh Gaya, which 

commemorates the place where 

Siddhartha attained enlightenment. Much 

of the temple had been built recently. 

Muslim invaders destroyed the original 

temple in the 11th century and for centuries 

Bodh Gaya was more or less in ruins and 

abandoned. At the end of the 19th century, 

however, two important events happened. 

First, the British excavated the main temple 

and second Buddhists from around the 

world began to travel to Bodh Gaya for 

pilgrimage and, saddened by the ruins they 

saw, began a project of rebuilding and new 

construction.  

Today Bodh Gaya is home to 

twenty-eight Buddhist temples from 

seventeen different countries with most of 

the temples being less than a hundred 

years old and many being less than fifty 

years old. Given this, it was no surprise that around the main temple I saw Buddhist 

pilgrims and Buddhist monks and nuns from all over Asia. I even saw a Western monk. 

What was surprising for me, however, was the large number of Hindus 

performing puja in the main temple. In hindsight this should not have been surprising as 

I knew that Hindus in general (and even the Indian Supreme Court!) regard Buddhism 

as a variation of Hinduism and regard Lord Buddha as an avatar of the Hindu god 

Vishnu. However, there is difference between knowing something intellectually and 

knowing it emotionally/experientially and the latter was certainly something new for me 

in Bodh Gaya. While I regard Lord Buddha as merely a human being – he's dead and is 

not coming back--it was profoundly moving and encouraging for me to witness Hindus 

show such profound respect for the founder of the religion I follow. 
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Outside of the Mahabodhi Temple, Mr. Singh talked about the various meditative 

practices Lord Buddha engaged in at Bodh Gaya after his enlightenment and pointed 

out the various monuments that had been built to commemorate these activities – 

walking meditation, gazing meditation, etc. As Mr. Singh is so knowledgeable this took a 

long time. 

The last part of the day before we returned to our hotel was spent looking at a Sri 

Lankan temple that opened in 2007. The temple had exquisite paintings depicting the 

most famous events in Lord Buddha's life. (See Deer Park example above.)  To my 

delight I also learned that this particular temple was also focused on charity work for the 

local Bodh Gayans, funding ambulances and educating the local children. 

This was an amazing day.  

Conrad Robinson 

 

Buddha spent his 7th week here and converted merchant brothers from Myanmar 
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Friday, May 10, 2013           Bodh Gaya 

Nancy Earl 

 

Where is Gaya?  What is Gaya? 

In mid-September 2007 I was in Bangkok, Thailand.  I had just finished an 

Australian company’s adventure tour in Tibet and was joining a Road Scholar tour on 

our way to Paro, the capital of Bhutan.  At the Bangkok airport we had heard a rumor 

that the plane would be making an intermediary stop but we didn’t know where.   

In the plane the woman sitting next to me struck up a conversation.  Yes, the 

plane would stop at Gaya in India.  What is there I asked.  The woman was on her way 

to Bodh Gaya, which is about twelve miles south of Gaya.  She explained that this was 

where the Lord Buddha had achieved enlightenment.  I was intrigued.  She continued, 

saying that she was Thai and that her family had built a small temple there.  Currently 

she was living in Houston but tries every year to spend a week in Bodh Gaya meditating 

at the temple.  I didn’t ask but I’ve always wondered if she had married someone in the 

American military stationed in Thailand. 

Then in the autumn of 2012 I noticed on a bulletin board at OSU-Marion a 

placard announcing the 2013 trip to India with an itinerary in the footsteps of Gandhi 

and Buddha. One of the stops would be in Bodh Gaya.  I immediately sent an e-mail 

message to Prof. Steffel to see if Program 60 students were eligible to participate.  Yes 

they were and yes, I signed up for the trip.  Now here I am in Bodh Gaya, India. 

May 9, 2013:  Bodh Gaya 

We arrived yesterday afternoon by bus from Varanasi (formerly known as 

Benaras) and spent the late afternoon visiting the Mayabodhi temple, the place where 

Siddhartha Gautama had meditated under the bodhi tree and reached enlightenment. 

May 10, 2013:  Bodh Gaya 

Today Bodh Gaya flourishes as an international center for Buddhism.  I keep 

thinking this is what a World’s Fair of Buddhism would look like.  Seventeen countries 

are represented including China, Japan, Sri Lanka, Vietnam, Thailand, Taiwan, Korea, 

Bhutan and Nepal. Soon Myanmar will join the group.  Twenty-eight monasteries with 

their adjoining temples as well as meditation centers and guest houses dot the 

landscape.  Several monasteries represent Thailand, two are Vietnamese and two 

Japanese sects are represented.  The Bhutanese and the Thai monasteries were built 

by their representative governments; private funds were used to build the remaining 

monasteries. Each building represents the particular Buddhist sect as well as reflects 

the architectural style and exterior and interior decoration of its respective country. 
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I.  The Bhutanese Temple 

Our first stop was the Bhutanese temple that was built in 1983 by the Bhutanese 

government.  Having traveled to Bhutan, I immediately recognize the traditional 

Bhutanese architecture.  The three-dimensional checkerboard-like blocks of wood run 

rampant around the porch roof, at the tops of windows and under the three layered 

roofs.  Each row of blocks has its own decoration.  On the porch roof I recognized one 

of the most important representations of Buddhism, the Dharma chakra, or Wheel of 

Law, the symbol of Buddha’s teachings, between two deer seen in profile, referring to 

the Deer Park in Sarnath where Buddha gave his first sermon. 

The main hall inside was ablaze with color, red predominated, with almost every 

inch of space filled with patterns, shapes, 

and other decorations.  The area was 

broken into sections by pillars, all the 

more space to fill with color and patterns.  

The ceiling in each section highlighted a 

mandala.  A photograph of the current 

king and another of the most recent past 

king decorate two pillars. 

I was intrigued by the decoration 

along the upper portion of the outer 
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walls.  The scenes appeared to describe the life of Buddha.  It was a type of bas-relief 

that I have never seen before.  One scene that I particularly like shows a prone Buddha 

almost resting on the Dharma chakra. The trees, the flowers, the quilt-like banner, the 

monks, and the waves of water were all so beautifully rendered.  According to Walking 

With The Buddha, p. 31, the bright alternating colours with clouds and sceneries are 

typical of the Tibetan style.  I could easily sit on the floor for hours just enjoying this 

interior. 

But we must move on.  

Postscript and Notes: 

Mandala: The word can have many different meanings  

 A ritual drawing which represent the cosmos. 

 A symbolic, graphic representation of a tantric deity’s realm of existence. 

 A psycho-cosmogram. 

More Notes on Mandala:  (Mandala, Wikipedia) 

 A mandala is a spiritual and ritual symbol in Hinduism and Buddhism, 

representing the Universe. 

 The term is of Hindu origin. 

 In various spiritual traditions, mandalas may be employed for focusing 

attention of aspirants and adepts as a spiritual teaching too, for establishing a 

sacred space, and as an aid to meditation and trance induction. 

 In common use, mandala has become a generic term for any plan, chart or 

geometric pattern that represents the cosmos metaphysically or symbolically. 

 Can have a religious meaning or a political meaning. 

 Political meaning: the polity is defined by its centre rather than its boundaries, 

and it could be composed of numerous other tributary polities without 

undergoing administrative integration.  Southeast Asian polities are often 

known in this sense. 

 Mandalas are commonly used by tantric Buddhists as an aid to meditation. 

 In the Tibetan branch of Vajrayana Buddhism, mandalas have been 

developed into sandpainting.  As a meditation on impermanence (a central 

teaching of Buddhism), after days or weeks of creating the intricate pattern of 

a sand mandala, the sand is brushed together and placed in a body of 

running water to spread the blessings of the mandala.  They are a key part of 

some meditation practices.   

 A mandala can also represent the entire universe which is traditionally 

depicted with Mount Meru as the axis mundi in the center, surrounded by the 

continents. 



65 
 

 In Christianity rose windows and the dromenon on the floor of Chartres 

Cathedral are forms which are evocative of mandalas. 

 The dromenon labyrinth on the floor of Chartres Cathedral represents a 

journey from the outer world to the inner sacred center where the Divine is 

found.  (dromenon) 

 

II.  The Japanese Statue of Buddha 

Next we stopped at the Great Buddha statue, Daibutsu, an 82 foot (25 meter) 

stone statue of the meditating Buddha.  According to the information plaque, the 

Buddha was erected by the Daijokyo Sect of Nagoya, Japan, in 1989.  Mr. Singh, our 

guide, told us that the design for 

the statue was modeled in Japan 

and then sent to India where it 

was carved by local workers using 

stone from near Varanasi.  As 

described on the information 

plaque, the Buddha was 

constructed using blocks of pink 

Chunar sandstone, the Lotus of 

yellow Chunar sandstone, and the 

Pedestal of red sandstone. 

Lining the path around the 

Buddha were statues of ten 

important Japanese disciples.  

Walking around that path it is 

difficult not to notice the broken 

glass shards on top of the cement 

wall surrounding the site.  Nor is it 

difficult not to notice in the 

distance all the huge poles 

holding up electrical wires that 

ended up in my photographs.  

Postscript and Notes:   

I found it interesting to compare this statue to a famous Buddha statue that I had 

seen in Kamakura, Japan.  That Japanese statue, at 13.35 meters high and 

weighing 93 tons, is the second largest monumental Buddha in Japan and to 

many, the most impressive.  Cast in bronze in 1252, it was originally housed 

inside a temple.  Then in the late 15th century a huge tsunami washed away the 

wooden structure and the statue has sat out in nature ever since. The 
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GreaBuddha is Amida 

Buddha, who is the focus of 

Pure Land Buddhism.  

Originating in China, this sect 

gained prominence in Japan 

in the 12th century and 

remains popular today.  

(Great Buddha of Kamakura) 

My great aunt Olive spent 

nine years living and working 

in the Orient, as it was then 

called, from 1919 to 1927.  

The first year she taught at the American school in Tokyo.  In a copy of some of 

her writings I found this: The Kamakura Buddha (the Diabutsu) is still the most 

satisfactory Buddha in all the World!  Neither India nor Burma, Siam nor 

Cambodia have its equal.  The Kamakura Buddha meditates – and casts a spell 

on the individual who will sit long enough to come under its magic spell.  In rain, 

or mist, in sun and shadow, it dominates land and sea – and man.  (Note: 

Because Aunt Olive lived in Tokyo, I am sure she did see the Kamakura Buddha.  

I must say, however, that her writing tends to be very flowery so she may be 

taking poetic license here to describe the Buddha.) 

 

III.  A Tibetan Temple of the Kagyu School 

Thank goodness for digital photography.  

For me and perhaps for several others, this 

temple just melded in with the next temple 

(Thai).  It should not have.  Tibetan Buddhism is 

quite different from Thai Buddhism and Tibetan 

culture is quite different from Thai culture, which 

means the two temples are quite different in 

appearance.  With the help of Shawn’s 

photographs and Prof. Steffel’s persistent 

sleuthing around the internet, the temple has 

been identified as well as the fact that this is a 

seat in exile for His Eminence Beru Khyentse.  

Exactly who Beru Khyentse is remains 

somewhat puzzling. 

The temple exterior has characteristics 

similar to the Bhutanese temple, which should be 
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expected because both Buddhist traditions are closely related.  

The Dharma chakra and the two deer high above the entrance, 

the roof style, and even the checkerboard-like blocks of wood 

around the roof edges are also used here. 

Walls of the congregation hall have murals depicting the 

twelve deeds of Lord Buddha, all painted in fine Indian art style 

(Karma Dhargye Chokhorling Monastery).  This art style is very 

refined, very elegant, very graceful and very aristocratic, quite 

different from frescos we saw last night at the Sri Lankan site or 

at the Mulgandhakuti Vihara temple at Sarnath. 

