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Dear Reader, 

The theme we have explored this time is 

‘The Past and the Future’. 

We have been waiting to present the De-

cember 2010 issue of Spark  for two rea-

sons. One, we love the range of articles 

this time. We have interviews with an ar-

chaeologist and an environment activist. 

We have a guest column from someone 

who was part of the organizing committee 

of the Common Wealth Games 2010 Del-

hi. What’s more, our team has come up 

with such diverse content from science fic-

tion to toilet graffiti to love stories to 

some wonderful poetry and photography.  

The other exciting thing is that we have 

attempted to give our design a totally new 

dimension! :) 

Alright then, we aren’t holding you back 

anymore. Go ahead and read the entire 

issue and look through our design. Do 

send us your valuable comments. :) 

We sign off wishing you a very happy and 

wonderful  New Year. The bigger excite-

ment for us is when we meet you next 

time, we will see you with our first anni-

versary issue. 

Catch you real soon! 

Cheers, 

Spark Editorial Team 

Coverpage Photograph:  

Vincent van der Pas 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/archetypefotografie/
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Train to Madras 
Fiction by P.R.Viswanathan 

Here’s a story of a man and a train.. 

“Krishna mama, as we knew him, was a thin man of medium height with a dome-like 

bald head, face filled with lines, less than ordinary features and to cap it all, he was 

lame and his eyes blinked constantly. He lived in the crowded Matunga market area. “ 

P.R.Viswanathan  weaves a touching story. Read on. 

Picture by Amitabh T 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/amitabhtrehan/
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Krishna mama, as we knew him, was 

a thin man of medium height with a 

dome-like bald head, face filled with 

lines, less than ordinary features and 

to cap it all, he was lame and his 

eyes blinked constantly. He lived in 

the crowded Matunga market area. 

Most of the time, he would be walk-

ing; he was obsessed with walking. 

His favourite line was “we must keep 

walking man”. “Chalna jeevan ki ka-

hani, rukhna maut ki nishani” from 

Raj Kapoor’s Shri 420 might well 

have been written by Times Krish-

nan. That, about, summed up his 

philosophy of life.  

 

I would see him, when I was out for 

a walk with my father. He would 

greet close friends like my father by 

saluting with both hands. He used 

four letter words casually – son of a 

bitch (in Malayalam) being the most 

common – but was entirely free of 

any malice. At 8.30 AM sharp, he 

would walk down to the Matunga 

Railway Station and take the 8.43 

slow to VT. 

This time, I met Chatterbox after 

nearly seven years. No change what-

soever! The ageless wonder was 

dressed in a white lungi folded over 

the knees - at half-mast - topped 

with a white half shirt and a dot of 

sacred ash on his forehead. That in-

variably was his attire in the morn-

ing. Evenings would find him in trou-

sers and a half-shirt with the top 

two buttons open, revealing a hairy 

chest. But I forget; this story is not 

about Chatterbox. We met, as I said 

after seven years and as usual, he 

updated me with all the gossip, 

drifting from one subject to another 

till finally, we were talking about 

Times Krishnan.   

 

Times Krishnan was quite a charac-

ter. Needless to say, he worked for 

Times of India and lived in Matunga, 

where every man was known by the 

organization he worked for. So we 

had Reserve Bank Ramanathan, Ko-

dak Anantharaman, Killicks Sriniva-

san, Merwanjee Swami, Voltas Sa-

rangan and many more such. The 

era I am talking about is 1950-1970.  
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Krishnan rarely talked about his job 

and no one bothered to ask. Friends 

said he worked hard at his desk up 

to 12.30 in the first half and from 

1.30 to 5.30 in the second half. But 

what he did for a living was the least 

important part of the man. Suffice it 

to say he worked for the Times and 

his office was across the road from 

VT Station. That was very important, 

for every afternoon, he would walk 

across to the station a few minutes 

before the departure of the Madras 

Express and chat with his innumera-

ble acquaintances, who were travel-

ling on the train to Madras or on-

ward to Kerala. He made all the right 

enquiries about old parents, ex-

pecting wives or daughters and stu-

dent-children. Almost always, he 

had in his hand a parcel, which he 

handed over to one of the passen-

gers with instructions for delivery at 

Madras or Kerala as well as details 

of the sender. Krishnan ran a free 

courier service to Madras and Kera-

la.  

Finally, when the guard blew the 

whistle, in the midst of the inevi-

table last minute scurrying, Krish-

nan stood back from the crowd, 

erect on his good leg and saluted 

with both hands in the direction 

of the departing train.  

 

Chatterbox had warmed up to the 

subject and told me of his experi-

ence of travelling once with Krish-

nan in the Express. 

Picture by .bala 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/bala_/
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At his farewell function, whatever 

else was said about him and his ser-

vice, not a single speaker failed to 

mention his association with the 

Madras Express and wondered how 

he was going to manage without the 

daily trips to VT. Krishnan was him-

self at a loss. The answer came with-

in a month of Krishnan’s retirement. 

The Central Railway decided that the 

Madras Express would thenceforth 

run from the newly constructed Da-

dar Terminus. Thus Krishnan was 

able to continue his affair with the 

train. 

 

Only after allowing these recollec-

tions to sink, did Chatterbox, with 

his love of the dramatic, announce 

that the venerable old man had 

passed away last year at the age of 

76. On his morning walk, he met an 

old friend near the Indian Gymkha-

na. While they were both strolling in 

the grounds, he suddenly went 

breathless. In a few minutes, it was 

all over. The friend consoled the 

family later, saying they should have 

no regrets. Krishnan had fulfilled all 

It was peak season in May and both 

Chatterbox and Krishnan had re-

ceived an SOS from their respective 

homes in Kerala. On reaching VT, he 

saw Krishnan standing in the middle 

of a long queue for tickets. They 

chatted and then Krishnan gave him 

a conspiratorial wink, which meant 

that Chatterbox need not bother to 

stand in queue. When Krishnan’s 

turn came, he got two tickets, hand-

ed one to Chatterbox. The latter was 

in a somber mood partly because of 

the SOS from home but his immedi-

ate concern was the terrible time he 

was going to have in the unreserved 

compartment of the train. He need 

not have worried. The two of them 

got nothing less than VIP treatment. 

Almost every  passenger seemed to 

know Krishnan and made place for 

him and his friend. For lunch, they 

got a bite from everyone around 

and by evening, the Conductor , also 

a friend, had found berths for both 

in the reserved compartments. 

 

On the appointed day, Krishnan re-

tired from the Times of India.  
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his responsibilities and above all, he died walking. 

 

Chatterbox then spoke of Krishnan’s funeral. The Sion cemetery was packed. 

They all had come to say farewell to him, he, who had said so many fare-

wells to them. And….. , I don’t know whether I should be telling you this. 

Chatterbox is a notorious bluff-master and I am sure it is pure apocryphal. 

All the same, he swore that as Krishnan’s son extended his right hand to 

light the pyre, the time was 2.25 PM to the second. The Dadar-Madras Ex-

press would have just commenced its journey.  Seven minutes later, the 

train to Madras speeded past the cemetery and for no reason at all, hooted 

thrice in quick succession, in what Chatterbox believes, was a divinely or-

dained last salute to Times Krishnan. 

Picture by yogendra174 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/yogendra174/
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‘Just’ inTime 

POETRY 
Varsha 

Sreenivasan 

Some from the older generation focus on materialistic aspects while selecting a 

groom. The present generation tends to focus more on the person in question. 

The future is likely to be propelled forward by the light of knowledge of the 

spirit or soul within the person. Here, while the house should be a proud struc-

ture that houses people according to the parents, for the daughter, the house 

is the body that is home to the soul. In this poem, she vows to share this light 

of true knowing with all.  

They approachThey approachThey approach   

him,him,him,   

he standshe standshe stands   

watchful,watchful,watchful,   

worried;worried;worried;   

“what kind“what kind“what kind   

of houseof houseof house   

do youdo youdo you   

live in?”live in?”live in?”   

they questionthey questionthey question   

the prospectivethe prospectivethe prospective   

groom;groom;groom;   

   

   

   

if not thisif not thisif not this   

young chap,young chap,young chap,   

any other groomany other groomany other groom   

they can have;they can have;they can have;   

their listtheir listtheir list   

of ‘prospectives’of ‘prospectives’of ‘prospectives’   

is endlessis endlessis endless   

forforfor   

their magnificenttheir magnificenttheir magnificent   

princess.princess.princess.   

   

As theyAs theyAs they   

watchwatchwatch   

and wait..and wait..and wait..   

