
                   The wind in the forest. 
 
      It was a scorching day in the Bastar  region of Chhattisgarh in ithe summer of 2009 as Dr RamaBai was clearing up her makeshift basic dispensary to wind up the session of work. The heat meant villagers preferred to stay indoors in the afternoon unless acutely ill. The government primary health facilities were basic to say the least and almost non functional most of the years. In fact most civic amenities were lacking in the Bastar province of the Red Corridor due to the Naxalite influence . Dr Rama Bai and her late husband Dr Achrekar came to the region as a part of a NGO team in the late 80s and set up a small healthcare clinic to treat the villagers and help in the upliftment of local communities who were caught in the conflict between the forces of the State and the Maoists.

         The doctor couple overcame initial challenges and resistance of the community to gain acceptance since many before them had left without being able to make too much of a difference. However , persistence and patience paid off and they soon became an integral part of the system. . Doctor Saheb passed on in 2000 after being afflicted by a sharp bout of Cerebral Malaria . His heartbroken wife and professional medical partner  was bereft but was determined to continue to serve the community in the memory of her husband. 

        A year on an unexpected turn of events resulted in the appearance of Marut,  an 11 year old  tribal boy, in her life. The child was abandoned by his brother who had been recruited by the Naxals when they raided a village nearby to look for supplies and potential ‘ supporters’ and ‘soldiers’. The socialistic ideology of the Naxalbari movement that originated in 1967 to overcome oppression of the poor tribals in the deep interiors of lndia evolved over decades to become a renegade guerrilla warfare type outfit which was the number one internal security threat to the country. The Naxals were armed , violent, vicious and  had the support of the  villagers in the Bastar region by fear or force. Many tribals who were completely cut off from the mainstream were brainwashed into believing that the State would exploit and destroy them and the naxalites would protect their cause and in many ways they were complicit in the larger problem. 
 
     The abandoned tribal child was brought to Dr RamaBai’s dispensary in a pathetic condition, emaciated, dusty, and dehydrated. His pulse was feeble and he was almost unconscious. The good Doc efficiently treated him and revived the child who was clearly scared and traumatised. No one in the village came forth to be responsible for the child and she could hardly abandon him. As she had no means of communication since infrastructure in terms of civic amenities were almost non existent she decided to care for the child till her next consignment of supplies were brought in by the NGO liaison jeep . There was no cell phone connectivity and she would have to walk to the next village post office but the telephone wires were cut weeks back  with no sign of it getting fixed anytime soon. 

The boy was sullen and sad intermittently and refused to engage in any conversation for nearly a week. He gained strength and would go out in the yard to stare into space. Soon he would disappear for hours only to return late evening with some vegetables , greens , fruit and berries he either foraged or robbed . His eyes were expressive and sad but he didn’t speak. She knew he was not speech or hearing 
since he listened to her instructions and sometimes shouted in his sleep during a nightmare. This went on for weeks till one day Marut came back with a small sick puppy and placed it gently on her work table. He wanted her to nurse the puppy back to health like she had done for him. The good Doc got to work again and soon enough the puppy was frolicking all over the place with Marut laughing in delight at his antics. The puppy broke the ice between the two of them. 
  
        Marut and his puppy Tinku were inseparable and a lively distraction in RamaBai’s day. They would play , go on trails around the dispensary and soon were an integral part of the household and clinic.  He had never been to school as the naxals had blown up pretty much every educational building around the area. Awareness and knowledge of how the world worked would not be convenient for their cause so they thrived while the locals languished in a constant state of poverty, ignorance and poor infrastructure. Multiple.factors were at play here , the corruption in the state apparatus and hegemony of the naxalites who existed on extortion , raiding and violence in the name of Maoist Socialism. Marut was one of many orphans who were either sent away to foster care in the big cities or got  absorbed back into the Naxalite fold. 
   
      Gradually Marut started helping in the dispensary and at home and never left the village. He was fast growing into a fine young teen and called RamaBai DoctorMa. Several attempts at teaching him to read and write were futile. He was sharp but had no interest in learning so Ma gave up and accepted the situation for what it was. Years passed and life went on with the  ebb and flow of work - first aid , deliveries, treatment of malaria and other endemic infections, trauma patients who were mostly tribals with bad injuries or misfired gun shot wounds.  Strangely given the location there were hardly any fatalities over the last two decades  Probably because the badly injured soldiers in combat were transferred to the local CRPF base for further attention and Naxals disappeared back into the deep jungle to fend for themselves.

   The CRPF or Central Reserve Police Force had raised a new  CoBRA Commando Battalion the year before to step up their operations against the Maoists. This elite force was trained in advanced guerrilla warfare and  in adapting to the heavily wooded hilly terrain where the Naxals had an advantage of knowing the lay of the land and local support. Over the decades many CRPF personnel were killed by the Naxalites thanks to this. The CoBRA Commandos were a team of young ,fit ,alert soldiers who underwent rigorous screening and training for this dangerous job. 

