Dear friends,  

It is my pleasure to write to you again, to bring you the blue skies, cool breeze and the seductive, enchanting and sensual fragrance of tropical flowers. I am grateful that I can share them with you electronically, though I do wish I could be sharing it with someone in person. This experience wouldn’t be enjoyable if it were not possible to share it at all. I hope you get some vicarious enjoyment reading about them and seeing the pictures, considering that some of you are baking in the summer heat and humidity. Hope the storm clouds have cleared by now and everyone is safe and well. 

In this relatively short email I describe a bike ride in Maui along with the usual random thoughts. I finally bought a digital camera and took a lot of pictures, so please take a look at  HYPERLINK "http://flickr.com/sankarx" http://flickr.com/sankarx if you want to see how it looked like. 

It has been a good ride, albeit a bit rough sometimes. In about two weeks I’ll be in DC and my time here will be just a beautiful dream. That is probably how it should be. I am looking forward to being back home, after all the running around.

As always, it will be wonderful to hear from you. 

Yours,

Sankar  

PS: I am grateful for your comments and corrections. Manoj pointed out that the Brahmin-Dalit alliance I wrote about in rt54(part 2) wasn’t all that well developed. Also Cara wrote that the tourists I wrote about in rt55 as being rich and stressed out might be just middle class people who are stressed out about all the money they are spending out of their credit cards in order to vacation in Hawaii.

Random Thoughts (56) – a rough ride

6/16/2008

1. I was sitting on Ala moana beach one evening watching the ocean. It immediately awakened a sense of wonderment and a thirst to venture beyond our mundane existence. Somehow living on land anchors us to our everyday life. It is a sanctuary as well as a prison. Our marine ancestors moved to land and evolved to live and breathe on it, and gained the stability and freedom from motion that it offers. Yet in the process they lost as well the freedom of motion. Perhaps that is why they then evolved to fly. We are fortunate to have the ability to live on land at the same time that we can move in water and air.

2. I think it is important now more than ever for the environmental movement to evolve and expand. For too long we have been focussed on the environment and less on people. It is important to realize that a vast majority of people have lost their connection to nature and prefer a typical middle class lifestyle, with a house and a car and all sorts of material comforts and pleasures. While awareness and interest in nature and preserving the environment are increasing, most people are not there yet. It is important to show people why and how nature and environmentalism will make their life better. Once people realize that, they would naturally do their best to adapt their lifestyle as opposed to when somebody is lecturing them about how they should live. Otherwise, the only things that will be preserved will be penguins, polar bears, pandas and parakeets, and that too probably in a zoo somewhere.

3. What kind of leader would Obama be? Would he stick to his principles in difficult situations or would he compromise? If tomorrow he is in the oval office and gets intelligence briefing about a genocide happening somewhere, would he hesitate or would he act? I was just reading about what happened in Rwanda and it made my stomach churn to learn that Clinton had the full picture and yet decided to bury his head in the sand. Apparently he was worried about another Somalia. I have the feeling if Hillary had been in charge she would have acted -- just a feeling. I think Obama would be somewhere in between. I think he would think things out carefully and use good judgement yet when the situation demands quick action he would not hesitate. Let us see.

4. As I wrote in rt55, Hawaii is as close as any place can come to being called paradise, both in terms of physical environment and the social and spiritual environment. As I gain more experience here I can sense things under the surface but they are unavoidable no matter where human beings live, especially with as much diversity as exists here. Moreover, people seem to be able to overcome those everyday frictions, which is what makes it special. As for the Polynesian poor, my housemate Mike who is writing a historical novel about Hawaii says that their situation has always been like that, even when the elite of their own was ruling them. Not surprising to me having seen how things are in India. There seems to be much drug use and domestic abuse amongst the Polynesians. Hopefully things will improve now. There needs to be a balance between social welfare programs and work opportunities. The Republicans (yes, there are many in HI) blame the liberal welfare programs while the Democrats complain about the Republicans’ lack of compassion. 

