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Foreword

Pothar and pedagogy; a library and seeds; schools and farming; seuj sinta and seeds.
Can these components live together? Can researchers learn from a farmer? The
world of present knowledge tells us that such bed fellows cannot co-exist. Farming
is associated with tradition and poverty so the school should turn the student into a
modern citizen, away from the farm. The researcher produces knowledge and gives
it to the ‘ignorant’ farmer. The authors of this book ask the same questions but find
the opposite answers. ‘Whose wisdom?’ they ask. Should the farmer’s children be
‘weaned away’ from agriculture in the name of development? Should a library be
filled with books alone?

Based on the experiences of Mahan, Bijit and Ankita who represent the farmers, and
who have educated them for more than three years, the authors find no contradiction
between the class room and the garden, between studying and farming. Far from
it, they see the need for greater collaboration between them and for learning from
each other. Mutual understanding can produce a new type of modernisation that
begins with pothar, instead of replacing it. The understanding of ecology does not
have to be imposed on the rest by the middleclass environmentalist but can begin
with the knowledge of agriculture that the farmer imparts to the student. Organic
farming has the farmer’s tradition and collaboration between the farmer and the
academic should lead to a revival of agriculture based on the library not of books but
of seeds. The reader learns from the book that traditional seeds are people’s heritage
and history. The school garden linked to the traditional lullaby can be the student’s
source of knowledge and of self-produced nutrition. The farmer can be a teacher in
the school and the college.

The authors thus point towards another type of modernisation that becomes possible
when the modernisation that replaces people’s tradition and heritage is questioned
and ways are found of modernising tradition to suit contemporary needs. Preserving
their tradition does not involve living in the past but reinventing it to respond to
present needs. The library can be of seeds, and books can supplement the traditional
knowledge preserved as people’s heritage.

I congratulate the authors for their creative thinking and search for alternatives to
processes that can rebuild a farm-based culture of Assam in which pothar is people’s
identity and farming is a culture, not only ardous work. The knowledge produced in
the book should be circulated to the biggest possible number as part of an effort to
revive tradition creatively.

Republic Day Dr. Walter Fernandes,
26th January 2026 Director,
NESRC, Guwahati
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

Pothar Pedagogy

or generations of rural communities in Assam, the
Fpothar, or cultivated field, was a symbol of their
cultural and political world. The rhythms of life and
work based on the agricultural cycle and connection to land
was part of life. In the Brahmaputra valley, the assertions
for sovereign Assam were intimately connected with
the farming communities across rural Assam. After the
United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA) and government
of India ceasefire in 2008, we witnessed a resurgence of
young people taking up farming, thereby, creating a social
it movement of mobilizing local communities, particularly
© the youth, to go back to the land.! Pothar Pedagogy,
" in that context, is grounded in situating community
farming practices, and learning about the relationship
: between land and food sovereignty in expansive ways. It
- is about centering ecological connections, heritage, and
sustainability. People arrive at pedagogy through different
trajectories. Some take place inside the classroom and
educational institutions, while others generate pedagogy
in the pothar, and create space for collective teaching and
(+¢ learning like Mahan Chandra Borah, Bijit Kumar Dutta, and
Ankita Bhuyan’s lives demonstrate.

In the book we center the pothar as a site of knowledge

and an active learning space. For Dixita, Dolly, and Sanjay
it brought up the politics of knowledge and research
methodology that considers communities as mere data, and
the power of the academy to exclude voices of practitioners
and communities. For Mahan and Bijit, this book was

an opportunity to share their insights and the themes

. of biodiversity, farming, and community with a wider
audience. During the course of our collaboration, Mahan
often narrated how educational institutions paid him much
less than the professors who were invited to speak on the

" Dixita Deka and Dolly Kikon, ‘Guerrilla Farms: Practicing Food Sovereignty in Assan,
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 2025.
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same panel. The organizers justified this practice because Mahan was a farmer
without a doctorate degree. At other times, he shared how researchers from
different agricultural colleges and universities often came to ask him questions
about his insights and pedagogical methods. Around 2023, we thought of
writing a book that contained his reflections and practices, including his
initiative as the founder of the Annapurna Seed Library in Meleng.

As we explain the genesis of our collaboration in the next section of the

book (Food Sovereignty Connections), we wish to draw attention to why we
deliberately called our engagement (which later became Pothar Pedagogy),
the Seuj Sinta initiative. Seuj Sinta was both an initiative and the name of a
magazine that began in the 1990s, when radical youth from the Brahmaputra
Valley began to question the erasure of agricultural knowledge among
emerging generations of educated youth. As an initiative Seuj Sinta acquired
a pan-Assam character when progressive youth and farmers came together to
start collective farms and experiment with improving traditional agriculture.
Members of this vibrant generation of educators and practitioners brought
out an eponymous bi-lingual magazine that

was published in hard copy form in the
1990s from Jorhat. It took up various
issues, including scientific farming,
poetry, and later (in the early 2000s)

it also addressed how big dams in
Arunachal Pradesh would impact
agriculture and allied livelihoods

of millions of people in Assam. Our
effort, therefore, was to
renew the spirit of the
times that had created
the magazine and the
debates it generated
throughout the years
of political turmoil
and militarization.
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We called our initiative Seuj Sinta as a peg holder for the kind of activities

we wanted to do. We did so following our many meetings with persons
associated with the Seuj Sinta initiative in the 1990s. Mahan himself was a
young adult when he first heard of the initiative in Jorhat; similarly, our close
friends and others we met during our work with the Food Sovereignty Project
(2021-2013) were quick to remind us about the incredible magazine and those
associated with it. They spoke with pride about the ideas that germinated

with the initiative, such as Ashoka Fellow Samir Bordoloi, whose food-forest in
Sonapur is a creative hub for students to learn about sustainable agroecological
practices. Seuj Sinta inspired alternative ways of thinking, and of focusing on
the immense wealth of knowledge and natural resources that are available in
the pothars, streams, and forests across Assam. What emerged in the course

of our version of the Seuj Sinta initiative, where the Food Sovereignty Project
collaborated with Annapurna Seed Library, was an organic method and practice
of teaching others, and ourselves, of loving the land. This is how we developed
pothar pedagogy as a concept - a living practice grounded on teaching, learning,
and community knowledge about farming culture.

In the last decade, the agricultural fields in Assam have been considered as
sites of poverty, dispossession, and underdevelopment. But these are also the
same places where stories of fellowship, community, and a sustainable future
rest. Increasingly, state actions in Assam harm the livelihood options for

the poor because extractive regimes and corporations are prioritized. From
waterways to natural resources, the infrastructure boom in the region led by
corporations who categorize agricultural lands, villages, and forests as "vacant”
are converting them into extractive zones.?

During a turbulent time when agricultural lands across Assam are levelled

to start plantations and cash crops like oil palm,® we offer pothar pedagogy

as an invitation to produce theory by centering community connections to
land. Particularly, we dwell on the relationship between farming societies who
grow their food to reflect on resistance, fellowship, and sustaniability. Paying
attention to the collective experiences in Meleng village allowed us to focus on
agricultural practice and seed education. In this journey, the Annapurna Seed
Library became a site of collaborative knowledge production. What does the
pothar hold for us? Stories, plants, living organisms, food, culture, community;,
liberation? And what does their absence mean for us? What is our lived

2 Bonojit Hussain, ‘Dhubri is just the beginning: How Assam is being Redrawn for Corporate Rule’, Pratidin Time, 9 July

2025, https://www.pratidintime.com/top-stories/dhubri-is-just-the-beginning-how-assam-is-being-redrawn-for-corporate-
rule-9476109

3 P. Lalpekhlui and Timothy Khongsai, ‘Palmed off: Socio-Economic and Environmental Impacts of Oil Palm in India's Northeast,
North Eastern Social Research Centre, 2025; Gurvinder Singh, ‘In India's Assam, ‘hopes dashed’ for high returns on oil palm
production’, 31 July 2024, https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2024/7/31/in-indias-assam-hopes-dashed-for-high-returns-on
oil-palm-production
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bengena kha
bosore bosore barhi ja
Ma’r xoru, Bapere xoru

toi hobi bor goru . .
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experience of the pothar? These questions frame the conversations, activities,
and curriculum we offer in this book. Many readers might not have worked in
the pothar, but reading this book about Meleng, we believe is the beginning of
a collective engagement. We hope the next step after reading this book will be
to embrace a pothar, a place where we grow food and begin to address issues
of food and address issues of care, livelihood, and sustainability. This will
allow us to engage with larger questions of land, and the impending loss where
the pothars across the Brahmaputra valley of Assam are disappearing under
the weight of an infrastructure boom in the form of plantations, dams, and
extractive regimes by private corporations.

During a time when farming is perceived as an unviable occupation, and one
witnesses migration,* we dwell on the pothar as spaces that offer the freedom to
think about a sustainable, and just future. Growing food and caring for seeds,
as we showcase in this book, sustains intergenerational community knowledge,
and empowers the future generations to become accountable and responsible
citizens. Pothar pedagogy, in that sense, is about creating a grounded
epistemology of living in the backdrop of a state that is militarized and a
corporate friendly entity ready to imprison, injure, and dispossess its citizens.

What is the personality of the pothar? In the spring the pothar is festive. For
farming families and villagers, celebrating Bohag Bihu begins by preparing
different seasons of the agricultural cycle. During this time, a ritual called Goru
Bihu (cattle festival) is observed where the cattle are taken to the rivers and
the ponds for baths, and offered vegetables. Community members sing songs to
observe this event. A popular Goru Bihu folk song goes like this:

Lau kha

bengena kha

bosore bosore barhi ja
Ma’r xoru, Bapere xoru

toi hobi bor goru

(The English translation)
Eat gourd

Eat brinjal

Grow year by year

Your mother is small
Your father is small

You will become a big bull

“ Dolly Kikon and Bengt G. Karlsson, ‘Leaving the Land: Indigenous Migration and Affective Labour in India, Cambridge University
Press, 2019
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Singing this song and praying for the cattle to grow strong and healthy,
community members chew Neem leaves and bathe with ground maah (black
gram) and halodhi (turmeric) paste the following day. On the 7th day of Bohag
Bihu also known as Saat Bihu, people forage or buy 101 varieties of xaak (greens).
The culture, rituals, and folk songs of the community are connected to the
agrobiodiversity of the land. As the months of tilling land lie ahead, youth go
out to the pothar and practice Bihu dance. The onset of the monsoons marks the
seed sowing season. Farming households get together and practice reciprocal
labour practices to transplant paddy saplings, and the host family prepares a
feast for the workers. This practice continues across the village until the paddy
is transplanted in everyone’s pothar with the help of community labour.

After the paddy is planted, families work through the day to ensure that water
flows from their fields to their neighbours. Children and adults lay traps for the
small fish, crabs, clams, snails, and other edible aquatic insects in the paddy
field. Before the winter sets in, the pothar becomes golden with ripe grains.
The fields are harvested, and the grains are taken from the pothar to the
granaries. The farming communities celebrate the harvest by having a
meal together with the new rice. This ritual is called Na-Khua (na-new,
khua-act of eating, i.e. to feast on the new harvest). Before Magh Bihu
in January, animals graze in the harvested fields, and children and
youth build straw huts. There are bonfires across the pothar to
commemorate the end of an agricultural season, and the beginning
of a new one. This moment of different groups convening

around the fire - farmers, students, leaders, writers, artists, and
community members - symbolizes the renewal of the earth and
social relations.




any things have changed in the
Mlast few decades. As communities
experienced an acceleration
of developmental activities, and a

generation of youth were weaned away
from agriculture and became migrant

y
)

/
)

workers, the pothars across rural Assam / N .i’ﬁ'{. A
were either left fallow, or had to be 4 p “ﬂ\\,‘
transferred and sold to others. For N\ Q\% 1

those who left the land, coming back

to it was tinged with nostalgia. Yet, the
harsh realities of the risks associated
with agriculture remains a problem that
will not go away. It is difficult for a person
to make ends meet through agriculture alone.
That is why many have to find other work to sustain

the home, and to ensure that risks associated with illness within the family, or
education, or any other contingencies, are taken care of. We are therefore clear
about the hardships associated with farming, and do not romanticize the life of
farmers working in the pothar.

What we intend to do with this book is to reflect together about different
ways to love the land. The fertility of the soil in tropical regions like Northeast
India, especially along the river valleys, has been celebrated by historians, and
travellers.* We want to focus on the fecundity of the fields and its abundant
grain, vegetables, fruit, fish, and meat, that has sustained our ancestors through
the centuries. This book is our offering to ancestors who loved the land, and
taught us how to live off of it. It is a gift to all who remind us - like Mahan
and Bijit and the farmers working on the land - to respect the wealth we have
inherited today. Most importantly, we hope this book is a guidebook for the
younger generations, and all those who will come after us to continue their
love for the land, and claim these spaces to generate actions and questions of
dignity, freedom, resistance, and sovereignty.

i

5 Edward Albert Gait, A History of Assam’, Thacker, Spink & Co, 1926; Amalendu Guha, ‘Medieval and Early Colonial Assam:
Society, Polity and Economy’, Anwesha, 2015; Jean Baptiste Chevalier, Adventures of Jean-Baptiste Chevalier in Eastern India
(1752-1765): Historical Memoir and Journal of Travels in Assam, Bengal and Tibet’ Translated by Caroline Dutta-Baruah and

Jean Deloche, LBS Publications, 2020 Pothar Pedagogy | 15
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Food Sovereignty Connections

he pothar pedagogy draws on the conversations from our book Seeds
I and Food Sovereignty: Eastern Himalayan Experiences® published by the

North Eastern Social Research Centre (NESRC), Guwahati in 2023. This
book was a collaborative effort of the team members from the project Practicing
Food Sovereignty. We were committed to illustrate the changing agrarian
practices in Northeast India, Nepal, Bhutan, and Bangladesh, and map down
the conversations around plants, pests, and food in the Eastern Himalayas.
Discussion around seeds is fundamental in the book towards understanding the
regional food system as well as the challenges emanating out of it. In Northeast
India, the capitalist upsurge under the neo-liberal policies, as well as decades
long militarization, have dismantled agrarian practices and community lives.
The book brought together stories of traditional farmers, practitioners, and
activists from the region, foregrounding indigenous knowledge systems and
drawing attention to the potential of collaborative efforts in reviving healthy
food systems and strengthening cultural connections with the ecosystem.

Towards this goal, pothar pedagogy as a concept and practice draws inspiration
from the progressive efforts of young Assamese activists in the 1980s who

had taken upon themselves the onus of socio-economic development through
community work like farming, constructing embankments, and establishing
educational institutions. In this regard, the pothar pedagogy initiative in
collaboration with the Annapurna Seed Library is not only the afterlife of the
Practicing Food Sovereignty project, but also attempts to fulfil multiple goals,
such as:

« Preserving the rich knowledge of the Indigenous farmers through
documentation of their practice.

« Convincing the school administration of the importance of farming
initiatives in the curriculum.

« Training young children with multiple tools in nurturing the ecology
with care.

- Starting food gardens in school premises.
- Developing an agrarian dialogue coursework for school children.

In January 2024, a delegation from the Annapurna Seed Library, Jorhat led
by its founder, Mahan Chandra Borah visited North Eastern Social Research
Centre (NESRC) in Guwahati on the invitation of anthropologist Dolly
Kikon and sociologist Sanjay Barbora. Annapurna Seed Library’s association
with NESRC dates back to 2022 with the research project, Practicing Food

6 Dixita Deka, Joel Rodrigues, Dolly Kikon, Bengt G. Karlsson, Sanjay Barbora, and Meenal Tula, ‘Seeds and Food Sovereignty:
Eastern Himalayan Experiences,’ North Eastern Social Research Centre, 2023
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Sovereignty: Indigenous Peoples and Agroecological Relationships in the Eastern
Himalayas led by Bengt G Karlsson, Dolly Kikon, and Sanjay Barbora. The
project was funded by the Swedish Research Council, and NESRC became an
institutional partner in Northeast India. The food sovereignty research team
comprised Dr. Dixita Deka and Dr. Meenal Tula as postdoctoral fellows, and

Mr. Joel Rodrigues as the research coordinator, who then proceeded to do his
doctoral studies at the Department of Anthropology at Stockholm University.
In Assam, the team worked with Mahan Chandra Borah, a History graduate and
a committed farmer, to center conversations on indigenous seeds, sustainability,
and initiating a grounded pedagogy on healthy food systems amongst young
students.