Outside the main shrine hall, on either side of the door 

are huge pictures of the four celestial guardians, very different 

in style from the fine Indian art style found inside. 

These guardians may be the same as the typical 

four guardian kings who represent the four cardinal 

directions.  The king in the north holds a pagoda 

representing earth, heaven and cosmic axis.  The 

king in the east holds a sword with the power to 

evoke a black wind that produces tens of thousands 

of pears and golden serpents.  The king in the west 

possesses a lute.  And the king in the south holds a 

dragon and a wish-fulfilling jewel (Facts and Details). 

 

 

 

Postscript and notes: 

The Four Guardian Kings, each of whom watches over one specific cardinal 

direction of the world, north, south, east and west, are the protectors of the world 

and fighters of evil, each able to command a legion of supernatural creatures to 

protect the Dharma, the teachings of Buddha.  Each carries a specific symbol, 

usually umbrella, sword, mongoose or snake.  And each is represented by a 

specific color: yellow, red, green or white.  (Four Heavenly Kings) 

A variation is the eight deities of The Guardians of the Directions: N, NW, NE, S, 

SW, SE, E and W.  A further variation adds two additional deities representing 

the Zenith and Nadir.  (Guardians of the directions) 

This is what I have found out about the Karma Kagyu sect: (Karma Kagyu 

School) 
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Karma Kagyu is probably the largest and certainly the most widely practiced 

lineage within the Kagyu school.  The Kagyu school is one of the four major 

schools of Tibetan Buddhism. 

The spiritual head of the Karma Kagyu is the Gyalwa Karmapa, a reincarnate 

lama (tulku).   

The supreme Lama of the Karma Kagyu is the Karmapa, who always presides as 

lineage holder once he has reached his majority and received all the necessary 

training and transmissions. 

The 2nd through the 10th Karmapas (13th – 17th centuries) were the principal 

spiritual advisors to successive Emperors of China.  The Karma Kagyu are 

sometimes called the “Black Hat” Lamas, in reference to the Black Crown worn 

by the Karmapa. 

The Karma Kagyu was founded by the first Karmapa, Jetsun Dusum Khyenpa in 

the 12th century.  Followers believe that the Karmapa’s appearance as the first 

historical consciously reincarnate teacher was predicted by the Buddha in the 

Samadhiraja Sutra. 

The Karma lineage is the most ancient tulku lineage in Tibetan Buddhism, 

predating the Dalai Lama lineage by more than two centuries.  The lineage is an 

important one as the Karmapa is traditionally the head of the Karma Kagyu 

school. 

There is some controversy over who is the 17th Karmapa, with two major 

candidates both having been recognized and enthroned by their supporters.  

Neither candidate has been enthroned at Rumtek Monastery.  This controversy 

has been brought about by the Communist Revolution in 1949 and China 

wanting to have more control in Tibet. 

This is what I have found out about His Eminence Beru Khyentse Rinpoche 

and this temple:  (Beru Khyentse Rinpoche) 

The Beru Khyentse is a title given to a lineage holder of the Karma Kagyu school 

of Tibetan Buddhism. 

The 2nd Beru Khyentse was born in central Tibet in 1947 and, as a young monk, 

was recognized as Tulku and enthroned by the 16the Karmapa in 1995.  At the 

age of thirteen he led his monks and lay devotees from his monastery in 

Nangchen out of Tibet and established a community including monastery and 

retreat centre for them in Mainpat, India. 

After Ripoche completed extensive studies in Buddhist philosophy and training in 

Vajrayana rituals and completing the traditional four-year retreat in the Karma 

Kagyu tradition, he established monasteries in Bodh Gaya and Kathmandu.  He 
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also founded the Tharjay Charitable Foundation to sponsor bridges, schools, 

clinics and medical treatment for the nomads of eastern Tibet.   

Since the 1980s Beru Khyentse Rinpoche has been teaching and travelling to 

many countries around the world presenting the Dharma in the spirit of non-

sectarianism and in a manner suitable for all students from beginners to the most 

advanced practitioners.   

Tulku: In Tibetan Buddhism tulku is an honorary title given to a recognized 

reincarnate Lama either on the grounds of his/her resembling an enlightened 

being or through his/her connection to certain qualities of an enlightened being.  

(Tulku) 

Amongst the Tulkus of Tibet are those who are reincarnations of superior 

Bodhisattvas who are able to choose their place and time of birth as well as their 

future parents.  High-profile examples of tulkus include the Dalai Lama, the 

Panchen Lama and the Karmapa.  (Tulku) 

 

IV.  Wat Thai Buddhagaya,  (Thai Monastery) 

The roof lines immediately tell 

you this must be a Thai temple.  

Multiple roof tiers lay upon the next, 

just like a telescope.  Each tier is then 

broken up into segments.  At the end 

of each gable and at each break in 

each tier finials project upward and 

outward creating a lovely visual 

rhythm.  The gable finials are called 

chofah, which in Thai means sky 

tassel.  They are generally believed to 

represent the mythical creature 

Garuda, half bird and half man, who 

is the vehicle of the Hindu god Vishnu.  Other creatures such as fish, elephant or bird 

are also used. 

This was the Wat Thai Buddhagaya built with the patronage of the Royal Thai 

Government in 1956.  Wat can mean monastery or temple.  The word comes from a 

Pali word meaning an enclosure.  Here wat refers to an enclosing wall that divides the 

sacred world from the secular world. 
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As you climb the steps to enter the temple you can’t miss 

the two large figures standing, one on each side, by the 

doorway.  These are Yakshas, ghost-banishing giants, and 

obviously protectors of the entrance.  (Yaksha) 

Once inside, my first thoughts were how different this 

main hall was compared to the Bhutanese and Tibetan temples 

we had just seen.  The colors are serene, the objects fewer and 

the decorations limited. My mind 

easily contemplated the opulent, 

gilded meditating Buddha in the 

earth touching pose at the back of 

the main hall.  In alcoves to the left 

and right of the Buddha were wall 

frescos of two important temples.  I recognized the one on 

the right.  It was the Mahabodhi temple here in Bodh Gaya 

which we visited yesterday.  I did not recognize the temple 

on the left. 

Around the main hall were several things that 

caught my attention.  Window shutter panels and door 

panels were beautifully decorated with gilded figures in the 

same style as the Buddha statue, with animals and an 

ornate background. I wondered who these figures 

represented.  The side walls had an unusual decoration of 

waves of water and lively fish swimming in and about. 

 

Postscript and Notes:  

The Wikipedia website “Thai Temple Art and 

Architecture” provided a lengthy description of roof 

lines and finial decorations. 

The Wikipedia website “Yaksha” included a photo 

of a yaksha at a temple in Bangkok.  This Yaksha 

was identified as Thotsakhirithon, one of the 

twelve giant demons, characters from the Thai 

Ramakian (or Ramayana) epic, guarding the 

south-western gate of Wat Phra Kaeo to the Grand 

Palace.  It has a green face with an elephant nose.   
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It dawned on me, as I did some reading after the trip, that Thai Buddhism is a 

Theravada form of Buddhism. This is another reason why the Thai temple looks 

so different from the Bhutanese and Tibetan temples. 

The Pali language is the sacred language of the Theravada Buddhist canon.  It is 

a Middle Indo-Aryan language of north Indian origin and is closely related to the 

Old Indo-Aryan Vedic and Sanskrit dialects but is apparently not directly 

descended from either of these.  (“Pali language”, Encyclopaedia Britannica) 

The use of Pali as a Buddhist canonical language came about because the 

Buddha opposed the use of Sanskrit, a learned language, as a vehicle for his 

teachings and encouraged his followers to use vernacular dialects.  In time, his 

orally transmitted sayings spread through India to Ceylon (c. 3rd Century BCE) 

where they were written down in Pali (1st Century BCE). A literary language of 

rather mixed vernacular origins, Pali eventually became a revered, standard, and 

international tongue.  The language and the Theravada canon known as Tipitaka 

were brought to Myanmar (Burma), Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam.  Pali 

died out as a literary language in mainland India in the 14th century but survived 

elsewhere until the 18th. (Pali language, Encyclopaedia Britannica)    

The touching the earth mudra (hand position in meditation) symbolizes the 

moment when Buddha called upon the earth goddess to bear witness to his 

enlightenment. (Tibetan Buddhist Altars)  Or as Eva Rudy Jansen wrote, the 

Bhumisparsa mudra is touching the earth as Gautama did, to invoke the earth as 

a witness to the truth of his words. (The Book of Buddhas, p. 5.) 

V.  Noontime Break 

The midday temperature hovered near the 115 degree range so we returned to 

the hotel for lunch and some cool down time; but not before some serious shopping at R 

S Handicraft.  Quietly awaiting us as we entered the foyer we saw a framed painting of 

the Dharma chakra and two deer in front of the shop.  I was not in a shopping mood but 

I was fascinated by two pieces of sculpture, both meditating Buddhas, both in the lotus 

position.  The first Buddha was in the Darmachakra hand position, the second depicted 

a mortified Buddha with his hand in the Dhyana hand position.  Several years ago in 

Bangkok I remember seeing a similar piece of 

sculpture and that image has haunted me ever 

since.  But it was not the image I would want 

decorating my curio cabinet.  (At home much later 

I heard someone describing this as the anorexic 

Buddha, probably the BBC world service radio 

program Heart and Soul.  What an appropriate 

description.) 
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After lunch I braved the elements and took a rickshaw to the post office to 

purchase some stamps.  Little did I realize that today was market day so the area 

around the post office was crowded with shoppers.  Another opportunity to observe 

closely the variety of saris – colors, variety of weaving or printing methods, patterns, 

styles of wrap.  One style in particular caught my eye.  It was not really a sari but 

combined an intricately patterned top, a 

black skirt and a colorful scarf.  The 

interesting detail was that the top 

completely covered the front of the body 

but the back was left mostly bare.  A tie 

strap two-thirds down the back held the top 

in place.  Someone from the hotel was 

assisting me and said these women were 

from the Gujarat area.  Not only was I 

staring at these interesting “dresses” but so 

too were many Indians - women and men. 

We wouldn’t go back out until 4:00 when the temperature had dropped 

somewhat.  So we spent some time discussing two topics.  First, Dr. Dan Christie led a 

discussion around his specialty of peace and conflict.  He was to give a lecture at the 

Jamia Millia Islamia, a Delhi university, on our last day in India, but it turned out that all 

universities were on break at this time.  Instead he discussed with us some of the 

comments he had planned to make. 

Our second discussion centered around women and gender issues – for both 

Indian and American women.  This came about after we women suffered on that 

horrendous bus ride of ten hours from Agra to Allahabad without any semblance of an 

indoor toilet, either eastern or western.  We did stop for a lunch break and there was a 

nearby open area that was available but most of the females on the trip felt very 

uncomfortable doing so.  Dr. Pandey asked us to recall what kind of traffic used the 

roads we had been on – mostly trucks and male workers.  In India the train is the usual 

form of long distant travel. Thus travel by bus is usually void of indoor toilets because 

women do not travel long distance by bus. 

