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About 52 Parindey 
52 Parindey is a project dedicated to identifying and documenting the lives of 52 innovators who are 
making a conscious and sustainable living for themselves and the planet through alternate careers 

in Indian towns. Initiated in 2016 as a 52-week travel-based endeavour, the aim of this project was to 
celebrate those trailblazers who are involved in eco-careers, can inspire youth to lead a similar path and 

eventually help regenerate the ecosystems in India and the world. The idea of 52 Parindey has never been 
to simply share the stories of innovators across India but to inspire youngsters to learn from the innovators.

In 2016, Rahul Karanpuriya, a vagabond and explorer, travelled across 52 locations in the country, in search 
of such innovators and spend a week with each of them, learning and unlearning with them.

The 52 Parindey journey was supported by  Digital Empowerment Foundation,  
and institutionally supported by Swaraj University and Shikshantar. 

About Rahul Karanpuriya
Rahul Karanpuriya is a poet at heart, and speaks the language of love. He is a passionate traveler and 

explorer. Dissatisfied with the existing systems, from an early age, he often found himself pondering over 
real issues of education, social injustice and the role of money, among others. When he realised that his 
questions and inquisitiveness do not have a place in the formal education set up, he decided to walk out 
of it in pursuit of learning through alternative modes of education and working with various grassroots 

movements to deepen his knowledge. He extensively traveled across India, and created a gap-year project 
called 52 Parindey to bring out the stories of change of common people, and expand his understanding 
of deeper issues such as climate change, sustainability and education. He is now determined to create a 

platform that facilitates self-designed learning through travel and space that celebrates such questioning 
and deep inquiry.
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Introduction 

Come to think of it, the above quote 
summarises the journey of 52 Parindey. 52 
Parindey is, in fact, about exploring those 
infinite possibilities of paving a better and 
a flourishing future for our planet and its 
inhabitants. 

This journey and the milestones we have 
marked along the way wouldn’t have been 
possible or remotely feasible without the 
unfettered support, love, encouragement, 
and faith that I have received from everyone 
rooting for this journey.

In today’s world, we value things and 
experiences according to the attached price 
tags. However, the real value lies in those 
individuals that extend a helping hand, pull 
you out of misery and pull you up to better 
things. Such associations are priceless and 
reaffirm your strength. 

This book is a product of your faith in me. I 
thank you all. 

It has been more than a year since I 
embarked on this journey. It is hard to 
express my gratitude in words, the feeling 
is overwhelming. I would firstly, like to 
thank my family – especially my parents 
and my brother Rohit. Without your staunch 
support, I wouldn’t have been able to fulfill 
this project. You have always been there, like 
an unwavering flame, and have watched me 
take my first steps on this path, just like you 
did when I began walking many years ago. 

I would further like to wholeheartedly 
thank my friends - Manish Jain, Sonika 
Gupta, Reva Dandage - who have been there 
throughout. 

Another man I would like to extend my 
gratitude to is, Osama Manzar. One man who 
made it possible for me to convert this idea 
into reality was due to his encouragement 
and faith of him and his team. Sir, it was 
an honor to be considered worthy of your 
trust. 

I would also like to thank Sreekumar Sir 
who introduced me to newer possibilities 
and guided me to make them happen. I 
am forever in debt for your guidance and 
kindness. 

I have often heard that businesses and 
friendship shouldn’t mix, but I don’t think 
I would have been able to complete this 
project without Udita Chaturvedi. She 
worked with me as the most efficient and 
wonderful colleague. Thank you for your 
support, Udita. 

There comes a time in everyone’s life 
when their strength is challenged and 
questioned, but my advice would be that if 
you have someone who has always helped 
you to keep the flame burning and has 
motivated you at every step, do not let go of 
them. Something that this journey helped 
to understand and I reiterate here again, 
was the essence of true and meaningful 
friendships. It is perhaps that reassurance 
you get, when your friend stands up and 

There are infinite possibilities to the 
future. 

It’s always bending, always changing.
 Every decision you make, creates another 

alternative.
 The future isn’t written yet. 

We need to focus on the here and now.

““

सफर पर निकला हूँ,
एक सफर की तलाश मे,

मैं नहीं जनता,
क्या मेरी मंज़िल ह,ै

जो ह,ै अब बस यह रास्ता ह.ै...

कई कहानियाँ छिपी ह,ै
इन रस्तों में,

कई किरदार छिपें हैं,
इन कहानियों में

और हर किरदार में कई कहानियाँ....

कहानियों और किरदारों का यह 
खेल,

युहीं चलता रहता हैं,
ना कोई हारता ह,ै

ना कोई जीतता ह…ै.

कोई नहीं जानता हैं,
यह खेल कब और कैसे शुरू हुआ,

पर इसका कोई अंत भी नहीं हैं,
जैसे इस सफर को भी कोई अंत 

नहीं ह,ै
हर मंज़िल के बाद,
एक नयी मंज़िल ह,ै
हर रास्ते के बाद,

एक नया रास्ता ह.ै....

हम बस यूहीं,
एक कहानी मे किरदार की तरह,
कई कहानियाँ लेकर चलते रहते 

ह,ै
एक अंत की और,

एक नयी शुरुआत करने.....

tells you, “I believe in you.” Madhur Anand, 
Arjun Aiyer and Gaurav Gurjar, thank you so 
much for believing in me. 

I thank everyone who has supported and 
co-created 52 Parindey.

52 Parindey is much more than the stories, 
travelogues or the places; it is about 
seeking truth and peace and embarking 
on a pursuit of knowledge. It is about 
understanding life and everything it comes 
with. It is about finding effective solutions 
for our environmental, economical and 
spiritual crises which people knowingly 
and unknowingly fight every day. It is about 
making this place a more hopeful one. 

When I began this journey, I had no clue 
of what all was in store for me. However, 
whatever I learnt in the past one year has 
completely transformed me. I am not the 
same person the set foot on this path, I 
have grown, rather evolved into a more 
observant, forgiving and spiritual being.

Satiating a restless, ever-inquisitive mind 
isn’t that easy. My efforts thus, will never 
cease to explore the unknown as long as 
breathe. I like other travellers, have too 
seen many challenges, pitfalls and my will 
and courage have been tested many times. 
However, I truly believe that the universe 
has been there to guide me at every step. 
I have slowly learned learnt to savour the 
moments that make a lifetime. It has taken 
a lot of and from me to reach where I am 
and I will if given the chance, do it all over 
again.

This presents my journey to you. It isn’t 
supposed to preach or enlighten you; it 
supposed to instead make you reflect. 
Like a coin, a story can have multiple 
interpretations and takeaways and my hope 
is to make you ponder over all of these 
stories and understand where they and 
their protagonists come from. 

Along the way, I also discovered the 
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shortcomings of our education system. The 
inadequate and the stagnant curriculums 
have failed to adapt to the growing needs 
of our nation. Despite a growing realization, 
the system refuses to budge. 

Schooling is and has become synonymous 
to rote learning and instructed guidance. 
The learning taught in our schools is 
popularly a tool for social conditioning to 
attain compliance to majoritarian social 
systems. This is understood to be a core 
recipe for a successful and viable future 
and social acceptance. 

Presently, unfortunately there is no other 
way to keep the children engaged till they 
are of the age where they can work and 
earn. Education should be held accountable 
for academic success; if it is relieved of its 
role as a criterion as a necessary economic 
placeholder; which is the real reason that it 
still exists, despite the speculations. 

In exchange to the underlying religious 
and cultural prejudices that, in my opinion, 
work to pivot one against the another and 
challenges our integrity and unity, a new 
model must emerge that holds learning as 
fundamental and a model that is based on 
the understanding that human beings exist 
in integrity and that love is our universal, 
essential and core quality. As parents and 

educators, our ability to love, respect and 
nurture our children should allow for 
the free flow of infinite wisdom of each 
individual. If given the right impetus, each 
one of us can nurture and unfold our deep-
seated, unique qualities. 

As adults, our ability to form relationships 
with children, who honour their integrity 
as well as ours, can create a mutually 
benefiting bond that can be termed as ‘co-
inspiration.’ This bond emerges when we 
are allowed and able to author and design 
our lives in accordance with our desires and 
passion. This relationship helps in bringing 
forth certain qualities in each of us, which 
are impossible to achieve if we work 
individually.  This synergy lies at the centre 
of the mentor/learner relationship, where 
each person, at any given time, is choosing 
to be engaged in mutual fascination and 
symbiotic learning.

The stories of 52 Parindey, challenge the 
linearity and one-dimensionality of popular 
narratives about biographies and individual 
feats. These are not the kind of vocations 
or choices that one would expect young 
people to make in an urban and cultural 
milieu, where we are increasingly being 
defined by rapid urbanization, our social 
and online standing and we are growing 
accustomed to mushrooming shopping 

malls and lastly, have continuously budding 
incentives to escape the boredom of village 
life. This stands true for our country which 
is characterized by a dichotomy of being 
one of the fastest growing economies of 
the world but also having 60 per cent of 
its engineering population as unemployed/
able. 

These 52 Parindey are challenging these 
labels that define them as poor, primitive, 
illiterate, first-generation learners, 
backward and dropouts. They are making 
constant efforts to ‘unlearn’ the doctrines, 
are holding a mirror to the society and are 
assessing success not in terms of individual 
feats but collective growth.

They are refusing to cooperate with the 
establishments without awareness and 
understanding.  Small communities, 
movements and local practitioners are re-
thinking the concept of learning. It is being 
viewed as collective intelligence, local 
cultures and roots and a democratic way 
of understanding the world. In short, they 
are discovering many new paths, patching 
up the downtrodden once and making their 
access more free, open and inclusive. 

continue to page no.- 32
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Rohit

A wanderer for a few years with a mission 
to find himself, he finally established 
Banyan Roots that recognises the 
importance of organic farming and 
sustainable environmental practices. 
His organic store seeks to fulfill these 
needs through a range of natural, local 
and pure food products.

Innovator: Rohit Jain
Vocation: Organic farmer
Location: Udaipur, Rajasthan
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very different from what is found in rural 
India. He believes that food hasn’t only 
lost its taste but its originality too. He also 
understood that the problem in villages is 
not of lack of education but of dwindling 
traditional knowledge. Today, traditional 
seeds and traditional methods of farming 
are on the brink of getting lost. Farmers’ 
disconnect from nature is leading to their 
poor plight. Rohit, thus, believes that this is 
an issue that needs to be addressed not just 
in rural areas but among urban citizens of 
India as well.

This is the reason Rohit decided to live 
with the locals and learn their practical 
and traditional knowledge of farming in an 
effort to preserve the same. He was then 
encouraged to develop a business model 
through which he could bring back the 
traditional seeds and traditional methods 
of farming into the mainstream. Rohit now 
dreams of making Udaipur a toxic-free city. 
For this purpose, consciousness towards 
environment is the key.

“Today, people have become very narrow 
minded, and they are living in oblivion. 
Based on my experiences, I believe, we 
have to first understand the challenges 
before our environment, and share stories 
or experiences with others to find the best 
possible solutions,” says Rohit.

Through this project called 52 Parindey, 
I hope to share a series of stories about 
people who are leading a life full of 
consciousness and compassion towards the 
environment. With this aim in mind, I found 
my first story in Udaipur.

This story is about Rohit Jain. Rohit was 
born in a village but he received formal 
education in Udaipur and Pune, and went on 
to be trained in information technology (IT). 
During the course of his education, he felt 
deeply connected with issues of farmers, 
rural to urban migration, and the various 
difficulties faced by the people in Indian 
villages. After completing his education, 
Rohit was offered a job at a big company. 
However, he declined this offer and decided 
to spend a year to “find himself”. In that 
one year, he volunteered with several 
non-government organisations and found 
solutions to problems by understanding 
grassroots-level issues and the economic 
cycle of farmers. It was then that he 
developed a love for villages and villagers. 
Taking forward this love, he established 
Banyan Roots, which employs organic 

farming to fulfill the manure demands of 
the people.

During his college days, Rohit often saw 
farmers and other villagers, who had 
migrated to the city, living in filth in a 
slum behind his college. This forced him to 
question why were people leaving behind 
their clean villages for filthy localities in 
cities. In an effort to get answers to his 
questions, he started education children 
in the slum. It was there that he was able 
to delve deeper into the lives of migrants 
and understand their problems. He realised 
that in today’s market-driven economy, it 
was extremely difficult for farmers to lead 
a sustainable life, especially due to high 
debts. This, clubbed with the razzatazz 
nature of the city pulled these villagers 
to urban areas. However, they failed to 
understand that the “shining urban life” 
was like a mirage. It was only later they 
understood that not everything that shines 
is gold, and if they had to save their lives, 
they had to do something about it.

Rohit didn’t really have a plan in mind but 
his experience led him to a tribal village in 
north Gujarat where he lived and taught 
tribal children. This opportunity helped 
him discover himself and understand 
village life more deeply. Living there and 
eating traditionally grown organic food, 
he realised that the food in urban areas is 

Route to Roots
From a very young age, people 
are told to be conscious and 
compassionate towards the 
environment. However, in 
reality, there are very few 
people who actually follow 

this teaching.
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Sunny

&
Manoj

The two friends with the same passion 
run a restaurant called Millets of Mewar, 
which experiments in amalgamating 
traditional crops with contemporary 
food. Conceptualised from an idea and 
revolution to promote better health 
and environment, their menu comprises 
Ragi Tacos, Kangani ka Pizza and Hamo 
ki Tikiya, amongst others.

Innovators: Sunny and Manoj
Vocation: Health-oriented restaurantiers
Location: Udaipur, Rajasthan
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The two friends travelled across the country 
in pursuits of more knowledge about 
matters that interested them —treatment 
through herbs, innovation from waste and 
farming. Eventually, they decided to go back 
to their passion and make a living out of it.

This is the story of Sunny and Manoj, who 
now run a restaurant in Udaipur called 
Millets of Mewar. Millets of Mewar is not 
just another restaurant but stems from an 
idea and a revolution to promote better 
health and environment.

Sunny and Manoj believe our bodies are 
like temples. To nourish our souls, we have 
to give ample food to it.

There is a saying in Mewari language that 
goes something like this: “As is the food, so 
will be the thinking.” This saying forms the 
basis of Millets of Mewar. The two friends 
believe that what we consume goes to our 
hearts, our minds, our emotions, eventually 
becoming a part of us.

Millets of Mewar experiments in 
amalgamating traditional crops with 
contemporary food. So their menu 
comprises of delicacies like Ragi Tacos, 
Kangani ka Pizza and Hamo ki Tikiya, 
among others. This way, the restaurant 
serves it customers food that is not made of 
maida, is not instant food and has not lost 
its nutrients in the process of being cooked. 
At Millets of Mewar, Sunny and Manoj, thus, 
promote Slow Food — food that is cooked 
over a longer period of time or in leisure, 
ensuring retentions of maximum nutrients.

At Millets of Mewar, one realises cooking is 
an art and learns about the true diversity of 
healthy food.

In today’s global food chain, most people, 
in India especially, depend on wheat and 
rice as staple food. These do not only harm 
our body but also cause damage to our 
environment. To grow these crops, farmers 
have to spray chemicals, pesticides and 
water, thereby “poisoning” our soil and the 
eventual consumers of the food.

The restaurant, thus, uses desi (native) 
crops in its food. Desi crops are naturally 
grown around us, without the need of any 
chemical or pesticide and with just one-
fourth amount of water compared to what 
we need to grow wheat and rice.

Sunny and Manoj can be an inspiration for 
people with a passion of cooking. They are 
an example for people who can set new 
standards for natural crops for healthy 
eating.

Duo with a natural passion

There were once two friends 
with a similar passion. One of 
them used to help his father 
sell kachori and samosa on a 
cart while the other worked 
as a helper at people’s homes. 
However, both learnt to 
cook from their father and 
mother, respectively, and 
decided to carve  out a new 

road ahead of them. 
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Deeksha

A passionate believer of alternate 
education, she works with Sweccha for 
holistic education and development 
of youngsters. When she first started 
working with Sweccha after a short 
career in the corporate world, she 
thought children will be able to learn 
a lot from her but, in turn, she learnt 
immensely from them.

Innovator: Deeksha Bhatia
Vocation: Alternate educationist
Location: New Delhi
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From a very young age, Deeksha had been 
interested in the creative fields. During her 
college years, she actively participated in 
street plays and stage plays, and contributed 
to scriptwriting, acting and direction. 
Through her plays, Deeksha helped raised 
attention towards various social issues 
such as drug addiction, rural migration, 
homosexuality, development, education to 
start a debate on these issues.

However, as is the case with most youngsters 
in search of a better livelihood, Deeksha 

finished college and took up an advertising 
job in the corporate sector. Initially, she 
enjoyed her new well-paying job where she 
also saw scope for promotion. She thought 
she was living her dream but that didn’t last 
long. She soon realised that the dream was 
just a mirage, and that she wasn’t making 
any real contribution towards the society. 
Her work began to take her away from her 
real self. She was no longer happy at work 
and was questioning her job every day.

Deeksha wanted to go back to the issues 
she was dealing with in college. She wanted 
to do something creative with children. 
But she didn’t know what or how. She was 
like a caged bird who wanted to fly high 
but loved her cage too. One day, when she 
realised she could no longer be confused, 
she decided to break the cage.

She then approached Sweccha, an 
organisation she was part of during her 
college days. It’s now been three years since 
she started working with Sweccha again. At 
Sweccha, she plays a key role in activities 
related to education and development 
targeted at youngsters. Initially, she thought 
children will be able to learn a lot from her 
but, in fact, she too has learnt immensely 
from the children.

Now when she looks at herself in the 
mirror, she feels at peace. She says, the 
decision she took three years ago has 
helped her find a new path in life. In the 
last three years, she has seen many changes 
in her and faced challenges but she has 
also bravely overcome the challenges. Now, 
her perspective of looking at the world 
has completely changed. She is working 
on issues, in depth, that mattered to her 
in college. And in this journey over the 
last three years, she has met many people 
from whom she has been able to learn 
something. And Deeksha says her journey 
of learning still continues.

Learning and teaching

Deeksha Bhatia, who was born 
in a small town in Haryana on 
December 5, 1989, graduated 
in  English from the Delhi 
University and then pursued a 
Master’s degree in advertising 
and public relations from 
the Indian Institute of Mass 
Communication in New Delhi.
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Brijendra

In his childhood, he had seen his father 
work with clay and had learnt the art 
of pottery from him. Soon, the hobby 
turned into his passion and eventually 
into his vocation. At a time when 
many discouraged him from taking up 
pottery due to fears of little economic 
benefits, he managed to revive the art 
in his village through contemporary 
productisation of traditional art.

Innovator: Brijendra Prajapati
Vocation: Potter
Location: Palwal, Haryana
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Brijendra Prajapati was never 
really interested in school. 
Instead, he was always more 
inclined towards traditional 
art, craft and even games like 

gilli danda and pitthu.

By the time he reached Class X, he lost all 
interest in mainstream education.

He remembers that when he was in high 
school, he noticed that a lot of youngsters 
were migrating from his village to nearby 
towns in search of a job. Mesmerised by 
the razzmatazz-ness of the cities, these 
youngsters ended up doing menial jobs and 
giving very little time to their families. Every 
weekend, they would return home tired and 
leave again the next day for work. That is 
when Brijendra questioned if it really was 
worth doing a job that distanced a person 
from his family.

“If a person can’t give time to the people 
for whom he’s earning, then what’s the 
point of a job like that?” he asked. Brijendra 
also noticed that these people were being 
distanced from their culture, their village 
and their lands. And so, Brijendra decided 

to drop out of school and find a livelihood 
in the village itself rather than finding a job 
in a fancy city.

In his childhood, Brijendra had often seen 
his father working with clay and had learnt 
the art of pottery from him. The art that was 
a hobby for him, soon became his profession 
and his father became his guru. Brijendra 
started travelling across the country for 
handicraft exhibitions and fairs.

This gave him the opportunity to meet 
other artistes and see their work, and he 
realised that what he was doing was not 
just a means to earn a livelihood but his 
responsibility towards the society — to keep 
the art alive.

Soon enough, Brijendra started innovating. 
Until then, potters were only making matke, 
diye and kulhads. But with Brijendra’s ideas, 
the father-son duo started making almost 
every kitchen utensil and tool in clay. 
They were making frying pans, hot cases, 
plates, bowls, and tea/coffee mugs, among 
other things. In the coming years, the 

potter family went beyond the kitchen and 
started making lamp shades, toys, hukka 
and various decorative items. These were 
exhibited across the country and Brijendra 
was highly appreciated for his art. The 
appreciation soon turned into recognition, 
and the family began getting custom orders 
from across the globe.

However, Brijendra says that it’s not easy 
keeping alive the art and tradition of 
pottery. If the status of pottery continues to 
be as it is, the art might not live beyond the 
next 25-30 years. There are two reasons for 
this. One is that existent potters are facing 
a low market demand and suffering from 
poor economic conditions. The second is 
that the younger generation is no longer 
interested in learning the art and taking 
it forward. The story is no different in 
Brijendra’s house.

“The children in the house think that 
pottery is a messy work and poses a lot of 
health issues. But this perception is wrong. 
If you see the older generations, who have 
played and worked in clay, their immunity 
is much stronger than today’s children. Kids 
today start sneezing as soon as they get out 
of the house! They spend most of their time 
in front of the television or the computer,” 
says Brijendra.

Mould for the future

Today, most potters don’t have enough 
and proper space to work. Heating the 
clay releases smoke, so the potters have to 
establish their workspace away from the 
residential area. When Brijendra’s business 
started expanding, he had to face the ire 
of his neighbours who were against the 
smoke being emitted. This forced Brijendra 
and his family to find a house away from 
the village community.

“However, nobody opposes the big factories 
that release poisonous smoke all day long in 
the name of development!” says Brijendra.

Unfortunately, even the government has 
given no support to pottery, and the urban 
population has almost forgotten about 
this art. Almost every household has a 
refrigerator and so they don’t need a matka 
to keep the water cool anymore, forgetting 
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that mud is one of the most natural 
resources. Keeping water in tightly-closed 
plastic bottles for more than a few days, 
makes it harmful for the body. However, 
water in plastic bottles is commonly stored 
and bought today. Kulhads made of clay 
have been replaced with plastic cups and 
clay pans have been replaced with non-
stick pans, which have been made with 
various elements and chemicals. Sadly, 
these plastic bottles and cups have made 
an entry into villages as well. People equate 
plastic with pride.

This materialism is not only leading to the 
slow death of the art of pottery but is also 
distancing the people from their roots and 
harming the environment.

It’s time people should think about what 
they want to leave behind for their future 
generations. Do they want to give them a 
healthy environment to grow in or force 
them to live in a poisonous one?

(Due to an unexpected death in Brijendra’s 
family, a video of him could not be recorded.)
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IT IS UP TO US
 
Let us take a minute to rewind to our 
childhood, to the days where dreams 
seemed plausible and achievable and 
we have the liberty to believe so. Back 
to this moment, you are probably sitting 
somewhere wishing upon being elsewhere 
to a place where your dreams took you. 

Deep down somewhere, I am sure, you are 
a dreamer just like me but in all likelihood 
are burdened with responsibilities and 
forced to live up to the expectations of 
those around you .

Do you ever wonder what is it that is 
stopping you from living the life you 
want? What is keeping you trapped in this 
monotony?

Don’t you miss your childhood days when 
everyday was an adventure? The question 
to ask is what changed as we transitioned 
to adulthood?  Back then we had all the 
time in the world to do whatever we liked 
but now we are all racing against time. 
We keep a track of every moment. In our 
pursuit to accomplish adult milestones, we 
have somewhere forgotten the ecstasy of 
chasing dreams.

Today, our every activity is instrumented 
and controlled, either by the government, 
the big players of the corporate world or 
our own dogmas and chains. From the food 

we eat to the land we build our houses on, 
there is nothing we can actually call our 
own. Unfortunately, nothing is now free 
of capitalism or systematic interventions. 
Unfortunately, there seems to be no 
escape from this. Suppression is often 
camouflaged as freedom. This is exactly 
what is happening with the Adivaasis of 
Chhattisgarh and Odisha or the fishing 
community of Narmada.  

Most of our knowledge about the world 
around us comes from textbooks. What we 
read or learn in schools, we take it to be 
true without using our own common sense 
to evaluate it.  In order to measure progress, 
we have created the concept of tests and 
examinations. We grow up dreaming of 
making a difference and living our lives 
on terms defined by us. But normally, 
institutions like schools have a very purpose 
of training us to get a job. We are trained 
to answer questions but not question the 
answers. We become part of a vicious cycle, 
where we work to live and live to work. And 
before we know it, we enter the last phase 
of our life, old age and become burdened 
with regrets and remorse.

Unfortunately, the following generations 
grow to learn the ways of their predecessors 
and become part of the same game. The 
cycle begins all over again with the next 
generation becoming a part of the game. 

It is also a daunting reality that our strings 
are in the hands of corporations, playing 
the role of a puppeteer. Money plays a 
controlling role that bargains human 
resources. They need us to build their cities, 
run their machines and fight their wars. Our 
dependency on money renders us blindly 
obedient. We believe money matters the 
most. It matters for food, travelling, shelter, 
clothes or entertainment; to some extent 
this might be true as well. But it shouldn’t 
render us as slaves to these corporations.

The relationship that we share with these 
corporations is harmful to us. Around the 
world, corporations and industries go 
unchecked and aren’t held accountable 
for the damage they do, such as releasing 
pollution and polluting water bodies. 

There are times when I feel that the human 
race is an epidemic for this planet. We are 
damaging and destroying our sustenance 
and vital resources, in a continuous and 
prolonged fashion, every single day. 

Come to think of it, a natural resource like 
water is priced and despite its curtailed 
access is depleting. Our nature is ailing; our 
survival will become unimaginable without 
clean water to drink and unpolluted air to 
breathe. How can we possibly exist when 
the nature will lose its potential to provide 

for us? No amount of money will be able to 
help us then. 

We are not only destroying the earth, we 
are destroying our own existence. We are 
destroying every living thing on this planet. 
Several species have become extinct while 
others are on the verge of extinction. If it 
goes on like this, there will come a day 
when human beings will perish from the 
face of the earth. 

Every year, over 5 lakh people die of cancer 
in India alone. We hear about new diseases, 
year round. Newer diseases lead to more 
medicines being sold and consumed on a 
daily basis. However, herein lies the irony; 
in a developed nation like USA, medicines 
serve as the third biggest reason of deaths 
every year. People spend tremendous 
amount of money on medical treatments. 
A lot is invested in establishing and aiding 
laboratories and scientists with the hope 
that they will find cures for such diseases.

The reason why we do not really 
understand what is going on around us real 
is because a lot is provided in a construed 
and concocted manner by the powerful few 
that control the media. The mask of culture 
and civilisation has resulted in humans 
becoming more and more dependent on 
choices and technological replacements to 
the human endeavor. We can’t even grow 

our own food anymore. 

Speaking of equality, an ideal emphasized 
by us, human beings ironically thrive 
on inequality and unequal access to 
resources and opportunities. Even today 
our country is plagued by the menace of 
untouchability, caste based and gender 
based discrimination. 

We meet so many people every day, but how 
well do we know them? Do we really know 
their story? Do we stay and ask how one is 
doing, are they happy? We have forgotten 
to seek joy in little things. All our attributes 
have been overshadowed by a self-centred 
attitude. We don’t have time for friends, 
family or ourselves and as a society are 
growing accustomed to loneliness. People 
need to remember that we are not alone. 
There are so many lives around us, we are in 
this together. We are a little parts of a larger 
than life universe.

What we really need to do is consider our 
narratives woven together and remind 
ourselves that the story can’t be completed 
even if one part or one piece hurts. How 
many of us stop to think what is going on 
in Syria and Iraq?  Or why does the fishing 
community in Narmada have no homes? 
Why are farmers committing suicide? 
Why do people live in such a miserable 
condition in slums? Our concerns limit 

themselves to our domestic peripheries; we 
don’t even bother to find out the names of 
our neighbours. Instead of thinking about 
solutions, we search for justifications. 
We try to justify the killing of innocent 
people, the contamination of water bodies, 
deforestation, wars, atrocities etc. 

Civilisation should not come at the cost 
of harmony, peace and destruction. Is this 
what we have learned from great leaders 
like Buddha, Mahavir, Christ, Mohammad 
or Kabir? Were they wrong to propagate 
the message of love and peace? Why is it 
that we worship them and yet fight in their 
name? 

We need to remind ourselves that our 
footprints will one day pave the way for 
our children. We must ponder upon what 
impressions are we leaving behind for our 
children to aspire to, follow or despise.

 The war we are fighting has no winners 
standing at the finishing line. We are slowly 
inching towards our end.

If we really think about it, despite all our 
differences we are quite alike. All of us 
have a common goal, happiness. What I 
have learnt from my experience is that the 
happiest and most content people are the 
ones who don’t value money as the main 
necessity, while, I have seen people leading 
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rich and luxurious lives but on the cost of 
being miserable. To this extent, social media 
platforms and mobile internet, while were 
created to connect with people, have also 
accentuated misery and mental illnesses. 

In trains, on streets, in houses, no matter 
where I look, people are hooked up to some 
gadget or the other. The good old times 
when neighbours use to sit and chat in 
the evenings or the chaupal was held in 
the villages are gone. We all are chasing 
something or the other and have forgotten 
to appreciate the nuances of life. Everybody 
wishes for a change but we don’t really 
want to change ourselves. We keep waiting 
for a new government, a new leader to lead 
us to a better tomorrow, but we never stop 
to think on how are we contributing to this 
conversation on change? It is imperative 
to remember Mahatma Gandhi’s words 
here, “be the change you want to see in 
the world.” We cannot bring the changes 
we desire by sitting in the comforts of our 
homes. 

This time is now. This is the time to take 
this opportunity and create miracles of it. 
Internet is a very powerful tool that can be 
used to propagate our message to the entire 
world. We can bring people together in 
unity. The future of our coming generations 
is in our hands. How our tomorrow will 
shape up is up to us. Our generation is 

perhaps the last one which can make a 
difference before it’s too late. The present is 
perhaps the legacy of our ancestors, passed 
down to us. Now, it is our turn to choose 
how we want to lead our lives. It is up to 
us to decide whether we want to follow the 
crowd and live how others expect us to or  
do we want to do things our own way. We 
need to make our choices now. 

रोज़ सुबह होती ह ै सूरज उगने के 
साथ,

उठ तो जाता हूँ, जागना बाकी ह।ै

“

“

continue to page no.- 60
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Khameesha

A permaculturist, he runs the Greening 
Jaisalmer Society in the heart of the 
Thar Desert, Rajasthan. Through this 
non-government organisation, he is 
not only dealing with effects of climate 
change and intensive farming but 
also reviving the cultural heritage and 
encouraging sustainable way of living 
among communities.

Innovator: Khameesha Khan 
Vocation: Permaculturist 
Location: Jaisalmer, Rajasthan



38 39

He was only 10 when he was struck by 
paralysis. This interrupted his education, 
and he was forced to spend a year on bed.

He tells me, “Just two days before I was left 
paralysed, I had planted two plants in the 
courtyard of my house. During my illness, 
these plants turned out to be my only 
friends. Most of my time was spent looking 
at the plants grow day by day. That’s when I 
realised the selflessness with which nature 
serves us, throughout our lives. Our lives 
start with it and end with it. There is no 
truer friend one can have than plants, and 
that’s how I fell in love with the two plants.”

During that one year, the illness was not the 
only thing Khameesha Khan had to face. 
He also had to face the regular taunts of 
his relatives. One day, when he was much 

better, fed up with the nagging, he ran away 
from home to Jaisalmer. There, he washed 
tea cups at a small eatery. It was a very 
difficult period for Khameesha Khan. In 
winters, he used to sleep in a sack of sugar 
to shield himself from the cold.

However, it was in Jaisalmer that Khameesha 
Khan met a lot of foreign tourists and 
began to pick up English. He soon became a 
professional tourist guide but often missed 
the soil of his homeland and the two plants 
he had left in his courtyard.

One day, he returned to his village and 
established a shop for clothes. Everything 
was going well, his life was back on track 
and he was in the village he had been 
longing for so long until…Until the desert 
town was struck by a flood, and he lost 
everything he owned.

This, however, did not break him. He restarted 
his life in Jaisalmer with a restaurant 
which he decorated with beautiful plants. 
It was here that he happened to meet an 

Australian lady called Rosy Jordon who 
was amazed by Khameesha Khan’s love for 
plants.

“She told me about a course in permaculture, 
and how it can help fight global warming,” 
says Khameesha Khan, adding that it 
was Rosy who told her that the flood in a 
desert was also the repercussion of global 
warming. Rosy explained him that if he 
agrees to enroll for the course, Khameesha 
Khan will be able to reform several lives. And 
so Rosy sent Khameesha Khan to Tanzania 
to pursue a degree in permaculture, and 
bore the complete cost of his education.

In Tanzania, Khameesha Khan learnt about 
the effects of global warming across the 
globe, and understood that the only way to 
revert these effects was to plant as many 
trees as possible. However, digging the 
ground and planting trees randomly will 
not help. One has to plant trees according to 
the geographical and climatic environment 
of a location so that it not only benefits the 
humans living in the region but also the 
wildlife.

Living in this part of the world is not 
particularly easy. Yet, for centuries, 
generation after generation has lived in 
India. However, if the rate at which climate 
change and intensive cultivation exists, 
continues; we’ll soon lose our cultural 

Born and raised in a 
small village in Barmer 
district, Khameesha Khan 
Khan’s childhood was 
unlike any other child’s 

he knew.

Greening Jaisalmer
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heritage. Modern-day development has 
completely destroyed our ecological 
system. In the olden days, our ancestors’ 
wisdom helped them live a happy and 
healthy life. They used those techniques in 
their daily routine that ensured no harm to 
the environment, this included saving every 
drop of water. Lakes, bore-wells and step-
wells had water round the year in those 
days. But now, in this race for materialism, 
we’ve ruined our environment.

And so he returned to Jaisalmer and decided 
to protect the environment and fight this 
evil through Greening Jaisalmer Society, 
which he established.

“Getting water from another region is not a 
sustainable solution because that literally 
means that you’re quenching your thirst by 
drinking somebody else’s water. If that water 
runs out too, what will the inhabitants of 
that region do?” he asks, adding that he has, 
thus, made it his responsibility to create 
awareness about people in the village and 
promote traditional techniques of farming 
and rainwater harvesting.

He encourages people to plant as many 
trees as possible to improve the ecosystem, 
strengthen the local resources and create 
better jobs for the people.

“Through this effort, I’ve decided to bring 
about a change in the environment. At 
present, I’m working in a village, about 
30 kilometres away from Jaisalmer, to set 
an example to tell people that it’s not 
impossible to grow a forest in a desert. 
And that’s just the beginning of some of my 
plans,” says Khameesha Khan.
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Dinesh

He has spent several years of his life 
dealing in arms and narcotics for the 
criminal world. Then, it was in Tihar 
that his life took a new course when he 
enrolled himself for Art of Living. When 
he got released from prison, he became 
a meditation instructor. Today, he is an 
organic farmer who has encouraged 
other farmers to give up chemical 
fertilisers.

Innovator: Dinesh Gurjar
Vocation: Organic farmer
Location: Jodhpur, Rajasthan
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It is said that the act of 
committing a crime is a 
tendency that is naturally 
found in humans. In some 
people, this tendency is 
more dominant while 
others are able to exert a 

greater control on it.

This is the reason crimes were being 
committed thousands of years ago, and 
crimes are being committed even today. 

People have been carrying out research on 
crime and criminals for years, but nobody has 
been able to pinpoint one common reason 
to prove why a person turns into a criminal. 
Some theories suggest that criminal 
nature preexists in humans while another 
explains that the society, environment or 
circumstances turn a person into a criminal.

We’re now in the 21st century, and over the 
years researchers have progressed in the 

study of crime and its reasons. However, 
there was never a crime-free world nor 
will it ever be. Rather, it would be better if 
researchers focus on the reasons that turn 
a person into a criminal, and work on those 
tendencies to make this planet a better 
place.

You must be thinking why am talking 
about this instead of narrating my latest 
innovator’s life. Well, that’s because I was 
forced to think about it because of the 
innovator I met in Jodhpur.

The latest innovator under this project, 
Dinesh Gurjar, spent most of his life in 
activities that are termed “criminal”. There 
was a time when he was the rising star of 
the criminal world. He was the villain of the 
society. From drugs to weapons, he’s done 
business in all. 

Dinesh tells me, “When I was in school, I 
often saw serious conflicts between ethnic 

groups around me. As I grew older, I began 
to adopt that kind of violent nature. Fistfight 
and felony seemed natural to me. It was in 
1970 that the first case was filed against 
me. However, during the hearing, somebody 
else would always go and take my place. 
This way, I got rid of the little fear that I had 
in me. I figured how to play with the law 
to save myself. I became bolder and braver, 
and eventually was a time when there were 
50 cases against me.”

In this “boldness”, Dinesh killed a man in 
1986. And this time, he couldn’t get away. 
The case went on in court for four and a 
half years in court, and he was award life 
sentence. However, he broke the prison a 
year later, and was on the run. In this chase 
with the police, he committed one crime 
after another. Soon, he reached Mumbai and 
began to deal in illegal arms and narcotics 
for the dangerous underworld. He was 
almost caught several times, but changing 
his identity helped him get away every time. 

In 2001, however, he was part of a major 
crime racket and realised he couldn’t get 
away this time. So he decided to serve his 
prison term in Tihar Jail. There, he got the 
opportunity to enroll for the Art of Living 
meditation course.

A MA and Hotel Management graduate, 
Dinesh says, “Modern education system 
does not allow room for analysis even 
though it’s supposed to be an integral part 

Arms to Farms
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of ‘learning’. If one cannot analyse his/her 
activities, then how will he/she know which 
path to take. That is what happened with 
me. I never reflected on my decisions to 
notice in which direction I was heading. 
I just did whatever was in front of me, 
without thinking if it was right or wrong. 
Art of Living gave me the chance to reflect 
upon myself, and I started participating in 
almost every Art of Living course that was 
offered in the prison.”

Taking a step forward in that direction, 
when Dinesh was released from prison in 
2011, he became an Art of Living teacher 
and began to introduce meaningful changes 
in the lives of people. In early 2014, during 
an Art of Living session he learnt that 
whatever toxins the body releases through 
yoga and meditation, are taken in again 
when a person eats.

He says it is rightly said that a person 
becomes whatever he/she eats. “Today, our 
food is the greatest enemy of our physical 
and mental wellbeing.”

Everybody wants to eat healthy food but 
nobody wants to grow healthy food, Dinesh 
laments. Unfortunately, even the farmers 
have been engulfed in the paradoxical web 
of the government and corporates which 
make them believe that organic farming 
cannot sustain a farmer’s life. 

“With an aim to bust this misconception, 
I decided to get into organic farming,” he 
tells me, adding that he made it his mission 
to earn a sustainable living through organic 
farming to set an example in front of other 
farmers in the region. “I wanted to prove 
that through organic farming, one cannot 
only earn a better livelihood but also ensure 
one’s own and other’s wellbeing,” he says. 

Dinesh’s effort will reach a milestone 
in 2016, by the end of which he would 
have promoted organic farming across 
a thousand acres of land. The impact is 
already visible around him. Some of his 
neighbours have given up chemical-based 
agricultural practices to adopt organic 
farming.

“The journey is long and difficult, but I’ve 
always given my 100 per cent to whatever 
I’ve done, be it crime or this. And this 
is important for our generation. This 
will decide the future of our upcoming 
generations, then why shouldn’t I give my 
100 per cent to this?! I’m sure I will achieve 
the goal I have set for myself,” he says with 
confidence.
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Muzaffar

He hasn’t been to a high school, yet 
he’s been a research guide for several 
Ph.D. scholars. He is a grandfather but 
his agility is remarkable. He is also a 
calligrapher, historian, photographer, 
author, traveller, tourist guide, 
numismatist and weaver. Also, The man 
can read and write in more languages 
than you can imagine.

Innovator: Muzaffar Ansari 
Vocation: Historian and tourist guide
Location: Chanderi, Madhya Pradesh
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It’s about those children who, in their 
childhood, learn about the good and the 
evil in this world. Despite the hardships 
that they face in an early age, they never 
lose their innocence of their childhood.

If you ever take a close look at them, you’ll 
notice that the everyday challenges of 
their lives are not able to curb their smiles, 
their laughter or their excitement. They 
will always find time to fool around and 
“be children”. These kids are as ignorant, 
innocent and understanding as any other 
child of their age group. So how do you 
know when a child has “grown up” and left 
his childhood behind?

Well, that’s hard to say. But what I know 
is that these children need the right 
education. Indian mainstream education 

shows these children the path that they 
must take but what they need to learn is 
how to walk first. If they know how to walk, 
they’ll be able to find their own way and 
their own destination, just like Kalle Bhai 
did.

There was a time when Muzaffar Ansari aka 
Kalle Bhai lived in a small hut, in Chanderi 
(Madhya Pradesh), that didn’t even have a 
door. There were days in his childhood when 
there wasn’t enough food in the house to 
feed every member. On those days, fruits 
grown in the wild used to be his only meal. 
In a financial situation as his family was 
in, it was difficult to think of even sending 
children to school. However, Kalle Bhai 
studied till Class V. When he was promoted 
to Class VI, his father didn’t have the money 
to buy school textbooks immediately, so 
Kalle Bhai requested his teacher to allow 
him few more days to arrange the books. 
However, the teacher insulted Kalle Bhai 
and refused to give me extra time, following 
which Kalle Bhai decided to drop out of 
school.

At the young age of 11, Kalle Bhai had 
started working at a general store to earn 
for his family. It was here that he found a 
guru in his employer who taught Kalle Bhai 
to read and write.