Mahan Borah is the founder of the Annapurna Seed Library situated in
Meleng Kathgaon in Jorhat district of Assam. This library is home to over 500
varieties of indigenous paddy seeds. Mahan has collected these seeds from
his village and also from different corners of Northeast India. It is the first
seed library in Northeast India” which not only displays bunches of paddy
grains, but also serves as a living laboratory. Mahan continues to grow the
traditional seeds procured and saved by his ancestors. The Annapurna Seed
Library is an experimental ground for seed scientists and agronomists from
regional agricultural universities and research institutes across the region. They
arrive here to collaborate with Mahan. However, one of the most interesting
and sustainable practices of Mahan lies in his long term engagement with
school and college students of Jorhat. Over the years, Meleng village and

the surrounding towns regard him not just a farmer or a seed saver, but an
Indigenous seed scientist, a traditional knowledge keeper, and a teacher
imparting a pedagogy grounded on everyday knowledge from the pothar, and
the wisdom of his ancestors.

7 Pooja Naik, Annapurna Seed Library: A Quiet Revolution’, Goya, 2 November 2022, https://www.goya.in/blog/annapurna-seed-
library-a-quiet-revolution
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During the Practicing Food Sovereignty project, Borah’s incredible stories of seed
saving at the Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS) in Guwahati encouraged
students to learn about crop diversity. He encouraged them to reflect on the
process of food production. They followed Borah for a field trip to Darrang
district where he shared his knowledge on indigenous foodways.® Mahan’s
activism over the last two decades has focused on saving indigenous seeds
from the monopoly of the seed companies selling high yielding varieties.

He also believes that one must stay away from agro-chemicals and focus on
producing safe food through sustainable practices. He considers children and
youth as the most valued resources who can inherit these lessons and save the
ecosystem. Pothar pedagogy, as a result, is an effort to begin this conversation
in schools where farmers are recognised as teachers and knowledge keepers.
We encourage schools to promote a grounded curriculum that prioritizes
experimental and experience-based knowledge on food production and
farming practices in Northeast India and beyond.

Designing the initiative ﬁg
In December 2023, anthropologist Dolly Kikon and sociologist Sanjay Barbora, /~ ‘
along with Dixita Deka, envisioned the initiative and invited a delegation =

from the Annapurna Seed Library to North Eastern Social Research Centre
(NESRC), Guwahati in the following month. The delegation was led by its
founder, Mahan Chandra Borah. He was accompanied by his colleague, Bijit
Kumar Dutta who has over 15 years of experience in travel and tourism and
manages the outreach activities and social media presence of the library.
Mahan Chandra Borah’s former student Ankita Bhuyan also joined the meeting.
She worked closely with Mahan and they conducted classes at the Cinnamara
Jatiya Bidyalay and Kakojan College in Jorhat on farming practices, seed saving,
and vermicomposting. Kikon and Barbora emphasized the need to begin edible
gardens in schools in a sustainable way.

During the meeting, Mahan Chandra Borah underlined the need for a dialogue
in reviving the agrarian economy of the state. He said:

8 ‘Seeds for the Future: Students’ Reports from Fieldwork’ in Seeds and Food Sovereignty: Eastern Himalayan Experiences. North
Eastern Social Research Centre: Guwahati
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Moi khetiyokor puwali (I am a farmer’s child). People’s lives are deeply
rooted in agriculture. Life can go on without soap or toothpaste, but
not without food. There is this constant fear of losing agriculture to
agro-industry. Big seminars on food security do not talk of seeds. If we
destroy the soil, we can still revive it, but if we lose the seeds, we lose
the foundation.

For Mahan, there was nothing like organic certification in the past. Crops were
safely cultivated in the region. Everything was organic. He highlighted the
changing mindset of the farmers where they believed in ‘no chemical manure,
no yield’. He alerted them to the difficulties of bringing back the farmers to the
old ways of farming. For Mahan, one seed can feed the nation, so children need
to be the sainiks (soldiers) in saving the indigenous seed practices. During the
meeting, Bijit Kumar Dutta remarked, “Today guardians tell their children to
study hard otherwise they will become farmers.” Bijit's experience of working
with Mahan made him reflect why many people perceived farming with
contempt.

A significant part of the pothar pedagogy initiative was to introduce edible
gardens in two schools in Meleng village. Ankita Bhuyan, a trained lawyer

who was Mahan’s former
student, was conducting classes
for Mahan at Cinnamara Gos puli rubo, gos dangar hobo
Jatiya Bidyalay. She shared

the enthusiasm of the edible
gardens because she noticed
how students gleefully shout
while planting a sapling. They
g0, “Gos puli rubo, gos dangar
hobo” (plant a sapling, and

see the tree grow tall). She
underlined the interest of

the children in observing the
procedures and experiments
conducted in the school.

“They were taught to use
natural fertilizers, and when
their plants would grow, they
messaged me sharing that their
chillies had grown and they
were eating it,” Ankita shared.
She further mentioned, “Seeing

"Plart a sapling,
and see the tree
arow tall"
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the Class VIII students doing it, other students also wanted to practice it.” Bijit
Dutta added, “Mahan’s storytelling is very good. Children are attentive. Older
generations used to share rhymes and riddles in imparting knowledge like
these. We need to go back to classes like that where children learn about the
environment through a creative and practical way.”

Dixita, Dolly, and Sanjay facilitated the meeting towards planning the pothar
pedagogy initiative along with supporting the edible garden. They suggested a
meaningful engagement with seeds, cultures, and care in a classroom setting
headed by Mahan, Bijit, and Ankita. The team agreed on the need to record
an engagement like that and disseminate the documentation of the process

as a dialogue for other schools to adopt. It necessitated the integration of
Science and Social Science in the school curriculum, which became the pothar
pedagogy curriculum.

Choosing the schools in Jorhat was intentional for the pilot project, as it would
be in close proximity to the Annapurna Seed Library founded by Mahan Borah.
The team decided that the library would serve as a base for the initiative.
According to Mahan, the seed library had the potential to build meaningful
collaborations with schools in the region. While five schools were selected
initially, we eventually decided to work with two schools and a single class

to carry out a focused engagement. This decision was also guided by Mahan
and Bijit because they could not devote their time to five schools due to their
busy schedules. Students from Class VIII studying at Rongdoi High School and
Meleng High School in Jorhat were chosen as the introductory batch. Based

on the school calendar, an agricultural calendar was prepared for the year. We
created a tentative timeline (given below) which had significant changes once
the project was implemented on the ground.
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January-February 2024

N =

First project meeting in Guwahati.
Preparing the Land in both schools.
Maintaining a register of students
by Ankita Bhuyan with their names
and contact details.

Visual Documentation by Bijit
Kumar Dutta till November 2024.

Dixita Deka’s (Project Coordinator)
visit to the schools and meeting the

March 2024 school Headmasters before the classes
begin from April.
1. Class begins.
2. Sharing knowledge and sowing
seeds.

April 2024 3. Class on the significance of Bihu
and harvesting festivals.

4. Visual Documentation by the
teachers.

1. Class on Seed sowing in the school
gardens.

2. Regular note taking/artwork by
children.

May 2024 3. Regular documentation of
children’s reactions by the teacher
both in the classroom and in the
garden.

1. Class on plant growth monitoring.
2. Class on Identification of insects/
birds in the garden.

June 2024 3. Introducing ‘care’ work in the
gardens.

4. Progress Meeting of Project Team

(online/offline).

July-August 2024

Monitoring of the gardens by the
Annapurna Seed Library members
during the monsoons/summer break.

September 2024

L

2.

Land preparation for Dry Season.
Class on weeds.
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1. Land preparation.
October 2024 2. Seed sowing.

3. Class on vermi-compost.

1. Care work in the garden.

2. Annapurna Seed library submitting
November 2024 field diaries, children’s notebooks

and artwork, photographs to Dixita.
3. Team meeting to finalize the
contents of the curriculum.

1. Translation work.

2. Drafting the final ‘pothar pedagogy’
December 2024 curriculum which was already
executed in the schools under the
Seuj Sinta initiative.

1. Organizing the Children’s Haat at
Meleng High School where students
from Rongdoi High School joined.

. Compiling of the Pothar Pedagogy
Resource book begins based on the
year long reflections and practice.

January 2025 9
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he Pothar Pedagogy Curriculum in this book presents the course layout
I and activities carried out in the schools under the Seuj Sinta initiative.
The idea was not to merge the initiative with the school ‘Eco Club’, a
forum which was loosely structured on ecology and biodiversity. Our intention
was to offer a course in a regular classroom setting where there was a lesson
plan with practical exercises, which could be carried out both in the classroom
and the edible garden (established on the school premise for the initiative).

While it was a challenging collaboration at different levels cutting across
disciplinary, professional, and linguistic boundaries, it was an exciting
opportunity to work with the children and school authorities and bring them
together to reflect on sustainable food practices. The meeting at NESRC also
developed a budget for the year-long engagement that would support Mahan,
Bijit and the edible gardens to implement the pothar pedagogy curriculum.

We worked on the requirements to begin the year-long initiative. We bought
stationery for the children, monkey nets to prevent monkeys from destroying
the edible food gardens, gardening implements and tools, and labour charges to
clear the ground to develop the garden. We also budgeted a modest stipend for
the volunteers from the Annapurna Seed Library. The Food Sovereignty project
also covered the funding for the Children’s Haat program in Meleng village

in January 2025, which included a student-led exhibition on biodiversity

and farming, a play on the perils of pesticide in food, and a feast in Meleng
High School. The initiative proved that it does not take a lot of funding

for a collaboration like this. All we need is the right intent, time, passion,
commitment, and patience to turn a patch of land into an edible garden, and to
feed the children with lessons for life.

How to read this book

First and foremost, we hope that readers find this book enjoyable. It is a labour
of love for people who have been trained in different methods and practices,
especially to understand the importance of land in our lives. Dixita, Dolly, and
Sanjay have spent the better part of their lives among academics. Mahan, Bijit,
and Ankita have invested much of their lives to improving the condition of
agricultural land and encouraging others to practice sustainable agriculture.
These universes are not air tight, and we hope to encourage readers to see our
experiences manifested in this book. The first chapter lays out the origins of
the book, especially the practical and intellectual aspects of its life. The second
chapter focuses on Annapurna Seed Library and the extraordinary work it does
to document and store indigenous seeds and knowledge associated with them.
The third chapter focuses on the edible gardens that emerged as part of our
intervention in Rongdoi and Meleng, and placing it within similar initiatives
that are happening elsewhere in the country. It also includes Dixita’s reflections
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on the knowledge of the pothar that she inherited from her forebearers, as
well as the reflections of the coordinators who helped students start the edible
gardens. The fourth chapter lays out the basic framework of pothar pedagogy
as it emerged from our engagement with the two schools. The fifth chapter
focuses on the biodiversity register in Meleng, especially the kind of crops
that grow in various kitchen gardens around the village. The sixth chapter
invokes Lakshminath Bezbarua’s classic Burhi Aai r Sadhu (Grandmother’s
tales), where Dixita recollects the delicious, seasonal, and nourishing food that
her grandmother made for her as a child. The seventh chapter describes the
fun-filled day, when the students of the schools shared their plays, projects,
pledges, and produce with guests from various parts of the region as part of
their celebration of the weekly haat. The final chapter outlines our reflections
and the culmination of our journey in the production of this book. Following
the final chapter, we have included a section that has some reflective questions
for the reader. We hope that reading the book will be an immersive, enjoyable
experience.

Bottom Left: Mahan Chandra Borah, Bottom Middle: Anikta Bhuyan, Bottom Right: Bijit Kumar Dutta,



Chapter 2

Annapurna

GG

Library

he Annapurna Seed
I Library in Jorhat,
was founded by

Mahan Chandra Borah in
2006. It is Northeast India's
first indigenous seed library.
This was a chapter narrated
by Mahan Borah and Bijit
Dutta to Dixita Deka. They
also provided a one paged
document on chemical
compositions. Bijit Kumar
Dutta, Mahan'’s best friend
has worked tirelessly

with the library and
documented Mahan'’s
commitment and vision. Thus, Mahan
and Bijit are the heart and soul of the
initiative. The library has preserved around
550 varieties of rice which are indigenous to
North East India. Dalkachu, Mothonga, Gezep
Sali, Joldubi, Vabuli Joha, Beji Dhan, Bor Malbhog,
Suagmoni and Medela Guri are some rare varieties
hardly found in the entire region except in places like
the seed library. These seeds are cultivated every year
so they can be preserved. Dalkachu is a rice variety
with medicinal value. It is beneficial for the patients
suffering from jaundice and two types of fever
(locally known as Akoiya Jwor and Dum Jwor).
It is also suitable to be
cultivated in the
highlands.

Pothar Pedagogy |25 '
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Suagmoni: Akhoi, also known as popped rice, is traditionally made by hot sand
frying unhusked rice grains.

In Assam, traditional healers use Akhoi made from Suagmoni rice in paediatric
vocal disorders. Mothonga is another seed variety farmers stopped cultivating
around two decades ago. Gezep Sali is a rice variety with a big grain and an awn,
but it is almost forgotten nowadays. Bhaboli Joha, an aromatic rice with long
grain, is also suitable for cultivation in the highlands. Kutkuti Sali has a thin
husk and does not need to be dried in the sun before milling. Mahan feels these
indigenous varieties are under threat of extinction. There are many reasons for
this existing state of things. Firstly, People do not pay attention to the seeds'
nutritious value. Secondly, there is also the low yield factor (as compared to

the high yielding varieties). Thirdly, then there is limited land per family to
experiment with indigenous seeds, and it is impossible to compete with hybrid
and high yielding rice varieties. In addition, one must factor in the natural
calamities like flood, drought, or unseasonal rains, and devastation of paddy
fields by wild elephants. This is the reason why the Annapurna Seed Library
plays a central role in preserving the indigenous varieties of seeds in the region,
and imparting education about the diversity of grains and the biodiversity of
the region.

Seeds are a living heritage of human civilization. Mahan and other farmers
narrate how in the Ahom era, wounded soldiers were treated with a sticky
paste mixed with old sali rice flour to relieve their pain. The Ahoms believed
that Sali rice provide good eyesight, smooth skin, good voice, increased the
sperm count and cured urinary diseases. Then there is magic Rice which is also
known as Chokua rice. This rice is a part of Assam’s culinary heritage, and has
been considered as a staple of the soldiers for many Ahom dynasties. Chokua
rice can be consumed as whole grain after soaking the rice in cold or lukewarm
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water. It does not require cooking. According to Mahan, the sixteenth century
Assamese poet Ram Saraswati mentions black rice in his poem “Bhim Charit”
entitled “Shiva’s Agriculture”. It is believed that consumption of black rice is
helpful in preventing cardiovascular diseases and cancer, and is regarded as a
good source of protein. About 9 grams of protein is found in 100 grams of black
rice. It is rich in fibre and iron, and also beneficial for diabetic patients.

Mahan further notes how the 14th Century Assamese Ramayana written by
Madhava Kandali mentions that Ravana used food items made from Joha

Rice to awaken his brother Kumbhakarna from deep sleep. Joha Rice has the
strongest aroma attributed to the high concentration of a compound named
2-acetyl-1-pyrroline. Red rice is rich in magnesium, which is good for bones.
It is rich in antioxidants such as anthocyanin, and helps in regulating and
maintaining insulin levels. It reduces stress levels and fatigue. It is cooked like
regular rice and requires no prior soaking. Red rice has a low glycemic index,
and keeps the glucose in the blood at minimal. Rich in Antioxidants, Dietary
Fibre, Vitamin B1, B2, B6 and many nutrients.

The seeds found in Annapurna Seed library are containers of nutrition and
peoples’ history. However, Mahan's mission to preserve goes beyond rice seeds.
As many as five varieties of brinjals and 30 varieties of chillies and other
vegetables and herbs are also preserved in the library. Initially, the endeavors
to collect rare or forgotten rice varieties from the communities in the highlands
was not successful. But Mahan’s patience and inquisitiveness along with his
traditional knowledge of the land ultimately triumphed. Mahan shared how

it took him several weeks to reach some village because there were no roads
just to collect a single indigenous variety of rice. After collection of seeds,
Annapurna Seed Library started cultivation in its own field to bring back the
grains as future crops. In one instance, only 12 seeds of the variety called Jaldubi
were found. Mahan cultivated the 12 seeds with utmost care and harvested
almost 2 Kg of rice. Today, the library donates seeds to the local farmers free
of cost so that the rice varieties remain alive and find new pothars across the
region.

