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INTRODUCTION

 


 


There are two enduring memories that stand out from
the days of my travel and adventures in India. Above all, India is
where I met Dee, the love of my life, my wife, my friend and
constant companion for going-on five decades. The second is the
friendships that evolved and the people with whom I worked in
agricultural development, and especially with one man, S.M.
Pejathaya (pronounced pay-ja-thai-ya). It is largely because
of that man that this book was conceived.

The American Peace Corps program was established by
Executive Order 10924, issued by President John F. Kennedy on March
1, 1961, and authorized by Congress on September 22, 1961. The
program’s purpose is to promote world peace and friendship through
a corps of willing men and women who work with the peoples of
interested countries in meeting their needs for trained manpower.
Since 1961 over 215,000 Americans joined the Peace Corps and served
in 139 countries.

This true narrative chronicles how one group of
Peace Corps volunteers (PCVs) in India learned to understand the
lives, customs and religions of their host country citizens, and
came to appreciate and love the people they worked with.
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PROLOGUE

 


 


Look at life as a journey on a ship. Calm seas can
suddenly become rough and hazardous. The wind might blow a ship
away from its destination unless the pilot knows how to manipulate
the sails and tack the wind to an advantage. Many ships flounder in
tide pools, or crash into rocks or icebergs. The friends who wait
at the home port for their loved ones express great joy when their
ship arrives safely. Just like the ship we are continuously
presented with challenges through which we must learn to
navigate.

One man, S.M. Pejathaya, compared his journey in
life to a youthful pastime of sailing paper boats along a stream in
his grandfather’s compound. Is he a passenger on that paper boat,
or does he have control over its ability to avoid all the obstacles
by piloting his ship safely through them? Is he just a passenger or
is he the captain of his own destiny?

My short period as a Peace Corps volunteer in rural
India could have ended in a futile search for some nebulous dream.
Thanks to Mr. Pejathaya my exposure to the people of India became a
remarkable learning experience because he taught me how to
understand India’s culture and religion.

Pejathaya and I combined our stories in this book to
let the reader experience the shock of being faced with an alien
culture and then slowly progress into an understanding, and
finally, a love for that culture and the people who live it.

I[image: tmp_e37c8637ed9be4ba1c4464feeecc942e_DacDl9_html_m3fb015e6.gif]n the narrative that follows we use many
words and phrases that originate from the various Indian dialects.
Although we try to explain as we go, do not hesitate to refer to
the glossary at the end of the book to achieve a better
understanding.


 


 


Baptism of Fire
Ants and Scorpions

 


 


There’s a spider in the straw! No! It’s a scorpion!
Yikes! What the hell am I doing here? The horse flies are annoying,
I fear those painful fire ants and the stifling cattle smells in
the host farmer’s barn are rank, but the insult of having to sit by
myself with the bullocks and water buffalo stings the most. I don’t
understand these people or their language. I feel surrounded by a
religion and a culture that I can’t comprehend, and I crave
American food.

My first village visit was the brainchild of the
Peace Corps training staff, who sought to induce the trainees into
a deeper understanding of the language and culture of rural India,
known as ‘village India.’ Twenty-five of us were subjected to this
experiment in volunteer survival, each to a different, remote
village. Three of the trainees decided at the conclusion of this
exercise that life in India was not their cup of chai.

I joined The Peace Corps in August 1968 to assuage
an itch to see culture outside the United States. My parents were
farmers in Minnesota, but encouraged all their seven children to
study hard so they could attain a better living. Farming can be a
tedious occupation, and my Dad had higher hopes for his children.
Although I loved the farm life, I took his advice and went to
college, where I studied accounting. The beckon of the farm,
however, continued to whisper my roots.

Elementary school studies of distant places made a
deep impression on me. Eskimos in Alaska, Massai warriors in
Kenya, the Inca in Peru, Kalinka dancers in Russia and apple
farmers in India’s Kullu Valley virtually came to life in Sister
Marian’s fourth grade geography class. The mental travel from small
town Minnesota to interesting, far away places was exhilarating.
The desire to travel became more intense as I studied French in
college and met students from other countries. My college
associates kindled an interest in the American Peace Corps.
Consequently, there I was, in Southern India, learning a language I
had never heard of, and studying an unfamiliar culture. I may have
bitten off more than I could chew.

Our training program began in August 1968 with 48
trainees. We came from New York, Minneapolis, Los Angeles and
everywhere in between. After our first village visit, just two
months into the program, we were 22 surviving trainees. Peace Corps
referred to a trainee’s departure as “de-selection.” It happened
voluntarily to those who decided they weren’t cut out for the
rigors of survival in a developing country, or those who had
difficulty learning the language. For others, the Peace Corps
psychiatrist (AKA “shrink”) spotted real or imaginary character
defects suggesting ‘junior’ was not “Peace Corps material.” The
current village visits, similar to my presence in this godforsaken
place, had been the undoing of three of my compatriots.

Joseph, an Indian driver for Peace Corps Bangalore,
crossed the Sindhanur nullah (a stream or river) around 9:00
A.M. that morning and dropped me off near a dusty lane leading to
the small village of Udbal, about two miles from the taluka
headquarters of Sindhanur. This was intended to be a spontaneous,
one day visit. I had a forlorn feeling as the Jeep van pulled away,
leaving me propped by the side of the road with nothing but my
water canteen, a small bottle of iodine and my meager wits.

The sun was moving higher and the earth already
warmed to induce perspiration with the slightest physical exertion.
Up the dusty road I saw two high school-age village boys approach
me as I walked toward the assemblage of mud-walled houses. The boys
wore white, short-sleeved shirts, tailored khaki slacks and dusty
sandals. Tailored, as I soon learned, was because there was no
clothing store within a hundred miles, and adults wore either the
simple white cloth called a dhoti or a lungi wrapped
around their wastes. School children, however, wore the shorts and
shirts sewn by local tailors. I considered what they must have
thought when they saw this gangly white man dressed in shoes and
socks, a knit shirt and Levi’s jeans walking down the lane to their
village. My six foot-two inch frame had withered down to 165
pounds, and I must have looked totally bewildered by my
surroundings. The two young men approached with stealthy caution
and, in textbook English, asked me who I was. I gave my name and
stated that I wanted to see the head person of their village.

