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A GARDEN OF KNOWLEDGE
Nuria Verde

Planeta HUMANO No.18 - August 1999
Madrid Spain

'Ideas That Change The World"

Translated from Spanish (abridged and edited)

Mr Rangaswami, Padmanabha Rao, Rama Rao and Mr Naidu have planted the seed of
knowledge and life in an impoverished valley in the interior of South India. Green
cover has been restored over a large area.

Mr Rangaswami could be a character from a Garcia Marquez novel - his life is pure
magical realism. He is a sage who speaks with birds and trees. Each afternoon, he

goes out walking, with binoculars around his neck, to talk with his creatures. Rama
says: "Rangaswami feels a real passion for birds. One day I was talking to him and he
told me a story in which I couldn't identify the characters. He spoke of "he" and "she"
- who were they? Finally I realised he was talking about birds, as if they were human

beings." Rangaswami is eighty years old and full of enthusiasm, overflowing with

energy, and he has never lost the capacity for amazement. His themes of conversation
run from imitating the love-songs of birds to talking about Socrates and

Schopenhauer. He is an expert on birds and also supervises the gardeners. His sense
of design and feeling for beauty has been instrumental in the greening of the school

campus.

We go walking with him, his forehead high and his white hair brushed back. He is a

very tall man wearing a polo sweater, the colour of red earth. We make our way
through the lianas of a banana plantation in a late afternoon air scented with warmth
and serenity. Suddenly his eyes open wide: "Look! - a beautiful kingfisher'. He peers
through the binoculars. "And over there the white egret has returned. He had to come
back here."

We keep walking, and we hear a whistle. "That is a courtship call. A pair of spotted
doves are declaring their love. Listen. The male speaks first and then the females
answer him. Wait a minute - what's this? Another male. There are going to be

problems", he announces. We walk amongst calendulas, bougainvillea, hibiscus, wild
roses, sinfonas and aromatic sandalwood trees. Then he stops and says, "My
enthusiasm in my eightieth year is the same as when I was a boy. I still have the same
love of life, the same curiosity. My mind is intact and that's a blessing. There is so
much work I still want to do at Rishi Valley."

When we return to the campus, the sky is like black silk with a few golden threads.

Night falls suddenly and it is already dangerous to walk the paths in case one crosses
a cobra, a viper or a wildcat. "Did you hear that? It's is a wood owl. He's the lord of

1



AE a

the night and he says to the other birds: "Now I'm in charge. My kingdom starts here.
All of you go to sleep". Rangaswami makes an impetuous gesture with his arms as if
he himself was motivating the birds to fly to their nests. The strange thing is that they
seem to be obeying him because suddenly a band of birds make the night vibrate.
They are going to sleep. The wood-owl hoots again, satisfied.

"Tl tell you a story, about something that happened to me at the beginning of the
1970s. We were building a new dormitory for students and in the plans we saw that
one of the lines invaded the area around a tree,this same tree which you see in front of
you. It is called a silk-cotton tree. It had to be cut down. I didn't want it to happen but
I kept quiet. TThe night before it was to be cut, I dreamt that the silk-cotton tree spoke
to me. 'Why are you going to kill me? I don't want to die.' Its voice was so sad. Next
morning I got up at dawn. I put myself in front of the tree with my arms wide, and
told my colleagues. "This tree is not for cutting.' They complained a lot but they let it
stand. With cotton from this tree I made a pillow which I sleep on every night."

S. Rangaswami was born into one of the highest castes in India, that of Vishnu
devotees who shave their heads but keep one long tuft of hair as a symbol of
orthodoxy. When he was young Rangaswami cut off his tuft. At college he studied
biology, and spent his nights reading philosophical books. He was moved by the
teachings of Mahatma Gandhi, who fought all his life against the concept of
untouchability. TTo give a single example: "untouchables" were not allowed to enter
Hindu temples because they could contaminate them. Thanks to his religious
influence, he succeeded in allowing them entrance to the temples. "But he did much
more: he called the untouchables Harijans, which means 'sons of God'. He said that
we were all equal sons of God who live in the same world. Rangaswami never paid
attention to caste distinctions. One of the persons he most admires, and of whom he
often speaks, is an old illiterate woman who cultivates the nursery in Rishi Valley.
"She has an extraordinary talent for flowers and trees."

