Ode to rail —Majed Akhtar 
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What is human and intimate about riding in trains has nothing to do with them being on time. It is rather about how trains, simply by their essence, foster a particular type of interaction with space, time, and the people around you

The socio-economic benefits of rail are well known and frequently cited. The highlights: rail is the least polluting, the least energy-intensive, and makes the least demands on space per kilometre travelled by passenger of all major forms of transport.

By simplifying the problem of transportation, we can see it is also a rational way to deploy resources. If you want to make sure thousands of people can travel between points A and B, what is the most logical arrangement? Does it make more sense to give every one of those thousands their own little motion factory (private cars), or to have one large motion factory (a train) travelling regularly between those two points?

Although there are compelling socio-economic reasons that favour rail, there also exist more human, or spiritual, reasons to travel by rail.

I recently rode the Buraq Express from Lahore to Karachi. I also recently travelled from Karachi to Munich, and due to unplanned circumstances, didn’t even leave the Munich airport before catching a flight back. Both trips lasted about twenty-four hours each, and left me exhausted. The unfortunate journeys, both of which certainly were not meant to last an entire day, gave me the opportunity to reflect on the experience of travel. Although I was ensconced in business class luxury on the flight, the human experience of travelling by train far surpassed any bag of tricks an army of charming air-hostesses could conjure up.

The best part about travelling by rail is the opportunity it gives you to interact with people who you normally wouldn’t run into; people with diverse backgrounds and professions. Because many people, especially those with regular jobs, lead lives that are dominated by routine, they almost always see the same type of faces in the same type of places.

Travelling by rail opens up the possibility of deviating from a stagnantly comfortable pattern of human interaction. I’ve had the pleasure of whiling away lazy hours with small businessmen, cooks, Pakistan Air Force pilots, small shop owners and independent book publishers, among others, while travelling by rail in Pakistan. The passengers of any train form a mobile, ephemeral community, united by their collective shared experience of motion and time. Although I have never actually kept in touch with people I’ve met on trains, I nevertheless feel bound to them because of our shared experience.

Then there is the view. There is nothing as captivating as the sight of plains, deserts, orchards, fertile fields and the people who work them rolling by outside a train window. An even better way to watch the country is carefully angle your body out of the carriage door while the train is hurtling by at full speed, so that the wind, dust, and scent of the country hit you with unmitigated force. When the train pulls into a station, or equally likely in Pakistan, when it stops to catch its breath in the middle of nowhere, there is opportunity to interact with the scenery.

Old-timers who have been riding the rails for decades lament the condition of Pakistani train stations. “In my day, we used to go special to the train-station, just to drink tea. It was that good. Look at this junk,” a tractor-parts company employee told me, raising his cup of watery tea, the teabag dangling miserably over the styrofoam. While it is not hard to believe that standards have declined, there are few places that can offer swaying motion and a rhythmic clang of steel to go with your cup of tea.

Riding the rails in Pakistan also instils mental and emotional discipline. You have to learn how to be patient and not to cling to hopes that have lost all meaning. During my epic journey on the Buraq, I grumbled to a man squatting wearily in the corridor between bogeys about how ridiculously late the train was. He snorted and said, “This is nothing. It once took me twelve hours to get from Hyderabad to Karachi.” All carefully arranged plans and appointments are at the mercy of the train and there is nothing you can do but learn to enjoy it. This is not as masochistic as it sounds — ultimately, it is about putting things in perspective and learning how to relax.

Given these pleasures of rail, the flashier modes of travel are still attractive. The antithesis of rail in terms of the “psycho-geographic” impressions it leaves is air travel. How we experience motion and spatiality depends in part on our perception of time. What could only be done in weeks by sturdy rails is accomplished in the air in a matter of hours. While all transportation technology is part of what Marx called the “annihilation of space by time”, air travel takes this concept to literally new heights.

How we place ourselves in relation to the landscape also forms a large part of the imprint travel creates in our mind. In air travel, one does not stoop to meet the earth eye-to-eye — business is conducted from the dizzying height of 35000 feet. Whereas with rail you can see the expressions on the faces of people waving to your passing train, in the air one glance will lay bare the complex spatial interactions between farmland, rivers, and cities. Both experiences offer an understanding of the land and its people but in different ways. Air is about power, speed, abstraction and mastery — and it is compelling because of that.

I receive diverging reactions in different parts of the world when I mention travel plans involving rail. In America, eyes shine with wonderment. In Europe people yawn. In Pakistan, I receive mostly sympathetic clucks and stern advice on the importance of keeping a firm upper lip.

But the advantages I find in rail don’t have anything to do with where the train is operating. What is human and intimate about riding in trains has nothing to do with them being on time. It is rather about how trains, simply by their essence, foster a particular type of interaction with space, time, and the people around you. Of course the rail system in Pakistan can and should be much improved — it would greatly benefit the nation economically, politically, and culturally. I don’t mean to slip into the “romance of despair” discourse which colours much reflective writing on conditions in poor countries. But rail travel casts its spell over some of us irrespective of the worldly context and consequences.

There is a newly available opportunity I read about in the papers that has captured my imagination: the possibility of travelling virtually uninterrupted by rail, over the course of two months, from London to Dhaka, through Turkey, Iran, Pakistan and India.

Any takers?
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