
India! 
 
What is India? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
See how Michael and friends venture below the surface in 
Delhi, Agra, Jaipur and Udaipur  while celebrating his 65th 
birthday over 10 days in September 2007 . 
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omerset Musgrave has ensconced himself in the Writer’s Wing of the Oriental on the 
river in Bangkok for a few days to gather his wits and hopefully write something 

about his recent 65th birthday celebrations in India. But, unlike Somerset, this particular 
Musgrave had writer’s block of the worst order. Would a foot massage be a possible 
remedy for my malaise? That is exactly what I did, and after ninety minutes of 
pampering, with my feet soaking in a tub of hot paraffin; a pot of hot ginger tea at my 
side; hands free, I began to make notes! 
 
Let me put it this way. 
 
I invited thirty five family and friends to accompany me to the India I’d come to love 
during the four years that I was travelling there with my job in the Eighties. I wanted 
everybody to enjoy more than the usual touristic experiences of Delhi, Agra and 
Rajasthan. I had my own ideas of course but it was my old Amex colleague Tony Singh 
and his friends, Nimi and Pawan Khanna who pulled the rabbits out of the hat with 
what they conjured up.  
 
In Delhi, a Police Brass Band struck up with “Colonel Bogey” and played on through 
dinner on the vast lawns of the exclusive Delhi Gymkhana Club on our first night – a 
truly exclusive ‘Raj-revisited’ moment. Riding in rickshaws the next day through the 

bustle and colour of the stalls lining the narrow alleyways of Old Delhi provided 
unexpected excitement (and fear for some). Coping with people selling things was the 
usual hassle but the children tugged at the heartstrings. Such smiles when you gave 
them a little something, but frustration when you saw it snatched away from them by 
an older ‘guardian’. 
 
The train ride to Agra at dawn wasn’t exactly as I had planned – the train was new and 
clean and minus the nostalgia – but a great experience climbing over the crowds and 
roped-up packages at Delhi Station at that early hour. On arrival at the Oberoi 
Amarvilas in Agra, jaws dropped and silence descended on everyone as they passed 
through into the first vast courtyard of the hotel, but that was nothing to the reaction of 
walking inside under the gold and cobalt cupola of the lobby and seeing the Taj Mahal 
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right ahead – only 600 metres away! All rooms had such views. The Taj and the Red 
Fort here in Agra were only two of five World Heritage sites we visited in the ten days. 
 
Nimi wanted our evening beside the Taj Mahal to be devoted to “amoré”. The Taj 
Mahal stands to celebrate the matchless love Emperor Shah Jahan had for his Queen 
Mumtaz. The famous Bengali poet, Tagore, describing Shah Jahan’s grief on Mumtaz’ 
death, wrote “Running tears turned his garment white” and the rest of the court 
followed suit. As did we! We alighted from our white-draped rickshaws walking 
through white-uniformed 
horse guards with spears 
and up a path lit by 
hundreds of white candles. 
We lounged on white 
bolsters under a new moon 
with plenty of cold 
Kingfisher and platters of 
prawn, chicken and beef 
kebabs from the kitchen of 
Sheraton’s famous Bukhara 
Restaurant watching Alan 
“performing” a recitation of 
Tagore’s poem. At every 
mention of Mumtaz, my 
sister-in-law Jenny, demure 
in white, could be seen being 
attended to by her hand 
maidens behind semi-
transparent Indian blinds 
and a curtain of threaded white flowers. Can you imagine 18 men remaining silent in 
rapt attention during a poetry reading? It was either the numbing effects of the cold 
Kingfisher beer, or dare I say, the performer himself! Earlier in the evening, he did 
‘perform’, and the show nearly didn’t go on when Nimi had not given him the 
promised jewel-encrusted white turban. “But I am the Emperor!” said Alan stamping 
his foot. Nimi’s own string of jade and pearls around his neck placated him and a 
disaster was averted. Having fittingly celebrated the “Emperor’s Love” and being 
appropriately ‘inspired’ for our visit to the Taj Mahal at sunrise, we revert to the 
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present - a hot night in the 21st Century and cracked open more icy cold Kingfisher to 
celebrate my brother Mark’s 60th birthday. 
 
Moving on to Jaipur, we stay at yet another Oberoi Hotel Rajvilas. These properties are 
an event in themselves and trying to find the right balance between free time to enjoy 
them with what we all want to see in the area is always a challenge. As an added twist 
to our sightseeing in Jaipur, we rode in rickshaws to the market to buy the okra for our 
Indian cooking demonstration at lunchtime. The stop for lunch was like being at a 
school fête. There were long lines for the astrologer or palm reader; the men jumped at 
the idea of a tattoo and were vying with the ladies for a session with the henna painter 
for the wedding; and again it was the men asking all the questions of our Indian 
celebrity chef Manju during the cooking demonstration.  
 
Here in Jaipur, our special event was an Indian Wedding for Lee and Annabel 
Campbell in the old fort of Kanota. The Fort was transformed into a fairyland for the 
evening, complete with a procession of elephants, camels, and horses; a blaring brass 
band and more threaded strands of marigolds and rose petals than you’ve seen in your 
whole life. All of us dressed in orange or pink. (Liz Hurley must have heard of our 
plans because she did the same in her recent wedding in Rajasthan!)  The staff at 
Oberoi Rajvilas was having as much fun as we were as they helped with the turban-
wrapping for the men while the ladies in pink saris posed for flashing cameras. 
 
