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Indian Consulate in HK 

The divine drums are calling, and hearts across the globe are responding 
with the same rhythm of devotion and joy. As we prepare to welcome 
Maa Durga to Hong Kong, we witness once again the magnificent 
power of our shared heritage to transcend geographical boundaries 
and unite souls in celebration.

In the bustling metropolis of Hong Kong, where East truly meets West, 
the Hong Kong Bengali Association has created something magical 
- a home away from home where the eternal spirit of Durga Puja 
flourishes. The narrow lanes may be different from those of Kolkata, 
and the skyline may touch the clouds differently than the ghats of the 
Hooghly, but when Maa Durga arrives, every heart beats with the 
same ancient rhythm of bhakti.

The beauty of Durga Puja lies in its power to weave communities together. Here in Hong Kong, 
we see Bengalis, Indians, and friends from all corners of the world joining hands, sharing in 
the joy of “Dugga Maa elo!” This festival belongs not to one region, but to everyone who opens 
their heart to the Divine Mother’s love. The HKBA’s dedication to preserving traditions while 
embracing Hong Kong’s multicultural spirit is truly commendable. Each year, the association 
builds a bridge between past and present, between tradition and modernity, between homeland 
and new home.

Maa asche - two simple words carrying hopes, dreams, and prayers of millions. The pandal may 
be in a community hall instead of a neighborhood corner, the bhog may be prepared in modern 
kitchens instead of traditional chulah, but the love, devotion, and joy of welcoming Maa remain 
unchanged.

Durga Puja teaches us that celebration is incomplete without sharing. In Hong Kong, this lesson 
becomes a cultural gift to the city - an invitation for everyone to experience the warmth, devotion, 
and joy that Maa Durga brings. It is proof that no distance is too far for Maa’s love, and no ocean 
too wide to carry the sound of dhak and the fragrance of dhunuchi.

Maa Durgar ashirbad apnader sobar jibon ke anondo, shanti ebong unnoti diye purno koruk.

May Maa Durga continue to bless the Hong Kong Bengali Association and all who participate in 
this divine celebration. May this Puja bring peace to the world, prosperity to the community, and 
endless joy to all hearts.

With deepest regards and prayers

(Surbhi Goyal)
Acting Consul General
Hong Kong & Macau SARS
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President’s Message

Dear Members, Friends, and Well-Wishers,

It is with immense joy and heartfelt gratitude that I extend my warmest greetings to you on the 
sacred and festive occasion of Durga Puja 2025.

This year marks the 27th year of our celebration—a remarkable journey of faith, togetherness, and 
cultural pride in our adopted home of Hong Kong. What began as a humble initiative by a few 
spirited individuals has flourished into a cherished tradition that unites generations of Bengalis 
and well-wishers from all walks of life.

Over nearly three decades, The Hongkong Bengali Association has grown into more than just a 
cultural organization—it has become a second family, a sanctuary of shared values, and a vibrant 
expression of our heritage. With every dhaaker taal, every glowing arati flame, and every heartfelt 
anjali, we renew our love for our roots and for one another.

I wish to express my deepest gratitude to all who have been part of this journey—our tireless 
volunteers, talented performers, generous patrons, and every member of this extended family. 
Your dedication and participation have made this Puja a shining beacon of unity and joy in our 
dynamic city.

As we seek the blessings of Maa Durga, may her divine strength give us courage to face life’s 
challenges, and may this celebration bring peace, prosperity, and happiness to all.

Wishing you and your loved ones a Shubho Sharodiya and a truly glorious Puja celebration!

Pradip Putatunda,
 
President,
The Hongkong Bengali Association,

Durga Puja, 2025



8 9

Vice-President’s Message

Dear Members,

As we come together once again to celebrate the vibrant spirit of Durga Pujo Utsav, I extend 
my heartfelt greetings to each one of you on this auspicious occasion. Durga Utsav. Our annual 
festival is not just a religious occasion; it is a beautiful tapestry woven with devotion, culture, and 
community spirit. Your unwavering dedication and collective effort are not just appreciated, but 
they are the very threads that transform our vision into reality, making each Utsav memorable 
and meaningful. You are not just participants, but the heart and soul of this celebration.

This year, as we prepare to welcome Maa Durga with open hearts, let us renew our commitment 
to preserving our rich traditions while embracing new ideas that enhance our celebrations.

Living in Hong Kong, Durga Utsav takes on an even deeper meaning. It becomes a beacon of 
our identity, a bridge connecting us to our roots, and a source of immense pride. Through this 
utsav (festival), we not only celebrate but also preserve and pass on our rich customs, stories, and 
values to future generations. It is our collective responsibility to ensure that our culture thrives 
despite the distance that separates us, mainly from West Bengal (India).

More than a religious celebration, Durga Utsav here is a powerful reminder of community and 
togetherness. It brings us all closer, fostering friendships, mutual support, and a shared sense 
of belonging. It is through your dedication and enthusiasm, as well as the tireless efforts of our 
HKBA committee, that our celebrations continue to flourish, creating a joyous and inclusive 
environment for all. Let’s revel in this joy and inclusivity that our Utsav (festival) brings.

Let us continue to work hand in hand to make this year’s Durga Utsav a memorable and inspiring 
occasion, honouring the goddess Durga’s strength and compassion, and celebrating the vibrant 
spirit of our community abroad.

