PART   II : Balya-Kanda

2.1 The birth of Dhorai

Budhni recalls, the  day Dhorai was just a five day old, the ‘toun’
 was playing host to a great tamasha. If only Dhorai were born a day early, Budhni could have performed the ritual bathing on the sixth day and gone to town to watch the tamasha; but it is hard to expect such good luck. Instead, one is forced to eat a concoction of powdered garlic and  ginger paste fried in oil ! Hell ! Budhni breaks into tears.

Her husband is a good man. The other Tatmas think that he is a simpleton and consequently earns less. Together with Budhni’s own income they somehow scrape through. Her husband is made to carry the tiles when the Tatmas work on the roofs, made to lift the basket full of tiles up the ladder. In winter when the work of cleaning the well is taken up, it is her husband who is made to spend most of the working hours standing in the cold water. 

Seeing Budhni in tears, he says, “why waste your time crying? Look, what the child is upto, craning his neck….I’d better go and buy two-pice worth of musoor dal
 for you. Really heats up the body, this soup, is it not?”

Her husband has never tasted the musoor dal. And not he alone; no Tatma will have it for fear of heating up the body and bringing on leprosy. Only the women at child birth will have it to dry up the body fluids.

“Oh, yes, it sets the body on fire”, replies Budhni.

“Don’t cry. I’ll tell you all that I see in the tamasha  when I return.”

That night, on his way back from ‘toun’ Dhorai’s father is beset by an uneasy fear. He did have the two pice but at the tamasha, spent one on a packet of battimar
 and another on khaini
. The trouble then, is how to face Budhni on reaching home without the promised musoor dal. Such were the thoughts that weighed on him as he trudged home that night; after all he does not seem to be as much of a fool as is usually made out to be.

“Who will miss the procession of the King’s Durbar
 and bother to keep his shop open?” With these words he makes his entry.

Budhni was awaiting his return and the stories of the tamasha he  would bring back. 

“Which king are you talking about? Is it Kapilraja?

Kapil Reja is the forest contractor who runs a flourishing business in lac, for which reason people refer to him as Kapil-raja
. 

“No my dear, no ! I mean the king of vilayat
 in whose presence even the Colostor sahib, the daroga sahib stand (trembling)- thor thor thor thor
.”

Dhorai’s father never really understood the real meaning of the term durbar. He had surmised that perhaps it is just a name for the procession. Fearing Budhni might want to know what that word meant, he hurriedly embarks on a description of the procession – the elephants, horses and the camels.

Such huge elephants, dressed in gold, with huge tusks draped in silver! Wonder how many ghunsi’s 
 could be made out of such inestimable quantities of silver. And there was that elephant one of whose tusks rather resembled a kadu
. The camels went tim-tam tim-tam, just as our lame Chathuri. On the silver draped haoda
 atop the elephants, sat the Colostor sahib; on another sat the prince of Budhnagar. The Chermen sahib was on a horse back; and what a fine and robust horse it was – tokos tokos tokos tokos it trotted along! Who would dare go any where near such a horse ? The Bengali women stood behind a curtain in Chattisbabu’s
 shop front to watch the procession. And lo! the horse, as it neared them, raised its feet onto the netting. What large hooves – the size of taal
 !

“Oh mai gey
, really?” Budhni shudders. 

Many more tales of wonder are heard and add to Budhni’s sorrows. Ramji, the giver of boons, have spared but little good luck on her and so she is deprived of the sight of the camels and Coloster sahibs.

The child cries out. 

“There, time to feed him; and be careful how you lift him up. That way you would end up twisting its neck…..that kitten !” Then facing the “kitten” he claps his hands and shakes his head, repeating in an endearing voice  – 

Ay nunu ! 

Etta bhat khaogey ?

Bakhri charaogey ?

(Dear son ! wont you eat that much rice ? / wont you shepherd the goats ?)

throwing his hands wide apart to indicate the enormous quantities of rice his son would grow up to consume. 

Budhni feeds the child and her heart swells up in pride; smiling to herself as she watches this crazy demonstration of paternal love. Your kitten hasn’t even started reacting to sounds or lights and you are clapping your heart out for the lad ! Crazy fellow!

For Dhorai’s father, it has been a close shave after all; for the stories he brought back from the tamasha and the subsequent preoccupations with the child has but completely suppressed the musoor dal that he forgot to buy. But he fells a prick of conscience – the child’s health is in the mother’s milk and the mother’s milk is enhanced by musoor dal.

Shortly afterwards the Mahato-ginni
 makes her entry and sets about her task. After all Budhni is too young to know everything. And it takes time to get used to the rules and rituals of child birth. Tomorrow is the sixth day – the day scheduled for the ritual  bathing. The responsibilities of a headman’s wife are many and who else would volunteer such help. 

“What flavour did you add to your musoor dal? was it ginger or garlic?” is the first thing she enquires of Budhni. The shops were closed. Who said so? Your ‘purukh’
 (man) ? I saw with my own eyes, the shops were all open; in fact I bought some salt myself…..

What ensues is a severe dressing down of the “purukh” and Budhni too chips in with her contribution. It is unlikely that mahato-ginni would dare raise her voice to any other ‘purukh’ but almost any one can take liberties with this man.

Once mahato-ginni is gone the purukh makes a confession to Budhni and admits his guilt. Budhni is inwardly content. It does seem difficult to be really angry with such a person, someone  who doesn’t even realize when he is being made a fool of. Or else how could he report to me the other day, laughing all the while, that Ratia chharidar
 has asked him whether his son has any resemblance to Maksudanbabu
.

2.2 Budhni’s widowhood and remarriage

Dhorai was born a healthy child. The tan not too dark neither too light; the Tatmas call it the colour of heat. The father would return from the days work at sunset and almost immediately pick the child up on his lap. After the birth of Dhorai, he stopped altogether his evening visits to the local bhajan
 group; an act, that invited a lot of ridicule from his neighbours . Budhni would sit in the courtyard, near the unan
. He would settle near the door, child on his lap, talking to Budhni.

Bakar -  hatta – aa – aa

Barad – batta – aa - aa

So ja path-thha – aa – aa

( The cattle-fair grounds / The cattle track / Sleep my darling), the soothing refrain would lull the little Dhorai and he would soon be fast asleep on his father’s lap.

“ Look  Budhni, this lad is sure to grow up to a worthy son of the family. I am planning to put him under the tutelage of Burha guruji 
of Chimni Bazar. Not only will he learn to read the Ramayana himself but will read it to others as well. People from Dhangartuli, Margama and other distant places will come to him to have their mortgage receipts read out for them. A fine lad already. Don’t you notice, even at this age he is reaching for my nose and ears with his teeny fingers.” 

He cuddles the sleeping child and asks, “ ready for your lessons, darling – Onamasi dhong, Guruji parang
 ? Then he continues – “ when he has learnt enough, my khokon 
 will sit next to the Judge sahib and be his ‘sessor’
, like our own Bhirgu tahashildar. But for now our sessor-sahib is asleep, so Budhni, why don’t you dust the chatai 
and put him to bed.”

But for Budhni this scene of domestic peace did not last for long.

Remember, the year when the Colostor sahib brought a hawa-gari
 to Jirania, for the first time, well, the same year Dhorai’s father died. Dhorai was barely a year and a half.

There was virtual commotion all around; in the towns, in the villages, in Tatmatuli– the Coloster sahib has spent a lot of money  and brought a hawa-gari
 (car). It will run on its own, without the aid of horses, merely on air and water! And today he will ride his car to the Chandmari firing range where the uniformed sahib soldiers practice shooting – dama-ddam dama-ddam. A great shot, the Colostor sahib himself; Barkabuddhu, his Dhangar gardener claims that he has seen the sahib shoot to smithereens, a teapot hand-held by the memsahib. The Chandmari grounds are out of bounds for us – it is a part of the sahib para
. Should anyone venture to enter, the consequences are as obvious as nou do egarah
 ; he will be lead straight to the prison.

So it was that a tumultuous crowd thronged either side of the Kamdaha road to gain a view of the hawa-gari. Dhorai’s father had been in fever for some time; a state he had no doubt brought about by eating guavas, for this was not the season for batabi-lebu
. The Tatmas do not need to be educated on the conditions that bring about fever; for it is common knowledge that after the month of ashwin
, fever is invariably brought upon by consuming batabilebu, and prior to ashwin by eating guavas.

But no one cared to note the time of day when the Colostor sahib was scheduled to make his trip to Chandmari. Consequently, Dhorai’s father stood in the sun, waiting for the car, since morning. Frankly, he was a bit nervous as well – no, not because he thought that a ghost, sitting inside the engine, was driving the car – he is too clever for such childish imaginations – he knows for certain that the car runs on air and water. His worry lay elsewhere – what if the car veered off track and bumped him; after all who can feel sure with these mechanical gadgets.

There it comes !

It sounds like an approaching railroad engine, completely obliterated from view by the dust it kicks up. No, not the dust it must be the smoke. Yes a cloud of smoke ! All of a sudden the sound of the hawa-gari stops and the next instant a fire breaks out – first a little, but soon it bursts into a raging flame engulfing the hawa-gari. People run helper skelter in all directions; some are seen running in the direction of the car.

Weak with fever, Dhorai’s father flees the spot with great effort. 

When he finally reaches home, fatigued and gasping for breadth, Dhorai is fast asleep. Budhni is bringing in water from the “fouji
” well. These wells have been constructed at intervals along the kosi-siliguri road for use by the army on the march. A little while earlier the crowd at the well had witnessed a furore over the news that the car had burnt up due to lack of water. Budhni ran back home to extract the true story from her “purukh” -  Oh, mai gey 
! what in the world is this ? She finds a groaning figure lying prone on the chatai ;  the two eyes, the colour of red shimul flowers and a smouldering body that wants to gulp down a pitcherful of water. Now, suffer the consequences of eating guavas! The groaning awakens Dhorai. And soon the two are crying out, father and son, vying for attention. The next few days he lies in a stupor. Roots, herbs, charms and all that the magic doctor could proffer is tried. But nothing is of any avail. In his stupor he mutters; faint words that can be barely heard and even less understood. Words like ‘Dhorai’….’sessor-sahib’….. ‘hawa-gari’. For Budhni it was a few days of hectic running around and then it was all over.

There is not a penny left. For sometime now all earnings had stopped because of the fever. Old Nunulal was the mahato then; an able leader of men. It was believed he could even retrieve a prisoner from the clutches of the police; such was the authority that he wielded. It was on his initiative that a rupee and ten annas from the panchayat funds was spent on the barber, ghat
 and other funeral rites. The one and a half year old Dhorai, his head shaven, smiles, but cannot recognize the once familiar faces from amongst a crowd of shaven heads
. Budhni wipes the moon sketched on her forehead with red lead
 and weeps. The mahato repeats habitually, the usual quotes from the Ramacaritmanas
chhiti jal paabaka gagan sameera

pancha rachita ati adham sharira

( earth, water, air, sky and wind / Five elements that make the mortal body )

Get on with your work, Budhni, how long can you keep crying. And that toddler, don’t you care for him?

Budhni remained a widow for about a year and a half. Come rains and the parched fallows of Bakarhatta would wear a coat of green; for the next few months Budhni would sell the grass in the ‘toun’ market. In agrahayan
 she would travel to the east for harvesting. Wild berries in winter, silk-cotton and green mangoes in spring, she would sell to the babubhaiya households in the ‘toun’. All this does not add up to much, but then the Tatma women are debarred other forms of employment. In the meantime Dhorai has graduated to a diet of rice. With two mouths to feed, she has to work harder. At times even that is not sufficient. 

Consequently, the babubhaiyas are seen on the prowl. Babulal hangs around her house. Neighbours, the Nayebs, mahato, in short everybody makes insulting comments – how can a young woman remain a widow.

