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|t was not so long ago

when | thought 1I’d never meet someone
like you.

Wrong was I, thinking I’m in control
Believing I’d never fall.

Divya Mohanty

All my life I thought no one would
melt a heart like mine, a heart so cold,
a heart hardened by the past,

protected by shields so vast.

Slowly I was falling

without even knowing.

Only to find out too late

I have no choice but to accept my fate.

| could dream, | suppose

forever, | could hope

there will never be any “us’, that’s our
destiny

divyamohanty@hotmail.com, ]
so | wake up to reality.

New Delhi, India
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I lied when | said

I didn’t love you,

that my feelings for you
are through.

I lied

not because | wanted to
but because | love you
and I still do.

I wouldn’tdo a thing to hurt you
but I just have to let go.

I can’t hold on much longer
’coz for us there’s no forever.

”~
Qa8
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Paradigm Shift-8: My Memoir

This memoir is a small reflection

inside the mind of an NRO, who is
experiencing the western culture & same
time trying hard to preserve the left over
“Odia Swabhiman” from its own “Kankada
Immigrants”. In another words, it gives an
insight to the audience, how the mindset
of an NRO works compared to the village
“Ramu” with consideration of changing
life style, environment & surrounding. This
fictional/non-fictional story bears a
resemblance to the mindset of most NROs,
but not necessarily, hence audiences are
advised to consider it as a case study in
order to have a better understanding &
enjoyment of this article.

By Biswaranjan Jena

It starts with a casual conversation
while dining with my friend “GP” in a
Plaza in Puerto Rico, USA in early 2001.
No need to mention that my friend “GP”
happened to be a member of ‘MO” forum.
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The reason of him, mentioning about it was
that he saw the potential in me to be a true
rational that carry out his tasks from logical
perspective. In fact, because of the same
reason and of course moral support, he
survived a bigger hurdle of being used by
his own boss in a wrong way all the time.
After his advice, | joined “MO”, just out of
curiosity. My first impression was, well this
is a 900+ members group and there must
be something about it. Yes, it did not take
much time to figure it out that this is a
forum where “freedom of speech” is
somehow relaxed. Without knowing the
history/geography of this forum or its
founder, I enjoyed the discussion in this
forum as a rookie for couple of months until
| figured it out that there are many members
known as heavy weights. At the initial days
| used to write in short cut (inherited from
online chatting ) , but somehow | was being
advised not to use that style, little surprised,
guestion came to my mind, how come MO
is called “free forum”. It took a while to
adjust with the forum style, respecting all
members wish. Soon after | found that there
are only few writers who write constantly
and rest of the members are either silent
observer or by chance happened to be a
member. One day, suddenly | discover that
the so called literature expert Mr. Literature
was advising somebody regarding the
spelling check and grammatical mistakes
of some other member. Then I noticed that,
the same advising post by Mr. Literature
itself has more than eight mistakes, which
| pointed in my next post. Fortunately/
Unfortunately that single post of mine had
a tremendous effect that brought me into
limelight overnight for all the good/bad
reasons. It went so far that, | was being
surrounded by the so called heavy weights
like a pack of hound attacking a piece of
meat. Even | started to receive private

communications from many individuals |
hardly knew. Some of them appreciated
my truthfulness and some of them were
really scary. Later on | discover that all
those private mails (for/against) were from
various Rathi / Maharathis of different
gang members, which | discovered later on.
But two of them stood out from the rest
because one said, “don’t be a fool like
“Abhimanyu”, the whole pack will hunt
you down that you won’t have time to
breath” and the other one said “you don’t
know whom you are messing with but one
thing is for sure that you are the first
person in MO’s history, who not only stood
against these heavy weights but also knows
how to cut their wings too”. My replies to
them were, neither I’m “Abhimanyu’ nor
here to cut anybody’s wings or so. What |
did is just stood out for myself who
believes in himself and posses the utmost
courage to speak the truth which not
everybody care to dare. And top of that it
is said “Truth is always hard to digest”.
After that incident it made me realize why
most of the MO members do not speak
even until today. Either they don’t posses
that character(s) that help them to dare/
care or afraid of being the target. Learning
the lesson from that point, my journey
began as a prominent writer of MO. During
this journey | came to know many
“Kankada Immigrants” even had
opportunities to interact few of them
personally, rest through constant
communication. Over the time members
began to understand my unique personality,
even | earned respect/hatred of many as
well. No need to mention that many of
them got my utmost respect as well & little
exception of “Mr. Literature”. Apart from
MO, there was another group called OS,
eventually I became part of this extended
family. To outside world it was considered
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same because the founders of both these
groups happened to be same. So it was
always confusing & gives wrong
impression, even it confused me at the
beginning. Later on | realized that the later
was/is a moderated group and strictly
discuss all business related issues. During
that time, Dr. Dang was the “Mundi” of that
unregistered organization. Initially | found
this team very interesting until | faced the
truth that these groups were formed by the
revolt members from another North
American Odia Organization. Upon
research on fact finding, it was discovered
to be true. Same time, being a rational
person | rationalized myself and by the
founding members that it has nothing to do
with the other organization. Eventually the
term of the outgoing “Mundi” is nearer to
the finish line; hence this group needed
another “Mundi”. One day suddenly an
email appeared in my inbox from an
unknown Odia brother who happened to be
from Australia, requesting me to be the
next “Mundi” of this group. First | rejected
the idea of such maneuver knowing fully
that such idea did not come from the mind
of “Mr. Australia”. Rather I suggested why
me, there are many capable and potential
members out there, why not them? The
answer | got from various sources was, all
of them have baggages, so it won’t look
good. That’s why a person without any
baggage and have neutral view should hold
that position. In other words a person like
me was needed to give a facelift to that
organization. After receiving the repeated
request, especially from PA, | decided to
agree to that proposal with certain
condition which all agreed i.e. “I’ll have the
freedom to lead/leave whenever | felt like
so without any obligation”. There after |
was being nominated to the position &
elected by the members as the “Mundi” of

the OS without contest. Let me mention
that few joins with me into the Board too
in the same manner.

There after began the real journey
in leading the “Kankada” organization with
a group of people with a slogan “one team,
one dream”. Once | was in that position,
my first job was to ensure that there is/
was no difference between these two
“Kankada” organizations. My first action
item was to have a communication bridge
opened between the two in order to
overcome the so called rivalry. Even after
staunch opposition from many core
members, | extended an olive branch to the
then president of other organization. In
fact | was surprised by the positive
response and had an elaborate discussion
on this regard. Considering the internal
opposition from both organizations, both
the “Mundi” decided to rest the matter in
cold storage but kept the personal channel
open for future. As a matter of fact, to show
solidarity both the president and vice
president of that organization became the
member of another one during that period.
There after came the challenge in forming
various committees as defined in the
organization’s “Holy Bible”. After
spending a hefty time in making personal
communication to many, | was able to
convince few to lead various committees
just for the record because actually no
committees worked as they supposed to
except finD and double-D. Everything was
going smooth until double-D committee
restructuring, where it was being opened
to new members like NC. But one of the
core members of double-D, vetoed that
inclusion of new member, which later
made him resign from OS due to
disagreement with the Managing-Director.
Also let me mention about the formal
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registration that was done by PM, after the
constitution got into a formal shape
initiated by Mr Seasonal Greetings. Many
times | had suggested a different time
period instead of July 4" weekend for the
annual “Pakhala Party” of the organization.
But as usual there was always strong
opposition to any such changes even
though | had to explain that other
organization conduct their “Dalma Party”
in 4" July weekend too & top of that there
may be many who were willing to attend
both the ‘Pakhala Party” as well as the
“Dalam Party”, if we differ the timing. But
all my efforts had to end up bearing no fruit.
Although in 2005 when “Mr Anti-Naveen”
failed to organize the “Pakhala Party” at
Dallas, Mr. G volunteered with a proposal
to hold the party at Toronto & organized
too, where around 20+ families had
enjoyed the “Pakhala & Shaga” together.
The double-D, which is the mouthpiece of
this organization, had to go through many
ups & downs as well ; it has not only seen
many new volunteers but also tried its best
to facilitate their skills to prosperous as
well. Out of which I recall many who have
spent their valuable time and efforts
without expecting anything in return, e.g.
PM, PA, MD, DS, PBR, NC, PB, SA, TP,
MA etc. On behalf of members’ request,
all officials have to continue for the second
term for OS. During the second term, one
of the major activities was the “Parthamika
Sikhya” project for the poor. “Mr. Kenya”
was the initiator of that project and
supposed to play a leading role from all
perspective with all others support. Rather
“Mr. Kenya” was so happy to be in the
North Pole that he went on hibernation like
a polar bear. Hence the responsibility came
down to the “Mundi”, hence during my visit
to India, I had to spend one week out my 3
weeks vacation not only to formalize all

modalities between OS and SS but also set
the stage for the grand slam. Later it was
kick started only to end up in a dead zone
due to lack of interest from all quarters
including the participation from many “Big
Mouths”. No need to mention that the
initiator was in hibernation who failed to
do the necessary follow-up on a timely
basis in order to understand the difficulties
or ground realities.

