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A BRIEF REPORT OF THE EVENT ORGANISED BY HID FORUM

HEJJEGURUTU - FOOTPRINTS

Those of us who are in our sixties and seventies had heard from
our parents how three diseases, plague, cholera and smallpox
killed hundreds and thousands and how people used to leave the
villages and camp outside till the disease abated.

Growing up, we were vaccinated against cholera and smallpox
every year. The present generation haven’t even heard of such
things. We had never dreamt that something like Covid 19 would
strike us in our lifetime. But the virus which had its origin in
Wuhan in China has snowballed into a pandemic affecting
millions and killing hundreds of thousands.

The deaths caused by the virus is one side of the story. On the
other side we have the pathetic situation where millions of
workers and daily wagers have lost their jobs and face starvation.
This was the result of decision taken by the government to put
cities under lockdown without much planning or warning, in an
attempt to stop the spread of the disease. Having no jobs, no
wages and no food, the workers were stranded in the cities. They
felt that if they went back to where they had migrated from, they
would have a home, would be safer and would at least have
something to eat. But there was no means of transport.

Panic stricken, the workers - men and women, some with small
children, or aged dependents started walking hundreds of
kilometres towards their villages with a few of their belongings.
Among them were pregnant women and nursing mothers,
many died on their way before reaching their destination.




HID FORUM'S INITIATIVE

While the government preferred to turn a blind eye to the whole
issue, many organisations and individuals came forward to help
the migrant workers by providing food - dry rations or cooked
food- and make their journey as smooth as possible.

HID FORUM raised funds to purchase rations and started work in
few districts of Karnataka along with their partners at Kalaburgi,
Koppal, Bidar, Davanagere, Gadag, Chikkaballapur, Kolar and
Bengaluru. While interacting with the communities and migrants
the volunteers, came across people who were deeply affected by
the lockdown. To give a platform to the voices and thoughts of
these communities HID FORUM along with partners reached out
to the local poets from these districts to understand how they
viewed the situation.

‘HEJJE GURUTHU’ an on-line event, was organised by

HID FORUM and its partners on the evening of 20th May 2020,
where poets read out their poems and volunteers shared their
experiences. It was a very touching, saddening, at the same time
heart-warming event. It was also an eye opener for people who
were not in direct contact with the traumas the workers are going
through.

HID FORUM invited 11 poets (see annexure 1) from across these
districts.

The event started with Venkatesh from HID FORUM welcoming
all poets, volunteers and guests who were invited. The
introduction to the event, its purpose and the need was shared.

Dr Madhavi, professor in history and ancient archaeology, was
invited as anchor for the programme.




FROM THE POETS

The poetry session began with the poem “VairaNu- HairaNu”

by Mounesh Birala, from Kalaburgi district. As the name itself
suggests he talked about how the virus has created havoc in the
minds and lives of people. Man has been meddling with nature
and now we have to turn to nature to overcome this calamity. His
poetry reflected the hunger, the abject poverty and struggles of
the poor. He was of the opinion that the government should give
priority to health care and medical facilities which is what makes
a nation strong. He also said that instead of scaring the people we
should work towards instilling confidence in their minds.

Dr.Prabhu Khanapure, a retired professor of Kannada from
Kalaburgi district read his poem. His poem focused on the
importance of Science and scientific thinking. The anger he felt
at unscientific practices like drinking ‘goumutra’, beating cymbals
and ringing bells was evident in his poem. The poem laments
that, ignorance, superstition, and religious fanaticism, have
tarnished our minds, souls, and brain and it should be washed
and cleaned. In his comments, he stressed the need of science
and scientific method of handling virus. When science had not
developed to this level, we have managed plague, cholera and
smallpox successfully. So can’t we handle this? He also felt that
the media and the right wing activists are spreading superstition
and communal hatred which should be stopped.




FROM THE POETS

Dr.Shivakumar Mali Patil, (a dentist by profession based in
Gangavathi, Koppal) read two poems, “Yaroo Ohisiralilla” (nobody
guessed) and “Saku, Neevinnu Vishranthi padeyiri” (Enough, now
you take rest). In the first he talks about how no one had even
guessed that such a disease would shake the entire world. In the
second poem the voice is that of God, and he says, “man has
spent time in mindless worship, held festivals and fairs, greedily
amassed wealth and eaten every animal on the planet and now he
must take rest in his house (lockdown)”. In his comments he
expressed sadness that the government has treated the migrant
workers very badly and misusing the situation to incite
communal hatred.