The annual magazine is a testament to our journey — capturing the essence of our past events, the 
creativity of our members, and the hopes we share for the future.

I encourage everyone to actively contribute to our Durga Utsav. Share your stories, your talents, 
and your enthusiasm. Your unique contributions are what make our festival special. Let’s celebrate 
the unity that binds us and continue to inspire and uplift our community through this sacred 
festival. Together, we can make this year’s celebration a truly memorable and inspiring occasion.

Wishing you all a joyous and prosperous Durga Utsav! Let all of us chant.

“Om jataa jut samaayuktamardhendu krit lakshnam Lochanyatra sanyuktam padmendu sadya 
shan naam” (I bow down to the supreme power and urge you to help me concentrate on my goals 
and help me to achieve them)

Capt. Bhaskar Sengupta
Hon. Vice President 
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HKBA EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 2025 - 2027

Contact HKBA	 mailhkba@gmail.com
Web Site	 www.hkbaonline.com 

President
Dr. Pradip Putatunda

Vice President
Capt. Bhaskar Sengupta

General Secretary
Mr. Rudra Basu

Treasurer
Mr. Sujoy Das

General Member
Mr. Rajdeep Mojumder

General Member
Mr. Sagnik Ganguly

General Member
Mr. Debdutta Barman

General Member
Mrs. Tanushri Ghosh

Cultural Secretary
Mr. Arindam Basu

General Member
Mr. Dipankar Mukutmoni

General Member
Mr. Debjyoti Sarkar

General Member
Mr. Alok Roy
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Kids’ Corner
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2024 Previous years

Probashi Pujo
Every Durga Pujo we make an attempt to find out more about the Bengali communities in other parts of 
the world – to catch a glimpse of how they keep the tradition of Durga pujo alive. In that vein, this year’s 
Probashi Pujo introduces the Bengali Association of Greater Atlanta (BAGA)  - read on, and if you are ever 
in these places during Durga Pujo, know that a piece of Bengal is just around the corner!

Bengali Association of Greater Atlanta

With best compliments
 
 

Mrs. & Mr. Ajay Jakhotia
 
 

Kunming Trading Company

Unit 601 & 602, 6/F, Chevalier House,
45-51 Chatham Road South,

Tsim Sha Tsui, Kowloon, Hong Kong

Tel: 2368 5997 (4 lines)
Fax: 2723 9408

email: kunmingt@biznetvigator.com
www.ktcdiamond.com
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Ruminations on Migration

Aparajita Bakshi

When I was growing up in the remote coal mines near Asansol and Durgapur in West Bengal, never in my wildest 
imagination had I thought that one day I would land in Hong Kong. The story of my family’s migration, started much 
before my birth, when my father migrated from our ancestral village to the coal mines as a mining engineer. Growing up, 
we hopped from one colliery to another, as his job demanded, changing homes, schools and friends until we settled in the 
town of Bolpur-Santiniketan. We siblings (and even our children) were bitten by the migration bug bad. We gradually 
moved out of Barddhaman-Birbhum districts of West Bengal to other cities within India and some of us to other countries. 
My family’s story and is not unique. All of us in HKBA belong to the large mass of floating population in the world who 
are trying to recreate the essence of their roots and childhoods in lands far away from home.

While we yearn for our ‘homes’, it is worthwhile to remember that of the 200,000 years that our species have existed on 
earth, we have been hunter gatherers for most of the time. It is only in the last 10,000 years or so that we have domesticated 
plants and animals, invented farming, and have been able to live in one place all our life – a place we call home. As strong 
as our longing for home is, the primal drive to leave everything and move to an unknown territory is also equally strong 
and firmly coded in our hunter-gatherer genes.

In my understanding, there are two features of human migration that sets us apart from other animals. Firstly, most other 
animal species that migrate for food, weather or reproduction, follow naturally predetermined circular paths. By contrast, 
humans have known no boundaries. They have migrated far and wide unfettered by natural paths, seldom to return to the 
same place where they started off. In the course of the journey, we have adapted to the changing environmental conditions 
and changed our environments purposively. As a result of such unfettered and unidirectional migration of humans, we 
are now the dominant species of the planet spread across the land mass in most environments and geographies. No other 
animal species exist in such diverse habitats, except the ones we have domesticated and adapted to serve our needs of 
food, transport and companionship.

Secondly, wherever we go, we always carry tangible and intangible wealth along with us – plants, animals, food, technology, 
language, stories, music, etc. The assets carried by the migrants make lasting imprints on local habitats, people and culture. 
At the same time the migrants’ lives are irreversibly changed by the conditions of their new home. Crops, animals and 
farming practices reached from one corner of the world to another piggy-backing on migrating humans. This is how wheat 
and lentils from the Fertile Crescent and rice from China reached India to give us our ‘traditional’ Indian meal. Sesame 
and eggplant were locally domesticated in India later, but these do not form a major part of Indian diets. Bengalis may be 
divided in their preference for begunbhaja, but will die for bhat and luchi. We Bengalis should be thankful to the blessings 
of migration as we eat our alu-posto bhat, and yearn for alur chop and cha in chine matir cup on rainy days. Rice and tea from 
China, poppy seeds from Western Europe via Iran, and potato from South America via Portugal constitute the love for 
home food that is the very essence of our Bengalihood. Even when migration is invasive and fiercely resisted by the local 
population, different aspects of tangible and intangible migrant wealth seep into local life and become an indistinguishable 
part of local culture. The vast repertoire of Tagore’s literature, music, and his vision of Visva Bharati Santiniketan embodies 
this universal aspect of cultural absorption and assimilation.

