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Translator’s Note and Acknowledgements

Perhaps of all Partition migrants the Sindhis have willed themselves to forget Partition most successfully. In fact the nostalgic emotion so freely expressed by literary writers in this volume contrasts with a matter-of-fact dismissal of nostalgia and recall by a large number of Sindhi businessmen. Their mercantile spirit may have enabled them to fight more courageously, without indulging in self-pity but the forgetting has had ramifications that the community is discovering only now. The stories in this volume contrast starkly with the silence I have encountered in my sociological work. They dwell, much too luxuriously, upon a utopian notion of Sindh. As an academic trained in English literature and taught to appreciate the understated sense of fragmentation, I found myself struggling with the translator inside who wished to replicate the sentimentality for reasons of authenticity. The latter won, because apart from my own commitment to the voices in the narratives, I also see this nostalgia as a compensation for a world lost to the Sindhis. Meanwhile, it has been a struggle to deal with the intricate details of food and custom, descriptions of economy and society that can be only be understood if Sindh was available to me both physically and psychologically. In terms of time vii viii Translator’s Note and Acknowledgements and space, I am away from Sindh. In the city of Ahmedabad where I live, a flight to Karachi takes less time than flying to Bombay, but arbitrary and tyrannical borders have made Sindh inaccessible to me in more ways than one. Fortunately, I grew up speaking Sindhi, a phenomenon not so common in the generation after mine. The verbal structures of Sindhi came useful in learning the Perso-Arabic script in which these stories have been written. All the same, I have taken generous help from at least two people—Sahib Bijani (Adipur, India) and Shoukat Hussain Shoro (Sindh, Pakistan)—on each side of the border. I wish to dedicate this book to both of them.

I also wish to thank Laxmandas Makhija, Vidya Tewani, Heena Kewalramani, Samia Vasa, Abhijit Kothari and Shamini Kothari for supporting an endeavour that has meant a lot to me at a personal level.
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	Rita Kothari
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Introduction

Amar Jaleel, one of Pakistan’s most respected and controversial writers, writes in Sindhi—an official language in both India and Pakistan. He is technically a Muslim. However, his personal creed, spiritual outlook and politics recognize no borders of religion, nation and tradition. A follower of the seventeenth-century Sufi saint, Sachal Sarmast, Jaleel draws radical courage from Sufism and fearlessly critiques any abuse of human dignity in the name of religion and national borders. He mocks the absurdity of containing subcontinental identities within the confines of nations, and of equating nations with religions.

He wrote his most controversial story ‘Sard Lashun Jo Safar’ (The Journey of Cold Corpses) in the face of unrelenting censorship in the Pakistan of Zia-ul-Haq. In the story, Jaleel takes us to Kundkot, a village in interior Sindh where Hindu families live in a colony called Nanak Mohalla. We are then taken to the house of Gopal, technically a Hindu (his Hinduism as incidental as Jaleel’s Islam). While Gopal is busy reading a Sindhi translation of the Koran, a bunch of religious fanatics are raping his sister Savitri. Unlike most Hindus of Sindh, Gopal had chosen not to leave Pakistan to go to India. Perceiving himself to be an integral part of Sindh, he made his family stay back in the new state of Pakistan. His troubles started not in the 1940s, but three decades later, when religious fanaticism flared up with state support. The story shows how Gopal, an ordinary man from a village, had a sophisticated and unbiased understanding of religion. The rest of the story is much too gruesome and violent to be narrated here. Not surprisingly, the story was banned in Pakistan. In India, it remains unknown beyond a tiny circle of Sindhi writers. To my knowledge, this is the only story in the Sindhi language that explicitly addresses Islamic violence against Hindus and, contrary to our expectations, it is not situated during Partition but after, and written not by a Hindu who suffered, but by a member of the majority community in Pakistan who empathized with the suffering.

Disrupting Synonymies

Jaleel documents atrocities perpetrated upon Hindus in an Islamic state. He was prosecuted by the state for writing this story. Besides being a testimony to his courage, this story is important because it defies some of the unquestioned assumptions underlying our understanding of Partition literature and also helps defy some of the repetitive patterns in the literature in general. Partition fiction is generally a sensitive and detailed account of how ‘millions of people were forced to leave their homes, their bastis, their desh, their watan, and undertake a difficult and sorrowful journey …’ (Bhalla 2007). The journey by train or in qafilas is a recurring trope in Partition literature. Based on the narratives written by ‘Indian’ nationals—Hindus, Dalits, Sikhs—we assume the difficulties of the journey and its attendant dangers and violence to be our window to the experience of Partition migrants coming from the newly created Pakistan. What is seldom taken into account is the fact that not all communities came by train, and hence encountered violence in physical terms. Or that some members of certain communities, Sindhi-speaking Hindus, for instance, stayed back in the new Pakistan to grapple with a nation that had suddenly turned unrecognizable. Jaleel’s Gopal is one such person.

Gopal disturbs the first synonymy we make between Partition and homeland. The second synonymy he breaks is the one between Partition subjects and their ethnicity. Gopal’s experiences as a Sindhi Hindu, who continued to live in Pakistan, are different from the experiences described by Kamleshwar or Intizar Hussain or Bhisham Sahni, for his subject position does not coincide with that of the author. Despite Jaleel being a Pakistani citizen, he provides a glimpse into the experience of a non-Muslim in Sindh, somewhat like Taslima Nasrin’s sensitive portrayal of the Hindu minority in Lajja. The story, therefore, does not provide an insight into Sindhi Hindus in India, rather it sheds light on the life of a religious minority much after Partition. The assumption that every Hindu migrant speaks only of the ‘Hindu’ experience, and every ‘Muslim’ of the Muslim experience is interrogated here. This is not to say that Partition writers do not empathetically write about the ‘Other’; however, these are mostly narratives of a ‘good’ Muslim in a story by a Hindu or a ‘good’ Hindu in the story by a Muslim—as small islands of humanity in a sea of bewildering hatred that engulfed the subcontinent in 1947. I wish to underscore the disruption of this synonymy to show how the Sindhi narratives are essentially transborder and are not confined by religious and national boundaries. For instance, Jaleel’s story positions Gopal, a member of a Hindu minority, as a subject, while Gordhan Bharti (see ‘Boycott’ in this volume) positions a poor and marginalized Jaman Koli as his chief protagonist. Similarly, Ali Baba, another well-known writer from Sindh (not included in this volume) probes the post-Partition alienation of Indian Sindhis in a story called ‘Dharti Dhikaana’.

The Notion of ‘Violence’

Talk of violence has shaped most of the literary and political discussion about Partition in India. Generally speaking, print and visual narratives of Partition in India evoke in popular imagination archetypal images of mass violence and mob frenzy. However, the Sindhi Partition experience is relatively free from violent episodes.1 I remember watching the first few episodes of Tamas in the 1980s before they were taken off the air. The episodes had been so absorbing, and the adrenalin rush so high, that I had felt let down by its abrupt end. It wasn’t common to read or share books in my house, but I clearly remember watching Tamas with the entire family. The historical event of Partition we were watching on the screen was also the event that had wrenched my parents out of their homeland. My mother was only seven, hence too young to understand, but my father was a teenage boy and had carried vivid memories within him. When I look back now, I wonder why nobody mentioned (or thought) of Tamas as a familiar story. Why did we siblings watch it without thinking of it as also being our parents’ story? I would learn many years later that although Sindh and Punjab had been geographically and culturally close, their experience of Partition was vastly different with respect to violence. These departures in Sindhi Partition narratives make sense when viewed against the background of the Sindhi Partition experience.

Unlike the Punjabis and Bengalis, the Sindhis were not coming to an ‘Indian’ part of Sindh because Sindh was not divided into east and west Sindh. It went in its entirety to Pakistan.2 This occludes from the Sindhi experience the metaphor of train-stuffed-with-corpses. A large number of Sindhis came by ship which they boarded from Karachi to arrive in Bombay and at various ports of Gujarat. Some travelled by trains from interior Sindh and came to Rajasthan. A smaller number crossed the border in the Thar desert and came to Gujarat on camel back. Although the rich and prosperous Hindus of Sindh must have felt insecure and frightened in the new state of Pakistan, by and large, the threat to physical safety was relatively less in Sindh. The danger to the lives and property of Sindhi Hindus became palpable once Muslim immigrants, driven out of Bihar and the United Provinces, entered Sindh. In her autobiography, Popati Hiranandani relates the enormous fear that made her family leave Sindh. In this story, one of the few which relates instances of kidnapping and rape, it is the immigrant Muslim who is seen as the kidnapper or the rapist. The first generation Sindhi Hindus differentiated between the Muslims who came from Sindh and those who came from other parts of India.3

Three months after Partition, when Acharya Kripalani (president, Indian National Congress) visited Sindh he noted that, ‘There was only a slight exodus of the Hindus and Sikhs from Sindh. It did not suffer from any virulent fanaticism. To whatever faith the Sindhis belonged, they were powerfully influenced by Sufi and Vedantic thoughts. This made for tolerance’ (Kripalani, 2004, 703). The Hindus and Muslims of Sindh shared a strong linguistic and territorial identity, which brought them closer to each other than their co-religionists in India and Pakistan. It is true that this social fabric began to tear in the wake of sharpened economic disparities in the nineteenth century, and led to the success of the Muslim League. It is equally true that the rhetoric of Islamic corruption of the pure Indus civilization circulated by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) also made inroads after several abortive attempts (Kothari 2006). However, neither Sindh’s syncretic tradition nor its polarities in the twentieth century were uniform. When we visit individual and local histories by Sindhis, there emerge many-shaded narratives that are not yet a part of our Partition imaginary.

In Narayan Bharti’s ‘The Document’, Manghanmal, a Hindu landowner, has painful memories of how his tenant Rasool Baksh spent his own money and saw Manghanmal off at Hyderabad station. With not a shade of bitterness or anger, the story captures a beautifully interdependent (albeit feudal, and at times, exploitative) relationship between a Hindu landowner and a Muslim haari. This delicate balance was severely threatened during Partition, and although we don’t have, in fiction or real life, testimonial accounts of physical violence, Hindu landowners in the new state of Pakistan lived in fear of the vengeance of Muslim peasants (Kothari 2007). Bharti’s story is not marked by any uncomfortable memories, but by a relentless nostalgia for the life, place and relationships that Sindhi Hindus had lost access to. The rehabilitation and refugee committees in India had made arrangements for some compensation of property, but how do you quantify an ethos and claim compensation for it? A miserable, angry and bewildered Joharmal in ‘The Claim’ (by Bharti) declares:


Joharmal, son of Vaseymal, nukka Nagdev, has left the whole of Sindh in Pakistan. Now he files a claim for Sindh. It should be returned to him. The proof is the fact that Joharmal is a Sindhi, his language is Sindhi and his civilization is Sindhi.



Unlike what might be expected from Partition literature, Sindhi stories deal less with themes of betrayals and escapes. Such stories are rare in fact. They deal more with the precarious moments of ‘peace’ preceding Partition, the gradual hardening of religious lines, the ambivalences about leaving or staying, the psychological violence of arriving in India as stateless migrants and re-starting life amidst hostile populations in various states, and the humiliation of living in refugee camps and interacting with the bureaucracy in the new nation state. The psychosis of fear, the separation from language and home, the shedding of tangible and nontangible possessions constituted trauma for the Sindhis, but perhaps not in the way trauma becomes akin to physical violence in Partition Studies. My research on the Hindu Sindhis shows how in the states of Rajasthan, Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh, there was strong resentment directed at them as immigrants. As a community that, through proximity with Islam, had managed to shed the practice of untouchability, the Sindhis were subjected to discrimination in India (Kothari 2007). The humiliation of being refugees, and the contrast between the affluence and prestige of Sindhi Hindus in undivided India and penury in the glorious new nation state is a recurring theme in the oral and written testimonies by Sindhis. Deterritorialized and fragmented, the Sindhis found the moment of arrival into India far more traumatic than the moment of leaving Sindh. The Sindhis were not expected in India. They had neither a corresponding territory to come to, nor was the violence (before 6 January 1948) intense enough to generate sympathy for them. Sindh’s richest and powerful religious minority of Hindus was reduced to a beggarly linguistic minority in India; its clothes, language, customs markedly different from the host communities who found the sudden influx of refugees irksome.


It is found in many instances that the refugees behave as if their miserable lot is the creation of people in this province. They must be told, sometimes with brutal frankness, that we have very little responsibility for what has happened to them. Of course in their misfortune we are one with them, we sympathize with them … but they must be told that they cannot turn themselves into a nuisance value and if Government have bowed (sic) down to their sentiments it is not because they proved themselves to be a nuisance. That must be clear to them. If I understood the Honorable Member Babubhai Patel he said that many of the refugees want to live in cities because they have come from cities. Well, they cannot be sticklers, they cannot be choosers. (Karandikar)



Mohan Kalpana’s post-Partition narrative ‘Jalavatni’ is a bitter indictment of the nation state, its kafkaesque red-tape, and abusive officers who tell Mohan, ‘You are a refugee, you can spend a night under a tree or near a railway track, or maidans. When you ran away from Sindh, did you ask Jinnah where should you go?’ In the two selections included in this volume, the contrast between Kalpana’s post-Partition acerbic bitterness and pre-Partition warmth (his RSS connections notwithstanding) is quite remarkable. Kalpana continues to be read and admired in Sindh even today, and I am told by my Sindhi friends from across the border that his flamboyance has made him particularly popular with Sindhi youth.

An equally iconic figure is Sheikh Ayaz whose description of what happened after the Hindus left Sindh is powerful and evocative.


I held the doll in my hands, and stood gazing at it. I tried to imagine its little owner who must have crossed Khokharpar and gone over to Bombay or Banaras or Calcutta, empty handed. I continued to gaze at it for a long time, and in the meantime my relatives got tired of waiting for me.



The guilt in Ayaz’s voice, the fact that when opportunity presented itself, Sindhi Muslims pilfered things from the homes of Hindus is one of the cornerstones of Sindhi Muslims’ memories of that period. Some justify it by recounting how Hindu traders would charge usurious rates of interest, and their falling out was entirely because of economic disparity. The conversation between Kamil and members of the older generation in Shoukat Hussain Shoro’s ‘Death of Fear’ captures the divergent historiographies of this period.

Ambiguity of Citizenship

Compared to Sindhi Muslims, the Sindhi Hindus have had a more awkward, but non-confrontational relationship with the nation state. It is useful to relate here a short but symbolically significant episode that took place in India. In the year 2005, a petition was filed in the Supreme Court to remove the word ‘Sindh’ from India’s national anthem because the region of Sindh is no more in India. The Supreme Court dismissed the petition summarily, and the media ceased to take interest in it. The matter was forgotten by all as an isolated and absurd example of how the Indian judiciary was made to waste time. The implications of this however were hotly resented by a handful of Sindhi intellectuals and activists. What the Sindhis mourn most even today is the loss of homeland. The petitioner seeking the removal of Sindh from the Indian national anthem was making even the memory of a lost homeland illegitimate. Worse yet, he sought to erase the historical roots of the Sindhis. On the other hand, Ali Baba, a Muslim writer from across the border, sensitively captures the alienation of the Sindhi Hindu in a story called ‘Dharti Dhikaana’. The son born in post-Partition India teases his mother, who is nostalgic about Sindh, by saying:


‘Amma, you always call the sea of Karachi, Sindhu Sagar, but there is no such sea in history or geography. The sea of Karachi is called the Arabian Sea.’

‘Wah! Why the Arabian Sea? The sea became Arabian after the Arabs conquered it, do you think it was called Arabian Sea at the times of King Dahir?’

‘But Aai, Sindh is under Muslim domination even now. They consider themselves descendants of the Arabs. There is only one unit in Pakistan these days. The world atlas shows no country by the name of Sindh. You keep giving yourself false assurances, Sindh does not exist anywhere.’

His mother was suddenly stung, as if by a scorpion. She looked at him wounded, and stricken, ‘Ram, I don’t understand what you people are taught in universities and colleges. Your knowledge is so limited. Listen, even now I have a vivid memory of how when I was a child, and a student studying Sindhi in class four, your late grandfather had taken me to the Lakhidhar pilgrimage fair. I had written my name with a nail on a slab of Bhago Thodo—Savitri Hingorani, Standard Four, Sindhi. It’s been so many years since then. I can say with certainty that the cruel flow of time must have wiped my name off the mountain. But how does that matter?’

‘Amma, forgive me, I didn’t know that it would hurt you so much. How do I know what a nation is? I am untouched by that experience.’



What is ‘nation’ for the Indian Sindhis? For the globally diasporic Sindhi community spread across three continents of the world doing business, the nation is a notional place, an idea with no physical contours. For those who live in India, Sindh has ceased to be a nation, because they can’t visit it, and can’t afford to talk about it since it belongs to what the rest of India considers an ‘enemy state’. This has made Sindh inaccessible in both memory and reality. It also perhaps explains the silence Sindhis maintained about their past, the stories that were never transmitted, the wounds that were never shared. It is only in the literary space of stories that nostalgia for the lost nation finds articulation. The first generation writers who tell the stories included in this volume re-enact Sindh as a pure and pristine nation, an ideal haven that they (the Hindu Sindhis of India) may not be able to visit, but which remains enshrined in memory as a pre-lapsarian heaven. The idea of Sindh is often engendered, best exemplified in Sundri Uttamchandani’s ‘Bhoori’. The central character, Bhoori, is Sindh (endearingly called Sindhri) whom the Sindhi Hindus managed to rescue and bring with them, locked securely in their hearts. The fact that Bhoori lost her lustre, but not her virtue, when thrown into poverty and helplessness has symbolic significance for the Sindhis. It implies that a self-respecting entrepreneurial community turned itself from sharnarthi (refugees) to purusharthi (hardworking people) without compromising their women’s dignity. Interestingly, Sindh is a woman in the conception of Sindhi Muslim writers also, but the historiographical emphasis is different. In the Sindhi Muslim’s right to self-determination, the Sindh nation is defined by the river Indus, by Mohenjodaro and by the Sufis. The Sindhi Hindus use the same tropes to emphasize an Aryan continuity. However, the nation remains elusive for both, constructed, fantasized and shared only in literary space and, now, cyberspace.

Unbordered Memory

The discussion on Amar Jaleel at the beginning of this essay set the tone for an unbordered memory of Partition. It also set the tone for an imaginative and empathetic entry that Sindhis on both sides of the border very often make into each other’s world. If Partition changed the lives of Sindhi Hindus who felt insecure and unwanted, it also changed things for Sindhi Muslims. After 1947, both religious communities in different ways faced challenges, from within and without, to their language, state and identity. I have discussed elsewhere that the Sindhi Muslim leaders supported the movement for Pakistan hoping to acquire economic advantages that they had lost to the Hindus. However, the Islamic state of Pakistan was new for them, and it was not easy getting used to the Urdu, the mosques, the new avatars of domination. In the story, ‘The Oxen’, Muhammad Daud Baloch asks a hard-hitting question: If beasts need to be in their language zone, how are humans beings to function without one? The question applied as much to the imposition of Urdu on Sindhi Muslims in Pakistan, as to the Sindhi Hindus in post-Partition India. It is true that the Sindhi Hindus paid a heavier price by leaving their lands, homes, shops and all cultural referents behind in Sindh. At the same time, Partition also caused irrevocable changes in the lives of Sindhi Muslims who willy-nilly found themselves second-class citizens in the new Islamic state of Pakistan. The ramifications of that moment continue to be felt even today by Sindhis living in both nations.

The shared space of the Sindhis (Hindus and Muslims) in this book is an extension of a composite ‘Sindhiness’ in the literary community of Sindhi writers across borders who continue to read and interact with each other. The formation of nation states seized upon this composite zone, concretized in Jaleel’s nostalgia for the festival of Holi that was also ‘holy’ for being syncretic. Many stories in this volume testify to an empathetic entry made by Sindhi Muslims into the world of Hindus, and the Indian Sindhis’ solidarity with the turbulence experienced by a Pakistani Sindhi. It is hoped that this small gesture of documenting simultaneous experiences from both sides of the border would dispel the synonymy between nations and religions, and bring the discussion on Partition into the ambit of South Asia at large.
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1To understand why the Sindhi experience of Partition was different, and what made it relatively less violent, we need to see interconnections between Sindh’s geography as a frontier region, its cultural isolation, its amalgamation of religions and the economic interdependence between Hindus and Muslims (Kothari, 2007).

2The Province of Sindh (now a state in Pakistan) is bordered on the east by the Thar desert of India and in the west by the mountains of Baluchistan; it boasts of the port city of Karachi as well as the remains of the Indus Valley civilization. Its history is chequered and is best known by the brief message ‘PECCAVI’ sent by its British conqueror Charles Napier to his superiors in the Bombay Presidency. Tracing its origin to the Indus Valley settlements of Mohen-jo-daro (itself a Sindhi word meaning the ‘gate/hillock of the dead’), Sindh was part of various Hindu kingdoms up to 712 AD when Mohammed bin Kasim conquered it and established Muslim rule. Various Muslim dynasties ruled over Sindh undisturbed until 1843 when the British decided that its strategic importance necessitated its conquest. The colonial policies of land and education tipped the economic and social balance. The Hindu minority of Sindh which had always been rich but unobtrusive, now cornered powerful positions in the nineteenth century, evoking a strong feeling among Sindhi Muslim leaders that they had not received their just desserts.

3Gradually these images of a vilified Muslim became generalized, at least in the minds of post-Partition generations.
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6 January 1948

THAKUR CHAWLA

Karachi city. Near the press building of the daily Hindu (now Hindustan) was a prominent circular structure and across that was the area called Gaadikhaato. At the outskirts of Gaadikhaato, stood a pale green, five-storey building called Thakur Nivas (now Maahrukh Manzil).

Thakur Nivas belonged to us. We had an office on the first floor and our home on the third. The remaining three floors were rented out. We were in the business of finance. Over a period of time, Baba had meticulously squirreled away money and had the building constructed. He made allowances for the ups and downs of business and assumed that at least the rent would take care of his children’s expenses. But God had something else in mind. The year 1947 changed history. The country was divided into two, followed by brutal riots everywhere. In the interiors of Sindh, zamindari was dying out, and it seemed almost certain that people would have to leave behind wells and buildings, gardens and parks, and homes put together over years.

Our house was so tall that you could see it for miles around. It was in the village of Ranipur, which you had to pass through to visit the dargah of Sachal. My baba had been the mukhi of Ranipur for years, so people migrating from Ranipur and its surrounding villages, who needed to stop by in Karachi to board ships, used our home in Karachi as a temporary refuge. They would wait for their tickets, and sometimes this could take four or five months. Out of the five rooms on our office floor, we had reserved four for guests, and these were constantly packed with the belongings of people migrating from Sindh. Every piece of luggage had a name written on it.

On the morning of 6 January 1948, at about noon, there was a sudden furore on the street where we lived. Shrieks and shouts came forth from neighbouring homes. I must have been fifteen or sixteen years old then. When I came out into the balcony, what I witnessed was daylight robbery. Two trucks stood nearby. About a hundred non-Sindhi Muslims, that is, Mohajirs, were filling up the trucks with pickings from a building only a block away from ours, where Dr Premchand used to live. It was horrifyingly evident from the way they spoke and acted that these were Muslims who had migrated from UP or Bihar and they intended to kill us and rob us. I ran downstairs. Oblivious to the mayhem, our watchman, who hailed from Allahabad, was busy cooking dal in his alcove under the stairs. I yelled at him and made him lock up the iron gates. I explained the situation to him and quickly sent the women and children to the top floor of our house.

Ten or fifteen minutes later, a bunch of Mohajirs stood outside our building, violently shaking the iron bars of the gate, and shouting ‘Allah ho Akbar’. About seven or eight of us stood in the balcony randomly throwing things at them to prevent them from entering the building. The Sindhi Muslims living in the government-owned quarters across our building merely watched.

Within no time, we ran out of dispensable objects, such as pieces of wood, which we had been using to throw at the hooligans, who now began to bang and thump the wooden doors on the ground floor vigorously. As a result, the latch of one of the doors came unfastened, giving them access to the rest of the building. I wanted to call up the police but the the telephone wires had been cut. Companions who I had thought would support me in resisting the attacks had fled, taking refuge in their own houses. As for the guests, whose belongings had lain safely in our office, they had rushed to the terrace with their wives and children.

When the crowd started pounding our door, there were only three of us left in the office—my cousin Hardasmal, the watchman and me. Hardasmal was ready to leave the following day, that is, 7 January, with his eight bags and gunny sacks full of utensils. He now watched with growing terror as the latch came undone slowly but surely and he suddenly collapsed in a heap. The watchman threw away his lathi and hid himself in the bathroom.

I took up the lathi but didn’t have the chance to use it. Hefty looking Mohajirs descended on us with knives and staffs. Some hit us with sticks, and some with blows. One of them grazed my nose with a knife, and another one grazed my back. My clothes were soaked with blood. ‘Police! Police! Bachao, bachao!’ I shrieked but to no avail. The rooms were deserted, bereft of belongings, including bags which contained trousseaus for daughters. Some of the bags had contained everything needed for a new life in India. In one fell stroke, the aspirations and hopes of all the guests were buried. They had been turned paupers.

Two hours later, the police had arrived. The injured were taken to hospitals. The following day, the daily newspaper Sindh Observer had covered the incident and also printed the names of those who had died. The list included my name because there was little hope of my survival. Luckily for me, a nurse who used to live in the neighbourhood, had seen me in hospital and she took painstaking efforts to help me recover. With timely medical attention medicine and under her care, I managed to return home within a fortnight. By then, everything had changed.

Every single relative and neighbour of mine had left for India. Willy-nilly, I too began to think of leaving Karachi. I had written off the possibility of selling my immovable property—the house, the land, and in the village, houses, wells and otaks. As for the building in Karachi, which could have been sold for one and a half lakh rupees before the riots, it was now reduced to exactly half its price. I finally found a buyer for sixty-eight thousand. At that point in time, the government had promulgated a fresh rule prohibiting any distress sale of property after the riots. In order to prove that the transaction preceded the riots of 6 January, I needed a certificate from the collector.

My friend, who was a lawyer, helped me approach the collector. The collector, a Sindhi Muslim, said to me, ‘Vaanya, for once you are at my mercy. I will charge you a thousand rupees to issue a certificate.’

This is how I sold my building in Karachi, abandoned everything else, and migrated.
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When I Experienced the Simultaneity of Life and Death …

POPATI HIRANANDANI


We have with us neither death nor life. We lack completely in autonomy.

—Lachhman ‘Komal’



The radio announced that the nation was divided. Newspapers mentioned that the entire province of Sindh had gone to Pakistan. Refugees had begun to come into Sindh. The next day we heard that five thousand Muslims had come to Hyderabad. Some had been put up in the Muslim hostel, while some others lived in the neighbourhood of the Salatis. The Muslim hostel was on the street to our right. The atmosphere was vitiated by fear and misgiving, and terror gripped our hearts. As if this was not enough, some young Muslim men got out of the hostel and began to shout, ‘Hand over the beauties of the beautiful Hyderabad to us.’ Our heart beats raced. Young women in every house were being warned. The moment a Muslim enters your house, you must shove your fingers in the nearest electric socket, turn the switch on and bring an end to your life. Small packets of poison were also being given to them.

At six in the evening, I heard somebody’s voice on the loudspeaker. To catch the words, I walked to the head of the lane where I lived. An announcement blared from a row of police jeeps. ‘No riots will take place. The police are alert. Military forces are also present.’ Wherever the police jeeps passed, doors and windows closed one by one. People felt a sense of imminent danger. A hush fell over the streets.

I entered my home and switched on the radio. But Amma did not let me. ‘Don’t, the rascals will think we are having a good time listening to music.’ Usually, the light above the main door of the house would be turned on at 7 p.m. and it would remain on until the late hours of the night. The main door would be left open almost till midnight. But on that day, even the lights in the courtyard and the verandah were switched off. The door was fastened with three kinds of latches.

With the exception of my brother Hashu, everyone was inside the house. Young men were busy equipping themselves for possible skirmishes with the incoming refugees. They were forming small defence teams and training themselves to safeguard lives and homes. Hashu was the leader of one such team. He would arrive late at night and unload lathis from his bicycle, which he would then slide under my stringed cot in the verandah because my cot was covered with a sheet. Some of the lathis were pierced on one end with pins, while some others had glass splinters on them. At least fifty lathis were buried in a secret corner of the terrace so that the women of the house could have easy access to them and fight from the rooftops.

It was 9 p.m., but no sign of Hashu. The doors of the house facing ours were shut fast. It was all quiet and deserted around us in Hyderabad, a city otherwise bustling and active late into the night. Even at one in the morning, you could hear gramophones playing, Kya kaaran hai ab rone ka … kya kaaran … (Why the tears now …) or hear loud cries of ‘Eh, kaara! Give me ice for fifty paisa,’ as a hot and thirsty customer called out to the ice-candy man. You could see young men hanging outside shops and laying wagers over who could eat the most bananas. Grandmothers would be busy telling stories about how ‘Kuno abducted the virgin’ and tongawallahs would sing legendary songs like ‘Umar took Marui away, took her away …’ A demon had visited those streets that night.

I heard a gentle knock on the door. Everyone sat up. Amma would not let anyone else go and open the door.

‘Who is it?’

‘It’s me, Hashu. Open the door.’

Hashu was quiet today. We found it very surprising. Usually he would start chattering incessantly as soon as he arrived home, ‘Rajab ate six eggs today! Fakir held an ice cube for half hour in his hand! The Negro hit a member from the Salat community so badly that he tumbled over. Nanu swung the lathi so well that all of us lay flat on our backs …’ But today, he looked sad. He said, ‘Hyderabad is surrounded on all sides by refugees. Muslims from Lahore slaughtered a cow in the middle of the bazaar.’

