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Introduction

The Phagwa Festival is one of several festivals the indentured workers
brought from India to Trinidad during the period of indenture servitude. Between
1845 and 1917 more than 147,000 Indian indentured immigrants arrived in the
island with almost 80 percent of them deciding to make Trinidad their final des-
tination, settling in communities near the sugar estates where they worked and
lived. When possible, they tried to reconstruct as best they could their commu-
nities as comfort zones patterned after the villages in India, mostly from regions
of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, and later from southern India. Nanlal Ramcharan, a
farmer of Plum Road Village, Sangre Grande (North East Trinidad), speaking
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about how they celebrated Phagwa in his village, stated in 2009 when he was
101 years old:
every year we celebrated the Phagwa Festival as our ancestors had
done in their villages in India and this was passed on from one gen-
eration to the next. It was a localized village celebration that generally
took place in two parts. During the early morning session individuals
and groups walked around the village and smeared each other with a
paste made from clay and gobar (cow dung) while singing Chowtaal
songs.!

Chandini Singh, 94 in 2021, a resident of the Penal in the southern part of
the country similarly recalled how people in her village celebrated the festival
up to the 1950s. She declared:

...we used to take the dirt from the riverside and mix a bit of gobar
with it and we went from house to house dabbing/smearing it on
the faces and bodies of our friends, relatives and other villagers.
Long after that I used to see for carnival time people using mud
for J’ouvert celebration? and it reminded me of how we used to
celebrate Phagwa long ago.... after that we went home and took
our bath and went back out in the evening time to throw abir on
each other. Again, we walked along the village road and side
streets going from house to house sprinkling abir on each other and
singing Chowtaal songs. It was a very wonderful time for us and
lots of adults and young people took part in the celebration.?

Emergence and decline of centralized Phagwa celebrations

By the 1950s the practice of using mud and gobar paste gradually faded,
resulting in the dwindling of village celebrations. In the same decade, as village
celebrations dwindled, community Phagwa celebrations were organized by com-
munity minded persons and politicians. A few centralized Phagwa celebrations

! Interview with Ramcharan, Nandlal on 8 Apr. 2009.Male.101 Years, Plum Road,
Manzanilla. Retired Labourer, Trinidad.

’The word J'Ouvert, is of French origin and means ‘dawn’ or ‘daybreak °, as this is the
time at which the pre Carnival celebration is typically held. It is generally considered
the unofficial start of Carnival, which takes place the Monday before Ash Wednesday
beginning at 4.00 am. The festival, a huge street party, with origins in Trinidad, tradi-
tionally continues until mid-morning on Monday.

3 Telephone Interview with Chandini Singh on 2 February. 2021. Female. 94 Years.
Retired Labourer. Penal, Trinidad.
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emerged in areas such as Penal, Cedros, Caroni, Tacarigua, Curepe, Felicity and
Aranguez but by the early 1970s most of those centralized celebrations had
ceased operations except for Curepe and Aranguez. Both Nanlal and Singh
agreed that most of those celebrations ceased operations because of lack of fund-
ing and poor succession planning. The events were self-funded, and the venues
found it difficult to attract sufficient funding to keep the operation going. In ad-
dition, when the leaders of the organizing groups passed on, the organization
was left without leadership. The Curepe celebration was organized by an indi-
vidual named Ivan Roopia while the Aranguez event was organized by the Na-
tional Phagwa Council (NPC). These two celebrations were in the northern part
of the country but in central and southern parts of the island where the majority
of Indians lived, no Phagwa celebration was held there for several years. Alt-
hough the NPC ostensibly represented Phagwa throughout the country, and
should have expanded the festival to several locations, it never went beyond or-
ganizing Phagwa celebrations at its single venue at Aranguez.

The Hindu Jawaan Sangha

In 1975, the National Hindu Y outh Organization of Trinidad and Tobago,
later renamed Hindu Jawaan Sangha (HJS), was formed. Its first major project
in 1976 was the hosting of a mammoth Phagwa celebration at Trintoc Recreation
Ground in Penal. Ramash Ramsumair, a founding member of the HJS at an in-
terview in 2019 recalled, ‘the group was formed with the view to revive the dy-
ing Hindu festivals and traditions in Trinidad. The newly formed group was very
much concerned about the lack of Phagwa celebrations in the central and south-
ern regions of the country and decided to revive the art form in those areas. The
group was a trailblazer as a voice for the Hindu youths of the country and it filled
avacuum. Several meetings were held throughout the country with Hindu youths
and Hindu youth groups to inform them about the aims and objectives of the
group and upcoming projects. Wherever the group went it received very positive
welcomes  and
had discussions
with the youths of
the area on the fu- '
ture of the Hindu e
youth in the coun- s
try. Theexeutive  HINDU JAWAAN SANGHA
listened to the ar- Hindu ‘
ticulated needs of
the youths and de- Sy PO Gooprar
veloped several

Fig 1: Letterheard of the Hindu Jawan Sangh
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workshops, conferences and cultural programmes to service the needs of the
Hindu youths of the country.

