FOREWORD

by Kamala Das

WHEN I entered the sunlit quadrangle of the International School at Kodaikanal to be
introduced to the staff and students, [ was not exactly bursting with confidence.

I had been warned by one of the teachers that the students were hard to please. | was therefore
naturally nervous, and trembled under my inexpensive shawl. | wished to confront them, shedding
all guises. | was later told to sit in a hall that had a faded sertee and a refectory table. Each
student had to come alone bearing his or her poem for my scrutiny and appraisal. The Madurai
students were older and more confident of themselves. They brought poems that were
conventional. One read a poem that dealt with his experiences at a brothel! It was obvious
that he had not gone within a mile of such a place, therefore I asked him to tear it up and
begin on another. A poet can make a good witness.

The Kodaikanal students were wide-eyed innocents. They revealed their emotional insecurity
in their writings.
eee

A bad poem has no roots. Writing a good poem is like thrusting a needle into your breast
bone to aspirate the invisible marrow within — a painful procedure. Bring the private and
the invisible out into the sun, to expose it to cold and indifferent eyes.

Yes, poetry is an act of bravery.

A poet requires the nonchalant recklessnes of a suicide squad. A good poem cannot be
explained or interpreted. You recognize it by the gooseflesh that erupts on your arms while
reading it.

I was moved by a poem written by a nineteen year-old who was being compelled by a separated
parent to leave India. She wrote that she would have to leave her soul behind. It would only
be her ‘corpse’ that would be carted away from this shore. I asked her not to be ashamed of
her emotions. Held in my arms, she wept uncontrollably and afterwards regained her composure.
Being a teacher was difficult for me. Being a mother was easier.

Bidding goodbye to the young ones | lost my composure.
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WORDS WORDS WORDS...

‘I've lost faith in words.

What I say, others misunderstand
Explanations — re-explanations.
Explanations for explanations.
Words pile up

like an unpruned bush,

like an anthill.

Wasted words,

futile as light

used to rouse a sleeping man.
As ‘My dearest friend’

Now stands for

“You are very useful to me’
Why aren't words

as yet a lost cause?

As the glasses worn

To improve vision

Have now masked the face,
I've lost faith in words.

Words,

Which are evanescent bubbles

spat out

by fish in an aquarium,

Bursting, disappearing wastefully,

on buses, in schools,

in parliament and even in bedrooms!

These days, I've lost faith in words!

— Indiran
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I understand now what the ancients felt when they looked upon stars shining like crystals
in the night sky untouched by human degradation, or when they saw lightning strike a tree
and turn it into a flaming torch. But this beauty that [ behld was more gentle (once I put
my sunglasses on). I know now why the study of nature can be a passionate thing touching
the heart.

[ also realized that, no matter how unbearable life becomes, it can improve, and when it
does, it may do so spectacularly.

— Robbie Jenks

A Still Lake Ripples, Fades

A still lake ripples, fades.

Questioning, 1 plod down the twisted path,
Till vision is -enslaved.

As I look up to pray,

A biting mist enshrouds me;

Darkness prevails, revulsion overpowers.
Frantically 1 search,

Ah!

The ground is bare.

Ecstatically we sink to our knees,
Body, mind, soul

Resolving, dissolving,

II‘ltO,

Tears.

— Mohit Mathur



FAREWELL

THE BUS IS MOVING ar a steady eighty kilometers per hour. The plains flash by my window.
Fragments of landscape slip through my fingers as I try to grasp them. They leave distorted
imprints framed in my memory.

The sky with its endless acres of blue stretches out as far as the eyes can see. A kingfisher
dives headfirst into a field of paddy. In search of lunch? Women are bent over, harvesting rice,
multi-coloured saris dancing shamelessly with the wind. Their skin is dark, sweart glistening
on the surface. The noon-day sun relentlessly beats down upon lowered heads.

As this scene passes, | am aware of the dust and wind hammering against my face. | am
aware of the texture of my hair as it blows and tangles in the stiff breeze. Creating a barrier
between my body and mind I erect a wall of music. “Love! Hell-Fire and Damnation!” The
jarring voice screams at me. A dog runs along-side the bus. I see his jaws opening and closing
— he must be barking. But | cannot hear him.

