GENERAL INFORMATION ABOUT INDIA

The birthplace of both Buddhism and Hinduism, India boasts a history that dates back some 5,000 years.  The country enjoyed a golden age of art, learning, and medicine during the Gupta dynasty from 500 B.C. through 320 B.C.; was invaded between A.D. 450 and the late 1400s first by the Huns; then by Muslims, who established the Mogul Empire; followed by the Portuguese who fought the Dutch, English, and French to gain control of India’s valuable sea trade routes between Europe and Asia.  By the mid 1700s, centuries of invasions and war had left the country without a strong central government, which enabled the British Empire’s powerful East India Company to fill the void.  In 1858, the British government itself took control of India.

A national independence movement that had begun during the 1860s gained strength during the early 1900s; in return for India’s support during World War I, Britain offered India greater control over its own government, though it didn’t offer independence until 1946.  After rioting between Hindus and Muslims threatened the prospect of sovereignty, Indian and British rulers divided the nation into India (Hindu) and Pakistan (Muslim).  On August 15, 1947, India became an independent nation within the British Commonwealth of Nations.  Today it is a federal republic slightly more than one-third the size of the United States – with a population of more than one billion.

Famous Indians

Perhaps the best known of all Indians is Mahatma Gandhi, the “father of the nation” who led India’s struggle for Independence and is revered for his non-violent approach to civil disobedience.  Other renowned Indians include Jawaharlal Nehru, the country’s first prime minister, whose daughter Indira Gandhi and grandson Rajiv Gandhi also served as prime ministers.  Mother Teresa, the Albanian nun who spent most of her life serving the poorest of the poor in India, also counts among the country’s most revered people; as does film director Satyajit Ray, a master of world cinema who received an honorary Academy Award in 1992.  In antiquity, Vatsyayana wrote the Kamasutra and Vyasa wrote the epic Mahabarata.  Poet Rabindranath Tagore was the Nobel laureate for Literature in 1913.  Writing in English, contemporary Indian authors Vikram Seth, Arundhati Roy, and VS Naipul have achieved widespread popularity with American readers.

Language 

A country of 15 national languages and more than 1,600 dialects, India calls Hindi its official national language, though English is the country’s official working language. And while English is virtually the first language of many upper class Indians, it is the second language of most multi-lingual Indians.  Among the other languages used throughout the country:  Bengali, Kashmiri, Sanskrit, Tamil, and Urdu.

Passport and Visa

Canadian / U.S. citizens must have a passport valid for at least six months following their return home.  Tourist visas are required for Canadian / U.S. citizens; enclosed in this package is the necessary information for you to obtain your visa.  If you are not a Canadian / U.S. citizen, please contact the embassy of your country or the Indian embassy to be sure you obtain the proper documentation.

Climate

India is a vast country with seven major climate zones.  

What to Pack

As temperatures can get very warm in India, you’ll want to pack light-weight clothing that is non-binding, such as linen or cotton.  A light wrap may be welcome some evenings.  While you may wish to dress up a bit for dinner, both this tour and India are casual.  Please note all visitors are asked to wear appropriate attire when visiting religious shrines, temples, and mosques:   i.e., no shorts or tank tops; shoes must be removed; women may have to cover their heads; and leather products (belts, handbags, camera cases etc.) may be prohibited.  Your tour director will advise you of any other requirements. Comfortable, broken-in walking shoes are a must on the tour.

In addition, you may wish to pack the following items:

· mosquito repellant containing DEET

· sunscreen (at least SPF 15)

· sunglasses

· sun hat

· anti-diarrheal such as Immodium

· bathing suit 

· binoculars for game viewing

· extra film and batteries for your camera

· money belt 

Currency and Banking

The currency of India is the Rupee (Rs). At the time of printing, 1.00 USD equaled 45.32 INR OR 1 CAD equaled to 35.34 INR.  One rupee equals 100 paise.  Notes come in denominations of 1,2,5,10,20, 50, 100 and 500 rupees; coins in denominations of 10,20, 25, and 50 paise; 1, 2, and 5 rupees.  Please note that merchants may not accept torn and/or worn notes.  Rupees may not be brought out of India.

U.S. dollars are easy to exchange in India, although you will receive a better rate with traveler’s cheques such as American Express or Thomas Cooke; regardless, be sure to keep your exchange documentation in order to reconvert any rupees into U.S. dollars at the trip’s end.  Because you are required to complete a series of forms each time you exchange money, it is advised that you plan to make such exchanges infrequently and at banks in larger cities.

Major credit cards are gaining acceptance in India; the most common are American Express, Access, MasterCard, Diner’s Club, and Visa.  Local markets and roadside vendors generally do not accept plastic.  Before you leave for your trip, notify your credit card companies that you will be using their cards while overseas, so they’ll be less likely to question your foreign charges and possibly freeze your account. 

In any case, please note that it’s prudent not to rely entirely on any one form of exchange when visiting India. You should carry with you a combination of cash, traveler’s cheques, and credit card/s.   It is also helpful to bring about $25-$50 U.S. in small bills for occasional tipping or small purchases.

Tipping

Tips for all meals SOMETIMES included in your tour, checked with the tour manager.  Otherwise, tipping is not common in India, though tourist restaurants may add a 10 percent service charge to the bill.  If not, you may wish to leave a few rupees as a gratuity.  Please note that the practice of “baksheesh” – which means tipping, and more – in order to get things done, is widespread in India.
Business Hours and Holidays

Banking in India open Monday through Friday, 10:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m., Saturdays from noon to 2:00 p.m.

