PART   IV-A : Ramia

4.1
Tatmanis travel to the land of harvesting

During the months of Kartik and Aghran, the earnings of the Tatma men become somewhat uncertain. The gharami jobs fall off but the work of cleaning the wells do not begin by then. This is perhaps the reason why the Tatma women go for harvesting paddy in Aghran; returning towards the end of Pous. They travel mainly to the East – to the Mayasi, Jamour and Rutva thanas. Earnings are higher in those areas, for the ‘Bangal muluk’
 is nearer; but the higher earnings hardly compensate for the bad water and rampant malaria. Add to it the fact that in those areas the miyans (muslims) predominate. At times it is rather difficult to maintain caste and commensal purity in that land of paat and paani
. So, most of the years, the Tatma women go West to the Kamaldaha, Barhari, Dhokardaha thana areas. These are healthy places - ‘half a ser of sattu
 get digested in half an hour’. The problem is you get very hungry. The householders, though, are good people. For, they will not employ the majoorni
 who eat less; those ‘ill and sickly people of the East’ as they say. What work can you expect from these people who can’t even digest their food?  But the demand for labour is less in the West. So thousands of labourers from the districts of Munger and Bhagalpur, cross the Gangaji and Kosiji, and travel to these parts during harvest. The Tatmanis cannot match their capacity for hard work.

During the harvesting season, barring the women of the Mahato family and Dukhia’s mother, no Tatma women stay in Tatmatuli. Consequently, during these months of Aghran and Pous, the Tatma men do all the household work themselves. The scale of drinking and smoking bhang usually go up during this time of the year. When the ‘gang of harvesters’ return after a month and a half, they are presented with a detailed list of the misdeeds of the men by Mahato-ginni. The jhotahas, now proprietors of the harvested paddy they have brought in, act proud. And soon, squabbles and  loud bickerings light up each household. These two months the heads of the household hang their heads and flatter the jhotahas. As the Tatmatuli women put it – ‘at times the cart is on the boat and at times the boat is on the cart. If the men are kings for ten months, so are the women for these two months’.     

For about a year the Tatmas are having a bad time. It is difficult to get work. The wage, is a mere pittance of four annas; but the blustering of the babubhaiyas when making even this small payment! Rice, at four paisa a ser, may seem inexpensive, but nevertheless one has to pay for it. Where will that four paisa come from ? Do the babubhaiyas care to know? If you want to eat there is nothing to wear and if you want to buy clothes, you have to go without food. While at his job on the pakki, Dhorai notices the daily procession of jute laden carts going back; the stockists of Jirania bazaar do not want to buy anymore
. The coming and going of the babubhaiyas and marketers to Tatmatuli, after dusk, increase. The Dhangars talk to one another jokingly, of the likelihood of someone selling jasmine garlands
 in gosainthaan. Don’t you notice the jhotahas are getting their hair oiled these days?

The ‘guruji
’ of the Lower Primary School in Bharsar in the West, lives in the house of the babubhaiyas of the village. There he tutors the sons of the babubhaiya, takes his daily meals, runs errands, engages in flattering his patron, attends to court proceedings, writes letters. He had come, along with the babubhaiya of Bharsar, to meet the Chermen sahib of Jirania with the purpose of getting his transfer orders cancelled. The babu is an old client of the Chermen sahib. But the Chermen sahib was out of station. So Babubal chaprasi took them to the kiranibabu’s (clerk) house. He put down the earthen pot of ghee and the stem of bananas in the courtyard before he called out for kirani sahib. It took no more than a minute to get the 'guruji’s’ work done. Babulal cannot contain his inward laughter at the thought of these two ‘rustics’ who wanted to meet the Chermen for such petty business. The babusahib from Bharsar gave a rupee to Babulal as well. Only one rupee, says Babulal.

Let the paddy be harvested. Will pay you after selling the crop. At the moment where is the money with us householders?

Babulal is used to hearing such excuses. They don’t pay you after the work is done; do they?

‘Where do you get your harvest labourers from?’

‘Where is the dearth of labourers this time ? They are after us for quite sometime now.’

‘Why not take in labourers from my Tola?’

Guruji, realising that the scoundrel might come in handy in future, is unwilling to displease this Chermen sahib’s chaprasi.

‘Well, send us some; about forty of them.’

Babulal is among the well to do in Tatmatuli. He has earned the right to don the urdi-pagri (uniform and cap) by the grace of God. Won’t he do this bit for the sake of his own community? Must say that in these days of extreme scarcity, it is something of a bountious gift from Ramji! It is nearing the end of Kartik and till date Tatmatuli has received no call for harvesting labourers from anywhere. Do the householders plan to let the paddy remain uncut in the fields? Amidst this gloom, the news of Bharsar, creates a wave of tumultous delight in the village. Babulal is highly praised by all and Dukhia’s mother can hardly contain her feeling of self-importance. Her vanity increases when she finds that, this time, Mahato’s wife and her lame daughter are accompanying the village women in the harvesting team. 

While bidding them farewell, Dukhia’s mother puts some tobacco wrapped in a leaf, in the udukhal
 that Mahato-ginni is carrying on her head; ‘Gudar-mai
, take care and bring them back in good health,’ she says. 

Mahato-ginni nearly dies of shame but manages to answer,’ Yes, of course, that is why I am going with them.’

Ratia chharidar shouts from afar, - ‘come along, all of you – Oh! these women never seem to finish their gossiping !’

On their way out everyone pay their respects at the gosainthaan.

During the harvesting season, the margins of the lake, take on the looks of a mela (fair) ground. The four surrounding villages of Siripur, Bharsar, Sonadeep and Kemoi, all have their paddy fields in one huge low lying area. And what a bumper harvest – the stalks are bent with their burden of grains so that the ridges demarcating the plots are no where visible. On higher grounds are the golden heaps of the harvested paddy. Around these heaps, arranged in rows, are the small hollow cones of hay, barely big enough to accommodate a single person. It does get cold at night! Even if a whole mound of straw is set on fire, the ears never seem to get warm
.   

This time, two teams of labourers have come to harvest the paddy fields of the babus of Bharsar; one from Tarapur in Munger district and the other from Tatmatuli. Nearly seventy persons in all, of which only ten are males.

No sooner has one reached Bharsar, than the paanwala
, with his varied offerings strapped to his neck, presents himself singing the ‘tikia-tamaku
 song’. They go around these temporary villages of hasvesters selling their wares; biri
, khaini
, tobacco, beetle leaves, arecanut, soap and a host of other things. Besides, they have other interests and businesses to transact among these women labourers.

The paanwalas attract a crowd with their singing before they start selling their wares. But the Tatmas have just arrived; they would have to start work, and only then will they have the money to buy. For the present, he has come just to make their acquaintance.

‘Abaki samaiya dheeraja dharani ge beti

Nahi up jal patua dhan,

Ki ranga ke karabou beeha dan

Abaki samaiya dheeraja dharani ge beti.’

( This time around, be patient, dear girl. It has been a bad harvest of jute and paddy. How will I bear the expenses of your marriage.)

The Tatma women sit around the paanwala. It does not take long to get friendly with a person who can sing such songs. In a short while, the paanwala tells them all the stories of this world of paddy fields.

- this time the resident harvesters of Bharsar, it seems, have all gone to Siripur for work; leaving a few ‘daagre ka baingan
’ who remain in Bharsar, working now in this field and now in another. During the paddy transplanting season this year, the Siripur babus gave each one of the labourers – both men and women – either green chillies or onions along with the meals. This prompted the big householders of Bharsar, Sonadeep and Kemoi to call a meeting and discuss the matter. They tried hard to convince the Siripur babus to stop this largesse of onion and chillies – the coming generations would curse you for this. The householders would be adversely affected; do not go against the established practices, for you do not know these people – it will create a preceedence and serving chillies and onions would become customary. You can write off the tree which has been colonised by the bagula
. But the babus of Siripur are a courageous lot – a man’s word like the elephant’s tusk, is unbending and irrevocable. So it was in anticipation of the Siripur babus’ largesse of chillies and onions, that all the local men and women have gone to work there. And he narrates a lot of other stories; the paanwala, Birju. 

Says Gudar-mai, ‘I see! So that is the reason why the Bharsar babu paid heed to Babulal chaprasi’s request. You have heard it all, haven’t you? And to imagine that this makes Dukhia’s mother swell with pride!

These words have the silent consent of all the Tatmanis. Birju paanwala has a discerning eye and knows his client. Mahato-ginni will be an accomplice in his work.

4.2
Sight of Ramia in the paddy fields

Strange is this land of harvesting! Every night the margins of the lake, smelling of freshly cut hay and mouldy slime, lie covered with mist. The light of the burning hay is too dim to recognize faces but the shadows thrown on the mounds of harvested paddy, move around. The golden heaps turn into huge black elephants. The call of the paddy foraging ducks is easily mistaken for the cry of a child. To get sleep at night, the entire body needs to be buried in the hay. The pan-dubbi
 ghost move noisily over the water at the dead of night and the sound disturbs the sleep. Above the water in the lake – the rakas
 ghost holds the light and beckons – now here, and the next moment it darts off to the far side near the Santaltuli. The gossip around the burning hay become more gripping. All the Tatmas seem to have the same experience – when he had gone to the fields to relieve himself at night, a woman had beckoned him. A mere glance confirmed that the woman was a sharkhel
. When her gesture was not responded to, she climbed up that shimul tree to the East. A eerie feeling engulfs the entire group.

Consider the attraction of the strange atmosphere of this land and add to it the fact that it lies beyond the reach of the Mahato and Nayebs. Here the women breathe an air of freedom.

On previous ocassions all the bossing would be done by Ratia chharidar’s wife. This time   Mahato-ginni has come along, and given the claims of her social status, she becomes the overall commander of the harvester’s village. Ratia chharidar interacts with outsiders on behalf of the group.

The rules, customs and codes of conduct for this one month camp, are all too different from what obtains at Tatmatuli. Here, the usual social restrictions and prohibitions are lax;  rules for maintaining caste and commensal purity are few; whoever can harvest the maximum amount of paddy is the object of everyone’s envy; the young among the woman have no dearth of income; the young among the men are worth more to the women; here, all his grave misdeeds are condoned.

If social prejudices were present, would it have been likely for Mahato-ginni, of all persons, to make the acquaintance of Ramia’s mother from Tarapur. A good looking girl, this Rampiari – Ramia for short. Rumours about Ramia’s mother were first heard by the Tatmatuli group from their Tarapur counterparts. She was the maid-servant of Jhaji’s household – while uttering the word ‘maid servant’ they had laid undue stress and made as if to smile. Why not – for the Tatmas are never known to work as maid servants. Her husband was crippled by a paralytic stroke. He died a few years ago. Last year Jhaji died as well.

In such a strange atmosphere pervading the land of harvesting, even this spicy story failes to produce a feeling of exultation in Mahato-ginni. Moreover, Ramia-mai
 is such a good natured person; ever so diffident – wearing a feeling of guilt but never too eager to hide anything. Mahato-ginni takes pity on her. Why should the people of Tatmatuli bother themselves so much with the details of her conduct; she belongs to same caste but of a different place
. The Tarapur team stays only a few yards
 from the Tatma camp. But Ramia-mai’s ukhli (mortar) is kept here - with the Tatmas. Every night, as they husk the paddy in the ukhli, Ramia-mai and Mahato-ginni exchange many a tale of their moments of sorrow and joy. For both of them the root problem is an unmarried daughter at home. 

‘My Ramia may not be crippled, but I still face a problem with her marriage. You can at least blame your stars, sister. But I have no such excuses; for I have ruined my own fate.’

Having said it, Ramia-mai realizes her mistake in mentioning the crippled feet of Fuljharia. Both of them grow ill-at-ease. It takes a while for the conversation to regain its momentum.