In his childhood, Kalle Bhai had also heard 
a lot of stories about Chanderi’s history 
and culture from his maternal grandfather. 
Listening to these stories, he developed a 
keen interest in history and came across 
a book called Chanderi: Ek Parichay. 
While reading this book, he found several 
contradictions between what he was 
reading and what he had heard from his 
grandfather. The curiosity to find the truth 
led him to the depths of Chanderi’s history. 
However, stepping into this deep ocean of 
history wasn’t easy for him. In his research, 
he found hundreds of inscriptions across 
Chanderi but all of them were in different 
scripts. Kalle Bhai, however, only knew 
Hindi. Eager to decipher the inscriptions, 
Kalle Bhai began learning different scripts. 
Today, he can read and write in 10 scripts. 
Not only that, he has also authored several 
books on the history of Chanderi. In fact, 
many scholars across the world have 
read his work, and several students have 
submitted their PhD thesis on Chanderi 
under his guidance. All this, despite the fact 
that Kalle Bhai holds no degree or diploma, 
he didn’t even finish school.

Though this story is about 
Kalle Bhai, it is also about 
all those children who are 
forced to “grow up” and 
mature too soon to earn a 

living for their family. 

Lessons from history
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Over the years, Kalle Bhai has become 
Chanderi’s favourite man and a history 
book! He picked his passion of history 
and converted it into his occupation. He 
is now a certified tourist guide, who is 
extremely popular among foreign tourists. 
Kalle Bhai is also a calligrapher, an artist, 
a handloom activist, a numismatist and a 
historian, of course. In fact, so much is his 
love for history that he has led several 
excavations in Chanderi, especially in Raj 
Mahal, independently (or asked INTACH to 
carry out an excavation). It was during these 
excavations that he found several ancient 
coins, utensils and pieces of Chanderi’s 
history.

It was while reading up about the history 
of Chanderi that Kalle Bhai also learnt 
about the ancient lifestyle which highly 
impressed him. He understood how the 
town had evolved, and how its people had 
very intelligently and consciously built it, 
using only the locally available material 
such as stones from the surrounding 
mountains. And the mountains weren’t 
just carelessly broken down. There was a 
thought behind it. They chiseled those parts 
of the mountain where rainwater could be 
collected. This ensured that if there was no 
rainfall some season/year, they could use 

the harvested water. In case of excess rain, 
they could easily divert the water into the 
river without letting it overflow into the 
town. The people of Chanderi had created 
a system within the environment so that all 
their needs could be met without harming 
the nature in any manner.

Unfortunately, urban planning today hardly 
is all about erasing the heritage and 
replacing it with concrete jungles.

“Do you think the recent Chennai floods 
was a natural calamity? No, it was a 
manmade disaster. For the sake of the 
city’s development, river banks have 
been covered with cement. Our ancestors 
consciously left a path for flowing water 
but we have erected houses over it today. 
Now that we have ignored our ancestors’ 
knowledge and destroyed our nature, the 
nature has to take its revenge too,” says Kalle 
Bhai, adding that the younger generation 
doesn’t understand this. “They just call 
our ancestors ignorant and superstitious. 
However, that’s completely untrue. Our 
ancestors were, in fact, far more connected 
with the environment than we are, and not 
just physically but even spiritually,” he adds.

To prove his point, Kalle Bhai gives the 

example of various ancient civilisations 
around the world. Gods and goddesses 
were always symbols of nature. Somebody 
worshipped the sun, somebody else 
worshipped the moon. The ocean had its 
own god and rain had its own.

“Do you think all of these were just stories? 
No, these promoted respect for the nature 
among the people,” says Kalle Bhai, quoting 
Lord Shiva’s family. Lord Shiva carried a 
snake around his neck. His sons rode on 
eagle and rat, respectively, while his wife 
Goddess Parvati’s vehicle was a tiger. Shiva, 
himself, rode on a bull. “If you think of it, all 
of these animals are each other’s enemies 
but they lived together.”

Nature says the same! We’re all connected 
to each other. However, today we have 
forgotten the morals hidden in these 
mythological stories, and have disconnected 
ourselves from nature. Thus inviting our 
own destruction.

What we need today is to understand the 
knowledge that our ancestors held and use 
that information to save our culture and our 
heritage. This is the path that if we take, we 
can conserve our planet and protect our 
nature.
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Dinesh

A chartered accountant by qualification, 
he now runs Banyan Tree, a publishing 
house that caters exclusively to genres 
of alternative learning and environment. 
Banyan Tree aims to undo the effects of 
mainstream education which hampers 
childhood and distances kids from their 
environment, their family and their 
society.

Innovator: Dinesh Kothari
Occupation: Publisher (alternative education)
Location: Indore
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Born to a middleclass family in a village 
called Pratapgarh in Rajasthan, Dinesh 
Kothari’s childhood was very different from 
the childhood of today’s kids. He was never 
haunted by the pressure of studying and 
performing well in a classroom. His parents 
never forced him to become an engineer, 
doctor or chartered accountant. He had 
complete freedom to play around and there 
were no restrictions imposed on him.

Dinesh’s mother looked after the 
responsibilities of the house while his 
father managed the shop. Nobody in his 
family interfered in another’s business. 
Similarly, Dinesh was never told what to do 
or how to do, he always had the freedom 
to choose his own path. Maybe this was 
the reason he never faced a barrier of any 
sort in his path and he sailed through one 
milestone after another.

The above lines describe the kind of 
upbringing that Dinesh’s parents believed 
in. However, years passed and Dinesh left 
the village for higher studies. Once he was 
out of his house, he began to be pulled into 
a large web.

Dinesh tells me, “I had decided to assist my 
father at his shop after college. However, 
my father’s shop was on way to my former 

school and several of my teachers used 
to visit the shop. It was because of their 
persistent demands that I decided to leave 
for Indore to pursue CA. But I soon lost 
interest in the subject and returned home.”

Later when one of his CA friends came 
to Pratapgarh, he told Dinesh that if he 
completed his education, he too would 
have a good monthly income.

“I wasn’t too mature at that time. My 
thinking was just like any other youngster’s 
— I wanted a big home, a big car and a good 
stable income. So I completed my education, 
became a qualified CA and started working 
in Indore,” says Dinesh.

It was a time when Dinesh thought all was 
going well. He was earning well and had 
nothing to complaint about. However, he 
soon felt stuck in the system and realised 
that if he didn’t get out of it soon, he’ll be 
pulled deeper into it.

Coincidentally, he had to travel to Goa for 
some work during that phase. In his free 
time in Goa, Dinesh took long walks in the 
jungles. He paid key attention to the forest 
life around him, and developed an interest 
in environment. This interest stayed and, 
in fact, grew when he returned to Indore. 

हद से बढ़े जो इल्म ज़हर ह ैदोस्तों,
सब कुछ जो जानते हैं, वो कुछ नहीं जानते।

(Too much knowledge is like 
poison, my friends,

A person who knows everything, 
knows nothing actually.)

Joy of reading
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He read several books on the subject and 
realised what the citizens were losing out on 
in this race for urbanisation. He started bird 
watching and developed a deep fondness 
for birds. He spent hours under a tree, just 
looking at birds resting on tree branches or 
flying in the sky. It was during this period 
that Dinesh felt a strong connection with 
the environment, and began to learn from 
it — things that no school textbook had ever 
taught him.

It was also the time when India was 
going through a phase of change, a new 
definition of development was being 
written. Our economy was opened to the 
global market, and Indian cities saw a 
wave of “development”. In this name of 
development, concrete jungles replaced 
thousands of trees. Overnight, trees were 
felled along entire stretches of roads, 
including the one that led from Dinesh’s 
home to office. He was so disappointed 
with this that he couldn’t take the same 
route to office for about four days. Unhappy 

with the government’s moves, Dinesh filed 
a petition in the court seeking a stay on the 
indiscriminate felling of trees. However, it 
had no impact.

Dinesh then joined an environment society, 
and regularly addressed students of various 
schools to make them conscious about their 
environment. It was during this phase that he 
realised the root cause of the problem was 
in the Indian mainstream education system, 
which was nothing more than a prison for 
children. The mainstream education system 
was hampering childhood and distancing 
kids from their environment, their family 
and their society. On the other hand, the 
system was making children run behind 
competitive exams one after another.

Dinesh’s daughter had also just passed 
out of school and wanted to pursue CA 
like her father. However, Dinesh suggested 
his daughter to take a year’s break and 
start some work in Indore. Together, they 
opened an alternate learning book store. 

However, as his daughter too had been 
moulded into the mainstream education 
system, she didn’t enjoy this work and 
quit after six months. Dinesh, however, got 
the opportunity to read many books that 
explained the destructive development 
phase that India was witnessing. He also 
noticed that a lot of books related to 
environment weren’t available in India. 
That’s when Dinesh decided to start re-
publishing such books. However, it wasn’t 
an easy task. For some books, it took him 
two to three years to get permission to 
publish. He had to continuously write to the 
authors and explain them the importance 
of re-publishing these books in India. The 
other challenge was to make these authors 
understand that he couldn’t pay them a lot 
of money.

Fortunately for Dinesh, many people helped 
him in this endeavour through which, so far, 
he has re-published more than 25 books 
in India under the name of his company 
‘Banyan Tree’.



60 61

SEARCH. SEEK. EXPLORE.

We have been raised in a way that we 
are always worrying about our future and 
quantifying our present. Our unrest results 
in failing to make the best of our present. 
We are only concerned about ourselves 
and our needs. Everybody is busy pursuing 
things which they are made to believe they 
want or need. They have no time to think 
about the impact their actions will have on 
those who are often reduced to pawns – 
voiceless and without representation. 

There are times when I think that our 
shrugging of our responsibilities and 
lack of concern for our actions and their 
consequences, make it easier for us to lead 
our everyday lives. 

Having said that, I am aware this is not the 
kind of life I would like to live. I have spent 
a lot of time the pursuit of gathering my 
thoughts and realizing that I do not wish 
to live on meal by meal allowance. I have 
now, cultivated my personality to care for 
beyond common sustenance requirements. 

These questions have for long jolted me 
out of a peaceful existence. They have 
haunted me and intervened in my daily 
dwellings to an extent that I was gripped 
with depression. For the longest time, I have 
questioned my worth and capability. What 
is my role in this universe? One day, I began 
on hunt for the answer. I too began with a 

secure job in an organisation in Jaipur, with 
a plan to earn money and thus secure my 
future. I believed this was the ideal path to 
contribute to society’s growth. 

However, this lasted as a shortest stint of 
my life. Within a year, I realised that the 
usual, settled, secure life wasn’t for me. 
I needed to create my own path. It wasn’t 
going to be easy but was the only thing that 
made sense and was tangible. In December, 
2014, I quit my job. 

I was aware that the idea of quitting a well-
paying job would not receive acceptance 
with open arms from my family friends and 
well-wishers. They had several questions of 
the possible consequences. Many termed 
this spur of the moment decision as foolish. 
But I always knew that my perspective and 
outlook were very different from others. I 
also knew and was hopeful for that handful 
few, who would have understood my 
perspective and would have identified with 
me. They were and are the ones who find 
this path as the right one. 

I have tried to reassure myself and those 
who have doubted my decisions. But what 
makes it harder is the fact that I myself 
had no clue, as to what was next for 
me. This whole experience, as it began, 
was a confluence of wonderment and 
contradictions, all at the same time. What I 

was planning to do was not merely a social 
service, but I was about to embark upon a 
journey of removing betraying masks of 
our culture, tradition and civilization and 
finding who I really am. This journey was 
about having complete faith in my abilities. 
Today, as I look back, I confirm that there 
couldn’t have been any other way I could 
have found the answers that I was looking 
for. 

From what I have observed and learned, 
there is necessity to be slightly selfish. When 
we finally begin to understand ourselves, we 
begin to see the word ‘selfishness’ in a whole 
new light. I have experienced this first hand. 
It is also crucial to understand the concept 
of ‘self’ and tether and gather our energies; 
the only way one can achieve inner peace. 
Following this realization, I joined a 10-day 
long Vipassana camp where I reconnected 
with my faith. I realized that my pursuits 
were hidden in my faith. And this faith was 
the foundation of all my upcoming chapters. 
Somehow, in the process, I stumbled upon 
the idea of 52 Parindey. And it has been the 
most delightful chanced upon idea. 

The man who goes alone 
can start today;

 But he who travels with 
another

 Must wait till that other 
is ready.

“ “

continue to page no.- 86
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Suresh

Inspired by Gandhian philosophy of 
life, he has selflessly devoted his life 
to the people of a small village in 
Ahmedabad district, where he promotes 
organic farming and has set up an 
alternate education centre to nurture 
love, compassion and empathy among 
children, thus strengthening their bond 
with environment. 

Innovator: Suresh Bhai
Occupation: Social Worker
Location: Wakenada in Ahmedabad district, Gujarat
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And what’s the difference between evolution 
and spiritual experience? Experience 
creates awareness, and evolution brings 
about a change in life structure. Evolution 
doesn’t always give experience. It simply 
organises the experiences together to 
heighten knowledge and memories, which 
in turn help in the evolution of a person. 
If you are in search of a spiritual path 
and want to improve your experiences 
and quality of life without changing your 
lifestyle, then it’s not possible. However, the 
practice of love is a very powerful process 
which can completely change your being, 
externally and internally.

Enchantment is not about improving 
your quality of life. It is about risking the 
whole life to live on the edge, making an 
evolutionary leap into unknown, relying 
on your wits, your creativity, and deepened 
life intelligence to create a new context 
for human life, to help it achieve it highest 
possibilities.

Reading all this you might think it is being 
spoken by some spiritual guru but these 
are the thoughts of a common man and our 
next “parinda”, Suresh Bhai.

Suresh was once a government employee 
who stepped out of his comfort zone and 
stable future for the dream of a beautiful 
future. A future where love, honesty and 
compassion resides within people, and 
where people don’t exploit the environment 
for their personal gains.

When Suresh Bhai was working in Patan, 
Gujarat, he realised that everyone was 
running after money. Nobody cared about 
the society or the environment. There were 
several questions in his mind regarding this 
and other pertinent issues of today’s world. 
So, to find answers to these questions, he 
quit his job and enrolled for a Master’s 
degree in Social Work at the Gujarat 
University.

That was a time when Suresh was going 
through a phase where he angry with the 
current system. At the university, however, 
he got the chance to meet and interact 
with Gandhians like Narendra Bhai Desai 
and Gopal Dada who changed his views on 
life and lifestyle. Living in the proximity of 
such great men, Suresh studied in depth 
the lives of Mahatma Gandhi and Vinobha 
Bhave (two leaders known for their non-
violent approach towards human rights). It 
was at the university that he learnt the real 
meaning of service, and decided to dedicate 
his life to the society.

While studying at the Gujarat University, he 
also met Ishwar Bhai, the founder of Safai 
Vidyalaya (Cleanliness School). While living 
with him, Suresh travelled across 1,800 
villages in the state where he tried to raise 
awareness about cleanliness, environment 
and female foeticide. Despite doing all 
this, he felt something was missing. It 

Experience doesn’t 
always lead to a 
change and change 
doesn’t always give 

experience. 

Nature’s bond



66 67

didn’t seem quite right. He felt that he, 
himself, was not living up the words he was 
speaking. He wasn’t living a life that he was 
preaching. That’s when he decided he had 
to stop at one location and live the ideal 
life he was preaching.

With this thought in mind, Suresh reached 
a small village called Wakenada near 
Ahmedabad in Gujarat and began a new 
chapter in his life. When he first arrived in 
Wakenada, local villagers refused to support 
Suresh Bhai. This, however, did not sway 
him from his aim. He identified some of the 
dirtiest places in the village and, after eight 
days of hard work, transformed them into 
the most beautiful sites. At one of those 
sites, he laid the foundation of the Temple 
of Service. Every day, he spent five to six 
hours working for the village community, 
clean the surroundings and segregating 
plastic waste from household trash.

Suresh, who believes his work is his love, 
says, “I didn’t have to teach anyone anything. 
I was sure that whatever I was doing, people 
would notice and be encouraged to do the 
same. I was sure people would begin to 
love nature.”

“The government has devised several 
laws for the betterment of the world. Even 
the aim behind terrorism-led violence or 
government-led violence is somewhere to 
make the planet a better place but their 
course is wrong. If love, compassion and 
empathy would reside among everyone, the 
world would become a better place on its 
own,” he adds.

And so Suresh set up an alternate education 
centre or a school of fun where he could 
nurture love, compassion and empathy 
among village children, thereby creating 
their bonds with environment. This year, 
Suresh has also done a lot of work in the 

field of organic farming to prove to the 
village folks that natural methods can, 
too, lead to a full growth of crops without 
harming the environment.

This man is doing so much for the village 
and, the important thing is, he is doing all 
of it for free and selflessly. His monthly 
expenditure is only Rs. 750. Aren’t you 
surprised that a man can dedicate his entire 
life to a cause like this? But this is the truth. 
Even the change that he believes in is true 
and possible.

During my stay in this village, I heard so 
many stories of change from the local 
community, and the love that I received 
in Wakenada is the result of Suresh Bhai’s 
selfless service and love for the people 
of the village. Afterall, love has the power 
to write stories of change and promise a 
better world.



69

52
 P

A
R

IN
D

EY

10
Mustu

A tribal culture conservationist, he has 
dedicated his life for the betterment of 
a tribal community in Gujarat. Over the 
years, he has helped tribals earn their 
rights, preserve their culture, protect 
their environment; increase their 
household incomes through parallel 
livelihood options and, take care of their 
children and senior citizens 

Innovator: Mustu Bhai
Occupation: Tribal welfare activist
Location: Palanpur, Gujarat
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However, the shop was so crowded that 
the shopkeeper forgot to take money from 
Mustu Bhai and instead gave him some 
money, which Mustu Bhai gladly took and 
returned home. At home, he was laughing 
while narrating the incident to his mother. 
Later, when his father found out, Mustu 
Bhai was heavily scolded and taken back 
to the shop, receiving a few thrashes from 
his father on the way. Mustu’s father did not 
only make him return the thing that he had 
brought but also asked him to pay its actual 
price.

When Mustu Bhai questioned his father 
later as to why was he forced to pay for the 
thing despite returning it, his father said 
that it was the price for Mustu’s mistake and 
his father’s honesty and conscientiousness. 

His father explained Mustu that day that 
there is nothing more important than being 
an honest person.

“Be whatever you want when you grow up 
but never be the reason for somebody’s 
loss. Never cheat anyone. Help people as 
much as you can. The society is giving us a 
lot, so we have the responsibility of giving 
something back to it. And this responsibility 
can help create a better society,” his father 
had told him.

This was the reason his father ensured 
that Mustu Bhai went to an institution 
where education was based on Gandhian 
principles, views and ideologies.

In the first year of college, Mustu 
experienced something that changed the 
course of his life forever. The college gave 
him an opportunity to visit a tribal village. 
The condition of the village and its people 
completely shook him. There was a house 
where a woman was feeding her child a 
chappati dipped in water. It was the winter 
season, the child was sitting naked and the 

woman was barely covered in a torn saree. 
The house only had walls on three sides, 
and drinking water was stored in a dirty and 
broken earthen pot.

Mustu Bhai couldn’t sleep for days after 
his visit to this village, and he often 
found himself crying. He was extremely 
disappointed that despite so many years 
after Independence, the government 
had done hardly anything for the tribal 
communities. He wondered who was 
responsible for their plight.

“Many people had visited the village before 
I had, why hadn’t they done anything for the 
people?” Mustu had asked himself and then 
wondered how many more villages in India 
must be in a similar pitiable condition with 
barely any food to eat. That’s when Mustu 
decided that he will no longer aspire for a 
government job and, instead, will work to 
serve a village community.

So after completing college, Mustu travelled 
to several villages in northern Gujarat until 
he reached Khatisitra. Here, he saw that 
the tribal village was completely cut off 
from the rest of the country. There were 
no roads and no electricity. It didn’t even 
exist on a map of India. With a situation like 
this where there was absolutely no basic 
amenity, their rights seemed like a distant 
dream. Mustu Bhai decided to live in this 
village, work for its people and fight for 
their rights. However, Mustu Bhai was very 

As a child, Mustafa Khan aka 
Mustu Bhai had once cheated 
a shopkeeper. Mustu was nine 
years old when he had gone to 
buy something from the shop.

The originals
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sure of one thing — that no harm should 
be caused to their indigenous culture and 
environment in this struggle for rights.

When Mustu Bhai began working in the 
village, he didn’t even know their language. 
The tribal community didn’t have complete 
faith and trust in him either. For the first 
three months, all he did was bathe children, 
trim villagers’ nails and rear their cattle. 
Through this initial care work, he found 
a place in the hearts of the local tribal 
community and soon began imparting 
alternate education to the children.

However, people outside the village were 
apparently not too pleased with Mustu 
Bhai’s good work. Some organisations that 
were working in nearby villages started 
instilling fear in the minds of the people of 
Khatisitra. They started rumours that Mustu 
Bhai was a terrorist, a Naxalite, a hooligan 
who would kidnap the village children and 
run away. Some even went ahead and said, 
“This Muslim man is trying to carry out 
religious conversations in the village.” Even 
local politicians threatened to kill Mustu 
Bhai if he did agree not leave the village 

but they didn’t know that Mahatma Gandhi 
was Mustu Bhai’s inspiration. Mustu Bhai 
was not one who would raise the white flag.

He continued his struggle for the 
betterment of the village, and today every 
taluk department in the district recognises 
Khatisitra with Mustu Bhai’s name. 
Government officials are always willing to 
help the village people without taking a 
bribe — which is usually very rare. Recently, 
the village also received a grant for a project 
to light every house with solar energy.

“By next month, every house will have 
electricity,” Mustu Bhai proudly tells me. He 
adds that his biggest achievement is not 
that the villagers are getting their rights 
but that despite collaborating with cultures 
and techniques that are alien to the locals, 
the village culture has stayed alive.

With the help of the villagers, Muftu Bhai 
organises a biannual tribal festival where 
people sing and dance merrily without 
being under the influence of alcohol. “It 
was the villagers who had decided a few 
years ago that no alcohol will be sold in 

this village” he adds.

Now Mustu Bhai is working towards using 
the locally available resources to create 
better employment opportunities for the 
people so that youngsters don’t have to 
migrate for jobs. With this aim in mind, 
Mustu Bhai is trying to ensure that the 
villagers get the right price for the pure 
honey that is produced here. Last year, the 
village earned three lakh rupees through 
the sale of honey. Besides this, he is also 
trying to figure out how he can create 
employement with the herbs that grow 
in the village. These days, Mustu Bhai is 
encouraging the villagers to adopt organic 
farming techniquies so that their crops can 
be sold directly to customers at the right 
price.

With Mustu Bhai’s help and the community’s 
struggle for rights, the villagers now live 
like one big family in which everyone is 
willing to help each other without any 
selfish motive. And the village has learnt to 
speak the language of love now.
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Pankaj

At an age when children played in open 
fields with their friends, he made forests 
his friend. A biodiversity conservationist, 
he works in the Kutch forests with 
tribal communities to take traditional 
tribal knowledge to the government 
and scientists and thus, reduce the 
communication gap between the two in 
decision-making process.

Innovator: Pankaj Joshi
Occupation: Forest conservationist
Location: Kutch Forests around Bhuj, Gujarat
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The world is full of examples of people who 
have earned great achievements in life but 
it didn’t give them the same happiness as 
a small success in pursuing their passion 
gave them. And so it won’t be wrong to say 
that to achieve something in life, passion is 
as important as breathing is for life.

But what is this passion? What gives rise 
to it?

It stems from a dream. When you have 
a dream, you put in all your energy to 
accomplish that dream. This energy, zeal 
and enthusiasm turns into an ambition, 
one for which you are willing to put in your 
heart, mind, soul and body. And this race to 
reach the ambition doesn’t stop until that 
dream is accomplished.

Our next ‘parinda’ had immense love for 
plants, forests and wonders of nature from 
a very young age. As he grew older, this love 
turned into his passion. At an age when his 
friends would play in open fields, he had 
made the forest his playground.

Brought up amid the Aravali wildlife, 
Pankaj Joshi spent his youth playing 
and roaming around in the jungle, thus 
learning from nature. He then went on to 
pursue his education in his interest field. 
After completing his PhD, he joined the 
Gujarat government and began to carry out 
research on the conservation of biodiversity 
in the forests of Kutch. As a scientist, he 
wrote several research papers on the topic 
and worked on various projects with the 
government.

Even though he was working in a field he 
had always thought of pursuing — and he 
continued doing that for a decade — he did 

not feel the same happiness as he felt as 
a child while playing in the forest. He felt 
that his research had little meaning if its 
recommendations were not being put to 
test. He didn’t want his research to be just a 
bunch of papers catching dust in the corner 
of a government office rather than actually 
being implemented in the conservation and 
protection of the forests.

With this thought, about five years ago, 
Pankaj quit his research work for the 
government and spent the next two 
months in the forests of Kutch, interacting 
with the people living there. Having 
stepped out of the four walls of his office, 
Pankaj understood the ground reality and 
started looking for a place from where he 
could start the conservation process. It was 
during that period that Pankaj met Sandeep 
Vurmani, the Trustee of an organisation 
called Sahjeevan. Sandeep gave him a 
space to work and Pankaj went on to spend 
a lot of time with Maldharis — nomadic 
tribal herdsmen who live in Gujarat — who 
helped him realise that the ground reality 
was very different from what he had been 
told.

While the government had warned that the 
Maldhari tribe was a threat to the forests 
and its fauna, Pankaj realised the tribe 
was actually responsible for protecting the 
forest life for thousands of years. It was the 

If there is passion, nothing 
is impossible. But if there 
is no passion, then even 
success and achievements 

cannot give happiness. 

Learning from the best
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centuries-old traditional knowledge that 
these tribals held that had helped conserve 
the forests till recent times. On the other 
hand, it was modern science and its 
consequence of unethical interference that 
had led to the degradation (and extinction) 
of various species of forest flora and fauna.

“I realised that if we have to save the 
forests, we have to follow the knowledge 
and traditions of the tribals. We have to 
give it the respect that modern society and 
education system hasn’t been able to give,” 
remembers Pankaj.

And so, three years ago, a network called 
Ramble was formed to take the traditional 
tribal knowledge to the government and 

scientists, and to ensure that residents of 
the forests are a part of any future research 
or project that the government undertakes.

Pankaj believes that a change can only come 
if our approach towards it is democratic. 
“However, we’ve always seen this approach 
being suppressed at all levels, starting from 
the school level. Being a part of the system, 
we have become a part of the oppression as 
well, which is why I used to believe that my 
research conclusions were ‘correct’,” he says, 
adding that he had started believing that 
the tribals were illiterate people and had to 
be removed from their habitat in order to 
protect the forests. But it was later, when he 
started living and working with them, that 
Pankaj understood that knowledge comes 

from experience and not from modern 
science.

“We talk about living in a democracy but 
there is hardly any democracy when it 
comes to these people,” he says. Whatever 
decisions are taken, are taking by top-level 
people who live away from the community, 
confined to the air-conditioned walls of 
their homes and offices. In a case like this, 
even though the patient is suffering from 
fever, he may just be given a medicine for 
stomach ache.

Until we live with the community and 
involve them in understanding the ground 
realities and finding solutions for it, 
“change” will only remain an illusion.
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Amit

A lawyer by education, he was working 
in the corporate world when, one day, 
a Teach for India advertisement in the 
newspaper struck a chord with him and 
he enrolled for the same. Today, he runs 
a for-profit company that works in the 
area of organic waste management 
and creates awareness among people 
about the problems of improper waste 
management.

Innovator: Amit Arora
Occupation: Promoter of Solid Waste Management
Location: Vadodara, Gujarat
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No sooner do we clean our houses and 
the municipality clears out trash from 
our locality, we forget about its existence 
and believe that we have completed our 
responsibility. Does any of us ever think 
about what happens to the trash that we 
throw out? Where does it go after leaving 
our homes? Can that waste be used in any 
other way?

About 25-30 years ago, when our houses 
were swept, there would be just dust and 
dirt. At least, that was the case in my house, 
I don’t know about big cities. Even during 
my various trips to different villages, this 

is what I found. People in villages don’t 
discard anything until it is completely 
utilised. So then what changed our habits?

Twenty-five years ago, our economy was 
opened to the world market. Consequently, 
our country sat on the horse of the so-called 
development and sped towards destruction. 
We saw several changes, even in the lives of 
middle-class families and their standards 
of living. I don’t term any of it wrong or bad, 
however, it taught us the culture of ‘use and 
throw’ in our daily lives because of which 
almost every city is sitting on a garbage 
dump today. This culture is slowing seeping 
into our village as well.

According to official figures, Vadodara (in 
Gujarat) alone produces 1,000 tonne of 
garbage every day. Out of this, 45 per cent 
is food, yard and agricultural waste. So we 
can imagine how scary the national figures 
must be! In a situation like this, if we are 
able to dispose of this waste properly, 

we’ll be able to solve many other related 
problems. We can produce several tonnes 
of organic manure through biodegradable 
waste, which can, in turn, reduce our 
dependence on urea and pesticides. The 
production of biogas can also be a solution 
to the problem of fuel. While all of this 
seems like an idealistic situation, the real 
question is who will do it in reality? The 
answer to this question can be found in the 
story of our next ‘parinda’.

This story starts in 2008. Amit Arora’s life 
was like any other person’s in a city. A 
graduate from the Delhi University, Amit 
went to Meerut to pursue law before he 
joined the corporate world for a job. He was 
earning well and had a loving wife, what 
more does a man want? However, it wasn’t 
what Amit aimed for.

One day, like any other normal day, Amit 
was reading the newspaper in the morning 
when he saw an advertisement for the Teach 
for India campaign. Amit had always had 
a lot of ideas and questions surrounding 
education and the education system but 
he had never thought of working in the 
area. After reading the advertisement, 
he thought we often talk about “bringing 
about a change” but when it’s time to take a 
step, we usually step back.

“So if I’m getting an opportunity like this, 

Our relationship with 
trash in today’s time, can 
be perfectly summed up in 
the phrase, ‘Out of sight, 

out of mind’. 

Clearing our lives
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why not test myself once and see the 
results?” Amit had thought to himself that 
day. With this thought in mind, he filled in the 
application for Teach for India Fellowship. 
A few months later, he found that he had 
been selected. He resigned from his job and 
moved to Pune. Doing something like this is 
not easy for most people, it wasn’t for Amit 
either, especially since he was at a time in 
life when one aims for a secure future for 
his/her family. But Amit had the support of 
his wife; she too quit her job and moved to 
Pune with him.

While working with Teach for India, Amit 
learnt that, on one hand, there are people 
who have no shortage of resources. In fact, 
their resources are simply scattered around 
their house, with no purpose of use, and 
eventually land in trash. On the other hand, 
there are people who don’t even have the 
basic resources. He wondered how he could 
use the un-utilised and excesss resources 

from one house for the benefit of those you 
didn’t have resources and, in turn, help in 
the latter’s education.

After Teach for India, Amit joined an 
organisation in New Delhi to impart digital 
literacy among children. While working at 
that organisation, Amit got in touch with a 
few companies and struck a philanthropic 
deal to get their old and unused resources 
for the purpose of education of children.

So far, Amit was only keen on working in 
the education sector. He felt that if had 
to truly help the children, he would have 
to quit his (then) current job and get 
involved in another way. However, Amit’s 
responsibilities had also increased in this 
period. He was now the father of a beautiful 
daughter. He decided to join the corporate 
world once again. His plan was to work a 
few years in the corporate environment, 

save some money and then return to the 
education sector.

In his corporate job, Amit got the chance to 
carry out some research on waste and he 
realised that what he had seen through the 
eyes of Teach for India was just a trailer. The 
extent of garbage being produced and left 
untreated was much higher and dangerous 
that he had imagined.

“If nothing is done soon, it could take a 
ghastly shape, so ghastly that no solution 
would be effective,” he thought.

Amit then, once again, quit his job and 
moved to Vadodara with his family, about 
a year ago. He started his own company 
in Vadodara where he now works in the 
area of organic waste management and 
creates awareness among people about the 
problems of waste.
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My first experiment was a journey from 
Udaipur to Chittorgarh, which I covered 
on a bi-cycle. This 115 kilometers long 
voyage began penniless and took about 28 
days to complete. I visited various parts of 
Rajasthan and its people. The journey also 
gave an opportunity to get to know myself 
better. 

I believe true search and satisfaction lies 
on solitary travel. Travel alone, especially if 
you are willing to learn a little more about 
yourself and the world around you. When we 
travel alone, we are limitless and boundless, 
we are not entitled or answerable to anyone 
and we should take it as a chance to look at 
our life and experiences in different light. 
You learn to understand your insecurities 
and limitations and also learn to observe 
and reflect. 

Travelling alone is an amazing experience. 
We can travel in any direction; there is 
nothing to hold us back and there is no one 
to judge us. To be honest, this is the most 
common obstruction in the world which 
stops people from following their heart. We 
worry a lot about what others have to say 
about us. 

The most important thing which I realised 
during this journey is that an undiscovered 
ocean of knowledge lies beyond the four 
walls of our classrooms. Whatever we learn 

LIFE IS TO EXPERIMENT. 
LIFE IS AN EXPERIMENT.

-Ralph Waldo Emerson

in school is largely influenced by what the 
society demands of us. We are tricked into 
believing that the only way to attain success 
is to pivot one against another. This system 
is riddled with discrimination. As a result, 
we feel inadequate and it gravely affects 
our self-esteem. Education in our country 
masks dependency as independence, which 
in reality binds us to the system. 

This dilemma led to many questions 
such as, how can we change the present 
arrangement? Can the institutions of the 
present system collapse anytime owning to 
their shortcomings? Are they so powerful 
that they can rebuild themselves and 
become stronger than ever? Can efforts 
undertaken at lower levels lead to a change 
in a bottom up manner? Is there a way to 
bring these local efforts together in order to 
challenge the system? How can education 
and youth be brought together in this? “The man who goes alone 

can start today;
 But he who travels with 

another
 Must wait till that other 

is ready.

“ “
While I travelled through villages and met 
various people, I realised that our family 
and community are the main sources of 
education and learning in our childhood. 
Speaking of myself, I enjoyed time at home 
more than I enjoyed going to school. I 
thoroughly enjoyed the company of my 
parents, grandparents, extended family 
and even neighbours. Sadly, children don’t 
cherish these relations today and don’t get to 
spend adequate time with family members, 
especially those who belong to the cities. 
Joint family systems have become obsolete. 
I feel in order to bring about a change, it is 
necessary to break this arrangement of the 
modern society. 

Perhaps the biggest question that I battled 
with was, ‘what will be my role in this, what 
can I achieve?’ I still had to find answers to 
all these questions but now I had a direction 
and a tool to challenge this arrangement – 
my insight and my faith. Most importantly, 
I had to find a way to break free from this 
system myself. 

My next destination was the serene and 
breathtaking Himachal Pradesh, which also 
became the place where inception of the 
idea of 52 Parindey took place. It happened 

Holding on to anger 
is like grasping a hot 
coal with the intent of 
throwing it at someone 
else; you are the one who 

gets burned.

“ “

when I was trying to look for a way to string 
these questions together and come up with 
a process of finding their answers, while 
connecting more and more people to and 
through my quest. 

travel; work with various organisations and 
within communities; indulge in research 
and experiment with choices to experience 
what life has to offer. 

Gap year is an experiment that is yet to gain 
prominence in India. I opted to travel in my 
gap year. I wanted to share with the world 
- stories of revolutionaries, magnificent 
people I met and the experiences I had. 
In this one year I have learnt a lot about 
myself, the environment and the society. 

All that we are is the result of what we have 
thought. If a man speaks or acts with an evil 
thought, pain follows him. If a man speaks or 
acts with a pure thought, happiness follows 

him, like a shadow that never leaves him.“ “

that everybody has their own journeys to 
undertake. We cannot force someone to 
learn, unlearn; deject or accept; or simply 
follow a teaching. But I hope that any path 
one choses is of choice and persuasion and 
not forceful compliance and half-hearted 
attempt.

 Spirituality can be a helpful tool here to 
achieve this satiation. During the journey 
of 52 Parindey I realised that spirituality 
can be the key to ‘savpathgami.’ It can help 
to solve troubles and confusion, we often 
find ourselves caught up in. Now, practicing 
spirituality does not mean you have to give 
up on your daily routines. Kabir too, was a 
family man and yet practiced spirituality 
throughout his life. We all are aware about 
his contribution to the world. Mahatma 
Gandhi too, was a known spiritual being. 
What I have learned is that the path of 
spirituality doesn’t divide people, it unites 
them. It teaches love and has no room for 
discrimination. 

The journey of 52 Parindey has helped 
me view various aspects of life through 
spirituality. In this book, I have tried to put 
together what I have learned so far.

However many holy 
words you read, however 
many you speak, what 
good will they do you if 
you do not act on upon 

them?

“ “
This process was also to ensure that my 
journey to learn, understand and grow never 
halts. I had a yearning to learn outside of 
structures. This is the reason I decided to 
break away and pursue a gap year. 

Usually, a gap year is when a student steps 
away from the charted course to understand 
what they want next in life. This gap can 
be taken at any stage in life; one should 
understand that there isn’t a set rule or 
time to opt for this option.

Some people are of the view that the 
concept of gap year is a waste of time. 
However, the truth is, if used wisely, this 
one year can prove to be very beneficial 
for the students. It gives them time to 

In a controversy, the 
instant we feel anger, 
we have already ceased 
striving for the truth, 
and have begun striving 

for ourselves.

“ “

The way I see the world around me is not 
the same anymore. 

What I learned after years of schooling is 
nothing compared to what this journey has 
taught me.

Over the past one year, I have written 
extensively on societal and environmental 
issues. But these can be generalized or 
made mandatory to accept, I firmly believe 

It is better to conquer 
yourself than to win a 
thousand battles. Then 
the victory is yours. It 
cannot be taken from 
you, not by angels or by 
demons, heaven or hell.

“ “
continue to page no.- 112
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Shweta

A performing artist, she uses her art, 
talent and platform to address people 
and connect with them on the issues 
of sexual violence, sustainable farming, 
climate change, tribal rights and other 
pertinent issues.

Innovator: Shweta Bhattad
Occupation: Artiste
Location: Nagpur
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It is a medium through which an artiste can 
show the world something that they would 
have otherwise not been able to see. Art 
is a medium through which a suppressed 
thought is given a shape. Art is a form of 
magic, a dream — for change, for a new 
world. Our history of thousands of years 
stands as witness to how art and artistes 
have played an integral role in bringing 
about a change at every stage in the world.

An artiste is a master of free thinking, 
and the artiste makes others experience 

this freedom through his/her work. This 
freedom, which an artiste talks about, is not 
in terms of the physical state of freedom but 
about the mental freedom that each one of 
us needs. For an artiste, killing a person’s 
thoughts is a bigger crime than killing a 
man because once a man’s freedom to think 
is murdered, the man becomes a tamed 
animal with no thoughts or opinions of his 
own. And even if he has some thoughts, 
he becomes unable to express them. 
Every artiste is, thus, fighting a battle for 
the freedom of expression. And when the 
artiste is able to involve the society in this 
battle, that’s the beginning of a change.

Our next ‘parinda’ has a similar story to 
share. Over the years, she has used her art 
and expression to raise awareness about 
various issues in the society, especially 
farmers’ rights.

In an effort to ensure better education for 

his children, Shweta Bhattad’s father left his 
land behind and moved to Nagpur. Though 
he had left farming, he couldn’t get the love 
for farming out of him, which also kept him 
close to his village. As a child when Shweta 
would accompany her father to their family 
village, she would notice the difference 
in her upbringing and that of her village 
friends. She would also notice that there 
wasn’t ever enough food in her friends’ 
homes, and wondered, “Why?”

“A famer is somebody who grows food and 
feeds others, then how can he not have 
enough food at his home?” she would 
wonder as a child, and conclude that maybe 
farmers don’t know how to manage their 
resources.

Time went by, she remained busy in her 
studies even though she didn’t enjoy it. 
“After my father would drop me off at my 
school, I would often run back home or hide 
at a neighbour’s house,” Shweta remembers, 
adding that maybe that was the reason I 
failed in Class XII.

However, Shweta has no regrets because 
that was the time when the seeds of art, 
which had been sown in her childhood, 
began to be nurtured by her and she realised 
her true calling. She finished her school, and 
went on to pursue Fine Art at graduation 
and post-graduation levels. However, she 

Art is a medium through 
which we can share 
our experiences with 
the world in a creative 

manner. 

Art from heart
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came across the same reasons, which had 
her running from studies, even in college.

During this period, she met some girls who 
had been victims of sexual harassment in 
their childhood. Their stories revived the 
memories of some incidents of her own 
childhood. That’s when Shweta decided 
to tackle such problems through her art. 
She designed some performances and 
presented them at different places. After 
college, she took up various art residency 
programmes in various villages of India, 
and realised that art can play a key role in 
involving the community for bringing about 
a holistic change.

All this while, Shweta continued to make 
occasional visits to her village. During 
these visits, she would think about doing 
something for the village but she didn’t 
know how or what. But it was the art 
residency programme that showed her a 
path, and she organised one in her own 
village to raise awareness about hygiene 
and cleanliness.

During one of these visits, Shweta 
realised that the youth is not interested 
in agriculture, just like she isn’t either. She 

remembered her father and his decision to 
move to a city, leaving his agricultural land 
behind. Shweta then started understanding 
the problems surrounding farmers and 
agriculture in depth, and in the effort she 
started farming too. She also designed a 
few performances to raise awareness about 
it.

Meanwhile, Shweta had gotten the 
opportunity to be part of the Climate 
Change Conference in Paris where she 
met farmers from various countries and 
learnt that farmers around the world are 
facing the same problems. Land mafia is a 
threat to farmers in India and abroad, the 
Indian government doesn’t do much for the 
farmers nor do the foreign governments, 
farmers are committing suicide in India 
and they’re committing suicide in Europe 
as well.

