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From the E(litor’s Desla f

Dear Friends,

December 2022 issue of Surabhi wishes you a happy New Year with a bouquet of
blossoms spreading the joy of creativity. In this issue, we have a wide spectrum of
articles ranging from topics related to psychology to culinary skills.

Dear Reader, you could explore articles on psycho-social significance of humour,
experience sharing of a day with the senior research scientist Kasthuri
Venkateswaran, a travelogue cum culinary adventure, and our students' happiness
project within the campus. You could also read stories and poems on people, pets,
and the world. This time also we have a science fiction story about a couple on Venus.

We wish all our readers a happy, healthy, and prosperous 2023.
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Sense of Humeour af
an Rssential Social Toolset

"Sometimes we have to laugh to keep from crying!”

Throughout the history of mankind, sense of
humour has been considered a sign of high
intelligence. Stories of court jesters and
witty ministers in the time of emperors and
kings validate the link between intelligence
and humour. Humour sense is a sign of fast
thinking and the ability to connect and
correlate. Various researches conducted at
international universities and institutes
affirm the correlation between intelligence
and humour sense. However, a good sense of
humour doesn't mean memorizing jokes
and presenting them.

Humour, a significant high-level cognitive
function, is vital to social interaction. Humans
are the only species with the capacity to
to understand and enjoy humour. It requires
a series of mental activities to understand
and instigate humour. Cognitive psycho
logists categorized it into different
stages. The context of the jokes must first be
visualized, followed by the detection of
irregularities in its many interpretations,
and ultimately, the resolution of the in-
incongruity by thwarting the literal, unfunny
interpretations and appreciating the humour

of the hilarious one.
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According to cognitive psychologists, a
"schema" is a common notion for storing
information. Schema can be envisioned as a
loose collection of data related to a single
fundamental topic.

This mental memory system arranges
information about people, locations, things,
and events. Schemas help us make sense of
the vast amount of information we are
exposed to daily. The appropriate schema is
instantaneously activated when we see or
think about something. Schemas aid a person
perceive the humour in a situation.
Humour and neurotransmitters
When we were young, we laughed a hundred
times a day, but when the hard realities
of life began to take on larger forms, we
became more serious. Numerous studies
have shown that neurotransmitters like
norepinephrine, dopamine, serotonin, and
oxytocin that are released when we are
joyful can control our mood. When we are
laughing with the people we care about; we
will feel our sorrows, challenges, difficulties,
and hopelessness fading from our lives. That
is the effect caused by amazing chemical

reactions in our brain due to neurochemicals.



How to find humour in everyday
life?

All you need is an open mind to the amazing
world around you to find humour in everyday
situations. Strange and odd features make
for fantastic comedy material. Being around
funny people helps us develop our sense
of humour. Some people are hilarious in their
actions, while others are sarcastic and have
a store of good jokes. Good humour does not
just happen overnight. When making jokes,
timing and content are crucial. Before making

someone laugh, we must understand the audience.

Can humour be taught?

The brains of funny people are trained to
pick details more than those of ordinary
people. Good humour is typically spontaneous.
Good humourists are skilled in finding
extraordinary things and presenting it with
a flavour of humour. An innate sense of
humour is inbuilt in every human being.
Looking at life's light and funny side is the
trick to improve sense of humour. It is like the
cherry on the cake. When we interact with
people, try to understand them and study
what concerns them. Making waves of laughter

in conversations can be accomplished by
examining the other person's reactions and

feelings.

Advantages of humour sense

1. Humour is a powerful weapon that helps
to start a conversation and break the ice. It
helps to build emotional bonds. When
humour hits the point, people naturally

respond off guard.
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2. A smiling boss with humour will change
the office's atmosphere. If he can correct
colleagues' mistakes with light humour,
people will be happy to discuss out of box
ideas and be more creative.

3. Trust can be made with persons who are
relatable and identifiable. It has been proved
in social science experiments that people
trust those who are genuinely skilled to
make them laugh.

4. It is a magnificent tool for those who give a
lecture or presentation. Jokes and stories
can engage and transport the audience to
another level. Belly laughs make the attendees
more involved.

5. Humour will help settle complex issues
that would otherwise be taken to a higher
level and become unmanageable. It aids in
maintaining and fostering relationships at
work.

Dangers of inappropriate jokes

1. Human connections are strengthened
when we laugh without inhibition, yet dumb
jokes can also lead to misunderstandings
and the emergence of in-and-out social
cliques.

2. Negative humour can make others feel
inferior and draw attention to a hierarchy
hidden inside a group. Inappropriate humour
can permanently harm interpersonal
relationships.