That sets Budhni thinking – if I have to depend on someone else’s money then it is better that I marry him now. She was young and not wholly averse to the idea of a remarriage. In the meantime Babulal secures the post of a chaprasi 
in the office of the Vi-Chermen of the Disti-boad. He is no spendthrift; he can never bring himself to smoke his bidi
 beyond a few puffs. He would douse the fire and tuck it behind the ears. He does want to marry Budhni, but refuses to burden himself with a three year old Dhorai. Marry if you so wish; don’t, if you think otherwise, but I won’t take the burden of someone else’s son.

After a long period of indecision Budhni finally makes up her mind.

One fine morning, in the gosain-thaan, she puts down her child in front of Bouka Bawa. Weeps for a while relating her tale of woes. Then, letting Dhorai remain where she put her down, proceeds to the house of Babulal. Dhorai, in the meantime, has stopped sucking his fingers and found a new playmate in Bawa’s trident. A mark of three clear lines across Dhorai’s rather deep-set navel are revealed to the bewildered eyes of Bawa; the way, the scriptures say, it was found in the case of Ramachandraji, when he was a child
.

2.3 How Dhorai comes to possess a few yards of cloth

Bouka Bawa did not blame Budhni, neither did any of the others in the village. What else could she have done; for as long as she could bear children she rather not remain a widow. That leaves one with the question of the child; well, if Babulal is unwilling to feed him, what can Budhni do about it.

The boy never seemed to miss his mother too much. Initially he would run off to her every now and then. If Babulal was at home, he would make no secret about his                                   displeasure on seeing the child and Budhni would carry him back to the thaan and leave him there. It took but a few days for Dhorai to realize that Babulal was not at home during the afternoon hours. And a few more months, to get rid of this habit of going to Budhni during the afternoon hours. It is not clear how this change came about; perhaps on account of the greater attraction of his playmates or perhaps the growing realization that he was not wanted in Babulal’s home.

Dhorai is not given to crying like the other children at his age; but he seems to be growing thinner by the day. No longer the fine and lively lad that he was and Bawa is worried. 

A paschima 
 fouji had built a mandir ( temple) to Ramchandraji in Jirania, with the proceedings from his premature retirement. People, in those days, called him the ‘militry Bawa’ ( a soldier turned ascetic). He had a pet cheetah (leopard) which is said to have caused his death eventually. He was buried in the mandir premises and a samadhi (tomb) built around the grave. Thus the temple came to be known as ‘militry thakurbari’ (military temple). 

Bouka Bawa would visit this militry thakurbari daily – ostensibly to listen to the Ramayana paath 
 but actually to smoke ganja ( marijuana). 

Bawa eyes Dhorai’s skeletal frame with some concern; now he could even count the bare ribs of this orphaned child – fatherless and driven out by the mother. No doubt, it was Ramji who sent him this child, who knows what He has in mind. Dhorai’s symptoms are of course easy to diagnose; and everyone knows he is suffering from the common ailment of bai-ukhrano
. The  usual medicinal herbs, roots and leaves are of no use in this illness; milk is the cure. But milk is for the babubhaiyas; they are the rajalog (of noble birth) . Paramatma ( the almighty) has provided them with the wherewithal to afford milk. However the susni saag
  may be of some help in ‘vai-ukhrol’’ – so that settles it - a diet of susni saag and rice for both the meals, or may be, susni saag and chira
, but that must be taken dry . But moori 
 is to be avoided at all costs – as they say moori upsets the stomach and boori
 upsets the household…….. 

Lost in thoughts such as these, an idea flashes across Bawa’s mind. Perhaps there is a way, a way to get Dhorai to have some milk, that might be worth the attempt.

He takes Dhorai along with him to ‘militry thakurbari’. And Dhorai looses no time to endear himself to the Mohantaji
. The Mohantaji warns the naked little child not to urinate in the premises, pointing to the chimta
 as a possible source of retribution. Strangely enough, the intimidation causes his skeletal frame to wriggle with laughter. From that day on, the paka prasadi 
 is sanctioned for Dhorai, whenever he would chose to present himself for the Ramayana recital. That cured the lad of the ‘vai ukhrano’ ailment.

No, Bawa never claims any credit for this. He who has sent the child also gives him the prasad. If only by His grace the child would remain alive and healthy, someday he is bound to become a worthy follower of Bawa. A misty world of dreams unfold in front of Bawa’s eyes …..  a colossal temple stands majestically in gosain-thaan, mounds of sugar and other delicacies piled up, as offering, on plates even bigger than those at the ‘militry thakurbari’. After appointing Dhorai as the priest - no, why merely a priest…..after conferring on him the robes of a mohanta, he has retired to seclusion in Ayodhyaji…. 

karaun kaaha mukha eka prashangsa …….(Tulasidas)…..I have but one mouth; how much praise can I offer you, Ramji, with just this one mouth which is even incapable of proper speech.

If it were not for Your grace, would the Mohanto have taken it on himself to treat Dhorai to a meal of puri-halwa 
on the day he performed jajna 
 (to propitiate the Gods) to ensure victory for the sarkar
. And what generous helpings of that delicious stuff prepared with lavish  proportions of ghee (clarified butter). Perhaps more ghee was used up in preparing the halwa prasad than was poured on the fire
. Dhorai felt somewhat embarrassed what with people staring at him from all sides. Pointing to a puri on Dhorai’s plate, Mohantaji explains to Bawa some of the finer points of the cooking; the thicker edges of the puri is usually not so deep fried elsewhere. 

Presently he orders his chela to get a plate of the deep-fried puri prasad for Bouka. 

Bawa and Dhorai’s eyes meet and an uneasy feeling strikes Bawa; perhaps the little chap is conscious that Bawa is getting to eat such delicacies because of the special feelings that the Mohantaji has for Dhorai …..

Perhaps Bawa is mistaken on this count; but the same day just as they were leaving, when Mohantaji presented Bawa with a piece of cloth, Dhorai burst into tears; tears of grief, lamenting that the new piece of cloth was his due!

The SDO
 sahib had graced the jajna with his presence, and as a token of his appreciation, presented three pairs of “lattumar Railley brand
” fine linen from the Government stores. It was one of these pieces that the Mohanata had given to Bawa.

Bawa reassures Dhorai: the cloth is actually meant for you, it is given to you by Mohantaji – to be suitably cut up and used as loin cloth and gamchha 
 (towel). But Dhorai’s tears show no respite. 

No, I will never go to listen to the Ramayana, why would he give such a big piece if it were meant for me?

Babulal eyes the piece of cloth and says, “Bawa, you have lived a lifetime in a loin cloth, what use do you have of this finely bordered dhoti. I have some fine ‘markin’ cloth, ‘japaini’ (Japanese) at the rate of eight anna a piece, even better than the ‘five-fifty-five’ brand. I got them from the government ration stores which supply linen to the babus, hakims and chaprasis at reduced rates
. I will give you five yards of that cloth if you give me your dhoti.”

Bawa is happy and the deal is struck.. The markin, suitably cut up, is given to Dhorai -  the only piece of cloth, other than the loin cloth, that he possessed for the first fourteen years of his life.

Bawa takes the piece of cloth to Kapil Raja’s house flanking the pakki ( the metalled road). The forest contractor, dealt in Lac
, which he produced into cakes from the secretion of insects that colonized the branches of berry trees. Bawa dyes Dhorai’s cloth in one of those large drums of liquid red pigment that lie in Kapil Raja’s courtyard. Dhorai cannot wait to wrap the dhoti around his waist and show it off to the whole village – a present from the Mohanta of militry thakurbari. He insists, it was to him and not to Bawa, that the Mohanta presented the piece. Barely five years old, but refusing to yield ground to anyone – not even Bawa. The babubhaiya’s are of course, ‘big men’, they have to be saluted; and the sahibs, all the Tatma lads know, have to shunned. But there is no acquiescence in these two cases. 

Dhorai’s wants to keep wearing the dhoti – show it off to his playmates who do not possess such things and earn their esteem. But Bawa will not allow this to happen at any cost. He wants to put it away. Clad in that red dhoti, Dhorai will never manage even a handful of rice when he goes around with the begging bowl. That is meant to be worn to the tamashas, melas (fairs) and to the ‘duldul’ horse procession during mohurrum. But that rascal would continue to sit sulking in a corner. To instill some fear in the lad, Bawa brandishes a pair of tongs. 

2.4 An account of  Budhni’s motherly love

Dhorai does not seem to be too fond of his mother and Bawa does not blame Budhni. He has never heard of her ill-treating her child; how could she, having borne him in her womb. Can a second marriage wipe out a mother’s love for her child. No, that cannot happen; if only because Ramji has not created such beings. And all along, Budhni has indeed done her bit for Dhorai.

- for instance, when those German chariots raced across the heavens, like stars; no one knows where those chariots land or what they are upto; Bawa, of course, never had a glimpse of these chariots, but the unmistakable black marks of its wheels, every one in Tatmatuli has seen; in those days, many a times, Budhni had given food to Dhorai and Babulal had known nothing about it. The prices had soared to two annas for half a ser
 of rice. In times of inflation few would offer alms – not even to sadhus. Only the government stores supplied its officers with subsidized rice. That was why Babulal’s household had no dearth of rice. Bawa could have done little to save Dhorai if it were not for Budhni who managed to feed the child on the sly. Those trying days, when nothing seemed to stir the hearts of the townsfolk; no, not even the sight of a beggar-child singing a choupai
 from the Ramayana. 

And it is not only a question of providing meals, for Bawa would not deny, whatever be the slanderous gossip of the village women, for he has seen it with his own eyes one day and so has Bhuplal the goldsmith, that Budhni does have deep affection for Dhorai. It is unlikely that Bhuplal would remember the incident, for he is a “raja admi” (rich man) what with those customers inundating his shop. Dhorai must have been five or six years old. Babulal was away for a couple of days, accompanying the Vi-Chermen on a tour of the districts and Dukhia was still inside Budhni’s womb. As it is, Babulal, the “izzatwala admi” (respectable folk) that he is, does not allow Budhni to do menial work in other peoples homes. So Budhni, taking advantage of his absence, managed to earn about seven annas. Armed with a long pole, she would pluck the shimul (silk cotton) pods, break them open and recovering the wet floss sell it to the kiranibabu’s (clerk’s) wife. Kiranibabu is the boss in Babulal’s office. Budhni longed to get a silver jewelry of some sort made for Dhorai – she has never been able to give him anything of value. She tells Bawa, “Bawa get me a silver coin from Bhuplal’s shop, I’ll make something of it, for tying on to Dhorai’s ghusni“. Bawa is very happy to hear this. And a bit worried too; the ghusni with the silver piece needs to be carefully tucked under the loin cloth; or else no alms will be forthcoming. He can clearly recollect all that happened that day – how could he forget, a day such as this, when his Dhorai would get a jewelry. That day, on their way back from the militry thakurbari when Bawa and Dhorai reached Bhuplal’s shop, Budhni, was waiting for them. While talking to the goldsmith, she took Dhorai on to her lap in full view of the public. She even lighted a biri
 for him on the steps of the goldsmith’s shop; the little chap, still unused to smoking, coughed vigorously. Bhuplal was fuming when he heard it. Granted, such rude speech is hardly unseemly for a rich man that he is. He says that the coin itself would cost an anna and what of the risks involved in avoiding the police
. Budhni suggests apprehensively that if the ghusni will bring on the police, why not something else be crafted of the coin. To which Bhuplal responds with a roar, “zahil aurat, ( illiterate women) that you are you will never try to understand anything but nevertheless insist on your foolish plan. I shall put it simply - seven annas just wont do; add to it the expenses of working the coin. ”

With that, Bhuplal turns to other customers. Without pursuing the matter further, Bawa and Budhni go over to Chhattisbabu’s shop. Here, Budhni spends the entire seven annas on a kajrouti 
– meant for the child who is yet to be born. About a month or two after this incident Dukhia was born. Dhorai came so near to possessing a piece of silver and yet he missed it; Bawa’s grief was profound. But who can really be blamed ? Bhuplal had said nothing unreasonable. What to speak of Budhni; two months into the future she would be in need of a kajrouti. It was her own hard earned money and after all, that was also a mother’s wish fulfilled. If Bhuplal had agreed on a lower price wouldn’t she have gone for Dhorai’s ghunsi ?

