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Mohini Athavale
df@er-aifedt sread
India Travels - Making Memories With Friends

Hyderabad
It was the year 2024. Me and my friend Rekha were sitting on a swing in the gallery of her

flat and discussing our plans for the year 2025 while visiting India. Rekha was not keen on going
anywhere, and [ was ready to go everywhere without her. When she heard that I would go without
her, she literally jumped out of her seat and ‘ =
screamed at me! What, you are not going ==
anywhere alone? 1 will come with you, and
that’s how my plans were finalized for the
year 2025.

This trip is not about seeing places but |
being with friends from my childhood,
meeting people along the way and getting to
know them. I have known Rekha since we
were 14 years old and now, we are in our
early 70s. The span of our friendship is 60
years but it still feels like we are teenagers!

So, as we were discussing the plan, |
Rekha expressed her desire to go and visit ||
Shri Shailam or Malikarjun temple, one of the
12 Jyotirlingams situated 3 hours' drive from
Hyderabad. I had not seen this place, so I was
excited to go and visit the place. Our tour
guide planned our trip with the best hotels, a
car, and driver Rafik! I was a bit nervous
about our driver and was skeptical about | ] e \d 3
going with him. But he turned out to be a B I | RN |
good driver, but also a Muslim who would say Ganpatl Bappa Morya every time we got in the
car! He took great care of the two elderly ladies like his grandmothers!

We landed at Hyderabad and travelled to Shri Shailam for almost 4 hours. After an
overnight stay, we proceeded to see the temple. The temple sits on top of the hill so you travel
through the monotonous range with curvy roads surrounded by mountains of granite. The
mountains have varied colors and shapes that one is mesmerized by their beauty and colors.

Once we reached the temple complex, we had to walk 500 feet to enter the temple. It is a
beautiful temple, clean and serene. No photography is allowed once you enter the complex. The
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lines are not long and after seeing the Shivlingum, the joy dawns on you and one forgets the pain
of travelling.

Shri Shailam is also famous for
being a temple built by Chhatrapati
Shivaji Maharaj in 1677, but the temple
does not exist anymore instead there is a
new temple where Shivaji is sitting in a
meditative pose and Devi Bhramaramba
is giving him a weapon to continue his
mission of Hindavi Swaraj! Next to this
small temple is a museum with replicas
of Shivaji’s forts in Maharashtra and his
life story depicted on the wall. For a
Maharashtrian, it was indeed a moment
of pride to see a monument dedicated to
Shivaji!

After visiting the temple, we
returned to the city of Hyderabad and fg=
stayed for a few days. We visited the
Birla temple in white Marble, , _ 5 oy
Secretariat, and Amar Jyot dedicated to war heroes. The most 1nterest1ng part of the visit to
Hyderabad was seeing Ramoji City. This is on the outskirts of the city and is a city within the
city, Movie industry of South. This is a 2000-acre complex with many movie sets. This is also a
place where Indian soap operas are shot. We were able to see the set of the famous movie
Bahubali.

We also tasted the famous Hyderabadi food but enjoyed the veg biryani the most!

Our trip came to an end when we boarded the plane back to Mumbai and were getting ready
for our next trip to Udaipur. Now instead of just the two of us travelling, we added four more
members to our trip, Subhash, Smita, Prashant and Vishakha. Subhash and Prashant being
classmates along with their spouses.

Udaipur
Our second segment of the trip was to Mount Abu, Ranakpur, and Udaipur. Our first stop

was at the famous Dilwara temple. This is a Svetambara Jain temple situated in Mount Abu, built
between the 11th and 13th centuries. It is famous for white marble and intricate marble designs.
Unfortunately, photography is not allowed in the temple, which is a place of pilgrimage for Jains.
One 1s awestruck seeing such intricate marble work.

After seeing Dilwara Temple, we headed to see the main center of Brahma Kumari Ashram.
It sits on a hill and serves as a global headquarters for the Brahma Kumaris organization. We
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were able to see the main lecture hall of the center where we met a Sevak explaining the principles
of the organization.