One of the major concerns expressed by several youth was a decline of the
celebrations of Hindu festivals such as the Phagwa, Ramleela and Indian Immi-
gration Day (later called Indian Arrival Day) among the Hindu youths and the
HIJS was urged to revive those festivals.

It chose to begin the revival process with the Phagwa Festival based on
the needs of the people in those communities, which were communicated to the
group at meetings held in several districts in Central and South. The group de-
veloped a master plan for the revival of Indian culture and Hinduism in the coun-
try and looked at ways to garner the support of Hindu youths and other stake-
holders in the implementation of its programme and the development of the
Hindu youth in the country.*

To launch the project this researcher, who was at the time the secretary of
the HJS, and the president, Haripersad Harikisoon, along with other members
visited several Chowtaal/Phagwa groups that had become dormant in the south-
ern region with a view to encourage them to participate in the revival of Phagwa
celebrations. Some of the groups indicated that they had not performed at a
Phagwa venue for more than 10 years but decided to support the effort in the
revival of Phagwa in the southern region.

Most Chowtaal groups were informal organizations and depended on what
they referred to as ‘the captain’ or ‘the headman’ to put the group together for
every Phagwa celebration. A few weeks before the celebrations the leader would
generally send out invitations to all members asking them to come together for
practice sessions in preparation for the Phagwa event. If the ‘headman’ did not
take the lead in pulling the group together, the group generally withered away,
or some members joined other existing groups. So, the strategy used by
Harikisoon and Gooptar was simply to locate the headman of each group and
encourage him to pull the group together. That strategy worked wonderfully,
reviving several of the Phagwa groups that had gone dormant in the southern
region of the country. For several months before the event, these young men
visited the Southland seeking out dormant groups encouraging them to partici-
pate in the Phagwa celebrations of 1976. Additionally, huge trophies and cash
prizes were offered as incentives for Chowtaal singers, drummers, groups, and
for Phagwa portrayals which encouraged individuals to participate in the event.

# Interview with Ramash Ramsumair Businessman, farmer 15 January, 2019. Male. 60
Years. Princes Town, Trinidad.
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Some of the Founding members of the Hindu Jawaan Sangha. Primnath Gooptar is in back
row (fourth from left standing) while Harripersad Harrikissoon is sitting third from left. In
photo (left to right standing) Tarran Persad, Sieudath Saroop, Ramanand Goopiesingh,
Primnath, Deo Seerattansingh, Bal Sinanan, Jankie Sampath and Bissoondath Kissoon. (Left
to right sitting) Mrs. Jankie, Doolarchan Hanoomansingh, Harrikissoon, and Bridglal Bachu.

On afternoons and on the weekends this author picked up Harripersad
Harikisoon and another member Ramsewak Ramphalie for the visitations; in to-
tal they visited more than 75 groups in an effort to either revive them or encour-
age their active participation in the proposed festival at Penal. They used the
chain-link method in contacting groups, in that as they visited one group, the
leader or members of that group gave them information about the existence of
other groups and so they always had links to follow in contacting existing or
dormant groups. In some instances, they also formed new groups where none
existed.

The HIS discovered that several of the groups became dormant or defunct
because of the loss of leadership. If the leader of the group died or decided that
he was too busy and could not participate in the Phagwa celebration, the group
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died a natural death. The HJS established training workshops to help put struc-
tures in place to change that type of group mentality and have a structured group
with a President, Vice President, Secretary, Assistant Secretary, Treasurer, PRO
and trustees helping to give them a formal structure so that the group could con-
tinue in existence even if the leader was no longer available. Groups were also
encouraged to open a bank account so there would be accountability for group
funds. It was also discovered that in earlier years when the group collected funds
or won a cash prize, the leader usually kept the money with little accountability.
The opening of a bank account was welcomed by many young people.

There was overwhelming support for the activity as most of the groups the
HIS visited decided to participate in the Phagwa Festival that year and immedi-
ately began practicing their Chowtal and Phagwa songs. Most of the groups had
a large component of young members; this augured well for the future of the
groups.