Anyway the point is many efforts
has been made towards many good causes
and few of them had to face the failure just
because of the mindset that somebody
else will do the job for them , they just
have to pay their membership fees & share
the jackpot without any efforts, that’s all .
In other side, I’ve to admit, many good
things are done with the support of
members / nonmembers such as, sending
many memorandum, petitions to various
authorities concerning Odisha’s
development such as Railways, Central
University, NISER, KBK Railway links etc.
While everything was going great, time has
its own defined boundary for my tenure as
the “Mundi” too. Besides | too was tired
of leading as | was running out of ideas to
revive the numb members too. Hence on
the request of the “Managing Director”, |
decided to pave the way before the six
months time period which was opposed by
many for any kind of change, unfortunately
I could not do anything as the “Holy Bible”
needed its own respect too. Because if one
can’t respect him/her own self then he/she
does not deserve to be respected. Hence |
facilitated the election and decided not to
be part of any official position. But later
on | was being convinced by the “Managing
Director” that my stay in the board will
help the new “Mundi” in running the
organization. Meantime “Mr. Musician”
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has been sponsored as the future “Mundi”
citing reasons that “Mr. Musician” has
demonstrated a great character in dealing
with another organization’s internal affairs
while he was the member. So it will benefit
OS not only from the left over rivalry point
but also from the face value perspective as
well. But I had to agree with a different term
that neither his character has anything to
do with the rivalry nor OS will engage in
any such direction. But it was little known
that “Mr Musician” is an independent
thinker & can compose his own music
according to the situation. Also “Mr.
Musician” was warned by “Mr. Green” to
be aware of individuals who appeared to be
green. Even one time per seeking my
advice, | advised, if you elected as the
“Mundi”, then remember you will be the
pilot of this organization & will come in
touch with many that you barely know and
taking the organization to the next level is
primary responsibility. Besides it does not
come free; it comes with a heavy price tag
which requires sacrifice of personal time,
efforts, relationships and money too
without earning a single dime but help you
earn many blames from the self righteous
preachers only when their individual
interest fade. All these are from my own
personal experience being at the helm for
4 years, e.g. No members until today
(except MP) has ever appreciated my
effort that I put for the “Parthamika Sikhya”
project. Rather more responsibilities
started piling up for my next visitas if I’'m
the only one makes India trip. At one point
someone responded me in such a way that
which I rarely get chance to see when my
village “Ramu” fights with his neighbor , it
is like “ Lungi teki , Thenga dhari, Radi
Chadipa”, just because | reminded one’s
responsibility. Even such reactions made
you think that whether you are the paid

servant of those who just happened to pay
their Annual/Life membership and own
you without a single helping hand from their
end. Well, of course not everybody; there
are really some dignified members who
commands great respect from all corners.
But same time it is also true dignified
members always not necessarily posses
leadership quality, even though they do, it
will be difficult being exposed themselves
to the “Ramu” like persons. Hence
“Leadership” is an art, not everybody can
do that, one learns by experience. Even |
did not have any, but “Being there, done
that” made me speak out for myself today,
even | know it is not acceptable to all. But
I’ve to be “True to myself” and that’s the
best respect one can pay back to himself.

Now after concluding a real
election for OS, I call it “Real” because it
was the first time in OS’s history that
members had to compete for the official
positions. But | consider it as a good sign
that members are getting interested in the
“Leadership”, which is one of the pillars
of the OS’s “Holy Bible”. Once the new
officials were in place, the new “Mundi”
took over the charge immediately and
started working his way inwards faster than
expected like an invader. But unfortunately
members were not ready for such
immediate “Paradigm Shift”, hence as
usual chemical reaction started to happen.
One of the strong reaction was the issue
to make “G-lipi” official language of
Double-D or not, also whether it should
have a license to use or not too. At the
initial phase, all efforts has been made by
many “Big Mouths” in order to diffuse the
exasperation but unfortunately repeated
unsettled chemical reaction eventually
made others to run out of gas & hamper
their interest to go extra miles, hence
forced few to take temporary “Banavasa”.
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So lack of extra efforts not only enforced
it into a fusion chain reaction but also
reached to a “boiling” point where
members lost confidence on each other ,
no need to mention that these are the very
same members worked everything together
so far under the slogan “One Team , One
dream”. But life is strange, at times it puts
you in the cross road that one has to choose
between “RIGHT & WRONG”. Well ,
that’s what our great “Mahabharata”,
teaches us ,where many greats like Bhisma
, Drona , Karna , Aswathma , had to
sacrifice their existence just because they
were at the “WRONG” side. However this
“boiling” point took a year long journey,
most of the time in the background (that’s
where | was wrong for being part of it) to
reach its “threshold” limit. And at the end
the moment of “TRUTH” came, i.e. “point
of no return”. One of the side effects
besides all official activities was, both the
group owners have silently agreed to a non-
interference term as well as left each
other’s premises which were concluded in
an unofficial conference conducted by the
“Managing Director”. But in this award
ceremony of fusion reaction, “Mr. Music
Director” got the medal of “Mr. Hitler” &
“Managing Director” got the medal of
“Monster Mama”. And I’ve been awarded
with more than one medal for being so
vocal, suchas “Mr BOA”, “Mr. Custodian”,
“Mr Crab” and many more but | just prefer
to stick to my original medal i.e. “Mr.
Vulcan”.

Many times 1’ve warned all
repetitively regarding few things based on
my experience being the “Mundi”.
Important of them were/are to respect the
“Holy Bible” at all times, respecting other
members, keep everything open,
transparent & accountable. Which | always
tried my best to live up to the mark except
in one occasion where indirectly succumb

just because | took things for granted on
good faith. Later on, due to that simple
reason the good faith among members
evaporated & OS has to swallow heavy
losses. But as history proves over time and
again that everything happened for reasons.
During these transformations, OS has to
re-write its constitution, re-design its
website, re-register itself, re-formulate the
committees & many other development
activities. One of the greatest achievement
is the formation of ODT which not only
established itself internationally but also
able to bring together all like minded
people (irrespective of their background )
who are really interested in seeing Odisha
as a developed state but also believe in
some result oriented actions . In other
words “walk the talk” that produce “worthy
outcome” without any vindictive agenda. |
must salute the current leadership of OS
not just because of any other reason(s)
rather it gives me immense pleasure to see
that teams like ODT, Double-D, FinD are
in good hand that not only able to meet the
challenges on the pathways but also rise to
the occasion for the greater cause(s) which
OS stands for. At the end, | don’t know what
future holds, being there or not, if OS
pursues the path it defined for itself, then
definitely, a greater role can be foreseen,
which is bringing unity & awareness among
all concerned Odia citizens for the greater
cause(s) of Odisha. Amen!!!

— (End) —-
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Experiencing The Amazon

Introduction

A few years ago some European fellow
was reported as having swum the entire
length of the Amazon River. | was travelling
in the region at that time and heard a lot

By Nitin Indurkhya

|
|
|
|
|
|
|
' about it. The news was widely reported in
: the international ress and even made the
| regional evening news. However, local
| reaction (people I know) ranged from a
| puzzled “Why?” to a dismissive “These
| Europeans have too much free time”. |
: don’t want to belittle the fellow’s
| chievement, but it seems to me a more
| internal journey in which he was trying to
' explore his own limits and he could have
' achieved the same result by doing an
: equivalent number of laps in the local
' swimming pool (or local river) except that
| he would have missed out on the two
' minutes of fame and glory as well as
l lucrative sponsorship deals. And while he
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traveled the Amazon, he certainly did not
experience it very much.

This article is about my experiences of the
Amazon. The objective in writing this is
not only to share my memories but also to
encourage and inspire others to experience,
not just travel, this marvelous region. The
difference between “travel” and
“experience” is subtle and significant. Its
easy to travel these days — just buy a plane
ticket, get a visa (if needed), and go.
Backpackers do it all the time.
Experiencing a place requires a lot more
work — you need to be willing to learn the
language, be able to deal with local people
on THEIR terms, have empathy and be very
flexible and open-minded. In my opinion,
travel-based experiences have the capacity
for tremendous personal growth and it is
this growth that most travelers crave and
seek (not always with success!).

