October 22, 2004

Ar

WEEKEND MAGAZINE

-

7 &
i [y i
”

/.‘— —-'\
X

\ 7! :
VErs
“renchman’s
ovative initiative
may bring back




Cover Story 8-15

Yves Marre and his wife Runa Marre together have
reconstructed the history of boats of Bangladesh.
This reconstruction called for not only an under-
standing of the speedy transformation of the marine
landscape, where motored boats were taking over,
but also a commitment that has necessitated a
steady involvement over the last eight years. The
main reward for the couple has been the realisation
that they have helped uncover a treasure, which peo-
plehaverecognised.
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AIDYONATH Sutradhar is a builder by

lineage. His name -- Sutradhar --

stands for it. It is, in fact, the Bangla of
‘carpenter’. Both his father and grandfather
were boat builders. He hails from a char
Kalyanpur on the river Jamuna, in the district
of Pabna. For the builders, the end of mon-
soon usually meant the season of boat build-
ing. The mahajans used to come from far and
wide to place their orders. The Kalyanpur
char, after remaining submerged during the
rainy season would transform into a bustling

shipyard. Malar, Panshi, Dingi were the boats

that Baidyonath used to build. He specialises
in them and also makes all the other varieties,

--Ghugi.BaIamGhashi.PadeeandHoronga :

tonameafew.

A mahajan once asked Ba.idymth to build
a 70 hat (yard) boat. He took it up as a chal-
lenge and started gathering Shal and Garjan
wood with this huge project in mind. It took
him 20 days to complete the boat and in the
end, the cost stood at eight lakh taka.

All this seems like a fairytale now. The days

of hectic schedule and building amazing new
pieces are behind him. In fact, the whole cul-
ture of traditional boat-making took a blow
when the engine-run boats were introduced.
The malar boat that an enterprising couple
Yves Marre and Runa Khan Marre trans-

formed into their first tourist vessel was built

by Baidynath himself. It was Haji Hazrat Ali, a
mahajan, whose relationship with the master
builder Baidyanath goes back a long way. The
«cargo-carrying malar of Ali that used to ply in
the Jamuna ended up being bought by the
same couple. In the words of Ali, one day in
1995, a shaheb (foreigner) came and started
photographing the boat he owned. Later he
accosted the owner with the offer of buying
the boat. His name was Yves, and he was from
France. Ali had no reason to sell his boat.
However, Yves was a man bent on finding one
thathe could buy.
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His hunt for a malar had started
from Narayanganj. He was tipped off

-about a particular malar which had

already left for Munshiganj when

Yves went to look for it. He was
relentless and followed its trail but
‘ended up getting lured by another
malar in the river Dhaleshwari near

Munshiganj. Ali owned the boat.
Yves, the explorer turned humani-
tarian activist turned conservation-
ist, then convinced Ali to sell the
boat to him. This was the first occa-
sion that would later lead to a string
of activities culminating in the show
at the Bengal Shilpalaya, of small-
scale boats of Bangladesh. In the
exhibition, master builder




Bangali history and pride.
Yves and his wife Runa together
have reconstructed the history
of boats of Bangladesh. This
reconstruction called for not
only an understanding of the
speedy transformation of the
marine landscape, where
motored boats were taking

over, but also a commitment
that has necessitated a steady
involvement over the last eight

years.

Yves goes back to the first few
years of his endeavour, "The idea
of boats were not in my mind at
that time." When he began as a
man bent on taking the clinic at
the doors of therural poor, hewas

A malar, the cargo-carying indigenous vessel.

Baidyanath was present with the other carpenters
to demonstrate their craft. The man who made it
happen comes from France and is ready to confer
a 'gold medal’ to Bangladeshis for their achieve-
mentinboatbuilding.

Yves Marre's maiden visit to Bangladesh was
back in 1994. It was a sojourn of two weeks. After
that he came back one year later "sailing the
riverboat that had been transformed into a
Lifebuoy Friendship Floating Hospital". Yves's
visit, back then, had a different purpose. "I came
to Bangladesh with only one thing in mind, -- the
'floating hospital’ project,” clarifies Yves who has
been living in Bangladesh since his second visit.