Since the Annapurna Seed Library was founded in 2006, there have been
other similar initiatives. Community Seed Banks have been established

in Sadiya, Majuli, Sapekhati and Golaghat in collaboration with a non-
governmental organisation called the North East Affected Area Development
Society (NEADS). The Community Seed Banks aim to preserve all types of
existing seeds in the locality. As an awareness building drive, several seed
libraries have been established in colleges and schools across Assam. Among
those, Cinnamara Jatiya Vidyalaya, Jorhat Kendriya Mahavidyalaya, Bahona
College and Kakajan College are important collaborators. At Cinnamara Jatiya
Vidyalaya an organic farm has been established where students are involved
in learning about farming and agriculture. Mahan and Bijit are also associated
with Bahona College and Kakajan College in Jorhat district. They are teachers
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at both colleges and offer a six month certificate course on Organic Farming.
Both colleges are affiliated to Dibrugarh University. Mahan shared with us that
the Annapurna Seed Library also supplies indigenous seeds to the Department
of Biotechnology of Gauhati University and Assam Agricultural University for
research purposes.

Currently, Mahan has partnered on a large-scale cultivation of indigenous
varieties of rice seeds and a seed library in the Kaziranga National Orchid

and Biodiversity Park. After decades of advocating to conserve indigenous
seeds, Mahan believes that the 550 varieties of indigenous rice will find many
more pothars and not be forgotten. He welcomes all local farmers who desire
to cultivate any one of these seeds. They can collect the seeds from any seed
libraries associated with Annapurna Seed Library.

Today, the library remains successful in preserving the genetic diversity of

the seeds collected over the decades. Thousands of cultivators and community
members have benefited from the works of Mahan, the founder of the
Annapurna Seed Library. Some varieties of rice saved at the library can survive
even in drought, and then there are seeds that remain alive under flood water.
These seeds, we believe, are like communities. They share the personalities
and qualities of resilience and hold hope for sustainable agriculture and food
security during unpredictable seasons due to climate change. To promote
sustainable farming we must begin by foregrounding the stories of seeds

and their knowledge keepers and visionaries. Mahan, Bijit, and their fellow
farmers and knowledge keepers across the land continue to work with students,
farmers, scientists, and practitioners to raise awareness about agroecology
restoration and sustainable agriculture.

113 varieties of paddy seeds are available in the Annapurna Seed Library.

Mahan Bora and Bijit Kumar Dutta have provided the list along with the
translation.

18, NG, I9N, (PIIANTWS!, FANICBIT, FAUTHT, AN, FATSTN, (VTS
Indian 18, FIHINGI, SIYNG!, TGRS, IFAIST, black rice IS, ATIGILF, black
BRI, PIerNfa, SUors, SRR, ATNioeRl, (SG{F black, INATS, AN, [EST,
YUXYRRATR, HFeTe, WIS, (GAIR], FIGIST, FAPN, I, red HHEE, SRR,
AN, FANBNGE], (GRrEAGE!, I, No1bT, MHG(F, WA, (NGE1S,
black GHTETB, (TN, TRRIATE, (F*F, G118, Ty, (N6, T, [T, Q@
fRCnfa, TSR, (TN, (ATPNIRET, black 18, (AR, NRIIG, 22, GINZOIT,
3y, NS, WAty I8, o1, 74k, fGRrnfa, gas=ne, srare,

@ YFII], FIFIN, YOETR, NTRIGET, SFHHIRT, LEIINS, ITNATSI, Yo, IR,
TR, IS, (ANGHIRIT, O, ([QTOIRIS, WIS, W91, Atedrarat,
Y218, IR, black ASISIL, NI, 18, AN, ITGETS,
INAAFIGRE], (ZfHS, FTIgR!, ([AGH, (RS, WS, R, (SFV@s, Gesns,
ARSI, FIPIRT, FAF NG, (NI, NS, I red, NEIAFIIME, 7Ty, (BINZ,
SN



The following is the English

translation of the names in the same

order:

1. Bao

2. Shonamoti

3. Boga

4. Kerela Sundori
5. Kola Betguti

6. Solkhosera

7. Omona Bao

8. Kola Omona

o. Shona Bao

10. Indian Bao

11. Kati Neuli

12. Bhanumoti

13. Edoliya Bao
14. Bokul Bora

15. Black Rice Bao
16. Pakhi Sakhoru
17. Black Sokowa
18. ShiyalShali

19. Bhupendra
20. Joha Bora

21. Khamti Lahi
22. Tezpur Black
23. Boga Bao

24. Pani Maguri
25. Betguti

26. Dharmeshwar Bas
27. Soklong

28. Moina Bora
29. Seni Lahi

30. Kati Bora

31 Kola Shali

32. Bora

33. Red Chocolate
34.  Aadan Shilpa
35. Podumoni Joha
36. Kunkuni Joha

37.

39.
40.

41.

42.
43.
44.
45.
46.

47.

48.
49.
50.

51

52.
53.
54.
55.
56.

57.

58.
59.
60.

61.

62.
63.
64.
65.
66.

67.

68.
69.
70.

71.

72.
73.
74.
75.
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Jeeraphool Joha
Bogi Shali
Nagaya
Makajuri
Abayanaya
Dhemaji Bao
Black chocolate
Shenduri Shali
Black Bao

Joha Bora Soru
Keshor

Sakhao
Konkosu

Misiri

Joha
Dudheswar
Boka

Biyoy Shali
Disang Lahi
Komol

Thopa Bora
Deha Nagaland
Moran Beji
Rong Khong
Jamai Bhadu
Bayis

Nao Soliya
Malbhog
Rongdoi

Til Bora
Dudhbini

Jeera Shali
Tulsi Shali
Bhaoli Joha
Shung Thoka Bora
Kakowa

Khoju Lahi
Manipuri Joha
Goru Sokowa



76.

T7.

78.

79.

80.

81.

82.
83.
84.
85.
86.

87.

88.
89.
90.

9L

92.
93.
94.

Dhusuri Bao

Bor Malbhog
Jugol

Bodol Bao
Jahinga

Buruli Bao
Dhemaji Sokowa
Tora Shali

Beto Bao
Danggom Bao
Aarg Bao
Lilawati
Kholihoi Bao
Ronga Lahi
Black Bao Ronga Dhan
Porimol

Dol Bao

Banki Shali
Borjul Bao

95.
96.
97.
98.
99.

100.

101.

102.
103.
104.
105.
106.

107.

108.
109.

110.
111
112.
113.

‘. -_-I_i:" / .
N W=
\ RﬁNGDGI__

Bogi Lahi Kaziranga
Happy Bao

Satuki

Bejel

Deo Lahi

Aad Bao

Dudhbini
Genduwa Maguri
Jul Bao

Lal Bihari

Sokowa

Kunkuni Joha
Porabenu

Shonguti

Bora Red

Gheu Bora Karsholi
Dolkosu

Soumai

Aampakhi Bora
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Chapter 3

Lessons from the

Edible Gardens

A central part of the pothar pedagogy initiative was to start edible gardens in
Meleng and Rongdoi High Schools. How did we manage this project? In this
chapter, we focus on the ground work of starting two edible gardens, and the
logistics of caring for the process. We also focus on Dixita Deka’s journey as a
researcher in the pothar pedagogy initiative. As the research coordinator, she
managed the communication strategies and logistics for the team, and she
decided to offer her story of growing up in Guwahati, and her journey with the
Food Sovereignty project.
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Logistics
Rongdoi and Meleng High Schools were selected based on their proximity
to the Annapurna Seed Library, and the enthusiasm of the two school
Headmasters in supporting the food gardens in school premises. In addition,
most of the children from the two schools came from farming families, so the
children were automatically drawn into the edible gardens and the pothar
pedagogy classes (called Seuj Sinta classes in the schools). Rongdoi already had a
functional school edible garden where students and teachers occasionally grew
vegetables. The vegetables were cooked in the school kitchens and served as
part of the mid-day meals. However, the garden was not able to provide for the
entire school. Moreover, there was no garden at Meleng, and the team members
had to start from preparing the soil to sowing the seeds.

hile urban landscaping in educational institutions in Guwahati
g ; g / mostly includes playgrounds and flower gardens as educational
infrastructure, in rural Assam, village schools encourage children
to grow herbs and seasonal vegetables on the school premises. However, it
is perceived to be a mundane activity, and there is no incentive to teach the
activities in an organized way. Hence, the pothar pedagogy classes in Meleng
village were initially perceived as classes offered by guest lecturers. It was
taught as the last class of the day, until the Headmasters were convinced about
it significance. Eventually, the pothar pedagogy class was integrated as part of
the scheduled class routine. By April 2024, the class was offered as an integral
part of the Class VIII curriculum from April to December 2024. The land
preparation and soil management by the Annapurna Seed Library began well
ahead of time.

In many parts of the country today, innovative schools and programs are
designed to offer an alternative to the rigorous education system centred

on grades. In this spirit, the advocacy of the Annapurna Seed Library in
conducting occasional classes for the students at Cinnamara Jatiya Bidyalay and
Kakojan College in Jorhat since 2012 offers us an organic roadmap. We are also
inspired by other similar initiatives like Samir Bordoloi’s Spread NE Learning
Centre and Food Forest in Sonapur, Assam. Samir trains young people as

Green Commandos with an aim to grow local varieties of food at zero cost with
natural compost. A number of schools and colleges take their students to his
Food Forest, an attempt to introduce them to their rich biodiversity.

Similarly, North East Network (NEN) members in Nagaland have designed a
Farm School in 2016 which is an annual event and a week-long program for
young students to learn about indigenous and sustainable farming practices.
The program has succeeded in bridging the gap between young people and the
farmers/elders. In recent times, the North East Slow Food and Agrobiodiversity
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Society (NESFAS) has offered a detailed strategy to start school gardens on
indigenous lands adhering to the customary practices of the Indigenous
communities. NESFAS has collaborated on a report, Bridging Indigenous
Peoples’ Food Systems and School Meals Programmes: Evidence and Gaps, with
the researchers from Biodiversity International. This document underlined the
significance of integrating Indigenous peoples’ food systems with the school
meal programmes. This would not only contribute to the nourishment of the
children but would also help towards the preservation of local food diversity,
and empower farmers from the community economically.

Across the country today, a few farm schools are emerging as an alternative to
the classical school curriculum. Young children are taught to prepare the land,
grow their vegetables, and prepare compost following traditional methods.

In short, they are taught to be closer to their roots and learn from agrarian
communities. An integrative dialogue like this is believed to build a sustainable
ecosystem where the future generations thrive to make real-time changes.

The Marudam Farm School in Tamil Nadu and the VidyaKshetra in Karnataka
serve as examples of initiatives building alternative schools closer to nature,

to land, and to the cultural ethos of the respective communities. Nurturing
edible gardens in schools with theory and practical classes for school students
has the potential to preserve indigenous knowledge and develop self-sustaining
food systems, and also teach children to remain connected to their roots, to the
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knowledge of their ancestors. Such learnings come with deep reflection, like the
one Dixita had to undergo. We offer her story in the following section.

Dixita Deka’s Reflections

Most of the children in Assamese households grew up listening to this popular
lullaby where the last two words of the first two lines demand emphasis and
need to be sung within a stretch. It goes like this:

Amare Moina Xubo ae,

Barite Bogori Rubo ae,

Barire Bogori poki xori gole,

Moinai butoli khabo...

(The English translation)

Our little one will sleep ae,

Shall plant jujube in the garden ae
When the jujubes shall ripen and fall off,
Our little one shall collect and eat!

This lullaby is a soft offering to the young children hopeful of a green and a
healthy future. They are entrusted with the responsibility to sleep on time,
grow up and nurture their food (bogori or jujube in this case) and gardens
(bari), and enjoy the fruits from their own garden.

Growing up in the city, the coordinator of the /[ ——
pothar pedagogy initiative, Dixita Deka,
neither had a bari at home nor did
she plant or gather jujubes ever in
her life. As an Assamese child,
she grew up listening to this
lullaby from her mother.

She remembers the elders

in the family offering the
children jujubes to eat only
after Saraswati Puja. They
believed that only after
offering it to the goddess

of knowledge, the fruit was
tastiest. Dixita reflects how
fruits were remembered with
festivities in her family.

The jujubes in Dixita’s life came from
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the market. But in rural Assam, a jujube tree
is still seen outside many houses. Through
the Food Sovereignty project where Dixita
Barite Bogori Rubo ae, worked as a Postdoctoral Fellow (2021-
Barire Bogori poki xori gole, | 2023), she got the opportunity to retrace the
.. . journey of food of her own family, her life.
Moinai butoli khabo... And then she began to follow how the bari
(gardens) and pothar (fields) arrived on her

Amare Moina Xubo ae,

plate through the market. She reflected on her school curriculum in Guwahati
where they were hardly taught agriculture, let alone visiting pothars. For the
children growing up in urban Assam like Guwahati, summer and Bihu breaks
meant visiting their village ancestral homes and playing along the pothar

with cousins. It was considered a luxury to eat ‘barir pasoli’ (kitchen garden
vegetables), gifts that relatives from the village brought for Dixita and her
family in Guwahati. These gifts from the village consisted of homegrown fruits,
vegetables, herbs, delicacies, and also rice if they had pothars.

During the Food Sovereignty Project, Dixita met the Founder of the Annapurna
Seed Library, Mahan Chandra Borah. This meeting profoundly changed

her life. Dixita was astonished to see, touch, and smell the multiple grains
being displayed in the library. She brought back home some grains from the
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Annapurna Seed Library as souvenirs, and under the guidance of Mahan, she
started learning the benefits of those varieties both for human health as well

as their significance during a time of climate change. Dixita’s encounter with
the flood resistant or drought resistant varieties of paddy made her to reflect
on the school curriculums which narrate about the devastating annual floods of
Assam as a ‘disaster’. She wondered why there was no conversation about the
availability of the multiple paddy varieties in Assam capable of growing under
precarious climatic conditions. She began sharing the need for seed libraries in
schools and universities every time she got the chance to interact with students
in Northeast India and beyond. Like her, they were also dissociated with the
significance of the pothar while they were growing up. She feels the need to
emphasize how to love the land. Seeds, food, land, and agriculture became
foundational themes for Dixita to interpret the world around her.

Since 2022, the Food Sovereignty project team has worked with Mahan
Chandra Borah, and supported his vision of bringing children closer to
agriculture and making them self-sufficient by growing their own food. The
pothar pedagogy curriculum, Dixita feels, was the fruit of that collaboration.
Dixita organised the first workshop that brought the team who collaborated
on this book together. It was a two day meeting, which included a lecture and
a fieldwork exercise event titled, Seeds for the Future. Held at the Tata Institute
of Social Sciences (TISS), Guwahati in September 2022, this event was a grand
success. The fieldwork exercise became a chapter in the book titled, Seeds and
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Food Sovereignty: Eastern Himalayan Experience (2023). Mahan invited the team
to follow up with the school authorities in Meleng to work with students on
biodiversity. And this led to the pothar pedagogy classes for the children in
Jorhat in 2024.

After the book and the pothar pedagogy initiative, Dixita continued with her
engagement on food sovereignty. In the summer of 2025, Dixita taught an
elective course, Foodways, at the National Law School of India University in
Bengaluru centering the conversation on seed sovereignty, food sovereignty,
and food justice. She realized how schools, colleges, and university curriculums
across the country seldom invest on teaching young students about agriculture.
The lives of seeds and farmers who work on the land and save the seeds for
producing food for the nation continue to be erased in institutions of higher
education. As a result, they are not able to relate to the everyday struggles of
the farmers and their movements for dignity and justice as food growers.

Teaching Pothar Pedagogy

Mahan Chandra Borah, Bijit Kumar Dutta, and Ankita Bhuyan conducted the
pothar pedagogy classes for the students. We drafted a curriculum for the
initiative but improvised on it with the students, and also the unpredictable
rain and seasonal changes throughout the summer. For the Annapurna Seed
Library team, they felt that a class on food and farming pedagogy needed more
time. One period once a week was clearly not sufficient. While the Government
of Assam offered some funds to select schools for extracurricular activities like
edible school gardens, it was insufficient to maintain a food garden all year
round. It needed more attention and resources. It was mostly collaborations
with non-profit organizations or local donors.

