Bangladesnh,
You’'ve Been
Too Kind

May 15 - 25, 2000

By Tim Frakes

Monday, May 15

My adventure in Bangladesh began
at United Airlines Terminal One,
O'Hare Internationa Airport in Chicago. Kevin Jacobson from the Division for Globa Mission,
Stephen Padre from the ELCA's World Hunger Appeal, Liz Hunter from The Lutheran Magazine
and | planned to meet at the airport. Liz'strip began with abang. Literally. Her taxi cab
slammed into another vehicle on the Kennedy. Fortunately no onewas hurt. Liz arrived at the
gate just as we boarded, more than a bit shaken.

The goal isto visit two health care and development projectsin rural Bangladesh. Thefirst,
Lutheran Health Care Bangladesh (LHCB) isin Dumki, asmall town in the southern part of the
country. LHCB isarelatively new operation. Its funding comes from a number of Lutheran
congregations in Minnesota as well as mgjor funding from the ELCA. LHCB isaholistic
ministry that offers a balance between primary health care and community development.
Specificaly, we will spend time with women known as group organizers. Part of LHCB's work
isto send pairs of trained women into villages and remote areas to provide infant care, health tips
and create savings groups. We hope to follow some of them out into the villages.

While at LHCB we aso plan to hook up with an 9- year-old boy by the name of Rakibul
Hossain. Rocky (as heis known), has excellent English skillsis bright and charming. Rocky
will be our on-cameratalent. Theideaisto create a separate video segment with Rocky showing
us Bangladesh. Through Rocky we will see how the Bengali people live, work and worship. [If
all goes as planned, Rocky will travel with us throughout our stay in Bangladesh.

After we finish our work at LHCB, we fly to the northwest part of Bangladesh to Saidpur.
Saidpur/Rangpur and the surrounding region is home to a much older Non-Governmental
Organization (NGO), Rangpur Dingjpur Rural Service (RDRS). Funded by many groups
including the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA), RDRS works mainly with
women, focusing on devel opment projects and health care. We will look at their silkworm
production project. Before we left Chicago, Stephen showed me an example of their work - a
beautiful hand made silk scarf. Our task will be to document the production process and
interview people involved in the operation to seeitsimpact. I've never seen silk being woven. It



should be interesting.

Our 747 flight from Chicago to Tokyo was long (12 hours) and uneventful. Once in Tokyo we
changed planes for asix hour flight to Bangkok, Thailand. By the time we got there it was 10
p.m. local time. We made it through customs and found our hotel. Fortunately, the travel agent
booked usin rooms located at the airport. By 11 p.m. | wasin my room and asleep.

Tuesday May 16

| woke at 6:30 am. feeling great. After ashower | headed back to the airport, changed a few
dollarsinto the local currency (Bhat) and bought breakfast at a Burger King! American culture
spreads around the world! Later, Kevin, Liz, Stephen and | met for astroll outside the hotel.
The morning air was hot, humid and not getting cooler. Cars, buses and motor bikesfilled the
streets of Bangkok. We walked afew blocksto the local Buddhist temple. 1t was a magnificent
structure with high pitched roofs and colorful blue, red and gold ornamentation. Photographs of
departed loved ones were imbedded into walls surrounding the temple.  The compound seemed
to be open to the public, so we went inside and looked around. Back on the narrow street we
walked through the market area. Small shops lined the street with food, electronics, books and
magazines for sale. We passed a motorcycle cab stand that looked like a scene out of the wild
west -- 20 or 30 men inside a corral, saddled up on their motorbikes waiting for afare. Some of
them even wore bandannas wrapped around their faces cowboy style. After our walk, we made
our way back to the hotel and then to the airport for a Thai International flight to Dhaka,
Bangladesh.