Who has not heard of the incident of migrant workers who were
run over by a train? The story was the headlines of all newspapers
and news channels for nearly a fortnight. The poem, “Railu
kambiya mele” by Hucchangi Prasad from Davanagere district was
heart wrenching. The lines, “adeshtu kanasittu mnidrisutidda
manasugalalli” (how many dreams did those sleeping minds
dream) brought tears to our eyes Then comes the line,
“cheeraatavillade antyagonda badukugalu” (the lives that ended
without any sound) which tell us that they were so completely
exhausted from their travails that they were lying there fast
asleep when the train hit them. Then “O, badavara saavu thane!
Mucchibidi!” (O its the death of the poor right! Close it off!) draws
your attention to the callousness of the authorities and of those
who don't know what hunger is. Mr. Prasad in his comments
pointed out how there was no place for the underprivileged -
dalits, devadasis, transgenders, LGBT community and other
minorities - in the agenda of the government.




FROM THE POETS

‘Hasivina lekka’ (The accounts of hunger) a short poem by

B.Shrinivasa from Davanagere district was again filled with pain,
hurt and disappointment. He calls the migrant workers’ crisis as
the failure of the government - ‘Suddiyalli hasiva neegisuva
maantrikaru’, (the magicians who addressed hunger in news)
‘Maatugalalli kote kattuva mahaan prabhugalu’ (the lords who build
castles out of words) -in handling the situation. He says the
people in position are using the Corona crisis for their gains.
They blame one section of the society, one community, and one
religion of spreading the infection. Forget about equal rights, the
minorities are not even treated as human beings. The media,
which is morally bankrupt, should work towards building
confidence among people and Like Rashtrakavi kuvempu said,
we have to maintain the diversity of the country and make it
“Sarvajanaangada Shaantiya Thota”. (a garden of peace for all
communities), a well-known slogan given by Kuvempu for unity.

Shrikanth N. S. a theatre artist and a drama teacher in
Government school, Bellari who currently is based in Davanagere
district, read out his poem, “illadavara haadu” (song of the ones
who are no more). He brought out the importance of the workers
in the lines, "Nimma aagasada haaraatakke rekkeyaagi, meeviruva
aramanegala baggila kamba, godegalaagi iruvevu naavu” The tone of
sarcasm was evident when he says, “you will want us and we will
come back to work and fill your casks, to become carcasses in
your riots, even after death to become the food for your poems,
topics for your seminars......”He says what is causing a great fear
in our minds is not the virus but economic / financial
fundamentalism and religious fundamentalism. An authoritarian
leader creates an imaginary enemy to cover his failures and
projects that enemy to take our minds away from his failure! He
was worried about the changes that they are trying to bring about
in labour laws which will affect the illadavaru.




FROM THE POETS

Chand Pasha, Assistant Professor of Kannada, Bengaluru, read his
untitled poem. His poem describes the hypocrisies of the society
where we don't see the plight of the oppressed but keep praising/
extolling the virtues of mythical characters: We are unable to
build hospitals but erect statues that touch the sky, spending
millions and appoint a poor sick man as its guard; We have
handed over the country to the hands of those who torch the
society and we are searching for medicines for burns; We who
cannot provide education to the people, cannot admit it. So we
hold our lips tight and say,”Mera Bharath Mahan!”

Dadapeer Jaiman, teacher by profession, author, theatre person
based out of Bengaluru read his poem which started with the
scary situation that Corona has brought in. People are still
grappling with the nightmare the virus has caused, when the air is
filled with communal hatred, selfishness, frustration and dirty
politics. Deeply disturbed by the plight of the migrant workers,
Dadapeer says that the overfed cities are suffering indigestion,
perhaps by the curse of the people who died of hunger! He is
upset by the spread of Islamaphobia which is out to ruin the life
of people. He remembered how the American government and
the pharmaceutical companies ignored the HIV patients just
because it was more rampant in the LGBT community. The
people had to fight for justice and get the medical attention they
needed. He said that today we the people have to get together
and fight for social justice, labour laws and equal rights.




FROM THE POETS

M.G. Ganganapalli, an award winning teacher from Bidar, read,
“Corona wvirus tanda bare” (The scar brought about by corona
virus). He has focused on how the lockdown has affected people,
- the workers in particular. The workers lost their jobs, and there
was no money. They did not have food, nor shelter. Added to it,
they are worried about the viral disease. The workers need work,
not alms. His opinion is that people should come together to
empathise and support the workers. What the world needs is a
humanitarian approach, not money by some politicians.
Unfortunately, the life of the poor is enveloped in darkness
because of Corona. He expressed his disappointment on how the
top authorities haven’t said a word about the plight of migrant
workers!

Jayashree Sukhale, a social worker from Bidar gave voice to the
migrant workers. They say, “We are not afraid of anything -
scorching sun, heavy rains or severe cold; nor are we afraid of
common cold, cough or fever. But this Corona has taken the light
out of us, making us desperate.” They feel they would have a life
if they reach their villages. Physical distancing and washing hands
are just words and it is not possible for them to follow.

