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Notes of a tense trip to Bastar, Chhattisgarh; December 2009 

 

July-October 

Over the past six months the staffs from LEAF office have not been to Kakalgur and the 
neighbouring villages due to the fear of Maoist presence. During my month-long walk in 
June/July I had wandered all over and heard about them, but that was all. Only on August 
15th, to commemorate the Independence Day, a tree-planting function had been organized 
in the village and some saplings had been planted in the degraded forest patch across the 
fields. 

These months have also seen a great influx of news about Maoist violence, especially 
against the people and the security forces; there is a glaring omission of any violence 
perpetuated by the state. The only news that came about this latter aspect was from a few 
magazines and websites, but this hardly ever reached the larger public domain. 

I have been getting a more or less steady stream of phone calls through this time; usually I 
tried to grasp the mood of the people and the village from these conversations. What’s 
going on? Has the mustard been sown? Anyone went fishing? People still making mahua? I 
knew that a few meetings had been called at night by the Maoists. The people were 
unhappy and afraid of these calls and everyone had come together to perform ceremonies 
in all the village shrines to help them tide through this difficult time. The security forces 
(Central Reserve Police Force) were combing the village in the day, checking houses at 
random, questioning people if they came from the forest after dusk..... 

Then one day I heard that Dusheru had been taken away by the Force (pronounced Porso in 
Durwa) at night. They had come in 6-7 trucks and dragged him away from his mat and led 
him away towards Bhadrimau, making him walk through the night. The noise of the family 
and the crying of Dusheru’s children had been heard by everyone in the village; quite a few 
admitted they had been woken up by the sounds but had been afraid to go there.  
Dusheru’s father went in search of him at first light to Bhadrimau and Jhiram where he had 
been taken. The Porso wanted information about Maoists from Dusheru and roughed him 
up quite a bit when he was unable to provide them any. Later they had taken him to the 
Darba thana and beaten him badly with an iron rod, then locked him up. We were all quite 
shaken up by this incident as there seemed to be no clue as to why they had picked on 
Dusheru of all people. There was some talk about a list of suspects, but nobody knew how 
this list was made or who had it. Dusheru was taken to the Jagdalpur jail a few days later. 



2 

 

A few days later, as the situation of general unease continued, with the Porso wandering 
about the village and hauling up anyone they suspected, I called the Director General of 
Police (DGP) in Raipur. I told him of the behaviour of the police in the village, the fear, and 
how this may lead to precisely those consequences that they are trying to prevent. He did 
agree that such things can happen, that they sometimes have little control of what happens 
in the field despite all the best intentions, but that he will see and get a word through to the 
local station. After this the Porso has left the people alone. 

 Other names on the list were those of Kosa, Eri and Sitaram. The Porso had apparently 
questioned Kosa one day and had beaten him, and told him that they will return for him 
soon. The boy – one of those laughing and lively souls – had lost all zest for life and stuck to 
his mat for a week, then just died. Eri and Sitaram, judging that it would be better to go and 
hand themselves in, (to avoid being beaten), one morning had their fill of mahua, a good 
meal, and went over to the station. A day later they were taken to the Jagdalpur jail too; 
Nagji and Basant are their lawyers. The case against all three is that they have helped the 
Maoists torch a truck full of bamboo last summer!!      

November 

Through this month we just decided to continue the medical work and maintenance of the 
nursery. Every time anyone came to town they would call me about ailments and we would 
decide on the treatment/medicine and Ishwar was well stocked with medical supplies. Nagji 
and Ramu made arrangements that Eri’s grain was harvested by the village boys, bundled 
and carried to his place. Ramu from the village was categorical in not wanting any visitors 
from outside; Nagji wanted no truck with the police. It was all very difficult to make people 
talk or even relate to each other openly. Everyone wanted to show their independence from 
the other! I ate badly, slept worse, dreamt of guns and violence and had the occasional 
nightmares. Made a field visit to Uttara Kannada and the Srisailam Tiger Reserve to divert 
my mind! 

I had a few more chats with the DGP – who had told me to inform him when I visit Bastar – 
who cautioned me but said it should be OK if I visited alone.  

December 

--- for this is the sweetest thing solitude has for us, that we are free in 
it, and no convention holds us--- 

W.H.Hudson 

 

I arrived in Jagdalpur quite late. Three boys from Kakalura were at the LEAF office which was 
great as I could get immediate news about the village and the goings-on. Later had a chat 
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with Nagji and Basant and when I expressed my intentions of going to the village the 
following day both were adamant that I don’t. They said it was too dangerous, that they 
could ask people to come and see me in Jagdalpur instead of me going there! 