In Rangaswami's house we find fresh limes scattered on the table amidst a chaos of
papers and books. "Forgive the mess. It's because I live alone', he apologises. There
is also a large photo of a woman with a sweet expression looking compassionately at
the disorder in which Rangaswami lives. He becomes quietly sad when looking at that
photograph, of his late wife. What have I learned in this life? Always look with your
inner eye - that's what I have learned."

Rishi Valley is so-called after the legend of a Rishi (wise man), who is said to have
lived on top of one of the nearby hills. In Rishi Valley we always think in terms of
Before and Now, an invisible frontier separating a devastated past and a promising
future. Rayalseema, as the surrounding region is called, is a chronic drought area
where ancient granite rocks lie desolate on rugged brown hills. Now only three
kilometers towards the interior there is a forest where calendulas, wild roses,
jacaranda and rhododendrons flourish.

Before, the soil was arid and hard. The only thing that grew was a shrub which even
the goats wouldn't eat. Now, the same soil supports hundreds of species of plants
many of them with medicinal properties. Each tree has been planted by a child or an
adult. Before, there were no birds, and now there are more than two hundred species.
In 1991 Rishi Valley was designated as a Bird Preserve. Before, there were few
butterflies and now more than fifty species flutter around, including a particularly
beautiful one with black silk wings and splashes of vermilion. Before, there was no
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water and now there is water in abundance, with a "percolation tank" that collects rain
water from the hills. The water table has been recharged for miles around.

In 1980 the State Government leased one hundred and fifty acres of hillside land to
Rishi Valley School for reforestation on a larger scale. The first thing they did was to
harvest the monsoon rains which before only caused soil erosion. In order to achieve
this, they built small check-dams on the hill and then channeled the water to an

artificial pond. TThey made nurseries for all sorts of local plants and trees. Everyone in
the school and in the nearby villages took part. Initially there was much resentment
from local shepherds when a wall was built to prevent grazing on the hillside. But
later they were permitted to cut grass for their goats and sheep, and this became a
valuable resource for them during the drought seasons.

Rangaswami remembers the experience in this way. "Each year more than twenty
thousand saplings were planted on the hillside. Students went up the hill with spades
and bags full of seeds in their hands. The older ones dug pits for the saplings. Tanks
of water were brought on tractors to the foot of the hill. From there the students
carried up water in buckets to an irrigation channel that snaked around the hill". The
artificial lake on the southern hill was called "Lost Lake" because of the little water
that had collected there. In 1988 a much larger pond was constructed for harvesting
rainwater. Mr Naidu was in charge of that project. He shows us his plantation of
mango trees, papaya, palms and bananas. "From the smallest seeds, if you know how
to cultivate them, you can grow the biggest trees," says Mr Naidu by way of farewell
whilst he walks away in search of mangoes for the Dining Hall. A large white
umbrella protects him from the intense afternoon sun.

In Rishi Valley, from parched land a splendid forest has grown; in a miserable

climate; warm hearts and newly-awakened young minds are developing. Before

looking for the last time at Rishi Konda, the hill which dominates the valley where
Krishnamurti decided to build his school, we captured a rare moment of intimacy. In
the freshness of the dawn, children are running enthusiastically, in a film of dust on
the road leading to their school. In front of her hut, a village mother sends her

daughter to school. She strokes her hair in a gesture heavy with tenderness. The girl
picks up an old rustic book bag crossed with patches. In one hand she holds a tiffin tin
with her lunch for the day. In her other hand she grips a small writing slate. Her
mother embraces her, and lets her go for a moment to check the contents of the tiffin
once again. The girl is impatient to go to school and looks nervously at her little
friends. At last the mother lets go and she runs to her friends, animated and excited.
The mother watches the road for a long time, even after she has lost sight of her

daughter. She waits a few seconds and then goes back to the fields to work. An
expression incandescent with both lightness and darkness remains on her face.

The inhabitants of the Valley watch the sky and ask themselves if it will rain or not.

An angry Sun wounds the fields. It is the rainy season and the swollen dark belly of
monsoon clouds still hasn't made its annual appearance. But people don't seem very
worried. They know how to make learning joyful and they know how to make life

spring forth from degraded land.
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INSTITUTE OF BIRD STUDIES AND NATURAL HISTORY
RISHI VALLEY EDUCATION CENTRE

Krishnamurti Foundation India
RISHI VALLEY - 517 352, Chittoor Dist., A.P.

