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Journey through a Disaster
A Filmmaker’s Account of the Gujarat Earthquake, 2001
BAT U L M U K H T I A R

hen the earthquake occurred in Gujarat on January 26, 2001, at 8:30 in the
morning, I was having an English breakfast in a five-star hotel with a British film crew
from Channel 4, UK.
We were shooting a bizarre story. An English girl, a small-time model in UK, had done a
small ‘item number’ a year ago for a Bollywood film, and had been bitten by the bug. The
producer, in an attempt to dissuade her politely, told her she was too slim for Bollywood. Hindi
films demanded a more buxom figure. The girl, determined, got a breast enhancement surgery,
and Channel 4 was following her arrival in Mumbai and her attempts to land an acting job.
This sounds saner than it actually was. In three days we had seen it all: leering
passes, false promises, endless waiting on film sets, hilarious auditions. My job as a
production coordinator did not allow me time to watch the news about the earthquake, and
I depended for updates on the British cameraman who was keenly concerned about what
was happening in Gujarat.
By a strange quirk of fate, Nick the cameraman got a SOS phone call from Channel 5,
UK, asking him if he could go to Gujarat and shoot. Channel 5 was doing a story on the
International Rescue Corps from UK and they were scheduled to fly out that day. The producer/director of the program was unable to fly out for some reason, and Nick’s name
had been suggested for the job. Nick asked me whether I would go out with him, and
I agreed.
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We spent January 27 trekking across Mumbai, chasing an elusive film star who had
promised to help the English girl with contacts. We spent the evening waiting outside the
film star’s make-up van while the girl talked to him inside. I hurried home to pack a bag, and
then pick up Nick and the sound-recordist. We had decided to drive down to Bhuj that night
after the Channel 4 shoot was through.
The drive to Bhuj was long and arduous, not the least because Nick was panicking
about getting there quickly and would not trust the Indian method of asking for directions
instead of looking at a map. As soon as we reached Gujarat, we saw vehicle after vehicle
heading out to Kutch with relief material.
At the Surajbari Bridge, the road was blocked. The bridge had been damaged and the
police were allowing only one vehicle across it at a time. The number of those waiting was
huge, and tempers were high. Nick insisted that we must jump the line, deeming it of vital
importance that we start shooting with the Rescue Corps as soon as we could. He stormed
off to the police through the crowd and we did get our way through, but not without abuse
and jeering from the waiting crowd.
We drove into Kutch at twilight. The setting sun sparkled golden rays on cracks in the
road and a broken petrol pump. We arrived at the Bachau crossing. There was destruction
all around. The road was littered with old clothes that people had sent from all over the
country and which no one had wanted. In the fading light, people milled on the roads like
sad ghosts. By the time we reached Bhuj it was pitch-dark. The power supply had not been
resumed and only car headlights, torches and lanterns guided us to the Jubilee Ground
where rescue units from all over the world were staying.
The International Rescue Corps had arrived that morning, after the usual tussle with
red tape at the airport, waiting to be cleared by the authorities. They were expecting us but
were not prepared to host us. The Rescue Corps travel like military units, each man with his
own backpack of tent, utensils, bedding, and big freezers of army rations. They had food
enough for us, an extra tent that they could spare, but no bedding and no utensils. We were
confronted with the reality of having to sleep on the cold, freezing ground like the entire city
that had become homeless, and spooning out food with our fingers from thawed packets.
Having a cup of tea was hard without a cup to spare.
Early next morning, we started out on rescue calls. Jubilee Ground was teeming with
people asking for help, government clerks trying not too successfully to understand international accents, and government drivers with too few vehicles at their command trying to
fulfil too many demands. I soon found myself becoming an interpreter between Gujarati and
English and sending out our own vehicle on rescue calls. Every few minutes I would get
pulled back by Nick, who needed me to concentrate on the shoot.
We spent the better part of the morning in the city following the Rescue Corps over
mountains of rubble, tiptoeing over dead bodies, fighting the smell, the dust, trying to
diffuse the anxious anticipation of family members hoping for miracles. Bollywood was
another world, though only twenty-four hours ago we had been in the middle of it. I was
laden with cameras around my neck, finding it hard to keep pace with the physically fit
rescue workers, terrified that I would stumble over a dead person. The walled city was
nothing but an endless obstacle course of debris and the dead.