Aswith Thailand, one' sfirst impression of Bangladesh isthe heat. We picked one of the hottest
and most humid months of the year to visit. Even thelocalsthink it's hot. Add to this local
modesty codes that prohibit the wearing of shorts or sleeveless shirtsin public. A driver from
the Lutheran World Federation's (LWF) Lutheran Center in Dhaka met us at the airport. It's
aways niceto be met. Dhakaisno exception. Asyou leave the terminal western travelers stick
out. Beggarsimmediately surround you. Some lead a blind friend to you, others are crippled,
still others suffer from grotesgue birth defects. This always makes for an awkward scene no
matter how many third world airports you've been
through.

Our driver scooted us to the Lutheran Center
where we dropped our luggage. After ashort rest
he took us on an afternoon ride through Dhaka, the
capitol of Bangladesh. Thefirst stop wasthe
parliament building. It is a huge concrete structure
rising out of alake. The driver told us that an
American architect actually designed the building
after bangladesh’ s independence. We immediately
drew acrowd. Asat the airport, westerners with
television camerasrealy stick out. Rather than
fight it, | asked onekid if he knew the national




anthem of Bangladesh. Before we knew it |
had the whole crowd singing it to me!

Leaving the capitol we drove to the Lalbagh

Fort, a 17th century fortress museum

popular with tourists. We paid asmall fee

and walked in. Y our money goesalong

way in Bangladesh - one U.S. dollar =50

Taka. As| passed through the gate a soldier

with aWorld War 1l erarifle lung over his

shoulder stopped me. "No video please!"

When a guy with arifle says no, you listen.

While the rest of the group toured thefort, | Children sing the Bengali national anthem on the
waited outside and recorded footage of the ~ steps of Parliment.

crowded street. Bangladesh is an interesting place. No matter where you |ook, you see
something new. Colorful three wheel rickshaws fill the narrow streets. 1n between the
rickshaws, motorcycles weave in and out. In between them, pedestrians dart back and forth.
Everyone seemsto be going somewhere. As | was taking a shot, adirt clod bounced off my arm.
Who threw it, or why, | have know idea. Needlessto say | beat a quick retreat.

Later that night we met up with Ed and Karen Scott, ELCA missionary co-directors of LHCB,
and two other ELCA global mission staff who happened to be in Bangladesh. Together, we
drove to the home of Mr. Benedict Bijoy Baroi, a Bengali LHCB co-director, for dinner. Bijoy,
his wife and two teenage children live in an apartment located in one of Dhaka's tiny Christian
districts. We ate chicken, pork and beef served with rice and bread. Bijoy's wife even had ice
cream and fruit for dessert! After dinner we listened to Bijoy's son play the guitar, and his
daughter sing and play the harmonium, a hand-billows operated organ/piano about 2 feet in
length. The harmonium is sort of the national instrument of Bangladesh.

Wednesday May 17

Thiswas abusy day. After breakfast we drove to the Buriganga River front in the old part of
Dhaka to see the Sadarghat boat terminal. Bangladesh isanation of rivers. In fact, much of the
country is under water during the monsoon season, it figures that Bengali’ s have lots of boats.
Thousands of them congregate at the Sadarghat boat terminal. Big ships. Little ships. Tiny
dugout canoes. All ply the waters ferrying goods and people across ariver as wide as the
Mississippi. The entrance to the terminal is simply an opening in the fence. A stream of
travelers constantly pass through and down a muddy slope to the water’s edge. Men sitting at an
old wooden table collect afee of 10 Taka (5 cents U.S.) as you step through the gate. The scene
at the waters edge isabit like a cab stand. Hundreds of hand paddled gondola -- similar to those
you might see in Venice --cram onto the beach.



We climbed aboard and sat on straw matts thrown
on the deck. The oarsmen immediately shoved
off. It waslike bumper cars. The big ships don't
pay much attention to the little ones. Our canoe
was constantly crashing into other canoes, or
dodging the larger ships which were trying to
squeeze in. It isamazing to see how much stuff
they can cram onto their boats. Some vessels
were so full of cargo, water actually came up over
the gunwales. Why they don't sink isamystery.
Pas
sen Sadarghat boat terminal, Dhaka

ger canoes generally are powered by one guy with an oar. Larger boats with diesel motors can

carry passenger or cargo.

