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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
“Thank you...”
Thank you for highlighting the excellent work done by
Dr. Rajagopal in your December edition. Most of us, including
many doctors, shy away from interacting with people who
have a terminal illness, who are facing death, and who are
in intense pain with no hope for the future. Dr. Rajagopal is
one such person who has willingly taken up this task and
has been working relentlessly in the field. I had the good
fortune to hear him at a Palliative Care Conference at the
Kidwai Memorial Institute of Oncology in Bangalore, and was
very impressed not only by his work, but by his humility, his
selflessness and his passion to reach out to the under-served.

– Dr. Ali Khwaja, B Tech (IIT), MIE, MIIM, Ph.D
Counsellor, columnist and life skills coach
Chairman, Banjara Academy, Bangalore

Letters should be addressed to
The Editor, One India One People Foundation, Mahalaxmi Chambers, 4th floor, 22, Bhulabhai Desai Road, Mumbai - 400 026
Tel: 022 - 2353 4400 Fax: 022-2351 7544 e-mail: oiopfoundation@gmail.com / oiop@vsnl.net www.oneindiaonepeople.com

“In bad taste”
I have been receiving a copy of One India One People
right from the first issue and I have always admired the

4
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consistency in the quality of articles and the values it tries
to profess. But I was sadly jolted when I saw the cartoon on
Parsis on the inner cover of the January 2015 issue. It’s in
bad taste and I would urge you to withdraw it with a word
of apology.

– P. Bhashyam, Received by e-mail
The cartoons featured in One India One People every
month are meant to add a little humour to the otherwise
serious issues that the magazine focuses on. The particular
cartoon you are referring to was not meant to hurt the
sentiments of any religion or community; in case it did, we
apologise.

– Editor
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SATIRE

Visualising Northeast
People from the Northeast didn’t figure much in the radar of the rest of the
country, especially a few decades ago. That isolation may actually have done
them some good, says V. Gangadhar.

L

ET us be honest, how much do we know of the
Northeast? I would say not much. We associate it with
one of the monsoons, though the Southwest monsoon
is more famous. What else about the Northeast monsoons?
If it was too heavy, it affected cricket matches in the region.
I remember the number of test matches which were lost due
to rain in Chennai. And yet the BCCI went on allotting one
test match to Chennai before Boss N. Srinivasan took over
and invented a new nursery rhyme:

N E monsoon, go away.
Come again another day
Big, fat Srini wants to play
This appeal was just like the recent judgments in the
Srini cases!
Let me confess, I have never been to the region nor am I
very familiar with its scenic beauty. In my boyhood, my family
regularly subscribed to the most popular magazine of the
day, The Illustrated Weekly of India, which had a children’s
section, Our Young Folks League, handled by one Aunty
Wendy and offered a Pen friends League. Thinking I could
carry on a life-long correspondence, I chose a friend from
Northeast, a Suzanne something something from Kohima, I
think, and I began writing. I knew nothing about the family,
friends or customs of my new pen friend and could not even
correspond in English. But even in those days, I admired
Tamil literature and penned Suzanne something on the
beauty, sweetness and melody of the Tamil poem Tirukural.
Well, I waited for some more months, no reply came, and I
wondered how I could carry on pen friendship with someone
who did not care for Tirukural.
The Northeast did not figure in any one of my thoughts.
Jim Corbett’s hunting tales, I vaguely remembered, had
something to do with the region. The region committed the
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unpardonable sin of not contributing to Indian cricket, it
did not figure in Ranji cricket let alone test cricket. Well, I
do want to be fair, Northeast is one of the greenest regions
in the country, but during the days of my boyhood no one
bothered about environment. As for its people, Nagas, Mizos
and Bodos, they had not achieved prominence to figure in
the media, which hardly bothered about carrying features
on them.
Even Bollywood disappointed me in its coverage of the
Northeast. In college, I watched a Bollywood blockbuster Ae
Gulistan Hamara featuring of all people, Dev Saab - where
his immaculate wardrobe was in full display - wooing and
winning the hand of Sharmila Tagore who was in a sexy tribal
costume. Whether it copied Northeastern fashions I would
not know. The tribal leaders and the villains led by Ranjeet
would give us nightmares and I comforted myself with the
thought that we had not lost anything by missing out on the
Northeasterners. Sharmila, one can be certain, was highly
embarrassed by the film. Dev Saab redeemed himself in
another film, this time on the lives of the Northeastern tea
garden people. The story was from the pen of K. A. Abbas,
but who was the heroine? I don’t remember.
I blame my ignorance for these lapses. The
Northeasterners were as good, hardworking, and beautiful
as the people from other states. They were slow to enjoy
the fruits of civilisation, but when it finally came, found
themselves involved in border disputes and petty power
struggles with their neighbours. My own generation
ignored them. In a way it was good,
as they were kept away from most
modern vices, chasing wealth, land and
power. The Centre treated the region
disdainfully and it is doubtful if the
Modi government can bring about any
changes for the better.
The writer is a well-known satirist.
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THE NORTHEAST

Look east, act fast
It is time to look at India’s Northeast region afresh. The region is rich in natural wealth
and potential, but the people are distrustful of mainland India’s intentions. Also, not
much effort has gone into exploring the advantages of the close proximity of this region,
to Southeast Asian countries. The recent visit of Prime Minister Narendra Modi and his
promise of ‘Look East, Act East’, certainly holds out some hope. Shyamkanu Mahanta
explains the advantages of establishing infrastructural and economic links with the
countries bordering the Northeast, and how the Northeast can benefit from such links.

T

HE Northeast India is a region of eight states - Arunachal
Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram,
Nagaland, Sikkim and Tripura - and is India’s most
distinct and spectacular region. Ranging between eastern India
and eastward extension of the Himalayas, the earlier ‘Seven
Sisters’ are now known as ‘Seven Sisters and One Brother’
after the inclusion of Sikkim.

A land of unmatched beauty and potential
Mention of Northeast India can
be traced way back to 100 BC
by the Chinese explorer,
Chang
Kien.
Throughout its history
and till today, this
region is known to have
been an important
physical and cultural
link between India,
Farzana
East
Asia
and
Southeast
Asia.
Physical geography of
the region can be
categorised into the
Eastern Himalayas,
Patkai-Naga Hills,
Lushai Hills, the
Brahmaputra Valley
and the Barak Valley
Farzana
plains. The region
endowed with huge untapped natural resources, covered with
dense forests, has the highest rainfall in the country, with
large and small river systems, and it is a treasure house of
flora and fauna. For those who haven’t been to the Northeast,
it has enchanting natural beauty, still largely undiscovered.
6
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Over 220 ethnic groups and an equal number of dialects make
the region hugely diverse. Marked by diversity in customs,
culture, traditions and languages, it is home to multiple social,
ethnic and linguistic groups. Each of the Northeast states
has its own unique history – of formation, of its ethnic people,
tradition and culture.
However, for the
people
of
the
Northeastern states,
the
region
is
homogenous in terms
of celebration of
festivals, artworks
and food habits. Each
of these carries with
it a rich colour and
aroma of heritage
and legacy. If we
compare the Mopin,
Solung and Lossar of
Arunachal Pradesh
with the colourful and
vibrant Bihu of
Assam, we find the
roots of agriculture
and association with
the ritualistic gaiety
either to thank God
or to pray for bumper
harvest, very similar.
Likewise, the Sattriya dance from Assam can be correlated
with the Lai Haraoba festival of Manipur.
Bamboo, cane and wood are widely used in all the
Northeastern states for making various handicraft items which
are widely recognised now. The food in the region is mostly

ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE
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about meat, and owes its taste to the hilly region influence.
While some of these dishes are being served in various
restaurants of the country, the richness of this cuisine is yet
to be explored.

Challenges and opportunities
However, the general lack of understanding of the
Northeast by mainland India is a matter of concern. Due to
negative publicity, there is a misconception that the Northeast
is a disturbed land of militancy, ethnic violence, and so on. In
contrast, there is a lot scope in the Northeast for tourism,
Information Technology, fashion, music and food industry.
Traditionally, Northeast India has been neglected by
successive governments in Delhi, resulting in alienation.
However, in the last decades, emphasis on the development
of the region has been given priority. Prime Minister (PM)
Narendra Modi, after taking over, has placed strong emphasis
on the development of this region. The region needs to be
developed economically, since it has unmatched potential and
resources to be the most prosperous region of the country. As
of now, there are enough challenges, such as:
 Connectivity issues – Northeast is connected by just a 22km corridor to mainland India.
 Very poor infrastructure - Road, waterways etc., need huge
improvement
 Law and order situation needs attention
 Lack of skilled manpower
 Very poor governance
However, Northeast offers plenty of opportunities too:
 It is the gateway to ASEAN (Association of Southeast
Asian Nations) countries, one of the richest areas in the
world.
 It has unmatched potential for tourism.
 It has oil and gas, forest resources, and around 60000
MW of hydropower potential
 It has the largest river in India
 English speaking manpower

India’s “Look East Policy” and the Northeast
India’s Look East Policy (LEP) aims at integrating India
with the emerging economies of Southeast Asia. The ASEAN
block comprises 10 countries with an economy of 2.3 trillion
USD, and is the third largest economy after China and India.
It has a sustained growth rate of 6% per annum for the last
15 years. India’s bilateral trade with ASEAN countries including
China, Nepal, Bhutan and Bangladesh was estimated at 152
billion USD in 2013-14, which could cross 1000 billion USD
by 2035. These are huge numbers, which could change the
entire face of India’s economy.

ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE
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PM Narendra Modi on his recent Northeast tour

Northeast India, having 98% boundary with the Southeast
Asian neighbours, is critical to make this dream possible.
The region shares international boundary with China in the
North, Myanmar in the East, Bangladesh in the South West
and Bhutan in North West. Northeast may just have a 22 km
corridor link to Mainland India, but it has a 4,500 km boundary
with Southeast Asian countries!
Implementing India’s LEP could covert the present
geographical isolation of Northeast into a huge economic
opportunity. The region as a whole has a strong historic
relationship with Southeast Asia. It is a historical reality that
Chao Lung Siu Ka Phawas, a great king and son of king
Phuchangkhang from Maulung in Western Yunan Province of
South China, migrated to Assam in 1228 AD with 9000 men,
women, animals, and set up the Ahom Kingdom in Assam,
which ruled Assam for a period of 600 years. Many such
instances are available in various other parts of Northeast India.
At present, India’s trade with Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh,
Cambodia, Laos PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam has
grown from `81,385 crore in 2009-10 to `184,687 crore in
2013-14 with the Northeast share of this trade being only 12%. Exports from India to Myanmar, Bhutan and Bangladesh
amount to ` 7310 crore, which could be even more significant
if it could be made from Northeast.
Bangladesh is very critical for the future growth of
Northeast. Over 15% of Bangladesh’s imports come from
India. Bangaldesh’s exports to India receive tariff concessions
under SAFTA (South Asian Free Trade Area), though illegal
trade between the two countries amounts to two-third of the
regular trade! Tripura, Meghalaya, Mizoram and Assam share
a 1,880 km long border with Bangladesh, which needs the
Northeast markets to sell its products. Bangaldesh’s
waterways are critical for Northeast to provide an exit route
from its landlocked markets.
Pre-independence undivided Assam was the fifth largest
economy of India. Chittagong Port, presently in Bangladesh,
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was a major port of shipment which was used to transport
coal, oil, tea, timber etc. However, post independence
Northeast India lost its connectivity and started going down
economically. Similarly, Myanmar has huge oil and gas potential
which could be exploited, and substantial investment could
be made in the Northeast.

Key projects under India’s LEP
Connectivity through Myanmar could dramatically change
the outlook of the Northeast Region (NER), from that of a
landlocked region to a veritable gateway to one of the most
dynamic economic regions of the world.
The 1,360 km ‘Trilateral Highway’ is the most critical
project of India’ LEP, vis-a-vis Northeast. The road will connect
Moreh in Manipur to Mae Sot in Thailand. The route envisaged
is Moreh (India) – Tamu – Kalewa – Yagyi – Monywa –
Mandalay – Meiktila – Nay Pyi Taw – Payagyi – Theinzayat –
Thaton – Hpa’an – Kawkareik – Myawaddy (Myanmar) – Mae
Sot (Thailand).
Work is currently underway on upgrading the TamuKalemyo sector of the India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral
Highway; after that, the sector between Kalewa and Yargyi
will be taken up, while Myanmar itself, and perhaps other
foreign partners will take up the rest of the highway, which
will enter Thailand at Mae Sot, with other roads leading to
Laos. It is expected that the Trilateral Highway will be
operational by 2018. The project is taking very long to finish
due to various issues including problems with land acquisition,
insurgency etc. The implementation of this project would be
crucial for the operationalisation of the policy.
The ‘Kaladan Mutli-Modal Transit Transport Project’
when implemented, will connect Kolkata to Sittwe Port in
Myanmar, and then further to Mizoram by river and road.
This project would open up the land-locked Northeast India
to the sea port of Sittwe, and is expected to provide a
huge boost for manufacturing and trade. This will open up
a new transport route for the entire NER in general, and
Mizoram in particular. The road segment of the project
has not kept to schedule, but it will undoubtedly progress
along with the Kaladan Waterway Component, which should
be completed by this year. As the hydrocarbon potential of
the NER is developed, the port of Sittwe and the
infrastructure developed for the Kaladan Transport Project
might have a useful role to play, as part of an energy
corridor. As economic growth and transport linkages are

enhanced, it may become practical to review the feasibility
of tapping the hydro-power potential of northern Myanmar,
and building energy grids into India.

Cultural exchanges and the way forward
The strongest element of our “Look East” engagement
would be that which brings our people together. Professionals,
entrepreneurs, students, tourists, and others can travel and
engage more extensively across our region. India’s intellectual
and scientific links with the countries to its East will be of
increasing significance in the future.
Northeast India is a very sensitive place. Inhabited by
myriad tribes with lesser connect with mainland India, it is
very important to understand the sensibilities of the area.
India’s LEP should be implemented with consultation with
the people of the region. Most important, we will have to
ensure that Northeast India gets benefits of the policy, in real
terms, rather than being just a transit point.
India’s LEP is under discussion/implementation since early
2000. However, not many projects have been implemented
on the ground. There are issues like land acquisition,
international protocol issues, insurgency etc., which have
hampered progress. Also, the effort on the part of India hasn’t
been upto expectation, which is viewed cynically by people of
the Northeast.
The new Prime Minister has raised a new slogan; instead
of “Look East”, he says it’s time for “Act East”. We are
confident there would be a renewed thrust on the
implementation of key projects like the ‘Trilateral Highway’,
‘Kaladan Multi-modal Project’ etc., which would ensure the
LEP happening in real terms. It would change the country
and most importantly, these projects will change the entire
landscape of Northeast India. 
The writer is an engineer, management professional, and an
entrepreneur, who runs the largest project management
company in the Northeast. As Project Manager, he was involved
in commissioning many critical projects
in the Northeast in power, road and
other infrastructure sectors. He is also
the person behind The North-East
Festival
–
Connecting
People,
Celebrating Life , which is organised in
Delhi every year for the promotion of
Northeast culture, and to promote
investment. Mr. Mahanta has also
organised the Srimanta Sankradeva
Movement to promote Assamese
culture in Delhi, Bengaluru and Mumbai.

Biodiversity alert
Myers 2000 has identified Northeast India as the seventh most biodiverse region of the world. According to the Indian
Red data book published by the Botanical Survey of India, 10 per cent of the total flowering plants in the country are
endangered. Of the 1500 endangered floral species, 800 are reported from Northeast India. The Northeast region
possesses more than 550 varieties of orchids, which is said to be almost 70 percent of the total orchid species
identified so far.
8
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THE NORTHEAST

Imagining a peaceful Northeast
The ongoing conflicts and liberation movements in Northeast India were triggered
by various causes like immigration into the region, ‘exploitation’ of the region’s
resources by the Centre, and the increasing feeling of alienation from the rest of
India. Prof. M. Amarjeet Singh examines the issues closely and concludes that
any peace accord in the region has to involve all the relevant groups to be successful.

W

HEN British colonial rule in India came to an end,
the Nagas protested against integration into newly
independent India, and even started a movement
for disassociating themselves from India. They were
subsequently joined by other ethnic groups. Now, Northeast
India is affected by political movements of varying scale, ranging
from movement for independence to demands for increased
political autonomy. The conflict, apart from undermining
governance, has added new institutions. Some of the new
institutions are socio-political, while others are economic.
The former are the armed groups who lay down a set of rules
and have the power to enforce them. The economic institution
is the taxation mechanism put in place by them. The central
and root causes underlying this conflict is the lack of political
and cultural integration of the region with the rest of India,
leading to the feeling of alienation from the Indian mainstream.

Central and root causes
It was primarily after the British rule extended into Assam
and surrounding areas, that these places became one of the
great destinations of migration. This further brought significant
social, economic and political transformations. Besides the
change in territorial boundary of Assam from time to time,
Bengali language was once introduced as the language of
administration and education, despite opposition from the local
population. Although Bengali language was subsequently
replaced by Assamese language, the conflict had already
commenced.
The communal riots that came with the partition of India
and Pakistan triggered the migration of hundreds of thousands
of people; of this, many came to Assam and Tripura. During
the liberation war of Bangladesh from Pakistan, many refugees
fled to Assam and Tripura due to fear of reprisals from proPakistani groups there. In addition, there has been normal
migration, again mainly from Bangladesh to India. Immigration
became a major source of concern to a great many people
who consider themselves to be natives of Northeast India,
since they feared that the immigrants would soon outnumber
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An oil refinery in Assam

and dominate them. The concerns grew louder and more
open in the 1970s, which ultimately led to the anti-foreigner
movement in Assam and other places to put pressure on the
Centre to identify the “foreigners”, remove their names from
electoral registrars and deport them back to their country. As
a result, an agreement was concluded in 1985 in which the
“reluctant” Centre had promised to take appropriate actions
to identify and deport the “foreigners” who came to Assam
after March 1971, and to disenfranchise those who came
between January 1966 and March 1971. The accord also
promised constitutional, legislative and administrative
safeguards to protect and promote the culture, social, linguistic
identity and heritage of “Assamese people”. But, the promises
remained unfulfilled.
In addition, Assam is one of the largest producers of natural
gas, oil and tea in the country, but there is resentment against
the Centre for overexploitation. Assam protested against the
Centre when it decided to construct an oil refinery at Barauni
in Bihar to refine crude oil extracted from Assam on the
assumption that Assam was unsafe. The refinery was
constructed at Barauni in 1962 and a 600-km long GuwahatiBarauni crude oil pipeline was laid immediately for
transportation of the oil. This incident alienated the local
population. Further, most tea gardens were not owned by the
local entrepreneurs and their headquarters were located

9
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elsewhere. Thus, the general impression was that the profits
from the tea industry were not utilised for the development of
the region where the tea is grown. As a result, the tea industry
is also seen as a symbol of exploitation.
These were the reasons why the United Liberation Front
of Assam (popularly known as ULFA) came into existence in
1979 to liberate Assam through an armed struggle from the
“clutches of the illegal occupation of India”, and to establish
an independent state of Assam. Its founding members were
fully aware that the anti-foreigner movement was not enough
because the Centre would not listen to mere rallies.
Likewise in Tripura, refugees arrived in large numbers after
the partition, which eventually became the root cause for
conflict between the natives and the newcomers. The natives
of Tripura, known as the Boroks, have already been
outnumbered by a combined population of refugees from East
Pakistan (now Bangladesh) and native Bengalis of Tripura.
Being the majority group, the Bengalis are today elected from
about 40 out of 60 territorial constituencies of the Tripura
Legislative Assembly, and hence the state government is
“controlled” by them. The minority Boroks do not have the
number needed for mustering political power.
Unlike Assam and Tripura, partition and refugees have
nothing to do with the conflicts in Manipur and Nagaland.
Manipur was formerly a princely native state under British
rule, in which the Meitei kings had enjoyed considerable
autonomy as long as they respected colonial interests. It lost
the autonomy after its merger with India in 1949, and 23
years later Manipur became a state. The Manipuris alleged
that Manipur had unwillingly joined India after their king was
“coerced”. Thereafter, it was directly ruled by the Centre from
Delhi. Subsequently, a democratic movement against the
merger was started, which ultimately transformed into an
armed conflict.
The Nagas rejected the argument that their “ancestral”
land which was under a special dispensation during British
should become a part of India at the end of British rule. They
claimed that their ancestral land was an independent country
during the pre-colonial era. It was stated that they traditionally
live in village-states, independent and self-contained, with a
democratically constituted village council headed by the
“Chief ”. They further claimed that their countr y was

unconquered by anybody, and hence existed independently in
the past. Their land was said to have consisted of several
unspecified “regions” inhabited by people speaking different
languages, which could not be mutually understood. Until
the British colonial rule brought them together, there was no
unity among them. They alleged that their country was divided
“without their consent” into two, between India and Myanmar
(parts of Kachin state and Sagaing division); and further
subdivided by India into Nagaland and parts of Assam, Arunachal
Pradesh and Manipur, respectively. Though these territories
were handed down to India by the British, they never
considered themselves as part of India. Hence, they waged
an armed conflict against India to establish an independent
Nagaland.