“my house,“my house,“my house,   

my house..”my house..”my house..”   

is allis allis all   

the worried onethe worried onethe worried one   

can say.can say.can say.   

   

The princessThe princessThe princess   

stares,stares,stares,   

forwardforwardforward   

she steps..she steps..she steps..   

her glanceher glanceher glance   

she sweepsshe sweepsshe sweeps   

over the Houseover the Houseover the House   

He inhabits.He inhabits.He inhabits.   
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The shadowThe shadowThe shadow   

is lean,is lean,is lean,   

the structurethe structurethe structure   

clothedclothedclothed   

in brick frame,in brick frame,in brick frame,   

without cement,without cement,without cement,   

without paint;without paint;without paint;   

the window eyesthe window eyesthe window eyes   

rimmed with soot;rimmed with soot;rimmed with soot;   

forgottenforgottenforgotten   

chimneys..chimneys..chimneys..   

the aftermaththe aftermaththe aftermath   

of some fireof some fireof some fire   

beneath,beneath,beneath,   

in an oldin an oldin an old   

fireplacefireplacefireplace   

kept alivekept alivekept alive   

atatat   

one timeone timeone time   

with logswith logswith logs   

ofofof   

magic,magic,magic,   

childlike dreams..childlike dreams..childlike dreams..   

These firewood handsThese firewood handsThese firewood hands   

must’ve beenmust’ve beenmust’ve been   

clothed in fleshclothed in fleshclothed in flesh   

long back,long back,long back,   

and yet..and yet..and yet..   

they somehowthey somehowthey somehow   

now lienow lienow lie   

outstretched,outstretched,outstretched,   

seeking as almsseeking as almsseeking as alms   

theirtheirtheir   

worthy princess’worthy princess’worthy princess’   

hand.hand.hand.   

“This house“This house“This house   

won’twon’twon’t   

last long,”last long,”last long,”   

they hearthey hearthey hear   

the princessthe princessthe princess   

utter..utter..utter..   

With bated breathWith bated breathWith bated breath   

they starethey starethey stare   

at the soughtat the soughtat the sought   

andandand   

the seeker;the seeker;the seeker;   

“Too much“Too much“Too much   

carecarecare   

andandand   

too little,too little,too little,   

have madehave madehave made   

bothbothboth   

our housesour housesour houses   

weak,”weak,”weak,”   

saying thussaying thussaying thus   

she takesshe takesshe takes   

the wooden handthe wooden handthe wooden hand   

in hers;in hers;in hers;   

all boneall boneall bone   

and all fleshand all fleshand all flesh   

get a brandget a brandget a brand   

new strength.new strength.new strength.   

   

Together theyTogether theyTogether they   

stand,stand,stand,   

murmuringmurmuringmurmuring   

into theinto theinto the   

dusty doorways,dusty doorways,dusty doorways,   

“Friend,“Friend,“Friend,   

we willwe willwe will   

blow theblow theblow the   

cobwebs away..cobwebs away..cobwebs away..   

and shineand shineand shine   

our lightsour lightsour lights   

in the chimneys;in the chimneys;in the chimneys;   
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friend,friend,friend,   

we willwe willwe will   

help steadyhelp steadyhelp steady   

the fireplacethe fireplacethe fireplace   

backbackback   

on its magic feet;on its magic feet;on its magic feet;   

friend,friend,friend,   

we willwe willwe will   

gathergathergather   

the logsthe logsthe logs   

of ourof ourof our   

childhood dreams;childhood dreams;childhood dreams;   

foreverforeverforever   

   

will ourwill ourwill our   

house behouse behouse be   

the homethe homethe home   

wherewherewhere   

smiling lifesmiling lifesmiling life   

beamsbeamsbeams   

its lightits lightits light   

for otherfor otherfor other   

homes;homes;homes;   

for otherfor otherfor other   

soulssoulssouls   

forgottenforgottenforgotten   

like us..”like us..”like us..”   

Picture by seier   

http://www.flickr.com/photos/seier/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/seier/
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INTERVIEW WITH DR.MICHAEL PETRAGLIA, ARCHAEOLOGIST 

DISCOVERING THE PAST 

INTERVIEW BY 

ANUPAMA KRISHNAKUMAR 

Mike Petraglia is a Senior Research 

Fellow and the Co-Director of 

Centre for Asian Archaeology, Art 

& Culture, School of Archaeology, 

University of Oxford. He is also  a 

Senior Research Fellow, Linacre 

College (Oxford) and a member of 

the Human Origins Program, 

Smithsonian Institution. 

DR.MICHAEL 

PETRAGLIA 

In an interview to Spark, Dr. Michael Petraglia 

talks on what it means to be an archaeologist,  

his work in India and also shares his opinion 

about the archaeological and cultural heritage 

of India. 

What do you feel is the most exciting part of 

being an archaeologist? 

I love the sense of making new discoveries 

about the past, but more so, filling in gaps in 

our knowledge about human evolution and 

how it worked. 

 

Quite a few of your projects, I understand, 

have been in India. Could you tell us a little 

about these projects? 

I have been working in India for 23 years now!  

I was originally invited to visit Palaeolithic (Old 

Stone Age) archaeological sites through a kind 

invitation by Prof. Paddayya of Deccan College 

(Pune).  
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 Since that time, I have conducted 

many projects in cooperation and col-

laboration with colleagues from sev-

eral Indian universities.  I have con-

ducted field work in Karnataka, An-

dhra Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh.  I 

am interested in documenting the 

timing and paths of early human mi-

grations from Africa to India, and how 

these populations dealt with changes 

in environments and fluctuations of 

the monsoon through time.  My re-

search has included the study of the 

economic and social behaviour of 

early humans living in India about 

one million years ago and the exami-

nation of how Indian populations 

coped with the devastating effects of 

the Toba volcanic super-eruption 

about 74,000 years ago. 

 

Talking of India again and the work 

you have done here, we would love 

to hear what your thoughts are on 

the archeological and cultural herit-

age of India. Also, do you feel these 

have been explored enough? 

The archaeological record of India is 

phenomenal and it rivals other re-

gions on account of its richness and 

cultural variety. India has a long  

record of Palaeolithic settlement 

and it has some of the most di-

verse Neolithic economies in Asia. 

I often promote and advertise the 

importance of Indian prehistory 

to professional colleagues as well 

as to the general public.  Unfortu-

nately, and for a variety of rea-

sons, the cultural heritage of In-

dia is not as well known interna-

tionally as it should be.  Moreo-

ver, the archaeological record of 

India has not been explored as 

much as it should be, and excava-

tions of sites have been rather 

limited.  It is also sad that there 

has been so much destruction of 

India's pre-historic record due to 

recent economic development. 

Unfortunately, and for a variety 

of reasons, the cultural heritage 

of India is not as well known 

internationally as it should be.   
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Oxford Centre for Asian 
Archaeology, Art and Culture 

http://www.arch.ox.ac.uk/

ocaaac.html 

 

Current projects in India: 

 

Sealinks 

http://sealinks.arch.ox.ac.uk/ 

 

Toba Super-eruption 

http://toba.arch.ox.ac.uk/  

 

Personal Page 

http://www.arch.ox.ac.uk/MP1.html 

Relevant Links 

I gather that the Oxford Centre for Asian Archaeology, Art and Culture was 

launched recently. Could you tell us what exactly this Centre will focus on 

in terms of research, particularly in India? 

In November 2010, we officially launched the Oxford Centre for Asian Ar-

chaeology, Art & Culture.  Our goal is to understand the earliest colonization 

of Asia (including India) and the development of cultures across Asia.  We 

wish to understand how the distinctive cultures of each region in Asia devel-

oped, though at the same time we are trying to understand how each region 

was inter-connected in the past. Better understanding of how societies de-

veloped through time will provide us information that is relevant to the 

modern world and help answer questions surrounding the advantages and 

drawbacks of globalization.  The Centre is developing joint field projects 

(including those mentioned in India and noted in websites here), assisting in 

scholarly and student exchanges, and promoting public awareness of the 

rich cultural legacy of Asia. 

Finally, archaeology is a lot about revisiting the 

past and travelling back in time and trying to 

piece together things from a period we haven't 

been in. Given that, how do you feel when you 

are through the thick of a project and when a 

project gets done?  

