Part 3    Returning to Keerungudi.

The intervening years

Jagannathan and Krishnammal had gone to Bihar in support of JP’s movement for democracy without corruption. In June 1975 Indira Gandhi declared a “State of Emergency.”
 In North India, especially in Bihar, the repression of any opposition was brutal. Jagannathan was imprisoned for eighteen months in conditions he described as far worse than anything he suffered in all the years as a Freedom fighter under the British.  Krishnammal daringly escaped from a police van while her captors stopped for tea, but she only survived danger and difficulties through fierce determination and imaginative disguises.

I only came to know much later what those in the north endured.  In the remoteness of Keerungudi the “Emergency” had less impact. There were rising prices for basic needs and several Sarvodaya workers in the area could no longer be paid, as funds dried up. In November that year I suddenly had to leave India, as both my parents in England were not well.  I somehow knew that my life in Keerungudi was coming to an end.

After my mother’s death early in 1976, and a time of reflection, I felt an inner call to return to India. I had a sense only that the next stage of my life was to be about healing, but without knowing why or where. Jagannathan, though still in prison, had been transferred to Chennai, and through friends he kindly arranged for me to stay at the Nature Cure Centre founded by Gandhi near Pune.  On my first evening there I went to meet the younger brother of Vinoba, Balkova Bhave, who was himself in his seventies. He was squatting in front of his hut, cleaning some dates to be soaked for his breakfast. When I spoke of my desire to learn about healing he looked up, and said quietly, with clear and penetrating eyes, “But what about your own healing?” He encouraged me to begin a healing fast at the Ashram, which lasted for 30 days.  His question however was to concern me at many levels for much longer. What really mattered, and still matters to me was healing the roots of violence. 

Shortly afterwards, I went back to say good-bye to my friends in Keerungudi.  I stayed in my wee hut for just three nights. Meditating before dawn, the surprising thought came: offer to go to northern Kerala. (I knew some land had been donated there for adults with an intellectual disability: people who, at that time, probably suffered as much rejection and injustice as any other group in India.) A few months later, I invited Gnanam, the Balwadi teacher and her husband Subbaiyan, (a former Sarvodaya worker in Valivalam) to join me with their two young children. On ten acres of neglected land, we built a deep well, terraced the hillside against erosion, and constructed a simple thatched dwelling. This small Ashram Community was called Asha Niketan, (Abode of Hope).  Among the people with disabilities we welcomed, as well as those who came to help, were Muslims, Hindus and Christians, people of different castes and social status. 

Subbaiyan, Gnanam and I wanted to stay close to the Gandhian principles of simplicity and integrity in our own way of life and in our relations with the village and society.  Organic agricultural work, daily prayer together as well as joyful celebrations through dance, music and drama all contributed to a place of healing for us all, but especially for those who had experienced rejection and neglect. Several of the men had come from the nearby Mental hospital, the terrible memory of which still haunts me. Life was very full. We had a lot to learn about the deeper meaning of ahimsa, of love and compassion.  We had to learn the language of Malayalam, and the more subtle non-verbal language of those who could speak little or not at all. We tried to listen deeply to one another’s painful limitations and hidden potential. We also had to learn to listen more honestly to ourselves: facing our many fears, our need for control and power, and even the shadows of our need to help.

I only returned a few times to Keerungudi between 1976 and 1986, the year some officials in Delhi decided not to renew my visa.  Nagoramma welcomed me as always, though with few words. I remember once how much she wanted to cook rice for me, but I guessed it might not be easy for her to buy it. I told her truthfully what I missed most was pariyadu.
 Reluctantly she agreed and I watched as she mixed some water from the ditch and rough dark salt in the clay pot with the fermented rice, using her hand, still muddy from her morning’s work in the fields. For a moment I wondered how I had never noticed such things in the years when I lived there.  But gratitude met the immense love with which she prepared and served it. Not surprisingly, it was simply delicious.
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Nagoramma about 1983

Returning

 In 2010 I came back to India, from the Scottish Highlands, where I now live. I wished to meet some of the people and friends I had known and loved, who remain so significant in my life. First I went to Karnataka, Kerala and Kolkata. Then I took the Coromandal train to Chennai to stay with Gnanam and Subbaiyan, and see their children and grandchildren. I was en route to Keerungudi but of course wanted to offer pranaams and respect to Jagannathanji, who is now 97, and Krishnammal-Amma too.  Their daughter, Dr Sathya, whom I had briefly glimpsed as a child, kindly came to take me to Chengalpettu. She works with a perfect blend of competence and compassion in the Government hospital there, caring for neo-natal babies whose lives are at risk. Like her brother, a doctor in Cambodia, she lives in the same spirit of service and simplicity as her parents. 