It was that accursed paanwala who came and brought up the subject of Ramia. Perhaps the Bharsar babu’s had sent him. I have given him a befitting reply that put him in his place. And in reply he bares his teeth and says – I know all your deeds; why act prudish when it comes to your daughter? That bastard! Feel like smashing in his teeth – that ugly row of teeth like the dhondhol seeds!

The ways of  Birju paanwala are not unknown to Mahato-ginni. She has already been favoured by that tout with two rupee worth of goods for free. In earlier years this income would accrue to Ratia chharidar’s wife. There goes Rabia’s wife and Haria’s wife, walking towards the lake, at this hour of the night. Has Ramia-mai got wind of what is going on ? She must have; can’t be missing the obvious. 

The sound of laughter from Ramia and Fuljharia, in the haystack, reaches the ears of the two mothers; the two friends seem to be bursting with laughter. Good that Fuljharia knows how to have a good laugh.

They haven’t overheard our conversation; have they? 

Unlikely that they would have heard anything, when we could hardly hear our own conversation, in the general din created by the pounding of the mortar.

Fuljharia too likes Ramia a lot. She is so spick and span; her clothes are even cleaner than Dukhia’s mother’s. Every week they buy soap, worth half a katha
 of paddy, from Birju paanwala. Following on their footsteps, when Fuljharia expresses her wish to get some soap, her mother reprimands her. ‘You seem to be picking up these Kiristani habits from Ramia. Are you a dancer, that you need to clean your clothes every week? Before you think of buying soap, find out how much grain you manage to gather from the fields everyday. You don’t have the capacity to sit at a stretch and cut the paddy. And while we manage to evade the guards and leave a stalk or two of paddy uncut for you to collect later on and earn your living, you think of buying soap for your cloth. No one is going to look at you, no matter how much soap you apply to your clothes…..’

Fuljharia is aware of a reference to her physical disability in all conversations. Even her own mother does not spare her. Her eyes moisten. But in this land of water and muck and mist and fog, the Tatmas have no time to find out whether someone’s eyes get moistened or not.

Nevertheless, she likes Ramia a lot. Her features are visibly expressive. Nearly bursts out laughing while she speaks. Songs, limmericks and funny stories, she seems to have at the tip of her tounge. And she does not care a straw for anybody. Not a bit of fear or anxiety ever seem to cross her mind. Everything seems fine about her, but Fuljharia feels that Ramia is a bit solicitous and meddlesome. It could go with the life in a harvester village but back home in one’s own village it would not conform. Perhaps such is the upbringing in the villages of the West. Her home is so far away in Munger district. Fuljharia has never had the chance to speak to someone hailing from a place so far away. Their accent and the intonation would make one laugh. Absolutely funny, the way she mimics others. Just now she had been mimicking, Ramnewa Singh, the landlord’s guard - the way he scratches his long side-burns and winks suggestively; throws one into violent fits of laughter. 

This was the sound of laughter that has reached the mother’s ears. 

‘Oray, O, Ramia, don’t you have to go home tonight?’

‘A home, indeed’, says Ramia sarcastically.

‘ Let her stay here tonight, Chachi
’ 

‘No, no, no, Fuljharia, how can that be.’ Ramia’s mother can place her trust on no one.

‘Come again tomorrow night’ – says Mahato-ginni when they are about to leave.

Lying down to sleep with her body tucked inside the pile of hay, Fuljharia is lost in thoughts. She feels rather lonely even amidst so many people. That Dhorai and his earth cutting work! His self esteem would have been hurt had he come for harvesting. He is too obstinate. Perhaps it is good that he did not come. Obstinate that he is, he might even have responded to the ‘sharkhel’s’ beckoning and followed her to the shimul tree......Now, what was that sound! Is it some dog scratching the hay ! Fuljharia is alarmed. Or is it Haria’s wife, tip toeing back and slipping into her bed in the hay stack. That must be it !

4.3
Death of Ramia’s mother

That night the harvesters of Tatmatuli gathered around Mahato-ginni. For some time now, Ramia’s mother has left this place for Kemoi, one and a half kos away, to harvest the Rajput farmlands of that village. Otherwise it would not have been possible to have Mahato-ginni in their midst at night. At the time of leaving, Ramia’s mother told Mahato-ginni, holding her hand and in tears – Bahin (sister), I would not have left you for these remaining days; but Ramnewa Singh and Birju panwala has made life hell for me. I would not be able to save my daughter if I stay on here. The Rajputs of Kemoi, I have heard, are better in this respect.

That left Mahato-ginni with no words to stop Ramia’s mother. With the end of harvesting, their separation was in any case inevitable in a few days.

.........Bahin, do come over on the weekly market day.

Then holding Ramia’s cheek she said, ‘my Fuljharia is going to miss you’....

Since that day, Mahato-ginni, gathers around all the Tatmas every night.

The gossip is that cholera has broken out in Kemoi and thereabouts.

‘ Such strange lands; they must have got scared at night
. How else could cholera take root?’

They all decide not to get frightened at night. If it gets scary then all would be woken up and made to sit around the fire.

Mahato-ginni has sympathetic thoughts for Ramia’s mother – the poor dear has no respite anywhere – and now in Kemoi, where she has gone, there is an outbreak of cholera.

The matter is passed over for the time being as a new and contentious issue comes up....there is but a single oil lamp that provides for all the Tatmas. It is in great demand but usually Mahato-ginni has an unduly large share. Every day it is someone’s turn to pay for the oil. Today, Birju panwala has not received his payment for the oil. It was Rabia’s wife’s turn today. She has made it absolutely clear that she would rather not pay for the oil if the lamp is going to be used by Mahato-ginni; that Mahato-ginni’s bullying should wait till she gets back to Tatmatuli – ‘ Rabia’s wife, you are crossing your limits. You don’t seem to realize what is proper in speech.’

Mahato-ginni realizes that everyone sympathises with Rabia’s wife and so she cuts short ......achha,  let her get back to Tatmatuli and we’ll see what is in store for her. I don’t let anything out, usually, and that’s why....

‘ I’ll pay for the oil, Birju.’ Birju panwala goes away smiling.

Suddenly the next day, Ramia comes back alone in the afternoon. Her eyes are swollen; today she does not burst out laughing.

‘What’s up Ramia? Why are you alone? How’s your mother?

Ramia cries out loudly. Her mother contacted cholera and died during the night. She now lies dead in the paddy fields of Kemoi. The harvesters there have all fled in fear of cholera. Even the harvested paddy lies unclaimed. How she suffered of thirst before she died! Thirst! All alone through the night. The vultures must be at her by now. Mother told me to go to Fuljharia’s mother.....

Over her sobs, not all her words are understood.

The Tatmas are not unduly disturbed by this piece of news. Death, for them, is a very usual state that befall humans. There was, of course, a difference between the death of an animal and that of a human! Thus, if a dog died it would be disposed off by a dom; the dead cow could not be skinned within the village boundary; and a feast had to follow a human death. Such were the differences. 

The Tatmas grow annoyed with the girl. Wearing the same clothes which she had on while handling the dead body, she is likely to render ritually impure, all that she touches. Better that she moves off to her mates from Mungeria? On the contrary, Gudar’s mother, seems to be her near and dear one!

All of a sudden, the son of the babu of Bharsar, Birju panwala and Ramnewa Singh are all up in arms against the poor girl, lest her message of the outbreak of cholera induces the harvesters to fly in panic. That would mean that half the fields would be left unharvested. As it is the Kemoi Rajputs must have alerted the Distiboad by now. If the needle pushing distiboad cholera-doctors come over all the harvesters would flee.....

The Guruji of Bharsar is sent on horseback to the distiboad. He would give in writing to the distiboad a report that the Kemoi deaths are due to malarial fever. The Bharsar babu bribes the Kemoi chowkidar and instructs him to report to the thana that the deaths are due to fever....it would indeed be a big relief if the harvesting could be completed without any further delays. 

The harvesters of Tarapur are unwilling to let Ramia stay on with them. As it is they had no sympathy for Ramia’s mother. As long as Jhaji was alive, she had little regard for anyone; she did not even care to fetch water for her dying husband, not for a single day......no wonder that in death, she suffered so much from thirst...came here as one of a team but could not stay on. The ‘poter bibi
’ had to go over to Kemoi with her daughter...

At the end, Ramia stays on with the Tatmas.

‘An orphan child of marriageable age; disowned by her own community.’

Mahato-ginni’s consent gives Ratia chharidar some moral support; for he had spared a lot of thoughts on this girl. They tell Rabia’s wife, ‘you keep the girl with you’. But Rabia’s wife is a simpleton and she speaks out her mind.

‘ I have no problems keeping her but for her mother’s kiria-karam (funeral rites) you need to buy jaggery and bagnor
; the brahmin priest has to be paid. How can I afford all this on my own? Of course, being a female, the expense on account of shaving the head need not be incurred.’

A mere handful of paddy from everyone is all that is required but none is willing to contribute.

Suddenly, Ramia yells; none dares to face the fury.

‘Today you treat me with neglect because I am an orphan. But, for want of kiria-karam (funeral rites) if my mother were to turn into a sharkhel, may each one of you – virtuous souls – be  visited by her at night. I do not ask for a single grain of paddy from any one of you. Dead souls from the East, that you are! A pack of animals! And to think of being entrusted by her mother to the care of such people! How can they be large-hearted, beings from the land of naram pani
 that they are. Hearts, no larger than a betel-nut; if only I could cut it open and reveal its rotten and worm infested state; like the hearts of the Bharsar babus and the Babubhaiyas. They are after all rich people who can button up their weak hearts beneath their clothes. But these animals from the land of naram pani do not even have the money to buy buttons, or the strength to work for a living, or the brains to utilise their strength. When I was staying here, I had gathered some stalks of ramdana
 from the edge of the lake and buried them. I will use these to pay for the expenses of my mother’s funeral’

Rounding off with a volley of unspeakable invectives, she darts off towards the lake....

The Tatma speech does not discriminate between what is and what is not vulgar. Speech, without a strong does of vulgarity, especially when it is meant to convey humour or anger, is considered insipid. A medicine without an incisive bite is no medicine at all. But today the quarrelsome girl from Tarapur has silenced these Tatmas.

Only a lone voice seemed to say, ‘ there she goes after delivering a lecture.’

 Mahato-ginni speaks up, ‘ come let us all go. We need to bathe her, don’t we? O Fuljharia, bring along that shred of cloth wrapped around the pickle container. Or else she would have to be in her wet clothes in this cold weather.’

4.4

The Triumphal return of the Harvesters from the West
A gang of Dhangars are engaged in road repairing work near the Margama milestone. A senior hakim (magistrate), on a visit from Patna, has put up in the ‘circus bungalow
’. A hakim of nearly the same stature as the Laatsahib
; a blood red face beneath a big hat; a mouth that constantly emits smoke, as from a bonfire. Speaks like a growling tiger. The Coloster sahib trembles like a reed on seeing him. Such a sahib as this will go for a hunting expedition – to hunt wild buffaloes in the Bhowa jungle on the banks of the Kosi river in Rajdarbhanga. On hearing this the Chermen sahib is completely bewildered. That is why each one of their gang had to come for work. No one is bothered about them, as such; it is only when work gets stuck that engineer-sahib thinks of them. Almost every morning the whole gang is made to work in the overseer-babu’s garden; but that is something that will surely escape the notice of the engineer-sahib. What, then, is the use of  wearing gold rimmed spectales? Are we like draught animals; to be harnessed to the yoke at any hour of the day?