Without hesitation they made an about face and
escorted me into the village. There, they located Raju Gowda, the
Chairman of the Gram Panchayat. My instructors had
taught me that the Panchayat chairperson is equivalent to
the elected head of the village council. The Peace Corps Associate
Director had arranged my visit with this man, so Raju Gowda was
expecting me. Not necessarily today, but he had a vague idea that
some foreigner would descend into his domain and he was expected to
host this stranger for one day.

We looked into each other’s eyes with reserve and
caution. Raju Gowda, an elderly man with sun-weathered features,
had a thin, dark cigarette-like object in his hand and studied me
with a wry smile before introducing me to the Panchayat
Secretary. Both were sitting on an elevated stone and dirt platform
under a large acacia tree. Like the Chairman, the Panchayat
Secretary wore an immaculate white dhoti, which is a long
cotton cloth wrapped around each leg and tucked at the waist. I
couldn’t help but feel amused to see them sitting on stones while
wearing white, diaper-like dhotis.

The Gram Sevak, a government extension
worker responsible for family planning and health programs in the
village, soon joined us. He wore long pants and a button shirt. He
also smoked the thin, brown cigarette, which I later learned is
called a beedie.

These officials and several other farmers and
village leaders were expected to attend a meeting in a nearby
village. After 20 minutes of strained conversation in a mixture of
village Kannada and British English they bowed their
apologies and left me to my own devices. A number of remaining
villagers gathered around me and began talking in the local
dialect, Kannada. My ears were slow to pick up the unique
sounds of the village’s dialect, so I stuck with the limited
vocabulary I had recently memorized. I asked to see the farmers’
fields, but discussing agriculture with field workers, elderly
women and school children was awkward. The farm owners had left for
their meeting and the remaining villagers couldn’t understand why I
wanted to leave their shady, quiet village and go to the fields.
They politely guided me to Raju Gowda’s cattle shed and told me to
rest while they prepared some tea and biscuits.

Conversing with only 100, or so, Kannada
words in my vocabulary, was difficult. I could only ask to see
their rice and wheat fields in two languages and neither seemed to
convey my mission as an agricultural specialist interested in
discussing local agriculture. The villagers preferred to talk about
the art of tipping bullock carts. It seems that several years
before my arrival to their village an American volunteer lived in
this area. They referred to him as, “Big John.” Apparently, Big
John’s forte’ was demonstrating his brute strength by tipping over
bullock carts, much to the enjoyment of some macho male
villagers.

I believe the phrase the training staff taught us
for introducing ourselves went something like, “Namaskara.
Naanu Ken Kerkhoff, amerikaada shaanti dalida swayam
sevaka.” Translated, it means something like, “Greetings! I am
Ken Kerkhoff, an American Peace Corps volunteer worker.” My
Kannada was so bad that the only response I ever got was a
stiff, textbook-like iteration of, “What time is it?”

Maybe my intonation was confusing, or possibly I
mispronounced the words. The blank stares made me think that maybe
I said something bad. It occurred to me that maybe the language
training staff thought it would be humorous to teach me a line that
translated to something like, “Greetings, I am a crazy American and
now I’m going to take off all my clothes.”

Throughout the first months of my stay in India, I
was befuddled not only by having to communicate in a totally
unfamiliar language and trying to understand local customs and
rituals, but by having to contend with the difficulty of learning
the bewildering number of gods and goddesses in the religious
hierarchy. Add to that a caste system that I not only did not fit
into, but had to navigate carefully to avoid offending my Indian
hosts. Then, there was the unnerving experience of the unending
curiosity of the village youth, who could be seen peering through
the windows of my life at every move.

My undoing wasn’t so much the discomfort of the host
farmer’s barn. After all, I grew up on a farm, and spent many hours
every day feeding pigs, steers and chickens, milking cows, and
cleaning up after all of them. Even the scorpion was just a bump in
the road. No, my introduction to Indian food was the shock that
nearly discouraged my dream of survival in India.

Sitting here in this godown (barn or
warehouse) was the farmer’s way of occupying me until he returned
from his meeting. The host farmer attempted desperately to
entertain me but was restricted by local cultural tradition, lack
of knowledge about what makes an American happy, and the
unavailability of a McDonald’s Golden Arches. He asked his adult
sons, who had studied the rudiments of the English language, to try
to unwind the mystery. To some extent, I was able to communicate
with the younger generation, but when the conversation stalled, the
air was filled with empty space. Consequently, my village visit
stalled only two hours into a planned eight-hour adventure.

Exasperated with my inability to communicate easily
with the villagers, I said a polite goodbye and withdrew, heading
for the main road whence I came. I crossed the shin deep stream
through which the Peace Corps Jeep had carried me only two hours
ago and trudged toward the larger town of Sindhanur. The cool
nullah water felt good in the ninety degree heat. I was not
yet aware that the water contained organisms that guaranteed amebic
dysentery. Ignorance is bliss, so I enjoyed the moment. The town of
Sindhanur was just a mile on the other side, and like a moth to a
flame I shuffled in that direction. Wearing shoes and socks,
however, is not recommended in a locale with numerous streams and
no bridges. Taking them off was easy enough, but putting socks on
wet, sand covered feet once I crossed the nullah was
not.

Crossing that wide but shallow stream provided a
visual kaleidoscope of color and living activity. Coming from the
other side was a woman dressed in a green and orange sari.
She carried a large straw basket on her head, a burlap handbag in
one hand and her chappals (sandals) in the other. Her
sari was wound between her legs and tucked at the waist to
keep it out of the water. She walked behind a cart being pulled by
a huge snow white bullock. The cart was decorated with colorful
flowers and banners and looked smart enough to have been in the
Rose Bowl parade. A man, whom I assumed was the woman’s spouse, sat
on the cart and drove the animal with sounds of, “Jtsk, jtsk!”

Also wading across the wide nullah were eight
untethered, docile-looking water buffalo guided by a boy who
appeared to be about 13 or 14 years old. The scene was like a
National Geographic movie, moving in slow motion. On the far edge
of the stream there were two women beating clothes against the few
exposed rocks in the slow-moving water. Off to their left was
another cart, this one harnessed to a water buffalo. A middle-aged
man wearing a soiled white lungi scooped water from the
stream with a tin kerosene can and emptied it into a 50 gallon drum
on the two-wheel cart.

