Dear friends,

Hope you all are enjoying the summer. Please don't let the title scare you. This story is more about the miracle of life than the culture of death. Hope you find it entertaining! Sorry it is a bit long-winded.

Yours,

Sankar 

P.S: If you haven't written in the past two years or more please let me know if you would still like to get these. Because of restrictions placed by Yahoo mail on mass mailings, I have been deleting people from whom I haven't heard for a long time while adding new names.

Bullets in the backyard and a turtle in my bag

6/4/2006

Since moving into this inner city neighbourhood a block north of Howard University campus three years ago, I have done very little around my house by way of landscaping. My experience in this field is almost nothing, and I haven't found enough time for it. You must keep in mind that most of my life is spent in sitting on my butt and thinking about something or sitting in front of the computer. When I first moved here, I cut a few branches off the Juniper tree in the tiny front yard and with the help of a neighbour removed a weed tree in the slightly bigger backyard. My new neighbour and home improvement expert Jose managed to completely cut off (with no help or encouragement from me) a large weed tree that was dominating our two houses. Otherwise I have done just enough to keep the yards from exploding into full-fledged jungles. The soil is so fertile and the rain so plentiful in this area that during the summer one has a difficult time keeping pace with the wild and voracious proliferation of plant life of all kinds.

Former ANC councilmember and general neighbourhood guardian Kelvin organizes a small community garden at the end of the block. In my initial enthusiasm I signed on to help with it, and he even gave me a key to the tool-shed there. But in the three years that I have been here my only contribution was to once help him pluck a few dried out sunflowers. So one day he came over and gently asked me to return the keys to the tool-shed.

Every spring I resolve to take care of the backyard. The front yard needs only minimal attention, so I don't worry about it much. But the backyard gets quickly filled up with wild strawberries and grass and myriad other plants whose names I don't know. Once during a party in my house my good friend Brigitte looked at the backyard from the kitchen and said 'You have a nice garden there.' I told her it wasn't really a garden but she did put a thought into my head.

In 'Creating True Peace,' Thich Nhat Hanh says: ' A traditional Vietnamese Zen garden is very different from a Japanese Zen garden. Our Zen gardens, called 'hon non bo,' are wild and exuberant, more playful than the formal Japanese gardens with their restrained patterns. Vietnamese Zen gardens are seriously unserious. Beautiful trees are growing next to abundant grasses and flowers.'

I consider nature my temple and sanctuary and take pride in composting, recycling, using only public transport, zipcar and foot power. I look down my snotty nose on the big bad Americans with their sprawling treeless lawns and environmentally incorrect fertilizers and insecticides and weed-killers and giant cushy lawn-mowers and obnoxious sprinklers and industrial mulch and mass produced flowering plants. 

I really wish I could make a Zen garden out of all the wild plants and trees that were present in my backyard. But given the location and its size, no matter how much I dug and cut and chopped and cleared, it ended up looking more like a little junkyard rather than a garden, even without any help from the occasional garbage tossed in from the alley. I have some idea of what a real wild Zen garden will look like, from being at my friend R.G's house. But given that my backyard was less than a hundred square feet, and that I needed a little space where people could sit and also wanted to plant some vegetables and flowers, I finally gave up on maintaining its wildness. Moreover, to make matters worse, Jose had put up a wooden fence on the one side that was still open, making it even more confined. Besides, this is the city. Who knows where any of these plants came from - they are probably not native anyway.

So on my last trip to Whole Foods I bought a bag of grass seeds and four bell-pepper plantlets. I prayed to God that the seeds had not been genetically modified too much. I figured I'd clear out the backyard and throw in the seeds in a few hours. Little did I know what was in store.

My main goal this summer is to finish working on my current research project. I was looking forward to start on it as soon as classes ended and grades were submitted. So the plan was to spend at the most a couple of hours on some days working on the backyard and get some exercise in the process.

