Dear friends,

Aloha from Hawai’i. I send you this pleasant breeze that is blowing from the ocean, or as they call it aheahe makani in the soft and musical Hawaiian language. Hope this finds you enjoying the best of health and spirits. For the first week or so after arriving here I was in a daze, partly due to jetlag and lack of sleep. It took me a while to really believe that I am here, in this beautiful island in the middle of the Pacific, though you are never far from the ocean or the mountains when you are in Oahu. In the fall I was looking for a place to work during my sabbatical and a Professor visiting DC from Hawaii said I could e-mail him about possible teaching assignments. At that time I didn’t think much about the chances but here I am. Work has kept me busy most of the time, but it is such a pleasure to take the bus for the short ride to the beach after a long day and walk on the sand while enjoying the sound of the waves and the coconut trees lining the coast. 

On Waikiki beach there are many high-rise hotels overlooking the sand and surf. You can sit in your suite’s balcony all day sipping mai tais watching the bright tropical sun plays on the vast blue waters. I saw a plaque in front of one such hotel that described the life of Hawaiians before all the development. It brought up visions of tall, muscular men fishing in the many streams and lagoons near the ocean while bare-breasted women sat in front of their thatched roof houses threading flowers in their leis. I don’t know if such an idyllic life exists anymore anywhere. But I do know that many of the native Hawaiians have become more or less the underclass in their own land. Yes, not all is well in paradise but at least as far as I know it still deserves that name. Just as the soul of the native Americans lives in all Americans and their spirit pervades all of America through blood and cultural osmosis, the aloha spirit thrives in all Hawaiians, regardless of their origins. It was amply demonstrated to me by the many acts of kindness, generosity and friendliness that I saw or experienced almost as soon as I got into the plane. Hope you enjoy reading about them. I am here until july 7, so if any of you are planning to visit or wanting to visit please drop me a line.

Yours,

Sankar  

PS: Have added some photos with descriptions (you must enable caption to read them) and a video at http://flickr.com/sankarx  I strongly suggest viewing the pictures in large size to get an idea of depth and detail. For beautiful videos of the lantern lighting ceremony search “memorial day lantern fest Hawaii” in Youtube.com. If you have google earth you can see the manoa valley where I stay by typing “2515 manoa rd, HI”
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1. What struck me as soon as I got out of the airport were the familiar sights and smells of the tropics. It brought me memories of Kochi and Kuala Lampur. Lush green tropical vegetation, humidity and bright sunshine. On the short and very pleasant walk to campus from my room I pass by mango, milo (thespesia populnea or poovarasu in tamil) and golden shower trees (cassia fistula or kani konna in malayalam) as well as the ubiquitous Hibiscus shrubs. Since the Manoa valley is also hilly and the house where I stay is damp with a little musty odor it reminded me of Thiruvananthapuram where I was just two months ago. The most striking are the huge banyan trees one finds all over the place. I never expected to see them outside India. To think that India too was once such a tropical paradise! Even now there are pockets of tropical paradise, say in Goa, Kochi or Kovalam but they feel packaged, touristy and out of place. I cannot imagine enjoying myself in one of those places (and similar ones in the Caribbean) while all around people are struggling to survive. Of course it doesn’t make any difference if you are thousands of miles away but sometimes one needs to take a time out.

2. In spite of all the globalization and migrations people still carry in their genes an affinity to the lands where their ancestors lived. It affects how they adapt to a place. No wonder the Scandinavian immigrants settled in the Great lakes area rather than California! I find that the white Americans in Hawaii are generally more mellow, easy going and kind than their Northeastern counterparts, but some of them are clearly weirded out by the year round sunshine and mild weather because they look physically and emotionally stunted and stifled, like a tree that has been in the wrong place. On the other hand some native Americans, African Americans and native Hawaiians have a difficult time adjusting to cold urban settings I think. It affects their health as well as happiness. Speaking of health it is believed that the reason for the obesity and diabetes problem in many communities is the lack of whole grains in their diet, which has been altered to include processed foods. The Asians here seem more self-confident than those on the mainland. Especially those of Japanese ancestry, with their long history with Hawaii, are more American than Asian.