Warm air whisked above the broad water flow
conveying new redolent smells to my senses. There was a natural
freshness that reminded me of open space, foliage and cool water.
For a moment my mind was transported to a simple walk on a flatland
hiking trail. Gone for the moment was the memory of that disturbing
odor of the large urban areas.

Leaving my host village and venturing out on my own
was not what the Peace Corps training staff wanted me to do. They
encouraged the volunteers to immerse ourselves in discussions with
farmers and other villagers using the local Kannada dialect.
I had, however, a burning desire to discover the town of Sindhanur,
which had one of the two tractor societies in Raichur District.
Because of my farming background I had reason to believe that I
would spend my two years as a volunteer in Sindhanur, if I could
just survive the training program.

I heard the town before I saw it. Sindhanur was a
dusty, dirty town, but it bustled with liveliness. Loud music
blared from tea shop radios. Shouting children in ragged clothes
manipulated sticks to guide large metal barrel hoops and car tires
along the road, dodging in and out between the vehicles, bicycles
and pedestrians. Bullocks pulled water barrels mounted on wheels,
like the one I saw in the nullah. Whenever a water cart hit
a rut some water splashed over the top, allowing splotches of mud
to form on the roadway. Numerous brightly painted lorries (trucks)
chugged through town, their diesel engines belching plumes of smoke
and fumes from large, chrome-plated smoke stacks.

Men sauntered along the street wearing white
dhotis, like the one worn by Raju Gowda. To a Westerner the
dhoti appears cumbersome; however, I soon learned that the
traditional dhoti is cool and comfortable. Later I saw an
Indian playing tennis while wearing a dhoti and he was doing
quite well. Other men wore white lungies, which are
lightweight cotton cloths that simply hang straight down from the
waist, like a sarong. Still others wore loose fitting cotton pants
that looked like pajamas. Many of these various bottoms were topped
with long white or pink shirts.

Numerous bicycles jingled around pedestrians,
ringing their handlebar bells to warn slower beings of their
approach. High-pitched motorcycle horns beeped a path through the
crowd. Almost all these vehicles were loaded to the maximum.
Several bicyclists had a second person sitting on the handlebars or
sidesaddle on the crossbar. Some had large bunches of bananas or
other produce draped over their crossbars.

A motorcycle putted by, loaded with what appeared to
be a gigantic, rolled-up straw mat that was larger than both the
motorcycle and the operator combined. The operator aimed his course
by looking through the mat’s weave to see an obstructed view of
pedestrians and bullock carts in the general path of his wobbly
advance. I gave him wide berth as I did not respect his navigation
skills.

Lean, scruffy-looking dogs hung around the tea
shops, hoping for a morsel of food dropped accidentally by a
customer. The dogs were scrawny and shy. I saw a pair of mangy dogs
locked in intercourse and running as one animal with eight legs
toward an alleyway. No one seemed to be the owners of these dogs,
and the dogs had no visible collars.

A group of young boys approached me from the
opposite direction. They carried books attached to string or
leather thongs flung over their shoulders. They wore sand-colored
shorts and white, short-sleeved shirts. Three wore sandals and one
sported shoes. The dust-covered shoes looked like they had never
been shined. The boys greeted me with mischievous smiles and the
text book question, “What time is it?” They were proud to be able
to practice their schoolhouse lessons on a stranger with a wrist
watch.

Another greeting question I heard more than once
was, “English?” I wasn’t sure if that was an invitation to speak
English, or, if they were asking about my nationality?

I usually answered with my text book phrase,
“Nanu America da dalida svyam sevaka.” That phrase always
brought a questioning look, and these boys looked at each other
with question marks on their faces. Either I said it wrong or they
were surprised to hear me speak Kannada.

I was an obvious outsider, based on the clothes I
wore and the sounds I made. My skin color, however, seemed to
suggest that I might be British. After ninety years of British
rule, many Indian people, seeing a white stranger, assumed that the
stranger was English.

During their rule, the British Raj was
oppressive, but also made major contributions to the development of
India’s infrastructure. The system of improved highways and the
railroads were constructed between all the major cities during the
period from 1858 to 1947, the year India won its independence from
Great Britain. India created a postal system long before the
British Raj, however, it was the British who led the way to an
Indian department for a postal network that later included
telegraphy and telephony, creating India’s PT&T.

Great Britain’s governance in the Indian
subcontinent extended to almost all of modern day India. The
British Raj supplanted the East India Company in 1858. The latter
was a company of merchants, which was given monopoly privileges on
all trade with the East Indies in 1600. The East India Company had
private armies, and had the distinction of ruling an entire
country.

As I sauntered down Sindhanur’s main thoroughfare,
some of my limited knowledge of India’s history came back to me.
This country has an extremely rich and colorful past. The very name
of this town suggested a history reaching far back in time to the
Great Ashoka and the Mughal Dynasty (from early 16th to mid-18th
century). The Moguls were direct descendants of Genghis Khan. The
names of cities, like the district headquarters of Raichur, and
more distant Hyderabad, suggest of a Muslim influence. We also
learned from our Kannada instructors that Bihar, India was
the birthplace of Buddhism. Though Siddhartha Gautama was born in
Lumina, Nepal, he attained “enlightenment” while meditating under a
pupal tree in Bodh Gaya, India.

During in-country training we visited the ancient
ruins of a place called Hampi, a historic landmark and religious
center constructed by the Vijayanagara Empire, which ruled
between 1336 and 1565. The city had been gutted by a Portuguese
mercenary army and later laid siege to by the Deccan Muslim
Confederacy. We trainees were amazed to learn of the level of
sophistication the city of Hampi had achieved some four or five
hundred years before we trod upon its soil. I was beginning to
sense the powerful history that surrounded me.

At present, it was time to look for something to
supplement the cup of tea and English biscuit the host farmer’s
family had provided me. So, I began to look for a place that served
food. The primary road of Sindhanur was a pothole-marred tarmac
highway that ran through the heart of town and continued northeast
toward Raichur, 90 kilometers, and southwest toward Bellary, a
distance of 89 kilometers. For a few short blocks in Sindhanur, the
highway widened and accommodated provision stores, hotels and tea
shops plus a wide range of impromptu roadside vendors. A small,
circular spur served as the bus stop. In the direction of my
southerly progress was the police station, an elementary school, a
government hospital and public offices. Several small hotels
prominently displayed advertisement signs along the route.

