E-Mail from Angie Bechanan in India

Sun Nov 11 23:50:17 2007
Subject: Action! Adventure!

Action! Adventure! Intrigue! Swashbucklery! Soap! Vehicles breaking down at inopportune times! Mild dysentery! Ah yes all the hallmark elements for a classic brumberg trip or h(b)ollywood motion picture.  Last we spoke I was in Gangarampur, West Bengal. Today, we are back in Delhi but it is only by the grace of God and a bar of soap that we were able to get back at all. Allow me to elaborate...

 Before I try to explain the sheer lunacy of the last few days, let's pick up where we left off with some brief highlights of the last few days. We visited 5 hopegivers-sponsored orphanages in west Bengal in places with names like Bikahar, Laskarhat, Horsura and Bonhat. All of which were excellent and featured very enthusiastic clapping and singing. These
places were all quite primitive and rural; consisting of mostly tribal peoples; and Steve got some great video footage that we look forward to putting on the site (hopegivers.org) soon. I can honestly say that every single HG sponsored orphanage I've visited on this trip and all others is filled with well-behaved, well-cared for, respectful, happy, smart, appropriately mischievous little angels. E.g. Like the other day at our host’s orphanage when an errant soccer kick knocked over our neighbors (shabbily built) shed we all scattered. Like the mature adult I am, I panicked, zigged then zagged trying to run away (perhaps pushing children out of the way) but (as usual, just like when we were kids) was
too  slow and left alone to face the wrath of the vengeful neighbor (he kept the ball). Also, thanks to some fancy footwork, I successfully crossed the border into Bangladesh--technically. By fancy footwork I mean I slid my foot across
the border marker when the guards were looking away. So on to the harrowing stuff. Let me just first apologize to anyone out there who I've ever made fun of for having dysentery--it’s not nearly as funny as people make it out to be.
I started coming down with something shortly after our visit to bonhat orphanage, where we played a rousing game of 'white monster' with the kids (chasing the kids yelling rooooaaarr and flailing arms about). So that night I got my first ever visit from the 'dysentery fairy'. This would have been the worst night ever had I not caught 'police academy'
dubbed in Hindi on our hotel TV--if you thought Steve Gutenberg was funny in  English... The next day we drove across the border to shorthand state and the road was as bad as advertised, perhaps worse. Making matters worse was the great
disturbance in stomach. For a little background, jharkhand is a small state in India that was
carved out of Bihar--India’s most notoriously lawless and dangerous state--a few years back and given to tribal people. Jharkhand suffers from the same issues affecting Bihar--and driving thru this place was truly surreal.
 The deeper we drove into the countryside, the clock seemed to turn back by the decade. We saw most people still living off the land as people have done for thousands of years here--living in mud huts, relying on livestock, and
only occasionally having a satellite dish. Most folks make do without electricity and running water. The scenery is simply breathtaking—filled with mountains, vast paddy fields and palm trees. Our orphanage in jharkhand was spectacular and something to behold. We were greeted with a lovely tribal dance and spent a great night and day with
them at their home. It was like being on safari. Honestly, I mostly just remember going to the bathroom at the orphanage so you'll have to ask the others for more details. The logistics of going to the bathroom at night there is
worth a mention. There's no electricity, so it is completely pitch black and there's not a toilet per se so the restroom rules are 'flexible', but navigating your way to an appropriate place in the dark is quite a challenge. On my second or
 third trip out of the night, my attitude started to sour. A dog kept  growling at me, I conked my head on the roof, I stepped in the same huge mud  puddle twice  (one time with socks the next time barefoot) and half
expected  a random pie to hit me in the face. This was one of these points in life that's just so ridiculous you can't help but laugh. The next day I started feeling better thank the good Lord because we would all need our strength for the epic day to come...  On our drive in, someone made a comment about how jharkhand would be a terrible place to break down at night. We can now confirm this to be true. In the middle of nowhere, on a desolate stretch of road in one of the most  lawless places in India, our jeep ran over a rock that jacked up our oil pan. Quickly we dumped out all our water to save whatever oil we could. We  looked in vain for our lost oil plug, then we started praying.
The jeep would still run (barely), but made an awful noise and we couldn't go more than 10 mph bc of the martian road. Our fearless host’s kk and sam  left us with the car and they started walking the several km's back to the nearest village to find a mechanic. About an hour later, they returned with this guy who had in his hand not a tool kit or even a wrench, but a bar of soap.  We all skeptically watched as he started shaving the soap, soaking it in water and working it till it was pliable. Then they plugged the soap up into the oil pan breach.  The car sounded worse than ever, so we decided to walk behind the jeep and see what it sounded like without all our weight. Mind you that this very night we had already run over at least three cobras (spitefully and on purpose--setting the stage for an ironic cobra rampage strike back) on the road-- the same road we now faced in pitch dark. So walk thru the night we did. I didn't walk so much--it was more of wobbly, dysentery shuffle. As ridiculous and potentially dangerous as it was, we all laughed thru it all and our team had such wonderful attitudes. Angie, Steve, Julie and raja were all so patient and excellent and really rolled with the punches.  What a joy it’s been to travel with them. God really protected us as we encountered two separate bands of hoodlums who intended on robbing us, but kk, who was leading the way in the jeep, said that we were with the border security force and they allowed us to pass. After passing the second band of hoodlums, kk decided we all needed to get
in the car. The car sounded awful and we still couldn't move more than 10 mph. I grew tenser as we crawled thru increasingly rowdy villages that were in the  throes of celebrating a major religious festival. Gunshot-sequel
firecrackers  exploded every few seconds as we conspicuously clanked and clunked along in our clearly marked missionary vehicle with white folks inside. Eventually, I sort of nodded off from exhaustion. When I came to, we were still driving and the jeep was still painfully chugging along slowly. As it does from time to time, India’s massive overpopulation paid off as there always someone somewhere doing exactly what you need at that moment. Though it was the weekend and late at nite, we rolled up to a gas station with an attendant and filled up with oil and re-soaped our oil pan.  Miraculously, our jeep just kept going and going. It even stopped clunking so much and we picked up speed. We were all too exhausted to properly acknowledge this miracle that night but we all wearily gave thanks and
 rejoiced with grateful hearts. This is terribly long and my thumbs are sore so let's end here. Another amazing, bizarre, challenging, inspiring, hilarious, joyful and life-changing India experience. Hope I can travel with you and share in these things with you all at some point!!

 Much love

 Robby