Our bodies were reduced to mere ears. Softly, he said, ‘It has been decided to evacuate the women from Hyderabad. We will first make arrangements for unmarried girls to leave. At midnight, a truck will leave from here for Mirpurkhas. Women will be made to board a train from Mirpurkhas.’

‘But where will they go?’ My mother asked.

‘That arrangement will also be made. I have sent somebody to Jodhpur. He will rent some kind of a place. Popati and Kamla will be the first ones to leave.’ He faced me and said, ‘By first, I mean tomorrow. Take as few things as possible.’

I was but a girl. I had a hand-embroidered sari. I had just begun to put sequins on one half of the sari. It was lying on the cot encased in an embroidery ring-frame and Amma had made pleats around it. There was a radio cover with mirrors embedded in the fabric. Colourful ribbons, a beaded cap, collections of coins, a handkerchief with names embroidered on it, notebooks that held the deepest secrets of my heart, books with pictures and images, a marbletopped table for study, a swing, a skirt with beads and buttons, a small temple in the loft … What to carry and what to abandon? Are these things to be left behind?

I tossed and turned in bed all night. What will my friend Kala say when she comes to know? You didn’t even tell me? Hari was quite reassuring. He did say that if there were any problems, he would come and stay with my family. But once Kamla and I leave, what if something does happen? What will I do then?

My elder brother worked in Karachi. Apart from Hashu, I had two younger brothers. All of us went to a studio to get a family photograph taken. God knows when we would all be together again, we thought. We must at least have each other’s pictures. I stood with Amma for a photograph, while Kamla stood with my younger brother.

Amma kept wailing, ‘Scoundrels, such torture they have inflicted upon us.’

My younger brother tried to console her, ‘Hindustan is like our elder mother, tell yourself that we are going to our senior mother.’

‘To hell with the elder mother and to hell with all those scoundrels who are separating us from our children,’ Amma wept.

When we visited maasi’s home in the evening, we noticed utensils being packed in gunny sacks and members of the family stitching up the sacks. When we informed them that we were leaving Hyderabad that night, they too admitted that they were preparing to migrate. My maasi, that is my mother’s sister, her daughter-in-law, two unmarried daughters, three married ones and their children—all of them were getting ready to leave. Maasi suggested that we leave with them, and have Manghi, my mother, also join us.

Once we came home, Amma also began to get ready. When she packed her petticoats and covers in a little suitcase, every fibre of her body was moist with tears. All of us began to sob. We neither ate nor slept that night.

We spent that night going from room to room, looking wistfully at every object. I stood upon the terrace of the house and said goodbye, not only to the house, but the small piece of sky above me. The walls of the mohalla, and sparrows in the little alcoves, the cool breezes that blew over hillocks, the white bitch that lived in the gali, the trough for the horses, the little bird-feeding station for the pigeons—we were losing everything. September 17. It was my birthday, but it felt like the day of my death. We left home at 2.30 in the night. Three of my brothers accompanied us, the three women of the house. Once we left the lane, we kept turning our heads to look back. Only Allah could tell when we would get to rest our eyes on all this again …

My maasi’s house was not far. There was already a lorry waiting outside her house. We started loading it with small suitcases, trunks and gunny sacks filled with utensils. Then we got into the lorry. The men reminded us, ‘Hurry up, anything can happen on the way. Leave your howling and growling for Mirpurkhas.’

Our hearts cried but our eyes shed no tears. The windows of the lorry were shut, it picked up speed and raced into the darkness. We were like thieves fleeing our own nation in the dead of night.

We reached Mirpurkhas before sunrise. My cousin’s husband lived in Mirpurkhas and he was an influential man. He said he would book an exclusive compartment in the train for us and advised us to take food grains with us. On the following day my mother’s first cousin and her daughters as well as daughters-in-law arrived at the railway station. We occupied two railway compartments. It was 3 o’clock in the afternoon. The train started but within the next thirty minutes a bunch of Muslim officers stopped the train. They entered our compartments. One of my relatives was carrying a fan with her. She sat on one of the wings, while another relative had removed a handle from a sewing machine and was carrying that in a box. The officers tapped every object with their sticks and took away all the bags including those with the food grains. We were left with neither food nor clothes.

We reached Jodhpur in the morning. We were fifty in all, women and children. We waited in the retiring room at the station because we didn’t know where we had to go. In the afternoon, a boy came and took us to a bungalow in a tonga.

We reached the bungalow safely, but what were we to eat and wear? Two women from the group left to seek help from neighbours. A Rajasthani neighbour said that she would feed only the children. An hour later, she and her daughter-in-law brought food. The children were made to sit in a row and served food on scraps of paper. The same women also brought dinner for the children. The adults fasted that day. We did not have mattresses, beds or pillows to sleep on. We covered ourselves with our saris and tried to sleep, but how do you sleep on an empty stomach?

The following morning someone came to sell fried moong dal. We bought half a ser each and downed a few fistfuls of moong dal. The bungalow was far away from the centre of the city. We did not know the roads and streets well. Of course, we had some money, but we also feared using it up. So we were reluctant to spend it.

On the third day, we bought some soap and washed our clothes, or rather a sari or blouse—only one thing a day. We were crying and laughing at the same time. We had an old woman amongst us, with years of experience to her credit—Sundri. She took money from us, made a list of things we needed and went to the shops. She bought wheat and had it ground into flour. She also brought some vegetables. We were eating wheat after two days, but Sundri stood at the kitchen door and rationed the number of rotis. The children got one each and adults got two, with a spoonful of sabzi, nothing else.

Once we had had some food, we indulged in the luxury of thought. We were all worried about the family we had left behind. We wrote letters and sent telegrams. Seven days later, my maasi’s eldest son arrived in Jodhpur along with news from home. Our anxieties got worse. A train with thousands of Punjabi Muslims has arrived in Karachi. Sindhi Sikhs were made to assemble in a temple. Muslims doused the entire area around the temple with kerosene and set it ablaze. About a hundred and sixty Sikhs were burned inside the temple! Muslims had been knocking each and every door in Hyderabad. Locks were simply broken and homes appropriated.

When the women heard such things, they regretted their migration. What was the point of living when their men might meet a brutal and premature end? My cousin had come to check on us. When he was leaving, two days later, we pleaded with him, ‘Please tell our families to come to us as soon as possible. They can come barefoot and empty-handed, we want only them and nothing else.’

Twelve days later, a lorry arrived with food grains. My cousin’s husband had also sent some clothes. For twelve days we had lived on a single meal a day and in the same clothes. On the thirteenth day we could bathe and eat without restraint.

Gradually, both the young and old men of the family began to join us. But they were all empty-handed. My brother Hashu had gone to Delhi. He sent money and clothes from there. Meanwhile, my elder brother was left behind in Karachi. When we came to know that he too had left Sindh, we rejoiced.

Now there were sixty- six people in the bungalow. With makeshift doors we had carved out bathrooms and kitchens, and each family occupied half a room. At nights we would have festive moments together telling stories, reciting proverbs, singing songs, inventing riddles and laughing at children’s jokes. In all this we would forget the agony of having left our motherland. The children were blissfully unaware anyway, but the grown-ups felt, all too often, a sharp pain stirring within them and nagging at their very being. A word, an anecdote, a memory related to Sindh or Sindhi and a fresh stab made our wounded feelings bleed with renewed pain.

A month or two passed by in this manner. We kept hoping for a message that would say things were now calm, the dust had settled and that we could now go back. But why would such news arrive?

We got ready to take the nest apart. Only one family stayed behind in Jodhpur. They decided to enter the bus service business, while others left for Bombay and Delhi. Some went to Baroda, while some others started lives anew in Calcutta. My sister and two of my brothers had yet to finish their education. Baroda was affiliated with Bombay University, so we went to Baroda.

While boarding the train, I felt as if I had witnessed my death during my life and now I stood facing yet another life.


Excerpted from the Golden and Silver Chapters of Life
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Bhoori

SUNDRI UTTAMCHANDANI

‘Arre … arre … how can you just barge in like that?’ ‘Bahen … I sell papads …’

‘You can sell what you like, what do I care? How can you enter somebody’s house like that, doesn’t it occur to you that someone might be changing clothes … arre … can’t you hear me? Why are you rooted there? And you, my dear husband, why are you staring at this papad-seller? You might want to change your clothes.’

‘You are Nenu, aren’t you? Didn’t you recognize me?’

 …

‘You are surprised to see me selling papads, right?’

‘Come, sit down. I am certainly Nenu, but I am still trying to figure out whether you are Bhoori or Rukki.’

‘Rukki is my elder sister. I am Bhoori. Wah, what a comfortable chair this is! This is your wife, no?’

Nenu nodded.

‘You are well, I hope. You don’t look the same, the lustre of Hyderabad days is no more. But Bhoori why don’t you …’

‘Yes, go on. Why did you fall silent?’

‘Sushila, this is Bhoori, you remember I had told you that she was the beauty of our neighbourhood.’

‘I see! So this is Bhoori. This was the beauty you were raving about …’

With this, Sushila primly pushed back her lock of hair, although her face acquired a tinge of turmeric yellow.

Sitting comfortably in a chair, Bhoori watched the room with interest, especially the photographs. She began to speak, unselfconsciously, ‘I had three babies, obviously that took energy and time. How can one look the same always? Also, I go around in the scorching heat … Nenu, you tell me, do you have children?’

Nenu’s eyes had welled up with tears, he could neither hold them back nor let them flow. Finding his voice with some difficulty, he said, ‘But Bhoori, why has your face changed so much?’

‘First answer her question, she is asking you how many children you have. My dear woman, we also have three children. Now, do you wish to sell papads or not?’

Sushila didn’t go further than that. She pursed her lips in anger.

‘Arre … Dhiru! Putta, where were you? Bring the weighing scale please.’

‘You made your sons stand outside in the corridor?’ Sushila asked.

‘What else could I do? Wretched fellow he is. Look at his feet, he loafs about all day. Put these scales on the floor, it’ll be easier to measure.’

‘But, woman, how much are you selling them for?’
 
‘Sushila, don’t call her woman, please.’ The word ‘woman’ jarred on his ears, and he looked up, shocked.

Sushila scowled at her husband, as if she were saying, ‘If “woman” is not acceptable, should I call her the Sohini of Mehar?’

Nenu swallowed a bitter pill. His face contorted, as he sat down on the chair Bhoori had used earlier.

Bhoori sat on the floor, busy weighing the papads, oblivious to the conversation between the husband and wife.

‘One ser, two, three, three and a half … I have four papads extra, you can keep them. Eat the papads, and you’ll know how crunchy they are.’

‘First tell us, how much do you charge for a ratal?’

‘Eleven annas per ratal, you think I would overcharge you? I barely earn half an anna, not a paisa more.’

‘What lies, woman, how do you manage to raise three children with such low profit?’

‘No, bahen, long live my husband, he also contributes a few rupees every day.’

‘Is that all he earns?’

‘What does your husband do, Bhoori?’ Nenu asked.

‘While we were in Baroda, he had a small cloth shop. He rolls beedis now. He is not able to earn much by rolling beedis, so I have to make up by going to Peddar Road, Colaba, Dadar, here, there, everywhere. I manage to sell thirty sers of papad every day. With my earnings added to his, we live comfortably. Look at this boy, now. Arre, why are you eating a raw papad? Wretched boy, you know, Nenu, he’s surfaced after two days.’

‘Where had he gone for two days, woman?’ Sushila asked brusquely.

‘He says he had gone to Dadar station.’

‘And pray where did he eat?’

‘Menial labour.’

‘I hand it to you, woman. Our heartbeats stop if our children disappear even for a moment. Just look what you have done to him. How good looking he is, his lips are nice and pink, eyes brown, but so unclean! You’ve allowed him to remain so dirty, there’s dust smeared over his body. Check out our children when they return from the garden now. They are spotless.’

‘Bahen, why wouldn’t they look spotless? Were I sitting pretty at home all day, I would have also fawned and fussed over them. I just about manage a hasty meal in the morning, and leave for the papad rounds. Despite that, I drop the girls off at the school. This useless fellow doesn’t even want to study. He says, “I want to come with you and earn money.” The other day, when I refused to take him, he disappeared altogether. But tomorrow I’ll make sure he gets a sound thrashing from his teacher, so that he learns to stay put in school.’

‘It’s better not to be out of house then. As it is, you earn a measly amount, not millions.’

‘That measly amount is enough for us. At least we don’t depend on anybody.’

‘Enough? Woman, I find my husband’s salary of three hundred rupees little,’ Sushila said this with such snootiness, hoping to arouse Bhoori’s jealousy.

But Bhoori did not react. Her behaviour registered no understanding of the difference between three hundred on the one hand and a few rupees on the other.

‘All right, bahen, here you go. That’s three sers of papad. If you wish, I can bring more tomorrow.’

‘What will I do with more tomorrow? Bring them after some days. Here’s the money.’

‘All right, Nenu … arre Dhiru … pick up the scales … it is already sundown.’

‘Change your clothes, at least. You’ve been sitting here in just your trousers and your vest.’

‘Oh my God … I just forgot to change my clothes … but why are you so irritable?’

‘I could be irritable, although you seem pleased with life.’
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‘It’s so late, and you are still awake?’

 …

‘What has come over you today?’

 …

‘Tell me honestly, here, look at me! You are thinking of Bhoori, right?’

‘It’s true that I am thinking about Bhoori, but why are you so anxious?’

‘I guessed as much, and also know what that is.’

‘You will not be able to understand.’

‘How would I if you don’t explain? I must be foolish to ask you. Never mind, don’t tell me. I’ll simply go to sleep.’

Sushila turned the other way.

‘Arre … arre … listen to me … tell me what … what had you guessed?’

‘Leave me alone. Bhoori has left you enchanted, hasn’t she?’

‘Are you mad?’

‘All right, I am mad then. You look so clueless as if you don’t know what I’m talking about. I say, never marry a poet, who can’t see beyond beautiful women.’

‘You are not in your right senses today, otherwise even a child can see that at this point you are far prettier than Bhoori.’

‘Enough, enough, don’t I know that even the best-looking wives are taken for granted, they are like homemade chicken, no better than dal.’

‘What nonsense, it is not just poets, every human being seeks beauty. Do you shut your eyes when you see a beautiful flower?’

‘Anyway, what was so special about Bhoori? I noticed, didn’t I, that when she was going away, you couldn’t take your eyes off her.’

‘Sushila!’ His tone was like a rebuke.

‘I know, I know. Home truths hurt, don’t they?’

‘You fool … she is a married woman, and a mother of three children!’

‘So? You were ready to marry her when she wasn’t married, weren’t you? It’s a different matter that your father convinced you to marry an educated woman since you were educated. You are feeling sorry now.’

‘Sorry? Are you out of your mind? Baba had made a sensible suggestion and in any case I wasn’t done with my studies then.’

‘If Baba’s suggestion was sensible, why were you ogling at Bhoori today? What’s worse, you began to weep. You think I didn’t notice your tears, although you held them back. I am your wife, don’t forget.’

‘Oh stop it, you silly woman. I knew you wouldn’t understand.’

‘Same thing. Why don’t you explain it to me then?’

‘Sushila, had you seen Bhoori in her prime, even you would have wept today. A sallow and skeletal face has replaced what was once a healthy round one. Her pale cheeks were so smooth and pink, it’s unbelievable. You should have seen her eyes then, they sparkled like stars, but now, poverty has made them sunken and lifeless. My heart breaks when I see poverty gnaw at the beauty of a tender sapling.’

‘Why is it heartbreaking?’

‘Sushi, do you remember how much you cried when little Saroj’s face was pockmarked after smallpox? Was it not heartbreaking?’

‘I feel bad about that even now.’

‘Sushi, just as beautiful monuments, streets, gardens, schools are a matter of pride, beautiful faces make communities proud. Bhoori had blossomed like a flower in the garden of Sindh; to see her beauty wilt, is, naturally very upsetting.’

‘How can you feel so upset about strangers? I just don’t understand.’

‘Are Sindhis strangers for me? Sushi! After leaving behind the beauty of our homes, and gardens, bridges and canals, all we could bring with us was the beauty of our people. We lost that as well in the throes of resettlement, isn’t that sad …’

‘Why did you become quiet … and why did you look happy when Bhoori was going away?’

‘I saw a new beauty in Bhoori then.’

‘Now what beauty are you talking about? You poets must mystify ordinary mortals.’

‘My Sushi, if you notice carefully, you will also see the new avatar of Bhoori’s beauty. A proud and hardworking Bhoori has replaced the carefree Bhoori of pre-Partition days. Did you notice her confidence?’

‘Oh sure, she sat like a queen on the chair.’

‘That’s her beauty, which I was so happy to see. She does not consider herself inferior to anybody. And why should she? As far she is concerned, everyone is the same, rich or poor. She does not owe allegiance to anybody. She works hard, and earns her keep. Although she has aged before her time, she is not bothered. Her husband earns little, but she has no grievance against him.’

‘Nor do I, against you!’

‘How naïve you are! Ask yourself honestly, you are full of complaints … about children not going to a convent school, about not buying enough, not travelling enough, and so on. You wouldn’t go anywhere alone, but how fearlessly Bhoori walks through the city all alone. Her self-respect guards her wherever she goes. She has emerged a strong person, free of superfluous concerns, and one who relies on hard work, not destiny. Arre … are you crying?’

Nenu cupped his wife’s face in his hands.








[image: Penguin walking logo]


Boycott

GORDHAN BHARTI

The village of Aarazi was small to begin with, and following the migration of the Hindus, it shrank further and became a little neighbourhood. However, about twenty-odd Hindu trader families had not migrated, and they had continued to maintain a strong hold over the business in the village.

To the east of the village, behind the tall date trees, was the Koli neighbourhood where one of the houses belonged to a Koli named Jaman. His family comprised of five people—Jaman, his wife and three children. Prior to Partition, Jaman toiled night and day at the weavers’ pit. He earned enough to have two decent meals a day. Of late, managing saag-roti even once a day was a struggle.

Once when Jaman was busy doing a five-and-seven routine of weaving, Khamiso came barging in. He was the servant of the wadhero, Gul Muhammad Khan. Jaman promptly stood up, and with alacrity, offered Khamiso a low rope-cot to sit on and a hukka to puff.

‘Tell me, Ada Khamiso! What brings your gracious presence to this humble servant’s place?’ Jaman asked politely.

‘Nothing special, sainjin has asked you to come to the otak this evening,’ Khamiso snapped.

Jaman’s heart started racing. Never before had he received such summons from the wadhero. After a few puffs at the hukka, Khamiso went away, but poor Jaman was subject to misery all day. Dressed in a new shalwaar, a new kurta, and with his best patko around his shoulders, Jaman presented himself at the wadhero’s otak, trembling like a terrified rabbit.

His eyes fell on the four men sitting on the floor. The first was Makhan Manghanhaar’s son Mehram, who earned his livelihood by playing the drum at weddings. Then came the butcher Gulu’s useless son Dilawar, who brought down parakeets or bulbuls or pigeons and sold them to earn his paan and beedi. The third person was Farzand Haider, the son of Jaan Muhammad, the ironsmith. Haider was not a bad sort, but was on his way to becoming like the rest, thanks to Dilawar’s company. The fourth person was Chhatu, Jaman’s caste-brother, a weaver like him and of whom it could be said, ‘Ba akhar paryo, Allah dyo.’ Basically, he had read a few verses of Koran which he blatantly quoted, and distorted, to inflame innocent Muslims.

Next to this foursome, sitting on a rope-cot was miyan Abdulatak, clad in a sherwani, churidar and Jinnah cap, and next to him, on another cot was the wadhero sahib. Jaman knew Abdulatak Salar from his days as recruitment-incharge for the National Muslim Guard, a profession he had come to after failing his matriculation examination four times. Jaman had also joined the National Muslim Guard for a brief period, and had followed the routine of stomping about the village day in and day out, shouting deafening slogans for the Muslim League. He was also part of many inflammatory speeches against vaanyas and infidels to provoke simple villagers and followers of Islam. By doing this, you could earn four annas a day. In fact, the racket made by the National Guards was the single largest factor behind the Hindu migration. Once the affluent Hindus had left, the racket had also ceased.

Jaman offered a stiff salute, and stood erect like a log of wood. The wadhero greeted him, ‘Come, Jaman, come and sit down.’

Reassured by the wadhero’s words, Jaman’s spirits revived. He took off his jutis, and sat down on the floor with the rest.

The wadhero said to Abdulatak Salar sahib, ‘Here’s your man!’

Salar said, ‘I know him already. Miyan Jaman, you must have guessed that you have been called here for an extremely important reason. Listen, do you know that Pakistan will be formed very soon with a Muslim regime? Islam will spread to every nook and corner of the world.’

‘But, miyan Jaman,’ Salar continued, ‘as long as these vaanyas continue to be in Pakistan, Islamic rule cannot be established in absolute terms. Hence these infidels must be driven away. Right?’

‘Absolutely.’ Jaman chimed in.

‘In fact, we need only axes to get rid of these coward vaanyas, but the wadhero sahib is against violence.’

‘You are very right, huzoor.’ Jaman shook his head, ‘and, huzoor, what harm have these poor vaanyas done to us?’

‘Arre, lot of harm they’ve done. These vaanyas have sucked our blood. Am I telling lies?’

Nonplussed, Jaman looked this way and that, and said, ‘No sarkar, how can you lie? But we can adopt a different method for driving them away.’

‘Look, you know that these vaanyas have not left because of their business. We’ll stop their business.’

‘Sure,’ Jaman replied with bravado. On further thought, he added, ‘But sir, that is a difficult job.’

‘Not at all. We will boycott these vaanyas. Do you follow me? Boycott means bahishkar, which means we will not buy anything from them. Right?’

‘Absolutely right.’

‘But this job will take months, so we need to begin our task immediately. And yes, you need to make a start. I have heard that you have the skills of a halwai. What kind of sweets can you make?’

Jaman was stunned for a moment, but quickly straightening his turban, he said, ‘Huzoor, I can make everything except halwa and mesu. Pakoda, pakwan, jalebi, revdi …’

‘Bas, bas, that’s enough. You start a halwai shop. These four will help you. All right, now all five of you go. But make sure the shop is open tomorrow … otherwise … I don’t have to tell you …’

Jaman’s stomach lurched. How does a weaver suddenly become a halwai? But this was Salar sahib’s command, supported by the wadhero. To say no was to leap into the jaws of trouble.

The next afternoon, all five friends gathered together at Dayal halwai’s shop. Dayal had left with his family for Hyderabad a few days ago, so his shop was lying abandoned. After cleaning up the shop, the five friends wondered how to begin business. Mehram said, ‘Yaaro, there are still two Hindu halwais in the village. It’s very difficult to compete with them. I suggest we stock only pakodas for a start.’ The rest agreed.

They contributed a rupee each and after handing the money over to Jaman, they disappeared. Jaman bought oil, gram flour and masala with five rupees; and made the batter, fried pakodas, and waited for customers. He was sure that at least a few customers would turn up on the first day, but when a horde of villagers gathered outside his shop, he realized that they were merely spectators. They had probably assembled to mock him. Jaman mustered up some courage and asked, ‘What are you gaping at? There’s no monkey show going on here. Only customers interested in doing business are welcome to stay, the rest may get lost.’

‘Miyan, are you insane?’ Varyal Khan bellowed, ‘Don’t you know it’s beyond Muslim competence to run a shop? Stop making a fool of yourself.’

‘Arre, did your ancestors know how to run a shop?’ another one shouted at him. ‘Why have you given up your precious skill and stooped to this dirty work?’

‘What do you know, Muhammad Khan?’ a third mocked. ‘Haven’t you heard, the Kolis are small-brained?’ The crowd jeered.

Jaman was aghast. Before he could say anything, a fourth person hollered, ‘Pick up this offspring of a Koli, he will ruin our faith along with his.’ Cacophony followed.

Frightened, Jaman folded his hands, ‘Yaaro, what can I do? This is the wadhero’s command. I am a slave to his orders.’

‘Wadhero’s command?’ Varyal Khan asked in astonishment. ‘Never mind, close this shop, we’ll sort this out with the wadhero.’

When all the villagers heard Salar sahib’s lecture, ‘Islam is in danger’ at the wadhero’s otak, and understood the scheme about boycott, the wind began to blow in a different direction. After all, nobody could challenge the fact that ‘Muslims should also run shops’. They unanimously decided that no Muslim would buy anything from a vaanya.

Once people had dispersed, Abdulatak explained to Jaman, ‘See Jaman, you still need to understand two things. One is that you can’t run a shop with such little capital.’

‘But sir, I am a poor man with a family to feed. How would I have larger capital?’

‘Why, don’t you have any savings?’

‘I have put away some fifty or sixty rupees for a rainy day.’

‘Arre, Allahtala will help you on a rainy day. You will have to invest these sixty rupees. This will be good for Islam.’

Reluctantly, Jaman agreed.

After a pause, Abdulatak said, ‘You will have to sell on credit.’

‘Credit?’

‘Yes, you see, you will have only Muslim customers. They have been used to buying things on credit from the vaanyas, who recover the amount every full-moon. If you don’t do the same, they will be forced to go to the vaanyas.’
 
The matter was beyond dispute. Jaman swallowed his tears and said, ‘Alright huzoor, I will maintain a credit book also.’

‘Well done. Now keep the shop spick and span, and give the vaanyas a run for their money.’

‘All right.’ Jaman returned home.

He felt as if he was being pushed into an abyss. Nonetheless, the shop looked very posh. Haider made cut-outs from green paper and stuck moon and stars on them. Jaman dusted and scrubbed the walls and removed all stains. He poured his creative energies into writing slogans. An Urdu couplet calligraphed with a flourish, decorated the door frame:


For your ignorance is needed, a sentry at your door

Allah-Akbar on your lips, in your hand a sword.



After putting everything on display, Jaman called out, ‘Come, come, Islami pakoda, Islami jalebi—hot and soft, garam garam, naram naram!’ The wave of slogan-shouting brought so many Muslims to Jaman’s shop that he was sure he would become a rich man in a short time. But it had hardly been a month, when armed with his credit book, a breathless and woeful looking Jaman entered the wadhero’s otak. Astonished, the wadhero asked, ‘Arre miyan, Jaman, what happened?’

Tearfully, Jaman replied, ‘Garibparvar, I’m dead and destroyed. My home is ruined.’

‘Patience, patience, miyan,’ the wadhero said calmly. ‘Tell me, how’s the shop doing?’

‘Closed for the past three days.’ In desperation, Jaman added, ‘How do I run it? People have not paid a paisa.’

‘Why? Why?’

‘Everyone is evading payment.’ Jaman opened the account book, and pointed out the long list of defaulters.

‘Look at this, Kamru, Khudu and Piru have blatantly refused to pay.’

‘Why? What do they have to say?’

‘They claim you don’t have to pay in Pakistan. Hussain and Gulamu are also turning a deaf ear to my demands.’

‘Now what happened to them?’

‘Happened? They used to print ajraks for Hindus, but since the Hindus have left, Hussain and Gulamu have no means of earning. Muhammad and Ahmed are also in a similar situation.’

‘What are they saying?’

‘What will they say? They were coolies, they used to carry cloth bundles from the station to their bullock-carts for Hindu cloth merchants, Kodemal and Haasemal. They earned five or ten rupees for their services. Now there’s neither Kodemal nor Haasemal.’

‘Allah, these vaanyas will haunt us till doomsday,’ the wadhero sighed, ‘while they were here, they exploited us. Now that they have gone, they have left us in the lurch.’

‘Look, I get caught between them and the rest. My poor little Jinu is on her deathbed, but I don’t have the wherewithal to treat her. I have money neither for a doctor, nor for the charms that Rajab dhobi would have given her for five rupees. Where do I get that from? I don’t expect any help from others. I hope you will not refuse me. You also owe me quite a lot of money.’

‘Me?’ the wadhero raised his eyebrows. ‘Miyan, have you had opium or what?’

Turning the pages quickly and nervously, Jaman said, ‘It’s all written down, lord of the poor, garibparvar, mithai worth five rupees on 10 August.’

‘Mithai for five rupees? What did I get that for?’

Jaman scratched his head, ‘Yes, sain, there were officers from Karachi. It was for them.’

‘Arre waah! You are a strange creature, aren’t you?’ the wadhero smirked. ‘Miyan, they were minister’s people. You think they would rob you? Give them some time to reach Karachi, at least. They will pay you twice over.’

Jaman knew very well that the reward would never be conferred upon him. Irritated by the wadhero’s cunning, he said, ‘Sarkar, you had ordered sweets worth twenty-five rupees on 15 August.’

‘On 15 August? I don’t remember that. What did I order that for?’

‘Sain, I am referring to the sweets you distributed among villagers during the celebrations.’

‘Waah re waah, you are such a fool!’ The wadhero threw his head back and laughed, ‘Miyan, I didn’t eat that sweet by myself. It was a celebration for the formation of Pakistan. It was your religious duty to give sweets on that occasion. The creation of Pakistan has benefitted not just me, but everybody.’

Jaman’s blood boiled over. He shouted, ‘How did we benefit from Pakistan? Business went down, and we lost all our savings. We were the ones who participated in those processions, shouted slogans, come rain, come shine, thirsty and hungry … and you …’

‘Yes … yes … let us hear, what are you blabbering?’

‘I am not blabbering. I am speaking the bare truth. You usurped the land and homes of the vaanyas, you have swallowed up their cash. The vaanyas went. Refugees came. You are earning a hefty rent from them. You make them toil for you, then you feed them … as for their voluptuous women, you …’

‘Hold your tongue, you shameless man.’