3. Insensitive jokes that go against culture
might cause issues and even lead to
discrimination. Always be considerate of the
feelings of others.

4. Refraining from jokes about sex, gender,
religion, stereotypes, and politics will create
a pleasant workplace environment.

5. Being light-hearted and trying to be funny
while others are in crisis mode is to be
avoided. The skill to read the environment is
essential.



The ability of the human brain to analyse
information using two unique "filters"
— serious and humorous — is widely
recognised. When someone is in a funny
mode, which is characterised by the
pleasant emotion of delight and the desire to
laugh, rationality is suspended for fun. What
we perceive as amusing, another group of
individuals may view as serious. Humour
attracts attention and admiration, and delineates
social boundaries.
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Humour should respect, acknowledge and
validate differences among people. Political
correctness is becoming more and more
significant in society across all spheres of
life, including humour. If the control line is
crossed, humour violates self-esteem and
disrespects people's differences. It should
be kept in mind that there is plenty of
laughter in the world without discriminatory
stuff and respecting human values.



Dr. S Unnikrishnan Nair
Director, VSSC, IIST
Thiruvananthapuram
sunnikrishnan@iist.ac.in
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The clock was ticking midnight and the moon
looked radiant as ever. If it weren't for the
musical lullabies of the chirping birds, the
premises of Pristine Woods, a gated
community in the city would have been filled
with drop-dead silence. However in the
silence, there was one window with
deafeninglight.

The lights from the window of Tara, a
meticulous scientist who is quirky in her own
ways. The view from Tara's window looked
more beautiful than usual, perhaps because
she was able to spot her lifeline - Akshit,
sitting quietly on the park bench
accompanied by his pair of earphones. She
puts on her jacket and walks up to the park.
"What's keeping my devil awake tonight?”
she asked Akshit, nudging him from behind.

Akshit, an unambitious, nocturnal spoilt rich
brat who is figuring out his passion among
his billion passions, was almost startled to
death by her unexpected voice.

“Areeeee youuu insaneeeee? You'll kill me
someday and do your space experiments and
shiton me!!!”

While the world never took her work-life
seriously, Tara loves how Akshit is always
curious about her work despite having zero
knowledge.

While the world mocked him for not having
figured out his passion even at the age of 32,
Akshit loves how Tara respects his NEED to
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. Immortal Star

figure out his passion and purpose in life
however long it takes.

Even though the two neighbours haven't
defined their relationship, they have found
solace in each other in this judgemental

world.

“So... why aren't you in your bed Aksh?
What's bothering you?”

“Why should everybody sleep in the night?
What's wrong with working at night and
sleeping during the day? You know what...
['m a genius... I'm gonna create an app

which..”

“Gosh not again Akshit! Don't tell me one
more boring startup idea of yours and

please STOP calling yourself a genius.
That word actually means something
at my workplace and you're not even close...

“But listen Tara, the app would set an...”



“Sssshh...!” an annoyed Tara silenced his
lips with her fingers, “So, what's my cute owl
listening to?” “My favourite 1960s song by

Frankie Avalon” replied Akshit with excitement,
sharing an earbud with her.

Grabbing it, she lay on his shoulders. She
could feel the words slowing down and his
heartbeat increasing.

“Venus, if you will
Please send a little girl for me to thrill
A girl who wants my kisses and my arms
A girl with all the charms of you

Venus, make her fair
A lovely girl with sunlight in her hair
And take the brightest stars up in the skies
And place them in her eyes for me

Venus, goddess of love that you are
Surely the things I ask
Can't be too great a task

Venus, if you do
I promise that I always will be true
I'll give her all the love I have to give
As long as we both shall live...”

They looked at each other with comforting
eyes and then continued to glare at the
glowing moon which is now more radiant

than ever.

“Isn't it beautiful? You know... I always wish
it to be this way forever” Asked Tara while

locking his hand in hers.

“Are you serious? Man... that's what [ want

tooo0o0... I'm so in love with you, especially
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when you're busy doing your science space

thingy and when you...”

“..I was talking about the Moon,
Aksh!..LOOK! It's gorgeous."

Tara immediately giggled looking at the
petrified and embarrassed look on the face
of Akshit.

“Oh... I'm... never mind... yeah it's gorgeous,
whatever. It's fine” said Akshit trying to
unlock their hands.

Tara held him tighter than before... “But
wouldn't it be sad though?”

“What?”

“Wouldn’t it be sad when our kids know
their parents had such a boring proposal
story?”

“So what do you want me to do? Bring the
moon to you? Take you to the moon? Have

our wedding in space? Kiss you on Mars???”