Postscript and Notes:  

The Book of Buddhas: Ritual Symbolism used on Buddhist Statuary and Ritual 

Objects by Eva Rudy Jansen is a great resource. Here are some of her 

comments: 

 Mudra: A symbolic position of the hand.  It is a physical expression of a 

particular energy. (p. 4) 

o Dharmachakra: the gesture of Teaching, usually interpreted as turning 

the Wheel of Law.  The thumbs and index fingers form circles.  (p. 5) 
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o Dhyana: the gesture of absolute balance in meditation.  The hands are 

relaxed in the lap and the tips of the thumbs and fingers touch each 

other.  (p. 6) 

 Asana:  A ritual position of the body. 

o Padmasana: the well-known lotus position.  (p. 10) 

 

VI.  The Vietnamese Temple 

A beautiful gate welcomed 

us as our afternoon itinerary began 

with a visit to the Vietnamese 

temple.  The structure had small 

pagoda-like rooflets with upturned 

corners and was decorated with 

very intricate details of fruits and 

flowers, dragons and other 

designs, some nicely filigreed. 

A small, open two-story side 

structure sat tucked away in the 

trees and flowers. Inside the main 

building, three Buddhas each 

representing a different mudra 

occupy the main altar.  To one side is a large 

temple bell which is rung only on special 

occasions. As others were taking the 

opportunity to ring the bell, I looked around 

and noticed three different Avalokiteshvara 

sculptures.  The Avalokiteshvara is the 

bodhisattva of compassion; it was easily 

recognized by having eleven heads and 

eleven pairs of arms with a background circle 

of eleven thousand hands, all of which are 

useful when helping others.  As an outsider 

looking in on Buddhism, I found this concept 

very satisfying and very important for today’s 

world.  

 

Sometimes things come at you so fast 

and furious that you don’t have time to 
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comprehend the full picture at that moment.  Much later as I was thinking about these 

Avalokiteshvara sculptures, I realized the concept of a 

bodhisattva was prevalent in the Mahayana tradition 

but I didn’t know that this concept was also part of the 

Theravada tradition.  The Vietnamese were 

introduced to Buddhism from the practitioners who 

came from Sri Lanka; from the Theravada tradition.  

As Dr. Pandey and Prof. Steffel have both said: 

religious practices can change every sixty miles or so. 

Back outside I admired the eight-sided, eight-

storied pagoda with eight levels of red tiled roofs, 

each with eight upward tilts, one at each corner, and 

the upward tilts of each level is decorated with a 

different filigreed animal.   Digital photographs contain 

such wonderful detail! 

Postscript and Notes:   

The word pagoda is sometimes used to collectively describe stupas and temples 

but generally refers to Japanese- and Chinese-style towers inspired by the South 

Asian stupa.  The word pagoda is derived from dagada, the word used for relic 

chamber in Sri Lanka. (Facts and Details) 

At home when I finally had time to look carefully at all my photographs, I was 

reminded of a pagoda that I saw in Hanoi.  I finally identified the pagoda as the 

Trấn Quốc Pagoda, the oldest pagoda in the city.  (Trấn Quốc Pagoda)  It was 

originally constructed in the sixth century on the shores of the Red River but 

when the river began encroaching on the site of pagoda it was relocated to its 

current location in the northwest outskirts of Hanoi.  An interesting side note: this 

pagoda is very close to the lake where John McCain’s plane was shot down 

during the Viet Nam War. 

The concept of Bodhisattva is difficult to describe.  To complicate the matter 

further, different traditions or schools, branches and sects of Buddhism have 

different versions of its meaning. 

In the book Walking with The Buddha, the glossary (p. 24) defined Bodhisattva 

and Avalokitshvara: 

Bodhisattva – the ideal of the Mahayana tradition, an individual who delays his 

own Enlightenment in order to lead other sentient beings to deliverance. 



75 
 

Avalokiteshvara – the Mahayana Bodhisattva of compassion.  Known as 

Chenrezi in Tibetan and regarded as the protector of Tibet.  His reincarnations 

are the successive Dalai Lamas. 

In World Religions: Eastern Traditions is this paragraph (p. 204):  Although each 

era [of the endless succession of eras] is considered to have only one fully 

enlightened, teaching buddha, there are numerous beings in each era who are 

thought to have achieved some degree of enlightenment.  They are known by 

such titles as arhats (‘worthy ones’, frequently translated as ‘saints’), 

bodhisattvas, or pratyeka buddhas (enlightened hermits who do not teach 

others). 

 

VII.  The Tibetan Temple of the Gelug Sect (Namgyal Monastery) 

Our next destination was a Chinese temple but we found ourselves at the back 

entrance for which there was no entry.  As we worked our way around to the front 

entrance we stopped at a Tibetan and a Taiwanese temple before we got to the 

Chinese temple. 

The sign above the main entrance to the Tibetan temple was written in three 

scripts: the top one was in Tibetan and the bottom one was in English I’m not sure what 

the middle script was.  It stated that this was the Gaden Phelgay Ling Tibetan 

Mahayana Buddhist Monastery, which was built in 1938.  The Gelug sect is also known 

as the Yellow Hat sect.  

In 1998 the Namgyal Monastery absorbed the Gaden Phelgay Ling Monastery.  

The monastery has apartments for the Dalai Lama, who is its spiritual leader. 

The main hall 

had a statue of the 

Buddha as well as a 

statue of the Maitreya, 

the future Buddha.  

Below the main 

Buddha statue was an 

elaborate display of 

sculpted pieces of yak 

butter “clay”.  On a 

wall outside the main 

hall was a Wheel of 

Life.   Unfortunately, it 

was in a darkly lit space and to complicate matters had darkened with time making it 

difficult to truly appreciate this work of art. 
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The highlight of the day for 

me had to be turning the giant 

prayer wheel in a Dali Lama 

sponsored Tibetan temple, chanting 

the mantra Om Mani Padme Hum, 

as I made three clockwise 

revolutions.  According to Robert 

Beer, who has written several books 

about Buddhism, this is the famous 

six-syllable “jewel (mani) lotus 

(padma)” prayer, the mantra of 

Padmapani Avalokiteshvara, which 

is ceaselessly repeated by many 

devout Tibetans.  (Tibetan Buddhist 

Altars )  Robert Thurman, well-

known Professor of Indo-Tibetan 

Buddhist Studies in the Department 

of Religion at Columbia University 

notes that when Tibetans recite this 

mantra, they are in effect saying, 

“All is well.  Everything is perfect.  

Wisdom and compassion uphold 

every atom!” (About Tibetan Prayer 

Wheels Tibetan) 

Prayer wheels are 

typically found in countries 

that practice Tibetan 

Buddhism – Tibet, Nepal, 

Ladakh in northern India, 

Bhutan and that part of India 

that used to be Sikkim.  The 

concept of the prayer wheel is 

a physical manifestation of the 

phrase “turning the wheel of 

Dharma”. Here dharma refers 

to the teachings of Buddha. 

Prayer wheels are 

packed with printed mantras, 

usually the mantra of Avalokiteshvara, the Bodhisattva of great compassion, and always 

rolled clockwise, printing facing outward.  Each revolution of the prayer wheel is as 
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meritorious as reading the inscription aloud as many times as it is written on the interior 

scrolls.  This means that the more mantras 

that are inside a prayer wheel the more 

powerful it is.  The Amitabha Buddha, in a 

text, says “Anyone who recites the six 

syllables Om Mani Padme Hum while turning 

the dharma wheel is equal in fortune to the 

Thousand Buddhas.”  In the same text 

Shakyamuni Buddha says that “turning the 

prayer wheel once is better than having done 

one, seven, or nine years of retreat.”   (About 

Tibetan Prayer Wheels) 

Postscript and Notes: 

There are several types of prayer wheels: 1) Personal prayer wheels where the 

cylinder is weighted down with a cord allowing it to be spun by a slight rotation of 

the wrist.  2)  Water wheels that are turned by flowing water.  The water that is 

touched by the wheel is said to become blessed and carries its purifying power 

into all life forms in the oceans and lakes that it feeds into.  3)  Fire wheels that 

are turned by the heat of a candle or electric light. The light emitted from the 

prayer wheel then purifies the negative karmas of the living beings it touches.    

4)  Wind wheels that are turned by wind.  The wind that touches the prayer wheel 

helps alleviate the negative karma of those it touches.  5)  Stationary prayer 

wheels that are large, fixed, metal wheels set side by side in a row.  Passersby 

can turn the entire row of wheels, one at a time, by sliding their hands along each 

one.  6)  Electric prayer wheels are powered by electric motors.  However, Lama 

Zopa Rinpoche has said, “The merit of turning an electric prayer wheel goes to 

the electric company.  This is why I prefer practitioners to use their own ‘right 

energy’ to turn a prayer wheel.” (Prayer Wheels, Wikipedia)   

In Scotland there is a Tibetan monastery, the Kagyu Samyé Ling Monastery and 

Tibetan Centre, which is located in Eskdalemuir, Dumfries and Galloway. Yes, in 

Scotland, and it has a set of electric prayer wheels that run for eight seconds at a 

time.  It is interesting to note that in 1969 musicians David Bowie and Leonard 

Cohen were students at Samyé Ling and that Bowie almost became a monk 

there.  (Prayer Wheels, Wikipedia) 
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Although the prayer wheel in the Dali Lama Yellow Hat Tibetan temple is huge, it 

is nowhere near the size of a new prayer wheel recently set up in Heyin Town, 

Qinghai Province, China.  This prayer wheel measures 86 feet in height and 

weighs 200 tons and has been awarded the Guinness World Record for the 

largest revolving prayer wheel.   (Guinness World Records) 

Going in the opposite direction in 

terms of size – what about that solar 

powered prayer wheel that our bus 

driver has on the dashboard of his 

bus!  The dimensions are probably 

no more than three inches wide and 

four inches high. How much 

accumulated wisdom and merit has 

he earned each hour as the prayer 

wheel turns and turns and turns.  

But then maybe it is the bus that 

was earning all that wisdom and 

merit so that every day its 

passengers would have an interesting, eventful day and would return to their 

hotel safe and sound. 



79 
 

The Wheel of Existence, also known as the Wheel of Life, is a motif widely 

depicted among the vestibule murals of Tibetan temples.  Its graphic visual 

imagery symbolizes the modes of suffering endured by sentient beings of the six 

realms along with the causes of their sufferings, which generate a perpetual 

cycle of mundane rebirths.  The wheel is firmly held in the jaws and clutches of 

Yama Dharmaraja, the lord of death who presides over all cyclic existence. 

(Footprint Tibet, p. 768). 

When I was in Bhutan in 2007 our group visited a family which was conducting a 

religious ceremony in honor of a new house they were building.  Among various 

items on the altar were several pieces of Tibetan butter sculpture.  In Bodh Gaya 

I recognized similar pieces in the Bhutanese temple and again here in this 

Tibetan temple.  A web search took me to four sites which are listed under 

resources (Tibetan Butter Sculpting) at the end of this day’s report.  I found all 

four articles well worth reading.  

The Maitreya Buddha 

World Religions: Eastern Traditions, edited by Willard G. Oxtoby, 2002, Oxford 

University Press, United Kingdom. 

(pp. 203-4):  The law of karma (actions) causes living creatures to be reborn 

again and again, for better or worse according to their good or bad moral 

conduct.  Whenever morality and truth, that is, dharma, have declined badly, a 

new highly developed being is born and becomes the buddha for that era.  

(Compare the Bhagavad Gita, in which the lord Krishna explains that he comes 

down to save the earth when dharma has declined.) 

