A trip to Tikarparha
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It was the month of January of 2009. We (a few gffamily members, friends and I) had been
travelling extensively through many interestingesibf Orissa, especially the temple sites. This
fabulous trip inspired us to venture into the wiltess of this great state of India. Orissa has an
immense stock of forest resources. Once upon a aimaut 23% of its surface area was under
forest cover. Even today, after large scale detaties over a long period of time, a considerable
percentage of the land still remains covered bgdbrOrissa’s vast landscape is a natural habitat
to its incredible wild life. A large number of watéalls, springs and hot springs make this
landscape a beautiful place to visit and exploter@ are many national parks and sanctuaries in
Orissa. Similipal and Bhitarkanika are two most ylap destinations for the tourists. Similipal
National Park is better known as the most importayetr reserve not only in Orissa but also in
India. Bhitarkanika is well known as a crocodilendaary. It is the second largest mangrove
forest in the country. But visiting these placesuldaneed much pre-planning and organizing and
also, more time than we could afford. So, somevdisdppointed, we were trying to explore
other possibilities in order to find some more cement places that would suit our schedule and
meet our aspirations. We happened to be invitea llystinguished judge of the Orissa high
court, who unexpectedly came to our help. He sugdebikarparha which is a small village in
the bosom of nature. But it's not the village tlo@ie goes to visit; Tikarparha is a sanctuary
wonderfully situated by the side of the Satkosiaggo It has a lot to reward those who make
special efforts to visit, going through a dense$bithat not too many visitors choose to do. The
honourable judge was very kind to make necessaayngements for us within a short period of
time, so much so that the trip to Tikarparha becangreatly enjoyable and memorable
excursion for these guests from Canada.

Considering our short time frame, we settled folag trip only for Tikarparha. We started early
in the morning from Cuttack. The total distanceota destination would be around 180 km.
According to the itinerary, our first stop would &ethe Angul Circuit House where we would be
received by the Chief Judicial Magistrate and akii@st would be served. This was something
we never expected. Everybody was curious and dagee received at the circuit house. On a
beautiful sunny morning of Orissa, the smooth @& on highway 42 was very enjoyable from



the start. The general mood of everybody in theigneas in a high note. This journey felt like a
discovery that could open up new vistas. We weawelling in a small van which was
considered big according to the Indian standard. iBwas quite comfortable for five of us
including the driver.

The highway 42 is a provincial highway. So we did#Xpect a very high speed here, which was
only possible in the National Highways of India.i¥ highway exits from the National Highway
5 at about 5 km from Cuttack and heads North-WeStambalpur. Every now and then, the road
passed through small townships or villages whercénenoved at a slower pace. | looked at both
sides of the road. But the vision stopped at timedawn shacks that bore marks of many decades
of supporting life. There were no landmarks of drigtor monuments that could tell the story of
the people living there. But what appeared mosttsgelar that couldn’t go unnoticed was how
happy, content and easy-going these people wess, Whre ordinary people with extraordinary
capability to embrace hardship as a way of living g0 make the surrounding nature as part of
their life. This was of course my impression frondistance sitting inside a moving car. Their
day-to-day life experience may tell a differentrgtd’he car regained its speed. After an hour or
so, we reached an important town of Orissa, Dheglkan

Dhenkanal is the town for the Dhenkanal districddgparters. It's widely believed that this town
was named aftddhenka a tribal chief who occupied a large area arounisl pplace. Since 1529
CE, Dhenkanal had been ruled by many generatioksgs. It remained as a Princely state until
it merged with Orissa on 15 Dec. 1948. This tows hagood number of temples dedicated to
different deities of Hindu pantheon, such as Badald, Krishna, Shambhu Gopal, and many
more. The road passed through the Dhenkanal fdtegas a beautiful stretch of about 2 km of
wooded countryside. There are a few interestingssih Dhenkanal worth visiting. Joranda is
well known for the Joranda Temple iahimadharmacult. Saptasajya, another site only 11 km
from Dhenkanal, is a beautiful place with hills asptings that attracts many tourists. During
Ramnavami festival, large crowds gather at the &@apt and Raghunath temples. According to
legends, the Pandavas of Mahabharata spent sometitheir life incognito in the hills around
this place. One of us, an octogenarian, said thmtieh better place to visit here in Dhenkanal
was Kapilash - a name that sounded IKa&lash the famous abode of Lord Shivid's the
highest peak of a beautiful serene hill that em&withe temple ofhandrashekharae. Lord
Shiva. It's said that Sage Kapila meditated at fhlace, so this place came to be known as
Kapilash. There are other legends too. This hil $&veral caves and a few more temples as well
as the ruins of a medieval fort. The templeCblandrashekharavas built in 1246 by the same
king Narasingh Dev who built the famous Sun TemgieKonarak. More interestingly, the
famous 18 Shankaracharya of Puri, Sridhara Swami, wroteradEhis classics such a4shnu
Purana a treatise orSrimad Bhagavat Geetand Sripadyabaliduring his stay in Kapilash.
There is a mention i€haitanya Charitamritahat Lord Chaitanya too visited this abode of Lord
Chandrashekherdt would have been worthwhile to spend a day or twdDhenkanal, but
unfortunately, it was not included in our one-daggram.