Archaeology can be tedious and certainly recon-

struction of the past requires a lot of hard work, 

diligence and patience.  Field work in India can be 

challenging, and seeing information through to fi-

nal publication can take years owing to the com-

plex nature of interdisciplinary research and inter-

national collaborations.  However, I find the pro-

cess, from discovery to reporting, both intellectu-

ally stimulating and fun.  Once I complete a pro-

ject, I am usually energized and can't wait to get 

onto the next! 

http://www.arch.ox.ac.uk/ocaaac.html
http://www.arch.ox.ac.uk/ocaaac.html
http://sealinks.arch.ox.ac.uk/
http://toba.arch.ox.ac.uk/
http://www.arch.ox.ac.uk/MP1.html
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A Better Future 
Photography by maheswaran 

sathiamoorthy 

The Past 

& the  

Future 

Good 

Times 
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Peace 

Right  

Attitude 

Hope &  

Cheer 
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Walking the Talk 
Saving the Earth 

WHERE ARE WE HEADED AS A SPECIES INHABITING PLANET EARTH? IT 

DOESN’T TAKE MUCH TIME TO REALIZE THAT WE ARE WALKING 

STEADFAST INTO RUIN – OUR ACTIONS ARE HAVING A DEBILITAT-

ING EFFECT ON THE ENVIRONMENT, WE ALL KNOW IT, BUT ARE WE 

DOING ANYTHING ABOUT IT? VANI VISWANATHAN CHATS WITH BHA-

VANI PRAKASH, ENVIRONMENT ACTIVIST AND FOUNDER, ECO WALK 

THE TALK, ON WHETHER THERE IS ANY HOPE FOR OUR FUTURE ON 

THIS PLANET – AND MAYBE THERE IS. 

ALSO INSIDE 
How many of us have heard of the Gangetic Dolphin – India’s National Aquatic Animal? 
It is a river dolphin, found in the Ganges and Brahmaputra rivers and their tributaries in 
Bangladesh, India and Nepal. There are about 2,000 of these in the world now, about 
half of which are in the Indian states of Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. It is listed as an endan-
gered species in the International Union for Conservation of Nature’s List of Threatened 
Species. Just what is threatening the survival of this species, and what is being done 
about it? Don’t miss the interview on Bhavani Prakash’s initiative to raise awareness 
about this issue through a social media campaign.  

Bhavani Prakash is an environmental activist 

based in Singapore.  She has a Masters in 

Financial Economics from University of London 

and a Diploma in Management from Indian 

Institute of Management, Kolkata, India. Eco 

WALK the Talk was founded in 2008. 

BHAVANI PRAKASH 

A chat with Bhavani Prakash, environmental activ-
ist. Feature and interview by Vani Viswanathan. 

http://ecowalkthetalk.com
http://ecowalkthetalk.com
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You step into a supermarket and see a sign 
saying ‘Bring your Own Bag,’ prompting 
you to reduce the number of plastic bags 
that they have to give you for your grocery 
shopping. Your email signature has a man-
datory sentence ‘Please do not print this 
email unless absolutely necessary.’ You see 
advertisements for energy efficient refrig-
erators and water heaters, and there are 
campaigns on Facebook to save the tiger.  
 
The mindboggling number of campaigns of 
various types to save the earth might make 
even the hopeful cynical. Is green just the 
new black, and is environmental activism 
simply a marketing gimmick, with many 
companies jumping on the bandwagon to 
capitalize on the increasing attention de-
voted to the topic? The everyday consumer 
seems to be exposed to innumerable mes-
sages to do with saving the environment 
that at the end of the day leave her or him 
apathetic. Are we running a risk here?  
 
Bhavani disagrees. ‘I don’t think we’re do-
ing too much at all. Just walk into any air-
conditioned supermarket and you’ll see 
how much work there is left to be done in 
terms of wasteful packaging, toxic food ad-
ditives, pesticide laden food products – 
both vegetables and processed foods, toxic 
home cleaning products and so on. We do 
need various campaigns, because environ-
mental issues have many layers. If you take 
one form of activism, say animal rights – 
you could have targeted campaigns for 
meat reduction, or against animal testing in 
cosmetics, or anti-leather, or anti-fur. 

There are targeted campaigns for endan-
gered wildlife species like tigers, rhinos, or 
even the Gangetic Dolphins – even though 
the fundamental factors in these may over-
lap, you would need that kind of focussed 
attention.’ 
 
What these campaigns do, Bhavani says, is 
to keep the discussion going and raise 
awareness – the first steps in creating 
change. ‘The range of campaigns is neces-
sary to attract a wide group of people with 
a wide variety of interests,’ she says.  
 
Today’s consumer is certainly well-aware of 
the fight against environmental decay and 
the pressing issues with regard to the envi-
ronment, diverse though they may be – 
thanks in large part to the conscious efforts 
taken by non-governmental organizations 
to engage people in environmental issues. 
What’s encouraging, says Bhavani, is that 
children are being brought up with high 
awareness too. ‘Schools the world over do 
teach a lot about the environment, so 
more often than not, it is the child who’s 
coming back home and telling the parent 
not to do this or that,’ she says. 

Picture courtesy : Google Images 
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Awareness is high, but is it translating to 
action? Yes, says Bhavani – if you look at 
the number of eco-conscious products 
hitting the shelves and the growing conver-
sations in families and organizations on 
ways to reduce the negative impact of our 
actions on the environment.  
 
The main issue, it seems, is the need to in-
corporate sustainability into everyday life 
and recognizing that it is not an ‘add-on’ 
but an essential component of our daily ac-
tions. This works on two levels – at the ex-
ternal level, it is about encouraging 
schools, corporates and governments to 
implement systemic changes that will move 
the needle in terms of enforcing sustaina-
ble practices and driving awareness of the 
consequences of doing otherwise. Bhavani 
cites what schools could do as an example. 
‘A Geography lesson should not just talk 
about the distribution of metals or forest 
resources, but the impact of extraction on 
the environment or on local communities. 
A chemistry lesson should not deliver 
merely a detached look at carbon mole-
cules or other compounds, but what that 
learning means in terms of climate change 
or toxicity to water and human health. Sus-
tainability thinking will then become a hab-
it from a young age.’ 
 
At the personal level, it is about helping the 
individual understand that her or his ac-
tions can make a difference. Very often, the 
apathy from individuals comes from the 
belief that their actions will have no effect 
when you look at the big picture. ‘Action 
has to be taken by a sufficiently 

large number of people to make a differ-
ence,’ she opines. The need of the hour, 
she says, is to encourage the individuals to 
capitalize on their awareness and start by 
making a difference and motivate others 
around them to do so too. ‘There is a so-
called bridge between ecological 
knowledge and green action. Having a role 
model or “mentor” to show the way can 
really help people make the change. These 
mentors can be found in books, on the in-
ternet, within your community or country. 
You just have to seek them.  We need many 
more mentors in society to lead and show 
the way.’ 
 
Bhavani speaks from personal experience. 
A graduate of the prestigious Indian Insti-
tute of Management, Kolkata, Bhavani first 
started thinking about environment-related 
issues when she studied environmental 
economics as part of her Master’s course in 
economics in the University of London. Her 
volunteering experience at Singapore’s Bo-
tanic Gardens only deepened this interest, 
eventually leading to the founding of her 
website Eco WALK the Talk.  
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The website is a platform for discussion on various issues to do with the environment and 
features news, insights, interviews with individuals who inspire through their support to 
the earth’s cause, as well as tips to make your life green. At a personal level, Bhavani does 
‘walk the eco talk’ too – she is vegetarian, consciously doesn’t own a car, preferring to 
walk or use public transport, takes care to switch off the light bulb when she leaves a 
room, and carries her own bag to the supermarket.  She is a passionate advocate of or-
ganic gardening and tries to grow a variety of food plants in her small roof garden. She 
prefers to compost her kitchen waste and use non-toxic, home-made cleaners. 
 
Indeed, it doesn’t sound that difficult at all. ‘Never, for a moment, doubt that you can 
make a difference in this world,’ says Bhavani. ‘Show how you can leave a smaller foot-
print on this planet and inspire others to do so too.’ 
 
Read about Bhavani’s latest initiative to raise awareness about the Gangetic Dolphin that 
is on the verge of extinction. Eco WALK the Talk can be found at http://
www.ecowalkthetalk.com/blog/. 

The Gangetic Dolphin is India’s National Aquatic Animal. It is listed as an endangered 

species in the International Union for Conservation of Nature’s List of Threatened 

Species. More information and an interview with Bhavani Prakash follow. 

THE GANGETIC DOLPHIN 

Picture courtesy : Google Images 

http://www.ecowalkthetalk.com/blog/
http://www.ecowalkthetalk.com/blog/
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What is threatening the survival of this species and the river itself?  
 