Dhorai adds a wry approval, ‘ yes, exploit us to the hilt, now that you have us at someone else’s expense.’ He has been downcast from the moment the overseer-babu summoned them for work on the pakki even on this Muharram day. After all he is a member of Fudi Singh’s Muharram
 team. A depleted side would risk being humiliated by the men of the Wazir Munshi team. Even now he is seething with anger at overseer-babu each time his ears catch the sound of the Muharram drums. He knows too well what Fudi Singh will tell him when they meet today, ‘ the Tatmas never change their ways. You people never wield the stick or mace and hence I do not request you to come for those sporting events
. All that is expected is your presence as we go round the town to collect bakshish (tips) from the babubhaiyas. And the greater part of this work we complete during the daytime, the better it is; or else a part of the collection itself would be used up paying for the oil to burn the torches. Moreover the grog shop closes at nine and an hours time would need to be spent there.....’

But, alas, does it seem probable that this road work would be over by evening?

Shala
! There seems to be no end to this procession of bullock carts laden with paddy. What for is this road repairing; come one market day in Jirania and it is back to square one. All this hoeing and earth filling as we sweat even in this winter, is undone by the son of a Nawab, the cartman, who goes ha-lala-lala, twisting the bullock’s tail. The chermen sahib is such a powerful man; why can’t he stop these bullock carts from using the road?

Dhorai laughs inwardly at these foolish remarks; arrey, don’t you realise that you owe your regular employment to these bad roads; that these carts bring the paddy to the Jirania market? What would you eat otherwise? No doubt these Dhangars are really stupid! But there is no denying that the chermen sahib or the coloster sahib, if they so desire, can improve the lot of the Tatmas and the Dhangars. Reduced the price of rice, for instance. How much better would it have been if, in addition to this, they could issue an injunction ordering the babubhaiyas to provide daily employment to the Tatmas in roof-repairing works. But nothing can happen contrary to Ramji’s wishes. Surely, someday He will think of the poor........Gayee bahor garib nebaju / Saral sabal sahib raghuraju
.......( Lord Rama, simple-hearted and powerful, restores wealth and protects the poor )
Who else but the Lord shall protect the poor....

“ Hallow there, you cart-man! Dozing off in broad daylight! How dare you drive along the pakki?”

The commotion from the gangmen directs Dhorai’s attention to the bullock cart. The girl sitting on top of the sacks of paddy loaded on the cart, crawls over to the front and shakes the cart-man, ‘Get up ! Been sleeping since we passed Sisia.’

“Yes I’ve been sleeping alright; but how does that hurt anyone? If you think you have reached home why don’t you just get off the cart?”

“ No, not yet. I’ll get down a little further off.”

Who is the girl? Everyone stares. Mahato’s daughter, Fuljharia, smiles disconcertedly – perhaps they are thinking of her lame foot.

Says Dhorai, “Back from harvest? How was the crop this time? Where are the rest?”

“Must be reaching Chithria Pir by now. They will be home by sundown.”

Fuljharia trying to avoid eye contact, adjusts her sari to cover herself properly and withdraws her legs behind the sacks of paddy. Everything seems to get muddled up whenever she finds herself in the presence of Dhorai. 

Dhorai feels sorry for the girl. He smiles, “ Good that you have returned in time for the Muharram festivities. The Duldul
 horse procession is scheduled for tomorrow.”

Fuljharia is pleased beyond words.

The wheels make deep furrows on the earth freshly laid by the gangmen as the bullock cart. makes its way towards Tatmatuli. The cart-man talkes to himself as he moves along, “ The day is not far away when the farmers will actually stop bringing their paddy to the market. The costs of  transportation by cart is unaffordable and buyers are few. On the last market day I carried back the paddy. At this rate the farmlands would soon be auctioned off...”.

Never, after all Ramji is there – Fuljharia consoles the cart-man.....

The earth filling work on the road resumes. For Dhorai and his mates there is no respite before Gosain goes down in the west. Or else they would have to work tomorrow which is the day of the Duldul horse mela. Today they are approaching the neighbourhod from the south....

“Hurry up, brothers!” The sun is about to set.

A group of people are seen approaching from a distance. Their tumultous voices are heard. Is that the Muharram procession? No, where are the flags
. Seem to be carrying a lot of load on their heads and shoulders. Dhorai, the harvesters from your tola are returning from their Western conquests. Aha! Ratia Chharidar seems to have put on a pagri.

The Dhangars put on an act of intent road repairing work, pretending not to have noticed the harvesting team.. Dhorai welcomes them with a smile. Mahatoginni, with a broad grin on her face, steps forward towards him.

“Didn’t you meet with Fuljharia alittle while ago? Is everything alright with our people? And what about our old man? Come to our house for some flattened rice made of freshly harvested paddy.” 

Before she leaves, Mahatoginni insists on his coming to her house; a lot of stories, stored up for long, she has to share with the young chap. Meeting the local lad after so many days, all the Tatma women try to exchange some witty remarks with Dhorai; they seem to carry about them, even now, traces of the carefree atmosphere of the harvester’s camp. Won’t find anyone at home at this hour, says Dhorai with a smile, they have all gone along with Fudi Singh’s Muharram team. The fair looking sari-clad girl, standing next to Rabia’s wife, giggles at the witty remarks of the Tatma women. So this must be Dhorai about whom Ramia has heard so much from Fuljharia.

The girl does not seem familiar to Dhorai. Certainly not from their neighbourhood; does not recollect having seen her anywhere else either. Of slender built and very smart, perhaps smarter than Dukhia’s mother. Could she be from Margama, on her way to Jirania market? No, there she goes along with the others, towards Tatmatuli. Looks like an angel from Heaven; as lithe as a green bamboo twig. All on a sudden Dhorai is reminded of the silver statuette that adorns the bonnet of Samuer’s master’s automobile car. This new girl looks exactly like the figurette; ready to take wings and fly away. A pair of hornbills, fluttering their wings, come home to a hollow of the yonder banyan tree. A pair of fruit bats fly across the sky heading for the guava and sweet-jujube plantations of Lewis sahib.The sky above Tatmatuli and Dhangartuli, the trees around Jirania town in the distance, have all lit up – Gosain is setting in the west.

Bho! Bho! The motorbus on the Jirania-Kursela route is about to set off on its evening trip. Nothing is worse than these lorries when it comes to damaging roads. Let the overseerbabu try supervising our work next time! One, two three. Hurrah, the days work is done, grab the money and have some fun! Come, lets go home.

4.5

Ramia in the Duldul Horse Festivities

The arrival of the new girl creates quite a stir in Tatmatuli, especially among the boys. She brings strange tidings of the West; and refers to the ‘people of the Eastern lands of soft water
 with a sneer. Stay here for a few more days and see for yourself whether it is really ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ – the boys whisper among themselves.

On hearing that Tatma boys take part in the Muharram processions, displaying their skills in weilding the stick and mace, she raises an eyebrow and says, ‘Strange, that the Hindus of the East continue to take part in the Muharram festivities of the beef-eaters. In our Pachhim it has been discontinued for the past four years.’

What has been discontinued? The martial arts?

Yes,  Hindu participation in the martial arts display during Muharram.

True, the Tatmas had not of heard this before. That Fudi Singh’a team will stop their activities, is quite beyond their imagination. Strange are the ways of the people of the Pachhim, their way of doing things, their thinking, nothing seems to make sense to the Tatmas. Perhaps some such drastic measures are needed to quell wicked men like Kapilraja’s son-in-law. Asks Rabia’s wife hesitantly, ‘is there a ban even on going to the Duldul horse mela in your land?’

Ok, you don’t have anything like the Duldul horse mela on the day following Muharram
. So you don’t even know what the Duldul horse is all about and yet boast of your people. At least in this one aspect the Tatmanis have clearly snubbed Ramia. But today they have little time to waste. Today is the day for the mela; the Tatmanis have to bathe, dry their clothes; they can ill afford to waste their time chatting with this wisp-of-a-girl....

The kabarga or the family burial ground of the Nabab sahib is in Narkatiabagh. The Duldul horse procession starts from the Imambara
 and ends at this burial ground. The streets outside the kabarga provide the site for the mela while the sahibs and hakims are seated inside.

Bho! Bho! Kicking up a cloud of dust, the red coloured motor car comes to a stop outside the kabarga and Dhorai and his friends stare in that direction. Samuer’s sahib enters the kabarga smoking a cigarette. Samuer, wearing an orderly’s uniform has accompanied the sahib in the car. The silver statuette on the car’s bonnet is visible through the smoke and dust and instantaneously Dhorai’s attention moves on to the women of Tatmatuli. Pointing to the motor car, the lame Fuljharia is explaining something to the new girl from the Pachhim – perhaps it’s about Samuer. A single glance is enough to make out that this new girl is different from the rest of the Tatma women. She is the only one whose sari is freshly dyed in harshinga
 flowers; she stands out among the crowd. Inside the motor car are seated the deriver, the sahib’s dog and the sahib’s orderly – orderly! Big deal.

Finally, Samuer gets a breather to sit back, light up a cigarette and watch the crowd. The Tatmas have gathered to the east of the road near the railway line and to the west, under the tamarind tree are the Dhangars. The two do not stand together even in a mela; but people of the same community stick together in a group. In managing the women in this mela-crowd one can’t leave it to chance; for all kinds of people come to a mela. Despite all precautions things have gone wrong at times. Moreover it is dark when you get back home. Everytime one or two girls get separated from the group and return late in the night; usually blame their separation from the group on the milling crowds that throng the Duldul horse’s return journey. The elders however know the truth and do not hesitate to give punishment if they feel it necessary.

Shala!That Dhorai never seems to get out of the Dhangartuli ditch; there he sits among them. And that wife of Shanichara has put on three-tiered silver mols
. She is even looking this way on the sly; what a fool she is! It will be quite a rattle (jingle-jangle) when she walks. But that does not worry Samuer for he has no choice today but to go back in the sahib’s motor car. And what is Dhorai gaping at over there? That bulging-toothed Mahato-ginni is here; busy keeping the group amused. Today she has her hair oiled. And her lame daughter is there too squatting like a bear. But who is that next to her, draped in a yellow sari; doubling over with laughter.A fine specimen indeedl! By God, she is namkeen
. Does she have sindur on her forehead? Can’t make out from this distance; Samuer gets restless. With a hard puff he finishes the cigarette and throws off the butt. And finally, unable to contain his curiosity any longer, moves towards Dhorai.

Hallo!, Dhorai, how come you are sitting here?

Why, am I trespassing your father’s property?

An irreverent remark coming from a Tatma would have sufficed, at other times, to start off a row. But Samuer is in no mood for a fight; he wants to have a friendly chat with Dhorai. ‘This time the mela does not seem to be picking up, ‘ remarks Samuer, handing a cigarette to Dhorai; nothing unusual, for people do not have the money to spend. Dhorai nods approval absentmindedly. Across the road, two young chaps are making fun of Bouka Bawa. If it goes beyond a limit, Dhorai would have to get up and teach these precocious kids a lesson. 

“Who is that girl, Dhorai? Clad in a yellow sari, lolling on the lame girl?

“Rabia’s wife brought her along from the harvester’s camp.”

“ She’s gambolling in excitement, that shapely lass! And how is she related to Rabia’s wife? Has she come here to stay?”

Dhorai does not provide any answer to these queries. He does not feel like dicussing the newcomer girl with this kiristaan. The Duldul horse is about to arrive; can’t you hear the drums – says Dhorai, trying to avoid the topic. Walking with a pompous gait, Samuer makes his way into the Tatma crowd, whistling past the girl in yellow. Ramia stops laughing. Fuljharia whispers the identity of the fair-as-a-sahib Samuer – works in the sahib household, a paying job; the sahib is donating him a good amount of money, when he leaves this place....