The town of Angul, about 50 km from Dhenkanal, wbthke about an hour to reach there.
When we arrived at the Angul Circuit House, it vivgh time for breakfast. The Chief Judicial
Magistrate was waiting with her team to receiveAigeautiful suite was given to us for resting
and a grand breakfast was served. The magistréighimed us on the important aspects of
Angul district. It's one of India’s new districtéprmed only recently in 1993. But it's a very
important one from the perspective of revenuelier@rissa Government. It has an area of 6232
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sq km and supports a population of over a millidpart from agriculture and animal husbandry,
Angul district has a flourishing industrial base. Hoasts of vast coal mines, aluminium
companies, thermal power and heavy water planteadt great natural beauty, dense forests,
rocky hills, and rivers like Mahanadi and Bramhahwo famous temples, Lord Jagannath and
Budhi Thakurani, attract many pilgrims throughoue tyear. There are many appealing tourist
spots close by, Tikarparha being one of them.

The Magistrate informed us that an advance teamblead sent to the Forest Ranger’s Office
with the required groceries for our lunch, as noghivas available in the deep forest. We would
be received by the Forest Officer in TikarparhateAbreakfast and enough rest, we set out on
our journey to Tikarparha.

We continued on highway 42 for about 15 km and teeited from it at Badakera to a much
narrower road toward South-West direction. Sooremtered into a dense forest of thick bushes
interspersed with tall Sal and other trees. Thd tmecame still narrower, hardly wide enough for
one full size car to drive at ease. Fortunatelgréhwas not much traffic; the road practically
belonged to our car only. The car ambled throughftiest following a winding course on this
narrow road. The lush green jungle appeared to Ihavé a compact eco-system that rarely
included humans. The driver said we had to coverertitan 50 km on this road before we could
reach Tikarparha Forest Lodge. Some kind of hunabitétion came to our notice. Small huts
with thatched roofs inside the jungle mingled irclsa way that they appeared as part of the
forest itself. Children playing, elders watchingpthes hung to dry, creepers growing vegetables
over thatched roofs, cattle grazing, togetherralated a lively part of the eco-system. They were
so intimately blended with the surroundings thaeautiful oneness with the nature was vividly
felt. Were they poor? The question appeared ireglevihere are more than a billion people in
the world that go unfed or underfed. Were thesglgecounted in that billion? | would seriously
doubt it. Human civilization, so glamorous and higfing, couldn’t boast of its achievements
here in the little world of these people. They weilgal people of Orissa. There are 62 different
tribal communities in Orissa scattered all overgtete, of which a few are somewhat developed
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and many are still primitive. The communitaudi Bhuyan among others, lives in Angul
district. Documents of Orissa Government show ihétatives have been taken for overall
development of the tribal communities. As a restulfnay be expected that the winds of progress
will blow in the tribal regions too and the trimmmunities will gradually join the main stream.

Rest lodge in the Circuit House

The car continued to move through the dense fovésthad been wondering if we would come
across some wild animals on our way. The driveur@skus that such animals were never seen in
this area during the day and were seen very raglyg the night. Tigers especially remained in
their territories which were deep inside the far&ephants were sometimes seen at night. So
much for the wild animals — that apparently chosage and non-violence, and as for the
tourists, they could travel in total safety andqeeaf mind. We were enjoying every minute of
the ride through the dense green forest on a beghty day. The river Mahanadi couldn’t be
seen from here; this road goes close to the riv@ikarparha. We drove for more than an hour
from Angul and finally reached our destination, #arest Lodge. The Forest Officer came out
of his office to receive us. After exchange of girggs, he escorted us to the drawing room of the
Forest Lodge where we rested for a while and hadtaresting conversation with him regarding
this place.

Tikarparha is strategically situated midway on #2km stretch of Satkosia gorge. The name
Satkosia means a place having a lengtBaifseven)Kos (distance a little over 2 miles), which
is approximately the length of the gorge. Satkasiane of eighteen sanctuaries of Orissa. It was
started in 1976 as a wild life sanctuary. It is leatm 80 crocodiles d&harial, Magar andBoura
varieties, 196 elephants and 18 Royal Bengal tiggdrsong other animals, there are many
leopards, cheetahsambars spotted deenilgai, choushinghaand sloth bears. It is also home to
many species of avifauna including an amazing tareé birds. The great Mahanadi gorge
meanders between beautiful hills through 22 kmmoémald green forest. The gorge here has a
depth of about 50 ft. It's acclaimed as one of mhest enchanting spots of India that offers
gorgeous views as well as great potential for Ingafishing, bird watching and trekking.



