PART  III :  Panchayat Kanda

3.1
Lamentations of  Dukhia’s mother

Many prefer to use ‘Babulal ka aadmi
’ instead of ‘Dukhia’s mother’. The phrase seems dear to Dukhia’s mother especially when the figure of Babulal, turbaned and uniformed, crosses her mind. A remarkably befitting attire for Babulal. Budhni imagines that her neighbours are filled with jealousy. As a matter of fact the neighbourhood women really are jealous of the fact that Dukhia’s mother has no compulsion to earn a living. Fancy that my Dukhia survives the malicious gaze of so many people! When he grows up he too will don the urdi-pagri
 and take up his father’s job. And what a dignified calling it is! Dukhia’s mother has heard from Babulal that Chermensahib’s chambers – no, not Chermen, for Babulal gets angry nowadays if you say Chermen; you ought to say Raibahadur, but can one be held responsible if the names keep changing by the hour ? – yes, the Raibahadur’s chambers which are out of bounds even for the Contractor sahibs and the Gurujis, is unrestricted entry for Babulal. Her heart is filled with pride. Today, when Babulal comes home from office she will treat him to some special food. So she gets down to making a paste of the palm-fruit
 pulp. To this she would add salt water and jaggery to prepare tal-barfi. The Raibahadur’s deriever
 must be an important person as well; or else, when his wife was to give birth to a son, why would Babulal chaprasi run around in the middle of the night to fetch a chamarni
. Even the deriever sahib, who would be about the same status as Dhanua Mahato, is employed as a servant by the Raibahadur ! Dukhia’s mother longs to set her eyes on so great a personality. She has heard so much about this person from Babulal. The moment he puts his hands on the bell, Babulal chaprasi would have to blurt out ‘hojoor’! A strange world, this; a big man has some one even bigger than him. Above the Raibahadur is the Daroga, the Coloster …… she is suddenly reminded of Dhorai’s father – he had gone to see the Coloster the time Dhorai was to be born. Not a ‘izzatdar admi
’ as Babulal but a very nice person was he……. would take the little Dhorai on his lap, gently swinging as he sang : ‘Bakar-hatta; Barad batta; So jaa pat-tha…’. That was not very long ago. But even these blurry images etched in memory have become somewhat wiped out. Not repentance; but somewhere, something seem to be pricking…..

Attracted by the prospect of good food, Dukhia’s friends come trickling in, in ones and twos. Soon every one of them is busy sucking a palm-kernel and a lively fight ensues over  the relative length of the beard like remains of the juicy palm-kernel. But every one is keenly watching Dukhia’s mother. 

“ Come Dukhia, take this. Come here, the rest of you; and help yourself to this…… Enough, now get lost…... Go!

Not a moments respite from these pests. Dukhia’s mother has fed all the children in the neighbourhood, virtually a herd of pigs, with sweets prepared from tal. But what about Dhorai ? Today, after a long long time, she is reminded of Dhorai. Neither has she inquired of him for quite some time now. They meet here and there, every now and then, and the boy tries to ignore her. Nothing of that as long as he is fine. It is enough if he lives on in good health by virtue of the sacred soil of the thaan and Bawa’s blessings. What more could she expect of that son.

But she has not fed him anything for a long time. Who knows whether he would come to her house even if he is invited. Dukhia’s mother takes a few tal-barfi wrapped in a kachu leaf and sets out for Gosain thaan….. an unlikely hour to find that lad in gosainthaan. Perhaps he is out with the mukhpora
 Dhangar lads, off to the pakki to watch the newly started louri
 service in action. When a lorry approaches these lads would either kick up the dust or put a branch of a tree right across the road and run away. One of these days the Taale mahaldar
 ‘road sarkar’ is sure to catch them in their act and give them a real taste of things…Dhorai is quite a grown up lad now, with a robust health……That Taale mahaldar, the Disti-boad road sarkar
, the one whose name and authority Babulal invokes when  he collects fines from the bullock cart drivers whenever they happen to stray onto the metalled surface
 of the pakki, and with whom he shares the proceedings – that same taale mahaldaar once thought that Dhorai was a Dhangar lad, and when the mistake was pointed out to him, had remarked that Tatma lads are never such ‘pat-tha jawans’. He must be blind! Is Dhorai as dark as the Dhangars? May not be the same colour as Samuer but certainly not as dark as Akha. Perhaps the same tan as Maksudanbabu; can’t say for sure……there ! Bouka Bawa’s hut in gosainthaan, seen through the baag-bherenda
 bushes, ….Ah ! What nuisance ! Must be the Mahato’s goat; that’s why it refuses to make way for commoners ! hat ! hat!…..

“Arey, Dukhia’s mother, where are you off to ?”

“some work, nearby”……out of practice for all these years, she hesitates to tell others that she is going to Dhorai….no one calls her Dhorai’s mother any more. But Dhorai is her first son; his claim is foremost. The fears that preceded the birth of the first child, those moments of happiness, the love and care and rebuke of old Nunulal Mahato’s wife, the strange mix of feelings and desires – brought on by Dhorai’s coming to this world. A faint touch of those old and blurry memories seems to have rekindled in her mind….There he is, Dhorai, cleaning Bawa’s lota
. In for some luck today. Looks like Bawa has restrained him from going out this afternoon.

But how long will this begging suffice ?….

“ Come for a darshan of Bawa” – says Dukhia’s mother as she bends over for a pranaam of the termite-mound altar in gosainthaan. Then, turning to Bawa, says ‘parnaam’. Through the corner of his eyes, Bawa has already noticed the leaf packet in her hand. Dukhia’s mother is unwilling to reveal that she has come to Dhorai. Dhorai, on his part, continue with his work without looking at her. With some ash he scours the lota, Bawa’s trident, tongs – all cleaned to a shine. There is no end to his work. Now that he is caught, there is no escape from Bawa till he has wiped and cleaned the entire gaach-tala
. Who knows what other work may come to Bawa’s mind. What a time for that mother of Dukhia to come visiting. And what unusual capacity of these women folk for gossip !  Dhorai recalls clearly what Dhanua Mahato had said one day. Dhanua was scolding his wife, ‘the only work you seem to be having is cutting grass and keeping up an incessant chant of labar labar
  sitting beside the unan. Wielding the whip is the only way to keep you people from going astray.’ Mahato-ginni took a few menacing steps towards the Mahato – ‘Would you dare speak whatever comes to your head just because Ramji has given you the moustache ? Whip ! How dare you talk of the whip ! lets see you try it!’….Dhorai took a fancy to those words from Dhanua Mahato. The womenfolk are like that ! But exactly like what he is still unable to make out; but a bad sort, no doubt. And all Tatmas are secretly annoyed with the Babulal family. It seems that Dukhia’s mother can hardly contain her pride – the pride of being the wife of Babulal chaprasi. She does not sell grass, nor does she engage in any other gainful activity and rarely does Babulal allow her to go outside the house; he wants to keep his wife just the way the babubhaiyas keep their womenfolk. Every now and then he would fly into a rage and go after her – its better for you to remain a Tatmani – why do you desire to be the wife of a chaprasi. Her brazenness makes him hang his head in shame; or so it seems….. 

Dhorai starts sweeping the gaach-tala. It is swept clean every day; still, he can’t make out how, the dirt accumulates. Must be the goats - the entire herd from the neighbourhood - which gather here, in the rains. 

Babulal chaprasi keeps his mouth shut, behaving like a thief in the presence of the Chermen sahib’s deriver and Babulal’s wife cannot keep shut in the gosainthaan where she has admittedly come to offer pranaam. The Gosain is keeping a watchful eye from above ….suddenly Dukhia’s mother’s words are heard ….

……you belong to the order of sanyasis; it is one thing for the likes of you to accept alms; but would it be proper for the lad to spend a lifetime begging along with you ? Do you imagine that lad would ever be good enough to be your chela? Mixes with those Kiristaan Dhangars, unaccustomed to proper speech or mental control, he would, indeed, make a fine sadhu ! Had he belonged to a different family, he would have surely, by now, taken up some dhandha. No longer a mere boy. Ghotai, the same age as he, or Gudar, have already started going out for work as gharamis. Bawa, you are spoiling the boy…..

Dhorai’s ears are pricked up. What impudence to be talking to Bawa like that !….

“If you permit, I could talk to chaprasi sahib and put him on to the job of a pankha puller in the Distiboad office! Four months of work in a year. He would get eight rupees; of which two rupees he would have to pay to chaprasi sahib for bahali
; the rest he would bring to you. The remaining eight months of the year he could work in Kiranibabu’s house; looking after his children. Tell me, Bawa, if you don’t have any objections. So many people are hanging around chaprasi sahib just for this.’…..

Dhorai notices that Bawa’s features have turned livid with anger. Their eyes meet. And both heave a sigh of relief. The proposal is to the liking of neither. Dhorai working in an office! - Bawa wonders. What for did I make my own, a boy, who was someone else’s son? Why did I suffer so much on his account?

And on his part, Dhorai wonders: what a way to spend ones life - seeking favours from Babulal ! Earning one’s bread at his mercy ! Was this what Ramji had in store for him? The days spent in serving Bawa do seem to pass quite happily. How does this worry that mother of Dukhia ? Everyone seems to be after his begging. For Babulal’s family, at any rate, this presents no end of worrying. At heart, no one thinks of them as anything other than mere beggars.

Compassion ! Wonders Bawa; overflowing compassion of a mother; finally !

He beats the ground in front of Dukhia’s mother, with the trident; three times in a row. Then shakes his head vigorously; three times in a row – no, no, no.

The insult bring tears to her eyes. Leaving the packet, Dukhia’s mother, gets up hurriedly. Oh ! to be worrying so much for such a fellow !

Nothing is mentioned about the intended beneficiary of the tal-barfi. 

Once she is gone, Bawa eyes Dhorai, somewhat apologetically. Suddenly, Dhorai picks up the kachu-pata packet and flings it towards the bushes at the far end. Beneath the bushes, a frog leaps into the nala filled to the brim with the waters of Bhadra
.

“Come to give alms! Alms! Whoever accepts your alms, must indeed be of doubtful parentage. Displaying the bounty of the Distiboad money ! To hell with such sweets…”.

Then Dhorai and Bawa sit, facing each other in silence, even as two minds mingle in the grief commonly shared.

3.2
Dhorai declares war

Early next morning, rising from bed, Dhorai heads for Dhangartuli, to meet Shanichara. Shanichara is surprised to see him at such an early hour.

“What’s the matter? Is everything fine with you?”

“Good, and bad too. I want to work with the gang of labourers who repair the pakki. Would you enlist me ?”

At first Shanichara refuses to believe his ears. Then he laughs aloud.

“ So the Tatmas have finally grown wiser. As they say, it takes sixty years for the goylas
 and seventy for the Tatmas to mature and grow wise. Arey ! Etowari, Shukra, Aklu, Birsa, Barkabuddhu, listen all of you, come and listen to the khush-khabari
. Amazing piece of news. The eyes of the myna
 sibling have sprouted !

Everyone gather and the girls too join the fun and laughter. 

“Finally the Tatmas have become beldars
.”

“ Arey baba, it is nothing but majoori
. Do whatever you get paid for. Why should one be selective about it.

Shukra interrupts, “What about one’s self respect. Do we have to do the work of methors and doms (scavengers) just because we get paid for it?”

Etowari pacifies Shukra, “What a comparison ! Earthwork and scavenging !”

“But with time all this futani
 will crumble away. That householder of substance, Jaishree Chowdhury, hailing from a traditional Brahmin family, ploughed his fields himself, in front of the whole village. Even the Dwarbhangaraj
 who is the caste head could not utter a single word against it
. And do not imagine that this ploughing was some kind of leisure pursuit. Those days are coming; Charanchoor
 Jha, used to boast a hell-of-a-lot that he never rides a bullock cart. The other day I saw him alighting from a bullock cart in the Kamakhya-thaan mela. You need to have a lota full of coins saved up and buried in the floor of your house, if you want your ‘bibi’ to stop going out for work.”