“You can imagine the extent of farmers’ 
problems by the fact that about 2,500 
farmers are leaving the occupation every 
day in India or that more than 124 farmers 
have already committed suicide this year 
in Maharashtra alone. If the situation 
continues as it is, then there would be no 
farmer left in this agricultural country. 

Maybe that’s when we will truly understand 
the value of farmers because even we, like 
them, won’t have food to eat then,” she says.

“I believe food is a political, social and 
fundamental right. We’ve started a land 
art project in my village through which we 
are sowing seeds in a manner that they a 
particular shape. At the time of harvest, 
there would be different crops in different 
colours, together they will represent a shape 
or an image. I believe this is an interesting 
and attractive way of re-building a relation 
between the farmers and their land,” she 
adds.

A lot of people ask Shweta why her work 
focuses on land. She tells that that there 
are several dimensions to our tradition 
and culture, but if we go to the roots of it, 
we’ll see the farmers. And farmers are not 
just associated with food but are, in fact, 
extremely integral to sustain our ecosystem.

We must, therefore, give our farmers due 
respect and understand their importance in 
our lives, only then will we be able to save 
our farmers.
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Sunil

He was in Class VII when he decided 
to fund his own education, and started 
making small idols and bamboo kites to 
support his school fee. It wasn’t much 
later that he realised that mainstream 
education is not really meaningful. 
Today, he works with rural communities 
and encourages utilisation of traditional 
education for livelihood.

Innovator: Sunil Deshpande
Occupation: Educator
Location: Amravati district, Maharashtra



96 97

They live in those areas which are rich in 
biodiversity. In India alone, 68 lakh families 
are associated with at least 227 tribes. Most 
of them live in or around their local forests, 
and have been involved for centuries 
in the protection and conservation of 
these forests. Thus, naturally, tribals have 
extensive knowledge about the biodiversity 
around them. Tribals have a close bond 
with natural resources. This relationship is 
spiritual, cultural, practical and supportive. 
Till the time the villages were under 
the control of tribes, the latter faced no 
difficulty in fulfilling their needs. In fact, the 
complexities of the forest life had become 
a part of their life-saving system. However, 
in the last 60 years, especially during the 

“development” phase — when mining 
activities and industries were growing 
exponentially, besides the increasing use of 
power and forest resources —  their cultural 
and age-old traditional knowledge has 
been facing a coordinated attack. This is the 
reason, they’re going through an inferiority 
complex and have lost faith in themselves. 
Buzzing city life and the urban style of 
living is pulling the tribals away from their 
roots.

When our next ‘parinda’ explained this to me, 
he also told me about his efforts in saving 
the traditional forest-based knowledge of 
tribals and their culture.

Sunil Deshpande, at a very young age, was 
told that his father would only be able to 
support his education till Class X. And if 
Sunil wanted to pursue further education, 
he would have to find a way on his own. 
When Sunil was in Class VII, he decided 
to fund his own education. He started 
making idols and bamboo kites to support 
his education. Soon after Sunil finished 
school, the mill where his father worked 

was shut down. Their family’s financial 
condition become worse. Now Sunil did 
not only have to support his education 
but also contribute towards the household 
expenses. Fortunately for him, a scholarship 
supported his college education while his 
job at a furniture store helped him look 
after his family needs.

However, after finishing college, Sunil 
realised there wasn’t much use of the 
textual knowledge he had gained in the 
last few years. Most of what he had learnt in 
school and college seemed like a waste to 
him, and he started wondering what really 
was education.

“If a students spends 20 precious years of 
his/her life in gaining knowledge and yet 
has to struggle later to support his/her 
living, then what is the significance of such 
an education?” Sunil would often wonder.

It was in college days that Sunil had become 
involved in student politics. He would often 
be part of student groups advocating for 
“adequate education” but he soon realised 
such campaigns would not really be helpful.

“Campaigns should be aimed at bringing 
about a change in the nature of education 
and not to improve the education system,” 
he realised, and started a Sunday School 
with some of his friends to impart practical 

All forest dwellers 
around the world have 
learnt to live with nature, 
with all its heterogenous 
and complex situations. 

Conserving for sharing
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and alternative knowledge to village 
children and poor city kids.

It was during this period that that an 
educator asked Sunil to meet a Venu Kale. 
“He is working on something, and you might 
be able to help him,” the teacher told Sunil.

When Sunil reached Venu’s house, he saw 
that a group of tribals were sitting and 
working with bamboo. After spending a day 
there, when Venu asked him if he wanted 
to work with him, Sunil immediately said 
yes. Sunil first learnt bamboo craftwork, 
and then got the opportunity to travel the 
country because of his work. Later, he started 
a bamboo department in a university in 
Chitrakoot. However, when the university 
came under the UGC, it became like any 
other government institution, forcing Sunil 
to quit. By then, Sunil had understood the 
nature of government education and its 
little value in a student’s life. That’s when he 
quit his job at the government-recognised 
university and moved to Nagpur.

In Nagpur, he once again met his childhood 
friend Nirupama. Time passed, and the two 
of them decided to work together. Some 
more time passed, and they decided to 
become life partners as well. By then they 
knew that they wanted to live in a village 

and work for the people of the village.

Sunil and Nirupama got married on May 
2, and they moved to Lawada village, in 
Amravati district of Maharashtra, on June 
16 that year. In Lawada, they began to teach 
the locals bamboo craft and art. During this 
period, Sunil saw some incidents that made 
him realise that he did not want to work 
“for the villagers but with them”. He also 
realised that though urban dwellers think 
of tribals as uneducated and uncivilised 
people, they actually hold vast amount of 
knowledge and judgement.

“Once, in the month of March, an old tribal 
man came to me to sell mangoes. When 
I asked where did he get mangoes from 
(considering it was an off season for the 
fruit), the man said that the mangoes had 
fallen from a tree the previous day after 
a strong wind. I asked him why he wasn’t 
eating the mangoes himself, and the man 
told me that he eats the fruit only after 
‘akha teej (or Akshaya Tritiya – a holy day 
for Hindus and Jains)’. ‘But you city dwellers 
eat anything at any time!’ the man had 
said,” Sunil recalls. “I had heard of Hinduism, 
Islam, Jainism, Christianity and Buddhism. 
But I wondered what faith did these people 
follow,” Sunil adds.

With this curiosity, Sunil approached his 
guru who told him that there is science 
behind what the old tribal man had said. 
The guru explained that the seeds of a 
mango only mature after akha teej. And 
the tribals believe that if you eat a mango 
before its seed is mature, you’re killing a 
tree even before its birth.

Sunil realised that this kind of knowledge 
was extremely important and practical, 
yet city dwellers had not clue about it. 
Instead, it were the villagers and tribals — 
or the so-called uneducated and uncivilised 
population — who held this knowledge.

“We can debate about environment issues 
and write research or academic papers 
about it but it’s the indigenous population 
that lives (with) the environment. If their 
knowledge is not preserved, it will become 
extinct,” Sunil believes.

And so, he and his wife established a village 
knowledge centre where students are 
taught traditional and cultural knowledge 
to ensure that they live a successful 
practical life in co-existence with the 
environment. No student is awarded a 
degree or a certificate in this institution, 
they are only imparted knowledge and for 
free — our culture doesn’t believe in the 
tradition of selling knowledge.
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Madhukar 

A water conservationist, he has worked in 
more than 1,200 villages of Maharashtra 
to develop or employ various innovative 
techniques to collect rainwater and 
increase the ground water level. He also 
advocates growing multiple crops rather 
than one cash crop to ensure round - the 
- year sustenance for farmers.

Innovator : Madhukar Dhas
Occupation : Water conservationist
Location : Yavatmal, Maharashtra
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This region has a forest cover of 2,24,000 
hectares with sufficient amount of rainfall, 
then what is the reason that so many 
farmers kill themselves every day here?

Our next ‘parinda’ tells me about some 
of the reasons that have forced farmers 
to take such a drastic step. He says, a lot 
of farmers are trapped in the clutches of 
moneylenders. The interest on such loans 
is extremely high. Despite the rainfall, there 
isn’t enough water for irrigation because 
there is no water left underground as a 
result of excessive digging for bore-wells. 
The situation of water is so bad in the region 
that it is distributed to people through a 
tanker under police supervision. Arguments 

and fights over water are common here. The 
water level in the well has gone so low that 
a number of women have lost their lives 
while trying to pull water out of it. Our next 
‘parinda’grew up under such circumstances. 
Like many others, he saw his maternal aunt 
fall into the well while trying to retrieve 
water.

Born in a cattle rearing family, Madhukar 
Dhas grew up helping his parents rear the 
cattle. When he was a little older, he moved 
to Pune. To support the fee for his education, 
he used to clean toilets in people’s houses. 
For this job, he used to earn Rs. 16 per day. 
This money helped him support his stay and 
his education in Pune. Previous to that, he 
used to work at a construction site where 
he earned Rs. 8 every day. Years passed, 
and he managed to finish schooling. After 
he passed out of Class XII, he joined a local 
organisation which helped raised public 
issues through demonstrations, protests 
and marches. Simultaneously, he continued 
to pursue higher education and graduated 
with an MA degree and excellent grades.

One of his professors noticed his 
hardworking nature and recommended his 
name for a teaching job. When Madhukar 
went for an interview, he was asked to 
cough up two lakh rupees as a bribe to get 
the post. At that time, Madhukar didn’t even 
have Rs. 200 to go back to his village let 
alone Rs. 2,00,000. Disappointed with what 
had happened at the interview, Madhukar 
decided that he didn’t want to do a job 
but wanted to do something through 
which he could help people like him live a 
sustainable life.

With this thought in mind, Madhukar 
registered an organisation called ‘Dilasa’ 
(meaning encouragement or comfort) 
in Yavatmal. In his initial days, he was 
supported by a Fellowship that was 
granted to him by activist Medha Patkar 
and actor-cum-activist Nana Patekar. This 
helped him lead demonstrations on various 
public issues. However, he was soon tired 
of this work, especially since he could 
not see any change among people or in 
situations. It was during this period that 
he got the opportunity to work with Vilas 
Rao Salunkhe, who was popularly known as 
‘Pani Baba’.

When Madhukar started working with Pani 
Baba in 1998, the death of his aunt was still 
fresh in his mind. Around that time, he met 
Mansoor Khorasi who was a civil engineer 

If Yavatmal district in 
Maharashtra is known 
for anything in India, it 

is for farmer suicides.

Eyes, right!
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by profession. Mansoor was looking for a 
partner with whom he could work in the 
region to solve the water crisis.

Today, with their efforts, the crisis hasn’t 
completely been resolved but the situation 
is much better than it was earlier. 
Together, they developed or employed 
various innovative techniques to collect 
rainwater and increase the ground water 
level. Additionally, they used a number of 
traditional water conservation techniques 
that had been long lost or forgotten. These 
techniques were implemented in around 
1,200 villages across nine districts of 
Maharashtra.

Madhukar also advocated growing multiple 
crops rather than cash crops to ensure round 
the year sustenance. Besides this, he formed 
9,000 self-help groups through which 
loans — for small industries and farmers 
— amounting up to Rs. 50 crore have been 
distributed, reducing their dependence on 
private moneylenders.

Through his efforts, Madhukar has been 
able to facilitate direct employment to 200 
youth. This youth power has consequently 
led to positive changes in the lives of at 
least one lakh other families.

Madhukar says that he has done a lot 
of work in the sector in the last 20 years 

but the situation is still quite scary. 
“We’ve prevented a number of farmers 
from committing suicide but we still lose 
thousands of farmers every year. Every 
government turns a blind eye towards 
the agriculture sector. However, now that 
the water level is finally rising here once 
again and a so-called rebirth of rivers is 
taking place, the government has all of a 
sudden become interested in ‘developing’ 
the region. Soon, several industries will be 
set up here; and they will snatch away the 
rightful water of the farmers. The farmers 
who’ve just begun to enter a better place, 
will be left in a worse situation.”

Unfortunately, Madhukar ji passed away in  
Dec 2016.
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Rajesh

A passionate man, he is like a warrior 
who has dedicated his life to bringing 
humans closer to nature and reinstate 
the respect that our rivers deserve by 
encouraging people to revive the rivers 
around them. An environmentalist, he 
has fought several legal battles to take a 
stand against the indiscriminate felling 
of trees.

Innovator: Rajesh Pandit
Occupation: Environmentalist
Location: Nashik
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Spread across India’s geographical area 
of 329 million hectares, the rivers in India 
are an integral part of the country’s natural 
richness.

Carrying the weight of India’s cultural, 
economic, geographic, religious and 
spiritual development, these rivers have 
been flowing uninterrupted on earth for 
thousands of years. These rivers are not just 
the source of water but are an important 
part of our ecosystem that protects the 
environment and the biodiversity. This is 
the reason that human civilisations have 
come up one after another on the banks of 
these rivers, with the civilisations’ existence 
depending on these rivers.

Rivers have always held a lot of importance 
in the Indian culture. However, as humans 
slowly started moving away from nature, 
our ancestors began to associate rivers 
with religious, just to ensure its protection 
and force some kind of a bond between 
humans and nature. Unfortunately, in the 
last few years, especially since the rise 
of the “modern civilization”, the situation 
has become such that the water in some 
rivers has not only become unsuitable for 
drinking and bathing but even farmers can’t 
use it for the purpose of irrigation. Most of 
the Indian rivers have either already been 
sacrificed in the name of development or 
are on the verge of being sacrificed.

We often hear that if one takes a dip in the 
river, one is cleansed of his/her sins or any 
filth that exists in the human body. However, 
rivers, these days, are only carrying the 
scum of modern civilisation. On the banks 
of which we built the pillars of growth, the 
rivers are writing the stories of their death.

The reason we’re hearing so much about 
global warming these days is because 

we’ve killed our rivers. Consequently, the 
biodiversity and the ecosystem that these 
rivers were protecting around them, have 
also been destroyed. So many jungles have 
been razed to ground, thousands of species 
of flora and fauna are extinct, and soon even 
we may become extinct because now the 
nature has waged a war against humans.

When my next parinda got the impression 
of this terrible war, he became a warrior 
dedicated to bringing humans closer 
to nature once again and reinstating 
the respect that our rivers deserve by 
encouraging people to revive the rivers 
around them.

Rajesh Pandit is a common man. He has a 
family and a job to sustain his family. On 
account of his work, he often has to travel to 
different parts of the country. During these 
trips, he was able to carefully notice modern 
development, and understand its impact 
across different parts of India. Every time 
he would come across a disastrous impact, 
he’d feel extremely disappointed. However, 
as he had a lot of family responsibilities, he 
shied away from taking any step.

Things changed for Rajesh a few years 
ago when the government ordered 
indiscriminate felling of thousand-year-
old trees for the construction of a Mumbai 

India is lucky that it is home 
to seven major rivers and their 
thousands of tributaries that 
perform their role in the same 
manners as the numerous veins 
in a human body that assist in 

blood circulation. 

Veins of the nation



110 111

to Agra highway just outside Nashik. This 
was unbearable for him and he launched 
an agitation against the same. He filed 
a petition against the Maharashtra state 
government in the Mumbai High Court. 
Eventually, he was successful in protecting 
the trees in the disputed region.

Around the same time, his attention 
was grabbed by the pollution in river 
Godavari. He realised that the river, that 
once formed the basis of existence for 
the city of Nashik was now struggling to 
save its own existence. Rajesh decided to 
involve youth and children, and launched 
a movement. However, as usually happens 
in this nation, things were not moving 
forward beyond mere assurances from 
authorities. He realised that, once again, 
he was not left with any option but to 
approach the judiciary. He filed a petition 
against Nashik city’s municipal corporation, 
the state government and the Centre. When 
the judges reprimanded the administration, 

some work finally started for the restoration 
of the Godavari.

It was a time when the citizens of Nashik 
had become reckless towards its river. So, 
besides asking the government to take some 
necessary steps, it was equally important to 
create awareness about the importance of 
a clean and healthy river, and involve the 
local community in the protection of the 
Godavari. For this purpose, he launched a 
mass awareness campaign through which 
12 lakh children, in a day, pledged to protect 
the river. On another day, 6,28,000 trees 
were planted. Some years later, on a World 
Environment Day ahead of the Kumbh 
Mela, Rajesh motivated 22,000 individuals 
from various sections of the society to come 
together to launch a community cleaning 
operation.

Rajesh didn’t stop at these successes, he 
went on to request the government to 

build a close relation between the Kumbh 
Mela and the nature in an effort towards 
bringing people closer to the needs of their 
environment. He also began to call the 
festival the Green Kumbh. However, things 
could not move as smoothly as he had 
wished. The powerful people of the city and 
administration put a lot of pressure on him. 
Rajesh was labeled a Green Terrorist and an 
‘enemy of development’ but he could not be 
stopped.

Today, the Godavari has managed to earn 
back its due respect and healthy existence 
in some parts of Nashik but there’s a long 
road ahead.

Rajesh believes, “An enemy of the Godavari 
is an enemy of ours.”
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PERSONAL EVOLUTION

I don’t identify as a religious person. For 
me, every religion is a preaching the same 
thing - a peaceful life. It is up to us how we 
choose to interpret this learning and what 
religion is. 

However, I believe that a person must 
evaluate the philosophies propagated in a 
particular religion instead of following it 
blindly. We must spend time with ourselves, 
experiment with different ideas and then 
form our own philosophies. This is where 
a spiritual lifestyle can help and heal us. 
It can help us recover our fractured sense 
of self. For me this experiment came in the 
form of Vipassana.

I also learned to reflect that it is not possible 
for us to escape from the cycle of life and 
death. Let us take the example of Gautam 
Buddha. Caught in the miseries of life and 
death, Buddha too chose this path and 
altered his life entirely. He went in search 
of the truth and attained enlightenment. 

Perhaps this is what we need to do. We 
need to search for the truth. 

I got the opportunity to visit a Buddhist 
monastery near Dharwad, Karnataka. During 
my experience with meditation I learned 
several things which I could later apply to 

day-to-day life. 

I learned that according to Buddha, “the 
mind is everything. What you think, you 
become.” Thus I understood that in order to 
live the right way, you must fill your mind 
with the right thoughts. 

Your actions are determined by your 
thinking and in turn, your actions in turn, 
determine the outcome. We can change our 
lives by changing the way we think. To put 
it in Buddha’s words “All wrong-doing arises 

Actions count 

Actions certainly speak louder than words. It 
is vital to act if you want to make progress. 
If you want to progress quickly, you need 
to act daily. Greatness comes to those who 
work for it. If you want to be great, make 
sure your actions are in sync with your 
desires. Buddha once said, “I do not believe 
in a fate that falls on men however they act; 
but I do believe in a fate that falls on them 
unless they act.” 

Seek to understand 

I once read somewhere, “Seek to understand 
first then seek to be understood.” Easier said 
than done, isn’t it? Be a better listener to 
other people’s perspectives and learn to let 
loose negative emotions.  

Conquer yourself 
first 

Conquering your own self is perhaps the 
mightiest thing you can do. To conquer 
yourself, you must conquer your mind and 
your thoughts. Buddha said, “It is a man’s 
own mind, not his enemy or foe that lures 
him to evil ways.” Peace cannot be found in 
money, luxuries or other worldly things but 
can only be found within. 

It is better to travel  
well than to arrive.“

“

because of mind. If mind is transformed, can 
wrong-doing remain?” 

Learn to forgive 

Letting go of anger and learning to forgive 
is vital if you really want peace. You will 
never feel free if you keep holding on to 
grudges 

Be thankful

Never miss a chance to express gratitude 
for all that you have been blessed with in 
life. Shun pessimism and negativity which 
hinder you from seeking and focusing on 
the good. Come to think of it, each morning 
should be seen as an opportunity to be 
grateful for not everybody who slept woke 
up to see the sun again. A grateful heart will 
bring you peace and contentment. 

Be true to your 
knowledge 

Sometimes, we don’t act accordingly to 
our knowledge. We end up pretending or 
presenting someone else, someone who 
isn’t true to who we are or whom we 
understand. We make sure our actions stay 
true to our knowledge. We should use the 
information we have or seek for more, but 
never pretend to know. 

Travel 

Life is not about the destinations but the 
journey that takes you to them. Fortunately, 
I know where I wanted to be and where I am 
right now is exactly where I was supposed 
to be. I am happy, healthy and content. 
Travel well, practice love and forgive and 
enjoy this journey called life. 

Love, abundance and 
trust 

The journey of 52 Parindey was not an 
easy task. There were times when I found 
it hard to refrain from being distracted by 
other things and other times when I found 
myself being pulled in a million different 
directions. However, my adherence and 
commitment to my idea was crucial to me 
and kept me in line and focused.  

Love and acceptance are two things which 
almost every person desires. We want to 
be loved for who we are. We want to be 
accepted and appreciated for the choices 
we make in life. The love I received from 
the people I met during my journey was 
a transformative experience for me. Little 
things, like Meenakshi Aunty’s affectionate 
kiss on my forehead before I bid her 
farewell or Shona giving me a path finder 
to make my trip easier, will always stay with 
me as mementos. Remembering the kids 
from Gramanubhav who shared their fears 
with me or the strangers I met on a train 
who provided me with food, I realize how 
overwhelming this journey has been, filled 
with kindness, affection and love. I have 
come to believe that many problems in the 
world can be solved with love and care. I 
wonder how many of us think the same way. 
It is true that all of us need love in our lives 
but it is also important to understand its 
true meaning, which is the practice of love. 

I have come to understand love to be sacred, 
unrestricted and infinite. 

From what I have learned so far, to be in 
love is to trust someone and accept them 
despite their shortcomings, and be honest 
and open to them. Love is to express all your 
vulnerabilities to them. Love doesn’t have 
a set design or plan, it is meant to be an 
experience as you grow and evolve. To be in 
love is to be true to yourself. 
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Unfortunately, the meaning of this wonderful 
feeling has been changed completely in 
today’s time. Love is growingly equated 
with lust, but one doesn’t understand that 
the highest form of love is the spiritual 
kind. The spiritual value of love heals and 
renews. It brings us closer. Love is also the 
beginning of knowledge.

Our true nature is love and our purpose 
is to search for something worthy of our 
affection. This quest awakens us to the 
fulfillment of our real self. We must never 
forget that spiritual experience is nothing 
more than a practical experience of love. 
Love is boundless and nourishes the soul 
of the world. It can heal the soul for better, 
and that’s where the power of love comes 
in. Because when we love, we always strive 
to become better.

I have fortunately been at the receiving 
end of immense love and kindness. I 
remember when I was cycling from Udaipur 
to Chittorgarh, I met many kind souls along 
the way that offered me food and shelter. 
Ishwar was one such soul who offered 
shelter, even when I had no money to give. 
This was a night in Salem, where I shared 
my idea of 52 Parindey and in the morning 
as Ishwar left for work, I woke up to find 
Rs.2000 under my pillow. 

continue to page no.- 140

I had a similar experience in Darjeeling as 
well. As festivities were in full swing, banks 
were closed and unfortunately I wasn’t 
able to reach out to Digital Empowerment 
Foundation, my financial supporters as 
they were unable to transfer money. I was 
hopeless and confused, which is when I met 
Siddharth Pradhan, an adventure enthusiast. 
He not only sponsored my accommodation 
but also food for three days. 

These experiences cannot sometimes be 
recreated or shared, for the feeling of their 
happening cannot be fathomed into words. 
Unknown people opened their houses and 
hearts to me and knowingly or unknowingly 
became friends and family. 

Coming to abundance, I suppose it can be 
interpreted in numerable ways. But in its 
true essence, it means that a person is living 
a satisfied life and has everything that they 
require. 

When you live in abundance it means that 
you are happy, peaceful and confident. A 
person who tries to rise above the restrictions 
imposed by the various institutions of the 
society and decides to live life on their own 
terms achieves an abundant life. 
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Deepika

As a young girl, she moved away from 
the city life of Pune to make a home in a 
quiet town. Here, she laid the foundation 
of Serene Eco, a place for people who are 
seeking a fresh environment and want a 
break from their busy city lives. She has 
also established a micro-enterprise to 
curb migration of villagers.

Innovator: Deepika Chordiya
Occupation: Alternate living facilitator
Location: Welhe
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Apart from children and senior citizens, 
you’ll hardly see anybody else in villages. 
The slums and their filth have become an 
almost integral part of all cities today, so 
much so that it’s hard to imagine the life of 
these cities depend on the slum localities 
in more than one ways.

However, has anyone paused for a minute 
and thought about the people who reside 
in these slums and help run the cities — 
what forces them to live in such pathetic 
conditions? Why do they leave the peaceful 
and clean environment of their villages 
to struggle to survive every day in cities? 
They know what they have sacrificed for 
their city lives, yet they don’t return to their 

home because the city gives them what 
helps them feed their families. And that’s 
money. It’s what makes a man rich or poor. 
The more pieces of paper a person has, the 
richer the person is, the more respect the 
person earns.

However, is that how a person’s value 
should be measured? Isn’t there a need to 
change the unit of measuring wealth? If 
this is changed, we might be able to solve 
the problem of migration to a considerable 
extent. We won’t need to spend our valuable 
resources on creating Smart Cities.

I’m not saying Smart Cities are not important 
but a person from a village should not 
believe that clean air, water and food can 
only be bought. Unfortunately, money does 
provide people all of these today. But can 
money buy us peace of mind? Can it buy 
us happiness? Can money get us love and 
affinity? Yet, we believe money can get us 
anything. Doesn’t that prove that we need 
to question ourselves once? The money 
with which we buy treatment for a disease 
or disorder is the same with which we first 
bought the ailment.

Dr. Praveen Chordiya of Pune realised 
this a few years ago. As soon as Chordiya 
understood this, he bought a piece of land 
just outside the city of Pune, in Welhe, and 
dedicated himself in greening it. However, 
he hadn’t realised at that time that it wasn’t 
a one-man task. So, after some time, he lost 
hope.

In 2008, when his youngest daughter, 
Deepika, completed her education and 
returned to Pune, she decided to take 
forward her father’s dream. Deepika, even as 
a young girl, wasn’t too pleased with Pune’s 
fast pace life. So, she turned that land in 
Welhe into an establishment where people, 
who were seeking a fresh environment 
wanted a change from the busy city life, 
could come and stay. That’s how the 
foundation of Serene Eco Village was laid.

Initially, when Deepika was trying to plant 
trees in the area, it seemed even nature 
was trying to test her promise. Maybe that’s 
why several of her efforts were destroyed 
by forest fires, the rest of her efforts failed 
when people from nearby villages stole the 
trees she had planted. But she didn’t lose 
hope, and she was constantly supported by 
her husband who quit his job and dedicated 
himself in establishing Serene. It was during 
this phase that the couple had a beautiful 
daughter who they named Meera.

Today, India is struggling with its 
problem of population density. 
On one hand, rural population 
is migrating to urban cities at a 
scary pace; on the other, slums 
in cities are getting worse with 

the increasing population. 

Homecoming
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“After the birth of Meera, Nikhil and I were 
even surer that we didn’t want to return to 
the city. We knew of the problems of living in 
a city. We had grown up there and drank the 
unclean water of the city. And so, we didn’t 
want our daughter growing up in a similar 
unhealthy environment,” said Deepika.

Today, Serene is spread across a land of 35 
acres with a dense forest surrounding it. 
Deepika’s efforts have brought back around 
10 families to village life. She is continuously 
working towards ensuring that the villagers 
don’t need to leave the village to earn a 
livelihood. For this purpose, she has even 
established a micro enterprise. She wants 
more and more people to understand the 
importance of a clean environment and of 
living a healthy and happy life in rural India.
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Amit

Albert Einstein had once said, “If the 
bees disappeared off the surface of the 
globe, then mankind would only have 
four years of life left. No more bees, no 
more pollination, no more plants, no 
more animals, no more man.” With this 
realisation, he quit his job at a private 
company and decided to become a 
beekeeper.

Innovator: Amit Godse
Occupation: Beekeeper
Location: Pune, Maharashtra
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It is, therefore, important to take careful 
notes of these incidents or situations and 
then reflect upon oneself. But this can only 
happen if one leads his/her life in such 
a way that they truly experience every 
moment, going beyond the conventional 
“right” and “wrong”.

Who knows what experience may change 
the course of our life or give a new meaning 
to our life. Something similar happned with 
our next ‘parinda’ a few years ago, thus, 
changing the course of his life’s journey and 
giving a new meaning and mission to it.

Amit Godse, like most youngsters, had 
completed engineering and joined a big 

company. He was earning well and had 
bought a place for his family in Pune. 
However, there was a big beehive in the 
building, and scared residents had called 
pest control personnel who set fire to the 
hive, killing thousands of bees at once.

This disturbed Godse to quite an extent 
and he began to think about how he 
could change the situation. Soon, he got a 
chance to visit an organic farm where he 
was introduced to beekeeping. Once again, 
his curiosity and interest in safeguarding 
the bees grew. When he returned to Pune, 
he carried out extensive research on 
beekeeping. Godse even quit his job so 
that he could focus more on his research, 
and decided to go for professional training 
in Mahabaleshwar and Pune to become a 
beekepper. Protecting the bees had become 
his mission. And as he continued to work 
in the field, he realised the close bond that 
human life shares with bees.

Godse tells me, “Various research studies 
carried out by scientists are enough proof to 
tell that the use of insecticides on farms is 
posing a major threat to the species of bees. 

Bees feed on pollen and nectar produced by 
plants. Female bees collect pollen to feed 
their larvae, storing it in pollen baskets 
on their hind legs or on branched hairs on 
their body. As they go from flower to flower, 
bees inevitably lose some of the pollen 
they have collected, which may land on the 
female parts of other flowers of the same 
species, resulting in cross-pollination. Just 
as much as bees have a role in ensuring the 
survival of humanity, we also have a role 
in ensuring their survival. This way, we can 
ensure that the symbiotic relationship we 
have with bees will endure for many more 
generations. All elements of an ecosystem 
are important for the functioning of that 
ecosystem. The elements may be positive 
or negative from a human perspective, but 
we cannot look at nature from a human 
standpoint alone.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Well, ecosystems are complex, possibly too 
complex for us to be able to understand all 
the connections, actions and interactions 
that take place within them. If we do not 
know what will happen if we change 
something, it makes no sense to rush and 
make those changes,” he explains.

Albert Einstein had once said, “If the bees 
disappeared off the surface of the globe, 
then mankind would only have four years of 

Many a times, we are faced with 
such incidents that give rise 
to the feeling of uncertainty 
in our lives. Well, human life is 
anyway full of uncertainties. 
Such incidents or situations 
often change the course of 
our life but they also leave 
behind a lot of learning and 

experience for us.

Can it bee any better?
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life left. No more bees, no more pollination, 
no more plants, no more animals, no more 
man.”

I had several questions for Ghodse: How 
many bee hives does he breed? What costs 
him the most as a bee keeper? How does he 
sustain himself?

“The question is not how many hives but the 
proper management of honeybee. You need 
a suitable location for honey production 
and consequent pollination. After these 
steps are taken care of, you have to rely 
on Mother Nature to work in your favour. 
After all of these stages are accomplished, 
you must the hope that the bees are not 
poisoned by the crop farmers, who trying to 
make a living for themselves. But, there are 
a lot of people who’re making a sustainable 
living from beekeeping, and are making 
enough to hire an entire team to work for 
them. And yes, I am able to sustain myself 
as well,” he says.

For those who’re interested in becoming 
beekeepers, Godse suggests that they should 
first learn and work under an established 
beekeeper before going independent.
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Hasmukh

He returned to India from America with 
a dream in his eyes. He wanted to set 
up a place in India where orphans could 
be provided humble upbringing and 
quality education. Hence, he replaced 
the human-centric education with all-
inclusive knowledge that promotes the 
co-existence of humans, nature and the 
universe.

Innovator: Hasmukh Bhai
Occupation: Educationist
Location: Mandangad, Maharashtra
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It was the phase I was the happiest in life. 
It was the time when we wanted to go 
out with our parents to a park and not a 
mall. It was the time I would spend hours 
outside, playing with my friends. We would 
climb the hills outside the city, take a stroll 
in the nearby forests and take a dip in the 
rivers and ponds. However, our life could 
not always be like this. Soon, the wind 
in the air changed and the pressure of 
books and exams increased. With modern 
development changing the look of our 
surroundings every day, soon there wasn’t 
much natural space left where we could 
learn and play.

Today, we’re stuck and our lives seem 

wasted in the web of television and 
Internet. I believe it is a misconception that 
the Internet enables communication. In 
fact, the Internet kills any room of personal 
communication.

In the 1980s, Harvard biologist Edward 
O Wilson proposed a theory called 
Biophilia. Wilson had said that humans 
are instinctively attracted to their natural 
surroundings, and try to learn from it. 
However, looking at the children of the 
21st century, several things come to my 
mind that question Wilson’s theory. Today, 
children spend so much time glued to 
their television or computer screens that 
it has become a matter of serious concern. 
Psychologists have termed this tendency 
of staying indoors, which is resulting in 
wide range of behavioural problems, of the 
children Nature Deficit Disorder. It cannot 
be denied that a child spends much more 
time inside the house today than outside. 
Adding to that, according to a research, 
an average Indian kid spends about seven 
hours a day in front of the television.

Hasmukh Bhai returned to India from 
America with a dream in his eyes. He wanted 
to set up a place in India where orphans 
could be provided good upbringing and 
better education. Being an orphan himself, 
he understood very well what difficulties an 
orphan had to face while growing up. The 
struggle for a daily meal was an everyday 
challenge for him as a child. In a situation 
like this, sound education seemed like a 
distant dream. However, he struggled hard 
and put in all his effort to finally reach a 
stage where he had every comfort of life. 
Throughout, he didn’t lose focus on his 
dream to set up a place for orphans in India.

In 2008 when recession hit the United 
States, Hasmukh Bhai lost 90 per cent of 
his savings after a friend of his cheated him 
but the remaining savings were enough 
to start work on his dream. Instead of 
working towards covering his financial loss, 
Hasmukh Bhai returned to India.

“I realised that if there was something I 
really wanted to do, it had to be now,” he 
said.

This was six years ago.

Initially, he had thought he would live 
with the orphans and enroll them at a 
government school but then he decided 
to understand the education system better 

When I met my latest ‘parinda’ 
and understood his work, I 
became nostalgic about my 

childhood and youth.

Dreamcatcher
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first. For this, he took up a teaching job at 
a school near Mandangarh in Maharashtra. 
There, he realised that education that was 
supposed to help children build a better 
future was actually ruining their lives. 
Children were merely reading from a book 
in a closed room and not experiencing any 
of it. Nothing that they were “learning” 
could be used in their lives.

“Our education system is human-centric but 
what we need is an all-inclusive system that 
involves humans, nature and the universe. 
Only then can our education system be 
called complete and holistic. Until we step 
outside our four walls, take a look at things 
around us and feel our surroundings, we 
will neither develop curiosity nor will we 
question anything,” Hasmukh Bhai said. “If 
we don’t question, we won’t get answers. 

We’ll just be running like everybody else in 
a race, not knowing where our finish line is.”

We want our children to step out of their 
homes, climb the hills, swim in the river, 
run in the field. We want them to sit on the 
floor instead of the couch. We want them to 
observe the world around them, understand 
it, love it and learn from it. Unfortunately, 
we’re living in a time when a lot of children 
are going through depression and despair. 
They don’t care about the trees that are 
being felled for their books or the damage 
that is being caused deep underground to 
extract fuel to run their school buses. They 
don’t care where their food comes from, 
who grows it or how it is grown.

To change this attitude of the children, 
Hasmukh Bhai has led several initiatives. 

He often takes children to the forests, on 
top of hills and into the fields. He works 
with children and youth of all age groups, 
inculcating him them habits that promote 
conscious living.

“While working with the children when we 
see satisfaction in their eyes or a smile on 
their lips, it gives me immense joy. When I 
see children, who had been living in fear 
within the four walls until now, playing in 
the mud with confidence, I understand the 
significance of my work. Efforts like these 
have been helping me fulfill a dream that 
I brought with me six years ago,” he adds.

In June this year, Hasmukh Bhai will start a 
learning centre for the children.
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Malhar

Even as a child, he loved the river and 
those residing in the river more than 
he loved anything else. Today, he is 
an otter conservationist, as he feels 
these  aquatic mammals are key for 
maintaining the health of a river which 
affects not just other aquatic organisms 
but also the livelihood of thousands of 
humans.

Innovator: Malhar Indulkar
Occupation: Otter conservationist
Location: Chiplun, Maharashtra
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Whatever everyone else is doing or saying, 
we follow them as if they’re our personal 
dreams and wishes. We live our lives 
following this route until we reach a stage 
where we regret and think, “What if…?”

The time immediately after Class XII is the 
time which helps us view the road ahead 
of us. Before somebody else decides for 
us what road we should take or how we 
should lead our lives — or even before we 
start applying to pursue a particular degree 
or course — we should give ourselves some 
time, take a pause, and think about where 
we want to head. We need to hunt for what 
we want to do and it should be justified 
with personal reasons and not reasons that 
somebody else has fed into our minds.

For this, we need to step outside the 
four walls of our classroom and see the 
real world, not just superficially but with 
perception. We should travel a lot, meet new 
people, work with them, live with them and 
learn from them. We need to tell ourselves 
what we want to do and why do we like it. 
We should also experiment with ourselves, 
challenge ourselves and push ourselves 
into difficult conditions to best judge our 
capabilities and our temperament.

When I usually say all of this to people, 
they tell me that these things sound better 
when heard; implementing them in reality 
is actually much tougher. They ask me how 
many people in the world actually follow 
what I’m preaching. “And those who are 
following this ideology, what are they 
getting out of it?” they ask me.

So, as an example for them, here’s the story 
of our next parinda who found his own road.

Even as a child, Malhar Indulkar loved the 
river and those residing in the river. His 
house was situated on the banks of the 

river Vashisti; as soon as Malhar would 
return from school, he would rush to the 
river with his friends to take a dip in the 
water and catch fish. But he never thought 
of the river as a part of his future career. Like 
most other children, he went to school and 
studied whatever everyone else was being 
taught. Till Class X, he had no clue what 
he wanted to pursue so when somebody 
suggested him to take up Commerce, he 
opted for the stream and went on to finish 
school. However, he wasn’t happy with what 
he had studied. He had simply followed the 
path that somebody else had led him on.

After finishing Class XII, he heard of Udaipur’s 
Swaraj University. When he read up more 
about it, he realised that this establishment 
could help him find his own way, and he can 
know what he really wants to do. At Swaraj 
University, the power was in Malhar’s hands 
to decide what he wanted to study. There 
was no pressure of examinations and he 
had the freedom to make mistakes and 
learn from them. And so, he decided to take 
a break from formal education and enrolled 
at Swaraj University to find answers to what 
he wanted to do in life, and what subject 
did he want to pursue a degree in.

During this break at Swaraj Univeristy, 
Malhar understood that he wanted to live 
a life that was closely associated with 
nature, and work for the river and the lives 

I have always said that students 
should take a year-long break 
after Class XII. From childhood 
to youth, we are continuously 
running without even asking 
ourselves how we want to live 

our life. 

Like no otter
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that depend on the river. In pursuing this 
road, Malhar started with understanding 
the lifestyle of fishermen who lived near 
his house, and learnt what they thought 
of the river. He learnt from them what had 
changed under the surface of the river over 
the years and why. Who resides in the river 
and where? How can different species of 
fishes be differentiated from each other? 
What human activities help the creatures of 
the river and what cause damage to them?

It was through these conversations that 
Malhar learnt that 90 per cent of the species 
had become extinct in the river in the last 
20 years. Industrial waste — and chemicals 
in it — entering the river was one of the 
major reasons that were killing the fishes.

An old man told Malhar, “When industrial 
waste was allowed into the river for the 
first time, thousands of fish were found 
dead in river the next day. And since then 
the situation has continued.” The damage 
hasn’t been restricted to this; the shrinking 
number of fishes has affected the count of 
other aquatic animals as well. One of these 
aquatic animals is the otter.

“I first heard about otters about two and a 
half years ago when Swaraj University gave 

me a chance to work on the conservation 
of these animals in Kaveri river. While 
working on the project, I realised that the 
conservation of otters is highly important 
for the health of a river because these 
creatures eat up all the sick fishes in 
the water body, restricting the spread of 
diseases to other fishes. After I worked in 
the Kaveri, I thought I should do the same 
in Vashishti, the river that flows near my 
house, where, too, the number of otters 
had been declining over the years,” Malhar 
shared.

Otters that were could earlier be seen 
almost every day could only be spotted once 
a month. This was also leading to the death 
of sick fishes, and those infected by the sick 
fishes. However, the damage was not just 
restricted to the rivers and the organisms 
living in the river but the fishermen as well. 
This is the reason that the river is heading 
towards its death. With the declining 
number of fishes in the river, the source of 
livelihood had reduced for fishermen who 
began to migrate to cities and were forced 
to live in filthy and cramped localities.

The situation is such today that about 90 
per cent of the houses near the river are 
abandoned or are only inhabited by the 
senior citizens of a family. When it comes 

to nature, everybody is dependent on 
somebody/something or the other. Even if 
one creature goes extinct, the result can be 
seen on several others, including humans. 
And so, working for the conservation of 
otters meant preserving the entire river and 
the organisms living in it and dependent on 
it.

It’s actually the need of the time that 
everybody tries to understand their 
surrounding environments and work 
towards the conservation of life dependent 
on it. However, this is only possible when 
people get out of their rooms and take 
shelter in the lap of nature and live in sync 
with the nature. And this doesn’t require 
any degree or qualification. It only requires 
willpower, love, compassion, perception and 
the ability to question one self and others. 
Ironically, none of these are really focused 
upon in schools today. In schools, all we’re 
thought is how we can grow up to become 
money minting machines.