While the Floating Hospital project is
Yves got involved with a different kind of work.
Though not far removed from his vision that
sprang from a practical understanding of the
reality of Bangladesh, his new undertaking
reveals aman empathetic to the culture ofapopu-
lace where he is just a stranger. But this stranger
has proved, to have tapped into a vast source of

Dingi, the most _
ubiquitous boat in the river,

only a proponent
of development,
though his approach
was new and in con-
formity with the
riverine country. The
preservationist in
him emerged over the
years, while he was at
workoutin therivers.
Even at the onset,
_ during his first entry
I in Bangladesh, Yves
‘cleaved through the
waterashe took theroute through the Sundarbans, the man-
with rivers and creeks. "My first glance of

Bangladesh was the river, it was the 14th of May 1994,"
Marre recalls. His entry of port was Mongla, Chittagong, but
therewas a cyclone in the Bay of Bengal and ithit Chittagong
three days before his arrival. This spurred him to take the

unusual route upon his arrival.
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Yves met Runain Dhaka and she
became not only his life partner
but also someone who shared his
vision and work. "I met Runa back
in 1994, and when I came back we
got married in 1996. I gave up my
work in France as we decided to
settle down in Bangladesh. It
made us think of a source of
income, and we thought of tour-
ism using traditional boats," says
Yves. It isn't solely from this that
the idea of replicating the boats of
Bangladesh took off. In Yves
Marre's words, "It came slowly to
us, on its own, by itself...." They
arranged for the huge malar that
was bought from Ali, the mahajan,
as a tourist boat to ply from
Narayanganj to the Sundarbans
and even to the Bay of Bengal in
winter when the sea is calm. "We
rebuilt two noukas for tourism, -- a
malar and a panshi. Not that peo-

. pleareavailing the boats, although

we remodeled them to bring them

to a standard comfort and safety.

level. But these two boats are like
museum pieces now," clarifies
Runa.

T all started back in the days

when the tourist boats were

being remade. "We were in
Nagarbari, Pabna, in a building
yard where boats were still being
built as it was about seven or eight
years ago. The bigger fleets of
indigenous boats had not yet dis-
appeared. We were amazed by the
beauty of various boats then still
plying," Yves recalls. "But after a
few years, we saw them trickle
down at a formidable rate. It is this
that made us reach the conclusion
that within two or three years there
will be none," he continues. "Even
in 1998 there was a kind of an equi-
librium between the old boats and
the newer ones. We noticed that it
was not the same river, as sails
were becoming a rare sight. From
'98 onwards it sharply declined,"
adds Runa.

In 1999 at the Nagarbariboat-

building yard, there were only five boats being repaired. "Whereas in 1988
there were 20 boats in the same yard," Runa reflects. "There were not even five
in the following year, hardly one or two in 2000, and now none," she maps the
decline. x

Marine landscape of today belies the past glory of the vessels with sails that
used to swarm the rivers. That visual glory is replaced by the modern-day alter-
‘natives built to step up velocity. 8

The glory days of boat building is over. "Wooden boats are being repaired
rather than built. Big ones are being broken into smaller units and are being
used to build smaller ones," Runa discloses. The present riverscape confirms
this. Other than a few kosha or dingi, the small indigenous boats, the rivers are
full of steel-bodied boats. The wooden ones too have incorporated motor

engines.
This is what progress does to tradition. "It happened in every country, it

»

The glory
days of boat
building is
over. The
present
riverscape
confirms this.
Other than a
few kosha or
dingi, the
small indige-
nous boats,
the rivers are
full of steel-
bodied boats.
The wooden
ones too
have incorpo-
rated motor
engines. This
is what prog-
ress does to
tradition.

Deriving its name from the Chinese, the sampan has distinctive
Chinese features.
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