Accidental killing is a main problem for Gangetic Dolphins, especially when they get en-
tangled in fishing gear such as nylon gillnets. They also get caught in long-line fishing gear 
with rolling hooks, the kind used in the Yangtze river that is one of the main reasons for 
the extinction of the baiji dolphin. Some direct killing also happens, as dolphins are 
caught for oil and meat. 
 
Pollution along the rivers is another major factor which leads to habitat degradation and 
threatens dolphin populations as well as those of other riverine species. According to the 
Conservation of Marine Species, “about 1.15 million metric tons of chemical fertilizers, 
2,600 tons of pesticides are dumped annually into the river system.” For example, the 
heavy metal laden effluents from the tanneries in Kanpur make the river very contaminat-
ed. Kanpur is a mere 165 km from the National Chambal Sanctuary in Etawah district, 
Uttar Pradesh, where there were only 94 dolphins seen two years ago.  
 
What made you decide that you should start this campaign?  
 
One defining moment was a book called “Witness to Extinction: How We Failed to Save 
the Yangtze Dolphin” by Samuel Turvey, a researcher turned activist who fought till the 
end to protect the baiji dolphin, which was declared functionally extinct in 2007. It kind of 
fell off the shelf of the National Library in Singapore while I was looking for books on sus-
tainable cities!  I almost put the book back, thinking I didn’t have time to read it at that 
point of time. But something about the cover led me to borrow the book, and start diving 
into it straight away, and on the bus back home, and till late into the night. I simply could-
n’t put it down.  
 
I blogged about it here, and remember concluding, “It was too late for the baiji, but may-
be, just maybe, there is a tiny window of opportunity for the other river dolphins of the 
world.”  I mentally made a promise that I should do everything I could to not let this hap-
pen to the precious Gangetic Dolphin.  By good fortune, I managed to connect with two 
other cetacean lovers, Capt. Anup Murthy and Rahul Muralidharan, and this campaign is 
the brainchild of the three of us.  
 
Not many people in India, let alone outside India, are really aware that the Ganges system 
boasts of these magnificent creatures. In fact, dolphins are considered “non-human” per-
sons as they are extremely intelligent. It’s a pity that human activity is allowing them to 
vanish from the face of this planet.  

http://www.ecowalkthetalk.com/blog/2010/09/07/witness-to-execution-how-we-failed-to-save-the-yangtze-river-dolphin/
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Could you briefly tell us what exactly you would like to do through this campaign? Is it 
just about creating awareness, or is there more to it? If yes, what are these other objec-
tives that you have set?  
 
The main objective is to keep the conversation about Gangetic Dolphins(GDs) and the 
state of River Ganga alive on social media and hopefully this will spill over to the print me-
dia too. If enough people start talking and caring about the impending extinction of the 
GDs and other endangered species, perhaps it will put pressure on policy makers to pay 
attention to this issue and take action on the ground.  
 
Another very important objective is to understand who are working at the moment on GD 
conservations, in Government, in NGOs and individual conservationists. We also want to 
collate information on various reports and news items that are scattered at different or-
ganizations, and over the internet and consolidate in one place, so anyone can access this 
information. All this will help with sharing and raising public awareness. By studying ex-
isting techniques for GD survey and conservation, we hope to gather support for wide-
spread implementation of the best techniques suited to local conditions.  
 
The Gangetic Dolphin is rooted in our cultural history for a good reason. According to Hin-
du mythology, River Ganga is said to have descended from the heavens with such force 
that Shiva, one of the three main Hindu gods had to rein her in his locks. When she 
emerged from Shiva’s matted hair, Shiva ordered the ‘Shishumaar’ – the dolphin – to es-
cort Ganga wherever she flowed. As long as the magnificent dolphin can be seen in the 
river, the Ganga was fine. 
 
Street plays featuring this story have actually helped revive dolphin numbers in Karnavas 
in Utter Pradesh. This is why we have to keep the stories alive – both mythological and 
modern day ones.  

“If enough people start talking and caring about the impending extinction of 
the GDs and other endangered species, perhaps it will put pressure on policy 
makers to pay attention to this issue and take action on the ground. “ 
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I understand there is already a Vikramshila Gangetic Dolphin Sanctuary in India – how 
will your campaign support them and add to what they are doing?  
 
Though the Gangetic Dolphin is officially India’s National Aquatic Animal, and the National 
Ganga River Basin Authority has been set up by the Government of India in February 2009 
as a central co-ordinating authority to address the problem of pollution in the Ganga, pro-
gress towards the conservation of the GDs have been slow to date. 
 
There is no concerted social media campaign at the moment for the Gangetic Dolphins 
that I’m aware of. This is the first of its kind. All the NGOs and conservationists are under-
standably too busy working on the ground. So we see this campaign as a good supportive 
role to all their efforts by raising awareness about River Ganga and the GDs. We’re at a 
juncture where digital technology can be used for social and environmental activism, so 
why not make the best of it, for an urgent cause?  As I said earlier, I hope the print media 
will pick this up. I also hope to see various schools making GD awareness a priority in 
classrooms through plays, stories and presentations. I wish to see widespread public 
screenings of documentaries on the GDs. The level of public awareness has to rise signifi-
cantly.  Unless enough people care about something as important as the GDs, they are 
not likely to press for its protection. 
 
For more information on the campaign, please visit http://
www.gangeticdolphin.wordpress.com, Facebook: gangeticdolphinscg, and Twitter: 
@gangesdolphincg  
 
 

http://www.gangeticdolphin.wordpress.com
http://www.gangeticdolphin.wordpress.com
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TOILET GRAFFITI 

Sketch 

Text & 

Sandhya Ramachandran 

They used to scare me - those graffiti of human anatomy that lined 

the walls of train toilets. No one spoke about them to me, but of 

course, everyone must have known they were there. But to a kid, 

these were as scary as spooks. 

Everytime I travelled by train, I used to instantly go and check the 

toilet, fearing their presence. It used to worry me that people re-

sorted to such obscenities. I vividly remember once, reading “fuck 

the nun” in the wall and discovering, to my raw horror, that there 

actually were a bunch of 

nuns in my compartment.  

That night, I did not sleep 

well.  

The next morning, I ran to 

see if the nuns were safe. 

They were talking amongst 

themselves normally and 

nothing seemed amiss. I 

breathed, relieved! 
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Many years later, after obscenity has become more common and 

human failings familiar, the toilet graffiti does not bother me.  

But even today, every once I enter an Indian train toilet, I scan the 

walls for fading ball point ink marks and wonder which of the many I 

share space with, have such dark, secret obsessions.  
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The Asian Power 
Struggle 

India Vs. China 
By Bijesh Krishnadas 

 
Picture courtesy: Google 



27 

Look at the 

shelves in 

supermarkets 

around the 

world. Every 

other product 

on display 

wears the 

"Made in 

China" tag. 

Where does 

India stand? 

Recently, Bob Cringely, a tech 

writer, posted an interesting 

viewpoint on his blog - that it is 

India that will be the next su-

perpower and not China as 

many believe. Perhaps, his arti-

cle was doling out sarcasm and 

was not a serious argument in 

support of India becoming the 

powerhouse of the century. Set 

aside your patriotic cloak for a 

few minutes and ask yourself 

whether India does have an 

edge over China in the upcom-

ing struggle for power. 

The Chinese Edge 

During the past decade, we 

have tended to ignore China as 

competition on account of our 

command over the English lan-

guage. Right now though, Chi-

na seems to have the last 

laugh.  

China has had a few miraculous 

decades and is fast emerging as 

an industrial powerhouse. The 

last century saw the U.S. gain-

ing its superpower tag through 

ginormous industrialization and 

innovation. China is on the 

brink of replicating this feat 

with pure willpower and stami-

na and perhaps forced labour. 

Look at the shelves in super-

markets around the world. Eve-

ry other product on display 

wears the "Made in China" tag. 

Where does India stand? The 

odd bath mats are the only 

items I see with the "Made in 

India" tags. Bath mats and un-

dergarments. 

Yes, China continues to churn 

out fakes and low-quality, 

cheap goods but you would be 

surprised at how consumers 

are buying up these cheap 

products over and over again 

without inhibition. The key 

attribute here is that they are 
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China has also been shrewd 

to look at servicing the 

demands that such 

expansion sets forth. China 

is slowly but steadily 

building up its stakes on 

natural resources in Africa.  

INDIA VS. CHINA 

so cheap that you can afford to replace 

them once every few months. The Chi-

nese factories, in turn, rake in the reve-

nues from repeat sales. 