‘I will not hold my tongue. Pakistan has been formed for heavy-turbaned people like you, not for us poor.’

‘How dare you? Arre Khamisa, kick this son of a Koli and throw him out.’

Jaman wanted to say more, but before he could do that Khamisa picked him up and threw him out of the otak.

‘Son of a pig, how dare you violate sainjin’s dignity?’

Jaman fell to the floor, and kicks rained down on him. He felt dizzy, a cascade of abuses continued to flow from the otak. ‘Son of a Koli, I have driven you out of the otak, next time you say something, I will have you thrown out of the village. Bloody cur …’

A stumbling and staggering Jaman made an effort to rise from the ground and dust his clothes. He realized that long before the vaanyas, it was he who had been boycotted.
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Holi

AMAR JALEEL

As usual, he scampered in. With his school bag slung on his shoulder, he headed towards the kitchen. I watched him from the window of my room. Barely five years old, boisterous in spirit and body, he is my youngest nephew. I like him a lot, and he’s truly pretty, like a porcelain doll. Bhabhi often makes him wear shorts and shirts in bright and vibrant colours. I call him Holi because he is so endearing.

He came out of the kitchen with his lunch and put the thali on the table. He must have been quite famished to have forgotten to wash his hands. As he brought his chair closer to the table, I said to him,‘Holi.’

‘Yes, chacha,’ he replied sweetly.

‘How about washing your hands?’

‘I will, chacha.’

He put the morsel back on the plate, went to the washbasin, turned on the tap and scrubbed his hands with soap. He cares for me as much as I for him. He wiped his little hands with a towel and came back to sit on the chair.

He had barely swallowed a morsel, when suddenly something occurred to him, ‘Chacha!’

‘Yes, Holi putta.’

‘Chacha, why do you call me Holi?’

‘Because you are so lovable.’

But this did not satisfy him. He swallowed a few more morsels and continued, ‘Our new teacher asked me today why everyone calls me Holi.’

‘What did you say?’

‘I told her that my chacha has named me Holi.’ After a few sips of water, he said confidently, ‘The teacher explained to me what Holi means, chacha.’

I wondered how a Christian lady teacher had explained to Holi the meaning of Holi. After all, how would someone who never played with coloured water know what Holi means.

‘What did the teacher tell you, Holi?’

Holi raised his little soft hand to explain, ‘The teacher said Holi means sacred.’

I thought the teacher was quite right. The water you splash at each other with joyful love and in a sense of togetherness, is indeed holy. But how would this innocent little boy understand what I associate with Holi?

‘Putta, Holi means holy water.’

Holi looked perplexed. The teacher had said that Holi meant sacred, now what had that got to do with water?

‘So what kind of water is it?’

‘Very colourful, like a rainbow,’ I explained. ‘You fill it in water pistons and spray it on each other, and that is Holi.’

‘But what is the colour of this water?’ he asked, placing his hand on his left cheek.

‘Red, and green, and pink … and …’ Overcome with emotion, my voice trailed away.

‘Who plays this game?’ Holi asked.

‘Used to play, Holi putta, used to.’ I tried to control the emotional quaver. ‘I did, Prakash did, then Purshottam, then Indra … and …’

My eyelashes moistened. Old wounds throbbed. How can bygones come back?

Holi was listening to the story of colourful water with great interest.

‘From Sadhbelo to Shishmahal, it seemed Sindhu was filled with colour. Naarishala, Chabutra, Chausor … everything had more colour than a rainbow.’

Holi was listening to his own story.

‘And you know Holi, Indra would visit my family and splash colours on everyone, including Amma, Baba, Ada and me. She would always come with the sky blue colour, the mischievous girl, and her blue was so lovely … so …’

A blazing fire had turned fluid and struggled to break free from my eyes. I avoided looking at him, as I discreetly wiped away the tears. Holi stood up in a flash, pushing his chair away. He put his soft little arms around me and said, ‘Chacha, we shall also play the game of colourful water.’

The wounds deepened and the pain became more intense. Holding my sobs back, I said, ‘We don’t have that water, Holi.’

Holi’s face fell.

I gathered to myself a dejected Holi and tried to comfort him.
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Kaafir: The Infidel

NASEEM KHARAL

The day Sheetal Oadh and his wife were to be converted to Islam, the village mosque milled with so many jamaatis at namaaz time that not only was the domed hall filled up, but several rows had to be formed even in the outer courtyard. In the past such a huge gathering was known to have been formed only on Id or the day a rich donor offered an ‘eternal deg’ of food to earn merit for his late father or brother. The mosque’s pesh imam, Moulvi Umed Ali Narejo, had publicized the event heavily and during his recitation of the Koran Sharif and Hadith in the otak, he had stated that the occasion was more auspicious than even Id. People of the village were not that irreligious, and so every man who knew how to tie his turban turned up for the event. The moulvi was dressed in majestic attire—a dark green turban on his head, stiffly starched clothes, silver-threaded juttis on his feet and in his hand a lacquered stick. The iron spikes at the bottom were planted in the kuchha ground near the entrance. It was like the banner of Islam. The moulvi had brought with him a fresh copy of sermons. He began by reading Koranic verses. His recitation was moving. He started reading the eulogy of the ‘Four Companions’:


The first Companion was Sadiq-Akbar
 Pious and helpful, Sadiq-Akbar
 Rafiq-gaah he was, Sadiq-Akbar
 How do I praise him?

The second companion was Adil-Umar
 The destroyer of infidels, Adil Umar
 Brave and perfect, Adil Umar
How do I praise him?

The Prophet’s beloved, Usman Aala
 Compiler of the Koran, Usman Aala
 A generous lord, Usman Aala
 How do I praise him?

Defender of Faith, of Islam, Haider
 Graced by the Prophet, Haider
 Commended by Khuda, Haider
 How do I praise him?



As they listened, rapt, the jamaatis’ devout eyes drooped, and every heart yearned for the sacred verse to go on endlessly. In his main prayer, the moulvi chose not the short verses, but the long sections from the Koran—Surat-ul-Rahman, punctuated by ‘Faba-e-Aaala—Rukma—Tukzubaan.’ This was followed by a lecture urging the village people to participate in the pious ceremony that the occasion demanded. Then he sent a five-times-a-day namaazi to bring both Sheetal and his wife. Bathed and dressed in fresh clothes, the two of them had been waiting in moulvi sahib’s otak.

When Sheetal squatted on the mosque floor, the moulvi asked him in a zealous tone, ‘Baba, do you and your woman Tilli wish to embrace the religion of Muhammad?’

‘Yes, moulvi sahib.’

‘Of your free will and pleasure, or under pressure?’

‘Sain, of our free will and pleasure.’

‘You too, woman Tilli?’

‘Yes, sain.’ Tilli’s response came from a secluded corner.
 
On hearing this, the moulvi asked the jamaatis, ‘Brothers, did you hear that?’

‘Yes, we did.’ Many jamaatis chimed in.

The moulvi raised his index finger to the sky and with a vigorous voice, he said three times, ‘O Allah, bear witness. O Allah, bear witness. O Allah, bear witness.’ Then he turned towards Sheetal, ‘Will you observe roza and do namaaz with the jamaat?’

‘Yes, sain, I shall observe roza and also do namaaz.’

‘Will you also grow a beard of the length decreed by the shariat?’

‘Yes,’ Sheetal replied with humble sincerity.

The moulvi’s eyes suddenly fell upon the gold earrings Sheetal was wearing. Promptly, he laid down an order, ‘Remove these and hand them over to maee Tilli. Islam forbids men from wearing gold.’

Hastily, Sheetal removed the gold earrings and gave them to Tilli, who tied them up in the hem of her chadar.

Moulvi sahib asked the next question, ‘No gambling, no alcohol?’

‘No, sain.’

‘And you will also get yourself circumcised?’

‘Yes, sain,’ Sheetal replied with the same sincerity.

‘Excellent, excellent,’ a gratified moulvi praised him. He saw no need for further questions. He asked Sheetal to sit beside him.

Sheetal shifted himself. Moulvi began, ‘Say, La Illah.’

‘Laila.’

‘No. Say, La-Il-Lah,’ the moulvi enunciated every letter like a teacher does for a student.

‘La-Ilah,’ Sheetal managed it this time.

‘Il-lah-lah,’ the moulvi proceeded.

‘Il-lah-lah.’

‘Mu-ham-dar.’

‘Mu-ham-dar.’

‘Rasu-lal-lah.’

‘Rasu-lal-lah.’

‘Now recite the kalima with me.’
 
‘Yes, sain.’

‘La Ilaha Ill ll Lill Lah Muhammadar Rasulal Lah.’

Sheetal’s recitation was flawless. The jamaatis were overwhelmed to see an infidel entering the faith of Allah. They began to congratulate first the moulvi and then Sheetal. Replete with religious zeal, one of the jamaatis cried out the takbir, ‘Allah-o-Akbar,’ so loudly that it evoked a collective response from all the jamaatis, and for the next few moments, the ceiling of the mosque resounded with praise of Allah.

Thereafter, maee Tilli was also asked to recite the kalima. She too was congratulated.

Moulvi sahib turned to Sheetal, ‘From now on, you acquire an Islamic name—Abdullah.’

‘Yes, sain.’

Moulvi sahib turned to maee Tilli, ‘And maee, your name is Fatima.’

‘Yes, sain.’

Some of the moulvis got ready to leave, but the moulvi sahib raised his hand to stop them, ‘Wait, they have to do a nikah.’

The ones who had risen, quietly sat down again. Moulvi sahib sought the couple’s consent and began to read the ceremonial words for an Islamic wedding.

Meanwhile, all hell broke loose in the cluster of mudhuts of the Oadh community. In a corner, women beat their chests vigorously and cried, while the men were having animated discussions as they surrounded the mukhi, Fagnomal. The mukhi smacked his thighs every now and then to give vent to his anger.

When Fagnomal first came to know of the matter, he had begged Sheetal to reconsider. He had asked him to do so for the sake of the holy Gita, but in vain. Finally, he had in the presence of the entire panchayat removed his saffron ceremonial turban and placed it at Sheetal’s feet. But Sheetal had said plainly, ‘Mukhi, you can do what you want, I’ll still change my religion.’

‘But why are you doing that?’
 
	‘My wish.’

‘But still?’

Sheetal opened up a bit at that point, and had said, ‘Mukhi, I don’t like our religion.’

‘You crass idiot, why don’t you like your religion?’

‘All right, mukhi, tell me, who are we?’

‘We are Hindus.’

‘Hindus cremate their dead, then why do we bury them?’

‘That’s our custom.’

‘Then why do we have halal meat?’

‘That’s also our custom, our forebears did it.’

‘But these are Muslim customs.’

‘They are ours too.’

‘Then how can we say we are Hindus?’

‘What else are we then?’

‘Half Hindu, half Muslim, goat’s head, sheep’s trunk.’

The mukhi had no answer to this, but he changed the subject, ‘Never mind what we are. Why should we change our religion?’

‘I like the Muslim religion.’
 
	‘Is our religion false, then?’

‘Yes, it’s false,’ a rebellious Sheetal replied.

This made their blood boil—every single member of the panchayat. Some of them rose to spit on him, and to beat him, but the mukhi entreated them with folded hands, ‘Beating won’t help, the muslas have cast an evil spell on him.’

The idea planted itself easily in their minds, as easily as spades that strike deep into wet earth. The moulvi was indeed well-known for conjuring charms. People from far and wide walked to the village for his charms. Those who had stood up in protest, quietly took their respective seats and puffed away at the hukka to give vent to their anger. On seeing everyone calm down, the mukhi turned to Sheetal again and asked, ‘Why do you like the Muslim religion?’

‘Muslims sit with each other like brothers and share meals, but among us Hindus, some are Oadhs, some Untouchables, some Brahmins and some Khatris.’

The mukhi couldn’t come up with a rejoinder. It was true that the Brahmins did not even allow Untouchables and Oadhs to sit beside them, leave alone share a meal from the same plate. Islam made no such discriminations. The mukhi then played his dice differently. ‘Sheetal, once you become a musla, you will have no relations with us.’

‘Never mind.’

‘You will not be able to visit us. Not even Valar,’ the mukhi threatened Sheetal. Valar’s wife was Sheetal’s sister.

‘Never mind. I will be a part of the Muslim brotherhood, and consider my sister dead.’

So far the mukhi had been calm and collected, confident in the knowledge that Sheetal would eventually walk into his web of arguments. When he saw Sheetal stooping so low as to consider a living sister dead, he erupted in rage, ‘Remember Sheetal, you can decorate asses and make them stand next to horses, but they will remain asses forever.’

Once the panchayat had dispersed, the mukhi had advised Valar to lay his turban at Sheetal’s feet and dissuade him, but neither Valar’s entreaties nor his wife’s made any difference to Sheetal. On a particularly holy Friday that he and Moulvi Umed Ali had selected, Sheetal went to the masjid with his wife and recited the kalima.

Once Sheetal became a Muslim, he was a different man. In the past, he would feel uncomfortable without a regular shave, but now he let his beard grow. The longer the beard grew, the more radiant his face became. By and large, he would arrive at the mosque even before the moulvi did. In rare cases of delay, he would be present at the threshold of the mosque when the moulvi had finished sounding the first call for morning prayers. A tireless worker, he offered various services to the mosque—he swept and mopped, laid and folded prayer mats, filled up pots of water. In rendering service, he was more punctilious than any other jamaati. Such was his interest in the Koran Sharif that not only had he finished reading the Baabnamo in a month or so, but had also gone ahead to the Seeparo. In a full-throated voice, he recited verses from the Koran at dawn and at bedtime. Basically, Allah had shown him the path to redemption, as He would do for the entire world. So far the moulvi sahib had not had the propitious opportunity of converting an infidel to Islam. He saw Abdullah as his singular chance of earning merit for afterlife, and the very sight of him warmed the cockles of his heart. He displayed Abdullah to every visitor to the mosque, ‘Abba, look, this is Abdullah. Feed me to fish, if he doesn’t attain spiritual heights.’

On occasions when the moulvi had to urge non-namaazis to do namaaz, or read the Koran, he would do it in the name of Allah, the Prophet and afterlife. At times he would cite the example of Abdullah and goad them, ‘Just you wait, if you don’t get your act together, this Oadh will put you to shame on the Day of Judgement.’

Touched by Abdullah’s passion for prayers and his commitment to the Koran, the moulvi reassured him, ‘Abdullah, you may have been a latecomer to Allah’s home, but you are in time for His mercy. The Merciful One will forgive all your previous sins.’ Humbled by this, Abdullah would make an earnest request to the moulvi. As one of God’s favoured men, would the moulvi sahib please seek His forgiveness for Abdullah’s former sins and grant him a smooth passage on the Day of Judgement? Promptly, the moulvi sahib’s hands would go up towards the sky in prayer. He would begin with the Salawat and end with a prayer:


Listen, O Lord, to us sinners
 Listen, for Mohammed’s sake.

It is shameful to raise our hands
But we have none besides You.
 Listen, O Lord, to our prayer,
 Listen, for Sadiq-e-Akbar’s sake.

Your rule is just, Lord
 We sinners live in fear.
 Show mercy to us
 Listen, for Omar’s sake.

Grant us victory, Lord
In our struggles against ourselves,
 Deliver us from difficulties,
 Listen, for the Deliverer’s sake.



Each stanza would be punctuated by Abdullah’s ‘Amen’, and copious tears streamed down his cheeks to merge into his beard.

One day, a little before the third namaaz, Valar’s son, Babio, came to see Abdullah. He gave him the news of his mother’s deteriorating health, and conveyed her desire to see her brother. Abdullah had vaguely heard about his sister’s illness, but he did not visit her because he was bound by the diktat of Mukhi Fagnomal. He restrained his emotions, and told Babio, ‘I cannot come. The mukhi will be angry. You bring her here in a cart.’

‘But, Mama,’ Babio explained, ‘you don’t worry about the mukhi. My father made a humble request to the mukhi and sought permission for a few hours for you.’

Abdullah saw no point in delaying things any more. He went along with Babio.

The moulvi was astonished not to see Abdullah during the third namaaz. When he checked his whereabouts with other jamaatis, one of them reported to him that he had seen Abdullah leaving with Babio.

The moulvi was quite upset, ‘He shouldn’t have gone. The more time he spends with infidels, the more will his faith be disrupted. One of you go fetch him.’

At the behest of the moulvi, Fateh Narejo stood up and in quick strides reached the cluster of Oadh huts. He stood outside the Oadh enclosure and called out, ‘Abda, O Abdullah.’

Mukhi Fagnomal’s mud-hut was next to the enclosure. He was busy playing the game of chaupaar with some guests. On hearing Fateh’s call, he came out and asked, ‘What is it, Fateh?’

‘Our Abdullah has come to your side. The moulvi wants him back.’

The mukhi was irritated. Abdullah belonged to the tribe, he was born and had been bred and nurtured amongst them. How did he become ‘their’ Abdullah? He had barely arrived to see his ailing sister and there were summons for him already!

Sternly, the mukhi asked, ‘So Abdullah belongs to you, Fateh?’

‘Yes, he does.’

‘Are you his heirs?’

‘Yes, of course, he’s our Muslim brother, we are his heirs.’

Meanwhile, someone had gone and told Abdullah that he was being called for. He had come out of the hut and now stood beside the mukhi who had another question for Fateh, ‘Tell me, Fateh, should Abdullah die, would you not drive his wife out?’

‘Why should we?’

‘Would you Muslims marry her?’

‘If she is willing, why not?’

‘Would you not find it repulsive?’

‘Repulsive? A Muslim? Not at all.’

Abdullah chortled to see the mukhi defeated in this battle. His mockery made Mukhi Fagnomal scratch his head, like he would in a game of chaupaar. He toyed with his imaginary dice, planning his next move. Suddenly, he made a comeback, ‘Tell me, Fateh, if Abdullah’s wife dies, would you get him a wife from your community?’

Fateh turned red at this question, his eyes hardening with anger. A mere Oadh had dared to insult him, although he knew that nobody in the village would give a daughter in marriage outside the caste. The Narejas married Narejas and Kalhoras married Kalhoras.

Enraged, Fateh roared, ‘Watch your tongue, Mukhi. A word more and you …’

An unperturbed mukhi stood smiling, ‘Which code tells you that you can take a woman from another caste, but not give one? I thought your religion is above discrimination and everyone is a Muslim brother.’

‘That’s our ancestral practice,’ Fateh retorted.

A triumphant smile played upon the mukhi’s lips. Abdullah had turned pale, his lips quivered. Tears welled up in Allah knows which corners of his eyes and soaked his eyelashes. Before his tears could break all barriers and turn into a flood, he slipped his hand into the mukhi’s and left—not towards the mosque, but his ancestral dwelling.

The following day, Abdullah paid penalty fees to the panchayat and shaved his beard off. He wore his gold earrings, and in keeping with the Oadh traditions, he had a ritual bath to cleanse himself.

Meanwhile, one of the jamaatis in the village mosque said to the moulvi after the mid-day namaaz, ‘As they say, what does a dog know of wheat roti?’

Another one added, ‘You can decorate asses and make them stand next to horses, but they will remain asses forever.’

Moulvi sahib stroked his beard as he too gave his verdict, ‘Yes, abba, you are right. Once an infidel, always an infidel.’
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Khaanwahan

KALA PRAKASH

‘Here, here, the train is moving,’ yelped an excited eight-year-old Harish, thrusting his neck out of the window as the train left Bombay Central. He was almost dancing with joy. Then, pulling his head back in, he asked, ‘Where are we going?’

‘Khaanwahan,’ I said and drew him to myself.

‘No, but Ma says we are going to Admahdbad.’

A smile played on the lips of Ma and Baba. ‘Wretched fellow, even after hearing the word Ahmedabad twenty times, he has still not learnt to pronounce it,’ said Ma with amusement.

But Harish’s innocent face suddenly acquired seriousness, ‘Ma, Kali says we are going to Khaanwahan!’

Pammo held Harish’s hand in his own, ‘We are going to Ahmedabad, but Kali and I have renamed it Khaanwahan. Which name do you prefer?’

‘Khaanwahan,’ he replied with a smile.

‘In that case call it Khaanwahan,’ said Pammo, disentangling his hand.

‘Sure I will,’ replied Harish, a look of peaceful resolution on his face as if he had arrived at a solution to a serious problem.

‘And, after all, it is Khaanwahan,’ said Ma. She continued, ‘All our Khaanwahan relatives are there.’

‘Which is why we too call it Khanwahan,’ I said. I looked at Ma and added, ‘The families of Chachi, Sita, Meera, Girdhari and Sadori, in fact, all of them are there.’ While naming thus the people of the village Khaanwahan, its simple and artless inhabitants came alive on my mindscape.

One of them was an eighty-year-old man, with an untidy black shalwar and red ajrak. His name was Jumman Shaikh. I saw him in my mind’s eye. At the gentle break of dawn, Jumman took us in his bullock-cart from Mehraabpur station to Khaanwahan. Once the cart had covered some distance, Baba asked him, ‘Jumman, are you returning from Khaanwahan this early?’

‘No, beloved friend,’ he had replied, pouring all his love into the words, ‘when I brought passengers here last evening, I just stayed back. Bhai told me you were arriving by the morning train.’

The bullock-cart left the tiny village of Mehraabpur and went through expansive fields. The large fields bore testimony to the large-heartedness of the villagers. They held in their laps tall trees and luxuriant green grass.

Sweet and cool breezes stirred the trees. Melodious bird songs filled one’s heart with pleasure. For some time, we were quiet. We didn’t feel the need to talk. We had covered a tidy distance and just before reaching Khaanwahan, we passed fields swaying and swinging with activity. At some places, the haaris’ children were chasing away birds with catapults. At others, the cultivators had begun their work for the day.

We entered the village intoxicated by the sweetness in the atmosphere. The bullock-cart slowed down and took the turn into the village near the peepul tree There were diyas from the previous evening which had exhausted their light. Women of the village lit them at sundown. After that, the bullock-cart passed the pakora-seller’s shop near the well.

At this point, Pammo tugged at my dupatta and said, ‘Do you remember we used to go to the garden early in the morning?’

My reverie was broken. From the well of Khaanwahan, I returned to the train. ‘Of course, I do,’ I laughed, ‘and how big that garden was! Once we simply could not find the exit, and I was so thirsty.’

‘Then where did we go for water?’ Pammo asked.

‘To Sadori’s house. Her house was close to that garden, that’s why.’

‘How sweet of them! Remember, they gave us butter and lassi? We told them that we only wanted water, but they wouldn’t hear of it.’

‘Poor things, they were indeed poor,’ I said.

‘And Kali,’ asked Pammo, ‘do you remember the mangoes, pharwas, and roses?’

‘Of course, of course. We used to fill our laps with roses and make gulkand, the rose-jam.’

The mention of gulkand made everybody laugh. Harish was intrigued, ‘How did you make gulkand?’

Restraining his laughter, Pammo said, ‘You know what we did? We would hide the flowers and take them to the terrace. There used to be a large trunk with utensils in it. We would take a largish bowl from there and put the flowers in it with some sugar and water. Then we would return the bowl with all its contents to the trunk and lock it up. By evening, the whole thing turned into such lovely gulkand, I can’t describe it to you.’

Harish looked pensive. Perhaps he was trying to remember the names of things—lassi, mangoes, butter, pharwas and gulkand.

The train sped further along, while our memories took us backwards. After a moment, I said to my mother, ‘Ma, grandfather must be finding it difficult to live here, no? It’s a small place. He used to live in such a big dharamshala there.’

Baba replied with a yawn, ‘Putta, your grandfather was the headman of the village. That dharamshala belonged to the entire village. They had asked Baba to stay in it so that he could look after the village. It was used for auspicious occasions like weddings, and social events took place there. So people wanted Baba to stay there and guard the place.’

Ma said, ‘Baba was like an emperor there. People played chopad all the time. In the evening they would make bhang and hukka for him. The moment a child visited the dharamshala, whether he knew the child or not, Baba would give a paisa to every one of them. A paisa could go far then …’

‘While distributing money to children,’ said Pammo to Harish, tickling him on his stomach, ‘he would tickle them like this and …’ Harish rolled with laughter.

It was quite late in the night. I looked outside the window. The wind whistled as it pierced through the thick darkness. My face had become damp. I looked inside. The train had become calm, and our eyes were heavy with sleep.

At Ahmedabad station, we looked around for Harbhajan. Pammo was the first to spot him, ‘There he is.’

Harish came and stood by my side, ‘How is he related to us?’

‘He is our cousin,’ I replied.

Harbhajan greeted everyone with warmth. He hugged Baba and said, ‘Finally, you grace this poor person with your presence.’

Baba hugged him back, ‘Please don’t say that.’

I noticed that Baba’s eyes were misty. Ma’s voice was heavy with emotion, ‘The fares were killing, child, what else would hold us back?’

We took our luggage and got into a bus bound for Kubernagar.

‘Harbhajan, tell me, is there a yard in front of the house?’ I asked.

‘You must be joking,’ he laughed.

‘Arre, arre,’ I looked at Pammo, ‘how can there be goats without a courtyard?’

Pammo simply smiled, touched perhaps by the memory of goats in the courtyard. Pammo would drink up the milk fresh from the udder no sooner than Kaka had milked the goats.

We reached home and found grandfather sitting on a stringed cot outside a barrack. He appeared meditative. His eyesight had weakened. The way Baba used to spread his arms out and hug us in Khaanwahan—he could not do that anymore.

Pammo ran to his grandfather and clung to him, ‘Baba.’
 
God knows what suddenly came over Baba. Tears flowed down his cheeks, and his dry lips broke into a smile. Kissing our foreheads, he said, ‘You have come, my children.’ Although he could not see, he recognized each of us. Harish looked peeved after having met him, ‘He did not give me a paisa nor did he tickle me.’

I looked at Baba’s aging body, and felt overwhelmed. I went inside.

Chachi was soaking clothes. Harbhajan’s wife was dressing her younger son. Everybody was warm and welcoming, but I was not satisfied. I wanted Chachi to smile and show her broken teeth. Harbhajan’s wife should have been humming while making her son wear clothes. Varandi should have been so overjoyed to see us that her dal or rotis cooking on the fire should have got burnt in joyful oblivion. Why had the splendour of Khaanwahan left their lives? I wondered.

We sat talking to each other. Harish found a companion in Harbhajan’s son and they went out to play. Once he had had his fill of wandering about outside, he returned. By then we had finished our meal, but Harish was ravenous. ‘Give me food, give me food,’ he demanded.

‘Share a plate with Pammo,’ Chachi suggested.

Harish threw a tantrum, ‘No, I went to eat on my own in a different plate.’

Chachi took him into her arms, ‘Bless you, my child. Wait for a while if you want to eat on your own. There is no empty plate right now.’

Harish wriggled out of Chachi’s arms and flopped about on the floor, crying. I went up to him to gently bring him around. ‘Why are you crying?’

‘Then why isn’t she giving me food?’ he sulked like a baby.

‘Either you eat with us or wait until we can provide you with a plate,’ I said.

Harish shrugged my hand away, ‘Why doesn’t she take out a plate from the trunk and give it to me?’

‘Which trunk?’ I asked with impatience.
 
‘The one lying on the terrace.’

Chachi and I laughed. Chachi ran to the neighbour’s and got a plate. She filled it with food and gave it to Harish.

That evening Chachi took us to a couple of houses in the neighbourhood. Sadori, whose place we visited, gave us tea and papads. Harish stole up to me with disappointment writ large on his face and said, ‘You people had butter and lassi, while we must have only tea.’

I immediately shushed him, ‘Enough!’

As soon as he woke up the next morning he requested me, ‘Please take me to the garden.’

‘Which garden?’

‘Where you used to pluck roses from which you made gulkand.’

‘There is no such place here.’

Harish refused to take that for an answer. He jumped off the stringed cot, stamped his feet hard on the ground and began to cry. To pacify him, Chachi gave him an anna, but he threw it away. Baba said to him, ‘Come, I will take you to the bazaar.’ But Harish would not budge, instead he cried with a vengeance. He sobbed and entreated me with a tear-filled voice, ‘Take me to the garden. I will pluck mangoes, pharwa and flowers.’

His wailing exasperated Ma. She slapped him on his head, ‘Silly, this is not Khaanwahan, this is Ahmedabad, you understand? Ahmedabad.’
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Life, a Mere Dream

SHEIKH AYAZ

Most of my relatives were associated with the Muslim League, and they had a pejorative name—Muhatma—for Gandhi. In fact, my closest friend Wajid Ali Shaikh was the president of the Muslim League in Shikarpur and he played a leading role in the incident of Masjid Manzilgah. Had Masjid Manzilgah not taken place, Allah Bux Soomro would not have lost his life. Had Allah Bux Soomro not been assassinated, the Sindh Assembly would not have supported the Pakistan resolution. Once Pakistan came into existence, the Muslim Leaguers of Shikarpur who had played a role in its formation, began to rule Shikarpur as if it was their own fiefdom.

In those days I was a law student and I was in Shikarpur to quietly prepare for my final examinations. (The story as to why I did not appear for the examinations on schedule and chose instead to take the supplementary examination is not relevant here, although I shall narrate it elsewhere.) I had learnt to wrestle very well from my days in Karachi, especially at the akhada near Metharam hostel. Every single day, I would do my exercises there, and go to the ghats of the Neti-Cheti temple for a swim. (I remember reading Savarkar’s autobiography, especially the part where he mentions how, when the English held him captive and were transporting him by ship, he had jumped into the Suez Canal and swum his way to Cairo. From Cairo, he had gone to Paris where he wrote his revolutionary book about the revolt of 1857.) I had exercised so intensively and regularly that my body was as malleable as dough and I could slip through window grills.