The event was publicised in the print and local media with roving public
announcements being done in the immediate southern areas. In addition to the
trophies that were on offer, cash prizes of $2000, $1500, $1000 were to be pre-
sented to the 1% 2" and 3¢ place winners and participation fees were to be given
by all groups in the competition. Raising funds for the event was an uphill task
for the fledgling organization. So, it was decided that abir would be sold on the
day of the event at $1 per bottle to help offset some of the cost in organizing the
event. There were objections by a few people to this aspect of the celebration
(selling abir) but it worked well as hundreds of people commended the organi-
zation for having abir on sale. Many people who brought their own abir found it
easy to purchase from the selling bay when their supply was exhausted. In addi-
tion, people who came out to play were quite happy that they were able to pur-
chase on the spot what they called ‘instant abir’ as that had never been done
before in the country at any Phagwa celebration.

There was a very large turnout for the event; this augured well for such
events in the future in that area and other areas of the country. More than 50
groups participated in that event and the organizers were all very upbeat about
the success of the event both in terms of groups participating and the audience
turnout. Two weeks later, a gala special prize giving ceremony was held to dis-
tribute prizes to the winners of the various competitions.

With the success of that event in 1976, the organization decided to expand
celebrations in the South and Central areas the next year with Skinner Park being
chosen venue in San Fernando and Saith Park being an additional venue in Cha-
guanas, central Trinidad. Again, the competitive nature of the event brought out
several groups. There were large audiences at these new venues and the organ-
izers were encouraged by the successes of these new venues and decided to
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expand further into areas such as Princes Town, Rio Claro, Siparia, Cedros, Bar-
rackpore, Sangre Grande and other areas in central Trinidad in the ensuing years.

Fig 3: A Chowtaal group performs for Phagwa in Trinidad, 1979.
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In 1977, the group changed its name to the Hindu Jawaan Sangha. In early
1976 on a visit to Trinidad a senior Guyanese pundit, Pt. Reepu Daman Persad,
visited the organization’s headquarters at one of its regular meetings and sug-
gested that it should consider a change of name as he felt it would better enhance
the image of the group in the country, considering the work of the group, which
was at the time organizing a World Hindi Conference in Trinidad, in collabora-
tion with the Indian High Commission. After much discussion, the name Hindu
Jawaan Sangha (Hindu Youth Organization), was suggested. At a subsequent
meeting, the organization’s name was formally changed to Hindu Jawaan
Sangha of Trinidad and Tobago.

By 1978, the group had started Phagwa celebrations in four strategic ven-
ues spanning the central and southern regions of the country; the celebrations
were very well attended.

The Merging of the HJS and the Youth Arm of the Maha Sabha

The Sanatan Dharma Maha Saba of Trinidad and Tobago had taken no-
tice of the work of this of group young men and women and invited them for
discussions on the way forward regarding promotion of Indian culture and Hin-
duism in Trinidad. During those discussions, the Secretary-General of the Sana-
tan Dharma Maha Sabha (SDMS) suggested that the group should consider
merging of resources with the Maha Saba in furtherance of the work being done
by the organization. Ramsumair recalled:

The Youth Arm of the Maha Sabha was dormant and Sat Maharaj
was looking to revive the group. It was with this in mind that he
invited the HJS to meet with him. He indicated that he was very
impressed with the work of the organization and welcomed the op-
portunity to work together as our aims were the same and we were
all serving the same community. He pointed out that Trinidad is a
small country with Hindus forming just about 30 percent of the pop-
ulation. He further noted that he wished that we could find a formula
to work together rather than compete with each other, serving the
same people. He also made the point that in his opinion, people did

not really care who organized a Phagwa or Divali celebration; what

mattered was that the event was well organized for the benefit of the

population.

The group was involved in several other activities, including the organi-
zation of conferences both locally and internationally, Diwali song Festival,
Chowtaal Sammelan, teaching of Hindi, group management workshops, and
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several other projects
involving the national
Hindu community.
Those  programmes
placed a strain on the
finances of the organi-
zation; by mid-1978
the organization was
finding it difficult to
host some of its pro-
grammes. It went in
debt to the tune of
more than fifteen thou-
sand dollars, a large
sum in those days, and
its continued existence
was becoming untena-
ble. TS

Mr. Maharaj had gained
knowledge of the fact that the HJS
had accumulated a debt in excess of
$15,000 and that there were concerns
among some members of the organi-
zation that because of the lack of
funding the organization will soon
reach a point of no return, finan-
cially. This author, at a meeting of
the HJS in 1978, expressed the view
that with the increasing debt burden,
soon the HJS would have to curtail
most of its programmes in order to
continue its existence.