In time I would come to appreciate the casual
vendors who crowded the street fringes. Today, they were a
nuisance, shouting their greetings and pushing their goods at me.
Soon, however, I would look forward to bargaining with them and
tasting their juicy alphonso mangoes, the delicious jackfruit, kiwi
and sapota. Today, I had no time for them. They only confused and
frightened me. Doctor Johnson, the Peace Corps physician, had
admonished, “peel it, boil it or don’t eat it.”

Along the left side of the road I spied an elevated
shop with a hand-painted sign that portrayed a steaming plate of
rice. I recognized the rice but not the other items on this weather
worn sign. A happy looking Indian customer burped as he exited the
shop, and, feeling that this was as good a place as any, I ventured
up the single step and into air accented by a strong, spicy
fragrance.

My spoken Kannada was poor, at best, but
reading the hand-written Kannada menu was out of the
question. A young man of about 20 years of age, approached wearing
a dingy T-shirt and a lungi. The lungi was folded up
above his knees and tucked into itself at the waist. The young man
tested his dozen words of English on me then switched back to his
familiar Kannada dialect to ask me what I would like to
eat.

The only thing I recognized from the flood of
Kannada he spewed out was the word “koli.” I was
fairly sure koli meant chicken. He nodded in swift agreement
as he took my order back to the chef, who straddled a steamy
cauldron balanced over a wood fire in the darkened, smokey kitchen.
I was in a non-vegetarian restaurant. That was fine with me,
although the training staff had urged us to eat mainly vegetarian
food. Most of our instructors were strict vegetarians, and,
undoubtedly, many of the Indian farmers we were expected to work
with were Hindu and, very likely, vegetarian.

The waiter brought my steaming food on a steel
plate. I dipped the fingers of my right hand into the glowing sauce
and instantly began my traumatic introduction to the spices of
India. With the first bite of curry I realized that there was not
enough water in my canteen to put out the fire. Never before had my
lips experienced a burning sensation that a sip of water would not
squelch. Before I swallowed the second mouth full, the sweat began
pouring out of every pore in my body. Retronasal olfaction
kicked-in and my nose started to run. My spectacles slid down my
sweaty nose. To make matters inconvenient, I had to eat in the
Indian fashion, with only my right hand. I also could not drink the
glass of cool water the waiter placed on my table for fear of
acquiring amoebic dysentery.

Our trainers drilled us on local customs and rules
of etiquette. The most stern rules were, “Don’t eat with your left
hand! Don’t touch anyone with your left hand! Don’t show the
bottoms of your feet to any living creature, and don’t step on any
books!”

The rule about the forbidden left hand relates to
the method of personal hygiene observed locally. Flush toilets
existed only in the major cities. Locally, people took their small
water pots, called tumbiges, and headed for the open fields.
The left hand was reserved for wiping.

With my right hand burning from the hot curry and my
glasses steaming up and refusing to sit properly on my nose I
somehow managed to get a trace of the hot spice in one eye. I could
only see the food on my plate through one un-curried eye, but soon
the river of salty sweat running off my forehead made the other eye
nearly useless.

My clothes were sopping wet from perspiration, and
the pain on my tongue and lips was excruciating. The dumbfounded
waiter stood by helplessly, feeling a slightly amused concern for
my agony. The only thing he could think of was to offer a small
dish of plain, white curd. The yogurt cooled the fire enough so
that I could pay the waiter and make a graceful exit. With burning
lips and scorched fingers I scurried out of town, back across the
Sindhanur Nullah and down the dusty bullock cart track to
the village I had been assigned to without ever seeing Sindhanur’s
tractor society. When the Peace Corps Jeep came to pick me up
several hours later I was making a concerted attempt to converse
with the host farmer and his villagers.

This first village visit left me shaken and
uncertain about my future as a volunteer. I realized how little I
understood India’s people and culture. A feeling of disillusion
came over me. I considered that when a volunteer steps into the
village he is under a spotlight from which there is no hiding.
Whatever I know or don’t know is exposed, like an actor on stage.
How could I survive for two years?

That first solitary stroll through living, breathing
India has been indelibly stamped in my memory. For the first time
since joining the Peace Corps there was no one nearby to explain
what I saw, heard, smelled and felt. I saw men with beards wearing
saffron robes talking to themselves as they slowly inched their way
through the market. Heads bent down and their long hair tied in
tight braids looking like it had never been washed.

There were youths with inconceivable injuries lying
on the ground, reaching up one mangled hand to ask for coins. I was
approached by old men and women dressed in rags, some with no sight
because their eyes had been lost in some horrific accident. They
begged for food or coins.

On the same roads there were smartly dressed men,
hurrying along with a briefcase in one hand and a banana in the
other. The tough-looking lorry (large truck) drivers shouted at
slow-moving pedestrians and the enervated farmers guided their
bullock-drawn carts loaded with market goods toward the market
place or their distant homes.

Back in the camp dormitory that night as I lay on my
steel bunk under a mosquito net I seriously considered whether I
could survive two years in India. My self confidence was shaken,
and for the first time I doubted my future as a volunteer.


 


 


BACKGROUND

 


 


The trail of events that brought me to the point of
sitting in a barn in a remote village in India began at a much
younger age. Since elementary school days I had a desire to see the
far away places described in my geography texts. I needed to see
what was on the other side of the river or in the next state. I
loved the anticipation of some imaginary change as my Dad drove
across a state line during our family vacations. Travel and
knowledge of geography and study of other cultures struck a
resonate chord with my young mind. In the seventh and eighth grades
I became interested in the Maryknoll Missions, and decided that I
wanted to live and work as a missionary in Africa. Since I grew up
on a farm near a small town in Minnesota, I saw the outside world
as a marvelous adventure, a place to investigate.

I entered a Catholic seminary, hoping to one day
travel to distant lands as a religious pioneer. However, after one
year of conjugating Latin verbs and studying theology at Nazareth
Hall Seminary near St, Paul, Minnesota, I decided to travel a
different road. Later, in a midwestern university, the altruistic
leanings of my undergraduate associates inspired a humanistic side
of me that forsook the interviews with “Big-8” accounting firms in
the Twin Cities in favor of returning to the dreams of travel to
distant lands.