That time, even Dhorai, seemed to have shown it in his watery eyes ……that child hasn’t learnt how to cry.

On her part, Budhni repents the craving and sudden urge that prompted her to buy the kajrouti. She feels that now she stands exposed in the eyes of Bawa and Dhorai. Where was the need to spend her own resources on that kajrouti for which Babulal would surely have paid out of his own pocket ? 

Surely her love for Dhorai was waning; and Dhorai was right on this account, for, in matters such as these, none are as discerning as the children. 

For these reasons she wants, every now and then, to reveal, to Dhorai and especially to Bawa, that her love for Dhorai has not diminished; if it is that some people think contrarily, it is due solely to the constraints imposed by a fear of adverse reactions of Babulal. It was precisely to demonstrate these concerns that she took Bawa to Bhuplal’s shop. 

It is said, that this feeling of guilt prompted her, within a few days of the Bhuplal incident, to call Dhorai to her home all on a sudden and treat him to an extravagant serving of mithai
. When the war drew to a close, the Vi-Chermen of the Disti-boad, celebrated the occasion with a lavish feast and tamasha. The same day a film tamasha on mosquitoes was also shown
. How could a mosquito be so big that it nearly covered the entire wall! Go to hell, and preach those fantastic tales to the rustics ! Then there was our  kiranibabu who sacrificed his moustache and dressed up as kishanji bhagwan (lord Krishna); a sight that induces one to a reverent pranam. Even the Coloster sahib – who was also being referred to as the Chermen – was there, watching the show while the Vi–Chermen explained the ‘latak’
 to him. That night Babulal brought home, stacked in that cane basket which the Vi-Chermen uses for dumping all his official letter, enormous quantities of mithais of all description, unnamed delicacies that Budhni could neither name nor identify. And neither did she want to know. For such is her fate. She was in her antoor (post pregnancy) during the ‘darbar’ tamasha in toun; and this time around, she again missed the tamasha marking the ending of the great war for similar reasons. But what was one supposed to do with the mithai, for  women in post-pregnancy are not supposed to eat them. So she herself made bold to ask Babulal to call over Dhorai. Babulal who had just become a father, was in an expansive frame of mind. In a sudden burst of generosity he serves the mithai, carefully arranged in a huge leaf (kachu-pata
), to Dhorai. “If Bawa were not a mala-tulasi-dhari bhakat
, he too would have been treated to this fare”, he explains.

Budhni was sitting outside with the newborn child on her lap. She asks Babulal, “why don’t you step outside and leave Dhorai alone, don’t you see he cannot eat freely in your presence”. 

“What in the world is he shy about?” says Babulal and leaves the scene a trifle annoyed. 

Once Dhorai is through, Budhni calls him to her side. She wants to kiss him but cannot manage to get up and go over, what with a small child on her lap. 

Dhorai stands stiff, his eyes turned away. He has not the slightest affection for this red lump of an infant and its mother. He longs to run away to Bawa. His eyes seem to be at the point of bursting into tears. Ram ! Ram ! Without speaking a word he makes a dash for the thaan. 

2.5 Reban-Guni gives Dhorai a new lease of life

Budhni has transformed into ‘Dukhia’s mother’, ever since Dukhia was born. The whole village called her by that derived name. And truly enough, since that time, concern for Dhorai ebb away from her thoughts. While Dhorai avoids her company, Dukhia’s mother, on her part, is beset with the problems of her growing family. And so Dukhia comes to occupy, almost entirely, the small space which is her mother’s heart. Even Bawa has not missed this obvious fact. For he hesitates to call her, even today, when there is a pressing need. 

That year when the sparrows had been conspicuous by their absence for over a month, the villagers knew that some great disaster was afoot. As if to add to their consternation, each homestead has been identified, numbered and heads counted
. Then the inevitable happened. Some mysterious – bai-ukhrano fever- raged in Jirania, Tatmatuli and Dhangartuli, bringing death in its wake. People would fall ill, become unconscious and die almost instantaneously.

It accounted for the whole family of Kapil Raja. Just retribution for his misdeeds! He cut down each and every shimul tree that dotted the Bakarhatta meadows to make boxes for his shipments of tea. It never crossed his mind that the cotton from shimul was the main source of income for the Tatmanis (women of Tatmatuli). He got the stupid thoughtless Dhangars to do the job of cutting down those trees. You destroyed your whole family, your lineage, Kapil Raja, but in the act, you snatched away from the ‘jhotahas
’, their livelihood. But let that worry those that have wives and daughters; for him the only possession is Dhorai. 

Dhorai has not left his bed since morning; it is time to leave for the militry thakurbari, but he is still asleep. Bawa pokes him gently with his trident. What is wrong with the fellow; and then in a flash, the ominous thought cross Bawa’s mind. Four dead bodies, one after the other, have come out of Kapil Raja’s homestead; Nunulal Mahato expired last week… 

He hesitates to touch Dhorai’s body, nervous that his fears may come true. And it does. Oh, Dhorai why don’t you speak ? Thoughts of setting out on daily chores, begging or going to the Ramayana paath, disappear in an instant. What have you done to me, Ramji! This fever leaves no time for thinking. Would it be proper to inform or call out for Dukhia’s mother. She seems to have driven out all thoughts of Dhorai; not for a day, over the past year has she enquired after Dhorai –  Bawa is lost in thoughts. 

What if something untoward happens; then she would repent ever after. After all he is her own son, born of her womb. It is upto her to decide whether she wants to come or not. But let that not prevent Bawa from carrying out his duty. Finally he decides to report. 

On hearing the news, Dukhia’s mother is shocked. Planting Dukhia on Babulal’s lap she comes running, at a frenetic pace; as if the old Budhni has re-emerged. Babulal tries vainly to dissuade her, but she has little time for such words. Even the Gosain  Himself, descending from the heavens, would have failed to bar her way. She picks up the limp body of the child - Dhorai must have been around eight years of age, no more a dainty child – and straddling the grown up boy across her frame, she makes for Reban-Guni’s
 house. Mahavirji
 must have been supplying her the strength. For Bawa cannot be visiting a Guni; an unseemly act that would lead to loss of respect among the people. So he goes along for some distance but stops short and settles down on the roadside. Reaching her destination, even as Dukhia’s mother brings up her request for a jharfoonk
 (magic- therapy), Reban-Guni, lazily blowing into his chilim (hand-pipe), observes – you haven’t come on an empty stomach. 

That unsettles Dukhia’s mother. She tries hard to remember what she had eaten since morning; for, if the Guni says so it must be true. Oh yes, of course ! she did have khaini  (powdered tobacco), which Babulal had offered while he was preparing some for himself. The anxiety on her face now give way to fear. Reban-Guni is wild with rage, to the point of thrashing her – you old hag, spent a lifetime begetting children. You ought to know better, having spent seven generations in Tatmatuli, that one who comes for jharfoonk (magic-cures) has to come here on an empty stomach, at daybreak. 

The village folk  regard Reban-Guni with awe; the unmarried girls avoid his presence. The mothers have also instructed their daughters to behave likewise. For one thing, there is the fear of his powers of tuktaak (spell casting); moreover, he seems inebriated all the time. Married six times in a row, even now, he lives with two wives. Every year on the day the goats are sacrificed in the gosain-thaan, he is possessed by the Gosain. At such times he would drink the raw blood of the slaughtered goats, smear his face and body with the blood and let out loud roars every now and then. He is not the real doer of his acts; it is the gosain who speaks through him. Whatever he prophesies about whoever he chooses to touch with that cane wand which he wields, is bound to come true. At such times the unwed girls simply run away from the place. If he has ‘touched’ a girl to be given to him in marriage – he has done that to five girls on five different occasions – no parent dare defy his wishes. 

These were the thoughts that had troubled Dukhia’s mother on her way. But caring and loving is, at times, a troublesome affair. If Dhorai is to be cured, save for that Guni, there is no second person. Whoever has gone to the ‘toun’ hospital has failed to come back home. Kapilraja  had even consulted a Bengali doctor. Did that achieve anything ?

Reban-Guni’s invectives directed at Dukhia’s mother show no signs of abating. “don’t you know that mantras
 loose their efficacy at mid-day? So, now get lost, quick”. Dukhia’s mother grabs his feet and cries out – have mercy on this child, Guni, for he has no father.

Perhaps that softens up Guni a bit. “Come tomorrow, it’s a Saturday; …..but tomorrow is a day of ‘hartal
’, or whatever they call it, that new-fangled thing happening these days - it was observed last year as well – when shops open only after sunset and all day long you do not get to buy anything, such a thing is going to happen tomorrow as well. You could buy the pan-supari (betel leaves and areca-nut) when the shops open in the evening and come over at night. Vermilion, you must be having anyway. This time around, this rascal will get over his illness by the grace of Bhanumati
.”  Saying this, he draws his lips to a smile and looks at Dhorai. 

Dukhia’s mother feels relieved; Reban-guni seems to have softened up. Half her anxiety is gone now that Reban-Guni says that a cure is possible. But is it wise to wait till tomorrow night ? She cannot wait to get the treatment started. Of all days, did that ‘hartal’, or whatever rubbish name it goes by, have to happen tomorrow ? Is she the sole target of everyone’s wrath? The dread of Reban-Guni that had been troubling her before she came here, seems to have diminished after this conversation.

Gathering up a bit of courage she ventures to ask, “ what if I buy the paan-supari today, and come over tomorrow morning…..it’s a Saturday…”.

“ Do what I said”, the Guni yells back, “ am I to follow your advice or you, mine?”

Dukhia’s mother trembles with fear; she has indeed, overstepped in talking back to Reban-Guni. 

But the Guni, softens up and says, “ you see, the paan-supari which is bought today will fail to expedite the mantra tomorrow. And don’t bother about bringing your son, the mantra will work its magic from here itself; it will suffice if you come yourself. Tonight, before you put him to bed, apply some drops of the extracts of the dhondhol flower to his eyes. Take this sanctified clod from maranadhar
 and smear it on his forehead”. By then, Dhorai lay limp across his mothers lap. And as she made her exit, carrying her son, she could overhear Reban-Guni speaking to himself……”last amavasya
, around mid-night, even as I saw the murbalia
 fouj (soldiers) marching along the pakki, I knew that the whole village would be ruined; an earthen lamp stood on each of those necks, exactly where the heads ought to have been….  ”. She shivered as she listened.

Be that as it may, that time around, Dhorai was saved thanks to the efforts of Reban-Guni. And she never came to regret the expenses she had to bear to pay up for the magic therapy. So many in the village had succumbed to this fever; but for the power of Reban-Guni’s mantra Dhorai would surely have met the same fate; Dukhia’s mother will never forget this help from Reban-Guni. Such was the intensity of the Saturday-night-mantra that long after the fever was gone, the poison that remained in the body, oozed out through the nose, in black and thickened streams of some blood like substance, for days on end.

She let him stay on for a few days after the fever was gone, and for Dhorai, this brought about a new experience. He was still weak of body. Lying supine, the eyes soon tire of watching the kajrouti  thrust into the thatch-work of the roof, the ropes hanging loose from the roof
 seem to flutter with no sign of a breeze, and the slightest delay in bringing the rice brings tears of anguish. On the bamboo platform, Dhorai lies on one side, Dukhia on the other, while Dukhia’s mother lies in the middle. His face thrust into the warmth of Dhukhiya’s mother’s body, Dhorai listens to the stories….Prince Sadabreech is digging an underground tunnel that will lead to the palace of Princess Suranga; a tunnel dark and dank, water seeping through the walls in drops ….

