
Sunday February 1, 2026 4

NEW  
FRONTIERS

Nandkumar M Kamat,  
who has a doctorate in 
microbiology, is a scientist 

and science writer.

On the Upbeat

Luis Dias is a physician, 
musician, writer and 

founder of Child’s Play 
(India) Foundation. 

He blogs at 
luisdias.wordpress.com

Something Understood through Mark Tully
DR LUIS DIAS

All too often one learns something new 
about a person only after their demise. 
Like most of you, I knew Mark Tully 

(1935-2026) as the BBC’s India correspondent, 
eventually its bureau chief in New Delhi. I heard 
him on the radio, watched him on television and 
read his forthright articles and press interviews. 
I haven’t yet read his books, but they are on an 
ever-lengthening bucket list.
I only learned a few days ago through the many 
obituaries after his passing that Tully studied 
Theology at Trinity Hall Cambridge and that he 
intended to become a priest in the Church of 
England but abandoned this ambition after two 
terms at Lincoln Theological College.
I also learned for the first time about ‘Something 
Understood’, a weekly radio programme (broad-
cast early on Sunday mornings with a repeat 
late on Sunday evening) hosted by Tully on BBC 
Radio 4 which ran from 1995 to 2024, dealing 
with topics of religion, spirituality and “the lar-
ger question of human life,” exploring it through 
speech, music, prose, and poetry.
The title of the programme itself is derived 
from poetry: it is a quotation from a 1633 poem 
‘Prayer’ by George Herbert (1593-1633), English 
poet, orator and priest of the Church of England. 
Herbert’s poetry influenced his peers as well as 
poets in later centuries from Samuel Taylor Col-
eridge to Ralph Waldo Emerson, Emily Dickin-
son, Gerard Manley Hopkins, T.S. Eliot, and 
W.H. Auden. He is venerated as a saint in the 
Anglican and Lutheran churches, with feast 
days on February 27 and March 1(the day of his 
death) respectively.
Considered a centerpiece of Herbert’s religious 
poetry, ‘Prayer’ showcases his metaphysical 
style and his Anglican faith. The 14-line son-
net looks at prayer in terms of metaphors: “the 
church’s banquet,”“angel’s age,” “God’s breath 
in man returning to his birth,” “The soul in para-
phrase,”“heart in pilgrimage,” “Reversed thun-
der, Christ-side-piercing spear,” “The six-days 
world transposing in an hour,” “A kind of tune, 
which all things hear and fear,” etc. The last line 
contains the radio programme title and seems 
apt for us in India too: “The land of spices; some-
thing understood.”
Yet prayer, faith, and anything to do with reli-

gion in general in India is “something misun-
derstood,” more often than not deliberately, with 
malicious intent, for political gain.
I learned about the ‘Something Understood’ 
radio programme from an obituary the day 
after Tully’s demise in The Guardian by Simon 
O’Hagan. O’Hagan had interviewed Tully for 
Radio Times in 2019, in which Tully said, “I still 
cling to Christianity and identify myself as Chris-
tian. But living in India with so many religions 
around me, I no longer believe that Christianity 
is the only way to God.” It aligns with my own be-
lief system; Christianity is “my way” to God, but I 
have a healthy respect for all the other ways.
A day later, O’Hagan wrote a piece ‘The spiritual 
journey of Mark Tully’ on his own ‘Spectred Dial’ 
website, in which he reminisced about that 2019 
Radio Times interview. 
“The occasion was a sombre one,” he recalled. 
“Tully’s Radio 4 programme ‘Something Un-
derstood’ — his meditation on matters spiritual 
— was being recorded for the final time after 24 
years, and it’s fair to say that he was dismayed 
at the decision to bring new editions to an end 
and instead start running repeats (which in due 
course themselves ceased).”

“I feel sad for myself,” Tully told O’Hagan. “I feel 
sad for everyone behind the programme, and I 
feel sad because I know a lot of listeners like it.”
On a brief return visit to the U.K., Tully had an 
encounter after an Edinburgh church service 
that he related to O’Hagan.
“A fellow member of the congregation had come 
up to Tully to tell him that this was the first 
church service she had been able to attend since 
the death of her husband, and that the decision 
she’d made to be there was all down to that 
morning’s edition of ‘Something Understood’. 
She’d listened, and suddenly things changed for 
her,” O’Hagan wrote. That meant a lot to Tully.
“If one ever needed a story to exemplify the 
power of radio, then you probably couldn’t do 
better than this one,” said O’Hagan.
I tried to listen to past episodes of ‘Something 
Understood’ from the Radio 4 archive but was 
stonewalled for being outside the U.K.
Tully’s last ‘live’ programme was on Easter 
Sunday 2019. He took as his theme for the day 
a line from T.S. Eliot’s set of four Quartets’: “In 
my end is my beginning.” It is the last line of ‘East 
Coker’, the second of those poems.
East Coker is a village and civil parish in Somer-

