Dear friends,   

Hope you are all well. After spending the last five months (feb through june) traveling around the world, flying 34,194 miles in about 65 hours, landing and taking off 14 times, and countless more hours on bus, train, bike and boat, it was getting to the point where I was looking forward to the heat of humidity of summer in DC. That’s the truth! Besides, I was thinking in Hawaii, I better leave this place before I fall seriously in love with it. 

But indeed it is good to be back home. I was just reading our friend Richard Brady’s email from Vermont in which he discusses what it is to feel “at home.” Richard has just moved to Vermont after a long and fruitful time in DC. I asked myself what it meant to me to feel at home. 

The past five months I have been blessed with the opportunity to live in continuous contact with people instead of just living by myself. In India I spent almost every moment with my parents. In Hawaii I was either talking to students or colleagues or living in a house with four other guys in it. I feel more connected to people. It is a wonderful feeling, and one that makes me feel more connected to life. And when I think about life, my thoughts are centered on DC. Mathematically speaking, DC is the origin point for the graph of my life, providing a sort of framework for it. In that sense, it feels like home. This is where most of the people that are dear to me reside. Of course, in mathematics we also have the concept of change of co-ordinates. Richard seems to have come upon a new set of co-ordinates for himself, running into friends who provide a connection (a mapping, if you will) to his old life in DC. But I hope, for myself and for all of you, the whole world can become our home as we proceed in life. So my dear friends, travel well, make friends and feel at home wherever you go. But always please remember to keep in touch!

Yours,

Sankar

PS: “Blog” on Mauna Kea hike: The last weekend (4th of july) in Hawaii turned out to be the best. After my teaching duties ended, I flew to the Big Island and hiked to the summit of Mauna Kea (13,700 feet). See http://www.flickr.com/photos/sankarx/sets/72157606494351440/show/ for pictures with details. If you don’t see descriptions check if “titles and descriptions” are on by clicking “options.” The hike turned out to be a lot more strenuous than the bike ride in Maui on Mt. Haleakala. Will post more pictures and blogs from Hawaii as I get time. By the way, in rt56 #9 I wrote that Rice Park in Kula, Maui is at 7000 ft based on what I saw in an area map. I found from Google contour (terrain) map that it is actually at 3000 ft. Regret the error. Nevertheless, it contained the steepest section – after Kula the road wound its way along the mountainside on switchbacks. 

Random Thoughts (57)

7/30/2008

1. The rabbit that lives in the house where I rented in Honolulu has a charmed life. All the food it needs are right there—grass, assorted plants and fruit…A rather unnatural life, though, as it is with all pets. I am worried it is actually an unhealthy life for it because it doesn’t have to run around for food or away from predators. Is there any way we can make pets have a normal, i.e, more natural life? Don’t tell me this is what is normal for them.

2. It was funny how, during the voyage from Maui to Honolulu, the most people were on the deck just before we were about to land. People were furiously taking pictures of the Honolulu skyline  from the ocean. (Unfortunately my camera had run out of battery at that point). Not that it wasn’t pretty, just that it was funny that people weren’t as excited about taking pictures on the vast ocean as they were near the shore. Even when building houses on hillsides, whether in San Francisco or Honolulu, many of the houses looked out to panoramic views of cityscape with a background of the ocean.

3. Alternative energy ideas:

a) All open parking lots must have solar panel roofs or roof-top gardens. It generates electricity for lights, signs, etc., or produces food, reduces A/C use by cars. Some of the Hawaiian islands are considering forcing people to install solar panels and water heaters on their rooftops.

b) Another dream come true: Saudis fund 12 US researchers with $10 million each for work on alternative energy, water desalination, etc., Good long term thinking by the Saudis. If only other governments would follow suit, especially US and India. [China seems to be already quite active].

c) Also, the fantasy that I described in rt54-p2-#52 is no longer a fantasy. There is now a concept of “sustainable cities” that is set to revolutionize how we live. Bill McDonough, a British architect / eco-designer has a contract to build 12 new cities (yes, entire cities!) in China to provide low-cost, sustainable housing. You should watch this amazing video about it on Youtube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eY4o3WzCfmM     Check out http://www.mcdonough.com for more info.  Though he doesn’t use solar thermal, the idea is the same. Even better, every house has a rooftop garden that is basically a transplantation of the soil and ecosystem on which it sits. The power is generated by solar panels. The city is located near water, so they do not need to produce fresh water. They do however, recycle all the water they use. Another British architect, Lord Foster, is designing an even more grandiose city in Abu Dhabi, called Masdar. This one will use design principles to maximize cool air circulation in the entire city, will be completely car-free, and use the latest high-efficiency desalination plant to produce fresh water. Read about it here: http://news.cnet.com/8301-11128_3-9853581-54.html  Considering all that, India is certainly lagging behind, especially since a sustainable, low-cost city will help the poor. But there seems to be some activity. Gurgaon in Maharashtra is apparently building many new developments with sustainability in mind. The website of architect Sudeep Chatterjee who is involved in one of these projects claims that it will be “self-sufficient in power, water supply, sewage treatment, communication and security systems.” But I haven’t heard of any project for housing the poor.