The last two weeks of the semester were difficult, as they always are. But this time the stress of grading time was augmented by some difficulties on the personal front. So last Monday (the 22nd) I was relieved to be able to finally get up fresh in the morning and not worry about students or women. It was refreshing to be out in the sun working. Moreover, clearing out the plants proved to be somewhat easy because many of them had dried out in the previous few weeks of no rain. Chopping off branches with the sword-shaped pruning saw made me feel like a mini-warrior. Just as planned I had cleared the place out in a couple of hours. The seeds will be planted and the bell-peppers on the ground by tomorrow, I thought. Dreams of people sitting in the grass and admiring the plants danced in my head.

On Tuesday I spent a little less time and all of it was spent in organizing the stuff that was cleared out on Monday. I put the leaves in a bag for mulching and the rest of the stuff on the edges of the backyard. Definitely everything should be done by tomorrow, I thought, once again.

On  wednesday morning I got back to work with great enthusiasm. I started methodically cleaning the soil of all manner of debris, raking it and turning it over in preparation for planting.  By noon I had cleared only half of it. But I was enjoying it beyond all expectations. It was so refreshing to the body, mind and spirit. I said the heck with math, let us work on it for the rest of the day and get those seeds planted. So I continued preparing the soil. I started discovering many roots, some from the plants that had been cleared, some spreading from the vines and the weed-trees. A significant amount of time was spent clearing out roots. By evening I had managed to turn over almost all of the yard.

Every time I dig in my backyard I find something interesting. My house was originally owned by an African-American lady named Mildred who worked as a nurse. Helen who lives across the street from me told me that Mildred bought and planted the juniper tree in the front yard about 25 years ago, about the same time she bought a tree for her backyard. 'It was just this tall,' she said, pointing to her knee. Helen now lives alone, her children having married and moved away. Mildred died a few years ago, and the house had been abandoned and all kinds of people had been using it. I will not speculate as to what exactly went on, but perhaps you could draw a picture of that from the things I find in my backyard. At various times I have found pieces of glass  from broken bottles, needles, little Ziploc bags that hold about an ounce of powdery substance, empty shell casings of bullets, and perhaps a condom or two. This time I found one shell casing, a single piece of rolling dice, and a fake-gold necklace. Upon cleaning the shell-casing I could clearly read the letters 367 magnum. 

These are not just the stuff of inner-city life. This is part of life in America, even in the leafiest and sleepiest suburban communities. Violence and the pursuit of pleasure in all forms has been part of American life ever since its founding. It has been eating away communities from the inside out, starting from the Europeans who first settled here to the Indians and the blacks to whom it spread. It is simply the other side of this amazing country that is so full of energy and an unlimited zest for life. When the energy is not channeled well it gets dissipated into the dark side.  

Anyway, back to my garden dreams. On Thursday morning I started with some anticipation. Just the finishing touches, today, I thought. The dreams of lush green grass with flowers and vegetables surrounding it continued to dance in my head enticingly. 

I started by pouring concrete over a small portion just behind the house. This was long overdue but by some miracle the concrete bag that had been sitting in the kitchen for God knows how many years was still in powder form. My hands learned painfully exactly how heavy just a little mix of concrete could be. It took me a good two hours to learn to mix the concrete and finish applying it. Then it was back to the soil. 

As I was poking the shovel around in the soil it started making some sounds disconcertingly different from the soft shaking of soil. It was clanging off some pretty substantial pieces of wood. It only now occurred to me that a large tree requires a correspondingly large network of roots. While only the smooth sawed off stump of the big weed tree remained, its roots were spread all over the backyard, ranging in size from a solid three inch diameter to thin wiry strings. They were all buried a little bit under the ground, and hence hadn't been noticed in the superficial clearing. 