Having made this city in China my temporary home, this essay will not be complete without mentioning a few exchanges 
between India and China. We are all aware of the opium trade that the British cunningly devised, to balance its import 
surplus from China for importing tea, silk, porcelain and other manufactured products. They forcefully sold opium grown 
in Eastern India to China. The unfair trade culminated into the opium wars. This laid the foundation of Hong Kong city 
and the financial capital on which it thrives today. Much before the British damaged the trust between India and China, 
the two countries had a more congenial relationship. Chinese silk finds mention in Kautilya’s Artha Shastra written in 4th 
century BCE. One of the major exports from India to China was obviously Buddhism. The spread of Buddhism from India 
to China led to the exchange of people, ideas and knowledge systems. Buddhist scholars regularly traveled between the 
two countries. In my childhood textbooks I learnt about Faxian, Xuanzang and Yi Jing who travelled from China to India 
between 5th and 7th centuries CE. What is less known is that a number of Indian mathematicians also stayed and worked 
in China. They applied Indian mathematics developed by Aryabhata to calculate astronomical events such as eclipses and 
the lunar calendar. The foremost among them was Gautama, known in China as Qutan Xida.

The biological imperative, historical trajectories and cultural implications of migration are complex and far-reaching. So 
next time we become nostalgic listening to the soulful tunes of Rabindra Sangeet or quibble about Dalai Lama and Doklam 
in a quintessential Bengali adda munching china badam and chowmein, let us pause to remember that we are just a tiny 
seed traversing the hundreds and thousands of years of history of migration of our species. It’s perhaps the destiny of our 
species that the harder we try to build walls around us, the stronger becomes our urge to transcend them.

Greetings for Durga Puja

With Best Compliments

Gurmit & Rani Singh 

GRG Corporation
3/Fl., Bel Trade Commercial Bldg.,
1-3 Burrows Street,
Wanchai, Hong Kong
Email: rani@netvigator.com
Tel: 28931628
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The Delicate Dance

Ronita Jaiswal

Her bedroom door is ajar again. Melodic strains waft softly from within as I linger in the hallway, 
laundry basket in hand, wondering if I should knock. I ultimately refrain.

These days, I’m learning the delicate dance of holding on and letting go.

We’ve stepped into what I’ve come to call “the departure period” – that strange, emotional phase 
before my daughter embarks on a Student Exchange program abroad. 

The organiser in the study room wall, once filled with A Levels tuition schedule, now displays a 
university accommodation deposit deadline, a room key collection date. The month of departure 
is one fleetingly protracted, surreal countdown.

Last evening, I found myself staring at the stacked refrigerator after returning from Fusion- the 
departmental store below our building. I shopped in denial and picked up all her favourite 
grocery items, oblivious to the dwindling time left for her to savour them. The mere fact that she 
was still home, was enough to be swept away with nostalgia. Enough to end up buying the items 
that she has long grown out of. Thus, I overstock on provisions as if that will hold back the clock, 
as if her beloved chicken pesto pasta can slow down time.

The college tote bag that she received during her application, now makes regular appearances 
during her soiree with old school friends. She carries it with aplomb, signaling her next identity 
while still being anchored in this one.

I observe her deftly navigating weekend plans with current friends, while simultaneously 
planning her Exchange student flat mate situation. 

She exists in two worlds now. I’m still acclimating to the reality of belonging in only one.
“It’s harder on you than on them,” friends with older children had forewarned me about this 
phase, their smiles imbued with understanding. 

They were right.

While she jubilantly looks forward, I’m the one lying awake at night looking backwards. Have 
I taught her enough to thrive in a foreign land? Yes, I have prepared her for this life here in our 
house, but have I done enough to prepare her for a life on her own?
I’m trying to believe the Exchange Counsellor when she said, “They’re ready even when we don’t 
think they are” 

This month preceding her departure has altered our household rhythm. Conversations about life 
goals have replaced the arguments over curfew. During disagreements, I find myself choosing 
battles differently, aware that we’re establishing the foundation of our adult relationship. Aware 
that there isn’t much time left for the nestling to become a fledgling.
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My spouse embraces this transition with practical projects – teaching our daughter to activate her 
debit card, crafting a budget, helping her to fill the insurance form, setting up a new credit card. I 
envy his focus on the tangible aspects of this transition. My concerns drift toward the intangible – 
will she be safe and content? Will she find her people? Will she be able to handle the cold months 
which aren’t her greatest ally? Will she recognise how deeply she is loved back home on a gloomy 
day?

The other night, unexpectedly, she perched beside me on the couch while I read. She wanted to 
rewatch the series “Ginny and Georgia” on Netflix, together. We had watched it separately last 
season when she was seventeen, and the season before when she was sixteen. As she readied 
for bed, she rested her head on my lap and stayed like that a bit longer than usual, no longer 
embarrassed by the length of us-time.