  On a regular basis Dr Rama Bai or the villagers did not have much interaction with the CRPF men who mostly restricted themselves to their base and to some outreach areas where they helped build bridges and provide security for the road construction activities .Ocassionally they would be seen scouting the area on their motorbikes as they thought 2 wheelers were better suited to avoid being blown up by mines and IEDs. Distant gunfire from the camp and muffled shots from the deep forest were as common as chirping birds in this forest.

   After the establishment of the Salwa Judum movement which was a state govt supported initiative to arm local tribal youth to form a militia against the Naxals Dr RamaBai shifted out of the village to a small farm land near the newly formed CoBRA CRPF camp. The shift was mainly to keep Marut away from the radar of the Salwa Judum which was in her opinion a risky and poorly executed movement with human rights violations and ethical questions on enrolling underage teens.Marut was a strapping young man and at an impressionable age too. The new location brought with it new opportunities for him to help with their modest farming endeavours and medical services. 

    Back to the present in the Dasapal village where Dr RamaBai was called to conduct the delivery of the tribal head’s wife the previous day. It was a prolonged complicated breech delivery which thankfully resulted in the birth of a healthy boy baby late in the evening. The exultant head of the tribe insisted they stay back overnight and accept the tribes hospitality. She awakened the next day to the predictable queue of tribals with various ailments or doubts waiting to be seen. By the time she was done with the last patient Marut was impatient to get back home to his pet Tinku. They would have to walk back a good 13km through a heavily wooded hilly forest to get home. 

     The trees were shedding leaves and every year this was the time of heightened tension in the Bastar region where Maoists ambush Security Forces on patrol .Nature and geography seemed to side the Naxals in their plans. Time and space stood still in this part of the country and her memories of the city and her childhood almost seemed like another lifetime. Rama Bai and Marut walked in silence , carefully weaving their way through the dry leaves and shrubs on the narrow trail deep in the jungle. 

       When the sound of gunfire came they were almost halfway home , where the small clearing with a pond like water body was. They froze as the shooting was close or seemed to be, in the stillness of the forest. Short sharp staccato shots rang in their ears and with pounding hearts they cowered behind bushes. There was more rustling and gunfire , shouting in Gondi and footsteps. They were familiar with rifle shots,  but never in a situation so uncertain and away from the base camp. Was it the Naxals or the CoBRA commandos or the Salwa Judum militia ? The firing was intermittent in bursts followed by a lull during which they could hear their own heartbeats racing and pounding. Marut put his finger up in silence to caution his mother and suddenly it was like he was the adult. His body was tense and she could see beads of sweat on his forehead as his dark eyes darted around scouting the clearing. As the late afternoon Sun rays fell across the water in the pond they were hidden in the dark recesses of the foliage. The gunfire continued but seemed to recede towards the other side of the pond. There was no way of knowing the source and it would be too dangerous to reveal themselves without knowing who was at the other end of the barrel. 

     After what seemed like an interminable time and when  the evening sun started setting,  they cautiously resumed their walk. They had to get back by dark,  but being reckless could expose them to danger. Birds overhead were flying back to their nests too so that was an indirect indicator that the encounter was over. Wildlife had premonition and nature taught humans to pick up signs if they were mindful. 

         Walking towards the fading sunlight which cast an amber glow to the trees and leaves , they picked up pace , moving swiftly and as quietly as possible . Soon they heard a muffled groan and saw the movement of a human behind a large tree. The dry soil around the root was dark with blood and a canteen of water rolled away from behind the tree..Fear and macabre curiosity had them rooted on the spot till they heard a man gasping trying to articulate words and then there was a thump as he slumped sideways in full view of them. 

. He was a CoBRA Commando in camouflage and was badly  injured , probably in the firing they heard. Dr Rama Bai instinctively rushed over to him and checked his pulse which was weak and fast.His breathing was shallow  but had fainted due to the blood loss. His right thigh was bleeding profusely. She immediately got on her knees and applied pressure proximal to the bleeding with the ball of her palm and told Marut to get her the dressing material in her first aid kit. She quickly applied a pressure dressing to stem the bleeding and to act as a tourniquet. Marut straightened the strapping soldier on the ground and looked at his mother for instructions. 

        “Put his rucksack under his feet and sit here and put pressure on the bandaged area. “ she whispered urgently while fixing her BP apparatus to check his blood pressure. Then she took out a bottle of Intravenous saline she had and a small butterfly needle to start the infusion. She stood up and squeezed so that as much of the  fluid could get into the unconscious man’s blood stream. Her medical training and experience  kicked into hyperdrive, ticking off boxes and  in her mind she was searching for more solutions. 
He must have been shot and injured his femoral artery which could be fatal if not treated fast. This was one of the main blood vessels in the leg and time was key if her initial diagnosis was correct. She knew what she had to do. 

“ Son, listen to me carefully. I will stay here with this soldier but l want you to run back to the clinic and bring me some more bottles of intravenous fluids and two cannulas, some syringes and antibiotic vials. Also get my surgical gloves and the sterilised suturing kit . More dressing too and cotton. “ she spoke rapidly and sharply knowing that Marut was aware of what was needed as he had helped her maintain the stock of supplies in the dispensary. He couldn’t read but could identify the requirements by practice. 
  
