DESTINATION:  UNKNOWN!

(Continuing the account of our two intrepid travellers as they explore new Asian
countries, seek out strange new cultures, and boldly go where no fan has gone
before. In our last episode, the pair flew from Pakistan to Sri Lanka, where
they examined several beaches at great length, met st master Arthur C. Clarke and
counted elephants. Proceeding to India they survived terrific temples, tedious
touts and treacherous transport before stumbling upon Subcontinental science
fiction. They stood in awe within rock-hewn caverns millenia old at Ajanta and
Ellora and sensed their wonder at the Taj Mahal. In a fit of daring they flew
to Afghanistan disguised as ordinary tourists, instigated the collapse of the
Kabul regime, and escaped capture in the nick of time. And now, read on...)

New Delhi is a thoroughly modern city, complete with skyscrapers,
fast-food restaurants and crowded public transport. As the capital
of the nation, i1t also has broad, tree-lined promenades along which
prominent government buildings are strategically placed for maximum
aesthetic and photogenic effects. Towards the city railway station
this 1llusion rapidly diminishes, as you move into the dark, narrow
alleyways of Old Delhi which surround the Red Fort and Juma Masjid.
Further away is the Qutab Minar, a mysterious ancient iron pillar
which has refused to rust over the centuries since It was erected.
Excavations In 1ts vicinity are continuing; a new village area was
uncovered while we were in New Delhi. We also visited the Railway
Transport Museum and saw a show at the Nehru Planetarium.

1"d like to tell you more about the Red Fort, Juma Mosque, Raj Ghat
(Ghandi®"s memorial), various handicraft museums and the art gallery
-— but I can"t. Fact i1s, whilst Megan was tripping merrily through
all of theSe sites, I was sitting alone near the very centre of New
Delhi, typing the previous issue of this rag. The sacrifices I
make for Mumblings!

The NIIT Computerdrome, as | said last iIssue, was quite a surprise
to find. Having found 1t, 1 could not overcome the temptation to
produce an issue of my zine there. It took me only three days to
type, print, copy, collate, sew and mail the thing -- a record 1
fear 1 shall never match. In the rush, I made a few mistakes, such
as reversing Ooty and Mysore on the map of our travels, but 1 have
only two serious regrets. The first is that the Computerdrome®s
printer was so poor that #7 is very hard to read. The second is
that very few people will ever receive an issue to read. Lacking
time and money to send all copies out from New Delhi, 1 i1ncluded
the bulk of the run in one of two parcels | lodged with the Indian
Postal Service. The clerk said 1°d see them in four to six weeks.
Four months later, as | write, there is still no sign of them.

The same day that Mumblings #7 was mailed out from New Delhi, we
were on a train out of the capital en route to Lucknow. 1 wanted
to make a brief stop there as i1t has been a major rail centre for
many years, and thus promised an opportunity to photograph old
steam engines. Once there, one very helpful fellow In the main
station gave me a lift on his motorbike to the running yard for Y
class (metre gauge) engines, showed me around, and then dropped me
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off outside the broad gauge yard. Although 1 had official papers
granting me permission to photograph here 1 was turned away. (I
returned the next day, had a friendly chat to the yard manager, and
found that there were no W class locos still running herel)

Lucknow was more interesting than we
expected. It has been a stronghold
of the minority Shiite Muslims for
centuries and its centrepiece is the
Great Imambara and a nearby mosque,
shown at left. The Great Imambara
is essentially a large audience hall
made unique by the 1i1ncorporation of
a maze In i1ts upper stories. We had
fun exploring this labyrinth for an
hour and then went to see an amazing
. = . archway topped by fluted trumpets
built 1n the same period. The main road runs straight through it.

TE'
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By now (late April) the weather was getting quite hot. We hopped
a train to Varanasi, upgrading our tickets to First Class when we
noted the resemblance of the Second Class carriages to cattle cars.
Varanasi i1s on the Ganges; indeed, 1t iIs most famous for the Ghats
-- the steps leading down to the river -- upon which Hindu pilgrims
perform their ritual bathings. We witnessed this, and cremations
at the Burning Ghat, on a boat trip early the next morning. We had
risen early to avoid the heat and the crowds but both reasserted
themselves as we wound our way back to our hotel through the maze
of narrow lanes.

Our intention all along had been to proceed to Darjeeling, in the
far north-east, and cross into Nepal from there. As we had already
observed, however, the higher population in the northern Hindi Belt
puts a lot of pressure on the train services. Train bookings need
to be made at least a week In advance and are completely useless iIf
you"re travelling in Second Class anyway. Second Class carriages
are hopelessly overcrowded, with people standing, crammed together,
on long-distance, overnight trains! So far, we had been able to
avoid this horror. Not so out of Mughal Serai, the junction for
northern routes out of Varanasi.