set that held a particular importance to Eliot and 
family because their ancestor, Andrew Eliot, left 
the village to travel to America in 1669. Eliot’s 
ashes lie in its parish church.
Completed in wartime (February 1940), ‘East 
Coker’ has been described as “a poem of late 
summer, earth, and faith.” It is in five sections, 
each holding a theme that is common to each 
of the poems in the set: time, experience, purga-
tion, prayer, and wholeness.
The poem begins with the last line turned on its 
head: “In my beginning is my end.”  Poetry can 
be read, but to really come alive, it has to be said 
out loud, even if in one’s own head. For those 
interested, there is an excellent reading of ‘East 
Coker’ by Ralph Fiennes that I followed with  
the text. 
Several portions of the poem really ‘spoke’ to me. 
For instance, in the second section, he seems to 
argue that those who pursue only reason and 
science are ignorant. Even our progress is not 
progress as we continue to repeat the same er-
rors as the past. “Had they deceived us, Or de-
ceived themselves, the quiet-voiced elders, Be-
queathing us merely a receipt for deceit?”
“Do not let me hear, Of the wisdom of old men, 
but rather of their folly, Their fear of fear and 
frenzy, their fear of possession, Of belonging to 
another, or to others, or to God.”
And now (for me) comes the punchline: “The 
only wisdom we can hope to acquire is the wis-
dom of humility: humility is endless.”
Eliot was waxing metaphorical in the last line of 
this section, but it is literally true of our world at a 
time of climate change: “The houses are all gone 
under the sea”, and true of our hill cutting-happy 
Goa: “The dancers are all gone under the hill.”
The third section is “dark” in every sense of the 
word, not just its repeated usage. It bemoans fact 
that those who wield power and rule over us “all 
go into the dark.” 
“And we all go with them, into the silent funeral, 
Nobody’s funeral, for there is no one to bury.” 
It resonated with something that Tully told 
O’Hagan at the 2019 interview, even more rel-
evant today: “The world is going through a very 
tumultuous, dangerous period. We’re getting 
leaders who are very certain they have the an-
swer — who forget that the world is made up 
of a very few privileged people and very many 
people who are under-privileged.”

Nandkumar M. Kamat

Hidden in the ancient pristine wooded 
folds of the rapidly urbanising Chim-
bel Plateau, Toyyar Lake at the head of 

a Y-shaped structural valley in Chimbel village 
dating from 12,000 to 3 lakh years looks like a 
simple rain-filled hollow. However, beneath its 
still surface lies a geological story hundreds of 
millions of years in the making — a story central 
to understanding why this lake exists, survives, 
and matters to people and nature alike. 
The lake, lying along a prehistoric route of hu-
man migration, pilgrimage, and trade, quenched 
the thirst of wild animals, travellers, pilgrims, 
traders, and soldiers for thousands of years. Its 
deep sediments may hide many archaeolo-
gical artefacts, a treasure trove of 5,000 years  
of history.
Chimbel was a minor port during the Badami 
Chalukya period and traded with Persia (Iran). 
Satellite imagery showed that the lake reached 
its highest level in November 2019. Scientific 
studies of the Ribandar–Chimbel region show 
that the bedrock beneath this plateau is not a 
simple “hard rock” surface, but ancient sed-
imentary rock known as Precambrian gray-
wacke, formed from submarine landslides and 
turbidity currents in deep ocean basins over two 
and a half billion years ago. These rocks belong 
to the Sanvordem Formation of the Goa Group 
and were folded, buried, and metamorphosed 
during tectonic events long before any humans 
walked this land. Graywacke is not a uniform 
or impermeable mass. It contains layers, min-
eral bands, fractures, and quartz veins that were 
formed during its long geological history. Over 
immense time, tropical weathering transformed 
the upper part of this bedrock into laterite, the 
red, iron-rich crust that now caps the plateau. 
However, laterite does not seal the ground as 
well as concrete. Instead, it sits above weathered 
and fractured graywacke that can store and 
transmit groundwater slowly.
Toyyar Lake thus rests on a layered hydrogeo-
logical system: monsoon rain infiltrates porous 
laterite, percolates into weathered graywacke 
zones, and is retained within structural traps and 
depressions. The layered, deformed structure 
of graywacke in the Chimbel belt creates path-
ways that guide subsurface water movements. 
Even when no stream visibly flows from the lake, 
groundwater can migrate through these struc-
tural pathways toward lower elevation. There-
fore, plateau lakes can influence hydrology bey-
ond their visible boundaries. 
Toyyar’s position near the upland divide between 
the Mandovi and Zuari basins and close to the 
headwaters of the Santan River suggests that its 
recharge zone may feed broader groundwater 
systems across a much larger landscape. In this 
sense, the lake is not an isolated feature but a 
functional part of a wider hydrological network 
that sustains rivers, springs, and soils across  
the plateau. 
The ecological value of the Toyyar Lake land-
scape extends far beyond water. The lateritic 