After several near collisions we returned to shore. On the way back to the car, | passed a small
marching band headed down to the waters edge to catch aferry acrossthe river. Despite the
heat, they were dressed in full uniforms with green caps and gold epaulets. They carried their
instruments as if ready to strike up atune. | asked them to play, and for afew Taka play they did!
Not good, but they sure could make noise.

In the afternoon our group joined Bijoy, Ed and Karen for acommercial flight to Barisal, acity
located about 250 kilometers south of Dhaka. The plane was a twin engine turbo-prop that held
about 20 passengers. The flight over Bangladesh's winding rivers and semi-flooded plains was
pleasant. In 25 minutes we landed in Barisal where an LHCB driver picked us up and drove us
to Dumki, atiny village two hoursto the

southwest.

In Bangladesh the steering wheel is on the

right side of the cab. | sat on theleft sidein

what would be the drivers seat in America.

What aride! The road to Dumki was well

paved. At first this seemsgood. However,

paved roads in Bangladesh mean you can

drivefast. There seemsto be one rule of the

road: if I'm bigger, get the you-know-what out

of theway! To do thisyou beep your horn.

The smaller vehicle usually yields, which is

fine when the road is wide enough for two Theboysin the band.

rickshaws. When a mini-van meets a bus, the

road istoo narrow. Still, you pass; | mean by inches. It really getsinteresting when the mini-van
meets alarge bus and two or three rickshaws at the same time. How we avoided collisions, I'll
never know.



That evening we arrived at LHCB in Dumki.
Liz stayed at Ed and Karen Scott’s home.
Stephen, Kevin and | went to a separate guest
house in town. In Rudyard Kipling's short
story Rikki Tikki Tavvi the cobra Nag
decides to kill the humans by dlithering into
the bathroom slews or drain, and curling up
by the toilet. To me, our bathroom looked
just like the one described in the story. Slews
and al. And yes, Bangladesh has cobras!

Plowing thericefieldsishard work that goes on

all day long. The month of May in Bangladesh is one of the

Datytsine rtees oérHiergsaf tevereboh Berdpliees
with 98 percent humidity. While our house didn't have air conditioning, my room did have a
ceiling fan. Aslong as the power stayed on -- which often it doesn’t -- the fan works and you're
OK. The heat made me quickly loose any misgivings | had about the bathroom, and | took lots
of showers. No need for hot water in Bangladesh; the cold will do just fine. The guest house
was old and very basic. Rooms had wooden beds and asmall table. A few pictures reflecting
local art adorned the cement walls. The floors are also cement. Each bedroom door had a huge
locking bolt. | thought about locking the door, but closing the room only added to the heat and
humidity. The door also had a curtain you could pull for privacy.

Thursday, May 18

Today was very busy and very productive. At sunrise, Stephen and | took the cameraand hired a
rickshaw driver. For 20 Taka (less than 50 cents) he pulled the two of us out to the countryside
to see farmers working the rice fields.

Southern Bangladesh is very lush and
green. Small five or ten acrerice fields
are connected by a series of elevated roads
or paths. While | did see one guy on a
small tractor, most Bengali farmers still
use cows to till the soil. Beforerice can
be planted, a yoked team pullsasingle
blade plow back and forth through the
flooded field. The farmer trudges behind -
- bare footed in the muddy water --
steering. It'salong, slow process.

Bengali farmers can get two or three crops
planted ayear. Sewing, reaping and
tilling is a constant process. When the
weather cooperates, Bangladesh feeds
itself. When drought or cyclones interrupt,
people go hungry. It isadelicate balance.

Another near death experienceon the
Bangladesh highway system.



We also had a chance to see locals fishing for breakfast. In Bangladesh this means casting a
large circular net into one of the many muddy village ponds. If you dig a hole in Bangladesh, it
fillswith water. The net is attached to arope. Asthe heavy bits of mettle woven into the outer
edges of the circle sink to the bottom, the fisherman pulls the net back. The fish are small, one
or two inches long, so you have to keep casting awhileto get ameal.

