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Love in the wilderness By Shila Biswas
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Dear Deshantari members,

| believe the diversity of subject matters in “Lipika” articles, stories, poems, paintings and the
photographs, reflecting the rich life-experiences of the writers, will be enjoyable to all of you. However, |
am sorry to say that this year, except for Srijita's, Shaoni’s and Aheli’s articles, we did not receive any
literary submission from our younger members. Appreciated receiving the drawings from a few children,
and the credit goes to their encouraging parents. Our sincere thanks to Rik and Oishee Ghosh for finding
time in their super-busy lives to create a unique Cover page for Lipika this year as well and to
demonstrate once more how talented they are. Suparna Majumdar has utilized her valuable technical
background to extend a helping hand to look after all the technical aspects - again.

To me, the moral lesson of Durga Puja is Unity, without which no higher goal is achievable. All
divine entities, from Brahma, Vishnu, Maheshwar, to even Kuber equipped the Devi in her fight against
Mahishasura — without comparing the value of their contributions. Hopefully, we Bengali people will not
forget this underlying lesson and continue to hold these ideals close to our hearts.

On behalf of Lipika team, | send my best wishes to all of you for a true enjoyment of Durga Puja
festivities.

Jharna Chatterjee, Editor

e Please forgive any unintentional errors
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Sainthia to Santiniketan on bicycle in May 1957
Nirmal K Sinha

Summer vacation from 15th May to 15th July of 1957 almost arrived in Delhi’s schools. |
had just completed Class X in Raisina Bengali H.S.School and was counting the days before |
could see my Ma, Baba and 3.5 years younger sister again in Naogaon in Rajshahi District of
East Pakistan.

On the very first day of my vacation, | took the Janata Express to go to Howrah, Calcutta
(Kolkata). The train’s name ‘express’ was only for the name’s sake. It was the slowest among
the Delhi-Howrah trains as it used to serve Janata (mass) by stopping at all the stations along
the 1538 km path. After the 45-hour journey, seeing the tips of the Howrah-bridge on Hoogly
River, as the train approached Howrah Station, was indeed very exhilarating.

| had a red-cover Indian passport valid only for visiting East Pakistan. The travel visa,
however, had to be obtained from Pakistan’s Kolkata office, not the High-Commission of Pakistan
in India’s capital — Delhi. Immediately after arrival in Howrah, | used to rush to Pakistan’s office
and stand (like a man) in the long que to submit my visa application for my annual summer-
vacation to my birthplace. | must admit, people in the queue used to be very kind and
sympathetic, advising me to go to the front with very little objections.

Pakistan was under military rule. Due to unknown military risks, | guess, the officials
retained my application and told me to come back in about three weeks. Thus, | decided to visit
my Sejda (third elder brother), Bireswar Sinha, in Suri, about 15 km west of Sainthia in Birbhum
District of the West Bengal (WB) state of India. | took the morning train from Howrah station
to go to Sainthia, 190 km away on the south shore of Mayurakshi River. On arrival Sejda picked
me up on his bicycle. He was working in Suri as a manager of the Government Sales Emporium.
It was a position | used to think (!!), offered to Sejda as an acknowledgement by the
Government of West Bengal for being a freedom fighter. Even though he was a bodybuilder,
Sejda suffered many years of physical torture, during his prime youth, in British jails that seriously
affected his lungs.

My second day in Suri was memorable. | spent the day with Sejda at the emporium.
During the day, an old man with chandan (sandalwood) markings on his forehead, came and
stood silently in front of the store. He had an ‘ektara’ (single-string musical instrument) in his
left hand and a tin can in his right hand. That was my first encounter with a Baul of Bengal.
Naturally | started to talk with him and requested him to sing for me, promising that | would
take a picture with my pride and joy — a Zeiss lkon box camera. He was really gentle with me,
and with a big smile started to sing and dance. What a wonderful rustic voice! Soon people on
the street started to gather around us. | grabbed his tin-can and started to go around for
contributions.