Smt. Jayashree felt that people are dying more because of hunger
and poverty than because of the virus. She quoted Basavanna
who said, ‘Dayave dharmada moolavayyaa’ (kindness is the base of
religion) and observed that people are not empathetic. For the
virus everyone is equal, it is only man who adds a touch of
religion, caste, money etc, to every situation.




FROM THE POETS

Dr.Maktumbi well known as ‘The first muslim Vachanagaarti’
from Bidar, writes poetry under the pen name ‘Chandini’. Her
poem, ‘Karaal.a Corona’ (Dark corona) depicts the strength, self-
respect and self-confidence of the migrant workers. No buses and
trains? Never bother! We will walk to our destination! - “balavu
hecchide, nadeyuvevu naavu munde munde”. They order hunger and
thirst to stay away from them - “hasive, baayaarike, kaadadir:
neevindu, hettavara noduvudu baaki ide” (hungry, thirsty, you wait,
still need to see parents)

The poetry reading session ended with this poem. One could
very well see that though the words were different, thoughts were
the same : The plight of the migrant workers, the mindless lock
down, callousness and silence of the government, selfishness of
the administration, exploitation by the upper class, spread of
superstition, religious intolerance and destruction of unity and
diversity of the country.




SHARING OF EXPERIENGES FROM RELIEF VOLUNTEERS

After this, the volunteers - one from each district shared their
experiences and feelings.

Shaheen from Gangavati, Koppala district is a lawyer and
teacher by profession. She described how she approached
masjids for help and local authorities for permission to serve the
people during lockdown. She did not get any help from anyone.
Her application file for relief work pass had just gone missing and
she had to give one more application. She shared that she felt bad
that even during tough situations people view everything
through a veil of religion and caste!

She was very happy and thankful to HID FORUM which came to
her help. She called the FORUM ‘invisible donors’ who did not go
in search of publicity but quietly did their work.

She said, Smt Anuradha and Sri Venkatesh helped us by speaking
to us, supporting us and allowing us to speak.

Jabeena from Davanagere said that her work in the district has
given her satisfaction and she thanked HID FORUM for all the
help. She was especially thankful for the moral support they got
when they were mentally stressed. Help for people was not just
giving rations but also giving them moral, psychological strength.
When the volunteers themselves were on the verge of losing their
courage, the FORUM gave them psycho-social counselling which
was needed. She expressed her anguish at the way people treated
them if they wore burkha. That situation has been created by the
media and some political parties. When they were facing such
situations, it was HID FORUM which supported them.




SHARING OF EXPERIENGES FROM RELIEF VOLUNTEERS

Babu Sangram from Bidar spoke about how the district
administration tried to manipulate records and how the local
NGOs protested against it. The administration gave meagre
rations. When the HID FORUM came to their support, they could
give one month’s ration to every family. He narrated how

Mr Venkatesh called one Ms Anjum Begum and counselled her.
The volunteers also realised that just giving rations is not enough,
the people have to be counselled and given mental strength.

Ms. Anuradha Prasad said to them that a bigger virus than
Corona - the caste and religion - is destroying our society and we
should fight against it first.

Masthan from Kalaburgi read out a short poem. He felt happy
that during the Ramzan period he could do some good work by
helping the people. He said he felt he visited the ‘Grama Bharata’
once again and worked with the people there. He has the
satisfaction of being of help to the people. He pointed out that
the government has failed in its duty and has a callous attitude
towards the people who are suffering due to lockdown. If people
come together and ‘wring’ the ears of the government, it would
alert them.

Mallappa from Bengaluru works with sexual minorities. He feels
disturbed that the government is using the Corona pandemic
situation for selfish motives. He says the government and some
people on the ‘WhatsApp university’ are sowing the seeds of
communal hatred among the people and it is inexcusable.
Collectively we should condemn this trend. When so many
migrant workers are walking hundreds of kilometres to reach
their native places, it becomes the responsibility of all of us to
help them.




SHARING OF EXPERIENGES FROM RELIEF VOLUNTEERS

The programme was very well coordinated and moderated by
Smt. Madhavi. She introduced every poet and gave the essence of
every poem in just two or three sentences.

The programme ended with the concluding remarks by

Mr. Venkatesh Prasad, who heads HID FORUM. He thanked
everyone - the poets, volunteers, moderator, participants, and
others who have helped the FORUM in their venture. He said
that during the entire programme the poets and the volunteers
have brought out many questions and challenges that will have to
be addressed and for which solutions have to be found. We
cannot have a standard response to all these because the
challenges vary from region to region. Naturally, the
responsibility also changes. It is not possible by one organisation
or one institution. All have to come together, discuss the
problems but act in a decentralised way. He felt the need to have
a Zoom meeting in the near future where these points can be
discussed.




ANNEXURE 1: DETAILS OF ALL THE POETRY PRESENTED
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