The trip we made together before she leaves for her stint abroad, was imbued with a promising 
camaraderie as well as fervent disagreements. Once a seasoned debater in school and college, 
I fumbled for words as she bested me in logic most times. A sweltering pride filled me as the 
elderly co-passenger in our flight offered me that “accept it, you lost to her” empathetic smile, 
before dozing off again.

I no longer prod her for her daily share or variety of vegetables and fruits. I have opted to steer 
the conversation towards the significance of eating three square meals a day. The delicate dance 
of choosing our battles, again.

These are the experiences I have collected like precious seashells in this month of departure – the 
spontaneous chatter in the MTR, reminiscing some episodes with schoolteachers, the slurp of the 
Gong Cha Brown Sugar Boba as she drags her feet purposely (to tease me) through Citygate Mall, 
the late-night deep conversations in her dimly lit and aesthetically pleasing room, discussing love 
and life as the fragrance of B&B scented candles wafts through the air, the glimpses of the girlish 
innocence in her transitioning lady-like visage.

The other day, I passed another mom at the cafe. Her son, like my daughter, is going in for an 
Exchange program. We exchanged a look of perfect sisterhood – part exhilaration, part grief, 
wholly love. Her simple remark, “The departure time”. Nothing more. We both nodded, no 
further discourse needed.

With intention I am navigating the last few days before her departure. I’m capturing mental 
photographs of ordinary moments – the pile of sneakers by the door, the sound of squeals from 
her room during the countless sleepovers with friends, the way our bathroom smells when she 
has used up all my body wash, the midnight sound of microwave door as she snacks on that 
spicy, red Buldak noodles- these are the sensory memories I will revisit in the too-quiet house, 
‘Come September’

Countless parents have traversed this path before me. Children grow taller than us, as the reward 
of parenting. If only this knowledge made the leaving time any less bittersweet.

As of today, I’ll knock on her door after all, just to ask if she needs anything washed for tomorrow. 
I’ll listen to her weekend plans and remind her about her dentist appointment.

I’ll revel in this delicate dance – providing space for her inevitable independence while cherishing 
these fleeting days of the leaving month.
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The Tangy Trail of Fulki: A Street Tale from 
Ancient Magadha to Modern Bengal

Goenda Tokjhal

It was a warm afternoon in the bustling streets of Pataliputra, the 
ancient capital of the Magadha kingdom, now known as Patna. 
The storyteller wandered through narrow lanes, drawn by the 
aroma of spices and the chatter of vendors. Amid the chaos, a 
peculiar scent of tamarind and mint
caught his attention. He turned a corner and found a small 
vendor beside a crumbling stone wall, selling something curious 
- tiny hollowed disks filled with flavored water.

“Try the Furki,” the vendor said, handing over a crisp shell filled 
with spicy potato mash and tangy tamarind water. The storyteller 
bit into it, and an explosion of flavors danced on his tongue. It 
was unlike anything he had tasted before. Refreshing, spicy, and 
deeply satisfying.

A Mythical Beginning
As he savored the snack, the vendor shared a tale. Legend has it that during the exile of the Pandavas, 
Draupadi was challenged by Kunti to prepare a meal using minimal ingredients. With ingenuity, she 
created small wheat flour balls, filled them with spiced mashed potatoes, and served them with tangy 
water. Thus, the earliest version of Panipuri or Fulki was born.

Though the story is steeped in mythology, it reflects the resourcefulness and creativity that define Indian 
cuisine. From this humble beginning, the dish traveled through time and geography, evolving with every 
region it touched.

From Fulki to Panipuri: A Culinary Evolution
The original Fulki was simple crispy puris made from wheat flour, filled with mashed potatoes and dipped 
in tamarind water. As it spread across India, it transformed:
- 	North India: Known as Golgappa, often filled with spicy mashed potatoes and served with mint  
	 water.
- 	Maharashtra & Gujarat: Called Pani Puri, with fillings of sprouts, boondi, and sweet chutney.
- 	Odisha: Gupchup, lighter in flavor, often served with chickpeas.
- 	South India: Includes spicy and tangy versions with local twists.
Each region added its own flair, turning Fulki into a national obsession.

The Rise of Fuchka in Bengal
As the dish reached Bengal, it underwent a transformation. Here, it became Fuchka, which is as crisp as 
the puris themselves. The Bengali version uses wheat flour puris, filled with spicy mashed potatoes, boiled 
gram, green chillies, and lemon juice. The water, known as “tetul jol”, is a tangy mix of tamarind, black salt, 
roasted cumin, and green chillies.

The Fuchka Wallas: Guardians of Flavor
In Bengal, the Fuchka wallas are more than vendors. They are artists. Stationed at street corners, markets, 
and college gates, they serve Fuchka one piece at a time, customizing spice levels to suit each customer. 
Their skillful preparation and engaging banter make eating Fuchka a communal experience. Some Fuchka 
wallas have become local celebrities, with loyal followers and social media fame. Their dedication has 
turned Fuchka into a cultural icon, celebrated in festivals, family outings, and food blogs.
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Sanjib Das

Modern-Day Fuchka: From Streets to Gourmet
Today, Fuchka has leapt from street stalls to upscale restaurants. Chefs experiment with fusion versions 
- cheese-filled puris, yogurt toppings, and even chocolate variants. Yet, the street-side Fuchka remains 
unmatched in taste and nostalgia.