Satnarayan Maharaj proposed
to the group that it should become
the Youth Arm of the Maha Saba and continue with all its programmes, with the
Mabha Saba funding the programmes. The HJS agreed to discuss the matter at its
meetings and give relevant feedback to the SDMS. At the next two meetings the
matter was discussed but no final decision was made as there were members who
felt that the organization could survive and continue its work although on a lim-
ited scale while there were those who felt that the group had made a tremendous
contribution and if a way could be found to continue with the programmes it had

Primnath Gooptar, Secretary of the
Hindu Jawaan Sangha
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started, those programmes should be continued. There was a view expressed that
what was more important was the continuation of the various programmes initi-
ated by the HJS programmes rather than the continuation of the organization
without any such programmes, since the organization would be bereft of funding
and was facing almost definite closure in the near future.

In January 1978 a decision was made to merge the HJS with the Youth
Arm of the Maha Sabha, thus making the HJS the official Youth Arm of the
SDMS. The original Youth Arm of the SDMS had been dormant since 1974 and
the Secretary-General wanted to revive it and make it an important part of the
SDMS. The HJS provided the vehicle for that transformation. The major provi-
sions of this new merger were that the HIS would continue with all its pro-
grammes as before and that those programmes would be funded by the SDMS.
The Youth Arm was also given the opportunity to add any programme it so de-
sired in the interests of the Hindu youths of the country and the SDMS in partic-
ular, always with the understanding that any new project of the SDMS Y outh
Arm that required funding from the parent organization would have to be ap-
proved by the SDMS. And true to his words, the SDMS Sec. Gen. funded all the
projects of the SDMS Youth Arm.

Expansion of Phagwa celebrations

In 1979, the SDMS expanded the number of Phagwa venues from four
under the HJS to 17 under the Youth Arm; by 1982 that number had increased
to 25. The dreams of the HJS with regard to the expansion of Phagwa celebra-
tions in the country were realized under the umbrella of the SDMS. The mem-
bers of the original HIS now members of the SDMS Youth Arm expressed the
view that it is not important under which organization the dreams were realized,
just that the original goal of expanding and keeping alive Phagwa celebrations
and Chowtaal singing in the country had been realized. Under the SDMS, the
competitive aspect of the event was removed and groups were given appearance
fees for performance at each venue it appeared at.

Chowtal Sammelan

Under the HJS a Chowtaal Sammelan (singing of Chowtaal songs) was
also organized two weeks prior to the Phagwa celebration. The event continued
under the SDMS in a hugely expanded mode where the Chowtaal singing exhi-
bition was held, with more than 100 groups participating. That event commenced
at 9.00 in the morning and usually went on into the night until 10 pm. The Gen-
eral Phagwa celebrations saw great success with several groups appearing at dif-
ferent venues and claiming appearance fee for each venue. It turned out that
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some groups were receiving in excess of $4000 for their efforts at the various
venues. This was more than what they would have received if they had won 1st
prize had it been a competition. Most of the established groups expressed the
desire to continue with the format of both the Chowtaal singing and the Phagwa
exhibition celebrations at the various SDMS venues. The success of the adult
Phagwa celebrations spawned the inauguration of a children’s Phagwa celebra-
tion in 1981.

Children’s Phagwa Celebration

In 1981, Harikisoon and this author were at their respective homes looking
at children’s carnival parade on national television. Both men, separately, were
inspired by what they saw, and almost simultaneously conceived of a children’s
Phagwa celebration, in line with the nation’s ‘Kiddies Carnival’. The two shared
their views on the matter and within two weeks, this author took a proposal to
the Secretary-General of the SDMS with the hope of hosting a children’s Phagwa
celebration under the banner of the Youth Arm of the Maha Sabha. The Secre-
tary-General liked the idea and suggested that the Youth Arm return with de-
tailed proposals about the event, including a budget for the event. There was
some scepticism from some members of the SDMS executive with regard to
children congregating for such an event, but both the Secretary-General and the
Youth Arm countered that such an event will only be held in an enclosed com-
pound where all boys and girls, and their parents would feel secured.

The proposal was duly presented by the Secretary-General to the SDMS
executive after discussions and was unanimously accepted. The selected venue
for this 1st SDMS children’s Phagwa celebration was Skinner’s Park in San Fer-
nando. The SDMS Youth Arm was given all clear to put everything in place for
the celebration in 1981 and so began preparations that would culminate in the
historic 1st children’s Phagwa celebrations in Trinidad and Tobago and accord-
ing to officials from the Indian High Commission, in the Western Hemisphere
and India as no such celebration had ever been held anywhere in the world.

