Seadrift -- an important step in self-discovery.
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Prologue

When you are a seven-year old, you hardly know anything about the ways of the world. About a fortnight before I turned seven, a few thousand people halfway across the country died of lethal gases overnight. I hardly remember anything about the night -- except being blissfully asleep in Mom's lap. I did not know what was Methyl Isocyanate or what was Union Carbide.

Eighteen long years have passed since that horrible night. Another 20,000 people have died since. About 120,000 people have suffered major medical problems. Numbers - mere numbers - I haven't seen or met even a single of the victims of that tragedy. Does it really matter to me?

To feel good about myself, I may answer yes. Will that be truthful? Not entirely.

All my life I've been mortally scared to go to Bhopal. Somewhere in the back of my mind has been this thought that the air of that God-forsaken town will hurt me. I have also felt that I would not be able to look into the eyes of a person who was close to that Union Carbide plant in Bhopal on that cold winter night. I just don't have the guts to see suffering.

Am I crazy or have I been comfortably ignorant like millions of other people?

For the past few months, I've talked about different issues and activism to people - with a passion nearing rudeness. Am I really concerned or was it mere talk? It is this question that took me to Seadrift, Texas.
The Day – July 27, 2002

After a four-hour drive in the back seat of a pick-up truck, I jump out and run to hug a total stranger. She gives me one of the warmest hugs I've ever had. She is Diane Wilson, an Unreasonable Woman.

We gather around to sit in the bed of her truck, parked off TX-185, across from a sign that announces "Dow, Seadrift Operations." Diane has been on a hunger strike since July 18 -- continuing where Rasheeda Bi, Tara Bai and Satinath Sarangi left off, and leading a worldwide demand for justice that is overdue.

We talk for a while. As Diane recalls her visit to India, her eyes become moist. The candle-light vigil and the promise of "Remember Bhopal" graffiti-ed on the wall of the Union Carbide plant in Bhopal, the testimony in Bombay and the eight-year old photographs of dead babies that a "fellow running along the bus" gave her while on her way to the tribunal hearing. She tells us how she gets enraged each time she talks about Bhopal.

It is the first time that I have done such a thing - a protest against an injustice. So I ask her if the security at the plant would not come out and take our cameras etc. She laughs and then points towards one of the towers, asking me to take a picture of it. Significance? The tower has a green hand-like symbol indicating Dow's commitment to the environment and another symbol for some award that the plant won for being environmentally friendly. Ironical, she points out.

A little while later her ex-husband comes along and jokes about Dow paying him to tow her truck away. Humor is not lost even though the tragedy is grave and the rage undiminished even after almost eighteen years.

Donna Sue stops by with her grandson. Diane tells us how Donna Sue has been with her through thick and thin, always standing by her. The unassuming, friendly face of Donna Sue teaches me a subtle lesson in friendships.

Carolyn Raffensperger joins us and the conversation becomes even livelier. Diane has to leave to take care of her 85-year old mother for a while. With Carolyn around we have a range of topics to talk about -- from the cost of food in terms of the miles it has traveled to the overdrawing of water by the Coke factory in Plachimada, Kerala. As we discuss big issues, Carolyn teaches us very subtly how all the issues come back to us and how we, as individuals, need to defy the norms. We share the disappointment at people, including ourselves, agreeing to buy bottled water and pledge not to buy bottled water again. Things lighten up when we try placing our origins on the map of India.

We leave Diane in peace for sometime as Carolyn points out that Diane needs to be quiet and conserve energy. I ride with Carolyn to Michael Berryhill's place. During the ten-minute ride she says something that can come only from a person who has immense belief in oneself. As we discuss the two extremes -- the serendipity of the unfolding moment and the foresight of the road ahead, she says, "When you have to decide what you want to do in life, look at your talents and skill-sets and ask yourself - Where can I be most helpful to the world? It is always important to ask the right questions." It gives me a new meaning to this oft-repeated phrase.

In Michael's home, we sit and talk some more. I am trying to take in the beautiful vista of the polluted bay and the nice breeze. Suddenly it is time for us to leave. We have to hurry for if we are late, Diane is going to start pulling down the tarp herself. We drive back to the plant and help Diane pack up. The parting hugs bring a strange quietness in me. There is no more anger at people who have tried to hurt me in the past. Love is the only emotion that remains -- the same emotion that made Carolyn drive all the way from Iowa. As we see Diane go, I no longer want to leave. But not all of us are fasting and not all of us require that ambience -- the sun, the breeze, and the Dow plant in the background -- to do the soul-searching.

Epilogue

It has been two days since the trip to Seadrift. Most of this time has been spent in quiet solitude trying to make sense of things. Now I am not afraid of going to Bhopal and drinking that polluted water, just to get a feel of that pain. Now I know if I see suffering, the first step would be to empathize with the oppressed. Now I realize that the pain, no matter who is suffering or in which part of the world, is something that has to be alleviated -- and more so if it is caused by other human beings. I am beginning to realize that all the talk about standing for justice and making your voice resonate with that of the oppressed is a sham until I go and do something concrete.

The self-discovery that started from the first time I hugged Diane will be a life-long thing.  Whether or not I manage to do something worthwhile in my life, this trip would be an inspiration, always.

