MAHUA IN THE MAKING

The People behind the Pictures: Call it family album 

Show the pictures and names of the people and places-   and come to Chomamma 

These are pictures from my family/friends album, they are people I have known over the last 12 years. These people are very important to me for it was they who compelled me with their stories to make my films. I have lived with them, learnt from them and made two films the bee the bear and the Kuruba and Mahua memoirs. That’s a fact and not a patronising statement.

Many years ago while I was completing my first film, I recognised a very familiar photo that appeared in a leading news paper- The description of the photo read- A tribal woman from the Nagarahole forests. Does’nt she have a name? I wondered, I knew the lady very well, she was Chomamma from a Betta Kuruba tribe I had met in 1996.  I had spent several days filming her stories in her dwelling on the banks of the River Kabini. Why is it then that the names of some people are dispensable? It was a solo photo, so her name should have figured there. This is a sad reflection of our Media in the way that they treat certain issues concerning some people. They are depersonalised, devoid of any individuality, devoid of their persona. This in turn blunts and diffuses the larger political context of their stories. So as always, I start with the names, get to know the person well before I start writing or making any filming plans. One’s acceptance in the space for the community that one speaks for becomes a prerequisite and once that happens the camera ceases to be an intrusion into that space. 

When Jan Gunnar Furuly watched the film and suggested that I should speak on the sources and how I approached them, I gladly accepted the idea. This gives me a chance to reveal more about my sources and let them retell their stories. In speaking about the making of our film-mahua memoirs, my concern is to speak about the primary sources of inspiration for the film, the people we met, lived with and whose lives we filmed; to speak of how their life stories became ours; how their struggles, their issues became of utmost importance to us in helping us understand our world and hopefully try to realign our future course

The Source as Inspiration; Not only Information

In any investigative journalistic enterprise, the sources of our stories are fundamental to delineate and define the issues we would wish to focus on. And once the story is obtained from the sources who are seen primarily as informants, their role becomes redundant. They become in fact depersonalised and their opinions generalised.  But in my kind of story telling, the kind of sources I have sought out have taught me just the opposite. They refuse to be depersonalised, they refuse to be redundant; they refuse to be erased and silenced. Their personal story does become the larger political narrative which in turn becomes the canvas on which its meaning is revealed. 

How do we therefore reinvest the source of our stories with the power to inspire and not merely to inform. That is the ethical challenge before film makers like me. And it is this challenge that I would like to share in this session. 

The stories and songs that I bring forth here are about the 83 million people of India who we call Adivasis , the indigenes, original inhabitants of the place who are categorised as Scheduled tribes in the Indian Constitution. India has the highest concentration of indigenous people comprising 8.3% of its total population.

Though the constitution provides many safeguards and guarantees to these people classified in these special categories, do they really get implemented? We shall see what are the ground realities are…

In May 2003 I set of on a journey across the mountains of the Eastern Ghats in search of the shifting cultivators popularly called the slash and burn cultivation. Starting from Pandheria in Chattisgarh I went up the Maikal Hills, the source of the river Narmada to meet the Baigas who are the largest group of indigenous people living here and continue to practice a form of shifting cultivation called BEWAR.

In most places, this practice among the Baigas has practically gone underground. Thanks to the efforts of the British who outlawed and confined it to certain areas called the Baiga Chak while they took control of all the forests. They were convinced it was a primitive, unsustainable and destructive of forests. This is a view that continues to be perpetuated by our independent modern state. Was this true I wondered! For the Baigas, the Bewar or slash and burn cultivation is an essential part of their identity. For respect and reverence to the Earth mother, they do not use the plough.. 

Many other tribes living here, like the Kondadura, Kue Konds, Dongaria Kondhs, The Ho’s also to practice this form of agriculture which they call Podu or Dongar

The story I would like to share here is of how during my journeys through their lands and their lives I was compelled to change from being a mere film maker and a voyeur to a listener. A process inherent in their ways of communications that revolves around the way they tell their stories. Two such story tellers who defined my film and were its sources of inspiration were Tirkhu the Baiga and Saloo the bard.

One shared his story and the other his song.

Show the photographs of Saloo and me.

Show photo of Tirkhu and me.

The Storytellers and their Stories:

Recreating Histories

SHOW THE FIRST EXCERPT FROM MAHUA MEMOIRS

I had met several practitioners of Bewar and spoken to them over my three visits to the Maikal hills. On my third visit I met Tirkhu who could not only explain this whole process of slope cultivation so well but he firmly believed that he should be allowed to continue this practice of Bewar, for this was the only way he knew, to ensure that the seeds that were handed over to him by his ancestors could be preserved and the forests regenerated. BEWAR was a community activity where many families of a settlement came together to cultivate several hectares of the forest. 