“ No Ma, I can’t leave you here. It’s almost dark . Let me try carrying him back.”. he said anxiously. 
  “ There’s not enough time. It will slow you down. Just do as you are told. Time is running out for him “ she snapped. If the soldier was critically injured time was the essence between life and death. He needed to be shifted to the Base and from there to the closest Military Hospital.
“ Also try get someone from the base with a stretcher to take him back . Go quickly son. “

So with some trepidation Marut set out on a sprint. The forest was his home and he knew it like the back of his hand. Soon he was running like the wind, weaving his way through the thicket and trees. Adrenaline kicked in and he didn’t care about being intercepted by the naxals or militia. Years of watching his mother at work taught him the nuances of an emergency. What he lacked in education he made up for  in common sense and presence of mind. Night set in and crickets and bats came to life. The inky darkness had no relief from moonlight , yet he knew his way home like he had a hundred times. 

       On reaching the farm he found Tinku barking joyfully  on seeing his master and the old farmhand Dharma who was in a sailing state of intoxication  after drinking country liquor.. Marut shook him and told him to rush to the CRPF camp to inform them of their injured soldier and  that Marut , the doctor’s son , would lead them back to the spot. Dharma looked at him in inebriated confusion and Marut felt like smacking him hard. He gritted his teeth and said “Just get to the camp and get some jawans Dharma. There’s no time to dither. Get going 
   
         With Tinku running circles around him and jumping in exuberance  Marut rushed to the clinic and unlocked the door. He was suddenly at a loss of what to get. In the focus of getting back to the clinic , the instructions given to him completely slipped his mind. He stood in confusion for a moment  and then found he got to work. Finding a large sack , he quickly grabbed whatever he could lay his hands on . For the first time he cursed himself for not making an effort to get an education. All the labels made no sense and letters of the alphabet seemed to float from the boxes of labelled supplies like  night moths around him. IV fluid bottles, drip sets, cannulas, gloves, syringes, dressing material and 4 sets of sterilised surgical kits. He also picked one each of all the injections on the shelf to be on the safe side and packets of Oral Rehydration Salts. He poured them in a large bottle of water and closed up behind him after locking Tinku in. He prayed Dharma reached the Camp and didn’t wander off someplace else. 

     Dharma hurried back with two armed Jawans and an Officer. The CoBRA camp was missing a man and had sent out search patrols in the forest. Marut told them what happened and introduced himself as the Doctor’s son. The Jawans knew Tinku and would whistle or throw him a biscuit while they passed by on the road. They recognised Marut and quietly had a word with the Officer. “ Please hurry. The soldier is badly hurt and not conscious. “ he pleaded. 

 So he began his journey back into the forest on foot again, as no vehicle could access the dense interior. this time with help and supplies. He lead the way and the small band of men followed warily scouting all directions as they were trained to do  in guerilla jungle warfare. He was exhausted , hungry and couldn’t wait to be back home safe with Tinku. But the young man with his sack of medical supplies was in tune with the trees, rustling leaves, hooting owls and all other sounds of the forest. Without a word he led them back to the spot. The usual stoic Dr RamaBai almost cried in relief on seeing Marut and the rescue party. The soldier was unconscious and his blood pressure was dangerously low. The  two drip infusion bottles got  over sometime  back and she tried elevating his feet to maintain his blood pressure which was a struggle as he was a strapping 6 foot soldier. She and the officer established Intravenous portals in both hands so IV fluids could sustain him for a while. They applied further bandages on the leg and shifted him to the stretcher. Marut and the officer held the IV fluid drip bottles high as they made their way back with the soldier.Dr RamaBai also gave  the soldier an anti tetanus injection and an  antibiotic injection before they began their journey. 

     The mood was less tense and Dr Rama Bai carried her medical kit and the sack full of supplies  as she walked alongside  Marut. “  Why on earth  did you get all these medicines ?? I told you what to get. “.she asked. He shrugged and said “ Just so l didn’t miss anything , l guess .”
She smiled gently and said  “.  I am so proud of you ,my son. You rose to the occasion. You got Sanjeevani for a good cause  - true to your name . “

        The moon was high by the time they reached the camp after the slow trek with the  unconscious patient  on the stretcher. The Officer insisted they eat something and rest for a while after their arduous experience. The helicopter rescue team was already ready to airlift the soldier to the hospital for blood replacement and surgery, Dr Rama Bai prayed that he wouldn’t lose his life or limb due to the injury and that their efforts in rescuing him wouldn’t go in vain. She did what was in her capacity given the circumstances , the rest was left to divinity. As the helicopter rose above the camp and flew away into the night Dr Rama Bai turned to the officer and asked  . Sir, l meant to ask earlier but couldn’t as he was unconscious. What is the Injured soldier’s name ? “ The officer smiled and said “ He is one of our most accomplished men , Asst Commander Lakshman. “







       