HOME STUDY COURSE IN ORNITHOLOGY

STATE-WISE ENROLMENTS
APRIL 1997 TO DECEMBER 2000

Andamans l

Andhra Pradesh 38

Assam 4

Bihar l

Chandigarh
Delhi 29

Goa 7

Gujarat 42

Haryana 6

Himachal Pradesh 2

Jaramu & Kashmir 3

Karnataka 62

Kerala 17

Madhya Pradesh 12

Maharashtra 56

Manipur

Meghalaya
Orissa l

Pondicherry 5

Punjab

Rajasthan 16

Sikkim
Tamilnadu 74

Uttar Pradesh 24

West Bengal 15

A P O (Defence) 8

NRI

Total 431

1

1
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Institute ofBird Studies and Natural History
Rishi Valley Education Centre

Krishnamurti Foundation India
Rishi Valley 517352, Chittoor Dist., A.P.

HOME STUDY COURSE IN ORNITHOLOGY
STATE-WISE ENROLLMENTS

NEW SCHEME
(MAY 1998 TO DECEMBER 1999)

Andhra Pradesh 28
Assam 3

Delhi 18
Goa 6

Gujarat 26
Haryana. 4.

Bihar
Chandigarh 1

Himachal Pradesh
Jammu & Kashmir 4

1

Karnataka 39
Kerala

_
12

Madhya Pradesh 9
Maharashtra 36
Manipur 1

Meghalaya 1

Pondicherry 3

Rajasthan 11

Tamil Nadu 43

A P O (Defence) 6
N.R_I

284
Old Scheme (April 97 to April98) 70

Uttar Pradesh 20
West Bengal 11

1

Total : (Dec. 99) 354
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375
5-A Sukhi apartments, 17 Rhenius Street,

Richmond Town, Bangalore -560025

Dear Dr. Rangaswami,

Thank you for the kind words you said about and to me. They gave me cheer and

confidence that I could complete the Home Study course in Ornithology.

I am submitting herewith my answers to the Final Examination Paper. I am sorry I

was unable to write the answers in my own hand, my writing is so bad that even I cannot

decipher some of it when I revise it! So much for disadvantages of age. I am grateful to

my friend Mrs. V. Das for writing out my first paper, and to my daughter-in-law, Brinda

for making a computer print out ofmy answersto the final examination.

I thank you and all involved in making this course possible. I have enjoyed it and

am richer in my knowledge.

With best wishes,

Yours Sincerely

Bangalore
28. 10.1999 (Sushila Bai Adige)
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Reg.No., 375
Part IT

Dr. Salim Ali and I

"See that small olive brown bird skulking in the tea bushes? That is a spotted babbler."
"Look at that slender built uncrested eagle, dark brown above and white below, it is a
Bonelli's Hawk Eagle." "See that smart little fellow strikingly coloured? He is the Black
and Orange Fly Catcher. He is usually seen singly but often has his mate nearby".
These and other nuggets of information on flora and fauna were told to me by the late
Dr. Salim Ali.

Dr. Salim ali was a simple, lovable person, full of humour. I hosted him twice in Conoor
in the Niligirs where he had come to supervise his student Reza Khan, who was doing his
thesis for Ph.d on the Black and Orange FlyCatcher. When Dr. Salim Ali knew that =
was a keen bird and nature watcher, he took me with him on his trips to various sholas
and jungles. Two other students- Sugathan and Daniel also came from time to time, to
work with Salim Ali. On one of the walks in a shola, Sugathan was busy collecting
whatever was live and putting it in his specimen bag. One of these was a small snake.
The three men admired it, identified it, stroked it, saying, how nice it was. They then
offered it to me for admiration and stroking. I, who had a healthy repulsion for
snakes, found myself with three smirking men who were sure I would not touch it.
Finally, after much urging and screwing-up courage, I touched it gingerly with one

finger and found it was not slimy and I enjoyed touching it!

Dr. Salim Ali stayed with my son Narayan in Munnar. Of course, I was there. We went
to see and photograph Ibex and the Eravikulam Wildlife Sanctuary, reached by a seven
mile narrow track, wet with the rain. We saw Saddlebacks, Sambar and flora like
Drocera.