After breakfast we went to the LHCB hospital for morning prayer with the staff. These daily
prayer times are significant. Bangladesh is predominantly Sunni Muslim. Thereisalso alarge
Hindu population. Christians make up less than 2 percent. Except for the Americans and afew
Bengali Christians, LGCB's staff is Muslim and Hindu. Seeing all of them pray together speaks
volumes about the work here.  LHCB does both health care and development. In the past,
western agencies did alot of health care, and not much in the way of preventing the causes of
disease and poverty - namely hunger, poor sanitation, illiteracy etc. Inthe 1970s NGO's started
to get out of the hospital business and work more on development. LHCB is a balance between
the two.

In addition to asmall hospital facility that focuses on primary care, LHCB also manages a
network of 30 group organizers. These trained women, wearing colorful sari's, travel the
countryside by boat and foot setting up women's cooperatives. In Bangladesh, rural women
often have avery low status. Most do not own property, and rarely do they travel beyond the
borders of their own village. Often they areilliterate. Through group organizing (GO), women
learn to read, write and care for their children and families through well baby care and sanitation
classes.

Perhaps the most important work of the GOs are the savings programs. In each village, groups
of women organize a savings program. Each woman contributes afew Taka every week. When
the account reaches a sufficient amount, the women can begin borrowing on theinterest. Thisis
money owned and managed by the women. The husbands can't touch it. This economic
empowerment is revolutionary. One group

purchased a saw mill, another, cattle. Slowly, but

surely, they are breaking a cycle of poverty that

has gone on for ages.

In the afternoon, we boarded a15' speed boat
witha GO. It washot. The clouds had dissipated
and the sun really beat down. We went down
river 20 kilometers and pulled up to a muddy
bank. From there we walked two or three
kilometersinto thericefieldsto asmall village.
The GO we waked with, Maha Muda, is Muslim.
The village, South Muradia, is Hindu.

Remember, Hindus and Muslims are fighting a
war on the nearby Indo-Pakistani border. While



people are dying there, women in this village are working together in peace. When we arrived,
the women assembled on mats in asmall courtyard surrounded by houses with grass roofs. Our
GO led the group in awell baby clinic and then collected money for the savings club. After the
meeting we were served bananas and store bought cookies! It is humbling to be fed by people
who know hunger.

Friday, May 19

Friday isaday of rest in Muslim countries. It'slike our Sunday. Many people go to the Mosque
to pray. We gathered at LHCB for worship with the staff. There are afew Christian Bengalisin
the area and they also worship with thisfellowship. The servicewas simple. A few songsin
Bengali, and afew in English. We prayed and had communion. An LHCB visitor from
Minneapolis preached. Bijoy translated the sermon into Bengali.

After worship we attended a gathering of group organizersin Dumki. Thirty women, their
children and our assembled group of visitors, crammed into the floor of a small house. It was
really hot. Asis often the case in Dumki, the power was out, so no lights or fans. Despite the
discomfort the gathering was ajoy. The women sang songs and played the harmonium. These
women are quickly becoming leadersin their community and really making adifference. Not
everyoneis happy about it. Some of the men in town have begun to make trouble. The lead
organizer, aman by the name of Ashok was attacked by two men with clubs two days before we
got here. Apparently the trouble makers are spreading rumors that the group organizing women
are being converted to Christianity. Of course, thisisnot true. But in rural Bangladesh these
kinds of rumors can get you into trouble.

From Dumki we went out to another village to observe the group organizers working with
women in the village. Thistime we had a chance to speak with two of the women who have
benefited from the program. One woman has been able to purchase goats. In the developing
world, livestock is like money in the bank.

Their milk and meat help support the

family. Another woman was ableto

purchase a sewing machine. She now

sews clothesin the village, and one day

hopes to send her children to school. On

theway out | spotted men pulling rice

seedlings out of aflooded paddy. It was

too interesting. | couldn't resist plunging

in with them. The bright green rice plants

and the dark brown water made for a

lovely picture. On the way back to the

road, | took another path. Bad move.