Social media has amplified it’s popularity, with influencers sharing Fuchka trails and recipes. Despite its 
evolution, the essence of Fuchka - crispy puris, spicy filling, and tangy water remains unchanged.

Conclusion: A Snack That Tells a Story
As the storyteller walked away from the vendor, he realized that Fuchka was more than a snack—it was a 
story. A tale of ingenuity, adaptation, and community. From Draupadi’s challenge to the bustling streets of 
Bengal, Fuchka has journeyed through time, flavor, and culture. As of now, Pani Puri (Golgappa, Fuchka, 
Gupchup, etc.) does not have a single patent holder. It is considered a traditional Indian street food with 
origins tracing back to ancient India, particularly the Magadha kingdom (modern-day Bihar). The dish has 
evolved regionally and culturally over centuries and is widely regarded as part of India’s culinary heritage 
rather than a proprietary invention.

There is no official patent registered for the dish itself, although some modern variations or packaging 
methods (like ready-to-eat kits or flavored water mixes) may be patented by individual companies. The 
term “Panipuri” was added to the Oxford English Dictionary in March 2005, recognizing its cultural 
significance.

Whether called Fulki, Panipuri, Golgappa, or Fuchka, it remains a beloved bite that connects people across 
generations and geographies.

References
1.	 https://www.theculturegully.in/post/pani-puri-the-story-behind-the-origin-of-india-s-favorite-snack
2.	 https://enrouteindianhistory.com/pani-puri-tracing-the-tangy-tale-of-indias-beloved-street-snack/
3.	 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panipuri
4. 	https://www.localsamosa.com/food-and-drinks/phuchka-spots-in-kolkata-7314099
5. 	https://rumkisgoldenspoon.com/fuchka-phuchka-puchka-recipe/
6. 	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=86sQLApLUcY
7. 	https://www.triphobo.com/blog/panipuri-outside-india
8. 	Image source: internet

P S : Goenda Tokjhal is Sanjay Bhattacharyya’s pen name for this article
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today’s enhanced connectivity and social media networks. Think of the potential havoc it can create in swaying 
public opinions about a product or a candidate in an election. An AI called Deepfake has been used to create 
realistic videos of famous people and world leaders saying or doing things they never actually did. Think about the 
wars that could be triggered in today’s tense geopolitical climate. While scientists are always developing methods 
to defend against such malicious practices, it is a cat-and-mouse game. Perhaps, human nature is also to blame –we 
seem to enjoy salacious stories and outrageous content way more than the drab, mundane truth.

Also, the way current AI algorithms operate seems to be quite different from how our brains operate. It has been 
found that modifying even a single pixel in an image can fool an AI to predict the image of a cat to be that of 
a monkey, and that too with very high confidence—a mistake a human would never make. Such “adversarial” 
attacks raise concerns about using and deploying AIs in safety critical situations. Lastly, the current craze with AI 
has unfortunately shifted away from its roots in understanding natural intelligence to more brute-force approaches 
to generate industrial revenue. These neural networks have become larger and deeper to the point where nuclear 
power plants may be needed to power data centres running such AI algorithms. A human brain consumes ~20 
Watts of power, enabling us to see, hear, feel, think, talk and much more. In comparison, the smallest GPUs today 
consumes ~35 Watts of power to perform just one of the above tasks. With the rapid proliferation of AI, it is crucial 
to think about its environmental impacts and the future of our planet. 

What does the future hold?

“Prediction is difficult – particularly when it involves the future” – Mark Twain

The pace at which AI and related technologies are 
changing is mindboggling, to say the least. The world’s 
brightest minds are attacking lots of these challenges 
described in the earlier section, as yet new challenges 
emerge. We can potentially look at commonalities among 
new technologies, as shown in the picture on the right, to 
understand the future trajectory. Dubbed as the Gartner 
hype cycle, it follows a common trend among many new 
technologies where there is an initial excessive expectation 
(“AI will solve everything”). This is typically followed by 
an understanding of the limitations of this technology 
leading to disillusionment, finally ending in widespread 
application and acceptance of the technology in areas 
where it can truly excel. I believe we are still in the 
upward going phase for AI and still to reach the plateau 
of productivity.

AI will definitely reduce the time we take to do low-level 
jobs such as producing reports, responding to user queries 
in call centres, etc. However, their outputs often contain 
errors that an experienced domain expert is able to catch. 
Hence, it is more important than ever for students to know 
their domain’s fundamentals so that they can use AI tools effectively. Is it necessary for kids to go to schools and 
colleges now that AI can provide all the information at the blink of an eye? The answer is a resounding Yes! While 
AI can produce the answers to your query in a jiffy, an average human’s capacity to consume information has not 
changed much over the last century—they need expert teachers more than ever to help them sieve through the vast 
depths of the information spewed by an AI agent, help them differentiate truth from misinformation. 

Lastly, what about artificial general intelligence or what we popularly understand as machines becoming as 
cognizant as humans so that there is an imminent possibility of AI domination? I personally do not think such a 
situation will arise in the next decade, though what lies beyond is anybody’s guess at the moment. 

As we Bengalis embark upon our annual ritual of Durga Puja, it is perhaps more important than ever to pray 
that our human emotions of love, compassion and righteousness always enable the good to prevail over the evil 
agencies, be it natural or artificial.