Although many Buddhists believe in gods and spirits, no almighty God is needed 

to mastermind the appearance of a new buddha.  The highly developed being 

who becomes the new buddha is aware of the needs of the world and knows 

when to be reborn.  Buddhists tell the story of Gautma Buddha, or Sakyamuni, as 

the Buddha for our era, with the understanding that there have been buddhas in 

previous eras and there will be buddhas in subsequent ones.   We shall see later 

that some Mahayana Buddhists venerate a buddha of a previous age, named 

Amida,  and that the Buddhists look to Maitreya as the buddha to come in the 

next era. 
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VIII.  The Chinese Temple 

The Chinese Temple had this same industrial complex feel to it.  There were 

three beautiful meditating Buddhas enclosed in one display case.  They appeared to be 

identical triplets.  The only difference was the object each was holding in his hands.  All 

three wore gilded bracelets and armbands and all three had a swastika imbedded on 

their chests.  Quite a stunning display.  The wall behind this case displayed what 

seemed to be one thousand Buddhas. 

Beside the walkway to the Chinese temple there were several layers of prayer flags 

hanging like newly washed laundry on a clothesline.  But these were quite different from 

the prayer flags I had seen elsewhere.  One in particular caught my attention.  It was 

bright red with a large yellow star under which were four smaller yellow stars.  Could 

this be political propaganda rather than religious devotion? 

Postscript and Notes: 

Sometime after returning from this trip I was showing some of my photographs to 

Joe Zhou, the OSU-Marion media lab coordinator.  The one photograph that 

attracted him was also the one with the red prayer flag and the large yellow star. 

His translation of the Chinese characters on the flag was this: love country; love 
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religion; good fortune to every family.  Obviously this was a religious message 

rather than political propaganda.  Or was it a bit of both? 

IX.  The Taiwanese Temple 

The sign above the entry gate to the Taiwanese 

temple called this The World Chon Ghwa Buddhist 

Sangha Taiwan Temple.  However this looked to me 

more like a warehouse in an industrial zone rather than 

a temple.  There were several important statues 

encased 

in glass 

around 

the 

building including a happy Buddha and a 

Kwan-in Bodhisattva.  In China the 

Bodhisattva of Compassion (known as 

Avalokiteshvara in Tibetan Buddhism) has 

morphed into a female Bodhisattva but 

this statue does not include the many 

heads, arms and hands that are normally 

found on Bodhisattvas in other countries. 

X.  Mr. Singh’s Apartment Complex 

 

The day’s itinerary ended with Mr. Singh 

pointing out to us his travel agency in Bodh Gaya, 

and then giving us a tour of his living quarters 

nearby. Mr. Singh grew up in an area near Nalanda 

(about 40 miles northeast of Bodh Gaya) and 

received his undergraduate and master’s degrees at 

the historically famous University of Nalanda.  He 

began his doctorate there but for personal reasons 

never finished.  Now he spends the tourist season 

working at Bodh Gaya and the rest of the year at his 

family home near Nalanda.  He says that he is a 

devout Hindu but he carries Buddhism in his heart.    

Mr. Singh had been our expert guide for the 

Buddhist part of our trip; he joined us in Allahabad. 

He would guide us to Kushinagar, Lumbini in Nepal, 

and Gorakhpur.  He and I formed a special little 
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group of two.  We were born in the same year and our birthdays are just a month apart.  

In some of our previous conversations I became aware of his Spartan life.  He routinely 

arose at 4 o’clock in the morning, completed his morning Hindu rituals, and then went 

through a series of exercises which, if I remember correctly, included some weight 

training.  His day ended routinely at 8 o’clock in the evening.  Of course travelling with a 

group of Americans like us could wreck a routine schedule such as his. 

His dietary habits were also very Spartan.  One of his favorite snacks was 

roasted rice which puffs up just like popcorn.  He showed us something he had put 

together in his yard, which was a small round indentation in the ground with a small 

tunnel leading to the side.  A fire could be built in the indentation that would be 

sustained by air coming through the tunnel.  Rice was put into a clay pot which was set 

over the fire and roasted. 

Post Scripts and Notes: 

According to the Eyewitness Travel India book (p 218), Nalanda was once the 

most prestigious center of learning in Asia.  The Buddhist University of Nalanda 

was founded in the 5th century CE and eventually had over 5,000 international 

students and teachers and a library of nine million manuscripts.  Nalanda 

flourished until 1199 CE when it was looted and destroyed by the Turkish raider, 

Bakhtiar Khalji.   

After returning back to the States, my first night’s sleep was interrupted by jetlag 

confusion, the radio was on and I realized I was listening to BBC radio.  The very 

first report I heard was an interesting, and very appropriate, interview with 

Amartya Sen, a 1998 Nobel Prize winning economist (welfare economics and 

social choice) and now the chancellor of the new Nalanda International 

University.  He described the original Nalanda University as an eminent center of 

learning long before Bologna, Europe’s oldest university, or Oxford or Cambridge 

were founded.  The university drew scholars from all over Asia, surviving for 

hundreds of years before being destroyed by invaders in 1193.  The idea of 

Nalanda as an international center of learning is being revived by a group of 

Indian statesmen and scholars led by Mr. Sen.  The group wants to establish a 

new world-class residential university with top students and researchers from 

around the world, on a site close to the ruins of the ancient Buddhist institution in 

the state of Bihar.  (Nalanda University, BBC News)   

XI.  Daily Life Outside the Temples 

When we are intensely involved in our travels, when our itinerary is overloaded 

with things we want to do, when we are engaged in conversation with others in our 

group, we do not always pay attention to all that is going on around us.  These are the 

details that can tell us so much about the country we are visiting.  The rickshaw drivers, 
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the sugar can juice street venders, the post office workers, the men tearing down old 

parts of the hotel with only a sledge hammer, the street sweepers, the street vendor 

peeling cucumbers, the colored stone that has been crushed and powered for use in 

face decoration and beautification, the various vendors in the local markets, the tailors 

and the coolies that carry things for us.     

And the different clothing people wear.  Indian women usually wear saris, Muslim 

women, as well as men, wear the shalwar kameez, which is considered the national 

dress of Pakistan.  Men in the city can be dressed in a western suit or traditionally in a 

pancha with a western-style oxford shirt on top.  Kids wear anything and everything.  

Tee-shirts with a western language phrase or icon are very popular.  It is also popular 

today for everyone, young and old, to adapt to new styles, most of which are a 

combination of Indian and Western clothing.  I was fascinated by many billboards 

elsewhere in India with male models showing off what I would call very metro-sexual 

clothing. 

Postscript:   

As I was writing this part of my report, I was concerned about using the word 

coolie.  In today’s world, is coolie a politically incorrect word to use here?  This is 

how my 1960 Random House dictionary defines coolie:  1. (in India, China, etc.) 

an unskilled native laborer.  2. (elsewhere) such a laborer employed for cheap 

service. [prob. var. of kōlī,, name of tribe of Gujarat, but cf. Tamil kūli hire, wages] 

XII.  Dinner at the Hotel Lotus Nikko 

Dinner tonight was another treat.  We were the only guests at the hotel so the 

food as it was prepared it was immediately brought to the table, not presented buffet 

style over steam tables.  Also earlier in the day we had been asked what we would like 

to eat for dinner.  This explains why the food at this hotel is some of the best we have 

tasted on the whole trip.  My favorites all along have been the sautéed green 

vegetables, especially those seasoned with sesame oil and other eastern flavorings.  

Last night it was okra to die for; tonight I am not sure what green vegetables were used 

but they, too, were delicious.  Bihar was not a dry state so we were offered the local 

beer - Kingfisher. Conversations were very lively.  I think we had finally molded 

ourselves into seasoned travelers.  We were tired, we were happy, and we were ready 

for more excitement to unfold in the remaining days of our Indian adventure.         
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Nancy Earl 

 

  



86 
 

Saturday, May 11, 2013      Bodh Gaya to Kushinagar 

David Snyder 

After a breakfast of boiled eggs, toast, jelly, and water melon, we were on our 

way to Kushinagar by 7:15 AM. The sights from the bus continued to be pretty much the 

same with divided farm plots and an occasional brick oven chimney. 

Mr. Singh used the bus microphone to tell us that we were in the state of Bihar 

but would be going to Uttar Pradesh. In his overview he told us that we had been to two 

of the most important Buddhist sites – Bodh Gaya where Buddha achieved 

enlightenment and Sarnanth where He delivered His first teaching –; and that we would 

shortly be see the other two sites – Kushinagar where He achieved nirvana and Lumbini 

where He was born. 

Next our guide informed us of the four miracles and where they occurred. 

Buddha’s cousin, Devadatta, was jealous of Him and had others try to kill Him; when 

they failed he tried to kill Him by rolling a rock down a hill. At Rajagrha, Devadatta tried 

to kill Him again by getting an elephant drunk so that he would charge at the Buddha 

and trample Him. Miraculously the elephant was so overcome by the Lord’s goodness 

that he prostrated himself at the Buddha’s feet. Devadatta continued to try 

unsuccessfully to make trouble within the group. He became frustrated and left it, but 

soon fell ill and died just before attempting to reunite with them. 

A second miracle occurred at Vaishali. When the city was plagued with famine, 

disease, and evil spirits, Buddha saved it by reciting the Jewel Discourse for seven days 

straight. When the plagues stopped, the monkeys of the city returned to Him the 

begging bowl that they had taken from Him filled with honey. They also dug a bathing 

pool for His personal use. Vaishali is also the place where He decreed that women 

could become nuns but with some special stipulations that kept their status below that 

of the monks. The efforts of His stepmother and aunt, Maha Pajapati who suckled and 

raised him after his mother had died, were what convinced the Buddha to allow nuns in 

the religious group. 

The next miracle occurred at Savatthi. To silence the heretics the Master 

performed the Twin miracle of having a great water pipe sprout from the upper part of 

His body and a huge flame shooting from the lower half and then reversing them from 

bottom to top and left to right. He also created multiple representations of Himself 

standing and seated on lotuses. When finished He took three giant steps to Tavatimsa 

Heaven to preach the Abidharma, a reworking of his sutras. 

Sankasia was the site of the fourth miracle. Buddha told Saka, the ruler of 

Tavatimsa, that He would descend from there in seven days after preaching the 

Abidharma to his mother, who had been reborn there a deva, and others. Saka had the 

head of a stairway built at the peak of Sineru, a mountain that forms the center of the 
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Earth, and the foot at the gate to the city of Sankasia. He made three descents; one of 

gold on the right sides for Devraj Indra, one for the Brahma made of gold on the right, 

and a bejeweled one in the center for the Buddha. All of them miraculously descended 

together. A Hindu temple dedicated to Bisari Devi has since been built on top of the city 

and is a source of friction between Buddhists and Hindus. Local Hindus worship this 

God for help with their eyes. 

Next Mr. Singh named for us his list of six historical Buddhist sites. I had great 

trouble understanding his English and my tape recording of the lecture is of poor quality 

so I will relate them as best I can. I found no list of Buddhist historical sites official or 

unofficial in my research so these may be unique to Mr. Singh. 

The first one he named was Nalanda in the state of Bihar. It was a free center of 

Buddhist learning which Buddha visited often in the sixth century BCE. Students from as 

far away as Tibet, China, Greece, Japan, Korea and Persia eagerly went there. It was 

ransacked and destroyed in 1193. In its glory days it had 2000 teachers, 10,000 

students, and a huge library. In 1951 a modern center for Pali Buddhist studies was 

founded nearby. I think I heard Mr. Singh say that he attended there. According to the 

BBC the university has been revived and will begin taking students in 2014. 

Kesariya Stupa 

A second site in Bihar is called Kesariya. We stopped and took pictures of this 

site from the road but went no closer. It is the site of what is probably the tallest (one 

hundred fifty feet) and probably largest stupa in the world and was built between 200 

and 750 CE.  Most likely, Ashoka had a stupa built here earlier.  Buddha had visited 

Kesariya once in the last year of His life and announced His impending death. A large 
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group of villagers had refused to stop following Him as He left Kesariya, so He gave 

them His begging bowl hoping that this would placate them. They continued to follow 

Him so He created a vision of a raging river between them and Himself. 