Shops generally open six days a week from 10:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. (though these times may vary by an hour or two).  Thanks to its broad ethnic and religious diversity, India is a nation of festivals and holidays that vary from state to state. The country celebrates only four nationwide holidays:  Jan 26 (Republic Day), Aug 15 (Independence Day), Oct 2 (Gandhi’s birthday), and Dec 25 (Christmas Day).  

Shopping

India offers a treasure trove of goods for shoppers.  Delhi is particularly noted for its textiles, paintings, and sculptures; Agra for jewelry and works of marble and soft-stone inlay; and Jaipur for jewelry, loose stones (both precious and semi precious), textiles, and carpets.  Other popular items include metal craft – gold, silver, brass, copper – in intricate designs for both decorative and functional use.  

Please note that while bargaining is expected at open markets or marketplaces, it is not the norm in government stores or upscale shops.  However, if you are considering the purchase of an expensive item, you may wish to ask for a discount.

You may wish to restrict your purchases to state government emporiums and Central Cottage Industries Emporiums found at all major tourist sites.  These government regulated shops offer goods of a better quality and guaranteed pricing than you may find elsewhere. 

Time

The time in India is Greenwich Mean Time (or Coordinated Universal Time – UTC) plus 5.5 hours.  When it is 5:00 p.m. on Tuesday in Toronto, it is 2:30 a.m. on Wednesday in Delhi.

Electric Current

The electric current is 220 volts, 50 Hz AC. To use any electrical appliances, you will need to bring both an electricity converter and a plug adapter.

Food and Drink

Tap water IS NOT safe to drink in India.  Drink only bottled or boiled water; avoid tap water and fountain drinks.  Do not drink juices or use ice cubes unless you can be assured they were made with purified water.  It is also recommended that you brush your teeth with bottled water.  Most of the better hotels have purified water, but be sure to ask first.

Indian cuisine is not only the curry dishes typically found in restaurants in the North America; it varies widely by region and even by religion.  Generally, however, the hotels in which we eat many of our meals offer a variety of Indian dishes adapted to the western palate, as well as continental fare.  It is best to avoid “street” food and dairy products (unless you can be sure of pasteurization.  ALWAYS be sure to eat only thoroughly cooked food and fruit and vegetables that you can peel yourself (“Boil it, peel it, cook it, or forget it.”) 

While many Indians are vegetarians, many others are not, and meat is widely available.  Please note that Hindus do not eat beef; Muslims do not eat pork.  Alcoholic beverages generally are served prior to the meal, not during.  Much of the cuisine of the North where you will be traveling is based on Mughal tradition:  superb curries with sauces of cream and ground nuts and raisins; tandoor (clay oven) dishes; kebabs; baked breads such as naan and roti.

Travelers on the post-tour extension will find an abundance of fresh and salt-water fish and shellfish:  crab, prawn, mussels; coconut based stews; and evidence of Portuguese influence in spicy sausages, and pork vindalus. 

An Important Note About Travel in India

Though a developing country with a significant tourist infrastructure, India is a Third World country with an extreme amount of poverty.  Please note that in order to enjoy this tour to the fullest, it will help immeasurably to bring with you an open mind, a sense of adventure and flexibility, and an appreciation of both cultural differences and of the vast gulf between the North America and India in terms of standards of living, amenities, and service.   

It is also important that visitors are respectful of the strong sense of spirituality that pervades virtually every aspect of life in India.  When visiting a mosque or temple, whatever the sect, shoes must be removed before entering, and both men and women should dress modestly (no tank tops or shorts). In addition, you may be asked to wash your feet, to leave any leather goods outside, or to proceed in a proscribed manner when inside.

A word regarding photography:  Rich with its native cultures and customs, India boasts fascinating and colorful subjects for the photographer.  However, no one likes to be considered as merely a subject for a traveler’s camera.  Should you wish to photograph people (especially children), please ask first (via sign language, if necessary) whether it is OK. You may encounter funeral processions or even a cremation ceremony, neither of which should be photographed.  

Following are a few additional tips to help make your trip to India smoother:

· Women should not get in a taxi if a second man is accompanying the driver.

· As elsewhere in the worldwide, travelers can be easy marks for pick-pocketers, especially at tourist sights. The following precautions may enhance your safety:  

· Use the hotel safe as much as possible, carrying with you only the money and/or credit cards you will need for the day. Consider wearing a money belt that you can place under your clothes. And note that Canadians / U.S. passports are valuable commodities.

· Avoid wearing expensive or loud jewelry and clothing, flashing handfuls of money around, or fiddling on the street with expensive looking camera equipment.  Note that backpacks and fanny packs mark you as a target for thieves.

· Do not handle or touch any animals you may encounter, including dogs and cats.

· Wash your hands frequently with soap and water.

Immunizations and Inoculations

Your tour does not require any immunizations or inoculations, but the Indian Embassy recommends that visitors obtain prophylactic treatment for cholera, typhoid, malaria and hepatitis.  We strongly suggest that you check with your personal physician regarding your particular needs.   You can also contact the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 24 hours a day, toll-free, at (888) 232-3228, or at their web site: www.cdc.gov (choose Traveler’s Health).

Luggage

Please remember that your tour includes porterage for one piece of luggage per person.  It is important that you limit yourself to this one bag.  In addition, you may want to pack a small carry-on with essential items, such as prescription medicines, eyeglasses, travel documents, your camera, and perhaps a change of clothes.  DO NOT pack your passport, cash, or any other valuables in your checked luggage.  For your safety and peace of mind, consider leaving costly jewelry at home.  And you’ll want to be sure to pack a bathing suit for your time on the water.

Gift Giving

You may wish to bring some gifts to the Children’s across the street, which you may encounter during sightseeing.  Welcome items include school essentials such as crayons, magic markers, pens, pencils, pads, or small games.  Please don’t give candy, which may contribute to health or dental problems.
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