I joined a Peace Corps program for agricultural
development in India. My volunteer group was called “India-60,”
because we were the sixtieth program designed to assist the
government of India in it’s efforts to promote development through
volunteer programs and, in particular, to help implement India’s
“Green Revolution.”

First used in 1968, the term “Green Revolution”
referred to the spread of new agricultural technologies that were
being developed and transferred to the developing world. The term
was first used by former United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) Director William Gaud. India adopted the term
in a campaign that pushed for greater agricultural production and
self reliance of village farmers.

My Peace Corps acceptance letter finally arrived in
the summer of 1968. Federal investigators had interviewed my
teachers, my college town landlord, my friends and my hometown
banker and decided that I was an appropriate candidate to represent
the United States as a volunteer. The Peace Corps assigned me to a
men’s program for agricultural development in India. The first two
months of training was held in Hemet, California.

The training site was an abandoned itinerant worker
camp on the outskirts of the retirement community of Hemet. Several
miles from commercial stores and outside the companionship of local
citizenry, we were destined to concentrate on learning the required
elements associated with our prospective roles as Peace Corps
volunteers. Surrounding our camp were alfalfa fields, crop land,
orchards and irrigation canals. The closest sign of civilization
was the “8-Ball” tavern about half a mile away; and even that was
not entirely civilized.

Training consisted of three elements: agriculture,
language, and Indian cultural studies. The agricultural element
emphasized the development of raw land for irrigation but also
included crop selection and cultivation, plant protection,
composting and the use and development of mechanical agricultural
tools. The majority of the 48 trainees had never previously worked
on a farm.

The language spoken in our target area of Mysore
State (changed to Karnataka in 1973), India, was Kannada.
For language training everyone started from base zero. A few
trainees had studied languages in high school or college, but most
of us were neophytes in the area of foreign language, and
Kannada was very foreign to our ears. Only the then 40
million people of Mysore spoke Kannada, and to us it sounded
like a contrived communication system. Native Kannada
speakers from Mysore State grilled us six hours, six days a week on
vocabulary, verb conjugation and sentence structure. On Sundays the
trainees were encouraged to refrain from using English while in
camp. We attended classes in the open air, and the instructors
often injected language training into agriculture field exercises
and during cafeteria meals.

The two dozen trainees who survived Hemet were happy
to have ten days after training ended to see their families before
reassembling at John F. Kennedy Airport in New York. I spent two
days with my sister Mavis in Oakland, then caught a plane to
Minneapolis, where I said goodbye to my parents and five other
siblings.

We boarded a special charter jet in New York to
begin our journey to the farm lands of Southern India. Mrs. Indira
Gandhi, India’s Prime Minister and head of the ruling Congress
party, had been in the United States at the time and had chartered
an Air India plane to take her back to New Delhi. She was in the
U.S. to meet with the U.S. President, Lyndon Johnson and members of
the U.S. Congress to discuss U.S. assistance to India and the
current issues between India and Pakistan. Though her mission was
not as successful as she had hoped, she agreed to accommodate
several groups of new Peace Corps volunteers on her return to
India.

When we noticed the tight security and the delays
while boarding the plane, we became aware that the first class
section accommodated a special person. Eventually, we realized that
Mrs. Gandhi planned to travel with us. We were pleasantly surprised
before take off when the door between the first class section and
the main cabin opened and Mrs. Gandhi stepped into view. She was
more diminutive than I had envisioned. She wore a magnificent blue
sari laced with strands of silver. Her head was graced with traces
of gray, but she proffered an angelic smile.

Several Peace Corps groups besides the India-60
trainees filled the main cabin, most of whom were destined for
India. The loud talk and commotion quieted quickly as one of Mrs.
Gandhi’s staff asked for our attention. Mrs. Gandhi indulged the
trainees with a short statement. She spoke in English, but her soft
voice did not carry well in the packed fuselage. Those closest to
the front of the cabin heard her thank the trainees for leaving
their homes and loved ones to travel so far away to help her
country’s men and women. She referred to India’s Green Revolution,
and how important it was that India become self-sufficient in food
production.

I didn’t fully understand the significance of her
presence, nor the importance of her address to us. Reflecting on
that moment later I understood Mrs. Gandhi’s concern for her
people, and her desire to do everything in her power to help her
country attain self-sufficiency in food production. She had come to
America to plead for support in India’s trouble with Pakistan, but
had been given a chilly reception. Now, she was trying to present
us with a warm welcome to her country. I felt inspired by her
words. It was very appropriate that we received a warm welcome from
the highest power in our new host country.

Our flight stopped in London, England; Frankfurt,
Germany; and Beirut, Lebanon on an excursion that seemed to take
days. When we stepped off the Air India jet in the New Delhi
Airport the eyes of every trainee searched hopefully for signs of
something familiar to sooth the trepidation that haunted our
anxious minds. Our mouths were dry, our feet were swollen and a
heavy feeling of exhaustion dulled our senses. A member of our
India-60 group, Billy Danielson, had a painful earache, and several
others complained of sensitive stomachs. Over 40 hours in airplanes
and terminals, from our homes to New York, to the U.K., to Germany,
to Lebanon and to India had disoriented the enthusiasm that was
present at the start of our travel.

Until this day, most of us had extremely small
understanding of India. What little knowledge we had before joining
Peace Corps was gleaned mostly from the writings of Americans and
Europeans who had travelled the infamous hippie trail from Europe
through Asia in the 1960’s. The Last Whole Earth Catalog and
The Lonely Planet guidebooks had been our best sources for
information.

The sounds of strange languages in the New Delhi
Airport assailed our ears as a dozen turbaned porters rushed toward
us to offer assistance with our bags. We must have looked like
innocent lambs as we stared in disbelief at the shouting and the
commotion. Thankfully, our group leader shouted something, maybe in
Hindi, a language our instructors had no time to teach us. The
baggage clerks may have spoken Punjabi or Urdu, but
certainly not the Kannada we studied for eight weeks. With
looks of disappointment the porters reluctantly backed off when our
leaders stepped in. Our limited Kannada vocabulary was
useless here as even our Indian escorts were now speaking in other
languages.