(Note: Only natural intelligence was used to generate the content of this essay.)

About the author : Arindam Basu is a scientist working on brain-inspired computing for more than 15 years. He is 
currently a Professor at City University of Hong Kong.

Natural Musings about Artificial Intelligence

Arindam BASU

You would probably have come across the term Artificial Intelligence (AI) in some context or the other in the last 
few years. If you have wondered what this commotion is all about, you are at the right place -- just read on! If you 
haven’t heard about AI, this is your perfect chance to jump into a quick summary about one of humanity’s most 
impactful technologies.

A common story being peddled around now is that AI is much more efficient than human or natural intelligence. AI 
algorithms are predicting diseases from X-ray and MRI scans, passing difficult law exams, and cracking Olympiad 
questions with aplomb. Is it then going to take over all human jobs? Naturally, a common question from a parent’s 
view is “What course should my child enroll in to ensure a job in the future?”. Before we get to that, it is worthwhile 
looking at the history of AI’s development first to understand what the future may hold.

A brief history and demystification of modern AI

AI, in its current form, was invented in the 1950s as “Neural Networks”. What is a neural network? It’s a 
mathematical model loosely built on how real biological brains work. Neurons are cells in our brain that assimilate 
information from neighbouring neurons. If the information at a particular time exceeds a threshold, only then it 
sends a message to its neighbours (the message is like a digital pulse, much like today’s computers). How does this 
create intelligence, one may ask? First, the neuron is sort of a filter. In that, the presence of its output signifies the 
input received by the neuron. An image, or a sound, or a taste, matched the pattern it had memorized sufficiently 
well. This concept is also jokingly referred to as grandmother cells (or Jennifer Aniston neurons), indicating only 
specific faces or concepts will trigger particular neurons. How then do the neurons in our brain become so specific? 
That’s the second part—its connections with other neurons change during learning, when it is exposed to different 
sights and sounds. The strength of connection between the neurons (termed synapses) changes over time based on 
your experiences and makes you who you are. The information or knowledge about the world is thus stored in the 
connections, and the term “network” in the name suggests this. When the first such network with only one layer 
was developed, there was, of course, much excitement about this new biology-inspired intelligence.

Why did we have to wait 70 years, then to get ChatGPT? For starters, the hardware or chips needed to “explore” 
the working principles of very large networks weren’t there yet, so the theoretical foundations were also much 
less developed. As a result, a simple theoretical result about the limited capacity of small networks was enough 
to dissuade the majority of scientists from exploring this further, making them shift to statistical methods rather 
than biologically inspired ones. The popularity of neural networks rapidly diminished for a few decades, a period 
colloquially referred to as the AI winter. Few research groups around the world stuck to this line of research, purely 
driven by their passion to crack the mystery behind biological brains. The breakthrough came in 2012, when a group 
of researchers from Toronto used a “deep” neural network to get the first prize in recognizing thousands of different 
objects in images, beating the closest statistical method by a large margin. The term “deep” refers to the many layers 
of neurons with associated complex connectivity in their method. Surprisingly, they used special electronic chips 
called GPUs, commonly used in gaming, to run their networks much faster than standard computer processors. 
This method of using GPUs or other customized AI chips, combined with the availability of much more data than 
the 1950s (thanks to the internet), fueled this new wave of AI technologies such as ChatGPT, Deepseek, SORA etc. 

This story has a lesson for youngsters – do not give up on an idea if you really believe it is essential and valuable. 
The second lesson is for parents – interest in technologies waxes and wanes and goes through natural cycles. While 
AI development is crucial, it is important to take a step back, disconnect from the frenzied rhetoric on social media, 
and think of AI as what it is at the present moment—a tool for humans to be more productive.

What can go wrong?

“With great power, comes great responsibility” – Spiderman

Like any other major technology, such as nuclear power, AI can be misused also. Compared to earlier generations 
of AI which could analyze pictures, sounds or text, this new generation can be used to create images, sounds or 
text. This makes it very easy to willfully generate false information to misguide millions of people, especially with 
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There we were at last, our destination, the Aisle of rice. He asked me to get the cheapest packet of rice as he 
couldn’t reach the upper shelves, not being satisfied with the brands in the lower shelves explaining in details 
how he had to suffice for a family of seven being the oldest among the siblings with his mother not being healthy 
enough to work recently.

I was enthralled by his clarity of thought and his maturity. Curiosity got the better of me and I asked him his age, 
he said he was seven with a confidence which kept me baffled. I struggled to process the fact that a seven-year-
old having to do the Himalayan task of providing for a family of seven and by a prompt involuntary reflex I took 
a packet of lentil and put it in the trolly. He objected vehemently explaining that the deal was for a Kg of rice but 
on my firm insistence he hesitantly accepted.

As we proceeded into the next phase of our adventure, I, like an indulgent aunt took packets of biscuits and 
cakes from the shelves and put them in the basket, in a desperate bid to take off whatever little burden I could 
from those tiny shoulders, but he immediately returned them to where they belonged stating that those were 
absolutely unnecessary. I was amazed by his forthrightness. He was an old soul in a young body and had a 
worldly air about him. At the tender age of seven he clearly had a deep understanding of the world and its 
complexities more than I did at my age.

