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Akash
Kapur

LETTER FROM INDIA

MOLASUR, INDIA On a rainy day in the
South Indian village of Molasur, a
dusty warren of thatch huts, tiled roofs
and brightly painted temples, I met a
man named M. Das. He was 45 years
old. He was well dressed, in an ironed
blue shirt and leather shoes, and well
groomed, with a neatly trimmed mus-
tache and hair firmly in place. He car-
ried a comb in his back pocket.

Das is a dalit, a member of the caste
formerly known as untouchables. He
grew up in Molasur, living with 12 fam-
ily members in a single-room hut,
sleeping on a mud floor. His father, an
agricultural laborer, drank and

gambled.
As a boy, Das was

restricted to certain
parts of the village.
Dalits lived in what
was known as the
colony; they weren’t
allowed into the ur,
where the upper
castes lived. On the
rare occasions when

he had to go to the ur, Das remembers
being afraid. He had to get off his bi-
cycle and push it. He kept his eyes on
the ground.

Das was born into poverty, but he got
one break in life. His father insisted
that he get an education. Das went to
school in the nearby town of Tindi-
vanam. He studied at home by candle-
light. After school, he moved to Chen-
nai, 130 kilometers, or 80 miles, away,
where he went to college and got a B.A.
in history.

He moved back to Molasur. He
dabbled in village politics and then,
with a partner, another dalit, he de-
veloped some land. They plotted the
land and sold it to middle-class people
from the cities.

Das made a lot of money. Today he
lives in a two-story house that he built
next to the hut where he grew up. The
house has an air conditioner, a washing
machine, two televisions, a DVD player
and a treadmill. Das wears gold chains
around his neck and right wrist, and
two gold rings.

He doesn’t hesitate to enter the ur
anymore. He goes where he pleases. His
children, two sons and a daughter, were
educated at the same private school as
the upper castes from the village.

A few decades ago, Das’s story would
have been almost inconceivable. India
was a country where you lived the life
you were born into. Dalits, in particu-
lar, were stuck in place, weighed down
by centuries of discrimination.

The new India, however, is a more
meritocratic country. Das was lucky to
come of age in the 1980s and ’90s, when
the nation was waking up, shedding its
feudal past and building a society
where ambition, education and hard
work were rewarded.

Das’s story is a hopeful one. But up
the road from Molasur in the village of
Palamukkal, I heard the story of anoth-
er person, a man named S. Saravanan,

whose life is similarly emblematic of
the new, more meritocratic India, yet
far less cheerful.

Saravanan is a Reddiar, historically a
privileged caste of landowners. When
he was a child, his family lived in a
sprawling mansion. They owned hun-
dreds of hectares of land and over 200
cattle. They had a staff of around 85.

Saravanan’s father mismanaged the
farms. He took on a lot of debt. He
failed to emphasize the importance of
education to his children. When he
died, Saravanan and his siblings were
left helpless, at the mercy of loan
sharks and, unschooled, incapable of
managing the farm.

Saravanan ran away from home. He
spent the next several years drifting,
working as a mechanic and driver in
various south Indian cities.

I met Saravanan one evening in the
town of Pondicherry, on a back road
piled with garbage overlooking a
smelly canal. He operated a small tea
shop there, a portable metal kiosk from
which he served low-ranking bureau-
crats who worked in the surrounding
government offices.

He told me — reluctantly at first, and
then dispassionately, as if it was
someone else’s life — about his child-
hood. When his father was alive, he
said, the rice harvest from their fields
was so copious that the leftover straw
covered more than a hectare, about
three acres, of land. They planted only
the highest quality rice. But after his
father died, the farm collapsed and the
family could only afford to eat varagu,
a cheap millet.

There was a time, after he had spent
years drifting, when Saravanan’s life
seemed promising. He took out a few
loans and bought three vehicles. He
started a transport company. But the
company lost money and Saravanan
was forced to sell the land he inherited
from his father to pay off his debts.

Now all he had was his tea shop — a
two-by-three-meter frame set by a
canal, for which he’d taken out another
loan. He lived, with his wife and daugh-
ter, in a one-bedroom apartment with-
out a television or phone. He had a cell-
phone, but he couldn’t afford to top it
up, so he took only incoming calls.