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In the afternoon, after yet another futile search, we got a SOS call on a walkie-talkie.
There were some sounds from an apartment building that we had searched earlier that day.
Two men from our unit were already there, and there was definite sign of life. Not one of
the rescue corps units had yet found anyone alive and the hope of success was already
exciting us.
At the apartment building, neighbours had already gathered, repeating the story of
who had heard the sounds and what had happened. Our unit went to work with their ultrasonic equipment. Since they had combed the site earlier that day, and for the last two days
as well, they could move quickly.
A few minutes later, I heard the head of the unit arguing into his walkie-talkie. Work
halted. He strode down angrily and seemed to be walking out of the site. I asked him if
our car could take him somewhere. He hopped in and asked to be taken back to Jubilee
Ground. At the ground, I watched from a distance the heated argument between him and
the coordinator of the rescue corps from UK.
There were three units from UK and they took it by turn to attend calls that came to
them. This call was apparently to have been taken by the Fire Brigade unit. It took me a few
minutes to figure out what the fuss was about. Obviously, if a life had to be saved, the fight
was to be in the limelight, to get the publicity. Eventually a compromise was worked out,
and both units agreed to share the credit.
Work resumed after a delay of about thirty minutes. Within a few minutes, a young man
was taken out on a stretcher, hale and hearty, fully conscious. He had been under the debris
for four days. He had an iridium watch on and was aware of the passage of time, and aware
of how long he could survive. Cameras flashed, the crowds clapped, reporters from across
the world marvelled at the story it would make. The young man, Viral Dalal, was worried
about what had happened to his family, who were still trapped underneath.
Later in the evening, Nick and I went off to the hotel grounds where the media people were
camping. Nick was hoping to get the story of the rescue edited on someone’s laptop and also
hoping that some news network would show interest in airing the story. The hotel grounds were
abuzz with satellite phones, a frenzied rush to send in reports, a long waiting list to send in
one-minute video stories through the satellite network. Nick found himself sidelined. No reporter
wanted to spend time over a story that he had not brought in himself.
Nick decided we must go back to the apartment building the next day. The Rescue
Corps was going to look for Viral’s family, and we must persuade Viral to talk about his experience under the debris and his rescue. The job of ‘fixing’ Viral was mine. I felt nauseated at
the thought.
I waited with Viral for the better part of the day. His gaze was focused like a hawk,
willing with all his might for the rescue of his family. Late afternoon, they found the body of
his brother. Pieces of a body, crushed, disfigured, purple. It was certain that the rest of his
family was dead. Viral rushed off with the ambulance and his brother’s dead body. Nick and
I kept waiting, hoping he would come back.
I did not want to ask Viral to do the interview, but Nick was determined. My Indian
colleague, the sound-recordist, took it upon himself to convince Viral that he must do the
interview. We waited until evening, and on sighting Viral we pounced on him like vultures,
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using all our psychological skills to complete our story. We got the interview.
The next day, Nick wanted to do a helicopter ride over the city. He seemed to think
that I should be able to get the requisite permissions. I was not functioning as I ought to,
because we had been sleeping on the ground in the freezing cold, because the army rations
had given me the loosies, and also because I was too shaken by what was going on around
me. I did not give a damn about the shoot anymore. I could not think it more important to
requisition a helicopter ride for a shoot rather than using it for some relief work.
This was my first experience of a disaster up close. I had worked for six years as a
production coordinator and fixer with international documentary crews. My initial enthusiasm and admiration for their painstaking methods had waned into a dislike for their prejudices, for their ‘white man’s’ expectations of having things work smoothly for them always,
for their disregard of people once they had finished shooting with them. However, I also
knew that this disregard and prejudice was not unique to foreigners, but a part of the film
culture even in our own country.
What irked me most was the blurring between fact and fiction. The imperatives of
making a television programme that was interesting, entertaining and ‘told a story’ often
meant staging set-ups, pushing contributors to do and say things they would not do or say
otherwise. A year ago, I had spent many months with a Scottish associate researching for
a television series for Channel 4, finding characters that epitomized Mumbai. Our hard-won
rapport with these people was often jeopardized during the shoot by the directors’ demand
for meaty stories, and after the program came out we lost many friends. These experiences
had created much confusion within me, as I wondered how the need for a good story could
be reconciled with sticking to the truth. Like many other filmmakers, I had bought a DV
camera, sure that this was the path to freedom.