Looking back on that experience as a first time
international traveler I acknowledge that I never would have made
it on my own. Left to my own devices I probably would have crawled
back into that Air India plane and refused to come out until it
landed safely back in New York.

Making matters more bizarre was a disturbing odor
that assailed our nostrils, further confounding our tired, foggy
minds. Mixed in with the burned jet fuel, fumes from other diesel
engines on the tarmac and the sweaty bodies moving like a slow
whirlwind around us there was some unidentifiable, caustic and
unpleasant odor, which we couldn’t immediately identify. We would
soon understand from whence it came.

The Peace Corps staff arranged for someone to pick
up our luggage and load it onto a bus. They also arranged one day’s
stay in the Indian International Center. Like any good hotel it had
air conditioning, flush toilets and European food. It was morning
in New Delhi, but most of the trainees were exhausted and promptly
passed out on their hotel beds. Little did we appreciate the luxury
of that stop until several days later when we were introduced to
our temporary living quarters on an agricultural training site
twelve hundred miles to the south of New Delhi.

New Delhi, capital of the Republic of India, is
located between her northern states of Uttar Pradesh and Haryana.
The project location my fellow trainees and I were being trained
for was on the Deccan Plateau in the southern state of Mysore,
which was a long train ride south of Delhi. Tomorrow, we would make
the journey to Hyderabad, and from there by bus to our training
camp near a small village called Dhadesugur.

We had a day to explore New Delhi before embarking
on the train to Hyderabad. We were told that Connaught Place was
the most vibrant area of Delhi. Most of the volunteers chose,
without hesitation, to investigate that claim. That is where I
learned a cruel lesson on currency exchange while bargaining with
merchants in the bazar. Feeling brave and adventuresome, several of
us summoned a taxi and directed the driver by simply saying,
“Connaught Circle”.

Taxis and rickshaws buzzed busily up and down New
Delhi’s streets, zipping in and out of incredibly small spaces,
challenging other drivers for a spot on the roadway. Buses roared
down the main boulevards casting dust and diesel exhaust fumes on
the hundreds of pedestrians whose excitement was seldom suspended.
Shouts from street vendors parlayed our attention from one colorful
display to the next.

My small hometown of Morgan, Minnesota never
experienced sidewalk vendors or shoe shine boys. In Delhi, we were
continually bombarded by the calls of merchants as we strolled the
sidewalks of Connaught Place. Some food vendors displayed tempting
fruits and delicious-looking prepared foods. We reminded each other
of the words of Dr. Johnson, about eating food on the streets of
India.

With that limitation on spending the few rupees of
walk-around money, we focused on other local attractions. The
circular markets of Connaught Place housed numerous fascinating
craftworkers and artists. We rejected the calls of the merchants
standing or sitting in their doorways and on the open ground but I
was eventually coaxed by a street vendor into having my dusty shoes
polished. He was a young man who appeared to be an honest looking
soul. His loose fitting button shirt looked a little ragged and he
was barefoot, but his earnest effort to get our business caught our
attention. So, there he squatted near his little stool while he
brushed the dirt off our shoes and applied a small gob of shoe
polish.

He rambled on in an unfamiliar language as he
worked, always flashing glances at the foot ware of passersby. When
he finished with my shoes I asked him in my best Kannada,
“Ishtu corda-beku?” Those words came reasonably close to the
Kannada phrase for “how much do I owe you?” Even if he were
able to understand and speak Kannada, the shoe shine boy
would never admit it. He held out his hand in the universal gesture
of ‘give me money.’ Suddenly aware that no one had prepared me for
pricing the value of a shoe shine in Hindi, I reached into my
pocket. My hand touched a ten rupee note, and while doing a speedy,
but faulty, calculation in my head I handed it to the boy, who
smiled appreciatively, waved a quick goodbye and disappeared.

The Indian rupee was worth about 14 cents in 1968.
Therefore, the ten Rupee note I gave to the shoeshine boy was worth
about $1.40 in U.S. dollars. Today, a dollar forty does not seem to
be too much to pay for a shoe shine in the U.S. However, the true
value of a shoeshine in 1968 in India was about 25 Paisa, or a
quarter of a rupee. I had just overpaid that boy by a factor of
forty.

That wasn’t my biggest mistake. That came when I
mentioned to Tom Carter, the Assistant Director for Peace Corps’
Southern India Office, how much I paid to get my shoes shined. When
he finally stopped laughing he told some of the staff and trainees.
One by one the trainees, who also thought my error was humorous,
speculated about how soon we would see the shoe shine boy driving
around in his own luxury car.

Besides creating a little inflation in New Delhi’s
Connaught Place, we also discovered what caused that noxious, ever
present odor that seemed to permeate throughout the city. There
were very few public restrooms, but many open sewers and public
latrines. Many people had no hesitancy to relieve themselves by
these open sewers or against the concrete walls that lined
compounds. By the time volunteers left the country after their two
plus years of service, that odor seemed to have disappeared. It
wasn’t gone; not only had we acculturated to it, we were not averse
ourselves to “making a leg” as the local phrase goes, when the need
arose.

However, we considered without a doubt that we could
survive for a while in India. After all, the famous British singing
group, The Beatles, had survived their recent stay while visiting
the ashram of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. So did Mia Farrow. Of course,
these people were special guests of the esteemed founder of the
technique called Transcendental Meditation, and were exclusively
looked after. For sure they didn’t have to worry about scorpions
and snakes. Nevertheless, other Americans and Europeans before us
had survived and so could we.

We also took some comfort in knowing that India, the
largest democracy in the world, had a system of government that was
not unfamiliar to us. Little did we realize, however, that there
was turmoil at the upper levels of India’s government. From our
micro-perspective, food, drinkable water, heat and the monsoon
rains were our main considerations, while in Delhi, Bombay,
Calcutta and elsewhere there were serious battles for control of
power over India.

National and international challenges raged, but
remained distant from our view of life in the country villages. A
constant religious war plagued parts of North India, and India’s
relations with Pakistan were persistently sensitive. During 1969
the Indian National Congress split into two factions; one led by
Indira Gandhi, and another led by Morarji Desai. That year, Mrs.
Gandhi nationalized fourteen banks, and India opened a facility to
produce nuclear energy. Five years later India successfully
detonated its first nuclear weapon.
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The mission of India-60 was to assist India’s Mysore
Department of Agriculture in Raichur District, to implement
improved agricultural practices and promote proper use of
irrigation methodology. The Green Revolution brought new challenges
to rural Raichur District, where locally grown crops struggled to
survive the limited annual rainfall on the rock hard ‘black cotton’
clay soil. Most villagers could barely eke out enough food to
sustain life for their families, let alone produce crops for
export.

