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The Mystical
History of Mirrors

In the spiritual life of Anatolian cultures,
mirrors were far more than everyday
objects. They were seen as sacred tools,
capable of revealing hidden truths

irrors have long
been objects of fas-
cination and mys-
tery, regarded as
portals to the divine
or supernatural.

Their symbolism
transcends mere reflection,
representing deeper spiritual
meanings across different cul-
tures. From the polished
obsidian mirrors of ancient
Anatolia to the mercury glass
mirrors of 16th-century
Venice, mirrors have been
sacred tools, linked to the
divine, and transformed
through history.

Obsidian Mirrors in
Ancient Anatolia

In ancient Anatolia (modern-
day Turkey), the earliest
known mirrors were made
from polished obsidian, a nat-
urally occurring volcanic
glass. These mirrors, often
shaped into dark, shadowy
disks, were highly prized for
their reflective properties.
Obsidian's glass-like surface
was ideal for creating mir-
rors, and it was valued not
just for its utility but also for
its mystical significance.

In the spiritual life of
Anatolian cultures, mirrors
were far more than everyday
objects. They were seen as
sacred tools, capable of reveal-
ing hidden truths or facilitat-
ing communication with the
divine. The dark, reflective
surface of obsidian mirrors
was believed to connect the
user with the spiritual world,
much like the 'smoking mir-
rors' used in Mesoamerican
cultures. In both traditions,
mirrors were thought to serve
as portals to other realms,
often used in rituals for div-
ination or prophecy.

Mirrors in Ancient Egypt:
Bronze and Copper
Reflections

In ancient Egypt, mirrors
were made primarily from
polished bronze or copper.
These metal mirrors had cir-
cular or oval shapes and were
finely polished to create a
reflective surface. Egyptians
believed that mirrors symbol-
ized the divine, especially the
goddess Hathor, who repre-
sented beauty, love, and the
afterlife. Mirrors were com-
monly used in religious ritu-
als, often to reflect light in
temples, symbolizing the illu-
mination of divine power.
Beyond their role in daily
life, mirrors were also used in
burial practices, where they
were placed in tombs to pro-
tect the deceased in their jour-
ney to the afterlife. The reflec-
tive quality of the metal was
believed to ward off evil spir-
its and ensure that the soul

was safely guided to the next
world, reinforcing the idea of
mirrors as objects of divine
protection.

The Mercury Glass
Revolution in 16th
Century Venice

By the 16th century, the art of
mirror-making had under-
gone a significant transforma-
tion, thanks to the Venetian
glassmakers. In Venice, arti-
sans developed a new method
of mirror production using
mercury to coat glass, creat-
ing a reflective surface far
superior to the earlier metal
and obsidian mirrors. This
technique, known as mercury
glass, revolutionized the mir-
ror industry, making high-
quality mirrors more accessi-
ble and enhancing their aes-
thetic appeal.

The Venetian mirrors
became highly prized for their
clarity and brilliance, with
their production techniques
kept secret for centuries.
These mirrors were not only
coveted by European aristoc-
racy but were also symbols of
wealth and status. The mir-
rors' reflective properties,
combined with their luxuri-
ous design, made them perfect
for decorating palaces and
churches, where they were
seen as symbols of divine
light and power.

Interestingly, the use of
mercury also added a layer of
mystique to the Venetian mir-
rors. Mercury, associated with
alchemy and transformation,
imbued the mirrors with an
esoteric aura. In some circles,
the reflective surface was
thought to possess mystical
powers, enhancing the mir-
ror's role as a tool for spiritual
insight.

Mirrors as Sacred Objects
Across Cultures

Throughout history, mirrors
have held profound spiritual
significance beyond their use
as simple reflective surfaces.
In Mesoamerica, polished
obsidian mirrors were used in
rituals to communicate with
gods, particularly the Aztec
god Tezcatlipoca, the
'Smoking Mirror,, who was
associated with night and div-
ination. In Japan, the mirror
was one of the Three Sacred
Treasures of the Imperial
Regalia, symbolizing wisdom
and the divine.

Mirrors also played a role
in Chinese and Tibetan cul-
tures, where they were used
for divination and to ward off
evil spirits. In these tradi-
tions, mirrors were seen as
tools of reflection, not just of
the physical world but also of
the soul and the unseen forces
around it.
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he weather-beaten door
swung open with little
resistance, and I fol-
lowed Rinzing Chewang
into the unlit bungalow.
"Watch out!" he said in
accented English, and I
dodged a gaping hole in
the floor just in time.
We crossed a high-
ceilinged parlor, where a framed
poster of the Buddha, draped in a
white silk khata, gazed at us from a
soot-tinged mantel.

