

  [image: ]




  




  

    





    





    Forbidden Land - The Quest for Nagalim




    





    1st edition 2011; ebook




    Text & Cover by Frans Welman




    eISBN 978-616-245-012-9




    E-mail: info@bangkokbooks.com




    Text & Cover Copyright© Frans Welman




    





    All rights reserved.




    No part of this book may be reproduced, copied, stored or transmitted in any form without prior written permission from the publisher.




    





    ***




    





    E-Book Distribution: XinXii


    http://www.xinxii.com


    [image: logo_xinxii]





    





    ***


  




  

    





    





    Dedication




    





    This book is dedicated to the courageous, resilient and beautiful Naga people. Their desire for basic human rights and the freedom to determine their own future not beneath the domination of foreign powers inspired the author to not only write this book, but to support the Naga people in achieving their goals.
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    Introduction




    He could not really say he had not been warned. India has successfully limited access to Nagalim for more than fifty years. Few could enter besides the armed forces of the Union of India. Even Indians themselves were not welcome. They, too, had to obtain permission before entering the mountainous home of the staunch freedom-seeking Naga peoples. He questioned himself. What should he do? Should he take the challenge? Frans Welman knew he would go despite the risks. Indeed, he fully intended to make the journey; he would attempt to enter the forbidden land of the Nagas. He wanted to see what would happen.




    Where is this mysterious and unknown land? The northeastern-most portion of India projects precariously into the Asian continent; a narrow umbilical cord of land the sole attachment to the motherland. With China, Nepal and Bhutan to the north; Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, to the east; and Bangladesh to the south, it looks oddly as if it is about to be severed from its mother, as a child is after being born.




    For the third time in his life, Frans stood in Kolkata, the gateway to the northeast of India. He wondered if he would he be able to enter the forbidden land this time with a little help from his friends. “Three times is ship’s right,” goes the saying in the Netherlands, but would that be of any help here?




    Though he was aware that the people of Nagalim would receive him with open arms, it was nevertheless up to the Indian government to give him permission to enter. Nagalim was completely under the control of the armed forces of India and has been occupied for almost 50 years. Going in officially would mean being at the mercy of the whims and fears of the local authorities. Familiar with the hierarchical stratification in Indian decision-making, he was aware that he could only enter Nagalim if the Indian government lifted the restrictions in the region. Frans knew the authorities would not grant permission since restrictions were in place. He would have no option but to sneak in without their knowledge. He would do so with determination. When the plane landed in Guwahati, the capital of Assam, he was mentally prepared to face the consequences of his resolute decision.




    Moments after Frans walked into the arrival hall of the airport, a plainclothes official stopped him. The immigration official asked for his passport.




    “Sir,” Frans answered politely with a smooth voice, “I have already entered the Union of India through Kolkata. There, officials checked my visa and stamped my passport to prove I had entered your great country that very day. They also asked where I would be heading, what my purpose is in India and whom I would go and meet. So, sir, I told your colleagues that I would be going to Guwahati to see some friends.”




    “Could we know the good names of your friends?” the official then asked.




    “Yes, of course,” Frans answered, “but only if you would be so kind to give me the name of your wife, children and relatives. I would like to check on them,” he answered with a smile.




    “Why?” the startled official asked.




    Welman thought for a moment and then answered truthfully, “Well, sir, you not only asked me a personal but also an impertinent question. Surely you have no objection to answer one yourself! Now is there anything else that you would like to know? I believe Assam and therefore its capital, Guwahati, has no restrictions for tourists. Is that correct?”




    “Please, sir,” pleaded the anxious official, “I am required to write down your name and passport number, that’s all. Please comply or I will be in trouble and you may be too.” Frans looked at the official, thinking that just for fun he might not follow up on the request. He imagined the scene; soon a swarm of people would arrive who would try to convince him to produce his passport. Even worse, they could arrest him for not complying. This would attract much unwanted attention. Such a scene would jeopardize the position of friends waiting outside to fetch him and whisk him off to an unidentified destination. He weighed his feelings. Pestering the authorities was tempting, but knowledge that should he resist, a higher-ranking official would appear, made him decide not to rebel against the procedure of a simple registration. He did not wish to endanger his trip at this point by being labeled an agitator. Consequently, he leaned toward choosing the more secure option of cooperation. Frans pondered his choices as the official nervously tried to avoid his discerning gaze. His decision made, he confidently went for his document pouch.




    “Here is the document, sir. I don’t want any trouble for you or for me! I hope your family is fine.”




    The face of the official lit up, and he beamed a smile of relief.




    “Indeed they are, sir,” he replied while rapidly writing down the particulars. Having resolved the issue of registration amicably, Frans departed. He and the official, both being pleased with the outcome, smiled broadly.




    Outside the terminal, an eager and agitated crowd of people milled about. Apparently, people were expecting a person of high standing to arrive. Someone said it was Sonia Gandhi. He was surprised at the number of people waiting, full of anticipation and joy at meeting a celebrity or reuniting with loved ones. He considered staying to see a Gandhi in the act, but thought better of it. The thought crossed his mind that if such a crowd were assembled to greet him in such a fashion, nobody would dare to obstruct his way into Nagalim. However, this not being so, he was still glad for the crowd because he could disappear into it.




    Casually moving through the throng, Frans looked for his friend Amei, who he was certain would be waiting for him inconspicuously outside the terminal. It took some time wandering among the jostling people before he saw a tall man he had met before. He did not expect this man to be here. He recognized this gentleman as “our man in Kolkata.” He was the same man he had met in Kolkata on his first attempt to enter the forbidden land. Frans was about to learn that “our man in Kolkata” had become “our man in Guwahati.”




    The man winked his eye ever so slightly, tipping his head subtly to signal that Frans should follow. After carefully checking to be sure that he was not being followed, Welman walked to the parking lot of the terminal as indicated by the tall man. Another man stopped Frans and told him to enter the car in front of him. The driver joined him in the car and “our man in Guwahati” soon followed. The old acquaintances embraced and began to reminisce as the car quickly traveled out of the airport.




    That first attempt was a feat in itself. Rather than putting Frans off, which no doubt was what the Indian authorities wished; it strengthened him in his quest to reach Nagalim. He made that first attempt with Jacques de Kort, the former coordinator and driving force of the Netherlands Centre for Indigenous Peoples (NCIP) and currently a consultant for the Indigenous Council of the Netherlands. Jacques decided to try to enter Nagalim when the governor of Manipur invited the NCIP to attend the Luingani festival, a yearly Naga cultural event. Frans and Jacques thought this festival would be an excellent opportunity for shooting a documentary on the daily life and culture of the Naga peoples. They thought that perhaps other topics could also be covered. At the time, Frans was a board member of the NCIP. How did the NCIP, Frans and Jacques come to know about the Nagas?