The following day I called at the Superintendent of Police (SP), who had already been 
informed about my arrival. He was a pleasant man and keen to learn and to help ease the 
situation in the Bastar region. After hearing me out – I told him about the Porso, the boys in 
jail, my disbelief about their role in any Maoist activity, their overall help in long medical 
expeditions with Elly, the work that LEAF has undertaken over these last years – he said that 
he was glad to be able to get my support in finding a solution to the present problem. As I 
wanted to visit the boys in jail he sent me an escort – a Mr Joshi from the Intelligence 
Branch (IB) – and off we went. I asked Mr Joshi whether he already knew of me, as he was 
an IB person. He said, Yes, but what exactly do you do? I explained as best as I could, 
chatting about nurseries and planting and conservation in general. 

We hung around outside the jail for quite awhile, chatting with the sentries, who had passed 
word of our presence through the keyhole to the guard within.  A lot of tribal people were 
waiting to see their friends and relatives too, some had been allowed to talk to their people 
through the meshed windows, but I had a date with the jailor.  

Suddenly a man greets me from the crowd. “Saheb! Don’t you recognize me?” I don’t. “You 
came to the nursery in our village”, he says. The IB man is curious and asks, “You have a 
nursery? I would like some plants; you see I have some land. Sir, could you guide me about 
what I should plant?” I talked about long-lived NTFP trees, about their advantage over 
eucalyptus and casuarinas, and he seemed partly convinced about what I do. 

Finally we were called inside, signed up in the register, and went to the Jailor’s room. Mr 
R.K.Shukla was talkative, explained that all the inmates – there were more than 1200 of 
them in a space for about 600 – were like his children (Main in sabka baap hoon!). After 
answering all his questions – where am I from, what do I do, why am I here, how do I know 
these people – I added that I have written a book on the plants of Bastar and that these 
boys in prison have helped me in it. Then he became very enthusiastic and held forth and 
proclaimed that the only God was Nature, not Ram or Durga and, as he loved Nature, he 
would like a copy of my book. I told him I would send him a copy. 

“No! I will buy it!” 

“You don’t have to, sir! I will send you a free copy.” 

“We do not value anything we get for free! Look! God made us for free, do we value him? 
No! I want to value your book, let me buy it!” 
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After this interesting theological insight I was called into the sub-Jailor’s room where the 
boys were finally brought to meet me. I took them in for a long time and them me, and we 
went to a corner of the room and sat on the floor, the IB man hovering close by. We 
laughed, cursed, spoke all at once, and it took awhile before we calmed down and were able 
to each speak in turn. Eri looked a little worn out, Sitaram just a little better; quite to my 
surprise Dusheru, despite being there the longest and all the beatings, seemed in good 
cheer. He said that he was very low until these Eri and Sitaram came as he was extremely 
lonely but now as a threesome they were able to bear it better. 

They had no idea how their names figured in this “list” and pleaded to be let off as they 
know nothing about what is going on! They said they wanted very much to see their 
children, at the same time when they did visit it only made them cry. They wanted to drink 
landa and be home! After noting down what essentials they required we hugged each other 
and I Ieft. The IB man was a bit put off as the entire conversation was in Durwa! 

Later that afternoon I drove down to Kakalura. En route stopped at the Darba police station 
and met the local Inspector to inform him about my arrival. He was watching TV but came 
out to see me and immediately launched off into how dangerous the area had become. He 
was new to the place and had called me at Kodaikanal one night to ask when I would come 
to Bastar. As the Maoists were holding meetings at night in the village he wanted me to 
come and advise the people against attending. 

We talked for some time. Then he said, “These people from your village never learn. Even 
last night we caught seven of them wandering through the forest.” 

“Where?” 

“On the trail between Chindawada  and Kakalgur. Four girls and three boys, at 1’o clock at 
night. Can you imagine?” 

“They must have gone to dance,” I explained. “It’s an annual tradition”.  

“At this time of the night! Boys and girls together!” 

“It’s their culture. Don’t you wish ours was as free too?” 

“But Madhubhai! Can’t you understand that circumstances are against their culture?” 

I agreed to warn the boys and girls, that if they go to dance in another village they should 
stay the night there too. 

In Kakalura, finally. Went home and stayed briefly before going on a quick round of visits to 
the homes of  Eri, Sitaram and Dusheru, to tell them I had met the boys, that they were 
well...... Wandering about the village I noticed that everyone was subdued, that there was a 
kind of tangible stillness. The usual banter when I met the boys was missing and, despite the 
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clear blue sky and the wonderfully crisp air and the smell of mustard and freshly cut grain, 
something else hovered over the village that made even normal conversation a bit strained. 
I mentioned as much and they did agree. Most people don’t leave their homes after dusk – 
how these dancing children had ventured out so far at night was quite something – and the 
usual liveliness one meets in tribal life is missing.  

The following day I managed to spend time with many people, get more opinions, and we all 
did have a party of sorts with much mahua and wild meat. This year almost nobody slept on 
the machans to guard their grain on the hill-slopes and more than the usual share of the 
crop has been eaten by wild boar and porcupine; similarly, no going into the forest for small 
game or to fish. The youth have been very close and concerned about the families affected. 
It was painful to see Dusheru’s father, he had aged overnight, and he said nothing, just 
hugged me and wept. 