He said he hardly ever went back to
his village. His childhood home had
crumbled, and he was too ashamed to
face old friends. He introduced me to
his daughter. She was in a bright yel-
low dress. He said he had never taken
her to Palamukkal.

Two men, two lives — one man who
freely enters a part of his village from
which he was once prohibited, and an-
other who can no longer return home
to the fields his family used to own.

It’s true that a meritocratic India is a
more hopeful India. It’s certainly a vast
improvement over a country in which
millions were oppressed for being born
into the wrong caste or gender or fam-
ily. But it’s good to remember that mer-
itocracy inflicts its own harms. It re-
places old forms of subjugation with
new ones — the tyranny of competi-
tion, of competence, of drive and ambi-
tion, of education.

Perhaps the best that can be said
about meritocracy is that it offers the
most egalitarian path to inequality: it
gives everyone a chance to lose.

As I left Saravanan, he held his
daughter close. He told me the most
important thing for him now was to
make sure she received a proper edu-
cation. He understood what was hap-
pening in the country, the forces of
change that had disrupted his life. He
tried not to dwell on that. He focused
on the future: maybe, he said, the same
forces that had brought him down
could lift his daughter up.

Join an online conversation at
www.akashkapur.com.

TOMORROW Howard French on Shanghai’s
preparations for the 2010 World Expo.

1909 Record Recruiting for Legion
PARIS The latest statistics regarding the
recruitment of the French Foreign Le-
gion show that the campaign against
that corps in the German press seems to
have had the contrary effect to that in-
tended. The number of engagements
made in the year 1908 establishes a re-
cord since the foundation of the Legion.
The number of recruits was 1,704 for the
year 1907. The reason for this, according
to the ‘‘Temps,’’ is the expedition to Mo-
rocco. It has been noted that when there
is any chance of seeing active service
the recruiting is always more lively than
in times of peace. This is only in keeping
with the character of the Legion and the
men who compose it. They are generally
men who, for one reason or another,
have ruined their careers at home and
seek a means of beginning a fresh exist-
ence. To such men a peaceful life in bar-
racks does not appeal.

1934 Chair Claims Mrs. Antonio
OSSINING The 15-month fight of Mrs.
Anna Antonio, 25-year-old mother of
three children, to escape the death pen-
alty for her part in the murder of her
husband, ended in Sing Sing prison a
few minutes before midnight last night
[August 12], when the weakened and

hysterical woman, who thrice had been
reprieved on the eve of execution, died
in the electric chair. She was followed by
Vincent Saetta and Samuel Feracci, con-
victed with her. It was charged she had
hired them to kill her husband to obtain
$5,000 in insurance money. The Antonio
woman and Saetta died almost instantly,
but it required a second shot to end the
life of Feracci.

1959 Kassem Expects Plot
BEIRUT Premier Abdel Karim Kassem
today [August 13] hinted he expects
more trouble in Iraq soon. In a speech to
a class of graduating reserve officers
broadcast by the Bagdad radio, Maj.
Gen. Kassem announced he had evi-
dence ‘‘that some ambitious intriguers
have begun to conspire again.’’ He
warned that ‘‘our patience and our de-
termination to defend the republic will
thwart them.’’ In contrast to recent at-
tacks on Leftists, today’s speech ap-
peared aimed at nationalist and other
anti-Communist groups. Gen. Kassem
declared the army would help the coun-
try achieve a true democratic system.
He insisted he ‘‘will not allow democrat-
ic forces (a term frequently applied in
Iraq to themselves and their allies) in
this country to suffer a setback.’’

BY ALAN COWELL

Confronting an intense debate over the
possible early release of the only person
convicted in the 1988 bombing over
Lockerbie, the Scottish authorities for-
mally acknowledged Thursday that
they were considering requests to set
him free on compassionate grounds be-
cause of poor health, and said a final de-
cision could be made soon.

Abdel Basset Ali al-Megrahi, a 57-
year-old Libyan national who is serving
a 27-year term in a Scottish prison, was
sentenced in 2001 for the bombing of
Pan Am Flight 103 over the Scottish
town of Lockerbie, in which 270 people,
the majority of them Americans, died.