    Around 1988, a Naga general seeking help for his people visited the NCIP. He told stories of their rich culture and of untold misery. His tales were very eloquent. Jacques and Frans would listen, entirely captivated by General Mo’s narratives. Though the stories of sheer horror, exquisite landscape and unique culture were very impressive, they were not able to believe the words of the general that so contrasted with what little so-called common knowledge was available to them. Frans and Jacques locked themselves up in a specialized library to study documentation that would back up at least some of the facts that were only casually mentioned by the general. They could not find much. This was not surprising, for the land of the Nagas, historically claimed to be their own since time immemorial, has been isolated from the outside world almost since India became independent.




    Intrigued by stories beyond belief and stimulated by the timid friendliness of the Nagas that followed in the footsteps of General Mo, Frans and Jacques developed a desire to see the land for themselves. The desire further grew into a full-fledged intention. When they planned the first serious attempt in 1997, this intention soon proved to be much more difficult to realize than they anticipated. They knew is was not going to be easy, but with the Indian Embassy regularly on the phone calling from The Hague to inquire about the whereabouts of their Naga visitors, Frans and Jacques naively thought that one day India would grant them access. They thought that once the NCIP internationalized the long conflict by introducing the Nagas to both the UN Working Group for Indigenous Peoples and the Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organisation (UNPO), an alternative organization to the UN for nations unrepresented and unrecognized by the world, India surely would grant them access. Through these institutions they could at least present their grievances and have people listen to their quest for freedom. Still, they knew very well that it would not be easy to be heard. It was not simply that Jacques de Kort and Frans Welman knew little or nothing about the plight and predicaments of the Nagas, even though they were representatives of an organization for indigenous peoples and were rather well informed. What could one expect from ordinary Europeans who are without knowledge of indigenous peoples? Simply to bring up the subject would raise disbelief.




    “Nagas? Nagas, you say? A war in India where 150,000 died? 200,000 Indian troops fighting a guerrilla outfit? Man, if this were true, everybody would know about it! It would be splashed all over the news. Are you crazy?” Who could believe that a great country like India would stoop to attempting to eradicate a small nation with a small population of fewer than four million souls? India takes pride in proclaiming it is the largest democracy in the world. It is a country attracting Europeans, Americans and Australians who submerge themselves in the contradictory wonders of Hinduism, poverty opposite computer technology, religious bliss opposite corruption, the caste system opposite militarization, Brahmans opposite Dalits or the untouchables, the lowest opposite the highest and so it goes…




    The attraction of India is the beauty and the beast. High profile actors, singers and musicians found inspiration through music, literature, culture, history and religion. They gracefully portray India as the land in which anything can happen. Mother India attracts both stars and tourists like insects of the night to the light.




    Do these people know about the northeast in general, and Nagalim in particular? They are not allowed to enter. Consequently, few know about it. They may have heard strange stories.




    “It is too dangerous there. It’s a wild west full of people carrying guns.”




    A renowned newspaper writes even to this day: “Nagaland is a land full of former headhunters, of warmongers. It’s not safe to go there. It is prohibited; forbidden for your own safety.” That leaves only one way to view Nagaland firsthand. Entry must be undercover. Frans and Jacques would have to slip in. With this in mind, the wish to visit the forbidden land called Nagalim faded into the background until 1997 when the two parties agreed to a second cease-fire.




    A second cease-fire?


  




  

    Chapter 1: First attempt—Delhi




    After General Mo left, Frans Welman and Jacques de Kort recalled and considered the powerful horror stories he had related. Not knowing what to do with them, they slowly forgot about this Naga gentleman who represented the Naga National Council (NNC), a Naga organization that since 1946 that has been struggling for national and international recognition. At first, NNC was a partner in talks with India. Later, it met only with contempt, disbelief and arrogance.




    “Nagaland should be part of India,” Nehru, the first president, stated firmly. “If blood runs through the rivers instead of water and the country goes to pieces, I will never allow the Nagas to become independent.” After a nine-point agreement in 1947 that stipulated that the Nagas could determine their own future after ten years while governing themselves in the meantime and a plebiscite in 1951 through which practically the whole population voted for sovereignty, the Indian military moved into Nagalim in 1953, occupying it.




    How did it all begin? Triggered by the poignant account of General Mo, Frans and Jacques wanted to understand this history filled with heroic deeds, death, destruction, admiration, valor, dignity, humiliation, defeat and victory. Briefly summarized, the astonishing history goes like this:




    Long before India was formed, millennia before the British appeared, the Naga Peoples lived an independent life in village-states. Believed to have come from Inner Mongolia in the north thousands of years ago, the people settled in what is now known as the Naga Hills. Outsiders most likely gave the Nagas their name, for the term Naga in their language means naked people living in the hills. Once settled, the Nagas dispersed and created their own distinct communities with their own names like the Ao, Chakasang, Rongmei, Konyak, Tangkhul, Angami. Altogether, almost forty tribes exist, living in village-states. A stone megalith erected over a thousand years ago to commemorate the historic event of the dispersal of the Naga peoples stands as a witness in Mekhel, a small village in the state of Manipur. These village-states were very well organized. They could easily compare with what we now know as democracy, or the people’s rule. The villages, which are independent but interconnected, form one tribe. A tribe expresses specific cultural distinctions in their traditional clothes, music and dance. Together, the tribes all consider themselves Nagas, even when using different languages. When they fight amongst themselves, they remain Nagas. Together, they would fight outsiders like the Burmese to the east, the Ahoms to the west, or the Meiteis, also known as Manipuris, to the south.




    This was the cultural and political situation around 1820 when the first American Baptists appeared on the scene. The Baptists intended to convert the Naga tribes into Christianity. After some initial setbacks, they became quite successful. Ultimately, over 80% of the Nagas became Baptist Christians. The Nagas living in the area currently known as Myanmar were the only ones untouched by the American Baptists, due to its remoteness.




    The British, who had been in India much longer than the Baptists, entered the Naga Hills for the first time at about the same time as the Baptists arrived. The British thought it would not be very difficult to subjugate these peoples found wearing not more than a loincloth. They were only equipped with spears and knives, and occasionally a bow and arrow. Much to the astonishment of the British, the Nagas fiercely resisted for over 50 years, clearly stating that they did not want foreign powers to dominate them. These very words heard by the British are still very much in use today in the peace talks.




