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A Photographer's Love for the Western Ghats

T
A LETTER FROM THE PUBLISHER

| hope that by the time youread this, the hostage situation
in Kashmir will have been resolved, and peacefully so. The
kidnapping of several innocent tourists, and the gruesome
murder of one of them, have caused untold agony to their
families and friends, evoked condemnation from around
the world, and consumed the anxious attention of countless
Indian government officials and sceurity personnel as well
as of diplomats from the hostapges” countries.

The crisis has been a powerful reminder, as if one were
needed, that human rights are a global issue of concern to
us all. Two human rights experts, former Indian attorney
general Soli Sorabjee and Yale law professor Charles
Norchi, write about the subject for us this month.

Sorabjee, inareview of the successes and failures ofthe
United Nations over its 50-year history, says, “One of the
UN’s greatest achievements has been the remarkable body
of human rights law which it has initiated and which has
been adopted by its member states.” He goes on to note,
however, that despite the passing of several covenants and
conventions, “Torture and repression are prevalent and
discrimination is rampant.”™

Torture, killing, kidnapping, and repression are usually
what come to mind in connection with human rights violations.
But Norchi points out that our post-Cold War era “is yielding
new humanitarian crises” as well, One of these is environmen-
tal destruction, asubject we touch oninseveral articles,

An idealistic young photographer, Ian Lockwood, is
concerned about threats to the fragile ecosystem of the
Western Ghats, an area where he spent his school
days as the son of Americans
mingbpmgtve posted in South
Asia. An admirer of the famed
wilderness photographer Ansel
Adams, Lockwood is building
an Adams-like photographic re-
cord of the Ghats to spur further
conservation efforts there,

Technology often has been
blamed for environmental dam-
age, butitalso has the potential to
do enormous good. An example
is our story about how satellites can analyze soil and in-
struct farmers on the amount of fertilizer to apply, thus
avoiding the soil damage and other harm that result when
fertilizers are overused.

We also have a small illustrated feature about a modern
American home called the “Garbage House™ beecause it
was built with recycled materials. Thirty years ago
President Lyndon Johnson senta message to Congress urg-
ing that more be done to control pollution, saying that “In
the last few decades entire new categories of waste have
come to plague and menace the American scene.” The
Garbage House shows that by applying imagination and
ingenuity, people can accomplish just the opposite.

—E.A.W,
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THE
WESTERN
GHATS

A Fading
Bliss

Textand PFhotographs by AN LOCKWOOD

L eronch in a wet tea garden and watch
as the elephants move dangerously closer
foome. Leeches slither up my boots, but my
hand is steady on ithe camera’s shutter
release. Dark clonds swirl around the tow-
ering Anai Mudi peak, portending heavy
rains. Several {aborers make taunting
noises and the elephants become annoved.
Suddenlv, the leading female sounds a
warning trumpet and charvges, Scrambling
(o disengage my camera from iis cumber-

yome tripod, [ gawk as the two-ton pachy-

derm comes hurtling toward ns. The tripod
and a tangle aof wmbrellas are abandoned
as my companion and [ trip over each
other in our faste to escape. Slipping and
sliding over a mossy path [ rush toward a
nearby slope. Heart bearing wildh, I am
relieved to see the defensive mother give
np the chase.

Fate and good fortune had brought me
here amongst the highest peaks of India’s
Western Ghats mountain chain, Though I
was born in the United States, [ was rased
on a dict of cclectic cultural values on the
Indian subcontinent. Since childhood it had
been my dream to explore and photograph
these little-known mountains. Home to the
largest concentration of biodiversity in
India, the Western Uhats have been isolated
from human interterence for most of his-
tory, Unfortunately, they are now under as-
sault as demand for scarce land and
resources explodes in the wake of India’s
current development boom. Conservabion
of the Ghats has become my passion, and |
use photography for this—as an educa-
tional tool to bring to the notice of viewers

This shala tree at Kodaivanal s old cemetery has
survived the [3hvears since the fake basin

was first settled by Amevican missionaries in
1845 Shola forests, endemic wo the high altitude
mountain ranges af southern India, ave being

increasingly threaterned by commercial forestr,
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Left: Amai Mudi

in Kevala, ar 2,695
meters, iv fndia s
highest peak south of
the Himalayvas. At

its base is Eravikulam
National Park,

whose thick evergreen
Sovests provide

i haven for ifpers

and ather predarors.

Opposite page, top;

A viewofthe

distant Palani Hills

i Termaid Nevedee

from Evavikulam s
tndulating prasslamds,

Center: Wild grasses
cover Eravikulam
rolfing hills. Most
shola. sueh as

this, are confined to
the valley, where

they ave protected from
fhigh velocity winds.

Bostom: Thalavar
.F-Ef-”:"!'. LI”-"HH:-I'-"H.{I'.‘.'H'I'?H'"
ax "Rar-Tail, " ixa
hikers "aswell asa
fourises "delight on

the Ghat road leading
up te Kodaikanal.

that, unless concerted elforts are mounted,
this magnificent natural treasure will be
lost forever toman’s own peril.