Before leaving Bastar I met the SP again to apprise him of the situation in the village. And 
also of the violence that Dusheru and Kosa had gone through. And as before he listened to 
me and then said that they cannot technically withdraw the case but can make their case 
weak so that it won’t hold in court. When I mentioned this to Nagji he asked But what 
evidence do they have in the first place? Another point to look into was the records of labour 
in the period in question: the boys were all working on the widening of a road last summer 
when the truck was apparently burnt. If they can show their attendance in the register that 
is the best alibi they can have.  The SP also invited me to come soon to Bastar and work as 
before as he felt that only such engagement will heal the wounds. 

Some thoughts for all of us  

1. The fact that the adivasi people are caught between two opposite forces is quite 
obvious to most people, including the police. Yet, the police expect the people to 
resist the Maoists when they visit the village. Though this seems a little unrealistic 
we need to work with this fact. Even if they help in shifting their bed they have 
abetted them was what the Inspector at Darba said. Among the various levels of 
police officials I met, the local one was the most pessimistic; the DGP was cautious, 
the SP was overly optimistic. 

2. There are new Dalams being established in central Bastar; the police feel that there 
is forced recruitment. Are there ways for the people to resist? 

3. Though there are fortunately senior police officials who are willing to listen they 
have no day-to-day say in how things happen at the local level. And it seems to be 
human nature to transform into a beast when nobody is looking (as in the remote 
villages).  I feel that it is better to take up such issues personally with the police 
rather than raise hue and cry and publicize it. It seems to me that the higher-ups 
may have to tolerate some degree of misbehaviour on the part of their field staff as 
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compensation for the long periods jawans spend away from their families in 
dangerous territory. (A CRPF jawan has a mandatory 20 year field service!) However, 
we should stay in close contact with such officials and see if we can work towards a 
solution. 

4. Somehow, the fear factor in adivasi villages is not understood among the police. As 
they never related to the adivasi people during peacetime – in a normal way – they 
do not see the changes in adivasi community now. This is why they expect them to 
resist the Maoists as if it was an easy matter. 

5. The police, even high officials, do not seem to connect to issues outside the naxal-
police-people world. It surprised me when one of them confessed to this; I had asked 
whether he did not link the overall state politics, land grabs, corruption at all levels, 
mining and displacement of people, etc., to the naxal issue. It is therefore up to us to 
carefully make these links clear. 

6. It becomes implicit that opportunities like the Forest Rights Act need to be used by 
the NGO sector properly. We need to somehow make the state publicize the 
community aspect of the Act (which it has completely avoided up till now) and come 
together to see how we can progress. As yet, the process has been so fraught with 
competition, uncompromising views and a resulting polarization that the complexity 
has been lost. Only if the complexity is brought out – the varying ecological zones, 
the linguistic factors, the differing economic status of the various adivasi groups, the 
political subtleties – can we begin to address the issue at all. Instead, the Act is being 
implemented in ways that can only aggravate the existing conflicts, adding fuel to 
the naxal fire. 

7. All the hullaballoo about development in tribal areas being the solution to the 
present problem has been repeated ad nausea but I don’t think that that is the 
answer. For one, what need is there for an adivasi in a remote village for a road? 
And, isn’t most of our development schemes corruption driven? It is better to move 
away from this cliché and look for a real solution. 

8. In some instances I have noticed that adivasi villages have sided with the Left due to 
an early problem with forest land. For example, a village that had encroached upon 
Reserved Forest may have been supported by the Left that assured them that they 
would eventually get rights over the forest they have cleared. This support over the 
years (I feel) has indebted these adivasi villages to the Left; in the present situation, 
these Left groups are cashing in on these villages and the people may well wonder 
whether the price for such support was worth it! 

9. While going about this quite difficult business of negotiation –  to at least see that 
the adivasi people are left to themselves – we need to have some faith in the innate 
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goodness of all individuals and parties. It does seem absurd to say this when we are 
aware of so much violence that has happened but I do not think we will progress if 
we are there as only critical observers. There are such observers today who have 
been more vocal than I have been or intend to be. I feel that this manner of shrill 
criticism only erodes our collective right to dissent; also, the authorities feel tired of 
it and disengage themselves from the dialogue. 

10. I would like a closed door meeting to discuss the central Indian situation. Perhaps we 
can come up with something to offer the state as an alternative. I am presently 
thinking of the following people to come together:   

Pandurang, Ravi, Pratim, Sneh, Nagji, Iqbal, Savyasaachi, Narendra and Khalid. Sneh, 
can you suggest whether Som and his friend Sudeep (author off Travels in Naxalite 
Country) would like to be a part of this? If any of you think of one or two more 
people who may contribute, do let us know. Sometime end February-early March 
2010? Somewhere in central/eastern India? Please do not circulate this mail. It is for 
us only. 

 

        

 