At the end of a dim hallway,
Rinzing pushed open another door
and stood back. "This is the bed-
room," he announced, as if he were
showing me to my quarters. A pair
of twin beds, the room's only fur-
nishings, stood naked, mattresses
uncovered, pushed up against a dull
yellow clapboard wall. Gray light
seeped in through a grimy window.
Walker Evans's Alabama sharecrop-
pers might have lived here.

Who actually had stayed here, I'd
recently discovered, was a tall
Scotsman of rugged good looks and
incurable wanderlust. Francis K. 1.
Baird. My maternal grandfather. In
1931, he and fellow adventurer Jill
Cossley-Batt journeyed to this
remote Himalayan village, called
Lachen, in North Sikkim, near the
border of Tibet. Somewhere in these
borderlands, the couple claimed to
have discovered a 'lost tribe' of cave
dwellers living high up a mountain

wall. The clan folk were unsullied
by Western avarice, the adventurers
proclaimed, and they lived well past
the age of 100.

At the time, Lachen was an iso-
lated settlement composed almost
entirely of self-sufficient indige-
nous farmers and herders with
strong familial ties to Tibet.
Hanging on the lip of a ridge amid
thundering brooks and plunging,
fir-covered slopes, the village still
retains much of its bucolic charm.
Along the rutted dirt road that
serves as its main thoroughfare,
Baird and Batt found shelter in this
so-called dak bungalow. Resembling
a rough-hewn English cottage, the
structure was one of dozens, if not
hundreds, of such peak-roofed bun-
galows built in the time of the raj to
billet officers along military roads
and postal routes spanning the vast
reaches of British India. Back in
Baird's day, the bungalow would
have been more comfortably fur-
nished. Now, it was all but aban-
doned behind a locked gate, evident-
ly slated for demolition.

My mother was not yet five
when she waved goodbye to her
father as he boarded an ocean liner
on the Hudson River in 1930, bound
for India. He promised to return
rich and famous, flush with tales of
wonderment to recount to his ador-
ing daughter, Flora. It was a prom-
ise he did not keep.

Ten years passed before my
mother next saw him, in a chance
encounter on the New York water-
front. The meeting was stiff and
perfunctory, over in a matter of min-
utes. She never laid eyes on him
again. Until the end, her father
remained a man of unanswered
questions, a purveyor of mystery
and source of lifelong bereavement.
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Celebrating the Discovery of Teflon

ational Teflon Day is observed on April 6 to mark the discovery of Teflon, a revolutionary non-stick material that transformed modern cookware

and various industrial applications. The material was accidentally discovered in 1938 by chemist Roy Plunkett while working for DuPont. Known

for its heat resistance, durability, and non-stick properties, Teflon soon became widely used in kitchen utensils, electronics, medical devices, and
aerospace technology. The day highlights how a chance scientific discovery can lead to innovations that simplify everyday life. It also celebrates
the role of science and chemistry in shaping practical solutions that benefit households and industries around the world.
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said Rinzing,

thin curtain and looked out on a stack of rain-soaked firewood
and, beyond it, mountain slopes rising sharply and vanishing in a
swirl of mist. This would have been the same view that Baird
beheld each morning during his stay here so long ago.

#JOURNEY

She went to her grave without know-
ing what had become of him. She
knew not where he died, when he
died, or even if he'd died.

"Your grandfather would have
slept in this room," said Rinzing,
snapping me back to the moment. I
pulled back the window's thin cur-
tain and looked out on a stack of
rain-soaked firewood and, beyond it,
mountain slopes rising sharply and
vanishing in a swirl of mist. This
would have been the same view that
Baird beheld each morning during
his stay here so long ago.

In the dozen years since my
mother's death, I have initiated a
quest of my own: to find out more
about this man I never met, and to
uncover the hidden role he has
played in shaping my life and striv-
ings. I have unearthed scores of doc-
uments, occasional letters he sent
home, news clippings, photographs,
even a film clip shot by the couple
during their journey into the
Himalaya. I found an obituary so
deeply buried inside the archives of
the New York Times that an ordi-
nary search through the paper's
Web portal does not reveal it. (He
died in 1964.)