Dr. Norman Ernest Borlaug was an American agronomist
who is credited with the title of “the father of the Green
Revolution.” After his graduation from the University of Minnesota
in 1942, Dr. Borlaug took up agricultural research in Mexico. His
research resulted in new strains of semi-dwarf, high-yielding and
disease-resistant wheat. Dr. Borlaug introduced these high-yielding
varieties along with modern production techniques to Mexico,
Pakistan and India. Wheat yields nearly doubled in India between
1965 and 1970, improving its food security.

Completion of the Tungabhadra Dam in 1953 in the
Southern State of Mysore brought new hope for major development in
the production of irrigated crops. Farmers jumped at the chance to
grow rice, which is the staple in every villager’s diet. Sugar cane
had already been popular on land near rivers, where water was free
and easily available. Now, sugar cane paddies multiplied quickly in
the irrigation zone as canal water from the new Tungabhadra
irrigation canal system became easily available to those fortunate
to have lands reachable by canal water.

The Tungabhadra canal system was designed to make
irrigation water available to as many Indian farmers as possible.
Some 580,000 acres of land lay in the reaches of the canal system.
However, as farmers harnessed the system for the heavy water
demands of rice and sugarcane those farmers at the lower reaches of
the canal system were left high, and dry.

To provide for a more equitable distribution of
water the Mysore Department of Agriculture responded with a ban on
using canal water for rice and cane, and instituted packages of
practices for a wide range of what the government called
“dry-cum-wet” crops. Crops such as maize, sorghum, wheat, sun
flower, groundnut (peanut) and other crops could be grown with a
limited amount of water.

Canal irrigation required some knowledge about
leveling the land to make controlled application of water possible.
Along with irrigation comes the challenges and responsibilities of
water management to prevent overwatering, and proper drainage of
the land. The absence of these two inevitably led to salinization
and ultimate ruination of cultivatable soil. Our task was to assist
the Raichur District Government in helping farmers level their farm
land so it could be irrigated, select appropriate varieties of
crops and teach them correct irrigation techniques to grow those
crops. Along the way, we were to seek ways to innovate tools that
would make their work easier.

I survived the village visits, the spicy hot curry
and the total lack of privacy, and, just before Christmas 1968, I
graduated to become a full fledged Peace Corps Volunteer. My
Kannada language skills were somewhere around a two+ on the
U.S. Federal Service scale of zero-to-four. My understanding of
Indian culture was about a two, on a scale of one-to-ten. However,
my enthusiasm was about 90 out of one hundred. In my mind, I was
ready to save the world, but, until I met Pejathaya, I had no idea
of how little I knew about India.

Training ended with a subdued celebration;
enthusiasm mixed with anxiety. Happy to get out of camp, yet
uncertain what the future would bring, Peace Corps staff delivered
each of the 22 remaining India-60 volunteers to a village
previously identified by Peace Corps and the local government
officials to meet a “host farmer.”

My assignment attached me to a cooperative tractor
society in the town of Sindhanur, a growing community with a
population of about 10,000. The town of Sindhanur is located in the
administrative area called Sindhanur Taluka, which is an
administrative division of a district, organized for the collection
of revenue, somewhat similar to an administrative county in the
U.S. There are a large number of villages and camps within the
taluka, however, Sindhanur town is the Sindhanur Taluka
headquarters.

I was instructed to apply my agricultural
experience, along with newly acquired land-leveling training, to
assist farmers in developing their land for irrigation of
dry-cum-wet crops. I desperately wanted this particular assignment,
as it meant working with tractors and machinery. It also meant
living in a taluka headquarters, with all its modern trappings;
such as a meat market, a movie theater, a government hospital, and
the proximity of government offices.

The other 21 volunteers were each placed in one of
the villages in Sindhanur Taluka or neighboring Manvi Taluka. Many
were housed in dusty, mud brick rooms with cow dung slurry floors
and walls, and roofs that leaked profusely in the rainy season.
Some volunteers had no paved roads to their villages. A trip to the
taluka headquarters for them often included a bus or bullock cart
ride and a fair amount of walking. Most volunteers had no nearby
shops from which to buy provisions, and they had to rely on their
own wits and their Peace Corps-provided medical kits for medical
attention.

Chuck Lenth, the volunteer stationed at the tractor
society in Manvi, and I, in Sindhanur town, were two of only a few
India-60 volunteers with measurable agricultural experience. Billy
Danielson, a wheat farmer from Montana, was stationed in Balaganur.
The rest of the group were distributed approximately equally around
the towns of Manvi and Sindhanur, and were expected to use Manvi
and Sindhanur as headquarters for their Peace Corps contacts. The
furthest volunteer was about 20 miles from one of the two towns, no
more than a half day journey by walk, bus, bicycle or bullock cart
ride away.

My eventual accommodation was not immediately
available so I spent the first several weeks staying in a
government inspection bungalow with David Bowman, a volunteer from
an earlier Peace Corps group (India-38), who had extended for a
third year. Dave was able to introduce me to a number of the local
leaders and government officials with whom I would eventually be
working.

My home for over two years was to be an apartment in
a partially completed concrete block building. The owner may have
run out of construction funds when the first floor was completed.
Rough concrete with protruding re-bar reflected his intention to
eventually continue the structure skyward. There was no running
water or heat in the unit, but I was at least thankful for a
locking door and windows with bars to keep out most large animals
and potential human intruders. The shared outside toilet facility
was a dual unit, mud brick enclosure with no roof, an open sewer
drain and a rickety door hinged with leather straps.

Bathing was done in an adjoining mud brick room, and
the water was stored in a 50 gallon cement cistern. With no
electricity or windows the bath room was always dark so we never
knew what creatures swam in the cistern.