There are many, many ways of experiencing
the Amazon. Jaime, a boat owner, showed
me photos of a group of 70 Canadians who
chartered his boat and a guide and explored
a lot of different places in one week. Once,
in a remote part of a small tributary of the
Amazon, | came across a luxury boat with
5-6 tourists. In the ferries, one often
meets backpackers who are on a tight time
schedule, trying to squeeze in a squillion
places to visit.Obviously, I like my way,
which is to follow, as much as possible,
the local lifestyle and rhythm and
concentrate on knowing a few places well,
instead of many places superficially. But
no matter how you experience the region,
numero um” (number one) on everyone’s
list is the Rio Amazonas.

The River

My first “encounter” with the Amazon
River was in my big sister’s primary school
textbook. A graphic illustration of a blue
river laid out like a snake and full of fish
with big teeth, anacondas, dark people with
feathers in their heads. | remember staring
at it with a fascination that only a child can
have and deciding that | would see this river
when | grow up. Many years later, | flew
from Campo-Grande (in the Brasilian
west) to Belem and watched joyfully an inky
river laid out like a snake in a lush green
field. “Amazon?”, | asked my fellow
passenger on the plane. He sighed and
replied “No, its the Tocantins River. Its
very small.” Later on, lunching with Limao
and Aldebaro, | gazed at the huge river
flowing past the restaurant. “Amazon?”, |
asked excitedly. “No,” said Limao, almost
apologetically, “Its only a small tributary
and has no name”. When | finally left
Belem on the boat to Santarem, it would
be after several hours of meandering
through the web of tributaries around the
Ilha do Marajo (a small island, the size of
Switzerland, at the mouth of the Amazon)
that | was to finally receive an affirmative
nod from the much-amused Commandante
(Captain) and I was finally on the Amazon
River!!

What’s ina name? Its just a label. Different
groups apply it differently. In Brasil, the
label “Amazonas” is applied to the river
born out of the fusion of the waters of the
Rio Negro and the Rio Solimoes. The water
of the Negro is dark and looks like tea. The
Solimoes isa muddy yellow. The new river,
muddy yellow like the Solimoes, begins
just east of Manaus and gets the name Rio
Amazonas, flowing northeast and emptying
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into the Atlantic near Belem. Some people
can’t deal with a new river being labeled this
way and consider the Solimoes to be the
Amazon aswell. Intheir view, the Rio Negro
simply merges with the Amazon River. In
reality though, both rivers are equally large
and one can’t really consider the Solimoes
as the dominant river. Nevertheless,
following the Solimoes upstream to the
border with Peru and Columbia, once in
Peru, the river changes name again. That’s
right, in Peru, the Solimoes is referred to
as “Amazon”. There is even an official
(though disputed) origin of the Amazon
River in Peru. Its good for tourism, |
suppose!!

Leaving such nitpicking aside, whatever you
consider the Amazon River, many other
mighty rivers flow into (or merge with) it.
One of my favorites is the Rio Tapajos. Its
color is deep blue and the water is very
warm. The “encontro das aguas” (the
merging of waters) with the Amazon, near
Santarem, is simply marvelous. Another
one | like is the Rio Madeira which joins
the Amazon after a long, long journey from
the south. Among the ”smaller” ones, |
particularly enjoyed traveling the Rio Tiete
which is actually large but too small in
comparison to even rate a mention on my
map. The Rio Maderinha which flows just
next to the Madeira and doesn’t show up
on my map either is another marvellous
river with dark waters and lovely scenery.
The dark rivers get their colour from
decomposing vegetation, by the way.

The labeled rivers can be considered the
highways in Amazonia. And certainly to
experience the region, one must travel in
them. But just as one does not get to know
America by whizzing along 1-90, one really
needs to venture into the “igarapes” (the

tributaries and nameless waterways) to
really get a feel for the Amazon River. One
can take short-cuts in the wet season when
the forest is flooded (mata alagada) and we
took one on our trip to Borba. Very exciting
it was because we were literally in the
forest. The navigator was very skilled. Still,
at one stage we were lost for an hour. Well,
the navigator was “lost”; for me it made
no difference since | was having so much
fun wandering in the forest in this manner.

One of the most interesting sections of the
Solimoes is near Tabatinga where Peru,
Columbia and Brasil meet. It is very
amusing to see how people completely
disregard the political frontiers. Indeed
there are no border checks of any sort —
western backpackers have a lot of trouble
getting someone to stamp their passports
properly. Boats zip across countries at will.
We bought our boat fuel in Peru because
its cheaper there and some spare parts in
Columbia, then chugged back to Brasil —
all within half an hour.

The major rivers are really wide. Huge
container ships, immense barges laden
with wood, cavernous oil tankers chug up
and down these rivers. There are big islands
in the middle. The biggest is the Ilha do
Marajo, at the mouth of the river, but many
others in the middle. They certainly break
up the channel and at times the river
doesn’t feel very wide at all. Some of the
islands are cultivated. A great pity to see
all the trees cut down and cows grazing
instead. People have to live, | suppose
(more on people a bit later). In the dry
season (July nwards), the water level drops
and a number of sand bars are exposed.
Known as praias fluviais (river beaches),
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they are very popular with the locals.
Imagine going to the beach in the middle
of the Amazon River with freshwater
instead of saltwater to splash around in.
Near Barcelos, the river drops so sharply
that the entire river is criss-crossed with
praias fluviais. The reduced water causes
problems for the fishes and animals. The
reduced food supply means that naturally
humans become fair game. Watch out for
the pesky piranhas in the dry season! Crocs
too are not averse to sampling human meat.
So one needs to take care when dipping
into the river in the dry season. Actually
one should be careful in all seasons —
piranhas are always fond of fresh meat.
Often plants and logs float down the rivers.
Birds are fond of using them as transport.
It is not uncommon to see a floating log
with arow of lazy birds sitting on it as they
hitch a ride downstream (one can only
wonder how they get back!). At any rate,
for us mere mortals, due to the large
distances involved, the best way to
experience the Amazon is by boat.

Boats

Ah, boat journeys in the Amazon are among
my most memorable experiences. Due the
huge network of waterways, it is but natural
that they should become the roads of the
region. Hence access to most places is by
water (i.e. need a boat). All sorts of boats
ply the river. The commercial ferry boats,
known as gaiolas are
the most common. They carry everything
from cargo to cattle to people. One quickly
learns the pros and cons of various ferries.
The wooden ones are cheapest but also the
slowest and with inferior services. In a
storm they are also more prone to capsize!
Barcos de ferro (Metal hull boats) are
preferred by most people. These ferries

are long-haul vessels. Multi-day journeys.
Food is included in the price of the ticket.
There are shared bathrooms (quite basic).
The boat becomes your home for the
duration of the journey. Typically, the boats
have 3 levels. Usually cargo in the lowest
level and people on the 2nd level. The 3rd
(exposed) level is for relaxation and has a
bar serving super-expensive drinks for
people who must. About 100-200 people
can fit quite comfortably. There are about
5 2-person cabins, called camarotes, for
rich people. The Proletariats travel in
“hammaock class”. Basically this means you
put your hammock in any place you can find
on the deck. Its interesting to see how
people pack in. In the beginning the
hammocks are all nicely spaced apart. As
more people board, the empty spaces get
filled. Afull boat can be quite packed. There
Is no personal space. You practically sleep
with your neighbors. | struck many nice
friendships on my various trips. Some still
endure. It helps to speak the language, but
most importantly it helps to be able to the
nice side of people and ignore other
aspects. My flute was great for bringing
down barriers. When traveling alone on
these commercial ferries, one needs to
watch out for thieves. It helps to make
friends with one’s neighbors who can then
be counted on to keep an eye on your bags
while you go to the toilet, for instance.
Food on the ferry is quite basic but
adequate. I was full of admiration for the
chefs who cook in most difficult
circumstances. It helps to travel with a lot
of reading material. On the 6-day journey
to Tabatinga, | read Paulo Coelho’s “Um
diario de um Mago” (The Pilgrimage).