The Western Ghats first captivated me
while I was attending boarding school, from
1975 to 988, in the Palani Hills {an castern
spur of the Western Ghats in the state of
Tamil Nadu). Kodaikanal International
School, or Kodai as students called it, had a
popular hiking program. My friends and |
had an insatiable appetite for adventure and
always looked forward to these excur-
sions—and for more. If we weren't on a
school hike, we were exploring on our own,
cruising down the steep Ghat roads on bicy-
cles. Inhighschool | was introduced to pho-
tography, and started taking my camera on
ouradventure trips.

My love for these mountains and interest
in photography had deep roots. My father
had studied at Kodai School for more than
ten years— 1 948-3%—and been captivated
by the surrounding mountains. He had been
born in Sri Lanka-—then known as Ceylon
to  missionary teachers from Boston,
Massachusetts, (My grandparents, in fact,
had been married in Madurai, Tamil Nadu,
in 1928.) Most of'the students at Kodai in his
day were the children of American mission-
aries working in this part of the world. He
metmy mother, the sisterofone of his hiking
pals, while at school in Kodai, They got mar-
ried in 1968 in Virginia, where my mother’s
parents, who had also worked as missionar-
1es in Madhya Pradesh after World War 11,
had recently retired.

At that time, Dad was doing graduate
work at Kansas State University while Mom
was finishing her degree in physical therapy
i Washington, D.C. But India fascinated
them so much that, soon after 1 was bom in
1970, they came back—to Mysore, where
Dad completed rescarch for his PhD disser-
tation at the Central Food Technological
Research Institute with the help of a grand
from the TS, Agency for International
Development. However, after about two
yvears we moved o Bangladesh, and for
rmost of the past 23 years we have been liv-
ing in Dhaka where my father has been
working with several NGOs (nongovern-
mental organizations) to develop alterna-
tive energy sources. Nevertheless, the
mountains of southern India, despite their
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distance from the del of Bangladesh, have
cdrawnus back every year,
L, * *+

Linul the 19th century much of the
Waestern Ghats, with their high altitude
plateaus and thickly forested slopes. were
largely impencirable and pristine, Several
ribal groups did live in the hills, but they
had no adverse ¢ffecton the fragile eccologi-
cal balance.

Then. in the carly L8005, the British sur-
veyed many of the Ghals™ higher reaches.
Finding the climate to their liking and renn-
niscent of England, they began developing
hill stavons. In the yeuars o come lower
slopes were converted inte tea and colliee
plamations. Hydroelectric dams were bult
10 tap the monsoon™s torrents and commer-
cial forests were planted in place of indige-
nous vegelation.

Yol despate all these glarmg realimies, the
mountaims sull bave areas which retain
primal wilderness untouched by the long
arm ol “development.” [t was these obscure
arcas and their tenoous stie ol existence
that beckoned me.

In the 19305 when my parems were n
school, commercial foresiry was confined
to the arca adjacent o the lownship: the
Palani Hills, for the most part, were undis-
tucbed. Kodai itself wus o sleepy village
attracong mostly Americun missionarics
and Indian honeymooners, Lite i the nlls
revolved around boating, picnics. hiking
ecxpediions, and church, However, as a
result of hunting, a popular pastime, popu-
Lutions of anmimals Like the Nilgir tabr (sec
SPAN, July 1992) und gaur had touched
dangerously low Jevels,

Cin returnimg to India in 1970, Dad was
shocked 10 hind old haunts unrecopmz-
able and now occupied by long stretches
of sterile encalyptus trees. He would try
tr take our family hiking 10 places
that sull retwmed some sembluance 1w the
not-so-distant past. This became mereas-
inglvdifficul,

The puce of conversion has increased in
the pust 40 vears with appressive, but some-
time  thoughtless., exotic  tree-planting
drives that have replaced the native grass-
Lefi A shoda teerers on the edfee of a precipitons

efife i the Podoeni Hills,

lundds, There 15 also much more pressure on
hill stations by the Tust emerging, muloiply-
ing middle class with its new Found wealth.
Thus the carrving capacity of hill stations
like Ooty, Mahabaleshwar, and Kodai is
being stretched to the breaking point. The
cumulatve ecological impact of all these
activities on indigenous Dorw and Guna has
been disastrous,
- - *

Che ol my carliest inspirations was the
areat American landscape photographer,
Ansel Adams. His timeless black and white
imuges. besides being studies in technical
perfection. did true justice 1o nuture’s inde-
seribihle beamy, What is most imporiant,
his photographs were wsed effectively by
citizen groups, like the Sicrra Club, 10 cam-
patzn against the wanton destruction of the
American West. Adams’s work had awed
Lrad and he had visions ol documenting the
Malam Hills with a large-tormul camera.
When be got busier with other projects and
| became mterested in photography, he
passed those dreams on o me,

Regretably, landscape photography isun
undependable career. Sowhen | went to the
College of Wooster n 1989 in the distani
corn ficlds of Ohio. 1 opted for a standard
LA degree minternational relimtions. To pay
tur my photographie pursuits and other ex-
penses | worked as o photographer lor the
college. [twasarewarding experience, but |
absorbed enough o realize that commercial
photography was too artisticallv and mniel-
lectually limiting for me,