Before | knew it, | was up to my hipsin

muddy water. Oh well. Worship at Lutheran Health Care Bangladesh
This evening we were treated to a concert

of local music performed at LHCB. The band was made up of a conga drummer, aflute player



and a guy on the harmonium. A few of the group organizing women joined in as vocalists.
Toward the end of the evening, the Bengali's asked the Americans to sing them a song. We then
performed arendition of "Americathe Beautiful" and "Take Me Out to theBall Game."

Saturday, May 20

Another busy day started with avisit to Rocky's school. Rocky isthe 9-year-old Bengali boy |
mentioned earlier. Heisthe host of our first video which introduces Bangladesh to the
American Lutheran audience. The theme of the video is Rocky showing us Bangladesh. We
started by recording him at his school, located on the grounds of the local agricultura college.
At the school, children wear uniforms of white shirts with blue pants. The classes range from
kindergarten through grade 10. Classrooms are very basic: rows of wooden desks, a black board
and afew pictures hanging on otherwise bare walls. Missing to the suburban American eye are
globes, wall charts, library books, fish tanks and computers. Here the children learn reading,
writing and arithmetic six days aweek. The school year includes a minimum of 300 class days.
Because thisisa Muslim country, the school closes during the month of Ramadan.

After the school, we spent the afternoon recording Rocky in various locations around Dumki.

At one point, we drove out to a nearby river, and took the ferry barge across to the other side. We
paid two young men with a diesel powered launch to take us out into the river. Our plan wasto
record Rocky in the bow of the 20 foot boat. In order to record, we had to instruct our captain to
cut the motor, which was far too loud to be heard over. Of course when we did, we began to
drift down stream. Thisisavery large river and we moved quickly. Much to the captains
chagrin -- | think he was really mad -- we ran aground on a sand bar. Fortunately he was ableto
jump into the water and free us. We then completed the scene.

Aswe finished dinner, the power went out again. With no air conditioning or fans, our house
became adark oven. Everyone stripped down to the shorts and gave no thought to modesty. |
lay in my bed feeling sorry for myself. Mercifully, sleep came and | awakened hours later to
turn on afan when the power came back.

Sunday, May 21

Rain finally came this morning. It poured. After breakfast it was time to say goodbye to LHCB
and all our new friends. We piled into avan and drove to the Baria River to catch aMission
Aviation Fellowship (MAF) float plane to Dhaka. As the single engine plane landed on theriver,
acrowd gathered on shore. LHCB had arranged for a speed boat to carry our party out to the
plane. We climbed on board, buckled in and flew off to the north for a connecting commercial
flight to Saidpur. It turned out that our MAF pilot was an Australian who spent time in Papua
New Guinea. Kevin spent eight years there asamissionary. There the two of them were, on the
tarmac at Dhaka international airport in Bangladesh, speaking to each other in Talk Pidgin, the
language of Papua New Guinea. Small world.

Our commercia flight to Saidpur was delayed four hours because of a mechanical problem.
Very comforting. When we did board the ancient Air Bangladesh Boeing 707, our concerns
were not put to rest. Severa of the seats were bent in half. Theinterior of the cabin looked like



it hadn't changed since Gandhi went on a hunger strike. During the flight, aliquid substance
began dripping from the overhead compartment. After sniffing, | determined it wasn't jet fuel
and went back to my newspaper. Bottom line -- we madeit. Our group was greeted at the
airport by staff from Rangpur Dingjpur Rura Service. RDRS, as the nameimplies, doesalot of
good work in Northern Bangladesh. Much larger than we anticipated, RDRS employs more than
1,500 people across awide geographic area. The operation began in the early 1970s when
Bangladesh first became a country. The war for independence with Pakistan was a bloody one.
Some accounts claim 3 million died. RDRS was one of many agencies that cameto help. The
organization's funding comes from a number of Lutheran churches world wide, including the
ELCA.