    The British conquered about one-third of the land of the Nagas. They were unable, unwilling, or found it too costly a burden to administer the remaining two-thirds. A large chunk of Naga lands remained free of foreign domination, colonization, or occupation. When the British first started thinking of letting the British Empire go, allowing the lands they had occupied to become independent states, the Nagas were quick to tell the British that they did not want to be part of a Greater India. They made it clear through first the Naga Club formed in the 1920s. Four thousand Naga soldiers, veterans conscripted by the British to fight in the trenches of Europe during the First World War, founded this organization representing all Nagas. These brave men came back to their homes and expressed that enough was enough. They no longer wanted to contend with the British. Even though medals of honor, still to this day treasured by the Nagas as a sign of valor, were given by the British, the Nagas persisted in insisting on their freedom. In 1929, a high-level British delegation speculated what might transpire. They sent the Simon Commission and member Attlee, a later prime minister, to consult the Naga Club. The Naga Club informed the commission that the Nagas wanted to be left alone. They had never been part of the British Empire and would not like to be part of India. The Simon Commission reported its findings and recommended that the Nagas should be given a special status on the grounds that the Nagas have nothing much in common with the mainland and they did not aspire to be part of the to-be-formed Union of Burma. In 1946, the Naga National Council (NNC) was formed. This organization would play a very important role in Naga history until 1975. In 1947, the governor of Assam came up with an interesting proposal that the NNC found valid enough to sign into a full agreement. The Hydari, or nine-point agreement, stipulated that for a period of 10 years, the Nagas could administer themselves. The NNC would form a government. Defense, foreign affairs and finance would be the responsibility of the Union of India. After a period of ten years, the Nagas could decide through a plebiscite if they wanted to remain part of the Union of India or go their own way. When word came that parliament might not pass the agreement because Nehru did not agree, the Nagas sent a delegation to see Mahatma Gandhi. Gandhi fully agreed with the Nagas, saying that if the Nagas did not want to be part of India, no one would force them to do so. The Indians fought the British to be free, so why should India hold the Nagas against their will? Despite Gandhi’s words, the Hydari agreement was turned down and consequently never implemented. In 1951, the NNC suggested to the government of the Union of India that if the government did not believe the NNC represented the Nagas and if they believed that a majority of Nagas did not desire nor would vote for independence, then a plebiscite should decide the issue either way. In spite of the fact that India did not agree to hold it, the plebiscite took place through the efforts of the NNC. Nearly 99% of the Naga population voted for independence. The NNC invited the Union of India to witness or oversee the plebiscite, but they declined. The Government of India did not accept the outcome and declared that the NNC leaders should be arrested. Phizo, the secretary general, had to flee the country.




    Bangkok was the starting point in 1998. The Bangkok office of the NSCN briefed Frans Welman and Jacques de Kort. They told them that the governor of Manipur had agreed to this visit and had granted them a permit. They were to pick it up in Kolkata. That night a phone call to Imphal, the capital of Manipur, confirmed the status of the invitation. The governor of Manipur said he would personally fetch the pair from Imphal airport. Frans and Jacques were elated. The men in the NSCN office began to tell about the Luingani festival and let them examine a video taken at a previous festival. This year, a number of tribes represented by cultural troupes would attend the festival. It would be held near Imphal that year, but would change venue every year. Frans and Jacques were bid farewell by the Bangkok office people of the NSCN the next morning. NSCN equipped them with the addresses of contacts in Kolkata and Imphal then briefed them on whom to contact if things went awry. Chris, a representative of IWGIA, a support organization to indigenous peoples, and a good friend of Jacques based in Copenhagen, joined them.




    After a long flight, the three travelers arrived in Kolkata. They received friendly greetings from our man in Kolkata, who produced a broad smile before delivering his unpleasant message.




    “No way, men,” he said as his smile faded. “It’s impossible to go now. I just had word that because of the coming election you have to go through Delhi, though I think that with the governor’s invitation in hand, Delhi won’t object. Your permits are ready in Imphal. Just get the letter of the Home Ministry in Delhi. Here are the addresses and here are tickets to Delhi. There is a flight in less than two hours. We have some time, so let’s go get a cup of coffee.”




    They walked through the crowded airport to an equally crowded restaurant where our man in Kolkata began to tell stories that gave firsthand insight in what the Nagas are going through. He was skilled at the art of storytelling. For fear of revealing his identity, not all of his compelling stories can be made public.




    “It’s the price we to pay for trying to chase the elephant out of our garden,” he said with a sardonic smile around his lips. “I would love to get these arrogant bastards who think that we are nobodies, untouchables, Dalits,” he said and continued smiling. “If they want to believe in an extremely suppressive social system, that’s up to them. We won’t be part of it, ever. The Nagas will not give up. Please don’t forget this, regardless of what Indians or anybody else will surely be trying to convince you to believe.”




    Having shared his feelings and stories, he bid the three men goodbye as they boarded the evening flight to Delhi, saying he would surely meet them again. Our man in Kolkata had neatly arranged everything. He had arranged for his friends to fetch the three visitors when they landed. Frans, Jacques and Chris were welcomed by Chonchon, the sister of Luingam Luithui, a well-known human rights advocate and co-founder of the Naga Peoples Movement for Human Rights (NPMHR) whom they had met before in his capacity of secretary general of the Asian Indigenous Peoples Pact, (AIPP). Luingam was in exile because the Indian authorities impounded his passport when he presented it to an Indian embassy to get some extra pages for visa. Chonchon turned out to be the right person in the right place. There was little time to get organized and the travelers were in dire need of a vast amount of knowledge. The following day, they went over to the office of The Other Media, a human rights organization that Chonchon worked for in a nearby neighborhood. The three visitors were to try to get appointments with government officials who could arrange the necessary permits. On the way, they found themselves right in the middle of a meeting of Naga students who had just decided to organize a demonstration against the election in Nagaland that was preventing Frans and Jacques from going to Manipur. The students invited Chris, Frans and Jacques to attend their rally.




    Frans responded, “We would love to, but it seemed that we could be on our way to Manipur soon. However, if we are indeed prevented from going, we would certainly take part.”




    They made phone calls to find out which office had the authority to issue the permits. The first results made them feel optimistic. The feeling persisted on the way to the Home Ministry, but did not last long once they entered the building overlooking the grounds between the government buildings, parliament and India Gate. They were in for an unforgettable experience, as they soon learned the true nature of Indian bureaucracy, getting caught up in the process. Immediately upon entering the building, armed guards swarmed around them. In a direct and aggressive manner, the gun-toting guards inquired why they were there.




    Jacques answered truthfully: “To obtain a restricted area permit, a RAP, sir.” The trio were soon to learn Jacques should not have told the guards that, but it was too late now. One of the guards clad in army fatigues nervously went up to the reception desk to confer with the civil servant in charge. After a whispered exchange, the official at the reception desk picked up the phone, speaking softly into it as his eyes nervously continuously scanned the room. He then whispered a few words to the military guard, who summoned the three foreigners to approach.




    He spoke almost solemnly. “Dear sirs, would you be so very kind to please wait over there? I will try to get the right person for you. This is not an easy thing to handle. Please wait.” He shook his head a few times in order to convince them of the serious nature of his request.




    “Of course we will,” Jacques said, “Could you tell us how long?”




