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and paperwork, this book is for the
Watergate obsessive... A review 3

The bacteria found in cow’s
milk should more than sum up
why it makes a bad choice 4
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No blind man’s bluff
One cannot deal
with Isis if
West Asia’s complex
narrative is not
understood, as
robert fisk finds out
after talking with
the only man who
has lived to tell the
tale after being kept
in captivity for more
than four years by
kidnappers loyal to
Hezbollah in the
1980s

High on life
When it comes to sheer grit, life on the street
determines the total of human endeavour,
says sraman banerjee
LIFE is almost never like the
movies portray it to be and yet
there are offscreen heroes lost to
the public glare who would give a
celluloid champion reason to doubt
his credentials. Mukesh Mani is
one such case. From a small village
in North 24-Parganas, his is a
childhood shrouded in misery,
symptomatic of desolation and
poverty. Driven by dreams of better,
he one day hopped on a train to
Kolkata and began doing odd jobs
in the Sealdah station vicinity.
Mocked, looked down upon, he
soon took to drugs to fill a void and

WITH atrocities in Sinai, Beirut and Paris (and let’s

Scenes after the Beirut attack on 12 November
(above) and Brian Keenan (left)

keep the order in sequence here, since all those lost
innocents, Russian, Lebanese and French, are equal as
our brothers and sisters), I was beginning to think that
our emotions were becoming as insane as the
perpetrators of these crimes. An “act of war”, a
response "without mercy" — the French response was
straight out of the Isis vocabulary. So immediately after
the Paris massacres, I sought for reason, clarity and
wisdom from a man who spent four and a half years in
the hands of kidnappers - 54 months wearing a
blindfold, always waiting for death.
Brian Keenan was held by Shia Muslims loyal to
Hezbollah in Lebanon. Had he been taken by Isis in
Syria or Iraq, we would by now have been able to
watch his beheading on video — yet he kept his sanity
to write the only literary work to emerge from a
Western kidnap victim of Beirut in the 1980s, An Evil
Cradling, a book that will live for a 100 years as a
monument to humanity amid suffering.
Keenan sipped his coffee in rainy Westport in the far
west of Ireland — he was born in Belfast — and spoke
slowly, almost philosophically. He rarely gives
interviews. The Paris slaughter had happened only 16
hours earlier. "The contagion has broken out of its
confinement," he said. "Someone has planned all this
for a long time. There is a lot of organisation — but it
doesn't take much of a commitment to kill people.
What happened doesn't surprise me. What surprised
me was that what happened in Beirut (24 hours

These worry me more than the term 'terrorism'. They
create these kinds of conceptual contours — it's not
just a wall, it's a wall that defines a lot of cultural
beliefs and misbeliefs. We are damaging ourselves with
these walls — we are damaging our ability to think, our
ability to be creative."
Keenan is a hard man. He has returned four times to
Lebanon — on his own — since he was released by his
hooded kidnappers, to discover what he calls "the
stories lying about on the streets of Beirut if you just
pick them up". It's a phrase used by Lebanese writer
Elias Khoury, who insisted that there was more than
just one narrative — the Israeli story – about West Asia,
and it led Keenan to return to those who were behind
his kidnapping. To understand all this, he thought,
"was the debt Lebanon owed me".
So he feels extraordinary sympathy with those who
lost their loved ones in Paris. "I acknowledge their right
to be angry," he said. "Even to put no restraint on their
anger. But my own feeling is that anger can be healing
if you use it in a meaningful way. Elie Wiesel has
written of how he came back from the concentration
camps full of anger – but he turned that into
something creative.
"It's not easy. He talked about the panacea for anger
and violence — he said that a country that does not
build on a foundation of love will ultimately wither
away with the poison it feeds off."
I'm about to tell Keenan that all this is a bit flippant
after an airliner has been blown out of the sky and a
Beirut crowd blown to bits and 129 French citizens
blasted and machine-gunned to death, all in two
weeks, when he put a finger in the air. "Part of the
problem with West Asia," he said, "is that war is
diplomacy. That's at the root of how you 'justify' and
'meaningfully' deal with the problem.
"The other thing to ask is — who are the war
criminals? There's a kind of skewed vision of what a
war criminal or a war crime is. We need to honestly
think about this if we are going to talk about justice —
so that everybody feels that justice is being done. If the
Nakba (the expulsion of 750,000 Palestinians from their
land by Israel in 1948) has now gone global, we need a
different set of principles. I don't know that people are
ready to make that profound self-examination."
I'm not sure that Isis cares about the Palestinians —
Isis burned the Palestinian flag because it wanted a
caliphate, not another national state — but Keenan
talked about something far deeper.
"I wore a blindfold and 'Western
democracy' tells me that justice is blind.
I'm not sure about this — because until
we can unblindly question how power is
dispensed, then we're all wearing
blindfolds."
The Hollandes and Camerons and
Obamas of the world will not read
these words, of course. Emotion, not
reason, is the policy option. "Without
mercy" is now our dogma as well as
that of Isis. Which is why Isis is
winning. But I guess you
need four and a half
years in a blindfold
to understand that.

