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Bhuj, India, April 5 — Twelve-year-old Pratik Dewani gravely but calmly about the earthquake that damaged his home two months ago and left him, his mother and sister living in the barren mother and hallway of a hotel. But when he talks about his father, the words come out in an anguished stutter and his right hand flutters up to his mouth as if to catch the thoughts. “My father died,” the boy said. “He went to save a neighbor, and a wall fell on him.”

Children across the dry, scrubby reaches here in Gujarat state, in western India, have been struggling to cope with the traumatic aftermath of the earthquake on January 6, which killed, 20,000 people, injured 166,000, damaged or destroyed more than a million homes, and reduced hundreds of villages to rubble.

But the children’s return to normalcy has been compromised by a casualty of the earthquake that was earlier overshadowed by people’s immediate needs. The quake demolished almost 9,600 elementary schools and damaged or destroyed more than 2,000 secondary schools.

Until this week, Pratik was one of the children who was out of school. He tagged along with his uncle to family’s grocery shop with little to district him from the chaos around him or the memories of his father. But on April 1, he began attending one of six tented schools that Veerayatan, a Jain service organization, has set up in the past month and a half. Relief Workers, as well as state and local officials, say it is the largest, most honest and best organized private effort to provide stopgap schools for children in the state.

In mid-February, just three weeks after the earthquake, the state decided that all the schools in the worst-hit areas should be closed, even the intact ones, because of fears they would tumble down in the aftershocks. The state plans to open at least temporary schools for all children by mid June, when the next school year begins. But UNICEF, which is giving the state tents, pencils crayons and erasers for more than 7,000 temporary schools, said it was trying to convince the state to let nonprofit groups run summer schools in the tents. Schools here let out for summer in April, when temperatures routinely hit 110 degrees.

UNICEF officials and child experts say the routine of school would be the best medicine to help children recover from the horror of what they have seen and experienced.

As word of the Veerayatan Schools has spread among the homeless families in this devastated city, parents have poured in, lining up in the shade of the huge tent that serves as colorfully patterned cotton cloth tied to tall wooden posts. The number of children enrolled has swelled to more than 3,000.

Tuesday, 600 children signed up. Wednesday, 400 more came to sit in orderly rows on burlap spread out on the ground. By the end of the week, the Jain priestesses running the schools said that the classrooms were full and that Veerayatan would need to start even more schools.

Children interviewed this week, both at the Veerayatan schools and in camps for the homeless, unanimously said they wanted to go back to school.

One night at a small encampment in Bhuj, families sat outside their stuffy, overcrowded tents near the five-story apartment building where they used to live. The despair of these parents — reduced to living India’s poor, without toilets, refrigerators or running water – was evident, as was their children’s desire to escape their tedium.

Dinesh Gosai, 15, said he mostly passed his days in the small shop where his father sold paan, betel leaves stuffed with flavorings. He longs for the school days when he chatted and studied with his friends.

As Dinesh spoke, a man and a boy emerged from the darkness. It was Kemji Solanki, who sold salty snacks from a pushcart before it was damaged in the earthquake, and his son Bhaveen, 9. The boy’s large brown eyes were unreadable as he stood wordlessly beside his father, who narrated the family’s unbearable calamity. 

They had lived on the top floor of the apartment buildings, just beneath the water tank. When the struck, Mr. Solanki was out buying vegetables and, somehow, Bhaveen managed escape, but 19 members of the family were crushed to death, including the boy’s mother, his elder brother and his grandparents.

Mr. Solanki seemed confused by all that had befallen him. Even as Bhaveen stood next to him, he insisted that his son did not know his mother and brother were dead.

The boy said nothing, but he took the photographs from his father and looked through them, seriously studying each one before tucking it behind the others. 

There is plenty of sadness in the faces of children in the Veerayatan schools, but there is gaiety and purpose, too. Each morning, all over Bhuj, children line up at dusty corners for buses to the schools. Many of the girls have crisp ribbons in their hair. The boys are neatly dressed in long pants and shirts. 

The schools are run by Jains, who follow a religion of nonviolence, vegetarianism, honesty and frugality. But all castes, creeds and religions are accepted.

When they arrived in Bhuj, nuns from Veerayatan, a charitable group that gives health care and education to the poor, found that most volunteers were concentrating on providing victims with food, water and shelter. “But no one was looking after the children,” said Shilapiji, the priestess in charge here who goes by one name. “Children were on the streets, holding on to their mothers’ saris. They were traumatized and had nothing to do all day.”

On Feb. 21, the members set up their first tented school in Bhuj. They hired educated local women to teach for $26 a month, much less then government teachers. 

Sister Shilapiji is a distinctive sight walking among the children in a plain white cotton sari. As she calls out the morning prayer, her voice is muffled by a piece of white paper folded over a string that covers her mouth. It symbolized her commitment to nonviolence as a Jain, so complete that she would not kill even a tiny insect by accidentally inhaling it (though she says the paper is only symbolic, since she might inhale a living thing through her uncovered nose).

One morning this week, Swati Thakker, 14, rushed around the school with tears streaming down her face. She was frantically searching for her brother Tapan, 12, her uncle and two cousins, ages 3 and 7, died in an avalanche of rubble during the earthquake, and she has been on edge ever since. But her tears dried as soon as she found Tapan, a beautiful, slender boy in jeans and a blue T-shirt. It was his first day at the school, which is on the grounds of a Jain temple five miles south of Bhuj.

At home, Tapan said, he had dwelt on his morbid fears. The family sleeps in a tent but ventures into their damaged house for baths. “If I go in the house and the earth moves again and I die, what will my parents do?” he asked.

But at school, Tapan is back with his friends and his fears are banished, at least for the mornings he is there. “At home, we are always wondering what to do,” he said. “Here the time passes quickly.”
