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HIMALAYAN SAFARI 
A Tour with a Difference 

 
 

The Scenario – NW India in midsummer touring the Himalayan region on a 1940’s designed 
Royal Enfield 500cc single Bullet. From the monsoon-awaiting heat of the New Delhi lowlands to 
the altitude cooled heights of the Himachal, Ladahk, Kashmir regions of NW India. Nestled between 
the Pakistani borders and the high mountain regions of China/Tibet, this tour wound a very circuitous 
path up through some of the most stunning scenery on earth. 
 
 

 
 
 
The tour was organised and run by Mike and Denise Ferris of Ferris Wheels international motorcycle 
tours. www.ferriswheels .com.au/   Mike led this tour of 11 other riders on 10 bikes comprising 
Australians, English, American and an expat Kiwi. Two very brave female pillions accompanied 
their partners on board their bikes for the whole trip although the tour was supported by a 4x4 Tata 
Toyota jeep and an Indian coaster style bus carrying all our luggage, bike parts and equipment, spare 
fuel and 2 Indian mechanics. These vehicles could carry extra passengers if they so wished whilst the 
mechanics also acted as support riders if someone needed a break. 
 
Mike has been running these tours for 15 years and has pretty much pioneered the whole concept in 
India. His experience, plus assistance from his Indian colleague, Amar Sharmar, led to a no fuss, 
efficient and very high value trip. It’s what you pay the money for, this expertise. Accommodation 
was very high quality with good quality rooms by Indian standards, regular and good quality meals 
and snacks (as long as you like curries) not overly hot. Drinks were an extra, as were personal 
expenditure of shopping and extra activities not covered in the itinerary, for example white water 
rafting or paragliding which some of us indulged in. All train and bus travel, sight seeing tours 
including entry to the Taj and Red Fort with guides, was included.  This may sound like a plug for 
the organisation only because it delivered what it said it would in spades. 
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The Trip – Anticipation and apprehension accompanied me into the airport in Delhi complete with 
its overzealous bureaucracy giving everyone a hard time. This was especially so in light of the swine 
flu outbreak, but we managed to clear customs and meet up with Mike and fellow travellers before 
being whisked away to the Connaught Hotel for the night. I had been to India 34 years before so I 
was less affected by the culture shock that awaits you when you first land in India. However, my 
apprehension increased 100% when observing the traffic, knowing that tomorrow I would be one of 
the countless thousands all milling around in a frenetic hubbub of seemingly chaotic, traffic madness 
on a bike with no protection and with gears and brake reversed from what I was used to. The gear 
pattern was also alien to me, but had to be mastered in 5 minutes. A steep learning curve in deed. 
 

 
 
We picked the bikes up in a town called Chandigarh after a 3 hour train ride from Delhi. It was 
stinking hot around 40 plus degrees. The bikes were all lined up and we were allocated rego numbers 
which became your machine for the trip. They all had kick starters, so this procedure was explained, 
followed by a few laps around the car park, all the while trying to remember “one up, 3 down, with 
about 15 neutrals thrown in for good measure, and that’s always on the right foot and brake on left, 
…remember”. The bikes did have a single disc brake on the front and drum rear, so at slow speeds 
braking was OK, as long as you didn’t drop into top by mistake in a panic. 
 
Out into the traffic we headed behind Mike, “follow me and pretend you are just like a fish in a 
school, and flow with the traffic”  About the only road rule they follow in India is keep left, but that 
was also very arbitrary as we quickly found out. Mainly the rule was keep moving at all costs in any 
manner you can, stopping was only for buses to pick up passengers which they would do with no 
warning whatsoever and in the middle of the road, so all the traffic had to then negotiate the now 
stationary bus. Crossing to the wrong side of the road was the favourite method, however, up the 
inside also was pretty popular as long as you kept your finger on the horn everything would be 
alright.  The funny thing was everybody had read the same book and believe it or not it all seemed to 
work… in a fashion. 
 
