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1

Tue Calcutta where I was born was an altogether
old-world place. Hackney carriages lumbered about
the city raising clouds of dust, and the whips fell on
the backs of skinny horses whose bones showed plainly
below their hide. There were no trams then, no
buses, no motors. Business was not the breathless
rush that it is now, and the days went by in leisurely
fashion. Clerks would take a good pull at the hookah
before starting for office, and chew their betel as they
went along. Some rode in palanquins, others joined
in groups of four or five to hire a carriage in common,
which was known as a “share-carriage”. Wealthy men
had monograms painted on their carriages, and a
leather hood over the rear portion, like a half-drawn
veil. The coachman sat on the box with his turban
stylishly tilted to one side, and two grooms rode
behind, girdles of yaks’ tails round their waists,
startling the pedestrians from thelr path with their
shouts of “Hey-yo!”

Women used to go about in the stifling darkness
of closed palanquins; they shrank from the idea of
riding in carriages, and even to use an umbrella in
sun or rain was considered unwomanly. Any woman
who was so bold as to wear the new-fangled bodice, or
shoes on her feet, was scornfully nicknamed “mem-
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sahib™, that is to say, one who had cast off all sense
of propriety or shame. If any woman unexpectedly
encountered a strange man, one outside her family
circle, her veil would promptly descend to the very
tip of her nose, and she would at once turn her back
on him. The palanquins in which women went out
were shut as closely as their apartments in the house.
An additional covering, a kind of thick tilt, completely
enveloped the palanquin of a rich man’s daughters and
daughters-in-law, so that it looked like a moving tomb.
By its side went the durwan carrying his brass-bound
stick. His work was to sit in the entrance and watch
the house, to tend his beard, safely to conduct the
money to the bank and the women to their relatives’
houses, and on festival days to dip the lady of the
house into the Ganges, closed palanquin and all.
Hawkers who came to the door with their array of
wares would grease Shivnandan’s palm to gain
admission, and the drivers of hired carriages were also
a source of profit to him. Sometimes a man who was
unwilling to fall in with this idea of going shares
would create a great scene in front of the porch.

Our “jamadar” Sobha Ram, who was a wrestler,
used to spend a good deal of time in practising his
preparatory feints and approaches, and in brandishing
his heavy clubs. Sometimes he would sit and grind
hemp for drink, and sometimes he would be quietly
eating his raw radishes, tender leaves and all, when
we boys would creep upon him and yell *“Radha-
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krishna!” in his ear. The more he waved his arms
and protested the more we delighted in teasing him.
And perhaps—who knows?—his_protests were merely
a cunning device for hearing repeated the name of
his favourite god.

There was no gas then in the city, and no electric
light. When the kerosene lamp was introduced, its
brilliance amazed wuws. In the evening the house-
servant lit castor-oil lamps in every room. The one
in our study-room had two wicks in a glass bowl.

By this dim light my master taught me from
Peary Sarkar’s First Book. First I would begin to yawn,
and then, growing more and more sleepy, rub my
heavy eyes. At such times I heard over and over again
of the virtues of my master’s other pupil Satin, a
paragon of a boy with a wonderful head for study, who
would rub snuff in his eyes to keep himself awake, so
earnest was he. But as for me—the less said about
that the better! Even the awful thought that I should
probably remain the only dunce in the family could
not keep me awake. When nine o’clock struck I was
released, my eyes dazed and my mind drugged with
sleep. :
There was a narrow passage, enclosed by latticed
walls, leading from the outer apartments to the interior
of the house. A dimly burning lantern swung from
the ceiling. As I went along this passage, my mind
would be haunted by the idea that something was
creeping upon me from behind. Little shivers ran
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up and down my back. In those days devils and
spirits lurked in the recesses of every man’s mind, and
the air was full of ghost stories. One day it would be
some servant girl falling in a dead faint because she
had heard the nasal whine of Shaifik-chunni. The
female demon of that name was the most bad-tempered
devil of all, and was said to be very greedy of fish.
Another story was connected with the thick-leaved
badam tree at the western corner of the house. A
mysterious Shape was said to stand with one foot in its
branches and the other on the third storey cornice of
the house. Plenty of people declared that they had
seen it, and there were not a few who believed them. A
friend of my elder brother’s laughingly made light of
the story, and the servants looked upon him as lacking
in all piety, and said that his neck would surely be
wrung one day and his pretensions exposed. The
very atmosphere was so enmeshed in ghostly terrors
that I could not put my feet into the darkness under
the table without them getting the creeps.