“Enough of all this. But beta
, tell us, now that you are to work as a road repairing labourer, have you taken permission from your Mahato and Nayebs ?”

“ Do they give me food? Why should I ask them? And I know only too well that even if I ask, they will never give permission for taking up earthwork.”

“Watch out for the panchayat’s reaction. Nokhay beldar migrated from pachhim
 long back and has spent over twenty years in this place. Do the people of your community still count him as one of them - as a human being? Everyday, the poor fellow, laments over this issue while he works.”

From that day on Dhorai is appointed to the gang working on the Kosi-Siliguri road between the twentyfirst and the twenty-fifth milestones
.

The Dhangars tell him in jest: we shall call you ‘bachha-beldar’ from now on. From his maiji
, Shukra Dhangar takes an advance of one rupee on his salary; to purchase a hoe for his ‘son-beta’. Old Etowari leads a team of Dhangars to the Bakar-hatta meadows, to look for a suitable bough of Myna
, that would be shaped into a long handle for bachha-beldar’s hoe.

On his way back, while passing through the bamboo grove, Dhorai meets Aklu’s mother, acclaimed daini-buri (witch) of the Tatmas. She was busy digging up something. Seeing Dhorai she breaks into a peal of laughter. She places in his hands a large shaak-aalu
 whose skin looked somewhat worm eaten; ‘Take it grand-son, it is an unseasonable variety.’ She is feared as a daini by one and all. But on that occasion, a hint of unfelt tenderness shining through her eyes, leaves Dhorai with no reason for fear. 

3.3
Insinuations of the village elders

That very night the panchayat elders meet in Dhanua Mahato’s house. At other times the venue would be under the madar tree in front of his house, adjacent to the bamboo machaan; one or two distinguished observers would sit on the machaan. Sitting outside in the open is no longer possible now in Bhadra, the month of sprinkling rains. So they all gather under the ekchala. The charidar and the nayebs sit on the bamboo chatai and Dhanua Mahato with his back leaning against the jeeol
 upright (post) in the room. A cluster of leaves have sprouted from the post; like the old Tatmas, the branch of the jeeol tree knows not death. In front of the Mahato a smouldering cowdung cake is emitting smoke; implying a possible reduction of Babulal’s expenses on tobacco
. Tetor is coughing, perhaps he is getting ready to say something. And sure enough, he goes – ‘there is hardly anything left of the chatai.’

The reply comes from Ratia chharidar: the pieces of bamboo that you bring from the babus’ households, ought to belong to the panchayat. That’s the way it has been all along; during the time of Nunulal Mahato. Oujaar
 and grass ropes obtained from there is for your keeping; but the bamboo has to be shared equally with the panchayat. This was the age old practice. Has anyone, during the last two years, shared anything with the panchayat so as to provide a sufficient reason for a new chatai? 

All are guilty; no one wants to prolong this discussion. Staring into the darkness outside, Lallu starts off, ‘only sprinkling rains, this year. Arey, rain hard if it must. At this rate who will need to repair the tiles. But the frogs’ croaking show no signs of letting up.’

Says Basura, “let it pour for a single day, like it did the year before last (tisursaal). In one shower, that year, the wooden bridge spanning the Maranadhar had collapsed.”

‘The way the babubhaiyas ran about in Tatmatuli, that day ! Never seen anything like it before. That time around, the Mahato had shown his mettle to the babubhaiyas.’

Pleased at this piece of flattery, Mahato says with a bashful smile – they won’t consider the days we spend without work, but if we demand a higher price, even if it be just one anna, they will launch on a detailed calculation of the roof area. If a chance comes by, rip off the babubhaiyas, I will; expect no mercy from me. ‘khai to genhu, nahi to ehun
’.

Holding the hukka in his hands, the Mahato, assumes a straight posture and addressing his wife, says, ‘Gudarmai (Gudar’s mother) haven’t you forgotten to gather in the dry grass lying outside? Your lack of common sense bewilders me; like mother like son. And  what for are you staring at me like a khatas
 ? That grass will rot and melt away. I had brought it along the day we worked in Haranandan mokhtar’s (attorney) house; it is still lying there unattended. You don’t seem to appreciate the real value of things. They put the guards on alert around the time we finish our work. And you allow that grass to lie around, soaking water! It won’t take long to get infected by termites. Last time around, when we worked in thikadarbabu’s house (contractor), I had managed to bring along a da (bill hook) - this big, weighing the better part of a ser – between them, the mother and son, managed to loose even that. Well ! carry on with your futani as long as this Mahato is alive. Parmatma knows what substance the present generation is made of. Take that Dhorai for instance; look what he has done!

payas pali ahi ati anuraga

hohin niramis kabahun ki kaga ||

(AF : even if brought up tenderly on a diet of payas
, will a crow ever become a vegetarian - Tulasidas)

‘And he aspires to become a sadhubabaji just by wearing a tulasimala around his neck!’

This was just the topic every one had been waiting for. There is no letting off, today.

‘Now that he has become Bawa’s son he thinks he can rightfully claim the moon.’

‘Defied the orders of the pancha (five elders) ; that little chap ! Haramjada
 !’

The Mahato, the nayebs or the chharidar stand to gain nothing in terms of fees
 from today’s panchayat meeting. Today’s panchayat baithak (gathering) is purely for the good of the community and for the benefit of the people at large. Dhorai had been summoned to the panchayati
. He is yet to present himself.

Panchayati is a daily affair in Tatmatuli – transfer of someone’s wife to another; a son born of a subsequent marriage might fling himself on the corpse and perform the mukhaagni
 purely to lay claim to the fencing and bamboo of the house of the deceased; someone might have forcibly claimed someone else’s wife by simply putting sindur on her forehead in the very presence of her husband. And a variety of such other petty cases as are born of sheer day to day existence.

But the pancha’s (five elders), despite their age, have never come across a person, who having been summoned to the community panchayati, has failed to turn up. It is said that if the pancha summons a snake the snake will turn up; call upon a tiger and it will come, what to speak of mere humans. Some courage for a little fellow like him! The panchas cannot stomach such an affront.

All accused persons dread coming to the panchayati. The first round of punishment is got over with in the very meeting itself. As soon as the final verdict is more or less decided upon, a flurry of blows and smacks start descending on the accused. All that was into the bargain, over and above the final punishment which is announced later - monetary fines, riding a donkey; feasts – no mock up but real ‘bhat ka bhoj’
 and a variety of other punishments. All this Dhorai has seen ever since he was a child….. Once Puran Tatma was made to sit on a huge ram-chhagal
 with half his moustache shaved off. Dhorai remembers the scene very well; he, Gudar and a host of other boys standing in a line armed with the twigs of kalakasundi
 and bhat
. One ! Two! Three! And they all start whipping the goat, sop-a-sop. Babulal asks them to stop. He has a bottle filled with ‘pitroul’ (petrol) from Chermen sahib’s hawa-gari, which he uses for massaging  to relieve pain. He takes a bit of that ‘pitroul’ and rubs it on the back of the goat. The goat lets out a loud bhya bhya, in alarm, and tries to go round in circles. Finally shaking violently it lies down. Everyone would grab Puran Tatma and forcibly pin him down on the goat; Purna
, fulfill your desire and take in the smell of keora
 to your heart’s content. Dhorai will never be able to for forget this.

Mahato, Nayeb and Chharidar are all rubbing their palms impatiently – woe to Dhorai if he comes anywhere near.

Dhanua Mahato takes a few puffs from the hukka, then wiping the spittle from the coconut shell, passes it to Nallu – he is still not satisfied with the volume of smoke he is able to draw out.

“Here, Nallu take it and pull hard so that the tobacco gets properly ignited. You are still young and strong and have powerful lungs. Not old and wizened like us. When we were  your age, no woman would dare to come within a kos of us. “

Mahato’s humour evokes laughter all around. They remember many of the exploits of the young Mahato. Mahatoginni and Fuljhuria, her lame daughter, were standing outside, eavesdropping. The mother, with a proud and pleased look on her face, tells her daughter, - he will relate stories and incidents in a manner that will make you laugh till you get the cramps.

Dhanua’s high pitched laughter rise above the monotonous croaking of frogs and hits the ear drum. Suddenly he gulps down the unleashed volley of laughter and assuming a serious countenance sits up straight. After all a Mahato has an exalted status that cannot be compromised. It is clear to all present that the real discussion is about to begin. The mood in the baithak turns grave.

‘A son does not belong to his father; he belongs to the community. The claim of the tola (village, neighbourhood) on his allegiance, comes next. This jeeol stump, once it comes alive, will thrust upwards carrying with it the whole burden of the roof. Likewise, Babulal; look how he has enhanced the izzat of the Tatma community. When the haija-doctor
 visits the fouji-well to spray it with red colour
, my heart – to tell you the truth – throbs loudly in fear. I find Babulal twirling his moustache as he talks to him. That is precisely why he has succeeded, single handedly, in advancing the Tatma community to this extent.’

Babulal, behaves as if he has not heard the praise with his own ears.

‘On the other hand, look at Dhorai; he is the root of all evil.’

At the mention of Dhorai everyone sits up. Lallu hawks and spits out. Basua generates something that sounds like chik. Babulal comes up with, Chhi Chhi Chhi Chhi ! Then he proceeds to bite off a recalcitrant hair from his moustache.

‘It seems that the son of a bitch will take to earthwork, something that we have never done in the past seven generations! He has blackened the face of our community! It is far better to have eaten food defiled by the touch of a Musalman. Now the Tatmas have nothing left to hold up their heads to the outside world. The ‘son of a Nabab’ hasn’t even bothered to come here. What an upbringing Bouka Bawa has given to his son! It is Bawa’s over-indulgence that has made him reckless. How preposterous! Nokhay beldar and Shanichara Dhangar has become equal to the Tatmas. Arey, if we were to take up earthwork for a living, we would have, by now, swollen up like bellows
. For three score years I have been observing these earthworkers who come from afar to repair the pakki. If Dhanua Mahato moves a finger, he can supply three hundred Tatmas for road repairing work, right now. You have made a mockery of your ancestors! This constraint on our part has provided the Dhangars with a chance to prosper. Merrily they drink pochoi the whole day and can still afford two meals of rice and dal with vegetables thrown in. And we do not even get to eat makai or marua
. If you want to buy a dan (bill-hook), you need to borrow two rupees from Aniruddha moktar on promise to pay an interest of two annas each sunday. Look at my dan; a worn out blade, hardly wider than a finger; not even wide enough to be sharpened. It is not possible to cut through narkel
 ropes with this. We may not have money but we do have izzat and some standing in society. Do we stand to loose even that because of the malicious whims of a mere boy?’

By now, the panchas are sufficiently agitated.

‘Stop his hukka-pani
’.

‘Drive him away from the gosainthaan’.

‘Bawa is the root of all evit’.

‘jaake nakh aru jata vishala

sei tapas prasidhha kalikala’

‘Serve a notice to Bawa’.

‘Let us go to the thaan. Today we will skin that boy alive’.

‘Come along’.

By now it was raining hard.

‘Let it rain,’ – saying this, the asthmatic Tetor  steps outside. He was the only one to have taken notice of the rains.

‘Don’t forget to take the stick’.

3.4
The laments and prayers of Dukhia’s mother

The five elders – Mahato, the four Nayebs and Chharidar – are leading the way. Following them are the young and old; the whole lot. Where were they all this time ! Perhaps they had gathered outside the Mahato’s house, despite the rains, to witness today’s  exciting panchayati tamasha. An army of half naked people have ventured into the night braving the rain and slush; crushing  underfoot the frogs and the thorns. Their communal identity has been challenged. Along the dark lanes they stumble along; the earthworm trodden underfoot give out a faint glow
 in the darkness; the hard shell of the snails and molluscs get crushed along. Like maddened wolves they rush along, having lost all sense of proportion – come what may, they have to avenge this insult to their community. 