The Hindu migration from Shikarpur began much before March 1947. Thousands of Shikarpuri Hindus had abandoned their homes, trusting the safety of their belongings to mere locks. They left in the hope that the riots would eventually be over, peace would prevail and they would be able to return home. Colonies upon colonies in Shikarpur suddenly vanished in the exodus. Our neighbourhood was flanked on one side by the area of Nebhanpur where the Shaikhs and Bhutoos lived. Next to Nebhanpur was Shahibaug. On the other side of our neighbourhood was the dargah of Pir Salam Shah and next to it lived the weavers and carpenters. On the remaining two sides were the homes and havelis of the Hindus, except for a few houses belonging to the Shaikhs.

Subsequent to the migration, a couple of my relatives began to steal. Around midnight they would break open the locks on the houses of the Hindus and walk away with everything they could.

Once while they were discussing their various exploits in my presence, I said, ‘You people are educated. What will you do if you get caught someday?’

One of them answered, ‘Not possible! We can’t get caught. You see we go in the dead of night when it’s completely dark and deserted. We take a damp towel, cover the lock with it and hammer away. We manage to break it open noiselessly. Then we quietly pick up things and bring them home.’

I thought for a bit and then said, ‘I’ll also come with you tonight.’

In the eerie quiet of the night, four of us headed out of our homes. We went to the neighbourhood behind us and stood facing a mansion owned by a renowned Hindu seth. There was an iron lock on the main entrance. One of my relatives covered it with a dripping rag and brought down the hammer hard some five or six times. Soundlessly the lock came unfastened. We walked into the house. There was a sitting room, divan and three bedrooms. Of these, two were locked from the outside, while one was closed from the inside. But one of the windows to the room was open. My relative wanted to break the locks first, but I restrained him. ‘I will go inside and undo the latch.’

I put both my hands through the iron grill and pulled myself up. I slithered though the window like a snake and jumped into the room. I lit a matchstick and flicked a switch on. It seemed as if the occupants had closed the room some days ago and gone out. Clothes and towels lay neatly folded in the almirah. Next to it were some iron trunks which had locks on them. Beside them on the floor lay a cotton doll which had a plait and little breasts made of cloth. The doll was naked. I couldn’t tell whether the doll was Hindu or Muslim. I held the doll in my hands and stood gazing at it. I tried to imagine its little owner who must have crossed Khokhrapar and gone over to Bombay or Banaras or Calcutta, empty handed. I continued to gaze at it for a long stretch, and in the meantime my relatives got tired of waiting for me. They called out my name several times, but when I didn’t respond, they finally began to strike at the lock. They continue to strike … to strike … to strike …


Excerpted from Sheikh Ayaz’s autobiography, Life, a Mere Dream
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Lost Nations

GULZAR AHMED


My friend Abu-al-Hussain had returned from a trip to Hong Kong. I recently bumped into him at a restaurant. While narrating his experiences, he related the following incident.



Once, as I was wandering aimlessly through the streets, I walked into a shop. It was very posh, with beautifully displayed foreign goods. A young Chinese woman welcomed me, and took me on a tour of the entire shop. She spoke in English, and showed me different objects. Meanwhile, a pleasant young man addressed me. Perhaps, he had guessed from my face or clothes that I would know Urdu, because his first question was, ‘Aap kahaan se aaye ho?’

Happily, I told him that I was from Karachi. His face lit up on hearing my answer. He seemed overwhelmed by emotion. He immediately held me by my hand and dragged me to a room situated in a corner of the shop. A middle-aged man sat there, busy working on something. The moment he spotted us, he put his pen down and welcomed us with a quiet smile, although he didn’t know anything yet.

The young man who brought me into this room told the middle-aged man something about me. Their confabulation was in Sindhi. On hearing the young man’s words, he almost leaped out of his skin and gave me a tight hug. I wondered if my ribs had cracked.

Holding both my hands in his and shaking them, he asked me in Sindhi, ‘Are you from Karachi?’

‘Jee haan.’ When he heard my affirmative response, he smiled and spoke in Urdu. Despite my entreaties, they plied me with things to eat. Every now and then, they kept asking me questions about Sindh. I felt very sorry that I was unable to provide all the information they needed about Sindh. What could I have told them about Hyderabad, Larkano, Shikarpur and Sukker! I felt a trifle embarrassed at some moments.

Of course, I kept reminding them, time and again, that I had gone to Karachi from India during Partition. My life began and ended in Karachi, I had almost nothing to do with Sindh. This didn’t stop them from saying, ‘Yes, but you are from Karachi, and Karachi is the soul of Sindh. You would be considered a Sindhi, wouldn’t you? As far as we are concerned you are from our watan!’

Abu-al-Hussain fell silent at this point. He racked his brains to recall something and then continued with the story.

You must think that this is where it stopped. But such was their hospitality that they sold me whatever I wanted at half the price, and also gave me a small battery-operated pocket radio as a gift. Mind you, this was only my first meeting with them. They asked me where I had been staying while I was in Hong Kong. I told them the name of the hotel and my room number after which the young man, Shyam, dropped me off at the hotel in an impressive looking car. He also said that he would pick me up again at five. I was overwhelmed by the warmth and affection. For the first time in my life I wondered, why, despite staying in Karachi for twenty years, I did not know Sindh.

I was still feeling bad about my ignorance. What if Shyam turned up again in the evening and took me to meet some other friends? And what if they inundated me with the same questions? My woeful lack of answers would renew my embarrassment. So I resolved to leave the hotel before five in the evening. With this in mind, I lay down.

It was soon afternoon, and at three-thirty I began my preparations. At exactly four o’clock I locked my room and took the elevator. I reached the ground floor. I had barely handed over the keys at the desk and left the hotel, when I saw the same red car. I was aghast. I raised my head, and I found some cheerful faces watching me.

One was that of Shyam, who promptly came up to me and guided me to the car. ‘You are probably setting out on some important work.’

‘No, no, I was very bored, so I thought I would go for a stroll.’

The young man laughed. He made me sit in the car and introduced me to his friends. The car slid along wide roads and reached a row of elegant shops. We got off the car and entered a large, impressive store. As soon as I stepped in, I realized that three or four people were already waiting for me. I was introduced to each one of them. I shook hands with everyone and sat down on a couch. The room was very beautiful. I saw a table in a corner with a flower vase which looked very much like the vases I had seen in Karachi. The young store-owner saw me looking at the vase. He said, ‘This is a souvenir from my beloved Sindh. You will be surprised to know that the world’s richest men come to Hong Kong as tourists. On one such occasion, the son of the owner of Ford Motors, by some chance, visited the store. He halted when his eyes fell upon a bunch of things in this corner. “Where are these exotic things from? Which country?” I told him that the pieces of craft were from Sindh, now a province in Pakistan. Then he asked me, “Do you have something else from there?” I showed him a quilt and a mirror-studded cap that I had preserved for years. He was stunned by the quality of handwork on the quilt and cap. “How much do these cost?” I told him that they were not for sale. But he insisted on buying everything. He said, “I’ll pay any price you quote.” I declined in no uncertain terms. After a little while he left the shop. Barely had two hours gone by, when he returned with a cheque of thousand pounds, and offering that to me, he said, “Give me any one of these things.” I could not continue refusing him. I placed before him the quilt and also returned the cheque. He was overjoyed, and couldn’t stop thanking me. He immediately left the shop, but my face was streaming with tears.’

The young store-owner became emotional while narrating this to me. I looked at the objects carefully, and could not help appreciating, for the first time, the subtlety of the embroidery.

Abu-al-Hussain became quiet again. He leaned back on a chair and sunk into his memories. After a little while, he continued with his story.

These young men asked me so many questions about Karachi that absolutely nothing remained to be asked. While this conversation was going on, an old man entered with a young man who held him by his hand. Everybody stood up respectfully. He looked around the store, peering through thick glasses. When I put out my hand to shake his, he held my hand tight. He didn’t let go even when we sat down on the couch. And suddenly, the same questions about Sindh.

‘Have you been to Shikarpur?’

Hesitating, I said, ‘No … haven’t had reason to.’

Hearing my response, he became quiet, and began to think deeply, with his head down.

Finally, he asked again, ‘All right, are you likely to go there?’

His question confused me further. But I didn’t wish to hurt him, so I said, ‘At the moment, I don’t plan to, but perhaps some day.’

The old man sat up and said, ‘Son, you must go. It’s a beautiful city. It’s our motherland. You would never forget the sweets and kulfi of that place, once you have tasted them. When you get off the station, the buggy man will bring you to the tower of Lakhidar. Then you will see how spectacular the city is.’

The old man’s wizened face lit up and he grew restless. It seemed as if he had lost his heart somewhere there, which he was now groping for.

He sighed, ‘You will have to go to Shikarpur, if not for yourself, at least for me. I beg you, please do me a favour …’

The old man faced me, his trembling hands folded in a gesture of appeal. I held his hands and assured him that I would try my best to go there.

He put his hand in his pocket and took out a couple of hundred rupee notes, and said, ‘These are travelling expenses. You must go, please.’

‘Yes, chacha, I will certainly go. You keep this, I don’t need it.’

But he insisted on paying me, and the others sitting there also signalled to me to keep the money.

Then he said, ‘When you go to Lakhidar, take the road that goes to Begari canal. At the turning, you will see an old house. Knock on the door. I don’t know who is staying there now. And yes, you will see a mango tree there. When I planted it, it was a mere plant, but it must now be a tree laden with mangoes. You must knock on the door. Meet all those who live in that house. And show them how mangoes are eaten in Sindh. Tell them that when there is water in Begari canal, you put the mangoes in an earthen pot and dunk the pot in the flowing waters of the Indus, which cools the mangoes. Meanwhile, you rest under the dense shade of the sarhan trees. After a while, jump into the waters to retrieve the mangoes. You have to eat those mangoes while you are still in the water, and only then will you know the real taste of mangoes.’

He continued, ‘Putta, you must tell them this because they are new, and they would not know how to enjoy the fruits of Sindh. You must tell them these things.’

The old man looked much calmer now. It seemed as if he had sat under the shade of the sarhan near Begari.

Then suddenly, ‘Putta, will you do me a favour? When you go to this house, seek the family’s permission to pluck a leaf from the mango tree, and very carefully, mail it to me, please. I shall remain indebted to you.’

The old man kept talking like this. Many things kept coming back to him, and he unburdened himself. It was getting really late. I had to take the plane at 10 that evening. When I sought permission to go, everyone hugged me and bade me farewell.

Everyone said, ‘Our salaams to Sindhis, our salaams to our watan …’

With the memory of this meeting with friends on my last day in Hong Kong, I left for the hotel, once again in Shyam’s car. Shyam stayed with me till the very last moment. He helped me pack and saw me off at the airport. When the boarding call was announced, I said goodbye to him. His eyes brimming with tears, he hugged me.

I said to him, ‘Shyam, is there anything I can do for you? I’ll be happy to …’

Wiping his eyes, he said, ‘No! Nothing else, pray that I get to see my homeland some day, because I spend sleepless nights longing for it.’

We said our final goodbyes to each other. I turned back one last time and he was still there, looking at me. I waved, and so did he. I took long strides and boarded the plane.

With a touch of sadness, Abu-al-Hussain continued.

I wondered for the first time how long were we going to consider ourselves Mohajir refugees. This kind of thinking and attitude is fallacious. It is both madness and dogma. No, absolutely not. We are not Mohajirs anymore. I am a Sindhi, Sindh is my country, Sindh is my country. I made a quiet resolution, without much ado. A sense of pride—of belonging to a country, of enjoying its citizenship—engulfed me, for the first time.

The plane flew amidst clouds. I looked outside, and saw Shyam with tearful eyes, saying, ‘… pray that I get to see …’ The emotion was overpowering. If only this plane would go faster and I might see my country again, reach my land and meet my Sindhi brothers. I grew more and more anxious.

When the plane landed, I walked out to find something I had nearly lost.
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Hunger, Love and Literature

MOHAN KALPANA

The bomb exploded in Shikarpur Colony and Prabhudas Bittani died. At four o’clock one morning, the guards surrounded our place. A few of them came upstairs and they had torches and pistols. Thrusting a torch into my face, one of them demanded to know, ‘Is this a Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) office?’

‘This is a house.’

‘Are there women?’

‘They have gone to India. We will also leave in a few days.’

‘We need to carry out a search.’

‘Why?’

‘For arms.’

‘Arms? In here? I am a student. I wish to go to India and become an actor one day.’

‘Open the door. All of it.’ They entered the house.

A petrified Chiranjeev informed me, ‘The building is under military surveillance.’

I instructed him, ‘Tell them you are my servant if they ask you. You look untidy enough to be convincing.’

I had hidden the cartridges among the tulsi plants in the balcony. Had they found those, we would have surely been arrested and hanged. They looked at our faces, conducted a perfunctory search and left. My mother (or Bhabhi as I called her) said it was not a good idea to continue to live there. She rented a place at Ratan Talao.

Meanwhile, almost all branches of the RSS had closed down. My mama’s friend was a Muslim, who, in order to marry a Hindu girl, gave himself a Hindu name, Bhagwan. He got me a job as a tracer in the public works department at the Karachi Sadar Bazaar. I was to earn seventy rupees per month. It made me really happy. Those were very different times.

On 6 January 1948, Mohajirs from Bihar filtered into Sindh and instigated riots, killing thousands. Some of them came to Ratan Talao to loot. A mob came to attack our house.

A young man entered with a knife. Bhabhi said to him, ‘Does Islam teach you to attack women and children? What will you gain by doing this? Don’t touch my children, you can kill me if you want.’

There would have been bloodshed if I had been present, but I was in my office. I have been told that Bhabhi spoke with such conviction that they just left. A mischievous fellow from the crowd took away my white trousers which were hanging on a peg. I could not get over the loss of those white trousers for a long time. Each time I wore them in the past, they reminded me of Nyazi. Even now when I wear white clothes, I miss her.

It was by tram that I went to work and got back home. Occasionally, I would visit the mohalla where we used to live. Its charm had palled, it now wore a deserted look. There was no movement of any kind. Jammu dada, who during the days of Moharram whipped himself till he bled, would soulfully say, ‘So, yaar, you will also go away from Sindh?’ He was a boxer, and he could beat people to a pulp, but he avoided knives. These men were like the magistrates of our mohalla. A ruffian could enter this mohalla only at his peril. He was sure to get blows from Jammu dada. But one day someone named Jaffrey dada, who had come from Bihar, entered the mohalla and beat Jammu dada up. Sindhis always get roughed up.

Jamnu Hotel used to be right below my house and sent forth to my ears, all day, Pankaj Mullick’s songs, and a duet from the film Jugnu sung by Mohammed Rafi and Noorjahan.


Yahan badla wafa ka bewafai ke siva kya hai
 Mohabbat bhi dekhi, mohabbat mein bhi dokha hai
 What exists here but betrayal
 I experienced love, which is equally unfaithful



I still have this record. I used to think that I would go to India and marry Noorjahan, never mind that she’s older than me. I loved her dearly. But when I came to India, she went to Pakistan. I had made Shaikh Ayaz and Rashid Bhatti listen to this in the Juhu beach bungalow.


Mujhse pehli si mohabbat mere mehboob na maang

Don’t ask me my love for that old passion



When the non-Sindhis wreaked terror upon the Hindus of Sindh, the latter trembled in fear and lost all hope. A day arrived when we too packed our things and hired a camel-cart to go to the port of Karachi. I noticed many Sindhi books being sold for two annas each near the Karachi Idgah ground. I bought quite a few books that day. It was perhaps 16 January 1948 and I was completing the thirteenth year of my life. With every moment, the camel-cart was taking me further and further away from my Sindh, my nation, my mother Sindhu. I passed along Burnes Road, D.J. Sindh college, Kacheri Road, Gaadi Khaato, Lighthouse, Bunder Road, Municipality, Bolton Market … Jammu dada spotted me. He was on his bicycle and he moved along with one hand resting on the cart, ‘Bhau, are you going away for good?’

‘No,’ I replied, ‘I will come back.’

His eyes misted at my response and he quietly went away.

Back? Me? To Sindh, of all places? In the wispy smoke of my cigarette I still see my Karachi, that camel-cart and the journey of the uprooted. The cat tried very hard to jump out of the tub, but its walls were higher than mountains. What can one do?


Sighs have lost warmth, silences have become long and weary




Excerpted from Mohan Kalpana’s autobiography Ishq, Bukha ain Adabu
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Muhammad, the Coach-driver

RAM PANJWANI

Partition had not yet taken place, but it had been planned. The Hindus of Sindh were downcast, the Muslims overjoyed. The moment the Partition resolution was passed, the Muslims of Sindh had become blatant in their ways, for they assumed they were going to be the lords now. Human beings take refuge in hope: the Sindhi Hindus had hoped that they would be able to continue to stay in Sindh, with diminished status, perhaps.

Along with hopes, the Hindus also had apprehensions. The Muslim leaders offered reassurances but their declarations and talks betrayed their changing motivations. The atmosphere was tense and the Hindus feared an outbreak of riots. The fact that the British were still around gave them a sense of comfort. At least, things were not likely to get out of control. On the other hand, the British government had lost interest in the internal problems of India, and the Hindus wondered if it would intervene at the time of crisis.

It was a cold winter evening in the month of December. My friend Nehchaldas was hosting a party at the Karachi Club annexe. He had left for the club and left a message asking me to join him. At 7 p.m. I was in the area of Gaadikhato. I thought I would hire a victoria and reach the club. I hesitated though. It felt frightening—to go alone. But it was necessary to go. While I stood there trying to reason with myself, a coachman airily asked, ‘Deewan, what are you thinking of? Where do you want to go?’

I was startled. In a firm voice, bracing myself, I said, ‘I’m waiting for a car but I don’t know why it hasn’t arrived.’

‘Get into the coach, deewan, I’ll take you faster than the car.’ He spoke in Sindhi and his voice had a nice familiarity to it.

I got into the coach. We reached the outskirts of the city. Flashing his whip, the coachman began to chat with the horses, ‘Fly, my bird. Take the deewan faster. God knows how the deewan has graced us with his presence, he might not do it another time.’

Such words were not exactly reassuring on a dark evening, when we were on the outskirts of the city. Why was he saying the deewan may not do it again, I wondered. Then I heard him, ‘Don’t fear, nobody will stop you. Lift your feet off the ground and fly in the sky. He has enjoyed many pleasures of the earth, now give him the taste of heaven.’ My heart beats raced—‘taste of heaven’. Did he bear me ill? The coach came to a halt, or was it my heart?

The coachman got down and muttered to himself. I thought he was going to attack me, rob me of whatever I had and discard me. And I had thought I did not fear death, so much for that. Death only has to stare us in the face … I found my body and mind go numb. My blood froze and cold shudders ran through my body. The coachman said, ‘Deewan, I’ll take you quickly.’ I noticed that he held a spear-like rod. I shivered at the sight of it and said a silent prayer. In the meantime, a car went past us but I couldn’t bring myself to call for help. I felt gagged. How could I have yelled out? I was astonished to see the coachman go towards the horse and not towards me. A single moment felt longer than a year. But it helped restore my breath. When the coachman said, ‘The reins were broken but I’ve mended them for now. Did I take too long?’ a mere whisper of ‘No’ escaped my lips.

The coach began to move. Tears rolled down my cheeks. The coachman was busy talking to the horse, but I was lost in my thoughts. I realized that I had reached the club. I put my hands in my pockets and asked, ‘How much?’

The coachman looked at me, ‘Tears in your eyes, baba? Have I done something?’

I felt embarrassed. Perhaps I had not wiped my tears properly. ‘No, no, miyan, everything’s fine.’

He said in an affectionate voice, ‘These days we charge up to even five rupees, although the government rate is one and a half only. But I will not charge you a paisa.’

Astonished, I asked why.

Politely, he said, ‘Deewan, I am a Salaat. I was in the audience when you came to sing at the neighbourhood of Salaats. I especially liked the Badshah Zafar song. I had decided that day that if you ever stepped into my coach, I would not charge you. Allah has finally made that day possible for someone as humble as me. I will not accept money from you.’ I insisted, but he simply would not budge.

The coachman, before he left, said, ‘When you come again to our neighbourhood, ask for Muhammad the coachdriver. I’d feel honoured.’

The coachman went away but I stood there feeling miserable. How could I have doubted the intentions of such an affectionate, humble person like Muhammad? How joyous he had felt at having me as his passenger. And I had been suspicious. I felt ashamed of myself.

When I visited the neighbourhood of the Salaat community again, I asked for Muhammad. I called out his name during the performance.

‘Hakim, at your service,’ he replied.

‘Listen to the poetry of Badshah Zafar,’ I said.

‘I’m honoured, please,’ he said with joy.

After completing the song, I said, ‘I request Muhammad the coach-driver to come to the stage.’

I heard, ‘Sure, coming.’

My companions Ishu and Issar asked me, ‘Is he a good singer?’

‘He appreciates art,’ I replied.

Snaking his way through the crowd, Muhammad came right up to me and stood before me. I removed the garland from my neck and put it around his neck. There was thunderous applause from the audience. Muhammad said, ‘Deewan, you have shown great honour to a humble servant.’

I narrated the entire story to everyone, but did not tell them about my own weakness. When I mentioned in detail Muhammad’s generosity and affection, the audience congratulated him. Muhammad fell at my feet and I held him by his shoulders.

Taking a microphone in his hands, he said, ‘Glory to the deewan, for giving such respect to a poor man. He has sung for us without charging anything. I wish to declare that whenever this man gets into my coach, I will not any accept fare from him.’ He then hugged me tightly, ‘I’m your servant, test me.’

It was a heartbreaking moment. He and I shed copious tears, and every person in the audience was misty-eyed. I began to sing again. It was such pleasure.

Partition was effected. Migrations had begun. I was still in Karachi. It was 6 January 1948. At 11 in the morning I was returning home from college. After crossing Burns Road, I came to Artillery Road. A coach came up to me. I looked up to see Muhammad’s face. He addressed me gravely, ‘Come on in. Why are you walking today?’

‘What’s happened?’ I asked, surprised.

‘You don’t know, deewan, death is dancing on the streets. There’s daylight robbery and stabbing right next to your house.’

I got into the coach, and on the way I saw the police trying to disperse crowds. Such drastic things were happening in Karachi and I had been so ignorant!

When I reached home, Muhammad said to me, ‘The military forces are arriving. Don’t come out of the house. If they impose martial law and curfew, I’ll come and stay with you. I will be your guard.’

Curfew was imposed. For a day or two, the demons of death walked through the streets. I did not need Muhammad at that time because a driver named Sukhi lived with us and he continued to reassure me. Meanwhile, the military took charge of the situation, terror subsided, and Hindu migration intensified. Those who had been determined to live in Sindh, under any circumstance, were also now desperate to leave.

Every morning, Muhammad would visit me. Willingly, he took me wherever I wanted to go. Once, while I was in his coach, he asked me, ‘Deewan, will you be leaving too?’

‘What do you desire?’ I asked.

‘You would have to go, deewan. Outsiders have come. Their motives are not good.’

‘Whatever He wishes me to do,’ I said.

‘Deewan, do let me know once you decide to leave.’ 

‘You want to come to Hindustan with me!’ I joked.

‘If someone as loving as you is not valued here, how would a poor man like me be valued there? I will not come to India, but I will certainly come up to the border to see you off! Will you go by plane or ship?’

Thinking of my belongings, I replied, ‘By ship.’

‘Use this poor man’s coach to go up to Kiamari docks. I’ll feel reassured if I see you off myself.’

The day of departure did arrive. Muhammad brought me to Kiamari. He took down the belongings from the coach, and offering a salaam, he said, ‘May grace follow your footsteps. May Allah give you a long life.’

I was carrying a sandalwood walking stick with me. I offered it to him, ‘Keep this as my parting gift, its fragrance will keep my memory alive for you.’

Shutting his eyes, he inhaled the fragrance, and said, ‘I’ll never forget you. But, deewan, I have a request to make.’

‘Yes, Muhammad,’ I said.

‘When you reach India and recall the atrocities committed by Muslims, do please remember this poor Muhammad. Deewan, all human beings are not alike. All Muslims are not bad.’

I gathered my poor Muhammad into my arms, ‘My brother Muhammad, you are such a good human being. May Allah keep you safe and happy.’

A full-grown male was sobbing like a child. I could not control myself either.

There were also other friends at the port. I bade farewell to all of them and boarded the ship. The docks were swarming with people, but my eyes were fixed on Muhammad, the poor coach-driver. His face, and his voice, ‘Deewan, all Muslims are not bad,’ reverberated in my ears.

The ship set off. My friends who had come to see me off had left. But Muhammad continued to stand at the port. I waved a kerchief in his direction, while he raised the stick and waved. I heard an inner voice.


Tum zapt ki duniya meri barbad naa karna
Main yaad bhi aaun to mujhe yaad na karna
Raton ki kabhi tum meri nindiyan na urana
 Aankhon se kabhi tum mere aansu na churana
 Bhule se kabhi tum mere sapnon mein na aana
 Barbad hun barbad ko barbad naa karna
Main yaad bhi aaun to mujhe yaad na karna

Try not to disrupt my little world
Try not to remember me, even when you remember me
 Try not to ruin my sleep at night
Try not to take away tears from my eyes
 Try not to enter into my dreams
Try not to ruin me, for I am ruined already
Try not to remember me, even when you remember me.



Fifteen years have gone by. I miss Sindh, I miss my companions, but most of all I miss poor, humble Muhammad. Surprisingly, I don’t miss my Hindu friends, but the memory of this humble and selfless friend haunts me. How do distances matter in love?

Shah has rightly said:


Ke odha e dor, ke dora bhi oda sipri
Ke samhaljan na kadan, ke a visran moor
Jiyan meenh kandia poor, tiyan dost varako dil sen.

Some are near yet far, some far ones are near, beloved,

Some are never in memory, some utterly unforgettable,

Like a pot around a buffalo’s neck, friends engulf our heart.










[image: Penguin walking logo]


My Amma

KIRAT BABANI

That day, I stood at Grant Road station, waiting for a friend. The city of Bombay moves like the second hand on a watch. Ten minutes appear like ten hours here, whilst in the small town of Nawabshah in Sindh, one waited for a friend for hours, but the hours passed in the twinkling of an eye. From Sindh’s simplicity to Bombay’s convoluted python-like existence, it is no wonder the Sindhi refugees have found it so difficult to fit into this life. In addition to such change, they have also had to deal with loss of their watan, their spot of earth.

I looked at the indicator and once again at the hands of the clock. Not yet time for the train to arrive. The platform was a seething sea of humanity. Crowds of men on roads and local stations such that they appeared like the endless waves of the ocean. There is a local train every five minutes, and yet there are hordes of human beings who get in and out. Doesn’t life here ever come to a halt, not even to catch its breath? I wondered.

While I stood there, a crowd gathered near the stationmaster’s office. What could be the reason? Why would somebody care or waste time, especially when twenty-four hours don’t seem enough for a day. I shifted my gaze from the passers-by to the swelling crowd. What was all the fuss about? The stationmaster can’t be making monkeys perform. Government officers do not have such latitude during office hours. In any case, in a city like Bombay, why would one bother to watch monkey tricks? For a moment, I was tempted to go and take a look at the tamasha, but I restrained myself and instead looked accusingly at the clock. I couldn’t resist for long, however. People were pushing their way into the crowd to peep at something. I too had a peek. The stationmaster sahib was talking to a local woman. Dressed in a sari, with a purse slung over her shoulder, she held a cigarette in one hand and used her other hand to explain something to the stationmaster in some incomprehensible, and to me, garbled tongue. I couldn’t hear anything, so I didn’t know what the matter was, but I realized that the onlookers were there to watch an Indian woman smoke!

Unrelated associations get lodged in our consciousness. This incident reminded me of something else. I had just returned from Ajmer after staying there for two long years. I had come to India during Partition and those were my first two years. I was going over to see my refugee mother. How different this mother seemed from the one in Sindh! There my mother had perfect eyesight but now she had lost much of her vision. She was finding it so difficult to make rotis. In Sindh, my mother used to smoke chillum, while she smokes the hukka here. In Sindh, my mother used to observe rituals on the anniversary of my father’s death, while this one now only sheds a few tears on that day. My former mother back in Sindh had eight grandchildren, while this one has only five because the rest have died.

As I returned home very late one night, I was startled to see rings of smoke in the darkness. My old mother sat in the corner of the dingy quarters smoking a locally made beedi. I had grown up watching my amma smoke chillum, and had accepted that as natural. However, the sight of her smoking a beedi was rather shocking. ‘Amma, are you smoking a desi beedi?’

‘Yes, putta.’

‘Why, Amma? Didn’t you bring your chillum with you?’

‘Putta, I did. It’s lying here in the corner.’

‘So?’

‘Who has the energy left for preparing chillum, putta? In Sindh, when I sat down with a chillum, women from the neighbourhood came and sat beside me, and we talked for hours. We gossiped about all kinds of things. As long as the embers lasted in the chillum, we puffed away at it. Now there’s neither the physical energy to do these things, nor is there any joy. Nobody visits anybody now!’

‘Did you buy this little hukka?’

‘Sometimes, I put a bit of tobacco in the hukka and pretend it’s a chillum. When there isn’t enough money for tobacco, its best to smoke a beedi.’

The smoke emanating from the beedi in the silent darkness of the night kept me thinking. The rings of smoke gradually rose up in the air and collided against the ceiling, escaped through the windows and rose up into the sky. My thoughts thrashed about in my mind, flew through the windows, crossing boundaries. They reached my place of birth.