Another historical site was Pava, Uttar Pradesh (U.P.), an ancient city where 

Lord Buddha had His last meal. His host was a goldsmith named Cunda. Buddha was 

the only person who ate the sukara-maddava which is the name of the dish that 

allegedly poisoned him. 

Thirty-five kilometers east of Lumbini was Mr. Singh’s next historical site, 

Devadaha, where Prince Siddhartha spent much of His childhood and youth. It was the 

home of His mother, Mahamaya; His stepmother, Prajapati; and His consort, 

Yashodhara. 

Kausambi U.P. was the fifth historical site. This is where Buddha was offered a 

girl named Magandiva in marriage, When she was refused she tried to take revenge on 

Buddha in various ways. It was also the site of a great Buddhist schism involving 

whether or not a person should be punished for violating a rule if he could not see that 

he had done wrong. The schism was eventually healed. 

The final historical site that Mr. Singh mentioned was Rajagrha, which was where 

one of the four miracles had occurred.  Soon after Siddhartha Gautama left Kapilavastu, 

His father’s kingdom, He met first teacher who was Alara Kalama.  This was in Rajagrha 

was where Alara taught Him meditation.  

Mr. Singh also mentioned Kapilavastu in Nepal where Buddha grew up and lived 

with his family until he was 29.   

 

Dr. Pandey had said that we would stop at 

one of the many brick kilns we had seen along the 

highway so we did. At the place we stopped we 

were lucky to see two different kinds of kilns. The 

process of making bricks begins by extracting the 

clay and storing it in the open which softens it and 

gets rid of the unwanted oxides. Then the clay is 

mixed by hands and feet with water to get the 

correct consistency for molding. A lump of this mix is 

rolled in sand to keep it from sticking when slapped 

into a mold.    
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The mold is emptied into 

a drying area to dry in 

the sun. These 

unmolded bricks are 

turned over every two 

days for uniform drying 

and to prevent warping. 

After two weeks they are 

ready for firing. 

     

The first kiln we saw is called a scove. Green bricks are stacked with tunnels at 

the bottom that allow heat from fires to pass through and upward in the piles of bricks. 

The outsides of the piles are plastered with mud to insulate them. The tunnels are 

placed in a direction so as to take advantage of the wind. 
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The second much more 

elaborate kiln that we saw nearby 

has a chimney. It has flues 

running through the floor of the 

kiln with space between the 

stacks of bricks to allow the heat 

to circulate. The tops are covered 

for insulating the kiln. Fire holes 

are left along the sides where coal 

is burned then they are sealed to 

keep the heat inside. The firing 

takes about a week, but the length 

of time for firing is determined by 

the expertise of the brick maker. 

The bricks are removed after cooling and sorted by color which is an indication of 

the level of baking. Over-baked 

bricks are used for paving or for 

covering the kiln for insulation. 

The under- baked ones are used 

for inner walls or are baked again. 

Different grades of bricks are sold 

at different prices. They are sold 

in lots of 1000. Top quality costs 

5000 rupees per thousand and 

the lowest would be 3000 rupees 

per thousand. The bricks we saw 

were marked by the mold with the 

word “mahal” which means 

palace, but often the molds mark 

the brick with the kiln owner’s name. 
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The kiln we were shown belonged to Kumar 

Brasab who also owns two others.   He has an 

accountant/manager who handles all the 

counting, pricing, and selling, which gives him 

opportunities to cheat the owner. Dr. Pandey 

asked the owner if he thinks his manager is 

honest. Mr. Brasab began laughing and replied 

that he didn’t expect him to be honest. 

When we had finished our tour the owner 

wanted to give us something to eat to show his 

hospitality. Dr. Pandey told him that we could not 

eat because we had a long way to travel. The 

owner said that we were his guests and that if we left without taking anything the Gods 

would not be pleased with him. According to Dr. Pandey these are the kinds of values 

that the eighty percent of the people who live in the villages still have and they are the 

ones who preserve the culture. In the cities people do not have the time or they think 

that maintaining the old values is too primitive. He explained to Mr.Brasab that he had 

given of his time, shared his knowledge and had offered us food –that that was all the 

hospitality we required. He reluctantly accepted this. 

Indian migrant workers including women and children labor at the brick kilns on a 

temporary contract for low wages with poor conditions. Dr.  Pandey said that the 

workers like to work at a kiln that has trees from which they can make palm wine. The 

alcohol does brain damage and even 

kills some of the workers because they 

use fertilizer to make it ferment. The 

laborers end up spending most of their 

money on alcohol and bribes to police to 

avoid alcohol related arrests. 

Due to heavy traffic we did not 

have lunch until 3:00 PM, so we had a 

snack of Sprite, mango juice, crackers, 

and cookies along the way. Lunch was a 

buffet of all Indian food at the Gagan 

family Restaurant.  The food was the 

spiciest that we had anywhere on the 

trip, but there was an interesting 
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vegetable that looked like okra that was quite tasty. Of special interest to some of us 

was the cannabis that grew wild all around the restaurant.  

Back on the bus Dr. Pandey explained the divisions of government that are 

below the national level. The state is led by a chief minister who has limited powers. 

Next is the district which is led by a magistrate followed by the region that is headed by 

a commissioner. The tahasil is the equivalent of our county followed by the block and 

village. Selection of officers is based on tests, a background check, and interviews. The 

judiciary is chosen by other judges also based on exams and interviews. 

Other brief discussions were held during the journey involving the following: 

1. The neem tree is quite useful. It gives oxygen, is a pain reliever, can be used 

to clean teeth and stops itching. 

2. Mustard oil is used for cooking in Bihar and the north, soybean oil in the 

Punjab and the west, and palm oil is used in the south.  

3. Auspicious dates for various occasions are determined by astronomy, but it 

depends on which calendar one uses. In the north of India most weddings occur at night 

because they use a lunar calendar. In the south they are during the day because a solar 

calendar is in use. New Year’s Day can be on a different date for each of the lunar, 

solar, official, and business calendars. 

4. We went through Patna, which the capital of Bihar. The Ganges flows through 

it and banana trees grow there. It is known for the three “F’s”; floods, fires, and fighting. 

When we finally arrived at the Hotel Lotus Nikko in Kushinagar it was 7:45 p.m.  

The 215 mile journey took twelve and one-half hours. Needless to say we were very 

tired. 

David Snyder 
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Sunday, May 12, 2013        Kushinagar 

Virginia Folcik Nivar 

This Sunday was a busy day on the Buddhist segment of our tour.  We visited 

several sites in Kushinagar, including the fourth and historically most important location 

associated with the Buddha.  Upon our return to the Hotel Lotus Nikko, Drs. Christie, 

Pandey, and Steffel were photographed and interviewed by journalists from the local 

newspapers, and a group picture was taken, all of which appeared in local newspapers.  

We departed from the hotel to head for the samskara (ceremony) called “Upanayana” of 

Dr. Pandey’s nephew, the son of his sister.  We had the honor of being present for the 

ceremony and celebration.  We then left the celebration just in time to cross the border 

of India into Nepal, facilitated by the skillful negotiations of our guide for this part of the 

tour, Mr. Singh.  

The day began with a visit to the Mahaparinirvan Temple in Kushinagar, which 

commemorates the Parinirvana of the Buddha, or his final nirvana from which he would 

not return to Earth.  Kushinagar was the capital of the Malla kingdom during the earlier 

lifetimes of the Buddha, known as Kushavati in stories called the Jatakas.  

 

 

Mahaparinirvan Temple in Kushinagar with the Buddha in the mahaparinirvana posture 

 



94 
 

 

Mahaparinirvan Temple in Kushinagar 

The Buddha was accompanied by his cousin-brother, Ananda, and announced 

that he would reach Perinirvana in Kushinagar.  Ananda wondered why the Buddha had 

chosen this place in a jungle mango grove, to be the place of his final nirvana.  It was 

called Kusinara at this time, and was no longer the important capital that it once was.  

Because the Buddha had experienced 549 lifetimes/nirvanas in this area, he chose this 

to be the place of his Parinirvana.  Mara, the evil one, also put it into the mind of 

Ananda to ask who would take over for the Buddha as a leader.  The Buddha told 

Ananda that he would be the one to take over. 

A local man from the vaishya (merchant caste) named Chunda prepared a meal 

for the Buddha.  By accident, a poisonous mushroom was mixed in with the meal.  

Since it is against the custom of Buddhists and Hindus to taste a meal during 

preparation, before the distinguished guests or a priest has eaten some and made an 

offering to the gods, the food was given first to the Buddha to eat.  The Buddha could 

taste the mushroom and knew he would die.  He told Chunda not to give the food to 

anyone else.  The Buddha asked Ananda three times to go to the clean side of the 

Hiranyayati River and get him water.  The third time Ananda went and got clean water 

for the Buddha to drink.  Ananda prepared the final resting place for the Buddha to 

reach Perinirvana.  

The second place visited on Sunday, May 12, was the Matha-Kuar Shrine, which 

was part of a monastic complex.  This was where Buddha gave his last lecture.   
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Matha-Kuar Shrine  

 

Inside the Matha-Kuar 

Shrine is a 3.05 m. high statue of 

Buddha that was carved out of a 

block of blue stone from the Gaya 

region.  It was subsequently 

covered in gold.  It represents the 

Buddha seated under the Bodhi 

tree in a pose expressing the 

moment of his life before his 

enlightenment.  He is touching 

the Earth to call upon it to bear 

witness to the pious acts that he 

performed in his previous birth. 

 

 

 

 

The Buddha in the Earth-touching attitude. 
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Ramabhar (cremation) Stupa of the Buddha 

Our last stop was at the Ramabhar Stupa where Buddha was cremated.  At the 

time of Buddha’s death, this was the site of the Makutabandhana hall where the Malla 

chieftains put on their ornaments on festival days.  After the cremation the assembled 

chieftans held a festival for seven days in honor of the relics, and the brahman Doha 

was in charge of distributing the relics.  They were distributed into eight parts to 

establish temples.  The cremation stupa of the Buddha was excavated in 1910. 

 

 

Upon returning from the Buddhist sites to the hotel, there were journalists present 

to interview Drs. Christie, Pandey, and Steffel.  The interview made the local 

newspapers in Hindi, and Dr. Pandey’s family collected them for us. 
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Above: Hindustan – Below: translation of Hindustan articles 
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American Students influenced by Indian Culture 

Hindustan Correspondent, Kasia 

(Photo of the Group) 

A 15-member group of the department of History from The Ohio State University 

visited Kushinagar on Sunday, May 12, 2013.  The group members, besides learning 

about Buddha, were interested in learning about Indian history and geography of 

Kushinagar.  

Dr. Bishun D. Pandey, Associate Dean and Professor of Mathematics, led the 

group.  They arrived in Kushinagar late last night and stayed in Hotel Nikko.   This 

morning, the group went to the main Buddha Temple and saw the historical statue of 

Buddha and learned about it.  From there they visited Ramabhar Mantha Kuwar, Thai 

Temple, and other temples, and learned about them in detail. 

The group had studied Indian history in the USA and wanted to experience 

personally the country’s culture.  While touring Kushinagar, they not only came face to 

face with the culture but also had practical experience of what they studied in their 

History class.   

The group took notes of what they learned and will use them when they return to 

the USA.  So far they have learned about the urban Indian culture and wished to see 

the village culture.  For this purpose, they will go to the village of Mahui in Hata 

county.  In the village, women will greet them in the traditional Indian fashion on their 

arrival and at the time of their departure they will provide a traditional send off. 