Tara wasn't giggling. Instead, she
looked at Akshit with hopeful eyes.



“What? Don't tell me... [ can't .... Don't even

think of it... No way!”

“Think about it, Akshit. You love adventures,
[ love my work. We love each other

and thus began the adventurous journey of
the madly in love couple. Akshit's
resourcefulness helped Tara's expertise to
form multiple teams aiding their goal.
Though the entire project was supposed to
be carried out by a hired team, Tara
nevertheless kept supervising them from
time to time, sharing her design plans,

knowledge and experience.

“Whoaal! Are these categorically arranged
files describing the plan and design
structure of our future home?” asked Akshit
in disbelief gliding through various pages of
the file. Giggling and blushing at the same
time, Tara replied “I know I'm quick and
smart, Mr, now listen..” and started reading
Page 1: Venus as a planet

e Venus is the hottest planet in our solar
system with surface temperatures hot
enough to melt metals like lead.

e Venus is unusual because it spins in the
opposite direction of Earth. (The Sun rises in
the west and sets in the east.)

e [t also has a very slow rotation making its
day longer than its year. (1 Venus day = 243
Earth days and 1 Venus year = 225 Earth
days).

“Whaaaaaatt?? But why are you telling me
all this, lady? I don't...” Akshit tried to
interrupt.

“Shush!!!” silencing his lips with her finger,
Tara replied, “At least when reading out such
things to you, I can consider myself more
intelligent!”
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Romantically bonking, Akshit kept calm and
moved close to Tara because he loved
playing with her curly hair while listening to
her.

Tara continued reading the page 2 further...

Page 2: The Spacecraft design

Due to the atmospheric constraints of Venus,

the spaceship has design constraints:

e [t should be narrow throughout the body
to minimize drag due to sulphuric clouds

e Should have a surface area as large as

possible to radiate out heat and keep it

cool.
Solution: Choose a structure inspired by the

path of travel of skew rays.
Emergency Details: It has two SOS capsules
which can be used to return to Earth in case

of any emergency like a spaceship failure.
Time Taken: It takes 2 months to travel to

Venus with the propulsion system available
with us at this point of time. Our planned
stay is for 4 earth days.

“So, did you understand, Dumbo?” asked
Tara flipping the paper and moving on to the

next task.

Akshit - “Uh!!! No mam, not a word! Now
stop doing this and tell me something |

would practically understand.”

Tara- “The most exciting thing is that Venus
has an optical phenomenon called a 'glory’
which - like a rainbow - forms when
sunlight falls on cloud droplets. Unlike the
broad arc of a rainbow, a glory is typically
seen as a series of coloured concentric

rings.”

Akshit- “Well...All  understood was that it's
the perfect place for us to be! Now you
understand that [ won't let you talk any
further”.
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He gently pulls Tara into has lap, cuddling
her as she giggles and put the files aside. He
holds her by the waist, gives a soft kiss on
her neck, and they enjoy some quality time

together before their voyage.

Akshit and Tara reach Venus after a two-
month-long journey. They hadn't even
realized how fast the time flew by because of
each others company. For them, it felt like
only two days had passed. Tara was on top of
the world because her experiment seems to
be sailing well so far and Akshit was the

happiest being in her arms.

It's now all set for landing on Venus. Time for
Venus's atmospheric entry. Since they
wanted to experience both days and nights
of Venus. They chose a landing spot on the
edge of the day-to-night transition since this
means, during their stay, they experience
daytime for three Earth days and night-time for

the next one day.

On the first day, they roam around wearing
their special, fully protected spacesuits
enjoying the scenic beauties of Venus and its
sky. They experience some peculiar forces,
but nothing harms them, so they just ignore
it.

On the second day, they plan to get married and
then to Akshit's horror and Tara's joy, they
witness the acid rain. They treat it as a sign
of approval and blessing from the goddess of
Venus. With the rain, they experience the
formation of glories in the clouds. They get
married in the most beautiful way, just the

two of them, just how they imagined.

“So, may I call you my wife, finally? Asks
Akshit pulling her closer as they are now

officially each other's forever.
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On the third day, when Akshit is far asleep, Tara
comes out to enjoy the nature of Venus. It is
then she starts closely observing the forces
she has been experiencing. Pulling out her
energy-detection goggles, she tries to look
around if there's anything strange. She can
see some strange lines of different energies
and sizes interacting with her movement
and bending away from her wherever she
moves. They were invisible to her naked
eyes. Also, she observes that those
transparent-to-naked-eye lines were
bending away from their spaceship, the
rocks, mountains, and whatever is a
"matter” She immediately wakes Akshit to
tell about this, but he doesn't care as has
always been the case. Instead, he pulls her
back to the bed. Driven by emotions, she
forgets about this and they go to sleep
excitedly because it is going to be a night for

them when they wake up the next day.

