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PRESIDENT’S
DESK

Durga Pujo has always been a celebration of community, a

time when we come together under the gaze of the Goddess,
sharing in joy, hope, and a profound sense of belonging. Here,
in Blacksburg, we try, every year, to recreate a small piece of
home, not just in rituals and customs, but in the warmth of our
shared connection. This magazine is a testament to that spirit—
the collective heartbeat of Bengali and non-Bengali students,
alumni, and families who make this possible year after year.
As I write this, my heart swells with gratitude. Every smiling
face, every helping hand, every word of encouragement has
made this festival more than an event—it’s a home away from
home. Thank you to each of you who brought your time, your

energy, and your love into this beautiful mosaic we can proudly

call our Pujo.

But even as we celebrate, the weight of the year hangs in the air, impossible to ignore. The shadows of recent
tragedies, especially the violence brought to light by incidents back home, remind us that our joy exists alongside
deep sorrow. Back home, many women continue to live in fear, fighting battles they shouldn’t have to fight. It is a
harsh reminder that, though we celebrate the Goddess Durga’s triumph over evil, the struggles of so many brave
women in Bengal and across India are far from over.

How do we reconcile the joy we feel here with the pain that lingers there? Perhaps it’s in recognizing that the same
strength we honor in Maa Durga (Durga, the Mother) resides in these women too. It’s in their resilience, in their
courage to demand a better world. And in celebrating Pujo, we also celebrate them—their bravery, their defiance,
and their spirit.

So, as we gather under the vibrant colors and familiar sounds of Pujo, let us hold space for both joy and reflection.
Let us offer our prayers not just to the Goddess but to the real-life heroines who walk among us.

To all of you who have made this Pujo possible—thank you from the depths of my heart. You’ve given us a reason
to smile, a space to connect, and a reminder of what community truly means. As we move forward, may this
celebration continue to grow, and may our support for one another remain as unshakable as Maa Durga’s own

spirit.
With love and gratitude,
Nabayan Chaudhury

President, Bengali Students Association
Virginia Tech
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Durga Puja

Durga Puja is the festival which brings smile to every Bengali. Everyone waits for a whole year to
celebrate this magnificent festival of happiness. But you may wonder why it is the most deliberate

puja of all? Well to know the answer to that let us hop into the vast old past of ours.
Many, many years ago an asura named “Mahishasura” used to live in the hell. Mahishasura is a
Sanskrit word composed of “Mahisha” meaning buffalo and “Asura” meaning demon, together

“Buffalo Demon” because he could change his appearance into a buffalo at his wish.

Mahishasur had penanced well to get boons form the god Brahma. The boon he received was

that no man could possibly kill him. Just after gaining the boons he waged a war against the
devas. Due to the boon he received from Brahma nobody among the devas led by Indra could kill

or defeat him.

Subjected to defeat, the devas then approached Lord Vishnu and Lord Shiva who were aware
that only a woman could kill Mahishasura. They decided to create a goddess out of their
collective powers of all the devas and so a goddess was born who combined herself all that was

mighty and powerful in each god.

Shiva gave her his trident, Vishnu gave her his Sudarshan Chakra and Brahma gave her his
kamandalam of holy water and wisdom. Indra gave her his Vajra, Varuna gave her his conch,
Agni gave her a missile spear, Vayu gave her a bow and arrows, Vishwakarma gave her his axe

and an armour, and the lord of mountains gave her a lion as her vehicle.

Goddess Durga and Mahishasur had a very long and interesting fight. They fought and fought
and fought with all their strengths. Mahishasur fought her and changed his forms countless
times. First, he appeared as a buffalo. But goddess defeated him by wielding a sword. His next
form was an elephant. He tied up the goddess’s lion, but Durga cut off his trunk. Mahishasura
continued to terrorize her soldiers in his human and lion forms, but the goddess slew him with

her chakra.
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Goddess Durga’s trident is the most
recognizalbe symbols associated with Hindu
mythology. The trident, with its three
prongs, is interpreted to represent many
trinities in Hindu mythology, including the
three gunas, three time periods, and the
three universal cycles. Underestimating
goddess Durga’s power she killed
Mahishasura with that trident. Thereafter,
she was named Mahishasuramardini,
meaning the killer of Mahishasura. In the
end Mabhishasur surrendered against her so
as a boon she told Mahishasura that “even
if you were an asura later u will too be
worshipped with me” so we worship
Mahishasura along with goddess Durga.