After the initial shock and many near misses it started to become quite fun, as long as you kept your 
wits about you. “There’s a gap, go for it, whoops, cow in middle of road, shit where did that truck 
come from, its OK I can beat it, juust, phew, ahh a clear run, damn bus just stopped, up the inside, 
sorry passenger getting off bus, close but not too bad, ah well no blood, just keep going.” And so it 
went, we gradually refined our skills for truck dodging, a very necessary skill for later into the trip. 
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The above pattern became the norm on the road and in the evenings it was a very welcome 
Kingfisher beer or two or three, long necks of course. The hotels ranged from a Maharajahs Palace in 
Mandi where we actually had the old gentleman share a meal with us regaling us with stories of the 
British Raj and how it ain’t what it used to be, to tents atop of a very high plain, with windswept 
mountain views, where we played cards all night. 
 

 
 
From Mandi, we followed fast flowing ice melt laden river valleys with the road cut into the side of 
the mountain and through quite long tunnels and a suspension bridge, then it started to climb. 
Switchback after switch back on bitumen roads in all states of disrepair as heavy trucks ground their 
way relentlessly to the tops of high mountain passes. Around every corner yet another vista more 
beautiful than the one before and ‘oops’ another truck descending, taking up all of the road as you 
negotiated with your horn to bargain for just enough room to get past without being sent hurtling 
down the precipitous slopes. Camera opportunities constantly presented themselves, so the pace was 
not very fast, but that was OK because enough time had been allowed to get to the next destination, 
whether it be a “chai stop”, lunch or the hotel for the night. Some long days had to be put in and you 
started to feel more saddle weary, however, these long days were often broken up with a “lay day” 
where we could kick back and explore a place, or shop or visit a monastery or go white water rafting. 
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Initially we headed off in a Hindu predominant area, where all the food was mainly vegetarian, then 
gradually moved towards the Buddhist areas of Ladahk, populated by many Tibetan refugees. The 
towns of Manali and Leh were old hippie hangouts from the sixties and seventies when the Beatles 
made it popular to head for the hills in search of Nirvana. Those influences still prevail in these towns 
not to mention the pervading aroma of “bang, ganga, hash” and other various names for the all 
pervading weed that grows rampantly wild everywhere in the area. Tibetan jewellery, clothing, 
artefacts, chillums, tankas and all sorts of Buddhists paraphernalia, can be bought from the hundreds 
of bazaars and street sellers. Added to the mix are the Muslim Kashmiris who have introduced the 
clothing and jewellery and carpets from the neighbouring state of Kashmir. So it’s all very colourful 
and noisy and full on in these towns, from 10am till about 9pm when the power is switched off and 
you all go to bed, unless your hotel has a generator. 
 

 
 
At Leh, the altitude was about 4,200m and so we stayed here a day or two before taking the climb to 
the highest motorable pass in the world at 5,602m at KardungLa, actually higher than the Everest 
Base Camp. The Enfields at this height were a bit like their riders, somewhat short of breath, so 
adjustments to the air mixtures were made to get them to the top, which they did with a huff and a 
puff. To overcome altitude sickness of nausea, nose bleeds, dizziness and shortness of breath, we had 
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to drink plenty of water and take heaps of drugs. Not really, one little tablet seemed to do the job and 
none of us succumbed, except to lack of breath. It was quite an emotional experience to be up there 
and I flew a prayer flag for the sake of my family, a connection thing. After much skylarking around 
at the pass we headed back down to Leh and a much earned Kingfisher beer or three.  
 

 
 