Using Sejda’s bicycle, | used to visit different places in the land of red soil of Birbhum
district of West Bengal. One early morning before sunrise, | went to Bakreshwar, a small village
about 18 km west from Suri or about 58 km north-west from Santiniketan. It was very pleasant



to pedal through the country-side at dawn. Since it was not a festive or pilgrimage season, |
was perhaps the only human being crazy enough for cycling through the apparently barren places.

Baul singer, details of area temple,
group of Bakreswar temples — photos,
sketch by Nirmal K. Sinha, May 1957

The name Bakreswar comes from Bakranath Shib (Siva). It is known to be one of the
51 pithas or peethas (seat of Shakti) of Hindu mythology. There are seven relatively small
natural hot-spring outlets or Kundas, named as Agnikunda, Brahmakunda, Chandrakunda,
Jibitakunda, Kharakunda, Suryakunda and Vairavkunda. The air with the smell of Sulphur was
refreshing for me. | noticed several trivial and neglected, moss covered, Bengal-style brick temples
with banyan trees growing on and around them. It seemed that | was the only visitor at the site
and thus | could walk freely from one kunda to the other. | knew that the water temperature of
the kundas varied between 35°C and 67°C. Agnikunda was the hottest. Agni means fire in
Sanskrit. | filled up the small glass bottle | took with me with Agnikunda water. My ambition was
to carry out chemical analysis on my return to school in Delhi, where | just graduated to the 2~
year of a three-year Higher-Secondary science -curriculum. Upen-da, the chemistry-Ilaboratory
teaching assistant of our school, impressed me immensely. He used to allow me to stay after
the school hours and perform all sorts of tests. | was destined to be a chemist in future. Our
school laboratory was well designed and equipped, and no kidding, comparable to the laboratory
at the Delhi University which | attended later - but to become a physicist.

Birbhum district was under massive developments undertaken by the Damodar Valley
Corporation (DVC). It was to tame the mighty Damodar River and other rivers/tributaries in the
area by constructing dams, reservoirs and irrigation channels. Canada, incidentally, was involved
in designing and building the massive, 47m high and 662m long hydroelectric power generating
Massanjore dam (also known as Canada Dam) over the Mayurakshi River located in the state
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of Bihar (now Jharkhand) near Bihar-WB border about 36 km upstream from Suri or about 46
km from Sainthia. Bolepur with its famous suburb, Santiniketan, is only 70 km away.

Massanjore dam was commissioned in 1955 and formally inaugurated by Lester B Pearson,
the Foreign Minister of Canada. Pearson became my idol when he became instrumental in creating
the United Nation’s peace-keeping forces during the Suez-Canal crisis. Little did | know that |
would travel through the Suez Canal only four years later in 1961 on board the Cunard-line’s
S.S(steam-ship) Canton on my way to London (UK) and beyond. In fact, that was my second
exposure to Canada as a country; the first being the monstrous Canadian steam locomotive of
the Howrah-Kalka Mail that | took to go to Delhi a few years earlier to live with my Pishima
(paternal aunt). | was only 8 years old then.

Difficult to believe, as Massanjore has now become a popular tourist destination, | was
the only visitor of the dam during the extremely hot summer’s day of my visit in May. The gate
across the walking path on top of the dam was closed to the public. The guards manning the
guard house did not allow me to enjoy the panoramic view of the two sides of the dam. |
wondered what security risk | was! There was a big sign-board too. It warned, “No photography
- violators will be prosecuted”. | dared not take the camera out of my backpack. However, |
made sketches in my notebook and used them later in fabricating a model dam, with the help
of my classmates, at our school (Raisina). Our model was exhibited during the annual prize-
distribution ceremony of the school.

For two nights | stayed in a small one-story mess—house in Bolepur, about 18 km south
of Suri, with a group of young males Sejda knew. They were with civil-mechanical engineering,
architectural and drafting background working for the DVC. There used to be a cook with a local
background. He loved to prepare dishes using ‘posto’ or the poppy-seeds as one of the
ingredients. Among the Bengalese, who does not like posto-bata, posto-bora or patal-posto,
etc? But almost all the dishes with a touch of posto at every meal time!! Anyway, during the
supper time, the young residents used to sing a chorus, “Posto, posto, posto — posto khaile
palai sardi jar, posto, posto...” and dance accompanied by rhythms produced with a large ‘hanri’
(terracotta pitcher). | learned to dance with them too. Even today | could hear that song if |
close my eyes and think of those two evenings. They used the tune of an advertisement-song
for ‘Aspro’ for the relief of fever, cough and headache, broadcasted every few minutes, by the
Voice of America (VA), a high-powered amplitude-modulated (AM) radio station based in
Colombo in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka). VA was actually an American propaganda machine. In
those days of cold-war, India, being a neutral country, was not considered by the USA as a
friendly nation.