She 1s considered as “Shakti” or

“Adishakti” because of her divine power
which was embedded in her by all the devas
and gods.

The “Shakti” or goddess Durga saved everyone from the dangerous asura who couldn’t be killed by
any male devas. That’s why every people especially Bengalis await for this time of year to celebaret the

winning of the good powers over evil.

Written by Uddipto Chaterjee
Art by Arshia Bhattacharjee
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Explore the nature on a bicycle

It was the first day of monsoon when I woke up early in the morning. I went to the backyard of house
and saw my garden was looking fresh drenched in the first rain of the season. When I opened the
window, cold breeze entered through it and patted on my shoulder telling me to move back. Turning
back, I saw my bi-cycle was waiting for me in one corner of backyard of my house. It was pleading,
“Let’s go for a ride today to explore unknown beauty of known places”. The fragrance of rain-soaked
nature was so enchanting that I also couldn’t resist myself to go for a ride. That day I didn’t know the
exact destination to reach, I was just following the aroma as if I was searching for its source. On the
way I found some red and yellow flowers were lying on street. The petals were so pretty that I couldn’t
run over them rather collected them in the basket of my cycle. I smelt them to know whether these

flowers were the source of that magnificent fragrance. But alas! They weren’t. Then I started my

journey again on bi-cycle. Suddenly the fragrance started to get stronger and stronger when I came

closer to a cave. I entered inside the cave and found it was decorated with beautiful plants and flowers.

I moved further to explore the entire place
and noticed another opening of the cave.
Reaching on another end point of the cave
I observed a stream was gliding blissfully
at its own pace. White flowers bloomed on
the little grasses at its bank, were nodding
their heads in breeze. That aroma was
strongest at this place. I felt the surreal
aroma was not coming from the flower
rather it was spread all over the
atmosphere. Then I realised it was the
fragrance of tranquillity which kept me
mesmerised for so long. Standing there
When I was enjoying this fragrance of
tranquillity my mother called me “Wake
up from sleep! Get ready for school” and

the dream broke.

Author and artist
Omelee Dey
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Photo by Udita Chaudhury

I AZIT | 5



Durga Puja - A Celebration

of Harmony Across Faiths

Every year, the streets of Dhaka, where I grew up, come alive with the rhythm of dhak drums,
the smell of dhuno incense, and the vibrant colors of festivity as Durga Puja begins. The
festival, which celebrates the triumph of good over evil, isn't just a celebration for the Hindu

community—it’s a celebration for everyone, transcending religious boundaries and reminding

us of the harmonious fabric that binds us together.

Growing up, I remember how the preparations for Durga Puja would start long before the
actual celebrations. The entire neighborhood, regardless of religion, would join hands to create
something magical. The artisans—many of them Muslims—would delicately craft the idols of
Goddess Durga, and it never felt like they were working on a festival that wasn’t their own.
There was a shared sense of pride, a collective effort to make sure the beauty of the festival
touched everyone’s hearts.

Durga Puja is, at its core, a community festival. It’s a time when Hindu and Muslim neighbors
come together, sharing sweets and stories, lighting lamps, and visiting pandals (temporary
stages for the goddess) hand in hand. I remember visiting the local pandal with my friends,
some of whom were Muslim, and feeling like it was our collective celebration. We would eat the
same prasad, watch the same cultural performances, and stand in awe of the beautifully
adorned idols.

In Bangladesh, the unity that Durga Puja fosters each year is a testament to the deep-rooted
respect between communities. Despite differences in faith, the festival becomes an opportunity
for people to reconnect, appreciate each other's traditions, and share the joy. It’s heartwarming
to see Muslim families visiting the pandals, offering their good wishes, and sometimes even
contributing to the preparations. I recall how, in my childhood, my family’s Muslim neighbor
would bring us freshly baked bread during the Puja mornings, adding a special flavor to our

celebrations.
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During Durga Puja, the festival fills the streets with vibrant colors and joyous crowds, creating
an atmosphere of unity and shared celebration that brings people together. Streets bustling with
people from all walks of life, joining in the processions, capturing memories, and singing songs
of unity. The festival reminds us that peace and mutual respect are the threads that keep us
together, not only during the Puja but all year round.