Unable to get a booking for any class, we bought 2nd Class tickets
for the NE Express with the hope of upgrading on the platform. The
Express was late i1n arriving and, sure enough, i1t was like a tin of
sardines. No vacancies in upper classes. We hauled our packs up
and down the platform, looking desperately for a hole we could
squeeze into. At the last moment, room was made for us in the
entranceway of one carriage. It was right next to the toilets, but
we had enough room to sit on our packs and that was all we needed.

About an hour iInto this trip, an old man slouched against the wall
opposite us patted my knee with his hand. Suspecting that he was a
beggar, 1 kept my head in my book. A minute later, he did it
again. | looked up. He grinned at me, and then pointed past me,
to the floor in front of the toilets. Specifically, to the trail
of urine flowing slowly towards us all.
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I yelled to Megan and we leapt to our feet as fast we could, but
were not quite quick enough to save our packs from soaking up some
of the flow. We did manage, in our flurry, to drop the books we"d
been reading into the puddle which formed at our feet. All of this
created great amusement among those within the carriage proper who
could see what was happening, yet, strangely, had just the opposite
effect upon us. Eventually, chivalry and/or pity triumphed and a
man offered Megan his seat. When Patna came at last, two hours
later, we pulled our bags off and listened with disbelief as the
station master advised that the morning train was likely to be even
more crowded. In great despair, we allowed a rickshaw driver to
bear us away to the hotel of his commission.

In the morning, we studied our map. Re-evaluating our priorities
(#1 now becoming to get OUT of India) led us to realize that Nepal
was only an eight hour bus ride away. We hauled our freshly washed
packs down to the dusty bus station after breakfast.

Nepal looked much like India, initially, but we were so happy to be
out of India that we tried not to notice. Once we got off the low
grasslands the weather became much cooler and the scenery much more
spectacular. We arrived in Kathmandu in time for a rainstorm, the
first In over a month and the start, unfortunately, of the rainy
season in Nepal. We never caught even a glimpse of the Himalayas.

We did see some fTascinating architecture in Kathmandu, Patan and
Bhaktapur. These three ancient city-kingdoms occupy most of the
Kathmandu Valley, which is watched over by the eyes of Buddha atop
Swayambhu. Each city has a Durbar (Palace) Square which
hosts more temples per square mile than anywhere else
we’ve been. The red-brick-and-wood pagoda-style temples
are very distinctive; most have tourist shops beneath
their eves. Even the eves are an attraction, bearing
intricately carved figures of the Hindu gods, and, often,
erotic scenes on their struts.
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One of the temples in Kathmandu is home to the Kumari Devi, or
living goddess. She is a young girl chosen periodically according
to a set of very stringent characteristics (including age, eye and
hair color, voice, and horoscope) determined by ancient legend.
She and her family are permitted to reside in the temple, and she
performs ceremonial duties, until her first serious loss of blood.
This may be by accident or menstruation.

Another shrine i1s quite unique, consisting of a lump of wood into
which thousands of small coins have been nailed. This 1s supposed
to cure toothache. From the number of dental offices surrounding
the shrine, we guessed that i1t doesn"t always work.

After a few days of tramping through bazaars, past monuments and
shrines and other tourists, we decided to head for Pokhara to do
some hiking. Jlronically, we found ourselves hiking sooner than we
expected when a mudslide created a massive traffic jam on the road
halfway there. We slogged over 3 km of muddy road, boarded a twin
bus on the far side of the blockage and arrived in Pokhara just as
another thunderstorm broke.



It rained every day we were in Nepal, in fact. Happily, the rains
came at a foreseeable time each day so we could plan around them.
It clouded over as we strode up a hill overlooking Pokhara one day,
but we made 1t to the village atop the peak In time to

enjoy a true Nepali lunch before the torrent poured down.

;u As soon as the sun reappeared we whipped our cameras out

s TFor a beautiful shot of the lake and town below before
beginning our descent. We should have waited a moment

or two longer -- the sky was swept crystal clear by the passage of
the storm and the towering Annapurnas, only 20 km to the north,
were revealed i1n sharp detail. It was a beautiful, awe—inspiring

sight. Pity our view was obstructed by the bulk of the hill we
were almost a quarter of the way down!

Giardia prevented us from tackling any more strenous hikes and we
had to be content with rowing on the lake, visiting a cave on the
outskirts of Pokhara, and taking in a programme of traditional
Nepali dancing. The last was excellent. As our health improved,
we also sampled a local drop, Star Beer. Its label states: "Made
under German technical collaboration™. We suspect this enables the
Nepali brewery to share the blame; it was absolutely dreadful.