5. In general it seems to be the condition in the developing world that the ruling elite exploits the rest and when people complain they blame it on the west. Not that the west is blameless but at some point people have to get out of the mentality of thinking about everything in terms of what the west does or does not. For example when talking about climate change and the real threat it poses to India people say, “Why should we have to do anything? The Americans made a mess of it, let them clean it up.” Unfortunately it is not America that faces the possibility of mass starvation and disease. It is certainly possible to help the poor get a decent standard of life without endangering the planet, especially South Asia and Africa. What India cannot afford is to build coal fired power plants and fill the country with cars and concrete. The poor people don’t drive cars or shop in malls anyway. We need to focus more on improving rail and other mass transit systems and proceed on a war footing to develop alternative energy sources, especially with the price of oil shooting up.

6. I am learning to enjoy working round the clock like Americans. It is non-stop work until Saturday afternoon. After a bit of tourism and going out saturday afternoon I totally crash on the Sundays, with no energy to move. Learning to find a sense of balance and equanimity amidst incessant activity. I find that the trick is to avoid trying to control everything, and let go of the desire to have everything go perfectly. Also it helps to find pleasure and beauty in every moment and every activity. It is there if you would look for it. The good thing about Hawaii, though, is that there are excellent choices for exercise every day. Within a 15 minute bike ride from my home are a swim in the beach, a hike / jog in lush rainforest, and bike ride on steep and winding mountain roads.

7. Ride to the Manoa Falls, Monday 6/9  (Pictures on flickr) : A short 15 minute bike ride on Manoa Rd with excellent views of the valley along the way took me to the entrance of Lyon arboretum. Only the last half a mile or so was slightly steep. As soon as I left the residential area and entered the park grounds it felt like a different world altogether. Lush rainforest surrounded me on all sides, with spectacular trees spreading their foliage like a vault high over the forest, long vines curling around their trunks grown thick with age. Large ferns and other primitive plants with leaves that looked like a magician had drawn them in his dreams transported me to a different time, when the forest ruled the land untouched by humans. A perennially wet trail led me to the falls after a mile long jog / hike alongside streams dotted with mossy rocks. The sunset songs of the tropical birds filled the air. The waterfall itself didn’t have much water in it though it must be an impressive sight after the rains, falling at least fifty feet over giant rocks. It was nature at its most impressive ever, at least in my experience. The rainforest is something else altogether. I hope we preserve all the rainforests in the world but time is running out, because of global warming as well as deforestation caused by expanding populations.

8. Maui trip, sat-sun 6/14-6/15 (Pictures on flickr) : My bike riding started on Friday (6/12) evening. I was planning to go for a quick run near the beach and decided to bike to the beach near Diamond head crater instead. Diamond head crater is one of the many in these islands, and they have some good hiking trails there apart from great views and just the sheer wonder of being inside what was once an exploding cauldron. It turned out to be longer and the ride steeper than I thought, so instead of a run I just biked up to the crater. On the way up there were spectacular views of the mountains, valleys and the ocean. Some of the smaller mountains had houses built up all the way up to the ridges, just as in San Francisco, from where I am sure they will have great views. At the gate one of the army officials (there are some military complexes inside the crater) was leaving. He was one of those formidable Polynesian men, tall and broad with a booming voice anchored by a gentle and friendly personality. He told me they close the gate at 6 and to my surprise it was already 6.30. [I plan to go again another day, and will have pictures for you in the next email].

That night I was making plans for my trip to Maui, a nearby island. I had already booked tickets on the superferry, a newly established inter-island passenger and vehicle transport. I had also booked a room in a hostel for Saturday night. The plan was to take the bike along on the ship and loaf around in the beaches near the hostel. But while eating dinner my housemate Mike said he had run the 36 miles from the beach to the top of Haleakala mountain (and crater) and it might be worth trying, even if I only got part of the way up. He made a very valid point – if I want to spend time at the beach I can do that here in Oahu. Going up on the Haleakala would be a unique experience. 

At first it sounded a bit too much, given that I wanted to rest a little bit. But then I realized that I did want to do something challenging. Once he mentioned it, the wish to do it became irresistible. So I spent the next few hours digging up information about the mountain and the best route to bike on it. Mike had been generally discouraging me from biking on the highways here. Apparently the generally gentle and friendly Hawaiians can also be reckless and impetuous, especially when drunk.  So I decided to go up the Pulehu Rd and then Pulehuki Rd through the countryside and then get onto Haleakala highway near Kula where it is far from city traffic and starts winding around the mountain. Kula is at a distance of about 18 miles from Wailuku (a small suburban town near Kahului) where the hostel is located. Kula itself is at an elevation of 7000 feet. The total height of Haleakala is about 10,000 feet. Apparently it is the largest dormant volcano in the world. 