My two neighbors were Indian families. Mr. K. Rama
Bhat, just next door, was a hefty man of 35 who worked as a
supervisor for the Sindhanur Public Works Department. His wife and
two young daughters lived with him, however, I seldom saw or spoke
with any of the female family members. Mrs. Bhat was a good cook.
The wonderful aromas that permeated the screened separator of our
porches gave testimony. The girth of Mr. Bhat was further evidence,
but the clincher was the delicious treats Mr. Bhat carried to my
door on special occasions.

On the opposite side of the building lived Mr.
Patel, MBBS (a general practice physician) and his family. Since
their apartment entrance was on the far side of the building I only
heard and almost never saw the good doctor and his family.

Saving the world doesn’t come easy. Like many new
volunteers, we struggled with attempts to become useful. New
volunteers typically have all the positive energy in the world but
they get frustrated when things don’t go as planned. It takes from
six months to a year to understand that just because the country is
considered a “developing” nation doesn’t mean that the indigenous
people have no initiative, or progressive instincts. Once we
understood a little about why things were done the way they were,
we found it much easier to work with people rather than trying to
force feed our American agricultural theories.

The Sindhanur Land Development Tractor Society is a
cooperative association sponsored by the Mysore State Department of
Cooperatives. It is a non-profit cooperative run by a local board
of directors, who appoint a manager. The manager employs twenty to
thirty tractor drivers and maintenance personnel to operate and
keep the tractors and farm equipment in good working order. Village
farmers rent the tractors for short terms at a nominal rate to help
them develop and till their land.

Mr. Krishna Rao, the manager of the tractor society,
was a recent college graduate. A proud young man, Mr. Rao came from
a small and remote village called Talkahn, in nearby Lingsugur
Taluka, just fifty miles from Sindhanur. Mr. Rao was the first of
his siblings to make it to the university. He had a strong desire
to show the board of directors of the tractor society that he could
be successful in this his first assignment after graduation.

Mr. Rao seemed to wear a semi-permanent scowl on his
face, probably because his youth, combined with the position of
authority, made him super sensitive to failure avoidance. His
apparently insecure disposition, and having an American so-called
“expert” thrust into his domain made our relationship somewhat
ambivalent. I later learned that he had nothing to do with deciding
to host a volunteer, but was instructed by the Board of Directors
to do so. Had he been asked he probably would have preferred to fly
solo.

Mr. Rao was expected to make the tractor society
bring in enough revenue to pay its expenses. That was the easy
part. An incessant oversight by society board members as well as by
a hierarchy of status-conscious farmers made his life unpleasant. I
felt that he wanted to be left alone to run the tractor society,
and that he hoped that I would not obstruct or criticize his
efforts. I sometimes felt that he wanted the world to see him
during public events as “in charge”. I later learned that his
apparent bad disposition was only the business face he put on when
working with subordinates, board members, or government
officials.

Mr. Subramaniam, an Indian from Madras State, was
the tractor society’s mechanic. Subramaniam had served in Burma
with the Indian army as a heavy equipment operator and mechanic
during the conflict with Japan. Subramaniam was probably in his
early ’50s and spoke fluent Tamil and Urdu, understandable English,
and a little of the local Kannada. Approximately half of the
tractor drivers were Moslem, and spoke Urdu. Others spoke
Kannada, with some Hindi or English vocabulary. Subramaniam
was the chief mechanic, and was able to communicate with all the
personnel in some manner.

I took an immediate liking to Subramaniam, as he was
the first person at the tractor society to introduce himself and
show me around. His Indian Army experience working on diesel
engines during the construction of the Burma Road made him
comfortable around the thirty diesel engines in our tractor shop.
Often, in the tea shops, I listened intently as he told many
stories of his military exploits. He struck me as an honest,
hardworking man.

I was surprised to learn that the German Volunteer
Service had also assigned a German volunteer to the tractor
society. Peter Junker came with a sound background in diesel
mechanics. He worked well with Subramaniam, and the two of them
were not afraid to tackle any mechanical repair.
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Peter Junker and Subramaniam working on a
tractor

 


 


Though I tried early to spend most of my days at the
tractor society, my responsibilities and interests eventually
interfered with that plan. With the manager situated on site, a
highly qualified diesel mechanic in the garage, and a German
volunteer mechanic on staff, my responsibilities leaned toward
training the tractor drivers. My assignment specified assisting the
tractor drivers in working with land leveling experts to form
contour border strips for land irrigation. This entailed showing
the drivers how to follow the surveyor’s markers to level land. I
also tried to demonstrate safe operation of the tractors and
equipment as well as simple maintenance and repair.

In Hemet, California, land development experts
instructed us in surveying techniques. We learned how to measure
the contour of farm land and, after staking-out a farmer’s fields
with markers at equal levels we used tractors with scraper blades
to move soil into ten to twenty meter wide bands of land. These
bands are called border strips, and follow the general contour of
the farmer’s field. With a slight drop in elevation of one meter
per 100 meters and earthen bunds on both sides of the borders we
could influence water to run like an even sheet from one end of the
border strip to the other. At the Agricultural Training Facility in
Dhadesugur, India, Mr. A. B. Bellary, Raichur District’s
Agricultural Development Officer, and his Indian staff continued
this training, using actual farmers’ fields.

This was my first exposure to land leveling and
irrigation techniques. I enjoyed the spontaneity of the dry desert
soil as it pushed up vigorous plants when I applied water. I
learned the significance of water sharing, and the need for
structuring one’s timing to comply with the needs of other water
users. I took great joy in learning how to control the flow of
water to the crops by using syphon tubes. The resulting field
layout was ideal for growing the government-prescribed dry-cum-wet
crops using light irrigation. Border strips also allowed more use
of mechanized equipment.

Many local farmers, however, had other ideas. They
knew that they could make more money growing traditional crops.
Since rice and sugar cane were grown for many generations they
preferred to construct paddy fields and flood them with irrigation
water. Local agricultural workers were not inclined to discourage
the practice, so border strips were infrequently constructed. Our
tractor drivers had more experience building paddy plots than I
did, so, much of my land development training went for naught.

As a resident in the taluka headquarters, and as one
of the few volunteers with an agricultural background, I had a
responsibility for the volunteers whose villages were served by the
commercial businesses and government offices of Sindhanur Taluka.
Two blocks from where I lived sat the Indian Post and Telegraph
Office. Messages to and from Peace Corps Bangalore often passed
through my house. I was expected to assist the other volunteers
with their work related to farming or machine
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