This watan of mine, this city of mine, this little house of mine! This mansion in which my parents spent a lifetime, and in which I was born. This cradle saw me grow up, this mansion saw me become an educated person. These walls, this picture, this lane where I played marbles. These playgrounds, where I played gilli-danda. This street, this market, this circle, this bazaar, and my friend’s house …

‘Putta!’

My reverie was broken.

‘Yes, Amma.’

‘Putta, don’t you want to marry?’

‘Marry! Why on earth?’

‘It’s my last wish, I wish to see my son flourish and grow. I wish to have that happiness as compensation for what I have lost.’

‘It has become difficult just to survive, and you talk of marriage!’

‘Why? A Congress government is ruling the country, and you have been an active Congress worker. Didn’t you say that once the nation becomes free, it would be good for everyone.’

‘I am not a Congress person any more. Thousands of us have quit the Congress.’

‘You underwent such hardships, endured imprisonment, and now the Congress …’

‘… maintaining surveillance on people like us, and filling up the prisons,’ I interrupted her.

‘Putta, don’t say that, let monsters perish.’

‘Amma, monsters don’t perish like that. We’ll have to wage a war against them.’

‘Putta, don’t say that. You have wasted your life in these wars for fifteen years. You have forgone comfort and joy. Now for the sake of this old mother, spend your life in peace.’

‘In peace! Amma, people who took away your happiness, your home, your hopes, your inheritance and memories, they betrayed millions, how do we let them go?’

‘But what can we do, anyway?’

‘I wish to bring back your happiness. I wish to go back to my country. I don’t wish to see myself and the next generations in exile.’

‘Will we go back to our motherland? Will we be able to see our house? You think I’ll be able to see the remnants of your father’s life?’

‘Yes, Amma, we’ll certainly go back.’

‘Who will come to receive us?’

‘My friend Qasim … my Rafiq Gulamo … will come to receive us. Our neighbour Khudadhar, our illiterate Mauso, my classmate Qadir, your friend Khatun—all of them will come to receive us. They will certainly come. Amma, we shall go.’

‘When will we go, putta?’

‘When our countrymen will put an end to the roguish rule there.’

‘God knows whether I’d be alive then. I have come close to death.’

‘If such is the case, sweet Amma, it is my solemn promise to you that I will take your ashes to our watan, submerge them in the sacred and sweet earth of our motherland, and sing songs of joy.’

My mother got up from the corner, very slowly and came to my string cot. She kissed my forehead. ‘Putta, you have my blessings.’ Her eyes shed warm tears that fell on my face.

I hugged her tightly and said, ‘My Amma.’

My friend punched me so hard on the back that I was startled. ‘You are lost in a world of your own all the time. You’ve really become strange these days. Look at your eyes, they are wet with tears,’ he said.

The two of us sped on, out of the platform.
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Obligation

GOBIND MALHI

Kongomal was from the village of Thardi in district Mehad. He was young, friendly and active. Since he was a Hindu, he had close relations with Hindus, but he was also friendly with the Muslims of his village. His friendship with the wadhero, Jaan Muhammad, went back to childhood days. He was also a ‘drinking companion’ of the zamindar, Ali Murad, who lived seven miles away from the village. During the Sindh assembly elections of 1946, Kongomal found himself in a huge dilemma because both Jaan Muhammad and Ali Murad had filed in nomination papers. Both of them needed Kongomal’s support.

Kongomal stood by Ali Murad. First, he and Ali Murad were of the same age and second, Ali Murad was not a Muslim League candidate. In fact, even Jaan Muhammad was only superficially involved in the League. His relationship with fundamentalism and dogma was recent, and was more for the sake of gaining access to positions of power in the government. Jaan Muhammad continued to have amicable relations with the Hindus of Thardi, but lost his hold on Kongomal who openly urged Muslims to vote for Ali Murad. All the same, Jaan Muhammad would come to watch chaubaaz, a dice game, outside Kongomal’s shop. He would even sit next to Kongomal on the wooden bench at the shop. He did not hurl accusations at Kongomal for supporting Ali Murad.

Meanwhile, elections took place and Ali Murad was one of the few Muslims who had managed to defeat Muslim League candidates. Triumphant, Ali Murad went directly to Kongomal. He embraced him affectionately, ‘Yaar Kongo, I have won by only a few votes. Had you not canvassed assiduously for me, I would have certainly lost. I am under obligation to you.’

‘Yaar, what else are friendships for? There’s no need to thank me.’

Ali Murad held him by his hand, ‘Kongo, leave the shop and come with me. Your brother will take care of the shop. Let’s go to the bungalow and celebrate. There will be a public mehfil tomorrow in which only close friends will participate. Today, there is a special mehfil for just you, me and Ado.’

It was winter so Ali Murad picked up not whisky, but two bottles of brandy and took Kongomal with him in his beautifully decorated carriage. Hamid Khan, Ali Murad’s ado or elder brother, welcomed him—warmer than ever before. The three friends sat down in the verandah, making short work of the roasted chicken, sipping alcohol and gossiping. Suddenly, Hamid Khan addressed Ali Murad, ‘You know that land of ours next to the kazi’s village? Why don’t we give that to Kongomal?’

‘I don’t want any land, yaar. Whatever I did was spontaneous, as a friend. That is all.’

Laughing, Hamid Khan said, ‘Yaar, we are also giving you land in the spirit of friendship, not repaying you. In any case, we don’t cultivate the land, we lease it. We lease it to you for life from this moment.’

Ali Murad joined in, ‘Yaar, for friendship’s sake, don’t say no. Others earn on account of us all the time, it would be such a pleasure to see you also earn by our gesture. Come on, honour Ado’s request, will you?’

Kongomal kept dilly-dallying till the end of the mehfil. On returning home, he mentioned the offer to his brother and other relatives, and he was told, ‘The offer has come from them, you did not go seeking it. Secondly, it is normal practice for them to lease out the land. You give them their share during the harvest and stop carrying the burden of their obligation. Matter over.’

Even Jaan Muhammad gave Kongo the same advice. ‘Kongo, don’t mull over this too much and miss the golden opportunity. Your investment in the land would amount to some ten to twelve thousand rupees. As against that, you would have a yield worth thirty thousand. If you dither any longer, the contract may go to Kazi Atta Ali. Hamid and Ali would hardly let the field remain uncultivated till you take a decision.’

Murad visited Kongomal along with Kazi Atta Ali who said, ‘Kongomal, you are welcome to take the land, I will take the lease for some other piece of land. But yaar, do decide soon. It’s time to cultivate.’

In Kongomal’s otak, when the conversation over food once again veered towards the land lease, Kazi said, ‘Kongomal, don’t kick the goddess of wealth. In a year’s time, you will be minting money. I earned forty thousand from this bit of land.’

Eventually, the words poured out from Kongomal’s mouth, ‘All right, yaar, since you insist so much, let me take over the lease for a year and see.’

‘Will you forget about the shop then?’ Ali Murad teased him.

‘Not to worry. I will never forget the shop. I’ll open another one and give that to my younger brother.’

‘What do you plan to produce?’ Kazi asked.

Kongomal was flummoxed. ‘Yaar, you have to help me out in that matter.’

Ali Murad offered suggestions. ‘If you are willing take a calculated risk and bring a rusting machine with you from Jacobabad, cotton is a good possibility. It’ll be such a rewarding yield, I tell you.’

Kongomal didn’t let any grass grow under his feet. He took the train the very next day and left for Jacobabad. He was back in Thardi after a week, with the bilti of the rusting machine in his pocket. He had booked the machine himself at Jacobabad station.

However, a fortnight went by without any sign of the machine. Kazi complained, ‘Kongomal, you first took time to make a decision. Now the railway is dragging its feet. The time for sowing cotton seeds is past. Allah’s mercy be with you, why don’t you sow jowar seeds, instead? Otherwise, this moment shall also pass.’

Kongomal acted on this advice and promptly took charge of the field. Without the assurance of any written document, Kongomal had become a contractor, merely upon his friend’s word. He got hold of the haaris, gave them seeds and advanced them the taccavi money. In short, he left no stone unturned. And the harvest was a treat for sore eyes. Such splendour! Everyone said, ‘Kongomal is really fortunate.’ But Kongomal’s fate was yet to be decided.

Meanwhile, the golden bird of Sindh was injured. Not only was Pakistan formed, but the Hindu exodus had also begun. There was celebration on the one hand and despair on the other. There was no bridging these opposites. Kongomal was circumspect throughout this period. In any case, he was a strong-willed man. He had maintained social relations and friendships with people from various quarters, and especially with Muslim zamindars as well as officers. After becoming a contractor, he had formed influential links all the way up to the deputy collector and collector.

Meanwhile, the Hindus of Thardi, including Kongomal’s community members, had begun to cross the border. Kongomal continued to stay in Thardi. He made his brothers wait with him by telling them, ‘How dare anyone lay a finger on any of us?’

By and large, it was true that nobody dared touch Kongomal or his brother. However, a bigger conspiracy was brewing against Kongomal and its chief actor was the kazi, who resented the fact that the contract had gone to Kongomal. He suffered in silence when the zamindar brothers had silently resolved to repay Kongomal and became almost obstinate about leasing the land to him. The kazi had put up a gracious front then, and had, in fact, pretended to persuade Kongomal the most. Perhaps, the educated and shrewd kazi could foresee the outcome of changing circumstances and plan strategies that he could execute at the opportune moment.

Be that as it may, the sight of jowar swaying gently on the fertile field fanned the kazi’s desire for deceit. The first thing he did was to whisper to the elder brother, Hamid Khan, ‘Kongomal’s relatives have gone. I doubt if he and his brother will be able to hold out much longer. Before you know it, they’ll be gone to India.’

Hamid Khan was not as ‘bad’ as the kazi. Archly, he asked, ‘What do you mean?’

A flustered Kazi immediately quipped, ‘Bhautaar, Pakistan has been formed. The harvest from the fields will stay in Pakistan and that’s the way it should be.’

‘You mean to say we should be deceitful and betray Kongomal and usurp what is rightfully his?’

Licking his upper lip, the kazi replied, ‘Sain, I merely wish to say one thing. What belongs to Pakistan must stay within its boundaries. Pakistan is a new nation. It will need money.’

‘Don’t go down that road.’

Nonetheless, the idea of doing something for the ‘sake of Pakistan’ had its effect on Hamid Khan.

The kazi broached the subject differently with Ali Murad, the younger brother. ‘Ali, join the Muslim League. Sooner or later, you will become a minister.’

‘Minister!’ The thought was alluring. But Ali Murad knew it was easier said than done. ‘How can I? The regional Muslim League is dominated by Wadhero Jaan Muhammad. He …’

The kazi noticed that he had aimed well. He cut in, ‘In the interest of jamaat and religion, he will cease to be resentful about your success in the elections. However, you must do one thing to make matters easy.’

‘Tell me?’ Ali Murad asked, consumed with excitement.

Pat came the kazi’s reply, ‘Ask Kongomal to stay away from the yield.’

And without letting Ali Murad respond, the kazi continued, ‘Jaan Muhammad is far more bitter about Kongomal than you are.’

Ali’s humanity caused him to protest, ‘Kongomal is my friend. How can I …’

The cunning kazi touched the raw nerve, ‘Well, then, that’s your problem. You would have to choose between the good of your community or your friendship.’ And then, ‘You must think now about how long your friendship with Kongomal will last. And what kind of friendship it is, after all. He is waiting to make money out of the harvest and flee to India, so that the money earned in Pakistan can be invested in India.’

Ali Murad’s humanity struggled for one last time, and died. The kazi’s heart raced and pounded in his chest.

One of Ali Murad’s servants had warned Kongomal, ‘There is a conspiracy being hatched against you.’

Kongomal could not believe that a childhood friend who had shared food and wine with him would prove treacherous, especially since he had done him a favour and had accepted the contract at his insistence. He had never trusted the kazi, but the landowners were the two brothers. As for the land, the seeds had been sown, the crop winnowed and threshed, and there was now a bounty.

Kongomal estimated the value of the harvest to be at least thirty-five to forty thousand rupees. Although he must have spent about fourteen thousand on the machine, seeds, teccavi and other things, he was (according to the contract) entitled to a share worth twenty-four thousand. Kongomal was overjoyed with the yield and he decided not to pay attention to the informant. Those people had not shown any sign of change. Everything looked good.

He went to visit the zamindar brothers. There was not the slightest change in their hospitality. The same old kebabs and the same old alcohol. In the course of eating and drinking, he said, ‘Yaaro, by God’s grace my efforts have borne fruit. Come tomorrow, and let us share the harvest.’

Ali Murad exchanged a meaningful look with his elder brother.

‘Yaar, what’s the hurry?’ said Hamid Khan.

‘But I am in a hurry. My relatives have already migrated. My brothers are all packed and ready, waiting for me while I’ve been waiting for the harvest.’

The kazi spoke through Ali Murad, ‘Yaar, how can you just sell the new crop and go away? Not done. What is your problem here?’

Understanding dawned upon Kongomal. ‘One needs a social group. My relatives have gone. I’ll be incomplete if I stay back by myself.’

Hamid Khan said, ‘You have been taking care of the harvest, right? Now let this yield be here. It will not be divided and you shall not go. Yaar, we don’t want you to go.’

Kongomal was aghast. He hadn’t expected such a blatant response. He had meant to say, ‘Whether I go or not, that’s my wish. The yield issue must be resolved according to the contract.’ Instead, he pleaded, ‘Have mercy, please resolve the issue.’

But mercy had acquired wings and flown away from the demonic world of the zamindar brothers. They knew that they had numbers on their side.

Stacks of jowar lay in the barn. Kongomal kept looking at the grain, but its abundance did not soothe his eyes any more. In fact, it fuelled the fire of his emotional turmoil. His brothers advised him, ‘Forget it, when we are leaving behind homes and shops and so much else, why risk life over this harvest?’

Kongomal did not budge. He went to Mehad to meet his lawyer friend Parsram. On hearing everything, Parsram said, ‘You are churning water, Kongomal. It is Muslim rule now, the collectors are Muslims, the officers are Muslims. There are communal fires burning around us. Hindus are busy hiding their existence or leaving, and here you are, asking for trouble.’

For the first time, Kongomal was ambivalent. He was lost and confused. As he was leaving the court, he heard someone call out, ‘Bhai Kongomal.’

Kongomal turned and saw Inspector Atta Allah striding towards him. He knew him well. He had been a sub-inspector in Thardi once. He had landed himself in a controversial case of police atrocity and his services would have been suspended had Kongomal not intervened and rescued him. A wave of hope rose in Kongomal momentarily, but he reminded himself, ‘He’s also a Muslim.’

In the meantime, Atta Allah was shaking his hand warmly, ‘Kongomal, what brings you to Mehad?’

Kongomal felt uncertain about confiding in Atta Allah. Finally, he said to himself, ‘What harm can there be in telling him?’ Right there, outside the court, he shared the story of his woes with Atta Allah.

‘Bhai Kongomal, all fingers are not alike. All Muslims are not bad either. Also, I am indebted to you. I have been waiting for the right moment all these years to repay my debt. Allah has finally created this opportunity. I will not let it go. You owe me your investment money and profit. Give me a week’s time.’

Kongomal was not fully reassured, ‘Don’t forget that Ali Murad is an assembly member.’

‘So what, Kongomal?’ said an unfazed Atta Allah, ‘as they say, a thug gets around a thief. We policemen have a hundred ways of handling situations. I have stopped using police threats after my previous experience, but for your sake, and for the sake of justice, I will try it once again. I’ll try it in such a way that not only would the zamindar brothers give you your share, but also rub their noses to the ground.’

Atta Allah pulled out a blank paper from a folder he was carrying and gave it to Kongomal. Then he removed his fountain pen from his pocket and handing that over, he said, ‘Sign this, and quietly go back to Thardi. Don’t mention our meeting to anyone. In a week’s time, everything will be fine.’

Kongomal signed the paper, but on his way back to Thardi, he began to regret it. Atta Allah may have felt gratitude towards him in the past, but who could tell if sentiments of Islamic brotherhood would not override his gratitude? After all, Ali Murad was also under obligation to Kongomal, and see what happened? Forget profit, even Kongomal’s capital investment was stuck. Atta Allah would need Ali Murad in the long run. Ali Murad would not let him go, and eventually Atta Allah would have to concede to Ali Murad. Had he dug his own grave? Kongomal wondered. Despondent and resigned to the outcome, he continued to stay in Thardi.

Five days later, one of Jaan Muhammad’s servants informed him, ‘Inspector Atta Allah from Mehad has come. He wants to see you.’ Kongomal reached the wadhero’s otak. He couldn’t believe what he was witnessing: Ali Murad had laid his turban at Atta Allah’s feet and was begging, ‘Please, I’ll do whatever you ask me to do. For God’s sake, withdraw the warrant.’

Atta Allah signalled to Kongomal to sit down, and facing Ali Murad, he said, ‘Ali Murad, you are smug because you are an assembly member, your brother is smug because he is an established zamindar, and the kazi is smug because he is the custodian of religion. You see, I am only an ordinary policeman. I am merely following the orders of the court.’

Wadhero Jaan Muhammad pleaded, ‘Atta Allah, we are all co-religionists.’

Atta Allah stormed, ‘Shut up, Jaan Muhammad. Don’t force me to arrest you on grounds of obstruction of justice.’
 
The entire room was filled with policemen. Over a dozen of them carried guns. Wadhero Jaan Muhammad looked so pale, as if turmeric had been poured over him.

Sternly, Atta repeated, ‘Does the Merciful One teach you to rob people of their rights? Tell me, does Islam ask you to grab the property of non-Muslims and then drive them away? Why aren’t you answering?’

Hamid Khan joined his palms, ‘Kongomal, withdraw the petition. We will do whatever you want. Here and now.’

Kongomal stood nonplussed and looked around. He wasn’t aware of the nature of the petition he had supposedly made.

Atta Allah spoke to him, ‘Kongomal, you will not be able to withdraw the charges even if you wish to. On the contrary, you would be arrested for making false charges.’

Kongomal looked at him in incomprehension. With élan, Atta Allah continued, ‘Ali Murad, can you arrange for twenty thousand immediately?’

Hamid Khan bellowed, ‘Where are we to get twenty thousand from?’

Ali Murad added, ‘And Kongomal has spent only about seven thousand.’

‘You think he’ll take the rusting machine worth seven thousand to India? And can he? He is also entitled to a profit of six thousand. The long and the short of it is that you give him twenty thousand or get ready for imprisonment. And remember, application for bail can be made only in Mehad. Today is Saturday. Don’t expect bail till Monday at least,’ Atta Allah said.

Ali Murad, Kazi and Jaan Muhammad withdrew to a corner and talked in hushed voices, with Atta Allah’s permission. After ten minutes, Jaan Muhammad said, ‘We can arrange for ten thousand tonight and I take responsibility for the rest. It’ll be arranged in a week’s time.’

‘I will be here for a week then. You have to bear the expenses for chicken and alcohol,’ Atta Allah’s voice had no trace of humour.

Within a week, Kongomal received the second instalment of ten thousand rupees.

‘Thanks a million,’ he said to Atta Allah.

‘I have yet not repaid you for the favour you did to me. However, should you wish to thank me, just do this: mention in India that there do exist faithful Muslims, and there are also some with a sense of gratitude.’
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Familiar Strangers

GORDHAN BHARTI

No sooner had the train stopped at Bubak station, than he jumped off it with his suitcase and bedroll. He knew that this small station would not have any porter. Two years ago, the porter Qasim would have run up to him and picked up his luggage. Out of sheer habit, he stood there for a few minutes waiting for Qasim till suddenly he realized it was a mistake.

‘Where must Qasim be,’ he wondered, ‘there’s been such upheaval in these two years that the world is beyond recognition.’

He was visiting his village like an outsider—his first visit after Partition.

With the suitcase in his right hand, and the bedroll in his left, he threw a cursory glance around him. A mile away from the station, he saw signs of his little village, Aarazi, and his eyes misted over. On a hillock stood the mosque and the temple, rubbing shoulders with each other, and yet, the peepal and date trees had created a barrier between them. The white dome of the mosque and the red kalash of the temple stood, sulking, with their backs to each other. One faced the east, the other the west.

The smell of opium and the stink of dead fish assaulted his nostrils. He turned to his left. The heat of a scorching mid-day sun was making the ice melt and drip from the fish baskets. Piles and piles of gunny sacks filled with tobacco and opium lay abandoned like unclaimed bodies, next to the weighing scale. In the past, he used to find the odour of dead fish offensive, but it didn’t seem that bad today. He silently swallowed the pungent smell of tobacco that singed his throat. The pleasing fragrance of opium created a hazy glow in his mind, and brought back flashes of his former life …

Bubak Road

He read the words again and again, illuminated by a lamp post. He was gripped by the desire to move his fingers lovingly over them, like he would on the soft hair of his little son, Kukku.

Everything is just the same! This station, this platform, these fish baskets, these gunny sacks with tobacco and opium, this bell hanging from the neem tree, this barbed wire and this wooden door marked ‘Exit’ …

‘Eh Mister! Ticket … ticket …’

His feet froze. On earlier occasions, while leaving this platform, he had hardly ever been asked to show a ticket. But now, the Punjabi officer’s eyes bored into him. He put his suitcase and bedroll down, and rummaged through his pockets. He fished out the ticket and extended it to the man.

‘Hm …’ The officer looked at the ticket with hate-filled eyes and grunted.

‘Put your bag and bedroll on the scale.’

Swallowing the insult, he looked at the bushy moustaches, the vest soaked with perspiration and the striped sarong of this impertinent man. He knew that the Punjabi-speaking man was harassing him. Helplessly, he put the bedroll on the weighing scale.

‘Take it away.’ The officer kicked the bedroll with these words.

He felt tempted to walk away with his belongings and take the next train back home. Some moments ago, everything had appeared ‘his own’ but now he realized that some things were, some were not. Holding his luggage in both hands, he walked out of the station, heavy-hearted. There was a tonga under the tamarind tree. Its wheels were muddy, its mudguards torn and crooked, its seats tattered, and its horse sickly and emaciated …

‘Haji … Haji …!’

He called out to the old man sleeping on the passenger seat. Haji woke up with a start. He rubbed his eyes, and yawned.

‘Haji, do you recognize me?’

‘Oh … deewan sahib! You?’ Haji blinked his eyes vigorously, as if it were a daydream.

‘Here, take this luggage from me.’

Haji took the suitcase and bedroll and put it in the horse-cart. And then he bent down to touch his feet.

‘Arre, arre … what are you doing?’ He drew his feet back and said, ‘So, how are you? You are all right?’

Haji felt a lump in his throat. He tried to speak but tears streamed down his face and disappeared into his white beard. The tonga swaggered down the kuccha road, raising dust.

He enquired gently, ‘Haji, your tonga looks old and so does your horse.’

‘What do I do, deewan sahib? Hindus went away from the village, who uses tongas now? While you were here, there was a good livelihood. Now, I don’t get enough to eat, how do I feed the horse?’

While traversing the level crossing, the tonga slowed down. Attentively, he examined Haji and the horse. A wound on the horse’s body was attracting flies. The restless and exasperated horse was constantly trying to swat the flies with his tail.

‘Haji, why don’t you get this horse treated?’

‘Who would treat him, deewan sahib? Khanu hakim migrated along with you.’

‘But this wound will become septic.’

‘Never mind. Our country too also has a septic wound, don’t you think?’

He could not respond. After the level crossing, Haji lashed the horse with a whip. The tonga gathered speed.

‘Deewan sahib! You have settled down in Ajmer, no?’

‘Yes, Haji.’

‘So tell me, sain, are you enjoying living in that country?’

‘There isn’t even sufficient water.’

Haji laughed a dry and hollow laugh.

‘Why are you laughing, Haji?’

‘Nothing, sain, Allah plays strange games. You don’t have enough water, but it is we who are parched and withered.’

Haji’s words were like a whiplash on him. He felt choked with emotion. Promptly, he looked around here and there and attempted in vain to whistle, in the hope of holding his tears back.

Empty fields flanked the kuccha road on both sides. The earth sizzled like a frying pan in the heat of July. Dust flakes clung to his clothes, causing a repulsive grimy feeling. The tonga began to cross the bridge spanning the water course. He noticed that there was little water, but a few mud-spattered buffaloes. He remembered that in the past when he crossed the bridge, children swimming in the water had pestered him with, ‘Deewan sahib, paisa, please, paisa.’

Gaily, he would take out from his pocket some copper coins and fling them in the air. The children would leap into the air and catch them. They would dive into the water to look for coins they had not caught. Sheru, the son of Ibrahim Chandia, would jump out of the water, naked and dripping, run behind his tonga all the way up to the village, help him with the luggage and see him off at his door. Today, there was neither water in the water course, nor any sign of the Chandia children. The huts in the vicinity looked empty.

‘Haji.’

‘Yes, deewan sahib.’

‘Where have these Chandias gone?’
 
	‘They are right here.’

‘Then why does this place look deserted?’

‘Sain, at the time of Partition, government officers and leaders had made them shout so many slogans that they are left tired and speechless now.’

‘What do you mean?’

Haji laughed again. A sharp, piercing laugh. ‘Deewan sahib, the Chandias were labourers. Once the vaanyas left the villages, opportunities for business went down. In the absence of bales of cloth or sacks of grain, they now carry the burden of their unemployment on their backs.’

‘Haji, you sound like a philosopher today!’

‘Not me, deewan, ailing Sindh speaks through me.’

The tonga had reached the outskirts of the village. On the left side, there was Peru’s field. On the right hand side, there were kuccha houses of the weavers and ironsmiths, and behind them, a decrepit mosque.

‘Haji.’

‘Yes, deewan sahib.’

‘How did this mosque crumble? When did this happen?’

‘Sain, last year, during the monsoon.’

‘It has still not been repaired?’

‘No sain,’ Haji’s voice was muffled. ‘Under Islamic rule, everything is left to Allah’s mercy.’

He was a staunch Hindu. At the time of Partition, he was the first to leave his village and go to Ajmer. On seeing a mosque razed to ground during the riots in Ajmer, he had not felt an iota of remorse. But now, something snapped inside him when he saw his village mosque damaged. Wiping perspiration off his forehead, he took a deep breath and swept his eyes across the landscape. The little fish market in the village was empty. Instead, two blood-smeared carcasses hung outside. Even in this scorching heat, a couple of crows pecked in vain at the scattered residue of mutton and fish.

The tonga moved very slowly. On the right side was the school where he had studied for eight years. Incidents of his childhood flashed before his eyes. During recess, he had made surreptitious visits to the neighbouring garden and stolen guavas, pharwas and mangoes. One day, the gardener had given him a sound beating. His grandmother had also ticked him off. She had bought for him plenty of fruit from the fruit-vendor Naaru. But the fruits bought with money did not taste as sweet as the stolen mangoes and unripe pharwas.

‘Deewan sahib … deewan sahib!’

‘… Ah …’ Startled, he looked up to see that the tonga had reached Raghunath’s well.

From this point on, the lanes were much too narrow for the tonga. He jumped out of the vehicle and took out a rupee from his pocket and placed it on Haji’s palm.

‘No, deewan sahib! That’s a lot.’

‘Have fun, Haji, this may be my only visit.’

‘Why sain … don’t say that … but this rupee is …’

‘No, no this is your reward.’

He held Haji’s hand in his own very affectionately, but was taken aback. It was burning. ‘Haji, you are burning with fever.’

‘Yes, sain.’

‘You take this tonga home, and I will manage my luggage.’

Once Haji had left, he felt lonely. He looked at the peepal tree near the well. His childhood friend Hasu used to say that seven goddesses haunted the tree. During the month of Kartik, he used to participate in the prabhat pheri, when about twenty children would go around from one neighbourhood to another, enthusiastically singing holy songs. The moment they came to Raghunath’s well and saw the peepal tree, they lost both pitch and strength. Once, in a moment of child-like bravado, he had declared to Hasu that he would not only climb the peepal tree on a moonless night, but also bring down with him a branch of the tree. Through courage and doggedness, he had somehow managed to spend a dark night on the tree. However, when he jumped off the tree with a broken piece of branch and sprinted, he felt that the seven goddesses were shrieking at him and chasing him. Terrified, he was laid up in bed for the next three days.

He was now thirty-two years old. He did not have the superstitions and fears of childhood anymore, but he could still feel the colossal presence of the peepal tree hovering over him, with its many arms spread wide.

With his suitcase and bedroll, he walked towards Shah sahib’s haveli. At the time of Partition, he had left his house keys there. He was convinced then that Partition was unnatural and temporary, and that within a year, he would not only return to Sindh, but live in his village house once again.

The lanes he was walking through were empty. The house doors seemed bolted. Why would anyone come home in such murderous heat? He reached the haveli to find its main door closed. There was no sign of human life. Gently, he went up to the main door and pressed the bell. A few minutes later, Jaman the servant came out. ‘Oh, deewan sahib, it’s you! Welcome, welcome. Please come in.’

‘Is Shah sahib home?’

‘Sain has gone out. He will return in the evening. Why don’t you come in?’

‘That’s fine. Just keep this luggage here.’

‘Won’t you come in? Won’t you eat something?’

‘No, thanks, I am not hungry.’

‘But in this scorching heat …’

‘Jaman, please get me the keys to my house. I wish to see it first.’

Jaman took his luggage and quickly went in, and within no time returned with the keys.

‘Do you want me to come with you?’

‘No … that’s not necessary.’

‘But …’ Jaman hesitated. ‘I just wanted to tell you that an immigrant family from UP lives in the otak of your house.’