What must the simple villagers have thought about a bunch of westerners dressed in 
orange and pink climbing out of a bus outside the local fort as the sun went down? The 
kids perched high on the outer walls knew something was afoot and they simply loved 
the gaily decorated elephants and camels.   Our crowd turned into kids themselves 
when they heard the band and watched groom and best man, Lee and Buggy (also 
gaily fitted-out), mount the elephant for the procession.  

We followed the groom through the gates strung with lights and marigolds walking 
over a thick carpet of rose petals while even more rained down from above. The 
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“bride’s mother”, Juanita and smiling local women in their luminescent saris 
welcomed the guests with boxes of sweets.  Even I wasn’t expecting the fairyland that 
awaited us inside the Old Fort. Under a bright moon and clear skies, torches flamed in 
the gardens and thousands of lights hung scalloped around the tops of the wall and 
through the trees. A swirl of bagpipes pierced the still, hot night air as we trod the red 
carpet to the Mandap (canopy) for the wedding ceremony. 
 
The ceremony was performed by a Hindu priest with so much symbolism and colour – 
a little too much so towards the end. When the bride and groom walked around the 
fire six times, Annabel’s dress almost caught fire and Lee nearly expired. Dressed as he 
was in a traditional fancy wool outfit and long shawl in near century temperature, the 
heat became just too much.  
 
Our friend Father John ‘performed’ a poem in English by Nihil Gilbran with a Rudyard 
Kipling introduction that shook the ground with its thunderous delivery. The 
princesses of Kanota were at first alarmed but then impressed. After fireworks, 
traditional dances, balancing acts, fire eaters, and drinks on the lawn, a roast baby goat 
was brought in on a pole and served to the seated guests.  

 
(The following link should open you up at a selection of pictures of this amazing evening at Kanota Fort in 
Jaipur. Then, just click on Slideshow and adjust the timer at the bottom of the page to reduce/increase 
viewing time for each pic.)  
 http://picasaweb.google.com/michaelmusg/JaipurIndianWedding?authkey=m8i2pqxJj7w  
 
Just as we were thinking that we had passed the high point, we arrive by boat over the 
lake to land at the jetty of the Oberoi Udaivilas in Udaipur. This property really 
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deserves its recent award as the Top hotel in the world – as voted by the readers of 
Conde Naste Traveller magazine. As a first-ever experience for me, I was provided 
with my personal butler, a 22 year-old Punjabi named Ravish, to look after me in a 
beautiful Suite with private swimming pool. He made entertaining seem so simple and 
was only ever a few discreet steps away to top up my water or bring me my food when 
we were eating in a group. Unfortunately, I couldn’t take him up on his offer to take 
me for an early morning walk to look for spotted deer – it was raining for the first time 
on the trip! 
 
We planned a “Bollywood Farewell“for the last night. To put a bit of oomph into the 
evening, Pawan said he’d get me a couple of dancers from a local bar! “They’d have 

the costumes and certainly the right ‘moves’”, he 
told me confidently way back in May. In the 
interim, we settled on a well known Rajasthani 
dancer, Queen Harish, who would perform 
vintage Bollywood especially for us. And that she 
did with considerably more style than the drag 
queens performing in the venues along Oxford 
Street in Sydney. However, as with the best laid 
plans of mice and men . . ., the local tour manager 
wasn’t aware of the change in plan. He came 
looking for me in the  morning to see if I’d like to 
meet “the girls”. “What girls?” I asked only to 
find out that one dancer had just flown in from 
Delhi for the performance and the other local 
girls were waiting to receive instructions from 
me! I still don’t know how he explained their 
dismissal to them. But I do know Queen Harish 
was terrific. 
 
Another of our plans for entertainment was to 
adapt Noel Coward’s monologue with piano 

accompaniment “I went to a Marvellous Party” from a French Riviera in the Thirties 
setting to India. Jude and Sophie worked prodigiously with Alan on the transcription 
recalling amusing anecdotes from the trip.  With Sophie on keyboard, Alan 
‘performed’ in white again much to the amusement of the audience, this time in white 
smoking jacket, silk cravat and velvet slippers, a la Noel Coward. And then the 10-day 
Musgrave Party was over! 
 
I can’t even recall if the guests ever sang “Happy Birthday” to me.  
    

We’ve been to the Musgrave Party 
And I must say we’ve all had such fun 

We all had to do what the people we knew 
couldn’t imagine doing in the sun 

 
The tour went off like clockwork 

And it was great, surely number one 
Michael organised all like Mother Superior, 

While we just seemed to get wearier and wearier 
He comes up with surprises, and no second prizes 

O God I feel so inferior 
 

And we all couldn’t have liked it more 
   

(Excerpt from Alan’s adaptation of “… Marvellous Party”) 
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An Aussie line-up at the Indo-Islamic Qutub Minar, the tallest brick Minaret in the world and a World 
Heritage site – in Delhi 
 
 
We projected our Happy Snaps of the “10-day Party” on a screen at our Farewell event.  
Michael’s selection of pictures can be found by clicking on ‘Slideshow’ in the following link: 
http://picasaweb.google.com/michaelmusg/GuestsAtTheMusgravePartyIndiaSeptember2007 

Fun in the pool at the Oberoi Amarvilas in Agra 
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But a few of the ‘cast’                                  
 

 

 
 
 
      
                                                                                                            
 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                          
 

 
 
 
 

 