Wish is to develop Universal Peace 

(Photo, Professor Daniel Christie) 

Indian culture is totally different from the American culture.  Indian People are 

friendly and they take care of their guests very nicely.  American ways are different and 

it is hard to adapt Indian culture in the USA due to work pressure. I am trying to instill 

some values in everybody.  American students are very happy and impressed by the 

hospitality.” 

He said that during the Obama administration the condition of the Indian workers 

has improved a lot and their work is in demand because they are honest and 

hardworking people.  He said “I will go to Pakistan from here, where I will stay for a 

month and study the Psychology of different people.  The Psychology of people are 

different everywhere.  We cannot bring improvement until everyone works together; this 

is important for progress and we are working towards that goal.” 
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He also said that “work is being done to bring the different Psychological 

viewpoints of the world together for Universal peace.  When this happens, people over 

the world will start thinking alike.”  He praised the Psychology of Indian people 

Wish to add Hindi to the Curriculum in addition to Indian History 

(Photo Bishun Pandey) 

Professor Pandey, who is a Professor in the Math Department as well as an 

Associate Dean in the university, is the group leader of the American students.  He said 

the group members completed course work and now are here to learn more about the 

Indian history and culture.  In their course, they had been taught Indian history from 

Buddha’s until the modern times but the travelers are focusing mainly on Buddha and 

Mahatma Gandhi.   

Professor Pandey, who is originally from the village Murera, Block Desai Deoria 

and has been working at The Ohio State University for the last 32 years, informed us 

that the group is on a 14-day tour of India. 

These History students will be learning about Indian history.  He explained the 

course approval process at the Ohio State University.  Students write an application, the 

university considers their applications, and finally offer the course. In Delhi, the group 

concentrated on Gandhi, and is studying about Buddha by visiting Sarnath, Bodhgaya, 

Kushinagar, and Kapilavastu and Lumbini, Pandey informed the correspondents. . 

Professor Pandey told the correspondents that although he has been employed 

by The Ohio State University and his entire family lives in the US, he has retained his 

Indian citizenship and Indian passport.  

Indian history is different than other countries’ 

(Photo Professor Vladimir Steffel) 

The correspondents interviewed Dr. Vladimir Steffel, retired Ohio State University 

professor.  In his interview he stated that the Ohio State University has established a 

center in Mumbai to strengthen the relations between India and the USA.  It is worth 

having the center in Mumbai because it is providing information about the OSU 

curriculum, and is engaging businesses and job seekers. He said that in his opinion, 

Indian History is very different from other countries’.  First I studied it deeply and now I 

am teaching it to my students.   He was inspired to teach Indian history and culture by 

his friend Professor Bishun Pandey.   

He also described his Semester in Sea experience in 2007.  During this program, 

he and his colleagues travelled for three months and taught various subjects to 700 

students. During a stopover in Chennai, he visited Chennai and other small towns near 

Chennai and realized that Indian culture is quite different.  Upon such realization, he 

studied Indian history in depth and became very fascinated about teaching it to his 
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students.  Although he taught world history throughout his life, nowadays he is very 

interested in teaching Indian history without any remuneration. Today instead of 

teaching world history he is so influenced by Indian history that he is teaching students 

about Indian history. 

Dr. Steffel said, “I wish to spend more time in India and study its history.”  Yoga, 

which is described in Indian History, is used as medicine in the USA.  Indian cuisines 

are very tasty and we have taken it daily while being in India. 

 

Above: Dainik Jagaran 

 

Above: Jan-Sandesh Times  
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Above: Amar Uajaala 

What follows is the essence of eight articles written by four reporters for four 

newspapers. 

The reporters were interested in why and what our group was studying in India.  

They spoke with the students and interviewed Professors Christie, Pandey, and Steffel.   

The reporters noted that the students had prepared for their visit by studying the history 

and culture of India.  In India the group was interested in understanding contemporary 

Indian society and culture.  The students were especially interested in understanding 

more about Gandhi and Buddha.  To that end, they focused on Gandhi in New Delhi.  

Then they set off on the Buddha circuit of Sarnath and Bodh Gaya; today in Kushinagar; 

and would end in Lumbini (Kapilavastu), Nepal.  The reporters noted that the students 

were fascinated by the various forms and poses of Buddha at the sites they visited. 

The reporters wanted to know what brought the leaders of the study tour to India.  

They were informed that in a time of globalization it was important for Americans to be 

more understanding of the different cultures in the world.  Moreover, India was one of 

the major civilizations that had been understudied in America.  They learned that 

Indians have been coming to Ohio State since the 1950s, first to study agriculture, and 

now they study in many departments.  Also, there are Indians teaching at OSU, 
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especially in engineering, mathematics, and medicine.  They also were informed that 

OSU recently opened an International office in Mumbai to increase contact between the 

University and India for educational and research opportunities. 

The reporters informed their readers that Bishun Pandey taught mathematics for 

32 years at Ohio State, was Associate Dean of the Marion Campus, and still retained 

his Indian citizenship.  Also, that he was from the village of Murera, which was nearby.  

Dan Christie told them of his interest in Peace Studies and seeking to understand the 

cultural differences among people everywhere.  He said that there is a need for 

psychologists to study Indian approaches to Psychology.  He added that from India he 

was going to Pakistan for a month to work with colleagues on development of master’s 

programs in Peace and Conflict Studies.  Vladimir Steffel informed the reporters that his 

interest in Indian history came from teaching World Civilizations, Critical Contemporary 

Issues, and his colleague Bishun Pandey.  His visit to Chennai, India in 2007 with 

Semester at Sea opened possibilities for working with his colleagues to take student 

study tours to India. 

 

After the interviews, we were on our way to the village of Mahui to visit the home 

of Dr. Pandey’s sister, where his 

nephew was having his samskara 

(Hindu ceremony) called the 

Upanayana.  This ceremony can 

be compared to Catholic/Christian 

Confirmation or a Jewish Bar 

Mitzvah, but it is generally 

reserved for the upper varnas 

(castes in Hinduism).  This 

ceremony marks coming of age 

for young men, a spiritual rebirth, 

officially making them members of 

their caste (usually Brahmin).  The 

young man is prepared by gurus 

who teach him the social and 

spiritual adult responsibilities of 

his Varna.  The word Upanayana 

means leading or coming closer to 

the spiritual life and to God.  The 

ceremony itself involves the 

dressing of the young man in the 

clothes of a beggar, and the participation of particular family members in rituals of 
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begging and bestowing of gifts.  Dr. Pandey played a central role along with his sister 

and brother-in-law in the Upanayana.  As part of the ceremony the young man’s head is 

shaved, he is given a sacred bath, he takes sacred vows, and is given the ancient 

gayatri mantra which includes the bestowing of the sacred thread, or Yajnopavitam, 

around his wrist.  A Brahmin will wear the sacred 

thread for the rest of his life, changing it annually.  

One more thread is added to the original when the 

man is married.  Without this ceremony, a young 

man is unable to marry in the tradition of his Varna, 

so it was essential for Dr. Pandey’s nephew to have 

this ceremony given that he is 25 years old. 

In addition to the Upanayana, Dr. Pandey 

was reunited with his father who had not seen him 

for several years.  It was a very touching, joyful, and 

emotional moment when Dr. Pandey’s father 

recognized him.  Everyone nearby who witnessed 

the reunion was overcome with the joy of the 

moment. 

As part of the celebration, a wonderful feast 

of rice and vegetables was served to us by Dr. 

Pandey.  Some of the women in his family were 

looking on with amusement as those of us who were 

inexperienced in eating rice with our fingers had to do so for the first time, in public.  All 

in all, it was a culturally enriching and entertaining experience for everyone. 

We unfortunately had to leave before the celebration was over, in order to make 

it to the Nepal border crossing before the immigration office closed.  Our guide, Mr. 

Singh, demonstrated his expertise in handling matters of bureaucracy at this point, 

because we arrived at the traffic jam at the border with just minutes to spare.  Mr. Singh, 

and Drs. Pandey and Christie collected all of our paperwork and passports on the bus, 

and took them into the immigration office where everyone was happy to see Mr. Singh.  

Mr. Singh apparently knows how to cut through bureaucracy with financial benefits to 

those who stamp the documents, so we made it through the border and were on our 

way to Lumbini, Nepal as planned. 

Virginia Folcik Nivar 
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Monday, May 13, 2013           Lumbini, Nepal 

Bernard Derr 

Monday May 13th's schedule called for an early rising to bring us to Lumbini by 6 

am, a return to the Hotel Nanse just across the Nepalese border for an 8:15 breakfast 

and the final boarding of our bus at 9:15 am, with packed lunch, to guarantee a timely 

arrival in Gorakhpur to catch our 4:30 pm train ride of 800 km back to Delhi. 

The early morning visit of the holy site of the Lumbini Gardens, the park 

environment holding the actual birthplace of Siddhartha Gautama, felt as the most 

enchanting, uncomplicated, serene, tourist experience of the trip, close to genuinely 

conveying a sense of immersion into the contemplative mood associated with 

Buddhism. The sounds of early morning bird calls accompanied our brisk walk along the 

blooming shrub-lined alley ways, peopled with few tourists and almost as many monks. 

Unexpectedly, we passed a large pond, partly covered with lotus pads and blossoms, 

the reflecting water surface dotted with the silhouettes of storks, egrets and geese. The 

site retains some of the legendary charm of the beautiful garden described in Pali and 

Sanskrit literature in Buddha's own time.  

A sharp turn brought into view the business end of our early morning outing and 

the last stop on our pilgrimage route through India (bringing us into Nepal). Mr. Singh's 

commentary guided us past the ruins of ancient monasteries and stupas, to a pause at 

the Pillar of Ashoka, then inside the dark Mayadevi temple marking the precise  place of 

Siddhartha's birth. 
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Outside again, we walked around the adjoining sacred tank, the waters where 

Mahamaya had bathed before the delivery and where baby Siddhartha received his first 

cleansing. Nearby, under the gigantic Bodhi tree festooned with numerous prayer flags 

and offerings, a bevy of monks were chanting morning prayers and making offerings to 

a shrine set into the tree trunk. 

After a few more minutes to walk on the grounds 

and photograph, we made our way back along the 

wide flowered paths, to the bus. Mr. Singh looked back 

to count the rings atop the Mayadevi temple. "I count 

twelve," he said, "as you find on Buddhist temples. 

Hindu temples have eleven." Outside the holy precinct, 

early vendors were making their first sales of the day. 

As we drove away, we could see near and far, some of 

the other temples and monasteries, built and being 

built, close to this most holy of Buddhist sites, one of 

the four places of pilgrimage identified by the Buddha 

himself along with the other three visited earlier: Bodh 

Gaya, the place of his Enlightenment, Sarnath where 

he delivered the first Sermon, and Kushinagar, the 

place he chose for his final exit from the earth.  
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Even though we did encounter a few solicitations for alms from beggars and 

monks within, the site, like a few other Buddhist enclaves, seemed to encourage quiet 

and meditation, an aspect further enhanced by the large proportions of natural spaces. 

Further, the holy site of Lumbini is bordered by two large monastic zones: eastern for 

Theravada and western for Mahayana and Vajravana monasteries, where no shops, 

hotels or restaurants can be built. 

During breakfast, some expressed regret that we could not have stayed a little 

longer in Lumbini and Nepal. Others had started thinking about what awaited them upon 

the return or their next 

adventure(s). Our bus 

took us back quickly 

into India. Along 

generally good roads 

on this day, we were 

on our way back to 

Delhi. 