Following the first night of stay at the mess and soon after having the stomach full of
delicious loochi with aloo-posto, | headed for the road. Just before the Bangla signboard for
Santiniketan, | noticed an old banyan tree bending over the ditch beside the road. | decided to
take a photograph of the signboard framed by the fallen tree. However, | wanted to add some
human interests to my photograph. Since | noticed a bullock-cart coming from the opposite
direction, | sat down by the roadside until the vehicle arrived at the desired locationl took only
one picture (every frame used to be very expensive for me and | could take only 8 shots on
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a roll of film). As the cart passed by, | was stunned to notice the details of the rib-cages of
the young driver as well as the two castrated bulls.

photo by Nirmal K. Sinha, May 1957

For most of the day | cycled through the entire campus of Viswa Bharati University
(VBU). No campus map was available. The dream | had of Santiniketan was shattered when |
noticed the empty houses here and there with unkempt gardens and dusty grounds covered with
gravel and no green spaces. There were no signs of any classes under the Chaatim trees and
certainly no students were sitting on the rough grounds. All those descriptions of the VBU campus,
| heard, seemed to be idiosyncratic imaginations of the passionate Bengali minds. The place
seemed to be abandoned except for one or two persons walking on the streets and a few dogs
running around.

| stopped and knocked at the doors of a few buildings, names of which were familiar to
me, but nobody was interested to show me around. | guess a young kid like me on a bicycle
with no credentials or introductory letters from any well-to-do persons, did not deserve any
attention. Hopelessly, | wandered around the area on my own. In the morning of the second day
of my exploration, | found a few concrete sculptures of Ramkinkar Baiz, located though at offbeat
sites. Incidentally, a few years earlier, | met the artist in the newly built AIFACS (All India Fine
Art and Craft Society) hall on Rafi Marg in Delhi. Using my pishima’s lady-bicycle, | used to
visit AIFACS building quite often to see exhibitions on paintings, sculptures and photographs.
There was an artist in me - nurtured by Abani Sen, art teacher at our Raisina School. Ramkinkar,
as a person, impressed me by his down-to-earth attitudes towards me; he didn’t dismiss me
as a kid as most grown-up Bangali Antels (intellectuals) tend to do. My expectations were to
find his unique unconventional creations dotting important locations in the Santiniketan landscape.

All those disappointments and hopelessness disappeared almost instantaneously when | came
across a new and unheard sculpture with no nameplate on the pedestal. There were cement
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wastes scattered on the ground and | could smell the cement in the air. Nobody seemed to
have cleaned the area, at least, to my expectations. | went round and round the pedestal to
find the best position for having the entire sculpture against the open deep-blue sky in my
photograph. But | had to adjust my position carefully in order to avoid a bare bodied person in
white loin cloth on a small tal-tree (palmyra palm, or toddy palm) behind the sculpture. He
was removing dry leaves from the tree and probably watched me too - going round and round
the huge sculpture depicting two Santhali women and a child. Almost instinctively | associated
myself with the little boy and two women with my Ma and my Kakima (second mother to me)
carrying an earthen pitcher of river water on her head, happily walking beside the Jamuna river
behind our house in Naogaon.