Invitations were sent out to youth groups throughout the country (both
SDMS and non-SDMS youth groups), all Hindu schools and secondary schools,
to participate in the event. This author and Harikisoon, with other members of
the Youth Arm, visited several youth groups encouraging them to participate in
the event. In addition, this author was given the opportunity to visit every SDMS
Hindu School to encourage their participation in the event and to give them
guidelines on their involvement. It must be noted that this was a 1st of its kind
event and that several of the Hindu schools and youth groups needed guidelines
in regard to their participation and that is where those visits became very im-
portant for those groups.
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Kamla Persad Bissessar sprays abir on children at the SDMS Children’s
Phagwa Celebrations at Tunapuna Hindu School, 2012.

celebrations, 2011 at Tunapuna Hindu School.

As mentioned earlier, there were a few sceptics even among the SDMS
executive members, mandirs, branches and financial supporters and it was
brought to the attention of the Secretary-General that if this event was a failure,
it would be a black mark on the SDMS. However, he replied that while the Youth
Arm was in charge of the project, the SDMS had total oversight of the event and
under his direction he felt that the event would be ‘a great success and a credit
to the SDMS. That event was carded for the Saturday preceding the General
Phagwa celebrations, and would remain as the modus operandi of the date of the
celebration for the next three decades.
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The then President of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, Ellis Clark,
was invited to open the celebrations at Skinner’s Park and it would be the first
time that anyone saw the President of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago being
sprayed with abir by children of the nation. It was a memorable event to observe
the more than seventy-five groups arrayed on the cycle track at Skinner’s Park
during the opening ceremony when the President met all the groups and was
sprayed with abir by the youths of the nation.

The event was such a successful one for the SDMS that the next year, the
SDMS executive, under the leadership of the Secretary-General, took direct

; £ 3 ==
The Dharmacharya of the SDMS Pt. Uttam Maharaj greets children Phagwa
groups, 2014 at Tunapuna Hindu School grounds.

Children spray each other with abir at SDMS Children’s Phagwa celebrations
at Tunapuna Hindu School grounds, 2014
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control of the event with the Youth Arm playing a supporting role. It is to the
credit of the SDMS that the event came off successfully and continued for the
next thirty-nine years uninterrupted.

Concomitant with the celebration of children’s Phagwa each year, every
SDMS school was asked to initiate its own local school Phagwa celebration on
the Friday preceding the national children’s Phagwa celebration. This augured
well in that it allowed students at the school to participate in the local Phagwa
celebration, since only a representative group from each school attended the na-
tional Children’s Phagwa celebration. By 2019, the SDMS felt that the objective
of having Phagwa celebrations implemented in all of its schools had been suc-
cessful and therefore ceased to organize the national children’s Phagwa celebra-
tion. Another factor that played an important role was the depletion of funding
for the event. However, there was a view expressed by several members of the
public that the national children’s Phagwa celebration should continue, as it was
an important showpiece that brought schools and youth groups together to par-
ticipate in a religious public event. Many expressed the hope that the event would
be restarted once the financial challenges were overcome.

One of the important aspects of all the celebrations was the policy contin-
uation of no alcohol or meat products at Phagwa celebrations; this requirement
has continued into the present day.

Two weeks before the Phagwa celebrations, the SDMS also hosted a mas-
sive Chowtaal Sammelan (Singing of Chowtal songs) with more than seventy-
five groups in attendance. Each group was allocated 10 minutes to present its
Phagwa item on stage. The programme usually began at 8 a.m. and terminated
by 10 p.m. It was a mammoth programme with participation from groups from
all over the country. The Maha Saba also provided meals for participants and
audience members and that included lunch, snacks and dinner for those who
participated in the late evening session. Once again, the goal of the Hindu Ja-
waan Sangha had been realised.

Conclusion

The revival of the Phagwa Festival in Trinidad had come a full circle.
What began under the HJS was completed under the umbrella of the Youth Arm
of the Sanatan Dharma Maha Saba and the Sanatan Dharma Maha Saba. The
HIJS had realized from its study of the earlier Phagwa/Chowtaal groups that suc-
cession planning was a serious problem and sought to correct this problem
through seminars and group management workshops. It encouraged the phagwa
groups (which consisted of mainly elders) to create a youth Chowtal/Phagwa

5 Additional details are found in the Appendix to this paper.
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group; this strategy worked well, as most of the groups either created youth sec-
tions or incorporated youth in their main group. In addition, the emergence of
the Children’s Phagwa Festival created a setting for the retention of the Phagwa
Festival among children and youth groups. Years later, in 2000 and beyond,
many who participated in the Phagwa Festival as students indicated to this author
that they had continued to celebrate the festival at several venues and that their
children were now participating in the Children’s Phagwa Festival.

