Site visit to school for tribal children in Manjampatti village in Kodai Hills run by TRUWDES

Aparna Narayanan & Bhaskar Venkateswaran

Dates: 25 & 26 June 2007
[Please read their attached proposal before reading this report for a good background]

Trichirapalli Rural and Urban Welfare Development Educational Society (TRUWDES) is a non-profit, social service society registered under TamilNadu Societies Registration Act 1975. Its target districts are Trichirapalli and Dindigul districts of TamilNadu and currently implements the following programs:
1. Old-age home for about 25 people at Valavanthankottai, Trichy District

2. Old-age home for about 25 people at Sengariyur village, Lalgudi Taluk, Trichy District

3. Primary school for tribal children at Manchampatti, Kodaikanal Taluk, Dindigul District

They had sent a proposal to ASHA requesting funds for the tribal school in November 2006 but we could not do a site visit because of the remoteness of the location. But and we got around to visiting their school after persistent requests from Mr.J.Alexander, the Secretary of TRUWDES and Correspondent & Head-master of the school.
The trek up:

When we initially decided to go on this site visit, we knew only a few details. The school was in a remote village in the Kodai hills that had no road access. We would be received at Udumalpet (about 45 minutes from Palani by bus) by the proprietor of the school, and after taking a bus to a place called Chambakadukudy, we would hike up to the tribal village. The hike would last between 4 to 5 hours, and we would stay at the school. The school or village did not have toilet facilities. I have to admit that the hike sounded exciting and that the lack of essentials for a short while did not bother either of us at all.

Mr.Alexander, along with two well-wishers Mr.Simon Raj and Mr.Yesu Raja met us at the Udumalpet bus stand on the morning of 25th of June 2007. At around 7:45am, we boarded a bus to Chambakadakudy. Mr.Alexander and his friends carried between them two heavy sacks of rice and vegetables meant for the school children. They had arranged for a horse to carry our luggage up to the village. The horse had to be brought down from the village. We waited at a very picturesque spot by an unnamed stream (that eventually flows into the river Amaravati), and had our breakfast meanwhile. During the meal, Mr.Alexander and his friends explained to us that there were three trails to the Manjampatti village, and the one we were about to take was the easiest one, although there have been many incidents of elephant attacks. Two men, including one of the elders from the village Mr.Karupppu thevar, arrived with the horse and we started our climb at around 11am.
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The hike was pleasant, but our fears of wild elephant, boar, and buffalo sightings grew as we climbed. Animal tracks and fresh dung did not help at all. When we had begun the trek, we were eager to catch a sight of an animal or two, but after the accounts we heard from our hosts, our eagerness waned quickly. As we climbed, our hosts spotted several herbal plants, and explained their uses to us. We also came across sandalwood trees, and the discussion moved to smuggling, poaching and drug problems in the area. The undergrowth steadily grew thicker and the most exciting part of the trek was three river crossings, one of which was rather tough. We passed the village of Thalinji on the way, and visited their rice mill. The rice mill was very basic – merely gaps carved out of rock for pounding rice. We reached the village of Manjampatti at around 3.15pm. Our first view of the village was very welcoming and pleasing to the eyes. The green fields and the peaceful scene of village life were picture perfect. Having had a rather heavy breakfast, we decided to head directly to the school as the children would leave by 4pm.

The villages:

There are four villages that the organization is trying and planning to serve through the school in the near future. These are:

1. Manjampatti – this is where the school is
2. Muduvakudi – this is the neighboring village inhabited by indigenous tribes called Muduvas, and is only a 15-minute trek from the school
3. Moongilpallam – this village is a pretty long, strenuous, inaccessible and sometimes risky trek away; it’s impractical for the children to attend school from here everyday and hence the main reason for TRUWDES renting a hostel (described later)
4. Maangapaarai – this is another distant settlement and highly inaccessible because of bison attacks

The villages are predominantly inhabited by tribals or “Adivasis” who live off the land. Manjampatti is the main village in this area and currently has about 60-70 families. The villages have no link roads, no electricity (some solar lamps have been installed recently), no running water, no government school, no medical facilities and no shops. The main occupation of the people here is farming and most of them have their own piece of land attached to their huts. Being in the midst of protected Indira Gandhi wildlife sanctuary, they have to protect their crops from wild elephants, bisons, wild boars, deers and sometimes, peacocks. Once they harvest their crops (mostly just paddy), they have to hire ponies to take them down to Udumalpet and sell them there. The money they are left with is usually barely enough for them to sustain themselves but life goes on…
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The school, the children and the teachers:

The primary school, named “Vallalar Thai Tamil Palli”, is as basic as one can be. It is a one-room hut (a shed really) roughly 15’x30’ in size. It doubles as a hostel for teachers and about 20-25 students. The school employs a cook who cooks three meals for the teachers & hostel students, and mid-day meals for all children attending the school. There is a small shack outside that is used for cooking the mid day meal at times. The school as such does not have proper insulation against pests and cold (elevation is about 2000m). There is limited amount of objects in the room - two blackboards to write on, a few educational posters, a desk, a chair, a lamp powered by a solar panel and a battery to go with it. TRUWDES has recently rented another small shed (about 8’x10’) several yards away from the main school that they plan to use as hostel for about 10 children. The school currently has classes 1 to 5 and has 63 students enrolled. It started in 1999 as a Non-Formal Education (NFE) center to provide basic education and awareness to the children and their parents. They started providing formal education in 2001. After quite a bit of struggle and lots of meetings with government officers in Dindugul and Kodaikanal, they are now able to provide Transfer Certificates (TC) to students. The current plan is to help students get placed in Tanjore or Trichy for higher education once they finish primary schooling here. One very interesting thing is that the parents are overwhelmingly in support of their children leaving the village and going to cities for higher education.

The children sat on mats on the mud floor and greeted us warmly as soon as we entered. We saw a batch of lively and enthusiastic children who for the most part interacted without inhibition. They responded well to Bhaskar's simple math questions and memory games. We were also entertained with stories and Tamil rhymes that were delivered clearly and boldly. At the back of the row sat four girls, isolated from the rest of the children and remarkably shy. On later inquiry, we found that they are Muduva tribes who are naturally timid, shy and hesitant to communicate. These children keep to themselves but have grown used to the teachers. The boys on the other hand are bolder and less wary. The kids were eagerly reading the clock as they noticed it had struck 4:00. We held them back for a little while, took them out to play a couple of outdoor games including kho-kho for half-an-hour, and released them. Soon after school, most children go and help chase birds away from their parents' fields until 6pm or so.

Once the children left, we began interacting with the two teachers Mr.Anthony Raj and Mr.Dravidamani (both aged about 24). Mr.Anthony has been teaching in the school for about 14 months now and has managed to quell the fears of the villagers that any teacher would certainly “run away”. This is because the villagers are constantly worried that if a teacher goes away, he will not come back, and are loath to allow them vacations. Both teachers work for a salary of Rs.1000 per month, and are able to rarely visit their families. Given the conditions in the village and the salary that the organization has been able to pay, they have had a total of seven teachers come and leave in the past few years. They sleep in the school on mats and often deal with insects, pests, snakes and scorpions. Once a week or so, Mr.Anthony goes on rounds to other villages and persuades parents to send their children to school while Mr.Dravidamani teaches at the school. Mr.Anthony also attends meetings scheduled by the government on one Saturday every month either at Kodaikanal or Dindugul. The meetings provide training in teaching methods and are a mandatory requirement. Regardless of where the meeting is scheduled, it involves a trek of several hours to the venue or to road access. The teacher has been chased by wild animals on several occasions during these trips. We found Mr.Anthony's efforts and commitment to the school astounding. Mr.Dravidamani has also to be appreciated for his willingness to take up such a daunting responsibility.
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The evening:

Mr.Alexander introduced us to Mrs.Perumayee, the cook and wife of Mr.Karuppu thevar. They are a childless couple, and have taken up the responsibility of providing mid-day meals to the children in Manjampatti and Muduvakudi. Although they get government rations from a close by village named Mannanoor, the government does not arrange for ration delivery. Before she started being a regular cook for the school, they paid for a mule or two, went to Mannanoor to collect the rations and brought them down to Manjampatti themselves. Mrs.Perumayee cooks the mid day meal for the school children everyday without fail and even delivers the mid day meal to children who do not attend school. Incidentally, they own the land that the school is built upon and have donated it.
Before it grew dark, we decided to bathe in the river (the only way to bathe there). The men had their space in the river and the women their own. The river water was biting cold but refreshing nevertheless. We relaxed a bit and then visited Mr.Easwaran’s family next door, whose four children, two girls and two boys, all go to the school. The couple spoke in very high praise of Mr.Alexander and the teachers, and was very supportive of the efforts. The father of the four children said to us, “We do not want our children to live like us. We want them to have better lives. We are willing to have them go to the city as long as they can continue their education.” The family of seven lives in a small two room mud hut that also doubles up as a tea shop.
Although it was early, it had grown dark already. The teachers and the elderly couple went to a good deal of trouble to get us an additional light, after which Mrs.Perumayee served us a wholesome dinner. Standing outside after dinner, we had a long chat with Mr.Anthony as he was telling us about the trials and tribulations people have to go through just to survive there, and the efforts involved in running the school to educate the children. As we were ready to hit the bed, we started hearing loud music from a bunch of places. That’s when we were told that most of the adults in the village don’t usually sleep the entire night! They stay up in little sheds in their farms to watch out for wild animals, taking turns to sleep in between. They play loud FM music through the night to keep the animals away and hence the noise. We experienced it first-hand ourselves as the teachers switched on the radio and kept it on all night to scare away the wild intruders!
The morning and trek down:

The next morning, all of us woke at around 7am and freshened up. Our hosts had some difficulty getting tea for us, since the tea shop next door had run out of tea dust. But we had our morning drink in a while from some other friendly source. Having decided to leave by mid day, we packed our things, and school opened at 9am. The Mudhuvakudi children (the shy bunch) were the first to arrive, and the rest of them trickled in soon. Accompanied by Mr.Alex, Mr.Yesu, Mr.Simon and Mr.Anthony, we went on a visit to Mudhuvakudi, the neighboring settlement, for a couple of hours. We visited the homes of several parents urging them to send the children to school and motivate them. We relished the tender coconut and jack fruits they offered us along the way. After returning to the school, we got the staff and children together for some group photographs.

By about 11:30am, we bid our goodbyes to the children, took our bags and went to Mrs.Perumayee's house for lunch. They decided to close the school after mid day meal since the teacher Mr.Anthony was sick, and as they were out of medicines, he decided to go with us to Udumalpet to see a doctor. Mr.Alexander brings a doctor from Tanjore once or twice a year to run medical camps for the villagers. A lot of times, the first step though is to approach a couple of people in the village who are familiar with some kind of herbal treatment procured from all the herbs and plants in the area. At Mrs.Perumayee's house we had a mid day meal, and filled in the school visitor's book. We were shown the official “phone place”. This is the only place where cell phones pick up a signal. There are no land line telephones or provision for any such facility. The teachers place their cell phones on a stick that has two nails embedded, switch to speaker phone mode and then talk to their families! There is no way for them to hold a private conversation, or for people calling from outside to reach them.
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After thanking the couple for their hospitality and kind attention, we began our descent. Mr.Dravidamani and another villager opted to accompany us half way to help carry our bags. It was a long trek down and during one of the river crossings; three of our hosts misjudged the depth of the water and were drenched. Mr.Yesu lost his slippers, and one of our bags got soaked. We carried on merrily however, and at around 3pm persuaded Mr.Dravidamani and his friend to return to the village as it would grow dark by the time they reached. We reached the riverside from where we had started the previous day at around 4:45pm. We relaxed by the stream for an hour and boarded a bus from Chambakadukudy to Udumalpet at 5:45pm, and later that night to Chennai. Mr.Alexander and his friends stayed with us until we boarded our bus to Chennai.
Conclusion:
In all, it was a one of a kind experience. The amount of trouble that everyone involved with the school, from the staff to the children to their parents, go through is astounding! The determination with which Mr.Alexander and his staff have been running this school, against all odds (literally & figuratively) is just as mind-boggling. The school at Manjampatti genuinely needs help, and any aid provided can contribute positively to the lives of the children in this isolated part of the Kodai hills. Education is an assured means of improving their lives, and the simplest efforts by us toward fulfilling this need is bound to make a big difference. 
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