The neighbourhood women trickle in, one by one, and gather inside the recently emptied ekchala of Dhanua Mahato. Nothing is visible in the darkness outside. But the women stare expectantly into the darkness as they squeeze their clothes dry. Everyone wants to speak at the same time. Their faces betray no sign of fear nor of compassion; there is only the euphoria of certain victory of the expedition and the curiosity for some unexpected and exciting news. What a daring act for a little chap like him ! With great enthusiasm, Gudar’s mother tries to explain to the others, the entire proceedings in the panchayat today. Her face is not clearly visible in the scant light of the oil lamp. Is anyone listening to her? The excitement among these women has never been witnessed before except perhaps during the time when a fire raged through Dhangartuli. The wives of the three Nayebs - Basua, Lallu and Tetor – feel themselves in no way lesser claimants to the glory, than the Mahato ginni. They too are equally loud in their claims. Heroic warriors have set out to vanquish the infidel but the heroines have lost the opportunity to flag off the march by painting the victory mark on their foreheads; now, they are merely making good this loss by their shouting and squealing.

Only Dukhia’s mother is not among them. She is stiff with fear. Dukhia was lying on the chatai, playing with a green batabi-lebu; he has since fallen asleep. Today she is not in a mood to do the kitchen work. Ever since Babulal left the house in the evening, she has been besieged with ominous thoughts. She stood at the doorstep, ears pricked up, expecting to hear an uproar; seldom does the panchayati end without a lot of hullabaloo. Oh, why on earth did she go to Dhorai yesterday with the tal-barfi. That must have started it all! For if she had not been to the gosainthaan yesterday, probably the boy wouldn’t have acted so recklessly. Always been bad tempered– even when he was a mere toddler; but there ought to be a limit to being hot headed! I tried to help, but Bawa and Dhorai, both of them, construed exactly the opposite intent. The Mahato and the Nayebs, especially chaprasi sahib, is not going to spare that child today. They will break his bones. Chaprasi sahib could never stand the boy……the tumult from the panchayat in Mahato’s house does not reach this far; only the incessant rimjhim sound of the rain prevails.

From the eaves, drops of water fall to the ground in front of her. Just as they strike the little pool, the drops are transformed into bubbles….like the round hat. A Nepali fouj (soldier) had  presented a topee to chaprasi sahib. He was unable to draw his pension from the sarkari office. Babulal helped him out at a price of four annas to a rupee. Hence he gave the old topee to Babulal. And then one day, when the jackfruits ripened, Dukhia’s mother broke open a ripe specimen, and carefully separating the juicy pods, kept them in the hollow of the topee, for Babulal. And for all her pains she got such a thrashing from Babulal that day. And you aspire to become a chaprasi’s wife ! Better stay a Tatmani all your life…..

Her heart fills up with hatred for Babulal. Thinking about Dhorai tears flow from her eyes. Whether these tears, falling to the ground, transform into topees is a query that no longer interests her. Or even if it did, her vision, now blurred with tears would not have seen much.

There it is ! Finally a commotion is heard! They must be beating up Dhorai in the panchayati. Ramji! Gosainji, the boy has grown up wallowing in the sacred dust of your thaan. Pray, do not deprive him of your grace and mercy for the sin he has no doubt committed….he must be crying out this moment…..but why would he cry? No one has ever seen Dhorai cry, never…..The commotion seems to be receding; may be it is moving off towards the gosainthaan. Now, what could that mean ? What has the panchayati ruled? Do they mean to do something to Bawa? Or, perhaps they have beaten up Dhorai so much that he is unable to move; perhaps he is bleeding from the nose and lost consciousness; perhaps that is why they are now carrying him to Bouka Bawa. 

The shouting keeps growing louder. No let up in the rains…otherwise it might have been  possible to hear some of the conversation. The light from the lamp passing through the open door, falls on the rain and turns it into a white sheet; a vision, that become blurred as the tears flood the eyes……maiya gey! (mother) why does your hair not smell like Bawa’s jata (matted hair) ? ….seeing Babulal returning from office, still some distance away, the dust covered boy slips out through a gap in the rangchita
 fence; like a thief…

Suddenly footsteps are heard; someone is approaching the house through the heavy slush. Babulal enters the room panting, nearly pushing away Dukhia’s mother from the doorstep. He is dripping from head to foot. Picking up the oil lamp from the edge of the unan
, he proceeds to a corner of the room and in the process nearly tramples Dukhia lying asleep on the floor. He rummages through a katha
 woven from bena
 grass painted in bright green and pink. The kajrouti carefully tucked away in the katha is flung some distance off. Finally he pulls out the ‘pitroul’ bottle. With a frightened but questioning look, Dukhia’s mother stares now at Babulal’s face and now at the bottle. Like the gusty wind outside, Babulal rushes out again into the rain. ‘That shala
 is missing from the thaan’, he says as he steps outside.

Dukhia’s mother feels as if she were smothered. Gosain, may the dust of your feet, your glory prevail. Save my Dhorai, pray save him today from those chamars. How can someone like Babulal, Tetor, Lallu or Basua do any harm to the one who is protected all twenty four hours by a ‘bhakat’ like Bawa? But Babulal chaprasi cannot be taken for granted; somehow she has come to believe that Babulal might be able to have his way on the strength of his good deeds in a past life. Add to it the authority of the pancha’s ruling, the collective will. That in itself must be equal in strength to that of Gosainji and Ramji. How could he, someone who grew up under a ‘peepur’
 tree, act against the collective will of the pancha. He must be under the spell of saitan (devil). Some woman like that Aklu’s mother or that lambi Gowarin of Dhangartuli – who know witchcraft – must have cast a spell on him. Or else how could someone behave so strangely. Gosain, I must have sinned a lot !..…And where did Babulal go off with that bottle of ‘pitroul’? What is he upto ?….

Dukhia’s mother cannot reach any conclusion…..But isn’t that the smell of something burning? Why of course…..the pungent smell of smoke. When it rains the smoke does not rise - it hangs low; like kerosene oil spilled on the floor, it spreads along the surface in all directions. Now it is difficult to breathe; the smoke seems to have engulfed the whole area. She is even afraid of looking outside; who knows what one might see. There is a let up in the rain. Piercing the darkness, flashes of a wild red light have lit up the sky somewhere in the direction of gosainthaan.

3.5
Bawa’s and Dhorai’s ordeal by Fire
At first the Tatma fouj did not know what to do when they did not find Dhorai in the gosainthaan. 

Shala, he hasn’t come home even at this late hour; even on a rainy night as this; must be sitting in Dhangartuli with the evil intention of insulting the Tatmas. Might as well have taken food from Dhangar and Muslim households; if that satisfies your craving, why not go ahead and do it. And add a hen’s egg
 to that as well. If only we could lay our hands on that chap, - he needs to be treated the way the Dhangars kill a pig……

Some of them drag out Bawa from the hut. He does not resist. Bawa’s guilty conscience had expected something of this sort. But despite their extremely agitated state they cannot muster enough courage to beat up Bawa; he was simply dragged on to the mud and slush. Then the inquisition starts – where is Dhorai, speak out. Where have you sent him off ? To Shukra Dhangars house ? Or to Nokhay beldar’s ? Where have you hidden him ? Under the trees lining the pakki ?

Bawa is supposed to shake his head in answer. But he merely looks on nonchalantly, winking all the while. Or if he did indicate an answer in signs, it was not understood in the darkness. Can’t you point your fingers and show the direction he went? Why not set fire to his jata….that’s right;  only when he feels the heat in his skull we might be able to dig out some answers from him.

· there comes Babulal. He has brought the ‘pitroul’ bottle and matches.

Only when Bawa’s soggy thatch is burnt down, the wrath and fury of these mad men abate a little. The elders realize that perhaps they have overstepped in their act. Babulal is scared that he was the one who brought the bottle of ‘pitroul’. One by one they move off. Some remain in the gosainthaan and start up a conversation.

Must say this ‘pitroul’ stuff has a really sharp and pungent kick. Or else why would it be possible to drive a hawa-gari with it. That old mudi-ain
 of Madarghat nearly died of joint pain that winter. Deriver sahib gave her some ‘pitroul’ which she applied to her feet; and stiff with cold she held her legs over the fire when all in a flash they caught fire; the skin and flesh was badly scorched.

You seem to be making up stories about that ‘shankh-rel
’, aren’t you?

Khabardar, watch your words. You think I am lying? Ask Basua nayeb; he will tell you whether I spoke the truth about the mudi-ain.

‘Arey, ay Basua !’

Basua is not seen anywhere. They soon realize that the Mahato and the Nayebs are missing. The sound of coughing – must be the asthmatic Tetor – is heard at a distance. Fear, so typical of the Tatmas, and an urge to save one’s skin, grips them; one by one, the crowd disappears.

Only one among them stays back – Ratia chharidar
.

Bawa is sitting in front of him, holding his head between his palms. There was still some smoke curling up from the smouldering heap. Ratia draws closer to Bawa. With his stick he pokes the smouldering ash revealing the half-burnt harikath
. What ! The harikath is burnt ? The burden of the sinful act weighs heavy on him. He had stayed back to offer a proposal to Bawa. The idea was to pay up - if he had anything saved up from his begging - and try to pacify the panchas. To put this simple matter in Bawa’s head he had drawn closer to him. But the consequences of the burnt harikath, especially the fear of Reban-guni’s rage makes his heart beat faster. Every year after the animal is ceremonially slaughtered on this harikath, and soon after when Reban-guni smears his body with the fresh blood, the spirit of gosain enters him. Rabia starts sweating with fear. Perhaps he could unburden some of the sin, if he could throw himself at Bawa’s feet. What have they done in a fit of rage. Reban-guni can comprehend everything. He must have, by now, devined this whole incident; this burning of the harikath. The only thing now, that remains to be seen is, at whom his wrath will be directed…….

The birds on the peepul tree, distressed by the smoke and fire, are yet to settle down. The singed leaves are quivering in the rising smoke. Just then some shouting is heard at a distance; the sound of approaching footsteps accompanied by the clapping of hands to ward off snakes. 

What’s the matter? Why this fire? Where is Bawa? The Dhangars have come, on seeing the fire.

Dhorai runs to Bawa’s side. He has guessed the whole incident in a moment. He takes Bawa’s soiled hands into his own. None speak; Bawa weeps silently. Dhorai controls himself, if only because he has never shed tears in his life. The Dhangars sit down in a circle surrounding them. 

Ratia chharidar finds no means of escaping; Shanichara has both his hands held tightly in his grip. 

‘Who were the people involved ? Speak out ! An angry cat scratches the tree trunk; this looks like something similar. And why are you trying to flutter about like the munia
 ? Try to move a muscle and I will throw you in that fire.’

Says Birsa, ‘So, have you come here to negotiate the panchayati decision of a penal feast, with Bawa. If I know you right you would offer to settle a bhat ka bhoj for a one and a half rupee bribe, right here and now’.

Says Etowari, ‘ Let that be. Now tell us who all were there? Who set the fire? Was Bawa beaten up? Bawa, why don’t you tell us?’

Bawa, shakes his head indicating that no one has beaten him.

Dhorai runs his hands over Bawa’s body to find out for himself. The whole body is badly scratched. ‘A cruel and reckless lot, chandals!’. Dhorai’s eyes spit fire. It was for him that Bawa had to stand this cruel treatment. Shanichara, grabs Ratia chharidar by the hair, and says – ‘speak the whole truth; or you will be slaughtered on this half burnt harikath, here and now. And you haven’t spoken a word ! Wait, we will put an end to your…’

In a state of alarm, Chharidar tells the whole story. Listening to the narration, Shanichara and Birsa feel their blood boil. ‘ Wait and see how I end this scourge – Dhanua’s mahato-hood and Babulal’s chaprasi-hood ! I am going off to the thana.’