We left the Ashram and
proceeded to see the famous temple of
Ranakpur. As you approach the
premises of the temple, you are
overwhelmed by the size of the temple!
This is an architectural marvel, almost
1025 years old. And it is a heaven for
the student of photography. You can
dissect each pillar, each ceiling, and no
two are alike! How the artisans did it,
what kind of imagination and intellect
they possessed without the modern
tools, 1s unimaginable. The temple has
over 1400 pillars; each pillar is unique
with intricate carvings, and the main
deity can be seen from all sides. It is
difficult to describe the beauty of this
; g temple; one must see it to believe it.

We left the Ranakpur temple to proceed to our next destination, Udaipur! Udaipur is also
known as the city of lakes and palaces! Our first day was spent visiting the city palace, the official
residence of the current Maharajah of Udaipur. As you approach the city palace, it is a jaw-
dropping experience. It took 400 years to build the palace, and what we saw was only 10% of it.
and it is grand! It is a home for many artifacts from the bygone era, well preserved for future
generations. Taj Mahal has its own beauty, but after seeing Dilwara, Ranakpur, and now this
palace, one is compelled to say these were built without bloodshed, sheer imagination,
determination, excellent engineering, and commitment. Courage and dedication were hallmarks
of the people who built these palaces and temples. We had the opportunity to eat the famous Dal
Bati Churma and pyaj kachori/onion kachori, and that indeed was a treat. In the evening, we went
to see Rajasthani folk dances, local music, and a puppet show. And it was a fun-filled evening.
At night, we took a boat ride on Lake Pichola. A beautiful lake with Lake Palace in the middle
and surrounded by other palaces and temples on the hillside.

The next day was a visit to see the Rana Pratap Monument. The three people whom we
owe our lives are Shivaji Maharaj, Guru Gobind Singh, and Rana Pratap. His monument sits on
top of the hill, and he is mounted on his famous horse Chetak! Next to the monument is a museum
with the story
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of his life, the battles he fought, but the
most interesting was seeing the soil of Haldi
Ghat, it looks like turmeric! This is where
Rana Pratap fought and won the battle against
the Mughal forces of Akbar. Seeing the soil
from Haldi Ghat, my hands folded
automatically with teary eyes, and we left this
place with the utmost gratitude to Rana
Pratap!

On our last day in Udaipur, we visited
Saheliyon Bari, a garden for friends! In
Rajasthan, the concept of covering the head
and face with a saree pallu and not showing
the face to the outsiders came into existence
due to the Islamic invasion. Before that,
women would cover their heads with a pallu
to show respect to the elderly. Due to
segregation, women remained in the house
and were shunned from much social U
interactions with friends. But being the
Maharajah, he decided to build a garden for his daughter and her friends. Building beautiful
gardens was common, but for his daughter, it was a novel idea. This garden is an architectural
marvel and an invention that is at least 400 years old. The garden is divided into four sections,
and one has to go through three arched doors to see the inner sanctum of the garden. It is a jaw-
dropping experience to see such a refined garden from that time and how well it is maintained as
well as preserved. The garden has a variety of flowers and trees that are native as well as some
non-native species. No garden is complete without water fountains and water lilies, and this
garden has many water fountains. The use of marble to adorn the gardens, the color combinations,
and the intricate carvings capture your heart. We left the gardens with a heavy heart, but then we
were treated to Rajasthani Green Tea, a heavenly tea after seeing such beautiful gardens! And
then we were treated to delicious Rajasthani food. The food was delicious, but more than that was
our server. He explained each food item and advised us on how to eat, a new technique and
system! After such heavy food, we proceeded to the airport. Before boarding the plane, I said bye
to this enchanting, wonderful Rajasthan with a slogan reverberating in my ears, “Padharo mare
Des!”

(Part 2 - to be continued in the next Darpan)

mohiniathavale@hotmail.com
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Albania and Montenegro - The Hidden Gems of the Adriatic Coast
Albania and Montenegro weren’t even on our bucket list of countries to visit. However,
when we saw them added to our itinerary alongside Croatia and Slovenia, we were delighted.
After exploring these two gems on the Adriatic coast, | would wholeheartedly recommend
them. | also suggest visiting in early April, as we did. The temperature was a bit chilly but ideal
for sightseeing, and the places were not yet crowded with tourists.