Since it was Mahan and Bijit who headed the classroom and practical sessions,
they kept the agrarian seasons, weather conditions, and children’s mood in
mind. Many parents supported the initiative, but some of them were doubtful
about the potential of the curriculum. One of the instructors from the
Annapurna Seed Library shared about this situation. He said:

They knew they would be benefitted and that we were focused
on our work, but they were doubtful about our pedagogy. They
wondered if the students were able to understand our lessons
and catch the instructions. For them, they were trained in B.Ed
and other university degrees and suspected how far farmers were
capable of imparting knowledge as teachers inside the classroom.
We also gave demonstration classes to the teachers. Now they
agree that the students have learnt something new from the
curriculum.
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Mahan, Bijit, and Ankita followed a philosophy of what they termed as ‘joyful
learning’ with the students. For them, imparting skills like growing one’s own
food, saving seeds, and knowing traditional knowledge about the agricultural
fields, are life skills. Therefore, they underlined the importance of teaching
values like patience, perseverance, compassion, and team work. Most of the
seeds sowed in the school gardens by the students were procured from the
Annapurna Seed Library. Bijit highlighted the pedagogy as follows:

We explained to them about the reproduction of the plant.
Some plants occur through seeds, and others through branches,
stems, and roots. We also taught about cutting and how we can
prepare hormones at home. For instance, using aloe vera gel
available at home can be used as a hormone. We showed them
the use of organic elements. We were teaching them ways that
could reduce their dependency on the market for seeds and
fertilizers. That is our aim.
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Mid-Year Review

he research team closely followed up with the pothar pedagogy
initiative, but we provide the transcript of an interview between

Bijit Kumar Dutta from the Annapurna Seed Library and Dixita Deka
(Coordinator of the Project) in July 2024 during the mid-year follow up. This
conversation illustrates the collaborative spirit of the process.

D: How has the year been so far?

B: It was very good. It was joyful learning with stories and play. First by
showing them seeds and using other visuals we shared with them about seed
germination. Then we taught them about the ecosystem in the soil, about the
microbes present in it.

D: How has your experience been as a teacher?

B: We are doing good so far. It feels good that all the students we have taught
earlier occupy important and prestigious positions now. But they continue to
remember the indigenous seeds we introduced to them, the farming practices
they continued to do with their parents back home, and remember the lessons
we imparted. The Seuj Sinta initiative gave us the opportunity to enter the
classrooms with a green thought in a more organized way. It is not just about
theory or practice, but about the human resources and the legacies we are
leaving behind.

D: You sent the visuals of a dream garden created by the students. Can you
share more about the ‘Dream Garden’ they had built?

B: As we were talking about seed, plant reproduction, organic manures, if

we do all these activities in one location, it becomes a laboratory. We try to
make Amrit pani, Pancha Gabya based on the ingredients available in the

rural household. They know there is a cow shed, a bari (garden), and there is
scientific reasoning behind growing plants in the East and the South directions.
The sunlight should fall on our garden (bari) fully and directly. We should not
plan our garden next to tall or big trees. When we talked about these things to
the students, we also shared about the component of water. What should we do
during drought? There should be a pond in the garden too. There will be fish

in the pond. There would be livestock, ducks, and poultry. Then there would

be the question of vegetable seasons, kharif and rabi. We also need flowers in
the garden, as we will need pollinators. Then there will be pests. Some may

not have cows and hence no manure. What would they do? Even in urban
gardening, we won't get cow dung. We prepare Amrit Pani by putting cow dung
into water. When we add some jaggery into it, microbes would increase, and
then we can use little Amrit Pani for expanded plots of land. Likewise Pancha
Gabya is prepared by mixing five ingredients like cow dung, cow urine, little
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milk, little curd, and ghee. These are organic ways of farming. We also focus on
waste management simultaneously. We taught them to create Bijanamrit (made
of wastes like bananas and how we can turn waste into wealth). These practices
together make up the dream garden. We guided the school coordinators, and
they immensely helped in engaging the students in creating innovative projects
and dialogues centred around the food garden.

Reflections of the School Coordinators

In both schools, two teachers were given the responsibility of coordinating
between the students from respective schools and Annapurna Seed Library.
Saurabh Bora from Meleng High School and Ritumoni Dutta from Rongdoi High
School took on the responsibility. While the schools were maintaining a garden
with the interested staff and students, the Seuj Sinta initiative, according to
Ritumoni Dutta from Rongdoi High School, organised the theory and practical
classes for the students in a meaningful manner.

Saurabh Bora, the coordinator from Meleng High School described the
importance of organic farming and the urgency to educate the students
through the school gardens.
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Bora elucidated:

In recent times, with the growing population, the demand for food grains
has been steadily increasing, making it essential to enhance agricultural
production. However, this increase in production must be achieved through
sustainable and stable means so that it does not adversely affect health or
the environment. Therefore, the concept of organic farming has emerged

as an alternative natural agricultural method, and its necessity is being
strongly felt—not just for the present but also for the future.

Gradually schools and colleges in Assam are taking students to agricultural
farms for field studies. This is a positive sign for the upcoming generation.
Through this initiative, students and farmers engage with one another
about agricultural activities, where farmers are regarded as teachers.
Nowadays, many students are also choosing agriculture as a career and
achieving success.

The agricultural education provided to students at the school and college
level can guide them towards a promising future. At present, most young
people are educated, and it may not be possible for everyone to get a
government job. Therefore, some of them must inevitably turn to the
agriculture sector. Otherwise, who will take responsibility for agriculture?
Where will food come from? After all, people cannot survive by eating
plastic. That is why agricultural education at the school and college
level is of immense importance. Due to the lack of interest in
agriculture among many educated and uneducated people
Assamese people have to depend on other states for
food supplies. However, a few individuals
have given up government jobs
and focused on agriculture,
becoming self-reliant.
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As a result, there is an awakening in Assam’s agricultural sector.

Without learning about agriculture in school or college, taking up farming
is not easy. However, agriculture will become more appealing only if we can
bring changes to our traditional and age-old farming methods. For this, it

is essential to provide modern and scientific agricultural education and to
guide students accordingly. Support from institutions as well as government
backing is also necessary for this purpose.

In order to enhance economic self-reliance and environmental awareness,
schools are encouraged to support green gardens. Through the supply of
various types of seeds and seedlings from the Annapurna Seed Library,
efforts have been made to beautify the school garden with the cooperation
of teachers and students. After planting the seeds and seedlings, we
regularly water and care for the plants. Near the edible garden, students
and teachers have set up a vermicompost project. We are hopeful that in the
coming days, we will have access to even better facilities. The edible garden
is now an identity of the school. This eye-catching garden is expected to
serve as a beautiful example for the students as well as for everyone in the
days to come. Establishing the edible garden under the Seuj Sinta initiative
in the school, students can benefit in the following ways:

1.  Students' creativity and innovative skills are enhanced.

2.  They develop a closer connection with the environment and
nature.

3. The school garden can serve as a practical laboratory.

4.  Growing food positively influences students' mental and physical
activity, and increases their patience and concentration.

5. It helps build self-confidence, self-discipline, and self-reliance.

6. Through hands-on learning, students gain an understanding of soil
quality, plant life cycles, and the benefits of organic gardening.

7.  Fresh produce grown in the school garden can be included in the
school’s daily meal menu.

8.  Allowing the participation of parents and nearby community
members in the edible school gardens strengthens mutual
cooperation and values to care for land.

9. Itcan instill a sense of responsibility in students towards nurturing
biodiversity and sustainable practices.
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10. It can serve as a guiding path to acknowledge the value of hands-
on practical exercises, and to respect farming communities who
grow our food.

Ritumoni Dutta, the coordinator for the Rongdoi school also shared his
reflection. He said:

The advancement of science and technology has simultaneously put
excessive pressure on the environment. Maintaining a green environment
is a challenge. Therefore, environmental education is very important. If
students are instilled with this concept during their student years, it will
help in building a responsible society and generation in the future. If
vegetable gardening can be made an integral part of school education, it can
become a powerful means to enhance students' environmental knowledge,
awareness, and sense of responsibility. Annapurna Seed Library has been
carrying out these activities to foster a sense of responsibility. The efforts
they have undertaken to popularize edible gardens among school students
are truly exceptional and unique.

I can testify how through an edible garden in our school, students become
connected with nature. It also enhances their creative thinking and




concentration. At a time when issues like deforestation, global warming,
and climate change are affecting the entire world, environmental education
through edible gardens provides students with a sense of practical
knowledge. This kind of education is making students more life-oriented.
Therefore, such an educational approach should be made an integral part of
the curriculum.

The edible garden projects were exciting, but there were challenges. Rongdoi
High School had a well-maintained food garden. While monkeys frequented
the Meleng High School gardens and destroyed the gardens a number of
times. Eventually, it was Rongdoi High School students who enjoyed a good
harvest. Thus, the garden became a space to care for plants, and to witness
how pests could ruin crops where farmers incurred loss. The heat waves and
the monsoons also affected the Seuj Sinta classes, especially the outdoor
farming activities. But it was the students' enthusiasm to participate in a
communal space to grow and tend the plants that emerged as the highlight of
this initiative. Overall, we considered the edible gardens as a success story. In a
recent report that focused on Indigenous communities and school meals® it was
found that maintaining a school garden not only increased the nourishment

of the children, but also empowered the local village economy. The aim of the
edible gardens was to contribute towards building sustainable practices.

9T Borelli; Bd.C Cabral; S Mendonce; D Hunter; A Pero; F Rosado-May, ‘Bridging indigenous peoples’ food systems and school
meals programmes: evidence and gaps’, 2025 https://hdlhandle.net/10568/175058
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Chapter 4

Pothar Pedagogy

Curriculum

he pothar pedagogy concept emerged from initial conversations
I founded on Seuj Sinta as highlighted in the introduction. The agrarian

curriculum model offered by Mahan Chandra Borah and Bijit Kumar
Dutta in 2024 came to be known as pothar pedagogy. It emerged from the
various discussions and experiments that they carried out in the field. Mahan
and Bijit developed the curriculum in Assamese and was translated by Ms.
Karabi Dutta, an Assamese translator and writer based in Guwahati. Dixita,
Dolly, and Sanjay provided feedback in January and March 2025. The revised
curriculum is offered in this chapter. Mahan, Bijit, and Ankita taught the course
every week at Meleng High School and Rongdoi High School in Jorhat from
April till November 2024. The Food Sovereignty project paid a small stipend for
their time and labour. The students contributed to the model because they also
had a say in what and when they wished to learn about certain topics. A central
part of the pothar pedagogy curriculum was the student-led edible gardens in
both schools that was sponsored by the Food Sovereignty project. The gardens
provided the experimental fieldwork space for the students.




The curriculum is dependent on the season, and does not follow a rigid
abstract notion of agricultural cycle. It is a living model grounded on farming
community experiences and their knowledge of the land. Therefore, we
encourage students and teachers to coordinate with farmers and agrarian
communities to implement this curriculum. Without the active engagement of
committed farmers who love the land as knowledge keepers, this curriculum
will not germinate. We also encourage teachers and students to pay attention
to ground realities like seasonal changes and challenges such as drought,
excessive rainfall, or pests that damage crops. For instance, the rainfall pattern
in 2024 was quite uneven. When it did rain, it was a deluge and almost washed
all the seeds away, so the students had to germinate the seeds once again. It
was also a way to prepare students for disappointments and prepare for any
contingencies, since the weather has become unpredictable.

Pothar pedagogy curriculum centers care for students and the land. Therefore,
it invites students and teachers to pay attention to the harvest along with
destruction and loss of crops as well. In addition, paying attention to
biodiversity, seed library, and centering community knowledge of plants and
seeds are integral to the process. The pothar pedagogy curriculum was offered
in the classrooms of Meleng High School and Rongdoi High School in Jorhat,
and it was well received. Therefore, we welcome other schools in the region and
beyond to experiment and adopt or improvise the pothar pedagogy model. We
believe that adopting the pothar pedagogy model in the schools (and colleges)
has the potential to strengthen agricultural knowledge among students and
establish their relationship with the farmers and the field that produces their
food. These lessons evolved in classrooms and were subject of discussion

throughout the year.
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Pothar Pedagogy Curriculum

Lesson 1: Know your food
1.1: Introduction

Food is the primary necessity for all living beings.
Through food, our body obtains all the nutrients
required for growth and development.

1.2: Food for Good Health

Food plays a major role in maintaining good health.
Contaminated food can make us ill.

1.3: Nutrition

A nutritious diet must contain all the essential
components required by the body, such as
carbohydrates, proteins, fats, fiber, and various
vitamins.

1.4: Mid Day Meal (MDM)

Mid Day Meal contains all the nutrients required
by a child. Healthy and nutritious Mid Day Meal
contributes to the rapid development of children.

Lesson 2: Seed
2.1: Introduction

A seed is the part of a plant that holds the
potential to give rise to a new plant.

2.2: Seed To Seed Cycle

Starting from the planting of a seed, it goes through
several stages and eventually produces one or many
seeds again.

2.3: Germination

A mature seed needs soil, water, air and sunshine for
germination.

2.4: Growth
After germination, a seed requires many elements for its growth.
2.5: Flowering

After the healthy growth of the crop, the time for flowering arrives.
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2.6: Pollination

The transfer of pollen grains from the
stamen of one flower to the stigma of
the same or another flower of the same
kind is known as pollination.

2.7: Seed Formation

From the anther of the stamen, pollen
grains reach the stigma of the pistil
and then travel through the style to
the ovule located in the ovary. When
a pollen grain fuses with the egg cell
inside the ovule, fertilization occurs.
In this process, the male and female
gametes unite to form a zygote. The
zygote then grows and develops into
an embryo. This embryo, enclosed by a
covering, forms the seed.

2.8: Types of Seed

Seeds are found in many types—such
as local or indigenous seeds, hybrid
seeds, genetically modified seeds, high-
yielding seeds etc.
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2.9: Seed Acquisition and
Conservation

The method of harvesting mature
seeds varies depending on the crop.
Similarly, proper moisture control is
essential during seed storage.

2.10: Movement of Seed

Seed dispersal occurs through various
agents such as wind, water, animals,
and humans.

Lesson 3: Annapurna Seed Library
3.1: What is a seed library?

A collection or repository of knowledge
and information related to seeds is
called a seed library.

3.2: Seed Bank and Seed Library

There are many differences between a
seed bank and a seed library.

3.3: About Annapurna Seed Library

An introduction to the Annapurna
Seed Library.



3.4: Objectives
Aims and benefits of a seed library.

3.5: Reason behind establishing a
seed library

3.6: Characterization

The seeds of crops are subjected to
regular monitoring, evaluation, and
documentation.

3.7: Seed Selection

Which types of seeds are suitable for
preservation in such libraries.

3.8: Seed Storage

The method of seed preservation
varies according to the type of seed.

It largely depends on local knowledge
and practices.

Lesson 4: Soil
4.1: Soil Formation

To impart knowledge about
formation and structure of soil.
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4.2: Layers and composition
Each layer of soil contains a different

composition. All types of soil are not
suitable for cultivation.

4.3: Minerals available in Soil

Soil suitable for agriculture must
contain essential minerals such as
nitrogen, potassium, phosphorus,
boron, etc.

4.4: Soil Selection

Not all soil is suitable for agriculture.
Selecting the appropriate soil
according to the crop is very
important in farming.

Lesson 5: pH

5.1: Introduction

What is pH? What is the role of pH in
farming?
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5.2: Calculation

How to calculate pH?

5.3: Crops & pH

Role of pH in producing crops.
Lesson 6: Garden Design

6.1: Technicals

While constructing a vegetable
garden, attention must be paid to
several practical aspects.

6.2: Landscape

Create a landscape according to the
location of the garden.

6.3: Planning

Each aspect should be monitored with
proper planning.

6.4: Crops Selection

Selection of crops as per requirement.
6.5: Bed Preparation

Properly till the soil using tools like
ploughs or hoes to prepare the base or
beds according to the crop.

6.6: Composite and Integrated
Farming

By selecting mixed crops and proper
cropping, higher production can be
achieved.

6.7: Crop Rotation

Crop rotation not only increase
production , but the soil quality also
remains intact.

6.8: Companion Planting

By planting companion crops, pests
and insects can be controlled.

6.9: Improved Soil Health

Some crops can increase nitrogen in
the soil.

6.10: Waste Management

Waste can be turned into useful
resources by disposing properly and
using correctly.
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Lesson 7: Natural Farming
7.1: Introduction

Concept of natural farming or
indigenous farming.