Here is a translation of the last line of the
book: "People always arrive at the right
time in places where they are expected.”
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Typical Coelho. Besides reading, another
good activity on the ferry is “forest
watching”. And when your eyes need a
break from the greenery, you can scan the
river for signs of jumping Dolphins or
Pirarucu (although the latter are more
common in the igarapes). At night, the river
is a magical place. Stars shining brightly
above, their reflection equally bright in the
river, the forest dark and quiet on both
sides. | once traveled under a full moon —
everything bathed in silver — it was another
world. On the Rio Madeira, after a fierce
storm, we saw two gigantic rainbows one
behind the other — complete from end to
end. It was such an overwhelmingly
spiritual experience. Sights like this are
what linger in my memory and define the
Amazon for me.

The big ferries visit designated townships.
But there are many informal drop-offs and
pickups. Small boats slide next to the ferry
and people get on/off. The small boats are
a lot of fun. Essential for exploring
igarapes. They usually seat a maximum of
3 people. Longer wooden canoes can seat
more — up to 5. There is an outboard
motor. Generally, one rents a boat (and the
boatman) and one also pays for the petrol
(which is stored in large canisters). Or, as
in my case, one travels with friends who
have their own boat. | really enjoyed these
small motorboats. They sit very low in the
water. They also enable one to enter
shallow channels and get close to the forest
on either side of the igarapes. Most of my
most beautiful memories of the Amazon are
from my time in the igarapes. The birds are
more abundant. My favorite was the
arirampa (kingfisher). Its turquoise wings
flashing as it went about fishing. The

pirarucu fish comes up for air in a graceful
curve and is a joy to behold. Best of all, is
the sense of the forest hugging the boat
on both sides.

The Rainforest

Like the river, the rainf orest needs no
introduction. Many visitors are not fully
prepared to experience the sheer
immensity and diversity of the forest. After
a short time, most people can’t handle it.
On the boat, one fellow exclaimed “Its so
boring, just trees trees trees.” For a more
perceptive person however, the diversity
can be fascinating. At the most basic level,
I was enthralled by the various hues and
shades of green. At a more symbolic level,
my mind boggled at the sheer variety of
vegetation. Sitting in the boat, watching
the forest slip by, my perception sharpened
to the extent that | began to see each tree
individually as different from its
neighbors. I
began to notice the subtle shifts in the
nature of the forest, the presence of birds
and nests carefully hidden in the foliage.
Its instructive to enter the forest. Even a
short walk can be quite tiring. Although
there are no big hills, there are many ups
and downs (and ducking and weaving and
clambering over obstacles) to make even
a 10 min hike quite exhausting. Itsalways
best to go with a local guide because its
easy to lose the return trail. The forest
literally swallows you up. The mozzies can
be fearsome. Repellents are often quite
useless. Just grin and think of it as a blood
donation. In the wet season the forest can
get flooded. Access is then by canoe/boat.
Traveling this way is a unique experience.
Locals recount encounters with panthers
and crocs and piranhas and leeches and wild
pigs and snakes — most stories are
somewhat exaggerated as you can imagine!
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Mostly animals try to avoid humans (!!) and
only attack when they feel cornered
(protecting their turf or young) or are
hungry. Most locals enter the forest with a
tessado (in Asia, its called a parang — a
very sharp and sturdy sword) that serves
many purposes: to hack through obstacles,
mark a trail, cut fruits, etc. Also,
presumably, protection.

There are lots of exciting and tasty fruits
in the rainforest. Too many to list. One of
my favorites is Abiu, a white pulpy fruit
with 4 seeds enclosed in a yellow skin.
About twice the size of an orange. Antenor
introduced me to Ingah, a delightful fruit
that looks like an unappetizing stick. The
good stuff is inside. Sweet, cool, delicious.
There are also many herbs and medicinal
plants. My favorite is andiroba. The oil
from its seeds is much sought after by
locals. Teresa very affectionately gave me
a small bottle of the stuff to use on my
mozzie-bitten legs! Acai is a popular fruit.
Rich with anti-oxidants, minerals and other
good stuff. The best Acai | ever had was at
the sitio
(ranch) of Marta’s uncle on the shores of
the Rio Solimoes. Three lovely women
prepared the Acai — The grape-sized fruits
were tossed into a barrel and one woman
used a Pilao (a thick wooden pole) to pound
the fruit and separate out the pulp from the
seed; the other two washed and strained the
mixture. The seeds are thrown away, the
pulp (mixed with water) is eaten with
farinha and sugar. In Belem, Limao took
me to a more commercial place where the
pulp is stripped off effortlessly using a
machine. Guarana is perhaps the most
famous of the Amazonian fruits. Its used
in soft drinks. | prefer the powder mixed
with milk and honey and other stuff. Farinha

has been cultivated by the indigenous
people for centuries. It is a coarse flour
obtained from the root of manjoca (also
known as tapioca in Asia).Limao once took
me to a place where farinha is made. Very
labour-intensive. Peeling, crushing,
roasting, all done by human (mostly
female) hands. People in other parts of the
world get passionate about the rainforest.
“Save the Amazon” is a popular slogan
among new-agey lefties. Not many of them
have ever set foot in Amazonia. When you
experience the sheer scale of the forest,
you begin to have more faith in its
recuperative powers. More importantly,
when you see the forest you realize it is
not some isolated region but there are
people living in it who depend on its
resources,people who need to dig
themselves out of deep poverty. The
rainforest needs to accommodate an
inexorably growing population. Some
“destruction” is inevitable and unavoidable.
I am an ardent ’greenie” and advocate
caring for the environment but while the
rainforest does serve the people living in
comfy houses in Germany, it is only
reasonable that the needs of local people
should get priority.

People

"l never imagined that the Amazon had so
many people living in it”, a British
backpacker commented. It does come as a
surprise. Even Brasilians have a rather
stereotyped image of Amazonia as being
full of primitive cannibalistic tribes and
exotic dangerous animals. The reality is
that there are big cities on the Amazon
River with all modern amenities, delightful
sleepy towns and lots and lots of small (4-
5 families) communities. Manaus is the
capital and the biggest city. Very urban. Due
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to the considerable tax incentives, many
large companies have located their
factories here. Honda, Panasonic, Toshiba,
etc. Belem is another modern city. The town
of Parintins has a citywide wireless
broadband Internet. The smaller towns have
fewer facilities but there is a thriving
commerce. Most of the people living in
such large centers are Brasilians. Many
from the Nordeste. They come in search
of work and it becomes their home.
Outside of these urban centers are the
riberinhos, the riverside folks. They live in
small communities just beside the river.
Some in flutuantes (floating houses). Most
communities | saw were centered on a
church. Assembleia de Deus is the most
prevalent. | think it is an orthodox Christian
sect. While the houses look simple and
basic, most have satellite dishes. TV is no
longer a luxury item! In other communities,
the focal point is the school. Everyone
knows everyone in even large towns. For
example in Tabatinga, when the person who
was to receive me at the port didn’t show
up, | asked a taxi-driver if he could take me
to the house of “Dona Marta who used to
be on the town council”, he knew where to
take me, and when we didn’t find anyone
there, he said he knew where her brothers
live and took me there! Even in big cities
people are connected. When you live your
entire life in one place, its natural to
become linked to the extent that you can’t
go anywhere without encountering a friend
or arelative.

Local people do not share the same
reverence or joy for their environment as
outsiders like I do. This is somewhat easy
to understand when you recognize the grim
poverty they live in. Acommon practice on
the ferry from Belem is for city folks to

throw plastic bags of clothes and packaged
foods into the river for the riberinhos who
eagerly await the arrival of the ferries in
their boats. Kids who should be in school
instead spend their time selling palmita for
absurdly tiny amounts of cash. In the past
cups were made of biodegradable coconut
shells and could be
safely chucked into the river. Now the cups
are of plastic but the practice of chucking
them into the river continues. It comes as
a bit of the shock the first time you see
this, but believe me, one gets used to it
and even accepts it as not a biggie. There
are bigger industrial polluters to chase and
the local people have more immediate
needs and more pressing problems.