On the final day, they experience the beauty
of Venus's night sky. They also see tiny and
bright snowflake-like shining particles all
around them. Those particles are just
hanging there in the air. When a playful
Akshit tries to touch them, they deflect far
away. The particles are deflecting far away
from Tara too. Tara being clever enough,
takes out her energy detection goggles again
only to observe almost similar energy
patterns in these particles as the lines she
saw during the daytime. She realises that
both are the same and that what she just

discovered is 'negative matter".

She explains about the negative matter to
him. “We can reach speeds greater than the
light speed with negative mass. It is the most

wanted discovery for the future of deep
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space travel.” Being a physicist, she has been
waiting for such an opportunity to do
research on it all her lifetime.

“So, what if we stay back and you research on
negative matter and succeed in harnessing its
energy?” asks Akshit finally trying to make an
effort for his wife’s work.

Since they had to leave that day, failing
which they'll miss the Hohmann

transfer orbit and will have to wait for 1.5
years before which they wouldn't stand a
chance to reach back Earth with the fuel
they have. But their supplies would only last
for 3 months. Tara is extremely nervous and

excited at the same time at this point.

Tara looks shocked and happy at his effort.
She hugs him tightly and says, “It would then
just be a matter of less than 2 minutes to
return to Earth. [ don't want you to risk it,
you have done enough to keep me happy,’
says Tara.

“Don't say a word. We are staying and it's my
decision” and they stare at each other in
silence. For the first time, Tara feels proud of
herself not because of her all her
achievements in life, but for getting Akshit
as her husband.

After days of analysis and research on the
particles, she finds out that when this
negative matter gets excited with light of
certain wavelengths based on the size of the
particle, the particle starts to move with a
velocity having speeds minimum of the
speed of light. On continuous exposure, the
speed keeps only increasing and reaches
infinity. Its features are just opposite to the
conventional so called 'positive’ matter. As
we know the upper limit for speed of any
positive mass is the speed of light; similarly,
the lower limit for speed of any negative
mass is speed of light. It is now she
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understood that,as the sun emits lights of all
wavelengths, these particles are excited

and travelling at enormous speeds, thus
invisible to the naked eye and visible as
'lines of energy in her special googles. At
night, their motion ceased due to absence of
light. Now the problem is that they must
wait untill the next sunrise to excite the
particles and use them as fuel. But sunrise
happens once in 2 months in Venus.
Meanwhile, she continues her research and
successfully finds ways to handle this
negative matter.

She builds a small transparent fuel tank to
fill the negative matter. Since it repulses
with positive matter, it would push the ship
forward with the same speed once it gets
excited from the sunlight. She inscribes all
her findings in a book and packs some
possible amounts of the negative matter in
dark containers to continue research on
Earth.

Sunrises. She undocks one of the two
available SOS capsules for testing her
negative matter propulsion mechanism. It's
a success. Then they decide to start on their
journey, dreaming of how this would change
not just their lives back on earth but the fate
of entire humanity. After travelling at light
speed for a minute, she ceases the negative
mass motion by covering up the transparent
tank.

But then, the ignition system for liquid
propulsion system of their spacecraft gets
failed. This means they have no way to
decelerate from that enormous speed. Only
other option is to use the emergency
capsule. But one was already used for
testing which now means only one of them
has a chance to make it back to 'home'. They

have only one minute time left to decide. Out
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of agape love, they force each other.

Akshit steps up and says, “Look, Tara, I'm
ready to sacrifice myself. You are the
scientist who has done a lot of research, and
if you are back home alive along with the
containers of negative matter, you can
discover a lot many things for the greater
good of the humanity. I cannot let you die,
PLEASE!”

However, taking the blame for failure, an
emotional Tara wants to sacrifice herself by
saying, "There are many scientists on the
planet other than me. And you being

rich, has the capability to hire a

lot of them and continue the research,
thereby taking forward my dreams into the
future though I'll be dead.”

Both have their point. They love each other
so much that even the thought of one leaving
the other was already killing them
emotionally. But it's time to think practically.

30 seconds left. They finally decide.

The SOS capsule undocks, decelerates, and
lands successfully at their substation. The
eagerly waiting employees open the door
but to their surprise, they neither see

Akshit nor Tara inside. They only find a book,
some containers, and a note. The book in
which Tara has inscribed all her research
and the containers consisted of negative

matter.

