The Andamans Islands

Wandering we are searching for miracles.

Miracles that were created earlier or are still being created,

          Miracles unquestionable and miracles imaginative. 

India is a country of discoveries and findings.  I have already been travelling through this country for 10 years. 

However, I am still searching the skyline with wandering eyes, where the Himalayas hills are showing white; where the Andaman and Nicobar islands are scattered in spanless water reaches.

The Anglos sail reached these islands 200 years before, under the command of Lieutenant Archibald Blair.  This young sea topographer was searching not only for the new lands for the British Crown, but for the better place for the servitude, where disobedient Indians would be sent. 

This island is like an original tropical Siberia excruciating a person not with cold, but with unsustainable heat and almost 100% humidity.  This “resort’’ was not liked by colonialists for a long time.  These islands were known to the Dutch, Englishmen, but both nations where constantly arriving and departing, leaving 500 islands of the archipelago to the aboriginals, who tramp across them with arrows and lances in the jungles of island till nowadays.

Lieutenant Blair left the islands due to the unbearable climate in 1796.  However, the port was named in his honour and till nowadays the ships, after three days of trip from Calcutta and Madras, moor there.

Our rather shabby Indian Air plane from Calcutta landed in the Port Blair Airport after fling for two hours.  Truly speaking, we were a bit battered ourselves by the Canchiadziang snowfield and earthquake.  We were dreaming about tropical warmth, calmness, quietness and untouched nature.  Everyone of the thirteen members of out trip was ready and eager to jump into the salty and warm Andaman Sea waves just at once after jumping out from the gangway of the plane.  


However, in order only to wade into the sea, we must have a special permission that permits us to stay on these islands for 30 days.  The islands, it can be hardly said, because there are almost 572 islands stretched out in a chain from the north to the south on the length of 800 kilometers.  Only 36 islands are inhabited once.  However, tourists can visit only 15 islands in the daytime, and the Barren Island, where the only active volcano is located, can be observed just from the boat.  Reasons?  It is better not to ask about, because the citizens will not know them, and the official will only become nervous and can forbid you to enter these islands.  It was even forbidden to film there several years ago.  Reasons?  I think, the reasons are several military bases, one of which is situated in the north of The Andaman and the other in the south of the Nicobar Islands.  There is a base in good strategical position situated in 1200 kilometers from the shore of India.  India was a colony 50 years ago, now has nothing against supervising such neighborhood countries as Butane, Bangladesh, Shri Lanka and Maldives.

We have filled the form asking for permission to stay in The Andaman Islands for two weeks, and we were able to get the permission at once as we had a valid India visa.  The holidays had started.

The volcanogenic island due to its white sand seashore and swinging coconut palms above the water is known as the island from the postcards.  “Pears Resort’’ is the only hotel that has a sandy approach on the island.  It is a marvelous place under the coconut palms and the sandy bay, where the small island Snake Island can be seen.  Nevertheless, that the island is located not far away, it is unadvisable to swim there because of the artful flushes that can kill you, and being on the island itself you should be careful of snakes.  The island excuses its name.

The island is full of reptiles especially in the damp period.  If you are living on the first floor you can wait for a surprise each step.  Skolopendra, who was peacefully sleeping in the shower, was woken up by Irma’s yelling.  The hotel servant after just seeing this worm, whose nip can cause the infection of blood, started to shake like a leaf shouting “Dangerous, Dangerous.  Odd people, they are afraid of someone, who practically every day can crawl into their mouth while they are sleeping.  Saulius, the courageous photographer, grabbed the worm and threw it into the garbage. He took the skolopendra to the beach and organized a photo session there.  This woman did not have a big desire to take pictures and lightly hid herself in the crabs’ cave.





The secrets of the Andaman Sea

The Andaman Sea has one of the best diving places in the world.  The richest coral reef ecosystem in the world is found there.  The dream of every diver is to see the cancer, swarm of barracudas, slipping away devilfish and shark.  There is almost every one who can be found in the encyclopedia: grey, white, reef, and the shark nurse.  The chance to see the shark was so high, that it frightened the amateurs and heated the blood of the professionals.  Sailius had taken two suitcases of the underwater technique in order to take photographs.  It was a life irony.  In order to get there, we flew thousands of kilometers, crossed the mountain river in the Himalayas, climbed till the Canchiandziang glaciers, drove hundreds of kilometers in mountain’s serpentines, even survived the earth quake, and no one has stolen the photo technique, and now, standing up one’s neck in the sea of our dreams, we could not dive because we did not have special diving equipments and it seemed that no one there had it.  The Indian government for some last years did not give the license to foreign diving clubs.  What concerns the Indian diving clubs, so their material base was very poor and the safety requirements were based on Indian tradition of reincarnation.  It was the main reason why foreign tourists come here to dive, and among Indian people that was not a popular kind of sport.


