South
Bengal

toll at 42

OURBUREAU

May 25: The toll in the south
Bengal districts from vester-
day’s cyclone has gone up to 42
with reports of 22 more deaths
coming from the two 24-Parg
anas, Birbhum, Murshidabad,
Nadia and Burdwan.

“Two air force helicopters,
one each for North and South
24-Parganas, dropped food pa-
ckets and two columns (about
140) of army personnel carri-
ed out rescue operations,” chi-
ef secretary Asok Mohan Cha-
krabarti said.

In North 24-Parganas, sev-
en of a family, including three
children, were swept away last
night by the swirling Ichhama-
ti near Basirhat. In South, dis-
trict magistrate Khalil Ahmed
said five people died in Pathar-
pratima.

Four deaths were reported
from Birbhum. While a couple
died in sleep after a portion of
the mud wall of their house fe-
11 on them last night at Murar-
ui, falling trees killed two far-
mers in Nalhati and Suri tod-
ay. Three persons died in Mur-
shidabad, two in Nadia’s Cha-
kdah and one in Burdwan's
Memari. Over 2,000 houses we-
re damaged in the two distric-
ts, officials said.

Large swathes of south Be-
ngal are without power. “Our
engineers are conducting rep-
airs on a war footing. In many
places the damage is so huge,
it will take three to four days to
repair,” said a power depart-
ment official. Over 1,000 poles
have been uprooted and wires
have snapped at innumerable
. points.

Chakrabarti put the “offi-
cial” death toll in the state at
64, but reports of casualties
are pouring in.

Storm trail cripples north,
40 landslides in Darjeeling

OUR BUREAU

May 26: The beast lost its tee-
th today but left a trail of des-
truction in north Bengal befo-
re death, setting off at least 40
landslides across the Darjeel-
ing hills and killing 20.

The toll in the storm and
rain triggered by the dissipat-
ing Aila in north Bengal stood
at 23, with three deaths report-
ed each from Malda, Cooch
Behar and South Dinajpur.

A 12-year-old girl, hit by a
flying branch, was among the
victims.

The slides started from
9.30am after the rain that lash-
ed the hills all night continued
in the morning, too. In two ho-
urs, there were at least 25 slips
in and around Darjeeling and
Kurseong towns.

Hundreds of tourists were
stranded both in Darjeeling
and Siliguri as Hill Cart Road
and the bypasses leading to
the hill resort getting clogged.

By evening, at least 20 peo-
ple, including four children,
got buried under the rubble,
sliding off hill slopes.

Police, firemen and volun-
teers were on the alert since
last night but they had too mu-
ch on their hands today,

“I have never seen anythi-
ng like this before. There are
landslips all around and res-
cue work is getting hampered
by the closed roads. We are ha-
ving to clear rubble at one pla-
ce and rush to another for sea-
rch and rescue operations,” a
volunteer said.

Darjeeling district magis-
trate Surendra Gupta said in

House reduced to rubble in Darjeeling town. Picture by Kundan Yolmo

the evening that he had called
in a team of disaster manage-
ment specialists from Dhubri
in Assam. “These men have
been trained by the National
Disaster Management Institu-
te and they will of great help.
We are having problems rea-
ching remote areas like Rimb-
ik, where we do not know abo-
ut the situation as the roads
have been cut off,” Gupta said.

If a few hundred tourists
were stuck in Darjeeling, a few
thousand were in Siliguri, wa-
iting for an opportunity to go
uphill.

Tashi Pencho, a Darjecling
hotel owner, said he was pray-
ing for an early end to the cri-
sis. This is peak season in the
Queen of the Hills,

Many like Richard Perri-
era of Mumbai, who has gone

to Darjeeling with a group of
58, were in a dilemma. “We
had return tickets for tonight
and we missed the train. I won-
der how we will get tickets for
all of us in one go,” a worried
Richard said.

In Siliguri, only a handful
of tourists had made it to Sikk-
im as NH31A was blocked in
several places. The highway
was cleared late afternoon.

Most Siliguri hotels, how-
ever, had tourists who had de-
cided to stay put for the night.
“I had heard that the road to
Sikkim was open, but I am tr-
avelling with my wife and two
children. But we are yet to take
a decision. Let us see whether
we can go to Sikkim tomorrow.
We have to return to Calcutta
by train on Thursday night,”
said Debashis Dutta.

Sunderbans
home hunt

OUR CORRESPONDENT

Calcutta, May 26: Floodwa-
ters in sanctuary, tiger in vil-
lage.

A Sunderbans tiger appar-
ently looking for safe ground
after its reserve went under
water during yesterday’s cycl-
one ambled into a villager’s
home.

Pinto Saha, almost face to
face with the beast at his hou-
se in Jamespur village of Sou-
th 24-Parganas’ Gosaba, raised
the alarm.

He and his neighbours in-
formed the reserve officials
who arrived and tranquillised
the tiger, Subrat Mukherjee,
director of the Sunderbans
Tiger Reserve, said.

The swirling Bidya had sm-
ashed an embankment, flood-
ed the reserve and forced the
animal to seek safe ground in
Jamespur, 170km from Calcut-
ta, Mukherjee said.

The reserve officials tran-
quillised the animal, Mukher-
jee said, adding it was put in a
cage for being released into
the core area of the forest.

The tiger wasn't the only
one fleeing the floodwaters:
Mukherjee said two deer had
straved into Satyanarayanpur
village in Bali Island. They
were caught and released into
the forest later. However, re-
serve officials found one deer
dead in Haldibari.

Thedirector of the Sunder-
bans Biosphere Reserve, N.C.
Bahuguna, said work on the
captive breeding of the spot-
ted deer, many of which were
feared washed away during
the cyclone-triggered floods,
would continue. He declined to
put a number on the missing
ones from the government-
run breeding centres at Jhar-

A Bengal tiger

khali and Bakkhali but asserf
ed that the project “will con
tinue”,

Boats have been kept o
stand-by after reports that ar
ound 20 full-grown crocodile
had escaped from a breedin:
centre at Bhagabatpur nea
Sagar Island.

“It will be almost impossi
ble to locate and capture then
as the waters are still high ev
en during low tide,” a senio
forest official said.

Another forester said th
Bakkhali and Jharkhali dee:
breeding centres would be re
built, but stressed that the pri
ority now was to protect peo
ple from the straying animals.
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