Etowari and Shukra tell them not to go to the police. You have no idea of what it means to get involved with daroga-police. Keep your cool; or you will end up facing a cobra at the end of the hole, you have dug, in order to get at the porcupine. You will be left with no chance of an escape. Listen to what the old elephant has to say. My father had advised  me not to give the thumb impression; never. I forgot his advice and landed myself in such a mess; remember that Anuruddh moktar affair, Shukra bhai.

Says Birsa, ‘This is no place for your elderly advice. We’ll listen to that in our tola. Come, Shanichara, let’s go.’

‘Well, if you won’t listen, do what you feel best. But it never pays to ignore an old man’s advice; you’ll end up worse.’

Shukra concurs, - ‘All your wit is within the confines of the house. You won’t cross the bridge before you run out of it.


ghar baithey budhha paintees


raaha chalte buddha paanch


kachhari gaye to eko na sunjhe


je haakim kahe so sach.

Everyone breaks into laughter.

And in reality, that is exactly how it went.

When Birsa and Shanichara reached the sadar thana, five miles away, it was late in the night. Both the Darogasahibs had gone off to sleep. It took some effort before the chhota Darogasahib opened his eyes. Rising from sleep, he asks the constable as he rubs his eyes, ‘who is the ‘sasur’
, come to bother us at this late hour? What is it Kuldip Singh?  Write an ‘awal ittela
’, at this hour of the night! Just give him a sound thrashing, Kuldip Singh. Must have come to lodge some false complaints.

Shanichara ran for his life. Birsa had not even entered the thana compound. He held on till they reached the thana, but the thought of the daroga overpowered him finally and despite a lot of coaxing and hand pulling by Shanichara he could not gather enough courage. He was sitting outside the premises. Seeing Shanichara running out he followed suit without a question – who knows what might have transpired inside the thana. They stopped when they had nearly reached the point where the gravel strewn road of the town ended. The two pariah dogs that came barking after them had given up the chase some time back. There they stood panting as they took stock of the situation. Then they returned to the village.

Shukra and Etowari doesn’t say much when they hear the full story. They had already anticipated that something similar might happen. The Dhangarnis
 say, it is enough that you escaped alive from the clutches of the daroga. 

3.6
Dhorai’s salvation at the instance of the police

The next day, Etowari goes to work, as usual, in the soda-lemonade factory of the Jiaswals. There he tells the whole story to the manager, Sadhubabu. When the police sahib’s car stops at the Jaiswal company shop, to pick up soda and some other stuff that go with it, Sadhubabu, in his Hindi laced with English, relates the entire happenings of the past night in Tatmatuli, to the sahib. That morning the sahib happened to be sober; a state, that he did indeed attain during the day, on some of the days.

‘Is that so! Such things happening right under my nose! Chaprasi, summon the bara daroga to the kothi.’ The lower rungs of the services have gone rotten; must be set right.  

Inside the factory room, Etowari sweats in apprehension seeing the anger of the sahib.

‘Now you have to give me a treat, Etowari; your work is done,’ says Sadhubabau as he walks in. 

“You haven’t mentioned my name, babu, have you ?

“Arey no, you don’t have to tell that to me….. Eh! What’s that? Cleaning the bottle without a brush? Etowari, you are getting old and starting to be inattentive at work.’

Etowari is embarrassed.

The same night the bara Darogasahib attended by two constables reach gosainthaan. Seeing the approaching lights Bawa comes running. He brings out the chatai; how else could he welcome such a big hakim. Laying the chatai, he beats it with his palm as if to remove the dust and beckons the Darogasahib to take his seat. 

The constable says to Dhorai, ‘Can’t you even manage to get a khatia
 for the Darogasahib?’

Oh yes, I can get one from Kapilraja’s jamai.

Darogasahib stops him – no, there is no need for such a demonstration of ‘respect’.

The village chowkidar comes in and salutes at length. The police sahib’s scolding still fresh in his mind - and the threat of having a black mark in his service books –  Darogababu’s wrath falls on the chowkidar – all because of this useless chowkidar who failed to report the incident. He starts the days proceedings with two resounding smacks on the chowkidar’s face. For everyone present, this starting ceremony is enough indication that no one is going to be spared that day. If this is the treatment given to a ‘offcer’ of the rank of a chowkidar, what must be in store for the common villager? Only the Gosain knows…..

The chowkidar goes to Dhangartuli to call the villagers while the constables go to Tatmatuli to pick up the accused. Dhorai has never been in such close proximity to daroga-police; he feels uneasy. So he goes along with the chowkidar to Dhangartuli.

Pandemonium breaks loose in Dhangartuli. Today, no one can get away. Shanichara and Birsa only remember too well the chota daroga’s threat of beating them up last night. And now it is the bara daroga himself! Baap re baap ! Run for your lives, folks, let’s simply run away from the village. Soon the villagers, young and old, disappear into the darkness; among the berry bushes, under the bridge, in the bamboo groves. Only Etowari stays back; daroga sahib would be furious if no one turns up. Shukra is the last to run away. He is unwilling to leave behind his ‘son-beta’ – want to come along, Dhorai? Dhorai, too, wants to run away with the Dhangars. But no, he thinks of what the bara daroga might do to Bawa; and struggles vainly with the utterly inconceivable prospect of a daroga in one’s house. It does not seem proper, in these times of danger, to leave Bawa on his own, to deal with the daroga. After all it was no fault of Bawa; he himself is the root cause of all this trouble.

Before going off, Shukra manages to slip a four anna coin into the chowkidar’s palm. Dhorai comes back with Etowari and the chowkidar. On the way, Etowari and chowkidar decide to tell the Darogasahib that all the Dhangars have gone to Nilganj for a festival meal. Only Etowari had stayed back to guard the village. But be careful Dhorai, and don’t say something different; says chowkidar, tucking the coin into his waistcloth.

The chowkidar’s unexpected sympathy with the Dhangars fills Dhorai with gratitude.

The assembled Tatmas, in one voice, claim that they know nothing at all, that, Babulal had brought the ‘pitroul’ and that, he, Tetor nayeb and Dhanua Mahato have set fire to the hut.

The constables swear at Babulal, Tetor and Dhanua and drag them to the front. Where is the vigour of a Tetor nayeb, so loudly displayed last night; the solemn countenance of a dispenser of justice put on by a Dhanua, reclining majestically against the jeeol stump; the glory of the status of a chaprasi assumed by a Babulal. No, the question is not of being insulted by the daroga-police. The question, primarily, is one of saving one’s skin, each one for himself, from the clutches of the hakim. Babulal stares meekly at Dhorai, the Mahato looks at Bawa – a frightened look expressing a desperate appeal for mercy. The asthmatic Tetor, gulps down the surging phlegm and tries desperately to suppress the cough. The threat of imminent danger coupled with his awkward attempt to avoid coughing in the presence of the Darogasahib, has brought tears to his eyes.

A fire rages within Dhorai; watch out, for now is the time for reckoning. Dukhia’s mother, come and see, the chaprasi sahib at whose instance you count yourself among the women of the babubhaiyas, come and see for yourself the piteous state he is in. Show them, the Darogasahibs, your tal-barfi; Her Highness, the Lady of the ‘pitroul’ bottle. 

Suddenly Dhorais eyes meet Bawa’s. he can see Bawa’s heart clearly reflected in his eyes. He is beseeching Dhorai – do not speak against the accused; forget whatever has happened; it is improper to keep alive a feud within the community…….

Darogasahib’s interrogations and scolding show no respite. I’ll send all of you to jail; and indict the whole lot under ‘dafa four hundred and thirty six’
. I will pulverize the whole village if only to acquaint you better with this Munesoar Singh daroga. How dare, being a Hindu, you do not respect the thana. One would have understood if you were Muslims
. They are capable of …..

All the accused say that they dare not lie to hujoor sahib, for hujoor is mai-baap; that up in the sky is the moon, and the gosain; and that Ramchandraji is ruling the land; that the five fingers of the hand are not equal – not to deny that there may be some bad elements among them; and that if they lie to the sarkar who provide them the means of living, may they turn lepers. Yes, it’s true that they did set fire…..

Why? Why did you set fire? The son of the Devil !

Babulal manages the situation. Hujoor, a vulture had perched on Bawa’s thatch. Hujoor, you know only too well, that a thatch which has been sat on by a vulture must never be left standing; for it portends evil for the village, for the thaan and no doubt, for the one who will live in that hut. In our village, hujoor, there is a godown for storing animal hides; that, hujoor, has attracted the vultures and is the real cause of our undoing.

At first everybody is stunned. But soon the accused and the other Tatmas feel the flow of blood in their veins. Now everything depends on Bawa and Dhorai – what if they give the lie to Babulal.

Darogasahib asks of Bawa, whether all that is being said was true.

Bawa does not answer. Right from the beginning, he has remained silent in the presence of the Darogasahib; never responded to any questions. 

Daroga thinks that the person must be deaf as well; not merely dumb – the way it usually is. Briefly for a moment he did notice something that made him think that he was listening – and that had puzzled him. 

Why don’t you speak up, young fellow.

Dhorai is terribly confused. Words fail to come out. The tongue seems heavy. What a tight spot to get into! He tries his best to speak.

Speak louder. Do not be afraid to speak up. Don’t you stay here? What is your father’s name? – the Darogasahib rattles out. 

Dhorai shakes his head and says, yes, he stays here.

‘Whatever these people are claiming, is that true?’

In his hands, now rest, the fate of  so many people. A single movement of his head would suffice, this very instant, to strip the biggest man of the community, of his office of panchayati; lead him to prison, and at any rate, get him beaten up and insulted by the police. And that is exactly what he wants. To lower these panchayat heads, lower them to such a level that they would never be able to hold up their heads when talking to Bawa; and that they may never look down upon Dhorai in disrespect.

But he cannot bring himself to defy the orders of Bawa so clearly conveyed by his eyes…….even in his silence, Bawa is telling him that being jailed would imply that these men would have to eat the food defiled by the touch of thirty-six jaats; what would that do to the glory of the Tatma community; to the name and fame of the ‘kanouji tantrima chhatris’ of yore.

Etowari grows restless. His age tells him that Bawa and Dhorai won’t speak the truth. All this while, he had been thinking of the thick moustached Jailerbabu who comes on Sundays to the Jaiswal soda company, presumably on some business; he would get Sadhubabu to speak to Jailerbabu requesting him to procure, from the jail, a sataranchi
 hand woven by Babulal and Mahato. He would have Bawa sit on the sataranchi at least once! He wouldn’t mind spending any amount on this ambitious project; even if it means taking a loan from Aniruddha moktar ….but all that is spoilt by that Dhorai.

Dhorai says, yes, Babulal has spoken the truth.

‘When was the vulture seen on the thatch?’

‘Yesterday morning’.

‘Was it a male or a female.’

Dhorai fumbles and falters. 

‘You are nearly old enough to sport a moustache, and you can’t even tell a male from a female vulture – and you rascal, why did the vulture sit on the thatch and not on the peepul tree – inveterate liars !’

Dhorai is unable to answer even this question; he shrinks from the thought that perhaps the time has come for the Darogasahib to rise from his seat and give him a sound thrashing.

‘Does anyone else here know anything about this. Hey, old man, what about you!’

Etowari’s nonchalant face and a pair of murky eyes beneath the white eyebrows, reveal no emotions. He thought that he would say something against the Tatmas, but the dread of having anything to do with thana-police, prevents him from speaking out. If only these thieves could be taught a lesson on Dhorai’s testimony, the fish would be caught and the tackle saved. But even when he got the golden opportunity, Dhorai let these dirty laggards and downright thieves - these panchas - escape. The entire community is suspect; after all, Dhorai too has the same blood running through his veins ……. Tomorrow it would be embarrassing to face Sadhubabu.