But I will not be denied my dreams. With the help of the showel, the blessedly versatile and samurai sword like curved pruning-saw and a metal rod that I had found in the backyard and been using as a crowbar, I started hacking and pulling away at the network of roots. Morning became afternoon and the sun was scorching. Sweat was pouring all over my body and I had to pause every few moments just to catch my breath. But I was enjoying it so much that I didn't even feel tired. Like a maniac I kept digging and cutting and digging and cutting. Every time I unearthed another big log of root buried under the ground and triumphantly pulled it out and held it in my hand to behold I felt like Hercules after slaying another head of Hydra. Finally around five I finished removing all the roots that were buried less than half a foot deep.

I used to marvel at the people who perform hard physical labour in the blazing sun, at the same time as feeling sympathy for them and feeling fortunate that I can live a life without having to do that. But after all this labour I felt so energized and joyful that I realized there was no need to feel sympathy. As long as one is enjoying the work ( or even if one is not ) there is a certain kind of purity and pleasure that comes out of it. My body and mind felt as purified as they would if I had lived for a week on a diet of vegetable juice only. Which would you rather have? A healthy body, happy mind, pure heart and living in touch with your soul coming out of a life of hard work or an unhealthy body, stressed out mind, broken heart and tortured soul coming out of a sedentary life living in a tangled web of thoughts? Sure, if one does enough exercise and meditation the effects can be mitigated to a large degree. But what does one really gain? Where do real knowledge and real wisdom come from? I will never think of the 'toiling masses' in the same way again.

Anyway, having prepared the soil I smoothed out the backyard as best as I could and got out the bag of seeds. I spread the seeds as evenly as I could, gently rolled the soil and then walked all over the yard as recommended. I was struck by how much the seeds looked like rice. I remembered the endless rice-fields of Kerala. After all, rice is just a domesticated kind of grass. I realized that what I had been doing was not all that different from what farmers in Kerala would have done - tilling the soil, planting the seed,- and it was a great feeling. By the time I finished planting the bell-pepper and cleaned up everything and admired the yard it was close to sunset. Though it had taken almost four days it was a big relief to finish what seemed to be a never ending process at times.

The next day I decided to relax completely and just indulge myself. I promised myself that starting Saturday I would do nothing but math for the ensuing week. So I started Friday with a long walk, down the newly gentrified streets of Ledroit Park and Shaw neighbourhoods lined with flowering plants and mulched out yards, all the way to Rhode Island Ave station. I bought some seeds from the Giant supermarket, avoided the temptation to walk into Home Depot, and discovered the main postal processing facility on Brentwood ave just behind Giant where I mailed an urgent bill payment. I then took the metro to national airport. It is always a pleasure to walk through the airport. One feels vicariously like a traveler. I also like to enjoy being in the same kind of elegant surroundings as the wealthy, now and then, for a few moments. I had lunch at Matsutake sushi restaurant. Though the food was good it didn't satisfy my hunger. So I got a smoothie at Cinnabon and sat down by the big glass wall looking at the rain that had just started pounding the airplanes outside. It reminded me of Singapore airport, which is also very green and looks misty all the time. National also has a nice collection of shops like Smithsonian store, Pen and prose, and some others I don't fancy that much, such as PGA tour shop and Jos. A. Bank clothiers. I guess there are aspects of the good life that I am not interested in enjoying even momentarily.

I walked out of the airport to the Mt. Vernon trail towards Gravelly point. After walking for about 3/4 miles from the airport I noticed a little green blob on the road. Upon closer inspection it turned out to be a baby turtle, not more than two inches in length. I would later learn that it was of a species commonly called the red-eared slider, and that it had probably emerged from its egg-shell less than two weeks ago. It had a green shell and a little red streak behind its eyes. 

It was lying right in the middle of the asphalt trail, motionless with its head almost drawn inside the shell. I was very excited and wanted to share my excitement with someone. I kept staring at it intently in the hope of attracting the attention of other people. Anyway no one passed by for a while and I got over my childishness. 

I realized that I had to do something about it, because pretty soon some speed-intoxicated bicyclist (like myself) might squish it. I didn't want to just leave it by the roadside. Obviously it had strayed away from its mother and it might not survive by itself. 