Tranquil Village

Laughing children play in a coconut grove, and a cow is slowly making its way through an
oblivious vendor’s basket of jack-fruit. The bus driver stands outside a tea stall. The tense line
of his mouth relaxes. Men sit around in little groups smoking beedies and gambling, as the
women hunch in front of their door-steps sharing stories, nursing babies and massaging worn
muscles after a hard days work. A blanket of tranquility settles over this village.

A ghost taps me on the shoulder. | do not turn around, | cannot turn around...cannot look
into those eyes, or see the shadows of my own sad smile as I leave part of myself behind. My
eyes remain fixed on the cactus fence. Now the sun has set, and small oil lanterns begin to
light up the doorways of the huts which line the highway. In the distance, the city lights up
the horizon. My heart starts to pound. The voice slicing through my head still screams. Only
now, screeching of “Peace” then “War”..“Pick up your guns! Go, go fight for Peace” My heart
pounds harder.

Flight Called

At the airport, 1 stand outside the bus and watch as thé boy throws my suitcase over the
side into the dirt; it hits the ground with a muffled thud. A passenger plane takes off behind
me. My flight is called. People rush about, trying to find a vacant check-out counter. Children
cry, pilots saunter towards planes. I look into the shadows of my own eyes — which I have
not dared acknowledge throughout the bus journey. I face the moment I had been
dreading...leaving myself behind.

The ghost of my arms encircles me. We embrace each other body and soul. No words are
spoken: we know each other much too well to have to say “good-bye””

— Lila Nagarajan
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A Taunt

Dearth, you juggernaut,
come ;nn{ t;|1\'(‘ me:

[ am no coward.

After all, Death you are sure
for all creatures.

Why should [ fear you!
Death. come, let's have tea,
then go to your abode;

I am God’s creation.

Yama, 1 am not afraid of you.
\v\\.‘ll can rﬂkﬁ ()‘n]\" my b(—'dy,
not my love for my fellows.

I will be living in many hearts,
as will my achievements.

So don't be proud, see’

1 am stronger than vou.
Destroyed I'll surely be

but not defeated.

Come, take me if you can,
my dear foe.

D. Senthilkumar

A life | never knew

I walk past the veena room and hear the drone of a tanpura.

As I absorb an eternity of sound, the purity of a distant voice floats to my ears.
I find comfort in the haunting tones and rhythm,

and vet, just a bit of it seems so familiar.

So familiar, I cannot understand why.

I cannot think straight, my mind goes into two worlds.

Just then, I bump into a good friend, put

Even his presence goes unnoticed.

I grope at a wall; searching inwardly, frantically for answers,
But find none in the deep recesses of my mind.
As | go deeper into the heart of the music,
into the realms of the unconscious,
[ come across an obstacle,
the memory: another life — a life I never knew.
— Manasi Tirodkar
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[ look up at my leg hoisted, wrapped in white,
a five-toed log,

chains clanking at the slightest move,
stomach still growling in hunger,

and yet nauseated by the thought of food.

| think, “Pain, a partner of life?”

Gazing through droopy eyelids, [ survey the dullness of my surroundings.
This ts a little-kids hospital, four other beds in the drab room.

Most of the kids | see around me,

half-playing with toys in bed, or else groaning,

are younger than me, they have things much worse than I do:
And one of them, | hear, is getting ready to die.

— Sabina Dewan

REFLECTIONS

Light comes and it goes

The child in me remembers
What the adult in me doesn’t:
Warm hugs, happy smiles.

I look at life through a mirror
The reflections of the past
The bearings of the future.
Shadows walk to and fro.

Yet, it is the adult in me that sees
What the child never saw:
Reluctant hellos, sad eyes,

The sounds that echo
The shattering of my dreams
The pain the overrides the joy,

The silence that reverberates.

— Deepa R.
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The waiting game

“Tick-tock, tick-tock,”

A Heart discarded, a lover lost.