Of particular interest is a file
compiled by the British India Office,
whose officers were deeply suspi-
cious of Baird and Batt, fearing they
would provoke an incident if they
entered Tibet. The office even
assigned an agent to tail them. That
was how I came to find out they'd
stayed here in Lachen's dak bunga-
low. And now, here I was, standing for
the first time in my life in a room
where I knew my grandfather had
slept. "Maybe, we go now?" Rinzing
suggested. A robust man of medium
height and irrepressible good
humour, Rinzing, 49, is Lachen's post-
master. Like so many people I'd met
since arriving in India, he enthusias-
tically offered to help as soon as I
explained the nature of my mission.
His grandfather, it turned out, was
the village headman at the time
Baird came to town. "They would
have known each other," he said.

I'd begun the journey to retrace
my grandfather's footsteps in
Kolkata (previously called Calcutta)
ten days earlier. The city was in the
midst of preparing for the massive,
weeklong Durga Puja festival to cel-
ebrate the ten-armed Hindu goddess
Durga. Workers were stringing
lights along the boulevards and rais-
ing bamboo-framed pavilions that
would house enormous, handcraft-
ed like-nesses of the goddess mother
and her pantheon of lesser deities.

I knew Baird had started his
quest here as well. I was in posses-
sion of a letter he'd sent home from
Calcutta in the spring of 1931. He
noted the 'damnably hot' weather, as
well as the startling spectacle of
raw, unvarnished humanity on dis-
play on the city streets: pilgrims,
hustlers, snake charmers, 'untouch-
ables' sleeping openly on the pave-
ment. The letter was written on sta-
tionery from the legendary Great
Eastern Hotel.

Known back then as the Jewel of
the East for its unrivaled opulence,
the Great Eastern has hosted such
luminaries as Mark Twain, Rudyard
Kipling and a young Elizabeth II. It's
been in the throes of renovation for
the past five years under ownership
of the Delhi-based Lalit hotel group,
and sheet-metal blinds obscured
much of the hotel's stately, block-
long facade of columns and
crenelated parapets. Still, it was a
thrilling sight to behold as I stepped
from my cab into the liquid heat of
midday.

A turbaned sentry smiled
through a regal mustache as I
passed through a metal detector and
entered the hotel's gleaming, ultra-
modern lobby. Chrome, marble,
fountains. A rush of attendants,
men in dark suits, women in flam-
ing yellow saris, bowed to greet me,
their palms pressed together in a
gesture of disarming humility.

To get a better feel of what the
old hotel was like, I asked concierge
Arpan Bhattacharya to take me
around the corner to Old Court
House Street and the original
entrance, currently under renova-
tion. Amid blaring horns and the
roar of exhaust-belching buses, we
sidestepped beggars and ducked
under a low scaffold. "This way led
to the rooms," said Arpan and ges-
tured up a stairway. "And this other
side led to Maxim's." I followed him
up the steps. We entered a spacious,
vaulted room where masons with
trowels and buckets of cement were
restoring the old club. Maxim's had
been one of the most glamorous
nightspots in all of British India.
"Not everyone could come here,"
Arpan said. "Only high-class people
and royalty." As workers restored
the past in a din of whining
machinery, I had the strange sensa-
tion of catching a glimpse of
Grandfather at his most debonair.
He was bounding up these steps, Jill
on his arm in slinky dress and
bobbed, flapper hair, keen for a last
night of music, drink and merri-
ment before the next day's train

north towards the Himalaya.

It would have been easier for me
to hop a quick 45-minute flight to
Siliguri's airport, Bagdogra. From
there, I could have hired a car for
the onward journey to Darjeeling.
But in the early 1930s, the only
viable way into the northern moun-
tains was by rail, particularly since
Baird and Batt were hauling dozens
of crates packed with gear and pro-
visions. Rail was the best way to re-
create their journey. I would take
the overnight train to Siliguri and
from there catch the Darjeeling
Himalayan Railway, the celebrated
'Darjeeling Express.' It was the same
train they'd have taken on their way
into the mountains.

My own luggage was modest by
comparison: a suitcase and two
smaller bags. Friends nonetheless
had warned me to keep a close eye
on my belongings. Sleeper cars are
notorious sinkholes where things go
missing, particularly in the open
compartments and aisle berths of
second class. Having booked at the
last minute, second class was the
best I could do. As I reached my
assigned upper berth on the aisle, I
wondered how I would manage to
safeguard my stuff.

