
As I mentioned in my application, the main theme of my Gap Year was 

South Asian religions and the philosophies which accompany them. As a 

direct result of my gap year, I am now studying Theology and Oriental 

Studies rather than Philosophy and Theology at University.  

 

I began my trip in August, flying into New Delhi, where I had grown up, 

to spend four months being taught Farsi by retired Persian Scholar Dr 

Yunus Jaffery in the old city. At 10am every morning I would make my 

way up to Dr Jafferys tiny room above the hectic street of Ganj Mir 

Khan. With the courtesy of a Mughal gentleman, Dr Jaffery first plied 

me with a cup of chai and a plate of sweets before beginning the lessons; 

at first slowly declining verbs and learning mindless vocabulary but soon 

translating lines from Rumi, Hafez and other Persian philosopher poets. 

After a discussion about the Mughal court and culture I would then leave 

and explore the wonderful remains of Shahjahanabad, the old Mughal 

capital, wandering down back alleys and into abandoned mosques in 

search of the best butter 

chicken or shahi kebabs. 

Meanwhile, on 

Wednesday mornings I 

would attend yoga classes and on weekends, I would head out 

on small excursions – a trip to Dharamsala, the seat of the 

Tibetan government in exile and to the blue city of Jodhpur to 

watch an international folk music festival were particular 

highlights.  

 

Despite these small holidays, it wasn’t until late November that 

I properly left Delhi for any length of time. One of the 

frustrations of learning about the great Mughal architecture, 

customs and cuisine from Dr Jaffery had been how neglected 

Mughlai culture was Delhi: being and Islamic culture, most of its champions had moved to Pakistan after the 

partition of India and Pakistan in 1947. Thus I resolved to visit Pakistan for a better insight into this world 

which was slowly becoming extinct in India. I took the ‘peace bus’ to the border and arrived with my friend 

Katie Mackenzie (Preshute OM) in Lahore to discover a strangely idyllic paradise, completely devoid of 

tourism. Lahore was the Delhi I had been searching for – a proud and ancient Mughal capital that had neither 

become a museum yearning for a lost past, nor sacrificed its cultural heritage for concrete modernity as Delhi 

had. Over the next two weeks we met and stayed with a colourful set of characters from the master of the 

courtesan’s quarter of Lahore to a DJ in Islamabad, the leader of a Sufi sect of Multan and the guardian of a 

series of Buddhist ruins, lost in the tribal areas of Taliban controlled Pakistan. Completely unexpectedly we 

were greeted with the utmost warmth and friendliness everywhere and everyone wanted to give us the best 

possible stay in their country, which now received so few visitors.  

 

I returned to India in the new year where I met up 

with two of my friends Sam Murphy (C2 OM) and 

Emma Scott (Millmead OM) and we set off on our 

journey around India by train. After a couple of 

weeks, touring the main tourist hotspots of north 

India we finally settled down in the Fateh Public 

school in Rajasthan. Here we had organized to 

volunteer for two weeks, helping with the vastly 

understaffed English and art departments, as well 

as helping the children with extracurricular 

activities. Whilst there it seemed that festivities 

never stopped. During out time we witnessed a 

parade to raise awareness about girl-foetus 

abortions, the school sports day (both of which we 

helped the school participate in), the end of term disco as well as several lavish yet unexplained processions past 

the school. Furthermore, the school backed onto a tiger reserve – the Ranthambore National park and thus we 

were also able to drive around a look at the stunning local wildlife there (although unfortunately we were not 

able to spot any tigers!). 
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Soon after this our group set off to visit the Jaipur Literature 

Festival, attending talks by names such as Stephen Fry and 

Margaret Atwood, as well as a number of fascinating Indian 

authors we had never previously heard of. One particular talk 

by Peter Frankopan on the Silk Roads subsequently inspired 

me to begin reading more on the history of India particularly 

in its relation to its neighbouring countries – in particular 

Tibet, Pakistan, Afghanistan and the ‘stans’. 

 

Soon after this Emma was forced to abandon our trip early due 

to a number of medical issues but only a week later, a friend I 

had met in Delhi (and who we briefly bumped into at the 

literature festival), Omi joined Sam and I. He ended up travelling with us for three months. 

 

 The rest of our trip around India was filled with a number of incredible experiences: from cycling through the 

abandoned pleasure palaces of Mandu, finding a hippie commune on the beaches of Karnataka, eating Dosas in 

Mysore, discussing philosophy along the ghats of Varanasi and tracing the route of the historical Buddha from 

his birthplace in Lumbini to his deathbed in Kushinagar. In fact this portion of my trip turned out to be one of 

the best portions of my entire year – with the best food, the least tourists and some of the most incredible history 

of anywhere in India. My companions and I ended up staying in Patna with Omi’s distant cousins and we were 

filmed for a documentary!  

 

Of the many Buddhist sites we saw over the following 

weeks, Bodh Gaya - the site of Buddhas enlightenment - 

was probably the most intriguing. The temple complex 

was set around a large Bodhi tree, a direct descendent of 

the one under which Buddha first gained enlightenment
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and as we entered the gate we were mobbed by hawkers 

selling ‘authentic Bodhi tree leaf. 100 rupees only. Very 

good quality’. In front of the tree lay a large Hindu 

temple worshipping Buddha as the 

incarnation of the deity Vishnu, whereas 

behind it lay a number of small ‘pods’ – 

one-person tents about a metre high 

made for meditation, apparently a big 

south east Asian trend brought over by the large swathes of pilgrims. The complex itself, 

meanwhile, was surrounded by monasteries from every country with large Buddhist populations: 

from china and Japan to Bhutan and Cambodia, as well as surprise appearances from 

Bangladesh and Germany!  