Clubs, the weapons of war.

Diamonds are the fine ‘distractions and
A grave is made ready by eager Spades.

“Tick-rock, rick-tock)”
New rounds begin with new people,
The players each order their cards.
Bone China, Belgian lace,
“cinnamon tea is always too sweet,’

“Tick-tock, tick-tock,”
Listless victims of feeble will,
drop cards with a practised skill,
arrd adding to the party of Numbers
Kings and Queens, the glitterari,

“Tick-tock, tick-tock)

eyes watching, people playing

cards taken, maps dissolving

cards arranged, the workers rebelling
cards drop, the lovers uniting

cards move, each to the other —

you play to win, when you play for dying

“tick-tock,” waiting, waiting
“tick-tock, tick-tock,”

At last, a winner!

he declares it: death!

— Roshini Palajani
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Perplexed
By a precarious life
On the frosty nights he
drcamﬁ
His body coffined in the
crevasses
hovering
His ghost over the
mountains —
A horrendous owl.

AS THE COLD WAVES ESCALATE HE EVOLVES INTO A ‘MARTYR.

A
month
later
a memorial
sprouts announcing
HE DIED WITH HONOUR
In future
Soldiers will come and go here
Leave a wreath to rot,
And brood over destinies —
Of their own cadavers
Germinating into memorials.

— Dev Anand Paul
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The Bond breaks —

Drip, drip, drip,

it trickles down

to the sparkling

white floor,

making a pattern of its own.
The sparkling silver blade

of the condemned knife

cuts with a surgeon’s precision.

Life ebbs out of the

deep caverns of her soul.
The once precious blood
lies wasted on the floor.

Tears mingle with blood to make
a new recipe for suicide.

A fleeting look of panic

as she bids farewell to

her only companion, life.

Finally the eyes close

and a smile touches the lips.
Silence...

except for the dripping rhythm
of the blood.

FAREWELL

— Smita Sundaresan.

O Selfish One.

Within the murky pool of coffee dregs,
reflection, distortion — O, selfish one?
Faded romantic drivelling lies of love,

Pathetic hypocrite-lover the priority?

No, but to possess, to be worshipped;

To become a saint of the body.

Yes, my body with yours; my soul and yours.

— Ayesha Panthaky
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The Sinner

Alone —

In a frenzy of the world

Among the shattered pieces

Of the past,

Dead insects and beetles

Crunched under my feet

(Maybe there was human bone too).
Dried leaves of an ancient

Autumn flew against my face —
There hadn’t been a Spring

For a long time —

Fossils of yesterday engraved

On each rock, stared back blankly at me.

Bitter memories echoed —

In the hollowness

Of the piercing wind

Silently deafening my ears.

My soul a solitary wanderer roamed aimlessly
In a world...

A \N\’,?I“d now dClld...

A world I'd once known.

Solace —

I tried to find

In this cruel world

Of accusing eyes,

But darkness only gnawed
At my soul;

No moon or stars in the sky.

Dreams —

[ tried to dream,

Tried to paint the world

I'd known:

But all I saw was nightmares
In the hellish world of
half-crushed skulls.

Creations of the God above —
We had been ruined

By our bloody deeds;
Demolished love —

The earth, now pregnant
With animosity.

As to a Mother who drew her,
New-born to her bosom,

[ was embraced

By the darkness, the sins,

the criminal

results of man folly.

Alone on the Earth,
Swallowed in, despite

Her belly-full

Mankind’s criminals

“You are a sinner!”

She bellowed to me,

Gorging me in

To satiate her appetite

for bloody sin —

The bloody sin of being born...

— Ruchi B.



My Grandmother Had a Heart Arttack

“No! she said. You shall not have it!”

And she briskly walked away.
“If my father were here he would have bought it for me)”
I bleated.

My Grandmother was a proud woman.

But no,

My playmate Richard detected tears in her eyes

When he caught up with her.

“Let her cry” I said.

I'm 24 now, everything’s changed.

My older cousins consult me about their marrige proposals.
To one such | said No.