7.2: Difference between Chemical
Farming and Natural Farming

Due to chemical farming practices, soil
microbes are destroyed and the soil's
water-holding capacity is decreased.
Natural farming enhances the soil's
fertility and promotes agricultural
biodiversity.

7.3: Green Manure ==

Some plants or crops absorb nitrogen
-
as a nutrient. The leaves, stems, etc., /~

of such plants can be used as organic
fertilizer by mixing with the soil.

7.4: Compost Fertilizer

Rotten waste, cow dung, cow urine,
green leaves, and dry leaves are
decomposed using a special method to
prepare compost fertilizer.

7.5: Vermicompost

Along with cow dung, raw and

dry biomass is used as food for
earthworms. The excreta of these
earthworms is called vermicompost.
This compost increases microbial
activity in the soil and enhances soil
fertility.

7.6: Compost Tea

This type of decomposed fertilizer is
prepared by mixing it in water. This
liquid compost not only provides
nutrition to the crops but also
increases the soil's fertility.

7.7: Pancha-Gabya

The five products obtained from cows
can be transformed into fertilizer
through a special method. This natural
fertilizer also promotes the growth of
beneficial microorganisms in the soil.

7.8: Amrit Pani

The liquid fertilizer prepared by
mixing cow dung and urine with
jaggery, gram flour, etc., is called 'Amrit
Pani'. This fertilizer helps enhance the
natural qualities of the soil.

7.9: IMO (Indigenous Micro
Organism)

Beneficial microbes for soil and crops
are produced locally through specific

methods. This encourages sustainable
agriculture.



Lesson 8: Plant Propagation
8.1: Introduction

The reproduction of plants/crops is

a natural process. To increase the
number of crops, reproduction is done
using various methods.

8.2: Sexual Propagation

- Seed Propagation: Most of the crops
are propagated by seeds.

-Some crops are propagated by
Bulb or tuber.
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8.3: Asexual Propagation

-Cutting (Steam Stem & Leaf).

Some plants can be propagated by
stems and leaves.

- Air Layering.

The method of selecting a branch of
the mother plant without cutting it,
and encouraging it to grow into a new
plant while still attached to the parent
plant, is called air layering.

- Division.

Some plants produce shoots along with
the mother plant. These shoots can be
separated and used for propagation.

- Grafting.

In this method, a branch of the mother
plant is joined with a good variety of
another plant of the same species to
produce a new plant.

- Budding.

The process of collecting a bud or shoot
from a plant and attaching it to the
mother plant to produce a new plant is
called Budding.

- Tissue Culture.

It is a technique in which plants are
propagated by artificially stimulating
root or shoot growth.

Lesson 9: Crop Calendar
9.1: Introduction

The crop calendar is a very useful
tool for agricultural activities. It
provides information about seedling
preparation and transplanting time.

9.2: Crops Selection

Selection of crops to be cultivated in
the garden throughout the year.



9.3: Seasonal crops

Which crops to be cultivated in
particular season.

9.4: Rabi and Kharif Crops

What is Rabi and Kharif Crops and the
time of cultivation.

9.5: Organise according to seed
sowing and harvesting

Prepare a complete crop calendar
listing the appropriate time for seed
sowing and harvesting.

Lesson 10: Pest control

10.1: Introduction

In natural farming methods,
repellents are used instead of killing
the pests.

10.2: Integrated Pest Management
(IPM)

In integrated Pest Management (IPM),

emphasis is placed on the long-term
prevention of pest or insect damage
by controlling the ecosystem.

- By using seeds from healthy and
disease free crops.

- Seed treatment.

- Adopt pest resistant varieties.

- Regular observation.

- Clear weeds.

- Companion Planting.

- Maintain pH of soil.

- Plant fruit trees to attract birds.

- Supports beneficial insects and other
organisms that contribute to a healthy
ecosystem.

- Preventive indigenous practices.

- Mechanical and physical control
methods, such as setting fire, setting
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up insect traps, and other techniques.
- Not too early not too late.

Lesson 11: Harvesting and
Preservation

11.1: Mature Crops

Selection of mature crops. Mature
crops are collected.

11.2: Preservation

Some crops are used as food and some
others are preserved for long. Some
crops are preserved to be used as seed.




Lesson 12: Biodiversity Register
12.1: What is Biodiversity Register?
12.2: Purpose

Why is the Biodiversity Register
important?

12.3: Key Features
-Comprehensive Documentation.
- Local Knowledge.

- Conservation Focus.

- Baseline Data.

- Team Work.

- Education and Awareness.

- Maintain and Update.

Lesson 13: TLM: Teaching and
Learning Materials

13.1: Introduction

Importance of learning and learning
materials.

13.2: Audio Visual Learning

Audio Visual material creates an
environment for the children to learn.
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13.3: Equipment

Some equipment is used so that the
children can understand the subject
easily. Children are encouraged to
build such equipment in groups.

5 ingredients of homemade
Pancha Gabya:

Cow dung: 1 kg.

Cow urine: 1 litre.

Cow Milk: 500 ml.

Clarified Butter (Ghee): 100 gm.
Curd (Doi): 250 gm.

Amrit Pani Preparation:

1. Take a container.

2. Put 10 litres of water, 1 kg of cow
dung, 1 litre of cow urine, 100
grams of jaggery, and mix well.
Put the container in a dry and a
dark place.

Stir the mixture for 15 times
everyday.

The Amrit Pani is ready in 4 days
for usage.

Mix 2 cups of Amrit Pani with 6
cups of water.

Sprinkle it over the food crops.
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Chapter 5

Mel.eng . .
Biodiversity

Register

in Meleng High School to undertake a survey across the

Meleng area. Students were encouraged to meet farmers
in their localities, visit the agricultural fields and the bari
(garden), and have conversation about the crops they were
growing. The survey reports presented in this chapter were
written by the students. The aim of the survey was to curate
a biodiversity register. They offer details of the farmers and
the rich biodiversity of the area. This chapter highlights the
students’ survey and conversations between the Class VIII
students and the farmers around Meleng village. It showcases
knowledge of farmers regarding the biodiversity in Meleng.
Many farmers interviewed by the students, included their
family members and neighbours, who were farmers.

In October 2024, Annapurna Seed Library guided students
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The students interviewed both male and female farmers. However, there were
more male farmers who participated in the survey. The students interviewed
around 221 farmers from Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities. They
came from the following villages: Xoru Moinaporiya, Meleng Doloi, Borkhelia,
Meleng Gayon Village, Jorabari Andhora Village, Poojari Village, No. 2 Fechowal
Village, Gosain Gaon, Balicha Pari, Burha Gaon, Bamun Gaon, Mudoi Gaon,
Bor Moinaporiya, Lahkar Gaon, Garhguri, Xudamua, Meleng Pakhimora
Village, Lahdoigarh, Hatibarua Chariali, Bosapathar Barguri, Meleng Borguri,
DakhinBohat Gaon, Brahman Gaon, Gohain Gaon, Meleng Chetia Gaon,
Holongpar Gohain Gaon, Kakojan Komarkhatowal, Boloma Gaon, Meleng
Kumar village, Kothalbari Kumar village, Natun Meleng village, Chokihaat,
Jyotipur, Kakojan Bongaon, and Dhekiakhowa.

The survey recorded names of over 60 edible local crops farmers grow in
Meleng. Most of them used organic manure to grow their crops, and many of
them used their own seeds. While the survey did not delve deeply into the
supply chain, we believe this biodiversity register contributes towards creating
a list of different vegetables, fruits, indigenous varieties of paddy, beans, herbs,
and other edible greens grown around Meleng village. We hope this chart
allows us to reflect on building strong self-sufficient communities practicing
food sovereignty.
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Children ask, Farmers answer

Q. Why do the pumpkins (Ronga Lao) get a yellow color?

A: The pumpkins attain a yellow color due to elements like lutein and
beta-carotene etc.

Q. How long does a pumpkin plant live?
A: About 6 months.
Q. What are the benefits of pumpkin?

A: Consuming pumpkin increases cerebral capacity and reduces chances
of cancer. Pumpkin seeds are good for diabetic patients.

Q. How long does a papaya (Omita) plant live?
A: Tt lives up to about 4 years.

Q. Which vitamin does papaya contain?
A:Vitamin K.

Q. What are the benefits of consuming papaya?

A: Papaya provides calcium to our body, strengthening our bones. It
also helps in containing diabetes and cures diseases like diarrhea. It also
controls cholesterol level. Papaya is also good for eyesight. Consuming
papaya helps in preventing cancer in colon and prostate gland.
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Q. What is the benefit of eating radish (Mula)?

A: Eating radish purifies the blood vessels in our body. Radish contains folic
acid. Eating raw radish cures gastric issues.

Q. What manure is applied for the radish cultivation?
A: Worm manure.

Q. What are the varieties of radish grown in Meleng?
A: White and Red radish

Q. How tall do the spinach (Paleng) plants grow?

A: They grow up to around 30 cm.

Q. How long does a spinach plant live?

A: About 7 months.

Q. What are the benefits of spinach?

A: Spinach has a good amount of beta-carotene which increases eyesight and
also helps in muscle building. It also contains good amounts of anti-oxidants
which maintains the health of human body cells.
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Q. How tall can gooseberry (Amlokhi) plants grow across India?
A: They can grow up to 1500 meters.
Q: Benefits of eating gooseberries?

A: Helps curing indigestion and acidity. It also increases cerebral capacity and
memory power.

Q. What is the most suitable climate for growing kajinemu (Lemon)?
A: Moist subtropical climate.

Q. How many species of lemons are there in Meleng?
A: Around five.

Q: What are the benefits of Bhoot Jolokia
(King Chili)?

A: King chili can prevent many diseases
because it contains different kinds of acids.
It helps in preventing cancer. It also helps in
controlling diseases of bones like arthritis.

Q. What are the necessary nutrients that
jackfruit (Kothal) contains?

A: Jackfruit has a good amount of iron and
it supplies antibiotic elements in our body.
Jackfruit also contains protein.

Q. What are the benefits of consuming
jackfruit seeds?

A: Jackfruit seeds contain iron which increases hemoglobin level in our
body. They also improve our eyesight. Jackfruit contains a good amount of
vitamin C and anti-oxidants. Consuming ripe jackfruit can increase the
activity of the thyroid gland and regulate thyroid hormone.
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Q. What are the benefits of tomato (Bilahi)?

A: Tomato contains vitamin A, Bl, B2, B3, B5, B6, B9, B12, C, D and K.
Q. Why is eating tomatoes good for our health?

A: Tomato contains vitamin A which improves our eyesight.

Q. What are the benefits of cucumber (Tiyoh)?

A: Cucumber contains a good amount of carbohydrates along with vitamin
A, Bl, B6, C and D as well as potassium, phosphorus, magnesium, iron etc. It
contains 95% water.

Q. Why is eating cucumber good for our health?

A: Cucumber controls diabetes and cholesterol levels as well as helps in curing
and preventing various diseases including cancer.

Q. What are the benefits of bitter gourd (Tita Kerela)?
A: It contains vitamin B and K.
Q. Why is eating bitter gourd good for our health?

A: It helps in controlling various diseases like cancer and containing cholesterol
levels as well as skin diseases.

Q. What are the benefits of lemon?
A: It contains vitamin C, prevents many diseases.

Q. Why is eating lemons good for our health?

A: Lemons help in controlling and curing fatty liver, cholesterol levels, kidney
stone, cancer etc. Lemons are also called anti-cancer fruit. It also contributes to
weight loss.
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Q. What are the benefits of mustard greens
(Laai Xaak)?
A: It contains vitamin A, Bl, B2, B6, C and K.

Q. Why is eating mustard greens good for
our health?

A: Every 100/150 grams mustard green has
27 calories, 4.67 grams carbohydrates and
150 ml calcium.

Q. How long does an okra (Bhendi) plant live?
A: It lives up to about one year.
Q. What are the benefits of okra?

A: Okra is an antioxidant-rich vegetable. It also helps in
controlling problems like constipation.

Q. How long does a kohlrabi (Ulkobi) plant live?
A: About 6 months.

Q. What are the benefits of kohlrabi?

A: 1t purifies blood vessels and improves
vision.

Q. How long does a ridged luffa/ridge
gourd (Jika) plant live?

A: About 7 months.

Q. What are the benefits of luffa?

A: Helps in weight loss and maintains liver
health.
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Q. What are the benefits of chili pepper (Jolokia)?

A: Chili pepper helps prevent cancer and coronavirus
infection.

Q. What are different varieties of chili cultivated here? &
A: Jati jolokia, Krishna jolokia (black chili), kon jolokia,/ e
king jolokia, mem jolokia. 4
Q. What elements do the chili pepper contain?
A:Vitamin C, Anti-bacterial.

Q. How long does a chili pepper plant live?

A: One year and nine months.

Q. What are the benefits of lychee (Lesu)?

A: Eating lychee strengthens bones in our body.

Q. What kind of manure is used in carrot (Gajor)
cultivation?

A: Cow dung.

Q. What are the benefits of eating carrots?

A: Carrot helps in controlling diabetes levels among patients. The anti-oxidants
contained in carrot helps in maintaining the regular functioning of heart.

Q. How long does a pointed gourd (Potol) plant live?
A: Three to five years.

Q. What are the benefits of a pointed
gourd?

A: 1t helps in digestion, blood sugar
regulation, and is highly nutritious.

Q. What manure is used for cabbage
(Bandha Kobi) cultivation?

A: Cow dung is used.

Q. How long does a spiny gourd (Bhat
Kerela) plant live?

A: About 3 years.
Q. What are the benefits of spiny gourd?
A: 1t helps in digestion and in preventing cancer disease.
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Q. How long does a turmeric (Halodhi) plant live?
A:10 months
Q. What are the benefits of turmeric?

A: Helps to prevent cancer and is beneficial
for patients with heart ailments.
Turmeric is also used for its flavor
and color, and as a crucial
ingredient for homemade health
beverages. It is also useful for skin
ailments, allergies, and muscle/
bone pain.

Q: What manure is used for cauliflower
(Phool Kobi) cultivation?

A: Bio manure: cow dung, bio-degradable waste, worm manure

Q: What are the types of greens (Xaak)
grown in Meleng?

A: Many like spinach (Paleng), mustard
greens (Laaixaak), Chinese mellow (Lofa

. xaak), coriander (Dhaniya), mint (Pudina),
Crown Daisy (Baborixaak), Amaranth
leaves (Morisa xaak).

Q. What are the types of paddy grains
grown in Meleng?

A: Many including Bora dhan,
Xalidhan, Mosurdhan, Bao dhan,
Joha, Ranjit, Ahu, Kutkuti

Q. Which crop is cultivated by most
farmers in Meleng?

A: Taro (kosu) and potatoes

Q. What are the different varieties of taro cultivated here?

A: Kharika taro, Paasmukhia taro.

Q. What are different varieties of potato (Aloo) farmers in Meleng grow?
A: Local Assamese potato, Bombay potato

Q. What are various diseases that affect potato plants?

A: Blight, black pit on potato skin.



Q. Can you name some pests that affect
potatoes?

A: Mowapuk (a type of sting bug), green leaf-
hopper, Aphids, fleas and white grubs.

Q. What are the benefits of bananas (Kol)?

A: Bananas contain the mineral potassium
which controls blood pressure in the human
body. It also contains very low calories and

it is good for weight loss. The paste from ripe
bananas can improve skin if applied on it before
taking a bath. Bananas can prevent the storage of
fats in our body. The flower of the banana tree as
well as its branches are utilized to make curries.

Q. What are the types of bananas grown in Meleng?
A: Local variants of bananas like: Bhim kol, Seni kol,
Jahajikol.

Q. What are the benefits of eggplant (Bengena)?
A: It purifies blood vessels and it is also good for the functioning of our heart.
Q. What are the benefits of pineapple (Anaros)?

A: Pineapple helps in strengthening bones in the human body. Ripe pineapple
can cure urinal, pancreatic issues along with fighting worms in our body.

Q. How long does a mango (Aam) tree live?
A: About 15-20 years. =
Q. Benefits of mango and mango trees? '

A: The wood collected from mango trees
are used to produce furniture. People
make pickle, ice cream from mangoes.

Q. Benefits of elephant apples (Ou tenga)?

A: Elephant apples are cooked and added
in curries but also used for making
pickles. It contains vitamin C, calcium and
iron. The elephant apple seeds are used as
medicine for restricting hair fall.