Throughout the sojourn in the United
States thoughts of vopical South Indsn
mountins haunted my winter-wenry mind.
Free nme was scarce, but when it come my
way | buried my head i books aboot Tndis
and the Western Ghats. As  graduation
loomed nearer | made long-range plans 10
study sustwinable development in graduate
schoal, At the same time, 1 made some
shorl-runge plans o pursue my photo-
graphic ambitions down in the misty moun-
tains of southern India.

| returned 1o the subcontinent soon afier,
gradoating from Wooster in 1992, | knew
little about wildhile, conservation dynam-
ics, and the mountain ranges bevond the
Palani Hills. By motorevele, buos, truck,

tratn, and fool | have since been visiting as
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much of the Western Ghats as possible.
Meetings with wildlife researchers, forest
officials, and ¢state managers have given
me a greater understanding of the moun-
tains and the endemic wildlife. Firsthand
encounters with wildlife have proved 10 be
quite educational-—and made me a first-
class sprinter!

The novelty of simply secing new areas
and wildhle soon wore off. Looking for a
more meaningful way to channel my en-
ergy. I started working on a series of articles
and photographs that would highlight con-
servation themes in the Western Ghats, |
had nevertaken a journalism class, nor tried
to get work published before, It was a brave
and sometimes daunting world, but, taking
the wise advice of mythologist Joseph
Campbell, 1setoff o follow my bliss.”

The Western Ghats stretch 1,440 kilome-
ters from Kanyakumarn to a little north ol
Bombay. Thus far my work has focused on
the southern high-altitude ranges. Lately |
have been working inthe lower rain forests,
and eventually 1hope 1o explore all the sig-
mificant areas encompassing the chain, My
photographs mostly depict empty places (a
psychological consequence of living in an
overcrowded city like Dhaka), but increas-
ingly 1 am recording human interaction
with the natural environment,

Mountmin  dreams, explorations, and
photography still don't pay my bills, so |
teach at the Amernican International School
in Dhaka to cover costs, | spend almost all
of my spare time in the Western Ghats, The
more | sec of these enchanting mountains,
the more | feel communted to the cause of
theirconservation.

Still a livle shaken, | sit in a thatched
shack sipping a cup of tea, reliving the ele-
phant chase and other adventures | have
had. Staring up toward Anai Mudi s mas-
sive granite ramparts fam again reminded
af how minuscule we human beings are in
the face of Mother Nawre. As a fledgling
artist I try 1o convey nature s infinity in my
phoragraphs, while as a yvoung conserva-
Haonist | attempt 1o spread awareness
aboul natiwre s treaswres that we human
beings are frittering away. As a restless
adventurer | keep moving, following some
murky thing called bliss. U
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Ansel Adams

Ansel Adams. who died a lit-
1le more than ten YVCOrS g0, was
perhaps Amenica’s greatest land-
scape photographer. Born in
1902 in  San  Francisco,
California, be took his first pho-
tographs in the Yosemite Valley
when he was 14, But it was not
until Adams was in his late twen-
ties and about to become a con-
cerl pranist that he decided to make photog-
raphy his profession. *l can look at a fine
photograph and sometimes hear musie,”
Adams once said, “not in the sentimental
sense, bul structurally.”

Indecd, that's what his photographs arc:
Musacal, They are resonant, highly structured,
and perfect in technique. He would spend
hours, even days, before taking a shot to cap-
ture the feeling a subject evoked in him.

Al through his hieome, his was a world of
mountains and woodlands and the vast, timeless
reach ol the Westem landscape. A well-known
American wriler once said of him, *If a country
as limitless as this can ever be said to have posed
for s portrait, cerainly the photographer
behind the comera was Ansel Adams,”

Adams's Jove for noture photography led
him to become an ardent campaigner for wilder-
ness preservation, although he claimed that
advocacy ol any kind was never among his
intentions when he made his photographs.

Conservation 1o him was “a cause
beyond politics,” and he was
“greatly pleased” to allow the
Sierra Club and other environ-
mental organizations to use his an
in their prometional material, and
with notable success, His images
s compellingly brought forth the
beauty and signilicance ol wilder-
ness that even the most environ-
mentally skeptical found it hard not to become
aconvert 1o the cause of conservation. His 1935
book, Sicrra Nevada: The John Muir Trail, was
among the major factors that led Presidem
Frankhin D. Roosevelt o persuade Congress to
tun the King's Canyon arca of east-central
Cahiformia mio a national park.

Adams’s accomplishments include the pub-
lication of scores of books and the appearance
of his work in hundreds of volumes; more than
600 photo exhibitions all over the world,
including India; and Amenica’s highest civilian
honor, the Medal ol Freedom, the eitation for
which sad “regarded by environmentalists as a
monument himsell, and by photographers as a
national institution.”

But, perhaps the most eloquent tib-
ule to this ardent nature lover were the
naming of a mountain in the Yosemile
National Park and the renaming of the
56.000-hectare San Joaguin and Minarets
Wilderness in his name, O
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