With the shrinkage of the forests and the break up of large families into smaller groups has brought down the cultivation to a few acres now.

Tirkhu gave me a beginning and the end to a story that many were to say in so many different ways. But we will return to that part of the story later.

On my journey I also met through an act of serendipity, Saloo who gave me the way to tell the story. One night, in the hills of Southern Orissa, I was resting in the open, bitten by mosquitoes, trying to get sleep, watching the stars. In summers the whole village slept in the open outside their dwellings, from amidst the noisy conversations of the people and the sound of the hand pumps where women were washing vessels, a song came through from a distance. Singing with a string instrument, strumming on the strings, the song had a rhythmic melody and I asked, Bhagban Maji my host who was this, He said the singer was Saloo who sang every night even if there’s no one to listen, he sings for himself. I walked to the other end of the village and sitting on a cot saw the frail figure of a man passionately engrossed in the song, I went close by sat listening to the song, suddenly remembered my audio recorder, I recorded the songs until the tape ran out, Saloo kept singing all night. sang the stories of the Kondhs, their origins, their gods, he was like an oral historian to the community.

Into the morning Saloo emerged as the visionary of the Kondhs with rare insights into the community. He is the living identity of the Kondh community enthralling us with his songs of the people, the sacred mountains and streams. When Saloo starts tuning up his instrument, lamps are lit, women make offerings of incense sticks to signify the transformation he takes upon himself. He takes up contemporary issues and links it up with the past present and the future creating his lyrics spontaneously as he sings on…

Saloo’s song reminded me of the fables sung by another tribe, the  Warlis, artists and story tellers in  western India, Maharashtra. The KAHANKAAR-AHANKAAR fables do not remain a story, it is a vehicle of energy that goes beyond knowledge involving feelings and the sense of awe! Kahankaar Ahankaar  translates as story creator/maker/teller/transmitter and the story Affirmer/receiver/listener tries to provide the logic and the role of story telling within the ethos of the Warlis. This Logic is important in a society in which the spoken word has great significance. Within the traditional setting the story teller fulfils the important role of transmitting history, philosophy cosmology and the ethos of the community. This is a dynamic process in which the story creator interacts with the community Hence the story creator needs the community to affirm the message without affirmation the message is incomplete. I was quite amazed to see how Saloo performed this role so well and when I got his songs translated  I choose the portions where he mentions the story teller and the listener.

Saloo showed me the way therefore to tell a story weaving together the personal and the political; the magical and the material; lyric and the logic. 

The Journey and the Sign Posts:
From Source to Resource 
The logic of Tirkhu and Saloo’s stories revealed itself to me as I journeyed deeper into the land and the lives of their people. 

SHOW GOOGLE MAPS 

And identify the areas where I moved

During my wanderings in the Dal Dali  area of the Maikal hills close to the Kanha national park, I was often mistaken for a Mines Wala  or the mining people. While Tirkhu was critical of the forest departments efforts to stop Bewar cultivation, there was a deeper danger stalking his people and their lands. A danger that loomed larger as we carried on with our journey. 

SHOW THE SECOND EXCERPT –DAL DALI SCARECROW

Rich deposits of Bauxite were found here and BALCO/Sterlite was preparing to Mine the place. In a weeks time I had walked  about 80 kilometres, visiting 12 village  in the area and in many places I had to explain that I had nothing to do with mining. Fortunately for me I had three grassroots social activists from a local group accompanying me and they did all the talking. In some villagers friendly folks reminded me that on my next visit I will not have to walk, the mining roads will be ready and I could drive in like a sahib.

We were soon to realise that 12 villages will be immediately affected and many more will go in the years to come. It was here that I met Raja Baiga & Dharam Singh a Gond farmer who were fiery in their opposition to the miners.

Minerals are considered a nations resource, because the sub soil rights over lands belong to the state and not to the individual owners. On the surface  these are sources of livelihood for Adivasis. The powers, which are enjoyed by the state while acquiring lands for mining, puts local communities in totally helpless situations. Here I am reminded of  the pleadings of a Gond farmer Kundilal in Daldali, Chattisgarh( Sterlite mining Bauxite) who said- I know all land belongs to the Government, before they take it away, shouldn’t they give me an equally good one- I dint buy this land, it came to me from my ancestors- all I know is to live of the land, even if they give me money, what will I do with it.”
Explain the other anecdote told by Dharam Singh- Some of the officials tried convincing us  that you can return to your lands after thirty years! Your lands will remain here, we are only carrying away the Bauxite stones!