‘Hmm …’ For a moment, he was speechless. ‘Never mind, at least the house is …’

‘Oh sure. Sain has made sure that your furniture and belongings are safe, and has moved them from the otak to the house. What could we do? The government rule …’

While walking towards his home, he had a feeling that Jaman’s voice lacked some conviction. His invitation did not have the same force, and his hospitality felt different. By renting out his otak to the refugees, Shah sahib had behaved like an outsider with him. His heart felt heavy, and loneliness engulfed him.

He reached his house and for a while, he stood rooted to the ground, watching. The alcoves were being eaten up by termites. The colourful pictures he had painted on the walls during diwali had been washed off by rain.

‘Eh, fellow, what are you gaping at?’

Startled, he turned around. A dusky-looking man stood at the door of his otak. It didn’t take him long to realize that the dusky Urdu-speaking man was the tenant. Momentarily, he was gripped by a desire to slap him and say, ‘How dare you talk to me like that, idiot. You think this belongs to your forefathers?’

But not a word escaped his lips. He walked forward, turned the key in the lock and shut the door from inside. Suddenly he felt stifled, and he took hasty, long strides to reach the open part of the house. Bits and pieces of broken cots were scattered around him. The tulsi plant had withered, for want of water. His grandmother used to visit the village lake for a bath, return with a pot full of water and pour it over the plant. In the evenings, she would light a small lamp under the plant.

He stepped forward, and turning keys in different locks, he kept opening rooms one after another. The rooms were dirty and messy, with things strewn all around. The walls had cobwebs. The kitchen, the grain store, stacks of firewood and cowdung, the bathroom, the first room, the second one, the swing, the almirah, the little wooden temple, his grandmother’s puja seat, his blind aunt’s dark and dingy room. The moment he stepped into this room, darkness enveloped him. Swiftly, he came out, and lay down on the swing with his eyes shut.

He got up after an hour or so, locked up all the doors, and came out of the house. The sun had dipped into the horizon. He crossed the lane and paused at the edge of the lake. First, he splashed water on his face, then he removed his shoes and socks and soaked his feet in water. He felt very relaxed.

The edge of the lake was dense with neem and sarhan trees. As a child, he used to sit under precisely the same trees and play with the children in his neighbourhood. Once, they had staged a mock-wedding. He was the husband and Zeenat, the daughter of Razat the washerman, was his wife. Tied by the marital knot, they walked in a procession around the village. Children had drummed their fingers on tin boxes, distributed sweets and proclaimed to all and sundry, ‘It’s Zeenat and Girdhar’s wedding.’ His father and Zeenat’s mother witnessed the tamasha. That innocent wedding did not bring any harm to the Hindu religion nor did it endanger the Islamic faith. On the contrary, everyone found it funny. If children of today were to play at such a marriage … Imagining the consequences sent a shudder through this body. He took his feet out of the water. Loneliness … suffocation … fatigue …

Coming here was a serious mistake, he thought. He didn’t have anybody to talk to. No family, no relatives, no friends and no companions. His village was not his own. His house was not his own. He was alone, all alone.

He was jolted by the sharp and sudden bark of a dog. Although he had his back towards the bark, he understood that the barking dog was heading towards him. He promptly stood up, but tripped and almost fell into the water. He stood inside the water, ready to face the dog. But this preparation was not necessary, for the animal that stood before him was his very own pet, Puppy. She had stopped barking, instead she whimpered tentatively.

‘Puppy, Puppy, come, come,’ affectionately, he called out to her.

She wagged her tail from side to side. He immediately came out of the lake, his trouser bottoms dripping with water. The moment he hitched up his trousers, Puppy put her forelegs on his knees. He caressed Puppy’s back lovingly. Her whimpering got louder, and she began to sniff at his body.

‘Hush, dirty girl!’ He patted her gently. She tried to bury her face in his legs. He found it quite pleasant. In fact, a strange sense of relief washed over him. He wrung the water out of the bottoms of his trousers, and began to walk, whistling, while Puppy followed him. He was not alone anymore.

His body was aching with fatigue, but he continued to walk to the other side of the lake. Two shadows walked before him, one was his and the other Puppy’s. He felt as if four people were walking together now. Canal, fields, trees, groves, he passed them all and arrived at the cremation ground of the village.

He had witnessed the bodies of his mother, his sister-in-law, his younger brother and some of his friends consigned to fire here. He used to imagine his own body on a funeral pyre in the same place. Dust to dust, he would meet his ancestors. But that was not possible anymore. His habitation was thousands of miles away now. Instead of the muddy earth of Sindh, his ashes would merge with the dry sand of Rajasthan. Through moist eyelashes, he looked at the broken roofs of the crematorium under which he could still see scatterings of ash. Some remnants do exist, everything has not been destroyed, he thought.

He felt faintly hopeful. He picked up a fistful of ashes and touched his forehead with them. Tears flowed down his face. The touch of the ashes did something to him, he went down on his knees and sobbed like a child. He didn’t know for how many hours he had buried his head and cried like a baby. Puppy licked his hands gently. On another occasion, he would have kicked her for doing this, but he found it welcome this time. He wiped his hands with a kerchief and stroked Puppy lovingly.

The shadows had disappeared. He got up, and instead of going to the house, he walked towards the village bazaar. Puppy walked beside him, her tail wagging. People of the village, who had been hibernating inside their houses at mid-day, had now come out. The moment he reached the bazaar, Ramzan the butcher, called out his name loudly, ‘Deewan sahib! When did you come?’

‘Arre, you are here?’ Chhuti the weaver also called out loudly and jumped out of his shop.

Yaqub the tailor forgot about his shop and came running, ‘Welcome deewan, you are welcome, our eyes have longed …’

And in this way, a crowd gathered around him. Excited and overjoyed, everyone spoke loudly, and a barrage of questions rained down upon him.

‘Is Amma all right?’

‘Is master sahib keeping well?’

‘Your children must be studying Hindi, no?’

‘So sain, do you miss us or not?’

‘We swear by Allah, we are desolate without you.’

‘Not desolate, sain, orphans.’

Words and emotions, tears and conversation merged and mingled. When he got ready to leave, he felt a lightness within himself. With Puppy by his side, he reached the other end of the bazaar. Outside Jaan Muhammad’s sweet shop, a fakir played the ektara and sang:


To hell with your mansions, Umar
 My nation is only the Maleer

My soul pines for my people
 Although you have the body, Umar



Suddenly, like the string of the ektara, the fakir’s voice snapped. ‘Deewan, it’s you!’ He put his ektara down, and looked at him in astonishment.

‘Go on, fakir, sing, let the rhythm continue …’

‘Really?’ Bachayo fakir resumed his singing. With his hands upon his ears, he raised the pitch and sang a doha.

Let my nation have every breath of mine

 Another doha followed.

Barren otaks … beseechers gone … just us, left staring

In the midst of his singing, Bachayo got up and in a trancelike state, he began dancing:

My friend at the doorstep …

He began to think, ‘This is really strange, we have the same music as them, the same poetry which Bachayo fakir sings here, Kalu bhagat sings over there. Shah, Sachal, Sami belong to them, and also to us. How did they escape Partition?’

Overwhelmed, he took out a rupee from his pocket when Bachayo fakir finished singing. Offering that to him, he said, ‘Fakir, my dear fakir, fie upon you, you made dry wounds raw.’

Looking at the rupee, the fakir smiled. Then throwing it at Jaan Muhammad, he said, ‘Jaan, give me kebabs and rotis.’

Fakir stretched his hand out and offered kebab and rotis to him. ‘Sit, deewan, let’s eat together.’

For a moment, he hesitated. He was not a vegetarian, but he avoided meat and fish if he could, and particularly kebabs because he was put off by the smell. God knows why, he couldn’t turn the fakir’s invitation down. He tore a little piece of roti and first fed Puppy, and then he too began to eat.

When he returned to Shah sahib’s mansion in the evening, his heart raced with joy and anticipation. Shah Sahib was puffing at the hukka and sitting on a cot. On seeing him, he put away the hukka quickly and hugged him, ‘Welcome, deewan, welcome. You have honoured us today.’
 
He was overjoyed, while Shah sahib held him by his shoulders and studied his face. He mumbled, ‘What is this? It’s been two years and your forehead has lines of worry, and this silver streak in the middle of your hair.’

‘Enough, Shah sahib,’ he heaved a sigh, ‘the hair has also been partitioned.’

Shah was at a loss for words. Then looking into the distance, he said almost inaudibly, ‘It may take years, but eventually all hair will turn grey and look the same.’

They embraced each other again.

‘I had written to you about Ghulam Hussain’s wedding,’ Shah sahib said, seating himself on a cot.

‘Yes, I did get the letter.’

‘Why didn’t you come then?’

What could he have said?

‘At least, you might have acknowledged the letter.’

He was suddenly filled with remorse and embarrassment. He had doubted Jaman’s affection and Shah sahib’s commitment, he had some explaining to do.

‘Jaman told me that you went away without eating this afternoon. Why?’

‘I wasn’t hungry. Even now, I am not hungry, because I had kebabs and rotis with the fakir.’

‘Really? How mean of you! I wish I’d been with you.’

After a few moments, he said, ‘Shah sahib, I should leave now.’

‘Wah, stubborn man, how can I let you go? At least, spend the night here.’

‘I am sorry. I had come to Hyderabad for some work, I couldn’t resist coming here, we are outsiders now.’

‘No … no … please don’t say that. This is your village. Your home, your belongings, everything is intact. You are free to take anything back anytime you wish.’

He returned to the station, with Shah sahib’s servant carrying his luggage. Puppy went with him. He crossed the same places, the same lanes, wells, gardens, fields—everything appeared to be ‘his own’. The servant walked ahead, he and Puppy followed.

Once they reached the water course, Puppy began to whimper. She had slowed down considerably. He snapped his fingers and goaded her to walk. But Puppy refused to move. He bent down and caressed her back, but she would not budge. He held her by her forelegs, and pulled her hard, but she shrugged and began to turn back.

His heart sank. He felt something precious had slipped through his fingers. He clicked his tongue and called out to her, ‘Puppy, Puppy.’ Puppy sped away. He did not like that. He also gathered speed and went after her, ‘Puppy, Puppy.’ Puppy ran faster, and he chased her to the village. She vanished in a blink.

Panting, and helpless, he stood there. He felt both failure and despair. He bit his lip and wiped his forehead. His heart overflowed with grief. With vacant eyes, he looked around. He felt that the street underneath his feet was unfamiliar, the fields unknown, the village facing him was also not his own.








[image: Penguin walking logo]


The Claim

NARAYAN BHARTI

‘Ada, who is in charge of reimbursing claims here?’ Joharmal stood on the verandah of office number two in Kalyan Camp and asked the people who stood there.

‘Kaka, nobody will reimburse claims. This place is only for filing claims.’ One of the men standing there smiled at Joharmal’s ignorance as he replied to his query.

‘Kaka, come this way,’ said somebody who sat next to the typist, ‘I am also putting in an application. This deewan will type it.’

‘Bhau, people like us don’t know anything about this claim business. Of course, my son studies in an English school but the officers understand only their own language. If you don’t use their language, they say, you did not write this, you did not mention that. So I thought to myself, why skimp over a little money, I might as well pay the deewan for writing up the application.’

‘Come, sit.’ Somebody signalled Joharmal to sit down, without interrupting his own conversation.

‘Arre satguru,’ he said as sat heavily on a bench. ‘Manekmal told me yesterday that the government would reimburse us for the properties we had left behind. They are asking for written details regarding who left behind what and how much it was worth in Sindh. So I thought since we have left so much property behind, why don’t I also submit a written list?’ With this, Joharmal took out a roll of papers from his pocket.

‘Ada, you think the government will actually calculate the value and dole out cash? These are mere consolations. But our hearts urge us to do these things, so we do them. And then, by chance, if some lucky ones manage to receive compensation, we would look stupid and careless. So here we are. In any case, it can’t hurt to apply. What will be, will be. We are none the worse for it, I say,’ the man sitting next to Joharmal rambled on.

The typist tapped the keys on the typewriter and mumbled, ‘Main road to the west, Khan Muhammad’s house to the east, Seth Phagumal’s inn to the north. Area: 3000 square feet, two storeys.’

As he tapped the keys, he also glanced around to look at those who were waiting. One by one, he typed everybody’s application. Then turning to Joharmal, he said, ‘Yes, sain, tell me.’

‘Ada, you tell me what I should tell you. We left a world behind us, our prestige, friendships, everything. Allah knows when, but if God is willing, we will go back and once again resume our lives.’

‘Yes, yes, kaka. Now tell me your name.’

‘My name? Sain, Joharmal is my name.’

Tap … tap … tap … the typist began to type, ‘Johar … yes, kaka … Johar, son of …?’

‘Johar, son of Vasaimal.’

‘And your last name?’

‘Nagdev.’

The typist typed everything together, ‘So, now tell me, where was your village in Pakistan? And which taluka? Which district?’

‘Please write, village: Hallya, taluka: Kambar, zilla: Larkano.’

The typist went tick-tack-tick.

‘Have you brought any documents of your property?’

‘What kind?’

‘Details about the size of the land, the number of acres. How many plots? Location? Their measurement and value? Was the land leased or did you own it? If you were the owner, how much did you buy it for? Proof of possession? Any tax receipts from the talati’s office? All these details are necesary.’

A bewildered kaka looked at the typist. All this was a completely new language to him. He realized that he didn’t have any property deed documents. Manekmal had told him that whatever one mentioned got written down. But this is … I am a Sindhi, is that not sufficient evidence?

The typist looked at Joharmal, ‘How much property did you leave behind in Pakistan? Lands, houses or any other constructed property?’

Jolted out of a reverie, Joharmal replied, ‘Ada, now that’s a question I can answer. You had me lost earlier! All right, now write down.’

‘Joharmal, son of Vasaimal, nukka Nagdev, has left the whole of Sindh in Pakistan. Now he files a claim for Sindh. It should be returned to him. The proof is the fact that Joharmal is a Sindhi, his language is Sindhi and his civilization is Sindhi.’

‘Kaka, how can this be written? You must mention what belongs to you.’

‘Belongs to me? I have left Sindhri. If Sindhri is not my own, then is it somebody else’s? We Sindhis left all luxuries behind and got thrown into the midst of Marathas. And yet, you are asking me what have I left behind? You think I do not remember Sindh, that I have forgotten it? No, yaar, no. Never think that. Sindh is the fibre of our existence. I am a Sindhi and Sindhri is mine. I have a right to claim it. We are told that Punjabis got the Punjab, and they also have homes to stay in. What crimes have we committed against the sarkar that we can’t have even Sindh?’

Bemused, people watched him, and the deewan smiled.

Joharmal looked at everyone and continued, ‘Look here, we have left Sindh behind. Has the deewan been asking you such crooked questions too? Or is he pulling an old man’s leg?’

‘No, kaka, I am not making fun of you. I am telling you the truth. This is a government rule—says that individuals can file claims only for the property they owned and left behind, not for anything else. See, others have made me type down details of their lands and immovable properties: Topanmal, son of Godumal, Premchandani, village: Sajjawal, taluka: Mirukhan, zilla: Larkano. Two buildings, single storeyed. Area: 2000 square feet. Facing west. 50 hectares. Total value: Rs 15,000. This gentleman has filed a claim for fifteen thousand.’

Kaka’s face became pale. He had never imagined that Sindhis would forget Sindh like this and make a claim only for their own share. He looked at the deewan, ‘Are you not a Sindhi? Were your forefathers not Sindhis? Did you not drink the waters of Darya Shah? Did you not bathe in the Sindhu? And yet, you tell me I can’t claim Sindh? Our inheritance, Sindh where our ancestors spent their lives, where we grew up—do we not have a right to it? I will not be able to meet Rajab, Ramzan and Mehboob ever again. Can I not file a claim for their friendship?’

Joharmal choked with emotion, and his face contorted with pain and his eyes misted over.

‘But, kaka …’

Joharmal cut in, ‘All right, deewan, never mind. Enough. I don’t want to file a claim, to hell with it. What do I claim? What do I make you write? My friendship has more value than my shop, my watan has … I came here because my daughter and son-in-law were making a fuss. Otherwise, you think I would have left Sindh?’

The typist realized that Joharmal was right. The truth of the matter was that they should get their Sindh back. He thought of his own deep friendship with Anwar, Hussain and Ahmed Ali. He used to go for a stroll with them to Ramzan Garden. Noor, Wadero Haji Urs’s niece, was so dear to him. During the last days before leaving Sindh, Noor had said to him, ‘Don’t forget me. Allah willing, you will come back to take charge of your shops and lands.’

The entire conversation came back to life, the map of Sindh flashed before his eyes—its streets, parks, people. He thought of how Korea was also divided and its people were struggling for a united country.

Suddenly he spoke up, ‘Kaka, we will go back to Sindh, we will surely do that. Sindh belongs to us, to you, me and every Sindhi. Your claim is valid, it may appear invalid in legal and government accounts, but it is a true claim, a right one. Don’t be sad, kaka, times are not far when Sindhis will realize this and file such a claim. A claim for Sindh, for Sindhiyat. When there is truly democratic rule in India and Pakistan, these man-made barriers will be razed to the ground and you and I will get what is due to us.’
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The Document

NARAYAN BHARTI

Manghanmal sat on a stringed cot outside the ‘barrack’ rifling through various papers that he had brought with him from Sindh—documents, letters, receipts. He threw a cursory glance at each one of them, muttering something under his breath; at other times slapping his forehead with, ‘Abbo, kismet … otherwise …’ He sorted the documents into separate piles.

Some days ago, he had received a circular from the claims office that said: ‘You are expected to remain present on such and such date at 11 a.m. in Camp 2 office. Please be there on time and bring with you all documents and evidential proofs with copies. In case of your absence, a unilateral decision shall be taken.’

Manghanmal had filed a claim for land as well as constructed property. The circular he had received referred to his claim for property in Sindh. Hence, he was busy looking for supporting documents and sorting out the rest of the papers as well.

His eyes fell on one particular document. As he read it, the plan of his house unfolded like a film before his eyes. His house, the one with the cattle pond, was situated in the oil-miller’s colony. Soomar the oil-miller had a house next to his. Soomar used to till Chandanmal’s land. There was a place next to the terrace to store fodder. One, two, three houses—the documents unfolded. Some were ten years old, others twenty, while some dated back to more than thirty-forty years ago. Some of the properties had been bought before the beginnings of his memory, whereas he clearly remembered the construction of others. He vividly remembered the house where Siddiq the carpenter had made doors and windows and other sundry objects. Manghanmal used to tease him by calling him ‘Bhaalu’. The sight of the document brought many such stories to his mind. One by one, what a great number of documents he leafed through! While going through them, his eyes came to rest upon the words, ‘Rasul Baksh, son of Nabi Baksh Manghariyo, resident of village Miral.’ His eyes moved downwards to read further.


I, the undersigned, Rasool Baksh, son of Nabi Baksh of the Manghariyo community, and cultivator by profession, 30 years old, resident of village Miral, taluka Kaambar, district Larkano, own a house in village Miral, taluka Kaambar, district Larkano. The said property has three rooms, a living room and a neem tree. To its east is a madrassa where Muslim boys study, distance 33 feet. To its west is the house of Ali Hassan Gurmani, 33 feet. To its north is a common street, 21 feet. To its south is Khairal’s house, 21 feet. The main door of the house faces the east and the outlet for water from the terrace faces the common street.

I agree to sell the above-mentioned property of my own free will, to use and to enjoy, to Seth Manghanmal, son of Seth Kauromal, Hindu Lohana by caste, age 36 years, trader by profession, living in village Miral, for an amount of rupees two hundred.



Manghanmal could not read any further. His heart felt heavy with emotion. Images flashed before him—Rasool Baksh’s house, his wife, his little son whom Rasool Baksh would sometimes bring to the fields. While passing Manghanmal’s shop, the boy would say in his child-like stammer, ‘Bhautaar, will you not make me your cowherd? I will take your cattle for grazing.’ Then, making clicking sounds with his tongue, he would pretend to herd his imaginary cows and run away. While collecting the harvest, Manghanmal would give a wooden bowl filled with grain to Rasool Baksh and say, ‘Here, this is for your Ramzan.’

A smile played upon Manghanmal’s lips when he thought of all this. About thirteen or fourteen months prior to Partition, Rasool Baksh had come to him early one morning. He said, ‘Bhautaar, I urgently need seeds otherwise the field will dry up and I will be a ruined man. Would you please lend me some money?’

Sternly, Manghanmal reminded him, ‘Miyan, you already owe me almost two hundred rupees, which you have yet not returned. You want more? I don’t run a charity house here. It is futile asking me, I suggest you go to somebody else.’ Putting his chillum away, Manghanmal slipped his feet into his mojdis and got ready to leave.

Rasool Baksh, who was sitting on the threshold, took off his head-cloth, placed it at Manghanmal’s feet and said, ‘Bhautaar, please oblige me this time. I will do whatever you ask me to do. I don’t have a single object to mortgage. My wife is not left with a single piece of jewellery, not even her wedding necklace. That has also been mortgaged with Jasu vaanya. We needed clothes, surely we couldn’t do without them. There is no avoiding food and clothes, is there?’

‘All right, miyan, all right. Now that you are here, I cannot let you return empty-handed. Yaar, you have tilled for us and made our ancestral land fertile. You have a right to come to us, where else would you go? After all, we also share bonds of love and affection. But you see, times are changing. Who can trust the coming generations? Surely, we don’t want to be knocking about in court rooms. I suggest you borrow fifty rupees from me right now. Add that to the hundred and fifty rupees from your previous debt, it makes it two hundred. For that amount, you write your house off and give it to me.’ After saying this, Manghanmal fell silent.

Rasool Baksh was in a dilemma. ‘Bhautaar, all I have now is this house, now that too …’

Manghanmal interrupted him, ‘Miyan, who is taking it away from you? You may continue to live there, like you always have. When Allah gives you enough, execute a new document and become the owner of your place once again. The house is with you even now. Stay there, you have my word. But as a token commitment, pay me two rupees every month. Really speaking, I would not have charged you even that but you see, one has to live among one’s kin. The same banias would tell each other, sain, do you know Manghanmal gave Rasool … You understand, you are a man of the world.’

Usually, that was how documents came to be drafted. Manghanmal was thinking about all of this, while looking at the documents. He began to wonder, ‘Where must Rasool be now? Would he be thinking of me?’

But this one thought came as a shock: If he, Manghanmal, were to show this document to the claims section and seek compensation, it would mean that the Pakistan government would confiscate the house from Rasool and auction it to recover the money. And where would Rasool live then? Manghanmal remembered how much Rasool Baksh had slaved for him. Even towards the end, when the attitude of every Muslim had changed for the worse, he had remained steadfast. Even the wadhero of the village had instructed everyone to prevent the banias from taking away their possessions. These belong to the Muslims, he had claimed. Despite the times, Rasool Baksh helped Manghanmal escape to Larkano with all his belongings. Not only that, he came all the way to Hyderabad to see him off at the railway station. Poor man, he even refused to accept money for the fare despite Manghamal’s insistence.

He said, ‘No, bhautaar, no! You have fed us all our lives. This was my duty. The Koran also teaches us to be kind to our neighbours.’

‘And I would snatch away his house?’ The very thought filled Manghanmal with pain. Thinking of Rasool Baksh, thinking of Sindh, his eyes misted. As his tears fell on the document, they blurred the ink of the words.
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The Neighbour

SHEIKH AYAZ

While Khanu the barber was busy cutting hair inside his saloon, a parade of perspiring, reckless, arrogant, strong, young men from the National Muslim Guard stomped past his shop—left, right, left. Seated on a chair, Sheth Shyamdas turned his gaze to the road. His face betrayed fear, helplessness and hatred.

‘Khanu, who is this man with a moon-and-stars banner?’ the sheth asked apprehensively.

‘That one? That’s Salaar Khan Muhammad. He is an ironsmith.’

‘Khanu,’ the sheth made an effort to repose faith in him, ‘what are these people up to now? You think they’ll create a ruckus and cause riots?’

Although Khanu was with the Muslim League, and held Islam in great regard, his interaction with his clients was amiable. ‘Sheth, why would they do that? They are merely doing their drills.’

‘My dear man, they can do that in the akhada of Ramamoorty or Wahid Baksh, na? Why do they have to do left-right-left in the middle of the street? I tell you, I will be going off to Jodhpur tomorrow, along with my wife and children.’

Khanu had been hearing the same thing for some days now. He had been reading Al Wahid and Sansar Samachar and their terrifying accounts about Bengal and Bihar, how brutally human beings were killed, how people had sported with each other’s blood and how the modesty of women had been violated, and how children had been done to death. He had seen hair-raising pictures of communal riots at the borders, and in Lahore and Mumbai. He had often felt that the Hindus had wreaked havoc upon the lives of Muslims in Bihar, that they had played with the lives of our Muslim brothers and humiliated the purdah. Will there really be riots after 2nd June, Khanu wondered. He continued to move his shaving blade, and wondered, whether they would avenge the blood of their Bihari Muslim brothers, tooth for tooth, claw for claw. Would I, for instance, slit this sheth’s neck with a shaving blade? A shudder ran through Khanu.

Khanu’s caste was that of a barber, no doubt, but when he stood at lakhidar dressed in fashionable pants, nobody could tell that he was a barber. How many college-going boys in Shikarpur aspired to be friends with him. You could find in Khanu’s shop news about each and every college in Sindh, poetry in Urdu and Hindi, photographs of Ashok Kumar and Prithviraj, and Khanu could hold forth with such confidence that he seemed the final authority on those subjects. Khanu’s shop also had a variety of fancy scissors, and combs, oils and talcum powder which many young men gawked at. Khanu’s friends were either college-going youth, or poorly educated but rich Hindu and Muslim children from zamindar families, who were ‘suited and booted’ and liked to talk about cinema and enjoyed hunting. Khanu’s clientele also included some communists, but they were busy arguing with each other and paid scant attention to him. In fact, a couple of them had come for a shave the previous day. He heard them saying things such as: Sindh belongs to Sindhis. Our identity and existence are in danger. These Punjabis, Gujaratis and Biharis will devour our culture, our language, and not to mention, our livelihood. It is our duty to stem the rot as soon as possible. Sindh Congress has been cornered by the Gujaratis. And look at the Sindhi Muslim Leaguers, how they have organized free community meals for the Biharis and Punjabis, never mind if Sindhi Muslims die of starvation.

A Hindu among them had said, ‘I prefer to die with my Sindhi Muslim brothers rather than survive among the Hindus of Udaipur or Jaipur. My roots are in this land, and so is my soul. I can’t see myself living anywhere but in Sindh.’

Never before had Khanu heard such grand and generous sentiments from a Hindu. He had begun to listen with great interest. The Hindu suddenly said, ‘Jai Sindh!’ Khanu had heard the slogan of ‘Jai Hind’, which he felt smacked of Hindu chauvinism; blade-like, it grazed him. But the slogan ‘Jai Sindh’ was fragrant like a rose in spring. He wondered what he would do, in case riots did break out in Sindh. Should I slit the sheth’s throat? The sheth’s son was a first-year student in Shikarpur College and came to Khanu for his haircut. The father and son had met Khanu quite often by the Sindhu canal at the time of the Navroj fair. They had invited Khanu to join them. There was hustle and bustle all around. The river Sindhu flowed forcefully. Its waves brought such joy. With his palm covering a ear, Khanu had broken into a doha, ‘Hey, young woman in a kurta …’ and the entire place was filled with love and gay abandon. Everyone was drunk on music, regardless of religion. Some of the listeners tapped rhythmically on the dried gourd tied around their waist to keep them afloat while swimming, while some snapped fingers to keep time with Khanu, and ripples of excitement went through the crowd. Then, they lay flat on their backs in the water and sucked mangoes.

The river that flows treats us equally. It is not as if it makes the Hindus drown and the Muslims survive. The scorching rays of the sun fall upon the bodies of both Hindus and Muslims, and both Hindus as well as Muslims jump into the water to cool themselves. It’s not as if the sun decides to spare the Muslim and burn the Hindu. If nature has not been discriminating, then why would its Creator be? And if the Creator is not discriminating, why should humans be? Khanu’s consciousness had acquired poetic contours and all the books he had read, including Urdu poetry, appeared to have left an indelible literary mark upon his thinking. He began to wonder how he would be able to slit the throats of those he had spent hours with, eating and drinking and making merry in their company.

Khanu used to accompany his Hindu friends to listen to the folk singing by bhagats. When a bhagat put a palm over his ear and began to sing the poetry of Shah Latif, ‘When cold winds blow in Thar, and should I breathe my last, take my corpse then to my Maleer, my motherland,’ it created such an amazing atmosphere that Khanu longed for that moment to turn into the beauty of death, right there under the tall, soothing shade of the benign banyan tree.


May the leaves of the banyan tree flutter and fall over my tomb

May the berries of the tree tickle my dead body



May the cool breeze of Shahibag sweep over my body, and clean my tomb, and when the bhagat sings, may his doha waft its fragrance upon my ears, so that I would hum and sway to the rhythm of the doha even in my death, so that I would shrug off the angels of heaven and return to the playfulness of the bhagat’s poetry once again. Not only Khanu, but every Hindu and Muslim listener alike responded with euphoria. These Hindus will leave Sindh and go away? How heartbreaking would it be to leave the nation of Marui? Who would sing to them the poetry of Shah over there?

