THE TRIBALS 

It was our first Environmental March

To save the fast eroding Western Ghats. 

This simple village woman left her home 

To walk with others from the big city

And tell them all her pitiful story. 

She recollected her old village home

Deep in the valley, girt with greenery, 

From jamun, neem and a big mango tree, 

Till all of them were ousted by a dam.

(Development for whom?   At whose expense?)

Resettled on the slope, a great expanse

Of water spread below them. It was free

For the rich farmers who, below the dam, 

Grew richer still.   The sugar factory

Some miles away, had laid a six-inch pipe 

To “bring the area jobs, prosperity”, 

But none, alas, for these Adivasi, 

These tribals, settle high upon the hill

Who much against their will were forced to till

These rocky slopes and watch scarce topsoil go 

With every rain into the lake below, 

Scrabbling a meagre living from the ground,

Chastised by learned urbanites who’d sound

Dire warning of erosion, famine, drought. 

Forget the crops.   What every human needs

Is water, just to stay alive.  It seems

These displaced oustees, living on the brink

Of bare subsistence, had no drop to drink

On this bare hillside.   Gazing every day

On sheets of water, there was oft a day

When they went hungry, as they could not cook

Without the water needed for their food. 

They’d scoop from shallow puddles in the stones. 

When that dried up, then hunger filled their homes

Unless they made the four-mile downhill trek 

To fill pots at the lake and climb back up, 

Except the old, infirm, or those with babes

Dependent on what kindly neighbours gave. 

In vain they begged the sugar factory

Whose six-inch pipe went past their colony

To fix them just one tiny water-tap. 

“I’II tell you all a funny incident. 

When some of us were on high mischief bent. 

Our muddy spring was dry; we planned to steal

Some water from a nearby village pool. 

We waited for a dark and moonless night, 

Took earthen pitchers and crept in the dark

Along a long and slipperly stony path

To their small water-hole.   We spent two hours

Scooping with tiny tins, filling our pots. 

Returning home with our ill-gotten gains

One slipped and fell, and brought down all the rest, 

Breaking our pitchers, spilling all our loot

Back home with nought to show for our night’s work.

We laughed!  We laughed for days!  Oh,  how we laughed!!”

Said she, as tears of laughter filled her eyes

Again, telling the tale.  My eyes burned too, 

With shame at my uncaring selfishness:

I had just a long luxurious bath. 

They could have lived a month on what I’d used!

Five years have passed. No bureaucrat has yet

Spared them a drop of water from the pipe

Gurgling below them to the factory, 

Or made the least provision from the lake 

For those whose lives were ruined by others’ greed. 

(Would you leave hearth and home for others’ needs?)

if they MUST be displaced, should they not get

First choice, below the dam,  of benefits?
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