    “It could be some time, sir,” the man at the desk answered, slightly less convincing this time.




    Moving aside, the trio waited. They took the opportunity to study the surroundings and the atmosphere of a government building in which officials operate.




    Chris pointed to the desk and asked, “Do you see that stack of letters just lying there?” Both Jacques and Frans turned back toward the reception desk. There, they noted hundreds of letters, scattered and lying around in bunches. Wandering closer, they noted that some of the letters carried the mark URGENT.




    “Look!” said Jacques with much surprise and a touch of irony in his voice. “Over here and there are some on the floor! Do the applications for the RAP end up here?”




    At first they could not believe what they were seeing. Here in an Indian government office of high standing there where unopened letters and other papers as well that looked like they were abandoned or, to say the very least, not attended to. Papers adorned the desk and floor, giving the impression that they were purposely draped there to say to the public, “Whatever you might need from this office, you are not likely to get.” Nobody paid attention to the trio except for the soldiers. As they waited for nearly half an hour, they felt, in fact, as if the ministry personnel had no knowledge of their presence here.




    In far lower spirits than when they first entered, they discussed what to do now. They could not wait too long, for they had other engagements.




    “I shall just ask them,” Frans proposed. The others knew that waiting and being neglected were not his strong points. Not waiting for their answer, Frans leaped up and marched to the reception desk. He looked straight at the receptionist for a few seconds.




    Then in a slow, deliberate voice he said, “Sir, please get in touch with the officer handling this affair. Not only will you be doing us a favor, but perhaps also the Home Ministry itself.” The man looked up, disturbed. He gazed sternly at Frans as his hand went over to the phone. He dialed an extension and waited for an answer. His face became more and more distant and perhaps angry. He spoke softly into the phone, and then listened.




    Abruptly the man at the desk handed the phone to Frans and said, “The officer would like to speak to you, sir!”




    Frans took the phone and spoke confidently: “Mr. Welman speaking.”




    A voice responded, “We are very sorry sir, but the Home Ministry is not the right place to apply for a RAP. Please refer to the address I will provide and the people there will help you.” Frans jotted down the address and returned to his companions. Together they pondered the question, If the officials were fully aware that this was the wrong place to be, why is it we were made to wait? As they considered this, they moved quickly off the premises in pursuit of the next location.




    The next government building looked run down, uncared for and shabby. There, the companions learned that their reception had been exceptionally good at the Home Ministry, which was equipped with both adequate personnel and facilities. Here, everything was in disarray. People were scrambling to have an official wait on them first, without any appearance of organization. In Delhi, as elsewhere in India, foreigners have some status and people treat them accordingly. Consequently, it did not take long to attract the attention of officials. An official asked Chris, Frans and Jacques to come forward, but they felt somewhat guilty. He would attend to them before the rest of the assembled milling and frustrated crowd, but not one person voiced a negative word.




    As they stood before the desk, the man asked, “Do you like to see an officer?”




    “Yes, please. Here is the name,” answered Jacques and quickly gave him the piece of paper Frans had received earlier at the Home Ministry.




    Slowly the clerk took it, looked at it for some time and finally answered, “You can use the pay phone outside to reach him.”




    The receptionist kept looking straight but a faint smile passed his lips. The trio was astonished, for there was a phone right there on the desk.




    Jacques asked, “What do you mean, sir? Can’t we use this phone or even better, won’t you please inform him we have arrived?”




    The man answered smugly, “I can’t do that, sir, it is against regulations. You will have to go outside and use your rupees.”




    Having no alternative, Jacques, Chris and Frans left the ramshackle building to use the pay phone. Then they re-entered the building to wait. They waited, passing the time by watching the crowd. People were spitting betel nut saliva, throwing papers, shouting, pressing toward the desks. Petitioners were humbly requesting as administrators and guards were barking orders. They could see stacks of official letters in disarray and piles of administrative papers littering a corner of the floor of the reception hall as if to emphasize that this unkempt building was badly in need of maintenance. It was a lesson in fully appreciating the dynamics of an Indian government office in operation. After some time, the civil servant directed the three men to an office on the sixth floor. A shaky lift carried them up where they encountered helpful personnel, who directed them to the office of another civil servant. To their great astonishment, he appeared to be a Naga. He listened with rapt attention to the tale they presented. He was very interested in what they were planning and wanted to know everything. They were careful not give away everything, though, having been warned of Nagas who had crossed the line by joining the government of India. These Nagas feel that the struggle is futile and that Nagaland should be part of India. More significantly, they act like Indians rather than like Nagas. Although they are Nagas, such people could only be trusted completely if screened and cleared properly.




    After they explained their need, the Naga man responded, “Yes, I will do everything I can to help you get the RAP. Considering the forthcoming election, I predict that this will not be easy. The authorities are very wary of visitors at this time.” He suggested yet another office to visit, then complained about the bureaucracy that the British introduced and that the Indians elevated to such lofty heights that it has become an art. The trio took note of names and addresses he referred to and left the creaky old building. Finding the next destination was a challenge. When the building was finally located after a prolonged search across Delhi, they found it closed due to a public holiday. “Why didn’t anybody tell us?” they exclaimed rhetorically, feeling sorry for themselves. Finding that the offices would remain closed the next day because of the election, they left completely empty-handed to return Chonchon’s house. There, they would try to boost their flagging confidence and recharge their drained stamina.




    Chonchon lived with two cousins in a small apartment in the centre of Delhi. When Chris volunteered his report on the trip through the dreaded government offices, she was not at all surprised at the escapade, laughing at some of the details.




    “What else can be expected from low class Indians?” she asked rhetorically.




    The three men were treated very well, in her opinion All this runaround was quite common in India and familiar to her. She felt that foreigners had no idea what civil servants and the Indian bureaucracy in practice are really like. The three men should be glad that they had been able to visit three offices in one day!




    After Chonchon delivered her pronouncement on Indian bureaucracy, she informed us about the demonstration that would take place on election day. The Naga students from Delhi that Jacques, Frans and Chris met in the office of The Other Media had been busy all day, organizing the rally. People painting slogans on banners and placards packed the office of The Other Media until late that night. This was not an easy thing to do on such short notice. The Naga students had to reach out to and invite the 2,000 students that were presently studying in the universities of Delhi. They thought that with such short notice around 700 students and Naga supporters would rise to the occasion.




    Early the next morning, Chonchon filled the traveling companions in on the details to prepare for the demonstration. Then all four of them headed for the gathering place, a nondescript roundabout in the middle of Delhi. Increasing numbers of students gathered, anxiously milling about in the morning sunshine, waiting for the moment the demonstration was scheduled to begin. Police and the military were all around, keeping a close watch on the developing crowd. The students, undeterred by the gaze of contempt leveled at them by the uniformed officials, happily carried on as if preparing for a grand party, fixing their streamers, large banners and provocative placards with slogans like “Give Peace a Chance” in prominent view. Then, while many were still deeply involved in preparations, a high-pitched, commanding voice rang out.