Khanu had heard non-Sindhi songs on the radio, and found them so repulsive and the language so monstrous that he had changed the station promptly. How would Marathi and Marwari bring aesthetic joy to us? How would languages reeking with dry bajri bring joy to those who eat wheat? And those who die for the poetry of Shah Latif, those who walk by the Sindhu, how would they spend a lifetime outside Sindh, he wondered. Khanu could recall many incidents when the souls of Hindus and Muslims had been touched in similar ways, and Sindh had witnessed a culture of communal harmony. Thoughts of migration and riots haunted Khanu for the entire day. His mind buzzed like an electric machine.

In the evening, after closing his shop, when Khanu was heading home, his eyes fell upon the buggies at the station. Perhaps some of them had in them Hindu families that were bidding goodbye to the land of their birth and upbringing, and going away to a place which had neither Shah Latif, nor Sami, nor Sadhbelo, nor Jindah Pir; no bhagats, no fun and merriment, no friends, nor fairs. Perhaps they were moving towards a land unknown to them, customs unfamiliar, manners and etiquette, clothes and food equally unfamiliar. But … Khanu reflected … only a handful of rich people who perhaps owned large mansions in Jodhpur and Udaipur would think of migration, and who could withstand the travelling expenses. But humble clerks and accountants, teachers in Sindhi schools who visited his shops for a haircut and haggled over a few paise, how would they afford the expenses of shifting to India? A sheth could do business in India, but how would a Sindhi clerk write an application in Sindhi? How would a Sindhi schoolteacher teach?

The following morning Khanu was brushing his teeth with a neem twig. He heard someone calling aloud, ‘Pallo fish for you! Pallo fish!’ Khanu’s wife called out to the fisherwoman and settled on a particular fish after some examination of the contents of the basket. She said, ‘I need half of this fish.’

In the meantime, their neighbour, Pesu’s mother, came up to them and said, ‘Sister, you take half, and I will take the other half. We can pay for the whole fish now.’

When the two of them had finished dividing up the fish, Pesu’s mother said, ‘Bhen, I heard that things have worsened, and Muslims will start rioting. I will seek refuge in your house, I am telling you.’

Overhearing this conversation as he brushed his teeth, Khanu quipped, ‘Beware of me, I am a Muslim Leaguer and I also wear a Jinnah cap!’

‘What nonsense, brother,’ Pesu’s mother shook her head dismissively. ‘You can be as Muslim League as you want, you are still our very own Khanu brother. How would you kill us? Don’t you say that neighbourhood is the first family? You feed us with phirni on Id and visit us on thadri to eat lolas. Surely, that would make you think twice? And yet, if I had to die, I won’t mind my death as long as you are the one killing me.’ She quoted a quaint verse, often quoted to a bickering brother by his sister: ‘Go on my little brother, strike at my head …’

It was a staggering eye-opener for Khanu. Was he going to be able to kill this woman, who looked up to him for protection? Certainly not. How could he be so heartless? If the Hindus in Bihar had slaughtered Muslims, how was Pesu’s mother responsible? She was born and brought up in his neighbourhood, as his playmate. Together, they had flung stones at trees and knocked off berries and filled their laps with them. They had drunk water from the same pump, and he had often given her a hand and carried pots for her, while she had retrieved kites for him from her terrace. Not just that, when his wife Jabal was pregnant, she had brought for her protective charms.

It is true that his Muslim brothers were being killed in Bihar, but how was Pesu’s mother to be blamed for it? Why should she be killed? In this land of the sufis, there will not be any riots, absolutely not. Who was so cruel and heartless that he would not protect his neighbourhood, and slit the throats of the helpless? Someone whispered in his ears, ‘Jai Sindh!’

The clouds in Khanu’s consciousness dispersed, and he emerged, clean-shaven.
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The Refugee

GOBIND MALHI

His full name was, Topandas, but people called him, ‘Topu’ or ‘Topa’ and at times, ‘Topanmal’. His father had passed away while he was still in his mother’s womb. His mother had got his nose pierced, adorned him with a nose-ring and named him Topan—the one with a pierced nose. She used the endearment of ‘Topu’ or ‘Topa’ for him. People in the neighbourhood had also got into the habit of distorting his name and for all time to come he had become Topu. He already disliked the name Topan, and Topa and Topu made it worse. People in the village did not even know his full and correct name, and nobody had bothered to find out why he had come to be called Topu or Topa. What with an absent father and consequently insufficient resources, he had remained deprived of even elementary education. Instead, he stood outside the school, selling peas and savoury pulses so that he could look after his mother and elder sister. Later, he learnt to roll beedis and gradually became successful through a combination of sheer doggedness and luck.

Initially, he rolled beedis for others, but there came a time when he hired three to four employees for rolling beedis. Along with beedis and matches, he also served cups of warm tea during winter and cool soda-lemon sherbet during summer. He had an intense desire to have his own crushing machine to make soda-lemon, which could then be supplied to other retailers. Eventually, he managed to fulfil this desire and acquired a soda-making machine of his own. Mind you, his soda-making machine was not an ordinary one! He could fill up three bottles with a single stroke. Meanwhile, the economic status of his family had improved considerably. His sister had got married and she lived happily with her in-laws, who had, as they say, enough fish and wheat to eat.

By this time, Topu was also a married man and he had two children. His mother had managed to put her miserable past behind her and her efforts seemed to have borne fruit. People were amazed by the fortunate turn in the lives of the mother and the son. Although most of Topu’s wishes were fulfilled, one was not. He longed to be called by his full name, respectably. However, that was not to be. He had gone through many rites of passage, but as far as his name was concerned, a mere ‘mal’ was added to Topu or Topa.

Besides his home and shop, there was little that interested Topu. Matters of politics and the nation hardly ever drew his attention. Never mind the nation, Topu remained oblivious even to his village. At the suggestion of his customers, he began to subscribe to Sansaar Samachaar and Hindu, but never bothered with the contents of these newspapers. So he was not aware of the things that people had been reading and discussing with such passionate involvement every day. The only kind of news that he occasionally allowed to fall on his ears was: ‘City robbed of everything’ or ‘Woman’s arm chopped off for a bangle’ or ‘Daughter of a respectable house elopes with a servant’ or ‘A Muslim haari stabs his wife and children in the same stroke, arrives at the police-station with the bloodied axe’. Sometimes, he would listen to war news but the country’s political news was of no interest to him. He believed that the country would never become independent. The English would never leave India and in any case, an independent India would not change his life. People would still be making and drinking tea during winter and soda-lemon during summer. These thoughts were also not entirely his own, but conclusions he had arrived at willy-nilly, by listening to other people’s arguments on politics. Days rolled by in this manner.

One day, one of his customers while reading the newspaper, said to him, ‘Topanmal, what do you know? Pakistan is being formed. On 14 August, Jinnah mian will take the reins of Pakistan in hand.’

The customer was a Hindu and it was evident that the news had hurt him deeply, almost as if his body had been wounded. But Topanmal was unperturbed by this news. He had never racked his brains regarding the independence of India or the formation of Pakistan. Neither of the two events created any distinct feelings of joy or sadness in him.

August 14 arrived. There were celebrations in Karachi, Hyderabad, Nawabshah and Sukker. In Tharushah also, there were processions led by Syed Aarif Shah and Mukhi Dayaram. Sweets were distributed among children. Drawn by the lights and glitter, Topanmal also participated in such celebrations. The significance of such events continued to escape him. Pakistan dawned upon him the day he asked Suleman Khan, the milkman, to pay eleven annas for the beedis he had taken but not paid for. An impervious Suleman retorted, ‘Vaaniya, stop putting on airs now. It’s Pakistan now, we Muslims are the rulers now. If there is money, we’d pay otherwise …’ The words pierced through Topu’s consciousness. He could hardly hear the remaining part of Suleman’s sentence. And after that, things had changed swiftly. Lawless Muslims of the village had become wilful. Without worrying about law or penalties, they began a systematic harassment of the Hindus. When Hindu women passed through the bazaars, Muslim men made rude remarks about them. At night, the milk-sellers would sit outside Topu’s shop and bad-mouth the Hindus. Topu could not understand why and how things had changed so drastically. Usually Muslims were like doormats to the Hindus, you could trample upon them, and kick them but they did not question you. Now they were raring for a fight with the Hindus, almost provoking them. The Hindus had suddenly lost courage. They quietly swallowed the insults and transferred their anger by pouring expletives on the Congress leaders who had been insensitive to the Hindus of Sindh and accepted Partition.

Topu was bewildered by the sudden transformation in Hindu–Muslim relationships and then one day, he received a letter from his brother-in-law from Nawabshah. He stopped a school-boy passing near his shop and requested him to read the letter. The letter said something to this effect, ‘We will leave soon for Jodhpur. It is not advisable to stay here any longer. Thanks to Masud the collector, there is a war raging here. You must try and join us quickly so that we can leave together.’

By this time, Topu had some comprehension of the situation. Connecting all the events together, he realized that the independence of India had come with the curse of Pakistan and caused a rain of troubles for the Hindus of Sindh who, in order to escape insults every day, must migrate to free India. Before Topu could make a decision, half the village had migrated, including his sister who was now in Jaipur. Those left in the village also wished to migrate, but their poverty had not allowed them to do so. You needed money to leave. Topu faced the same difficulty. His home, the shop, the crushing machine and some cash constituted his entire property. Nobody was ready to buy his home and his crushing machine. Aarif Shah, who was interested, offered only two hundred rupees. Topu had used up seven hundred rupees from his savings to buy the machine. Last year, his brother-in-law had advised him to invest in a machine in Nawabshah and run his business there, but Topu had not accepted the advice. He regretted that decision today because he learned that in the bigger cities, the Hindus had managed to recover at least their investment costs. He was in a dilemma. Should he wait to sell the machine at a decent price? Or should he accept whatever he was getting and leave? Meanwhile, immigrants from Pathankot crept into the everyday lives of Tharushah and contributed to the audacity of the Muslim ruffians. Life became yet more difficult for the remaining Hindus.

Topu’s mother told him, ‘Putta! Never mind the two hundred, just get rid of the machine. Let us flee from here. We have some jewellery, let us sell that, collect the cash and start afresh in Jodhpur. We have known how to overcome hurdles in the past, we shall be able to do that once again. May God save your youth.’ Topu asked Shah’s nephew to buy the machine. Instead of two hundred, he tried palming off one hundred and fifty, but Topu felt he might lose out on that as well if he delayed selling it.

Topu had not been much of a traveller. Except for some villages around Tharushah and Nawabshah, he had not seen any other place, leave alone a city. He had to travel as a Partition refugee now amidst hundreds of Muslims and a handful of Hindus. Topu had heard that Muslims would throw out Hindus from a moving train. His limbs froze and he quietly chanted the five verses from Jap Sahib he had learnt from his visits to the tikaana in his childhood. At the Hyderabad station, Topu had to part with at least half of his belongings and also pay a bribe of fifty rupees to the coolie. In the train bound for Jodhpur, there were migrating Hindus like him who had witnessed the birth of Pakistan. There did not seem much possibility of being thrown off the train. However, there lingered the fear of a sudden attack by Muslims. In Hyderabad, Topu had come to know that a fortnight earlier, Muslim immigrants had attacked a train filled with Hindus.

When the train left the station, someone addressed Topu, ‘Topandas, there is no need to fear anymore. We are heading towards the border of free India.’ He had no acquaintances among his fellow travellers on the train, so he had said ‘Topandas’ when he was asked his name. He had always wanted to be addressed as Topandas. For the first time, he was being called by that name, but it brought him no joy. The difficulties he had experienced were fresh in his memory and the anticipation of many more had destroyed any feelings of joy. He would now be called refugee.
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The Uprooted

VISHNU BHATIA

The ship had left the shore. At the port, only officers milled around. And there were labourers pulling carts and gigantic cranes. The port grew distant from the ship, and the land slipped away. We filled our eyes with the sight of Karachi for one last time, carrying the sacred spectacle of the city only in our eyes.

How long could anyone have lasted shrouded in fear? The fear of being stabbed at any moment, the fear of being robbed, the fear that, any moment, the women of the house might lose their honour. The odour of fresh blood had begun to assault our nostrils, and the deathly silence on the streets hurt our ears. Anyone could be shot to death at sight. People who had never thought of themselves as Hindus or Muslims now knew that Hindus were infidels, and Muslims, scoundrels. So much for brotherhood! Hindus have no right to live on this land. A political decision managed to do what pandits and moulvis could not. Hatred had spread like poison and an entire community was uprooted from its land and thrown into the waters of the Arabian Sea.

There was no port in sight anymore. The lighthouse had also faded away. People inside the ship were huddled together—men, women, the old, the children—with the luggage. Not a single face held an expression of joy. People had been forcibly parted from their homes, lands, shops and property. The wailing of children, the lamentations of the mothers, the grave faces of the young and hushed voices of the old. A common question—now what? What would be the future like? Darkness everywhere. Would Hindustan accept us as its own? Or would we be pushed away, rejected like outsiders? A barrage of unanswered questions. The sea became choppy and noisy. Our hearts resonated with it. I felt as if a hundred lions were roaring. The fear within us made everything look terrifying.

Those two were still trying to explain the situation to the old man, ‘Be sensible, Kaka Jeevandas, don’t be so childish and stubborn. How will you go back to Karachi now? At least, think. If you get murdered there, not a soul would give you even a drop of water. Your dead body would be untraceable. Dogs and vultures will tear your flesh apart.’
 
Kaka Jeevandas, with his walking stick beside him, was clad in dhoti and kurta (with a gold button on it), and an embroidered round cap. Dripping with perspiration, his face showed lines of fear and age. ‘If my corpse remains unclaimed, it will still be my corpse, right? You want to make a clean break, don’t you? So you go, baba! I don’t need you at all. Abba, I have my friends Qadir and Muhammad in Karachi.’

‘Kaka, you can’t trust the dyata. They will show brotherhood one moment, but stab you in the back for being a kafir the next.’

‘Arre, fools! You think you are the only wise ones on this earth. I have spent my entire life with them. Ask even a child in Karachi and it will tell you how well known was the trio of three friends—Jeevandas, Qadir and Muhammad. We would not even eat without each other. We spent our childhood and youth together, and together we arrived at this stage of life. Why would we suck each other’s blood now?’

Now I remember. At the time of embarkation, two old Muslim men waved their handkerchiefs to bid goodbye while Kaka Jeevandas struggled to break free of the two young men who were trying hard to restrain him. ‘Qadir, I will come back, yaar. Muhammad, I’ll return soon.’

That’s right. Qadir and Muhammad stood misty-eyed, their lips quivering. I tried to hear the faint words forming on their lips, but I could not. They had no strength left to yell.

‘You are not my nephews. You are hankering after my money. Here, take all this. This is all I have. You can have everything, but tell the captain of this ship that I wish to go back. Abba, don’t torture me.’ With this, Kaka flung his money at the nephews.

The young men returned the pouch to him, saying, ‘Kaka, calm down. Don’t be unreasonable. We are not your enemies. We have your welfare in mind and that’s why we have brought you with us.’

Kaka Jeevandas was exhausted. He sat and sulked. With empty eyes, he looked at the ship’s ceiling. The dinner bell rang. The food looked nauseating. Dry bajri rotis and stale masur dal. In fact, some people actually threw up. The food was brought to Kaka. He refused to touch it.

‘Kaka, eat something.’

No answer.

‘Kaka, eat something.’

He was quiet, meditative.

‘Kaka, for our sake, please.’

This time Kaka took the food and threw it away with vehemence. The dal ruined the mattress and the rotis were crushed under the bearers’ feet. One of the two young men remarked, ‘Not much difference, is there, between a child and an old man? Both are equally obstinate.’

Exasperated, the other one said, ‘Starve to death then, Kaka.’

Kaka became quiet again.

‘Kaka, this is just futile. We were destined to be in that land only for so long. We are going to Hindustan. That is also our country. Sindh was simply a part of it.’

‘You men are illiterate. I have nothing to do with Hindustan. Everything in Karachi is my own. I was born there and that’s where I shall die. In the last few years of my life, you think I’d be torn asunder from my motherland?’

‘Kaka, you are being unnecessarily sentimental. You refuse to acknowledge reality. Until recently, Sindh was peaceful and hence we lived there. Now it is dangerous to spend even a moment there. Hindus and Muslims are thirsting for each other’s blood now.’

‘I will not regret being murdered by my friends,’ Kaka said and became quiet again.

The ocean raged underneath the ship. The sun’s shadow altered the complexion of the sea. The sea was fire red, and at times green and then dusky. Kaka Jeevandas’s eyes were shut. His eyelids hid God only knows how many memories.

Tears streamed down his eyes.

In the sky above, clouds flew like cotton, forming foot-columns that migrated from one nation to another. Many passengers were dozing off, while some played cards and a few blew smoke rings from cigarettes and beedis. A child began to wail and his mother promptly offered him her breast. A young woman was resting her head blissfully on her husband’s shoulder. People didn’t care anymore about caste or group identities—whether someone was Sahiti or Hyderabadi, Uttradhi or Shikarpuri. They were all Sindhis who were uprooted and had left everything behind.

I came and stood near the deck. White seagulls hovered about. The ship pushed the waves forward and the sun let the clouds hide him. Dark shadows washed over the sea. The sea and the sky met at the horizon. At times, I felt that the ship was floating in the sky. Kaka came up to the deck with weary steps. He did not have his walking stick. Was he heading towards me? Why me?

‘Child, how far is Karachi from here?’

‘We must surely have travelled at least five or six miles,’ I made a guess.

‘Look, child, don’t tell anyone. I have come to the deck on the pretext of using the toilet. I’ll swim my way back to Karachi.’

‘Kaka, can you swim?’

He looked at the sky and said, ‘God will guide me. He will carry me across the waters. My Qadir and Muhammed are waiting for me. The soil of Sindh beckons to me. I will most definitely go. What do you think? Will I be able to swim, abba?’

The next moment Kaka folded his hands and mumbled something to himself. A prayer, perhaps.

Perhaps, it happened the way it is supposed to have happened in a Lord Satyanarayana story. God made an appearance before Kaka and asked him, ‘What do you want, Kaka?’

The old man said, ‘I wish to go to Karachi.’ ‘So be it,’ said Satyanarayana, and disappeared.

Kaka Jeevandas opened his eyes and looked around. There was no one, except me. I did not actually expect Kaka to jump into the sea. In a fraction of a second, Kaka had jumped. A splash. I thought he would now go to Karachi. Kaka began to struggle in the water. He came up to the surface a couple of times and then disappeared. His arm came out, as if to say goodbye. The struggle lasted for a while. Eventually, it looked as if Kaka had merged with the water and turned into water himself.

I yelled, ‘Kaka, Kaka! Help!’

People rushed upstairs on hearing me yell, ‘What happened?’

‘What happened? Why are you in panic?’

‘Kaka Jeevandas …’ I couldn’t finish. I pointed to the sea. Lord Satyanarayana had let the old man drown. The nephews were in tears.

The ship came to a halt and a search began for Kaka. Small boats were released into water. We couldn’t find even the dead body. Perhaps crocodiles had eaten it up. He never managed to go back to Karachi.

Our lament merged with the cacophony of a fuming and frothing sea. One of the nephews said, ‘How much we tried to explain! It was foolish of him. He killed himself.’

The ship began to sail again, carrying the burden of the living. The roaring waves had grown more terrifying, and a funereal silence prevailed.
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Who was Responsible?

LACHHMAN KUKREJA

This incident belongs to the year 1947, when India was partitioned. One portion became India and the other, Pakistan. People from both sides of the border had begun to migrate. Muslim refugees from India came into Sindh and instigated riots, especially in the cities of Hyderabad and Karachi. The Hindus of Sindh would never be able to put behind the memory of the riots in Karachi on Tuesday, 6 January 1948. Chatur Singh, a very brave Sikh who hailed from our village, Gadiyasun, lost his life in those riots. The news sent waves of terror through Gadiyasun. Suddenly, colonies with mixed communities were emptied of Hindus and reduced to Muslim colonies. Meanwhile, Hindus were either crossing the border and going over to divided India or, at times, moving house to colonies with a Hindu majority. When the news of the 6 January riots and the consequent murder of Chatur Singh spread like wildfire in Gadiyasun, the Hindus quaked with fear. Leading members of the Hindu community called meetings to discuss their safety. They were particularly concerned that the Khalsas who could have supported the Hindus had already left because their community had suffered terribly in the violence in Punjab. Naturally, the Khalsas were the first to leave even from Sindh, and a mass exodus of Khalsas followed from our village. Now, the Muslims wielded power exclusively. In pre-Pakistan days, power lay divided equally between the Pathans and the Khalsas. But after the formation of Pakistan, power became one-sided. The police belonged to the Muslims, and the military belonged to them as well. After all, the entire nation belonged to the Muslims. This was inevitable. Once Muslim refugees from Punjab, United Provinces and Bihar began to arrive in Sindh, the native Muslims of Sindh became all the more buoyant. Terror struck at the hearts of Hindus and therefore meetings were called. At last, it was decided that important citizens would talk to the Pathan leader in person and ascertain his opinion.

Following this, one afternoon, leading citizens gathered together at Panchati Square. Well-known leaders and representatives from both Hindu and Muslim communities participated in this meeting. Khanumkhan Badraldin Durrani Pathan stated in no uncertain terms that he would do nothing to support the Hindus, regardless of whether they wanted to stay or go. Should something happen, he said, he would first defend the Muslims and then the Hindus. This meant that even if the Muslims continued to bully the Hindus, they would be the first ones to be defended. After listening to Badraldin, it was clear to everyone that there was no point in living in Gadiyasun. From time immemorial, the universal truth has been that Hindus have been at the receiving end of Muslim aggression. Violence or militant behaviour simply does not come naturally to Hindus. In fact, Hindus have always been accommodating to other religions. Badraldin had not only ignored this fact, but had also ignored the presence of Hindus in the packed audience. He had taken an expedient decision, as a result of which the next day onwards, the Hindus began to pack their belongings. Migration continued.

Fresh messages and news flowed in and out every day: ‘After spending a few days in Shikarpur, Pahlumal finally took a train to Karachi.’ ‘Such-and-such after spending a few days in the Sukkur dharmashala left for Karachi.’ ‘Today Baba Haridas along with his followers left for Karachi and boarded a ship to go to India.’ ‘Some left by train from Khokhrapar to go to India.’ In short, Gadiyasun was becoming empty of Hindus.

Perturbed by such messages, our relatives were also resigned to the fact of migration. Younger women of my extended community were the first ones to go. There were letters coming from the Akbar camp or at times from the Visarpur or Kalyani camps, with heart-rending descriptions of the conditions in the camps, but these were followed by sighs of relief. The older women in the family had begun to cry for their daughters. Compelled by wailing women, the elders of our community decided to leave soon.

Rolling pins, rolling boards, pillows, utensils, bowls, bedsheets, plates, calendars—we spread everything out on mats and began to sell them, the way we had seen other Hindus do. Migration required money, at least the fare, and this was made possible only by selling household wares. Pots and pans and everything that could fetch money was laid out for sale. Nobody was ready to buy property, because it was immovable. Muslims knew all this. Helpless, we were compelled to sell trivial objects for an anna or two, and began to put together two or three rupees each day.

One day, I was at my shop and had laid out fresh calendars of the year 1948 that advertised Madrasi Beedi, Pyaari Beedi. One of the Pathan boys named Gaffur (an old classmate of mine) came and stood by my shop. He took one calendar from the stack and began to look at it intently. He then folded it up and took to his heels with the calendar clutched under his arm. My head reeled with anger, and without a moment’s delay, I chased him. Fuming and frothing, with not a thought about the shop, I chased the Pathan boy. I ran after him, as he ran through lanes and alleys, crossed the Veero Waaro Irani well, jumped over the Sidhwani haveli, scrambled through several neighbourhoods and finally reached his own Pathan neighbourhood. Close at his heels, I quickly caught him by the scruff of his neck. I was about to slap him when I noticed a crowd of Pathan boys and fearsome-looking men gather around us. Momentarily, I felt scared but I was young and also under the influence of stories of Hindu valour featuring Shivaji and Rana Pratap. My fingers went around Gaffur’s neck. Gaffur gasped in pain.

From among the crowd of Pathans, a fairly senior Pathan came up and slapped Gaffur hard. My stomach lurched. My hold on Gaffur loosened and I let him go. ‘Lakha laanat athai chhora, shame on you,’ said the Pathan to Gaffur and slapped him once again. ‘Boy, aren’t you ashamed of yourself? Can’t you go jump in a well? You are harassing these poor people. These vaanyas are having a hard time. They are leaving their homes and everything else. Here you are, stealing from them? Shameless fellow, return whatever it is you took from him.’

Gaffur gave me back the crumpled calendar. On seeing this, the older Pathan hugged me, and very affectionately gave me a paisa, ‘Child, this is for the calendar. Gaffur has ruined it and you may not be able to sell it anymore. Go, child, nobody dare touch you. Go home.’

I heard him say behind my back, ‘Poor banias, what do they know of fighting? We are harassing them, looting them and creating problems instead of helping them. They are leaving everything behind them. We should be ashamed of ourselves, we are not helping them, rather we are multiplying their miseries.’ Then to me, he said, ‘Go, child, go.’

Thinking about it now, I realize that ordinary Muslims are not to be blamed for driving us out of Sindh. They wanted to us to live there, they did not want us to leave our homes and properties. It was the respectable leaders whom we looked up to and trusted, whom we expected to protect us, who let us down. They are the ones responsible. And one of them was Khanumkhan Badraldin.
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In the Name of Allah

IBRAHIM JOYO

After the merciless grind of a rough day, how soothing it is to feel the balmy breeze in Karachi’s Burns Gardens, especially on a fresh spring evening! How refreshing it is! Enough to want to live, once again, yet another day! In the daytime, beautiful little birds flap energetically, winging their way to faraway places for a few grains. But as night falls, they return to the trees and congregate among the branches. There’s place enough for everyone at night: some little corner, a branch, a leaf. After a dreadful day, the sad earth comes to the closing hours with such quiet resolution, it’s like coming to the end of a mystery novel!

Starting from the northern entrance of Burns Garden, is a forty-step-long footpath going west. About four or five gypsy families of the Gedri community had stayed there long enough to make it their home. This footpath stretched up to a corner in the west, and at the turning it continued for another forty steps past the gate of Muslim Law College, ending at the newly built mosque. Facing the mosque was a street with three rows of five-storey buildings that stared sternly at each other, and finally merged into Mcleod Road. Really speaking, the occupants of these buildings were some others, but once Pakistan was formed, ‘they’ went away to Hindustan and similar ‘others’, Allah’s loved ones, willy-nilly came to occupy the building. In fact, the mosque facing the Law College was an outcome of the religious sentiment of these Faithful Ones; it had formerly been a nursery that housed plants and shrubs from the Burns Garden.

Over the years, the last days of Ramzan had fortunately coincided with gentle and auspicious weather. On one such pleasant evening, as I came out of Burns Garden after a walk, I saw on the footpath walking beside me, a Gedri child, somewhere between eight and ten years. His feet were bare, hair unkempt, and his body was covered with dust and a shalwar worn to shreds. He dragged along with him a handicapped sibling in a wooden cart who wailed, ‘I am hungry … I am helpless … babul … In the name of Allah …’ The heart-rending voice haunts me to this day.

As we turned round the corner, and walked a few steps towards the buildings, we saw a neatly dressed teenager from a well-to-do family holding, with both hands, a plateful of food covered with elaborate grandeur. The boy was walking towards us. This food was probably meant for the Faithful Ones observing Ramzan, but it had been a while since roza had begun, and the namazis had probably left the mosque. The boy strode towards the handicapped child with food in his hands. The handicapped child stretched out his palms to receive the food.

The boy said to him, ‘Bring a bowl first, then I’ll give it to you.’

On hearing the words, the elder brother almost threw the wooden cart and sprinted. Joyfully, he took to his heels, unmindful of the harsh thorns that hurt his heels. Meanwhile, the handicapped boy had stopped wailing.

Suddenly, someone yelled out, ‘Tufail, O Tufail! Wretched fellow, that food is only meant for a Muslim.’

Tufail’s father was on his way home from prayers, the ritual of breaking the roza and namaaz. He happened to catch his son before he committed a sacrilegious act. Standing at some distance, an old Muslim beggar woman heard his words. On realizing her rightful claim to the food, she sprung into action and stood expectantly before Tufail. Meanwhile, the Gedri boy had also zipped back, like the wind, with a thaanv in his hands. Tufail’s father marched swiftly to the scene of action to whisk the food away from his son, which he promptly poured into the old woman’s kasti.

The Gedri child extended his bowl and begged, ‘Sain, some for me please.’ His little sibling began to wail, ‘I am hungry … I am helpless … Baba, in the name of Allah …’

Tufail and his father walked away

The moment they had turned their backs, the old beggar fished out from her kasti all the food, halved it equally—rice, keema tikki, roti and mithai, and put one half into the little boy’s bowl. She patted the little boy and went away.

My faith in humanity was revived, and life which had seemed barren, stirred before me once again in the guise of spring.
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Oxen

MUHAMMAD DAUD BALOCH

Iam a peasant with a small house in a small village of rural Sindh. House? A mere hut it is. I have two acres of land; I am the owner of the land as well its cultivator, the haari. If the harvest escapes the greedy eyes of the chief landowner, I do not have to scrounge for food for the next three or four months. Otherwise, I have to frequently return home with just the chaadar on my wretched shoulder. I have a strong and healthy pair of oxen (Abro–Sabro) for cultivating the land. At dawn, I take them to the field and return home with them in the evening.

