In a foggy and slightly chilly December morning, I set off from Kolkata to Purulia for making a site visit to Mandra Lions club. My parents, sister and aunt were with me, not for joining in the site visit, but to enjoy the natural beauty of the region and to make sure that I wasn’t abducted by the Maoists. We rented a Tata Sumo and were in high spirits when we left. 
Little did we imagine the singular chain of events that would befall us in the next 4 hours. However I’ll list them elsewhere. Suffice to say that our plans to reach Mandra by afternoon went ‘slightly’ awry and by the time our car had swerved off the pukka road and bumped amidst rows of mud huts and finally stopped in front of an ashram sort of complex, it was pitch dark. 

 Mandra Lions Club, is located in a neighborhood called Saradapalli in the fringe of Baghmundi township. It was originally inhabited by lower caste people and hence called Dompalli. When Mandra established itself, Somnath-da rechristened the place.  
In the dark of the night, the complex seemed quite spacious. There were several scattered huts and one of them was the guest room where we would spend our night. We were served fresh sugarcane juice and then dinner. We went off to sleep in anticipation of the exciting day ahead. 
When I woke up, dawn was setting in and nature had just awakened to the first rays of the morning sun. I took a walk in the neighboring forests that began gradually with isolated date trees and slowly turned dense till it reached the base of the Ayodhya hills. It was a unique experience. 

After breakfast, I was handed over to Benimadhav-da who would drive me in his motorbike to the schools. Somnath-da’s Mama, who was the main instructor of Alchiki language, would accompany us.  

It was a long and arduous journey, rather beyond my expectations. The duration was over two and half hours during which we hitched over steep rocky slopes, drove through thick forests inhabited by elephants and wild boars. The Ayodhya Hills consists of 74 villages located in the most interior of mountainous regions. There were schools in 14 of them – 7 of them had started previously with Asha Stanford’s grant and 7 new ones with Asha CNJ’s . We passed through some of the villages on our way. They were small consisting typically of 30-35 families living in mud huts. 

The more interior we went, the more I wondered about the daily struggles of these people.   Benimadhav-da told me that their main occupation was cutting forest wood and selling them in the plains as fuel. They would spend a day in cutting and collecting wood and another day in carrying them down, selling and coming up - all for a paltry sum of Rs 60 – 100. It was a hard life indeed. And not to forget, December was still fine, but Purulia could get extremely hot in summer. One reason was that the soil of Purulia is naturally red and infertile; not conducive to agriculture. 

I wondered if selling firewood counted as a stable livelihood. After all didn’t people use gas for cooking? Not so much, it seemed. Apparently wood was still the most popular fuel for cooking food. Food cooked in wood-fire has a special taste – so I was informed by Mama. I reflected on my life so far and realized, with sadness, that I have been deprived of this pleasure till date.   
The villages and their inhabitants interested me deeply and I learned much about them that day. The tribals who inhabited Purulia region were mostly either santhals or muras. Of them muras spoke Bengali where the language of the Santhals was Santhali. It was the later with whom Mandra was mostly concerned when it came to their educational projects. They had unique festivals and culture of their own. Popular Bengali festivals such as Durga Puja were unknown to them. They had signature annual festivals lasting 10 days during which there was no work and only partying – pork and alcohol ruled supreme – so I was told. 
When I finally reached Leoa, the village with a school, which was located in the village center. There were about 25 small kids not more than 5-6 years old sitting on a courtyard and listening to their teacher. His name was Duryodhan, a local youth who seemed serious and committed. The kids were mostly engaged. Some of them were doing elementary math and language lessons. I wanted to talk to them, but they didn’t know Bengali. 
Duryodhan also demonstrated some lessons involving cognitive capabilities. There were blocks of the same shape but different sizes and the children had to arrange them in order.  They children seemed eager to perform these tasks. Reminded me of lego blocks and how we had played with them in childhood. I wondered if in the next projects funding cycle, we should give these kids lego blocks.  

Duryodhan also showed me the mid day meal – which was wet chirwa. Seemed rudimentary but Mama explained to me that food storage was a major issue. There were no refrigerators up there which mean that perishable food such as milk couldn’t be stored. I discussed this with my mother later on and she suggested having powdered milk and probably grains such as moong and black chana that can be put in water every night for the shoots to grow. I suggested this to Somnath-da and from what I heard from him last, this has now been implemented. 

We drove to another village called Mamori and the picture was similar. Only that this school had no infrastructure and the children sat on the open ground. A blackboard was rested against a stack of hay. The teacher, his methods and the children were similar to the last one. The teacher told me that he had worked for Mandra in other capacities before.  
It was a long day by the time I reached the plains. I had seen and learnt a lot. The incredible difficulties the tribals face and the good work that Mandra have been doing to help them. Education was only the latest; Mandra had helped them to stand up for their rights, provided them with infrastructure and livelihood, health facilities and more through its many developmental projects. 
Which brings me to Somnath-da. I was quite impressed with him. He is young, motivated and a bundle of energy. He was also very affable and could engage is people, who clearly listened to him and respected him. I got the impression though that his personal involvement in the educational projects wasn’t 100% – probably because he was busy in other Mandra activities and not due to lack of interest. The good thing was that he was willing to listen and work together with Asha. 

Education is however only the beginning. Simultaneous income generation activities that help the local economy should also be initiated by Asha. Else a tribal, educated or not, would ultimately leave his village and contribute to the already over-crowded cities and suburbs. 