We flew into Tirana, the capital of Albania. The
airport is named Néné Tereza in honor of the
Roman Catholic nun Mother Teresa, who was born
in 1910 in Skopje—then part of the Ottoman Empire
and often associated with Albanian heritage. At the
age of 18, she moved to Ireland and later to India to
carry out her missionary work.

Albania is called Shqipéri or Shqipéria in the

== Albanian language. It's a small country in the

'+ Balkans—"Balkan" meaning "mountains” in Turkish.
Albania features beautiful landscapes along the
Adriatic and lonian coastlines, and its interior is
crossed by the Albanian Alps. It borders Kosovo,
Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Greece, while
Italy lies just across the Adriatic Sea. Albania is not a
member of the European Union, and its currency is
the lek. The national flag is red with a black double-
headed eagle in the center, symbolizing bravery and the bloodshed of its past.

The Albanian language is unique and considered difficult to learn, with no close
relatives among other languages. Its script includes 36 letters. Albanian cuisine is mainly
meat-based, while coastal areas feature seafood and popular dishes like seabass. Albania is
primarily an agricultural society. Remarkably, about 98% of its electricity is generated from
renewable hydro-power sources. Since the fall of communism in 1991, Albania has become
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known for religious tolerance—
Muslims (about 51%), Christians
(around 30%), and others (mostly
atheists) live peacefully together.

Albania’s history includes
periods of Ottoman rule and a dark
communist dictatorship. The
Ottomans ruled from the 15th to
19th century. Their strict laws
(kanun) and violent reprisals for
offenses left a significant cultural
imprint. Skanderbeg, Albania’s
national hero, led the resistance
against the Ottomans, and his
statue proudly stands in Tirana’s
center.

The communist era,
especially under the dictatorship of Enver Hoxha (1944-1991), was a dark chapter in Albania’s
history. The country was isolated from the world, and religious freedom was heavily
suppressed. Hoxha maintained strict control over all aspects of life. Family members were
encouraged to spy on each other, and dissenters were often jailed or tortured.

Albania freed itself from communism on April 7, 1992. Until 1990, only the elite could
afford cars; today, foreign brands like Mercedes and Volvo are common on the roads. The
transition to democracy came with economic hardships, social unrest, and family feuds.
Corruption became widespread, and many residents emigrated. Albania’s current population
is about 2.7 million, with more Albanians living abroad, particularly in Europe, the U.S., and
Canada. Despite its challenges, Albania is rich in history, has incredibly friendly people, and is
gaining popularity as a safe travel destination known for its natural beauty, beaches, and
historical sites.

Our hotel in Tirana was within walking distance of the city center—a lively place with
vibrantly colored buildings and abstract designs. Under the leadership of artist-turned-mayor
Edi Rama, many buildings were transformed into public art. Wide boulevards and bike lanes
make it very walkable. On our way to the city center, we passed Rinia Park, home to the
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Taiwan Complex. The name has a humorous backstory: the complex was completed just after
Albania broke ties with China and naming it "Taiwan" was a cheeky nod to Taiwan'’s
sovereignty. The complex features excellent cafés and restaurants.

A short walk from there took us to one of Albania’s many concrete bunkers. Built during
Hoxha's regime, more than 175,000 bunkers dot the country. His paranoia about foreign
invasion led to this massive construction effort. The Bunk’Art2 museum, located in one of
these bunkers, is a must-visit to understand the history of Sigurimi, Hoxha's feared secret
police.

The city center features Skanderbeg Square, a large public space covering about 40,000
square meters. Named after the national hero Gjergj Kastrioti Skénderbeu, the square
showcases his equestrian statue and is surrounded by landmarks like the Opera and Ballet
Theatre, National Gallery of Arts, National Library, and City Hall. You'll also find the charming
"I @ T" sign. From the square, we visited the beautiful Et'hem Bej Mosque, the Pyramid of
Tirana, and the nearby Tirana Castle, now home to shops and restaurants.