How and when does land a source of renewable livelihood as for Tirkhu   become a resource for endless extraction and exploitation?

Mahuas in the Minefield:

The Metaphor that Defined the Film

What meaning does one then begin to make of Tirkhu’s story? Could it only be a vanishing counterpoint to the only point that seemed to be emerging with depressing regularity in the meetings with the others – Dharam Singh, Raja Baiga….. 

THIRD EXCERPT- 

SHOW THE MAHUA SONG

Mahua as a Kalpavriksh- is a life sustaining tree that is commonly found across this region,  a source of life and livelihood that connects all indigenous communities as a metaphor of life and sustenance.   

This sequence establishes the essential theme of the film- when sources of life and livelihood becomes resources for the extraction industries-what happens to the people? Water soil and tress are the basic essentials sources for the people. If they are taken away for the greed of a few, they become resources for commercial exploitation

Speak of the Kalpavriksh- MAHUA trees are found all along the mountains The dried flowers are used as a sweetener, its fermented to distil a liquor, the seeds yield a oil proved for its medicinal 

Chasing the Story: The Source as Informant 

As the film began to take shape, things began to fall in place quite dramatically and rapidly in 2003. In October I got a mail from friend , informing me of the protests and Dharna to be staged at  the “19th world mining Conference- Pragathi Maidan in New Delhi, scheduled in the first week of November.

It was here that I realised that I would have to be a little more resourceful in tapping the other kind of source – the source as informant.

I promptly got a delegate pass issued by a friend who works for Mysore sales international in Delhi- being co –sponsors of the event I just moved in ..

SHOW THE THIRD EXTRACT –MINING CONFERENCE- 

The implications of the information we were beginning to source began to hit us. The opening up of the mining sector to private enterprise was introduced through a change in the Mineral policy 1993, the ramifications of this change began to be felt in the next ten years to follow. 

To comply with the WTO the Government removed all restrictions to facilitate the entry of Trans national corporations  

The events that followed the policy changes show that the Government and the mining industries will violate, and even tamper with, the Constitution of India to appropriate the natural resources from people's control. 
About 50 million Adivasis will loose their homelands, livelihoods if all the mining & Water projects are implemented! 

The procedures for acquisition of lands and for obtaining mining leases for exploration, prospecting and extraction,  have been simplified and  mining projects are sanctioned more with the view of encouraging the interests of the mining industries rather than to protect the local communities and the rest of the natural resources, as reflected in the New Mineral Policy of 1993. 

The Land Acquisition Act here is draconian and obsolete and gives over-riding powers to the state to encroach into people’s lands for any ‘public purpose’ including mining. In most mining situations, communities become aware of projects only at the time of eviction when the bull-dozers are brought in, many a times with police presence. The public hearings are organised in a biased and almost discreet manner where the local administration, the statutory bodies for clearing the projects and the mining companies are in close collusion to ensure that there are no effective objections raised by the public. 

The Difficult Terrain: Some Pages from My Diary

The struggles and resistance-

Refer to the GOOGLE MAP and indicate Langigarh a village in southern Orissa.

In October 2004, I came to Langigarh near the town of Bhavanipatna, southern Orissa after hearing that  a huge  Aluminiun refinery was being built here by VEDANTA ALUMINA on the foothills of the Niyamgiri mountains. 3000 people were working round the clock to complete the refinery and start production within a year. It was alleged that the company had concealed forest lands in the initial survey to obtain environmental clearances for the refinery and the mining lease on the mountain. Further this company had apparently violated every law in the country in active connivance  with the state of Orissa and while a PIL has been filed by Wildlife society of Orissa and Academy for mountain environics.

ROAD BLOCK CLIP 

The company Goons were following us everywhere in a vehicle. It was a cat and mouse game between us where each time we gave the slip they caught up with us. It was a dangerous place particularly after the killing of Sukhru Maji the village pradhan or head man who was campaigning against the company. He was visiting villagers and urging people to resist the company . On a day when he was returning home alone he was run over by the company vehicle. This story was narrated by his wife .