But he has appealed the conviction
and has sought early release to return to
Libya because he has been diagnosed
with a terminal case of prostate cancer.

In May, he made a separate plea to be
returned home under a newly ratified
prisoner-exchange treaty between Brit-
ain and Libya.

A Scottish government spokesman,
speaking in return for customary an-
onymity, said Thursday: ‘‘We can con-
firm that no decision has been made on
applications under the prisoner transfer
agreement or compassionate early re-
lease by Mr. Al Megrahi.’’

The Scottish justice minister, Kenny
Mackaskill, ‘‘is still considering all the
representations in both cases and hopes
to make a decision this month,’’ the
spokesman said.

Late Wednesday, Mr. Mackaskill said
on Scottish television, ‘‘The decision
will be made next week.’’ He gave no
further details.

Last week, Mr. Mackaskill met for an
hour with Mr. Megrahi in Scotland’s
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Greenock prison. He has also held in-
tensive talks with people connected to
the bombing, including representatives
of the families of those killed.

Reports on the BBC and Sky News
that the Scottish authorities had re-
solved to release him reignited a furious
debate among relatives of the dead, pit-
ting those who argue that he should be
freed against those who insist that he
should serve out his sentence.

Vehement opposition to any easing of
Mr. Megrahi’s imprisonment has come
from the American victims’ families,
but some of the British victims’ rela-
tives have supported his bid to go
home.

Susan Cohen, for instance, whose
only child, Theodora, 20, was one of a
group of Syracuse University students
on Pan Am flight 103, said any sugges-
tion that Mr. Megrahi should be freed on

compassionate grounds was ‘‘vile,’’
Britain’s Press Association News
Agency reported Thursday.

The Press Association quoted Mrs.
Cohen as saying: ‘‘It just shows that the
power of oil money counts for more than
justice. There have been so many at-
tempts to let him off. It has to do with
money and power and giving Qaddafi
what he wants. My feelings, as a victim,
apparently count for nothing.’’ Col.
Muammar el-Qaddafi is the Libyan
leader.

But, representing some British famil-
ies, Jim Swire, who lost his 23-year-old
daughter, Flora, in the Lockerbie bomb-
ing, said it would be to Scotland’s credit
if Mr. Megrahi were released, The Press
Association reported.

‘‘I am someone who does not believe
he is guilty,’’ he said. ‘‘The sooner he is
back with his family, the better.’’

PHOTOGRAPHS BY THEODORE KAYE

Many meters above a muddy ravine deepened by Typhoon Morakot, a resident of the devastated Taiwanese village of Sinfa prepared to make a harrowing cable crossing Thursday.

Dazed, Taiwanese grasp lifelines
SINFA, TAIWAN

BY ANDREW JACOBS

The road through this storm-battered
village ends in a cliff-hanger.

On the south side of National High-
way 27, there are hot meals, the succor
of Buddhist monks, and after some wily
driving across soggy roads, access to
the rest of Taiwan.

For those stuck on the north side of a
bridge that no longer exists, there is a
harrowing 60-meter, or 200-foot, drop
into a muddy torrent spawned by
Typhoon Morakot.

Despite her fear of heights, Wang Ma-
Lee, a 52-year-old goat farmer, decided
she could no longer stay on the wrong
side of town. She stepped into a rock-
climbing harness, allowed a team of res-
cue workers to clip her to an overhead
cable, and then she stepped into the
abyss as a line of young soldiers yanked
her across the river.

‘‘That was terrifying, but I’m lucky to
be alive,’’ she said upon arriving on the
other side.

Since Typhoon Morakot soaked Tai-
wan last weekend, killing at least 108
people, Ms. Wang and her husband have
been among tens of thousands of people
stranded in a necklace of picturesque
hamlets that extend along the Lao Nong
River. The couple said they were among
six people to survive in their corner of
Sinfa when a wall of mud and water
swept away 20 of their neighbors early
Sunday.

