FROM OUR CORRESPONDENTS

ANDHRA PRADESH

'Telugu’ Encounters
KB
EVERYTHING is Telugu in Andhra hill, so inaccessible that, according to

Pradesh these days. A canal proposed
to be constructed to carry water from
the Krishna and Penna rivers to Madras
city has been named Telugu Ganga’;
no matter that the eminent (but not
altogether disinterested) irrigation
engineer-turned-Congressman K L Rao,
lias openly doubted the existence of
any water at all to be carted to Madras,
our southern Bhagiratha is hell-bent
on digging the canal and demonstrat-
ing to the world the legendary (it is
alleged) magnanimity of the Telugu
nation; when the same gentleman
camps at Vijayawada to conduct the
first conference of his party, his thatch-
ed (but prudently well-furnished) camp
house is called Telugu kutirani; and
there is a threat hanging in the air
that the state is going to be renamed
Telugu Nadu, to rhyme with Tamil
Nadu rather than Uttar Pradesh, in
the interest of Dravidian solidarity.

And so it is but fair that murders
by the police in the name of
"encounters' should hereafter (so long
as NTH and his heirs rule) be called
Telugu encounters. There have been
three such murders in the state since
NTH came to power, two in Adilabad
and one in Warangal.

"We ae shown
prominent naxalites,
and given instructions
find them we ae to kill them...
So-and-so  [he mentions a naxalite
leader] works in the region where
the 1V Battalion, to which | belong,
is stationed. But our paths have
never crossed. If they had, he would
have 'got murdered' by now,"

— A head constable of A P Specia
Police, in charge of the police camp
at Ratnapur.

Ratnapur is a god-forsaken Gond
hamlet of Adilabad district, right on
the western border with Maharashtra.
It consists of about 30 huts set with
surprising neatness in  four ' rows.
Though it is only about 30 kms to the
west of Adilabad town, it is remark-
ably inaccessible’ There is a motorable
kuccha road up to half the distance,
and then a thickly dust-laden (in sum-
mer) cart-track upto Kosai, beyond
which at Umri the truck runs into a
hill whose sides are covered by forest,
and which is too steep for any cart to
climb. Ratnapur is at the top of this
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our head constable, "nobody  comes
here expecting the naxalites’, and
following them the police, of course.

The district gazetteer of Adilabad
cairns that 40 per cent of the land
area of the district is covered by

forest, but that is part of the comfort-
able official mythology in which forests
arc conjured out of denuded waste
land by retrospective proclamation.
About India as a whole it has been
estimated that only a third of the
officially declared forest cover is ac-
tually forest, and that must definitely
be true of Adilabad. There is some
forest left along the eastern and
western borders of the district, but
very little in the central part, which
saw a mini-rebellion (led by Komram
Bhim) for tribals' rights over lorest
land as late as 1940. As one travels
down the Chadrapur-Ifyderabad high-
way from Wankidi through Asifabad
(the centre of the 1940 uprising) to
Lakshettipet, one sees very little that
can be called a lorest proper, except
along the scopes of the Manikgarh hills.

The denudation of Adilabad and the
dispossession  of tribals constitute a
pincer which has haunted the Gonds
(the major tribe of Adilabad) for nearly
sx decades. The forest lands cleared
by the Gonds were made over by the

Hyderabad state to non-tribal land-
lords who would not even alow the
Gonds to continue as tenants but

brought more 'efficient’ peasants from
outside; the incentive for this dispos
sesson was — and continues to be —
the rich black soil of Adilabad which
makes cotton cultivation lucrative for
the landlord and revenue-spinning for
the state. Together with this came the
commercialisation and 'protection' of
forests, which deprived the tribals of
their traditional right over forest land
and produce. The effect that 'protection’
of forests has on shifting cultivators is
well known. The heedless state fences
off the land currently under cultivation
and declares all the rest 'protected’;
and so, when the time comes to leave
the current fields fallow and shift to
new areas, there is no place to shift to.
Thus, either the tribals are forcibly
converted into settled cultivators with-
out possessing the technical equipment
necessary for it, or they have to fell

forests and face repression from the
state. This was the contradiction that
led to a short uprising in 1940 at Babe
jhari and Jodenghat near Asifabad.
Today, the average Gond is no
longer a shifting cultivator; but it
would be wrong to believe that this is
because the benevolent state has solved
the tribals' problems. Discussing the
Indravelli massacre of April 20, 1981,
an ITDP officia remarked with a
superior sneer that all this talk about
tribals' land problem is born of
ignorance since in Adilabad the average
tribal bus a 5 or 10 acre holding on
which he grows cotton and jowar and
is not a jhum cultivator. There is a
large amount of perverse truth in this.
Having forced the unprepared tribal
into the status of a settled cultivator,
and having massacred those who were
unwilling to be thus transformed, the
government of the Nizam of Hyderabad
sanctified this forcible baptism into
civilisation by giving pattas to the
tribals on a large scade. But since the
Gonds were not provided with the
technology — irrigation and fertiliser
— necessary to consummate the trans-
formation, they could not but seek new
land off and on. Without wells, tanks,
and credit for fertiliser, depending
entirely upon nature for their cultiva-
tion, this was inevitable. And the state
(both the feudal Hyderabad state and
Socialist Republic of India) has, with a
prudent benevolence, allowed them to
be sporadically given pattas for forest
land cleared, though only after con-

siderable  harassment, and as at
of the belief that he was talking to
speak of political brokers of various

hues. In the spiteful words of a pros-
perous advocate of Sironcha in Maha-
rashtra (across the Pranahita river from
Adilabad), "even if the tribals pull
down the tahsil office and plough the
foundations, they will get patta’. In
actual fact, the pseudo-benevolence of
the state goes limping after the tribals'
need for fresh land, leaving a gap for
bribes, cases, harassment, andas at|n-
dravelli in 1981, a mass-scale massacre.

But let us get back to Ratnapur and
our voluble head constable, whose
volubility was a misguided conseguence
of the belief that he was talking to
newspapermen. The 30 Gond families
of Ratnapur have their 5 or 10 acre
plots on the hill, which extends into a
plateau on top. There is not a single
well on the hill, not even a drinking
water well. The only well close by is
near Umri down. The hill, but that is
used only for drinking water. The head
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