Ramkinkar’s ‘Mill Call’ in Santiniketan,
photo by Nirmal K. Sinha, May 1957

I could hardly keep my eyes off the exuberantly smiling energetic faces and eyes of the
two women and the child. Finally, | sat down on my backpack leaning against the pedestal.
But suddenly | was over stricken with uncontrollable grief and burst into crying for my two
Ma’s, whom | was expecting to join so eagerly. With my face down on the ground | started
to cry, perhaps loudly. Suddenly | could feel a human touch. The man from the tal-tree gave
me a hand to pull me up and started to walk holding my left hand. Clasping the bike with
the right hand, | humbly followed him. He told me his name was ‘Lakkhon’. We walked for a
while until we reached his home, thatched with dried tal-leaves, in a small Santhal settlement
beside a large pond surrounded by tall sky-kissing tal trees. There were several women and
children, some of my age, frolicking in the shallow-end of the pond, chasing fishes with small
nets on bamboo frames. Unlike kochuripana (water hyacinth) -infested and dirty ponds in Suri,
here the water was absolutely clean. Lakkhon-kaku (| decided to call him) introduced me to
his wife and three children in the pond and offered me a red-cotton gamchaa (towel).
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| took all of my clothes off and put on the gamchha to join the gang. Almost instantly, |
got integrated with my Santhali Ma, a sister and two brothers. The smile on the faces of two
women in the pond caught my attention, reminding me of expressions Ramkinkor captured in his
sculpture of two women with a child.

s

2%

Santhali women and my
Santhali Ma, sisterand two
— brothers in talpond - Photos
by Nirmal K. Sinha, May 1957

| was supposed to go back to Suri, but decided to spend the night with my Santhal
family. In the evening, we had rice with some vegetables and pora-machh (barbecued fish).
Under the clear sky on a mat, | slept through the whole night with my newly found three
siblings. After spending the entire daytime with my Santhal family | took the road to Suri after
sunset. On my way, a Bolepur-to—-Suri passenger bus practically knocked me off the road before
coming to a full stop. The driver and his assistant got out of the bus, grabbed my cycle and
after tying it on the rooftop, forced me to board the bus, saying, “We know you are Bireswar-
da’s brother; let’s go home”. Later, | came to know that almost everybody in Suri knew my
Sejda.
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Dining at the “Wild Grouse”
Subhalakshmi Basu Ray

While exploring little known regions in East Europe, through the course of our travels, we
have stopped for meals at multiple establishments. None quite so satisfying as in a restaurant in
a nondescript town, split by an international border!

On the Estonian half of the twin town of Valga/Valka, a stone’s throw away from the
border, set in a leafy garden, is a handsome manor house. It was built in 1912 to serve as a
school. Reinventing itself after renovation in 2005, “The Metsis” or “wild grouse” in Estonian,
is nhow a mid-range hotel, offering eighteen decently appointed rooms, some with ensuite saunas.

The only restaurant in the hotel replicates the interior of an old hunting lodge. A cavernous
fireplace dominates the room, with animal skins and other hunting trophies mounted on its exposed
brick walls, exuding an earthy charm. The menu features game meat: wild boar, venison, grouse,
among other offerings. Till recent years, the hotel had organized hunting excursions to the
surrounding forests. Recreational hunting and foraging for mushrooms and wild berries have been
popular in this region, since times immemorial.

Portions served at the Metsis are generous and artfully presented. The side order of
mashed potatoes which came with my entrée, when we visited, looked so realistically like a
poached pear, that it had me fooled!
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Dense rye bread and black tea, sometimes sweetened with local honey, usually accompany
meals. When the weather permits, guests can enjoy alfresco dining on a paved terrace, in the
secluded rear garden of the hotel.

We stopped for a late lunch, without reservation, on our road trip from Riga, the Latvian
capital, to the Estonian university town of Tartu. It took a while for our meals to be served. It
didn’t help that except for the manager, the staff only spoke Estonian. However, a much-handled
English menu was produced upon request and when our order finally arrived, it was a veritable
feast for the senses!

Unfortunately, we were on a tight schedule and there was no time to explore the little
town. Knowing what | now know about the history of the region, | regret not taking the short
walk down the street where the hotel is located, to a memorial honouring a fallen hero of the
Estonian War of Independence, Lt Julius Kuperjanov. The pivotal battle of Paju was fought and
won, some 6 km north west of Valga, by Estonian freedom fighters under the command of this
charismatic, 24-year-old teacher turned soldier.

Founded by German settlers in the 13» century, Walk. as Valga / Valka was originally
called, was a sleepy, provincial town for much of its history. After the declaration of independence
by Latvia and Estonia in 1919, the freshly minted nations needed international borders to be
drawn. Walk was split in two in the process, resulting in the twin towns of Valga / Valka.