He holds the hands of Dukhia’a mother in a tight grip as the hair-raising story unfolds. Are you afraid of the darkness, Dhorai. I am right here, lying beside you and talking to you; even then you tremble with fear. Nothing unusual after a bout of fever…..

In the meantime, the jealous Dukhia, on the other side, is propped up on bed rubbing his nose with his small clenched fists; tiny hands that want to push away Dhorai but only end up irritating him.

“Dukhia don’t do that to Dhorai bhaiya (brother); he is ill.” Dukhia starts crying. Babulal, lying on the other bamboo platform, shouts, “why is he crying?” – and finally gets up and carries Dukhia to his bed.

Despite his tender age it is clear to Dhorai that Babulal, in carrying away Dukhia, is driven by anger; and that anger is in all probability directed at him. By now Dukhia’s mother has fallen silent but Dhorai can smell her hair; so unlike the smell of Bawa’s jata (matted locks). Now his hopes of listening to the story of Bija Singh lie shattered and Babulal must take the blame. He is very fond of this story; Bija Singh, with a drawn sword, galloping away on a horseback  - who would dare to challenge him – perhaps his horse is faster than a hawa-gari. Is Bija Singh more powerful than the railroad engine ? Should he try and seek an answer from Dukhia’s mother? She has fallen silent and does not seem inclined to speak.

“Are you asleep, Dhorai?”.

Dhorai does not reply; he continues to lie still with closed eyes. Then, Dukhia’s mother climbs out of bed. Dhorai is aware that the women of Tatmatuli as a rule, massage their husband’s legs; rubbing oil, if it is available. He is reminded of Bawa; he would have been happy if Dukhia’s mother did that to Bawa as well. Babulal is not a good person, neither is Dukhia’s mother nor Dukhia. Wonder what Bawa must be doing at the moment. He had come even today to take him back, but Dukhia’s mother wouldn’t let him go. Tomorrow he will go back to the thaan, to Bawa…….riding Bija Singh’s horse. Like Prince Sadabreech with a drawn sword…..

And soon he is fast asleep.

2.6 The Master and his Disciple

Dhorai is a clever fellow and Bawa knows his worth. He is himself of defective speech but has no problem in talking to Dhorai who has a way of reading the eyes and sensing the intention sooner than a word is spoken. And thanks to his gifted singing voice, people give alms generously. The maijis (elderly ladies) especially are wont to calling him indoors and listen to him singing the lines - Siya Ram pada anka baraye / Lakhanu chalaee magu dahine baye
. But of late, Bawa has noticed that this song is not attracting much by way of alms. Even Dhorai has perceived as much. Ever since these “hartals” have become popular, the new genre of ‘batohi
’ folk songs seems to have caught on. Strange songs are these; you only need to append ‘batohia’ to any string of words and a song is born ! Mere passing fancies !

Bawa asks Dhorai, gesturing, “ Why skip that house?”

“That household is now troubled by some illness.”

Dhorai knows everything; which household is in distress, which ones need to be visited only in mid-afternoon when the babus have left for the office, where the maijis are visiting their country homes on Dusserah
, which ones are celebrating a marriage, a poitay
, or some other ceremony, everything is on his fingertips. He leads the way. Even though Bawa is a second generation beggar he cannot remember these details. Dhorai sings as he makes his way – 

Sundara aa su / Bhumi bhai aa

Bharata ke / Desa baase

Mora pranaa / Base hima

Khohare batohiaa……

(Beautiful is this Land of Bharat / My heart dwells in the Himalayan caves…..O weary way-farer…..) 

Bawa wants to move on, “ No one is going to respond here, the stingy lot ! How long can one keep yelling at one doorstep.”

Dhorai wonders : Bawa understands little about these matters but is always in a hurry to move on; can one afford to be in haste if one is out begging. The elderly ladies are now busy with their puja ( daily worship); only after the babus leave for office can they settle down to their daily puja ; but now it is time for them to be over with all that.

And he was right.

The old maiji  wearing a matka
 sari, walks out with a bowl of alms with a brinjal
 thrown in. 

Bawa is embarrassed but inwardly happy – this lad will grow up to be a good chela (disciple). Only he needs some disciplining now and then. Very unruly and forever given to frolic; never spares a thought for earning. In the mornings, if only he can be prevented from giving the slip, can he be brought along. Just let him out of sight for a while and the next moment he has sneaked off from the thaan . And what follows for the rest of the day is just aimless wandering, a quarrel here with someone or a fight the next day with some other; exactly the kind of activity that Bawa loathes. Once Bawa found him sitting on a donkey. He has even gone to the extent of making friends with those Christian Dhangar lads; for which the Mahato has even complained to Bawa. That old Shukra Dhangar who works as a gardener in Vakil sahibs bungalow has the cheek to call Dhorai “son beta” (a foster-child). Only the other day, Ratia chharidar came over to Bawa, to make a complaint about Dhorai.

“Been to Chimni Bazar to buy some sweet potatoes. And what did I see there. Your gem of a son, a rope tied around his neck, hopping from door to door, lamenting the loss of a cow and begging for alms on that account. Made us, Tatmas, a laughing stock. Why does he not go out begging with you – surely, that is respectable. You need to chastise him for this act, Bawa.

Bawa is wild with rage. So, he has already learnt to make his personal earnings on the sly. Speak out ! what have you done with that rice and money you must have earned? I even restrain myself from smoking the whole pipe taking care to keep some left over for him, lest he should think that I do not care; and on his part he takes to covert earning and consumption – the ungrateful brat that you are ! Bawa runs after Dhorai brandishing the ring-handled trident. But there is no doubting who wins the race. Safe and separated by a considerable distance, Dhorai starts mimicking Bawa’s gait -  the way he sets off, each morning with his trident and sack, on his beat. Ratia chharidar, enjoys a hearty laugh. That infuriates Bawa – how dare you laugh, your lads go out hoeing the fields, or collecting berry; this lad will trail them merrily; but refrain from talking to him of earning a living and he will be happy. If I bring him some food he will oblige by eating. There, today he seems to be heading for Dhangartuli. Yes of course, go to those real ancestors of yours if you must…! Later when the anger abates Bawa’s worries mount. Short tempered and mad that he is, who knows what he might be upto. The gosain (sun) disappears beyond the maranadhar. In the Bakarhatta meadows, the light tracing the palm tops fade away in the gathering darkness. The busy chirping in the Peepul tree in gosain thaan is heard no more. But Dhorai fails to turn up. Tears well up in Bawa’s eyes; the tobacco seems bereft of any taste. He has been away for too long; the gosain was above the head when he went away. He dusts the palm-leaf chatai (mattress) and settles down to an untimely rest. Shortly after, the sound of laying down a heavy load tells him that Dhorai is back from collecting fuel wood. Dhorai will not be the first to break the silence and neither will Bawa turn his eyes on to him. Without looking about, Dhorai tries to start the chulha (fire), blowing hard into it. By the sounds that emanate, Bawa follows his actions; while he puts the water to boil in the earthern pot and takes out the rice from the sack. Bawa cannot keep quiet any longer. Jibchhi’s mother has given a couple of suthnis
  for his meal. This is lying near his head and Dhorai is not aware of its existence – if it is not put in the rice immediately it will not be boiled properly. Bawa shakes his trident and makes a jingle; the impasse is broken and Dhorai is only to happy to realize that Bawa is calling him. 

“ Why have you lain so early, Bawa? Won’t you eat?”

That night Dhorai snuggles upto Bawa and soon dozes off while Bawa strokes his back. 

This is the daily routine these days. At times Bawa is fed up, at other times he relents. After all he is too young and there is a time for everything; now is the time to fool around with ones friends and be happy. Well, play if you must, but you ought to earn your bread as well; and be over with being the leader of the pack. It is time for him to get back to the thaan. But he will soon disappear and remain out of sight till the sun sets. And the stubborn pig headed lad that he is ! Not the one to be kept in check by any amount of scolding, especially when some urge has him in its grips. Pray, that as he grows up, this driving urge turns to begging and to the thaan. Only then can he grow to be my worthy chela. Indeed, he can possibly turn out to be whatever Ramji has in mind. Sittaram ! Sittaram
 ! Dhorai is heard singing the way-farer’s (“batohi”) song. What  power he packs into his lungs ! The impact of the full throated flourish at the end of the song has flung open the window of the Vi-Chermen sahib’s darwan’s
 quarters; over there the electrical workshop mechanic is also peeping out. Dhorai, the bag is full, let’s call it a day; got to pick up some salt from Sahuji’s shop as well.

2.7 News of Gaanhi Bawa

Like a haunted place, Kapil Raja’s house lay abandoned for a full year. When its inhabitants died, his jamai (son-in-law) had come to sell off the house. There were no takers then, given the reputation of the house and its distance from town. Here land prices are but nominal. Who would spend money to possess merely the thatched roofs of a haunted house! But for some time now, that jamai is back. It is being whispered that he is planning to set up a tannery. Today he is reported to have spent a lot of time talking to Badra muchi
. And yesterday two cart loads of salt were unloaded at his house.

This was the topic that engaged the assembly at the evening bhajan
 akhara
. Dhanua Mahato says the issue is worth some consideration, but let us wait for Babulal; first, he is a nayeb (member) of the panchayat  and a “officer admi ”
 as well; at times, he even talks with the Hakim (judge) and similar exalted personalities. Recently his uniform and pagri (head gear) has changed colours – because his vie-Chermen sahib has taken the place of the Coloster. Babulal says that his vie-Chermen sahib gets angry if he is not referred to as Chermen – all right, I am willing to do exactly as told, a paid servant that I am.

If Babulal could place the matter before the Chermen, there may be a chance of putting an end to the weird activities of Kapil Raja’s jamai. The Chermen need only admonish Badra muchi once, and that should see the end of the leather business. What a shame! It threatens our caste and religious sanctity. For, the foulest smell will drive us from our homes and thousands of vultures will be circling our heads; not to speak of the animals that provide the hides – names that are forbidden even in speech. Waack. Thoo! thoo! Sittaram! Sittaram!

But today Babulal fails to turn up, hasn’t come back from office. After delivering the letters to the Chermen’s house, he goes to the market and is usually back home at dusk. Today it is ten o’clock. Dhorai, could you run up to Dukhiya’s mother and ask if Babulal has left some message at home.

I don’t enter that house.

Mahato says, that Bawa has spoilt the lad; that ungrateful chap; only a year ago he lay dying of that ailment under the care of Dukhiya’s mother. Gudar, why don’t you go and enquire at Babulal’s house. Then he stares at Dhorai and mimics him – “I won’t go to that house; the wicked fool.”

“Kahuhi baadi na dehiya doshu
” – don’t make false accusations  on Dukhiya’s mother and Babulal.

In the meantime, Babulal arrives and without waiting for the question, holds forth on the reasons of his delay.

There was a great uproar at the Distiboad office. Master sahib
 has put in his resignation and simultaneously declared a holiday; the students then gathered  under the Distiboad clock tower for a meeting. Remember that moktar
, Mufiluddin sahib, the perenially drowsy opium-eater, he held a red book in his hand and presided over the meeting.

“ That’s odd !, Master sahib’s…”

“ chhut gai noukri, satak gaya  paan,”
 

“Why, did the mad dog bite Master sahib, after all?

“ The Government must have terminated his services. May be it has something to do with funds.”

Babulal has a hard time convincing others – nothing of the sort; it is just that Master sahib has become a chela ( disciple)  of Gaanhi Bawa.

Who? Gaanhi Bawa? Who is this Gaanhi Bawa?

“A great man. More famous than Bouka Bawa and Reban Guni. Perhaps even a cut above Siridas Bawa, why else would Master sahib become his chela. Gaanhi Bawa stays away from meat, fish and intoxicants. He hasn’t married and is completely unclothed.”

Would the fish- addicted Bangali babu
 be able to bear such austerities ?

Must have saved up a bit in landed properties.