We met him last at his house in Bombay in 1978. It was a great privilege and pleasure
knowing Dr. Salim Ali.



ohan F

Aasheesh Pittie
8-2-545 Road # 7, Banjara Hills, Hyderabad 500034. India.

Phone: Off: 040-3352269 Res: 040-3350683 Fax: 040-3356064 E-mail: aasheesh@vsntin

July 17, 2001

Shn S$. Rangaswamt

Krishnamurti Foundation India
Rishi Valley 517352
Chittoor District
Andhra Pradesh

Director
Rishi Valley Edwestromtenre

Dear Mr Rangaswami,

Smriti and I cannot convey in words what a wonderful time we had in Rishi Valley and how much we
enjoyed your hospitality. Thank you for having invited us to this wonderful, magical place. We shall
cherish the memories forever.

The Banyan Tree, which you so lovingly take care of, is indeed a symbol of continuity and renewal.
Both aspects are so essential in the running of a school. Those who study or for that matter teach
within its gentle shadow must certainly engender these subile feelings in their hearts and understand
their deeper meaning.

In having declared the Rishi Valley area as a Bird Preserve, the trustees of the Education Centre have
ensured that those who tread this tract of land shall go gently upon its soil. To have a synthesis of
nature education and a formal academic curriculum that is so essential in the development of a
complete human being, commingled below one piece of starry sky is the work of truly sentient beings.
No wonder it provides rich humus for the reverence ofMother Earth so beautifully described in the
vedas.

Samudrah mekhale devi
Parvatah sthana mandale
Vishnu-patni-shch Namastubhyam
Padah sparsham kshamaswamay

© The Tree looks robust on the eastern side and 1 am sure, with the renewed attention that it is getting
from Mr Ravindran and with your firm backing, it will gain health on its western side too.

Thanking you once again,

With best wishes and regards,

Yours truly,

17 July, 2001 Vl
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Institute of Bird Studies and Natural History
Krishnamurti Foundation India

Rishi Valley - 517 352, Chittoor District, Andhra Pradesh
Tel. : 08571-68622, 68582 Tel/Fax : 08571-26037.

S. Rangaswami Reg. No. Dr. V. Santharam
Director Joint Director

Home Study Course in Ornithology

We are glad you have joined the course. It is our hope that you will benefit from it and feel drawn
closer to birds and to Nature of which we are a part. We also hope that your involvement with the

movement for bird protection and conservation ofNature and Natural Resources will be a lifelong
commitment.

Please note the following :

Course Duration

Date for receipt of-

Mid-term test answers

Final test answers

The dates indicated are to be strictly adhered to. Also, you have to ensure that a part of your spare
time is devoted for going through the study material with diligence and understanding. One of the
themes for the project under. Part Two of the final test is bird identification and brief description of
each of the speciesa included. This calls for field study along scientific lines. The lesson on Field
Ornithology' will be ofmuch practical help. However, the choice of theme is left to you depending
on your interest and inclination. Please ensure that you retain a photo copy of your answers for
future use, if necessary.

Please do not hesitate to write to us in case you need any special guidance. All correspondence
must be addressed to The Director of the Institute, clearly indicating your roll number and full
address with pincode.

With good wishes

Yours sincerely

Director / Jt. Director



INSTITUTE OF BIRD STUDIES AND NATURAL HISTORY
RISHI VALLEY EDUCATION CENTRE

Krishnamurti Foundation India
RISHI VALLEY - 517 352, Chittoor Dist., A.P.

HOME STUDY COURSE IN ORNITHOLOGY

STATE-WISE ENROLMENTS
APRIL 1997 TO FEBRUARY 2001

Andamans I

Andhra Pradesh 41

Assam 4

Bihar

Chandigarh l

Delhi 29

Goa 7

Gujarat 43

Haryana
Himachal Pradesh

Jammu & Kashmir 5

Karnataka 62

Kerala 18

Madhya Pradesh 12

Maharashtra 57

; Manipur
)

1

Meghalaya 1

Mizoram 1

Orissa 2

Pondicherry 6

Punjab 1

Rajasthan 16

Sikkim l

Tamilnadu 83

Uttar Pradesh 26

West Bengal 15

A P O (Defence) 8

N R Is/Outside India 3

Total 453
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