Malhar tells me, “And so I decided that I 
have to learn as much as I can. And I don’t 
need a degree to follow the profession I 
want to pursue. The more I work, the more 
I live amid people and nature, the more 
experience I will gain and, thus, learn.”
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WE ALL FEEL TOGETHER

Despite all the wonderful experiences I 
had, the journey was also characterized by 
pitfalls and discouraging halts. There were 
times when my patience and determination 
were tested to quite an extent. For example, 
when I left Orissa, I was so mentally 
exhausted that I wanted to give up. So many 
thoughts were rushing through my head. 

There were a number of incidents which 
left me heartbroken. In all likelihood, our 
actions have caused this planet irreparable 
damage. And that is a scary thought. 

Things weren’t going smoothly in my 
personal life either, I had recently last 
one of my closest friends and I didn’t get 
a chance to bid him farewell. I couldn’t 
even attend his funeral. These and similar 
other weaknesses made me question the 
meaningfulness of this mission. Despite 

meeting some spectacular people, I often 
felt all alone. I longed for my friends and 
family to and seek comfort from. There was 
no one I could share my fears, confusion 
or disappointment with. I also had my fair 
share of joyful moments, but I had no one 
to celebrate them with. 

I understand that living alone is one skill 
everybody should master in, in order to be 
happy. But there are times when all we need 
is a person to talk to, someone who loves us 
and cares about us. Whenever people asked 
about how was I managing distance and 
living alone, I always found myself at a loss 
for words. 

It took me a couple of months to realize 
that I could still stay close with my family 
despite being thousands of miles apart. I 
learned to appreciate the kind gestures of 
people around me. They reminded me of my 
home and my people.

 I found that one always feels lonely 
when one spends time away from home. 
The feeling may never go away, but it can 
certainly be dealt with in a better way. I 
learned how to make new friends wherever 
I went and this became a crucial tool to 
survival. On the other hand, I also learned 
that there is a difference between being 
alone and being lonely. It is also important 
to be comfortable in your own company. 

Now, I am pretty sure I can live almost 
anywhere and be happy. I really respect and 
appreciate people who are so comfortable 
to be around that you feel you are home. 
These are the kind of people I want to 
be surrounded with because home is not 
about places, it is about the people. And 
sometimes, home is about the places you 
wish to go to and not where you come from.

I began to see the relationship I shared with 
my parents differently. I began to see them 
as unique individuals with dreams, hopes, 
fears and their own baggage. And just like 
me, they are also going through this journey 
called life with all of those things. 

I also became closer to my brother over 
the past one year and the best part is; it all 
happened effortlessly. Now we talk much 
more than what we did in the past.

The most important lesson which I have 
learned is that my family has always had my 
back and no matter where I am and where 
go, they will always be there for.  Knowing 
that there is someone out there, whom you 
can count on, is one of best feelings in the 
world. 

I have also learned to adapt to contexts. 
Earlier I had mentioned that I don’t believe 
in religion. However, at one particular 
instance, I had to even identify myself as 

a Jain in order to help Shanti Nayak, one 
of the innovators in 52 Parindey. Shakti 
being a folklore conservationist, wanted to 
take a picture of a statue at a local temple. 
But do to our patriarchal archaic norms, 
she wasn’t allowed to enter the temple. 
So I had to adopt Jainism to provide proof 
of an upper caste, in order to enter the 
temple. This created a conundrum as all 
my life; I had refused to associate with any 
religion. I found myself addressing this as 
hypocrisy - my need to seek the help of a 
religion, something I had never believed in. 
I wondered whether this hypocrisy came to 
us naturally or was it a result of the society 
we live in and whether we can imagine a 
set up without the intervention of religion. 
I once read somewhere, “Hypocrisy is 
the practice of claiming to have moral 
standards or beliefs to which one’s own 
behaviour does not conform.” 

People often fail to follow their own advice 
when the need arises. We all sometimes act 
hypocritically in order to help a situation. 
But sometimes that is the only way to go 
about it, till your intentions are good. The 
more idealistic a person tries to be, the 
more vulnerable he or she becomes to 
hypocrisy. The real question to focus on is, 
should we avoid being idealistic in order to 
avoid being a hypocrite? Or is it fair to hold 
on to our ideals and principles even though 
they might make it hard sometimes to 

live up to them? Let me clarify something 
here. Not being able to live up to your 
beliefs, opinions, virtues or qualities is not 
hypocrisy, but pretending to have these 
traits when we don’t is what I would call 
hypocrisy.

My mentor further added to my dilemma. 
He said, “No. The true nature of humanity is 
to survive, to hope, to create, to discover, to 
have a strong will power, to be persistent, 
to experience, to thrive, to improve, to feel, 
to be uncertain, to look for answers and to 
know no boundaries.”

Unfortunately, we are constrained by our 
habits but also hone a strong will to resist 
the temptations. Come to think of it, we 
are all born without judgment, prejudice 
or malice. We were born with an unlimited 
capacity for knowledge. But we are exposed 
to various negativities in life that often 
change the course of our path. Hypocrisy 
and a judgmental attitude are among these 
negative traits that we observe and adopt. 
We judge, discriminate and cause hurt; 
malicious intentions aren’t hereditary but 
observational. 

So now I come back to my questions, answers 
to which I don’t really know. Is hypocrisy a 
good thing or bad? It is fair to say that most 
people are hypocrites? Or whether the 
concept of hypocrisy is meaningless?

continue to page no.- 166
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Jill Ferguson

An American - born adventure sports 
enthusiast and environmentalist, she 
is the co-founder of Vaayu. Vaayu is a 
water sports-based eco-friendly resort 
that uses the medium of adventure 
sports to build a relationship between 
people and the sea.

Innovator: Jill Ferguson
Vocation: Adventure sports enthusiast & environmentalist
Location: Mandrem, Goa
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According to a study, 70 per cent of the 
oxygen found on Earth comes from the sea. 
Not only that, the sea is also the source for 
10 per cent of the entire world’s protein, 
which is required for a balanced diet. 
With the changing times, the sea has now 
even become a source of entertainment 
and tourism. Every year, lakhs of people 
are attracted to the ocean for recreational 
fishing, boating, cruise and a bunch of other 
adventure water sports. However, it seems 
the mankind has taken the services of the 
seas and oceans for granted. Maybe that’s 
the reason the oceans are struggling to 
sustain amid pollution.

If you don’t believe me, question yourselves. 
Every time you’ve go on a vacation to 
a natural site, how much trash do you 
generate? Where do you throw the plastic 
packaging you get with your food? Where 
do our sorbet straws go? Now some people 
will say that they don’t litter and they only 
throw the trash in the bin. But have they 
ever wondered where the trash from the 
dustbin is dumped? But then there will be 
some other people who would not even 
want to think about these questions. Fair 
enough, why should they be questioned? 
We, humans, are selfish by birth.

Anyway, my intention is not to point fingers 
at anyone but to bring their attention to 
our acts, and where are they leading us. My 
next‘parinda’ thinks similarly. She believes 
that instead of playing the blame game, one 
should invest energy in finding a solution 
to the problem. “And your positive efforts 
will automatically encourage other people 
to join you,” she says.

Born and raised in America, Jill Ferguson 
first came to India for her educational 

project and worked with a group of human 
rights activists in a village in Gujarat. Here, 
she realised that pollution was a serious 
concern for everybody, but especially for 
people whose livelihood depends on land.

She shares, “While working in Gujarat, I 
saw once that thousands of dead fishes 
were floating on water because industrial 
chemical waste had entered the water 
body. And its impact could be felt across 
the nearby village. After a lot of efforts, 
the villagers convinced some government 
workers to help them remove the dead 
fishes. Even though the dead fishes were 
out of the water body, I couldn’t help but 
think if the water was actually ‘clean’ now. 
This is the water that villagers drink, use 
for bathing and for various other everyday 
purposes. Does it not affect their health? 
Do the villagers raise their voice against 
this unclean water? There were so many 
such questions. And to find answers to 
these questions and more, I worked with 
my organisation to gather some facts. 
Later, I filed a petition in the court, hoping 
that the court would find a solution for us. 
Meanwhile, I had to return to the US to 
complete my education. I don’t know what 
happened of that petition but I couldn’t 
help but wonder if a court or a petition was 
the permanent solution to such a problem.”

This question stayed with Jill for a very 

Throughout the history of 
mankind, the sea has always had 
an influence over it, directly or 
indirectly, but it has. For the 
mankind, it’s the source of water 
and precious mineral; it’s also 
the highway for international 
trade and the reason we have 

different seasons.

Riding on air waves
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long time. As she had already lived in India 
for two years, she decided to come back to 
India to work full-time. She discussed the 
idea with a college friend, Rahul Malani, 
and together they came up with the idea 
of Vaayu.

“Vaayu is not just a resort or a water sports 
centre. It is medium through which we tell 
people that you can establish a business and 
take care of your surrounding environment 
simultaneously,” Jill adds.

And so, the two decided to use naturally 
available material for the construction of 
Vaayu to ensure there was no negative 
impact on the environment. Even for the 

café menu, they made sure to get as much 
of organically grown vegetables and grains 
as possible to reduce carbon footprint.

“Through water sports, we try to build a 
relationship between people and the sea. In 
this culture of consumption, we have almost 
forgotten about our bond with nature. 
However, we need is to understand nature, 
nurture love for it, and live a sustainable 
life in sync with it. What we also need is 
spiritual development, but we cannot 
achieve that unless we build a relationship 
with nature,” she adds.

So, twice a month, Jill and her friends carry 
out cleanliness drives in areas around 

the sea. And they try to include as many 
locals as they can. They believe that the 
locals and their families have been living 
here for years, it’s their land. It’s just that 
they’ve forgotten the importance of their 
environment because of some shiny 
prospects. And so they attention must be 
brought back to nature and its importance 
for humans.

Jill says that simply talking about a change 
cannot happen unless you do something to 
bring about the change. “If we become the 
solution, more and more people will begin 
to join our endeavor, and then change will 
happen,” she says.
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Sulochana

A woman’s health activist, she works 
with Video Volunteers, addresses people 
on various issues surrounding solid 
waste management and hygiene. One of 
her key areas of work is to promote the 
use of cloth-made sanitary napkins to 
reduce the damaging impact of synthetic 
sanitary napkins on environment.

Innovator: Sulochana Pendekar
Vocation: Women’s health activist
Location: Siolim, Goa
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In fact, ‘problem’ is not the right word to use 
for menstruation, it is a natural process and 
an integral part of every woman’s physique. 
When we term it a “problem”, we try to 
cover it up or suppress it. And that’s when 
the real problem starts. This is the reason 
we don’t openly discuss or talk about 
menstruation. And when we don’t talk about 
it, misconceptions and misunderstanding 
are formed.

Think of this: If nobody is openly and 
freely talking about a topic that is directly 
related to the existence of human beings 
for thousands of years, there must be so 
many misunderstandings and paradoxes 
surrounding it across the world!

Even I have been a part of this society.

Until I met my latest ‘parinda’, I had 
very limited knowledge on the topic 
of menstruation. And whatever little 
knowledge I had, it was mostly based on 
assumptions because there was nobody to 
tell me about it.

Our next ‘parinda’ is not only determine to 
remove misconceptions, misunderstandings 
and paradoxical views about menstruation 
but she’s also making people aware about 
its impact on the environment.

Sulochana Pendekar was raised in a 
small village in Goa. Ever since she was 
a young girl, she wanted to be a teacher. 
She believes the society has had a major 
role to play in her education, and so she 
has a responsibility of giving it back to the 
society as well.

While pursuing a career in teaching, 

Sulochana realised that in order to bag a 
teaching job, it is more important to have a 
rich and powerful source than a degree or 
knowledge. And so she decided to pursue 
smoother profession, any profession but it 
should be for the betterment of the society.

Initially, she worked with an organisation 
that conducted surveys on people’s 
problems. It was during this period that 
she developed an interest in photography, 
and wanted to work in the field of camera 
work. Sulochana enrolled herself for a film-
making workshop, following which she 
joined Video Volunteers, an international 
media organisation that empowers the 
unheard voices of the community.

While conducting surveys, Sulochana had 
the opportunity to directly connect with the 
people at the grassroots level and so she 
was able to understand the problems on 
ground and in depth.

She says, “Due to massive tourism, waste 
management was a common problem across 
Goa. And I really wanted to do something 
about it. Then it occurred to me that we can 
use the medium of videos to show people 
the monstrousness of this problem and 
find possible solutions. I figured that unless 
people actually ‘see’ the problem, they will 
not ‘feel’ the problem. And if they won’t 
feel its effect, they will not become a part 

Once a month, almost half the 
population of the world goes 
through a week-long problem 
in which blood is discharged 
from their bodies. This phase is 
called period or menstruation.

Boo the taboo
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of the solution. So we made several videos 
around the problem of waste generation, 
and screened the films in various villages 
of Goa. We even showed those films to 
government officers and encouraged them 
to work on this problem.”

While studying about waste, Sulochana 
learnt about the negative impact of 
sanitary napkins on the environment and 
women’s health. The topic of menstruation 
had always intrigued her. Even during her 
film-making workshop, she had researched 
on this topic and made a video. During 
her research, she found out that it takes 
at least 800 years for a sanitary napkin to 
decompose. And, on an average, a woman 
uses 800 kilograms of sanitary napkins in 

her lifetime.

“You can now imagine how half the 
population of the world is among the 
contributors to the world’s environmental 
problems. And so I took the challenge of 
finding an alternative for sanitary napkins, 
and making them reach women. During this 
search, I also learnt that sanitary napkins 
are often the cause of infertility and uterus 
cancer in women. This made me even more 
sure about the challenge I had taken up, and 
I decided that no matter what profession I 
am into at any point of time in my life, I 
will not stop talking to women about this 
issue. However, the obstacle in front of me 
was that I did not have any alternative of 
sanitary napkins for women. And I also 

could not ignore the fact that these sanitary 
napkins were actually helping women step 
out of there houses for work or education. 
It was fact that I could change. Until I had 
a better alternative of sanitary napkins, 
I could not even ask the women to not 
use them. But then I heard about sanitary 
napkins that were made from cotton cloth. 
They were not only environment friendly 
but also friendly towards women’s health.”

Today, Sulochana not only advocates 
the use of cotton cloth-made sanitary 
napkins but also tries to remove the taboo 
surrounding talking about menstruation in 
a free environment.
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Parag

A Green Card holder with a degree in 
engineering from the US, he returned 
to India with the aim to bring about 
some changes in the society. In Goa, 
he has set up an enterprise through 
which he collects trash from the market 
and converts it into biogas to supply 
it to restaurants for consumption. His 
enterprise naturally treats greywater 
and produces organic manure.

Innovator: Parag Mody
Vocation: Organic waste management
Location: Margao, Goa
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While our last two parindey are trying 
to create more awareness around this 
problem of waste and its mismanagement, 
Parag Mody is working on turning waste 
into something that is useful for the planet 
and something that becomes a source of 
livelihood for people.

According to a report, India dumped 47 
million tonne of organic waste in 2011, and 
every year, it contributes 11.3 per cent to 
this pile of dump.

While we are continuously told that plastic 
waste is one of the most harmful kinds 
of (non-degradable) waste, we aren’t told 
that if organic waste or food waste is not 

managed in a proper manner, it too can 
prove to be dangerous, as dangerous as 
plastic waste if not more. When organic 
waste comes in contact with earth, several 
chemical reactions take place due to 
which methane gas is released. So when 
such waste is dumped at an open site, the 
methane gas released becomes part of the 
atmosphere, thereby contributing to global 
warming.

After spending a week with Parag in Margao, 
Goa, I learnt how we can convert organic 
waste into something even more valuable 
than gold, and fulfill the many daily needs 
of mankind.

Actually speaking, Parag doesn’t “need” to 
do what he’s doing. He studied engineering 
in the US, and then established a business 
there. Being a Green Card holder, he could 
have spent the rest of his life with all the 
physical comfort in the US but he wasn’t 
satisfied. He felt that his education was 
not contributing to the welfare of society. 
So he shut down his business and started 
working with an NGO in California. While 

working with the NGO, Parag realised that 
he could do the same work in India. There 
were similar problems in India but different 
challenges. And so, Parag returned to India 
with his family and started working in 
Ahmedabad with unorganised labour and 
underage rag pickers.

“I was helping people but it wasn’t solving 
the bigger problem,” Parag said. There was 
no concrete solution coming out through 
his work, and there was no scope of 
innovation in what he was doing. However, 
his engineering mind was continuously 
encouraging him to do something new, to 
find solutions to people’s problems.

It was during this phase that he met a friend 
named Claude Alveres. Claude, for several 
years, had been working on mining-related 
problems in Goa, and invited Parag to stay in 
Goa for a while to understand the problems 
here. After arriving in Goa, Parag spent time 
understanding Goa’s ecosystem and the 
implications of modern development on it. 
Here, he understood the true extent of the 
problem of waste. And so he dedicated the 
next few months to find solutions to this 
problem.

“Our modern-day society only understands 
the value of money. Unless the people see 
monetary value in managing waste, they 
will continue to throw trash anywhere 

Like my last two stories about 
Sulochana Pendekar and Jill 
Ferguson, my latest parinda too 
brought me close to a major 
environment problem of waste 
caused by the modern-day society. 

Cash the trash
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and dump garbage everywhere,” Parag had 
realised.

And so Parag started his work from the 
Margao market area where he set up a 
biogas plant. He would collect garbage 
from the market area and convert it into 
biogas, then supply the same to restaurants 
nearby. In this market, Parag also found out 
that several kilogrammes of fishes were 
being thrown at a dumpsite at the end of 
every day. Additionally, due to excessive 
deforestation in the state, the land was 
losing its carbon content, and so the soil 
was becoming less and less productive. 
Parag knew that fishes were a major source 
of carbon, so he started making compost 

out of dumped fishes to produce manure, 
leading to increase in carbon content in the 
soil. Today, the manure produced by Parag is 
used by many farmers across the state.

However, this overwhelming response has 
not stopped Parag from making new efforts.

Despite sufficient rainfall, there was a 
considerable water crisis in Goa. The reason 
was rampant deforestation. So Parag used 
natural and traditional methods to treat 
greywater to be used for household chores 
and drinking. Today, this technique is 
employed by several houses and restaurants 
in Goa.

“Finding a solution to problems is as 
important as creating awareness about 
the problems. While creating awareness 
is extremely important for our newer 
generations, it is also their responsibility 
to find solutions for the future generations. 
And so my focus is on finding livelihood 
through finding solutions to environmental 
problems. This way, I hope to show people 
new models of employments to bust the 
myth that if you’re working for the society 
or the environment, there is no (or very 
little) source of income,” says Parag.
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Varsha

A Green Card holder with a degree in 
engineering from the US, he returned 
to India with the aim to bring about 
some changes in the society. In Goa, 
he has set up an enterprise through 
which he collects trash from the market 
and converts it into biogas to supply 
it to restaurants for consumption. His 
enterprise naturally treats greywater 
and produces organic manure.

Innovator: Varsha Samuel Rajkumar
Vocation: Organic gardener
Location: Dharwad, Karnataka
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But I wonder what is it that makes us feel 
calm and at peace when we’re close to 
nature? Does proximity to nature distances 
us from negative thoughts? What is the 
reason that we find ourselves happy when 
we surrounded by nature? My personal 
experiences have taught me to believe that 
nature is home to some special healing 
energy which is as holy as a newborn child 
and as pure as a mother’s love.

According to a recent research, spending 
time amid nature strengthens an individual’s 
immune system, which is responsible for 
our mental and physical health. In the 
last few years, several researchers have 
proved this connection, and their research 

is startling. While spending time amid trees 
and greenery helps improve our mental 
and physical well-being, staying away 
from a green environment increases our 
susceptibility to diseases. And this could be 
proved by the fact that more often than not 
mental depression, anxiety, lack of attention 
span, cancer, diabetes and several other 
physical and mental diseases are more 
prevalent in urban areas. For a long time, 
the effect of a relationship between good 
health and nature had remained a mystery 
but, in more recent times, researchers have 
used modern technologies to discover facts 
that throw scientific light on this connection 
or the ill effects of a broken link between the 
two. Researchers at the University of Illinois 
have, in fact, found 21 possible reasons that 
link nature with human health, and have a 
direct relation with our immunity system. 
They insist that people who regularly play 
sports or live amid nature, gain a special 
kind of educations which moulds their 
physical and mental happiness.

The story of our next parinda has direct 
connections with what I’ve said above. As 

a child, Varsha Samuel Rajkumar was unlike 
most children. She was a premature baby, 
and so her body was not as strong as that 
of other children her age. This is the reason 
she would spend most of her time indoors. 
She could not play or be involved in physical 
activities as much as she wanted, and this 
affected her mental health. She had started 
considering herself a weak person, and her 
self-respect had dropped to its lowest point. 
This was the time she began to develop a 
bond with nature.

Varsha would spend long hours among 
trees and bushes. This gave her the time 
and opportunity to reflect on herself. She 
found her hobbies, discovered her skills 
and used the same to restore her self-
respect. In college, she pursued a course 
in Applied Art and then briefly worked 
in the field of advertising. However, due 
to certain unavoidable circumstances, 
she had to leave her job and get married. 
Unfortunately, this marriage could never be 
more than an agreement for her, and she 
went through a lot of mental trauma in 
this relationship. Once again, she lost her 
individuality and her self-respect was at its 
lowest. At one point of time, the situation 
got so worse that she had to choose 
between living a meaningful life or sticking 
to a bad marital situation. And she decided 
to break it off. However, there was a big 
question in front of her. She neither knew 
what her next step in life would be nor did 
she know how to restore her self-respect. 

Most of us, at some point of 
time in life, have felt a strong 
desire to get out of the house 
and spend time amid nature. 
This desire need not always 
involve travel but it could 
be to sit in our balcony and 
stare at the sky or lie down 
on the grass in the park or 
take an early morning stroll.

An organic bond
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The mental pressure had started affecting 
her physical health too.

It was during this phase that Varsha found 
a source of healing in kitchen gardening. 
Soon, this hobby turned into her passion 
and today, apart from being in a meaningful 
and encouraging relationship, she is also a 
well-known and much respected individual 
among the organic kitchen gardening 
fraternity. Once again, nature had helped 
restore her self-esteem and begun to lead 
her towards good health.

Through the medium of blogs and 
photography, Varsha now not only shares 

her knowledge about organic gardening 
but also encourages people to grow 
their own food. To express her gratitude 
towards nature, Varsha is now trying to 
connect more and more youngsters with 
nature, thereby allowing them to learn 
from nature. In an effort towards the same, 
Varsha has associated herself with an 
alternate educational institute where she 
facilitates students in soft skills. The USP of 
her “class” is that the children spend more 
time outdoors than within the four walls of 
a classroom. For Varsha, anything under the 
sky is a classroom. So by encouraging the 
children to spend time amid nature, she is 
teaching children the art of living.

This is the story of Varsha who values the 
gifts of nature and is, therefore, expressing 
her gratitude towards it.

As I conclude this story, I would want to 
leave behind a few questions. How many of 
us are even trying to look at these natural 
gifts, let alone learn from them? How many 
of us are grateful for nature’s love? How 
many of us are ensuring that our children 
have the opportunity to build a bond with 
nature and feel it? These are just some 
random questions I have in my mind. You 
need not give me an answer. But you should 
find the answers for yourself. That’s the 
hope I have for all of you.
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THE EGO

A while back, a Bangaluru based e-magazine 
published an article on 52 Parindey and 
my journey. The article helped me to reach 
out to a lot of people and many became 
aware of my expedition. But this brings 
me to this chapter’s topic - when one start 
receiving praise or appreciation, one tends 
to become egoistic. I also feel this is a 
very natural thing and ego surfaces when 
conditions become favourable. I too was a 
victim. Thankfully, I realized it soon that I 
was prone to lose my humility entirely if I 
didn’t pause. My sense of self-importance 
had taken the wrong form. The following 
week as my laptop broke down and I had to 
go back to Delhi, I took this time to observe 
and understand the changes taking place 
within me and promised myself to work on 
realigning with my true self. 

In order to understand ‘ego’ we need see it 
for what it really is. We need to accept it.

Ego is a mere aspect of individuality, which 
distinguishes us from other species. It 
holds the power to change the relationship 
we share with people as well as the world 
around us.

If we really want to free ourselves from the 
grips of ego, we need to understand it. 

Our possessions boost or hurt our ego. Now 

you may ask why is family a part of our ego? 
I am sure you must have met many people 
who want to fulfil their aspirations through 
their children. They want their children 
to make them proud, but not all parents 
fall under this category. I have had the 
fortune to meet several people who have 
understood their ego and have learnt to 
manage it and stay unaffected by it. These 
parents only wish for fulfilling life for their 
children and let the children choose their 
path.

However, this isn’t easy route to follow for 
as I mentioned earlier, ego fears its end. This 
is why it struggles really hard to survive. 
In order to overcome your ego, you must 
understand it. Ego manipulates us. It makes 
us think that we are unique and special. 
We begin to consider ourselves better than 
others around us and in the process start 
leading a dual existence. We fail to live our 
lives to its potential, as we only desire good 
things and worry about getting away from 
the bad ones. We fail to realize that life is 
an experience which includes the good and 
the bad, and that we can’t live it in parts. 

The truth is that you can’t live life outside 
of this moment. Life is what we have now 
in this moment. Our experiences make it 
and break it. I till now, have been exposed 
to various aspects of my ego, while I am yet 
to discover others as well. I am aware that 

this isn’t going to be easy and I am unable 
to fathom how I would continue, once free 
from the grips of my ego. What I do know is 
that it’s going to be a long, tiring journey.

I believe the battle against our egos is a 
never ending one. Instead of wasting time 
and energy fighting it, why don’t we focus 
on befriending it? So I instead, do not 
suppress the ego but analyse my reaction 
and its cause. I instead, try to channel the 
negative feelings into positive ones and 
replace my anger with love and kindness. 
Instead of being annoyed with people 
responsible for putting me in this situation, 
I thank them for giving me chance to learn 
and grow. 

People who cause pain could be dealing 
with pain themselves; they don’t need my 
retribution but love and support. It might be 
considerably hard to put this into practice, 
but it is definitely worth trying. 

This is a lifelong endeavor. It starts 
with acknowledgement, lives through 
understanding and acceptance and finds 
resolution in love.

You will, at times, feel unsure of and in 
yourself, but do not give in. This is a process, 
we all go through.  I know exactly how you 
feel. I have felt lost, incomplete and wrong.  
The vision I had for my life all along till now 

was to do work that mattered and created 
a lasting impact. Today too, I would love to 
make decisions that align with the core of 
who I am. 

Yet here I am, scattered, lost and unfocused. 
I still make decisions or take actions that I 
may be unsure or that do not feel right. 

But anxieties, heightened self-
consciousness and the inability to feel a 
sense of belonging can sometimes push you 
to try harder and emerge stronger. Without 
my own fears, I would have never made an 
effort to indulge in literature, my work and 
I wouldn’t have tried to understand the 
mysteries of the mind and soul. After all, 
these things have made and unmade me 
and shaped me into the person I am today.

The harsh truth is that the demons that 
reside inside and outside of us leach onto 
our insecurities to weaken us and cause 
us harm. We cannot escape these demons 
unless we stand up against them and use 
our insecurities to propel us forward. At 
some point, it will become necessary for us 
to take things in our own hands and love 
ourselves despite our flaws. This may take 
time, but the end result will be worth the 
wait.

I was terrified to begin of the journey of 

52 Parindey. Even now that I’ve made the 
leap and am in it for better or for the worse, 
I’m still scared. I do have moments when 
I consider myself not smart enough, not 
productive enough or talented enough 
to make an idea work. I start to feel 
incompetent, despite proving my worth 
many times; I just don’t feel good enough. 
There are days on which I find myself 
belittling myself and owing all my success 
a careful combination of luck and timing.

But fortunately, I feel more confident than 
suffering from an acute shortage of it. But 
it is hard to remember these moments of 
positivity when I’m drowning in self-doubt 
and periods of uncertainty. At times I feel 
like an impostor. I feel I won’t ever be able 
to reach the levels my mentors stand on; 
I will never be able share the same stage. 

Study after study confirms that this desire to 
please others, to be everything to everyone 
and the subsequent fear of not being 
“good enough” is pervasive.  I’ve personally 
seen it manifesting itself not only in my 
professional life, but in my personal life as 
well. There’s no denying that it’s detrimental 
to our personal and professional progress, 
to our relationships, and most importantly, 
our self-confidence. 

If we can identify the source of our self-
doubt, we might have a greater chance at 

eradicating it. Low self-esteem requires 
self-reflection. We constantly try to emulate 
our idols and to convince the society of our 
success as per its rule book. Do you have a 
well-paying job and a nice house? Are you 
married? If society fails to grant us a pass 
mark, then we compare ourselves to others.

Whenever I feel like comparing myself to 
others, I try to weigh my perception against 
the possible reality. I try to remind myself 
that someone else’s definition of success 
isn’t necessarily the right one for me. But 
what does success mean to me? I grapple 
with this question a lot and try to evaluate 
my life through this parameter. 

Through this journey, I realized that 
perfection is self-destructive, and a vicious, 
never ending cycle. Most of us, despite being 
aware of it, continue on the constant quest 
for perfection. Why do we put pressure 
on ourselves to achieve something which 
doesn’t even exist? 

Human beings know what they are capable 
of and while it is beneficial to expect more 
from yourself and work hard to pursue your 
goals that lie beyond your comfort zone, but 
is detrimental to put unnecessary pressure 
on ourselves. We need to understand that it 
is absolutely okay to not have things held 
together or under control all the time. 
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But once you move beyond your fear, and go 
on despite it, is a success in itself. 

My failures have taught me to never give 
up. When I was growing up, I was taught 
to shun any talk on failure to avoid being 
considered a cause of disappointment 
for those around me. On the contrary, as 
I grew up I realized that accepting and 
proudly acknowledging our failures is the 
key to inner happiness and success. This 
realization has led me to where I am today.

Growing up with siblings and cousins who 
were effortlessly good at academics wasn’t 
easy. I was pressurized to also focus on 
marks; failure was not an option, ever. I went 
through massive emotional turmoil and 
pressure, accompanied by timely reminders 
that failure is the worst possible thing that 
could happen to you and nobody respects 
a loser. I envied those gifted children who 
always managed to secure top ranks in 
class, with relative ease. And this pressure 
was harmful. No matter how hard I tried, 
I never made it to the class-honors list. 
The fact that I was good at sports, extra-
curricular activities and also an aspiring 
poet didn’t matter; I was a bad student and 
never received any appreciation from my 
teachers.  The constant criticism hampered 

my self-esteem and I ended up failing 
examinations several times. This resulted 
in settled feeling of loss and dejection. 

I tried my hand at several things but 
could never shatter the glass ceilings. 
The word failure described me perfectly 
for the larger part of my life so far. My 
confidence had taken a massive hit and the 
unrealistic expectations and a severe lack 
of understanding pushed me further into 
misery and darkness. 

But the worst part was that I was never 
prepared to deal with the aftermath of fall. 
But after many years of soul-searching, I 
eventually began to understand that life 
lies above and beyond these failures. I 
wouldn’t be where I am today if not for the 
times I’ve failed. I wouldn’t have developed 
the resilience I have now. I wouldn’t have 
learned how to take rejection in my stride 
and how to channel disappointment into 
motivation, in order to improve myself. I am 
a more confident person today and have 
learned to abide by the words, “You win 
some, and you lose some.”

I learned the hard way to not to fear making 
mistakes or be ashamed of my failures. After 
all, our mistakes are our greatest teachers.

continue to page no.- 194
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Raghava

The day he understood that farming 
is the root cause of a happy life, he 
dropped his dream of becoming a top 
businessman and adopted farming as 
his profession. However, he wanted to 
deploy natural farming techniques; and 
no, it’s not the same as organic farming. 
Today, he has created an ecosystem 
around him where birds, animals, insects, 
plants and humans live in harmony. 

Innovator: Raghava
Vocation: Natural farmer
Location: Davangere, Karnataka
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- says Raghava

Natural farming is based on human 
intervention-and-interference-free 

agricultural practices. It is a process which 
tries to heal the destruction caused by 
human knowledge and human activities.

When Raghava was a young man, some 
incidents changed the course of his life. 
Ahead of him was a deserted road on 
which he walked alone to eventually land 
in nature’s lap. Initially, Raghava walked on 
this road as a sad youth because it was not 
the path he had chosen but the path on 
which he had been thrown.

When Raghava was in college, he would 
enjoy reading biographies of entrepreneurs. 
He was inspired by them and wanted to be 
one of them. However, destiny had other 
plans for him. Or it would be better to say 
that his path was right under his feet but 
he was wasting his energy looking for it 
elsewhere. It was during his college years 
that family pressure and responsibilities 
put the burden of the family’s agricultural 
fields on his shoulders. Though Raghava 
took this responsibility, especially since he 
had little choice, he also continued with his 
education and went on to get a degree in 
MBA.

Incidentally, he happened to attend a 
seminar on natural farming. Impressed by 
the process, he adopted the same in his 
field.

“In a coconut orchard, one has to wait for 
three years to see the desired results. I 
adopted natural farming in 1996, but the 
harvest in 1999 was a big failure. All the 
trees had turned yellow, the crops were 

completely ruined. I didn’t know where I 
had gone wrong. To understand my mistake, 
I read several books on natural farming, 
participated in various workshops and met 
many farmers. And that’s when I understood 
that natural farming was not all about 
farming alone but it was also a way of living 
your life that leads to a healthy and happy 
lifestyle. It is a way of living that takes one 
in nature’s refuge and teaches one to live 
in harmony with nature,” Raghava tells me.

When Raghava met some farmers who 
had prestigious degrees to prove their 
modern education and were yet involved 
in agriculture, he realised that he, too, was 
quite satisfied with his life and was living 
a happy life with his family. As soon as 
Raghava realised that farming is the reason 
for a happy life, he dropped his initial idea of 
becoming a top businessman and adopted 
farming as his profession.

“People often say that natural farming is 
a ‘do-nothing farming technique’ but it’s 
not true. The objective of natural farming 
is to minimise human interference and use 
one’s time and effort for the betterment 
of oneself, one’s family and one’s society,” 
adds Raghava, who is heavily inspired by 
Masanobu Fukuoka, more popularly known 
as the ‘father of natural farming’ and author 
of The One-Straw Revolution.

Natural systems have a 
remarkable tendency to 
renew and transform 
in continuous cycles. As 
farmers, we get to work 
along with these cycles 
and leave nature to 
flourish on its own. It 
will slow down or speed 
up, according to its own 

needs
“

Minimum interference

“
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Unlike conventional farming, there is no 
cultivation, fertiliser, pesticide or weeding 
involved in natural farming. But one 
has to invest time and effort — before 
beginning with natural farming — to 
create an environment for nature where 
these techniques are not required. If one 
manages to create an environment like this, 
then the only task that requires attention is 
harvesting.

“When I first adopted natural farming, that 
was the mistake I made. I had not created 
a natural farming-friendly environment 
where my crops could flourish. Even I had 
assumed it to be ‘do-nothing-farming’ 
initially. UItimately, I ended up doing 
absolutely nothing. Now, over the years, I 
am learning more and more about this style 
of farming,” recalls Raghava.

Natural farming teaches to first feed the 
family without any intention of greed; if 
nature gives you more than you need, then 
you must share it with your community; 
and if something still remains, you should 
sell it. On the other hand, conventional 
farming is about selling whatever you grow. 
This leads to greed. To fulfill this greed, we 

want more and more harvest, which in turn 
requires use of poisonous chemicals. These 
poisonous chemicals not only harm humans 
but also have a negative impact on nature.

“This is the reason many of us are now 
looking for options that bring us and our 
families closer to nature and provide 
us with a better lifestyle. In an effort to 
achieve the same, we are continuously 
bringing changes in our lives. We don’t 
send our children to schools; they are 
home-schooled (swashikshan), and are 
learning at their own natural speed. As far 
as possible, we use home remedies for any 
sort of illness or injury. If home remedies 
are not enough, we turn to Naturopathy, 
Ayurveda or Homeopathy. We try and use 
old, indigenous grains and vegetables in 
our food as much as possible. And now our 
family is exploring the idea of building a 
habitat with eco-friendly materials,” he says.

Leading a lifestyle like this is not always 
easy but Raghava’s family is always by his 
side, supporting him and assisting him. 
After all, whatever he is doing is for the 
wellbeing and happiness of his family.

“If they won’t be happy, I won’t be happy,” 
he says.

Raghava adds that if one compares his fields 
with that of others, one will find that his 
farm produces better yield. “And thats not 
all, now I am also able to produce various 
rare fruits and vegetables that I could 
never grow earlier. Today, I’ve created a new 
ecosystem around me where birds, animals, 
insects, plants and humans live in harmony. 
And that is what we must all do. When I 
had set out on this journey of farming, I was 
alone and sad. But when I began to truly 
see things around me, I understood that I 
was never alone. Nature, naturally present 
flora and fauna, and my family were always 
by my side. And the real happiness lies in 
living together in harmony,” he tells me.

Raghava says that had he not adopted 
natural farming or understood the different 
perspectives of life, he would have never 
understood this truth of life. To continue on 
this path, his philosophical enlightenment 
experience was the base.
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Shanti Nayak

Most people ignore folklore as merely 
stories for the purpose of entertainment 
when, in reality, they are much more. 
And she realised this much early in 
life. A folklore conservationist, she has 
now been documenting and preserving 
folklore for the last 50 years in Karnataka 
as, she believes, they hold solutions to 
many of our contemporary problems.

Innovator: Shanti Nayak
Vocation: Folklore conservationist
Location: Honavar, Karnataka
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If you look back at our history, our ancestors 
used to use the resources while keeping 
in mind the ecology. While they used 
the resources, they made sure it did not 
harm the environment around them. And 
they used their traditional knowledge for 
this purpose. For thousands of years, our 
ancestors stored this knowledge in their 
hearts like a treasure. However, in the last 
150 years, on account of the industrial 
revolution in various parts of the world, this 
knowledge has reduced to a drastic low.

Additionally, in our education system, 
textbooks have no space for this kind of 
knowledge. We are told that people who 
follow traditional practices are backward, 
conservative, poor or deprived.

What people often don’t realise is that 
we’ve been facing environment problems 
ever since this traditional knowledge began 
to disappear from our lifestyle. For the 
last several decades, we have been taking 
one step away from nature every day. The 
situation has come to such a level now 
that we are being “forced” to protect the 
environment. I doubt any of our ancestors 
had thought about reaching this stage 150 
years ago.

To turn around the table, and preserve our 
planet, we now need to retrieve that long-
lost traditional knowledge and protect it in 
the form of folklore.

Most people ignore folklore as merely 
stories for the purpose of entertainment. 
When, in reality, they are much more. 
Communities for centuries have preserved 
their style of living through folk tales, folk 
songs, proverbs, riddles, images, dance, 
music, tradition and faith (read religion). 
These folk tales and folk songs define life 
values for thousands and thousands of 
communities and civilisations.

At a time when people are trying to find 
solutions to problems like global warming 
and environment pollution, it is important 
to turn to — and protect — our traditional 
knowledge that has been passed down as 
heritage to us, use it in our lifestyle, and 
include it in our education.

Our next ‘parinda’ has been preserving such 
knowledge for the last 50 years in Karnataka. 
Born in a small village in Karnataka, Shanti 
Nayak, from a very young age, was attracted 
towards folk songs that were sung in the 
village temples. She would often sit with 
her maternal or paternal grandmother and 
ask them to narrate folk tales. When women 
would be working in the field, she used to 
find a place to camp near them so that she 
could listen to their songs of harvest. At a 
very young age, she had memorised most 
folk songs from her community and could 
often be found humming them.

As she grew older, her interest in folk songs 
and folk tales only grew. However, she had 
never imagined back then that she would 
works towards preserving these.

When she went to college, one of her 
professors — who had a keen interest in 
folklore and worked on their documentation 
— noticed Shanti’s interest in folklore and 
assigned her a task to document a particular 
folk theatre format called Yakshgana. It can 

Just as wild organic food 
and natural resources are 
depleting or becoming extinct, 
so are our cultural practices. 
With every passing year, less 
and less people are practicing 

traditional activities.

Documenting richness
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be said that at an official level, this was 
her first step towards the preservation of 
folklore. After that, whenever she found 
time between her studies, she would take 
up the documentation of folklore as a 
hobby. Yet, she never thought of making a 
career in this.

Soon after she finished college, Shanti got 
married and moved to Honavar in Karnataka 
with her husband. There, she worked as 
a teacher in a government school and 
frequently used folk songs and folk tales 
to increase the children’s interest during 
lessons. In fact, she learnt about several 
folk tales, cultural games and traditional 
dishes through her students.

“On one hand, I was teaching these children. 
On the other, they were my gurus,” she says.

During this phase of her life, her husband, 
who too had an interest in folk songs, 
completed his PhD in this field. The couple 
was now in the possession of thousands 
of papers of documented work and a 
plethora of knowledge on folk songs. 
They realised that these papers would be 
worth nothing unless they were shared 

with people. And so, Shanti quit her job 
and, along with her husband, opened an 
organisation called Janpada Publishing. 
Through this organisation, the couple has 
so far published more than 100 books that 
focus on folklores.

Not only this but after Shanti realised that 
a lot of women — who were the source of 
information for her documentation — didn’t 
know how to read or write, making them 
incapable of documenting their folklore 
on their own, she took the responsibility 
of getting these women enrolled under a 
national-level empowerment programme. 
To empower them further, she also came up 
with the idea of opening a co-operative for 
them so that each of these women could be 
financially independent. As a result of this, 
women in the village did not inly become 
independent but they even became proud 
of their culture and heritage.

“While my husband’s interests lied in 
folk songs, mine lay in primitive culture, 
lifestyles, traditional recipies, cultural 
games and local herbs. Today, it seems 
imperative to preserve this primitive 
culture and knowledge and propoagate it 

because the solutions to our environmental 
problems lie hidden in this folklores. These 
aren’t just stories of songs, they tell us how 
to live life in harmony with our environment. 
More than stories, they tell us about 
spirituality and values. They are the source 
of information for the conservation of our 
environment and to reduce the destruction 
being caused to our planet every day,” the 
72-year-old humble lady tells me.