Babulal is fed up of answering questions. All kinds of discussions continue till late in the night. The Bengalis are no doubt brainy but somewhat crazy. In this they are like the sahibs; only a little less hot-headed. Feel a bit scared speaking to such people. Only the other day while repairing the tiles in Bijonbabu-the-Vakil’s house, I was witness to this - Jayashree Choudhary, brahmin, big landlord too, was not even asked to take his seat – Bijonbabu Vakil simply threw the papers at his face! He was  so wild with rage. Woe to the railroad ticket-babu who has the gumption to stop and question a Bengalibabu for his ticket! And we all know very well that “baja chhaja kes, teen Bangla des” 
.

Today, in the meeting, the sarkar, laatsahib
 and Badshah (King) has come in for a lot of criticism from Mastersahib. 

But all that is mere glib talk; would he dare speak against someone like the darogasahib (police chief); that would be more convincing. Or against Tomas sahib – who has practiced his shooting in the Chandmari firing ranges - he would have blown him up with a buckshot.

Chermensahib reported to the Coloster sahib that people had defied his orders and conducted a meeting in the office premises.

But didn’t you say that your Chermen sahib has taken the place of the Coloster.

Babulal, at a loss to explain to these stupid folks, says -  that pertains only to the Distiboad; the administration of the District as such is with the Coloster sahib.

Aha! say that; wonder how could the Coloster be replaced.

But the Chermen sahib never returned from his visit to the Coloster; not till late in the evening. None came back, no Coloster, no soldier. So it was that the office babus put on the lights and waited anxiously; and that caused my delay.  

Babulal is yet to have his evening meal. The conversations have gone on well into the night. Babulal gets ready to leave and so does everyone else. Dhorai has been quietly sulking in a corner ever since he got the scolding from the Mahato. Perhaps he was the only one to notice that, the discussion on the leather business – of the animal with the unutterable name – has been completely suppressed by the hullaballo; stories made up by that Babulal with feline whiskers. He must be a liar of the highest order to speak of someone superior to Revan-guni, to Bouka Bawa, or even the Mohanta of Militry thakurbari ! And to get away with such downright lies !

2.8 The advent of Gaanhi Bawa and an account of his greatness

A beehive perched on a Banyan tree flanking the pakki, may lie unobserved  for a long time. But once noticed, it will attract attention every time one passes by. So was the case with the news of Gaanhi Bawa. None had known of him till that evening  when they heard it all from Babulal; and then followed days of news mongering. Master sahib has been arrested by the Darogasahib while he was addressing a meeting at the masjid. For the languid souls the kalali (grog-shop) remains out of bounds; thanks to the vigorous activism of the chelas of Gaanhi Bawa. Today these chelas are overrunning the kachhari (magistrate’s court), next day picketing Chhatisbabu’s shop; what they shout about and what they do is beyond comprehension. All kinds of news and gossip, from all kinds of sources, pour in through one ear and out the other. 

Then, one day the affair shaped up appealingly, with a sudden turn of events. That morning Bawa had barely managed to rouse Dhorai out of bed, nudging him with the neem twig he uses as a tooth brush, when Rabia’s ear-splitting yell was heard. Nothing was understood of what was being said. Bawa makes for Rabia’s house in haste. Rabia comes running; screaming wildly – Gaanhi Bawa, on the pumpkin ! Has he turned insane; was it an effect of the dhatura
 seeds that are often found blended with the bhang
. Rabia is in no state to calm down and answer questions. On entering Rabia’s house, he finds, the courtyard teeming with the village folk; all crowding around a vilaity
 pumpkin hanging from the eaves of the low thatch-roof. 

No doubt, what was being claimed was indeed true. The clear outlines of Gaanhi Bawa’s face are seen imprinted on the young pumpkin rind; white outlines striking out of the green, complete with a shade of the moustache above the lips. That leaves no room for doubt. But what was to be done about it? For Gaanhi Bawa clearly deserves something better than to be left out in the heat and dust. Evidently a matter concerning Gods and Saints; the Mahato and nayebs turn to Bouka Bawa for advice. Dhorai is happy that in matters such as these the Mahato is subordinate to Bouka Bawa. The right to pluck the pumpkin devolves on Bouka; not on Babulal or even the Mahato. The swarming crowd in the courtyard hold their breadth in apprehension as the stalk is cut off. Bawa’s hands tremble. After all Babulal was no liar, Dhorai reflects, when he claimed, compared to Bouka Bawa, a superior magical status for Gaanhi Bawa.  Or else how could he make an appearance on a pumpkin!

The pumpkin is carried to the thaan where it is worshipped with betel leaves, areca nut and jaggery. Bawa is busy with the puja
 and Dhorai had to do all the running around in the village, to the market; it was Dhorai’s turn to hog the limelight. Grabbing the opportunity, Bawa garlanded Dhorai with the ceremonial tulasi beads, in full view of the public. The one with a garland gets converted into a “bhakat”
. No longer can he be addressed as Dhorai Tatma or even Dhorai Das. He is now a somebody and ought to be called Dhorai Bhakat. He was grown in stature to the level of Bouka Bawa, on the very first day Gaanhi Bawa made his appearance. From now on he has to bathe everyday; and unlike the other boys, stay away from meat and fish. Naturally the sight of Gudar fills him with pity; the poor chap does not even have a konthi ( garland of tulasi beads) around his neck. 

Eventually, Dhorai carries the pumpkin on his head all the way to the militry thakurbari. Wearing the red markin cloth, he heads the procession, followed by the rest of the Tatmas; even the Mahato trails behind. 

But on reaching the thakurbari all the excitement suddenly turns sour. Says the Mohantaji, “ Where had you been all these days, Dhorai. It is improper to keep the icon of Gaanhi Bawa in a temple which already has the Ram-Sita idols. Thus has been ordained by Tulasidas….. the foolhardy government !…..”.

The Tatmas understood the bit about the directives of Tulasidas, but how that related to the “foolhardy government” was beyond their ken 
. 

The icon presents a lot of difficulties. What is to be done now! What ought to be done with it; an icon that presented itself under such wonderful circumstances. If it could not be placed alongside Sita-Ram, could it then merit a place beside gosain in the thaan ? Bawa shakes his head in disapproval – that cannot be. What is the way out? Ramji, what a test have you put us through? You took pity on us, Gaanhi maharaj, and came to our midst but we are unable to find a suitable place for you. If only we had the wherewithal, like the sahibs, the babubhaiyas (townsfolk), or the king of Dwarbhanga, we would fain have built a thakurbari (temple) to you Gaanhi Bawa. As Tulsidas has rightly said – ‘naahi daridra sama dukh jagamaahi’
. Tears well up in Bawa’s eyes. All his life has been spent begging for a meal. From birth till this very day he cannot remember a single instance when he had the luxury of having rice for both the meals. It has been ‘plain water’ for one meal and rice for the other; that too only when he had been fortunate enough. Such has been the lot of all the Tatmas; not only his own tale of woes. Nevertheless those blurry words – ‘naahi daridra sama dukh jagamaahi’‘ – now seem to acquire some meaning in the flashing light of the present predicament.

The offerings of Kapilraja’s jamai, that agnostic dealer in hides, lie untouched; jaggery, wheat flour and ripened green bananas
 – ingredients that he has sent for preparing the sinni
 offering to Gaanhi Bawa. 

Just then Reban-guni, as if propelled by some dire thoughts, comes running in. These days, after sundown, Gaanhi Bawa’s chelas  create a nuisance at the kalali (grog-shop). To avoid this, his visits are confined to the afternoon hours. Today, on his way back from the liquor vend, he has heard of the advent of Gaanhi Bawa. And that brings him here in a breathless state. Eyes popping out like berries, red and ripened by the sheer exhaustion or, possibly, induced by the liquor. On reaching, he bends over to make a close scrutiny of the pumpkin; an act that would surely have met with disapproval and resistance had it been anyone else. But who has the guts to dare Reban-guni. Dhorai’s heart beats louder in apprehension; what might the Guni do to the icon – the state that he is in. The Tatma girls quickly cover their heads and hide their faces at the sight of Reban-guni.

“Seems true! Precisely what I heard in ‘toun’, yes they were absolutely right. Right! Right! Right! Gaanhi Bawa emerging in clear outlines on the pumpkin rind. Only the limbs remain unmanifest; so evocative of Jagannathji
 .”

Reban-guni prostrates before the pumpkin, in deep reverence, and then loudly proclaims, “ I yield! I yield to the powers of Gaanhi Bawa”.

Every one is stunned. Reban-guni has surrendered! Like a tremor set up by bees swarming and shifting in the hive, a shiver runs through the crowd. He must be a great person to whom Reban-guni capitulates; nearly the stature of Ramchandraji, or as living a God as Gosain or Bhanumati, at any rate.

Even before a faint whisper emanates from the crowd, Reban-guni speaks up again, “Let no son of a bitch go henceforth to the kalali and defy the orders of Gaanhi Bawa. What I have committed today is beyond redemption. From tomorrow, Gaanhi Bawa, I will drink nothing but pachoi
 “. He was nearly in tears or so it seemed. 

“Check it out, Mahato”.

That gives Mahato a chance to bring up the present crisis.

For the Guni it was heaven sent. ‘Glory to Gaanhi Bawa’, he shouts leaping to his feet, barely managing to keep his headgear from falling off. ‘Go, carry the icon to his house’, Bawa urges Dhorai, unable to keep full faith in the Guni. Dhorai, too, thought likewise. Bawa has again read his mind.

For the first time in the history of the village, that night, people gather in Reban-guni’s house for a session of devotional singing. Dhorai ‘bhakat’ sings one of his ‘batohi’ way-farer’s songs suitably altered to incorporate the name of Gaanhi Bawa, while the Guni accompanies him with his voice. He seems to have come at par with Reban-guni thanks to the influnce of Gaanhi Bawa.

The next morning found Guni going to the mela (fair) with the pumpkin carefully hidden under a piece of cloth. He earned enough to cover his liquor bill for many days by letting people, at the mela, have a peep at the icon: a price of one pice everytime he lifted the veil to offer a  view of the pumpkin.

2.9 Reforming the Jhotahas

The Tatmatuli panchayat has unanimously decided that Gaanhi Bawa, who no doubt was a saint of the highest order, has succeeded in inducing even the Muslims to give up their habitual onion and beef. If only he could now be induced to come over and meet that jamai of Kapilraja. Dear brothers, he will not come over, never. Why would he come here amongst you, when he has chelas among the townsfolk like Mastersahib; why else would he refrain from entering Rabia’s house even after appearing on his thatch-roof. You need to keep your homestead tidy and clean, like the thaan; only then would it be appropriate for saintly people to present themselves. That was well said; words that sink deep in all those present. The milkmen of Margama do not milk their cows on Sundays, which they devote to cleaning their premises; devoted chelas of Siridas Babaji that they are. Dhanua mahato contemplates not going to work on Sundays in the name of Gaanhi Bawa. That would be good fun. After all, Sundays are days of festivity. On all Sundays, even the sarkar bahadur (Governor General) keeps the kachhari closed; so does Chermen sahib the Distiboad; Padri sahib distributes milk – among the Dhangars. There is general agreement and enthusiasm on this issue. Since the kachhari (Magistrate’s court) remains closed on Sundays, the babubhaiyas stay at home and keep pestering and chasing the Tatmas who work in their houses. If there is nothing else to be done then go after the gharami (the mender of roofs). But for Dhorai such prospects spell disaster. The regular donor-households give alms only on Sundays; especially those half rupee donors. But Bouka Bawa never attends the panchayat meetings. If he were here he could have protested. None took notice of Dhorai’s presence. Finally his voice is heard from afar, ‘don’t snatch away our daily bread, Mahato. The Sunday collection is the bulk of our income’. The Mahato and the nayeb’s are taken aback by this demonstration of juvenile impertinence; how dare a boy speak up in an elder’s forum. 