Conflict management and lessons learnt
The government has contributed to these conflicts through
its action and inaction. The Centre has consistently relied
upon strategies of; political reconciliation, use of military force
and development measures, but with limited success. Firstly,
since these problems are viewed simply as law and order
problem, it has legitimised the use of military force under
special laws like the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act,
1958. The counter-insurgency strategies also included use of
divisive tactics to split armed groups. Secondly, political
reconciliations have resulted in reorganisation of the region
into smaller states (such as Nagaland and Mizoram) and
autonomous regions (such as Bodoland Territorial Areas District
in Assam). Finally, the region gets favourable financial support
from the Centre and is the only territory of the country whose
economic development is the mandate of a separate central
ministry known as the Ministry of Development of North-Eastern
Region. But conflicts continued since armed groups lay down
a set of rules and have the means and resources to enforce
them. In short, they not only undermined the state, but also
administered their own social welfare services.
Several decades of conflicts has compelled the conflict
parties to realise the importance of negotiated settlements.
As a result, several peace accords have been concluded so
far. But, most peace accords, instead of leading towards
resolution of conflict, have worsened conflicts. This could be
due to the ignorance on the part of the Centre in concluding

You should know
Assam is the largest and most accessible of the Northeast states. It’s best known for its tea, and around 60% of India’s
tea is grown there. During the period from 1699 to 1788, Sivasagar town of Assam (located about 360 km from
Guwahati) was the capital of the great Ahom kingdom, the brave dynasty that ruled the state for 600 glorious years. The
Ahom kings left their mark on the state in the form of beautiful palaces, tanks and temples.
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peace accords with the wrong groups, excluding the main
groups, and the prevalent infighting among the armed groups.
It is also evident that there is no reason to assume that
strategies that work in one conflict environment will work in
another. Strategies will have to be worked out on a case-tocase basis.
However, lessons have been learned from past experience.
The successful peace accords depend upon popular leaders.
We have seen that leadership squabbles can undermine the
credibility of peace accords. Weak and unpopular leaders can
never expect to get maximum concessions from the
government. The Nagaland experience tells us that signing
peace accords with unpopular leaders has the potential to
worsen conflict. Most armed groups are faction-ridden. As a
result, peace accords arrived at with one faction is often
opposed by other factions. In this regard the role of the
government is crucial. If it succeeds in working with most of
the reliable factions together, the outcome will be useful. An
inclusive peace accord, in which all important stakeholders
take part, is more likely to be successful. Thus it is important
to establish a dialogue with each reliable faction. If not, it
must negotiate with major groups/factions which enjoy popular
support. Otherwise, the outcome will be counterproductive.

ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE

Main.pmd

February

11

Rushing for peace accords without proper ground-work must
be avoided. When that happens, the substantive issues are
not properly discussed. Past experiences have shown that the
government is always open to negotiate with any group without
assessing their relevance. This gives the impression that the
government is interested only in signing peace accords, one
after another, without assessing their long-term impact.
Monitoring the implementation of peace accords also requires
special attention. It has however been found that this aspect
has been neglected so far. Further, once a peace accord is
signed, the particular armed group should be encouraged to
join electoral politics. Finally, Northeast India has a vocal
civil society groups working on several societal issues. It is
time to nurture them in a way which will facilitate their
stepping into the crucial role of
bridging the gap between the
government and the armed groups.
The writer is Associate Professor,
Centre for North East Studies and
Policy Research, Jamia Millia Islamia
University, New Delhi. He was formerly
with the National Institute of Advanced
Studies, Indian Institute of Science
campus, Bangalore.
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THE NORTHEAST

The Battle of Kohima – where
the tide turned
For those Indians who believe the world wars were never fought on Indian soil,
Akul Tripathi describes the Battle of Kohima, when British and Indian soldiers fought
and won against the Japanese in Nagaland’s capital, against all odds. This effectively halted
the Japanese march onto Delhi, and was a very significant tuning point of World War II.

W

AR. Gruesome and ugly, it is, we are told. As bad,
or worse than famines, floods and plagues. The
very scythe of Hades and the charging buffalo of
Yama. If there has been one feature constant in the history of
human existence, it has undoubtedly been war. Perhaps we,
of these last few generations who have lived in areas of the
globe that soon came to terms with the idea of nation states,
are the minority in human history to not have seen war at our
doorstep, and perhaps that is why, we will never fully understand
or appreciate the glory of it…nor the insanity of it.
The term ‘World War’ for both the great wars seemed
quite redundant to me as I suffered through the memorising
of dates and events in preparation for the annual test of my
cerebral retaining capacity. Why call it a world war, when we
Indians never really fought in it. Yes, some Indians did have to
fight for the British, but then we were slaves, so why did we
care who won or lost, nor was there any reason for us to take
up arms, and to compound matters, they weren’t even fought
around the world. Not in India at least,
or so we were led to believe through
heavily attenuated telling of the stories.

was fought in India - at home.
The incalculable, almost simultaneous and incessant
developments from the war at a time where communication
was struggling to keep pace with world events, would be a
Herculean task to ever list out chronologically. To sum it, the
mega-war was fought between the Allies (United States,
United Kingdom, Union of Soviet Socialist Republics) against
the Axis (Japan, Germany, Italy), along with a host of other
countries on both sides who were affiliates or co-belligerents,
between 1939 and 1945. It was brought to an ignominious
conclusion with the atomic bombing of the Japanese cities of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
However, quite like a movie plot, till the almost wee end
(which then could not have been imagined was the wee end),
it seemed like the Axis had the upper hand. Most, if not all,
of continental Europe was under German control, and Japan
had completely bulldozed over Southeast Asia, including Burma

The Battle of Kohima
And then a couple of decades later, I
find myself on a hill in the capital of the
state of Nagaland, squarely on Indian soil,
staring at a World War II (WWII)
memorial, and graves of soldiers from
different countries including, and in quite
a sizeable number, all regions of undivided
India! It was shocking. It was numbing.
This wasn’t skirmishes along the border
with our half-brothers. This was us
fighting shoulder to shoulder with our
colonial masters and their neighbours
against a people from the other side of
the globe. This was World War. And it
The World War II cemetry in Kohima
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which they won from the British. It was in such an ecstatic
atmosphere for the Japanese that they implemented their
‘Operation U-Go’ against the forces of the British Empire in
India, specifically at Imphal (Manipur), and Kohima (Nagaland),
with an ultimate plan to ‘March on Delhi’. Kohima amongst
these was a more prized and important target as it ensured a
good supply line for them through Burma, and they could cut
off the British supply lines to Imphal.
Within two weeks of preparation, a small group of Japanese
soldiers had reconnoitered the entire area and chosen the
best routes to use, in what is now often regarded as “one of
the most brilliant feats of reconnaissance in the history of
war”. The Japanese swiftly marched onto India towards
Kohima. It was only 10 days later that the British learnt of
the advancing mammoth Japanese army from refugees fleeing
before the host that had gathered to descend on India. It
found the British completely unprepared and wanting, with
some reports suggesting that there was no clarity regarding
who was the officer in command and how many men he was
commanding. There were inexperienced fresh recruits, others
who had not seen action in a long time and to compound it,
the British forces were spread thin not just across India, but
across the globe. It is estimated that when the war started,
there were approximately 1500 British and Indian soldiers
pitted against an army of 12000-15000 Japanese.
Fighting began some 35 miles east of Kohima on 28 March,
with the Assam Regiment which had set up defensive posts
there. The sheer difference in the numbers was insurmountable
odds, and withdrawal to Kohima was inevitable. The attack at
Kohima began on 13 April, but some accurate artillery firing
from the British held them back. The numbers were still too
large and the Japanese attacked with renewed vigour on 17
April. Fortunately, and against unimaginable odds, the Allies
managed to hold their position just till one batch of
reinforcements arrived on the 18th, and before long came the
second one, completing the relief of Kohima,
The Japanese attacked once more on 22-23 April in the
dead of the night, but an ammunition dump was hit, sparking
off a huge explosion and illuminating the night, making it
easier for the well-trenched British and Indian forces to pick
out the Japanese against the blaze with small arm fire.
Repeatedly through April and May, the Japanese kept trying
to force a way to capture Kohima, with the besieged replying
with all they could muster, just about keeping them at bay.
As the war extended, other factors came into play. The
hilly terrain was taking its toll. Monsoon set in and with it
came fever, dysentery and further problems with use of
transport. Sleep became a luxury as the Japanese began to
try anything they could to secure Kohima. A desperation driven
by one major flaw in the Japanese preparation - food. They
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A Lee Grant tank used at the Battle of Kohima

had started with 5000 oxen, confident that the war wouldn’t
last too long and these many oxen would be sufficient to provide
meat for the allotted 50 days. However, many died on the
journey and the Japanese reached the battleground with only
around 1000 oxen.
During this time, the British could get their hands on
some tanks which played havoc with the Japanese bunkers.
Japanese were seen abandoning their posts. The food and
ammunition problem was also enormous and it was only stern
orders from Japan that made them stay back. The tanks
steadily gained ground, weeding out all Japanese resistance
and the last major Japanese unit moved back on June 6-7.
The Battle of Kohima had lasted for 64 days. A Japanese war
correspondent, Shizuo Maruyama, summed up the Japanese
experience at Kohima quite succinctly, when he wrote, “We
had no ammunition, no clothes, no food, no guns. At Kohima,
we were starved and then crushed.”
It was during the same time that the Allies had breached
Normandy, and amidst the steady ground being gained
everywhere, distant Kohima and Imphal were simply overlooked.
Post-war analysis accord the battle the same importance in
the war, and perhaps more, as the battles of Stalingrad in
Russia and El Alamein in the middle-east. In 2014, a contest
was run by the National Army Museum to identify “Britain’s
Greatest Battle” and Imphal-Kohima topped the public poll.
Some believe that the most significant impact of the battle
was psychological. It showed that the Japanese were not
invincible, and could be defeated, and decisively at that.

Netaji and ‘The Battle’
Ironically, there were Indians fighting on both sides of the
war. Netaji Bose’s Azad Hind Fauj was in cahoots with the
Japanese, and there were also Indians on the British side.
Eventually, the Japanese toll stood at 53,000 dead and missing
13
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The entrance to the State World War II museum at the base
of the Naga Heritage Complex, Kohima

in the battles. The British forces sustained 12,500 casualties
at Imphal, while the fighting at Kohima cost them another
4,000 casualties.
‘The Battle’, as it is now being known as, is slowly gaining
the importance it deserves in the broad public sense, though
those in the know, eulogised it and the impact it had on the
outcome of the war, much earlier. Earl Louis Mountbatten,
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the Supreme Allied Commander in the theatre, described
Kohima as “probably one of the greatest battles in
history…naked unparalleled heroism…the British/Indian
Thermopylae”, moving it in the same league as the epic war
fought in 480 BC. A war that demonstrated the power of a
patriotic army defending its native soil.
There are several memorials to the British and Indian
troops who fought in the area including the war cemeteries
maintained at Digboi in Assam, Imphal in Manipur, and of
course the one at Kohima with an inscription that has
become famous as the ‘Kohima Epitaph’. It reads: “When
You Go Home, Tell Them Of Us And Say, For Your Tomorrow,
We Gave Our Today’. And truly they did, for imagine the
world, were they overrun. Better or worse, we cannot say.
But definitely not freedom as we now
know it.
Like it is said in ‘300’ - the movie
adaptation of the Thermopylae battle,
“Freedom isn’t free at all, that it
comes with the highest of costs. The
cost of blood.” 
The writer is a media professional and
freelance writer.
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THE NORTHEAST

Big on natural wealth, low
on development
The Northeast Region of India has abundant natural resources, but very little development.
Security considerations in this conflict-affected region have dictated the Centre’s policies
here, leading to angst in the local population, which sees the Centre as being ‘exploitative’
of its resources, with very little benefits trickling to the people. There is a huge trust
deficit here which needs to be addressed, says Amiya Kumar Sharma.

T

HE most paradoxical situation in the world today is of
iniquitous distribution of income, which has resulted
in some people enjoying an excessively luxurious life,
while others lack food and the barest of necessities. This is
not only true between countries, but within the country too,
as one would notice when India’s income pattern is examined.
The average per capita income of India was ` 60,603 in
2011-12, whereas the per capita income of Assam was
`33,633. The state with the highest per capita income in
the Northeast Region (NER) is Sikkim, with ` 121,440. All
the states except Sikkim and Arunachal Pradesh have lower
per capita income than the Indian average. This is to be
viewed against the available data which shows that the region
as a whole was better off relative to the average Indian state,
till about 1961-62. The NER got cut off from the mainland
after the partition. But the efforts to raise the income of the
region did not get adequate attention till Prime Minister Deve
Gowda’s time. As the gap between the rest of India and the
NER became bigger, the attitude of the people of the region
towards the leaders too started changing.

Rich in natural wealth, but...
The local people as well as the rest of India know that
the NER is rich in natural resources (NR). This has to be
viewed in light of the fact that the only other area which is
equally placed in terms of NR is the Chhotanagpur plateau,
and that too is underdeveloped. This has made terms like
“resource curse” very common among the development workers
in the NE region. It is an irony that the more resource the
region has, the more underdeveloped it is.
In the world stage we find that Africa is similarly placed
– there is an abundance of resources, yet the countries are
poor. In the case of present day Southeast Asia however,
the poor countries could come up with institutions and policies
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which made them grow very fast within a short span of
time – giving hope to the other countries that the “resource
curse” need not be a given. In a similar way, the Malthusian
depiction of the population growth and food availability which
result in a low level trap for the countries trying to develop,
seems to have been negated. High population growth is no
longer a bane. North Korea which is resource rich but has
very low per capita income, and South Korea which is
resource poor but is highly developed, depict a situation
where institutional development has made up for the lack of
natural resources.
In the NER, there are abundant water resources, fauna
and flora and fertile soil, besides those that lie underground.
The petroleum resources, natural gas, coal, limestone, uranium
and so on are also there to show that nature has been kind.
There are numbers to show that these resources which are
highly valued in today’s market, make the people in the NER
feel rich – but without the corresponding benefit in terms of
actual income to the people.
Plywood industries used to be one of the prime movers
in the NER. But the intervention of the Supreme Court has
brought its expansion to a halt. Replacement of wood by
bamboo which is abundant in the NER has not made much
progress, even though in South-East Asia this has made
much progress. For the local entrepreneurs to play a big
role, there is need of bank loans. As reflected by the low
credit-deposit ratio (CDR), bank loans for the local
entrepreneurs are difficult. Yet, outside investors do not have
the feel for such industries. Thus, most of the extractive
industries in the NER are in the public sector and vice versa.
For new industries in the public sector, there is difficulty in
getting permission as the new policy of the Government of
India seems to be that it should be staying away from
business, and should in fact encourage divestment.
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Is the Centre playing fair?
Although the revenue that is coming to the NER states in
terms of royalties is quite substantial, such questions as to
the adequacy of revenue do arise now and then. Besides,
sometimes it is seen that other states which have similar
natural resources too, get more than what the NER is getting.
The recent case of the lower petroleum royalty paid to Assam
compared to Gujarat, as pointed out by Assam’s CM is one
such example.
Ever since the partition, the NER states have questioned
the intention of the Centre towards it. There has been a trust
deficit, and because of this any step to exploit the NR of the
region is viewed suspiciously. For everything that the rest of
India gets – like mobile connectivity – the NER has to wait
due to the Centre’s security considerations. Even then, there
is discrepancy regarding the policy on the western border of
the country and the eastern border. The states in the western
border with their proximity to Delhi have developed much
faster than those in the NER. Security considerations, however,
continue to block the setting up of any industry in the region.
A striking feature of the NER is the land ownership
structure which is constitutionally upheld by the provisions
contained in the Sixth Schedule to the Constitution, whereby,
land ownership is not transferable to non-tribals. Therefore,
the NR becomes the property of the tribal community and at
the same time, the right to mine the resources also rests
with the people. This has made the exploitation of uranium
and hydel power in some areas, a difficult thing. Of late, the
rat hole mining of coal in Meghalaya has been stopped in
response to a Public Interest Litigation (PIL).
A very important issue is the exploitation of the NR, where
the views of the local people differ from the rest of the nation.
For instance, in Arunachal Pradesh, through which some of
the important tributaries of the Brahmaputra river flow, many
private as well as public sector players have come forward to
generate power from the hydel projects. While the government
and the industrial houses are supporting the move, there is a
huge section of the people which is opposed to the targeted
projects as they consider it “anti-Northeast”, and they feel
that proper feasibility studies have not been undertaken. This
also is a result of the trust deficit that exists.