Recently Sathya built a home in order to care for her father, who is now blind and unable to walk. She told me that he slept a lot and ate little. She warned me that her father might not remember me or even wake up. (When asked if he wants food, apparently he often says, “Has Vinobaji
 eaten? What about Gandhiji?  And the other Sarvodaya workers?  Only when they have eaten I will eat.” Even in his confusion, the spirit by which he has lived his life is undimmed.) It just meant so much to be able to see him. We reached about 9.30 p.m. and Sathya took me to his bedside.  She spoke into his one good ear, saying, “Appa
, Chris has come.” He took my hand strongly in both of his. Then with a familiar chuckle he said, “Oh Chris, Chrisakka, yes, Keerungudi, yes.”  I have no words to describe how moved I felt, and remain, by this unexpected benediction of recognition and welcome.

An hour later I was on the night train to Thanjavur and then to Kuthur. Here LAFTI
 has its centre just a few miles from Kizhvelur, where the old Peace Centre had been. What a joy to find Ayyakunnu from Keerungudi and Mani from Valivalam to greet me next morning at the station!  And then, Krishnammal graciously –but briefly - interrupted her meeting with the workers, to welcome me to the Ashram in Kuthur.  It was an emotional moment. Later, she said.  “Do you remember how we often fell asleep on the ground of someone’s hut with the children squashing or pinning us down as they tossed in the night? In those days we shared everything.  I held your hand as we slept, we were like sisters!” As the day passed she would remind me of places and people and events:  “Do you remember Vallam
… do you remember…?” 

After lunch, we were off in the familiar whirlwind, except that now Krishnammal traveled in a jeep, not on the back of my cycle. On our journey that afternoon, I saw at first hand the heart-breaking devastation caused by the multinational companies and their now abandoned intensive prawn farms. The drinking water of the area is poisoned, the inshore fisheries ruined, the coast denuded of mangroves through toxic waste, making the whole area far more vulnerable to tidal waves. The seepage of salt water, laced with chemicals, has destroyed so much prime arable land. There were pitiful low sheds, hardly fit for pigs, built to accommodate migrant workers. The people who had been tempted by the short-term benefit of selling their land are now without a means of livelihood; while the companies have moved on to ravage the next place. 

Jagannathan has struggled since 1992 against this exploitation by the Prawn industry. Indeed he has sacrificed his health and life to raise awareness of its impact on the land, the sea, the groundwater, and millions of the poorest of the earth’s people, not only in India, but also across the globe. The World Bank, the UNFAO, as well as the Government of India, eager for foreign exchange, support the blind greed of those both in India and abroad for “easy” profits from “cheap” luxuries. In a historic judgment when Jagannathan petitioned the Supreme Court of India in 1996, it was ruled that this form of aquaculture should end and compensation be paid for the environmental, economic and health damage caused. To this day not a single paisa has been paid. The multinationals have bribed the Government to bring a new Bill to nullify the decision. The health and eyesight of Jagannathan deteriorated further with exposure to the chemicals, the long fasts and the hardships of those years. Yet I believe the true power of ahimsa is still working through him as he lies patiently and prayerfully on his bed in Chengalpettu. 

Krishnammal confessed to feeling very tired and sadly missing the active collaboration of her husband. With so many national and international awards, she is of course famous now. On the way we stopped to pick up a popular magazine with the latest article about her life and work. But to me she seemed almost unchanged: simply clad in a homespun sari with the same one-pointed clarity and determination. I doubt whether she rests even for a moment from her longing to see the poor uplifted to lives of simple dignity with work, land and decent homes. She, though eighty-seven, has never had a home to call her own, but is consumed by the dream to see ten thousand houses built for the most needy in Nagai-e-Millath District by the end of the year. 