At this point I should also mention that the reason I was itching for a challenge was that I had been feeling generally frustrated over the past few months. Though Hawaii was helping me to relax, the teaching was taking up a lot of time and I hadn’t had much time for research. The lack of progress on research and also the continual feeling that I should be sharing all this with someone, perhaps a woman that I loved or at least my parents, was making me restless and pricking my thoughts like a thorn that wouldn’t come off your feet. It is nothing that cannot be gotten over with a bit of reflection and meditation. But once in a while it is good to do something that will get you off the rut, remove all the restlessness and feeling of emptiness, purify the body and mind, and create a renewed zest for life. 

So my journey began around 5 am Saturday with a bike ride in the cool, dark streets just before dawn. There was little traffic and I made it to pier 19 in the Honolulu harbor in 20 minutes. I started taking pictures right as I was getting on to the superferry. I have never traveled in a boat (ship?) of this size, so it was very exciting. There was some controversy around the superferry, with environmentalists saying that it will result in many whale deaths and numerous other problems for the fragile island ecosystems. Initially I had booked my ticket because I thought it would be more environmentally friendly than flying. But upon learning about the problems I was so concerned that I wanted to cancel my reservation but I had not booked 72 hours in advance and didn’t want to lose the $130 ($100 trip+$25 fee for bike +taxes). My concerns were a bit allayed by the fact that they had stopped service to Kaui, after vehement (even violent) protests by the locals. 

The trip was very comfortable. I spent a lot of time on the decks taking pictures of the islands and the ocean as we moved away from Oahu, through the straits between Molokai and Lanai towards Maui. There were several apparently single women on the ship. I was even able to talk to one of them that happened to be sitting behind me. A resident of Oahu, she was making this one day trip to Maui after 20 years just to ride the superferry. It is interesting how people get localized. Each island seems to have its own peculiar culture and ethos. She told me that the superferry company had done a lot of environmental studies and indeed they seemed to be doing a lot of work to make it energy efficient and environmentally friendly. She also said that the people in Kaui were being a bit unreasonable, and that the underlying reason was that they simply didn’t want anyone from Honolulu there. Kaui, from its earliest history, seems to have an independent streak, creating its own identity separate from the rest of the islands. After about three hours we reached the shores of Maui. Mt. Haleakala with its wide base and cloud-shrouded top loomed in the distance. I said goodbye to my friend. It was nice to have a friendly casual conversation with a single woman after several months of meeting only family and friends.

Maui seemed much greener and more spacious, less congested than Oahu (Honolulu especially). After a pleasant ride of about 3 miles I reached the Banana Bungalow in Wailuku. The hostel was crawling with youngsters, probably high school and college kids traveling on a budget. Several nubile young women in bikinis and surfer dude types were walking around. I had always admired surfers, those hardy fun loving souls risking life and limb just to play with the waves. A cute, in-your-face girl greeted me at the front desk and checked me in. I liked her friendliness but she was a bit too sociable, addressing me as “honey” and “baby.” Thought I look old enough by now. Maybe people are really outgoing over here. After eating the lunch that I had packed the previous night I set out at 11.30 a.m towards the mountain. 

The first four miles were on flat city roads, albeit wide with expansive views of the countryside and the ocean in the distance. After about four miles I reached Pulehu Rd. Now I was on the countryside, with sugarcane fields stretching for miles on both sides of the road. The road was almost deserted, evoking memories of traveling in Nevada. For the first mile or so the asphalt was broken up but later it got smoother. It was hot but there was, as always, a pleasant breeze, and the road was still not so steep. The mind started getting calmer. It was almost meditative. I entertained myself by doing silly calculations in the head. Most mountains are caused when two tectonic plates push against each other (folding mountains, such as Himalayas) or through volcanic activity. All the Hawaiian mountains (along with the islands) were formed by volcanic eruptions, and they are what they call shield volcanoes, built up by lava flow accumulating mass and rising slowly from the ocean from vents in the middle of a plate. If the land rises by even 1 centimeter a year, it would only take 100,000 years for it to rise one kilometer from the bottom of the ocean. Thus geologically speaking the Hawaiian islands were created rather quickly. Apparently a new island is about to be formed south of the Big island, which is the youngest and most volcanically active. [I plan to go there over the fourth of july weekend. Then I’ll get to see the real fireworks :)].