    “Nagas want solution not election!” Immediately, students and soldiers alike focused attention on the voice. Petty talk ceased, laughter stopped. All Naga minds and all Naga hearts centered on this orator. Equipped with a far-reaching loudspeaker, he shouted slogans, but his voice sounded like a performer singing to his fans. Soon the Naga leaders arrived to lead the demonstration. The student crowd rose to pay their respects and then took position behind the leaders. The group of 700 men and women went into motion toward the parliament house, slowly and with determination.




    Frans, Jacques and Chris had to move with the rest of the people. Keeping an eye on the police, they mingled with the crowd moving down the street, taking pictures and video of the marchers. The student’s faces expressed anger, sadness, determination, defiance, serenity and vigilance. Cheerleaders followed the man with the singer’s voice, crying out in between the rows of demonstrators to heat up the crowd against the government of India.




    Delhi is a very large city inhabited by millions of people of all castes and standing. Not even in this vast cosmopolitan town are Nagas assumed to be Indians.




    “Everyone here will first ask me if I am a Nepali, a Bhutanese, or Burmese. Then they still won’t believe that I am considered to be an Indian,” says Railang, a Zeliangrong Naga based in Assam. Assam used to be the northeast of India until it was divided into the seven current states of Arunachal Phradesh, Manipur, Assam, Nagaland, Meghalaya, Tipura and Mizoram, ironically nicknamed The Seven Sisters. Through the creation of the four states of Arunachal Phradesh, Manipur, Assam and Nagaland, the Nagas have been separated both within India and through an international border agreed to by Nehru of India and U Nu of Burma.




    What impression would 700 students from isolated and inaccessible Nagaland make on the population of this huge city of Delhi? The answer is no impression at all. Motor rickshaws were trying to take a short cut through the lines of students, having no respect for the rally. A few ordinary Delhi citizens stopped to gaze, or looked exasperated at the students for being in their way, but most passed by, not even looking up. Beggars continued their quest for survival on the sidewalk, sometimes asking alms from the demonstrators. Food sellers were plying their trade as if nothing was going on. No one besides the demonstrators who began at the roundabout felt compelled to join in the demonstration or to give support to the marchers. It seemed that only Nagas knew what they were doing. No one else seemed to have a clue or could be bothered to care about it. Locals told the companions such disregard was most likely because demonstrations for various causes take place here all the time.




    The police, women officers among them, were monitoring both the tail and the head of the demonstration on foot and in jeeps riding directly behind the last of the group, communicating with each other through walkie-talkies. Frans went over to one of the jeeps to look at the crowd from their point of view and to shoot pictures through their front window. He was shoulder-to-shoulder with these fully armed men when there was commotion. Despite the agreement with the authorities that there would be no army interference if the rally remained peaceful, a military truck entered the demonstration. At first the army truck, loaded with fully armed and nervous soldiers, only rode along among the demonstrators. The crowd could feel the tension quickly rising as the truck kept pace. Faces darkened with anger as the cheerleaders found it difficult to continue singing their slogans. When the truck stopped and soldiers with arms ready began to climb down, the reaction of the students came so swiftly that it was difficult to follow what happened. The peaceful slogan-shouting students transformed into fighters in a matter of seconds. The threat of men armed with firepower did not dissuade them; it incensed them instead. As if under special command, the student demonstrators rushed to the truck and attacked the soldiers, breaking the orderly lines of the march in the process. Other students ran over to the police and demanded that they intervene and send the soldiers back. Frans and Chris grabbed their cameras and raced over to the truck. Angry students very nearly overran them as the commotion evolved into sheer conflict. Clearly, the soldiers had misjudged the expected reaction of the Nagas. This provocation created a very tense situation. It suddenly looked as if as if the day would not conclude without bloodshed. Some soldiers had already drawn their guns. Some students jumped on a soldier while other students were banging on the truck. Another one jumped on the hood. The intervention that the soldiers had set in motion clearly was out of their control. The soldier jumped by the students had fear on his face. Without a direct order, but out of a primal sense of self-defense, a mass of students jumped on the man, causing the other soldiers to react immediately.




    While this scene was unfolding, the Naga leaders were confronting the police and army officers in charge. They appealed, “As agreed, please tell your men to move out immediately or blood will flow! Tell them to withdraw!” Some arguing followed until the leaders of both the Naga demonstration and the authorities saw the students jump the soldier with his gun at the ready. The order came and instantly the frightened soldiers hauled in their guns. Once the students understood the soldier had precisely followed the order given by his superiors, they let him go. The soldiers quickly climbed back onboard the truck and with maddening slowness, they moved their truck out of the way. The incident could not have lasted more than a minute. Moments later the demo continued its course as if nothing had happened.




    Young Naga men and women were marching in a pair of widely spaced rows. The cheerleaders accompanied them, marching between the rows. At the head of the demonstration, the Naga leaders marched as determined police personnel flanked them. The march proceeded smoothly again, until a rumor spread that the police and the military were erecting a fortified blockade a mile ahead. If true, that action also went against the agreement. The students saw the Naga leaders discussing the issue with the police, who were apparently a little nervous. The crowd did not go silent but nervous anticipation grew.




    When the voice of the slogan leader rang out, the crowd followed his pace with enthusiasm. The Naga leaders fervently discussed the matter with restraint but still quite animated in their gestures.




    The yellow blockade with hundreds of soldiers posted behind it came into view. When the crowd realized it was going to be blocked, it felt like shivers running through the spine of the entire demonstration. The tension of every participant rose exponentially. The slogan leader reacted by adding even more enthusiasm to his shouting. At the blockade, the press was running around with cameras, taking position for the best angle. Before the mass of the marchers arrived, the Naga leaders engaged in frantic negotiations with the police and military authorities but to no avail. The yellow barricade stopped the people and according to the commanders under order, they would remain halted. The demonstration would go no further.




    Jacques took the video camera for shots of the crowd and the people that were preparing to speak before them. Frans went to photograph the women soldiers who were in the front line just behind the barricade. Behind the women soldiers armed with sticks and shields were rows of men carrying the same. Frans went behind the barricade to see the crowd from their point of view. At first, the soldiers were quite nervous. Soon they started to smile and began to make gestures as if saying hello to friends and relatives as Frans took photographs. Everywhere in the world, soldiers in their official outfit can act silly when someone points a camera at them. Both the men and women soldiers reacted quite strongly to the sudden interest that was paid to them. Like young and yet innocent children, the men started looking shy and guilty at the same time. Knowing the camera watched, they could not help but giggle. The women soldiers were different, though. For quite some time those military women, in an effort to show they were in control of the situation, looked stern and strong until one of them could not keep a straight face and burst into an uncontrolled smile. As if rehearsed, the others followed suit. Pen and camera can at times be mightier than the sword, a wise man once said. That was the thought Frans had when walking away from the awkward scene.