At one point I humbly requested to be allowed to help him with some more things of absolute necessity which 
would be of benefit to his family. He obliged by accepting a packet of Tata salt, a bottle of cooking oil, Clinic Plus 
shampoo which had a ‘buy one - get one’ free offer and some stationaries. All through I noticed how he made 
an honest effort to read the labels and the price tags at the back of the packages. This made me enquire about his 
education to which he informed me in details about the NGO that conducted classes for kids like him behind the 
Park Street Police Station.

He said how much he enjoyed attending the classes and without me even asking spelled his name in English and 
Bangla. He insisted I should hear him recite eight times tables too which he had recently learned at school. I was 
happy to oblige. Thus, he went along jauntily pushing the trolly and reciting the eight times table and I followed 
suit, feeling the whole spectrum of emotions, any human being is capable of experiencing at a given moment. 
I was enjoying his company and continuous banter, super sad to think of a seven-year-old hustling for life and 
extreme disappointment with the unfairness of it all, the system, the society, karma etc etc…

Now we come to the climax of the story. We reached the billing counter, the billing assistant scanned the bar 
codes and when she was on the last item, she asked me if that would be all in order to proceed with the payment 
and right at that moment I noticed the Cadbury Dairy Milk counter near the desk. My heart jumped with joy 
at the thought of how happy it would make him if I gift him one. Afterall, in spite of that understanding and 
maturity he was still an innocent little boy. 

I asked him to choose one but to my utter disbelief he looked at me with disappointment and picked a bottle of 
hand sanitizer from the rack right next to it and handed it over to the billing lady. As I stood dumbfounded by 
his action he explained to me how the chocolate was no good as it would lead to tooth decay and would in any 
case finish in no time, while the sanitizer on the other hand would allow him to eat with clean hands at least for 
a few days. The NGO which he mentioned earlier served street children like him some food every day before 
classes commence. Since most of the days he had to rush to school directly from work he couldn’t afford the time 
to find soap or water to wash his hands, I stood there hearing him out amazed and speechless. As we came out 
through the same main entrance, the same security guard smiled at me with folded hands and asked me to visit 
again with a warmth in his voice as if he were inviting me to his own house, it made me feel warm and fuzzy 
from inside. 

Once outside, my little friend, philosopher, guide and hero of the day got busy managing the balloons in one 
hand and the large orange Spenser bag on the other, while doing so he looked at me with his big bright twinkling 
eyes and smilingly said “thank you Didi, hope to see you soon”. Before I could even reply he was gone, lost in 
the crowds, lost in the conundrum called life …!! That day at Spencer’s I did the most meaningful shopping of 
my life. I saw hope, determination and an undying spirit to face the world!

Moral of the story …life is always about having to choose between the bar of chocolate and the bottle of hand 
sanitizer, choose wisely because it’s not always enough to choose the best but that which is best for you! Much 
before the world woke up to the horrors of COVID a little boy selling balloons bare feet at the Park Street crossing 
for mere subsistence taught me the importance of clean hands and here I rest my case !

When life gives you chocolates …! 

Mayura Banerjee

December 2018, a gorgeous evening at Park Street, Kolkata. Christmas lights and holiday vibes, sea of people 
all around, pedestrians rushing through the maze of magazine stalls, paan shops, the legendary eateries selling 
egg and chicken rolls, vendors trying to sell their paraphernalia and serpentine queues in front of restaurants. 
Legend says that the more you wait outside ‘Peter Cat’, the better the chelo kebab tastes. Crazy traffic, cars, 
buses, Ubers zooming across, yellow taxis decorating both sides of the road and waiting to choose passengers. 
Legend also says that if you have ever in your lifetime reached your destination in a yellow taxi be sure it was 
a bonus for all your good karma from your past lives… you were the chosen one!

I was standing at the zebra crossing after enjoying a hearty meal of Kolkata style chinese and more than a 
healthy dose of gossip with my girl gang at ‘Flavours of China’. After meaningless giggles, endless goodbyes 
and promises to reunite the year after, everyone went their own way. I was there waiting to cross over. As I 
waited impatiently for the light to turn green, I noticed to my utter disappointment that bang opposite to where 
I was standing and right beside the worldfamous confectionery ‘Flurys’ , now stands a Spencer’s Super Market. 
Right where there used to be ‘Music World’ - our favourite haunt from high school and college days.

While the obnoxious orange neon sign board announced the arrival of Spencer’s in the “oh! so elegant and 
legendary walkway in the heart of Kolkata”, a city that I grew up in and the road which was a thoroughfare 
for many a wonder year of my school life, made me cringe with abomination. Memories of yester years came 
rushing back and just at the moment when I couldn’t resist the lure of taking an indulgent trip of nostalgia.… 
I felt a gentle tug on my skirt. At first all I could see was a bunch of red heart shaped balloons swaying in the 
soft mild Kolkata winter breeze and yes then I could see him … the protagonist of my story.

A frail looking little boy, with shiny black hair neatly oiled and combed with a side parting, in a tattered shirt, 
it was faded to a point where it was impossible to tell the colour. He was bare feet and on one shoulder he 
had a cloth bag which kept slipping every now and then. With the other tiny hand, he was holding on to the 
enormous bunch of balloons. He addressed me as “Didi” and tried to sell a balloon to me, rupees twenty a 
piece. I hesitated and informed him that I did not need one, but he insisted and told me I could give it to anyone 
I liked.