Next came white water rafting. We had booked this adventure with
some apprehension, never having done any serious rafting. Contrary
to our expectations, we found ourselves the only two passengers 1in
the rubber raft, being thus outnumbered by the crew of three. We
were given the "privilege” of sitting iIn the bow and naturally got
soaked within seconds of pushing off from the bank. The water was
freezing but the sun was warm and rapids were not so frequent as to
keep us permanently saturated, so we loved it.

We didn"t realize just how good a deal we"d made until another raft
crammed with a dozen tourists rushed past. They were all paddling
madly according to strict commands shouted by their skipper. In
lovely contrast, our craft had mounted oars used mostly by the crew
and we dipped our ineffectual paddles in the water only at the rare
request of our captain. In short, we lazed around and watched the
sheer cliffs and forested slopes slide by for two days.

Our one stay overnight was also memorable. We put in at a small,
sandy beach at the base of a very steep hill near Mugling and were
given tea as the crew raced the clouds overhead to see whether
tents would go up before rains came down. During soup and crispy
pompadoms it began to sprinkle. Darker, more ominous clouds began
to gather on the horizon. One of the crew gestured to huts on the
top of the hill and said that we might be more comfortable up there
for the night. "Oh, we"ll be right in the tent,” we said.

It began to rain harder so we moved our meal iInside the tent. A
moment later another Nepali appeared and said we really ought to
move to the hilltop. ™"Hey, we"ve been camping before,” we assured
him, a bit annoyed that he should take us for wimps. "Oh, no,”™ he
said. "It"s not that.” And then he explained that if the rain was
heavy that night, the sluice-gates of the hydroelectric dam just
upstream might have to be opened. In which case, the entire beach
would be swept away!

[Continued on p.12]



A Passing Glance at
SCIENCE FICTION IN SOUTH-EAST ASIA

Unlike Pakistan and India, we did not spend very much time in the
countries discussed here, so 1| can provide only a very superficial
review of st publishing and fan activities therein. Even on this
basis, though, it wasn"t hard to spot the correlation between the
countries®™ level of development iIn material terms with the amount
of st published.

Economically, Nepal and Laos were the poorest of the countries we
visited, so i1t is little surprise that we found no evidence of
indigenous st In either country. In the case of Laos, this i1s a
colossal understatement, for there 1is virtually no publishing
activity of any kind there. Some textbooks and a few government-
controlled newspapers consisting of rough, legal-size paper printed
on spirit duplicators -- looking for all the world like fanzines
from the 1950s! -- are about 1t. The Lao National Library contains
only historical banana-leaf documents and a very small, haphazard
collection of books donated by Laos®™ various benefactors over the
years (France, the USA and the USSR). Browsing the shelves, | had
to smile when 1 recognized one of the titles by i1ts distinctive
orange and black cover -- i1t was H.W. Hall"s Science Fiction Book
Review Index, 1923-1973!

Hunting in Nepal was more rewarding, In that English-language st is
easily available. The areas heavily populated by tourists, such as
Thamel 1n Kathmandu, offer many secondhand bookstores which thrive
on the rapid turnover of stock brought in by the backpackers. Some
of these had a better selection of recent st than we have here 1iIn
Western Australia. This abundance of foreign sf may be one reason
I never found a single example of Nepali science fiction.

Western st can be found in Thailand, too, particularly in Bangkok.
Like Pakistan, a number of paperbacks and magazines like Analog,
Omni and Isaac Asimov®" s Science Fiction Magazine are imported. The
amount of local product was not immediately apparent, though 1 did
find some examples. The most mature was a Thai film about a robot
housewife. 1 did not get a chance to see the film, but i1ts review
was favourable and from memory 1t was a light comedy.

In the far north of Thailand | was surprised to come upon a Thai
edition of Conan -- the comic book. Here"s a sample:
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All eyes peered into the darkness expectantly. And peered. And
continued peering. The Dark Shape did not move. Presently a few
of us drifted away to cast cursory glances at strange markings 1iIn
the sand which led up to The Dark Shape. Were those giant turtle
tracks? None of us knew. Tiny, fluorescent sea critters tried to
console us by glowing brightly whenever a wave washed over them.
But they, too, disappeared iInto darkness before we could get a
decent look at them.

Megan eventually found me sitting on the beach, watching the stars
(which were visible) and asserted that The Dark Shape was, 1In fact,
a giant turtle. Moreover, i1t was now active.

And so 1t was. Occasionally a flash of pale gray and a spray of
sand accompanied by a grunt would disturb our senses. But a Dark
Shape manoeuvering iIn the darkness i1s still no spectacle and even
the most optimistic Dark Shape watchers eventually called i1t a
night. We stumbled back to the buses and then back to bed.