The drive from Saidpur to Rangpur kept your attention for several reasons. It isharvest timein
the north. Thisisthe country's bread basket. Everywhere you look, people are out in the fields
cutting, bundling and transporting rice. From the fields, the ripe plants are threshed, often right
on the side of the highway. The roadsflat, dry surface makes a convenient place to dry the
plants and separate the rice kernel from the rest of the plant. That cars, trucks, busses and
rickshaws constantly whip by isno deterrent. The drive is harrowing because of a peculiar
Bengali habit of driving in the middle of theroad. The highway between Rangpur and Saidpur is
paved two-lane asphalt. It'sagood road by American

standards. Down the middleisthetypica painted

white stripe. Y ou would expect vehicles to stay in their

lane, except to pass. Not so in Bangladesh. Here, cars,

trucks and busses, loaded to the breaking point with

cargo and passengers, keep the tires of their vehicles

over the white painted stripe in the middle of the road!

When you meet another vehicle going the opposite

direction, the respective drivers wait until the absolute

last possible moment, then dart back into their own

lane. The side mirrors on our van were actually bent

in, flush with the door. Thiswas to prevent them from

being clipped off in the many near collisions that

occur. Add to that, double decker busses fully loaded,

and with perhaps 50- to- 60 people crammed on the

roof. When these buses move from the center line

back to their own lanes the high center of gravity

causes them to sway. This adds to the sensation that

you are going to collide.

Surviving the ride from Saidpur, we arrived at the

RDRS guest house. | finally got a chance to see the

famous oriental toilet I've heard American travelers ,

talk about. If you're about to eat dinner, skip this An RDRSworker preparessilk worm
paragraph. The Oriental toilet consists of aporcelain ~ cocoonsfor theweaving process.
commode sunk into the floor. You don't sit; you squat over the opening like a baseball catcher



ready to receive aKerry Wood fast ball. To insure that your aim istrue, porcelain foot pads
indicate where your feet should be placed. Just place your feet on the pads facing away from the
wall, and do your business. The only down sideisthat it's hard to make it through an issue of
People Magazine thisway. No bathroom reading material in this part of the world.

Monday, May 22

It's 4:00 am. The Mosque crier is caling the faithful to prayer. At first light | took the camera,
my Lonely Planet Guide and hired arickshaw for 5 Taka. He pulled me out to a nearby rice field
to record the harvest. In the south, the rice was in the seedling stage. In the north, the crop was
ready to harvest. It looked morelike rice you would see on the table.

After therice field, the heavens opened and it poured for about two hours. We had breakfast,
and when the rain cleared we took off for the local RDRS office. We met with officials and then
went to see the fascinating process of silk production. At thislocation women in colorful saris
were sorting huge piles of golden silk worm cocoons. Other women were busy immersing large
pales full of cocoonsinto vats of hot water. From there, the boiled cocoons are cooled and taken
to aloom to begin the weaving process. The amazing thing about silk worm cocoons is that they
are made of one continuous strand of silk. The hot water creates a chemical reaction that allows
the spun cocoon to unravel.

Our next stop was a second RDRS facility two kilometers from the Indian border. Here RDRS
workers were busy pulling a huge net through apond. The process -- known as fish farming-- is
a common method used by devel opment organizations to create sustainable incomes for poor
rural families. In addition to the fish farming, we also looked at the next stage of silk production.
Inside bamboo huts, several women sat inside holes dug in the ground. In front of them at
ground level werelooms. Apparently, it is easier to dig a hole than to build a table on which to
set the loom. The weaving process |ooks like hard work but the income they receive from the
proceeds really makes a difference in their lives and the lives of their children.

From the silk production, we embarked on a 3-hour ride through the countryside. Northwest
Bangladesh appears to be the country’s bread basket. The rice harvest was underway in earnest.
Everyone was busy cutting, bundling, hauling and threshing the rice. Many times the road was
actualy filled with rice. Asbefore, the ride was harrowing, but fortunately we made it to the next
guest house safe and sound.