Her mind and heart seem almost transparent as she juggles requests and demands, priorities and possibilities, whom to organize, thank, placate, and even scold, and where to go next. It was no surprise when she suddenly announced that she would not stay the next day as originally planned, but head back to Chengalpettu and on to Chennai. I spent the night at the Vinoba Ashram in Kuthur, but was longing to go to Keerungudi the next day.  “Where will you stay?” I was surprised by the question, and replied “With whoever invites me first!” 

Next morning it was Republic Day.  I had been asked to hoist the flag as part of the celebration at two Sarvodaya hostels set up in Valivalam. To my amazement the boys’ hostel occupied the former home of the smaller of the mirasdars, known as Sinnu Pannai. I would have liked to talk with the boys – to hear their vision of freedom, for themselves and for their country. But they were late for school. Most of them ran off, though a few paused briefly, bemused to watch me picking up the sweet papers they had all dropped on the ground after the ceremony! I remembered how spotless Keerungudi had been in the 70s.  There was simply no waste. Dogs ate the few scraps, and there was no plastic. Rice and chilies bought each evening in Valivalam were wrapped in newspaper that was then used to light the fire for cooking. A small quantity of oil would be decanted at the shop into a precious bottle. Cooking pots, storage pots and water pots were all made of clay and lasted for years, but if broken, were simply returned back to the earth.

I stood alone in the inner courtyard of Sinnu Pannai’s old home, absorbing the significance of the change. He and his family had given up farming and gone to the capital Chennai. Apparently he was happy to sell his home to Sarvodaya, knowing it would be used as a hostel for orphaned or needy boys from Dalit and scheduled caste backgrounds, whose families in the 1970s would never have dared to let their shadows touch the outer wall of the compound, let alone enter his home or dream of school. 

I returned to the girls’ hostel. We exchanged games and songs.  It seemed just like the old days when I visited the Balwadis. One girl danced a traditional “pot dance”, but as there was no brass or even clay pot, she improvised with a plastic bottle perfectly balanced on her head. Watching her graceful movement the incongruity of it was quickly forgotten.

Then I met up with Chandran, a Sarvodaya worker from the time when I lived in Keerungudi. He invited me to his house in Valivalam. On the way we stopped to go into the temple.  He said, “We could not imagine in the days when you were here that we would be able to come freely to this great temple. Now I even have a house in this very road.”  Again I paused, remembering how the people from the cheries were not allowed to wear sandals or the men to wear shirts; how access to the main sources of water was denied even in a time of drought; how they had to stand aside if someone from a higher caste passed by on the few roads they were permitted to use. 

After a drink and snack I went with Chandran, sitting sideways on the back of his motorbike, threading through the former temple lands on paths now widened and laid with tarmac.  Everywhere the harvested paddy was being brought to the roadside.  There it was spread out to dry in the sun, before being threshed and winnowed. Every few metres a group was busy.  Several times we had to dismount and tread our way barefoot through the paddy. People who recognized me stopped, and others came running from the fields. On several occasions men, breathless with enthusiasm and gratitude for a good harvest, said,  “Akka, it is because of you that we have this land.”  I was embarrassed; it was not because of me!  It was because of Krishnammal and Jagannathan, Manickam and K.M Natarajan and the other Sarvodaya Workers.  It was because five brave men of Keerungudi risked everything to give evidence before the DC. It was because the women of Keerungudi and the other cheries offered Satyagraha in the fields.  All that can be said perhaps is that I was there. That I stayed as a witness to the belief in their dignity and value, their right to be free from the oppression of the mirasdars and the collusion of the police.  And they remembered!

We turned a corner and there was another motorbike. The rider was Nagoran, the grandson of my beloved Nagoramma!  He was about twelve when I first knew him. He had diligently attended the night school in Keerungudi and learned to read and write.  He always worked hard and now I discovered he owned his own tractor. He immediately invited me to stay and eat in his home. So I transferred to his bike and we set off at last for Keerungudi, still nearly a mile away.

The cheri of Keerungudi is now much closer to the road, built on three sides of the pond, which has been deepened and widened.  Nagoran’s house is simple, but it has a tiled roof, and it is possible to stand up inside.  There are chairs and a table, a cupboard with books and papers, electric light and a TV with numerous channels.  He and Kala, his wife, live there with their married children and grandchildren. The women began to prepare the most wonderful lunch with vegetables and delicacies that his grandmother, Nagoramma, would never have tasted, or perhaps even seen.  How proud she would have been!