Q. What are the benefits of Chebulic Myrobalan
(Silikha)?

A: It helps cure cough if mixed with salt. It also cures acidity if
consumed with sugar.
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Q. Squash is cultivated on what soil?

A: On sandy loam or alluvial loam and alleviated ground.
Q. How much distance is kept while sowing the seeds?
A: About 2-3 meters between the rows.

Q. In which month do we sow the seed?

A: During October-November.

Q. What are the varieties of bottle gourd (Lao) cultivated
in Meleng?

A: The green ones.

Q. Bottle gourd is cultivated on what soil? 2 A
A: On sandy loam or alluvial loam.

Q. What kind of soil is required for wheat cultivation?
A: Sandy loam or alluvial loam.

Q. What can be cured by Grams?

A: Haemorrhage disorder

Q. What are the varieties of chickpea cultivated here?
A: Kabuli chickpea (white chickpea) and red chickpea.
Q. When are mustard seeds (Xoriyoh) cultivated? ‘
A: During Kati (a month in the Assamese calendar). :,
Q. What kind of soil is required for Mustard? ‘
A: On sandy loam or alluvial loam.

Q. What are the pests that affect mustard seeds?
A: Aphids or painted bugs.

Q. How can one mark the time of harvest?

A: Mustards are harvested when 75-85% of them turn
yellow.

Q. How is coriander (Dhania) cultivated?

A: Coriander is cultivated by sowing seeds in well-drained soil in a sunny or
lightly shaded location, with good amount of bio-manure.

Q. What are the medicinal benefits of coriander?
A: Cooked coriander is good for kidneys. It also helps in curing insomnia.
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Q. How is the roselle (Tengamora) plant cooked and
eaten?

A: Roselle is used in pickles or also in curries and
lentils.

Q. How long and wide does the jujube
(Bogori) leaf get?
A:2to 7 cm. in length and 1 to 3 cm. in
width.
Q. What are the benefits of jujube?

A: Indian jujube helps in the digestion
N/ process. It also helps prevent cancer. It
° maintains our sleep cycle and helps us get
_ sound sleep. It helps maintain the health of
\ the heart.

Q. What are the medicinal eléments of pomegranate (Dalim)?
A: The fruit, the flower and the peel.

Q. What are its benefits?

A: Pomegranates are rich in Vitamin C. It also helps to maintain
the haemoglobin in the body.

Q. What is the English term for Kordoi?
A: Carambola (star fruit).

Q. What vitamin does star fruit contain?
A:Vitamin B, C, calcium and sodium.
Q. What are the benefits of ginger (Ada)?

A: Ginger can protect from various viruses and bacteria. It can
also help cure common colds, cough, and sore throat.

Q. How tall does a ginger plant grow?
A: Generally ginger plants grow up to 2 to 3 feet.

Q. What type of soil is appropriate for green peas
(Motor) cultivation?

A: Green peas can be grown in almost all kinds
of soil. But well-drained alluvial soil is the most
appropriate.

Q. What are the benefits of green peas?

A: Green peas contain a good number of fibers
and it also has very low fats and calories.
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Q. What is the benefit of the orange (Komola) tree grown in the village?
A: Oranges are rich in Vitamin C. It is a highly nutritional fruit grown
locally.

Q. What are the medicinal benefits of mint (Pudina)?

A: Consuming mint helps to gain energy and enthusiasm for activities.

It can also increase immunity. It also increases memory power and
wittiness. It contains phosphorus and vitamin B, C, D.

Q. Are onions (Piyaj) grown in Meleng?
A:Yes

Q. What is the scientific name for

olive (Jolphai)?

A: Elaeocarpus serratus.

Q. What vitamin does it contain?
A:Vitamin A, B, C, K and iron.

Q. What are the benefits of cotton (Tula)?

A: Threads are made out of cotton from which we weave clothes. Cotton also
has medicinal benefits.

Q. How long does a cotton plant live?

A: 3-4 years.

Q. How long do the Green (French) beans take
to grow?

A: 45-50 days after sowing the seeds.

Q. When do we sow the green beans?

A: From October to March.

Q. What are the benefits of green beans?

A: It can contribute to body growth and height.
Q. What are the benefits of sugarcane
(Kuhiyaar)?

A: Sugar is manufactured from sugarcane.

Q. What are the benefits of tea leaves (Saah
paat)?

A: Tea can prevent the possibilities of illness
related to lungs and also cancer.
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Q. How long does a tea plant live?
A: 40-50 years.
Q. What are the benefits of Hog plum (Omora)?

A: It is beneficial for curing coughs. Hog plum contains vitamin C, which turns
cholesterol into acids.

Q. What are the benefits of wood apples (Bael)?

A: The Bael juice helps in controlling cholesterol levels in blood. It purifies
blood. It contains minerals which help our body to release toxic elements.

Q. What are the medicinal
benefits of guava (Modhoriam)?

A: The tender leaves of guava
cures stomach pain.

Q. Do apples grow in Meleng?

If so, what are the benefits of
eating apples?

A. Yes, it does. It is very healthy
to eat an apple every day. It also
removes the organisms located in our
intestines. Also helps in curing pain. Green
apples increase hemoglobin levels in our body.

Q. What are some rare fruits grown in Meleng which
are not easily seen elsewhere now?

A: Sapodilla (Siku), Pomelo (Robab Tenga), Flax seeds (Tisi),
Bakul, Naga Berry (Naga tenga), Garcinia (Thekeratenga), Indian
Coffee Plum, and Chebulic Myrobalan (Silikha).
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The Crop Calendars were prepared under the guidance of the Annapurna Seed Library by
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ST Chapter 6

. | R.ecipes from
Aita’s Kitchen

ollowing the biodiversity register of Meleng, this chapter offers recipes
Fthat are integral to Assamese households across rural and urban areas.

We invite the readers to prepare them and nourish their bodies, and get
the strength and wisdom to serve and care for communities. During a time
when there is an increasing pressure from the state on monocropping, changing
climatic conditions or encouraging children to adopt fast food habits, we offer
a selection of recipes in this chapter to highlight cooking and eating as ways
of slowing down to embrace knowledge. For this chapter, Dixita shouldered
the responsibility to curate family recipes from her maternal grandmother in
Guwahati.

During the Pothar Pedagogy initiatives, the team members regularly sought
advice and knowledge of the elders about traditional food habits, and
considered them as living repositories of the community's food practices. Just
like the Burhi Aai r Sadhu (Grandmother’s Tales), a compilation of folk stories
of Assam for children, authored by Rasaraj Lakshminath Bezbarua in 1911, we
encourage students and teachers to create projects for documenting stories and
recipes from community elders. These recipes are ancestral food knowledge,
and therefore, need to be passed down to the future generation.
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Some of the recipes in this chapter can be traced back to harvest festivals in
Assamese households. For instance, Maah Korai is prepared as a snack during
Magh Bihu in the month of January, the harvest festival. It is a mixture of
multiple high protein rich ingredients. People first offer it to the fire when the
Meji (traditional bonfire) is lit on the first day of Magh Bihu. As they eat the
Maah Korai, they sing this following song:

Maah korai khao

Baatein Baatein jao

Mur logot june aahe

Taku egal deiu

(English translation)

Let’s eat Maah Korai

As we walk along the path
Whoever comes with me

I shall give a handful of it too

While the children taste and learn about the different textures of the
ingredients that make up the Maah Korai, they also learn commensality.

Every fruit introduced to the children from the bari (garden) also comes

with fun games and experiments. For instance, children are offered amlokhi
(gooseberries) or silikha (Black myrobalan) and tasked to drink water to
experience how its sour taste turns sweet. They are also taught to peel the
robab tenga (pomelo) on a stretch and use the long peel as a tail and imbibe the
character of the monkey. The dried peels are also used in jams and pickles.

Across Assam, collecting the fallen sewali phool (night jasmine) in the autumn
mornings is common. Many households used to make garlands. The night
jasmine are also consumed fresh or dried, and even used in fish curry. Dixita
remembers how she was taught to draw flowers and butterflies on scrap books
and fill the sketch with lentils of different colours. She was also taught to write
alphabets and words using dry tamarind seeds. The lychee seeds, the research
team reminisced, were also used to make spinning tops when they were
children.

For rural Assam, it is still rice or rice cakes that constitutes a wholesome
breakfast. Traditional snacks or sweet dishes are still made from rice. This is
the significance of agriculture and pothar. Losing them means losing the food
heritage and traditional values.

This chapter invokes Dixita’s grandmother’s recipes to underline the food
heritage and the relevance of upholding the gastronomic practices of agrarian
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communities in Assam. The recipes below do not follow a strict proportion of
ingredients because aita would say, ‘Di dibi aru’ (measure as you feel). They are
easy recipes which children and adults can cook together.

AITA’S RECIPES

Desserts made of saul (Rice)®

Kol Pitha (Banana rice cake)
Ingredients

+ Rice (Preferably Bora saul or sticky rice)
+ Ripe bananas
+ Banana leaves

- Salt
Recipe

Take some rice and soak it in water for some time. When the rice turns tender,
take it out in a strainer and let it dry. Grind the rice in a blender. Mix the rice
powder, ripe bananas, and a pinch of salt into a soft batter. Divide into small
portions.

Meanwhile, cut banana leaves into small pieces. Put it into the fire slightly, the
technique is called ‘Xeka’ in Assamese. Make sure that it is not burnt but turns
crisp and flexible. Wrap the small portions of the batter with the banana leaves.
Press and roll over the batter gently.

Take a pan on the gas stove. Put the rice cakes on it and keep turning the cakes
gently, again following the technique of ‘xeka’. Open the wrap and check if it is
cooked. Ready to serve.

°1n Assamese, uncooked rice is called saul and cooked rice is called Bhaat.
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Tekeli Pitha (a rice cake made in a kettle)

Ingredients
- Bora saul or Joha saul or other aromatic rice from Assam
+ Jaggery or Grated coconut (both can be added too)
- Sesame

Recipe

Soak the rice in water. When the rice turns soft, put it in a strainer to dry.
Using urol (a traditional Assamese kitchen tool just like the mortar and pestle)
or mixer grinder, make a rough powder. Grate some coconut and keep aside.
Roast some sesame after washing and drying it properly. Grind the sesame
properly into fine powder.

Boil water in a kettle. When the water is boiled, take the lid out and put a
piece of clean white linen cloth. Put a layer of ground rice on it. Add a layer of
grated coconut and some powdered sesame. Jaggery can also be added in place
of grated coconut. Add another layer of ground rice and cover it with the other
end of the cloth by twisting the sides. Put the lid back over the kettle. After 10
minutes, take the lid out again and unwrap to see if it is properly cooked. Or
else put it back for some more time. The tekeli pitha tastes best when served
fresh and hot. It turns dry if saved for later.

Tekeli pitha is a healthy breakfast option for the Assamese people. Most of the
farmers are seen packing ketlipitha to eat in the pothars with black tea. In the
cities, tekeli pithas are hot selling delicacies particularly at railway stations and
outside the hospitals. It requires some effort to prepare the steamed rice cakes,
and may not be safe for the children to prepare on their own without parents’
supervision.
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Kumol Saul/Boka Saul Jolpaan (Magic Rice Breakfast)
Ingredients
o Kumol Saul/Boka Saul
+  Curd/milk/cream
- Sugar/jaggery
Recipe

It’s a filling breakfast and is
also served as a dessert. For
preparation, wash the rice properly
and soak it in water until tender.
Take the rice out of the water and
keep it in a strainer for some time.
As per preference, pour curd, fresh
cream, or milk over it. Add sugar or
jaggery to taste. Mix well and eat.

Snacks
Maah Korai
Ingredients
- Whole black lentils Recipe
« Sesame Wash the whole black lentils, sesame,
 Bora saul (sticky rice variety) Bora rice, and chickpeas separately.
+ Chickpeas Strain the excess water and let it
» Ginger dry properly. Put a dry pan on the
- Salt gas stove and roast the ingredients
+  Mustard oil separately in low flame. Put off the gas

when the ingredients pop up. Let all
the ingredients cool down. Now, mix
the ingredients together in an airtight
container. Put small pieces of ginger
into the ingredients and mix again.
Putting ginger on hot ingredients
would dry it up. While serving, mix it
with salt and mustard oil. Maah Korai
can be stored for many days and eaten
as a light snack.
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Fries and Curries
Dhekia Xaak (Fiddlehead Fern)
Ingredients
- Fiddlehead Ferns
- Eggs (optional)
«  Mustard Oil
« Turmeric
« Salt
Recipe

Wash the Dhekia xaak properly and chop it down. Pour little mustard oil in a
pan and put the chopped dhekia xaak. Add salt and turmeric to taste, and cover
the pan. When the xaak is tender, break two eggs over it. Mix together for a
couple of minutes and switch off the gas. Ready to serve with rice. Fiddlehead
ferns are rich in Vitamin A and C and are beneficial to prevent cancer, blood
sugar, or cardiovascular diseases.

Mosundari (Heartleaf/ Fish mint)
Ingredients ‘
. Heartleaves/ Fish mint .
« River Fish of your choice
- Potato '
«  Mustard Oil
« Salt
« Turmeric
Recipe

Fry the fish and keep it aside.
Boil a few potatoes. Cut down
the Heartleaves and wash them
properly. Pour some oil in the pan. Fry the boiled potatoes for a couple of
minutes. Add the heartleaves into it. Add the fried fish when the heartleaves
come to the boil. Put salt and turmeric to taste and mix well. Switch off the gas
stove after a couple of minutes. Ready to serve.

This dish can be prepared without the fish. It offers instant relief during
diarrhoea.
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Posola (Made of Bhimkol Banana® trunk)
Ingredients

«  Trunk of Bhimkol (Musa
balbisiana, indigenous
banana variety of
Assam)

« Dried red chillies
+  Mustard Oil

- Salt

- Turmeric

«  Small fried fish (optional)

Recipe

Take the trunk of the harvested
Bhimkol banana tree or its young sub-

branch. Wash it properly. Cut down 2 ft from the bottom of the branch. Remove
the thick skin from the trunk/branch until the soft portion is found. Rub it
with your hands properly until its smoothness is felt. Chop down the soft
branch into fine shreds. Wash it properly. This is called the posola.

Put mustard oil in a pan. Add dried red chillies. Add the posola into it. If you
want to add small river fish, fry it beforehand.

Add salt and turmeric into the posola and reduce the flame in the gas stove.
Cover it with the lid. Stir in between. When the posola is boiled, add the fish
and cover it again. When everything is mixed well and tender, it’s ready to be
served.

" In Assam, one can find multiple varieties of bananas, and the banana tree holds importance for the community. The Darangiri
market in Goalpara district of Assam is Asia’s largest banana market. The different parts of the Banana tree have significance
both in rituals, culinary practices, and hold health benefits. The banana fruit is eaten ripe or used for making desserts, fries, or
curries. The banana flower is chopped and fried, and it is also used to make chicken curry known as koldil chicken. Banana leaves
are used in rituals and for wrapping and cooking food in it. Banana peels are used to make Khar (alkaline liquid). Banana trunks
are used to make a vegetable dish called posola and are also carved into potuakhul/dona (traditional utensils) for rituals. While
banana trees were common in the garden (bari) or across the courtyard of all Assamese households, urbanization and apartment
culture has now made people dependent on the market to buy every part of the banana plant to make the dishes we have listed.
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Omita Khar (Papaya in alkaline water)
Ingredients
- Raw green papaya
- Salt
« Turmeric
+ Mustard Oil
- Fish Fry (optional)

+ Kola Khar'? (alkaline
water)

- Ginger paste

Recipe

Wash the papaya properly and remove its peels. Cut the papaya into small
pieces. If you want to add fish, fry it first and keep aside. Make some ginger
paste and keep it aside. In a pan, put oil and fry the chopped pieces of papaya.
Add salt and you may also add turmeric. Add Kola khar. Put the fried fish into
the papaya. Add some water. When the papaya is properly cooked, add the
ginger paste. Stir well for some time and turn off the gas. It is ready.

How to make Khar?
» Peels of Bhimkol (Musa balbisiana) are collected together and sundried.

o The peels are then burnt either on a pan in the courtyard or these days
in small proportions on the gas stove over the roasting plate.

o The burnt peels are then put in a container.

e Pure drinking water is added into it and left for a couple of hours. The
proportion of water should be a little more than the amount of ashes.

» The water is then filtered into a clean bottle through a sieve.

o The dark colour alkaline extract is ready and could be preserved for
many days.