The Duldul horse pageant has arrived. In an instant, the scattered mela-crowd coalesce into a thick formation. The old Nabab sahib himself is leading the horse by the tether even as he  beats his chest. The horse is milk white. The eyes are covered with blinkers; on its back, a gold fringed saddle. The Nababsahib’s beard is dyed in mehendi leaves. The year round, the  Duldul horse is kept in a stable carpeted with velvet. ‘Hassan, Hossain’! ‘Hassan, Hossain’! The beating of chests and the rattle of sticks make a stifling din. It grows dim in the encompassing dust. “Hai re hai
”! The pegeant is entering the burial grounds to re-enact the tragic events of Karbala. The crowd surge foward and throng around the wall of the kabarga. Fuljharia had failed to move from her position. One thought keeps coming back to Ramia – as Fuljharia said, the Duldul  horse spends the whole year on the velvet. Well, does the velvet not get spoiled?... Driven by the milling crowd and seized by curiosity, she is unaware that Fuljharia is left behind. The Dahivadawala’s
 shouts bring her back to her senses....the vendor’s basket has been trampled on by her and many others. What a mess she has created! The Dahivadawala is not going to leave her alone. At least it proves that Ramia does get scared by the poorav people too. ....“Hai re hai”!....All on a sudden she is aware of the fair-as-a-sahib orderly standing very close to her. Pitching in for Ramia he argues with the Dahivadawala. Seeing his face and the uniform, the Dahivadawala relents.... “Hai re hai
”!......

4.6

Dhorai is ensnared

Dhorai is enamoured of Ramia. All along he had been somewhat indifferent to women; why call it indifference, perhaps a little irritation – untruthful and unclean, these jhotahas; and ever so coquettish at the sight of a male; but this girl seems to be a different sort. Speaks with an air of informality born of long acquaintance. And physically she is no push-over; she would outdo the males in that aspect. Not weakly like the jhotahas of Tatmatuli. The other day Ramia was fetching water from the well. Carrying three huge pots in all; two on her head and one on the side; and not a drop wetted her body. Dhorai was watching from behind; no doubt a talent born of the salubrious climate of the Pachhim. Her tresses are like those of the Bengali girls, neck is long and straight as that of a water-pot, and the portion below the waist resembles a grindstone
. He would love to sit down with the girl and talk to her for hours at a stretch. But you do feel a bit nervous talking to her. After all she is from the Pachhim; their mores and customs are different; of respectable traditions; a fact that the Easterners, for all their outward denial, admit at heart. Whatever is pure in our mores and customs are from the Pachhim; the East is but a hotch-potch babble of the miyans. And the Bengalis! the less we talk about their customs the better; they hardly care for such things.

Ramia - even the name sounds so nice. Why not? She hails from the Pachhim; a far away place, Munger district, on the banks of Gangaji! Further west, even beyond Kadagola! What terrible names our women have! Budhni, Jibchhi! And look at their’s. Ramia – Rampiari. The names of our menfolk from Jirania are not as good as the names of the women from the Pachhim. What to speak of their male names. There is that Achhebot Singh from the Pachhim who works as a plumber in the distiboad. Dhorai is inwardly embarrassed to compare his own name to this one....Ramia must have had a good laugh on hearing his name, Dhorai. For the archetype feminine as well as male figure, one looks to the Pachhim; So is the case with the climate or the traditions and customs of the Pachhim. In short everything in the Pachhim is superior. But willy-nilly one has to rest content with what is one’s own. Can all the five fingers on your palm be similar to each another? 

But despite her cheerful appearance, Dhorai feels pity for rhe girl; perhaps because she is an orphan. In fact, his own circumstance is not much different either.

 Somewhat  inadvertantly Dhorai expressed, thoughts such as these, as he sat chatting with Mahato-ginni. It was not clear how Fuljharia’s mother interpreted it.

“ Yes, of course, even your mother is as good as not being there. But you still have Bawa; we are there too. You have everything even while not having them, for it all depends how you look at it. Come my ‘son’, you are thinking too much nonsense. This similarity is as far fetched as in the saying which goes -  your beyan
 has a babla (acacia) tree in their courtyard and my beyan has a babla tree in their courtyard as well, hence we are friends. What you said is no different from this....O Fuljharia, why don’t you get the chira
 you made out of the new paddy last night for Dhorai. And strain the water from the ghoti with your anchal – the water is very dirty these days.”

Ramia had come to the thaan for her gosain pranam. After the ritual of pouring water over gosain she asked Dhorai whether, in the East, they did not follow the custom of cleaning the altar everyday.

Dhorai is embarassed; says that Bawa attends to these matters.....

No, no, cleaning the altar is not Bawa’s responsibility. In our Pachhim it is the village women who do it.

“Things are different with your people’, his ready acceptance of the superiority of the Pachhim fills Ramia with delight.

Dhorai realizes that their own Tatmatuli won’t hold much attraction for the people of the Pachhim; nevertheless he asks, ‘ How do you find our Tola?’. He is unable to think of anything more by way of conversation.

“ It’s good,” says the girl, perhaps to humor him, “ Good, no muslims, no Doms
 or Musahars
. But the soil is too sandy. And no one seems capable of reading the Ramayana...”

Strange is the thought process of the people of the Pachhim. It had never occurred to him that their Tola could be judged with these criteria. Since they don’t cultivate they have never bothered themselves with the question whether the soil is sandy or clayey. Only this they know that in sandy soil, while digging a well, one need not dig deep to find water; that the water in a well dug in the sand dries up quickly; and that the earthwork they do on the pakki, is washed away by a single shower because the soil is sandy; but what of the Musalman, Dom  and Musahar.....

“How does it matter if there were musalmans”, he asks.

“The chicken would be nibbling around and messing up the Gosainthaan, for instance.”

Quite amazing, that in spite of being a woman, Ramia seems to be quite clever. What she says is true. If only he could read the Ramayana, today he would have risen in her esteem. Despite being unable to read, he knows his Ramayana alright; and to let this be known to Ramia, he says, it’s our own Tatmatuli that we like. “Jalu poi sarisu bikaaye / Dekhahu preeti ki reeti bhali
. Even water is as dear as milk where there is love and goodwill. In earlier times the Kosi river used to flow through this land and that’s why there is so much sand. Kousi-mai is shifting to the west; under the cover of a veil and holding a lighted earthen lamp she is going to her Mother leaving behind this sandy tract. Don’t you know the story of Kousi-mai?  Its a long story. Hear it from Misiriji when he comes to the thaan on sunday for  reciting the Ramayana.” Supplementing his reply with this clever insertion, Dhorai wants to let it be known to Ramia that Ramayan is recited regularly in their Tola as well. Tatmatuli is not as bad a place as you may have imagined.

The girl, however, does not seem to pay much heed to all this. But Dhorai is much smarter than what he seemed to be on the surface. The wavy lumps of flesh on his shoulders and arms – it’s plainly visible – is hard as a rock. Who else but he would secure a good wage income? Such were the thoughts that crossed Ramia’s mind on her way back from the thaan.

4.8
Dhorai is given assurance by Revan-guni

The thought of Ramia comes back to Dhorai repeatedly. He is in no mood to entertain any other thoughts. Ramia has to be made exclusively his own; and without marriage that won’t be possible. But marriage is no trifle matter; there is paternal presence of Bawa; must drop a hint with some menfolk on the girl’s side. Then there is the community; need to take permission of the Mahato and the Nayebs, pay up, arrange a communal feast; and above all this is no marriage of a local jhotaha, for a girl of the Pachhim has her say in the matter of choosing the bridegroom. Would Ramia approve of him given that he hasn’t learnt to read the Ramayana.

The next day, when Ramia visited the thaan to light the evening lamp, Dhorai offered her  jujubes from the garden of ‘galakata’-sahib (sahib-with-the-slashed-throat) – as many as could be stuffed in the folds of his loin-cloth. Ever seen such jujubes in your pachhim , the pachhim that you boast of? Tasting just one, Ramia had said, ‘Beta mare!
’. Haven’t tasted such a jujube in all my life; these just melt away in the mouth, like jaggery.

Arey, where is your son that you swear by.

“Someday I’ll have one, no doubt.”

They break into laughter; what each one makes of the conversation is not apparent. A glance at those eyes – like a slice of green mango
 - of Ramia tells Dhorai that she is not displeased with him.

That same night Dhorai pays a visit to Reban-guni. It is difficult to get hold of the guni at night when, in an inebriated state, he is said to go off to the smashan where he makes the ghosts dance to his tune through the night; with a human skull he plays around with the ghosts. But Dhorai is lucky and finds him at home. He was, no doubt, drunk but hadn’tleft for the smashan till then. Trembling as a reed, Dhorai places half a rupee near his feet – a token gift for his ganja. Everyone knows that without this, the guni won’t open his mouth. But how to see the guni’s face; not even a kupi
 to light up?

“Who’s there?”

The location of the face can be vaguely guessed from the smell of liquor and the voice. Then one gets down to business. Having work to do at close contact, Dhorai realises that Guni is not that violent tempered as is usually made out to be. About the new ‘pardesi shuga
’ Ramia, guni expresses a lot of interest; more than what is due, or so it seems to Dhorai. He too has heard about the girl, but hasn’t seen her so far. Can you send her to the smashan on saturday night? No, I must be wrong; for if you could manage to send her to the smashan, why would you come to me. Can’t you manage that on the pretext of her mother’s kiria-karam (cremation rites)? Aren’t you a male or what?.....

Says Dhorai, “Don’t misunderstand me, guni. I wish to marry her.”

In an instant guni’s tone changes. Say that! O.K. then she need not go to the smashan. Come along with me, right away, to Chithria Pir.

When Dhorai stops near the altar under the pakur
 tree at Chithria Pir, he is sweating even in the bone-rattling chill; unable to keep his limbs still and desperately wanting to grab the altar and sit down. A dark and silent night. It seems the whole village would awakened by the sound of footsteps as one  walks over the dry leaves. Countless rags, hung up on the branches of the huge tree, flutter in the cold wind. Could these be saris of the kitchin petni
 ? Or are those their waving hands, beckoning ? Or, possibly, their flaping saris chasing away the fireflies ? Fireflies, or the eyes of the baby ghosts?.....Reban-guni sits him in a crouching posture. Then breaking off a clump of earth from the altar, says, “just as I rouse the spirit with my chants, that very moment you will find yourself crawling forward. You’ll hit the trunk of the tree straight on; and then you’ll stop. No power on earth dare stop you before that.”

Guni starts his chant. The ground beneath his knees shake – something is pushing him along Dhorai has lost his senses, lost his power to think, only an urge to creep ahead. His head strikes the trunk just where it is marked with sindur. When he comes around, Dhorai finds himself bent over and crouching on the altar.

“Get up!”

Dhorai stands up; overcome with a sort of  weakness – like the one that follows the remission of fever. The knees feel as if they would cave in.

“Keep a little of this clump of earth; find some means to bring it into contact with the hair on her head.”

On reaching the point where the road branches off to Tatmatuli, Reban-guni facing the direction of Rabia’s house, traces some mysterious figures on the sandy surface of the road. Says, I’ve done the ‘chakkar’
, it’ll work. Pay my remaining dues next week.

He knows for sure that none can go against the will of the guni.

With the clump of earth, Dhorai returns to the thaan a little before dawn. The rest of the night is spent spleepless with a hundred thoughts. How to bring into contact with her head a fistful of earth? What if she becomes aware of it when it is done! A woman of the pachhim – taribatwali
 – who knows how she will take it. Wonder if it is really the girl who has bewitched me. For such things have never happened to me. Even if I stay away from biri, I don’t feel such a longing in the heart. Could she be a ‘sharkhel’? Come on, what the hell – atar patar
 -am I thinking.....