‘No, hujoor, I stay in Dhangartuli.’

Darogababu rises from his seat, cursing and shouting out his distress at having found no witness. He tells the chowkidar – keep a watch on these rascals; your job is at stake.

The chowkidar bends over in a salute. Darogasahib visits the jamai of Kapilraja before he gets back to town.

Only one constable stays back. He draws the chharidar to a far corner for a quiet conversation. The chharidar comes back to inform the Mahato and Nayebs that sipahiji (constable) is aware that Dhorai is the son of Babulal’s wife. The police know everything. He is threatening to go now and tell Darogasahib that it was precisely for this reason that Dhorai did not testify against Babulal. Then all of us would be sent to prison.

The panchas contribute an amount to settle the matter finally, with the sipahiji. 

3.7
Dhorai bhakat’s esteem rises

After this incident the Mahato and the Nayebs cannot complain about Dhorai any more. Actually, their old feeling of aversion persists, but expressing it, under the circumstances, would be construed as ingratitude. And they had better suppress their anger for it wouldn’t take much to ‘reopen’ the case. The Tatmas haven’t figured out yet who had informed the police. He too has to be kept in good humour. 

The Tatmas themselves rebuild Bawa’s hut. But he refuses to occupy it. Dhorai is able to persuade him to sleep inside the hut only when it rains.

The whole neighbourhood is up in praise of Dhorai. He has saved the community from a great disaster and a resulting ignominy. Whatever else one might feel about him, he cannot be ignored any more. The local boys feel gratified talking to Dhorai; the girls call him to their side for a conversation. The other boys who are about his age are usually addressed as ‘oray chhonra’, by the adults in the village, but now they hesitate to call him by anything other than ‘Dhorai’ – even Dukhia’s mother feels the same way. In short, Bawa and Dhorai have never commanded so much respect in their own village.

Just as the whole matter of Dhorai’s taking to earthwork, gets suppressed by the turn of events, another subject which had been forgotten for the last four years, come to the surface – the issue of the ‘chamra-gudam-wala’
 jamai of Kapilraja. It had then been suppressed by the hullabaloo that followed in the wake of Gaanhi Bawa’s ‘suraj’
 tamasha. 

When Babulal mentioned the chamra-gudam to Darogasahib, the other day, there was more to it than just a matter of saving his own skin. As it is, everyone is angry with the chamrawala Musalman. Add to it the fact that he has recently brought a methrani
 from Jirania and kept her in the house. And as if that was not enough, it is being rumoured that he plans to marry her after conversion to Islam.

Their likes and dislikes are beyond our comprehension. When there is already one wife at home, how could one even think of marrying that methrani. Her body must be giving off a putrid smell in continual bursts - bhok bhok bhok bhok. How terribly amazing, desire can be! Well one can perhaps accept the fact that you brought her over to your place, but marrying her after conversion ? – kab-bhi nehi ! – asserts, even the asthmatic Tetor, slapping the ground.  

What the Darogasahib might have done there or what he told them, that night, it has not been possible to know. Must have given him some sort of ultimatum – the terrible mood that he was in, when he left the gosainthaan. 

The methrani affair had created quite a stir in the village. Then followed the events in the gosainthaan, involving Dhorai. Even at normal times one avoids the thana-police; now, no one dares to take the initiative.

Even the Dhangars do not like the methrani affair; the idea of conversion to Islam and marriage. They had never thought it worth their while to bother themselves with the question of whether they were Hindus themselves. But they know that they are not Muslims. This methrani affair seems to be some sort of an imposition on them, Hindus. They may not touch a methrani but even then she is their woman. How can they take our woman, those beef-eaters? If it were a son, it would be a different matter altogether; but this concerns a woman; a matter of downright insult. And in those days, when the business in lac was thriving, and when there was the work of cutting down the shimul trees, there was some relation with Kapilraja concerning our livelihood. But this jamai is a ‘pardeshi shuga’
. Today you’ll find them feeding on the ripe neem-fruits in these neem trees, but come tomorrow and they are gone. He is in the business of animal hides, something, with which the Dhangar’s livelihood has no connection. Where is the need to be friendly with such a fellow? 

But the elders, either form Tatmatuli or Dhangartuli, shirk from taking any initiative in the matter, for fear of bringing on the thana-police. Among the younger generation, Dhorai has acquired some stature. Boys from both the communities obey him. The panchas call him aside and whisper into his ears – sometimes during the night throw stones inside the chamra-gudam; but be very careful; we are too old for all this. At your age we too have done such things.

The panchas thought that if matters go out of hand then Dhorai would bear the brunt and that they would come to no harm.

Even Bawa seems to favour the idea that the youngsters, Dhorai included, ought to do something to discipline the Musalman. It is even heard that the Mohantaji of ‘militry thakurbari’ also holds similar views. For Dhorai it is a matter of great pride, that the elders have invested him with trust and responsibility. But they did not have to continue with this ‘work’ for long. All on a sudden comes the news that Gaanhi Bawa is coming to Jirania to hold a ‘saabhaa’
. Who can confine him to the jail for long. He can step out at will; a single ‘mantar’ is enough  to break asunder all his chains - the locks and walls of the jail. And Gaanhi Bawa is known for his sympathy for the methars and methranis (scavengers). When he comes here, we shall petition him – to put an end to this imposition and affront.

Stop that business of throwing stones, Dhorai. Wait and watch for some more time.

They reach the Jhiktiha meadows and find Gaanhi Bawa’s ‘saabhaa’ overflowing with  people. What a crowd! Their number would equal the blades of grass in our Bakarhatta meadows; a crowd, extending from here right upto the maranadhar and beyond. They could not get within a ‘rassi bhar’
 of Gaanhi Bawa; what of talking to him. Near Gaanhi Bawa, sat Mastersaab, and a host of other important personalities. The Tatmas are very sad that they failed to petition their grievances against Kapilraja. It was just a matter of bringing to his notice for once; that would have sufficed. But these uncountably many people, may be having, each one of them, their own little problems to place before Gaanhi Bawa. Well, what can we, mere mortals, do, if He fails to uphold the dharma which is His own creation. But let that be; at least we could manage to have a darshan of Gaanhi Bawa. Dhorai found him to be, well, a trifle shorter than him – but what a soft and calm
 appearance – just the way it is with Misiriji. He has heard that such features are brought on by consuming a lot of ghee. But, what kind of a ‘sant admi’
 is he, without a beard. What makes him even sadder is that, like the luxurious babubhaiyas, this ‘sant admi’ also seems to take a fancy to wearing spectacles. Gaanhi Bawa’s chelas asks everyone to sit down. But when the darshan is already over, where is the point in sitting down! Only Bouka Bawa stays back – he cannot see much from that distance, and waits for a better darshan when the ‘saabhaa’ would come to an end. 

But the really amazing thing is that within a day or two of this ‘saabhaa’, Dhorai’s mission is accomplished. The chamra-gudam is shifted to a place near the station. Actually it was far more advantageous to locate the godown near the station for easier transportation of leather and hides. But for Tatmatuli and Dhangartuli, the reasons lay elsewhere. There could be no doubt that, the efficient use of stones by Dhorai’s team, Gaanhi Bawa’s invisible influences and the warning from Darogasahib, the other day, have all contributed in ousting Kapilraja’s jamai from this place. 

After this incident Dhorai’s status in the village rises high and his self confidence even higher. He feels inwardly that Ramji and Gosain are on his side – well it is not obvious, and it may seem that they are actually sleeping – they are in reality watching everything from up there; he who sins shall not escape punishment.

With Ramji on his side; does he need be afraid of anyone else? In this world? 

3.8
Tantrima-chhatris
 are invested with the yajnopavit

Mahagudas came to Margama from Sonbarga in Bhagalpur district. But that does not mean that he stayed with those mungeria
 Tatmas of Margama. The mungeria Tatmas work as rajmistri (brick-masons); consequently their ‘jhotahas’ (womenfolk) climb ladders. How can a person like Mahagudas stay with such people from whom even the most ordinary kanouji
 Tatma would not accept water. Perfectly absurd for a person who has so much in plenty; ploughs, bullocks, land, married three times, a courtyard surrounded by brick walls, women who do not step outside the house, children, grand children, in short a flourishing household.

The kurmi
 chelas of Siridas Bawa had arranged a saabhaa in Margama. Mahagudas had come with the intention of inviting his gurubhais
 and, of course, to have the darshan of his Guruji. 

It was then that Mahagudas came briefly to Tatmatuli. These people did not even have the means to show the right kind of hospitality to such a big man; so he was not even asked to spend a night in the village. Only Babulal was called from the distiboad office. Who else is there in the village who has any experience of talking to such big men. At that time it was Mahagudas who raised this issue of our jaat
 – that the Tatmas are not one of those insignificant jaats. Tulsidasji has mentioned in the Ramcharitmanas, that Tatmas were actually tantrima-chhatris – well, not really Brahmins but just next to them. He said that throughout the paschim the Tatmas have assumed this new name
 (of Tantrima-chhatri) and further that they have started wearing the janeu (sacred thread). Look here, he said and untying his cotton kurta, had shown the janeu that went round his neck – a golden yellow thread as fat as this finger. 

Mahagudas went back but left behind a fire in Tatmatuli.

Dhorai, Ratia and a host of others were eager to take up this new practice of wearing the janeu but the Mahato and the Nayebs were against the move. These things are easy to emulate. The elders are hesitant – it is not proper to play around with one’s dharma. What if the people in paschim are doing it; would you cut off your finger if the people of paschim ask you to do it? In paschim, a person can easily digest as many rotis as can be  made out of a ser of atta, would it be possible here? Don’t ever disturb Gosain and rouse Him, khabardar! – let Him stay the way He is. If He is not pleased with you, at least He won’t be angry.

The priest of the Tatmas, Misiriji, has been for the last two years, reciting the Ramayana on Sundays in gosainthaan and receiving for his service, a fee of one anna from the panchayat. He was asked by the panchas to advise them about this janeu affair. He said that Magahudas has lied -  there is no such mention of Tantrima chhatris in the Ramayana. But no one believed him. Dhorai told him straight on his face that he was himself suppressing the truth because he did not like the idea of some other jaat wearing the thread anew. You are unduly worried, Misiriji; when you come visiting us, we will take care to arrange for a nice and cushy seat for you, by folding a blanket four times over, just the way you have it now; we will do it for ever and ever…..

Bawa stops Dhorai from proceeding further.

shubha acharan katahun nehi hoi

deva vipra guru manai na koi.

Reciting this Misiriji, in anger, ties up the Ramayan in the red shalu
 cloth-jacket.

After this, Dhorai and his fellow campaigners, had several discussions in Margama, with the kurmi chelas of Siridas Bawa, on the issue of wearing the janeu. They too, advise the Tatmas against it. Dhorai is wild with rage; - kurmis can become kurmi-chhatris but when it comes to us, the world is going to come to an end if we wear the janeu !

If you don’t like our advise then why did you ask us in the first place?

Around the time when Tatmatuli was quite excited over this issue, Dhanua Mahato shala
 Mungilal, came over for a ‘kut-maiti’
. Among the Tatmas of Tatmatuli, Mahato was the first to marry outside his village, into a family in Dagraha, nine miles from Jirania. These days if anyone comes for kut-maiti the hosts get irritated. Typically the visitor would come and announce – I have come for ‘bhet-mulakat’
. But the hosts know only too well that a ‘bhet-mulakat’ is necessary for someone whose food is in short supply. When the kutum comes he (or she) has to be provided water for washing the feet; khadam,
 if available; would have to be requested to make himself comfortable in the bamboo machan outside the hut; whether or not you yourself have enough to eat, he has to be provided with rice for both the meals; and after the meal is over, water for washing and rinsing has to be poured into his hands; but this time around, Mungilal is being given special treatment for he is wearing the janeu. When he arrived, his janeu was wrapped around the ear, as he stood in front of his sister’s doorstep. He embarked on a discussion of the janeu, even as he finished washing his feet. In the meantime, Gudar, Mahato’s son, fetched Dhorai. Soon the whole neighbourhood was milling around the machan occupied by the kutum. Looks really nice with the janeu wrapped around the ear ! And why not, this is but a natural thing for our jaat. In olden times when our forefathers ran the loom, weaving cloth, they would have a bundle of thread wrapped round the ear while they rubbed the threads with rice-starch. While rubbing the thread, as soon as it snapped, they would take out a strand from the bundle and repair the torn thread. You see, the janeu is hardly a new thing for us!