Differently from the Lithuanians, Indian people are optimists to the bones of their body.  They answer “no problem” in each situation.  However, most often this phrase is not going to be materialized.

Debashis, the director of the hotel, uttered these magical words.  After half an hour a huge plate appeared in front if us.  It was just enormous to the inhabitants of the Andaman Islands, just the same as Sabonis to the Lithuanians.  The fact that it appeared so quickly, and it was not of native origin gave us a hope.  Bachas (Baath-is the surname of the diving instructor) was Sikh from Vondure, who had “ Lavadives” a diving club, near the National Mahatmas  Ganhio sea park.  Sikh makes almost 2 % of Indian population, but due to their work and active way of life they are one of the richest layer of the population in India.

“The only God exists, whose name is Teisinguoju (Rightness);. His name is Kurejas (Creator); He does not know the feelings of fear and hatred, he is immortal, he never was started, he exists just in himself the great and merciful.  The Right was in the beginning, the Right was in the end, the Right is the Nuni, and in the Nanaka, Right will always be and will always come to us.” 

Guru Nanako anthem beginning from the collection of the Adi Grantas.  Sikh repeated it every morning.

We as well prayed before diving into the emerald Andaman Sea because the offered diving equipment was not reliable.  Only three equipments out if six offered were working properly.  Bachas was offering himself to dive only in groups of tree people and change each hour.  However, the thought to spend the whole hour under the burning tropical sun without a single shadow was like a total disaster.  It seemed that we would get a terminal strike, and the hope to dive would melt in the sun together with our brains.  The uneasiness disappointed us.  We could see neither sharks nor mantas, only the lonely moray and several beautiful fish.  Something happened to Edwin on the depth of 20 meters, and my oxygen balancer was disappearing quicker then I could breath.  We jumped out of water like plugs from the bottle.  

We were swinging in the calm Andaman sea wave like turtles, watching the faded sun in its zenith.  We were unable to see neither friends, nor seashore nor our boat.  The most required thing now was to see any kind of animated creature with boat, and not the triangle fin, we were diving for it at first.   We had success again.

Tarmugali Island where Indian people dropped us in order to have a rest was an inhabited island.  Its shore is the real postcard with white sand beach, coconut palms above the water.  The water at the seashore is very hot about +40C.  You could heal all kinds of cough brought from the mountains in such water.

The Andaman Islands are of volcanogenic type.  You could see lava humps that remind you strange sea animals’ backs from the water during the ebb.  All seashore is overgrown with wanton mangrove forests and now during the ebb the trees open their roots, under which various fish and austaurinia crocodiles were searching for shelter.  Some groups did not have time enough to hide down and that is why they were caught by our fire.  Now they were vermilion either from the heat or from the heart ridge on us.  The real jungles start after mangrove.  It is very hard to move through them.  All vegetation is thickest, matted with their roots and branches, through which only gnat can fly.  There are a lot of gnats, as well as malaria.  No one of us had a desire to become one of the “successful’’ people from the whole million, who each year dies from this tropical illness.

We returned back to the beach to eat fish and to discuss the further plans.  We would like to visit one of the islands, where civilization of forgotten aborigines lived till nowadays.

The Andaman Islands citizens are famous for their brutality and the separate appearance, are similar to the descendants of the Stone Age tribes.  Most of as have read A. Conan Doil stories about detective Sherlock Homes.  In one of his stories, he wrote about one aboriginal from the Andaman Islands, who managed to get through the slot, that is hard for a child to get through, in order to make a small poisonous arrow to kill its victim.

The Andaman ancestry from the last ice-age time, about 20 000 years ago, came from Africa and one of the first settle down in Asia and Europe.  The Andaman Islands tribes separated from other Asian tribes more then 10 000 years and now are different on the genetic level from other Asian tribes.  Their DNR is similar to the inhabitants of Africa.  The Andaman and Nicobar Islands inhabitants could be divided into two stocks: the Shompens and Nicobarese are Mongol, and the Andamanese, Onge, Jarawa Sentinelese and Shopmens inhabitants are Negroid.

The Andaman Islands tribes were the most numerous till the colonization.  According to the records of 1789 they were almost 10000.  After 100 years passed they were only 600. Nowadays there are almost 40 people.  They live in the Strait Island and are protected from the contacts with tourists and illnesses they can bring with them.  They live from hunting and berries gathering till nowadays.  The have fish, crabs, cancers and their eggs most often for their meal.  Besides, they eat pork, water lizards, limpets and some of them are growing vegetables.  The Andaman Islands inhabitants learned to throw pots, that is why they are able to eat rice and they are even able to boil food with seasoning.  

