BOOK    I

  PART I : Aadi-Kanda (The Background)

1.1
A description of Jirania

Not Ayodhyaji
 , it is the Jirania of our times. This place is mentioned in the Rama-carita-manas
 as Jirnaranya; and if you are unable to read that text yourself you could ask Misiriji to read it out for you. It is nearly the same place it used to be then ; jujube bushes lying scattered over an expanse of sandy embankment. Before the train reaches the station someone would shake up and awaken the sleeping passengers and announce – Look ! The bushes ! we have reached Jirania!

This is what the people of Tatmatuli
 refer to as “toun ” (town). And it is not just another insignificant town, it is a big town. Bigger than Pirgunj or Bisaria. Can Pirgunj boast of a Kolostor (Collector) Sahib’s kachhari
 or Bisaria a dharmashala
 or a Padre Sahib’s church? A b-i-g town, this Jirania. Tom-toms
 pass the street by the hour; on the metalled roads. There are double storied houses too; pucca double storied houses, like the one belonging to ‘chermen’ (chairman) sahib.

The ‘babubhaiyas’
 of the town were all ‘bang-gali’ (Bengali); pleaders, attorneys, doctors and clerks. Their children too were proud of this town as were the Tatmas. The story is told of the corpulent Roy-sahib who, in some distant past, while presenting the annual report of the local Kali Temple Committee, inadvertantly referred to Jirania as “merely a big village”. local boys had shouted him down; telling him not to open his ‘big’ mouth on a ‘mere’ village; their civic pride had been hurt.

1.2
The story of Tatmatuli

Picture Tatmatuli -  the outskirts of such a town. If that was really a town why should it not have outskirts ? There is no village between Jirania and Tatmatuli. And that is why I describe Tatmatuli as an outskirt. Hardly four miles from town, but the Tatmas say “kosbhar”
. To the west of Tatmatuli, and beyond the Bakar-hatta fields dotted with shimul
 trees, lie Dhangartuli. Bordering the south runs the dried river bed of kori-kosi - people have named it “Maranadhar”. Right through the heart of the fields runs the Kosi-Shiliguri road. People of Tatmatuli refer to this road as pakki 
.

Perhaps the Tatmas belong to the weaving community. When they first arrived here only one of them possessed a run down loom that could produce nothing beyond the coarse gamchha
. In the distant past they came here en masse from some place near Roshara village in Darbhanga district in search of a living. No one had ever seen them weaving cloth and nor did they themselves claim to be weavers. They will not take to farming; land they need only to put up their huts. And will not stir out looking for work if they have enough for a single meal. Perhaps even that was difficult to procure in Darbhanga district. Therefore they came here and beseeched Fukan Mandal for a livelihood. He  was in those days a big kisan
 (jotdar). One  who aspired to be a zamindar. In exchange for a nominal rent he settled them, almost forcibly, on these lands, supplying even the bamboo and straw for their huts. He got letter pads printed with the monogram “ Bakarhatta Estate, Camp Fukan-nagar”. Fukan Nagar, the name he bestowed, soon gave way to Tatmatuli. As long as he lived he would visit his ‘estate’ daily. The boys of his locality, indecent and foul mouthed, would ostentatiously step aside and say - ‘make way, make way, there goes the zamindar sahib on his way to camp TyaaT-ma-Tholi
, with his estate office tucked away in his waistcoat pocket’. Through his thick lensed glasses he would stare longingly each day at Dhangartuli – as if he could see even from this distance, beyond the green bamboo groves, the cleanly swept straw-thatched huts of the Dhangars. Not a blade of straw anywhere: the courtyards, the village lanes or beneath the mango topes. Everything bright and clean. The people wear a shining black skin; robust in health. Even the goats, the stray dogs, the trees, the naked children, as if everything was fresh and exuding life. As if, even from this distance, could be seen their clothes washed to a gleaming whiteness by the alkaline ashes of the badra
. As if the rhythmic piding piding beat of their drums was clearly heard...