Reaching 

Gorakhpur in good 

time, Dr. Pandey took 

us to visit the house 

(two floors and a 

basement) he had 

built there for himself and of which he rents the ground floor to a young family with two 

children. The mistress of the house graciously allowed us to look around and use the 

bathroom facilities (both eastern and western style).  The doors to the household shrine, 

however, remained closed: it was rest time for Rama and Sita. The visit of the house, in 

a gated community, with a large kitchen, four bedrooms, dining and living rooms, and 

marble floor, provided an instructive comparison with the more modest living quarters 

Mr. Singh uses in his house in Bodh Gaya 

(part of which he also rents out) and where we 

had been welcomed and introduced to his 

wife. 

Later at the train station, a waiting room 

with ceiling fans kept us from the worst of the 

afternoon heat and away from the crowded 

platforms. There also, we were met by Dr. 

Pandey's sister and other relatives for last 

good-byes. They brought copies of the Hindi 

newspapers containing stories and photos 
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about our group and its faculty leaders who had been interviewed by newsmen in 

Kushinagar. We delivered to them, for their village, gifts we had brought from the US. 

They helped us board the correct compartments of the train to Delhi.  

Settling into our assigned places on the train proved a bit of a struggle, as some 

Indian travelers were occupying more than their share of space or even claimed to have 

reservations for some of the same seats. Before tempers flared, and the prospects of a 

long and uncomfortable train ride (until 10 am. the following morning!) bored too deeply 

into our consciousness, Dr. Pandey's diplomacy and calm doings found room for all the 

luggage, secured a place to sit and to stretch out for everyone, and got food and drink 

for the hungry. Most agreed that the situation they were in was a bit of a new 

experience for them. As nighttime came, our trusted leader helped set up the bunks and 

bedding, and, like a good papa, tucked us all in for the night, before retiring to his own 

cot. 

At the time my diarist's pen was blithely passed on to the next scribe, I was 

resting without a care in the top berth. Right at that moment, the train may have been 

crawling along at its characteristic slow pace, or seemingly interminably stopped at one 

of innumerable stations along the way.  

◄◘► 

The traditional accounts of the wondrous birth of Siddhartha Gautama emphasize 

the exceptional qualities of the one who was to become the Buddha, the one called the 

Sakyamuni ("the Sage of the Sakya clan") and other honorific titles such as "The World 

Honored One." Sometime in the 6th century BCE, according to the most recent 

archaeological evidence from digs inside the Mayadevi temple, he was born a prince in 

one of the remaining tribal republics in the foothills of the Himalayas, heir to King 

Suddhohana, the man elected king of the Sakya clan and ruler of their territories from 

the palace town of Kapilavastu. 

On a full moon night of Vaisakha (April-May), Mahamaya the chief queen of King 

Suddhohana, saw in a dream a great white six-tusked elephant enter her womb through 

her right side which prompted court sages to predict the future greatness of the thus 

engendered child, destined to become either a great monarch or a buddha. 

Not far from Kapilavastu, in the forest grove of Lumbini, as she was on her way 

to visiting her family for the final stage of her 10 month pregnancy, Mahamaya gave 

birth, standing, while holding onto a miraculously lowered branch from an overhanging 

Sal tree. Siddhartha emerged painlessly from her right side and was caught in a golden 

net by attendant devas (gods), spotlessly clean. The heavens filled with light, flowers 

were showered on the young prince who landed on a lotus pedestal.  Siddhartha took 

seven strides in all four directions and announced that this would be his last birth. 

Queen Mahamaya died (departed to the heavens) a week after giving birth. 
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Wise to the dual path prediction of the soothsayers, King Suddhohana, wanting 

to ensure that his son would someday rule over his family's realm, tried to hide all 

suffering from his son, so he would not be tempted into the religious life. The life of 

luxury that his father surrounded him with is described in a text attributed to the Buddha 

himself: 

“In my father's house were ponds here and there where they planted red, white, 

and yellow lotuses and water lilies for my pleasure. I used nothing but fine incense from 

Kasi. My turbans, robes, underclothes and outer clothes were of fine, light Kasi silk. Day 

and night when I walked through the grounds, someone held a white umbrella over my 

head to protect me from the heat, the cold, the rain, and falling dust. Three palaces 

were built for me : one for the hot weather, one for the cold weather, and one for the 

rainy season. During the four months of the rainy season, I lived in the palace built for 

such weather, enjoying music played only by beautiful women, and I never went out. In 

ordinary houses, servants and workers are fed scrap rice and sour gruel, but in my 

father's house even the servants and the workers were given white rice and meat." 

The precise localization of the birthplace of Siddhartha Gautama and of  

Kapilavastu, his father's city palace where he spent the first 29 years of his life, are now 

a matter of archaeological record echoing the written word of history and of legend.  

The ruins of numerous temples, stupas, and monasteries on the site point to 

Lumibini as a  place of pilgrimage from the 3rd century BCE to the 15th century CE. 

Scholars believe that the present temple of Mayadevi was constructed over the 

foundations of more than one earlier temple or stupa, and that this temple was probably 

built on an Ashokan stupa itself. 

Monks and travellers wrote about their visits to Lumbini as the birthplace of 

Siddhartha in the late 4th and early 5th centuries CE. In 636 AD, traveller Hsuang-

Tsang describes Lumbini as "a deserted place with enough wild animals roaming about 

to warn off travelers". Finally in 1312 CE, Ripu Malla, of the Malla Kingdom of 

Kathmandu, was the last to leave evidence of his visit before the site fell into oblivion for 

centuries.  

Attention was drawn again to the place only in the late 19th century CE through 

the efforts of archaeologists digging through ruins then barely visible. The Lumbini 

Ashoka Pillar was recognized in 1896. An inscription on it, at that time 3 feet below the 

surface of the ground, was brought to light in 1962 confirming that the column was a 

marker for both the birthplace of the Buddha and for the Mauryan King's visit, in 249 

BCE. in homage to the Buddhist leader.  

The four and a half line inscription, beautifully incised in the polished sandstone pillar 

(image on next page), in Pali language, Brahmi script, reads: 
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The beloved of the Gods, King Piyadassi (i.e. Ashoka "the one who looks with 

kindness over everything"), when he had been consecrated twenty years, came in 

person and reverenced the place where Buddha Sakyamuni was born. He caused a 

stone pillar to be erected. As the Lord was born here in Lumbini, he has exempted it 

from tax and fixed its contribution to one-eight. 

 

 

◄◘► 

 

Sources (sometimes shamelessly paraphrased) : 

Charles Allen, The Search for the Buddha: The Men Who Discovered India's Lost 

Religion, 2002 
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James William Coleman, The New Buddhism: The Western Transformation of an 

Ancient Tradition, 2001 

R. A. E. Coningham, and others, "The earliest Buddhist shrine: excavating the 

birthplace of the Buddha, Lumbini (Nepal), ANTIQUITY, 87 , 2013 

Department of Tourism , Government of India, Walking with the Buddha: 

Buddhist Pilgrimages in India, 1999 

Kevin Trainor, ed., Buddhism: The Illustrated Guide, 2001 

Various web sites, including the UNESCO - Lumbini site. 

Bernard Derr 
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Tuesday and Wednesday, May 14-15, 2013    Delhi to Columbus 

Vladimir Steffel 

Our overnight train from Gorakhpur arrived in Delhi about 11:00 a.m.  This train 

travelled slowly and had so many stops that it seemed that it was an old-fashioned milk 

train and mail train combined into one.  As we approached Delhi there was one family 

with a lot of luggage that shared our compartment and another that had been quite 

obstinate about seating at the beginning of the journey.  It seemed they were in a hurry 

to get off the train.  At least three times they moved their luggage to the car exit only to 

have to return because the station was not the end of the line. 

Once we arrived in Delhi we waited for the other half of our group who had been 

in another compartment.  Porters were hustling business even before we got off the 

train.  Eventually we hired porters to carry our luggage from the platform to the bus.  

The stairways leading to and from the pedestrian overpass were very long and it would 

have been difficult for some to manage their luggage.  This was a relief to many.  The 

overpass had several exits from the station and there were several misstarts.  When we 

finally arrived at our bus we discovered that Nancy Earl was missing. The next steps 

were critical.  The luggage was loaded and we boarded the bus.  Professor Pandey 

asked Professor Christie and Gentry Arburn to go with him to search for Nancy.  

Fortunately, they quickly located her in front of the station.  In the meantime, our bus 

circled to the front of the station and we were all united.   

Our first stop was the Imperial Hotel where Sue Gedney and Dan Christie would 

meet their daughter-in-law, who was in Delhi on assignment by the World Bank.  Sue 

and their daughter-in-law would leave for Washington, DC that evening; Dan would stay 

overnight to catch a plane to Lahore, Pakistan, where he was going to lecture for 

Fulbright Scholars on Peace Studies.  After we said our good-byes and wished each 

other the best, the rest of us went to the Aravali Villa, our hotel in southwest New Delhi 

near the airport.   

After we arrived we had time to clean up, have lunch at 1:30, and then rest until 

4:00 p.m.  In the lobby we met our guide, Ms. Neete Mehta, a Jainist., and headed to 

Qutb Minar, which was not far away.  On the way, our guide provided some back 

ground for our visit.  The Qutb Minar was the work of Hindu and Muslim builders, who 

gradually integrated Hindu and Jainist designs of lotus flower and plants into Islamic 

architecture that we would view, such as mosques, tombs, madrasas, and gateways.  

She also distinguished between Old Delhi and New Delhi:  Old Delhi was Muslim and 

New Delhi was British.  New Delhi was begun after the 1857 Indian Rebellion or Sepoy 

Mutiny when the British decided to rule India directly instead of through the East India 

Company and to move their administration from Kolkata to Delhi.  She also drew out 

attention to the new residential districts that were under the Delhi Development 

Authority—most of the housing in this area was very expensive. 
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This visit to the Qutb Minar Complex helped me better understand Hindu and 

Islamic architecture before the 12th century.  Ms. Mehta talked about the differences 

between Indian and Islamic architecture and about the development of Indo-Islamic 

architecture during the period of Muslim rule.   

Indian masons used stone for construction and bridged the spaces with beams or 

lintels (more like the Greeks).  Muslim craftsmen used brick and mortar and bridged 

gaps with arches (more like the Romans).  Hindu temples were decorated with images 

of humans, deities, animals, plants, etc.  Muslim mosques were austere structures with 

no iconography.  Over time, as the Muslim conquerors adapted some of the Hindu 

styles to their architecture, especially those conquerors who came from Central Asia 

and Persia.  There were three stages of interaction between Indians and their Muslim 

conquerors.  In the first stage, the Muslims were iconoclastic and defaced or destroyed 

Hindu and Jainist art and architecture.  By the second stage, Muslim art and 

architecture had matured as a result of Central Asian and Persian influences.  In this 

stage Muslim leaders began to incorporate some of the Hindu art into their architecture.  

In the final stage there emerged a unique Indo-Islamic style that is exemplified in the 

works produced during Mughal rule. 
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The Qutb Minar Complex provides examples of the evolution of and gradual 

fusion of Indo-Islamic art and architecture.  Ms. Mehta guided us to the eight important 

structures at the Qutb Minar Complex and explained their historical and architectural 

significance.  We began at the Quwwat-ul-Islam Mosque or Masjid, begun in 1192.  It 

was erected on the site of a Jain temple and much of the construction material came 

from twenty-seven Hindu and Jain temples that had been demolished.  Here we saw 

how the outer walls and cloisters of the mosque courtyard incorporated Hindu pillars 

and ceilings into the construction of the mosque, and examples of defaced Hindu and 

Jainist stone carvings.  We saw lintels spanning pillars to support the cloister ceiling.  