Meanwhile people started to arrive at Nagoran’s house. Uttravadi
 to my amazement was still alive. He is blind now and dressed as ever only in a simple lungi.
  He came and embraced me. Then I went to visit other people.  The old currency of welcome – the offer of rice-water – was replaced by the invitation to sit on a plastic chair. I saw chairs being passed over the fence to neighbouring huts that did not yet have one.  There was much laughter and remembering. I met grown men I had once held in my arms as babies. Women, now blind, probably from untreated cataracts, touched my face and said in the local colloquialism,  “Oh akka, you have come! I have been dying of thirst to see you again.” Having ascertained where I would eat my evening meal, they wanted to know about breakfast. Then one woman laughed, “You must take a mouthful from every house, only then we will be satisfied.”

I visited the original site of the cheri and my old hut. Nothing there! There was a little cluster of trees, but no sign that it had ever been a village. Who could ever guess the stories of struggle and survival and courageous endurance lived there? The main grievance I heard when I lived there was not that they were given rotten rice for working on land that should rightfully have been theirs, not that they were beaten, not that their women were abused, or their huts threatened with burning. It was that they lived where the only access was a narrow bund path and a thin coconut trunk across the water channel, which made it so difficult to carry their dead with dignity to be cremated.

Because it was Republic Day, a public event had been planned for that evening. A simple stage had been constructed and a sound system rigged up.  There would be dances and drama performed by the children, interspersed with speeches.  I was one of very many prize-givers – obviously a way of honouring numerous people in the cheri. The songs and dances were entirely Bollywood. The audience cheered and giggled at the mandatory drunken scenes and the sexual innuendos.  To me, the dances were full of tension and sexualized and I could not help comparing it to the simple, joyful, earthy rhythms we women danced when the harvest moon was full. I felt the contrast too with the beautiful “pot dance” I had seen in the morning, in spite of the plastic bottle.

I had eaten supper in the home of Sanmukhan, who had been a child a bit older than Nagoran. It was difficult to talk because of the TV. The main toy of his baby grandson was a cell phone. As we left to go to the event, Sanmukham asked for clarification, “Have you come just for a friendly visit or have you come to do a Project Assessment?”   He spoke the last two words in English. Another sign of the times! 

The previous day I had heard about some of the disastrous consequences of “aid”, following the Tsunami in 2004. Keerungudi is not on the coast and had not been affected directly.  But individuals and agencies eager to help, not always in the most helpful way, had inundated the whole district. Thousands of saris for example were dumped on every corner around Nagapattinam, but until Krishnammal organized tailors to make petticoats and blouses, few could use them. She and other Sarvodaya workers also mobilized help to deal with the thousands of dead, which almost nobody else wanted to do. 

The benefits of aid are always very uneven, sometimes inappropriate, and frequently a source of division and jealousy in communities. Aid rarely reaches the most needy. It is difficult to dispense in a way that respects people’s dignity, autonomy and preferences. A mentality of dependency and even greed quickly surfaces. Around Nagapattinam some of the richer people, the main beneficiaries, have recently been heard saying, “It would be good for us if there was another Tsunami.” 

Krishnammal’s housing scheme is so different. Donations of materials as well as cash are collected locally. Each project is for a whole street or village. All work together to dig the foundations and make enough cinder-block bricks. Some are selected for training in masonry and carpentry, which will also provide ongoing employment after the houses are built.

That has not happened in Keerungudi, and sadly there is a hierarchy even among dalits. I could not follow all the speeches that evening, but clearly one deep concern, even shame, was that there were some members of the cheri still living in the old style huts, with mud walls less than a metre high and coconut palm roofs which often leaked. When I took the microphone, my poor Tamil was not well understood until I said, “I am so happy to see you, and happy to see all the changes, and that you have more freedom. But we must not forget that no-one can be truly free unless all are free together,” and the women, especially, and perhaps those from the poorest huts, cheered loudly. 

I was tired with the noise of the loudspeaker, and the speeches became more incomprehensible perhaps because of alcohol rather than my lack of fluency in Tamil. I hope I retired gracefully, but certainly gratefully. So what has changed? The men I had known as children in Keerungudi were now organizing their own entertainment, making their own political speeches, mobilizing improvements in their village and proudly celebrating the accomplishments of their grandchildren. Through illiteracy or through ignorance of their rights, the people of Keerungudi and other cheries once accepted their powerlessness, believed in the destiny of their caste. Even if other more subtle forms of discrimination remain, they know they are no longer “untouchable”. That has changed! 