The zamindar of Bakarhatta Estate wonders why his Tatma-subjects never turned out to be like the Dhangars; and, like them, why they never paid their rents in time. The revenue earning from the zamindari was not important as long as the subjects maintained an environ healthy and clean; after all, a good looking neighbourhood does add to the prestige of the landlord. It is hardly thirty years since the Bengali pleader, Haragopalbabu, has come to Jirania. With the coming of the railroad came the Bangalibabus, in herds, and set up residence in this part of town. The sahib neighbourhood was on the other side, for the sahibs had the rail-line built close to where they lived. The Bengali-babus had not the mettle to settle in the sahib neighbourhood. They came to occupy this part which in those days was where the Dhangars lived. But the Dhangars always shy away from the crowd. So they resettled in what is today’s Dhangartola. A cunning chap this Haragopalbabu; sure, he knows how to make money. Bought over the fallow lands auctioned by the kachheri, which had no takers perhaps even as pasture land, and distributed it amongst the Dhangars. And look how these very lands have prospered. Those Kiristans (Christians), sure, they go well with the Bengalis. But let that be. Ramchandraji ! “ All is thy Grace “ 

These are but the stories of the distant past.

Since then, many a times, the Bakarhatta meadows have turned green and the Maranadhar has flooded its banks. Many a times have the shimul (silk-cotton) forest blossomed into flames even as the berries ripened; and while the summer winds scattered the silk-cotton, the bare boughs of the peepul have sent forth tender shoots for the Tatmas to prepare their favourite pickles. If among the Tatmas, someone knew how to calculate, he would have said – this is the story of a very distant past – ten, twenty, a score, two scores or may be even three score years. Would have vainly struggled to estimate how many times the “jhotahas”
 have taken a bath since then
. 

1.3
An account of the distinctive features of Tatmatuli

The thorny boughs of the palte-madar
 need to be carefully circumvented in order to gain entry into Tatmatuli. Almost immediately on entering, the smell of burning leaves, drive away the stench of the outer environs. The tilted straw huts look insecure – like matchboxes crushed underfoot and brought back into shape. Here the dogs bark at people attired in clean clothes; the naked boy with a ghusni
 strapped around the waist, runs indoor, in alarm; atop the bamboo platform the cadaverous, sick and old man basking naked in the sun, tries to rise to a greeting. But the women strike a different note. As it stands, one has to pick one’s way through the village across the courtyards and backyards of the houses. The woman who sits smoking under the single-thatch
, covered with the yellow blossom of dhondhol
, hardly makes an effort to put down her hukkah or cover herself  decently with whatever little she has on her person by way of a cloth. The usual quarrels at the village well continue unabated; no one bothers. The humped old granny holding a bottle of oil, might let out a smile and enquire of the babu where he wants to go.

This is what is seen on the surface; but the facade is not all, -

The folks of Tatmatola speak of three things around which their lives revolve – roja,  rojgar (work) and the Ramayana. In times of disease and death and distress they need the roja. Roja is the ‘guni’ - village charmer-doctor combined. They have but two avenues of gainful employment; mending roof (gharami) and cleaning the water-wells of accumulated sand. Nearly all homes in Jirania have tiled roofs and each one a well. So they barely manage a living. Illiterate they may well be but the menfolk, especially the headman, never tire of  citing the Ramayana.

And even before you can ask, the women are out with their comment– what dominates village life is “panchayati,  panchayati and panchayati”
. 

1.4
An Account of Dhangartuli

Quarrels and mutual jealousy between Dhangartuli and Tatmatuli have come down the ages. In fact the Oraons
 are the forefathers of the Dhangars. No one knows when they crossed the Ganges from the Santals Parganas beyond. Their speech bears a resemblance to the Oraon dialect. They speak in Hindi whenever they need to communicate with other people.