The note read-

***4 few months back my husband,

Akshit Malhotra, and I started on

this mad journey which we were extremely
proud to be a part of. While in unforeseen
circumstances, our love for each other
was NOT enough to bring us back to the
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Earth, it was greater enough to send back
our research and findings through this
experiment, sincerely hoping the future
generations and the present team can
find these useful and hope the world sees
the magic beyond Earth. Convey our
apologies and love to our family, we love
them and each other to eternity, Love-
Tara Sinha Malhotra***

Their team and family members end up
sobbing in pain but end up being proud of
Tara and Akshit. The space agencies are
working to expand on the findings of Tara
and have named several stars after this

magical couple.

In the end, they both are seen sitting in the
spaceship, their heads lying on each other's
shoulders, eyes gazing at the glorious

bubble of space, hearts enjoying the silence

of each other's company, no words spoken.

Akshit interrupts the silence asking, "I
heard that we could do time travel and that
time stops around us if we reach light speed.
[s it True?

Tara - " Hmm”

Akshit - "So, are we travelling to the future

now?

Tara -“At the speed of light, time stops. But
we are travelling multiple times the speed of
light, which means the time around us is
running backwards. So yeah, we are time
travelling. Not to the future but to the PAST”

For the first time in several days, Akshit
moves an inch farther from Tara, looking at

her with pride and unconditional love.

“Ms Tara, you are a packet full of surprises,
you know that?” giggles Akshit and kisses
her forehead.
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“We are perfect that way! Tara, meaning a says Tara with teary eyes and they end up
Star and Akshit, meaning Immortal! Our smiling at each other in each other's tightest
love is forever immortal in the universe, hugs.

Akshit! I love you, and you are mine forever!”
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. MAKE

Zeel Gabani
SC22B043\Btech Aerospace

Happiness is the goal of everyone's life. In
search of self-discovery and deriving
happiness from each moment in life my
friends, and I joined the Yes!+ program. The
journey started on November 8th. 2022, with
a one-o ffsession as IIST Happy Campus '22
with Anand Narayan Sir, who is also a well-
known singer and TV anchor. It continued
further from November 15th, 2022, to
November 20th, 2022. None of us had any
ideahow productive that week would be.

On the first day, we were divided into eight
groups with six to seven students in each one.
Our group, consisting of Ankit (s), Nupur,
Pankaj (s), Parth (vc, s), Shiva Krishna,
Vibhum, and me, Zeel (c) was named
"Chasing Daggers." On 18th November 2022
we were asked to give something back to
society as a part of the 'Make a Difference
activity' (or MAD activity) of the Yes!
+Program. For this activity, we joined hands
with the team named "Baburao Ganpatrao
Apte", which consisted of Aditya, Dhairya,
Shivani (vc), Shriram (s), Sivaveerakrishnan,
Sumati (c) and Suryaprakash. We decided to
show our gratitude towards the canteen staff
by telling them how much they mean to us.
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A DIFFERENCE

Hence, we wanted to make gratitude cards
in Malayalam that had a special message. But

none of us knew Malayalam. So, we asked our
Malayali friends. Lisha and Sandra, to help us
with these cards. Also, we had to race against
time to make 30 to 40 cards in a couple of
hours. Therefore, we asked some more
friends, Nehal, Lohita, and Shreya, to help us
with the decoration. The message that was
written in the cards meant. "The hands that
feed us are more powerful thanidols."

After a few hours of untiring effort, we made
36 cards and gathered in the mess. We
distributed cards and chocolates to
everyone.
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The reactions and responses we witnessed
on everyone's faces were something to be
remembered for a lifetime. The canteen
chettans and chechis were so happy to
receive feedback for the hard work they put
in for us each day. They said they have been
serving food at IIST since the first batch, but
we were the first ones to express our
gratitude.
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As a gift from the staff, we received
watermelon cuts too. We also decided to
thank them every time we received food from
them. All in all, we had a memorable
experience and understood what gratitude
means and how it could change our feelings.
Their smiles are something that will remain

etchedinourheartsforever.
Codes:

s-Senior

c-Captain

vC - vice-captain
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Senior Project Assistant

IIST, Trivandrum
miniajayan@gmail.com
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Nisha G.R
PhD Scholar, SC22D069
Humanities Department
IIST, Trivandrum
SG- QDAC/QRAG/SR,
Vikram Sarabhai Space Center, ISRO
nisha3074@gmail.com

My two pets -Jojo and Kalyani are of the
French Bull Dog breed, and they always give
me unconditional love and kept me in a
pleasant mode all through everyday
activities. Jojo is a one-year-old naughty and
playful puppy and Kalyani is an eight-year-
old female dog. Before Jojo's arrival, Kalyani
was playing alone and guarding us with her
smart look and unconditional loving tactics.
This is a small incident that testimonies the
intrinsic healing power of emotional
happiness, it shows how the internal
happiness of an individual will cure
one'sillness automatically.