1906 bungalow being demolished

We came out in the open and looked around at thjestabeauty of the pristine nature. This
beautiful surrounding felt like a joyful evidenc€&intimate affection of Mother Nature. But this
affection was also transmitting a silent message ttie progress of civilization was foretelling
dire consequences for itself. We breathed cool tmairsand blissfully filled our lungs. The
ground was covered all over with green vegetatiod fallen leaves from tall trees. Out of
curiosity, we pointed out the small building beside Forest Lodge that was being demolished.
The Forest Officer said there was a little histtwghind this building. This place was first
discovered by two British hunters who persuadedBtiish Government to build a lodge. This
lodge was built in 1906. We witnessed a piece otony disappearing before our eyes (24
January, 2009) and felt a little pain for loss efitage. Couldn’t they save the building? Make a
small museum in the forest?

It was lunch time. Everybody gathered in the dinadj over a great lunch. Such a lunch in the

deep wilderness was beyond our expectation. Thepregram was a boat trip in the gorge. We
had about a kilometre to walk to reach the riveertthe boat was anchored.

Tikarparha Forest Lodge



There is &Gharial sanctuary in Tikarparha that has enhanced thel@ayuof this place. On our
way to the river bank, we visited thsanctuaryGharials (Gavials) are carnivorous reptiles with
a characteristic long narrow snout, found in theens of the northern region of the Indian
subcontinent. They are basically fish eaters; tl@ivs and teeth are perfectly adapted for
catching and eating fish. The adult males havellaolis growth — calledghard’ (pot) - on the

tip of the snout. This species is considered totH®e most critically endangered among all
crocodiles. Sanctuaries like this should be modtavee for conservation and protection of this
species.

Gharial sanctuary

The narrow walking trail was gradually descendiogdrd the river. It was very uneven — not
easy for a walk. We saw large dumps of somethirapge on this trail. The Forest Officer said
elephants passed through here during the nightdasgped dung. He cautioned everybody to
take care while descending, and especially, naitép on those droppings. After a while, we
spotted the boat on the water. But then, it wasery wtiff and hazardous descent. A little
inattention and one might slip or stumble and getiyp hurt.

The last slope was the bank of the river Mahanhai tooked very frightening. The Officer
cautioned again. We found ourselves in an appagrentouched and unfriendly territory. Sure
this place had a great potential for tourism, bat tvas not what we were thinking about at that
moment. Our immediate concern was how to get dawheé boat and embark. If we stumbled
and rolled over, we could descend gorgeously sitamgthe gorge (Oh No!). Would we have to
get our feet soaked while embarking? No, the Offasgsured us that it had been taken care of.
But he approached the octogenarian among us aadquewith him to stay back with him if he
wished. But this gentleman was not an ordinary getarian; although walking with the help of
a stick, he looked pretty strong and confident. ldised to stay behind — a hard note of
authority came to his normally soft voice. We altseeded to board safely. This was not a boat
for tourists; it belonged to the Forest Officewhlis a very nice, comfortable boat with a dozen or
SO seating capacity.



The Mahanadi gorge

Once comfortable on the boat, we looked around \wack spellbound with the astounding
beauty all around us. The river was very calm aaskjnate with serene, high mountain peaks
on both sides. Ours was the only boat on the rs@rthe reflections were clear and charming.
For some reason or other, the overwhelming beadidtythis place escaped commercial
exploitation. We considered ourselves lucky to bedat such a wonderful surrounding. While
cruising, we saw a big crocodile raising its hebdva water. A little while later, the boatman
pointed his finger toward the shore. We saw a hergeodile bathing in the sun on the river
bank. It was a magnificent sight. The boatman #laédcrocodile was at least 15 ft long. We
paused a while to take a good look at it and dectdeleave the grand creature in peace. The
boat cruised ahead along the gorge piercing thratghwater and breaking the prevailing
silence of the surrounding area. We kept on engyire unforgettable beauty of the Mahanadi
gorge.

Crocodile bathing in the sun



At a distance in the middle of the gorge, a dinglayne to our sight. One of us suddenly
exclaimed out of excitement, “That’s a fishermamsYyes, | am sure. Look, he is fishing and |
think he has got a catch.” Our boatman steereddtat toward the dinghy. Yes, the man was
fishing and he had a big catch. It was a big brggitlen pinkRohit his only catch. The avid
fish-eater among us was extremely excited at tlzeluohgy sight of the 4 kg jewel of the gorge
and bought it right away. A few minutes after, vp@tsed another dinghy and another big catch.
This time it was a shiny silvery pink 4-lnatla, the fish- eaters’ delight. No more dinghies were
to be seen anywhere around. Two big catches were than enough. The imaginative minds
started planning for culinary delicacies with th@twild catches from deep, fresh water.

Fisherman with his catch

We never imagined our Tikarparha trip would endé ifishing expedition that gave us profound
amusement. To see wild animals like elephants igedst one will have to spend nights here and
make special expeditions for them. But for us, thisursion, unexpected yet so delightful and
thrilling, will remain in our memory as a rare amaique experience for a long, long time.

The two jewels of the gorge