Some among the Dhangars are Christians. Most of them work as gardeners in the sahib households taking up other work only if they cannot get employed as a gardener or do not like such work. They are ever willing to take up any kind of activity ranging from lopping of the thorny boughs of the berry tree to honey gathering. All are able bodied and since they do not shirk from work are always welcome as daily labour.

Dhangars look upon the Tatmas as dirty animals. Tatmas retaliate by calling the Dhangars “burbok kiristaans” (foolish Christians). 

Dhangartuli is a part of Dharampur pargana and Tatmatuli that of Haveli pargana. During the reign of king Todarmalla, when these parganas were formed, a high road bifurcated the two. The same road has been metalled in recent years and rechristened the kosi-shiliguri road. But that road no longer remains a mere demarcation of the Dharampur and Haveli parganas; it divides of the hearts of the two communities that live on either side – the Dhangars and the Tatmas.

A quarrel stemming from some petty issue is a daily affair between the Dhangars and the Tatmas. Invariably it is the Tatmas who start it. And when the arguments gets heated they vainly look for an escape route. But habits die hard.
1.5
Past events relating to the life of Bouka Bawa

On one side of the main road in Tatmatuli  stands a giant peepul tree and beneath it a large sized termite mound tinted with vermilion in good measure. This is the “gonsai”
 of the Tatmas. Planted firmly in front of this gonsai is a huge harikath
. And this place is called “gonsaithaan”; or just “thaan” in short. Every year sometime after Diwali the harikath gets a fresh coating of oil and vermilion, a flag is planted, and a goat purchased with contributions from all, is consecrated here. 

This thaan is the home of Bouka Bawa
. The Tatmas had no ascetic in their ranks either before or after the advent of Bouka Bawa. 

In his childhood Bouka would go out with his mother to beg. At the doorsteps of the households in the town whenever a cry “khokha a a nunu u u
” was heard, the inhabitants would despair “ there comes Boukamai
; her unrelenting cries will now go on for two hours”. And sisters would frighten their young brothers – don’t cry, or you’ll be handed over to Boukamai. 

That same Bouka, when he grew up to sport a beard and moustache, was seen one day squatting in the gosainthaan with a pair of tongs and a small trident. When the people ran to see, Bouka picked up a brick and drove the trident into the ground. From that day the thaan  was his home. From that day, the Bouka for all these years, transformed into Bouka Bawa.

Something happened shortly after this. A storm-uprooted pakur 
 tree had lain for many days on the roadside, close to the gosainthaan. Evidently a property of the District Board; but the Tatmas had been regularly chopping off its dry branches for firing. They went to the extent of digging up the roots to extract as much as was possible. Only the giant stump remained. One fine morning this giant stump which had lain tilted to one side was found erect on its base. Further, Bouka Bawa was seen circumscribing the stump with folded hands and saluting the sun-god at the end of each round. People flocked to behold this sight. Reban, the Guni
, said that it was the handiwork of a jinn. The peshkar 
 sahib, spectacled and all knowing, pronounced the following verdict – “ the District Board is in the practice of planting branches on roadsides, consequently when these grow up to trees they do not have tap roots, or else how could such a thing happen”. Bijonbabu the pleader’s college going lad mentioned the case of the sun-worshipping date palm tree of Faridpur. The school going kids spoke among themselves in hushed voices – “ No wonder Nontu-da is so wise. Does he not study Bhutani
 in college.” But none of these explanations caught the imagination of the Tatmas. From that day on Bouka Bawa’s fame rose manifold and spread far beyond Tatmatola. The oil and vermilion smear on the gosainthaan mound thickened and voluntary contributions appeared in the form of bamboo, ropes and straw for Bawa’s hut.

It is a custom among the Tatmas that the bride’s family gets cash payment from the groom’s. So it was that the Tatma elders lamented that “ poor Bouka could not afford the money for a bride and turned ascetic.” 

Tatma boys, like the sahibs, get separated from the parents on marriage. Fearing this, Bouka’s mother never let her son lay a hand on the half-rupee coins she saved up from her begging.

