Friendship Exchange Visit of the Rotary Club of 

Ann Arbor to its Centennial Twin Clubs, the 
Pune Central and Bangalore Midtown Rotary Clubs

Our Sister Club relationship with the Pune Central Rotary Club began three years ago with a conversation between Phil Alexander and Abhay Shah.  Elaine and Phil Alexander were houseguests in Abhay and Komal Shah’s home in Pune, India, while they were taking part in a polio immunization project headed by Past District Governor, Dave Groner, and attending the president’s PolioPlus conference in Mumbai.  The Shahs are members of the Rotary International Travel and Hosting Fellowship, as are the Alexanders.

Abhay suggested that it would be a good idea if our two Rotary Clubs became Sister Clubs.  Phil agreed and brought the proposal back to the Rotary Club of Ann Arbor.  The idea was discussed and accepted by the club’s Board of Directors in July 2002.  We would do a joint matching grant humanitarian service project, have a Friendship Exchange of home stays, and exchange newsletters and other information over a three year period, renewable on mutual agreement by the two clubs.

Now, three years later, we have the matching grant project under way (four computer- based reading machines for the blind), we have completed a Friendship Exchange trip by seven members of our Rotary Club to India, and we are preparing to host several Rotarians and spouses from India following the Chicago Centennial Celebration.  These include Rotarians Radhey and Maya Agarwal and Kiran Boal and his wife, Chandrika, all from the Bangalore Midtown Rotary Club.  Last year we registered our Sister Club relationship with Pune Central as part of the Centennial Twin Club program associated with the Centennial Celebration in Chicago.  

Since our Rotary Club of Ann Arbor was planning another matching grant project (training materials for two vocational high schools) with the Bangalore Midtown Rotary Club, we invited them to establish another Twin Club relationship with our Rotary Club.  They agreed and we added Bangalore Midtown to our travel itinerary for our Friendship Exchange trip.

On January 20, our party of seven (Rotarians Phil and Elaine Alexander, Fred and Sue Beutler, Ashish Sarkar, Jim Martin and non-Rotarian spouse, Nancy Martin) climbed aboard Northwest Airlines flight 54 for Amsterdam and then on to Mumbai, India.  After a short overnight in Mumbai we were off for our first home stay with Rotarians in Pune, a short plane ride from Mumbai.  The Pune Rotarians, including our old friend Abhay Shah, club president, Ashok Ghia, Manjula Viswanathan, and our host families, met our tired but happy contingent with hugs and leis for everyone.  Our host families from the Pune Central Rotarians were Dilip and Surekha Choughule for the Alexanders, Subhash and Pratibha Devi for the Beutlers, Narendra and Kamini Sanghvi for the Martins, and Anil and Mangal Bora for Ashish Sarkar.  

Jet lag or no, we had four full days in Pune.  A most interesting drama competition in English at a local college on the first evening (Saturday) focused on a variety of current social issues.  This competition was sponsored by the Pune Central Rotary Club.  Later that evening we joined Pune Central for a formal club meeting and dinner at the Poona club.  Our Rotary hosts provided us with delightful accommodations and breakfasts and much interesting conversation. 

Sunday we visited the Rainbow Home, a temporary respite home for families with seriously ill children developed and supported by Pune Central Rotarian Anil Bora and his Grant a Smile Foundation.  We observed the interaction between the children and elderly pensioners, which evidently benefited both.  Later we visited the Kelkar Museum, a four-story collection of old artifacts from the British colonial period and earlier.  In the evening we celebrated the engagement of Abhay and Komal Shah’s son, Gautam, to Karishma Shah of Mumbai along with several hundred other guests.  It was, as the invitation suggested, an auspicious occasion.

Two schools for the blind and the National Institute of Ophthalmology were the focus of our activities on Monday.  The two schools are respectively for boys and girls, and are both supported by the Pune Central Rotary Club.  The National Institute of Ophthalmology, which is also partly supported by Rotary, performs cataract and corneal transplant surgeries that save many Indians from blindness.  These three institutions will be the locations for three of the four computer-based reading machines which are being purchased through our joint matching grant project.  A demonstration with an older model reading machine indicated the effectiveness of the device.

We visited another school supported in part by Pune Central Rotary that is devoted to the education of deaf children.  At this school, as well as at the Jagriti Girls’ School for the Blind, the Pune Central Rotary Club had established an Interact club.  Each of these two Interact clubs has about thirty members ages twelve to eighteen.  Although we tend to think of these children as handicapped, they have initiated service programs (e.g., for the aged).  The Interact club at the deaf school is believed to be the only one of its kind, and is certainly unique in that its chartering took place in sign language.  We completed the day’s activities with another dinner at the Poona Club followed by a sound and light show at the historic Poona Fort—more bloody history than most of our tired minds could absorb.