Tuesday, May 23

Bed bugs! My body is covered with bed bug bites. Although the guesthouse we are stayinginis
basic but nice, the mattress, pillow and linen are filthy. This morning al of us noticed the tiny
red marks on our arms and legs. The worst part is that we've got to sleep in the same beds
tonight. Yuk! Thismorning we visited more RDRS silk worm projects. We visited two
villages that looked like movie sets. Mud houses with thatched roofs and wooded colonnades
were arranged in neat pockets. After watching the women weave silk, our group was invited to
sit and "have tea." In one village this meant watermelon and water. In the second village we
were served Leache, grapes with abumpy green husk that you peal. The fruit surrounds alarge
seed. Americans can really learn alot about hospitality from Bengali's.

10



On the way back from avillage, we stopped at arural mosque to record a scene with Rocky. We
wanted him to say, "l am aMuslim." Thisdialogueis part of our script. The mosgue looked a
bit like an outdoor gazebo with a minaret on top. Inside young boysin green shirts and white
caps were studying the Koran. The Imam agreed to let us shoot. Rocky, who actually is
Muslim, and | took off our shoes and recorded the scene. You'll have to see the finished video to
know how thisfits.

Often, during our long drives through the northern Bangladesh countryside, Rocky sat next to me
inthe car. This gave me achance to recount all the American/European fairy taleswe all learned
as children. Goldielocks and the Three Bears, The Three Little Pigsand Rapunsel, all cameto
mind. Rocky sat riveted to each story. When I'd finish one he'd ask for another. When my bank
of stories was exhausted, we made some up. Later we taught him American folk songslike “B-1-
N-G-O” and “The Other Day | Saw aBear.”

After the mosque we finally got a chance to do some shopping. Kevin, Liz, Stephen, Ashok,
Rocky and | walked through the Tacorga market. It was afairly cool evening and the walk was
pleasant. Asusual, our presence realy caused astir. | know now how it feelsto be arock star.
The market was very crowded with Rickshaws, bicycles, trucks and lots of foot traffic. There
were cloth shops, tailors, shoe shiners, barbers - everything a person might need. One merchant
sold musical instruments. Stephen looked at one very beautiful hand made harmonium. Only
$40 dollars US, but how to get it home?

Wednesday, May 24

Our last day in the north included breakfast at the guest house and later in the garden, a short
study and discussion concerning ants: the night before | squashed a huge cockroach near my
room. I'd also strategically placed an apple core near the cockroach. Sure enough, both had
disappeared the next morning. Close examination revealed several species of ants. Large,
reddish blonde driver ants, tiny black ants and others. All were busy going back and forth in the
garden. At the end of long road trips, one tends to get philosophical - at least | do. | couldn't
help but compare our scurrying across the planet, taking pictures and meeting people with the
activity of the ants. Are wethat different? (Too deep.) We drove from Thurakgon to the airport
in Saidpur, then caught a Biman Airlines flight to Dhaka. After dropping off our stuff, we
headed back out to the parliament building to finish our video with Rocky. Standing in front of
the Parliament building, he needed to say, "In Bangladesh we vote for our leaders. It'sa
democracy.” Asusual, we drew a huge crowd of on- lookers. Seizing the opportunity, |
announced, "Individual copies of MOSAIC are available for $12.50 or $40.00 for a one year
subscription.  Simply call 1-800-638-3522 to order." No takers.

When our work was done, we visited a western style department store that specialized in tourist
stuff; clothes, carvings, art, etc. We loaded up on goodies and headed to the American Club for
dinner. In Bangladesh, asin other countries, there is alarge expatriot community. The
American club isafacility run by the U.S. Embassy for staff and otherslivingin Dhaka. It'sa

11



reign capitol. Inside, they have a swimming pool, tennis
lhe bar isabig thing in aMuslim country which does not

5. After ordering pizza, | peeked into the bar. It's funny, the
ke bar fly patronsin any tavern in Milwaukee.

Jay in Bangladesh wasreally rushed. It didn't start out that
fast we visited the Dhaka headquarters of RDRS. The

nt well. Asin the villages, they served tea and cookies. Mr.
visit was a pleasant one. From rural villages to the

argest non-governmental organization, Bengali's lavished us
meeting went longer than planned. With our flight 2 hours
in dollars into Taka since the guest house bills and MAF

| currency our driver took usto abank and we got in line.