The need to train local manpower, gain trust
A big problem plaguing the region is that while there are
deficiencies in the provision of infrastructure, setting up
institutions of higher learning and research has also been
kept at bay by the Centre. Even the ones which are there do
not have good staff from the region. Thus there is an inflow of
people from outside to man the establishments. Some of them
do work sincerely, but most of them take their transfer as
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punishment posting. As a result, the circle becomes vicious,
not virtuous – instead of higher research resulting in more
learned people from the region and higher institutional
development leading to more economic and social
development of the region, there is human resource outflow
from the region. Even existing institutions are suffering from
lack of good manpower resulting in reluctance in setting up
new institutions.
Lack of good manpower has also led to some other
issues. For example, every time there is the question of
choosing heads of the existing Public Sector Undertakings
(PSUs), the local people demand that a local person should
lead. But the Centre more often than not, puts outsiders in
charge of the organisation. This offends the local population.
These are subjective matters perhaps, but they need to be
viewed against the backdrop of the trust deficit referred to
earlier. Many a time there appears a clash of interests
between the PSUs exploiting the NR, and the local people.
In such cases, the decision of the PSUs and who is heading
the organisation are discussed, critically usually, by the local
leaders. For example, one does understand that for jobs like
precision welding, the skill level of the local job seekers
may not be comparable to the people from outside. But the
local leaders say that unless a local person is hired and
trained, how will they learn? And where else can they go?
Job opportunities for the unemployed are limited in the NER,
while the PSUs have many vacancies.
To get out of the present situation involving the exploitation
of the natural wealth of the NER, the trust deficit has to be
wiped out. The sincerity of the government at the Centre and
in the NE will make a big difference. One would like to see
more transparency in decision making. In this region there
are many powerful organisations. It is better to invite them
for a discussion and take them into confidence. The complaint
that there are no local entrepreneurs, is not tenable. Had the
bank loans and subsidies been easy for the local candidates,
and the infrastructure been of all India standard, the
development scenario would have been different. Lastly, the
decisions regarding the NER are ‘fair’ and have to be accepted
by the people. And let us understand that ‘fairness’ is itself
dependent on education, exposure, as well as the level of
development of the NE region.
The writer is currently Executive
Director, Rashtriya Gramin Vikas Nidhi
(RGVN), Guwahati, which is a
registered society working as a
development support organisation in
the Eastern and the Northeastern
regions of India. Today, RGVN is one
of the leading organisations in the
country, having a network of nearly
1600 supported NGOs.
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The mother of all peace efforts
The Nagaland Mother’s Association or NMA is a testimony to the fact that if women
come together, nothing is beyond the scope of their abilities. The NMA has battled
social evils, stigmas and prejudices in the last three decades. Negotiating and
dealing with the government and the insurgents is a day’s work for them, says an
appreciative Rani Pathak Das.

T

a women’s association. Well, motherhood is a respected
HEY like to be identified as mothers. Indeed,
and an accepted space of protest, and women’s activism for
motherhood is symbolic of respect, strength, patience,
peace in Northeast India has utilised the idea to build
love, courage and care. However, apart from these
solidarity and peace.
qualities of a mother, they have emerged as matchless in the
NMA’s inclusive approach has claimed attention of the
role they have been playing as emissaries of peace, their
government as well as the insurgents. In an interview with
continuous fight against social evils, and the struggle for gender
this writer on 10 January 2015,
equality in Nagaland—a state torn
Rosemary Dzuvichu, NMA
by decades of conflict,
leader and teacher at Nagaland
militarisation and deep yearning
University said, “For the
for peace in India’s Northeast.
government, NMA is an
From challenging the stigma
important organisation both
attached to HIV/AIDS patients in
socially and officially. We have
the early 1990s, to being the only
been always invited by the
women’s group in South Asia
government to discuss on topics
which has mediated between the
of social reform, conflict,
Government of India and the
health and development issues.
insurgent outfit NSCN-IM
They cannot just ignore NMA.”
(National Socialist Council of
She said that the insurgents,
Nagaland- Isak Muivah faction)
Padmashree Neidonuo Angami,
too, regard NMA with high
and facilitated a ceasefire
one of the founders of NMA
respect. “On many occasions,
negotiation in 1997—the Naga
the insurgents have sought
Mother’s Association (NMA) has
NMA’s help to bring a situation under control.” However,
assumed enormous significance in the social and political
when the issue of justice to women is raised, the rebels
dynamics of Nagaland.
have confrontations with NMA, she rued.
In September 1991, NMA members visited the HIV
Born to tackle social evils
affected prisoners in Manipur jail. Food was thrown at them
The NMA was formed on 14 February 1984 to fight the
instead of being served to them because of the stigma related
social evil of drug and alcohol addiction that had brought a
to the disease, and the NMA members were the first to go
lot of ruin since the late 1970s, breaking up families and
near them and shake hands with them. The group has carried
causing much street violence and theft. Under the leadership
on its mission by rehabilitating drug addicts, testing pregnant
of Padmashree Neidonuo Angami, several women, mostly
women for HIV, and addressing various other health issues
mothers, met a number of times to discuss how to cope
mainly faced by women and children. The decades of the
with the challenges faced by the Naga society. They felt
1980s and the 1990s witnessed how the Mother’s group
that the mother at home suffers most and understands well
addressed the violence in Nagaland by risking their own
the extent of such damage to the social fabric, and decided
lives—be it the atrocities by the Indian army against insurgents
to form a common platform for mothers – a state-level body
and civilians, or fratricidal killings between various factions
to combat violence and the resultant social evils. One might
of Naga insurgent groups. The NMA raised voice against
question why it is a “mother’s” association instead of being
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them back for the funeral.
From 1984 to 1992, Neidonuo Angami served as the
Evolution of NMA
general secretary of NMA and later went on to become its
The launch of Shed No More Blood campaign and the
president for two consecutive terms. Sano Vamuzo, another
formation of the Peace Team in October 1994 to tackle the
founder member of NMA is now in her 80s and is an active
deteriorating political situation was a remarkable achievement
adviser to the group. Membership of NMA is open to all adult
by NMA. The NMA members came out to meet the
Naga women irrespective of whether she is married or single.
underground militant groups and made them share the pain
The members can join through the women’s groups of their
and grief of the Naga mothers. Every year, on
respective tribes. Leaders are selected from the
12 May, the NMA celebrates Mother’s Day and
nominated members of the different Naga
For the Naga
renews its appeal for peace. The organisation
tribes.
Mothers,
has been able to collaborate with most of the
The NMA has been consistently putting its
ceasefire is not
Naga women’s organisations including the Naga
effort to maintain peace while reaching for a
an end to
Women’s Union of Manipur, with whom NMA
sustainable solution of the long drawn Naga
violence and
shared the Times of India Social Impact Award
political problem. They have been trying to open
peace can be
for life contribution for 2013.
up channels of communication and
achieved only
The NMA has showed sincere commitment
reconciliation based on politics of inclusion.
in their effort at peace making and participated through dialogue This, according to them will not only protect
in all kinds of community dialogues on peace
and political
the dignity and historical rights of the Naga
within and outside the region. They initiated
people, but will also ensure gender justice in
negotiations,
the Journey of Peace, a people-to-people
keeping with the International Conventions and
instead of mere
dialogue, in 2000. About 70 Naga people military solutions. Resolutions of the United Nations Security
travelled to New Delhi to meet civil society
Council with regard to accountability for crimes
In this broader
groups, officials and other people in Delhi.
against women. A longstanding demand of the
definition of
According to them, peace negotiations must
NMA has been the withdrawal of the Armed
peace, they are
not be confined to the insurgent leaders and
Forces Special Powers Act (AFSPA) from
more successful
the government representatives; people’s
Nagaland, Manipur and other parts of the
as peacemakers Northeast and Kashmir.
involvement in such negotiations is a necessity.
than those who
In 2001, they went to Sri Lanka to urge peace
Over the years, NMA has expanded its areas
think that peace of activities depending on what the situation
in that country. In the same year, they trekked
is an end to
to Myanmar to make peace between the two
necessitates. Since June 2011, members of
armed conflict.
factions of the NSCN—the Isak Muivah and
NMA have something new on their agenda - to
the Khaplang. Their urge for peace was also
fight for gender justice and participation of
heard in their deliberations at the United Nations. It was a
women in electoral politics. The Joint Action Committee on
great gesture on their part, when in 1997, NMA worked side
Women’s Reservation (JACWR) was formed by Naga women’s
by side with the government, and organised coffins and burial
organisations of all tribes following the failure of the state
grounds for those who died in the conflict. In 2010, NMA
government to hold the long overdue municipal elections and
president and a founder leader of the organisation, Abeiu Meru,
implement 33 percent women reservation as per the Nagaland
and NMA adviser Rosemary Dzuvichu, helped calm a very
Municipal Act First Amendment, 2006. A writ petition was
tense situation in Nagaland. When for eight days villagers
filed by the NMA in the Kohima Bench of Gauhati High Court
refused to claim the bodies of two young Nagas who were
on these issues. However, the court decided to await the
killed by the army at Mao town, the two women dared to
decision of the Select Committee of the Nagaland Assembly
push through security cordons, shroud the bodies and bring
on the matter.
killings both by the army as well as by the insurgents.

(Continued on page 21)

Did you know?
Assam has both the largest and the smallest inhabited river islands in the world. The smallest is Umananda in the
Brahmaputra - where a famous temple by the same name is located, and it is also a famous tourist attraction. The
largest inhabited river island is Majuli, also on the Brahmaputra. The island has been the hub of Assamese neoVaishnavite culture, initiated around 15th century by the revered Assamese saint Srimanta Sankardeva and his
disciple Madhavdeva.
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A threatened haven called
Taley Wildlife Sanctuary
One of the more remote Indian wildernesses, Taley, in the Lower Subansiri District in
Arunachal Pradesh, is a 337 sq. km. sanctuary that has so far been protected by its
sheer isolation. The Apatani tribe that has lived in the area for eons is now facing
pressures from the ‘outside’ world. The same pressures that seek to usurp natural
resources for consumption by distant urban centres, also threaten a host of endangered
wild species, including elephants, tigers, clouded leopards and pheasants for which the
Subansiri Valley has always been famous, writes Bittu Sahgal.

T

HE boatman steered his craft upstream for four
kilometres, against the current, then beached
it on the sandy banks of the swollen Subansiri
River, where a swift-flowing mountain stream joined
it. I had seen a wisp of smoke curl up through the
thick evergreen canopy and wanted to investigate its
source.
Stepping out of the boat on to a large sand bank,
I walked along the stream bed for just over a kilometre,
delighted to see the pugmarks of a leopard Panthera
pardus or perhaps those of the smaller clouded
leopard, Neofelis nebulosa. The mud was so soft and
wet that it was impossible to tell. I also saw the dung
of a small herd of elephants whose footprints revealed
the presence of at least one calf. And at the edge of
the stream, I saw ungulate hoof prints half-filled with
water, where the animals had come to drink.

False claims in an abundant valley
I was on the outskirts of the wildlife-rich Taley Valley
Wildlife Sanctuary in Arunachal Pradesh on August 1 2001,
on an official site visit to the Subansiri on behalf of the Indian
Board for Wildlife. I was investigating claims by the promoters
of the Lower Subansiri Hydroelectric Project that “no
threatened plants or animals existed in the Lower Subansiri
Valley.” Of course, the leopard and elephant spoor I had seen
had put paid to that casual claim within five minutes of
disembarking from the boat.
Several naturalists had surveyed this area over the years
and they consistently affirmed that the Lower Subansiri Valley
was one of the richest wildlife vaults in India. The sight of a
Greater Racket-tailed Drongo flying overhead, and the call
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The abundant Talley Valley

of a Himalayan Barbet floating across the forest, reminded
me that 275 bird species had been officially recorded here.
Heaven alone knows how many more awaited discovery – in
this mountainous region, only the very fit and determined have
what it takes to walk and camp.
I had read up all I could about this remote wilderness,
which is accessible to all those who plan in advance and are
willing to stay in the rough comforts of forest rest houses
such as the one at Gerukamukh, or in tents pitched on
sheltered slopes. Apart from the usual permissions that must
be obtained from the office of the Chief Wildlife Warden of
Arunachal Pradesh, visitors would be well advised to make
arrangements to have an expert guide accompany them. More
often than not, this will be a village youth who can interpret
animal tracks and who knows the trails like the back of his
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Look out for
Mammals
Mammals:: Clouded leopard, golden cat, tiger, leopard, takin,
red panda, Himalayan goral, barking deer, orange-bellied
Himalayan squirrel and large-eared pika.
Reptiles
eptiles:: King cobra, green rat snake, Anderson’s mountain
lizard and striped grass skink.
Birds
Birds:: Rufous-necked Hornbill, Great Hornbill, Yellow-billed
Blue Magpie, Rufous-bellied Bulbul, Darjeeling Pied
Woodpecker, Brown-capped Laughingthrush, Red-billed
Leiothrix, Allied Grosbeak, Black-chinned Yuhina, Long-tailed
Mountain Thrush, Orange-gorgetted Flycatcher, Red-headed
Tit and Red-headed Bullfinch.
Another view of the Talley Valley

hand. With such simple preparation and assistance, forests
located just 10 kilometres away from the District Headquarters
of Hapoli could conceivably throw up tigers, clouded leopards,
marbled cats, fishing cats and civets. As with most denselyforested wild places, the presence of ungulates is easier to
establish through droppings and tracks. Here in Taley, this
might well include wild buffalo, gaur and elephants.
Taley’s botanical wonderland contains a mind-boggling
560 varieties of plants, including the thorny bamboo
Chimonobambusa callosa and the extremely rare Pleioblastus
simonii. The tropical and sub-tropical evergreen forests and
grasslands rise to an elevation of around 1,000 metres to
merge seamlessly with broadleafs, including the Assamese
hollock (Terminalia myriocarpa). This is another world
altogether, where creepers, lianas and ferns thrive alongside
orchids in the moist and dark habitats created by the dense
canopy. And if your legs are able to carry you higher, past
the tree line, you would enter the ethereal world of snow
leopards, wild sheep and goats, marmots, Lammergeiers
and Golden Eagles.
Walking through the dense undergrowth, I stopped
frequently to take in the sights and sounds of a forest so
remote and roadless that even animal trails with fresh spoor
were hemmed in by vegetation. The armed guard and the
boatman who had walked ahead of me called out to draw my
attention to a pot of fish and a simple wood-fire and grill on
which wild-caught fish were being smoked.
But there was no one in sight. Clearly, the fishermen had
run into the forest when they saw us approach. I would have
run too had I seen strange men walking towards me armed to
the teeth! Curious about their self-sufficient way of life, I wanted
to speak with the fishermen and requested the reluctant armed
guard to return to the boat, after which the boatman cupped
his hands over his mouth and shouted into the forest that we
were friends and that there was nothing to fear.
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Plants
Plants:: Castanopsis indica, Pinus wallichiana, Pinus
roxburghii, Quercus glauca, Alnus nepalensis, Castanopsis
indica, Acer sp., Pyrus sp., Prunus sp., Populus sp., Berberis
wallichiana, Viburnum foetidum, Spirea sp., Symplocos sp.,
Phyllostachys bambusoides and Dendrocalamus hamiltonii.

The peaceful Apatani folk and a proposed dam
Around us was pure paradise. Knowing we were being
watched from inside the dense forest, we made ourselves
comfortable, drinking from the stream and even turning a few
fish over the smoking fire. After five peaceful minutes that I
wished I could have stretched to forever, an Apatani villager
walked into view, and then approached us, with a young boy
(probably his son) in tow. With the boatman translating for
me, I learned he had seen the elephants earlier and that
some days ago a tiger had been sighted on the outskirts of
his village. The fish he was catching would be smoked, dried
and then shared with the entire community.
Peaceful people, the Apatanis live in a matriarchal society
and are renowned for their traditional wet-rice agriculture on
tiny plots carved out of steep forested slopes. Diverting stream
water to irrigate a hardy paddy variety, they also supplement
their diet with fish and other forest foods.
I left him to his devices, envious of his ability to take
sustenance from a forest in which I would be helpless.
However, I took some solace from the fact that I was among
those who were working to prevent his world from being
drowned by planners who understood little about sustainability
and even less about development. Later that day, I flew along
the winding course of the Subansiri River, which was densely
clothed by rainforest vegetation on both sides of its banks. I
took photographs. I spoke to engineers. I consulted colleagues
across the country. The general consensus was that losing
forests like these, in this day and age, was unthinkable. Yet,
political support was growing for an ecologically ill-advised
dam that would drown irreplaceable biodiversity under a
reservoir over 40 kilometres long. Neither the fate of the
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clouded leopard, nor that of the Apatani people were ever
factors to consider. At the time of writing, the Lower Subansiri
Project is in trouble. It has violated the conditions on which
it received environmental clearance, and the deadlock between
those against the dam and the government is still to be cleared.
Promoters are also worried about financial projections. But
the possibility that the dam will
eventually be built still looms large.
Visit Taley while you still can, so you
can tell your children: “I was there.
It was beautiful.” Better yet, join in
efforts to save Taley for posterity. 
The writer is the Editor of Sanctuary
Asia magazine .

The abandoned pot of fish and wood fire of the Apatani
villager

The mother of all peace ef
ts
efffor
orts
(Continued from page 18)

Fighting for women’s rights
The Naga society is highly patriarchal and the traditional
administrative and judicial system has been following the
customary laws that are age old and unwritten. While the
state comes under Article 371A of the Constitution that says
no Act of Parliament in respect of Naga customary law and
procedure shall apply to the state of Nagaland, it also says
that the Legislative Assembly of the state by a resolution can
decide to adopt it. However, the Nagaland Legislature entirely
ridiculed the idea of women’s role in politics and during its
eleventh session on 22 March 2012, unanimously resolved by
passing a Bill in the Legislative Assembly to exempt Nagaland
from Part IX A of the Indian Constitution, which gives
reservation to women. Talking to this writer, NMA leader and
literature teacher at Nagaland University, Sarah Nuh, NMA’s
vice-president said that the men expect women to speak only
on social issues, not to make decisions.
In September 2012, the NMA, on behalf of the JACWR,
filed a Special Leave Petition in the Supreme Court. The
petition challenged the court order of the Division Bench,
Gauhati High Court, as well as the resolution of the Nagaland
Assembly. The final judgment of the Supreme Court is still
awaited. The fight of the NMA gains strong ground with the
fact that there is no instance of women’s participation in the
traditional administration or justice delivery institutions, nor

there has been any single woman MLA (Member of Legislative
Assembly) in Nagaland Assembly since Nagaland became a
state in 1963.
For the Naga Mothers, ceasefire is not an end to violence
and peace can be achieved only through dialogue and political
negotiations, instead of mere military solutions. In this broader
definition of peace, they are more successful as peacemakers
than those who think that peace is an end to armed conflict.
Throughout their work for the society, they are equating peace
with justice, development and good governance. These Naga
Mothers have shown the power and capacity of the fair sex,
that women can step into activities like mediating between
government and militants—a territory from which women
generally keep themselves away. Their strength can
undoubtedly inspire women from other parts of the country,
and that is the reason why women organisation members
from states like Gujarat have visited Nagaland to meet and
learn about the NMA.
The writer is a Senior Research Associate with the Centre for
Development and Peace Studies, Guwahati. She has been writing
on peace and security-related issues
concerning the Northeast India for the
last 12 years. She was honoured with
the Kunjabala Devi Memorial Award
for investigative journalism on
women’s issues by The Assam Tribune
group in 2011 for a series of articles
focusing on the problem of trafficking
of women and children from Northeast
India, particularly from Assam. She is
pursuing her Ph.D on Government of
India’s Policy on Peace in Northeast
India .

Asia’s cleanest village
Mawlynnong is a village in the East Khasi Hills district of the Meghalaya state, India. It is famous for having been
dubbed Asia’s cleanest village. Mawlynnong is located 90 kms from Shillong, along the India-Bangladesh border.
At Mawlynnong, the waste is collected in dustbins made of bamboo, directed to a pit, and then used as manure.
The travel magazine Discover India declared the village as the cleanest in Asia in 2003, and the cleanest in India
in 2005. The phrase has since caught on. Moasunep Kichu’s documentary on the village, for instance, is called
Asia’s Cleanest Village.

ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE

Main.pmd

February

21

21

2015

2/25/2015, 10:37 AM

THE NORTHEAST

Damming the Brahmaputra whom to blame?
China has gone ahead with its plans to build dams on the mighty Brahmaputra river in
Tibet, with the fate of the downstream Indian states uncertain. On the other hand, India
is herself building dams on Brahmaputra’s tributaries in Arunachal Pradesh, which will
affect her own people in Assam, and neighbouring Bangladesh. How can India protest
about the Chinese action now? asks Prof. Chandan Kumar Sharma.