Talking of quality - guess where those 

shiny iPhones that the whole world lusts 

after are made? Shenzhen, China. Shen-

zhen was the first and the most success-

ful of China’s SEZs. A majority of the 

world's high-tech equipment are made 

by Chinese companies and these rank 

very high up in terms of quality as well. 

What does this prove? Although we re-

late China to cheap low-quality products, 

China is equally adept and successful at 

manufacturing high quality and high-tech 

devices and products. They also do it at a 

very cheap price, which is why compa-

nies flock to China to manufacture their 

market leading products.  

Tapping Natural Resources 

While expanding its industrial and manu-

facturing prowess, China has also been 

shrewd to look at servicing the demands 

that such expansion sets forth. Yes, the 

demand for oil, power and mineral re-

sources. China is slowly but steadily 

building up its stakes on natural re-

sources in Africa.  

Africa continues to be a troubled con-

tinent with its faction wars and mili-

tary governments. Very few compa-

nies are willing to take the risk of 

setting up shop in Africa. As a result, 

there is lesser competition from inter-

national oil and mining companies.  

The Chinese government was smart 

enough to take advantage of this situ-

ation and has been encouraging its oil 

companies to expand operations 
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and acquisitions in Africa. China already 

has vast oil investments in Nigeria and 

Sudan. The country also has the unique 

advantage that its oil companies are al-

most entirely controlled by the govern-

ment. This means they don’t have to 

bother themselves with shareholder 

concerns - financial, humanitarian or 

otherwise. And it’s not just Africa that 

China has set its sights on. Chinese 

companies continue to build their 

portfolio across the world. While they 

take the “from-scratch” approach in Af-

rica, in other parts of the world, includ-

ing Australasia, Chinese companies are 

taking the acquisition route. In 2009, a 

Chinese company (Yanzhou) made a 3.2 

billion US Dollars takeover bid for Felix - 

an Australian mining company. It was 

one of the biggest deals by a Chinese 

company in Australia. Since then there 

have been a number of other takeover 

bids that are in various stages of the 

process.  

What about India? 

Where does India stand in the natural 

resources game? The Iran-India oil pipe 

line remains a pipe dream. The future 

of this project now rests with Pakistan - 

the neighbour we are quarrelling with 

over a piece of land. Whatever mineral 

resources India does have are being si-

phoned out of the country by our 

elected representatives. Does the term 

“illegal mining” ring a bell? 

In the name of privatization, we have 

also opened up our public sector oil 

and mining companies to the stock 

market. It would appear that a large 

stake in each of these companies is 

now in foreign hands through the QIB 

route. ONGC and Reliance have made 

significant investments in overseas oil 

projects but there aren’t enough re-

sults to judge if India will succeed in 

sourcing all of its energy needs.   

India’s economy is booming and the 

growth stories out of industries are 

awe-inspiring. The stock market has 

held itself up against the recent eco-

nomic upheavals quite well. We are 

well on our way up in economic terms. 

Yet, India does not have the strength to 

wield the super-power status the way 
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China can.  

Of course, I don’t condone China’s labour practices or its closed governance. We 

can’t go down that path but we should try emulating the results that their practices 

bring out - that of a united front to the world. We can’t continue squabbling over 

non-issues like race, creed and religion. We can’t have political parties openly as-

saulting the same migrant workers that keep the economy booming.  

The Indian Edge 

China’s humanitarian excesses could well be its undoing. The anger and the frustra-

tion brimming within Chinese factories are waiting to explode. China has realised 

this and is working its way to patching itself up but they are making very slow pro-

gress. This is where India has its edge. We are to the world a democracy and one 

without too many a dark secret . India should use this image to its advantage and 

bring more business from around the world.  

India needs to get its act together – that’s the need of the hour. Alongside the 

pretty economic picture, we need the support of an undivided nation to get there. 

Our country needs to take a long hard look at where it’s headed and make arrange-

ments in terms of resources and infrastructure to sustain the future. 
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GUEST COLUMN 

Nia 

Written by 
The CWG Journey 

“To your left is the VVIP box, where the Queen will be seated”. I turned to my left 

and all I could see was some rubble. I looked at the site Superintendent Engineer of 

the Jawaharlal Nehru Stadium, Delhi; he seemed to know exactly what he was talk-

ing about. This was less than a year before the XIX Commonwealth Games 2010 

Delhi and at the venue of the Opening Ceremony of the Games.  

By this time, media reports poured in of how construction of venues was running 

well behind schedule.  And that was only the beginning of a wave of negative pub-

licity surrounding the Games. More and worse was to come in the following 

months.  However, the turning point was the spectacular Opening Ceremony and 

the 12 days of brilliant competition that followed, ensured that the Games will be 

remembered as a success, despite everything else.  

For many of us working for the Games, the journey that ended with the handing 

over of the Commonwealth Games to the next host, Glasgow, began much earlier.  
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I could perhaps best explain our journey through some of the experiences that 

made our association with the Games memorable. 

Visits to the venues gave me the first real feel of the Games and put in perspective 

the magnitude of the event. I had heard of transformations, but visiting the venues 

over the course of the last year were actual lessons in transformation! And the best 

example for me would be the showcase Jawaharlal Nehru Stadium itself. Every visit 

held something new for us. Seeing the vision of the site engineer materialize so 

beautifully and seeing it in its gleaming splendour on the day of the Opening Cere-

mony was truly special. And in many ways this transformation signified the making 

of the Games itself, from dust to glory…   

We were watching the launch of the Queen’s Baton Relay in London in September 

2009, on a giant screen put up outside our office, when crowds joined us out of curi-

osity. Soon they joined our cheers and this marked the beginning of interest in the 

Games, at least among the Delhiites.  

Starting early 2010, test events were held across various venues in preparation for 

the Games. These events helped us to better understand the real stars of the Games

- the athletes. Their dedication, hard work and humility made our small efforts seem 

worthwhile! By the end of the shooting championship, I was able to differentiate be-

tween trap and skeet shooting and had seen ammunition I had never seen before! I 

remember getting goosebumps seeing three Indian flags go up at the medal cere-

mony for one of the shooting events.  

For years, the mango tree rooted in Indian soil with some branches stretching over 

Pakistani territory at the Wagah border, has seen the ‘retreat ceremony’, where bor-

der forces from India and Pakistan conduct an energy packed drill, which reinforces,  

above all else, the significance of the boundary separating the two nations. Howev-

er, on 25 June 2010, the tree was witness to a different kind of ceremony. 

Large crowds were present, just as usual, but the atmos-

phere was a far cry from the everyday affair. The border 

gates were opened and people on either side were 

ready to welcome the Queen’s Baton 2010 Delhi, as it 

completed its international leg and was to enter India 

via the Wagah border.  
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That day made it evident why indeed it 

was called the Friendly Games.  

We were rapidly approaching D-day and 

August and September 2010 proved to 

be, rather unusually, some of the wettest 

months that Delhi had seen. The bright 

spot came with the unveiling of the Aero-

stat, the centre of attraction during the 

Opening and Closing Ceremonies. It was-

n’t raised to its full height yet, allowing us 

to appreciate how everything else in the 

stadium appeared so tiny in comparison! 

By this time, the Games mascot Shera 

was gaining immense popularity in the 

city and across the country by its pres-

ence during the Queen’s Baton Relay. 

Everyone wanted to be photographed 

with Shera, age no bar!  

The highlight of the Games Village open-

ing was the main dining hall. We were 

lucky to be one of the first to actually 

sample the sumptuous meals that were 

to be served to the athletes. Food from 

practically all over the world vied for our 

attention.  

Then, the countdown reduced from 

months to days and the buzz in the office 

in the last ten days before the Games was 

there for everyone to see.  

And once the Games began, outside the 

office, a giant screen transmitted the 

Games live. Large crowds used to gather 

to catch all the action and the excitement 

was infectious. The Opening Ceremony 

really turned things around like I men-

tioned earlier and brought in a stronger 

belief that we could pull this off well.  

Personally for me, it was heartening to 

see people cheer on athletes they had 

never heard of before and witness the 

electric atmosphere that events like ath-

letics, badminton, boxing and wrestling 

generated. Around 81 Commonwealth 

Games records were broken at this edi-

tion in Delhi. 70 was the number of rec-

ords broken at Manchester 2002-the se-

cond highest. This after many ‘top ath-

letes withdrew’.  Athletes from varied 

disciplines like archery, athletics, boxing, 

wrestling, shooting, tennis, gymnastics 

etc.,  making it to the front page of the 

national dailies! Can’t remember the 

last time that happened. This, when the 

India-Australia cricket series was on. 
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There were, of course, plenty of lessons to be learnt but the biggest of them all was 

that we can if we really want to. The Games bid had a 'vision' to ‘inculcate sports 

consciousness’ in Indians (in sports other than cricket i.e.). For me, this definitely 

was a start. The success of Indian athletes at the recently concluded Asian Games is 

hopefully a sign of better things to come in Indian Sport.  