That afternoon, we traveled to Krujg, a
town that takes you back in time. We
walked through its old bazaar lined with
souvenir shops selling clothes, table
runners, and intricately embroidered rugs.
A steep climb led us to Krujé Castle, the
center of Skanderbeg'’s rebellion.

The ethnographic museum inside
showcases traditional tools, pottery, B \k
furniture, and unique windows designed i) ;' : A - B
for cross-ventilation. The bride’'s room £ = oF
contains a chest filled with items she
brought to her new home—reminiscent of
the rukhwat in Maharashtrian weddings.

After visiting the castle, we enjoyed KRUJE

a scrumptious dinner accompanied by live

music and dance, both influenced by Ottoman traditions. Driving by Lake Shkodra offered
breathtaking views of lush valleys and mountains. It was time to bid farewell to Albania and
say hello to Montenegro.
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We crossed the border into Montenegro, a jewel of the Mediterranean, nestled along
the Adriatic coast. Known locally as Crna Gora (“black mountain”), the name refers to the
dense forests that once covered its Alps. Montenegro is part of the Balkans and the European
Union, and it uses the euro as its currency. Its capital is Podgorica, and the official language is
Montenegrin. English is widely understood among the younger population. The country has a
population of just 600,000.

Montenegro’s main industry is wine. Its vineyards—among the largest in Europe—span
the southern and coastal i
regions. A local specialty is
rakija, a potent fruit-based
spirit typically containing
about 40% alcohol, though
homemade versions can be
stronger. Montenegrins are
among the tallest people in
Europe, with an average
height of 6 feet. The
Montenegrin flag is red with a
golden border and a coat of
arms in the center. The
economy is driven by tourism,
followed by manufacturing,
energy, mining, and
construction.

We visited the Plantaze : , _
vineyards, where wine is stored in a cellar located inside a former military cave used to hide jet
fighters during NATO's 1999 bombings. Wine-tasting there, paired with cheeses and fruits,

was a unique experience.

We then headed to Podgorica. The city is relatively new, as most buildings were
destroyed during World War II. After a delicious dinner and a good night’s rest, we took a
scenic cruise on Skadar Lake the next morning. In the afternoon, we visited the Serbian
Orthodox Morada Monastery, built in 1252. The monks live simply, growing their own food
and being self-sufficient. A cemetery also lies on the grounds.
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Our final stop in
Montenegro was the
picturesque village of Kotor,
surrounded by mountains and
the turquoise waters of the
Adriatic Sea. A UNESCO World
Heritage Site, Kotor is a fortified
town with winding streets and
squares. We climbed the 9th-
century fortress overlooking the
town. Wandering the
Cobblestone streets and
enjoying pizza in the company
of friendly cats (originally
brought in to combat the
plague) felt like stepping into a
fairy tale.

After a quick visit to
Cetinje, Montenegro’s old capital, we said goodbye to Montenegro and continued our
journey to Dubrovnik. Stay tuned for our adventures in Croatia and Slovenia in the next
Darpan!

rrkeluskar@gmail.com
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Dr. Neelkanth Palkar
Dealing With Adversity
Difficult experiences often challenge our assumptions and force us to see things differently.

Many people believe they have all the answers until life throws them into unexpected situations,
making them realize how little they actually knew.

Easy days are, of course, easy to deal with. When things go our way, it all seems almost
effortless, even when the project involves a lot of effort and energy. It is when things do not go
our way, we are baffled. Our shortcomings get exposed, our knowledge and wisdom seem
inadequate, and we feel vulnerable and helpless at such times. We are pretty sure that we are
prepared and resourceful until that happens, and then our natural instincts come alive: fear,
panic, confusion, and irrational thinking.

HOW DOES ONE PREPARE FOR A CALAMITY OR AN UNEXPECTED UNTOWARD
EVENT?

I wish there were an easy answer. Throughout human history people have faced and survived all
kinds of difficult circumstances. Of course, there are people who have succumbed to them, but
there are many more who have come out stronger, wiser and more confident. It is not
necessarily the more intelligent and wealthier who survive. It is the people with certain
emotional strength that do withstand calamities.