3. The traditional wisdom of the Hawaiian people is very close to that of Buddhism and Advaita. In fact I think they practice it very well. Whenever I see a native Hawaiian person on the street I am greeted by a warm and welcoming smile. Much as they have been marginalized in their own land most of them seem to harbor no resentment or bitterness. Maybe the weather makes it a little easier but the same could be said about the environment in which Buddhism and Hinduism developed. On the other hand Christianity seems to have developed in extremely traumatic circumstances, which perhaps explains its emphasis on suffering and austerity (There is an interesting explanation for the passages in the book of revelations here --http://www.universalist.org/archives/000455overcoming_trauma_in_revelation.html#more ).

I guess both extreme bliss and extreme trauma bring people to the same state of identification with the cosmos and detachment from ego.

4. Take the best day in DC – temperatures in the upper 70’s or lower 80’s, a pleasant breeze and clear skies or cloudy with an occasional drizzle – and now multiply it by 365 and you get Hawaiian weather. (On the other hand it does pretty much eliminate the weather as a topic of conversation). The week that I arrived we had several days of hazy, humid and hot weather. It was still very nice for me but the locals were complaining that it was awful, worst weather in ten years, etc., Apparently the Kilauea crater in the big island had opened a new vent and was sending up much more ash and dust than usual. Some of that drifted its way to Oahu and we got what they call the vog (volcanic fog). But by the end of the week the trade winds came back and cleared everything up and people were happy again. It is thrilling sometimes to think that you are walking on land that has only been recently formed (geologically speaking) by lava coming out from volcanic eruptions under the ocean, or to know that you are breathing in dust that has come out from deep under the earth.

5. When I arrived in DC from India three weeks ago I said it felt much quieter and nicer. I had the same feeling when I came to Hawaii from the mainland. Life seemed much more relaxed and happy, there were more trees, streets were cleaner, more and cleaner public restrooms, etc., etc., The guy whose room I am renting came to pick me up at the airport, showed me the way to get to my office, another room-mate helped to get groceries and the Professor who hired me spent a whole morning getting me all settled in. People are so nice and patient they even wait for the signal before crossing the street and are very courteous and helpful when you ask for directions. Even the bus drivers are very helpful, and sometimes when they see you walking towards the bus they look at you and gesture as to whether you want to get on the bus. In general it seems to be the culture that one must offer help as much as possible, and I must say sometimes it would catch me by surprise it would take a few seconds for me to realize that the person is helping you not because he had to but because he wanted to help. It is literally “ask and ye shall be given.” Of course, this is still America, and Americans always seem to find a way to stress themselves out. 

6. I am thrilled to live just a few blocks from where Barack Obama went to school, and to work in the same campus where his parents studied and met. Speaking of Obama the democratic primary campaign is reaching the stage where the benefits of continuing are outweighed by the negatives. I hope the Clinton camp will work with the Obamaites and come up with some sort of an agreement.

7. It takes a different set of attributes to be a leader as opposed to a fighter. I think Americans want their President to be both. I think both Obama and Hillary have both qualities but Obama will be a better leader. On the other hand McCain is more of a fighter and rebel. He has been trying to evolve into a leader lately. How far he succeeds in completing that transformation will detemine his success, I think.