“My husband and I have working towards 
the preservation of folklores for years. Now, 
our daughter has also chosen this path, and 
she will take forward our work in her own 
way,” she adds.

Folklores aren’t merely to be narrated and 
recited but are meant to be adopted in our 
lifestyle and learn from them. But this is 
only possible if we include folklore and 
traditional knowledge into our education 
and involve more and more youth. We need 
to change the way we think. We need to let 
go of our ego and understand that people 
who follow traditional practices are not 
backward or uneducated. They are, in fact, 
the ones who hold the knowledge that can 
save our planet from destruction.
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Priya

A former news anchor, she now uses 
the medium of storytelling for of 
out-of-class education of children. 
She organises regular storytelling 
sessions and workshops to make 
children aware about their conscious 
responsibilities towards their society 
and their environment; and make them 
more thoughtful of their actions and its 
impact.

Innovator: Priya Mukthukumar
Vocation: Storyteller
Location: Bengaluru, Karnataka
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On one hand, this art of storytelling gave 
impetus to gradual development in the 
world, on the other, man developed and 
innovated the method of storytelling. 
Therefore, one can say that the development 
of humans and the art of storytelling are 
complementary to each other. One cannot 
evolve without the evolution of the other.

Overtime stories or the method of 
storytelling changed, we saw some changes 
in our lives as well. For example, we if take 
a look at stories being created today, most 
of them reach us through the mediums 
of television, cinema and advertisements 
— with almost no spiritual value. These 
stories make us aware of our materialistic 

aspirations, promote the culture of 
consumerism, give birth to inferiority 
complexes, and take us away from our 
roots. We also worship the stories that we 
hear, and try to become like the characters 
in them. In fact, the knowledge and value 
hidden in the stories are often lost in the 
shadow of the so-called characters or 
avatars.

The plight of stories is not a recent 
phenomenon of the modern era. It was 
actually started when the term ‘mythology’ 
was coined, and the act of “ideal worship” 
began.

Technically, stories should be the mirror 
to the world, and a storyteller should be 
one who can shows the world this mirror 
without any bias or fear. Our latest story 
is about one such storyteller who is trying 
to show the society a mirror through 
the medium of stories, thereby, instilling 
spiritual values in children.

Priya Muthukumar was born in a middle-
class family in Chennai. Her grandfather 

wanted to see her as a doctor but her father 
always encouraged her to participate in all 
kinds of extra-curricular activities in school.

“My father always said, ‘Whatever you do, 
do it with all your heart. Do whatever you 
heart says, and don’t be afraid of failures.’ 
This lesson has always stuck with me, even 
till today. Whatever I am doing today, is 
because of this mantra of life,” Priya tells 
me.

Having said that, Priya did try to fulfil 
her grandfather’s dream but she couldn’t 
secure enough marks to get into a medical 
college to pursue MBBS, so she graduated 
with a degree in pharmacy. However, while 
studying in college, Priya realised that there 
aren’t enough jobs in this field. And so, after 
finishing college, Priya worked for a while 
with an airlines.

Once she had finished college and secured 
a job, our society did what it does best.

“The girls is all grown up. She should get 
married now.” And so, she was married.

Post her marriage, she worked as an anchor 
for a national news channel. In a couple of 
years, she gave birth to a beautiful daughter 
who soon started going to school. That was 
the time Priya’s life came to an important 

From time immemorial, man has 
had a unique relationship with 
stories. If we turn the pages of 
history, our ancestors used 
the medium of cave drawings 
to leave behind stories for us.

The storyteller
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turning point. She had received an offer to 
work as a teacher in the same school where 
her daughter was studying. Initially, she had 
a doubt about this offer but she eventually 
accepted it. Once she started teaching, she 
also dived deeper to understand education 
and the path is leads us on. She started 
reading a lot about ‘education’. Though 
she worked at that school for seven long 
years, Priya had realised that the motive 
of education lies in making children and 
individuals responsible towards their 
society and their environment.

During this period, Priya was also keeping a 
track of environment pollution in Bengaluru 

(then Bangalore). She developed several 
workshops for children on topics around 
environment. However, she was extremely 
disappointed that she was not able to grab 
children’s attention and enthusiasm. She 
returned home with a heavy heart, and 
thought of including stories in her next 
workshop.

While working with stories, Priya realised 
that stories are an extremely powerful 
medium for transferring and transmitting 
ideas.

“Stories have been an integral and natural 
part of almost all cultures. They help make 

people aware about the experiences of 
life. Stories give our memories and our 
experiences a character or perspective 
through which we are able to communicate 
about new thoughts, cultures and a better 
society. Stories help us reflect on ourselves, 
which, in turn, encourage us to reflect on our 
experiences and develop a better attitude 
towards our surroundings — society and 
environment,” says Priya.

Therefore, narrating stories and good 
stories is important for the preservation 
of our society. After all, it is the medium of 
stories that makes us understand life.
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Sammilan

 It was in 2011 that he laid the foundation 
of the Butterfly Park, which was opened 
to the public in 2013. The purpose of 
park was to create a space where local 
species of butterflies could live, breed 
and grow in a natural environment. it 
also aims to encourage people to carry 
out research on butterflies and motivate 
youngsters to conserve and protect 
them.

Innovator: Sammilan Shetty
Vocation: Butterfly conservationist
Location: Mangalore, Karnataka
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While children like to chase butterflies, 
poets like to write about their enamouring 
beauty. Their migration cycle is still 
a mystery for many researchers and 
scientists. For nature lovers, butterflies 
are the basis of life; butterflies are those 
natural beings that contribute immensely 
to the environment. Butterflies are grateful 
to nature, and probably it’s time that we, 
too, should be grateful for the existence of 
the colourful beings, and make efforts to 
protect them from becoming extinct.

Our latest ‘parinda’ is doing exactly that in a 
small village called Belvai on the outskirts 

of Mangalore in Karnataka. He has made 
the conservation of butterflies both, his 
responsibility and his passion.

“Do you know there are 18,000 species of 
butterflies and moths in the world? Do you 
know that 1,500 of these are found in India, 
and 340 of them are found on the Western 
Ghats alone?” Sammilan asks.

These butterflies are extremely crucial 
for our ecosystem. They are an integral 
part of the natural food system, they are 
the carriers of pollen, and their count is 
directly in relation to the ecosystem. The 
more butterflies around us, the better and 
stronger are ecosystem is.

Sammilan grew in the vicinity of deep, green 
jungles; his playground was the river banks. 
From a very young age, he was interested 
in the life of living organisms found in and 
around his house. Fishing in the nearby river, 
climbing trees in the jungle and playing 
with animals and insects were his hobbies. 
However, the special love for butterflies 
only grew in him in college when one of 

his professors asked him to do a research 
on the local species of butterflies. For this 
assignment, in his free time, Sammilan 
would often look for butterflies in his 
vicinity and read up about them.

However, after college, like most youngsters, 
Sammilan neither knew what he wanted to 
do in life nor did he know why he wanted 
to do whatever he thought he wanted to 
do. Anyhow, he decided to pursue a Master’s 
degree in hotel management and later 
found a job in Bengaluru. A few years later, 
he was offered a teaching job at a hotel 
management institute in Mangalore.

When he moved to Mangalore, Sammilan’s 
love for butterflies was rekindled. Once 
again, he began to read up about them in 
his free time.

The turning point in his life came when 
he came across a book by Isaac Kehimkar, 
which explained how people can attract 
butterflies found around their house 
and protect them. Inspired by this book, 
Sammilan started doing some experiments 
on his farm and laid the foundation of 
a Butterfly Park in 2011. Happy with the 
success of his experiments, he officially 
opened the gates of the SS Butterfly Park 
for the public in 2013.

For centuries, butterflies have 
charmed humans. The beautiful 
and varied colours of a 
butterfly are like a reflection 
of the beautiful nature that is 

around us. 

Painting the future
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The purpose of this park was to create such 
a space where local species of butterflies 
can live, breed and grow in a safe and 
natural environment. The purpose was also 
to encourage people to carry out research 
on butterflies, create awareness among 
the youth about their importance, and 
motivate youngsters to make efforts for 
their conservation and protection.

“We are now making a documentary on the 
lifecycle of butterflies so that we can create 
awareness about them,” Sammilan tells me.

“We are the reason that the number of 
butterflies around us are reducing. For our 
selfish gains, and in the name of modern 
development, we have destroyed forests 
and cut down trees in cities. We have taken 
away their habitats from them. Even in 
villages, where some greenery is still intact, 
we have begun to use chemical fertilisers 
and pesticides, making the natural habitats 
of butterflies poisonous. Butterfly eggs are 

not able to flourish due to the excessive 
use of insecticides despite being laid in a 
‘suitable environment’. Among the few that 
manage to free themselves from the egg 
shells, many die before the caterpillars can 
evolve into butterflies. With the common 
use of genetically modified seeds, the 
dangers for butterflies have increased even 
more now,” he adds.

However, the danger is not just of butterflies 
becoming extinct, but even our lives depend 
on the existence of butterflies. If there 
won’t be any butterflies, there won’t be 
pollination, and this will affect our natural 
food system and our lives.

Unfortunately, while the world frequently 
talks about the conservation of environment 
or animals, it only talks about the protection 
of big animals — like lions, tigers, elephants, 
rhinoceros — or a few birds. Bees, butterflies 
and other smaller insects are hardly spoken 
about or cared about. Even in schools, we 

were hardly told about the extent of their 
importance in our ecosystem. In most 
schools, butterflies and their protection is 
not even a topic of discussion. Therefore, 
it is important that we take a step towards 
their conservation on our own. If we all take 
baby steps in that directions, we can create 
a movement and help in the protection of 
butterflies.

It is because of this one man’s effort that, 
today, one can find more than 135 species 
of butterflies and many other species of 
insects in this park. Imagine what we can 
do if we all make an effort!

All one has to do is think, learn, understand 
and apply in our lives. We are all capable 
of conserving the environment, all we need 
is to take that one step forward and join 
hands. If we don’t do this now, we might 
never get a chance again.
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TRAVELLING SOLO AND 
THE JOURNEY

Since the past one year, I have been calling 
a new city or a new town my home, almost 
every week. On being asked of my next 
destination or how it feels to live like a 
nomad, I barely have words to pacify the 
questions. 

“I hope to meet an interesting person” or “I 
have a good feeling about it” or “It turned 
out to be the right decision,” is what I 
generally tell them. 

As I look back, I realise that it took me three 
years to gather the courage to live a life 
like this. It was hard, really hard to take the 
first step. It always is, when you are about 
to do something new. I was not sure about 
where I will stay, what I will eat and what 
I will do.  What if something happened to 
me? What if someone stole all my money 
and belongings? I had so many doubts and 
questions in my mind. 

Despite all my fears, I still wanted to do 
this. I wanted to travel, meet people and 
hear their stories. I wanted to write my 
own stories and share them with the world 
because I believe in the power of stories. 
I believe that they are a great medium to 
bring about a change.

I am not talking about just any story. I am 
talking about the ones which are capable 

of empowering us spiritually. This is the 
reason I love to write stories inspired from 
real life and people. The ones I have written 
till now are like a very short version of my 
biography. I choose to write what I write 
because  there is a lot to learn from stories 
of people around me. I feel connected to 
everything I write. These narratives are like 
a mirror where I can see my own reflection. 
And though I am a selfish person, willing 
to grow spiritually and learn as much as I 
can,  I do want to give something back to 
the society. 

I want to redefine 
heroism.
	
I want to inspire the young generation so 
that they can become more considerate 
towards people around them and realise 
that they are not the only ones who are 
living on this planet. I want them to see 
what they are missing by being a part of the 
never ending rat race. 

I want the youth to find its own path and 
have the courage to walk on it in order to 
make our world a better place.

Enough said! I think I have deviated too 
much from the point I was trying to make. 

Coming back to how 
I feel…

It is difficult, perhaps impossible, to hold 
me back now. Now that I have taken the first 
step and a million steps since then, going 
back to my ‘normal life’ is not an option. I 
have left it behind. I may start to wonder 
how I got so far. I may even consider going 
back. Even if that happens, I am sure I will 
not be able to return where I started from. 

All this may not last forever. But I had to say 
it is way more captivating than I thought it 
would be. As I pack and unpack week after 
week, travelling, reaching one destination 
and then leaving for another, all this seems 
very familiar to me. Now I find it very hard 
to stay at one place for too long.

But saying goodbye 
is never easy.

Every place I have been to during this 
journey was a temporary home for me. 
I met amazing people there who gave 
me unconditional love and affection. I 
developed a very special bond with all of 
these people. But every time I had to bid 
them farewell after a few days as I headed to 
my next destination. However, I will always 
remember these wonderful people with 
utmost fondness. My body grows stronger, 
my hair grows longer, the soles of my feet 
become thicker but my heart becomes 

softer. It becomes capable of holding more 
love and more gratitude. 

I am learning to break free from the walls 
that caged me. I am learning to push my 
limits and overcome my illusions. There are 
times when I feel I may get use to feeling 
at home in new places but end up being 
a stranger at home. But then I try to be 
comfortable no matter where I am.  

Every day is new, 
and I love it. I have 
become addicted to 
this freedom.

I had spent a lot of time alone and may have 
to do so quite often in my life. But I know 
being alone doesn’t necessarily means 
being lonely. I do not feel lonely. I feel the 
sky calls out my name and the stars shine 
there light over me. The moon is always 
bringing me closer to a peaceful, spiritual 
path where the world exists somewhere 
between black and white, right and wrong. 
This world gives me a glimpse of the 
brightest as well as the darkest corners of 
my soul. It also teaches me to maintain a 
balance between the two sides and accept 
myself the way I really am.

As I hear my name being called out from 
the end of the road, I walk towards the voice 
which inspires me to follow my dreams into 
the light of the day and the dark of the 
night.

When I swim in a river, it tells me to flow 
with it, free from restrictions, to reach a 
place where I can lose myself and yet find 
myself. 

When I talk to the trees, they teach me how 
to love, irrespective of how others treat you. 
They teach me to heal and they teach me 
that love is the only medicine for every 
sorrow and suffering.

When I camp in a forest, it shows me what 
it’s really like to live in harmony, what 
it means to settle down, take a pause. It 
inspires me to find peace within myself.  
The dark of the woods may scare you at 
times.  But don’t worry, it’s not that scary. In 
fact, it is beautiful. So beautiful, you’ll fall in 
love with it. 

There will be times when you will trace the 
lines on your palm and your footprints in 
the sand with nostalgia, but you will never 
regret being where you are.

Well, I haven’t so far. My instincts have been 
right till now. They’ve been calling me in a 

direction, and I trust them.

If you feel the same, then don’t wait. Pack 
your bags and begin your journey. Take the 
first step, and then a thousand more. You’ll 
not regret it.

If you’re waiting for tomorrow, remember I 
waited for “tomorrow” for three years.

Uncertainty

Life is uncertain. Anything can happen and 
throw our plans, hopes and dreams into 
disarray. However, this does not mean we 
have to live with the feeling of uncertainty. 

Fear of an uncertain future can stop us from 
doing great things, and it can make us hold 
onto things that are hurting us. 

For example, you might be holding onto 
something which isn’t good for you 
because you think it is a source of comfort 
and security. You might be stuck in a 
job you don’t like because you’re afraid 
of doing something about it, or you are 
afraid of failing or because you are scared 
of an unstable income. You might not 
be travelling to a new country because 
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unfamiliarity scares you, thus missing out 
on what could prove to be an amazing life-
changing experience.

These are just a few of the many ways in 
which the fear of an uncertain future affects 
our lives. However, we need to understand 
and accept that life is uncertain and 
unpredictable. There is no power to control 
the universe, let alone the daily flux of our 
personal lives. 

Recently, I had a similar experience which 
inspired me to write this note. While I was 
on my way to Dharmapuri from Mangalore, 
my laptop crashed. I was afraid that I might 
lose all my data. In fact, it was more than 
just data for me. It was my hard work, my 
time, my memories and my soul. I had 
invested a lot in this project. I had to put my 
journey on hold, head back to Delhi, get my 
laptop fixed and then continue my journey.

This is when things began to get a little 
out of hand. The day I reached Salem, my 
parinda, Piyush, was arrested for protesting 
against the illegal construction of an over-
bridge.

And so I was stuck in Salem. I had no way 
to communicate with him and I couldn’t 
even move on to my next location without 
speaking to him. I had planned everything 
before reaching Salem but I had not 
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predicted anything like this.  Uncertainty 
took me by surprise. But, over the next few 
days I realised that despite the uncertainty 
present in each and every day, if we remain 
grounded and hold on to the essence of life, 
we can deal with anything that comes our 
way without losing our peace of mind. 

I learned this important life lesson during 
my journey. And now I accept that it isn’t 
always possible to control things.  So why 
should we waste our time and energy 
worrying about it? 

Remember, we are not affected by a 
situation. What actually affects us is our 
reaction in that situation. Peace doesn’t 
come from certainty, but from being present 
in the moment and accepting uncertainty.  

Life is a great mystery, and what we 
are expected to do is live responsibly, 
with integrity, forming deep connections 
whenever life gives us the opportunity to 
do so even though we can never know how 
long we will get to enjoy the connection.

 We may lose someone we love in an instant. 
But this should not stop us from nurturing 
strong bonds with those around us. This is 
the level of maturity life expects from all of 
us.  It asks us to embrace our experiences 
and let nothing hold us back. It wants us to 
live in the present moment. 

As youngsters, we were taught that if we 
can achieve ‘this’ or have ‘that’, we can be 
certain about our future and live a happy 
life. Too much emphasis is laid on having 
enough money and resources.  But this is 
not practical, simply because ‘enough’ is 
very subjective. There is no definition of 
enough. We are conditioned to achieve 
more and more. And soon, no matter what 
we achieve, we feel it is not enough. That 
is the reason most of us are not happy or 
satisfied with our lives.

My journey made me realise that the idea 
of ‘certainty’ with respect to our decisions is 
a hoax. We cannot be sure of the outcome 
of our actions. There is a possibility of 
multiple results. While we cannot ensure 
the outcome of our actions, we can act 
responsibly and accept it.

Life is all about time — time between birth 
and death — which is like a river and we 
need to flow with it. So seeking certainty in 
life is futile. It will not help us in any way. 
It is like finding meaning in a meaningless 
world. 

So, now the 
question is what 
should we do? 

The  answer  is rather simple. Seek equanimity.  
Equanimity is the sense of inner peace, 
which comes when one considers taking 
a particular path. Sometimes equanimity 
comes with a sense of righteousness. At 
other times it may come from other sources.  
Seeking equanimity in the midst of making 
a decision usually begins with noticing 
its absence. Almost always, a significant 
disruptor present inside us is fear. This way, 
a person can bring his or her fear into the 
light, and see it for what it really is.

If fear is the driving force behind a certain 
decision, it is unlikely to be a good one.



199

52
 P

A
R

IN
D

EY

29
Meenakshi Umesh

Born in Uttar Pradesh and raised in 
Maharashtra, she is now settled in Tamil 
Nadu. It was while working in Mumbai 
that she realised modern education was 
negatively impacting our environment 
and our society. To undo the effects 
of modern education and modern 
development, she focused on becoming 
an alternate educationist and creating 
an environment for children where they 
learn to live self-sustainable lives. 

Innovator: Meenakshi Umesh
Vocation: Alternate educationist
Location: Dharmapuri, Tamil Nadu



200 201

The degrading quality of water, soil erosion, 
floods, rising temperatures, unexpected 
changes in the pattern of rainfall, loss of 
biodiversity and rising water levels in the 
sea are some of the disastrous challenges 
that are hanging over our heads and 
mocking us.

While a large population of the world 
contributes to pollution, it affects those the 
most whose livelihood depends on nature. 
These are people who consider nature 
their god. Farmers, fishermen and potters, 
among others, are losing out on their 
earnings because of the unquenchable 
greed of urban dwellers, forcing the nature-
dependent livelihood workers to leave their 

peaceful rural lives behind to migrate to a 
life of hardships in a city — and live in a 
filthy, congested slum areas — in an effort 
to meet their daily needs.

To a considerable extent, the ‘modern’ city 
dwellers are to be blamed for this — and 
most of the time they are not even aware of 
it. It would not be wrong to say that for the 
selfish reasons of a fistful of people, we’re 
being taught a definition of ‘development’ 
that speaks of nothing but destruction.

When our latest ‘parinda’ came across 
this ugly truth, she saw no solution to the 
problem other than disconnecting himself 
from the endless race that she had become 
part of in this age of “development”.

Meenakshi Umesh was born in Uttar 
Pradesh and raised in Maharashtra. As she 
grew older, she came face to face with 
the glittering life of Andheri in Mumbai 
and realised that two cities exist within 
Mumbai. On one hand, there is a city full of 
eye-blinding glare. On the other hand, there 
is a city full of people who have come from 

villages to capture this glare. Meenakshi 
would often feel disappointed looking at 
the lives of people in the latter city.

Meenakshi’s life saw a major change when, 
during the course of her architectural 
studies, she got the opportunity to work 
in the world’s largest slum area – Dharavi. 
While working in Dharavi, she realised 
that the reason behind the plight of these 
people are the lives of those who live in that 
first glittering city of Mumbai. They people 
are so involved in their greed and modern 
facilities that they don’t even realise the 
repercussions of their actions on others 
around them.

Meenakshi came face to face with her own 
mistakes, too, while working in Dharavi, 
and this began to bother her immensely. 
Eventually, she decided to quit her work 
and move to Tamil Nadu to live an alternate 
life in Puducherry’s Auroville Ashram. At 
the ashram, Meenakshi realised that the 
force behind the manmade mistakes is our 
understanding of “development”, which is 
deep-rooted in our education system.

“In fact, starting from the environment to 
our personal lives, the root cause of all our 
problems is deep engraved in our modern 
education system,” believes Meenakshi.

Today, a major part of the 
world is reeling under the 
consequences of climate 
change that have been caused 

by mankind over the years. 

Take a left
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Our modern education has created a gap 
between us and our roots, and made us 
selfish individuals. Our education system 
has created a system of competition around 
us, and conditioned us to think only about 
ourselves. People have begun to live with 
a sense of fear, and therefore they try to 
gather as many tools and gadgets as they 
can to make their lives easier.

However, education is supposed to free 
us of our fears and make us individuals 
who dream and work towards a better 
world. Nature and humans should be able 
to co-exist in such a way that a cordial 
environment can be created for other 
beings as well.

“I didn’t want this kind of an education 
for my children, and so I opened a school 
for them. That’s how the foundation for 
Puvidham was laid. Today, about 80 children 
come to Puvidham from nearby villages. We 
don’t study here, instead, we learn to live. 
We do everything here that we need to do 
to live our lives. We grow our own food, we 
weave our own clothes, we stitch our own 
apparels and we clean our surroundings. 
Even the school building has been built 
with the help of the children. The basis of 
all our work here is nature. We laugh and 
play with each other, and we learn the 
important of nature and the methods to 
conserve it,” Meenakshi adds.

Puvidham is not a school; it’s a small 
community of people, a family of sorts. If 
children fight among each other, they also 
share a bond of love and friendship with 
each other. And this is an important lesson 
for all of us. We need to keep humanity alive 
within us, we need to understand ourselves 
and we need to feel grateful towards 
nature — this way, we can be lifted from our 
problems.
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Snehal

A graphic designer-turned-
permaculturist, he is more popularly 
known as Seed Snehal because of the 
success of his Heal the Soil project. It 
all started when his techniques almost 
miraculously transformed a barren piece 
of land into a lush green forest. The rest 
is history. 

Innovator: Snehal Trivedi
Vocation: Permaculturist
Location: Auroville, Tamil Nadu
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So he returned to India and decided to 
settle down in a small village near Auroville 
in Puducherry. That was the start of a new 
chapter in life for Snehal.

In 2007, he bought a one-acre land near 
Auroville to build a house entirely of 
naturally available resources. He also 
wanted to use the land for farming and to 
improve the quality of soil.

Born in a village in Saurashtra region, 
Snehal was raised in an environment where 
they only ate fresh food from the field and 
where there was no dearth of pure ghee or 
rich milk. When he grew a little older, he 
used to even help his grandmother in the 
kitchen garden.

“We enjoyed the pleasures of fresh fruits 
round the year. We used to play in the 
mud, climb trees and enjoy our time,” 
Snehal recalls, adding that these are some 
memories that have made a special corner 
for themselves in his heart. Maybe that’s 
the reason he could never find himself in 
harmony with city life.

Snehal had saved some money by the 
time he was 33 and living in the UK. And 
so he decided it was time to say goodbye 
to the 9 to 5 life and return to his country. 
He traveled to various parts of the country 
to meet people who were working in 
the field of agriculture, and heard about 
permaculture. He was so impressed and 
influenced by it, that be began to read up 
and study more about it. During this time, 
Snehal learnt that permaculture is not just 
a method of growing food on a small piece 
of land; instead, it is a technique by which 
one can even grow a forest on a piece of 
land.

Snehal then went on to design ‘Heal the 
Soil’ project, which was first implemented 
as a pilot on his land.

When Snehal had first bought the land near 
Auroville, it was a barren piece of land. 
A lot of people had, in fact, warned him 
against buying the land and told him it 
was nothing more than a bad investment. 
However, over the course of a few years, by 
utilising the knowledge he had gained from 
other permaculturists — and by putting in 
determination to his passion — the surface 
of the land changed almost miraculously. 
The land which was once under tremendous 
heat from the sun — so much so that almost 
anything one tried to grow would end 
up burnt — was now home to such dense 
greenery that one had to step away from 
the canopies to even spot the sun. The land 
where nothing had grown successfully for 
over 300 years and the land where there 
was no top-soil, could now boast of a variety 
of over 150 trees and plants growing on it, 
besides various species of fauna.

Heal the Soil proved to be so successful 
that he was invited by various countries and 
communities to share his knowledge with 
them. Today, he is fondly known as Seed 
Snehal.

“It was only after I returned to my roots 
and started living in close harmony with 
nature that I was able to take a close look 
at the cycle of life. And I understood that 
every piece of grain, every seed, every plant, 
every animal understands it importance in 

When Snehal Trivedi, a graphic 
designer by profession, got the 
chance to spend two years in 
the UK, he soon found himself 
tired of the western culture 

and the fast-paced city life.

World’s a classroom
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nature’s cycle. Unfortunately, some of us 
humans have designed our lives in such 
a way that we have not only distanced 
ourselves from nature but also distanced 
ourselves from ourselves. At a time like 
this, every individual needs to reflect on 
his/her life and find himself/herself. We 
need to create our own paths, which restore 
ecological balance, connect with our soil 
and encourage others to do the same,” he 
said.

Today, some of our lives have become 
puppets in the hands of centralised forces. 
To get out of these clutches, we need to 
leave behind centralised forces and follow 
decentralised forces. We need to move away 
from global economy to local economy. We 
need to create small communities of people 
where alike people and live alike, and share 
the knowledge of learning and living with 
each other.

“I have learnt a lot of things about living 
from my life, things that I was never taught 
in a school or college. This is the kind of 
knowledge one can only receive if one has 
practical training. Studying from a textbook 
in an enclosed space cannot give you this 
knowledge. We need to make the world 
our classroom and nature our teacher. Only 
then will we learn to live in harmony,” says 
Seed Snehal.
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Biju 

An architect extremely aware of the 
environment, he is the founder of 
Thannal (meaning ‘shade’). Thannal is 
not an architectural firm but it aims to 
create awareness about natural building 
methods and promote the knowledge 
of traditional techniques and ancient 
architecture. 

Innovator: Biju Bhaskar
Vocation: Natural builder and architect
Location: Perumbakam, Tamil Nadu
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– Mark Twain

Education, indeed, has an integral role 
to play in the journey of a person from 
childhood to youth-hood to adulthood. And 
to achieve this education, it is important 
to gain new experiences. However, these 
experiences cannot be gained while sitting 
within the boundaries of four walls. I have 
always believed that “travel is our best 
teacher”. When one steps outside the four 
walls of a classroom, one gets to meet new 
people, see new places, learn new traditions 
and gain different experiences. When we 
travel, we experience or become part of a 
lot of things that we would have otherwise 
not been able to do. Travelling forces us to 

drop stereotypes, exit narrow-mindedness 
and leave superstitions behind to widen 
our perspective and horizon of the world 
and people around us.

Travel and education cannot be separated 
from each other. In another words, 
education is incomplete without travel. 
From Kashmir to Kanyakumari and from 
Kuchh to Kalimpong, there is such extreme 
and varied diversity in India, that there 
is no end to learning. There is history, 
architecture, agriculture, environment, folk 
music & dance, traditional art and so much 
more to learn that we never get to read 
about in our text books.

Our latest ‘parinda’, Biju Bhaskar, too, 
realised that real education cannot be 
confined to the four walls of a classroom. 
Biju was studying architecture at that time 
but he left midterm and decided to take a 
tour of the country. He was still interested 
in art, but he wanted to experience out-of-
classroom learning. He didn’t know where 
his journey would take him but he knew 
it was in the interest of his passion for 

architecture. And so this journey brought 
him to Khajuraho in Madhya Pradesh. Here, 
he met somebody who became his guru 
and master in sculpture art.

Biju then decided to take a break and spend 
time with his guru, learning the art of living 
from him. It was during this phase of his 
life that Biju learnt about the importance of 
the five elements of nature — earth, water, 
fire, wind and ether — and how humans 
can live a peaceful and relaxed life if they 
live in harmony with these elements. With 
this understanding came the realisation 
of a bitter truth — modern development 
has distanced humans from their roots 
and forced man to forget that he, too, is a 
creation and amalgamation of these five 
elements of nature. By destroying these 
elements, mankind is destroying its very 
existence.

While experiencing the art of living, Biju 
saw villagers building their own houses 
using naturally available resources. It was 
a new experience for Biju. Being a student 
of architecture, his interest in it was 
immediately rekindled. He began to help the 
villagers and realised that building a house 
is not just about creating a framework of 
the house. It’s an art, a spiritual journey that 
transforms a house into a home. That is the 
reason that, traditionally, for thousands of 
years, people have been making their own 
houses.

Travel is fatal to prejudice, 
bigotry and narrow-
mindedness, and many of 
our people need it sorely 
on these accounts. Broad, 
wholesome, charitable 
views of men and things 
cannot be acquired by 
vegetating in one little 
corner of the earth all 

one’s lifetime.

“

Learning on the go

“
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Unfortunately, Biju could not stay for long. 
His father called him back to complete 
his architecture studies, following which 
Biju worked on some projects in a few big 
cities. However, all along, he knew it wasn’t 
his piece of the cake. He wanted to learn 
the art of building homes, and take it to 
as many people as possible. And so, finally, 
in 2011, he established Thannal (meaning 
‘shade’) in Tiruvannamalai, Tamil Nadu, to 
promote building homes as an art.

“Thannal is not an architectural firm that 
simply builds a structure. Our aim is to 
create awareness about natural building 
and promote the knowledge of traditional 
techniques and ancient architecture. For 

this purpose, we organise workshops for 
architecture students who are interested in 
this field. We also travel around the country, 
meet old and new artistes, document their 
knowledge. Now, we are involving various 
art forms like music and dance to release 
a music album to create awareness about 
natural building,” says Biju.

“Even today, one-fourth of the world lives in 
houses that have been built with naturally 
available resources. These homes aren’t 
only closely associated with nature, but 
can sustain for much longer. Yet, modern 
development terms people living in such 
houses as ‘backward’. Under a planned 
conspiracy, some powerful people have 

forced others to suffer from inferiority 
complex and then distanced them from 
their ancestral knowledge,” he adds.

However, it’s not too late. We can still learn 
from our mistakes. A generation older to 
us still holds large amounts of traditional 
knowledge which we can use to build 
houses that will not harm our environment. 
So our time to act is now. We must preserve 
this knowledge and ensure that it is 
inherited by the newer generations.
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Sangeetha 

She is a peaceful warrior who has held 
many feathers in her cap, including that 
of a writer and environment activist, 
but her efforts for ReStore have been 
extremely impressive. ReStore was 
started not just as a retail outlet for 
organic products but also, as a platform 
to create awareness about grassroot 
issues.

Innovator: Sangeetha Shriram
Vocation: Activist and organic food trader
Location: Thiruvannamalai, Tamil Nadu
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A traveller who is constantly learning from 
her experiences and looking for answers 
to the questions that emerge from her 
journey; thereby walking on a path which 
may not have any clear destination but has 
a number of milestones, one after another.

The person I am talking about is my latest 
parinda, Sangeetha Sriram I call her a 
Peaceful Warrior.

Having spent half her life in Chennai, 
Sangeetha is now on a journey to search 
for ways in which she can add colour to her 
life and maintain its sanctity and simplicity. 
Writing her story has been the most difficult 
task for me in this journey so far; and I don’t 

know if I will be able to do justice to her 
story.

At a first glance, it seems as if her life is 
divided into two parts which though seem 
to be walking hand-in-hand, actually are 
reflections of each other. Her story or her 
struggle — whatever you want to call it — 
started as soon as she was born into this 
patriarchal world. When she was a little 
older, Sangeetha had realised that a girl 
is given only limited freedom, a freedom 
which is already chained. In the name of a 
‘free society, people “allow” education for 
women but then impose several restrictions 
and the burdens of expectations. As part of 
a conservative society, women are made to 
believe that they need to excel at all the 
household chores and be home before 
sunset. This seems to be the underlining 
learning of all the education that men 
allow girls and women. These and hundred 
other conservative beliefs restrict the 
development of women. These restrictions 
are burdened on the shoulders of young 
women who begin to feel suffocated in our 
society. Consequently, they start becoming 
rebellious. Actually, that rebellious nature is 
the start of finding themselves.

During her rebellious phase, Sangeetha 
joined the National Service Scheme (NSS) 
in college and worked on various social 
issues and tasks. She thought that NSS was 
something nobody would object to, even 
if not encouraged or celebrated. Through 
her association with the NSS, Sangeetha 
learnt about environment problems that 
the people are facing in urban areas. To 
understand these issues in depth, she 
read several books. After her graduation, 
she even worked for three years with an 
organisation on urban issues like waste 
management, children’s awareness towards 
environment and water pollution, among 
others. Following this period of three years, 
Sangeetha got an opportunity to go to the 
US for a six-month youth programme. There, 
she studied and worked on ecosystem 
restoration. It was during this time that 
she fully realised the consequences of 
globalisation on the environment, and 
participated in several protests against the 
same.

“Participating in these protests and the 
struggle for them was a reflection of my 
internal struggle from all the restrictions 
and expectations my culture had on me,” 
recalls Sangeetha.

After returning from the US, she traveled for 
six months to various rural and tribal areas 
across India to understand the ground 

She is a writer, 
activist, entrepreneur, 
educationist, facilitator, 
gardener, singer and 
artist. She is also a 
mother. But she likes to 
call herself a traveller. 

Shero
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realities. For a while, she closely worked with 
a Gandhian panchayat leader to implement 
Gram Swaraj in the villages of Tamil Nadu. 
Faced with disappointments within the 
movement, she started volunteering for 
the organic farming movement in Tamil 
Nadu. During the next few years, she took 
part in various environment struggles and 
movements. She also continued to work as 
a writer and editor for a few publications 
and as an NSS Convenor at IIT Chennai. 
Through her latter role, Sangeetha made 
youth aware about the grassroots-level 
problems. However, due to politics inherent 
in large government institutions, she had to 
soon resign from her post.

In 2006, Sangeetha’s life brought her at 
such a turn that she began to question 
the answers to various questions of life. 
After 10 long years of dedicated work in 
the areas of societal and environmental 
issues, Sangeetha fell ill, both mentally and 
physically. A severe clinical depression that 
completely shut her down physically and 
mentally.

“It had been a long, tiring journey rebelling 
my way out of a patriarchal society. Along 
with this, I had also tried to work in a lot of 
different organisations whose value system 

I didn’t resonate with. The consequence of 
both these was my deteriorating mental 
and physical health. This brought a turning 
point in my life. I began to take care and 
look after myself, I began to focus on the 
teachings of life, and I began to take baby 
steps forward. To form a close association 
with nature, I started gardening, which 
has now become my passion. A few years 
later, when I became a mother, I started to 
imbibe the natural methods of nurturing 
children. I now look at life with a closer 
perspective. It helps me stay in touch with 
my inner self. A year ago, when I moved 
from Chennai to Thiruvannamalai, I started 
dreaming of a nurturing community of co-
journeyers who want to look at spirituality 
and sustainability together and took some 
baby steps towards co-creating it. It is now 
slowly and steadily growing in beauty and 
size. says Sangeetha.

This spirituality Sangeetha here refers to 
is a place where people connect with their 
inner selves relentlessly to find out the 
truth embedded in them — a place where 
people are not afraid to learn or question.

“My life is full of questions. It is because of 
these questions that I have reached where I 
am today. These questions have taught me 

a lot. Their answers leave a new question 
for me every time, and push me towards a 
new search each time,” she adds.

It was in this journey of ‘search’ that, before 
moving to Thiruvannamali, she established a 
community place called ReStore in Chennai 
where people wishing to live a humble 
life can come together to share stories of 
their life. ReStore was actually started as 
a retail store for organic products but its 
objective was to create as much awareness 
as possible about grassroots issues. It was 
during this phase of her life that Sangeetha 
published her first book, a compilation of 
some of her articles.

In an effort to simplify her life, Sangeetha 
is still travelling; she’s still on a journey 
where she is working on ground issues but 
her nature of work or rather the method of 
work has changed. She now aspires to be a 
Sacred Activist (spiritual activist).

This is the story of a common woman who, 
in search of her existence, has come close to 
nature. Nature, too, is a woman and mother 
who gives birth, nurtures her children and 
loves her children.
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LIVING IN THE PRESENT

During my stay at Salem, I sat idle in a 
room for a whole week. I didn’t have much 
to do. I would wake up in the morning 
and (mostly) spend my time alone in the 
room. If I felt like it, I would read a book, 
watch something on my laptop or write 
something. There was nobody to talk to. The 
very few people who were around me spoke 
only Tamil, a language I was not familiar 
with. I left my room only when I wanted to 
eat. And on many occasions, I didn’t even 
feel like eating. On some days, I would only 
have one meal. On other days, I would not 
eat at all. 

Because I had nothing to do, I felt very 
bored, uneasy and stressed.  I was stressed 
because things were not going quite right 
from past one week. Several negative 
thoughts were beginning to occupy my 
mind. Maybe that is the reason I was a little 
irritated as well. 

One day when I woke up, I tried to trace the 
reason behind the changes occurring in my 
behavior. I was looking for ways to evict the 
negative thoughts from my mind. I knew that 
these negative and discouraging thoughts 
were not just affecting me mentally, they 
were taking a toll on my health as well.  Not 
only that, I could see they were affecting 
my relationships because for the last few 
days, whenever I spoke to someone over the 
phone, my words seemed to hurt them.

Eventually, I realised that this negativity 
was the result of a macro view of all the 
negative thoughts on my psychological 
time frame. An important reason behind 
this is the fact that we often fail to accept 
our present. The meaning of living in the 
present is to completely enjoy the present 
moment, to gather the essence of each and 
every moment and express gratitude for it. 
If we practice the ‘power of now’ philosophy, 
our lives will automatically begin to focus 
on the positive things around us and we 
will be able to welcome more and more 
positive energy into our lives. 

However, on account of the way our society 
grooms us, living in the present  becomes 
very challenging. In life we often come 
across situations that make us think. 
Then we work towards them. The problem 
arises when, while doing something in the 
present, our mind tends to meander on the 
past or the future. This makes us restless 
and affects our capacity to work. Most 
of the time, incidents from our past and 
aspirations of our future dictate our actions 
in the present. However, it is pivotal to 
understand that our preoccupation with the 
past and the future won’t let us immerse 
ourselves completely in what we are doing 
‘now’. 

I’ve been trying to do this for the past 
two years. Honestly it isn’t as difficult as 

it seems. This has helped me solve several 
mysteries of life and experience peace and 
happiness. Now, it will be wrong to say that I 
always manage to live in the present. There 
are days when I lose track. However, every 
time I lose track, I feel a sense of discomfort 
owing to my actions. This discomfort is 
enough to bring me back to the present 
moment. 

This is an experiment which anybody and 
everybody can try. As a person adopts this 
way of living, his or her everyday issues and 
problems begin to fade away. The person 
feels calm within. To tread in the outside 
world, we need to take several steps.  On the 
other hand, this one step is enough for the 
journey of the world that exists within us. 
The outer world is a reflection of our inner 
world. What we think is what we become.

Observe a plant or an animal, and it will 
teach you acceptance.

Let it teach you being yourself. Let is teach 
you integrity — to be one, to be yourself, 
to be real. Let it teach you how to live and 
how to complete this cycle of life. By doing 
this you will experience the power of ‘now’ 
guiding you towards meditation and peace.

I  learned to enter a meditative state of mind 
while carrying on with my daily activities. 
I remember how I began to eat mindfully, 

drive mindfully and talk mindfully. And 
it transformed my life. When a person 
indulges into a lot of meditation, though 
he or she may look the same and follow 
the same routine,   a profound change 
takes place in their perspective, especially 
when it comes to self-acceptance and love. 
People begin to accept themselves for who 
they are. The things which use to scare and 
bother them begin to make them smile. I 
actually remember laughing while telling 
my siblings about the incidents which 
made me feel ashamed and humiliated 
back in school. People also learn to let go 
of grudges. 

Right before starting this journey, I had a 
heated argument with a person I thoroughly 
admire. His words hurt me. However, it was 
because of this practice of living in the 
present, I didn’t hold any grudges against 
him. I also don’t care too much about 
whether or not people like me.  This is 
why I am able to enjoy conversations and 
friendships more. 