I passed by more sugarcane plantations, and a big central landfill for Maui. [Hawaii is only now facing up to its trash problem. Oahu is starting to do more recycling but it is looking for places to put its trash. They are even considering shipping it all to the mainland]. Around 12.30 I reached the fork with Onomaipo Rd. Looked like I was on track to make it to Kula around 1pm. I passed by a few ranches, and the views of the beach started getting more and more panoramic. Clearly I was gaining in elevation. More sugarcane plantations. Many of the side roads were marked private, for the use of the sugarcane company. I had been puzzled by names such as “Village ten” and “village thirteen” on the map when I was looking at it the previous night. Sounded a rather strange way to name villages, more like sci-fi or Soviet Russia than Hawaii. Now I understood – they all belonged to the plantation company. There were still very few signs of  real villages. 

Now the road started getting steeper. I was no longer going at 10 or 15 miles an hour. More like 5 to 8 miles an hour, at the most. I should be reaching Kula highway soon, I told myself, only about four or five miles to go. But then before I knew it the time was 1.30, and I was by now positively crawling. Even after putting the bike on the lowest gear I had to push hard to keep going. The sun was making me sweat hard and I had lost a lot of water and salts. Usually I wait to drink water until I get really thirsty. That was one of the many mistakes that I made on this trip, perhaps the most significant. Because this was more strenuous than any other activity that I had ever done. It was like climbing stairs for hours, carrying a heavy bag. Unfortunately I didn’t carry any electrolytes or salty food with me. 

Now there were a few houses and farms along the road. Many of the farms had Japanese names, perhaps because in the early days many of the farm workers came from there. Now they probably own the farms and the land that they inherited. Many people in Hawaii who own land or a house have inherited it from their ancestors. It is too expensive otherwise. Some of them had vegetables or fruits for sale, but there was no one to sell them. At one place they had a self-service stall and I grabbed a few bananas and finished them off. At another place they had strawberries for sale. It said to sound horn and I shouted but no one responded. I should have simply taken one of the strawberry boxes but didn’t. At the next intersection,with Honopuni Rd, I got a bit confused by the sign and took the wrong arm of the fork. My brain was also tired by now. But luckily I realized my mistake soon and came back and found Pulehu Rd again. 

It was almost 2.30 now, and no sign of Kula highway yet. It was not clear whether the bike was carrying me or I was carrying it. Each push of the pedal seemed to require much effort. I had planned to stop to drink water upon reaching Kula highway but decided to do it then. It was probably too late. Soon I finished all the water that I had. The last mile or so of Pulehu Rd was very difficult. At some point it was easier to walk and push the bike than to pedal. It became more like a hike than a bike ride. Nevertheless the views were always breathtaking. The beaches and oceans were gleaming in the bright sunlight while the cloud covered upper areas of Haleakala were looking closer and closer.

Finally around 2.40 pm I reached Kula highway. An elderly woman of Japanese ancestry was tending to her garden with a broad brimmed straw hat. She showed me Pulehuki Rd which was not quite apparent from across the highway. Nearby I found a little store and bought two bottles of Gatorade and a half gallon of water. The clerk, one of those mixed Polynesian / white women of rugged and ethereal beauty, talked about how steep the roads were. She must have guessed that I was biking up the mountain from my sweat drenched body. She said she has been trying for a while to train herself to bike to the store from her home. 

Pretty soon I finished the Gatorade as well but it was clear by now that it was too late. The body was simply not responding. I would pedal for about a hundred yards and then I would have to walk because I would be gasping and panting by then. The lungs were getting stressed and I started feeling nauseous and light headed. It was past 3 pm now. I decided there was no more point in trying to make it all the way up. Instead I should just bike until 5pm, finish off all the food that I had, and then start back down the mountain so that I can reach the hostel before it got too dark. This decision was a big relief and having let go of the desire to achieve that goal helped me to just enjoy the ride and the scenery more.

The technical term that athletes use is “boinking.” I guessed that is what happened to me. [Later I would learn from Mike that it was exactly what happened. He said the trick is to keep drinking water a little bit at a time at frequent intervals]. I don’t know if it was just dehydration but at some point the body runs out of energy and simply refuses to move. The breeze carries the sweat away but kept me from realizing how dehydrated I was. Next time I do this, I would need to train for it, plan everything in advance, pack some electrolytes, start early in the morning, and use a lighter bike - preferably road or touring bike instead of the heavy hybrid with wide tires that I was using. One thing I wouldn’t do is to take the longer but easier highway. I really enjoyed riding through the countryside on those rural roads.