[ used to take Kalyani for an evening walk,
twice or thrice a week. She used to wait for
this moment everyday evening and will enjoy
it a lot by observing and interacting with
others and capturing new smells other than
from our own house.

One day she got dog bites, on two
prominently noticeable areas, from another
street dog during the walk. Immediately, she
got treatment from Pet Life Veterinary Clinic,
run by my husband- Dr. Sunil, by shaving
those areas, cleansing them with a solution,
and applying certain creams. This treatment
process was done for three days and the
wounds were cured perfectly.
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Jese and Kalyans

After that treatment, I was curious about the
hair growth in those areas, because those
spots on her body gave her a weird look and
somewhat it reduced her smartness. Not a
single hair was grown on those spots even
after so many days and months. For almost
nine months those spots looked like scars on
her body and were a topic of conversation to
every guest who was visiting us on those
days. Dr. Sunil had no answer to my repeated
complaints and questions regarding this as
he didn't have this kind of experience with
other patients earlier.

JOJO
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KALYANI

In between Kalyani had surgery to remove
her uterus due to tumor growth. We felt very
sad that Kalyanidid not have any kids till then
and had no chance of having them in the
future. To alleviate her pain and agony, we
thought of gifting her a puppy. That was how
we introduced the two-month male puppy
Jojotoher.
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From that moment we saw a new Kalyani
with extra energy, enthusiasm, and love
playing with him. And most importantly she
took care of him as a mother. After one week, I
noticed that those dog bite spots became
undetected slowly by growing hairs. Within
two weeks, surprisingly lots of new hairs had
grown in those spots and had covered the
entire area beautifully. Kalyani's maternal
instincts made her happy and it gave the
stimulus to cure her prolonged issue. Finally,
this was well accepted by Dr. Sunil and now it
has become yet another golden reference to
hisline of treatments for his patients.

So, "Be happy with our sweet responsibilities
and enjoy lifeasitis."

Now, Kalyani turned into a bold and beautiful
responsible mother for Jojo. Also, she is
enjoying her parenthood by managing the
naughty Jojo.
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Dr. Jayanthi S

Associate Professor

Dept of Physics, [IST

Thiruvananthapuram
jayanthi.s@iist.ac.in
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Amalu Shaji
SC22D017, Research Scholar

Department of Humanities, [IST, Trivandrum

amalushaji95@gmail.com

A senior scientist at NASA visited IIST and

had a resourceful session with the students

on 23rd November 2022.
Dr. K.Venkateswaran is an eminent scientist

from India who pursues research in NASA,
and the session was truly an inspiration for
the students. Besides being a notable
astrobiologist Dr. Kasthuri Venkateswaran
is a man who observes and holds strong
opinions about the socio-political and
cultural scenario in India. His ambition was
to pursue the medical profession however,
the corruption and political turmoil during
the early 1970s became a hindrance to
getting admission in a medical college
though he had secured good marks. Then, he
chose Biology for his higher studies and got
fascinated with Marine biology, and did his

doctoral research in the same.
Dr.Venkateswaran notes that microbes are a

very fascinating subject since we cannot see
them with our naked eyes but when we puta
drop of water under a microscope, we see a
lot of things moving around. The fact that
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An intriguing conversation

what we are drinking is not pure, there are
plenty of tiny organisms both good and bad
kindled an interest to research them. It was
from this point he started working on
microbial detection and did his doctoral
research on how microbes cycle the
phosphorus in the environment. The next
research project was food pathogen
detection which fetched him another Ph. D.
in food microbiology. As he comments,
working on microbial detection is like
Sherlock Holm's story, identifying the
microbes and understanding their
functions. Later he started studying the role
of microbes in oil degradation and also
worked on food processing, identifying
pathogens in food. He later continued his
work on microbial detection in harsh
environments like the deep sea. He also
pursued research in life on other planets,

and astrobiology.
NASA's research projects always rewrite

textbooks. On talking about the research
that has the potential to change the text
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books of the children tomorrow,
Dr.Venkateswaran remarks that in the
taxonomy of life that we still teach today, we
classify organisms into kingdoms and the
research has shown thatitis wrong. Instead
what we have is the domain - Bacteria,
Archaea and Eukarya. Before the formation
of nucleus it is called the prokaryotes and
after the formation of nucleus, Eukaryotes.
Inthe 1960s, the domain called Archaea was
found and still it is not widely taught in
textbooks. Kingdom is the term to
differentiate between things that we can
see, Domain denotes the range of organisms

which cannot be seen with ournaked eye.
This is one of the major findings that

literally rewrite the textbooks.