E

VER since the news of China building the Zangmu hydel
project on Yarlong-Tsangpo (as the Brahmaputra is
known in Tibet), and its plans to divert its water toward
north started filtering in more than half a decade back, disquiet
has been growing in the downstream Indian states of Assam
and Arunachal Pradesh (AP) about its consequences. The 510
MW Zangmu dam, a part of the Zangmu hydel project, is
incidentally the first to be constructed on the Brahmaputra.
Later, mainstream Indian media also became quite vociferous
on the issue which demanded response from the Government
of India (GoI) on this. The latter’s persistent refrain, however,
was that it had no information about any such Chinese design.
While the Chinese response has been always typically reticent
or non-committal, now it has become clear that the Chinese
have reached an advanced stage of building the dam on the
Brahmaputra in Tibet. According to recent reports, the first
section of the Zangmu dam has already begun generating power.
Naturally, communities in downstream areas of Northeast India
are concerned, as the damming of the Brahmaputra in Tibet
may seriously affect their life and livelihood. The report that
building of more dams is proposed under the same project on
the Brahmaputra has indeed become a source of serious
trepidation among these communities.

The lifeline of the downstream areas
The Brahmaputra is one of the world’s largest rivers. It is
an international river which originates in southern Tibet, enters
India via Arunachal Pradesh, and then flows through Assam
before finally merging into the Bay of Bengal. Throughout its
long course, the Brahmaputra receives numerous tributaries
with their own idiosyncrasies. Therefore, the significance of
the Brahmaputra can be understood only together with its
tributaries – as a river system. The Brahmaputra river system
along with its major tributaries in Arunachal Pradesh, such
as the Siang, Dibang, Lohit, Subansiri, Kameng, etc., is not
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only critical for the ecology and livelihood of the indigenous
communities of Arunachal Pradesh, this river system is also
inextricably linked with the floodplain ecology of wetlands
(beels) and grasslands in the Brahmaputra Valley. These
linkages, for example, are clearly visible in the world-renowned
ecosystems such as Kaziranga, Manas and Dibru-Saikhowa
National Parks in Assam.
It is a truism that the Brahmaputra river system is the
lifeline for livelihoods such as fishing and agriculture of local
communities in its floodplains in Northeast India (and also
Bangladesh). The unique ecology of the river determines the
livelihood patterns, customs, food habits, music, religious
beliefs, etc., of the indigenous communities of the region.
Briefly speaking, the very socio-cultural identity of the
indigenous people of the valley is closely intertwined with
this river system.
The Brahmaputra river system also serves as an ecological
and socio-cultural commons for the people of the Brahmaputra
valley in Assam, the most densely populated and economically,
the most important part of the Northeast region of India.
These commons constitute the river, the beels, the chaporis
(riverine islands and tracts), the grasslands and forests of
the Brahmaputra floodplain. For example, the beels and
the tributaries serve as fisheries, and there exist a number
of communities in the valley traditionally identified as fishing
folks. The chaporis serve as critical sites of livelihood for
the people in the winter season. The chaporis which are
exposed in winter are used both for agriculture, and cattle
grazing and rearing purposes by local communities. A number
of communities have been traditionally using the chaporis
for dairy-related activities too. They are used extensively by
wildlife as well. During the rainy season, the flood water of
the Brahmaputra and its tributaries fertilise the agricultural
field with their fertile silt contributing to the productivity of
the soil.

(Continued on page 39)

ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE

22

2/25/2015, 10:37 AM

February

2015

KNOW INDIA BETTER

The Northeast region of India is largely unexplored, remote and breathtakingly
beautiful, though often its connection to the rest of India seems as tenuous as
the narrow Siliguri corridor, also known as the ‘chicken neck’, which is the
gateway to this region. The Northeast is astoundingly pristine, with a rich and
unique biodiversity and even a few UNESCO heritage sites. But not many
Indians have travelled to this paradise. It is time they did, even if it is just to
clear some misconceptions and get acquainted with a region and a
people who are an intrinsic and valuable part of India.
Text and Photos: Akul Tripathi
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The Brahmaputra river at Dibrugarh, Assam

O

NCE upon a time, in a land far, far away, there
dwelled people who had called it home for
millennia, animals and birds that nobody knew
or believed existed, and places teeming with timeless stories
and memories that are lost to legends…
So begin fairy tales, and that is what any telling of Northeast
India must be made to feel like, for an iota of poetic justice. It
is completely unlike anything that through a myopic and ratings
driven media, we have come to associate with India and Indianness (if there ever was such a thing!). Remarkably, for a species
exceptionally adept at spotting and cultivating similarities
between two apparently diverse subjects, opinions and peoples,
the Northeast has surprisingly been mired in discussions which
do exactly the opposite. This is the unfortunate legacy that
we, the children of India, have inherited from the combined,
mighty ignorance of two sets of leaders - one, the British, who
wanted to get India off their hands as quickly as possible, and
two, our elected representatives, who arrived blinking, surprised,
and still delirious with incredulity at becoming custodians of a
land astounding and unfathomable in its differences in language,
customs, and history; a mere day’s walk from any point.
True, it is a different world in the Northeast and not one
that most of us living in other parts of the country can inherently
24
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relate to. It is distant and not the most convenient to travel to.
Languages and dialects are numerous; features of people starkly
different and even the flora and fauna tend to appear fantastical
and larger than life. The apprehension is natural. But let it not
kill that universal spark of knowledge - curiosity.
Let’s be brave, let’s make that leap. Because we are not
so different. Us and Them.

The Seven Sisters
The land beyond the Siliguri corridor, also known as the
‘chicken neck’ - as it’s a passage barely 21-40 km wide,
sandwiched between Bangladesh and Nepal - has been known
as the land of the seven sisters since the time the area was
divided between the seven contiguous states of Assam,
Arunachal Pradesh, Mizoram, Manipur, Meghalaya, Nagaland
and Tripura. The sobriquet is believed to have been coined by
a Tripura journalist, who also published a book on the
interdependence and commonness of the region.
The land of the seven sisters is a true frontier province in
the way that it shares an over 4500 km long international
border with Bhutan in the Northwest, China in the North,
Myanmar in the East and Bangladesh in the South. With an
area of over 255,000 sq. km., it is roughly three-fourth the
ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE
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‘Rong Ghar’, an Ahom entertainment pavillion, Sivasagar, Assam

size of the state of Maharashtra, and almost seven percent of
India’s total land mass. Physiographically, the region includes
the area of the Eastern Himalayas, Northeast Hills, and the
Brahmaputra and Barak Valley Plains. The region is drained by
the prodigious Brahmaputra-Barak river systems and their
tributaries. Roughly two-thirds of the area is hilly, interspersed
with valleys and plains.
Within this playground lies a paradise which has been the
melting pot of races, communities, peoples and cultures since
before there was a concept of time. Its magical beauty is
something we are just beginning to discover and appreciate.
Its phenomenal biodiversity continues to bewilder and surprise,
even though the forests have shrunk considerably. A treasure
trove of natural resources including a fifth of the estimated
natural gas and oil reserves of the country, the Northeast has
invaluable potential in forest produce. It has been found to be
rich in wild relatives of crop plants and is also considered to be
the centre of origin of citrus fruits.
The Austro-Asiatic people (Latin for south Asia), are believed
to be the first settlers in the region, followed by the TibetoBurmese and Indo-Aryan. It is found to have been a trade route
from China as early as 100 BC through the references of
Chinese explorer Zhang Qian. The Periplus of the Ethyrean
ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE
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Sea - a kind of detailed Lonely Planet for the ancient world
dated to the 1st century CE, describes Northeast India as being
inhabited by a people called Sesatai and the source of
Malabrathum (cinnamon-like aromatic plant leaves) which held
great value in the ancient western world. Various kingdoms
founded by indigenous rulers and by those from the neighbouring
provinces, held sway over the ensuing centuries before the British
came to found the empire over which the sun did not set.
This is the only mainland region of India which saw action
during the Second World War. Arunachal Pradesh, Assam,
Nagaland and Manipur bore the brunt of this assault in what
was a very important, and ultimately decisive chapter for the
outcome of the War, and one which had a telling impact on
the Indian independence movement.
At the formation of the Union of India, only three states
covered this area. One large province of Assam with its
capital at Shillong, and the princely states of Manipur and
Tripura. Following the restructuring of India along ethnic
and linguistic lines, four new states came to be carved out
of the landmass. Nagaland became a separate state in 1963,
followed by Meghalaya in 1972. Manipur and Tripura
remained Union Territories till 1972, at which point they
became full-fledged states. In the same year, Mizoram was
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Plaque at the first oil well, Digboi, Assam

made a Union Territory and achieved statehood in 1987 along
with Arunachal Pradesh.

Assam
The state of Assam is the gateway to the Northeast and
its capital Guwahati is the largest city in the region. It borders
every one of the other six sisters and is in that manner very
centrally located. After quickly descending through Tibet and
Arunachal, the Brahmaputra takes shape as a braided river in
Assam with the meeting of the Siang (Dihang), Lohit and
Dibang rivers. The flood plains of the Brahmaputra and the
Barak Valley are extremely fertile tracts of land, which are the
back-bone of the agrarian economy.
First oil well, Digboi, Assam
The area has been inhabited since at least the period of
the Stone Age. It has many references in mythology with the
of western Assam, named after the Kamrupa kingdom.
Kalika Purana mentioning Mahiranga Danav of the Danav
Its other legacy is the revered Kamakhya Temple in
dynasty as the earliest ruler of Assam. This dynasty was
Guwahati which is estimated to have been built and renovated
succeeded by the Naraka dynasty who the Mahabharata
several times between the 8th and the 17th
mention as having fought for the Kauravas in the
century. Dedicated to the mother goddess
battle of Kurukshetra under King Bhagadatta,
The
first
oil
Kamakhya, it is one of the oldest among the
who fought with an army of kiratas (mountain
51 shakti peeths. According to the Kalika
refinery
of
dwellers), Chinas (Chinese) and “dwellers of the
Purana, Kamakhya Temple denotes the spot
Asia was also
eastern coast”.
where Sati used to retire in secret to satisfy
set up in
Archaeological finds indicate that the region
her amour with Shiva, and it was also the place
Digboi in 1901.
was the frontier of the Gupta Empire (320-550
where her yoni fell after Shiva danced with
Why Digboi? It
CE) and constituted the kingdoms of Kamrupa
the corpse of Sati.
(western Assam) and Devaka (central Assam).
is said the
The next major kingdom to first grab a
Later, the Kamrupa grew into a large kingdom
name is
toehold
and then dominate the entire region
covering all of the Brahmaputra Valley, North
derived from
was
the
Ahom kingdom established by the
Bengal, North Bangladesh and at times, parts of
the phrase the
Shan king Sukhapa in 1228. The Ahoms are
West Bengal and Bihar. The Kamrupa kingdom
British told the
believed to have come from the border region
was ruled by three dynasties over eight centuries
labourers who
of present day Myanmar, Thailand and China.
- the Varman, Mlecha and Kamrupa Palas. Also
were digging
Some also believe that they brought with
known as Pragjyotishpura (light of the east), the
for oil - “Dig,
them the technology of wet rice cultivation.
th
kingdom disintegrated in the 12 century to be
boy,
Dig”!
The kingdom maintained its sovereignty for
replaced by several smaller kingdoms, but its
over 600 years and successfully resisted Mughal
legacy persists in the form of the Kamrup district
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Terraces of ‘Talatal Ghar’, an Ahom monument at Sivasagar

expansion in the Northeast.
During the same period, three other notable kingdoms
carved a niche for themselves in the region of Assam. The
Koch kingdom in the 16th century in western Assam and present
north Bengal which was established in 1510, and split into
two in 1581 with the western half, Koch Bihar, becoming a
Mughal vassal and the eastern, Koch Hajo, an Ahom satellite.
Koch Hajo was subsequently absorbed into the Ahom state
while Koch Bihar became a princely state before becoming a
part of the Union of India.
The Ahom kingdom grew slowly for the first couple of
centuries from the time of its inception and established its

The endangered golden langur, Assam
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unique administrative and military systems (the Paik system)
which fuelled its rapid expansion in the 16th century. This
expansion was so sudden that it had a profound effect on the
political and social life in the entire Brahmaputra Valley. What
it also did was make the Ahom kingdom multi-ethnic and the
Ahoms themselves became a minority in their kingdom. Their
peculiar and highly organised systems were not easily adopted
by the newer subjects. The many wars and infighting between
the Tai-Ahom nobility led to further discord and deterioration
of the kingdom’s rulership. The crippling blows to the kingdom
came with the strengthening of the Vaishnav movement which
was at odds with the Ahom administrative policies, and led to
the Moa Moria rebellion causing huge civil unrest and chaos.
The Burmese were invited into the land by dissatisfied branches
of the nobility and with the British lurking around the corner
for just such an excuse, its absorption into British India was
only a matter of time, and it was annexed completely by 1838.
Their might can be imagined when one recounts that the
Mughals at the height of their power, tried seventeen times to
conquer the region to fulfil the Mughal aspiration of ruling over
China like their illustrious ancestors - the descendants of Genghis
Khan. Except for a brief period of less than a year where
Aurangzeb’s governor Mir Jumla occupied Garhgaon, the then
capital, the subsequent decisive victory by the Ahoms ended
Mughal ambitions in the region.
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The magnificent One-Horned Rhinoceros

Their cultural endowment is humongous as the Ahoms
Digboi, and the first oil well in Asia was drilled in 1889. The
were great builders as they were warriors and strategists. The
story of this discovery is as fascinating as the naming of the oil
largest concentration of Ahom era structures and architecture
town of Digboi. A small group from the Assam Railways and
can be found at their capital cities of Sibsagar
Trading Co., exploring the region, found their
and Garhgaon in eastern Assam, between Jorhat
elephants’ legs soaked in black mud which
The
history
of
and Dibrugarh. These remains include palaces,
smelt somewhat like oil. Further exploration
conservation in led to striking oil in 1889 and Assam Oil was
fortifications and their entertainment
amphitheatre - Rong Ghar. The Ahoms have
formed in 1899 to look after the oil business in
Assam begins
left an indelible impact on the life and culture
the area. The first oil refinery of Asia was also
with the efforts
and conscience of the people of Assam, which
to conserve the set up in Digboi in 1901. Why Digboi? It is
is evident in the name of the state itself, which
said the name is derived from the phrase the
Indian Oneaccording to one line of thought is derived from
British told the labourers who were digging for
Horned
the word Ahom.
oil - “Dig, boy, Dig”!
Rhinoceros The British interest in Assam intensified on
During the mid-nineteenth century there
more than two
their discovery of the tea plant in the region in
were a few attempts by local leaders to free
tons of
1834. After unsuccessful attempts at creating a
Assam from the British, which proved
frightening
hybrid with the Chinese variety, the local tea
unsuccessful. After this, the Assamese joined
muscle and
was adopted by planters and the tea industry of
and actively supported the Indian National
tank-like
Assam began in earnest in the mid-nineteenth
Congress against the British. Initially part of
belligerence.
century in upper Assam, where the climate and
the Bengal Presidency, it went through a few
soil were more suitable. Within two decades,
administrative revamps as the British Empire
this industry which is still the biggest part of
consolidated itself in India, and in 1912 it was
Assam’s economy, emerged as a profitable venture.
established as the Assam Province and one of the eight major
The importance of Assam for the British increased further
British provinces administered by either a Governor or
as petroleum reserves, the first in Asia were discovered in
Lieutenant Governor. This administrative arrangement continued
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Wildlife at Kaziranga National Park, Assam

till the partition of India, wherein Assam became a constituent
state though a part of it from the district of Sylhet was given
up to East Pakistan. Post-independence, the states of Arunachal,
Nagaland, Meghalaya and Mizoram were carved out to satisfy
the national aspirations of the tribal populations living within
the then gigantic Assam state.
Despite the segregation into several states, Assam retains
its place as one of the richest biodiversity zones in the world,
and its wildlife areas include tropical rainforests, deciduous
forests, riverine grasslands, bamboo orchards and wetland
ecosystems. Within these are several endangered and
threatened wildlife species of birds, animals and plants. It is
the final bastion of the One-Horned Rhinoceros, hosts the
largest population of wild water buffaloes in the world and
highest bird diversity in the country with 820 species of birds.
For protection of the ecosystems and its dwellers, several large
tracts are now protected as national parks, reserve forests and
wildlife sanctuaries.
The history of conservation in Assam begins with the efforts
to conserve the Indian One-Horned Rhinoceros - more than

two tons of frightening muscle and tank-like belligerence. With
its armour-plating hide and its long horn - which really isn’t a
horn, but compressed hair - the Indian rhino once ruled the
roost in the wetlands of Northeast India. Hunted mercilessly,
it was on the brink of extinction when conservationists awoke
to its plight. The result, and a successful one at that, is
Kaziranga National Park in Assam.
It was Lady Mary Curzon, wife of the Viceroy of India, Lord
Curzon, who on a trip to the Northeast did not notice a single
rhinoceros and brought it to the attention of the government,
and the result was setting the land aside as a reserve forest in
1908. It was officially closed for shooting; at the time it could
boast of only a few dozen rhinos. By 1950 the area was a
wildlife sanctuary, and in 1974 it was designated a national
park. Bounded by the misty blue hills of Barail and Karbi Anglong
to the south, the national park was declared a UNESCO World
Heritage Site in 1985. The other UNESCO site is the Manas
National Park in the Himalayan foothills and contiguous with
the Royal Manas National Park in Bhutan. An incomparable
gift of Assam is the Molai forest - a manmade forest near
Jorhat. Built single handedly by Jadav Paying of the Mishing
tribe on a sandbar in the Brahmaputra, it is today a forest
reserve frequented by wild elephants. The Molai forest is an
indication of what is possible, were we to dedicate ourselves
to the cause. Also near Jorhat is the largest riverine island in
the world - Majuli.
Post its restructuring in the 70’s, Assam has seen the growth
of armed separatist groups like the United Liberation Front of
Assam (ULFA) and National Democratic Front of Bodoland
(NDFB) amongst others. Illegal immigration, especially from

‘Kareng Ghar’, the Ahom Palace in Garhgaon, Assam
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World War II Memorial, Digboi, Assam

Bangladesh with people seeking better opportunities is fast
changing the demographic composition of the region. Combined
with sluggish rate of development, the perceived apathy towards
indigenous communities by successive state governments is
causing resentment amongst the Assamese. Hopefully, talks shall
triumph terror and Assam can lay full focus on the optimisation
of all the potential that lies ready for flight in the state.