Credit must be given to the HJS for taking the initiative to begin the revival
of Phagwa celebrations in the country and for making the sacrifice of giving up
its name to expand the programme under the aegis of the Sanatan Dharma Maha
Sabha. There were also other programs of the HJS that continued under the
SDMS Youth Arm: Divali Song Festival, Cultural Exchange Tours to Guyana
and Suriname, Public Lectures, Management Workshops for Hindu Youths and
SDMS Y outh Groups, Conferences and Hindu Youth Camps, among others. The
members of the HIS had demonstrated a high level of selfless behaviour in giv-
ing up their name and continuing their work under the SDMS. Similarly, credit
must also be given to Sri Satnarayan Maharaj for his unstinting support in fi-
nancing the plans of the SDMS Youth Arm thus ensuring the continuing revival
of the Phagwa celebrations. By combining its resources with the HJS, the Maha
Saba became the organization with the largest number of Phagwa venues in the
country. This has continued to the present day. It is likely that had the Sanatan
Dharma Maha Saba and the Secretary-General not supported the efforts of the
HJS cum the Youth Arm of the Maha Saba with regard to the revival of the
Phagwa Festival in Trinidad and Tobago, the festival may have died or been
scaled-down to just one or two venues in the country. The initiation of the Chil-
dren’s Phagwa Festival was a major step in that direction. This researcher recalls
the words of Sat Maharaj at the launch of the Children’s Phagwa Festival in
1981: ‘Our children will demonstrate to the adults how to play Phagwa in a clean
and friendly environment and when they become adults will ensure that the fes-
tival continues unabated’. Three decades later, the festival is strong and would
most likely continue on an upward trend with the infusion of new technologies.
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Appendix: Children’s Phagwa in Trinidad

The children’s Phagwa Festival hosted in Trinidad by the Sanatan Dharma
Maha Saba is a unique aspect of the general phagwa celebrations in the country
as it caters to the children and the youths of the country as part of the overall
phagwa celebrations. Children’s phagwa celebrations are done in two parts, with
a Chowtaal Sammelan a week or two before the actual children’s event which is
usually held on the Saturday preceding the general phagwa celebrations, while
the general Phagwa celebrations in the country are usually held on the Sunday
following the burning of the Holika.

The first children’s phagwa celebrations was held in Skinner’s Park in San
Fernando in 1981.

In 1979 the Hindu Jawaan Sangha, (national Hindu youth organization of
Trinidad and Tobago) had merged with the Sanatan Dharma Maha Saba , be-
coming its youth arm but continuing with its previous programs which included
phagwa celebrations. Haripersad Harikisoon continued as president of the or-
ganization while Primnath Gooptar stayed on as secretary of the organization. In
1980, the duo, influenced by what they had seen in children’s Carnival, made a
proposal to the SDMS to host a children’s phagwa celebration in the country in
1981. At first, some executive members rejected the proposal but when the then
Secretary-General of the Maha Saba drew his support behind the proposal it was
unanimously accepted by the then executive. It was suggested by the Secretary-
General that the youth arm host the children’s phagwa with all financial support
from the SDMS. The major intention was to have all SDMS schools and youth
groups participate in the event. While the event was called ‘children’s phagwa
celebration’, it did not prevent adults from attending it. It gave young people an
opportunity to participate in phagwa celebrations in a manner children had never
been allowed to earlier.

While children were allowed to participate in national phagwa celebra-
tions the view expressed by the Hindu Jawaan Sangha was that children needed
a forum for themselves since at the general phagwa celebrations the adults gen-
erally led the way. It would also give children the opportunity from various parts
of the country to come together in one common place to celebrate phagwa in
their own unique way.

Hosting that first children’s phagwa celebrations was a daunting task in-
deed as when circulars were sent out to the 43 Maha Saba Hindu schools to
participate in the event only nine schools responded positively. Primnath
Gooptar was tasked with the responsibility to visit all the Maha Sabha schools
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with a view to having them par-
ticipate in the event. In addition,
several Maha Saba youth groups
were encouraged to participate
in the event.

The President of the Re-
public of Trinidad and Tobago
his Excellency Sir Ellis Clarke
was invited to be the chief patron
of the exercise and to formally
declare open children’s phagwa.
He accepted the invitation and
on that eventful day in 1981
Skinner’s Park was graced with
62 groups (schools and youth
groups) registered to participate in the event. Thousands turned up for the event
and they were not disappointed. Groups were lined up along the circular cycle
track at Skinner’s Park as Ellis Clarke accompanied by ministers of government
and an entourage from the hierarchy of the Maha Saba led by Satyanarayan Ma-
raj walked around the parade and met the youngsters in every group. The chil-
dren were thrilled to sprinkling abir on the President of the Republic, who later
expressed his appreciation to the SDMS for the opportunity to meet with chil-
dren of the nation in an atmosphere of joy, peace and happiness. These were
children from various parts of the country, mostly rural areas, who would never
have had the opportunity to meet the President of the Republic; for weeks later,
they continue to tell their friends, relatives and others of the opportunity they
had to ‘bathe the president with abir’.

