
Inspirations and Anecdotes  

From Time spent in Karnataka: Part Three 

The Courage Stick 

My journey from the Teacher’s Hostel to Hombelaku for dinner involved a ten minute 
walk along the dusty path, a high wall on one side and the open playing fields on the 
other.  This wall had been built in the hope of keeping snakes out but also has the 
effect of trapping them in!  The few dogs that roamed, “semi-pets” were on alert for 
anyone strange walking round the grounds.  
Several times they looked at me and growled, 
occasionally barking.  It did raise the hairs on 
my head! 

On arrival Father Maxim asked me how the 
walk was.  I commented that it was lovely 
under the starry sky, and I was enjoying the 
warm balmy night - but the dogs are a bit 
scary.  When I went to return after dinner 
Father Maxim told me to wait.  He went into 
his room and then came out with a long 
walking stick.  “Take this stick - it will give 
you courage!” He then showed me how to 
use it - “just wave it in front of you like this”- 
a big arc - “and the dogs will not approach!”  So each 
night you would see a short figure, wrapped in a shawl, wearing flip-flops, carrying a 
walking stick - no - not an apparition of Gandhi!  Just me with my courage stick. 

It is well worth listening carefully to Father Maxim for real nuggets of wisdom.  During 
his Republic Day speech, some boys were fidgeting and playing with stones.  Stones 
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are the ideal commodity for young boys, always around, they make excellent balls 
for bowling.  They were soon reprimanded with “You boys! Playing with stones!  
What are you doing?  Building the nation?” 

Sitting quietly on the porch with Father Maxim one afternoon Brother Don roared into 
the grounds on a motorbike after a village visit.  “Why all the noise and fuss?” he 
said gently, almost to himself.   “Why not do things in a calm, quiet way?” 

 There may occasionally be a time 
when the Fathers will tell stories of 
their experiences after dinner.  One 
memorable episode was when 
Father Maxim recalled his days at 
college.  A group of students,  
sneaking out of their rooms, saw a  
figure of authority appear from 
nowhere.  Some of the boys 
shinned up the coconut palms, 
trying not to reveal their presence 
by dislodging the coconuts whilst 
the others remained below and 
were caught!  By the end of his 
story we were all crying with 
laughter. 

On Children’s Day there is a 
concert when teachers entertain 

the children.  Father Maxim stood up to sing - I would never 
have guessed that his choice would be the American standard by Irving Berlin - “Blue 
Skies!”  On listening to the words I understood the selection as it illustrates his 
optimistic view of life. 

“Cricket, Lovely Cricket!” 

You cannot avoid encountering cricket in India.  It is easy to strike up a good-natured 
conversation with a Manvi stall holder about the merits of Alistair Cook’s captaincy or 
who will win the next test.  After school it is pleasant to spend time watching the boys 
play cricket on the school grounds.  However, be alert.  I was sitting on the stone 
steps outside one of the classrooms in the shade when a ball shot right past me, and 
very deftly entered the classroom right through the railings outside the open window!  
The only way to get their ball back was to find the caretaker and get the key!   

One Sunday I found the rest room at Hombelaku full of cross-legged boys gazing 
rapturously at the television which was showing India’s latest test match.  In the 
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centre, on a plastic chair was Father 
Maxim.  They were all very quiet.  After a 
few overs, they were dismissed back to 
the Hostel.  A rare treat for them! 

Of course sports equipment is rare but 
resourcefulness abounds.  From my 
window at the hostel, I could see young 
boys walking back from school.  Every 
few steps a stone would be bowled, and 
another would attempt to hit it with a 
rough piece of wood.  Sometimes a 
more precious ball may be used.  On 
one occasion I saw a shot unfortunately 
fall straight down a large drain.  I 
thought it must be lost, however the 
boy bowling  immediately climbed up 
the steep wall, and dropped down in 
the rubbish to retrieve it.    

The Government Hospital (or “my bottom hurts!”) 

Sister Lilly from the Girl’s Hostel, Manvi, had invited me to accompany her on a visit 
to the Government Hospital in Manvi.  I waited in the shade by the gates for the jeep 
to arrive, after about 45 minutes it eventually came!  Patience is indeed a virtue in 
India.  The jeep was loaded with snuffly children, suffering from a virus that was 
doing the rounds; also two older College students with other more personal 
complaints.  

After the bumpy journey we went en mass to the front desk.  As each child got to the 
front of the queue they waited as the clerk wrote their name, age and date on a small 
piece of paper .  As they clutched this tightly we joined another queue to see a lady 
doctor.  I just joined the line along with Sister Lilly, accompanying the children.  Each 
was given about 30 second’s attention as the doctor felt their chest, and they said 
“aah”.  Their details were written in a ledger.  The doctor wrote a prescription for 
each child on another small piece of paper. 

The trail of children then went to the dispensary.  Some were given cough medicine 
in tiny bottles, some amoxicillin (4-8 tablets at the most), some had paracetamol.  
Sister Lilly paid out a very small fee for the medication.  We then went to another 
room, waiting outside this time although the action inside was obvious.  Each child 
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was called in turn.  They went behind a screen where they had an injection with an 
anti-inflammatory drug and an antibiotic dose.  Without fail they came out rubbing 
their bottoms!  We were all laughing at their reaction and I started rubbing my bottom 
in sympathy!   

The older girls were asked about their complaints in full earshot of the rest of the 
queue.  As one of them was constipation, I purchased some figs for her when we 
stopped at the market in Manvi on the return journey, hoping for a homeopathic 
solution! 

Superstition Saves A Life – a bunch of keys can be a miracle cure 

We were enjoying a long jeep ride to 
the remote village of Yeddallododdi 
where a concert was to be performed 
by the young novice sisters and 
children.  The company was in a light-
hearted mood, joking and chatting 
animatedly.  However this soon 
changed when on a rare stretch of 
newly tarmacced, straight road in the 
middle of the cotton-fields we 
encountered a group of labourers 
returning from a day’s work in the 
fields,  surrounding a very still 
young woman.  I felt rather 
concerned as to what I was about 
to witness. 

Sister Ida jumped out of the jeep 
and raced to the woman.  She 
suddenly shouted “Keys!  Keys!”  
I was astounded when Father 
Francis ran back to get the large 

bunch of keys out of the ignition.  She placed them in 
the patient’s hands.  After just a few seconds, she got up, and silently started walking 
up the road.  Her fellow workers then followed on behind.  She just kept walking, not 
even looking round.  On resuming our journey, I wondered what I had just seen.  “It’s 
the metal in the keys.  If someone collapses, they believe that touching metal can 
revive them”.  How lucky for the woman that we happened to be passing, and how 
strange a superstition.  On doing a bit of “googling”, I have since found that may 
cultures use or touch iron to ward off the evil eye.            Part four to follow….. 