The inheritors of the glory of the Tantrima chhatris of yore, grow excited. Why talk about paschim; in this very district, we have Tatmas staying hardly four kos away. If they have not been struck by a lightning after having worn the janeu, why shouldn’t we wear it? Mungilal adds his consent to this demand; and Mahato is unable to counter his shala. But he guesses that the Tatmas of Dagraha would rather have us wear the janeu, for that would make all ‘biyasadi kiria karam’
 easier for them; that is why Mungilal is inciting these young chaps.

If it were confined only to the young chaps, Mahato might still have managed to have his way. But Nallu nayeb crosses over  to the young group; even Babulal shows signs of ‘near willingness’ to wear the janeu; the asthmatic Tetor does not commit either way. Finally it is decided that the janeu would be worn; subject to the concurrence of a ‘kaan-foonk-ne-wala guru gosain’
. 

He stays in Ayodhyaji. He had come once to Tatmatuli; the year the ‘tourmen’ tamasha
 was held in Jirania. A fund was collected with contributions from all to gift him some money. Moreover a sum had to be borrowed from Anirudhha moktar to book his train ticket in the ‘gaddiwala’
 class; the fare was eleven rupees and three and a half anna; no, perhaps the Mahato is making a mistake; it was nine rupees and three and a half anna; but that was quite some time back; the three and a half anna bit I remember too well but the rupee part, was it nine or eleven….Babulal, why don’t you tell us, ‘offcer admi’ - you know all the calculations…..

Babulal says, ten rupees and three and a half anna. Everyone knew that Babulal would go for ten rupees; if there is a fight among the panchas, over such things as quantities, measures or numbers, then it is always safe to offer an estimation that lies somewhere about the mean…..

Yes, getting back to what I was suggesting – Mahato clears his throat, coughing loudly – let us write a ‘poscut’
 to guru gosain. 

That creates quite a stir in the whole village – a poscut was to be sent to Ayodhyaji. Prior to this, never has a letter been sent from the village. But the Nayebs have the information that the munshiji in the post office charges one paisa for writing a letter. Misiriji has a good hand but will he agree to write for anything less than two paisa. It all depends on the place where you are offering puja; in the thaan one could do a puja with an offering of just a paisa worth of jaggery, but in Ayodhyaji, where you need to spend ten rupees just to reach the place, the question of a puja is absurd.

Mahato refuses to pay for the poscut; says that the panchayat fund does not have any money.

The young chaps led by Dhorai demand – ‘what have you done with all that money collected as fines?’

Chharidar comes to the rescue of the panchas – ‘Do you expect the panchas to present the panchayat accounts for your scrutiny?’

“Yes, why not.”

A serious fight is imminent. 

Dhorai pulls out a paisa from his batua ( a money bag) – ‘Here, take it. I am paying for the poscut’. Everyone is surprised – has he gone mad! It is after all a common cause; how can an individual pay for it? If he had waited some more time, Mahato would have surely paid up. The fool that he is!

Babulal tells Dhorai – ‘one more paisa is required for the poscut’. A Distiboad offcer; he has everything in his fingertips. Dhorai throws another paisa into the crowd.

Says Mahato, ‘Babulal it’s better that you buy the poscut; and be careful of what you buy. Dhorai, remind Misriji to get his ink bottle and pen on Sunday’

On Sunday, Misiriji, writes the letter instead of reciting from the Ramayan; today even the women have come to listen to the Ramayan paath (recitation). How he presses down while he writes! The khos khos sound of his writing is heard even from here; and the ink in the pen is getting drained so fast. But Misiriji was averse to the idea of the janeu; who knows whether he is writing the correct thing……..

It is decided that Babulal will post the letter. And everyone accompanies him to the post office.

Then follow days of all kinds of speculation and a daily wait for the dak peon. Who knows what Misiriji has written in the letter. Even after a full month of waiting there is no reply from guru gosain. 

Dhorai looses patience. Arguments over the issue start all over again.

Says Dhorai – ‘Even if no one else is willing, I will do it alone; I will go to Sonbarga tomorrow’.

At heart all were waiting for this. A slight anxiety about the final outcome still remained; after the Dagraha Tatmas donned the janeu, quite a few of their cows and buffaloes have perished within a few days of contacting some unknown disease. The cows would eat nothing, pass blood in their stool for a few days and then die.

But the people of Tatmatuli need not worry on that account; they have nothing to do with farming or milch animals. They offer their prayers to guru gosain and send for a brahmin from Sonbarga to conduct the janeu ritual. 

Then one fine morning, all the village males, young and old, shave their heads and sit round the fire and don the janeu, as thick as a rope; each one of them. For two days the men and women stay away from each other, and then after a rice feast, return to their respective homes. From that day the Tatmas come to be known as ‘das’ – Dhorai bhakat turns Dhoraidas.

When and how the leadership, to fight the cause of the pro-janeu group against the Mahato and the Nayebs, fell on him, Dhorai never understood himself. Perhaps the people realised that the community has absorbed the blow which Dhorai dealt by taking to earthwork. Sure, the lad does have great courage. And the way he spoke the mind of the people in the janeu issue! Another thing that no one has failed to notice is, no matter how much the boy speaks up against the panchas, that Mahato can never really be sufficiently strict with Dhorai. The reason is known only to Mahato and Mahatoginni, and guessed, to some extent, by Dhorai.

3.9
Dhoraidas’s new livelihood

Dhorai works in the pakki. The muscles of his hands, chiselled out of stone, have grown stronger in the last two years. His voice seems rough and deep sounding. All the mysteries of road-repairing work are known to him now. He has become an adept in the ‘fine art’ of road dressing carried out before the onset of rains; how to hoodwink the officers by scraping off only the top layer from the square earth-pits lining the roads; how to ‘mend’ the pot holes by weeding out the grass and filling it with loose earth; how to bend the stick, while measuring the heaps of chipped stone, so that the measured volume is maximized; all these are known to him. The activity, last mentioned, is the most profitable. In this they are hand in glove with the overseer babu and the Thikadar sahib who give them baksheesh; the only condition for which is that, if and when the engineer sahib or the Chermen sahib pay a surprise visit and start asking question, they have to convince them with their answers. If you flounder during the scrutiny you will come a cropper; immediately struck off the rolls. But if you pass the scrutiny you get treated to a ‘dahi-chura’
 bhoj; - mind you, it is not ‘chura-dahi’ but ‘dahi-chura’, - more of dahi and less of chura. If you like it salted you get a green chilly in the bargain; or if you like it sweet you’ll get molasses – with big crystals in the syrup
, los-los los-los !

If bullock carts use the metalled part of the road, then Shanichara and his men threaten the cartmen into paying some money. Dhorai does not get involved in such activities; he is apprehensive – Gosain and Ramchandraji is watching everything from above. If he finds himself alone, he warns the errant cartmen not to use the metalled surface. He knows that it is wrong to take money from these men; but if you are bent on making money by swindling, better cheat the sarkar or the chermensahib.

It was only the other day that he found two boys racing their carts. One of them had a ‘shampony’
 drawn by a bullock while the other was driving an open cart. The two are competing with great zest and shouting merrily to each other. 

Says the shampony driver, ‘Eiyo ! the cart without springs; drive on the unmetalled part; get off the pakki.’

“O my dear hawa-gari-wala
’, taunts the other.

 ‘Quick  get down to the kachhi
!’

‘With just a two wheeled cart, you are so proud. Wonder what you would do if you had four wheels. Let’s see what you do if a hawa-gari comes from behind. You will have to come down quietly and join this idiot here.’

Dhorai asks both of them to come down to the unmetalled part of the road.

‘And who the ‘grandson-of-the-Distiboad’ are you, that you come to tell us what to do? We come every year to sell farm produce to Jirania bazaar. We have just paid your sardar on our way; hardly a kos from here. So, who the hell are you trying to browbeat us?’

Dhorai tries to explain – why don’t you listen to me. If you go a little ahead you will be stopped and fined by the road sarkar; heard of him, Tale mahaldar ? There is a pact between him and the sardar. One of them will take money and let you go along the pakki; the other will catch you down the road and fine you.’

‘Is that so?’ Two pairs of frightened eyes pop out in disbelief, ‘Really?’ 

‘What is your name, brother?’ ‘And yours?’ ‘Dhusar? Sonaili thana?’ A friendly conversation ensues and soon khaini
 is mutually offered. A very big village; the tehsil office of Raja of Dwarbhanga. Even boasts a school run by Guruji…..

Presently they drive away. Another cart comes along, ringing the bells around the bullock’s neck and creaking and groaning as it struggles through the haze of dust, blown high in the wind.

Dhorai stops his singing and talks to them. So varied and strange are the villages and their stories that he comes to hear. Where the road begins and where it ends, he has no idea;  perhaps no one does. Some bring cartloads of maize, some bring passengers who would attend to legal business in the kaccheri, or get medical aid for a patient. A sense of the sprawling vastness, that is the country, casts a faint impression on his mind. He is vaguely aware of a common bond linking his road repairing activity and this unending flow of so many people and carts; a realization that would not have come but for this engagement with the pakki.

But such thoughts are not a daily affair; they may arise once in a while and linger for a few moments. Where is the time for all that? Someone from the gang, spotting some women travelling in the carts, would have started singing the love songs from the story of Princess Suranga and Prince Sadabreech. A few others might start laughing and jostling each other for fun; or pretend to throw pieces of burnt bricks at each other. Dhorai comprehends all that and he smiles at what he sees. He wants to probe and to understand this species shrouded in a veil of mystery – the women. But he wears a disinterested look on his face to hide his curiosity. And whenever such thoughts arise, for some strange reason that he cannot fathom, the first thing that comes to his mind is that ‘root-of-all-evil’ Dukhia’s mother. She has never harmed him for sure; but he is sufficiently grown up to understand that he has been unfairly dealt with in certain instances. And the Mahato-ginni has been trying to be very friendly with Dhorai for sometime now. She has told him many stories of his childhood, suitably embellished; how a mother left a fatherless child in the gosainthaan and marched off to her ‘sagai’
; how, after all these years, the heart of the mother in Mahato-ginni, weeps for Dhorai. She relates these stories of the past even as she lovingly treats Dhorai to a delicious meal; a curry made of the inner stalk of the ripe jackfruit. Fuljharia, her lame daughter listens from a distance; she has wooden sandals fitted to her palms.

Granted that Dukhia’s mother is wicked; may be she had thrown away Dhorai, but what were the Mahato and the Nayebs doing then? What was the Tatma community doing ? Why did no one except Bawa care for him ? He does have a thing or two to say against everyone. And, were Ramji and ‘Bajrangbali Mahavirji
’ sleeping at that time? His heart grows sad and gloomy thinking about them as well. 

3.10
A  critical  look  at  Samuer

While working on the road, all kinds of thoughts, come to Dhorai. At times Shanichara and the others would say, ‘what’s the matter  with you Dhorai, are you dreaming? You are beginning to grow a faint moustache; its time for you to get married’.

‘Dhyet!
’

‘What’s there to be shy about? But, yes, the main problem is to get the money to payoff the girl’s father. Had you been a Kiristaan, like Samuer, you too would have got money from a sahib.’ 

