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Amit Mishra

I
have a long association with Bengaluru, 
dating back to my U-19 cricket days. I was 
a part of  the initial camps conducted at 
the National Cricket Academy here,  so 

I spent a considerable amount of  time in the 
city. I wouldn't be wrong if  I say that the city 
feels like a second home. 

While we enjoyed the facilities and the hos-
pitality, one thing I missed terribly was North 
Indian food. Having grown up on a roti-sabzi 
diet I found it very difficult to adjust to the rice 
and sambar routine. The foodie that I am, I 

looked all around to find 
a place which served the 
kind of  food I loved. After 
almost a month we 
chanced upon a small eat-

ery on Church Street which we christened 
aunty’s dhaba because it was owned by a friend-
ly lady. For years that was our choice of  eatery 
for dinner.  I  haven't been that side of  town for 
a long time, but if  the place is still there I would 
love to revisit it.

I've spent some of  my best times in the city. 
Since our camps were on for a few months we 
had fallen into a routine which included Satur-
day night movies at Rex theatre since Sunday 
used to be a day off. We also spent many eve-
nings sitting at a coffee shop on MG Road watch-
ing the city go by. As youngsters, we found Com-
mercial Street very appealing and fashionable 
and often went there shopping, especially before 
heading back to our respective hometowns. 

While the traffic here is tiresome, there 
are many other aspects of  the city which 
make it special. The most important among 
them is the weather which I absolutely love. 
Few cities in the world offer the warmth and 
pleasantness of  Bengaluru. Then of  course 
the people, who have always been supportive 
and rarely judgmental. 

I will always remember that the city has 
been a huge part of  my career as well. I've 
played a lot of  cricket here, but will always 
remember the 2008 home series against Aus-
tralia in which we played the second Test 
match in the city. Over the years, the city has 
grown and so has my fondness for Bengaluru.

(Amit Mishra is an international cricketer)

(In this column, people record their 
impressions of  Bengaluru)

Narayan.Krishnaswami
@timesgroup.com

What are your impressions of the qual-
ity of science undertaken in India?
I  first met Indian scientists in 2002. In 
2006, Indian Institute of  Science (IISc) 
gave me a visiting professorship, the 
GN Ramachandran chair. Since 2006, 
I’ve visited India almost every year, 
usually IISc, but other institutions like 
the Centre for Cellular and Molecular 
Biology (CCMB) in Hyderabad and the 
International Centre for Genetic En-
gineering and Biotechnology (ICGEB) 
in Delhi as well. In 2002, I had no 
knowledge of  Indian science at all. But 
then, I got to know people, and there 
were people in IISc doing some very 
interesting work. One of  the reasons 
I’m here is that I’m part of  a commit-
tee reviewing a programme called the 
India Alliance programme, which is 
funded jointly by the Wellcome Trust 
in the UK and the Indian government’s 
Department of  Biotechnology (DBT). 
It’s currently a 50-50 partnership. This 
programme funds young faculty 
members as well as some seniors, but 
what it’s been very good at is attract-
ing Indians from abroad, helping them 
come back after their post-doctoral 
studies and take up faculty positions 
here. They’re given a decent 
amount of  funding – and 
it’s very flexible in how 
it’s used. As part of  

the review, I had to listen to what these 
people were working on. And based on 
what I saw, I’d say that they were doing 
very nice work, some of  them compa-
rable to good labs in the West. Not 
world leaders, but certainly better 
than average. 

What are your thoughts on the reward 
of Rs 100 crore offered by Andhra  
Pradesh CM Chandrababu Naidu for a 
Nobel Prize winner from the state?
I don’t think it’s a good idea. The rea-
son is that you can’t create a Nobel 
Prize out of  a vacuum. What you need 
to do is to create a sustained culture 
out of  which you get good science. If  
Naidu is serious about improving sci-
ence in Andhra Pradesh, if  he wants 
Andhra Pradesh science to be top 
notch, I’d say a better incentive for him 
to is to put in a lot of  sustained money 
into research and institutions, put in 
place good governance and accounta-
bility so that people don’t just take the 
money and do nothing, ensure there 
are good review committees that make 
sure money is spent well, and gener-
ally raise the standard of  science. 
When you have a lot of  good science, 
you increase the probability that some-

body will get the Nobel. 
Even if  somebody 

who is a genius, or 
b y  a c c i d e n t , 
makes a signifi-

cant discovery and gets a Nobel, it 
doesn’t mean that the country is doing 
well in science. If  gradually, Indian 
scientists become leaders in their 
fields, and get invited to big interna-
tional meetings to speak all the time, 
and that starts happening more and 
more, the world will start looking at 
India as a great science power. Then, 
it won’t even matter if  India gets a 
Nobel Prize or not. 