plateau adjoining Toyyar Lake at Chimbel rep-
resents a seasonal lateritic habitat island that 
supports a distinct community of monsoon-de-
pendent herbaceous vegetation, known as eph-
emeral flush vegetation. 
The plateau surface is formed of ferricrete with 
shallow, nutrient-poor soils. During the mon-
soon, natural depressions in the rock accumu-
late rainwater, creating a patchwork of tempor-
ary pools, moist seepage zones, and slightly 
elevated dry patches. These sharp microhab-
itat differences over short distances drive a 
succession of flowering events between June 
and September, making this plateau a mosaic 
of colour and life during each monsoon. The 
wildflower community is dominated by small, 
short-lived annuals that are specially adapted 
to alternating waterlogging and drought. In wa-
terlogged depressions and along shallow sea-
sonal pools, species of Eriocaulon form bead-
like white inflorescences, often associated with 
carnivorous plants such as Utricularia reticu-
late and sundews of the genus Drosera, which 
obtain nutrients by trapping small insects in 
nutrient-deficient soils. With the first monsoon 
showers, early seasonal herbs such as spider 
flowers (Cleome gynandra, Cleome rutido-
sperma, and Cleome viscosa) appear across the 
plateau surface. These pioneers are followed by 
mats of Justicia procumbens, whose small but 
abundant flowers attract a range of insect-pol-
linators. As the season advances, additional 
species occupy better-drained patches. The 
sequential flowering pattern of plateau wild-
flowers provides a continuous source of nectar 
and pollen for bees, butterflies, and other in-
sects throughout the monsoons. The dense root 
systems of these short-lived herbs help bind the 
thin soil layer and reduce erosion during intense 
rainfall. By slowing runoff across the plateau sur-

face, this vegetation also contributes indirectly 
to groundwater recharge and hydrological sta-
bility in the Toyyar Lake catchment. 
Many species of lateritic plant communities 
contain bioactive compounds of pharmacolo-
gical interest. Species of Cleome have yielded 
anti-inflammatory and analgesic compounds, 
Justicia procumbens has been investigated 
for its antiviral and antitumor properties, and 
Curcuma pseudomontana produces essential 
oils with antifungal activity. Trichosanthes cu-
cumerina contains cucurbitacins with docu-
mented biological activity. These biochemical 
traits enhance the conservation value of plat-
eaus, making them repositories of genetic, eco-
logical, and biochemical diversity that cannot 
be recreated once lost. 
The ecological functions of Toyyar Lake and its 
surrounding lateritic habitats are interconnec-
ted. Lateritic plateaus are often misinterpreted 
as barren or wasteland areas because their eco-
logical value is visible only during a short mon-
soon window. Given its proximity to Toyyar 
Lake, the Chimbel Plateau is an integral part 
of the broader landscape supporting both ter-
restrial and wetland biodiversity. Disturbances 
such as dumping, construction, surface level-
ling, or altered drainage would not only destroy 
this specialised wildflower community and its 
ecological functions but also disrupt the hydro-
logical processes that sustain the lake. 
The importance of Toyyar Lake for wildlife ex-
tends beyond plants and soil. A recent bird sur-
vey at the lake documented 46 species, under-
scoring its importance as a habitat for avian life 
and reinforcing the need for sustained conserva-
tion efforts. Observers recorded familiar resid-
ents such as the white-browed bulbul, which is 
very common on the plateau, along with greater 
racket-tailed drongo, spotted dove, greater cou-

cal, Asian koel, and the grey-bellied cuckoo. 
The presence of such a varied community in a 
relatively small area is evidence of ecological 
richness that often goes unnoticed until docu-
mented scientifically.
The image of Toyyar Lake brimming after a good 
monsoon serves as a reminder that this ancient 
geological system is still alive and functioning. 
Disrupting the recharge area, altering drainage, 
or introducing heavy construction near such 
a system can change the movement of water 
underground, the way soil holds nutrients, the 
way seeds germinate, and the way animals find 
sustenance. When the geology is layered and 
structurally complex, surface observations alone 
cannot reveal the complete hydrological and 
ecological picture. 
Toyyar Lake is more than a scenic forest pond; it 
sits atop rocks formed in ancient oceans, shaped 
by tectonic forces and tropical weathering, and 
now serves as a living water reservoir and biod-
iversity hub. This may have supported wildlife 
and human movement for millennia, providing 
dependable freshwater in a landscape that can 
become dry and challenging during monsoons. 
It continues to provide ecological stability in rap-
idly changing regions.
Understanding Toyyar means looking not only 
at the water we see but also at the deep geolo-
gical foundation beneath it, the seasonal blooms 
that carpet the plateau, and the birds that find 
refuge in its waters and trees. That foundation 
tells us one thing clearly: this is not an accidental 
puddle of water. It is part of an ancient, intercon-
nected hydrological and ecological system that 
deserves careful study, respect, and protection 
— not just because it is beautiful, but because 
it is essential to the intricate web of life that sur-
rounds it on the highly urbanised ecofragile 
Tiswadi estuarine island.

Ecological mysteries of Toyyar Lake