Considering Indian science, we might think
that in the pre-independence era, India had
a lot of scientists who even the common
public knew by name, like C. V. Raman, J. C.
Bose, Meghnad Saha, and so on, but in a
post-independence scenario we do not see
many noticeable names in the list. Talking
about this topic, Dr.Venkateswaran

remarked that during the pre-
independence era, the people did not have

access to education as we see today. In those
days, many people were illiterate and
people like C. V. Raman were few. Now the
situation has changed, we have plenty of
educated bright minds in our country. A lot
of people are pursuing research in various
fields. However, there is a brain- drain
happening. Our country is losing a lot of
people who are supposed to be working
here. While considering this fact, India is not
equipped enough to bring out the bright
minds in our country. He also commented

SURABHI (Vol-17 No.2 December-2022)

that politicians should have a basic
academic qualification to be eligible to rule
the country and the president or the prime
minister should not run for more than two
terms. What we lack is visionary statesmen
like Dr. APJ Abdul Kalam. In the current
political context, today's thug is tomorrow's

politician. This situation has to change.
His advice to the students and young

researchers was to try to learn from the
competitors instead of considering them as
enemies. Listen to people and accept whatis
good in them. To improve the academic and
scientific terrain of our country, we have to
learn from other's mistakes, since India is a
75 years young country, things might take
time to achieve but to get things done
quickly, we have to act intelligently learning
from the drawbacks.

Dr. Kasthuri Venkateswaran is the Senior
Research Scientist at NASA-Jet Propulsion
Laboratory and supports Biotechnology and
Planetary Protection Group. His 42+ years of
research encompass marine, food, and
environmental microbiology. He is also
leading ISS "Microbial Observatory"” projects
to measure microorganisms associated with
the U.S. nodes, as well as Kibo Japanese
Experiment Modules.
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Having traveled extensively across India
and savored local cuisines that have made a
lasting impact and the memory of delicacies
would arouse the taste buds again; I found it
prudent to reminisce and reflect on those
greatmoments.

Indian food has a wide variety of regional
and traditional cuisines because of the
diversity in culture, climate, soil, and ethnic
groups and the local availability of spices,
herbs, vegetables, and fruits. Today, if you
scan YouTube you will find a number of food
connoisseurs who have uploaded their
experiences and a lot of mouth-watering
new recipes that show how much
importance they have attached to the
delicious food that pampers our taste buds.

This incident dates back more than three
decades; I had traveled to Delhi by train and
joined a wedding party of my colleague. All
of us together traveled by bus to Dehradun.
It was about 1'0 clock noon and we were
somewhere midway to Dehradun,
desperately looking for a good lunch. Our
bus stopped at a dhaba on the outskirts of
Muzaffarnagar. I was amazed at the service
and hospitality as we were given warm
water to wash our hands and were offered
Roti and Dal makhani, the taste made us feel
it was heavenly food. Today [ am not very
precise as to what made us feel that way,
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Delicacies

the ambiance and of course the preparation
of food. The butter was slowly melting in the
bowl of Dal that was spiced adequately and
the crisp rotis simply took us to another
world.

One evening we boarded a bus from
Nathdwara a temple town in Rajasthan
famous for Shrinathji mandir to Agra and
happened to stop over at Bhilwara for some
time. We noticed a guy selling fruit beer and
ordered for three of us. The thick milk was
lavishly filled with dry fruits like Cashews,
almonds, raisins, dates, cherries, and

walnut. We were pleasantly surprised to
find such a nutritional drink at the most

affordable price.

While holidaying in Himachal Pradesh, in
the early morning we started from
Mcleodgunj to Khajjiar, a place known as the
Switzerland of India. We were traveling
along the course of River Ravi and there was
a
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place, where a number of tourist vehicles
had stopped. We got out of the car to have
very spicy and hot Samosas right from the
frying pan along with mint chutney. Il am not
sure if it was the water of the place or the
wheat flour and vegetable stuffing inside
the samosa that made the taste
indescribably superb.