There was something about his way of speaking and I took out a note of twenty from my purse and handed 
over insisting that he keep the ballon too, as I had nobody to give. He promptly gave back the note. For sure 
I was fooled by his size and shamed by his self-esteem. He looked sternly at me and said “I don’t need your 
money; I sell balloons to feed my family of seven. If at all you want to help me, buy me a Kilo of rice so that I 
can spent the rest of the evening sitting with my books instead of running through traffic to earn some money”.

That moment the traffic light turned green. I don’t know what came over me, his words so hard hitting stalled 
my attempt at getting a quick fix of dopamine with just twenty bucks and an easy exit route from the harsh 
realities of life but he showed me the mirror! I grabbed his tiny hand and crossed over to the other side.

There we were at the entrance of Spencer’s. For starters, the security guard wouldn’t let him in with his balloons, 
he on the other hand couldn’t keep them unattended, they could be just balloons to the world but to him they 
were precious, the means to an end, a square meal for his family. I intervened and requested the guard to keep 
an eye on them, he reluctantly agreed, all the while looking suspiciously at me, trying to figure out my true 
intentions. Finally, we were inside and ‘Alice just found her wonderland’!!

Once inside he grabbed a trolley and zoomed across the store bare feet as if he was driving a Ferrari, through 
the narrow aisles between rows of neatly stacked shelves with packets of varying shape, size and colour. I 
could feel the wind in his tiny wings, he manoeuvred his trolly, sometimes overtaking others in his quest for a 
kilo of rice as I watched him enjoy that little moment of happiness in his otherwise busy life.
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The Dolomites: Italy’s Alpine Wonderland

Rituparna Sengupta

Greetings from 
Mrs. and Mr. Sohan Goenka
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Kumbh Confluence of Humanity
Divine at Mankind’s Largest Gathering

 

Sabyasachi Dutta
Hinduism is inseparable from Indian geography. Our motherland is scored with rivers that are goddesses 
and that’s the path pilgrims take. The alignment of stars make Prayagraj (erstwhile Allahabad), where 
the Ganges, the Yamuna and mythical Saraswati converge, an especially holy place. Pilgrims come to this 
place to wash away their sins as Allahabad is one of the four spots (other three places are Nasik, Ujjain and 
Haridwar) where drops of the elixir of immortality fell from a pitcher as gods fought with the demons to 
possess it. The belief, that astronomical alignment of stars at a particular moment, turns the waters of the 
“Sangam” to nectar brought millions since centuries to take a dip into the Holy Water, first documented by 
Chinese Scholar Hiuen Tsang who came to India some two thousand years ago. The prospect of salvation 
has always drawn millions of pilgrims from across India. However, the latest edition of the Maha Kumbh, 
which came to a close on February 26th, captured the country’s imagination in new and interesting ways. 
Living in this era, many Indians believe that piety is no longer merely a sign of faith, but a symbol of 
patriotism and progress.

This year, the Prayagraj city, home to about 6 million residents, was 
prepared to host 300 to 400 million people, as per the government 
estimates. In preparation, the state has built a temporary campsite 
across a 10,000-acre area, with tens of thousands of tents and 
bathrooms, roads, parking lots, water and electricity infrastructure 
and thousands of security cameras and drones. Many of those 
preparations — which will most likely make this the most expensive 
Maha Kumbh Mela to date, at about $800 million — are meant to 
prevent deadly stampedes and outbreaks of disease, which have 
happened in previous festivals. The event was also expected to 
generate billions of dollars in revenue for the state government. 

Biggest draw of the Mela are the Akharas. These are broadly 
categorised based on their primary deity of worship. Shiva Akhara 
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(worshippers of Lord Shiva), Vaishnav Akhara (devotees of Lord Vishnu), and 
Udasin  Akhara (followers of Guru Nanak). These are monastic institutions 
or sects that unite sadhus (ascetics) under specific spiritual traditions and 
practices. They serve as centres of learning, spirituality, and governance for 
their members. The Akhara is not just a camp; it is a monastic order with a 
fierce history of protecting Sanatana Dharma. It is also a deeply organised 
and disciplined structure with its own rules, ranks, and rituals. The Nagas 
are the most revered and feared within this structure, having renounced 
everything—clothing, family, wealth, and ego—in their pursuit of spiritual 
power. The sea of ochre and ash-smoked skin, the coiled jata of matted hair, 
the eyes of devotees filled with a mixture of fear and reverence. To witness 
them is to confront a radical contradiction. These are men who have renounced 

the world, yet they are 
the main draw for the 
world that comes to the 
Kumbh. They strive 
for nothingness, yet their presence is the most powerful thing 
here. They are the ultimate symbol of the Kumbh’s paradox: 
a stunning spectacle of humanity that, at its core, is about the 
relentless, solitary pursuit of moving beyond it. 

The Maha Kumbh was not just a festival; it was a mirror to 
the soul of India. It is a spectacle of humanity, profound and 
chaotic, carrying the traditions since centuries. Perhaps the 
best place on earth to experience the mix of ancient tradition 
with push of modern influence. It’s religious but not tied to 
religion. It welcomes the world with both hands to immerse, to 
experience and to observe the greatest act of faith.
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 Best wishes for Durga Puja 
from A well wisher
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