What’s even more beautiful is how this spirit of togetherness has spread beyond Bangladesh.
Across the world, from Kolkata to Virginia to London, Durga Puja unites communities,
regardless of where they are. In these global celebrations, we see people of different cultures and
faiths coming together, continuing the tradition of harmony. Whether in the heart of Dhaka or
in the distant pandals of London, the message remains the same—unity in diversity.

Durga Puja, in Bangladesh and globally, is not just about religion. It’s about the warmth of
shared moments, the beauty of cultural exchange, and the simple, powerful joy of being
together. Each year, it rekindles memories of a childhood filled with laughter and love, and of a
future that continues to embrace harmony across faiths. And as the goddess returns to the
heavens, so does the hope that the bonds we create during this festive season will last long after

the celebrations end.
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Birlyani

The hazy, grey lights of the city reflected on the dirty water of the pond. It was generous to call
it a pond — the water had turned into a sludge, the surface of the pond almost entirely covered
with refuse, some of the indeterminate, rotting things in deflated dirty plastic bags. Monte tried
to see if breathing through the mouth will make it easier to tolerate the smell, but it didn’t. He
looked at the peacefully sleeping Amol beside him and wondered how he could sleep through
the oppressive smell. Well, Amol was one of those people who could sleep through anything,
probably even something like a loudspeaker blaring by his side. Monte looked up at the old
man squatting beside the tarpaulin shack they were in, smoking his biri and looking up at the

hazy night sky, fouling up the air even more. As someone who was dirt poor and never really

had anything of worth, jealousy wasn’t one of the emotions Monte ever entertained, lest it
became overwhelming, but he couldn’t help but feel a tinge of jealousy at Amol’s ability to sleep

through anything.

Monte and Amol came to Kolkata from a small village near Birshibpur. Monte’s father was a
rickshaw-puller who would come home drunk every night like clockwork and beat up his mum
to take out his frustrations of a life unfulfilled. He’d always be a changed man in the morning,
bright eyed and bushy tailed, talking to Monte as if last night was all normal. His mom wasn’t
much better either — other than the bare-minimum housework she didn’t do much else, except
staining her teeth with the paan she was constantly chewing, and staying glued to their old,
black-and-white TV for every spare moment she had. Monte would be left all alone to his own
devices, skipping classes at the village school, and running around causing general mischief
around the village. Amol’s situation was a little bit better — even though he was born with a
congenital deformity where his right hand was nothing more than a stump, he had a mother
who cared about him. She went to Birshibpur everyday to clean the homes of a few rich people
in the city. He didn’t know much about his dad, except his mother saying, “Think as if you do
not have a dad, think of him as dead” whenever the topic of his missing dad came up. Well, he

didn’t miss his dad much because his mom really took good care of him and made sure he went

MIAW AJI | 02



to school and did his homework. But despite all that, Amol would be a big troublemaker —

much more than Monte. From stealing mangoes from the trees in someone’s yard to more
serious crimes like cutting off the tails of the village stray dogs — if there was trouble in the
village you be reasonably certain that Amol had something to do with it. In the beginning, he
used to use his deformity to gain leniency from the teachers and the people in the village, but
they soon wizened up to his tricks and gave him no leash. Monte and Amol were friends, with
Monte mostly playing the role of the more mature of the duo, trying to get Amol out of trouble
and disabusing him out of his most outrageous troublemaking ideas. Monte had always
thought if one of his parents cared about him like Amol’s mother did, he probably would have
been one of the ‘good’ kids who stayed in class and faithfully did the things they were told to.
But Amol had a mind of his own, and being a good kid was the last thing on that mind.

It was Amol who had the brilliant idea of going to Kolkata during the Durga Puja. They had
skipped school and were sitting in the shade of a big Banyan tree on the side of a big field on the
edge of the village — lazily eating from their cache of freshly stolen mangoes and guavas. The
banyan tree had its big thick aerial roots reaching out to the ground like hands trying to balance
itself. There was only the sound of the wind and the two boys chewing on their fruit, looking
out at the field — the vast expanse only punctuated by a kid herding a few goats in the far
distance. The wind was making slow waves in the thick grass as it blew around the field. This

idyllic silence was broken by Amol.

