LAKSHADWEEP TRIP

(29th March To 4th April 1989)

It all started with proposal to go to Gee in a group from our wing in the hostel, and as the discussions are going on, Sudarsan, Damodar, Ranjan, and Kumar saw an advertisement by SPORTS,a Lakshadweep Tourism dept., and decided to go there. From then onwards, the stupendous work of Sudarsan, in communicating with SPORTS, to get 50% concession for which he has to collect 16 students with bonafide certificates, and trying to get railway concession to go to Cochin, through Nature club and what not, he worked a lot to make the proposal real. So it was a group of 16, all research students and excepting Neela, the only lady to come with us, all are from B‑mess.

After having dinner on 29th March, we reached the railway station and got into Island express to go to Cochin. With some adjustments all of us got berths in the serial nos. and introduced ourselves to others, took some snaps and played cards before we went to sleep to dream about the beautiful expedition ahead of us. I will give some of the details of Lakshadweep.

Location and General Information:

In the Arabian sea, west of the cost of Kerala between 8 and 12 degrees North latitude and 71 and 74 degrees longitude, the country's only Coral islands, Lakshadweep is located. Of it's 36 islands covering a land area of 32 sq. km., 10 are inhabited. Four of these KAVARATTI, KALPENI, KADMAT, and MINICOY are open to Indian tourists only and BANGARAM, an uninhabited island, is open to both Indian and foreign tourists.

Most of the islands are long and irregularly shaped, having a North‑South orientation. They are believed to have been formed as the result of Coral activity. Corals, which thrive only in clear, clean water of temp. between 23 and 33 degrees celcius, found abound in the lagoons of each island, where a magnificent growth of Coral rock supports marine life, notably Ornamental fish.

Most islands have, on the western side, a lagoon enclosed by a coral reef. The lagoon, which runs the length of the island and differs in width from 0.5 km. to 1.5 km., can roughly be compared to a bowl, whose depth reaches, a maximum. of 10 m., and that too only at some areas. The Coral reef is like a wall which protects the lagoon from deep sea. As a result, the waters of the lagoon are still and calm until the periphery, where pale blue abruptly changes to deep blue because of the greater depth.

Before the 7th century, the population was entirely Hindu. They were converted to Islam by Hazrat Ubaidullah from Mecca. Coconut cultivation and Fishing are the chief occupation of the people.

On 30th morning around 9 am. we got down in Ernakulam town station and first wanted to book tickets for our return journey to Bangalore. So we went to Ernakulam junction but only 4 berths are available. So after long discussions, we decided to go by bus in the return journey.

While moving in the city bus Kumar lost Rs 450 from his shirt pocket. We rang to SPORTS and informed them that we reached Cochin and will be meeting them at 2 pm. We had our lunch and some of us tried to book tickets for us in KSRTC bus to Bangalore but are in vain as there is no advance reservation.

We reached the SPOTS office in Wellingdon island around 2.30 pm. by taxi. The island is good which is connected by a rail/road bridge. From the moment we got into our great ship M.V. TIPPU SULTAN, We had a beautiful reception. We were accomodated in big hall, like a seminar hall with 120 push back cushion seats, two CCTVs. We never expected that we will be given such a beautiful accommodation which is completely air‑conditioned. (especially when compared to my previous ship journey to Goa from Bombay, where we have to sit on the floor in a lousy and crowded ship). We are more pleased to note that only one more person is coming with us in the package tour. so 17 in such a big a/c hall, our home for the next four days. Mr. Farooq, our caretaker aboard the ship took us around the ship and to the dining hall (Air Conditioned) and offered us a tea. Our hall is just below front portion of the deck. We started sailing around 4 pm. to Kavaratti. We all went on to deck to sea off the Wellingdon island and Cochin. Just within 1 km. we saw three Dolphins playing in water. After some time, as we lost the land from our vision, we saw flying fish(?) hopping on the water surface.

Apart from me, for all others it is their first ship journey and some of them started feeling giddiness and sea sickness. But it is horrible with Sudarsan, our great Columbus, as he had vomiting and after some time when he just entered into the hall fell down on the floor and vomited again. After some treatment by the doctor, he slept in the health canter aboard.