    The officers were nonchalantly leaning on their sticks, forming the last line of defense. They knew quite confidently that only sheer force could break their lines. They stood there leisurely talking which each other. It was clear to the demonstrators from this show of force that they would not be able to proceed to the parliament house. The Naga student organizers grudgingly decided that the demonstration would end at the barricade. There, the Naga leaders and Indian supporters would speak before the eager assembled audience in the street.




    The first speaker was a former general of the Naga army that has been able to resist a strong Indian force of not less than 200,000 fully armed men. He was also an official of the Naga Hoho, the highest recognized cultural political organization of the Nagas. Traditionally the Nagas had a relatively democratic system of governance organized at the lowest level by villages that were, and to a certain extent still are, village states. In each village the people chose a leader tasked to uphold both the traditional way of making laws and enforcing those laws. Leaders of the villages were then elected to be members of a tribal council. The tribal councils would elect their village members into the Naga Hoho. The former general spoke fine, encouraging words, but more importantly on behalf of all Naga tribes he was here. He symbolized the wishes of all Nagas: no election! All the Naga leaders came to speak, one after the other. (Transcripts of their speeches are found in the Naga Interviews published by the Naga International Support Centre.) Following the Naga speakers, representatives of an Indian support group addressed the appreciative audience with strong supportive rhetoric.




    When the last speaker had said his last words, the demonstration ended, as sudden as it began. The demonstration was meant to communicate to the Indian government that in the state of Nagaland such an election that was not recognized by its people was bound to fail because of this professed total boycott. Before the crowd started to disperse, the student organizers urged the participants to go on with the struggle for freedom. They also invited everyone to come and meet the Naga leaders later that evening in Nagaland House, a house that was somewhat like an embassy of Nagaland in Delhi.




    Frans, Jacques and Chris returned to Chonchon’s home, where her cousins had prepared dinner for them. Chonchon and her cousins were living in a narrow alley off a somewhat wider shopping street. Many of the houses were unfinished since people here would construct their houses or have them built according to what they can afford at the time. They were in all stages of completion, from just the humblest beginnings of an emerging first floor where no one could yet live, to two-, three- and four-storied finished houses. The roofs of most dwellings served as storage for building material that was lying in waiting for the next building stage to commence. They all sat after the satisfying meal, enjoying the sunset and rapid fall of night over Delhi. The companions discussed the day and made plans for the visit to Nagaland House later in the evening. It was decided that Jacques would interview while Frans would do the camera work. Chris would be there for feedback and additional questions. Satisfied with the plan, they took a rickshaw to Nagaland House.




    Nagaland House was easily recognized by its decorated guardhouse featuring a traditional Naga clad in full warrior’s regalia, spears in hand. Many Nagas were arriving and there were already many people inside. It was as if the demonstration crowd had magically gone straight into Nagaland. Having secured interviews with the key people through Chonchon, the three men were certain that the people they were interested in speaking with would pay them attention. Here in the lions’ den, the hostile environment of Delhi, these key people would speak their minds. Nagaland House, even though it bears the Naga name, is hostile to them because it is a recognized Indian government building, an extension of the unelected power of the state that they had so vehemently demonstrated against that very afternoon. Although seen as a hostile environment by the Nagas, no one seemed to disagree with using Nagaland House as a venue. Gathering people in your own home, even though not recognized by most people, is a right. This right can be exercised whenever and wherever.




    The leaders spoke in this home of their name. These were not leaders in charge of fighting the Indian forces. These were not representative of the National Socialist Council of Nagaland (NSCN). It was the NSCN that called for the election boycott by leaders of civilian societies from all walks of life. Student and human rights organizations, tribal and women organizations and supportive and representative organizations were all there in support. All were outspoken, all were in line with the NSCN and all were for boycott. This only came to be because of the vaguely corrupt Nagas that stood for office in Kohima. It was known that those leaders were wooed by Delhi with incentives and funds. They had become the nouveau riche in Nagaland, where traditionally there was not much difference in income or status among people. Nagaland harboured an egalitarian society. The Nagas being equals amongst themselves could never submit to the hierarchical society that is so ubiquitous in India. That evening, Jacques, Frans and Chris did the interviews and spoke to many people they were sure to meet later.




    Speaking with people who knew, they learned that this very Nagaland House, now full of excited people, was the place where the RAP would have to be issued if it could be had. Early the next morning they revisited the Nagaland House to find it in a completely different state. Now, instead of crowds of chatting people, they found polite but uncooperative civil servants reluctant to attend to their desires.




    “Just wait here for some time, gentlemen,” one of them spoke. Thinking the same bureaucratic ritual was going to be applied here as in the previous encounters with civil servants, they asked the man how long that would be.




    “Just a few minutes, sirs, the officer is coming,” he replied, this time in a more accommodating voice.




    Knowing there was no alternative, they just sat down, hoping this time the man was not simply humoring them. After a wait of about fifteen minutes, an officer entered the reception hall, displaying a look as if disappointed.




    “Would you please look at this paper?” he began and spoke in a fashion as if discussing the details of a conspiracy. Fearing the worst, they took the paper and examined it. It was an official fax stating that because of the expected tension in the region, to safeguard the travelers for their own protection, it has been decided that the RAP for Manipur would not be issued. However, when things have quieted down the objection would be lifted.




    Clearly, they understood that this was probably the end of the line. Not knowing better, they could not help but to give it a last ditch try. They asked the man:




    “Sir, please do not worry about our well-being in Manipur. We are quite capable of doing that ourselves. We know the risks we are taking. Inform the people responsible for this fax to immediately reconsider their decision, for through we appreciate the concern of your government, we also feel it should be not be too protective. Please call them.”




    The man grimaced as if in pain. They could read his thoughts: How would he get out of this terribly uncomfortable situation? For a moment he looked cornered, not knowing how to escape. Then, quite suddenly, he regained some confidence.




    “Can I see that fax again?” he asked.




    Quite willing to oblige, a spark of hope rose as the companions sensed that he might consider getting in touch with his superiors. The devious man then did something they did not expect. He took the fax and put it away, then said confidently, “I can’t help you further. I had instructions to show you this fax. That is all. Would you please leave?”




    Jacques asked for a copy of the fax, stunned by the turn of events.




    “I am not authorized to give you that,” the civil servant answered curtly, leaving them empty-handed. Without proof of being rejected, they could not make it public. So, with teeth clenched and tails firmly between legs there was nothing left but to bide the time. Little did they know at the time, but this presumed failure later proved to be time well invested. It became the launching point for enhanced creativity.