I am also okay with remaining silent and 
not saying much. I remember I once spent a 
considerable amount of time with a group 
of people not saying a word and it did not 
make me feeling awkward. 

Unfortunately, I stopped meditating a few 
months ago and now I’m trying to get back 

on track. Ever since I stopped meditating, I 
have become lazy and a bit depressed. Not 
that I am sad. I have simply become a little 
numb towards things. But I do realise how 
important it is for me to become calm and 
peaceful and regain my lost ‘self’. 

I feel extremely grateful towards Eckhart 
Tolle, the author of the book ‘Power of Now.’ 
His work inspired me to begin this amazing, 
unforgettable journey. 

continue to page no.- 248
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Parthasarathy

&
Rekha

When someone in the family was struck 
by a grave illness, the couple realised 
how it was spending their hard-earned 
money on items that advertisements 
told them to buy but not what they 
actually required. That was the start of 
a new journey for them. They quit their 
jobs at MNCs to become organic farmers; 
and its success led to the establishment 
of Organic Farmers’ Market. Innovators: Parthasarathy and Rekha

Vocation: Organic farmers and traders
Location: Chennai, Tamil Nadu
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On the other hand, the common man 
in cities was told that if India wants to 
become self-dependent in the area of 
food production, the use of chemicals is 
important. It’s been more than 50 years 
since the Green Revolution now, yet our 
pulses are being grown in Africa. Farmer 
suicides which used to be rare back then 
are what fill newspaper columns.We could 
not become self-dependent on food, and we 
could not even stop the shocking growth 
in the number of people who sleep empty 
stomach every night. However, industrial 
households have only become richer and 
richer.

Unfortunately, the common man is hardly 
affected by questions like: Why are farmers 
committing suicides? How did Ambanis and 
Adanis become so rich? Why do you we 
import pulses and other grains? What is the 
effect of all these things on animals and 
plants? However, when they learn about the 
consequences of these pesticides on their 
health, they start thinking about it. So now, 
for the first time in 50 years, the common 

man has become a part of the dialogue on 
this issue.

Our parindey from Chennai started their 
journey with this realisation. Parthasarathy 
and Rekha, as our society would demand, 
were living a happily married life. Both 
were holding respectable positions in 
multi-national companies.

Along with their high-paying jobs, they had 
all modern facilities around them. After 
working hard for 10-12 hours every day, they 
had begun to spend money on those items 
that advertisements on their television sets 
told them to buy, irrespective of whether 
or not they actually had a requirement for 
those products.

Their life took a new course when one of 
their family members fell prey to several 
diseases. The couple started questioning the 
meaning of having all such modern facilities 
— that an average Indian household wants 
— yet being pushed towards health-related 
hardships. This thought added a temporary 

pause to their lives; and the couple began 
to read several books on the issue. During 
their research, they learnt that most of the 
diseases have a direct or indirect link to the 
pesticide-sprayed food people eat. The rest 
of the diseases are a consequence of the 
modern lifestyle. Parthasarathyi and Rekha 
realised that they needed to change their 
lifestyle. Slowly but steadily, they began 
to take baby steps in a new direction. But 
their life finally reached a milestone when 
they read a report by the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) which stated that, in 
Chennai, poisonous content had been found 
in mother’s milk (due to pesticides used on 
the food that the mother consumes). That’s 
when the couple understood that if they 
don’t do anything about it right away, it 
might be too late.

Parthasarathy says, “From our research, 
we found that most of us are completely 
unaware of how pesticides are affecting 
our body. The following information was 
issued by the government of Canada, which 
informed its citizens how pesticides were 
affection their health.”

“When we read this table, we made it a 
point to consume only organic food. Rekha 
and my families come from agriculture 
backgrounds. When we were young, most 
of our food came from our own fields. And 
so we decided to visit our families and 

Prior to the Green Revolution, there was 
no such thing as organic or inorganic 
food. That divide only came after the Green 
Revolution was introduced and pesticides 
were given to our farmers with the message 
that it will prevent the decay of crops 
and promote faster and better harvest — 

therefore more money for the farmers.

Farms to arms



228 229

encourage them to grow organic food but 
they weren’t ready to believe that organic 
farming can be carried out in a sustainable 
manner. We understood the impact of 
the Green Revolution on our farming 
community. Our traditional farmers had 
forgotten their traditional knowledge and 
its advantages. We, however, did not lose 
hope. When we refused to back down, our 
families gave us a small piece of land and 
asked us to show them what we can do 
with it. We took the land as a challenge 
and opportunity to prove ourselves right. 
We used the traditional Indian methods of 
farming and innovated a multi-cropping 
technique to replace the mono crop system,” 
he adds.

During that phase, many people from 
nearby villages came to tell Parthasarathy 
and Rekha that their attempt would 
not be successful. It will only cost them 
money and time. However, the harvest 
surprised everyone. When the old women 
in the village ate the vegetables that the 
couple had grown organically, the former 
exclaimed that they had not tasted such 
vegetables in over 20 years.

“That comment was enough to encourage 
us even more. However, when we asked the 
villagers if they would now want to adopt 

organic farming, their answer was still no. 
The reason for this was — in today’s age, 
farmers are more concerned about selling 
food than eating food. They were scared 
that organic farming techniques would 
reduce the output. And so we took it as a yet 
another challenge. This time, we decided 
to grow the same seeds the farmers were 
growing, but used only organic methods 
of farming. The village was once again 
shocked with the results,” Parthasarathy 
added.

While the entire village was able to 
produce 28 sacks of grains in a one-acre 
land, Parthasarathy and Rekha had grown 
36 sacks of grains on just one small piece of 
land. That was the day and today, when 100 
acres of land is used for producing organic 
crops in and around the village.

The couple’s journey, however, did not 
end there. There was a new challenge 
facing them — to sell their produce at 
a reasonable price in the market. This 
mission took them to ReStore in Chennai, 
our last parinda Sangeetha Sriram’s organic 
store, which had been set up with a similar 
vision. During a discussion on this topic, the 
idea of OFM (Organic Farmers’ Market) was 
conceptualised. Through this platform, a 
group of individuals collected some money, 

and used it to buy grains and vegetables 
directly from the farmers and sell it to 
consumers in Chennai. The success of this 
initiative can be gauged from the fact 
that OFM has 16 retail outlets in Chennai. 
Further, almost every day, Parthasarathy and 
Rekha meet young individuals who want 
to leave their corporate life and associate 
themselves with OFM.

The beauty of this entire project is that 
it is a collective, community-driven and 
democratic initiative. The community 
understood its problems and then found 
solutions on its own to overcome the 
challenges instead of being dependent on 
a government, a politician or a “savior” for 
change. OFM is an initiative of the people, 
for the people and by the people. A model 
like this hits our pseudo democracy real 
hard, and it’s visible when people in big 
cities try to start initiatives like these. I hope 
that in near future, people in smaller cities, 
too, will come out to support and work with 
farmers to find sustainable solutions for 
them.
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Gowri

&
Krishnan

The couple provides people with a 
practical alternative to plastic bags 
through their social enterprise, The 
Yellow Bag. At the same time, they provide 
a new or parallel source of income to 
local underprivileged societies that 
are engaged in the production of these 
bags.

Innovator: Gowri and Krishnan
Vocation: Social entrepreneurs
Location: Madurai, Tamil Nadu
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Since then, plastic bags have become 
part and parcel of our daily lives. On an 
average, every individual in the world uses 
about 200 polythene bags in a year before 
disposing them in trash. We use one trillion 
plastic bags every year or 20 lakh every 
minute. And each plastic bag takes 1,000 
years to decompose. Thus, one can imagine 
the grave situation that has been created 
in the world due to our indiscriminate 
consumption of plastic bags.

According to a research, scientists have 
found that 46,000 pieces of plastic float on 
each square mile of sea. In the Northern 

Pacific Ocean, there is an entire island of 
trash, and this island is bigger than the size 
of France. This “trashy island” is known as 
the Great Pacific Garbage Patch.

In India, 99 per cent of retailers use plastic 
bags and 80 per cent of consumers prefer 
plastic bags over any other biodegradable 
bags. Eighty per cent of plastic bag 
consumers say that they once use the plastic 
bag just once before disposing it in trash. In 
such a situation, it has become imperative 
to find an alternative of plastic bags.

Our latest parindey from Madurai in Tamil 
Nadu, Gowri and Krishnan provide people 
with a practical alternative to plastic bags 
through their social enterprise called The 
Yellow Bag. The social enterprise serves 
two purposes: It provides an environment 
friendly alternative to polythene bags and 
provides a new source of income for the 
local underprivileged societies.

Krishnan says, “My wife Gowri and I were 
working with two big MNCs in Chennai. 

We were leading simple but happy 
lives together. From the modern world’s 
perspective, we had everything to live a 
happy and prosperous life. In 2010, we were 
gifted with a beautiful daughter; and that’s 
when our perspective of the world changed.

When our daughter Charmy was two years 
old, she used to fall ill very frequently. 
She was suffering from some breathing 
problems. We went from one hospital to 
another but found little relief. We were trying 
to understand the reasons behind Charmy’s 
problems but nobody was able to pinpoint 
a definite reason. After almost a year, we 
decided to move away from allopathic 
medicines to alternate treatment under the 
guidance of a traditional physician (vaidya) 
in Tamil Nadu. And we were surprised 
that an ailment, which had been causing 
physical discomfort to our little daughter 
for a year and mental discomfort to us, was 
cured in mere two months.”

This forced the young couple to think 
whether what they had been taught and 
told about life was all that there was to 
living. They began to wonder if there were 
alternate ways of living that they had 
never been told about. They began to think 
about the implications of their actions on 
the world. They began to question how 

Polythene bags were first 
introduced into our 
lives in 1977 when New 
York-based supermarkets 
replaced paper bags with 

plastic bags. 

“

Carrying happiness

“
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they were contributing to the society. They 
began to analyse what they were leaving 
behind for the future generations.

“That’s when we started to slowly change 
our habits and our lifestyle. We began to 
look for alternatives for things that we 
were using on a daily basis in an effort to 
move towards a zero (or minimum) wastage 
lifestyle,” Krishnan added.

One of the decisions that Krishnan and 
Gowri took was to completely replace the 
consumption of polythene bags with cloth 
bags. However, when they looked for one 
in their house, they found none. And that 
pushed them into a serious thinking mode.

Gowri says, “We were both born in Madurai, 
a town where families had a tradition 
of making cloth bags and using them for 
various purposes — from shopping to gift 

bags. In an effort to revive this tradition, 
we got some cloth bags from Madurai 
and gifted them to our friends in Chennai. 
Little did we know then that it will turn 
into a vocation for the two of us. When we 
received positive reactions from our friends 
and family for these bags, we began to 
expand our efforts. Eventually, we reached 
a point where we thought that if we wanted 
to take this initiative forward, we must give 
it our complete attention and time. And 
so I resigned from my job. A few months 
later, Krishnan quit too; and the two of us 
completely immersed ourselves into this 
initiative.”

After quitting their corporate jobs, the 
two of them moved back to Madurai from 
Chennai because Madurai was where the 
bags were being produced. Today, at least 
30 women from Madurai and nearby areas 
are associated with The Yellow Bag for 
their livelihood. About 10 women, who are 

mentally challenged, help the couple in 
packing and packaging. On a daily basis, 
these women make more than 1,000 bags; 
and the Yellow Bag has a minimum of 150 
regular monthly customer base.

Gowri and Krishnan’s vision is to produce 
one lakh bags a month by the end of this 
year and to encourage more and more 
people to leave plastic bags for alternative 
choices. The couple says that if a cloth bag is 
used with care, it can curb the consumption 
of 1,000 plastic bags a year.

The Yellow Bags are not just environment 
friendly but they are also a means of 
challenging the global economy by 
providing employment to indigenous 
communities and making them self-
dependent.
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Anand 

&
 Girija

He was an interior designer and she was 
a banker but they wanted to merge their 
talent with their passion for nature. 
Hence, they established the Kavin Art 
Gallery. For the last few years, the couple 
has been working towards taking their 
handicraft to more and more people in an 
effort to increase conscious dependence 
on naturally available resources.

Innovator: Anand and Girija
Vocation: Coconut jewellers and craftsmen
Location: Tirunelveli, Tamil Nadu
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Anand was an interior designer and Girija 
worked as a bank manager. Soon after 
their marriage, Girija was transferred 
from Madurai to Tirunelveli. During this 
period, every time Anand travelled to 
Tirunelveli to meet his wife, he would find 
himself engrossed in the natural beauty 
of the town. He was so mesmerised by the 
beauty of Tirunelveli that he decided to 
settle there; and soon started working on 
handcrafted gold. In between, whenever he 
found time, he would take a short excursion 
to somewhere nearby.

During one such excursion, Anand met 
an organic scientist and natural farmer; 
and got a chance to visit a farm. This 
opportunity gave his life a new course. He 

was so inspired by his new friend, that he 
decided to live his life in close association 
with nature; and took his first step in the 
direction. Anand decided to merge his craft 
talent with his love for nature and Girija 
decided to leave her job and look after her 
family. Together, the couple established an 
art gallery in the name of their son, the 
Kavin Art Gallery.

Anand tells me, “In this part of South India, 
families use at least two coconuts a day in 
their house for cooking or another purpose. 
We use them and then mostly just discard 
the shell. So I thought why not use these 
for something interesting? The first few 
things I made with coconut shells were 
jewellery pieces like earrings and lockets. 
Then slowly, I introduced more handcraft 
into it.Today, we make a variety of things 
such as lamp shades, decorative pieces, 
paintings and toys, among others. Our work 
has been recognised and we have been 
invited on various occasions to design the 
stage for cultural events in Tamil Nadu. For 

such events, we only use naturally available 
resources and try to get all the raw material 
from within a vicinity of 5-km radius of the 
venue to strengthen the local economy. 
Additionally, as these are naturally available 
resources, their disposal at the end of the 
event has no negative implications on 
nature.”

For the last few years now, Anand and Girija 
have been working with the motive of 
taking their art to more and more people 
across the region. The intention behind this 
is to increase conscious dependence on 
naturally available resources so that people 
do not harm the environment in pursuit 
of their demands. By producing jewellery, 
utensils and various other products using 
coconut and wood, the couple feels that 
they are also, if only nominally, reducing the 
need for mining for metal (and destruction 
of the earth’s surface, followed by its 
consequences).

“We are now thinking of ways to involve 
the local community in our work. A lot of 
people in the region migrate to bigger 
cities in search of a better livelihood and 
end up working as a construction labour or 
in beedi factories. In the process, they have 
to leave their clean villages for filthy slums 
in cities and face the health hazards of 
working with tobacco and dust,” adds Girija.

Like most people from middle-
class families, Girija and Anand 
had simple and common dreams. 
Anand enjoyed travelling, 
spending time amid nature and 
learning new things. And these 
were interests stayed with him 
even after he got married to 
Girija. He was lucky that his 
life partner was somebody who 
understood and shared the same 

views and interests.

My precious
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By involving these people in Kavin Art 
Gallery, the couple can considerably help the 
families who would require no investment 
in producing handcrafted products as all 
the raw material would be readily available 
in their houses.

“By putting in efforts for four to five hours 
a day, a person can easily produce two 
handcrafted items which can then be sold 
in the market for upto Rs. 500. Therefore, 
Kavin Art Gallery is soon going to start a 
training programme through which it will 
be able to provide local communities with 
sustainable livelihood options without the 
need to travel to far away places,” she adds.
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Mansoor 

The critically acclaimed director of 
Qayamat Se Qayamat Tak and Jo Jeeta 
Wohi Sikandar has spent his last few 
years researching about the role of 
energy and oil in modern development 
and came out with his first book; The 
Third Curve: The End of Growth As 
We Know It. He also runs a homestay 
in Coonoor and produces cheese for 
commercial consumption in the local 
market!

Innovator: Mansoor Khan
Vocation: Film-maker and writer
Location: Coonoor, Tamil Nadu



244 245

When I met, my first question to him was, 
“What made you leave the glistening world 
of Bollywood and settle in these hills?”

He replied, “I never wanted to be ‘a part’ 
of the filmy world. I always knew I wanted 
to spend my life away from the fast pace 
of cities and amid natural surroundings. 
However, I had spent a lot of my parents’ 
money on my education, and somewhere 
I felt guilty about it. I wanted to prove to 
them that I can take responsibilities and 
make a decent living. So I reflected on 
myself and thought what would I be good 
at. I realised that I could be a good story-
teller and that’s how I decided to try my 
luck in the world of cinema. However, even 
at that time, I was very sure that it would 

only be a temporary phase. Eventually, I had 
to go and settle amid nature. I had even 
bought a piece of land in Alibag.”

When Khan was taking his first few steps 
in this direction, he came across a new 
perspective of looking at life. Through this 
view of the world, he realised that in this 
age of industrial development, there is no 
room for traditional education. It was during 
this time in his life that Khan was thinking 
of settling down in Alibag. However, the 
government had other plans. In a massive 
project to build an airport in the region, 
the government acquired the land of 
30,000 farmers. “This incident forced me to 
question the idea of ‘development’.

In this period of development that has 
happened so far and which we should 
expect in the future, what are the effects 
and side-effects of it? I started to do 
deep research on it, and I learnt that the 
‘development’ that everyone was talking 

about was very different from reality.

This changed my way of thinking, and 
I moved with my wife and children to 
Coonoor in 2003. Even in Coonoor, I 
continued my research. One research study 
took me to another and so and so forth 
as I understood the role of energy and oil 
in modern development. A result of this 
research was my first book titled ‘The Third 
Curve: The End of Growth As We Know It’,” 
he added.

Khan’s book throws light on ground 
realities of modern development, and 
how we are being made to believe in the 
‘unlimited opportunities’ of our limited 
natural resources. The book also challenges 
the foundation of modern economics, its 
dependence on energy and how a handful 
of people are pushing this fake ‘developed’ 
economy by banking on the limited energy 
resources, and consequently destroying the 
planet.

“We are merely puppets in this kind of 
an economy and we are not even aware 
of who is controlling us,” says Khan who 
spends most of his time looking after 
his farm estate, taking care of his guests, 

Bollywood’s well-known 
director Mansoor Khan, who 
has made successful films like 
Qayamat Se Qayamat Tak and 
Jo Jeeta Wohi Sikandar, is these 
days settled in the small but 
beautiful town of Coonoor 
amid the mesmerizing Nilgiris.

Saving grace
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making cheese, travelling the country and 
addressing youth about the game between 
modern development, energy and oil.

People often ask Khan how he has been able 
to leave a developed and modern city like 
Mumbai and live in a forest. To this, Khan 
always laughs and replies, “I live in this 
small town because it given me happiness.”

Khan’s aim is to strengthen the local 
economy in an effort to step out of the web 
of global economy.

“Here, we are able to make our lives natural 
and easy through our small initiatives. I have 
10 cows here that give us milk to produce 
cheese. To produce cheese, we convert cow 
dung into biogas. We even utilise our waste 

as manure for fields where we grow our 
vegetables. We use solar energy as much as 
possible and we’ve even used local soil to 
make bricks for our house,” he says, adding 
that all our simple efforts are merely 
stemming out of common sense. However, 
it would be wrong to say that we’re living a 
sustainable life.

Sustainability is a distance goal but it’s a 
word that is being commonly used today by 
people who are not really giving it a thought. 
In the world we’re living in, nothing can be 
sustainable. In 150 years, we’ve exhausted 
resources that took 15 crore years to form. 
Then how can we be sustainable? Thus, it’s 
important that we stop fooling ourselves 
and accept the fact that the unrestricted 
and perennial development that we dream 
of will never be a reality.

“Until we accept this truth, a change seems 
distant. Imagine we’re onboard the Titanic, 
and I’m using my book and my experiences 
to point out that we’re very close to hitting 
the iceberg,” Khan points.

“Luckily, there’s still hope for improvement 
in our country because majority of our 
population is dependent on frugal means 
of living. They preserve resources, utilise 
them efficiently and earn their livelihood 
from land. India is still a long distance 
away from the state of being affluent and 
‘developed’ unlike many western countries. 
All we need is to understand this illusion 
of development and economy — which the 
world is trying to make us believe in — to 
preserve our resources.”
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WOMEN 
EMPOWERMENT

The first three days at Palwal went quite 
well. However, what I witnessed on the 
third night really shook me. Alcohol is a very 
common part of Haryana’s culture today. 
On that night, Brijender ji had come home 
drunk. Under the influence of alcohol, he 
lost his cool over a petty issue and began 
to hit his wife and children. Witnessing 
this scared me to the core. I tried to stop 
him, but failed. It was a very complicated 
situation for me. I couldn’t have stayed 
there to witness what was going on and 
neither could I leave. This incident forced 
me to think about the place women (who 
form half of the population) hold in the 
concept of Swaraj. What is their value in 
this society? Why are they subjected to so 
many atrocities? The irony is, women are 
the reason behind our existence and yet 
today she is being forced to fight for her 
own survival. 

That night, I couldn’t sleep. The next day, I 
decided to leave Palwal. I told Brijender ji I 
had to leave because of some issues back 
home. On the other hands I told my friends 
in Delhi that I was leaving Palwal because 
there was a death in Brijendar Ji’s family and 
so I couldn’t stay there. Although I included 
his story owing to the incredible work he is 
doing but I still don’t know whether I did 
the right thing. This isn’t what bothers me. 
What I regret the most is that I had to lie to 
my friends. 

After this incident, I was keen to know more 
about the importance of women in the 
process of societal transformation. The best 
way to do this was to develop and nurture 
my understanding and knowledge about 
the various issues women face, their place 
in our society and their body. Where I come 
from, there is no place to talk about such 
issues. We feel too shy to talk about it with 
our elders or even those younger to us. We 
cannot talk about them with men our age 
because even their understanding in this 
case is pretty limited. They too view women 
as a commodity owning to societal beliefs. 

Sadly, we cannot talk to women about their 
issues because we are afraid they may 
misunderstand us. Even if we get a chance 
to do so, they are so scared and misinformed 
that they rarely make efforts to understand 
their own body. This is what I have learnt 
from my experience. This is why I was 
searching for the right person and the right 
time to discuss my queries and questions.

After meeting Sulochna and Sangeeta, 
I spent a lot of time reading about and 
discussing these issues. I am still doing 
it. In my life, I have observed three ladies 
quite well-my mother, my sister and my ex-
girlfriend (with whom I was in a relationship 
for eight years). 

From what I have learned by examining 
these women and spending time with them 
as well as by reading and thinking about the 
various issues, this is what I have realised-
when a woman is going through physical 
changes and development, she has to face 
every a number of painful experiences in of 
her life. Her relationship with the opposite 
sex becomes more and more estranged. As 
a woman grows physically, the society turns 
hostile towards her. They take away her 
freedom by imposing various restrictions 
on her. This time is important for them and 
women must invest it in understanding 
themselves and their sexuality. However, 
they are forced to spend this crucial time 
wondering why they are being subjected to 
so many restrictions all of a sudden.

Our society does not allow a woman to lead 
her life the way she wants.

Many other incidents which usually occur 
in the lives of these young girls make them 
feel being born as a girl is the worst thing 
that could happen to them. Men cannot 
probably understand how women feel 
or what they go through when they are 
having their periods. All the shame and 
taboo attached to a natural process like 
menstruation, makes it really hard for them. 
I have seen my former girlfriend go through 
a lot of pain during that time of the month.  
I realized I couldn’t probably understand 

what she was going through. 

I remember when my mother curbed my 
sister about something she was doing or 
the way she was sitting, she either felt 
embarrassed or annoyed. Growing up in 
an environment where women are not 
considered equal to men and seeing this 
on television and in movies as well, there 
was a time when I use to taunt and tease 
girls around me. Today, I feel ashamed for 
my actions. Maybe teasing women is just 
a joke for us but we fail to understand 
that all this may end up making girls feel 
uncomfortable about their own bodies. 

This is why I have seen a number of girls 
becoming defiant. They often tend to avoid 
people. However, it is not possible for them 
to keep running away from everybody 
all the time. This is why they have to go 
through a number of unpleasant incidents 
in this patriarchal society. Even sex proves 
to be an unpleasant experience for them. 
Sex is represented as something very 
desirable and pleasant in our society. And it 
is. However, this happens only when there is 
consent from both the sides, when they are 
really prepared. After a girl is married, the 
husband tends to think he  has now earned 
complete right over the body of his wife. 
He begins to think he owns her. Sex which 
happens without the consent of either of 

two people involved is known as rape, even 
if it happens after marriage.

Unfortunately, this does not stop there. 
It is said that the most precious moment 
of a woman’s life is when she becomes a 
mother. I have my doubts about it. Giving 
birth and motherhood may prove to be an 
incredible experience for her. It may also 
turn out to be a method which the society 
uses to  attack her body. A pregnant lady 
is considered unattractive by the society. 
For this reason she holds no value when 
it comes to providing sexual pleasure to 
men. However this time is valuable for the 
spiritual development of the woman. But 
the society makes it impossible for her to 
do so.   

The atrocities a woman has to bear do 
not stop here. As a woman gets older, she 
feels more and more unattractive because 
this is what we believe as a society. She 
starts using various beauty products. She 
struggles to go against time. And you may 
wonder why does a woman do this? Well, 
she does this because right from their 
childhood women are taught that they are 
incomplete and needs someone they can 
depend on. As she starts losing her physical 
attraction, a woman begins to feel lonely 
and scared. Then she feels looking ‘younger’ 

and attractive is the only way to keep her 
partner in her life. It is up to men to free 
women from the grips of this fear and give 
her the place she deserves. 

To be true, we don’t have the rights to give 
women her true place in the society. We 
need to respect her and stop occupying 
places that rightfully belong to her.

This is how we can fill in the ever increasing 
gap between the two genders. Only then 
can men and women join forces and work 
towards making this world a better place.

At times I wonder whether it would have 
better if I was ignorant and indifferent 
towards these issues. But I am thankful I 
was able to see the real picture. There were 
a few other things which I witnessed there. 

I saw that parents gave their children a lot 
of time and were bringing them up with 
utmost love and care. The children seemed 
genuinely happy. They were playing with 
broken toys and other useless materials. I 
saw that a number of families were living 
there like one big happy family. 

All this left me more confused than ever. I 
was unable to figure out how these people 
were managing to live happily in a place 
like this. Why the smile on the faces of those 
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children was unaffected by the miserable 
conditions they were living in? Where do 
they get the strength to go on with their 
lives every day? These are I questions which 
kept me occupied. 

Since I embarked on this journey, I began to 
see the world from a whole new perspective. 
It seemed as if somebody has removed my 
blindfold or waken me up from my sleep 
and now there is a whole new world in 
front of me now. Now, I cannot tolerate the 
never-ending rat-race every person is a part 
of or the distractions around me or feeling 
anxious and unsure. It will not be wrong 
to say I am leading the simple life (well, 
almost). However, there is still a long way 
to go. 

This does not mean I am leading a 
monotonous or boring life. I am satisfied 
with the fact that I only have things which I 
really need. I don’t have anything more than 
a few sets of clothes and a pair of shoes. 
Things which I brought earlier but do not 
use anymore, I am give them away to those 
who need them. Luckily, I don’t feel that I 
don’t have enough.

Consumerism has gone up tremendously 
in today’s time. Shopping has now become 
an addiction. Wherever you look, you 
will find buyers investing their money in 

something or the other. Television, mobile 
phones, internet, malls, schools, everybody 
is trying to persuade us to buy something 
or the other. We are been attacked by 
advertisements from all sides and we don’t 
seem to mind it at all.

The companies behind these 
advertisements have a well-planned way 
to control our minds. They lure us into 
thinking that we should buy whatever 
they are selling without even considering 
whether we really need it or not. This is why 
I ask myself the following questions before 
I buying something-

Do I already have anything similar to this 
product ? If yes, I do not buy that thing. 

Is this object something which I will keep 
safely use regularly? If the answer if no, I 
decide not to invest in that object.

Do I really need this thing? Here, you need 
to be honest with ourselves or else we will 
fall back in the same trap we are trying to 
free ourselves from. If the answer to this 
question is yes, I go ahead and buy that 
thing.

What I mean is, we should buy only what 
we really need. If we are able to control 
our greed and only care about our needs, 

continue to page no.- 276

people who are living in these unfavorable, 
harsh conditions may have a chance at a 
better life. This will also help us prevent 
putting too much pressure on the resources 
available to us and resolve a number of 
environmental issues.
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Tirumurugan 

&
Shiva Raj

The two had been working in a textile 
factory for several years when the 
effects of toxic chemicals used in the 
dyeing process began to affect their 
health. That was the start of a conscious 
thinking, which eventually led them 
to establish Wrukshatone, a small 
enterprise engaged in natural dyeing of 
textiles.

Innovator: Tirumurugan and Shiva Raj
Vocation: Natural dyers
Location: Erode, Tamil Nadu
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However, this art began to lose its essence 
when scientists discovered methods to 
create artificial colours in 1856. Using 
various chemicals, scientists created 
a variety of new colours, which were 
successful in attracting people. At the same 
time, these artificial colours considerably 
reduced the cost of production for textiles 
and clothes. This completely changed the 
textile industry, and natural colours began 
to be excluded more and more from the 
market.

However, with the continuous use of 
chemical-based colours over the years, we 
can now see various negative impacts of 

the same on our environment. If we talk 
about health hazards alone, the people 
who are most affected by these chemical 
colours are those who are involved in 
the dyeing process. Labour that work in 
textile factories earn very little and risk too 
much while dyeing clothes in a poisonous 
environment.

I know all of this not only because I’ve 
read about it or heard about it but I’ve 
experienced it too. During my college 
years, I had briefly worked in a textile 
manufacturing company. Every time I had 
to visit their dyeing unit, all I could think 
of was getting out of the unit. It seemed 
difficult for me to even spend five minutes 
in that environment because of the strong, 
toxic odour of chemicals. And there are 
people who spend eight to 10 hours in this 
environment every day.

It was much later that I came across a 
research that informed me that people who 

work with chemical colours are susceptible 
to tumours. In the highly developed United 
States of America, there are 40 times more 
cases of factory employees dying of cancer, 
cerebrovascular diseases and various lung 
diseases.

Our next parindey, Tirumurugan and Shiva 
Raj, used to work in a textile factory, too, in 
Erode, Tamil Nadu, for many years when they 
started to develop various ailments and the 
harmful effects of the toxic environment 
could be seen on their health. When they 
went for a check-up, the doctor suggested 
them to change their field of work.

It was during this phase of their lives that 
they came across some social organisations 
that were fighting against the impacts of 
chemical colours on local water bodies. 
This made the two realise that the 
negative effects of artificial colours was not 
restricted to human health but could also 
be seen on the environment. That’s when 
they decided to read more on the issue, 
and started looking for alternatives — and 
their research introduced them to natural 
colouring and brought them to Dindigul’s 
Gandhigram where they studied in depth 
about natural dyeing. It was then that they 
established a small enterprise by the name 

Since ancient time, natural 
elements like minerals, plants 
and flowers have been used to 
colour (read dye) our clothes. In 
fact, dyeing is a beautiful art if 
we look at it from a historical 

perspective.

Colours of love
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of Wrukshatone in Erode for natural dyeing 
of textiles.

Tirumurugan tells me, “When we were 
studying in Dindigul, we learnt that artificial 
colours were not only harming those who 
were working in dyeing factories but also 
those who were wearing these clothes. 
I can bet on this that most people would 
have never even thought about how clothes 
can be poisonous for them. No matter how 
much organic food one consumes at home, 
people are still living in a bubble if they 
believe chemically-coloured clothes are 
protecting them. Unfortunately, the truth 
is that our clothes are home to a variety 
of poisonous and invisible chemicals. Our 
textile industry, which is worth more than 
$7 trillion, uses about 8,000 different kinds 
of poisonous chemicals. These chemicals 
come in direct contact with our skin, and 

often cause lung diseases, cancer, infertility 
and various other life-threatening diseases. 
The more chemically-dyed clothes we wear, 
the more susceptible our bodies become to 
risks and diseases.”

Shiva adds, “Almost every industrial dyeing 
process involves mixing of chemicals in 
water. When the textiles are dyed, this 
toxic water is then directly released into a 
river or a canal because the cost of water 
treatment is too high for these enterprises. 
Every year, the global textile industry 
releases about 40,000-50,000 tonne toxic 
water into water bodies. On the other hand, 
natural colouring requires 80 per cent less 
water for production. Additionally, even the 
water that has been used in the process of 
dyeing comes as a boon for farmers due to 
its high potassium content, which acts as a 
fertiliser.”

Due to awareness and government diktats, 
several factories have started separating 
chemicals from the water to be discharged 
but they are not aware of how to deal with 
this extracted chemical waste. Further, the 
discharged water is not fit for drinking 
anymore. In a town like Erode where the 
Cauvery river is a boon, people are forced 
to buy drinking water because water from 
the ground has been found with various 
poisonous elements. In fact, on the shore, 
the water is often visibly coloured as if 
someone has just played Holi.

Our natural surroundings are full of 
beautiful colours. If we understand our 
nature well, and respect it, then we’ll know 
that there are various methods to extract 
natural colours from our environment.
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Saraswati

A student of media studies, she made  
documentaries on various social issues. 
Later, she joined the National Alliance 
of People’s Movement and actively 
worked for various causes. Today, she 
is engaged in organic farming and runs 
the Handloom Weavers’ Market that 
links the weavers to end customers.

Innovator: Saraswati Kavula
Vocation:
Location: Hyderabad, Telangana
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Our latest parinda, Saraswati Kavula, didn’t 
have to do much to establish a close 
relationship with nature either. As a child, 
Saraswati grew up around nature’s wonder 
and beauty in a small town called Nalgonda 
in Telangana (then Andhra Pradesh). Maybe 
that’s the reason her interests started 
leaning towards spirituality and philosophy. 
At a very young age, Saraswati had pertinent 
questions about the purpose of life and its 
objectives. She would often ask if there was 
more to life beyond schooling, marriage, job 
and kids.

“I was frequently scolded or even hit in 
school for not completing my homework. 
As punishment, most of my time was spent 
outside the classroom. On the other hand, 
there were a lot of Left-winged people 
in the area I lived in. So, at a very young 
age, I had become aware of the difficulties 
and atrocities that people from backward, 
disadvantaged or poor backgrounds 
faced,” Saraswati tells me. “When I moved 
to Hyderabad later, I got a chance to read 
Vivekanand. After reading about his vision, 
I began to lose interest in school education 
but gained a lot of inspiration in doing 
something for the country and its people. 
I thought I would become a doctor and 
help people in need. However, I was never 
good at studies and so I couldn’t make it 
to a medical college. Or maybe it was that 
time of my life where I wasn’t sure what I 
wanted to do in life. I was completely lost; 
and I couldn’t see the road ahead. For the 
sake of my maa and papa’s happiness, I 
enrolled myself for a hotel management 
course. Though it was not what I wanted 

to do, I ended up finishing my course and 
landed myself in a job. That job showed a 
new direction to my life.”

As part of her job, Saraswati had to clean 
toilets, wash the bathroom and do all kinds 
of chores. This gave her an opportunity 
to understand the work that is usually 
assigned for the lower sections of our 
society; and she began to appreciate their 
efforts. That’s how Saraswati began to tread 
on the path to self-realisation.

After stepping out of the hotel industry, 
Saraswati went to England to pursue media 
studies. There, she faced a lot of problems 
related to food, which put her into a research 
mode. During her research, Saraswati learnt 
how fruits and vegetables are injected/
sprayed with poisonous chemicals in India 
to ensure their preservation, following 
which they are exported to developed 
countries such as the UK where they are 
sold in supermarkets. This realisation 
made her question ‘development’ and its 
effects. However, despite this realisation, 
she couldn’t do much about it at the time 
because she had to return to India and pay 
back her education loan.

When she returned to India, she worked in 
the sector of commercial cinema for a while 
but how could a rebellious spirit like her’s 
last in such a space. And so, she once again 

When one lives amid nature, 
then one doesn’t need to 
make too much of an effort 
to build a relationship with 
nature. Lush green trees, a 
variety of colourful flowers, 
the sweet voice of birds, 
fresh air, pure water and so 
much more — things that are 
so beautiful that it’s hard to 
find words to describe them 
— attract us towards them. 
It is because of this natural 
attraction that we often 
develop a bond with nature 
and realise that we’re not 
very different from it. We’re, 
in fact, a part of it, and 
our existence is incomplete 

without it.

Finding joy
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stepped out of that profession and ventured 
into documentary film-making. She made 
several documentaries on various social 
issues. During the making of these films, 
Saraswati got the chance to visit several 
Indian states and came face to face with 
many ground realities that changed her 
way of looking at the world.

Following this, Saraswati associated 
herself with the National Alliance of 
People’s Movement and actively worked 
for various social movements. Through 
these movements, her belief in alternate 
social systems began to grow. She was 
able to understand the strength of/in 
decentralisation, local economy, labour, 
farming and small scale industries.

At that point of her life, Saraswati also 
wanted to buy a piece of land, too, for 
farming. And she did began to do that. 
During the same phase, Saraswati worked 
with some weaver communities in Andhra 
Pradesh as well. She wanted to bridge the 
gap between the weavers and the end 
customers, she tried various things but they 
weren’t really successful. After another one 
of her efforts failed, she came up with the 
idea of establishing the Handloom Weavers’ 
Market, which has been successfully 
helping the weavers of Andhra Pradesh and 
Telangana for the last two years now. The 
Handloom Weavers’ Market facilitates the 
transfer of handloom produce directly from 
the weavers to the end customers. This not 
only helps create a much needed identity 

for the weavers’ products but also enables 
them to get the right price for it.

“After trying my hand at various professions, 
I think my search has finally ended here. 
However, my journey will continue. When I 
look back at my life, I feel that I’ve done 
various jobs which I either did not like or 
I wasn’t meant for. But all of them — and 
my experiences in life — have helped me 
become who I am today. I have learnt a 
lot from my experiences and I continue 
to learn even today. And this journey of 
learning will continue. What is of utmost 
importance is the fact that I am happy 
with what I’m doing, and that is what I was 
searching for — happiness and satisfaction,” 
says Saraswati.
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Jagannath 

A forest food conservationist and 
preservation expert, he believes modern 
education has distanced communities, 
including tribals, from their food and 
culture. Hence, he works with tribal 
communities to preserve locally 
available seeds and food to safeguard 
the jungles, protect the land and 
conserve the dignity of tribes.

Innovator: Jagannath Manjhi
Vocation: Forest food preservation expert
Location: Muniguda, Odisha
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If this plan had gone ahead, it would have 
endangered and displaced tribals from at 
least 400 villages on the hills. So far, the 
tribals of Niyamgiris have been successful 
in their struggle to save the hills, the forests 
and the rivers in the region.

However, after the corporate giants had to 
bow down in front of the tribals, the former 
devised a plan to launch an indirect attack 
on the tribes. The agenda of this plan was to 
create a distance between the tribals from 
their culture, their land and their forests to 
weaken the community and their ideologies 
in an effort to push them out of their 
forests.When Manjhi sensed this danger, 
he became determined to find a solution 
to safeguard his community’s identity and 

its culture. He recalls that the government 
first approached their land six years ago, 
and since then Manjhi has been tensed 
and uncomfortable about the government 
interference in their region.

“A few years ago, I met Debajit Sarangi 
through an organisation called Living Farm 
that works towards protecting forest food. 
He offered me an opportunity to work with 
him. While working with him, I realised that 
the tribal land situation is so huge and 
ghastly that I cannot do anything alone. I 
understood that I couldn’t do anything to 
protect our land without the support of 
the community. And that’s when I officially 
associated myself with Living Farm, and 
started visiting villages to inform the local 
communities about this looming danger. We 
created awareness about the importance of 
locally available food, the diversity of our 
jungles and the need to protect them. By 
discussions on how we should protect our 
locally available food, we learnt how we 
can preserve the dignity of our society, and 

save our jungles and our land from danger. 
We also frequently organised training 
workshops for tribals to educate them 
about how they could conserve various 
seeds,” Manjhi says.

Tribals in the area have been successful 
once in protecting their jungles from urban 
hunters (corporates), however they remain 
unaware of the many other dangers that 
were looming over their heads. The start of 
this danger was with the establishment of 
formal schools in villages.

“I’m not saying that education is a bad 
thing,” Manjhi says. “But education should 
be such that a person is able to learn about 
his immediate surroundings and is able to 
mould oneself into the environment and 
earn a livelihood from it. What the point for 
an education that distances you from your 
own culture and land — which is revered as 
your mother. Modern schools are like arms 
factory that can only destroy things.”

“Formal education has started to turn 
tribals into slaves, at least mentally. The 
establishment wants to make us ‘educated’ 
but there is not even a mention about our 
culture or our knowledge that has been 
collected over thousands of years. Modern 
education has been trying to tell us that 
we’re ‘backward’ and ‘poor’ because we 
don’t have money. I want to ask people, who 

Our latest parinda, Jagannath 
Manjhi, is a tribal who lives in 
Odisha’s beautiful Niyamgiri 
Hills. These are the same 
Niyamgiri Hills which were 
going to be dug up for bauxite 
after the government decided 
to give a contract for the same 
to a multi-national corporation 

called Vedanta Limited.

The stomach knows
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agree with this, what is the definition of 
being poor?” he asks.

On one hand are people who spend their 
lives as servants of somebody to earn 
money to buy their daily needs. On the 
other hand are people who fulfill their 
needs with resources naturally available in 
their surroundings, without even harming 
the environment.

“You tell me, who’s more educated? Those 
who don’t know how to grow their own food, 
build their own houses, weave their own 
clothes or provide natural treatment? Or 
those who have the talent and knowledge 

to live their lives on their own? Are those 
who study and talk about adding poison 
to food more educated or those who grow 
food in their surroundings using traditional 
methods and no chemicals? If you’ll speak 
to our elders, you’ll know that there are no 
traces of malnutrition, cancer or diabetes in 
our tribes. These are all modern diseases. 
This is because all the nutrition that our 
body needs to keep us healthy is easily 
available in our immediate surroundings,” 
he adds.