Dhorai is unable to decide whether to tell Bawa of his desire to marry. Bawa had wished to hand over the responsibilities of the gosain-thaan to him, and for that reason had made him a ‘bhakat’. Bawa has perhaps given up this hope, ever since he took up the earth working job; at any rate he has never discussed this since that day. Even then he feels somewhat ashamed to speak to Bawa about the marraige. What if Bawa asks where I will get the money from? Of course, for sometime now, marrage expenses seem to have gone down. Girls have to be married off early what with falling incomes and the exigencies of the saraadh laws
. And where will they get the money to spend? A few rupees can be borrowed from Anirudh-moktar paying interest at the rate of one paisa per rupee per day. Shukra and Etowari Dhangar may be able to contribute something. Dukhia’s mother ? Not a paisa from her, even if I were to die; if it means that the marriage does not take place, even that is acceptable. Long live Aniruddh-moktar ! After all, if marriage or obsequies do not justify borrowing money, then what does? But where will the bride stay after marriage? There won’t be place for a woman in Gosainthaan. There won’t be any scarcity of funds as long as the earth-filling job is there; and Ramia herself would earn quite a bit; the strength she has in her limbs, she could even take up digging work with spade
 if it is necessary; not like the jhotahas here, who merely scratch the surface with their weeding hoes. She will earn as much as a marad.

In the evening, one again, Dhorai gathers some jujubes from the premises of the galakata sahib. The trees are picked clean of the fruits by these local lads. How reckless and daring are these present-day boys. In their childhood, Dhorai and his friends were scared to enter the premises of the galakata sahib. He cannot figure out how he would manage to rub a bit of this soil on to Ramia’s hair. Perhaps a small quantity of mustard oil – used for oiling the hair - can be passed on to Ramia, and mix a bit of this soil with it. Dhorai is yet to come across a jhotaha who would refuse an offer of hair oil. But this is a bird from the pachhim, who knows if she might refuse. A small amount of oil, can surely be offered to the girl, stating that it is meant for the lamp in the thaan; that should not call for any hesitation. Dhorai has encountered not a few of such pachhimwalis.

From Bawa’s bottle he pours out a small quantity of oil into a coconut shell. All along Dhorai had made fun of Bawa; why does he need to collect and preserve every coconut shell that he came across. Now he realises that Bawa is indeed wise. A little bit of the oil she is sure to rub off on her hair even if it was meant for the puja lamp – at least the oily hands would be wiped on the hair. Dhorai has planned to ask her to keep this oil in the gosainthaan; to come here daily and pour the oil in the lamp. Otherwise, if it is carried home, that clan of Rabia’s, bear-like shaggy haired and greedy, would finish it off in a minute....

Ramia comes to the gosainthaan at dusk, guarding the lamp with her anchal. She remarks right away - you seem to be in rather early today. But this is exactly what Ramia had hoped for. She would have felt a little disappointed if Dhorai had not returned by then. Dhorai’s heart is beating loudly – have I somehow messed it up? Gulping down a lump in his throat he stammers a reply to Ramia’s querry, “Yes”.

Before offering the lighted lamp, Ramia draws her anchal to cover her head and offers her pranaam to Gosain. Seeing her drawing the anchal over her head, Dhorai has a brain wave. How about mixing a bit of the consecrated soil with the jujubes – can’t be too sure of the intentions and vagaries of a girl from the pachhim; she will surely tie up the jujubes in her anchal; later on when she covers her head with the anchal, won’t it still have traces of the soil sticking to it?  All on a sudden he blurts out inadvertently, “ would you like to take some oil – for lighting the lamp you offer at the thaan?”

A spark flashes across those eyes that resembled slices carved out of green mangoes.

Am I so distressed that I would need the oil you offer to light the lamp. Am I not capable of earning my own bread? Has Ramji not given me a pair of hands and feet? I don’t know about your jhotahas, but in our Tarapur, if such words were spoken by a male, I would have ripped up his moustache.

Dhorai is utterly embarrassed. What insolent pride ! There she is marching off homeward. Ei, Ramia, ‘come here, listen to me’. 

The girl stops and turns around.

I am ignorant of the customs and manners of the pachhim.

Ramia’s gaze has reverted back to its earlier gentle looks.

Are girls from Tarapur barred from accepting a gift of jujubes from the garden of galakata sahib?

Ramia bursts out laughing. Enraged a little while ago and giggling away the next instant – but strange are the ways of the pachhim women.

“No, no, not in your hands. There’s quite a lot of it. Spread your anchal properly. Those lads won’t leave a single fruit unplucked; they are at it night and day.”

When Ramia is gone, Dhorai praises himself for his cleverness. It was indeed a near thing; the idea of mixing the soil with the  jujubes came in the nick of time. But Ramia bathes daily; unlike the jhotahas here. Before she takes her bath tomorrow, if only a speck of the dust from her anchal would get rubbed on her hair. He prays to Ramji and Gosainji, to make that happen.

4.8
Unexpected Gains from the Dog Sacrifice

Since two days Jirania is being pestered by a mad dog. Six persons have been bitten by the dog already. The municipality has announced, by the beat of a drum, that all owners should keep their dogs indoors. Any dog found on the streets, without a leash or buckle, would be killed. All this has created quite a panic in the town. The municipality scavengers are roaming the streets armed with stout bamboo poles. They would get a rupee for each dog; no, that was somewhat wrongly stated – a rupee for each pair of dog’s ears is what the scavengers would be paid. Two ears severed from a freshly killed dog would have to be shown to the chermen sahib. Such are the terms: but who would know even if claims are made against ears severed from a living dog. Prize money is sanctioned forthwith and the swirling tide of frothy merrymaking in the toddy shops, ensue.

Under the amlaki
 tree in front of Bijanbabu’s house, his series-of-half-a-dozen daughters are playing a routine game of ekka-dokka
.  All of them wear short and tight frocks of the same print; all roll with laughter if one laughs; if one chews her lozenge none would suck at theirs any more; if a stranger is seen, all hide behind a pillar and giggle; if one has her frock dirty, each one brushes hers. The youngest of them is refered to as ‘Alamati
’ by the cheeky lads in the neighbourhood.

Suddenly, Alamati cries out aloud – she has seen a dog, a mad dog. Alamati’s shouts induce a shriek from Srimati and a howl from Sumati, while the anxious cries of the remaining threesome – Threemati - drown all other voices.

With lightning speed, Bijonbabu ascends the steps to the first floor and from the wall-almirah, takes out the old gun which had seen better days in an earlier generation. Apart from the day of renewing the license, he handles the gun on only one other day during the year. Towards the fag end of the year, he empties his annual supply of a dozen cartridges, from his first floor terrace taking careful aim at a swarm of fruit bats, at dusk. Only on that day his daughters stop their evening chorus of ‘badur badur pitti’. Only on that day Shukra Dhangar, having waited patiently in the fond hope
 of securing a deat bat, returns home dejected and empty handed. To this day, never has a single bat been shot down by a bullet fired by Bijanbabu.

Hence, these hands, practised in the art of shooting flying bats, never trembled while firing at the mad dog. Almost immediately, from a point in the thicket of bakas
 plants, on the far side of the road,  where there was some movement, came a cry of pain. A little later, Bijan ukil and a few others from the neighbourhood picked up Bouka Bawa from that spot. The bullet has hit him on the right thigh from where a stream of blood is flowing. The dirty loin cloth too has patches of dark coagulating blood. Bouka Bawa is put up in the first floor of Bijanbabu’s house. Without delay, Bimal doctor is called in, secretly, to remove the pieces sprayed by the gun. Bijanbabu’s wife promises an offering of sinni to the deity at Chithria Pir
 to bail them out of the calamity. That night, Bouka Bawa stays in the first floor of Bijanbabu’s house. Next day when he was moving out with the bandaged leg, Bijanbabu’s wife tells him that he should come back everyday to their house for a glass of milk. Even Bijanbabu never imagined that the matter would be settled so easily. He breathes a sigh of relief.

But things seldom happen the way one thinks. Returning to gosainthaan, Bawa discusses the matter over with Dhorai. No one knowns what they plan. Together they go over to Aniruddh moktar. What does he think, Bijanbabu ukil? Considers the Tatmas to be some sort of game, like birds. He doesn’t have the calibre to kill a bat but he dares to train his gun on Bawa. 

Seeing Bouka Bawa move around with Aniruddh moktar in the criminal court, Bijanbabu turns pale. Whatever be the outcome of a litigation, the Collector sahib will surely revoke his gun license. Baghe chhule atharo gha
. Why drag the affair and multiply your miseries. Bijanbabu has a word with Aniruddh moktar in private. Now Bijanbabu has no hesitation about spending money to stop the affair from dragging on. He agrees to pay three hundred and fifty rupees to Bouka Bawa. 

Bawa trembles with fear hearing about the large sum of money. Seventeen score rupees. That is quite a lot of money. Even more than one score. A mountain of silver, which can fulfill all dreams – a temple made of silver can be built at gosainthaan. Dhorai can fill his stomach with jilebis; Dhorai’s marriage and the cost of constructing a hut for him can now be paid out of that money; much more in amount than what is required even for a railroad trip to Ayodhyaji.

Bawa, buy yourself some milk and good food with this, says Bijanbabu, while giving the money. Bawa ponders that even this morning, Bijanbabu’s wife had seated him on a blanket laid out for him on the couryard freshly wiped with cowdung for the purpose, and treated him to milk and fruits; but from this day on, he can expect no alms from this house. Whether Ramji has done this for his good or otherwise, he cannot comprehend. In all this excitement, his heart sinks when he sees the money – no silver, only lotes
! Aniruddh moktar counts out the money and hands it over to him – a bunch of lotes! This is  a lambari
. The rest are fivers and tenners – count them. Bawa gives up after counting a few. So many lotes; his brow sweats. And counting is no mean task. There are the small  lotes and  there are the big lotes. They seem to resist being separated from each other; alphabets, pictures, writings in various colour – his heart starts beating louder. In desperation he leaves the money with Aniruddh moktar and heaves a sigh of relief. Later on he will take it as and when needed.

Aniruddh moktar says, “ I’ll take only a tenner. You are a bhakat. I too am a hindu, it will be a sin to take more from you, Aha-ha! there don’t touch  my feet, how can you, being a Bawa? Bow to Ramji and touch His feet. All this is but His handiwork, executed through my agency, a righteous deed.....

Bawa’s eyes brim with tears and his heart fills with gratitude for moktar sahib. He is the one responsible for unlocking the silver gates of his Ramrajya. Feels like giving him a few more tenners....but that can wait. Now, in any case, the whole amount stays with him....

4.9
Mahato-ginni Upholds Social Discipline

Ramia did not find favour with the Mahato and Nayebs of the neighbourhood. Without the initial sympathy of mahato-ginni, this pardesi girl would have had a hard time finding a place for herself in Tatmatuli. Right from the beginning, Mahato thought that this girl would be difficult to contain; Tarapur, among the villages of Munger district was a well known and formidable place; the western climes, a youthful figure growing luxuriantly. And this girl is a bit flirtatious too. Such a girl from a different neighbourhood would be ‘nice-to-look-at’ and ‘nice-to-talk-to’; like that Shanichara’s wife in Dhangartola. But such a girl in one’s own house is an embarassment. In Tatmatuli, if a married girl finds favour with a babubhaiya, then their husbands dont mind. For this usually means that their wives have clean saris to wear, can afford to oil their hair, and even if the husband does not go out for work his jhotaha does not yell at him. But this does not apply to unwed girls.

Moreover, in these days of the Sarda regime
, giving a girl in marriage also means one less eligible bachelor in the neighbourhood. And altogether not many boys are there in Tatmatuli. As long as Dhanua Mahato is alive, such a thing as a local unmarried girl authoring nasty affairs in public, will not be possible. Mahato knows the Chharidar to the bone. He can guess at the possible motives behind this sudden spurt of sympathy shown by the Chharidar and Rabia’s wife for the girl. Do you think this is a village of nattins
? Such things won’t be allowed here – not even for a share of the profit. But there was nothing that he could do about all this, in the first few days, except pulling hard at his hukka, because Gudar’s mother seemed favourably disposed towards the girl. Mahato did not counter his wife’s inclination because after they return from the harvests, the jhotahas have to be treated with respect. In the meantime, Ramia’s family background has, by word of mouth, spread beyond the community.