Along the principal rivers, | rarely came
across a stretch of forest of more than
one kilometer that didn’t have a human
settlement. There are people living their
lives here!! This is not some remote
jungle. So the role of Nature Reserves like
Mamiraua take on added importance since
this land is off-limits for human
development and provides the local
wildlife a refuge from the ever-growing
human presence. Mamiraua is particularly
interesting because it allows the tribal
people to live their lives in their traditional
way while simultaneously providing them
with employment and education and access
to resources they so desperately need. Of
course, most people live near the river
because it the access point. Away from the
river, the forest is mostly uninhabited and
these are indeed vast. The people who
access these areas are often tribal people
(but even their settlements tend to be
riverside for obvious reasons).
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Women

For readers with a classical education, the
words “Amazon” and “women” will conjure
up images of big, aggressive, warrior
women of Greek origin ! Other readers
with a bias towards modern pop culture will
recall, with a chuckle, Futurama’s planet
Amazonia, inhabited only by women,
whose head, the femputer, sentences Fry,
Zapp and Kif to death by snu-snu. The real
amazonian women are, as one can imagine,
quite different !!! Many of the women |
encountered were loving and affectionate.
Most were well-bred and cultured, although
many lack a formal education. This lack of
formal education often means they end up
in poorly-paid jobs in dead-end careers.
For example, the beautiful Raquel works
on a boat as a kitchen-hand. Very intelligent
and sharp, she dropped out of school after
6th grade. In her 20s now, university seems
like an impossible dream. Then there is the
story of Artemis Soares. After her father
passed away, she was forced to get a
license to pilot the family boat — not an
easy thing to get: one must do an extremely
demanding course with a difficult test at
the end. So she never made it to High
School. Now, a skilled pilot, she watches
“outsiders” with uni degrees get jobs in the
Marinha (Navy) to navigate the Amazon —
jobs that really should go to local people
like her with intimate knowledge of the
river. Patricia became pregnant at 17 and
dropped out of school to care for her child.
Marlice is 14 and still studying but I doubt
she will make it to high school. The family
needs help on the boat and they think its
pointless to pay an outsider when someone
in the family can do the same work. Ana
has a university degree and dreams of
becoming a dentist. She has been studying
in fits and starts for years. The problem is

the fees and the fact that her studies are
the lowest priority in the family. Only when
there is spare cash does she re-enroll for
classes, otherwise she pays the deferment
fee every semester. Even when women are
able to study further, there are clashes in
the family/relationships. Brasilian men are
generally not very supportive of female
education. I guess they find it difficult to
dominate and control an educated woman.
If awoman insists on studying further, she
is more likely to end up being single. This
| found to be especially true in the Amazon.
While, | did encounter a few cases in which
the woman was as educated as her partner
and pursued a successful career, in most
of these cases, she had money from her
parents (the male partner being generally
jobless or running a loss-making company
financed by the woman’s parents). For a
grown woman these are issues of choice.
Choose a career/education and be the
oddball, or stay with the familiar and toe
the societal line. Peer pressure can be quite
overpowering for a fragile, developing
mind.

There are a lot of women in the Amazon !!
This gives rise to a kind of sex tourism.
Many men visit just to sample the women.
Even in the interior, the women know this,
but still go along with it — sometimes
because they are well compensated
financially, other times because there is the
hope that the bloke may fall in love and take
them away to a better life !!! The latter
happens rarely, but gives hope to many
many women. In Manaus itself, the word
on the street is that there are six women
for every man. Certainly in the nightspots
you will find more women than men. And
in the family spots a lot of single mothers
with kids !!!
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In my personal experience, Amazonian
women do tend to be more timid and
submissive than their counterparts in other
parts of Brasil. | am not implying that being
brash and inflexible is good, just that one
needs to be balanced in both developing
one”s own human potential as well as living
within society in an adaptable manner. It is
not only Amazon women who are
imbalanced in this regard. I noticed a similar
timidity and submissiveness among (male)
I1T students in North-East India ! Whether
in the Amazon or outside, part of the reason
for this is, in my opinion, a limited
experience of life, i.e. not knowing any
better than what one has been conditioned
to accept. A good education can, more
often than not, jumpstart the process.

Education

For most people in the Amazon, public
education is the only viable option. Private
schools can be quite expensive and are
mostly in the big cities (Belem, Manaus).
The public schools are state funded and
there is a huge allocation of funds due to
the sheer size of the region covered by the
school system. | want to write first about
how the system works outside the big cities.
Along the rivers, there is usually one school
that serves a number of communities. Itis
located in the largest one and the students
from the other communities are picked up
and dropped off by boat. The curriculum
used is the same as in the cities. | found
most of the books used concepts that were
unrelated to the environment of the kids.
This makes it difficult to keep the kids
engaged and interested. Without proper
motivation, it is inevitable that may will
simply drop out at the first available chance.
Christiano told me that he studied in his

village until the age of 14 and when it
seemed that he was going to drop out, his
parents sent him to Manaus. He related
how scary the experience was. “I had no
idea how to talk with so many people.” he
confided. In the end, it resulted in his
continuing his studies and finishing
school. Now he is back in his village and
working happily in a state-funded medical
laboratory and dreaming of going to
university some day and studying
biochemistry.

This connection with the city doesn’t
always work. Marta sent her son Gibran to
Rio-de-Janeiro to do vocational training.
He returned in exactly the same mental
state as he went. “Money wasted.” was
Marta’scomment.

Teachers are assigned to schools
and they don’t have much choice in the
matter (take it or resign! Given the general
difficulty of getting employment, most
take it) although the allocation council
does try to assign local teachers as much
as possible. The level of the school
depends very much on the availability of
competent teachers. One school | visited
was only up to 8th grade because they
didn’t have qualified teachers for the higher
grades. So students for 9th grade upwards
in this region would travel even larger
distances. This escalates as the student
progresses up the education ladder and at
some point, the student and his family don’t
see the value in spending all that time going
to and fro to study seemingly irrelevant
things and the student drops out. In the
cities, things are different. Firstly, there
are a very large number of private schools
and colleges. All have an entrance exam
(“vestibular”), but the bar is set so low for
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some that it is not difficult to get in
(provided you pay the fat fee). The private
schools have excellent facilities for child
development. There are classes for all sorts
of things from ballet dancing to basketball
and kids can easily spend the whole day and
evening at school. When both parents are
working, its very convienient!! At the
collegial level, there is an abundance of
options to cover everyone from weak
students to those who work during the day
and can only attend night classes. The
charming Sumaya works at a curbside
coffee-stall during the day and attends
classes until 10pm. In the university,
students are of all ages. Claudiane is in her
30°sand in her 1st year at college studying
odontology. She told me she wasn’t the
oldest. The main advantage of being in a
public university is that its free. That’s
right. No fees. With limited seats, only the
best (or more desperate) manage to pass
the vestibular. Kids study for a year or
more for these highly competitive entrance
exams. Reminds me of I T entrance exams.
However, every university has its own
exam, so there are a lot of exams to give.
Fortunately, the exams cover the same
ground, so students just study for a generic
entrance exam. Eventually, they pass one
(the private colleges have absurdly easy
exams). Much of this paragraph actually
applies to Brasil in general, so | don"t want
to say too much. Urban Amazonia is much
like the rest of Brasil.

The quality of teachers is a serious
concern. At the universities, | found the
level of professors to be quite low. Many
are on contracts and don’t identify much
with the place. There is little attempt to be
a good role model for
students. There really isn"t much of a

culture of training professors how to teach.
So perhaps its a bit unfair to criticize them.
They do their best, but most do not have a
clue and the student evaluation is so
superficial that it doesn’t help much for
self-improvement.

In schools in remote areas, the issue of
teacher-training is even more critical.
Many of the teachers lack basic skills. Also
living in remote areas, they have additional
challenges of motivating and retaining
students. They do try hard. | have seen
wonderful classrooms that are so inviting
that you want to stay there forever! At the
end of each year, students are given
beautiful certificates to take home and
made to feel that they have accomplished
something terrific, which, of course, they
have!! Fortunately, there is a very
sophisticated and extensive program for
training school teachers. | didn’t
experience it personally, but from what
some teachers told me, it sounded as if they
really benefit from it. Anyway, the real
educational challenge comes when one
goes even remoter into tribal
communities.

Tribal Life

| visited several communities of the Ticuna
tribe in remote parts of Amazonia near the
Columbian border. Near Tabatinga is a
community called Umariacu. About 50
families. Like many other indigenous
communities in other countries, its a sad
place. Alcoholism, unemployed adults, kids
with nothing to do. However, perceptions
change when you get to know people. |
visited one family (that had invited me) and
it was a very love-filled visit. When I left
the house, | was loaded with presents — a
variety of wonderful fruits from the
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backyard. Another larger community,
Belem do Solimoes, has about 800 families
and isinasimilar state. | later visited a few
smaller communities (less than 10 families
each). Access was via the Tacana igarape.
The journey itself was spectacular and worth
the daylong boat trip. Nova Extrema was the
largest community there and had a school
up to 8th grade. Lots of smiling cheerful
kids. Alcohol is prohibited, but tribal people
have been brewing their own beer for
centuries!! | spent more time at another
community called Santa Rosa. The setting
Is very beautiful. Only access is by boat.
No roads, no vehicles. They do have a
generator, but its mostly broken down
(besides, there is the problem of gasoline).