 

The author was part of the organizing committee of the XIX Commonwealth 

Games 2010 Delhi. 

Pictures Courtesy : Google Images 
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DRAGONFLIES  
FICTION BY SHREYA  RAMACHANDRAN 

"It's warm, isn't it?" you asked.  I knew that you had started shav-ing, and that you bought your clothes from the men's section of stores, but your voice still caught me by surprise. It was deep, strong and quiet: the voice of a man. It reminded me that you were no longer a boy  - and nor, for that matter, was I any longer a girl.  

We were sitting on the wooden deck. The cycles were parked next to us, our shirts were wet with sweat. Our legs dangled over the lake. We had cycled for what felt like days and days, and I could still imagine the sound of the creaking wheels.  
Your eyes were like beetles - solid, round, black. You laughed, but your eyes kept looking at me. You stopped laughing and looked away. Your hand was on the deck, just lying there in the sun. I inched my hand closer ... slowly, I held out my hand, but you had noticed the movement. You looked down, and then looked back up. 

"You said no", you said, and the word hung over our heads. NO. I let my hand remain where it was, and said, "You dated Ishana." 
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'No' still drifted in the air like a lazy dragonfly. 
"You would have been cooler. But you said no." The dragonfly buzzed. 

We stared out at the lake in front of us. It was a beautiful shade of calm, deep blue. 

"I don't know why I said no."  
I used my empty hand to swat at the dragonfly, which was start-ing to fly away. 

You cleared your throat. You had to hold back your words; maybe you had no words. "It took me a while to get over you, too", you offered as consolation. "That's why I dated Ishana. When you said no, I just wanted to feel liked?" You sounded bitter and childish. Both our hands were off the deck and in our own laps. Pink suited you. I wanted to tell that to you, but I had the strange fear that if I told you, you would stop wearing pink. We sat by the lake immersed in the stories of yesterday that sur-rounded us. 

"But why talk about the past?" you asked. 
"Because we have no future." 
You laughed. "Good one." 
Somehow, though, I couldn't find the humour in my throat. Dragonflies are hard to catch. They are always tantalizingly out of reach where they can be seen, not heard. I still haven't laughed. 
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Perfect worlds that nobody could alter, 

kind-hearted people with no dark streak; 

dainty dolls clothed in handmade rags, 

imaginary friends who could be 

summoned when bored. 

 

Classrooms and hostels brought within the 

confines of home, 

lisps and innocent talk recorded in brown 

taped cassettes; 

fountains and coconut trees materialized 

on a round, black head, 

printed skirts and colourful frocks adorned 

a chubby little girl. 

 

Railway tickets collected and treasured in 

tiny purses, 

sketch books filled incessantly with 

neckless stick figures;  

songs with indigenous lyrics, impromptu 

dances, 

tears shed for pots broken and ‘Baby’s 

Day Out’. 

 

D
ay

s 
o
f 
Y

o
re

 
Poetry

 by  

Swetha Ramachandran 
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Fairy tales and Aesop’s fables read and re-

read, 

'Lock and Key’ and ‘Four Corners’ played 

for long; 

‘Nataraj’ pencils and ‘Faber-Castell’, 

prized possessions, 

‘Tom and Jerry’ and ‘Mickey Mouse’, 

constant companions. 

 

Montages, memories, echoes of childish 

laughter, 

penetrate the mind like tiny worms,  

red and yellow, squirming and squeezing,  

the past oozing out from their slimy 

bodies. D
ay

s 
o
f 
Y

o
re
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“What are you talking about? The ‘time bomb’ is a person?” 

Ok, look Mr. Klaude, you are a respectable member of our community. Don’t you 

think what you are saying is ... how do I put it ... a little ridiculous? I am sorry... but 

we have more pressing matters to attend to... perhaps you are stressed out... and 

you need to... 

Officer, I need you to understand that I am fully aware of what I am saying... did you 

seriously think that I didn’t churn it out in my head before coming down here ...  

We are the Department for the Prevention of Cyber Crimes (DPCC). We are not 

some wacky science fiction publishing house. We rely on cold, hard facts. Let’s say, 

for argument’s sake, I accept your statement that your father had built a breach  

The Grid Breach 
Science Fiction 
By Jeevanjyoti Chakraborty 

Picture source: Google 
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Grid computing is a term re-

ferring to the combination of 

computer resources from 

multiple administrative do-

mains to reach a common 

goal. The Grid can be thought 

of as a distributed system 

with non-interactive work-

loads that involve a large 

number of files. What distin-

guishes grid computing from 

conventional high perfor-

mance computing systems 

such as cluster computing is 

that grids tend to be more 

loosely coupled, heterogene-

ous, and geographically dis-

persed. Although a grid can 

be dedicated to a specialized 

application, it is more com-

mon that a single grid will be 

used for a variety of different 

purposes. Grids are often 

constructed with the aid of 

general-purpose grid soft-

ware libraries known as mid-

dleware. 

Source : Wikipedia 

mechanism to be activated 

by a “time bomb” that 

would – as you say – com-

promise all forms of online 

security systems. If that is 

so, what is the breach mech-

anism? And, more im-

portantly, where is the time 

bomb? Mr. Klaude, can you 

give an answer to that? 

Where is it?! 

Officer, not “it”. “He.” 

What! You mean a person?! 

What are you talking about? 

The “time bomb” is a per-

son? Who is he? 

I am.  

——————————- 

Professor, let me see if I 

have got it right. You are say-

ing the breach mechanism 

could be a slightly improved 

version of the most basic 

brute-force algorithm that 

novice crackers try out to 

break passwords. But, going 

up against the might of the 

strongest security systems  

using that would be laugha-

ble... 

Exactly! Indeed, so over-

whelmingly impracticable 

that it is ... well, impossible. 

I don’t understand... 

Let me explain. This method 

used from a stand-alone sys-

tem would be a novice’s day-

dream; deployed from two 

systems in parallel – not any-

thing better. Deployed from 

a thousand, a hundred thou-

sand systems, maybe mar-

ginally stronger... but not 

necessarily better. Now, add 

a simple machine learning 

component to the system, 

so that it learns from its mis-

takes and gains familiarity 

with the behaviour of its en-

emy. You have immediately 

got something really better. 

On top of this, allow this 

seed to gestate over twenty 

years, and you will have 

something that can go up 

against the best security sys-

tem in the world.  

What is Grid Computing? 
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Ok, that makes sense. But, I still do not 

understand that for such a method to 

be practicable, it would still need a 

large pool of systems to train it over 

these twenty years or so. We know that 

the behemoths of the cyber corporate 

world do have access to such gigantic 

pools. But for obvious reasons none of 

them would ever foster such a seed.  

You are absolutely right. Those corpo-

rate houses will be the biggest losers in 

the event that the catastrophe predict-

ed by our Mr. Klaude actually comes to 

pass. However, you are forgetting the 

sleeping hit of 21st century computing.  

Do you mean “grid computing”, Profes-

sor? 

Yes. That, together with the concept of 

CPU scavenging. That is the system 

where minute amounts of computing 

resources are “stolen” from a grid of 

otherwise ordinary computers, used by 

the common public, when they are idle. 

From what I have deduced after read-

ing the official statements of Mr. 

Klaude, it seems to me that his father 

was one of the earliest architects of the 

constructs that enabled grid computing 

for various scientific laboratories.  

Yes. We have verified records that our 

senior Klaude had worked extensively 

on the actual implementations of the 

constructs. Later, of course, as we all 

know, he went into the gaming industry 

and became a billionaire. You know, in 

that virtual world, his games are leg-

endary. 

Oh my God! Could it be that his gaming 

servers are the masters in our case? 

Yes, theoretically, that is certainly possi-

ble. But, in practical implementation 

they would have been caught long ago. 

Long before Mr. Klaude senior died. 

And you would not be floundering 

around for answers. 
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In that case, I think I need to talk with Mr. Klaude himself. And Professor, I thank you on 

behalf of the DPCC. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Mr. Klaude, it’s time we get the facts straight.  

Yes, that is what I have been meaning to. 