Don’t you wear a konthi and call yourself a ‘bhakat’ ? What is more important - Gaanhi Bawa or your daily income? 

As a matter of fact Dhorai is unable to decide for himself which is the more important of the two. He sits down with a shy and hesitant look on his face. How was it that the mukhias (village elders) never gave a thought to him and Bouka Bawa. Gaanhi Bawa was one of them, no doubt; but paying homage to Gaanhi Bawa at the cost of one’s livelihood was an act that defied his imagination. Even at this tender age Dhorai has learnt the importance of earning one’s livelihood; no matter what Bouka Bawa may think to the contrary.

All of Dhorai’s rage focuses on the panchayat chief Dhanua Mahato and that Babulal. But the panchayat has no time to waste on his concerns. For in the meantime, a much more serious issue, concerning the jhotahas
, has been raised. It won’t suffice just to devote the Sundays to cleaning up the courtyards. The jhotahas need to stay clean and tidy as well. That’s feminine nature; no amount of talking to will get them around to do anything.

Who is not going to obey orders ? which one ? Tell me ! Once every month all jhotahas have to take a bath and clean up. Haven’t we paid our hard earned money to marry them, or have we got them free ?

The lame Chathuri was sitting a little way off. The panchayat elders had allowed his wife to marry Isra when she refused to stay with him. He complains that Mahato and the chharidar had been bribed into the act by Isra. Now he shouts aloud, ‘ you are the ones who give them the reins. If the elders are more strict would they dare show their teeth.’ Then, swinging his walking stick threateningly above his head, he continues, ‘let them stray a little and ….’. His words drown in the shouting that originate form another part of the gathering, but the bulging eyes of lame Chathuri imply that he has suggested a very harsh measure for deviance. At the other end, some men are seen trying to restrain Isra, urging him back to his seat. 

Many more issues come up for discussion. An issue as important as this, one that goes against tradition, cannot be settled so easily. The main problem is one of drying the clothes of the jhotahas. They have but one cloth each; in summer it may well be worn wet, but what about winter ?

It was finally decided that the women have to bathe once a month; no excuses would be allowed. After ‘gosain’ (sun) goes high above the head, no male would go anywhere near the bamboo grove that lies to the north of the fouji well -  there the jhotahas would dry their clothes
.

Then followed a string of eventful days. The strangest of news concerning Gaanhi Bawa filters in. Bouka Bawa accompanied by others traveled to Kajha Ganeshpur to find out for themselves. But Dhorai was not taken along – it is a long way off, Dhorai, seven kos 
 – you won’t endure such a long walk. But they had hardly proceeded beyond the bridge when Dhorai Bhakat, wearing the red markin cloth, was seen panting up to them. My goodness, what a stubborn lad! Bawa has to sit under the berry tree to allow time for Dhorai to regain his breath. On reaching the bel
 tree in Kajha Ganeshpur what they see bears out exactly what they had been hearing. The leaves on one of the upper branches of the huge bel tree were trembling in the gentle breeze and on those leaves was something that looked like, well, some sort of writing of course. Yes, very true; it must be the name of Gaanhi Bawa. Glory to Gaanhi Bawa ! The eyes have had the most gratifying of sights and life itself seems to have attained fulfillment for Bouka Bawa. For Dhorai the  long and tiring journey is amply rewarded. Gaanhi Bawa, your glory is all too evident in the numerous hukkas
 that the people have hung all over the branches of this bel tree. Dhorai picks up a handful of the dust underneath the bel tree and carefully ties it in a corner of his cloth to be carried home.

When they reach the thaan early next morning, Bawa without waiting to wash his face, sends Dhorai to tie up his own kolke
 in one of the branches of the barham-bhutwala
 bel  tree adjoining the Mahato’s house.  

Without his tobacco, Bawa struggled that day. Dhorai sat by his side, silent in his solidarity. Two days pass without any earnings; the begging bowl is empty. The Dhangars are known to eat a certain bulbous root; of a creeper that somewhat resembles the sweet potato plant. From them Dhorai has learnt to eliminate the toxicity of this root by boiling it in lime. These are found in abundance near the edges of the rice fields; but the Tatmas claim it to be poisonous. Dhorai spends a lot of time boiling the root as the hours refuse to move on. But Dhorai cannot bring himself to stay away from Bawa on such a day as this. Bawa tells Dhorai, in gestures, - it is all the better for you – you don’t need to prepare the tobacco for me any more. Bawa lies sprawled and inert. His limbs must be sore; Dhorai feels sorry for Bawa. Should I massage the legs a bit. Bawa does not refuse; rather, asks him to climb on to his body and tread on his limbs.

Dhorai is reminded of Dukhiya’s mother as he kneads Bawa’s legs. If she were to massage Bawa and bring him relief; that would be really nice. Memories of that night when he lay in fever come back to him. Dukhiya’s mother moves over to the other platform where Babulal lay – that feline whiskered Babulal – and rubs his feet with oil -  that  blasted Nabab (prince) !

“ Parnaam
 Bawa !”

“Here comes the Mahato. But why at this late hour. And you bring along the chharidar as well.”

“Just to be at your side, Bawa. You seem to be immensely enjoying the services of your son.”

Dhorai feels embarrassed – at being seen by outsiders with his feet on Bawa’s body. A guru’s body being defiled by the touch of his chela’s feet ! Perhaps the Mahato will loose no time - may be by tomorrow morning - broadcasting this news, suitably embellished, to the people at large. 

Bawa sits up feeling awkward. Chharidar and the Mahato are certainly not the type who would visit the thaan  without a specific intention. 

Says Dhorai, attempting to shake off his embarrassment, “ Today, Bawa is feeling rather restless having given up his tobacco.” To which the Mahato retorts, “ And what about you.”

“ I would certainly have enjoyed a puff if I could lay my hands on it but couldn’t care less.”

Mahato laments : I seem to be the really vulnerable one ; can’t stay away from tobacco even for an hour. I do realize that the thing is harmful. Moreover, I am told, these days, hair rubbed off from cow hide is somehow getting into the tobacco…..he finishes off abruptly, coughs up a few times and spits out -  as if a bit of that hair still stuck to this throat.

Says the chharidar, “ if you really look at it discerningly, the body is but a gift of Ramji, naturally averse to anything made out of tobacco leaves. If you take khaini
 you have to throw it out with the spit, take snuff and you have to blow the nose; jarda
 taken along with the betel leaf will bring on a mouthful that has to be spat out; tobacco or cigarette will have to be blown out in smoke. Do what you will; a nasty addiction this – well, I will never succeed in getting rid of it. Bawa, let’s see you go without it for at least a week and then we shall talk about it.”

“Suraj
 (freedom) is no simple proposition”, says the Mahato with a ring of finality, bringing the discussion on the subject of tobacco to a close.

Then the Mahato reveals the real purpose of their visit – they wish to become ‘bhakats’. 

Mahato has weighed the pros and cons of becoming a ‘bhakat’ very carefully. The first difficulty is that such a one cannot take meat and fish. No big deal. For, meat, at any rate, is eaten only on the day of the goat sacrifice; fish, too, one may be lucky enough to come by, once in a while when the ‘maranadhar’
 gets a fresh supply of water. Then there is the practice of having to take the daily bath – a tricky affair, but he is willing to take the trouble. The only real problem is the restriction on participating in festive meals in those households who are not themselves ‘bhakats’. These deprivations would of course be amply rewarded. His prestige in the eyes of others would increase immensely. As it is, these days, Mahatos, Nayebs and chharidars have come in for some criticism and plainspeak from the rest; something unheard of in earlier times. Only the other day the lame-Chathuri made those loud statements in the panchayat gathering. Ominous days are in the offing and Mahato is looking to consolidate his position. If it is possible to subvert criticism in exchange for a day of abstinence from fish, then the gains from office are substantial. His social standing would rise and may even reach the exalted status of his predecessor, Nunulal Mahato. 

This has brought them to seek counsel from Bawa. 

Dhorai doesn’t like the idea at all. It was as if rank outsiders were coveting something which was their very own. Those very persons who never sought Bawa’s counsel when they decided on the weekly off on Sundays, now, to fulfil their personal ambitions, seek Bawa’s advice. It would serve them right if Bawa says ‘no’ to them.  

But Bawa is a strange ‘animal’. He is overjoyed to hear of their plans; thumping their backs and laughing agitatedly. In excited gestures - counting his fingers, pointing to the sky, to the hair on the head - he explains that they only need to come on Sunday morning after a bath and Bawa would ceremonially adorn them with tulasi-mala (garland of tulasi beads). 

Dhorai is fuming with rage; to be massaging such a person ! Should the likes of the Mahato become ‘bhakats’, he does not wish to remain one anymore.

2.10 Of Tatmas and Dhangars
Gaanhi Bawa is quite an enigma for Dhorai. Mahato and Chharidar, immediately the day after they were baptized as ‘bhakats’, seemed to bring on themselves the blessings of Gaanhi Bawa; Dhorai had had no such luck.

After the morning ablutions Mahato and Chharidar select a wayside spot in Tatmatuli which they wipe clean with gobar
. Here they place a ghoti
 into which Mahato pours some water. Then Ratia chharidar covers the ghoti with a piece of cloth and places three tulasi leaves on it. Meanwhile Mahato chants, mentally, the mantras of Gaanhi Bawa.

Finally they prostrate before the ghoti and then on removing the cloth it is seen that Gaanhi Bawa has invested the waters of the ghoti with his presence – the water in the vessel has clearly increased in quantity. There it is, right in front of your eyes, can’t you see ! Initially it had but just a small measure of water. Oh, yes, true enough ! Now be careful and don’t you touch that ghoti; in a short while it has to be emptied into the Soura river.

Dhorai is filled with jealousy for Mahato and Chharidar who have managed to invoke Gaanhi Bawa immediately on becoming ‘bhakats’. He tries it out when alone and unnoticed, in the thaan. But Gaanhi Bawa fails to ‘appear’ in his ghoti – the water level stays put. The partiality of Gaanhi Bawa hurts him deeply. But he cannot express this in public; if it is know that his ‘bhakat-ism’ lacks mystic powers then his standing among his people would take a beating.

But his prayers seem to have been heard by Gaanhi Bawa. For the Mahato and Chharidar soon get a severe dose of abuse from the Dhangars. That Sunday afternoon they had ventured into Dhangartola to show off their newly acquired tulasimala ! The actual conflict between the two communities of Dhangars and Tatmas is about their levels of income. Dhangars are willing to take up any work. Moreover they enjoy the sympathy of the sahib-padres, the babubhaiyas and Kapilraja. It was the Dhangars who had uprooted the big shimul trees at the behest of Kapilraja. During the war days, when Lac was in great demand, they had been in the business of cutting off the berry-boughs to keep up the supplies of Kapilraja. The two freshman-bhakats had merely tried to show off, to these lowly pig-and-fowl-eating people, some of their new found prestige deriving from Gaanhi Bawa, and immediately announced that they need to come-off their pork-and-fowl-eating habit as has been proclaimed by Mastersahib on his release from prison. Old Etowari who works in the Jaiswal Soda Company merely laughed through his missing teeth - has the Gaanhi Bawa ‘written’ to you two?  That would also mean that the postman must have paid a visit to Tatmatuli, has he, really ? Shanichara Dhangar exclaims – le digi digi
 ! Why ! the Mahato has become a bhakat ! And so has the chharidar ! The veritable billi-bhakat and bagula-bhakat
 ! Come hither to voice the injunctions of Gaanhi Bawa ! But, it was only yesterday that I saw you in the kalali (grog-shop) after sundown.”

“Dare say that lie again and I will pull out your tongue.”

“A ha, the he-man! lets see you fight it out.”

