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A journey to the ancient ‘lost city’ of Petra in Jordan
K K Satapathy

| visited Petra in Jordan in March, 2019 reaching Amman from Kolkata via Doha (Katar). Petra
is located between the Red Sea and Dead Sea, about 150 miles south of Amman, the capital of
Jordan. Petra is a three hour drive from Amman and two hours from the red sea port of Agaba.
The city was inhabited since prehistoric times and was curved out of the sandstone cliffs, amidst
desert canyons and mountains. Petra is now an important UNESCO world heritage site and a
part of the new seven wonders of the world. It is one of the richest and largest archaeological
sites set in a dominating red sand stone landscape. Petra played a vital role as a center of trade
and commerce for the silk, spice and other caravan trade routes that linked China, India and
southern Arabia with Egypt, Syria, Greece and Rome in ancient times.

Visitor center at the entrance of Petra




Petra dates back to around 300 BC and is the holy city of Nomadic Arab tribe called Nabetians.
It is one of the most spectacular civilization of human history. Petra had been the capital of
Nabatean kingdom, and located in the intersection of the main commercial routes between the
east and the west. During Hellenistic and Roman times, it was a major caravan center for the
incense of Arabia, the silks of China and the spices of India. Two thousand years ago, Petra was
a fabulously wealthy city and people who knew about Petra boasted its independence and
prosperity. The Nabateans successfully fought back the invaders by taking advantage of the
mountainous terrain surrounding the city. The mountains effectively served as a natural wall,
buttressing Petra.

Tourists walking towards Petra

But all this came to the ears of the Romans who were interested in its wealth and in the year 106
Ad, Romans fought their way in to the valley to conquer and occupy Petra. They built a beautiful
road right through the center of the city and the emperor had a gateway erected to commemorate
the victory. Under Roman, Petra also prospered. Christianity came to Petra in the third and fourth
centuries and flourished. But as the centuries rolled by, the camel caravans that used to plod their
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way from Arabia to Jerusalem and Damascus found alternative route by the Mediterranean and
bypassed Petra. As a result Petra’s popularity waned and its population drifted away and in about
800 years ago, the valley lapsed into silence and was deserted. An earth quake in 363 destroyed
many buildings including their main water management system which was vital for their
survival. Petra was thus abandoned and forgotten with its the memory lost to the outside world.
In 1812, the Swis explorer Ludwig Burckhardt stumbled across these amazing ruins and came
out to tell the world of what he had seen, and put the lost city of Petra back on the map.

A walk through the natural winding de‘ep canyon known as ‘Siq’

Petra is called the rock city because it is built in rock but there are also a couple of other names .
One of them is the red rose city because of the red rocks. But the name that really appropriate
is lost city as the whole city was deserted and lost for thousands of years. During the time it was
deserted it was covered in sand and so it became lost until the time it was discovered. Petra is
about 37 square miles of curved sandstone ruins. Petra is half built, half-curved into the rock, and
is surrounded by mountains riddled with passages and gorges. The area is too rocky and arid.
The walls of this ravine are anything up to 100 meters in height ,so it is a very easy place for the
defending army to defend with just a few men.As it is essentially a desert area and dry place, the
Nabateans developed a unique system of conduits, dams and cisterns to harvest, store and
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distribute rainwater which came in winter for year round use. It also improved the crop yields of
Nabatean farmers. Petra was therefore became a garden city of fountains, swimming pools and
groves and orchards which Persians called paradise, a little bit of heaven on earth.

The reasury or Al Khaz‘anah

At the entrance gate of Petra, there is a visitor center where entry tickets are available. Both
inside and outside the gate, vendors sell all sorts of souvenirs from sunglasses to colorful sand
bottles with desert scenes. Visitor center operates a store that sells crafts, textiles and jewelry and
other items.

Access to the city from the entrance is through a 1.2 kilometer gorge (canyon) called ‘Siq’. The
sig is a zig zag course through chasm with narrow vertical walls of smooth orange rock and is
about 5 meter wide. There are minor carvings here and there throughout the siq including those
of colorful and unusual sandstone patterns in the rock walls. There are horse drawn carriages
available for transport if one cannot walk. However thousands of years ago, the transport was
camels, only they could cross the Arabian desert to enter the Nabatean capital. One of the
concerns about walking through canyons was the flash flood because if lot of rain falls
somewhere near; so they created waterways where water would flow when there will be the
potential flash flood. In some places terracotta pipes built into the sides of the canyon that were
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used for carrying water are still in place. However, in 1963 due to flash floods, a number of
French tourists died.

Petra’s ruins

Upon exiting the Siq, first site viewed is the famous land mark and attraction - the tomb of one of
the greatest kings of Nabetians, called Treasury (Khazanah in Arabic), because it is believed that
the treasure of the Egyptian Pharoah is hidden here but it may be actually a temple. No one ,
however, knows what exactly the Treasury was used and when exactly it was built. The facade is
adorned with ancient god figures believed to be Eluzza ( associated to the Egyptian goddess Isis)
as well as Castor and Pollux, sons of Zeus. One can see many architectural designs from the
Corinthian columns to the Greek influence and architecture curved into the rock. Its open space
surrounded by canyon walls. The 40 meter tall mausoleum is decorated with fancy pattern. The
Nabetians did not build it from bottom to the top, they simply started at the top and began to
work down and cut these things out of the solid face of the mountain. At the top, there is an urn,
which the Arab Bedouins used to think that it was full of beautiful treasures and they took
potshots with their rifles and hold out their hands underneath hoping that it split open all these
fabulous treasures and pour down into their hands. Though the opinion is divided on whether it
is a tomb or temple it is a fantastic piece of architecture and workmanship.