Valga has been growing at a steady pace, since the dissolution of the USSR and the
restoration of Estonian independence. Despite the lack of major tourist attractions, it is a popular
transit hub, largely due to an excellent network of roads which connects it to key Baltic
destinations. For travelers on a road trip from Riga to Tallinn for instance, it is a convenient pit
stop for a satisfying meal or even a comfortable overnight stay. And Metsis Hotel with its
characterful restaurant, named for the wild grouse, is easily the best watering hole in Valga /
Valka, as per the reviews on Tripadvisor.
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“From Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida's wife Yuko Kishida to IMF chief Kristalina Georgieva,
several top foreign dignitaries donned traditional Indian ensembles at the G-20 Dinner hosted by President
Droupadi Murmu on Saturday night. For the special occasion, all guests were dressed to the nines. Many
opted to embrace Indian fashion in special ways.

IMF Chief Georgieva arrived at Bharat Mandapa, Delhi for the G-20 Dinner in a purple ethnic suit that she
paired with a golden dupatta.” (Internet)
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My Time at the Calcutta Rowing Club
Ranojoy Basu Ray

Many of you, while walking along the banks of the Dhakuria lake, would have seen boats,
like the ones above, gliding gracefully through the water. | did, and was curious to know more.
When | did, | got hooked into a passion which lasts even today. Being involved with rowing, |
learned teamwork, leadership, public speaking among other things.

| did most of my rowing at the Calcutta Rowing Club (CRC). The Calcutta Rowing Club
was founded by a small number of enthusiastic ex-patriate oarsmen in 1858. This makes it a
year older than the club founded at Shanghai and probably, the oldest club east of London. The
first boat house with a thatched roof was on the bank of the Hooghly River near Chandpal Ghat.
After it was swept away in a cyclone, a more permanent boathouse was built. In 1923, it moved
to its present location in Dhakuria.

Currently, there are three more rowing clubs in Calcutta — Lake Club, Bengal Rowing Club
and Calcutta University Rowing Club. This has allowed many youngsters, boys and girls, to be
on the water and has led to healthy competition. The boat types in use are single sculls, pairs
and fours.

In 1933, the Amateur Rowing Association of East was formed. A Regatta was held each
year at different locations. Members were from Madras, Rangoon, Colombo, Karachi and Hong
Kong. These regattas were well contested and exciting, with the oars persons practicing for
months to win a coveted spot among the crews.
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Closer to home, the annual rowing competition, called Head of the Lake Regatta, began
against the newly formed Lake Club and now includes Bengal Rowing Club and Calcutta University
Rowing Club. Subsequently, the West Bengal Rowing Championships were inaugurated in the
1970s followed by the National Rowing Championships.

In the year 1926, the Merchants Cup was initiated with an endowment from the partners
of Messrs. Gillanders Arbuthnot & Co for annual competitions between teams from companies and
to date, it has continued every year.

| have a lot of fond memories of CRC. It was not only a sports club, but a social venue
as well. The club house is colonial in its architecture with wooden pillars, a tiled roof and a
fireplace in the lounge. A deep verandah served as a dance floor during club nights. The men’s
changing room has an interesting relic from the past — a “punkha” that was in use from pre-
electricity days, and motorized by the expatriate members at a later date. The lawn was lush
and edged by flower beds and maintained by a team of gardeners. The boat house 1s a
standalone building facing the lake.

During summer months in Calcutta, when load shedding was a way of life, the CRC lawn
by the lakes was an oasis of pleasure with the children frolicking on the lawns. The fresh hand
cut potato chips at CRC were the best in town!! Our toddler son could never have enough of
them. “Aloo babas” he called them! |

The Club Committee used to sit on the lawn on Sunday mornings and conduct serious
club administrative business, sipping on Gin and Tonic or Kingfisher beer. One such morning, we
heard something falling from the hanging bridge leading to the mosque island. Looking around,
we noticed a young lady floating in the water with her saree ballooning around her. She was
rescued and sent home, escorted by the Durwan, who came back with a receipt stating “Received

”Il

one woman in wet condition
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Every three months or so, there would be a regatta and, in the evenings, there would
be great music and dancing. | was fortunate to court my girlfriend, now my wife there, and we
both have beautiful memories.