Then, one day, Mahato sensed that the tide has turned. One early morning found Mahato nibbling away at a green papaya; Mahato-ginni steps in and says, wait, let me get you some salt.

Mahato is taken aback; what’s the matter? One doesn’t expect such behaviour from the jhotahas, not for a length of time immediately following their return from harvesting.

Gudar’s mother says, “that girl is coquettish”.

“Which girl?”

“Who else but that Tarapurwali.”

“Is it the same mouth that speaks all the time. Not long ago this same mouth would water while praising the Tarapurwali.”

Mahato-ginni accepts the criticism without demur.

“Can’t tell from the rind whether the brinjal has worms inside, not always.”

“Women and brains!”

“OK that’s granted.”

The real story is then revealed. It seems that the girl has started flirting with Dhorai at the gosainthaan.

Mahato is shocked and bewildered on hearing this. The two of them, husband and wife, have spent many a day talking and speculating on the prospect of a good arrangement for their lame daughter and now, that outcaste girl stands in the way. He boils over with rage.

People can’t afford oil for cooking their vegetables; Even on the chhot-festival day before bathing they have no oil to rub on their heads and she lights a lamp at gosainthaan daily. It costs no less than two and a half paisa for a chhatak
 of oil. Where does Rabia get all this money from, even while his house and property is being put up for auction by the zamindar for unpaid revenue?

In the midst of all this Ratia chharidar finds himself in a lot of trouble. When he brought Ramia to Tatmatuli he had hoped to make a neat sum without much fuss, but now finds that that cannot happen; his calculations went wrong on one point. He hoped to rope in Mahato with a share of his profits. On many occasions he had transacted such business in league with Mahato. To him the opinion of the Nayebs of the panchayat, is unworthy of notice; they are all surdas
; can’t tell the night from day. They look at things through the eyes of Mahato; they are his puppets. For the first time in his life, chharidar finds that the prospect of money can’t melt the Mahato. To an extent he did count on some support from Mahato-ginni. After a few days, finding that she too was displeased with Ramia, he gave up all hopes. But he is clever and the whole affair becomes as clear as daylight; now he realizes that Mahato-ginni had her eyes on Dhorai. What a mess he is in!

Once such troubles start there seems to be no end; and that is exactly the way it went. The very next day matters came to a head.

Early next morning Mahato-ginni was on her way to the bushes, when she spotted a figure clad in a yellow sari going in the direction of the jujube bushes. Who is the girl? Can’t even see properly with these eyes. Who else can wear a yellow sari in this place but the princess of Tarapur. Seems to be carrying a lota
. What’s the matter? Might have pledged some offering to the deity at the gosainthaan and she is now going to Margama to get some buffalo milk for that purpose. But why would she be heading for the bushes?

“Oray, O Ramia, where are you off to?” With a broad smile on her face, Ramia replies, “To the maidan
”(the fields)!

“What does she mean; going to the maidan with a lota “?

“Why, how does that matter?”

“And you have the cheek to ask, why. Are you a marad
 that you’ll carry a lota to the maidan?”

“But I am not carrying any father-of-a-marad’s lota.”

What a way to answer a question. Mahato-ginni boils with anger.

“I say, have you no shame? What will the men think if they see you going to the maidan with a lota? Seeing a lota carrying jhotaha they’ll immediately understand where you are off to – do I need to ‘dissolve’ this obvious thing in the lota and push it down the throat of the Princess of Tarapur? How dare you practise these ‘kiristani’ habits in my community; is this a village of nattins?”

Ramia sees red. “Going to the ‘maidan’ without water is not done in our pachhim muluk; neither have I been brought up to inculcate such habits and nor can I do it now. Bred in unhealthy climes of the junglee muluk, she has the gumption to teach taribat (etiquette) to a person from Tarapur?”

With a bang she puts down the lota on the ground. Then, making a gesture with her clenched fist she says, “I can ram and stuff your insides with taribat, like this, for ten years. If that is the practice of your Tola of junglee beasts, then I’d rather kick such practices like this, once, twice and thrice.” The lota rolls over. The flow of abuses continue. It is not immediately obvious as to which of the two, Ramia or Mahato-ginni, is a better exponent of this art. A crowd gathers around the place. Pushing and shoving, the local women, move Mahato-ginni homeward. The Mahato had just then sat down to bask in the sun.

“You are the mahato of the village, aren’t you? And inspite of your presence, that wisp of a pardesi lass, dares to insult your wife, your community and your Tola. She doesn’t even know how to talk to elders. ‘Andhaa nagari chowpat raja/Take ser bhaji take ser khaja
.’ The insult she meted out to me today, flaunting her youth, I would cease to pride myself as hailing from Dagraha, if I do not teach her a severe lesson. I too were her age at some point. But I never indulged in the shameless act of carrying a lota to the ‘maidan’ and thereby embarass my community. Oh, what a disaster it has been to bring along this girl. As if I’ve got a wound from scraping out a boil. That girl hasn’t merely booted me, she has in effect booted the mahato and the Nayebs of the community. And you bask in the glory of your mahato-status, your moustache and of your caste, Tantrima-chhatri or whatever you call it....

“What impudence from such a ‘pinch’ of a girl.” Mahato comes out of his house in one bound. “Where is Ratia chharidar, summon the Nayebs.” But two of the Nayebs were absent from the village that day, having gone to another village to meet relatives and friends. “Ok, coming sunday, in the panchayat at dusk, her shameless behaviour will be put on trial. A women will carry a lota to the ‘maidan’, in Tatmatuli? While we are still alive? Never.” Throwing unmentionable abuses at the girl, Mahato returns home.

In Rabia’s courtyard, Ramia muttering to herself, beats her chest, bangs her head on the ground and cries her heart out to her dead mother. The neighbourhood lads keep peeping and prying inquisitively into Rabia’s courtyard. The jhotahas gather around the fouji well.

4.10
Dhorai Begs Bawa for a Boon 

There is a hue and cry in Tatmatuli. Bawa has received money. Lots of it. A heap of money; if it has to be kept buried underground, even a pitcher won’t suffice what are you speaking of a lota? Can’t expect women to be any cleverer! Removing the cooking pot from the fire, Mahato-ginni darts out; Rabia’s wife comes running still holding on to a weeding hoe; not a soul around the fouji well, the water-bearer’s vessel lying tilted to one side, earthen pots, all lined up, lie as they are. Seven men in Haria’s team were on a roof-mending job in town; from there they come panting hard. Jhotahas, gather in groups on the lanes alongside the machan or under the tree. Only after the marads reach, will they go to the thaan; there they will stand aloof, behind the men. To sit jostling with the marads in a gathering – Oh, my goodness! Let those wanton Dhangar women do that, no way can that happen here!

People have thronged the gosainthaan. Everyone has come even from Dhangartuli, with their spades and baskets. Bawa is squatting in the middle surrounded by the Mahato, chharidar and the Nayebs. In no time, Bawa’s standing in the Tola has gone up and with it Dhorai’s too. It remains to be ascertained whether it has gone higher than that of Babulal chaprasi; that will take some time.

Says mahato,” I don’t see Dhorai, where has that fellow gone at such a time?”

Shanichara prods Dhorai with his elbow. Ratia chharidar says, “Why don’t you come this side and sit near us.”

“It doesn’t matter, any place is as good.”

All the Tatma’s feel hurt; does he have to sit among the Dhangars, even today. A liberal feeling, of pardoning their darling child for all his shortcomings, has risen in all hearts.

Mahato starts the discussion,”Bawa, we need to offer prasad to the deity; a prasad of pedas
. After all it is because of His blessing that you have what you have.”

Bawa nods ascent.

“And we want a feast.”

“A goat sacrifice.”

“Dig a well near the thaan and marry it off
. We face a lot of problems during our rituals.”

“Buy a Ramcharitmanas for the thaan; one that has coloured portraits of Sitaramji.”

“The two kartals
 belonging to the Tola which are used during the singing of bhajans
 are broken. Buy us a pair of those.”

A variety of suggestions and requests are made. Bawa does not respond to any one. He makes it known, by signs, that he will do whatever is to be done later on, only after he discusses the matter. As of now everyone will have to be content with peda prasad.

Mahato and the Nayebs are unhappy. They know only too well what is implied by saying that the matter will be ‘discussed’; a means of avoiding the issue. You have got that miser’s wealth after spending a score years in the heat and dust of this thaan. To build a temple here in this thaan what need is there for a ‘discussion’! And if you build a temple who’s going to get the name and honour, we or you? One who has spent his life begging, what would he know or care about honour and prestige? ‘nava duhi doodh, chahata e prani’
. To expect anything for the neighbourhood or the thaan from him is as absurd as expecting it to rain milk from the skies. But then a moneyed man ought to be treated with respect and you need to be circumspect in your speech. And everyone has a faint hope that in these days of hardship, perhaps it will not be necessary, any more, to plead with Aniruddh moktar for a loan.

Bawa sends Dhorai to town to buy peda. “Dhorai, get it from the Lachhman Halwai shop”, says Babulal, wanting to talk to Dhorai.

“Yes, Lachman Halwai does not make pedas with less sugar and thus cheat you,” Mahato agrees. From his tone it seems as if he is a regular customer of Lachman’s and other sweetmeat shops.

These are times when money is scarce. All the Tatmas are hard pressed for money. And who gets a windfall, of all people, Bawa! He who has no children, no sons, no house, no family, no worries concerning marriage or obsequies, just eat and be merry, ‘na agay nath na pichhe pagaha’
; that man has a stroke of luck!

But let those Dhangars, sitting there, realize that just because he works with them, they have not risen to the same status as Dhorai.

Late into the night when everybody leave after the bhajan singing, Bawa pulls Dhorai and makes him lie down on his chatai – like it used to be when he was a child. For some years now they do not share the same chatai. In winter nights they sleep around the fire, each on either side – or else it gets too cold. Tonight, after many years, Bawa again strokes his back. The smell of Bawa’s matted hair, bring back to Dhorai, memories of childhood.

“It’s a lot of money, isn’t it Bawa?”

Bawa shakes his head, “Yes”.

“Many scores?”

“Yes.”

Then Dhorai falls silent completely. Bawa wonders whether Dhorai has already dozed off to sleep.

All on a sudden Dhorai says, “ Bawa, I will marry Ramia.”. Holding his breath, he waits for Bawa’s reply. Ever since childhood, Bawa has borne the torturous demands of his love. Many a times he had done wrong but Bawa had always made it very clear by his actions that Dhorai has a right to make even coercive and unfair demands on Bawa. This right, borne on love, is Dhorai’s real secret asset. Even then, today a thought keeps stinging his conscience – this marrage question seems to be involve some kind of injustice. Bawa wanted to make a bhakat (devotee) of him; after marriage would follow separation from Bawa; at the same time without taking money from Bawa it would be difficult for him to marry Ramia. Such thoughts, in succession, keep coming back to Dhorai. He imagines that the touch of Bawa’s hand comes loose, if only for a brief moment. Ramia, yes, he must have Ramia. He will brook no opposition.

Soon Dhorai is aware that Bawa is sobbing. With his fingers he wipes the tears from Bawa’s eyes. Bawa draws him to his breast. Bawa has been waited for this day for a long time – now there is no stopping this separation. And in all this, the question of money is not merely secondary, it is perhaps irrelevant. It some years now that Bawa has realized that Dhorai would get married; and among the Tatmas there it is not customary for the young couple to stay on with their parents or in-laws.

Dhorai knows that Bawa would not grudge the money. On his part Bawa thinks that, despite the sprouting moustache, Dhorai is still a child; or else why would he refrain from expressing any reaction to the various proposals being suggested, a little while ago, on how to spend the money. Oray, mukkhu
, you could not realise this simple truth. Do I need to tell you, in as many words, that, more than building a temple at the thaan, what will give me greater pleasure is to see you happy? In your childhood, whenever I took you in my arms, I imagined that likewise did King Dasarath of Ayodhyaji, hold his Ramchandraji someday.

dhusara dhuri bhare tanu aaye / bhupati bihasi goadh baithaaye.