Meghalaya
The ‘abode of clouds’ lies sandwiched between Bangladesh
in the south and west, and Assam in the north and east.
Shillong, the capital of Meghalaya, also known as the ‘Scotland
of the East’, was once capital of Assam province before the
new state of Meghalaya was formed in 1972. It is a mountainous
state with the districts of Khasi, Garo and Jaintia Hills from
the Assam Province forming the state of Meghalaya.
Meghalaya holds the distinction of being the wettest place
on planet earth with the annual rainfall as high as 1200 cm in
some areas. Cherapunjee has long held the record for the
highest rainfall recorded in a single calendar month and nearby
Mawsynram holds the title for the maximum precipitation in a
year. This combination of high plateau land and abundant rainfall
have made for a very advantageous position of safety from floods,
and rich soil.
There has been limited archaeological study in the area
but enough has been found to establish human settlement
since ancient times. In fact, the neolithic era shifting cultivation
or jhum as it is more popularly known is still practised in this
largely agrarian economy which also depends quite heavily on
the commercial forest produce acquired from the seventy percent

of its land that is still under forest cover.
In addition to having thriving subtropical forests, which are
home to one of the richest botanical habitats of Asia, Meghalaya
is amongst the handful of places left in the country which still
protect and nurture sacred groves - small pockets of ancient
forest, protected, maintained and worshiped by the locals due
to religious and cultural beliefs. Along with the two sacred
groves - Law Kyntang and Law Lyndhoh, there are other wildlife
sanctuaries and national parks which harbour many rare plant
and animal species. Amidst the presence of several species
endemic to the Northeast, it is important to note that
Meghalaya is also home to 250 butterfly species - nearly a
quarter of all the butterfly species found in the country.
Before being integrated by the British, the Khasi, Jaintia
and Garo tribes had their own kingdoms and these tribes make
up for a a large majority of the Meghalaya demographic. Of
these, the Khasis are the largest group followed by the Garo

Tribal fishing near Dawki border town in Meghalaya
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Procession in the Christian majority Meghalaya on All Saint's
Day at Cathedral of Mary Help Of Christians, Shillong

India's largest Stone Monolith site at Nartiang, Meghalaya

and then the Jaintias. Known as the ‘hill tribes’ these were
amongst the first to be converted from tribal animist religions,
beginning in the early 19th century with the advent of the
British era. Today, it is one of the three Christian dominated
states in the country (the other two being Mizoram and
Nagaland), with over seventy percent of the population adherers
of the Christian faith.
Amongst the Northeast states, Meghalaya has historically
been the least troubled by violence and insurgents or separatists.
This, combined with the pleasant climate, no special travel or
inner line permit requirements, and proximity to Guwahati,
have made it a popular tourist destination. Its natural legacy

provides for ample opportunities for a variety of nature and
adventure based tourism options. Rich in limestone deposits,
research is revealing miles of subterraneous limestone caves
which are still being explored and mapped. Some caves are
making it to the longest and deepest record books, inviting still
more tourists and caving enthusiasts. The many rivers and rivulets,
mostly seasonal, are popular rafting options, and the clear, deep
waters provide great opportunities for a touch of scuba diving.
The largely unchanged way of living, especially in the more
remote reaches of the state, the pristine environment and the
large English speaking population are making Meghalaya an
internationally renowned and vibrant tourist destination.

Cavers preparing for ascent inside a limestone cave in
Meghalaya

Elephant Falls Shillong
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A panorama of the city of Shillong from Shillong Peak

Interestingly, all the three major tribes of Meghalaya are
matrilineal societies - ones in which descent is traced through
mother and maternal ancestors. It is probably part of the world’s
largest surviving matrilineal culture. Matrilineal is not
matriarchal. Women do not dominate men. Men have power,
but it is inherited from the women. This might surprise people
from mainland India where exploitation of women is
commonplace, but even after connect with the outside world
through satellite and internet and despite a vast majority of
the population following Christianity, the indigenous Khasi, Garo
and Jaintia tribes have retained their culture, and these old
traditions still prevail in Meghalayan society. After marriage, it
is the boy who goes and lives with the girl’s parents. Property
is passed down to the youngest daughter who also gets the
privilege to care for her parents. Not surprisingly, as per a
national survey, Meghalayan parents have the least interest to
beget a male chid. It is believed that since men used to be out
as warriors and traders and women stayed at home, this became
a way of life. The matrilineal culture, where the female is
seen as the giver of life, persists even through the grammar of
the Khasi language, where anything useful is considered
feminine, and anything natural, crude and unshaped is regarded
male. So, a rock is male until it is shaped into an instrument
for cutting, after which it becomes feminine.

Tripura
Japan is well known to have the oldest continuous hereditary
monarchy in the world. It is little known though that perhaps
the second longest dynasty from a single line is in what was
once the Kingdom of Tripura in Northeast India. As per the
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Rajmala - the chronicler of the kings of Tripura - the Manikya
dynasty has ancient beginnings with the dynasty being founded
by Chandra, the Moon himself. The historically approved list
begins with the 145th king corresponding to Gregorian year
1463. It is believed that the kings ruled in the seventh century
from northern Tripura’s present day city of Kailashahar, and
towards the 14th century, they shifted to the River Gomti in
South Tripura in what is considered to be their most glorious
period, acknowledged even by the Mughals, their
contemporaries, who were still setting up empire at the time.
While the boundaries of this kingdom ebbed and flowed
during the many centuries of rule, it is estimated to once have
stretched from the Sunderban jungles and the coast in the
South, to the Kamrupa kingdom in the North, Burma in the
East, to parts of present day Bangladesh in the West. After
having faced and dealt with various Muslim invasions across
the centuries, they finally fell to the overwhelming might of
the Mughals in 1733 and since then, though independent, the
Mughals had considerable say in the matter of the appointment
of the Tripura kings. The ensuing period of the British saw
Tripura recognised as a princely state, a position it maintained
till the partition at which parts of it were incorporated into
erstwhile East Pakistan and in 1972, the land locked state of
Tripura came into existence, bounded by Bangladesh to the west,
north, and south and the state of Assam to the northeast, and
Mizoram to the east. The capital, Agartala, lies close to the
Bangladesh border in the western plains of the state.
Poor integration, primarily due to its remote location, has
been the bane of Tripura, causing slow development and
inadequate infrastructure. The jute industry of undivided Bengal
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A rock-cut Ganesha at Unakoti, Tripura

and its decline due to partition has been much talked about.
However, on the eastern border of Bangladesh, the partition
affected and continues to affect the Tripuri people in very
significant ways. Besides the problem of illegal immigration
which continues from the time of partition, with Hindu families
seeking refuge in India to those coming to gain a piece of the
Indian growth story, the more pressing problem for this Northeast
state is that of surface transport. With the rail-network
practically non-existent beyond Guwahati, road remains the
only viable means of travel.
The current land route to far-flung Tripura from Kolkata,
the nearest metro, has to cross the ‘chicken neck’ territory or
the ‘Siliguri Corridor’. The land route through Guwahati is
almost 1700 kms long - a distance which can be reduced to
less than a fourth (around 400 kms) if the cities of Kolkata and
Agartala can be linked through Dhaka.
The importance of this has been recognised, and four years
after the commencement of the Kolkata-Dhaka bus service,
the Agartala-Dhaka bus from Akhaura in Tripura was flagged
off in 2003. Spanning a distance of approximately 100 kms,
the road link has given a large fillip to the age old relationship
between the tribes of the Northeast and the people of eastern
Bangladesh. The service is limited and often marred by the
slightest unrest on either side, yet the fact that there is thought
34
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on these lines is heartening in itself.
The economy of Tripura remains primarily agrarian with an
astounding ninety-one percent of agricultural land utilised for
the cultivation of rice. Brickfields and tea remain the only
significant industrial output. The discovery of significant reserves
of natural gas and their utilisation to generate electricity has
brought some optimism to the economic scenario, though until
the geographic isolation and communication bottleneck along
with insufficient infrastructure are not addressed, the overall
scenario remains bleak.
Like all the other states in Northeast, the remoteness
creates a natural bounty with over fifty percent of the state
under forest cover and home to several endemic species as
well as a great migratory stopover for birds of the subcontinent
and beyond. It is especially lucky to have the largest number of
primate species as compared to any other Indian state, while
the interspersion of bamboo and cane forests with evergreen
and deciduous flora is a peculiarity of Tripura’s ecosystem.

Only the beginning
It would be presumptuous on many levels to even imagine
that such a brief account of such varied groups of people in a
significantly large chunk of the country, would instantly help
those who have never had the fortune to visit the Northeast,
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A Shiva rock carving at Unakoti, Tripura

to form any kind of intimate bond with the geographical region
or its dwellers. It is too little to vanquish and subdue forever
the age old demons that rest in ‘us’ and ‘them’. There is so
much more than can ever be covered in any sort of publication
and others - the smells, sounds, the thrill and the awe which
can never be translated through the limited medium of printed
text and photos. However, the wise counsel states that whatever
is ideal and necessary to do should always be done without
hesitation and too much thought. And that is just what this is
- a beginning.
Even if it were well begun, like the popular and true aphorism
states, it is only half done; and that is especially apt for this

moment as we are only halfway through our exploration of this
paradise still waiting for the fog of time and blanket of indifference
- that we have just about managed to stir - to blow over. And we
shall be at it again, in a month’s time; though not through the
chicken neck of irreverent and uncaring
pencil pushers, but with the first light
that India wakes up to everyday - the
land of the dawn-lit mountain Arunachal Pradesh. 

The writer is a media professional
and freelance writer.
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OIOP Club Activities in Mumbai
First Aid Workshops by Dr. Annapurna Agarwal, Naturopath and Acupuncturist

Shailendra Education Society’s
English Secondary School, Dahisar

Shri R. J. Makhecha High School, Kandivali St. Anne’s High School (Marathi Medium)
Borivali

St. Anne’s High School (English Medium)
Borivali

Maniben Nanavati Women’s College,
Vile Parle

St. Andrew’s College, Bandra

Value Education Workshops by PCGT (Co-ordinators-Ms. Suruchi Pawar and Ms. Rupal Shah)

Sheth Gopalji Hemraj High School and
Jr. College, Borivali

Kanya Vidya Mandir, Santacruz

Esplanade High School, Kandivali

Esplanade Jr. College, Kandivali

Niranjan Majithia College of Commerce,
Kandivali

Kudos Kids Secondary School, Santacruz
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OIOP Club Activities
‘Emotional Transformation’ Workshops by Chinmaya Mission

Little Angels English High School,
Santacruz

Matunga Lions Pioneer English School, Jnana Sarita High School, Mulund
Matunga

Smt. J.B. Khot High School No. 2, Borivali Smt. J.B. Khot Jr. College of Commerce & G. S. B. Shri. I. J. Patel High School,
Science, Borivali
Juhu Road

Aspee Nutan English Medium School, Malad Shree D. J. Doshi Gurukul (English Medium), Aspee Nutan Vidya Mandir High School,
Ghatkopar
Malad

M.K.E.S. English School, Malad
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Damming the Brahmaputra - whom to blame?
(Continued from page 22)

Again, driftwood collection
in the flowing rivers becomes
an important activity for the
local communities, and it plays
a
critical
role
in
complementing
their
livelihood. These rivers also
facilitate river transportation
which is a traditional source
of livelihood for the local
communities. Similarly, in the
winter season, sand and gravel
mining in the rivers become
two other important sources
of livelihood for the latter.

Cultural significance
The Brahmaputra and its
The Zangmu hydel project built by China on the Brahmaputra in Tibet
tributaries are also considered
sacred by the indigenous
communities, tribal and non-tribal, in the region. Their cultural
that it intends to divert the Brahmaputra water towards north.
and spiritual significance can hardly be over emphasised.
However, mere description of the projects as run-of-the-river
Parasuram Kund, one such site in AP on the river Lohit is of
does not mean much. Experts point out, for example, that
extremely important cultural significance for various
most of the run-of-the-river hydel projects being developed in
communities in the region. For the Mishmi tribe of AP and
the Himalayan region involve large dams, which divert the
the Deori tribe of Assam and AP, the Parasuram Kund is the
river waters through long tunnels, before the water is dropped
most revered religious and cultural site. It is also a much
back into the river at a downstream location after passing
revered pilgrimage site for millions of Hindus around the world
through a powerhouse. More importantly, many so called runwho visit and take bath at the Kund during Makar Sankranti
of-the-river projects drastically alter the river on a daily basis.
every year. While dams can be located at different sites on a
All these pose a clear threat to riverine ecology and pose a
river and its tributaries, the existing cultural heritage sites
livelihood challenge to the communities in the downstream
such as Parasuram Kund cannot be relocated. It is crucial
areas. Further, even if China has denied any plan to divert the
that effort is taken to properly understand the ecological and
Brahmaputra water, experts have expressed apprehension that
the socio-cultural commons of the people of the Northeast
this cannot be a ground for complacency. They also point out
before implementing major development projects such as large
to the Chinese intervention in the Mekong, another
hydropower projects. Otherwise, we will be building one kind
international river that originates in Tibet, which has allegedly
of infrastructure while dismantling the natural infrastructure
deprived all the five countries, namely, Myanmar, Laos,
which supports the livelihoods and cultural-spiritual existence
Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam downstream, of their share
of the people of the region.
of water.

The China angle
The alarm in the downstream areas in Northeast India
over the Chinese activities on the Brahmaputra is due to the
perception that it will deprive the river of its water flow in a
major way, leading to devastating consequences on the ecology
of its downstream areas, if not the very existence of the people
living in these areas. China maintains that the hydel projects
it is building on the Brahmaputra in Tibet are ‘run-of-theriver’ projects that will not hold back water to affect the river
flow in the middle riparian areas in India. It has also denied
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Interestingly, however, the GoI is already either in the
process of constructing or giving clearance to a large number
of big hydel dams on the perennial rivers in Arunachal Pradesh
as part of its policy to turn Northeast into ‘India’s future
powerhouse’. This has already led to widespread protests in
the region. These protests are based on the apprehension
that this ‘development’ initiative of the government would
spell disaster to the river ecosystem and the livelihood and
cultural heritage of millions of people of the region. The
protests are also informed by the fact that the region is
characterised by a fragile geography and high seismicity, which
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might cause catastrophe in case of breakage of any of these
big dams. Thus, in so far as the Northeastern region is
concerned, these dams will not have any less adverse impact
on the region than what the Chinese dams may cause. Despite
popular protests and concerns in the region, the government
seems to be hell bent on constructing these hydel projects.
The recent recommendation for clearance of the 3000 MW
Dibang hydel project in AP, the largest dam in India, without
addressing the downstream concerns is a recent case in point.
It may be mentioned that the foundation stone of this project
was laid six years back and the environmental clearance of it
was denied twice.
While a section of advocates of the hydel dams in AP are
vociferous against the Chinese dams, they stop short of stating
that the dams in AP will also have similar effect in Assam
and Bangladesh. Besides, India has till now not given due
attention to the protests and concerns raised by Bangladesh
and by the people of Manipur and Barak Valley of Assam against
the Tipaimukh dam on Barak river in Manipur. This background
seems to have weakened India’s bargaining position vis-à-vis
China. Had India demonstrated necessary sensitivity to the
public concerns in the Northeast (and also Bangladesh)
regarding the downstream social and ecological impacts of
the dam building in the region, it definitely would have enjoyed
moral upper hand vis-à-vis China in it s dialogue with the
latter on the possible adverse consequences of the dams in
Tibet.

The issue of ‘first users’ right’
The pro-dam experts often use the alibi of the provision
known as the ‘first users’ right’ for constructing dams in the
rivers in AP. They argue that by building dams on transnational
rivers in Arunachal Pradesh before China does it, India can
deter China from building any major projects on these rivers
which might affect India’s use of its water. Indeed, the Helsinki
Rules on the Uses of the Waters of International Rivers stated
in 1966 that all bordering nations have a right to equitable
share to the water resources that cross national boundaries,
except where other agreement between bordering nations
exists. But the Helsinki Rules never became a Universal Law.
In 1997, the United Nations (UN) adopted the Convention
on the Law of Non-Navigational Uses of International
Watercourses pertaining to the uses and conservation of all
waters that cross international boundaries. But it fell far short
of the required number of support from the member countries
to make it legally enforceable. In 2008, the UN began
reviewing a law proposed by the International Law Commission
to serve similar purpose to the unratified document, but was
considering adopting the proposal as guideline rather than
immediately attempting to draft it into law. This shows clearly
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that unlike what was being propagated by the advocates of
big dams, there existed no legally binding international treaty
on the ‘first users’ right’. Only on 17 August 2014, could the
treaty muster the support of the minimum of 36 member
countries of the UN to make it enforceable. Incidentally, major
countries including India and China have not ratified this treaty.
There indeed exists an opposite view that damming on
the Brahmaputra in Tibet will not affect the water flow in the
river in a very significant way because the main source of its
water supply are the tributaries in the AP. As such, the
hullabaloo about Brahmaputra drying up is highly exaggerated.
However, many experts have debunked this view of seeking
to look at a river in a fragmented way. More importantly,
there are few takers of this view at the popular level.

Way forward
It is not difficult to understand the critical importance of
the Brahmaputra river system to the very existence of the
people in its riparian areas. Therefore, the project of damming
the Brahmaputra either in Tibet or in Arunachal Pradesh is a
matter of grave concern. Experts argue that the natural flow
pattern of a river is like its ‘heart beat’, and the alternate
starving and flooding of these major rivers on a daily basis due
to power generation patterns of the hydel projects will
jeopardise the ecological and social security of both the
Arunachal hills as well as the Brahmaputra floodplains in
Assam and Bangladesh. The inevitable adverse socio-economic
consequences of damming rivers in the region might give rise
to more socio-political instability in the already troubled
Northeastern region.
This warrants that rather than engaging in a race with
China to stake its claim on the Brahmaputra water or to
emphasise its presence in Arunachal Pradesh, India should
enter into a dialogue with China on the conservation, and
indeed a sustainable use of the Brahmaputra river system and
the riparian ecology. In the absence of any internationally
binding law, the best position for India appears to be the
moral position which it stands to forfeit by building its own
system of dams in Arunachal Pradesh, with serious
consequences in the downstream areas both within India and
Bangladesh. 
The writer is Professor in the
Department of Sociology, Tezpur
University, Assam. He was educated in
Cotton College, Guwahati and Delhi
School of Economics, Delhi. His special
areas of interest include issues
concerning
identity
politics,
environment,
development,
immigration and culture, with special
reference to the Northeast region of
India. He is also the Co-ordinator,
Maulana Azad Centre for Research on
Northeast India at Tezpur University.
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THE NORTHEAST

I am not an alien!
Indian cities like Delhi and Bangalore have been in the news in recent times for the intolerance
and violence shown towards people from the Northeast. Longnam W. Kharpuri from
Meghalaya, who studies and lives in Delhi, says she is subjected to all sorts of racism and
innuendos. But she would much rather familiarise and sensitise people, than play the victim.

I

have been living in Delhi for around six years now. I started
my B.A. at St. Stephens College in the year 2008. I’ve
been here since then, and I’m now doing my M.Phil from
the Arts Faculty of Delhi University. I’ve been living in protected
environments since I came here; having lived in hostels, and
the college residence. It is only since I started my M.Phil that
I have taken to renting a flat. However, despite this, I have
faced a number of problems with freedom of movement being a girl and Northeastern.
Most of the times it’s ‘eve teasing’, but at other times I
hear outright racist remarks like ‘chinky’. For one, I don’t really
look ‘typically Northeastern’ to fit in the ‘chinky’ category, and
when I have enlightened a few people that I am from the
Northeast they have told me I don’t “look it”: Despite this, I
was still labelled as such because of my dress, the company I
keep when I go out, which gives these people a chance to use
this derogatory term against me. I have realized that this name
calling in public is by men primarily. Perhaps it is a type of
catcalling prevalent only in India, but it has been made known
that that is not the case: That in other countries racism is
prevalent in both blatant and subtle ways. But personally, my
case involves me being a ‘woman’ and a ‘Northeasterner’.