Etowari asks Shanichara to shut up. Then, in clear terms, he tells Mahato that their income depends primarily on supplying the mem-sahibs with meat and eggs. If Gaanhi Bawa is bent on depriving us of our livelihood then let him stay confined to your people. And pochoi (country liquor) is an item we need for our offerings to God; that we can’t stay away from anyway. Mastersahib is a babubhaiya (townsmen), and what befits them does not befit us. Remember that time when the Jhiktiha meadows were cordoned off for the tourmen-tamasha
 and the rangrej-german
 fight was staged; well, did they let us in ? Did they let in your people either?  Or did they allow you to buy your rice at reduced price from the government stores
? Did we ever have access to the fine linen supplied by the government stores ? And regarding the daily bath – well, today you are doing it after becoming bhakats – even our women have been bathing daily from time immemorial. This infuriates Mahato and his associates ; passing comments that cast aspersions on our women. Why don’t you send your women to the sahib-quarters, or to the Muslim houses such as the one with whom you conspired to cut off all the shimul trees. Or send Shanichara’s wife to Molly sahib to pluck white hair off his scalp !

What ensues is chaos; none is heard in the general din. The Dhangars are swept off their feet by the surge of vivid and fresh expletives from the Tatmas. Finally, the Dhangars, not knowing what best to do, end up chasing the Tatmas, who, true to their long standing practice, promptly take to their heels. Straight to the ‘pakki’, leaving behind their walking sticks and stumbling as they reach the pakki - their tufts flying in the breeze; run! run! Crossing the pakki, they stop under the trees on their side of the road – in the hollow made by the earth filling operations. Here they regroup and start afresh their viscious war of expletives. The Dhangars go back laughing. Conforming to their time honoured rule they never cross the road and fight with the Tatmas. But in parting, they loudly remind the Tatmas that they have escorted them to the ‘Haveli pargana’
. Don’t forget to put the vermilion mark on your foreheads – the two bhakats, billi-bhakat and bagula-bhakat; and show your garlands to the jhotahas. On their way back, the Dhangars discuss among themselves – those Tatmas, have they any surety of the blood of their progeny? Haven’t you noticed those babubhaiyas who loiter around their huts after sunset?  How could such a race show bravery? For the blood is getting diluted. Had the babus come near our Dhangartola we would have taught them a lesson. The babubhaiyas eat fine quality rice but are even afraid of cows.

Says Shanichara, “before I got married I have taken food in many a babubhaiya household. The rice is absolutely white! Not a bit sweet. Nothing less than a ser of that rice will suffice to fill my stomach. Even that would require a good measure of water after food. And after all this you feel hungry within half an hour!”. He finishes off snapping his fingers.

Shukra Dhangar is the only one who objects to this unseemly discussion. “Don’t you know that fine grained rice is good for the brain. That fine-grained rice ultimately explains why the hakims offer the babybhaiyas a ‘chair’ when they visit them. Do they ever offer it to any of us or to the Tatmas? Have you ever seen a postman come and  deliver letters in our locality? So, be careful of what you say.” 

The celebrations of their recent hounding of the Tatmas have been somewhat sullied by this uncalled for talk of babubhaiyas brought into the discussion by Shukra.

Old Etowari, sharp as ever, despite his staple intake of red-grained coarse rice, circumvents the conversation. Says he, “ Shanichara has bought a madal (drum) from Singabad. Muchia’s madal  stands no chance to this new one. Come let’s have a quick meal and gather underneath the banga tree. And don’t forget to light some cow-dung cakes, Shanichara. Come, hurry up.”

Birouli ke hatia aa aa –

Doure dokania aa – 

Thos thos re bole bunia – aa aa – 

Jaldi re jaldi !

(A song of the Dhangars, set to a fast beat; Shopkeepers run to the fair at Birouli / To the sound (‘thos thos’) of preparing of bunia or bonde (sweat-meat).)

2.11 Samuer’s insult

Dhorai has finally grown up. No longer does he dig those furrows in the by-lanes of Tatmatuli to play the game of ‘kanail’
; the darad-moida pods pushed into the hollow of the bamboo reeds and struck to sound like a gunshot, does not entice him anymore; neither does the game of making a thatch-roof with morabba
 leaves. Let the children play such games. He is now a choir singer in Fudisingh’s team who sing those ‘matum’
 songs during the ‘duldul’ horse mela of Muharram. – 

Hindu musalman bhaiya, 

Joruhu piritia re bhai,

Hai re hai !
( Hindu and Muslim brothers, Tie the bonds of love)

Just as the maranadhar retains some water even after the monsoon, the storm in the shape of Gaanhi Bawa dies down, but some of the sentiments of those days leave its traces in the ‘matum’ songs. 

The jugis
 of Margama-tatmas desperately want him in their team of dancers. These people from Margama are ‘mungeria tatmas’, those from Tatmatuli are ‘kanoujia  tatmas’. Mungeria Tatmas being lower in the caste hierarchy, too much of intermingling with them is not liked by the people of Tatmatuli.

But that lad would hardly care for others sentiments. He has even ventured to sit and watch the ‘Karma-dharma’ dance of the Dhangars. But all this hardly matters – this habit of going to various other places - when he even refuses to stop going to Dhangartola.

There is one thing which Bawa is secretly happy about; Dhorai often comes back from Dhangartuli carrying mangoes, lichis and other fruits – things that the Tatmas have never set their eyes on. The Dhangars have planted these trees from cuttings stolen from the sahibs’ gardens. They offer these fruits to their son-beta
. In turn, Dhorai distributes these to his friends in Tatmatuli, saving some for Bawa. And who is not in close terms with Dhorai ? He is even known to the padre-mem, in the ‘black skirt, who comes visiting Dhangartuli.

Bawa tolerates all the shortcomings of Dhorai, but his frequent and mysterious absence just when it is time to go out for work, is something that he cannot stomach. Bawa does not fail to notice Dhorai’s diffidence about earning a living from begging. This troubles him the most. The boy has vanished as soon as he has left his bed in the morning. All his friends must have gone for work; but where he has gone or what might he be doing at the moment, Bawa cannot guess. Perhaps at the precise moment Dhorai would be found sitting on the wooden bridge across the maranadhar, legs dangling as he intently watches the bagula
 feeding on insects; his mind would have flown to some distant dreamland……Bijasingh is on his horseback galloping through the mist…he would drive the railroad engine faster than him….. his engine would whistle and roar as he travels to some distant unknown land. Dukhiya’s mother would look after Bawa ….no, that wicked woman wouldn’t care for such work….and that Babulal…if only Bijasingh would cut them to pieces with his great sword…..

The bagulas tread the ground softly, in a manner that makes you laugh – Bagula chuni chuni khaye
….there goes lambi gowarin
, there in the distance along the pakki ; her cloth pulled up high above her knees baring her emaciated thighs. Perhaps the road is full of mud and slush, prompting her to step carefully just as the bagula does…...  ‘gey ey ey lambi gowarin ! Bagula chuni chuni khaye’. He shouts at the top of his voice and immediately breaks into a peal of laughter. Lambi gowarin turns her gaze this way – perhaps she cannot understand the words. With a sign of her hands she indicates the ‘toun’ ……the bagula, its neck turned sideways, is watching intently into a hole. In much the same manner does Bawa scrutinize each handful that he has just received from a household; glancing sideways to inspect the quality of the rice through the corner of his eyes. His face would darken if it turns out to be of bad quality. Throwing the handful into the bag he would walk off at a fast pace. The copper ring attached to the trident would jingle as he marches. Dhorai’s face would light up with a cunning smile.

It is obvious that the white egrets cannot stand the dark-winged cattle egrets. Neither can the Babubhaiyas live at peace with the Tatma-Dhangars. But can the dark colour of its wings justify the treatment meted out to it – ostracized and driven to the wall. Indeed, the bagula-bhakat pretends to be a saint when it is actually a devil.

“ Hey, the bagula-bhakat, what are you up to, dangling your legs like the stork?” – asks Samuer, all the while smiling to Dhorai.

Dhorai is taken aback; in his absent minded reverie he has failed to notice the approach of Samuer. Does this kiristaan Dhangar lad, clad in khaki shorts, know some magic. Why would he call out to him as bagula-bhakat, precisely at the moment he himself was thinking about the bhakat? Would that favourite tattu
 of padre-sahib, ever leave me alone even for a moment! Actually, his name is Samuel, a year or two older than Dhorai; white skinned, blue eyed, brown haired, a biri between his lips, an expressive face and smarter than he ought to be; his hog-like hair straight and unruly daubed with a good measure of mustard oil, neatly parted down the middle. During the years that saw the indigo trade crash, Jameson sahib had constructed a bakery in Jirania, a place once dotted with indigo factories. He would go on to commit suicide – slashing his throat with a blade in his washroom. The sweet berry tree that grew in his courtyard was both a source of attraction and fear for the Tatma and Dhangar lads. Whenever they needed to draw a comparison for a nice fruit, they would say, “as sweet as the berries in the courtyard of the ‘galakata-sahib’(sahib-with-the-slashed-throat)”. Samuel’s grandmother worked under the wife of that sahib, helping her with the bakery work. The ‘galakata-sahib’ would chew the betel leaf and smoke tobacco. He had taken great pains to get a stone, all the way in a boat from Chunar
 for Samuel’s grandmother to stand on while she bathed. That stone still lies in the courtyard of Samuer’s house. The padre-mem clad in the black-gown, is offered that very stone to sit on whenever she comes visiting Dhangartuli. 

Hence, no one was surprised when one day, the dark tanned Samuer’s grandmother gave birth to a baby girl whose skin was as sparkling and white as a mem. 

Samuer too has inherited his mother’s tan.

“It’s a Sunday, bagula-bhakat, and you haven’t gone out with Bouka Bawa on his begging march?”

Dhorai is vaguely aware of a touch of insult in the question. “ I am no one’s servant and neither have I borrowed other people’s money! Unlike your lot, who have to go to the church today or risk being denied the padre-sahib’s ration of milk.”

“Arey ja ja ! Don’t talk nonsense, you blabber! Taking the milk from padre-sahib is far better than going begging from door to door.”

“ Hold your tongue, you chukandar
 ! Is it alms that people give to sadhus and sants? These householders are merely following the command of Ramchandraji and repaying their debt to the sadhus. Or else why would Bawa not take the help of the barambhut
 to dig out the cask of Asrafi which lies buried in the sands of maranadhar.”

“Enough of that ! We all know the extent of the powers of your Bawa. Where was he when the village was beset with the evil doings of the spirits ? No sooner had Reban-guni cast his spell in the form of a handful of sand thrown at the spirit, than it came out in the shape of a raging bull that cut through the wild grass and sprang into the maranadhar. Its eyes were like fireballs; ask your Mahato, he knows.”

Dhorai’s vain protestations would hardly measure upto such logical and infallible argumentation. But he can never tolerate such disparaging comments on Bawa, especially if it comes from outsiders.

“Enough ! Try speaking like an impudent child again and I will thrash you till your white skin turns black. You have yourself shown how you hold out your cap and accept coins in the Church – what would you call that ?”

“yes I do, and I also know the worth of the stupid Tatmas.” 

“You cat-eyed Kiristaan, you dare speak filth about our community”. Dhorai pounces on Samuer. “ Would you dare repeat that ? Would you ? Dare ?”

Dhorai frees Samuer from his grasp only when he has elicited an answer in the negative. Samuer walks away dusting his body, saying that he would have given a befitting reply if it were not a Sunday. 

Such are the routine incidents of Dhorai’s life; but unlike the other Tatmas he never pokes his nose around precipitating a fight; and should he ever get embroiled in one, he would never run away. 

(End of Bal-kandya)

� pronounced  as dh(n)o-Raai 


� AF: Jirania


� a variety of lentil; (lens culinaris medic.)


� AF: a packet of lantern-brand cigarettes. The actual name of the cigarette was Red Lamp.


� a mixture of powdered tobacco and lime.


� AF: the reference is to the Delhi Durbar 1912 ( TF : an event commemorated with celebrations throughout the country.)


� raja is the bengali word for a king


� vilayat is a derivation from Britain.