d) You probably have heard of the Pickens plan. T. Boone Pickens has a plan to produce 20% of electricity of US from wind and use the natural gas that is currently producing that 20% to run automobiles thus reducing oil imports and greenhouse gas emissions.

e) Passive solar energy and architecture: Just finished painting the ceiling of my house with multiceramic environmentally friendly insulating “paint.” [Keith, owner of “eco-green living” shop where I bought this material gets upset when you call it paint :)]. It seems to be keeping the house cool even as the roof (which has no insulation under it) gets roasted in the summer heat. In general I manage to keep the house warm in winter by opening windows and keep it cool in summer by using fans at night to get the cool air in and closing all windows during the daytime. I need only a minimal amount of heating in winter and air-conditioning in summer. From now on I hope to use even less gas / electricity to keep the house comfortable. But there are technologies out there that make it possible to heat/cool houses entirely using passive solar architecture. One could also use passive solar energy in greenhouses and solar ovens. Here is a simple way to make an outdoor oven (with temperature reaching 275 degrees) using only a pizza box, aluminium foil, plastic wrap and glue: http://www.solarnow.org/pizzabx.htm It is a fun exercise for kids, at least.
4. As a scientist, my impulse is to come up with solutions for problems that are concrete in nature. But anytime I start thinking about the problems of India it always comes back to square one. There are enough scientists, engineers, economists, administrators, doctors, journalists and lawyers in India to solve not only its problems but also the entire world’s problems many times over. But the real problem is one of attitudes. We need to become better people. In fact first we need to recognize the need for self-improvement. Of course then we will argue that if only people eat well and have a job and basic necessities for life etc., they will automatically be on the road to becoming better people. But you see the problem already in the very fact that we get into such  arguments.

5. A Price for paradise

Living in Hawaii (as opposed to vacationing) is not easy. Housing is very expensive, and at the end of the day, no matter what else you have – TV, internet, friends – you are in the middle of the ocean thousands of miles away from other lands. You have to be either very rich or very austere, like a monk. But man, if you can manage to live there, you are already halfway to nirvana. You may wonder, wouldn’t it get boring? What is there in life if there is no strife, ego, jealousy, etc.,? What happens if everyone is mindful? I guess the answer depends on your approach to life. If you don’t care about spirituality or questions such as the meaning of life, or it is not enough to revel in the everyday pleasures of life but are more ambitious, need the give and take with people with all the intrigue and excitement then perhaps such a life is not for you.

6. People are already talking about the decline of the U.S as a global power. Apart from the practical side to it, what they don’t realize is that the U.S is great because of its people. A casual or superficial observer gets the idea that Americans are a decadent, hopeless bunch. But I think the true strength of America and Americans come from their sense of openness to new ideas, curiosity, willingness to learn and to change, generosity of heart, and so on and on. There are not many societies in the world possessing all of these great qualities. It will be a few generations before that happens in other parts of the world, I think, but I have no doubt it will. 

7. (6/28/2008) Today I am in San francisco to attend my good friend Chris’ wedding. Attended a couple of lectures at a number theory conference in Berkeley in honor of Ken Ribet. Being in Hawaii one day in the tropical weather and the next morning in the northern California weather was a bit surreal, especially because it is only a five hour flight. You feel like you woke up from your sleep and the world was somehow different. The freshness of the early morning air in the quiet campus accentuated the dreamlike feeling. [By the way, for friends of Chris wondering about it, the wedding was just wonderful. Pictures soon].

8. At this conference there were mathematicians of a wide range of ages. The oldest in their sixties and the youngest in the twenties. One was able to see the transition between different generations of mathematicians, the passing of the traditions and customs of the mathematical community from one generation to the next, and the grooming of the mathematical leaders of the future. Some of my contemporaries had lost as much hair as I have in the last 14 years, others had not. It was also interesting to imagine how the older mathematicians would have looked when they were in their twenties.

9. Thich Nhat Hanh says one of the most important ways to practice lovingkindness is to keep smiling. I have tried to take his advice, but sometimes with mixed results. I realize that it is not enough to just produce a smile by moving your facial muscles but you have to smile beautifully. The smile has to come from the depths of your heart. It has to express the peace and joy that is within oneself and also tell the other person that you recognize their inner beauty and Buddha nature.