“What if we went to Kolkata during this year’s Puja?”

“What? Where did that come from?”, asked Monte.

“You know, so many people from all over the place go to Kolkata for the Puja. And they are
especially loose with their money during that time. We can make a lot of money just by begging
for it. We will come back home rich, and you can finally buy that cycle you've had your eye

29

on.
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Monte’s neighbour, Mr. Samaddar, had recently bought a new bicycle and he was looking to
get rid of his old one for cheap. He had asked his dad for money to buy it on a morning where
he looked more cheerful than usual, but he was turned down. As a family who was barely

making their ends meet, he had expected as much.

“Just begging, or are you thinking of stealing and pickpocketing too? Because, you know, if the

police catches us, we will be in serious trouble”, Monte asked.

“You know I don’t do that. My mom has made me promise that I'm never going to steal or rob,

and I'm not going to break her heart”, said Amol.

Monte smiled and thought, “At least he has some morals.” But he still needed to try to dissuade

Amol from this.

“What about our parents?” asked Monte as a last-ditch effort.

“I can make something up and persuade her. She trusts me. As for your parents, I don’t think

they’ll even realise you are gone for a few days”, said Amol.

“Hmm. That’s probably true. But I still don’t like this one bit. There are so many things we

don’t know!”
“C’mon, Monte. Let’s do this! We will get to see the sights in the city, we might even be able to
buy some rich people food with the money we make! Plus, I am friends with our local ticket

collector’s son, so he’ll let us ride the train from here to Kolkata for free!”

“Well, okay. I'll come.”, Monty relented. “But only because I want to keep you out of trouble”,

said Monte, even though he was secretly excited about their trip.

“Deal!”, said Amol, grinning through his teeth.
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The journey on the train was uneventful enough. Amol wanted to spend the little amount of
money they had saved for their return ticket on snacks, but Monte was able to dissuade him
from it. What they had wasn’t even enough for the tickets, but they were hoping that they’d

make enough money in the city to cover it.

“With my stump of a hand and my doe eyes, we will make more than what we need and then

some”, winked Amol, to a sigh and an eyeroll from Monte.

They got off at the Howrah station when it was pitch-dark at night. Monte was surprised at the
sea of people still moving about after midnight. They needed a place to sleep for the night — they
had brought a couple of shawls along with them to keep warm. In their village, it was easy to

find a tree to sleep under as long as you are warm enough, but it was hard to find something

like that here in the city. They finally found a park after walking quite a lot from the train

station, and tried to sleep on a bench amidst the cacophony of noises from the city.

Monte was awakened by someone shouting and something cold touching his legs. A policeman
had come up to them and was tapping his baton on their legs to wake them up, saying, “You

can’t sleep here!”

“So where can we sleep?”, Monte asks.

“That’s not my business, just don’t sleep in the park. Now off you go!”, shouted the policeman

again, waving his baton.

Monte and Amol wrapped themselves in their shawls and started walking away from the park.
The roads were more deserted now, the streetlights creating dim, conical silos of light amid the
hazy darkness. And in that hazy darkness, Monte could make out darker shapes, sometimes
moving, sometimes with sounds of coughing coming from them. They must have been in the
poorer area of the town with the homeless people on the streets. Monte felt for the little bundle
in his pants which had the bit of money they brought with them, but he realised with horror
that it was not there anymore. He must have lost it at the station with all those people around

them, or he might have been pickpocketed even on the train.
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They had walked around for almost an hour, trying to find a place to sleep for the night — none
of the homeless people would give them an inch of space — and they didn’t dare spend the night
on a completely deserted corner. It was around this time they encountered the old man — he was
a dark shape sitting in the corner of the street, calling them and gesturing with his hand with a
biri in it. As they approached him, they realised that he didn’t have his other hand, just like
Amol. The old man asked them what they are doing in the streets, and when he heard that they
didn’t have a place to sleep, he invited them to his shack near the stinky pond. It was a derelict
shack, made of thin bamboo sticks and dirty tarpaulin. No wonder anyone else comes here,
Monte thought, as he tried to focus his thoughts through the overwhelming stink. When Monte
asked the old man his name, he said he didn’t have a name and they can just call him “Dadu”.
Dadu had lost his left hand as a kid in an accident when he was trying to cross a train line.
Monte thought, maybe that’s why he beckoned them — maybe Amol reminded him of himself.

