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Transport in Asia

On our way back from Japan to England, we
stopped in six different Asian countries for an
average of four days each. Of course, one isn’t
likely to gain any very profound understanding
from such an experience, but a few immediate
impressions always stick in one’s mind. In our
case, one of the things that struck us was the
immense variety of ways in which it is possible
to transport oneself and one’s possessions—and
how few of these are left nowadays in Western
Europe and Japan.

In Manila there are the “jeepneys”—open-sided
jeeps used as taxis, each of them magnificently
decorated, usually in the baroque style, and often
with a suitably florid motto or inscription. Evident-
ly, their drivers take great pride in them, and
‘although they are said to be quite uneconomical,
people can’t bear to lose them even in a time of
severe fuel shortage. In Hong Kong one sees a

few rickshaws—preserved as a tourist attraction
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—but to me the oddest thing was to see the
“double-decker” buses which I used to think were
peculiar to England, cruising between the Chinese
neon signs. I suppose they are uneconomical too,
but somehow they seem to give a relaxed air to
the otherwise tense atmosphere of Hong Kong.
In Bangkok a good deal of the transport is by
water, on the rivers and the many ecanals. You
find every conceivable kind of boat, from small
one-men punts to huge flat-bottomed barges roofed
over and converted into houseboats; sometimes you
see convoys of nine or ten of these, each housing
a family, pulled in a string by a single tug, with
a flotilla of smaller boats attached alongside. My
favourite sight, though, was the speedboats con-
verted into river-ferries; since the sides are low
and open and they travel at considerable speed,
the passengers are issued with umbrellas to use
as shields against the spray. So from the front
all you see is a phalanx of umbrellas rushing



towards you.

But undoubtedly the greatest variety of means
of transport is found in India. On a single journey
from Delhi to Agra I noticed: people riding on
horses, on donkeys, on camels, even on elephants
(I don’t think this was just for the benefit of
tourists); a sort of hand-propelled invalid tricycle,
but used by apparently healthy people; horse-
drawn wagons of the kind you see in American
Western films (but, unlike the ones in the films,
the Indian variety always seems to carry a mini-
mum of a dozen people with all their pots and
pans); open carts drawn by pairs of oxen; pedicabs
(small cabs for two passengers, pulled by a cyclist);
samlors (the same type of cab but with a small

motor); tractors used as buses (again, with at least

And of
course, all the forms of motor transport known

a dozen people perched on somehow).

in Japan—in varying states of repair (India is the
only place where I have had to start a taxi ride
by pushing the taxi!). Ambling through the heart
of all this traffic are the famous Indian cows,
secure in the knowledge that they have absolute
right of way. I never actually saw anyone riding
a cow, but whether this is because it’s impossible
(I have never tried it) or because there are re-
ligious objections, I don’t know.

After all this variety, it’s depressing, somehow,
to think of the endless line of cars and buses, and
more cars and more buses, that I used to see moving
at snail’s pace past Ochanomizu station. Perhaps,

after all an ox-cart might be just as fast....
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