"Put it under here," came a lilt-
ing voice from across the aisle. A
woman in her mid-50s was pointing
beneath her bunk, which was per-
pendicular to the corridor and
offered much better protection. She
wore a long, embroidered dress and
matching pink head scarf. Her fore-
head was adorned with a bright red
bindi, and she wore a gold stud in
her nose. Despite her Bengali dress,
there was something in her aquiline
features and British accent that sug-
gested she was from elsewhere. "I'm
A.L," she said with a brilliant white
smile. "Anglo-Indian." Born to a
British father and an Indian mother,
Helen Rozario was an English
teacher at a private boarding school
in Siliguri. She was on her way back
there after seven months of cancer
treatments in Jharkhand.

A trim teenager in black T-shirt
and coiffed pompadour came aboard
and stowed a guitar on the upper
bunk opposite Helen. "My name is
Shayan," he said, offering a firm
handshake. "But my friends call me
Sam." Though music was his pas-
sion, he was studying to be a mining
engineer in Odisha, a restive state
rife with Maoist insurgents. "I plan
to be a manager for Coal India." He'd
wanted to stay put on campus and
study for upcoming exams, but his
family had other plans. They insist-

Lachen.

ed he return home for the holidays,
to Assam in India's northeast. "My
mother is forcing me," he said with a
rueful smile.

Soon, we were beset by a non-
stop parade of freelance vendors
pushing down the aisle, hawking
spicy peanuts, comic books and
plastic figurines of the Durga.
Helen bought me hot chai, served in
a paper cup. I wondered if it all was-
n't a bit much for a grown woman
traveling on her own: the dingy
bunks, the relentless assault of ped-
dlers, the heavy scent of urine waft-
ing through the car. "The train's all
right," she said cheerfully. She said
she'd never been on an airplane.
"One day, I'd like to try it."

I passed a night of fitful sleep,
curled up on the narrow bunk, the
lumpy backpack I'd stuffed with
camera and valuables for a pillow. It
was barely dawn when Helen arose
and drew open the window shade.
Outside, tin-roofed shacks slid past
amid expansive fields of rice, tea
and pineapple. "Get your things
ready," said Helen, rummaging
around beneath her berth. "Our sta-
tion's coming up."

His destination was still far off,
but Sam joined us on the platform to
bid farewell. I couldn't have asked
for a merrier pair of travel compan-
ions. As a pale yellow sun rose over
the rail yard, I scribbled down
Helen's phone number. "Call me
someday," she said and vanished in
the crowd.

The train to Darjeeling has a
platform of its own at Siliguri's old
railway station, a short car ride
from the main terminal. That's
because it still runs on the same
narrow-gauge track designed by
British engineers 130 years ago to
haul colonial administrators, troops

and supplies up 7,000 vertical feet to
the burgeoning tea estates of
Darjeeling. The advent of the rail-
way in 1881 put Darjeeling on the
map. It soon became one of the most
prominent hill stations in British
India, the summer command center
and playground for viceroys, func-
tionaries and families seeking to
escape the heat and multitudes of
Calcutta.

The Darjeeling Himalayan
Railway also served as a conduit for a
growing legion of adventurers head-
ing into one of the world's most
untamed, majestic and formidable
regions. George Mallory figured
among the succession of early 20th-
century mountaineers who jour-
neyed aboard the train on the way to
Everest via Sikkim and Tibet. In 1931,
the DHR bore Baird and Batt with all
their supplies to Darjeeling, the oper-
ational base for their enterprise,
which they christened the British-
American Himalayan Expedition
with no small measure of grandiosity:.

Goats rummaged languidly in
the midmorning sun, as I waited for
the train to arrive. Finally, nearly an
hour behind schedule, a blue diesel
locomotive backed into the station,
pushing three passenger cars. It was
immediately apparent that the rail-
way's narrow-gauge specs had
miniaturized its moving stock as
well. The engine and the cars were
each about half the size of a typical
train. Because of its diminutive
size, and perhaps, also because some
of its locomotives are steam engines
that bear a strong likeness to
Thomas the Tank Engine, the rail
line is popularly called the Toy
Train.