They were grateful when Dadu gave them a half-eaten pack of Parle-G biscuits, and gave them

a corner of the shack to sleep in.

The morning sun seemed to rear up its dim head bashfully and tried its best to shine through the
thick smog. Dadu was a beggar who had a spot on a busy street in Howrah. The boys decided
to go with him for the day and get some money for the bus fare to travel to the Kolkata proper.
They didn’t have any food left, but Dadu promised them they’ll have enough to eat something
by midday.

It was a good spot. A lot of people walked that road towards the train station. There was also a
busy bus stop right before that spot which unloaded a lot of passengers. But the best part about
the spot was an eatery right across the street called “Ravi’s Biriyani Point”. Every time its doors
opened, the warm, spice-laden smell of Mughlai biriyani would waft across the street and make
their mouths water. The boys were hungry enough already, but the aroma made their empty

stomachs grumble.

By midday they had enough money to buy themselves a lunch of a few chappatis and gravy with
indeterminate vegetables floating in it from a roadside stall. Even though it wasn’t the best, it
was the first warm food they ate after coming to the city, so they relished it. Dadu sat and

smiled, looking at the two kids eating with gusto.

qMIw AZIT | 9o



Right after they came back to their spot, tragedy struck. A little girl ran out onto the street after
getting off the bus, before her mom could corral her. They were closer to her, and Dadu ran
after her. Before he could get to her, a bus came and struck him. Monte and Amol watched in
horror and Dadu got flung off the bus onto the side of the street and his head struck the edge of
the sidewalk with a loud crunch. By the time Monte and Amol got to him, he was already
surrounded by people. His head had burst open, with chunks of blood and grey matter

everywhere.

The next hour was a nightmarish blur. The police arrived with their sirens and lights. Dadu was
pronounced dead. Everyone was questioned, including Amol and Monte. The police were
reasonably satisfied with this being an accidental death. They left the body with Amol and
Monte as they were the only next of kin for Dadu. They went back to the shack and fetched an

old, yellowed photo of a younger Dadu, and someone gave them an incense stick. They set up
the photo and burned the incense stick, and put down a stretched towel so that people could
donate for his cremation. And people did donate generously. The crowd who had stuck around
after the accident was mostly still there, and many of them were donating. By the end of the

night, they had enough to cremate Dadu.

While they were carrying Dadu’s body to the ghats for cremation, Amol said, “What if we just
bury his body beside the pond? No one will be any wiser.”

“Where is this coming from? This is blasphemous!”, exclaimed Monte.

“No, think about it”, said Amol, “The pond stinks enough already that if the body emitted any

smell, it’ll be undetectable.”

“I will not go along with this idea. This is stealing. Didn’t you say you wouldn’t disappoint your

mom?”
“Yes, I did say that. But this is not really stealing. People gave the money for Dadu. And I'm

sure the old man would not want us to waste the money uselessly, and instead would want us to

have some of that biriyani we have been smelling all day. Don’t you think so?”
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“I don’t think you can speak for the dead, but I think your words have some merit. I am

awfully hungry.”

“Okay, let’s bury the body then. We will respect Dadu by not wasting money, and having his

favourite boys eat their fill”, said Amol again, in case Monte needed more convincing.

They carried the body to the shack illuminated only by the dim light of the moon; the shack was
a bit removed from civilisation and the bustle of the streets and did not have any streetlights
nearby. Even though Dadu looked frail, he was surprisingly heavy to carry. They had to stop to
rest a couple of times before they made it to the shack. They conveniently found a spade in the
shack- the shack was surprisingly well stocked with eclectic items, although most of them were
knick-knacks. While looking through things, they found pencil batteries, a torch, a wide

assortment of ropes, hammers and so on. Monte wondered why Dadu had collected these

things. Some of them, he thought, could have easily sold for some money.

