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eil Island is a part of Andaman

and Nicobar union territory of

India. It is a tiny island 18.9
square kilometres wide and lies 40
kilometres northeast of Port Blair, the
capital of Andaman and Nicobar Islands.
95 families who arrived in India as
refugees from erstwhile East Pakistan were
given shelter in Neil Island. This is how a
tiny speck of wild land existing mid ocean
became inhabited. The inhabitants
brought with them their culture,
knowledge, cuisine, and language.

As a Bengali speaker in the predominantly
Bengali speaking island, I am having my
way very easily. “I am a very responsible
swimmer. Can I please take the unused
snorkel mask and go into the water just by
myself without the floaters?” This was all it
took to have my moment with the corals.
First the guides gave me the usual guided
tour where I was wrapped in a floater that
‘was tied to a rope. Then at my request I
am allowed a grace period of 15 minutes
to float in the lagoon on my own.

Giant clams hide in niches, beautiful algae
blossom from the crevices of rock, crabs
scuttle by. The journey on foot is more
precious than the destination.

The shadows have changed direction, It is
time for me to visit Laxmanpur, the
westernmost beach of the island, famous
for its dramatic sunsets. The Sun blazing
beyond the hovering clouds cast floating
shadows on the water. However, contrary
to the crowd in the beach, I fix my gaze to
the opposite direction— the forests.

Towering Sea Mahua trees with thick
trunks and rich foliage hem the shore. The
jungle looks mysterious and
magical—fragments of what remain of the
original forest. Since human habitation
started, forest cover in Neil Island has
been reduced greatly. Lush fields of paddy,
swaying coconut palms, thickets of banana
trees and groves of areca nuts announce it
loud and clear—much of the natural
vegetation in Neil was cleared to make
way for agriculture. No wonder Neil
Island is called “the food bowl of
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WANDERLUST

The plan is to go farthest first, a place 6.6
kms east of my accommodation. Sitapur is
the easternmost beach, it is also called the
sunrise beach and this is my first
destination. I roll the bicycle through
farmlands, neighbourhoods, village
squares, uphill slopes and negotiate with a
few potholes. I reach the beach after 25
minutes.

Fallen trees on the rocky coast stand as
witnesses of the Tsunami of 2004.
Remmnants of the old growth forests of Neil
populate the north of Sitapur beach.

A canopy of coconut leaves fan over my
head blocking the sky. Sunlight is dappled.
Just 100 metres ahead through gaps in
coconut foliage I see shining blue water. I
hear a buzz near my right ear.
Overwhelmed by the desire to reach the
beach I ignore the noise. The buzz
becomes louder. I withdraw my focus
from the water and readjust my eyes to
look at things nearby. Shockwaves go
down my spine— Iams-umundedbya
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