    Instead of going to Manipur to photograph the culture, the traveling companions spent a few days in the exasperating yet marvelous city of Delhi. They learned that it is in Delhi that all extremes of the Union of India converge. Living apart and working apart, the citizens are very much together. Frans, Jacques and Chris woke early. The departed from Chonchon’s house to wander the neighborhood and stumbled upon an open-air election venue. At first glance, they did not have a clue about what was going on. Viewing the makeshift stalls on the streets, they thought that the people staffing the stalls were out on a last minute propaganda spree since the voting in that area took place in a public building heavily guarded by armed police. They were surprised to find no coercion seemed to be taking place, but that prospective voters supporting a party came to that party’s stall to be officially registered. Most, if not all, parties were present at the open-air registration event. When they approached the stalls, no voter or party representative objected, even though they were obviously foreigners. On the contrary, the people were quite friendly. The booth workers were free to answer any question. Frans and Jacques were quite free to take pictures of anyone. The Congress booth displayed a gigantic poster of Mrs. Sonia Gandhi and was located directly opposite the booth of the BJP. Approaching that booth, Frans asked one of the congress officials what they were doing here. The simple explanation was that through such registrations, the election officials could quite accurately predict the results of the election, therefore making it more difficult for any party to commit voter fraud.




    In answer to the specific question, the spokesman at the Congress booth began very politely, “Sir, to get a clear picture and to check on cheating, we are registering all people that vote for our party. This way, we help voters that are not sure how to go about the process. We guide them. We also have a clear impression of the result. However, by no means do we influence the voters. As you can see, other parties have their own stalls so voters can get information from whomever they want to. But, once registered, we’ll expect them to vote for the party of their choice.”




    It was a solid answer, but Frans inquired further.




    “An interesting but surely not quite reliable system. What can you do if people decide not to go along with your expectations? What happens if they register with several parties? What it they register with you but vote for another party? Would that not distort the overall picture, sir?”




    “Indeed it would,” came the reply, “but we don’t expect much of that to happen. You see, most people are honest and the stalls are not that far apart. It is easy to see if people are not as loyal as they have committed themselves to be.”




    He was right; the stalls were fairly close. They bid the man farewell and started over toward the building where the actually voting was going on. On the way, they discussed their thoughts on the many loopholes in the system that could jeopardize their predictions, recalling that in India there has always been violence during election time. They observed more closely now that on one side of the street there were three stalls, while further away on the corner of a side street, there were another two. It looked easy to register with at least two parties if one wanted to! As they were about to enter the building where the voting was taking place, to have a closer look at the proceedings, the hospitality experienced before at the registration booths vanished. They were stopped in front of the building by armed officials in green uniforms.




    In a firm voice they said, “Sir, please, you can’t enter. It is forbidden! And please turn off your camera.”




    Taken aback by the polite words uttered in such a strong tone of voice by the officer, the trio tried to think of a suitable reply. After some whispered talk between themselves, with a now uneasy officer impatiently waiting, Jacques said, “Sir, we have learned that India is the greatest democracy on this earth. Please send one of your soldiers to accompany us inside. Under your guidance we will be able to witness this great and democratic electoral process. Don’t you think this a good idea?”




    “As an idea, it is very good indeed, sirs,” the officer replied, getting more anxious. Frans was taking pictures as the officer continued. “But I have my instructions, sir. By no means can I let you enter. If you really want to go in, you have to talk to my superiors. Please do that and let me carry on with my work.”




    Relieved after this short speech and convinced that the case was closed he turned away. Visibly, his demeanour changed from nervous to self-satisfied so that they thought of testing him a bit more.




    “Sir,” said Frans, pointing his camera at him. The man turned around as if bitten by a snake.




    “Openness, I believe, is the very soul of democracy. Don’t you agree that refusing a person entry to monitor a public process would jeopardize the core importance of that very process?”




    He heard what Frans said but did not pay it any attention. Instead, he signaled the five soldiers around him, who started to close in on them. Seeing what was happening, Frans continued, “I understand that in a military organization you have to follow orders. Even the ones you might not like yourself. However, this is an important matter, a matter of democracy, transparency and accountability. I think you should let us pass!”




    For a moment, the uniform-clad officer stood and thought, then shook his head and said quite strongly, “No, impossible, gentlemen. I am under orders. Please go back.”




    He nodded to his men, who immediately moved forward. “Please, call back your soldiers or I may have to report you for threatening us,” Frans said in an attempt to make the soldiers stop short. “Would you like to see your behavior going into the papers? You don’t seem to need much reason to show a bit of your military might!”




    Shocked at the threat, the officer spoke out. “My goodness, no, sir! This is just a precaution, just a precaution; I just want to make certain that you follow my orders.” Then in a much stronger tone, he spat, “You journalists are all the same. You can’t take no for an answer. I have my orders, don’t you see! You can’t enter and that’s final, no matter what you or I think. Please leave now.”




    With his forehead creased, he called off his soldiers, who were already edgy. Two of the five had a finger on the trigger of their rifles. Frans, Jacques and Chris decided not to press the situation any further, and to defuse the tension, they stepped forward to offer the officer a handshake.




    “Sir,” said Frans, “we fully understand your predicament. We don’t want you to land into trouble because of us. Let us part as friends. However, please know that not all journalists are the same. In fact, some would not like taking your orders seriously. Some would like to challenge you and your orders. We are all men of honor, so we will oblige.”




    The officer nodded slightly at his soldiers and they released their fingers from the triggers. While they each took a turn to shake hands, the officer looked them straight in the eye, friendlier this time, relieved that he no longer had a tense situation on his hands.




    The area around the office of The Other Media is mostly middle class. Just around the corner lies a contrast. There, right in the middle of this surprising capital city, extending a few hundred meters to over a kilometer, was a slum. It was early afternoon when they the relatively posh middle class neighborhood where voting was still going. No voting booths were present here. From the busy road overlooking the lower-lying slum, they could see the people here were living under makeshift roofs made of cloth, driftwood, cardboard and any materials they had been able to lay their hands on. A sharp contrast indeed! Not just in how it looks, but also by the behavior of its inhabitants. In the posh neighborhood, hardly anyone blinked an eye when the foreign men passed on the streets, nor while they were observing the booths of the party representatives who attended to flocks of voters. In the slum, however, they were practically besieged by smiling children bursting with curiosity. Walking along, camera in hand, the people looked open and friendly. Without words, they showed us we were welcome just with their smiles and curiosity. They were shy at first, but friendly. They were inquisitive but warm with their interest. The children showed the visitors the way over erratic pathways submerged here and there beneath stagnant water. Frans and Jacques were astonished at the women standing beside their doorways, watching the strangers pass. They wondered how they could manage to look so lovely dressed in colorful saris while living in this muddy dump. In no time, they noticed that their trousers were full of the slimy mud.