All of us spent most of the time on the deck to watch never ending ocean. We met a person who is doing his M.Sc. thesis on Ornamental fish in Lakshadweep. He told that he will be going under the water for his work. He explained that each ship will have a set of colour lights to identify whether it is a Merchant vessel or Cargo vessel etc., On it's sides it will have red light on right and green light on left. So if we see red light only the ship is moving towards our right and if we see both the lights it is moving towards us. If so many lights are seen then it is anchored. All this discussion came as we saw a ONGC drilling ship anchored for drilling operations around 8.30 pm. We had a good a good dinner at 8 pm. At 8.30 pm. they screened a hindi film "Kanoon Kya Karegea" in CCTV. Around 11.30 pm. all others slept, some on the deck and some in the hall. 1 spent unto 12.30 on the deck, watching the water surfing away from the ship and then went to bed. Because of cough, from which I am suffering from last 3 days, I got up around 3.30 am. and spent around 1 hr on the deck before I slept again.

We got the first lock of the land, the Kavaratti island at around 7.30 in the morning of 30th March. Our actual program is to go to Minicoy, Kalpeni and then to Kavaratti in three days. But our root is just reversed. We have to go to Kavaratti first. Around 8.30 we reached nearer to the island and some motor boats came nearer to the ship with some passengers and to take the passengers from the ship to the island along the shallow waters of the lagoon. Finally our turn came. Oh! this is a good experience. Jumping from the ship to boat (ofcourse using the ladder), and till we reach the lagoon the sea is ruff so the boat is moving like a saddle.

In the island our caretaker is Mr. Cheriya Goya, a local man. He took us to the beach resort. Here we met some more tourists, one family from Delhi (PNB), who came by air and another pair also from Delhi (univ. of Delhi). within no time we made friendship with each others. In the beach resort there are two Canopies. Canopy is a small fiber glass boat, 12x2xl.5 ft. and only two people can sit in it. Myself and Mishra are the first to go into the sea with this. It is a nice experience. We have to do Canopying with sticks which have flat ends on both sides. Even to take turn we have to depend on these sticks only. After 10 mts. struggle we could synchronize our movements and got used to it. Then we started canopying with only one stick as the other one, we have to spare it for the other canopy. So one will be looking after balancing and give directions to stress on left or right (we coded it as 1 or 2). Taking turn to come back is a bit problem, like if we start turning right it wont stop after 180 degrees, though you counter act it, it will complete 360 degrees. All our theoretical background went wrong. so finally we decided on towing back for some time and in the process it slowly turns back. Afterwards Ranjan joined me for some time.

Then we were taken in the motor boat to a near by place to show us the Corals. They tugged one tiny boat in which only 4 or 5 can sit. It is having a flat bottom to move in shallow waters. But the surprising thing is it is having thick glass plates at 4 places for the four people to watch the corals at the bottom at a depth of around 10 ft. In this way we can clearly see the white corals through the clear water in the lagoon. Even in the beach what we see is not sand but the coral dust. AS we are around 20, we have to wait for our turn, to watch the corals. But our enthu, shallow and clear water, thrown some of us into the sea to have a swim around the boat. Reddy even tried to threaten other friends by going under the water and suddenly appearing through the glass. We had lot of fun here. While coming back Mishra and Reddy came in the flat bottom boat which is tugged by the main boat.

Then we had our lunch in the beach resort. 1 asked neela, whether she would come for canopying. She agreed and within 10 mts. she could catch the technique and we spent more than 1 hr in canopying.

We went to Fish aquarium and Museum. We saw Ornamental Fish here. There are beautiful and very big Corals here. We saw the body of a Electric Fish which can emit power to the tune of lighting a series of bulbs. Then we were taken to the other end of the island. This island's max. length is 7.5 km and max. width is 3 km, where as on the way at one place the width is around 10 m. Here both sides we can see sea. But to our east it is rough sea and to our west it is beautiful light blue colour lagoon. We collected some corals from the end point. Actually it is prohibited to take Corals with us as disturbing them may result in letting the rough sea onto the island and the lagoon will disappear. Here there is a helipad. A helicopter (Ferry) is there which is being run by Pawan‑Hans.