There were no water-pipes laid on in those days.
In the spring months of Magh and Falgoon when the
Ganges water was clear, our bearers would ‘bring it
up in brimming pots carried in a yoke across their
shoulders. In the dark rooms of the ground floor stood
rows of huge water jars filled with the whole year’s
supply of drinking water. All those musty, dingy,
twilit rooms were the home of furtive “Things’—
which of us did not know all about those “Things”?
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Great gaping mouths they had, eyes in their breasts,
and ears like winnowing fans; and their feet turned
backwards. Small wonder that my heart would pound
in my breast and my knees tremble when I went into
the inner garden, with the vision of those devilish
shapes before me.

At high tide the water of the Ganges would flow
along a masonry channel at the side of the road. Since
my grandfather’s time an allowance of this water
had been discharged into our tank. When the sluices
were opened the water rushed in, gurgling and foaming
like a waterfall. I used to watch it fascinated, holding
on by the railings of the south verandah. But the days
of our tank were numbered, and finally there came a
day when cartload after cartload of rubbish was tipped
into it. - When the tank no longer reflected the garden,
the last lingering illusion of rural life left it. That
badam tree is still standing near the third storey
cornice, but though his footholds remain, the ghostly
shape that once bestrode them has disappeared for
ever.



II

THE palanquin belonged to the days of my grand-
mother. It was of ample proportions and lordly
appearance. It was big enough to have needed eight
bearers for each pole. But when the former wealth
and glory of the family had faded like the glowing
clouds of sunset, the palanquin bearers, with their gold
bracelets, their thick ear-rings, and their sleeveless red
tunics, had disappeared along with it. The body of
the palanquin had been decorated with coloured line
drawings, some of which were now defaced. Its surface
was stained and discoloured, and the coir stuffing was
coming out of the upholstery. It lay in a corner of the
counting-house verandah as though it were a piece of
commonplace lumber. I was seven or eight years old '
at that time.

I was not yet, therefore, of an age to put my hand
to any serious work in the world, and the old palanquin
on its part had been dismissed from all useful service.
Perhaps it was this fellow-feeling that so much attracted
me towards it. It was to me an island in the midst of
the ocean, and I on my holidays became Robinson
Crusoe. There I sat within its closed doors, completely
lost to view, delightfully safe from prying eyes.

Outside my retreat, our house was full of people,
innumerable relatives and other folk. From all parts
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of the house I could hear the shouts of the various
servants at their work. Pari the maid is returning
from the bazaar through the front courtyard with her
vegetables in a basket on her hip. Dukhon the bearer
is carrying in Ganges water in a yoke across his
shoulder. The weaver woman has gone into the inner
apartments to trade the newest style of saries. Dinu
the goldsmith, who receives a mBnthly wage, usually
sits in the room next to the lane, blowing his bellows
and carrying out the orders of the family ; now he is
coming to the counting house to preseni his bill to
Kailash Mukherjee, who has a quill pen stuck over
his ear. The carder sits in the courtyard cleaning
the cotton mattress stuffing on his twanging bow.
Mukundalal the durwan is rolling on the ground
outside with the one-eyed wrestler, trying out a new
wrestling fall. He slaps his thighs loudly, and repeats
his “physical jerks” twenty or thirty times, dropping
on all fours. There is a crowd of beggars sitting
waiting for their regular dole.

The day wears on, the heat grows intense, the
clock in the gate-house strikes the hour. But inside
the palanquin the day does not acknowledge the
authority of clocks. Owur midday is that of former
days, when the drum at the great door of the king’s
palace would be beaten for the breaking-up of the
court, and the king would go to bathe in sandal-scented
water. At midday on holidays those in charge of me
have their meal and go to sleep. I sit on alone. My
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palanquin, outwardly at rest, travels on its imaginary
journeys. My bearers, sprung from “airy nothing” at
my bidding, eating the salt of my imagination, carry
me wherever my fancy leads: We pass through far,
strange lands, and I give each country a name from
the books I have read. My imagination has cut a road
through a deep forest. Tigers’ eyes blaze from the
thickets, my flesh creeps and tingles. With me is
Biswanath the hunter ; his gun speaks—Crack! Crack!
—and there, all is still. Sometimes my palanquin
becomes a peacock-boat, floating far out on the ocean
till the shore is out of sight. The oars fall into the
water with a gentle plash, the waves swing and swell
around us. The sailors cry to us to beware, a stormy
is coming. By the tiller stands Abdul the sailor, with
his pointed beard, shaven moustache and close-cropped
head. I know him, he brings hilsa fish and turtle eggs
from the Padma for my elder brother.

Abdul has a story for me. One day at the end
of Chaitra® he had gone out in a dinghy to catch fish
when suddenly there arose a great Vaisakh gale®. It
was' a tremendous typhoon and the boat sank lower
and lower. Abdul seized the tow-rope in his teeth,
and jumping into the water swam to the shore, where
he pulled his dinghy up after him by the rope. But
the story comes to an end far too quickly for my taste,

! March-April.