» It can be used as a substitute for salt and it is an important and healthy
ingredient in Assamese cuisines.

12 |t is made of banana peel ashes. Kola Khar tastes best if made from Bhimkol but other varieties of bananas are also used. Kola
khar (an alkaline extract) is added in Assamese cuisines and it is believed to help in digestion, constipation, and boosts appetite.
Assamese people do not generally have khar with tenga (sour) curries which is also best known on an Assamese platter.
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Morapat (Leaves of Jute plant)
Ingredients

 Jute plant leaves (Morapat)

o Salt

e Turmeric

¢ Mustard Oil

e Cumin Seeds

e Green chillies
Recipe
The essence of this recipe lies in the
leaf knots before frying it. Jute leaves
are rich in calcium and magnesium and
offer a healthy food choice. Take the jute leaves
and cut down the stems from the bottom and leave the soft stems intact. Wash it
properly. Take a few leaves of Morapat (jute) and twist the stems softly to make a
knot. Likewise, make more knots.
Put mustard oil into the pan. Add cumin seeds and green chillies. Put the jute
knots into the pan. Add salt and turmeric to taste. Lower the flames and cover it
with the lid. Stir in between so that it does not burn. When it turns soft, serve
hot.

Kosu (Taro Stems) Recipe
Ingredients Wash the taro stems alongwith its thin skin. Put
e Taro stems it in a strainer to drain out the excessive water.

Peel off the skin and cut the stems as you like. Put
the frying pan on the gas stove. Add mustard oil

) and dried red chilli. Put the taro stems into it and
* Turmeric sprinkle salt and turmeric. Mix well. Cover the pan
 Dried red chillies  with its lid. Keep checking the taro in between to
ensure the mixture has turned soft into a grave
form. It is ready to be served.

In Northeast India, people grow and
forage multiple types of taro. It is rich in
calcium and iron. It is effective in curing
constipation and indigestion. However,
one has to be very careful in foraging
taro as it might cause skin and throat
irritation. Thus, it also informs one of the
significance of the ancestral knowledge in
identifying the different varieties of taro.

e Mustard oil
o Salt



Adar Anja (Ginger curry)

Ingredients
* Ginger
e Onions
e Mustard oil
e Salt

e Turmeric
o Fenugreek seeds
» Fried fish

Recipe

Ginger curry works great in the body during the winters and instantly offers
relief to blocked nose and fever. Many people grow ginger at home.

Grind some fresh ginger and onions separately and keep aside. Taking excessive
ginger can turn the curry bitter. Fry small pieces of fish and keep aside.

Pour mustard oil in a pan. Add a few fenugreek seeds into it. Put the onion paste
into the pan and fry everything together in low flame. Add some water in the
ginger paste and mix it with the onions in the pan. Add the fish into the pan. Put
salt and turmeric to taste and bring the curry to boil. After leaving it for a couple
of minutes, the ginger curry is ready to be served.

Puree and Pickle
Sewali Phool pitika (mashed Night Jasmines)

Ingredients
o Fresh Night jasmines
e Salt
* Mustard Oil
 Chillies

Recipe

Wash the night jasmines properly as it is mostly picked up from the ground.
Take a handful of the flowers and squeeze out the water by pressing firmly. Add
salt and mustard oil to taste. Break the chillies into it and mix well with your
hands. It can be eaten as a condiment with rice and lentils.

Night jasmines are beneficial when suffering from cold, cough, and fever.
Some children may not like it for a slightly bitter taste in curries. It is highly
recommended for immunity and digestion.



Kothal guti pitika (mashed jackfruit seeds)

Ingredients
» Washed jackfruit seeds
o Salt

+ Mustard Oil o i
* Onions A
Recipe .
Jackfruit seeds are washed properly '
and dried well before using them. For
the dish, take a few jackfruit seeds and

bring it to boil with the lentils. The seeds can be :
boiled in water but tastes better when boiled with lentils.

AVEN SV 7

When the seeds are tender, add salt, mustard oil, and small pieces of chillies
and onions. Mix well and eat with rice.

Pudina chutney (Mint condiment)
Ingredients

e Fresh Mint leaves
e Coriandar leaves
o Heartleaves/ Fish mint (if available)

* Ginger

e Garlic

e Lemon

e Chillies

e Salt

e Mustard Oil
Recipe

Wash and put fresh mint leaves, coriander
leaves, heartleaves, little ginger and garlic in
a mixer grinder or in stone pestles. Add small
pieces of chillies. Sprinkle oil and salt to taste,
and make a rough paste. Pour a few drops of
lemon into the paste and mix together. It can be
eaten with fries or with rice and lentils.
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Nemu Asar (Lemon pickles)
Ingredients

« Small round lemons

- Salt

« Aglass bottle
Recipe

Wash the small round lemons
properly. Make several cuts
over the lemons using a knife
without cutting them into halves.
Put salt into the lemons through
the cut holes and store it in an airtight
glass bottle. It should be kept in the sun
whenever possible for the next 30 days. It is ready
and could be stored for several months. You can cut a piece of pickle from the
whole lemon and relish with your food. These lemon pickles are highly effective
when one gets fever and loses the sense of taste. It is also useful to have it with
rice during diarrhoea. These pickles are mostly homemade and like the kola
khar, a bottle of lemon pickles is usually found in all Assamese kitchens.

Juice

Xuthi/Thekera Tengar Sorbot (Dried Garcinia
juice)

Ingredients
Water
o Few pieces of dried garcinia
* Sugar
e Salt
Recipe

Wash the dried garcinia. Put a few pieces

of dried garcinia in a glass of water and keep
it in the refrigerator overnight. Next afternoon,
take out the glass of water, put salt and sugar to
taste, and stir well. The juice is ready to drink and it is refreshing to fight the
scorching heat.

Rich in Vitamin C, it is a natural anti-oxidant; helps in digestion; maintains
blood sugar and cardiovascular diseases; and boosts immunity.
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Bhimkol sorbot (Juice made of Bhimkol)
Ingredients

¢ Bhimkol

 Water
Recipe

Cut the bhimkol into small pieces and
put it in a glass of water for 2-3 hours
or overnight. Sieve it properly the
next day and it’s ready to drink. It is a
rejuvenating drink for summer.

Food that tastes better when eaten with
the community

Robab Tenga (Pomelo)
Ingredients
* Pomelo
e Salt
» Mustard oil
 Chillies

e A pinch of sugar
Recipe
Peel off the Pomelo. Cut open the fruit and pull out the pink flesh. Do not
squeeze it. Add salt, mustard oil, and mash chillies into it. It is believed that
adding a pinch of sugar would not upset digestion as it’s a citrous fruit. Mix
well with your hands but do not press it. Serve it on banana leaves to enhance
its taste.

Pomelos are eaten in groups and it’s common in the pothars where the farmers
would take short breaks and eat it together.
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Chapter 7

Children’s Haat

In January 2025, a get-together was organized at Meleng High School

where the students of both the schools met for the one-day program. The

pothar pedagogy team also shared notes with the teachers and the school
coordinators. The morning started with students from Rongdoi High School
visiting the Annapurna Seed Library. Mahan Chandra Borah introduced them
to the seeds and its multiple features that make it suitable to grow in the fast-
changing environment under drastic climatic conditions. Next, they were then
taken to the Meleng High School where a biodiversity exhibition was set up.
The students from Rongdoi High School brought with them their projects for
display at Meleng, and the students from Meleng High School enacted a play
and organized a haat (a traditional market).

The children’s haat bazaar was organized on the playground in Meleng High
School. On the school yard, students sold foraged produce and edible plants
and herbs from their surroundings. They also brought with them vegetables,
fruits, greens, homemade delicacies, herbs, flowers, and produce they grew

in their family kitchen gardens. There were kaji nemu (lemons indigenous

to Assam), koldil (banana flowers), bamboo shoot, indigenous rice, pickles,
fiddlehead ferns, bhoot jolokia (King chillies), betel leaves and areca nuts, taro,
starfruits, bananas, ou tenga (elephant apples) amidst others. It became a fun
exercise where participants and visitors participated in selling, bargaining, and
purchasing the food items. _
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From the Annapurna Seed Library collection, Mahan Chandra Borah displayed
his indigenous seeds at the school premises, and this led to conversations

about starting seed libraries in schools. The pothar pedagogy initiative which
integrated classroom teaching with practical farming lessons in school food
gardens also encouraged introducing indigenous seeds to the students. Opening
seed libraries in the schools will offer the opportunity to involve the parents
and the community in an integrative learning. We followed similar initiatives
in Bangladesh, where seed libraries in a school disseminated important
information and built a living archive of the region’s agrobiodiversity."*

The event concluded with a feast. The school administration and the kitchen
staff at Meleng High School served lunch to all the participants. There were no
catering services. The teachers served food to the students, and the students
also took turns to serve their teachers. The vegetables were procured from the
local vendors. Community feast is an integral part of agrarian life in Assam, and
the feast prepared in the school premise emulated the spirit of fellowship. The
joy of eating together on the khel pothar (playground) was visible, and marked
the accomplishment of the pothar pedagogy initiative by the two schools.

'3 Deka, Dixita. 2023. ‘Seed Libraries in Northeast India and Bangladesh, In Seeds and Food Sovereignty: Eastern Himalayan
Experiences. North Eastern Social Research Centre: Guwahati
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Silent Poison

At the Children’s Haat program, the students of Meleng High School performed
a play titled Silent Poison. They wrote the script and performend it. The
wonderful playscript offers the description and setting of the play.

Play: Silent Poison

Script: BihangamTamuli

Director: Mahan Chandra Borah

Characters:-

Father: BihangamTamuli (Class 8)
Mother: Risamoni Bora (Class 9)
Son: Ashish Saikia (Class 8)
Naren: Anurag Mudoi (Class 10)
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SCENE1

Father: I haven'’t seen our dear son today. Isn't he going to school?

Mother: He has been having a stomach ache since morning. He should not go to
school today.

Father: Is it painful?

Mother: Yes, it’s a little severe.

Father: What is he doing now?

Mother: He is sleeping now.

Father: We should not wait like this and take him to the doctor immediately.
Mother: Yes, you are right. Let’s go.

(The father, mother, and the son reach the doctor’s chamber)

Nurse to the parents of the kid: Please wait a bit, Doctor is checking another
patient.

The nurse goes to the doctor, exchanges a few words, and reaches out to the
parents of the kid.

Nurse: You can go in now. The doctor is inside.
The worried parents of the kid approach the doctor.

Father: Hello Doctor, my son is having a severe stomach ache. What can be its
reason?

The doctor stands up and starts examining the kid.
Doctor: What did he eat? Has there been any irregularity?
Mother: No, doctor. My son just ate home cooked vegetables, rice, and lentils.

Doctor: Nowadays, chemical fertilizers are used to grow vegetables. One should
be very careful. It might be that case. Don’t worry. I have prescribed some
medicines, please give it to him. He should be alright.

Father and Mother together: Thank you Doctor.
The family leaves.
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{ SCENE 2
Mother to father: From whom did you bring the vegetables?

Father: I bought the vegetables from Naren Kai (older brother).

Mother: Please go to Naren Kai right away and ask him about it.

Father: You are right.

The father goes to the vegetable vendor, Naren. Seeing him, the vendor gets up.

Father: Brother, did you mix any medicine (chemical fertilizers) while growing
the vegetables I bought from you yesterday.

Naren: No no, I do not use chemical fertilizers. I use only organic fertilizers.
You are suspecting me for no reason.

Father: You are lying. My son fell ill and had a stomach ache after eating the
vegetables I bought from you.

Naren: Yes, I did. I did it to earn more profits. Xaak Pasoli khini xunkale pokibole,
olop dorob disilu (I used chemical fertilizers for quick ripening of my produce) I
will not repeat my mistake. Please forgive me.

Father: This is not the way. Please do not use chemical fertilizers from today.

Naren joining his hands: I apologise. I will use cow dung and vermicompost
from today in my fields.

The play ends.
A narrator steps forward on the stage, and read out the following:

Using chemical fertilizers destroy the soil, water, and other components of the
environment. Using organic fertilizers, we can easily cultivate our food as well
as keep our body healthy. We should be conscious for a healthy living. Never let
the indigenous seeds and the indigenous agricultural practices of our ancestors
disappear. It is only through these resources that we will stay alive. It is only
through a healthy environment that we will survive. It is our environment and
it is our duty to protect it.
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The Pledge

After the play, a student walked up to the podium, and requested everyone

in the room to stand up and raise their right hand. Next, she read out a
handwritten statement, and appealed to the audience to repeat each sentence
after her. The students declared the document as a pledge. It reads as follows:

Chemical fertilizers and chemical substances harm the soil, water, air, and our
environment in various ways.

We should preferably use organic fertilizers instead of chemical ones for
farming, so that we can keep our environment healthy as well as maintain our
own health.

Be committed to protect our biodiversity, and never let the precious seed
resources left to us by our ancestors disappear from among us. Because we
can exist only if resources exist, and we can survive only if the environment
survives.

We shall remain ever committed to preserving the environment and
biodiversity of our region.

We shall produce organic manure and organic insecticides ourselves and help
others in this regard.

We shall try to preserve local crop varieties.

Thank you
Joi Aai Axom (Glory to Axom)
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Poster Exibition by Class VIII Students of
Rongdoi High School and Meleng High School,

Jorhat District (Assam)

4 A

Group Name :
Sunny Bora
Parbon Bora

Trija Moni Bora
utpal Pollobi
Rocktim

. J
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GRRASSHOPPER \

TERTIARY
CONSUMERS

/

Group Name:
Mayur jyoti Das
Nibir Das
Priayaukn Das
Pallad Kuta

. J
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Presented by:
Bhagyashree Phukan, Class 7
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Performs

LEAF Pho+osyn1‘hesis

Help in
Reproduction

Protects the
Seed

STEM Supports the
Plants

ROOT Absorbs Water

and Minerals
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Life cycle of plants

“The clearest way into the
Universe is through a farest
Willderness.” - John Muer

Seeds
with
Fruites

Utpol Bora

Group Member: Rocktim Hazarika, Parbon Bora, Pollobi Dutta, Shunny Bora,
Trija Moni Bora
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Our Heirloom Crop Diversity

Save our Legumes
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Chapter 8

Learning Together

The Highway and the Pothar

ne can miss the road that leads to Annapurna Seed Library when

driving east from Jorhat town. The Assam Trunk Road, once lined

by majestic trees on both sides, with a view of the Naga Hills in
the southeast direction, and the vast paddy fields in the other, has been
transformed into a chaotic concrete four-lane highway. It has been under
construction for over a decade now, with patches being completed, and
significant sections subjected to badly planned diversions that cut through
older roads, and paddy fields.

As the highway lumbers from Jorhat further east, it is difficult to not miss the
majestic trees that once lined the road for several miles. For those of us who
have driven on it over the years, the current concrete and dust ridden road is a
symbol of a piecemeal response to short-term goals that are specifically linked
to political patronage that comes with road construction. Any conversation
about the state of the highway would inevitably lead to failed promises and
hazards associated with driving on it, especially in the dark. There was also a
sense that one should not expect it to deliver a better future. At least not to the
local people, whose livelihoods, fields, and houses had to be sacrificed for paltry
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The pothars of Meleng, Lahdoigarh, and Dhekiakhowa, have sustained ancient
villages and settlements since the time of the Ahom rule, and perhaps even
earlier. These fields were softened and soaked in the monsoon rains and by
swift-flowing rivers like Jhanji (called Milak in the Naga Hills), and Desoi (or
Bhogdoi). Both rivers begin in the Naga hills. Besides, there were scores of jaans
and juris (canals and streams) and springs (nijoras) that acted as life-giving
sources of water, as they flowed into the marshes, swamps, and floodplains of
the Brahmaputra. This remained an ecological wonderland, alive with birds,
fish, frogs, insects, and plant life that was unique to the region. These fields
carry the stories of love, resistance, and sometimes the brutality of torture.
Children will remember the stories of Joymati Kunwori’s tragic life, and how
Laluk Sola Barphukon’s soldiers smeared her skin with suratpaat (stinging
nettle) and poured hot water over it, so that she would tell them where her
husband Gadapani was hiding. Jerenga Pothar, where this story unfolded, is not
too far from Meleng and the highway leads past it at some point.