‘ed and waited and waited and waited.

2. Finally, our turn came. Making our transactions (my

ashed back to the guest house, grabbed gear, said goodbye
and launched into afinal trip on the Bangladesh highway system. Under normal conditions,
Bengali drivers go like they were delivering donor organs. Now the guy behind the wheel darted
in and out of traffic like Steve McQueen in the famous scene from "Bullet". | tried not to look.
Thank God, we made it with time to spare.

Our flight landed in Bangkok, we collected our stuff, and jumped in acab. Thisleg, our hotel
was in the downtown area. The drive went well, and it was fun to get alook at this very modern
Asian economic metropolis. The four lane double decker highway quickly got us downtown
amid Bangkok's many skyscrapers. After checking in, we took another cab ride across town to
the Royal Grand Palace and Temple of the Emerald Buddha.

This 200 year old fortressis truly one of the architectural wonders of the world. Built by the first
King Romain the Chakri Dynasty, the Emerald Buddha is the symbol of Thailand. Sadly, the
pal ace had closed by the time we got there nevertheless, the awe inspiring turrets, ornate temples
and imposing fortress wall are magnificent.  Another cab ride took usto dinner at a wonderful
seafood restaurant where patrons pick out their dinner beforeit is cooked. In some cases,
depending on what you choose, dinner is still alivel Thefood is served family style, so all of us
got to sample shrimp, red snapper, fried rice and noodles.

Final thoughts
Dinner at the seafood restaurant gave us our first chance to process our trip. Both Stephen and |
commented on the wonderful but awesome burden travel and the resulting knowledge brings.
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There are lots of peoplein theworld. Each hasastory. Each is profoundly complex. When you
stay in the same community and interact with the same people over and over again, your web of
influenceis predictable. When you travel in thiskind of job, especially to remote and exotic
places, your web of influence grows dramaticaly. On any given day, you sweep into avillage,
get to know the people a bit, ask them personal questions, and get responses they wouldn't share
with their own families. Then you move on to the next place and do it again.

Although I've only known them for afew days, Ashok, Bijoy, Rocky and Mahamuda are all my
new friends. Their paths and mine have crossed, and --as aresult -- | will never be the same.
Kevin helped me learn an important lesson on thistrip. During an interview with awomen in
charge of an RDRS district, | kept asking her to share her personal thoughts. What are your
challenges? What are your joys? How has this project impacted your life? Each timeI'd ask,
she would respond with an answer about the village or staff or collective. After theinterview
Kevin politely pointed out to me how foolish my questions were. Given this woman's world
view, thevillageisall that matters. In Asian culture oneindividual is never elevated above the
rest. When someoneislifted up, the group quickly puts them back where they were.
Individualism, Kevin pointed out, isan American trait. The point is, there is so much to learn.
People are so complex, and my capacity at least, isinadequate to the task of adequately
Stephen, Kevin, Lizand myself ~ comprehending it.
being touristsin Bangkok.

Now that I've got afew of these trips under my belt (Zaire,
Israel, Madagascar, Papua New Guinea, Namibia, Dominican Republic), I've come to realize that
each foray isfilled with gifts. Contrary to news reports, Bangladesh is arich country full of
beautiful people. Most Americans only seetheir disasterson TV. Theredlity isthat Bengali's
love their country. In 28 years they have formed a strong national identity. While they don't
have much in the way of material wealth, their sense of community and flair for welcoming the
stranger are gifts more precious than gold. Of course, Bangladesh hasits problems. Poverty,
high infant mortality rates and a soaring population are just afew of the hurdles they need to
overcome. Through relief and development efforts, many of these issues are beginning to be
addressed. I'm glad | came. I'll never forget the experience. I'll never forget the friends | made.
Coshto Delam. It's Bengali for "Y ou've been too kind." Y ou say it to the host has your leaving.
Coshto Delam, Bangladesh!
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