I Nor-wester, a very comnion phenomenon in Bengal in the
beginning of the hot weather.
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~ and besides, the boat is not lost, everything 1s saved
—that isn’t what I call a story! Again and again I
demand, “What next?” “Well,” says Abdul at last,
“after that there were great doings. What should I
see next but a panther with enormous whiskers.
During the storm he had climbed up a pakur tree on
the village ghat on the other side of the river. In the
violent wind the tree broke and fell into the Padma.
Brother Panther came floating down on the current,
rolled over and over in the water and reached and
climbed the bank on my side. As soon as I saw him
I made a noose in my tow-rope. The wild beast drew
near, his big eyes glaring. He had grown very hungry
with swimming, and when he saw me saliva dribbled
from his red, lolling tongue. But though he had
known many other men, inside and out, he did not
know Abdul. I shouted to him, “Come on, old boy”,
and as soon as he raised his forefeet for the attack I
dropped my noose round his neck. The more he
struggled to get free the tighter grew the noose, until
his tongue began to loll out....” I am tremendously
excited. “He didn’t die, did he Abdul?” I ask.
“Die?” says Abdul, “He couldn’t die for the life of
him! Well, the river was in spate, and I had to get
back to Bahadurganj. I yoked my young panther to
the dinghy and made him tow me fully forty miles.
Oh, he might roar and snarl, but I goaded him on
with my oar, and he carried me a ten or fifteen hours”
journey in an hour and a half! ~ Now, my little fellow,
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don’t ask me what happened next, for you won’t get
an answer.”

“All right,” say I, “so much for the panther;
now for the crocodile?” Says Abdul, “I have often
seen the tip of his nose above the water. And how
wickedly he smiles as he lies basking in the sun,
stretched at full length on the shelving sandbanks of
the river. If I'd had a gun I should have made his
acquaintance. But my license has expired.. ..

“Still, I can tell you one good yarn. One day
Kanchi the gypsy woman was sitting on the bank of
the river trimming bamboo with a bill-hook, with her
young goat tethered near by. All at once the crocodile
appeared on the surface, seized the billy-goat by the
leg and dragged it into the water. With one jump
the gypsy woman landed astride on its back, and began
sawing with her sickle at the throat of the “demon-
lizard”, over and over again. The beast let go of the
goat and plunged into the water....”

“And then? And then?” comes my excited
question. “Why,"” says Abdul, “the rest of the story
went down to the bottom of the river with the
crocodile. It will take some time to get it up again.
Before I see you again 1 will send somebody to find
out about it, and let you know.” Abdul has never
come again ; perhaps he is still looking for news.

So much, then, for my travels in the palanquin.
Outside the palanquin there were days when I assumed
the role of teacher, and the railings of the verandah
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were my pupils. They were all afraid of me, and
would cower before me in silence. Some of them
were very naughty, and cared absolutely nothing for
their books. I told them with dire threats that when
they grew up they would be fit for nothing but casual
labour. They bore the marks of my beatings from
head to foot, yet they did not stop being naughty.
For it would not have done for them to stop, it would
have made an end of my game.

There was another game too, with my wooden
lion. I heard stories of poojah sacrifices and decided
that a lion sacrifice would be a magnificent thing. I
rained blows on his back—with a frail little stick.
There had to be a “mantra”’, of course, otherwise it
would not have been a proper poojah:

“Liony, liony, off with your head,

Liony, liony, now you are dead.

Woofle the walnut goes clappety clap,
Snip, snop, SNAP!”

I had borrowed almost every word in this from
other sources; only the word walnut was my own.
1 was very fond of walnuts. From the words “clappety
clap” you can see that my sacrificial knife was made
of wood. And the word “snap” shows that it was not
a strong one.



III

THE clouds have had no rest since yesterday evening.
The rain is pouring incessantly. The trees stand hud-
dled together in a seemingly foolish manner ; the birds
are silent. I call to mind the evenings of my boyhood.

We used then to spend our evening in the
servants’ quarters. At that time English spellings
and meanings did not yet lie like a nightmare on my
shoulders. My third brother used to say that I ought
first to get a good foundation of Bengali and only
afterwards to go on to the English superstructure.
Consequently, while other school-boys of my age were
glibly reciting “I am up”, “He is down”, I had not
even started on B, A, D, bad and M, A, D, mad.

In the speech of the nabobs the servants’ quarters
were then called “tosha-khana”. Even though our
house had fallen far below its former aristocratic
state, these old high-sounding names, “tosha-khana”,
“‘daftar-khana”, “baithak-khana”, still clung to it.

On the southern side of this *“tosha-khana”, a
castor oil lamp burned dimly on a glass stand in a big
room ; on the wall was a picture of Ganesh and a
crude country painting of the goddess Kali, round
which the wall lizards hunted their insect prey. There
was no furniture in the room, merely a soiled mat
spread on the floor.