What kind of work does the Royal Soci-
ety do, and what is your role as its 
President?
The Royal Society is there for the pro-
motion of  science for the benefit of  
mankind. One of  its roles is to encour-
age and recognize good science. It funds 
young scientists, as well as senior sci-
entists. It looks at areas that are new in 
science and thinks about broader im-
plications. It does policy studies on 
subjects like climate change and ge-
netically modified crops –  areas where 
there is some controversy – and looks 
at the evidence. The Society is also in-
volved in International Relations, be-
cause a lot of  science involves coun-
tries coming together to tackle larger 
problems. For example, recently, a 
programme that the Society launched 
called ‘Science and the Law’, looks at 
what scientific evidence means in a 
court case – like DNA evidence. Or 
what does science have to say about 

memory, and eyewitness accounts. It’s 
involved in education, and about how 
science education needs to change. As 
President, I’m particularly interested 
in public engagement and education.

In the US, for example, there are those 
who believe that climate change is a 
hoax, and scientists speaking out 
against climate change have been sup-
pressed. What is your take on this?
I think it’s a mistake to suppress op-
posing views. You need to argue on 
the basis of  evidence. If  people ques-
tion certain aspects of  the data, you 
have to show why the data are valid. 
If  you can’t do that, then maybe the 
evidence isn’t as strong as you 
thought it was.  It’s up to the scien-
tific community in US to convince the 
sceptics. And after all, sceptics keep 
the rest of  us honest. But by and 
large, most countries around the 
world have accepted that climate 
change is an issue. In the US, during 
the campaign, Trump did call climate 
change a hoax, and I believe he’s ap-
pointed a climate change denier to 
his cabinet, but we should wait and 
see what happens.

Was the Nobel Prize some kind of end 
point for your research?
Not at all. If  you look at the publication 
record of  my laboratory between Oc-
tober 7, 2009, and now, and compare it 
with the previous seven years, we’ve 
actually published a lot more impor-
tant papers since the Nobel Prize than 
we did in the seven years before.  

For some people, the Nobel happens 
at the end of  a career, when they’ve 
retired or long past their peak.  And 
there are people to whom the Nobel 
happens when they’re quite young. It’s 
case-dependent.  

The Nobel has no actual signifi-
cance on your career. It simply de-
pends on where your career is when 
you get the award. There are, of  
course, some scientists – usually past 
their peak, coasting along. They get 
the Nobel Prize, and suddenly they 
become minor celebrities,  and they 
go around giving talks. They become 
what I call “airport scientists”. On the 
other hand, there are scientists like 
Fred Sanger – who discovered DNA 
sequencing and went on to win a sec-
ond Nobel prize, after winning his 
first Nobel for showing the exact se-
quence of  the insulin protein.  

Earlier, you’d mentioned that you liked 
reading PG Wodehouse. What are you 
reading these days?
There’s a certain group of  Indians, 
especially those who went to English 
schools who grew up on PG Wode-
house. Shashi Tharoor, I think, wrote 
about how Wodehouse is more popu-
lar with a certain group of  Indians 
than he is in Britain. This group of  
Indians all know all his plots and can 
recite his lines. I think he is a great 
prose writer, but I haven’t read Wode-
house in a long time, though. Right 
now, I'm reading a book by Daniel 
Kahneman called Thinking, Fast and 
Slow, which is a very interesting book 
about what we do instinctively not 
being the same as what we do after 
thinking things through. 

What are the aspects of India that are 
closest to you?
I love Indian music. I still prefer Indian 
food to any other kind of  food. When I 
cook I make either South Indian or 
Gujarati food. My one regret is that I’m 
not fluent in an Indian language – not 
fluent enough to read Indian literature 
in the original. But there’s a huge body 
of  Indian writing in English. I’m look-
ing forward to reading Aravind Adiga’s 
new book (Selection Day), which is sup-
posed to be about cricket. One of  my 
favourite writers is Rohinton Mistry.