Labels and stereotypes
There are labels attached to Northeastern women; the
stereotype for being a woman and Northeastern is one
associated with sexual licentiousness besides being alien, and
the stereotype of simply being Northeastern and not a woman
(being a man), is everything else (smelly food, inappropriate
dressing, alien behaviour, not Indian, and so on)
In Delhi, what I have mainly faced is what I would call
‘racist misogyny’. Blame it on multiple factors like patriarchy,
repressed sexual expression and education, the silence of the
‘weaker sex’, and lack of awareness of the existence of other
ethnic groups in India that are ‘Tribal’ but are neither ‘savage’
nor ‘primitive’. What we need is awareness and thankfully,
there are various events and movements happening like the
recent The North-East Festival held here in Delhi. These
events and movements give a platform to display the cultural
diversity of the geographical unit of the Northeast of India.
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Literary publications (fictional and factual) of the same also
facilitate a dissemination of knowledge of the region, and the
institutionalisation of Northeastern welfare groups also act as
safeguards and facilitators. We now have the 1093 help line
in Delhi created to exclusively cater to the needs of the
Northeastern community.

Stop being the ‘victim’
However, what I personally think is that instead of adding
fuel to the fire through exclusive treatment of the
Northeasterners and women in general in this state and
elsewhere, there should be a dynamic drive by the victims to
stop being ‘victims’ and tackle the problem aggressively through
such methods like familiarisation; for example, sitting in the
general coach instead of the exclusively women’s coach in
the train; outwardly proclaiming outrage at any wrong doing
like the invasion of personal space in an otherwise un-crowded
space, calling the police for any racist remark or attack.
A lasting solution to the problem is creating general
awareness about the Northeasterners and their diversity of
culture and history, and the promotion of healthy public debate
to tackle issues and problems. Racist stereotyping is not the
way to go to judge any community or individual and seeing
that India is the largest democracy in the world, we as her
citizens should celebrate our varied cultures and ethnicities,
rather than discriminate and fight for ultimate domination
and homogeneity. Gender sensitisation is core to the
development of a balanced social setup that would provide a
platform for reasonableness, and ultimately give way to progress
socially, culturally and politically.
Also, as a Northeastern woman I admit to having developed
a fear of leaving safe and secure spaces like my home: a
dread of the leers, the unwanted touches, the stares and the
patronising of people safer and better off than I; but I refuse to
back down and give up by running away because as the days
go by, I have learnt to be tougher, but also more empathetic
to the people around me: I try my best to address their humanity
rather than outwardly dismiss them for showing animosity to
me just because I am from the Northeast. 
The writer is an M.Phil student at Delhi University.
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FACE TO F
ACE with Shubha Benurwar
FACE

“It
poor,, for the poor
poor..
It was an action of the poor
This was the last cry of the BPL families
families”..
Shubha Benurwar is a Community Development Officer (CDO) with
the Municipal Corporation of Greater Mumbai (MCGM), and has two
and a half decades of experience in implementation of poverty alleviation
policies in Mumbai. In an interview (published in One India One People)
earlier, she had spoken extensively about how well-designed policies
like the Swarana Jayanthi Shahri Rozgar Yojana (SJSRY) can lend a hand
to poor women. The policy revolved around forming groups of women
from poor neighbourhoods into thrift and credit groups, and linking them
with nationalised banks for loans. The policy also supported skills training
for women, micro enterprises, and area level federations of their selfhelp groups (SHGs). Recently, the policy was subsumed under the National
Urban Livelihood Mission (NULM), creating much confusion and
considerable setbacks. Thousands of poor women in Mumbai have been
agitating for a reversal of the adverse changes in the new policy.
Anuradha Kalhan spoke to Shuba Benurwar
to understand this agitation better and what
the women seek.
In March this year, women in Mumbai’s SHGs organised a SJSRY Bachav
Mahasabha in Mumbai. Thousands of women participated. What were the
reasons for these agitations?
The main reason for the agitation was that major and important components of
SJSRY are missing from its new avatar the NULM. There is no mention or efforts
to include components which strengthen and emancipate women from BPL
(below poverty line) families, and it will in turn stop all the progress made
to fight poverty through various important provisions of SJSRY. For
instance, under SJSRY, the government would give a revolving fund
of `2,000 direct to the bank account of each member after the
incubation period of six months. But under NULM, an SHG of 10
to 20 women will be given a maximum revolving fund of ` 10,000
only, irrespective of the number of members in a group. It is
demoralising for the urban poor when the quantum of revolving
funds is reduced, especially since inflation is a reality and in fact,
the number of urban poor has increased. Further, no lumpsum
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capital subsidy is given under the NULM scheme for loans
taken to start micro enterprises, unlike in SJSRY. In its place
is an interest subsidy. Interest rate charged will be at the
rate of 7%. But the group will be reimbursed the market
interest paid by them against the lower interest applicable
to them, after repayment of the loan completely. There is
also one condition, that if the group misses even one monthly
installment they will not be reimbursed. The likelihood of
such default is often very high as these groups (belonging to
BPL families) are often faced with dire situations which break
them, like floods or unforeseen loss in business. These new
rules have made banks reluctant to take the risk of lending
to SHGs.
Again, the community-based federations and organisations
called Community Development Society (CDS) will be given
only ` 50,000 one time, in place of ` 100/- per family per
year as in SJSRY. This was a fund meant to facilitate awareness
programmes, training and meetings of these CDS federations
of SHG members. This is a serious setback since the earlier
grant itself was becoming inadequate to undertake serious
training activity in urban areas. The CDS was the strongest
structure and the backbone of SJSRY. They are the extended
hands of local urban bodies, and the main support system of
BPL families. But under the new scheme, it will be reduced
to a weak body.
If you see, there is no clear mention of vocational training for
individual employment and self-employment in NULM. There is
only a mention of capacity development training to be given to
community institutions, SHGs, and their federations through a
community pool. For all these reasons, NULM is a threat to
what we have achieved with SJSRY over the past decade in
Mumbai.
What were the main events and actions during this unique
agitation by women?
The meetings of Suvarnjyot Mumbai Zilha, a federation of 32
CDSs formed under SJSRY, were conducted under the guidance
of knowledgeable persons and some likeminded NGOs. A line
of action was decided and an appeal letter was prepared. A
day-long dharna was arranged at Azad Maidan where around
3,000 women participated. Their representatives also met
the Mayor to hand over the appeal letter. The appeal included
the list of important components of SJSRY which are not part
of NULM. The Mayor in turn gave the letter to the Chief
Secretary, Urban Development Department. In a follow up,
the newly elected MPs were also contacted. They assured
the women that they would take up these important issues at
the level of the Centre.
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How many families will be adversely affected by the change
over from SJSRY to NULM?
In the present MCGM survey, the number of BPL families is
estimated to be 493,855 in the city of Mumbai. This BPL
survey was declared officially in July 2011.
In a city of Mumbai’s size, spread, and density, and due to its
unique problems, it took very long to identify the real BPL
families. Thereafter, SHGs were formed under SJSRY, which
could be given revolving funds only after six months.
Subsequently, the benefits of training and loan with subsidy
could also be given. This entire process took two to three
years. Due to this, most of the 493,855 BPL families were
on the verge of benefitting immensely from SJSRY, when
NULM was announced. The most important issue is that the
field staff had promised the BPL families all the benefits under
SJSRY, revolving funds as well as capital subsidy while forming
their SHGs. Now the field staff is unable to fulfil this promise
due to the change in the scheme. They have lost all their hard
earned credibility achieved after years of ground level work.
This is a dedicated field level staff, and by this one decision of
the central government, they have lost face in the community.
It is indeed the misfortune of our country that important
decisions about the content and design of a poverty alleviation
policy are taken at the top level, without any involvement or
without even taking into consideration the opinion of concerned
BPL families or ground level workers/officers.
What were the particular benefits that these women wanted
to protect?
The SJSRY changed their economic, family and social
structure. It gave them self confidence, empowered and
emancipated them. It also brought them together and
strengthened their bond by formation of SHGs, entrepreneur
groups, neighbourhood groups, neighbourhood committees and
CDSs. This gave them formal structures through which they
could support each other, enhance their information and
knowledge networks. All this has resulted in a change in
their attitude, they view themselves differently. SJSRY also
changed their position in their own family and community.
Their agitation and movement today to protect their gains are
a result of the real change brought in them by the
implementation of SJSRY.
Why do you think so many women participated this time?
In my more than two decades of work, this was the first large
scale agitation and movement without involvement of any
outside body that I have seen. It was an action of the poor, for
the poor. This was the last cry of the BPL families.
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CLEAN GANGA

A clean Ganga need not be an
oxymoron
It is laudable that the current government is keen on cleaning up the Ganga river. But
it will require gargantuan and sustained efforts over the next two decades, before the
almost doomed river can start breathing easy, says Tirtho Banerjee.

T

HE urgency shown by the
Narendra Modi government to
clean up the Ganga river deserves
accolades. But the apparent earnestness
should not be restricted to mouthing
rhetorics. It should be backed by
concrete, solid actions. Cleaning such
a long filthy stretch in 18 years, as the
government promises, is no joke. It calls
for sustained efforts on a war-footing.
The vision of a rejuvenated Ganga is
commendable, but it should not suffer
from myopia, like the plans in the past.

A dubious distinction
The Ganga has the dubious
distinction of being among the top five
dirtiest rivers in the world. Untreated
raw sewage and industrial effluents,
as well as chemical fertilizers - most of
which are carcinogenic - flow into the
waterway unchecked. Human corpses
and animal carcasses are dumped into
it with impunity. Bathing, washing of
clothes with detergents, idol immersion
and open defecation add to the fouling
of the river.
Most of the sewage treatment plants
are lying dormant today. Some which are
working don’t have the capacity to treat
the human waste. What’s worse, power
outages take a toll on them. As Rakesh
K. Jaiswal, president of Kanpur-based
Eco-Friends laments, “500 million litres
of sewage a day is generated in the city
and only 160 million of it is treated”.
This sums up the deplorable state of
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waste in most of the cities that fall in the
Ganga basin. Some 2.7 billion litres per
day of sewage is generated by 50 cities
located along the river. And not even
half of it is treated. In 2013, the Central
Pollution Control Board (CPCB) had
surveyed 51 of the 64 existing sewage
treatment plants along the Ganga. It
was found that less than 60% of the
installed capacity was being used and
30% of the plants were out of order. It is
high time that the government seriously
mulls over involving private players in
taking care of the sewage treatment
plants that are languishing.
In Kanpur, around 400 regulated
and unregulated tanneries produce 50
million litres of waste daily, but only
nine million of it is treated. The treated
waste is far below the set standards.
Besides, pulp and paper mills generate
the most waste water in the river in other
cities. The faecal coliform bacteria is
obnoxiously high and BOD (Biochemical
Oxygen Demand) has shot up, which
has led to the slow death of the aquatic
life in the Ganga. In Varanasi, the
faecal coliform count is between 1-2
million per millitre of water. Under
any circumstances, the count should
not go beyond 50 per 100ml and 500
per 100ml for drinking and bathing
purposes, respectively. If the current
alarming situation is not addressed,
water-borne diseases will proliferate
and we will have an unhealthy India
staring at its sick future.

Ganga Mission, anyone?
In the last 30 years, despite the
ambitious ` 10,000 million Ganga
Action Plan (GAP) - which proved to be
a disaster - the pollution load in the river
has increased by leaps and bounds. It is
apprehended that Modi’s ` 20.4 billion
Ganga Mission could face a similar fate
if the untreated sewage and industrial
waste continue to be discharged into the
river. Major chunk of GAP money was
spent on setting up sewage and effluent
treatment plants. Modi government’s
focus should be to make functional the
ones lying non-operational. Polluting
industries - big or small - have to be
strictly monitored and shut down if
they don’t shape up. The state pollution
control boards must be given more teeth
and powers to disconnect electricity
and water as deterrence. They will
have to impose heavy penalties too for
non-compliance. Undoubtedly, these
moves may eat into BJP’s votes. But if
such units are given leeway, the Ganga
Mission will run into the risk of being
reduced to a mere political gimmick.

What has caused the Ganga’s
reduced flow
To ensure that the pollution is
tackled effectively and efficiently, all
departments concerned have to work in
tandem and coordinate properly. GAP
was an utter failure because it lacked
a joint approach. Inept management,
corruption, and unscientific approach
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will do more damage to the Ganga
than anything else. Prof. B. D.
Tripathi, coordinator of the Centre for
Environment Science & Technology at
the Banaras Hindu University (BHU),
avers the river’s flow and quantity of
its water have markedly decreased in
the last three decades. This has caused
siltation and resultant decrease in the
depth of the river, he believes. Jaiswal
points out that the river is sucked
dry as over 90% of water is diverted
for agriculture before the Ganga
reaches Kanpur. Unless the river has
adequate water, it can’t be cleaned, he
underlines.
Big dams upstream on the
Alakananda, Bhagirathi and Mandakini
rivers have all gone a long way in
reducing Ganga’s natural flow. The
Modi government has to stop this
callous practice and rely more on
smaller power plants and check dams.
A National Environmental Engineering
Research Institute (NEERI) report said
that Tehri dam, by blocking sediments,
has diminished the self-purifying ability
of the Ganga. Local people are bearing
the brunt of Tehri dam today. It has
made the region water deficient and
driven villagers from their roots. There
is no logic in giving electricity to Delhi
at the cost of depriving people of their
livelihood in an Uttarakhand hamlet.
It is hollow development that reeks of
bias. With climatic change unleashing
its impact and glacial meltdown
growing, there will be reduced melt
water flow in the Ganga. This will pose
more challenge to the planners. We
have to retrace our steps before we
reach a point of no return.
If treated water is used for
irrigation and drinking, diverting the
water from river will be reduced.
This can also stop groundwater
depletion to a large extent. India has
the technology to do so, but what it
lacks is a strong impetus. This push
has to come from river experts. Indian
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The beleaguered Ganga river is worshipped and fouled, at the same time

Institute of Technology (IIT) scientists,
grassroots activists, gram panchayats
and other local communities have to
take a lead in the Ganga Rejuvenation
movement. And India has to find
indigenous solutions to its problems.
This does not mean that we can’t learn
from the lessons of Australia, Japan or
Israel. But India has to implement its
own models while taking technological
assistance from other countries.

Holistic approach needed
Modi government’s plan envisages
short, medium and long-term goals to
clean up the river. That’s good as long
as they are achieved with a deadline
in mind. Goals without deadlines are
meaningless. And the ultimate aim
should be to bring about sustainable
solutions to the problems that the
Ganga reels under. A holistic approach
to solve the problems is crucial.
Upgrading existing sewage treatment
plants, improving sanitation in towns
along the Ganga, conservation of river
creatures and afforestation along the
banks of the Ganga - upstream as well
as downstream - need be taken up
immediately. Besides, we can’t give a
short shrift to tributaries of the Ganga.

They are as important as the main
channel.
While aiming to lessen the pollution
load in the river, riverfront development
is important too. Construction of ghats
at some points, and making the Ganga
navigable from Allahabad to Haldia is
not a bad idea. However, while doing
so, we have to bear in mind the fact that
to make the path navigable, large-scale
dredging will be required. And dredging
will hugely affect the river ecosystem.
The Ganga clean-up throws up a
complex and mammoth challenge. At
the core of this challenge is the clash
between economic development and
ecological conservation. And only a
bottoms-up approach in which all
stakeholders participate can provide
the real remedy. The Ganga Mission
has to be a people’s movement. Or
else a pristine Ganga will continue to
remain a pie in
the sky. 

The writer is
a
freelance
journalist
who
specialises
in
environmental
issues.
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CULTURE

Winter is here
Winter is greeted in West Bengal’s Santiniketan with a colourful burst of culture, art
and performances, in a festival called the Poush Mela. Shoma A. Chatterji soaks in
the ambience at this festival that Rabindranath Tagore made into an annual event.
Today it attracts visitors from India and abroad.

P

OUSH is the month in the Bengali
calendar that coincides with
the onset of winter, from midDecember to mid-January, according
to the English calendar. It is when trees
shed their leaves, when migrant birds
fly into this part of the world, when the
Bauls assemble at the Poush Mela from
all parts of Bengal to participate in Baul
performances within an environment
of harmony, colour, music and song.
Though it is organised in winter, it is
also a celebration of the harvest season.
The Poush Mela is held at
Santiniketan in Bolpur, located in
Birbhum, one of the most culturally rich
but financially poor districts in West
Bengal. Birbhum is home to many fairs
such as the Kenduli Mela, the Medini
Mela, the Tarapeeth Sports Festival,
the Basanta Utsav, the Buddha
Purnima Pooja fair, the Shivratri
Mela, Chandidas Mela and so on. But
the most famous and internationally
popular fair is Poush Mela organised at
Santiniketan every year.

Santiniketan – the nucleus
Santiniketan was so named by
Maharshi Devendranath Tagore, because
he found this place a paradise of peace
and harmony. His son, Rabindranath
Tagore first built ‘Patha Bhavan’, a
school on this land, which later became
the University Viswa Bharati in 1921,
made possible with the money Tagore
won when he was bestowed the Nobel
Prize for Literature. Viswa Bharati is not
an ordinary university for education and
academia. It was built with the ideology

46

General.indd 46

A Baul performance at the Poush Mela; (inset)
Santiniketan entrance gate to the Poush Mela
inauguration ground

of providing a cultural and nature-rich
environment for children who came to
educate themselves.
Within many cultural programmes
that dot the Bengali calendar year in
Santiniketan, is Poush Mela – a fair
that now draws international visitors,
though it is not yet a conventional site for
tourists or a place canvassed as a tourist
attraction. Poush Mela or Poush Utsav
as it is called, was begun by Maharshi
Devendranath Tagore. It was a kind of
celebration of Devendranath Tagore’s
initiation into the Brahmo Samaj from
Ram Chandra Vidyabagish, along with 20
more followers on 21 December 1843. In
1891, to coincide with the establishment
of a Brahmo temple, a small fair was
organised to celebrate the anniversary of
the temple in 1894, right opposite the

mandir. It was a small fair which grew in
strength, popularity and fame over the past
100 years and more. As the fair enlarged
in size, events, cultural programmes and
footfalls, it was shifted to a much larger
field in Purbapalli.
Rabindranath Tagore is responsible
for making the Poush Utsav a great
annual event where students and
teachers of Patha Bhavan took active
part in cultural programmes redefining
the guru-shishya relationship away from
academia, examinations through songs,
prayers, dance, music, recitations and
so on. This practice sustains till this
day with more participants, who queue
up to sit on a permanent platform under
the ancient, legendary tree christened
‘Chhatimtala’, where prayers begin
early in the morning.
ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE

February

2015

2/25/2015 10:51:39 AM

Arts, crafts and performances
The crowds, gathered from across
the state, the country and the world,
gradually move towards the fair
grounds to go around the 1500-odd
stalls which exhibit for sale, art works,
crafts, toys, musical instruments, dokra
idols of Gods and Goddesses from the
Hindu pantheon, from across Birbhum
district and beyond. Though officially,
the fair is supposed to last for three
days, unofficially, it goes on for ten
days. Food stalls selling indigenous
items you cannot find elsewhere are
sold at dirt-cheap prices. Among these
are delicacies like rice-flour pancakes
stuffed with a mixture of coconut and
khoya paste, delicious malpuas dipped
in sugar syrup, and coconut laddus..
Home-made pickles, jams and jellies
made more with love than with the price
in mind, are also sold across counters.
Dokra, kantha work, leather bags,
paintings, earthenware crafted from
the red earth of Birbhum and Bankura,
batik saris and home-made woollens
like shawls, jackets, patchwork carpets,
patchwork quilts that are specialties of
Birbhum in general, and Santiniketan
in particular, set the mela on fire with
colour. Instant artists will readily sketch
your likeness for a small fee. But the two
biggest attractions of this fair are the

Baul performances and
the Santhal dancers
performing in groups,
dressed up in their
traditional costumes,
flowers in their hair,
colourful saris jacked
up to their knees, their
dusky skins shining in
the winter sun. If you
try to talk to them, they
shy away and even if
they speak, you cannot
understand the dialect
they use.
The music of Bauls expresses
the inner joy, the happiness of love
spreading from oneself through old
gestures, The Bauls live a free existence
without discrimination, away from
accepted norms of social behaviour.
The Bauls’ ecstatic form of worship that
spans dancing, singing, sometimes, in
a trance-like state, and unconventional
modes of behavior, such as wearing
both Hindu and Muslim garments at
the same time, have labelled them
nonconformists. The woman plays a vital
role in the Baul cult. Without a woman
partner, the cult loses its significance.
The woman is also considered a chetan
guru or one who is conscious of all
activities in the cult. Tagore was deeply

A Santhali dance at Poush Mela

influenced by the culture of the Bauls
and much of their compositions have
found their way into many of his own.
There is a huge display of fireworks
on the night of the first day of the
fair, attended by massive crowds both
local and visiting. Poush Mela fetches
a handsome seasonal income for the
rickshaw pullers, the roadside food
stalls serving piping hot food, the local
restaurants and the coconut vendors.
The most exciting reality of Poush Mela
is that if you wish to book a decent hotel
within the neighbourhood of the mela,
you must book a room exactly one year
in advance! When we visited the mela
for the first time, we were surprised by
the very unusual fare offered. When we
begin the journey home, the memories
are such that we wish to visit the Mela
every year! 
The writer is a freelance journalist, film
scholar and author. She has authored
17 published titles and won the National
Award for Best Writing on Cinema, twice.
She won the UNFPA-Laadli Media Award,
2010 for ‘commitment to addressing and
analysing gender issues’ among many
awards. She is currently Senior Research
Fellow,
ICSSR,
Delhi, researching
the politics of
presentation
of
working women
in
post-colonial
Bengali
cinema
1950 to 2003.