My field is on the outskirts of the village where formerly every haari was a Sindhi, but ever since Seth Nenumal left for Hindustan, that land has been allotted to Punjabi Mohajirs. We haaris share brotherhood through labour and meet up with each other to chat about this, that and the other. At times I go up to them, at times they come and meet me. Of the many things we talk about during such meetings, matters of business often come up. We also have conversations about how good or bad the oxen have been, and how the chief landowners continue to exploit and torture, and so on. Sometimes, I tell the Punjabi mohajjirs that they should teach me Punjabi Urdu, and very often, they tell me that I should teach them Sindhi because they say now we are Sindhis and Sindh is our watan.

During one such session of chatting about trade and deals, Khairuddin Punjabi and I struck a deal of exchanging our oxen. Mine were much better than his, so he agreed to give me a donkey along with his oxen. I was happy that I had received something extra, whereas Khairuddin must have felt happy that he had landed such good oxen. I reached home with my pair and the donkey. According to the usual practice, I hitched the oxen to the plough and took them to my field. Initially, the oxen quietly toiled and cut furrows in the field.

After a little while, when I said to the two of them, ‘Khabe jaat athai’, instructing them to make furrows to the left, the oxen paid no attention, but tried to shrug off the leash that kept them tied to the plough. I kept saying, ‘Khabe sadye andar baahir per ta aa’, that is instructing them to make furrows inside the soil, but they had never heard these Sindhi words before and I simply could not control them. I was perplexed, and began to feel cheated by Khairuddin Punjabi, who had given me a pair of deaf oxen in exchange for my strong ones. How could I go back on my word and return them? I decided to settle scores with him someday. Meanwhile, I spent yet another day hitting and pelting the oxen who did not understand my language. Frustrated, I decided to return them and the donkey to Khairuddin.

Early one morning, I left the plough and leash in the field, and marched towards Khairuddin’s field with the three animals. I had barely gone halfway when I saw Khairuddin Punjabi coming towards me with my oxen. When we both stood facing each other, Khairuddin said to me that my oxen didn’t understand his language although he had whacked them so hard that their skin peeled off. He said, ‘Please return my oxen to me, and you take back yours.’ I returned the pair and donkey to him. We went back to our fields with our respective animals.

While walking back, my eyes fell upon the backs of my oxen marked now by brutal beating, and tears welled up in my eyes. It occurred to me, that if without a language this is what happens to a beast, Allah only knows what happens to humans.
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The Death of Fear

SHOUKAT HUSSAIN SHORO 

It was three o’ clock in the depth of the night but the firing had not ceased, it continued intermittently and at times, exploded suddenly, sending out waves of terror. Zainab lay, along with her two-year-old son, on a stringed cot. Kamil had lain down on the cot next to her. Every few minutes, he tossed and turned.

‘Are you awake?’ Zainab’s voice was a nervous whisper.

‘Yes, and you can’t sleep either?’

‘Who can sleep when death stares in your face?’ Zainab replied in a fearful hush.

It frightened her to think that her voice might cross the room, the house and return with a bullet.

‘I had given you a Valium, didn’t you take that?’ Kamil asked.

‘I swallowed two tablets, and my head weighs a ton now, but I am unable to sleep.’

Kamil fell silent. He knew that the fear of death was far more potent than sleeping pills, and even an entire bottle could prove useless.

‘The last few Sindhi families in the neighbourhood have left. We are the only ones left. The mohajjir’s daughter next door dropped in today. She said it was dangerous for us to stay in this neighbourhood any longer, and that we should shift elsewhere,’ Zainab said.

‘Do you think she was warning you out of sympathy? She must have been sent purposefully to terrorize you.’ Kamil sat up with rage.

‘No, no. How’s that possible?’ Zainab replied, in disbelief. ‘I became a member of this house only a few years ago, while these people have lived next to you for forty years. All of you have spent time together like families, shared meals with each other and played together. How can they do that?’

‘They may not do anything, but it would not stop them from inciting others,’ Kamil said. ‘They have set their eyes upon our house.’

‘How do you know?’ Zainab asked, perplexed.

‘The girl’s father talked to me about it. He said exactly the same thing: that it was dangerous for us to stay here. He also said that if I would sell the house, he was willing to buy it.’

‘Then? What did you say?’

‘I told him that my house costs four and a half lakhs, but he is not willing to pay more than one and a half lakhs.’

‘Hmm …’ Zainab was lost in thought.

Bang … bang … bang … .The firing was not far away.

Zainab got up and sat beside Kamil on his cot. Kamil took her hand in his. Her hand was ice-cold. And when he put his hand on her forehead, it was damp with perspiration.

‘What’s the matter?’ Kamil wiped the perspiration with his hands and said, ‘Are you scared? Lie down.’

‘Aren’t you scared?’ Zainab lay down beside him.

Kamil did not respond, but he thought to himself, of course I am scared too. He ran his fingers through Zainab’s hair.

‘Allah knows, how many nights I haven’t slept. There was fear even at the time of curfew. Despite a curfew, the mohajjirs attacked the homes of Sindhis. Now that the curfew has been lifted, its even more scary. I feel as if our house is under fire.’

‘So, what do we do?’

‘There is no alternative. Sindhis, with homes in villages fled from there the moment riots began. We have had nothing to do with villages. Our ancestors were from Hyderabad. Who would have imagined that we would feel unsafe in our ancestral homes?’

‘I suggest that we sell the house and live in a Sindhi neighbourhood.’

‘Sell the ancestral house for peanuts?’ Kamil asked, irritated.

‘The house is not more precious than our lives, God forbid. What if they barge in and kill us, what use would the house be then?’ Zainab tried to see Kamil’s face in the dark.

Kamil took a deep breath. He realized that Zainab had a point. He was not oblivious to what the two of them had avoided voicing. More than their lives, they were anxious about the safety of their little son.

‘All right then, I will go and check out houses in Qasimabad tomorrow. We will first buy the house and then sell this to our neighbours. Others may not give even this much for the house.’

Zeenat heaved a sigh of relief and buried herself in Kamil’s arms.

On making inquiries with the property dealer in Qasimabad, Kamil came to know that prices of real estate had skyrocketed. Sindhis living amongst mohajjirs in Latifabad and Hyderabad had also begun to move to that side. Which is why plots had become expensive and rents had also gone up. Kamil’s son was still very little, even a smaller place would have served their purpose. One of Kamil’s friends told him that in the Sindhi Muslim Housing Society, a house owned by the retired official, Haji Sahib, was available. His son practised medicine in Saudi Arabia; Haji Sahib and his wife occupied the ground floor, but the upper floor was available. It had two bedrooms. Haji Sahib demanded a monthly rent of Rs 1500 and a year’s rent in advance. Kamil thought the rent was exorbitant, but he felt there was no harm in talking to Haji Sahib. The latter might bring the rent down on seeing a fellow Sindhi’s helplessness.

It was evening. There were a few chairs laid out in the lawn outside the house. Some men, looking like retired bureaucrats, were sitting on them. Haji Sahib offered Kamil a chair and began to ask him for a fuller account of things.
 
‘Now look here,’ Haji Sahib addressed his companions, ‘look, how poor Sindhis are being compelled to sell their ancestral homes, as if Hyderabad was not a part of Sindh, rather it was the Hyderabad of the Deccan in India. The house belonged to their ancestors but they don’t have a right to live there!’

Kamil found Haji Sahib’s words heartening, they appeared like drops of cool water on parched earth. Perhaps Sindhis had begun to realize how much like orphans they had become.

‘We are suffering from the same misery,’ a retired teacher said, looked at Kamil. ‘We were talking about exactly the same thing, just before you arrived. World history is full of instances of how people from other lands dislodge and destroy the aboriginal groups. For example, the Red Indians in America.’

‘These are hackneyed examples of colonization. You must try and understand the current political strategy,’ declared an intellectual bureaucrat among them.

‘The MQM’s terrorism is on the same lines as Hitler’s Nazi movement. By creating a sense of victimization and arousing sentiments of racial purity, Hitler militarized the Germans. Similar Nazi terrorist strategies are being used here. The Nazis robbed the properties of the Jews and exterminated them. The same thing is being done to the Sindhis.’

‘Where will they push us?’ Haji Sahib asked. ‘We will find acceptance in neither India, nor Afghanistan nor Iran.’

‘You think these are random riots? You think these innocent Sindhis are being killed aimlessly?’ The intellectual bureaucrat continued to speak without listening to Haji Sahib. ‘All this is a part of a well-thought-out strategy. MQM plans to drive away the Sindhis from the bigger cities, and bring mohajjirs to the cities. This wedge between them will support the MQM’s politics, and eventually it will stake its claim to form “Mohajjiristan” and divide Sindh into two.’

‘You are right,’ Haji Sahib sighed, ‘we are sick of these problems …’

‘But, sain, I beg your pardon, these problems have been created by our fathers and grandfathers. Who drove the Sindhis away, and invited outsiders to come here, and live? They said: “Muslims are our brothers.” We gave them Karachi, Hyderabad and other big cities as gifts. Our generation is paying the price for this mistake,’ Kamil said.

‘Miyan sahib,’ the retired teacher addressed Kamil, ‘how old are you?’

‘Thirty.’

‘So, how would you know what happened then? If the Hindus had not inflicted atrocities upon Sindhi Muslims, you think we would have done this? Were we that insane? The Hindus considered themselves superior and civilized. You young men don’t even know the discrimination Hindus practised,’ the retired teacher said angrily.

‘You are probably right. But Hindus had not formed terrorizing groups and gone into the houses of Sindhi Muslims, humiliated them, robbed them and beaten them up. They had not fired at innocent passers-by. If in the eyes of the Sindhi Hindus, Sindhi Muslims were illiterate and uncouth, in the eyes of the mohajjirs we are savage and irreligious. What difference has it made to us? On the contrary, an unfamiliar language and culture have been thrust upon us …’ Agitated, Kamil argued.

‘Yes, young man, you are absolutely right. We were blinkered and fell over the cliff. The mohajjirs have conquered us. Yaar, I tell you, Sindhi Muslims have bad destinies following them.’

‘No, Haji Sahib, this is not about destiny. We have our own weaknesses.’ The intellectual bureaucrat held forth. ‘We Sindhis lack communal pride. We lack political insight. Every Sindhi thinks only of himself. Read the newspapers, and see how Sindhis are at each other’s throats. People decimate each other’s families out of personal vendetta, they behead each other over trifling matters like water. How many Sindhis support each other? On the other hand, look at the mohajjir politics of Sindh. Within a few years, Altaaf got together all the mohajjirs on the same platform and formed a strong organization. Sindhis have been merely talking about it for years. What have they achieved? Everyone builds a little mosque of his own. There must be some hundred parties and organizations. As long as Sindhis do not kill their egotism, and get together on a single platform, we cannot achieve anything. Sindhis will continue to be thrown about, and harassed, and the conspiracy to drive them away from cities will meet with success.’

The atmosphere became morose. Nobody seemed to want to talk.

‘All right, yaar, we’ll make a move now,’ the retired teacher and the bureaucrat got up to leave.

Haji Sahib stood up to see the two of them off. Sitting down once again, he asked Kamil, ‘So what do you do?’

‘I am a lecturer in a college.’

‘All right, young man, consider this as your own home. You are welcome to stay here. In times of crisis, we Sindhis must help each other out. If we don’t, who will?’

‘Very kind of you, sain,’ an overwhelmed Kamil responded, ‘but I have a request. The rent is very high. I earn three thousand rupees. If I spend half of my salary on the rent, it’ll be difficult to survive. To be honest, I have money just enough for fifty per cent of the advance. The moment I am able to sell my house, I will give you the rest.’

Haji Sahib mulled over this.

‘All right then, tell me, how much rent would you be able to pay?’

‘Sain, I’d be obliged if you accept eight hundred rupees,’ a humbled Kamil replied.

‘Eight hundred rupees?’ Haji Sahib threw his head back and laughed. ‘That’s too little. My friend, you want me to make a loss or what!’

‘No, Haji Sahib, God forbid, I wouldn’t want you to make a loss. I merely shared my helplessness with you. If you would be so kind as to …’

‘Hmm …’ Haji Sahib was again pensive.

‘How many children do you have?’

‘A little son, two years old. To be honest, we are worried more about him than ourselves. The fear looms so large that my wife hasn’t slept in months.’

‘All right, I can bring the rent down by three hundred rupees. Twelve hundred is the final price. You can pay me half the advance and take the key, I trust you.’

Kamil thought it was futile to insist further.

‘All right, sain, I respect your decision. Will you kindly show me the place?’

Haji Sahib opened the door leading to a staircase, and took Kamil upstairs. The place was fine, sufficient for Kamil’s purposes.

‘I will come tomorrow with the advance and take the keys.’

Kamil left.

When he reached home and shared the good news with Zainab, he saw the dark clouds of despair and dread disperse from her face. Her nervous eyes lit up. Kamil saw how hope renewed life.

‘How’s the house, tell me?’ Zainab asked.

‘Quite good. We will be able to live comfortably.’

‘The rent is not very high, I hope.’

‘It is. He quoted thousand five hundred at first, but finally agreed upon thousand two hundred. Haji Sahib is a good man, and quite sympathetic. Finally, it looks as if Sindhis have begun to understand each other.’

‘May God give the Sindhis wisdom enough to unite, otherwise these monsters will not let us survive,’ Zainab said.

The following day, Kamil visited Haji Sahib’s house with the money in hand. A 50-year-old woman came out of the house.

‘Amma, is Haji Sahib home?’ Kamil asked.

‘Haji Sahib is not well. He is asleep. If you want me to convey something to him, then tell me,’ said the woman, looking at him closely.

‘I had met Haji Sahib yesterday. I had talked to him about renting out rooms on the upper floor. I have come with the tenancy money. Haji Sahib must have told you about it. Don’t bother him, let him rest. If you give me the key, I can shift tomorrow. We wish to shift as soon as possible.’

‘I am Haji Sahib’s wife,’ the woman introduced herself for the first time, ‘he has talked to me about it. We had other tenants this morning, and they are willing to pay a rent of thousand five hundred and a year’s advance. At the moment, Haji Sahib has not made a commitment to them, since he had given you his word. If you wish, you can pay thousand five hundred and take the key.’ The woman was tougher than Haji Sahib.

‘But, Amma, Haji Sahib had agreed to a rent of thousand two hundred. And I simply cannot afford to pay more than that,’ a helpless Kamil protested.

‘That’s your wish. Feel free to do what you want,’ she stepped back into the house.

‘At least, listen to me. Haji Sahib knows what my circumstances are … we are all Sindhis … if you don’t sympathize … please …’ Kamil begged her.

‘Should we suffer a loss because we are Sindhis?’ The woman closed the door behind her.

Kamil stared at the closed door aghast.

His knees felt weak. He dragged himself up to the Wahdat colony and sat down at the chowk. His legs refused to move.

This is the city of my ancestors, and I am desperately trying to flee from here, knocking every door for refuge, he thought.

Suddenly, he got up, ‘I should go home. Zainab must be worried.’

He took a ride in a Suzuki.

On reaching home, Kamil found Zainab very anxious.

‘What happened? Why did it take you so long?’

‘Nothing special. There’s no need to worry. Everything is fine.’

He sat down on a stringed cot, and began to remove his shoes.

‘Did you bring the house key with you?’

‘No. we are not going anywhere. We shall live here, in our own house. The house in which my ancestors, my mother and father took their last breath. Why should we be afraid of dying in such a house? Get rid of that fear from now on.’

Kamil lay down on the cot and lit a cigarette.
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In Exile

MOHAN KALPANA

One morning in a government office—

The clerk at the window that concerned Mohan arrived ten minutes later than his scheduled time. Nodding casually in the general direction of the watchman who saluted him, and waving his hand like a flag to greet the other clerks, he entered the attendance-room to sign the muster. He shook his pen twice to sign, and finally slumped into a chair. Resting his forehead upon his left hand, he surveyed with one eye the piles of papers on the desk, and with the other, the number of people queued up, waiting for him, and then fishing cigarettes and matches out of his pocket, he walked away towards the toilet.

Thirty minutes later, with his nose high up in the air and elbows swinging, he returned. He threw a severe glance around him in a way that you would have thought it was he who carried on his shoulders the responsibility of the office, a responsibility as enormous as that of the proverbial cow from the Bhagawat, who carried the entire earth’s weight on one of its horns, and each time it shifted the weight to the other horn, the earth quaked and volcanoes erupted.

The clerk was dressed in white clothes, and his eyes reflected alternating shades of despondency (from being underpaid) and outrage (from feeling overworked). When in bad spirits, he could bring the entire city to a halt, just like a traffic policeman who by raising his hand makes everyone stop, including leaders, businessmen, film actors, government officials and even senior police officials. Every government employee represents limitless power. His family may have to make do with his salary, but this designation can make or break other people’s lives.

Mohan had been standing in the queue for a long time. The previous day’s cyclone had brought his house down. His mother had suffered from head injuries, so she had to be hospitalized. His two sisters had been sitting outside a broken down barrack. He needed to rent a new place for which he needed to submit an application, the form for which the said clerk had to give to Mohan.

There were several such ‘windows’ in the office of the Sindhunagar administrator, and several clerks who had limited means but unlimited power. The bars between the clerks and the people kept the clerks safe from people’s wrath, as they also deprived people of clerical benevolence.

It was the morning of 23 November 1948, and the night before had brought to Sindhunagar torrential rains. On seeing people blissfully asleep, it had shaken them up. The people of Sindh, who, on seeing the sky merely dribble would close their schools, shops and offices and with half-bare bodies run on streets, singing, ‘Throw away, Maula, balls of silver!’ had groped last night for safe little corners to protect their children. Clouds billowed and surged in the sky, lightning flashed, creating the sound of war tanks, effecting as it were, yet another Partition of India and Pakistan, but in the sky this time. Roofs made of cement, tin and tiles were blown away and thrown asunder, like ships in a thunderstorm. Dense, black clouds rumbled and rolled, forming an endless chain, like refugees. They unleashed a never-ending torrential rain, determined to destroy, like the leaders of India, the very existence and identity of the Sindhi people.

People left homes, shops and businesses, and cities, villages and trees, and lanes, clothes and wells. Dreams and affection were now thrust into a colony where no house was bigger than twenty feet. In this jungle of despair, a city of ruined lives, there ran no street, save one; there was no garden, no cinema house, no telegraph office, no railway station; there were no buses, no schools, no gymnasiums, no nothing. The people of Sindh who had preferred to bring with them bedrolls and clothes rather than knives had been imprisoned in barracks. These barracks had no walls inside. They had to be created out of jute strings and tattered gunny sacks. No amount of sewing and mending had been able to hide what still escaped the holes—youthful desires and sensualities. At the time of war, when these barracks were army camps for the British, they were surrounded by night clubs and cinema halls. Now there lay only splinters of champagne and Black Knight bottles, broken guns, bullets, magazines, chairs, benches and torn photographs.

Once the nightmarish sounds of the storm receded, everyone had promptly begun to put their lives back together. As for those whose barracks had collapsed, they now stood facing this window in a queue and exchanged notes with each other about the previous night’s storm.

Mohan stood quietly. The clerk asked him with ceremonial indifference, ‘Did you bring the refugee certificate with you?’

‘Some months ago,’ the twenty-five-year-old educated and polite Mohan replied, ‘I had submitted an application for a refugee certificate at the window next to this one.’

‘Then go to that window,’ the clerk cut him short. ‘How do we know whether you are a refugee or not?’

Mohan pointed his finger at the framed picture across, ‘Just as the man inside the frame is Mahatma Gandhi, every person living in a camp is a refugee.’

‘Nonsense,’ the clerk bellowed. ‘You have the audacity to compare a mere refugee with Mahatma Gandhi.’

‘I am not comparing myself with Mahatma Gandhi,’ Mohan replied patiently, ‘I meant to explain that what is self-evident requires no evidence. When a fish raises its head out of water, we do not cease to consider it a fish although it may not have a government certificate to prove its identity.’

The clerk was floored by the answer but he did not want to concede to Mohan’s wit and superiority by smiling. Instead, he quipped, ‘Are you a fish then!’ creating full-throated guffaws in the office.

Refusing to be carried away by the academic discussion, a pastime for those who knew little about life’s experiences, Mohan replied, ‘My friend, my presence in this office proves that I am a refugee and that I have come to a government office for refuge.’

The clerk could now comfortably smile, and smile he did, like a toothpaste advertisement. ‘I regret to inform you that in the absence of a certificate, I cannot be of help to you.’

The clerk had replied in the kind of English he knew, but, seeing that Mohan had not gone away, he shouted, not in English, ‘Go away, you idiot.’

Mohan, a graduate, was not ready to be sworn at, and his patience began to slip away from him. As a young man he could rebel against oppression, on the other hand, he could also choose not to waste intellectual energy over a trifling matter.

He gritted his teeth, but an old man standing behind him in the queue said to him, ‘Bhautaar, if you wish to fight, please go and stand at the end of the queue so that we don’t waste time.’

Another old man seconded the first one, ‘First the storm broke our backs, and now these two are engaged in a dialogue like Sikander and Porus.’

‘Away, away!’ voices shooed him.

Mohan got out of the queue and bounded towards a room, determined to settle the score directly with the administrator. The peon standing at the door caught Mohan by his arm, ‘Where do you think you are going?’

‘I wish to see the administrator,’ said Mohan, pulling his arm free.

‘Some hopes you have, look at yourself first,’ the peon insulted him.

‘Don’t you people know how to talk? If I were to tell you, listen peon, you stay within your limits, and get out of my way, would it not violate your dignity?’ Mohan made an elocutionary presentation from his college days, ‘Every human being has some self-esteem and dignity, those who don’t understand this are primitive.’

The peon perhaps did not follow, but he couldn’t dismiss what sounded nice to his ears. Mellowing a bit, he said, ‘But the sahib has not come yet.’

‘Does he have a fixed time?’

‘There is no such thing for a sahib.’

‘Does he not get paid?’

‘The government pays him, not you.’

‘But the government pays him to work,’ Mohan shouted. ‘I wish to ask where the administrator is.’

The clarion call reached the ears of the head clerk who rushed to Mohan with spectacles in his hand, ‘Idiot, why are you yelling?’

‘Why do you swear at me, hanh?’ Mohan pulled the head clerk by his collar, ‘If you don’t apologize to me immediately, I will break your jaw.’

In the meantime, two peons came to the head clerk’s rescue and dragged Mohan bodily to throw him out of the office. Mohan wrestled to break free, but the two of them rained blows on his body, pulled his hair and beat him up mercilessly. People standing in the queue did not come forward, but merely fidgeted a bit and watched the tamasha. A jeep rolled in and stopped beside the scene. The two peons dusted their clothes and hands, and offered a salute each, to none else but the administrator who disembarked from the jeep. He had surveyed the scene from inside the jeep. Avoiding Mohan’s eyes, he fled into the office.

Gradually, Mohan got up. He took out his handkerchief to wipe the blood off his nose.

Within moments, the peon who had stood at the door, came to him to say, ‘Sahib wishes to see you.’

So far, everybody had addressed Mohan with the familiar you, now he was being addressed with a respectful you. Was that sympathy, or fear of the kind that every employee associates with a complainant, Mohan wondered.

He entered the well-furnished room of the administrator, and looked at the sahib with questions furrowing his smooth face. The sahib swivelled on his chair, and leaned back, ‘Before I hand you over to the police, I wish to know the nature of the crime for which you were being beaten up.’

Dressed in a green sari, the dusky looking typist standing next to the sahib found an opportunity to smirk, but she preferred to wrinkle up her forehead and looked at Mohan as if she were saying, ‘You have my sympathy, but …’

The peon stood at the door and, a little away, unmoving like a stone, and rather like a well-fed, well-rested, indulged pet dog, stood the head clerk.

‘I was thrashed for asking a valid question whether it was not only necessary but ethical for you to come to office on time?’

The sahib’s chair creaked. Two things were clear, one, that the chair needed oil, and two, that the sahib needed to give an answer. But the sahib did not reply, instead he asked, ‘Are you the governor?’

‘I have read in a book that every human being has a governor within him, who controls his mind and body. By asking this question, you are giving me the importance your conscience deserves.’

‘Some mad person, he is,’ said the sahib, looking at the head clerk. ‘Who is he? And what does he want?’

The clerk had perhaps meant to say he’s mad, and wishes madness but, tongue-tied by the rage on Mohan’s face, he merely watched with his mouth wide open.

Instead, Mohan answered the question, ‘Greatness lies in understanding the most ordinary person. You called me mad because you have the police on your side. You have been given the right of using language, that doesn’t mean you can say what you like. If you have the right to do that, you must grant the fact that I, too, have the right then to use language in ways I like and the right to give vent to my anger. If I were to submit to that impulse, I would be calling you by names of animals …’

The sahib knew that he need not fear the young man, and the fact that he was losing an argument to an ordinary refugee was something he could bear were he alone, but to be insulted in the presence of other people was just very shocking.

A young man stood before him, one whose idealism had made him forget a few things, such as his own low status and the purpose that had brought him there. After all, his mother was hospitalized and other members of the family were homeless. The sahib was not interested in winning an argument with him because he was much too ordinary to bother with. It was important to talk to him and make him aware of his own helplessness, and he could leave the office resigned to his fate, so that the blame would not rest upon the sahib.

Reassured by his superiority, the sahib was gentle with Mohan, ‘Come, sit here. I wish to understand you.’

Mohan glowered at the head clerk.

‘You see, two things are needed for efficient administration,’ the sahib said, ‘people must appreciate our competence and we should understand their helplessness.’

‘We understand our helplessness, but you must prove your competence.’ Mohan looked the sahib in his eyes.

Stunned, the sahib lit a cigarette, ‘The refugees have my sympathy.’

‘I don’t want your sympathy. I need a place to stay—which you are in a position to give me.’

‘Go break a lock and take any place. Why do you need to ask?’

‘I need to, I need permission. I believe in the law, and if I understand that, why can’t you understand our helplessness?’

‘You submit an application, we will do the needful.’

‘An application for a house is incomplete without a refugee certificate. I have already applied for a refugee certificate and that application is sitting in one of your files waiting for “the needful” to be done. Unfortunately, it is not my responsibility to bring that file to your kind attention. The application for a refugee certificate required the submission of a ration card to certify that I was a refugee. Of course, an office which claims to be competent forgot that ration cards are issued only to those whose names are registered in the refugee office. We are not issued rations because our cards are with you, and we don’t have homes because our refugee certificates are with you.’

‘Don’t worry,’ the sahib said, ‘you simply apply, never mind if there is no refugee certificate. You will find a place within a week.’

‘Where do I go for a week?’

Now it was the sahib’s turn to smile, ‘You are a refugee, you can spend a night under a tree, or near a railway track, or in a park. When you ran away from Sindh, did you ask Jinnah where should you go?’

The poison of being uprooted welled up in Mohan’s eyes, he banged his fist upon the table, ‘Am I in India or Pakistan right now?’

‘Right now, you are neither in India nor Pakistan. You are a refugee. A refugee! You do not have a home either here or there, you people are like washermen’s dogs—neither free nor pets.’

The typist quietly left the room, head down. The head clerk continued to stand, for he was also called a dog.

‘It was not only Jinnah who divided this nation, it is also people like you, who have no value for human dignity. Your prejudices and selfishness have divided humanity.’

Mohan’s voice choked, ‘You people will not let us live here, but we will not let ourselves die.’

With this, Mohan stormed out of the office, and looked at it from some distance in the street. He took out his kerchief and began wiping the rest of the blood.


A selection from Mohan Kalpana’s Jalavatni









Glossary

Ada/ado: Honorific terms, elder brother

Ajrak: Block printed material originating in Sindh, has come to represent Sindhi identity

Akhada: Gymnasium

Bahen: Sister

Bajri: Millet

Bhagat: Folk singer from Sindh

Bhautaar: Honorific term, such as ‘Sir’ or ‘Respected One’

Bilti: Consignment note

Chaubaaz: Dice game

Chopad: An altered pronunciation of chaubaaz, a dice game

Deewan: Historically referred to Hindus employed as officers/munshis in the courts of Sindh, also denotes a respectable way of referring to a well-to-do Hindu

Deg: A large wok or utensil used for cooking

Doha: Couplet

Dyata: A pejorative reference, of being uneducated and ill-bred, to Muslims

Garibparvar: Saviour of the poor

Gulkand: Rose jam

Haari: Cultivator, peasant, usually Muslim

Jamaat: The way Islam refers to a community, also communal gathering

Jamaati: One belonging to a jamaat, or communal gathering, kindred soul belonging to the religion of Islam

Jutti: Flat footwear

Kalash: Jug, pitcher

Kalima: The phrase of Islamic creed: ‘There is no god but God and Mohammed is His Apostle.’

Kasti: Kurta

Kazi: Judge

Lakhidar: A well-known area in the town of Shikarpur, Sindh

Lolas: Sweet rotis
 
Maee: Woman
 
Mehfil: Gathering

Mukhi: Community chief

Musla: Corruption of the word ‘Muslim’

Namaazi: A practising Muslim who does namaaz

Oadh: (also spelt as Odh) A lowly caste of Hindus who dig and supply loose earth and make mud walls

Otak: The main verandah of a house in Sindh, the place where men gather

Pesh imam: One who leads Islamic prayer

Pharwa: Berries of a particular kind
 Phirni: Sweet

Putta: Child

Ratal: A form of measure, equivalent to a pound

 Roza: The fast observed by Muslims during Ramzan

Sain: Sir

Ser: A measure of grain/oil

Takbir: The repetition of the Prophet’s creed (to repeat the words: ‘God is Great’)

Thaanv: Bowl, utensil

Thadri: Festival of the Hindu Sindhis when they observe fast and eat only food cooked the previous day

Tikaana: Sindhi temple

Vaanya: Bania or merchant, Hindu by religion

Wadhero: Elder of the community, usually an established landowner and village chief, usually Muslim

Watan: Country
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