    Along the muddy route, a young boy of about fourteen years of age stepped forward and shyly but without hesitation fired questions at the men: “Who are you? What have you come for? May we see this thing in your hands? How old are you? Where have you come from? What is your name? Do you want to see my house?” He spoke in an extremely accented dialect of English that the men could barely understand. As they were busy answering the boy’s questions, more children felt encouraged, stepping forward. Soon they were surrounded by nearly a hundred children. Right behind them the adults, their parents perhaps, were gathering. All of them were eager to catch some of what the foreign visitors said.




    “Yes, we would like to see your house,” Jacques answered the boy’s last question. Hearing this, the boy moved immediately. Taking Jacques hand, he guided them to a row of low houses. A small stream flowed by. Pigs were playing in the murky water, stirring up the mud. The boy introduced the visitors to his mother, who stood beside her home. She was fully clad in a lovely blue, red and purple sari. She invited them to enter the house where her husband, a man sporting a beard and broad smile, bid them welcome in Hindi-accented English. He graciously offered a cup of tea, which the visitors gratefully accepted. Frans, Jacques and Chris were being treated like VIPs in this humble neighborhood. They observed that the house was no more than the one room. The wife prepared tea for them in the kitchen, which was simply set in a corner. While the visitors were talking, many more people gradually streamed into the house. Soon, nearly 30 people stood around, both men and women, but mostly children. Not knowing what more to ask, the father fell silent. With all eyes upon them, the people waited for the visitors to speak further.




    To satisfy their own curiosity, they asked some questions about the election: “Does the election for the Lok Sabha parliament effect this community? Is it alive here?”




    The father looked at them one by one as if considering his words. Then he spoke quite elaborately, “Sir, this is good of you to ask, but it is not a simple matter. We very much would like to vote for those who will look after our welfare, but in parliament there are not many who will do that. Though Dalits like us officially have rights, in practice we don’t enjoy many of them. You see, because the electoral system is a party system, all parties are said to serve our interests, one more than the other does. In practice, we don’t experience much of that. It is very, very difficult to have our voice heard by to the politicians. Perhaps we should create our own Dalit party. I think you know what the word Dalit means…”




    During this visit, Frans and Jacques were directly observing the caste system that characterizes the Indian society. Simply put, the caste system is a complex social relationship that has its roots in history. Dalits, although part of the society, are considered outcasts. Literally, they are untouchables. Considered unclean, they are also called haryans. Brahmans, members of the highest cast, cannot be touched by them or walk in their shadow. For the people living here in this city of contrasts and for the foreign visitors, it was important to understand this stratification of the society, especially its consequences. Although Frans and Jacques had no reservations touching or being touched by the people in this neighborhood, the people would breach that cultural taboo. Foreign visitors such as themselves are not part of the caste system but are nevertheless considered to be of high standing. This explains why the community was so pleasantly surprised about their visit. How was it possible that such men could be interested in them? Almost nobody else was.




    “Yes, we do know about the Dalits and your position in society, sir,” Jacques explained. “We also understand how funny you must feel seeing us barging around, attracting attention. Please don’t take offense, for we really would like to know a bit more about your community. Are representatives of the local government looking after your welfare?”




    The father responded, “We would welcome that very much, sir, but as you can see, this is what we have. Only what we built, where we live. There are not many people of influence that will help us better our lives. In fact, we are not safe here. We might be evicted. The city might need this land. When it does, we will be sent off. If only we could stand up, if we had the power to unite all Dalits throughout the country, all parties would have to deal with us then.”




    “I am sure that would be a great step forward,” Jacques remarked. “Will it be difficult to do that?”




    The father answered, “Indeed it will! Just look how difficult it will be to organize and finance this idea. Now we can vote, but we have no access to information. We simply can’t afford newspapers. We do have a television set and many of us are glued to it. We don’t have the knowledge of who can present our interests or how to present them.”




    After these words, they fell silent. The mother served tea. They sat and sipped tea as dozens of silent faces with sharp eyes watched their every move. Finally Frans, who had been filming that day, said, “Would you like to see some of the footage that I have taken?”




    In one voice the gathered crowd answered, “Yes!”




    Frans asked the mother, who had silently gone back to her kitchen corner, to come forward. He switched on the camera. Was this a good suggestion? Indeed, it was the making of a stampede. Gone was the polite behavior. Everyone wanted to be near; everyone wanted see the moving image. Excited, all moved forward, pushing softly at first; then without consideration they began to shove. Trying to evade being overrun, Frans switched off the camera and ask if he could use a TV set. Moments later, a TV materialized and, luckily enough, there were wires connected to the set. Frans asked everyone to step back and form rows behind each other. Children sat on the floor just in front of the screen, eagerly waiting. He connected the camera and images appeared on the screen. The crowd settled for a moment, but soon the sounds of laughter punctuated by commentary filled the air. The video of the slum they called home evoked a lot of excitement. The images of their community lasted about ten minutes. Jacques wished to talk further with the father, so to avoid the crowd paying too much attention to them, Frans let the tape run for about five minutes before stating he wanted some other shots of the community.




    “Could any of you please show us around?” he asked. The entire crowed offered enthusiastically!




    They said goodbye to the parents of the boy, thanking the family for their generous hospitality before wandering off into the vast slum. The crowd acted as an assistant, guiding Frans and Jacques through the helter-skelter of houses, shops, alleyways, streets and water-filled gutters. They roamed around the neighborhood, photographing people in their own environment. They were encouraged to enter homes, invited to try to on the simple beds scattered around small cluttered rooms, and met enthusiastic people who were full of stories. They took shots in and around the community center, of tiny house shops, of handicraft people working and selling their wares, of construction workers, of a day care center, of an open-air barbershop and a motor­rickshaw repair shop. Unfortunately, time was limited. When the time came to leave, practically the whole community came forward with smiles on their brown faces, standing together to wave goodbye to the visitors who were no longer strangers.




    Having witnessed first hand an election run in the Indian fashion in different places, their neutral assessment of the experience was that it was informative, but that the election process apparently had a yet unknown number of different insights and angles. Further study would be necessary to understand an Indian election process fully. The next day being their last in Delhi, Frans and Jacques transformed themselves into tourists. They wanted to discover Old Delhi. They requested the company of Chonchon’s cousins and asked the girls, Delhi students far away from home, to bring along their traditional attire to pose with an ancient Indian backdrop of the old temples and ground in the background. Frans and Jacques asked the girls on short notice, so at first they firmly declined the invitation. The girls only became fully convinced to cooperate when they learned about the importance of visualization for a publicity campaign. Only when they knew they could contribute did the girls consent. Then they were delighted to come along for the tour, but felt shy at first about appearing in public here in Delhi in traditional Naga costume. They had never posed this way for photographs, so they dressed up at home in the Naga style to get some practice.
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