Phil and Elaine Alexander accepted Anil Bora’s invitation to participate in a laughing club, which he helped establish.  It meets every morning at 7:00 am at the jogging park, another project of the Pune Central Rotary Club.  Aside from the early hour, it is a great way to start the day.  The rest of Tuesday followed the same busy pattern as the previous three.  A visit to an industrial software park to tour Infosys, an ultramodern computer software facility modeled on the Microsoft campus, was followed by a visit to a new technical university, the International Institute of Information Technology.  We finished the day with a dinner at the prestigious Turf Club and tumbled into bed about midnight.  

Wednesday we were up early to catch a morning flight to Bangalore.  Our Pune hosts and the committee members joined us for a farewell hug and handshake before boarding the plane.   We had had a wonderful, if very busy, time and had made lasting friendships with the Rotarians from the Pune Central Rotary Club. 

The Bangalore Midtown Rotarians met us at the airport—this time with scented leis made of sandalwood shavings—Club President Kiran Boal, Assistant District Governor Radhey Agarwal and his Rotarian wife, Maya, and several other host families.  Our host families from the Bangalore Midtown Rotary Club were Radhey and Maya Agarwal for the Alexanders, Maureen and Robert Berlin for the Beutlers, Gopal and Dr. Kshama Bhatia for the Martins, and Quresh and Lullua Merchant for Ashish Sarkar.

The Bangalore Midtown Rotary Club launched the Centennial Charitable Dispensary for the benefit of the residents of Gottigere, a small town near Bangalore.  After visiting this facility on Wednesday, we stopped at a nearby school supported entirely by the Bangalore Midtown Rotary Club.  A large placard identified the school with this Rotary club.  Another large placard displayed the Four Way Test.  We were treated to a fine display of acrobatic drumming, and were provided with an excellent Indian luncheon party because of our fortunate timing.  That day, January 26, was India’s Republic Day, a holiday.  

Our next stop was a vocational high school for girls run by an order of nuns, the Salesian Sisters.  Girls attending this school are trained in such employable skills as electronic assembly, computer operation and home nursing.  We also visited the Loyola Industrial School for boys administered by the order of St. Ignatius Loyola.  At this school, TV repair, two-wheeler repair, home repair and driving were taught.  We were informed that girls were also instructed in these skills, and that there is an all-female staffed two-wheeler repair garage in Bangalore.

Our visit to these two vocational schools was of particular interest because our Rotary club is engaged in these projects together with Bangalore Midtown, our Bangalore twin club, through an international service project in which we contribute funds for the purchase of materials in support of the various vocational curricula.

  
On Thursday, we traveled by bus to Mysore for some sightseeing.  However, we first stopped at another school that was supported entirely by the Rotary Education Society at Mandya, as was proclaimed by a large sign on the building. The Four Way Test was also prominently displayed in both Hindi and English.  The school is free to local children who qualify.  However, the classrooms are quite crowded, typical of Indian schools, and groups of eight work with each computer in the vocational classes.

We continued our bus ride to Mysore over the bumpiest road we had yet encountered.  (Most Indian roads seem to be under construction.)  The featured event in Mysore was a tour of the famous Mysore Palace with its beautiful Indian architecture, exquisite carvings and works of art.  Then we were off to the Chamundi Hills overlooking Mysore for a stop at the Chamundeshwari temple and statue of Mahishasura, the buffalo-headed demon.  On our return we stopped at the Brindavan Gardens.  They are located at the base of a huge irrigation and power dam.  We saw the famous colored light and music show featuring the dancing fountains.  Altogether it was a very long day, and we tumbled into bed about 1:30 am, tired but saturated by Indian culture.

Friday our group visited a world-class cardiac treatment center, the Narayana Hrudayalaya Institute of Cardiac Sciences, established and directed by Dr. Devi Shetty primarily to offer services to poor Indians.  We were fortunate to have an opportunity to meet and talk with Dr. Shetty and learned of his vision to link his treatment facility with cardiac care units all over India and several other countries via satellite.  We inspected some of their facilities, including their infant intensive-care unit.  Later, team leader Phil Alexander had the opportunity to inaugurate a new satellite link with a medical facility in Karachi, Pakistan.  All in all, we were impressed by the standard of medicine offered there.  The institute has its own Rotary club, Rotary Bangalore Health City.  One of our hostesses, Maya Agarwal, was charter secretary of this Club. 

Friday, January 28, was also charter day for the Bangalore Midtown Rotary Club.  They had planned a very impressive program.  Not only was each of our team of Rotarians recognized and presented with flowers, but several presidents of other “Midtown” Rotary clubs from nearby cities were also recognized along with the past presidents of the Mt. Carmel Rotaract Club celebrating their 25th anniversary.  It was a real pleasure to exchange banners with President Kiran Boal and we were pleased to have Past Rotary International Director M. K. Panduranga Setty as the guest of honor.