In Nagoran’s house I was given the bed, which eventually Kala agreed to share with me, while Nagoran slept on the floor with other members of his family.  Next morning, Kala generously decided not to go to the paddy fields. By the pond, near their house, there was a simple shed with a bucket, constructed as a bathroom. I guessed it was not much used. I asked to take my bath in the open pond as most of the women still do. Kala came with me. I tied my sari petticoat under my arms, and slipped into the water. Then I sat on the pond steps, while Kala tenderly scrubbed my back. What a luxury of love and care! 

Although in almost every respect I had adapted to the customs and life-style of Keerungudi, a morning swim, albeit in a sari, was perhaps my one exception. Kala rightly guessed that even though I was now white-haired this had probably not changed. Aware that the pond was bigger and deeper now, her anxiety for my safety was genuine, and she nervously watched me glide away, immersing myself in the joyful gift of the moment as well as the rich treasure of my memories. 

After breakfast, Kala took me first to the primary school, built on the other side of the road.  It was simple with two classrooms, one of which had desks and the other had mats where a teacher sat on the floor with the children. I was impressed by the atmosphere and dedication, though I admit I could not understand a word of the recitation in English by a star pupil.  Then Kala proudly took me to the small temple built among the trees, also on the other side of the road.   Both school and temple were so significant of the many changes I witnessed: the participation of Keerungudi in the mainstream life of Tamilian society. Then we stopped at a large monument, built to commemorate the Satyagraha and fast of Jagannathan and the bravery of the people of Keerungudi in 1971. It was obviously a popular place for crows and other birds, as well as creviced home for many insects. It was also a space to paste all manner of posters quite unrelated to Sarvodaya…

What else has changed? Many smaller landowners have moved to the cities while most of the people of Keerungudi now farm their own land.  The bigger mirasdars can no longer exploit as they once did. Most people have more control of their lives, their work and destiny. All are eating better, with a higher standard of living. Although my beloved Nagoramma had died many years back, I was amazed how many people I had known in Keerungudi were still alive. There was rarely anyone older than about fifty when I was there. Now great grandparents help to look after small children so that older brothers and sisters can go to school, and even college. 

What has not changed? Those in power still dominate and dehumanize the lives of those who are poor.  Those representing the multinational companies can exploit even more ruthlessly than the old mirasdars. When profits go down, they simply move on. They have no interest in the wellbeing of either people or nature. 

What has not changed also in these friends, who have lived through hardship and seen unimaginable changes, is their beautiful and generous hospitality. I felt humbled that they still acknowledged the importance of a stranger who came to share their life nearly forty years ago. That they still remembered stories about me and told them to their children. I know that it is easy to construct a legend out of nothing at all. I too might be guilty of letting nostalgia filter my perceptions. I know I did not stay very long. There will be many things I did not see or understand. But in the welcome and joy and long memories of the people of Keerungudi, there was something absolutely genuine, a shared connection in our humanities beyond our differences. And mysteriously given, a deep and precious affinity without words which I had known with Nagoramma and now felt with Kala. 

It was hard to say good-bye and I promised not to wait so long to return again. The same tears of immense gratitude and sense of privilege that welled up then are with me now as I write. A rather rickety bus was flagged to stop. Kala gave me a packet of homemade food for the journey before turning back to the fields…

CS. 2010

� This followed a Supreme Court judgment of corruption charges against her in the previous election and the cry for her resignation.


� Leftover rice from the previous day, soaked and fermented. Literally it means “the old stuff.” 


� Acharya Vinoba Bhave died in 1982


� Appa – father.  


� LAFTI – Land for the Tiller, set up by Krishnammal and Jagannathan in 1982 to enable a just distribution of land, to organize a programme of decent house-building and other constructive programmes including the provision of an ingenious, cheap, effective water filtration system in every new home.  A hive of activity and training and inspiration.


� See Part 2


� See Part 1, one of the five men who gave evidence to the DC in 1971


� lungi – simple piece of cloth tied at the waist.
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