Onges-is one of the most primitive tribe in India.  They are living in a distant place on the Small Andaman archipelago and are totally dependent on the food that the nature provides them with.  Their main dishes are from roots, fruits, cancers and fish that they are able to catch while swimming in the canoes.

Jarawa tribes are living in the South and Middle of the Andaman Islands.  They managed to stay totally independent tribe, that mainly is living from hunting, fishing, gathering, eating turtles and their eggs, crabs, wild pigs and honey.  They do not have good canoes, so they built rafts.  They are very strong physically and healthy.  Their bodies are good enough for hunting and fishing.  Nowadays they often go to jungles and are very friendly with other inhabitants.  There are not practically any accidents between them.  Indian government in 1974 provided them with food and various presents, but nevertheless they stayed to live in jungles…..

The Sentinelese tribes, who are almost 250 people, live in the North part of Sentis Island on the 60 square kilometers.  This is the descendent of the Polialit period.  They do not have any connections with other tribes, that is why there is only a little data about this closed tribe.

The Shompens tribes are the biggest Nicobar tribe.  They consist of two groups.   Mava Shompen is called one of the groups.  This group is lesser in number then the other. It occupies the territory on the crossroad between the sea and the river.  This tribe is not courageous.  The main group is known under the name Nicorabianese.  It occupies the territory near the Alexsander and the Galatia River and the eastern part of the island.  The number of the inhabitants of this tribe reduced a lot since different illnesses.  The settlement The Great Nicobar Camplell was established for this purpose in the gulf.

Our guide showed us the thin streak of land at the horizon at the distance of five sea miles from our island.  That is the place where one of Jarawa tribe lives.  Bach did not want to take us there because the aboriginal people were very aggressive.  They are shouting from the hoop into the flying nearby helicopter.  

We choose less risky occupation from our point of view-to dive again.  What happened afterwards proved to us that this plan was not a very safety one.  At first, everything was jus the same like and at first time: warm water, beautiful corals, and no sharks.  Unfortunately…. However, this time we swam much farther from the shore.  The boat was very little and the waves were huge and rocked the boat.  We saw the first sea illness symptoms, Edwin called it imaginatively “lizard throwing”.  Everyone, with indifferent faces, were waiting for the shore to appear, time from time swinging to the side in order “to watch this lizard”.  Unfortunately, these were not all the misfortunes.  Unnoticeably, from the clear sky, the storm appeared: it became dark, the wind became strong and the real tropical rain lashed.  Water, like the wall hit our boat.  The roof was not helping at all.  Now we were able to take picture just with the underwater photo camera.  The boat making sounds like a thrum was climbing to the shore.  In a minute time from all the sound heard only the duet sound of wind and waves were left-the engine stopped working.  The boat threatfully turned with its sides to the waves.  Everyone was stingily waiting for something.  We were afraid even to breathe deeply, because even from the smallest movement the water started running into the boat.  We have not got neither safe belts nor wheels, nor any radio.  Only miracle could save us.

Just at the same time, at several sea miles distance from us, on the island, the sun was shining and aboriginal people were frying fish for us, even did not realizing, that their clients could became food for fish in a short time.

The fact that you are reading this story is just the provident that the fortune did not leave us.




Indian Bastille






Give me your blood,






And I will return you freedom,






The notice on the wall of Port Blair Prison


The island has not only the marvelous nature but and gloomy historical heritage, without which the acquaintance with the islands history will not be fulfilled.  European people know about the island existence from the Arabic sellers, who even in the 9 century were swimming to the Sumatra Island that belongs to Indonesia.  The Holland sailors were the first European people who visited these islands in the 18 century.  They settled the settlement in Nicobar, brought cows and pigs with them.  Holland people left the island in 1768 year due to the hard climate conditions, leaving in the hands of providence all brought animals.  The descendants of these animals are still wandering in the jungles of the island.  Nevertheless, that this place is not suitable for living it was not left without inhabitants for a long time.  Englishmen established servitude for the disobedient Indians after 20 years.  However, the climate even for the prison supervisors was a real servitude.  Englishmen were forced to regret their decision and left the island in 1796.  The new history of the Andaman Islands started from 1858, when English people defeated aboriginal in Aberdeen and occupied the Andamans again, and in 1872 and Nicobar and Coconut Islands.

First prison English people built in 1867 in a small, beautiful, and calm Viper island, which was named in honour of Lieutenant Archibald Blair sailing-boat that had a shipwreck near the island in 1768.  Viper from English mean snake.  Every prisoner on the Viper Island was waiting for death.  The scaffolds situated there were very rarely empty.  English built a new huge prison in Port Blair in 1906 when the number of convicts grown up from 2000 to 8000.  The prison reminded the wheel of the cart with seven spokes.