Down south Tamil Nadu is known for strong
flavors and highly spicy food that is very
particular to the region. I have traveled
several times to Pondicherry on official
visits and | am particularly fond of three
different types of Chutneys served along
with Idli and vada. I am also impressed by
the Bonda-soup combination with chopped
coriander leaves and onion topping. In
Kanchipuram, rice is served with many
accompaniments, each one of them tasting
different because of the mix of spices and
herbs. Kozhombu is one of the spicy

sambhars served withrice.
In Kerala vegetarian food mainly consists of

rice and an assortment of stir-fried
vegetable curries dominated by coconut
grating. Onam sadhya is a feast for food
lovers. Payasam in any part of Kerala is
distinct with the aroma, and the very special
jaggery and tastes superb. There are some
varieties like pal payasam, vermicelli
payasam, pradhaman, jack fruit payasam,
etc.
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Being a major region of spice cultivation, the
spices like black pepper, cardamom, clove,
ginger, cumin, and cinnamon find extensive
use in Kerala cuisine. When you are in Kerala
please enjoy appam and halwa made of
banana, rice, wheat, etc.

Udupi, in coastal Karnataka, is known to
have produced great cooks and has a history
of more than 700 years since when Shri
Madhwachayra, the proponent of Dvaitha
philosophy brought the idol of Krishna from
the shores of the Arabian Sea and installed
inthe temple.
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While I was studying in Surathkal, and my
wife and [ happened to go to Udupi which is
about 50 Kilometres from Surathkal. We
were inside the temple by around 12.00
noon, had the darshan of Lord Krishna, and
proceeded for lunch. This was during the
Navaratri period and lunch had so many
dishes apart from four sweets. Traditional
south Indian lunch consists of Mango pickle,
chutney, Moong dal kosumbari, beans palya,
Bendi raitha, etc served on a plantain leaf.
Rice is served with three to four
accompaniments like sambhar essentially
made of ash gourd, majjige huli, Gojju, and
rasam.Gojju is a kind of syrup made with
locally available black jaggery, dry chili
powder, tamarind, and some unknown
ingredients. [ have found this to stimulate
some of the glands in the body that were
dormant for years!

Traditional north Karnataka meal consists
of jolada (Sorghum) rotti, ennegayi (stuffed
brinjal), shenga hindi (ground nut with
garlic & red chili powder), and curds.
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We were on a visit to Kashmir on LTC and
stayed in a hotel in Srinagar. Dinner at the
hotel mainly consisted of long-grain
aromatic basmati rice, dal tadka, and
veggies. The hotel staff told us that they
welcome their guests with rice at the dining
table. The boathouse on Dal lake dinner had
some of the best delicacies, particularly

potato curry tasted so delectable.
There is a place called Haldi chappra about

50 kilometers from Patna in Bihar where
three major rivers meet, namely the Holy
Ganga, Sarayu, and River Son coming from
south. A nearby town is called Maner and
mothi chur laddu is most popular here
mainly because of the sweet water from the
Sonriver. We happened to visit the place and
relished hot Jalebi's freshly prepared on the
banks of rivers. Khaja is another dish that
we tasted on the way to Rajgir from Nalanda
in Bihar.

Though Litti chokha is a dish from Bihar we
happened to savour this in Banaras. Litti is
prepared with varieties of fillings like
paneer, vegetable, etc. It was
gastronomically delightful to have food at
Litti chokharestaurantin Banaras.

Banaras is also known for its varieties of
sweets and you will find a number of sweet
shops in the city. My understanding is that
sugarcane is a major crop in Uttar Pradesh
and Bihar and that could be one of the
reasons to find lots of sweet dishes. Puri and
subzior choley are sold in the narrow

29



bylanes of Kashi. This is the most common
breakfastdish.

Dal Bafla is a dish for the meal; we tried it in
Indore consisting of steamed and grilled
wheat balls dunked in ghee eaten with dal
and found this to be too heavy on the
stomach.

Food in Maharashtra needs a special
mention because of an extensive balance of
many different tastes. Mumbai is well
known for the chats like pani puri, bhel puri,
and being a diverse commercial capital of
India, feeds people from all regions of our

country suiting individual tastes.
Kanda Poha and Potato Poha are prepared

for breakfast and the Poha is actually the
flattened rice softened in water and mixed
with spices. Many times I have relished pani
puriand pav bhajiin some of the restaurants

Jhal muri is a street food in Kolkata and
other places in West Bengal that are made of
puffed rice, an assortment of spices, and
edible oil. This is an anytime snack in
Bengal. Shondesh and Rashogolla are made
up of sweetened, finely ground fresh cheese.

Lastly, to conclude, the list is exhaustive and
overwhelming. I have been fortunate
enough to have traveled across the length
and breadth of the country and I would say
be it Amritsari pyaz kulcha and lassi in the
west or Jhal muri andshondesh in the east
and Kozhulmbu in southern Tamil Nadu and
delectable potato curry in the boat house of
Dal lake, India with her diverse culture and
vast geographical landscape is a paradise
for food lovers.
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