Further, Majhi stresses, that through these 
“temples of education”, the establishment 
is only trying to take away our talent and 
our knowledge. If, and when, this talent and 

knowledge is erased from our community, 
we will turn into slaves. And that is why 
we’re working towards protecting our forest 
produce. If we can save our forest food from 
the web of modern development, then we 
won’t be forced to become anyone’s slaves.

In the end, Manjhi just had a message 
for city dwellers:  You need to erase the 
perception that we’re backward or poor. 
Your existence depends on our existence 
and our knowledge. If there won’t be any 
tribal, then even the urban folks will not be 
able to survive for too long because one 
needs real talent and authentic knowledge 
to stay alive — and these are something 
that tribes hold.
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Ishtiyaque 

He is a Greenpeace India campaigner who 
has been working for the preservation 
and protection of local seeds to bring 
back farmers to traditional methods 
of agriculture and improve the soil 
quality. He is credited with showcasing 
a replicable model method of farming 
using ‘Elixer Water’, setting up biogas 
plants and building compost toilets.

Innovator: Ishtiyaque Ahmad
Vocation: Sustainable Agriculture Expert
Location: Patna, Bihar
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This is the reason famine and starvation 
has become so common in the world. 
But people who do not have a direct 
relationship or contact with land will 
probably not understand this. People whose 
food comes from big grocery stores run by 
corporate houses or those who are used 
to eating out in fancy restaurants will not 
understand this either. However, those who 
have done even a little bit of gardening 
in their lives or worked in an agricultural 
field can easily understand how a good 
quality of soil can change the results of 
such catastrophic situations. These are 
the people who also understand that the 
purpose of soil is not only to grow food but 
it also plays an integral role in protecting 
the diverse flora and fauna found in forests, 

lakes, rivers and fields; while maintaining 
the quality of groundwater and river water. 
As the soil-dependent vegetation around 
the area grows, the flora even prevents the 
soil from being washed out in the rain.

Our soil holds the history of our planet. The 
natural minerals that have taken years to 
form are stored in our soil. Similarly, even 
for the future of the Earth, the existence of 
soil is extremely crucial because it holds 
various organic substances and micro 
& macro bacteria that are the source of 
carbon, which supports life. Till the time 
the soil holds these important elements, 
we can hold the hope for fighting climate 
change.

Unfortunately, ever since we started 
adopting modern methods of farming and 
poisonous chemicals, we’ve been slowing 
killing the soil every day. What we don’t 
realise is that by killing the soil, we’re 

killing ourselves. It’s like we’re smiling at 
the invitation of our destruction.

Our latest parinda, Ishtiyaque Ahmad, has 
been working on the preservation and 
protection of local seeds for a long time now. 
When he first understood the grievousness 
of the use of modern farming techniqies 
and its consequences on the soil, he joined 
Greenpeace to work towards improving 
the quality of soil. He tells me that when 
he was working with Greenpeace, he spent 
hours speaking to thousands of villagers in 
the state of Bihar to understand the issues 
of land. And everywhere the response was 
the same — the soil’s quality is deteriorating 
and the farmers have no solution to fix 
this problem. The farmers were aware 
that the poor quality of soil had erased 
the presence of earthworms from the soil. 
Various insects and bugs and birds that fed 
on them, too, had vanished from villages. 
Chemical compost had polluted their wells. 
Yet, farmers didn’t want to return to their 
traditional methods of farming because 
they were scared organic farming will not 
be able to give them enough yield. Further, 
the count of cattle has considerably reduced 
in villages in the last few years. Because of 
this reason, farmers don’t have access to 
enough cow dung for natural manure. The 
little cow dung that is available to them 
on a daily basis is largely consumed for the 
purpose of cooking.

Most of us understand the 
importance of soil for life on 
earth. However, in the last few 
decades, we have adopted several 
modern techniques that had 
negatively affected our soil and 
reduced the content of necessary 

minerals and elements.

Soil Searching
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And so Ishtiyaque decided to work with 
Greenpeace to identify a location and create 
a model village where farmers would rely 
on traditional methods of farming. The aim 
of the project was to create a successful 
model that would inspire farmers from other 
villages to return to traditional farming 
techniques. After several interactions with 
community members, Kedia village in Jamui 
district of Bihar was selected as the pilot 
project site.

Ishtiyaque says that it’s not easy to work 
with farmers because we can’t tell them or 
expect them to wait for results. For farmers, 
their next harvest is their sole source of 
income and saving.

“So we started our efforts by using ‘Elixer 
Water’ (a combination of cow dung, cow 
urine, gram flour and neem, among other 
ingredients) on a small piece of land. When 
the local farmers saw its results, they slowly 
began to reduce the use of pesticides on 
their farms too. It’s been 20 months since 
the initiated was piloted in Kedia and not 
a single farmer uses pesticides today,” he 
says.

The next step was to talk to the farmers and 
work with them to improve the health of 
the soil in the region. “For this, we prepared 
vermicompost fertilizers,” he says. “Since 

earthworms had completely vanished from 
the region and the farmers could not have 
borne the cost of a vermi bed, we sought 
help from government schemes. With the 
help of government schemes, we were able 
to build a few small cow shelters in the 
village too.”

Next on the agenda were biogas plants 
and compost toilets for villagers. This has 
been helpful in meeting the fuel needs of 
the villagers, and the waste from the plant 
is used as manure for the farms. Further, 
human excreta from compost toilets is 
used for manure. Meanwhile, the problem 
of water, too, has been met with the carving 
of a few ponds.

With the help of various initiatives, efforts 
and support from government schemes, 
Kedia village can now proudly boast of 
282 vermi compost beds, 11 biogas plants, 
five ponds, five cow shelters, one cold-
storage unit and several compost toilets. 
The farmers of Kedia village are now 
self-dependent; and their input cost has 
considerably reduced. They no longer have 
to buy manure or seeds from the market or 
pay for irrigation; and their yield is better 
than ever before.

When the farmers of this village returned 
to their traditional and natural methods of 

living, even the nature was on their side.

The farms are alive with earthworms 
once again. Various species of birds and 
butterflies that had left the village have 
returned to their original habitat in Kedia.

Farmers have toiled hard for these results 
and they have fully utilised the benefits 
of government schemes in this village. 
However, lack of adequate information about 
government schemes and the presence of 
corruption in government offices is often 
the reason that farmers are unable to 
enjoy the benefits of government schemes 
and entitlements. The central and state 
governments come up with new schemes 
every now and then but they have been 
largely unsuccessful in making the people, 
who matter and who need information 
about such schemes, feel aware about the 
presence of these.

“This is where the role of the country’s 
literate and educated comes into focus. 
How can they bridge the gap between 
the availability of government schemes 
and access to the benefits under them? 
That’s exactly what we’ve done in Kedia, 
and the results are in front of you. Even 
the government is citing examples of this 
village,” says Ishtiyaque.
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52 PARINDEY – THE 
JOURNEY WITHIN.....

#Conditioning

People often ask me, “What is the most 
important lesson you learnt during your 
journey?” I tell them, 52 Parindey made me 
realise that all of us are conditioned in a 
particular way right from our childhood. 
This was a real eye opener for me. 

Some of the most significant lessons came 
from rather unexpected sources. Kids 
like Meera (Deepika’s daughter), Charmi 
(Krishnan’s daughter) and Shana (Amit’s 
daughter) inspired me to stop and think 
about a few very essential things in life and 
one of them was ‘conditioning.’

Whenever I sat and observed these children, 
they seemed genuinely happy. They played, 
danced about and indulged in various other 
activities for fun.

When I was their age, this exactly what I 
did. However my fun and freedom did not 
last long.  Institutions like family, society ad 
school began to change me, condition me. 
They gave me a set of values and beliefs 
which they thought I should follow, they 
taught me right from wrong and they told 
me how I was suppose to lead my life. 

My school kept reminding me that I needed 
good marks in order to succeed.

A religion was given to me (without my 
consent) right from the day I was born. I 

had no right to choose my religion. It was 
simply handed down to me by my family. 
Similarly, I got certain notions about 
gender, sexuality, life and identity at a very 
tender age. These notions weren’t based on 
my perception and observation. They were 
drilled into my mind by others. There was 
a whole system (television, media, religion, 
school) around me that filled my mind with 
baseless beliefs and concepts. They created 
an entire world view which was not mine. 
Before I could grow up and learn to see 
things through my own eyes, my mind had 
been corrupted. It was hard for me to come 
out of my restricted and vague viewpoint. 

Now that I am aware of how the system and 
society work towards influencing people, 
I consciously try to free myself from the 
shackles of these beliefs and assumptions. 
I have begun to question things around me. 
Joy, life, money, success, failure-I try to figure 
out what all this really means to me. I am 
seeing the world through my own eyes and 
allowing my viewpoint to be shaped by my 
experience and observation. I have decided 
not to depend on anyone when it comes to 
learning about the world around me. I have 
decided to live my life the way I want. The 
journey is a long and tiring one. However, I 
know it has begun.

continue to page no.- 302
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Ankur

&
 Vartika 

Partners, playwright and actors, the two 
use their talent and art to discuss issues 
of social injustice. In the last few years, 
through their theatre group Swabhav 
Natak Dal, they have  performed street 
plays in various parts of the country 
to raise awareness about displaced 
communities, rural-urban migration and 
the victimisation of the labour class. Innovators: Ankur Roy Choudhary and Vartika Poddar

Vocation: Playwright and actors
Location: Kolkata, West Bengal
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India’s social structure is extremely complex; 
but our talks about environment protection 
are incomplete unless we understand this 
complexity. Even 52 Parindey’s efforts of 
last 10 months are incomplete unless we 
discuss the issue of social injustices.

At every step of this society, one can 
witness discrimination and struggle of the 
underprivileged section. This discrimination 
can be seen between Brahmins and Dalits, 
between traders and labourers, and even 
between men and women. There are 
several layers to every struggle, and without 
understanding all these layers or without 
including all the sections of the society in 
this campaign for environment protection, 
our struggle for environment protection is 
incomplete.

Trying to complete this incomplete struggle 
are our next parindey from Kolkata, Ankur 
Roy Choudhary and Vartika Poddar, who are 
using the medium of theatre to achieve 
their goal.

“My paternal uncle and brother are 
professional theatre artistes,” Ankur tells 
me. “I’ve grown up watching them perform; 
and that’s how even I developed an interest 
in the art. I had started participating in 
plays when I was in school, and I pursued 
that interest even when I was in college. It 
was in college that I even joined the Leftist 
political wing of the university. Though, over 
the years, I’ve had some differences with 
this school of thought, whatever I am doing 
today has a base in the Leftist ideology.”

It is through the Leftist ideology that Ankur 
has been able to understand the extent of 
social discrimination and exploitation in our 
society. When he was actively participating 

in Leftist politics and was using the medium 
of theatre to raise awareness about the 
various injustices happening in our society, 
Ankur realised that their discussions on the 
topic were limited to an auditorium. But 
he wanted to raise these issues in front of 
those people who were facing these issues.

It was during this phase that Ankur met 
Vartika. Though she comes from a wealthy 
family, she could never truly associate 
herself with that wealth or find satisfaction 
in that life. She wanted to view the city in a 
different light. She wanted to find out how 
city labourers saw the city and how their 
children could receive better education. 
She wanted to carve a place in slums for 
children where they could learn through 
various art forms. It was through this place 
that she also wished to understand the lives 
of these people, experience with them and 
learn with them. And so she established 
‘Swabhav’.

“I joined her, too, and my task was to train 
children in theatrics. We were a big group 
initially but slowly a lot of people started 
going in different directions, owning to their 
priorities. Eventually, drama became the 
main activity of Swabhav. Today, we’re known 
as the Swabhav Natak Dal, which travels 
across the country to understand from 
and perform amid groups of labour class, 
farmers, youth and other underprivileged 

Sustainable development 
cannot be discussed unless 
you discuss the issue of 

social injustice.

All the world’s a stage
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sections of the society to highlight the 
social injustices being committed towards 
them,” adds Ankur.

In the last few years, through the medium 
of Swabhav Natak Dal, Ankur and Vartika 
have performed street plays in various 
parts of the country to raise the issues of 
displacement of local communities, rural 
to urban migration, cheap labour and the 
victimisation of the labour class, among 
other social injustices.

In 2013, the group wrote a play titled ‘Mr. 
India’ that was performed at least 30 times 
across five different states of India. This play 
dissected the entire process of displacement 
of communities, and highlighted the plight 
of the displaced communities. At present, 
Swabhav Natak Dal is working with Maruti 
labours who have been struggling under 
various atrocities in Gurgaon; and with the 
youth of Jaipur on the issue of urbanisation.

Ankur says, “These days, serious discussions 
are taking place over the dangers hovering 
over the environment. People are becoming 
more aware, and many of them are even 
taking steps to find solutions. But I want to 
ask these people, do these solutions include 
the people who live in the slums or those 
who sleep on the footpaths? People are 
raising their voices for the cause of farmers, 
which should be the case, but we must also 

think about those people who are living in 
slums and doing cheap labour to somehow 
survive each day. These people, too, were 
once farmers, fishermen, blacksmiths, 
potters or had other skills. Even those who 
live in villages, though are amid cleaner 
surrounding, are often exploited. On the 
other hand, our government policies, too, are 
directed towards ensuring better profits for 
businessmen and traders. It’s nothing new, 
but it’s been the practice of the government 
since the time of Independence to find ways 
to grab their lands, their water and their 
food. The government first gives permission 
to big business houses to establish their 
factories on this land, and then forces its 
original residents to work as labourers for 
meagre wages. In such a situation, how can 
you talk about sustainability with these 
people?”

“Those who live in slums are eating food 
that they have to buy in plastic packaging. 
Tea leaves for Rs. 2, sugar for Rs. 5, oil for 
Rs. 10 — everything comes sealed in plastic 
packets. It’s like their own lives are sealed 
in a plastic pouches. So how can we talk 
about sustainability without solving their 
existential problems? All I have to say 
is this: until we include them in the fight 
and unless we find solutions for their 
problems, we will not be able to protect our 
environment. We can only achieve our goals 
for the environment when we all truly 

understand the extent of their problems, 
which is not limited to poverty but extends 
to their entire social structure,” he adds.

To take forward their struggle for such 
communities, Ankur and Vartika now 
want to start a school for the children of 
labourers. At this school, drama would be 
the medium of teaching and learning.

Ankur says, “These are kids who are 
deprived of even two square meals a day 
because their parents are unable to afford 
any. Their parents, who are labouring in tea 
gardens, are working under such difficult 
conditions and meagre wages that they 
are often forced to sell their children. So 
we want to start a school, for at least 10 
children to start with, where they can be 
educated through the medium of theatre. 
We hope that when these children grow 
up, they will use the same medium to raise 
awareness about the social issues of tea 
garden workers. And if anybody wants to 
help us in this endeavour, please feel free 
to contact us.”

Parts of the footage in the film have been 
shared by People’s Film Collective. We are 
thankful to them for their help.
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Arup 

& 
Ruby

The couple works with muslin weavers 
to help improve their livelihood through 
access to timely market information and 
exhibitions or fairs across the country. At 
the same time, the two work tirelessly to 
make urban consumers more conscious 
of what they buy, especially when it 
comes handloom products. 

Innovator: Arup and Ruby Rakshit
Vocation: Promoters of muslin weavers
Location: Bardhaman, West Bengal
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As he had a keen interest in this field, Arup 
was also simultaneously working on a 
research project on Indian medicinal plants. 
It was during this research phase that he 
came across a bitter truth — our precious 
plants are not being utilised well due to 
the implications of modern development. 
The knowledge of using this traditional and 
medicinal flora seems to be disappearing 
from communities.

If you’re wondering why, it is because 
modern education focuses on city life while 
such knowledge is actually embedded in 
the villages of India. This knowledge has no 
value in the city-based education system.

To uncover this valuable hidden knowledge, 
Arup, his wife Ruby and their daughter 
travelled to several Indian villages, attended 
many fairs and spoke to many learned men 
for his research. During one of their visits 
to a fair, Arup came across a muslin weaver. 
When they saw his work, a dying art in 
India, the couple was extremely impressed. 
However, a brief conversation with the 
weaver was enough to tell them that this 
art is not appreciated in the market. There 
is not much market for muslin weaving, 
and it’s the same story for most handloom 
products. It amazed Arup that there were so 
few takers for this beautiful handloom art; 
and so he decided to work with the weavers 
and for the weavers.

Arup tells me, when he was trying to 
understand the industry and the market 
for khadi and other handloom products, 
he learnt that these are only available at 

big shops, and that too at expensive rates. 
Therefore, very few people can afford 
handloom. On the other hand, there is the 
role of middlemen who pay meagre wages 
to weavers and then end up selling their 
hard work to retailers at 10 times the wages 
of the weavers, pocketing large margins of 
profit. Often the weavers are given orders 
in bulk and paid only at the time of Pujo, 
Eid or Diwali.

In a situation like this, and with no savings, 
how can weavers weave cloth round the year 
unless they fall prey to moneylenders? This 
is the reasons many weavers have moved 
from their traditional skilled occupation 
to become unskilled labour in the hope of 
earning a regular income.

This isn’t the problem of weavers alone. 
If we delve deeper into this issue, we will 
understand how it supports the structure 
of an entire village and various small 
enterprises. Farmers, yarn spinning women, 
dyers and tailors, among others, are victims 
of this problem. Only 10 per cent of the 
market value of handloom reaches these 
people. Now imagine a scenario where 
all this money remains within the village; 
villagers will not have to migrate to cities 
for labour.

Our latest parinda, Arup 
Rakshit, was teaching students 
at a government school in 
Howrah, West Bengal, after he 
completed his post-graduation 

in botany.

Going glocal
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Modern technology and powerlooms 
have considerably reduced the income 
of handloom weavers. However, we must 
understand the game between cost and 
output; we must understand the market 
system; and we must understand the entire 
cash driven economy — only then will we 
know why powerloom products are cheaper.

Not only cloth, the cost of almost every 
product consumed/used by an urban 
resident can only be truly gauged when 
we understand the roots of its economy. 
If we take a look at the investments made 
in factories, the figures are always running 
in crores. Machines have increased the 
productivity several folds; much more cloth 
can be weaved in a day on a powerloom as 
compared to a handloom. Those running 
these factories are people who have been 
giving their weavers meagre wages and 
then selling the produce in the market for 
much higher prices. They, of course, pocket 
80 per cent of the profits for themselves.

With more and more machines entering 
the industry, there is less and less need 
of weavers or human resource. If there 
will be no weavers, there will be no yarn 
spinners; if there will be no yarn spinners, 
farmers will be forced to sell cotton to 

factories. With only one level of buyers 
(that too the kind that only cares about 
profit), the latter will try to buy maximum 
raw material in minimum cost. And, in the 
absence of weavers as buyers, the farmers 
have no choice but to sell it to factories 
at throwaway prices as that is their only 
source of income. So, of course, the cost of 
cloth goes down, and this is beneficial for 
only two people — capitalists (those who 
are producing the cloth) and the urban end 
consumer (who only thinks about himself).

Ruby says, “Urban population, which is 
paying a low cost for products that they 
are buying, is unaware that the burden of 
its actual cost is being borne by somebody 
else today. But the urban population will 
bear the brunt eventually tomorrow. The 
way clothes are being manufactured today, 
the process involves an intensive use of 
chemicals which is slowly, and unknown to 
most people, transforming our bodies into a 
house of diseases. Today, rare diseases like 
breast cancer among women and impotency 
among men have become so common. One 
of the reasons for these is chemically-
produced/dyed clothes. If you include the 
cost of treatment for these diseases with the 
low cost of clothes available in the market, 
you’ll realise how expensive it actually is. 
If we talk about its implications on the 

environment, then it’s almost impossible to 
add the cost of environment degradation to 
the cost of the cloth.”

“Handloom does not only have a link with 
nature and our natural surroundings, it is a 
source of income for a large section of the 
society,” she adds.

This is the reason Arup and Ruby travel 
around the country to make urban 
consumers more conscious of what they 
are buying, especially handloom products. 
They encourage people to buy more and 
more handloom; and try to bridge the 
gap between the weavers and the end 
consumers. For this purpose, the weavers 
associated with them exhibit their work 
at various fairs and events. This not only 
gives them a chance to directly interact 
with their customers but also provides 
them with knowledge about market prices 
and the profits earned by middlemen. The 
weavers, tailors, cloth cutters and farmers 
with whom Arup and Ruby work get 80 per 
cent of the profits that are earned by the 
collective efforts of all of them. They’re not 
only helping them earn a better livelihood 
but they’ve also been successful in trying 
to keep them away from the web of 
moneylenders.
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Bakul 

Be it a moment of rejoice or festival, he 
ensures that the village family celebrates 
the occasion by planting a few saplings 
as a living and growing memory of the 
day. He also requests grieving families 
to plant a tree in the memory of their 
loved ones. His efforts have earned him 
the name of Vriksh Manav.

Innovator: Bakul Gogoi
Vocation: Plantation enthusiast
Location: Bishwanath, Assam
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He was so disturbed that he was even 
seeing trees, forests and rivers crying in 
his dreams. It was one such nightmare that 
woke him in the middle of the night one 
day. That day, he decided to dedicate his life 
to nature and its conservation.

Our latest parinda, Bakul Gogoi, has a craze 
for planting trees. I don’t know how else 
to describe his love for plantation. Bakul 
started his journey of planting trees 20 
years ago. He was studying in Guwahati at 
the time. As a student, it was very difficult 
for Bakul to be able to afford a plant from 
a nursery. So he used to save money from 
his food budget to buy one when he could 
and then plant it wherever he could find 
space in the city. But he knew this couldn’t 

be a long-term plan. He was about to finish 
college soon, and that would put an end to 
the money that his parents were sending 
him for his expenses. Bakul wanted to 
find a way to take this forward in a more 
sustainable manner; so he decided to start 
his own little nursery.

“We don’t need money to plant trees. A 
plant can produce seeds on its own; all we 
need to do is plant a few in the right places 
and nurture their growth so that pollination 
can take place. After that, it’s a natural 
cycle — a plant will give birth to another 
and so on and so forth. That’s exactly what 
I’m doing. We’ve received a lot much from 
nature, which has looked after our needs 
as a mother. Today, when it’s in a state of 
suffering, it’s our duty to help nature,” says 
Bakul.

To engage more people in this initiative 
of his, Bakul came up with an innovative 
idea. Whenever there a moment of joy and 
celebration at a house (such as weddings, 
birthdays or festivals) in his region, he 

would to that house with a few saplings 
and asks the family to plant it as a mark of 
good luck. Bakul says that when a sapling is 
planted on an auspicious or joyful occasion, 
it becomes almost like a living and growing 
memory of the day.

Speaking of memories, Bakul also requests 
grieving families who have lost a loved one 
to plant a tree in the memory of the person.

It’s because of efforts like these that locals 
call him ‘Ped Wale Baba’. Many seniors in 
the community have even given him the 
name of ‘Vriksh Manav’.

In the last 20 years, Bakul has planted more 
than 10 lakh trees. He now wants to take 
this initiative to an even larger scale. For 
this purpose, he is seeking help from the 
Assam state government to give clearance 
to two of his ideas.

His first request to the government is 
that at the time of school admission, the 
student must plant at least two trees, and 
the responsibility of looking after this plant 
should be with the same student till he/she 
graduates. Bakul says that if people spend 
time amid plants and trees at a young 
age, they develop an automatic bond with 
nature, which makes them more aware and 
conscious of their natural surroundings 
even as grown-ups.

About two decades ago, there 
lived a young man in a small 
village of Bishwanath district 
of Assam who had begun to stay 
very unhappy because of rampant 

deforestation in his region. 

Because I’m happy
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His second request to the government is to 
officially declare the day of Bihu Mahotsav 
as ‘Tree Plantation Day’. Bakul says that 
Bihu culture and festivities have deep roots 
in nature but we’ve largely forgotten about 
this relationship today. In fact, in the name 
of festivals and celebrations, we’re doing 
some activities that are actually harming 
the nature.

This makes it all the more important to 
keep alive our dying traditions and culture; 
and to rebuild the bond between humans 
and nature. Otherwise, it won’t just be the 
end of traditional culture but of humans 
too.



297

52
 P

A
R

IN
D

EY

44
Bhagwan 

He uses his talent and art as a craftsman 
to make artifacts in bamboo, wood and 
other natural resources, which are then 
sold at fairs and exhibitions. He is also 
an installation artist who uses the 
platform of the annual Bihu festival to 
display life-size installations to bring 
people’s attention to the correlation 
between humans and wildlife.

Innovator: Bhagwan Senapati
Vocation: Installation artist and wildlife conservationist
Location: Nagaon, Assam
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Our mountains, forests, rivers, oceans, 
elephants, rhinoceroses, whales and 
thousands of other flora and fauna are in 
danger today. The research further states 
that this extinction of species and damage 
to the natural surroundings will gravely 
affect the balance of nature, which will 
eventually lead to the end of mankind too.

Humans of this life-sustaining planet must 
understand that the world population is 
not the same as it was some decades ago. 
We’re so many today that the Earth has 
become small for us. As the world is getting 
smaller for us, we’re getting more and more 
selfish — we want more and more. It seems 
like we all live in our own worlds (read 
bubbles); and this world has no place for 

wildlife. Even if there is a scope or space for 
wildlife, it’s only for our selfish reasons, for 
the purpose of our entertainment or for our 
own benefit.

However, mankind wasn’t always like 
this. Our ancestors respected nature and 
wildlife; and lived in harmony with them. 
Our ancestors knew their boundaries and 
respected them. They were also aware of 
the boundaries of wildlife. For centuries, 
they lived together without interfering in 
each other’s lives.

Unfortunately, people — because of our 
growing population and selfish reasons 
— are now crossing their boundaries. And 
this is the reason our love and respect for 
wildlife is diminishing.

Our next parinda, Bhagwan Senapati, has 
initiated a unique campaign to revive the 
love and respect that communities held 

for wildlife. By profession, Senapati is a 
craftsman who works with bamboo, wood 
and other natural resources to produce 
beautiful artifacts, which are then sold at 
various fairs and exhibitions.

Senapati says, “I find the inspiration for my 
art in nature. I have spent my life around 
forests, amid nature and watching birds 
and animals in their natural habitats. 
However, in the last few years, I have seen 
a rapid decline in the numbers of these 
birds and animals. Conflicts between man 
and wildlife, too, have become extremely 
common. Often, elephants and rhinocerous 
stray into farmers’ fields and destroy their 
crops. Incidents like these, which used to be 
rare in the past, have become an everyday 
affair today.”

When Senapati sat down to think about this 
a couple of years ago, he understood that 
the reasons for this were simple. Humans 
had not only taken over the homes of 
wildlife but their sources of food as well. 
Forests (habitats for wildlife) are shrinking 
by the day while our colonies are getting 
bigger and bigger. This is the reason these 
animals are forced to enter the fields and 
villages in search of food. Subsequently, we 
end up labeling them as our enemies, thus 
widening the gap between humans and 
wildlife even more. Our love and respect 
for wildlife has almost vanished; and 

In a recent study, researchers 
from the World Wildlife Fund 
and the Zoological Society of 
London have stated that two-
thirds of Earth’s wildlife will 

be lost by 2020.

Inspiring nature
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now humans are just pushing the wildlife 
towards death. Worried about the situation 
and the consequences that human life 
would face eventually, Senapati decided he 
had to do something to conserve wildlife. 
And so he came up with a unique initiative.

Assam is known world over for its annual 
Bihu festival. During this festival of harvest 
season, several artists display life-size 
installations made in bamboo and rice — 
known as bhelaghar. For the last two years, 
Senapati has been putting up installations, 
at these festivals, through which he presents 
the link between humans and wildlife.

Senapati actually starts working a month 
before the Bihu festival of harvest. He 
travels across the state, raising awareness 
among the crowds about the need to 
conserve wildlife, and the coexistence 

between humans and wildlife. For his 
efforts like these, the Assam government 
even felicitated him last year. This year, 
Senapati plans to set up an installation of a 
30-feet rhinocerous and a girl.

“This is not my fight alone. I’m just an artist 
who creates artifacts and installations. 
But I am able to do this only because of 
the massive support I receive from my 
fellow villagers who share the cost of the 
installation. Every household contributes 
Rs. 50-100. Even village children actively 
participate in this campaign. And this is the 
kind of effort that we must see across all 
villages in the country, with people coming 
together for the cause of nature,” says 
Senapati.

“I am focusing on villages rather than cities 
because the latter have no direct contact 

with wildlife. The real struggle is for us 
villagers. For city dwellers, wildlife is just 
a source of entertainment during their 
occasional visits to a zoo or a forest reserve. 
They don’t have to live ‘with’ wildlife. They 
are already too distanced from nature. Yet, 
when they are looking for ‘calmness’ and 
‘peace’, they come running towards nature 
for a ‘holiday’. It is us, who live in villages, 
who have a direct contact and connection 
with nature. If we won’t love and respect 
nature, the struggle will be inevitable,” he 
adds.

Today, mankind has access to various 
modern tools and techniques to destroy 
nature. This makes people think they are 
more powerful than nature. But what they 
don’t realise is that the death of villages 
and forests actually means the death of 
mankind too.
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---POEM---
#Receiving is also an 
art

The journey I took and the people I met 
changed my life forever!

As I Say…..

I came across a number of amazing, like-
minded people who became my friends, 
my family and my mentors and made this 
journey special. I love helping people or just 
being there for them whenever they need a 
friend. I like it when I have something to 
offer to the people I meet. But all this was 
not possible when I was travelling, last 
year. The people around me communicated 
in a language I did not understand and I 
had no resources to share with them. It 
will not be wrong to say that I was rather 
vulnerable and needy. Since I was travelling 
with very limited resources, I was depended 
on the benevolence of others for a number 
of things. 

This is not a very pleasant situation. I am 
not comfortable with being unaware or 
confused about what is going on around me. 
I do not like to ‘stand out’ or be a complete 
stranger in a new place. Although the whole 
experience was a pretty rough one, it went 
better than what I had expected. I was 
surprised to see so many people coming 
forward to help me. A few people I met 
went out of their way to solve my issues. 
They spoke to me and tried to cheer me up 

when I felt lonely. For instance at one point 
during the journey, I urgently needed a new 
phone charger. Finding one was not easy in 
such a remote place.  However, Madhukar Ji 
somehow managed to bring me a charger 
within an hour. 

Compassionate people like Nandita and 
Jay opened their homes and their hearts 
to welcome. Anna helped me day and 
night to search for stories in Goa. When I 
fell sick in Chennai, Partha’s omther took 
really good care of me. Nekram ji went 
from one bank to another to arrange some 
cash so that I could continue my journey 
during demonetization. I had a number of 
similar experiences where I witnessed the 
unconditional affection and generosity 
of people. All this was undoubtedly 
overwhelming for me.  It changed me as a 
person.

Earlier, when I moved to Udaipur from 
Bhilwara, it took me very long to make 
friends and connect with people. I assumed 
that this would be much more difficult in a 
new place where I did not know anyone at 
all. Hence, I decided not to try very hard to 
connect with people. The plan was to focus 
on my work and enjoy some quiet, alone 
time. I was not willing to make any efforts 
since I knew making friends in a new place 
would be time-taking and difficult. 

But I was wrong. To my surprise, a number of 
people who had been following my journey 
approached me and invited me for a cup of 
coffee or dinner. I was pleased to learn that 
they wanted to know me and my story.

I would love share one thing with you. 
This journey helped me to discover 
something about myself. I learned that I 
liked to reciprocate the generosity I receive 
from people. I love to share and give 
back in whatever way I can. The sense of 
indebtedness kicks in when someone does 
something for me and usually I try to give 
back more than what I receive. Also, I am 
not very comfortable in taking more than 
what (I think) I deserve. The drawback is, 
this habit has sometimes leads to a lot of 
confusion and I fail to understand whether 
people really care about me or they like 
me just because they know I will return the 
favor and go out of my way to help them. 
I like to cook for people, teach them a few 
handy skills I know or simply listen to their 
stories and offer my advice. But this had 
kept me from knowing what will happen if 
I fail to offer these things. 

During 52 Parindey, there were a few 
instances when I had nothing to offer those 
who were helping me. Moreover, I was 
afraid to make some mistakes. 

I needed more than I could possibly return 

and luckily I received all the help I could 
ask for from absolute strangers. It was 
wonderful to know that the people I had 
connected with were willing to spend time 
with me despite the unsure, uncertain state 
I was in.  I stayed at one destination for 
roughly a week. It was not possible to settle 
down and build relationship in such a short 
span of time. Still, people became so fond 
of me that they felt sad when I was about 
to leave for my next destination. It was 
extremely sweet and heartwarming. The 
people I met were very supportive. They 
knew it was not possible for me to spend 
much time with them. Yet, they made efforts 
to bond with me. 

Malhar took me out for trekking. Shanti 
aunty took me on a special boat tour in 
Shrawasti river. Bakul ji arranged a trip 
to Kazianga for me. Ananda, Krishnan, 
Sulochana, Raghawa and Ishtiyaque bhai 
treated me to some amazing traditional 
cuisines. Deepika’s husband Nikhil taught 
me to how swim. Kalle bhai gifted me a 
calligraphy art piece.  From hugs, kisses 
and blessings to greeting cards and gifts, 
I received so many things from these 
wonderful people. The amount of affection 
I got from them was overwhelming. 

My experiences have helped me evolve as 
a person.  They taught me that I can make 
friends wherever I go and it is okay to be 

clueless and ask for help.

I may not like the feeling of being in debt to 
someone but at least the help and kindness 
I received from people will motivate me 
to help others.  I have learned that most 
people are wonderfully generous and love 
to form meaningful connections. I often 
wish that I could have invested more time 
in the relationships I formed with these 
people. I wish I could have stayed with them 
a little longer. Anyway, I am very grateful 
for the little time I spent with them. They 
motivated me to keep moving forward and 
gave me the hope that no matter what my 
next destination is, I will be able to find 
some wonderful friends. 

 I began this journey to break free from the 
grips of religious and societal institutions 
and find my own path.  I started questioning 
everything and using my own perception to 
view the world around me. This is when I 
learned that democracy is not depended 
upon the opinion of the majority. It is also 
not depended on what the media or the 
society tells us. 

I have managed to overcome a number 
of illusions in the past one year. These 
misconceptions were mainly a result of 
the information which the society, schools, 
religion etc  have been feeding us  since 
childhood.

Our notions related to almost every aspect 
of life, including our education, our lifestyle, 
our health or the food we eat are rarely a 
result of our own perception.

I discovered that truth and democracy don’t 
share much in common. Truth cannot be 
decided through votes and majority. You 
will realise this if you speak to the locals 
of certain areas like Niyamgiri in the Naxal 
belt.  Instead of believing everything we 
see and hear, we need to use our intellect 
to evaluate it. The ability to form our own 
perception comes with experience. Learn 
from your own experiences instead of 
blindly following what others say. 

The most important thing which you need 
to do in order to have these experiences 
is to start living in the present. Most of us 
spend our lives worrying about the future. 
As a result, we fail to make the most out of 
the present. We need to be aware, observant, 
reflective, and attentive. Unfortunately, our 
education system is designed in a way that 
not enough emphasis is laid upon teaching 
these attributes to children in schools.

Generally, whenever I share these things 
with people, they say I am not being 
‘practical’ or ‘realistic’. I wonder whether they 
ever sit down and think what practicality 
really means.  
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I believe practicality or being practical is 
an utterly overused term. Overused and 
misunderstood. For me, being practical 
means to understand and this understanding 
is a result of my actions. Practicality is 
about challenging and questioning our 
notions and beliefs. It is about refusing to 
be manipulated by the forces around us 
and seeking freedom and truth in the true 
sense of the word. It doesn’t mean being 
clever, cunning or deceptive. Being practical 
is about being wise and open to learning 
and understanding what goes on around 
us. To be practical means how one eye that 
looks and understand. (meaning unclear).  It 
means I am alive. 

By being ‘alive’ I mean being aware about 
myself. If I am aware of my habits, my 
strengths, my weakness, my fears, my 
insecurities, my limitations, my patterns, my  
emotions, my choices and my actions, I am 
alive. 

No one can point out the strengths or the 
weaknesses of a river, a tree, a mountain or 
the ocean. These things are perfect just the 
way they are. It is not about comparison. For 
me comparison is useless and absurd. 

People talk about wisdom. Wisdom has 
more to do with awareness than knowledge. 
We can get information or knowledge 
form internet, books and so many other 

resources. But wisdom comes from 
experiencing, questioning, seeking, and 
exploring. That is why it is important for us 
to take responsibility of our own learning. 
There isn’t a single school or college out 
there that teaches people to be wise. 

Now the question is, what do we do to 
become wise? How do we attain wisdom? 
Does it require a lot of hard work?

Well I say no. We do not have to put in a 
lot of efforts to attain wisdom. We don’t 
have to live in the forest like Gautam 
Buddha or Mahaveer. All we need is to find 
what we love and keep doing it. When you 
do something you love, you do not feel 
burdened or exhausted. 

Have you ever experienced that sometimes 
we may do a certain task which does require 
a lot of time and efforts but we don’t really 
feel tired while doing it? It seems as though 
we are able to do that task effortlessly. 

When we are assigned some work which we 
don’t like, it becomes very hard to complete 
it. However, when we are doing something 
which is in keeping with our interests, the 
task seems easy. It is like meditation. It 
helps us relieve stress.  Most people have 
witnessed this at some point or the other.

Meditation helps us become centered. It 

allows us to come closer to ourselves and 
makes us observant, reflective, mindful and 
attentive. By meditation, I do not mean you 
have to sit in a particular pose or chant 
mantras. All you have to do is find what you 
love and immerse yourself in your passion. 

Hard work is necessary in order to be 
happy and successful. This is what we have 
been told since childhood. But is it really 
true? I don’t think so. For me this line of 
thought is just a result of years and years of 
conditioning. 

In the past one year, I’ve traveled through 
mountains, forest, rivers, and oceans. I 
observed that life exists in so many forms. 
When I look at the world around me, I 
find that no other creature works as hard 
as humans. It seems that they are simply 
enjoying their life. Man is the only creature 
who believes that hard work is the key 
to success. We live in the fear that we 
may never be able to find happiness and 
satisfaction if we stop working so hard. 

On the contrary, I have observed that not 
working this hard may actually lead to 
something good. People like Dinesh Ji, 
Navin Ji, Sangeetha, Raghwa, Mansoor Khan 
have opted out from being a part of the rat 
race. They are genuinely happy and enjoy 
every moment.  They are just celebrating 
life. This is what we need to apply in our 

continue to page no.- 354

own lives. We need to slow down a bit and 
we will have ample time to enjoy small 
things in life and do things we love. 

In order to slow down, we need to come 
out from our structured lifestyle. We need 
to breakdown our fixed schedules. This 
does not mean we have to be lazy or 
unproductive. It is about taking a pause 
and asking ourselves a few fundamental 
questions about life. It is not about what 
we want to be. We need to ask ourselves 
what makes us truly happy? We need to ask 
ourselves how we want live our life and 
why? 



307

52
 P

A
R

IN
D

EY

45
Nisha  

&
 Mahesh 

The father-daughter duo run a social 
enterprise called Elrhino that produces 
eco-friendly paper and paper-based 
products made from rhinoceros and 
elephant poop. The enterprise aims at 
protecting the dwindling population 
of rhinoceros in the state, by linking 
its presence with local communities’ 
livelihood.

Innovators: Nisha Bora & Mahesh Chandra Bora
Vocation: Eco-friendly paper producers
Location: Guwahati, Assam
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The USP of this paper is that it is made from 
the poop of rhinoceroses and elephants — 
so yes, eco-friendly.

So what motivated them to start this 
enterprise? The vision to preserve one-
horned Asian rhinos!

Eighty per cent of the world’s one-horned 
rhinos are found in the north-eastern Indian 
state of Assam, where unfortunately the 
numbers of rhinos are dropping drastically. 
Besides the environmental reasons of 
changes to their original habitat, there are 
several other reasons for their diminishing 
numbers. For instance, farmers, to protect 
their crops from being destroyed by stray 
rhinos, kill this large mammal. Then there is 

a big black market for rhino horns; and so 
they are illegally hunted and killed for their 
horns which are sold for anywhere between 
Rs. 40 lakh to 70 lakh per kilogramme. Then, 
there are.

Mahesh is a retired coal mining engineer. 
This paper producing journey for Mahesh 
started in 2009. He was returning to 
Guwahati from Delhi when he read an 
article about a Rajasthan-based woman 
who was using elephant’s poop to make 
paper.

“I thought why not do something like this 
in Assam? When this lady can start this 
initiative in Rajasthan, a region which is 
not known for elephants’ presence, why not 
Assam where there are plenty of elephants. 
Maybe we could also include rhinos’ excreta 
and, eventually, help save them,” recalls 
Mahesh.

And so Mahesh decided to go to Rajasthan 
to learn how to paper from poop. When 
he returned to Guwahati, he established 
an enterprise called Elrhino. Today, this 
enterprise provides employment to at least 

15 people directly and another 150 people 
indirectly in and around the villages of 
Guwahati.

For having achieved this (livelihood of 
hundreds of people and protection of 
rhinoceroses), Mahesh gives the credit to 
his daughter Nisha. Nisha stood by him 
as a pillar of support when Mahesh was 
struggling to start Elrhino. Over the years, 
Nisha has taken over the business and is 
leading its success story.

“When my father was laying the foundation 
of Elrhino, almost all our well-wishers 
were discouraging us from starting this 
enterprise. They were all of the view that 
it’ll be nothing more than a waste of time 
and money. But papa had faith in his plan,” 
says Nisha. “I was working in Mumbai, 
Maharashtra, at that time. That was also 
a time when I was trying to figure out 
what I wanted to do in life. I wanted to 
do something different, something new, 
something interesting and something 
challenging. Whenever I came home, I used 
to be inspired by my father’s dedication and 
his initiative; and so I decided to join him in 
his enterprise.”