Some levity had to be brought in to break the seriousness of practice and regattas. The
expatriate members, in the earlier days, came up with the concept of the “Pagol” Regatta. It
was designed around fun ways to use the boats and the facilities — greasy pole, fancy dress,
blindfolded rowing with a partner to guide, etc. It used to be held in Fall when the weather was
comfortable. There were exotic foods and drinks with lots of music and dance. This particular
regatta brings back a flood of memories.

After leaving Calcutta for Delhi, no rowing was possible as there wasn’t a large body of
water. However, | was able to maintain my contact with rowing, first as a national umpire, and
later as an international umpire with World Rowing. | transferred my international umpire affiliation
from India to Canada. | last officiated at the 2013 Junior World Rowing Championships at Trakai,
Lithuania before retiring. | still continue to umpire at local Ottawa regattas.
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A Club to Call my Own
Sreejita Das (20 years old at the University of Ottawa )

| have always felt lost in my sense of identity, especially growing up in Canada. | felt
like | wasn’t Desi-enough, while simultaneously feeling like | wasn’t Westernized enough to fit
anywhere. Last school year, a new club popped up at the University of Ottawa, the Bangladeshi
Students Association. Initially enticed by an executive position, | backed out partially due to
being busy with school, but partially also due to those initial feelings of not belonging. Two
weeks after hiring, | still felt a twinge of regret, so | asked if there was any other position |
could fill on the committee. They offered me the position of General Associate, and | happily
accepted. Little did | know the impact this club would have on my sense of identity.

Last year | helped decorate and set up events as well as suggest events to plan, but
the real sense of connection grew from the members on the committee. | had the ability to
meet and connect with so many Bengali people my age. As we continued organizing and
holding events, | learned more about Bengali culture and grew my roots even deeper.

Our club culminated the school year with Pohela Boishakh, our biggest event of the
year. The event took so much planning, but the end result made it worth it. We hosted
Pohela Boishakh at a restaurant and decorated it beautifully and creatively; we used different
coloured sarees as curtains, flower garlands and plastic green vines for the photobooth. My
non-Indian friends even came to support me, and | lent them some of my cultural clothes so
they would get the full experience. We had performances, varying from singing and dancing,
as well as an open dance floor at the end. In the middle of the performances, we even had

a saree wearing competition; but for the guys! The men would have 5 minutes to put on a



saree and it was hilarious; everyone was laughing. At the end of the show, we had an
executive team-member dance and everyone loved it. The fun part was learning and
choreographing a Desi dance 24 hours before the event. | think we spent 5-6 hours the day
before our event learning the dance and practicing over and over again, and it was so much
fun! Seeing everyone on the committee come together to learn a dance was not only a
bonding moment, but also further proof to how well the club executives worked together.
Overall, the event was a big success; we had over 70 Bangladeshi students come to our
event, everyone dressed in various shades of red and white.

This year, my role and commitment to the club has elevated; I’'m now one of the
vice-presidents of Events - actually spearheading and implementing the events we plan. As
of now, we have planned an Adda Night (September), Bhooter Raat (October), Networking
Night as well as a Girls Only Mehendi Night. I’m in charge of planning what we do at these
events as well as determining the budget for these events. While it is definitely a lot more
work than last year, | really enjoy planning these events where students can feel a sense of
belonging while also having fun. Not to spoil the surprise too much, but we are in the midst
of preparing for Pohela Boishakh and getting everything sorted out to make it bigger and even
better than last year!

Executive Members of the Pohela Boishakh Club
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Rabindranath Tagore by Arun Roy
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AN ODE TO CANADA

Arun Roy

Victory to thee Canada, Land of Many Human Streams
Thou helped many a people to fulfill their Dreams.

Many a people who faced cruelty and hardship,

Thou welcomed them with open arms and compassion deep.
Your beautiful lakes and rivers sing thy praise,

We, thy sons and daughters join them night and days.