Saturday the Martins flew to New Delhi, where they were met by a tour guide from Shikhar Travel, the travel agency that handled our travel arrangements in India.  They embarked on five days of sightseeing before returning to the United States.  (See Addendum below.)  Sunday the Beutlers flew to Mumbai, where they spent a day sightseeing before coming home.  Ashish Sarkar had already left to conduct business in India and Hong Kong.  The Alexanders transferred to the home of Dr. S. C. and Dr. Ahalya Sharma for ten days of relaxation and vacation.  Dr. Ahalya Sharma had been a guest in the Alexander’s home eight years earlier when she was part of a Group Study Exchange team visiting District 6380 and Ann Arbor—just one more example of the lasting quality of friendships made through Rotary.

Submitted by Rotarian Phil Alexander, 4/24/05 

Corrected as per Rotarian Ashish Sarkar, 5/11/05

Corrected as per Rotarian Jim Martin, 5/15/05  

Corrected as per Rotarian Sue Beutler, 5/17/05

Corrected, revised and edited by Rotarian Fred Beutler, 5/19/05

INDIA SIGHTSEEING TRIP

January 29 - February 3, 2005

We (Nancy and Jim Martin) enjoyed five days of sightseeing in the northwestern part of India as an extension to our time with Rotarians in Pune and Bangalore.  Thanks largely to the driver and tour guides arranged by Shikhar Travel Agency, things went smoothly.  The driver was especially competent and proved to be invaluable to us.  It would be foolish for an American to attempt to drive in India.  As our driver said, “To drive in India you need a good horn, good brakes, and good luck!”

The tour started in Delhi and continued on to Agra, Jaipur, Jodhpur, Jaisalmer, and back to Jodhpur before returning to Delhi.  We traveled by car, although we flew two legs of this trip, including the relatively long distance from Jodhpur to Delhi.  The hotels were all quite adequate.

In Delhi, we visited several sites including the Bahai Lotus Temple, Jama Masjid (India’s largest temple), and the Qutb Minar (Delhi’s oldest monument that dates from 1190).  One of the highlights was a short tour of Old Delhi with its incredible traffic and many vendors.  At night we also caught a glimpse of the capitol building, which was brilliantly lit to celebrate India’s Republic Day a few days earlier.

In Agra we saw the Taj Mahal, which lives up to all of the superlatives heaped upon it as a wonder of the world!  Even on a day when the weather was less than outstanding, the structure and grounds were absolutely beautiful.  Its magnificent symmetry in white marble, combined with a serene peacefulness, creates an experience of awe.  The nearby Agra Fort was extremely impressive and seemed more like an opulent palace than a fort.  

From Agra we went to Jaipur, stopping en route to visit Fatepuhr Skiri.  This restored city of red sandstone palaces was built in the 16th century.  For reasons not fully known, it was abandoned after only 20 years of use.

Jaipur is a commercialized city of 2.5 million people and known as the “Pink City” because of the color of many of its buildings.  It is India’s premier shopping destination.  We took an elephant ride, which was our mode of transportation to get up to the entrance of the Amber Fort.  Although defense was the primary reason for its existence, the fort also functioned as a palace.  For example, the original private chambers of the Maharaja are completely covered with colored glass and mirrors.  We also visited City Palace (the residence of Jaipur’s current Maharaja), Jantar Mantar (an astronomical observatory built of stone and marble in 1734), and Jaipur’s City Palace Museum.

Our next stop was the city of Jodhpur, which is located at the edge of the desert. Called the “Blue City” because its many blue homes were occupied by Brahmins, it now has more than one million people.  The Mehrangarh Fort, built originally in 1459, dates mostly from the 17th century.  After exploring the fort, we walked down to the village below, enjoying the street scenes and shops.  The hotel where we stayed featured garden dining and its torches provided warmth, as well as light, on a cool evening.  Overall, it was an impressive atmosphere.

On the drive from Jodhpur to Jaisalmer we entered the desert region, which revealed completely different scenery than previously encountered.  For example, camels are an integral part of the countryside as well as the towns.

The highlight of Jaisalmer was our meeting with five members of the local Rotary club.  The club was small, having been in existence for only a few years.  While their usual meeting time was on the weekend, they graciously arranged an enjoyable get-together with us on a Wednesday evening in our hotel lobby.  We exchanged club flags and were very interesting in learning about their projects and the challenges faced in this area of India.