10. In Hawaii time doesn’t move, or at least it seems like it. This really throws off some people. For many people, especially in the west, life is based on motion. Every moment, every action must lead towards a goal. Is there a way to do both, and achieve a balance between constant goal oriented activity and complete contentment and peace of mind? Certainly there is – I think all one has to do is to focus on the moment, enjoy what one is doing at the moment, and let go of attachment towards results. Those who manage to do this are the ones who are happiest in Hawaii.

11. With all the hours spent on planes I was getting worried about all the different molecules I was inhaling – all the molecules of deodorants, perfumes, air fresheners, hairspray, etc., not to mention all the germs floating around. The most egregious was the insecticide they went around spraying in the flight from Chennai to Doha, Qatar. The passengers were mostly South Indians and it made me wonder if the Qatar airways officials had done any survey that came up with the conclusion that South Indians were especially infested with insects. I also met with a range of fellow passengers, with varying levels of communication. A middle aged Japanese guy sitting next to me on a flight to (or was it from?) Hawaii communicated solely by tapping my shoulder in a rather patrician way.

12. I read about the death of a young American social scientist in Iraq, someone that was a friend of a friend. This is not the first time that someone that I knew about had died in Iraq but certainly the most saddening because he was such a promising and idealistic guy. He accomplished much in his short life and I hope his writings will be read widely and his spirit of concern and understanding for all humanity will be with us all.

13. It is great to just sit on a beach and watch the ships and the surfers. Watching the ships coming into view or disappearing into the horizon is more like a meditation. Watching surfers, too, is very instructional. These guys (and girls) can ride the waves for hundreds of yards. Surfing is as close as you can get to walking on water. Alas, I didn’t have time to even get a feeling for it. The legendary Duke Kahanamoku is said to have ridden a 30 foot wave one and a quarter mile into Waikiki beach. Here is a live camera focused 24/7 on his statue (and passing tourists) in Waikiki : 

http://www.co.honolulu.hi.us/multimed/waikiki.asp The large object just behind him is, of course, a sculpture of his surfboard. In those days, they used large wooden surfboards (length depending on size of waves – think Duke used an 8 foot board –at a minimum). Duke was no ordinary human. Here is more about him:

http://maddogx_78.tripod.com/surfers.html
14. Confessions of a c-span junkie: 

The reason I love watching c-span is that you can watch politicians without any filtering media, hear people speak their minds, watch protests, meetings, interviews, and listen to authors read from their books. For someone who doesn’t read much, book-tv on c-span is a real treasure and joy. I also love it when a political rally is over and the speech has ended but the camera is still rolling. You get to see the politician either wandering around looking tired or interacting with people on the stage and off. But the greatest thing about c-span is that nothing helps you fall asleep better than listening to a politician ramble on about social security or someone read a passage from their book. Almost like your mom reading a bed-time story. 

15. McCain and Obama:

As the election day draws closer, I am becoming more and more fascinated with the campaigns. 

I have to say that I personally like McCain. I am drawn to straight-talking, fearless and self-deprecating people who are a bit rough around the edges. Once when McCain had a rally in Alexandria I went eagerly and it was exciting to see him in person. But a lot of his shine wore off once he started kissing up to George Bush in spite of everything that happened in South Carolina. That campaign seems to have added a bit of cold-eyed realism to his maverick persona. Not that I like him any less as a person but it was just disappointing to see him change like that. But it has definitely made me move away from him as a politician. A lot of his current policies seem to be tailored to win over the conservative / rightwing base. I am also disappointed by his increasingly personal and patently dishonest attacks on Obama. He seems to have adapted the Lee Atwater / Karl Rove style of campaigning according to which the truth doesn’t particularly matter. What matters are images and impressions. Just throw out an image / accusation and repeat it as many times as possible, eventually people would accept it as true. I think he knows it, yet is doing what he thinks he needs to do and probably his campaign is a bit desperate. It shows in his body language. He is clearly uncomfortable when saying things he wouldn’t be saying if not for the desire to win. 