We, your sons and daughters stand on guard for thee,

We work hard everyday to keep you strong and free.



Durga -Somdatta RoyChoudhuri
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The recent rise of Human Trafficking and possible contributing factors
Shaoni Disha Chakraborty

When humanity abolished human slavery, they never realized that it would return in different
forms, stripping away people’s human rights. Human trafficking is an open wound in our society;
a social stigma that has weakened mankind. The practice of human trafficking has been recurrent
for centuries and found worldwide. Human trafficking is highly prevalent in India, creating a
newform of ‘slavery’. Bordering Bangladesh, the state of West Bengal is home to one of the
largest trafficking hubs in India, accounting for some 25% of trafficking cases. In 1989, trafficking
cases spiked by 400% from the previous year. This merits a closer look at the possible factors
that led to such a sudden increase in trafficking incidents. For example, during the COVID-19
pandemic, trafficking and kidnapping cases have nearly doubled. Unfortunately, the rise of cases
both in 1989 and 2020 both stem from the same systematic inequalities found in society. Human
trafficking encompasses a wide range of crimes like forced labor, prostitution, and organ trafficking.
Although COVID-19 is a factor, there are other factors that often also contribute to human
trafficking. For example, environmental disasters, religious violence, and political instability.

Environmental Disasters

The Indian state of West Bengal, particularly its southern Sundarban forest region, faces
frequent extreme weather events such as cyclones, floods, and droughts due to its geographical
location. The local population, largely living in poverty and reliant on agriculture, is highly vulnerable
to natural disasters, creating ideal conditions for human traffickers to exploit them when disasters
render them homeless. The absence of protective legislation exacerbates the problem, as survivors
are often lured by traffickers with false job promises.

Religious Violence

Religious tensions are closely linked to human trafficking, as people become vulnerable in
their own communities. Women and children are especially at-risk during conflicts, leading to the
illegal sex trade. Vulnerable groups like Dalits, scheduled castes, tribes, and Muslims are often
permanently marginalized after religious riots, becoming targets for trafficking.
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Civil Unrest

Since the 1970s, West Bengal has experienced a unique form of political violence associated
with both the Communist Party of India (CPI-M) and the Congress party - both resorted to
strategies to attract votes, resulting in political violence between supporters of different parties,
including incidents of murder, loot, arson, and kidnapping. Political instability has various
consequences for increasing human traffickihg. Some argue that criminal justice policies and
government corruption are to blame for the rise in trafficking, as politicians manipulate the legal
system to escape prosecution while benefiting from the trafficking business. However, most
researchers emphasize that displacement after political violence, coupled with government corruption,
leads to increased vulnerability and a higher incidence of trafficking.

Recent Years

Several present-day factors have been linked to the recent increase in kidnapping and
trafficking cases, including the COVID-19 pandemic, cyclone Amphan, reduced access to education,
and the rise of social media. The pandemic led to a nationwide lockdown in 2020, severely
impacting marginalized populations through job loss, food insecurity, and disruptions in access to
health services and education. This forced vulnerable workers to return to rural areas in search
of jobs, making them more susceptible to exploitation by traffickers promising high—-paying jobs.
The closure of schools during the pandemic increased the risk of exploitation and COVID-19
infection for children forced into the streets in search of income and food. Many children lost
their parents, dropped out of school, and entered a cycle of poverty, becoming easy targets for
traffickers who lured them into labor or sex work. Pandemic-related restrictions also hampered
law enforcement's capacity to prevent trafficking, allowing traffickers easier movement near borders
and the trafficking of migrants.

The increase in internet usage, particularly in rural areas, exposed younger children to the
dangers of social media and online interactions with strangers. Traffickers exploit this lack of
awareness, making it more challenging for child protection systems to detect and prevent such
crimes. Cyclone Amphan, one of the most powerful tropical cyclones to hit the region, disrupted
traditional livelihoods and left communities vulnerable to exploitation as they struggled to recover
from the devastation. The growing frequency of natural disasters has trapped these communities
in a cycle of poverty, making them easy targets for traffickers. Unfortunately, trafficking incidents
often go unnoticed during these times as the focus is on immediate disaster response and
recovery. As of 2022, it is estimated that there are more than 8 million trafficking victims in
India, with West Bengal now accounting for nearly 50% of all trafficking cases. Attempts by state
authorities to register trafficking cases as kidnappings have not reduced the numbers, with
kidnapping cases nearly doubling since 2020.