8. If America is a melting pot, then Hawaii is at the bottom of the pot where the stew has boiled and mixed the most. Though it has equal parts Polynesians, East Asians and Whites, sometimes it seems to me that everyone here is of mixed ancestry. In the class I am teaching for instance most of them seem to have some of each heritage. Being an island in the middle of the ocean it has developed its own unique culture and character. Everyone seems to be in agreement about certain common values of harmony with nature, kindness towards each other and of course, having fun. I attended a beautiful and touching lantern lighting ceremony (see pictures) on memorial day. The event was organized and conducted by the Shinnyo-en Buddhist foundation (dedicated to promoting harmony) but people of all religions seemed to participate and they also showed much respect to traditional Hawaiian customs. [There is a lot of Buddhist activity in Hawaii. I am fortunate to live just a block from a home (up the hillside with a breathtaking view) where I attended a sitting last week. I was also fortunate to join a sitting of a branch of the Washington mindfulness community (Thich Nhat Hanh followers) started by a Hawaiian and ex-washingtonian lady]. In general I think Hawaii exemplifies the American creed of allegiance to a set of common values and judging people by what they do rather than who they are. I also tell myself to be nice to everyone because you never know who might end up a future in-law. Having said all that I think Hawaii (or at least Honolulu) is tending towards being a more of an East Asian place. At times in the malls you wouldn’t be blamed if you mistook it for Singapore. (No complaints, especially with all the pretty girls). As mentioned before many of the native Hawaiians are at the bottom of the socio-economic structure here, though some of them are also wealthy and in positions of power. Nevertheless the multi-ethnic government is taking a lot of steps to preserve and nurture the traditional Hawaiian culture. Many of the non-ethnic Hawaiians learn the native language and cultural traditions. They are taking steps to return some of the land to the Polynesians and also trying to pass a bill through Congress granting sovereignty to Hawaii. (Along the lines of the Indian nations in the mainland, I think).

9. (Waikiki and Sand Island, Saturday 5/24 and Sunday 5/25) 

    Started my adventures Saturday night. Walked along the beach from the yacht club to the end of Waikiki. At places I had to walk on pavement because the beach was narrow or non-existent. At others I had to walk on the sand when the waves receded because the pavement was waterlogged. The beach side hotels were buzzing with music and their patios were lit with tiki torches. Some people were lolling around in the water where the waves were stopped by reefs and breakers. Most of the bars were still half-empty except for one which was the loudest, with thatched-grass shades instead of umbrellas in its patio. At the end of the beach I sat down on a breaker near the edge of the water meditating for a few minutes. Then I walked back this time taking the street. There is a big statue of Duke Kahanamoku who is a Hawaiian legend for having won several Olympic swimming medals as well as being a master surfer who popularized surfing internationally. (You can see the statue via live web-cam feed. Go to http://www.co.honolulu.hi.us/CAMERAS/ ). There were lots of tourists, mostly white Americans or East Asians, walking on the street. I spotted a path back to the beach near Duke’s restaurant and bar. 

     When I got to the beach I realized I was in front of the bar which was the loudest. I entered the bar from the beach. It smelled generally like rotten coconuts. It had many photos of the Duke, a barefoot bar which I didn’t check out, and lots of surfing equipment outside. The bar itself is part of Waikiki outrigger club. I got a virgin daiquiri (non-alcoholic passionfruit smoothie – pretty good- recommend it) and sat down next to a couple of Thai women. One was tanned, tall, slim, and strikingly pretty. The other (sitting next to me) was short, fat (I mean that in a nice way –more like full-bodied), lighter (maybe mixed race) and very loud. [If San francisco is run by liberal white women, Honolulu is run by fat and loud East Asian women]. It seems they were leaving after a vacation on the four a.m flight back to their hotel jobs in Thailand, spending all night partying. The loud one told me that if a person is good at English and math they can succeed anywhere, and if she had a child she would make them learn both well. I agreed. But a white medical equipment sales guy from Sacramento sitting next to me interrupted saying he thought that was not enough. Pretty soon they were having a spirited argument and since it was close to 11pm I thought it was a good time to leave. 

     Since there were no more buses going back to Manoa I had to walk. I looked around the shops to see if any of them had a map. I saw a shop with many brochures and a video about snorkeling running on a flat screen TV. The nice white guy in a Hawaiian shirt sitting in the shop asked me if I wanted to have fun. He told me about the various tourist activities available. I told him I was really looking for a map. He gave me a small map and showed me the best way to get home. I started walking on kapahulu road, near Diamondhead crater. For the next mile or two I might as well have been on Wilson blvd (except wider and nicer) in Arlington. Just acres and acres of asphalt, concrete and shops of various kinds. A little disappointing but on the plus side it is good that the shopping, tourist, and commercial areas are densely concentrated in a few regions and most of the islands are green. 

