Sufi Baba
At one such tea stall, my digital camera is a big attraction. The half-a-dozen bare-chested truck drivers and the owner of the dhaba loved to see their own pictures instantly! I sat on the charpai and shared tales. As I was having my last cup of chai, I saw an old man, dressed in a long green gown, cycling away on the sun-soaked road in the direction I was going. I said my goodbyes to the truckers as I finished my tea, mounted my steed and soon overtook his cycle, rode on a bit ahead to a culvert where I stopped and waited for him to arrive. 
At first glance, it would be easy to mistake him for a bone-thin, weak old man. But as he got closer, it was apparent that his wiry limbs appeared thin only because there was no fat on them. His hard-muscled legs pedalled the cycle, but in the hazy glare of the sun reflecting off the shiny road, he himself seemed to be floating towards me with the ends of his long white beard fluttering in the slight breeze. His head protected by a white turban tied with a bright blue scarf, a black and white chequered cotton shawl around his shoulders, he slowed down when he saw me waiting for him at the culvert. 
‘Salaam Waleykum,’ I greeted him, and he acknowledged with a slight nod. After some initial hesitation, he alighted and put his cycle up on its stand. His bicycle, an older model of the most common design, with its traditional handlebar curved at each end and its old-fashioned rear carrier, said several things about its owner. Spotlessly clean and well lubricated, it had space for a jerry can of water, and on a large rear carrier was a rolled bedding and an old canvas bag. A hammock made of an old gunnysack was ingeniously suspended below the front bar and this is how he must carry his food without it being squashed. A rear view mirror and an Indian flag shared space on the front handle with a largish notice written on a tin plate, which had information about his trip. 
Silently he sat next to me on the culvert with only the sound of an occasional truck roaring past to punctuate the silence. No words passed between us for many minutes. There appeared no need for them. His eyes looked far away into the horizon and their gaze was benevolent. He sat motionless for about five minutes.
When he finally moved, it was to bring out a packet of bidis, seeing which I was emboldened to bring out my own cigarette pack and light up for both of us. He talked then. Asked me my whereabouts. Then I asked him about his. 
He said he was cycling from Vasai (near Mumbai) to Ajmer and then on to Mecca. 

‘Mecca! But that’s in Saudi Arabia!!’ I exclaimed as if he didn’t know that! I realized I was mirroring the amazed reactions my own journey had elicited only two days ago from my sister in Dahanu when I told her how far Ladakh was. I wonder what she would have had to say to this bearded old fakir. 
‘Baba,’ I said to him, ‘Kuch kahiyee’ (say something), which is what my mother would say to anyone in whom she sensed a degree of spiritual power. The cinder-dark face with its halo of white hair beamed at me with sparkling eyes, but stayed quiet.
My voice tinged with the doubts I couldn’t help feeling, I asked, ‘How long will it take for you to reach Mecca?’ 

He looked skywards and said he was there already! 

‘Sirf badan ko waha le jaana hai, 

 Rooh to wahi rahtee hain.’

He was merely transporting his body to where his soul already lived. This journey was just a matter of satisfying a detail and whether or not he actually succeeded in getting to Mecca really did not matter. It would be Mecca for him wherever his body breathed its last breath. That day he was planning to cover 100 kilometres at 15 kilometres per hour all the way to Pali.

‘Kahaan rahenge?’ (Where will you stay?) I asked.

‘Khuda ki is shahi duniya mein,

 Sone ke liye, do gaz zameen to mil hi jaati hai.’ 

(On God’s palatial earth, one can always find two yards of space to sleep.)
He refused to take money from me and only after some Hindi filmi sounding dialogues ‘Babaji, kuch mera nahi hai… Aatee jaatee maya hai’, (‘Nothing is really mine…Just a passing illusion’),  did he accept a small portion of what I gave him. When I asked why he had returned most of the money, he gently inquired if I had time to listen to a story. 

Sitting on the culvert, I nodded my head. 
‘This is a story of a young monk who had lived a cloistered life in a remote monastery where all other initiates were males like him,’ began the old man as he puffed on his bidi. 

I pulled my legs up to sit cross-legged on the parapet and felt like a young child being told a story by his grandfather. The old man smiled and continued:

On his eighteenth birthday, his master sent the boy out into the world to spread the teachings of their Grand Master amongst the common people. He was to survive by begging for his meals in the time-honoured bhikshuk tradition. 

Descending from the mountain monastery, which was the only abode the young man had known in his life thus far, the sights and sounds of the city streets amaze him. Odd creatures walk around, mixing with the men of the city. Male children he has seen before, but these other creatures who look strange, dress, walk and speak differently, are a mystery to him.
Soon he is hungry. As he has been instructed, he holds his begging bowl in his hands and stands near the threshold of a small dwelling. The householder welcomes the young monk in and washes his feet to show respect. He then calls his teenaged daughter who walks into the room and fills the monk’s bowl with grain. Enough for that day and the next seven. She joins her hands in a graceful namaste and smiles a respectful greeting. 
The young man cannot now hold back his questions. He asks the man who the creature is and is told. He points to her breasts and asks what they are. The father of the girl knows about the all-male cloisters of monks who live in the higher regions in absolute seclusion until they become eighteen years old. He is not offended by the innocent questions. He explains the purpose of breasts. In some years, his daughter would be married and milk from her breasts would feed the babies she would bear. 
The young man stands still in contemplation for a while and then hastily returns all the extra grain that he has taken. He says he will accept food enough for that one day only. And when the householder asks him why he was returning a major portion of the offering, the initiate turns to him and answers: ‘My master told me to take enough only for one day. I disobeyed him when I took more than what I would need for today. But I now see my mistake in being concerned about tomorrow. When arrangements are already in place to provide food for a child who will be born many days from today, I am a fool to worry about what I will eat tomorrow.’

Baba finished his story and his second bidi and got up. Before continuing on his journey, the venerable man raised both arms heavenwards and said a prayer for my safety. 
He pulled up his lungi and got up on his cycle by swinging his leg over the front bar.

A genuine Sufi king, travelling incognito! 

Oh… Wondrous India! 