 

Indeed it was by the Bangladeshi monastery in the 

early morning that I was rather unexpectedly 

invited by a young Indian boy onto the back of his 

motorbike to come and speak English to some of 

the children at a nearby school. Hesitantly saying 

yes, I jumped onto the back of this strangers bike 

only to zoom past my rather confused looking 

companions on the road. The school itself was 

apparently in the middle of nowhere, ten minutes 

past the nearest road in a small rundown wooden 

shack underneath a banyan tree with a hand 

painetd sign boldly proclaiming ‘Bodh Gaya 

Village INTERNATIONAL School’. Needless to say there were 

no children from outside the village. 
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 (a sapling of the original was taken to Sri Lanka where it was able to escape the religious vandalism which hit 

medieval India and the one in Bodh Gaya today is a sapling of the one in Sri Lanka) 
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A week later we finally crossed into 

Nepal. Finishing our ‘Buddha trail’ in 

Lumbini, we decided the next thing to do 

was to go hiking. However as we soon 

discovered, hiking guides in Nepal are 

far from cheap and thus, perhaps 

stupidly we decided to head into the hills 

alone, with only our wits to guide us. 

The owner of our hostel had drawn out 

one of his favourite routes onto a map as 

well as a pair of places that he 

recommended we stay –small 

guesthouses overlooking the Panchase 

valley and his brother in laws house in 

Ratmata among others and so, clutching 

our map we wandered into the unknown.  

 

The hike was an brilliant ending to the trip which in several days managed to encapsulate all the madness, 

beauty and friendliness of the last year – on the first day alone we had been attacked by a rock wielding six year 

old demanding chocolate, saved by his elder brother who informed us on where that we were nowhere near 

where we thought we’d been on the map and got lost in thick fog only to discover a group of German jugglers 

and yoga teachers who were staying at the same guesthouse as us and were able to guide us through. None of us 

had brought hiking boots and had it rained we would have been stuffed. As it was, however, our shoes (and 

dwindling cash reserves ) managed to plough through a week of walking to witness some of the most 

spectacular views I have ever seen (most of which unfortunately my camera battery life did not live to 

document).  

 

It was thus that my trip with Sam 

and Omi came to an end. However 

I was determined to continue 

travelling and with enough money 

to buy a flight and the offer to come 

and volunteer in Kabul 

Afghanistan, for a company named 

Turquoise Mountain, I decided to 

seize the opportunity and in the 

process take advantage of the 

Persian I had spent four months 

learning. 

 

Turquoise Mountain had 

guaranteed that Kabul was as safe 

as Pakistan had been six months earlier yet even so, the flight there was nerve racking. The two friendly 

Afghans sat either side of me were amazed to hear that I was going to Afghanistan primarily for sightseeing 

purposes. One, dressed like a member of a Korean pop band, gripped my hand and exclaimed ‘I hope you don’t 

die! Here is my number. Afghanistan is very maqbool (beautiful) country’ 

 

Half expecting to arrive and find my new housemates discussing the latest attack on Afghan forces, I instead 

walked in to find an intense volleyball match. Kabul’s strange ability to lull you into a false sense of security has 

never been as prevalent as it was that first day as my boss Scott swiftly whisked me off to ‘le bistro’ for some 

pepper steak and ravioli. After eating I was led across the road by John, a friend of Scott’s, and into the saffron 

scented ‘Herat Carpets’, a cavern of kilims, rugs and hangings where a tall plump man with a wide grin emerged 

from a corner ushering us all upstairs. We were plied with trays of saffron tea and assortments of dried fruit and 

sweets as carpets were unrolled from Balochistan, Bamiyan, Bukhara, Samarkhand, and Khost. John picked out 

a rug depicting US drones and began bargaining with that strange mixture of force and courtesy that is so 

foreign to the western ear; as this reached its climax a sweet looking old couple from Wiltshire wandered in 

looking slightly lost. We left and arrived home in time for a game of croquet and a few glasses of Pimms. Just 

another day in Kabul…  
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Situated in the old district of Murad Khane, my office was 

incredible. A maze of narrow alleyways snake down towards 

the riverfront; the walls fortress-like and unseeing give little 

indication of the palacial courtyards within. Lying along banks 

of the Kabul River this area was once the home to the inner 

circle of the King, the Qizilbash. Decades of war left the area 

under almost two metres of rubble – sometimes so high that 

the families there could only live on the second floor of their 

houses: it became one of the poorest slums in Kabul. With the 

help of the local community, Turquoise Mountain cleared the 

rubbish, revealing whole buildings of mud walls and hand 

carved cedar woodwork. Now the entire area has been 

restored to its former glory and as I walked through the bazaar 

I passed children playing football, women in blue burkhas 

pulling children or goats or both, towers of warm naan and 

trays of fresh mulberry’s beside turbaned men in 

wheelbarrows, relaxing with glazed eyes under the midday 

sun. With the restoration of Murad Khane complete, 

Turquoise Mountain now focuses on teaching a new 

generation the traditional arts of Afghanistan, many of which are often on the verge of extinction. For example 

Ustad Abdul-Hadi , formerly a woodworker for the last king of Afghanistan– was 76 years old, and had been 

selling fruit in the market for a dozen years  with no students to whom he could pass on his skills. Now he and 

other master artisans have passed on their knowledge to over a hundred pupils and have revived the vanishing 

tradition of chip-carving from Nuristan, ‘the land of light’.  

 

As a volunteer it was my job to help organise the smaller projects – photography competitions, carpet design 

competitions and cross country collaborations via high-tech-skype-in-a-shipping-container in the form of the 

‘portal project’. Furthermore, I was able to travel throughout the safer regions of the country and admire the 

incredible culture and architecture of a country which so few travellers had been able to see  
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