The Ticuna language is alive and well. The
school curriculum is modified to include
language classes. They have books. A
romanized script has been devised. Most
kids learn Ticuna first, Portuguese later.
One woman told me she learned Portuguese
when she was 14. | promptly learned some
useful sentences: mon en ichi ma (thank
you very much) nouh ma eh (good day) te
eh ki eh? (what is your name?) Many adults
speak a mix of Ticuna and Portuguese.
Listening to them, | was able to pick up a
lot of Ticuna words due to the context of
familiar portuguese words. The Ticuna
textbook is a delight to see. Colorful
pictures. Folktales. If language is the heart
of culture then the Ticuna culture is thriving
and well. | am not a big believer in the
“Noble Savage” theory, but even if | were,
it is hard to be very sympathetic with the
way the people in these communities live.
They live in squalor and there is no excuse
for it. Living in poverty does not
necessarily mean living uncleanly or
unhealthily. When 1| visited Santa Rosa,

there were 6 cases of Malaria. | saw one
woman laid out on the wooden floor of her
house just shivering with nothing to cover
her. Beside her was a hammock with a
sheet, but no one thought of covering her
up or making her comfortable or making
sure she had enough water. In another
house a 1-year-old baby cried incessantly.
Its mother, not more than 17-years-old
herself, had no clue what to do. It cried all
day and all night. No one bothered to help
her. For me, the honored guest, they were
all smiles and hospitality. Only it didn’t
extend to those in their own community.
Fend for yourselves, seems to be the rule.
There was filth everywhere. Stagnant water
full of mozzie eggs. Not surprisingly, lots
of mozzies. Houses were stuffy and poorly
ventilated. They use palha (thatch) for the
roofs and claim they last 6 years, but don’t
realize the need to keep them clean during
this period. The women told me that the
biggest festival is a girl’s coming-of-age
party — when she turns 13. At this age,
she is declared to be a woman. Its a big
party often culminating in the girl having
sex with her “boyfriend”. Several said they
first had sex on their 13th birthday due to
peer pressure. “It was difficult to say no
since everyone expected it now that | was
awoman”, one confided. Another had her
first child at 15. The father was 19 years
old. A 31-year-old woman told me that she
never studied beyond 3rd grade. When
women are uneducated and have kids when
they themselves are kids, it is difficult for
a society to develop and adapt itself to the
outside world.

The primary economic activity is farming
manjoca and making farinha. They also
collect fruits from the forest to sell and
also catch and sell fish. It brings in small
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amounts of money, mostly spent on trips
to the nearest town. Energy is expended
without much thought of whether its worth
the effort. In the community there is no
need for any money. All food is obtained
from the forest, as are most things they
need. The government gives a pension to
the elderly and the last day of the month is
a big day when they all go to the bank in
the nearest town to withdraw the pension
and spend it.

Many people told me stories about their
lives. Some of these stories were later
contradicted by others I knew in the nearby
town. | am quite sympathetic with such
behavior. Living in remote areas, one tends
to blur the difference between reality and
make-believe. | have seen this often in the
Australian Outback when people really
believe in their fantasies and for them these
fantasies are very real. Its best to not judge
tribal people harshly. Its really
schizophrenic living in two worlds — their
own tribal world and modern Brasil.

Asavisitor, | was treated like royalty. Only
the best for me. Lots of love and affection.
| particularly liked the kids. They speak a
universal language of friendly curiosity and
playfulness. They had a lot of fun going
through my pack and examining all the
“exotic” items | travel with. If you thought
| travel light, just wait till you meet the
Ticuna— they can travel with practically
nothing beyond the clothes they wear!!

Culture and Leisure

Both in Belem and in Manaus, the principal
points of entry to the region, there are a
variety of shops that sell handicrafts.
Artesanatos, they are called. Mostly made
of wood. One eco-tourist shuddered with

horror at the thought of buying “pieces of
chopped down rainforest”. You can imagine
what happens when they see animal
products!!! The official line is to
discourage visitors from requesting or
buying feathered souveniers as it would
only encourage shooting of birds, many of
which are on an endangered list.

One of my best festival experiences in
Brasil is the festival of Caire. In the
delightful village of Alter-do-chao, near
Santarem, it is promoted as the Carnaval
of the North. Just as Carnaval has a
Sambodromo, Caire has a Cairedromo, a
stadium where the show is held. Unlike
Carnaval, there are only two contestants:
Boto Tucuxi and Boto Vermelho. These two
groups put up a spectacular show for a few
days and a winner is decided. The music
and specially choreographed dances are
complex and have indigeneous elements.
Its really a spectator festival, but the
torcedores (supporters) dance away in the
stalls. Everything is carefully organized
for TV. Abit boring if all you want to see is
the show: mostly you see the back of the
dancers. Butif you ignore this aspect and
concentrate on having fun, you can have a
really, really good time. A lot of locals
attend just to party outsidethe Cairedromo
— they ve usually seen rehearsals of the
main acts earlier.

In the town of Paratins there is a similar
festival called festa do Boi (bull). Also
referred to as Carnaboi. The proceedings
are conducted in a Bumbadromo. Two
groups: Boi do Garantido (coloured in red)
and Boi do Caprichoso (blue and white).
The choreography is superb and the rhythm
of the music is quite different. Nowadays,
its more about making money than the
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show. Still, its very spectacular. Be
prepared to stay awake till 4-5 in the
morning during these festivals. In the days
leading up to the carnaboi, the two groups
hold reheasals in Manaus and its probably
the best (most cost-effective) way to see
the shows. You can buy the CDs of the music
too. Personally, I didn’t like the music as
much as that of Caire, and for this reason
my experience of Carnaboi is very limited.
Religion plays a big role in the Amazon and
is an integral part of the modern culture.
Catholicism is widespread. One of the best
religious festivals | experienced is the
festival of Cirio in Belem. The web has
hundreds of articles on the topic. My
personal memories of the festival are
mainly of the wonderful feast in Katia’s
mother”s house. Great food, great company,
love and affection all around. The festival
itself revolves around a statue of the Virgin
Mary that is carried by a procession that
weaves it way around the city. Readers who
have been following my
travels will recall the article about Cirio
that I mailed out in 2005.

Another big religious festival | attended
was the festival of Santo Antonio de Borba.
Fred, a well-travelled Brasilian who lives
in Manaus, described Borba as a miserable
little town with immoral people!! During
the festival however, Borba is a
transformed place. Every resident seems
to have a stall set up and sells something or
the other. People come from all over the
Amazon in boats which become floating
hotels. The entire shoreline is taken up for
several kilometres. As for Cirio, this
festival too involves a procession with a
statue — of Saint Anthony. The statue is
literally dressed in money as 100, 50, 20,
10 Real (the currency of Brasil) notes are

pinned on to the statue. Donations from
the faithful. Later on, the money is used
for various church activities. A bit tacky;, |
thought. Would be better to save the
money (or maybe display it in a see-
through box) and dress the statue with nice
clothes. The procession feels a bit absurd
because of this Santo Antonio do dinheiro.
A police cordon, fully armed, is thrown
around the statue and the people surge all
around it as the procession winds it way
around the Basilica. The best part of the
festival for me was going to a nearby
waterfall with Raquel. However don’t
visualize a peaceful nature scene with us
frolicking around by ourselves. This is still
Brasil: the pool was so full of people that
we had to wait for someone to get out
before squeezing in, there was loud dance
music (forro) and everyone managed to
have a good time while keeping a VERY
sharp eye on their belongings!!

