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This is Melem Keezhem,
an informative comic series on the Lakshadweep,

in English and Malayalam.
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FOREWORD

Lakshadweep is a very special place. Melem Keezhem - both above water and below
- itis a place of immense beauty and wonder. Over the last three decades that NCF
has been working in Lakshadweep, there is not one day that goes by without us being
overwhelmed by the elegance of her ecosystems, the richness of her culture, and

the strength and grace of her people. As India's only coral atoll, it is unique, and the
full diversity of Lakshadweep's reefs still remains to be discovered. Our work has
shown that the health of the coral reef and the wellbeing of Lakshadweep's people
are intimately linked. The island owes its existence to the reef, and healthy coral reefs
continue to protect and maintain the island in crucial ways. As climate change threatens
both Lakshadweep's ecosystems and her people, understanding these relationships
becomes ever more important.

This little book is our tribute to this wonderful archipelago. These comics bring together
everything we have learnt from being part of these islands over these years. Its deep
geological origins. Its complex ecology. Its fascinating history and culture. The hopes
and dreams of its people. The threats the islands currently face. And the amazing
resilience that Lakshadweep can show in the face of all these threats.

This book is the start of a conversation. We believe that it is in conversation that ideas
are born, take shape and become actions. The idea of Lakshadweep is a precious

one that is worth nurturing and worth celebrating. We look forward to seeing this
conversation grow and deepen.

Dr. Rohan Arthur
Head, Oceans and Coasts Programme
Nature Conservation Foundation (NCF)
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INTRODUCTION

“The natural beauty of the Himalayas has been described a thousand times;
the man-made masterpiece Taj Mahal has been photographed
millions of times; but we present to you for the first time the unknown
beauty spots of the Arabian Sea - the Laccadives...”

When the esteemed Wing Commander Murkot Ramunny, one of Lakshadweep’s first
and finest administrators, wrote the above words in 1965 in his introduction to the
‘Atlas of the Laccadive, Minicoy and Amindivi Islands’, the Laccadives were indeed
completely unknown.

Fast forward 60 odd years later and the Laccadives have become the Lakshadweep,
its beauty spots aren’t as unknown, and there is no shortage of cliched adjectives used
to describe the place - think some combination of pristine, shimmering, sun-kissed,
far-flung, powdery-white, crystal-clear, idyllic, azure, turquoise - many of which even we
have been guilty of overusing. There has also been a proliferation of photographs and
videos competing to best do justice to those adjectives in the process.

So what makes this Melem Keezhem book any different?

When it comes to introducing a project of this type, it is harder to decide what to leave
out than what to mention. Many ideas, many meetings, many translations and many plot
twists have culminated in the 32 informative comic panels you will see in the coming
pages. Each of the 64 chosen photos also carries a story. Why did we decide to design
it this way? Why comic panels? Why photos? Why this layout? We will hopefully get

the space to explain all that in future books (yes, there are more in the works). For now,
we will begin by saying that like most good things in life, none of this was supposed

to happen. NCF’s Oceans and Coasts Programme (OCP) has been working in the



Lakshadweep for over 25 years, and over this period, our research uncovered
how the fragile ecosystem of the islands is being threatened by climate change.
As part of OCP’s outreach team, our job was to interact with the
island community and spread awareness about how the amazing
biodiversity of the islands can still be preserved in the face of this threat.

And we believe we were making a right fist of it too.

Through the Kadal Kathakal (Stories of the Sea) exhibitions held between 2019 and
2020 in collaboration with the Lakshadweep Forest Department, we covered seven
islands and reached out to over 1000 islanders.

Before something called Covid happened and changed everything. Just reaching the
Lakshadweep, let alone meeting people, became harder than usual. We were stuck in
limbo. But we knew climate change wouldn’t wait so then how could we?

Thus was Melem Keezhem (Above and Below) born.

In keeping with the title, Melem Keezhem is designed to convey different aspects of
island life from both above land and below water, covering local history, geography,
society, economy and ecology, all while gradually exploring how climate change stands
to affect the ~70,000 inhabitants of the smallest Union Territory of the seventh largest
country on earth.

We did not want to convey any of this information in mere words and therefore struck
upon the idea of doing it in a manner never attempted before, atleast in Lakshadweep’s
case - through aesthetically vibrant and informative comic panels featuring characters
rooted in the islands. And given Lakshadweep’s rich history of artists, writers, singers
and other creative people, inspired for ages by the sea and the beautiful environment
surrounding them, the format felt rather fitting.

What was initially conceived as a simple WhatsApp campaign, an effort to get our
message across to the Lakshadweep even if we couldn’t be there ourselves, evolved
into an ambitious, full-fledged comic book project of its own, the one-of-its-kind result
which you hold in your hands today. The book is in both Malayalam and English and
contains both sketches and images, not only to allow islanders to enjoy seeing their



daily surroundings be depicted in this unique form, but also for people on the mainland
and beyond to know more about the Lakshadweep.

In its own way, Melem Keezhem serves as a humble homage to the Ramunny Atlas,
another one-of-its-kind initiative published at a time when information on the
Lakshadweep was scarce, and interest in the islands even scarcer.

And in theory, this book also has similarly grand ambitions, standing as it does on the
shoulders of giants like Ramunny. We would love to see it become a popular resource
among the people of Lakshadweep, further local conversations on climate change,
and act as the catalyst for preserving and promoting the archipelago’s rich cultural and
ecological heritage.

But indeed, even if Melem Keezhem doesn’t achieve anything else, we will consider
our job done if it accomplishes the one thing even Ramunny had hoped for as he wrote
in his introduction all those years ago - “we hope this will enlighten those who mix up
Andamans and Lakshadweep to this day”.

Welcome to this visual journey through the pristine, sun-kissed, powdery-white and
far-flung islands of the Lakshadweep. From above and below.

Welcome to Melem Keezhem, Volume 1.

On behalf of
Oceans and Coasts Programme, Nature Conservation Foundation (NCF)

Kevin George and Somesh S. Menon,
2022
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Administration team based in Mysore, to colleagues from all other programmes
for their insightful tips and liberal doses of encouragement.

Our benevolent funders - Azim Premji University (APU), Cholamandalam Investment
and Finance Company Limited (CIFCL), and Science and Engineering Board (SERB),
Government of India;

Our translators, editors and able external allies - Lakshmi Marikar, Anand Rama
Krishnan, Murali and the team at Eagle Printers;

Most of all, this project is not just thankful to but also dedicated to some of the most
beautiful people we know from the most beautiful place we know, the islands and the
islanders of Lakshadweep - our landlord/friend/anchor Akbar ikka, Maulana Sir, Dr. Ali
and the Thanal team, Anwar ikka, Nasser ikka and all divers, Dr. Idrees Babu and the
DST team, MoEF staff, Mohammed Arif and other administrative staff for the permits,
the staff at Kavaratti library, friends at Dubai Tea Shop and other haunts, and countless
others for countless kindnesses from all over the islands;

And ofcourse, a special note of appreciation for our outstanding designer,

Malvika Tewari, whose creativity and hard work brought this project to life. The fact
that she was able to portray the Lakshadweep in such extraordinary detail without ever
having visited the islands, a lapse we intend to soon rectify, is true testament to her
remarkable talent.

Finally, many heartfelt thanks to the many unnamed others because of whom we, and
this book, exist. You know who you are. @
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