So, as you say, the attack will be through a grid of ordinary computers. Your dad’s breach 

mechanism is based on the grid computing concept, right? 

Very roughly speaking, yes. 

But, a grid, as I understand it, must have a master system. Assuming what you are saying is 

true, and that your dad was the one who created this breach mechanism, he would have 

to use a system that was directly under his control. Do you mean to say that the game 

servers of your dad’s company are that master system? 

Yes and no. Yes, because the ancestors of our present game servers were the first masters. 

And, no because there are no masters per se at the current stage.  

What do you mean? How is that possible? There has to be one master at least. 

You are right. There has to be at least one master. But, nobody said that the master has to 

be statically confined to one physical system.  

I don’t get you. 

You see, a system is engaged to be a master only because a specific program is running. 

Apart from that it is not anything special. Now, if that program can be run on one system, 

it might as well be run on another, and then another. 

Are you implying that the program is designed in such a way that it never sits one system 

in the grid? 

Exactly, my point. There are no “masters” because they all are. True, at any given time 

there are probably only a handful of systems which act as the master systems. But, instead 

of a snap-shot picture of the whole grid, take a time exposure shot, and you will end up 

with a picture where the identity of the masters gets almost evenly smoothed out over the 

entire grid. 
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There are two parts to the learning. The first is based on a really old concept that started 

way back in the last couple of years of the first decade of this century. Back then, there 

was this huge frenzy in the biotech world to delineate protein structures computationally. 

Long chains of proteins can have a mind-boggling number of combinations possible. They 

did have quite strong computers back then but these, even when run in parallel, were not 

very efficient. So, the guys running these simulations came up with a brilliant idea. You 

see, even ordinary human beings without any formal scientific training have an intrinsic 

aptitude to understand the feasibility of structures that the best computing work horses 

don’t. The idea was to exploit this intrinsic human ability. The problem of protein struc-

tures, specifically, protein folding, was moulded into the form of games that ordinary peo-

ple could play. It was an unprecedented success. By 2010, the best “gamers” were far 

more efficient at delineating structures – albeit with no knowledge of what they were real-

ly doing – than even the supercomputers. My dad took inspiration from this and adapted 

the part of the learning which had to do with the feasibility of his breach codes into this.  

So, basically, you mean to say that as the protein folding “gamers” play, they inadvertently 

help the breach mechanism to learn about feasible lines of attack? 

Right. 

I know about this early protein folding games. My uncle used to be a huge follower. And 

we still have alternative versions of that. I am not too sure. But I think I heard something 

about this citizen computing concept in the delineation of the grafted fullerene structures.  

Yes. You are right. That early concept of citizen computing has been successfully adapted 

in many areas.  

And how many of those gaming systems have been “engaged” by your dad?  

I am afraid – most of them. 

Hmph! So, what is the second component of the learning mechanism? 

The second component is related to the training of the attack modes of the breach mecha-

nism. My dad used actual online games to do that.  

How does that work? 

The idea is pretty simple actually. Suppose you are new to a game. After learning the rules, 

you can of course start playing yourself. But, you can’t move ahead really unless you pick 

up some tricks. 
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And what would be the best way to learn the tricks of the game?  

Watch the best players play? 

Exactly! The breach mechanism just sits and watches those online games. Like a real 

spectator it takes sides – the side of the favourites, the big guns. For example, in a multi-

player, individual shooting game it takes the sides of the highest scorer. In such scenari-

os, lower ranked players team up against the big gun to try and outman him. This situa-

tion is not quite unlike what you have in a security system breach using parallel systems 

running in sync against the might of one ultra-strong cyber vault.  

So, the breach mechanism learns about the attack strategies of the mob and at the same 

time the defence strategies of the big gun... is that what you are saying? 

Yes, dead on.  

And this training has been going on for the last twenty years, you say?! 

Right. 

It has started to make a lot of sense. But, I still don’t get one thing.  

Picture by Shapeshift 
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What is that? 

How do you into the picture? From what it seems your father had already done what he 

had to do about twenty years ago only for the unsuspecting individuals to play out his 

scheme. If I am not wrong you first introduced yourself in my Department as the time 

bomb that would activate this breach mechanism... 

Ah, that! I have been, for the most part, the highest ranked player in all of dad’s games. 

What?! But, that would mean you were the main player the breach mechanism learnt all 

about the defence breaking. Still, I don’t understand what you meant by your being the 

“time bomb”? 

I had been an inadvertent player in this scheme of dad’s over all these years. What I 

mean by a time bomb is that the breach mechanism needs to go over a certain thresh-

old limit of its learning curve to actually go into real attack mode.  

Like it is ready to attack when it “thinks” it has learnt enough? Is that it? 

Yes. That limit of its learning curve is dictated by a weighted criterion on the individual 

performance of the highest ranked players. When the mob of lower ranked players gets 

a hit in on a higher ranked player, the breach mechanism learns that as an effective 

attack mode. Take enough of those hits and you have a rough idea of the limit when the 

attack mode of the breach mechanism begins.  

Are you saying that you have taken a lot of hits recently?  

Unfortunately, yes. I am afraid that the limit is near. I am not sure if I might have already 

tipped it over into attack mode.  

Just hold on, alright! You have been telling us all this... but if you are really an inadvert-

ent participant in all this, how do you know of all this?  

I didn’t. At least not until now. My dad had the foresight to know that I would be one of 

the biggest game players, and he sneaked in personal messages for me at every level. 

Most of them were innocuous all these years. I almost felt like Superman talking with his 

father Jor-El in the ice castle. Until recently that is. After I had hit the highest echelon in 

one of the toughest games only to lose a week later to a bunch of apparent pretenders, 

there came this message that I should check out some old diary of his in our farm house.  

I really can’t let this play out just to satisfy a morbid curiosity . 
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You also can’t stop all this 

gaming for the sheer fear of 

letting the cat out of the 

bag. That is, if there is a cat 

at all. Even if we could 

charge you with something 

we could arrest you – but 

that won’t help. You are the 

only one who knows about 

this.  

Yes, about the charges. You 

can’t really charge me with 

anything. Nor can you 

charge any of those hun-

dreds of thousands of own-

ers of the grid. First of all, 

they have been inadvertent 

participants. Second, you 

cannot single out any one. It 

really is a distributed culpa-

bility.  

You are right. But I am not 

too worried about that. 

What I am worried about is 

if what you have said until 

now is true, and hoping that 

you have not yet tripped the 

breach mechanism into 

attack mode, how can we 

prevent it from ever tipping 

over? 

Well. I could try and keep 

winning. To fool the breach 

mechanism into “thinking” 

that it has something left to 

learn. 

Can you do that? 

As I said, I could try. I am 

sure I can reverse the recent 

trend. But, then again, I am 

not too sure how long I can 

keep that up. 

At least it will buy us some 

time to think out a proper 

strategy. So game! Game like 

you have never gamed be-

fore! Win. Win to keep the 

world economy from crash-

ing.  

Huh! 

-------------------------------------- 

Papa, tell me the poem that 

Grandpa used to tell you.  

Oh sweety! You promised 

that was the last story…

Please, Papa... 

 

Picture source: Google 
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I like it very much... I promise I’ll go to sleep after that... 

Alright then, but a promise is a promise... here it goes… 

Twinkle, twinkle all they stare, 

Thinking always how to dare. 

Off into the lion’s lair  

Sitting duck, now ain’t that rare? 

To beat them all, let ‘em near. 

Make it easy, give a scare! 

................................... 

Papa, what happened? Why did you stop? Is anything wrong? 

No honey! Nothing is wrong. Everything is right. Every thing! 

Give the fool his empty share 

In love and war, all is fair! 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I know what I have to do. You DPCC people would never have figured it out. It’s easier 

than winning every game. My father had been telling me the solution all along. I just 

hadn’t listened to it. But now I know what is to be done. Poetic justice from the prank-

ster genius! 

I hope, Mr. Klaude, for all our sake, you know what you mean.   
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Loving Shyama 

F ICTION  

ANUPAMA 

KRISHNAKUMAR 

 

With the girl next door... 

When Ashok fell in love... 

My life has been so full of letters, she told me once, only after she had 

warmed up to me as a person and my presence around her.  

But, long before all that, two years before she actually uttered those 

words, I had sighted her first tending to the lovely, big roses in her large, 

beautiful garden, with the gardener paying rapt attention to all that she 

was saying.  I had just then returned home after winding up four years of 

my hostel life, I, a soon-to-be engineer; to be precise, I had just knocked at 

the doors of my sweet home and was humming to myself, when this new, 

not-to-mention attractive neighbour caught my eye.  