I had never been particularly fond of the idea of having pets. The idea of making another living being become dependent on me in exchange for its affections made me uncomfortable. Of course some animals are so used to human beings that they cannot survive on their own. 

Now this turtle was different. Perhaps I should take him home until I figure out what to do, just so he can survive. [I am not sure if it was a male or female, but will henceforth use `he']. Overcoming my queasiness with reptiles I gently picked him up with two fingers and put him on a newspaper I was reading and started walking home. The feisty little fella kept trying to get out, vigorously moving his little feet. I kept tilting the newspaper to slide him back to place. But he kept trying so hard that I decided this wasn't a good idea. I didn't want him to die of fear and exhaustion. So I put him in the bushes near the bike path and started walking. 

I had been walking only a few minutes before I started having second thoughts. What if he gets eaten by some animals? Obviously he had strayed far from his mother and his natural habitat. I felt like I had a responsibility. I also thought of how happy my nephews would be to have a little turtle baby in the house. So I went back and picked him up and put him in a plastic bag I happened to carry. I threw in some plants and a clump of grass from nearby so he wouldn't feel out of place and would have something to munch on. I realized I would have to cut short my program and give up on going to Georgetown and maybe watch a basketball game at a bar. I started walking fast towards the nearest bus / train station, checking every few minutes to make sure he was alive and kicking. 

As I walked over the 14th street bridge I was able to enjoy the view of the river fresh from the rain under the clouds. It is always so special just after the rain. A bus arrived soon on 14th street and I got on. My mind was filled with thoughts of how to take care of the turtle. What kind of food would he need? I wanted to make sure no one crushed the plastic bag. Was he the biting kind? What would he possibly be thinking about all this? What kind of container shall I put him in? He will probably need to go for a walk just to relax before I can put him in confinement again.

The bus trip was uneventful. No one even seemed to notice the tiny turtle in the bag. After getting off in Columbia heights I went in the CVS store and rushed around looking for a suitable container. The best thing I could find was a plastic box with sweet 'Pan de Leche' bread. I took it and rushed home and right away went to the backyard and put him among the bell-pepper plantlets. At first he didn't move or get out of the shell. My heart stopped beating for a few seconds. Then he started moving and I went to work preparing his 'home.' First I made some holes on the top of the box. Then I put some mud, a yoghurt container lid with water on it, and the plants and the grass and some leaves. I put a chair, brought my laptop and the aforementioned 'Creating True Peace' and sat down to check e-mail, all the while keeping a watchful eye on him. My dinner consisted of the sweet Mexican bread and some vegetable juice. I sat there like this for about an hour until sunset. He seemed to have little interest in the leaves or the bell-pepper plants. Instead he seemed to like climbing over and between the stones and pebbles I had arranged around the plants. He would crawl a few inches, and stay still for what seemed like half an hour. This made my job of watching him much easier. I started dreaming of him walking between the blades of grass. Perhaps I would invite Jose's five year old son Francis to play with him. I hoped I wasn't the first thing he saw and that I wouldn't be imprinted in his mind as his mom or dad or something.

As soon as it got dark I put him in the container and started surfing the internet looking for information about turtles. There seemed to be a whole universe of turtle people and turtle businesses. The best of them gave me detailed instructions on how to prepare his container and feed and take care of him. Most of the things I had figured out intuitively seemed to be right. But I was wrong on a few key points. It seems that turtles (atleast the red-eared slider) were cold-blooded and needed to bask in sunshine. This reminded me of the turtles I had seen lounging on rocks in the C&O canal. The container needed to have a part with light and heat in it. So I put him in front of a table lamp and he seemed to like the heat and light. I also put in a little plastic bowl of water for him to soak. Apparently he needed to be in water to digest the food. The food requirements were a bit more detailed. There was a long menu with recipes that went on like a cookbook. I took out the mixer that had been collecting dust for a year and ground some cabbage and strawberries that were in the fridge and put it in a 'food plate' (yoghurt lid) inside the container. Then there were instructions on how to care for him, checking for health and symptoms of problems. 'If all of this seems like a lot, then perhaps having a turtle as a pet is not for you,' the author of the web-site added helpfully. Right he was.