They found a spot beside the shack and started digging a grave. It was a surprising amount of
work, digging a man-sized grave. When Monte got tired, Amol would help dig, although he
didn’t make much progress with his one hand. Eventually they finished digging it, and gingerly
lowered Dadu into his grave. They joined they palms and finished saying a silent prayer, and
then shoveled the dirt onto Dadu. By the time they had finished burying all the dirt back into
the grave, they were tired and dirty. They used water from a mineral water bottle they had

bought to clean themselves.

“Let’s go get some food then,” said Amol. “I don’t know about you, but I'm hungrier than I

have ever been. I could really eat some of that biriyani right now.”

“Sounds like a good idea. Let’s go!”. Monte was hungry too.

The proprietor of the Ravi’s Biriyani Point was a nasty man. As soon as they had opened the

door to the restaurant, he was on them.

“Out! This is not really a spot for beggars!”, he shouted at them.
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“But we are not here to beg. We have money, we will pay for food.”, Monte said.

“I don’t believe you. Just get out of here before I throw you out. It’s the time of the Durga Puja,

I don’t really want to beat up kids.”

“No, we really have money, just you wait.”, said Monte, while fishing out the wad of notes they

had collected for cremating Dadu.

“We will pay extra if you let us eat here.”, said Amol, to sweeten the deal.

The sight of money seemed to soften the stance of the proprietor a bit. “You guys can go sit in

the corner over there.”, he said, pointing to a dark corner of the restaurant, away from the

regular customers.

“Next time, take a shower and clean yourself up before coming to a restaurant. You will drive

away my regular customers with your stink and filth.”

Monte hadn’t even realised how dirty they had become, especially after digging the grave.

“Now, what do you guys want?”

“We want two plates of your finest biriyani!”, said Amol proudly.

“Chicken or mutton?”

“Whichever is more expensive. Today we eat like kings.”, said Amol, winking at Monte.

The proprietor rolled his eyes. “Okay, coming right up. Just make sure you don’t disturb my

customers.”

They saw him go into the back of the kitchen, fetch two plates and put heaping portions of

biriyani onto them. Their stomachs rumbled with anticipation.
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He brought the plates and some raita to their table. “Here’s two garma-garam mutton biriyanis.

And I heaped the plated because you boys looked hungry. Enjoy.”, he said with a smile.

The boys couldn’t believe their eyes. The glorious food they had been smelling all day was
finally in front of them. They dug in, barely bothering to chew their food before gulping it
down. The biriyani was delicious. It was well-spiced, the flavour of the cardamom, cinnamon
and cumin coming through just right, with the occasional bit of fried onions, sumptuous pieces
of spiced mutton, and the orange-white rice so soft and fluffy. The boys were silent except for

the sounds of chewing, their enjoyment palpable in the air.

They had almost finished half of their plates when Monte heard a gagging “Huuk!” from Amol.

“That piece of mutton had a weird texture, almost like a piece of Dadu’s brain”

“What are you even talki-”

Before Monte could finish, Amol started hurling all over the table. Chunks of half-digested
mutton, gluey-rice and bile, all mixed together for a horrible smell and effect. Monte tried to
hold Amol and make him stop puking, but it wasn’t working. It didn’t take long before the

smell and the situation got to him and he started puking too.

The proprietor held them by their collars and kicked them out, saying “It was my mistake
letting you guys in. Beggars like you cannot digest food like this!”

While they were retching and puking on the sidewalk, Monte was thinking that all the good
biriyani they had eaten were all coming out. He could even smell a bit of the chappati and soup
they had eaten in the morning, but it was probably just his imagination. After a particularly
horrible fit of retching, Amol, his eyes bloodshot, puke drooling from the side of his mouth,

looked at Monte and said, “Maybe we should have cremated the old man after all.”

Written by Soumik Ghosh
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1 AM ALIVE

I see river flows , grass gently shivering in the breeze
The sky is ready ; enough it says holding the clouds
Its drizzling everywhere.

I am getting into it, I see it all, I breathe. I am alive
The wet soil , muddy water , seen a nearby spring
Insects are loving it & the nature as well

Trees are happier today , all wet , watering its soul

I am getting into it..I see it all, I breathe. I am alive
It is pouring & pouring , creating a lullaby for the nature
I have the power & majesty of nature on my side

I am getting into it, I see it all, I breathe. I am alive!

Written by Sandeep Mukherjee
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