In operational terms, each group was required to have a large banner dis-
playing its name, lead singer, drama, principal or president of the youth group
for easing the identity and geographical origin of the group. The banners also
allowed visitors from different parts of the country to identify with groups from
those parts. Every group was allowed time on stage to showcase its presentation
of phagwa songs, displays and dances. For the first time in the country, the au-
dience witness children singing phagwa songs on the stage. A check with of the
Indian Diaspora countries such as Mauritius, Fiji, South Africa, Guyana, Suri-
name and other destinations where Indian indentured immigrants settled, re-
vealed that the children’s phagwa celebration had never been held in any of those
countries. This was also the case for India. The vents, thus, was unique in the
world of phagwa celebrations.

In planning the event, one of the difficult decisions that had to be made
was whether to provide abir and lunches for children attending the celebration.

Children play Phagwa at the Sangre Grande Hindu
School Phagwa Celebrations 1997
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Several school heads had pointed out that the children would be leaving home
very early in the morning and returning late in the evening and that the SDMS
should consider providing some form of nourishment for the children. Abir was
provided free of charge for every child attending the event. While it is customary
to provide meals for attendees at certain festivals such as Diwali and Shiv Rathri
this was not something that had been contemplated for phagwa celebrations. Be-
cause of the liquid abir and powders being strewn on participants, providing
meals for participants at such events was not an easy undertaking, though ven-
dors/hawkers sold Indian delicacies and other street foods.

For the Maha Saba Youth Arm in collaboration with Shanti Maraj (the
wife of the Secretary-General) and the ladies of the Maha Saba, it was decided
that a way be found to provide meals for the children attending the event. Several
options were considered; finally, it was decided that a wrapped potato roti with
a soft drink would be the ideal meal for such an occasion. Schools and youth
groups were asked to submit the number of participants including teachers and
administrators; wrapped rotis were boxed accordingly and ready for distribution
at lunch time. This would remain the modus operandi of providing lunches to
active participants at the event for the next two years, till it was finally housed
at the SDMS headquarters when Bhandari style feeding was introduced to the
event, which remained until 2019.

Skinner’s Park was an enclosed venue; participants felt safe within the
compound. When the next two editions of the event were held at St. James and
Knowles street recreation ground in Curepe, the question of security for the chil-
dren was raised by several parents. School heads suggested that the event should
be held in an enclosed compound so that undesirables could be kept out. In 1985
the event was shifted to the headquarters of the SDMS at St. Augustine and re-
mained there until 1996; after this it was shifted to the spacious compound of
the Tunapuna Hindu school.

The first children’s phagwa celebration at Skinner Park was a resounding
success. The secretary general of the Maha Saba remarked: ‘the children of the
nation would teach the adults how to celebrate phagwa in this country, and when
they become adults, they would lead the way in celebrating phagwa in his sober
peaceful manner’. This remark was made in reference to the manner in which
phagwa celebrations were held at one of the main venues in the country, which
was a venue known to have alcohol consumption as part of the norm at celebra-
tions. Parents refused to send the children to such celebrations. Celebrations at
that venue had deteriorated to the point where thousands of Hindus/Indians de-
cided to stay away from that venue. It was the major venue for phagwa celebra-
tions the country until then, and the one that the media highlighted as an ‘Indian
carnival’. This changed with the children’s Phagwa celebration.
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In the years since 1981, several presidents of the Republic of Trinidad and
Tobago, Prime Ministers, ministers of government, Indian High Commissioners
and other dignitaries have graced the children’s phagwa celebrations, and have
commended the Maha Saba for inaugurating and continuing such celebrations.
Several Indian high commissioners noted that in India such an event could not
be found.

Confidence was enormously boosted in the students/children performing
on a national stage, being carried live on radio and television. Friends and rela-
tives far off places tune into radio stations and television station/Jagriti to listen
and to see their children, nephews and nieces perform the children’s phagwa
celebrations. Children were elated at the prospect of performing for the national
audience. Mulchand Singh (Penal) noted:

I could not accompany the school to the Maha Saba children phagwa
celebration but I listen to it on radio and then later on television
when the Maha Saba opened its own station. I waited patiently for
the Penal Rock Rd., Hindu school to appear on stage. My daughter
was the lead singer and I was proud of her representing her school
on the national stage. Appearing on the national stage and on radio
and television was a big thing for her and for weeks after the event
she was still talking to her friends and uncles and aunts about her
appearing on the big phagwa stage at the Maha Saba and asking “did
you hear me sing on radio?”” She was very proud of her achievement
and we were all very proud of her and I can tell you that every parent
had the same way about the children appearing on the national stage
and representing the school.