A fortnight after the earthquake, my husband Vivek, who is a cameraman, and I went
back to Bhuj. The papers had been carrying stories of heroic rescues, bravery, courage,
fortitude. My own glimpse of the Kutchi people during my first visit there inspired us to go
find these real-life heroes on camera.
It took us less than a day to realize that what worked as written word did not work as
speech. So much of the heroism came from the text itself. The smallest action became a
major heroic act, much in the way of mythical poems. It also took us only a few hours to
realize that the real heroism of the people was in the way they conducted their day-to-day
lives, the spirit with which they were determined to rise from the ashes.
I decided to quit looking for stories and only to explore: to walk, to talk, to meet, to
be with those who were there. Of course, filmmaking training guided us subconsciously,
sometimes even against our will. One of the most important lessons I had learnt while working with international crews was that there was magic in what seemed mundane. Being part
of a culture, a country, one takes so many sights and sounds for granted, but these seem
to tell entire stories to those to whom they are unfamiliar. Kutch was an unfamiliar enough
terrain to someone coming from Mumbai to keep eyes and ears open. The pitfall was
that it was so easy to beautify the images of destruction. Everywhere that one turned the
camera, the ruins gave a beautiful ‘frame’. And that, somehow, seemed wrong.
This exploration with one’s own ideas about the documentary continued over a year.
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As did the questions about one’s own life when faced with the philosophical fortitude of
people who had lost not only material belongings, but their history, their way of life. It was
not always easy to be spontaneous, and over and over we were faced with the question,
“But what is your focus?” We never were able to answer that question, even at the end of a
yearlong shoot and a ten-month edit.
Shooting with a DV camera afforded all the advantages of intimacy, of simplicity.
Except for a few initial awkward moments, where people seemed to think it necessary to
act up to the camera, mostly people went about their work and we went about ours. I knew,
from past experiences, that people often felt that a camera would somehow alleviate their
problems, that being telecast would bring attention to their woes. And it was hard to make
people understand that we could not help, that we could only document.
A tribal woman abused me for shooting her. She understood the international value of
her nose-ringed face and wanted money to be photographed. A Tibetan rescue team, dedicated, compassionate, pulled out a dead body with their bare hands twenty days after the
earthquake. The grandson of the old lady was grateful that he would now be able to cremate his grandmother with proper rites. The rescue team posed with the dead body like hunters
with a trophy. There were cameras all around. A group of American tourists wandered the
rubble-ridden streets, clicking away furiously. A mendicant beggar outside a temple harangued
Vivek and me, explaining to us the futility of all photography. “This is only a documentary”, he
said. “This can tell you I am here. This cannot tell you who I am”. True to his nature, he resisted all our attempts to ‘follow’ him the next day in our quest for an ‘interesting character’.
Since we were making an independent film, we had the freedom to structure it loosely, to
keep our concept of a non-concept through the edit. Filmmaker friends from all over the world
praised the film but considered it too loose. Audiences at screenings were touched, moved,
and bored by turns. At the Cinema du Réel in Paris, an astronomer film buff said the film had
been for him a journey through India, which he had never seen. But it was “not a film”. The line
between being a film and “not a film” was too distinct in market terms for the film to be sold.
All I had to hold on to was my own stubborn ideas about what a documentary should be.
The theme of the Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival in 2003 was “Beyond
Documentary”. Many brave documentaries were screened there, including a nine-hour film from
China. A touching story of an old Korean woman living in America almost got wiped off by the
pandemonium during the after-screening question and answer session when it became clear
that the filmmaker had not shown the film to the old lady. Winning her trust, he had exposed all
her family skeletons and deemed it safer not to show the film to her or her family. Cries of
“Shame!” and his feeble defence exposed the critical issue that faces all of us -- the profiting of
the filmmaker at the expense of another’s innocence, naiveté and tragedy.
The metaphysical doubts raised by the mendicant outside the temple are echoed all over
the world in the minds of documentary filmmakers, who are most often sincere in their quest
for truth. However, market realities can afford a flight to freedom only once. Very few filmmakers can afford to be stubborn through their lives, questioning their own integrity along with
the social and political issues of their times. It is easy to be paralyzed into silence by doubts.
New DV technology makes it easy to speak out, to experiment, to explore, and the search
continues through the world to define and redefine the role and the potential of documentary.
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