� AF : Tatmas are in the habit of repeating the onomatopoeic words.


� see earlier footnote : a small silver strip hanging on a thread running around a child’s waist


� a gourd


� the seating arrangement on the elephants back


� AF: actually Satish babu


� taal – is the palmyra palm, whose big edible fruits are being referred to here.


� Oh dear mother


� The village headman’s wife


� Local dialect derived from “purush” which means husband.


� see earlier footnote; a chharidar is a village official.


� the actual name ought to be Madhusudan babu


� devotional songs; customary among the working class, especially vaishnaviites, to gather after dusk and sing in praise to the Lord.


� cooking fire


� a master


� AF: it is a tradition that beginner students start their lessons with the sanskrit lines “Om Namah Siddham”. The students  usually vulgarise this line into “Onamasi dhong “ and add to it the concoction “guruji parang” ( probably meaning - the master teaches) to taunt the master. 


� darling


� assessor


� a mat woven from the leaves of the date-palm or the coconut.


� literally an “ air powered car” ; an automobile


� a car that will run on steam.


� a sahib-only neighbourhood 


� nine plus two is eleven, an equivalent of “two plus two is four”.


� a large sized lemon. (Citrus Maxima)


� the second of the autumn months ( September – October)


� belonging to the fouj or army. 


� Oh dear mother


� steps on the river bank; Hindu funeral rites are performed here and these are being collectively referred to. 


� as is the custom amongst the Tatmas, all village menfolk shave their heads when one of them dies.


� a Hindu custom which bars a widow from wearing the vermilion mark on the forehead. Here red lead is used instead of the costlier vermilion ( mercuric chloride).


� November- December


� an office boy or peon


� tobacco rolled up in a leaf for smoking


� AF : kati kinkini udar traya rekha / Naabhi gabhir jaan jinha dekha : Tulaidas : Bal-kandya. 





�literally a westerner; a cultural divide exists between the eastern and western districts in this part of the country. This is reflected in frequent references to people as  hailing from the east ( purbi) and the west ( paschima).


� a recital or reading of the Ramayana; 


� AF: maladjustment or imbalance of vayu ( air); which is the name given to any undiagnosed ailment, by the Tatmas. TF: In Ayurveda or Indian system of medicine, ailments of the body are traced to an imbalance of three vital body fluids – vayu, pitta (bile), and kof (phlegm).


� Marsilea minuta Linn.; a plant commonly found near the water’s edge - a stem with four leaves at the tip sticking out of the water; widely consumed both as food and as a medicinal herb; known for its tranquilizing effect and used as an antidote for epileptic patients.


� rice par boiled and then flattened; usually eaten dry or with water or milk. 


� rice boiled and then puffed.


� an old hag 


� the head of the order of ascetics.


� a pair of tongs; one of the few items usually possessed by an ascetic because he has to constantly deal with fire, either to save himself from the cold or to cook his meal or to perform a jajna (a fire ritual).


� prasadi is food offered to the Deity and later distributed among the worshippers. Paka prasadi refers to the more substantial items of the prasadi which could mean dishes prepared with milk as the main ingredient. Presumably such offerings are meant to be distributed only among a privileged section.


� puri is unleavened bread fried in oil or ghee (melted butter) , and halwa is a rich preparation of cereal ( usually wheat pounded into smaller grains )boiled in ghee  and sugar.


� fire ritual, where ghee is poured on fire accompanied by the chanting of mantras.


� sarkar means government; here the reference is to the British and the war is the first world war. 


� the reference is to the fire  ritual (see footnote above.)


� Sub Divisional Officer, a senior government official.


� a branded product of Raleigh Brothers, presumably renowned makers of quality cloth.


� though primarily used for drying, a gamchha, for a poor villager is an item of clothing as well.


� AF : after WW I the Government supplied subsidised cloth to some privileged classes.


� a resinous substance secreted by insects that colonise certain trees; used as varnish etc. (lacciferidae Hemipterra)


� half a ser is roughly a pound


� the Ramayana is composed in metrical verses, primarily of the doha and choupai varieties; in the choupai  four metrical pieces are arranged in two lines. 


� cheap cigarettes made of coarse tobacco rolled up in leaves.


� perhaps the reference is to a ban on converting silver coins into jewelry. 


� an small metal (usually silver) leaf-shaped container with a lid, used for  collecting carbon soot by placing it over an oil lamp. The finely deposited carbon black is applied to the eyes of a child.


� sweets


� probably as a part of an anti-malaria campaign.


� a vulgarised version of the Bengali ‘natak’ or drama; here it means the mythological episode that was being enacted.


� kachu ( Arum Indicum) a plant whose roots, and sometimes the stem and leaves, are eaten. The leaves are large and shaped like the lotus leaves.


� a bhakat is a devotee; mala-tulasi-dhari is one wearing a garland of tulasi ( the sacred Basil) beads, signifying one who has taken upon himself, among others things, severe dietary restrictions.


� AF : as a part of the census operations. ( TF : perhaps of 1921)


� The women of Tatmatuli (see earlier footnote in section 1.2)


� the magic doctor


� Lord Hanuman, the devoted disciple of Lord Rama, known for his Herculean strength and devotion; especially his act of transporting a whole mountain (gandhamadana) across the seas when asked to procure a particular herb (vishalyakarani) that was required to bring back to life the dying Lakshmana, Ram’s brother.


� a means of cleansing the body of the evil spirit and thus effecting a cure.


� syllables or words uttered to bring on the spell or charm.


� a day of general strike 


� AF: Bhanumati is the presiding deity of magic.


� the river 


� the night before the new moon


� AF: headless spirits. Around that time, it is reported that an army of uniformed and headless ghosts had marched along the kosi-shiliguri road. 


� meant to hang up food containers safe and out of range of pests.


� AF : The fairytale of Suranga-Sadabreech is well known in these parts. It is meant to be sung, which many are incapable of.


� AF: (From Tulasidas: Ramacaritmanas) Avoiding the footprints of Sita and Rama - who walk ahead / Lakshman veers now to the right , now to the left, 


� AF : batohi means ‘way farer’. A folk tune bearing this name gained popularity around 1920 but are sung no more. 


� an important festival of the Hindus.


� the “thread” ceremony of young Brahmin or upper caste boys.


� coarse tussar silk, used specifically during performance of puja.


� aubergine or egg plant. Usually alms consist of cereals mixed with lentils.


� AF: a root, usually eaten by the poor people.


� Glory to Sita and Rama – the lord and his consort


� guard or door keeper


� leather worker, cobbler


� devotional music


� a specific place where people assemble daily for rehearsing music or other vocations.


� admi means a person; here the phrase “offcer admi” simply indicates a high social status for Babulal which derives from his interacting with officers in the Vie-Chermen’s Office.


� AF: Do not make false accusations on others (Tulasidas)


� the head master of the local school


� an attorney or clerk  subordinate to a pleader.


� AF : a popular phrase among the Tatmas; means - out of job and no means of betel chewing. 


� the Master Sahib is obviously the Bengali babu.


� AF: baja chhaja kes, teen Bangla desh – (instrumental) music, thatch and tresses ( of women) these are the three good things about the Bengalis.


� ‘Laat’ means Lord; here laatsahib is the Governor


� dhatura – a  plant ( botanical name  - Datura metel Linn.) used in the treatment of insanity. 


� Bhang - dried leaves of the Canabis. 


� vilaity – literally, of Vilayat or British, a generic term to signify foreign origin.


� the ceremonial rites of worship


� literally, a devotee, here a bhakat indicates a specific stage in the order of ascetics.


� a fate the present translator shares with the Tatmas.


� AF : there is no greater sorrow on earth than poverty (Tulasidas)


� a certain species of bananas are usually eaten unripe as a vegetable, when taken ripe they make poor substitutes for the better varieties.


� sinni derives from the Pharsee word “shir” meaning milk which is comparable to the sanskrit “kshira”, thickened milk. Sinni is a poor man’s offering, a thick liquid paste of the three ingredients mentioned; in this case probably water will be used to make the paste instead of the more expensive milk.


� the celebrated deity of the Puri temple in Orissa, whose hands and feet are truncated and unformed. 


� country liquor made from fermented rice, usually home made. The implication seems to be that he is preparing to forgo the more standardised liquor served in the town grog shop.


� the women folk are usually referred to by this term which means ‘those with tresses’. See earlier footnote.


� it may be interesting to note that during his Champaran campaign ( which coincides in time with the happenings described in this novel), Gandhiji and Kasturba embarked on a very similar  programme of cleaning up the villages of the backward castes; especially the issue of women bathing regularly was emphasised and here Kasturba faced a problem very similar to that described above, namely all women had but just one piece of cloth, and she too came up with an identical solution. ( see The Untold Story of Kasturba by Arun & Sunanda Gandhi, pp –213 - 215; Jaico Publishing House, 2000)


� one kos is about two miles.


� the bel is Aegle Marmelos; a sacred species for Hindus therefore not generally used for firewood. Leaves are used in Hindu worship; Three leaves share a common stalk.; the branches are  thorny; ripe fruit pulp eaten and made into sarbat (drink). 


� smoking pot made out of an empty coconut shell.


� an earthenware smoking pot.


� AF : a tree which is home to the brahma-daitya ( the spirit of Brahmins, TF )


� salutations


� tobacco dust and lime crushed into a fine mixture and placed inside the mouth.


� tobacco finely cut  and scented; usually taken with betel leaf.


� actually swaraj - a term which had by then come to be associated with India’s freedom movement.


� the dried up stream bordering Tatmatuli. 


� a mixture of water and cow-dung considered holy by the Hindus and commonly used to cleanse earthen floors.


� a small round necked metal vessel. 


� an exclamatory expression, retained for its musical merit typical of tribal speech.


� AF : an adoption of the proverb  biral-tapaswi, bok-dharmik, literally “cat-the-ascetic” and “as devout as an egret”, meaning ‘a thief in a saints garb’. 


TF : The phrase vividly describes the characteristics of an impostor, one masquerading as an ascetic. The phrase biral-tapaswi or cat-the-ascetic derives from a story found in the hitopadesa where a cat masquerades as an ascetic to fend off the suspicion from a jackal who is guarding a nest of bird-siblings. Bok-dharmik or “as devout as an egret”, refers to the birds which are found spending long hours on grassy marshland or near the water’s edge, hunched up and inert, meditative, as if in a yogic trance, waiting for the right moment to strike out for the fish or the frog.


� AF : In 1941 a festival, to disseminate war related propaganda, was organised in Jirania that went on for several days. This was called the District Tournament. A huge sum of money was collected from public donations made in the Tournament.


� AF : The Tournament had organised a British-German mock-fight.


� AF: during the war government stores supplied essential items at subsidised prices.


� AF : The Tatma side of pakki falls in the Haveli pargana; the word ‘Haveli’ also mean the inner chambers of the house meant for the women. The pun is used by the Dhangars in ridiculing the Tatmas.


� AF : a game played with the seeds of kolke flowers ( the sweet scented oleander). TF : Perhaps a cheaper version of the games played with marbles, but what is surprising is that oleander seeds are supposed to be poisonous.


� AF : aloe; whose leaves resemble those of the pineapple plant.


� AF : the sorrowful songs of Muharrum – all such songs end with the lamentation, ‘hai re hai’.


� AF : a team of village dance-drama performers.


� the Dhangars call Dhorai by this name; a foster child.


� generic name for water birds; storks,  herons, egrets.


� AF :the bagula selects its kill very carefully.


� AF : the lanky milk-woman


� AF : literally a pony; here it means a pet son.


� Chunar on the banks of the Ganges opposite Benares, is famed for its white marbles.


� AF : the beet-palang or simply beet; TF : it is also called  ‘beet-palang’ in Bengali, because its leaves resemble those of palang or spinach.


� the village spirit referred to earlier who lives in the neem tree adjoining the Mahato’s house.
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