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reat love stories and heartbroken

lovers have an effortless way of

entering the human psyche and
eventually writing themselves down in
the annals of history. [ am not immune to
them either.

Scarlett O'Hara and Rhett Buttler,
Cleopatra and Mark Antony, Heathcliff
and Catherine, Laila and Majnu—all have
been quoted and misquoted in many a
love letter penned by yours truly in tull
blown teenage angst. But it was a while
after the tumultuous teen years that I was
to meet my unrequited lady love.

She is a friend and a foe. She is all
encompassing and she can take away all.
The mighty Sundarbans, the enchanted
tforest, the recipient of my modern-day
love letters.

When in my freshman year of
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mimicking the roars of a tiger.

In the forest, during these 12 odd
days, our only other human company
was the occasional fleet of fishermen we
came across from time to time. In the
mornings, we would wake up early, grab
tea, conduct a quick survey, and then
head back for breakfast. After which
more surveys, almost all of them soaked
in the rains, till evening fell. We
traversed many hundreds of creeks,
some so small that our six-feet wide boat
touched the banks of the creek edge to
edge. Some creeks hung low with the old
Kewra and flaming red leaves of the
Gewa trees. Whilst in some, white-lipped
pit vipers slithered close to our heads.
Some others were lined with Nipa Palm,
towering high.
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studies, Environmental Science—this
time promised to be different.

I remember each detail of the journey
vividly. The bus from Dhaka's
Kallyanpur, a Greenline Volvo, was two
hours late. The supervisor, a young man,
forgot to load the water bottles that were
usually given for free during journeys by
AC buses. There was a brawl: “Ei miah
apni ki faizlami paisen. Prothom e bus late
aar ekhon pani o diben na”, “Bhai bujhar
cheshta koren, ami notun chakri te,” the
young man answered. And then silence
following promises to buy everyone
water after we managed to cross the
midnight jam of Gabtoli, one of the
busiest gateways in and out of Dhaka.

Sleeping sporadically through the
journey, the world outside the

for us. Freshly painted mint-green, she
was tiny compared to the monstrous
tourist ships that usually ply the many
hundred rivers crisscrossing the heart of
the tide country.

Since we were to go to the depths of
the forest for the sake of science, we had
special permits in hand to take the small
research vessel inside the Sundarbans.
Our boat, let us call her Golpata, had a
crew of four apart from the four
passengers (our research team of four).

Captain: he did everything—
maneuver the ship, engineer quick
devices to catch the rainwater, fix up the
ice-box and spot wildlife. Cook Shaidul: I
believe his true vocation was to cook
wedding feasts, but for us he whipped
together humble meals of fish curry and

An Oriental Small-Clawed Otter looks on as the movement of a boat rowing
through a creek breaks the silence of the forest.

vegetables and sometimes Kewra soup.
Kaku: old, withered under the weather,
lines etched on his face, he rowed the
small country boat that was used to enter
the small creeks, inaccessible by Golpata.
And Belal: well, Belal did everything, get
into fights, row boats (when Kaku took a
prayer or paan break), tell stories, cook
crab dinners, help in surveys, fish in the
small creeks of Sundarbans and throw in
the occasional joke here and there.

The first day, we spent the whole
morning docked at Jail Ghat, waiting for
a favourable tide to head into the forest.
Around 1:00 am, Golpata slowly creaked

out of her resting place, collected fuel
and huge blocks of ice, and we moved
first towards Mongla, then Chadpai and
then further and further into the forest
until we reached the opening to the sea.
The plan was to go to the end first and
then make our way through the forest
surveying the creeks slowly, using the
country boat, as we moved back up.

It would take a whole day before we
made it to Jamtala, from where work was
to start. Golpata crossed the bustling
Mongla port. After a colonial era
inspired breakfast of butter, jam, soft
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