Conclusion

The Amazon region is vast. The size of
Europe. Can one really experience it fully?
| have tried to share some of my thoughts
and impressions as | have wandered through
these parts over the past few years. Every
time there is something new, something
different. “When you are on the Amazon
River”, observed Reis, a fellow | meton a
ferry, “you realize that there is a God.”
Certainly experiencing the Amazon, much
like the Australian Outback, Patagonia, the
Himalayas and the Judean desert, gives one
the feeling of being closer to the creator.
I hope that my relationship with the region
will continue for the rest of my life.
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Thereare nearly 7000 Oriya medium

|
: schools affiliated to Board of Secondary
| Education in Orissa from which nearly 3.5 lakhs
| of students appear the class X examination every
| year. When we look at the quality of science
| education imparted in these schools in the
| secondary levels, we are greatly discouraged as
| itisinavery deplorable conditions. The students
| fromclass V111 to X study only one text book
| published by B.S.E, Orissa. The quality of these
| science text books are extremely poor in all
| respects i.e in terms of text contents, paper and
: printing quality . They fail to give the proper
| concepts of the topics to the students and there
| is no coordination between class V111, IXXand X
courses. Therefore the students adopt the
method of unintelligent memory exercise to
reproduce in the examination and fetch good
marks in HSC examination without
| understanding the topics. Majority of the
| secondary science teachers also are not
President, The Uranium!  equipped with proper concepts in the science
FriendsColony,  subjects and advise their students to cram the

Cuttackl lines of science topics from their books for the

President, The Uraniuml
Formerly Senior Reader in Chemistry,|
Ravenshaw College, Cuttack):

o
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examination. Therefor the students really do not
carry any fundamentals in science subjects while
they enter into higher secondary levels or junior
colleges(+2). That is precisely why Oriya medium
students become oblivious in the +2 stage and
cannot inany standards compete with their English
medium counterparts. Both the parents of
students and the teachers are fanatical about
securing a good percentage and rank in the top
20 (now 100) in the HSC examination and make
no planning for the education of the students in
higher levels. Again it is ridiculous to know that
Orissa is the only state where there is no practical
courses in science subjects in schools and
students never get any exposure to experiments
inschool levels.

It is worthwhile to remind the readers
that after long planning and debate, BSE, Orissa
had introduced the optional and practical subjects
in 2006. The reason for doing this perhaps is
known to everyone. That the students from oriya
medium schools after passing out class X are
unable to compete in national level competitions
like their English medium counterparts. The poor
quality course contents in the syllabus was one
of the major reasons for the downfall of the
quality of education. With careful observation,
the then Secretary cum Commission of
Secondary and Mass Education department in
2002, Mr. Hrushikesh Panda suggested BSE to
introduce the optional papers like that was existing
long time ago. By 2005 BSE was ready with the
curriculum and books for the optional courses
and introduced in 2006. The dreams and
aspirations of thousands of meritorious students,
their teachers and parents appeared to be fulfilled
by this. The first batch appeared in 2008 with a
full mark of 800 in stead of 750 like previous
years. Out of 800, 600 were for compulsory
papers and 200 for two optional papers. Every
student had to take two optional papers. The
meritorious students opted for Mathematics and
Science while the weaker students chose easy
and mark fetching subjects such as agriculture,
psciculture, animal husbandry, English, computer
education, commerce etc. In stead of monitoring
the viability of course for at least 3 consecutive

years and knowing their merits and demerits,
Govt. abruptly abolished the optional and
practical courses just after the publication of
2008 HSC results. Therefore it appeared to the
intellectual public as a motivated step by the
government to divert the attention of the public
from the truth and contain the unrest due to
rampant corruption and mismanagement done
by BSE during the publication of 2008 results..
The government was also given the impression
that the decrease in pass percentage t051%in
2008 was due to the presence of optional and
practical papers. While the reality was that more
number of students passed in optional subjects
than the compulsory subjects and the decrease
in pass percentage were most likely due to stiffer
guestion papers set in this year compared to
previous years and large scale mismanagement
of the board authorities.

Although the curriculum contents of
NCERT which is followed by CBSE for class
IX and X are not of high standard, the books
published by NCERT are of very high quality.
Like Orissa Govt., Govt. of India also wants
that students should pass class X examination in
large numbers so as to qualify them to the post
of driver, mechanic, fitter and other class IV
employment. But for the meritorious students the
course contents in class X1 and Xl are designed
with very high standards. Those passing out class
X from CBSE schools prefer to continue with
the CBSE course in class XI and XI1 and thus
face no difficulty. However students from oriya
medium schools studying a substandard course
from substandard books published by BSE,
Orissa when pass out class X and join in junior
colleges in class X1 and study the +2 course in
English, they are unable to understand and cope
with the course contents. So they lag far behind
their English medium counterparts. Another
important cause of the weakness in Oriya
medium students is that they do not have any
scope to read any reference book on any subject
during their school career except the only book
published by BSE, Orissa.
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According to NCERT guidelines, no
state is bound to have the same course contents
as stipulated by NCERT. The courses catering
to the needs of the state should also be included
without of course sacrificing the basic spirit of
the NCERT course. There is almost no state in
India which conducts class X examination from
a full mark of 600 which, unfortunately, has been
implemented in Orissa from 2009. Most of the
state boards have included optional papers along
with practical paper in science subjects. Itis really
ridiculous if the science syllabus does not include
practical course in secondary level at the present
time. Even our neighboring state \West Bengal
conducts class X examination from a full mark
of 800(8 papers). If we scan the course contents
of all the state boards in India for class IX and
X, we shall find that to what extent we are lagging
behind them particularly after the abolition of
optional and practical courses. Some
educationists supporting the move of Government
opined that in the future course the compulsory
subjects will be made richer and adequately
compensated for the abolition of optional papers
by including some important topics present in
the latter course in the former course. This sounds
to us impracticable because while the main
purpose of abolishing the course is to enhance
the pass % in HSC examination, then if the
compulsory course is made qualitatively richer
then can the same objective for which the
optional course was abolished be fulfilled. While
keeping the volume of the book unchanged, if
some new topics of optional course be included
atthe cost of removing some other existing topics
then the quality of the books will greatly suffer
due to lack of coordination. The books will create
more confusion than give any basic concept. All
these things will be verified in March 2010 when
the science book according to new syllabus will
be published by board.

The present minister of Mass and
Secondary education Mr. ****is compelling the
BSE to keep the course exactly same as the
NCERT course so as to make the education
uniform throughout the country. So it seems to

us, the books to be written for our Oriya students
will be an exact translation of the NCERT books.
We are apprehensive whether such a thing will
retain the quality of science education or not. In
our opinion, thisis not fair. If the NCERT designs
substandard course for the CBSE affiliated
schools and some of topics have been written
by inexperienced authors in a very substandard
manner in their text books then is is it worthwhile
for all the states to blindly follow the NCERT
syllabus and text books in the name of uniformity
of course ? In stead, there should be openness
and competitiveness in designing the syllabus
and text books. Most importantly, although the
course structure of NCERT is not promising, the
good students from CBSE schools have the
opportunity to read many reference text books
written by experienced professors and scientists
of our country. Such a concept of reference
books in Oriya was not existing in our state and
the students had no other choice than to
memorise the lines from the text books published
by BSE, Orissa.

The science teachers themselves are in
avery poor state of their knowledge about the
present day science courses. They also do not
study any book other than the text books of BSE,
Orissa. The training for them conducted by BSE
and SCERT to improve their capacity are also
of poor standard. Such training programs cannot
really serve any purpose to improve their
capacity.

ROLE THE URANIUM

The Uranium is a society committed to the
improvement of the quality of science education
of our state. The society was established with a
few like minded people of our state in 2001 for
the purpose to work in an uncompromising way
in the direction. To achieve the objectives, the
society so far has conducted independently 13
orientation-cum-refresher courses for science
teachers for Ganjam, Koraput, Jeypore,
Kalahandi, Mayurbhanj, Sundargarh, Cuttack,
Puri, Jagatsingpur, Jajpur, Dhenkanal, Sambalpur
and Khurda. It has published 5 science reference
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books in oriya for the secondary levels. To |
motivate and build the capacity of students, it |
organises a state level talent search
examiation(popularly called Uranium Talent |
Search Examination) and selects top 100 for the |
summer and advance camps. They are taughtand |
trained by experienced professors and scientists |
for gaining confidence in the science subjects. |
Experiments are conducted by the students in the |
camps to get a feel of science in much better way.
The Uranium website www.theuranium.org |
gives the details of the work conducted by the
society for the purpose. Now The Uranium |
activities are going on in almost all the districts of |
our state and district level coordinators are |
engaged in extending their cooperation in |
organising the programs in different parts of our |
state. :
Still the entire work done by the society |
is to be treated as tip of the ice berg. Looking to |
the inertia of people at all levels, it is really a :
challenging task to work amidst all adverse |
conditions. |
The Uranium conducts a large number |
of programs in different parts of our state for the |
science teachers, students for the purpose under |
acute financial shortage. It does not receive any |
funding from from government or any other |
agencies. We sincerely wish that each one |
intellectual of our state and also the odiyas who |
are staying and working abroad should come
forward to first assess our commitment and |
credibility and extend their support to for the
progress of the mission in a detectable pace.
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Trip To ARUSHA - An Experience
(In Tanzania)