A female Baul performer at the Poush Mela

ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE

General.indd 47

February

2015

(Photographs
by Ajoy Kumar
Chatterji)

47

2/25/2015 10:51:39 AM

HEALTH

That nagging cough – can we
blame it on pollution?
Environmental pollution may not be a cause for asthma and COPD, but it most certainly
aggravates an already existing illness, especially in a city like Mumbai, which is in the
midst of a construction boom. Pollution is a reality of urban life, but one can mitigate
its ill effects by taking certain steps. Dr. Sujeet Rajan tells us how.

S

MITA gets frequent colds and
has asthma. Every day when
she goes to work, she dreads the
traffic. Environmental pollution levels in
Mumbai and around have risen over the
past years, though with new roads and
flyovers, traffic has certainly speeded up.
However, new constructions continue,
and with a booming real estate market,
the construction scene will only get
busier. And with it will increase the
SPM (suspended particulate matter)
in the environment. Environmental
pollution may not be the cause of
Smita’s problems, but most certainly
aggravates her underlying disease.

What are asthma and COPD?
Asthma and COPD (chronic
obstructive pulmonary disease) are the
commonest airway diseases we treat in
clinical practice, and easily one of the
commonest causes of cough presenting
to a lung specialist. A lung specialist
would easily be seeing at least half a
dozen such patients every day in his
practice, if not more. Conservative
estimates are that at least 5 to 10 % of
our population suffers from asthma, and
at least 4 to 5 % of the adult population
over 40 years of age, suffers from COPD.
Another common problem is allergic
rhinitis, manifested by frequent runny
nose, nasal discharge, and sneezing.
This condition can often exist alone, but
can also co-exist in about 30 - 50% of
asthmatics, worsening their asthma if
48
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left untreated.
In
the
West
there
has been a
significant
reduction
of industrial
pollution with
the use of
efficient filters
in
factory
chimneys,
and
with
combustibles like petrol and electricity
which pollute less than coal. The main
concern today of urban air pollution
both in the developed and developing
world is automobile-induced pollution.
With falling oil prices, expect to see even
more cars on the road. The question will
remain – how many can our city roads
really afford to take?
Though many believe that pollution
can cause rhinitis and asthma, the
evidence is not so strong. Very polluted
cities like New Delhi still have lower
levels of asthma, than much less
polluted cities in Australia and New
Zealand. Sensitisation to pollen and
genetics play a role in the latter. Also,
pollen sensitisation (interestingly) is
more prevalent in areas of truck (but
not car) traffic. Either way, particulates
from automobile exhaust are significant
pollutants, and studies from Pune have
shown that diesel is particularly harmful,
so too travel by auto rickshaws, as

Mumbai’s worsening traffic

compared to taxis, trains or buses. It’s
more likely related to the magnitude of
exposure, that too with a large open area
directly facing the human body, that
makes auto rickshaws the unfortunate,
though most certainly the most harmful
mode of transport when it comes to
exposure to environmental pollution.
But I’m not writing this article to
give you a treatise on environmental
pollution. Too much has been written on
that, and continues to be written. I like
to believe in fixing myself before fixing
the world. So for all of you patients with
lung disease, don’t try to take on the
Herculean task of fixing environmental
pollution – it’s a close to impossible task
for a single individual to do.

The fix-it-yourself remedy
What you could do however is to
ensure your local environment at home
is at least less polluting. Also, avoid
ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE
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stepping outdoors when warnings of high
environmental pollution are prevalent.
And finally (what I prefer to recommend
always) – treat your underlying lung
disease well, so that you suffer (if at all)
any effects of environmental pollution,
to the least possible extent.
If you are an asthmatic, here’s what
you should do:
 Check with your doctor if you have
intermittent or persistent asthma. If
intermittent, you need to take your
inhaler only need-based, i.e., only if
you have symptoms. If persistent, you
need to take a steroid inhaler regularly,
depending on how severe it is.
 In some countries the media alerts
the population on elevation of
environmental pollen counts. Of
late in India too, the media has
been alerting the population on
ambient levels of SO2, nitrous
oxides and particulates. This can
help asthmatics to be more aware
of when they are likely to suffer
more symptoms, and especially if
they are not on preventive inhalers.
 Always keep a relief inhaler on hand.
It is at times impossible to predict
when your environment suddenly
changes to a more polluted one.
Acute wheeze can be precipitated
and the inhaler comes in handy.
 Always ask your doctor for an
action plan for emergencies. This is
usually of a prescription of steroid
tablets – life saving in an acute
severe asthma attack, and can often
avoid a trip to the family doctor in
an emergency and hospitalisation
too! When travelling abroad this
becomes even more important.
 If you enjoy exercising outdoors,
try to avoid polluted environments
again, and exercising during
high vehicular traffic movement.
Exercising in cold weather (the cold
air between zero to 15 degrees can
itself act as a trigger on the airway
at 37 degrees) can also precipitate
ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE
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asthma attacks. Hence, important
again to use preventive medication
regularly, or take a relief medication
15 to 30 minutes before the start of
exercise.
If you have COPD, then you have
even higher chances of suffering the illeffects of environmental pollution. COPD
is one of the top 10 killers worldwide,
and expected to be the third largest killer
of all diseases by 2020. Approximately
500,000 die of this disease every year
in India, with very little media attention.
What should a COPD patient do,
to avoid attacks of his disease during
heightened environmental pollution?
 Stay indoors in cold weather
 Avoid cigarette and beedi smoking –
remind patients that one cigarette is
too much, and twenty is too little!
 Biomass fuel exposure in India has
been shown to be a significant risk
factor for COPD. Over two billion
people, almost all in developing
countries, rely on coal and biomass
in the form of wood, dung and
crop residues for domestic energy.
These materials are typically burnt
in simple stoves with incomplete
combustion. Consequently, women
and young children are exposed to
high levels of indoor air pollution
every day, resulting in an estimated
1.5 to 2 million premature deaths a
year and a high prevalence of COPD.
Improving ventilation in these
homes, and changing the type of
energy source for cooking (especially
in these homes), will go a long way
in reducing chronic lung disease.
 Needless to say, the patient with
COPD also needs to use regular
inhaled dilators to improve his
symptoms. Unlike asthma, the
steroid inhalers are not that effective
in COPD.
 Regular physiotherapy also helps
patients breathe better, and
improves their ability to handle
polluted environments better.

 Vaccination is also critical –
normal people above the age of
65 years need to be vaccinated
for pneumonia. Two vaccines are
available, and we normally advise
patients with COPD and chronic lung
disease to take both. Vaccinating for
flu is equally important, as influenza
is responsible for significant illness
in the elderly patient sub-group.
Many patients with heart attacks
and stroke have been attacked by
flu some days prior. The protective
effects of a regular flu shot are
therefore significant too.
 Finally, wearing a simple protective
mask doesn’t usually help. Personal
respirators are far more useful,
and one such is the N – 95 mask.
Here 95 implies that it filters 95%
of fine particles. The 8812 model
is considered the best, with 96%
of particles above PM 0.5 being
blocked. The simple cloth masks
are ineffective against particulates,
blocking only 28% of the particles.
So to summarise, if you are exposed
to environmental pollution (and most
certainly if you have lung disease), you
have 3 options:
 Stay indoors all the time - not a great
option. Who likes to stay indoors all
the time when it rains? And if you
continue to smoke, it makes no
difference anyway!
 Stop smoking, take your preventive
medication/vaccines and step out
bravely.
 If the going gets really bad (high
SPM levels), then step out with a
protective mask.
Live
your
life well, and be
responsible. 
The
writer
is
a
Respiratory
Physician
at
Bombay
and
Bhatia Hospitals
in Mumbai.
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MUMBAI MARATHON

We will keep marching!
The recent Mumbai Marathon was very significant for a group of participants who
were not there to better their previous time or run the longest race. They were there
to show the world their enormous grit and determination. The war disabled heroes of
the Indian Army ran the Mumbai Marathon ‘Dream Run’ and the Mumbaikars cheered
them on lustily, says Lt.Gen. Vijay Oberoi.

O

NCE again, the war disabled
warriors of the War Wounded
Foundation (WWF) were back
in the fray at the Mumbai Marathon
on 18 January 2015. For them, it was
one more challenge, and being soldiers
of the Indian Army they knew that this
too would be ‘a piece of cake’, as had
been so many challenges that they had
tackled in their careers, and even after
leaving the army.
With this resolve, they set forth for
the Azad Maidan early in the morning,
when the sun was still rising. These
doughty warriors, wearing red and white
T- shirts of their Foundation, could be
spotted from afar in the huge Azad
Maidan. They had all congregated close
to the entrance to the holding area from
where they would be funnelled to the
starting point, a couple of hundred yards
away. While waiting for the holding area
gates to open, they assembled around

the magnificent Pipe
Band of 11 Dogra
Battalion,
whose
martial tunes were
attracting
a
large
number of persons
gathered to participate
in the marathon. Many
photographs
were
clicked and many
queries
answered. Before the start of the Marathon
Mumbaikars
have
always loved the Indian Army and so
Many participants asked the
was it that morning.
war disabled runners why they were
The heady atmosphere and the
participating in the Marathon, as they
tunes played by the band seemed
were minus a limb or an organ or
to strengthen the resolve of all the
more. They cited four reasons. First,
participants, and seeing the war
to tell everyone that disabilities do not
disabled soldiers and their officers,
deter soldiers; instead, it urges them to
smartly turned out and limbering up for
attempt difficult challenges. Second, for
their race, had a salutary effect on all.
the ‘visibility’ of WWF. Third, to spread
The soldiers were led by their officers,
the message that the WWF functions
as is the culture of the army. I am 73
for the sole purpose of assisting the war
years old and President of
disabled personnel of the Indian Military
the foundation, while the
in their long term rehabilitation and
Vice President is 76 years
financial independence. And last, since
old Maj. Gen. Ian Cardozo,
many corporate entities field teams to
both of us sporting artificial
run in the Corporate Challenge to raise
legs! Even though we were
funds for charity, and our sponsor Godrej
eligible to participate in
Boyce Company was also fielding a
the shorter ‘Senior Citizens’
team for raising donations for us, how
Run’, we opted for the
could we not participate?
longer ‘Dream Run’, so that
we could be with our war
Grit and determination
disabled colleagues. In such
The war disabled soldiers and
races, it is always fun to run
officers are men who have lost limbs
The pioneers - Lt.Gen. Oberoi (L) and Maj. Gen. as a group.
and organs, fighting the enemies of
Cardozo
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the nation. There are others who have
become disabled in other war-like
operations, like counter insurgency
operations in different parts of the
country, including in the Northeastern
states and in Jammu & Kashmir. These
are the men who may have lost a leg or
an arm or an eye or more than one limb
or organ, but whose spirits continue
to soar. They run in the marathon so
that the people of our country see for
themselves that it takes more than
disabilities for the officers and soldiers
of the Indian Army and the other two
services to lose their ‘do or die’ spirit!
I lost my leg in the Indo-Pak War
of 1965, when I was a young captain,
having completed just four years of
service. I accepted the challenge and
chose to ‘soldier on’ and compete with
my peers. Thirty six years later, I retired
as the Vice Chief of the Army and the
following year, I set up the WWF.
My Vice President, Maj. Gen. Ian
Cardozo was severely wounded in
the 1971 war with Pakistan. Brave
man that he is, when he stepped on
a land mine after being dropped by
a helicopter in virtually the middle of
Pakistani defences in the Sylhet sector
of East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) and
his foot was blown off, he took out his
khukri (all Gurkha officers and jawans
carry a khukri) and cut off his dangling
foot! He also decided to ‘soldier on’
and retired meritoriously as a Major
General. Stories of all the war disabled
personnel who participated in the
Mumbai Marathon are similar, full of
bravery and guts.
The rhetorical question that arises
is as to why these disabled warriors
come to Mumbai from various parts of
India? After all, marathons are now on
the calendars of many cities and even
some political entities have jumped on
the band wagon! It is not that Mumbai
was the first metro to start regular
marathons or Mumbaikars are more
health conscious than others. It is also
ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE
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not because the organisers are
meticulous in the planning and
execution of this major sporting
event, or the corporate entities
are highly supportive. The main
reason is the interest the people
of Mumbai take in this annual
event, and the way they rise
to the occasion and cheer the
participants.
Although the Foundation has
also fielded its members in the Delhi
‘Half Marathon’, it is Mumbai that offers
an exhilarating event. The bonding one
finds in the Mumbai Marathon between
the participants and the onlookers
seems to be missing for some reason
from the Delhi event.
On the Marathon morning in
Mumbai, it appears that everyone
gathers to participate in an enjoyable
tamasha. And undoubtedly it is a
great tamasha or mela, as the entire
route is full of cheering crowds; groups
vying with each other to sing songs to
boost the morale of the runners; and
many colourful bands lining up along
the route, belting out their favourite
numbers. This time, we witnessed many
more groups lining the route, holding up
their banners, like ‘Fight cancer’, ‘Gay
rights’, ‘Swachh Bharat’, ‘Smoking kills
but corruption is equally bad’, ‘Kissing is
fun, not a sin’, and many more. Besides
the Pipe Band of 11 Dogra Battalion,
the band of the Indian Navy was also
positioned at a special place on Marine
Drive; they love to be near the sea!
Fortunately, the weather was perfect. It
always is at this time of the year, with
the usual high humidity of Mumbai
banished for this day at least.

The ‘Dream Run’
Let me now revert to the start of the
‘Dream run’. The Grand Stand, only a
few yards from the start point, suddenly
slowed down, for lo and behold, the
glitterati of Mumbai were waving and
cheering. There were Bollywood actors

Team WWF

with muscles bulging in their tight fitting
sports ensembles, who were content
to wave their arms instead of running
with the hoi polloi. There were also the
female actors and VIPs like the Chief
Minister of Maharashtra and Page 3
ladies in their ‘bling’.
Once past the Grand Stand, the
race assumed its traditional pace.
Every participant and onlooker was
enthusiastic, absorbing the atmosphere.
For the first time, family members
joined the war disabled group, which
was greatly appreciated.
After a major event like this one, it
is logical to think about the pros and
the cons. While the citizens of Mumbai
did not shirk in showering praise and
commending the war disabled for their
efforts, our media had no time for the
disabled soldiers. Their sights were
solely focused on the ‘beautiful’ people;
the ‘Page 3 glitterati’, the ‘politicos’, and
the honchos with cash! What a shame!!!
Notwithstanding this indifference of
the government and most of the media
(this publication being the exception),
the soldier plods on, doing his duty for
the country and the citizens, seeking
only respect and ‘recognition’ of his acts.
More power to
him! 
The writer is a
former Vice Chief
of Army Staff;
and currently the
President of the
War
Wounded
Foundation.
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COLUMN / NATURE WATCH

Wildlife tourism – a
conservation tool
India’s enormous biodiversity and wildlife makes it a
magnet for tourists from all over the world. But we have to
demonstrate respect and love for our own natural heritage,
before we can expect others to do so.
“You are a guest of nature… behave!”

I

– Friedensreich Hundertwasser

NDIA is a universe unto itself. Within our borders exist
almost every known habitat type on planet earth, from
frozen ‘wastes’ to blazing deserts, dripping rainforests to
boggy swamps, corals and coasts, to swaying grasslands.
It stands to reason, therefore, that domestic and overseas
visitors will flock to these natural wonderlands. This presents
India with an incredible opportunity to educate a large number
of humans on the finer points of nature conservation, even
as we take advantage of their presence to create economic
opportunities for locals and win support for the protection of
our amazing natural heritage.
Of course, there was a time when virtually all Indians
knew and respected the ways of nature. In recent times,
however, we have perceptibly distanced ourselves from
our roots. Unless we visibly demonstrate our own care and
concern for rivers, forests and wildlife, guests from distant
shores are unlikely to respect or protect what is precious.
Major efforts are also on to establish new and creative
ways to build bridges between environmentalists and
sensible tourism professionals. This process has, of course,
been on for quite some time. Each week, for instance,
dedicated individuals in virtually every large Indian city use
nearby wilderness areas – Borivali in Mumbai, Bannerghatta
in Bangalore, the Ridge and the Jamuna wetlands in New
Delhi, Guindy in Chennai – to take young people out on
nature walks and trails.
In habitats as far removed as the Valley of Flowers,
Lakshadweep, Ranthambhore, Kaziranga and Gir, perhaps
over half a million tourists renew their bonds with nature
each year. It is crucial that such seekers of green horizons
are provided with ‘satisfying and moving visitor experiences’.
Given the sheer pace of change on the Indian subcontinent
that began in the 1990s and continues unabated, wildlife
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conservationists and tourism professionals both realise that
they can no longer afford the luxury of hurling blame or
accusations at each other, even as species, destinations and
societies crumble.
There is an Indian saying that is particularly appropriate to
the issue of wildlife tourism: Na rahe baans, na baje bansuri
– when the bamboo is exhausted, you won’t hear the flute.
Valmik Thapar, the tiger defender, has been speaking along
such lines for some time now. According to him: “Wildlife
tourism should not just exploit an opportunity, but must add
to the wilderness values, without which visitors will never be
drawn to destinations. In the Indian context, this might mean
helping to turn revenue lands to wild habitats so that they
can sustain wild animal populations, as has successfully
been done by South Africa and Kenya.”
Not long ago, tourism projects were perceived as threats to
several wildernesses. Clearly, with changed attitudes, greater
sensitivity and heightened public opinion, greater synergy
between wildlife authorities and tourism professionals is a
distinct possibility. Tourism project proponents, for instance,
used to push for facilities inside the heart of sanctuaries.
Today it is clear at the outset itself that new facilities will
be located outside ‘Protected Area’ boundaries. This works
to everyone’s advantage, because there is an incentive for
the owners of tourism facilities to help park managements to
protect and restore wild habitats, thus ‘inviting’ wildlife right
into their ‘backyards’.
In conclusion, it should be stated that the scope for
wildlife tourism in India has never been quite as good as it
is today. What is more, the sheer diversity of habitats and
cultures makes it possible for India to offer incredible choices
to potential visitors. What remains to be seen is whether
the good people in both the tourism and wildlife sectors can
combine strengths to the advantage of the wilderness and
those who wish to celebrate the gifts of nature ‘on site’.
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COLUMN / INFOCUS

The bubbling cauldron
The Narendra Modi government may have embarked on its
development agenda with a lot of fanfare, but we are also
hearing a parallel Hindutva agenda being flagged. Prime
Minister Modi, as the man in charge, has to come down on
this heavily, as just sporadic gestures may not be enough
to bell this cat.