Jaisalmer, the “Golden City,” has 60,000 people and was by far the smallest city we visited.  Of course, the desert is much less densely populated than most of the rest of India.  The Jaisalmer Fort was built in 1156 and has one-fourth of the city’s current population living within its original walls.  As such, it is India’s only living fort.  A camel ride at sunset in the Thar Desert, west of the city, provided us with another new and exciting experience.

We left Jaisalmer early Thursday morning by car to return to Jodhpur, where we flew to Delhi.  Although time was short, we saw a few more sights in Delhi, including a light show at the Red Fort, which is a huge palace in the capital city.  After an enjoyable dinner downtown, we left for the airport and the trip back to the United States.

Submitted by Rotarian Jim Martin, May 16, 2005

Note:  The sightseeing portion of the Friendship Exchange visit was originally arranged to include all traveling Rotarians; however, only the Martins were able to take advantage of it.

Twin Club Follow-Up Activities

Schools in Pune need materials for their study of the United States.  Jagruti School for Blind Girls in Alandi and Badhir Mook Shikshan Kendra School for Boys and Girls in Pune are two of the schools we visited.  

After our return from India, Sue Beutler consulted her friend and colleague at Bryant Elementary School to get ideas of current books on the United States.  She was able to purchase and send three books and a CD with stories, puzzles and poetry, which she hopes the students will enjoy.  Maybe the committee can generate more ideas of items we could send to Pune. 

While we were visiting schools in Pune and Bangalore, our Rotarian hosts wanted information about school curriculum, especially for low-achieving students. They were aware Sue Beutler has written curriculum materials that address their concerns.  She plans to share with them some ideas which they may be able to use.    

Our group of Rotarians from Ann Arbor was so impressed with the many projects supported by our two twin clubs that we made individual contributions to each club to further its efforts, especially in the area of education.

Submitted by Rotarian Sue Beutler, May 16, 2005
Matching Grant Project 55809

Four Reading Machines for the Blind

One out of 80 people in India is either blind or partially sighted.  In order to solve the critical problems faced by the blind, the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) was set up in 1970 in India.  This project is aimed at supporting this organization by purchasing up to four reading machines for the NFB organization in Maharashtra State in India.  These machines allow the user to place a variety of reading material on a scanner type device which quickly reads and interprets the text.   The machine recites it aloud to the user making it almost instantly available.  The machines are computer based and can also store reading material previously scanned and can translate it into several languages.

The Rotary Club of Ann Arbor is currently partnering with the Rotary Club of Pune Central, District 3190, in Pune, India, to share the purchase cost and to oversee the use of the machines.  Our contacts are Rotarians Manjulla Viswanathan and Dr. Harish Saxena of the Puna Central Rotary Club.  Both clubs have agreed to funding levels and with Rotary District and Foundation matching funds.  It is likely that we may be able to purchase four machines.  The project has been approved by the Rotary Foundation, and we are currently awaiting receipt of the necessary paperwork from the Foundation. 

Submitted by Rotarian Len Stenger May 18, 2005
Matching Grant Project 56589
Vocational Training Project

The Bangalore Midtown Rotary Club supports two vocational schools for youth.  The schools are well established, and have been operational for some time.  They are intended to make the students more readily employable by teaching job skills that are in high demand as India emerges to First World status.  This project is significant because thousands of young people are leaving rural areas to find employment in the city that will support their families, but their educational background leaves them unprepared for the high-tech jobs that are prevalent in Bangalore.  However, there is a great need for skilled workers in the fast-growing service sector.  By providing materials and equipment to support vocational training at the schools, this project will further the education of hundreds of young people, increase their employability, and help them make the transition from an agricultural economy to an urban culture. 

One vocational high school is run by an order of nuns, the Salesian Sisters; it is intended for girls.  Students attending this school are trained in such employable skills as electronic assembly, computer operation, and home nursing.  The second school, named the Loyola Industrial School, is only for boys, and is administered by the order of St. Ignatius Loyola.  At this school, TV repair, two-wheeler repair, home repair, and driving were among the vocational skills taught.  We are advised that girls likewise were instructed in these skills; specifically, there is an all-female staffed two-wheeler repair garage in Bangalore.

The International Humanitarian Project Committee of the Rotary Club of Ann Arbor approved $3,000 to purchase tools and supplies to assist in the operation of these schools.  These will be used as teaching materials in the vocational courses in home nursing, beauty operation, and two-wheeler repair.  Matching funds were obtained from the District and from Rotary International to bring the total amount of the humanitarian grant to $10,250.  In addition to its general support of these two schools, the Bangalore Midtown Rotary Club is also contributing $3000 to this specific project.  We hope to have it completed by mid-2005.

Submitted by Rotarians Fred Beutler and Anne Glendon, June 3, 2005
PAGE  
1