To be continued...
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#JOHN D. ROCKEFELLER

From Qil Tycoo
to Philanthropis

At 53, Rockefeller was suffering from severe
health problems, which included chronic insomnia,
gastritis, and a variety of stress-related ailments

ohn D. Rockefeller
was once the wealthi-
est man in the world,
known for his ruth-
less business prac-
tices and dominance
in the oil industry. His
fortune, which reached an esti-
mated $400 billion (in today's
dollars), made him a symbol of
American success and industri-
al power. However, his story is
not just one of wealth and busi-
ness; it is also a tale of personal
transformation, health strug-
gles, and a profound shift in his
views on money, life, and legacy.

The Rise of Rockefeller:
King of Oil

Born on July 8, 1839, in
Richford, New York, John D.
Rockefeller grew up in a modest
household. His father was a
traveling salesman, and his
family often lived in financial
uncertainty. However,
Rockefeller displayed an early
aptitude for business, which
would later lead him to domi-
nate the oil industry.

In 1870, Rockefeller founded
the Standard Oil Company,
which revolutionized the
American oil industry by con-
trolling nearly every aspect of
oil production, refining, distri-
bution, and marketing. By the
late 19th century, Standard Oil
had a monopoly on oil in the
United States, and Rockefeller's
wealth surged as he expanded
his empire. At its peak,
Standard Oil controlled around
90% of the U.S. oil market.

Despite  his  immense
wealth, Rockefeller faced criti-
cism for his monopolistic prac-
tices. He was often portrayed as
a ruthless businessman who
crushed competitors and
manipulated the market to
maintain his control over the
oil industry. However, his story
took a dramatic turn in his
later years.

The lliness That Changed
Everything: The Turning
Point at 53

In 1897, at the age of 53,
Rockefeller was suffering from

severe health problems, which
included chronic insomnia,

gastritis, and a variety of
stress-related ailments. His
health had deteriorated to the
point where he was bedridden
and reportedly in constant
pain. Rockefeller, who had
spent decades building his
empire and accumulating vast
wealth, found himself con-
fronting his mortality in a way
he had never expected.

At this low point in his life,
Rockefeller realized that his
wealth had not brought him
happiness, health, or peace. He
was in a position where even
the best doctors and all his
money could not alleviate his
suffering. Rockefeller's condi-
tion seemed dire, and he was
said to have been given only a
few months to live.

However, something
remarkable happened. He
began to take a new approach to
his health. With the help of a
physician who suggested a new,
balanced diet, a regimen of
rest, and a focus on natural
healing, Rockefeller's health
began to improve. Slowly, the
pain that had consumed him
lessened, and he regained his
strength. This recovery was
nothing short of miraculous,
and it marked a significant
turning point in his life.

The Rockefeller
Transformation: From
Wealth to Philanthropy

Rockefeller's recovery led to a
deep reflection on his life. He
realized that the pursuit of
wealth, while it had brought
him immense power and mate-
rial success, had also left him
with nothing of true lasting
value. In the midst of his recov-
ery, he had an epiphany: wealth
alone was not the key to happi-
ness or fulfillment. Instead, he
began to believe that a life of
purpose, service, and giving
was the true path to content-
ment.

This realization sparked a
profound transformation in
Rockefeller's outlook. He shifted
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his focus away from accumulat-
ing more wealth and towards
using his fortune for the greater
good. This shift would define
his later years.

The Rockefeller
Foundation: A Legacy of
Charity and Innovation

In 1901, Rockefeller established
the Rockefeller Foundation,
one of the first major philan-
thropic organizations of its
kind. His goal was to promote
the well-being of humanity by
funding research, healthcare,
education, and social causes.
One of his most significant
contributions was funding the
study of penicillin, which
would later play a crucial role
in the development of life-sav-
ing antibiotics. This research
helped shape the future of
modern medicine.

The Rockefeller Foundation
also funded public health pro-
grams, the establishment of
medical institutions, and even
the creation of educational pro-
grams aimed at improving glob-
al living standards.
Rockefeller's shift from wealth
accumulation to philanthropy
marked the beginning of a new
chapter in his life, one focused
on giving back to society.

Reflection on Wealth
and Life

In his later years, Rockefeller
was known to reflect on his
life and his transformation
from a business magnate to a
philanthropist. He often spoke
about the lesson he had
learned from his health crisis:
that wealth was nothing if it
didn't contribute to the
greater good.

Rockefeller's experience of
pain, illness, and recovery led
him to redefine success in
terms of service and contribu-
tion. His health crisis forced
him to reevaluate his entire
philosophy of life. Where once
he had focused on building his
empire, he now focused on
building a legacy of giving
and healing.
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