The day she was to die, while Bouka was pouring water into her mouth from a coconut shell, she drew his hands to her bosom and said – “ go away to Ayodhyaji where there is no dearth of alms. Never cut down a peepul tree. Never watch the karma-dharma
 dance of the Dhangars; their women are evil. I am longing for a taste of adouri
. Wherever you find a coconut shell pick it up, for these vessels are always ritually pure.”

- the words that followed, Bouka could not decipher, although he had drawn his ears close to her mouth. He only observed a movement of the dried lips. A tear that fell from the half closed eyes of his mother, Bouka wiped, with the corner of his loin cloth. And the little red ant at the corner of her lips, he plucked with his fingers and let go – for he could not bring himself to kill it.

� Ayodhya, though a place name, is usually referred to as Ayodhyaji. The suffix “ji” indicates reverence for the place itself on account of its association with Lord Rama.


� AF : The Ramayana written by Tulasidasji is called Rama-carita-manas. This is the most popular and widely read book in Bharatvarsha. The personality of Rama is as vast as the lake Mansarovar. The deeds of Rama are like the swan sporting in the lake of Rama-carita-manas.


TF : various versions of the sanskrit epic of Valmiki have appeared in many other Indian languages at different times in history; following in the wake of the saga of Rama in the Valmiki Ramayana and other Puranas, these are not mere translations or adaptations but major poetic works in themselves that have enriched the literature of these languages. Among these the most well known are the Ramayans of (chronologically), Kamban (Tamil,13th century), Krittivasa ( Bengali, early 15th century) and Tulasidas (Awadhi (Kosali Hindi), 16th century). Tulasidas’s work, apart from its great literary merits, stand out as a fine exposition of medieval bhakti cult.


� pronounced tAt-mA-Tuli


� the Collector’s office; generally it means an office where any public business is transacted.


� a rest house for pilgrims


� horse drawn carts or carriages


� a version of the word ‘baboo’. 


� AF: only one Krosh (unit of distance) – about two miles make a krosh


� silk cotton ( Bombax ceiba ) whose seed floss is used for pillow filling.


� AF: metalled road


� gamchha : a bathing towel


� AF : In Jirania district a kisan is not only one who tills his own land. Even those who possess 10 or 15 thousand bighas of land can be termed kisan. Only those who pay revenue to the Government are called zamindars.


� an anglicised and vulgarised version of Tatmatuli.


� AF: a type of weed


� AF : quote from Tulasidas


� AF: Those with jhuti or long hair. The tatmas refer to their womenfolk as jhotahas 


� AF: Tatma women would generally bathe once a year during the “chhot” festival. However the dapper among them would bathe once a month.


� The “Mandar” or “Parijat” tree ( Erythrina Variegata Linn.) which abounds in countryside. 


� a small silver strip hanging on a thread running around a child’s waist


� as opposed to a double-thatch which slope up on either side to the central ridge of the roof.


� a creeper whose unripe fruits are eaten as a vegetable. ( Luffa Acutangula Roxb.)


� AF: The head of the panchayat is called the “mahato”. The other four are termed “nayeb”. And the one who notify and assemble  the village people is called the “chharidar”. The Mahato and the four Nayebs make the Council of Five or Panchayat. 


� a tribe in Santal Parganas districts in eastern India, now reorganised as Jharkhand.


� AF: The Tatmas usually refer to the sun as “gonsai”  but the one underneath the peepul tree, daubed with vermilion,  is also called “gonsai”.


� an H shaped stout wooden block  with its twin legs firmly planted in the ground and the upper arms wide enough to stand astride the neck of animals secured to it for beheading.


� AF: the mute sannyasi. T F: a sannyasi is an ascetic. 


� AF: small child have mercy.


� AF: mother of Bouka.


� a large shade giving tree ( ficus lacor)


� the charm doctor


� a lowly court official


� AF: Botany


� AF: the Dhangar festival marking the bhadra (August – September) full moon day.


� AF: a condiment prepared with ginger.
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