Padre sahib had Samuer employed as a gardener with Morley sahib. One by one the old indigo planters
 were leaving Jirania.  Morley sahib is also planning to go for the last few years and has started selling his land and other properties for quite some time now. This year, especially, there is a rush among the sahibs to sell off their properties because of an anticipated fall in land prices. It is commonly  known among the people here that before he leaves, Morley sahib would distribute some money among his servants, doctor, advocate, relatives and to many other people. It is rumoured that he has already deposited a part of the money earmarked for some of them, with the Padre. Only the property of the Bisaria kuthi
 remains to be sold at a reasonable price, before Morley sahib can leave Jirania. Sanichara was referring to this Morley sahib and his money.

Samuer too has grown up to be a strong young man. Somewhat snub nosed but the ruddy face gives him the appearance of a sahib. Riding the factory
 cycle, he passes Dhorai everyday, on his way back from the post office where he goes to fetch the sahib’s mail. In the evenings he goes to the grog shop, whistling along the way. 

‘Look, Samuer is coming. Have you noticed that he has a moustache, sprouting like the silk on a ear of maize.’

Dhorai cannot help laughing. True, Samuer, it is, who is coming along on a cycle; a handkerchief tied around his head.

‘Look at him with that handkerchief – like one of those Iranian women who hawk knives, locks and sundry items. He must be returning from the post office.’

‘Shave off that scanty moustache, Samuer’, everyone joins the laughter. He gets down from the cycle;  these gang labourers have brought him down to earth from the heavens, with that comment; he was lost in a world of his own as came riding along. ….

The new ayah looks quite attractive. She has an affair with Alijan, the baburchi
and with Samuer as well. Last year, on the night of the new year’s eve, in a small room adjoining the hall in the Church – the room where the memsahibs, staring at a crystal, were looking into their future
 - in that room – it was nearing mid-night – outside it was ice-cold, as it usually is during the month of pous,
 - but inside the room it was so warm! – and the ayah’s gown smelt heavenly, the smell of perfume pinched from the memsahib’s bottle; even better than the dilbahar scent, and mingled with it was the stench of tobacco and onion in the ayah’s breath – everything seemed so charming in that inebriated state. That baburchi is a number one cheat – he has two wives at home …

So it was with a feeling of irritation that he responded to their call and alighted from his cycle. He doesn’t like the idea of speaking to these people. He has just lighted a cigarette. Lucky that he is a Kiristaan, or else these chaps would have snatched away the cigarette from his lips and smoked it themselves. It does pay to belong to the breed of kings. Only for that reason does he get to eat the meat delicacies of Alijan baburchi’s; or can expect to get some money from the sahib; it helps,too, in getting closer to the ayah.

Dhorai says jokingly, ‘ Samuer, I hear that your sahib isn’t leaving. Is that true?’

Samuer replies, ‘ Whether he goes or not, I am happy either way. If he doesn’t leave I will, at least, retain this comfortable job. And if he does, its even better – I’ll get the money.’ None can hope to defeat him in a verbal fight. After a few more words here and there, he grabs the bundle of letters and news paper and mounts his bicycle.

‘Sahib will get angry if I get late. The sahib’s got a nasty temper of late - like the dogs in the month of Bhadra
’. 

‘That’s expected; after all he is your master.’

Samuer bends down on the handle and pedals fast to impress these rustics with his dazzling speed.

‘Pedal faster. Must have spotted a red sari in the bullock cart ahead of him; he can’t be going slow.’

Birsa says,‘ he’s become an absolutely irresponsible chap. This, I have observed to be very common among those who become Kiristaans. All their mental powers seem to get used up in their childhood.’

3.11
Fuljharia’s laments and her prayers for salvation

Mahato-ginni has invited Dhorai to a meal. These days people are treating him with a lot of respect. 

It seems Babulal has told Mahato-ginni that Chermen sahib, while going on a trip, stopped his hawa-gari and questioned Dhorai on the road. Dhorai has answered the questions very satisfactorily. Babulal was with the sahib in that hawa-gari. This was what Mahato-ginni was relating to Dhorai. He too was interested in this topic. In the presence of Mahato-ginni, he had always been somewhat shy. Now, for a brief period, he seemed to get over that diffidence. He is not a Dhangar, who will crumble under the sahib’s questioning, is he? All these years, hasn’t he learnt a lot of valuable things from the elders of his community. The sahib had picked him out for scrutiny finding him to be the youngest in the group. And the sharp and fitting answers that the sahib got in reply will remain in his memory for a long long time. …. Gudar’s mother was so delighted that her black pair of teeth nearly fell out of  the mouth that resembled that of the katla
 fish. Then abruptly she notices that she has forgotten to serve some salt to Dhorai. The salt was kept in an earthen pot on the floor, near Dhorai’s leaf plate.

‘Oray, Fuljharia, come and serve some salt to Dhorai.’ Fuljharia is her daughter. Her legs are very thin. She wears a khadam (pair of wooden sandals) in her palms and has to nearly crawl in order to move about.

‘Let it be. I’ll take it myself’ – saying this Dhorai takes the salt himself. 

‘That’s not proper, my son. Why should you serve yourself. After all, Fuljharia is no longer a small child.’ Saying this Mahato-ginni, in the presence of her daughter, makes such an indecent gesture about her daughter’s age, that both Dhorai and Fuljharia feel ashamed. A khat khat sound of  khadam is heard in the courtyard. The sound moves away…perhaps Fuljharia is going out of the house. The upper part of her body is abnormally well developed. 

‘Oray, Fuljharia, where are you off to now. You’ve grown shy; have you? It is really difficult to understand how the Paramatma
 works things out and what coincidences he brings about. The crow breaks the tiles on the roof and that helps the gharami earn a livelihood. But there is a time for everything. You cannot go against that. Plant a branch of the jeeol during the rains, it will rot; but plant it in summer, and even if you plant it in the dry sand, it will come alive.’ ‘This is a really a remarkable thing that you have said, Gudarmai.’ Dhorai is surprised to hear Mahato’s voice, all on a sudden – so he is right there in the courtyard. He hasn’t said anything so far.  So Mahato must be the person who is behind all this. Mahato-ginni is a capable woman no doubt, but all these elaborate arrangements for a meal would not have been possible without the brains of Mahato working behind the scene. May be Babulal is also involved. Why may be; he must be involved. That’s why he told them of the incident of the Chermensahib’s inspection. Even Dukhia’s mother is not above suspicion; she too is in the habit of being ubiquitous. ‘Pouring a little water
 on this Shivji today, a little on another  Shivji tomorrow, she has to be doing that all the time, all over the place’. 

Dhorai has understood the motives behind these invitations of Mahato-ginni, long ago. He does not want to get caught up.

‘Won’t you have some more rice? That’s a miserable amount you have eaten. You shouldn’t be eating so less at this prime age. Ayi ! Fuljharia get the amlaki
 pickles. The girl seems to have grown shy. She has pickled it in mustard with her own hands. Who knows where she may be sitting now, holed up. She prepared the pickles herself but she forgot to serve it. God knows what is in store for me. Gudar’s father was saying the other day that the Sarkar has come up with some new regulation
 – you cannot marry off your daughter before she is old enough to be a mother of three! And you get deported for breaking the law. The unmistakable signs of the Kali-age! And there is no escaping it. Ratia, Rabia, Basua, each one of them have fixed the marriage of their daughters who are now mere babies. My brother who came to visit us from Dagraha said that there was a marriage in a  Muslim
 family in their village, where both the bride and the groom were still in their mother’s womb!

Mahato’s joins the discussion from the courtyard; says mockingly, ‘It’s your brother’s story, after all’.

Has my brother lied. Don’t think that everybody is like you. 

Achha, achha, let’s have it this way. Your brother is so truthful that whatever comes out of his mouth, actually happens. Now what happens if these children, who are in their mother’s womb, both turn out to be girls or both boys? Are such marriages allowed in your village?

Mahato-ginni who had naively  believed her brother’s story, says apologetically, ‘Achha, let that be; What about Rabia and Basua, haven’t they fixed the grooms for their baby girls? Now it remains to be seen what is in store for me. We are not like Dhangars; can we let our adult daughter remain unmarried; those poor people who do not have the money to afford a bride will ogle her. …..’.

Dhorai gets up. Mahato, himself, pours water into his hands
.

‘Fuljharia ! O Fuljharia, won’t you come and remove the left overs and clean up?’

Fuljharia is holed up in the banana grove behind her house, lost in her wild thoughts. …….Oh! she must have sinned a lot in her past life. Gosain’s wrath seems to have fallen to her lot. What her sin was, she does not know. Why then should she wear the khadam on her hands? Why shouldn’t she move about like any other normal human being? The other girls of Tatmatuli say that in her past life, blinded by her pride in her beauty, she had kicked Shivji; her father says she must have had her legs massaged by her ‘marad’ (husband) in some past life. Chhi! Chhi! Marad massaging the jhotaha’s legs! And kicking Shivji! Punishment, she deserves. But Reban-guni has something different to say. He says that the exact spot where she was born, must have had the bones of a black cat buried underneath. Within six days of her birth, if she had massaged her legs with mustard oil that is previously used in frying a scorpion, then the ill effects of those cat bones could have been neutralized. But that was not to be – her parents had not consulted Reban-guni at that time. He was consulted, but only six months later. By then it was too late. The vaidji
 of Bhagparbaha had told her father of a different line of treatment; her legs have to be inserted into the stomach of a pot-bellied jackal, slit open just after it had died; if she could, stay that way for sometime, with her legs amongst the warm entrails of the dead jackal, it could prove useful even now. But, alas, Fuljharia’s father, to this day, has failed to make arrangements for catching a single jackal! Until now she had hoped that she would, after all, get married despite her handicap. Who does not know that in a Tatma marriage it is the girl’s father who gets the money; and many poor Tatmas, who cannot make that payment, remain unmarried for a long time. Now, if her father does not demand that money, then many a marad  would want to marry her, if only to get someone to do the cooking. But what is all this talk about the saradh kanun
. Isn’t it unthinkable that the father of a girl has to humour the boy’s father? All these fathers who have girl child, even when they are Tatmas, have to run after the groom’s fathers. Something to be ashamed of, - some of them are even willing to pay the boy’s father; Buchkunia’s father went to the extent of borrowing money from Aniruddha moktar, to marry off the three year old Buchkunia. And one can’t really blame him – he has paid the groom’s father only to save himself from the kalapani
. Now, in this changed environment, who is going to marry Fuljharia. This ‘saradh kanun’ is actually turning out to be the cause of her ‘saradh’ (funeral/doom). If some one is skinny today, she may become fat tomorrow; a poor could hope to become rich some day; but a lame girl will never ever hope to walk on her feet again – no matter how much you try, putting your legs inside a jackal’s stomach. But hasn’t she suffered a lot already to atone for her sin? Then why is the sarkar enacting these laws to punish her all over again? Sarkar you too are God ! By your grace, runs the railroad, the hawa-gari. You are as powerful as Mahavirji; even the Chermensahib is your humble servant. Why should the Almighty God be angry on so insignificant a person as Fuljharia?

Tears come to her eyes…..

‘Ay gey Fuljharia ! Can’t you hear; I am crying myself hoarse. A single mention of marriage and your feet are up on the machan!’

She cannot even move a muscle of her legs – at her mother’s sarcastic comment, Fuljharia’s tears gush out. Seeing her mother she wipes off her tears. Has she seen me crying?

‘This banana grove is infested with spider webs; sticks to your face, when you can’t even see it. It wasn’t there in the morning. The cobweb irritates the skin; isn’t it mother ? Specially when it sticks to your nose ….’.

She is only trying to hide her  tears.

(end of Part III : Panchayat kanda)

� AF: ‘aadmi’ means wife in the local dialect. It is also used to mean ‘a person’.


� turban and uniform


� tal – Borassus Flabelliformis.


� driver; chauffeur


� women folk of the chamars (low caste leather workers) who are traditional mid-wives in the villages.