T

HE Narendra Modi government won a convincing
majority in the parliamentary elections held in May
2014, and assumed office riding on a plank that
included inter alia, development, bringing back black money
stashed abroad, ending corruption, doing away with red tape
and so on.
However, nearly seven months down the line, there
seems to be a marked shift in focus with many of the top
leaders of the BJP, the main component of the NDA, singing
the Hindutva tune and embarking on exercises that could
dent the country’s secular image severely. Adding fuel to the
fire are the various constituents of the Sangh Parivar, who
having been sufficiently emboldened with the installation
of a right wing government in office, have deemed it fit to
unleash a religious conversion drive under the nomenclature
Ghar wapsi, and have been quietly going about their job in
right earnest, with the government turning a Nelson’s eye.
A columnist cynically observed that since those who
left the ghar (home) had been homeless in the first place,
to which ghar are they now returning in their new religious
avatar. The obvious reference is to the fact that most of these
conversion exercises revolve around the poorest of the poor,
who are offered inducements to convert or rather re-convert,
as the protagonists of Hindutva would like to call it.
What has been queering the pitch further is the rather
indifferent attitude of the government which though unfailingly
pulling up all those who are veering off at a tangent, never
seems to summon the courage to administer a sharp rap on
the knuckles. Had the government initiated definitive action
against those who were using religion as a tool for polarising
the country, the situation could not have snowballed to such
an extent that the minorities now feel highly insecure in their
own land.
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All this flies in the face of Modi’s inclusive agenda, but
the Prime Minister (PM) seems to have thrown in the towel
realising that beyond a point, he would not be in any position
to rein in the hawks in his own party, or the evangelists in
the fringe groups either. The RSS (Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh) and other organisations who have been peddling the
theory that India also known as Hindustan is really a Hindu
nation, can hardly be coerced into singing any different
tune as their commitment to Hindutva is total, and is a
predominant fixture in their scheme of things.
In the wake of the conversions in Agra and elsewhere, the
hue and cry raised in Parliament and in various quarters has
kindled a debate on whether an anti-conversion law should
be enacted, banning conversion from one religion to another
altogether. However, this does not appear feasible as it would
impinge on the fundamental right of citizens of the country
to embrace a different faith voluntarily - a freedom that is
enshrined in the Constitution. The Constitution incidentally
frowns on forced conversions or conversion from one faith to
another through allurements.
A section of the society that believes in keeping the
communal cauldron boiling all the time, has been doing a
signal disservice to the nation, and the government should
act with a firm hand when it comes to dealing with such
elements. Discrimination on the grounds of religion too
could lead to unrest and civil disturbances, and this again
is a breach of the constitutional provisions. The onus is
now on the NDA government to prove that its intentions
vis-a-vis the minorities are entirely honourable, and that
all apprehensions to the contrary are unfounded. What is
paramount is the unity of the nation and the well-being of all
Indians. Everything else pales into insignificance before this
lofty and ideal goal.
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Desi Olympics

S

OME states like Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Gujarat,
West Bengal and Tamil Nadu conduct what can be
called ‘rural Olympics’. However, Punjab has the
distinction of hosting the oldest rural Olympics in the country.
Kila Raipur, a dusty town near Ludhiana has been organising
the sports fest since 1933 with the idea of revitalising
traditional games that are fast losing ground to more popular
modern-day games.
The three-day sports fest held every February attracts
participants not only from India, but also from Canada,
USA, Singapore and England! Be it kabaddi, cart-racing or
tent pegging, young and old alike display an amazing spirit
and ability. Particularly noteworthy is the 100m sprint for
75-year-olds and above. The sprightly septuagenarians can
put 20-year-olds to shame!
There are bizarre competitions like lifting bicycles and pulling
tractors by the teeth, or lying on a bed of nails with a heavy
stone on the chest while another man breaks the stone with
a hammer. An event
which attracts huge
crowds is the bullock
cart race, where the
prize money is worth
lakhs of rupees.

The sports
festival is being
held from 29
January to
1 February.

cultural programme where folk singers, bhangra and gidha
dancers entertain the crowds until well past midnight.
The games help to bind communities together, and with the
local sports bodies and sponsors throwing their weight behind
them, contribute towards the development of the villages, as
also instill the spirit of sportsmanship in the masses.

Each day of the
festival ends with a

AMAZING LIVING WORLD

Mutual Harmony

The red-breasted goose that breeds on the Siberian Tundra
adopts a clever strategy to protect its young ones from arctic
foxes.
It builds its nest near the homes of birds of prey such as the
peregrine falcon. The falcon, which has its own chicks to
protect, viciously attacks any fox that dares to venture near
its nest. Thus the chicks of the red-breasted goose are also
saved from attacks.
Amazingly enough, the peregrine falcon does not prey on the
geese and their young. In return, the geese emit loud calls to
alert the falcon about a lurking predator.
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FIVE QUESTIONS

Kathak Queen

When and where was Sitara Devi born?
She was born in Kolkata on November 8, 1920. Her father,
Sukhadev Maharaj, was a Kathak exponent who dedicated
his life to teaching the dance form to his children and
others despite facing stiff opposition from the elders of his
community who associated the dance with naatch girls.
How did she get the name ‘Sitara’?
The dancer was originally named Dhanalakshmi as she
was born around the time of Diwali. When she was eight
years old, her performance in a school dance drama was
appreciated by a local newspaper. When her father saw the
news, he re-christened her as Sitara, the star.

Sitara Devi,
the eminent
Kathak danseuse
passed away on
November 25,
2014.

in movies like Roti, Hulchul and Anjali. Her last cinematic
outing was in a dance sequence in Mother India, after which
she quit Bollywood to focus on her dance.

What did Rabindranath Tagore call her?
When the poet saw the 16-year-old Sitara Devi perform in
Mumbai, he was so impressed that he named her Nritya
Samragini (Empress of Dance).
When did she start acting in movies?
When Sitara Devi moved to Mumbai with her family, she was
noticed by Niranjan Sharma, a filmmaker and choreographer.
She made her debut in a 1940 film, Usha Haran. She acted

A STORY

What was special about her dancing style?
Sitara Devi’s dancing style reflected her flamboyance and
energy. A master of abhinaya, she could convey myriad
expressions with ease. She was passionate about her art
and also added other dance styles like Bharatnatyam and
Russian ballet to her repertoire.
Her dance earned her many awards, including the Sangeet
Natak Akademi Award and the Padmashri.

The Monk’s Blessing
A monk knocked at the door of a wealthy landowner late one
night and asked for shelter. It was readily given.
The next morning as the monk was about to leave, his host
asked him for a blessing for the continued prosperity of his
house.
“Father dies, son dies, grandson dies......let it be so,” intoned
the monk.
“Is that a blessing or a curse!” exclaimed the householder.
“What have I done to displease you?”
“I am not displeased,” replied the monk. “If the son dies
before the father or the grandson before the grandfather, the
family is wounded and prosperity wanes. I have prayed for
the natural order to prevail in your house.”
His host murmured an apology for his outburst and
bowed in gratitude.
© 2015 Amrita Bharati, Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan
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GREAT INDIANS

NAIB SUBEDAR NAND SINGH MVC, VC
Selfless devotion and valour (1914-1947)

N

AND Singh was born on 24 September 1914, in
village Bahadurpur in Bhatinda district of Punjab.
He enlisted in 1/11 Sikh on 24 March 1933. During
the Second World War, his unit was deployed along the
Road Maungdaw-Bothidaung in Arakan in Burma in 1944.
Japanese attempts to recapture the hill features occupied by
the unit were beaten back. A feature, later called India Hill,
was left unoccupied as Subedar Mehar Singh’s platoon had
been pulled out to protect a disabled tank.
During the night of 1 March, a Japanese platoon
infiltrated into the area and occupied India Hill.
Twenty-five Dragoons were to pass through
the area and it was essential to clear this
feature before arrival of their transport.
C Company, detailed for this task,
met Subedar Mehar Singh’s platoon.
They had been relieved from their
task by the Gorkhas and they too
joined C Company in the assault.
Support of one tank was made
available. The Japanese were
holding deep trenches and foxholes which were well concealed
and difficult to locate in the
jungle. The tank brought fire upon
the entire area as Naib Nand Singh,
commanding the leading section,
moved up for the assault. He led his
men up a steep knife edge ridge under
heavy machine-gun and rifle fire. In spite
of being wounded in the thigh, he rushed
and captured one trench with his bayonet. A
grenade burst in front of him injuring him on the
face and shoulders. He crawled forward and captured the
second trench. All the men in his section had been killed.
Yet, he dragged himself and captured the third trench as well
as killing the enemy occupants with his bayonet. Fire on the
remainder platoon ceased after capture of the third trench.
They cleared the feature. Thirty six out of the forty enemy
soldiers occupying the position were killed. Nand Singh’s
dash, courage and determination resulted in the re- capture of
the hill. He was awarded the Victoria Cross (VC).
He was promoted to the rank of Naib Subedar and the
battalion was air transported to Srinagar on 27 October
1947. The enemy was routed in the Battle of Shalateng on
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7 November and by 13 November, Uri was cleared. The
liberation of Kashmir Valley was complete. About 4000 to
6000 enemy troops were estimated to be operating in the
Uri sector. A determined attack by the enemy on a post of
1 Sikh on 22 November was beaten back. 1 Sikh was then
withdrawn from the perimeter into reserve.
A concentration of hostile forces in the hills overlooking
Uri sniped at the Uri garrison and posed a threat to the main
road to Srinagar. 1 Sikh was ordered to dislodge them on 12
December. They were in high spirits and the hills
resounded with their war cries. They reached
the hill top and came under heavy fire
from the well dug in enemy as they
were returning from a different route.
B Company was badly trapped and
lost ten men. Fifteen wounded
soldiers lay within 10 metres of
the enemy trenches. A counterattack caused more casualties.
D Company was ordered to
attack from a flank. Nand Singh
led his platoon not caring for his
leg injuries. He was the first to
draw blood with his bayonet and
killed five enemy soldiers. The
men were inspired and with the
war cry of Sat Sri Akal, bayoneted
the hostile force all around. The
enemy broke and fled. As he stood
on top of a bunker, an LMG burst stuck
Nand Singh in the chest, killing him on
the spot. He was awarded the Maha Vir
Chakra (MVC) posthumously.
The Pakistanis recognised him because of his VC ribbon
and took his body to Muzzafarabad, where it was tied to a
truck and paraded through the city, saying this would be the
fate of every VC holder of India. His body was then thrown
into a garbage dump and never recovered. A bus stand in
Bhatinda, a stadium in Meerut and a road in Uri have been
named after him. A statue has been erected in Fauji Chowk,
Bhatinda. A few years ago, the Punjab government granted
a Class I job to his grandson by amending age old rules to
honour a gallant soldier. 
– Brigadier Suresh Chandra Sharma (retd.)
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V. R. KRISHNA IYER
Jurist with a heart (1915-2014)

J

ustice Vaidyanathapura Rama Krishna Iyer, who was
born in Thalasery in Kerala on 15 November 1915,
passed away at Kochi on 4 December 2014, after
celebrating his 100th birthday in November. The learned
judge who graduated in law from the Madras Law College,
learnt the ropes from his father, eminent criminal lawyer V.V.
Rama Iyer. Justice Krishna Iyer had a brief brush with politics
when he won an election to the Madras Legislative Assembly
in 1952. When the first government in Kerala was formed
under the chief ministership of the CPM (Communist
Party Marxist) leader E. M. S. Namboodiripad,
V. R. Krishna Iyer was inducted into the
ministry and held several portfolios
including law with great distinction.
A humanist right from his early
days, Justice Iyer during his stint
as minister was instrumental in
the passing of several legislative
measures that directly benefited
the common man. However, a
defeat in a subsequent election
in 1965 left him disillusioned
and he bid adieu to politics. As
later events were to prove, the
loss to politics was to be a gain
for the judiciary.
Justice Iyer served as a Judge
of the Supreme Court of India from
1973 to 1980 and this was a golden
period in the history of the country’s
judiciary. Among his many judgments that
changed the face of the country’s history was the one
where he granted a conditional stay of the Allahabad High
Court verdict unseating Prime Minister Indira Gandhi and
disqualifying her for a period of six years. Although he was
pilloried by the opposition parties for granting a conditional
stay, his refusal to grant an unconditional stay won him
many admirers. This judgment in a way led to the imposition
of Emergency in the country as Indira Gandhi, hemmed in
on all sides by a united opposition, declared emergency and
jailed all the opposition leaders. Justice Iyer’s judgments
never failed to reflect his vision of the judicial system as an
instrument of correction and not retribution. All through his
life he was a keen votary of the need for abolition of capital
punishment.

ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE

Greant Indians.indd 57

February

2015

After his retirement from the bench, Justice Iyer remained
till his last days a champion of the poor and the downtrodden.
Countless were the number of cases that he argued pro
bono. Along with Justice P. N. Bhagwati, Justice Iyer laid
the foundation for the introduction of the Public Interest
Litigation (PIL) mechanism. His path breaking judgments,
always written in flawless English, humanised law and were
always in consonance with his vision of reformative justice.
As a champion of civil liberties, Justice Iyer was always
in the forefront of agitations held to battle against
any infringement of individual freedom, and
he even participated in a dharna at the
age of 99. A brilliant orator, he could
hold audiences spellbound with
his speeches in both English and
Malayalam. Justice Iyer’s passion
for law was equalled by his flair
for writing. He authored over 70
books on various topics with law
and travelogues predominating
in his choice of subjects. Justice
Iyer’s autobiography Wandering
in many worlds was a best seller
and an excellent read. He also
penned hundreds of articles for
newspapers and periodicals. His
advancing years neither dimmed his
vision nor his firm commitment to the
causes that he espoused with great zeal
and vigour.
He was hailed as the Bhishma Pitamah of
Indian judiciary by one of his illustrious contemporaries,
former Chief Justice of India Justice A.S.Anand. Another of
India’s celebrated lawyers Fali Nariman opined that when
Justice Iyer spoke, the nation listened. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi in his message described Jusitce Krishna Iyer
as a fine lawyer, eminent jurist, incredible philosopher, and
above all, a phenomenal human being. Justice Iyer who was
conferred with the country’s second highest civilian honour,
the Padma Vibhushan in 1999, was a man of simple tastes
and spartan habits. Stalwarts like him who always portrayed
the benign face of the judiciary come but rarely, and he will
remain enshrined in public memory, for verily he was a jurist
with a heart.
– C V Aravind is a Bangalore-based freelance journalist.
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KAILASAM BALACHANDER
An incomparable doyen (1930-2014)

T

HE passing away of K. Balachander or KB, one of the
greatest film directors the country has seen, cast a
pall of gloom across the film industry. Balachander
directed over a hundred films in Tamil, Hindi, Telugu and
Kannada. KB also introduced to the silver screen more than
60 artistes, the most famous among them being Rajinikanth
and Kamal Haasan, with the latter, who started out as a child
artiste, landing his first role as an adult in Balachander’s
Arangetram. Rajinikanth whom he spotted while scouting for
talent at the Madras Film Institute, played a cameo
in Balachander’s Apoorva Raagangal and was
later mentored by the director. Others like
Sridevi, Saritha, Jayaprada, Jayasudha,
Suhasini, Shruthi and Prakash Raj - all
KB’s protégées, soon carved their own
niche in cinema.
Balachander’s first foray into
cinema was through the M.G.
Ramachandran (MGR) starrer
Deiva Thai, for which he wrote
the screenplay. KB however
never worked again with MGR,
the numero uno star in the Tamil
film industry, and directed the
other matinee idol of the time Sivaji
Ganesan in just one film Ediroli. KB
was never enamoured of marquee
names and believed in creating stars,
something that became second nature
to him. His maiden directorial effort was
Neerkumizhi, where Nagesh the popular
comedian donned the hero’s role.
Balachander swerved from the beaten track very early in
his career to direct women-centric films and his protagonists
were generally drawn from the middle class milieu, a genre
that soon became his happy hunting ground. In several of his
films like Iru Kodugal, Arangetram, Aval Oru Thodarkathai,
Avargal and Moondru Mudichu, down to some of his latter
day ventures like Thanneer Thanneer, Achamillai Achamillai,
Varumaiyin Niram Sivappu, Agni Sakshi, Kaviya Thalaivi, and
Sindhu Bhairavi, Balachander invested his heroines with a
great deal of innate strength and determination to take on all
odds. He also utilised these films as tools to explore the psyche
and soul of women struggling to find their feet in a patriarchal
society. Social issues was another sphere that he handled
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with a great deal of aplomb, and films like Thanneer Thanneer
which dealt with water scarcity, Achamillai Achamillai on how
politics corrupts an honest hero, Varumaiyin Niram Sivappu
on unemployed youth, and Sindhu Bhairavi that had classical
music as its nucleus, were all films that attracted audiences
and also won critical acclaim. He remade his Telugu hit
Maro Chaitra which had Kamal Haasan and another of his
discoveries Saritha in the lead roles, in Hindi as EK Duje Ke
Liye, with Kamal Haasan and Rati Agnihotri in the lead, and
the film became a blockbuster. However, his other
Hindi films like Ek Nai Paheli and Zara Si
Zindagi, remakes of his Tamil hits failed
to click at the box office. Balachander
eventually lost his Midas touch and
films like Parthale Paravasam, his
100th directorial venture, and Poi,
which came later, crashed at the
box office.
The veteran however drifted
to TV serials and tasted success
with soaps like Kaiyallavu
Manasu and Rail Sneham.
His
production
company
Kavithalaya which commenced
operations in 1981 made several
hit films, and in the Mani Ratnam
directed film Roja, Balachander
introduced the then unknown music
director A. R. Rahman. KB also acted
in a few films and his swansong as actor,
the Ramesh Aravind directed Uthama Villain
with Kamal in the lead, is all set for release soon. He
has donned the role of a director aptly named ‘Margadarshi’
in the film.
Balachander’s films won a number of national awards in
various categories with Rudra Veena netting the Nargis Dutt
award for ‘Best Film on National Integration’, and Oru Veedu
Oru Vaasal, the award for the ‘Best Film on Social Issues’.
KB also won the Padma Shri and the highest award for
contribution to Indian cinema, the Dadasaheb Phalke award.
An affable personality who lived and breathed cinema till the
very end, KB was not only far ahead of his times, but was also
streets ahead of his contemporaries. 
– C. V. Aravind is a Bangalore-based freelance journalist.
(Sketches of Great Indians by C.D. Rane)
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