On the other hand, Obama is too smooth, too charming, and too smart ( remind you of a certain former President? ) to be appealing to me personally. But unlike Bill Clinton he seems to have developed a core of integrity and peace within himself though he grew up, as Clinton did, without a father and was troubled as a youth. I don’t give a prairie mole rat’s ass about all the noise being made about his supposed cynical pandering to the mainstream voter and shifting stands on all issues. I think he is doing what is practical and in any case I think his core convictions are intact and none of the moves so far signals to me a lack of dedication to the causes we all care about – poverty, environment, equality, education…The Obama campaign people have their own strategy and I think it is a good one, a sophisticated approach based on ground realities. Even if our worst fears were true, think about the alternative, and keep in mind all that has passed in the last 8 years, and your worries about Obama’s true values will fly away in a femto-second. But I am really worried about the race factor. People seem to be picking on the slightest of real and imagined flaws in order to not support him. The bar is clearly set much higher for a candidate of color. That is not all bad but at least it should be fair. The way things are, it seems to me the bar is being raised artificially higher each time he clears it. Now people are complaining that he is not all that idealistic, or that he is too arrogant or condescending or too smart or that considers himself better than the rest of us….the list goes on. Compare that with George Bush. All that seemed to matter to people was that “he was one of us.” Of course, that “us” excluded a majority of Americans. My hope is that during the next 100 days as people get to know him better their reservations will slowly fall away and that the truth will reveal itself to them and they will get more and more convinced that he is who the pundits say he is.

15. Obama’s candidacy (and hopefully, his presidency) will mean much and accomplish a lot. Of course, it will not mean the end of racism. Certain people, and I am not just talking about certain white people, will always consider themselves superior no matter the evidence. But it would create a seismic paradigm shift not just in American politics and culture but that of the whole world. At the very least, it will put forth to the world a new possibility – the possibility of transcending race, nationality and tribal affiliations and really and literally coming together as a human race. This coming together is inevitable, I think, given the interconnected global life of today. Obama is as good a place to start as any. But it does place a big burden on him, because if he fails either as a candidate or as President, this new beginning might be pushed back some.

16. (7/6/08) Today I hiked to the summit of Mauna Kea (more about this in the flickr blog), reaching the glacier-made Lake Waiau. It was a very difficult and strenuous hike, and at times it sent flashes of fear in my brain. But preparing for and doing this hike helped me to focus the mind, learn how to overcome the fear of death (at least for the moment), and to encounter, accept and embrace impermanence and the highly ephemeral nature of life in a very real and tangible way. Without a doubt this was the most demanding and difficult day I have ever had in my life, and it was also one of the most enjoyable days. 

17. This encounter with impermanence gave me a glimpse of what helps the warrior or the monk develop detachment from mortal fear and ego. Certainly even the greatest warrior or the wise monk has a bit of ego. Only very few overcome the last vestiges of ego and become truly enlightened. But when you face death or contemplate it on a regular basis pretty soon you develop detachment from the superficial ego, the part of you that is most preoccupied with selfish desires and fears of a mundane and trivial nature. 

18. Struggling with my breath on Mauna Kea also made me realize how fragile our environment is. In the morning I was in Hilo, enjoying the fresh morning sun reflecting off the ocean between the coconut trees. In the afternoon, after an hour’s drive and five hours of hiking, I was near a glacial lake where no life exists except for a few mysterious bugs and there is the risk of serious injury to heart and lungs from merely walking fast. All of life on this earth exists only because we are fortunate enough to be within a narrow band of temperature and pressure. It was also thrilling to see on Mauna Kea and elsewhere the remnants of ancient lava and glacier flows that created (and continue to create) this newest land on earth. 

19. At the end of the hike I realized that during the whole time, starting from Saturday (7/5) afternoon when I started preparing until late evening on Sunday when I returned to the starting point of the hike (the visitor center of Mauna Kea observatories), never once did I pray. I guess because everything depended only on me. As long as I was in control of myself and did not make any mistakes I would be safe. Though I don’t usually pray for my own well-being, it does happen during difficult times. In particular I can only pray when something is beyond my control and understanding, such as what a woman I am interested in is going to do. On the other hand these days I find myself praying more often for the safety and well being of others who are at the mercy of forces beyond our control. I also pray often for the well-being of people dear to me, especially the women that I love.

20. I have to say that as long as I was in Hawaii I never had to worry about petty ego, racism, etc., Some of the people act a little like they have never met a black person, kind of like how you would react if you run into a bear in the forest. But I never had to worry about stepping on somebody’s ego or being judged unfairly. There is a certain sense of peace in general, and most people don’t seem to waste time or energy in wondering what others are thinking or doing or if someone is trying to take advantage of them etc., The prevailing culture is summed up in one word, “Aloha.” It is a complex word but in a nutshell it is about thinking of everyone as part of one family and helping others whenever you can. Hawaiians of all races seem to understand and accept this philosophy. There are a few who seem to have some pent up anger in them, and indeed there is violent crime as well. But even in the best of human societies, there are bound to be a few who are unable to absorb or live up to the prevailing ethos. People try to conform to the society in general, but it doesn’t come naturally to everyone. On the other hand, if there is such a measure as Gross Domestic Ego (GDE) then the GDE of Washington, DC would be more than the combined GDE’s of all other countries put together.