We came back to our beach resort in time to watch sun set. Here the sunset is at 6.40 pm and it quickly became dark depriving us to go for Canopying. We went around the village and saw the locally famous Mosque. There are some good shops in the island. We sat in a big circle in the beach and requested Neela to sing a song. Later she is followed by Davey, Sanjay and the other lady from Delhi. Afterwards we played the game Hide & seek. Later we had our dinner. We sat near the water and started observing how Scraps will make holes in the sand. Their hard work needs to be appreciated. We came to know that our Ship has come, so two boats tried to reach the Ship but they came back in vain as the sea is very rough from the mouth to the Ship. So we have to sleep in the beach itself, and are very happy to do so. So we spread the blankets given by the SPORTS and went into deep sleep.

In the morning of 1st April we reached our Ship and started sailing towards Kalpeni. As we got the first sight of Kalpeni island we saw a tiny island to its left which according to our caretaker is taking birth ie., slowly forming due to Corals. We reached the Kalpeni at around 3 pm. We were taken to one end of the island on a tailor fitted to triller. From here we saw a tiny island at a distance of 1 km. We went there by a mechanised boat and started swimming. It's max. depth is 7 ft. This shallow water and the inspiration given by Hemant exited us to reach the Kalpeni by swimming. Myself, Hemant and Raman have done that. At 3 places we stood for some time to take rest. It's nice that we came early. The Trivandrum Doordarshan camera crew came with us to the island. They are taking a film to encourage tourism. So a local dance is arranged. The dances are good.

Because we could not reach the ship yesterday night, we had only 3 hrs to spend on this island. So we boarded the ship by 6.30 pm and started sailing towards Minicoy. They have shown a film "Hum Integar Karenge" in CCTV. Then 1 spent some time on the deck before going to bed.

We reached Minicoy by 8 am on 2nd April morning and were taken to beach resort. Here our caretaker's mother is a local and father is from Andaman islands, the true national integrity. The moment we saw two canopies, two peddling boats (each with capacity 4) and one more boat, we are on our feet to go into sea with one of them. But we were told that first of all we should go to Village House. Here also the mode of transport is same as that in Kalpeni is., triller. The travel in triller is so funny that at one time when she is offered a seat in a jeep, Neela rejected it. In the village house we are asked to wait for the the TV crew to come as there will be Laws dance performed by the locals for the sake of tourists and TV.

As we are waiting, we met a person who has done his Ph.D. in I.I.Sc., in MCBL. Apart from other things, he explained how the Fishermen will catch the Tuna Fish, which is available only around the Lakshadweep. They will take small fish alive in a water tub (They call them as Beta) into the sea and identify a place where Tuna fish are there and they will throw away all the Beta into the sea. The Tuna Fish will come out for the food. The Fishermen will have a set of hooks. They will put them near the water surface and splash water on them so that they will shine. Tuna fish gets attracted towards them and get hooked. Each fish will be around 5 kg in weight. They will get a good catch in a night. Later we saw a boat used for racing in festive occasions. It is 72x5x5 ft and 43 people can do canopying to move the boat at a faster rate. Then the TV crew came and the Lawa dance is performed. It is very good. All these dances are performed only by males.

Afterwards we were taken to the Light house. The Light house is constructed by Brtishers about 100 years ago. What a massive construction it is ! We climbed to the the top of it using the iron screw type staircase. From here the picturesque scene around the island is so great that it is not possible express in words. Blue lagoons separated by the Coral Reef from the dark blue ruff sea. The island is completely covered with Palm trees. There is a lake in this

island. We took around 10 snaps from this place. Then we were explained how this light house will function. The fuel for the light is kerosene, and the prisms enclosing it will make 1 revolution in 45 sec. It will emit flashes exactly at 15 sec intervals. So by noting at what frequency the light is coming, we can identify the place, as each Light House will have it's own designated frequency.