� AF : respected person


� literally ‘black faced’ but the reference is to the other species, who together  with humans are grouped in the Natural Order called Primates. Specifically, the black faced common Langur seen as much about the towns and villages as in the forests are, as pests, on an equal footing with the neighbourhood lad.


� AF : lorry - motorbus


� one authorised to collect toll taxes from road users


� the District Board is the Road Authority.


� evidently the bullock carts are only authorised to use the unmetalled road shoulders.


� Jatropha curcas; extensively used for fencing; The seed from which oil is expressed is a purgative. The milky juice which exudes from the stem when cut, forms with oxide of iron, a good black varnish.


� a small metal vessel for carrying water


� the shaded area under the tree


� AF : nonsensical talk


� AF : appointment


� month following the monsoon rains 


� the community of milk producers


� AF : good news


� the Indian Myna ( Acridotheres tristis)


� AF : Beldars and Nunias are the only two communities who engage in earthwork in this region.


� mazdoori – labourer’s job


� living beyond one’s means, boasting.


� king of Dwarbhanga, a province in north Bihar


� Brahmins are traditionally barred from ploughing their fields or engaging in other agricultural activities.


� Actually Chandrachoor.


� AF : Dhorai is Shukra’s “son-beta” or foster child; hence the other Dhangars also call him son.


� western districts


� Tatmatuli lies to the south of Jirania (Purnea). The Kosi-Siliguri road (or what is today NH 31) runs in a north-south alignment in this section. From the north banks of the Kosi, along NH31, Purnea is about thirty miles north. Thus the section of NH31 between the 21st and the 25th milestone would roughly correspond to the region where the pakki, crosses the Bakarhatta meadows that separate Dhangartuli and Tatmatuli. 


� mother; here it means the landlady in whose house he might be engaged in gardening or other activities.


� Randia dumetorum, a thorny tree noted for its medicinal properties. The word Myna, in both cases (of the tree and the bird), is derived from the Sanskrit ‘madan’. 


� a white coloured sweet root. So called because the colour as well as the shape is like a ‘chonch’ which in Sanskrit is ‘shankhya’ from which the vulgarised ‘shaak’ is derived.


� Literally ‘the living tree’ - Lannea grandis dennst. a tree noted for its remarkable ability to sprout  even when its ‘dead’ branches are cut and planted. Hence the name. Its thick juicy excretions are used as gum.


� the connection is not clear to the present translator.


� AF : instruments


� AF: either I eat wheat or nothing else. 


� Viverra zibetha - a sort of wild cat, one of the civet family, noted for their keen sight and acute hearing.


� rice boiled in milk and sweetened.


� of lowly birth, scoundrel.


� AF : Normally a complain lodged with the panchayat has to accompanied by a deposit of two rupees and six annas; of which six annas are claimed by the chharidar, one rupee by the Mahato, and the remaining one rupee goes to the public fund. This was the rule. But nowadays this practice is not followed. The Mahato, Chharidar and the Nayebs, between them claim the entire amount. Consequently, every now and then, they would even go to the extent of inventing false litigation.


� AF : in the local dialect nothing is brought to the panchayat but to the panchayati. (TF : what the Elders do in the panchayat is panchayati.)


� an important part of the funeral rites where the lighting of the pyre is preceded by the eldest son who touches the mouth of the corpse with a lighted torch.


� AF : a feast of rice; other feasts involving dry victuals is less expensive.


� a large sized goat usually horned and bearded in the male; ‘ram’ signifies big. 


� Cassia sophera; a small bushy plant noted for its medicinal properties, the leaves emit a strong smell when rubbed. Along with the bhat plant ( see next footnote) it is one of the famous ‘choddo-shaak’ or fourteen leafy vegetables that are ceremonially offered to the goddess and eaten before Diwali.


� Clerodendrum viscosum; a creeper-like plant with big leaves; the stem, leaves, flowers everything are extremely bitter in taste and have many medicinal use (see note above).  Grows in the wild.


� a familiar practice of giving the name a slight twist, thus Puran is changed to the endearing Purna.


� Pandanus Odoratissium; a flower noted for its strong fragrance. Perhaps a reference to the offensive body odour of the goat.


� AF : haija-doctor - the words mean doctors who attend on cholera patients. Actually they are Assistant Sanitary Inspectors.


� AF : permanganate of potash


� signifying great prosperity


� maize and millet


� coconut; coconut fibers are twisted into ropes.


� AF : socially boycott him


� AF : He is hailed as a saint in kali yuja, whose nails and matted coil are big. (Tulsaidas)


� earthworms secrete a fluid which has properties of bio-luminescence.


� Plumbago indica; a plant or shrub from whose stem and leaves ooze a thick white milk when broken. Children are often warned to stay away from these plants as the  milk is harmful for the eyes. The flowers are deep red but without fragrance; the leaf veins and sometimes the stem have a reddish tinge which gives it the name rangchita or the red-chita. 


� sun dried mud unans usually have a shoulder


� a container used for measuring grain. 


� Vetiveria zizanioides; a wild grass with scented roots; also called khaskhas, a name it gives to the curtain woven out of its roots. In dry climates these curtains, sprinkled with water and flung across open windows provide excellent cooling.


�a foul word, expletive, directed at and indicating Dhorai.


� peepul; Ficus religiosa; is a large shade giving fig tree, and as the Latin name suggests it is one of most sacred trees in India ( eg the Bodhi tree in Gaya under which the Buddha attained his Nirvana) and is often planted near temples and on the roadside to provide shade to weary travelers. The murmuring of its leaves is like the sound of light rain.


� a hen’s egg is taboo for a caste Hindu.


� a female grocer; mudi is a grocer, presumably male.


� AF : a class of female ghosts; ( TF: ghost of a married woman, one wearing conch-shell bangles which are worn only by married women.)


� AF : his work is to inform the litigants, plaintiff and defendant, the witness, the Nayebs and all concerned, of the panchayat decisions and notifications; to collect fines imposed etc. But in reality he acts as an agent for bribes, on behalf of the Elders.


� a piece of wood used for sacrificing animals to the deity; see earlier footnote.


� a small bird found in various colour species, red green etc; about the size of a sparrow; The flocks fly in a disorderly undulating  rabble.


� AF : At home your wit is of the order of thirty five; out on the road it reduces to five; it is not even one by the time you reach the kachhari (court); whatever the hakim (judge) says seems to be true.


� AF : a common swear word. (TF: literally father in law)


� AF : First Information Report


� the womenfolk of Dhangartuli


� a string cot


� AF : under article 436 of the Penal Code.


� perhaps in reference to the vigorous anti-British stance adopted by the Muslims in particular, around the Khilafat movement of the early and mid 1920s, which is roughly the time of the incidents being described here.


� a carpet made of cotton. The designs woven into the carpet has a resemblance to the chessboard, or ‘shataranj’ in Sanskrit, from which it derives its name.


� one who has a storehouse for animal hides


� AF : a distorted pronunciation of ‘swaraj’


� a female sweeper or scavenger


� AF : migrant birds, parakeets. (TF: known for their communal roosts among groves of leafy trees and for their capacity to inflict considerable damage to ripening fruits and standing crops)


� AF : a meeting


� AF : one rasi or a quarter mile.


� the actual word used is ‘thandaha’ which literally means ‘cold’. But the word has opposite connotations in the two languages; hence ‘calm’ is used.


� AF : saintly person


� In 1901 H H Risley, commissioner of Census, introduced in the census enumeration what is called the Social Precedence Tables, which arranged the various castes and sub-castes in an order of precedence, the criterion of ranking being ‘social precedence as recognized by native public opinion’.This practice, unwittingly came to the aid of social mobility. Prosperous low castes, and even those which were not prosperous, sought to call themselves by new and high-sounding Sanskrit names. Getting the names recorded in the census was part of the struggle to achieve a higher status than before. 


The Social Precedence Tables was discontinued in 1911 but the petitions from various caste groups did not stop. Every census since then, gave rise to a deluge of representations, accompanied by highly problematical histories, asking for recognition of some alleged fact or hypothesis.


The incidents described here would seem to correspond to the ‘caste status enhancement’ activities of the Tatmas, running upto and keeping in mind the decennial census of 1931. 


� yajnopavita or janeu is the sacred thread worn by the upper caste in India. 


� of or belonging to Munger, a province in north eastern Bihar.


� of or belonging to Kanauj, another north Bihar province


� a prominent north Indian jaat who are traditionally farmers.


� chelas or disciples of the same Guru; brother disciple.


� here it is used to mean sub-caste


� The claim citing the Ramacharitamanas would be typical of the claims made in those days. A great many of these claims emphasised their affiliation to one of the twice-born castes who wear the janeu. Thus investiture ceremonies relating to the janeu were part of the caste activities to ‘prove’ their claims. Here the Tatmas, by calling themselves ‘Tantrima-Chhatri’ seem to have staked a claim of being on  par with the upper caste chhatris or Khatriyas. 


� AF : Right conduct is becoming a thing of the past. No one holds the Deity, Brahmin and Guru in high esteem any more. (Tulasidas) 


� a kind of red cotton cloth used for wrapping old manuscripts, perhaps the red cover helps in minimizing the exposure to ultra-violet rays which hasten the decay of paper and other writing materials.


� here the word means brother-in-law


� AF : a formal visit by a kutum. (TF : a kutum is a blood relation)  


� AF :  meeting and conversing 


� wooden sandals


� marriage and other social interactions


� AF : a dikshaguru. (TF : or mantraguru; a guru who initiates by whispering a mantra in the ears of the disciple)


� AF : District Tournament (1917) Collecting funds for the War effort was its primary aim.


� AF : Inter class


� AF : postcard


� dahi is curd and chura is rice parched and flattened


� presumably the reference is to a form of molasses called jholagur,  which is half crystalline half syrupy. 


� AF : a two wheeled carriage; these are usually fitted with iron springs (TF : the type of cart referred to here could not be cross verified; the English spelling  produced here is guessed from the Bengali)


� automobile


� AF : the unmetalled part of the road


� In the category of smokeless tobacco. Tobacco leaves (cut and dried) rubbed down with a pinch of lime.


� marriage


� AF : one of the names of the brave and heroic Hanuman; He who has the strength of a ‘vajra’ or lightning. 


� an exclamation expressing shyness


� these were all sahibs; and the historical time is late twenties which means Gandhiji’s Champaran campaign could be one of the reasons for the sahib planters’ to call it  a day.


� the factory where indigo is processed.


� presumably Morley sahibs Indigo factory.


� cook


� AF : Crystal  gazing.  The Holy  waters of  the Christians are kept in a round shaped crystal bowl in that room.


� January - February


� Mating season when dogs are supposed to be very irritable.


� catla buchanani, a sweet water fish, noted for its disproportionately big head and large mouth.


� The Almighty God


� AF : in the local dialect this means – getting involved in all things, whether it is necessary or not, and as a consequence not doing anything properly. ( TF : an important part of the worship of Lord Shiva is pouring water over the linga.)  


� emblica officinalis or goose-berry or amla in Hindi


� The reference is to the Child Marriage Restraint Act which came into force in 1929. The minimum age of marriage for women was set at 14 and that of men at 18. 


� The Act applied to the Muslims as well (but was silent on the age of consent which was also being debated in the country around that time).


� AF : If the invited guest, himself, pours water for washing his hands, it is taken as an insult to the host.


� AF : a quack doctor


�  A distortion of  ‘Sarda Act’, which is the popular name of the Child Marriage Restraint Act, of 1929, referred to in an earlier footnote. The Bill was introduced and debated in the Legislative Assembly  where its was passed mainly due to the efforts of Dewan Bahadur Harbilas Sarda, for which reason it is also referred to as the ‘sarda  act’.


� Deportation to the Andamans. Because of many loopholes the Sarda Act could never be properly implemented. It was finally superceded by the new marriage laws enacted after independence.





PAGE  
50