(a tender body, grey with dust / smiling, the king picks him up)

And that Dhorai of my imagination, when he brought up the matter, seemed as if he is begging me for money. Strange! What does he take me for? Aray, it is but all yours.

A hut has to be built for Dhorai. A good source of income has to be arranged. Then the children; growing family; a sparkling clean courtyard plastered with cow-dung, with two huge pitchers of unbaked earth standing on the porch; wearing a colourful sari, Dhorai’s wife is busy boiling green turmeric, to be dried and sold in the market; she has taken a tamarind tree on a contract of five rupees; making ginger boris
; pickles made of amlaki and the tender shoots of the peepul tree, have been put out to dry in the courtyard; - page after page full of these colourful pictures from the Ramayana of prosperity unfolds under the gaze of Bawa’s closed eyes. His Dhorai, that little Dhorai, that fellow-beggar Dhorai. Bawa cannot speak. How will he ever tell Dhorai all the unexpressed thoughts in his mind, stored and saved up like the rice from the begging bowl, grain by grain, thoughts imbued with his tears and sorrows. Never has he been able to provide Dhorai with two full meals of rice, not even for a single day. How much he wished that one day he will have Dhorai eat potato curry to his hearts content. He will buy him a vilaiti lantern
. Misiriji is reading out the Ramayana with the light of that lantern. A thronging crowd. Lots of desi (unrefined) sugar, cucumbers, ripe and unpeeled, cut up into round slices, lots of yellow bagnor bananas, a swelling tide of prosperity and granduer. A flood of tears wash away the stains of his long pent up sorrow. Ramji, strange is thy leela
. How can Bawa make any sense of it when people well versed in the Ramayana struggle to grasp it. In his compassion for Dhorai will he go the same way as king Bharat
? Through such a everyday event like a menacing dog, Ramji has opened the doors of heaven for him; the way to the heaven on earth is the way to Ayodhyaji – Bawa’s life’s dream, the ultimate pilgrimage for mortals. If he fails to obey this hidden message of Ramji, he would be unworthy.......Dhorai is still fidgeting; perhaps its the damp seeping through the chatai......in all his life, he could not even buy a blanket for Dhorai.......Will they make a happy couple? Then, I hear that the girl carries a lota to the ‘maidan’!.....

Dhorai can guess from the touch of Bawa’s hands all that goes through his mind. For the first time in his life tears well up in Dhorai’s eyes.

4.11

Preparations for Dhorai’s Marriage

The job scenario for the Tatmas is getting worse by the day. How long can the paddy from the harvesting labour last? The babubhaiyas are no longer using khapra (tiles for roofing) in new constructions. Those new-fangled, fragile and wavy sheets of tin are so popular that some are using it in even for their cowsheds; so where will the jobs come from. The old tiled houses are still there; but some have started replacing these by tin to do away with the inconvenience and expense of having to replace the tiles every year. That usurer, Aniruddh moktar and Sauji have no dearth of funds. All the new houses they were constructing, for renting out, had those wavy tin sheets. Two of their tenants were possessed by gosain (the spirit) one afternoon in the month of Jaistha
 - gosain was angered by the loss of our jobs. Somehow they recovered after eating roasted green mangoes, but ever since, none dares to stay under a tin-roof. As a result, now, all the tin roofs have been laid over with khapra; but the tiles covering the tin need not be changed every year. But something is better than nothing! What is happening to this world. Everything is changing with the times. There used to be those red pumpkin plants that would speard all over the roofs of the houses of the babubhaiyas; and their kids would be crushing the khapra underfoot as they busied themselves plucking the pumpkin all day. Nowadays they don’t even grow those plants and those kids have also changed. Why blame the generation, the world itself is changing. Does it rain as hard as it used to be in those days; the babubhaiyas would take shelter beneath their cots and wait for the Tatmas to come and mend their roofs. Neither do those large paththals
 fall from the skies – those khapra crushing paththals. And water would flow down the maranadhar the year round; now its hardly there for six months.

The incomes from digging wells or cleaning them up have also gone the same way. Every household is installing tubewells. Try to argue with the babubhaiyas and they tell you that the cost of installing tubewells is lower than the cost of digging wells. The babubhaiyas, each one of them, seem to be have grown cleverer than their forefathers. You have the money so we’ll accept all your arguments. But will that fill our stomachs?

Ratia chharidar is in need of money. On the one hand earnings are dismal. On the other, the panchayat too is getting very few cases to be settled. People will bring their cases to the panchayat only if they can afford to pay for the feast.

That brings chharidar to discuss some business matters with Rabia. Both of them stand to earn something if Ramia can be married to Dhorai.

“Come lets strike a deal, eight annas each
.”

“How can that be? Do you think I am blind? I have been feeding Ramia all these days. Ten annas to six is more like it.”

“Who do you think got that girl to come with your wife during the harvesting days? Can you manage to get the elders of the panchayat, to agree to this marriage? For that you will need the chharidar. As it is the mahato is so upset with this girl. I hope you remember that the panchayat is due to meet this sunday?”

Rabia knows too well that he is no match for the chharidar when it comes to arguments. And so he agrees to the conditions put down by the chharidar.

It is common knowledge that the ruling of the ‘five elders’ never go against the moneyed. In the sunday panchayat meeting even Mahato failed to raise his voice against the marriage proposal; only the nitty-gritty of the feast is discussed. As a face saving arrangement for the Mahato, the nayebs rule that Ramia should go forthwith and seek forgiveness from mahato-ginni. No one even mentions the matter of taking the lota to the ‘maidan’. By raising the issue of the shamelessness of the would-be putahu (daughter-in-law), they cannot possibly insult someone like Bawa today.

Bawa wanted some more time, a few months; but Rabia is in immediate need of money. He says, “Are you planning to have the marriage in bhadra – like the ‘bengar shaadi
’ of the poorav. Bawa shakes his head in embarrassment, “ No, no, I didn’t mean that. But then there is the hut to be constructed.”

“Big deal! That will take no more than seven days.” And in fact everything is made ready in seven days by Dhorai’s friends from Tatmatulli and Dhangartuli, working together. Bawa feels that the courtyard ought to have a well – Ramia is used to bathing daily. That puts off chaaridar, “ You could as well suggest that you want a latrine inside the house, like the chermen sahib’s house.”

Bawa is firm on his word, “If you don’t dig the well now, you can’t once the monsoon sets in.”

“Ok, ok, we will have the well,” says the old Etowari, settling the issue.

The Dhangars help Dhorai put up his hut. “Why do you call them, Dhorai?” asks Rabia who, in these two days, have grown to the status of his in-law. That sly Rabia is going to Bawa’s beai
; Dhorai feels like laughing. Old Etowari taking leave from his job at the soda company sits weaving strips of bamboo for use as walls for Dhorai’s house, and placing Bawa in the middle as an intermediary, he strikes up a lively chat with the other Tatmas. The topic of conversation drifts aimlessly; the ‘chowkidari tax
’, for both Tatmatuli and Dhangartuli, has been jacked up again by the tehsildar
. This is clearly a treacherous act. Levied a tax of twelve annas for both Rabia and Babulal chaprasi. If it is twelve annas for Rabia then it ought to be three rupees in the case of Babulala; the Tehsildar has surely been bribed. Do you know what Shanichara has done? He has declared an annual saving of fifty rupees after meeting all expenses. The liar that he is! There ought to be some retribution for this.

Rabia agrees with Etowari. I dont understand why the Tehsildar is after me. He has even issued a decree for unpaid taxes against my name. “Don’t make the tats
 that big, Dhorai”; even while gossiping, Etowari has a sharp eye for everything. ‘Leave some space behind the hut, for growing the seedy
 bananas plants’ – everyone is reminded of the need for some privacy for Ramia
. Dhorai himself lays the baked earthen rings for lining the well-shaft; runs to get loose soil to fix the rings in place. The pace of work is too slow; he is getting restless. He thinks that while the house is being built it would be a nice idea to get Ramia to have a look. None of them really have much of an idea about the tastes and needs of a girl of the pachhim. For example none of the Tatmas thought of the banana plants – luckily Etowari was there. Bawa consults the ‘five elders’ in all matters and expects Dhorai to do the same. “You have a family; from now on you can’t ignore the ‘five elders’. You must be on good terms with the society you live in.”

Dhorai listens silently – it appears from his grave face that he too thinks likewise.

Bawa is dying to ask Dhorai – ‘Aren’t you feeling a bit sad, now that you are going to stay away from me’- no, how can he ask such a question. The gestures say it all!

srita manuhi mata-pita tab lo / abala nahi dhith pari jab lo

(The son obeys his parents till the time he sees his wife )

Does he have the time to think of Bawa, any more? Let him forget Bawa; but Ramchandraji! Let him be content. Rabia’s wife come running in – Ramia wishes to have a altar for the tulasi plant in the courtyard. Everyone feel a bit embarrassed – yes, what a serious mistake we were about to be make. How can the marads remember such things.

Bawas face lights up with delight – no doubt she is a girl from the pachhim, coming from a good tradition. Dhorai - his own Dhorai - will find peace.

4.12
The marriage Ceremony of Dhorai – Ramia

The marriage in Tatmatuli has the same set of people in the bride’s party as well as in the bridegroom’s party. Mahato-ginni, Ratia chharidar’s wife, Dukhia’s mother, Haria’s wife and company,  who go to the fouji well for the pankatti
 ceremony, also sing the ‘gosain rousing chorus’ on the day before the marriage; and when the men from their own households come in as the bridegroom’s party, they start singing the customary lewd songs appropriate for the moment. In this marriage, the Dhangars too have come in as bridegroom’s party. Rabia’s wife puts away the hookah on seeing Bawa; pulls her sari to cover her head and says, from where did you pull out your son, samdhi
, with the pair of tongs that you carry about? All the people thronging the courtyard have a good laugh at the bawdy remark.

Today Dukhiya’s mother is getting a lot of respect and attention. Suddenly Dukhiya’s mother has been transformed to Dhorai’s mother. Everyone stops her the moment she tries to lend her hand; makes a seat of a splinter of wood for her and says, samdhin, please be seated. You’ll be labouring in the bride’s house, that can’t be allowed. Here, smoke the hookah. And watch out for the abuses
 that we will shower on you today.

The group of five aeo
s mark the ground with five drops of a paste of oil and sindur. The barber slits Dhorai’s finger and smears two betel-leaf rolls with the blood. Now the barber, firmly holding Ramia’s hand, makes a slit with a razor. The drops of blood are falling into the betel-leaf rolls. She’s a tough girl. In all the marriages that Dhorai has witnessed in his childhood, the bride would invariably close her eyes in fear when this is done. And Ramia didn’t even raise an eyebrow! No doubt, she has guts! Dhorai offers the blood smeared betel-leaf rolls to Ramia. She munches nonchalantly. Rabia’s wife signals her not to chew with such apparent relish or she’ll be criticised for being shameless. Ramia puts a betel leaf roll in Dhorai’s mouth. Dhorai bhakat feels nauseated at the thought of blood. It tastes a bit ‘salty’ – the term that Samuer had used to describe Ramia. She looks great in the red sari. Bawa has himself chosen this piece for her – a yellow floral design on a background of red. The saris from Sirumal’s stores are very durable; and he demands a ‘full’ price too – took as much as three rupees and twelve annas for the piece.

The two together, bride and the bridegroom, pound the paddy in the ukhli
. Standing abreast they hold the pestle with both hands. Mahatoginni remarks jokingly –“ I am watching everything; the bridegroom is making it easy for the bride.” “Don’t bother them, didi, “ says Dukhia’s mother. Suddenly she breaks out in a loud sob....”Alas! Dhorai’s father is not alive today....come and see your son, how big he has grown.” Today, even Babulal chaprasi dosen’t feel annoyed at this.