We came down and were taken to a beach. Our great Marathon champion Vijay Sai Reddy followed the triller by running. At this place the water is just 3 ft depth even after 1 km length. So here we made some of our friends like Mishra and Sudarsan to learn swimming. While coming back I asked Sudarsan to float on the water and dragged him all the way to the beach. It's a funny experience. While going for lunch (around 5 km) also Sai Reddy jogged with our vehicle. Here the lunch is good.

After lunch we ran to our beach resort to go for water sports. Myself and Neela took a Canopy and went into the sea. With one day's experience we could go to deeper waters, despite the warnings by the others who followed in pedaling boats. Neela told that she is practicing sangeetha from last 14 years. She sung some songs in hindi, one song in kannada on river Cauvery. I requested her to sing a Thaygaraja krithi. She sung the famous "Nagumomu Kaneleka" in Kombaji raga. She has got sweaty tone. We spent more than 1 hr in canopying. Some time we chased our Peddlers. At one juncture to take a turn as we are going back we noticed a boat behind us in the last moment, otherwise we would have clashed with it. The pedaling boats are like two small boats joined together. Apart from a firm joint, there is a rope connecting them. Reddy and Raman went into the water and started pulling or get towed away by by holding the rope of their pedaling boats, depending on at what depth they are. Later we changed over to pedaling boats and 1 took the position of Reddy. It is really funny to get towed away when you are just floating in the water.

By the time we took bath and get ready some of our people visited the Tuna Fish Canning Factory and bought some tins. 1 also bought one tin. It seems in a day they will prepare 1,20,000 kg of tinned Tuna Fish and this can be used even after one year. We had our tea and at 3 pm by saying synora to Minicoy, our last leg of the trip, started to reach our ship. As soon as we boarded, our ship started sailing to Cochin. In the evening we saw the film "Sankotch" in TV.

In the night we were explained about Ship Navigation by the second officer of the ship. It's having a radar to locate the position of any object with an adjustable max. range of 12 Nautical miles. It's throttle speed is 12 Nots/hr. We have seen a ship position being identified by the radar. They told that if we fix the direction in which the ship should go, the auto pilot will take care of it. Then we got doubt like, if the ship gets drifted, then also it will be moving in the same direction, how will they identify it. It seems they will get signal from the satellite for every 4 hrs with the help of Radom. So based on it's signal, they will know whether there is any drift. Then one of us asked, if the destination is within 4 hrs how could they identify the drift. Then the officer with a smile told that if the destination is within 4 hrs the destination itself can be seen to identify any drift.

The TV crew wanted to take our pictures to show the comforts provided in the ship. Some of our people were taken into first class cabins for the same purpose. Thanks to the TV crew, because of them we could see more than what we would have seen otherwise, apart from chances of seeing our faces on National Hookup. After dinner they have shown a Malayalam film in CCTV. It is good. I slept on the deck after spending some time in watching the sea.

By 3rd morning around 10 am our ship is docked in the Cochin Harbor. As we are walking on the road we still had the strange feeling that we are in the ship and tried to balance ourselves. So back to the City life. Three of our group wanted to come by bus with a stop over at Coimbatore, but later we came to know that as they could not get bus, they came directly to Bangalore by KSRTC bus. In the station after long discussions five of us, Myself, Damu, Ranjan, Kumar, Davey decided to come by bus. Others wanted come by the Island express without reservation. After coming to know that seats are not available in KSRTC bus, by 12.30 we booked our seats in private video coach to Bangalore, in Jose junction.

We had our lunch and went from M.G. road to Balaji road and saw the film "The Patriot". Then slowly walking back by watching the Cochin beauty, we went to a hotel and took heavy tiffen which was sufficient to avoid our dinner. We boarded the video coach and started to Bangalore by 6.45 pm. They screened a film "Manzil Manzil" in video.

By 4th April morning we reached our hostel. Just at the same time our other group people, who came by train also reached. There ends the great expedition to Lakshadweep.