    After about a 90 minute walk I got home around 1 am. The next morning I got up around 8 and took out Dave’s (the guy whose room I am renting) bike for a ride with the Sierra Club on sand Island. Obviously he hadn’t had time to fix the brakes which were quite slack. Our housemate (and house manager) Mike helped me by lubricating it a bit and I was on my way. Though the brakes were not very good and only one gear was working it turned out to be not a bad ride. Going on Manoa and Punahou (past Punahou High School, largest private school in US, where Obama went) the first couple of miles were mostly downhill and I took care to keep the speed low. After that the ride was mostly flat. I went along the coast on Ala Moana blvd which becomes Nimitz highway. There was a dedicated bike lane. I passed by the downtown high-rise office buildings and then past pier upon pier of the commercial harbor (Pearl harbor is mostly military).

After a while the bike lane disappeared and I was riding on the shoulder of the highway. But just beyond Sand island access road the highway started look more like a freeway. It was 9.15 and the ride was supposed to start at 9 near Lagoon drive, which is closer to Honolulu airport and maybe several miles away. I decided to go to Sand island and perhaps meet with them there. 

    The access road wound through several miles of industrial grunge. A lot of Sand Island is used for handling cargo and containers, festooned with humongous cranes and platforms and winches. Finally around 9.45pm I reached Sand Island state park, about 90 minutes ( ~ 15 miles) after leaving home. Since I hadn’t eaten and had forgotten to pack anything I looked for a shop of some kind. There was a woman setting up some tables with a banner saying Pepsi. I went up to her in the hopes of getting atleast a Gatorade, perhaps. Turned out she was setting up for a birthday party. She said there were no shops on the island. I was hoping she’d offer something from the big cooler but no such luck. But the restrooms were really good and I filled up with water and changed to swimsuit.  Luckily I didn’t feel hungry or tired. 

    Sand Island had a lot of campsites, and a nice beach that is protected by concrete breakers. The turquoise waters (perhaps due to algae living in the reefs) were bright in the morning sun and inviting. There weren’t many people on the beach. The water was cold but once I got in and started swimming around I didn’t feel like leaving. Near the sand the water is almost transparent and the ground underneath is full of pebbles and stones but there is no sea weed or jelly fish. A woman was walking along the beach collecting something. I asked her what she was doing and she said she was picking up little pieces of colored glass polished by the waves for use in her artwork. A bunch of Polynesian kids went by. They turned out to be from the island of Truk in Micronesia, about thousand miles from Hawaii. They were very friendly and bright and energetic. Their bodies were tanned and toughened by much swimming. Their eyes were clear of fear and suspicion. This is how boys should be, I thought, living and playing like boys and free of worry and work. They would get in my face and ask all sorts of wide-eyed questions. They wanted to know where I was from and what I was doing. I asked them how far they could swim and one of them pointed way out into the ocean. Turned out to be a stupid question to ask because they then asked me the same question. I admitted I was just playing around near the beach. Looked like there were many Polynesian families camped out in Sand Island. I don’t know if that was because they were poor or if they just preferred its relative isolation and lack of development.

     I must have been playing in the water for at least an hour and felt like an absolute baby. I can’t remember the last time I felt such joy and peace.  That is the state of calmness one should aspire to during meditation, and in life every moment, I think. Not the absence of strife and suffering but rather staying equanimous within oneself. Of course it is easier when swimming in the ocean near the beach. I wished I could be there all day but by now the sun was almost overhead and more and more people were starting to set up camp near the beach. Some of them had brought what looked like an entire room of a house. There was also an enormously fat man who put down a chair on the beach and started reading. He was like a sumo wrestler, with rolls and rolls of flesh running around all over his body. 

   I ran into the sierra club bikers later on the island but since I was in swimming shorts I didn’t join them. They told me the bike lane ran on the left of Nimitz highway after some time. I was riding mostly on the right side and must have missed it. The return trip was uneventful, except that I looked for the missing bike lane and couldn’t locate it. I reached Ala Moana shopping center (about 2 miles from home) around 2 pm and spent $20 eating and drinking juice until my stomach hurt.