Then I looked in another web-site (Mid-Atlantic turtle Society or something like that) and that contained info that was more scientific than personal. 'Red-eared turtles are wild, aquatic animals that are not suitable for rearing as pets. They were popular among children until it was found that some of them carried salmonella. Their mothers leave the eggs after laying them and the infants are on their own after hatching.' This last piece of information, while surprising, was the most helpful. I decided to take him back to where I found him first thing in the morning. 

I didn't go to sleep until 1 am. All that time I could hear him scratching and pawing at the walls of the container. It seemed like all he wanted to do was to get out. I could understand, because in my own life I feel like all I have been trying to do is to stay out of boxes, whether they are of my own creation or that of society. I was looking forward to letting him out free into the wild, where he wanted to be. I came up with a name for him - Scrappy. Took a couple of pictures to show to my nephews. 

Next morning I got up bright and early. Usually when I have little sleep and wake up early I need some extra incentive to get out of the supine position, such as watching some shapely woman on TV flexing or doing Yoga in front of the camera. But this morning I jumped out of bed because I needed to take care of the 'lawn' and Scrappy. Since the rain had stopped the lawn needed water. 

I first went to Scrappy's little bed to see how he was doing. The food plate was now filled with green excrement. Turtles are voracious eaters and I was happy to see that he had eaten well. The little bugger had managed to climb into his 'tub' and was floating peacefully in the water. All good signs, but it was time for him to go. I watered the lawn and got ready for the return trip. 

I had to bike about four miles to Gravelly point and strapped him securely to the rack on the back of my bike.  I put my papers and books in my backpack and started off. The plan was to leave him near the water, and then proceed to my favourite activity in warm weather - sitting under a tree, working on a math problem.

Since it was early there was little traffic on the road and it was a pleasure to bike in the morning sun. The roads of DC are a little bumpy at places and so was the ride though I rode at a gentle pace. My mind went back to my childhood when riding on the back of a bike (or on rare occasions, a motor-bike) was one of my greatest pleasures. What was Scrappy feeling, going through all these streets with the buildings and the people with the wheel making a humming sound under him? 

I checked now and then to see how he was doing. By the time I got to 14th street bridge the 'tub' was full of the mud from the rest of container. Just a few more minutes, hang in there, Scrappy. We passed some runners who were probably training for a marathon or something. 

Finally I reached the little inlet of the Potomac in Gravelly Point where I had planned to leave him. It was close to where I had found him and it was probably where his mother had laid the eggs. I found a spot near the water under some bushes. It was full of beer and soda cans, perhaps washed up by the water or left by the fishermen. I opened the container as close to the water and as far from people as I could. He eagerly climbed out of the box and disappeared between the leaves. I put his container in the trash and went back to see if I could spot him for one last time. To my utter surprise he was swimming in the open water, kicking his tiny feet vigorously. He tried to get on a rock, but couldn't, and then started swimming across the inlet. He was moving quite fast and I was sure he would get to shore very soon if he wanted to.

I stood there for a bit, hoping for his best. Maybe he will make it, with help from his instincts. Maybe in another twenty years both he and I will still be around, I an old man and Scrappy a big he-turtle. Maybe we will both have children and have a little family reunion by this inlet of the Potomac. 

EPILOGUE: It has been two weeks since I planted the grass and everyday it is fascinating to see the seedlings coming out of the ground, sometimes physically cracking open and lifting the earth. I guess I didn't roll the soil gently enough, because it is a little patchy. Some of the seeds got buried deeper than the others. Perhaps it is also due to the uneven exposure to sunshine causing different levels of moisture retention. Nevertheless, it is a great thrill to get up first thing in the morning and see that it has grown a few more inches, a few more seedlings have sprouted, and to see a few more leaves on the bell pepper plants. 