And suffered to see the ageing girl still unmarried.

This T confided in a friend,

And was soon relieved to hear

The girl had finally found a match.

Silently I still suffer

For the suffering | caused my Grandmother
Almost fifteen years ago.

Will there be redemption for me

If I confide in you?

— Edison Thomas
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JOURNEYS CONTINUE...

But, that was a nice dream

Shattered at the cost of the journey,
that ought to continue.

A sudden jolt, new engine connected.
Engines change; journeys continue
but dreams cannot.

My child sleeps,

[ get down for a stroll.

People, scattered on the platform,
busy, even at night.

The coffee vendor

with tired looks

works round the clock

to make ends meet.

His life continues,

my dreams never do.

Life seems so heavy,

The porter nods his head

not in agreement, but in sleep.

I look into the train.

A young couple, happy together,
showering love,

sharing responsibility,

hope in their faces.

I look at a child

who sleeps near the window

in the next compartment,

and at the many who care for him,
the parents, grandparents

my child lacks.

I'm reminded of my childhood.

I travelled by trains,

steam engines then,

they troubled me with soot.

No need to worry

with parents and relatives

around me;

tears preserved, to shed in the future.

The guard whistles,
the journey continues.
I board the train

and reach my child —
sleeping alone.

The train moves,

the journey continues,

My dreams — hardly.

— J. Srinivasan.
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DINNER (Non-veg)

Running hiding tiring fearing,

Time is running out.

Trying to elude, trying to avoid
ending up as someones dinner.

Frantic eyes, searching,

body trembling,

escape...only perhaps.

Must continue, must survive
cannot submit, cannot relent.
He is very hungry,

tracking waiting watching drooling...
He will seek, he will devour
Only moments left now
Predator. Animal.

Pouncing tearing ripping bitting
bleeding, screamirg, dying
ecstatically having been eaten,

burp!
— Kutty Datta
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TEACHER’S RESPONSE

“BUT YOU haven't experienced that, it will have to go. Above all, poetry must express
the truth. Try it again.”

“Look around you, look at what is real. Everyone of you has a story to write”
“I fall in love all the time, it’s what inspires me to write.”

It was comments like these of hers, that endeared all of us to Kamala Das at our 1994
Kavithalaya Creative Writing Workshop, our third, held early in February again this year. Teachers
and students from K.I.S., together with a similar group from American College’s Centre for
Indian Literature under the direction of Paul Love — fifty of us in all — rook advantage of
the spaciousness and natural beauty of the Swedish Compound here in Kodai for three days
of concentrated effort in creative writing. What you see in this collection are some of the
achievements. Dr. Paul Love, Director of the Madurai C.1.L. and Latha Rengachari, his colleague
provided able leadership for us once again. And Philip Dailey, Pramod Menon, Amy Stempel,
Mark Antrobus and I were facilitators from K.I.S. Most of the time we broke up into groups
and simply responded to the impetus and excitement that Kamala brought to us. She was available
constantly; speaking about her experiences and her writing to the entire group, critiquing
students’ work in small-group sessions, or counselling with individuals. Though our time together
was brief, we all came to know Kamala not only as a gifted and sensitive poet and short-story
writer but also as a close friend. We all feel honored to have sat at her feet, quirte literally,
for these ‘ephemeral’ days.

“Time past and time future
What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present””

These words, from T.S. Eliot’s ‘Burnt Norton’ express for me the meaning of such moments
‘in the garden’ Because of experiences such as these, we find ourselves.

“..at the still point of the turning world. Neither flesh nor fleshless;
Neither from nor towards; at the still point, there the dance is,

But neither arrest nor movement. And do not call it fixity,

Where past and future are gathered. Neither movement from nor towards,
Neither ascent nor decline. Except for the point, the still point,

There would be no dance, and there is only the dance”

Those who spent this time together will grasp the substance of these lines, and those who
read them may become inspired to look down, up and around, and compose the story or the
poem that is waiting to be borne into the world.

— Bob Granner
English Department
Kodaikanal International School
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