Aah, winter. You come home after a long day at work, having been cooped up in your office all day. Your home is cold because you had turned off the heat in the morning. But you don’t want to go out into the cold because you are hungry and tired and it is just too much of a hassle. But then you find out that there is really nothing to eat at home.  So somehow manage to drag your butt out of home. You put on your gloves and hat and get out and the cool air hits you immediately. But then you take a few steps, the circulation starts going, the endorphins kick in, and you start thinking this is not so bad after all. In fact this is exactly what the Doctor ordered. You feel liberated from stuffiness and lethargy and the fresh, cool air fills your lungs with energy. Yessir, it does feels really good. 

Hope you are also feeling good as you read this letter. May it be that we get to meet one of these days. Until then, please write when you can.

Yours,

Sankar

Random Thoughts (68)

11/18/08

1. In every society there is a mass of people who just want to get on with their lives. Then there are people who are a bit more intense and ambitious, who want to make a difference. Some of these elites try to do that by exploiting the base instincts of the masses, by intimidating, tempting or deluding them. Another kind of elite do that by appealing to what is best in them, to make them aspire to a higher level of thinking and living.

2. I wonder if any of you know the answer to the question – can organic farming produce enough food to feed the world? It is something I wonder about all the time. I got the following from the organic consumer association but it speaks of a report from the UN, so it might be worth thinking about :

Organic Farming 'Could Feed Africa'

Organic farming offers Africa the best chance of breaking the cycle of poverty and malnutrition it has been locked in for decades, according to a major study from the United Nations to be presented today.

 New evidence suggests that organic practices - derided by some as a Western lifestyle fad - are delivering sharp increases in yields, improvements in the soil and a boost in the income of Africa's small farmers who remain among the poorest people on earth. The head of the UN's Environment Programme, Achim Steiner, said the report "indicates that the potential contribution of organic farming to feeding the world maybe far higher than many had supposed".
3. (Tuesday, 11/18/08) Today I was biking towards the Capitol building to attend a rally on climate change. The plan was to attend this rally during lunch time and then go and study in the Library of Congress. It was an unusually cold morning. As I was going down 7th street some snowflakes –more like snow dust – started falling. I still remember the first time I saw that in DC. It was 14 years ago and the evening on the Wednesday before thanksgiving. I used to live in Silver spring at that time and as I got out of the bus in Langley park the snow flakes started falling. I didn’t have a jacket on and it was terribly cold. The first thing I did was to run to the nearby K-mart and get a jacket. Since then every year the first snow has fallen only on or after thanksgiving. I lost that jacket in Montreal several years ago but bought another one that every year I start wearing, almost ritually, after thanksgiving. This year it is a bit unusual, but I still don't plan to wear the jacket before thanksgiving.

Anyway, I got to the rally near the capitol building and there were maybe 200 people there. I expected we would make some noise about climate change and then go on our ways. That is what happens in many of these rallies and protests. But soon I found out that the real purpose of the rally was to go out to the offices of the congressmen and give them literature about climate change. For the past couple of years the environment has been the area in which I have done most of my volunteering, and one of the reasons why I am particularly pleased about the election results is that Obama is promising to tackle climate change and boost renewable energy sources. 

Thus it was that I spent another hour or two walking the corridors of power with a few young and energetic white people, tagging along and helping them in whatever way I could as they went door to door in the Rayburn House office building. [By the way, the house office buildings are labeled HOB in the map. The senate office buildings were –yes, I am not kidding—were labeled SOB’s. The people who work there must get a kick out of it]. We met with a lot of young and highly motivated interns and staffers in the offices. And need I add that many of them were very good looking women? No wonder the congressmen go crazy. There are just hundreds of energetic, highly nubile young women running around.

The staffers were invariably very polite and friendly, even the ones in the Republican congressmen’s offices. After we finished dropping the literature I spent a couple of hours in the cafeteria in the basement (see below), just relaxing and trying to get some work done. It was dark as I walked towards my bicycle, and a guy walking by commented on how cold it was. I asked him where he was from, wondering if that had something to do with his feeling cold. He told me that he was from Virginia and when I told him I am from India he asked me if I was from TamilNadu. Surprised by the exhibition of such profound geographic knowledge from an American, especially about India, I asked him how he came to know so much of India. Turned out he was Tom Perriello, a congressman who had just been elected from the fifth district of Virginia. I told him about our going around telling people about climate change, and said that I hoped he would do something about it. He said he was already doing what he could, and moreover that he was one of the people who helped found Avaaz.org, an organization whose work I admire. I told him that it was my fond hope to help with environmental action at Howard and in India.

4. All that a random thinker like me needs is a full stomach, a comfortable chair, a desk wider than the span of my arms, in a reasonably quiet place. Maybe a paper and pen, too. I could spend many hours just sitting and thinking about some problem, mathematical or otherwise. [Except for airplane seats, unless the flight is half empty]. Hence it was that I thoroughly enjoyed sitting in room B357 of the rayburn office building, with its wide tables and library-reading-room-like ambience. I spent about two hours there, my mind jumping around many different topics, barely managing to gather my bearings on mathematics, while around me swirled around not too loud conversation about bills, amendments and procedures.

5. While going around meeting people during the past several months I have realized how pitifully inadequate my knowledge of people is. I simply have not spent enough time in my life interacting with people.

6. How did human hair get to grow so long? I am always fascinated by people with long hair, especially women. Now that I am bald, my fascination has only increased. Among animals, only the lion seems to have a mane that is even close to our length. And they don’t even cut their hair, ever.