: ltwasa Friday early morning at our

| house, not a simple Friday morning; it was
' aspecial Friday morning. We were going
'to Arusha. Mamma and Papa were still
: packing some things in the suitcase at 5:55
| am. Mamma woke me up at 6am. I brushed
| my teeth, got refreshed, wore my clothes
| and went to the dining table to have my
| breakfast. We left our house at 6:45am.
" After 2 hrs of our journey to Arusha we
| stopped at a hotel to buy some snacks and
| papatook some tea. Then we went forward
| to Arusha. We saw many beautiful
| mountains and hill stations in those two
' hours. After one hour | was tired, so | slept.
: After two hours we stopped at a hotel at
| Segera for our lunch. It was already 2:30
' pm when we left Segera. It was still a five
| hours journey and we could see many

| beautiful trees and mountains. We came
I

By Anwesha Sahu
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across the Mount Kilimanjaro, on the way | waited there for 45 minutes and then the
to Arusha. It is the highest point in Africa | Safari car came. Then we started for
with a snow cover. But now the snow cap is | Tarangire National Park. On our way the
melting due to global warming. driver (of the Safari Car) told us about the
» | place. After two hours we reached the main
| gate of Tarangire National Park. From
' there the National Park was 7.5 kms away.
| After 3 kms away we saw a beautiful and
colorful bird. It was very beautiful. Then

| we had to find Mr. Sekifu, the Regional
| Commissioner of Manyara. The National
' Park comes under his region. He is a good
: friend of ours. We reached in the guest
house soon and greeted everyone there,

| then he asked us to have lunch there. After
Mount Kilimanjaro, The Roof of Africa. | Junch his family and us took 4 cars and
We reached Arusha at 7:30pm. | started to roam in the National Park. In our

Everybody was very tired by that time. We | car there was another girl ,Mr. Sekifu’s
stopped in front of a hotel. First we got a | daughter, named Anna. She and I got good

room in the fourth floor, but there was no | friends. When we started to roam in the
light in the toilet. Then we went to the fifth | National Park, we saw many Giraffes,
floor. That room was ok. We refreshed | Elephants, and many other animals. We
ourselves in the room then went to a | found many groups of elephants with many
restaurant to have our dinner. After our | Kid elephants.

dinner finished papa asked me “Do you want |
to go anywhere?” | said “NO!” because | was |
extremely sleepy. The next morning we
woke up at 7:30am. We quickly got ready |
and went to the first floor to have our |
breakfast. Then we went back to our room | £
to pack our bags and took them to our car. |
Then we went to Shoprite (a big :
supermarket) to buy some snacks. At that | |
time papa sent our driver to fill petrol ina | ;_,_,_"',:;
petrol station. Then when we started the car | -

, We_heard a “click” sound. We stopp_ed the | Elephants in Tarangire National Park.
car immediately and took a look at it. We
saw that the steering wheel had got a Tarangire national park is having

problem and could not work. Papa called | more elephants than all national parks in

Charan uncle( one of our family friend in | .
Arusha) to come to Shoprite. | Tanzania. After half an hour we saw

| another group of Giraffes. In this group

Uncle came to Shoprite. He called | most of them were hugging each other.
a Safari car and some mechanics. We | We took many snaps of them.
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The Great Baobab Tree.

Giraffes In Tarangire National Park

When the rescue car came, it was
After half an hour we saw a Baobab | already 5.15pm .Other people of the car
tree which was over 500 years old. It had | Whichwas stuck, wentto another car which

| was leading us. As the sun was setting and
two natural doors, one at the front and one | it was getting dark, we decided to leave

at the back. There was a big hollow space | the place .The rescue people were left to
in side the tree trunk. Inside the trunk | getthe car out of mud and bring later. So,

thieves and poachers used to hide. There | NOW We were heading towards the Kikoti
. P : cottage hotel. We reached the hotel about
was a big stone near the frontdoor. There ' 546 and half an hour later. On our way to

were some nails attached to the tree inside : hotel, it was lightning a lot and was very

which was used by the jungle masais to go | dark .We reached the hotel at 7.15 pm. The

i N hotel people welcomed us by giving us wet
up. It was so amazing, we couldn’t believe. refreshing towels. We all refreshed
Then we started back. We found the roads | gyrselves then they took us to campfire

were muddy and slippery. The car was | place .We warmed ourselves over there for
facing problem to move ahead, it was scary | half an hour. Then we got our room. On our

; way to the room inside, we felt like we were
to me. | and Ana were holding each other |

_ ) | walking ina jungle. The surrounding was
tightly. Just after few minutes the second | full of trees. Faint sound of animals, dark

car got stuck in mud very badly.Everyone | black atmosphere was terrifying. I was

got down to help it comes out but it . feeling sleepy although | got refreshed and
) | mamma, papa too
couldn’t. Then Mr.Sekifu called a rescue | _

car. It came after about half an hour. The | : FppA -
driver and my father got out of the car. I, : 4
papa and Anna stayed in the car. One of the | |
window was open and one dangerous fly |
came in and was about to bite my mombut |
she killed it. When we were roaming in the |
park the roof of the car was open, so now :
we asked our driver to close it and the | [

. | -
windows. | Papa with the Masai Dancers
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Then we came to see the ngoma
dance arranged by the hotel. Ngoma dance
is a traditional dance here in East Africa by
the Masai tribe. While the masais were
dancing, they were inviting people to dance
with them. My papa joined them too and
had a nice jump just like them. It was a great
moment to see him dancing holding the
masai stick. Then it was time to have our
dinner . | did not want to eat anything but
forced to have pumpkin soup. Then I slept
on the table itself. After dinner my mother
took me to our room and I slept. Next day
my family woke up at 6:50am. I brushed
my teeth , changed my cloth and got ready
with my doll and went down for a morning
walk. While walking | saw many beautiful
birds and footprints of some animals. After
mama and papa got ready, we three had a
walk. My father took pictures of the birds
and our family. Then we went to have
breakfast . When mama papa were packing
| was roaming around. When mama papa
came our safari driver showed us the
baobab tree fruit. Local people make juice
from it and drink it. Then we started for
Ngorongoro crater.

After few minutes we saw a big
group of Ostrich and on the left two giraffes
playing and hugging with each other. We
took some nice photos.
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An Ostrich in the wild.

Then we went ahead a little and
then our car got stuck in the mud. Just
then another car was coming. They
helped us to pull out the car. There were
three tourists from Zambia, we thanked
them and moved ahead. Then after an
hour we reached Karatu on our way to
Ngorongoro crater. In half an hour we
reached the Ngorongoro National Park
main gate. There were many baboons.
Mama and papa showed some papers
to the people at the main gate and paid
the entrance fees. Then we started for
the crater. After half an hour we
reached the view point.

Ngorongoro Crater, from the top.

The crater looked so beautiful. The
tiny dots we were seeing from top were
animals. We saw some shiny things down
the crater. We thought it was a roof, but
not sure. Then we continued going down,
when we reached almost down the crater |
said, “Look!! a lion running”. Then our
driver said no because all other animals
were not silent. They were roaming around.
After reaching the crater we started for the
area where lions were found.
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Lions in the Ngorongoro Crater. Rhino and zebras in the Ngorongoro Crater.

We saw six lions were sleeping and |
one was guarding them. That lion started | This was my second visit to the
to come towards us. We all were standing ' Ngorongoro Crater. Then we started to
near the open roof so mama said “I am | come back from the crater and back to
getting afraid, now sit down”. Butit did not | Arusha On our way back | became very
come to us. In stead it sat facing us. One | sleepy and tired so I slept.
lion was sleeping upside down with his four |
legs facing towards the sky. It was very | After one hour when I was sleeping

funny pose. We all laughed so much. But | mammaand papa stopped at a lake called
in a low voice (like whispering). | Lake Manyara. Then still two hours were

| left to reach the main city. When we

| | reached the main city it was already

| | 7:30pm. Then we went to Charan uncle’s

| | home. He asked me “would you like to stay

here for the night?” | said yes and | agreed.

| Then just the next morning we left from
| Arusha and came back to Dar-es-salaam.

I wish if I could invite all my friends
and relatives from India to see these
wonderful places in Tanzania.

It’s me, inside the crater

Asante Sana.
Then we went to look for more (Asante Sana means Thank You Very
animals. We saw a big group of flamingos much in Kiswahili, The national
and they were drinking water from a small | language of Tanzania.)
lake in the crater. We also saw an elephant |
taking sand bath. We found a Rhino also. | |
was seeing a rhino for the first time inmy | Do KLY
life. Zebras were roaming near the rhino |
and it was doing nothing as if they were :
|
|

friends.
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