A calamity does not necessarily mean a tornado or a hurricane. It can be an illness, injury, loss
of a loved one or a financial hardship.

People with strong emotional strength somehow deal with such adverse events far better than
those who are not. They look for clues and solutions, seek help as needed from friends and
acquaintances, and regroup. These are the people who will assure themselves by saying “I will
not allow this situation to bend me or break me . They will be willing to help another person
while in the midst of a disaster. They will lend money to someone when they themselves are
facing financial strain. The ability and willingness to help another human being in the midst of a
crisis is uniquely present in people who are emotionally strong.

People who are not emotionally strong, on the other hand, withdraw from everyone and
everything when hit by a crisis. They seem consumed by their own situation even if the
adversity is small or short lived. They are unwilling or unable to help someone else. They are
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also unwilling or unable to seek help for themselves.

Emotional strength does not equate with financial well-being, educational status, or age. Some
people are uniquely born emotionally strong, whereas in others, it comes in their lifetime.
Factors such as faith and an inner belief that they are bigger than the situation they are dealing
with play a role.

HOW DO YOU BUILD EMOTIONAL STRENGTH?

To cultivate emotional strength, practice self-awareness, mindfulness, and self-compassion

while also learning to regulate emotions effectively and building a strong support system.
1. Self-awareness: recognize your emotions and pay attention to your feelings and
identify them accurately. Consider how your emotions affect your thoughts, behaviors,
and relationships. Reflect on your experiences and how you react emotionally.
2. Develop emotional regulation: engage in mindfulness techniques like meditation or
deep breathing to stay in the present. Learn to manage stress through such activities as
exercise, spending time in nature, and healthy hobbies. Challenge negative thought
patterns that contribute to emotional distress. Learn to let go of past mistakes and focus
on growth and learning. Replace negative self-criticism with positive and supportive
affirmations.
3. Build resilience: Embrace challenges by viewing setbacks as opportunities for growth
and learning. Do not hesitate to reach out to friends, family, community members, or
professionals. Forgive yourself and others. Do not hold on to anger and resentment
because they impact your emotional well-being.
4. Build strong social networks: surround yourself with supportive, positive people.
Prioritize self-care by making time for activities that nourish your mind, body, and spirit.
Set realistic goals. Practice gratitude.
5. Seek professional help: If you are struggling with managing your emotions, consider
seeking guidance from a therapist or a counselor.

nrvrpal@aol.com
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High School Graduate 2025

Manas Prasade

Manas graduated from Jupiter High School.

He is planning to go to the University of Central
Florida.

He is going to study Business Management.

He aspires to manage a large company or start his own
company.

Congratulations Manas!!
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High School Graduate 2025

Nikhil Pinapaka

Nikhil graduated from Marjory
Stoneman Douglas High School.

He is going to the University of
Central Florida (UCF).

Nikhil wants to study Data Science
major.

Aspiration: combine passion for
sports and math by using his degree
in sports analytics and related fields.

Congratulations Nikhil!!

) Ve *mm .
is 2 ONE Srs &/ el

pg. 37



June 2025
& (AP &) A3

[FET Bi1v

High School Graduate 2025

Sanika Kalas Burkule

Sanika graduated from A. W. Dreyfoos School of Arts

with a scholar designation in academics and arts in May
2025.

Sanika will attend Florida Atlantic University as an honors
student in Neuroscience and Music.

As a vocal major student, Sanika wants to continue her
singing, both Hindustani classical and western classical
music in multiple languages including English, French,
German, and Italian. She is currently working on Kathak
dance exams. Her hobbies include reading, theatrics,
swimming and spending time with her friends and family.

Congratulations Sanika!!

‘_%‘*'@@—'

pg. 38



June 2025

@ N
[5ET Bi4¢
High School Graduate 2025
Shambhavi Joshi

She graduated from Indian Ridge School.
She is going to the Florida Career Academy
to study business.

Shambhavi wants to become a cosmetologist
or a nurse.
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