earlier) spun to Paris. It's as if the culture of
victimhood which is rife in West Asia… has risen to
new levels, legitimising the worst horrors."
It's not difficult to see that Keenan's own
experience slides imperceptibly into his
arguments, giving them an elliptical quality as
well as a frightening immediacy. He talks as if he
is still confined in a Beirut cellar.
"What do we need to do about this? In a global
dimension, we all have to take some responsibility
for this. My own thoughts — after four and a half
years in captivity — are that the dispossession and
anger have to be acknowledged. These people have to
be offered something more than revenge or Holy War
or even this perverse Islamic apocalypse. I've seen too
many times the map of West Asia changing — many
borders are irrelevant now.
"What worries me is that as these old borders and
'international zones' disappear, 'security barriers'
become the new borders. We've seen this in West Asia
and they are rapidly being erected across Europe.
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success whereas a pessimist has
every excuse for failure, Mukesh
had the heart of a lion and was
determined to come good.
The folk at Mukti also had faith in
his abilities and slowly helped him
regain self-confidence, first by
instilling certain technical qualities
such as driving, and finally got him
enrolled in Kolkata Sanved to
nurture a natural talent for dance.
He soon excelled in both –
proving his mettle by becoming
both a proficient driver and a
trained dance therapist. Today,
Mukesh is associated with the
Darpana Academy of Performing
Arts in Ahmedabad, where he is
training in classical Bharatnatyam
under the legendary Mallika
Sarabhai. He has already earned a
name for himself, having wooed
audiences in several shows in and
outside the city and is well on his
way to making a mark for himself.
He was recently in Kolkata to
spend Diwali time with his mates
at the Mukti Rehabilitation Centre.
Three years “clean”, Mukesh shows

From waif on the platforms of Sealdah station, to hoisting a phanush
with a friend and becoming an accomplished Bharatnatyam dancer,
Mukesh Mani has come a long way.

his struggle for existence on the
platforms continued for a few
years, hunger and shelter being his
biggest enemies. There were long
sleepless nights without a morsel
of food, with addiction driving the
nail in deeper so as to tip the
balance in death’s favour. But
somewhere along the line resolve
refused to give in.
Rescued and placed in the care
of Mukti Rehabilitation Centre — an
NGO dedicated to rehabilitating
addicts and platform children — it
was initially difficult for him to
adapt to a regimented lifestyle. But
like the adage about an optimist
manufacturing every reason for

no signs of slowing down and Dr
Krishnamoorthy Vishwanath,
secretary of the institution, says,
“We are very proud of him and
wish him luck for all his future
endeavours.”
Mukesh Mani has truly come a
long way from the cursed platforms
of Sealdah Station to becoming the
member of one of the premier
dance institutes of the country — a
shining example of courage and
determination, rubbishing, in the
procedure, that old adage about
once an addict, always an addict.
The writer is a student of the
Statesman Print Journalism School