 
Leaving Leh we head NW towards the Pakistani border, this area was pretty active in ’97 with the 
Paki’s having pot shots all along the route we took. A couple of signs revealed the fact as they stated, 
“Beware You are Under Enemy Observation” as you drove along the ridiculously high mountain 
roads with scores of Indian military vehicles constantly playing chicken with you as you try to 
negotiate a deal of just how much of the road they will let you have to get past. Into Kargil, a very 
evident Muslim town, with nothing much going for it except a hotel and a chance to leave it the next 
day on the way to Shrinagar. This road passed through the town of Drass, acclaimed as the 2nd 
coldest inhabited town on earth, with a winter temperature recorded there at -60 degrees. The coldest 
town being somewhere in Siberia. As you drive through the villages along the road, school kids will 
put their hands out, as if to give you “high5’s”. If you respond, they then change to clenched fist, 
which really hurts your hand or even some try to grab your arm to pull you off the bike. One kid 
swung his school bag at Mike, who grabbed it and rode off down the road with it before chucking it 
into the bushes. Kids nil, riders one. 
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By the time we hit Shrinagar, we had traversed all the dirt roads for the trip and the highest mountain 
sections. This town is famous for a number of things, firstly, the most hotly contested town between 
the Indian protectorate and the Muslim inhabitants. This has led to many riots and skirmishes of civil 
unrest throughout the recent decades. The most recent being the Tuesday we left Delhi to head off. 
It’s a pretty big city so we saw no sign of any of this when we got there, but we were safely holed up 
in the tourist area of the houseboats on Dal Lake.  
 

 
 
This is another carry over from the days of the British Raj, whereby the Brits thought it would be 
good to while away the heat of summer floating about on a most idyllic lake in a luxury houseboat. 
Well so did we and it was great. Anything you could possibly want was at your disposal via the 
hundreds of hawkers in their fancy little punts selling everything from jewellery, suits, beer, rum, 
hash, shaves, boot cleaning, hair cuts and even at 9 pm at night we were able to find a live chook to 
scare the crap out of one of our sleeping fellow travellers. 
 
All good things must pass, and so it was back on the road at the wind down of the trip. It was still fun 
with still more interesting roads to travel and also with some good hotels to stay in and more 
interesting people to meet. At the town of McLeod Gange, it just so happened to be the home in exile 
of the Dalai Lama of Tibet. So the morning after our arrival, he was making a public appearance and 
one of our girl members managed to get a direct blessing from him. I didn’t, I was still in bed.  
 
Then after a fancy resort, complete with swimming pool, it was back down to the plains again and the 
heat, the traffic, the population, and the general madness that typifies India. A 6 lane highway heads 
into Delhi from about a 100km out. Well if it had line markings it would possibly be 6 lanes, but 
most of the time it would vary between 6, 8 to sometimes 10 lanes depending of the size of the 
vehicles that might want to pass at any one time. That is not taking into account the trucks, buses or 
Tuc Tuc taxis coming at you against the flow of the traffic down the left hand side lane of traffic. 
Quite normal and quite accepted.   
 
At 30 KM out of Delhi we all regrouped to carry out the famous “corner man” system of direction 
finding along these crowded traffic corridors. At the very first “corner man” I missed it and blithely 
sailed down the main road towards Delhi on completely a different route from my companions. 
Eventually realising my mistake, and not being able to turn back, I thought, this is going to be 
interesting, 45 degree temperatures, on reserve, no phone, not a clue where I was heading, and in a 
city with a population the size of Australia.  I did know the name of the hotel and roughly its address. 
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With lots of wobbly headed answers to my many questions, and believing if more than one pointed 
roughly in the same direction, then I’ll take that direction. I finally found a young student about to get 
into a taxi with his mates, he said follow him and he will point out the way when we get close. Well I 
did, and he waved and I went the way he waved and found a policeman who also waved and 
gestured, and eventually found the doorman of a hotel who was also waving and gesturing and it 
turned out to be the right hotel and I had arrived 15 minutes after the main group had arrived. Hey 
can be lucky, huh.  So that was the end of the riding. 
 

 
 
Then it was all about sight seeing, the Taj Mahal, buses and trains.  We were removed from the 
madness of the traffic, this however took us away from the essence of the trip, and we were no longer 
a part of all the chaos that made the trip such an adventure. The change was good, interesting, but not 
quite as much fun as the riding. Just the sound of those Enfield exhausts was like music to your ears 
all day long. With its slow revving, heavy flywheel inertia, stump pulling torque, the old Enfield 
motor was perfect for this sort of slow touring, a very forgiving bike, most of the time. Would I do it 
all again, you betcha I would. It was great, what more can I say. 
 
As the saying goes; “If you’re not living on the edge you’re taking up too much room”      

Ian Bray - Ulyssian #53430 