There is a huge watching tower in the center and spokes-are cracking blocks with 689 cells.  Aboriginal people used to call this prison as “black water prison” or “Kalapani”.  The fate of Port Blair prison is much better then French prison Brasilia. After resigning the independence from England, India used the prison according its purpose, for sending to exile the opponents of the new rulers.  No one closed or smashed it.  Now it is the memorial museum, where each evening the sound and light spectators take place, which tell about the history of the Andamans islands.




Ross Island






Only immortal nature is not going to die.







Bairon

If you destiny takes you to this island, you should visit Ross Island.  Island that is named after Sir Daniel Ross- the sea investigator, was the capital of the Andamans for hundreds years.  There were situated the most expensive governmental palaces with exotic plant gardens.  “On the top is Gov. House and the whole place is well covered with bungalows and arracks.  The house is very attractive.  Downstairs is large hall, my office and miscellaneous godowns.  A fine staircase with a wooden gallery all round the top and upstairs a fine ball room, drawing room and most spacious verandahs forming room in themselves-some 7 to 8 bedrooms-the whole thing inn wood, brown leak paneling from some 10 ft and above the colourwashed(!)”..

(Extract from the letter of English military men M.L.Ferara who was serving on Ross Island in 1923  home)

Contemporary people called the Andamans Islands “Miniature England” and even the “ East Paris”.  Nevertheless that the island had castle functions, but it had everything that was necessary not only in the XIX century, but and for XXI town life..  It was similar to a cruise liner sinking in the lights in the wild nature waters from the far end.  On the island situated nearby the aboriginal people were hunting with the spears wild pigs, English people were playing tennis and cricket at Ross Island.  As the sea water near the shore was very hot, and the swimming could be spoiled by the sharks, English on the coconut palm island established the fresh water pool.  In order to avoid the possibility to get sick with malaria, the worst disease on the island that circulates mainly through the water the water to the needs of inhabitants of island was distillated and the separate hospital was established for already sick people.  Those who at some extent died were buried in small graves, that are also a big luxury at such small island.  Those who survived and was healthy again had a chance to eat French delicatessens of the local bakery.  The island which shapes reminds Lithuania, is 100 times smaller then our land.  Almost 500 people are living just on half-hectare territory.

All this story was told to me by one local woman Anuranha, whose age is rather hard to define.  Her life story was somehow similar to Ross island history.  At first, respectful and later tragic, and now interesting again.  Her grand grandfather 150 years before was brought here as a political exile.  When he became free, he stayed to live there.  His grandchildren after India resigning independence, managed to make a career helping to investigate the archipelago nature.  Anuranha’s husband was famous ocean log, who investigated the deep waters of the Andaman Sea.  He was communicating a lot of with his colleagues from Japan.  However, once the plane get off from Bombay airport, did not manage to reach the shores where sun rises.  It fell down into the Indian Ocean.  The only son died together with husband.  The woman, who lost the whole family, is now working as a guide.  She is very proud of living in the place that is portrayed on Indian currency.  Port Blaire peninsula and lighthouse cut out all other valuable Indian locality and now is portrayed on the 10 rupee.

It is hard to notice the footsteps of previous and nowadays civilization while we are approaching to Ross Island.  All islands are thrifty grown with coconut palms.  It is considered that there are about 40000 trees now.  What about other tropical plants: figs, tamarinds, lianas, sharp…agaves.  Jungles usurped   ”Eastern Paris” fame during the 50 years period.  Only exotic has left.  The further you go into the island the more interesting you become.  Overwhelming jungles change the ruins of town into unspeakable beauty and interesting decorations.  I was feeling like a Maugli in the “monkeys’ town”.  Truly speaking, there are no monkeys, just 300 deer and50 peacocks calmly wandering through the city.  You can think, that just you are in the Eden.  The most interesting building left from is the protestant Presbyterian Church made from stone.  Lianas are like biblical snakes webbed all the building, and in front in the place of the Christ, now the palms is growing up.  Window frames made from the Burmese took with fragments of Italian strained, even after 100 years in tropical climate managed to stay as hard and strong as they were.  The campanile left the biggest impression. The time practically had not changed its stonework; however the lianas so thrifty covered its cones that it seems like a huge tree, similar to the gigantic baobab.  Before several decades the nature has taken from people that belonged to it for thousands years.

Christopher Columbus told that all lands are beautiful.  However, places that in XX century were so little known to people, how in the years of great inventions 500 years before, are not practically left.  Visiting of such places is the enormous miracle that can happen to a traveler.  The Andamans and Nicobar Islands are one of these places

Miracle is the event that is written by people, who heard about them from people, and who did not have a chance to see it themselves.

Vytautas Bukauskas

