
Making friends with the Mitra
I spent a very full 16 days in India in late 
January 2006. The last week was spent 
sightseeing in Aurangabad, Jaipur, Agra 
and Delhi. I don’t want to bore you 
with an account of the sightseeing, apart 
from saying that we saw incredible and 
unforgettable sights, and my head is filled 
with indelible memories. I’m keen to tell 
you about my origami experiences during 
the first week in Bombay where I was in 
the dynamic company of Origami Mitra.
 
I had heard about the group (Mitra 
means Friends in Hindi) and had visited 
the web site (http://www.origami-mitra.
com/).  I did think about making an 
excursion to India some while ago when 
I saw pictures of the Mitra’s weekend 
retreats, but the possibility of going to 
India became reality when Tomoko 
Fuse told me in Summer 2005 she had 
been invited to Bombay as guest at the 
Origami Peace Tree event in January 
2006. She was a little nervous about 
going, mainly because of language 
problems, so she asked if I’d consider 
coming along for the ride. I considered 
for about 2 seconds….
 
Soon it became clear that Tomoko’s 
husband Taro, Tricia Tait (New York) 
and expatriate Indian Ravi Apte (New 
York) would also be with us in Bombay, 
so this would be a truly international 
gathering.
 
I should say a few words about the 

Origami Peace Tree. This initiative is the 
brainchild of a Russian family: Larisa, 

Alexander and Anastasia Levashov. It’s 
designed to bring origami to a wider 
public in many different venues and 
countries. The term Origami Peace Tree 
is a little misleading as there is no actual 
tree: I’d half-expected to find in India 
a large tree decorated with origami, or 
something similar: there wasn’t one, and 
this isn’t the intention. But the analogy is 
a good one. Origami groups are invited to 
host events in their country, thus planting 
a “sapling” of origami knowledge in 
their territory, then nurturing it, and 
encouraging its branches to spread into 
the landscape. More information about 
OPT and past and future events can be 
found at http://www.iap-peacetree.org/
opt/main.html.
 
So we arrived in Bombay to set up 
the exhibition which took place in a 
good size hall in a public and busy area 
(where ISN’T busy in Bombay!). The 
inauguration was on Monday 23rd 
January: all foreign guests gave little 
speeches and a local film crew recorded 
the action. The exhibition opened to the 
public the next day and ran until Sunday 
29th. Indian Republic Day was 26th, 

and there were record attendances at the 
exhibition on this public holiday. The 
exhibition was manned and stewarded 
every day by ever-present Mitra 

volunteers.
 The workshops, running simultaneously 
with the exhibition, filled much of 
our time during these days. The Mitra, 
keen to take advantage of our presence, 
arranged a 2-hour private workshop each 
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including Hrushikesh Sabnis, Mrs Gita 
Kantawala, Himanshu Agrawal, and of 
course the always beautifully sari’d Mrs 
Mala Ramadorai.
 
Postscript thoughts: Origami Mitra 
have set a great example to origami 
groups and associations internationally. 
By keeping small (prospective members 
are invited to join, rather than applying 
for membership) they seek to avoid the 
administrative responsibilities of running 
a formal organisation, and the inevitable 
financial and political complexities 
that follow. A large majority of Mitra 
members participate actively, and their 
energies and shoulders-to-the-wheel 
approach is admirable and enviable. 

These origami events in Bombay was 
a wonderful example of how origami 

can be brought to the general public, in 
contrast to the efforts of other groups 
elsewhere which are concentrated in 
internal affairs, and servicing the needs of 
their members.  
 
I’m delighted to have made good friends 
with the Mitra!
 

She is an active Mitra member, and was 
our constant guardian and guide. Mala 
took us shopping, arranged private car 
transport at the drop of a hat, advised 

what to eat (and what not to!), got us 
front row seats at a superb concert of 
Indian fusion music at the Tata theatre 
one night, and she showed us wonderful 
silks in a sari shop. Origami Mitra 
members accepted an invitation from 
Mrs Neeta Premchand, a wealthy resident 
of Bombay and Zurich, and the owner 
of the Bombay Paperie, for us all to visit 
this fine shop. There we saw beautiful 
Indian hand made papers and we learned 
about the long tradition of papermaking 

in India.  I was particularly pleased to 
try double-layered sheets, made to the 
specification of Mitra enthusiasts. The 
natural glue size used to bind the layers 
meant the paper was very well suited 
to wet folding techniques.  See the 
fascinating web site at:
http://www.bombaypaperie.com/index.
php 
 
Other Mitra members went out of their 
way to make sure we were always happy, 
comfortable and cared for, and our 
immense thanks are due to all of them, 

morning for about 35 members only, 
and Tomoko, Tricia, Ravi and I did our 
best to teach some of our work to these 
enthusiastic folders.  Lots of fun was had 

by all.
From 11am to 6.45pm each day, 
numerous workshops were given to the 
public, by all of us and Mitra members. 
These were 45 minutes each for 
beginners, and 2 hours for intermediate 
folders (in fact, barely more than 
beginners!) Tricia took a group of blind 
students, and me a mentally handicapped 
group, and though we were apprehensive, 
we found the experience less daunting 
than we imagined, and it was uplifting 
to see frequent smiles on the faces of our 
students. Usually during our teaching 
sessions we were accompanied by Mitra 
volunteers, who sorted out strugglers and 
made our life easier as origami teachers. 
We worked very hard, and took full 
advantage of rest periods to sleep and 
prepare for our next workshop.
 
We stayed in Bombay in private flats in 
the smart Worli Seaface area, right on the 

shore of the Arabian Sea. The premises 
were owned by Tata Consultancy 
Services, a leading software company. 
TCS CEO Mr S Ramadorai lived on the 
first floor of the block with his wife Mala. 
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