Lawrence of Arabia film was shot here.

The visit was an amazing experience and the feeling was mystical and magical.




Agni Kanya-Bina Das

Dr. Utpala Parthasarathy

The status of women in India has been subject to many changes over the span of recorded Indian
history. Their position in society deteriorated very critically till the British Raj when a real
reform came in their status, particularly in Bengal. It was those pioneers, who have broken
gender barriers and worked hard for their rights and made progress in the field of politics, arts,
science. The beginning of twentieth century saw a group of freedom fighters in their stellar
status against British Raj. These women, poised with determination in the face of adversity.
Despite being oppressed due to the societal pressures coupled with  several critical familial
responsibilities, joined the independence struggle. They bravely faced the baton of the police
and even went behind bars. Hundreds and thousands of Indian women dedicated their lives for
obtaining freedom of their motherland.

Srimati Bina Das is one of those brave ladies who died in solitude and anonymity, but her
contributions to the struggle for Indian independence should be remembered.

Bina Das born on 24+ August 1911 in Kaishnanagar, Bengal Province of British India to the
parents who were involved in the freedom struggle indirectly and they used to inspire the
overall advancement of women and women’s rights in Bengal. Sri Beni Madhab Das and
Smti.Sarala Devi, both were social workers and educationists, and were deeply involved with
the Brahmo Samaj. The duo believed in giving their children, especially their daughters,
freedom, education and instilling a quest for learning which were infrequent personalities in the
early 1900s in India. Beni Madhab Das, as a teacher inspired many of his students for the cause
of India’s freedom, the most notable being Subhas Chandra Bose. Bina Das’s mother Sarala Devi
used to run a women’s hostel named Punya Ashram in Calcutta that was actually a storage space
for bombs and weapons the revolutionaries used to use. Several occupants of this hostel were the
revolutionaries themselves, belonging to various underground groups.

Bina was a student of St. John Diocesan Girls’ Higher Secondary School. In her own memoir,
Das had mentioned one incidence which had influenced her and some of her friends very
strongly against the activity of the School authority. The incidence was ‘The British Viceroy’s
wife was coming to visit their school and they were asked to carry baskets of flowers and scatter
the flowers at her feet as she entered the premises’. Bina revolted by the idea. The plan was so
insulting for her that on that day she and a few of her friends took a vow with tears in their
eyes, that they would sacrifice their lives for the freedom of their motherland. Ms. Das latter on
mentioned though it was a childish vow, but in the moments of weakness it gave her strength
and hardened her determination.

It might be easy to be a woman today, in the 21 century, but it was not always been this way.
There was a time when the word ‘feminism’ or ‘women empowerment’ wasn’t even coined.
There was a time, when women struggled to break society’s so-called ‘norms’ to achieve what
they really wanted.

Bose continued to play the role of a mentor in Das’s life, especially when she joined Bethune
College, under Calcutta University as a college student. He taught her that one’s passion for
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freedom is more important not the way how to get it. The college library and books that
admonished theories of revolution and freedom further encouraged Das’s beliefs and hopes for
an independent India.

Das, along with her group of fellow students, organised their first student protests against the
Simon Commission that arrived in 1928.1t was first perception of victory against British
oppression. This revolt laid the foundations of what came to be known as the Chhatri Sangha,
women students’ society that was semi-revolutionary in its activities. Bina’s sister Kalyani Das ,
was the secretary of this organisation. It was a group of 100 members from Brahmo Girl’s
School, Victoria School, Bethune College, Diocesan College and Scottish Church College. They
arranged study circles where these young women learned everything from lathi and sword play
to cycling motor driving and rifle shooting.

On February 6, 1932, Bina Das walked into the Calcutta University where the then Governor,
Stanley Jackson was delivering the convocation speech. Just as the Governor was addressing the
crowd, Bina got up from her seat and opened fire at him with the revolver concealed under her
gown. But, the Governor escaped unscathed.

Bina Das was only 21 years old and created a history by becoming one of the first women to
hold up arms against the British Raj. She was arrested and sentenced to nine years of rigorous
imprisonment. But in her own words she said that the action was a symbol of the protest against
the British colonial system, which “has kept enslaved 300 million of my countrymen and
countrywomen’.

Despite of the atrocities and the humiliation that came her way Bina never stopped fighting for
freedom. After her release from prison, she participated in the Quit India Movement led by
Mahatma Gandhi and also joined the revolutionary club- Jugantar. She spent another three years
in prison when she held the post of the secretary of the Calcutta Congress Committee.

She married Sri Jatish Bhowmick, a fellow freedom fighter, in 1947. The strong-willed woman
did not end her activism even after India achieved independence. She backed Sheikh Mujibur
Rahaman during his declaration of revolution in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) against a
violent and authoritarian treatment by West Pakistan administration. She also strongly protested
against Emergency called by former Prime Minister Indira Gandhi.

She won the Padma Shri award in 1960 for her “Social Work”. In 2012, the certificate of merit
was conferred posthumously.

She went low-key after her husband’s death, left Kolkata and moved to Rishikesh. She took up a
teaching job and did not accept the pension for freedom fighters by the Government. On 26™
December, 1986, she breathed her last. Her dead body was recovered from the roadside in a
partially decomposed state by the passing crowd in Rishikesh. The police was informed and it
took them a month to define her identity. The once acclaimed Agni Kanya, whose passion was an
independent India, died unknown, unwept and unsung. The nation should remember this
somewhat poignant story, even though late, and salute her.
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