After Nisha quit her corporate career in 
Mumbai and took the reins of Elrhino in 
her hands in Guwahati, she didn’t know 
that Elrhino would end up becoming a 

Our latest parindey is a 
daughter-father duo, Nisha 
Bora and Mahesh Chandra 

Bora, who make paper.

The elrhino effect
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successful and popular brand name. It 
wasn’t her intention to make it a big brand 
name either. She just wanted to preserve the 
rhinos in the region by involving the local 
community; and subsequently providing 
the latter with letter livelihood options.

Nisha says, “Today, Elrhino has become a 
brand name which is being recognised 
world over. So many people are inspired 
by us every day and want to be associated 
with us. They encourage us to continue 
our initiative. But let me tell you, it hasn’t 
been an easy journey. We started producing 
paper with the thought that we’ll be able 
to sell them and make our voice (call for 
saving rhinos) reach more and more people 
through our products. However, we soon 
realised there was no market for our paper. 
So we had to come up with a new strategy; 
and we decided to make paper-based 
products rather than just paper.”

Elrhino products now range from 
lampshades and pen stands to diaries 
and even playing cards. They made their 
products reach a wider customer base 
through stalls at trade fairs, exhibitions and 
other such events or venues. Additionally, 
their outreach programme focused a lot 
on social media to reach out to the young 
population spread not just across India but 
around the world. The result was — not just 
did their work reach a global customer base 
but they also received appreciation for their 
efforts from various parts of the world. 
Elrhino has also been awarded with the 
2015-2016 National Award for Best PMEGP 
Export-Oriented Unit under the Khadi & 
Village Industries Commission of the Indian 
government.

Elrhino doesn’t depend on the national 
parks for its raw material. Instead, it sources 
it through villagers and farmers. This way, it 
is able to contribute to a rural household’s 

income, educate them about the need to 
preserve forest life and directly involve 
the community in the efforts of saving the 
rhinos.

By sticking to the core values of Elrhino, 
Mahesh and Nisha don’t want to enter a zone 
of competition with other paper producers. 
Their priority is to provide employment 
to the local community, save the rhinos, 
create awareness among customers and 
ensure that their customers know how their 
money is being utilised by the enterprise. 
And the results have been encouraging; 
more and more local people want to join 
their initiative in some way or the other 
while people from different parts of the 
world want to buy Elrhino products. Nisha 
and Mahesh’s vision now is to involve more 
and more villages in and around the region 
to come together for the preservation of 
rhinos.
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Vivek 

He is a farmer with zero-carbon footprint. 
He utilises local seeds to set up a seed 
pool of the next year. He rears cows to 
produce manure and oxen for plowing. 
He uses the cattle excreta for biogas. 
He has even set up oxen-powered 
water pump, threshers and mowers that 
eliminate the use of machinery and 
increase the potential of farmers.

Innovator: Vivek Chaturvedi
Vocation: Zero-carbon footprint farmer
Location: Kanpur, Uttar Pradesh
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Sometimes after buying the plot of land, he 
got a chance to participate in a workshop 
on Jeevan Vidya (Life Lessons). At this 
workshop, Vivek saw new perspectives of 
looking at life — and that was a new start 
for him. Instead of focusing on money, he 
started focusing on the value of real thing, 
basic needs and non-materialistic things.

“When I was reflecting on these life lessons, 
I realised that all that money that I had 
earned, after which the entire mankind is 
running, is a mere figment of imagination,” 
says Vivek. “It’s just a medium through which 
we fulfill our wishes and needs. However, 
the real value is not in these currencies 
but in the things that we buy from these 
notes. Our basic needs are still the same — 

food, clothing and shelter — as they were 
centuries ago. The only difference is that 
we’ve associated these needs with money 
today.”

Vivek adds that in this race for materialistic 
things, we’re causing the death of non-
materialistic things — the things that 
actually matter for our existence and basic 
needs.

“We’ve made our food poisonous and our 
water polluted. The air that was the source 
of our existence has today become the 
source of our destruction. And the reason 
for this is that we’ve made wealth and 
money the reality of our lives while the 
real needs have become mere objects to be 
used in our daily lives,” he adds.

When Vivek realised this hard truth, he 
started looking for solutions to undo what 
he had been doing until then. And he saw 

a solution in reconnecting and recreating 
a bond with the land. He started leaning 
towards agriculture; and understood that 
agriculture is no longer the same as it 
used to be some decades ago. Farmers, 
themselves, are so caught in the web of 
money today that they find it impossible to 
work without it.

The issue that caused most stress to him 
was that farmers were suffering losses 
despite working with seeds, which have the 
amazing power and potential to multiple 
into thousands. When Vivek was diving 
deeper into the issues of agriculture he 
learnt that farmers are dependent on 
markets for almost everything today. 
He has to spend money at almost every 
step of agriculture yet he doesn’t receive 
a reasonable price for his produce. In a 
situation like this, farmers are not even able 
to recover their input cost.

With this realisation, Vivek started looking 
for simple and intelligible options for 
farming. He began with increasing his self-
reliance on seeds and compost. By utilising 
local seeds, he set up a pool of seeds for 
next year. For making compost, he started 
rearing cows and oxen. He used the excreta 
of the cattle for biogas; and its waste for 
manure. When he could no longer manage 
plowing, irrigation and harvesting on his 
own, he deployed the oxen in plowing.

There was a time when money 
was everything for our latest 
parinda, Vivek Chaturvedi. In 
fact, he spent a major chunk 
of life just trying to earn more 
and more money. To earn more 
returns, Vivek even invested in a 

piece of land a few years ago.

Let’s hit undo
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“Do you know two rounds of oxen plowing 
is equal to five rounds of tractor plowing?”, 
Vivek says, adding that tractor often even 
kills the worms and microbes that live in 
soil, thus affecting the crop harvest.

For the process of irrigation, Vivek set up 
an oxen-powered water pump. Next, he 
used oxen-powered threshers and mowers 
that eliminated the use of any external 
machinery and yet increased the potential 
of farmers by at least two times.

“After taking all these initiatives, I wanted 
to introduce a measure and process by 
which farmers could become self-reliant in 

the areas of electricity and fuel too. I tried 
a few experiments for this. We innovated a 
gasifier that utilised straw in a village to 
produce electricity. To become self-reliant 
and self-dependent for petrol and diesel, 
we utilised the liquid waste from jaggery 
machines, which is frequently used for 
making alcohol as well. You can even use 
this fuel in vehicles if you make minor 
modifications to them,” says Vivek.

Right now, the experiment is in its 
preliminary stage but Vivek is confident 
he’ll soon achieve success in it. He is also 
working on an innovation that will allow 
farmers to get the maximum harvest by 

using minimum seeds.

Vivek believes that the day is not far when 
everyone will be forced to return to their 
roots and adopt farming because “we can’t 
eat, wear or drink money”.

“We have very limited resources left. 
Therefore, by returning to innovative 
techniques and traditional knowledge, 
we will not only increase the self-reliance 
of villages and farmers but also lead to 
optimal utilisation of available resources,” 
he says.
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Vipin 

He is a natural healer and co-
founder of Diabetes Trust. Through 
an establishment called Sehatvan, he 
brings small changes in people’s lifestyle 
to prevent big diseases. He organises 
regular camps to make people aware 
on how they can tackle diabetes, blood 
pressure and heart diseases without 
medicines.

Innovator: Vipin Gupta
Vocation: Natural healer
Location: Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh



320 321

Due to the various chemicals consumed by 
a human, through various preservatives and 
products, fever, cold and cough are common. 
Usually, these “ailments” make our body 
stronger. Fever, for example, pushes a lot of 
toxins out of our body. When we pop pills 
into our body, it restricts these toxins from 
being released. Pharmaceutical companies, 
however, have been instilling fear into 
our minds and have termed this natural 
process as an “illness”. This way, they grow 
their businesses but play with the health of 
humans.

If we try to read up a little about this issue, 
we’ll know how these pharmaceutical 

companies are promoting this immoral 
and inhumane act. By instilling fear into 
our minds, they are forcing us to take 
medicines, which actually give birth to 
more diseases in our bodies. To cure these 
diseases, more medicines are produced. 
It’s a viscous cycle. Their objective today 
is merely to earn more and more profit. 
Some decades ago, the pharmaceutical 
industry was seen as a social service 
group. Supporting these pharmaceutical 
companies are often those doctors who 
are regarded as God by many patients and 
their families. So how does this work? Well, 
doctors take a certain commission from, 
let’s say, X Pharmaceutical Company and 
then prescribe a medicine of the same 
company to his/her patients. You might be 
thinking that Rahul has a habit of writing 
against almost every other institution, and 
that’s why he is dissing this honourable 
profession too. But let me tell you, whatever 
I am saying is from my personal experience. 
I have taken no medicine in the last five 

years, and I’m perfectly healthy. In fact, I 
have been finding myself better ever since I 
stopped taking medicines.

Our latest parinda, Vipin Gupta, used to have 
complete faith in medicines. In fact, he was 
a researcher for various pharmaceutical 
companies. Many reputed universities have 
Vipin’s research papers in their syllabus. 
He has also worked with a few Nobel Prize 
winning scientists. A few years ago, however, 
he started developing doubts about the 
methods of some of these pharmaceutical 
companies. Several questions were being 
raised in his mind about the procedures 
being followed by them. When he translated 
these questions into his research, he came 
across several truths.

He knew that the human body is capable 
of two key things — reproduction and 
repairment. For both, our body needs the 
right environment and the right lifestyle. 
When he understood the importance of 
these two elements for the good health 
of a human body, he started doing several 
experiments with his life. He quit his job 
and took initiatives to bring his life closer 
to nature. His initiatives focused on two 
things: the first was to ensure he was living 
in the right environment; and the other was 
to change his lifestyle in such a way that he 
would not longer be a slave to medicines.

If a healthy person is made to 
believe that he/she is unwell, the 
health care industry can earn 
a lot of money. Pharmaceutical 
companies, for years, have been 
playing this game and enjoying. 

Heal the world
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To further his efforts, Vipin organised 
several camps across different parts of 
the country. Through these camps, he was 
able to interact with people directly and 
make them aware about how they can 
tackle diabetes, blood pressure and heart 
diseases without medicines. To make his 
efforts reach more people, he even set up 
an establishment called Sehatvan.

Through Sehatvan, he brings small changes 
in the lifestyle of people to prevent and 
cure big diseases.

“While working in this area, one thing 
became very clear to me — there are 
two kinds of environments around us. 

One is the external environment, which 
encompasses flora, fauna, water and air; 
and the other is the internal environment 
that exists within our bodies. In this second 
environment, there exists microbiome 
inside our bodies — we commonly call them 
“germs”. These microbiome strengthen our 
immunity system and are as important for 
us as our external environment. Ironically 
though, we’re adamant on destroying these 
environments. In the last 15-20 years,  
advertisements have played with our minds 
and our thinking capacities and made us 
believe that these microbiome are harmful 
for us,” says Vipin.

He adds, “To kill these human microbiome, 

we use sanitisers, soaps and medicines. By 
using these products, we’re reducing the 
immunity of our body and making it hollow 
by the day.”

At Sehatvan, Vipin tries to raise awareness 
about these issues. He explains to people 
how, by living in a healthy external 
environment, we can improve our internal 
environment. And in this journey, Vipin 
has seen some dramatic results in the 
lives of people who suffer from diabetes, 
blood pressure issues and other lifestyle 
diseases. Vipin says that if the right lifestyle 
is adopted, we can even prevent major 
diseases like cancer.
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Navin 

He is a graphic designer, writer and 
farmstay owner who decided to move 
away from the city life of Gurgaon to 
liberate his children from the shackles 
of mental slavery that the modern 
education system pushes kids into. As 
for himself, he wanted to get in touch 
with his roots. Today, Navin and his 
family own a farm land and also work 
with the local community’ to improve 
their livelihood and lifestyle.

Innovator: Navin Pangti
Vocation: Designer, writer & farmstay owner
Location: Almora, Uttarakhand
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Navin Pangti hails from Munsiyari region 
of Uttarakhand. It wasn’t long after Navin 
entered an engineering school that he 
realised something was amiss. But he 
wasn’t sure; and he couldn’t see a clear road 
ahead of him either. So he graduated as an 
engineer and then went ahead to study 
visual communications. He even worked in 
the areas of graphic designing and video 
production. Through this route, he was 
trying to give a new direction to his life.

It was during this phase that Navin started 
his own company. Though the company was 
doing well, he wasn’t enjoying what he was 
doing. So he exited from his company after 
a while and decided to take up freelance 
projects. Around the same time, his wife 

Deepti quit her job with the armed forces 
and decided to dedicate her time to her 
children.

For Navin and Deepti, it was pre-decided 
that they would not send their children to 
school. Instead, they wanted to homeschool 
their children and liberate them from the 
shackles of mental slavery that the modern 
education system pushes kids into.

The couple was very sure that it wanted 
their children to stay as far as possible from 
the pressure and follow-the-crowd attitude 
of modern education system.Interestingly, 
when Navin was working on his freelance 
projects, he felt the same sort of freedom 
and liberation that he wanted to give his 
children. Taking advantage of his free 
time, he decided to set out on a journey of 
self-discovery. And soon, he realised that 
his destination was a village. He wanted 
to settle down in a village, work in an 
agricultural field and get in touch with 

his roots. This vision of his was shared by 
Deepti but she did not want to force the 
decision upon her children.

They discussed the matter with their 
children; and decided to first move 
from Gurgaon (Haryana) to Haldwani 
(Uttarakhand). The next step was moving 
from Haldwani to Almora (Uttarakhand). 
The idea of this phased-shift was to slowly 
and gradually accustom their children to 
lives away from the hustle and bustle of 
a busy urban life. It was only when the 
children felt comfortable in Almora that 
Navin sold his property in Gurgaon and 
moved to Haldwani so that there was no 
looking back. Today, they’ve made a home 
on that land, where they also manage a 
small farm.

Navin now wants to start a farm-stay in 
this region to enable people to really 
understand the importance and joy of living 
a life; and to allow them to reconnect with 
their roots. Navin’s efforts also include 
initiatives through which, at a cooperative 
level, he can start small enterprises with 
the village community.

“We first want to build a relationship with 
the villagers. We don’t want the local 
community to think of us as the ‘outsiders’. 
Until we build an honest relationship with 

Our latest parindey are members 
of a family that has decided to 
stay away from the fast-moving 
city life and settle down in a 
village. In this village, they are 
not only reconnecting with 
their roots but they are also 
working with the local artisans 
to help create an identity for 
their art and improve their 

livelihood.

The insiders
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them, they will not trust us. They will think 
of us as outsiders with money who can do 
whatever they want and say whatever they 
want. To some extent, this is true, too. When 
a person travels from a city to a village, 
he/she has these fancy and big things 
to talk about and flaunt his/her bookish 
knowledge. However, these are the things 
that distant a city dweller from a village 
dweller. Therefore, it is extremely important 
to mould ourselves into their lives and to 
become a part of their happiness and 
sorrow. It is only then that the villagers 
will be able to build a relation with us and 
begin to trust us. If we don’t do this, we 
create a hierarchy of sorts that stays with 
us from the start till the end; and no matter 
how much we try, this gap will not reduce 
and a bond of trust will never develop,” says 
Navin.

He adds that in the time to come, the family 
hopes to earn the villagers’ trust. It is only 
after that that they will start talking to 
them about the importance of the village, 
the need to preserve the environment; 
and opportunity to give an identity to their 
knowledge. Till then, Navin and his family 
will continue to work on the community’s 
primary problems such as income, 
employment and health, among others.
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Nekram 

He is credited with solving the fodder 
crisis  in the region by encouraging 
village to plant trees. Over the years, 
he has worked with local farmers to 
reduce their dependence on chemicals 
and replace cash crops with traditional, 
indigenous crops and with handloom 
weavers to increase their self-
sustainability.

Innovator: Nekram Sharma
Vocation: Sustainable farmer and handloom promoter
Location: Karsog, Himachal Pradesh
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In early 1990s, the Himachal government 
had launched a literacy campaign; and 
— always one to help others — Nekram 
ji associated himself with this initiative. 
While he continued farming, he also visited 
various villages to educate people. It was 
during this period that he came across 
some academicians and social workers from 
the state who opened his eyes towards, 
and gave him a deeper understanding 
of, the plight of people who live in rural 
Himachal. And so Nekram ji decided to 
compliment his literacy initiatives with 
discussions on pertinent issues in an effort 
to raise awareness about them among the 
community members.

One of the major issues he came across 
in the state was lack of sufficient fodder. 
When he went deeper into the problem, 
he understood that excessive felling of 
trees in the jungles was the reason behind 
this shortage. And so, Nekram ji decided to 
start some initiatives for the protection and 
conservation of forests. His first step was to 
make people aware about the importance 
of forests.

Eventually, Nekram ji and his fellow 
villagers were successful in planting trees 
in a hilly area spread across 200 hectares. 
This solved their fodder crisis to a great 
extent. In fact, the village no longer felt 
short of fodder for cattle.

As time passed, Nekram ji became more 
and more aware of the community and 
its problems. He noticed that farmers’ 
dependence on chemical fertilisers had 

increased a lot. This was affecting the crop 
and the farmers’ livelihood. He noticed that 
people were no longer growing crops to 
feed their family but to sell it in the market. 
Indigenous and traditional crops had been 
replaced with cash crops. The result of 
these was nutritious food on the plates of 
those who were growing these crops had 
reduced. Diseases, which people had never 
heard of, had started making homes in 
the bodies of villagers. These realisations 
were enough to encourage Nekram ji to 
practice agriculture in a way that protected 
the seeds. He then distributed the seeds in 
neighbouring villages to encourage others 
to grow similar crops.

“Local environment compliments 
indigenous and traditional crops. These 
crops hold all the nutritious elements that 
are necessary for people of that region. 
They even protect a person from diseases 
like diabetes, cancer and other heart 
ailments. At the same time, these crops 
increase the digestive power and ensure 
continuous detoxification of bodies, thereby 
strengthening our muscles, respiratory 
system and nervous system,” he tells me.

He adds that though farmers have largely 
quit the practice of growing indigenous 

Our latest parinda, Nekram 
Sharma, hails from a family 
of farmers in Karsog, 
Himachal Pradesh. After he 
completed his education, 
he, too, joined his family in 

farming activities.

Back to the future
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and traditional crops today, these crops 
had been the key source of their meals 
for thousands of years. If you look back 
at our history, malnutrition never existed 
back then. The crops did not even require 
fertilisers.

“These crops have been taken off our plates 
through a well-planned conspiracy. When 
these crops were staple food for lakhs 
of Indians, companies that made seeds, 
chemical fertilisers and medicines were 
not flourishing. However today, when these 
crops have gone missing from the fields 
and the plates, the same companies are 
expanding by leaps and making four times 
the profit,” say Nekram ji.

Nekram ji recalls the time when several 
hydroelectric power projects were 
commissioned in Himachal Pradesh. The 

commissioning of these projects meant 
threat to rivers and villages. One such 
project was commissioned near his village, 
too. This meant that thousands of people 
from his village and nearby villages would 
be displaced; rivers would be destroyed; 
and the entire local ecosystem would be 
disrupted. But Nekram ji was sure that 
he would not let this happen; and so 
he approached the Supreme Court and 
the National Green Tribunal to stop the 
execution of this massive project.

Today, Nekram ji is happily settled in Karsog 
where he works with the local community 
towards their self-employment and self-
sustainability. There are a number of 
weavers in his region but a market-driven 
competitive approach has considerably 
hampered the economy of this sector. 
However, there are a few elderly men and 

women who still hold the knowledge of 
this specialised skill and art. Nekram ji is 
working with this group to reignite the art 
in the community. He regularly takes the 
beautiful handloom clothes made in the 
village to a wider customer base through 
various fairs and exhibitions in an effort to 
improve the weavers’ livelihood.

Nekram Ji has been involved in such 
initiatives for the last 25 years. None of 
this is work for him anymore. In fact, it’s 
his passion and habit. He goes around 
visiting villages to discuss their issues, raise 
awareness among them about the solution. 
I don’t think he’ll be able to get any sleep if 
he doesn’t do this. He has dedicated his life 
for the betterment of his community; and 
whatever time is left, he wants to use that, 
too, for this purpose.
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Sarit  

&
 Sandhya

Engineers by profession, the couple use 
science and mathematics to hone the 
thinking of the younger generations. 
Through their alternate education 
school Aavishkaar, they want to prepare 
the future of india to build the ability 
to identify between right and wrong, to 
stand in society without fear, to raise 
questions; and find answers on their 
own.

Innovator: Sarit Sharma and Sandhya Gupta
Vocation: Educationist
Location: Palampur, Himachal Pradesh
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No matter how much we discuss an issue, 
we can’t find a solution for a problem unless 
we completely understand it or experience 
it. To find a solution for any problem, it is 
important to first find answers to questions 
surrounding the problem and understand 
its various aspects in depth. Each of these 
questions and understanding must be seen 
as a piece of a larger puzzle. Once you are 
able to connect all the pieces of the puzzle, 
only then will you be able to reach to the 
root cause of the problem and, eventually, 
solve it. That is what science is all about 
too.

Our latest parindey from Palampur, Sarit 
Sharma and Sandhya Gupta, use science 
and mathematics to gradually develop the 

thinking of posterity. Through this, they 
want to prepare the future generation to 
have the ability to identify between right 
and wrong; to stand in the society without 
fear; to be able to raise questions; and find 
answers on their own. Sarit and Sandhya 
are engineers by profession and soul. They 
enjoy using science and maths for their 
experiments. After the two completed 
their education in India, they worked in 
the country for a few years. When they had 
earned enough money, they went to the US 
for their further studies and continued to 
work there for a decade. Though they had 
decided that they would not work in the US 
for more than 10 years, they were not sure 
what they would do post that. By that time, 
their daughter was also a little older; and 
the couple wanted their daughter to know 
more about her country of origin and its 
culture. And so, the family decided to return 
to India. They didn’t know what they would 
do in India, but they had simply picked a 
location on the map of India and decided to 
move to that town — Palampur. Their reason 

to choose this town was that its weather 
was nice and it was away from the fast-
paced life of a city.

When the couple arrived in Palampur, they 
too were concerned about their daughter’s 
education just like any other parents. 
However, Sarit believed that a school wasn’t 
necessary to receive education; one could 
gain knowledge anywhere. Sandhya, on the 
other hand, wanted to send her daughter to 
a school. So she visited and surveyed a lot 
of schools in the region and finally reached 
the conclusion that government schools 
cause the least damage to a student’s 
life. So, Sarit and Sandhya enrolled their 
daughter in a nearby government school; 
and took up teaching jobs there as well.

Now that the two were directly connected 
to an institution, they found several gaps 
in the education system. So tackle these 
barriers, the two devised several innovative 
techniques and incorporated them in their 
teaching methods. This way, they engaged 
the students more enthusiastically in topics 
of science and maths.

Soon after, they established Avishkaar, 
a platform through which they engaged 
with students from various parts of the 
country; and used the medium of science 
and maths to help youngsters build the 
power to think, understand and question. 

The journey of 52 Parindey has so 
far revolved around vocations 
and individuals that protect 
the environment. However, this 
story has no direct relation to 
environment. In fact, there is a 
special reason for selecting this 

story as one of the 52 stories.

Reinventing education
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Sarit and Sandhya wanted to make these 
children independent and capable of doing 
something good for their society.

“Besides giving lessons, we also organise 
science fairs in various parts of the country. 
Though we interact with any and every 
student, we try to focus on those who 
come from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
The reason for this is that we want them to 
become so capable and independent that 
they are able to create their own strong 
individual identities. We want them to be 
able to represent their society, questions 
their problems, find solutions for them, 
and eventually erase the words ‘backward’ 

or ‘disadvantaged’ from their dictionaries,” 
says Sarit.

“Maths and science teach us to question 
things. They force us to think. And when a 
person is forced to think, he/she begins to 
raise questions. You can’t find an answer 
unless you question. And you can only find 
the right answers if you’ve asked the right 
questions at every stage,” he adds.

That’s how science works. It makes children 
observe and question so that they are 
capable to find the right and wrong on their 
own. And Sarit and Sandhya enable the 
children to make this informed decision.
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Kulbhushan Upmanyu

An environment activist who has been 
involved with the Chipko Movement, 
he believes he was born to protect 
the Himalayan and the Himachali 
environment. He’s been a frontline 
campaigner in raising awareness about 
forest conservation; and is known for his 
fights against the government’s move of 
trying to replace indigenous plants with 
pine and eucalyptus. 

Innovator: Kulbhushan Upmanyu
Vocation: Environment activist
Location: Kamla, Himachal Pradesh
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Even during his college days, Upmanyu 
never liked the word ‘job’. To him, a job 
seemed like just another form of slavery. So 
when he graduated from school, he decided 
to look after a piece of agricultural land. At 
that point of time in his life, Upmanyu saw 
farming as the only occupation where he 
didn’t have to bow down to any person or 
institution. Even though, at that time, a Class 
XII degree meant a guaranteed government 
job, he decided to stick to farming.

While managing the crops on his land, 
Upmanyu started an enterprise of 
processing the harvest, followed by setting 
up a small grocery shop. However, he 
soon lost interest in the shop because he 
realised it’s almost impossible to do a good 

business without lying. He had even begun 
to question the economic benefits for 
which had established this small business. 
He felt even business had become a form 
of slavery of the modern world; and so he 
even closed shop soon. However, he felt a 
strong urge to do something for his village. 
So he got together with some village 
men and women; and started a village 
redevelopment group in 1973. Through this 
group, Upmanyu started finding solutions 
to the village’s various small problems by 
solving them at the village and community 
level. He believed if every problem of the 
village could be solved within the village, 
without the need to beg in front of a 
government official, the village will be 
able to become self-sustainable. His efforts 
gave birth to a strong sense and feeling of 
community-hood in the village. Happy with 
his efforts, he then replicated this initiative 
in 10-12 nearby villages.

One of the greatest achievements of his 
efforts has been the complete eradication 

of caste-based discrimination in these 
villages. On the other hand, he continued to 
make efforts at strengthening the cottage 
industry-based local economy. However, 
he soon realised that the problems he was 
working on were actually much bigger. He 
was unable to gather enough strength to 
fight these challenges; and so he decided 
to focus all his attention and concentrate 
all his power on one problem rather than 
on multiple issues.

Around that time, he came across an article 
on Sundarlal Bahuguna of the Chipko 
Movement. After reading that article, 
Upmanyu felt like he had found a reason and 
aim for his life — to protect the Himalayan 
and Himachali environment. He could see 
that the reasons and ideas of safeguarding 
a jungle were applicable for safeguarding 
a village too. A village is dependent on the 
forest for a lot of its needs. And so Upmanyu 
got in touch with Bahuguna.

In 1981, Upmanyu set out on a journey 
with the Chipko Movement in various parts 
of Himachal Pradesh and Uttarakhand, 
where they addressed village men and 
women. He’s been a frontline campaigner in 
raising awareness about forest and forest 
conservation. The Himachal government 
was at that time adamant to destroy the 
natural forests and replace them with 
pine and eucalyptus trees, which were not 

Our latest parinda is from a 
village called Kamla in Himachal 
Pradesh. For the last 40 years, 
Kulbhushan Upmanyu has been 
working tirelessly towards 
conserving and protecting the 

environment in the state.

Clearing the lungs
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ideal for the nearby flora and fauna or the 
ecosystem of the region. Despite threats 
to the local environment, the government 
wanted to grab the economic benefits from 
the region and so it was planting these trees 
at a mass scale. This led to a major fodder 
crisis in villages, which were dependent on 
these forests for food for their cattle.

Upmanyu then came up with a slogan 
against the government move: “Cheed, 
safeda band karo; chaare ka prabandh 
karo.” (Put an end to pine and eucalyptus; 
bring fodder back). Along with the slogan, 
he started taking out several processions 
and participated in many demonstrations. 
During this struggle, he even had to spend 
two months in a prison.

The sheer strength of this movement can 
be gauged by the fact that the slogan is 
still on people’s lips, 30 years later. Their 
collective efforts have reaped amazing 
results. No eucalyptus tree can be planted 

anywhere in Himachal now; and even pine 
can only be planted in areas that are away 
from populated areas.

Ever since then, Upmanyu has continued 
his efforts. He has even joined hands 
with various organisations in the state 
and created a common platform for them 
under the banner of Navrachna. Through 
this platform, the consortium of individuals 
and organisations voices its opinions about 
the unfair policies of the government; and 
helps the government frame new policies.

It is said that the current Himachal Pradesh 
forest policy is extremely complex, which 
makes deforestation acts quite difficult 
in the state. This is one of Upmanyu’s 
achievements that the government was 
forced to rework on its forest policy and 
come up with a stronger one.

“Despite so many efforts and achievements, 

the government often finds some way or 
the other to fell tress. This is the reason 
our fight is still on, 40 years after we 
started it. Today, the fight incorporates 
many other environmental issues such as 
water, air and development. We are now 
pressuring the government to come up 
with a holistic Himalayan Policy. While 
our fight is to primarily protect Himachal 
Pradesh, we must understand that more 
than half the country’s weather and 
ecosystem is dependent on the Himalayas. 
If the Himalayas are destroyed, it won’t take 
long for the country to be destroyed. The 
Himalayas are the lungs of this country; if 
the lungs stop functioning, the country will 
not be able to breathe,” says Upmanyu.
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Amarjeet

He is a farmer who has been a victim 
of the Green Revolution for 30 long 
years. Every harvest turned out to be a 
failure until he joined the Kheti Virasat 
Misson, a movement that promotes 
organic farming.  His association with 
this movement helped him return to his 
roots and revive the soil quality. Today, 
he grows more than 70 traditional crops 
in his field.

Innovator: Amarjeet Sharma
Vocation: Traditional farmer
Location: Faridkot, Punjab
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The same farmer, who was the provider for 
the nation until a few decades ago, is now 
being forced to kill himself due to the lack 
of grains to even feed his family. During 
the Green Revolution, the farmers added 
so much poison into the ground that the 
poison has now entered our bodies through 
the food they’ve grown and we’ve eaten. 
The health situation has gone so bad in the 
state that a train has been named ‘Cancer 
Train’ as 60 per cent of its passengers are 
cancer patients.

In the last 50 years, the farmers of Punjab 
have broken all ties with nature; and in 
doing so they have cut the same branch of 
the tree that they were sitting on. The state 
through which five rivers flow is today a 
thirsty state.

The initial results of the Green Revolution 
were quite surprising. By banking on this 
initial success, the government and the 
corporate-agriculture sector fooled farmers 
across the state.

And now, when Punjab is facing the brunt of 
the movement, the same government and 
the corporate sector has turned a blind eye 
towards the problem and those affected 
by it. Why? Because if the government and 
the big companies accept their mistake and 
let the word spread to other farmers of the 
country, it will have direct consequences 
on their profit. It will give farmers an 
upper hand over the government and the 
companies. And the corporate sector won’t 
let that happen.

The last story in this 52 Parindey series is 
about a farmer who, too, has been a victim 
of the Green Revolution. Amarjeet Sharma 
is a farmer who hails from Faridkot district 
in Punjab. When Sharma took up farming 
as a vocation 40 years ago, he started with 

adding poison to the soil. For 30 years, he 
continued to spray chemical fertilisers and 
pesticides on his land. In the greed for more 
output and more profit, Sharma even turned 
to cash crops. However, the profits did not 
continue to come in for long. In 2005, his 
entire lot of cotton failed; and he fell into 
a big debt.

Sometime later, when the government was 
carrying out field trials for BT cotton, he 
put faith in the government’s initiative and 
decided to grow BT cotton in his field. He 
had been told that this crop would not be 
infected by insects. He did as he was told, 
added the medicines he was asked to add 
to the soil, deployed the same techniques 
that he was told about. He followed step-
by-step instructions that were given to him. 
Yet, his entire lot failed him again. When 
he ran around for help, no government 
department or seed/medicine-making 
company offered him compensation or help 
of any kind. One of the consequences of this 
major loss was the suicide of Sharma’s son 
— a loss he still can’t get over even today.

“Chemicals have destroyed our lives. 
Everything from our soil and air to our 
water and food is polluted today. The more 
the government has promoted modern 
techniques of farming in the state, the 
more our state has gone down the drain. 
There are hardly any farmers who grow 

The time when farmers were the 
boon for Punjab is a thing of the 
past now. Reality is that a farmer 
is curse for Punjab today. The 
entire state, in fact, is suffering 
from the consequences of the 

Green Revolution. 

Trade for traditions
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indigenous crops or use traditional seeds,” 
says Sharma.

It was a little after this realisation that 
Sharma joined the Kheti Virasat Misson, 
a movement that is working to promote 
organic farming in Punjab. His association 
with this movement helped him return to 
his roots and his soil through traditional 
and organic methods of farming.

“Paddy requires high irrigation, if you add 
the cost of water to the total input cost 
of farming, an acre of yield will earn you 
three to four crore rupees. But this water 
has no economic value for us, and so we 
have destroyed the water bodies too. The 
situation has become such today that 
people in Punjab, home of five rivers, are 
being forced to buy bottled water. What 
could be more shameful for us?” asks 
Sharma.

Today, Sharma grows more than 70 
traditional different crops in his field, 
which has helped revive the quality of soil 
in his field. He even conserves indigenous 
seeds and promotes their use among other 
farmers. He addresses different groups 
of farmers to talk to them about the 
importance of retuning to organic farming.

“If a farmer adopts the traditional model 
of agriculture, he will be able to meet all 
the needs of his family from grains and 
vegetables to spices and clothes,” Sharma 
tells other farmers.

It’s not just the greed of the farmers but 
the greed of the state government as well 
that is responsible for the destruction of 
Punjab. It is necessary for both parties to 
accept responsibility for this. If Punjab has 
to be saved, farmers will have to return to 
their traditional practices of agriculture. 

Farmers will have to create a new crop 
cycle. Farmers will have to reestablish 
their bonds with nature. And none of this 
is possible until the farmers step out of 
the Green Revolution chain. On the other 
hand, the government will have to establish 
research centres across the state and the 
country to promote traditional farming; and 
ensure that the farmers are involved in the 
state-level dialogues and policy-making.

A farmer understands the nitty gritty of 
farming. Those who wear ties to work, sit 
in fancy offices and live in big bungalows 
cannot understand the realities of 
agriculture.
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But what happiness 
really means?

According to the society we live in, happiness 
is something which is based on external 
factors. It depends on other people or 
things. However this is not what happiness 
really is. We can see innumerable examples 
of this ‘depended’ happiness in our day to 
day lives. People become happy when they 
score well in examinations, when their 
favorite team wins the match or when they 
get acknowledgement and appreciation. We 
feel sad, nervous, afraid or anxious until we 
experience this kind of happiness. Doesn’t 
it make the whole concept of happiness 
vague? The fact that it is depended on 
external, often uncontrollable factors. 
Instead of making it a base of our happiness, 
we could have simply enjoyed watching 
that game or studying. We could have done 
whatever we were doing without thinking 
about the results. We could have just lived 
in the moment. For this, it is essential that 
we slow down a little and stop living our 
lives according to a fixed schedule. 

There is an urgent need to redefine the 
meaning of ‘professionalism’ and ‘success’.

Presently, the terms profession and 
livelihood are strongly connected, almost 
interchangeable. This is why most of us 
enter the professional world with wrong 
expectations. We act according to the advice 
of those around us instead of finding out 
what we want and following our instincts. 

People tell us that a particular profession 
will be great for us or a certain college or 
degree will help us exceed in life and we 
believe them. We are lured by the promises 
of a stable job, security, respect and a high 
social status. But do we really get all this? 
We don’t even know what do we want or 
how much of a particular thing will be 
sufficient for us. If stability and security is 
all that really matters, why are our lives so 
stressful? Why aren’t we happy? Why do we 
feel bored and indulge in various activities 
for fun and entertainment? Why do we love 
weekends and dread Monday mornings? 
In that sense being secure is always a 
secondary thing because we are not aware 
of what we want to achieve in our life and 
we will never able to achieve security in our 
life. 

The quality of our profession defines the 
quality of our life.

Our life is not limited to money and 
materialistic possessions. Our bank balance, 
reputation, grades, certificates, car, big 
house are not the right measurement of 
success. 

Hence, we need to choose our profession 
wisely. If our job enable us to earn enough 
money but leave us with no time or energy 
for anything else, is it really worth it? It is 
worth all the stress and pressure we go 

through? As I said before, real happiness 
lies in doing what you love!

The 52 Parindey I met during my journey 
do not possess a lot of money or comforts. 
However, this does not mean they are living 
in poverty or aren’t earning enough to 
sustain themselves. They know how much 
they really need. Fortunately, they are able 
to earn enough in order to lead a fulfilling 
life. Most importantly, they are doing what 
they love. They know that success is the joy 
of living.  They know that a life without joy 
and peace is meaningless. These Parindas 
are not tensed or stressed. Nor are they 
bothered about results, tasks, performances 
or their future. They aren’t unsure or 
insecure. It is from them that I learnt the 
true meaning of being ‘alive’. They taught 
me how to live life to the fullest. They 
showed me the right way to lead my life. 
There are times when I lose track. But now 
I know how to get back. Luckily, I have a 
number of people who help me walk on the 
path I chose for myself. 

When I quit my job in order to embark 
on this journey which was full of 
uncertainties, people warned me about 
the risks it involved. They said I was not 
thinking straight. I somehow managed 
to get a decent job despite quitting my 
MBA program midway. People could not 
understand why I wanted to throw it all 

away. I knew they had their own reasons to 
think the way they did. Even I was aware of 
the fact that I follow a pattern which may 
make it hard for me to lead a stable, secure 
life. I did odd, multiple jobs before I went for 
the MBA program. After quitting that, I tried 
my hand at business. But that did not last 
long either. The common thing in all these 
cases was the feeling of dissatisfaction. The 
MBA program, the job, none of these made 
me feel contented or happy. Even though I 
always made my own choices, they never 
seemed right enough. I can’t recall anybody 
else making my decisions for me post high 
school. I had the freedom to make my own 
choices. This has helped me take these 
‘risks’ in life. 

What is risk? It is perhaps the variability 
of the outcome. And it isn’t easy to define 
‘outcome’. Risk is the doubt which resides in 
our head. During this project, I had a lot of 
time to observe and reflect. What I found 
was that I was never really thinking about 
success or failure. I wasn’t bothered about 
the opinions of others. I realised that I felt 
something incorrect or incomplete in my 
life and began working towards bringing 
a change. This is the reason behind the 
decisions I made. And people wrongly 
assumed this as a ‘risk’. Honestly, at some 
point, even I thought this is what risk means. 

I have always been happy about the fact 

that at least I try. I try to bring a change 
in my life. But I do this only when I feel 
the need for a change, not if someone else 
suggests me to make these changes. I was 
not only changing jobs. By trying my hand 
at various things, I was also changing other 
aspects of my life. 

I am an avid reader. I love to read my 
thoughts, emotions, actions, reactions, 
judgments, assumptions, beliefs and 
perceptions. I read them, I question them, 
I experiment with myself, gain experiences 
be the change I want to be.(unclear) I do 
not wait for the right moment, situation 
or favorable conditions. Whenever I feel 
that something needs to be changed in my 
life, I just start working on it. And change 
happens. It just happens automatically. All 
I really am is a person who is aware about 
himself and his life. That doesn’t make me 
a change-maker or a revolutionary. I don’t 
want to change the world or the way the 
society works. All I want is to be mindful 
and aware and I wish others would do 
same. But I know I can’t force my perception 
on other people. This desire to be aware 
and mindful comes from within and no one 
can force it upon you. We just need to work 
on ourselves.  And when we finally feel it, it 
will be life-changing. 

But it is not as easy as it seems. I was in 
a constant dilemma. A war among my 

thoughts was going on in my head. Bringing 
about change in our life has its own 
struggles. There are moments when it may 
seem joyful and exciting, but most of the 
times it is frustrating and tiring. It leaves 
us restless and exhausted. That is why 
most people don’t want to change. They are 
caught up in their day to day convenient 
lives. They are afraid to come out of their 
comfort zones because they are not sure of 
the outcome.

Our mind is trained to be sure, to be in 
control. This is why when things are not in 
our control or when we are not sure about 
something we feel fearful. We fear whatever 
is unfamiliar or unknown to us.

Speaking with experience, these feelings 
we feel during the process of changing 
and evolving are not pleasant at all. We 
feel isolated from others because it is a 
lonely task. It is something we must do all 
by ourselves and requires a lot of mental 
involvement and engagement. This leaves 
us too tried to do other tasks.  And because 
of this, we are not able to focus on our daily 
lives. 

As a result, we end up feeling restless and 
anxious. Our emotions are in a continually 
stimulated sense. This causes a lot of 
stress and makes us irritable. We often 
end up upsetting people who are close to 
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us. However, there is a very valid reason 
behind it. The people we care about are 
often the reason why we hesitate to change 
ourselves. When that happens, we become 
so dissatisfied that we feel lost. But  it does 
not mean we are not on the right track. It 
simply means that we are learning to deal 
with some new experiences, emotions, 
realities and expectations. It isn’t easy to 
deal with all these things and so when the 
change comes it becomes pleasure. 

Hence, there is no need to be afraid. We 
just have to come out of our comfort zone, 
listen to our inner self and stay with these 
feelings. We need to take them for what 
they really are, accept and acknowledge 
them and enjoy the process. Because all the 
learning we need to be happy in life comes 
from the process and not from its outcome. 
Change is just a milestone in the journey 
called life.

..
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52 Parindey brings to you stories of 52 innovators who are 
making a conscious and sustainable living for themselves 
and the planet through alternate careers in Indian towns 

and villages.
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