Misirji picks up a few grains from the ukhli and starts counting them mentally. All eyes are riveted on Misirji’s hands. If the grains add up to an odd number, this will be an unhappy alliance. But everyone knows that an odd number of grains never land up in Misirji’s hands. Moreover, if a divorce case comes up in the panchayat for settlement, the Nayebs invariably say that the water drawn from the fouji well and used in the pankatti ritual was to be blamed for landing the marriage in the docks – after all, the fouji well was never ‘given in marriage’.

As the priest counts the grains, both Ramia and Dhorai feel their hearts beating loud. Dhorai counts along metally – one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine. His heart shrinks in alarm, the chatai seems to slip away under his feet.....  presently, Misirji announces to the gathering that he has picked ten grains, an even number and that this marriage is safe. Dhorai heaves a sigh of relief. He must have counted wrong himself; how could he even hope to count as fast as Misirji who is so well versed in the Ramayana; that must be the reason why he counted one less.

Now the time has come when Mahato is supposed to recite from the Ramayana. Where is he? For, unless he has said his verse, Misirji cannot start his. That’s the way it is done always. Mahato, happily drunk, sat snoozing. He gets up suddenly with a start, and blurts out – 

sab lachchhan sampann kumari / hoihi santat piyahi piyari

(the girl has all the good signs / she will remain a darling to her man for ever)

It is Misirji’s turn – 

sada achal ehi kar ahibata / ehi te jasu paihahi pitumata

(she will always remain a aeo / and be the cause of her parents fame)

Bawa’s is overcome with emotion. After many many years, Dukhia’s mother seems so dear to Dhorai; shedding tears for his father, someone, who hasn’t occupied Dhorai’s thoughts even for a single day. Bawa, too is happy to notice this new found attraction of Dukhia’s mother for her son; after all she’s the mother – looks as though, there is a person to look after Dhorai’s wife.

The barber shouts – where are the two samdhis gone?

Bawa offers Rabia, a handful of paddy from the ukhli; and Rabia does the same to Bawa.

Instantly, the women start singing a chorus directed at Dukhia’s mother.

Enough of your pretense, samadhin
Who’s the son’s father 

Do tell us who?

The uniformed chaprasi or 

The thinly clad sadhoo?

Or was it some other lover

Do tell us who?

‘khusur-fusur-khusur-fusur
’

Oh! What are you upto?

Is there someone even now

Among the bushes, lying low?

At this, Dukhia’s mother, Babulal, Bawa, all of them laugh like everyone else. Dhorai is a bit embarassed. He is also aware of the circumstances of Ramia’s birth. Even so, he feels his prestige somewhat lowered in comparison to Ramia’s. There is a movement in her throat; must be gulping down the betel-leaf juice, pleased at herself......

Presently the female singers turn their attention on the Dhangars in the bridegroom’s party –

On the karma-dharma fullmoon night

What makes the jute field sway?

Is it Etowari’s pate, bald and white 

That’s reflecting the lunar ray?

Shaking quite a bit, I say....

“ Etowari, I hope you are listenning,” says Mahato.

The Tatma-Dhangar, each one of them, break into laughter. In the mad rush brought about by the marriage, the Tatmas and the Dhangars, for the first time in the history of the two Tolas, seem to have come a bit close to each other. These difficult times of shrinking wage opportunities, the betrayal of the Tehsildar and perhaps a lot more of such things may have contributed to this, but it was made possible by the occasion of Dhorai’s marriage. 

� The ‘Kingdom of Bengal’ is looked upon as a land of plenty.


� paat is jute and paani is water. 


� a meal of barley and gram. 


� female majoor (labourer)


� these and other signs of the setting in of the widespread recession of the 1930s are encountered further on.


� considered essential for a man on his way to meet his lover.


� headmaster or teacher


� wooden mortar for husking paddy


� Gudar’s mother


� AF : For  the people of this region, the part of the body worst affected by the cold, are the ears. Hence, covering the ears is a must; whether or not the other parts of the body are covered.


� the vendor of beetle leaves.


�  tikia is a small cake of coal-dust used for lighting the tamaku or tobacco. 


� a kind of leaf rolled cigarette.


� a dry mixture of lime and finely cut tobacco.


� like a few brinjals in an otherwise empty tray, they roll over now to one side and now to the other.


� AF : ‘jis gaach par bagula baithay, jis darbar mey Maihtili paithay’; the tree, for once sat upon by the bagula (heron or egret), like the assembly attended by a Maithili (a resident of the region of Mithila), will not take long to degenerate.  


� AF : in these lands, death by drowning,  bring into being ‘pan-dubbi’ ghosts.  These ghosts move noisily over the water all night. (TF : pan-dubbi is the Darter or the Snake bird (Anhinga rufa) which is a black cormorant-like water bird with a long snake-like neck.


� AF : will-o’-the-wisp


� AF : the name given to a type of female ghost. They call attention of men when they seem them.


� AF : Ramia’s mother


� the reference is to such geographical denominations of the same caste as Mungeria-Tatmas and Tatmatuli-Tatmas.


� In the text, the word denoting the distance is ‘rosi’ which means a surveying chain varying in lenth from 55 to 100 yards.


� a vessel used for measuring grain


� aunt


� AF : these people believe that cholera is caused by fright at night.


� literally a women such as one depicted in a picture or painting. Someone who is too delicate to undergo hardships.


� AF: a particular variety of banana which is required as a offering to the Gods. It is also a favourite fruit of the people of Jirania. 


� Literally ‘soft water’; meaning unhealthy and malarious. 


� AF: used for preparing a type of puffed corn. A wild plant that grows on wet lands. These have to be buried unerground and the seeds extracted from the rotten fruits. 


� AF: circuit house


� Governor


� The Muslims festival of Muharram commemorates the matyrdom of the third Imam, Hazrat Hussain, in the plains of Karbala. In parts of India, the Hindus are known to  participate in the Tazia processions which go around the town during this festival. The Tazia, a symbolic grave of the martyrs, are usually made of wood on which are pasted brightly coloured pieces of paper and mica.


� The Tazia procession is led by a brass band with people holding green and black flags. They are followed by Tazias moving at a slow pace and the mourners crying aloud.. In the name of Imam Hussain some members display their skill in the martial arts.


� Brother-in-law, used here as a swear word.


� AF: from Tulasidas 


� Imam Hussain’s horse


� Muharram processions usually carry black and green flags. 


� The twin contrasts between regions, pachhim-poorav (West – East) and that of water, karak – naram (hard –soft) , are parallel. These contrasts arise from the geographical facts of the region. Here the western tableland gradually descends to the lower alluvial plains. The Eastern lowlands are marked by extensive waterlogged areas which give rise to the unwholesome and malarious climate as compared to the western uplands.


� There are regional variations in the celebration of Muharram. 


� Imambara or the house of the Imam, is the place where the Tazias are kept.


� AF: a type of jasmine, nyctanthes arbortristis, a white flower with golden yellow stalks which are used for dyeing.


� AF: Anklets made of  German silver


� AF: literally salty – beautiful and elegant. The word is not used in refering to respectable people.


� the lament of the chest beaters.


� A vendor of Dahivada – balls of pasted pulses deep fried in oil and soaked in curds.


� the lament of the chest beaters.


� AF: These are the acknowledged signs of beauty.


� Son or daughter’s in laws


� Flattened rice 


� Scavengers


� AF: a backward caste; in this region they have the disrepute of being the dirtiest. 


� Tulasidas


� AF: may my son die if I lie.


� AF: In their songs and stories, the beloved girls’ eyes always resemble, in shape, a slice of green mango.


� A simple bottle lamp, usually burning kerosene.


� AF: a parrot from foreign lands


� pakur : a huge tree with speading branches providing a large canopy, ficus lacor 


� AF: kitchins are a class of female ghosts (petni). They are known to hang their legs from tree boughs and swing at odd hours. Many a times what we see as a sudden unusual movement of the boughs is actually a handiwork of these kitchins.


� AF:Towards fulfilment of the purpose at hand, the Gunis chant the mantra and trace out a circular mark 


� AF: a woman of  etiquette


� AF: unfounded speculations


� Child Marriage Restraint Act or Sarda Act 1929


� AF: Women in the region surrounding Jirania do not undertake any work that requires hoeing. It seems probable that lack of physical ability, rather than social stigma, is the reason behind this.


� emblica officinalis or goose-berry or amla in Hindi


� A game similar to hop-scotch which involves hopping on one leg while pushing a flat stone over a line marked on ground.


� A funny adaptation of the sanskrit alamiti which usually occurs at the conclusion of a letter just before the author signs off; it literally means ‘enough has been said, so I stop’


� AF: Dhangars are fond of bats....its flesh is supposed to be ‘crisp’.


� Botanical name Adhatoda vasica Nees. A medicinal plant that grow abundantly on roadside and hedges, about 5/6 feet in height and bear white flowers.


� AF: ‘Chithria’ means a place where torn pieces of cloth are hung up at the seat of the Pir (saint).


� A Bengali proverb: A mere brush with a tiger is worse than a severe thrashing.


� currency notes


� AF: a hundred rupee note


� AF: Sarda Act 1929 (to stop child marriage)


� AF: girls of this community earn by entertaining people with singing and dancing.


� about two ounces


� AF: blind; 


� a small vessel with a round neck used for carrying water or milk.


� AF: In Hindi ‘going to the maidan implies going to relieve oneself. Tatma women are barred from carrying water when they go to the fields to relieve themselves. For a women nothing can be more shameless than this.


� male


� AF: Like the king, his kingdom; Here one ser of vegetables sell for a rupee as does a ser of sweets.


� A sweet made of thickened milk and sugar


� AF: Prevalent among the Tatmas is a ritual of ‘marrying’ off the well. Water from such wells are a necessity for their marriages. But the fouji well belongs to the District Board. It is not possible to perform such rituals on a sarkari (state owned) well – hence the suggestion of a new well.


� small pair of cymbals.


� Devotional songs


� AF: (from Tulasidas) : people expect it to rain milk from the skies


� AF: Hindi proverb: he who has no worries from any quarters. Literally – A bull which has neither the rope pulling it forward by its nose nor the reins that pull it back.


� fool


� AF: from Tulasidas 


� AF: little balls of paste that are sun-dried and used in cooking. Ginger bori or adouri, is considered as very tasty by the Tatmas.


� AF: a kind of lantern


� Literally ‘game’, God’s play in the phenomenal world.


� The story of king Bharat is found in most of the Hindu itihas-purana texts, notably, SrimadBhagvat and Ramayana. This philosopher king, in his extreme obsession with a deer, which he had found abandoned in the forest, gets distracted in his spiritual endeavours and dies with the thought of the deer in his mind only to be born a deer in his next life.


� May-June


� AF: Hailstorm


� AF: a fifty-fifty sharing. ( Sixteen annas make a rupee)


� AF: Even the hindus of the muslim dominated regions to the east of Jirania, have marriages in the month of bhadra. This is why the people of the western parts of the district jokingly refer to such marriages as the – bengar shaadi – or the ‘marriage of frogs’. 


� beai : son’s or daughter’s in laws


� tax levied for the maintenance of chowkidars - watchmen.


� Revenue Collector


� Bamboo matting


� a variety of bananas which have prominent seeds in the fruit.


� AF: all Dhangar huts will have a cluster of banana plants in the backyard for the privacy of women.


� AF : Tulasidas


� A stri-achar or a rite performed by women alone. In this particular rite the bride is given a bath.


� samdhi is beai or father-in-law of one’s son or daughter; similarly samdhin or beain for mother-in law.


� Marriage is often an occassion for all round bawdy talk and ribaldry.


� Aeo – a woman whos husband is alive. They have a special role in marriage rituals.


� Wooden mortar and pestle for husking paddy.


� AF: being fidgety
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