10. DC and Hawaii are too extremes, geographically, meteorologically, culturally, spiritually, and socially.

11. Browsed through Andrew Exum’s “This man’s war.” Just one of the many interesting books that are lying around in this house (see video). Exum is a young veteran who served in the Afghan war just after 9/11. Was expecting a right-wing, jingoistic story from an ex-Ranger. But it was surprisingly even-handed, honest and even compassionate. He was only about 25 when he wrote that book and these Ranger men are ultra-warrior types, men who do things that are beyond the reach of most humans. But I guess when you have true strength of character you also are able to face truth without flinching. I was touched by his love for his fellow soldiers who came from all sorts of backgrounds. He gave me another illustration of how Americans (at least some of them) measure a man by what he does and his character and not by his title or family background. I liked his open minded outlook towards people of all kinds, whether they be Afghans or Arabs or liberals or conservatives, and most of all by his refusal to accept his chaplain’s attempts to make him believe that this war was somehow acceptable for a Christian because he was fighting the evil of Al-Qaeda. “My Presbyterian faith doesn’t allow me to think of any killing as acceptable,” he writes. I think many men get into war because they want to prove themselves in the ultimate testing ground, but once they see the brutality of it they recoil. 

12. While reading Exum’s book, and seeing as how they were able to effectively wipe out Al-Qaeda strongholds, totally annihilating every living being in those remote mountain valleys, it makes me suspicious as to why the Bush administration has yet to catch Osama Bin Laden. The paranoid conspiracy theorist inside of me suspects that perhaps the two of them made a devil’s deal – you don’t mess with me, and I won’t mess with you. The timely videos of Osama during American elections reinforces this suspicion. I don’t think anyone after experiencing that kind of destructive power would harbor any interest in bringing that upon himself again. But then again, the Vietcong persisted in spite of a similar attack on them. Moreover, Al-Qaeda today is a pretty loose organization. It doesn’t look like the leadership has any control over what individual cells can do.

13. Here is an astounding statistic (frightening if you are a Hawaii resident) : Hawaii gets 90% of its electricity through plants powered by imported oil. But the state government is waking up, and they have a plan to generate about 500 MW from renewables within a few years. In fact, the US energy department is planning to make Hawaii the testing ground for a major, integrated alternative energy program. They are going to do everything here – solar, wind, biomass (using garbage, recycled oil, sugarcane ethanol, algae, and cellulosic if possible), geothermal, and ocean (thermal, tidal and wave). Already a major contract to cool a large section of the downtown commercial and tourist districts using deep water heat exchange has been signed. (In fact using this type of heat exchange it is possible to generate power AND provide airconditioning!). At first I was put off by the indoor malls and the fact that they even use airconditioning here. But overall Hawaii is not that wasteful of energy and there are not too many environmentally unfriendly buildings. Honolulu has been ranked lowest in carbon emissions among major metropolitan areas. 

14. The price of oil, the threat of climate change, and sheer greed (I mean that in a good way :) ) are all coming together to build up the alternative energy industry in leaps and bounds. Apparently China is well poised to take a lion’s share of photovoltaic panel and wind turbine manufacturing. The latest good news : Abu Dhabi is investing $2 billion in PV manufacturing. This is a dream come true for me. Some of you (at least one? :) ) might recall my writing that the deserts of the middle east could become granaries if only they would combine solar power generation with desalination. It is only a matter of time before one of the Sheikhs (and I mean this in a good way, too!) puts two and two together.

15. Many of the rich tourists in Hawaii don’t look all that happy, in contrast to the more middle class ones. Perhaps they are here trying to escape from their stress-filled unhappy lives, or trying to revive their romance or marriage. It is painful to watch them try so hard to relax. I hope they stay here long enough to learn the trick. 

16. On the lighter side, there is a shop in Honolulu named “The Stupid Factory.” Please, don’t make this a joke on me.