Nirmala Maraj (Rio Claro) expressed similar sentiments when she said:
My son was the drummer for the school group and I accompanied
the group to the Maha Saba children’s phagwa celebration at Tuna-
puna Hindu school for three years. I was very proud of my son rep-
resenting the school on that huge stage with thousands of people
looking on and thousands more listing on the radio. Two of my sis-
ters accompanied me and they were also very proud of his achieve-
ments. He was also very proud of being able to represent the school
at the national level and it did something to him psychologically. He
was a relatively shy boy but after his appearance on the national
stage I saw a lot more confidence in him and his entire attitude
changed as he developed a positive mindset and looked forward to
representing the school phagwa and other events.
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Hundreds of students from rural communities went to the Tunapuna Hindu
school compound to celebrate/participate in the national children’s phagwa cel-
ebrations. They were able to meet students and teachers from other schools as
well. Children were encouraged to mingle with others and to make new friends
from other parts of the country from other schools. Sachin Mangal (Cunupia)
recalled:

My daughter represented a youth group at the children’s phagwa
celebration and made several friends from other parts of the country
and many of them remained close friends for many years. For me
this was a great positive coming out of the phagwa celebration. I was
very happy to see her talking and mixing and mingling with other
children from other parts of the country and I’m sure that it did a lot
for her in terms of her psychological development and independ-
ence.

Savitri Gookool (Siparia) also recalled:

My granddaughter represented the Siparia Hindu school at the Maha
Saba children’s phagwa celebration and I made it my duty to be
there to support her and to encourage her. It was a proud moment
for me to see her on the national stage at the Tunapuna Hindu school.
It was also a very great moment for her appearing on that stage and
representing the school. Growing up we (that is me and her mother)
never had such opportunities to represent our schools on the national
stage so we were very proud of her being selected by the school to
represent the school. And we did not think that it was a burden on
us to have her represent the school at the national children’s phagwa
celebrations. We were indeed very happy to accompany the school
and to be part of that event. She also made several friends from other
schools and 20 years later some of those are still counted among her
friends. Appearing on that stage to represent the school in front of
thousands of people was a proud moment for her and also gave her
a lot of confidence in herself and in her ability to stand before a
crowd and perform. In the second year of a representing the school
she was the lead singer and it was a proud moment for all of us to
see her name written on the banner of the school for all to see. When
the school appeared on stage the banner was at the front and we were
all very proud to see her name standing out there for all to see on the
banner. The announcers even mentioned her name when they were
introducing the group on stage and for us that was a great moment
to hear her name called in front of so many thousands of people. I
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had never held a mic in my life but I was proud to see her holding
the microphone and singing.

A major component of the Maha Saba’s push to educate the children about
phagwa and phagwa related activities was the introduction of the children’s
Chowtaal singing Sammelan a few years later. Previously only adult groups and
a few youth groups were known to participate in Chowtaal singing. With the
introduction of the Chowtaal Sammelan children were given the opportunity to
present not only the Chowtaal songs but to demonstrate or portray the songs
being offered at the competition. Elaborate costumes were prepared and as the
group presented the Chowtaal song, students acted out the meaning of the song.
This was very well received by audiences and the media. With the coming online
of the SDMS radio station, and later television station, both the children’s
phagwa celebration and the Chowtaal Sammelan were streamed live to the
world. Many Children who participated in the Children Chowtal singing festival
grew up to become part of the adult Chowtal groups.

Interviewees

Gookool, Savitri 25 January, 2021. 75 Years, Former Sugar cane worker. Siparia, Trinidad

Chandini, Singh, 2 February. 2021 Female, 94 Years. Retired Labourer. Penal, Trinidad.

Ramcharan, Nandlal 8 Apr. 2009.Male, 101 Years, Plum Road, Manzanilla. Retired Labourer,
Trinidad

Ramsumair, Ramash 15 January, 2019. Male, 60 Years. Princes Town, Businessman-farmer
Trinidad.

Mangal, Sachin, 17 November, 2020. 50 Years, Fisherman. Cunupia,.Trinidad

Maraj, Nirmala, 5 January, 2021. 65 Years, Gardener. Rio Claro,Trinidad.

Singh, Mulchand 20 February, 2021. 55 Years, Clerk. Penal.Trinidad.
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