Visit to India by Rev. Christopher Harrison and Mrs Annette Froggatt, October 2008
St. Stephen’s Hospital, Delhi

During a brief visit to Delhi on the way to Patna, we met with the Director of St. Stephen’s Hospital, Dr Sudhir Joseph, and the Director of St. Stephen’s Community Health Programme, Dr Amod Kumar.

Dr Joseph – 

· Would like to revive the UK charity ‘Friends of St. Stephen’s Hospital, and will contact its trustees about this

· Would be interested in links with a UK teaching hospital – I suggested the Queen’s Medical Centre, Nottingham

· Plans to visit the UK in April

Dr Kumar – 

· Described the massive survey of poverty in Delhi which St. Stephen’s was carrying out on behalf of the Delhi government.  Helpers from many local NGOs were collecting information on around 2 million people, creating a poverty database which would enable welfare benefits to be paid efficiently.  At present there is a massive benefits underspend because of inadequate information as to who is entitled to receive these.
· Would like to extend St. Stephens’ child-child health programme to other areas.  Funding was a problem, however.
· Was interested in developing links with children at FitzHerbert School, Fenny Bentley.  We met some of the young women who oversee the Sundar Nagar centre’s educational work, who seemed keen to be in contact in the future.
Diocese of Patna

Schools in Patna city – 

· Unfortunately the children and staff were largely away from school as we visited on a public holiday.  However, we saw something of the two CNI schools and churches in Patna city, and were impressed by the new IT equipment which was being used in some of the classrooms, the offices, and in the bursary.

· The schools are keen to make links with Derbyshire, and we thought that it would be possible to set up email links with FitzHerbert school, Fenny Bentley.

St. Paul’s school, Begusarai – 

· An impressive presentation by some of the young people, including a speech about Gandhi and songs sung by members of the school choir.  The choir can be seen here and a presentation of Indian costumes can be seen here. 
· We thought that it would be good if QEGS Ashbourne could form links with this school.

Drive to Bhagalpur – 

· This took us through the area which had been flooded by the change in course of the river Kosi.  Over three million people have been affected, and over a million have had to leave their homes.  Six weeks after the initial flooding, the waters remained high and had left vast areas of farmland unusable.  This is one of the greatest flood disasters in India’s history.  A fuller report can be seen here, and a video clip of the drive through the flooded area here.

Train journey to Taljhari – 

· On the train to the Santali village of Taljhari, where Bishop Philip Marandih grew up, I had a fascinating conversation with a Buddhist Lama, Shree Narayan Singh – see his website here. I never expected to be questioned about the Lambeth Conference on an Indian train – but was pleased to be able to introduce one of the participants to Lama Shree!
St. Thomas’ school, Barharwa – 
· A wonderful welcome by Santali dancers – see it here.

· It is hoped that this school can also build up links with FitzHerbert school, perhaps through support for a new classroom, which would cost around £700 - £800.

· On the drive to Barharwa we passed a quarry where women were carrying very heavy baskets of stone, and men were breaking stones with hammers – all in a highly dusty atmosphere.  We wondered what could be done about such horrendous working conditions.
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Taljhari – St. John’s School and the Church of the Epiphany – 

· Bishop Philip showed us the church, founded in the 1860s by the CMS missionary Canon Cole – set in the forest, reached by a track, still well supported by the surrounding Santali Christian community.  Hear him describe the church here.
· Some old photos of the Santali mission can be seen here.
· We were warmly greeted by Santali dancers on our visit to St. John’s school, which has begun to build the accommodation for the High School, thanks to a large donation from a Canadian benefactor and money from the Derby Diocese Harvest Appeal.  I was asked to lay the first brick of a library and office block.

Bhagalpur – 

· On our return to Bhagalpur we enjoyed hospitality in the Bishop’s house and took part in the Sunday morning service at the Cathedral.   Bhagalpur is large and busy and apparently sometimes suffers from tension between Hindus and Muslims, who live there in roughly equal numbers.

Diocese of Eastern Himalaya – 

· We then took the overnight train to the Diocese of Eastern Himalaya, being taken straight to a new CNI school at Gossaigon in Assam, at which we took part in an opening ceremony along with the main group of teachers and headteachers from Derby Diocese who had been visiting NE India and E Himalaya.

· We drove on the route of the massive east-west highway, currently under construction, which will have a huge effect on the Indian economy.   It is hard to say at this stage whether the net effects of increased trade carried by this road will improve the conditions of ordinary people or, as some say, make it increasingly difficult for small businesses to survive.

· After a day in a game park (with singularly little game to observe, however), I left the main group and took part in a Mission Conference for diocesan clergy and others at Saontalpur.  It was clear that many churches lack basic teaching materials – Bibles, Sunday school resources, etc.  While many in the churches understand the importance of work alongside the oppressed and disadvantaged, it was hard to get congregations to give sustained energy to this.  A number of diocesan organisations and individuals, however, are involved in work of this kind, especially among the tribal communities, tea workers, and those caught up in human trafficking.

· On the final day I visited a project which supports the children of prostitutes in Siliguri.  This provides education and nutritional supplements to around 50 children – see them here. 

And finally – 

· This was an excellent visit and was a wonderful way of helping to mark the tenth anniversary of the Ashbourne-Patna partnership.  Many thanks are due to all those who made it so memorable, especially Bishop Philip Marandih, his wife Lily and the other members of his family and household; Mr George and his staff from the schools at Patna and Begusarai, Bishop Naresh Ambala and Subhra Tudo from the Diocese of Eastern Himalaya, and Dr Amod Kumar from St. Stephen’s Hospital, Delhi.

Christopher Harrison

22nd October 2008
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