These issues persist in the present days and pose a significant threat to vulnerable
communities. To address this problem and ensure the safety of society from traffickers, it is
crucial to educate and raise awareness among people, transcending barriers of caste, economic
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status, or religion. Human trafficking violates fundamental human rights, and every individual should
have access to the rights they are born with.

Essence of Maa Durga - A personal perspective
Aheli Banerjee (10 years)

Maa Durga is very special to me. Living in Canada, I've always enjoyed the celebrations
of Durga Puja with my family and friends including listening to Mahalaya, offering puspanjali and
enjoying arati. Even if the celebrations in Canada are different from India, it has still taught me
something truly special — the essence of Maa Durga.

In our Hindu religion, Maa Durga is many things to many people. She is considered to
be the symbol of a fearless warrior, courageous, protector and the destroyer of evil. She is a
powerful Hindu goddess who is worshiped by Hindus around the world. She represents power,
bravery, and to always be strong no matter what happens.

To me, the essence of Maa Durga is positive energy and power, and her ten hands hold
something unique to show that. Each of these hands holds a distinctive object, and their meanings
are special for all of us. Maa Durga’s ten hands taught me the following:

1. Conch shell:-The sound a conch shell makes is believed to be the most sacred and
powerful of all sounds in the world. The conch originates from the sound of "OM"
and reminds me to listen to my inner voice and follow my instincts.

2. Bow & Arrow:-The bow and arrow are the symbols of energy. The bow and arrow
teach me about focus and determination.

3. Thunderbolt:- (Vajra) - The existence of the thunderbolt in Maa Durga’s hand
expresses that however hard the situation is, a person must be strong enough to
win over evil. The Vajra teaches me to face challenges with courage and strength.

4. Lotus:-The presence of a lotus in Maa Durga’s hand symbolizes purity. It teaches
me to keep my thoughts and actions pure.

5. Sword:-The sword symbolizes knowledge. The power of the sword indicates that
knowledge is the most important part of human existence and the knowledge never
goes away. It teaches me to keep learning new things.

6. Chakra:-The chakra represents the sphere of life which keeps on revolving as long
as we are alive. Whatever happens, the Chakra teaches me to evolve.

7. Trishul(Trident):-The Trident symbolizes courage. It teaches me to have Courage
wherever | go, so | can face down any challenge that comes my way.
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8. Abhaya Mudra:-Abhaya Mudra in one of the ten hands of Maa Durga symbolizes
blessings and forgiveness. It teaches me to always forgive people and to be kind.

9. Mace:-It symbolizes physical and mental strength. It teaches me to be strong no
matter what.

10. Snake:-Snake is a symbol of hard work. This teaches me to always put my best
effort into something | am working on.

The essence of various objects in Maa Durga’s hands teaches us the way of life. | believe
everyone has the essence of Maa Durga in themselves.
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Photography by Tanima Majumdar

These pictures are from my trip to the Azures, the island of Sdo Miguel. S&do Miguel is the
biggest island in the Portuguese Azures archipelago. It is known for it’s volcanic scenery, flora
and rich marine life, including whales. We saw dolphins, a blue whale and birds.

Sunset mystery



Reflection of the hidden sun on the

sea
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Bright rays of Sun peeking from the dark on hilly

slopes
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Rare sighting of a Blue Whale

The setting sun at the horizon with added glamour
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Kaziranga National Park

Yogadhish Das

Kaziranga National Park in Assam is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Although famous for its
iconic one-horned Indian rhino, the park is home to an astonishing variety of wildlife which
includes tigers, elephants, water buffalo, swamp deer and many species of birds including the
great Indian hornbill. Kaziranga is a photographer’s paradise and one can spend a lifetime
photographing it. Here are six of the photos | took.

One-horned rhino feeding in a swamp



Mother and baby rhino

Wild water buffalo feeding in a swamp - messy eater!
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The great Indian hornbill

Buffalo at sunset
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