During Ahom times, these fields were prized and protected by a series of
embankments and dikes that allowed water to find their way to the river.
This unique hydrological system was first dismantled during British colonial
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rule, as they built roads and railway tracks to ensure that the newly created
tea plantations, collieries, and oil fields could be accessed for the resources
they bore. Even though these industries disrupted the agrarian hydrology

of the valley, paddy-cultivation remained a mainstay of the non-plantation,
non-industrial economy for many in the region. Until the 1980s, most families
who had pre-colonial, or even colonial roots in Assam’s agrarian economy,

had at least one or two members who lived in the village and were engaged in
agriculture.

However, this social structure changed, as many Assamese and Indigenous
tribal individuals began to seek ways to leverage their lands to earn extra
money. Plantation crops, such as tea, rubber, and coffee, were promoted in
the 1980s and 1990s. It persuaded a considerable section of farmers to convert
forest, fallow, and seasonally cultivated land to
grow commercial crops. Very few succeeded
with these experiments, since they did not
control the market for finished products.
The rubber and coffee stopped being
viable almost within the first decade

of being planted. Tea has managed to
sustain itself through the Small Tea
Growers phenomenon, but they have

no control over processing and depend
on larger factories and brokers who
market the tea.

The aftermath of these experiments

in agrarian change did not favour local
communities beyond a few individual
success stories. Newer entrants were
dissuaded from attempting more experiments with
agricultural land, so many left their villages to look for unskilled and semi-
skilled work in urban areas within the Northeast, or outside in mainland India.
The roads, therefore, facilitated their departure from their homes during the
turn of the century.

Even as counter insurgency and militarization added to the urgency for youth
to leave rural Assam, the Government of India began to float the idea of a “Look
East Policy”, where roads were seen as a powerful metaphor to enhance trade
and commerce between India and Southeast Asian countries. Most travellers on
the stretch of road leading from Jorhat to Dibrugarh, would shake their heads
in disbelief if this were repeated to them near the entrance to the Dhekiakhowa
Namghar, or even a little further along towards the bridge on the Jhanji River.
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In July 2025, Bijit, Dolly, and Sanjay had stopped near the bridge to buy some
fruits from two young men who had set up a stall and some shade. The young
men were from a neighbouring village, close to Hahsora. Sanjay reminisced
about the massive peepal tree that stood beside the entrance to LCR Road and
led to Robigaon, as the young men agreed that cutting the trees had changed
the landscape, but not for the better. Behind them, a few colourful kingfisher
birds sat on a telephone wire and watched the waterlogged fields and village,
waiting for some small frogs and fish to prey on. It was a humid day, and the
two young men went out of their way to offer us an umbrella to shield us from
the sun.

As we weighed the succulent pineapples (from Karbi Aanglong) and local
jamun/Java plum, the men complained about the highway that did not even
allow cars to stop, and the terrible swampy condition of the fields. The old AT
Road had enough culverts that allowed a lot of the water to flow, but the new
one has too few and they are far between. As a result, the water took ages to
find its way out of the stagnant pools that it had been sequestered in.

This felt like an avoidable tragedy in slow motion. The decision to expand

the highway did not take into consideration the lives of rural people, or the
extended non-human lifeworlds that are nurtured in this landscape. This
tragedy brought home the urgency to start working anew with younger people,
such as children in school. In the past few decades, the education system, along
with a dominant discourse that valourised service-oriented jobs outside the
rural areas, has led schoolchildren to believe that land-based work would not
have a viable future. The pothar still resonates with the seasons as we described
it in the introduction. Thanks to the work put in by our forebearers who

gave the pothar its unique character and colour, we can still feel the different
rhythms of the seasons as they are manifested on the land and its people. If
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the dominant developmental discourse has its way, our pothars, their streams,
pools, rivers and other water-bodies, may be reduced to grey, stagnant, filled
with concrete and construction refuse and unable to be the life-nurturing
entities they were meant to be.

Instead of leaving the land on the ill-constructed highways, we hope to
encourage journeys of return and to love it like our forebearers. One way to do
so is to begin with an understanding of policies that help or hinder our ability
to teach and learn about loving the land. That is why we undertake a short,
critical discussion of the government’s National Education Policy (NEP) to see if
it can make some positive changes to the existing system.

A Critical Reflection on the National Education Policy of 2020

Many government policies meant to have a nation-wide impact suffer from lack
of local inputs. What may be good for arid Gujarat, may not work in humid and
water soaked Bengal. Policies meant for rural Telangana may not be culturally
appropriate for rural Arunachal Pradesh. Still, national policies bring together
the immense diversity and wealth of expertise available in the country to
address existing challenges. Expectedly, there is bound to be critical scrutiny of
national-level policies whenever they are rolled out.

There have been several critiques of the overarching drawbacks of the NEP
from experts, students, and educationists.” They allude to shortcomings in
providing basic funding, infrastructure, training of teachers and shortage

of human resources. Concerns were also raised about the state’s withdrawal
from education and the emergence of an unaffordable but large private sector
instead. However, there were also gestures towards positive change, especially
around its attention to flexibility and entry-exit mobility at higher levels. The
emphasis on vocational training in schools was also appreciated by certain
experts, but they too drew attention to logistical and structural issues at the
implementation level.

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 emphasizes reconfiguring the
‘curricular and pedagogical structure of school education’.’ The school
curriculum will be categorized under a 5+3+3+4 design consisting of
Foundational Stage (3 years of pre-school and Grade 1 and 2), Preparatory
Stage (Grade 3-5), Middle Stage (Grade 6-8), and Secondary Stage (Grade 9-12).
NEP 2020 has illustrated the significance of ‘experiential learning’ in school
education thereby pressing upon the need to include ‘hands-on learning, arts-
integrated and sports-integrated education, story-telling-based pedagogy’. The
new policy also proposes to introduce new courses in ‘tribal ethno-medicinal

4 Abhinandan Kulal, Abhishek N, Sahana Dinesh, Deepa C.Bhat, and Amrutha Girish, ‘Evaluating the Promise and Pitfalls of India's
National Education Policy 2020: Insights from the Perspectives of Students, Teachers, and Experts, Sage Open, 14(4), 2024

' https:/ /www.education.govin/sites/upload_files/mhrd/files/NEP_Final_English_O.pdf
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practices, forest management, traditional (organic) crop cultivation, natural
farming etc’. Following NEP 2020, the Academic Calendar prepared for the
group Preparatory-Class 8 by the Department of School Education, Government
of Assam deepened the value of environment in the curriculum thereby
propounding multiple modules.!

The school curriculum had reference to lessons in school gardens, village life,
and native land. Significant days like the World Environment Day would be
celebrated on 5th June where students would plant trees and participate in
competitions and activities centered on environmental preservation. Education
Week would be celebrated to promote Mission LiFE (Lifestyle for Environment),
a nationwide and a global movement launched by the Prime Minister of India
in 2021 during the 26th United Nations Climate Change Conference of the
Parties (COP26) in Glasgow. The mission aimed at promoting ‘environmental
consciousness and sustainable practice among students’.

On 16 April 2025, Eco Clubs were launched in schools across the country
to implement the goals of Mission LiFE. The seven themes of the Eco Clubs
include:

» Adopt healthy lifestyle

e Adopt sustainable food systems

¢ Reduce wastes

* Reduce E-waste

* Save Energy

* Save Water

* Say No to single use plastic

7,
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6 https://ssa.assam.govin/frontimpotentdata/academic-calendar-assamese-2025-2026
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One of its themes related to food systems suggests nurturing ‘school nutrition
gardens’ and organizing classroom activities and competitions for making the
students aware of their food as well as bringing them closer to nature. Many
schools in India have registered under the Eco Clubs, and the students take

care of the nutrition gardens in the school premises, record its plant diversity,
or participate in nature walks within the campus. This can be perceived as a
continued effort of the program, Ek Ped Maa Ke Naam (EPMKN), launched in
India on 5th June 2024 to promote planting trees in honour of one’s mother and
taking care of it. Activity books for children around tree plantations are already
published by the National Council of Educational Research and Training
(NCERT).

As we navigated through the schools in Jorhat district, we found that many Eco
Clubs in the schools only existed on paper. While the World Environment Day
remains an occasion where the schools make the effort to organise competitions
amongst students or inviting noted farmers, environmental enthusiasts, and
activists, not all schools have edible gardens. It depended on the intention

and the passion of the school administration, particularly the Headmaster, to
promote growing food in the school premises. The pothar pedagogy initiative
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was successful at Meleng High School and Rongdoi High School because of the
enthusiasm of the former (2024) and the current Headmasters who cooperated
with the Annapurna Seed Library and the research team. They not only allotted
a class on pothar pedagogy but also offered a plot on the school premises to
conduct the practicals and start edible gardens. The initiative offered grounded
knowledge to the schools to make the Eco Clubs sustainable and make the
‘school nutrition gardens’ a reality.

The relevance of the pothar pedagogy initiative to nurture edible gardens and
conduct compulsory classes on agricultural practices centered on students’
learning. This aims to help the schools perform better on the Swachh EVAM
HARIT Vidyalaya Rating (SHVR), a school rating system launched in 2025
building on the Swachh Vidyalaya Puraskar (SVP) framework that ‘evaluates
and recognizes schools for the performance in maintaining clean, green, and
climate-resilient campuses’. SHVR evaluates schools on a scale of 125 points:

« Water (22 points)

» Toilets (27 points)

¢ Handwashing with soap (14 points)

« Behavioural change and capacity building (20 points)
e Operation and maintenance (21 points)

¢ Mission LiFE activities (21 points)

Under the Mission LiFE program, initiatives like the edible gardens and
&) biodiversity register find prominence. The pothar pedagogy draws from
§\ local knowledge and enables community participation to nurture and
teach students. Having a definite class curriculum around these
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by the pothar pedagogy initiative has a detailed lesson plan.

Apart from the SHVR, Gunotsav is annually organized in government
provincialised schools, Tea Garden Management Schools, Adarsh Vidyalaya,
Kasturba Gandhi Balika Vidyalaya and residential schools in Assam for the
evaluation and improvement in school education. It is led by the Government
of Assam, Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan, SCERT, and Directorate of Elementary
Education. The year-long Seuj Sinta dialogue can be crucial in integrating the
goals of SHVR or the Gunotsav.

Finally, the pothar pedagogy initiative in the long term can support multiple
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) like: No poverty (SDG 1), Zero hunger
(SDG 2), Good health and well-being (SDG 3), Quality education (SDG

4), Gender equality (SDG 5), Decent work and economic growth (SDG 8),
Sustainable cities and communities (SDG 11), Responsible consumption and
production (SDG 12), Climate action (SDG 13), and Life on land (SDG 15). As
such, sowing the seeds of pothar pedagogy in young minds will not only make
them curious about their environment but also make them responsible to
protect it as their own kin. This book invites other schools from the region to
begin the Seuj Sinta dialogue centered on the pothar and contribute towards
developing sustainable food systems.
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Challenges:

Tight syllabus and Overworked teachers: In order to cover the
class syllabus on time and to attend to the added administrative
responsibilities of the teachers, it becomes impossible for them to
readily embrace new innovations in schools.

Perception: There is an attitudinal tendency to consider a class on
growing food as ‘extra-curricular’ or part of Eco Clubs/Societies or
Summer Camps which can be conducted on special occasions or be
allotted as the ‘last class’.

Funding: Despite the availability of land in most of the schools in rural
Assam, there are scarce resources to begin a school garden or offer the
stationery or the garden tools to the young students.

Increasing Food Dependency: While there is a potential to strengthen
and engage the local farming community or households for procuring
the food to be served at schools during the mid-day meals (under PM-
POSHAN), the dependency of the schools to receive the food from
outside has been immense.

Unpredictable weather conditions: It was also observed that heat
waves had also compelled the State Government to push the timeline for
summer break. It became difficult to take the students out in the fields
under the scorching sun. Moreover, it was followed by the monsoons
and the schools were soon submerged under water making it extremely
difficult for the school coordinators to maintain the garden. They started
nurturing the gardens again after the monsoons.

Prospects:

Elderly and the Indigenous as the Resource Persons: The pothar
pedagogy initiative enhanced the significance of integrating the school
curriculum with the indigenous knowledge and wisdom from the
community. The collaboration of the two schools with Annapurna Seed
Library integrated traditional knowledge and indigenous practices with
classroom teaching. In a city school, the Indigenous people or the elderly
from the community can be invited to share their knowledge of the food
world.

Community involvement in Curriculum design: To make a generation
of children conscious of their ecosystem invites assistance from

the community. During the Pothar Pedagogy programme, children
irrespective of their class they were enrolled in, random subject
teachers, and the people from the community were involved in starting
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the food gardens. Such processes have the potential to build sustainable
community relationships.

Self-sufficiency: Nurturing food gardens under the Pothar Pedagogy
dialogue where the students are imparted classroom lessons alongwith
practical knowledge has the scope to raise food gardens which can feed
the students during the Mid-Day Meals.

Rural-Urban interface: There is a huge gap in the way children from
rural and urban spaces are trained in food knowledge and production.
Irrespective of geographical boundaries, the food gardens in school
premises can retain the attention of children where they can learn about
the plants they eat and learn traits like patience, teamwork, and build a
sense of responsibility.

Sharing the ecosystem with other species: A food garden in the school
premises can introduce the children to the multiple species we share
the world with. They ought to be more aware of their soil, water, plants,
animals, insects, and everything that goes into growing their food in a
good or a bad way.

Flexible Structure of the Class Curriculum: While it was initially
planned to develop the curriculum for the students before the class
began, the final curriculum was drafted based on the classes that could
be conducted. These decisions were made by the Annapurna Seed
Library based on the climate, agricultural seasons, students’ interests,
and the mandatory basic knowledge essential for the children.

Seed Libraries: Collaborations like these between the farmers (from
the Annapurna Seed Library) and the school administration may open
up the scope to introduce seed libraries in schools which can serve as
repositories of rich information about the village agrobiodiversity.

Mutual Learning: The Pothar Pedagogy initiative worked towards
bringing the entire school together, and the teachers emerged as crucial
human resources in educating the students with the farmers. The
hands-on training could be also extended to interested teachers in
schools with the potential to set up food gardens.

Early preparation: The Pothar Pedagogy dialogue introduces
conversation about biodiversity to the children much before their
formal lessons on environmental studies and conservation can
begin in schools or at colleges. It also makes the students creative
in learning about their environment by creating crafts, writing
plays, painting, and writing. All these activities undertaken by the
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Pothar Pedagogy dialogue may not only raise young ambassadors
of food justice, but also generate a whole new lot of tools for raising
environmental consciousness.

Pedagogy of Care: The initiative also opened up interactions and
collaborations across the seed library, schools, universities, and
research institutions. It focused on research with engaged pedagogy.

Loving the land: Holistic knowledge, as envisaged in the NEP 2020,
can only be meaningful if it encourages students to love the land, and
to ensure that it can nurture life of different species for generations
to come.
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fifere 23, cofeat fass 9 | ¥ 2fEFare 75w (FIT S -5 (FIT @ o (Z 9G5!
oI (Zygote) 919w F(F | O fo12S JoAFIRTE! i (2 Feltet Ko 231 | bt Siaeed
WIS (2 AT G2 FEBIEE TS o S |

3.b: Jree &FiF (Types of Seed)

et 72 PRI (AR A= (@ A A LI e, 390179 (Hybrid genetically
modified) i, fem el #ifTafs (Genetically modified) i, wifss Seswers
e wiifi |

2.5: e wIigEe =i AT




Pothar Pedagogy | 147
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«aT{ IR At &S T (Air Layering) ¢ SI9 91%] TISTCH! 613 e 4, (712
TIFCH! RTINS Ao ATFICOZ Toel ol 91E2 #JfeT (o 1 & OCHId G (et
(CeT |

eren ¢

g TG M 2127 (TS (2111 (0T | G2 (AT 7243 S 0 A RIS
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Pothar Pedagogy is a book that emerged from several years of practice and learning. It was
the product of sustained engagement and care between people who worked tirelessly on the
ground to promote sustainable agriculture and seed banks, and academic researchers who
were convinced of the need to offer alternatives to development models that ignore
environmental justice. This book is centred on two years of work with students, teachers,
farmers, and community members engaged with the Annapurna Seed Library, Northeast
India’s first indigenous seed library in Jorhat district of Assam. Readers can learn about
various ways to create a counter-narrative to unsustainable developmental paradigms,
especially through pedagogies that promote learning from the agrarian lifeworld of the past.
Pothar Pedagogy is a gift to a generation being taught to forget its deep connections to the
land, in the hope that it will find joy and dignity in caring for it.
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