Shyamala; how much I loved that name when I heard it first. Amma told 

me her name when we sat at the dining table ‘catching up’. I didn’t ask for 

more. Shyama – what a beautiful way to address someone.  
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A point of stunning radiance 

In a garden full of fragrance 

Shyamala, I hear, is her name 

Is life playing out its game? 

Are you sure of what you are saying, Ashok? My mother sounded flabber-

gasted when she heard about my decision to marry Shyamala.  

But, long before all that, I clearly remember the first time I ever spoke to 

Shyama. Her mother was reluctant to let me in. I am Ashok – your neigh-

bour’s son, I told her; just thought I would drop in to say hello. I somehow 

thought the lady had an X-ray vision; it worried me in fact. The way her 

looks went, I thought she was piercing through to scan my intentions. The 

telephone rang then. It was the saving grace. 

That’s when I saw her first, at proximity. Shyamala coming down the stairs, 

slowly, gracefully. She wore a pink and white salwar kameez with a floral 

dupatta.  

Elegance, thy name is Shyama 

Is life staging a timely drama? 

Love courses through my veins 

Hell, the desire inside me screams! 

It was when Shyama told me about the letters I told her of my love. 

 But, long before all that, that evening when I first went to her home, when 

her mother was busy on the phone, when Shyama came down the stairs 

and I stood there mad and paralyzed with love, when I looked at her and 

said a gentle hello, when she searched in the dimly lit room, when I was a 

few minutes short of realizing she was indeed ascertaining my position,  
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when she put her hand to the left and picked up the stick, I realized with a 

lump in my throat -  the reality. My Shyama was blind. 

I walked up to her and told her hello, again. She smiled. I saw she had 

beautiful blue eyes, a calm, deep blue that defied the handicap. I told her 

about me and asked her if she was the one who played the guitar. She nod-

ded. Can I come often? Oh, why not, she said. 

Her blue eyes, a sea of serenity 

O’ my heart swells with pity 

I would realize only a little later 

Love not pity sent my heart aflutter.  

Our marriage was a simple ceremony. Three years into our marriage, our 

son was born. 

But long before all that, when I insisted, mom grew morose. She seemed 

withdrawn. Dad was better. He convinced her that it would all be fine. Oh, 

she isn’t from our caste. What will happen of our culture? What will I tell 

the elders? Her vision is gone. She is older than my son. My mom had a big 

list of complaints to go against the whole thing. She hated Shyama bitterly. 

What sort of grandchildren will I have? I want to match horoscopes, she 

wailed, let me do at least that. I consented. But, no matter what, I am going 

to marry her. Shyama’s simplicity and the courage with which she took on 

life made me put my foot down. Appreciate my love and my intention. This 

horoscope business is only for your satisfaction. And, so off went my mom 

to the astrologer.  

Well, what she didn’t know was I had already listened to a parrot telling me 

my future.  
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Listen o’ love-struck one 

Dreaming about a special someone 

Run about, jump and scream 

You will live the life you dream. 

Amma came back unconvinced. Dad said the astrologer held authoritative-

ly that the marriage was destined to happen. 

But, long before all that, I went a second time to Shyama’s home. It was a 

fortnight before I was scheduled to leave for the U.S. for my higher studies. 

Shyama’s mother seemed visibly relaxed the second time. I wonder what 

gave her the confidence that I wasn’t behind her only daughter. To my re-

lief, she flashed a warm smile and even brought in tea and biscuits while 

her daughter played the guitar.  

You play so well, I told her admiringly. She smiled. Have you been learning 

for long? Yes, she said, since I was five. The kids will be here anytime, she 

reminded me. The ones that come to learn the guitar. I left. 

Long fingers, golden nails 

Strings leaving musical trails 

She ends on a note o’ so high 

Beauty and music make me sigh. 

Shyama’s mother was dismayed when I told her I wanted to marry her 

daughter. I told her I wanted to know what she thought even before I told 

my mother. I told her I would take good care of her daughter. She broke 

down. 

But long before all that, when I came back after a year into my M.S., for 

two weeks, I waited breathlessly to meet Shyama. I realized my love for her 
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hadn’t died down. I also realized how my heart pounded when I heard they 

had gone away for a week. O’ when would she return? My heart ached. I 

hated myself for the softness that had crept inside me but what was I to 

do, I was madly in love with the source of it all.  

She arrived three days before I was to leave. Her mother was unwell and 

my mother in all the goodwill that she could conjure as a neighbour went 

over to help. I accompanied her too. More than a glimpse, an hour of con-

versation, truckload of memories.  

She enquires, smiles, nods 

But always on the guard 

I seamlessly tell her all 

Of summer, spring and fall. 

Shyama took a week to tell me a yes.  

But long before all that, when I had accompanied my mother to her house, 

when we had sat discussing my year at the U.S., when we had laughed gen-

tly over a few, silly jokes, when she had heard me out, when silence had 

filled the space between us, I looked ahead to see many books. Does your 

mom read, I asked her. Those are mine, she said. I sat speechless. I could 

read till a while ago. I lost my vision only three years ago. And even before I 

asked her how, she said, in an accident.  

Her mother stood near the doorway, sniffing her nose into the edge of her 

saree, brushed away a tear and asked, Ashok, how are you? 

I told her I am doing great and fine 

Wishing I could take their lives into mine 

I wasn’t sure if I had all reasons 

Yet, I knew this love was beyond seasons. 
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The week between my confession and Shyama’s yes  was restless to say the 

least.  

So, what happened a week before Shyama said a yes? I was back home 

again after a year and invited Shyama and aunty home for dinner. You 

haven’t been home even once, I convinced her. My mom, I suspect, began 

having her doubts. My interest in the girl, if not anything, was quite obvi-

ous. After dinner, I took her to my study. That’s when she spoke of letters. 

Do you still write them? She asked me. Yes, I replied, sounding surprised. 

How do you know? She lifted the inland letter lying on the table, tracing 

the edges with her slender fingers. I smiled and I wished she could see it. It 

was the best reply I could give her. My life is so full of letters she said then. 

From my grandfather and father, who were both in the army. I used to read 

and re-read them so many times, she continued with a touch of sadness. I 

still have them with me. The letters somehow keep me close to them, even 

when they have gone far away from 

me. 

And you like candles too? She asked 

suddenly feeling hot wax  on the ta-

ble. Yes, I said sort of stirred out from 

a memory whirlpool. Letters under 

the candle light. I love the ambience, 

I said. What are you writing? She 

asked.  A love letter.  

To?  

You.  

Picture by Seraphina  
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Suddenly, she falls strangely silent 

Staring into the flame so violent 

She clears her throat and says I ‘ll leave 

Words are stuck like stones in a sieve. 

Shyama, please be mine, I tell her 

It can’t happen, jus’ don’t bother 

Why not, why not, I ask her 

Outside the rain goes pitter patter. 

I am blind, I can’t see, I hear her mutter 

O’ Shyama, I say, it doesn’t matter 

I am older, I am older, I hear her mutter 

O’ Shyama, I say, it doesn’t matter. 

She leaves, unconvinced, tears streaming 

I rush to her side, seeing her faltering 

Don’t come to see me anymore 

She says amidst the noisy downpour.  

A week later she called me home to say she couldn’t convince her heart. 

Please marry me, I now know I have missed you all through, she said and 

held out her hand. I took it into mine and haven’t left it since. And while 

you have known all the past, hear out what the future is. My granddaugh-

ter who listened to this story, just as you did, hugged me and has gone into 

her room. Her words were, ‘Grandpa, I need some time to think. But, don’t 

worry; I will think enough before I decide.’ 



55 

Why did I decide to tell her my story? I believe, my granddaughter, who is 

here with me and my wife on a vacation, wants to marry a guy she likes. 

Understandable. The problem is my son isn’t convinced about the fellow. It 

is true that changing ways of life have polluted the definition of true love. I 

am not saying there have been all good love stories in the past but I sus-

pect the trap has become bigger now. The risk of falling into it is even 

more. And that’s when a good past proves to be helpful. They say let go of 

the past. Yes, it is important to not be emotionally tied to what has gone by 

but at the same time, it’s important to hang on to the lessons once has 

learnt from the past or learn from what the past has got to teach us.  

I hope my story will make a difference, no matter how small. I wish she will 

understand that true love transcends time and distance. It will remain un-

diminished all through, no matter what. It doesn’t expect anything. It’s 

about giving space. With that hope, I lean back on my easy chair and wait 

for the future. 

Prayers, 

Ashok 
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