What’s your favourite food?
I make idlis a lot. They’re tasty, but 
they’re also healthy and nutritious. 
They don’t have a lot of  excess fat. 
(Laughs). Actually, its cheap as well. 
And for poor people, idlis, because 
they’re fermented have more vitamins 
than the original grains and are easier 
to digest. They have a mixture of  leg-
umes and rice – a good balance of  pro-
teins and carbohydrates. People forget 
that these things have evolved over 
hundreds of  years – sustaining life at 
a certain economic level.

Do you follow cricket a lot? 
When I moved to the US in 1971, there 
was no internet. You couldn’t get All 
India Radio or anything. So my interest 
in cricket declined almost to zero over 
20 years.  When I moved to Britain, I had 
no interest in cricket. And then, one day, 
I switched on the television and saw all 
these people in coloured uniforms and 
I couldn’t understand it. I hadn’t seen a 
cricket game for 30 years. I asked my 
colleagues and they said “Oh, that’s one 
day cricket”. I said “What? What the hell 
is one day cricket” and they explained 
it to me. “Don’t worry,” they said. “In 
test cricket they still wear white”. Since 
then, I’ve watched a couple of  matches 
at Lord’s, but the  action is so fast that 
you’re better off  watching the game on 
TV. The good thing that I saw was that 
they were wearing helmets and face 
masks. I remember Nari Contractor get-
ting hit on the head in the West Indies, 
and that was the end of  his career.   

I’m pretty neutral when it comes 
to picking sides. I like watching 
sporting cricket.
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FOOD HUNT: Mishra remembers searching for 
North Indian food in old Bengaluru

THE SCIENTIFIC INDIAN 
AMERICAN ENGLISHMAN

If Chandrababu Naidu wants Andhra Pradesh 
science to be top notch, a better incentive would 
be to put in sustained funding into research and 

institutions in the state and make sure there’s 
good governance and accountability

— VENKATARAMAN RAMAKRISHNAN

Praveen Bhargav

‘Y
ear of  the Wild’ has 
just been launched 
by the government 
of  Karnataka. The 
big question, how-
e v e r  i s 

whether this is going to 
be a welcome step for-
ward or will this 
impact wildlife 
conservation in 
the state. While 
promotion of  
tourism per se is 
not an issue, we 
need to tread with 
a lot of  caution 
when it comes to 
tourism in wildlife 
reserves and ecologi-
cally sensitive habitats. 
Commercial wildlife tourism is 
today being falsely projected and 
marketed as ‘eco-tourism’. Most 
wilderness tourism in reality is not 
ecological but economic. It would 

also be important to first see this 
from the perspective of  growing 
threats to forests and wildlife.

An insatiable thirst for 
land has already 

shrunk our forests 
alarmingly. Con-

sequent to this, 
the nation’s for-
est cover is 
down to just 19 
percent. Offi-
cial figures re-
cord that in 

K a r n a t a k a 
more than two 

lakh acres of  forest 
land have been en-

croached and addition-
ally more than one lakh fresh 

applications seeking grant of  forest 
land have been entertained. Unlike 
Africa ,which has huge Parks, with 
Kruger being 20,000 sqkm and the 

Serengeti landscape over 30,000 
sqkm, our scattered wildlife re-
serves are minuscule – areas of  just 
500-800 sqkm with hard edges that 
abut villages and are fragmented 
by highways, dams and mines. 
More than two lakh cattle graze 
within the Bandipur, Nagarahole 
and BRT Reserves. Added to this, 
extensive rights to commercial for-
est produce extraction have been 
granted. There are hardly any large 
buffer areas and migratory corri-
dors for wildlife. These forests are 
far too small to cater to commercial 
wildlife tourism pressures that are 
exponentially increasing. There-
fore, we must not attempt to crash 
land an African wildlife tourism 
model in Karnataka under the pre-
text of  ’eco-tourism’.