One other thing the guidebooks forget to mention is that i1t"s damn
hard to get a bus from Rantau Abang. Plenty of them go past -- it
is on the main highway -- but few deign to stop for low-lifes like
backpackers. Eventually Allah smiled upon us and a taxi with one
couple already aboard pulled up. Later that day we arrived in
Kuantan, from where we flew to Kuala Lumpur in early June.

KL is a modern, sky-scrapered city identical to any iIn the West,
except cleaner. It is also home to one of the best aviaries 1"ve
ever seen -- a huge, covered area housing a tremendous number of
colorful tropical birds -- as well as an orchid garden, deer and
butterfly parks. These, the excellent National Museum and famed
National Mosque combine to form a cultural centre quite close to
the central business district. It can be difficult to walk from
one to the other, however. Kuala Lumpur is similar to Los Angeles
and other cities of the automobile era iIn that concrete roadways
criss-cross the city and make life hell for pedestrians.

The city appears to be growing rapidly and tourism must be booming.
We observed a lot of new buildings going up, many of them Hluxury
hotel complexes. Unfortunately, most of the older hotels with
character have disappeared -- our fTirst two choices were gone, yet
they"d been listed in a guidebook only two years old. We stayed iIn
one of the concrete boxes to celebrate Megan"s birthday and then
moved to a cheap Chinese flophouse for the rest of our stay.

Our last stop In Malaysia was Melaka. Quite a centre for tourists
today, this used to be a sleepy old town with a long and convoluted
history. Originally a small Malay fishing village, it developed as
a centre of trade, particularly between China and the Middle East,
until taken by Portuguese forces in 1511. A Portuguese fort was
maintained by the Dutch after i1ts capture but was almost completely
destroyed by the British later. They wanted to prevent Melaka from
competing with Singapore.

Architectural remnants of all these past reigns still stand In the
town. A sound and light show Incorporating many of them summarizes
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the complex local history with gusto. The mosques are particularly
interesting as the normal assembly hall and tower structures are
pagoda-like, showing the Chinese influence. Very odd looking.

The bus to Singapore was swift and efficient, taking us through
customs at the border and dropping us off right above one of the
"suburban' Metropolitan Rapid Transit stations. Too bad we didn"t
have any Singaporean currency! Surrounded by high-rise apartment
blocks, we had to hike to the nearest money-changer before we could
take the sleek and (dare 1 say) futuristic MRT train Into the city.

With only one full day to spend here, and vastly different shopping
strategies, Megan and 1 split up to blow the rest of our money
separately. The laptop computer I°m typing on at this moment 1is
one of the i1tems acquired that day. We met up that evening to rest
our feet and enjoy a puppet performance of The Lord of the Rings at
Singapore®s port complex. This was done by a Canadian troupe; they
managed huge puppets augmented by laser light effects. Condensing
Tolkien®"s massive work into just three hours meant they had to skip
a few wee parts and skimp on others -- staging the battle of Minas
Tirith with only eight characters on stage being a notable example
but 1t was fun. And a great finale to our trip.

At long last, we returned to Australia on June 20th. Setting down
in Darwin, we visited my sister and her husband for a week before
heading home -- Megan to Melbourne and myself to Perth. It"s oddly
disconcerting (to say the least) that, having travelled some 20,000
kilometres together overseas, we now Tfind ourselves separated by
2,500 km 1n our own country!

And there you have i1t. We skipped Bangladesh, Cambodia, Vietnam
and Indonesia on this journey -- had to leave some places to go to
next time! Just when that might be 1 can’t say. At present, we
don*"t even know who will be moving where to join the other, though
Megan has gained an edge by finding a job in Melbourne. Yikes!

Faced with so many unknowns, how could I choose any other pulp to
emulate on the cover? The i1ncomparable Edd Cartier was the artist
for Eric Frank Russell®s Sinister Barrier when it helped launch
Unknown 1n 1939 and again when Fantasy Press put it between hard
covers in 1948. I"ve borrowed this i1llustration from the latter.
On the back cover i1s a last reminder of Nepal. The small fillers
on pages 5, 6 and 12 are also from that land of majestic mountains.
The fiery faces gracing page 13 are from a Lao book used to teach
young monks how to decorate temples there. You"ll see more of these
in future iIssues.

A little late, here"s number 8. 1 don"t know where 1711 be issuing
the next i1ssue from but any letters and/or blank cheques can go to:

Chris Nelson, 36 St. Michael Terrace, Mount Pleasant, W_A. 6153
- AUSTRALIA -
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