The entire area was under the control of the company security and its hired Henchmen. Every person entering this area is marked out so I decided not to approach the local people opposing the company instead met the company officials first to try and get details from them before I get marked out. I prepared a visiting card naming my concern –development dialogue, the writer friend who was accompanying me posed as a freelance journalist and me a photographer. We were made to wait for an entire day until the publicity officer gave us an appointment in the evening, In the evening we deposited our cameras at the security were we were taken on a conducted tour of the plant under construction and explained the grand and ambitious plans . On my subsequent two visits, I met the people, trekked up Niyamgiri and spent two days meeting the Dongaria Kondhs

List out the Violations and the court case, CEC findings

How the work gained more significance ?
My work here acquired great significance when Mr. Kamil Zabinsky and his colleague Aslak Skance from the Council on Ethics-Norwegian Government Pension fund –Global, visited my studio in 2006 and viewed the filmed material as part of their investigations. They had invested 70 million Kroners or 9 million Euros in the company. Kamil will join in to speak a few lines.

The court case continued with the central empowered committee appointed by the court to investigate the allegations. At that point came the news that The Norwegian Pension fund has withdrawn its stake in Vedanta based on the recommendations of the ethics council and blacklisted the company.

Niyamgiri…Kuchepadar, Kalinganaga…..these were some of the other sites of struggle, deception and violence. 

PHOTOS OF THE MARTYRS SHOW THE FILM CLIP

With voice over and commentary 

I am now trying to relive those anxious moments of my first visit, to break the police cordon and some how get to the village of Kuchepadhar. The police had tightened their vigil around Kashipur after the lathi charge on a peaceful meeting on 1st December 2004 and the martyr’s memorial rally on December 16th 2004. The three roads leading to the place had police outposts. I choose the worst time to enter the place, most of the protestors were in jails and the others had gone underground. Local Journalists were barred from the region

Armed police outpost has been set up near Kuchepadhar and Maikanch (villages), the epicentre of the movement. The policemen keep combing the area at odd hours arresting the important workers of the movement. To create a climate of terror, the policemen are threatening the local tribal - on their way to local markets and haats - of shooting and killing them. The police are also involved in beating and badly battering some of these 'targeted' people. 

It was at this point a few months later  that I gained my first entry into the village and stayed with Bhagban Maji who was in hiding.

More than seventeen people from the two villages were in jails with many false charges filed . ON my second visit to kuchepadhaar, Mukundi Sauta returned from jail. 

MUKUNDI SAUNTA ARRIVES-HOW CLIP

For setting up the Alumina Plant at Doraguda, 147 families from the 3 villages of Kendukhunti, Ramibeda and Tala karol have been evicted with cash compensations. 24 villages will be affected directly by this venture, if the mining area and the plant are included in the impact assessment then- 82 villages and the livelihood of more than 30, 000 people will perish. The village of Kuchepadhar and Bagheri Jhola are the most staunch opponents to the mining- the company argues, “why do you fight- your village remains untouched” – but the reality is- With a huge Alumina plant coming within 500 metres of your village will destroy  the local economy and the agriculture. The village will get reduced to a Labour camp not to speak of the condition of the women.
 

CLIP: REPRESSION 

WHAT IS HAPPENNING NOW? THE LATEST FROM NIYAMGIRI AND KUCHEPADHAR

 - In spite of many appeals the verdict was issued on 8th August 2008 VEDANTA IS ALLOWED TO MINE NIYAMGIRI. The Jharno and the Dongaria Kondhs made several visits to Delhi to plead their case. The local people feel cheated and are angry A ridiculous amount of Rs.10 crores annually  to be given by Sterlite to the state for the development of the region. I  Just spoke to lawyer and activist Siddharth Nayak –he says the Dongaria Kondhs are angry and will not let the miners in . They are preparing to appeal against the verdict using the recently passed December 2006 Forest rights bill that was passed in the parliament to correct the historical injustice to the tribals after 65 years of independence. This will be the test for the new law that has just been Passed.

In Kashipur the communities came together to stage a Dharna and stop work at the Utkal Alumina plant site for about 4 months till 25th July  now under police protection work has commenced.  

The Silence of the Violence
Kalinganagar people shot and kill clip.
These are things that are keep happening and this can probably be a self-criticism of my work. When you work on a long form documentary it is important to make short updates for the people and this is the direction that I am taking at this point of my work as a documentary filmmaker.
Return to the Source 
The seeds are returned to the soil with the hope that earth will turn a new life when the seeds germinate and grow. All livelihoods are sustained by this power of regeneration of the earth that has been recognized, experienced and structured as knowledge over several million years by indigenous communities. What happens when this knowledge base is eroded?

Finally what defines the film is not the issue alone which is omnipresent, what prevails for the people who are the sources of hope and inspiration. The Power Of Regeneration- and  living within the rhythms of the earth cycles the Adivasis recognise the power of regeneration that they possess, its this 

FINAL CLIP
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