Most people who regularly fre-
quent resorts wearing camouflage 
clothing and carrying long tele-

photo lenses are completely una-
ware of  the negative ecological 
impact of  unscientific manipula-
tion of  wildlife habitats to accom-
modate their wildlife viewing de-
mands. Narrow 10-metre linear 
view lines have been widened to 
20-30 metres which have now been 
taken over by under-storey plants 
and weeds like parthenium. Trees 
standing in such wide view lines 
are knocked down by elephants. 
Further, innumerable forest roads 
have fragmented habitat and in-
discriminate construction of  wa-
ter holes and salt licks at inappro-
priate locations are some of  the 
other examples that affect wildlife 
habitats. Such tourism is also fuel-
ling ecologically unscientific de-
mands to drill bore wells and in-
stall pumps inside reserves to fill 
up the water holes.

The government must also rec-
ognize that luxury wildlife tourism 
creates deep resentment amongst 
local communities since they are 
stopped from entering reserves and 
even relocated outside. Such resent-
ment is primarily due to the fact 
that the current tourism model has 
nothing to offer by way of  a respon-
sible revenue sharing mechanism 
with local communities. Further, it 
has become prohibitively expensive 
to responsibly enjoy nature due to 
a monopolistic situation created in 
favour of  the state-owned resort 
which alone is authorized to run 
safaris. A middle class family with 
two children will have to spend 
nearly Rs. 10,000 just to do two trips 
without even staying in the Resort 
at Bandipur. How can this be called 
eco-tourism when an entire section 
of  the society from where the next 

generation of  wildlife biologists, 
forest officers, conservation activ-
ists etc will probably emerge, are 
being priced out?

Even the opening up of  nature 
trails for hordes of  tourists in the 
Western Ghats can have negative 
impacts since most of  the proposed 
routes cut through extremely frag-
ile rain forests. The creation of  
even basic tourism infrastructure 
like tented camps, toilets etc de-
stroys the pristine nature of  such 
areas. As regards the much touted 
Great Canara Trail, which is being 
promoted primarily on the motive 
of  profit and creation of  post retire-
ment positions, it must not be al-
lowed to penetrate into the Kali 
Tiger Reserve. If  this is permitted, 
then demands to open up Bandipur, 
Nagarahole and BRT Tiger Re-
serves will surely follow, which will 
be disastrous for conservation.

Instead of  opening up our frag-
ile wildlife habitats to more com-
mercial tourism, we must pursue 
innovative strategies to encourage 
tourism companies to forge equi-
table profit sharing agreements 
with local communities/panchay-
ats and to progressively convert 
farm lands immediately adjacent 
to reserves into viable buffer ar-
eas. This could be feasible around 
many reserves, particularly in the 
Western Ghats and will not only 
help promote low -impact tourism 
outside reserves but also contrib-
ute in converting a conflict situa-
tion into a win-win for wildlife, 
tourism companies and farmers.

(The writer is a trustee of 
Wildlife First and has served on the 

National Board for Wildlife)

The ‘eco’ in ‘eco-tourism’ stands 
for ‘economics’, not ‘ecology’

TURF ISSUES: Encroachment of 
forest lands have led to increased 
instances of human-animal 
conflicts, buffer zones and wildlife 
corridors are almost gone. It 
remains to be seen what the state 
government does to protect 
wildlife in its ‘Year of the Wild’

The environmentalist  
ponders about the 

meaning of 
Karnataka’s ‘Year of 

the Wild’,  worries 
about rampant 

encroachment of 
forest lands and 

advises caution when 
it comes to the 

promotion of tourism 
in wildlife reserves

Nobel Prize winner  
and President of the 

Royal Society, 
Dr  Venkataraman 

Ramakrishnan  was in 
Bengaluru as the chief 

guest of the Infosys 
Prize award ceremony. 
He took time off from 

his busy schedule to 
talk about science in 
India, cricket, music, 

and why Chandrababu 
Naidu’s generous offer 
of Rs 100 crore reward 

for a  Nobel Prize 
winner from Andhra 
Pradesh may not  be 

the best way to improve 
the quality of science 

done in  the state

SERENDIPITY AND SCIENCE: The thing about science is that what may seem innocuous – like the study of how bacteria respond 
to virus attacks – could lead to revolutionary work like CRISPR/CAS9 genome editing, says Venkataraman Ramakrishnan

‘Some of my 
best times 
were here’