Thousands of people have been airlif-
ted out by military helicopters in recent
days, but many others are still waiting
for help, especially in the northern wilds
of Kaohsiung County, where hundreds
are missing and presumed dead. The
government, facing critics who say its
efforts have been sluggish, dispatched
an additional 4,000 soldiers to stricken
areas Thursday, bringing the total to
38,000.

The rescue and relief efforts have also
involved 380 helicopters and a thick
stream of volunteers who have been
heading into the mountains, their four-
wheel drive vehicles packed full of food
and bottled water.

The lack of communication is raising
anxiety for family members, who were
trying to get into the disaster zone.

‘‘Everyone says I’m crazy, but I can’t
leave my mother alone out there,’’ said
Chen Rong-chun, who was making a
third attempt Thursday to reach Baolai, a

resort town that is inaccessible by road.
As five days of rain finally gave way to

sun, Mr. Chen led a group of other des-
perate people along caved-in roads and
through fields of guava and jackfruit
buzzing with the hiss of cicadas.

They hitched brief rides on relief
trucks, and when the road disappeared,
they hiked through a cemetery, clasping
hands in reverence before tombs and
then moving on.

Trailing behind the group was Lin
Song Yuan, who was returning to Sinfa

to see how his home and orchards had
fared in the storm while he was up north
selling bananas. Mr. Lin, 61, was fortu-
nate. His living room had a 12-centi-
meter-thick, or almost 5-inch-thick, lay-
er of mud on the floor, but at least the
house was standing.

A dozen paces up road, at the foot of
Sinfa Mountain, a field of silt and rocks
had replaced what were once lushly
planted fields of squash, corn and fruit.
Somewhere beneath the rubble was Lou
Pei Yun, a 35-year-old farmer who was

taken away before dawn Sunday. A
gushing river sliced through what was
once her bedroom.

Her father-in-law, Pan Guo Hua, said
the river did not exist until last week-
end. ‘‘I’m going out of my mind,’’ he
said, standing amid a fetid collection of
crushed appliances and clothing mixed
in with several feet of mud and rock.

‘‘We don’t know where her body is.
She could be right here. Or over there.’’

The mayor of Sinfa, Lin Wen-tian, said
that at least 38 of the village’s 2,000 res-
idents had perished but only two bodies
had been found. ‘‘Everything is still wet,
there’s not much we can do,’’ he said, as
he smoked and paced around the
grounds of the local elementary school,
which has been turned into a relief cen-
ter and dormitory for some of the 80
families whose homes were destroyed.

The mayor also had other worries.
There is no electricity and without a
passable road, there is no way fuel
trucks can deliver oil and gas. Then
there is the mountain that loomed be-
hind him, its face scarred by rock slides.
‘‘Our advice is that people should leave
here,’’ he said as it began to rain again.

At the north end of town, a team of
specially trained police officers were
gingerly guiding people across the spec-
tacular gap in Highway 27.

Since Wednesday, more than 100 villa-
gers had been pulled along the jerry-
rigged cable, but the pace was painstak-
ingly slow. If the rescuers needed a re-
minder of the urgency, they could look
up to see a large hand-painted sign on
the opposite side that screamed ‘‘32
People Dead. S.O.S.’’

By late afternoon, only three dozen
people were still waiting, including Ms.
Wang and her husband, Lee Siu Yao.
When they were reunited on the other
side, Mr. Lee talked about the resort de-
velopers whom he blamed for cutting
down too much mountaintop forest in
recent years.

‘‘If you cut down the trees, the earth is
going to slide down,’’ he said.

But despite the bitterness, he was
mostly full of appreciation and wonder
that he had survived the storm. He de-
scribed how he and his wife escaped a
surging mud flow by climbing the
mountain behind their home.

‘‘It was pitch dark, and I was practic-
ally dragging my wife up the hill,’’ he
said. With daylight, Mr. Lee realized
what had happened to Sinfa. ‘‘The dev-
astation was so terrible,’’ he said. ‘‘It’s a
miracle we’re standing before you.’’

Residents returned Thursday to Sinfa to search for remains of buried loved ones.

After safe passage on the cable Thursday, a youngster, center, drew rescuers in Sinfa.