We also saw examples of corbelled arches – corbelled arches were made of stones that 

extended into the space between pillars and then the arch was carved into shape.   

                  

     Defaced Figures            Intertwinned Islamic Text and Hindu Art 

                 

  Corbelled Arch     Hindu Pillars 
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The Quwwat-ul-Islam Mosque underwent two expansions.  The first was by 

Iltutmish in 1230, which doubled the size and incorporated the Qutb Minar in the 

mosque.  Alauddin Khalji started a major enlargement in 1310; however, except for 

some foundations, the lasting contribution of this attempted expansion was the Alai 

Darwaza or gateway on the south side. 

 

               

Corbelled Arch and Brace     True Arch 

 

We stopped to look at the Qutb Minar begun in 1193 by Qutb-ud-din Aibak.  

During his reign only the first level was constructed.  Under Iltutmish the second through 

fourth levels were constructed.  Unfortunately, a lightning strike in 1368 destroyed the 

top or fourth level.  Firiz Shah Tughluq (1351-1388) replaced the damaged top level with 

two white marble levels.  In 1803 an earthquake damaged the tower and toppled the 

cupola.  An Englishman, Major Smith, replaced the cupola only to have it removed 

because its style was not in keeping with the tower.  Today the cupola sits on the 

grounds.  The current tower is 72.5 meters high and is the tallest stone structure in 

India.  David asked if Smith’s folly really had been placed on the tower and Ms. Mehta 

assured him that it had. 
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Iron Pillar and Qutb Minar           Iltutmish’s Tomb 

We then viewed the Iron Tower, which dates from the 4th century C. E. around 

Chandragupta II’s reign.  It is 99.7% iron, stands over 7 meters high.  It was cast in 

southern India.  It is thought that Anangpal Tomar II brought the pillar to Delhi in 1052. 

As we walked to Alauddin Khilji’s madrasa, Ms. Mehta pointed out Iltutmish’s 

Tomb (1235).  Its exterior was simple and was constructed without using materials from 

Hindu temples; however, its interior was highly decorated with inscriptions from the 

Quran.  

In the southwest section of the Qutb Minar Complex we found Alauddin’s 

Madrasa and Tomb.  The madrasa was built around 1303 as a place for learning, 

basically religious.  Unfortunately, only the outer arched walls of the madrasa remain.  It 

is also thought that in one of the niches is his tomb. 

From the madrasa we went to the base of Qutb Minar where we could see very 

clearly the craftsmanship.  The rounded and angled fluting, the lotus and the Arabic 

script, the corbels supporting the balconies.  We were very fortunate to have the 

afternoon sun shine on details of the minar.   
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From the Qutb Minar we strolled toward the Alai Darwaza.  Along the way Ms. 

Mehte pointed out details and explained more history of the site.  There were many 

parts that were unrestored and we got to see how medieval Indian craftsmen 

constructed their buildings.  There were many photo opportunities as the late afternoon 

sun bathed the structures. 

 

The Alai Darwaza, or south gate to the mosque, is considered to be Alauddin 

Khilji’s masterpiece and model for future Indo-Islamic architecture.  The gate was part of 

Alauddin’s uncompleted project for the enlargement of the mosque.  From the mosque 

side we not only saw the great craftsmanship but also the advances made in building 

and carving screens.  From the outside we saw the integration of red sandstone and 

white marble and true Islamic arches. 

Just outside the mosque and to the right of the gate is Imam Zamlin’s Tomb. 

(1539)  The Imam came to India from Turkestan during Sikandar Lodi’s reign (1481-

1517). 

From the Alwai Darwaza we returned to the bus by way of the Alai Minar (1315), 

which was another uncompleted project started under Alauddin.  The minar was 

supposed to twice as tall as the Qutb Minar.  With Alauddin’s death the project was 

abandoned, but it serves as an example of how Indo-Islamic craftsmen constructed their 

sacred and secular structures. 
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As we headed back to the hotel, there were several who were going to be 

dropped off to go shopping; however, we were advised that this shopping district was 

not that safe.  So we returned to the hotel and the inveterate shoppers headed off to a 

mall.   

Dinner was to be served at 8:00 but was delayed until 8:30.  Again we had a 

buffet.  During dinner the shoppers straggled in.  Professor Pandey had invited his in-

laws, so we had an opportunity to meet Gangeshwar Mishra, his wife Madhu, and their 

son Anshuman, who will be a graduate student at Stony Brook this fall. 

After supper we leisurely prepared to check out at 1:00 am for the short trip to the 

airport where we checked-in and went through the various security checks.  The 3:20 

a.m. KLM flight to Amsterdam was uneventful.  Our layover wasn’t more than a couple 

of hours; however, at the boarding gate we underwent a standard security check.  The 

KLM flight to Boston was pleasant enough, but we had enough of flying.  At Boston 

Logan airport, clearing Immigration and Customs went smoothly for most of us; 

however, we did have one hitch.  For some reason Bernard decided to clear 

Immigration via the non-US citizens line instead of the line for US citizens – 

unfortunately, this took forever.  At the baggage pick-up we sent the group ahead to 

clear Customs and get to the departure gate because the layover in Boston was very 

short and the domestic flight gate was on the other side of the airport.  Bishun and I 

waited as long as we could for Bernard and then we too cleared Customs, left our 

luggage at the transfer desk, and rushed to the domestic terminal.  Finally, Bernard 

arrived at the gate with his luggage and little time to spare.   

Our last leg of this great journey was about two hours on a commuter plane.  We 

arrived in Columbus by 4:30 after 24 hours of travel.  At the baggage claims all were 

met by family, we said our good-byes, and headed home for a well-earned rest. 

 

Vladimir Steffel 
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Addendum 

Thread Ceremony 

Nancy Earl 

What I am about to describe is something that I witnessed in India which is so 

unusual I am not sure I can do justice with the description.  Unofficially it is called the 

Thread Ceremony which is an important marker in the life of a Brahmin male. Brahmins 

hold the highest rank in the old Hindu caste system and such rituals, ceremonies and 

responsibilities still play an important part of any Brahmin’s life, even though the caste 

system has been legally outlawed in India.  

The Thread Ceremony was being held for Dr. Pandey’s nephew, the son of one 

of his sisters, in a village in eastern Uttar Pradesh near Kushinagar.  As it turns out the 

itinerary for our trip to India was arranged so that our group (OSU-Marion) could witness 

this ceremony.  I knew nothing about a ceremony until one of the members of our group 

asked if I was planning to buy an Indian style costume to wear at the ceremony.  Later I 

kept hearing that we wouldn’t be attending the ceremony because government officials 

had told Dr. Pandey that it wouldn’t be safe for Americans to be travelling in that area.  

Then the night before the event Dr. Pandy’s sister and her husband came to our hotel 

and invited us to the ceremony. 

It turns out that Dr. Pandy’s sister is the President of the local Socialist party, 

which is the ruling party of that area, and both she and Dr. Pandey had been on their 

phones for several days talking with state and local police about safety and security.  

Not only were we given the go-ahead to attend but Dr. Pandy and his sister were both 

given contact numbers should any complication arise.  Along the way as our bus was 

headed for the village, we picked up two policemen who escorted us to the village.   

They were also very helpful when traffic jams were causing problems in small towns 

that we passed through.  Off the bus they hopped and directed traffic so the bus could 

continue on.  
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Later when I asked what the security problem was, the answer given didn’t quite 

make sense to me.  The problem appeared to have been within the village itself.  Rural 

villages in India tend to be tinderboxes of tension between various factions within the 

villages.  Politics, different clans or ethnic groups, the caste system, economic divisions 

and even religion can play a part in fuelling tensions.  As it turned out, there were no 

problems and we all witnessed an important part of life in a Brahmin family. 

The village was so small the bus had to be parked well outside and we were 

transported to the house of Dr. Pandy’s sister.  Of course each driver had to play the 

part of a race car driver, speeding through the village to the house. 

A large open area was decorated with carpets and hanging panels of cloth.  A 

band was playing and several men were lounging in chairs around electric fans.  (The 

temperature was well above 100 degrees.)  As we entered the square, a group of 

trumpeters announced our arrival.  These trumpets were very unusual; long curved 

instruments that I had not seen before.  The trumpeters were having a great time with 

us foreigners.  Every time one of us stepped out of the house we were serenaded with 

their sounds.  And they enjoyed posing for photos.  
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The first room inside the house was a long narrow space with benches on both 

sides.  We were ushered to one end of the room; several men offered us their seats, 

others squeezed in elsewhere with friends.  The two policemen who were escorting us 

were also given seats in this room. It was interesting to note that except for the seven 

females in our group, everyone else in the room were male.  As it turned out, this was 

our designated space throughout out the time we spent at this event.  And an interesting 

place to observe faces and behaviors of the Indian men in the room.  What seemed 

strange to me was the fact that the men, more elderly than not, didn’t talk much, didn’t 

move much, and had very reserved behaviors.  

 



122 
 

 

 

This space had little decoration other than sketches, prints and photos of men 

hanging on the wall.  I was most intrigued with three sketches closest to me. (6585)  I 

must ask Dr. Pandey who these characters are, especially the one with the fedora and 

pencil-thin moustache. 
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As nothing seemed to be happening in this room, I decided to go outside to see 

what was going on there.  Strange!  Bizarre! Who is this dancer?  And why all the dour 

faces?  Later someone whispered in my ear that the dancer was a female impersonator 

(i.e. male).  Now everything made sense.  But this type of entertainment at an important 

religious ceremony?  That didn’t make sense to me.   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Then shortly after coming back inside, our group was invited into an interior space 

where the ceremony was ongoing.  We had been told that the ceremony continued on 

over the space of three days.  Exactly what was going on was somewhat of a mystery.  

Dr. Pandey repeated more than once that only the women and the priests involved 

knew what was going on.  We were told that the nephew would first have his hair 

tonsured and then later have the rest of his hair shaved off.  At that point the hair would 

be saved and distributed to female members of the family.  This room was very crowded 

with the nephew, the female members of the extended family, the priests and guests, 

including our group.  It was so crowded that I could hardly see what was going on plus 

the ceremony was conducted in the local language.  The photos that I took explain more 

about what was going on than what I was actually able to see. Having witnessed some 

rituals at the Bharatia Temple in Powell, Ohio, I do know that items such as water, milk, 

honey, and rice are used in ritual cleansing.  Whether this took place in this ceremony 

or how these ingredients were used I really don’t know.   
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Because the ceremony room was so crowded, most of our group returned to the 

“audience hall”.  The females in our group were invited back into another inner room 

which was as crowded as the ceremony room.  Here the females of the family were 

congregating.  Most were young; many had cell phones with cameras; many wanted to 

have their photos taken.  Since I had a camera, I was swamped with requests of please 

take our pictures.   
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Thank goodness for digital cameras.  When an event’s chronology becomes confusing, 

the information stored with the photos can straighten things out.  Here is where 

donations were given.  If I remember Dr. Pandey’s comments, there were a total of five.  

I think the first four were given to the nephew himself.   

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

The last one was a collection 
in the form of money and was 
given to a family member. 
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Returning to the ceremony room, the full 
cutting of the hair is taking place.  
Females take a small lock as a keepsake.   
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Although the ceremony will continue on, 
we have more on today’s itinerary.  But 
first we must eat.  Tables are brought in 
just for us.  And then huge platters and 
buckets of food.  My seat at the table was 
such that I was facing the wall.  I couldn’t 
see what was happening behind me but 
the noises and laughter was such that I 
knew that the Indians were having a good 
time watching Americans eat without 
silverware.  We were a good group.  
There were no complaints and we all dug 
in and enjoyed the food.   
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