There was still about 1.5 miles to go on Pulehuki rd before I reached Haleakala highway. Pulehuki turned out to be even steeper than Pulehu. I had to use all my willpower to push the body and the bike up the mountain, stopping frequently to sit down under some tree. The passing car drivers invariably gave a knowing smile and a thumbs up. Around 4.30 I reached Haleakala highway. In my worn out state of mind I wasn’t sure whether to turn left or right. I turned right and  biked down the mountain for a bit before I found someone to ask. They said I would have to go back up, but there was no way I could do that, and since it was almost 5pm I finally called it a day. It would have been nice to get on to the switchbacks at least for a bit but that would have taken an hour more. Hopefully another time. Perhaps then I will also have some company, preferably a loved one.

I found a nice park to sit down and eat in Kula, called Rice park. It had spectacular views. Given that we were about 3000 feet up, there were more coniferous trees especially pines, and it was also much cooler.  The chocolate nuggets that were in the trail mix had melted well in the heat and made a big gooey chunk. I ended up with a new kind of food – boiled eggs encrusted with chocolate-peanut-almond-raisin brittle.

The trip downhill was a piece of cake compared to what I was afraid it would be. They have tours in Maui where they take you up the mountain in a van or something and then lead you on a guided bike ride downhill to Kahului near the beach. The tour company’s brochure said “Enjoy riding down the volcano for 20 miles with only 400 meters of pedaling.” They were not exaggerating. From Rice park until I reached within a few miles of Kahului I barely needed to pedal, for about 18 miles. The gimpy and jerky brakes made it a little tricky but they worked and I made it safely. I had to also watch out for the wind that keeps pushing you sideways and also places where the shoulder / bike lane was closed due to construction of two extra lanes on the highway.

I reached the hostel around 7.30pm. After a good meal I rested for a bit in a quiet corner and then went to bed around 10pm. That night I slept longer and sounder than I had done in a long time. This despite the fact that I was put in a room with two girls, one Irish and another German. The next morning I got up at 6.30 and had breakfast in the courtyard with its fruit-laden mango and banana trees. The hostel manager was picking up the beer bottles scattered all around. “They must have had a really big party last night,” he said.

I got back to the superferry in time for the 11 am trip back to Honolulu. There was also a big cruise ship moored near it. This time I didn’t have much energy or interest to go on the deck or talk to women. I didn’t find the woman I talked to on the incoming trip either. Instead I spent much of the time watching Tiger Woods give one of the most inspiring, almost superhuman efforts that I had ever seen an athlete give (except Lance Armstrong, perhaps, but the bike sport is too tainted with drugs). He must have been motivated by something more than just a desire to win. Perhaps because he was playing on father’s day, just a year or two after the death of his father. Only Tiger knows.

To end the story I must say that the bike trip, though incomplete, did have its intended effect. Ever since coming back from it I have been feeling much more relaxed. The restlessness has been replaced with a sense of peace, an acceptance of what I have and a renewed enjoyment of each moment. I feel much stronger and calmer. My teaching has gotten better, I think, because I am more relaxed and less anxious about doing the perfect job. Those sun-baked, lonely hours spent going up the mountain on country roads will linger in my memory for a very long time.

9. (Diamond head beach, 6/19). I was lucky enough to watch some surfers negotiate the waves masterfully while playing in the waters at sunset. Surfing is a great metaphor for how to deal with life, in general. Even when faced with enormous waves, you want to stay calm inside and better still, anticipate it with excitement and a sense of joy. You then keep your mind at peace and glide over the waves as they crash ominously all around you. You don’t fight the waves or go against them but rather use their power and appreciate their grace while riding them.

10. Next to the ever present breeze one of the most pleasant and interesting things about Hawaii are the rains. They come all of a sudden and then disappear in an instant, because the trade winds never allow the clouds to hang around. You may even get a personal shower – a lone cloud above you might sprinkle some drops while all around the sun shines brightly. Sometimes you see some sprinkles and don’t see any cloud above you until you realize that the wind is blowing the spray towards you from an approaching cloud. And if you stay long enough, you will get to see at least one rainbow.
